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WHAT PEOPLE ARE SAYING ABOUT


BLACK AND DEEP DESIRES


What mad excitement! Gunpowder plotters, Jacobean intrigue, Transylvanian shape-shifters — all written about and evoked in rich and smoky pungent prose.


It’s as if Hilary Mantel, Anthony Burgess and Bram Stoker got together at a diabolical Writers’ Conference and, after a few bottles too many in the witching hours, came up with this rollicking manuscript. Graham Holderness, our leading Shakespearean scholar, has had huge fun bringing his historical knowledge to bear upon an unmissable romp.


Roger Lewis, author of Seasonal Suicide Notes (Short Books 2009) and The Life and Death of Peter Sellers (Century 1994).


In this exciting fiction, Graham Holderness shares and enters some of the passions that swirled round Shakespeare in his lifetime. Religion, politics, and sex are all turned up to a deadly degree. We move from Stratford to Transylvania and into the Inferno, but the intensity is leavened by demonic wit. There’s even a posthumous cameo by Christopher Marlowe! This is literary criticism off the leash, and there are many incidental insights. The novel ends with the physician play-goer Simon Forman coyly propositioning the Bard: ‘How do you feel about collaboration?’ And of course Holderness himself is winking as he does so.…


Ewan Fernie, Chair, Professor and Fellow of the Shakespeare Institute (University of Birmingham) and author of The Demonic (Palgrave 2013).


A very clever and well organised novel, a successful balance of historical fact and apt quotations with a well-timed ingenious and rather fun plot … wonderful.


Alexa von Hirschberg, Bloomsbury Fiction.
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For Marilyn









Stars, hide your fires;


Let not light see my black and deep desires.


William Shakespeare, Macbeth








Play


1 July 1606. Hampton Court Palace


Roughly Abraham manhandled the boy’s head, gnarled old fingers clutched in the tight yellow curls, forcing him down onto the altar stone. In his right hand, sharp against his son’s vulnerable, offered throat, the keen sacrificial knife. Isaac lay athwart the stone, legs helplessly askew, extended wrists tightly bound in subjection. Cold the old man’s grey-bearded face, ruthless, undeterred. A springtime bloom of fair young beard flushed Isaac’s cheek with gold, gold never to grow to autumnal ripeness, never to know the natural rhythm of reaping. Cut off in the blossom of his youth. He is brought as a lamb to the slaughter, and as a sheep before the shearers is dumb.


William Shakespeare stood before the great series of tapestries by Pieter Coecke van Aelst, commissioned by Henry VIII, that decorated the walls of the Great Hall at Hampton Court, depicting scenes from the life of Abraham. Here was the Departure of Abraham; the Return of Sarah; the Meeting of Abraham and Melchizedek. There God appeared to Abraham; there was the Circumcision of Isaac and the Expulsion of Hagar; there Eliezer and Rebekah at the Well.


But it was the panel depicting the Sacrifice of Isaac that most of all compelled his imagination, and to which he returned, again and again. To slaughter one’s own son, as if he were no more than a sacrificial beast! To violate the highest commandment of your religion, and your race! To shed your own blood, the blood of the covenant; the blood that is the life, and is required by the Lord of every man. Once William had talked with a wise Mohammedan, who told him that in the holy book of Islam, the Quran, the same story is told, but with a difference. There the boy, whose name is Ishmael, is asked what he thinks Abraham should do, and gives his own judgement on the proposed massacre of innocence. “Oh my father,” he says, “do that which you are commanded. God willing, you shall find me obedient.”


William thought of all the sacrifices he had seen performed to appease the hunger of such a savage God, from the excommunication of Elizabeth I to the Gunpowder Plot. He thought of Regnans in Excelsis, of the Papacy releasing English Catholics from their allegiance to the English crown, provoking them to assassinate their queen, committing them inexorably to the altar stone. He thought of the Catholic aristocracy, encouraging the Gunpowder Plotters, while they remained aloof in their gated mansions, isolated like his own Mariana in her moated grange. He thought of Thomas Percy, calling on the Earl of Northumberland at Syon House on the eve of the Plot: of Northumberland’s disavowal and survival, and Percy’s violent death. Even his own father John, encouraging him to stand up for a faith that he knew had become indistinguishable from treason. All through the colossal wreckage of history, in the future as well as the past, grey-bearded old men obediently offering their sons for slaughter on the altar of some corrupt ideal, some perverse and wilful thwarting of God’s revealed, manifest will.


For there it was, in the tapestry, as in the scripture. The countermand. An angel appeared to stay Abraham’s hand. A wraith-like figure, slipped easily between the warp and weft of the embroidery, as through the lacuna between two worlds. An angel of history, the winds of futurity blowing back the locks of his hair. With an extended finger, touching the father’s head, bidding him cease.


