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‘The evil that men do lives after them;
 The good is oft interred with their bones . . .’
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PROLOGUE

June 29, 1613

 



 



From the river, it looked as if two suns were setting over London.

One was sinking in the west, streaming ribbons of glory in pink and melon and gold. It was the second sun, though, that had conjured an unruly flotilla of boats and barges, skiffs and wherries, onto the dark surface of the Thames: across from the broken tower of St Paul’s, a sullen orange sphere looked to have missed the horizon altogether and rammed itself into the southern bank. Hunkering down amid the taverns and brothels of Southwark, it spiked vicious blades of flame at the night.

It wasn’t, of course, another sun, though men who fancied themselves poets sent that conceit rippling from boat to boat. It was - or had been - a building. The most famous of London’s famed theatres - the hollow wooden O, round seat of the city’s dreams, the great Globe itself - was burning. And all of London had turned out on the water to watch.

The Earl of Suffolk included. ‘Upon Sodom and Gomorrah, the Lord rained down fire from heaven,’ purred the Earl, gazing south from the floating palace of his private barge. In his office of Lord Chamberlain of England, Suffolk ran the King’s court. Such a disaster befalling the King’s Men - His Majesty’s own beloved company of actors who not  only played at the Globe when they weren’t playing at court, but who owned the place - might have been expected to disturb him. To scuff, at the very least, the sheen of his pleasure. But the two men sitting with him beneath the silken awning gave no sign of surprise as they sipped wine, contemplating the catastrophe.

Their silence left Suffolk unsatisfied. ‘Gorgeous, isn’t it?’ he prompted.

‘Gaudy,’ snapped his white-haired uncle, the Earl of Northampton, still lean and elegant in his mid-seventies.

The youngest of the three, Suffolk’s son and heir, Theophilus, Lord Howard de Walden, leaned forwards with the intensity of a young lion eyeing prey. ‘Our revenge will burn even brighter in the morning, when Mr Shakespeare and company learn the truth.’

Northampton fixed his great-nephew with hooded eyes. ‘Mr Shakespeare and his company, as you put it, will learn nothing of the kind.’

For a heartbeat, Theo sat frozen in his great-uncle’s stare. Then he rose and hurled his goblet forwards into the bottom of the barge, splattering servants’ saffron-yellow liveries with dark leopard spots of wine. ‘They have mocked my sister on the public stage,’ he cried. ‘No amount of conniving by old men shall deprive my honour of satisfaction.’

‘My lord nephew,’ said Northampton over his shoulder to Suffolk. ‘With remarkable consistency, your offspring exhibit an unfortunate strain of rashness. I do not know whence it comes. It is not a Howard trait.’

His attention flicked back to Theo, whose right hand was closing and opening convulsively over the hilt of his sword. ‘Gloating over one’s enemies is a simpleton’s revenge,’ said the old Earl. ‘Any peasant can achieve it.’ At his nod, a servant offered another goblet to Theo, who took it with poor grace.  ‘Far more enthralling,’ continued Northampton, ‘to commiserate with your foe and force him to offer you thanks - even as he suspects you, but cannot say why.’

As he spoke, a small skiff drew up alongside the barge. A man slid over the rail and glided towards Northampton, shunning the light like a wayward shadow slinking home to its body. ‘Anything worth doing at all, as Seyton here will tell you,’ continued Northampton, ‘is worth doing exquisitely. Who does it is of little consequence. Who knows who did it is of no consequence at all.’ Seyton knelt before the old Earl, who put a hand on his shoulder. ‘My lord of Suffolk and my sulking great-nephew are as curious as I am to hear your report.’

The man cleared his throat softly. His voice, like the rest of his clothing and even his eyes, was of an indeterminate hue between grey and black. ‘It began, my lord, when the players’ gunner took sick unexpected this morning. His substitute seems to have loaded the cannon with loose wadding. One might even suspect it had been soaked in pitch.’ His mouth curved in what might have been a sly smile.

‘Go on,’ said Northampton with a wave.

‘The play this afternoon was a relatively new one, called All Is True. About King Henry the Eighth.’

‘Great Harry,’ murmured Suffolk, trailing one hand in the water. ‘The old Queen’s father. Dangerous territory.’

‘In more ways than one, my lord,’ answered Seyton. ‘The play calls for a masque and parade, including a cannon salute. The gun duly fired, but the audience was so taken with the flummery onstage that no one noticed sparks landing on the roof. By the time someone smelled smoke, the roof thatch was ringed with fire, and there was nothing to do but flee.’

‘Casualties?’

‘Two injured.’ His eyes flickered towards Theo. ‘A man called Shelton.’

Theo started. ‘How?’ he stammered. ‘Hurt how?’

‘Burned. Not badly. But spectacularly. From my perch - a fine one, if I may say so - I saw him take control of the scene, organising the retreat from the building. Just when it seemed everyone had got out, a young girl appeared at an upper window. A pretty thing, with wild dark hair and mad eyes. A witch child, if ever I saw one.

‘Before anyone could stop him, Mr Shelton ran back inside. Minutes passed, and the crowd began to weep, when he leapt through a curtain of fire with the girl in his arms, his backside aflame. One of the Southwark queens tossed a barrel of ale at him, and he disappeared again, this time in a cloud of steam. It turned out that his breeches had caught fire, but he was, miraculously, little more than scorched.’

‘Where is he?’ cried Theo. ‘Why have you not brought him back with you?’

‘I hardly know the man, my lord,’ demurred Seyton. ‘And besides, he’s the hero of the hour. I could not disentangle him from the crowd with any sort of discretion.’

With a glance of distaste at his great-nephew, Northampton leaned forwards. ‘The child?’

‘Unconscious,’ said Seyton.

‘Pity,’ said the old Earl. ‘But children can prove surprisingly strong.’ Something wordless passed between the Earl and his servant. ‘Perhaps she’ll survive.’

‘Perhaps,’ said Seyton.

Northampton sat back. ‘And the gunner?’

Once again, Seyton’s mouth curved in the ghost of a smile. ‘Nowhere to be found.’

Nothing visibly altered in Northampton’s face; all the same, he radiated dark satisfaction.

‘It’s the Globe that matters,’ fretted Suffolk.

Seyton sighed. ‘A total loss, my Lord. The building is  engulfed, the tiring-house behind it, with the company’s store of gowns and cloaks, foil jewels, wooden swords and shields . . . all gone. John Heminges stood in the street, blubbering for his sweet palace of a playhouse, his accounts, and most of all, his playbooks. The King’s Men, my lords, are without a home.’

Across the water, a great roar shot skywards. What was left of the building imploded, collapsing into a pile of ash and glimmering embers. A sudden hot gust eddied across the water, swirling with a black snowfall of soot.

Theo howled in triumph. Beside him, his father ran a fastidious hand over his hair and beard. ‘Mr Shakespeare will never again so much as jest at the name of Howard.’

‘Not in my lifetime, or in yours,’ said Northampton. Silhouetted by the fire, heavy eyelids drooping over inscrutable eyes, his nose sharpened by age, he looked the very essence of a demonic god carved from dark marble. ‘But never is an infinite long time.’




ACT I
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June 29, 2004

 



 



We are all haunted. Not by unexplained rappings or spectral auras, much less headless horsemen and weeping queens - real ghosts pace the battlements of memory, endlessly whispering, Remember me. I began to learn this sitting alone at sunset on a hill high above London. At my feet, Hampstead Heath spilled into the silver-grey sea of the city below. On my knees glimmered a small box wrapped in gold tissue and ribbon. In the last rays of daylight, a pattern of vines and leaves, or maybe moons and stars, swam beneath the surface of the paper.

I cupped the box in both palms and held it up. ‘What’s this?’ I’d asked earlier that day, my voice carving through the shadows of the lower gallery at the Globe Theatre, where I was directing Hamlet. ‘An apology? A bribe?’

