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ONE

He remembered to pull the hood over his head as the boat glided under the archway. The drips from the green-slimed stones stung like hail and the soft fingers of hanging weed stroked his face. He shivered again. All the way along the river, past Limehouse and Ratcliffe, he’d felt the raw cold of that November morning. The gilded turrets of Placentia were white with hoar frost and winter, he knew, would come early this year.

Beyond the archway, the boatmen busied themselves. The oars came upright, clear of the sluggish water and pointing to the leaden sky. He could hear the clang and thump of the shipwrights working in the yards and along the wharfs at Petty Wales. Her Majesty’s yeomen in their scarlet livery saluted and escorted him, with their halberds at the slope through the barbican and up the hill.

He had always hated this place, its noise and smell. His Uncle Ned had been Lieutenant of the Tower in the reign of Good King Harry and it had left its mark. The rankness of the river gate had left his nostrils now, only to be replaced by the stink of shit from the animal pens. All very colourful of Her Majesty to own a menagerie, but she didn’t have to smell the place day after day. He wondered what they were feeding the poor creatures; some of them were clearly far from well.

‘Sir William’s expecting you, sir,’ a yeoman told him, clanking with keys and looking grim under his helmet rim.

He nodded in response, too cold to make his jaw work yet. The river’s wind had bitten through his cloak, doublet and shirt into the marrow of his bones and he felt his knee click as he climbed the turn of the stair. The grey morning lit this part of the passageway and he was soon padding along the rush-strewn floor, past the oak panels that William Waad had put in to make his nest that little bit cosier. When you’re Lieutenant of the Tower, you need the odd perk. It was a dour old building, with walls that sweated out the dank smell of fear. No amount of oak panelling would make it feel like home, but the man was doing his best.

‘Mulled wine, Francis?’ William Waad was a solid, square-shaped man, with a florid face and a curious grey curl which he combed carefully forward to hide from the world that his hairline, like the river at ebb tide, had long receded. He had the twinkling eyes and roguish smile of a favourite uncle, except that men like Francis Walsingham didn’t have a favourite uncle. Not even Uncle Ned.

‘I thought you’d never offer, William.’ Walsingham smiled, taking the warm cup gratefully. ‘Bitter on the river this morning.’

‘You’ve come from Placentia?’ Waad ushered his guest to a chair near the fire, dismissing the guard with a nod.

‘I have. And I swear it gets further away every time I make the blessed journey.’

William Waad had been waiting for Walsingham for three days. He knew you couldn’t hurry men like him without running the risk of calling the white-hot beam of his attention on to places perhaps it would be better kept from. After all, oak panelling didn’t come cheap and it might be better if the power that was Francis Walsingham did not think about that too much. Mr Secretary Walsingham kept his own counsel and moved at a pace not used by other men. In his more poetic moments, Waad imagined Walsingham as a spider, sitting at the centre of a web that shimmered like gossamer in the morning sun but which would hold you fast in a deadly and final embrace.

Mr Secretary leaned back in the chair, letting the feeling flow back into his frozen feet as the fire cracked and whispered in the grate. He closed his eyes and let the warmth of the wine do its work. Then his eyes flashed open again and he was himself, dazzling, mercurial, a man with a job to do. ‘What says Master Topcliffe?’ he asked.

‘You know Richard.’ Waad chuckled, pouring himself a warmed goblet too. ‘He always gets his man.’

Walsingham looked at the Lieutenant of the Tower. ‘Oh, I have no doubt of that,’ he said, ‘but these are dangerous times, my dear William, and speed is of the essence. What’s been tried?’

William Waad was a meticulous keeper of records, but he didn’t need to consult the ledger lying on his desk. He knew Topcliffe’s methods, as did Walsingham, but the man was endlessly inventive in the world of pain. Subtle methods were all very well but they were usually slow and, in this case, timing was everything. ‘Beating, of course,’ he said, quaffing his wine. ‘The screws. Not strappado, however. You know Richard doesn’t like it.’

‘Too ... Spanish?’ Walsingham asked. He couldn’t imagine Topcliffe objecting to a man hanging by his wrists for any other reason.

‘It smacks of the Inquisition, yes.’ Waad nodded. ‘But I think it’s a mechanical thing with him. Too many ropes and pulleys, I imagine. He believes in art, not science.’

Walsingham smiled. ‘What about the rack?’

Waad shrugged. ‘Waiting for you,’ he said. ‘Er ... you have the warrant?’ The Lieutenant of the Tower was a careful man. For years he had sat at the back of the Privy Council meetings, scratching with his quill and dipping into his ink pot. He carried nearly as many secrets in his head as Walsingham and one thing he had learned very early on was never stick your head over the parapet or somebody will blow it off. Only the Queen could give permission for the rack.

Walsingham fumbled inside his coat and produced the vellum, with its wax seal and the royal cipher. ‘“Ad immo”,’ he quoted from the document. Then, as an afterthought, he doubted the level of Waad’s scholarship and he added, ‘To the utmost.’

Waad chose to ignore the man’s condescending air. Had it not come from the lips of Francis Walsingham, he would have thought it kindly meant, but with the Queen’s spymaster, it was never possible to be sure how anything was meant. ‘Shall I have a guard take you down?’ he asked.

Walsingham stood up and drained his cup. ‘No, no need. I know my way. Good morning to you, William.’ He shook the man’s hand and turned in the doorway. ‘You know, I like what you’ve done in here.’ He waved to the panelling and the tapestries. ‘Very ... homely.’ And he was gone.

‘We’re pretty proud of this,’ Richard Topcliffe grunted in his hoarse Derbyshire vowels. He ran his hands lovingly along the wooden frame, letting his stubby fingers play lightly over the gear mechanism, easing the levers. ‘Francis Throckmorton,’ he said with a leer, ‘allow me to introduce the Duke of Exeter’s daughter. I’m sure you two are going to get on.’

Francis Throckmorton wasn’t sure how much more he could take. His nose was broken, he was sure of that and speaking was difficult because of his swollen lips. His right hand was crushed, the fingers black and bloody from Topcliffe’s screws and he had no feeling at all in his right arm. He had heard of the rack, of course, whispered of in hushed tones behind the locked doors that had become part of his nightmare world. The recusant priests on the road had worse tales to tell, from high Germany where they broke men on the wheel and spurred on their wild dogs to rape women of the true faith. And Spain, where they strangled men with wire to the delight of the crowd.

‘This is how it works,’ Topcliffe said, beaming with satisfaction. ‘We’re going to tie you down, the lads and I, one wrist here –’ he pointed to a corner of the frame – ‘the other here. Your ankles –’ he pointed to the opposite end – ‘and then ... and this is the beauty of it. I can operate this by myself.’ And he cranked the lever so that the planks jarred down and the ropes creaked taut.

Throckmorton gulped, saliva and blood filling his mouth.

‘Of course,’ Topcliffe said, ‘something’s got to give. You’d think the ropes would snap first, wouldn’t you? But no, that’ll be your joints, laddie, first your arms, then your legs. By then, of course, I think you’ll be ready to have that little conversation we talked about.’

‘Mother of God,’ whispered Throckmorton.

‘Now!’ Topcliffe suddenly barked and his men dragged Throckmorton upright, dragging him across the floor slippery with blood and lashing the ropes around his wrists.

