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To my parents, who never told me to stop reading—even at the kitchen table.

And to Loren, who believed in this story first.






April 1593 London



I have heard

That guilty creatures, sitting at a play,

Have by the very cunning of the scene

Been struck so to the soul that presently

They have proclaimed their malefactions;

For murder, though it have no tongue, will speak.…

—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE,

from Hamlet








CHAPTER ONE [image: ]


JUST SOUTH OF the river Thames is a theater called the Rose.

The name is misleading, for a persistent fog of London’s foulest stenches perfumes the stage. Should a man find himself there alone, he’s like to be relieved of his purse at best or have a knife slipped betwixt his ribs at worst. ’Tis a question of when, and not if, a carelessly lit pipe poofs the building into a pile of ashes. Then the good people of London would cheer to see it dashed from the earth because the Rose Theatre is beyond a doubt one of the most disreputable places in all of Queen Elizabeth’s England.

But I love the piss-sodden place because it pays me to do the thing I do best: pretending to be someone I’m not.

The Rose is where I am, on an April afternoon, a crowd thickening before the stage like milk before it spoils. Today we are performing The Tragedy of Dido, Queen of Carthage. We’ve reached the part where Queen Dido laments the loss of her lover, and it’s supposed to be very tragic. Usually I can muster up a few tears from the crowd for this bit. But today the tears shall not come—no, instead the audience is laughing at me.

“I’ll frame me wings of wax like Icarus, / And o’er his ships will soar unto the Sun, / That they may melt and I fall in his arms…” My voice cracks, and titters ring out in the first rows of the audience. A drop of sweat—heavy with the white lead paint plastered on my brow—rolls into my eye and stings something fierce.

“Aye, she’s got the stones for the part all right!” someone crows.

The laughter swells like an ugly pimple. A sprinkle of roasted hazelnuts bounces off my skirts. I swallow and tug down the bodice of the dress, revealing a tuft of the itchy hay that serves as my tits. A woman in the front row points and whispers to her friend, both laughing.

I turn away from them. Good God, keep it together, man! One wrong step on the rain-slick boards and I’ll be on my arse and truly give the crowd something to roar about. As a boy actor, I play all the women’s parts in the plays. While the audience doesn’t really believe that I am a woman, I must do my best to keep up the charade. Otherwise the crowd turns mean, and Henslowe, the theater manager, threatens to dock my pay.

I stumble through the next lines, my voice cracking on every other word. Zounds, was this dress always so sweltering? I try to furtively wipe away the sweat, but even this elicits another hail of hazelnuts and laughter. The crowd eagerly presses forward in the balconies overhead, faces rapt. Even the rooks nesting upon the thatched roof have stopped screaming, allowing the wide gray sky overhead to swallow my shaking voice. I spot the other players of the Admiral’s Men hidden in the theater’s wings, here to witness my embarrassing failure—including my delicious Thomas, his perfect face pale as a corpse. Fantastic.

This tragic play has become a comedy, and ’tis all my fault.

After a long, hideous lifetime we reach the play’s finale, where I’m supposed to cast myself into a pyre, and then I can stay offstage where no one can laugh at me.

The torch-bearing boys surround me. I sweep across the stage, one hand over my brow, my face drawn into a mask of utter despair. “Live false Aeneas, truest Dido dies…”

I move to throw myself through a secret panel in the stage’s center, except, right at the last second, my boots slip on hazelnuts. I cant sideways and crash into one of the torch-wielding boys. He yelps and falls with me, dropping his torch.

Right on the train of my dress.

The crowd’s laughter turns to shocked gasps and screams as the fabric bursts into flames. I tear off my wig and beat the blaze as a great wave of ale and mud and God knows what else surges over me from the crowd. The fire sputters out, and the screaming fades to a puzzled murmuring.

I scrub the slop from my face and stare. The ragged tail of my gown smokes whilst the scent of roasted hazelnuts fills the air like a Twelfth Night celebration. Several awestruck faces stare back at me from the front rows as if they can’t decide if they’ve witnessed the very greatest or the most terrible play of their lives. One pale girl, so small it’s got to be her first time at the Rose, breaks into a delighted gap-toothed smile and starts clapping. One by one, the rest of the crowd joins in until the entire theater is filled with thunderous applause and whistling.

I gather up what’s left of both my skirts and my dignity and take a single curtsy before Henslowe, the theater manager, seizes me beneath both armpits and drags me offstage.

“Bloody hell, Will, you nearly murdered us all!”

I wriggle free from his grip and hold up a finger. “I did no such thing!”

Henslowe paces, his white face red. The swan plume on his hat tickles the sagging ceiling overhead. The front of the Rose Theatre may be all soaring balconies and wide-open skies, but backstage is dim and cramped as a dungeon. “You certainly know how to go out with a great fuss!”

“Wait and see how I’ll top it tomorrow,” I say with a wink.

Henslowe doffs his fancy hat and runs a hand through his thinning hair. “We all heard you, lad. You’ve been an unwomanly height for a while, but between that and the man’s voice… well, you’re not fooling anyone now.”

I tug the stays on my bodice. Out tumble my tits to lie in a great heap upon Henslowe’s polished boots. “Oh, you don’t think so?”

He cocks an eyebrow at me.

I raise mine right back at him, wishing I could raise only one eyebrow, instead of both, for it would doubtlessly be far more powerful than me standing here shirtless with my brows near in my hair, unable and unwilling to process that my tenure as a boy actor in the Lord Admiral’s Men is over. I’ll never again play the virtuous lady or the swooning maid when the villain is led to justice. I’ll only be myself, Will Hughes, another jobless, penniless, and soon to be homeless boy roving about the streets of London digging for crusts in the gutters.

Henslowe tugs at my singed skirts and lets out a small scream. “And how am I supposed to find another costume?”

I punch the wall and whirl to face him. “D’you think I asked for this to happen?” My voice cracks again. “There’s a way to fix this!”

Henslowe blinks like he’s never heard a more ridiculous statement in his entire life, his red-blond mustache quivering. “How, Will? How?”

“If I may, my lord,” an oily voice simpers.

We turn toward the door.

Some… boy stands there. His doublet is at least two sizes too big, and he’s barely scrubbed the dirt from his face. He seems about twelve. Naturally someone’s bloody here for my job already, like a scavenger waiting on living flesh to become carrion. Everyone wants to work at the Rose Theatre. ’Tis far from the worst way to earn your keep in London, and sometimes Henslowe lets us eat the hazelnuts from the stage floor.

Henslowe eyes the boy up and down. “Well. What’ve you got, then?”

The lad strikes a pose. “Wretched Zenocrate! that liv’st to see / Damascus’ walls dy’d with Egyptians’ blood, / Thy father’s subjects and thy countrymen; / The streets strow’d with dissever’d joints of men, / And wounded bodies gasping yet for life…”

’Tis Zenocrate’s speech from Tamburlaine the Great. Except he’s gone and mucked it up with all these flailing arm gestures and eyes rolling so hard he’s surely got an excellent view of his brains. Utter rubbish. Even still, he’s a pretty thing. Exactly the sort of lad the Rose crowds would go wild for.

“Have you ever acted before?” Henslowe asks when the boy finishes.

“Yes, sir. I’ve been in The Brief and Tedious Comedy of Gammer Gurton’s Needle at the Curtain Theatre.”