Why thus? William asked himself. The artist might have done it in countless different ways. The angel could have seized the boy, and pulled him to safety. Or grabbed the wrist that held the knife. No: for the appetite for undesired sacrifice, the willingness to murder at a whim, lay not in the sacrificer’s hand, nor in the victim’s obedient subjection; but in the patriarchal mind, that labyrinth of murderous thoughts, curling and sprouting like the grizzled elder’s beard, tangled as the branches of the thicket where Abraham found the ram. Confusing love with blood, loyalty with murder, deference to the divine command with a reign of terror unleashed by men, under the banner of an unjust law. Behold, I give you a new covenant: that ye love one another, as I have loved you. This is the word of the Lord.


William heard laughter and noise in an adjacent corridor. The players began to file back into the hall, instinctively hushing their rowdiness as they entered and took their places on long benches behind the dais. It was the kind of room that compelled silence. The company was at Hampton Court to rehearse William’s newly-written “Powder Play,” the play commissioned by Robert Cecil after the collapse of the Gunpowder Plot, now become The Tragedy of Macbeth. Today was the dress rehearsal, and Robert Cecil himself was to be present to approve the production.


And there alongside him was William’s comrade-in-arms Dr Simon Forman, his notebook at the ready. William had not seen Forman since the burning of the Globe theatre had finally extinguished the last remnants of the Gunpowder Plot. But knowing that Forman was an avid playgoer, who wrote up detailed descriptions of the performances he witnessed, William had invited him along to observe and take notes.


Cecil was seated, surrounded by his entourage. The audience was gathered. Let the play commence.


From Dr Simon Forman, his Bocke of Plaies


To Hampton Court on 1 July 1606 to see The Tragedy of Macbeth, by William Shakespeare. There was to be observed first the 3 Vampyr sisters, terrifying but comely with their sharp teeth and bright red lips, seeming to hover invisibly through the air. “When shall we three meet again,” said one, “In thunder, lightning, or in rain?” “When the hurlyburly’s done,” rejoined the second, “when the battle’s lost and won.” “That will be,” said the third, “at set of sun.” For the Vampyr may come abroad only in darkness. “Where the place?” “Upon the heath.” “There to meet with Macbeth.”


Next to be observed, Macbeth and Banquo, 2 noble men of Scotland, riding through a wood, there stood before them the 3 Vampyrs. And they saluted Macbeth, saying 3 times unto him “Hail Macbeth, king of Scotland shalt thou be hereafter.” Banquo cared nothing for them, and so rode on. Macbeth alone asked the sisters how he might chance to become king. They said that they could give him eternal life, and all the strength and power he would need to seize the crown, if he would submit to dwell in darkness, and feed on living blood. Macbeth said he would do so gladly, and so the Vampyrs fell upon him, bit his neck and drained his blood. And so they made Macbeth a Vampyr.


Macbeth returned at night to his own castle, and told his wife what the Vampyr sisters had said, that he should be king. Then Macbeth told her of the Vampyr’s power, and that they had granted it to him. She begged her husband to do the same for her. And so Macbeth fell upon his wife, and bit her throat, and tore at her breasts so the blood ran freely down, and stained her pure white dress. And so she too became a Vampyr.


That night Duncan the king came to visit them and stayed in their castle of Inverness. Macbeth and his lady saw this as their opportunity to murder the old king in his bed, and to seize the crown for themselves. And so they went to his bed at midnight, and stood on either side of the bed where the good old king lay sleeping, then fell upon him in the utmost savagery to bite at him, and drain his heart’s blood. “Ah,” said Lady Macbeth, her mouth all bloody, “I have given suck!” “Yet who would have thought,” said Macbeth, “the old man to have had so much blood in him?”


Nonetheless they drank it all, and left the old king drained as dry as hay. Also they cut off his head, and stabbed him through the heart, so that he would not in turn become a Vampyr. And when Macbeth had murdered the king, the blood on his face and hands could not be washed off by any means. Nor from his wife’s hands, which had held the old man’s throat as she sucked his blood. Wash them as they may, the stain and spot of blood could never be removed. By which means they became both much amazed & affronted.


Macduff and the king’s son raised an army and came into Scotland and besieged Macbeth’s castle of Dunsinane. Next we saw Lady Macbeth walking, as it was thought, in her sleep, but her nocturnal wanderings were indeed the night-walking of the Vampyr. The Lady held a bundle before her, which seemed at first like some stuff, but then the bundle began to cry, so we knew it to be a baby. The Lady held the infant tight against her breast, as if to give it suck. But then to our amazement, she seized upon the child, and sank her sharp teeth into its throat to drink the blood. Thereafter in great anguish of spirit she cast herself from the castle walls into the river below, where she died. For the Vampyr cannot endure water any more than sunlight.


Hearing the news of his lady’s death, Macbeth resolved to sally from his castle and face his enemy. Then Macbeth fought with Macduff, and Macduff vanquished him, and unseamed him from the nave to the chaps, and tore out his heart, and cut off his head. And they took branches from the trees of Birnam Wood, and pierced his heart with the green wood, for this was the true way to kill a Vampyr. And Duncan’s son Malcolm was restored to the throne.


