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The First Part

It is now the spring of the year of our Lord one thousand five hundred and ninety-three. I scratch these letters onto whatever scraps of paper remain to me. I dare not stop writing lest another hand stops mine before I am done.



I must begin with a thread of recollection.

It was Ascension-eve, the nineteenth day of May under the new calendar, and a Saturday, too, so a merry day. The proud sun was warming us like a blanket while Alicette and I rode from Canterbury to London on the great Watling Street that the Romans had laid.

I was on an especially lazy white cob, with Alicette on a dun pony at my side. Along the way, we had eaten well of the bounty of Kent – England’s Garden, as the portly King Henry named it. Apples, plums, a little mutton. Oh yes, our bellies were straining at the girdles.

I had been to Kent with Lord Strange’s Men to play my Shrew at a few inns and churchyards, the London stages being all closed. Canterbury has been spared the horror of our age, and I fancy it is the spirit of the great martyr St Thomas that keeps the Pestilence at bay.

The tomb of that holy man is a fine sight to behold. And no less is the patient, wending line of gentlemen, paupers, women and servants to kneel before it. The cathedral, a seat that points to the Heavens, is built of yellow stones and joyful pilgrim tears, such that I felt affected by their quiet piety. Even the stalls within the great church selling beer and capons and the ‘doctors’ selling their patent cures for corns of the toes showed a modicum of respect, so that they held their tongues while the archdeacon made the Eucharist.

Alicette and I – oh, writing the letters of her name affects me in a way that writing Anne’s never did, for which I feel at once joyful and ashamed – took a turn in the cathedral precincts aftertime. There I set eyes on the Lord of Canterbury, the Archbishop himself, John Whitgift – a walnut-skinned fellow a little shorter than myself and of a strongly built stature, with small dark eyes that flicked about. He was deep in conversation with one of his minions, a beautiful-faced young man, perhaps five-and-twenty, with hair like white silk. They were walking and chuckling at some jest, I fancied. Whitgift is not a gentleman known as a great rollicker – indeed, better known for his jealousy of ecclesiastical riches and having his enemies within the Church broken to pieces – so the jest must have been an excellent one.

We passed them as we went out to enjoy the city. Canterbury would do well to have a playhouse as grand as our Rose. The burghers seem less dim-witted than most, and I did wish that we could play again in a true theatre. My feet have had enough of stomping on cobblestones in inn yards. (I am not the hardiest creature, I confess – I am of a middling height, with genial features and thinning ginger hair. And my delicate fingers would have suited a girl, I was told at school in Warwickshire.)

But on that Saturday, we were gone, and it was as we reached the Thames-side village of Greenwich, some three miles from London, that we passed the Palace of Placentia, where our gracious Queen had been brought into this world. It is a fine red-brick dwelling, built long on the riverbank to watch the boats pass by. Made for pleasure, and pleasure only, it pleases the eye as well as the heart of any Englishman who takes pride in the repute that his country has for merriment.

We trotted happily another hour through the fields and lanes that took us to the city where we had made our home; but by and by, the day began to darken a little. The sun still shone, the birds still tweeted, but the mood around us had changed.

‘Do you feel that, Will?’ Alicette asked me.

‘I do.’ It was a cold wind. Its fingers were creeping inside my doublet and wringing at my heart. Sometimes nature herself will send us missives in disguise.

Forsooth, the spirit of London had come upon us. Suspicion in every casement, every doorway, watchful for what foulness we might bring with us. More eyes than the cornfields followed us as we rode through the streets. My fingers went to the poniard in my boot, to tell myself that it was there still. Oh, the idol of our age is a barred door; and all the angels are turned to guardsmen.

As our hooves entered the great city and fell as fours on the great bridge arching over the Thames, I heard a tell-tale sound: the ringing of a bell. With more hope than belief, I looked to the chapel of St Thomas in the centre of the bridge, asking that the noise be coming from the bell-loft there. But those rings have been gone for fifty years, since the old king crushed the Catholic religion.

No, this sound was a handbell, and it walked palm-in-palm with the terrible words: bring out your dead. We halted in front of the chapel. One of those dread doctors, encased in a wool cloak sealed with wax, his bird-beak leather mask over his face to ward off the sick-making miasma with a mush of peppermint and cloves, stood before me. His arms were up to the Heavens as he recited those words over and over. Behind him was his handcart loaded with the dead. I know not how he came to be but five yards from me, for I swear by Christ’s wounds that he had not been a moment before. My cob whinnied and bucked. Animals have senses men cannot conceive, and he could tell that this creature was not of the sanctified earth. Time and again, these bird-men enter a putrid house and push away the clawed hands imploring them for cure, for medicine. But they cure nothing. They only remove and record. The body goes on the bier, the score goes on the slate.

He stood still, with his arms and face raised up as if welcoming me to Hell.

‘What do you want?’ I demanded, angered by his presence thrust into my life.

He said nothing, but I saw his eyes moving behind the dusty glass lenses in his mask. They roved over me and Alicette. Then, without a word, he turned, pushed his handcart to the edge of the bridge and lifted the handles. At first, the three naked corpses upon it did not move. Then they shook. They began to roll and tumble, and over the stone edge they fell. A great ring of water rose up as they dropped through the chill surface, down to the reeds that would entangle them and never let go.

‘Are there no pits?’ Alicette asked me, shocked.

‘There are. But it takes him time to get to them,’ I told her. She shivered, and I did the same. Death is nothing but the currency of the age. The theatres are shut, the apprentices make no mayday riots, all is sad. But to see what had once been bonny young lives disposed of as trash left me heart-sick as we walked to the house that I rent close by the Aldersgate. I should have felt cheerier, for it is a fine new place, built well, cool in the summer and warm in the winter. And it has little problem with rats.

I was upon the threshold and about to call up to my servant, Marcel, who is cheap, when Alicette pointed to a big heap of old clothes that someone had cast down at the corner of the building.

‘Be wary, Will,’ she said.

I did not need her to recall to me what danger lurked in old clothes. The Pestilence is always on our shoulders in London. With a great care, I drew the poniard from my boot and made to shog the heap away from my home.

‘Hold your hand!’ the pile growled. And I suddenly beheld within it two eyes, livid as brimstone, staring at me. I knew them even before their owner had dragged himself to his feet and pulled the hood from his scalp.

‘For the love of Heaven, Kit!’ I said. ‘You smell like a goat.’

He opened his doublet and sniffed. ‘I cannot forswear you, Will. I do. I have been living like one for the past three days. It was without chance that I would not smell like a farmyard.’

‘Oh, come in.’ I sighed wearily. ‘I will have Marcel pour some rose water over you. It might disguise the reek for a short while.’

‘Thank you kindly.’

‘Who is he?’ Alicette whispered as Marcel opened the house and stood back to let my friend and collaborator enter.

‘Kit Marlowe. Sometime playmaker, sometime gentleman, sometime pigsty.’

‘Yet always a gentleman,’ he insisted, having earwigged. He bowed low. And there was a slight malevolence in his eye-cast. To describe him, Kit was a tall and broad-built man and Roister Doister pugnacious. His features were boyishly pointed, which made him look untrustworthy, when most of the time he was simply bored. His staccato vowels denoted Kent as his origin, and he rarely wore ruffs, preferring collars because he said ruffs itched at his neck. He never mentioned the truth that he attended the university at Cambridge, allowing him the title of ‘gentleman’, while I did not; but he many times very noisily did not mention it. It so happens that our beginnings were remarkably similar: both born in the year 1564 in the provinces. His father made shoes, while mine made gloves, and we were both schooled in the grammars. Had fate and fatherhood not decreed that I should be forced to marry Anne at the age of eighteen years, we might even have met and begun composing works together then. Perhaps I could have diverted him from the path of self-destruction.

