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To writers, The world doesn’t work without you. Keep telling your stories. Amie






CHAPTER 1


London, in the year of our Lord 1579, smelt like shit but somehow still felt romantic. It happened every summer. Every time it got hot, all the Londoners started pacing the cobbles, looking for a good time. I leant against the timbered wall of Queenhythes Jewelers and watched this lusty city do its thing. I’d be asked to move along soon—it was a classy establishment—but until then, I wanted to people watch. There was someone I needed to speak to; he was sure to turn up soon. A sophisticated fellow of a gentleman exited the shop, clutching a sizable parcel. I wondered whether he’d bought it for his wife or a mistress. He moved quickly to his carriage but got momentarily distracted by a working girl waving to him from the brothel window. He stopped, scratched his head, then walked straight past his horses and straight into the so-called house of ill repute. I looked to the woman who had made her catch; she winked at me. I grinned. Shame she was busy. I wasn’t immune to this sordid mood that had possessed London.

“Spare a coin for a madman?” There was my man. I watched as Mad John slung his perfectly able arm into a sling. I always liked to watch him work. I would wait until he got his coin before I approached him. Only polite. “My codpiece, mistress! My codpiece!” he sang, chasing after an unsuspecting lass. “You must smell how it stinks!” I could see the poor woman’s cheeks blush from all the way over here. She clutched a desperate handful of her kirtle and rushed on as quickly as she could, but that was never going to stop Mad John. I followed a few steps behind. She took a quick turn toward the river, down Artillery Road, but it didn’t matter. Mad John only pretended his leg was lame. He began loudly singing a nursery rhyme:


Jacke boy, ho boy newes

The cat is in the well

Let us ring now for her knell

Ding dong ding dong bell!



“Please leave me be!”

“To shut me up, it takes a ha’penny; to get me gone, it’ll take two.” She stopped. Mad John stopped. I stopped. The busy London street kept on by.

The shaken woman shoved two silver pieces into John’s “good” hand and walked away at a brisk pace. “Belongs in a madhouse!” she cried.

“They’d be lucky to have me!” Mad John sang back. Then he took his arm out of his sling, straightened his back, and turned to me. His previously contorted face relaxed into something close to handsome.

“I sang her that song for you, Jack!” Of course he knew I had been there. He missed nothing. That was why he was so useful.

“I always loved that one.”

“Course ye did, it’s about a cat falling down a well and dying, you dark, devilish thing.” I liked it more for the catchy tune than for the dead-animal imagery, but when you came from a family like mine and you had done the things I’d done, the dark devilish vibe sort of stuck.

He linked arms with me. “How’s your father?”

For God’s sake, straight to my pa. I would never shake him. “Wouldn’t know. Haven’t seen him.”

“He’s not a bad man. You can’t avoid him forever.”

“John, he’s literally the worst man. A murderer, a thief, an adulterer. He breaks all ten of the commandments weekly.”

“Oh, and I suppose you’re all square on the Ten Commandments front?”

We paused the conversation to take a tricky step over a very puddle of human excrement.

“I’m atoning for my sins,” I reminded him when we reached the other side.

“Oh yes.” He patted my arm. “I forgot about all this business with the justice of the peace.”

“That’s actually why I wanted to talk. I am trying to find information about a murder.”

“Let’s discuss it at the tippling house. What about the one with that lass you like? Jenny, isn’t it?” He was astute. Either that or I was very obvious.

“You’ve only got twopenny to your name, John; you’re not going to get a drop.” He grinned. He was only a little older than I, but he’d lost most his teeth. Still, I liked his smile. “Nay, I’ve sung to a fair few lasses this morning; none of them tolerated me for long. I can treat you to a tipple.”

The smell got progressively worse the closer you got to the Thames, but it was still nice to walk along its banks. There was more barge than water in the river today. Rich folk, poor folk, church folk, they were all precariously staying afloat in whatever piece of wood they could afford. I noticed a few diving willingly into the foul-looking water. It was almost inviting in this heat. If I had been in full ladies’ dress, I would’ve fainted. But I was in my normal garb today, just a shirt and men’s breeches, my shoulder-length hair under a flat cap I’d pinched from a store on the bridge.

We walked toward Ye Olde Cheshire Inn. It was on the bank of the river, and if God was on your side, you could get a seat watching the boats. That’s why I liked it. The people watching. And also, as Mad John had noticed, because of Jenny.