Rosalind Howard, flamboyantly eccentric Harvard Professor of Shakespeare - part Amazon, part earth mother, part gypsy queen - had leaned forwards intently. ‘An adventure. Also, as it happens, a secret.’

I’d slipped my fingers under the ribbon, but Roz reached out and stopped me, her green eyes searching my face. She was fiftyish, with dark hair cut so short as to be boyish; long, shimmering earrings dangled from her ears. In one hand, she held a wide-brimmed white hat set with peonies in lush crimson  silk - an outrageous affair that seemed to have been plucked from the glamour days of Audrey Hepburn and Grace Kelly. ‘If you open it, you must follow where it leads.’

Once, she’d been both my mentor and my idol, and then almost a second mother. While she played the matriarch, I’d played the dutiful disciple - until I’d decided to leave academics for the theatre three years before. Our relationship had frayed and soured even before I left, but my departure had shorn it asunder. Roz made it clear that she regarded my flight from the ivory tower as a betrayal. Escape was how I thought of it; absconded was the term I’d heard that she favoured. But that remained hearsay. In all that time, I’d heard no word of either regret or reconciliation from her, until she’d shown up at the theatre without warning that afternoon demanding an audience. Grudgingly, I’d cut a fifteen-minute break from rehearsal. Fifteen minutes more, I told myself, than the woman had any right to expect.

‘You’ve been reading too many fairy tales,’ I’d answered aloud, sliding the box back across the table. ‘Unless it leads straight back into rehearsal, I can’t accept.’

‘Quicksilver Kate,’ she’d said with a rueful smile. ‘Can’t or won’t?’

I remained stubbornly mute.

Roz sighed. ‘Open or closed, I want you to have it.’

‘No.’

She cocked her head, watching me. ‘I’ve found something, sweetheart. Something big.’

‘So have I.’

Her gaze swept around the theatre, its plain oak galleries stacked three storeys high, curving around the jutting platform of the stage so extravagantly set into gilt and marble backing at the opposite end of the courtyard. ‘Quite a coup, of course, to direct Hamlet at the Globe. Especially for a young  American - and a woman to boot. Snobbiest crowd on the planet, the British theatre. Can’t think of anyone I’d rather see shake up their insular little world.’ Her eyes slid back towards me, flickering briefly over the gift perched between us. ‘But this is bigger.’

I stared at her in disbelief. Was she really asking me to shake the dust of the Globe from my feet and follow her, based on nothing more than a few teasing hints and the faint gravitational pull of a small gold-wrapped box?

‘What is it?’ I asked.

She shook her head. ‘’Tis in my memory lock’d, and you yourself shall keep the key of it.’


Ophelia, I’d groaned to myself. From her, I’d have expected Hamlet, the lead role, and centre stage every time. ‘Can you stop speaking in riddles for two minutes strung together?’

She motioned towards the door with a small jerk of her head. ‘Come with me.’

‘I’m in the middle of rehearsal.’

‘Trust me,’ she said, leaning forwards. ‘You won’t want to miss being in on this.’

Rage flared through me; I rose so quickly I knocked several books off the table.

The coy teasing drained from her eyes. ‘I need help, Kate.’

‘Ask someone else.’

‘Your help.’


Mine? I frowned. Roz had any number of friends in the theatre; she would not need to come to me for questions about Shakespeare on the stage. The only other subject she cared about and that I knew better than she did stretched between us like a minefield: my dissertation. I had written on occult Shakespeare. The old meaning of the word occult, I always hastened to add. Not so much darkly magical, as hidden, obscured, secret. In particular, I’d studied the many strange  quests, mostly from the nineteenth century, to find secret wisdom encoded in the works of the Bard. Roz had found the topic as quirky and fascinating as I did - or so she had claimed in public. In private, I’d been told, she had torpedoed it, dismissing it as beneath true scholarship. And now she wanted my help?


‘Why?’ I asked. ‘What have you found?’

She shook her head. ‘Not here,’ she said, her voice dipping into a low, urgent hush. ‘When will you finish?’

‘About eight.’

She leaned closer. ‘Then meet me at nine, at the top of Parliament Hill.’

It would be dusk by then, in one of the loneliest spots in London. Not the safest time to be out on the Heath, but one of the most beautiful. As I hesitated, something that might have been fear flickered across Roz’s face. ‘Please.’

When I made no answer, she stretched out her hand, and for a moment, I thought she’d snatch back the box, but instead she reached up to touch my hair with one finger. ‘Same red hair and black Boleyn eyes,’ she murmured. ‘You know you look especially royal when angry?’

It was an old tease - that in certain moods, I looked like the Queen. Not the present Elizabeth, but the first one. Shakespeare’s Queen. It wasn’t just my auburn hair and dark eyes that did it, either, but the slight hook in my nose, and fair skin that freckled in the sun. Once or twice, I’d glimpsed it in the mirror myself - but I’d never liked the comparison or its implications. My parents had died when I was fifteen, and I’d gone to live with a great-aunt. Since then, I’d spent much of my life in the company of autocratic older women, and I’d always sworn I would not end up like them. So I liked to think I had little in common with that ruthless Tudor queen, save intelligence, maybe, and a delight with Shakespeare.

‘Fine,’ I heard myself say. ‘Parliament Hill at nine.’

A little awkwardly, Roz lowered her hand. I think she couldn’t quite believe I’d given in so easily. Neither could I. But my anger was sputtering out.

The intercom crackled. ‘Ladies and gents,’ boomed the voice of my stage manager, ‘places in five minutes.’

Actors began flocking into the bright glare of the courtyard. Roz smiled and stood. ‘You must go back to work, and I must simply go.’ In a rush of nostalgia, I glimpsed a ghost of the old wit and spark between us. ‘Keep it safe, Katie,’ she’d added with one last nod at the box. Then she’d walked away.

Which was how I came to be sitting on a bench up on Parliament Hill at the end of the day, doing what I’d once sworn I’d never do again: waiting for Roz.

I stretched and considered the world spread out in the distance. Despite the two fanged towers of Canary Wharf to the east and another set midtown, from this height London looked a gentle place, centred on the dome of St Paul’s Cathedral like a vast downy nest harbouring one luminous egg. In the last hour, a steady trickle of people had passed by on the path below. Not one of them had turned up towards me, though, marching through the grass with anything like Roz’s arrogant step. Where was she?

And what could she be hoping for? No one in their right mind could imagine that I’d give up directing Hamlet at the Globe. Not yet thirty, American, and trained first and foremost as a scholar, I figured I was pretty much the toxic negative of whatever the gods of British theatre might imagine as ideal clay for fashioning a director. The offer to take on  Hamlet - the finest jewel in the British theatrical crown - had seemed a miraculous windfall. So much so, that I’d saved the voice mail from the Globe’s artistic director, spelling it out. I still played his manic, staccato voice back every morning, just  to make sure. In that state of mind, I didn’t much care if the box in my lap held a map of Atlantis or the key to the Ark of the Covenant. Surely even Roz at her most self-involved would not expect me to exchange my title of ‘Master of Play’ for whatever mystery, large or small, she’d handed into my keeping.

The show opened in three weeks. Ten days after that would come the worst part of life in the theatre. As director, I’d have to stop hovering, tear myself from the camaraderie of cast and crew, and slink out, leaving the show to the actors. Unless I’d lined up something else to do.

The box sparkled on my knee.


Yes, but not yet, I could tell Roz. I’ll open your infernal gift when I’m finished with Hamlet. If, that is, she bothered to show up for any answer at all.

At the bottom of the hill, lights kindled as night crept through the city in a dark tide. The afternoon had been hot, but the night air was growing cool, and I was glad I’d brought along a jacket. I was putting it on when I heard a twig snap behind me, somewhere up the hill; even as I heard it, the prickle of watching eyes washed down my back. I stood and whirled, but darkness had already settled thickly into the grove fringing the hilltop. Nothing moved but what might be wind in the trees. I took a step forwards. ‘Roz?’

No one answered.

