EXCITING BOOKS ARE NOT
GENDER-SPECIFIC...
Boys like an action-packed thriller
but girls don’t confine themselves to Chick Lit
The year is 1587. England is in grave danger from the powerful Spanish
Empire. 14 year old Nathan Fox, a boy actor in the same acting troupe as
William Shakespeare, and Nathan’s older sister, Marie, find themselves
working for the embryo Elizabethan Secret Service. For Nathan, the training
is hard and the missions are exciting but very, very dangerous. They are under
the protection of England’s most skilled agent – John Pearce – but, once they
are working undercover, that protection is limited.

Download a free report about these awardnominated books at www.irisbooks.co.uk

ELIZABETHAN ESPIONAGE,
BLOODY BATTLES,
CODE-BREAKING
AND SORCERY...
and much, much more!
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Books, The Elizabethan World of Nathan
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Why did I create the world
of Nathan Fox?

T

ry to envisage this scenario. It is 2003. I had just moved to the rural
South West of England with my family and my main ambition was to
write – for myself – instead of being commissioned to write reams of
non-fiction for other people. As I sat down in front of my computer it was my
intention to write more plays. I had already had a modest success with several
published plays for adults and I had branched out into publishing my own plays
for children. As a former drama teacher, I knew that there was a grave lack of
decent plays for children and this was what I was going to do. But I got distracted.
My son had started senior school and he was grappling with Shakespeare.
Sadly, the history curriculum did not coincide with this foray into classic
literature. The Elizabethan era had been covered, briefly, some months before..
Therefore, an appreciation of the times in which Shakespeare lived and wrote
was missing from the equation. As is often the way with teenage boys, boredom
and frustration set in. Video games beckoned. Shakespeare got shunted.
But what to do? The film actor, Al Pacino, got it right when he said,
during an interview to publicise his film The Merchant of Venice, in 2004,
“People don’t want to do Shakespeare. They are afraid. We all have a tendency
to close off when we don’t understand something. If we were made to feel more
open and not afraid, we’d be able to experience it more.”
Pacino said that teachers need to excite children, to make them see the
relevance of the plays in their own lives, by analysing the texts in the way that
actors do in preparing a production. It was here that Al Pacino and I would take
separate routes to enlightenment.

Having been a teacher, I know that many teachers face an uphill battle
in making Shakespeare acceptable to students. The language itself can present
an impenetrable barrier. No, the answer, I felt, was not in the classroom but
something that would provide an aid for teachers. A novel.
I felt that, if young people understood the story of a Shakespeare play
and the motivations of the characters in that story, it would be rather like having
a synopsis of an opera before you go and see it. There are people up there,
singing in a foreign language, and it looks beautiful, but you have no idea what
it is all about. But if you know the story beforehand, you can relax into it and
enjoy the music. Same with Shakespeare. Present the story and the powerful
characters in a way which brings about understanding. Then they can tackle a
play and everything will become clearer.

