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            Ladylike in the Extreme

         
         
            For her age, supposed to be eight years, she is a perfect genius; she now speaks English well, and has a great talent for
               music. She has won the affections, with but few exceptions, of all those who have known her, by her docile and amiable conduct,
               which nothing can exceed. She is far in advance of any white child of her age, in aptness of learning, and strength of mind
               and affection; and with her, being an excellent specimen of the negro race, might be tested the capability of the intellect
               of the Black . . .
            

            —Captain Frederick Edwyn Forbes, 1850

         

         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            One

         
         
            Rochester, England – June 27, 1862

         

         A young lady can take only so many injuries before humiliation and insult forge a vow of revenge.

         
         The story I’m about to tell you may make you uncomfortable. Greater still the shock may be for those of you bound by quaint
            rules of morality. I won’t judge you. In fact, I give you permission to hate me.
         

         
         I’m no heroine. I feel no inner struggle over any supposed codes of ethics, nor have I lost sleep over the “wrongness” of
            my decisions.
         

         
         You’ll understand why soon.

         
         Or maybe you won’t.

         
         You’ve been warned.

         
         Revenge takes time, you see. And I have been patient. Today, on June 27, 1862, in Rochester, England, Mr. Bellamy, the former
            editor of the Illustrated London News, danced like the famous drunkard he was in his foyer while his wife was with family in Yorkshire. Tripping over the expensive Turkish rug, he took another swig of whiskey through his thin lips and held out one chubby white hand for me to take. I did, with a smile, and we danced together. I suspected it was what he’d been waiting for all these years. For me to finally cast off the costume of civil British society and become the wild “animal” he thought I truly was. 

         
         “Dance, Sally, dance, my dear!” The slobbering Mr. Bellamy demanded it of me even as the scowling portrait of his wife glared
            down on us from the floral-patterned wallpaper.
         

         
         His breath was as foul as rotted eggs. Just as I expected, the balding man was still prone to the wiles of “exotic” young
            girls. “Dance now, Sally!”
         

         
         I obliged. My legs were trained in many genres. They could perform a waltz to perfection. Ten years ago, when I was presented
            to him in that wretched woman’s cold drawing room, he couldn’t stop looking at those legs with his lecherous eyes. If only
            he’d realized then why they were shaking. If only he’d realized that they were the quivering limbs of a frightened child newly
            stolen from Africa.
         

         
         “Queen Victoria’s goddaughter,” Bellamy said as he intertwined his fingers with mine. “The enslaved African princess given
            sanctuary by the Queen. How I’ve wanted you for so long . . .”
         

         
         My stomach churned as I thought of his sickening looks and not-so-subtle advances, never returned for a decade until now.

         
         “Why, Mr. Bellamy!” In the editor’s foyer, I jumped a little and bit back my anger when the stupid drunkard’s free hand reached
            lower than the crease of my back. His pants tightened as he stared at the teasing glimpse of my breasts tightly bound in a
            laced off-white corset. Now that I was freshly eighteen, there was no reason for him to hide his carnal desires.
         

         
         Yanking his hands off me, I grabbed the whiskey and poured it down his throat, making sure he downed this bottle, the third
            he’d managed in my presence due to my insistence. “Tell me again what it was like to climb the Duke of York’s tower with the
            famous Antoine Claudet.”
         

         
         My voice was pleasing to the ear, melodic like music. I’d learned how to make it this way. It was how I survived. I rubbed the bald spot on his head because I knew British men like him loved to be flattered like children. 

         
         “Or better yet,” I added with a wink, “perhaps you can tell me in your bedchambers?”

         
         There was a term used among the British men who expressed their deepest fears and most hypocritical, insatiable desires concerning
            girls like me, the reason why so many of their wives feared when their husbands would travel overseas to lands unknown: “going
            native.” It was as if there was something all too alluring about the possibility of breaking every fetter of Victorian codes
            of conduct and plunging deep into the dark bosom of devilry. For Bellamy, I had been too carefully watched by Queen Victoria
            and her royal lot for him to make a move. But now his wife was away. I was here. A secret meeting. No one would ever know.
            The history books would certainly never tell the tale.
         

         
         Mr. Bellamy’s unfocused eyes rolled to the back of his head and his laughter echoed across the flower-patterned wallpaper
            as he let me take his hand and lead him up the winding staircase. He was already hastily unfastening the buttons on his breeches
            with the other.
         

         
         I stifled an irritated sigh. Not everyone on my list would be this easy, but I’d studied them well.

         
         Everyone had a weak point.

         
         Once Mr. Bellamy reached the top of the stairs, I made sure the sweep of my foot was quick and quiet.

         
         And then he tumbled down the stairs.

         
         With his scream stuck in his throat, his soft flesh silently collided with the wood with dull thumps, except when his elbows
            knocked against the walls. I looked away. Bellamy died when his neck twisted with a crunch on the floor.
         

         
         As saliva trickled from his open mouth, I stayed my trembling hand against my heaving chest. The memories of his advances throughout the years calmed my breaths. I shut my eyes and forced myself to think of them: the way he’d grab my flesh after licking his fingers. The sickening words he’d whisper in my ear at social events when he thought no one was watching. He wanted to defile my body and so now his lay crumpled upon the wretched ground. 

         
         The police would rule this a foolish accident. A former editor fired from his newspaper for his boozing ways. Wife away. Empty
            bottles of alcohol strewn about. The story wrote itself.
         

         
         Mr. Bellamy’s head bled across the smooth wooden floor.

         
         Don’t dare judge me. I was a princess before I was a slave. Rulers have done worse for lesser injustices. And to a royal,
            insult is the greatest injustice of all.
         

         
         Make no mistake about my intentions. Bellamy’s death at my hands wasn’t the end but the means to it. Indeed, death wouldn’t
            be nearly satisfying enough of a goal. Sometimes I wondered if the British even feared it. Those “civilized” people seemed
            to have an oddly ghoulish fascination with la mort if their rituals and superstitions were anything to go by. Mrs. Bellamy would soon be covering her mirrors to make sure her
            husband’s spirit wouldn’t become trapped inside them, lusting after younger women for all eternity.
         

         
         No, Bellamy’s death was not the goal. There was one fate the British elite feared more than they ever could the afterlife.

         
         From behind a tree just outside the compound, I watched a carriage slow to a stop outside Bellamy’s open gate.

         
         Right on time. Punctuality was such an admirable trait.
         

         
         A young man stepped out of the carriage first. “Mr. Reynolds, the gate’s open, just like the letter told us it’d be.” It swung
            wide with a creak at his touch. “Blimey. The door’s probably unlocked too.”
         

         
         Another man followed him out of the carriage. It was George Reynolds, editor of the Reynolds Weekly Newspaper, who held the anonymous letter I’d sent him, taking it out of the breast pocket of his tan overcoat. After checking the contents
            again, he waved his assistant over, and together they entered the house. And I knew once they found Bellamy dead on the ground,
            surrounded by bottles of booze with his pants down, they’d leave with the story of the year.
         

         
         The Illustrated London News had many rivals. What better than a salacious story with accompanying pictures, not-so-tastefully drawn, to raise the sales
            of a competing paper lagging in profit? And if the printed story would bloody the nose of their advisory, all the better.
            Two birds. One stone. George Reynolds knew this as well as I knew of his lack of scruples.
         

