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To Christofer “Kit" Marley

You should have paid for the fish.
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CHAPTER ONE
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WHEN I WAS THIRTEEN, my father beat a boy almost to death. The boy was his apprentice, Lactantius Presson, and a year older than I. Lactantius’s father went to the Cobblers and got the ‘prenticeship dissolved, which isn’t often done. But Lactantius’s injuries sufficed even for the guild.

There’s still not a way to get the bonds of family dissolved, though—not unless the old drunkard should disown me. But apprenticeships have a way of not surviving contact with my family: my own didn’t last much past the fifteenth anniversary of my christening.

#
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I WAS SO GLAD THAT bright spring afternoon to tell Master Croley what I thought of him that I cared not a jot for the loss of my ‘prenticeship or my father’s inevitable wrath. Instead of going home as any dutiful son would to confess his sins and receive his penance in bruises, I took myself up the stairs, two at a time, to see if John Latimer was in his lodgings.

He opened the door to my knock—kind, stoop-shouldered, near-sighted John, his fingers stained with ink and his hair standing up in disorder like a coxcomb—and looked perplexed. “Kit? Have I mistook the day?”

“No,” I said. “‘Tis I who am truant, not you.”

“Truant?” John said, his voice rising, but he stepped aside to let me in.

“I have left Master Croley,” I said with as much swagger as I could manage.

John’s room was the same as ever: paper and wax tablets heaped everywhere, his precious books on pegged board shelves along one wall, a great smell of dust.

“Left Master Croley,” he repeated slowly, closing the door. “Kit, do you mean you’ve been dismissed?”

“Aye. I’ll not a saddler make. What are you working on, John?”

“Kit—”

“I hated him and hated the work.” I shrugged. “Tell me what you’re working on. Please.”

He smiled, albeit reluctantly. “A translation. For... for a private individual.”

“What are you translating?”

“Greek,” John said dryly. “Your curiosity will be the death of you, Kit.”

“Satisfaction shall bring me back,” I said and grinned at him, and he laughed.

“I’m glad you came today, as it happens, for I would ask you a favor.”

“Anything, John.”

“Kit. Don’t go rushing into things like that. You don’t know what I might ask you.”

“I know you.” I stopped and thought a moment of what my father might have made of that comment, and smiled. He’d have been furious. “What would you have of me?”

“I am having visitors tonight, and the book I am translating... it is a valuable book, and I should hate for anything to happen to it in the merry-making. Will you keep it for me? Just until tomorrow.”

“Of course,” I said, and tried not to sound as delighted as I felt. Books were not a common item in the Marlowe household.

“You can’t read it, even did you try,” John warned, handing me a package: square, flat, and about the length of my hand. I wondered why he’d had it wrapped so already, almost as if he’d planned to pass it along to someone even before I showed up.

“I have Latin. You could teach me Greek.”

He laughed like a boy of my age. “Mayhap I shall. But not today. I have work to be doing.”

“I’ll see you tomorrow, then.”

“Aye, Kit. Be well.”

“And you, John.”

I was halfway down the stairs, John Latimer’s door closed and barred behind me, when it occurred to me to wonder: if he had just given me the book he was translating, what work could he be doing?
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“HSST! KITTYCAT!”

My fingernails marked crescents in the palm of my right hand as I turned, expecting a fight and half-wishing Mog were there. Nobody ever beat her up. Nobody called her Moggy except for Mother, either. Nobody ever called me Kittycat except my family, and people who were looking for a fight. 

I edged the precious book in its oiled linen wrappings behind my hip as I turned to face my enemy. And relaxed and panicked simultaneously. “Ginger, art mad? What dost thou here?”

He smiled, his hands thrust into the pockets of his student’s smock, tall and lean and insouciant, a year younger than I and ever so much more collected. He was dressed in dingy Puritan black under the robe, a small white collar high under his chain making his head look like a buttercup’s blossom, as if you could pinch it off between finger and thumb.  The red hair which gave him his nickname glowed like fire in the spring sunshine. “Here on the high street? ‘Tis public passage.”

“Thy father will welt thee bloody if he hears thou wert talking to John Marlowe’s son in a public thoroughfare.” His father was a Puritan, very learned, and not fond of my family or my friendship with Ginger.

“My father sent me to the apothecary.” He pointed across the narrow street, busy with pedestrians and rumbling with carts. “If I choose to wait across the way and out of the horse-droppings while he makes up his powder, and I chance to meet a friend on a street-corner, I can’t see how ‘tis any concern of his.” His eyes fell on the package in my hand. There was nothing it could have been but a book, and he knew who dwelt up those stairs. “And thy father will welt thee bloody if he hears thou wert in John Latimer’s rooms.”

I shrugged it off. My father was going to welt me bloody anyway. “Whether it’s thy father’s concern or whether it isn’t, thou knowst he’ll not look kindly on our talking so.”

“‘Tis likely.” The glitter in his blue eyes softened. “How hast thou been, Kit? We miss thy wit in classes—”

Oh, that rubbed on a raw spot. “I lost my apprenticeship. Not that I’m sorry—”

“Does that mean thou’lt be permitted to come up to King’s School?” 

He must have read the answer on my face, because his fell before I answered. “I’m too old now, Ginger. And there’s no money for it. And I have to help Mother and Mog with the little ones. Mother’s got a great belly again—”

“God’s wounds, Kit, how many sisters hast thou now?” 

His father would also have beaten him if he heard him swearing like that. The Puritans consider taking the Lord’s name in vain a most serious sin. They also don’t approve of plays, of poetry in praise of aught but the Lord, of Ovid, of Homer, of vigorous games, of singing on Sundays, or of anything else that makes life bearable. Ginger’s father was wroth enough over the nickname, considering it frivolous and disrespectful, but Ginger said not even the threat of eternal damnation would make him go by his given name, Salathiel.

I dug my fingernails out of my palm and covered my mouth with my hand, feigning a yawn. “Honestly? I’ve lost count.”

Ginger grinned and punched my shoulder, just hard enough to sting. It felt good. “There’s a scholarship opening up, Kit. The Mathews—”

“I could never win a scholarship.”

“You had the best marks in grammar school.”

I stopped and frowned. The denials were habit, and they spoke more of my father’s truths than of my own. “I’m too old. And besides, what happened to the boy that had it?”

“The Mathews? He died over Lent. Plague. They’ll reopen the scholarship next term, Kit. And with your marks they’ll make allowances. I know they will.” He grinned, and held out a promise like a carrot before a horse already half-willing. “Thou could’st share my room.”

God, and what would his father say to that? But Christopher Marlowe, student, was a different thing than Christopher Marlowe, the drunken cobbler’s son. 

The bells of the great Canterbury cathedral tolled three o’clock, and I heard other churches answer in the silence while I thought on that. “There’s a scholarship.”

“Kit!” said Ginger, breaking in on my sudden dreaming. “Tonight. Can you get away?”

“Easily enough. Where?”

“The apple orchard. Under the lightning-struck tree.”

“Thy father will get thee such a hiding if we’re caught—”

“Aye, and thy father won’t? There’s the apothecary. I’d best be off. The Archbishop is in town to invest a Dean. I want to see if I can catch a glimpse.” He grinned over his shoulder at me and skipped across the street, dodging the heavy traffic of carts and pilgrims effortlessly. I took a half-step after him, eager for adventure—I hadn’t seen as much pomp as attended Edmund Grindal, the Archbishop, since I was nine years old and Queen Elizabeth came on progress to celebrate her fortieth birthday with his Grace. This was before the Archbishop’s famous argument with her Majesty, since which rumor has it that he has not been welcome in London.

But the thought of the Queen’s displeasure reminded me of my own disgrace, and I checked my step. I wondered for a moment if disappointing one’s Queen were as severe an offense as disappointing one’s mother, and what His Grace the Archbishop might be able to teach me about making amends. Duty—and apprehension—caught me by the collar, and I turned and hurried home.
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WE HAD A BIG GARDEN, at least. It helped the two-floors-and-a-gable hard by the Church of St. George the Martyr, where each of us had been baptized, house Mother and Father and Kit and Mog and Joan and Anne and Tabbey without bursting.

Almost. 

The ground floor also housed Father’s shop, and I could hear his hammering from the street. I bundled the book up into the dingy blue apprentice’s robe I would never have to wear again, hoping Father wouldn’t notice it, and walked boldly through the front door of his shop. I could have gone in the garden gate, but that would have resulted in charges of sneaking about and trying to hide my wrongdoing. And I’d wasted enough time with John and Ginger that word would have preceded me home.

News travels fast in a town like Canterbury, and especially among the artisans. Their windows open on the street, and every passer-by has a word for them, if they do not have custom. The overfast rhythm of Father’s tacking hammer told me that he had heard. I wondered who had told him. Mog wouldn’t, but Joan would. And Joan was walking out with Master Croley’s younger son, fool of a wench. Like father, like son.

Christ, I hope not.

I wished that it had been Mog, for Mog would never cast me in an ill light the better to make herself shine. Nor did she curry favor with Father by telling tales.

“Christopher!” My father’s bellow turned my head before I made it to the stair. He set the tacking hammer down next to the last and the half-finished boot stretched over it. He stood, coming around the bench toward me. He was a big man, slab-handed, dark. We children all took after our mother, slight and fair, and in sooth I believe that vexed him too.

“Father,” I said, pretending coolness, resisting the urge to check over my shoulders for a path of escape. There was no escape from John Marlowe, not while I lived in his house. And God grant that won’t be much longer.

I let my hand, with book and robe, fall to my side. Father’s cheeks were red, and I couldn’t tell if it was drink or the exertion of hammering. I hoped it wasn’t drink, as he wiped his hands on his apron.

“Where hast thou been?” 

“Walking home,” I lied. My eyes wanted to fasten on the soft leather uppers of his shoes. One of the babies—Tabbey by the pitch—was wailing upstairs. Mother must have been too busy with supper to cosset her. 

Father leaned over me; his breath stank of onions and bread, not strong ale. There are a few miracles vouchsafed us.

I drew a deep breath, took a better grip on John’s book through the folds of blue broadcloth, and continued, “I’ve been dismissed.”

“Aye, and who’ll take thee on now, thou self-satisfied little villain? And thy poor mother with another babe on the way, and thy father blistering his fingers to provide for eight mouths soon.”

I’ve always had too much wit in my tongue for the sense in my head. I looked him in the eye. “An ‘tis such a burden, stop breeding more brats—” 

It hurts less if you roll with it. He might have been too disgusted to shake me hard, and I’d gotten too big for him to throw, but with both hands on my collar he lifted my heels off the floor and shoved me into the wall below the stairs. The broadcloth slipped between my fingers and I clutched it desperately, but the wall slammed the breath from my body. The ‘prentice robe fell from my hands and spilled its precious contents on the sanded floor.

“What’s this?” said my father. I bent for it at the same time he did, and he whacked me aside, carelessly but hard enough to knock me sprawling. From the floor, I watched him turn John’s package over in his thick hands and unfold the wrappings. “A book,” he said with a horrible pretense of thoughtfulness. “Now where would a lazy, lying, worthless boy like my son Christopher, a boy who can’t even keep a ‘prenticeship, get a book?”

I scrambled up. “Father, please. ‘Tis not—”

“Thou hast been visiting that scholar again.” He said the word scholar as if it were as foul a word as traitor. Or witch. “And he gives thee presents.”

“Father, he asked me—’tis a favor, not a—”

“I’ll not hear it!” He stomped from the workshop; I heard him go up the stairs, bawling like a maddened bull for my mother. A few moments and he came raging back down. He shoved past me with only, “Later for thee, Christopher. Do thou think upon thy deservings the while.” He slammed the door, and I could only consider it a personal favor from the heavenly powers that the hinges did not, this time, break.

With him out of it, the house fell as still as if it held its breath. I shook my head to clear away the dizziness and breathless fear and heard my mother calling, “Kit! My own Kittycat! Art here still?”

“Here, Mother!” I dusted the sand from scraped hands and picked up the ‘prentice-robe: Annie and Tabbey could have it to play Queen Elizabeth in, or Mog for her embroidery, I cared not. I took a deep breath and started up the narrow, ladderlike stairs wedged into the corner by the chimney.

“Mother?”

Her hands were befloured. She cocked them on her hips, on either side of the great belly she seemed rarely without, and sighed at me, not caring that her breadmaking left pale streaks on her apron. A little crust of dried dough cracked among the pale hairs of her arm; I stopped by the bucket at the landing and wet a rag for her.

She took it from my hand, but didn’t bother to wash the wheatflour from her fingers. I could smell the dough under her nails when she caught my chin, as if I were a child as small and wayward as Tabbey, and turned my face side to side, frowning. “Did he put thy head through the plaster, Kittycat?”

“Nay, Mother.” I stepped back. “I had a—”

“Book. Aye.” She brushed a blonde curl from her forehead with the back of the cleaner wrist and dabbed the swelling under my eye with the cold cloth, making me hiss. My mother was a clergyman’s daughter, and unlike my father she read fluently. She’d taught me my letters—not Father, not hardly—from the pages of the only book she owned, a Bible printed the year before I was born. And it was thanks to her teaching that I’d gained admittance to the grammar school. “Kittycat, when wilt thou learn better than to provoke him?”

“He’s a brute—”

“He keeps us fed,” she said, and washed harder than she had to. “It won’t swell shut, I don’t think. And thou needs must consider. What wilt thou make of thyself now? Thou’rt not too old to ‘prentice again.”

“Who would have me?”

She stepped back and sighed, scrubbing her fingers on the well-used rag. “It was hard enough finding anyone who would take John Marlowe’s son,” she said, and I saw at once that she regretted saying it. “Kittycat. Thou know’st Moggy’s old enough to go into service soon, until she weds. And then there’s her marriage portion to think on. And thee the only boy we haven’t buried from his cradle—”

Aye, I knew it. A son and four daughters living, and my parents had buried two of each that lived long enough for christening and not much longer.

“—who will care for us when we are old?”

I flinched. “Mother...”

She tossed the rag into a pail beside the hearth as the sweet smell of baking bread began to fill the kitchen. She had the shutters open to let in the afternoon air and sunlight for cooking by, and for a moment the house was peaceful and quiet. She pressed her fist against her back as Tabbey began to wail again upstairs. “Mog?” She turned away from me, calling my oldest sister, just Ginger’s age. “Moggy, girl, quiet that child.”

A little while, and then silence. My mother turned back to me. “Kit,” she said. “If not a cobbler or a saddler, what then wilt thou be?”

I swallowed, and turned to get the ladle from the bucket, because my mouth had gone so dry. “A scholar,” I mumbled when I had drunk, and knew she didn’t hear me.

“Kit?”

I dropped the ladle and heard it thump against the bottom of the bucket. “A scholar,” I said again.

My mother laughed and shook her ashy golden hair. She’d been a pretty girl, to hear Father tell it. He said he’d been able to span her waist with his two big hands when they married, and his face was a different man’s face when he said it. Not that he could manage that since I was born, of course, but when the sunlight saw her right her hair could still seem gilded. Pretty as they were, the Marlowe women were fierce as cats and stubborn as oxen, every one, and they came by it of her. “Kitten,” she said, turning to tend the fire. “There’s no money in scribery. That’s no way to keep a wife—”

I’d thought about it. Through many blistering hours of stretching leather and shaping saddle-trees and stabbing my fingers on the flat, curved needles of the trade. “What if I studied as a priest? That’s a living—”

She stopped and looked up. She shouldn’t be bending so, not with her belly before her like the sails on a windmill. I went and took the poker; she leaned her hand on my shoulder. A clergyman’s daughter. “There’s no money for King’s School.”

“There’s the Mathews scholarship. Ginger said—”

“Kit!” She stepped back as I stood, tilting her head to one side. Another curl came loose from under her cap. “Thou knowst thou’rt not to see that boy—”

“Mother, he sought me out.  And surely even Father would not wish me to cut William Claybourne’s son dead on the high street.”

“Kitten, ‘tis not the point, and so thou knowst.  ‘Tis the company you keep...”

I blushed. “Whatever Father’s said to you—”

“He said thou hast been in the company of that scholar again, is what he said. That he’s been plying thee with gifts.”

“John Latimer is my friend, Mother.” I sighed. “He’s... he understands. He loaned me the book, only. Father took it. And I must give it back to Master Latimer.”

She took my shoulder again and turned me toward her, slowly shaking her head. “Things are said of him, Kittycat—”

“Things?”

I almost saw her adding up my age in her head, and her lips pressed thin before she finished her thought. “That it’s not natural for a young unmarried man to prefer the company of ‘prentice boys and students to courting a woman that could make a wife for him. That there are things in those Greek and Latin poets that— Well. People talk, that’s all.”

The Greek and Latin poets. Like Virgil. And Ovid. I loved Ovid—even in translation—though his poetry made me blush, and aye, I had some idea what Mother was talking around. And I knew things had been said of Ginger and me as well, and it was one reason we were no longer permitted one another’s company.

I wondered what had been in the book Father had taken. I wondered more how I would get it back. 

John’s book, and I had promised—promised!—to take care of it. “Mother,” I said, and put a hand over hers, “Master Latimer is a friend.” 

She stared me in the eye for a long time, and then she nodded and glanced at the floor. “Upstairs,” she said. “We’ll eat at eight if thy father’s home or no, and when he asks, I hided thee so I broke my wooden spoon across thy back. And take the babes from Moggy: she needs to come and help me pluck the hen.”

“I love you, Mother,” I said.

She shooed me up the stairs with her spoon.
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CHAPTER TWO
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MY MOTHER MIGHT ONCE have looked like my sister Mog. The thought unsettled me, for it meant that one day Mog might look like my mother, tired and swollen, her face pinched with years of marriage to a man like my father. Now, though, she merely looked exasperated and hot, Tabbey clinging to her skirts and Annie sitting in the window singing some wordless ditty, doubtless of her own devising.

Mog, too, had heard the news. If nothing else, she would have heard my father bellowing from two floors below. “Kit! Art thou mad?”

“Nay, Moglet,” I said and knelt to catch Tabbey in my arms. She giggled, and Mog made a face at me over her head. “‘Tis mad I’d be if I stayed another day under Croley’s mastership.”

“What wilt thou do?”

“There’s a scholarship open at King’s School. I could sit for it.”

“Kit. Father would never—”

“Let me worry about Father.”

“He’s already given thee a mouse,” she said, touching her own cheek. “Wilt push him ‘till he breaks thy neck?”

Better a live dog than a dead lion?  Well, perhaps. “Mother wants you to come pluck a hen.”

“For thou must learn a housewife’s skills,” Mog said, mimicking Mother’s sweet tones with cruel accuracy. “Thou shalt marry, Margaret, and—”

“For thy husband’s sake I must teach thee well,” I finished with her. We knew it as well as we knew our prayers. She started past me, and, remembering, I caught her sleeve. “Mog!”

“Kit,” she said warily.

“Wilt do me a favor?’

“What favor wouldst thou ask?” she said, her mouth pinching with suspicion, and I could not help remembering John telling me not to rush into anything. Mog did not rush, and would not be rushed, and sometimes I wanted to shake her for it. Aye, as Father shakes thee, and wilt thou behave so to those thou lov’st, Kittycat?

“I... I’m meeting someone tonight.”

Her eyebrows went up. “A girl?”

I blushed and cursed myself for it. But Mog much disliked Ginger, considering that he condescended to us—though I myself had never seen it—and her consent would be easier gained did she not know my errand was to him. “—Aye.”

If it had been Joan, she would have demanded to know whom I had pledged to meet. But I would not ask this favor of Joan.

“And thou wish’st me lie for thee, have I the right of it?”

“An thou wouldst.”

She rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Kit. An I do this for thee, what wilt do for me?”

“Mind the babies until supper?”

“Deal,” Mog said, turned smartly on her heel, and clattered away down the stairs. Where she went when she was free of our mother and sisters, she had never seen fit to tell me, and I tried not to guess, for Joan was bad enough. I would not let my father play Mog and myself off against each other.

“Kit, wilt tell us a story?” Annie had climbed out of the window-seat and was standing beside me, staring up beseechingly with eyes as big and blue as Mother’s.

“What, has Mog told you no stories this whole long day?”

Tabbey shook her head solemnly, all apple cheeks now, but instant misery when thwarted. Annie said, “Thy stories are better.”

I could not help laughing. “Very well then. I shall tell you a story of giants and knights. Will that please?”

“Oh, very much,” said Annie, as grave and regal as a queen, and I sat down with my small sisters, putting thoughts of Father and John, Ginger and the Mathews scholarship, and that cursed book out of my head. At least for the moment.
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THE GRASS ON THE FALLOW wheatfields ruffled in the moonlight. I’d read about waves on the sea in grammar school, in the worn Latin books we shared. Unda, undae. I wondered if they really looked like grass tossing in the wind, or if that was the poet’s conceit. It was some fifteen miles to Dover, and I resolved to walk it someday, though it seemed very far to me then.

The apple orchard lay beyond. The branches were still heavy with blossoms, although the scent had turned more wine than fruit and they drifted to earth with every breath of wind. Or the touch of a passing hand. I couldn’t resist, and soon damp petals covered my arms and hair as if the moonlight had gone solid and clung to my skin. 

The lightning-struck tree was an oak and not an apple. I don’t know why it was never cut, but it crouched, twisted but tenacious, on a little hill just above the apple trees. I reached up overhead and grabbed a branch with both hands, swinging until my feet left the ground and laughing out loud.

“Thy father will give thee a hiding for that too,” Ginger said, calling from the crown of the oak. “Especially if thou dost tear thy shirt.”

“Ginger.” The tree was easy to climb once I wiped slimy flower petals off my fingers. I could have done it one-handed. I got up beside him and settled down: one branch hung so we could sit face to face if I edged out the one over it and then swung down with one leg hanging on either side. “I got here. Mog said she’d make sure nobody noticed I was gone.” 

“Thy father did that?” He reached out and touched my cheek. I jerked my head back. It must have purpled up something wonderful for him to see it in the shadows under the oak’s big branches. “Over Croley?”

“Over Master Latimer,” I admitted, and turned my head to look up at the stars. A nightingale was singing not too far off, and I sighed. “He took the book John asked me to keep. I have to find it and get it back.”

“What was it?”

“Greek, John said.”

“Why’d he give it thee?”

I thought and shrugged, and started to say something clever but wound up with, “—don’t know. But it seemed important. And I promised.”

We fell into silence, listening to that nightingale and the whisper of the breeze through the tissue-thin spring leaves. “I have something for thee,” Ginger said at last, startling me so that I clutched the branch by my head. His voice was different, low and shy. I liked it.

“—for me?”

“It will help thee study for the scholarship,” he said. He drew something out of the breast of his shirt, where the leather jerkin would have held it close to his skin, and offered it to me. It was small, little bigger than the span of his hand.

I let go the steadying branch so I could take it with both hands. A book. An octavo volume, cut to one-eighth of a big master sheet of paper, just the size to hide in a pocket or inside a sleeve. I couldn’t tell the color of the binding in the moonlight, but it was inexpensive cloth, and dark. “Ginger, I can’t take this.”

“It’s Plutarch,” he said, as pleased as a cat in cream. “The new translation.”

“Plutarch? How did’st thou get this?” The cloth was rough and soft over the binding boards. It was new; I could smell ink and glue when I opened it, and the page edges hadn’t yet been cut. “I can’t—”

“Kittycat, hush,” he said. “Thou did’st get nothing of me for thy birthday these two months gone. And it was cheap—”

“Books are not cheap,” I answered, and tried to thrust it back at him. 

He caught my wrist in a hand already twice the size of my own. “It’s a misprint,” he said, and his smile showed white teeth behind the first down of auburn beard. “Not good enough for the scholars. But—”

But the most wonderful thing I could imagine, just then.

I will never know what possessed me. I had the amazing book in my left hand, my right braced on the branch between my knees. I reached up and caught his collar and pulled him forward enough so I could kiss him on the mouth.

It’s not the same as kissing your sisters. Not at all.

More like falling. No. More like falling backwards off of something high with your arms spread wide and your eyes closed and plunging toward the ground. And knowing—knowing—somebody is going to catch you.

He let me get away with it for a double handful of seconds before he pushed me back, and then he just looked at me with huge, worried eyes. I swallowed my heart back down my throat and suddenly realized what I had just done. Oh, Kittycat. If thou thoughtst Father beat thee before— “God. Ginger, I’m sorry. Just please don’t tell my father—”

“Do not thou tell mine,” he answered, and grinned. “I’m glad thou did’st like thy present.” And then he slipped out of the tree as lithe as a weasel, and vanished into the darkness. Whistling.