I sat alone in front of the computer and thought about the glory of the Elizabethan age – the
politics of Europe, dictated by the power of the Spanish Empire, the largest the world had ever seen
since the Roman Empire. Then there were the religious conflicts - the birth of new forms of Christianity
during the Reformation and the bitter fight to regain Catholic territory in the Counter-Reformation.
There were the great heroes and adventurers – the Elizabethan Sea Dogs, as they were known – part
pirate, part shrewd businessmen and totally magnificent sailors; Drake, Hawkins, Raleigh and
Frobisher, to name a few of the English characters - Juan Martinez de Recalde and Pedro Menendez
de Aviles from the Spanish side. The high seas were teeming with such adventurers who, when they
weren’t plundering the enemy’s treasure ships, they were finding new lands and civilizations on the
other side of the world.
Of course there was the unpalatable side to Elizabethan life that was ushered in by these
adventurers. The beginning of a British Empire – started by the finding and appropriating parts of the
New World, slavery (trading in slaves and, later, using slaves on British colonies) – a practice copied
from the other empires in existence at the time – Moorish, Spanish and Portugese. Despite having a
powerful woman on the throne of England, ordinary women had few rights and were regarded as the
property of their husbands or male relatives. England had just emerged from the medieval period,
sickness was rife, hygiene unknown and childbirth was dangerous.
But the Elizabethan era was a time of great philosophers, mathematicians, inventors and
entrepreneurs. Science and medicine began to emerge out of the medieval world of superstition and
religious quackery, commerce was beginning to become seriously global and, above all, there was the
literature. Oh the literature! And the greatest amongst this art form was the play. Freed from the diktats
of the Church and the constricts of Bible stories, playwrights let their imaginations run riot. Men like
Shakespeare and Marlowe wrote great plays, there is no doubt. (Well OK, Two Gentlemen of Verona is a
pretty feeble play, but we all have our off days.) The great tragedies and Shakespeare’s ‘histories’, in
particular, give such an insight into human behaviour that they take your breath away. This is why they
are so easily translated into modern formats. The characters, their motivations and their actions are
timeless. Romeo and Juliet becomes West Side Story with such consummate ease.
Of course, to return to the
start of this piece and my concerns
about the lack of knowledge of the
history of the period, as well – this
also hampered understanding and
enjoyment of the plays. Take a
modern example. If you did not know
anything about the history of slavery
and segregation in America, would
you be able to appreciate fully the
text of “To Kill a Mockingbird”?
Similarly, if you do not know the
social background against which
Shakespeare wrote his plays, how can
you appreciate the restrictions placed
on the characters, or the prejudices
they might have? How would you
make a modern teenage audience

understand that Juliet was the “possession” of her father and she had no say in her choice of husband
or at what age she should marry?
I realised that a novel which was going to introduce a young reader to Elizabethan history and
to the stories of Shakespeare had to appeal on many other levels as well. I didn’t think it would be too
difficult. The Elizabethan era was, of course, filled with action, adventure and warfare – but what was
going to be the central premise?
Then it came to me. The Secret Service, of course. Sir Francis Walsingham, Elizabeth 1st’s
Secretary of State, single-handedly and with a great deal of his own money, created the English Secret
Service (England had not yet merged with the neighbouring countries to become Great Britain.) Here
was the way in to the hearts and minds of teenagers. A spy novel set in 16th century Europe. The main
hero would be a teenage boy – a gifted boy-actor and friend of Will Shakespeare – recruited into the
fledgling spy network. He would be partnered with a twenty-something man, who had lasted longer in
the field than any other agent and, to add spice and confusion to the story, the boy’s feisty sister, would
join their adventure. So the first novel – Dangerous Times – was a heady mix of arduous training in the
arts of defence; assassination attempts; a mission to decadent Venice; a sea battle; duels and murder.
And along the way, the story of Shakespeare’s play, Othello, would be woven in. And, hopefully, at the
end of it, the young readers would say, “That was a cool adventure story!” and not notice that it was a)
historical and b) Shakespeare.
Kind of sneaky, wouldn’t you say?
So the Nathan Fox series was born. The first two books were published in the UK, USA,
Germany, Spain and South America in the period 2007-2010. Now these books have been reissued, by
a new publisher, with sparkling new covers and joined by a third book in the series – Seas of Blood. Plus,
the new publisher, Iris Books, has put together Fact Books to accompany each novel, so that readers
and teachers can add interest and colourful background to the Elizabethan era.
The re-birth of the Nathan Fox series is a great delight for me and I look forward to engaging
with another generation of readers – young and not so young!

Lynn Brittney, 2018.

The plots of the books

T

he period just before and after the invasion of the Spanish Armada in 1588 is also the period
called “Shakespeare’s missing years” – when no-one is quite sure what William Shakespeare
was doing, other than being a jobbing actor in the Burbage Company of actors. I like to think
that he was gathering stories to write up later and I also like to think that he, in common with many
other actor/writers of the day (Marlowe and Bacon) was working, in some small way, as part of Sir
Francis’ network of agents throughout Europe.