I snort. The Curtain Theatre is run by a bunch of fops and mummers. Young fresh-faced lords right out of Cambridge writing the most horrible swill you could imagine. Such as the aforementioned The Brief and Tedious Comedy of Gammer Gurton’s Needle.

My friend Kit Marlowe says the Cambridge boys—third and fourth and fifth sons of lords, who’ve not a chance of inheriting even a vegetable patch from their fathers—can’t write plays because they’re too stuffed up their arseholes to see the world as God intended. I think he’s right. All the Cambridge boys are trying to be the next Marlowe anyway. He’s the reason the Rose is the most lucrative theater in all of London. Rumor has it even Queen Elizabeth herself enjoys Marlowe’s plays. But whenever I ask Kit about it, he smiles and changes the subject.

Henslowe sighs. “Well, lad, you’re not good, but you’re not bad, either. We’ll try you tomorrow and see what you’ve got.”

The boy breaks out in a face-splitting grin revealing a small black spot on one of his front teeth. He’s not going to stay pretty for long, this one.

I face the stage manager with an indignant harrumph and hook a thumb against my chest. My skirts puddle to the dirt floor, leaving me standing in naught but my ragged smallclothes. “What about me? You can’t give my role away like that!”

“Will,” says Henslowe, keeping his eyes firmly upon the timbered ceiling and ignoring my person. “It’s not over yet. You can start playing men’s parts.”

“Oh, so who am I to be tomorrow? All the parts in Dido are already taken!”

“You know I can’t force a player from his part halfway through. I’ve made promises, and they’ve all got bills to pay.”

“Yes, just as I have bills to pay!” I stab a finger into my chest. “Henslowe, you’ve really left me high and dry with this turn.”

Henslowe throws up his hands and storms off. “Come back in a fortnight, Will! That’s all I can promise right now.”

I get dressed fast, every movement stiff and jerky. One by one the other players come in and return their costumes and scrub the face-paint from their skin. Thomas, still costumed in Aeneas’s armor, catches my hand with his. “Are you all right?”

There’s a pink burn on my calf from the fire, but I know that’s not what he means. “I’m fine.”

His eyes remain huge with concern. “Would you… would you like to come back with me?”

And even though Thomas and his lips and his hands are my second, third, and fourth favorite things in all of London after the Rose Theatre itself, I’m shaking my head. “Not tonight, but sometime soon, yeah?”

I clap his shoulder and head out into the streets, trying and failing to outpace the panic nipping at my heels because this morning I woke up with a full belly and a roof over my head and a job, and somehow, in the span of a single bloody afternoon, I’m on the verge of having nothing at all.






CHAPTER TWO [image: ]


BECAUSE GOD LOVES to spite a man when he’s down, on my walk home it starts to rain. A miserable drizzle that feels more like winter than spring. I pull my cap lower on my head and do my best not to feel sorry for myself, though I’ve quite a bit to be sorry about.

London becomes a cesspool in the rain. The streets overflow with chamber-pot filth, offal, and rotten vegetable peels, whilst carriages and horses roll through the dark puddles with no regard for those of us who’ve got to walk. I only narrowly avoid being splashed by a navy-clad gentleman atop a bright chestnut stallion as I pass beneath the shadow of St. Paul’s broken spire in the shiny central districts. The muck worsens when I reach the poorer districts beyond, where tenements and brothels list into each other like rotting teeth along the crooked streets.

I’m utterly soaked when I reach the alehouse whose attic I call home. Inside the building fires burn so fiercely that the casements are thrown open, and out leaks the oily stink of burnt onions and howling laughter. There’s a new notice plastered beside the door: a crude drawing of a cloaked figure, the two smallest fingers missing from the right hand. BEWARE THIS MAN: REWARD FOR THE HALF HAND! the paper reads in smudged ink.

I tear the parchment away when no one’s looking.

I nip down the alley along the pub’s flank. There, a narrow rickety staircase leads to a door squashed beneath the pub’s thatched roof.

Home sweet home.

Currently there’s a bloke balancing himself on the railing as he retches beside the stairs. I scowl. Christ, the sun hasn’t even set yet. There are benefits to living above a pub, but peace and quiet and cleanliness aren’t among them. I won’t be missing this part of London when I finally get out of here. I pinch my nose as I pass the man.

“Better mind yourself, mate. Stay here long enough and we’ll be charging you rent.”

The man lifts his red-splotched head, wiping his mouth across his sleeve. Oh no—’tis Thatcher, our landlord and the alehouse’s owner. I wish I could report that it’s an anomaly to see him foxed from his socks this early, but, well, ’tis certainly not the first time.

“My apologies, dear landlord. I didn’t recognize you with your head betwixt your knees.”

He frowns slowly, like he’s not exactly following what I’m saying. “What’s that in your hand?”

I resist the urge to hide the wanted poster behind me. “This? We’re out of privy paper again since someone doesn’t find it worth his time to make sure his patrons can wipe their arseholes.”

Thatcher’s eyes slit dangerously. “Yer no patron; you’re a tenant. And the rent’s due tomorrow.”

My insides clench, knuckles white where they clutch the sodden paper. God no, this won’t do at all, not with me freshly jobless. “Why, that hardly seems fair. ’Tis always due at the end of the month!”

Thatcher stands, and I wince into the wall. Even though I’m on the third step, he’s as tall as me and twice as strong. Thatcher’s built like a bearbaiting dog and meaner than one when he wants to be. He’d throttle me before I skipped out without paying him.

“I changed my mind. I want that money tomorrow.” Thatcher leans his face so close to mine, I can count the broken blood vessels in his pink nose. “Don’t ferget.”

I nod furiously and barrel up the rickety staircase to a splintering door, slamming it tight behind me.

The scent of fresh bread and stewed meat bewitches me at once: a heavenly aroma that does wonders to chase away the dampness and cold that festers in this cupboard we call home. My stomach clenches again, an unwelcome reminder that it’s been quite a spell since I’ve eaten.

“What’s all this?”

Inigo, my chamber-fellow, glances up from the cooking pot, black curls cascading over his brown forehead. “Oh, there’s plenty to share. ’Tis your favorite, Will! Rabbit and dried plums.”

I bite my lip as another coin flicks onto the debt I already owe Inigo, a debt I’d truly rather not have. He already saved me from the streets last summer when the plague shut down the theaters and nearly cost me everything. “That lad’s given you a home when all I could give you is a scrap of blanket and a spot on the floor,” Marlowe always says whenever I make not so subtle suggestions about my moving back in with him instead. Like scrabbling tooth and claw for the privilege to sleep in the moldy attic is a prize worth struggling for. Still, there is something about Inigo that reminds me of home, even though we swore when I moved in with him that this was a temporary arrangement. A bit of business, nothing more. Maybe it’s in the warmth of his smile, or how he’s always making my favorite meals when I do not ask him to do so, but whatever he does, Inigo makes it mighty hard to resist liking him.

“No thanks, I’ve already eaten,” I lie.

“Oh, quit bellyaching and let the bloke feel Christian.” Maggie—our other chamber-fellow—doesn’t even look up from digging out God knows what from beneath her toenails on our only mattress. I’d say she’s more man than woman, but that would be an unjust insult to women and men alike. She’s more a feral cat than anything else, and Inigo took her in like she was an abandoned kitten and not the mean-eyed stray she truly is. She’s perfectly content to let Inigo do all the work whilst she sits and waits to lap up the cream of his labors. I don’t like her, but as another soul who’s squatting with Inigo, the only person here who actually claims this address as his home, there’s nothing I can say or do about her. Worst of all, Inigo likes Maggie for some godforsaken reason.

