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			Chapter 1

			It was my devil’s own temper that brought me to grief, my temper and a skill with weapons born of my father’s teaching.

			Yet without that skill I might have emptied my life’s blood upon the cobblestones of Stamford, emptied my body of blood … and for what?”

			Until that moment in Stamford it would have been said that no steadier lad lived in all the fen-lands than Barnabas Sackett, nor one who brought better from his fields than I, or did better at the eeling in the fens that were my home.

			Then a wayward glance from a lass, a moment of red, bursting fury from a stranger, a blow given and a blow returned, and all that might have been my life vanished like a fog upon the fens beneath a summer sun.

			In that year of 1599 a man of my station did not strike a man of noble birth and expect to live—or if he lived, to keep the hand that struck the blow.

			Trouble came quickly upon me, suddenly, and without warning.

			It began that day near Reach when I slipped and fell upon the Devil’s Dyke.

			The Dyke is a great rampart of earth some six miles long and built in the long ago by a people who might have been my ancestors. These were the Iceni, I have been told, who lived in my country long before the Romans came to Britain.

			When I slipped I caught myself upon my outstretched palms to keep the mud from my clothing, and I found myself staring at the muddy edge of what appeared to be a gold coin.

			Now coins of any kind were uncommon amongst us, for we did much in the way of barter and exchange. Merchants saw coins, but not many came our way. Yet here it was, a gold coin.

			Shifting my position a bit I closed my fingers over first one coin and, then, yet another.

			I stood up slowly, and making as if to brush the mud from my hands, I knocked and wiped the mud from the coins. In a pool of muddy water at my feet, I washed them clean.

			They were old … very, very old.

			No English coins these, nor was the wording English, nor the faces of the men upon them. The first coin was heavy, of quite some value judging by the weight. The second was smaller, thinner, and of a different kind.

			Slipping them casually into my pocket, I stood there looking about.

			The hour was before dawn of what bid to be a gray day. Clouds were thick above, and during the night there had been heavy rain. It was a lonely place, where I stood, a place about half the distance from Reach to Wood Ditton. We had worked in the quarries at Reach, some of us, and slept the night on a tavern floor to be near the fire.

			Long before day I awakened, lying there thinking of the distance I had yet to go, with the work now ended. So, quietly I had risen, put my cloak about my shoulders, and took my way to the Dyke, the easiest route in any weather.

			It was a time when few men got more than a mile or two from their door, unless following the sea or the fishing, but I was a restless one, moving about and working wherever an extra hand might be needed, for it was in my mind to save money, buy a bit more land and so better my position.

			Now I had come upon gold, more than I was likely to earn with my hands in a year, although it was little enough I knew of gold. Had my father stood by me he could have told me what each coin was worth.

			I made a thing of brushing my knees, which gave me time to look more carefully about.

			I was alone. There were willows yonder, farther away oaks and a hedge, but nowhere in the vague light of beginning day did I see movement or sign of men. Carefully I studied the ground where I had fallen. For where there had been two coins there might be three … or four.

			Something had scarred the slope here, and rain had found it, as rain will, gouging a small ditch to escape over the Dyke’s edge. Where the trickle of water was, I could see what appeared to be the rotting edge of a leather purse, or sack. A bit of a search with my fingers in the mud and I held three more pieces of gold, and a moment later, another.

			That was the lot. I kicked mud over the spot, turned about a couple of times, then walked slowly on, plodding as if tired, stopping a time or two to look about.

			At a pool of rain water I paused to wash the mud from my hands. Six gold coins! It was a fortune.

			Two of the coins were Roman. Likely enough some brawny legionnaire had come this way from the fighting, and when about to be overtaken had buried them. It was likely he must have been killed then, for he had never recovered his coins.

			Such a strong leather purse, if well buried, would need years to rot away, and it might have been some later traveler. Whoever it was, his ancient loss was my present gain.

			Yet if I appeared with six gold coins, what would happen?

			By some manner of means they would certainly be taken from me. A poor man, even a yeoman such as I, had small chance of maintaining his rights. There were many tricky laws, and the rascals would surely find one that would deprive me of my findings.

			I was a freeman living on a small freeholding at the edge of the fens, a bit of land given my father for his deeds in battle. Actually, a great piece of the fens was mine, but it was of small use except for the eeling and occasional mowing.

			There was a small piece of land adjoining mine, of good, rich drained land that I coveted. Now I could have it for mine, and more, too, if it were up for the selling.

			But if I came forward with gold it would set to wagging half the tongues in the shire, so I had best be thinking of a better way.

			It was then I remembered the man from Stamford. An oldish man, and bookish. His name had been mentioned to me in the streets of Chatteris. A curious man, he would go miles to look upon some old wall or a ruined monastery.

			His name was Hasling, and sometimes he had bought some ancient thing found by a workman or farmer. It was said he wrote papers about such things and talked of them with men from Cambridge.

			He had the look of a kindly man with nothing of the sharper about him, and I’d been told he paid a guinea for a bronze axe dug up in a field. So it was that I went to Stamford.

			It was no great house I came to but a fine, comfortable cottage, early in the day. A cottage with fine old trees about and a deal of lawn behind. There were flowers planted and birds who made themselves at home.

			When I put knuckles to the door a woman in a white cap opened it, a pleasant-faced woman with a look of the Irish about her, but no friendly smile for me, in my rough dress.

			When I spoke of business with Coveney Hasling she looked doubtful, but when I said it was an old thing I had to speak of, the door was wide at once, and the next thing I knew I was seated with a cup of tea in my hand, although I’d have preferred it to be ale.

			The room had papers and books all about, a skull with a cleft in it giving me the round eye from black and empty sockets. Close by a bronze axe … the very one.

			It was in my mind to question whether the cleft skull and the bronze axe had ever met before when he came in, bowing a short bow and peering at me with tilted head. “Yes, yes, lad, you wished to speak to me?”

			“Aye. I have heard you spoken of as one with an interest in old things.”

			“You have found something!” He was excited as a child. “What is it? Let me see!”