Devil take his soul.
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FATHER STILL WASN’T home when I slipped in the garden gate and shinned up the wall to Mog’s window. I knew, because a candle was burning in the shop, and I could see mother’s silhouette through the front window, rocking slowly over her knitting.

Mog heard me coming and threw the casement open. “Thank God, Kit. I thought thou hadst fallen in a ditch and died. Where were you?”

“Out,” I said and ducked the mock-punch she aimed at me.

She shut the window, and I checked to make sure my precious book had not fallen out of my shirt on the way up—for if Father should find it, truly I thought death in a ditch would be the better path.  I was about to ask Mog if she wanted to see the book—Mog had not my love of learning, but she was enough her mother’s daughter to appreciate books—when the door opened, and my second sister Joan stormed in.  Mog bit her head off twice daily for not knocking, but Joan never changed.

“Kit! I did not see thee come in here!”

“Close thine eyes, and shalt not see me leave, either.” I would not show my wonderful book to Mog with Joan in the room. “Night, Moggy.”

I slipped past Joan as Mog said resignedly, “What is’t, Joan?” and I heard Joan’s high, nagging voice—so like our mother’s but without the sweetness—start in on some complaint, doubtless more imagined than real, as most of Joan’s complaints were. Tabbey had that same spoilt willfulness. I thought to myself, though would never have dared to say out loud, that that was our father in them, like a canker in a rosebud. 

I wanted, desperately, to light a taper in my own room so that I might look at my book by a stronger and steadier light than that of the moon’s, but that was asking to be noticed, to be caught, to be beaten bloody. Father would burn the book if he ever found it; I knew that as I knew the feel of my own heartbeat, knew the taste of Ginger still on my lips.

And what wilt thou say when he asks who gave thee this present, Kittycat?

“I’ll lie.” I said it aloud, though very soft.

Aye? And what lie wilt thou tell and be believed?

I didn’t know. Better that the book not be found. Better by far.

My room wasn’t any bigger than Mog’s, a little closet under the eaves; she and I were lucky to have rooms of our own. Mine by virtue of being the only boy, and hers in pride of place as the eldest girl, although she’d probably have to share her bed with Tabbey once the new babe was born.

Anyone with as many sisters as I will have places to hide things. I had several, but the best was a spot under the rooftiles, not even visible from the floor. I wrapped the book carefully in my ‘prentice-robe, which someone had left, folded carefully, on my bed: a veiled reproach of the sort my mother excelled at. It would keep off the damp and the mice, and anyone who did happen to catch a glimpse of it up there might think that I had merely stuffed it in a chink to keep the wind out. My package fit snugly, and I got ready for bed with a small warm glow in my chest.

I lay under the covers with the back of my hand pressed against my mouth, remembering kissing Ginger over and over again until I fell asleep.
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I WAS WOKEN—WE WERE all woken—sometime after midnight by the sound of my father falling drunkenly up the steps. Tabbey and Annie started crying. I lay and tracked the familiar sounds: Mog and Joan going to the babies, my mother going to my father, Father swearing in a vile drunken slur. I thought I heard him say “Latimer" and became as still as a rabbit who scents a fox, but he was truly too drunk to stand, and Mother got him into their room before he could gather his muddled wits sufficiently to come after me.

In the morning, he would remember, and a vile head would not sweeten his temper, but that was the morning. I rolled over and tried without much success to sleep, comforted somewhat by the muffled sound of Joan singing Tabbey a lullaby.
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IT’S AS WELL MY SLEEP was restless, as I planned to be up and out of the house long before Father rose from his drunken slumber. Joan and Mog fed us porridge for breakfast; Mother was dozing after her long night. Joan mostly did the cooking, as that was yet another housewifely skill Mother could not get Mog to mind seriously. Mog spooned cooled oats into—and, frankly, on to—Tabbey, and I chivvied Annie, Nannie-goat as Mother called her, into eating something. Mostly Annie sulked and chewed on the doll Father had made her out of leather scraps, but I was happy just to keep most of her breakfast off the floor. I will never have children, I swore. Although if they were properly mine, there would also be a wife for the minding of them, I supposed. And then I caught myself pressing my lips together and thinking of Ginger, and Mog caught my eye just as I did it. My face went hot in an instant; I knew I blushed like a girl.

Master Croley’s older daughter used to tell me it was precious, God save me.

“Thinking about babies, Kit?” Mog said, too innocently.

“Thinking thou’lt have to share thy room when the next one comes,” I answered, glad I had a sharp reply ready for once.

“Not if it’s a boy,” she said. “Then thou’lt have a trundle at the foot of thy bed, and a little brother begging for a cup of water in the night.”

I blinked. I hadn’t even paused to consider that anything but another sister might be in the offing. It was an interesting idea.

And one that would have to wait. I needed to talk to Master Latimer, and perhaps to my old schoolmaster as well, and find out what was necessary to sit for the scholarship. Except I couldn’t go to John without his book—

Father had brought it here, upstairs to the kitchen: I hadn’t heard him climb more than one flight. I tried to remember if he’d had it in his hand when he’d come back down, and thought not. He could have pitched it into the fire, I thought for one very bad moment—but no, something as solid as a book wouldn’t have burned completely by the time I came to help Mother with the fire, and he hadn’t had time to tear the pages out.  And Mother would have rescued it, for she would no more be able to watch a book burn than I would be.

I pushed the bench back, looking around the kitchen in speculation. And then jumped to my feet as the floorboards creaked on the side of the upstairs closest to the front of the house, where Father and Mother slept. “I have to go,” I called to Mog as I climbed over the bench, trying not to kick Annie in passing. “Thank you for breakfast, Turtle.”

My tone perhaps wasn’t as kind as it might have been, and she hated Mother’s nickname for her. But she didn’t actually have to rap my skull with the bowl of her spoon when I went past.

I took the stairs three at a time and trotted through Father’s shop as quickly as I thought safe. Was that a new dent in the plaster to commemorate Father’s drunken lurching last night? I couldn’t be sure, not when there were so many of them.  I lifted the latch on the shop door, tugged it open, and—

Almost ran dead into the chest of Will Arnell, the Canterbury magistrate, who had paused on the landing to speak to the short, barrel-chested, stern-faced man half a step behind him. He startled and jerked around to face me, and I somehow managed not to slam the door on his beaklike nose. “Master John Marlowe’s ‘prentice?” he asked, eyebrows rising.

“No, sir.” Oh, Father. Not another brawl— “He hasn’t one, sir. I’m his son Christopher.”

“Ah.” There was something in his eyes that stiffened my spine. Pity? I didn’t like it. “Is thy father in, lad?”

I didn’t like him theeing me either, but there was not much I could do about it. I stood out of the way and let the magistrate into the house.

“May I ask your business, sir?” I said, trying to keep my tone and expression polite.

“My business is with thy father,” the magistrate said. “Canst fetch him?”

If I had been the cat my mother called me, my hackles would have been bristling. “My father is not well this morning, sir, and—”

“Thy father,” said the stern man, “was drunk as an owl last night and can half Canterbury testify as much. Fetch him.”

Had it been anyone but Magistrate Arnell, I should have told them I would see them in Hell before I ran about at their bidding. But Father had had too many run-ins with the law, especially these last months with Mother both increasing and ill. “Yes, sir,” I said through my teeth.

Mog and Joan were watching with the same wide-eyed expressions of fear as I came back up the stairs. Tabbey’s sticky fingers were clutching at Mog’s skirts, and Annie was no longer whining. We were John Marlowe’s children; we had learned to fear visitors at strange hours. “What is’t?” Joan said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“Magistrate Arnell,” I said. “And another man, I think one of the Watch, but I’m not sure. They want to talk to Father.”

“Of course they do,” Mog said, sighing, and tugged her skirts out of Tabbey’s grip. “He is wroth with thee still, Kit. I’ll go to fetch him. For it will do no good for them to hear his opinion of thee.”

“Should we wake Mother?” Joan said.

“Let her sleep,” I said. “I’ll keep the magistrate from coming in search of Father, but please, Mog-heart, hurry.”

She made a face at me, and left for our parents’ bedroom as I turned to go back down the stairs.

“Kit?”

I paused. “Joan?”

“Is it... dost think...?”

“They said he was drunk last night. Probably another brawl, or a broken window. Don’t fret, Joanie.”

We smiled at each other, although I am sure my effort was no more convincing than hers, and I returned to the workshop, where Magistrate Arnell and his companion were still standing just inside the door, as if they feared they might be dragged down and devoured by rats if they ventured further.

Or that they would be infected with plague or leprosy or pox.

“My father will be down soon,” I said, and the stern-faced man snorted, as if he scorned to call me liar to my face.

Were I a rat, I would bite thee and hope thou died of it, I thought.

I longed to slip past them into the bright morning, to go find John. But I felt as if I had MARLOWE’S SON branded across my forehead, and I dared not do anything that they would think suspicious or ill-bred. It was hard enough for my mother to hold her head up, between Father’s drunkenness, Mog’s hoyden ways, and my own propensity for falling into scrapes. I could not do more to bring down derision on her head. Not if Father had been brawling again.

We stood in awkward silence, Magistrate Arnell glowering at the stairs, the stern-faced man inspecting the workshop as if it were a pigsty, myself with my eyes fixed on the door, that I might not give either of them the glare I wished.

I knew not how Mog did it, but she got Father down the stairs in less time than I would have expected it to take her to get him out of bed. He was as red-eyed as a boar and nearly as unkempt, but he said, “Good morning, gentlemen,” without nearly the surliness he might have.

“John Marlowe,” said Magistrate Arnell, “you had a violent argument with the scholar John Latimer yesterday even, did you not?”

“Aye,” said my father resignedly.

“You said you would not have him sniffing round your son, and if you caught him again, you would wring his neck?”

I wished in futile passion to sink entirely through the floor.

“I may have said something of the sort.”

“And last night, did you not tell Master Oldham that you thought burning too good for a man like that?”

“I remember not. What is this?”

“John Latimer was pulled out of the River Stour this morning.”

I forgot my mortification and my fury. “Master Latimer! Is he all right?”

Magistrate Arnell’s expression was a mix of pity and disapproval. “Well, no, lad. He is dead. And I fear, Master Marlowe, that we must ask you what you know about it.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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THEY DIDN’T DRAG MY father off in chains that morning, but only because he went quietly. Joan must have kept Mother upstairs forcibly. I never saw either of them, but I did hear the creak and settle of wood that would be Mog eavesdropping from the top of the stairs. Just because she wouldn’t bear tales didn’t mean she didn’t like to stay well-informed. 

For me, I sat on the rickety stool in the hearth corner and chewed my hair, thready bits sticking between my teeth, and when the door closed behind Father and the magistrate I didn’t do what I should have at all.

If I were a dutiful son, I would go up those stairs and comfort my mother. If I were a dutiful brother, I would go up those stairs and be strong for my sisters.

If I were a dutiful son, I’d be at Master Croley’s of a morning, and not find out what had happened to Father until Joan came to fetch me home again. If, if, if. I could sit still no longer and began fretfully to pace. John Latimer was dead. Murdered, not drowned by accident, or Arnell wouldn’t have come for Father like that. And how could one drown in a tame little river like the Stour by accident? Even if the tide were running...

I stopped at the bottom of the stairs and looked up, not realizing that my hand pressed the bruise under my eye until the dull pain turned sharp. 

Moggy crouched on the landing like a cat, her shoulder against the wainscot, her head angled under the banister, her skirts draped between her knees showing how thin her petticoats were. “Kit,” she said. “What hast thou done?”

“Aye, it’s always Kit’s fault—” I bit my tongue.  Whether Mog was unfair or no, this was not the time to argue the point. “Moggy, I’ve done nothing.”

Her hand tightened on the banister. “Except get dismissed from your ‘prenticeship and send Father off in a rage—”

I closed my eyes. “I have to go, Mog.”

She stood up, tall and slim as a wand, and she looked down at me. I could hear Mother sobbing behind her, and Tabbey working up to a fine old tantrum. Mog shook her head and sighed. “Where did’st thou go last night?”

Oh, no. “I have to go, Mog. Look after Mother until I return.” And ignoring her calling after me, I bolted out the door and into the painfully bright air of morning.

#
[image: image]


I SPRINTED HALFWAY to John Latimer’s lodging before my wind broke and a stitch knotted my side. I kept running anyway, not stopping to think how I would make it into his rooms when I got there. Not stopping to think what I would do then. Simply, not stopping to think.

As it happened, the door was open. I stopped, panting, and stared appalled at the man crouched in front of John’s shelves.

“What are you doing?” I sounded as shrill as Tabbey in a temper.

He turned toward me, but did not rise. He was a strong-featured man, a few years younger than John, with cold eyes and a harsh, sneering mouth. “And who are you to be asking?”

“John’s friend.”

“Truly?” he said, pretending great surprise. “Well, I, too, am John’s friend, and I do not recall being introduced to you.”

The cruel arch of his brow reminded me that I was fifteen, the son of a drunken cobbler with no more than grammar school, skinny, shabby, and with a bruise under one eye that doubtless made me look like the worst kind of lout. I lowered my gaze, my face burning, and said, “I just heard of his death.”

“As did I, John’s friend. Now,” and he rose, unfolding a frightening length of leg to tower over me, “I know what I am doing, but I must wonder what brings thee here.”

“Thee" from him rankled even more than it had from Magistrate Arnell. “I would know your name, before I tell you anything,” I said, and thanked God that at least my voice did not waver.

“Would you?”

He moved with a speed I would not have expected from one so lanky, faster than Father, faster even than Mog. Before I knew what was happening, the door was closed, and I was up against it on my tiptoes, with the man’s hand in my collar and us close enough to kiss. I noticed, idiotically, that he wore an earring, a heavy gold ring such as I had heard London gallants affected. This man did not belong in Canterbury.

“My friend died last night, boy,” he said in a growl that I swear I felt vibrating in my skull. “My friend, John Latimer, who would not kick a dog if it bit him. I would know why he died and who it was that killed him, and if thou know’st anything—anything—” And he punctuated with a jerk at my collar that for a moment had my feet off the ground and me strangling against the bone of his knuckles— “thou wilt tell me, and thou wilt tell me now.” 

I was near to choking, and the glare in his eyes was anything but cold—hot as the fires of Hell, more like. I said, in a thin rasp, “They have accused my father.”

He let me go and stepped back, as if suddenly disgusted to touch me. His cuffs were ink-stained, I noticed. He wore a good green doublet, expensive, and the insides of his breeches were shiny with riding. I focused on details as I slid to the floor, my throat burning as I coughed. “Thy father. And who is—” A pause, and then a frightful slow correction, as if precision in language were of the utmost importance to this man, even in the face of murder. “And who was thy father to our friend, John Latimer?”

I could not tell if he knew, and was making sport of me, or if he genuinely wished me to tell him. I was frightened to assume mockery, and said, “John Marlowe. The cobbler. He... I... he did not approve my friendship with John—with Master Latimer.”

“And for that he murdered him?”

“He has a violent temper, especially in his cups,” I said and could not quite keep my hand from going up to touch the bruise on my face.

The young man seemed to consider for a moment, then he snarled, “No. No! It makes no sense. If a drunken cobbler murdered John, then where is that damnable book?”

Book. The cold started in my toes and fingertips and swelled to freeze me entire as I remembered the book John had given me. I should hate for anything to happen to it in the merry-making, John had said. And that... merry-making... had ended in his death. Was this the visitor John had been expecting? He could call himself John’s friend, but I had no proof of that. I had no proof even that he had not murdered John himself, only to discover that he could not find the book.

But if he had murdered John, then my father was innocent. And if my father had done it, then this tall stranger with the gold earring and the grip like iron bands most certainly had not...

Blessed Christ, let me out of this room. I stood up slowly and felt for the latch. The young man, ignoring me, had returned to his investigation of the shelves, muttering blasphemously under his breath. Slowly, trembling, I eased the door open, then bolted around it and down the stairs; the young man’s angry and surprised shout followed me, but I did not wait to understand the words.

Instead, I ran like a hare, expecting him in yelping pursuit and some passerby to tackle me. But save that one startled outcry, he let me go. I ran myself gasping to elude a pursuit that wasn’t there. 

And then I thought, God’s wounds, he knows my father’s name. He can discover where I live.

Of course he doesn’t have to chase me.

Mog met me at the garden gate with a basket full of spring onions over her arm and a black look in her eye that might have cowed Arnell the magistrate. Indeed, I resolved at that moment to let her have the handling of him when next he arrived.

“Christopher Marlowe,” she said, in that low voice that presaged only suffering, “where on God’s earth hast thou been?”

“Latimer’s room,” I answered, too startled to lie, and then remembering what she had asked as I was leaving and adding another peril to the lengthening list. “Moggy, if anyone comes looking for me—”

“And why should they come looking for thee, young Master Marlowe, if thou hadst been where thou wert intended?”

Oh, she sounded exactly like Mother when she spoke that way. “Mog, thou must tell them that thou and I played draughts in the room all yesternight, until we went to bed.” It’s not for me, I prayed hopelessly, willing my sister to trust me just this once. It’s not for me. It’s for Ginger.

She tapped the handle of her basket with sharp fingernails and pursed her lips at me. “And where wert thou really? And don’t think thou canst lie to me, Kit. I’ll see it in thine eyes—” 

“In the orchard. With a friend. And I can prove it.” I could, too, I realized. I could show her the book I had meant to show her the night before, and she would know there was nowhere else I could have gotten it. My heaving breath slowed a little at the thought.

She studied my face carefully, and then reached out and took my elbow between her fingertips as if she were a great lady and I a prince leading her into court. “A friend in the orchard,” she said, and shook her head. “Kittycat, be thou careful. We’ll have Joan for a hasty marriage in this family, the way she carries on. I’ll not see thee taken the same way, by some trollop without the wit to know a man worth waiting for—”

I must have blushed to the roots of my hair, because she stopped just inside the doorway and her frown deepened. 

“I thought so,” she said. “What’s her name, then?”

And I tried to say seven things all at once and tripped on each of them, finally settling on, “It’s not like that.”

“No?” She left the onions on father’s workbench and chased me up the stairs. “What is it like, then?” Her voice lower now, when we walked past the kitchen. A distinct silence within told me no-one was at work there. 

“Just a kiss,” I said, praying God she would not ask me for a name again. “One kiss. A chaste one, at that. I want to go to school, Mog. And there’s enough brats in this household—”

She did laugh at that, and patted my shoulder as she climbed behind me. “There is, at that. All right, show me your proof, then—”

I paused by the door of my little room and murmured, “Where’s Mother?”

“Abed. And I’ll see she stays there. Joan’s at the gaol, bringing Father somewhat for supper. Mistress Browning across the court took Anne and Tabbey.”

“Small mercies—” I opened the door and let her into my room. “Mog, dost know where that book father took from me yesterday might be?”

“I’m sure I don’t,” she said primly. It made me want to yank her braid, but I restrained myself somehow and instead climbed up under the eaves and brought down the—thank you, God—undisturbed package of Ginger’s gift. And I gave it to Mog to open.

In the light, I could see that the binding was red. Not berry red, but the dark color of burgundy. She ran her fingers over it, and frowned. “Plutarch,” she read, lifting the cover to investigate the flyleaf. “This is proof?”

“My friend gave it me last night.”

“Kit.” Disappointed. “Could’st have had this for months. From thy Master Latimer, even, or that snottish Puritan schoolboy friend of thine—”

It was hard, but today was not the day to argue Ginger’s merits with my sister. “That’s where you’re wrong, Mog. Look, this year’s printing.” I showed her, and she nodded reluctantly. “And I haven’t even had it long enough to cut the pages. I haven’t read a word.”

“Oh,” she said, and checked to see that it was as I had indicated. She ran a thumb over the folded paper and frowned, and then she nodded one more time. “You’d never leave a book unread for an instant. You must be telling the truth.” Firmly, she gave me back the book and the ‘prentice robe, and watched as I climbed the bedframe to hide them again. “That’s a good place.”

“Don’t tell Joan,” I said, “and I’ll let you hide your needle-book there.”

She grinned. Joan was always losing needles, and often the needles she lost were not her own. “It’s a bargain,” she said. “Now what about this book of Master Latimer’s?”

I swallowed, and told her about the lanky dark-haired man, and every word he’d said, as close as I could remember it. “—so I think the book has to do with who killed J—who killed Master Latimer.”

She looked at me a moment in meditative silence.  “I’m glad there’s a girl. They’ve been saying the most awful things, Kit. Thou can’st not imagine—”

Oh, I could imagine very well. I swallowed. “Wilt help me find Master Latimer’s book? For I’m sure it’s not safe to have it here—”

She nodded, and clapped me on the arm as I stepped down from the footboard. “Be careful, Kittycat.”

“Why start now?” I answered. “Can you keep Mother distracted while I search downstairs for John’s book?”

“Of course.” 

Which would have worked splendidly, no doubt, if Mother hadn’t been waiting in the hallway, with that expression on her face that she gets when she knows there’s mischief afoot, and she means to put a stop to it.

“Christopher,” she said, and my heart sank. Mother’s fondness for nicknames is a plague to all of us: Kittycat, Moggy, Turtle, Nannie-goat, Tabbey whose Christian name is Dorothy but does no one call her by it, not even the priest who christened her. Our proper names are rarely heard from Mother’s lips, and always a sign of trouble.

“Mother,” I said, “thou’rt not well. Shouldst be in bed.”

It was a feeble ploy, and I did not need Mog’s sharp elbow in my ribs to tell me so.

“I am not yet in my grave,” Mother said. “Nor am I blind, nor deaf.” She looked past me at Mog. “Mog, my heart...”

“I need to scrub the kitchen table,” Mog agreed, treacherously deserting me and escaping down the stairs.

“Now, Christopher,” Mother said and marched me back whence I had come.

She sat on the bed, and I was glad of it. Feeble ploy or no, she did not look well. Her face was ashen and puffy and she moved as if carrying twice her years. I hoped the child within her would be strong, healthy, not another Marlowe gone from cradle to churchyard as the four babies between Joan and Annie had.

She tilted her head back to look me in the eye. “Kitten, thou’rt the man of the house now.”

I had to bite the inside of my lip to keep from laughing in shock. I wasn’t fit for such a role, and she knew it.  But what I said was, “Yes, Mother.”

“We need thee, Kitten. We need thee here.”

“Mother, I had to—”

“Don’t. I know thee, my Kittycat. I know thou hast always a reason, an excuse, a tale to spin. And I care not, but tell thee again: we need thee here.”

“Dost think Father killed Master Latimer?”

Her eyes widened, and I realized too late how brutal I had sounded. “Mother, I beg pardon. But, truly, dost thou think him guilty?”

“I think he has no friends in this town, save the sots at the White Boar. I think that he was drunk enough last night for any mischief and no memory of it with the dawn. And I think my daughters need to see that not all men are like him, Kitten.”

“Mother, I...”

“Thou canst not go larking like a boy now. Thou hast responsibilities. Thou hast a family.”

“John Latimer was my friend.” My eyes stung when I realized what I’d said. Was my friend. Like the strange young man in John’s rooms who had so carefully corrected himself.

John and his coxcomb hair and his lopsided, hesitant grin were a thing of the past. And so were any hopes I had had of bettering myself. Who will teach me Greek now? I blushed for shame, glad I had not said such a selfish thing out loud. 

“Aye, so thou sayest. But thy friendship cannot lead him out of the grave, go where thou wilt and run as fast as a deer.”

“Mother, that book—”

“Christopher. I wish no more nonsense of books from thee. There are six people in this house, a seventh on its way to join us.” She touched her swollen belly, as if she caressed the child within it. “How are we to put bread on the table for them?”

“But surely Father won’t—”

“Mayhap.” She began to stand up, and I moved quickly to help her. “But, Kittycat, hear me. Thou canst not shut thine eyes and trust that all will be well. Thy father stands accused of murder, and he may very well hang for it. We have some little money, but it will not last long, and when it is gone...” She broke off, hand to her side with a wince as the baby kicked. “Thy sisters need thee. John Latimer, God rest his soul, does not. Dost understand?”

“Yes, Mother.”

“Then you and Moggy go to bring the girls home. I’ll not be beholden where there’s no need.”

“Yes, Mother.”

What else was there to say?
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CHAPTER FOUR
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I DID OBEY MY MOTHER to the finest point. Mog and I fetched the babies home for supper, and Mog set a plate by the hearth to keep warm for Joan. I rather imagined Joan would use keeping Father company as an excuse to be in late, and I was right, but even she wasn’t bold enough to stay out past sunset. I saw her come in because I was downstairs in the shop, tending to whatever chores of the cobbler’s trade I understood enough to complete.