I dangle the crumpled wanted poster before her nose. “I thought you said you’d quit thieving after you were spotted last time?”

Maggie snatches the paper from me, eyes like iron. She’s hacked her dark hair to her chin, and it frames her white face like a set of hideous curtains. “Who are you, my wet nurse?”

Inigo slams the cooking pot between us. “Oh, stop it, you two! Let’s eat it quick before Thatcher notices I’m missing downstairs.”

God, it smells so good. I can almost taste the dried plums gone soft with spice and butter. “I told you, I’m not hungry.” My stomach gives an uneasy flip at what I’ve got to say next. “And I ran into Thatcher. He wants our rent tomorrow.”

“Why’d he change the date? Did you piss him off again, Hughes?” Maggie brandishes her spoon at me like a knife. “Because it certainly seems like you did!”

“I’ve done no such thing!” I protest, heat crawling up my neck.

Maggie sighs and rolls her eyes like she doesn’t believe me at all. “Might as well get this over with, then. Pay up, lads!” She pulls several crusty shillings from the folds of her skirt and tosses them on the floor. Inigo lifts a small leather satchel from a peg and counts out several more silver coins, placing them in a careful stack.

I stare at the growing pile, fresh panic spreading over me like the puddle seeping under the door, soaking and ruining all our things.

Maggie elbows my side. “Where’s your share?”

I swallow and hold up a finger. “First of all, ’tis not my fault.”

Inigo’s shoulders droop. “Oh not again—”

“However!” I say, raising my voice over his. “I’ve lost my job, but I’m working on it, all right?”

“Rules are rules.” Maggie jerks a thumb at the door, grinning. “You’re out, then. You ought to know, since you made the rules.”

Maggie is not wrong; however, I did create these rules in the hopes of restoring Inigo and me to our happy household of two. This has mischanced tremendously, and I hate the smirk Maggie is giving me now.

“Let’s not be hasty; I can spot him this week. ’Tis no trouble at all!” Inigo empties his purse. Three pennies more tinkle to the floor. One rolls into the toe of my boot and falls face-side up. Queen Elizabeth’s stern profile glares at me.

“Oh.” A blush burnishes Inigo’s cheek. “I… must’ve spent the last of it on supper.”

This is a familiar dance, one we do nearly every month. Inigo’s always spotting someone’s share of the rent. He’s soft as the sweet loaves he pulls from the hearth downstairs each morning.

I think of my fat leather coin satchel buried beneath the stairs and bite my lip.

Inigo and Maggie are not my friends. “Friend” is merely another word for the bloke who will leave you behind once he’s got enough coin for a nicer chamber and good, dry ale. The only way to survive in London is to look out for yourself and keep your head down. But if this is the case, why does my gut twist horribly every time Inigo forks more food onto my plate?

I should let it go. I am letting it go. I never asked him to do these things for me.

Maggie heaves an unladylike sigh. “Well, if we can’t pay, then we’ll all get the boot.” She strides to where she’s left her things in a pile. She drops her skirts and stuffs her legs into breeches, cursing me under her breath all the while. Then she pulls black leather gloves over her hands. The fourth and fifth fingers of the right hand lie limp.

I stare at the glove. “This is madness. The wanted notices are still up for you. There was one right outside our door!”

She shrugs into her cloak. “Let’s hope the rain’s taken them down, then.”

“I’ll talk to Marlowe!” I say quickly. “He’ll have something for me.”

Maggie scoffs. “You follow that playwright about like a lovesick whore, when he’s a lying wagtail up to no good.”

My jaw tightens. “You’ve met him once, Mags. For all of five minutes.”

“Aye, and I’ve a woman’s intuition, and I know a bad man when I spot him.”

I very much doubt Maggie has got a woman’s anything, but now is not the time to argue with her. Not when she’s hell-bent on thieving and bringing the bloody City Guard to our door. If our landlord discovers he’s harboring a known thief with a reward on her head, then we’ll be calling the gallows home next.

Christopher Marlowe, my first and oldest friend in London, can bail me out of this mess. He took me in when I was a boy—homeless on the gray streets, shaking with thirst, and hungry for a smile—and put me onstage. He knows my deepest secrets, and I know his. Maggie doesn’t know a damn thing about Kit.

“Marlowe will have something for me, I swear. He always does.”

Maggie eyes me long and hard, one hand on the door. Finally she drops it. “Fine. Do something about this tonight.”

Sighing mightily, I turn around and head out into the rain I’ve just left, the only thought propelling my legs this: One day soon I’ll be far, far away from cruel, cold London, and I’ll never have to live like this again.






CHAPTER THREE [image: ]


TIS EASY TO find a playwright in London.

Simply go wherever the ale is cheap and plentiful and you’ll like as not find a whole crowd of wordsmiths sharpening their quills before the fire.

A group in our usual corner of the Seven Stars alehouse is already well on their way to drunk. The decent quality and handsome cut of their coats give them away as Cambridge boys, even if their full tankards and sad attempts at playwriting had not already. I try to squeeze past them, but they all sit there blocking my way like great stuffed-up toads, ignoring me completely.

I see myself as they must, white skin grimy with dirt and clothes much the same, silver-blond hair neither short enough nor long enough to be fashionable. A nobody with nothing, not worth moving for.

A figure sits hunched at the farthest end of the table, oblivious to the hurly-burly. A plate of untouched beef sits before him. His quill twitches madly across a square of parchment blotted with grease. A smile lifts my lips.

I must confess, this is my favorite version of Kit Marlowe. The one so lost in thought, he’s like to need a compass and map to find his way back.

“Hello, Kit. Been a while.”

Marlowe glances up. “Will. What are you doing here?” The softness in his eyes sharpens as he examines the room behind me. “I’ve told you a dozen times, ’tis better if you call on me at my home.”

“I know, but I need to ask you about something.” I give him a searching look, my stomach tightening. “What’s wrong with meeting here, anyway? We used to drink here all the time.”

“I wanted to be alone to think. But of course…” He gestures toward the Cambridge boys. One lord is kneeling while his mates pour a tankard of ale down his throat. All pretenses of attempting to create fine literature have been abandoned.

“ ’Tis always like this. It’s an alehouse,” I say. “No one comes here to think. They come here to drink.”

Marlowe flaps a hand at me. “Yes, but a writer still must eat. And I’ve the most delicious idea for a play.”

The sour feeling in my soul lifts for the first time since my disaster at the Rose Theatre. If Marlowe’s got a new play, it’ll mean I have a new part before Maggie can pitch all my belongings into the street. “Tell me more!”

Marlowe loosens; his smile blossoms into a grin. “There’s this scholar, and he’s interested in necromancy, right? So he summons the devil and swaps his own life for magic. I shall call him Doctor Faustus!” He slaps the table for emphasis, and I wince.

“Hush now. Summoning the devil and magic? That’s heresy!”

Marlowe shrugs. “Well, the clergy won’t be in favor, of course. There’ll be a nice moral bit at the end about how magic is bad and we shouldn’t make pacts with the devil.”