I turned back, scanning the scene below. No one was there, but gradually I became aware of movement I had not noticed before. Far below, behind St Paul’s, a pale column of smoke was spiralling lazily into the sky. My breath caught in my throat. Behind St Paul’s, on the south bank of the River Thames, sat the newly rebuilt Globe with its walls of white plaster criss-crossed with oak timbers, its roof prickly with flammable thatch. So flammable, in fact, that it had been the  first thatched roof allowed in London since the Great Fire of 1666 had burned itself out almost three and a half centuries ago, leaving the city a charred and smoking ruin.

Surely the distance was deceptive. The smoke might be rising five miles to the south of the Globe, or a mile to the east.

The column thickened, billowing grey and then black. A gust of wind took it up, fanning it out; at its heart winked an ominous flicker of red. Shoving Roz’s gift into the pocket of my jacket, I strode downhill. By the time I reached the path, I was running.
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Racing for the Tube, I called everyone I could think of who might know anything. No luck. I was dumped straight to voice mail every time. Then I was pelting downstairs, deep into the London Underground, where cell phones were useless.

In my rush to meet Roz after rehearsal, I’d cut short my end-of-day routine. Had I forgotten to switch off the lamp on the table I was using as a desk? Knocked it over, leaving my rat’s nest of notes to smoulder and curl, waiting until everyone had gone to wink into flame? The theatre had burned once before through carelessness, near the end of Shakespeare’s life. That time, if I remembered it right, everyone had got out except one small child.

My God. Had everyone got out?


Don’t be the Globe, don’t be the Globe, I chanted silently to the rhythmic clatter of the train. By the time I raced up out of St Paul’s station, two steps at a time, night had fallen. Darting through an alley, I emerged into a wide cross street. The entire bulk of the cathedral hunched like a sphinx in front of me, blocking my way to the river. Turning right, I began to run, skimming past the iron spikes that caged the building in its churchyard, past trees that clawed at its walls. Left around the pillared main entrance and the statue of Queen Anne glaring west down Ludgate Hill. Left again, swinging around the south front in a wide arc towards the walkway newly carved through the jumble of medieval London, clearing a  wide vista all the way from the cathedral down to the river. I rounded the corner and stopped.

The path tipped downhill; at the bottom lay the Millennium footbridge, arcing over the Thames towards the squat brick fortress of the Tate Modern on the south bank. I couldn’t yet see the Globe off to the museum’s left; I couldn’t see any more than the central section of the Tate, still looking more like the power station it had been built to be, than the temple of modern art it had become. Its old smokestack speared the night; its new upper storey, a wide crown of green glass and steel, glowed like an aquarium. All backlit by a lurid orange sky.

After dark, this part of London - the City proper, the financial heart of Britain - should have been nearly empty, but people were streaming around me, scurrying downhill. I set off among them, weaving through the thickening crowd. Flower beds fled past, and benches. A Dickensian pub on the right; modern offices on the left. Victoria Street, cutting across the path, was a parking lot. Dodging between bulbous black taxis and double-decker red buses, I ran on.

A few yards ahead, the path narrowed. A solid, steamy mass of pulsing humanity was squeezing onto the Millennium Bridge to see the blaze. My heart sank; I’d never push my way across. I looked back. The crowd had already closed in around me; without wings, there was no way I was going anywhere.

A deep shuddering roar sped across the water, and smoke scudded across the sky from the left, chased by a shower of sparks. In a great wave, the crowd moaned and surged towards the bridge, carrying me with it. An opening yawned off to the right, and I glimpsed shallow stairs leading downwards. I bored my way to the edge and shot free at last, half tumbling, half skidding down the steps.

I came to rest on a small landing ten feet underneath the bridge, gaping at the opposite bank. The Globe was on fire. Smoke poured like black blood down its sides; more spewed skywards. Through this, spires and streamers and fountains of flame - red, orange, and yellow - spurted into the night.

The phone jangled in my pocket. It was Sir Henry Lee, one of the greying lions of the British stage, then gracing my show as the ghost of Hamlet’s father. ‘Kate!’ he cried as I flipped the phone open. ‘Thank God!’ In the background, I heard the spiralling wail of sirens. He was there.


My anxiety pushed to the surface. ‘Did everyone get out?’

‘Where—’

‘Did everyone get out?’

‘Yes,’ he said testily. ‘Everyone’s out. You’re the last to be accounted for. Where the hell are you?’

I realised with irritation that tears of horror and relief were pouring down my cheeks. I smeared them away with the back of my hand. ‘Wrong side of the river.’

‘Bloody hell. Hang on.’ He muffled the phone, and the background noises blurred.

Just past sixty, Sir Henry had been famous on stage and screen for well over three decades. In his prime, he’d played Achilles, Alexander, and Arthur; Buddha and Christ; Oedipus, Caesar, and Hamlet. Like an aesthete of the old school, he favoured Savile Row, Veuve Clicquot (‘on the subject of champagne, my dear, that many czars can’t have been wrong’), and chauffeur-driven Bentleys. His roots, though, were rougher, and on occasion he flaunted them with relish. He was a scion of Thames watermen; the burly arms of his forebears had plied the river for centuries, ferrying goods and people up, down, and across. Cut him, he liked to say, reverting to the broad dockyard accent of his youth, and he’d bleed  green Thames river murk. Deep in his cups, Sir Henry could still brawl like a footballer.

We’d met six months before, when I’d jumped at the chance to direct a show in a dubious corner of the West End; at the last minute, he’d reluctantly agreed to take on the lead for two weeks, to repay an unspecified debt to the playwright. Within days, he’d taken to referring to me as ‘that brilliant American child’, a phrase that - when used as an introduction - had a tendency to make me stutter and spill something, generally coffee or red wine, down my front. The play was wretched and had lasted for exactly two weeks; three days later, though, I’d had the call from the Globe. Not unrelated, I suspected, but Sir Henry had never admitted to pulling strings.

He came back to the phone with a roar. ‘Codswallop. I told you, she’ll be there . . . Sorry about that,’ he said to me, his voice softening from steel to silk. ‘I’ve just been told the bridges are all hopeless. Can you make your way down to the river walk?’

‘If that’s where these stairs under the Millennium go, it’s my only choice.’

‘Under the—? . . . But that’s brilliant! Foot of the stairs, darling, and head east. First gap in the wall leads to an old pier. Cleopatra will fetch you there in five minutes.’

‘Cleopatra?’

‘My new boat.’

 



The river walk was eerily empty. The moon threw long shadows before me; behind, the cries and hoots of the crowd overhead seemed far off and insignificant. I jogged east, the massive river wall brushing my right shoulder, disappointed grey flats lumbering by on my left. Light swelled softly from lanterns set into the wall. Not too far down, a slimmer stone wall bulged out from the main concrete bulwark. Stairs led up  and over this dainty wall, into a doll’s garden filled with pale straggling flowers. In the main wall opposite, a gap opened onto nothingness. Fighting off sudden dread, I walked forwards to the edge.

Dank air tanged with salt slipped upward. I shuddered and drew back. If this was the right place, though, Sir Henry was due any moment. I forced myself forwards to the edge once more. Steep wooden stairs, slippery and black with algae, descended into the dark. There was no railing. Gripping the wall on either side, I set one foot on the first step. The wood creaked, but held my weight. I peered downwards. The staircase seemed to be held to the wall with nails that might have been culled from Roman crucifixions. There was no pier to be seen; fifteen feet below, the stairs simply sank into the water.

I strained to see across the river to the southern bank. Just below the Globe, a splinter was moving on the dark surface of the water. The Cleopatra? Surely it was a boat. Yes - it turned straight for me. This had to be right.

One slick step at a time, I inched downwards until I stood only three feet above the water, its surface as smooth as dark glass. Now and again, some rank, unknown shape bobbed past from left to right, which meant that the tide must be rising. Fighting dizziness, I stood still and lifted my eyes across the river. Out in the centre, the water caught and shattered the lights from both city and fire. Then I glimpsed another movement. Sir Henry’s boat, streaking across the river. Even as relief plumed through me, though, the boat swept into a wide turn, revealing the black-and-white checks of a police boat along its hull. Not the Cleopatra, after all. It sped away, disappearing under the Millennium Bridge.