If Father’s executed, I thought, at least Mother could marry again. I wondered if there was a man in Canterbury who would take on a tired widow and six of another man’s brats for the dowry of a cobbler’s shop, and what it would mean to Moggy and Joan if he did. Surely not much of a marriage portion—

And then it struck me that I was writing my own father’s death-warrant, and I had the decency at least to cover my face with my hands. Father was right: I was a bad son, disloyal, and unwilling to bend my neck for the good of the family.

As if he ever put his family first—

Hush, you. I stood with both hands on his bench, arguing with myself so intently that I never heard Joan come up behind me. I yelped like a child when she laid her hands on my arm. “Penny for thy thoughts,” she said, and there was almost sweetness in it.

Too much sweetness. I reached up and plucked a bit of grass from her ash-blonde hair. “Joanie, thou must have more of a care who thou dost let call thee turtle-dove—”

She sighed and tilted her head. “At least an he marries me, I’ll have a hearth of my own and a fire to sit beside. It won’t be the poorhouse for me.”

“Joan!”

But she cut me off with a toss of her hair even as I reached out and caught the sleeve of her smock where it showed under her dress. “And how dost thou justify thy high-and-mighty, brother, when I hear thee sneaking in Mog’s window at ten of the clock?”

“That’s different.”

Her eyes were grey on either side of the fine high arch of her nose, and they flashed with a wrath very like Mother’s as she shoved me aside. “Because thou art a lad?” A sneer, and she stepped away. “Aye, it’s always different for a lad. At least thou can’st prentice or claw thy way into a school. Or run off for a tinker or a player, an it moves thee. What way have I out of this house but a man?”

She waited a long time, staring at me, and then sighed and turned and flounced away. It wasn’t until much later, lying in my bed sleepless and staring at the ceiling, that I realized that she might actually have thought I could answer her.

And that it pained me that I could not.

I tried to distract myself with thoughts of Ginger, failing utterly when I realized that I hadn’t heard from him since the night before. What if he was angry? What if he was shocked? He hadn’t pushed me away, but that could have been for fear of falling as much as from desire to be kissed—

—What if he hates me now?

I must have slept a little, because I remember dreaming of John Latimer reaching up at me through drifts of water weed. I called his name, stretching through the current as mud and water filled my mouth. The weeds were slimy between my fingers, and I couldn’t get to him no matter how hard I swam.

I woke again, and lay very still in darkness. I heard nothing: a scratching in the walls, but that was mice, and that other sound was Mother snoring exhaustedly as she did when she was heavily pregnant. She’d be delivered by May, I thought, and hoped it went more easily this time than last. Thou’rt the man of the family now. There would have to be a midwife, I supposed, and—

What did I know of such things? “God,” I prayed into the darkness. “Help me. Help me prove Father innocent, and get me into King’s School, and I swear I’ll—” I paused, unable to think of a dire enough promise. Long moments, and then inspiration struck. “I’ll be a priest. I will. Just help me do this thing.”

I lay for a little while and listened, but the only answer was the mice in the walls and Mother weeping in her sleep. And then I remembered. The man in John Latimer’s rooms had talked of a damnable book. John’s book. And if he could not find it, then it seemed terribly likely that it was the book John had given to me. The one that Father must have hidden somewhere, or given Mother to hide. And the strange man had spoken of John as one who loved him, in grief and rage—would not kick a dog that bit him. Surely that was not how a murderer would speak of his victim. And that man hadn’t believed that Father had killed John. He had thought that there was something else. A reason. Some reason for John Latimer’s murder.

But he didn’t know that John had been working on a translation.

What if the translation were still in John’s room?

I rose from the rustling strawtick in darkness, hunching my blankets so that if someone glanced in they might mistake the shape for a body under the covers. I found my shoes and eased the door open an inch at a time, and then I crept down the stairs, keeping my feet close to the wall, so the treads wouldn’t creak under my weight.

I went out through the garden and padded through the darkness to John Latimer’s lodgings. There was a light showing, and when I opened the door, I found the young man sprawled asleep across John’s table.

He woke on the instant, but his head dropped back to the table when he saw me. “Oh. ‘Tis you. What do you want?”

My idea seemed foolish, but I had come all this way through the dark, and I could not rid myself of Mother’s voice: Kitten, thou’rt the man of the house now. I said hesitantly, almost timidly, “I... I did speak to John. Yesterday. The day before, I mean,” for it was now well past midnight.

“Aye?” said the young man, going so far as to prop his cheek on one fist the better to glower at me.

“He said he was expecting someone.”

“Aye. That would be me.”

“Oh.” Oh, I had been wrong, I had been stupid. John had been right about me and my curiosity and my rushing into things and how it was going to get me killed. “Nought, then. Nought but a maggot. I beg pardon for disturbing you.” And I clawed the door open and bolted down the stairs again.

“Boy!” the young man shouted after me. “Boy, for the love of Christ—”

I had nearly confessed John’s secret to his murderer. My head was throbbing with it, with the panicked confusion of not knowing what to do. Who should I tell? Who could I tell, that John Latimer’s murderer was in his room, searching his things? Would Magistrate Arnell listen to me? I could not pretend, even to myself, that I had a likely tale to tell, but I could not think of anyone else I could speak to, anyone else I could trust.

Canterbury’s streets were deserted at this hour—whatever hour it was.  I turned when I heard the scuff of a shoe against cobbles, but I was too late.  The man was already out of the doorway, his arm like an iron bar around my throat, hot breath against the side of my face, and the reek of sweat.

I couldn’t even make a noise; I just clawed and scrabbled uselessly at his arm. I had done more than my share of brawling, but only against boys my own age. This was a man full-grown, and for that one horrible moment I knew that if he wanted me dead, they would be burying me beside my two little brothers, for I could not breathe, I could not get my feet planted—I certainly could not make the least impression on the arm that crushed my windpipe.

And then a heavy body crashed into both of us, and we fell, me mostly underneath. My attacker was up again in a second, and running, while I lay and panted, my whole body heaving like a blacksmith’s bellows.

Someone else knelt beside me. “Lad?”

I thrashed feebly away from the hand that touched my shoulder, sure that he’d decided to finish the job with a knife.

“Don’t be an idiot,” and before I recognized anything else, I recognized the abrasive tone of the young man from John Latimer’s room. “Art hurt?”

“I...” I coughed rackingly, and the young man helped me to sit, his hands unexpectedly gentle. “I thought he would kill me.”

And I thought he was you.

“I’m sure he thought it, too. Canst walk?”

“Aye,” I said. “I’m fine.”

“No, you aren’t. But you can make it back to John’s room, and we can see how badly thou’rt hurt.”

He hauled me to my feet as if I were a child no bigger than Annie. I’sooth, he had to drag me the half-block back to John’s room, for my legs were no reliable support. At the foot of the stairs, he stopped, gave that impatient snort I was already learning to hate, and swung me up in his arms like a father carrying a child to bed.

“I can manage!” I protested.

“You are an idiot. I’ll not have you fainting on the stairs and me left to explain to John’s landlady. I’ve already taken enough grief over his reputation.”

I wanted to protest that, too, but by then we were in John’s room and the young man was dumping me on John’s narrow bed, kicking the door shut behind him.

He turned to bar it, lit more candles, and examined me critically. “‘Tis a rare set of bruises you’re collecting, but I see no blood and am inclined to believe thou wilt live. Now wilt thou at last and for the love of God and all His angels tell me thy name?”

He had saved me instead of killing me, when he could as easily have done the one as the other. “Christopher Marlowe,” I said in a small voice. “Kit, most people call me.”

“Well, Kit, my name is Thomas Watson. Tom. And I begin to believe that you were indeed a friend of John’s. Tell me, why did you turn and run like the Fiend was after you when I said John had been expecting me?”

“Will you swear to me that you did not kill him?”

“Me? Kill John?” But he must have seen in my face that I was serious, for he said, “I swear, by God’s wounds and most precious blood, that I did not kill John Latimer.”

“I thought the man he was expecting must have been the man who killed him.”

His lips curved, just a little. “‘Tis not bad reasoning. But why such suspicion of John’s visitors?”

“Because of the book.”

Tom Watson seemed to stiffen and expand, like a porpentine raising its quills. “The book? What book?”

“The book that John gave me for safe-keeping.”

He closed his eyes for a moment, and his hands clenched until his knuckles turned white. “And here I have been this great long while, giving myself cramps in every muscle, straining my eyes to the point I misdoubt I shall ever be able to walk out in the sun again, and you don’t think to mention to me that John gave you a book?”

“How could I know I could trust you? And why is this book so important?”

He gave me a slow, thoughtful, considering look that made me feel like a chicken on a spit. “And how do I know I can trust you?”

“You have to,” I answered promptly. “Besides, I’m not the one acting like a murderer.”

“Acting like a murderer, am I?” But he laughed, and rested both hands on the table behind him, with all his weight on them. I glanced around the candlelit room; he’d rummaged everything that I could see, but I noticed he’d done it with care and the books were piled methodically on tables and chairs, never heaped upon the floor. “Kit, do you know who Mary Queen of Scots is?”

“The pretender to the throne of England,” I answered promptly. “I’m not a child—”

“No, I’d not make that mistake twice with thee. But your grasp of politics is not yet complicated, I’ll warrant. What’s your Father’s religion, then? Puritan?”

This time I did laugh out loud, but Master Watson didn’t seem offended. “Protestant, of course.” And then, to make it real, I said, “I’m going to study for a priest. An Anglican.”

“Ah,” he said. His eyes glittered with that mockery, but I sensed for once that it was turned on himself. “I’m a divinity student at Oxford myself when I’m not haring about the countryside on Queen’s business. John was your tutor then?”

“John was my friend. What does my father’s religion have to do with anything?”

His fingers tapped restlessly, raising little puffs of disturbed dust. “Queen Mary has English supporters. Her cursed Marianists. Catholics who would see her on the throne because she is Catholic.”

“But Queen Elizabeth would have to be dead—” He nodded, and I stopped with the words swelling my throat. Oh. “You’re not saying John—Master Latimer—was one of these men?”

He raised an eyebrow and countered, “Who tried to kill you tonight?”

“When we’re done with twenty questions, shall we play at mumblety-peg?”

He laughed. “Sharp lad. I take it you don’t know then? What about your father? Did you get a look at the warrant when the constable came for him?”

Warrant. “It wasn’t a matter for a warrant,” I said. “Just a matter of two men seen arguing violently and the next morning the smaller and soberer turns up in the river. It was the Watch came for Father, and the Magistrate with them.”

“Here, for my goodwill—canst keep a secret, Kit?”

“Better than most.”

He must have heard something behind that, for he looked me dead in the eye, very considering, before he continued. “John was one of ours, and he was keeping a book for me. A Greek book. Octavo, a green binding. Euripides.”

“I have it. Well, I think I have it.”

“What do you mean, you think you have it?”

“I don’t know! I’ve never gotten a good look!” That eyebrow went up, not quite condescending and not quite annoyed, and I sighed. This was not going well at all. “Master Watson—”

“Tom.”

Which gave me pause. But, “Tom.” I coughed, my throat still sore with the throttling. “I don’t read Greek much. And my father took it before I could look at it—”

“Don’t read Greek much?”

“At all. John was—John was going to teach me.” A harsh admission, and I looked down at the floor, expecting laughter. 

But his voice was considering. “Fifteen? Fourteen?”

“Aye.”

“And doesn’t read Greek. And the son of a cobbler with a violent temper.”

“Aye.”

“Oldest son?”

“Only son.” I hadn’t realized before how futile it was, until I came right out and said it. There was no way. I might as well return Ginger’s book and go on my knees back to Croley, who probably wouldn’t take me, but it might amuse him to be begged.

Across the room, Tom Watson cleared his throat. “And he’s going to be a priest.”

“If God wills it,” was all I could manage.

“Damme, boy.” It still wasn’t mockery, quite, and I dared to lift my eyes to see him shaking his head, as if in consternation at being confronted with a talking fowl or a horse that boxed. “Damme. You might just.”

“Might just what?”

“Make a priest,” he said. “Do you like poetry?”

I nodded, feeling very small and confused.

“They always do.” A grin. He came up by me and tousled my hair in passing, and unbarred the door. “Well, come show me this book, then, Kit Marlowe—”

“Well,” I said, standing up but not yet ready to trust this sudden, unexpected camaraderie. “You see, that’s the problem, Tom—”

“Christ’s wounds. What now?”

“I did tell you. My father took it from me.”

“And?” He caught my arm and said, perfectly levelly, “If thou tellst me thy father has burned it, I will finish the job our friend started tonight.”

“No.” I pulled away, and he let me. “But he hid it. And I don’t know where.”

“Canst find it?”

“I think so, but...”

He waited.

“My father is in gaol.”

“Aye, for John’s murder.”

“I am his only son.”

“So you did tell me.”

I swallowed hard. “My mother is increasing. And I have four younger sisters already. And my mother... my mother says I must be the man of the house. And she thinks Father is guilty.”

“I feel sure,” Tom Watson said, that damnable eyebrow going up again, “that there is a purpose to these confidences, but I confess I cannot find it.”

I took a deep breath and then just blurted it out: “Tom, you’re a Queen’s man, aren’t you? An agent of the crown? Can’t you go to the magistrate and tell him you know Father’s innocent? They’d release him if you said to.”

Tom stared at me for three crashing heartbeats and then burst out laughing. “I must beware, or thou’lt give me a swelled head. Kit, I am not nearly so important a man as you think me. An errand boy, nothing more.”

My face was burning, but I stared mulishly at his shoes and said, “But you believe Father is innocent.”

“I don’t believe John died in a brawl with a cobbler, no.”

“But Magistrate Arnell does. Everyone in Canterbury does. And if I must be the man of the household, as my mother says, I do not think I will be able to find John’s book.”

I wondered if the threat was too veiled, but he blinked once, slowly. My heart was hammering in my ears. I half-expected him to do as he had threatened and strangle me. And I am not sure the thought did not cross his mind. But after an ominous pause, he said, “You drive a hard bargain, Kit Marlowe.”

“For myself, I would dance at his hanging. But my mother...”

“Peace, Kit. I do not fault thee. In the morning, I will use what influence I can with your worthy magistrate. And you will find me my Euripides.”

“Yes, Tom.”

He grinned crookedly back at me, and we shook hands.

“Then let me walk you home, that you be not assaulted a second time. John would be most wroth with me an I let you come to harm.” His grin went even crookeder, and I pretended not to notice the sudden bright sorrow of his eyes.

But it was at that moment that I lost my suspicion of Tom Watson.

#
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MY OWN EYES FELT AS if they had been glossed lightly with fine sandpaper, and my face was hot when I pressed my hands into it. But the house was dark, still, and there was no sign of motion from upstairs as I crept into the kitchen. Mother, or Mog as likely, had banked the coals well. I blew up a flame on a bit of kindling and lit a drippy tallow candle, careful to keep it away from the shutters and the stairs lest the light should be seen from the street.

If I were Father, and in a hurry, where would I hide a book?

It wasn’t a big thing, a book. Small enough to slide behind wainscoting or under a floorboard. Sturdy enough to—

Ah. But if I were Father, and in a hurry, I wouldn’t hide a book at all. I would burn it. And I was as sure as I could be that he hadn’t burned it. Hadn’t had time. And he hadn’t had it in his hand when he came back down the stairs on the way to his ill-fated meeting with Master Latimer.

So in the cold light of logic, he hadn’t hidden it at all.

Mother had. So that I’d have no excuse to take it back to John, and so that Father wouldn’t come home half-drunk, sight the offending object, and fly into a rage all over again. And Mother would hold her own hand over the cooking grate sooner than burn a book.

I turned slowly, the candle spattering tallow on the backs of my fingers, and sighed. It couldn’t have been anywhere too clever. She had perhaps a few seconds between Father’s headlong descent of the stairs and her own summoning of me, and she had been at the table—

—up to her arms in flour.

I grinned, and started looking for smudges in unlikely places. Which was a clever thought, if I do say so myself, and which netted me exactly nothing. I lifted the lid on each pot and I looked in the proofing-box by the hearth, where bread might rise free of drafts. There was nothing but a leftover loaf there, and I was reduced very shortly to crawling about on my hands and knees, inspecting the underside of the table and testing each floorboard to see if any might be loose. I clambered up on the tabletop and stretched on tiptoe to see the topside of the ceiling beams—finding nothing but splinters, spiders, and sneezes for my trouble—and I searched the pantry from top to bottom. The bin for oats and the one for wheatberries were locked, and the keys hung on Mother’s belt, but I didn’t think she would have had time to slip either lock and toss the book inside.

And then it occurred to me that I had not seen the oiled linen wrapping when I came up the stairs either, and Father had taken that with him when he stormed away.

Which meant perhaps Mother had used it to protect the book, wherever she had hidden it. But even that brilliant piece of logic did not get me any closer to finding what I sought.

I bit my lip and sat down on the pantry floor, ready to admit defeat. Perhaps if Father was returned to us in the morning, and I threw myself on Mother’s mercy—no. T’was useless, for when she made a decision she had no mercy.

Baking, I thought, and went to look in the proofing-box near the hearth one more time. But there was nothing within but that lone browned loaf, doubtless saved for Tabbey and Anne’s breakfast—

“Now why,” I said out loud, staring at that oh-so-innocent loaf of bread, “would you put an already-baked loaf back in the proofing-box? Unless this is some detail of housewifery of which I am unaware—”

I set the candle on the floor beside the hearth and reached into the box to lift the loaf of bread. It was strangely heavy, and I knew before I tore it open what I would find within. Still safe, unscorched, protected from the heat of the oven by the thick dough surrounding it and from the moisture of that dough by the layers of oiled linen in which John Latimer had swaddled it so carefully—

Tom Watson’s Euripides.

I burned the crumbs in the hearth and brought another loaf from the pantry to conceal what I had done, and slept that night with the slender volume—the price of my freedom—clutched against my chest, under the covers.
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CHAPTER FIVE
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I WAS DREAMING OF BEING kissed by Euripides when Mog’s voice penetrated: “Kit, I swear that if thou dost not rise upon this instant, I shall set Tabbey on thee.”

“Umph, wha—” I managed, then realizing in a panic that I still clutched the book, rolled over like a foundering horse and thrust it down into the bed-clothes. “Mog, what art doing in my room?” My assumption of outraged dignity would perhaps have been more effective if my voice had not squeaked on the last word.

Mog stood in the middle of the room, hands on hips, and glowered at me. “Thou hast been called to breakfast three times and neither sound or sight of thee have we had. So Mother sent me to fetch thee. Or wouldst prefer Tabbey?”

“No, no, I thank thee, Moglet. Thou art a paragon among sisters. Now wilt leave that I may get dressed?”

“Hast grown a tail overnight that thou needs must hide?” I was not the only one of Katherine Marlowe’s children afflicted with insatiable curiosity. The sparrow-like lean to Mog’s head told me she’d scented a secret and was hot in pursuit.

“Out!”

She paused a moment, clearly debating the matter, but then we heard Annie’s unmistakable shriek from the kitchen, quickly followed by a shout of dismay from Joan, a wail from Tabbey, and a whoop of laughter from Mother. Mog whisked out with only a glare over her shoulder to tell me she would not forget.

As soon as the door closed behind her, I dove after the Euripides, breathing a sigh of relief when I saw the pages were undamaged. I dragged my clothes on, considering ways and means of getting out of the house, getting the book to Tom, convincing my mother that I did not have to go crawling back to Croley just yet. Was the book small enough to hide beneath my shirt? I thought it was, and that was of a certainty safer than leaving it anywhere in my room.

I was standing, hesitating, the book in my hand, when I heard the hated and familiar sound of the front door banging open. It was like ice-water down my back; I had the book stuffed into my shirt and was myself halfway down the stairs before I even had a coherent thought: I never reckoned Tom would be so quick.

“Katherine!” My father’s voice, and though you might think a man released from gaol would be in a sunny humor, with my father it was otherwise. It seemed he’d been saving all the wrath he’d not shown to Magistrate Arnell and the Watch—aye, indeed, saving it, as he always did, for us.

I was just far enough down the stairs to see my mother’s white face, the grim lines around her mouth. And then she said, “John!” as sweetly and naturally as any courting girl and moved just far enough toward the stairs to block my father’s view of me scrambling into the kitchen. I slid into place beside Annie, the Euripides butting against my ribs like a fractious goat, and joined my sisters in staring with wide-eyed, innocent consternation at our unkempt and unshaven father as he came up into the kitchen, red-faced, furious, and snorting like a bull.

He cast a jaundiced eye over the lot of us, gaze lingering longest on me. I ducked my head so my hair would fall across my bruised cheek, lest the purpling be mistaken for a ploy for sympathy, and applied myself to the bread and butter Mog slid under my nose although my throat was so dry I could barely swallow.

Mother said, without a quaver, “John, thou’rt home. Is... ?”

“Our Christopher has friends in high places, it seems,” Father said. I put the bread down in a hurry because my hands were starting to shake and I did not want him to see.

Through my hair, I saw Mother’s frown. “What mean’st thou? Kit, what is this?”

Oh a fool I was. A fool and twice a fool for not thinking that there would needs be some explanation of Tom’s intervention. Thou art not in a child’s tale, Kittycat, and thou wouldst do well to remember it. I said, “Not my friend. A friend of... of Master Latimer’s.”

“Who just happens,” Father said, his voice rich and poisonous with sarcasm, “to know about my five starving children and pregnant wife? Was your Master Latimer much given to gossiping about my affairs with his friends, Christopher?”

Duly noted for the future, and pray God it may matter to me: Tom Watson has no tact.

I said, and my voice was shaking, “Father, I know thou didst not kill John.”

The silence in the kitchen was thick enough to slice and butter. “Dost thou, Kit?” said Father. “And how dost thou know what in sooth I know not?”

“John!”

“Peace, Katherine. I am told by my son that I have not killed Master Latimer, and perforce I must believe him. But, truly, Kit, how dost thou know?”

I hated him in this mood, even more than when he was drunk. Another day, a different conflict, I might have told him, simply to be free of his relentless savagery, no matter what the punishment. But I did not have to be told that Tom Watson’s work against the supporters of Scottish Mary was not something to be blurted out to the family, just to save myself a hiding. “Father, I cannot tell thee.”

“Aye, I rather thought thou wouldst not.” I was startled by his tone into looking at his face, and the satisfaction I saw there made me want to crawl under the table. He had read something out of my words I had not put in them, and I feared even to guess what it might be. The Euripides, pressed against my stomach, seemed almost to burn. “Christopher, I would speak with thee alone.”

“Yes, Father.” I followed him back down the stairs, locking my hands to keep them from trembling.

Father leaned against his bench and said, “To be sure, ‘tis the strangest morning I have ever spent, to be called into a room with Magistrate Arnell and a saucy pup I know not—and not a soul else, my Christopher, marvel on that—and be told that on this pup’s word, I am to be released back to my family, for their need is great and the pup has pledged to stand surety that I will not run. And when I ask, as any man might ask, who this pup is and why he interests himself in my affairs, he says only that he is a friend of my son’s, as if ‘twere a thing not worth the commenting.”

“Father, I can—”

“Hold thy tongue.” He looked at me in long silence, and I pressed back against the stairs and prayed for I knew not what.

At length, he said, quietly, “Didst thou kill this man, Christopher?”

The words made so little sense that for a moment I thought, truly, that I had been struck with a brain-storm. “What? Father... how canst say that? Thou know’st John was my friend.”

“Aye. Such a friend that he gave thee costly presents. And I ask myself, Christopher, what kind of friendship there can be between a scholar and a gutter-rat such as thyself that leads to gift-giving and the passion thou hast shown in his defense a double-dozen times. An thou killed him, Christopher, I shall understand, and we will not speak on it again.”

Father thought... Father thought... I jammed one fist against my mouth to keep the hysterical giggles pent within. “Father, I suh—I swear to you that my friendship with John was not of that... that nature, and I did not kill him.”

His stare, red-eyed and sullen, was unreadable. But at length he said, “Thou’lt keep thine own counsel, as thou always dost. But I’ll not have thee dragging thy mother after thee.”

“I won’t.”

“Thou hast thy mother twisted round thy finger, and I know it as well as thou dost. But I’ll not be taken in, and thou, boy, wilt not be going out.”

“Father?”