’Tis a miracle Marlowe hasn’t been arrested by the queen’s authorities already. His wagging tongue has flirted with treason as long as I’ve known him. I don’t know how he gets away with it.

“Why the sudden interest in my work?” Marlowe asks. “Don’t tell me you’ve got an itch to take up the quill.”

I roll my eyes. We both know I can’t write. “I’m in need of a new role, and soon.”

His eyes dance. “Who do you think you are? Blustering up to the best playwright in London and demanding he write a part only for you?”

I bat my eyes at him. “And wouldn’t the best playwright want the best player to do his words justice?”

“Sorry, lad. There’s not a good boy’s part in my next one.”

I swallow, suddenly nervous. “I need a man’s role this time.”

I’ve seen the way the Rose Theatre watches my delicious Thomas play the hero. He matters to them, in a way I don’t, and I want to be noticed too. Zounds, I can imagine it already! The crowd shouting my name and the smile I’d flash them in return, dashing but not too dashing, lest anyone think I remain unaware of my talents. And let’s not forget the fat, snug purse that comes with snagging the play’s titular role. My fingers drift to my belt, touching where it would hang.

Yes. The part of the hero shall look quite nice on me.

“It’s about time you’ve shed your skirts, but your timing is rubbish. The plague’s about the city, and rumor says the Master of Revels will close the theaters until it passes,” Marlowe says.

I moan and thunk my forehead on the table. “Christ Almighty, not again!”

“At least you’ve got a home with the baker lad this time,” Marlowe reminds me, as if I’m about to forget where I curl up on a musty blanket at night.

Home. The word makes my breath catch, sliding under my skin, into the blue veins of my arms, twisting paths disappearing into all my secret parts. Places I cannot visit and cannot see.

I don’t know what “home” means anymore.

Once it meant a cottage with a yellow thatched roof perched on a golden hill overlooking the sea. My sister’s and brother’s little red heads bobbing as they tore down the beach. My mother’s rough hands cupping my cheeks, promising me they were sending me off with the roving men for a better life, one with enough food to eat and book-learning. Promising me that she’d wait for me to return, however long it took.

My hand goes to the cross against my heart. I’ve kept it on my person ever since my mother pressed it into my hand as I was taken from her. Marlowe doesn’t know what it’s like to be sent away from family in the arms of strange men because they’re too poor to feed you. He doesn’t know what it was like when those strangers who promised me safety and education sold me into indentured servitude like I was nothing more than a beast.

I straighten my spine and shove away the last dregs of the past. I don’t get paid to dream of other places; I get paid to make others dream. That’s why I’ve got to keep playing at the Rose Theatre. I was taken from my family as a burden; I shall return to them a blessing, richer than anyone they’ve ever known, and we shall not be parted from each other ever again.

Marlowe touches my arm, startling me from my dark thoughts. His eyes are so full of kindness, I have to look away. “You could ask me for money. I’d give it to you.”

I jerk away. “No. I’ve got to do this on my own.” Never mind that I was already thinking of money—I swear, the man’s got an uncanny sense for what I’m thinking—Marlowe’s already yanked me from the streets and put me onstage. I can’t accept more from him.

“Oh God, I knew this would happen.” Marlowe flings himself back with a great sigh. “Do you know what your problem is, Will?”

“I’ve no job to pay the bills?”

“No. You won’t accept help, even if it kills you. You’ve always acted like you’ve got a score to settle with the entire world.”

“I just asked for a part in your play, didn’t I?”

Marlowe sighs again. “You asked for a job, not for help. I cannot simply give this part to you. The other players will accuse me of playing favorites.”

“I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t really need it.” And it’s true, though it nettles me to admit it. Pride’s a luxury an out-of-work player can’t afford. “You won’t regret it, I swear.”

His lips twitch, fighting a smile. “I’ve heard that one before.”

Well. What did he expect? It’s not easy being an in-work player either.

“Hey, you! Yeah, that’s right!” a voice roars from the end of the table. ’Tis one of the Cambridge boys. If I’m not mistaken, it’s the one who let his friends pour ale down his throat. But there’s also a fair chance I am mistaken, as they all look alike. “Isn’t that the player who played the girl who sounded like a boy today?”

“Oh, Aeneas, my love, save me!” another mimics in a screechy falsetto.

The group bursts out laughing. My face grows hot. I know not why Marlowe associates with these spoilt lapdogs. They’re a bunch of fools playing at being artists while their lord fathers’ money pours into their pockets. Slumming with players and playwrights is all a lark to these rich nobles, a game to whittle away the time until real life begins. But for me? This is my life and livelihood, and ’tis not a game at all.

Marlowe nudges my side. “Sure you don’t want to take up the quill? That was near poetry.”

Had I spoken aloud? I suppose so—but why shouldn’t I say what we all know is true? I’m on the chair’s edge, fists balled. “The lot of them and their fathers and bloody Queen Elizabeth herself can all be hanged for what I care!”

The mirth eases from Marlowe’s features. “You can’t mean that.”

I expected Marlowe’s laugh, or a smile, at the least, not his furrowed brows and twisted mouth. Seems awfully rich for a man who flirts with blasphemy and heresy with every scratch of his quill. My anger deepens.

“I do mean it. If the queen died tomorrow, the whole kingdom—nay, the whole world—would be the better for it. Mark my words.”

He’s already shaking his head. “You truly think if the queen died it would make things better for you? For your family?”

I cross my arms. “They’re leagues and leagues from London, aren’t they?”

Marlowe lifts a single finger. “Ah, but the queen has no heir. And no husband, either. All her siblings are conveniently dead as well. Who would inherit the realm?”

“ ’Tis the whole point! There wouldn’t be any queen. We could all do as we please.”

“You think you could do as you please?” He laughs like I’ve told a great jest. “Do you think these Cambridge boys and their fathers would stand for that? The nobles are the ones who have the most to gain from their queen’s death, and they know it. Do you think these noblemen would not take up arms and press all the other men they could, on pain of death, into their services? Have you ever seen a man die, Will? The stink of his shit is in your nose for days. Imagine a score of men dying. Their blood would turn the fields fallow for a decade. Imagine—”

I shove away from Marlowe, chair squealing. “Zounds, you’ve made your point! If the queen dies, the entire realm is plunged into chaos. Got it.”

His smile is back, thin as a knife blade. “Now you see.”

Marlowe’s words unsettle me—but not as much as his attitude. I run a hand through my hair and blow out a shaky breath. “Why do you do that?”

“Do what?”

“You take a perfectly normal evening and turn it strange for no reason. Why do you quarrel with me when there’s nothing to quarrel about?” My words are hard, but inside, my heart still riots.

The candles around us flicker in a blast of damp air. A group of men has blustered into the alehouse, already loosening their cloaks, even though there’s not a single chair left to sit in. There’s a glint at their throats through the smoke, and I squint closer, certain I’m wrong, but no. Their cloak clasps are gold. A far cry from the frayed leather cord on my tattered cloak. There’s Cambridge boys and their fathers’ money—then there’s the men with the real money.

Men with real money don’t come to places like this.

One of the men catches my look and stares like he already sees my secrets. A shiver inches down my spine.

“Kit, those nobles are staring at us.”

“Nonsense, you’re imagining it,” he scoffs. But I noticed how his attention snapped away from the newcomers as soon as I spoke of them, how there’s a new tightness to his face.

