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TOBY



ST. PAUL’S CATHEDRAL, LONDON
 7 JANUARY 1602 
12:02 AM


It is not the usual interrogation.


There are no manacles, no dark chambers, no threats, at least not those that involve chains or whips or whispers of bad things to come. There is, however, Richard Bancroft, bishop of London (BA, MA, DD, all from Cambridge—he would want you to know this), though it could be said he does nothing but whisper of bad things to come.


It takes place in the chapel in the crypt below St. Paul’s, with its cold walls and grave lighting and it takes no great skill to reason why they’ve chosen this place. It’s a reminder of the persecution of years past, heretics brought here to be toyed with words and tricked into confession before being marched into cells then strung up for treason. It’s empty of guards and courtiers and people who come and go, empty of eyes and ears and mouths that would bear witness to what comes next.


There should not be witness to what comes next.


Sir Robert Cecil (secretary of state to Queen Elizabeth I is his official title, spymaster his unofficial. See also: Privy Councillor, former Chancellor of the Duchy of Lancaster, Member of Parliament, and Keeper of the Privy Seal—he would want you to know this, too) makes a big show of laying out his book before him, fat and leather-bound, treachery and lies spilling at the seams. This time, most of them mine.


What we’ve covered thus far: my name (Tobias Ellis to them; Duke Orsino to him); my occupation (watcher and cryptographer to them; player and playwright to him); my reputation (tarred and painted; this to everyone).


What remains uncovered: everything else.


“Who is he?”


“That depends,” I reply, “on which he you’re referring to.”


Cecil’s disdain is a shroud. “There is the one who was stabbed onstage, the one you named as the assassin, and then there is the one who got away. You tell me, Tobias. With which he would you like to begin?”


It doesn’t matter; any one of them is enough to end me.


“Let’s start with the one who got away.” Cecil decides for me. “What did you say his name was?”


“I didn’t.” The ministers exchange glances. This balance I am walking, the line between ignorance and impudence, grows narrow. “He was called Christopher Alban. Went by Kit.”


“Kit,” Egerton repeats. (Thomas Egerton, Solicitor General. BA Oxford, QC Lincoln’s Inn, Master of the Rolls, Lord Keeper of the Great Seal. His eye is sharp as his tongue and he is no fool.) “Interesting coincidence. What else?”


“He came from the country.” I bypass the bait and continue the lie carefully, carefully. “Plymouth. He is young. Inexperienced.” I want to swallow the words, keep them to myself. But I cannot give them nothing if I do not give them something.


“How did he get so far, then, if he is as young and inexperienced as you say? To the main stage, a principal role with the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, to a place before the queen, holding a knife, a goddamned knife?” Such is Cecil’s power that his blasphemy does not evoke the ire of the bishop, who has not taken his eyes from me since I walked into the room.


“Letting him get that far was the plan,” I reply. “I can hardly ensnare a would-be assassin if the assassination is not attempted.”


“Yet this would-be assassin is gone and here you are instead.” His stare, a dark and heavy thing, weights me to my chair.


Above me, outside this room, and beyond this cathedral lies London: the whole of the city sprawling and reeling and still recovering from the Twelfth Night revelries. Mummers’ plays and music, wassail and Twelfth Night cakes, sticky with butter and sugar and pressed into my hand with a gleam from saturnine eyes and a whisper from a voice sweeter than it all:


If you get the clove you’re a villain.


If you get the twig you’re a fool.


If you get the rag you are a tarty lad.


Which one are you?
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KATHERINE



ST MAWGAN IN PYDAR, CORNWALL 
25 OCTOBER 1601


A sound, sudden and echoing, wakes me from sleep.


At first I think it’s a dream, as I am often woken by nothing and for nothing: jolted awake believing someone is beside me or above me but no one ever is, their absence never a relief so much as a reprieve. But no, there is the sound again, someone hammering on the front door, insistent. A quick glance out the window tells me it’s sometime in the middle of the night. I could be asking myself who is it, what do they want, can’t they come back in the morning, but I don’t because I already know the answer to all of it.


I know.


I am out of my bed at once, snatching up my dressing gown and then my coat, because the fire has died in my fireplace and it is so chilled in my chamber I can see my breath. I rush to the window, swipe the frost from the pane before sucking that cold breath right back in. Flickering flames bob across the night sky like fireflies, not the warm glow of candles but the aggressive heat of torches held high. They stretch past the gates that surround Lanherne, my home—belonging to my father and his father and his father before that, the seat of the Arundell family—into the marshy moors of Cornwall, as endless as the Celtic Sea.


We are surrounded.


Every sense I have tells me to run and hide. In this house, with its three floors and thirty-four rooms, there is no shortage of places I could tuck into and wait until this is all over. But that is not the plan. We have been over this, Father and I, what to do if this happened, if they finally discovered who we were and what we were doing. If and when they finally came for us.


My father—Sir Richard Arundell, receiver general of the Duchy of Cornwall—is to remain in his chamber, as if he is unaware of what is happening, as if it is wholly unexpected. Ryol—Father’s manservant who is not really a servant at all but a priest—is to gather his vestments, vessels, altar furniture, and other incriminating items and slip into his hiding place, a small chamber accessed through a panel beside the chimney in the drawing room. Peran, Father’s valet, is to answer the door, alongside at least one but not more than two maids in attendance. Enough to give ceremony but not enough to show fear.