“Thinkst thou I know not why thou gazest at the door like a hound at a rabbit? Thou wishst to run off and find thy friend and thank him for his kindness. Aye, boy?”

“No, Father.” And it was not a lie. I did not wish to thank Tom. I wished to give him this book which was jabbing into my ribs like Mog’s elbows.

“Good,” said my father. “For thou art not going. I am much behind, and thou hast no other ‘prenticeship, eh, Kit? Thou’lt work for me today, and be grateful I do not give thee bruises to remind thee of thy place. Thou’rt my son and shouldst not be prancing about as if thou wert better than the magistrates.”

I could not keep the incredulity out of my voice, “Thou wouldst welt me for freeing thee?”

“‘Tis not a matter of freedom, Christopher. ‘Tis a matter of obedience. Now.”

All that morning, I was slave to Father’s hectoring voice. He boxed my ears twice for clumsiness, and knocked me half across the room just before midday, though I know not for what. Mother brought dinner down to us, looked thoughtfully at my father, more thoughtfully at where I sat dabbing blood from my split lip, and said, “John, I need Kit in the garden this afternoon.”

“I need him here,” Father said without looking round.

“Thy shoes will neither be spoilt nor eaten by rabbits if they are not tended,” she said tartly, “and I will not have Mog and Joan ruining their hands. Would do it myself, but...”

At once, Father was all contrition. He never meant to behave ill to Mother when she was breeding—I believe that much good of him, if no more. He sent me with her with no more than the instruction, bellowed after us, that I was not to be allowed outside the gate.

Mother shut the back door behind us. “Didst truly get him freed, Kitten?”

“I... I guess so.”

“Thou’rt a good son,” she said, and gave me an awkward, one-armed hug around her belly. “And thou art repaid with weeding.”

“I don’t mind,” I said uncomfortably.

“A good son, indeed.” She ruffled my hair, then caught her breath against another kick from the baby. “‘Tis a strong child,” she commented with a wry smile. “Stronger than Tabbey, methinks.” The words hung heavy between us, though did neither of us speak them: Pray God ‘tis a sign it will live. Mother sighed, both hands going to the small of her back. “Do thou take as long over the weeding as thou likest. I’ll not stay out with thee in this hot sun, but I trust thee to be obedient to thy father.” And with that, she went back inside—slow, awkward, and clearly in some discomfort, if not outright pain.

I weeded half a row, waiting to see whether Mog or Joan might not be sent out to keep an eye on me. And then, in despite of my mother’s trust and my father’s command, I vaulted the garden gate and set off at a run for John Latimer’s lodgings, at last to give Tom Watson the book for which it seemed possible John had died.

It seemed I spent an insupportable amount of time running to and from John’s lodgings, like that gazehound Father had named me. I moved as fast as I could, in the no doubt forlorn hope that I could be home and back at my weeding before Mother noticed my absence. So focused was I on running, the book held against my ribs by an elbow, that I almost ran down Ginger when he stepped in front of me, waving for my attention. “Kit!”

I slid to a halt, Euripides bumping my ribs. “Ginger, what?”

He beckoned me and stepped down a narrow alley beside the garden of a double-gabled house. I glanced over my shoulder to see if we were observed—subtle, Kittycat—and followed after, trying to look like an apprentice off for the afternoon with never a care in the world. If my face was flaming, I’m sure it was no more than the effect of my headlong flight.

I wondered if he was going to hit me. It was surely no more than I deserved—I thought of Father’s easy assumption that it was I who had murdered John, and his arrogant conviction of why, and of why Tom might have intervened on his, on my behalf—and closed my eyes. God, was everything I felt for Ginger written on my face?

How can a man help what he dreams?

Once we rounded the corner into shadow, Ginger turned to me, not smiling. I gathered up my courage and stammered, “Ginger, I’m sorry—”

“Thy father...” He gestured to my face. “They’re saying he murdered Master Latimer, Kit. Beat him senseless and drowned him in the river.”

“He did no such thing.”

“Thou need’st not defend him,” Ginger said. 

I noticed he stayed well back from me and swore inwardly. Never again. I’ll never do such a thing again. God, help me through this, and preserve me from sin, and I’ll serve thee all my days— 

“I’d not curse thee for a disobedient son, Kit.”

“No,” I said. “I know. I know he didn’t do it. I can’t say how. In any case, he’s been released.”

“Bound over for trial,” Ginger said. “Not released. Kit, what wilt do if he is hanged?”

I sighed and scrubbed my face with my hands. “Become a cobbler, I suppose.” I thought of apologizing again for kissing him, but the look on his face suggested I might be better not mentioning it. “Marry off my sisters. Take up my father’s habits. Drink—”

“Don’t even joke about it!” He shook his head. “If thou can’st, meet me tonight by the tree. I’ll teach thee what I can. It’s three months to the examination—”

“Ginger....” He smiled at me, and I smiled back, my heart too full for words. And then I remembered Tom, and the book, and the weeding— “Mother! Oh, Ginger, I have to go.”

“Tonight,” he said, as I turned to run.

“Tonight,” I shouted over my shoulder. If I can.

I pelted up the steps to John’s lodging in the half-light, ricocheted off the wall of the landing and made the turn without slowing. It was a miracle in fact that I managed not to trip and fall headfirst over—

“—Tom?”

He lay sprawled on his back on the steps, arms crossed over his face, one leg hitched up and the other flung wide. His hands were smeared and daubed with something dark, and for one terrible instant I thought that he was dead. But more blood, redder, welled from the split knuckles of the right fist, and dead things do not bleed. “God in Heaven. Tom!”

His voice was a little better than a croak, though I heard relief in it. “Young Master Marlowe. I don’t suppose thou could’st trouble thyself to assist me up these steps? They won’t hold still for this poor poet.”

I don’t know how. I got one arm under him, and he clung to my shoulder like Father in one of his kinder drunken moods, swaying from side to side. He was lighter than he looked and he followed orders, or I never would have edged him up the steps. My lungs heaved; I felt the strain in my belly and across my shoulders, and somehow I got him to John Latimer’s door. “Tom, lean on the wall as well while I open this—” 

“Key,” he said, and fumbled one from somewhere. He dropped it; I surprised us both by plucking it out of the air on its way down. I got the door open and hustled him inside. In the better light through the open shutters, I winced to see his face.

“Tom, what happened?” God, not Father, please—

“Hast the book?”

“Aye.” I slid him onto John’s bed, and he leaned against the wall as if his neck were made of rubber. “Answer me.” I realized a moment too late that I was ordering a grown man about as if he were Mog—or, worse, Annie—but he didn’t seem to mind.

“I think I met your friend of the other night again.” Tom’s voice wavered between thickness and absolute clarity. I dug the book out of my shirt and tossed it on the bed beside him, and knelt down to pry his boots off. “He thought to beat out of me whatever information they did not get from John before they killed him, I don’t wonder—”

I glanced at his bleeding knuckles again. They were even worse to look at than his face. “You had a fight?”

“I killed him,” he said, and slumped down in the bed in a faint.
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IT WAS SOME MOMENTS before I could do anything but stand over him and swear, all the worst things I’d ever heard Father say, my voice gone shrill again.

Think, Kittycat. I pressed my fists against my face, not even wincing at the bruises. I had seen no body on the stairs. Had Tom gotten himself back here from somewhere else?

Well, of course, half-wit. Else you would have found both him and the other man here, in John’s room.

I took what felt like my first real breath in some minutes. First things first. I barred the door, dragged Tom around so that his entire length was on the bed, found water and a cloth, and washed the blood off his face and hands.

The water brought him round a little. I said, “Tom, where’s the body?”

His eyes, well, the eye that wasn’t swollen shut already wasn’t focusing on me, or on anything, and I had to swallow hard against panic. “The body, Tom. Where is it?”

“Ditch,” Tom said thickly. “Footpads. T’rrible shame, crime in Cant’b’ry.”

“Tom, please. I have to know—will they find the body? Will they know you killed him?”

“What sort of intelligencer dost take me for, sirrah?” he said with fine, though muddled, indignation. “Rolled in a ditch, poor man. Not even his clothes safe from... from...” And he passed out again.

“Damn thee,” I said passionately. I had wanted only to give him the Euripides and return to my weeding, to be free of this burden. What if his skull was cracked? I knew nothing of sick-nursing. “Tom! Tom!”

He roused, trying to bring his hands up to guard his face. “Tom, ‘tis me, ‘tis Kit. Hast money for a doctor?”

His response terrified me even more than taking him for a corpse had. His hand fastened around my wrist, hard enough to pinch the bones together, and his one good eye opened, glaring straight into mine. “Tell no one.”

“But, Tom—”

“No one. Marianists in Canterbury. Could be anyone. Men of position, John said. Thou must tell no one, Kit, or I shall end like John.”

“But you killed the man—”

Even that snort of exasperation had none of its former force, and his hand relaxed its cruel grip on my wrist as if he were not strong enough to sustain it. “I killed one man. Surely thou thinkst not that there is but one Papist in all of Canterbury. And if thou dost run around saying there’s a man in John Latimer’s room beaten half to death, they’ll know  ...”

“Art thou?” Tiny, scared voice.

“What?”

“Beaten half to death?”

“I’ll mend,” he said, as if it were no matter to him an he did not.

“Tom, what must I do? If I mayn’t fetch a doctor...”

“Wilt nurse me thyself? No, I thank thee. I shall do well enough now that I am off those thrice-cursed stairs. All edges, stairs are. You don’t know ‘til you’ve lain on them just how damnably uncomfortable they are.”

For a moment, hope beating brightly, I thought I could believe him, that he was really all right. But then I looked at him again and saw his one good eye roll back in his head as he fainted.

I sat down beside him on the bed, trying to think what to do. Tom was hurt: I didn’t know how badly, but did I dare discount what he said? 

Tell no one. And I was already in trouble enough. There was no hoping my absence had gone unnoticed. If I went home, I’d never get out again. Certainly not in time to meet Ginger this night of all nights, and after making such a fool of myself last time I couldn’t leave him waiting in the orchard for a Kit that never showed.

Mother wouldn’t help me. This was too much even to ask of Mog. And I couldn’t take the book home, and I couldn’t leave it with Tom when he was weak as a kitten. Hah! In any case, I couldn’t leave Tom alone. Tell no one.

A lie the size of the cathedral wouldn’t be enough to save me this time.

Well, thou did’st say once thou would’st not mind overmuch if the old bastard disowned thee. Oh, Kittycat, be careful what thou wishst for. I went to build up the fire and rack my brains for anything I could recall from childhood misadventures about the nursing of a banged head. Some little time passed, and I think he slept; at least, he fought the covers and I had to tuck them about his shoulders again and again.

I was warming musty water by the hearth when I heard Tom stirring on the bed again. Leaving John’s single small pot tucked beside the embers, I stood and came back to Tom, who was at least half-awake but shivering frightfully. “Kit?” Feebly, and I knew I’d done the right thing to stay.

“So if my father throws me out of the house, Tom, wilt hire me as thy manservant?” I wasn’t quite sure when we’d become thee and thee, so companionably, but perhaps once you’ve dragged a man bleeding up a flight of stairs ‘tis foolish to cling to formalities.

“Is’t so bad as that?” He pressed tentative fingers to his swollen eye and moaned. 

“I’m like as not to find my clothes on the street when I go home,” I admitted. “Actually, no. They wouldn’t waste good cloth on me that they could sell, or remake for my susters.” 

I found another rag and soaked it in cold water for his eye; that much, at least, I had experience with. And he seemed clear-headed enough that there was something else I could do for him. “I have your book.” 

He took it from me one-handed, balancing it on his knee so that he could run swollen fingers across the cover in disbelief. “Thank God. Open the shutters, would you?”

I had turned away to fetch the warmed water, and hesitated. The shutters were open, the bright afternoon sun streaming in. “Tom—They are open.”

“Oh.” He stopped to consider, frowning. “And thou hast no Greek, to read it to me. And dammit, the list is missing anyway. They must have got that. Useless to them without the book, at least.”

I blinked, pausing with the heavy pot’s handle cutting my hands through the rags I had wrapped around it to stop the heat. “Tom, please tell me thou’rt not raving—”

He stopped suddenly and squinted at my face, as if he realized suddenly that he was sharing the room with a frightened boy and not a fellow Queen’s agent. “Damme, Kit. I’m sorry. I forgot to whom I spoke. John was... John’s been in Canterbury three years, working his way into the confidence of the Marianists. He presented himself to them as a Catholic priest in hiding from the authorities, but he was really a former classmate of mine, a divinity student lately of Oxford.”

A Catholic priest. So of course he could never be seen walking out with a woman. I said, “And someone must have found out he was—”

Tom swore, a quick mutter of misery, and dabbed ineffectually at the eye. I saw the cloth was streaked and clotted, and brought him another. Then I sat down on the edge of John’s bed and set about washing his cuts the way Mother had so often washed mine. The pupil of his good eye had shrunk as if in a dazzling light, and that scared me as well, but he seemed better able to converse, at least. “Working for both sides, aye,” he said. “There were two copies of Euripides. This one here, and another in Oxford. Dost know how a book-code works?”

I opened my mouth. No sound came forth. I closed it and tried one more time. “—no.”

“It is a list of numbers, and each number refers to a page and a line and a word of the book. If two people have the same text, they may thus send messages one to another, and only they—and anyone who knows what book they are using—can ever read the code.” He swung his feet gingerly over the edge of the bed, and I stood ready to catch him if he should faint again, but he merely flinched and put his hands out as if the room spun. He no longer seemed as if he might die at any moment, and the painful anxiety in my chest eased slightly.

“That’s brilliant.” A thousand uses flocked into my brain. I grinned, wondering if Ginger also had a copy of the Plutarch.

“Isn’t it? Well, with thy kind intercession, we now have the book. But we have neither the original message, the altered message, nor John’s list.”

“List? And what do you mean, ‘altered message’?”

“Steady, lad, and I shall tell thee.” His mouth quirked ruefully. “‘Tis a web of intrigue thou hast fallen into and no mistake. The Marianists here and in Oxford have been in league these four years past, working for the benefit of that treacherous Scot. They communicate by means of the code I told you of, and their two copies of this.” He hefted the book in his hand. “Euripides’ Trojan Women. For two and a half years, now, John has been the only one among them, on this end, who can read Greek.”

“So he was their...”

I did not know the word I wanted, or even if there was a word. But Tom nodded and then winced. “Amanuensis. The messages from Oxford came to him. He decoded them from numbers to Greek, and then again from Greek to English. Keeping by a second copy, of course, to give to the next Queen’s man he could. And the same with messages from Canterbury to Oxford.

“They—Mary’s supporters—have been working toward something. I know not what, and has not been my place to ask. But it became needful to them that the head of the Marianists in Oxford and the head of the Marianists in Canterbury should meet, without the intermediary of these pagan Greeks.” He tapped the cover of the book that lay at the center of all my misadventures. “A message was sent from Oxford to Cambridge, appointing a meeting place. John was to prepare a false transcription, to send the Canterbury Papists to a place chosen by the Queen’s spymaster. And then, when I came, he would tell me the true place and give me the book, with his coded list of the Marianists in Canterbury. And thus we could behead two snakes with one blow. Dost see?”

I was not sure I did, but something else was bothering me. “But why would John give the book to me? And in such haste?  I stopped in to see him unexpectedly, and he had the book already in a package as if he meant to get it out of the room. And he said he had guests that evening—”

“Guests.” Tom sat forward too quickly, and groaned. I knew exactly how he felt. “Guests, distinctly? The plural?”

I thought back, remembered John’s quick hands, his grin as he teased me. “I am having visitors tonight, he said. I would take oath on it.” 

“Good. For it occurs to me, young Master Marlowe, that the mad poet Tom Watson is only one guest.”

“Yes,” I answered. “And thou did’st not come that night at all, or methinks they would not have found John’s body in the.... So the Marianists found him out. And—disposed of him. God have mercy on his soul.” Hastily, I picked up the book again and thumbed through it. “Can’st read it now, Tom?”

He took it out of my hands and squinted gamely, then shook his head. “The letters swim like fishes,” he admitted tiredly. “But I do not think I will die on thee now, if thou hast need to be home to thy family—”

I glanced out the window. It was still a few good hours to dusk, at least. “If I went, I’d never get away again, now. And I have an appointment at sunset.” I sighed, and he met it with a lopsided smile that made him wince again. “So thou hast my company until nightfall, unless thou wouldst toss me into the street.”

“In my state?” He snorted, and I’d not have thought I could be so glad to hear it. “And, besides, I think we’ve gone beyond that.” He leaned back on his pillows. “Don’t let me sleep again, Kit. It’s not healthy for a man struck on the head.”

“What shall we talk about?”

“A fine question to ask of a man with an addled brain.” He waved a hand at me in a feeble parody of one of his usual grand gestures. “Thou shalt decide.”

I thought, and shook my head over topics. I knew what I might have talked with John about, but Tom was an unknown quantity. But he had twice said he was a poet— “Tom?”

“Aye, Kit?”

“What think’st thou of Ovid?”
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CHAPTER SIX
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“KIT!”

I jumped nearly out of my skin. “Ginger? Where—”

“Here, silly. I feared thou wouldst not come.” Ginger stepped out from behind the oak tree. “Come this way.”

“Why?”

“Dost think we are the only people who meet by the oak in the orchard? Come.”

I would have followed him to Hell, if he had asked it. He led me under apple trees that had mostly shed their load of pale-pink blossoms in the two short days since I had been here. He sat down finally in the green grass where a dead tree had left an open patch of moonlight, and gestured me sit beside him. “Hast spoken with thy father about the scholarship?”

“Between murder accusations?” I sighed and lay back on the grass, and a moment later he bellyflopped beside me. “No. I don’t know. Ginger, I may find myself out of doors when I go home in the morning—”

“Seriously?”

I sighed. “Father thinks I killed John Latimer. Mother thinks Father did it. Tom thinks—”

“Wait. Who’s Tom?”

“Tom Watson. He’s a poet. A friend of John’s. And he thinks— I don’t know what he thinks, really. But I think one of the people who killed John also tried to kill me, and tried to kill Tom today, too—” And that was it. There was an answer there somewhere, if I could just reach it.

“It’s all over a book,” I said at last. “Thou must swear to me—”

“What?”

“Swear not to tell.”

“Not to tell what? What needs this secrecy?”

My voice tightened in my throat. “Dost trust me? Would I ask thee to swear if I had not the need?”

He sighed, but chanted out loud, “I swear I will never repeat a word thou dost tell me tonight to any living soul, may Christ have mercy on my soul.”

Foolish, but I breathed the easier for it. “It’s got something to do with a book—”

Unable to stop, I spilled the whole story from beginning to end, words tumbling over one another at times and at others coming slow and sharp and carefully considered. I ran out of breath somewhere after telling him about finding Tom on the stairs, and “—Ginger, I just want to do something with my life.” Anything, I thought. Anything, God, so long as there are books and conversation in it, and not endless babies and fighting and even more endless piles of shoes.

Ginger rolled over on his back, lipping a bit of grass as he stared up at the stars. “Dost think it’s a witch’s book, Kit? There’s some say Master Latimer was a sorcerer—”

“I don’t know,” I answered, plucking my own blade of grass. “I hope not. That’s a burning affair, witchcraft.”

Ginger pulled the stem out from between his teeth and stretched it between his thumbs. It made a low, wicked whistle when he blew across it, like an unquiet ghost. “They all have names,” he said, meaning the stars, and then he dropped the blade of grass and reached out and took my left hand.

The touch left me breathless with delight. Moments passed, and he didn’t pull his hand back. Greatly daring, I squeezed his fingers and was rewarded with an answering pressure. “All of them? What’s that one called?”

“That’s the Dog Star,” he said promptly. “And that one’s Mars—”

“Mars is a planet. It has its own sphere in the vaults of Heaven, whereas the fixed stars share only one.”

“Thou hast been studying.”

“What’s that one called?”

“Christopher Marlowe,” he answered without hesitation, and I laughed.

“I’m a star now?”

“Would it scare thee to burn, Kit?”

“For witchcraft? Aye. It would frighten me very much.” 

He tugged his hand free and rolled onto his belly. There he lay looking at me, propped up on his elbows, and somehow his mouth frowned while his eyes seemed to smile. “Thou hast the most amazing dark eyes for someone so fair.”

Oh. I got my elbows under me and half sat up, grass cold against my back where my shirt had come untucked. “Ginger—”

“Kit,” he said, very seriously. “Would’st kiss me again?”

God, that he even thought he had to ask. “That’s a burning affair too. Not to mention what thy father would do if he ever found out.”

“And thy father too. Foolish idea.”

“Very foolish,” I answered after a few minutes, full of regret.

He sighed and leaned his chin into his palms. “Then I suppose I’ll have to kiss thee,” he announced after a suitable interval, and proceeded to suit actions to intentions. 

The grass was very cold, and he was very warm, except his fingers when he slid them under my shirt and up my spine. Then I shivered and pulled him closer, warming my own hands against the smooth heat of his back. 

“We shouldn’t be doing this,” he said presently, and I said, “I don’t care. It’s just the two of us here and I’m not about to run go tell Mog—” And then I blinked and sat up so suddenly I banged my nose square into his chin.

“Ow!”

“Kit, what’s wrong?”

“It’s just the two of us here.”

“Aye.”

“And nobody has to know anything that we don’t tell them.”

“Aye,” he said warily.

“So if it was only Father and Arnell and Tom Watson who knew that Tom was a Queen’s man—”

“Oh,” Ginger said, and “God.” He drew his knees up close to his chest and rested his chin on them. “If Magistrate Arnell’s a Marianist, then anybody could be,” he said, eventually.

“Anybody,” I mouthed, and shook my head. “Tom’s badly hurt, Ginger. I don’t know what he can do.”  

“I don’t know what we can do either,” he said. “I’m scared.”

I couldn’t think of anything to say to that, so I reached out again and patted his shoulder. “Hey, Ginger—”

“Kit?”

“Meet me here tomorrow night?”

“If I can.”

I stood up and smiled at him in the darkness, but I didn’t know if he saw. “If I’m not here,” I promised, “it’s Father broke my legs for me, and nothing to do with thee. All right?”

“All right.”
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I WALKED SLOWER AND slower as I approached my father’s house. I could see lights in Father’s workshop, lights on the floor above. I wanted more than anything to stop, to turn and go to John Latimer’s room, where Tom was lying with the Euripides he could not read cradled in his battered hands. And if it had only been my father waiting for me, I would have gone without a second thought. But I had to apologize to Mother. She had trusted me, and I had betrayed her. And I knew in the darkness that it was only the last in a long, wretched line of betrayals, mine and my father’s both.

Why are the Marlowe men such villains? I asked the stars. I looked for the one Ginger had named for me, but could not find it. And then I was at our door, opening the latch, walking in. My father bellowed my name, and I braced myself uselessly for what was coming.
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LATER, IN THE DARKNESS of my room, lying on my stomach because back and buttocks throbbed and burned with the marks of Father’s belt, I shut my eyes and prayed to God that even if He would not let me be a priest, He would teach me how not to be such a man as my father.
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WHEN DAWN CAME, I COULD barely move, Father’s beating catching me one way, and the strain of carrying Tom Watson’s weight catching me the other—not to mention my running half the length of Canterbury like the fool that I was. Shoulders, back, stomach, thighs: everything hurt, and I curled in on myself like a very old man. Or a hedgehog. I only wished I had the prickles as well.

I was struggling with my shirt when Mother came in. “Oh, Kittycat, let me help thee.”

“Thou oughtst not,” I said, but I could not move away from her quick, deft hands.

“And why not? Art not my son?”

“If I am, I deserve it not.”

“Christopher Marlowe!” She yanked the shirt down over my head, and caught my chin before I could turn away. “Do not say such a thing. Don’t even think it.”

“But ‘tis true,” I said, trying to blink away the burn of tears.

“Kitten...” She caught me in a rough hug that hurt as much as a fall down a flight of stairs, kissed my forehead. “Thou art the best son I could ever have dreamed of.”

“Was Father very wroth with thee?”

She sighed. “Thy father must needs be wroth with something, my Kitten. Hast not learned that in thy fifteen years?”

“Aye, but...”

“He was no more wroth with me than he has ever been. He thinks I cannot control thee, and i’sooth, he is right.”
“Mother, I’m sorry. I didn’t—”
“Thou’rt fifteen, Kit. Thou couldst marry, become a father thyself. If thou wilt not control thyself, thou’rt long past the age where I can do that for thee.”