1 July 1606. Hampton Court Palace


Silence. William thought the play brilliant, masterful, awe-inspiring in its tragedy and terror. It had brought back to him all the horror and sublimity of his own recent encounters with the arch-assassin Guy Fawkes, with the Gunpowder Plot, and with the plague of the Undead; so much so that when Lady Macbeth leapt to her death, he shed a secret tear in memory of Ilona, his own late, lost, lamented Dark Lady. Forman sat in silence, staring at the page he had written, as if he too were seized with the overmastering power of the drama, or of the memories it released.


But only one opinion mattered, of course. Cecil’s. Was he pleased? Delighted? Indifferent? As usual nothing could be deciphered in the opaque liquidity of his eyes. He sat for a while in silence, looking at William.





Plot


20 May 1604. The George and Dragon Inn, Southwark


William’s first glimpse of the Gunpowder Plot conspirators, some two years previous, had been to see them huddled close in the yard of The George. Though the early spring sun was warming the old grey cobbles of the inn yard, the five men lurked beneath the gallery, in the shadow of the building, shunning the light, clinging to the dark side. So obvious a pack of desperadoes William could scarcely imagine. Muffled in heavy cloaks, though the day promised warmth; eyes glittering from under their tall, broad-brimmed hats; beards jutting pugilistically forth to challenge the innocent air. They were whispering loudly amongst themselves. If I were Captain of the Watch, he thought, I’d arrest them now, just for looking like that. He knew only two of the men – Thomas Percy and Robin Catesby – the latter tall, handsome and charismatic, who now welcomed him with an affectionate embrace.


“This is Shakespeare,” he informed his companions. “He is to become one of us.” The others nodded briefly to William, then ignored him and returned to their discussion. The smallest of the three unknowns, a young man with sad eyes and a reticent chin, was remonstrating with Catesby.


“Did you not say we were to meet at The Duck and Drake in the Strand?”


The others sniggered, as at some private joke.


“How many times have you been in The Duck and Drake, Tom?” asked Catesby.


“None, that I can recall. But there’s many a London inn I’ve never been inside.”


“The reason why you’ve never been inside that particular one,” Catesby continued with assumed gravity, “is that it does not exist.”


“What?”


“There is no such inn,” said Percy. “You would be searching for it still, if I hadn’t called you from across the road.”


“It was a decoy, Tom,” explained Catesby. “A false trail for any government spy trying to track us.”


“It’s just a pity,” put in Percy, “we forgot to tell you.”


More laughter, as Tom’s drooping nether lip jutted in a truculent pout.


“Think of it,” said Percy. “In the future, when we are known to history as the men who brought England back to the true faith, they will search in vain for the place where our plot was hatched. Historians will pore over maps; pilgrims will comb the streets; men will waste their lives in a fruitless quest for the whereabouts of the old Duck and Drake in the Strand.”


“And the real ale of The George and Dragon,” added Catesby, “is better far than the phantom brew of The Duck and Drake. Let’s in.”


They filed upstairs to a garret room, simply plastered and timbered, with a small lattice window overlooking the busy, traffic-impeded high street. Side-boards were furnished with food and drink, capons and pasties, ale and wine. There were no serving staff. With the door firmly closed, the five seated themselves around a table. Their hats and cloaks off, William was able to observe them. All five men produced from their clothes short clay pipes, and pouches of tobacco. The pipes, liberally stuffed with the weed, were lit from a match they passed around the table. Each man drew in the pungent cloud in long inhalations, drinking it down to the lungs, and from the nostrils puffed out wreaths of smoke.


“Now, William,” said Catesby, sounding refreshed, “these men are your brothers in this great enterprise. Tom Wintour, who hankers after The Duck and Drake; Jack Wright; and Guido Fawkes.”


Tom, recovered from his discomfiture, nodded pleasantly. A more reserved greeting came from Fawkes, a very tall man and powerfully built, with thick black hair and pointed beard, a prominent nose and red apple cheeks, a large downward-sloping moustache, and eyebrows that slanted strangely upwards to give him a perpetually quizzical expression. Wright was also a large Falstaffian man, stout but sprightly. He was burly with pleasant features, now distorted in a scowl of suspicion as he stared at William.


“Jack?” said Catesby. “Are you all right?”


“I don’t like ’im,” he said in a harsh northern accent. “I don’t like ’im one bit.”


“Why ever not?” laughed Percy.


“I don’t like the look of ’im. Once he knows our business, may we not be discovered?”


William cupped a hand to his ear, as if finding Wright’s speech hard to understand.


“Jack, Jack,” said Percy soothingly. “You can’t talk to William like that. He’s a genius. He’s the greatest writer of our time. His plays are known as the best in Europe.”


“And,” added Catesby, “he is one of us. His mother is an Arden. His father signed the Testament at my father’s house when Campion was with us. You need not fear him.”


“Well,” said Wright, mollified. “I’m sorry. Let me shake hands with thee.”