I am to slip back between my sheets and wait. When the accusations come—and they will come—I am to appear at the top of the stairs, wide-eyed and tousle-headed, as if I could not be more surprised by their appearance, as if I have not been waiting for it nearly all my seventeen years. I am to inquire in a tiny, little-girl voice, Is there something the matter, sirs? This is to remind them that my father is a family man, that he has a daughter and once had a wife, that he is a nobleman and I am a lady. To make them forget what we really are:


Liars, criminals, heretics, and traitors.


I creep to my chamber door, finger the cold brass knob, and pull it open. From here I have a full view of the hallway and the staircase that winds below, all the way to the dark, empty entry and the front door that still groans under assault. I should turn from it, crawl back under my now-cold bedcovers and feign sleep, though it would be an impossibility. Instead, I close my eyes and begin to count backward from five in Cornish. It’s a trick Father taught me as a way to manage my fear, a way for me to give in to it and let it have its way with me, but only for five seconds. After that, I have to let it go.


I’ve reached dew—two—when I hear the sharp tap of footsteps, hard soles on a lacquered floor. One servant’s shaky light follows another as candles are lit and move down the hall toward the door, more rapidly than they should do, I think. A whisper of skirts, the clucking of worried tones in Cornish, then Father’s reassuring voice replying, “Ny da lowr,” which means “It will be all right.” That is one—no, two—deviations from the plan I have known as long as I was old enough to know it, one I could recite as faithfully as if it were a catechism. From his place in the hall below, Father turns his head up to me, as if he somehow knew that’s where I’d be.


“Back to bed, Kerensa,” he says. His endearment—the word means “love”—was his childhood nickname for me and is meant to soothe, but it doesn’t.


“Father—”


“Ny da lowr,” he repeats. “I promise.”


I nod but I don’t obey, tucking myself into the shadows so as not to be seen. There’s a hesitation, a deep indrawn breath, then Father turns back to the door, opening it to the sea of faces on the other side.


“John.” He nods to the man in front of them all: Sir Jonathan Trelawney, the sheriff of Cornwall. I’ve seen him before; he is a friend of Father’s and a regular visitor, though usually in daytime hours. “It’s a bit late for a game of one and thirty, is it not?” He peers over Sir Jonathan’s shoulder. “At any rate, you’ve brought too many men. It’s a game for six, not sixty.”


Father tries for levity, but his voice is as pinched as his face and for a moment, I see him. Not the quiet, devout man who raised me as gently as he could, despite my arrival heralding the death of my mother and the loss of another chance at the male heir he so desperately needed, but as others might. Black velvet breeches, black cloak trimmed with sable, flat black cap pulled resolutely over red hair, the same shade as mine. The most important man in the county. Only now he does not look hard, the way he does when he rides through the duchy collecting taxes or visiting tenants or doling out payment to the soldiers he maintains on behalf of the queen. He looks the way I do when I catch a reflection of myself unawares, when I forget to school my features otherwise.


He looks afraid.


“Would that I were here for games,” Sir Jonathan replies. “But unfortunately it’s for something far more disagreeable.” He passes off his torch to one of many waiting pairs of hands and steps uninvited into the parlor. He does not remove his cape and the servants don’t offer to take it. They have already scattered like mice, vanishing into the shadows—deviation number three.


“It’s late, John.” Father tries again. “Not even I do business at this hour. Not unless I’m in the cups and it is far past that hour as well. Perhaps tomorrow—” He attempts to usher Sir Jonathan back out the door, but the sheriff is unyielding.


“I am here to arrest you for countable crimes committed under the Act Against Recusants,” he says. “Refusal to adhere to common prayers, sacraments, rites, and ceremonies of the Church of England. Refusal to swear allegiance to Her Majesty the Queen as the supreme governor of the Church of England. Possessing materials banned within the Commonwealth of England. Harboring a man known or suspected to be an agent of the bishop of Rome.”


I don’t move, but I am not still: Every part of me shakes. It is true, what he says, every last word. But to hear it out loud, the accusation, is to understand the severity of our crime all over again.


Father explained it to me like this: Our Protestant Queen Elizabeth feared the pope wanted to reclaim religious authority over England, the way he had before the queen’s own father took it away. The queen was afraid that in order to get it back, the pope would unite Catholic Italy with England’s Catholic enemies France and Spain, that they would form an alliance and, with help from England’s prominent Catholic families, plot to overthrow her, put a Catholic on the throne, and restore Catholicism to England. She feared this so much she made all of us swear an oath stating our allegiance to her, her authority, her religion. Any family refusing to attend her Protestant services is suspect. Any family holding secret Catholic Mass is suspect. Any family harboring Catholic priests is suspect.


It is more than suspect: It is treason.


But Father does not admit guilt so easily. “You have no cause for this.” He waves the sheriff’s words away as if they were moths. “I do not wish to cause strife, John, but I answer to a higher power than yours, and that is Her Majesty’s. And unless her word has ordered you to my doorstep, I’m afraid I’m going to have to bid you a good evening.” Again, he tries to prod Trelawney out the door. But Trelawney reaches into his doublet to produce a scroll of parchment, rolled and sealed with a royal badge along the bottom that even from my place in the shadows I recognize.


ER.


Elizabeth Regina.


Elizabeth the queen.


This is my last chance to do something, to act; it is my last chance to play my part though everything else is uncertain. I throw off my coat, which I wouldn’t be wearing if I just climbed out of bed, tighten the ties of my dressing gown. Then I step into a puddle of moonlight that falls through the windows and onto the dark floor of the hallway. I pretend I am standing in the choir stalls the way I do every Sunday, attending Protestant services to keep up appearances, readying myself to sing before the congregation. This helps to calm me.


