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“Well resolve me in this question: why have we not conjunctions, oppositions, aspects, eclipses, all at one time, but in some years we have more, in some less?”

—Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus, scene 7.

 

“The universe is under no obligation to make sense to you.”

—Neil deGrasse Tyson, Astrophysics for People in a Hurry.














Prologue



Fatehpur Sikri, 1599


Madame.

I do not appeal to you as the representative of any government, crown, religious sect or country. I am technically of the Protestant Christian faith as is my Queen. Such things are decided by the inclination of our rulers in Europe. But not in this country. Here, in Bharat, the land at the meeting of the two oceans…but of course you smile when I say that. The real ocean is far away. This is a city, and there is only a river. But the real meeting of two oceans takes place in the heart. Your son, his blood, his very existence he owes to this fragile state of tolerance. But I need not explain that to you, Madame.

Your son told me to come to you for help. He said I could tell you the entire truth and nothing I said could shock you. He thinks that much of you.

You judge me already although I have scarce begun. You sit wrapped in sea-coloured silk and gold like the queen of my own country. But you, Madame, are a humble scholar, and perhaps a poet as I am. I cannot read your language well enough to judge, but I’m working on it. At any rate, your son said you could help me read the works in the library here, and that my story would be your price. He said you like stories.

Oh right, I should begin with the passwords.

The fire is warm

The fire is old

The torch still burns

The torch burning downward

That which keeps me alight, extinguishes me

That which nourishes me, destroys me

Madame, my name is Christopher Marlowe, poet, scholar, one time agent of Queen Elizabeth of England. I am a magician of no small ability, a decent swordsman, one of the Gifted, who walks in the spirit world, whether he will or no. I have come to your garden of peacocks and hibiscus flowers, a refugee from the wars of Christendom, to beg for help at the court of Emperor Akbar of Delhi. I am, like you, a Merchant of Light, and with these passwords and tokens you are sworn to give me aid.

Oh, and in my own country I am reckoned to have died five years ago.

Shall we begin?







Chapter 1


There is an early morning that is a crystal in my mind, because it was just before the world changed. I contemplate every sweet, affectionate, and ordinary facet now. It was the last time I was certain of the substance of the world.

At dawn, a few days after we’d heard that the Spanish Armada entered the English Channel, I opened my eyes when the bells began to ring. I sat up blinking in the darkness. It was warm and humid, like a damp cloth squeezed on us both. My bedmate, Thomas, reached his soft sweaty arms around me and pulled me back against his chest. “You beautiful man,” he said. “Do not leave me.”

“Shan’t,” I said, giving myself over to his kiss. Thomas was generous in darkness, his hands rough and his lips smooth, the salt in his skin ambrosial and warm. As soon as the sun peeked through the window, he would grow distant, puritanical, and thin lipped and pretend that we merely shared room and bed as other struggling young men do. But in the hours before sunrise, he still belonged to me.

“Have the Spanish come?” he murmured into my hair.

“Hush.”

“But the bells…”

“Mean nothing,” I said, cupping his member. “The London city fathers run drills all the time. Stay.”

He pushed my hand away and sat up, the dreamy sensuality of half sleep was gone, alas, gone. “If we could only cast a spell to stop them.”

“You’d never endanger your immortal soul so, Thomas,” I said, resting my chin against his shoulder blade.

“You take every word I say so literally.” The affection bubbled under the tremble in his voice. “But on this morning, had I your Gift, Kit…”

“You are not afraid?” I sat up and touched his arm. I could not see his face.

“Of the Inquisition?” He laughed without humour. “But it is different for you. You have no trouble bending the knee to any orthodoxy, since you hold all doctrine in contempt.”

I kissed him. He tasted like apples. They were all we had to eat the night before. All the taverns were shut, foodstuffs hidden from the invaders. But it was August and apples were plentiful, if a bit green.

“Not all doctrine,” I whispered.

“Do not repeat your blasphemy about Christ and John the Evangelist now,” he said, hoarsely. “We have so little left of freedom.”

“You should go to the river.”

“Five minutes more,” he said. “What is five minutes on our last day as free English men?”

“All right,” I said. And for a time, we said no more. But the black sky turned grey; the grey turned pale blue. The bells went on.

As the sun’s first rays came in through the high open window overhead, there was a sharp rap on the door.

“The Watch,” said Thomas. “Put your britches on.”

I did, quick as I could. Thomas started to rise, tripped, and fell sprawling. The knocking grew more insistent. I picked up the bedclothes and threw them over him and went to open the door.

It was not the Watch. Or to be precise, it was, but not as I expected.

“Hello Kit,” said my sister Anne. She was dressed as a boy, wearing the badge of the city Watch, and carrying a package of sausages.

We were almost the same height but looked nothing alike. She was ruddy and freckled while I am fair enough to see veins spider web under my skin.  Her hair was golden and thick, unlike my loose, brown mop. Her eyes were green, and mine brown.  She had no breasts to speak of and was considered a plain woman, while most judged me a handsome man. But we were alike in temperament. She accepted my perversions and heresies. I accepted her black tempers and her generous relationship with honesty. We were bad characters, but as a man this qualified me for employment with Her Majesty’s Secret Service, while poor Anne was trapped at home. Or she should have been. She made a convincing boy in the poor light, and on this day the Watch might not notice her sex, or care.

“What on Earth are you doing in London?” I asked.