‘Stop that!’ a voice thundered from the doorway overhead. Topcliffe clicked his fingers and the men let Throckmorton drop, sprawling on the rack in pain and fear. They all looked up as a black-robed figure padded down the half twist of the stone staircase and stood in front of them.

‘Sir Francis.’ Topcliffe half bowed and the guards did likewise.

‘Mother of God, indeed.’ Walsingham knelt by the rack, looking in horror at what he saw. His cold eyes flashed again on Topcliffe. ‘You, rackmaster, you’ve gone too far this time. Does Sir William Waad know of this?’

‘I ... er ...’

Walsingham stood up. ‘You’ve beaten your last victim,’ he snarled. ‘Get out. You, man,’ he snarled at Topcliffe’s assistant, ‘bring me butter and honey. And get this man some water and some brandy.’ They all dithered. ‘Now!’ Walsingham roared and they scampered into the shadows to do his bidding.

Walsingham was on his knees on the cold stone. ‘Francis, Francis,’ he soothed. ‘I had no idea. What on earth happened?’

The man’s shoulders slumped and Walsingham helped him to sit up. ‘Can I ... get off this thing, Sir Francis?’

‘My dear boy.’ Walsingham took the lad’s weight and half carried him to the chair. This wasn’t much better; Topcliffe’s fetters were still clamped to the arms. Walsingham unhooked his cloak and draped it over them for sensibility’s sake.

Throckmorton looked at the older man. ‘But you know, surely?’ he said with as much clarity as his swollen lips would allow. ‘You had me arrested.’

‘Me?’ Walsingham looked puzzled. ‘Francis, I assure you ...’

‘Trumped up charges. Letters to the Queen of Scots. Mendoza. It’s all nonsense.’

‘Well of course it is.’ Walsingham patted Throckmorton’s good hand. ‘No, no, that wasn’t me, dear boy.’ He sighed and looked furtively around him. ‘Lord Burghley, I’m afraid. You know what he’s like.’

‘No,’ Throckmorton mumbled, tears welling in his eyes. ‘No, I don’t. I’ve never met Lord Burghley. I know nothing of those charges. Topcliffe said—’

‘Topcliffe!’ Walsingham snorted. ‘You’d never think the man came of a good family from Derbyshire, would you? Such an oaf.’

‘Oaf?’ mouthed Throckmorton. ‘That’s putting it mildly, Sir Francis.’

‘Well,’ Walsingham said firmly, ‘he’s unleashed his bestiality for the last time. It’s positively barbaric.’ He looked around him, the dank walls, green with mould, the corners of impenetrable black. ‘I had absolutely no idea, Francis.’

‘Where are we, sir?’ Throckmorton asked, gripping the man’s sleeve. ‘Are we near the river? I keep getting a smell ...’

‘No, no,’ Walsingham explained. ‘This is the White Tower, dear boy. The river’s ... er ... that way.’ It took him a while to get his own bearings.

‘It’s just ... the rats,’ Throckmorton whispered, his eyes wild. ‘I’ve never seen so many rats.’

Walsingham nodded, his face a mask of sympathy. He looked at Throckmorton’s crushed hand. ‘We’ll get that looked at,’ he promised. ‘Honey works wonders, I’m told. And the Queen of Scots?’

Throckmorton blinked back the tears. Then he sat upright, as far as the pain would allow him. ‘I am not a traitor, Sir Francis,’ he said solemnly.

‘My dear boy,’ Walsingham patronized. ‘Whoever said you were?’

Throckmorton tried to chuckle, but it was just a gargle in his parched throat. ‘Topcliffe, for one. Lord Burghley, apparently, for another.’

‘They just misunderstood,’ Walsingham assured him. ‘The letters they claim you wrote ...’

‘I just felt sorry for the Queen, that was all.’

‘The Queen of Scots?’ Walsingham needed to be clear. There could, after all, only be one queen.

‘She’s in prison, Sir Francis,’ Throckmorton explained, as though to a village idiot. ‘I know how that feels.’

‘Indeed,’ nodded Walsingham. ‘So there was no mention of the Spanish ambassador?’

‘Who?’

‘Mendoza.’

‘Um ... there may have been. I don’t remember.’

‘And nothing about ... what was it again, that ridiculous notion, an invasion by the French under the Duke of Guise, linking up with English Papists?’ Walsingham was chuckling at the patent absurdity of the idea.

‘That was William Shelley’s rubbish. I warned them ...’ His voice tailed away to silence.

Walsingham smiled and patted the man’s shoulder, the one that had come so close to being dislocated. ‘I must go, Francis,’ he said. ‘I’ll see that the brandy is brought to you. Get a doctor down here. Then I’ll see William Waad about your release.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s an outrage that an Englishman can be treated like this in Elizabeth’s England.’

‘Thank you, Sir Francis.’ Throckmorton was still swallowing blood.

‘Think nothing of it.’ Walsingham smiled and swung his cloak over his shoulder on his way to the steps.

Beyond the door, he accepted the goblet of brandy from Richard Topcliffe and the men drank together. ‘Your very good health, Richard.’

‘And yours, Sir Francis.’ The rackmaster grinned. ‘Any joy?’

‘Oh, yes, indeed. Never fails, does it? Nasty torturer, nice torturer routine. Good job, by the way.’

‘We like to please.’ He smiled. His assistants appeared at that moment with butter and water. ‘You won’t need those, lads. Get ’em back to the kitchens.’

‘Could I trouble you for quill and parchment, Richard?’

‘Of course.’ Topcliffe rummaged in his desk, sliding the heavy manacles and collar to one side.

‘Mrs Topcliffe well?’ Walsingham asked. ‘And the little Topcliffes?’

‘Never better, sir. Little Dickie had a touch of the croup last month.’

‘Hmm,’ Walsingham sympathized. ‘It’s this damned weather. If we had a summer this year, I don’t remember it.’ He dipped the quill and scratched a quick note on the parchment before binding it and dripping the red, molten wax from Topcliffe’s candle on to the ribbon. ‘Right,’ he sighed, hauling on the cloak. ‘I think I’ve got what I came for. Love to Mrs Topcliffe.’

‘Sir.’ The rackmaster beamed.

‘Oh, Richard, I don’t want to tell you your job; gammers and egg-sucking and so on. But work on the other hand now, there’s a good fellow. It disorients them.’

‘Very good,’ Topcliffe said, always happy to improve on his work. ‘And the rack?’

‘Er ... yes, why not? Have your dinner first, dear boy. We’ve got Guise. I just need times and places for the planned invasion now. Oh and strength of the enemy, if you can. There’s a bonus in it for you.’

‘Oh, sir.’ Topcliffe was hurt. ‘I don’t do it for the money, you know that.’

‘Yes.’ Walsingham nodded, frowning into the man’s bright blue eyes. ‘Yes, I know.’

Under the grey sky, the one that Francis Throckmorton would not see again until the day the axeman sliced off his head on Tower Hill, Francis Walsingham stood by his messenger’s horse, stroking the animal’s muzzle and nose.

‘You can take this letter to Master Christopher Marlowe, fellow.’ He threw the horseman a purse. ‘Michelgrove, near Arundel. You will find him at the house of William Shelley. He’ll know what to do.’

‘Very good, sir.’ And the horseman wheeled away to clatter through the barbican, making for the Bridge.