A wrong feeling grows in me. “Let’s go somewhere quieter and you can tell me more about your play. This place is getting too crowded for my tastes.”

The playwright gestures to his parchment and quill with a rueful smile. “I’ve unfinished business here still. But since you’re leaving, take this. If you won’t take my coin, you’ll at least let me buy you a meal.” Marlowe shoves his untouched dinner into my hands—knife and all.

I stare at the meal, the back of my neck prickling. Don’t come here. Isn’t this what he’s been trying to tell me all night? I want to ask him what’s going on, but I’m suddenly scared of the answer. “Well… g’night then.”

Marlowe grabs my hand as I pass. “When this play’s done, you’ll be my Doctor Faustus, all right?”

I summon up a smile, but it’s limp as a dishrag. I thank him and leave, only to slink to the window outside and watch.

Marlowe lingers at our table. One of the mysterious men laughs with the barkeep and slips something across the counter. The barkeep gives a subtle nod. The rest of the men stomp upstairs to the private rooms for hire.

After a long pause, Marlowe gets up and follows them.

I stare at Kit’s empty seat, my knuckles going white on the plate he’s given me.

Galls me to admit it, but Maggie was right: Marlowe’s up to something, and he’s not nearly as good a liar as he thinks he is.






CHAPTER FOUR [image: ]


WRETCHEDLY EARLY THE next morning, Maggie and I lurk in the nicer part of town, our breath eddying out in gusty clouds. The sun barely gilds the white plaster walls far overhead, its warmth well out of reach. Last night when I returned with the promise of a job but no coin, Maggie pinned me beneath a sharp stare and said, “Tomorrow we’re thieving.” Then she curled up on her cloak like a stray cat and ignored me the rest of the night.

Maggie knows I’m rubbish at thieving. For one, I would like very much to keep both my hands attached to my person, and for two, though I’m great for theatrics, once very real blades are involved, I’m useless. ’Tis a sight unmanly, aye, but I was made to play the hero on the stage, not on the streets.

“So why are we waiting here, exactly?” I ask.

Maggie draws her cloak more tightly around herself. “We’re waiting for the square to get busy enough so that no one will notice us. And then you’re going to make a distraction with your pretty face while I pick some pockets, because someone failed to get his share of the rent before it was due.” She glares at me. “Told you Marlowe would be useless.”

I bristle. “He gave me a job, didn’t he?” But even though I got exactly what I wanted, I can’t silence the voice that whispers it was all a scheme. Did Marlowe really mean to give me the job, or did he just need me gone before he could follow those strange men?

“Mags… before you joined up with me and Inigo, did you know other thieves in London?” I swallow. “Noble thieves, perhaps?”

Maggie snorts. “Every bloody noble is a thief. You already knew that.” She gives me a searching look. “Why’re you asking?”

I hesitate. Even though Inigo dragged Maggie into the flat six months prior, I still know near nothing about her. Not that I blame her. I’ll never forget Inigo bringing her upstairs, a heap so bloody I thought she was already gone. The splintered bone poking from tatters of sinew and skin. There’s no merry story behind being maimed and left for dead on the streets of London; I know it better than most.

But… what if she knows something that would help Marlowe? Or help me understand what he’s doing? Maggie’s not my friend, but she’s not my enemy, either. She wouldn’t be out here filching our rent money if she didn’t care something for me or Inigo.

I tell her about Marlowe and our conversation. Rather than tell me to shove off or shut up, she listens intently, her head cocked ever so slightly.

“Is Marlowe in trouble?” I finish. “I don’t want to meddle, but—”

“Never mind bloody Marlowe! You brought up killing the queen in a public place? Have you a death wish? That’s one way out of the month’s rent.”

Zounds, I hadn’t thought of that. The strange noblemen could’ve overheard me. Anyone could’ve overheard me. Sure, ’twas the ale talking, but men have been drawn and quartered for less. “Forget it, all right? I didn’t mean what I said.”

Except you did, a traitorous voice whispers. Every word.

’Tis hard to harbor love for the queen who allows her men to take sweet-voiced boys from their families and force them to entertain in cities. Some crooked men, like my kidnappers, realized there was more money in selling boys than giving them to the church choirs like they were supposed to.

I was one of the lucky ones.

I realized what was happening and slipped away when we reached London, tiptoeing over the other slumbering boys and armed men to shimmy out an open window. I still think of the other boys sometimes. Wonder if they figured out what was happening before being sold into indentured servitude like mules.

Wonder if I should’ve said something on my way out instead of leaving them behind.

The name everyone knows me by—Will Hughes—is no more real than the lies my kidnappers fed my parents about giving me a better life. I’ve got enough problems without worrying if they’re still out there, still looking for me.

Maggie laughs unexpectedly. “Everyone wants to kill the queen, Hughes. ’Tis our realm’s most beloved pastime.”

A burst of annoyance goes through me. “Well, do you want to kill the queen, then?”

I’m answered with silence. Maggie flexes her scarred hand. “What would you do if someone paid you to kill the queen of England?”

Maggie’s always doing things like this—asking me outlandish nonsense to pass the time. This one’s far less inspired than her question last week: Would I rather be farted upon by His Holiness the pope or the king of France?

“I’d tell them they’re mad. No one’s killing the queen without losing his head himself.” I strike a ridiculous pose for her. “We both know my face is my best feature.”

But Maggie doesn’t even crack a smile. “What if you couldn’t get caught? People like us know the world is better off without kings and queens. If I had the chance, I’d kill her. And I wouldn’t stop there. I’d kill every other king and queen and liar in the world till none were left and it was just people doing what they wanted with no unfair taxes or tithes or aught else lording over them!”

We’re somehow facing each other. Maggie, her mouth a grim slash, her stare daring me to contradict her, and me, shaken through and through, as though someone has looked into my soul and given voice to its most secret truths.

“You shouldn’t say things like that outside. Some people think the queen is made queen by God!” I whisper.

“And who told us she was chosen by God?” Maggie asks.

“Why, the clergy.”

“And who is head of the clergy, Will?”

“It’s… the queen of England. She’s head of the church,” I answer slowly, suddenly understanding what Maggie is getting at.

“That’s right. The queen does whatever she must to make sure people like us stay quiet and powerless.”

If Marlowe’s and my conversation flirted with treason yesterday, this one has taken treason to the altar, married her, and is expecting a child nine months hence. I do not know what has happened to Maggie before, but I understand more clearly the cauldron of anger boiling in her heart which scalds all who dare draw too close.

“What do you mean, ‘people like us’?” I haven’t told her about my family’s past troubles with the Crown, and the suspicion she somehow figured me out makes my hackles rise.

Maggie slaps my shoulder, suddenly grinning. “Why, the downtrodden and poor. English subjects too ugly for dear old Elizabeth’s love.”

I make a disagreeable noise. “People pay good coin to see this face.”

“All right. You’re just downtrodden and poor, then.” Maggie slaps me again and juts her chin toward the sunny market square beyond the alley’s maw. “Let’s steal something.”

Cheapside Market is quite the sight. Grand buildings line the cobblestone street, their doors thrown open to beckon shoppers within. Servants for well-off merchants scurry about with purpose, and well-heeled-ladies’ maids swoon over fine fabrics. Tents selling firkins of fruit and bolles of honey and bolts of haircloth crowd the streets. Closest to us, there’s a tent with glazed cakes glistening in the sun. My stomach rumbles at the sweet scent. Zounds, it would be so easy to reach out and grab one.