“I’ve come to fight the Spanish. The sausages are from Mother.” She sailed past me into the room. “She’s certain the whole city is eating rats already. Tell Thomas not to get up.”

Thomas emerged from the floor bringing most of the bedclothes with him, his fair hair all askew and his eyes still half closed. “Why does she know who I am?”

“I’ve come to make you breakfast before the fight, Master Kyd.” Anne took a small skillet from her bundle and set it atop the papers on the table. “I read your Spanish Tragedy. Oh, and Kit tells me everything, we have no secrets.”

Thomas squinted. “I don’t know who you are. That’s a secret.”

I bowed. “Thomas Kyd, may I present my sister Anne Marlowe.”

“Put on clothes. There are sausages.”

“Enchanting,” he said, yawning.

“Do you have anything to add to this?”

“I’ve some apples,” I said.

“Be useful and cut them up together.”

She set about starting a fire. I found my knife in a jumble of papers on the table and sliced the sausages and apples. Anne swept the pieces into a pan she found propped behind my atlas.

“So, you are a loyal Englishwoman this morning? All tricked out to fight the Inquisition?”

“English priests are bad enough but at least they belong here.”

“And if the Spanish catch you?”

She made a gesture that I didn’t know she knew.

“If Her Majesty can take the field, why not your sister?” said Thomas, grinning.

“Thank you, Master Kyd,” said Anne, spearing a bit of sausage on her knife for him. He popped it into his mouth, still spitting grease. He moaned in pain, but chewed manfully.

“Eat quickly,” she said. “The Duke of Parma could be crossing the Channel right now. Half the city is at the river already.”

I shrugged and speared a bit of sausage. Thomas looked peevish.

“What is it?” asked Anne.

“Kit’s bound for Greenwich,” Thomas said.

Anne made a sour face. Thomas nodded at her, sighed, and went back to his breakfast.

I tasted the bit of sausage. “This is good.”

Thud went the pan on the table, apples and sausages bouncing. “He’s doing magic for the Queen,” she said to Kyd.

Kyd nodded.

I did not hear what Anne said then because she boxed my ears. I slapped my hand over her mouth. She bit me. I yelped but did not let her go. She struggled until her cap went flying and her hair started tumbling down.

Kyd shrugged on his doublet.  “See if you can’t make him see sense,” he said. “Thank you for the food.”

He hesitated at the door. He gave me a look heavy and wet with desire, but whatever my lover would say to me before going to war, he would never say in front of my sister. He slapped on his cap and stalked out of the room.

“Why?”

“You should not be here at all.”

“I can fight.”

“And I’ve the scars to show for it.” I put my hand to my left arm, where I would bear the marks of her teeth to my grave.

She hit me  just in case I’d forgotten what it felt like. It felt quite unpleasant.

“Will you be still?” I asked. “Let me explain.”

She nodded. I let her go. Anne retrieved her hat, collected her injured dignity about her, and re-braided her hair.

“What do you know about the Merchants of Light?”

“The Queen’s Witch Masters?”

“They’re not witches, Anne. They are the Queen’s most trusted scholars.”

“Well enough for the Great and Near Great. Folk like me are just called witches.” Her eyes narrowed. “They will use your Gifts and spit you out.”

“At least my life will be of use,” I said, more sourly than I meant to.

“What?” she said. “Oh, poor me, poor Kit Marlowe. I see spirits. I indulge in perversions and tarry at the doorway of Hell. What piteous lot is mine.”

“You see spirits, too. And here you are, ready to die in battle. Same as me. Do I criticize?”

She collapsed into a chair. I sat too, my arms across my chest, leaning back in my chair. My long bare legs had a tiny trail of bedbug bites. They looked like I had the pox, if pox could be confined to a man’s legs. The bells were going again. London’s churches calling London’s citizens to lay down their lives in her defence.

“Your masters,” she asked, slowly. “Are they like us?”

I sighed. “They understand our Gifts well, for they study such things. They are not themselves Gifted.”

“Never trust anyone who cannot perform his own magic. That was your rule. And some of these men are not even Englishmen. Some are Catholics themselves.”

“Better to trust our fate to Merchants of Light than to the Inquisition, who burn folk like us as witches and heretics. Is that what you want?”

“Do the Spanish attack us with magic?”

“His most Catholic majesty does not truck with magicians.”

“Then why must we?”

“We are Protestants and that makes us practical.”

“It is wrong, and you know it.”

“Worse than killing with sword or fire?” I scoffed. “What do you think war is about, Anne? The size of the Spanish fleet is one of the worst kept secrets in Christendom. One hundred and thirty ships, including two full squadrons of galleons.”

I tried to speak as if I were sure I was right, and Anne was wrong, and perhaps I fooled her a bit. Anne frowned. She detested displaying her ignorance of military matters. “A squadron is?”

“Ten ships. So twenty galleons, ten of them the heavy Portuguese make, and several odd warships from Naples.”

“Is that an unusually large fleet for an invasion?”

“Yes,” I said. “The Duke of Parma has ground troops massed across the Channel, ready to hit London as you know. But the real force will come from the Atlantic, and we don’t have enough ships.”

“But Francis Drake?”

“A few pirates make a pathetic navy. We have nothing to match the Armada, Anne. So, I will let the Merchants of Light use me any way my Queen requires…”

“And if you fail?”

“We will not fail,” I said.

“If you do?”

I shrugged. “They will kill the Queen, certainly. Close the Protestant churches, establish the Inquisition. Bloody Mary’s reign will be a pleasure party by comparison.”

