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ONE

As his horse splashed along the lane, Kit Marlowe, late Scholar of Corpus Christi College, Cambridge, late intelligencer, late . . . he was in the mood to call all his life so far late; all his twenty-one summers. He was riding to London; he was sure he was this time. It was where all men, old or young, went to secure their fortunes for the streets were paved with gold. He could hear the city calling, a siren call he knew, but not one he could ignore any longer. He had a play in his knapsack, the words so clear still in his mind that he could almost feel the last lines on the last page pressing backwards into his skin, through canvas, leather, silk and wool. ‘This shall I do, that gods and men may pity this, my death, and rue our ends, senseless of life or breath.’ He could feel the weals rising up on his back as if the still-hot ink frazzled into his hide. He shook himself slightly to dispel the feeling of the black dog over his shoulder and the rain sprang off his curls like sparks. The horse trotted two paces at the unaccustomed movement from the man on his back and then returned to the plashing amble it had been in for many miles.

There was water everywhere. It scarcely seemed like rain but more as if the air had turned to water. Some summer. Occasionally a vicious little wind sprang up and gusted it into stinging lashes, but otherwise all was much the same; wet, wetter, wettest. The horse gave a snicker and shook its head as a rivulet of rain grew big enough on its harness to run off the oiled leather and down into its eye. Huge drops flew up and hit Marlowe in the face, smelling of wet horse, bran and a warm stable hours ago.

‘I’ve had enough of this, haven’t you?’ Marlowe asked the horse. It wasn’t like him as a rule to talk to animals, just in case this was the day one of them chose to reply, but neither was it his custom to go for so many hours without uttering a word to a living soul. This going out on the road was all very fine and well, but it was a lonely game at the best of times and in this vile weather there had not even been a casual passer-by with whom to exchange a word. He had seen harvest men across the fields earlier in the day, looking at the corn bowing in the rain and shaking their heads in disbelief, but they were too lost in their own troubles to notice him.

Marlowe’s mother always told him he had a lovely face and because she was his mother he naturally did not believe her, but in one respect she was right. Although his heart was at best a shade of grey, what showed on the outside was only the good and he had never had to travel far without being offered food and drink, shelter and often more by people he met along the way. But all souls but his were tucked up warm and dry in this downpour which seemed to be sent from Heaven by a wrathful God. Marlowe was not a God-fearing man himself, but he had seen what others believed and was not keen to be out and about if the Flood was coming. He needed to be near other people; experience had taught him that with his luck, one of those people would have a boat. At the moment, any shelter would do him. The horse would have to fend for himself.

He remembered tales his grandfather had told, about sheltering under his horse in wet weather out in the fields of Kent. It had never sounded a very efficient way to keep dry and downright dangerous when you gave sober thought to what went on under a horse, even leaving the hoofs out of the calculation. He also reminded himself that, as far as he knew, his grandfather had never knowingly chosen to spend time outside, even in clement weather, so he had to assume that the anecdote fell into the category of something the old man had once heard. Dover was like that, full of travellers, with tales taller than the houses. Since one of his grandfather’s other anecdotes featured a talking pig very prominently, he decided not to try sheltering under his horse. He needed a cottage, for preference one with a barn for the poor creature to dry off in, but anything would do, any old port in a storm. A wagon, a lean-to, however mean and full of sheep. His grandfather had had tales about sheep too, but when they began the children were usually shooed out of the room.

The horse snickered again and blew down its nose, shaking its head and spraying Marlowe once more with greasy water droplets. Over the roar of the rain, man and mount heard a horse snort in reply. It sounded near, as far as the scholar could tell, and Marlowe stood in the stirrups and looked over the hedge. Indistinct in the downpour, there were three wagons, hitched in the lee of the bank, their horses still in the shafts and standing, heads down, as the water poured over their backs. Marlowe patted the horse and in doing so soaked the palm of his leather gauntlet, so far dry around the reins. Muttering, he slid from the animal’s back and led him through a gap in the hedge, tethering him next to the lead horse and slipping under the wagon it had been pulling. It was hardly the driest place he had ever been in, but at least the ceaseless drumming of rain on his head had stopped and his ears seemed to ring with silence.

He wriggled out of his knapsack, and delved into it for a handkerchief to dry around his neck and the hair around his face, which he pushed back behind his ears. He dried his hands and spread the cloth optimistically out across the top of the bag and leaned against a box which was under the cart, pressed against the axle. The rain was coming from the other direction so by and large his little nest was dry and he settled back, arms down by his sides to let the front of his doublet dry out a little and thought he might try to have a few minutes’ sleep, hopefully to wake to sunny skies and drier weather for the rest of his journey. He closed his eyes and prepared to drift off.

‘When shall we two meet again?’ a voice said, just by his ear, making him jump in his half sleep.

‘Hmm, yes, yes, that’s not too bad,’ another voice spoke, further away. ‘Not very threatening though, perhaps?’

Marlowe eased himself to a more alert position. He knew those voices; he just needed a second or two to work out where from.

The younger was the nearer. ‘When shall we two meet again?’ he said. ‘In . . . the town or in the lane?’

‘Dreadful,’ said the other. ‘Dreadful. The audience will walk out.’ He sighed. ‘Just like they have been doing lately, Thomas, I have to admit.’

Marlowe smothered a laugh. He knew now where he had heard those voices before. Ned Sledd, actor, manager and entrepreneur extraordinaire and Thomas, the pretty boy who played all the women’s parts, while his voice held and his beard had not come through. These carts must be their travelling company, their glamour rather hidden by the thundering rain. Lord Strange’s Men on the road, bringing their special magic to the dull lives of country folk. Marlowe crept forward, so he could see over the box he had been leaning against. He could just see the very top of Thomas’s blond head, but Ned Sledd was facing him, appearing to look him in the eye, although he clearly had no idea that he was there.

‘They all love witches, though, Ned,’ Thomas said. ‘They like a good scare. Especially the ladies.’

‘Oh, yes,’ Sledd said, his voice heavy with sarcasm. ‘We mustn’t forget a little something for the ladies. I seem to remember you said that when you helped me with the last play.’ He glared at the boy, not speaking.

Thomas gathered his pride about him like a tattered cloak. ‘A maid I had been seeing told me . . .’

