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Chapter 1



IN THE HEAT of the evening, just as daylight began to drift into dusk, Joe Jaggard took Amy Le Neve’s hand in his and pulled her willingly away from her wedding feast.


Amy was slight, little more than five foot and less than a hundredweight. Her fair hair shone in the last of the light and her skin was as clear and soft as a milkmaid’s. She was sixteen, yet her hand in Joe’s great right hand was like a child’s. He was eighteen years, six foot or more, lean and muscular and golden. In his left hand he clasped a wine flagon.


They ran on, breathless, until her bare foot struck a sharp flint and she faltered, crying out in shock and pain. Joe stopped and laid her down in the long grass. He kissed her foot and sucked the blood that trickled from the sole.


Tears flowed down her cheeks. Joe cupped her head in his hands, his fingers tangling in her tear-drenched hair, and kissed her face all over. He held her to him, engulfing her.


She pulled open his chemise of fine cambric, he pushed her wedding smock away from her calves, up over her flawless thighs, crumpling the thin summer worsted. It was lovemaking, but it was warfare too; the last delirious stabbings in a battle they knew to be lost.


Joe took a draught from the flagon. ‘You know what, doll,’ he said, and his voice became high-pitched, ‘I do believe you are an abomination. Get you behind me, daughter of Satan, for you are profane and impure and as frail as the rib of Adam. Verily, I say you are fallen into corruption.’


She jabbed him sharply in the ribs with her elbow. ‘I’ll abominate you,’ she said, laughing with him. She sobered. ‘The funny thing is, though, he really talks like that.’


‘Winterberry? Winter-turd is what I call him. He’s a dirty, breech-shitting lecher of a man, I do reckon. Puritans they call them. He’s as pure as swine-slurry, steeped in venery and lewdness. He’s got a face like a dog that’s never been out the kennel and a suit of clothes so black and stark they’d scare the Antichrist back into hell. He’s buying you, paying for you as he might bargain for a whore at a Southwark stew.’


They were silent a few moments. In the distance, they could just hear the occasional whisper of music caught on the warm breeze.


‘We’ll go,’ said Joe. ‘We’ll go to London. I’ve got gold.’


‘I can’t leave my family. They’ll get the law on us. You’ll be locked away and whipped. Strung up at Tyburn. I don’t know what.’


He turned to her, angry now. ‘Would you rather go to his bed? Would you have him play with you?’


‘You know I don’t want that! They forced me to marry him.’


He turned his gaze from her. ‘I’ll kill them all, Amy. I’ll do for them – your kin, the lot. I’ll scrape the figs from Winter-turd’s arse and push them down his throat.’


She kissed him. ‘It’s hopeless. I’ll have to go back there tonight. I’m a married woman now.’


His eyes were closed. Then he opened them and smiled at her. ‘No, doll,’ he said. ‘There’s stuff we can do. I can do. I promise you I can make it so we can be together forever. Trust me. Now kiss me again.’


They kissed, long and lingering. It was the last thing they ever did. They had not heard the creeping footfalls in the grass.


The first blow killed Joe. He knew nothing of it. Amy had no more than two seconds to register the horror, before the second blow came.





Chapter 2



JOHN SHAKESPEARE FOUND his wife, Catherine, in the oak-panelled school hall, teaching their four-year-old daughter Mary her alphabet from a hornbook. Catherine met his eye but she did not smile. She tossed back her long dark hair as if ridding herself of a fly. Shakespeare sensed her anger and did his best to ignore it. He knew what she wanted to discuss, so he deliberately avoided the subject and said, ‘Rumsey Blade is set on flogging Pimlock yet again.’


‘Yes,’ she said curtly. ‘I know. Six stripes. Blade has it in for the boy.’


‘Pimlock takes it with fortitude.’


‘Well, I don’t, John. How can boys study when they face such punishments?’


There was nothing more to be said on the subject. It was merely another worry for Shakespeare to deal with as High Master of the Margaret Woode School for the Poor Boys of London. Like it or not, they were stuck with Rumsey Blade and his beloved birchrods; he had been inflicted on them by the fiercely Protestant Bishop Aylmer to ensure no Roman Catholic teachings burrowed their way into the curriculum. Catherine’s Papist leanings were well known and disliked.


‘But there was the other matter . . .’ Catherine continued. Shakespeare’s neck muscles tensed. ‘Must we talk about such things in front of the child?’