“Don’t get us caught before we’re even started!” Maggie shoves me into the market square before I can snatch one. “Leave the hard work to me. ’Tis time for you to do some entertaining.” She unfastens her cloak and tears it off in a fabulous swirl worthy of a player. Beneath it she’s wearing a brilliant indigo gown trimmed in russet. Only the scuffed boots peeping beneath her hem betray her true rank.

My eyes widen. “How’d you manage all that?”

Maggie steps into the crowd with a wink. “I won’t be sharing all my secrets. Meet me back here in a quarter hour.” She tosses her cloak at me and vanishes.

Maggie isn’t daft enough to do her light-fingered work in the center of the square, so that’s where I go. With a bravado I’m certainly not feeling, I spread Mags’s cloak out on the ground, strike a pose, and begin to sing.


The fiddler’s wife was fine and neat,

And decently attired,

And she full well could do the feat

The barber oft desired



At first people bustle past me, but when the words settle into their ears, they stop with grins on their faces and laughter on their lips.


While he did please his ladies fair

And trimmed them both so neatly

That she did wish to have a shave

He did it so completely



I’m singing loud as I can as though volume alone can drown out whatever Maggie is up to. Of course, my cursed voice is cracking again, but this seems to add to my audience’s merriment. A few even toss a penny on Maggie’s muddy cloak.

I get through “The Crafty Barber of Deptford” twice before someone shouts, “By the alderman’s decree, there is to be no bawdy poetry in the streets!”

Through a break in the crowd I spot them: puckered Puritans, enemies of all the merriment and fun which makes life bearable in London. Much as I’d love to stand my ground and have a laugh at their expense, I doubt my arrest is the sort of distraction Maggie is looking for, so I do what any man with a lick of sense would do.

I grab my money and run.

I weave through the crowd, ignoring the outraged gasps, and disappear into a vegetable stand. The girl freezes, mouth open, when she spots me. A single onion falls from her hand. I snatch it from the air with a roguish grin, hand it back, and disappear into the crowd in time to see the Puritans rush past like hounds on the trail of a fox. A slow grin takes over my face. Zounds, there’s no feeling like getting away with ruffling a Puritan’s black feathers!

To live in London is to teeter on a knife’s edge. Fall and you bleed, but balance for long enough and sometimes you might snatch a victory from the very people who would rejoice to see you stumble.

The victories, few as they are, make me feel as though my time in London just might be worth it if they take me where I want to go.

I skip back to our rendezvous spot and wait, bursting with impatience to regale Maggie with the story of my great success. The church bells chime out the quarter hour.

And yet, well after the bells fade, I’m still the only one in the alley.

But of course you are. It hasn’t even been ten seconds yet, the sensible part of me reasons.

But as the minutes drag past, worry gnaws my gut. Is this the third or fourth time Maggie’s thieving has saved us from homelessness? It pains me to confess that I’ve lost track of how much I owe her at this point. I balk at taking Inigo’s coin but think little of spending Maggie’s stolen spoils. Does this make me a criminal as well?

A bunch of shouting breaks out in the marketplace. My chest squeezes tight. I’m about to step back into the square when something smashes into me and knocks out my breath.

Maggie.

Swiftly she undoes the cloak around my shoulders and sweeps it around her own. She flips the hood up as the Puritans go tearing past our hiding place.

“You’re—late—” I wheeze, a hand on my chest.

“Oh, stop acting like a nursemaid.” Maggie draws out a heavy leather purse. Its drawstrings are cut, and the fabric swells with clinking coins.

I throw an arm around her. “Oh, Mags, you brilliant knave!”

She shrugs off my arm. “Stop it. You’ll crush your gift.” She pulls out three of the heavenly glazed loaves I was admiring. I’m fairly certain I say “thank you” before I’m gnashing on a huge mouthful of cake, but I also might’ve forgotten.

Maggie punches my arm as we make our way back toward the disreputable part of London. “You better save some for Inigo.”

’Tis still truth that Maggie unnerves me, and I still would rather she didn’t pick the grime from her toenails on our only mattress, but right now she’s my favorite person in the whole entire world.






CHAPTER FIVE [image: ]


WHEN WE RETURN home, we find Inigo sleeping in the filth outside our staircase. The sight is so unexpected and strange, I gawk for several moments before Maggie’s shocked gasp sends me scrambling to his side.

“Inigo!”

He groans and opens his eyes. They widen at the sight of us. “You’ve got to go! Now! They know who you are!” Up close, his eye sockets are bruised, the whites of his eyes red. Fear spikes through me.

“His leg is broken,” Maggie says tersely. “Badly.”

With a burst of horror, I realize I’m kneeling in a pool of blood. Something juts up horribly beneath Inigo’s cloak.

He clutches at Maggie desperately. “I swear, I didn’t mean to say anything—”

A shadow suddenly cuts over us. “Well, well. What a touching scene this is!” A leering man swaggers out from the alley. A red scar bisects his cheek, and a bludgeon hangs from his leather belt.

I swallow with an audible gulp.

Only nobles and the City Guard are allowed to bear weapons in the city of London.

And the City Guard is a bunch of hired bullies.

Someone’s figured out who we are. But who? I think back on the strange men I saw with Marlowe last night. Did they overhear my treasonous words about the queen and follow me home?

Maggie gives a jaunty grin that makes her appear even more ghastly than usual. “There’s nothing to see here, sir. My brothers and I have had an accident befall us.”

I fight the urge to groan and cover my face. Indeed, with Inigo’s brown skin, and my pale blond hair to Maggie’s black, any fool can see there’s not a shared drop of blood between us.

The guard grins lopsidedly. “Brothers, eh?”

“Brothers in Christ, she means!” I amend quickly, trying to draw his attention to me from Maggie. “There’s only simple Christ-loving, loyal English subjects over here, good sir.”

The guard snatches Maggie by the neck, pressing her cheek to his scarred face. “Yer far too pretty to be kin to this lot, girl.”

Maggie hisses and sinks her teeth into his flesh. With a howl, the guard flings her away, clutching at the wound already beading with red.

She lands in a crouch, red-stained teeth bared. “Touch me again and I’ll bite your—”

A bludgeon smashes between her shoulder blades from behind.

Maggie goes down with a gasp. Another City Guard stands behind her, this one tall and thin as a rapier. The second guard yanks Maggie’s arms behind her and sticks his knee in her back, pinning her to the ground. Maggie bucks and hisses like an alley cat, but she cannot stop the first guard from grabbing her wrist and peeling off her glove.

He squeezes her hand with the missing fingers so tightly, the skin goes white.

“Oh, this is the Half Hand all right!” The scarred guard cackles, his eyes shining with the prospect of a fat reward.

Our traitorous landlord, Thatcher, ambles out from his pub. “Told ye I let a room to the thief. Did you really have to torture my best cook to figure it out?”

Inigo whimpers, and Maggie spits at Thatcher’s feet.

The landlord hooks a thumb to his chest. “Oh, so that’s what you think of me! Well, I’ll have you know not everyone in London would take in an unnatural lady thief and her disreputable co-conspirators!”