‘Just seeing, Thomas, I hope,’ Sledd cut in. He reached forward and Thomas gave a small shriek. ‘We have to think of the balls, Thomas, the voice and the balls.’

‘I’ll have to stop doing the girls’ parts eventually,’ Thomas said, his voice rising in hope. ‘Staying away from girls won’t change that. It’s an old wives’ tale, that is.’

‘Well, let’s not tempt fate.’ Sledd looked up at the underside of the cart, but in his imagination into the eyes of the Muse. ‘When shall we two meet again?’ he intoned. ‘In the town or in the lane. Make sure that you are not late. That way we will tempt not fate . . .’ He looked hopefully at Thomas. ‘That’s better, don’t you think? Coming on?’

Marlowe could stand the suspense no longer. Without showing himself and dropping his voice to an eldritch whisper, he said, ‘When shall we three meet again? In thunder, lightning, or in rain? When the hurly-burly’s done, when the battle’s lost and won, that will be by set of sun.’

Looking through the gap over the box, he saw Sledd’s face change, through horror to realization.

‘Kit!’ the man yelled. ‘Where did you spring from? Thomas!’ he aimed a kick in the boy’s general direction. ‘It’s Kit!’

‘Yes,’ said Thomas, in the lacklustre tone of someone who sees his playwriting days are over. ‘Kit. But what about . . .’

But Ned Sledd was shoving the box aside and enveloping Kit Marlowe, playwright and saviour of Lord Strange’s Men, in a bear hug.

‘Ned?’ The voice sounded puzzled and not a little worried. ‘Ned? Where are you?’

‘Under here, Edward. Under the wagon. Come in, quick, out of the rain.’

‘Rain? How long have you been under there? The rain stopped hours ago.’

Sledd looked up from the manuscript he was reading, squinting in the half light. ‘Stopped?’ He peered out at the sky, an innocent blue without even a fluffy white cloud to spoil its perfection. ‘I didn’t even notice. Kit?’ He turned his head to where the playwright had been, but there was no one there. ‘Kit was here. Have you seen him?’

‘He’s over by the main wagon. Ferdinando is here. They’re talking . . .’

Sledd was out from under the wagon in one fluid movement, adjusting his laces which he had loosened for comfort. He shoved the papers he had been reading into the actor’s hands and pulled madly at the trailing cords. ‘For the Lord’s Sake, Alleyn, do none of you listen to what I say?’ Edward Alleyn never tired of telling everybody that he was the greatest actor ever to stand in the wooden O of London’s new theatres. There would never be another like him. Listen to Ned Sledd? Hell would have to freeze over first.

‘Often,’ the actor said, all hurt and innocence. ‘There’s a lot to listen to, Ned; you don’t mind if I say that, I’m sure.’

‘Droll, Edward, droll. Don’t let me forget to cast you as the fool in the next production. Take care of those sheets, by the way. It’s a new version of Dido.’

‘New version of . . .’

‘I accidentally burned it last time. So take care of it. A mighty line. A mighty line.’ He sighed for the beauty of all he had just read, quoting softly as though rehearsing for the part, ‘What can my tears or cries prevail me now? Dido is dead.’ With a final tug on a recalcitrant lace, Sledd was off at a trot. ‘And don’t call Lord Strange Ferdinando, please. It’s Lord Strange, to you, sonny. Sire, things of that nature. You do realize his father’s great uncle was His Majesty King Henry VII and his mother the daughter of the niece of His Other Majesty, King Henry VIII?’

‘As you wish,’ Alleyn said, who had realized nothing of the sort. He wandered off, reading as he splashed through the steaming puddles in his path. ‘Dido, eh?’ he muttered. ‘Fool, indeed!’ He read more and his left arm started to wave about of its own volition, as he tried the rolling lines out in his head. This was good stuff. It made sense and it rhymed; was he reading it right? Five beats to the bar? Excited and not a little alarmed by the shock of the new, the actor wandered off down the lane, the towers of Troy burning in his mind.

Sledd slowed from his half-hysterical crouching run as he approached the small group over by the biggest wagon and raised his voice in greeting as he did so. ‘Lord Strange!’ he declaimed, bowing as he walked. Ferdinando Stanley was not a large man but he had the presence of all the Derbys who had ruled the bitter North for so long. His dark hair cascaded over his shoulders and his curls made twisted patterns against the white of the square cut collar he habitually wore.

‘By our Lady, Sledd,’ his patron said. ‘Have you hurt yourself, man? Whatever is the matter with your back?’

Sledd paused. Here was a quandary and a half. ‘A passing malady, My Lord,’ he said. ‘I was too long crouching under the wagon, sheltering from the rain. I will be well presently.’

‘Sit down, man,’ Strange said. ‘You make me feel quite unwell looking at you listing like that.’ The man looked around him. ‘Is there a chair for Master Sledd?’

None of the actors moved. Sledd was their manager and their meal ticket, but most of them held him in friendly contempt. He had never been a good actor and now that Strange’s gold had come on the scene, men who knew how to wring the meaning out of a line were joining the company and making him look worse than ever. Even Thomas, who relied on his pretty beardless face and fluting voice for parts, even Thomas could give him a run for his money.

‘Well?’ Ferdinando Stanley, Lord Strange, related to so many kings, was not used to being ignored.

‘Sorry, My Lord.’ One of the bit-part actors pushed forward a chest.

‘That’s better. Now, be off with you, lads, and rehearse, or whatever it is you actors do.’ They stood around, looking uncertain. They had the odd practice if anyone remembered, but otherwise they just went on stage with a hazy notion of the story to be told and with any luck the play staggered to its conclusion without anyone being brained by a flying vegetable. But Lord Strange was, after all, the man with the fat purse, so they took themselves off in as purposeful a way as they could.

Strange turned back to Sledd and Marlowe. Sledd was sitting at attention on his crate, Marlowe was at ease on the throne that Sledd managed to bring in to every production, usually as his seat as the King, Duke or other authority figure he played every time. He felt mildly annoyed that Marlowe had commandeered it, but on the other hand was anxious that the newly reborn Dido, Queen of Carthage, should not slip through his hands again, so kept quiet.

Strange spread his hands to the men. ‘Ned,’ he said, ‘Master Marlowe here has been telling me of his new play. It sounds exciting. May I read it?’

‘Of course, My Lord,’ Sledd said, smiling.