Catherine patted her daughter. ‘Kiss your father and go to Jane,’ she said briskly. Mary, delicate and comely like her mother, ran to Shakespeare and stood to receive and give a kiss, then ran off to find the maid, Jane Cooper, in the nursery.


‘Now you have no excuse to avoid the subject.’


‘We have nothing to discuss,’ Shakespeare said, painfully aware of how brittle he must sound. ‘My position is plain. You must not go to the mass.’


Catherine stood up and faced her husband. Her blue eyes were cold and unloving. ‘I have surrendered to you on every aspect of our lives together,’ she said quietly. ‘Our daughter is brought up conforming to the Anglican church, we run a conformist school and I entertain no priests under our roof. I even attend the parish church so that I incur no fines for recusancy. Do you not think I have played my part, John?’


‘I know it, Catherine, but . . .’


‘Then why forbid me this one boon?’


John Shakespeare did not like to cross his wife. Usually it was pointless to do so, anyway, for she had a stubborn way. Yet this request was one he would fight to the bitter conclusion. He could not have her putting herself and the family in jeopardy.


‘You know why, Catherine,’ he said, his face set.


‘No, John, I do not know why. I need you to explain it to me again, for I am but a mere woman and of simple wit.’


It would be a secret Roman Catholic mass. Such events were fraught with danger; simply to know the whereabouts of a priest, let alone harbour one, could lead to torture and the scaffold. And this mass was yet more perilous, for it was to be said by the fugitive Jesuit Father Robert Southwell, a man Catherine Shakespeare knew as a friend. He had evaded capture for six years and was regarded by Elizabeth and her Privy Council as an irritant thorn to be plucked from their flesh at all costs.


‘Catherine,’ he said, trying to soften his voice – the last thing he wanted was this rift between them to escalate into an unbridgeable gulf – ‘I know you have made many compromises. But have I not done likewise? Did I not forsake my career with Walsingham to marry you?’


‘So I must obey you?’ Catherine said, almost spitting the words.


‘I would rather you made your own – considered – decision. But, yes, I say you must obey me in this.’ He had never spoken to her like this before.


She glared at him. When she spoke, her words were harsh. ‘So, as Thomas Becon says in his Christian State of Matrimony, women and horses must be well-governed. Is that how you are guided?’ She laughed with derision. ‘Am I a mare to be so treated by you, Mr Shakespeare?’


‘I have no more to say on the matter, Mistress Shakespeare. You will not go to a mass, especially not one said by the priest Southwell. He is denounced as a traitor. To consort with him would taint you and the rest of us with treason. Would you give Topcliffe the evidence he needs to destroy us and send our child in chains to the treadmill at Bridewell? Let that be an end to it.’


Shakespeare turned and strode away. He did not look back because he had no wish to meet her withering glare. He went to the courtyard and sat on a low wall, in the shade. He was shaking. This was bad, very bad. She was being utterly wrong-headed.


Behind him in the courtyard, he heard unequal footsteps and turned to see his old friend and assistant Boltfoot Cooper shuffling towards him, dragging his club foot awkwardly on the cobbled stones. It occurred to Shakespeare that Boltfoot was becoming slower in his movements as he neared the age of forty. Perhaps this quiet life as a school gatekeeper did not suit an old mariner and veteran of Drake’s circumnavigation.


‘Boltfoot?’


‘You have a visitor, Mr Shakespeare. A Mr Charles McGunn would speak with you. He has a serving-man with him.’


‘Do we know Mr McGunn? Is he the father of a prospective pupil?’


Boltfoot shook his head. ‘He says he is sent by the Earl of Essex to treat with you.’


Shakespeare’s furrowed brow betrayed his surprise. He laughed lightly. ‘Well, I suppose I had better see him.’


‘I shall show him through.’


‘Not here, Boltfoot. I will go to the library. Show this McGunn and his servant to the anteroom and offer them refreshment, then bring them to me in five minutes.’


As Shakespeare climbed the oaken staircase to the high-windowed library, with its shelves of books collected by the founder of this school, Thomas Woode, and, latterly, by himself, he considered Essex. He was famed throughout the land as Queen Elizabeth’s most favoured courtier, a gallant blessed with high birth, dashing looks, courage in battle, sporting prowess and the charm to enchant a princess. It was said he had even supplanted Sir Walter Ralegh in the Queen’s affections. What interest could the Earl of Essex have in an obscure schoolmaster like Shakespeare, a man so far from the centre of public life that he doubted anyone at court even knew his name?