The mist curled along the Arun that Sunday morning as the bell of St Nicholas called the faithful to church. Christopher Marlowe reached the packhorse bridge that crossed the river and looked up at the great, grey castle towering over the town. Through the frost of the morning, the good folk of Arundel were making their way in twos and threes up the hill to the church. Marlowe had received Walsingham’s letter by galloper that morning and he had it in his hand now. He looked across to where the carriage rocked to a standstill and the footmen busied themselves helping the family down.

Catherine Shelley was a beautiful woman, tall and stately, with soft, fluttering hands and a musical voice. She nodded to Marlowe as she reached the ground and started clucking around her daughters. Jane, at twelve was already beginning to look like her mother, with a finely drawn, nervous face and slender body.

She stood looking down at the ground, feeling gawky and awkward in a dress which was stiff and unyielding. She had begged her mother for a more grown-up dress and was regretting it already. The stiff lace collar dug into her neck and made it sore. The layers of petticoats weighed heavily on her bony hips and made her stomach ache. She felt that every move had to be planned, that to walk at all needed a momentum that she just didn’t seem to be able to gather together. And still Master Marlowe seemed not to be aware of her existence, only speaking to her to correct her Latin or Greek. She would flounce in and out of the dining hall so that he would notice her, slamming doors and dropping things, get her Cicero wrong so that he had to spend more time with her while correcting it. He filled her dreams. She was in Hell.

Her sister Bessie, on the other hand, had no such pretensions. She loved Kit Marlowe with the undying passion of a little girl who had been ignored by everyone for most of her life, who suddenly is the recipient of smiles and hugs, no matter how absent-minded, from a man who seemed to make her mother, her sister and all of the maids blush and go weak at the knees. That both Bessie and Marlowe were equally unaware of why this should be was to their credit. He encouraged her in her pirouetting and posturing, her turning cartwheels, even if he had to constantly disentangle her from her petticoats and help her find which way was up. She declaimed what she could remember from the simplified verses he set her to learn and never walked when she could skip, never skipped when she could jump. She danced to his lute playing and sang with his songs. In spite of her constant motion, she was still a plump little thing and held hidden in her padded cheeks the secret of the greatest beauty of all the Shelley women, still to come.

‘Good morning, Master Marlowe.’ William Shelley was wearing his best today, his ruff well starched, his beard trimmed.

‘Master Shelley.’ Marlowe half bowed. He had known this man for three months and had lived in the attic room of his house for two. They had even fished the Arun together, vying with each other for the best catch of mullet. He had come to know him as well as any casual tutor could – that had been his brief from Walsingham. What Walsingham had not told Marlowe to do was to get too close to these people. It was not safe. Nor to get too close to their home life. But here he was, ravelled in the apron strings of the women, grudgingly admiring the man and beginning to regret the last two months’ work.

‘Bad news?’ William Shelley nodded to the parchment in Marlowe’s hand.

‘I may have to go back to Cambridge,’ the tutor told him, ‘sooner than I expected.’

Shelley frowned. ‘The girls will miss you, Kit,’ he said. ‘We all will.’

Marlowe nodded. Arundel was cold this morning, with everyone’s breath streaming out in front of them. Bessie of course was blowing on purpose, steam coming from her mouth as if she were a horse. She was stamping and prancing to complete the picture. But although it was cold, and noses were red and pinched with it, Marlowe knew it was nothing, in this soft and southern place, to the cold that would already have Cambridge in its grip. There, the wind would be a lazy wind, lazy because it bit straight through flesh and bone, rather than go round a person. No matter how many layers of clothes and piles of blankets, in winter he always went to bed cold, woke up colder still and then it just got worse all day. Here, his attic room was warm with the risen heat of many fires. He had the run of the house and it was his greatest pleasure to go down to the library at night and read by the light and the warmth of a log fire, mumbling comfortably to itself in the enormous grate. Sometimes, Catherine Shelley would join him, and would sit on the other side of the fireplace with her candle in its mirrored candlestick, stabbing at her embroidery and making polite conversation. It was a comfortable life and he realized, standing there on the packhorse bridge, that it had become too comfortable by half. Shelley’s voice broke into his thoughts.

‘On your way to church?’

Marlowe half smiled in that mercurial way of his. ‘Not this morning, William. I just thought I’d wander the river for a while. Helps me think. You?’ He turned to face his employer, never forgetting for a moment why he was really here.

‘We’ve been invited to his Lordship’s again.’ Shelley smiled with all the bonhomie at his disposal. ‘No doubt we’ll attend divine service in the castle.’

‘No doubt you will.’ Marlowe smiled back and he watched them go, walking in line abreast up the hill, little Bessie leaping and pirouetting on her pattens, Jane glancing back at the black-cloaked figure at the bridge head. The church bell was still clashing and clanging and the bright cross-crosslet flag of the Howards snapped in the stiff breeze overhead.

‘You’re quiet tonight, Kit.’ Catherine Shelley looked up from her embroidery at the tutor. For a moment, he didn’t react, but then he raised his head and smiled gently at her.

‘I’m sorry. I’m thinking.’ He sat himself up and rubbed his hands together. ‘What were you saying?’ He looked at her in the firelight, her candle throwing its light on to the handiwork on her lap. She tipped her head to one side and tutted softly. ‘What?’ The laugh in his voice turned her heart to water. She had been aware all day that she should store images of Master Marlowe, the tutor, the poet, away against the day. If she could only keep one, that would be it. The eyebrow raised, the mouth smiling uncertainly, the laughing word held on the air.

‘I hadn’t said anything,’ she said, smiling back at him, ‘except to say you are quiet tonight.’

‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I hadn’t meant to be a curmudgeon. I just have a lot of planning to do, with ... with the journey and other things.’

‘Back to Cambridge? You’ll take a horse, won’t you? William has offered you a horse?’

He shook his head. ‘That is too much. And anyway, how could I get it back to you?’

‘There would be no need,’ she said. ‘Let it be a gift from the girls. They will miss you so much, Kit.’ She paused and a blush crept up her neck. ‘I will miss you. You are company for me in the evenings. William is ...’

‘Your husband is a busy man,’ Marlowe finished the sentence for her. ‘Often away, I know.’

She looked at him, her head cocked on one side. ‘He is here and there, Kit, here and there.’ She looked down at her lap and twisted her hands together. ‘I want to ask you something.’

‘Well, I’ll answer you if I can.’ His heart beat so that he thought she must surely be able to hear it. In his life of ducking and weaving, of fantasy and half truth, he had never had to lie to someone so innocent before. His usual dealings were with men who would kill a queen for the sake of a pope, kill thousands for the sake of an ideal. This was different. He waited.

‘Can I have a portrait of you?’ The words came out in a rush. ‘The girls would like it.’

‘I have no portrait to give you,’ he said. He hoped the relief didn’t show on his face. Although he could dissemble with words, he was still working on keeping his emotions from view and wasn’t sure he always succeeded.

‘I have been ... well, as you know, I like to sketch. I had lessons when I still lived at my father’s house, before I married William and the girls were born. My teacher is quite famous now, at Court; my Uncle George – George Gower, I don’t know whether you have heard of him ...’ Catherine Shelley knew she was babbling, but couldn’t seem to stop.

‘I have heard of him, yes,’ he said. ‘You sound as though your childhood was very happy.’

‘Oh, it was.’ Her eyes lit up. ‘The girls and I still go sometimes back to my parents’ house. My brother has it now, of course, but we still have a suite of rooms there.’ She smiled at the recollection. ‘It’s in Yorkshire. It’s good for the girls to run free sometimes. Life is very ...’