‘Do gentlemen often dress like dung-heaps?’ Alicette replied.

‘Take care,’ I told her. ‘He bites.’

‘Bite, kick…’

‘… steal?’ I proposed.

‘On occasion.’ And he broke into a wide smile. He had, at least, a handsome smile, Kit. And good teeth, a pleasing shade of yellow.

My parlour was comfortably appointed, with rush matting that covered the beaten-earth floor and two good-quality benches that I had bought from the Earl of Leicester’s man when the old gentleman decided he wished to reside in Wales with his mistress. I am all for residing with one’s mistress, but not if it means Wales. Alicette arranged herself most comely on one bench as I held my arms open for Kit.

‘Come, then,’ I said. He embraced me and did a little sailor’s jig as he did so. ‘Sit and tell me why you have not bathed for a month.’

He sat and peeped around at my home. The man who built my house had begun to deck the walls with oak panelling, but seems to have run out of gold, for the panelling also runs out, about halfway across the room, leaving only the whitewashed plaster. He had also been unable to afford glass for the windows, so they are constructed of oiled cloth instead and let little light in. Marcel therefore lit a half-dozen tallow candles, filling the room with the smell of burning pig fat. To oppose this stink, he subsequently went around wafting dried lavender.

‘What the devil is he doing?’ Kit asked.

‘Wasting his legs. Marcel, leave be and fetch us some wine.’

‘Aye, master,’ he said, ambling back to the kitchen.

I took note of Kit staring at a tapestry I had hung. It was a rough depiction of sinners standing before St Peter to be judged. Some were being lifted by angels to the clouds overhead, while others were being dragged down by horned devils to the underworld.

‘What do you think of it?’ I asked.

‘I think it scares me right to Hell.’

‘Then it has achieved the weaver’s intent.’

‘I hope he gets gut-ache!’ He shivered. ‘I am in danger, Will.’

‘Your everlasting soul?’

‘My more fragile body.’

Marcel brought us three pewter cups of Rhenish wine. It was stale and tasted so. Alicette grimaced and I nearly spat mine on the floor, but Kit threw his back and asked for more.

‘You are not jesting,’ I said.

‘I am not.’

In the few years I had known Kit, he had rarely been out of danger. He had a nose for it.

‘What is it this time? Have you been selling saints’ bones? Is it a jealous husband? A jealous wife? Murder?’

‘Murder is closest,’ he said grimly.

I caught Alicette’s glance. She had known him for three minutes and already she could tell that anything sinful was within Kit Marlowe’s scope.

‘Will you tell me?’

He licked his lips. It was his habit when he was uncertain whether to reveal himself or not. ‘You are not my confessor.’

‘I hope, Kit, that you do not have a confessor. If you have, they will hang you.’

He jumped up and began pacing. ‘Ach!’ he cried. ‘You think that is the danger? You think I have gone back to the old religion? Oh, Will, if only you—’ He caught his tongue and stared at Alicette.

‘She is my companion, Kit, and I trust her to play mum far more than I trust you for it.’

He grumbled under his breath.

‘I shall leave if you wish it,’ she said, rising.

I held up my hand. This was my house, and I would choose who could or could not haunt it. I was irritated by Kit’s unfriendly actions. ‘No,’ I said. ‘Kit can go or stay, but I have invited you and not him. Few people ever invite Kit, he just appears.’

‘This is no game, Will,’ he said.

Alicette could see the determination on his countenance. ‘I shall leave,’ she said firmly. I accepted, though I had been relishing our evening together. I kissed her hand, she curtsied and left.

‘What is the affair?’ I asked sharply as her gown rustled up the staircase.

‘Your man?’

I sighed.

‘Marcel!’ He came. ‘Bring the rest of the bottle, then you may retire for the night.’ He nodded happily, fetched the rest of the Rhenish and betook himself to the loft at the rear of the house, where he had a comfortable cot lined with fresh straw.

‘Marcel,’ Kit muttered to himself.

‘Aye.’

‘French, is he?’

‘Piedmontese. Why?’

‘Can’t trust the French right now.’

‘Piedmontese. And a Huguenot.’

‘Pah! So he says.’

‘Do you think he has been sent by the French king to spy on my kitchen? Mayhap he is sending back intelligence on how I like my hens cooked.’

‘Mayhap he is!’ He jumped up as if bitten by ants and strode around the room. ‘There are stranger things in this life, Will. Five miles stranger.’

‘What has gotten into you? And what do you mean “murder is closest” to what makes you so nervy?’ He stopped by the window, tried to penetrate the oily cover with his sight, gave up and opened the door to peep out. ‘Calm yourself. No spies.’

‘So you think.’

‘Aye, so I think.’ His histrionics were beginning to itch upon me. He was a master playmaker but a grating player.

‘Elizabeth has signed a warrant for my arrest.’

That jolted me. He had been taken by the constables for brawling many a time, but that his riots had reached the ears of the Queen was a surprise. ‘Upon what grounds?’

He turned and showed me his teeth again. ‘Atheism.’

‘Oh, Kit, for the love of… How?’

‘They took Kyd on the same charge last week. The little adder gave me to them in return. He handed them some of my writing that I had left in our rooms.’

‘What did it say?’

He leant his back to the wall and gave way to a crooked smile, as if it were a summer’s morn in Kew. ‘I believe it was my claim that Christ used John the Evangelist as a boy of Sodom.’

I shook my head. Kit was a preening child at times. ‘How clever of you. So clever that they may tie a noose around your neck and snap it. You may die laughing. It is no wonder you are frightened.’

‘Frightened? Of that? Pish.’ He fluttered his hands. ‘Whitgift will stay that order.’

‘Whitgift?’

‘My Lord of Canterbury, aye.’

My first thought was that he was boasting. My second, which carried more danger, was that he was not. If the prelate of all England was like to prevent Kit’s persecution for such a calumny on Christ, the reason was a dark one. I was uncertain that I wanted an answer to my following question.

‘Why should he do that?’

‘Why should he do anything?’ He chuckled to himself and none other. ‘Because he wants something.’ I knew he was expecting me to guess a black deed. ‘He wants knowledge that I possess.’

‘Will you give it to him?’

He drummed his palms on the wall. It quivered a little. ‘I have not yet determined that. There are reasons to do so, reasons not to do so.’

‘If the reason to give it is that he stays the Queen’s hand and keeps you from dancing the Tyburn jig at the end of a rope, I should say that would out-strong any argument to the contrary.’

‘Yes, you would think so, would you not? And yet…’ He stopped his tongue and peered hard through the oil cloth. ‘The church clock strikes.’

‘It is St Botolph’s.’

‘St Botolph’s,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘Was that eight chimes?’

‘It was.’

‘Then I must go. I am late already.’

I was tiring of his mood and did not want to enquire where he was expected. ‘Go, then.’

‘May I return tomorrow?’

‘Tomorrow eve. Sup with us.’

‘I shall.’

Without another word, he threw his black cloak over himself, studied the street, up and down, and hurried in the direction of the river. I watched him leave, startling a constable of the watch, who shone his lamp in Kit’s face and shrank into a crevice, his lavender nosegay pressed to his face to keep the Pestilence at bay.

I betook myself to our sleeping chamber. Alicette was warm and soft after a hard journey.



The morning arrived, and I made my way to the Rose. That fine playhouse is most certainly the best of our theatres. Oh, it may not have the luxury of those on the north side of the Thames, but Southwark does well for it, and there are both a bear pit and a bordello within twenty paces, so all a man’s entertainment is on hand with great convenience.