McGunn was a surprise. Shakespeare had half expected a livery-clad bluecoat to appear; but McGunn looked like no flunkey Shakespeare had ever seen. He was of middle height, thick-set, with the fearless, belligerent aspect of a bull terrier. He had big, knotted hands. His face and head were bare and bald, save for two greying eyebrows beneath a gnarled and pulpy forehead. A heavy gold hoop was pierced into the lobe of his left ear. He smiled with good humour and held out a firm, meaty hand to John Shakespeare.


‘Mr Shakespeare, it is a pleasure to meet you,’ he said.


‘Mr McGunn?’


‘Indeed.’


Shakespeare guessed his accent to be Irish, but from which part or class of that dark, forbidding island he had no way of knowing. His attire struck him as incongruous; a wide, starched ruff circled his thick neck, a doublet finely braided with thread of gold girded his trunk and he wore hose of good-quality blue serge and netherstocks the colour of corn. It seemed to Shakespeare that he had a working man’s face and body in a gentleman’s clothing.


His serving-man at his side was introduced merely as Slyguff. He looked no more the bluecoat of a great house than did McGunn, though he was less richly dressed, in the buff jerkin of a smithy or a carter. Slyguff was smaller and thinner than his master. He was wiry like the taut cable of a ship’s anchor, with a narrow face and a sharp, gristly nose. Though smaller, he looked every bit as formidable as McGunn. One of Slyguff’s eyes, the left one, was dead and the other betrayed no emotion at all.


‘I hope that Mr Cooper has offered you some ale. It is another hot day.’


‘Indeed, it is and indeed, he has, Mr Shakespeare,’ McGunn said, smiling warmly. ‘For which we are both grateful. To tell you true I could have drunk the Irish Sea dry this day.’


‘How may I help you, Mr McGunn?’


‘Well, you could start by giving us yet more ale. No, no, I jest. We are here because we are sent by my lord of Essex to escort you to him at Essex House. He wishes to speak with you.’


‘The Earl of Essex wishes to speak with me ?’


‘That is correct, Mr Shakespeare.’


‘Why should he wish to speak to an unknown schoolmaster, Mr McGunn?’


‘Perchance, he wants lessons in Latin, or a little learning in counting. Could you help him with that, now? Or maybe you could show him how to command his temper, for certain he is as moody as the weather.’


‘Mr McGunn, I fear you jest again.’


‘I do, I do. The truth is he wishes your advice on a particular matter of interest. But for certain you don’t do yourself credit when you call yourself an unknown schoolmaster. Who has not heard of the brilliant exploits of John Shakespeare on behalf of Queen and country?’


‘Mr McGunn, that is ancient history.’


‘Not in the Earl’s eyes, it’s not. He is mighty impressed by the tale of your fierce courage in the face of an implacable foe. As am I, may I add. You have done admirable work, sir.’


Shakespeare accepted the compliment with good grace and bowed with a slight smile on his lips. ‘And what sort of advice is the Earl of Essex seeking, Mr McGunn? He must know I am retired from my work as an intelligencer.’


‘That is for him to say, Mr Shakespeare. I am merely his humble servant.’


McGunn did not look at all humble, thought Shakespeare. Were it not for the fine clothes, he and Slyguff were the kind of duo an honest subject of Her Majesty might well cross the road to avoid. Yet for all his brutish appearance, McGunn seemed a good-humoured fellow and Shakespeare had to admit that he was intrigued. Who would not wish to meet the renowned Essex? ‘Well, then, let us make an appointment, and I will be there.’


‘No, Mr Shakespeare, we are to accompany you to him now. My lord of Essex does not wait on appointments.’


‘Well, I am afraid he will have to wait. I have a lesson to conduct within the hour.’


McGunn smiled and clapped Shakespeare on the shoulder with a hand the size of a kitchen wife’s sieve. ‘Come now, Mr Shakespeare, are you not High Master of this school? Delegate one of your lesser masters to take over your tutoring for the morning. The earl is a busy man and I know he will make it worth your while to take the time to meet him. Here.’ McGunn took a gold coin from his purse and spun it in the air. He caught it and held it between thumb and forefinger in front of Shakespeare’s eyes. ‘That’s for starters. Take it. There’s plenty more where that came from.’


Shakespeare did not take the gold coin. He stared McGunn in the eye and saw only gently mocking humour. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I will come with you. But give me a few minutes to arrange my lesson and let my wife know where I am going.’


As he spoke the words, he experienced a sense of dread; the battle with Catherine was far from done.