“What’s happening?” This line is new, and not part of any plan, but I can hardly ask if there’s something the matter since clearly something is and it has already come to confrontation.


“Katherine.” Father turns his head to look at me, as do Sir Jonathan and the row of red torchlit faces in the doorway. “Go back to your chamber. This doesn’t concern you.”


Sir Jonathan doesn’t agree. He snaps his fingers and two men from the front line burst through the door and clamber up the stairs, making their way to me. I know that to run would be to admit guilt, so I allow them to take my arms and pull me down the stairs and up before the sheriff. He looks at me and I look right back.


“Katherine Arundell,” he says. “How do you respond to the charges leveled at your father and his household? That of recusancy, and of unlawful adherence to the Catholic faith?”


“Catholic faith, sir?” I reply. “I’m not sure what you mean. I just saw you last week at St. Eval, if you recall. The Evensong service? My favorite hymn was ‘Let God Arise in Majesty.’ I especially liked how the chorister had us stretch majesty into five syllables. Let God arise in ma-a-a-jes-ty…”


Well, I am a fool now but it seems to work, at least a little. I have a beautiful voice and I know it, and it seems the men gripping my arms do, too, as they’ve let me go and are looking at me with soft little smiles. I stop singing and fold my hands together, as if I’m so overcome by the spirituality of it all I simply cannot continue. But Sir Jonathan’s sympathy is as scant as his tithing envelope and with a scowl he says, “Your father has not been to Anglican services in over a year.”


“Only because he is a very busy man,” I say piously. “His duties for the queen cause him to be gone for so long—”


“You have not answered the question,” he says. “So I’ll ask you more plainly. Are you, or are you not, a Catholic?”


I know the answer to this question. It was written for me by Father, and easy enough to remember if impossible in elocution. It is to deny everything I know: my father, my upbringing, my whole life. But it seems my silence is reply enough.


Sir Jonathan turns to his men. “Search the house.”


Before I can sound a single note of protest, the door is battered open on its hinges, the hall filled with the rain of boots and the voices of two dozen men thundering for justice. Father tries to stop them—tries—he pulls his sword to block them, but Sir Jonathan takes his out, too. They begin parrying as the rest of the men swarm through the house.


They tear down the hallway, up the stairs, into room after room. All of them armed: some with swords and knives, some with fire, others with sticks and rocks. Wall hangings ripped from their moors, the shred of knife after knife into chair after chair, tugging out feathers and jamming in hands. Floors are eviscerated, rugs torn aside, wood boards pried open. The servants, silent before, scream and wail and rush around in a frenzy of protest and fear and aborted escape.


I don’t know what to do. Ryol is still in hiding, Father is still fighting, and everyone else is still running and shouting. The thought of being handled by more of Trelawney’s men finally compels me to move and so I do, hiding behind a massive cabinet pressed into a corner beneath the staircase. I used to hide here as a child and the space was small even then. Now I barely fit.


I’m tucked into a ball, not moving and scarcely breathing, watching Father and Sir Jonathan. What started out as posturing has escalated into an ugly battle, blades rising and falling and clashing and coming far too close to hearts and guts and throats; an inch or two from becoming a fatal blow. I can’t tell who is winning, if anyone is, but when I hear a shout and a laugh and the words I’ve got him, I know we have lost. Father turns to see them coming and in that brief moment of distraction, Trelawney has him: His blade pressed to Father’s chest and there is no move left for Father to make.


Two men rush into the hall holding Ryol in an unforgiving grip; another holds his missal; still another holds a chalice and another a paten, all sacred items used during Mass, but they wave them over their heads as if they were a banner of victory. Trelawney scans them all with heartless eyes as Father stifles a groan and slumps against the wall, shoulders rising rapidly in time with his breathing. He looks as sick as I feel.


“Is he your man, Richard?” Sir Jonathan’s treacherous gleam falters. Maybe he’s thinking about the break on rent Father once gave him; maybe he’s recalling the many nights they spent playing cards. Maybe he is thinking about how he saw me at Anglican services, dressed in my Sunday best. Whatever he is thinking, he has got the cat by its tail and he is considering, if only for a moment, whether to let it go. “If you were unaware he is a priest, bringing treason to your home, now is your chance to claim it.”


Father says nothing.


“They’ll hang you for it, Richard.” Trelawney speaks the words I can barely think. “You’ll lose your lands, your title. You’ll be executed as a traitor.”


Father looks to Trelawney. A moment, two; a lifetime passes before he says, “He is my man. He is my priest, and this is my belief. I have renounced them for long enough, and I will do so no longer.”


Sir Jonathan snaps his fingers. One of his men steps forward, snatching Father’s arm. Father stumbles forward with another muffled grunt, his sword clattering to the floor. There’s a moment of confusion, a man shouts “Ho!” and Father’s palm, pressed to his chest, now comes away red. Below him, puddled under his boots, a growing ring of blood.


Now I see why Father didn’t renounce his faith, why he gave in so easily. Trelawney’s sword had landed a blow, one Father didn’t deflect and knew he couldn’t recover from. I am on my knees behind the cabinet now, as if I could pray away what I know will come next.
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TOBY



LAMBETH HILL, QUEENHITHE WARD, LONDON
 25 OCTOBER 1601


Tonight I am an Irish thug.


It’s both close to and nowhere near what I really am, as all good disguises are: a rogue on one payroll disguised as another rogue on another payroll, doing a job no one else wants to. I have been hunched on this rain-soaked street for the better part of four hours, I’m wet, cold, hungry; I started shivering about an hour ago and that won’t stop until I get what I came for.