			“I’d have to ask your silence. I’d not be losing the profit of it.”

			“Profit? Profit, do you say? It is history you must think of, lad, history!”

			“History you may think of, who live in a fine house. Profit is my concern, who does not.”

			“You are a freeman?”

			“With a small holding.”

			“I see. Come, come! Sit you down! You get about some, I take it. Do you know the Roman roads?”

			“I do, and the dykes and walls as well. Some earth-works, too, and I might even know a floor of Roman tile.”

			“Lad, lad! You could be of service to me and your country as well! These things you speak of … they must not be lost or destroyed. They are a part of our heritage!”

			“No doubt, but it is my own heritage I be thinking of now. I have your silence then?”

			“You do.”

			From my pocket I took the first coin, and he took it reverently to hand, going off to the window for light. He exclaimed with pleasure, “You would sell this?”

			“I would.”

			“Is there more? Or is this all?”

			When I hesitated, his eyes twinkled. “You asked for silence. I have given my word.”

			“There are six coins in all, but they are not alike.”

			“I should be surprised if they were. Roman soldiers were from many lands, and they marched and fought in many more. They gambled with each other with coins of many kinds.”

			“I brought only one other coin.”

			He took the second, examined it at the window light, then returned to the table.

			The room was furnished in the fashion of the time, and the furniture was old. When entering I had seen a great box chair in the entrance way, a cumbersome thing that would take two strong men to carry. At the table, however, were three chairs of a more recent style with leather seats and backs.

			Obviously he slept in another room, but there was a great chest here of the kind men had slept upon in my father’s boyhood. Of late they had begun putting drawers in the chest, and most were used for storage as well as sleeping. The tapestries on the wall were the work of Sheldon of Warwick, excellently done. In other homes I had visited they were often painted on cloth or leather.

			“What of the other coins?”

			“Let us speak first of these.”

			Hasling chuckled. “Lad, I like you. You have told no one of these coins?”

			“No.”

			“It is better so. Gold is not that common amongst us, even with the treasure from the Spanish ships that Master Drake has been bringing us. I could afford to buy no more than one of these coins, although I have a friend, also an antiquarian, who collects coins.”

			He looked at me from under heavy brows. “Would you have some more tea, lad?”

			When I nodded he called for the woman, and she came bearing the pot. It was a guilty feeling I had, drinking tea like it was water. For what a pound of tea cost a man might rent five acres for a year, and the bit of land I had from my father, the land outside the fens, was scarcely five acres with a cottage and a stable.

			Of course, there were some hidden acres in the fen, but of them I told nobody, and few indeed knew of them. The fen was a vast marsh land, heavily saturated with water. Here and there were outcroppings of limestone, and also some islands used by smugglers occasionally, and known only to we of the fens.

			“Do you know aught of the Romans?” he asked me.

			“Aye. My father was a soldier and he gathered tales of the Romans, how they marched and built their camps and drank vinegar when athirst.”

			“They conquered the world,” Hasling said.

			“Only a piece of it,” I objected, remembering what my father had taught me. “They knew of Cathay, but never marched against it.”

			Hasling chuckled, obviously pleased. “You are right, lad, and not many know of that, even at Cambridge. You are a uncommon fen-man.”

			“There are uncommon men everywhere, so many that the common man has become uncommon.”

			He glanced at me, then turned back to the coins. “Your father was a soldier? And your name is …?”

			“Barnabas Sackett. There is another family of the name in Ely, but we are not related. My father was Ivo Sackett.

			“Ivo Sackett! Of course! Your father made a name for himself. He is remembered.”

			“I know he went to the wars.”

			“Aye, and how he went to them! He was a rare man, your father.” He glanced at me again. “The other coins? You can bring them to me?”

			“I can. When I have the silver for these.”

			He left the room and returning, paid me a goodly sum. “Take this,” he said, “and rest assured I am your friend. Bring me the other coins and I will have a purchaser for them. Antiquities may have only a small market in England, lad, but there’s a few of us fancy the old things.”

			He held up the coins. “These are a part of our history in the world, and from such as these we can piece together a forgotten story. Men have lived and died in England these thousands of years and each of them may have left something more than his dust. Fitted together, these things may compose forgotten chapters of our history.”

			History is best made by men with hands. Brains are well enough, but count for nothing without the hands to build, to bring to fulfilment. Willing as I was to listen to ancient history, at this moment my interest centered upon my own, a history lived until this moment in more modest circumstances than I would wish.

			With the money I now had, I could purchase from William those adjoining acres, and hold enough land to live as a yeoman should. Yet even as I thought of this, another thought forced itself into my head, bringing discontent: Was this all? Was there no more for me?

			My father had been a soldier, wandering wide upon the world; yet what had he said to me? “Own a few acres, lad, and keep it unencumbered and you’ll not want for some’at to eat. You can always grow a few cabbages.”

			Aye, if cabbages would suffice. To hold the acres, yes, but to move out from them … that was what I felt I must do.

			William was a steady man, and if I chose to go wide upon the world for a small bit he would work my acres and hold them for me and perhaps a sum as well.

			These were my thoughts as I said good-bye to the Haslings.

			Scarcely had I left the Hasling cottage when trouble fell upon me. Walking across the town toward the highroad, and passing by the tavern, I looked up and into the eyes of a girl.

			She sat in a carriage before the tavern and when I looked, she seemed to smile.

			Now there was an exuberance upon me. Gaiety and good will were in my blood. My pockets jingled with more coin than I’d had in many a year past, and more to come.

			She was no child, this one. A girl, but a woman also, and of rare beauty. So when she smiled, I smiled in return, and doffed my hat as bravely as though it were plumed.

			She was of the gentry, it went without saying. A carriage was a rare thing, and few possessed them or had the use of one. She was gentry, and the less one noticed or was noticed by them the better. I was passing when her low voice said, “I am thirsty.”

			What was I to do? The well was there, its water cold and fresh. Filling a brimming dipper, I took it to her.