Its wake had reached the lowest step, idly sloshing back and forth, when I heard a small sound in the other direction. A scrape that might have been a footstep, up at the head of the  stairs. Once again, the heat rash of watching eyes needled down my back. Maybe Sir Henry had tied up at some proper pier, I told myself, and had now come to look for me by land. I turned to look.

Nothing was visible on the stairs or through the gap in the wall but flittering moonlight. ‘Hello?’ I called, but nobody answered.

Then I heard a sound I knew from the stage: the cold ringing hiss of a blade being loosed from its sheath.

I backed down one more step. And then another. The next was underwater.

I peered back across the river. No other vessel broke the surface of the water. Where the hell was Sir Henry? And why, in God’s name, had I come to such a godforsaken spot alone? I wouldn’t have dreamed of it in New York or Boston. What had I been thinking?

I looked back. I pressed my eyes into the dark, but whoever was up there had gone still and silent - if anyone was there in the first place. Maybe my nerves were playing tricks on me. Maybe.

At the edge of my vision, I caught a movement much lower down, near the water. On either side of the stairs, chains clanked gently against the wall. On the eastern side, a small rowboat was tied up, bobbing in the current. If I could get to it, I could row to safety.

Then I saw that it was not tied up. Its mooring uncast, the boat was inching out from the wall towards me.

I whirled to scan the other bank. I’d been caught in a vice; the only way out was the river. Looking down at the water rippling just below my feet, I wondered about the current. Could I swim across? Or would it be better to slip silently into the water and let myself drift along the wall till I came to another set of stairs?

Again, I glanced over my shoulder towards the river wall. I could barely make out the rowboat’s outline, but that was enough. It had pulled closer. I glanced around the steps at my feet and felt through my pockets, but found nothing remotely useful as a weapon. Not a loose stick or stone; all that my pockets held were a few coins and Roz’s golden box. Her secret.


Keep it safe, she’d said. Did that mean that it wasn’t? Or that I, so long as I held it, was not?


Screw the damn box.

I heard a roar - and out from under the Millennium shot the sleek white arrow of a private pleasure boat. The  Cleopatra! Careful of my shaky balance, I raised one arm in a stilted wave more like a salute. For a long moment, no one answered. Then Sir Henry stood up in the middle of the boat and waved back.

Behind me and to the left, I heard rather than saw the rowboat stop; the water slapped differently against its hull. The  Cleopatra roared closer, washing out all other sound until Sir Henry’s pilot cut her motor back. In that instant, I heard the creak of weight on the top step. Glancing backwards, I caught the glint of steel.

I hurled myself into the Cleopatra and tumbled onto the deck in a heap at Sir Henry’s feet.

‘Are you all right?’ shouted Sir Henry.

Hauling myself back to a stand, I waved him off. ‘Go.’ At a nod from Sir Henry, the pilot threw the motor into reverse. ‘Where were you?’ I gasped as we swung back around. ‘I thought you were at the theatre.’

‘What made you think that?’ asked Sir Henry, drawing me into a seat by his side.

‘I heard sirens. On the phone.’

He shook his head. ‘Every siren in London’s been wailing  for the last hour, child. No, I was at a drippingly dull soirée upriver. Useful in the end, though,’ he said, surveying the crowd on the bridge. ‘Most people have forgotten, but the river’s still the finest road through town.’

When the river trade began to dwindle after the Second World War, Sir Henry’s father had taken to deep drinking, oscillating between rage and regret, until one night the river had silenced his misery by swallowing him whole. Young Harry - as Sir Henry had then been known - had taken to something else: using the pliant beauty of both voice and body to please. He’d begun with sailors, worked his way up to slumming lords, veered through a stint in the Royal Navy - he liked hinting that he’d won his place there via blackmail - and ended up theatrical royalty. No one alive knew the range of Shakespeare’s characters from strumpet to king, or the chiaroscuro of their morals - the flicker from glory to grime and back - better than he did, which was perhaps why he played them with more cunning and compassion than anyone I’d ever seen.

He’d been more or less retired from the stage for a decade. Drying out, said some. Pickling himself, said others. Whichever it was, he’d got bored doing it, and now he was coming back. He’d refused the larger roles of Claudius - the villain - and Polonius - the fool - for the smaller role of Hamlet’s father, loved and lost. In short order, he’d move on to Prospero and Lear, under directors as august as he was. But he’d chosen to appear as the ghost in my show first, as a way to wet his feet in the role of an elder statesman. A choice that still astonished me.

The Cleopatra straightened and rose to skim the surface of the water. I took another look back at the stairs. No one was there, and the rowboat was once again tied up against the wall.  Had I dreamed that it moved?


In the gap in the wall up at the top of the stairs, the silhouette of a man slid into view. A knot tightened in my belly. There had been someone there. But who? And why?

Behind me, a deep groan split the night, and I spun to see the Globe disappear in a cloud of steam on the far bank. When I glanced back at the receding shore, the man of shadows had melted into the night.
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Almost of its own accord, my right hand drifted to my pocket. Roz’s gift was still there. I shivered, though the wind gusted hotter as we sped closer to the southern bank. Smoke and steam were pouring down across the water in a thick fog. In my mind’s eye, the Globe shone bright as ever, a small white cottage curved around on itself like a swan asleep on the bank. Absurd, I knew, never mind the fire. The building was big enough to hold a crowd of sixteen hundred. To some minds, though, its faux antiquity seemed kitsch rather than quaint. Ye Olde Tea Shoppe Shakespeare, Roz called it; until this afternoon, she’d scorned to set foot in the place.

When it came to Shakespeare, Roz was wrong in very little, but she was wrong in this. Like it or not, the Globe possessed a strange magic; words were alive there with peculiar strength.

We chugged in towards the pier. Mist eddied and roiled, revealing Cyril Manningham, the artistic director, pacing the dock like some long-legged, ill-tempered bird. ‘Lost,’ he croaked as we scrambled onto the dock. ‘All lost.’

Ahead of me, Sir Henry stilled, and in my own chest, I felt hope splinter and crack. The mist swirled again, and I saw the fire chief, with his red helmet and heavy blue jacket traced with reflective stripes. ‘Not as bad as all that,’ he grunted. ‘Though I shan’t pretend the news is good. Come and see.’

We sped up the bank in his wake. In the darkness, my thoughts strayed to the building above. The designers of the new Globe had hewn as closely as possible to Shakespeare’s original, literally building the theatre around the stage, which was a large platform at one end of an octagonal, open-air courtyard. Ringing the yard were the galleries, open on the inner side like a narrow three-storey dollhouse; each floor was filled with tiers of polished oak benches that peered over balconies back down into the yard.

All this had been crafted with a simplicity that might have pleased the Shakers - except for the stage. There, every inch of exposed wood and plaster was painted to masquerade as marble, jasper, and porphyry, carved into caryatids and heroes, glittering with gilt. Above this peacock splendour, a ramada-like roof painted with stars guarded the actors from sun and rain. Norse legend had an ash tree holding up the sky; for some reason it had always pleased me that Shakespeare’s heavens rested on the trunks of two massive English oaks. Not that they remotely resembled trees any longer. Christened the Pillars of Hercules, carved and painted to pass for red marble, they looked more like columns from Persepolis before Alexander the Great burned it.

What would the theatre look like now?

At the far end of a maze of police barriers and command tents, we came at last to a wide set of double doors. I frowned. They looked like the main doors to the theatre. ‘Had to sacrifice everything else,’ said the fire chief, running a hand along the wood almost as a builder would caress a building of his making. ‘Admin. building, ticket lobby, restaurant - the whole lot.’ He looked back at us, weary pride stretched thin across a ruddy face. ‘But I think we’ve saved the Globe.’