Around me the streets are quiet. This part of London, the north bank of the Thames between Poles Wharf and Broken Wharf, is full of boats during the day, fishermen hauling their writhing wares from the quay, the air thick with curses and fish. After hours—from the time the sun sets until an hour before it rises—it falls silent, nothing but the slap of the tide against the dock and the toll of an occasional church bell. The perfect place for two contacts to meet, both of them up to no good.


It’s well past eleven when the sound of footsteps finally does appear, slow across the slippery cobblestones. I look up but don’t get up. The man I’m impersonating is taller than me, and stockier. The latter I can hide well enough under my cloak, but the former I have to work around.


My contact comes to stand before me. Black hair, black cape, black boots, indeterminate age, though I’ll guess to be around mine—nineteen. Older men have better sense than to run jobs like this, nighttime meetings in dodgy spots throughout London in service of delivering a letter from one end of an illegal Catholic network to the other.


“I seem to have lost my way,” the boy in black says, carefully reciting the coded greeting to ensure he’s got the right man. “Can you point me in the direction of Knightrider Street?”


I jerk my thumb to my right. “A block a ways, left, then right.”


The boy nods once. Waits. Then: “Arden Walsh?”


“Dia dhuit.” The person I’m meant to be also speaks half in Gaelic, which fortunately is one of my better accents. “Have something for me, do you?”


He pulls a letter from inside his cape, passing it to me quickly. I tuck it immediately beneath my own and into the folds of my shirt. If the ink gets wet it’ll be impossible to read, more impossible to decipher. Then I hold out my hand, waiting for payment.


I’ve been tracking this network for six months and the arrangements are always this: The courier—in this case the boy in black—picks up a letter and gets paid. He drops the message to the carrier—in this case, me as Arden Walsh—and pays me, and I deliver it to yet another carrier. In complicated networks like this, multiple men are needed for one letter, partly to make it difficult to be followed but mainly to keep any one person from knowing both the origin and destination of the message.


But the boy in black doesn’t give up the funds. This is unusual: Most messengers won’t risk future jobs—or the ire of those who hired them—even for the possibility of extra payment. On top of that, it’s stupid. Couriers are not hired for their kindness.


“Téigh trasna ort féin,” I say. It’s a seething curse, and though the boy in black doesn’t understand, he knows the tone well enough. “Find some other báltaí to take your message. I don’t work for free.” I’m on my feet now, shorter than I should be, but there’s no way around that. I know how this Irishman would react to this sudden withholding of payment. I met him once, in his cell at the Clink. He was put there as a precaution—can’t have two messengers called Arden Walsh wandering around London—on charges of dice cogging and drunkenness and disturbing the peace, none of which were false.


The boy in black pulls his knife, but I pull mine faster. I’ve got him in a hold, his neck in the crook of my arm, my blade at his throat. Though he’s bigger than me, I could drop him in a second, something he quickly concedes.


He fumbles in his cape pocket, pulls out a handful of coins. I make a quick count; he’s holding about two shillings and a half dozen pence, and the way he didn’t scrape around to retrieve them tells me there’s still more.


“Four shillings,” I say.


“The price was two,” he grunts.


“That was before all this. You’re lucky I don’t leave you for dead and take it all.”


He pulls out more coins. I take them and shove them in my pocket before releasing him. The boy in black pushes away from me, rattling off a string of slurs, knave and cuckold and whoremaster. I lunge at him, taking offense the way I also know the real Arden Walsh would, and the boy scurries into the damp shadows, the tap of his boots now a fading echo.


The bells of St. Nicholas Olave ring midnight. Thanks to the boy in black’s lateness and now this fucking kerfuffle, I’ve only got two hours to decipher this letter before delivering it to the next contact. If I had the four hours I was meant to, I would go back to my own lodgings with my own supplies and a guarantee of privacy.


Now I can’t. If I’m late they’ll know the network was compromised; they’ll choose a different route and possibly add more men. It’ll ruin half a year’s worth of work and jeopardize my pay, and I can’t have that.


Pluck up, Toby. Use your wits if you’ve got them. What would I do?


I can almost hear Marlowe’s voice in my ear. Playwright, poet, sometime spy for the queen and my onetime mentor, now eight years dead and still giving me hell. It’s not his fault I’m here, not really, but I blame him anyway. If he hadn’t died, I’d still be his apprentice; I’d still be writing—I might even be good at it by now—not walking up Thames Street, affecting Arden Walsh’s Irish swagger and heading in the direction of my contingency plan: a brothel.


From here the stews are just across the river, ten minutes at most, in the same direction as my drop so I won’t lose any more time. I’ll have to part with a few of my shillings to get a room, and probably one or two more to ensure that room is empty—I’m already mourning the loss of the coal I was planning to buy with it—but at least I’ll be alone. On the slim chance I’m being followed, there’s not a watcher in all of London who would question what I was doing there.


Oh, is that where I’d go? You weren’t paying very close attention, were you?


Shut it, Marlowe.


A sharp whistle at the wharf brings up a boat. I part with a penny—that’s this week’s laundry—and climb aboard. In ten minutes, almost to the second, I disembark at Southwark and duck into the nearest brothel, the quaintly named Castle upon Hope Inn, tucked between two taverns.