It was heaving with people when we arrived. But my faithful Abraham-man threw his arm back in his sling, began making veiled comments about how the devil was his lover, and what would you know, a seat outside, right by the water, became available.

“I’ll save you the seat, Jack; you go get the drink.” He winked at me. “Anything I should be mulling over while I wait?”

“It’s about the Mary Platter murder.” He nodded, familiar with the name. “I want to know about her husband.”

“Thomas?”

“Aye. Someone left her black-and-blue, John. I want the man who did it.”

“A lot of women leave this world black-and-blue, Jack…’tis an everyday occurrence in this city. Why do you want this man in particular?”

No one believed I was doing this from the good of my heart. I really did want to be a better person, but also … “There’s reward money for turning him in.”

“Ah.” He nodded seriously. “I’ll think on it.”

I left my madman and squirmed my way through the sweaty throng of lusty Londoners. I wanted to avenge Mary’s murder, I did! But I also really did need coin. Being a detective paid a lot less than my previous trade, if you could call working for my father a trade.

I had found my way to the bar. Jenny was short but fierce, her long black hair braided down her back. She danced around with tankards in hand, seemingly unperturbed by the masses throwing abuse at her. I wasn’t going to get much time with her, but anything would do.

“Much good do it to ye, Jenny.” She hadn’t heard me. Embarrassing. Should I try again? I’d try again. “Hello, Jenny!”

She turned. “Jack! You here with Mad John?”

“How do you know?”

“Someone’s complained already.” She poured a tankard full of ale. “I was on my way to throw him out.” My embarrassment deepened. I was always bringing unsavory characters to the pub. Hell, Jenny probably thought I was an unsavory character myself.

“Will you give him a minute, Jenny? I need him for a case.”

“As long as he doesn’t start singing or pestering any of the lasses.”

“I promise he’ll be well behaved.”

She waggled her eyebrows skeptically. Christ, she was so becoming. “Did your jury sway the right way with that assault last month?” She had been an instrumental witness in that case. Barmaids were second only to whores when it came to noticing things, and Jenny was incredibly astute.

“We got him. All thanks to you.”

She leaned over the bar. “You’re a good detective, Jack.”

My face went hot. I tried to think of a casual and easy reply but failed.

“Stop flirting with the lady boy and give us our drink.” An old man two down from me smacked the bar. I flinched. That really took the shine off things.

“That was the end of my shift, goodman. This fine gentleman’s ales were my last pour.” She took off her apron, hung it on a hook, and came around the bar. There was a moan of protest from the slandering old drunk, but Jenny just smiled. She hadn’t asked me for coin, and I wasn’t going to remind her.

“Such service,” I said as Jenny took my two ales and carried them outside for me.

“I’m the best barmaid this side of the Thames.”

“That you are.”

I threw one glance back toward the bar to make sure the man wasn’t following me. It would be embarrassing to be bludgeoned in front of someone as fair as Jenny.

We found Mad John throwing wanton looks toward a woman sitting on the next bench. I sat myself directly in his line of sight.

“Oy, don’t come between a man and his money.”

“You’re lucky I don’t throw you out right now. I would’ve put you in the Thames if Jack weren’t here.” Jenny handed him his ale.

“You’re a good lady, Jenny. Terrifying but good.”

“And you’re a terrible horror, John,” she replied.

“Enjoy your afternoon off,” I said.

The barmaid stood in front of the sun. I squinted up at her, a halo of light around her head. Innocent. Pure. Everything I wanted to be.

“You’re a good one.” She touched my shoulder and went on her lovely way back toward the center of town. I watched her as she went.

“You don’t have a chance with her,” John muttered into his beer. “She’s far too good for you.” No one on the streets wanted to believe I could better myself. On my darker days, I was wont to agree with them. But today, today I was going to avenge the Mary Platter murder.

“You got anything for me?” I asked.

“Surely you know Thomas did it.”

“I suspected as much, but the justice of the peace is on one about it being a vagrant robbing her. The jury only listens to him.”

“That man’s a flubber-witted idiot. What does the coroner think?”

“He told me to come out and get word from the street.”

“Verily, I saw the Platters in a yelling match at least a dozen times at the Olde Bell. He was sure she was fucking some actor from the playhouse.”

“Was she?”

“I saw her often enough at a show. Cert possible. How did it happen?”

“Beaten to a pulp.”