         
         A destroyed reputation. A rotted legacy. Humiliation and ruin. This is what the elite feared more than death. And this was
            precisely the fate I aimed to unleash upon them.
         

         
         Useful, how everyone seemed comfortable underestimating me.

         
         On the carriage ride back to my home on the outskirts of London, I stared at the card between my two fingers: the Queen of
            Spades. I’d considered leaving it at the crime scene. But I’d only begun. I didn’t want to be caught just yet.
         

         
         I’d once read somewhere that a wrong is unredressed when the avenger fails to make herself felt as such to him who has done
            the wrong.
         

         
         I wouldn’t make that mistake.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Two

         
         I met my enemies on a chilly autumn night. November 8, 1850. I would never forget it.

         
         “What a pretty little thing.” The noblewoman refreshed herself in the humid air with an antique French hand fan. Even to my
            young eyes, she was clearly showing it off.
         

         
         This was her drawing room and she seemed proud of its decorations—carefully curated French décor from the Napoleonic era.
            She was the only woman of the group, and clearly obsessed with her own wealth. Traveling across shores to an unfamiliar country
            stretches one’s sense of self into a million distinct pieces, all of which mock you with their grotesqueness. Yet nothing
            was more grotesque than this room: the ugly mismatched colors of the walls, the gaudy chandelier hanging too low from above
            our heads. Two couches the color of blood and a rickety wooden sitting chair enclosed the confined space, each piece of furniture
            blocking the open-door exits, and thus my escape.
         

         
         I knew then it was too late for that anyway.

         
         It was my first night in England. At seven years old, I stood alone among strangers, barefoot on a scratchy carpet painted in frightening patterns. I was supposed to be asleep in preparation for my first meeting with Queen Victoria. But too many had wanted to see me before I was officially presented to the royals. 

         
         I counted six frightening creatures in those couches and chairs, their hollow eyes gobbling me up with at an excruciatingly
            slow pace, as if these predators didn’t have the decency to finish me off in one go. They looked like monsters to me. These
            must be the eseku my late mother warned me about when she told me tales at night. Of course, they had to be—they were too hairy and too ready
            to abduct me. They had to be evil spirits. That’s what my mind decided.
         

         
         Their figures loomed close, watching, observing, dissecting every inch of me with grins as hot and seething as coals. I could
            see my impending death and a part of me welcomed it.
         

         
         “You don’t see any of those jarring features you often find in females of the African race,” came the raspy voice of the man
            seated in the chair directly across from me. “You know, the ones that make them look so ferocious.” The vile words had come from Captain Frederick Forbes of the British Royal Navy. My captor and self-proclaimed savior.
            Lieutenant and commander of the HMS Bonetta.
         

         
         He was in awe of me. So too was his brother and accomplice, Captain George Forbes. Like Frederick, George was a noble descendant
            of the Pitsligo and Culquhonny branch of the House of Forbes. He’d helped retrieve me from the Dahomey Kingdom.
         

         
         On the other end of the circle, the woman tilted her head and tapped her stupid French fan against her hawklike nose.

         
         “Oh yes, I know,” she said. A lie. As blatant as all her other lies would be. She hadn’t noticed. She was too preoccupied with studying me. “My husband’s father once saw the Hottentot Venus in Piccadilly,” she said, and I couldn’t understand then why some of the adults rolled their eyes at the mention of her husband. They knew then what I knew now: this woman’s obsession with the Phipps family pedigree was as embarrassing as the funnel shape of the brown hair atop her head. “The Colonel Phipps found that African thing such a horrendous sight. But this girl is almost . . . ladylike.”
         

         
         She said the word ladylike as if it were a wholly foreign concept for one who looked such as me, with my low brow, flat brown nose, and large red lips.
            I should have been enraged, but though I could understand English, her words came out a jumbled mess to my ears. Hottentot?
            Piccadilly? Were these foods? Creatures of some sort?
         

         
         But the words, strange as they were, carried an unmistakable venom in them that crossed the boundaries of language. My little
            body shook. I knew I would die that day. I could feel it.
         

         
         Ladylike. To say I now understand the word would be an understatement. Its meaning, its idiosyncrasies and patterns, have
            been engraved without my approval into my very flesh, my very bones. The word is a weapon, a sword meant to cut flesh. And
            ever since I understood that, I began to wonder: Was that what had made me so different from Ade? Did it come down to simple
            features, the reason why they let me alone live?
         

         
         In the drawing room, on one of the blood couches, the lone Scotsman of the bunch glanced at me with his sunken eyes, a scarecrow
            in a kilt. And at the end of their circle, the photographer in their midst laughed. “Thank goodness her buttocks isn’t nearly
            as large. I won’t have to feel so disgusted capturing her likeness.”
         

         
         There was a hum of agreement among the group. My gaze shifted across each of them. And in my terror, the piercing image of
            them, of that moment, was etched into my memory: the hawklike woman, sneering beside the photographer. The Scotsman and George,
            both scheming and churlish. Captain Fredrick Forbes. And next to him, equally as taken, was Mr. Bellamy.
         

         
         Six fiends in all.

         
         They spoke of my cranium. The vagabond races, you see, according to these ilk, were less intelligent, and this was biologically evident by the size and shapes of their heads. Not the gentle oval patterns of the settler, no, but the protruding face bones of the vagabond. They needed to be sure. The photographer had brought into the room a tool that could measure the size and width of an animal’s skull, and the brothers used it to measure mine. The sharp, curved tongs pinched my skin, drawing blood from my temples and tears from my eyes. What were they doing? Why wouldn’t they stop? They didn’t even notice my whimpers. They had to be demons.
         

         
         Of course, demons come in all forms. Everyone had their obsession. The obsession Mr. Bellamy had frightened me. Even as a
            child, I sensed it, tightening my whole body whenever our eyes would meet. Once the brothers were done confirming that I did,
            in fact, have the kind of oval-shaped head characteristic of civilized men, Mr. Bellamy fidgeted in his seat near the Scot.
            Something illicit slithered behind his gaze like minnows. I could see it in those hungry eyes.
         

         
         “Her buttocks are quite shapely . . . ,” he whispered, though he quieted himself quickly.

         
         “I’m not surprised she seems exceptional from the rest of her tribe. The girl is a genius,” Frederick Forbes added, perched
            on his couch. “I didn’t know what to expect of her intellect after I saved her from that barbarian King Ghezo. But she learned
            English in a year and is already on her way to mastering French.”
         

         
         He said this with pride, as if he hadn’t slapped me every time I recited the words incorrectly. I could still feel the hot
            sting on my right cheek.
         

         
         “Never did I expect your diplomatic voyage to the Dahomey Kingdom would yield such an unexpected result.” The Scotsman’s unkempt red beard made him look like a man born of the woods despite his proud and pompous attire, courtesy of his gains as a merchant. “Saving a slave girl from human sacrifice and convincing Ghezo to give her as a gift to the Crown—how did you put it?” He tapped his wrinkled forehead. “‘From the King of the Blacks to the Queen of the Whites.’” 

         
         “Perhaps we simply couldn’t resist those docile eyes.” George Forbes swirled a glass of brandy in one hand. And when his eyes
            met mine, I shivered. “McCoskry, you should understand better than anyone the allure of saving such children from the evils
            of slavery.”
         

         
         McCoskry, the Scotsman as I now knew him as, remained silent. I didn’t realize it then, but the man would soon be on his way
            to my continent. There, he would become the Acting Consul of Lagos—a rather forgiving way of framing his rule over the Yoruba
            people.
         