“Still…” Anne said, “it feels…dishonest.”

I grinned. “Afraid for my soul? How sweet.”

Anne took my hands in hers and squeezed them hard. “Even without Perdition, there is such a thing as a fair fight. You knew that when you fought schoolboys in the Canterbury mud. What changed you, brother?”

I wouldn’t have tolerated this lecture from anyone else. I was not happy to hear it from Anne. It was a little too much like the days when I still believed God saw my every wicked impulse. But though I squirmed under my sister’s judgment, I said nothing. Fighting Spain was paramount in my mind.

“I think I will go to the river,” said Anne, patting my head. “In case you come to your senses and the invasion comes after all.”

“Let me walk with you.”

I dived into my bed for my stockings. I pulled them over my itchy legs, the little pattern of bug bites looking like lace under the thin white cloth. Anne laced up my doublet. She threw her arms around me. Then she clouted me on the side of the head, so I would not think her gone soft. She wiped her belt knife on her sleeve with as much dignity as a cardinal. And then there was a rap at the door.

I opened it and found Matthew Roydon, splendid as Adonis and delicious as cake. He wore his best shabby blue doublet and a cheap paste drop in his ear. He was dressed for court, not a hard ride to the coast. I might have wanted to rip his clothes off on the spot, were it not for Thomas.

“I have come to fetch you.”

“Now?”

“Doctor Dee cast a horoscope or somesuch and says we must be ready by noon precisely. But I see you are entertaining.”  Matthew eyed my sister with mixed curiosity and pique. “Does Thomas know?”

“Allow me to introduce my—”

“Brother,” she said. “Anthony.”

“Anthony Marlowe, this is Matthew Roydon.”

Anne curtseyed. Then she bowed. Then curtseyed again. She inched past Roydon and shimmied down the stairs.

“Wait for me.”

“Let her go,” said Matthew.

I reached for my one really good suit, copper red and gold thread that glinted in the bright morning sun. Matthew devoured the last of the sausages, mopping the drippings in the pan with his finger.

“Matthew?”

“Aye?”

“Are you afraid of what we do?”

He grinned. “Thomas has been filling your head with nonsense?”

“Not Thomas.”

“Then fetch your ritual knife.”

It was on the table. I pushed some papers out of the way to locate it. Some were mine, others belonged to Thomas. I swept them up together and shoved them into a box to make room.

I did not think about the contents of those pages. I thought myself safe in the hands of Thomas Harriot, John Dee, Walter Ralegh, each high in the Queen’s esteem. More fool me, I believed Matthew and I would save the country with magic and be back in time for supper.

We did save the country. We were even home in time for supper. Anne was there with a bottle of something strong. She matched me drink for drink. She always could. I did not speak of what happened and she didn’t ask. Kyd stayed away until dawn. He looked troubled, but we did not speak of it, not then and not in the years that came, when our bed grew cold, our friendship thinned. Not even when they arrested him, and it was all my fault.

Anne went home, and I stayed. I adopted new habits: smoking and cruelty, poetry and worse, anything that would shut out the memory of the Armada Spell. In time, I wore out Thomas’ patience. He sent me packing.

The papers remained in his box. I did not think of them until five years later, the day he was arrested, before my official death in Mistress Bull’s tavern. Put this on my tombstone, should I ever get a proper one. Here lies Christopher Marlowe, who would have done less harm to those he loved except he did not think.






Chapter 2




Let’s be clear. I knew exactly who Richard Baines was when he sat down next to me. We had worked together abroad on the Queen’s business. He was a provocateur. On this day, I was the man he meant to provoke.

He offered to fill my pipe with tobacco. I had no illusions when he leaned over his ale in the dark corner of the tavern, the firelight casting ribbons of orange light across his pockmarked face as he whispered his infernal question. But it had been near upon five years since the Armada spell, and I no longer cared what happened. It was winter of 1593, the plague year. I’d mastered the art of the sneer, in the face of quarantine marks chalked on the doors of friends.

“I did meet the Algonquin chiefs at Master Harriot’s house.”

He smiled, that rat’s smile, that has no feeling, only the bones under the skin holding the pink of his lips in position. “You are quite brave to converse with such savages.”

“Not especially.” I placed my hand on the round pommel of my dagger, but it would do me no good. Baines would give me no excuse to fight him. Violence did not suit his purposes.

“I meant morally,” he said, his eyebrow raised.

“You must be joking, given what we’ve both done.”

He whispered. “I do not speak of venial sins of the bedchamber.”

I regarded the fine stitching on his doublet, his warm cloak. I was not fooled for a second by his conspiratorial wink. “Nor do I.”  

Will Shakespeare and some few diverse players came in at that moment. The small piece of my soul that still had a care for my safety thought to get up out of this infernal corner and join them at the fire. Will and I were not close friends. I do not think he was really close to anyone. Not a bad actor. Good voice, passable leg. But he was the sort who everyone met, and no one knew. He could have been a Government Man himself, were he not so stupid and Christlike.

But panic grew inside me like a wart on my heart. I tilted my head, brushed Baines’ leg ever so gently with mine, and gave him a smile as false and skeletal as his own. “Did you offer to fill my pipe?”

“I did,” said Baines.

I offered my pipe to him. “All those who love not tobacco and boys are fools.”

“Say you so?”

“I swear it.”