I spent the day working on my new play about a moneylender of Venice. George Bryan, who was to play the character of Shylock, was uncertain about a speech that he said would make the groundlings cry, which was out of sorts for a comedy. ‘Ah, but George, they cry so that they can later laugh,’ I told him. He took the thought, and we worked on how best to present the speech. Afterwards I spent some hours writing more, but I had trouble with a scene in a courthouse, wherein Shylock is bested by an old lawyer’s clever words that call first for mercy and then for its very opposite. I could find not the spirit of the scene, and my mind went to a time more than a year beforehand, when Kit had been struggling with his Faustus play in the same way.

We had only been braced together as friends for a few months then – I had come from my home in Stratford-upon-Avon to seek a life more vivid than that of a glovemaker’s son with three mewing children and a wife already turning her eye upon others. I had found work as a player, oftentimes taking the role of the faithful retainer or a comic porter. I would never play the young lover or king, I knew. But I felt it strongly that the playmakers of the day were too poetical in their minds and failing in the drama. Give me tragedy, give me comedy, but do not give me page after page of flowers.

And then I saw Kit’s Tamburlaine. A tale of nations at war, and of a man who controlled them. And his Jew of Malta, where the Hebrew is wicked, but beneath his skin you can see a human heart beat. The sheer danger of The Massacre at Paris as it depicted the killing of our fellow Protestants and agitated for the murder of those across the waters who would undermine England, all watched by an English agent who warns of what is to come. The people of our country, from the lowest drudge to the highest duke, were flocking to his dizzying plays, and with fine reason. Christopher Marlowe’s stages held swathes of history but populated the eye and ear with human lives. Such a blaze of talent he had, such soaring ambition. What I had not realized, until I met the man, was just how much of an arse he could be in person. And I write that as one of his closest friends. Forsooth, I write that as possibly his only remaining friend after what appeared to have been his long campaign to make all the others look upon him as they would an especially careless bullock that had suddenly appeared in their bed chambers.

By the autumn of the year of our Lord one thousand five hundred and ninety, Kit was composing what he said would be his highest glory, The Tragical History of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus, the man who dared to grasp the genius of the Heavens and was dragged down to the fiery pit for it. But after Kit’s pen ran dry of words and we had spent two full days attempting to wet it in the taverns of Cheapside and Southwark, I told him to go home and sleep it off.

‘We must act it out!’ he burbled like an ape, upending the dregs of a flagon of ale upon his crown.

‘What do you mean?’ I answered him – or at least, I thought I did. I was so drunk I might have been addressing a stool.

‘On the morrow. At midnight. Not a minute too soon, not a minute too late. The hour of the witch. Then my Mephistopheles will come!’

I thought he was talking out of his hose, of course.



Aye, I thought that right up until I was freezing my stones off beneath the clock of St John’s Church in Farringdon in the pitch dark.

‘There should be rain. Thunder. Bugger it, there should be lightning!’ That was Kit, yelling his head off against the lack of strong weather flashing about us. ‘Did you hear what—’

‘Yes, I heard.’ That was me, huddling myself and wishing I had not come.

‘And you two. Do something.’ He jabbed a finger at the others on the scene. ‘Don’t make me come over and do it for you.’

A boy aged perhaps fifteen and a girl ten years older than him were lying on the rough earth. A few sprigs of grass poked into their flesh.

‘Oh, get on with it,’ the girl muttered. ‘I have to be out of my bed in five hours.’

‘You are being well paid.’

‘Thruppence? That won’t even pay the wherry to Chelsea.’

‘Oh, does milady wish for more? Perhaps a barge and chair to remove her to her bawdy house?’

The girl sneezed. ‘The grass does this,’ she said.

Around them were a ring of six torches stuck in the ground.

‘Kit,’ I tried.

‘I can send for a cart, if you want.’

‘I do want!’ She started to push the boy off her.

‘Kit!’

Marlowe took three paces at speed, about to hoof the boy back down. ‘I’ve paid for this debauchery. We’re going to see it through.’

‘Kit! For God’s sake.’

He relented and knelt to the girl. ‘But dearie, we are creating a history. A tragical history. For a few hours, you will be Joan of Arc.’ She blinked in golden ignorance. ‘We must summon a friend to be our audience. His part in the story is as central as the wizard’s.’

‘Another one?’ the girl said. ‘I’m not—’

‘He will do nothing but watch.’

‘Who is he?’

Kit’s crooked smile stretched to the back of his head. ‘The Devil. Beg him for mercy when he comes.’

And that was the end of the night. The two youths upped and ran as much as if Kit had sprouted horns himself. I blamed them not one inch. ‘Run, then!’ he had yelled at their behinds.

Strangely, the memory helped me to write the trial scene with which I had struggled, for it made me wonder: were those who spoke of mercy, but did not grant it, more wicked than those they accused? Yes, I thought they were.



Within a minute of the clock of St Botolph’s striking eight that night, there was a hammering on my door.

‘For once, Kit comes in good time,’ I said, and Alicette laughed. And when I opened up, there he was. But he had a curious expression upon his face.

‘Can we dine elsewhere?’ he burst out.

‘Where?’ I asked, surprised, though why I should have been surprised by anything he did was itself a strangeness.

‘Bermondsey. I am meeting… some people.’ I noticed that he had something tucked under his arm, a bundle wrapped in what seemed to be sealskin. He followed my gaze and thrust it into my hands. ‘Take it. It is for you.’ I felt a roughness on the surface – grains of sea salt, I thought.

‘Bermondsey?’ After a full day’s working, I was not keen to leave my comfortable home. To delay my decision, I opened the package. Inside were a scroll and a silver coin. The coin was a guilder of the Low Countries. The traders at the docks often used these pieces, and they were well known and commanded respect. ‘What is—’

‘The manuscript,’ he said impatiently.

I unrolled the paper. It was new and had kept dry in the sealskin. Curiously, it was topped with a cartoon of two outstretched hands. Each digit bore a word written in uneven letters up its length.


If I eat, I live. If I drink, I die.



But below the picture were the lines that were the meat of the meal.


I, Christopher Marlowe, born in Canterbury in the sixth year of our splendid Queen’s reign, do bequeath all my worldly goods to my friend Will Shakespere. He may dispose of all said chattels as he wishes. He may burn them if the mood takes him. He may throw them in the sea to stun the fish. He may…



‘Were you in an idle humour when you composed this?’

‘I was, yes.’

I read the rest of the lines. They continued in the same ironical vein.

‘Thank you for the gift, if that is what it is meant to be,’ I said.

‘That is not quite what it is meant to be.’

‘And this?’ I flicked the coin in the air and caught it.

‘Neither is that.’

‘Oh-so-many secrets, Kit.’ I looked again at the inked cartoon. If I eat, I live. If I drink, I die. ‘And what does this mean?’

‘When the time comes, you will know,’ he replied.

‘Heaven’s tears, Kit, it is like talking to the Sphinx.’

‘This is my last will, Will.’ And even in his impatient humour, he could not stop himself laughing at his own jest, as if it were the first time I had ever heard it in my life. ‘Ah, and it might soon be all that is left of me.’

‘Why so?’ I asked, exasperated with his evasion.

‘Come to Bermondsey.’

I had had my fill of him by then. ‘I will not.’

His face fell, all jest gone from it. ‘Will, I know not what to do. Tell me my path.’

‘Your path? How would I know?’

‘You will know if you come to Bermondsey.’

God save me, against my better judgement, I took pity on something within his expression. ‘Bah!’ I said. ‘I will come.’

He clapped his hands to my shoulders. ‘I thank you.’

I betook myself to the scullery and, taking a dry biscuit with cheese, slipped the sealskin package behind the trunk that contained our dishes. ‘I am ready,’ I said, wearily.



At the edge of the water, by the huge and foreboding Bridewell Hospital for wayward women, where the Fleet flows into the Thames, we found a wherryman huddled into his cloak. He seemed aggrieved that we should employ him in his trade and huffed and puffed like the north wind when we scrambled aboard his boat.