It is into this colourful and shadowy world of espionage that the idea for Nathan Fox took root.
What if a boy actor in Burbage’s company, a boy with gypsy origins, a skilled acrobat and with an ear
for languages, was chosen to be recruited as an agent? What if he was partnered with England’s most
successful agent of the time – John Pearce – a glamorous and talented courtier, who had survived longer
in the field than anyone else? And what if this boy, Nathan Fox, was Will Shakespeare’s very good
friend and promised to tell Shakespeare all his adventures, each time he returned home?
From this premise, Nathan’s life grew. He lives with his sister, Marie, who is seventeen. As far
as the world is concerned they are orphans. But all is not what it seems. Nathan’s father, Samuel Fox,
is very much alive, but is on the run and has changed his name to Stefan. This is because an aristocrat
in the court of Queen Elizabeth – Lord Harcourt – murdered his wife with drugs that Samuel Fox, the
apothecary, had unwittingly given him. Samuel Fox was beaten almost to death but escaped and Nathan
finds out during his first adventure, that this has placed both him and his sister in danger.

vvv

So, in Book 1 – Dangerous Times – Nathan is sent on an undercover mission
to Venice and there he finds himself caught up in the story of Venice’s great
General, the former black slave, Othello. The journey through this mission
is hard on Nathan. First, he has the arduous training at Robey’s School of
Defence, to prepare him for life as an agent. Then there is an assassination
attempt on Nathan’s life by Harcourt. Once in Venice, Pearce and Nathan
find that they must fight alongside Othello, against the Turkish fleet, in
order to gain Venice as an ally in England’s fight against Spain. But
Othello makes an unwise marriage, to a young white noblewoman, and
feelings begin to turn against him. Racism in Venetian society begins
to raise its ugly head. Whereas, once, the great black general had been
feted as a hero of the Venetian Empire, he was now reviled. Unable to cope with
the rejection, Othello descends into madness, spurred on by his evil ensign Iago, and Nathan is
the tragic witness to the murder of Othello’s young wife at her crazed husband’s hands. Pearce almost
loses his life in a duel with Iago and his accomplice, Roderigo, and Nathan decides to leave the Secret
Service when he returns to England. But, on the voyage home he has a change of heart and, at the end
of the book, we see him willingly return to Robey’s School for further training.

The three old soldiers who help to train Nathan at the School of Defence (and feature in all the
books of the series) are called Bardolph, Pistol and Nym. These three comic characters appear in four
of Shakespeare’s plays – Henry IV Part 1, Henry IV Part 2, Henry V and The Merry Wives of Windsor.
Woven into the adventure in Venice are strands of other Shakespearian stories. Nathan and
Pearce’s contact in Venice is a Jewish merchant called Mordecai Luzzatto, who lives in the Ghetto, the
place invented by the Venetians, and where all Jews are forced to live. Although they may come out of
the Ghetto during the day, at night they are locked in. Teachers and students of Shakespeare will
recognize parts of the play The Merchant of Venice. Nathan also gets involved in protecting a friend from
involvement in the Venetian street gangs and there are echoes of Romeo and Juliet in this subplot.
Dangerous Times throws considerable light on to racism, persecution and slavery in 16th
century Europe.