Saved it?

Pulling the doors open just wide enough to admit us one at a time, the chief gave me a nod. ‘Courage,’ said Sir Henry, squeezing my shoulder. Slipping inside, I walked through the entryway into the yard - and stopped as if I’d run into glass. I’d braced myself for wreckage; what I found was unearthly beauty.

Smoke writhed in streamers across the stage. At the front, the Pillars of Hercules gleamed black with soot. On the ground before me lay a thin sheet of water. Overhead, sparks shimmered down like a slow rain of fiery petals. Far from a wreck, the theatre had become a weirdly gorgeous temple to dark majesty. A place fitting for Druids, for bloodshed, and for ghosts.

A bit of burning paper floated by and I grabbed it - a half-eaten page from my working script. Not a good sign. I ran up the stairs into the lower gallery, towards my table. It had been knocked on its side, my books and notebooks heaped in piles around it; a spark must have drifted down and caught at them, because they were half-eaten with fire. The notebook that held my working script lay on the ground, its rings torn open. Pages fluttered out, skimming through the wind, landing in the water. I knelt, gathering what I could. Other papers trailed behind the table. I followed this path around and stopped with a sharp intake of breath.

On the floor lay a wide-brimmed white hat scattered with crimson silk peonies like splashes of blood. A little way down, I saw someone curled on the ground under a bench. She might have been asleep, except that her eyes were open. A statue’s eyes, empty and fierce at the same time, except that they weren’t white marble. They were green, beneath a boyish fringe of dark hair.

‘Roz,’ I gasped.

Sir Henry appeared at my elbow; behind him was Cyril. Squeezing past me, Sir Henry laid two fingers on her neck; after a moment, he sat back and shook his head, wordless for once.

She was dead.
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A breath that was half sob, half laugh spilled out of me. That afternoon, it had startled me to realise that I was taller than Roz. For years, she’d loomed gigantic in my imagination. In death, she looked small, almost like a child. How could she be dead?


I was drawn gently but firmly away. ‘Kate,’ said Sir Henry, and I realised that he’d said it three times. I found myself sitting on the steps up from the yard to the stage, head in hands and trembling despite my jacket. Another had been draped over my shoulders.

‘Drink this,’ said Sir Henry, thrusting a silver flask into my hands. Whiskey burned down my throat and my vision slowly cleared. Across the yard, a white sheet had been drawn around death. The lower gallery was swarming with paramedics, firefighters, and police. Two figures detached from this crowd, heading for us, their footsteps splashing across the thin sheet of water still clinging to the ground. Cyril, by the way he was flapping, and a man I didn’t know, lithe and intense, with the cinnamon skin of the West Indies, a smooth-shaven head, and eyebrows peaked like waves scrawled in black ink. He was ticking things off on a clipboard.

‘Katharine J. Stanley,’ he said as they stopped at the foot of the stairs. It was a statement, not a question.

I nodded.

‘Detective Chief Inspector Francis Sinclair,’ he said by way of introduction. His voice was a light, cold baritone, his BBC accent swaying faintly with the Caribbean pulse and defiance  of Brixton. He went back to his clipboard. ‘You are currently directing Hamlet on this stage, and you discovered the body approximately twenty minutes ago, while looking through your papers.’

‘I found Roz, yes.’

Sinclair flipped through his pages. ‘The deceased came to see you this afternoon.’

‘She saw me,’ I said flatly. ‘We talked. I assumed she’d come to see Sir Henry. I didn’t know she’d stayed.’

He looked up, and his eyes widened for an instant as he recognised Sir Henry beside me. Then he turned back to me. ‘Did you know her well?’

‘Yes. No. I don’t know.’ I swallowed. ‘That is, I used to. But I hadn’t seen her for three years till this afternoon. What happened to her?’

‘Not the fire. That much we’re sure of. Probably a heart attack, or maybe a stroke. She seems to have died instantly, certainly well before the fire broke out. It is an unusual coincidence, and we’ll investigate, of course. But it looks straightforward enough.’ He returned to his scribbling.

My fingers tightened around the flask. ‘It wasn’t a coincidence.’

Sir Henry and Cyril dropped the argument they’d begun off to the side, swivelling to stare. Sinclair’s pen stopped on the page, but he didn’t look up. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘She came to tell me that she’d found something,’ I added. ‘And to ask for my help.’

Once again, Sinclair lifted his eyes to mine. ‘Found what?’

In my pocket, the box seemed to wake. An adventure, Roz had said. And also a secret.



He can’t have it, I thought with sudden ferocity.

The inspector leaned in towards me. ‘Found what, Ms Stanley?’

‘I don’t know.’ The lie just popped out; I hoped I didn’t look as startled as I felt. All I wanted, I told myself, was the chance to unwrap Roz’s gift in private, to have one more moment alone with her. To honour her secret. If it were anything important, I’d hand it over. Of course I would. But not yet.

Pulling both my jacket and Sir Henry’s tighter around my shoulders, I camouflaged the lie in a thin wrapping of truth. ‘She promised to tell me tonight. Told me to meet her up on Parliament Hill, but she never arrived . . . I saw the smoke from up there and raced back.’

Sinclair’s eyes darkened. ‘So Professor Howard told you that she’d found something - you have no idea what - but you think it might have had something to do with her death.’

‘That’s preposterous,’ exploded Cyril.

‘Shut it,’ Sir Henry growled at him.

I kept my eyes on Sinclair. ‘It might.’

He checked his notes. ‘She was a professor of literature, no? Not biotech or nuclear physics.’

‘That’s right.’

He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, but whatever she found, it’s hardly likely to have been a motive for murder.’

‘People are killed for spare change and hubcaps every day,’ I said tightly.

‘In the States, Ms Stanley. Not in Southwark.’

‘And not at the Globe,’ sniffed Cyril.

‘The Globe burned once before,’ I said.

‘That was a long time ago,’ said the inspector.

‘It was 1613. But it was also June twenty-ninth.’

Sinclair looked up.

‘Tuesday, June twenty-ninth,’ I specified.

There was a pause. ‘Today is Tuesday, June the twenty-ninth, ’ said Sir Henry in a small, squeezed voice.

Something flared briefly in the inspector’s eyes but was quickly controlled. ‘The date, if it is correct, will be of great interest to an arson investigation.’

‘Not just arson,’ I insisted. ‘In that last fire, all but one person got out.’

Sinclair let the clipboard fall to his side, looking at me with a mix of pity and consternation. ‘You’ve had quite a shock this evening, Ms Stanley. You should go home and get some sleep.’ He nodded once to Sir Henry and then strode back towards the grim white tent, Cyril scurrying after him.

I stood up, pulling away from Sir Henry’s kindly embrace. I didn’t want to surrender Roz’s gift, but I couldn’t let the cops just brush her death aside as some mundane tale of worn out parts, the ‘where’ and ‘when’ mildly curious, but not the ‘why’. My voice grated in my throat. ‘You have a body.’

Halfway across the yard Sinclair stopped. Reflections rippled in the water at his feet. ‘That does not mean I have a murder. If there is anything to find - anything at all - you may be sure that we will find it.’

Sir Henry escorted me down the steps into the yard. Sinclair had dismissed us, but plenty of others now clamoured for a turn. From all sides, they descended towards the stage like ravens, wheeling and turning in a cyclone of noise. The fire chief reached us first, eager to explain things in more detail. The blaze had started in the administration building, he said; his crew had saved the Globe itself only by imploding the roofs over the rest of the complex and drenching the theatre’s thatch.

I stopped listening. Roz was dead, I had lied to the police, and all I wanted was to get away, curl up alone, and open the cursed box. Mounting hysteria must have shown on my face, because Sir Henry suddenly disentangled me from the crowd. We were nearing the exit, when the caterwauling faded, and I  heard my name ring out through the silence. Ignoring it, I quickened my pace, when two men in the neon-yellow vests of the Metropolitan Police stepped before the double doors, leaving me nothing to do but turn.