‘Confined.’ He watched her carefully. A question he had wanted to ask her had been answered. When the time came for her husband to be scooped up by Walsingham’s men, she would have a roof over her head and the girls would have somewhere to run free.

She nodded her head once. ‘Yes. You know us so well, Kit.’ She turned as she heard the door of her husband’s study open. He called for his steward and the man’s hurrying footsteps echoed through the hall. ‘He will have finished his business soon,’ she said, leaning forward and making Marlowe a conspirator in her plan. ‘So, quickly, Kit, can I send my sketches to Uncle George, to have a portrait made of you? For the girls?’

He smiled at her and leaned back in his chair, with his legs spread out to the fire. ‘On one condition, Mistress Shelley,’ he said.

‘Of course.’ She knew it would not be the condition she hoped for, but she hoped for it just the same.

‘That I can have a copy. It doesn’t matter who paints it, if it is a student, not the master, but I would like one. For my rooms, you know; in Cambridge.’

She forced a smile; it was for his sweetheart, she feared. But she was a polite woman, well brought up by yeomen in Yorkshire. ‘It would be our pleasure, Kit,’ she said.

William Shelley jerked upright at the click from his study door.

‘Kit.’ He hurriedly slid the parchment he was writing on under a pile of others and propped the quill into the inkwell. ‘It’s late.’

Marlowe closed the door behind him and sat down uninvited. Shelley had never seen the man look so grim, so focused. There was an indefinable fire in his eyes.

‘What’s the matter?’ he asked.

‘I had a letter today,’ Marlowe told him.

‘Yes, I know. From Cambridge. You have to go back.’

‘No,’ the tutor said. ‘Not from Cambridge.’

Shelley frowned. ‘I don’t understand,’ he said.

‘I had two letters today – the one you know about. It just had two words.’ Marlowe looked grimly at Shelley. ‘Francis Throckmorton.’

‘Who?’

‘The second letter came hard on the heels of the first. You were still at the castle; in the private chapel, no doubt. It talked of five thousand Horse, twelve thousand Foot. Pikemen, arquebusiers. I’m still in the dark about the field pieces.’

Shelley blinked, his lips dry, his heart thumping. His smile told a different story. ‘You’ve lost me,’ he said.

‘Of course –’ Marlowe stretched out his booted feet and crossed them at the ankles – ‘these are just the projected figures.’

‘Projected?’ Shelley repeated.

Suddenly, Marlowe slammed his fist down on the carved arm of the chair. He was sitting bolt upright. ‘The Duke of Guise will bring that army, those seventeen thousand men, to a landing place somewhere on the Essex coast. No doubt when the third letter arrives, it will tell me exactly where. Somewhere on the Crouch would be my guess. How many transports Guise will need, I don’t know. And it doesn’t matter.’

‘Kit ...’ Shelley was blinking again, his hands outstretched in confusion.

‘Those Englishmen loyal to the Bishop of Rome will rally to Guise’s standard, march to wherever they’re holding Mary of Scots and overthrow the Queen. The Thames will run red.’

‘Stop!’ Shelley bellowed. ‘These are the ravings of a madman, sir.’

‘Indeed they are.’ Marlowe nodded. He was almost whispering.

‘And what has any of this nonsense to do with me?’

‘In the county of Sussex,’ Marlowe continued, as though reading a litany for the dead, ‘those Englishmen loyal to the Bishop of Rome include Charles Paget, Esquire, His Grace the Earl of Arundel, Sir Aymer Middleton, Roger Bantry ... and William Shelley, gentleman. Husband, father.’

‘Employer of Christopher Marlowe,’ Shelley added in a low growl. ‘Spy and traitor.’

Marlowe stood up sharply. Shelley knew the man carried a dagger in the sheath in the small of his back. His eyes flickered across to his own broadsword propped in the corner. Marlowe was younger, fitter, faster. He had already given up any thought of silencing the man when the door crashed back and half a dozen armed men burst in, their swords drawn, their faces grim.

‘No,’ said Marlowe levelly. ‘Not traitor. That label belongs nearer to home.’

‘William Shelley,’ the sergeant-at-arms barked. ‘Under the powers vested in me by their Lordships of the Privy Council, I am placing you under arrest on a charge of High Treason.’

‘I trusted you with my children,’ Shelley hissed at Marlowe as they hauled him round and bound his wrists behind his back.

Marlowe closed to him. ‘And I trusted you with my country,’ he said.

‘Take him away,’ the sergeant ordered. ‘And get the women.’

‘No!’ Marlowe blocked the doorway.

‘Walsingham’s writ says the whole family,’ the sergeant snapped at him. ‘Wife, Catherine; daughters, Jane and Charlotte.’

‘Show me,’ Marlowe insisted.

The sergeant fumbled in his purse and dragged out the tatty scroll with Walsingham’s seal. Marlowe read the contents briefly by the flickering candles; then he tore it up and threw the pieces in the sergeant’s face.

‘I don’t give a rat catcher’s arse for Walsingham’s writ,’ he said. ‘Does the Privy Council make war on women and children now?’

The sergeant hesitated. He hadn’t expected this. Whose side was this man on? Judas Iscariot with a conscience? Well, yes, it made some sense. He had four men at his back and Marlowe was alone. Even so, the sergeant was a man with an infinitely flexible spine. They didn’t pay him enough to take on one of Walsingham’s men. And there was something in Marlowe’s face he didn’t like.

‘Just him, then,’ the sergeant grunted. ‘But there’ll be questions asked,’ he warned Marlowe. They bundled William Shelley along the corridor to where their horses waited in the darkness of the courtyard.

Marlowe watched them go. He saw Catherine rushing across the stones in the dim light from the hall, her servants tussling with the guards. He knew there was no point in going down himself. It was all over in seconds. No one was hurt, just two ladies, consoling their weeping mistress and baffled serving men watching the knot of horsemen cantering into the darkness of the night.


TWO

Robert Greene stood at the corner of Lion Yard that Thursday evening. The curfew hour for the University scholars had come and gone, yet they were still there, whispering and sniggering together in the shadows, scurrying from The Swan to the Brazen George and always to the Devil. It had been the same in his day, when the most exciting thing in the world was a roll in the hay with some girl and beating the proctors at their own game, shinning over college walls and sliding down roof ledges.

It was damned cold there on the edge of the marketplace, the stalls silent and deserted now, cloaked in the November dark. He stamped his feet like a sizar without money for his coal and blew on his hands. Where was the man? He’d said half past ten of the clock. Quite distinctly. Now it was nearly eleven and Greene decided to call it a night; he clearly wasn’t coming. He threw his cloak over his shoulder and strode over the already-frosting cobbles. Then he saw him, shoulders back, spine straight, striding over the pavements as if he owned the place.

‘Dr Harvey,’ he hissed as they met at the corner.

‘Is that you, Greene?’ Gabriel Harvey knew perfectly well who it was, but he wouldn’t give the guttersnipe the satisfaction.

‘Good evening to you, Doctor.’ Greene nodded.

‘There’s nothing conceivably good about it, Greene,’ Harvey snapped, poking his nose out to squint up at the blue-black of the Cambridge sky. ‘I left a warm fire and a hot toddy to come here. And every step I took I wondered why I did. Your note said it was urgent.’