Chapter 3



RUMSEY BLADE, a small man with a pinched, unlovable face and thinning hair, was not happy about taking on Shakespeare’s lesson. He was in the yard, swishing his birch cane in preparation for flogging Pimlock, who was awaiting his punishment, hose about his knees and bent forward over the low wall where Shakespeare had recently been sitting.


‘I am called away on urgent business, Mr Blade. You will take my lesson.’


Blade frowned. ‘Indeed, Mr Shakespeare?’


‘Indeed, Mr Blade.’


‘Well, I cannot allow you to make a habit of such things. It is a bad example to the boys when masters fail to keep to the roster.’


Shakespeare did not have time to argue. ‘Mr Blade, you are forgetting who is the High Master here, to speak to me thus.’ He looked at the boy. ‘And I would suggest you go easy with Pimlock.’


‘Would you so, Mr Shakespeare? And what use do you think a flogging would be if it did not draw blood?’


‘It is of little or no use, whether blood be drawn or not.’


‘At Winchester, Friday was always flogging day and a failure to stripe them with blood was considered not at all acceptable. Do you consider yourself superior to Winchester, sir?’


‘Good day, Mr Blade.’


As Shakespeare turned away, Blade went rigid. His birch rod ceased swishing. ‘And have you discussed this matter with the Bishop? He will not be happy with such a lax attitude to discipline and the good governance of boys.’


Shakespeare walked away.


McGunn and Slyguff were waiting for him in Dowgate, mounted on their horses. Boltfoot held the grey mare, saddled and ready. Out here, in the full blaze of the late morning sun, the heat of the day hit Shakespeare like the blaze of a Smithfield pyre. He swung up into the saddle, then pulled his cap down on his head to shield his brow and neck. McGunn had already removed his ruff and opened the front of his fine doublet in an attempt to cool off.


‘Let’s ride,’ McGunn said.


Fragrant summer flowers and herbs – lavender, rosemary, bay and a hundred other species – grew in profusion in the city’s many gardens, yet they did little to counter the overpowering stench of the dung-and-slop-strewn roads as Shakespeare and his companions trotted their horses slowly along Thames Street then up to the City Wall. Rats scurried brazenly, picking at the discarded bones from kitchens. Kites circled overhead or perched on walls, feeding at will from the bodies of slaughtered cats. ‘Makes you long for the fresh air of the countryside, does it not, Mr Shakespeare,’ McGunn said. ‘They say the plague will come hard this year.’


Shakespeare nodded. He had already wondered whether they should close the school while summer lasted and head for Warwickshire to escape the pestilence. It would be good to visit his family. It might also be good for the health of his marriage.


At Ludgate a team of dog-catchers was rounding up strays to slit their throats, a sure sign that the City Aldermen were worried about the possibility of the sickness blowing up into a general plague. It was a terrifying thought.


All along the way beggars and rag-clad doxies stretched out thin, bony hands and stumps, hoping in vain for coins from those driving the heavy midday traffic of farm wagons and timber carts. It was a dismal sight, a sign of what England was coming to as crops failed and the demands of the war chest ate into treasury funds. As they approached Essex House, Shakespeare saw a group of a dozen or so vagabonds surrounding the open gateway. McGunn stopped by them and handed out alms liberally, for which many of them thanked him by name and doffed their caps. ‘They may be only beggars, but they are our beggars,’ McGunn said by way of explanation to Shakespeare, and then roared with laughter and kicked on through the gates.


Essex House stood on a large plot of land between the Thames and The Strand. Its gardens swept down to the riverbank, where there was a high wall with a gated opening to some water-steps, a landing stage for boats and barges.


Shakespeare and his companions dismounted in the forecourt under the watchful eye of a troop of halberdiers, their axe-pike lances held stock still at their sides. The house was a hive of bees, so energetic were the comings and goings. An ostler quickly came forth and took their horses. ‘This is the Essex hovel, Mr Shakespeare, how do you think it?’ McGunn asked, standing back to admire the enormous stone-built house.


Shakespeare looked up at its towering frontage.


‘Forty-two chambers, one hundred and sixty servants and retainers, but day-by-day you will find twice that number and more entering and leaving. Kitchens large enough to cook a feast fit for a monarch and a banqueting house great enough to entertain one. All built by his mother’s late husband, the Earl of Leicester.’ McGunn strode towards the steps to the main doorway, his bull neck seeming to lead the way with the rest of him following. A halberdier stood either side of the doorway, shoulders back and unmoving. They clearly knew McGunn well for he was not required to ask leave to pass. ‘Let us go in. You will be meeting my lord of Essex in the Picture Gallery.’


