



[image: Cover Image]





Ink and Steel


The Stratford Man, Volume I


A Novel of the Promethean Age


Elizabeth Bear


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com






Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







PRAISE FOR THE NOVELS OF THE PROMETHEAN AGE


Whiskey and Water


“The many varied plots skillfully and subtly interweave into a finale with serious punch. Elizabeth Bear’s writing style is as dense, complex, and subtle as her plots and characters. The style reminds me a little of Tolkien. This is definitely not a book to sit down to for a light, fluffy read. But if you immerse yourself in this rich, dark world, you will be rewarded with characters with layers of motivation and relationships that weave through the world’s destiny like an intricate spider’s web.”


—SFRevu


“[Whiskey and Water] reaffirms [Bear’s] skill at creating memorable—and memorably flawed—characters as well as her sure hand at blending together the modern world with the world of the Fae. Her elegant storytelling should appeal to fans of Charles de Lint, Jim Butcher, and other cross-world and urban fantasy authors.”


—Library Journal


“Bear brings a new level of detail to the subject, and her magical creatures are an interesting mix of familiar and unfamiliar traits.”


—Don D’Ammasa, Critical Mass


“Bear succeeds in crafting a rich world.… It’s a book that I couldn’t put down, with a world in which I found myself easily enthralled and enchanted, not necessarily by Faerie, but by Bear’s poetic expression and knife-sharp narrative.”


—Rambles


“ ‘Intrigued’ and ‘delighted’ sum up my reaction to Whiskey and Water as a whole. Don’t think of it as a sequel, because it’s not: It’s the next part of the story, and just as rich, magical, and poetic as its predecessor…. I’m hoping for another one.”


—The Green Man Review


“The wonderful Promethean Age series just keeps getting better. Bear has a knack for writing beautifully damaged characters, who manage to be both alien and sympathetic at the same time, and then putting them in situations where they have no choice but to go through the fire. The result is glorious.”


—Romantic Times (Top Pick)


“Cleverly designed and well written … a delightful tale filled with all sorts of otherworldly species.”


—Alternative Worlds


Blood and Iron


“Blood and Iron takes everything you think you know about Faerie and twists it until it bleeds.”


—Sarah Monette, author of The Mirador


“Bear works out her background with the detail orientation of a science fiction writer, spins her prose like a veil-dancing fantasist, and never forgets to keep an iron fist in that velvet glove.”


—The Agony Column


“Complex and nuanced…. Bear does a fantastic job with integrating these centuries-old elements into a thoroughly modern tale of transformation, love, and courage.”


—Romantic Times


“Bear overturns the usual vision of Faerie, revealing the compelling beauty and darkness only glimpsed in old ballads and stories like ‘Tam Lin.’ ”


—Publishers Weekly


“This is excellent work. Bear confronts Faerie head-on, including the dangerous and ugly bits, and doesn’t shield the reader with reassuring happily-ever-after vibes…. She also writes a few brilliant scenes and set pieces, the most memorable for me being … the beautifully handled (and beautifully explained) Tolkien homage near the climax…. I’m looking forward to spending more time in this world.”


—Eyrie


… and for the other novels of Elizabeth Bear


“A gritty and painstakingly well-informed peek inside a future world we’d all better hope we don’t get, liberally seasoned with VR delights and enigmatically weird alien artifacts…. Elizabeth Bear builds her future nightmare tale with style and conviction and a constant return to the twists of the human heart.”


—Richard Morgan, author of Altered Carbon


“Very exciting, very polished, very impressive.”


—Mike Resnick, author of Starship: Mercenary


“Gritty, insightful, and daring.”


—David Brin, author of the Uplift novels and Kiln People


“A glorious hybrid: hard science, dystopian geopolitics, and wide-eyed sense of wonder seamlessly blended into a single book.”


—Peter Watts, author of Blindsight


“Elizabeth Bear has carved herself out a fantastic little world…. It’s rare to find a book with so many characters you genuinely care about. It’s a roller coaster of a good thriller, too.”


—SF Crowsnest


“What Bear has done … is create a world that is all too plausible, one wracked by environmental devastation and political chaos…. She conducts a tour of this society’s darker corners, offering an unnerving peek into a future humankind would be wise to avoid.”


—SciFi.com


“An enthralling roller-coaster ride through a dark and possible near future.”


—Starlog


“[Bear] does it like a juggler who’s also a magician.”


—The Mumpsimus


LOOK FOR THE NEXT NOVEL OF THE PROMETHEAN AGE


Hell and Earth




Author’s Note (brief version)


This is the first of two tightly linked novels, a duology collectively known as The Stratford Man. The second book, Hell and Earth, will be published in August 2008.


A complete Author’s Note and Acknowledgements—enumerating this narrative’s extensive historical and linguistic malfeasances and encompassing a semi-exhaustive list of who may be assessed for the same—may be found at the end of the second book.




Principal Players in Ink and Steel


combined with a selection of historical and
literary figures as may be convenient to the reader.


Alleyn, Edward: (Ned) A player. Principal Tragedian of the Lord Admiral’s Men.


Amaranth: A lamia


Arthur: A King of Britain. Mostly dead.


Baines, Richard: An intelligencer and Promethean


Bassano Lanyer, Aemilia: England’s first professional woman poet. Mistress of Henry Carey. Sadly, not appearing in this book because I did not have room for her.


Bassano, Augustine: Court musician to Elizabeth, Venetian Jew, father to Aemilia, and intimate of Roderigo Lopez. Also not appearing in this volume, but I promise you, he and Aemilia and Roderigo and Alfonso had many interesting adventures that Will never found out about. Someday I will write the Jews of Elizabeth’s Court book and you can find out all about it.


Bradley, William: Stabbed by Thomas Watson in Bankside. Dead.


Brahe, Tycho: An Astronomer


Burbage, Cuthbert: Brother to Richard Burbage


Burbage, James: Father to Richard Burbage. Owner of the Theatre in Bankside.


Burbage, Richard: A player. A Promethean. Principal Tragedian of Lord Strange’s Men, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, and the King’s Men. Eventual Shareholder at the Globe.


Burghley, Baron: (William Cecil) Lord Treasurer. A Promethean. Member of the Privy Council. Father to Robert Cecil.


Cairbre: A bard, the Master Harper of the Daoine Sidhe


Cecil, Anne: Wife to Edward De Vere, daughter to William Cecil, sister to Robert Cecil


Cecil, Robert: Secretary of State. A Promethean. Member of the Privy Council. Later, the Earl of Salisbury.


Catesby, Robert: A Catholic recusant


Chapman, George: a playmaker and poet


Cobham: Briefly, Lord Chamberlain


Coquo, Oratio: Edward de Vere’s catamite, a former choirboy. I am not making that up.


Corinna: The love object in Ovid’s fifth elegy, and a character in Tamburlaine


Davenant, Jenet Shepherd and John: Innkeepers along the road to Stratford


Dee, Doctor John: An astrologer


Drake, Sir Francis: A privateer


Ede, Richard: A keeper at the Marshalsea prison


Edward: A player. A member of the company of Lord Strange’s Men.


Essex, Earl of: (Robert Devereaux) A Promethean


Faustus: A Scholar


Fawkes, Guido: A Catholic recusant


Findabair: A princess of Faerie. Dead.


Fletcher, John: A vile playmaker


Forman, Simon: A physician of sorts


Frazier, Ingrim: A servant to Thomas Walsingham


Ganymede: Jove’s cupbearer. Euphemistically speaking, a term for a catamite.


A gardener


Gardner, William: Justice of the Peace for Southwark


Gaveston, Sir Piers: Leman to Edward II, formerly King of England


Geoffrey: A Faerie, with the head of a stag


Green, Robert: A vile playmaker and pamphleteer


Henslowe, Philip: Owner of the Swan Theatre


Holinshed: A historian, of sorts


Hunsdon, Lord: (George Carey) Lord Chamberlain. A Promethean. Member of the Privy Council.


Hunsdon, Lord: (Henry Carey) Lord Chamberlain. A Promethean. Member of the Privy Council. Father to George Carey.


John: A carriageman


Jonson, Ben: A vile playmaker, son of a bricklayer, educated at Westminster. Formerly a soldier in the low countries.


Kemp, Will: A player. Clown for the Lord Chamberlain’s Men


Kyd, Thomas: A vile playmaker


Langley, Francis: A moneylender


Lanyer, Alfonso: A court musician, and husband to Aemilia Bassano. Sadly, also not appearing in this volume.


Lavinia: A victim of rape and dismemberment in Titus Andronicus


Lopez, Doctor Roderigo: A Promethean. Queen’s Physician and Ambassador from Antonio, pretender to the throne of Portugal. Of Jewish descent.


Lucifer Morningstar: An Angel, once, and most dearly loved of God. Gave Ned Alleyn rather a bad turn, on one occasion.


A mare


Marley, Christofer: (Kit; Christopher Marlowe; Sir Christofer) A Promethean. The dead shepherd. A playmaker and intelligencer. Dead (to begin with).