“Aye, regular beating just gone too far,” John mumbled.

“I thought so.”

“I can come tell the jury what I saw if you need.”

“No offense, but you’re hardly a credible witness.”

“And you’re hardly a credible detective.” John liked to remind me of where I came from. I liked to ignore him.

We spent the next hour gossiping about our mutuals. John was a collector of facts and stories, and it was useful for me to have an ear to the ground of London’s filthy streets.

The madman went and got the next round. I scanned my surroundings to make sure the turd from the bar wasn’t nearby. Or anyone else who might want a go. I provoked a violence in people because of the way I looked. I noticed an odd fellow sitting on the other side of the tavern garden watching me. I rifled through my list of people who wanted me dead. Wasn’t any of my archenemies. But I’d keep an eye. I angled myself so that he was in my peripheral and watched the boats. I caught a snippet of a conversation saying that Her Majesty was also on the water today. I risked a look upstream and could see what looked like the royal barges. Red sails in the distance. If I hadn’t been so caught up in this case, it would’ve been enjoyable.

“There’s a commotion going on up the river,” John noticed, handing me my ale. My eyes traveled up the Thames. There were so many boats you could walk from one bank to the other if you had a steady foot. John was right. I could see people gathering about the dock. A moment later, the sound reached us. An excited hubbub. I thought I might’ve heard a scream. Perhaps someone had drowned.

“I might get up there.” Mad John downed his drink in a respectable two gulps. “They might be so distracted they don’t notice their pockets being picked.”

“I’d say you’re right. Someone’s definitely dead. There’re too many boats on the river today for it to be safe.”

“Hmm, hope it’s not Her Majesty.”

My interest was piqued. Surely not. But the commotion was near the red sails. People were swarming to the banks.

“Look, go ask one of the others about Thomas Splatter. They’ll say the same as I. He’s notorious. The JP would be mad as I am not to arrest him,” said John.

“Did Thomas see any of the girls in the Cheapside stew?”

“Would be surprised if he didn’t. Go ask. Flex your father’s name; they’ll give you what you want.”

I gritted my teeth. I knew enough of the girls to hopefully get some information without dropping that piece of knowledge.

“Listen.” Mad John looked serious, a rare thing. “Do you have a good spot to sleep tonight?” Nothing more humiliating than an Abraham-man who slept on a roof asking about your welfare.

“Don’t worry yourself about me.”

His frown deepened. “I do worry. There’s a fair few out there who wouldn’t mind seeing you dead.”






CHAPTER 2


I was halfway to the Cheapside whorehouse when I realized it would be far more convenient to turn back on myself, go via the big crowd at the dock, and then go to Cheapside. Sure, it was longer, but it would be nicer that route, more … sunshine. I just wanted a closer look. Just quickly. If Thomas was the murderer, he was a wife beater, not a serial killer. And it was unlikely that he’d marry and kill a new lass by sundown.

The crowd was only growing. The bank was pulsing with people. I saw royal guards. Carriages and horses were colliding with the crowd. I scanned the masses. There had to be a handful of my father’s people in here. I just wanted a tidbit. Something to quell the curiosity. I wouldn’t be able to leave without it.

I put my body into the throng, listening to the yells. But it was a cacophony of noise. I went deeper. I wanted the epicenter. But there was no sense to this madness. There was no middle. The Queen would have been attended by many on the water: the mayor, the companies, boats of musicians, boats of artillery. Her Majesty would’ve been long escorted away by now, but her entourage was not here either. It was just this mess of peasants, criminals, and busybodies in one big hot throng of noise.

I looked for John. But he wouldn’t be doing his usual eye-catching performance of yelling and pissing people off. He would be playing his pickpocket game, and that meant blending in. He was surprisingly good at that too. When he wasn’t limping and screaming, he could really disappear into a crowd. All my friends could. I was probably surrounded by my kin and mischief makers, who would be doing what they did best in a crisis: staying invisible and picking people’s pockets.

I pushed through the peasants and the boatsmen and found a group of more-respectable-looking merchants farther upriver. They were standing by their boat, some still aboard, all of them discussing the event in hushed whispers. They were rattled. So rattled they didn’t notice Little Lizzie, my half sister, inspecting their pockets.

Lizzie was many years my younger, with dark skin and the nimblest fingers I’d seen in all London.

“Sister.” I snuck up behind her and whispered in her ear. She jumped. I’ve still got it.