vvv

In Book 2 – Traitor’s Gold - England’s Spymaster General sends his agents,
Nathan Fox and John Pearce, on a double mission – and both tasks are a
race against time.
Philip of Spain is maintaining a huge army of 80,000 men in the
Netherlands and they have not been paid for six months. The men are
threatening to mutiny, as they have done before, but they have been told
that gold is on its way. Walsingham’s spies tell him that the Spanish are
going to attempt to ship the gold into one of the Dutch ports they have
captured – but he suspects that this is a decoy. He knows that the
Spanish have not attempted to send gold by ships for a long time, due
to the English Channel blockade organised by Dutch pirates and
rebels, called the ‘Sea Beggars’. Walsingham is convinced that the gold will
be brought overland by the route from Italy known as The Spanish Road. John Pearce
and Nathan, in partnership with a Dutch rebel force, will have to find that gold and seize it.
Meanwhile, the second mission is less straightforward. An anonymous message has been sent
to Queen Elizabeth via the Abbess of a Beguinage (a religious house for women) in Amsterdam, offering
England an unbelievably precious religious relic. The owner wishes to keep it out of the hands of Philip
of Spain, an obsessive collector of relics, who has amassed over 7,500 in his palace in Madrid. Marie is
to enter the Beguinage, posing as a novice, to try and get to the relic before Philip’s agents. Queen
Elizabeth will only agree to this mission so long as the relic never comes to England but is spirited away
somewhere. This job is to be given to Nathan’s father, Stefan, and his band of gypsies, who will take
the relic, once it is found, back to Jerusalem.
The Netherlands is in the grip of “witch fever” and little does Marie realise that she is walking
into extreme danger. Also, the ruler of Amsterdam – the Duke – has disappeared, leaving a very pious
and cruel man, Angelo, in charge of the city.
Pearce, the rebels, and Stefan’s gypsies devise a plan to liberate the Spanish gold en route from
Italy. Stefan will stay behind to watch over Marie.

Before they leave Amsterdam, Nathan gets caught up in the plight of Marie’s friend Isabella,
whose brother has got his girlfriend pregnant. This has earned him a death sentence from the harsh
Angelo. Isabella goes to plead for his life and is shocked that the pious Deputy offers to pardon her
brother if she will become his mistress. This is the story that will interest Will Shakespeare the most,
when Nathan returns to England, and will become the plot of his play Measure for Measure.
Marie is working as a healer in the Beguinage hospital, alongside a woman called Mother
Lazarus. The two women are denounced as witches and carted off to the Weighing Chair at Oudewater
to be condemned. Pearce and Nathan return from their mission just in time to make a lightning dash
to Oudewater to save the two women.
The holy relic is found and spirited away by Nathan’s father and his men. The book ends with
Christmas celebrations at the Queen’s Court.
Traitor’s Gold explores the position of women in 16th century society, the hypocrisy of some men
in positions of power and the plight of a country occupied by an invading force.

vvv
Book 3 – Seas of Blood – is set in 1588 and concentrates on the drama of
the Armada invasion but also weaves some of the plot of The Tempest into
the storyline. Nathan is training, along with other young men, in skills
aboard ship, when he gets the call to return to the School of Defence.
Shakespeare has disappeared – on a special mission abroad, escorted by
John Pearce. Sir Francis Walsingham is hiding Sir John Dee, the
Queen’s astrologer, whose mind has become unhinged because of his
experiments to turn base metal into gold. He has in his possession a
strange book which contains all his information about foreign agents
written in a curious code of his own devising. Dee, nursed by Nathan’s
sister, Marie, is sent under guard to Ireland, to the castle of Grace
O’Malley – a famous female pirate. John Pearce has returned from
abroad and the team must decode the book as fast as possible before the
Spanish Armada sets sail on the spring tides.
The central part of Seas of Blood is about the gruelling days of the sea battle between the English
fleet and the Spanish Armada, as the English try to prevent the Armada from meeting up with the
Spanish Army in the Netherlands. Nathan and Pearce are under orders to pose as double agents and
surrender to the Spanish, in order to find out what the Spanish plans are, once they have been defeated.
This means that they must both face the extreme danger of being on board a stricken Spanish vessel as
it fights its way home around the north of Scotland and out into the Atlantic, through terrible weather.
England is saved from invasion but at an appalling cost to both English and Spanish soldiers
and sailors. Both Nathan and Pearce are tired and sad, at the end of the book, but there is a hint that
they may return for further adventures.
Seas of Blood explores the difficult relationship between England and Ireland; the treatment by
the Spanish conquerors of native people in the New World and the motivation of a small nation state
(England) defending itself from being swallowed up by a large voracious empire.