Marley, John: Father to Christofer Marley, a Master Cobbler of Canterbury


Marley, Tom: Brother to Christofer Marley


Mathews, Mistress: Landlord of the Groaning Sergeant


Mebd, the: A Queen of Faerie


Mehiel: An Angel of the Lord


Mephostophilis: A demon of Hell


Merlin: A legendary bard


Monteagle, Baron: William Parker, a cousin of William Shakespeare


Morgan le Fey: The half sister to Arthur, King of England. The Queen of Air and Darkness. And, formerly, Cornwall and/or Gore.


Murchaud: Morgan’s son, a Prince of Faerie


Nashe, Tom: A vile playmaker


Northampton, Earl of: A friend to Sir Walter Raleigh


Nottingham, Earl of: The Lord Admiral, a patron of players.


Orpheus: A legendary musician who sought to rescue his love from Hell


Oxford, Seventeenth Earl of: (Edward de Vere) A Promethean, alleging himself a poet


de Parma, Fray Xalbador: A Promethean. An Inquisitor.


Plantagenet, Edward: (Edward II of England) A historic king, the title character of Edward II by Christopher Marlowe


Peaseblossom: A Faerie


Poley, Mary: Sister to Thomas Watson, estranged wife to Robert Poley, mother of Robin Poley


Poley, Robin: Son of Mary Poley


Poley, Robert: A Promethean. A moneylender and intelligencer. Eventually, a Yeoman Warder of the Tower.


Raleigh, Sir Walter: A sea captain, sympathetic to the Prometheans


A lame raven


Robin Goodfellow (aka Puck): A Faerie


Rosalind, also Ganymede: The heroine of As You Like It


Sackerson: A bear.


Shakespeare, Anne: (Annie) Wife to William Shakespeare


Shakespeare, Edmund: Brother to William Shakespeare


Shakespeare, Gilbert: Brother to William Shakespeare


Shakespeare, Hamnet: Son to William Shakespeare


Shakespeare, Joan: (Joan Hart) Sister to William Shakespeare


Shakespeare, John: Father to William Shakespeare. A glover of Stratford-upon-Avon.


Shakespeare, Judith: Daughter to William Shakespeare


Shakespeare, Mary: Mother to William Shakespeare


Shakespeare, Richard: Brother to William Shakespeare


Shakespeare, Susanna: Daughter to William Shakespeare


Shakespeare, William: A vile playmaker. Principal player of Lord Strange’s Men, the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, and the King’s Men. Eventual Shareholder at the Globe.


Sidney, Sir Philip: A respected poet. Husband to Frances Walsingham. Dead.


Skeres, Nicholas: An intelligencer


Sly, Will: A principal player with the Lord Chamberlain’s Men


A sorrel gelding


Southampton, Earl of: (Henry Wriothesly) Patron to William Shakespeare, Promethean


Spencer, Gabriel: A player


Spenser, Edmund: A respected poet


Strange, Lord: (Ferdinando Stanley) A Promethean, and patron to players


Stuart, James: (James VI, James I): King of Scotland and eventually England


Stuart, Mary: (Mary, Queen of Scots) Mother to James VI of Scotland. Dead.


Stubbs, Philip: A Puritan, dismembered for treasonous writings


Taliesin: A legendary bard


Tam Lin: A legendary nobleman kidnapped by Faeries


Thomas the Rhymer: A legendary bard


Topcliffe: The Queen’s torturer


Tresham, Francis: A Catholic recusant


A troll


Tudor, Elizabeth: (Elizabeth I, Bess, Gloriana) The Queen of England, or perhaps Pretender to its throne


Tudor, Henry: (Henry VIII of England, Great Harry) Dead


de Vere, Elizabeth: Daughter of the seventeenth Earl of Oxford


Wade, William: The Queen’s other torturer, clerk of the Privy Council


Walsingham, Etheldreda (Audrey): Wife to Thomas


Walsingham, Frances: (Frances Sidney, Frances Devereaux) Daughter to Sir Francis, widow of Sir Philip Sidney, wife of the Earl of Essex


Walsingham, Sir Francis: A Promethean. Spymaster to the Queen. Formerly, her Secretary of State.


Walsingham, Thomas: Cousin to Sir Francis, Patron to Christofer Marley


Watson, Thomas: A poet and intelligencer. A Promethean. Dead.


Divers demons, ifriti, faeries, prentices, goodwives, publicans, recusants, damned souls etc as required.






And since we all have suck’d one wholesome air,
And with the same proportion of Elements
Resolve, I hope we are resembled,
Vowing our loves to equal death and life.


—CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE,
Tamburlaine the Great, Part 1, Act II, scene vi







Prologue




And since my mind, my wit, my head, my voice and tongue are weak,
To utter, move, devise, conceive, sound forth, declare and speak,
Such piercing plaints as answer might, or would my woeful case
Help crave I must, and crave I will, with tears upon my face,
Of all that may in heaven or hell, in earth or air be found,
To wail with me this loss of mine, as of these griefs the ground.


—EDWARD DE VERE, 17TH EARL OF OXFORD, “Loss of Good Name”





Christofer Marley died as he was born: on the bank of a river, within the sound and stench of slaughterhouses. The news reached London before the red sun ebbed, while alleys fell into straitened darkness under rooftops still stained bright.


It was a bloody end to the penultimate day of May, in the thirty-fifth year of the reign of the excommunicate Elizabeth.


The nave of the Queen’s chapel at Westminster lay shadowed when, at the secluded entrance of a secret room, the seventeenth Earl of Oxford hesitated. Edward de Vere pushed his hood back from fine hair and wiped one ringed hand across his mouth. The panel slid open at his touch, releasing the redolence of oil. The sputter of candles along the walls reassured him that he was not the first.


Four men waited within the stifling chamber.


“Marley is dead in Deptford.” Oxford tossed the words on the table like a poacher’s take. “Stabbed above the eye by your cousin’s man, Sir Francis. And we are lost with him: have you so thoughtlessly betrayed your Sovereign?”


“Marley dead?” Sir Francis Walsingham’s chair skittered on stone as Elizabeth’s hollow-cheeked spymaster lurched upright.


Seated beside Walsingham was Henry Carey, Lord Hunsdon—the Lord Chamberlain—who blanched white enough that it showed in uncertain candlelight. Beyond him was the Queen’s physician—and Walsingham’s—Doctor Rodrigo Lopez. A final man stood by the wall—round, short, but of undeniable presence: the player Richard Burbage, famous already at twenty-six.


“Not on my orders,” Walsingham said. “Is’t certain?”


“We are undone.” Oxford pulled a chair forth from the table and sat heavily, a dark metal ring on his thumb clicking. “The magic—we can perhaps manage that without Kit. I taught him what he knew, and it was not all I learned at Dee’s left hand.” Oxford concealed a tight smile; that learning ranged from the science of astrology to the arts of summoning succubae.


Lopez, a swarthy Portugall and well-known a Jew, whatever his protests of conversion, leaned forward over folded hands. He stared at Walsingham with significance and said, “This is not the first attempt on one of our number—”


“Our aims may have diverged,” Walsingham answered, “but the others have not forgotten our names.”


“And there’s plague in the city,” Lopez said. “Think you ’tis unrelated to those other Prometheans?”


“Can you discern a native plague from a conjured one, Physician?”


“Some would argue there are no native plagues, but only devil’s work—”


Oxford cleared his throat and his memories. “But with Marley, we lose the Lord Admiral’s Men, leaving us without a company—”


“There is my company,” Burbage put in, but Oxford’s voice rose over the player’s effortlessly.


“—and without a playmaker under whose name to perform our works. Never mind Kit’s ear for a verse.”


Walsingham extended a long, knotty hand, bony wrist protruding from dusty velvet, skin translucent as silk over gnarled blue veins. “Oxford—”


But Oxford shook his head. “I have not Kit’s grasp on an audience, Sir Francis.”


Hunsdon’s hands lay flat on the scarred tabletop. He closed his eyes. “It risks Elizabeth.”


Walsingham’s chin jerked sharply. “We’ll find another way.”


He stared down at his hands until his attention was drawn outward again when Burbage coughed.


“What is it, then?”


Burbage drew himself up. “I know a man.”




Act I, scene i




O God, that men should put an enemy in their
mouths to steal away their brains!


—WILLIAM SHAKKSPKARE, Othello





“Will.” “What?” The leather-bound planken door swung open; the playmaker lifted his head from the cradle of his fingers. He cursed as the hastily cut quill snagged lank strands, spattering brown-black irongall across his hand, his cuff, and the scribbled page. “Richard, you come hand in hand with fortune tonight. You did perchance bring wine?”


“No such luck.” Burbage shut the door, then hooked a battered stool from beside Will’s unmade bedstead with one booted toe and perched without waiting to be asked. He grunted as he leaned forward, elbow on knee, and tugged his doublet straight. “ ’Tis early for wine, and I’m in no mood for a public house and ale with my bread. So”—he thumped a pottery bottle on the trestle—“it’ll have to be spirits.”