“God’s balls, Jack. Zounds!” We moved back to the shade of the nearest alley.

“Were their pockets ripe for the picking?”

“I don’t know. You interrupted me!”

“I just want to know what’s occurred, then you can be off on your thieving little way.”

“I forgot you were a saint now. Too moral and good for our antics.” She was playing with me, but it hurt still. She leant her little body against the crumbling wall. “From what I can gather, a shot was fired onto the Queen’s barge. A yeoman is dead.”

“An assassination attempt?” I felt my stomach drop.

She shrugged. “I dunno. I’m just a little Moorish thief. Can I go now?”

“Aye, thank you.”

She gave me an obnoxious sisterly stare, then hugged me round my middle. “Miss you,” she said into my belly.

“Miss you too.” I did. All these criminals were my family, my kin. I might be trying to live a different life now, but I still loved them.

“You got somewhere safe to sleep? Papa will have you.”

“I’m well, Lizzie.”

“What about your humors? You had any of your turns?”

I stared at her blankly. “I am well.”

“You haven’t had any trouble with no one?”

“No one’s tried to off me, Lizzie.”

She gave me a suspicious squint, then was off.

I watched from the shadows for a moment longer, but there was nothing I could do to help the Queen. This would be handed over to her spies. Probably a Catholic conspiracy.

I walked back into the throng. Still, I was glad I’d taken the sunnier route. This was interesting. I extricated myself from the crowd and took a moment to look to the river. Completely empty of people now, with all the boats abandoned, sitting like carcasses, many untethered and bumping into one another aimlessly. I could still see the royal barge near the shore. It, at least, had been properly roped to the dock. She was ornate. Very long and elegant, with gold decor swirling across her bow and hull. The oars had been dropped haphazardly on the deck. They were silver. Then there was the throne where the Queen would’ve sat; it was covered by curtains normally, but they had been thrown back in the fuss. How I’d love to sneak onto it and have a look around. But I needed to get to the whorehouse.



Cheapside was unpleasant, but to me it felt homey. Everything was predictable. I knew where everyone who hated me lived. Bad Alan, for example. I had committed a home invasion with Alan not a few years past, and no, I hadn’t split the booty evenly. He slept on the stoop near the worst butchers in London. So I never walked past there. Same went for the entire Dormer family, who didn’t much like my father. I knew not to go down Mylke Street without my wits about me. Then there were all the gaunt faces peering out of the alleys and on the stoops. The blatant vagrants with holes gouged in their ears from the pillory, laughing and harassing anyone who looked even a hint respectable. The taverns overflowing, the sound of loud, possibly jolly, probably angry, voices pluming out of the eaves. The shit, the mud, the blaring sun steaming it all up. It was gross, but it was familiar, and I knew how to keep myself safe there.

The stew I knew too. It was the biggest in this part of London, and if Thomas Platter was going to visit one, this would’ve been within his budget and only a walk away. There were girls out the front. I smiled and tipped my hat at them.

“Looking for Annie.”

“She’ll be somewhere in there, goodman.” The whore winked at me, I winked back. Love the stews.

The brothel was essentially just a tavern with rooms to rent. They simply came with a little extra. For an added fee. In the main hall, on a summer’s day like this, it was full to the brim. All the seats taken at the long tables. The women all over the place, on laps, on tables, dancing. It was a good scene. Licentious and good.

I scanned the room for Annie.

“Looking for someone, Jack?” I felt a hand at my elbow.

“Just you.”

She smiled, took me by the hand, and led me to a quieter corner of the hall.

“It’s not for what you think, Annie.”

She pouted. “Jack,” she groaned teasingly. But she invited me to sit. We were old friends.

“I need to know if a Thomas Splatter frequents this establishment.”

She nodded straightaway. “He’s notorious. There’s only one or two of us who’ll take him.”

“Violent?”

“Consistently.”

“Has he been violent with you?” I asked, not that it was relevant.

“Verily.” Even more reason to nail this pizzle. No one touched Annie.

“Bastard. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry about me.” She smiled, unfazed.

“I always worry about you.”

“And I always worry about you!” she retorted quickly.

“Would you testify against the man? His wife is dead.”

She tutted. “Could’ve easily been one of us on the wrong night.” She looked out over the tavern. “I would usually say no. You know how we are. Tittle-tattling on clients makes for bad business. But I’ll do it, and you’ll find a few girls here who’ll testify, methinks. Rotten man.”