“I have no idea what you just said to me,” returned William, “but I will take it as an apology. The insult to me I forgive, right readily. But your offence to my mother tongue is unpardonable. For speaking English in that barbaric way, God may forgive you, but I never will.”


“Nay, nay, Will,” said Catesby. “Don’t provoke him. He’s a good fellow, and the best swordsman in England. Best beware his blade.”


“I wasn’t thinking of challenging him to a duel,” said William. “But I might put him in a play. As a choleric Yorkshire jackass.”


“Ay, the pen is mightier. But we are all here of one company. Percy is my cousin. Jack went to school with Guido in York.”


“I am surprised he went to school at all. And I did not know there were any schools in York. They clearly do not teach boys to speak English.”


“Come, enough of this folly,” Fawkes interjected. His saturnine composure was nettled by the continual jesting. “This is not a playhouse. We have a serious matter in hand.”


“Well then,” said Catesby. “To business. William, we admit you of our council. We have all sworn an oath, as you must do. Here is the Little Office of the Blessed Virgin, on which we have all sworn.” He placed on the table a small book, bound in brown calfskin, with decorated spine, and gold lettered title on a red morocco backstrip. “Kiss it, and swear. By the Blessed Trinity. By the Holy Sacrifice of the Eucharist. By the Body and Blood of Christ. By the dolours of the Blessed Virgin Mary, Queen of Heaven, Star of the Sea. Together, all of us, in life and death. One heart, one mind, one mission. To kill a king.”


All crossed themselves, on breasts and lips. Reverently William kissed the book, and assented to the oath.


“Amen. Now, we have debated endlessly of the ‘why’ in this business. This king, who has broken every promise he made to our Catholic brethren; who has fined and repressed us to the point of penury; and who now moves to persecute us with grievous penalties – this king must die. Today, we are here to speak of the ‘how.’ We have talked endlessly, gentlemen, and done nothing. But how do we get close enough to this king to take him off? None of us are trusted, even you, Percy, though you be a Gentleman Pensioner.”


“Gentleman or pensioner,” said Percy shortly, “James would as soon have me near him as a cockatrice.”


“And none could bear a weapon anywhere near him, save his Scottish lords, whom he trusts with his life. But now we have, among our number, one who has privilege to come close enough to the royal person to almost touch him. One who has the prerogative to carry a sword, albeit a toy one, close enough to reach the tyrant’s heart.”


Eyes levelled at William, in search of a reaction. His face remained illegible.


“William here has killed many a king in his plays,” said Percy. “He is the royal playwright, and an actor in his own plays. He could write himself a part, the character of some revenger perhaps, and bear a real sword in place of his buttoned foil. His weapon would be ready in his hand. He could approach the king at some necessary moment of the action. And so, the deed is done.”


A ruffle of approval swept the board.


“Did you not have a play,” said Catesby, “Homelaicte I think it was, a fine comedy, in which a prince stabbed the king who murdered his father? And did he not do this at a play?”


“Approximately,” said William. “But …”


“Can you not play it again?” Catesby continued. “Have at the Player King, and stab the real one? Not in jest, but in earnest?”


“A tragedy,” said William.


Fawkes glared at him. “Only for those who love the king.”


“No,” said William with some asperity. “My Hamlet was a tragedy, not a comedy.”


“Really?” said Catesby, bemused. “I distinctly remember laughing.”


“I foresee one disadvantage to this plan,” said William. “And that is that the assassin cannot hope to survive the assassination. It is a suicide mission.”


“Why man,” said Fawkes belligerently, “we all risk our lives in the very act of being here, and speaking of such high treason.”


“True,” replied William. “But in this scheme only one would die for sure. The rest of you may risk your lives from a safe distance. You will kill your king, and live to tell the tale of the poor player who perished in your cause.”


“We have no fear of venturing our bodies,” said Percy earnestly. “You know that. It is a matter of who can get close enough. For that, William, we need someone like you. As the prophet Isaiah says, ‘whom shall we send? And who will go for us?’”


“I wrote another play, a few years ago, Julius Caesar, the tragedy of Caesar’s death in the Capitol. Those who swore to kill him agreed that all should strike a blow. All should share the common guilt. All should bathe their hands in Caesar’s blood. Now I will gladly place myself in such peril for the Cause, even at risk of certain death. But only if you will all risk with me. One for all; all for one. Or if one alone, then none.”


“He has something there,” said Percy. “We are like generals who order their troops forward into ambush while we stay safe behind.”


“Could we not disguise ourselves as Players,” put in Percy, “and so join the action?”


“We could all of us wear masks, and appear in the play,” said Wright, catching on. “At the signal we could deal with the Scottish lords, while William here dispatches James.”


“Such a play,” said William gravely, “would have to be a Dumb Show, in every sense. For not even a Scottish king could understand your speech.”


“But do you think it could be done?” asked Catesby earnestly.