“Morning?” Will set down the handkerchief with which he’d been dabbing his sleeve and looked up at a shuttered window. Beside his elbow, a fat candle guttered, and his commonplace book was propped open before it.


“Morning. You’ve worked the night through. And your chambermate …” … won’t be returning.


Will shrugged. He hadn’t noticed the hour, though the absence weighed on him. Or not the absence—Kit was often at the beck of patrons or conquests—but the irrevocability of it.


Burbage accepted his silence. “Have you cups?”


Will stood and moved to a livery cupboard, patched shoe scuffing rough boards. “What ails you, friend?” He turned with two leather tankards in his hand and came around the front of the table.


Burbage dragged the cork from the bottle with his thumbs and poured. “To Kit.”


Will lifted the second cup and held it, wincing, below his nose. “To Kit.” He closed his eyes on an image of a man smug as a preening cat and soaked in his own red blood. Will drank, leaning a hip against the table as if it were too much effort to reclaim his chair. “You’ll have heard the rumors he was working for the Papists, or the Crown.”


“I would not hazard myself to hazard a guess,” Burbage replied, hooking a bootheel over a rung. “It’s noised about that it was a drunken brawl, and Kit’s been in his cups of late, as poets sometimes go when they’ve had a little triumph….” Jokingly, he reached as if to pull the tankard from Will’s hand, and Will shielded it deftly. “But,” Burbage continued, “Kyd gave evidence against him, and Kit was still at liberty, as Kit seemed to stay no matter the charge levied against him. So there’s something there. What’s the manuscript?”


“Titus Andronicus.”


“Still? The plague will have us closed into winter, Will. It’s five thousand dead already. And Titus a terrible story. We need comedy, not blood. If we ever see a stage again.”


“It’s not the story,” Will answered. Burbage was a shareholder in the troupe—Lord Strange’s Men—and as such he was half Will’s employer. The brandy tingled on the back of Will’s throat and his tongue felt thick. Still, he reckoned even harsh spirits a more welcome mouthful than blood. Kit killed. Would be risk everything…? But Kit had been rash. And brilliant, and outrageous, and flamboyant. And young. Two months older than Will, who was just barely twenty-nine. He sipped again. “They can’t all be genius.”


Burbage laughed and tipped his mug. “Did you ever pause to wonder why not?”


Oh, the brandy was making Will honest. “Heady stuff,” he commented. “If my skill were equal mine ambition, Richard—” Will shook his head. “What will we do for money if the playhouses can’t open? How long will Lord Strange champion players who cannot play? Anne and my children must eat.” He’d picked up the quill. He turned it over, admiring the way candlelight caught in its ink-spotted vanes.


Burbage waved the bottle between his nose and the pen. “Have another drink, Will.”


“I’ve a play to write—”


“Which opens tomorrow, doubtless? And poor Kit undeserving of a wake?”


“Unfair!” But Will lifted the tankard and breathed the smoky fumes deep, feeling as though they seared his brain. “Poor Kit….”


“Indeed. Would serve your Queen so, Will?”


“Serve her to the death?” That brought him up short. “Is that what poor Marley did? Not stabbed for treason, or murdered by his conspirators before he could name their names. Nor killed for his”—Will lowered his voice—“atheism, and the talk of…” He drank again, but held his hand over his cup when Burbage would have filled it. “I can’t write.”


“Drink will fix it.”


Will did not uncover his tankard. “Drink fixes little, and what it doth fix can oft be not unfixed again.”


“Ah.” Burbage shifted his attention to his own cup as Will stood and paced. “In vino veritas. Is a Queen worth risking your life for, Will?”


“Why ask you these things of me?” Splinters curled from the wainscot shelf. Years of dry heat and creeping chill had cracked the wood long and deep between cheap plaster. Will picked spindled wood with one inkstained fingernail. He’d papered the walls with broadsheets, which also peeled. “A Queen. The idea of a Queen….”


“The reality not worth your time?” Burbage leaned on the wall, brandy-sharp breath hot on Will’s cheek. He thrust Will’s cup into his hand; Will took it by reflex. “It’s her got Kit killed, isn’t it? Blood and a knife in the face. That’s what Queens get you.”


“Treason,” Will whispered. Burbage’s face was flushed, his cheeks hot, red-blond hair straggled down in his too-bright eyes. Like a man fevered. Like a man mad. “You speak treason.”


His hands were numb. The tankard slipped out of his fingers, and the brandy made a stream that glistened in the candlelight like liquid amber as it fell. The stink filled his room, sharp as the bile rising up Will’s throat. “That’s treason, man!”


“Treason or truth? A ragged old slattern, belike. Bastard, excommunicate daughter of a fat pig of a glutton, a man who might have invented lust and greed he liked them so well—”


Will’s hand acted before his mind got behind it; he struck Burbage across the face, a spinning slack-handed blow. Drunker than he’d thought, he overreached; the fallen tankard dented under his knee as he landed on it. “Fie!” Brandy soaked his stocking. At least he thought it brandy, and not blood. “Get from me!” Will pointed at the door with a trembling hand, though the player towered over him. “I’ll find another company an those are your sentiments!”


But Burbage, pink-cheeked from the blow, extended his own hand to help Will to his feet. Will could only stare at it. “Your eloquence does desert you when you’re drunk enough. On your feet, man. You’ve passed the test.”


“Test?” Will wobbled up, one hand on the wall, refusing Burbage’s aid. “You’ve maligned the Queen.”


Burbage winked stagily, while Will limped to his abandoned stool. “Her Majesty would smile on it. Come.”


“I’ll go nowhere with you until you make yourself plain.” A burning sting told Will the brandy had found a cut under his stocking. “You’ve bloodied me.”


“I’ll pay the danegeld,” Burbage answered. “I can’t tell you, Will. You have to come meet them.”


“Who?” Blood soaked through light-colored wool, but only a drop. Will winced and picked cloth away from the cut.


“Your coconspirators.”


Will looked up as Burbage rested a heavy hand on his shoulder. “Didst not hear me say—”


“I heard thee clear,” Burbage answered. “Since thou’rt so loyal then, come on with me and find why Marley was killed. The rumors are true, Will: he was a Queen’s Man, sure.”


Will blinked. His skull was still thick with drink, though the pain cut through it somewhat. “What do you need me for?”


Burbage smiled, and Will thought he saw the edge of pity in it. “Will. To take his place.”


Will followed Burbage into a cool, overcast morning. The gutters hadn’t yet begun to stink, but Burbage picked his way fastidiously, one arm linked through Will’s to steer the still-unsteady playmaker across a maze of slick cobbles and night soil. “Why not go home to Stratford-upon-Avon?” he asked. “Go back to merchanting. Look at this place: half the shops shuttered, the playhouses closed.”


“I’m a player. And a playmaker. Besides—” They passed a hurrying woman in russet homespun, her skirts kilted up and a basket over her arm. She clutched a clove-studded lemon to her nose, and Burbage snorted as she shied away from them. “I have a wife and children in Stratford.”


“A player? Might as well be a leper, for all the respect they give us,” Burbage pointed out companionably, turning to watch the servant or goodwife pass. Her shoulders stiffened and she walked faster. Burbage looked down and grinned, then tilted his face up at Will.


“I’d die there. Suffocate under dry goods.”


“You’ll suffocate under vermin here.” Burbage tugged him out of the path of a trio of rangy yellow and fawn dogs in low-tailed pursuit of a sleek, scurrying rat. “If the money concerns you, go home.”


“I need this, Richard. Your father’s a playhouse owner. You’ve grown up with it. For me—”


“It’s worth abandoning wealth and family?”


“I support them,” Will answered, ignoring the twist of guilt his friend’s words brought. Slops spattered down behind them, and Will stepped into the shelter of an overhang, Burbage following with an arm still linked. “I’ll bring them to London once I make a success.”


“Bring them to this?” Burbage dropped Will’s arm, his gesture expansive. Will admired how Burbage framed himself against the darkness of a brown-painted door in a pale facade, sweeping his arm up beside his hat, every inch the unconscious professional. Will shook his head. Burbage was younger. Younger, but raised to the theatre and knowing in his bones things Will struggled to learn. “Keep them home, Will. Away from the plague and the filth. I’d go back to Stratford myself, if I could.”


“I cannot see you without London as a backdrop. As I cannot see myself on any other stage. And I need to write, Richard. The stories press me.”


“Then you’re stuck.” Burbage led him out of the narrower streets of Southwark, toward a more open lane where a few trees straggled between massive houses. Will blinked as sunlight abraded his eyes.


“Well and truly. Where are you taking me?”


“To solve all your small problems and grant you large ones.” Burbage produced a heavy key and unlocked a round-topped wooden gate in the garden wall of a mortared brick dwelling.


Will glimpsed green leaves and blossoms beyond; a sweet scent put him in mind of a haymow. “This is Francis Langley’s house. The owner of the Swan. The moneylender.”