‘It is,’ Greene assured him. ‘Er ... The Bell?’ Both men looked up at the iron inn sign creaking and cracking in the wind. The clapper had long gone, spirited away by some drunken scholar on a spree, so the empty bell just clanked dully against a thick arm of withered ivy which hung from the wall. It sounded like the ghost of a dead bell, still marking the hours with no one to hear it ring.

Harvey peered in through the thick, warped panes. ‘And sit drinking with half the scholars of my college? Are you utterly out of your mind?’

‘It’s Marlowe.’ Greene blew on his frozen fingers again, hopping from foot to foot.

Greene stood upright, turning slowly to him. In the light from the inn, his face was a mask of fury. ‘Where?’

‘In Petty Cury,’ Greene whispered. ‘I saw him myself. Not two hours since. I can show you the very spot.’

‘Why?’ Harvey asked. ‘Will Machiavel have burned his cloven hoof into the cobbles? Mother of God, give me some respite from all this.’ He looked the man squarely in the face, then gripped his shoulders, shaking him. ‘You’re sure, man? The last I heard of Marlowe, he was going south with those strolling players. He let everyone know he’d done with Cambridge. Of course –’ Harvey released the man as a thought occurred to him – ‘we all know what that was about. He couldn’t cut it, the scholarship, I mean; the cut and thrust of debate. No, his Dialectic was sloppy, his Greek only so-so. I wasn’t impressed.’

Greene hardly liked to argue with Harvey in full spate, but facts were, after all, facts. ‘He’s back.’

‘Damn!’ Harvey thumped the door frame of The Bell.

‘I thought you should know.’

Harvey sneered at the informant. Ordinarily, he’d wipe things like Robert Greene off his patten soles, but in a way the St John’s graduate was a kindred spirit. They both hated Marlowe; that gave them a certain bond.

‘What will you do?’ Greene asked.

‘Do?’ Harvey pulled himself up to his full height. ‘Perhaps it’s best you don’t know.’ He half turned, then he half turned back. ‘Watch yourself, Dominus Greene,’ he said. ‘If the Devil is loose in Cambridge, then none of us is safe.’

There were just shadows in the Court at Corpus Christi college that night. The last roisterers had crept home under the fitful moon and the proctors had missed them again. Under the eaves in the cramped attic rooms, the sizars snored softly in their hard, narrow beds, dreaming of the Aristotle, the Plato, the Cicero and the Horace crammed into their heads day after day. The frost drew its silent pictures on the inside of their grimy windows and brought a kind of beauty to the room which the meagre belongings of the sizars could never bring. A mouse crept out, without much hope of finding anything and then froze as its ears, triangulating madly for the smallest sound, heard the soft padding of Old Tiberius, the college cat, as he made his way up the staircase at the far corner where the path wound its way into the silent churchyard of St Bene’t’s.

A hand reached out and stroked the animal, who arched his back and purred, his tail curling upwards and his chin lifting for a tickle. Kit Marlowe crouched alongside the cat. ‘Oh, Tiberius,’ he whispered, ‘I’ll wager you say that to all the returning graduates.’ He straightened and turned to the stairway, on up past his old room, the one he had shared with the lads from Canterbury, his home for three long years.

On the landing he fancied he heard something, but it was probably just the creak of the stair, old dry wood shifting against the ancient stone. He felt for the panelled tracery of his door and pushed gently. He couldn’t see the two men waiting for him inside. One, a taut, lean scholar, stood with his back against the wall, a dagger glinting in his right hand. The other crouched on the opposite side of the door frame, a lead-weighted cosh in his fist. There were three men by that doorway and nobody seemed to be breathing.

‘Hello, Tom,’ said Marlowe. ‘Hello, Matt. Aren’t we all a little old for tricks like this?’

The other two spun into his vision, laughing and roaring, hugging him and slapping his back. ‘Kit, you whoreson zed, it really is you!’ Matthew Parker was jumping around as if his pattens were on fire. Tom Colwell held Marlowe’s shoulders squarely and peered into his face in the gloom of the unlit room. He shook his head. ‘The years have not been kind,’ he said and Marlowe threw him backwards so that he bounced off the bed.

‘It’s not four months since I saw you two bastards last,’ he laughed. ‘Light a candle there, Matt. Let’s see if you’ve been able to grow a beard yet.’

They all laughed, babbling about this and that as the room glowed with candles. What old Norgate was doing with the College, how furious the proctors Lomas and Darryl were now they had no powers to punish the boys, the girl that the old Puritan, Tom Colwell, had fallen for. It all came out in a rush and tumble, washed down by the wine Tom had been saving for this occasion. He knew it would happen, that Kit Marlowe would be back; he just hadn’t known when.

‘How’s home?’ Matthew Parker wanted to know. ‘Does Canterbury still stand?’

‘Home?’ Marlowe had almost forgotten the word, the smell of the tanneries where he was born, the beer of The Star where he had carried pots and held gentlemen’s horses, the sound of his father’s hammer tapping the studs into clients’ boots. But in the one letter he’d written to these lads in the past weeks, that was where he told them he was, resting before he came back to Cambridge. He was ever a dissembler; now he had to keep his skills up to the mark, even when the boys who were boys when he was a boy were sitting and drinking with him. He smiled. ‘Home is still there. Canterbury still stands.’

‘Kit.’ Colwell stood up, his goblet in his hand. ‘Here’s to us, eh? The Parker Scholars back together again.’ And he drained the cup. ‘The Parker Scholars!’ Parker and Marlowe chorused and did the same.

‘Is Cambridge ready for us, do you think?’ Parker laughed. And they drank into the night.

There was a time when the trio in front of him would have reminded Marlowe of the three wise men, sitting on their camels in the star-led watches of the night. But that was then, when he was a carefree scholar who knew so little of the world. Now, it was different. Now, the three men in front of him that Friday morning looked more like a Court of the Inquisition.

In the centre, looking greyer and more cobweb-wisped than he remembered him, sat Dr Robert Norgate, the Master of Corpus Christi. He was feeling his age now that November had come and he didn’t care to stray too far from the fire that crackled and spat in his study. To Norgate’s right sat Michael Johns, as good a man as ever put on a scholar’s cap and tried to din into dimmer heads the weight of his scholarship. He had never thought to see Marlowe again and was glad he had come back to the fold. There had been talk of strolling players and the London theatre. He was quietly glad that that had all been nonsense. On the Master’s left, as on the left hand of God, sat Gabriel Harvey, looking like a man staring at a dose of the plague.

‘I say no, Master,’ he snapped.

Norgate turned to him, as well as his rheumatism would allow. ‘I know you do, Gabriel. Just as I know that Michael here has said yes.’ He couldn’t turn to Johns as well, so the teacher of Rhetoric had to make do with a cursory wave. ‘I –’ Norgate placed his fingers together near his pursed lips – ‘must perforce play Solomon. Again.’

He looked at the scholar in front of him. He had heard that Marlowe was back. He had heard he had left Cambridge in a travelling player’s cart bound for London. He had heard that men called him Machiavel. He had heard he was not as other scholars. He had heard ... but what had he not heard about Christopher Marlowe? The man had caused a riot, single-handed, in Cambridge in the summer that had just passed. He had brought the sweating sickness to the town with a single sneeze. No doubt he had kissed Christ in the garden at Gethsemane and given the apple to Eve in another garden long ago. Given time the rumours would grow to include his giving advice to God when he created the camelopard, surely a joke of creation of which only Marlowe was capable.