‘Where is it, Ned?’ Marlowe spoke for the first time.

‘Hmm?’ Sledd looked at him with a rather frantic expression on his face. ‘Where’s what?’

‘Dido, Queen of Carthage. You were reading it under the wagon.’

‘I was indeed.’ Sledd played for time. ‘And a very good read it is too. Better than the first draft, if I may say so.’

‘Thank you very much, Ned,’ said Marlowe, leaning forward. ‘Where is it?’

Sledd looked around, as if it might possibly appear in a puff of smoke, just as the Devil was meant to do in The Devil and Mistress Maguire – he was finding it difficult to get the right amount of gunpowder calculated though and so it didn’t often work. His mind wandered off at a tangent, as it so often did these days.

‘Sledd!’ Strange had a way of speaking which made all of Sledd’s nerves stand on end, with the hint of the Derbyshire dialect coming through as it always did when he was angry. ‘The play!’

‘Yes. The play’s the thing,’ said Sledd, slumping. ‘I had it under the wagon . . .’ Suddenly, he brightened. ‘Young Alleyn has it! I gave it to Edward Alleyn.’ The relief brightened his face like the sun coming over a hill.

‘And Alleyn is . . .?’ Strange looked around.

‘Thomas!’ Sledd yelled. ‘Get Alleyn. Here. Now.’

All the actors muttered amongst themselves, eavesdropping as they were on the far side of the wagon. Just like Alleyn to get singled out. Always toadying up to the management for the best parts and barely out of his hanging sleeves. They huddled together and muttered some more.

Thomas looked around him helplessly. Alleyn was nowhere to be seen and now he would have to go and winkle him out. He would have found an inn, a cottage, somewhere where a pretty girl would be giving him food, drink and as much more as he wanted. Thomas sighed and slouched off in the direction of the lane. He hated it when he had to interrupt Alleyn at play.

‘He’ll be back with it shortly,’ Sledd said to the two men before him. ‘Have you been planning a production, My Lord? Master Marlowe writes a mighty line.’

‘We need to plan something, Ned.’ Ferdinando Stanley might be a bit of a rebel, as the aristocracy went, but he watched his money like any Northerner and didn’t like to see it pouring down a drain. ‘The pennies aren’t coming in, Ned, are they? We need to do something to keep the groundlings in the theatre till the end, so we get their money, don’t you think? We can’t just rely on the food they throw – most of it is definitely past its best by the time it hits the stage.’

‘Theatre, sire? We haven’t played in a theatre these past three months. Not since the plague closed them all.’

‘Plague?’ Marlowe asked. ‘What plague?’

Strange shrugged. ‘You know how it is, Kit. Someone sneezes, a few people die, everyone shouts plague and before you know it, London is empty and all the theatres closed.’

‘But . . . plague?’ Marlowe asked again. He was no coward, he would face any man with any weapon he might choose, but the plague was a different kettle of fish. There was no sword on earth proof against the plague. He had known people bowed down with the weight of talismans and prophylactic charms who had nevertheless died in days. ‘Plague in London? I was on my way there.’

‘Nothing to stop you going,’ Sledd said. ‘The gates are all open as far as I know, but you won’t find anyone still there. Well, no one who is anyone, if patronage is what you’re after.’ He flashed an ingratiating smile in Strange’s direction.

‘I’ll have to reconsider my plans,’ Marlowe said.

‘No need,’ Strange said, expansively. ‘Join Lord Strange’s Men, Kit. You can act, I suppose?’

‘I can’t say that I have ever tried,’ Marlowe said, to an accompanying snort from Sledd. ‘I can sing, if that’s any help.’

‘It’s a start,’ Strange said. ‘It’s a start. Can you learn lines?’

‘I can write them.’

‘Yes, as you say. Now, where is that boy with Alleyn? You have little control over this troupe, Sledd. We must talk.’ He turned to Marlowe. ‘Kit, go for a walk or something, will you? I must talk to Master Sledd here. Privately.’

Marlowe stood up and bowed. ‘Sire. Ned. I’ll join Thomas in his search for Dido.’

‘Alleyn,’ Sledd said, absent-mindedly. ‘The name’s Alleyn, Kit. He gets very funny if you forget his name.’

Nicholas Faunt had sat in Francis Walsingham’s anteroom for well over an hour. He had served the spymaster now for more years than he cared to remember, but he never got used to the little irritations that Walsingham threw his way. Waiting came with the territory; standing in the pouring rain or the melting snow by a great man’s door. It was the only way to get on.

Nicholas Faunt had a timepiece – better, he believed, than the Queen’s – and it had cost him a year’s pay. He was just reaching into his doublet to find it when the door crashed back and the man he was waiting for stood there, a quill in his hand and a furrow on his brow. The cares of State had etched themselves into the face of Master Secretary Walsingham and his carefully trimmed beard and moustache were iron grey in the white crispness of his ruff. His eyes, however, still burned for England and they missed nothing.

‘Nicholas, dear boy.’ He looked vaguely up and down the corridor. ‘Why wasn’t I told you were here? Come in, come in. How’ve you been?’

‘Well, Sir Francis, thank you.’ Faunt was on his feet already, bowing low.

‘Enough of that,’ Walsingham chided him. ‘We’ve known each other too long for such niceties.’ He ushered him into the chamber. ‘Er . . . do you smoke?’ Walsingham waved to a pipe rack on the far wall. ‘I can never remember.’

‘Can’t abide the stuff,’ Faunt told him, smiling.

‘Quite right, quite right. Abominable habit, although they say it’s good for you. Wine, then? I do remember you are partial to a good Rhennish.’

‘Thank you, sir. Indeed.’

Walsingham clicked his fingers and a flunkey appeared from nowhere, wearing the livery of the Queen. He was carrying a tray with two goblets and he laid them down on the low oak table by the leaded window. ‘This isn’t good Rhennish, I’m afraid,’ Walsingham said. ‘It’s a rather indifferent Bordeaux, but in these straitened times . . .’

‘I’m sure it will be excellent, Sir Francis.’ Faunt took the goblet. Walsingham took one too and noted that Faunt was waiting for him to take the first sip. He did and jerked his head in the direction of the door. The flunkey bowed and left.