         
         “You did well in bringing this child to England.” The hawklike woman nodded to Captain Frederick Forbes, who beamed with pride.
            “Queen Victoria will certainly accept her tomorrow.”
         

         
         And then, with a cavalier grin, Bellamy asked me to dance for them. “Yes, little Sally. Dance for us! The dance you Africans
            do!”
         

         
         My heart refused. I am a princess, I wanted to tell them, but my blood pumped with fear. The eseku were wily creatures. I could grab a knife and try to stab
            one. It was what my instincts told me to do. Defend myself and escape. But cutting the eseku would only make them multiply.
            Could there be more of these beasts?
         

         
         “Dance for us!” The Scotsman began clapping. The woman joined in, though the crack of her palm was muted by her fan.

         
         I was sure they would kill me if I didn’t. But I wouldn’t let myself. Not at first.

         
         I am a princess! I wanted to scream at them as my little languid body eventually succumbed and began to obey their command, twitching with sheepish movements.
         

         
         “Have her take off her clothes too,” the woman said with a flippant wave of her finger, crossing her legs shrewdly. “I’d like to see how different she is from the Hottentot. I will not have you send an unshapely girl to Her Majesty.” 

         
         My name is Omoba Ina, princess of the Yoruba tribe’s Egbado Clan! How dare you demand this of me, this insult? Biting back my tears, I stripped off my clothes with shaky hands and danced indeed, for this was to be my new life in England.
         

         
         Like the Hottentot Venus, I was in a cage surrounded by them.

         
         I learned very quickly. They were not eseku. They were British—demons, perhaps, of a different sort. This land, England, was
            a liminal space between heaven and hell where all sorts of monsters roamed. The Queen of this monstrous empire at least should
            have had the humility to acknowledge her own monstrosity. But that was the great irony, wasn’t it? The truly monstrous never recognized themselves as such.
         

         
         The next morning, on a cold day, I was presented to the Queen. Inside the stateroom of Windsor Castle, a frigid, haughty chill
            pricked my skin and knocked my bones as if to tell me to stand up straight. It was the grand meeting of two queens, leaders
            of mighty nations . . . but I quickly realized only one of us thought of it that way. Queen Victoria saw it quite differently.
            There, in the vast marble hall decorated in velvet and gold, in front of a crowd of waiting staff, servants, secretaries,
            and other persons of interest, she looked down piteously at me. It made me quake with anger, but I kept still. I knew the
            price of showing my true emotions.
         

         
         “What a curious gift the Captain has given you from the jungles of the dark continent,” said Mrs. Phipps, that frumpy, dreary-haired
            brunette with her French antique fan flitting away, and she was not alone in the illustrious marble halls. Bambridge, the
            ghastly photographer, was with her. And so too was Bellamy, McCoskry, and both Forbes—Frederick and George.
         

         
         “A curious gift,” George Forbes said, “but an amiable, suitable one.”

         
         And I can dance too, I thought bitterly.
         

         
         Curious. Yes, I was a “curiosity.” Those six villains made sure I knew it too as they debased me the night before. The memory of writhing naked in front of them would not be so easily erased. 

         
         But no moment was more debasing than this.

         
         Queen Victoria rubbed her filthy hand across my shaved head, just beginning to prickle with woolen black hair, and laughed
            as my stomach churned. She delighted in her gift.
         

         
         “Tell me, what is this child’s name?” she asked Captain Forbes.

         
         I opened my mouth to speak for myself. But the words Omoba Ina never had the chance to slip through my lips.
         

         
         Forbes answered for me. “Sarah Forbes Bonetta,” he told her proudly, the name he’d dreamed up to foist upon me without my
            consent. Three words that sounded like whimsical rubbish, but Queen Victoria sparkled at the sound of it.
         

         
         “Amiable and moldable,” the Queen said, approaching me slowly, like a leopard stalking its prey. She soaked in the sight of
            my modest white dress and perfectly learned courtesy. “So very clearly moldable.”
         

         
         The gears were turning in her head; I could see it then. Despite the softness of her small features, Queen Victoria had always
            held her back pin straight: a young mother not only of her children but of an empire with an appetite insatiable enough to
            devour the world. I could see that appetite in the sinister flicker of her lips, the glint of those piercing blue eyes.
         

         
         I knew it then. She was the seventh villain. The most dangerous of them all, for she had the most power.

         
         Without wasting a minute, she turned to one of her ceremonial officers. “Send word to all the newspapers: Britain’s African Princess. And my new goddaughter.” She lifted her pale hands as if she could see the headlines materialize in the air before her very eyes. “Britannia under Queen Victoria has indeed become the most developed country in the world. We are mankind’s very moral fabric with the Crown standing upright as the head. We have shown countless pieces of proof of this over the years.” She bent down until we were at eye level. “But perhaps none sweeter than this poor little Negro child. She is exemplary amongst them.”
         

         
         Our eyes were locked. I remembered then the steely determination of my parents. Their gazes that didn’t waver even as they
            were cut down by the Dahomey. I felt that same fire in me as I aimed my glare to set fire to this rival queen.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, Your Majesty,” said Captain Frederick Forbes with a quick nod, giving me a too-hard slap on the back. “I’ve
            already ensured Mr. Bellamy will keep up a steady stream of stories. The other editors will follow suit in no time at all.”
         

         
         “Very good.” And shamelessly, infuriatingly, she rubbed my chin with her finger as if I were a dog. “Even a slave can be transformed into a lady through Britain’s compassion.”
         

         
         A child tabula rasa. England’s great civilizing project. I’d been reduced to propaganda. My body went stiff from the cruelty
            of it all. I could tell that she wanted to “save me.” How else to prove Britain’s superiority? The name they gave me was proof
            of it. Abram and his wife had been given new names too after being saved by divinity.
         

         
         I suspected the Queen thought herself a god too. With a stretch of her hand, she’d saved a little African princess from death.
            The Queen of the Whites, others called her, and she relished it. The Savior of Barbarians around the Globe.
         

         
         No one had wanted to save Ade. Not when the seas dragged his wretched body down to the depths of the Atlantic. No one cared,
            because he wasn’t exemplary in their eyes.
         

         
         Ade was Yoruba, like me, and of the same Egbado Clan. But unlike me: sickly. Slow of intellect—or so they accused him. He just didn’t pick up English as quickly as I did. And he was malnourished. No matter what they gave him, his body remained deteriorated. He wasn’t a “handsome Negro.” He was not “sweet” or “good-natured” like I was seen to be. He didn’t smile when told to; in fact, he was rather partial to a nasty scowl whenever strangers spoke to him. He wasn’t suitable at all as a present for the Queen. Deadweight. Nobody would miss him. 

         
         That’s what the Forbes brothers decided before they tossed him overboard. Ade. Another freed slave of the Dahomey Kingdom.
            My confidant. My only friend.
         

         
         None of that mattered to them.
         

         
         After witnessing Ade’s murder, I’d curled up in the dusty sack they’d given me to sleep on the ship floorboards and held my
            breath for as long as I could before passing out, thinking of his last words to me.
         

         
         Their “love” for you is conditional, Ina.

         
         And when I thought of that very dark truth, as Queen Victoria stretched out her hand to welcome me into her royal family,
            I suddenly wanted to destroy her.
         

         
         Their “love” for you is conditional, Ina. Never forget that.