			I was holding the dipper out to her when it was struck from my hand, a vicious, stinging blow.

			Turning sharply, I faced a young noble wearing a plumed hat such as I did not have, his face flushed with anger.

			“Carrion! Why, you vulgar …!” He struck at my face with a gloved hand, but instinctively, knowing something of fisticuffs, I dodged. Missing the blow he fell into the mud.

			I laughed … and she laughed as well.

			For an instant he glared at me from the mud, and then with a burst of fury he came off the ground. In the next instant he had drawn his sword.

			She screamed. “Rupert! No!” And he lunged at me.

			That he was beyond reason was obvious. Also that he intended to kill me.

			It was my father’s training that saved me. Although I wore no sword I carried a blackthorn stick, and automatically I parried and thrust, the end of my stick taking him fairly in the wind.

			He staggered and went down.

			A rough hand grasped my arm. “You daft fool! That’s Rupert Genester, nephew to the Earl!”

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			There was an opening in the gathering crowd. I took it. There was a space between the houses, I went through it. There was an open lane under the trees. I went down it.

			Many were my faults, but lack of decision was not one of them. Why Genester, if such was his name, had struck me I did not know, unless he feared contamination of his lady by one of such modest birth as myself.

			He had struck me, and worst of all, I struck him back, knocked him down, and to compound my errors, I laughed at him, as his lady had laughed. In his place I might have been furious, too.

			Decision had been imperative. My actions had been purely reflex, instinctive responses. To strike was to parry, to parry was to thrust … these impulses lay in my muscles and that part of my brain that directed them. When he came up from the ground he had intended to kill me.

			As I ran, someone came abreast of me. “This way!” he gasped. “Through the trees!”

			Great old trees bordered the lane. He dodged between them and led the way across an open field. We walked a while to catch our wind.

			“I have a horse,” he said.

			Beside a tumbled ruin, within a shady place, his horse grazed. I did not ask why he had left his horse hidden in such a place. But for the first time I did get a good look at the man who was helping me escape.

			He was a slender, wiry man, not yet so tall as me, of sallow complexion, eyes black and deep-sunk. He looked to be a shrewd and careful man. He carried a sword, which at the moment I envied, and a Florentine dagger. Its mate was in my cottage near Isleham, on the fens.

			“One horse?” I asked.

			“We will take turns, running and riding. We can travel quite fast.”

			He insisted that I mount, and I did. We emerged from the hidden place and into another lane, he trotting alongside and clinging to the stirrup-leather. When we had gone a half-mile we changed places, me running alongside.

			During one such change he said to me, “I regret I can offer no place where we would be safe. This land is strange to me.”

			“Worry not over that,” I told him. “I have such a place, where none will follow.”

			My thoughts had been busy. Who in Stamford might know me? None but Hasling and his housekeeper, and not even they knew where lay my home. Not many people traveled so there was a goodly chance none of those who had witnessed my deed had seen me before, or my village. Yet if such there was, once I reached the fens I was lost to them.

			For the fens were a vast area of low-lying ground, of shallow lakes and winding waterways, impassable swamps with here and there limestone outcroppings that created small islands, often with clumps of birch or ancient oaks.

			From a distance the fens were deceptively flat and uninteresting, but once down in the winding waterways, they proved anything but that. For there were clumps of willow and alder, or tall reeds that permitted boats to move about almost unseen. The scattered islands in the vastness of the fens were mostly secret, a knowledge reserved for fen-men alone, places of refuge in time of trouble. Most of the waterways were hidden by reeds up to ten feet tall.

			Bog myrtle, bladderwort, marsh fern, saw sedge and dozens of varieties of plants and shrubs grew there, and we of the fens knew them all. It was there the Iceni had gone to escape the attacks of northern sea-rovers who invaded the land by sailing up the Ouse or the Cam.

			Our fens were sparsely inhabited by a clannish lot who cared not for outsiders coming to our watery world.

			We left Lincolnshire behind, my companion and I, traveling devious ways. I led the way to Thorney, a lovely village with a great old abbey and many sheltered places where a man might keep from sight. We had no desire to leave behind us those who might speak of our passing.

			In a wooded copse, a hollow among the hills, we built a small fire and tethered our horse.

			“I am Barnabas Sackett,” I said. “I have a place on the edge of the fens. We will go there.”

			“I am Jublain. My family, it is said, came from Mayenne, but that was long ago. I am from nowhere in particular.”

			“A man is what he is.”

			“A profound saying. You have the manner and the shoulders of a fighting man. You are a soldier?”

			“I am a farmer. I have a small holding.”

			“You moved swiftly. It was beautiful, Barnabas … beautiful!”

			“He would have killed me.”

			“He would that. It was in his eye when he came up from the mud. He did not like being made ridiculous, and not knowing you, I thought you were a dead man.”

			From his saddlebags he took a chunk of bread and broke it in two, handing the half to me. It was old bread and hard, but it tasted well, very well.

			“I have no wine.” He glanced at me. “I have eaten little these past few weeks. These are bitter times for a masterless man.”

			“Wait. We will have enough to eat.”

			“They will search for you. You know that?”

			“Do you know aught of the fens? They’ll not find me, not in a hundred years. Mile upon mile of deep marsh, willows, alders, and channels. Places where you can walk for several hundred yards, then drop through the grass into a hole large enough to take a cathedral. We will go there.”

			I paused, considering. “Yet I do not believe any in Stamford knew me. I was there on business.”

			“And he whom you saw on business? He will not speak?”

			“I think not. He seemed a good man, but one who would keep silent. And there is reason for his silence, a good reason.”

			He looked at me but I did not explain. One does not tell a stranger with a dagger and a sword that one has gold.

			“Still, a man of your size, with your skill at arms.…”

			“Nobody knows my skill. Not even my friends. My father taught me at home when none were about. There are few who know me. Some know I own land; most only that I have worked in the quarries.”

			“Your father was a soldier?”

			“Yes.”

			“A neat parry,” Jublain muttered. “I’d have taken you for a swordsman.”