For a flashing, unworthy second, I wished she would just beat me as Father did. “It wasn’t just a whim!” I blurted out.

“What wasn’t, Kittycat?”

“Yesterday. I didn’t just... I didn’t just run off.”

Her smile was sweet and tired. “No, and I believe thee. But canst thou not tell me what thy errand was?”

My face was burning, and I could not meet her eyes.

She waited, and then said as if she had not asked the question at all, “Now, come along. Thy breakfast’s waiting.”
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MOTHER’S FORGIVENESS was the worst punishment she could have offered me. Despite the ache in every joint—which made a task as simple as reaching across the bench to hand Father an awl into a study in agony—I again worked beside him all morning and did not once complain. Perhaps he felt some grudging sympathy, or perhaps he had spent his rage sufficiently the night before, for he never cuffed me but once or twice, and that without any real anger. More unsettling, I caught him eyeing me with a sort of frustrated speculation that I didn’t understand at all. No, and did not like, either.

At noon Mother came to summon us to dinner. She was baking again, for the next day was Sunday and no work must be done on the Sabbath; she met my eyes very carefully as I came up the stairs in Father’s wake. So I knew she had been in the proofing box and knew what my errand had been, the night before, and I knew that no more would be said of it unless I forced her to do so.

Mother has always been one to let bygones be bygones, a trait the rest of us would do well to learn from her.

After dinner Father set me stitching leather while he cut patterns and dealt with a slow thread of custom. I expected most of them came in not for shoes but to have a look at him and judge for themselves what he might or might not have done. The wayward son working quietly in the background, a greening bruise on his cheek, probably increased the draw. The stitchery was painstaking work, and I found as I crouched on my stool and bent over the bench, that I had a tendency to stiffen there. The afternoon light was failing when I stabbed my finger yet again on the awl and swore softly, then cringed in anticipation of a correction.

Instead Father left his cutting board and came to me, picking the shoe up and holding it to the light. “It’s not bad,” he said grudgingly. “I’ll say this for thee, lazybones: when thou’rt pressed into actually doing, thou dost do right.” He dropped the leather to the bench and stood over me while I re-threaded my needle, watching me work. His presence unsettled me, although I never raised my eyes past the pockets on his apron, and I stabbed myself again. I sucked the blood from my fingertip, but managed not to swear a second time.

My father grunted. “Christopher. What am I to do with thee?”

“Pardon, Father?”

He shrugged and jerked his chin toward the pile of work before me. “Hast thought of cobblery?”

Like saddlery without the damned horses, I almost said, but somehow kept my tongue still. Father’s temper made it hard to get apprentices; few wanted to send their sons to work for such a man. “Father, may I speak plain?”

He frowned above his coarse black beard, but nodded.

“I think—” I swallowed. “Father, I think I’ve a, a vocation.”

No outburst, but I wasn’t certain which of us was holding his breath the louder. “Pray tell,” he said, and I detected the first traces of his usual mockery in the tone, “what’s that to thee? A vocation, I mean.”

“I think I’m meant to be a priest,” I blurted, and closed my eyes. God, if this is what you want of me—

“A priest,” he said slowly. I’d shocked him, I thought, and risked a glance at his face. “Boy, there’s no money for the schooling, even if thou wert clever enough. And it’s away to Oxford or Cambridge thou would’st be—”

“King’s School first.” And then I winced because I’d interrupted. “Here in Canterbury, and there are scholarships—men go from Cambridge and rise, Father. I can do this, and then I could care for you and Mother as, as befits a dutiful son, and make a good marriage, and....”

He thought about it, which is more than I would ever have expected. And then he shook his big head, and stroked both hands down the front of his leather apron. “Cobblery’s assured,” he said. “Princes and players, they all need shoes. And what if the next King of England is Catholic, as the last Queen was? Where then will a priest schooled under Elizabeth find himself? Burned at the stake, Kit, or drawn and quartered. Better to keep thy sights low and so keep thy head, my boy.”

I thought of Ginger and almost giggled, which would have earned me a beating for sure. I might burn for something else first. Oh, things not to say to thy sire— “Father, if I could win the scholarship... At least allow me to try?”

“And put foolish hopes in thy head? No. Thou’rt my only son, lad, and thy mother’s and thy sisters’ futures depend on thee.” He stopped, and smiled, and when he spoke again the momentary comradeliness had gone from his tone, replaced by the usual mockery. “Here, Kit. Turn thy chin up. If thy mother’s delivered of a boy and it lives, and she lives, then thou may’st sit for the scholarship. And otherwise we’ll hear no more of it, aye?”

Perhaps he even thought he was being fair. 

“Aye,” I answered, and picked up my needle again.
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I WAS GLAD I’D TOLD Ginger I might not make it into the orchard that night; between the ache in my muscles, the hiding Father had given me, and the improbability that Mog would loan me her window given the dark looks she’d been shooting me over meals, I was happy enough to fall into my bed at the end of the day, and cut and read a few magical pages of the Plutarch before heavy-eyed sleep pulled me down.

I dreamed a throng of confusions, images whirling past me like snowflakes in a storm. John was trying to tell me something, but I could not hear him, Tom’s voice in my ears reciting snatches of the Metamorphoses. Mog screamed and turned into a crow—’tis why crows are called Margarets, Tom said wisely—and the crow flew up from between my mother’s outstretched hands, while Joan and the babies sat embroidering Greek letters onto John’s shroud, which Father was winding around me because if I wanted to be a scholar, I had to be buried in John’s place. No! I cried. I don’t even know Greek! I fought the shroud, thrashing...

... and fell out of bed, so tangled in the bedclothes that I could not save myself.

I lay on the floor, panting, tears of pain starting in my eyes, for the floor seemed to have caught every separate bruise and ache, from toe to crown. I could not remember the last time I had hurt so much.

Gray light through the shutter-cracks. It was almost dawn.

#
[image: image]


MOTHER DEMANDED MY services in the garden again, but this time she set Mog to watch me. I was forgiven, but not trusted. And I was glad enough of the chance to talk to Mog. She had a basket of mending; she sat in the shade and plied her needle while I weeded, and after a time I said, “Mog, art wroth with me?”

“And why should I be wroth with thee, Kittycat?”

“I don’t know. But it seems to me thou art.”

“Thou hast a right to keep thy secrets,” she said, but there was hurt in her voice.

“Moglet...” But I could not tell her, not here in our sunny garden, not when I did not know who might or might not be listening.

Did not stop thee with Ginger.

But we would have heard anyone spying on us in the orchard, whereas someone on the other side of our garden wall could listen to their heart’s content and us never the wiser.

“Kit?” She sounded concerned, and I realized I’d been staring into space like a clothhead.

“Cry mercy, Mog. I did not sleep well last night.”

“Thou lookst it.”

“Thank you. I need never worry that I may be surrounded by flatterers, not while I have at least one sister to my name.”

She smiled, but did not let herself be distracted. “I’m worried for thee, Kit. So is Mother. And Joan.”

I snorted, only afterwards realizing how much I sounded like Tom.

“Kit... I know thou and Joan do fight like a pair of cats in a sack, but she is thy sister. She loves thee as I do.”

“And I do love you both, and the babies as well. But thou needst not worry over me, Moggin. I land on my feet.”

“And well I know it,” she said with a parody of a long-suffering sigh. We grinned at each other.

And a voice said from the garden gate, “Kit!”

My muscles had seized from crouching for so long; my effort to turn round merely resulted in my falling ignominiously into the turnips. Mog came to help me, but her attention and her venom were directed at the visitor. “What are you doing here? Have you not caused Kit enough trouble?”

“Mog, please,” I said, hoping that she could not tell how hard my heart was beating just from the sound of Ginger’s voice. “If I wish thee to fight my battles, sister mine, I shall tell thee so.”

“Thou’rt a fool, Kittycat,” she said.

“What man is not?” I said, getting a wrinkled nose in response, and went over to the gate to talk to Ginger.

“Ginger, what art doing here?”

“Kit, art thou all right? Thou lookst... thou lookst not well.”

“My father is home again,” I said with a shrug. “But what art thou doing here?”

“I was thinking about what you said.” He leaned closer, lowering his voice so I had to concentrate to hear his words rather than simply becoming lost in his nearness. “About Arnell. And I thought...” He glanced around with exaggerated caution, but Mog had gone inside with the finished mending, and we were alone. “I thought that we—thou and I—might perchance find something if we were to look in Arnell’s house.”

“Ginger! Art thou mad?”

“No, Kit, honestly. Thou canst not accuse a magistrate of... of any wrong-doing without you have some sort of proof. And if Master Latimer was murdered over books and papers, then books and papers are what we ought to look for.”

I was warmed through with his use of the word “we.” And I could not help seeing that his plan had some merit. I did not think we dared wait for Tom to be on his feet again, not with the charges still hanging over my father’s head. And I was more and more convinced that Arnell was involved in John’s death, somehow.

“I don’t know if I can get away,” I said. “My father is...”

Ginger glanced over my shoulder. He went stiff and his eyes widened; I heard the back door open. I was praying to be wrong as I turned, although I knew what I would see.

“Christopher,” said my father “And thy friend, Master Claybourne.”

“Master Marlowe,” Ginger said, showing more courage than common sense.

But Father was not interested in him. He was still staring at me, like a cat at a broken-winged bird. “Christopher, I believe I have had occasion before to say that I do not wish thee keeping company with William Claybourne’s son.”

“Yes, Father,” I said.

“And yet I find thee here, when thou art supposed to be tending thy mother’s garden, gossiping over the gate like any old woman. I have also had occasion, and that within recent memory, to speak to thee on the head of obedience, have I not?”

“Yes, Father.” The welts on my back, stinging with sweat, the memory of Father’s hectoring voice calling me disobedient and ungrateful and shiftless.

“Master Marlowe—”

“Master Claybourne, I will thank you not to interfere.” Ginger gulped and fell silent. All Canterbury told tales of John Marlowe’s temper, and Ginger had seen my bruises often enough.

“It comes down to this, then,” said my father. “Either thou wilt be obedient, or thou wilt not be my son.”

I did have the sense not to tell him how often I’d dreamed of not being his son. I said, small-voiced, “What mean’st thou, Father?”

“Abide by my rules, or sleep not under my roof. Thy choice, Christopher.”

I could feel Ginger’s anxiety behind me, and Mog was standing in the half-open door, her hands twisted in her apron. But there was only one choice I could make.

“Then I sleep not under thy roof, Master Marlowe. Good day to you.” I wasn’t looking at him when I said it, but at Mog, and her face screwed up as tight as if she’d burned her hand.

I turned, opened the gate, and was halfway down the street before my father roared behind me, “Christopher, thou ungrateful dog!”

I felt light, giddy, as if I walked on clouds instead of cobbles. Ginger, beside me, said, “Kit, dost know what thou art doing?”

“No!” I said and could not help laughing.

But his worried expression brought me back to earth a bit.

“Ginger, I cannot stay there. Not now. Not if we are to catch John’s murderer. For I think thou’rt right. I think ‘tis time we paid a call on Magistrate Arnell. And, indeed, ‘twill be a most great pity should he be from home.”

Ginger frowned at me a moment longer, but my wild delight must have been infectious, for his sunny grin broke forth. “We shall show the ‘prentices that scholars can get up to mischief, too.”

“Aye,” I said, and called myself a scholar in my head all the way down the street.
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CHAPTER SEVEN
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THERE WASN’T A CHANCE of coming close to the Magistrate’s house unobserved, and after several long hours of skulking about the garden and the side streets Ginger and I were forced to admit it. “God’s wounds,” he swore. “I know he’s away from home, as he was meeting my father for supper, but the house is acrawl with wife and servants—”

I nodded. “I honestly do not know where to begin. I’d ask Tom, but he’d forbid us to have anything to do with it.”

We stared a while longer, sticking to the shadows, and he nudged me. “Kit, where wilt thou sleep?” he asked, as we leaned against the garden wall.

I shrugged, too giddy with freedom to care. “I’ll sleep rough in the orchard if I have to,” I said. “If Mog will smuggle me my boots and clothes—and the book thou did’st give me—perhaps I’ll go to London. I don’t know.”

“There’s plague in London,” he said. “Thou’lt starve—”

“I’ll find work as a player lad and soon be as famous as Richard Tarleton,” I countered. “Put me in a dress; I’ll play a woman’s part as well as any man.” And then I blushed at the sly sideways look he gave me. “And if not, I can hold horses, or I can find a job at the bear pits, or cleaning stables, or—” Anything, I told myself. Anything, in a city where no-one knows or cares that I am the drunkard John Marlowe’s son.

“What about the scholarship?”

His voice went small, and it hurt me to hear it. “Father never would have let me sit for it anyway—”

“Thou could’st still. If thou wert in Canterbury.”

“If I stay in Canterbury, I will starve.” The alley we stood in was cool, and haunted by scratching hens. I kicked a pebble at one; far from being alarmed, she pecked at it and then offered me a disgruntled glance that it was but a rock, and not a crust of bread.

“What about thy friend Tom? Will he help thee?” Ginger took my elbow and squeezed, and then I understood. Of course I couldn’t go to London, because Ginger couldn’t go to London.

I had been such a fool. “I’ll find a way,” I answered, leaning back against the rough half-timbered wall of the house we hid behind. “I’ll talk to Tom. We’ll talk to Tom. And perhaps I’ll win the scholarship after all—”

And we can be together.

The cathedral bell tolled just then, and Ginger almost hopped in place. “Oh, Mother’s going to skin me—” He trotted a step and then glanced back. “Meet me tonight by the tree. I’ll see you get somewhat to eat.”

It would work. It could be made to work. Ginger would take care of me, and I would take care of him. 

It just simply had to work.
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I SAT WITH TOM THAT afternoon, though I did not trouble him with talk of Arnell, or of my father. Though clearly better, he was feverish, fretful. It worried him almost to pain that he could not read, and in the end I took the Euripides away from his bedside, fearing that in trying to read before his eyes were healed, he would damage them more. Though he cursed me weakly for it, he fell asleep not long after, and seemed to sleep more deeply than he had.

In sooth, I thought, looking at the lines of pain around his mouth, the ugly purple and black spread of bruises across the left side of his face, ‘tis perhaps no more than charity to give Tom a roommate these next few nights. And sleeping on the floor of John Latimer’s room would be better by far than any bed in my father’s house.

Tom had managed at least to feed himself, if the evidence of stale cheese, knife, and bread on John’s table was anything to go by. Hardly the best food for a sick man, and I doubted again that I had done right in acceding to Tom’s pleas for secrecy.

But what else could I have done? If Tom was right and there were Marianists in high position in Canterbury—and, indeed, if Ginger and I were right about Arnell, I could not argue that there were not—then I had no way of knowing whom to trust and whom to fear.

I could almost hear Mother’s voice in my ear, Has not died yet, and he seems to be mending. Be thou not so quick to fault thyself, Kitten. But that hurt, too, and I sat down in John’s chair suddenly feeling that my legs were not strong enough to hold me against the weight of guilt.

I had not thought once about my mother or sisters when I called Father’s bluff. I’d seen Mog’s hurt, but not let it stop me, and I’d left them there, Mother, Mog, Joan, Anne, Tabbey, with him. He did not beat my sisters as he did me, and he laid violent hands on Mother only in the worst of his cups and only when she was not breeding, but it was not the bruises that mattered. It was not the bruises I hated him for. And Joan and Mog did not hate him for the occasional backhanded blow. They hated him, as I did, for his bullying and mocking, the burdens he placed on us to keep us from becoming anything better than he was himself. And we hated him for making Mother miserable, for keeping her with child when any blind fool could see that each pregnancy left her weaker, with more pain that did not leave. I could not remember Mog’s birth, or Joan’s, but I remembered Edward who had followed Joan, and Elizabeth and Cicely, and Richard, born almost two months early and dead within two days. And Anne and Tabbey—and even more clearly, I remembered Mother’s bloodless face, the constant murmur of her prayers in the first two weeks of each of my smallest sisters’ lives.

I cannot go crawling back to him. The mere thought was enough to make me shiver.

Tom said weakly, “Kit? Art well?”

I lifted my head, wondering when I had sunk it so low, when my hands had fisted into my hair. “Tom? Art thou well, is more to the point.”

“Weak as a kitten. No offense meant.”

“Am not that sort of kitten,” I said and hoped Tom couldn’t recognize that for the bravado it was. “Can I get thee aught?”

“Nay, I think I shall lie here and enjoy the novelty of the room not spinning ‘round my head. But why art thou here? Didst not tell me thy brute of a father forbade thee?”

Oh God. I felt the familiar hot shame of being John Marlowe’s son crawling up my neck and cheeks. “He... he has disowned me,” I said in a mumbled rush.

“Disowned?” Tom jerked up on one elbow and fell back, swearing inventively if rather weakly. But my hopes that he might be distracted were in vain. “Why in the name of God should he do such a clothheaded thing?”

“He is ever wroth with me. Has been threatening as much any time these past two years.”

“Yes, o evasive Christopher, but why now? Is it because of me?”

“No. I told thee. He was wroth with me before... before John died.” And that much at least was true.

I did not think Tom entirely believed me, but he was too weak to press the matter. “Thou must stay here, then,” he said, his voice barely more than a murmur. “I’ll not have thee out where any man can find thee.”

I went as cold as if he’d dropped me into the Stour in February. In all my dreaming and planning and fretting, I’d not once thought of the real danger: the men who’d killed John, and tried to kill Tom, and tried to kill me. “Thank thee, Tom,” I said when I had mastery of my voice again. “I must go out this evening, but I’ll come back.”

“See that thou dost,” he said and fell asleep.
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I WAS BEGINNING TO feel as if I lived in that orchard, so much time had I spent there the past few days.

Ginger was waiting for me, proudly bearing two meat pasties and a jug of ale. I had not liked to forage among John’s provisions, seeing as how Tom was dependent on them, so I tore into the pasties ravenously enough to be taken for a bear. We shared the ale back and forth, and talked of ways and means of getting into Magistrate Arnell’s house. When I had finished, Ginger said, “I am sorry I could not bring thee more.”

“Ginger, thou’rt amazing, truly. I could not have eaten more hadst thou brought it.” A lie, but not a large one. Mother despaired at how little I ate, and it was hard to be hungry anyway, thinking of the myriad troubles I had landed myself in. On thy feet, yes, Kittycat, but little good that does you in a den of lions.

“I would have thee at our house, but my father...”

“Don’t worry. I’m staying with Tom.”

“With Tom? Thy friend with the book?”

“Aye.” There was an odd note in Ginger’s voice. “Ginger? What?”

“Thou’lt have no need of my teaching, then, if thou liv’st with an Oxford scholar.”

“What meanst thou? I’m not living with Tom. I’m just staying with him until...” And then I realized why Ginger sounded odd. He was jealous.

I confess that it pleased me. No one had ever been jealous of me before, or had cared if I spent my time with someone else. But at the same time, it terrified me. “Ginger, no, not like that. He cares not for me. And I care not for him.”

“No? Thou’rt awfully taken up with this Tom.”

“‘Tis about Master Latimer’s murder, nothing more. I swear it.” I moved closer and dared to touch his leg. “I could not do without thee.”

“Truly?” His hand found mine—warm, uncalloused but strong. “What am I to thee?”

“Anything thou wishst,” I said, and looked down at our hands. 

“My father would deem it a mortal sin, what I feel for thee.” His voice raw and confessional. 

I shrugged as much as nodded, and couldn’t quite look into his eyes. “It is. A mortal sin. And yet there it is.” I gestured out to the orchard, as if this thing I felt inside me hung there shining for his inspection. “Do with it what you will.”

He looked, and looked at me, and looked away. I could not tell what he saw. “Then speak not to me of sin,” he said suddenly, roughly. He dropped my hand and my heart stopped, and then his palms touched my face, and his lips found mine, and we tumbled entwined to the grass. He was warm and I was hungry for it; it was good, and he kissed me even though my mouth still tasted of onions, and his hands were gentle when they found the still-hot welts on my skin. The world seemed to shrink around us until there was nothing but Ginger and me and our mortal sin that would neither of us forsake.

“Kit!”

My sister Joan.

Ginger and I jerked apart, though suddenly we seemed both to be compounded of nothing but elbows and knees, and I could not get to my feet, but ended up sitting, foolishly breathless and hating the smirk on Joan’s lips. It was the one she wore to hide startlement or unease, but her voice held nothing but Father’s mockery.

“Kit and... Salathiel Claybourne. I must give thee credit, Kit. Would not have thought thou couldst make Father more angry with thee. If he still cared to hear thy name spoken, that is.”

“Joan, thou wilt not tell him? Please?”

“What matters it to you, Master Kittycat? Thou hast left our house for good and all, hast not?”

Oh, me and my foolish flapping tongue. And why was John dead so that I could not tell him how right he had been? I had to stop rushing into things.

“Please, Joan. For Mother’s sake.” And she was right, that was the worst of it, for even now I cared what he thought of me although I wished fiercely that I did not.

She sighed and tossed her head. “Very well. But thou ow’st me a favor. An even bigger favor.”

She shrugged her cloak aside to show me a covered basket at her hip. “What... ?”

“I was but going to leave this for thee, for Mog said thou hadst been trysting at all hours in the orchard. But, behold, I find thee where I look for thee not.” Her smile was wicked, and too much like Father’s for comfort. Then she relented and said, “‘Twas Mog’s idea. Thy clothes and such. A book I do not think thou wert supposed to have—”

“Joan, I thank thee!” I said, scrambling upright. “What wouldst thou of me?”

“Oh, I don’t know yet,” she said. “But remember, Kit. For I shan’t forget.”

She pushed the basket into my hands, gave me a completely unwonted and sisterly kiss on the cheek, then stepped around the oak tree. “Joan!” I called after her, impulsively.

She turned and glanced back, tapping one foot in impatience. No, Joan was not one to go on errands of mercy, but she would not balk if they happened to align with her own plans. “Yes, Kittycat?”

“Tell Mother—” I stopped, and spread my hands wide.

Joan regarded me for a moment, a fey thing in the moonlight with her wind-tangled hair, and I heard Mother’s voice again. Your sisters need to see that not all men are like their father. But there weren’t words for what I wanted to say, or if there were I didn’t know how to shape them yet, and at last Joan simply nodded her acceptance and her decision and continued up into the orchard.

“Truly, won’t she tell?”

“Joan? If she says she won’t, she won’t.” I smiled a little, remembering escapades from childhood. “It’s the secrets she finds out and you don’t know about that are the trouble.” And then I blanched. “But I never made her promise not to tell Mog—”

“Thy sister Mog would not debase herself by spreading tales.” Ginger didn’t know Mog well enough to know how little reassurance that offered.

“No, she collects them and keeps them to herself, I warrant.”

“Then sit down again,” Ginger said, bumping my leg with his shoulder. “For if we are to do something about Arnell, we must decide what it is to be.”

“Aye,” I answered, obeying. “And it must be tonight.”
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IN THE SMALL HOURS of the morning, all was silent. No church bell tolled, no cricket chirped, no night bird bothered to stir. I imagined even the Archbishop of Canterbury slumbered in his great curtained bed, untroubled by dreaming, and acutely I wished myself into his place. 

Instead I crouched with Ginger over a little tinderbox and the coals kindled in it, and used sticks to carefully tuck the fattest and strongest of them inside a twisted hank of wool and wet straw. A thin trickle of smoke rose; the stench was immediate and choking.

Ginger frowned worriedly. “Is it wet enough? I would not burn down Master Arnell’s house with his wife and servants within—”

“Should only stink and smolder,” I answered with more faith than I felt, and stood with the twist of smoking straw in my hand. I was older but Ginger was bigger, and he made a stirrup of his hands and hoisted me atop the garden wall while I prayed there wasn’t a dog. Arnell’s house had three gables and six chimneys, and I shuddered to think how little time we’d have to search all that space. It’s hanging for burglary, I thought, as Ginger’s hand steadying my ankle proved something of a distraction. Which is better than burning at the stake for kissing a boy.

I got the smoldering twist of straw tucked under the eaves on the second floor—far enough in that the draft would carry the smoke, I hoped—and then stepped free of Ginger’s grip and pulled myself up to the top of the wall, lying flat while Ginger ran back out into the street and cupped his hands to his mouth. “Hello the house!” he shouted, and pitched a cobblestone at the shutters. “Fire!” he called. “You’re on fire!”