Nathan Fox Fact Books

T

hese books are intended as teacher’s and student’s aids in that they cover, in considerable details, all the
facets of Elizabethan life that are mentioned in the Nathan Fox novels.

Fact Book 1 – which accompanies Dangerous Times – covers the following:
Shakespeare’s plots in Dangerous Times
Elizabethan theatre, actors and playwrights
London Bridge
Espionage and National Security
Schools of Defence and Masters of Defence
Sir Francis Drake
Venice : Queen of the Adriatic
Carnivals and Masks
The Venetian Stocking Gangs
Persecution
Slavery
The Mighty Venetian Arsenal
Sea Battle
Galeasses
Crete – the last piece of the Venetian Empire
The Dark Legends of Crete
Fact Book 2 – which accompanies Traitor’s Gold – covers the following:
Elizabethan Food
His Most Catholic Majesty King Philip of Spain
Philip’s relics
Resistance in the Netherlands!
The Beggars and the Spanish Fury
Amsterdam – Venice of the North
A Beguinage
Conventicles
The Sea Beggars
The Spanish Road
Medicine during Elizabeth’s reign
The Chelsea Physic Garden
Gypsies in the 16th Century
Legends of the Rhine
Witch Fever
Land of Gold and Silver
Christmas at the Court of Queen Elizabeth
Shakespeare’s plots in Traitor’s Gold

Elizab
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Fact Book 3 – which accompanies Seas of Blood – covers the following:
The Armada – before the invasion
The English – before the invasion
Dr John Dee – the Queen’s Astrologer
The Voynich Manuscript
Alchemy and the Supernatural
Wild Ireland and the relationship
with the English
Irish pirates
Grace O’Malley – female pirate
Thomas Phelippes - codebreaker
Miguel Cervantes – Spanish writer
The Gallowglass – Scottish mercenaries
The Duke of Medina Sidonia
The English Sea Dogs
Fire ships
The famous battle against the Armada
Spanish wrecks along the west coast of Ireland
Conquered people in South America
The aftermath of the battle against the Armada
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Nathan Fox: Dangerous Times
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Nominated for the Waterstone’s Book Prize, The Brandford Boase Award,
Doncaster Book Prize, Hampshire Schools Book Prize.
Selected for the UK Dept. of Education’s Recommended Reading List for Boys
Originally published in the UK, USA, Germany, Spain and South America.
Published in audio book format in Germany.
Adapted into a radio play in Germany.
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How the books have
fared so far
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Reviews for Nathan Fox: Dangerous Times:
Bought this book for my son and thought I’d read it first. Absolutely brilliant. The weaponry is so well
researched and the action sequences are the best I have read in a long time. This book should appeal to adults
as well as teenagers. Well done L.Brittney.
TM. The Association for Renaissance Martial Arts (ARMA)
NATHAN FOX: DANGEROUS TIMES is the first in a series, and the author, L Brittney, a teacher of
drama and theatre, certainly shows us that she knows her history well. She has previously written fourteen
non-fiction books (including three children’s history titles) and over forty plays. This is her first fiction book,
and in it she accurately brings the Elizabethan period alive for her readers. Through Brittney’s words, the
reader can see the filthy streets, the palaces of the privileged, and feel the fear of being in a wooden sailing ship
in the middle of a battle.
NATHAN FOX: DANGEROUS TIMES is a really good adventure story, with non-stop action, thrilling
battles, baddies to outwit and lots of fun. It also made the shortlist for the 2007 Waterstone’s Children’s
Book Prize.
S.Roddom – Books and Musings from Down Under and Amazon
I was fortunate enough to read this book before it had a publisher, and found it to be a super book. Its
characters are rich, the setting is brilliantly laid out, and the plot is a mixture of simple and complex avenues
for the reader to follow.
How many books fit into this genre; teenage historical adventure, weaving Shakespearean and historical
figures, without sending those teenagers into dribble-down-your-chin slumber as soon as you mention
“Shakespeare”. The answer must be: not many!
Brittney’s attention to the detail of the period, and the accuracy of the historical content is fantastic, and it
means that the reader might surreptitiously LEARN something, as well as want to care about the outcome of
the characters!
No doubt that this book will transcend its teenage market, and become a widespread read in the future. Nathan
has the appeal of good old “Harry”, but with a lot more “guts”- literally. I hope that this review will persuade
you to read it, and then agree or disagree with me. Watch this space; L Brittney is blazing an historic trail in
a brand new way………
Gillyfish on Amazon