         
         Ade’s ghost would never let me forget it.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Three

         
         
            Chatham, England – June 30, 1862

         

         Mama tugged at my bonnet. She wouldn’t stop fussing with my white shawl either, not until I finally pushed her wrinkled brown
            hand away with a playful bat.
         

         
         This far-too-spacious, luxurious carriage that seated a family of four had more than enough room to accommodate the blue billows
            of my dress. It was sent by the Queen herself. A novel sight here on Canterbury Street. Of course, I was already a novel sight
            to the white women of the genteel neighborhood, their children always turning to them and hungrily gripping at their aprons
            whenever I walked out of the house. A carriage, though? Some of them stuck up their noses and burned with jealousy.
         

         
         But why wouldn’t Queen Victoria send me such things? I was her most intriguing colonial jewel. From the time I was presented to her, I was the favorite story she loved to tell: the orphaned African princess saved by the honorable Captain Frederick Edwyn Forbes. The Crown reveled in recounting my narrow escape from death by human sacrifice at the hands of that barbarous tribal “brute,” King Ghezo. The people reveled in it too, at all levels of society it seemed, gossiping about their monarch’s mercy from their pubs to their country clubs. I would know. I’d been in both. 

         
         I was the Queen’s favorite card to play.

         
         “I’m off!” I told Mama with a bright smile as the carriage came to a stop just in front of the gates. I fluttered my fingers
            at the blonde young woman glaring at me by the streetlamp, her basket of bread trembling on the crook of her reddening arm.
            Really, envy was so uncouth.
         

         
         The East Cowes seafront on the Isle of Wight always sparkled seductively underneath the stars at night, but that still didn’t
            make the long journey from Chatham worth it. Stopping by London on the way would only add more hours to an already-tiring
            journey. I had to get a move on. A lady’s work is never done.
         

         
         The chill, unusual for summer, nipped at my dark skin. Mama was dabbing her eyes with a blue silk handkerchief as if I were
            the one getting married. But why wouldn’t she be in tears? The charge of Mrs. Elizabeth Schoen, the wife of a reverend—both
            Africans—had been invited to a royal wedding: the wedding of Princess Alice, Queen Victoria’s third child and second daughter, to Prince Louis of Hesse. To Mama, it was
            the greatest honor she’d ever been given. Well, aside from when the Queen herself had personally chosen Mama’s family to house
            me in Palm Cottage upon my return from Sierra Leone. In merry old England, social climbing was the pastime of the white elite
            as much as it was the dream of the “civilized” Black hopeful.
         

         
         Mama waved at me as if seeing a sailor out to sea. “Goodbye, Sally! Have fun!”

         
         She had no idea of what raged inside me. Three nights ago, she hadn’t noticed me leaving the house, nor climbing back up the
            stairs and entering my room late at night. I suppose with Reverend Schoen away to the countryside for work, she was taking
            advantage of the newfound extra time for sleep she had on her hands.
         

         
         “But not too much fun, of course, Mama.” I winked, wondering with a sigh if Harriet had gotten the opium den ready for the after-party.
            The door closed and I was off.
         

         
         Their “love” for you is conditional, Ina.

         
         Tugging my shawl over my knees, I leaned over in my seat. “Driver. Can we stop by St. Giles in London?” Could he hear me over
            the squeaky wheels rumbling over stone?
         

         
         Silence. My throat tightened, and I fixed my face into an amicable smile. “Driver! St. Giles? London!”

         
         “London?” he repeated over the horses’ clomping. “Why there?”

         
         I lay back against the leather passenger seat. “To see a friend,” I told him.

         
         I had my own cards to play.
         

         
          

         Sibyl Vale lived close to Covent Garden. Outside the rickety front doorsteps of her crumbling apartment, her doe eyes widened
            at the sight of my carriage stopping and my little brown head peeking through the window.
         

         
         “Come in, Sibyl! Quickly! Hurry now!” I added when she hesitated a little too long. I needed her tonight; my plan depended
            on it.
         

         
         Her long blonde hair had been washed and combed into submission. She’d truly prepared for this wedding. The lavender travel
            dress I’d sent fit her impeccably and she’d done her best to scrub off the smell of the slums. The apricot perfume was the
            pièce de résistance: a faint waft of it to dull anyone’s senses. It was Uncle George’s favorite, or so she’d told me.
         

         
         “Sibyl, you look wonderful!” She looked modestly acceptable. I took in the sight of her and forced a smile. “How have you
            been? I hope you haven’t been nervous these past few days. Did your brother help you prepare?”
         

         
         “My brother?” She snorted. “Don’t make me laugh. If I told him I was trying to meet Captain Forbes again, he’d go positively rabid. He nearly murdered him the last time he stood me up.” She shuddered. “Believe me, Sally, you haven’t seen him when he’s angry.” 

         
         If only she knew. “Well, that’s why we won’t tell him.” I put a teasing finger to my lips.

         
         “Oh, Sally, do you really think George will be happy to see me?” Sibyl’s green eyes were wet with desperation. “When we parted
            ways over a month ago, I thought that was my last shot to . . . to . . .”
         

         
         To marry him and play out her Cinderella fantasies. Uncle George wasn’t ready for commitment and the Forbes family wouldn’t
            have him marry someone of “low birth,” especially after the untimely death of his brother Frederick, taken by malaria. Strange
            how they were fine with being associated with me, a strange African girl. But then, that very association had given them access
            to the royal palace and a kind of fame few Brits had.
         

         
         “He loves you, Sibyl, trust me! You just have to convince him.” The very idea of romantic love playing any part in these marriage
            matches from hell made me sick. I’d seen enough sad housewives to know love was bait to trick a woman into a lifelong prison.
            And I’d seen enough of Uncle George to know that he’d cheat on any woman he married given the sliver of a chance. It was all
            so ridiculously insulting to one’s intelligence. “He loves you,” I repeated anyway. “And this venue will be the perfect venue.
            What’s more romantic than a wedding?”
         

         
         I put my hand on hers. Even after everything I’d given her—the clothes, the shoes, the perfume, the wedding invitation—she
            still hesitated to let me touch her, as if the long white glove wasn’t enough of a barrier between us. Insult upon insult.
            She’d been like that the first time she met me in Uncle George’s London home too.
         

         
         “She’s not only my niece—she’s Queen Victoria’s goddaughter,” Uncle George had told her with a hint of pride and a little
            smile at the improbability of it all.
         

         
         The slick of disdain turned into forced acceptance, like a young boy shoving vegetables down his throat lest his mother scold him. 

         
         “He’ll be traveling back to London immediately after the wedding. You must make sure he meets you tonight,” I told her as the carriage clattered through the busy streets toward the chapel. “It’s nonnegotiable.
            You did receive the undergarments I sent you?”
         

         
         I never could figure out why the British acted so scandalized by the very mention of sex when there had to have been tens
            of thousands of prostitutes in London alone. The amount of pornography you’d find in one household.
         

         
         I nudged her in the arm. “This is important, Sibyl. The way to a man’s heart is through his groin, you should be old enough
            to know that by now. You want Uncle George, you must seduce him.”
         

         
         I touched my gloved hands to my lips and sat back in my seat. Perhaps that was a little too much for her.

         
         Sibyl shifted uncomfortably. “You seem a little too comfortable talking about your own uncle in such a manner.”