‘Now.’ Walsingham ushered Faunt to a chair and looked out of the window at the busy Whitehall day. ‘To business.’ He took in the scarlet-clad guards drilling in the courtyard below, the clerks in their raven black hurrying in pairs with parchment and quills, cooks and scullions and draymen all going about their business in this little world where Walsingham, not Gloriana, ruled. He turned sharply to Faunt, the bonhomie gone, the smile vanished. ‘Marlowe.’

Faunt put the goblet down. He’d been expecting this for a while, for weeks in fact. And he had hoped, by now, to have prepared a better answer. ‘Gone,’ he said.

Walsingham’s eyes narrowed and his lips pursed. He sat down opposite his man and sipped from the goblet again. ‘You have an explanation, of course.’ It was a statement, not a question.

‘I last saw Marlowe at Corpus Christi College two weeks ago. He had become . . . disenchanted.’

‘With Corpus Christi?’

‘With life, as far as I could tell.’

Walsingham sighed. ‘That Delft business.’ He nodded, staring into his cup.

‘He is very young,’ Faunt reminded his master.

‘You mean we sent a boy to do a man’s job?’ Walsingham’s eyes were fixed on Faunt again, searing into his soul.

Faunt stared back. ‘I mean it was an impossible job,’ he said in a level tone. It was never a good idea to let Walsingham know he had you rattled, although that state of mind was almost automatic when in the room with the man. For many, it was a state of mind which never left them, day or night.

There was a silence. Faunt had challenged Sir Francis Walsingham, bearded the Queen’s spymaster in his own den.

‘To save the life of the Statholder of the United Provinces; to keep alive a man who was the target of just about everyone in Imperial Spain? Of course it was.’

‘I mean, Sir Francis –’ Faunt was warming to his subject – ‘in this great game of ours we all have our failures. We take them on the chin, move on. Fresh fields, pastures new. Marlowe perhaps feels more deeply.’

Walsingham nodded. He’d been a young man once and a Cambridge scholar too, like Marlowe. As for feeling more deeply, that wasn’t a luxury he could allow himself. ‘So where was he going?’ he asked.

‘As I understand it, he was on his way here, to London. Had a hankering to write for the theatre.’

‘The theatres are closed,’ Walsingham reminded him. ‘You must be aware, Nicholas, that there is plague in the city.’

‘There is always plague somewhere, Sir Francis,’ Faunt replied. ‘These days I tend to take these constant crises with a good pinch and a half of salt.’

Walsingham nodded, his enigmatic half smile flickering over his face. ‘Indeed, Nicholas. I do think that the Master of the Revels overreacts occasionally.’

‘Marlowe would not have known about the plague, so I assume he is still on his way,’ Faunt said, ‘but I’ve had men watching at the city gates. No sign as yet.’

Walsingham chewed the ends of his moustache, deep in thought. ‘He’d come from the north. Aldgate. Bishopsgate.’

Faunt hid his annoyance. ‘I have covered all of the gates, sir,’ he said. ‘In my experience, Dominus Marlowe often does the unexpected. He’s just as likely to come from the south. What are the points of the compass to the man they call Machiavel? And don’t forget, he has family in Kent. Even Christopher Marlowe needs to see his mother, once in a while.’

A smile crossed Walsingham’s lips and this time stayed a trifle longer. ‘You like him, don’t you?’ he said.

‘Yes,’ Faunt admitted. ‘As a matter of fact, I do.’

‘So do I,’ said Walsingham, nodding. ‘And we can’t afford to lose men like him. Spread your net wider, Master Faunt. Send your people out to the villages. Today is . . . what . . . Thursday? By Monday, I shall expect word on the whereabouts of Machiavel. Are we at one on this?’

‘We are, Sir Francis.’

‘I’m glad, Nicholas. Losing one man would be bad enough, two would be a disaster. Again, do I make myself plain?’

Faunt bowed, swigged the rest of his wine and bowed himself out of the room. He had learned long ago that when Sir Francis Walsingham said jump, only a fool lingered to ask how high.


TWO

Kit Marlowe had hidden his anxiety well in front of Sledd and Strange, but the thought of rewriting his Dido all over again was almost too much to bear. He had managed to recreate much of the original, lost by Sledd in riots in Cambridge no more than a year before, but some lines were gone for ever, leaving just a ghostly imprint on his soul, but too faint to be grasped and put down on paper. Michael Johns, the fellow of Corpus Christi who had read both versions, and whose opinion Marlowe valued above all others but his own, had told him frankly that the second version had flashes of genius that the first had largely lacked, but Marlowe was not fooled by that. Johns was an honest man, but possibly kinder than honest; he would walk on hot coals rather than hurt another man’s feelings. He would crawl on hot coals, should that other be Kit Marlowe. So the playwright cleared his throat before peering round the corner of the wagon where the actors sat, to make sure his voice wouldn’t give him away.

‘Which way did Thomas go?’

‘Thomas?’ boomed a voice. It held the tragedy of the world in that one word, which seemed to have taken on extra syllables.

‘Yes.’ Marlowe tried not to let his surprise show. It had seemed a rather overblown question, given the subject matter. ‘Thomas. You know him – the lad who plays . . . well, who plays the girls and women.’

‘Aaah.’ The voice rumbled and boomed like weeping thunder over a distant mountain range. ‘Thomas.’ This time the syllable fell like the final beat of the drum that signals the end of the world. ‘He went after that fellow, Alleyn. The tragedian. Hah!’ and the voice broke into a peal of humourless laughter, clearly based on the sound of earth on a coffin lid. As heard from the inside.

Marlowe kept his question short and pithy, to try to avoid more interjections from Job. ‘Which way did he go?’

One of the young actors leapt up and grabbed Marlowe by the elbow, turning him to face the lane. ‘That way,’ he said, pointing. ‘Through that gap and to the right.’ He dropped his voice. ‘Now clear off and find him. But don’t use the A word, or you’ll only start him off again.’

Marlowe raised an eyebrow and mouthed, ‘A word?’

‘Alleyn,’ the actor mouthed back and moved a few paces further from the group. ‘Old Joseph was the tragedy expert in the troupe until Alleyn joined us. The poor old chap is past his best, I’m afraid. Can’t remember his lines and his legs have started to go. Can’t do the really great tragedy roles with dodgy legs, as I’m sure you agree.’