“No,” said William. “The actors are too well-known at court. We are all normal size. No disguise could conceal the identity of this Magog, or his companion giant Gog over there.”


“Then what?” said Percy. “Catesby brought you in with this service in mind. You say it cannot succeed. What else?”


William brooded for a moment in silence. “Your plan,” he went on, “is the assassination. How many attempts have been made on the king’s life?”


“Since he came here, only the Main Plot that I know of. In Scotland he was endangered many times. The lords Gowrie and Angus seized and held him when he was but a boy. Young Bothwell laid fire at his door. One Ruthven assaulted him and was run through.”


“Yet he lives still. What of the old queen, her late majesty Elizabeth? How many attempts?”


“Many.”


“Yes, many. And all failed. I saw my cousin Arden’s hacked-off head grinning back at me on London Bridge. His death did not improve his appearance. I saw Babbington hang, choking and blue. Saw his privy members sliced off like the tail of a radish. Saw his belly slit across, and his entrails tumble out before his very eyes. Have you smelt a man’s entrails? Saw him dragged to the block and quartered like an animal. He could not kill Elizabeth. Neither could the others.”


“But these are not the only kings in the world,” said Fawkes. “Think of France. Henri III, the last of the Valois kings, was murdered by Jacques Clement, a mere Dominican friar. Or the present king, Henri. More than one assassin has reached his very side. One came close enough to cut his lip. Those who failed in England show us the way. With more courage and resolution, it can be done. It falls to us who follow to complete their mission.”


“You are men of action, men of the sword. You think naturally of killing: the quick lunge, the subtle thrust. I am a poet. You think with your sword-arm; I with my imagination. You think small. I think big. If you had seen my Caesar, you would know the fate of those who think to crush a tyranny by ending the tyrant’s life. They were men of belief, like you; soldiers on a crusade; honourable men. Caesar was their sole enemy; Caesar they killed. And those they left alive, Marc Antony and Octavius, lived to destroy them. Brutus and Cassius died in ignominy by their own hands.”


“Are you saying we should kill all the great lords who support the king?” said Catesby. “Such a thing is not possible. We have not the strength to destroy so many at one blow. And if we had, such wholesale slaughter would shake the people’s loyalty to its roots. They would find it barbaric, intolerable. Is it not impiety to send so many, all at once, to perdition? Such a sight becomes the battlefield, but here would show much amiss. We cannot wage total war in the streets and houses of England.”


“Again, you think with your muscles, not your brain. You think only of killing by hand. Of stabbing a man to death in full public view, leaving you standing there for all to see, blade smoking with hot gore, the blood-boltered murderer. There are other ways. On what occasions would you find king, princes, bishops, lords, all assembled together in one place?”


“Some royal birthday, perhaps?”


“In church, where we cannot touch them?”


“On a state occasion?”


“My Caesar,” said William, “was killed in the Capitol.”


“The Parliament House?” Percy grabbed at the idea. “But to slaughter them all, that would take an army. We are but few.”


“Shut the doors and set a fire,” suggested Wintour. “Burn the house down, and all of them in it.”


“Impossible,” said Catesby. “A fire can be doused. Some would escape, most likely James himself.”


“No,” explained William. “You must advance on them in silence. In secret. So they do not see the danger until it is too late. You must come at them from nowhere.”


“You riddle with us, Player,” said Fawkes. “Speak plain.”


“We Catholics cannot live in the light of day, but inhabit a perpetual night where none can see the truth of what we do. We are like ghosts who cannot endure the daylight.”


“Was there not a ghost in your play, Will?” asked Percy.


“Think,” William went on. “Where is our faith housed in these evil times?”


“In the Holy Church.”


“In the Blessed Sacrament of the altar.”


“In the breasts of the faithful.”


“Good Catechetical answers, all. But where is it, in reality, physically present, here in the world? Where do we harbour our priests? Where are our Masses celebrated? Where do we hide when the king’s men hammer at the door?”


“Priest holes.”


“Secret chambers.”


“Hidden passages.”


“Exactly. That is our domain. We inhabit the darkness, and shun the light.”


“But God, in the beginning, divided the light from the darkness,” said Wintour, “and saw that it was good.”


“So He did,” replied William. “And yet, ever since the coming of Our Saviour, His faithful children have been found worshipping in the dark, hiding from the light of day. Think of St Paul, lying in the shades of his prison cell. Of the Christians in Rome, hiding in crypts and catacombs beneath the city. Of our own priests and martyrs, walled up in the shadows of a priest-hole, buried in blackness, with nothing but their own filth for company. So it has been for 1600 years. The children of God are always those who dwell in darkness, and the shadow of death.”


Percy and Catesby glanced at one another, as if beginning to understand. Wright continued to scowl in suspicion. Wintour looked intrigued, Fawkes fascinated.


“You know the work of Little John the carpenter?”


“Of course. Nicholas Owen. He has fashioned priest-holes and secret compartments in all our houses. A master of cunning contrivance and curious craft. But these are places to hide, not sally-ports for ambuscade.”