I enjoy the company of women from time to time, but I certainly don’t pay for it, a principle I’m briefly tempted to overlook as a trio of girls in various stages of undress drape themselves over me, whispering outrageous promises. I disentangle myself and with a wave of my hand the woman who runs it all, the only one fully clothed, appears in a cloud of perfume. I tell her what I want: a quiet room with a desk, two bowls, one of water, the other empty. A stack of candles and a light, two clean pieces of parchment, a small towel and a butter knife—I can only imagine what she thinks I plan on doing with it all—and I hand over yet more coins.


Within minutes I’m seated at a table shoved beside an obscenely large bed, everything I asked for laid out before me. I take out the small, rounded butter knife and run it over the flame. It’s got to be hot enough to soften the wax, but not hot enough to melt it or to scorch the paper. There’s no other way to test this than by touching my finger to the blade. Just hot enough, but it won’t be for long. I press the tip between the seal and the parchment, wiggling it slightly to get the lift I need.


To further prevent tampering, the note has been folded in careful squares, each of those folds filled with gunpowder. If it’s opened too quickly, or without care, the powder will fall onto the parchment and stain it, not only obscuring what’s written but tipping off the recipient that it’s already been opened.


I make a quick note to myself as to how it was folded—a simple-enough pull-tab letter—then set about pouring the gunpowder into the empty bowl. I’ll use the clean sheet of parchment to funnel it back in once I’m finished.


I pull the edges away, one after the other, until finally I see what’s written inside:
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“Cac,” I whisper: “Shit” in Gaelic. I knew the letter would be encrypted; they almost always are. It’s never safe to send a letter via carrier written in plain text, even with all the anonymity of drops and messengers and double messengers and antitampering techniques. But it’s usually alphabetic substitution, one letter swapped for another, easy enough to decipher. This is in a class of its own.


If someone had told me, back when I was twelve—all lanky limbs and shifting moods and lofty aspirations of being a famous playwright—that seven years later I’d be holed up in a cramped room in a perfumed brothel decoding traitorous letters, I wouldn’t have believed it.


The only son of a butcher and not a very prosperous one—and without a mother since age five—I was apprenticed to the stationer William Barnard when my father could no longer care for me. Barnard educated me: taught me how to set print, how to bind; how to read and how to write, he taught me Latin and his native French. With no son of his own and his wife long dead, he cared for me as his own and I grew to consider him family. He died when I was ten, leaving both me and the shop in the custody of his younger brother, who cared nothing for words or for me, only the newly elevated status of merchant with a shop on prestigious Paternoster Row.


The younger Barnard liked that noblemen came to purchase the plays and poems he (I) turned out. He liked the money it brought him, money he wasted on drink and dice, money that slowly dwindled to nothing despite the twelve hours a day I spent working. I sold books faster than I could make them but that hadn’t mattered; within a year we lost the lease on the shop, and Barnard was too drunk and too absent to notice or to care. I was soon using my printer’s skills to forge letters in Barnard’s hand: to banks asking for loans, the landlord asking for extensions, his patron asking for mercy. The ruse ended when the latter, Sir George Carey, appeared at my doorstep alongside a playwright called Christopher Marlowe. They caught me red-handed—gold-leaf-handed, rather—hunched over a book, an agate burnisher in one hand, tip brush in the other.


“What did I tell you!” Marlowe bounded in, Carey on his heels. “I told you there was no chance that oaf turned out those books, and ha! I was right.” He clapped me on the back, hard enough to dislodge the brush from my hand. “Who are you, then?” I looked up at him. Dark and disheveled, shirt half open and boots unlaced, hair curled and wild and half tucked behind his ears. He was in his twenties then, me just eleven. But it was infatuation at first sight, at least on my part.


“Tobias,” I said. “You can call me Toby.”


“Well, Toby,” Sir Carey said. He was nothing but splendor, gilded and leathered and ribboned as any one of my books. “I’ve got a proposition for you.”


Carey would retain his patronage of the shop, Barnard’s debts would be forgiven, and I would be the sole printer of Marlowe’s plays, an account worth over three pounds a year—all of which went directly into my pocket. But best of all was the patronage Marlowe offered me once my apprenticeship expired, helping me become the writer I wanted to be.


I shadowed him as he shadowed others, watching the world in that profound, incisive way of his. I watched him channel his skills not just into poems but also into occasional spy missions for Carey, who used Marlowe’s penchant for street fighting, nefarious company, and sometimes blasphemous writing as leverage to get the information he needed. Marlowe ran messages and kept tabs on the queen’s vast network of agents and couriers—none of whom could be trusted—in exchange for an arrangement with the Privy Council, one that kept Marlowe out of jail more than once. Marlowe was a blackguard of the deepest hue but even so, I watched everything he did because I wanted to do it, too, and because I loved him, a secret I kept from him as much as myself. But he was dead within the year and so was Barnard; I was alone and it was Carey who showed up at my door offering me a new proposition.


The desperation I once employed to keep Barnard’s shop running despite his disinterest was now to be used for profit. Carey used my printing and forgery prowess to encode letters for the queen’s ministers, my language skills and education to decode them. He even found a way to use my loneliness, turning me into a courier to ferry letters from Whitehall to all points across England, knowing that in my absence no one would miss me. In the end, I did everything Marlowe did, all except write. After he was gone, I had nothing left to say.


I turn from the past and back to the letter before me. And I get to work.
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KATHERINE



ST MAWGAN IN PYDAR, CORNWALL 
25 OCTOBER 1601


The year I turned thirteen, I hated everything.


Father, with his constant complaints about the court and the queen. Cornwall, with its craggy cliffs and endless watery skyline. The families who lived nearby, most of whom I knew but would never really know, not with all the secrets we were keeping.