Marlowe nodded, making a private note to look closely at the actors’ legs next time he was watching a play. Clearly, he had been missing all kinds of subtleties he didn’t know were there.

‘Alleyn is an annoying little tit, but he can do a good speech, you have to give him that, at least. He has them in floods of tears every night and that’s just the men. The women throw all manner of things we try to stop young Thomas getting too good a look at; it’s his balls, you know.’

‘So I understand,’ Marlowe said. ‘But, I must be away. Alleyn has my play with him and I . . .’

‘Good?’

‘Not at all – it’s a disaster. I’ve already rewritten it once, thanks to Ned Sledd.’

The actor turned him round and looked him up and down. ‘I remember you,’ he said. ‘Cambridge, wasn’t it? That riot . . . that was a night to remember.’

‘Yes. But my manuscript . . .’

‘I remember. Someone lit a torch with it. Shame – good it was, as I recall. Dido and the . . . something.’

‘Dido, Queen of Carthage.’

‘No, that wasn’t it. Anyway, if you don’t hurry there’s no telling where Alleyn and the lad will have got to. I wouldn’t trust either of them an inch.’

‘Thank you,’ Marlowe said.

‘You’re welcome,’ the actor said, with a very theatrical bow. ‘Come back soon and write me something good to say. I’m tired of Ned’s old rubbish, to be frank.’

‘I hope I’ll be back soon with Dido, Queen of Carthage,’ Marlowe said.

‘No,’ the actor muttered as he turned his back. ‘That’s not it.’

Marlowe turned his back on the ragbag crew and walked past the wagon where Strange was still giving Sledd a piece of his mind. Overheads apparently needed to be cut and some of the troupe were being let go. Ham was mentioned. Marlowe wanted to be a playwright. He didn’t want to have anything to do with actors; what would be the point of that? He quickened his pace out on to the lane and looked hopefully back and forth, in case Thomas was hurrying towards him, a manuscript in his hand. Marlowe realized he wouldn’t mind if it were to be mud-stained, in the wrong order or even mildly singed at the edges. Just so long as it was back. He had been a fool to let Sledd have it for even a minute. But look though he might, there was no sign of Thomas and he turned to the right and trudged off down the lane. For a moment he toyed with fetching his horse, but hoped that wouldn’t be necessary. How far could the man have gone in the short while since he had first been missed?

As he walked, his thoughts seemed to get into step with his feet and the desolate boom of the old tragedian’s voice seemed to become the voice in his head. This was no job for an intelligent young man, it seemed to say. Get yourself back off to Cambridge, where you belong. Finish your degree. Get a good job in the College, marry a nice girl while the College rules let you, settle down, stop this stupid nonsense about going to London. And above all, put all thoughts of Francis Walsingham out of your head. These kinds of things aren’t for the likes of you, a humble lad from Canterbury. A pot boy at the Star whose dad makes other people’s boots. Stick with what you know.

Hold on just a minute, another voice chimed in. He recognized it as that of John Dee, magus to the Queen and in one grey and dusty package at once the wisest and the most frightening person he had ever met. And, just now, the saddest, still mourning his beautiful wife. Don’t listen to this idiot, Dee’s voice said. Find your play, if it is to be found. If you can’t find it, write another. Write one with my Helene in it, but don’t let that spotty boy play her. He’ll not be playing women much longer anyway, the magus said. He’ll be playing with them soon and then where will his pretty treble be? Follow your stars, Kit Marlowe, and don’t let anyone stop you. You are fire and air.

Aaah, the tragedian was limbering up in his other ear, don’t let that . . .

‘Ow! Master Marlowe! Look where you’re going!’

Marlowe and his voices were suddenly struck in the chest by an immovable object and before he could refocus his eyes he was flat on his back. Thomas was looking anxiously down at him.

‘Are you all right, Master Marlowe?’ the lad asked. ‘You were . . . well, you were talking to yourself, in all kinds of different voices. Until I came round the corner, I was expecting a crowd. Indeed I was.’ He reached down and helped Marlowe up.

‘Sorry, Thomas. I was just thinking aloud. As one does, you know.’

‘As you do, perhaps,’ Thomas said. ‘I would soon be in trouble if I started doing that kind of thing. People where we go are only too pleased if they can put us away on some trumped-up charge. Talking in tongues, they’d call that. Have us in chains as soon as look at us. Witchcraft, some would say.’

‘Thomas.’ Marlowe was making conversation without thinking of what he was saying, so busy was he looking round behind the boy, for the manuscript he was surely hiding behind his back. ‘Thomas, these are modern times. I’m sure no one would put you in chains for talking to yourself.’

‘Hmmph!’ Thomas turned his eyes to heaven. ‘Master Marlowe, you live in Cambridge, where everyone is enlightened. Me, I live on the road and by my wits. When my voice goes, I’m finished here. I can’t act at all; I just look good in a dress and can carry off a straw wig. Modern times mean nothing to we folk who live in them. It’s only men like you who can manage modern times.’

‘Men like me?’

‘Who live through modern times in a place which takes no notice of them as they pass. The rest of us they chew and spit out as they please.’

‘But I want to join you, Thomas. I want to be one of the players.’

‘If you say so, Master Marlowe,’ Thomas said, with the air of one who seldom wins an argument. ‘Bad news about the play, I’m afraid.’

Marlowe stopped trying to see behind the boy. ‘Burned?’ he said, in a defeated tone.

‘Worse. I can’t find Alleyn anywhere. I’ve tried all the cottages for a mile around and the village inn and no one has seen him. He will be hiding up, for sure, but if he has had five minutes start on some farmer’s wife somewhere, we’ll never winkle him out. You can write it again, surely?’

‘No.’ Marlowe was adamant. ‘No, I cannot. I have already written it twice.’

‘Well, can’t you remember some of it at least?’

‘Of course I can,’ Marlowe said, outraged. ‘Most of it, in fact. But not the best bits. You always forget the best bits.’

‘I can remember some of it,’ Thomas said, diffidently.

‘You can?’ Marlowe grabbed him by the front of his jerkin and shook him till his teeth rattled.