At the other end of the walkway stood DCI Sinclair. ‘If you don’t mind,’ he said, ‘I do have a few more questions before you go.’ His tone was blandly pleasant, but it was not a request. It was a summons.

Reluctantly, Sir Henry and I followed him back into the theatre and up into one of the ground-floor galleries near the stage. A young lackey met us with tea in Styrofoam cups. I forced down a few lukewarm, milky sips that tasted more like chalk. ‘Perhaps you could tell us more about your encounter with Professor Howard this afternoon,’ suggested Sinclair.

In black trousers and a loose black jacket over a sapphire-blue crew neck shirt, the inspector would have stood out from a mile off in Boston as unspeakably cool; in London, he was just hip enough to blend into the crowd. For all that, he gave off the sense of a bright light carefully shielded. He would not be easy to fool, I suspected, and it would probably be dangerous to try.

I was the idiot who’d been pushing for more questions. All the same, I faced him with apprehension. ‘Where should I start?’

‘The beginning would be helpful.’
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Earlier that afternoon, my laughter had sliced through the shade of the lower gallery. ‘Think Stephen King, people,’ I’d chided. ‘Not Steve McQueen. We’re in a ghost story, for Christ’s sake.’

Up onstage everyone froze. Jason Pierce, the Aussie action-film star making a bid for dramatic legitimacy in the role of Hamlet, wiped sweat from his forehead. ‘In this bloody sun?’

He had a point. In the glare of noon on a summer day that felt more African than English, the stage glinted crimson and gold, brazen as a Victorian brothel. ‘What sun?’ I demanded. Heads swivelled to where I was sitting in the gloom of the gallery. ‘We’re on the windswept battlements of Elsinore, Mr Pierce. Looking out over snowfields and a narrow icy sea, towards enemy Sweden. At midnight.’ I slid out from behind my table and thudded down the three short steps into the yard. ‘The very hour that an apparition has, for the last three nights, set battle-hardened men trembling in their boots. And whatever the hell they’ve seen - spirit or demon - your best friend has just told you that it looks like your dead father.’ At the bottom of the steps, I stopped, hands on hips, and looked across at Jason. ‘Now make me believe it.’

Off to the right, Sir Henry stirred on the throne where he’d been dozing. ‘Ah,’ he murmured. ‘A challenge.’

Jason’s eyes flicked to Sir Henry and back to me, a sly smile curving across his face. ‘You try it,’ he said, and with both hands drove the point of his sword into the stage floor.

‘Counter-challenge,’ crowed Sir Henry with undisguised glee.

For a director to run through an actor’s part was one of theatre’s cardinal sins. I was old enough to know I should ignore him, but I was also young enough to think, This will be fun.

I knew the scene well enough. I could run through every step in my sleep, as a spectre armed like Hamlet’s father lures the prince away from his friend Horatio and into a wild sprint along icy ramparts to the very brink of hell. I’d choreographed an awesome chase across the whole theatre: the stage and its balcony overhead, bare yard below, and all three encircling galleries piled one atop another to the peaked roof.

At least, it might have been awesome, if Jason had ever bothered to take his part seriously. I’d cast him in the first place not only because the mere mention of his name would sell out the show in four minutes flat, but because he had a rare talent for mixing explosive anger with brooding charm. Unfortunately, for the past few weeks he’d been skimming over the top of his lines, mocking his part, the play, and Shakespeare in general. If I couldn’t prod Jason into some semblance of a real emotion soon, the whole show would disintegrate into parody.

I strode across the yard and ran up the short flight of stairs onto the stage, sweeping my hair back into a ponytail as I went. The sword was still swinging above its point, centre stage; when I gripped the hilt, it quivered like a tuning fork in my hands. ‘Shakespeare should feel dangerous,’ I said quietly, pulling the blade smoothly from the floor.

‘Scare me,’ countered Jason with a smirk.

‘Play Horatio to my Hamlet.’

Around us, the rest of the cast whistled and whooped. Jason reddened, but when someone tossed him a sword, he  caught it and nodded. I’d accepted his dare; he could hardly shirk mine.

I glanced at my stage manager, who barked, ‘At your convenience, Sir Henry.’

Sir Henry rose and disappeared backstage. Overhead, a bell began to toll. With a small burst of air, the wide doors at the back of the stage opened. Slowly, I turned. In the doorway stood Sir Henry as the ghost-king, cloaked and hooded in midnight. ‘Angels and ministers of grace, defend us,’ I whispered. Crossing myself, I leapt towards the apparition; Jason followed.

When we reached the doorway, the ghost was gone, and the doors shut solid. I spun, looking wildly around the theatre. For the bulk of this scene, I’d disembodied the ghost, substituting a dazzle of bright light like the glint of sunlight in a mirror. It might show up anywhere.

There it was, dancing along the benches in the lower gallery. I took a step forwards, but Jason stopped me. ‘You shall not go, my lord.’ His grip on my shoulder suggested that he was taking his role as Horatio seriously. He’d stop me from going after the ghost if he could.

At least he was taking something seriously. It was a start. With a quick, wrenching twist, I ducked under his arm, dashing back down the stage stairs, across the yard, and up three shallow steps into the ground floor gallery. No ghost. Hell and damnation. A cry from the yard made me turn. Following the arc of arms pointing up at the middle gallery, I saw it: a spangle of light flitting through the shade one floor up.

Jason was already barrelling towards me. Feinting right, I darted around him to the stairs, and raced up one flight. The light wavered at the far right end amid the box seats that Cyril insisted everyone call the Gentlemen’s Rooms. I ran around the aisle at the back and slipped inside.

The first was empty. So was the second.

On the opposite side of the building, a light flared. And then another, and another, until the theatre filled with a thousand tiny lights flickering like fireflies, as if the whole theatre had been possessed. All at once, they winked out, and the groan of a soul in torment spiralled upwards from beneath the stage.

We were nearing the end of the scene. I turned to leave and found Jason blocking the doorway, sword drawn. Damn. For a moment, I’d been so caught up in Hamlet’s search for the ghost that I’d forgotten about him.

‘Be ruled,’ he grunted. ‘You shall not go.’ Striding forwards, he brought his blade down on mine. Steel shrieked on steel, and with one sharp flick of the wrist, he jerked the sword from my grasp. It spun end over end, flashing in the sun. Below, the cast parted like a startled flock of birds as the blade clattered to the ground in the centre of the yard.

‘I suggest begging for mercy,’ said Jason, his wide Australian vowels splitting through Horatio’s gentility. His mouth split into a hard grin. ‘On your knees would be nice.’

Edging backwards, I felt the balustrade against my knees and abruptly sat down, fighting a moment of vertigo. I was only one storey up, but suddenly it seemed very high. ‘You know that bit about mercy from The Merchant of Venice?’

‘The quality of mercy is not strained,’ he shot back. ‘But I am.’

‘I like the next line.’ As lightly as I could, I swung both legs over the balustrade. ‘It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven.’ He lunged forwards, and I let go.

Ten feet below, I hit the ground, scrabbling towards my sword in the middle of the yard. Jason leapt down after me. I grasped the hilt and whirled.

Jason stopped in his tracks, panting, the blade six inches  from his belly. ‘Have you got a whole bloody troop of kangaroos loose in the top paddock?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ I could feel my shirt clinging damply to my shoulder blades, my khaki trousers had a rip in one knee, and I’d probably smeared dirt across my face.

‘Aussie for completely fucking nuts,’ he roared. ‘Mad as a whole flipping factory of hatters. You may like leaping off buildings at a single bound, Kate Stanley, but how the hell do you expect me to pull off To be or not to be after a comic-book stunt like that?’

I put up my sword. ‘Now you’re Hamlet,’ I said with a smile.

His hands pumped open and closed. For a split second, I thought he might charge me. Then he glanced over my shoulder, and his face changed.