“There is another place where Little John exercises his skills. In the theatre we also have hidden compartments in which actors can conceal themselves, and from which they can emerge. Most especially under the stage. There, in the darkness, men and boys may hide from the light of day. But then they issue forth into the light, from the trap, at the designated time.”


“Yes!” cried Catesby. “Your Ghost came from beneath the stage! Through the trap-door! He was in his night-gown. I remember. That’s what made me laugh. I told you it was funny.”


“The trap-door is a portal, a permeable barrier between two worlds. The space beneath the stage is a place of darkness, that we may identify as another world. In our plays, fiends from Hell emerge, and drag the damned soul down to fiery torment. A ghost from Purgatory rises and freely walks the earth. The dead may rise from their graves at the necromancer’s command, and prey upon the living. Do they not call us devils, children of Satan, instruments of darkness? But who is it that has cast us into this Hell? Let us rise, then, from the darkness of the tomb, like ghosts to haunt the living. Let us issue forth, like demons from the pit, to tear the flesh from our oppressors’ bones, and drain our enemy’s blood.”


“So we attack them from below,” said Percy, at last seeing the practical application. “I see. Is there a cellar beneath the Parliament House?”


“Certainly,” said Fawkes. “There is an undercroft. Right beneath the floor of the House. Used for storing firewood, old broken furniture, empty barrels.”


“Could we not take possession of such a place?” asked Percy. “Clear the space and secure it. Fill it with a troop of armed men, sufficient to the task.”


“But there are many adjoining apartments,” Fawkes continued. “Numerous chambers on that lower level. Some of them are leased, I believe. They are not private places. You will find men working there, night and day. There is no access to the cellar without being detected. We could not infiltrate and hide a company of men there in secret. Someone would see us.”


“Even if we could gain access, the odds are still too great,” observed Catesby. “Surprise lasts only a few moments. Guards are everywhere, and reinforcements at call. We could not hope to meet them all. Meanwhile, the king escapes.”


“Who said anything about an armed assault?” said William. “That could be done at any time, if you had the force. But you do not. And that is why you need to think beyond the tried and trusted, think beneath the obvious. Say you have taken possession of that cellar beneath the House. Say you secure it. Lock it up. Keep others from entering. What then? What other means of assault are open to you?”


The blue smoke of their pipes had by now woven an opaque smog, through which the conspirators peered in silence at William, who vented a sigh of frustration.


“I really do have to spell it out for you, don’t I? How was James’s father killed?”


Light fell upon them in a blinding rush.


“Gunpowder!” said Percy. “He was blown sky high at Kirk O’Fields.”


“Two barrels of powder,” said Fawkes, “lodged beneath his chamber.”


“He was in his night-gown too,” put in Catesby. “Now that really was funny.”


“But that was but a small explosion,” said Wintour, “merely enough to kill one or two men.”


“But all you would you need to kill more men,” said Fawkes, “is more powder!”


“Blow up the Parliament House!” said Catesby in wonder. “How much powder would be required?”


“Thirty or forty barrels,” said Fawkes. “Placed right beneath the Chair of State.”


“Would it work?”


“Of course it would work. The whole building would be devastated.”


“Think of it,” said William. “What is a building? A haven; a harbour; a shelter from nature and the hand of war. We can live inside it, love inside it, conceive and bear our children, and it will protect us. The young can grow up in it, the sick recover their illness. But turn that building into a weapon, and we can be destroyed by the same roof and walls that have protected us from weather, and climate, from wild beasts and wilder men.


“I saw a town in Italy, after an earthquake. It was a heap of rubble. Those who died were beneath it, killed by their own homes. The shepherds, abiding in the fields, were pulling the dead from the ruins.


“You have all seen buildings engulfed by fire. The house becomes a shroud of flame that murders with a blaze. Only the houseless go free. Think of the Parliament House as a weapon. A cannon, say. Charge it with powder. Ram it full of human shot. Light the fuse, and discharge it at the moon. The house becomes the lethal instrument that slaughters all within. Kill them all, with one blow. The be-all and the end-all.”


A pregnant silence, heavy with tobacco and thought. The conspirators all stared at Shakespeare with something like awe. The ingenuity! The scope and scale! The depth and breadth of imagination! Not one of them, with all their military experience, crusading zeal and organisational ability, could have thought up such a scheme. It had to emerge from the fertile mind of an artist, a poet, a dreamer. For it is only the imagination that can body forth the shapes of things unknown.


“It is a stroke at the root,” said Catesby, breaking the silence.


“It would bring about new alterations,” said Percy, “in religion, in government, in the whole realm.”


“The effect would be terrible,” said Wintour. “So many casualties. The innocent slaughtered along with the guilty. This is how it would be seen: as murder, not tyrannicide. The king, yes. But the queen and princes? The royal babes? All the pretty chickens and their dam, at one fell swoop?”