Baines lowered his lashes to his cup. He meant to look flirtatious, but I knew that glance well. He was trying to hide the triumph in his eyes. He could not know that this fish was swimming toward the hook, not away.

His hands did not tremble as he unlaced the top of his pouch. The sweet strong smell of the leaves made me glance away toward the fire. Will was looking at me. He raised his eyebrows but did not move. I wondered if he knew who Baines was. Will always saw more than you thought he did. He turned back to his friends, and I turned back to my self-destruction.

I lit my pipe. It was heavenly. “The Algonquin do not conceive the world as Christian men do. It would be imprecise to call their views heresy. Their imagination resembles that of the noble pagans who lived before Christ. They have stories older than Adam’s creation, assuming that date can be reckoned by counting the years that Scripture says the patriarchs lived.”

“You share their views on the age of the Earth?”

There we were, dangling together on the precipice. “I see no compelling evidence to contradict them.”

“The truth must be in Scripture,” said Baines. “Come, man, we are friends. Speak plain.”

We were not friends.  I tasted my drink. “What did Old Sir Francis Walsingham say about speaking plain?”

Baines leaned forward, as if he would kiss me like Judas Iscariot. “I have heard whispered some of your thoughts about the nature of Christ.”

“Which thoughts?” I said, the honey taste of the ale filling my throat. “That Mary was a bawd, and that Christ and John the Evangelist might have been lovers? And now that lax attendance at services won’t be tolerated, neither will dangerous speculation about the age of the planets nor a defence of Greek love?”

Baines’ eyes narrowed. He moved away on the bench, dropping all pretence. “Atheists are as trustworthy as Papists.”

“Which precise blasphemy would you repeat to your masters?” I snarled at him. “Shall I say religion itself is a sickness?”

A gloved hand rested on my shoulder. “Kit, come join us,” said Will Shakespeare.

“Stay out of this, Will.”

“Yes, Master Shakespeare,” said Baines. “By all means let him speak.”

“Miracles finer than those of the saints are performed by the men who visit with Master Harriot…”

“You’ve had a lot to drink,” Will said, urgent, with a subtle hint of command. I gaped at him in shock, but I spoke no more. Who guessed Will Shakespeare was Gifted?

“No matter,” said Baines, rising. “Your friend has said more than enough for my purposes tonight.”

Baines gave a little bow. I lurched to my feet, knife in my hand, but Will was somehow in the way. Then Baines scurried off to report my words to whatever Thought Master he served now. Indeed, what was the point of fighting it? Come death, and welcome. Were there a just God, or any God, I would be extinguished from this Earth before I could do more harm.

“I’ll take you home,” Will said, but I staggered out of the tavern into the dark empty street.

Will found me some hours later lying drunk in a carriage rut in the road that ran through Shoreditch into London. He lay down beside me, though the ground was cold with frost. He was always companionable in drink. “I should have let you stab him.”

“It would not shut him up.”

“It would if he were dead.”

I opened one eye to look at him. “When did you go all bloodthirsty?”

“I understand the danger you are in,” said Will. “Better than you know.”

“You couldn’t possibly.” Then I remembered the one reason he could. “Are you a Catholic? Is that why you stayed clear of university?”

Will folded his hands over his heart. “I obey the law and love my Queen.”

“Will Shakespeare a secret Papist.”

Will sighed. “You can be so literal sometimes.”

It was something Thomas would say.  I put my thumb up to the brilliant star where no star should be in Cassiopeia. That star had existed before we did the spell. Astrologers all over Christendom wrote of the brilliant new light, the Fiery Trigon, the harbinger of a new and better age of Mankind. I remembered showing it to Anne, lying in the grass on a warm night. I remembered my schoolmasters arguing that it could not be there, Aristotle had said the realm of the stars was fixed and unchanging, and yet there it was, brighter than Venus, visible by day for weeks.

I remembered when it faded in 1574.

But there it was again, the Stella Nova, brand new, blazing in Cassiopeia as if it had never left us. The night was deadly clear. There wasn’t even any moonlight. It was not just the stella nova. The constellations were no longer the shapes I knew. Will was Gifted. Perhaps he could see what I saw. “Do the stars look wrong to you?”

“You look wrong to me.”

“Be serious.”

He regarded the sky and shook his head. “What do you see that looks wrong?”

“Everything.”

“You are drunk,” Will said.

“I know all the stars. I am a mage.”

“Well, aren’t we grand.”

“Do you remember the new star that appeared when we were young?”

He patted my bare hand with his gloved one and got up. “I am cold. And the constable will be here soon, all the noise you made.”

He gave me a nudge with his foot. I rose, feeling the world around me giving way. “Does Henslowe keep your plays?”

“Pardon?”

“Old scrolls the actors use. The texts you give the Registry.”

“The ones we use the most, sure. Why?”

“Because I’ve been looking for reference to the Fiery Trigon in astrological texts and checking navigational maps and I can’t see any reference to that star appearing suddenly, and slowly vanishing.”

“And you think one of your poet friends put one in a play?”

“Possibly,” I said. “It is one of many possibilities.”

Will looked up. “Church doctrine says Aristotle is correct and the heavens are immutable.”

“You can speak freely to me.”

Will gave me a significant glance. “I just did.”

“With the evidence before you, a star that appeared and disappeared and reappeared, you shrug?”

“I’m not Thomas Kyd,” he said, softly. “I don’t love you enough to risk prison for you.”

The hairs prickled on my forearms. It was cold. “Take me to the Rose.”