But in front of him stood a graduate like any other. But not quite like any other. The man had his hair cropped short like a sizar. Norgate had heard he was a roisterer, swaggering about the town in a velvet doublet with a dagger at his back. Yet, here he was, in the drab fustian of Corpus Christi with the badge of the pelicans and lilies. Good God, he even had a book in his hand.

‘There have been unfortunate incidents,’ Norgate said, ‘Dominus Morley, concerning you.’

Marlowe did not move. He had long ago given up reminding the old boy what his name really was.

‘You have enemies in this town, sir.’ Norgate was sure the scholar knew that already, but he would be failing in his duty should he not mention it.

‘What man does not, Master?’ Marlowe flashed a smile at Harvey.

‘If I remember right, you did not actually take your degree ceremony.’

‘I did not, Master. Events conspired.’

‘Yes.’ Norgate sighed. ‘Yes, they do tend to do that, don’t they?’ he tapped his finger ends together, sucking his teeth and wrestling with his decision. He felt Harvey tensing beside him, Johns calm and quiet at his other elbow. ‘Let me make sure I understand you, Dominus Marley,’ he went on. ‘You wish to be entered for your Master of Arts degree at Corpus Christi College in the University of Cambridge?’

‘I do, Master.’

There was a silence which rang all over Corpus Christi, all over Cambridge. Only the fire spat its contempt, desperately trying to influence Norgate at this crucial juncture in the old man’s life.

‘And if I allow you back, you will abide by the precepts of this College and the laws of Her Majesty and of God?’

‘I will, Master,’ Marlowe answered.

Another eternity passed and a log shifted ominously in the grate.

‘Very well.’ Norgate cleared his throat. ‘[image: Image Missing],’ he said, in classical Greek. ‘Genestho, let it be so.’

Both men alongside Norgate let out the breaths they had been holding for what seemed like hours. They stood up at the Master’s instigation, Johns turning to give Norgate a hand in rising from his chair. Harvey stood staring forward, wrong footed in not giving the old man a hand and in having Marlowe, reinstated, standing in front of him with an unreadable expression on his even features beneath his cropped hair. The three bowed to Marlowe, who bowed back. Johns’ bow was garnished with a smile, Norgate’s with a wince of pain. Harvey inclined his head so little it was touch and go whether it could be called a bow at all, but Marlowe was minded to be generous; his own bow was lavish and would have looked better with the velvet doublet and the colleyweston cloak, but the fustian had carried the day with Norgate, so it would serve.

‘Welcome back, Marley.’ Norgate extended a hand.

‘Thank you, sir,’ he said, and he took it. Would the man never remember his name from one sentence to the next?

The Master shuffled out of his study with a furious Harvey in his wake. ‘Wait.’ The man suddenly spun round. ‘What’s that book, Marlowe?’ He pointed to the leather volume in the graduate’s hand.

‘This?’ Marlowe held it up. ‘A little something I picked up in Canterbury over the summer,’ he said. ‘Cassius Dio’s Historia Augusta. Quite a find, don’t you think? Especially in a backwater like Canterbury.’

Harvey snorted and left the room.

‘What is it really?’ Johns asked.

Marlowe smiled and passed the slim volume to him. Johns flipped the covers open and read aloud, ‘“What arms and shoulders did I touch and see, How apt her breasts were to be press’d by me! How smooth a belly under her waist saw I! How large a leg and what a lusty thigh! To leave the rest, all lik’d me passing well; I cling’d her naked body, down she fell; Judge you the rest; being tir’d she bade me kiss; Jove send me more such afternoons as this.”’ He looked at Marlowe. ‘Doesn’t sound much like Cassius Dio to me,’ he said.

‘Does it sound like Ovid?’ Marlowe asked.

‘The works of Ovid are banned by this university. They corrupt young minds.’

‘Needs work, then?’ Marlowe winked at him.

‘It does.’ Johns smiled. ‘Welcome back, Kit.’

‘Trumpy Joe’ Fludd should have been at his lathe that Saturday morning. They’d elected him Constable again and again he had said yes, much to his Allys’s disgust, so here he was, standing like an ox in the furrow in the centre of the road that ran south to London. Behind him the smoky city of Cambridge was beginning to stir and the farmers from the neighbourhood were already on their way to market, driving their flocks of sheep and their gaggles of geese. One by one the drovers in their smocks nodded to Constable Fludd. He was a good man, they knew, straight and fair. He would count them into the town, make sure all was right at the colourful stalls, then count them back out again.

But Fludd’s mind was not quite on his work this morning. He barely acknowledged the drovers, most of whom he’d known all his life; they had swum together in the dykes of the fens and had played football up and down the village streets. But now they were dour men driving their stock to market and he was the Constable, looking out for the children of the moon. He’d heard a whisper of their coming from old Ben the farrier who’d shod their horses at Stocking Pelham. A chapman from the south had seen their scarves fluttering along the Harcamulow Way. Yet another had heard their bells tinkling as they took the old high road to Barbraham. That was why they’d elected Fludd Constable again; he was damned good at his job and he cared.

There had been no moon men in Cambridge since before the Queen came calling and that was when Joe Fludd was still in his hanging sleeves, stumbling his way around his father’s furniture. But he knew their reputation and he knew the law. He heard them before he saw them in the mists of the cold November morning, a tinkling of bells and a rattle of drums on the road, the singing, chanting almost, rumbling deep and low in an alien tongue he couldn’t understand. There was the groaning of wagon axles and now and then the shrill of a pipe or a girl’s voice, he couldn’t tell which, would rise sweetly above the rumble, cutting through the muffling mist. The two men with him tightened their grip on their staves as the bobbing heads came in to view, some on foot, some astride piebald ponies.

‘Four children on one horse,’ Nathaniel Hawkins muttered. ‘Aye, that’s them all right. Children of the moon.’ He looked at Jabez Hazel, his opposite number. ‘They say they can look into a man’s soul. Best not stare into their eyes, Jabez.’

‘No more will I,’ Hazel mumbled back. ‘What’ll we do, Joe?’

Fludd flashed furious glances at them both. ‘We’ll remember we are the Cambridge Watch, gentlemen,’ he told them. ‘And while we’re not looking into their eyes, we’ll keep a very close watch on our purses, eh?’ And he smiled, raising a hand to halt the column on the road.

The Constable counted sixteen, but half of these were children, all of them with tattered clothes and patches, streaming with bright ribbons of taffeta and silk. They wore broad-brimmed hats heavy with feathers stolen from countless farmyards to the south – goose quills and pheasant’s plumes nodded there with the downy fluff of chickens and ducks. The leading traveller hauled on his rein and signalled the column to halt. He barked something incomprehensible to the man at his elbow and slid out of the saddle. At that signal all the riders dismounted and the children scuttled forward to scamper in their rags around Jabez Hazel, laughing and holding out their grimy hands.

‘I am Constable Fludd of the Cambridge Watch,’ Fludd told the men. ‘Who are you and what brings you to this town?’

‘We are the travelling people.’ The leader doffed his hat, bowing low. ‘The offspring of Ptolemy, lately come from the lands of the East.’

‘Egyptians!’ Hawkins spat, narrowly missing a child who poked his tongue out at him.

‘What is your name?’ Fludd asked the leader.

‘Men call me Hern,’ he answered, replacing his hat.