Burbage ignored the comment, holding the gate to let Will pass. “You’ll need to find a way to make it appear that the money comes from legitimate sources, and not be seen to be wealthier than the run of playmakers, at least here in London. Can your Annie run a business as well as a household?”


“Money? My Annie can run—my lords!” The grass was wet with nighttime rain under his knee as his bow turned into a stagger and he swept his hat from his head. Will put a hand down and tried to make it look intentional. Burbage laughed behind him as he closed and locked the gate.


“Oh, that was unkind of me, Will,” Burbage said as a heavy hand fell on Will’s shoulder.


Will angled his head. The hand wasn’t Burbage’s. Neither was the following voice. “On your feet, William Shakespeare: we speak as the Knights of the Round Table here. In defense of their Sovereign, all men are equal. And that’s a little excessive even if we weren’t.”


“My lord.” But Will got to his feet and looked into the downturned eyes of Edward de Vere. Over his left shoulder, William Cecil, the Baron Burghley and the Lord Treasurer, bulked large in embroidered brocade, side by side with the Lord Chamberlain, Lord Hunsdon. Doctor Lopez, the Queen’s Physician, loomed sallow and cadaverous a little behind them. And—


Sir Francis Walsingham stood narrow and ascetic on the right, leaning against the wall among the espaliered branches of a fruit tree. Heavy dark sleeves dripped from bony wrists; he tossed a lemon idly in one hand.


Will’s jaw slackened, words tumbling from his tongue as he rose to his feet, looked to Burbage for reassurance. “A ghost—”


“Merely,” the Queen’s dead spymaster and Secretary of State replied, wry sympathy informing his tone, “a startling resemblance to one, Master William Shakespeare. I’m both Walsingham and quick, I assure you. And lucky to be. I’ve been in hiding these three years past, that my Queen’s enemies may think they succeeded in removing me. But Lopez here preserved my life.”


The doctor bowed, a heavy ruby ring glinting on his hand, while Walsingham drew a breath. Before Will could speak, the spymaster made a shift of direction quick and forked as lightning. “You know that Marley studied with John Dee, the astronomer.”


“There are rumors.”


“There frequently are.” Oxford stepped away as Walsingham came closer. Burghley, a massive shape in rustling brocade, folded his hands before his ample belly. Will felt their eyes running questions up and down his frame. “The rumors are true. Marley was—well, no magician. But a playmaker with an art for it, and a loyalty to Britannia.”


“I had heard he was associated with the Catholics—”


“Where a man goes, and what a man seems to do, are not always the truest indications of a man’s loyalties.”


“You want an apologist,” Will said on a rush of breath he hadn’t known he held. “I can do that, in service to Gloriana.”


“Ah,” Burghley answered. “Would it were so meet and simple. Aye, that’s half what we need of you. The other half is a sort of science, or philosophy—” Will saw the deaf old man’s eyes trained on his lips as he waited for Will to answer.


“Black Art? You can’t be seriously … My Lord Treasurer,” Will finished, suddenly aware that the nobleman was eyeing him quite seriously indeed, a small smile rounding Burghley’s cheeks under the white carpet of his beard. Will raised a hand to press to his breast, realized his action half completed, and let the hand fall again.


“Oh, I can,” Burghley responded. “And not Black at all. Just the gentle art of persuasion, my shake-spear.”


A sharp scent of citron filled the walled garden, a drift of coolness brushing Will’s hand. Citrus oil: Walsingham had driven a thumbnail sharp as a knife into the rind of the lemon. He tugged, revealing white pith and bright pulp. The pearls of oil in the rind burst and misted, hanging on the soft moist air. “Like persuading lemons to fruit in May,” Walsingham said, offering half the rent fruit to Will.


Will took it numbly. The skin was still warm with the touch of Walsingham’s hand, and Will followed the gesture of that hand toward the espaliered tree. He blinked.


Lemons hung along one branch in late-summer profusion, olives on another. The third grew heavy with limes. “Just an art,” Walsingham said. “Like grafting and gardening. In London, you can make surprising things grow.”


“You want me to hide spells in my plays? As Marley is said to have done in Faustus?”


“We want you to change hearts and raise the rabble to the old tales of kings and princes and ladies fair. To show the danger of damnéd ambition, and the virtue of keeping one’s troth. As Kit did.”


“I cannot write as Kit did.”


“You will,” Lord Hunsdon promised. “You’ve a gift in you, man—in your Comedy of Errors, and your Henry VI. You’ll write as Kit did, and better.”


“And wind up like Kit as well, no doubt, with a knife in the eye.” Henry was half Marley’s, Will thought, but didn’t correct the Lord Chamberlain. Juice dripped over Will’s hand, but Will did not raise the fruit to his mouth.


“There is that risk,” Oxford allowed. A light wind ruffled his fine hair as the day brightened and warmed. A dove greeted the sunlight with cooing, and starlings fluttered on the grass.


“We have enemies.” Lopez’s accent was less than Will had imagined. He tucked his hands inside the drooping sleeves of his black robe, posture imperious, expression cold. “Mistake it not. Our society was quite infested by traitors, loyal to Spanish Philip or to themselves. We’ve picked them from the ranks, but Kit is not the first of our number to fall to their machinations.”


Perhaps it was the chill in Lopez’s manner, the dismissal. But Will rallied against it, when he might have bent under greater sympathy. “It’s whispered in the kitchens, Doctor, that your swarthy hand was behind the poisoning of Walsingham.”


“Aye,” said Lopez. “And who spreads the whispers, playmender?”


“Will,” Burbage whispered.


“Won’t.”


Burbage took a step back. Will felt six men lean toward him. “Won’t wind up like Kit,” he amended. “I mean to die in mine own bed, warm and comforted. There’s no way out of this once I’ve accepted, is there?”


“There’s no way out of it now,” Walsingham said kindly. “I won’t lie to you: we stand only for Elizabeth, and nothing else. No Church or love of God or man may come between us and the love of our Queen. Our enemies stand against us with weapons fouler than a knife in the eye.”


“What? Cannon? Sedition? Gunpowder?”


“Plague,” Hunsdon answered. “Poison. Sorcery. Politics. The wiles of men who should be removed from secular things; the Catholic and Puritan factions who plot against the Queen are their dupes.”


“Puritans and Sorcery? Odd bedmates indeed.”


“I’ve seen odder,” Walsingham replied, a shadow darkening his brow. “They are puppeted by shadowy hands. Including, it seems, hands I have trusted in the past.” Walsingham’s gaze dropped to the lemon in his hand. He raised it to his mouth, lips pursing tight when he tasted the juice.


Will contemplated his own half fruit. “And all I must do is write plays?”


“All you must do,” Burbage answered when no one else would, “is write plays. And love Gloriana. Welcome to the Prometheus Club, Master Shakespeare.”


“Long live the Queen.” When he bit down, Will tasted shocking sour and bitterness, and the salt of Walsingham’s hand.




Act I, scene ii




Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscribed
In one self place. But where we are is hell,
And where hell is there must we ever he.


—CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE, Faustus





Kit awoke in darkness, confirming his suspicions. Secretly relieved not to find himself in a lake of fire, he would never have admitted it to a theologian.


It was dark, aye, and the right side of his face felt—


Tom. Tom, how could you have betrayed me?


Oh. “Oh,” he said and tried to sit. Nausea and vertigo swept him supine again. He groaned; cool hands pressed a cloth across his eyes. Long hands and calloused with work, but tapered: a woman’s, redolent of rare herbs and roses.


“In faith, Rosemary,” he said, so he would not hiss in pain. “I hope I’m not dead. I thought death was meant to be an end to worldly cares, and here I find rather less release than might be hoped from a knife in the eye. Tell me then, be I dead, or in Cheapside?”


“Neither dead nor in Cheapside, sir knight,” an amused voice answered. “And you’ll find the legend of your wit precedes you. Drink, if you’ll risk it.” The cool fingers touched his lips, and water dripped into his mouth. Water? No, some tisane, sweet with honey and tart with lemons. Rosehips and catmint. “Better?”


“No knight,” he answered. “But a playmaker. Yes, better by far than the taste of my oversleeping. Was I fevered?” He put a hand up to cover hers, but his trembled and hers was strong.


“Bards are honored as much as knights here,” she answered. “And you’re a Queen’s Man, which makes you more a servant of the crown than many entitled to a Sir. You are lucky to be alive.”


That did open his eyes—his eye, as the right one seemed swollen shut. He remembered a knife in the hand of his master’s man—Poultice or no, he sat, pulling the wet cloth aside. His ring was missing, the gold-and-iron ring Edward had given him. “Where did you hear such deviltry, woman?”


She was tall. Hair black and coarse as wire, gray at the temples, strong and fine of feature with an aristocratic nose. If she’d not had her hair twisted into a simple straight braid and been dressed in gray-green linsey-woolsey, he might have said she was like enough his Queen to be Elizabeth’s own cousin.