“Could I ask for a few names to give to the JP and the jury?”

“Give ’em mine. And I’ll go round up some other volunteers.”

She moved out into the crowd. I felt a few odd glances my way. For those inclined to take more than a second’s look, my appearance was wrong. Something not quite right to their eye. My tactic was to simply stare right back, often with a little smile. Guaranteed to unnerve them.

My thoughts strayed to the Queen. I knew the JP had connections with her spies, and I wondered if he might know something about what had happened on the river earlier.

Annie returned. “You’ve got three names including mine. You can also rely on an Elisabeth Knolly and Little Elisabeth Beckett.”

“The Elisabeths. Got it.” I stood up.

“How’ve you been holding up? You got a place to sleep tonight?” she asked.

I shivered with annoyance. “You heard about the mess on the river today?” I asked, pointedly ignoring her question.

“Aye. Everyone’s talking about it.”

“Know anything particular?” I pressed.

“I know some of Axe’s boys were on the river.”

“God’s balls.”

“Doesn’t mean anything. Your father’s got men everywhere; doesn’t mean he was involved.”

She was right. And though my father had killed a lot of people, I couldn’t see him being one for regicide. Still, I’d follow it up.

“Do you know which of his men were there? Was it one of his actors from the playhouse? Or a mumblecrust from the streets?”

She shrugged. “I’m unsure on the specifics. It was just gossip from the girls. Bet your coroner would like a hold of that quandary.”

“Blast the coroner; I want to know.” My curiosity felt almost like lust. Or perhaps I was just confused, what with being in a brothel. But the desire to prove myself was always strong, whether I was surrounded by women or in the morgue.

“So does Her Majesty—and most of London, I would suppose.” Annie’s bright eyes glimmered. “Now what you got for me?”

“I got a halfpenny?” I put my hands in my pocket, rummaging for the coin. She put a hand on my wrist, then proffered me her cheek for a pecking. I placed my lips on her skin.

“That’s more than a halfpenny’s worth, methinks. Promise you’ll come back when your pockets are heavier?” Annie knew how to do business.

“Undoubtedly,” I said, and I bloody well meant it.






CHAPTER 3


As I walked from the brothel back to the justice of the peace’s abode, I tried to focus my mind back on the job I was supposed to be doing.

Over the past few days, I had gathered word from all the local ruffians I knew. Criminals are astute people. They notice everything.

That’s why I was so good at the job. Aside from Mad John and the whores, I also had the word from an upright man and his doxy Anne. They’d both seen Thomas Platter with his wife outside the tavern the night of the murder. They said he had laid a hand on her. He had been in a rage, apparently.

I also had reliable word from a prig who’d regularly stolen the late Mary Platter’s washing when she hung it out her window. He’d said she’d been crying the last time he nicked her underskirts. Obviously, I pressed the man. Was she simply crying because she was just about done with the underskirt thief? But no, he’d assured me, she’d done nothing but cry most days. Her sister vouched for that too. So did the last half dozen people who’d visited their home. It was an unhappy marriage. Still, the JP wanted to nail some poor vagrant who’d been seen around the area on the night in question. I’d have to find a way to steer him clear.

I walked down the small alleyway that led to the headquarters, exhaling as I finally found some shade. This heat was ungodly.

We worked out of the JP’s house. It was lavish. Everything about that man was lavish. I wished I had the conviction to hate him, but he was the reason I got to poke around London’s crime world. The only JP in England, probably, who worked with a team. But he wouldn’t have convicted a single criminal without us.

The coroner, my mentor, Damian, had named our headquarters Benlam—a juvenile but satisfying play on the JP’s name and Bethlam, where we sent the murderers who pled madness. Benlam was also a madhouse, but it was wonderful. It was modern, with exposed wood slats on the whitewashed walls. The big indulgent windows crisscrossed into small diamonds. I knocked with our special knock. It was not actually special or even that distinct, but the JP insisted.

“Who goes there?”

“Jack.” What was the point of the knock?

The JP’s head poked around the door. Ben had a face like a full moon, round and white—but with none of the astrological gravitas. “Jack!” he said cheerily. “You’ve gathered all the evidence, I suppose, young man?” I suspected he was one of the only people who was genuinely convinced I had a cock between my legs.

I smiled at him. “Got a dozen testimonies.”