‘The hunter?’ Fludd frowned.

‘I hunt if I must,’ Hern told him. ‘But not with gentry riding to hounds with their hawks and boarspears. I hunt in the courts and alleyways.’

‘You are counterfeiters –’ Fludd stood his ground – ‘using great subtle and crafty means to deceive people.’

Hern threw his head back and roared with laughter. ‘You know your law, Master Constable,’ he said. ‘But so do I. Can you do no better than quote the Act of the late King Henry, God rest his soul? Tut, tut, sir, you are behind the times. Your charge is to drive us out of your town, take us roped and tarred to the nearest ship and if we go not, you are to hang us, sir.’

Fludd blinked and licked his lips. He hadn’t expected this. This Egyptian, with his hard, flinty eyes, his twisted mouth and curious patterns of speech knew the law all right and was inviting Fludd to move against him. Behind him the children were pulling his men’s breeches and tugging at their doublet points. ‘Stand fast!’ he bellowed at the constables, knowing how rattled they were.

As Fludd stood there, undecided as to what to do, Hern stepped forward and with the speed and smoothness of a snake, took Fludd’s right hand in his. ‘You are a carpenter,’ he said. ‘And you have two children; a daughter and a son. The girl is well grown and a joy to you. The boy is but a baby yet; what is he now, two months, three?’

Fludd’s mouth popped open.

‘It’s a trick, Joe,’ Hawkins growled.

‘Our Lord was a carpenter,’ Hern said, still looking Fludd in the face, as if into his soul.

‘Egyptians aren’t Christians!’ Hazel blurted out. ‘You worship the Devil.’

Hern’s eyes flashed to him. ‘You have two children, Master Fludd,’ he said softly. ‘A boy and girl. Beware your wife is not brought to childbed again. She will not survive it.’

Fludd felt the muscles in his jaw flexing, his heart pounding, but Hawkins wasn’t going to let any of it go. ‘How many children have I got, Egyptian?’ he asked.

Hern let Fludd’s hand go and turned to his horse. He patted the animal’s soft muzzle and whispered in its ear. The horse snorted, shaking its ears free and began pawing the hard, rutted ground. Once, twice, three times the hoof clashed on the furrow.

‘Your wife has had three children,’ Hern said, then he turned to Hawkins, ‘and not one of them is yours.’

The travellers roared with laughter and Hawkins yelled at the children who scampered away.

‘It is market day, Master Constable,’ Hern said. ‘All we ask is that you let us set up a stall in your town square that we may sell our wares.’ He clicked his fingers and the scampering children stood stock still, their faces solemn, their eyes staring. ‘Then I may feed my children.’

Fludd stood blinking again, trying to take in the bizarre and motley crew in front of him, the painted wagons and the swarthy men, the dappled horses and the fluttering flags. And above all, the suddenly silent children, like sentinels in the morning.

‘One day,’ he said, as though waking from a spell. ‘One stall. My men and I will be watching. And if you’re not gone by cock-shut time, Hern the Egyptian, I’ll hang you myself, while your children look on.’

It didn’t quite work out that way. Henry Whetstone usually liked being Mayor of Cambridge. It gave him a chance to line his fur-edged pockets, distribute largesse to his friends and relatives, acquiring more friends and relatives in the process and it was pleasant to hear the vicar of St Mary’s ask the Lord to watch over his soul every Sunday. But that Monday morning was not usual. For three hours before he arrived at the Courthouse in St Mary’s Square, a queue of angry petitioners had been assembling in the pouring rain, getting angrier by the minute as the water splashed off their hat brims and trickled down their necks. He had their complaints in front of him now, dashed off quickly in a scribble by his harassed clerks who had borne the full wrath of the good townsfolk. Others, angrier still, were not content to leave their complaints with a clerk. They wanted to see the Mayor in person: it was disgraceful; there ought to be a law against it; there was a law against it; they hadn’t voted for the man in the first place.

‘“Disgraceful”,’ the Mayor read from piled papers in front of him. ‘“There ought to be a law against it”.’ He threw the documents down, gnawing his lip with fury as he glared at Joe Fludd. ‘What do we pay you, Fludd, to guard this town?’

Not enough, was the man’s silent answer, but he remembered what his Allys had told him and behaved himself. ‘My constabulary allowance is ...’

‘I know what it is!’ Whetstone thundered. The jovial, red-faced merchant was anything but jovial this morning and if his face got much redder, he was liable to explode. Purple tinges were beginning to mottle his cheeks. His gout always played him up in wet weather and now this. ‘You are aware of the law regarding Egyptians?’ he asked.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Tell me,’ Whetstone snapped, ‘just so that we are both sure.’

‘They are to be escorted from the town or county and taken to the nearest port.’

‘And if they refuse to go?’

‘They are to be hanged, sir, without the benefit of trial.’

‘Did you hang them?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Did you escort them to the nearest port?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Did you even escort them from the town?’

‘No sir.’

‘No,’ Whetstone growled. ‘No, you let them in, gave them a stall out there.’ He pointed to the square beyond his leaded window panes. ‘You allowed them to tell fortunes, read palms, carry out conjuring tricks.’ He held up a piece of paper. ‘Margaret Walker of Cherry Hinton is convinced she will not see another summer as a result of their auguries.’ He rummaged and found another one. ‘Nicholas Coke was told he will be hanged, drawn and quartered before Lady Day. These people are worried, Fludd. Worried. And they had to pay for the privilege. Then, there’s the stealing. Apples. Eggs. Four geese. How can they lift four live geese without anybody noticing?’

Fludd had no answer.

‘Why did you let them in?’

‘I don’t know, sir,’ the Constable told him. ‘It seemed like a good idea at the time.’

‘Where are they now?’

‘Making for a port, sir.’ Fludd could at least be positive about that. ‘King’s Lynn.’

‘Get yourself a good horse and follow them. I want to know exactly where these travelling people are.’ The mayor managed to make the two words sound like a particularly virulent curse and Fludd almost felt his skin crackle under the heat of it.

‘And if I catch them, sir? I have no jurisdiction outside Cambridge.’

‘That is entirely your problem, sir,’ Whetstone snapped. ‘You created this mess, you can clean it up. Oh, and, Fludd ...’

‘Yes, sir?’ The Constable was already halfway to the door.

‘How’s the carpentry business these days?’

‘It’s doing quite well, sir, thank you.’

‘That’s good, Joseph, I’m glad. Because I think your constabulary days are over.’

Fludd closed the door carefully behind him, afraid that if he slammed it now, he would never stop slamming it, imagining the Mayor’s stupid head between the planks and the jamb. Then he squared his shoulders and went in search of a good horse.

Nicholas Faunt was waiting for Christopher Marlowe at the bottom of his staircase the next morning as the scholar spun round the final turn of the spiral, late as always, his grey fustian flying in the breeze of his passing. He nearly trod on him and brought himself up short. Faunt’s nose was blue with cold and he slouched in a huddle against the hard stone of Corpus Christi. He had ridden hard and long through the night and was not in the best of moods.

Marlowe didn’t know the man, but months at William Shelley’s house had sharpened his wits and made him circumspect.

‘Dominus Marlowe?’ Faunt stood upright.

The university form of address. An insider? It seemed possible, but Faunt did not have the look of a scholar, the parchment grey skin and the fussy abstraction. He was wearing spurred boots and carried a sword.