Zounds, we sound like the punch line in a Cambridge boy’s play.

I stare from Inigo’s crumpled form to Maggie’s bucking body, desperation racing through my veins. I should have left London ages ago. Didn’t I tell Maggie some bloke would recognize her sooner or later? That Inigo was a fool for sheltering her? My life savings is there, buried behind Thatcher’s boots. It’s not as much as I wanted, but ’tis a start. Enough to bring me home to my family far away from foul London and its stone-eyed queen.

I can almost see the fields and fleece-gray skies, smell the tang of salt air, and hear the noisy specks of gulls gathered thick on the beach. I close my eyes, will the vision into sharper focus, but blast it—the scene dissolves, and all I can see are Maggie and Inigo.

Inigo, inviting me in after he found me sleeping on the stairs leading to his attic for the third night in a row. Maggie, who despite her prickliness, never complained when the winter cold was my closest bedfellow and I would press my back against hers, stealing her warmth.

Goddamn it. I’ve been trying not to let these two become my friends, but they became my friends anyway.

I step forward, willing my voice steady. “How much?”

Everyone’s head snaps toward me.

“How much for what?” Thatcher growls.

I nod toward Maggie. “How much is her reward?”

“A pound!” the scarred guard crows. His comrade elbows him sharply, cursing.

I duck beneath the stairs and start digging. My leather coin satchel was the first thing I bought with my first wages from the Rose Theatre. It had felt like a promise then—like every coin I put in it was bringing me closer to the life I wanted. But now, beneath Maggie’s and Inigo’s stares, unearthing the bag fills me with squirming guilt.

Thatcher’s sour breath wheezes into my ear. “What the hell are you doing?”

I rise, holding the satchel stained by water and discolored by soil. I untie the neck of the bag, revealing the glimmering coins. My entire life savings. Looking at it makes my breath catch.

“Look at Will, being gallant, dipping into his secret stash for us! Careful, or I’ll start to swoon!” Maggie’s eyes are twin daggers. “Tell us, did you bury all your earnings here before you let Inigo spot your rent or afterward? Before or after I stole to keep us from starving?”

Inigo says nothing at all, which feels a hundred times worse.

I swallow hard and look to the guards, holding out the purse. “ ’Tis yours if you let us go in peace. Please.”

Thatcher glances at the guards. The thinner one nods. “All right. But I’m not releasing her until you pay us,” the thin guard says.

Maggie screams and struggles, but the guard shoves a rag in her mouth and holds her still.

I tip the sum that was supposed to bring me to my lost family into Thatcher’s hands, and it feels like I’m pouring out my life’s blood.

Though it makes me feel dizzy to see all my coin in another’s clutches, a great sense of peace sweeps over me and dulls the ache of the coin’s absence. I’ve done the right thing. There’s no question of that. You’ve earned coin before, and you’ll earn more again—eventually. I cling to this thought with the tenacity of a drowning man clasping a splintered oar on the sea.

Thatcher grins. His smile is an awful expression and shows far more of his blackened gums and missing molars than I’d like. “Ooh, well isn’t this just the icing on the cake!”

I nod toward Maggie. “Let her go now!”

Thatcher pockets the money and shakes his head. “Yer pretty, but yer stupid, lad.”

Before I can process the words, something smashes into my head. For a breath ’tis nothing but white spots and waves of pain, and then, blessedly, I’m carried off into merciful darkness.
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WHEN I COME to, the light is at a different angle in the sky, and my head throbs something fierce.

“Will?”

We’re still in the alley. I suppose I ought to be glad the City Guard didn’t drag us into prison along with Maggie, but it doesn’t feel like a boon with the way Inigo shakes beside me, his curls limp and greasy as eels. He’s trembling so hard, his teeth clatter. I can’t believe he’s talking to me—if I were him, I’d want naught to do with me whatsoever. Shame pours through me, the heady wash of it making the pain in my skull spike.

“Aren’t you angry with me?”

Inigo says nothing at all.

I slowly sit up. Every movement sends a painful stab through my temple. “Well, I’d be angry, if I were you.”

“ ’Tis for the best I’m not you, isn’t it?” he snaps like someone who is very much angry with me.

A panic fizzles at the edge of my nerves, threatening to overwhelm everything else. We’ve lost our home. Maggie is arrested; Inigo is injured. Every penny I possessed now lines the pockets of thieves and liars.

“You lied to us,” Inigo says quietly. “You always had the money to pay your way.”

My jaw tightens. “I didn’t lie. I just didn’t tell you about it.”

“That’s the same bloody thing!” Inigo shouts. “Maggie said you were up to something suspicious, but I told her to leave it alone because I knew you wouldn’t do something like that, but you did!”

More shame—hot and bitter—fills me like black bile. I’ve disappointed Inigo of all people. The bloke who won’t even kill the spiders in our attic. I move to speak, but he stops me with an angry gesture. “I know you’ve got your real family out there somewhere, and you’ll call me daft, but I thought”—his breath hitches—“I thought we had something, you, me, and Mags. Something worth saving.” He spins his back to me and paws at his eyes.

An awful pressure builds in my chest. If God could find a way to smite me off the earth at this very moment, that would be great. He’s right. I was going to abandon whatever fragile, strange life we’ve staked out without a single hesitation. Like it meant nothing at all. Like he and Maggie meant nothing at all.

I seize Inigo’s hands. “I’ll make it up to you.”

He jerks away. “There’s nothing you can do. They’ll kill Maggie. And we both know I’m fated to be worm’s meat with this leg.”

I spring to my feet. “Not if I can help it.” Perhaps Maggie is right, and there is a streak of gallantness in my soul. And even if I can’t help, it would be a crime if I deprived her of the opportunity to say I told you so one last time. “I’ll be back. I’m going to fix this.”

Inigo curls away. “You won’t be.”

My hands fist; a dozen retorts burn hot on my tongue: I can, I will, believe me! But as I stare at Inigo’s back, the words fizzle away. Nothing I say will make any difference at all. I’ll have to prove I’m a man of my word before he believes me.

Fine.

I can do this.

I have to do this.



I zigzag to Marlowe’s through the seedy streets. The alleys are a blur. Flashes of billowing laundry, startled chickens scattering. Outside the playwright’s home I stop, ragged lungs keeping pace with my pounding heart, fist raised over his familiar door.

And hesitate.

Kit’s home has always been my sanctuary, and I’ve run here on instinct. But will he actually help me like he said he would? Our last encounter—where he hustled me away with lies—sits uneasy on me. A pressure builds in my ears, drowning out the noise of the streets. Your friends are in trouble, and it’s your fault. I don’t know if I ought to be here, but there’s nowhere else to go. Marlowe’s my last hope, whether he likes it or not.

I release a shaky breath and knock on his door.

No one comes.

I pound with both fists.

Still nothing.

I glance over my shoulder before reaching into a deep groove of the house’s masonwork. The pin is still there, left over from winter, when it rained so much, the door swelled shut and would barely open. I ease it now between the door and the frame until I feel the door bolt and nudge it aside.

Inside ’tis all hotchpotch as usual—splintered oak burls, leaves of paper spilling from every surface, dust motes catching the late afternoon light. My shoulders ease down from my ears at the sight. Of course Marlowe can help. He always has the answers. Soon it shall be as though this nightmarish day never happened at all. Another dashing tale we can tell other players over a round of drinks.