One evening, after an interminable day during Lent in which I did nothing but pray and repent and thought I couldn’t take it any longer, I marched out to the stables. Bullied the groom—long since gone now and entirely my fault—into tacking up the biggest, fastest horse in the stable, a gray Andalusian named Pallas after the mythological Greek giant. Pallas was hard to manage, moody and temperamental; he would only yield to my father but I was determined to make him bend to my will, even if nothing and no one else would.


There was a fence, hewn together with shale, one that marked the end of our property. I jammed a heel into Pallas’s side, meaning for him to jump it. But he didn’t. He reached the edge, legs bunched as if he were set to fly, then stopped. I was thrown off, my back hit the ground and my head one of those gray jagged stones, and the world went black. When the groom came to fetch me, Father by his side, they picked me up and carried me home. I don’t remember hurting (that would come later), I just felt numb.


That is how I feel now. Numb. I can feel my breathing grow shallow as Trelawney’s men first hover over Father’s now prone and unmoving body, poking and prodding him to see if he will get up (get up, please get up), then Trelawney pulling a feather from his cap and holding it under Father’s nose to see if it will flutter, to check if he is breathing. Both Father and feather are still. Trelawney has enough decency to press Father’s eyelids closed and dispatch someone for a swath of bed linen, which he drapes over Father’s body.


He is dead.


I sit hunched behind the cabinet, my body now racked with silent sobs. Watch as they shove Ryol toward the door, defiant in his black cassock, hands making the sign of the cross even as they’re clamped in manacles, delivering to Father quick and muttered last rites (“Gloria Patri, et Filio, et Spiritui Sancto…”). They round up the servants, too, snatching their wrists as if they were criminals, ignoring the cries of fright and pleas of innocence. They’re pushed down the hall and into the dark and the cold that blows in through the door, not one allowed a coat or even a hat.


“Where is the girl?” Trelawney turns to his men, the two who dragged me downstairs from my room. “You had her. Where did she go?” Neither of them reply and he snaps his fingers once more. “Search the house. Don’t leave without her. I’ll need to turn her over, too.”


I stop crying at once. Turn me over. To who? I don’t have to ask for what. I think of the torture Father said would be forthcoming if we were caught, what they would do to extract a confession from us. No one stays righteous on the rack, he told me, and I believed him.


Trelawney makes his exit, slamming the door behind him. His men look to one another.


“She can’t have gone far,” one of them says. “She’s probably in the house somewhere. Unless she slipped outside…”


“You take the grounds,” the other says. “I’ll take the house. I don’t want to be here all night, so let’s make this quick.”


The first man pulls his cloak tight and his hat low as he makes his way outdoors to somehow search all 360 acres of Lanherne alone, in the dead of night, as the other shuffles up the stairs, broken glass crunching under his feet like snails.


It’s a short run from my hiding place to any number of doors and windows I can escape through. But from there—what? Not freedom. Just an endless moor of questions. Where will I go? How will I get there? How will I feed myself? Clothe myself? How will I live? I have never once been out of Cornwall, never once had to fend for myself. I have never done anything but what was told to me, and now there’s no one around to do even that. I am alone, the first time I have ever been alone in my life.


I am back to crying, and all I can do is look at Father’s body, the blood from his wound now seeping through the white of the linen, fingers of his left hand splayed out from beneath it, curled as if beckoning. There is no amount of counting backward in Cornish that will help allay my grief but I make myself do it anyway, to give myself five seconds to feel what I need to before I have to move on. To sort out how to get out of this house and the thousand other things I’ll need to sort after that.


There’s an enormous thud from upstairs, a muffled grunt, and a litany of curses. Trelawney’s man has dropped something, or something’s fallen on him. Either way it’s enough of a commotion that he won’t hear me move, which I do, slipping silent and barefoot into Father’s library, ducking low as to not be seen from any of the windows.


Like the rest of the house, the library has been torn lath from plaster: furniture upturned, books knocked from shelves, and drawers pulled open, contents dumped to the floor. But for all their destruction, Trelawney’s men weren’t very thorough. If they’d put aside their madness, their savage thrill at exposing Father and delighting in his fear, they would have found something even more incriminating than a hidden priest.


In the bookshelf beside the fireplace, third shelf from the top, there is a panel, behind which lies a niche no larger than a loaf of bread. It’s where Father keeps his journal, along with important papers and the money he uses to pay the servants. It’s meant to be a secret, which means I know all about it. Although I’m tall, I still have to stand on a footstool to reach it; the library ladder has been knocked to the floor and I can’t risk the noise or the time to bring it back up.


I find what I’m looking for: a cache of letters tied together with black ribbon, a red velvet drawstring bag full of coins, and a dog-eared page in the journal, its contents rapidly memorized before it’s tossed into the low, still-burning fire in the hearth. Then it’s off the stool and back to the library door, listening for Trelawney’s man. A scuffle tells me he’s still rooting around upstairs, so I duck back into the hall, rounding the corner to the servants’ wing. At first I mean to take some traveling dresses from the maids’ chambers, then it occurs to me that Trelawney’s men will be looking for a girl, not a boy, and so I snatch a pair of breeches from Father’s valet’s room instead, along with a shirt, cloak, and a pair of boots, gloves, and a hat. I put everything on except the shoes, then stuff my nightdress under the mattress. Secure the money bag to my belt and the letters inside my shirt and then, boots in hand as to not make any noise, slink back to where Father’s body lies. It’s a risk to be here, in full view of both the front door and the stairs where I could be seen. But I can’t leave without saying goodbye. I clutch his cold hand, a whispered “I’m sorry” and “I love you” and “Goodbye” all spilling from my mouth.