He put a hand on my shoulder and looked me in the eye. “What will the plays tell you?”

I stumbled and fell. The icy ground jarred my knees, and the pain sobered me. The glint of the frost on the ground mirrored the glint of the altered stars. I, a mere juggler, no god, or prophet like Moses, had made and unmade stars. What else must have changed?

“Will?” I asked. “Who wrote the Spanish Tragedy?”

“I don’t know that play.”

I leaned over and vomited. Well, perhaps I was a little drunk. Will pulled my hair out of my face and made vague noises.

“Thomas wrote a play,” I said, numbly.

“I didn’t know that.”

“Burbage did it three times. It was popular.”

Will offered me his hand. I stared at it, but did not move, nor look him in the face.

“God’s teeth! You were in it, Will. You played Balthazar.”

Now he looked truly unnerved. I shook him hard. Anne would have kicked me. But Shakespeare was an even-tempered man. “All right, I’ll take you to the Rose. Just…stop doing that.”

It was easy to break into the theatre at night, although it was dark and full of odd items to stumble over. Will found a box of old scrolls and a candle. We sat down on the stage, in the starlight of the roofless pit, and went through the scripts together. He kept the light trimmed and the smoke out of my eyes as I read every line. Most were actor’s sides, which only contained the lines from a single character. None of them were from Thomas’ play, but that meant nothing.

I couldn’t be sure the stars were changed either, without talking to someone else from the night of the Armada spell. But they were scattered. Ralegh was in and out of prison, Harriot hunted his missing colony in America, and Matthew was on the Continent. Providence alone knew where Dee was. I was the only one in London.

Will found a bottle of old wine hidden among some prop swords. He poured some in a gilt-painted wooden cup. It was not bad, for the stuff players drink. “Might I speak plain?”

I put the heel of my hands to my sore eyes. “Is it possible to stop you?”

“This is School of Night business, isn’t it?”

“That’s not what they’re called.”

“I made the name up.” He grinned. “What do you call them?”

“It is not safe to know about them.”

“You’ve been babbling about spells gone wrong and witch masters for a long time, Kit.” He glanced down at his hands. “You’d be better off seeking wisdom from men of the theatre than that of the great and grand. We value what you are, not what you do for us.”

“Thank you, Master Shakespeare. Your wisdom is beyond price.”

“You did some sort of spell. And you think it changed the plays and the stars and maybe other things.”

“Maybe not,” I said. “I don’t understand exactly what it did. Lord Manteo taught it to Thomas Harriot who taught it to me. It seemed to work. At least we weren’t invaded. But now those who ordered it done have turned to the likes of Richard Baines to solicit my confession of heresy.”

“They fear English Catholics more than ever,” said Will, grimly.

“I was unkind to you about that.”

“Oh, they fear atheists too. You shouldn’t drink in public if you cannot keep your mouth shut.”

I rose and staggered to the middle of the stage. “Stand still, you ever moving spheres of Heaven. That time may cease, and midnight never come!” I shouted. I spun around, and the theatre spun with me.

“You’re not Faustus.”

“Oh, so you remember my Faustus, but not Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy?”

Will shifted uncomfortably. “It might not mean anything. We perform five plays a week. I’ve acted or managed nearly all of them. If you didn’t keep aloof from your creations, you’d understand.”

“I’m a scholar, not a player.”

“You’re about to be a prisoner so I wouldn’t put on airs.”

I sank heavily to my knees on the stage. I had drunk enough that the walls kept spinning after I stopped. “Men like us need patronage, Will.”

“I am not a magician.”

“You could be a Merchant of Light,” I said. “You are Gifted, and not merely with words. I knew men at Cambridge who were reckoned brilliant men, who had not half your mind or your talent.”

“I pay my own way,” he said.

“You scratch out rubbish for pennies.”

“Better that than be at the mercy of powerful men.”

“You could be more.”

Will sighed. He leaned back on his hands and looked up at the stars. “We make our own rough magic here, I think. Change minds. Change hearts. There’s power here too, Kit. I thought you understood that after Tamburlaine…”

“You mean after the thugs took my words and used them to harass Dutch Protestant refugees.”

“Well, I didn’t mean that particular incident.” Will’s breath was visible in the air between us. He rubbed his hands over the candle. “I hate your…colleagues. They are poison.”

The venom in his voice stung my eyelashes. It couldn’t be tears. I was too tired for that.  “What do you want of me, Will?”

“Walk away. There’s no one on the Bankside who would not fight for you, no matter what trouble you’re in.”

I put my head down and closed my eyes. “You’re not a fool, Will. Stop pretending you are.”

“I am a fool,” Will said, stroking my head. “Poor, lonely fool. Ignorant of the grand designs of the realm. What does it matter if the stars changed or are as Aristotle said, forever fixed?”

“Isn’t it enough I erased Thomas’ life?”

“That wasn’t you, Kit. That was the authorities.”

But it was worse than that. I had erased his fame. Somehow The Spanish Tragedy ceased to be, and with it something in Thomas had died. He’d become ever more tormented by the conflict between what he was and who he thought he should be, so when the Queen’s men came to break him, he didn’t fight. Baines arrested him because of the papers they found in Thomas’ rooms, papers I left the morning of the Armada spell. While the spell unmade all the moments wherein Thomas put pen to paper, it left that moment alone, forever trapped like the stars were supposed to be.