“Well, come this way.” He was infuriatingly amicable. Try as hard as you might, you just couldn’t hate the man. We walked into the entrance hall. His cook-cum-caretaker, Rose, came to see if she could do anything for us. She always could.

“Anything I can do, Goodman Jack?” asked Rose.

“Would love a cup of wine, Rosey … and maybe some bread?” I pushed, wondering if Ben would object, but he was busy thinking about the matter at hand.

“The jury are quite convinced about my suspicions, Jack. That devilish pauper is always up to no good. We’ve got the poor woman’s body in the morgue, you know.” I hadn’t seen it yet, but I was anxious to. I’d never thought I’d get this excited about corpses.

Rosey dashed off to the kitchens, her delightful blonde curls bouncing away as she went to fetch me my sustenance.

“Shall we?” Ben gestured down the stairs. The morgue was his cellar. He’d permanently pushed his extensive collection of Christendom’s finest wine to the side to allow Damian to do his important, and excellent, work.

It was cool down here, and my flushed cheeks felt the relief. I would happily be around dead bodies all day just to stay at this temperature. I ducked my head as the stairwell got tighter and tighter before eventually escaping to the candlelit cellar-mortuary. There Mary was. Three days dead now and still not seen to by her relatives. For shame. We needed to be done with this investigation.

She was smelly and still dirty from her last day’s work. Damian, with his shock of red hair, was looking straight into her lifeless eyes. I felt a shiver of a thrill. I loved watching him work. He had an eye for a dead body like I had an eye for the streets. It was his divine work, and he excelled at it. Known all over the kingdom for it. 	

“Coroner,” I said, reluctant to interrupt him but desperate to get involved.

He looked up with a crooked smile. “Jack! Tell me you’ve got word from the street.”

“It was her husband, not a doubt in the world. He had been beating her for years.”

“Aye.” Damian took a hold of Mary’s leg. “Leg was broken and healed funny, maybe a year ago since.”

“By his hand, very little doubt.” I looked to Ben. He didn’t look put off, more confused.

“What’s this, what’s this?” he asked.

“It was Mary’s husband that caused her end. I’m sure of it. Got multiple eyewitnesses that say he beat her. He beat the whores in Cheapside too. Seems he went too far this time.”

“Nay, nay! It was the urchin!” Verily, the JP was convinced of his own theory. This was the trickier part. We had to soothe his humors whilst subtly slipping him the correct suspect.

Damian gestured to me, encouraging me to take control.

“Hmmm,” I pondered, pacing the cellar—moving over the barrels of wine and tapping them absentmindedly as I walked. “Well, Ben. What’s your opinion of the wounds on the body?”

“Well, that’s more Damian’s job for cert!”

“I know, but I always like to hear your opinion. You are the justice of the peace.”

His moon face seemed to brighten. He pottered over to the poor corpse and examined it. “Well, she’s black-and-blue,” he declared.

“Yes, interesting. And this street urchin you suspect, what age do you think them to be?”

“No more than three and ten.”

“You’re always so good at guessing ages,” I crooned, cringing at my own voice. But he ate it up, as always. “And the boy’s physique?”

“Small. Malfed. He’s a horrid little thing. Devilish eyes.”

“How hard do you think the corpse was hit?” I pointed to the blue bruise around Mary’s right eye. It spread all over her cheeks to her jaw.

Ben inspected it. “What do you think?” he asked Damian.

“Would’ve taken a huge amount of force,” Damian said. “Maybe a man twice her size.”

“Like her husband?” Ben suggested. Bingo.

“I agree, Ben,” I said. “That’ll convince the jury, no fuss at all. Gosh, what an honor it is to watch you work.” I paused, thinking maybe I had taken it a little too far at the end there. But no, he really was the stupidest man in Christendom. He beamed at me.

“Partly your work too, Jack. Partly your work too. Well, that does it, then! Along with your witnesses, Jack, I should tie the case up nicely.”

Rosey appeared at my shoulder with wine and a pewter plate of bread. It was buttered thickly, with some rosemary sprinkled on top. She liked me.

“Thank you, goodwoman,” I said.

She smiled sweetly, and I took a celebratory sip of the wine. It was, predictably, excellent.

“Set up the drawing room, Rose, with some for all of us,” Ben said. “We’ve concluded the case. I’ll go let her father know on the morrow his money was well spent.”