         
         Uncle in name only, clearly, if our differing complexions didn’t give that away. “I’m just looking out for you,” I said with
            a shrug. “If you don’t use what you have to bring him back to you, another woman will.”
         

         
         That got her. Her jaw tightened for a moment. Then Sibyl hung her head. “You’re right. It’s now or never. It’s either George
            and I meet after the wedding at Regent’s Park and all my dreams come true . . . or I spend the night with my brother at that
            bloody pub he’s so fond of.”
         

         
         The Lamb & Flag, which he frequented every weeknight after his work at the mills.

         
         “Sibyl, if Uncle George loves you—if he truly loves you—he’ll do it. And trust me, Ms. Vale, he loves you.”
         

         
         Whether he did or not didn’t actually matter to me. What mattered was that he desired her in the way men want things when they want them. More than a little disturbing, of course, because she was barely older than me. Such matches weren’t uncommon in Britain—the ones with age gaps in the double digits, I mean. How many politicians flaunted their schoolgirl wives without an ounce of shame? It never seemed to matter to certain Brits, particularly those looking to climb the social ladder. And for an older man with lurid appetites like his—well, surely a pretty young lady like Sibyl fawning over him at his age was like a twisted fantasy made real? 

         
         But Uncle George had his responsibilities. He had to uphold his family’s honor, now more than ever after his brother and my
            “savior” Frederick died tragically. That was what kept him and Sibyl Vale apart. But for Sibyl . . . well, a secret nighttime
            rendezvous and a race against the clock for true love was the pinnacle of romantic. It had worked for one Cinderella. As long
            as Sibyl believed she was next, my plan wouldn’t fail.
         

         
         Harriet had just better do her job.

         
          

         In East Cowes, Sibyl and I spent the night at a friend’s villa before waking up in the early hours of the morning to dress
            for the wedding. The simple gray dress I’d sent fit her impeccably. And the perfume would lure Uncle George like a siren.
         

         
         “Why wear such a drab color to a wedding?” Sibyl asked, and I thought it’d be better to let her see for herself. This wasn’t
            going to be a . . . usual royal event.
         

         
         Our carriage came to a halt inside the vast complex of the Osborne House, the summer home of Queen Victoria and Prince Albert, God rest his soul, or whatever they say. Arched windows climbed up spiraling Italian bell towers that glistened the color of the sunset. Sibyl’s gasp reminded me that not everyone was used to such royal opulence. Looking up at the estate, I wondered if it was any bigger than the Chapel Royal of St. James’s Palace, where Princess Victoria had been married, or even Buckingham Palace. So many wings fanned out across the grounds. Though my shoes touched the cobbled stone, off the path was a sprawling garden, expertly cut and designed as if the greenery were meant to be a painting in and of itself. 

         
         Dozens of carriages had already begun to gather. July 1, 1862, would forever go down in history as the wedding day of nineteen-year-old
            Princess Alice, Queen Victoria’s third child, and Prince Louis IV of Germany, the future Grand Duke of Hesse. Under the cloudy
            skies, the commotion of men and women of the highest standing clustered together sent a tickle of electricity up my spine.
         

         
         It wasn’t the first high-society event I’d attended. That didn’t matter. Even for the most powerful and well-connected of
            patrons, each social event was a test in which at any moment one wrong move could set off a cataclysm that would signal one’s
            fall from grace. For the elite, social disposal was an ignominy akin to being cast out of the heavens.
         

         
         But I was already in hell.

         
         Trumpets. They were about to announce me.

         
         Stand up straight, Ina. Remember to smile. You must always smile while in their presence. Look pleased. Look grateful.

         
         I’d gotten used to many mantras. This was just one of them.

         
         “Presenting Miss Sarah Forbes Bonetta.”

         
         Named after a murderer and a ship. They’d called it my “christening.” I could spit.

         
         I gave a demure nod instead as I stepped out of the carriage as carefully as I could. Winds from the English Channel buffeted
            me from all sides, but I kept my chin high. As Sibyl scurried mouselike behind me, I strode through the throng outside and
            entered the house, which had been transformed into a temporary chapel for the sake of the wedding.
         

         
         Well, it was a wedding.

         
         It was also a funeral.

         
         “Sally, what is this?” Sibyl recoiled at the sight before her. Straight faces. People weeping. Red eyes behind wet handkerchiefs. The shadow of death hovered over the dining room where Princess Alice was to be married. “Why is everyone—?” 

         
         “Just act natural,” I told her, standing up straight. “Remember, you’re at a royal gathering.”

         
         Sibyl nodded. Though they’d long buried him, the royal family carried on as if still freshly mourning Prince Albert’s death
            of typhoid fever last year. But for those struggling in the London slums, the death of a man barely known to them would mean
            less than where their next meal was coming from. I didn’t blame Sibyl for being unaware of the context. Perhaps I should’ve
            warned her that this wouldn’t be a normal wedding.
         

         
         Those who weren’t used to me were either offended by or scared of my presence, but by now, most of royal London in 1862 were
            at least aware of Queen Victoria’s young African ward.
         

         
         Four years ago, during the wedding ceremony of Queen Victoria’s first daughter, Princess Victoria, and Frederick III of Prussia,
            every woman had been decked out in their finest attire inside the Chapel Royal, blue and pink and lavender dresses adorned
            with flowers. Now everyone, even the bride, wore a simple white dress and hid their faces.
         

         
         But it was still a wedding nonetheless. The upper class had to show their superiority somehow. And so military men still flashed every badge they’d earned by razing a tribe or slaughtering a regiment. Top hats and bonnets,
            black suits and sashes, bald heads and jelly-slick teeth, all as if to say, We’re still nobles, just very sad ones at the moment.

         
         Letting myself behave a little giddily as a “friend” would in this situation, I gave Sibyl a playful nudge. “Don’t let the
            mood get you down. Most of the guests will go back to their balls and parlor games once they get back to London. Remember
            why you’re here. Uncle George is sure to be around. Go find your prince,” I told her.
         

         
         Her gaze darted from the royal velvet drapes to the dangling chandelier, like she didn’t know which she coveted more. But with a nod, she scurried off to find her military catch. 

         
         Just before the ceremony started I could see the two of them chatting, Captain George Forbes in his black suit, fidgeting
            like a toddler who’d had his secret found out. He must have been wondering how in the world a lowborn woman could have found
            herself at a royal wedding. But he wasn’t moving away. He flinched but didn’t run when she touched him. That was a good sign,
            but not a surprise. I studied my targets well. Everyone had a weak point.
         

         
         The ceremony was as dreary as the weather. From the back of the crowd, I couldn’t see the Queen herself, but I could just
            pick out Princess Alice in bridal white and a wreath of orange blossom and myrtle, flanked at each side by her sisters as
            bridesmaids. Her fair-skinned handmaidens carried her long train pooling on the green rug as she knelt in front of the archbishop.
            “Little Alice” and I were almost the same age. We were both princesses, but how very different our lives had turned out.
         

         
         She was a quiet enough girl. I’d played with her when we were children. It was when we were in the garden of Windsor Castle
            that she lost my affections. What had she been thinking when she put her hands, dirty with licked honey, into my carefully
            coiffed hair? Hair that, mind you, had taken two painful hours to wash and comb so I could make myself presentable enough to be in their illustrious royal presence.
         

         
         “African hair is so angry,” she’d told me back then, feeling my hair, rubbing it down to the scalp with her sticky, cold fingers.
            “Not silky and sweet like ours.”
         