It would not be the first night I’d slept in the theatre. Some nights it was the only place that felt safe. That was an illusion. Baines or someone of his ilk would find me soon. And Will’s doughty players, for all their valour, could not possibly protect me.







Chapter 3


“Whoreson,” Ingram Frizer said.

I opened my eyes and wished I had not. His next blow made my eyes water. My neck was sore from jerking about every time he hit me. Strange to tell, but I could not feel my head anymore. I could not see Ingram Frizer either. My vision was shrouded in reddish sweat, occluding all but the lank hair outlining his pudgy, beardless face. It grew redder, his face. Or mayhap t’were just my eyes, red from a burst blood vessel. I have seen that, in prison. Cannot remember which prison. A man hit a prisoner ‘til he cried blood. Messy that.

My neck jerked. Frizer must have hit me again. “I’m going to kill you.”

“Right,” I said. “Get on with it, then.”

“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” said Frizer.

I struggled a bit in his friend’s arms. Skeres clasped me against his thick, cork-barrel chest, sweating against my twisted arms. I could not feel my arms either anymore.

“I can wipe that smirk off your face,” said Frizer, reaching for the laces on his breeches. “You, Master Marlowe, are going to suck my cock.”

I might have done it if it would save my life. Even if he did smell like dung and beer and something sweet like chicken, I’d have jammed his thick, disgusting maggoty member in my mouth and hung upon him until he spent. But he had his orders, see. I did not want to vomit before I died. A corpse has so little dignity.

“Terrible sin, that,” I said.

I spat blood, perhaps a bit of tooth. They both hooted like deranged waterfowl.

“Yeah,” said Frizer. “Much you care.”

Skeres pushed me to my knees, but I saw Frizer’s poxy cock, and I thought…it felt like hearing a soft voice from very far away except it was all my own…hell with this. I rammed him in the nuts with the top of my head.

If he hadn’t been drunk, he never would have fallen for it, but his balance was not its best. Did he ever howl! Skeres was laughing too, so I yanked forward and used his own weight against him. He went down, plop! My shoulder rang loud, banging peals of pain. I yanked free, jumped to my feet, and snatched Skeres’ belt knife out of the cheese he’d left it in.

I waved the square dagger at Frizer. He staggered to his feet now, howling in time with the throbbing in my shoulder. He lurched toward me. I ducked and went under his arm. I grabbed my short cloak and flung it into Skeres’ eyes. This distracted Frizer enough that I got past him and flung open the door.

There stood Matthew Roydon, elegant in soft velvet, perfumed, with new a pearl drop earring, only a bit smaller than the one Lord Ralegh wears. I had not seen him in five years, but he still looked delicious. Just this moment I was not in a position to appreciate it.

“Hello Kit,” he said.

I saw a strange red…cheesecloth…over everything. I dared not faint

“Hello Matthew,” I said. “New suit?”

Skeres grabbed me from behind. I didn’t resist. If Matthew Roydon were here, I might as well take the knife and plunge it into my own eye.

“That is not necessary,” said Roydon. “Leave us.”

Skeres dropped my arms. He and Frizer scuttled out of the private tavern room where I’d been their most reluctant guest. I stood shaking and filthy, stupidly holding the knife. Roydon gently took it out of my hand, put it on the table, and placed a heavy velvet purse next to it.

“Sit,” he said.

I slid to the floor.

He blinked and offered me his hand. “At the table, if you please.”

He wore new embroidered gloves. I was ashamed to sully them with my filthy paw, but my limbs ached so. I would never rise on my own. I let him help me into the chair like an old man.

“Which cup is yours?”

“My hosts…” I spat. “Did not grant me my own cup.”

He held the bottle out to me. I took it but did not drink. I held it against my chest, like a lover’s token. Roydon closed the door, found a chair, and sat down across from me.

“How did you find me?” I managed to ask.

He barked a little laugh. “I am here officially. But not officially officially, if you take my meaning.”

“I surely don’t,” I said, through my dry tongue and the pounding in my head.

“Officially,” said Matthew Roydon, “Christopher Marlowe died this day, 30th May anno domini 1593, in this tavern in Deptford, fighting with a few old friends over…the bill, let’s say.”

This did not make an overabundance of sense. I took a drink from the bottle, but it only made my head spin. “Say again?”

He crossed his legs and leaned forward, the snowy lace on his collar seemed blinding. His expression wasn’t entirely inhuman. “Officially you are dead, Kit.”

“Go to hell.”

He smiled. “One day. But first let me give the mistress orders to clean up this mess. And then we’ll have your funeral.”

“Funeral?”

“You’ve become a poet of some renown on the Bankside. All the players in London are in mourning, and the wags at court. Even the Queen noticed. There will have to be an inquiry and a funeral. You cannot simply disappear.”

“Only to reappear one day like the Stella Nova in Cassiopeia. What do you know about that, Sweet Matthew?”

He hesitated, but he nodded, looked away, fiddling with the fringe on his sleeves. “I am in touch with a few Merchants. None of us know why that star returned.”

“But you’ve guessed?”

“I don’t need to guess,” he whispered, leaning forward. “Other things are…different.”

“What other things?”

He leaned back again. “Like I’d tell you, sure.”

I wished I did not sound so weak. “So am I off to prison?”

Matthew patted my arm. “Think of it more like school.”

Now I was truly afraid. Death I could accept but not what I suspected. “School?”

“The Armada experiment proved such a success—”

“Success?” I choked.