			“I am a farmer,” I insisted, “planning to buy a cow and a few acres more.”

			“A cow?” Jublain was scornful. “In your position I’d choose a blade. You’ll have more need of it, for all your swamps.”

			“I have a sword, and no good it does me, hanging upon the wall. In truth, three of them I have, a halberd as well, a brace of pistols and a fowling piece.”

			“What kind of a farmer are you who goes armed like a pirate?”

			“My father took the weapons in battle. One sword was given him by a great Earl.”

			“A likely tale!”

			“An Earl,” I replied with dignity, “who would have died had not my father stood over him on the field and slain nine enemies who would have killed him as he lay helpless. The Earl gave him a sword, a purse of gold with which he bought our land, and promises which I have forgotten.”

			“It is as well. Such men are free with promises and freer at forgetting them.”

			“I have the sword.”

			“You’d best wear it, then.”

			“A farmer with a sword? Folk would think me daft.”

			“Better daft than dead. You’ve made an enemy, my friend, who will neither forgive nor forget. My advice is carry the sword, charge the pistols, and sleep not too well.”

			We talked long, then slept. But before the light of dawn, we were upon our way. Then I led him into the fens, and a long way it was, by such routes as only then fen-men knew.

			I had no fear of pursuit. A step or two to right or left might put a man over his head in an ugly tangle of roots, floating plants and decaying, matted reeds. But there were safe and certain ways to be followed by the knowing, and the grass had a way of springing back up when one passed, leaving no trail to be followed by a stranger.

			Three days we traveled before reaching my cottage, and a neat place it was, my father being a man of judgment in such matters. The cottage was of four rooms, large for its time, with a stable for animals separate from the house. The cottage was of limestone quarried on the spot, with a roof of deep thatch, tight and well made.

			“A tidy place,” Jublian said, “a right tidy place.”

			When I had lighted a candle he looked at the swords on the wall. First was the gift from the Earl, a straight, double-edged weapon with a good point. The second a Turkish scimitar, engraved and beautiful, and the third a falchion, broad-bladed, incredibly sharp.

			“You did not lie,” Jublain admitted reluctantly. “These are blades!”

			“My father took the scimitar from a Turk at Lepanto. He was also at the victory over the French at Saint-Quentin, and at the Battle of Zutphen. There were others … many others.”

			“That’s a spread of years,” Jublain acknowledged.

			“He went to the wars at seventeen, and was a soldier until three years before he died. I have heard he was a noted fighting man.”

			There was food enough in the house, meal, cheese, dried fish and the like. I put them together and went to the cool place near the well where I kept my ale.

			Then we sat down to eat.

			If he could fight like he ate, this Jublain was a noted warrior himself; but well as he ate, he drank even better. With a cup of ale in him he talked well of wars and weals and bloody times gone by. The stories were like my father’s tales, but with my father each tale had a point for my instruction; he seemed to know his time was short and he wished to pass on what he could. He wished me not to go unarmed into the world, and warned me to prepare for wily men and wilier women, and to face danger with some knowledge and some art.

			“All this I have learned,” he told me one night, beside our fire, “and much more, but of what further use if I cannot pass it onto you. Learn from me and avoid the scars your soul and mind will take, let alone your body. Profit by what I say, Barnabas, and go on to learn new things, and when you have a son, teach him.”

			“I may not have a son.”

			“Have a son, by all means, but choose the lady well. Breeding counts for much in dogs, horses, and men. Breed for strength, health, and stamina, but for wisdom, too. Your mother was a better person than I, a clear-eyed one who saw to the truth of things, and I see much of her in you.

			“You will see many women, and often you will think yourself in love, but temper passion with wisdom, my son, for sometimes the glands speak louder than the brain. Each man owes a debt to his family, his country and his species to leave sons and daughters who will lead, inspire and create.”

			He was a talker, my father, when we were alone, but sparing of words with others around. When he spoke of wars it was of what had been done, what might have been done, and what he believed should have been done.

			“The art of war can be learned,” he told me. “But after the principles are learned the rest is ingenuity, the gift that goes beyond learning, or the instinct born of understanding.

			“There are good ways and bad ways of attacking fortified positions, of crossing streams under attack, or withdrawing when the situation is no longer favorable.

			“Learn the accepted modes of attack and defense, then use the variations that are your own. Masters of battle know what has already been done, then go beyond it with skill and discretion. Alexander, Hannibal, Belisarius … study them. They were masters.”

			Of these things I spoke to Jublain, and he stared at me. “Your father was only a soldier? He should have been a captain himself.”

			“Captains’ commands go to men of birth. My father was a strong man with a sword … perhaps in another time, another place.…”

			“Aye,” Jublain muttered. He took a swallow of ale. “I think sometimes of the lands oversea. If rough soldiers such as Pizarro could do it, why not I? He had no particular birth, no position. He had only courage, will, and a sword.”

			“In a new land,” I agreed, “all things are possible. I have given much thought to this. Perhaps in a new land only achievement would give rank, and not birth. To be born of an eminent family is nothing if you are nothing yourself.”

			“In a new land a man might become a king. He might take hold of land as did the Normans when they came to England, and the Saxons before them.”

			“I do not want to be a king,” I said, “I want only freedom to grow and do and be as much as time will allow.”

			For two days we ate well and lived quietly. Jublain was content to rest, for there were cold, hungry days behind him, and as for me, there was much to do about the place. For months past I had worked in the quarries, with but few nights at home.

			Suddenly my mind seemed to stop still.

			There had been a man at Reach when I worked there … I had glimpsed his face in the crowd at Stamford.

			Now I was uneasy. The man might not remember me, might not tell, might not even know where I came from. Still …

			When Jublain was out of the cottage I took the other coins from their hiding place and hid them in a secret pocket in the seams of my clothing. Mayhap we might abandon this place, and I wished to be ready.

			Then, on the fourth day, a drum of hoofs awakened me before the light. Stepping from my bed, I took down the Earl’s sword, then placed it upon the table and stepped outside.