‘Penny a man to Bermondsey,’ mumbled this Charon.

I pointed at Kit.

‘Aye, yes,’ he grumbled, fishing in his purse for a pair of coins, and we set in for the half-hour’s journey downstream to the southern shore of our great artery. The many swans that dabbled on the water were white ghosts in black times. As we passed through the shadow of the Tower, the great stone keep that William of Normandy built, it seemed to glower down upon us, and I wondered which souls condemned to the gallows were watching us through bars and wishing they had just five minutes of our years outside those heavy doors. A fool is the man who lives for tomorrow, never seeing today.

‘You have not told me whom we are to meet,’ I said. Kit glanced my way, then set his sight back on the dark horizon. ‘Tell me.’

‘Men.’

‘I did not think it would be apes. What men?’

‘Scoundrels.’

I was beginning to think I should depart and leave him to his own affairs. ‘More, Kit, or I return to my pipe and Alicette.’

‘Ach,’ he muttered. ‘Men with intelligence of affairs into which I would pry.’

It was his evasion that bolstered my interest. ‘Boatman, turn about. We go back to Bridewell.’

‘Penny a man to Bridewell,’ he said with little concern.

‘A cheap price. He will pay.’

‘Ach!’ Kit muttered once more. ‘Very well. Keep your bearing.’ He sat closer to me and lowered his voice. ‘I have taken on work. Work of a secret nature. I have done it before.’

He was not speaking of playmaking, I knew that. ‘What work?’

‘It began long before you and I met. When I was at Cambridge.’ He watched Charon closely, but the boatman seemed deaf to our speech.

‘Continue.’

‘There was a club of radicals. Young men with heretical thoughts on political and religious life. One of my tutors asked me to tell him what they said. I kept him informed, and he paid my fees through the university.’

‘Who was he?’

He turned his face to me. It was more shadow than flesh. ‘John Whitgift.’

I was taken aback. I knew not that the Archbishop dealt in such matters, though the royal court is surely a nest of spies. ‘He sends you on your errand this night?’

‘My errand this night is part of my duty. Though when all is said and done, it is not the Lord of Canterbury that I serve.’

‘Who is it, then?’

‘England, Will. England.’ And even in the dark, I saw his eyes glitter then. ‘Well, England and Kit Marlowe.’

We followed the river, passing a few merchant ships coming or going with the tide, and tied up at St Saviour’s Dock in Bermondsey, once owned by the warrior Knights Templar. Lolling against a battered carriage with a driver was a thin, beardless fellow in cheap garb, smoking a pipe. ‘Nicholas,’ Kit said with an obvious foul taste in his mouth. ‘Who let you out of the Clink?’

The fellow grinned to show not a single tooth in his head. ‘Mashter Marlowe,’ he slavered, his tongue twisting about like a dying snake. ‘I have not been in that plaish for yearsh.’

‘More’s the pity.’

‘Oh, a-ha-ha-ha,’ cried the thin one with as much true mirth as a hyena. ‘Yesh, yesh, it ish a pity. Yesh, it ish. I have been ashked to take you to meet shome gentlemen.’

‘Have you?’

‘Aye, aye, I have.’ He waved his arm at the carriage, which was fully enclosed and had grille windows. ‘And who ish your friend?’

‘Master Will Shakespere. A playmaker of growing repute.’

‘Ish he now, ish he now?’ He stroked his beardless chin.

‘Aye,’ I said. ‘I am.’ A revulsion against this creature was growing in my stomach.

The man smiled genially. ‘Come then, let ush be on our way.’ We all climbed into the carriage. Its benches were wet even though it was a dry night.

We set off, the two horses clipping on the cobbles of the wharf. We rounded a large, tumbledown building that might have been an abandoned store, and steered out onto a high road, passing a few late sailors and the women who serve their wants. All the while, the creature Nicholas was burbling to himself. Eventually his sounds resolved into human words.

‘Ah, but I regret that the gentlemen we are meeting will be deshiroush of a degree of shecrecy.’

‘What are you babbling?’ I demanded.

He reached to the windows and folded shutters across them, blocking entirely our view of the outside world. My hand went to the poniard in my boot, but Kit stayed me.

‘All will be well,’ he said, though I was not of his mind.

‘We do but travel, shirrah. No more than that.’

‘Will, for my sake.’

I relented.

We travelled for hours through what felt to my rump to be city streets, then country lanes. Expensive beeswax candles gave us light inside, but we had little use for it, for we spoke not a single word during that time, until the wheels seemed to turn from rural mud onto stones once more and the coachman pulled his beasts up.

‘We are arrived,’ said our little Mephistopheles.

‘I had guessed that,’ I replied.

‘Mashter Shakeshpere will have his jesht.’ He opened the door. The moon was fully overhead, so we must have been on the roads for three or four hours, and its light fell on a country cottage. It looked shut and dark to me. ‘After you, Mashter Shakeshpere.’

I was tired and pained by the journey such that my limbs barely worked, but I was able to stumble out onto the pitted highway. I stretched my stiff back and thought that I would betake myself to the roadside to empty my bladder. I was turning to tell my companions so, when two burly shadows seemed to rise from the ground itself. Sensing danger like a dog, I started to yell a warning, but at the very moment the sound formed in my throat something heavy and wooden cracked onto my crown. My knees gave way, and I found myself in the muddy ruts. I tried to lift my head, but another hard swipe of the weapon to my skull and a guttural ‘Stay down’ kept me in my place as the two shadows flew into the coach. Despite their order, I tried to stand and shout, but neither my legs nor my voice lifted. And all I saw was the coachman hie the horses away into the gloom.

I lay there groaning until my brain came to itself and I could stand and walk. Knowing nothing of where I was, I chose the direction that the coach had gone. Yet it was hard and very slow going in the total dark, such that I gave up after less than an hour and rolled myself into a ball by the roadside, there to rest until the dawn when I might make better progress.



Thus it was that my eyes blinked open to find myself on a bed of daisies and cowslip. For a full minute, I was at beautiful peace in that bucolic natural garden. But then my memory began to return. ‘Kit?’ I said, lifting my head. There was no one on the road, which stretched as far as I could see in each direction. I heard sheep somewhere, but they were not in sight. At least I could walk well enough.

I knew not even which county I was in, so choosing a direction of travel was like throwing dice. I chose to go north, for that was more like to be towards London, unless we had crossed the Thames without my knowledge.

I found blackberries along the way and drank from a cool stream, which aided my head. And I gained luck when a shepherd in a field pointed my way to the village of Sidcup. When there, I begged a little bread from a young wife sitting in her cottage window. I asked if she knew of any coach that had passed by late at night. She had no idea of what I spoke, and I thanked her. I tried to sell my boots for a cart-ride to London, but was met with only laughter. They told me it was eight hours’ stride, and I resolved myself to the walk, passing the grand old Eltham Palace, another of the fat king’s homes, on the way. The sound of boys gaily practising tilting on horseback drifted out from its gardens.

When I finally reached the streets of London, pestilent as they were, and my feet so sore I would have walked on my hands had I been able, I felt my heart lift.

Yet I was greatly afeared for Kit and knew not where he was lodging or any other way to find him. So as soon as I crossed my threshold, I sent notes to all our friends asking urgently for news of him. All I could do in the waiting time was betake myself to bed for the rest that I needed. My mind and body were so ruined that as soon as I fell upon my bed, I was dead to all the world.



The next day some replies had come but only saying that they had not heard of Kit for months. I went then between all our remaining acquaintances, to the theatres north and south of the river, to every tavern and stew that I knew he frequented. Nothing.