“From Gloriana,” she replied, straightening her spine like a Queen herself. “And before you ask why you live, Kit Marley, Queen’s Man—call it a favor from one Queen to another.”


She plucked the cloth from his hand, and he winced to realize that it was daubed with clotted blood and a few red streaks that were fresher. And that he was shirtless as well, and the skin of his chest was damp. His head pounded at the assault of the light. Kit decided he’d as well err on the side of caution. “Beg pardon, my lady—”


“Head wounds are bloody,” she said, turning away. “Art pardoned. What?”


“Your name, that I may repay this service?”


She stopped with a fresh soaked cloth in her hand. And smiled. “May a man serve two Queens?”


He opened his mouth to answer, but she waved him still. “You’d know me as Fata Morgana.” She held out her cloth. He took it, and she turned away again. “But you may call me Morgan. Welcome to the Blesséd Isle, Christofer Marley, like many a bard stolen before you.”


He blinked, and his head felt so much better for closed eyes that he kept them that way. “You speak a fair modern tongue for a wench a thousand years dead.”


“One strives to be current.” Her hands on his again, and a smell of wine as she pressed a goblet on him. “Drink.”


“And have you drug me?”


“Would have done it with the tisane, Sir Kit, had I mind.”


“Again you sir me, Rosemary. Or is your name Rue?” he said, but he drank. It was black currant wine, or perhaps elderberry: sweeter than the grape, and more potent. He tasted herbs in it, and sandalwood and myrrh. “Yppocras.”


“To strengthen your blood. You were hurt. Stabbed and left for dead. And buried without a wake.”


“How badly?” He opened his left eye. “May I see a glass?”


The chamber was homely, despite rich furnishings that did not match the plainness of her gown or hairdressing. He judged it hers, though, by the dress laid across the clothespress and the comfortable way she moved about, barefoot over golden flagstones and heavy patterned carpets in place of rushes—an enormous luxury. A cool breeze blew in, the shutters standing open to the night. It did not feel like May. “We’ve no steel,” she answered. “But here.”


From her belt she drew a silver blade, a dagger twice the length of his hand, polished like a looking glass. She held it up; he tilted his head to get the lamplight at a likely angle.


The right side of his face was seamed with dried blood, for all the lady’s bathing, and as ugly a cut as he’d seen laid bone plain from brow to a cheekbone almost lost in a welter of puffed flesh and purpling bruises.


“ ’Sblood, I can see why they left me for dead.” He frowned when she flinched at the oath. “Pardon, my lady.” She might be mad, but she had been kind.


“It’s not the cursing. It’s the oath.”


“Your pardon in any matter,” he answered as prettily as he could. “For if I have your pardon, it cannot matter what fault enjoined it, and if I have not your pardon, then I shall have to facet my flaws to the light until you find one that sparkles prettily enough for forgiving.”


She snorted. “Not a knight indeed.” Ferret-quick, she lifted the poignard in her hand. Before he could flinch, she slapped him hard with the flat on each shoulder, numbing his left arm from shoulder to wrist. “There. That’s done it. I dub you Sir Christofer. I’d make you a Knight of the Table Round, but if my brother ever wakes I’d hear of it. So you’ll have to settle for Cornwall and Orkney and Gore. ’Twill serve?” She studied his face intently, birdlike. “ ’Twill serve.”


He made as if to stand, sliding his legs over the edge of her bed. She’d left his breeches where they belonged, at least, but her frank appraisal as she drew the curtain aside pulled a blush across his cheeks and made his swollen face ache. With a smile like that, were I less hurt, I’d try my luck with her. No blushing maiden, this. “My lady—”


“It will scar,” she replied, as if he’d asked the whole question. “And badly. But a Queen’s Man’s the better for a few of those, earned with honor.”


He flinched again. So much for any secrecy I might have been left. But I can’t fault her herbwifery. And at least she hasn’t mentioned blasphemy. Or sedition.


Or sodomy.


He wondered if she might be one of Queen Elizabeth’s rumored bastards. The longer he looked, the stronger the likeness grew. “Will I keep the eye?”


“No,” she said flatly. “Not a chance. You could let it scar closed, but there’s less chance it will take a taint and kill you if you wash with clean boiled water and let it drain.”


“Oh.” He sat back against the bed, his bare feet flat on her carpeted floor. “Sir Kit One-eye.” She spiked him a frown, and he grinned in return, although it stung. Oh, Tom. After everything—It was an ache in his chest as if cold fingers closed over his heart, stopped his breath. He laughed past it. “Could have been Kit-in-his-Coffin, though.”


“By the breadth of a finger. Finish your wine. When you’re dressed, if you can walk, you’ll see the Queen.”


The Queen, he thought, and breathed out in relief as he raised the cup.


Morgan showed him a white-painted wooden tub behind a screen, with flannels and cakes of scented soap attending steaming water. The screen was a delicate lacework of pale stone. “Soapstone,” she said when she saw him running curious fingers over it. “From the Orient. You have clever hands, Sir Christofer.” She caught one and studied it, then lifted direct gray eyes. “How many have you killed with them?”


Despite the silver in her hair, her face was no older than his; her thumb traced circles on his palm. Every sentence from her lips was a fresh assault on his practiced masks, and he swayed between stepping forward and stepping back. “More than I wanted.” His plain tone was its own surprise. “Fewer than I should. I must get a message to Walsingham.”


She touched his face lightly before letting her hand trail across his collarbone and the bruise her dagger had left. “Your murderers know not that the corpse they planted was but glamourie, and gone by sunrise of the day following—and in a year, who could find the grave? They buried you in a winding sheet, without a marking stone. They said you died blaspheming. Not the first knight to fall so.”


“I did? I remember Ingrim, the great oaf, slinging me about by a hand in my hair, and with a dagger in his other. And Poley and Skeres—” Held me down. There were other memories in that, old ones Kit wanted not, though they came up anyway on a spasm like bating wings. “Then pain, and great blackness. Blaspheming? No truth in the accusation, but vilest contumely! I do attract it: my wit and good looks.” He touched his ruined face lightly, came away with gummy blood on his fingertips. “Can you get a message to Walsingham?”


“ ’Twas Walsingham’s men did this to you.”


Kit shook his head and regretted it. “Sir Francis, not that book-chewing rat of a Thomas, who had the gall to call himself a friend to me.” He wondered if she could hear the grief in his tone. From the way her head cocked, birdlike, she did. “I must advise Sir Francis that I live.” Sensation was returning to the right side of his face. It would have hurt less if it had been carved clean away.


“He’s dead himself, Kit. Hast the blow to thy head addled thee? Gone from thy Queen’s service these five years, and gone to his reward these three. However Queen’s spymasters are rewarded. Unjustly, if earth models heaven.” She stepped away, leaving his flesh burning where her hand had pressed it.


So she doesn’t know all my secrets. Lacrima Christi. He let his breath trickle out, relieved and enflamed. The Privy Council, the Queen must have interceded, to bring me here and under care.


At least I’ve the proof I give good service.


Morgan’s black braid flagged against her shoulder like a banner. “You’ll want to scrub that wound with soap once you’re in the water.”


“Is that wise?”


Her hem whispered over stone as she vanished around the screen. “It’s all that could save you. If the wound goes bad—so close to the brain—well, it’s not as if we can amputate. Soap will cleanse the wound.”


“And hurt.”


“Not so much as when I sew and poultice it. As I’ll have to if you want a neat, straight scar and not a mess of proud flesh.” He winced at the thought, then unlaced his breeches and tested the water on his wrist.


“Do you care for a man in an eyepatch, my lady?” No answer, but he thought he heard a chuckle. The water came to his chin and was hot enough to make his heart pound once he settled in. A deep ache spread across his back, thighs, and shoulders as tight muscles considered relaxation. He leaned against the carved headboard and stretched his toes to meet the foot.


“Scrub,” she reminded. He sighed and picked up the soap.


When he was half dressed again, she washed the cut with liquor until white, clean pain streamed tears down his face. But it throbbed less after, and his head felt cooler. The stitching was worse, for all she fed him brandy before. The needle scraped bone as she tugged his scalp together and sewed it tight; he whined like a kicked pup before she finished.


“Brave Sir Kit,” she whispered when she’d tied the final knot. He leaned spent against a bedpost. “Braver than Lance was over his wounds, when I dressed them. He spat and swatted like a cat.” She gave him more brandy and bound a poultice across the right side of his face. When he set the cup aside she leaned down and licked the last sweet drop from the corner of his mouth.


He startled, gasping, but regretted it when she leaned back, eyes narrowed at the corners with her smile. “My lady, I am not at my best.” And then he worried at the knot in his gut, the fascination with which he followed her. This is not like me.


Anything to think of, but Tom.


“Welcome to Hy Bréàsil, poet.” She balled up the cream silk hanging on the pale oaken bedpost and threw it against his chest. “Put your shirt and doublet on. It pleases the Queen to greet you.”