         
         Ah yes, perhaps—if “silky and sweet” was British slang for “limp and prone to graying and disappearing by one’s thirties.”
            The number of bald spots I’d seen in Windsor Castle alone on even the youngest of men always made me want to laugh out loud.
            But I couldn’t.
         

         
         I couldn’t say anything out loud.

         
         “Well, it’s certainly sweet now!” Prince Albert, otherwise known as “Bertie” had piped up, and followed through by picking up the honey jar and dumping
            more on my head. Bertie, the boy who would be king, was often punished for his bad behavior. But this time, throwing his mother’s
            African ward into distress was met with pleasant laughter before the toothless scolding came.
         

         
         “Were you really a princess?” he’d asked. “You people don’t have real princes and princesses like we do. No way!”
         

         
         My proud father and beautiful mother, murdered by the war-hungry Dahomey King Ghezo, flashed before my young eyes, along with
            myself in those old days, with my shaven head and my happiness. That is, before Captain Frederick Forbes put me in an English
            girl’s clothes. Then they called me civilized.
         

         
         Bertie and Alice laughed and laughed as my honeyed hair caught bugs like a flytrap.

         
         Smile. Laugh along with them, Ina, I’d told myself. And as my eyes burned, I made a note to write wonderful letters to Queen Victoria about how kind Alice
            was and what a gentlemanly little fellow Bertie had become. Smile and laugh until your body breaks into pieces from the humiliation
            because their love is conditional and the alternative is not to be desired.
         

         
         At least King Ghezo made it clear who his captives were.

         
         The royals cried throughout the wedding, but while I fixed my face into something akin to sympathy, all I felt inside was a cold emptiness. Where was this outpouring of grief for me throughout my life, me an orphan who could still remember every brutal strike of the blade that dismembered my family? How was I to measure their empathy whenever they saw me and said “poor Sally” before snickering behind their hands at a joke just told? It was only fair I give them the same energy they’d always given me. It had taken time, but finally, I was prepared. 

         
         The wedding ended, leaving the attendees to either continue weeping or at least attempt to mingle. Ah, and there came the
            next name on my list: Uncle George. Strangely, he had been adamant about my calling him “uncle” from the days he brought me
            over to England on the HMS Bonetta. Not even his brother Frederick was so stubborn about it. Perhaps it was some kind of compensation. Frederick had been given
            the credit for saving me, with his brother simply along for the ride, as usual. Of course, he wanted to world to know he was
            the little Negro’s hero too. Close enough to be family.
         

         
         “Sally, you’re looking well.” Sticking his arms behind his back, Uncle George gave a gentlemanly bow. It was what a middle-aged
            captain was expected to do, even toward an eighteen-year-old African girl. “Frederick would be so pleased to see you’re growing
            up so beautifully.”
         

         
         Indeed, over the years, many had become quite jealous of my glamorous beauty, which I maintained meticulously just to spite
            them, though I don’t think any of them would admit it.
         

         
         “I see you were talking to quite a lovely woman,” I said in a teasing voice.

         
         “Yes.” Uncle George’s breath hitched. “Yes, well, she’s an old acquaintance of mine. An old friend—” He paused. “Uh, no, well . . .”

         
         Your greatest love, you mean. I grinned because my research was never wrong. “I hope things are going well between you.”
         

         
         “Yes, well.” He lifted his chin almost in defiance of his embarrassing display. “I’ve known her for some time,” he said with
            a new tone of put-on authority. “Kind girl, very kind girl. A rather unrelentingly protective brother, though.”
         

         
         His face paled and I could tell he was thinking of that brash, trigger-happy man, James Vale. I’d spied on him weeks ago, my face covered in a black shawl at a tavern. He had a great right hook, and no beer bottle seemed capable of surviving his swing when he aimed it at someone’s skull. He was indeed a volatile, protective brother. 

         
         A brother who’d lose his mind if ever his darling sister’s honor were to be torn asunder.

         
         Uncle George shook his head. “But never mind that. Come, Sally. Shall I introduce you to some of my friends?”

         
         He offered the crook of his arm to me. I stared at it for a little too long.

         
         Holding my breath, I took his arm and let him escort me through the crowd.

         
         How long had Ade been able to hold his breath before the waves entered his lungs?
         

         
         As obnoxious wedding music filled the hall, I shuddered. I didn’t want to hold George’s arm any longer than I had to; feeling
            his pudgy arm reminded me of Ade, poor Ade. And remembering Ade dimmed my vision and made my teeth grit so hard they’d break
            unless they could sink their points into the juicy vein in someone’s neck.
         

         
         I greeted the other attendees. Princess Alice had been instructed to trade in her white wedding dress for black mourning clothes.
            On her wedding day. Whether she wanted to or not didn’t matter. When the Queen orders, you follow.
         

         
         Speak of the devil.

         
         “Oh, there you are, Sally.” Queen Victoria herself, dressed in funeral black, though in a dress still fit for a monarch, waved
            me over like she would her child. She looked around and made sure everyone saw her do it too. “You intelligent little thing.
            Come and greet us properly.”
         

         
         Look overjoyed, Ina. Look grateful.

         
         Or they might get rid of you before you can get rid of them.

         
         “Oi, Sally!” Prince Albert, named after his father, was next to his mother with his gold-brown hair slicked back. The Queen started calling me “Sally” for short. Then everyone else did too. He always insisted that we called him “Bertie”—his inner circle, as well as his prostitutes. The ones he held dear to his heart. He gave me a slight bow; his buffoonish grin ruined his otherwise handsome face. “Good of you to come. None of my mates at Cambridge believed me when I told them I was close with a pretty little African princess.” 

         
         “Oh? You’ve managed to keep from getting kicked out of school, then?” I muttered under my breath.

         
         His grin widened, but in confusion this time. He tilted his head. “What was that?”

         
         I covered my lips with a gloved hand and coughed daintily before turning away.

         
         What a joke. He’d been crying throughout the wedding, shielding his mother from view along with his little brother Alfred,
            who by now had escaped the gloomy scene. I could still see the tint of red in his eyes. Perhaps this was his way of trying
            to shift the mood, but it was clumsy at best. And if he was going to lighten up the atmosphere, he could do it without using
            me, but what else could I expect from him?
         

         
         He winked at me, but I paid him no mind. As his smile drooped, I smirked behind my gloved hand. It satisfied me to no end
            seeing his childish pout every time I ignored him.
         

         
         But then Queen Victoria herself stretched out her hand to me. “Come, Sally!”

         
         Now, this was a command I couldn’t ignore.

         
         At the Queen’s beckoning, I gathered with the other ladies, many of them shifting uncomfortably at the sight of me but nodding
            their heads nonetheless because I was, of course, Queen Victoria’s famous goddaughter. Her favorite story to tell. Proof of
            her endless charity, wisdom, and compassion. And because to them I seemed to be grateful for it all, there was no reason for
            them to turn on me. Yet.
         

         
         “Captain George,” she greeted him, and Uncle George looked as if he’d ascended to heaven.

         
         “My Queen.” His bow was deep. He’d have never shown my parents the same respect had they lived. “I’m so very sorry. I mean,
            congratulations—well . . .” He paused. He wasn’t sure which was appropriate.
         

         
         The Queen had loved her husband. She hadn’t been the same since he’d died. To others, it was a tragedy. But to me, it spelled
            opportunity. With her defenses down, it was now or never.
         