Marlowe stepped back up two risers and his hand went automatically to the small of his back for his knife, to meet only shirt over skin; he was a scholar right at this moment and his knife was back in his room, hidden in the mattress. ‘I am Marlowe,’ he answered.

‘Nicholas Faunt.’ The man extended a gloved hand.

Marlowe took it. ‘Sir Francis Walsingham’s secretary,’ he said, with a half smile.

‘Among other things.’ Faunt looked about him. ‘Is there somewhere we can talk?’

Marlowe motioned up the twisting wooden stairs and led the way. He unlocked his study door and let the man in. ‘I’m sorry there’s no fire. I can offer you wine, at least.’

Faunt nodded. He crossed to the window with its thick and twisted glass and looked out on to the Court below where scholars hotfooted it from one lecture to the next. ‘Some things never change,’ he said.

‘You know this college?’ Marlowe paused in mid-pour.

‘Man and boy,’ Faunt said. ‘Old Norgate must be in his grave by now, I suppose.’

‘Possibly –’ Marlowe passed the cup to him – ‘but he was fit as a fiddle yesterday. When were you up?’

‘I took my Master’s degree in the year of Grace 1579. You were still at the King’s School in Canterbury.’

‘And doubtless you can tell me a great deal more about myself.’ Marlowe looked into the man’s blue-grey eyes.

‘Of course.’ Faunt began to run those eyes over Marlowe’s books, their leather spines cracked and fading. ‘Your father is John, he is a tanner and cobbler. Your mother is Katherine, of the Arthur family from Dover. You have an older sister, Mary ...’

‘Had,’ Marlowe corrected him. ‘She died.’

Faunt stood corrected, but as Walsingham’s secretary he had learned to have no sympathy and so offered no condolences. ‘You were christened in the church of St George the Martyr, Christopher, the carrier of Christ.’

‘I am flattered, Master Faunt, that you should have bothered to learn so much about me ...’

‘Don’t be,’ Faunt told him flatly, sipping the wine. ‘Despite appearances, this isn’t a social call.’

‘Walsingham sent you,’ Marlowe said, guessing. ‘About William Shelley.’

‘Shelley’s in the Tower and singing like a lark. He isn’t the problem.’

‘So who is?’ Marlowe knew it wasn’t him, or he would be dead by now, knifed silently from behind in any dark entry you cared to name.

Faunt put the goblet down. ‘You are, Dominus Marlowe. You still have uses left in you, or you would be dead by now.’

Marlowe stepped back, grimly satisfied to hear his thoughts come back to him. He had room for manoeuvre, should this secretary prove to be as slick with a blade as he was with words; the poet could recognize the type from a thousand paces, or whenever he looked in the mirror. ‘I assume this is about the women,’ he said.

‘This ...’ Faunt bellowed, then checked himself. ‘This is about tearing up Sir Francis Walsingham’s warrant and taking it upon yourself to disobey orders.’

‘Is that what I did?’ Marlowe had honed his expression of hurt innocence on the grindstone of nurses, teachers and lecturers until it was well nigh perfect, big eyes peering out from behind tumbled curls and a pouting lip. Many a tab grown too big for comfort had been covertly disposed of by barmaids the length and breadth of Cambridge who could not bear to see Master Marlowe in distress. But he knew it was pointless trying it on the implacable secretary and so kept his face poker straight.

‘You know very well it is,’ Faunt snapped. ‘Sir Francis is very displeased.’

‘And so he sent you to ... what? Smack my wrist? Slit my throat?’

Faunt hesitated for a moment, looking as if he would like to do both, one after the other and in that order.

‘Neither,’ he said. ‘Do you by any chance speak Flemish, Dominus Marlowe?’

‘As a matter of fact, I do. I may be a little rusty, but back in Canterbury, some of my best friends were the Huguenot weavers along the Stour. But, Master Faunt, you know that already or you would not have ridden so far and so hard to find me.’

Faunt looked sternly at the man, then guffawed, slapping Marlowe’s shoulder. ‘I like you, Kit,’ he said. ‘And Sir Francis has a little job for you.’

‘Indeed?’

Faunt crossed from the window, mechanically checking the door. He leant his back against the studded wood, arms folded. ‘What do you know about the Prince of Nassau?’ he asked.

Marlowe poured more wine for them both and passed the goblet to Faunt. ‘Statholder of the Netherlands,’ he said, ‘leader of the rebels against the overlordship of Philip of Spain. They say he has outlandish ideas. Every Jack’s as good as his master, that sort of thing. Men call him William the Silent.’

‘He’s a marked man.’ Faunt sipped his wine.

‘A Protestant leader in a Catholic country? Of course he is.’

‘But it’s more imminent than that. He’d been relying on the Duke of Alençon to front his cause, but that’s fallen apart now, largely because Alençon is an utter shit. That leaves the Statholder somewhat exposed. There have been attempts on his life already. He’s had to move his court to Delft.’

‘I don’t see ...’

‘Walsingham wants a man to watch Nassau’s back.’ Faunt finished the draught. ‘You.’

‘Me?’ Marlowe laughed and shook his head. ‘You’ve read me wrongly, Master Faunt. I am a scholar ...’

What happened next was a blur of velvet, leather and steel. There was a dagger in Faunt’s right hand and it sliced in a vicious arc towards Marlowe’s throat, but the scholar was faster and he hurled his wine in Faunt’s face and kicked the blade aside. The next thing the secretary knew he was biting the wood of the door with his arm rammed painfully up behind his back.

‘Scholar, my arse!’ he mumbled against the oak and slowly Marlowe released his grip.

Faunt tugged down his doublet and straightened his ruff, realizing only now that his lip was bleeding where Marlowe had banged his head on the door. ‘I believe I’ve made my point,’ he said, clearing his throat and looking for his hat. ‘Yes, you,’ he repeated, ‘and next time I won’t give you any leeway at all.’

Marlowe recovered the man’s dagger from where it had bounced under the table and, tossing it in the air, handed it to Faunt hilt first.

‘How will you get there?’ the secretary asked.

‘By ship to the Hook,’ Marlowe told him. ‘Thereafter we shall see.’

‘You can’t just turn up at William the Silent’s court,’ Faunt said. ‘There’ll be watchers on the roads. The whole place from Antwerp to the Zuyder Zee will be crawling with Spaniards. How’s your Spanish?’

‘Non-existent,’ said Marlowe.

‘You can’t go as a tutor. It worked with Shelley, but Nassau has his own people. An Englishman would stick out like a sore thumb.’

‘If he has his own people, why am I going at all?’ Marlowe asked.

‘I didn’t say they were any good.’ Faunt wobbled his goblet for a refill, still dabbing at his swollen lip. ‘In fact, I’m appalled how lax Nassau’s court is. People coming and going all over the place. His headquarters is in some bloody converted nunnery so it’s about as safe as a snake pit. You’re some sort of playmaker, aren’t you? Mummer or something?’

‘Something.’ Marlowe nodded.

‘There’s a troupe of Egyptians recently passed through this town of yours, making for the coast.’

‘Are they?’

‘They are. Find them, Dominus Marlowe. Join them. And get to Delft before Hell opens up.’




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    
     
		 
		 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
n Elizabethan mystery featuring Christopher Marlowe

o -
An new historical series” N
iers Weekly on Dark Entry =g






OEBPS/images/eq1.jpg
I eveot





OEBPS/images/logo.jpg