“Justice?” I asked tentatively, my mouth full of bread. “I was wondering if this would mean I got some money for board and food?” Always awkward.

“Of course, my boy.” He put a hand in his pocket and shoved a generous amount of coin into my hand. Who carries that amount upon their person? “Well helped today!” Ben marched triumphantly up the stairs. I looked down at my treasure. If it was all to go to me, it could mean a few weeks at an inn, including food. But it wasn’t all for me. I had my debt. I looked to Damian, who was tenderly putting a blanket over his work.

“Have you been down here all day?” I whispered.

“I’ve been with her since midday.”

“I have news.”

He cocked a wiry eyebrow.

“There was an attempt on the Queen’s life. On the barges on the Thames. I saw it happen from the Cheshire. Went to the throng afterwards. A soldier on her barge was shot.”

“Dead?”

“Very.” We made toward the stairs. “Word is no one was arrested.” He didn’t need to know about Axe’s men just yet.

“Oh, that would be a case to take,” he said dreamily. “Walsingham and his spies will have it under tight wraps, though … The Queen’s coroner will almost certainly get the body.”

We stopped, looking at each other in the close confines of the stone stairwell. “I wonder if Ben could let them know our services are here if needed.” I tried to make my voice sound casual.

“The JP does love a bit of glory.” We all did. Damian’s eyes sparkled. I wondered if he was going to praise me for my work today. I chided myself for wanting it. “I’ll tell Ben about what’s occurred. You go and find some respite for the evening. Ben and I shall have a chat, man-to-man.” That hurt. Obviously. I begged my face not to show it, but he was sensitive; he noticed.

“Forgive me,” he said quickly. “You know what I meant. You are still an apprentice. It should come from me.”

“Of course. Of course.” My voice sounded strained.

“And make sure you leave me the names of these witnesses before you leave. Tidy them up a bit so they don’t sound like a cast of miscreants.”

“But miscreants are the most reliable,” I said, trying a smile.

“No one agrees with you, Jack. But you did good work today.”

Goddamn I hated how good that felt. “Thank you, goodman.”

Reluctantly, I left Damian to go to the drawing room alone. I loved it in there, with the art on the walls and the lush furniture. I liked to lounge around and smoke the leaves the JP had imported from God knows where. I downed my wine.

“I’ll take that for you.” Rose appeared at my side.

“Thank you, goodwoman.”

“And would you like me to take your coat for the evening?” I left most of my belongings in the JP’s cloakroom. With no permanent place to keep my things, Benlam was my only consistent option.

“Not today, Rosey, thank you, though.” I doubted I’d need my coat anytime soon, but the pockets were the thing. They were the homeless man’s wardrobe and drawers. I had my possessions in there, my coin.

I also had my handy little knife. For self-defense only. Wouldn’t do to get done in on such a lovely day as this.






CHAPTER 4


You know what? I got why Ben chose to keep his absurd amount of coin in his pockets. I liked this feeling. The slight jingling. The heaviness, like my presence on the earth was weighty, more important, with coin upon my person. Shame I was on my way to offload it all.

No. It wasn’t a shame. It was what I deserved.

I was headed to Bethlam. The real one. Without Rosey and her warm bread and ale. The godless one. With the sewers that clogged the footpaths, and the screaming and the chains. The Human Menagerie, some called it.

Bethlam was just outside the city walls, on the way to Shoreditch, where my father lived. It was another reason I hated having to do my dues. You never knew which of Axe’s men you’d bump into, or if you’d bump into the man himself.

Bishopsgate Street was busy. In the summer, it was a tourist trail. Pop into Bethlam, laugh at the mad people bathing in their squalor, then go see a play perhaps, then pop to the artillery gardens. A lovely day out. A few good pubs on the way as well, if you could stomach a stew after watching London’s most unfortunate swimming in the sewers.

You could smell Bethlam before you could see it. It wasn’t just the aroma of the madhouse’s sewers, it was also the next-door neighbors, a hop boiler, if you could believe it. The noxious fumes made the air heavy and thick. The inspectors upon their last visit had declared Bethlam unfit to enter. At first, I’d been hopeful, thinking perhaps they would spend some of the Queen’s money on improvements, or even dissolve it altogether. But no, what they actually meant was that it was unfit for them to enter, and so instead of doing their jobs, they went off, got boozed, and would come back in a few years’ time to declare it again unfit to enter.