“The cubs must be put down, if they are with their sire,” said Fawkes. “And the queen is mother to his heirs. It has always been so. If they live, we die. Unless we can seize one of them and make him serve us.”


“What of the Catholic lords,” Wintour went on, “our friends, relations, patrons? What of Monteagle, Stourton, Northumberland?”


“Casualties of war.”


“But I fear that to destroy the Parliament House, which so many hold sacred as the temple of law and the seat of government, may turn many against us.”


“Why man,” said Percy, “it is in that place they have done us all the mischief! It is there they have devised their fines, their taxes, their arrests and executions. All the injuries and oppressions from which our people suffer, stem from there. What better house to serve as the place of their punishment? There they would give the death blow to the Catholic cause. There we would hope to bring upon their heads the same end they have designed for others.”


“There is divine justice in it,” said Fawkes. “Samson brought the Temple of Dagon crashing down on the heads of the Philistines. It will be seen as the will of God.”


“It is true,” murmured Catesby. “The nature of the disease requires so sharp a remedy. In necessity as great as ours, the harshness of the deed should have no effect on us, in view of the cruelty and unbridled barbarity our enemies use towards us. We only work against life. They rob us of what is dearer than life: our goods, freedom, honour, and every shred of hope for our posterity. What man is there so lacking in religion, so shallow in his knowledge of God, that he would not despise, for the sake of these, everything else in the world, including life itself?”


“And yet,” Wintour went on, refusing to be cowed by their opposition, “it seems to me that such an act may strike the heart with fear, but not inspire it with love. Think what a quantity of blood we must spill! From such a holocaust there may spring an enormous hatred, and for us, a reputation for infamy among those we have bereaved. So great a blast may blow the horrid deed in every eye.”


“That tears may drown the wind,” said William thoughtfully. “Tell me, all of you, when a man is put to death on the scaffold, why is the act of execution rendered so dreadful, so obscene, so shameful that even the most hard-hearted man will close his eyes to shut out the horror? If a man must be put to death, could it not be encompassed with dignity and respect? He may be hanged, quietly, in private, his priest by him, his relatives near, the officers of the law looking on to ensure justice. Let him wear his own clothes, a sober suit of black, and be allowed his own private prayers. Let all be decent, and modest; let him be taken off with gentleness and mercy. He has done wrong; he deserves his punishment; now he is gone, to trouble the state no more.


“Instead of this, what do we see? Cruel exposure of obscene nakedness. Coarse laughter at a man’s weakness and fear, as he shits and pisses and whimpers his way to ignominious death. Vicious torment visited on a wretched body already enfeebled by torture. Emasculated, ripped inside out, gutted like a fish, quartered like a carcass on a butcher’s stall.


“Now why is this dreadful pageant thought necessary? Is it to prove the power of the state, that can apply such wanton cruelty at will? Why no, for that power is already manifested in the execution itself. Is it to show that the punishment must fit the crime? No, for the punishment exceeds the crime. I will tell you: it is to compel belief that the horror of the penalty must imply an equally horrid offence. The terror of the execution creates the enormity of the crime.


“When you see a man thrust a sharp blade into another man’s body, say one hot afternoon in a tavern yard, seemingly random and unprovoked, your very being cries out, why? What prompts that man to exercise such violence on another? There must be a motive we cannot see; a reason, albeit one we cannot know. And when you see a man torn to pieces on Tower Hill, or in St Paul’s yard, this is also what you feel: there must be a reason. What is being done to him, could not be done, if it were not for the absolute enormity of his wrongdoing. The crime fits the punishment: the punishment defines the crime. There is an equivalence of dread. Terror breeds terror: blood will have blood.”


“Repel force with force,” added Catesby.


“And so it is with this Gunpowder Plot, as we may call it,” William continued. “The scale of the violence will map the scope of our injuries. The dismembered corpses strewing Westminster will put all in mind of those innocents for true religion quartered on the scaffold. The ruin of their Parliament House will equal the destruction of our church. And from its ashes we will rise the phoenix of the one true faith.”


“Let it be so,” said Fawkes. “We have our Plot. And so, gentlemen, it is time for us to stop talking, and to do somewhat, here and in England.”


“We’ll need a house in Westminster.”


“We’ll need powder.”


“We’ll need weapons.”


“You Percy,” Fawkes went on, assuming command, “will secure lodgings. In your capacity as Gentleman Pensioner.”


“Aye.”


“And I’ll gather the powder. Catesby: you undertake to secure a lease on one of the apartments adjoining the cellar under the Parliament House.”


“I will.”


“Jack, a store of weapons?”


“We may start with these,” said Wright, fetching from a side-table a roll of cloth which he unwrapped on the table. Inside it lay five of the most beautiful swords William had ever seen. He took one up, and examined it. It featured a forged iron guard, consisting of round bars and an up-turned shell, the obverse chiselled with graphic illustrations. The quillons were long, straight and tapered, with turned finials, and the integrated knucklebow connected with double bars to the shell. The blade was over a yard long, and deeply engraved with scenes from the Bible, depicted with exquisite precision and skill.