I spun to see what he was looking at. In the far corner of the balcony stood Sir Henry, a naked sword in one mailed fist, the other stretched out towards us, beckoning. With a yell of fury, Jason took his role back, sprinting across the yard and climbing up a ladder concealed on the wall next to the stage. As I hauled myself over onto the balcony in his wake, Jason was striding across the stage, driving Sir Henry into the gloom on the far side. I dusted myself off and followed. Halfway across, though, something - a sound? a scent? I never afterwards knew - made me slow and then stop.

Behind me, a dark figure stepped out from the wings. I turned, frowning. ‘Remember me,’ hissed a voice as dry as fallen leaves skidding over stone. Even chased by Jason, how had Sir Henry slipped so quickly through the maze backstage from one side to the other?

A pale hand swept up, and the hood slid back. It was not Sir Henry.

It was Roz. ‘What was it Shakespeare should feel?’ she murmured. ‘Dangerous?’

On the far side of the balcony, Sir Henry and Jason stepped back out onstage. ‘Enter Rosalind Howard, Harvard Professor of Shakespeare,’ said Sir Henry for the benefit of the company gathered below. ‘Generally acknowledged Queen of the Bard.’

‘Queen of the Damned,’ I snapped.

Roz burst into a deep, throaty laugh, letting the cloak slip to the floor as she enveloped me in an oceanic hug. ‘Call me the Ghost of Christmas Past, sweetheart. I come bearing gifts.’

‘So did the Greeks,’ I said, rigid inside her embrace. ‘And look where it got the Trojans.’

Like a wave rolling back from a cliff, she let go. ‘Hell of an office,’ she said, looking admiringly around the theatre.

‘Hell of an entrance,’ I replied. ‘Even for you.’

‘Had to be,’ she said with a shrug. ‘I figured it also had to be public, or you’d just say no to my gift.’

‘I still might.’

 



‘Gift?’

I blinked. ‘That’s what she said,’ I answered a little defensively, swearing silently at myself.

‘Surely, Ms Stanley, whether or not Professor Howard told you outright what she found, you must have some idea what it was.’

For a moment the temptation to pull it from my pocket, to let it go and be done with it - and with Roz - swept across me.

‘Sorry,’ I said aloud, ‘but I don’t.’ From one angle, you could even say it was true; I had no idea what was actually in  the box. Though I would, I growled silently at Sinclair, if you’d just let me alone long enough to open it.

He sighed. ‘I’m asking you to be frank with me, Ms Stanley; perhaps it would help for me to be frank with you.’ He smoothed a crease from his trousers. ‘We’ve found a needle mark.’

Needle mark?

‘Nonsense,’ bristled Sir Henry. ‘Roz wasn’t a user.’

Sinclair’s gaze slid to Sir Henry. ‘One mark, very much in the singular, does not suggest that she was.’

‘What does it suggest?’ retorted Sir Henry.

‘Let’s just say that I’m treating Ms Stanley’s suspicion of foul play quite seriously.’ Turning back to me, he added, ‘And that I’d appreciate your candid cooperation.’ He tented his fingers, scrutinising me.

Fear shimmered across me. That afternoon, I’d brushed Roz off. Now I would have given anything to talk to her, scream at her, listen to her, let her hug me as long as she liked - but she was gone. Utterly and finally gone, without explanation or apology. Without even a simple goodbye, much less advice.

Nothing but a command. Keep it safe, she’d said.

If her gift needed safekeeping, I thought in a wave of irritation - who better to guard it than the police? Especially since they - or at least this one - so badly wanted me to give them something.

But Roz had not gone to the cops. She’d come to me. And Sinclair was anything but safe. Once again, I looked straight into his eyes and lied. ‘I know nothing else.’

He slammed his fist down on the bench Sir Henry and I were sitting on, so hard that I jumped. ‘In this country, Ms Stanley, it is a crime to withhold information from a homicide inquiry. A crime that we treat quite seriously.’ He leaned in so close that I could smell the peppermint on his breath. ‘Do I make myself clear?’

My heart in my mouth, I nodded again.

‘One last time, I really must insist that you tell me everything you know.’

Beside me, Sir Henry stood up. ‘That’s quite enough.’

Sinclair sat back abruptly, his jaw clenching from side to side. Then he dismissed Sir Henry and me with a brisk wave. ‘Don’t talk to the press, and don’t leave London. I’ll want to speak with you both again. But for now, good night.’

Sir Henry took my elbow, escorting me out. We had almost reached the doors when Sinclair called after me. ‘Whatever there is to find, Ms Stanley,’ he said softly, ‘I assure you we will find it.’

The first time he’d said it, it had sounded like a promise. This time, it was a threat.




6

I hurried out of the theatre into an alley crowded with fire trucks and police vans, and Sir Henry summoned a cab. As it pulled up, I kissed him on the cheek and ducked inside. ‘Highgate,’ I said to the driver before I’d even sat down - and found that Sir Henry was climbing in behind me.

I began to protest, but he held up a hand. ‘Not a chance of you going home alone, my dear. Not tonight.’ He pulled the door firmly shut behind him, and the taxi pulled away. I fingered Roz’s gift in my pocket impatiently. How long before I’d be alone, so I could open it?

A wind had sprung up, sending clouds scudding across the sky; the scent of the dead fire hung heavy and pungent over the city. From Waterloo Bridge, I glimpsed the Millennium Bridge off to the right, still swarming with onlookers. To the left, the unwinking blue wheel of the London Eye spun slowly through the night; further in the distance the Houses of Parliament and Big Ben glittered like golden lace. Then we were over the bridge, trundling into the press of the city. I perched forward on my seat, willing the taxi to wing faster through the narrow streets. Up and up we climbed, back onto the high ridge that edges London to the north.

Sir Henry sat far back in the seat, watching me with hooded eyes. ‘A secret is a kind of promise,’ he said quietly. ‘It can also be a prison.’

I glanced back at him. How much had he guessed? How  much could I trust him? Roz had trusted him - not with whatever secret she’d hidden in the box, maybe, but with me.

‘Happy to offer my help,’ he said, ‘but I have a price.’

‘Can I afford it?’

‘That depends on whether you can afford the truth.’

Before I could change my mind, I reached into my pocket and pulled out the box. ‘She gave me this in the theatre this afternoon. Told me to keep it safe.’

He studied the box glinting in the streetlights, and for an instant I thought he’d snatch it from me, but all he did was lift one brow in amusement at the wrapping still neatly in place. ‘Admirable restraint. Or do you think she meant to keep it safe even from you?’

‘She also said that if I opened it, I must follow where it leads.’

He sighed. ‘Death, my dear, has a way of altering everything. ’

‘Even a promise?’

‘Even a curse.’

I did a double take. I’d scoffed at Roz’s gift as a Trojan Horse, but it was true, in myths and old tales such presents were often curses in disguise: red shoes that would never stop dancing, a touch that turned everything, even the living, to dead gold.


This is absurd, I thought shortly. In a single pull, I ripped the paper from the box. The gold tissue rose and hung on the air between us before fluttering to the floor. In my hands sat a box of black satin. Gingerly, I lifted the cover.

Inside lay an oval of jet, painted with flowers and set into filigreed gold. ‘What is it?’ I asked aloud. The same question I’d asked Roz.

‘A brooch, I should think,’ answered Sir Henry.

I touched it with one finger. It was a beautiful jewel, but  old-fashioned. I couldn’t imagine anyone younger than my grandmother wearing it. Not Roz. And certainly not me. And what the hell had she meant by ‘follow where it leads’?

Sir Henry frowned. ‘Surely you recognise the flowers.’

I peered at the jewel. ‘Pansies. Daisies.’ I shook my head. ‘Other than that, no. I grew up in a desert, Sir Henry. Our flowers are different.’