A moment’s silence, and then I heard cursing through the shutters and the stomping of feet driven hastily into boots as Ginger shouted, “Fire!” one last time. I held my hands down to him and drew him up beside me, the half-healed welts across my back stinging, and almost fell off our perch myself when he stole a kiss. I let him down inside the wall, and he caught me, and we went in through the kitchen door as the householders piled out the front into the street. Ginger pulled a taper from his pocket and lit it on the coals still burning in his tinderbox, and we looked at one another for a long, wasted second before we started up the stairs.

We had talked endlessly, waiting for the smallest hours of the night, trying to guess where Arnell might have hidden papers, and how we might recognize them when we saw them. I wished with all my heart that we could ask Tom, but the mere thought of troubling him with it seemed both cruel and foolhardy.

Ginger had at least been in Magistrate Arnell’s house once before, with his father, and he was quite certain that there was no point in exploring the ground-floor rooms. “Too public,” he said, and so we had agreed to concentrate our search, frantically quick as it had to be, on the upper floor. I had told Ginger what Tom had told me about how the code worked, and we had decided that we should look for a list of numbers. The Greek, we reasoned, would be no use to them without John, and by the light of a taper, how were we to tell ordinary important documents in English from Marianist important documents in English? We dared not take time to read them carefully.

We crept through room after room, both of us straining our ears for the first sounds of the household returning. If I was caught, it would be the end of my father, and the end of Ginger and me. I would tell them, I decided, that it was my plan and my doing, that I had corrupted Ginger—aye, had used witchcraft on him to compel him to do my bidding. He would not be punished for being the victim of a witch, surely, and I could not imagine that there was enough difference between hanging and burning for it to matter to me. I would be dead enough either way.

“Kit!” Ginger hissed.

I joined him in the doorway of the room that made up the south-west corner of the house. “If this isn’t his private study, I’ll eat that Plutarch I gave thee.”

“No, thou wilt not,” I said firmly. “And in any case, I think thou hast the right of it. Quick!”

There would be no way to hide that the magistrate’s papers had been searched. I gave up on that notion at once, and simply pawed through the stacks on his desk, while Ginger searched the cupboards along the wall. We had no luck, either of us; I could feel my heart thudding in my throat with panic and despair.

And then I remembered one of the hiding places in my room, the one I’d had to give up on once Joanie turned four. I dove under the desk, prying at the floorboards, and sure enough, the magistrate had chosen to cache his secrets at his feet. One floorboard was loose; I leveraged it aside, and there in the space beneath was an oiled silk packet, of a size to hold one sheet of paper, maybe two.

If ‘twas not the cipher, we had no time to find out and search otherwhere. I crawled back out, accepting Ginger’s help as I scrambled to my feet, and we were just turning towards the door when we heard the sound we had been dreading: the front door opening and a loud grumble of voices. They were not close enough to distinguish words and we did not want them to be.

We stared at each other like trapped rabbits. Then Ginger said, “The window! Quick!”

We wrestled the shutters apart; Ginger shoved me aside without apology and wrenched open the casement. “Go first.”

“Ginger, no, I can’t—” Two nights since Father made his displeasure known, and I was almost moving without pain, but I didn’t think I had the strength in my shoulders yet to clamber down a wall.

“Christ, Kit, don’t argue. Go!”

The creak of the stairs decided me. I stuffed the silk packet in my shirt, swung out, and discovered to my most inexpressible relief—and the considerable demolition of my hands upon the thorns—that Magistrate Arnell kept roses trellised along his wall.

And next time, Kittycat, shalt check thy escape route before using it, dost think?

I swarmed down the trellis, idiotically grateful for all the practice I’d had climbing in and out of Mog’s window. My foot touched the ground, I sprang clear, and hissed up, “Ginger! Now!”

He wasted no time. I watched, my heart in my throat, but he was deft and sure, and with his greater reach had even less trouble than I had had. He jumped the last few feet, grabbed my hand, and ran with me to the garden wall and out into the night.
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CHAPTER EIGHT
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WE HAD NO TIME TO EXAMINE our prize, nor for more than the barest of exchanged whispers: an agreement to meet the next day when and where we could. Then Ginger went off one way, back to his own house—and I breathed a prayer to the night sky that he might return to his own bed safely and with no one the wiser—and I went the other, back to the room which had been John Latimer’s, and which I was coming increasingly to think of as Tom’s. I paused along the way only to retrieve Joan’s—Mog’s—basket from the shadowed stairway where I had hidden it.

As I rounded the turn of the stairs, I saw that the door was open, and my smug pleasure in our successful raid curdled on the instant.

Surely thou thinkst not that there is but one Papist in all of Canterbury.

I did not call his name, although I wanted to. I crept up the last half-flight of stairs, ready at the first hint of a threat to go pelting back down, screaming at the top of my lungs. There might be Marianists in unexpected places, but they could not all be John’s neighbors.

As my head cleared the level of the floor, I saw Tom sprawled in the doorway of the room, face down. But there was no hint of movement within the room, no spreading pool of blood beneath Tom. I crept closer, peered around the door-frame. The room looked just as I had left it, save that half the bed-clothes were on the floor, and Tom Watson was lying across the threshold like a cut-stringed puppet.

“Tom?” I said, almost whispering. Whatever had happened, it must have happened recently enough that no one had either heard him fall or come upon him where he lay. I crept up the stairs and dropped the basket and the precious silk packet within the door, crouching beside the mad poet, Tom Watson.

His good eye flickered open, and I felt weak-limbed with relief. “Kit,” he said, a drowned mumble. “Thou wert gone. John was gone. Did not come back. I came to search for thee.” And, as plaintive as a child, “I can’t find John anywhere.”

Oh sweet Christ he was worse. Timidly, I touched his forehead; he was burning with fever. “Tom? Tom, canst walk, dost think?”

“I know not. Kit, is it thee?” One swollen-knuckled hand groped forward; I stretched my own out to meet it. He gave an odd little sigh of relief. “Art not an apparition then. I have not got thee killed.”

“No, Tom, not at all. But thou must get up.” I had no idea how to begin, but finally wormed my way under his outstretched arm and heaved up with all the strength in my shoulders. Something wet and hot soaked my shirt. Blood, I thought: my scabs had broken open. He did his best to help me, but he was very muddled in his wits. Twice on the way back to the bed, he called me John.

As I dropped him onto the bed, with all the grace of a side of beef, a horrid thought struck me. I had been so concerned with the blood on his face and hands that I had not thought to check for other injuries. But surely he would have told me... The thought trailed off as I contemplated Tom Watson’s stubborn, stubbled, unhandsome face. No, he would not have told me, not if he felt himself responsible for me, as clearly he did. I closed and barred the door, then returned to the bed. Grimly, I chivvied him into sitting up again and wrestled him out of his shirt.

It gave me a new appreciation for my mother and my elder sisters, who did this with Anne and Tabbey every single day. Tom wanted to help, but could not seem to remember where his hands were, nor from one minute to the next what it was he was trying to help me do. We were both sweating freely by the time the shirt came off and he flopped back down onto the bed. I thought hopefully that I remembered sweating was supposed to be a good sign in fevers.

I lit another taper and brought it over to the bed. The cause of Tom’s fever was not far to seek: a long scabbed-over gash along his ribs, not deep, but crusted and inflamed.

“Why didst not tell me?” I demanded in exasperation. Tom made no answer, nor had I expected one.

I did know what to do here—in fact was more comfortable with this than with the pinpricked pupil of his one good eye and his dizziness. I rooted out John’s wine, of which he had little and that not the best, and washed Tom’s injury out, using a clean pillow-slip I found in a cupboard. Tom hissed with pain, but did not fight me. Before long, he passed out again, and I thought it most likely a mercy. Water. He needs water. How long did I leave him here without water? There was a pitcher and a pail; I got both, trotted to the public fountain down a block, filled them, hauled them up the stairs with my shoulders screaming, and wet my feet thoroughly as I fumbled the door. I couldn’t think how to get it into him except trickling it into his mouth from a rag, and I stroked his throat the way you do a nursing kitten’s to make him swallow. 

“I know not what else to do,” I said when I had done, though I knew he did not hear me. His earring gleamed among his tangled dark curls like a reproach. He whimpered, though, and seemed to sleep easier, although his fingers trembled as if he reached out to something to take hold. “The wound is not rotten yet, and I will pray for thee that it does not become so. But I am no doctor—have only the little midwife’s lore that my mother got from her grandmother.” I laid my hand on his forehead, praying it was cooler. I couldn’t tell. “Tom, please, I don’t want thee to die.”

My voice thickened and cracked on the last word; I folded to my knees beside the bed and wept into the blanket, while Tom Watson slept, unheeding.

Eventually I slept as well, fitfully and troubled. Just before sunrise, however, the bells of the cathedral ringing lauds opened my eyes wide. I sat upright on the narrow boards, feeling for the Euripides and the hard-won oiled silk package I had left in my basket by the door. If I couldn’t take Tom to a doctor because of the Marianists in Canterbury, I would have to rid Canterbury of Marianists if I was going to save his life.

I remembered Ginger’s voice in the darkness, It could be anybody.

But I knew somebody it couldn’t be. Somebody who could read Greek, and whose loyalty to the Queen and England was unquestionable. And as soon as I figured out how an undergrown cobbler’s boy could secure an audience to see him, I was going to see Edmund Grindal, the Archbishop of Canterbury, and throw my sorry self upon his mercy.
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ALL THAT MORNING WHILE Tom slept—tossing fitfully but not waking—I imagined ways I might reach the Archbishop. Some were merely implausible, others outright ridiculous, but they all fell in the end to the same flaw: they required me to convince the Archbishop’s secretary that my business was to the Archbishop alone. Even with the clean clothes Joan had brought me from Mog, I knew I would be a disreputable figure and I knew how the conversation would run, so distinctly that by midday it was going round and round in my head like a donkey at a millwheel:

Please, I need to speak to the Archbishop.

Aye, lad? (this said with tremendous skepticism) And what might be thy name?

Christopher Marlowe.

Aye, John Marlowe’s son, that will be?

... Yes.

And then a sneering look and a more or less polite reminder that the Archbishop was a very busy man and had no time for the troublesome sons of drunken, murderous cobblers. And I would be out on the street again with every passing hour making it more likely that Tom would die and Arnell would hang my father and so conceal his own treason and guilt. I opened the oiled-silk packet, in the hopes that perhaps instead of the cipher, Arnell had hidden the transcription. But ‘twas a foolish hope, as I knew before I did it. The paper was exactly what I had surmised: a list of numbers in a strong, crabbed secretary-hand. I had little difficulty matching the numbers to the words in the Euripides, but the exercise did me no good except in occupying my mind.

I folded the paper inside the book—where, by the creases, it had been before—and wrapped book and paper together in the oiled silk. And then, from a growing feeling of anxiety and helplessness, I tucked the packet in my shirt, simply because if it was there anyone wishing to take it would have to fight me for it.

And then I returned to the bedside and gave Tom more water and sat beside him, wishing I knew better what to do, wishing I knew what signs I ought to look for that he was either recovering or failing. His breathing seemed level, and when I lifted the covers to look at his wound there was no pus and it didn’t smell of rot. I took that to be a good sign, and trickled more water down his throat when he half-roused.

And all the while I hoped against hope that our enemies, knowing that John Latimer was dead, having searched the place already, would not think to look twice where they had looked once for the Queen’s men.

A soft, creaking step on the stairs brought me from his bedside. I crept to the door and pressed myself against the wall beside it, wishing I’d had the presence of mind to grab a fireplace poker. The tap was soft, though—not the landlord’s or the magistrate’s hammering—and followed by a hesitant whisper. “Kittycat?”

Moggy. Oh, thank God. And then a startled flash of wonder—what was she doing there? I unbarred the door in a trice and jerked it open, realizing only as my hand was on the latch that anybody could be behind her—Father, Arnell, anyone.

She was alone, and clutching a bundle to her chest, and shaking as I had never seen her shake before. “Ginger Claybourne told me where to find thee,” she said before I could ask, and shoved the thing in her hands at me. I took it reflexively—it was lumpy and heavy for its size—and then she looked past me and her eyes widened. “Kit, what hast thou done?”

I stood aside from the door to let her enter, and barred it behind her. “Why is it,” I said crossly, “that whenever there is trouble in Canterbury of any sort, my loving family is the first to assume I am at the heart of it?”

“Because betimes thou art,” she answered tartly. “Is this thy Tom? The one who came to Father’s assistance?”

“Aye, but he’s not my Tom—”

She made a little sound of dismissal between her teeth and moved toward the bed, already rolling up the sleeves of her smock. “And thou hast been nursing him— Kit. Is this what thou would’st not tell Father?”

“Aye.” Half the truth, anyway. “The men who killed John set upon him, and may still be hunting him. He won’t see a surgeon, and—”

She snorted. “A surgeon would just bleed him and dose him with quicksilver, and he’d probably be dead before dawn.” It gave me a strange, uneasy feeling, watching my sister strip the blankets down and handle Tom Watson’s pale flesh with cool competence. A combination of relief that someone was here who knew what to do, anger at my own helplessness, and a desire to go and knock Tom’s wrist out of her hands as she picked it up and held it to her cheek, checking—I thought—his fever and his pulse.

I started forward and stopped again, my fingers digging into the rags wrapped around that bundle. Whatever that thing was, that thing that wanted me to pick Mog up by the elbows and shake her, it wasn’t me. And even if she could best me in any wrestling match we’d ever tried—

I cannot control thee if thou wilt not control thyself. As Father would not? Mother, I’m sorry—

“Mog,” I said, when she had been bent over Tom for several minutes, humming softly to herself. “Will he live?”

“Only God can say,” she answered. “But I will do what I can.  Bring me the pitcher, would’st thou?”

I did, and set the bundle down on the bed and sat beside her. Tom never roused while she tended him, but I twisted my hands in my lap when I wasn’t tearing rags for her. When I was done, she made me take my shirt off too, and inspected my welts, hissing more than she had over the gash along Tom’s side. No comment did she make, however, when I held the silk-wrapped book in my lap the while.

She was half done cleaning those when I thought to ask, “Mog, why did’st thou come?”

“Mother sent bread and cheese for thee, and a little coin.” She sighed and sat back. “This is healing as well as might be. Thou might’st have a scar or two, but nothing worse than thou hast already.”

“Thou did’st not deign to ask Ginger Claybourne where to find me merely to bring me a few silver pennies and a loaf—” 

“Nay,” she said, and grinned. “Kit, Mother’s forbidden Father share her bed unless Father relents of thee. She’s sleeping in thy room, and she will not speak to him except in dutiful answer to a direct question. It’s ‘Yes, husband. No, husband. As you will it, husband.’ He’s beside himself. Thou could’st come home—” She picked up my clean shirt from the basket, and then frowned at me. “Thou’lt wash thyself before thou dost dress, I think.”

Arguing with Mog was if anything slightly less useful than arguing with Mother. I did as she bid, and permitted her to help me with the shirt and fuss over the rose-thorn scratches on my hands. “If I came home, he’d simply forbid me this and forbid me that again, Mog. And I would defy him, and he would beat me, and the world would go on as it has. Perhaps if I win the scholarship—” I shrugged, and it hurt.

“Kit—” She shook her head and moved to sit on the floor beside my feet, leaning her head against my knee. “I do miss thee. And Mother misses thee more. Tabbey asks where thou art a hundred times a day. And Father, for all his wonted temper, simply sulks and can barely be moved to yell at the cat. But thou wilt do as thou wilt. And I do not think in any case that thou can’st leave thy friend tonight.”

Which was, of course, the flaw in my plan to beard the Archbishop in his den. And Mog the potential solution, if I could convince her of my need.

“Moglet,” I said, “Mog-of-my-heart, best and dearest of my sisters—”

She looked up at me, laughing. “What dost want, Kittycat?”

“To make thee laugh,” I said promptly. I crouched down beside her. “Mog, couldst thou stay with Tom a while? I needs must go out—”

“Then thy friend is not the only reason thou hast defied Father.”

“Not... not entirely. But ‘tis his business I must be about. I swear it, and he would say the same did you ask him.”

“I’ll do no such thing!” she said, shocked into a moment’s primness. “He needs sleep more than he needs to be embroiled in thy mad schemes.”

“Mog, I swear, ‘tis not a scheme. ‘Tis deadly urgent, and I would not leave Tom were it not.” I stopped, gulped, and spoke the truth: “I must go, whether thou stay’st with him or not.”

She looked at me, long and thoughtfully. I held my peace, for I could say nothing more to persuade her, and I knew better than to try to bully her. And she knew—I could see it in her face—that I was in earnest. She said, “I did put about, with Mother’s connivance, that I was going to visit my gossip, Anne Niall—and don’t make that face, Kit. I’ve told thee before—”

“‘Tis no harm in Anne Niall. Aye, thou hast.” And in truth, horse-faced Anne with her grating laugh was far better than most of Joan’s friends. “No matter, Moggy. Go on.”

“Well,” she said with a sniff, “‘tis but that they will not look for me again before five of the clock. So if thou must go junketing about, I will stay.”

“Thank thee, Moggy. I said it in jest, but I mean it as well. Thou art the best of my sisters.” I did not ask her what she would have done with those free hours. If she had not told me her private plans all the times I had teased her about it before, she would not tell me now. And Mog was not Joan; whatever it was she did, I did not fear trouble would come of it. Or, at least, not of that sort.

“Kit,” she said.

“Aye?”

“Comb thy hair before thou goest.”
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WE DID NOT WORSHIP at the Cathedral—Father said the Archbishop was too High Church for the likes of us—but I knew my way about the grounds as well as any schoolboy. All Canterbury swarmed with pilgrims, and pilgrims sometimes had coin for boys who gave directions, or ran errands for them.

King’s School was not far, and I gave its green precincts and initial-carved trees a longing glance as I went by, along with a silent promise. God helps those that shift themselves, I thought, and dusted the front of my jerkin a little.

The cathedral looks like I imagine the white cliffs at Dover must, if you were standing at the bottom; perhaps God likes his houses grand. Not that it’s white, precisely, but it’s not anything other than white either, and the lead roofs catch the sun and dazzle your eye so all you see is the light and the spires, and the shadows of the flying buttresses moving like the hands of a clock as the sun passes over.

Well, it’s as fitting a house for God as any, I thought, and pressed the book against my side with my elbow and went inside like I belonged.

After the sunlight, the shadows inside the door blinded me for a moment. I blinked and scrubbed my eyes, expecting I knew not what. Bustle, perhaps. Throngs of priests and worshippers, voices, music. An Archbishop, hopefully.

There was nothing in the cathedral except silence and light, and a few strayed doves wheeling in the endless spaces overhead.

Somehow, the quiet cowed me as no humming crowds could have. And who dost thou think thou art, Christopher Marlowe? A cobbler’s boy, a failed apprentice, a useless good-for-nothing? 

“Someone with a need,” I whispered, and walked down the north aisle as swiftly as I could manage without leaving my dignity behind. If the Archbishop isn’t in the Cathedral, then where would he be?

The answer was simple, and frightening: in the Archbishop’s palace, of course.

Praying that no priest would notice me, I passed the stone which marked the martyrdom of Thomas Becket, and wondered as I always did whether King Henry had truly meant him to die or truly had not. The cloister lay just ahead; I clung to the walls and the shadows—all the while trying to seem as if I did not skulk, but went about some lawful errand—and passed through the door they call Becket’s door and quickly out of the Cathedral and into the narrow space that served as a passageway between it and the Archbishop’s palace. 

Which presented another set of problems entirely, because I did not know where to begin to seek the man I needed. My heart pounded in my throat hard enough to make me dizzy. I slipped through the entryway soft as the cat my mother named me, through two empty rooms, and found myself at the back of a hall. A table was set for supper with a great many things that I had never seen—candelabra glittering in gilt and silver, plates and bowls that shone in the afternoon light. There were glasses arrayed on the sideboard, with cloths beside them for wiping them clean when each guest had finished his libation. It looked as though a grand party were expected. 

Perhaps I can catch him coming down to dinner. But no, Mog was due home around sunset, and I had been unbrotherly enough to her of late. I chewed my lip and squeezed the book against my side for courage, and then I took a deep breath and went looking for the stairs.

It wasn’t as hard to stay hidden as I might have feared; the palace was an echoing vault, and quite unlike my own small house with the seven of us packed in tight enough to squeak. The rushes over the old stone floors were fresh and strewn with herbs. They cushioned the sound of my footsteps admirably, and a sweet smell rose when I crushed them under foot.

The walls were decorated in ways I had never imagined; painted and embossed leather covered some, and on others was hung coffered paneling carved with coats of arms and faces in relief. The light was dim in the shuttered rooms, and I could easily tell when a chamber was occupied before I entered by the brightness around the door and the voices of servants at work.

The Archbishop was nowhere on the ground floor. I hesitated for a long moment at the foot of the stairs, but remembered Mog sitting patiently by Tom. I could not repay her by failing through mere cowardice. I gritted my teeth and started up.

I was halfway to the top of the stairs when a figure appeared there, a dark shape against the window, and started down. To turn and run—my first impulse—would be to confess guilt. I raised my chin and kept going.

It almost worked. We were only one step apart when he reached out and caught my elbow. “I don’t recognize you. What’s your business in the Archbishop’s Palace?”

“I have a message for the Archbishop,” I said.

“And thou’rt just wandering around with thy message looking for him?”

Well, yes, actually, I am. I gave a little gasp, as if his grip on my arm was hurting me; his hand relaxed, and I broke free, ducking around him and up the stairs.

“Why, thou little—Come back here!” Not an you paid me, I thought.

No time now for stealth or subtlety. I ran from room to room of the first floor, disturbing servants and well-dressed gentlemen, but not finding the Archbishop. And all the while, my pursuer shouted behind me, causing more and more of those servants and well-dressed gentlemen to try to catch me. I had never imagined that a childhood spent fleeing older and bigger boys could prove so useful.

But even the Devil’s luck runs out sooner or later. So says my mother, and in this instance it proved true enough. One of the servants had the wit to block my path rather than trying to lay hands on me, and I went sprawling, adding more bruises to my already extensive collection. A moment later, the servant I had met on the stair was dragging me up by my collar, shaking me as a terrier shakes a rat and demanding at the top of his lungs to know what I had stolen and where I had hidden it.

“I didn’t!” I protested, and there went my voice again, shooting up into treble like a child’s. “I did tell you the truth! I have a message!”

Voices on all sides accusing me of lying, and I braced myself for another thrashing.

And then a new voice, trained to carry but with a quaver that made me think the speaker was not entirely well: “And what, pray tell, is the meaning of this most unseemly noise?”

Oh God in Hell. The Archbishop.

I looked up slowly, unable to keep my shoulders from rising around my ears. I looked like a truant schoolboy—I wished I were a truant schoolboy—and I knew it. “Just a sneak-thief, your Grace,” the servant who had me by the collar said. I fended his partner’s hands away as best I could, but he prodded and poked me, his hands quickly finding the bulk of the book under my shirt.

“A thief, is it?” The Archbishop came closer; he hobbled like an old man, I saw, and his back was hunched enough to show the thinning of white hair. He was dressed in simple black, a priest’s or scholar’s robe, and not the elaborate vestments of purple and gold I had envisioned. “What’s he stolen, Peter?”

Peter was pulling my shirt-tails out of my breeches while two more restrained my hands. A moment later he held the book up in the dim light of the drawing room. “A book, your Grace.”

“I didn’t stea— ow!” One of the men who held me fetched me a sharp blow across the shoulders. It caught squarely in the middle of one of Father’s welts. The pain silenced me, bringing tears to my eyes.

“Look at him faking,” the man who held the book—Peter—said. “James barely tapped the young villain—” I closed my eyes. I’m sorry, Tom. I’m sorry, Mother, Moggy, Ginger—

“Let me see this stolen property,” the Archbishop said. I glanced up. He was looking at me, however, not the book in Peter’s hands, and the line between his sharp pale eyes was deeper than it had been. My heart beat faster; I felt it in my throat.

He held out his hand and Peter gave him the book with a little bow and a scrape of a boot. He began to unfold the wrappings. Surely he would see the book was not his. Surely he would see it was not stolen.

“Your Grace?” My captor spoke.

The Archbishop looked up. “What is it, James?”

“The lad’s bleeding, your Grace.”

I’ve died and gone to Hell. Any minute now, they would pull up my shirt and see the welts, and then Peter, who had already decided my guilt, would ask— “Who art thou, sirrah?”

He said it so close to the tone I had imagined that it took a moment to understand that he had actually spoken. “Chri—Christopher Marlowe, sir.”

The name meant nothing to the Archbishop, thank God. But I saw Peter’s eyes narrow. “John Marlowe’s son.”