This is the first book in L. Brittney’s Nathan Fox adventures. The dangerous underbelly of Elizabethan
London is well-drawn and I enjoyed Robey’s school of swordsmanship, dirty tricks and 16th-century spying
skills, such as ciphers and cipher-breaking. Shakespeare fans will recognize snippets of Henry IV, Richard
II, The Merchant of Venice and Romeo and Juliet, as well as the story of Othello, which is the main strand
of the second half of the book.
Not only would this book make a lively introduction to the political complexities of Elizabethan England,
young readers will also end up knowing the plot of Othello. For 11 plus.
EH. Historical Novel Society

Nathan Fox: Traitor’s Gold

v

Selected for the UK Department of Education’s Recommended Reading List for Boys

Reviews for Nathan Fox: Traitor’s Gold:
Grave - and historically accurate - threats face young protaganist Nathan Fox in his second adventure
Traitor’s Gold (L Brittney, Macmillan £5.99) Like Julia Golding’s Cat Royal, Nathan moves in a real
world – Elizabethan London and 16th century Europe. He is an actor working for Shakespeare – and being
trained to spy for Sir Francis Walsingham.
This escapade, involving the quest to nab some Spanish gold, takes Nathan and his mentor John Pearce to the
Netherlands and Cologne, into a dangerous Europe where witches are being burned at the stake. Expect furious
swordplay, tremendous chases, atmospheric journeys and wince-inducing reminders that this was an age before
anaesthetics.
There is also a horrible scene involving Queen Elizabeth and her rotting teeth. History in all its rank-smelling
glory. My only complaint is that back in London, stay-at-home Shakespeare complains that the Netherlands
are “boring”. Surely our Will found nothing boring?
Sinclair Mackay, The Telegraph (UK)

NATHAN FOX: TRAITOR’S GOLD is the second book in a series. I loved the first book, NATHAN FOX:
DANGEROUS TIMES, and was worried whether author, L Brittney, would be able to pull off a second hit.
She has, and then some; this adventure is even better than the first. Reading the story was like getting on an
express train – the story took off and didn’t let me go until I arrived breathless at the other end. The character
of Nathan is spot on for a young teenager; Brittney has him reacting to life just as a teen should. Right down
to sulking when things don’t go his way, or worse, thinking he knows better and running off to do his own
thing. However, for all his faults, he is a courageous young man.
I think this story would be better aimed at the teen market rather than the pre-teens market the publisher is
aiming it at. There are some rather gruesome illustrations of how people were treated on the war field without
the use of modern medicine. I think the scenes added to the reality of the period of history the author has set her
tale in. To take it away would be wrong. However, it is for this reason I think that some pre-teens may get
upset. Other than that – don’t miss out on this wonderful adventure story.
Sally906 – Goodreads

This is a terrific story of double-dealing and adventure. Not only does L. Brittney get across the history in an
exciting and entertaining way, she also brings in Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure as the subplot. Aimed
at boys of 10 plus but girls who like historical adventures should enjoy it as well.
D.S. The Historical Novel Society

Nathan Fox: Seas of Blood
At the time of writing this report, the book has been out for less than a month, so we have no
published reviews as yet. However, early indications through the book trade are favourable and
requests from industry professionals to review the book are beginning to mount up.
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