			The air was cool and damp. Fog lay upon the fens, beading my grass with dew and making the grass itself greener where it could be seen at all.

			The drum of hoofs slowed and a rider came down to the fence and stopped at the gate. When he opened the gate and led his horse through, he turned. It was Coveney Hasling.

			He wasted no time. “You are in trouble, lad, serious trouble. You were known to someone and by tomorrow he and other men will have made inquiries at Reach. Then they will come here.”

			“It was good of you to come.”

			“You will need money.” He took a handful of coins from his pocket. “Take this and pay me when you sell what you have, but be gone from here. Into the fens with you.”

			“I shall do that, but you have ridden far. Come … we will eat first. I have found it is better to eat when one can, for one never knows when he will eat again.”

			He tied his horse and entered the cottage with me. Jublain was up, holding a naked sword.

			“Jublain is a soldier,” I explained. “Jublain, my friend from Stamford. He carries a warning.”

			Hasling’s eyes swept the cottage, rested upon the sword. “That will be it, then? The blade given your father by the Earl?”

			“It is,” I said.

			“I know the story,” Hasling said, to my surprise. “I was reminded of it when your name was mentioned. I know a friend of yours.”

			“Of mine?”

			“The man who buys antiquities. He knew your father.”

			“Barnabas has an enemy, too,” Jublain said, irritably. “What of him?”

			“Rupert Genester? An evil man, but one with power in many places. You could have no worse an enemy. He is an ambitious man, an heir, a man filled with pride and hatred. He was laughed at and that he cannot abide.”

			We drank our ale, then Hasling mounted and was gone, returning by a different route that I suggested.

			Standing at the gate, I listened to the beat of hoofs as his horse carried him away. Walking back to the cottage I belted on a sword and dagger. I charged the pistols afresh while Jublain watched me, his eyes bright with irony.

			“You learn quickly.” He emptied his cup.

			We among the fens were an independent lot. We were a people who did, with contempt for all who did nothing.

			For centuries smugglers had used the fens, bringing their craft up the secret waterways. We paid them no mind, but knew them and their ways. Few of us entered the army, fewer were impressed into the fleet. We went our ways, content with them.

			From a chest I took a casque that had belonged to my father, and the weapons from the walls. I took bacon, hams, dried fruit, cheese, and meal. We loaded them into my punt.

			Returning to close the door of the cottage, I was turning from it when they rushed upon me, a half-dozen armed men. They came at me, and my sword was out.

			“Kill him! I want him dead! Do you hear?”

			I heard the shout as they closed, but when battle was joined I was not one to dally about, so I had at them, sidestepping to place one between myself and the others, parrying his thrust and thrusting my own sword home with one movement.

			Quickly withdrawing my blade as the man fell, I had a moment when they hesitated. Shocked to see one of their own die, for they had come to murder a farmer, not to die themselves, they paused, appalled. It was the moment I needed, and with a shout, I went at them.

			I feinted, thrust … the sword went deep. Then they were all about me and my sword was everywhere, parrying, thrusting, knowing I could not continue long, when suddenly there was a shout from behind.

			“Have at them, men!” It was Jublain. “Let not one escape!”

			They broke and fled. Murder is one thing, a fight another. They had the stomach for one, only their heels for the other. They did not wait to see if there were more than two, but fled, unheeding their master’s angry shouts.

			As they fled we ran toward our punt. Three men were down and a fourth had staggered as they fled. I heard a voice call out:

			“I know you now! I know you forever, and you shall not escape!”

			It was Rupert Genester.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			The country of the fens was not so large as most of us believed it to be, but to us it seemed endless, a vast, low-lying, and marshy land where remnants grew of the once great forest that had covered England.

			The Romans, who understood the reclaiming of marshy land, had begun the drainage of the fens, but once they departed the Saxons let the canals fill and the fens return to fens.

			It was said that even now Queen Bess was talking to a Dutch engineer, a man with much experience at draining land below sea level. This we did not oppose, for reclaiming land might make some of us rich.

			Myself, for instance. I owned but a few acres of tillable land, but owned by grant more than two square miles of fen. Once drained, such rich land would make me wealthy.

			Yet I was now a fugitive. Had my case come to trial it might possibly have turned out well for me. Occasionally a commoner won such a case, but the occasions were too rare to make me confident. I had the thought that it would never come to court, for the hand of Rupert Genester could reach even into prison to kill me, easily.

			For some time I rowed until Jublain asked impatiently, “Are you lost, man? You are rowing in circles.”

			“Almost a circle,” I agreed cheerfully, “but not lost.”

			Fog lay thick down the tips of the blades of grass. No movement was in the water, no sound but the chunk of my oars in the locks, and that to be heard no more than a few feet away.

			Where we now went was a place I had played in as a child, visiting but rarely since. It was an islet of perhaps three acres, cut by several narrow, winding waterways. It was an outcropping of limestone with a few birch trees and some ancient, massive oaks, thickly-branched. Reaching the place I sought—where an old snag of a dead tree projected upward from the bog—I turned past it, parted the reeds and took the boat into a hidden waterway which I followed for almost a hundred feet. There, against a limestone shelf, I moored the punt to an iron ring.

			Taking weapons and food we walked the narrow path between limestone boulders and trees to a small shelf backed up against a fifteen-foot cliff of the same material. There stood a small hut, also of limestone, thatched and secure.

			“This is mine,” I told him.

			“You do yourself well,” he admitted grudgingly.

			“We may have to drive out bats or water rats,” I said, but we did not. It was tight and snug as always; a deep fireplace, thick walls, a table, two chairs, two chests on which to sleep and a bench along the wall. There was also a cupboard.

			Gathering fuel together I kindled a small fire to take off the chill. “It is an ancient place,” I said, “the men of the fens hid here from the Romans.”

			“And well they could do it,” Jublain admitted. “A man would have the devil’s own time finding a way to come in.”