Matthew rolled his eyes. “It kept the Inquisition from our shores, so yes, Master Marlowe, in my view that is a success.”

“We don’t know that,” I said, sitting up, fury being a powerful counterbalance to my headache. “Lord Wanchese told us it was possible they might have been blown off course anyway—”

“And it was possible they might not,” said Matthew. “Infinite possibilities, we selected one thread on the loom of time and pulled ourselves closer to it.”

“So, we know this thread is different but not what is different about it.”

“Was our Queen executed? Are there auto-da-fé peppering the landscape? What do I care if not everything is exactly the same? What is now is better than the days of Bloody Mary and quite acceptable…”

“…to the English crown,” I said. “And that is your lodestar.”

Matthew sat up quite straight. “I am a Merchant still.”

“The hell you are.”

“The hell you are,” he replied. “All you do any more is drink and brawl and talk and write rubbish and talk and talk and did I mention the talking?”

“The Merchants.” I scratched my head and licked my lips. I kicked the leg of the table, trying to find the words. “It’s a higher calling, Matthew. The Merchants of Light are a living thread from pagan times to our own, collecting, preserving, and protecting knowledge.”

“Until conditions exist where such can flourish again,” said Matthew. “You’ve been approached by the Order of Merlin before this.”

“Invited to join your spy network, English wizards, devoted to the Crown.” I laughed right in his well-powdered face. “I’d prefer prison.”

He laughed back in mine. “You? In prison?”

“Wouldn’t be the first time.”

“Real prison, though, with no helpful word in some magistrate’s ear? Real torture? Real hunger? Real disease?” Matthew shook his head. “The Order of Merlin is not a terrible fate, Kit.”

“Obviously not to you. So, I’m to use the magical arts to bend the world to Her Majesty’s will? That’s just lovely.”

“You and I engaged in manipulation, coining, fraud, and various diverse mundane betrayals. Why does adding magick to the mix change things for you?”

“Bugger off,” I said.

The smile vanished. “Kit, please. You must have known we could not let you continue as you were.”

I could see myself sweeping those heretical papers off the table the morning of the Armada, tossing them in with Thomas’ things. No matter what we did, that still happened. Unchangeable, inviolate, trapped in time in the hours before we changed things. I had erased his fame, but not that.

“Why did you keep those pages?” Matthew asked. “That was foolish.”

The truth was I could not bear to burn them. I had only just met the American chieftains at the wizard Thomas Harriot’s house. The received wisdom of the Bible was that we could reckon the age of the Earth by counting the ages of the patriarchs and by adding in recorded history, we could have been here no longer than 6,000 years. But Lord Manteo the Algonquin chief explained that the world existed many millions of years before Man walked the earth, far into the depths of time.

I should have taken more care. I should have thought at least of the Spanish, who might land on our shores and burn me for them. I never dreamed that five years later my own government would come calling and the one who would answer the door was Thomas.

But all I said was, “Because I’m still a Merchant, Matthew. Some oaths can’t be undone.”

“You’ve taken oaths to the Crown as well. The Armada…”

“Was an emergency. And it went wrong, you know it did.”

“That’s an affectation. This has nothing to do with the Armada spell. You’ve gone mad since Thomas was arrested. Writing secrets into your plays, reading atheist lectures to Richard Baines, of all people. The guilt is destroying you.”

“Well, that which nourishes me, destroys me, as the Merchants would say.”

“That is not what the Merchants say.” Matthew leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms, disgust in every angle of elbow and knee.

“It’s in the Merchant’s charter, written by one of the last of the pagan writers at the very cliff of the Dark Age. He knew—”

“She. Hypatia,” said Matthew.

“If it was Hypatia.”

“Tradition says it was Hypatia of Alexandra.”

“Tradition also says we do not compromise the ideals of the Merchants to do the will of princes, Matthew.”

“Well, you’re about to,” said Matthew. “You’re one of us. Or you were. Before Thomas.”

“Shut up.”

“You lost one love to death, so you’ve been courting death in his stead. You think you’re the first?”

“This isn’t about Thomas,” I said. “I’m done with the English Secret Service, Magickal or Otherwise and you can tell her own Right and Christian Majesty in those words. If the other choice is the death I crave, you can jolly well give it to me.”

Matthew couldn’t, though and I knew it. I was Gifted. He was Gifted too, though not in my league, and I’m not sure he ever grasped the difference between us. Lord Manteo the Algonquin chief did. He told me to listen to what I knew, even if lesser men told me I was wrong. Manteo was the only man I’d ever met more Gifted than I, except possibly Will Shakespeare.

Matthew did not flinch. “Even if we scoured the countryside for university students and country apprentices with Gifts, we might not find enough Englishmen who could be trusted. So unfortunately for you, I was able to arrange for you to be inducted into the Order, sent abroad where you’ll stay out of trouble.”

“I thought I was here because I could not be trusted.”

“If that were so, you would be dead years back. But you’ve kept the most important secret, and that has not gone unnoticed. So, once you are trained, we will set you loose on the Continent. Our Marlen.” The bastard smiled when he said this, as if making a pun from a common spelling of my surname was somehow clever.

“So you, Sweet Matthew,” I said, trying to sound as if I did not care. “You’re mighty comfortable perverting the mission of the Merchants of Light into the narrow interests of the English Crown.”

His chin lifted. “We did that spell so England can be free.”