He dressed in haste: the shirt was finer stuff than he’d worn, and the dark velvet doublet stitched with black pearls and pale threads of gold, sleeves slashed with silk the color of blued steel. “What royal palace is this?” he asked as she helped him button the fourteen pearls at each wrist.


“The Queen’s.”


“They’re all the Queen’s. Westminster or Hampton Court? Whitehall? Placentia?” He scrubbed golden flagstones with a toe and noticed that someone had polished his riding boots until they shone like his shirt. The pressure of bandages across his face calmed the pain; he hazarded a smile.


“Call it Underhill.” She tugged his collar straight. “Or Oversea, and you won’t be far wrong. Names aren’t much matter, unless they’re the right name. There.” She stepped back to admire her work. “Fair.”


“Art my mirror, then?”


“The only mirror you’ll get but a blade.” She’d changed her dress while he was bathing and wore gray moiré: no less plain than the green dress, but of finer stuff and stitched with a tight small hand. Slippers of white fur peeked under the hem, and he stole a second glance to be sure.


Ermine. He was glad he hadn’t taken advantage of what the madwoman offered, and resolved not to absentmindedly thee her again. “Her Majesty does me honor.”


Morgan offered him her arm. He held the door open as she gathered her skirts. “She has an eye for a well-turned calf.”


“I’ve an eye as well,” Kit admitted. “Only one anymore, alas. But it serves to notice a fair turn of ankle still—” His voice faltered as they came through the doorway. His knees and his bowels went to water, as they hadn’t when Morgan showed him the gaping wound across his face. As they hadn’t when she kissed his mouth.


The door opened on a narrow railed walkway over a gallery that yearned heavenward like the vault of a church. The whole structure was translucent golden stone, carved in arches airier than any gothic-work, the struts blending overhead like twining branches. Between those branches sparkled the largest panes of glass he’d seen. Beyond the glass roof, through it, shone a full moon attended by her company of stars. People moved in eddies on the stone-tiled floor several lofty stories below; they passed through a guarded, carven double door two stories from threshold to lintel. Even from this vantage Kit could see not all were human. Their wings and tails and horns were not the artifice of a masque.


He licked his lips and tasted herbs and brandy, and a kiss.


“Fairy wine,” he said, half-breathless with awe and loss and betrayal. “I drank fairy wine. I cannot leave.”


Morgan le Fey stepped closer on his blind side, resting her strong hand in the curve of his elbow. “I warned you about the tisane. And as long as you’re tricked already, we may as well see this ended so we can get dinner. Come along, poet. Your new Queen waits.”




Act I, scene iii




Touchstone: When a man’s verses cannot be understood, nor a man’s good wit seconded with the forward child Understanding, it strikes a man more dead than a great reckoning in a little room. Truly, I would the gods had made thee poetical.


Audrey: I do not know what “poetical” is. Is it honest in deed and word? Is it a true thing?


Touchstone: No, truly, for the truest poetry is the most feigning; and lovers are given to poetry, and what they swear in poetry may he said as lovers they do feign.


—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, As You Like It





May became June, and Burbage’s prophecy held: the plague carried off another thousand souls, rat- and cat-catchers roamed the streets with their poles of corpses and their narrow-eyed terriers, and the playhouses stayed closed. Will’s new lodgings were over the tavern Richard Burbage favored, north of the River and closer to James Burbage’s Theatre. They were considerably more luxurious, possessing a window with north light for working by and a bed all to Will’s own use. But Titus grew a scant few manuscript pages, and Will swore to Burbage that they might as well have been written in his own dark blood.


Will sat picking at a supper of mutton and ale in the coolest corner of the common room, his trencher shoved to one side and Titus spread on the table, the ink drying in his pen. The food held no savor, but he set pen in inkbottle anyway and worried at the meat with his knife so he wouldn’t sit there only staring at the mottled page. How long did one go without writing before one stopped calling oneself a playmaker?


It wouldn’t be so bad if the pressure to have the stories out would relent. Instead of nagging after him like a lusty husband at a wife just delivered of the last babe.


The image made him smile, and then it made him frown. How long since you’ve seen Annie last? If you can’t write plays, you could go home and watch your son grow.


He picked the pen up, and a fat drop of irongall splattered a page folded in four for convenience of writing. But his grimace of irritation was interrupted when Burbage walked out of the warm summer twilight, crossing to Will’s table after a quick examination of the room. A taller man might have had to duck the thick beams—Edward Alleyn would have been stooped just crossing—but Burbage strutted through clots and eddies of drinkers like a rooster through the henyard. A flurry of conversation followed as the custom recognized London’s second-most-famous player. Will gestured Burbage to the bench.


“Good even, Will. I’ll not sit: had your fill of mutton?”


“Since what you have to say will no doubt rob mine appetite.” Burbage shrugged, so Will smiled to take some of the sting from his words. “Whither?”


“We’ll to Oxford.” Burbage offered Will a handclasp. This time, Shakespeare took it to stand.


“A long walk,” he said, though Burbage’s grin alerted him.


“Just across London Bridge,” the player continued, softening his voice. “We’re stayed for at the Elephant, Cousin. Step quick!”


Will gulped the last of his ale and hung the tankard at his belt, then gave the landlord’s son a ha’penny to run his papers and pen up to his room. The leftover mutton and trencher would be given as alms to the poor or—more likely—go into the stewpot. He wiped moisture from his palms onto the front of his breeches and took Burbage’s arm. “I feel as if I’m summoned by a patron, and I shall have to confess so little done on Titus—”


“Titus this and Titus that.” Burbage led him north. “Vex me not with Titus. What thorn is in your paw on that damned play?”


The houses and shops lining London Bridge came into view. Will checked his stride as the foot traffic clotted, keeping one hand on his purse. Stones clattered under hooves and boots. Will squared his shoulders, hooked thumbs in his belt, and charged forward so abruptly that Burbage struggled to pace him, bobbing like a bubble in an eddy in his wake.


“Will!”


Will shook his head as Burbage caught his elbow.


“Will, what is it?”


Will jerked his chin upward, and Burbage’s eyes followed the motion. The Great Stone Gate loomed over them, cutting a dark silhouette across a sky pink and gray with twilight. The last light of a rare clear sunset stained the Gate—and all its grisly trophies—crimson, and dyed too the elegant wings of wheeling kites and the black pinions of the Tower ravens.


“If Kit hadn’t been murdered in an alehouse,” he said low, steps slowing, “his head could be up there among the traitors.”


“What heard you about the Privy Council proceedings?”


“I heard that Kyd and that other fellow—Richard Baines—named him as the author of heretical documents. That he stood accused of atheism, sodomy, and worse.”


“Kyd under torture,” Burbage amended, tugging Will’s arm. “Baines—someday I’ll tell you about Baines.”


Will had almost to be dragged several shuffling steps before he was walking on his own. “I’ve writ not a good word since.”


It was Burbage’s turn to stumble. “Will.”


Will rested a hand on Richard’s shoulder. “What?”


“You know what Kit was charged with. Sayst thou you know something of the truth of those allegations?”


Will knew his eyes must be big as the paving stones underfoot, his face red as the sunset painting the Gate. “Regarding Kit’s alleged sins, I’ll not doubt it. But no, I’m not likely to be charged the same. We shared the room for prudence’s sake.”


“Then what?”


A shrug and a sigh. “We were friends. His hand was on my Henry VI, thou knowest, and mine in his Edward III. If he can come to such an end, whose Muse dripped inspiration upon his brow as the jewels of a crown drip light—what does that bode for poorer talents?”


“Poorer talents?” They were swept up in the tide of pedestrians before they had gone three steps, in the stench of the Thames, in the rattle of coach-wheels and the blurred notes of poorly fingered music: the sprawl and brawl of London. “Not so, Will. You’ve an ear on you for cleverness and character better than Kit’s. And you’re funnier.”


“I can’t match his technique. Or his passion.”


“No. But technique can be learned, and you won’t, perchance, end your life drunken and leaking out your brains on some table in a supperhouse. If Kit had the patience and sense of a Will—” He raised his hand to forestall Will’s retort.


Will’s shoulders fell as the air seeped from his lungs. “I listen, Master Burbage.”


They came out of the shadow of the Gate and its burden. “The Privy Council would have cleared him, Master Shakespeare. As it’s done every time before: with a wave of the hand, words behind closed doors, and a writ signed by five or seven of the Queen’s best men, Kit Marley goes free where another man would go to Tyburn. How many men charged with heresy and sedition are free to rent a mare and ride to Deptford, and not on a rack in the Tower? And you’ll be afforded the same protection.”


“And the same enemies.” But it wasn’t just the danger of his own position, or the unwritten things twisting in his brain. He plainly missed Kit.


“You’ll make enemies any way you slice it, with your talent. Ah, here we are.” Burbage pointed to the scarred sign hanging over a green-painted door, and then led Will down a dim, stinking alley toward the back, where a wobbling wooden stair brought them to the second story. Will clutched the whitewashed railing convulsively, despite the prodding splinters. Although, if the whole precarious construction tumbled down, a death grip on the banister couldn’t save him.