			For the time being we were safe. This had been a snug haven even from the Danes. When they had finally captured the Isle of Ely after their first defeat they had never found this place. The house, old as it was, had been rebuilt, patched and repaired time and again.

			Yet I had no idea of hiding forever in the fens, especially with more money in pocket than I’d ever had before. The events of the past few days had caused me to reexamine my life and choose a course I could steer with safety.

			Pulling an oar through the dark channels had given me time to think, and my thoughts had taken a sudden turn. Perhaps the use of the sword had inspired it; more likely the jingle of coins!

			“We will lie quiet and fish for a few days,” I told Jublain. “Then off for London.”

			“London? Are you daft, man? That is where Genester will be, and where he is strongest.”

			“It is a vast city,” I said complacently. “Folk say more than one hundred thousand people live there. How could I be found among so many?”

			“You are a child,” Jublain said angrily. “It is too small a place in which to hide from hate.”

			“I’ve a few coins,” I said, “and I’m of no mind to rot in the fens. I do not wish to spend my life fishing or hunting with the bow.”

			“You are an archer, too?”

			“So is every man in the fens. We can live by the bow.”

			“Let us off to the wars, then. We might do uncommon well.”

			“And lose an arm or an eye? No, I’ll go a-venturing, but with goods, not my life.”

			“You’d become a merchant? A trader?”

			“Why not? Buy a packet of goods and ship as a merchant venturer for the New World. There’s a man named Gosnold, Bartholomew Gosnold, a gentleman from Suffolk. He has it in mind to start a colony there. There’s wealth in trading with the Indians, he says.”

			“Bah!” Jublain was impatient. “Idle talk! Who knows what is there? The Spanish have done well, but north of their lands there is nothing but cold forests and hostile savages.”

			“And furs,” I said.

			“You live well here,” he said. “You’d be a fool to give it up.”

			“There’s geese,” I admitted, “and ducks and fish and wild plants and eels. Or if a man was so inclined he could smuggle.”

			“But not you?” he asked cynically.

			“I’ve a regard for law, although I do not always agree with it. Without law, man becomes a beast.”

			Jublain stared, then shrugged. “You are an odd one. All right, if it is London you wish for, to London we will go, but remember what I said. It is a small town when you are hated.”

			Outside, we tried our swords. Jublain was good, skilled in ways in which I was not. Yet soon I realized I was his master, and deliberately held back because I valued his friendship. He was a difficult man, cross-grained, cynical, a scoffer. He seemed to believe in nothing but fighting, wandering, drinking, and wenching. So I took my practice with him, tried to learn, and refused to show the limits of my skill.

			To me, one hundred thousand people was a multitude. Between London and us, England was heavily forested with stretches of wild moorland and the marshy wastes of the fens. Roads were mere cart tracks or trails, wandering by the easiest routes through the forests and across the land. All were infested with thieves and highwaymen.

			These things my father had told me. There were scattered farms, a few great estates. A few old Roman roads were still in use. New roads were often knee-deep in mud.

			Waterways would offer the easiest route across country, but any travel was a hardship. Most who traveled understood why the word “travel” had once been “travail.”

			“We will go by sea,” I said.

			“A ship will be hard to come by in these fens,” Jublain said wryly.

			“We’re not over-far from Boston, from which sail many ships, but I’ve a thought we need not even go so far. We’ll put the word out, my friend, and catch a ship off the River Nene.”

			Inside, the fire crackled in the fireplace and the warm glow had driven the damp chill from the little house. There was wood enough close by, I’d seen to that. We carried in several armsful and dropped them near the hearth.

			“If you’ve a notion of hunting treasure,” I said, “you can always look for the Royal Crown jewels lost by King John, crossing the Wash. So far as anyone knows they still lie in the mud there, for no man has ever found them. King John died only a short time after.…”

			“I’ve heard men speak of those jewels. What a pretty find they would be!”

			“Don’t trouble yourself. By now they’re deep sunk in mud or washed out to sea. Someday they’ll be found, but a long time from now, I’m thinking, and by accident.”

			I cut thick slices from a ham and tossed them into a pan for frying. It was warm and snug within and the fog was still thick without—it might hang on for days.

			“Do you know London?” I asked him.

			“A bit. There are some inns, but better are the places kept by soldiers’ wives; they are cleaner, I am thinking. But the White Hart in Southwark is a likely place, or the Tabard, near London Bridge.”

			“Good! Within three days then.”

			Long it had been in my thoughts to see London, for there was much I had to learn, and inquiries to make of the New World. Perhaps I could talk to Gosnold himself.

			Some new clothing first. What I wore was not good enough for London … for the places I wished to go … for Gosnold.

			Yet even as I thought, I looked quickly around. Would I ever come back to this? Was I leaving it only for now? Or forever?

			Was I deliberately venturing into London because of Genester’s threat?

			No! I examined myself carefully and found no challenge there. Genester was not important to me. What was important was that I improve myself and my condition.

			My father had taught me much of arms and fighting. Laboriously and through long hours he had taught me to read and write. He had schooled me in manners. He had given me the knowledge and skills that could make me an officer and a gentleman.… Was I to waste them here? This much he had done. It was up to me to take the next step.

			“Give a thought to your future, Jublain,” I said. “You need not always be only a soldier nor I a man of the fens. I intend one day to have a name and an estate.”

			He smiled thinly, his eyes taunting. “You have large ideas. I have heard them before … many times.”

			“I will do it, Jublain.”

			He glanced at me thoughtfully. “You might, at that. After all, some of the great families of the world were founded with nothing but a sword and a strong right arm.”

			“I shall found a family,” I said, “but not with a sword.”

			Jublain shrugged. “You might do it, but keep the sword at hand. You’ll need it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The tavern we chose in Southwark was a great, rambling old structure with a large wagon yard, a double row of balconies hanging over the yard, and on the ground floor, a room where drinks were served—a warm and friendly place. In an adjoining room, meals were served.

			Business was brisk. Horsemen came and went at all hours. Wagons, carts, and, more rarely, carriages came into the yard.