There was a queue at the entrance gates—tourists wrapping their mouths and noses with cloth. I did the same and waited. Breathing shallow breaths, which didn’t help the rapidly growing tightness I felt in my chest, I clenched and unclenched my fists, praying I wasn’t going to have an attack.

“That’ll be three shillings, Lord Percy. Be very careful; though some are chained, many are free to roam. Don’t get too close!”

Lord Percy handed over his coin and ushered his wife and child excitedly through to the courtyard.

I stared at the gatesman.

“Three shillings,” he dared.

“Fuck you, Ed.” I moved past him. Family of the inhabitants didn’t have to pay to enter. We just had to pay to keep our kin alive.

“He’s in the cellar, Jack,” Ed called out regretfully. I spun around.

“Why?” I demanded.

“Why d’ya think?” Violence. “You haven’t been around in over a month. His keeper wants more coin if she’s going to have him loose.”

I would’ve screamed if it weren’t for the huge wave of guilt that washed over me and made me want to cry. I hadn’t been paid for a job in over a month. I hadn’t had coin to give the keeper. I made my way to the cellars.

Bethlam consisted of a few stone buildings, a church, a courtyard, and a garden. If you could call it that. It was, quite literally, a big pile of shit. Human shit at that. I entered the main building and immediately ran into Black Will.

“Forgive me, good sir.” I bowed to him.

He bowed back silently. Black Will didn’t speak. Never had, apparently. Still, I felt his gentleness radiate from him. He had never caused any trouble and, as far as I knew, had never had to be manacled. I had asked several of the keepers why he was in Bethlam; no one had a good answer. Though his dark skin was probably answer enough.

Black Will pointed down toward the cellars. He knew who I was going to see.

“Much good do it to ye.” I took the perilously steep stairs down to beneath this hellhole and saw Harry. My best friend. My brother, though not through blood.

He was straining against the manacles before he even saw me. God, he must spend all day tugging at the rusty metal.

When his eyes met mine, he let them slacken and crumpled to the floor. His mousy hair covered his eyes.

“Harry?” The smell of human excrement, undoubtedly his, was so strong that the rag around my face did absolutely nothing.

“It’s Jack,” I tried. It was different every time I came to see him. Sometimes he looked at me as though I were a devil, sometimes as though I were a stranger, sometimes as though I were going to hurt him. I tried again. “Harry? It’s Jack.”

“I heard you the first,” he muttered darkly.

“I’m going to get you out of these shackles. I’ll go find the keeper.”

“Least you could do.” He sounded eerily coherent today; oftentimes he made little sense at all. “She’s in the kitchen no doubt, eating her way through all our rations.”

I pegged it up the stairs. The kitchen was at the end of the exercise corridor, where those who were not shackled were asked to march up and down for the hours after sunrise. The floor had deep trenches from the impressions of a thousand sad, mad footsteps. I had rolled my ankle in them on more than one occasion. I kept to the middle of the passage so as to not make the mistake again.

The kitchen was locked. Most every door in this damned place was. I slammed my fist into the splintering wood. Then, realizing that an angry and half-mad banging was the sound they’d least respond to, I used my voice.

“It’s Jack, Harry’s kin. Is Keeper Catherine in?” I heard the scrape of a chair, then silence. “I have coin.” I gritted my teeth.

The door opened, and the face of Harry’s keeper appeared. She was maybe twice the size of Harry’s well-nigh-famished body.

“Jack. Long time no see.”

God, I hated her. Old me would’ve given her one straight to the face, but new me had to be restrained. “Take him out of those shackles.”

“Would’ve taken the shackles off whenever you paid. This is all on you.” She took a bite of the bread she was clutching.

I snatched it off her. She hardly flinched. “Why does he need to be chained? He seems well.”

“Don’t be dense,” she snapped. We walked back down the exercise hall. “He’s been violent.”

“He couldn’t hurt you—he’s famished, injured, and weak.”

“Still not nice having to swat him away whenever he gets irritated.”

“I want him back in a bunk room, with more food rations.” We descended the steps.

“You give me the coin, and that can be arranged.”

Harry was no longer alone. Lord Percy and his lovely little family had joined him.

“What’s wrong with him, Papa?” asked the child.

Keeper Catherine went straight to business; visitors would often tip keepers if they proved a good guide. “Here we have one of our most tormented residents. I must warn you to keep your distance!”
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