Low voices reach me from behind the closed door of the bedchamber.

“Do you think I don’t know why you’re asking me to do this?” Marlowe demands.

“I—I don’t know what you’re talking about,” an unfamiliar male voice stammers.

Marlowe laughs softly. “Oh, I reckon you do. And I think it best if you leave now.”

There are footsteps, and the door suddenly swings open.

“By God, Will?” Marlowe is framed in the doorway, hair billowing wild about his shoulders. “What the bloody hell are you doing here?”

There’s no time to be subtle. “Please. You’ve got to help! Inigo’s hurt and Maggie’s been arrested and the City Guard is after me next!”

His expression tightens. “Now’s not a good time—”

I seize his wrists, dragging him closer. “You told me once I never ask for help. This is me begging you!”

The silence roars. Marlowe’s face remains unmoved. A hideous feeling blooms in my chest and spreads through my limbs. Kit’s always been there for me. Why would he do nothing now, when I need him more than ever?

A throat clears.

I spin around so fast, I take the oak burls off Marlowe’s desk.

There’s a bloke standing in the bedchamber doorway. The fineness of his cloak’s wool explains everything I need to know. A bloody Cambridge boy. Why on God’s green earth would Marlowe be entertaining one of them in his bedchamber? He’s certainly not Marlowe’s usual sort. The boy summons a peculiar half smile to his face, as though he’s terribly sorry to be interrupting but he’s going to do it anyway.

“Perhaps I could be of assistance, sirs?” Chestnut hair falls to his shoulders and frames his overly bright eyes. There’s a dewy freshness on his face, an earnestness I’ve never seen on anyone. He is like a church spire cleanly scrubbed and sparkling in the sun. I dislike him at once.

I snort and cross my arms. “I very much doubt that.”

The lad lifts a finger. “You’re looking for a doctor for one friend and a pardon from the City Guard for the other? I can do that.”

“Oh yeah?” I give him my meanest squint and relish how he looks away. “What’s in it for you?”

“I’ve need for a discreet man to run a playhouse for me.”

Well now, that’s easy enough. I haven’t done it before, but I’ve seen Henslowe gnawing his nails and yelling enough to get the idea. Helping a Cambridge boy with one of his silly vanity plays is very much the opposite of keeping my head down and looking out for myself. But desperate times and all that. “Tell me more.”

Marlowe steps betwixt us. “You won’t be doing this, Will. ’Tis treason to go against the queen’s orders.”

A burst of irritation goes through me. Who does Marlowe imagine he is to forbid me from doing anything when he lies to me about whatever he’s up to? “The lord’s asking for someone to run a playhouse, Kit. He’s not plotting to murder the queen.”

“It’s an illegal playhouse,” Marlowe snaps. “Henslowe stopped by this morning. He was supposed to bring me an advance for Doctor Faustus, but instead he said that the Master of Revels has closed all the playhouses because of the plague.” He laughs bitterly. “We both know you would hang if the wrong people found out about this theater. You can’t trust this lord.”

The theaters are closed? A heavy dread pools in my throat and sinks right down to the pit of my stomach. My job starring in Marlowe’s next play is gone now. Which means that Marlowe’s out of a job and pay too. We’re all sunk together.

“I’ve got nothing to give.” Marlowe turns to me, hands outstretched, an awful expression on his face. “I can’t help you this time.”

The despairing silence grows bigger and bigger until it feels I’m in the jaws of a huge beast, soon to be swallowed whole.

The Cambridge boy clears his throat. “Well then… if you change your mind about my offer, I’ll be outside.” He leaves, only to pop his head back in at once. “I’m not trying to kill anyone either, I’ll have you know!”

Somehow the silence goes from awkward to excruciating after the lord leaves. I stare at Kit. Though my friend is but an arm’s length away, it feels like a huge distance. Nothing I can say will stop him from staring with pity. I’m not asking for help; I’m asking for the impossible. I’ve run smack into a wall, and there was never an escape at the end of this alley.

Except…

I did not know the word “impossible” lay within his vocabulary. Here is the man whose words have charmed queens and made men question the word of God. Impossible? No, nothing is impossible for Marlowe.

“What about your other business? Would you pay me to help with that?” I say.

Marlowe gives me an odd look. “What are you talking about?”

“Don’t be daft. You’re not only writing plays. You’re up to something else, too.”

Marlowe’s face clouds over quicker than a storm across a summer sky. “Stop spouting nonsense,” he says coolly. “You’re seeing things that aren’t there.”

He’s lying to me, and it’s so obvious, I know not to be offended or frightened.

“Enough lies!” I shout. “I know you’re up to something, and I know you’ve been keeping it from me.”

Marlowe starts to protest, but I cut him off. “I’ve seen the men who follow you! And how you speak to them when you think no one’s watching. I’ve been watching you, and you can’t fool me any longer. I don’t care what unlawfulness you’re tangled up in as long as you bring me in with you. Give me a chance. You owe me that.”

Marlowe give a surprised laugh. “You’ve got keener eyes than half the ones I work with, I’ll give you that.” He circles me appraisingly. “And I already know you could play the part well. You could be just the man I’m looking for.” He stops and smiles sadly. “But I can’t involve you in what I’m doing—not anymore.”

Frustration knots in my chest, hot and hard. “Involve me in what?”

He chuckles again. “Obstinate as a rock, aren’t you?”

His laughter sends a rush through me. “Christopher Marlowe,” I hiss. “Tell me the truth of what you’ve been doing, or I swear, I’ll tell the City Guard you’re up to something. Let me in, or I’ll rat you out!”

The playwright goes very still. His raven-quick eyes study me as though he’s finally seeing me clearly for the first time. A chill sweeps through me that has naught to do with the temperature. “That would be very daft. Because I’d have to do something about it, and I doubt you’d like it very much.”

His words sink in slow as a poison. “Are you… threatening me?”

His lips twist ruefully. “I’m afraid so, Elias Wilde.”

My true, given name—the one that connects me to traitors—claps louder than thunder. Only two people in all of London know it, and I thought I could trust each of them with my life.

Marlowe continues. “I know one band of child catchers who’d be glad to get word of the boy who gave them the slip. ’Tis hard to lose an indentured servant boy. The pretty ones don’t come cheap.” His voice goes quieter. “And imagine what they’d do if they knew you were the son of the man who rebelled against Her Majesty.”

“You—you’d send me back to those men? Tell everyone who I am?”

The Wilde rebellion. When my father and uncles raised their sickles and shovels against the queen who came to steal the land they had lived on for centuries. Their humble tools were no match for the soldiers’ weapons, nor their fires. My family was forced from their land by English lords and their endless hunger for more, including the common lands which once belonged to all men, the vast green fields where my father’s family raised their flocks for generations. Among the only survivors, my parents used the last of their coin to escape the smoldering ruins of their livelihoods and lives to create a new life without friends or family in the middle of nowhere.

Marlowe takes up his quill-sharpening knife, my gift to him last Twelfth Night, and turns it idly. “I’d rather see you locked up than dead. I’m keeping secrets for your own good.” He seizes my elbow, the knife pressing into the meat of my forearm. “Don’t say a word to anyone about this. I’ll know.”

I make a soft sound and nod once. Marlowe smiles warmly and cups my cheek. “That’s a good lad.”
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