A door at the top of the stair stood open to catch what breeze there was. Burbage paused at the landing and softly hailed Oxford within, while Will stood two steps below.


“Enter, Master Players.” Edward de Vere did not stand to meet them, but he did gesture them to sit. Stools and benches ranged about the blemished table, and the small room was dark and confining despite the open door: it did not seem the sort of chamber an Earl would frequent. Incense-strong tobacco hung on the air in ribbons, the sharp, musty tang pleasing after the stench of the streets.


“Lord Oxford, as you’ve summoned us,” Burbage said, taking a stool. Will doffed his hat, reseated it, and sank onto a bench and stretched his legs.


Oxford nodded to the player, but turned his bright eyes to Will. “How comes the play, gentle William?”


The question he’d been dreading, and Will twisted his hands inside the cuffs of his doublet, folding his arms. He almost laughed as he recognized Kit’s habitual pose, defensive and smiling, but kept his demeanor serious for the Earl.


An Earl who studied him also seriously, frowning, until Will opened his hands and shrugged. “Not well, my lord. The story’s all in my head, but—”


“Times being as they are.”


“Yes.”


“I understand thou hast tried thy hand at some poetry. A manuscript called Venus and Adonis has been commended to me. Compared to our Marley’s”—Oxford’s nostrils flared momentarily, as if he fought some emotion—“unfinished work. I’d see it read.”


Heat rose in Will’s cheeks as he glanced down at his shoes. “You’d see my poor scribblings gone to press, my lord?”


“I would. And command some sonnets. Canst write sonnets?”


Oh, that stiffened his spine and brought his hands down to tighten on his knees. Burbage shifted beside him, and Will took the warning. “I’ve been known to turn a rhyme,” Will answered, when he thought he had his tongue under control.


“I need a son-in-law wooed,” Oxford said. He stood and poured wine into three unmatched cups. Will raised an eyebrow when the Earl set the cups before Burbage and himself. More than mere politeness, that. “Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton: I’d see him married to my daughter Elizabeth, where I can perhaps keep him from trouble. He’s close to Essex and to Raleigh, no mean trick. Kit’d befriended Sir Walter’s lot—their School of Night, so-called—and learned a few tricks by me of the philosopher Dee. It’s trouble waiting to happen: too many of the Queen’s favorites in one place and rivalries will brew.”


Will’s eyebrow went even higher at the familiar form of Marley’s name. “And you wish me to—”


“Dedicate thy book of poems to Southampton. As if thou didst seek his patronage. Afflict him with sonnets bidding him marry. Raleigh is an enigma: there’s no witting which way he might turn in the end. Essex is trouble, though.”


“Though the Queen love him?” Burbage said, when Will could not find his tongue.


Robert Devereaux, the second Earl of Essex, was thought by many a dashing young man, one of Elizabeth’s rival favorites and a rising star of the court. But her affections were divided, the third part each given to the explorers Sir Walter Raleigh and Sir Francis Drake. And there was something disingenuous in the look Oxford drew across them both, just then; Will was player enough to recognize bad playing.


Sonnets. Sonnets, and I couldn’t write a good word to spare myself the chopping block—


“Gloriana,” Oxford said, toying with his wine, “is a shrewd and coy Queen, equal to the title King of England which she has once or twice claimed. Despite her sex. Ah, would that she had been a man.”


That tripped Will’s tongue. “Do you suppose she mouths those same words, when she feels herself alone?”


Oxford tilted his head as if he had not considered it. “Master Shakespeare, I would not disbelieve should I hear her Maid of Honor mutter such gossip to the bees.” He stared past his guests to the smoky vista beyond the open door. “So. Thou wilt write me these poems? Or write Southampton these poems? And bring me the manuscript for Venus and Adonis, that the ages might know it?”


“Will you see Hero and Leander published as well?” Will hesitated at the cloud that passed Oxford’s face. He liked Kit as well. And then Will smiled. Kit had had that about him, the ability to inspire black rage or blind joy.


“It’s fine work, isn’t it?” Oxford didn’t wait for Will’s nod. He knocked the dottle from his pipe and began to pack the bowl again. “Chapman—another of Raleigh’s group—proposes to complete it and see it registered. In Kit’s name, not his own.”


“Decent.” Burbage rocked back in his stool, rattling the legs on the floor. “My lord, you’ll put Will in a place where, if Southampton is flattered, they may become friends—”


“Even if the courtship fails, we’ll have an eye in Southampton’s camp. There’ve been a dozen attempts on Queen Elizabeth’s life in as many years: your Kit’s sharp wit helped foil two of them, and he was friendly with Essex’s rival, Sir Walter. Now we have neither a hand close to Essex, nor one close to Sir Walter. Intolerable, should what I fear come to fruition. Essex has links to the—” He stopped himself.


Will observed calculation in that pause. “What you fear, my lord, or what fears Walsingham?”


Surprise and then a smile. “The two are not so misaligned. We were one group, the Prometheus Club, not too long since. All of us in service of the Queen. But Essex and his partisans are more interested in their own advancement than in Britannia. So, Will. Wilt woo for me, and win for my daughter?”


Will swallowed, shifting on the hard bench. “I was to write you plays, my lord. And you would show me how to put a force in them to keep Elizabeth’s subjects content and make all well. I was not to spy for you—”


Oxford tapped a beringed finger on the table. “I’m not asking thee to spy, sirrah. Merely to write.”


“Not plays—”


“No. The playhouses are closed, Will, and they’ll be closed through the New Year. We’ll try our hand there again, fear not: but in the current hour, the enemy has the upper hand.”


“The enemy. This plot against the Queen. Closing the playhouses is—a sort of a skirmish? An unseen one?”


Oxford smiled then softly. “You begin to understand. They know what we can do with a playhouse. Art is their enemy.”


“Puritans.”


“Naught but a symptom. Walsingham and Burghley are ours, after all—” Oxford drained his cup. “I offer you a poet’s respect. Nothing is so transient as a play and a playmaker’s fame. Except a player’s.”


Will looked at Burbage, who sat with his hands folded between his knees, thumbs rubbing circles over his striped silk hose. Burbage tilted his head, eyes glistening. ’Twas true.


“The poem’s the thing, then,” Will said, when he thought he’d considered enough. “Give unto me what you would impart, and I will wreak it into beauty with my pen.”


Oxford twisted his palm together, fingers arched as if to ease a writer’s cramp. “Excellent.” Another intentional hesitation. “Your play.”


“Titus Andronicus.”


“Send it me. I fancied myself something of a poet in my youth. Perhaps I can be of some small aid.”


“My lord,” Will answered, covering discomfort. “I shall.”




Act I, scene iv




Was this the face that launch’d a thousand ships,
And burnt the topless towers of Ilium?
Sweet Helen, make me immortal with a kiss.—
Her lips suck forth my soul; see, where it flies!—


—CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE, Faustus





Kit’s heartbeat rattled his ribs inside his skin. He clutched the balustrade in his left hand, Morgan steadying him on his blind side as she led him down the sweeping marble stair and into the midst of creatures diabolic and divine. His riding boots clattered on the risers: inappropriate to an audience with the Queen of Faeries, he thought inanely. But it was homely and reassuring that they hadn’t had time to make him boots and that the doublet, for all its fineness, bound across his shoulders.


“Breathe,” the ancient Queen whispered in his ear. “You’ll need your wits about you, Sir Kit, for I can offer thee but small protection, and my sister the Queen is devious.”


He turned his head to glimpse her; the movement brought a twisting sharpness to the savaged muscles of his neck and shoulder, which were stiffening again. Morgan must have seen him wince, for her fingers tightened. “Thou’rt hurting.”


“Fair face of a witch you are,” he answered with a stab at good humor. “Without herbs or simples better than brandy to dull a man’s pain.”


She paused on the landing above the place where the stair began to sweep down and made a show of fussing right-handed with her skirts. He leaned on the rail and on her other arm while the pale gold-veined stairs reeled.


“I’d dull your pain,” she answered, glancing at him before ducking her head to flick the soft moiré one last time. “And thick your tongue, and set your head to reeling. Which canst ill afford when you go before the Mebd, Sir Poet.”


Her hair moved against the back of her neck, a few strands escaping the braid. He stopped his hand before it could brush them aside. A blade of guilt dissected him at the impulse, and he embraced the pain, gnawed at it. He had nothing left to be unfaithful to, save Elizabeth, now that his sweet Tom had discarded him. Kit welcomed the cold, the distance that came with the thought. Nothing like ice for an ache.


She’s very like Elizabeth would be, had she leave to be a woman and not a King. “Queen Mab?”


“The Mebd,” Morgan corrected, steadying his arm again. Below, faces turned up like flowers opening to the sun. “Queen of the Daoine Sidhe.” She pronounced the name maeve, the kingdom theeneh shee. “She has a wit about her—Ah! Sir Kit. Come and meet my son.”