During one of his Spanish voyages, Fawkes had travelled to the little walled town of Toledo, south of Madrid, sought out Juan Martinez, the most celebrated swordsmith of the day, and commissioned him to forge a number of weapons to a specific design and scheme of decoration.


First the master craftsman had heated his furnace to its full intensity, and shaped the sword, firm and strong, folding over three layers of steel, and hammering them together into a gleaming blade. Then he made the grip, formed from twisted wire, alternating silver and iron. Lastly he added the curved guard, forged for strength, and shaped for beauty.


With many a wonder did his cunning hand enrich the blade. On the shell he wrought the creation of the heavens and the earth: the land and the sea, the sun and the moon, and the stars that glorify the face of heaven. On one face of the blade he wrought also the image of Paradise, Adam and Eve with the serpent, and their banishment from the garden for their original fault. Then he wrought Cain slaying his brother Abel, and Noah delivered from the flood, and Samson groping the temple-posts to overwhelm the world.


On the other side he wrought the Annunciation, and the Nativity of Our Lord, and the Temptation in the Wilderness. And there, towards the point of the slender blade, etched in miniature, were scenes from the Passion of Christ. It was a speaking story in steel. Here Jesus stands before Pilate, and is condemned to death. Here he shoulders the cross, and begins his long journey down the Via Dolorosa. There he falls, and meets his mother. Simon of Cyrene helps him, and Veronica wipes his face. He is stripped, and nailed to the cross, and dies. He is deposed, and laid in the tomb for his last human rest. One short sleep past, he wakes eternally. Death once dead, says the sword’s sharp point, there’s no more dying then.


William replaced the weapon on the table with a kind of reverence. He was moved almost to tears by such artistry, such craft, such precision revealed in the chasing of the fine lines into obdurate steel. And he was struck to the heart by the fanatical piety of men who had troubled to acquire such ornate and decorative weapons to prosecute their bloody cause, when in fact any old iron would have served. They truly were modern-day crusaders, or warrior-monks, like the knights of old, the Templars and the Hospitallers, who took that long hot road to Jerusalem to deliver the Holy Sepulchre from its infidel occupiers. They burned with a devouring flame of religious zeal, an absolute devotion to a mission that demanded, and cost, not less than everything. Though he could never wield such a weapon himself, it was an honour simply to be of their company. And so it was with a feeling somewhere between devotion and love that he left them, and made his way north through the dark narrow lanes, back to his lodgings in Silver Street.





Tunnel


24 December 1604. Westminster


Percy was leading William through a Cretan labyrinth of dark narrow streets, in the direction, as far as he could tell, of the Palace of Westminster. It was a raw, cold afternoon. Percy’s hat was pulled down over his face, and a long cloak concealed his clothing. Every so often he stopped, crouching into an embrasure or doorway, and surveyed the street behind them. To William these precautions seemed both absurd and exciting, like a childhood adventure glimpsed through an adult’s recollection. Satisfied that they were not being followed, Percy turned a corner and yanked William into a porch beneath a protruding clapboard penthouse. He rapped on the door with a soft, coded knock of short and long taps. The door opened quickly to admit them, and as quickly closed again behind.


William could not see who had let them in. A dark passageway led into the house. Through the window he could glimpse a small garden, with an outhouse, roughly-constructed from old yellow bricks. The garden seemed surprisingly well-tended, with a covering of bright green turf. There were no flower-beds. Behind the outhouse he could see a pile of timber, straight lengths of trimmed and chiselled lumber, neatly stacked, and partially covered from the weather.


Fawkes and Catesby sat at a table in a low-ceilinged room. Wright lay sleeping on a rough truckle bed in a corner. Wintour was not there. The air was foul with Nicotan. Fawkes and Catesby seemed physically exhausted, grimed from head to foot with reddish mud, black soil and yellow clay. White tracks showed on their faces where the sweat had run down and cleared the dirt.


A table was piled with food and drink, pies and cooked meats and bottles of wine. Another table bore a heap of pistols and powder flasks.


“How goes it?” asked Percy, taking off his hat and cloak.


“Well enough,” grunted Fawkes. “But slow.”


“We have until 7th February next year,” observed Catesby, as if the date were fixed in his mind. “Slow, but sure.”


“Would someone like to tell me what’s going on?” asked William.


“Here,” said Percy, “we may talk freely. Everywhere else the city is full of ears. The houses listen. Even the air cannot be trusted. Sit down and take a drink, Will. Is there wine?”


The others gestured towards the side-table. They seemed too tired to stand up. Percy poured for all of them.


“We rented this house from one Whynniard, a Keeper of the King’s Wardrobe,” Percy explained to William. “He lodges elsewhere. On the other side of that wall is a chamber. Next to that chamber, the Palace of Westminster. We are within a short distance here of the Prince’s Lodgings, the Painted Chamber, the House of Lords itself.”
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