There’s more noise, footsteps, and crunching from upstairs; it’s coming my way and it’s time to go. I get to my feet and take one last look around. It’s the last time I’ll step foot in this hall, the last time I’ll step foot inside Lanherne. The seat of the Arundells, my father’s and his father’s before that, his death leaving it to me though no court in the world would recognize it. I am titleless, homeless, fatherless; I am so full of grief and rage I could scream. I might, if I didn’t think it would be heard all the way to the sea.


I snatch up Father’s sword and double back down the corridor until I reach the rear of the house and the door that leads outside. I lace on the boots, stuffing a glove in the toe of each for a better fit, then quietly, carefully, click the latch and slip through the door and into the night.


Clouds have covered the moon, so full and light before, and now it’s so dark I can’t see more than a foot in front of me. But I know the grounds of Lanherne as well as I know my own face so I am able to move quickly, dodging hedges and tree stumps and ground spots that are more bog than land. I need to reach the barn—and from there my horse—and though I can’t see anything I know I’m getting close; I’ve walked this distance my entire life. Just a few hundred feet to go—


That’s when I crash into someone.


The impact knocks me to the ground and judging by the surprised, muffled grunt, Trelawney’s man is down, too. He scrambles to his feet but I’m up faster. I lift Father’s sword high, muttering what I can remember from Psalm 51, a prayer for forgiveness which I’ll need because I’m seconds away from becoming a murderer, before I recognize who I ran into. Dark hair, dark eyes, serious expression, one he wears even on days he’s not being hunted by Catholic pursuivants. It’s Jory, my father’s horse groom.


Jory came to us last year from nearby Plymouth. He’s the only person in my household who is my age and not married, but like every other person in my household he is also a devout Catholic, and of course under my father’s employ, which is to say unsuitable for a girl of my stature. Not to mention that his greatest desire in the world is to become a priest.


When Father hired him, I was desperate enough for male companionship that it didn’t matter. When Jory would join us for Mass, I would make sure to sit near him so he could admire my singing voice. I wore virginal white, I carried my best rosary and my missal and my Bible; I was practically weighted to the floor with relics. I thought if I could be as pious as possible, he would forget this notion of becoming betrothed to God and betroth himself to me instead.


I have already mentioned I’m a fool, but it’s probably worth mentioning again.


“Katherine?” Jory says. “Is that you?”


“It’s me.” I drop the sword, relieved I didn’t take his head off. “What are you doing out here?”


“Hiding.” He swipes his hair off his forehead. “I was in the barn before, but someone came in to search it so I came out here. I thought it might be safer out in the open like this.”


“Is he still in there?”


“I don’t know. It’s so dark I can’t tell.”


“They didn’t take the horses, did they?”


“No. But Katherine… why are you dressed that way? I didn’t recognize you, not at first and not with the trousers and the hat… I thought you were one of them.” A pause. “Did they take him? Your father? I saw them taking people away, but I couldn’t see who.”


I will not cry again, not tonight; I’ve already had my five seconds and so I say, “No. They didn’t take him. They killed him.”


Jory proceeds to cross himself and whisper a prayer, in Latin no less, and I let him do it even though it brings me no comfort at all. “What should we do?” he says when he’s done. “We can’t stay. If they find us they’ll take us away, too.”


“I know,” I say. “I was on my way to take Father’s horse so I could leave.”


He nods, solemn as ever. “I’ll get them. We should take Pallas and Samson, I think. They’re the fastest and strongest.”


I see now that I won’t be alone in this escape, but I suppose I can’t very well leave Jory behind. “Don’t we want to wait for them to leave first?” I ask. “They might see or hear us leave, and they’ll follow us.”


“We could,” Jory replies. “But the longer we stay, the more we risk them finding us. Or that others will come back.” He pauses a moment to think. “I’ve got an idea. Stay here. I’ll be back.” He vanishes into the dark, and I’m alone again. It’s starting to rain and the wind is picking up, the sea is restless and I can hear it from here, a dull roar whipping through waist-high meadow grass. Trelawney’s men could be mere feet from me and I wouldn’t be able to hear them. I’m crouched beside a hedge, still clutching Father’s sword. I wait and wait, and when nothing happens, first I’m angry and then worried, because what if Jory was caught?


Just when I’m about to go after him I hear a stampede of hooves, then catch the shadow of a horse tearing across the moor at full tilt. From somewhere far off I hear a man shout, “Stop!” and I think for a moment that Jory has gone and taken off without me. Then I see Trelawney’s man rush to the house, shout for the other, then the two of them race to the barn, and I start to see the shape of Jory’s plan.


There’s a whuffing noise and Jory appears before me, Samson and Pallas in hand.


“I let Cerus go,” he says. “He’s been trying to escape since the day your father bought him. Now he’s got his chance. He’ll make it all the way to Plymouth before stopping. He’ll lead them on a good chase.”


Jory hands me Samson’s reins—I never did learn how to manage Pallas—and I climb onto his dusty, familiar back.


“Where to?” Jory says.


“London,” I say. In the dark I can’t see his expression but he doesn’t object, not that it would stop me if he did. I pull my cloak tight around me, feeling first for the money and then for the letters, making sure they stay safe and dry. Father was an illegally practicing Catholic, a harborer of a priest smuggled into the country from Spain, a liar, and a traitor.