         
         “My Sally, you are so very beautiful.” She clasped my chin with both hands. “Poor thing. I know this weather isn’t very well-suited
            to your kind.”
         

         
         Like Bertie, she was using me to lift the mood. To make herself feel better.

         
         Play your role, Ina. I curtsied. “I’m quite moldable to any weather, Your Majesty.” I kept my eyes low because if I raised them and saw that exaggerated piteous gaze, I’d want
            to strike at her immediately. She was the one with the dead husband. How dare she look at me with pity as if my existence itself was enough reason?
         

         
         She rubbed the side of my cheek. The lace of my bonnet rubbed against my skin. “I’ve heard so many strange things have been
            happening lately. People dying of strange accidents. People I used to know quite well. Like Mr. Bellamy from the London News.”
         

         
         I froze.

         
         “Bellamy was a dirty old man and a drunkard.” Bertie laughed. “They found him with his pants down surrounded by bottles of
            alcohol. You should see what they’re saying about him in the press. The pictures alone. How shameful.”
         

         
         Bertie was one to talk. Booze and women weren’t the vices of old men only. As he shook his head, I stared at the floor, my heart giving a painful thud against my chest. And when I slowly lifted my gaze, Queen Victoria’s shocking blue eyes arrested me. 

         
         “It reminds me of the odd circumstances of our dear Captain Frederick Forbes’s death.”

         
         My mouth ran dry. And because I’d trained myself not to remember, I shoved his dead eyes out of my mind. “Yes, it was an awful
            shame. Some kind of sickness, I believe. Malaria.”
         

         
         “So the letter said. But we never found his body.” Something darker crept up into her warm expression, a flicker of her eyelashes
            that told me she was studying me. “It’s strange, Sally. I think it’s strange, at least.”
         

         
         She narrowed her eyes curiously because I didn’t answer right away. I couldn’t, not with these wild thoughts suddenly racing
            through my mind. Did she know? But how could she? How could such a thing be possible . . . unless she was having me followed?
            Was she spying on me?
         

         
         A battle of wills between two queens. Except only one of us thought of it that way.

         
         “Maybe it was the Mannings!” Prince Bertie’s oafish yell broke through the silence that stretched between the two of us royals.
            “Maybe they buried him under the kitchen floor and stole his money like that other bloke.”
         

         
         Another ill-timed joke. Smatterings of skittish laughter peppered the room because the prince had told a joke, so laughing
            was in order, but the Queen was in mourning, so was laughing really okay? The crowd was split and nervous.
         

         
         The Queen gave Bertie a look that could have withered the garden plants outside. That was his cue to shut his mouth. Bertie
            obliged, his cheeks flushing red, his bottom lip curled. Before his father’s untimely death, I didn’t think their relationship
            could get any worse. Oh well. He’d surely find solace tonight between the legs of one of the chambermaids, as usual.
         

         
         As if her face had never so much as crinkled, Queen Victoria gave me a warm, motherly smile. “I’m sorry, Sally. Perhaps, I’m just a little sensitive these days. It’s good to see you’re well despite all these things. Don’t pay attention to the gossip and focus on your studies.” 

         
         “Yes, Your Majesty.”

         
         If, for one second, I let my smile slip. If I made the white men feel attacked or threatened or, goodness forbid, uncomfortable.
            If I became any less than the grateful, “good” child whose existence proved their superiority? In that one second, it would
            be over for Sarah Forbes Bonetta.
         

         
         Queen Victoria dismissed me. Then I gave my congratulations to Alice in black and her uncomfortable German husband.

         
         At all times, I was standing underneath the point of a knife.

         
         I pushed myself through the crowd of sycophants anxious to greet and console the new royal couple as Harriet, who’d changed
            quickly into a black dress, slipped up to my side, her bonnet obscuring her rigid chestnut hair, parted down the center like
            her frumpy mother’s. As expected of a future confidential attendant to the Queen.
         

         
         “Everything’s ready back in London,” she whispered, and I could smell apricot fumes curling off her words. Standing by the
            billowing red curtains draped along the ancient chapel walls, the one or two reporters allowed into the room were busy writing.
            They’d come to me for a comment soon enough.
         

         
         The thought of Mr. Bellamy dead in his London home gave me a quick chill. But it was short-lived.

         
         I already knew this would be messy when I started.

         
         “Where?” I asked over my shoulder while keeping my affable grin steady for the reporters I graciously waved to. Certain places
            were a no-go. Ah Sing’s, for example. It was too famous among the elite. Most of the men at this wedding would find their
            way there after nightfall. And certain dens were on the docks. Too many sailors.
         

         
         “Rui’s den over on the East End,” she answered dutifully. “He’s made his preparations.”

         
         I grinned. It was newly established, one where the lower classes languished. Royals and noblemen wouldn’t frequent it and
            it was nowhere near the ships at sea. Uncle George would feel safe there. Anonymous. Good. I knew Rui was ready. “And the
            card?”
         

         
         “Slipped into his jacket without him ever noticing me, as you instructed.”

         
         Harriet sounded proud of herself. Strangled by her parents’ royal expectations and with no resources to act out alone, she
            was the perfect choice for my accomplice. And, I knew, their relationship was so strained that Harriet wouldn’t have even
            cared if I decided to one day tell her that her mother was on my list. I knew why Queen Victoria had chosen her as an attendant-in-training.
            Leaders preferred the loyalty of the broken and weak. But by giving her power, she was forever loyal to me.
         

         
         “Good. Just make sure you get to the Lamb & Flag in time.”

         
         His greatest love or his greatest vice. I already knew which one Uncle George would choose.

         
         I nudged Harriet in the ribs and, for just one second, let my real smile show. This was not the gracious grin of English upper-class
            society beaten into me by the missionary schooling they’d forced on me in Freetown. This was my, Ina’s, true grin. The one I gained after Ade died and I realized that false masks were perfect veils for those who dreamed of revenge.
         

         
         Who said I was anyone’s good child?

         
         “Get my carriage ready. I have to get back to London by nightfall.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Four

         
         The cobbled streets were clouded in fog. Very few “respectable” people would find themselves out here so late at night, or
            so they insisted, except I always somehow found them stumbling around inebriated from drugs and alcohol, or descending the
            steps of brothels, laughing gaudily with two women on each arm as they indulged the pleasures of the East End.
         

         
         This particular den was rather small and in a part of the neighborhood that made it much easier for the lower classes to frequent.
            There were more famous and prestigious opium dens for the rich to waste away in. But then there were the most morally hypocritical
            among the wealthy—a special breed whose uprightness formed the core of their very family name. Their fond taste for the powder
            would bring them anywhere so long as there was no one around to see their image crumble.
         

         
         The Forbeses were respectable people, you see. All of Britain knew that they’d bravely saved an African child from slavery
            and death at the hands of an evil tribal king. They were practically heroes of the abolition movement. And the young boy they’d
            drowned? Well, no one knew about him, so what did it matter?
         

         
         A boy who had lived and died with no one to mourn him but me.

         
         In the dead of night, one of Rui’s men stopped me outside the dingy den. He had a strange scar in the shape of an X etched over his left eye and carried with him the mask I’d asked for, but— What was this? Why was it black and beaked like a crow? 

         
         As I took the mask from him, the man slunk away, his cap down. Then I realized.