‘Yes. You have to be a quick study when you play in Lord Strange’s Men and with Ned Sledd’s troupe before them. Ned is too penny pinching to get copies made, so we have to pass just the one copy around. I can scan and learn a page at one sitting. I have a lot of Dido, Queen of Carthage in my head. Martin has a lot as well. Different bits, of course, seeing as I was going to be Dido and Martin was to be Aeneas. But we might be able to remember quite long pages if we can sit somewhere quiet.’

Marlowe had stopped shaking the boy now and was bouncing him up and down, ruffling his hair and otherwise scaring him out of his wits. ‘Let’s get back to the camp, then. Is there paper and ink?’ Thomas tried to nod but wasn’t sure if the playwright noticed the gesture. ‘Which one’s Martin?’

‘Dark. Tall.’

‘Does he talk like this?’ Marlowe asked in the tragedian’s dark brown voice.

‘Lord love you, no,’ Thomas said. ‘That’s old Joseph. You must be grateful we’re not relying on him. He often gets the play completely wrong and as for the costume . . . well.’

Marlowe sensed a story in the wings and despite being in a hurry knew it was best out in the open, so asked politely, ‘Costume?’

‘Let’s just say things go all right as long as he remembers to wear one,’ Thomas said. His head was spinning but at least Marlowe had stopped bouncing him now. ‘Shall we go and look for Alleyn again? He can’t be far.’

‘No, no,’ Marlowe said, starting to drag him back to the camp. ‘We’ve got a play to remember.’

As they entered the field again through the gap in the hedge, Strange had stopped haranguing Sledd, for the simple reason that the actor-manager had stormed away across the field and was even now standing in the furthest corner, yelling at a rather bemused cow. Strange was sitting where Marlowe had left him, trying to look as though people ignored him all the time. He brightened up when he saw Marlowe and Thomas.

‘Master Marlowe! What luck in finding your play?’ Thomas he ignored.

‘No luck, My Lord,’ Marlowe said, ‘but Thomas and Martin can remember quite a lot of it, and so we are off now to find somewhere quiet where we can write it down.’

Ferdinando Stanley looked at Thomas as if he had just arrived from falling from the sky. ‘Remember it? That is a useful skill.’

‘We all learn to be quick studies,’ Thomas said. ‘We don’t have extra copies in Lord Strange’s Men.’

‘Really.’ Strange reached into a bag beside him and brought out a small book. He opened it and ran his finger down a page and his eyes popped. ‘How much to copies of The Devil and Mistress Maguire?’ he read and looked up with a quizzical expression.

‘That can’t be right,’ Thomas said, without thinking. ‘We’ve only ever had one copy of Mistress Maguire and I don’t think we even have that these days.’

‘Hmm.’ Ferdinando Strange looked back at the page and ran his finger down it, nodding his head from time to time.

‘Oh.’ Thomas suddenly realized what he had done. He knew that Sledd had problems making both ends meet in the middle sometimes and a few copies which were never made had probably made the difference between food and starvation on more than one occasion.

‘Oh, indeed, lad,’ Strange said, ominously. ‘I think that these books will take another look.’

‘I need to copy out my play,’ Marlowe said. ‘May we . . .?’

‘Leave the boy here,’ Strange said, in a peremptory tone. ‘He seems to know how this troupe works better than most. Not just a pretty face, eh?’

Thomas smiled a mirthless smile at this witticism. He thought it best at least to pretend that he had never heard it before, given the present company. He turned to Marlowe. ‘I’m sorry, Master Marlowe,’ he said. ‘There is parchment and ink in the main wagon, and I think the quills are sharp.’

‘Here, Master Marlowe,’ Strange said, delving into his doublet. ‘Take one of these. Newly brought from Borrowdale.’ He offered the playwright a piece of wood, smoothly planed, thinner than a finger and tight-corded with string.

Marlowe had been brought up to accept gifts politely and so he did this now. ‘Thank you, Lord Strange,’ he said, trying to keep any emphasis from the last word. ‘A very kind gift.’

‘From your reaction, Master Marlowe,’ Strange replied, ‘I can only assume that you have never seen a pencil before.’

None the wiser, Marlowe agreed. He had never seen a pencil before and now he had he still was wondering why the man had given it to him.

Smiling, Strange took it from his hand and motioned him to come round to his side. Holding the small accounts book in one hand, with the other he drew the end of the cylinder along the page, underlining the spurious copies of Mistress Maguire. A black line followed the path of the pencil and Marlowe finally understood.

‘It is a pen,’ he said.

‘In a way,’ Strange said. ‘I don’t fully understand it myself. It’s called graphite and it is an easy way to write things down when on the road. Ink and quills and the rest can be so messy, my secretary finds.’

Marlowe knew full well the ruin that an upturned bottle of ink could wreak on a shirt in a knapsack and reached out his hand for the pencil. Strange handed it back and smiled up at the man.

‘Much quicker too, I think you will find. It takes a bit of getting used to, but once you have the knack, it is much easier. My secretary says it will never replace the quill, but for these purposes it seems to be just what you need, Master Marlowe. When the point is dull, sharpen it with your penknife as you would a quill.’

‘Thank you, My Lord,’ Marlowe said. ‘A very generous gift.’

‘Loan.’ Strange was back in his account books and didn’t look up.

‘Of course.’ Marlowe bowed. ‘A loan. Thank you all the same.’

‘Martin’s over there,’ Thomas said. ‘He can help you until I have finished here. There’s paper in the wagon.’

Marlowe walked back over to where the actors were still arguing. He stood back from them for a while, then looked at Sledd, still telling the cow all about his life. Behind the main wagon he could hear sounds of the women, as usual getting the work done without fuss or bother, making the world wag as it should and taking no credit. Suddenly, he didn’t want to write a play about a queen, of Carthage or anywhere else for that matter. He wanted to write about what happens to people when their world is turned upside down, through war, famine or death. Or love. He needed to think, to get the plot straight in his mind. He veered away from the noise of the camp and wandered off back into the lane, crossing into the opposite field. He moved along the hedgerow and tucked himself under the bole of a willow, old and hollow and very private. No one would see him there, with his legs tucked in and his brown cloak over his shoulder. He leaned his head back against the spongy wood inside the hollow and looked into the far distance, eyes unfocused as his mind wandered wherever it fancied.