“Aye.” I closed my eyes to keep the tears inside, but I felt them track my cheeks nonetheless.

“His father’s a cobbler, your Grace,” Peter supplied, when the Archbishop stayed expectantly silent. “And stands accused of the murder of John Latimer the scholar.”

“I see.” Silence, and then— “Dost read Greek, lad? Christopher?”

“No, si— No, your Grace.”

“And yet thou hast a book in that language, and I know it was not taken from this house. Curious.” He paused, and I heard pages turning slowly. “Why hast thou brought this book here?”

My stammer was fading; I wondered if I were too frightened to stutter now. “Because you read Greek, your Grace.”

He sighed. “And thy father is a murderer.”

“No, your Grace. He... he stands accused. He is not guilty.”

“And thou knowest this for fact? Interesting.” More rustling. More pages. I dared to peek, and he was holding the book out at arm’s length, as if farsighted with age. There were spectacles hanging in a case about his neck, but he appeared to have forgotten them.

“Your Grace,” I said, daring greatly, “I came to bring you a message.”

James shook me, but not hard; I think he had pity for the blood that stuck my shirt to my back. Peter was less gentle, ready with a cuff. “Arrant lout. How darest thou creep into God’s house like a thief and importune God’s servant?”

Oh, that tongue of mine. I raised my chin to look black-haired Peter square in the eye and snapped, “He’s the Queen’s servant, too. And so was the man in whose name I come.”

That brought them all up short, and the Archbishop lowered the book, remembered his spectacles, and fumbled them on to inspect me carefully. “And whose name dost thou come in, lad?”

“John Latimer,” I said as quickly as I could, and held my breath.

“The murder victim.”

“The man whose book that was,” I offered. James shook me a little. It was nothing to one of Father’s shakes. “Your Grace.”

The Archbishop Grindal looked from me, to the book, to Peter, to James, to me again, and then very casually and with an exasperated lift of his shoulders, up to God. “Turn the lad loose, James.”

“Your Grace,” James said, and obeyed.

“Your Grace,” Peter interrupted, “he’s a drunken cobbler’s brat—”

The Archbishop removed that pale, hypnotic gaze from my face long enough to glance at his unruly servant. “Our Lord was a carpenter’s son,” he said gently, “and angels often come in strange guises. Come along, lad, if thou’rt not too bloodied to walk.”

“Your Grace,” I said, and tugged my shirt down as best I could without rooting around inside my breeches to re-tuck it. “Thank you.”

Peter’s eyes were hotter on my back than the blood as I followed the Archbishop’s slow pace out of the room.
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CHAPTER NINE
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THE ARCHBISHOP LED me to a small room: a desk, a chair, a window embrasure with padded seats. It was, I understood, the Archbishop’s own room; my hands shook more than they ever had.

“I like the sun,” the Archbishop said, waving me into the embrasure. “‘Tis kind to my aching bones. Now, Christopher, I should like very much to hear thy story, plainly and from the beginning. Art thou much injured?”

He sat down, and I followed suit. “N... no, your Grace. ‘Tis but welts.”

Ginger had told me of the basilisk, whose gaze turns its prey to stone. Archbishop Grindal had to be first cousin to that beast; the weight of his pale gaze was heavy as lead. I thought he was going to ask me who had welted my back, and my hands clenched until my fingernails bit into the flesh of my palms. But after a moment, he made a slight gesture with the hand that did not hold Tom’s book, as if letting go of some small, invisible creature. “So. Tell me, then, why thou dost bring me a murdered man’s book.”

“Do you know Thomas Watson, your Grace?”

“I know the name, but...” He stopped, frowning. “Ah. Yes. Yes, the mystery does begin to solve itself. Christopher, wouldst thou make certain that the door is securely latched? I would as soon we were not interrupted.”

I obeyed him, almost dizzy with relief. He knew who Tom was; I should not have to persuade him that my story was not mere boy’s nonsense. I sat down again, took a deep breath, and told the Archbishop everything, starting with my visit to John three days before. I edited out of my account only Ginger’s part in it—and my difficulties at home.

The Archbishop listened patiently, his pale gaze fixed on my face, never interrupting except when my tale became too convoluted for him to follow. When I had done, he sat silent for some minutes, then said, “And this paper which thou hast found?”

“Is in the book, your Grace. Your Grace—”

That gesture again, the eyes upraised with humor, as if he shared a knowing glance with God. “Is there no end to thy adventures?”

“Tom is—was badly hurt. My sister is sitting with him, but I think that he needs help.”

He shook the book gently, and the paper I had found beneath Magistrate Arnell’s floorboards fell out. “When was he injured?”

I stopped and thought, and I can plainly say that I could not remember. “Two days or three? I’ve lost track of time, your Grace.”

“So,” said the Archbishop. “Then a few moments more will not kill him, I think.” He perched his spectacles on his nose, unfolded the paper, and examined it carefully. I realized, and nearly choked on a hysterical crow of laughter, that he reminded me of Mog. He too was one who would not rush into things and would not be rushed. Remembering my own arguments with my sister, thinking of Tom’s pain, I did not wonder that the queen could become so vexed with her archbishop.

“And thou knowest how this cipher works, Christopher?”

“Aye. A little. At least, Tom told me that the numbers pointed to words in the book, and I... I did find them.”

“Then suppose thou find the words, for thine eyes are young and mine are not. We shall kill two birds at once, for in this way thou needs must begin to learn Greek.”

The Archbishop was going to teach me Greek? I was surprised he could not hear my heart pounding in my chest. I managed to stammer out, “Yes, your Grace"—blushing like a maiden, no doubt—and he smiled a little.

“Thou hast the heart of a scholar, Christopher, hast thou not?”

“I hope so, your Grace. I want to go to King’s School, an I win the Mathews.” Dream on, cobbler’s boy. But at least I had said it. And if I did not become what I wished, it would not be because I was a coward.

His eyebrows went up, but he did not comment, merely directing me to fetch him a tablet from the desk. “We must begin with the letters.” He scratched them in a column down the tablet, in a strong hand belying his age and illness. “Each letter has a name, and for today it is only those names which thou needst learn.” He named them for me, from alpha to omega, writing their names beside them as he went, and said, “Con them, Christopher, whilst I tell my servants that I will be a while longer engaged with thee.”

“Yes, your Grace,” I said, grateful not to be sent on such an errand to black-haired Peter.

I am a quick study, much to my father’s fury; by the time the Archbishop came back, I could recite the letters of the Greek alphabet to him without looking at the tablet. “A scholar’s eye to go with a scholar’s heart,” he said, and my pleasure at his praise was like a ball of warmth in my chest. He brought another tablet from the desk and said, “I shall read thee the numbers, and thou shalt spell me the word. Will suit thee?”

“Oh, yes, your Grace,” I said, and he smiled again.

It was tedious slow going, but each time I spelled a word, the Archbishop pronounced it and told me its meaning. The name Ἑκάβη—Hecuba—recurred several times; the third or fourth, the Archbishop murmured, “Aye, and I know whom they mean her for, though she would be better named  Ἑλένη.”

“The Scottish Queen, your Grace?”

“Aye. She is as much a force of dissent and strife as ever Helen of Troy was. But go on, Christopher.”

When the Archbishop had all the words, he took the tablet he’d written the alphabet on, smoothed it, and began to translate the message from Greek to English. “And most dreadful Greek it is, too,” he muttered. “But I suppose this cipher is an instrument of great cleverness but not much suppleness withal.”

I drew my feet up and paged through John’s Euripides, picking out the words the Archbishop had taught me to recognize. I noticed writing in the margins, also in Greek, though harder to make out than the printed text. John’s notes, I supposed and flipped on.

But a moment later, I dropped the book, causing the Archbishop to give me a pained look over his spectacles.

“Sorry, your Grace,” I said, red-faced, and retrieved it. If I had thought I was frustrated at my lack of education before, it was nothing compared to how I felt, sitting there looking at John’s scribbles, guessing what they might be but unable to confirm my guess. It took all my self-control—and my family would have marveled at the thought I had any—to keep from interrupting the Archbishop. But the look on his face was grim, and if he was as much like Mog as I thought him, his temper would not be made sweeter by being plagued in the middle of his task.

But he had done at last, and said, “Christopher, it is a brave thing thou hast done today. There are people I must speak to now, but—”

“Your Grace, please. A moment?”

“What is’t, lad? Thou’rt white as flour.”

“Can you... these notes in the margins...”

“Thy friend was a scholar,” he said gently.

“But not with this book!” I was near frantic with my inability to get the idea swollen in my head to form into words. “This wasn’t a book for study. It was a book for... for intelligencers. So why should the notes in the margins be scholar’s notes, except that it be what John wanted people to think? What better way to hide information from those who would seek it?”

The Archbishop took his spectacles off and polished them meditatively on his sleeve. “Thou’rt quick and canny with it. Give me the book. And fetch another candle, lad. I need it.”

“Yes, your Grace,” I said gratefully.

He flipped through as I had, his frown getting darker and darker. If he had been anyone but the Archbishop of Canterbury, I think he might have blasphemed, so angry and disgusted did he look by the end. “I must take thy book with me, Christopher, for those of us loyal to her majesty have much work to do tonight, and this book must be our guidance. And I must ask thee to forgive my churlishness, but canst find thy own way out? I have not time. And tell Peter—no, tell James, where thy friend Tom Watson can perhaps be found, so James can bring a doctor.”

“Yes, your Grace. “ I scrambled up—and then hesitated as Grindal prepared to hoist himself to his feet.

“Your Grace? May I be of help?”

“Eh? Thou art a good-hearted lad, Christopher. I thank thee.” I offered my arm, and he steadied himself upright. There seemed no weight to the Archbishop at all, especially compared to my recent struggles with Tom.

He settled his robe about him. “Go now, Christopher. And God bless thee.”

“Th-thank you, your Grace.” I stopped at the door and said, “Thank you,” again, but for something entirely else. The Archbishop smiled and waved me away, and I knew he understood.
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I SKIPPED OVER COBBLESTONES and through narrow, winding streets lighter of heart than I had been since Father took the Euripides away. Canterbury was settling into the evening hours with the promise of rest and supper ahead, and I didn’t think too poorly of my chances of either. The Archbishop said I had a scholar’s heart. A scholar.

The only pin in my joy was the knowledge that I would have to do something to comfort my mother. Perhaps if—perhaps when I won the scholarship I could see about making peace with Father. And with that thought firmly in mind, I turned and ran up the stairs of John’s lodging, calling for Mog so she would know to unbar the door.

The door, which was standing open when I reached the top of the stairs.

My heart slammed to a stop in my chest. My first thought was that Tom had gone wandering again, but I knew that was wrong even as I was trying to persuade myself of it. Mog was stronger than I, and a most competent nurse in the sickroom as she had already proved that day. Even if Tom could have made it to his feet, which I could not help doubting, she would never have let him get as far as opening the door. Never.

If there’s anyone alive in that room, Kittycat, they already know thou’rt coming. The dead could hear thee bawling Mog’s name, much less someone waiting for thee.

Remembering Archbishop Grindal, I made myself go up the stairs slowly, not letting myself be rushed. They’d left the door open. They wanted me to know something was amiss.

My worst fear was of finding Tom butchered in John’s bed with Mog dead beside him, and when I saw ‘twas not the case, for a moment I saw nothing else, clinging to the doorframe like a drunken man. But my relief was not even so long lived as a snowflake in a bonfire; Tom might not be a bloody carcass in the bed, but neither was he anywhere in the room. Neither was Mog. And the room itself...

My knees gave way under me, and I sank down in the doorway, my hands pressed to my mouth. They might not have butchered Tom, but they had butchered John’s books. Loose pages were everywhere, scattered across bed and table and floor like fallen leaves. Not one thing was left in its proper place: all upended, knocked over, ripped apart. The basket Joan had brought me had been kicked into a corner, its contents spilled across the floor. 

They were searching for the book, said a small voice in my head. The book which thou didst give the Archbishop.

The Marianists had found us, and it was sheerest luck—not a hint of thought or planning or even common sense on my part—that they had not found us before, staying as we had been in the room of the man they’d murdered.
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I KNOW NOT HOW MANY minutes it was that I sat there, like a rabbit spellbound by a stoat, but eventually I got to my feet again. I think I meant no more than to rescue a page that had gotten too near the fire, but I felt so numb and bewildered that I am not even sure that I had that much of a reason. I’m not ashamed to say I cried when I found the remains of the book Ginger had given me, which Mog had gone to so much trouble to smuggle from our father’s house, lying like a bird struck down in flight, its still uncut pages scattered ‘round it like molted feathers. The first book I had ever owned.

I thought that would be the worst of it. But then I came to the table John used as a writing-desk and found—on top of it, weighted down by Tom’s earring—a piece of paper that had not come from one of John’s books. It was folded, and sealed with wax from one of the tapers, and across it in jagged black letters was scrawled Mastr Christopher Marlowe.

I had wanted few things in my life less than I wanted to open that letter, but in plainest truth I had no choice. My hands were shaking, and I had to try twice before I could unfold it. The same jagged black hand—a man in a tearing hurry by the looks of it—and a message brutal in its shortness:

We have thy sister and that black murderous cur thou dost shelter, who calls himself Thomas Watson. An thou wishst their lives, bring us those things which thou hast stolen. We await thee at Stour-side. 

Follow the light.

I could not go whining back to the Palace for help, no more than half-an-hour since I had left it. The Archbishop had as much as told me to fend for myself for the time being, and I should have been capable of doing so. And the Archbishop had looked like a man who saw a great many unwanted tasks before him. No, I could not bother him again, not when the disaster was of my own making. I could not think what to do—could think of nothing save Mog and Tom held by the men who had killed John Latimer—and then the answer unfolded before me with unshakable truth: Ginger. Ginger would help.

I locked the door behind me and set off running across Canterbury. 

Once more.
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BY THE TIME WE REACHED the river outside the walls, it was raining. Spring and high ride had swollen the banks, and at least one young tree leaned dangerously over the water, its roots undercut by the flood. Ginger walked silently beside me; I wanted more than anything to reach out and take his hand and didn’t dare do it while anyone might be watching.

I wondered how many there would be. Arnell and his barrel-chested helpmate, I wagered. I thought about the marginalia in Tom’s book—there had been so many notations, but perhaps not all of them were names—and clutched the book in my hand tighter inside its oilcloth cover.

It was the cover boards of the Plutarch Ginger had given me, with such random pages as I could salvage from the mess in John’s room stuffed between them to give them bulk.

But wrapped up in silk, and without its own pages, it looked very much like the Euripides I no longer had. I’d even taken a clean quarter-sheet of paper and scribbled a nonsense list of numbers on it that might pass muster in the dark, although I’d had to recut the broken nib of John’s quill to manage it.

We moved as quietly as two boys in the darkness can, until the cold rain down my neck started making me sneeze. It was no night for Tom to be out in, sick as he was, and I had to remind myself not to fret for him lest I forgot to listen ahead in the dark.

“Ginger, you should stay hidden. They’ll be expecting only me. When I go in to give them the book, you must get Tom and my sister free. You’ll probably have to carry Tom, the two of you.”

He nodded, though I did not think he liked my plan overmuch. I might have been reluctant to risk being seen, but he kissed me on the cheek before he dropped back. I heard his footsteps growing more distant, and then I was alone in the rain. My eyes had adapted well enough that I could see the shapes of trees and the smoother blackness of the water down the bank. I wondered how I was intended to find the villains who had Mog and Tom—and how I was intended to fight them, moreover, given Mog was twice the wrestler I was, and with a fierce uppercut to boot. I wondered if God loved the Marianists better, after all, or if he even noticed our little wars. Mother would say he’d see a sparrow fall.

God protect me and those I love.

Does God listen when we pray for selfish things?

He must, because it was as I opened my eyes again and resumed walking that I saw the flickering orange light of a shielded lantern through the trees.

“Fiat lux,” I whispered. Let there be light. “Just follow the light.”

I knew very well that as soon as they had the book in their possession, they’d probably kill Mog and me and take Tom off to see what information they could wring from him if he recovered. I didn’t like to think of what methods they might employ, but given what they’d done to Tom and John and me, and what they’d been willing to do to my father, I didn’t think they’d stop at much.

They’d picked a good spot, too, in the middle of a clear space with no bushes around it to hide my coming. They must have known the light would draw me like a moth.

I wondered what had become of Ginger. I hoped he would be ready. The rain redoubled, turning the soft spring grass slick as black ice underfoot, and I told myself that I had hesitated enough. Surely even John couldn’t have faulted my preparations tonight.

That is to say, if I had managed to author a plan better than ‘walk in and distract them while Ginger rescues Mog and Tom.’

I had no cloak or hood, and cold spring rain streaked my hair into my eyes. A night bird called, the disconsolate hoot of an owl. A bird of ill omen: Father said they portended death, and I wished it had stayed home in its dry warm nest and left the night to such fools as were out in it.

I hunched my shoulders against the downpour and started forward.

They were waiting for me when I came up to the edge of the lantern’s dim circle of light. Three men bunched within the glow. I saw no sign of Mog and Tom. I hoped they were off in the darkness and not dead in the river already. I prayed they had Tom, at least, covered with a cloak and out of the rain. If they want to question him, they’ll have to keep him alive, won’t they?

I recognized Magistrate Arnell under an oiled leather hood. The other two men I did not know, but they looked capable and strong. “I’m pleased thou did’st choose to come,” Arnell said, when I came no closer. “Dost have the book?”

I had to buy time for Ginger to get Mog and Tom away. I held up the package. “Where is my sister?”

Arnell half-raised his hand, a gesture followed by muffled cursing from the darkness, and the sounds of an abbreviated scuffle. Then Mog’s voice, dignified and angry: “Here, Kit.”

She didn’t intend me to hear the fear, but I did. “Mog, is Tom with you?”

“Aye,” she said. “He’s not—” Her voice ended in a mumble, and I knew someone had clapped a hand across her mouth. He’s not breathing? He’s not hurt? There’s a guard with them, at least one. Be careful, Ginger.

“Let them go,” I said, “and I’ll give you the book.”

“Give me the book and I’ll let them go.”

I smiled, wide enough, I hoped, to be seen in the darkness, and took three or four steps to the side. “Let them go now or I’ll throw the book in the river.” I could see it, shining just down the bank. An easy toss—

“Kit!” Mog, frantic with warning, and then a grunt that wasn’t her. Arnell glanced over his shoulder and then lunged for me. One of his henchmen followed while the other turned toward Mog. 

Arnell was twice my size.

Clutching the book to my chest, I ran right towards him.

He hadn’t been expecting it. I ducked under Arnell’s outstretched arm and sidestepped the other man as he slipped on the grass. It didn’t help me any either, as my ankle went sideways and my frantic dive to overturn the lantern became an undignified sprawl. I heard more yelping in the darkness, followed by silence, and hoped that wasn’t Ginger’s voice that cut off so abruptly.

The fall knocked the wind out of me, a long painful gasp that didn’t end until I thought my chest would collapse. The book went skittering away, out of the circle of light. I shoved myself to my knees; my vision went black at the edges and my elbows turned to rubber, the welts on my back protesting the action. The next I knew Arnell was hauling me to my feet by my hair, and I couldn’t get my knees to work. 

“Get the book, Sanderson,” he said, twisting my arm behind my back so that I went to my knees again. For the first time in my life, I wished I had my father’s size and strength. At least thou hast not his looks neither, Kittycat.

Sanderson, who must also have fallen, got heavily to his feet and walked past us.

“Now then,” Arnell said calmly, “we’ll see thee and thy sister dealt with and be on our way.”

“I brought you the book,” I interrupted. “At least let Mog go. She knows nothing.”

“She knows my face,” he said. “I don’t like it, lad. But I like seeing Catholics burned for their religion even less, and the red-headed bitch on the throne hasn’t put a stop to that.”

“And if Mary takes her place, she’ll burn Protestants,” I argued. “As Queen Elizabeth’s Catholic sister did before I was born.”

“Not if they convert back to the true faith when Mary is Queen,” he said, and fumbled at his belt. I heard the whisper of steel on leather as his knife cleared the sheath. “I really am sorry about this, lad.”

I wanted to argue that if he was sorry about it, he oughtn’t to do it. Wanted to argue that if conversion was so small a problem, why shouldn’t he become Protestant then, rather than resorting to treason against England’s lawful Queen? Protestant or Catholic, it seemed such a small thing to war over, to go to the stake over—

—until I remembered that I, too, had been willing to burn. Not for God, but for Ginger. And then there didn’t seem to be anything that I could say that would be worth saying.

The knife blade nicked my throat. I admit my cowardice: I held my breath and closed my eyes.

“Master Arnell,” the man whom he had called Sanderson said, “I don’t think this is the book we was wanting.”

The knife blade mercifully dropped away, but Arnell’s hand jerked my arm so viciously that I could not repress a yelp.

“What dost mean, Sanderson?”

“‘Tis no book at all,” Sanderson said, coming back into the lantern light. His face was a study. “‘Tis but boards and some papers.”

Arnell had dropped the knife; he dragged my head back by the hair. “Art playing with me, boy? This is no game.”

“No,” I said, wheezing a little with the angle he had my head at. “It is no game, and I am not playing. You must think I’m a fool.”

“What do you mean?” A magistrate frowning down on me, and I cared not. The more William Arnell frowned, the happier I would be.

“Only a fool would bring you the book, knowing how reckless you are with men’s lives.” As if for punctuation, outside the circle of lantern-light, a man screamed. Long experience of my sister, some of it painful, suggested that she had kneed him in the groin. Arnell’s head snapped around, his grip slackening with confusion. I flung myself sideways, rolling, scrambling out of the light—anything to make them come after me, chase me, to buy time for Mog and Ginger to get Tom to safety.

For religiously-minded men, their language was shocking.

I wondered if this was the clearing where they’d killed John, wondered with a sick clench of my stomach how long it had taken. I’d said casually a hundred times, Oh, Father beat me half to death, and never considered my words, how close they were to truth, how far from a lie. Branches whipping wet leaves in my face, men cursing and floundering through the darkness behind me, I remembered Father’s apprentice Lactantius Presson. He had been beaten half to death, and Mother had said once, when she was near-term with Tabbey and exhausted, that it was only the mercy of God that had kept that boy from dying. Wilt God give such mercy to thee, Kittycat? Thinkst thyself deserving?

God’s mercy depends not on deserving, I said grimly to myself, or John Latimer would live now, and John Marlowe be rotting in his grave.

The Stour was very near, and my fear of Arnell began to butt heads with my fear of the river. I could not swim. With the darkness and the rising Stour’s currents, even were those near me friends, I would be drowned before they could find me. And Arnell would doubtless hold me under, given the chance. My breath sobbed in my throat, and though I knew Arnell and Sanderson would hear it too I could not quiet it. I stumbled over a root in the darkness and skidded, caught myself against a tree before I could pitch down a bank that water lapped at the bottom of. My father’s voice in my head called me weakling and coward, and just then someone’s hand caught my arm.

I dug my heels in, throwing my weight back, and swung myself round with all my strength. Like Annie’s whipping top, and I doubt you could have found a more surprised man in Christendom than I when it worked. My assailant—Arnell, I thought, for he was not heavy enough to be Sanderson—went flailing forward and crashed into the tree, the same tree that had just saved me from the Stour, with a thick, ugly sound. He slid to the ground and was still.

I stood, panting and rubbing my arm, and became aware that Mog was calling my name, “Kit! Kit!”

“Mog?” I called back.

“Kit, art well?”

“I’ll do. What of thee?”

“We have three of the four, but, Kit, we cannot find the magistrate.”

“Don’t worry about Arnell,” I said and had to struggle for a moment with hysterical laughter. “I... I’ve got him.”

“Thou?”

“Moggin, ‘tis rude to sound so shocked that thy elder brother can take care of himself.”

Which is when I heard a half-familiar voice bellowing “Young Master Marlowe!” through the rain. So then I had to go out to meet the Archbishop’s servant James, the doctor he had fetched for Tom, and the stout churchdeacon they’d picked up along the way after finding John’s room in a shambles and Arnell’s note on the tabletop.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN
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JAMES SENT THE DEACON back to Canterbury at a dead run to fetch help—and the constable—while he and the doctor saw to Tom. I clung close under pretext of holding the lantern, and I knew from the shaking of the doctor’s head that a night on a cold riverbank in the rain had done my friend no good. Ginger and Mog dragged Arnell out of the woods, and then James came to bind the four Marianists with some leathern cords he produced from a pocket inside his cloak.