“Is England free?” I asked. “Denunciations, secret trials, lice like Baines reporting on every unguarded word. And this Order of Merlin? The greater magicks of the Merchants of Light turned to weapons. And now all Christendom falls into armed camps of Catholics and Protestants, and if a real freethinker like Giordano Bruno appears, which side will kill him faster? The Merchants don’t serve Catholic or Protestant or the crowned heads of Europe. We’re here to keep men like Bruno from being crushed between them.”

“That will do,” said Matthew. He placed his hands on his velvet covered knees and drummed his gloved fingers on his thighs, his thoughts turned inward. “This was the best your friends could do for you. Accept it as a barely tolerable alternative to your execution.”

I felt a barely tolerable urge to spit blood in his direction. But poor Roydon’s face was so sorrowful, I managed to smile.

“Right,” I said. “Thank you. Friend.”

I vomited blood and wine all over the floor.






Chapter 4


The Order of Merlin induction was a quiet affair in the crypt of the church at Deptford. Only Lord Cecil and Matthew were there, as befit a secret ceremony. I was asked to renounce my allegiance to all other societies that would interfere with my work, and I spoke the words. Matthew was not fooled, but like the Queen he did not require more than outward obedience. Lord Cecil, though, was quite convinced. He placed his hand on my head and spoke nonsense about the sacred nature of my service to Queen and Country. I simpered like a virgin meeting the betrothed her family chose for her.

Then I was bundled into a closed wagon and driven across country until I lost all sense of where I was. The Order of Merlin’s training facility was in a former monastery. I could see gaps in the walls where the local saints had been violently ripped from their thousand-year resting places. My room was in small tower inside the old-fashioned closed keep. It looked out over the sea, so we were somewhere in the West. I seldom left that chamber. I could not see much beyond the square of the blue beyond my window. The sun rose behind me and set over the ocean, and that was all I knew of my whereabouts. It was not bad as prisons went. I had a warm, comfortable room, plenty of food, books, and wine, the freedom of the courtyard on Sundays. I liked listening to the wind and the crash of the waves. I even came to like the cold air and darkness, when I was lucky enough to have time to sleep.

I expected to be instructed by real scholars, if not the calibre of the Merchants of Light, at least men with Gifts. Instead, my teachers were two Un-Gifted old men named Wood and Reeve, with identical beards and scholars’ robes, full of rips and food stains. Wood was lean and fair; Reeve was plump and dark. Neither were attractive and neither were inclined to sociability. They had no practical skill in the magical arts but had apparently read every metaphysical and theological book in Christendom. They lectured about Hermes Trismegistus until I wanted to scream with boredom.

The Order of Merlin’s program did not include practical experimentation. Both my tutors looked scandalized when I suggested it. Wood said I could not be trusted with a ritual sword, which is as deadly a weapon as the ordinary kind after all. But in truth I think they did not know how to do formal ritual at all.

By Michaelmas we had exhausted theory, and my keepers decided they could not train a magical spy without letting me practice any magic. After some deliberation they decided that remote viewing was safe enough. I sat through endless, cold days with charcoal and scraps of butcher paper, trying to visualize the number and configuration of troops on the French coastline.

My sketches were not much use. I was always terrible at remote viewing on command. Matthew could do it, and Harriot’s sketches could be extraordinary. When they asked me to show them where the French priests were hiding, I sketched Notre Dame Cathedral in Paris. I caught Reeve smiling over that one.

They gave up that project a week before Advent. After a bit of an argument, they decided to allow me to learn astral projection, which was unintentionally hilarious because I’ve been Walking since I was a boy. Reeve gravely explained that all of the Order of Merlin needed to be proficient at leaving our bodies, the better to report back to our masters while serving at foreign courts. It was a very serious endeavour. They required preparation through prayer, lack of sleep, and a bread and water fast, which I didn’t enjoy very much. I didn’t need any of this. I have no idea if Un-Gifted folk could walk the spirit world at all or if any of these things would help. I could do it feasting, drunk, and in the midst of revelry or on one occasion battle.

Still, this presented an opportunity for me, so I did as they bid me. As instructed, I lay down on the wooden bed, smelled incense that Wood burned, and listened to Reeve chant. I easily drifted into a familiar state between dreaming and waking.

 

I tried for London. London was familiar, and there were several among the Bankside players who had Gifts, including Will. I immediately realized I was nowhere near there. I heard screams. The ships were on fire. A storm. Men escaping ghost ships, swimming to the Irish coast, to have their heads crushed by tribesmen who found them exhausted on their shores…and me safe in the circle, holding a candle and chanting the words…I started to scream with them, but a thin, bony hand placed itself on my head. 

“Open your eyes,” said a woman’s voice, gentle as a bell. “We are in the Library.” 

It was silent after she spoke. I looked up, and sure enough, I saw books, walls full of books. I was sitting on a stone floor, but it was not real stone, it gave slightly when I pressed on it. The owner of the hand was a spirit, that was clear enough. She had translucent skin, sweet black eyes, and thin arms. She stood over me and took my hand. 

“My name is Madimi,” she said. “I am a member of John Dee’s household.”

“Doctor Dee keeps a spirit in his household?”

”He doesn’t keep me.” She seemed confused, not offended. 

I looked past her down an endless hall, with tall shelves on either side that went up into darkness, oblivion. I could not see how high the walls were, or how vast the hall.

“What is this place?” I asked.

Madimi frowned and thought a while. When she answered she spoke slowly, as if translating
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