Hungry and thirsty, I sat upon the bankside and bought a pie and ale. Neither was even of middling quality, but I cared not. I wolfed them down and pondered. There was one avenue that I had yet to walk. I had of recent times gained a patron, and a rich one at that. My Lord of Southampton was, at twenty years, younger than myself, yet had vast estates and wealth with which to play. And play he did, bestowing it on any poet, musician or dauber who took his fancy. His youth was enamoured with the court and its painted game birds – those of both branches – and I guessed I would find him there rather than at Southampton House. So to Whitehall I trod.

My footfall took me close to St Paul’s churchyard, where I have spent many joyful hours browsing the books for sale. The yells of the costermongers are music to mine ears there – and yet, as I drew close this while, the cries were of a different and less sonorous ilk. A crowd was milling and swirling itself around in the churchyard. I could not penetrate it with my eyes, but there were words.

‘Tear him, tear his Papist heart out!’

‘What happens?’ I asked, astonied, of a young apprentice, who was smartly drawing down the screens before his master’s hosiery shop.

‘A Jesuit!’ the boy gasped, as if I had presented the malefactor right before him. ‘Caught! They caught him right there. His books, his books!’

‘Papist villain!’ the long-shanked hosier added, bursting out with a bar of iron in his grasp. ‘Books from Rome and Madrid. All murder!’ He sawed the iron up and down in the air, as if breaking open the man’s head.

‘Into the Hound’s Ditch with him!’ screeched an old straggle-haired maid. ‘Dogs know dogs.’

And then I saw the one they had laid hands upon. He was a timid fellow who I knew well enough. He was of the German lands, and his foreign way of speaking must have marked him out to the simpletons who were forcing his jowls to the ground. I started forward, but the hosier grabbed my doublet and wagged his finger. I should not entertain such an idea, it said, as to get between the mobile vulgus and the supposed Catholic spy it had most heroically apprehended.

What to do? It was only seven years since we had beheaded the Papist Mary, Queen of Scots, for her part in the plot to murder Queen Elizabeth and seize the throne. Had we not uncovered the plot, Mary would have invited the Spanish armies to arrive and burn Protestants in the market squares. There was no doubt, we were at war.

To the side, I saw an old woman in a window watching the scene with fright and I for sure witnessed her forefingers trace a rough cross on her apron of brown hemp. She met my eyes and, in terror that I had witnessed her popery, drew back from the window.

I did not wait to watch the man’s fate. I hoped that the ward constables would soon call some sort of order and the truth be made plain. If the truth can ever be made plain.

It was an hour later that I hove across the dirt before the Whitehall. I must say that it is not my favourite of the Queen’s palaces. Greenwich for pleasure, Windsor for power, say I. Still, there is a quiet majesty about the place. The Thames licks at the edges of its gardens, while the palace itself winds through a labyrinth of rooms, connected harum-scarum by a bees’ nest of arched galleries and courtyards humming with courtly manners.

The guards agreed, with only a little grumbling, to convey a message to my patron begging speech; or, if not, if he could tell me if he had heard any of Kit Marlowe.

It was not long before my heart leapt to see Southampton stride towards me, beckoning. The guards allowed me entry, and we walked to the rose garden, where no intelligencer could eavesdrop.

‘Will, I am glad you came to me privately,’ he said, embracing me. He wore a very fine silver doublet and black pearl earrings on both sides. His equal-black hair was swept to the back in a daring style.

‘You know where Kit is?’

‘No, but I am glad he is not with you. He is a danger now. Have you not heard? Her supreme majesty has issued a writ for his arrest. He is as good as hanged. You have not been speaking atheist calumnies as he, have you?’ He sounded worried – pained, even.

‘No! Even if I believed in them, I would not be such a fool as to let others know.’

He relaxed and set himself upon a bench with his calf displayed to its best. ‘That is better. Affairs at court have been so very fraught of late.’

‘Kit said something about Whitgift.’ Southampton looked to the ground. I knew something was upon his mind. ‘What of him?’

‘The Archbishop has assumed a new role at court.’

‘That being?’

‘You know that my bent is not for intrigue, Will.’

‘I do, my lord.’

‘I wish that all could be plays and music.’

I gave him a moment to pity himself. Then prompted. ‘Whitgift, my lord?’

He sighed like a mild wind. ‘I am no intriguer. But I hear that the Archbishop is one.’

‘He desires power?’

‘I know not what he wants, but I do not think it is power.’

What, then, could it be? I stared at the palace windows. ‘Will you ask if any have knowledge of Kit?’ I asked.

‘I shall do so.’ He looked to the sides as if peering at his pearl earrings. ‘In a soft voice.’ He rubbed his hands. ‘But to better news. Your play of the Venice merchant. It goes well?’

I was in no humour for idle chat, but since he was my patron and I could maintain a house in London and in Stratford for my chicks only with his aid, I did my best to extemporize the tale for half an hour, during which he sat rapt at the comings and goings of Shylock and his rivals.

When my lord dismissed me to attend upon an evening of musical revels, I hard-footed back to my lodging in the hope that more news might have reached me there. Yet all that I found was Alicette, worried. We said little for the rest of the night, chewing on spatchcock but tasting not one mouthful of it.



I woke the next morn to an urgent hammering on my door. Elated at the thought that my friend had returned, I hurried to open it.

But when I pulled back the timber, it was not to Kit Marlowe, but to another face – the face of an adder in Kit’s own words.

‘Thomas!’ I said, with surprise. Although Kit had been incensed that Thomas Kyd, his former friend and bedfellow, had informed the Queen’s men that Kit had espoused atheism and a calumny about Christ, I was more circumspect. Elizabeth’s inquisitors had methods of extracting any information they desired from a prisoner, and I did not blame him for his deed. In truth, there were fresh welts on his face that he had tried to disguise with soot, and I was sure I knew how he had come by them. ‘I was expecting Kit.’

His eyes fell to the muddy ground. ‘No, you have not heard. I had hoped you had, and that this would already be a house of sorrow.’

I felt a thumping in my chest. ‘Tell me.’ He pushed past, closed the door himself and sat on a bench. He did not need to speak. I could write that it was a shock, and yet it was not. There was something in Kit that had starred him for a young death from the very day he was born. ‘How was it done?’

‘I do not know. There is to be an inquest today.’

‘Will you go?’

‘No. At the end, we were not friends.’

‘Then I will. One of us must. Where?’

‘An inn in Deptford. The sign of the crossed keys at two.’

‘Deptford? Why Deptford?’

‘That is where he died. He was in another tavern with some men the night before last.’

‘Deptford? Surely Kent.’

‘Kent?’ He looked bemused.

My mind het up. There was falsehood afoot, of that I was sure. ‘What men were they?’

‘Drinking fellows. There was a brawl, they say.’

My blistered feet would hardly bear my standing weight, yet I knew I had to attend. ‘I will go.’

‘Will you send word to me after, to tell what was discovered?’ He looked sheepish, and I knew he felt shame for his betrayal of Kit, no matter how enforced it had been.

‘I shall.’

He bade me goodbye and departed.



On the Deptford quay, I was directed to the inn of the Cross Keys, where the air inside was thick with tobacco smoke and the smell of bad beer. A serving boy was being pushed around by a fellow with a great deal of flesh hanging below his chin, and the lad was relieved to tell me that the inquest was being held in the upper room. I climbed a set of stairs more like a ladder into what had surely been the hayloft before the landlord decided that he could make a few angels selling it as a meeting place.

‘Atheism, let me remind you gentles, is but a path to Hell,’ a doddering fool was prattling from the bench, a tankard of ale at his hand. ‘And’t seems to have caught this enemy of God, good’n’proper.’ He supped his drink hard. The ten or twelve men in that loft muttered in agreement. ‘Always would, y’see. The Lord does not miss!’ He supped again and scratched his ballocks. The men muttered again. ‘This Deptford is a foul spot. His death here comes from his wickedness.’ He caught sight of me. ‘You! Who are you?’