Essex stood in the middle of the high-ceilinged, intricately plastered gallery. To his right, casting him in a half-shade that accentuated his fine features, were four south-facing windows that stretched almost the full depth of the walls. The room was bathed in brilliant light by the high midday sun and the windows were opened at every available casement to allow in what breeze was to be had.


The earl looked magnificent. He stood tall in a rich costume of white silk and mother-of-pearl, his curled hair combed back from his wide forehead, his full-length red beard tumbling over his ruff. He had a slight upward tilt to his chin, his gaze fixed on a small volume that he held at arm’s length in his left hand as if he were a man of letters, not war. Lest anyone forget his cannon reputation, however, his right hand nonchalantly cupped the hilt of his ceremonial sword.


All around him the room was hung with portraits: Essex in military armour with wheel-lock, sword and poniard; his beautiful mother, Lettice Knollys, in a baudekin gown of bejewelled glory; Essex’s sisters, Dorothy and Penelope, reckoned by many to be the match of their mother in beauty . . . and in wildness of spirit; his father, the late Walter Devereux, first Earl of Essex, who died a mysterious death in Ireland, some said of poisoning; Lettice’s new husband, Sir Christopher Blount, a handsome man with what John Shakespeare took to be an untrustworthy eye; and dominating them all, Essex’s late stepfather, Leicester, the man who first won Queen Elizabeth’s heart but betrayed her by marrying Lettice (and, some said, was guilty of poisoning her husband Walter in order to do so).


It occurred to Shakespeare that this was the most formidable family of the age, a clan to match the Tudors themselves in power and majesty. Leicester, in particular, seemed to survey the scene from his portrait with supreme contempt.


A few yards in front of Essex stood a painter at his easel, paint-loaded brush in hand. Essex’s eyes rose languidly from his book and drifted to Shakespeare and McGunn. He nodded to the painter, who wiped his brush on a rag and put it down on a coffer beside him, where he had his pigments and oils and other tools of his craft, then stood to one side.


Essex closed his book and stepped forward, his posture slumping slightly as he did so, making him now appear to have the ungainly stoop so often associated with extremely tall men.


McGunn, whose man Slyguff had remained outside the door, ambled forward, grinning. ‘My lord . . .’


Essex smiled back and clasped him like an old friend. ‘You are well met, Mr McGunn.’


McGunn turned towards Shakespeare, then swept his arm to introduce the guest. ‘And this is Mr Shakespeare, whom you asked me to find.’


Shakespeare bowed to him in deference. ‘It is an honour to meet you, my lord.’


‘Mr Shakespeare,’ Essex said, his eyes lighting up. ‘What a pleasure to meet you. And the honour, may I say, is mine. Let me shake you by the hand.’


The grip almost crushed Shakespeare’s knuckles.


‘So, Mr Shakespeare, this is the hand that brought down Philip of Spain’s hired assassin and saved Drake. You are welcome in my home.’


Shakespeare bowed. ‘You do me too much honour, my lord.’


‘Come, sit with me. Take some wine. It has been cooled in ice. Your face betrays your surprise, Mr Shakespeare. Have you not heard? We have an ice cave here; it is a conceit of antiquity that I heard of from a correspondent in Italy. In the cold of winter, you collect ice and store it in the depths of the cellar, protected with straw and horsehair. Then in summer, even in a furnace summer such as this, it remains in its solid state to cool your wines and salads. It is an excellent device for keeping the freshness of fish, I am told.’ Essex snapped his fingers and a servant stepped forward to take his order. ‘Now, Mr Shakespeare,’ he said. ‘You must wish to know why I have asked you to come here.’


Shakespeare inclined his head, but said nothing.


‘And in due course I shall reveal all to you. But first let me ask about your circumstances. I believe you have a grammar school for poor boys?’


Shakespeare explained about the Margaret Woode school. Essex was clearly bored. At last he shook his head slowly. ‘This is all very well, Mr Shakespeare,’ he said. ‘But do you not miss the excitement of your former life?’


Shakespeare sometimes wondered this himself, but he would not admit as much here. ‘It was of its time, my lord, and I am glad to have served; but now my life has taken a different turn.’


‘But your career as an intelligencer ended in an unfortunate manner. I believe you fell foul of the late, much lamented Mr Secretary over the question of your wife’s Catholicism. That is certainly the tale bruited about.’