‘These are all from Hamlet. Ophelia’s flowers.’ Drawing forward, he pointed them out with his pinkie. ‘Rosemary and pansies, fennel and columbines. Look - a daisy and even some withered violets. And rue. There’s rue for you, and here’s some for me: we may call it herb of grace o’ Sundays.’ He snorted. ‘Herb of grace! Herbs of death and madness, more like. The British editions of frankincense and myrrh. Popular with Victorians for funeral jewellery commemorating the death of a young woman . . . a morbid era, really, for all its greatness.’ He sat back. ‘What you’ve got there is a Victorian mourning brooch. The question is why. Do you think she sensed, somehow, that she was going to die?’

I shook my head, sweeping a finger around the filigreed edge. I’d sensed foreboding that afternoon, but even more than that, excitement. I’ve found something, she’d said. Was that it? Was there some message about her find wound through the pansies and daisies? The jewel lay obstinately mute in its box.

We turned into my street, cluttered with Victorian homes of grey stone. Even on a joyous summer afternoon it was one of the quieter parts of London; at two in the morning, it was deserted except for the wind that moaned in corners and riffled through the trees, dappling the pavement with silver light.

At the end of the street, ghostly curtains were flowing through an open window, rippling in the wind. My house, I realised. The front room window of my flat on the second  floor. A fine frozen dusting of fear filled my mouth. I hadn’t left that window open.

As we drew under it, the taxi slowed to a crawl and then stopped. Through the window, shadows twisted in a gust of wind, and I saw him for the second time that night, a silhouette of darkness deeper than the surrounding dark - not so much a man, but the absence of a man, a black hole in the shape of a man.

‘Drive on,’ I whispered.

‘But—’

‘Drive on.’
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At the end of the street, I looked back. The curtains were gone; moonlight glimmered on the windowpane. No shadow was visible within. Had I dreamed it? My hand tightened around the brooch in its box.

‘So you do not wish to go home, after all?’ asked the cabby.

‘No.’

‘Where to, then?’ he asked.

I shook my head. If the man of shadows had found his way to my flat, nowhere was safe. I pulled both jackets tighter around me.

‘Claridge’s,’ said Sir Henry.

As we rolled down into the wider streets of Mayfair, I started to speak, but he shook his head ever so slightly. I followed the flicker of his eyes, and caught the curious stare of the cabby in the rearview mirror. As soon as he saw me catch his glance, he looked away.

At Claridge’s, Sir Henry paid the man quickly, helped me out, and steered me inside to a grand hall mirrored like Versailles, its floor a sleek black-and-white Art Deco chessboard. The concierge slid forwards with concern. ‘Hello, Talbot,’ said Sir Henry.

‘Always a pleasure to see you, sir,’ the man replied. ‘What can we do for you tonight?’

‘A discreet place to wait, if you please,’ answered Sir Henry.

‘And an even more discreet car and driver. The driver of the taxi we’ve just left was a bit of a gawker. He may be back.’

‘He may return as much as he pleases,’ said Talbot blandly, ‘but unless you wish it, he will find no trace of you.’

We were installed in a small sitting room full of deep chairs and sofas covered in chintz. While Sir Henry prowled the room, inspecting the Lalique crystal scattered about, I stood fixed in the centre, brooding over the brooch in my hand. Once, I opened my mouth to speak, but again Sir Henry shook his head.

A few minutes later, Talbot reappeared to whisk us down a hallway, out through a service entrance, and into a small private garage where a car with tinted windows waited, its engine purring. The cabby, it seemed, had indeed turned up again, claiming that we’d left something behind in his taxi. Talbot’s face twitched in an enigmatic smile. ‘He will not disturb you further tonight. I let him discover a few bits of evidence that might plausibly add up to the notion that you will be staying the night with us, in one of the suites. I believe that he may have locked himself in a janitor’s cupboard, while prowling near the service stairs.’

‘I won’t ask how that happened,’ said Sir Henry with satisfaction as we climbed into the car.

‘Good luck, sir,’ said Talbot softly, shutting the door behind us.

As we pulled away, I looked back. The concierge stood impassively at attention, growing smaller and smaller as we drew away, until he vanished in the night.

This time, Sir Henry doled out his directions gradually, so that we zigzagged through the streets of Mayfair, purring past Berkeley Square and out into Piccadilly. Swinging around Hyde Park Corner, we trundled along Knightsbridge, lonely and dark at this hour, turning off at last into the leafy lanes of Kensington. We were headed to Sir Henry’s town house.

The streets were empty, but I couldn’t shake a sense of  menace swelling up through the darkness. The farther we sped from the hotel, the stronger it became, until the very trees seemed to be snatching greedily at the car. We were almost to Sir Henry’s when lights flared behind us, and another vehicle swung into the road. Instantly, the panic that I’d been fighting all night surged up in a clammy wave and closed over my head. My heart racing, I gripped the edge of the seat but could barely feel it through tingling hands. We turned left and then quickly right, but the other car stayed close behind.

At last we crunched into a short gravel drive; I was out of the car and racing for the house before the wheels came to a halt. The great carved door in front of us yawned open, and I bolted inside, Sir Henry right behind. I had one glimpse of red tail lights disappearing down the street, and then the door swung shut. I stood panting in the grand hall of Sir Henry’s town house, facing his startled butler.

‘Check to see that all doors and windows are closed and locked, if you please, Barnes,’ Sir Henry said smoothly. ‘And arm the alarm. Then we’ll have cognac - the Hine Antique, I think - and a fire in the library.’

 



The library was upstairs, thick with burgundy velvet and the wild green meadows of William Morris designs. Light skated off the polish of marble busts, oak shelves, and leather bindings, and glinted in the gilt tooling of the books. Two deep armchairs stood before the fire; Barnes had laid out the cognac and snifters on a table between them.

I went straight to the fire. ‘Do you believe in ghosts?’

Sir Henry eased himself into one of the armchairs. ‘It was no ghost come from the grave, my dear, that pricked Roz with a needle. Or paid that cabby to keep tabs on you.’

I turned in surprise. ‘Is that why we changed cars at Claridge’s?’

‘Omniscience,’ said Sir Henry, pouring out the brandy, ‘is an excellent quality in God, but suspect in everyone else. You told that cabby neither your street nor your house number. Nor did I. But he knew them both.’

Feeling my way backwards, I perched on the edge of the other chair. The cabby had known my street - had slowed and nearly stopped at my front door. His voice, tense with - what? disappointment? anxiety? fear? - slid once again through my mind. So you do not wish to go home? And I’d been so preoccupied that I hadn’t noticed. I shuddered. ‘There was someone in my flat.’

Sir Henry handed me a snifter. ‘Was there? It wouldn’t surprise me. The cabby was a delivery boy, my dear. Not a kingpin. And he was most unhappy to find his package refusing to be delivered as ordered. Which suggests that there is a kingpin. Or at least a petty tyrant he knew he must answer to.’ Cupping his glass in both hands, he slowly swirled the amber liquid. ‘You’re in danger, Kate. That’s real enough.’ He inhaled deeply and then took a small sip; his whole body sighed with pleasure. ‘Claret is the liquor for boys, port for men: but he who aspires to be a hero must drink brandy. Samuel Johnson wrote that, wise old tramp that he was . . . Let’s have another look at that brooch.’

I pulled it out. It lay demurely in its box. ‘It’s not exactly a yellow brick road, is it? How do you think I’m supposed to follow where it leads?’

Sir Henry smiled. ‘The ruby slippers might make a better analogy. Perhaps you should start by wearing it. May I?’ As he lifted the brooch from the box, a card fluttered out, turning end over end, sailing towards the fire. Sir Henry shot forwards, plucking it from danger and setting it in my hands.

It was a small rectangular card of thick cream-coloured  paper, with one hole punched in the bottom. Above that ran a few lines of loose, flowing script. With a pang, I recognised Roz’s handwriting. As Sir Henry pinned the brooch to my lapel, I read it aloud:Congratulations, Quicksilver Kate, on wiping away dull
 piety to lay bare bright truths long buried within our favourite
 Jacobean magnum opus. I trust the public will soon be equally
 filled with admiration.
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