‘Will Shakespere,’ I said.

‘What are you?’

‘Playmaker. You said Christopher Marlowe died here?’

‘Ah. Playmaker.’ He said it like it was a spider in his mouth. ‘Like this Marlowe.’

‘Like Marlowe, aye.’ It was clear that his sympathies did not lie with my friend.

‘And why are you here?’

‘Is this inquest open to all?’

He sneered his mouth. ‘If I say it is.’

‘Then I shall stay. You said he died here,’ I repeated. I still did not credit the claim with so much as a germ of truth.

I could see that the man was considering having me cast out on my buttocks, but the effort seemed too much. ‘You may do so. Well, this Marlowe was a godless beast, so he is no loss. And yes, he died here. In the house of Mistress…’ He looked to a young man at his side who was acting as clerk.

‘Bull, Doctor Gadd.’

‘Bull. Mistress Bull.’

‘When did it happen?’

He narrowed his eyes. ‘I am not accustomed to answering questions. I ask questions.’

I could have wrung the man’s blubbery neck but had to honey my tongue. ‘I offer my apologia.’

He wafted his hand graciously. ‘But to state: your bosom consort, this Marlowe, died the day before last in the tavern house of this Mistress Bull. He had been there with friends for the whole day.’

‘That… cannot be right.’

He looked angry at my dispute. ‘It is. They had been in their cups, and a disagreement about the reckoning led to an unfortunate struggle, in which this Marlowe was the aggressor party. He drew his dagger and went at one of his companions. The others bravely held him off, but the knife ended his life.’ He blinked and twitched a smile at his poor rhyme. ‘It seems he is not the only poet, what?’

‘It is not true!’ I growled.

‘I have heard the witnesses testify with mine own ears.’

‘Who?’

He lifted his chin and called to someone in the corner behind me. ‘You! Tell this playmaker what you told me.’

As I turned, I heard a voice I recognized in an instant.

‘Your worship tellsh all sho well.’

And then I was face to face with the creature who had pulled us all into his hellish schemes.

‘I know this man,’ I told the coroner. ‘He is lying to you.’

‘I am lying?’ Nicholas replied. ‘How?’

‘He led me and Marlowe into a trap. I was beaten, and Marlowe was taken.’

‘Nonshenshe!’ The imp laughed. ‘I have never sheen you before, shirrah.’

‘Lying!’ I appealed to all those present.

‘You have evidence to back your claim? This man has a half-dozen witnesses. You are a playmaker. And not a good one, I presume, if this is the best fantasy you can design.’ He chuckled at his jest.

‘His name is Nicholas,’ I said. ‘If I have never met him, how do I know of that?’

‘Umm,’ the coroner warbled for a second, his brow clouding over with what must have been the first hard thinking he had done that day.

‘Ah, shirrah. He heard it while he shtayed below and you ashked me my teshtimony.’

‘That! That is it. A simple answer. You thought you could cozen us, playmaker? This man is a loyal servant of Sir Thomas Walsingham!’

‘What did you do with Marlowe’s body? Is he buried?’ I demanded.

‘Dropped in a pauper’s pit in the churchyard of St Nicholas,’ the coroner declared. ‘You may root there for him if you will. Now begone or I shall have my bailiff eject you.’

He would have done it in a twinkle, I could see, and that would have played me no good.

Angrily, I descended the ladder and went straight to the pot boy, taking from his hand a tankard of ale, throwing him a groat and chucking the drink down my throat. The foul brew almost made me retch, but I cared not and barged out.

‘Picture of the killing, sirrah?’ I spun around. A fat oaf was selling quarto sheets emblazoned with Horrible Death of Playmaker Christofer Marlow. ‘But one angel, sirrah.’

I took a noble from my purse, pressed it into his ink-stained palm and took the uppermost leaf.

Below the title was a poorly made woodcut print of the murder scene as described. Within an inn, a man labelled ‘Marlow’ was on his back on a settle, while another had an arm wrapped serpent-like around his throat, one had his waist and a third was plunging a knife into his forehead. I was about to crush the page in my fist and throw it in the Thames when a voice stopped me.

‘I believe you.’ It was sweetly toned, male but melodic. The speaker had near-white hair and a face as charming as his voice. I recognized him, but it took me a few moments to place him. Then I knew: he was the young man who had been with Archbishop Whitgift when I had seen him in the precincts of Canterbury Cathedral.

‘Do you? Why?’

‘Walk with me, will you?’

I folded the quarto and placed it inside my doublet. It would be a talisman to remind me of what had befallen my friend. Then Whitgift’s man slipped his arm through mine, and we paraded like two lovers. ‘I work for His Worship Lord Canterbury.’

‘I know.’

‘You do?’

‘I saw you with him recently. I was visiting the cathedral.’

‘Ah.’ He stopped. ‘His Worship is a very busy man.’

‘I have no doubt of that.’

‘And yet I believe he would like to speak to you.’

This was outwith all expectation. ‘Why would he wish to meet a lowly playmaker?’

‘More than that, Master Shakespere. A poet. Would you come with me to the Lambeth Palace?’

Like all who walk the London lanes, I had often looked up at the walls of the Archbishop’s palace and wondered at the power therein. Temporal power moved hither and thither: Chiswick, Greenwich, St James, Windsor. The whims of the monarch meant it was a flighty thing, never to be trusted. But the men who wielded the power spiritual, they remained steadfast.

‘I would, most certainly.’

‘Then I shall take you to him.’ He turned and lifted a palm. It was then that I noted we had been followed by four footmen carrying a gilded sedan chair built for two men.

‘You never told me your name,’ I said as the servants set the box down and opened it for us.

‘No, forgive me. I am Gabriel Cullen, secretary to His Worship.’

Upon his order, we turned and trotted to the wharf, where we hailed a wherry that took us upstream to the Archbishop’s private stone jetty on a stretch of riverfront planted with roses and marjoram. It was as if the Lord of Canterbury already trod in Heaven and we mortals walked in his wake.

The palace looks like nothing so much as a guild hall, if I am to give my opinion. Long and low, with the antique Lollards’ tower – part of which functions as an occasional prison for those found guilty of lewd conduct in the Archbishop’s Commissary Court – at one end, it would have been no shock if a phalanx of rioting apprentices had burst out in pursuit of the May Fair and wenches. Instead, there was an odd little stall, where three porters waited with bowls of warm water and clean napkins to wash our hands before we entered the hallowed building. I was given a sprig of liquorice to rub on my teeth in order to make my breath sweet, and a paste of treasured nutmeg from the East Indies to protect against the Pestilence.

‘Where is His Worship?’

‘The chapel, sir.’

‘Do you truly mean to disturb him at prayers?’ I asked as we trod towards the chapel.

‘He will be eager to meet you.’

Ahead of us stood a great red-brick gatehouse. Two or three score bedraggled examples of humanity were lolling around the front of it. ‘They are waiting for the Dole,’ Cullen said.

‘What is that?’

‘Daily bread and broth. A few groats, too. It began in the time of the first King Edward, and here we continue it three centuries on.’ To prove his words, two servants emerged from the gatehouse with a cart of victuals. The crowd surged forward, grabbing at the food, until the servants reached into a leather purse and threw coins over their heads, causing them to turn and scrabble for the money, fighting each other for the coins, then running back to the bread when all the coins had been stashed in shoes and mouths.

We passed around them to the Archbishop’s private chapel, where six guards with armour and spears gave us entry to a modest church. There were but two pews on either side of the nave, which was attractively decked in black-and-white tiles. ‘It is so we can play chequers if we bore,’ Cullen whispered to me with a wicked smile. The stained-glass windows told the story of Man from his creation to his Day of Judgement. But they had in many places had sections replaced and patched, as if children had been playing at tennis and broken a dozen panes.