			Despite his hesitation about claiming a knowledge of London, Jublain guided me to a tailor where I outfitted myself with a rich but modest wardrobe, equipping Jublain with a few items of which he was in need.

			“You’ll have no money at this rate,” Jublain warned. “If you’re to go a-venturing you’ll be needing it all to buy goods.”

			He was right, of course, but there’d been a thought stirring around in my skull. That evening I wrote a message to Hasling.

			If you wish to talk of Romans or antiquities, I shall be some nights at the Tabard, near London Bridge.

			This message I forwarded, unsigned. None knew of my interest in antiquities but Hasling, nor that I was in London. I saw no easy way in which the message could be traced back to me, yet I was worried. Despite his foppish dress, Genester had the look of a shrewd one.

			Jublain and I no longer looked like country bumpkins. Attired like gentlemen we could go where we wished, but the public room at the inn was a hotbed of gossip and information, so we loitered there, that first day, listening to talk of roads, people, and politics, of the theater, bear-baitings, brawls, and robberies.

			“Gosnold?” It was the reply to a casual comment of mine. “Oh, aye! He’ll be going yon. Newport, also. He has a letter from the Queen and can take prizes. If you be the sort with a taste for action, he’s your man.

			“There’s others stirring about you’d best beware of. Cap’n Nick Bardle … no better than a pirate. He’s outfitting this minute and will be off to the coast of America. The man’s nae to be trusted. Take the coppers from a dead man’s eyes, he would, and might even hasten the dying.

			“He’s got a bad lot sailing with him and if he’s a man short he’ll just knock some poor duffer on the head and before he comes to his senses he’s at sea.”

			“If it’s venturing you want,” Jublain said, “it must be Gosnold or Newport, or Weymouth when he gets in. All have sailed the coast of America, all are solid men.”

			Yet I was thinking of something else. Hasling’s quickness to buy my coins excited my interest in antiquities. If he was interested—and his unnamed friend, too—others would be. Here was a market ready to be supplied by a man with a quick eye who could get around the country.

			Casually, I mentioned buyers of old things. “Aye,” a drover told me, “there be plenty. They’ve a society that meets to talk of such things. They’ll chatter like magpies over an old coin, a chair or a casque.”

			Here might be a source of income unsuspected, for the gentry rarely knew the back roads as did we who labored with our hands. Nor did they suspect the number of dealers in junk who bought all manner of things from peasants, gypsies, and vagabonds. I had been to such places searching for tools, and had seen oddments lying about of no interest to anyone.

			Of no interest to me either, then. Now I began to see that if a man had some knowledge, and a little money, then he might find, buy and sell to a substantial profit.

			I remembered then that my father had once told of a man who devoted much of his life to wandering about compiling notes for a history of England. He had walked the cart roads and lanes, roamed along the seashore, and explored many ruins left unnoticed before his time. My father had traveled with him a time or two for a few days. His name, I recalled, was John Leland.

			He died well before my time and before his history was written, but his notes had been copied.

			Now if I could come upon such a copy …

			Frequently I’d seen a man about the public room at the inn who eyed me from time to time with a quizzical cast to his eye. He had the look of a rogue, and I’d no doubt he was one, but he struck me as an amusing and interesting fellow. So when he next looked regretfully into the bottom of his glass, I suggested he have another.

			He accepted quickly enough, and I said, “You have the look of a man who knows what’s about.”

			“Here and there,” he admitted.

			“There was a man named John Leland who wrote some notes for a book about England. I’d like a copy of them.”

			“A copy of a book?” he stared at me, then shook his head. “I know nought of such things.” He looked up from his glass. “It comes upon me that I know a man who once said he’d copy anything for a price, and reasonable enough, too.”

			“You have a glass of ale,” I said, “and you can have another, or a meal if you like. Who is this man?”

			He glanced right and left, yet I believe it was the looks of Jublain, not too unlike his own kind, that won him in the end. “Do you know Saint Paul’s Walk?”

			“I do,” said Jublain.

			“There be scribes there, and there be one scribe who … well, what you need done, he will do. He knows much of books and such. If it is a copy of something, he’ll find it for you.”

			“What is it to be? The meal or the ale?”

			He grinned, his teeth yellow and broken. “I’d prefer the drink but I need the meat.”

			When I had ordered, I asked, “The name?”

			“Ask for Peter Tallis. If it be an altered bill of lading, a warrant or a license, he will have it for you.”

			When we were outside Jublain looked at me, exasperated. “You are an odd one. Who would pay for the copy of some idle notes?”

			“Watch me,” I replied cheerfully. “I will pay.”

			Saint Paul’s Walk was where London’s heart could be heard beating. Actually, it was the nave of the great cathedral, but forgetting that Jesus had driven the moneylenders from the temple, the Dean had welcomed them back, and with them had come the scribes, the lawyers, sellers of badges and souvenirs, and, in fact, every sort of business. The playing of ball was forbidden, as was the riding or leading of horses.

			It had become the greatest promenade in London, haunted by gallants courting their ladies (or prospecting for new ladies to court), and by thieves, pickpockets and traders. Tailors came there to study the latest in fashions, and around the north door gathered balladmongers, sellers of broadsides and street musicians.

			We made our way through a confusion of people and their accompanying odors. People crowded about the stalls, listening to the pitch of the venders, or to the more intimate sounds of rustling petticoats.

			Peter Tallis proved to be a man of middle age, with curled gray hair at his temples and no wig. When I stated my purpose he leaned back in his chair with a fat smile. “Hah! At last a new request! I have been asked for everything but this! Yet … it amuses me. And I know of these notes.”

			“You have seen them?”

			“Ah, no! But … I knew the man. He came often to the Walk to question people. As you know, this is the greatest clearing house for information in all of London—perhaps the greatest in Europe. More business is done here in a day than at the Royal Exchange in a week.

			“You wish a copy of all his notes? I have the very man for it … a student. Very bright, very sharp.” He glanced up at me again. “Who shall I say wants this work?”