But Kit Marlowe was not just a playwright. Or just a scholar. He was also, though he fought against it, an intelligencer, a spy. And so his eyes never stayed unfocused for long. They wandered along the horizon, half seeing the trees, the wandering sheep, the blue sky, the few scudding clouds as they wisped past across the top of the hill opposite. Then they stopped and his head snapped up. His young eyes had seen what most would have missed; the man on the horse among the trees, a silhouette against the sky. But although there was no detail to be discerned, he knew in his bones that the man was looking down the hill at the camp below. And he knew from the set of his shoulders and the immobility of his stare that the man would follow them for as long as he need follow, until he had done whatever he was there to do.


THREE

The sun was already high by the time Kit Marlowe rolled out of his wagon. The women were tending a large pot of stew over the campfire and the smoke was drifting lazily across the Hertfordshire fields, snaking to the east and the cluster of villages known as the Pelhams. The pretty girl with the red hair smiled at Marlowe and he smiled back. The older ones crouched around the fire with silly grins on their faces. Now that Alleyn had gone, this newcomer was the handsomest in the company and, anyway, Alleyn was anybody’s. His smiles were usually followed by groping hands and a tumble in the hay. This one was altogether more mysterious and – unusual in theatrical circles – he was playing hard to get.

There were raised voices coming from a stand of birches where Lord Strange, Ned Sledd and Martin were standing. His Lordship was struggling to look suave while coughing and spluttering over a pipe and Sledd and Martin were actors enough to pretend it wasn’t happening.

‘All right,’ Marlowe heard Strange rasp. ‘Convince me.’

‘Oxford,’ Sledd began, delighted as always to have an audience. ‘City of dreaming spires.’

‘Isn’t that where they burned Bishop Latimer and Bishop Ridley?’ Everybody turned to the direction of the voice. Nat Sawyer didn’t really have the temperament for a comic. He’d have been better as a tragedian except that he couldn’t act nor, as Martin would be quick to point out, did he have the legs for it. Give him a pig’s bladder on a stick, a saucy-shaped vegetable and a funny hat and he lit up a theatre. But on a day-to-day basis, misery was his middle name. He did have one skill though; he crept up unbidden on conversations and was a natural for hiding behind trees.

‘What’s that got to do with the price of fish, Nat?’ Sledd rounded on him. He’d set his heart on Oxford and irrelevancies from the camp comedian he could do without.

‘Go on, Ned,’ Strange commanded. ‘We’re all agog.’

‘Think of the gate, My Lord.’ Sledd knew that the way to Strange’s heart was through his wallet. ‘Merchants, scholars, craftsmen, artisans – the place is crawling with them. Kit!’ Sledd raised his voice and beckoned the playwright over. ‘Tell His Lordship about Cambridge.’ He turned back to Strange. ‘Kit and I met in Cambridge last year.’

Marlowe raised a sardonic eyebrow. ‘Do you really want me to tell Lord Strange about last year?’ he said. ‘About the . . .’

He watched the light dawn behind Sledd’s eyes as he realized that possibly it would be a huge tactical error to tell his sponsor about the riot at the Stourbridge Fair. He seemed to sniff again the smoke of burning wagons, he saw Thomas go down, straw wig awry, under a pile of tussling townsfolk intent on finding out what he had hidden under his skirts. He felt the rough hands of the Constables on his collar as they made sure he left town. In his ears rang the words ‘And stay out!’

‘No need to go into that kind of detail, Kit, there’s a good boy. Just tell Lord Strange about the pickings to be had in Oxford.’

Marlowe smiled. ‘Cambridge is a different animal, Ned,’ he said. ‘Altogether superior to the Other Place.’

‘Er . . . yes, yes, of course,’ Sledd agreed. ‘But scholars will go to the opening of an envelope, won’t they?’

‘To avoid lectures, certainly. But . . .’

Sledd was in no mood to hear ‘buts’. Strange, however, was.

‘Go on, Master Marlowe,’ he said.

‘Half your scholars are sizars,’ the scholar told him. ‘Poll men who can’t afford to eat, never mind the gate money to a travelling play. The gentlemen scholars can afford it but half of them are Puritan and would rather cut their own throats than watch a play. It all depends what you’re putting on.’

‘Sappho and Phao,’ Sledd answered proudly.

Marlowe shook his head. ‘Don’t know it,’ he said.

‘Neither does anybody else,’ said Strange. ‘John Lyly’s, isn’t it, Ned?’ He looked the man in the eyes.

‘It might be.’ Sledd shrugged.

‘There’s no might be about it, Edward Sledd,’ Strange snapped, his dark eyes flashing. ‘You lifted it from Master Lyly without his express permission or so much as a groat changing hands.’

‘Well, that’s show business.’ Sledd dismissed it.

‘Master Marlowe . . .’ Strange turned to him. ‘You’re a playwright – a university wit?’

‘I try,’ said Marlowe modestly.

‘What can you do for us? Something small scale now we’ve apparently lost Alleyn.’

Martin looked hurt, but there were enough egos already in that stand of trees. He didn’t want to let his out as well.

‘We need some love interest.’ Strange was warming to his theme. ‘Young Thomas’s got a couple more seasons in him before he’s put out to grass.’ He looked Martin up and down. ‘Handsome lead, Martin?’ he asked.

The actor beamed, delighted that his time had come.

‘No.’ Strange was already thinking better of it. ‘Ned, you’d better do that. Unless . . . Kit?’

Marlowe put up his hands and stepped back a pace, shaking his head. ‘I’m no actor, My Lord,’ he said, smiling. ‘I’m a scribbler, leave it at that.’

‘As you please. Give old Joseph a little part and keep it simple.’

‘Bless,’ chorused Sledd and Nat.

‘Now, then –’ Strange was beginning to walk about in creative mood as the sun through the trees warmed his back – ‘a bit of light entertainment. Drunken porter, Nat?’

The comic looked bitterly at him. ‘Why, marry, I’d as soon be a warmed-over crumpet on a drab’s plate at Lammas tide as a pickled herring in the barrel of a lord.’ Sawyer turned his head and spat volubly.

‘Is that a yes?’ Strange asked, looking helplessly from man to man. They all shrugged and Sawyer ignored him completely.

Marlowe came to his aid eventually. ‘I think what Nat is trying to say, My Lord, is that the drunken porter character is a little old hat.’

Strange looked a little crestfallen. ‘I’ve always rather enjoyed that bit, but it may be that you’re right. Well, I’ll leave it to you. Can you rustle something up by . . . let’s say . . . next Friday?’