It was Ginger who noticed my shivering and my free arm wrapped tight across my chest to press my soaked, muddy, blood-stained shirt to my body. He brought me Master Arnell’s oiled leather cape, and I very nearly stole a kiss from him while he was pulling the hood up over my hair. One-handed, and when I pulled his other hand into the lanternlight I saw that the wrist was already swollen to twice its natural size.

“Ginger, ‘tis broken.”

“‘Tis not,” he answered, and wiggled his fingers to show me.

“Young Master Marlowe,” the doctor said, exasperated, “do endeavor to hold that light steady if thou’rt going to hold it at all.”

“I beg your pardon,” I said, and did better.

Once assistance had come from the town, James carried Tom home, praise God, for I never could have done it. It turned out that Ginger had sprained his wrist when he struck the villain holding my Moggy captive. Struck him over the head with a chunk of tree as thick as my arm; he showed it me. 

The stout watchman who had accompanied Arnell when he first came to arrest Father was the man so dealt with. Mog had seen to the other two. Three of the four were roused enough to stagger in the midst of the group by the time we were ready to walk back. Arnell I think they dragged on a cloak. I did not feel pained when I imagined his next-morning’s discomfort.

I have mentioned that the Marlowe women are all wildcats, I think. In sooth, the Marlowe men are no better.

“I have to go home,” Mog said when we came out from under the trees and the lights of the town could be seen over the walls. “Mother expected me by sunset—”

“Archbishop Grindal will send a messenger, young mistress,” James said. He had Tom slung over his shoulders like a sack of meal, and Tom never stirred. It filled my heart with dread to see him so, and turned the taste of our small victory to ashes in my mouth. “I’m sure his Grace will be pleased to have thee and thy brother as his guests tonight, along with young master Claybourne. Young master—” It took me a moment to realize that he meant me, and not Ginger “—why didst not send for assistance, when thou found’st thy sister and the scholar taken?”

Stupidity? the helpful part of my mind suggested, but I shook the thought out of my head, scattering beads of water from my borrowed cloak. My feet squelched in the quarter inch of water swamping my shoes as I hurried to catch up with James. “I did not think—”

I paused, expecting the interruption—when dost thou ever think?—but it did not come. Instead, Mog said loyally from my side, “Kit is not used to being heeded, sir. That’s all. And I should i’faith hurry home; I am eldest after Kit, and all the rest girls, and Mother is expecting—”

“Ah,” James said, as Ginger faded a bit aside. “All the rest? How many sisters hast thou, young master?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “They move too fast to count, most of the time. Mog, dost think Mother—”

I heard her shrug in the darkness. “She’s very near—”

“Kit?” James said softly. “And Moggy?”

I winced. Sometimes people take a while to catch on. “My mother’s name is Katherine, sir,” I said. “Called Kat. We have a sister named Tabbey too. ‘Tis my mother’s conceit. Mog, if Mother needs thee, thou should’st go. Ginger, thou too, if thou art not required to give evidence—”

“Evidence can wait ‘till the morrow,” James answered. “And thou, Master Marlowe? Hast thy father need of thee?”

“I am not—” I swallowed. “I am not welcome in his home, I fear.”

“Ah.” James didn’t ask any more questions, and I was grateful. More grateful still when Ginger put his wet arm around my wetter shoulders, and Mog came and took my hand. “Thou should’st try to talk to him once more, Kittycat,” she said, stepping up to kiss my cheek as we came upon the gate—now barred for the night—and the deacon went to knock admittance from the gatekeeper.

“Perhaps,” I said.
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TOM HAD NOT AWAKENED by morning, and I sat by his bedside most of the day in a cold-bellied fret. Dr. Howland, according to Mother the only doctor in Canterbury who could be trusted to do so much as set a bone, came around midday and applied leeches to Tom’s wound. If he had attempted to do anything else, I should have driven him from the room, but he was a sensible and kind-hearted man. He said I was doing the right things: keeping Tom warm and getting him to swallow what water I could.

“Is he...” I couldn’t force the word into being, but Dr. Howland understood.

“The wound has not turned rotten,” he said, “and though he is fevered, his lungs are clear. A young man with the strength of an ox, if what the Archbishop tells me of the past few days is true. If he’s made it this far, likely he’ll mend. But stay with him.”

“Yes, sir,” I said. And I did, watching Tom sleep, giving him water when he seemed restless. In the late afternoon the Archbishop came in to tell me that they had apprehended the full flock of Marianists and that similar work would be going forward in Oxford, “for they did catch their leader last night, and he has not the integrity of Arnell, but has given them the names of all his followers.”

“Will Magistrate Arnell be burned?” I said, not happily.

“Burned or hanged, aye, Christopher. Dost trouble thee?”

“No... yes... I don’t know! He would have killed me last night, but... he thought he was doing the right thing.”

“‘Tis not an easy question,” Grindal said, “and ‘tis one our poor England has been torn and tormented by for fifty years. The Queen is right that conformity is our only hope, for is it not our dissension that gives the Scottish Queen her tools, her Myrmidons within the walls of this our Troy? There are good men on both sides, Christopher, but ‘tis a matter larger than men, and in such matters men always die.”

“As John Latimer found out to his cost,” said a thin voice from the bed.

“Tom!” His eyes were open, the dreadful bruises fading at last.  Though he had made no effort to move, his eyes were bright and clear, and when I touched his forehead he seemed not so hot as he had.

He gave me a quirk of a smile, but his gaze rested on the Archbishop. “Your Grace.”

“Master Watson. I am pleased to find you among us again.”

“No more than I am, I assure you, Your Grace. Did I understand you to say that Scottish Mary’s supporters have been scourged from this town?”

“Yes.”

“How? I know I did not do it, being out of my head with fever and all, and the Queen has no other men in Canterbury that I have been told of.”

“No,” the Archbishop said placidly, but with a twinkle, “but it seems she has a boy. You have young Master Marlowe to thank, Thomas. It is as much his work that the Marianists have been captured as it is his work that you are not dead.”

Tom stared at me, his jaw slack.

I looked down at my hands, my face on fire.

“You will have much to talk of,” the Archbishop said. “Do not let him tire himself, Christopher, but do not leave him to be eaten alive by his curiosity, either. I bid you both good even.”

I bowed, and Tom made an effort to incline his head, and the Archbishop closed the door carefully behind himself.

“So,” said Tom, “thou hast been busy. Wilt tell me?”

“If thou lik’st.”

“What else am I to do, boy? Shall not be climbing the bell tower anytime soon. But one question first.”

“Yes?”

“Kit,” he said, “where is my earring?”
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MOG CAME THE NEXT DAY and brought me news from home, and what she phrased as ‘Mother’s command royal’ that I return at once. “When Tom’s well enough to sit up,” I argued, but in fact I was not eager to leave the Archbishop’s quiet house. I did not see Ginger, though, and I missed him enough that I thought of discovering his classes at King’s School and lying in wait for him along some grassy path.

The next day, Tom was well enough to sit up in the garden for an hour, although it exhausted him. I did not dare ask his advice, however, afraid that he would see it as a plea for rescue. So when the Archbishop sent for me—on the grounds that if I knew the Greek letters, I might as well begin learning the words—I laid my problem before him.

“Thou knowest,” he said, “that to become a priest is to become the voice of God and the Queen on earth and among the people. It means great sacrifice, Christopher.”

I nodded. “It means going where I am sent.”

“It means obedience.” He folded his hands before him, their heels on the papers on his work table, his pale eyes calm and concerned. I wondered what it had been like for him, to live through the burnings of Protestants and the burnings of Catholics, to go into exile under Bloody Mary Tudor and return to Elizabeth’s rule. All that was long before ever I was born, but people spoke in hushed tones still of Mary’s reign, and the coincidence of names could not have been a comfort to Scottish Mary. “Obedience to God, to thy bishop, to the Queen. And obedience is not thy strong suit, my boy.”

I swallowed. “‘Tis true.”

“Then why a priest?”

“Because—” I stopped. There were a dozen answers I could have given that would have sounded good, and none of them were exactly true. I pressed my hands between my knees, trying to straighten shoulders that wanted to hunch in frustration. “Because I promised God,” I said.

“And thou dost keep thy promises. I see.” The Archbishop smiled slowly. It rearranged the lines in his face like hands twisting soft, crumpled leather. “That’s a form of obedience.”

I could tell by his thoughtful expression that he wasn’t finished, and I bit my tongue on argument.

His smile became a frown. “And ‘honor thy father and thy mother,’ Christopher. That’s a form of obedience, too.”
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CHAPTER TWELVE
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OUR FRONT DOOR HAD never looked more forbidding. I stopped before it, scrubbed my hands down my trouser legs, and tried to pretend my heart was thudding in my chest from the brisk walk, not from fear. ‘Twas a feeble pretense, and I did not fool myself.

But I could not deny the truth of the Archbishop’s words, nor other truths: Tom was going back to Oxford, and I could not go with him. It would be months before the scholarship was set, and I was Christopher Marlowe, son of the drunkard cobbler and already thrown out of one apprenticeship. Who would hire me, and for what? And I missed my mother, and my sisters. I did not miss my father, but I did not want to be at war with him, either. 

I took a deep breath and opened the door.

Despite the fact that it was mid-morning, Father was not in his shop. A relief, in a way, but also a puzzle. “Mother?” I called, starting up the stairs. “Mog?”

“Kit!” But it was Joan who appeared at the head of the stairs, Tabbey in her arms and Annie peering around her skirts. “Oh, thank God thou hast come home.”

“What is’t?” I covered the rest of the steps in two bounds. “What’s amiss?”

“Nothing,” Joan began, but then I heard my mother scream, and I knew.

“Where’s Father?”

“Has gone for the midwife. It came on her sudden, Kit. Mog and Mistress Browning are in there with her, helping her as best they can.” She paused, lower lip caught between her teeth, and then said, “I think ‘twould be a comfort to her to know thou’rt home.”

“I’ll take Tabbey, then. Do thou go tell her.”

Tabbey clung round my neck like a limpet; Joan had no sooner shooed Annie away from her skirts than Annie had her arms wrapped round my legs so that I could not move. Joan grinned. “They will keep thee from straying,” she said and slipped out of the kitchen.

“Aye,” I said. “Annie, what is’t? Why must thou wrap thyself round me like ivy?”

“Thou wert gone,” she said solemnly.

“Gone,” Tabbey echoed.

“And now Mama’s gone,” Annie said.

“Mother’s not gone, Annie-love. She’s just in the next room, waiting for the baby.”

“Joan says we mayn’t see her.” Annie’s big blue eyes were bright with tears, and her lower lip was trembling. In a moment, she would be crying; the moment after that, Tabbey would join her.

“Hush, love,” I said, detaching her with some difficulty from my legs so that I could kneel down beside her. “‘Tis a thing for grown women, is all, not for little girls—or for men. I may not go in, either.”

Give Annie a puzzle, and she will forget any woe. “Thou mayn’t?”

“No, ‘tis very sad,” I said, and made an exaggeratedly sad face. She and Tabbey giggled, and Tabbey pulled my hair. “We shall wait here together, shall we? And when the baby has come, we may see it.” If it be alive, I added, but only to myself.

I coaxed my sisters over to the bench, where Tabbey sat on my lap and Annie scrambled up beside me. “Kit,” said Annie, “where wert thou, when thou wast gone? Father said thou hadst gone to Hell.”

“Did he?”

“He said thou couldst, and he would not care. Kit, I don’t want thee to go to Hell!”

“It’s all right, Annie. I didn’t.” I may yet, but that need not trouble thee, sweeting. “I was just staying with a friend. A very grand friend.” I lowered my voice. “He has an earring.”

Tabbey smacked her plump hands together with glee. Annie’s eyes were wide with wonder. “Wilt thou get an earring, Kit?”

“Not yet,” I said, although the idea had already crossed my mind. “Maybe someday.”

“Kit?”

“Yes, Annie-love?”

“Art back? To stay?”

“Yes,” I said and put my free arm around her shoulders to pull her closer. “This is my home, as it is thine.”

“Good,” said Annie. “Then wilt tell us a story?”

“Story!” Tabbey cried, and I could not help laughing.

“Yes, yes, greedy ones! I’ll tell you a story.”

“Make it exciting,” Annie directed. “With giants.”

“Yes, my queen,” I said, making her giggle again, and began to spin another in the endless series of stories I had been telling my sisters since I was old enough to talk and Mog was old enough to listen.

Father returned before the story was half done, with Jane Gibbons the midwife in tow. His eyebrows went up when he saw me, but he was far more concerned with getting Mistress Gibbons to Mother, and mindful of the Archbishop, I thought that I could truly honor him for that. I concentrated on the story, for Annie and Tabbey were a critical audience; they would not care that my throat had gone dry or that my palms were sweating again.

Father came out into the kitchen very shortly thereafter; Joan trailed him, very white-faced and silent. Father said, “Mistress Gibbons says it may not be long, but ‘twill not be soon, neither. Kit, thou and Joan see that the little ones get somewhat to eat, and then I would speak with thee in my shop.”

“Yes, Father,” Joan and I said in dutiful chorus. He had done it on purpose, to make me wait, and I helped Joan in the kitchen with both hands but only half my brain—the rest of it turning round and round like a squirrel in a cage, trying to guess what he would say, trying to frame answers that would leave me my dignity and some semblance of freedom, while yet giving him the respect that was, the Archbishop told me, due this man as my father.

I had not been able to say to the gentle old Archbishop that I hated my father; it was too easy to imagine his look of disappointment, his deep, beautiful voice saying, Then thou canst be no priest, Christopher. For how canst thou preach love and forgiveness an thou dost not practice it?

Joan said, “Kit?”

“Turtle?”

“Don’t call me that.” But her scowl was for form’s sake only. “I can manage. Do thou go down.” She paused, her hands twisting in her apron. “Get it over with.”

“Thou’rt right.” I sighed and stood up, still aching from the events of the week.

“Kit?”

“Still here, Turtle.”

“Dost think he will beat thee?” Her anxiety made her look as young as Annie. “For I would not have Mother... I mean, Kit, I do not want thee hurt, but Mother...”

“I understand, Joanie. Thou dost me no harm.” I smiled at her. “It’ll be all right.”

Her trust in me hurt, for in truth I had no idea what Father intended, nor whether I could look to come out of this meeting with a whole skin.

I can leave again, I thought. But I knew I couldn’t. I could not leave my sisters, neither the elder pair nor the younger. I could not break Mother’s heart.

I am fifteen, I thought, going down the stairs. The Archbishop of Canterbury says I have the heart of a scholar, and Tom Watson is my friend. But none of that would matter to Father.

For a long time, he did not look up, leaving me to stand awkwardly in front of his bench, watching his heavy hands, which were so strangely nimble at their work. But finally, he set shoe and tools aside and leaned back. “So, Christopher, thou hast returned.”

“Yes, Father.”

“Hast been busy these past days, or so I hear.”

“Yes, Father.”

“What dost think to do now, boy, that thou art familiar of archbishops and grand people?”

“Father, I did tell thee. I want to study, to be a priest.”

He gave me an unpleasant look from beneath his eyebrows. “Dost know what the Bible says of pride, Christopher?”

“That it goes before a fall. But, Father, ‘tis not pride.”

“No? Then what is’t? Tell me, Christopher, I beseech thee.”

My face flooded red, but I kept my chin up and did not mumble, though I wished to. “It is what I must do, Father. I am sorry if it displeases thee.”

“Displeases me? Let us not talk of pleasure in this household, Christopher. Thou hast four sisters, yes?”

“Yes, Father.”

“And a fifth—”

“It could be a boy.”

“Aye,” he said, as if humoring me, “could be. Be that as it may, thou hast four sisters who will need dowering. Dost think thy father, with only his one pair of hands, can provide for all four? And what of thy mother, Christopher? What will she do whilst thou art preaching to the shepherds and laborers? Or wilt thou go to London, with thy fancy friends?”

“Father, I cannot be a cobbler—”

“Yes, thou canst.” He stood up, and I could not help going back a pace. “I know thee, Christopher. Thou carest not for hard work or for anything which does not win thee praise the moment thou setst thy hand to it. In a word, thou art lazy. Lazy and arrogant and disobedient. Thou hast seen that priests need not work with their hands, and thou hast said, I must be a priest.”

“No!”

My father blinked, and we both turned, almost gratefully, to glance up the stairs as my mother gave another hoarse cry. I was myself a little taken aback at how loudly I had spoken, but I hastened to press my advantage: “It is not laziness to admit that one is better suited to one task than another. I can be a scholar, Father, a priest. A priest can hope for advancement. Can care for his family better than an apprentice cobbler ever could.”

His face was dark as thunderclouds. “And you expect me to house and clothe and feed you whilst you chase your rainbows? Is that why thou hast returned?”

“I can win the scholarship, Father. Please. Try to believe me.”

“Thou’lt keep a civil tongue in thy head, boy.” He stepped around the bench, and I backed up another step. “And as I am thy father, and as thou hast returned to my house, thou wilt obey me. Dost thou hear?”

“Yes, Father. But—”

“No. Thou wilt obey me, or thou wilt not live beneath my roof.”

“Wouldst thou break Mother’s heart so?”

“An thy mother’s heart be broken, Christopher, it will not be my doing. It is thy choice.”

“Then command me something I can do. Do not set tasks for me which thou knowst I will fail in, and then blame me for failing.”

“Say what thou meanst, boy. Thou thinkst thyself too good for cobblery.”

And stung by the cruel contempt in his voice, I blurted out, at long last, the truth: “Yes!”

In a moment, he would hit me. In a moment, he would recover from the shock, and he would knock me to the ground with one blow of his fist. He knew it; I knew it. But in that silent moment, when he could not quite believe his ears, a voice said, “I do beg your pardon. But I did knock.”

Tom. Who shouldn’t be out of bed unless it was to sit in a chair in the sun. I closed my eyes and swallowed as my father looked up, over my head, and towards the doorway. I turned as well, though it put my back to him, and felt my own face go blank with shock. Because there, in the doorway of my father’s humble shop, stood not only Tom Watson, but the Archbishop of Canterbury, leaning hard on the arm of a servant I had not previously met.

My father stepped away from me, his hands falling open to his sides as he studied the three figures in the doorway. Tom’s face in particular gleamed an utterly violent shade of purple, although both eyes were working again. Upstairs, Mother cried out once more, and both Tom and Archbishop Grindal turned to glance up the stairs. “Oh, dear,” the old man said. “I see thou cam’st home in the very teeth of time, Christopher. I am glad I did not insist thou stay another day.” 

“Stay—” Father looked from his Grace to me, and I nodded.

“That is where I have been.” I caught myself twisting my hands in my shirtfront and forced myself to stop.

“Your boy has a gift for languages, Master Marlowe.” As if my father’s silence were an invitation, the Archbishop moved forward into the shop. “I don’t suppose you have such a thing as a stool for an old man’s bones—”

There was the tall one before the hearth. I dashed to fetch it while Father was still wrestling with the reality of the head of the Church of England in his undusted little shop. Tom and the servant made the Archbishop as comfortable as possible, and then he looked up at my father again.

My father, who was as utterly at a loss as I have ever seen a grown man be.

“So,” the Archbishop continued, as Tom put a subtle hand on my shoulder and edged me out of their line of conversation, “have you given much thought to the lad’s schooling, Master Marlowe?”

“Begging your pardon, your Grace,” my father said, jolted out of his paralysis by the directness of the question, “but I have four daughters and a fifth on the way, as you can hear. I need the lad here—”

“It’s irregular,” the Archbishop continued serenely, “but—assuming he can pass the examination for the scholarship, a matter in which I have good faith—a way might be seen for your son to live at home while he attends King’s School.”

I flinched. I wanted to shout No! again, in that wonderful freeing tone that had made Father shut his mouth and stare at me as if I had grown a second head. More than anything, I wanted out of his house. I wanted to share a room with Ginger, and stay up late nights talking, and—

More than thou dost wish schooling, Kittycat?

Upstairs, again, and this time every head turned. I winced, and winced again because the intervals had shortened. I heard hasty footsteps on the stairs, and swallowed hard. ‘Tis just Joan running up with water or rags. They’ve done this many a time.

It never seemed entirely fair to me that both Adam and Eve got the knowledge, and only Eve received the pain.

The Archbishop gathered himself visibly, and Tom’s hand tightened on my shoulder. “—In which case, there would be money left over, intended to pay for the student’s room and board.”

I could almost see the greed—Be fair, Kit. It’s not greed: it’s honest need, with another mouth on the way—warring with my father’s passion for control of his family. As God has dominion over the King, and the King over the man, so the man over his family. Watching his mouth work, I understood something else as well: that to him, my hatred of his chosen trade wasn’t just rebellion. It was—I did not think that it would be too harsh to say that to him it was a dismissal of all his sweat and toil.

Tom Watson cleared his throat. “If I may speak, your grace? Master Marlowe?”

The Archbishop nodded permission before my father had done more than glance over. I wondered if he and Tom had rehearsed it. The sounds from upstairs were worse, and I tried to remember what Tabbey’s birth had been like. Please, Mother. Be strong.

“I’m after wondering what young Christopher here has to say on the matter,” Tom said, and looked directly at me.

Please, God. It wasn’t much of a prayer, but it was the best I could manage on short notice, for there was nothing I could say here except the truth. “F-father said—” I coughed, and started over. “Father said that if Mother bears a boy, I could hope for schooling,” I managed, my voice as thin as it has ever been. Only Tom’s hand on my shoulder let me get as much as that out. “But that is all.”

The Archbishop nodded. “Is that so, Master Marlowe?”

My father’s face was white as suet under the dark thatch of his hair, but he nodded. “‘Tis so. But my wife does run to girls, your Grace.”

“I see.” The Archbishop glanced over at Tom, who gave me one last pat, the sort of pat you’d give a whining dog that belonged to another man, and left my side. “That’s settled, then. Christopher, I expect Tom will come ‘round on the morrow to discover if thou wilt sit for the scholarship or not, come summer.”

“Aye, your Grace,” Tom said, just as I reached out and also began, “Your Grace—” in a totally different tone.

My father shot me the blackest look I have ever seen, and I heeded him not. But the Archbishop looked at me and raised an eyebrow, and smiled. “In addition to obedience, Christopher, a priest must have faith. The Lord will provide. I will leave you goodmen to your vigil, then, and God’s grace upon your good wife, Master Marlowe, that she be safely delivered.”

He turned and left, leaning on the arm of the man who had spoken not a word. I think I would have died and melted into the very floor if Tom had not turned over his shoulder and winked at me, just once.

All that afternoon, Father and I worked side by side, unspeaking, and when the light failed we went upstairs to the cold supper Joan had laid. Mother’s screams had faded to a sort of weary panting that echoed through the house, and neither of us could eat. I’m not sure Joan managed more than a mouthful either before she put Tabbey and Anne to bed on a pallet by the kitchen hearth and charged me watch them while she went upstairs.

Father and I sat in silence, the helpless waiting of men since the world began, and waited for someone’s step on the stair. Once or twice, he looked over at me as if he would speak, but each time he thought better of it. I knew he wanted to ask what I had done to win the Archbishop’s favor, and I was praying that he would not ask, because the only answer I could give him—the truth—was an answer he would never believe. It was not within the scope of his understanding, that a child of his could be a priest. I could be lazy and thriftless and too clever for my own good, too quick with a smart answer—aye, he would allow me the faults. But not the merits. He could not allow that I could be truly capable of something which he was not.

Let go, Father, I pleaded, though I would never dare to say it out loud. I do not have to be what you are to be thy son.

Mother shrieked again, a long sobbing howl. Tabbey and Anne came bolt upright, clinging together, but before either of them could overcome their fright enough to make a sound, we heard a new voice, the newest voice in all Christendom, as a baby began to wail. Anne and Tabbey’s eyes went wide, and I saw my father bow his head over his clasped hands, giving thanks with—for once—neither self-consciousness nor irony.

Feet through the upstairs rooms, feet pounding down the stairs. Joan, swinging round the doorpost into the kitchen, her face still pale, but bright with joyousness. “Father! Kit!” She paused, savoring the drama and her own importance.

“Well, lass?” Father growled.

“Mother’s well, and Mistress Gibbons says ‘tis a strong child. And... ‘tis a boy!”

And I thought in the silence before Father gave a whoop and lifted Annie up to dance her round the kitchen while Tabbey clapped her hands and Joan hung on the doorpost, laughing and crying at the same time, Perhaps a Marlowe shall sit that examination after all.

The Archbishop of Canterbury said I had the heart of a scholar, and I aimed to prove him right.
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