But those aren’t the only secrets he was keeping.
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TOBY



ST. ANNE’S LANE,
 ALDERSGATE WARD, LONDON 
26 OCTOBER 1601


The letter I intercepted and deciphered last night was akin to holding a bomb, the contents every bit as incendiary. I sat at the table in the brothel for longer than I should have, checking and rechecking each cipher to make sure I’d translated it correctly, that I didn’t make a mistake, that it said what I eventually had to concede it did. After I delivered it to the next contact—ten minutes late, something I excused by way of smears on my cheeks left by red lips—I carried the translated copy all the way to Whitehall Palace, delivering it to the apartments of the queen’s closest advisor.


When I received a summons early this morning, bidding me to appear before the council in an hour, I was not at all surprised. In fact, I expected it and was already dressed and ready to go. I exit the door of my tiny garret room, down the narrow staircase and into the rainy alley of St. Anne’s Lane, dodging puddles and detritus to reach the wide thoroughfare of Cheapside.


It should be a forty-five-minute walk to Somerset House, where the summons is to be held, but not in the rain and not today. It is all the furor of Friday here, merchants and carts and horses and men, a riot of noise and filth. By the time I reach Fleet Street and turn into Temple Bar and pass through the iron gates, I am mud-spattered and soaked and nearly late. The pale stone-columned facade of Somerset House greets me as kindly as a priest on Reformation Day, forbidding and foreboding, as do the royal-crested guards in red posted like andirons on either side of the main, arched doorway.


They consider me.


I am not recognized; I am not meant to be. I am meant to blend into the background, drab and unnoticeable as the brown trousers and loden cloak I wear, someone you see once and then forget. But you will never be able to hide those eyes, the queen told me once through rotting teeth. Lovely as larkspurs in May, and every bit as blue. It is these eyes that give the guards pause as they look me over from my hair made blacker by rain to my boots made blacker by mud and say, “Haven’t we seen you before?”


“’Fraid not.” I adopt a south-of-the-Thames accent and rock back on my heels. “Here to bring a message to Sir George Carey. He’ll be expecting me.” I tug a folded piece of parchment from my pocket by way of demonstration. It’s blank, but they won’t check it; from the look they give first the paper, then each other, my guess is neither of them can read.


The guards both nod then, easily sated, and allow me to pass. I’m halfway through the courtyard when Carey rounds into view, making his way to me with crisp and unhurried steps. Besides being the Baron Hunsdon, a Knight of the Garter, and a member of the Privy Council, he is also the Lord Chamberlain of the queen’s household. He pays my salary, such that it is, which means I’m better acquainted with him than the other council members.


“Why didn’t you come in through the side?” Carey jerks a thumb toward the east wing of Somerset. “The doors aren’t watched there.”


“I didn’t think it wise for me to appear as if I knew that.”


Carey throws me a look but this time really takes me in. He’s got a youthful, unlined face that belies his fifty-odd years, bright blue eyes, and a head of bushy yellow hair with a matching beard and mustache, one that now twitches with affront.


“Why are you dressed that way?” He waves his hand along the length of me. “Those trousers. Aren’t they a bit worn? Your boots appear as if you’ve been in combat and lost, and my God, man. Your cloak looks like it’s just hatched.” He peels off his own and gestures for me to do the same. I pause a beat longer than I normally would, careful to conceal the panic before it shows on my face. My cloak, though nothing special, is the dearest thing I own, and not only because it keeps me warm.


“I don’t see what the problem is,” I say eventually. “Didn’t you once say that with a face like mine I could wear a grain sack and still charm? This is considerably better than a grain sack.”


“Did you give your mother this much trouble?” Carey snaps his fingers for me to hurry. “The queen is here—didn’t you read the summons? It said you were to see her.”


There was no mention of the queen in this morning’s message. I read it five times, committing every last word to memory before disposing of it by candle flame. I’m on alert now; there’s been a change, and change almost always heralds trouble.


“Ever the skeptic,” Carey says to my silence. “No matter. You’re here and she’s here, so we’ll have to do the best we can.”


I do what I’m told and take off my cloak, folding it carefully before handing it to Carey. In turn, he hands me his. It fits, if only in size; we’re both of average height and slender build. As for the rest: absurd. It’s plum brocade, trimmed in gold along the front, the collar high and stiff and uncomfortable.


I look down at myself. “This looks bad.”


“Well, her eyesight is bad,” Carey replies. “And she won’t be looking past your eyes anyway.” He throws me a wink. “Lovely as lavender in spring—”


I scowl. “It was larkspurs in May.”


Carey laughs and takes my elbow, steering me into Somerset. “She’s in a mood,” he whispers, though there’s no one around. “It’s Essex, of course. She’s just received his widow and denied her petition to restore the earldom to their son. That went well. Christ. Damned-to-hell Essex…”


The ghost of the Earl of Essex still haunts these halls. He was executed for treason only months ago after a five-hour interrogation by the very Privy Council I am about to stand before, after desperation led him to an ill-fated rebellion against the queen that lasted mere hours before he surrendered. Essex was one of her favorites, for all the good it did the both of them.


A set of closed double doors loom before me. Carey raps once, sharp, and they swing open. The room is bright and rich, the doublets of eleven Privy Council members glittering in muted light spilling through mullioned windows. The men stand in clustered obeisance before the queen, but I don’t really see them: My eyes land on her first and foremost. She is something out of the theater, raised higher than all of us, a swan on a dais in white. She is old now, and doesn’t like to be reminded of it. We trip over ourselves and our words to assure her she is still as lovely as she was in the Golden Age which is also no longer, both run to rot and ruin.
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