Marlowe nodded. It would not be easy, but it could be done. ‘If everyone lends a hand,’ he said. ‘Copies and so on.’

‘That won’t be a problem,’ Sledd said, rubbing his hands together at the deal which seemed to be thoroughly done. ‘Plenty of scholars in Oxford, half of them, according to Marlowe, desperate for a groat.’

‘That is doubtless true,’ Strange said. ‘Except that we’re not going to Oxford. We’re going to Stratford.’

The two women squatted in the coppiced trees and watched as the men walked away, Sledd and Strange still in animated discussion, Marlowe and Martin, heads together already planning the play, Sawyer on his own, as always.

‘I like the look of the small one,’ one said to the other. ‘He has evil in his soul.’

‘When evil is already there, where is the fun?’ the other asked. ‘The work is done already when the soul is already black.’

‘True, true, sister, but fun is not the object. Garnering another soul for the Dark One is what we are about, isn’t it?’ She spat, but unlike Sawyer’s random expectoration, she took a butterfly out of the air without even seeming to take aim. ‘They are packing up to leave so we must be quick, if we are to have him.’

‘There will be others,’ the other pointed out.

‘But he is so ripe for the taking,’ the other one whined. ‘I want him.’

The other, older, wiser, forced both eyes to focus on her companion. Her glare was brief, as the left-hand one flew back into the corner, where it usually dwelt. ‘Margaret,’ she said, curtly, ‘we can’t always get what we want, can we?’

The other looked puzzled. ‘I thought that all this –’ she swept an arm down across them both, taking in their rags, damp and mildewed – ‘was all so that we could have other things we want. I would rather live in a nice warm cottage, if I told the truth, rather than in a ditch, but the Dark One doesn’t want us living in houses, so I am always told. So I live in a ditch. Now, just because I want the little one’s soul, because I want to take him into the Night and play with him just a little, you say I can’t.’ Her last words rose to a high pitched scream, which set the hairs standing on the backs of all necks in the camp.

Nat Sawyer shuddered and turned to old Joseph. ‘A goose just walked over my grave.’

‘Eh?’ Joseph’s hearing was going, but even he had heard that scream.

The old woman turned to the young one and pointed a crabbed finger at her, right between the eyes. ‘Well,’ she croaked, ‘you can’t have him. If I’m any judge, his soul hasn’t been his to give these many years. We must go now, at any rate. We have places to be and the road is hard and long.’

‘There is the broomstick, sister, the cat, the winged horse.’

The old woman shook her head. These youngsters had much to learn, about what was and what was not. Hemlock was all very fine and dandy, but it didn’t eat up the miles like plain shoe leather. She gathered up her bag, full of herbs and nameless things. ‘Let’s just walk, sister, this time. I have much to teach you on the road.’

‘Where?’ Thomas winced as the wagon jolted on the hard-rutted roads of summer.

‘Stratford,’ Nat told him, munching an apple as if it was poison. ‘Stands on the Avon. Gateway to Hell.’

‘You been there?’ Thomas asked.

‘Yes,’ said Nat, ‘but it was a long time ago.’

Thomas looked ahead at the first wagon where Ned Sledd sat on the board with Marlowe, declaiming as he went. He looked behind at the third wagon, groaning with flats and drapes and fluttering costumes. ‘I thought we were going to Oxford.’

‘His Lordship’s got other ideas.’

Thomas saw His Lordship in the far distance, his dappled grey caracoling as he criss-crossed the road. ‘Ah.’ The lad who played the ladies held up a hand from the reins. ‘I know what they call that. It’s called “Noblesse Oblige”. Only bit of French I know.’

‘Good for you,’ Nat muttered.

They drove in silence for a while.

‘So where are we going, then – exactly, I mean?’ Thomas asked.

‘Some country house or other. Place called Clopton, on the edge of Stratford. Some old mate of His Lordship. He owes him a favour, apparently. God, I hate private house shows.’

‘Oh, I dunno,’ Thomas said brightly. ‘You get a bed of sorts. A roof over your head. Decent food, probably. And who knows?’ He nudged Sawyer in the ribs. ‘Bit of slap and tickle with the serving wenches, eh?’

‘Oh, yes,’ the comic grunted. ‘Wonderful. And then it’s: “Tell me something funny, Nat.” “Say something funny.” “Do that funny falling over thing, Nat.” Why do they always want me to be funny? There’s nothing funny about being a comedian, take it from me.’

Marlowe saw it first, riding on the first wagon with Sledd. All afternoon, Lord Strange had led the rattling, groaning wagons, starting his horse in this direction, then that. But now, far in the distance, His Lordship had stopped. He sat motionless in the saddle for a while at a point where the road crossed the marshes and the tall reeds stood still and silent to his left. Sledd had stopped declaiming now and was concentrating on driving the horses, clucking and clicking softly to them every now and again as they plodded on.

Suddenly, Strange’s grey shied and whinnied, swerving to the right and throwing her rider. His Lordship hit the dusty ground with a thud and he lay there, ominously still.

‘God’s teeth!’ Sledd’s head came up at the commotion. ‘Kit, your legs are younger than mine. Run and see if he’s all right.’

Marlowe was already out of his seat and running for the reeds. It was no distance but it seemed miles to where Strange lay, his body shimmering in the heat rising from the road. The horse had wandered away, shaking its head as though tormented by an unseen spur and lashing out with its hind hoofs. Marlowe reached Strange and lifted his head. The man was deathly pale, but he was conscious and blinking in the sun.

‘My Lord.’ Marlowe held his face firmly in one hand and supported his neck with the other. ‘Are you hurt?’

Strange winced. ‘No,’ he said, easing the dagger from the small of his back, ‘dented pride is all.’ He let Marlowe help him up. Then he caught the playwright’s sleeve. ‘Did you see her, Kit?’ he asked. He had a wild look in his eyes, swivelling his head from side to side.

‘Who, My Lord?’ Marlowe asked, seeing nothing but the silent reeds and the road.

‘She was there . . .’ He pointed to his right. ‘In the rushes. A faerie’s child. Tall, gaunt. She . . .’

‘My Lord?’ Marlowe frowned at the man, who was clearly terrified.

‘She had no eyes, Kit. She had no eyes.’
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