         
         “The mask of a plague doctor.” I rolled my eyes. I had asked Rui for something that would cover my nose and keep out the smells
            from the den lest they make me weak-minded and addicted like the rest. Our taste for humor didn’t match at all.
         

         
         The mask covered my whole head. Once on, a mixture of smells overtook me: cinnamon, myrrh, and even honey. Wrapping my dark
            hooded cloak around me I entered the den.
         

         
         The narrow corridor opened up into one, simple, dilapidated room. People lay on wooden bunks and slouched by the fire. They
            made their pipes of old penny ink bottles and glittering thimbles. Smoke nearly obscured their languid bodies from sight.
            Normally, I would have stayed clear of this place, but there was a man I was looking for.
         

         
         “Dear . . . oh, my little deary!”

         
         I jumped. Near the painted wall, a man grabbed my right wrist.

         
         “The devil’s finally come to take me away . . . ,” he said, staring into my crow mask. I didn’t know whether to feel sorry
            or disgusted. The Egbado had more self-control. The sweet plantains, swaying palm trees, and fresh breeze against my skin.
            I’d trade it in for this any day.
         

         
         “Sorry, friend, but this one’s my little deary.”
         

         
         Wrenching my arm out of the man’s grip, Rui turned his chiseled face toward me. “Come with me, little princess,” he said with
            a delectable wink, and began leading me through the den. “Enjoying the mask? I had it made especially for you. The fifty-five
            herbs inside the beak are keeping you from inhaling the smoke. And other compounds.”
         

         
         It was how plague doctors used to work centuries ago, constantly surrounded by poisoned air. I knew Rui must have had something in his tall nose to keep him from succumbing to his exposure to opium. I hated to admit it, but I was rather thankful he had no mask covering the thick curtain of lashes covering his expressive brown eyes or the crooked tilt of his dimple-edged grin. Nineteen and too handsome for his own good, he was filled with tricks as much as charm. 

         
         One of those tricks was his very name. It wasn’t his. But then, “Sally” wasn’t mine. Aliases were quite fine to use between
            coconspirators.
         

         
         Another one of his tricks was a trapdoor that led to a rather well-ventilated basement. He was about to pull me through when
            I stopped.
         

         
         “Wait,” I said, and looked around because I thought I saw him. Out of the corner of my eye, I was sure I saw him—

         
         In my search, my gaze landed on a crook of the room even dingier than the others. There, a man sat curled up in the corner
            with a pipe and a dirty blanket covering his head as if it would take away his shame.
         

         
         I was right. And though I knew I would be, it was a pathetic, infuriating sight indeed. He looked disease-ridden, like he existed to be covered in filth. The veins bulged out of his dilated pupils.
            This was the man who purported to be of a higher class of human than Ade and I. The man who slapped Ade when he couldn’t form
            his English words quickly enough despite haphazard attempts at teaching him.
         

         
         This was the man who’d made me dance.
         

         
         Biting my lip, I bristled with the anger that I’d learned by now to keep burning under lock and key lest it leak out at the
            wrong moments. Captain George Forbes. I knew he couldn’t pass up the invitation. A Queen of Spades card had been slipped into
            his pocket. On the back of it: the address of a yet-undiscovered den, along with the promise of free drugs and perfect anonymity.
         

         
         During the year I’d spent on the HMS Bonetta, George had spent many a night with his favorite pastime, even after once being beaten senseless by his brother Frederick. “An embarrassment to the family,” I once heard him say once I knew enough English words. 

         
         Poor Sibyl, but it was a good lesson for her. There were no true princes in this country.

         
         The crow’s beak hid my evil grin as Rui tugged me through the trapdoor. On the way down the narrow staircase, he took off
            my mask and gently pushed me against the wall. Without the smoke, I could see his figure, slim but firm. He wore a red corset
            over a golden-brown shirt and tight pants made of leather. I couldn’t say I didn’t like it. I couldn’t say I didn’t like it
            when he pressed his body against me either.
         

         
         It was always when we were so close that my body warmed and my legs itched to be around his waist. He was a tease, criminally.
            Been so since the day we met and formed our illicit partnership in the dark of night. Running his hands through his short
            black hair, he took in the sight of me before reaching into my cloak. The caress of his hand against my collarbone made my
            heart flutter and my back arch almost instinctively. He leaned in, his lips lightly touching my ear.
         

         
         I caught his wrist just as he slipped it out of my dress. My calling card.

         
         “You’re still obsessed with this, I see.” He waved the Queen of Spades in front of my face. “Makes playing cards with you
            dreadfully boring.”
         

         
         I snatched it out of his grasp. The haughty look of the black queen arrested me.

         
         “I take it you have everything in place for Captain George Forbes’s complete and utter disgrace.” Rui brushed my cheek with
            the back of a finger. “Though from the sounds of your plans, should we make one mistake, you’ll end up with another dead body
            on your hands.”
         

         
         “Oh, I don’t want Forbes to die.” I tilted my head to the side as I reminded him. “What I want is a scandal. What I want is
            his family in shambles.”
         

         
         “So you told me the first time we met.” Rui smirked and turned his eyes upward as if he were remembering that night in the East End. “Scandal and ruin for those in the Queen’s orbit. And if murder should come into the equation—” 

         
         “Then it is only because it was part of their path to ruin,” I finished. “Trust me. Uncle George deserves death for what he’s
            done. But not yet. Just stick to what we agreed to. James Vale will be difficult to control. His fists are his weapon of choice.
            Are you ready for that?”
         

         
         “With the body count I’ve accrued in my time in Limestone, I think you can trust my ability to take on one drunken brute.
            But that’s beside the point.”
         

         
         Rui leaned in smooth, the little hairs on his cheek brushing against my skin as he whispered in my ear, “This is a very dangerous
            game you’re playing.”
         

         
         A game that required me to seek help from the most unlikely of partners. My skin buzzed at his touch, but I hid it well. “It’s
            not a game I expect to finish alive. That makes things a lot easier.”
         

         
         “I wonder.” Rui took my chin in his hand and lifted it until our eyes locked. “Even a prideful princess has her flaws, as
            we all do. And when one’s cracks start to show, well, you never know when unexpected fun will happen.”
         

         
         “You little bastard—you are here!” The roar of a furious man shook the floorboards. “You chose this over my sister?”
         

         
         The fish was hooked. Harriet had done her job. I slid on my mask. “It’s showtime.”

         
         Just as I turned to leave, Rui grabbed my arm. “And what kind of show are you hoping to see?” The tinge of uncontrolled excitement
            in his voice seemed somewhat out of character for a young drug lord who had himself completely under control at all times.
         

         
         I was almost annoyed that he couldn’t see me sneering. “The kind that ends in vindication.”

         
         “Even if it also ends in blood?”

         
         My little hands clenched into fists. Both orphans in a strange land, from the day Rui and I met, we’d birthed a unique kind
            of rapport. He’d worked hard climbing through the ranks of the underworld, while I had done my best climbing to the upper
            echelons of the British elite. Both feats required grit. One couldn’t gain without getting her hands dirty.
         

         
         “What’s it to you?” I snapped back as the commotion upstairs grew louder.

         
         Rui gave me a sidelong look, his expression
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“The only thing more harrowing than Ina’s journey is the knowledge
that it was based in reality. You will bow before this queen.”
—Sara Raasch, New York Times bestselling coauthor of Night of the Witch
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Heavy is the crown. Bloody is revenge.
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