			“You need not say. Had I the time I would find and copy the notes myself, but I need them now. At once.”

			“You can write?” Tallis was skeptical.

			“As well as you, my friend, and perhaps better,” I replied brusquely. “When the copy of the book is ready I shall pay you eight shillings for it.”

			“It is very little.”

			“It is very much. A farm laborer makes but three shillings a week.”

			“This is a man who can write,” Tallis protested. “Ten shillings.”

			“Nine, then,” I said, “but not a penny more, or I do it myself.”

			“Nine then.” He paused. “Where shall it be delivered?”

			“I will come back in one week,” I said.

			“Nine shillings!” Jublain protested, as we walked away. “Are you made of money? Nine shillings for something you have never seen! What are you thinking of?”

			“It’s a gamble,” I replied frankly. “I need friends, and aside from you I have none. I need money, and believe I see a way to get it.”

			“It had better work,” Jublain replied grimly. “You are spending enough.”

			Much of the money I had brought was gone. More would be gone by the week’s end, but I still had four gold pieces, ancient coins brought to Britain by some traveler or soldier.

			By dint of much walking I priced coins in various shops, even bought two in a junk shop where they lay amid a lot of mixed stuff. One was of bronze, the other silver.

			“Look you,” Jublain protested, when once more we sat in the inn with tankards of ale before us, “Essex is in Ireland. He will need fighting men. We could—”

			“I have naught against the Irish.”

			“How many wars are there, that you pick and choose?”

			“Go to Essex if you wish. I shall go to America, a quick voyage and home again with riches.”

			“You tell me to go? We are friends, Barnabas. Anyway, I must see what comes of this madness.”

			“Enough for now. There is a play at the Globe. In my life I have seen but one play and that in an inn yard. This is about Julius Caesar.”

			“If you must go, carry a sword. There are roving gangs, and even inside the theater there is trouble. The last time I went, some idle son threw a beef bone that near broke my skull.”

			“If you have not heard,” it was the man for whom I’d bought the meal, “you had best know. The theater sits now on the Bankside near Maiden Lane. They took it up one night and carried it over the Thames.”

			“Carried a theater? What nonsense is this?”

			“The old man, Burbage, died and left the theater to his sons, Cuthbert and Richard. Left the building, that is. It stood upon land belonging to Alleyn, who would not lease it to them.”

			“So?”

			“One dark night a set of rough fellows, Richard Burbage among them, came across the river armed with swords, daggers, bills and hooks. They tore down the theater and took it over the river. The Thames was frozen, so they carried it over on the ice.

			“Alleyn was that beside himself, but he had not the men to stop them. Burbage had a carpenter named Streat with him, and William Smyth and who knows who else? Some say Will Kemp was along, and Shakespeare, too, that actor who writes.”

			“You seem to know a bit of all that goes on,” I commented.

			“Aye, if you’ve aught to sell, I will find a buyer. If there’s a place you’d go, I can take you there. If there’s a man you must meet, I can arrange that, too.”

			“And a woman?” Jublain suggested.

			“That a man must do for himself, unless.…”

			“Unless what?”

			“If it were business, serious business.…”

			“And your name?”

			“I am Corvino, once an acrobat and a clown.”

			“No longer?”

			“I took a fall. I am agile enough, but not for that. Not again. Not me.”

			“Come with us to the theater, Corvino. I have a matter to discuss. There is a Society of Antiquaries. Do you know of them?”

			“A bit.”

			The plan that had come to me was not complicated. In our Elizabethan world, to succeed a man needed at least strength, courage, and, if not those, the favor of friends. I was ambitious, I suppose, but I had no connections at court, nor was I wishful to enter that world. I wanted to do something, to accomplish, to achieve, but even for that one needed opportunity. And opportunity could be had only through the favor of some great man.

			The discovery on the Devil’s Dyke was an omen. It was a beginning, a foothold.

			America promised much, or seemed to. A new world with furs, hides, perhaps even gold or pearls. If the Spanish had found them, why not the English?

			Yet any move I might make required more capital than I had, and I had no wish to sell what my father had left me. The ancient coins had opened a way for me, had let me realize there were men who collected ancient things.

			Hasling had accepted me; but Hasling was a rare man. Others would be more skeptical—hence the new clothes, the step into a world of fashion.

			During my travels about to find work, or simply to look, I had come upon a ruined wall here, a bit of terrace there, a mound of earth, a grass-grown earth-work. And that section of mosaic I had glimpsed … a villa? Working men in England were constantly turning up some odd bit. I would not only use what I knew myself, but would study Leland’s notes. If I could find something of value, I might realize the capital I’d need. Moreover, there was the chance of meeting some man of eminence who might speak to a ship’s master for me.

			I would not sit waiting for some vague tomorrow, nor for something to happen. One could wait a lifetime, and find nothing at the end of the waiting. I would begin here, I would make something happen.

			“To the theater then,” I said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Circumstance and heritage had produced a certain piece of raw material, the very raw material that was me. Yet, thanks to my father, my sophistication was beyond that of most fen-men.

			To the theater we went, an oval, wooden-walled building with its center open to the sky, the galleries thatched. There were six-penny, two-penny, even penny seats, and if rain fell, it fell upon those in the pit—upon the sailors, mercers, butchers and bakers as well as their apprentices and students who occupied the pit.

			There were also private theaters, but the audience for the plays of Will Shakespeare and many others was largely of the working-class and young.

			Waiting for the play to begin, they argued boisterously, drinking beer, eating fruit or bread, cracking nuts.

			We found a place in the balcony. From the pit somebody shouted a coarse remark at Jublain and he replied in kind. Next to us three young rowdies, albeit of good family, were throwing apple cores and nutshells on the heads below, and those in the pit threw them back.

			At one side of the pit was an up-ended hogshead for the relief of those in the audience who had drunk more beer than they could handle. When the odor grew too great even for those in the pit, a cry went up to “Burn the juniper!”

			After the call had come from several throats, an attendant appeared on stage with a metal plate and some twigs of juniper, which he set
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