“Mordred?” Kit asked, putting the smile he couldn’t quite force onto his lips into his voice.


“Dead at Camlann,” Morgan answered. “He was fair. Fair as thou art, ashen of hair and red of beard. A handsome alliance. Come and meet Murchaud the Black, my younger.”


Something in her tone made him expect a lad of thirteen, fifteen years. But the man who met them at the foot of the stairs, a pair of delicate goblets in his hand, was taller than Kit by handspans, his curled black hair oiled into a tail adorned with a crimson ribbon, his beard clipped tighter and neater than the London style against the porcelain skin of his face. Kit’s palms tickled with sweat as he met the man’s almost colorless eyes, saw how the broad span of his neck sloped, thick with muscle, into wide shoulders. It was a different thing from the inexplicable warmth he felt for Morgan. More raw, and less unsettling. He’d like to see those black curls ruffled.


“Mother,” the lovely man said, extending a crimson glass of wine. His voice was smooth, at odds with the power in his frame.


She unwound her hand from Kit’s elbow, but let her fingers trail down his arm before she stepped away. Her son pressed the second goblet into his hand, taking a moment to curl Kit’s fingers about the delicate stem. The touch lingered, and Kit almost forgot his pain. “Your reputation precedes you, Master Poet.”


“Sir Poet,” Morgan corrected. “I knighted him while no one was looking.”


“You did? Mother, bravely done!”


She laid a possessive hand on his shoulder. Kit looked after her in confusion, and she gave him only a smile. “Things are different in Faerie,” she told him, and dusted his cheek, below the bandage, with a kiss. “Now drink your wine and go ye through those doors—and court and win a Queen.”


“You’re not coming with me?”


“Kit. Show them strength, not a cripple leaning on a woman’s arm.”


He met her loden eyes, then nodded, tossed back the wine, and set aside the glass. Rolling his shoulders under the too-tight doublet, he stepped into the rivulet of courtiers threading toward what must be the Presence Chamber.


Frank stares prickled Kit’s skin as he followed the crowd, conscious of the antlers and fox-heads, the huge luminescent eyes and the moss-dripping armor of those who moved around him. Masques, he told himself, and didn’t permit himself at first to return the curious glances. Hooves clattered on the floor on his blind side: he flinched and turned to look, and a naked satyr caught his eye and bowed from the waist.


Kit blushed and stepped back, looking at the floor. As if I had an idea of precedence here. The rose-and-green tiled floor rolled under his boots like the rising, falling deck of a ship. He hesitated and put a hand on the paneled wall. A woman brushed his arm, elegantly human except that the diaphanous robes which stroked her swaying hips and breasts seemed to grow from her shoulders like drooping iris petals. Then his attention was drawn by an antlered stag, richly robed in velvet green as glass, resting one cloven hoof on the jeweled hilt of a rapier and walking upright like a man.


Kit’s pulse drummed in his temples and throat. Adrift, he thought, and raised his right hand and touched the silk handkerchief binding his bandage. The fingertips of his other hand curled into detail carved upon the wainscoting. “I don’t know what to do.” A novelty. I wot a knife in the eye does change one or two things.


“Follow me.” A sharp voice dripping wryness. Kit looked down, putting it to a wizened man who seemed all elbows and legs like a grasshopper. He came to Kit’s belt; his long ears waggled under a fool’s cap. “Before Her Majesty waxes vexed.”


“Waxes vexed, and wanes kind?” Kit pushed against the wall. “Dizziness, Master Fool. You know me?”


“Your plays have a wide circulation.” The little man grimaced: it crinkled his face so oddly that Kit at first did not recognize a smile. “Art Marley, and I’m Goodfellow, but mayst call me Robin if I may call thee Kit. We’re fools both, after all, and of an estate.”


“I’ll not dispute it.” Kit pressed the heel of his hand to his injured eye, as if the pressure could ease the throbbing that filled his brain. “I’ve the belly to make a go of it if you’ll steady me, Master Fool.”


“One fool hand in hand with another. A Puck for a puck. You’ve the belly for many things, I hear.”


“I’m notorious.” The banter was tonic to a flagging confidence. A tall man with four horns and the notched ears of a bull swept past, wearing a breastplate of beaten gold and trailing a cloak of burned blue velvet and vair. A circlet crossed the man’s fair brow, just under the horns, and Kit returned his stare. I am notorious.


The bull-horned man turned his head, maintaining the eye contact, and almost stumbled over a side table. Kit wished he had a rapier to rest his hand on; a heady rush he liked better than wounded dizziness filling his breast. As if air filled his lungs again after a blow to the gut. I’m Kit Marley.


I’m Kit Marley. He curled his lips into a grin and stiffened his shoulders, put a cocky sparkle in his eye. Flickering torchlight picked out the river of Fae, limned them like the demons of Faustus, and the heat of it stroked Kit’s cheek. The bull-horned man turned suddenly to watch his feet. Marley the poet. Christofer Marley the playmaker. Marley the duelist. Marley the player, the lover, the intelligencer. I’ve the honeyed tongue to seduce wives from husbands and husbands from wives, secrets from seditionists and plots from traitors. I’m Christofer Marley, by Christ!


I can do this thing.


He tasted a breath, and then another one. For Good Queen Bess. For Elizabeth. I can do this thing and any other.


“Lead on, Merry Robin,” he said without letting the grin slide down his face, though it tugged his stitches and filled his mouth with musky blood. “And show me your merry men.”


“ ’Tis not the men that need concern you. ’Tis the maid stands at their head.” Twiglike fingers encircled Kit’s wrist and the elf tugged him forward, creeping on many-jointed toes.


Kit had a brief, swirling impression of heavy paneled doors worked in bas-relief with masterful artistry, designs more Celtic than Roman. The throne room was longer than it was broad, the floor tiled in patterned marble of rose and green, the dark windows hung with rippling silk and open to the night. The Fae moved freely, clumping in knots of whispered conversation, calling witticisms across the table set with glasses and wine. Kit’s head throbbed with the scent of rosemary and mint, strewn with flower petals underfoot. Robin Goodfellow tugged his fingers, and Kit turned his head slowly so he would not miss a detail on his blind side.


No hush fell when he entered, but the conversation flagged for half an instant before Robin led him forward. On the far end of the hall, raised on a dais, the Queen lifted her head. Kit would have gasped if he’d had any wonder left in him.


She curled in a beaten gold chair, languid as a lioness. A cloth of estate stretched over her head, and as Kit approached—uncouth nails ringing on the paving stones—she raised eyes that struck him through the heart. It wouldn’t have taken much to send him to his knees, true, but Robin was there, and made the stumble look a genuflection. Kit didn’t look up, but the image of the Queen’s golden hair knotted in braided ropes stayed with him, and the haunting perfection of eyes that caught the light and glimmered one moment green, one moment violet, like orient jade. That most perfect creature under heaven, he thought, the moon full in the arms of restless night.


She moved an arm, by the sound of it. Stretched in leonine grace. Unfeeling of the hard, cold stone he knelt on, he imagined the purple silk of her mantle drifting from a wrist as white and smooth as a willow branch. He imagined the perfect pale mask of her face marked with a rosebud smile, and shivered deep in his soul. Her voice was furred like catkins, soft as the wind brushing his hair, and he heard a rustle of slick cloth and a jingle of bells, as if she stood, or stretched, or danced a step and stopped.


His breath froze in his belly when she said his name. She’s just a wench, he thought desperately She’s ensorcelled me. This is sorcery. Glamourie.


“Gentle Christofer.” Another whisper of bells. Robin got up and shuffled aside. He didn’t dare raise his eyes. “You grace our court with your presence. We have seen your work. It pleases us, and we know of your other duties before your Queen, and Gloriana pleases us as well.”


Somewhere, he found a voice, although it didn’t sound like his own. “You are gracious, Your Majesty.”


“Look upon us,” she said, and his chin lifted without his conscious will. I am bewitched, he thought, and then realized how close she had somehow drifted, silent as a thistledown. She reached out with soft fingertips, laced them through his hair, and traced the outline of his ear as if exploring a flower petal. He whimpered low in his throat, an anxious whine, and gritted his teeth as a low, amused chuckle swept the room.


They knew what she was doing to him. His breath came like a runner’s around the fire in his chest, but he managed to answer in pleasant tones. “Yes, Your Highness.”


Like velvet stroked along his spine, like a hand in the hollow of his back, her voice kept on. “I’d grant you a place in my court, Master Poet. Your old life is lost to you. Will you play for my pleasure, sir?” A little ripple of delight colored her tone at her own double meaning.


“I’m sworn to another—” he began.


The hardest words he could imagine speaking then, but the Mebd cut him short with a wave of her lily-white hand. Pearls and diamonds slid about her wrist when she moved, and emeralds and amethysts sparkled on her fingers. “Hath been our royal pleasure to assist our sovereign sister Elizabeth in maintenance of her realm, whether she wits it or not. She’ll not grudge us your service, Master Poet—”
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