My sight was drawn to a curiosity: upon the altar was a painted and richly gilded wooden icon of the infant Jesus in the arms of his mother, which had been smashed by a fist or hammer. What it was doing on the altar I could but guess. It looked like something the corrupt monasteries and priories had held before Henry deprived them of their rubied riches. Before that altar, a man was on his knees, muttering prayers, so we waited with patience until he stood to face us with a kindly expression. The last time I had seen him, he had been laughing merrily.

‘This is?’ He spoke, like me, as a man of the north.

‘Master Shakespere. A playmaker.’

‘A playmaker?’ His eyebrows lifted as if Cullen had said I could swallow my own feet. And I noticed something a little odd when he spoke. A click-clacking sound like a twig stuck within the spokes of a cartwheel.

‘A friend of Marlowe.’

‘Ah.’ And in that one sound, there were a hundred thoughts. He walked away, and we followed, through a low door that opened to a very narrow staircase. We squeezed up the steps to find ourselves in a close little room, with a balcony overlooking the altar. ‘Cranmer composed the Book of Common Prayer in here forty years ago. For that reason, some call it the Chapterhouse. I like the name,’ Whitgift said. ‘It is the most private place in this palace, for there is nowhere for a spy to hide and eavesdrop.’ There was that clicking again. I looked close and understood the cause: the Archbishop’s teeth were made of white-stained wood, the natural ivory having rotted away, I presumed. Perhaps he had a fondness for sugar.

‘It is only for the most important guests,’ Cullen muttered in my ear, as if it were a private thought.

Whitgift sat on a short pew and gazed at me thoughtfully. ‘Tell.’

I told him. I told him how Kit had come to me, had said that Whitgift would protect him from certain accusations – the Archbishop’s eyebrow nearly lifted off his head at that, but he said nothing – how the man I knew only as ‘Nicholas’ had born false witness at the inquest.

‘Nicholas Skeres.’

‘You have the advantage of me, my lord.’

He gazed down at the altar. ‘Master Shakespere, who is your enemy?’ Click-clack-click.

Well, I had rivals such as Ben Jonson, whom I should have enjoyed seeing dropped in a pit of dung, but I would not have described him so much as an enemy. ‘None that I should like to nominate.’

‘A wise fellow. A politic fellow, no?’ He looked to Cullen.

‘Yes, Your Worship.’

‘But you are incorrect. Your enemy is the Pope.’

‘Of course, my lord.’

‘And his minions. The Spaniard, his Infanta. I could go on. Do you know who is your friend?’

‘I suspect, my lord, I am about to be informed.’

A sly smile pulled his mouth to one side. ‘A very politic fellow indeed! Your friend is the Turk. For he is the enemy of the Pope. Now, should the Pope turn Turk and follow the infidel Prophet, or the Turk turn his sight unto Rome, we should be left friendless. A pretty game, no?’

‘Pretty as a daffodil.’

He cleared his throat. ‘Her Majesty plays the game well. For a woman. She is sending the Turk sultan a gift to remind him how we of the true Church and they of their… cult are equally opposed to the idolatry of Rome.’

‘What gift is that?’ It was a little insubordinate of me to ask, but I was curious.

He paused, then pointed to the altar and the smashed icon upon it. ‘A picture paints a thousand words, does it not?’ He rose and walked to the balcony, which was opposite one of the stained windows. It depicted the building of the Temple of Solomon in Jerusalem. ‘Marlowe was in my employ.’ I made no answer. I was not of the mind to let on just how much Kit had told me. ‘Did he speak to you of his mission?’

‘He did not.’

‘Mention a name or place?’

‘Who is Nicholas Skeres?’

He returned to the pew. ‘He is in Walsingham’s employ.’ I had heard as much during the inquest. Yet there was more to delve in that well, that was a certainty.

‘Walsingham is a traitor,’ muttered Cullen. Oho, there was enmity between these sons of England. Then I would have to be on my guard, too – for it ill befits a man to nail his colours to a mast before he knows which ship is the quickest.

‘Come, Gabriel, come. We do not know that for certain. Not yet.’

‘He takes the Pope’s gold, I know it. For a box of treasure, he would sell us all to Spain. If only the Queen could see it, too! The Spanish every day plot another Armada to set the Infanta upon the throne. Our throne, a Protestant throne!’

I had no doubt that the Archbishop feared a Spanish invasion more than any other in our land. If they were to succeed, he would be one of those tied to a stake and burned.

‘Kit was your spy on the Catholics of Holland, was he not?’ I suggested, thinking of the Dutch guilder he had bequeathed me within the sealskin package. ‘To infiltrate their bands and watch for Spanish schemes.’ He did not reply, but I knew that the answer was yes. ‘Then I should say the evidence against Walsingham is not so weak.’

‘I have seen weaker,’ Whitgift allowed. ‘Did Marlowe tell you anything? Give you anything?’ I made no answer, but my eyes betrayed me. ‘Ah, so he did.’ There was a pause. ‘Have you ever taken bread with an Archbishop of Canterbury?’ he asked with a twinkle in his eye and a clicking in his mouth.

‘You would, perhaps, care to dine with us this eve?’ Cullen suggested.

‘It would be the honour of my life.’

‘Oh, I am sure you will find it a more humble occasion than that,’ Whitgift replied. ‘I am to visit the Queen now. But if you return at the hour of eight, perhaps with something that Marlowe gave you, you will be most welcome.’ It was an order doused in honey.

‘I will, and gladly,’ I said. I bent my knee and walked backwards to the stairs and out of the chapel, leaving the two men to discuss what I had told them.

And yet, despite my words, whatever Kit had discovered of this plot, information for which he had been slain, I baulked at handing it to Whitgift. For there were wheels within wheels.



Outside, I hurried along the rose-lined Bishop’s Walk and out to the streets of Lambeth itself. I know not if it was decreed by God or a more mortal power, but the second I left the precinct of the palace the stench of death was once again in my nostrils. To my left, I saw a house with a plank nailed across the door and the tell-tale red cross painted upon it.

I hastened home. Marcel was sweeping the earth floor and looked surprised by my entry. Down the stairs came Alicette.

‘My dear?’ she said. ‘What befell you?’

‘I am sorry, I cannot tell you now.’ I took her in my arms and kissed her hard. ‘You should stay a while at your parents’ house. Get out of London. I do not trust this city.’

‘The Pestilence has reached Guildford, too.’

‘I talk not of the Pestilence.’

She looked at me queer. ‘What are you saying, Will? Is this to do with Kit? What happened to him?’

‘It is to do with him. But what happened to him I cannot say. There are designs at work that I cannot fathom.’ At that, I went to the kitchen, where I had stashed the package that Kit had entrusted to me. I carefully unwrapped it and unfurled the scroll, his final testament with the curious cartoon at the top of a pair of hands with the motto If I eat, I live. If I drink, I die inscribed finger by finger.

I stared at them. And the goddess Reason chose that moment to breathe into my mind. If I eat, I live. If I drink, I die. It was no rallying cry, it was a riddle. Oh, Kit, you knew well to whom you left this parchment. I never could resist a riddle, and you knew I would unpick it soon enough. For what lives if provisioned with dry victuals, but dies if provisioned with water?

Why, fire.

I called Marcel to build one and be quick to it. He looked at me as if my brains had already roasted.

‘But Master Shakespere, it is a hot day!’

I set him right and, though he grumbled, he soon built the fire and departed. Then, taking the paper, I held it before the hopping flames.

Sure as oaks stand strong, within a blink more writing appeared on the page. Written with lemon juice! Between the sardonic lines bequeathing me his worldly chattels, I beheld words as if set down by a brown spider.


Will. That you read this means danger or the worse has fallen upon me. Whitgift sent me to Aemsterdam to enter into secret Catholic circles. You may know the truth of my peril – and my death, if that has come – if you find Leon of Prague, who resides there. He will tell you of the Two Houses, which will shake our world to the very core. You must take up my mission with him, for it is of such import that failure will cast a pall on all our land – and other lands, too, no doubt. Will, I am sorry: by telling you this, I put you in danger. Be wary. But if ever I have been friend to you, find Leon of Prague.



What might shake our world to its core? Was this madness? Or had Kit knowledge of something quite diabolical? My heart beat hard. I knew not where this would or could lead. But I knew that I was for Aemsterdam in place of the Archbishop’s dinner. Kit had been murdered, and the truth lay in that city. Yet there was, that last testament of his whispered, something of far greater moment there, too, that I must witness.

I would seek out this Leon of Prague.



I walked along Deptford Strand, the puddles of river spray on the quay wetting my boots as the sun sank into the earth.

‘Constable?’ I made him jump in alarm.

‘Who goes there?’

‘But a stranger.’

‘State your business.’

Deptford was not a friendly place at night, it appeared. ‘I seek St Nicholas’s Church.’

He relented and pointed me in the correct direction, cautioning me to speak to no one on the way, lest I find a poniard at my throat and my purse in another’s hand.

With my lantern, a tallow candle shining within, I picked my way. The church was a big square edifice, strong-faced like a Roman regiment, with a bell tower whence a brace of bats flew in pursuit of some luckless morsel. I circled the building to the rear, where the graves were, and shone the lamplight on the stones. Some of the occupants should have been in the schoolroom, not the boneyard, and I thought of my own dear three chicks. When my heart grew pallid for Stratford, it was for them, and my annual return was like all the Holy Days at one.

Something stirred, a shadow rising at my side. I whirled and brandished my lantern, to find a degenerate, a man covered in the pox of the French disease. Seeing him, I took a step back – I was not desirous of weeks in a sweating tub with my sores lanced and then covered in searing quicksilver.

‘Spare a noble, sirrah?’ he huffed, his lungs working like burst bellows.

I kept my place. A beggar can quickly turn cutpurse.

‘I may. Know you where the grave of Christopher Marlowe lies?’

‘The playmaker?’ he said, holding his hand to shade his eyes.

‘Aye.’

He pointed to a spot at the foot of the bell tower. ‘Pauper’s grave there, sirrah. Saw him tipped in myself, so save me. I saw him before, too, when alive.’

‘When?’

‘Before I was… reduced, sirrah, I was a carpenter. Some of the struts in The Theatre are my own hands’ work. I saw him then, when the Admiral’s Men played Doctor Faustus. Ah, it was a pity to see him chucked into the ground like that. I did enjoy the play.’

I glanced back. There was a heap of fresh earth piled up. I tossed the pock-marked vagabond a noble. He picked it from the grass and bit it as I sidled to the rough grave.

‘Oh, Kit,’ I said. ‘You should have seen a better end. We have all been robbed of the worlds you would have made.’ I said a silent prayer for him and made to leave.

‘Sirrah?’ It was the rogue’s hoarse voice.

‘Aye.’

His voice became quite low, like the breeze through the headstones. ‘For another noble, I shall tell you something.’

I paused. I liked not his tone of hidden knowledge. But a noble I could spare for the right intelligence. I held the coin before my lamp beam. ‘Speak it.’

‘You are not the first to come.’

‘No?’

‘Yesternight. Two men.’

‘What men?’

‘The coin.’

I threw it to him. He grabbed it in the air and bit this one, too. He seemed satisfied. ‘They had spades.’

Spades? ‘For what purpose?’ He said nothing but pointed to the heap of earth. I caught his meaning. ‘Were they graverobbing?’ It seemed improbable – a man who robs graves does not choose a pauper’s pit.

‘I did not see. I betook myself elsewhere. I did not want it to be my grave, too.’



Before my final destination that night, I had one last call to make.

Thomas Kyd lived within a set of well-appointed rooms that he rented from a rich poulterer – perhaps the constant babble of geese from the yard below had been soothing to Kit’s quick brain when he lived here, too.

The rooms were well swept by a chambermaid who was straightening her skirt as I arrived, leaving Kyd at his writing board with a pen in hand.

‘Will!’ he said, surprised.

‘I have news of the inquest.’ I told him all that I had heard. ‘Of course, not a word of it is the truth.’

He slumped over his desk and tossed the quill aside. ‘There never was much of that when Kit was around.’

‘There is something even stranger.’ He perked up his head. ‘Did he travel overseas?’

‘Oh, you mean his spying visits?’ Kit was not kin to discretion! I shook my head in disbelief at his idiotic loose tongue. ‘Yes, yes. Back and forth to France, Spain.’

‘Did he speak of what occurred?’

‘Only in his cups. He credited himself as the greatest discoverer of Papist plots in Albion. To hear him tell it, he alone had saved the life of the Queen and half the court from being blasted to pieces, stabbed in the heart or spirited away to Rome in a wicker basket.’

‘Then it seems churlish for her to have him arrested for his calumnies against the Son of God.’

‘Just so. But of course, Kit probably thinks not that they were calumnies. Christ using John the Evangelist as a Ganymede? Kit would say it was a fine way to pass the time. “All they that love not tobacco and boys are fools!” That was his frequent refrain. And his self-condemnation. But…’ He stopped and looked at me shiftily.

‘Continue.’

‘I think his arrest was not for that offence.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I wonder if one in the court was unhappy with his intelligencing and had him taken for that instead. The charge of atheism meant that our rooms could be searched and something deeper found.’

‘Who would have such influence over the Queen?’

He lifted his empty hands. ‘I am a playmaker, Will, no intelligencer. But Kit claimed the Whitehall is as riddled with spies as with mouseholes; and Elizabeth enjoys setting one lord against another, so to maintain position they must traffic in intelligence, scandal or ridicule. Kit offered up all three. You know that it was Kit himself who put it about that he and Walter Raleigh were found together by Sir Walter’s manservant? Kit said he had been paid well to make the rumour.’ It did not surprise me for one moment that Kit would whore out his reputation in that manner – he would consider it a fine jest, and the golden angels he would no doubt be paid would be but sugar on the cake. Who had paid Kit for such work was a mystery – I could not see Whitgift indulging such a scheme.

‘Has the spying taken him to Aemsterdam?’

‘Most recent, it has. I knew he had been there, for he had excellent Chinese silks to sell.’

‘What did he tell you of it?’

He pondered. ‘He was elated, as if all his ships had docked at once. And spoke of a great coming together.’

‘A coming together of what?’

‘He would not say. But he did tell me that it would render thrones toys and armies boys’ games.’ He shrugged his shoulders. ‘You may make of that what you will.’ It was indeed cryptic. ‘Kit found an excitement in these duties that he took nowhere else. Not even watching his plays mount for the first time and hearing the roar of applause.’ I knew no playmaker who could remain untouched by that sound. Kyd’s voice softened. ‘Will, I never betrayed him. He betrayed himself. When our rooms were searched and the beadles found his blasphemic papers, what was I to say? That they were mine? Then I should hang for his offence.’

He spoke true. Kit had none to blame but himself. I gazed at the writing board. There were papers there, rolls of script, that Kyd was working upon. But beneath them there were others, and I recognized Kit’s hand. ‘What is that?’ I asked.

‘Oh, fragments of a play that Kit was writing when they came for him. I rescued the pages in case he should want them again.’ I picked them up. In his spider-like letters, the title leaf read Romeo and Juliet. A tragedie of family. I looked through. There were enough scenes for perhaps half a play. Some of the poetry was grand, some lacking in any finesse. ‘Take them if you wish. He has no more need of them.’ I rolled them and placed them within my doublet.
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