Shakespeare stiffened. ‘It is all a long time ago, my lord.’


‘Yes, Mr Shakespeare, I do understand that quite well. But, I say again: is schoolmastering enough?’


‘It is, my lord.’


McGunn and the painter listened in silence. Essex turned to them now. ‘What say you, Mr McGunn? And you, Mr Segar? Can a tiger so lose his stripes that he become a household cat?’


Both men laughed. ‘Quite impossible,’ McGunn said. ‘What man could turn from the art of war, even a war of secrets, to the world of dusty books? Impossible, I say.’ The painter signalled his agreement with a slight bow of the head.


The bluecoat arrived with four glasses of sweet and light canary wine. As Shakespeare sipped he noted that the drink was indeed cold, a refreshing and remarkable indulgence on such a hot day.


‘Now then,’ Essex said. ‘To the matter in hand. The reason I have asked you here. Does the word Roanoke mean anything to you, Mr Shakespeare?’


Roanoke. Who had not heard of Roanoke? The mere word conjured up an image in Shakespeare’s mind of a far-distant, exotic shore, of strange plants, venomous creatures and yet more dangerous men. Roanoke: the lost colony. One of the most mysterious tales of the age.


Shakespeare let a second draught of the cool drink slip down his throat. ‘Roanoke. Why, yes, my lord. I have heard the tale, and a curious one it is.’


Essex gestured Shakespeare to come and sit with him on a wooden settle beside the window. ‘Before we proceed, let me tell you the story as I know it. I am sure that much has been said about Roanoke in the taverns and ordinaries of London, and most of it probably embellished for the sort of gulls who buy the penny broadsheets. Few people know the plain facts, so I shall rehearse them for you. Roanoke is a small island off the Virginia coast of the New World, reckoned to be some five hundred sea miles north and east of the Spanish colony of St Augustine. Sheltered by sandbanks, it had been thought so well favoured that it would do well as the site for England’s first colony in the New World. It seemed to offer natural protection from the Spanish, who would dearly love to see it done away with, and to offer a base for English privateers.’


‘That is much as I had heard it, my lord.’


‘Five years ago, the first permanent English colony was founded there: about one hundred and ten men, women and children – and two babies, I believe – left to fend for themselves, hopefully to prosper and grow. But even before the ships had set sail, leaving them there, it was clear things were not running smoothly. There were disagreements with the savages. And there were shortages of supplies. Because of this, the governor of the colony, John White, came back to England with the ships. His mission was to assemble supply vessels to return the following year, 1588. But, as the world knows, he was unable to do so.’


‘Because of the Armada.’


‘Quite so. It wasn’t until three years after the colonists were left that an expedition was mounted to help those one hundred and ten souls. But when the ships arrived they found no trace of them or their belongings.’


Shakespeare ran his finger around the cool rim of the elegant wine glass and looked closely at Essex. How could this story possibly involve him? ‘Was there not some clue as to their disappearance, my lord? Some mark on a tree indicating that they might have gone to live with the savages? Or is that a tavern tale?’


‘No, you are correct about that, Mr Shakespeare. There were three letters carved on a tree – CRO. And on a fence there was carved the word Croatoan. That is the name of a tribe of savages living at that time on an island to the south of Roanoke. It is said they had been helpful to the colonists in the past, but that they were losing patience with the white man’s demand for food. Would the colonists have gone there under such circumstances? Perhaps they were starving and did so, and perhaps they are all alive and well and living happy, productive lives in harmony with their hosts. That is certainly the most comforting explanation. For my own part, I do not believe it. Had they made an orderly departure, they would have had time to leave a more comprehensive message for those who came to find them. So there we have it, Mr Shakespeare. There is, of course, much more to it than I have told you, but before we move on I wish to be sure you have a clear understanding.’


‘I believe I do, my lord. But I confess that I am less certain how it affects me.’


‘Which is what we are now coming to.’ Essex rose from the elm-wood settle, took Shakespeare by the elbow and stood with him gazing out of the high window. Shakespeare was a tall man, six foot by anyone’s reckoning, yet Essex overtopped him by a good three inches. For a few moments they looked out at the Thames together. It teemed with the traffic of barges and tilt-boats, blanched sails dazzling in the midday sun, oars clipping splashes from the surface that burst in iridescent plumes. On the opposite shore, among verdant pasture land, stood the palace of Lambeth, residence of the Archbishop of Canterbury. Not far off, they could hear the cries and sounds of the City. ‘What would you think, Mr Shakespeare,’ Essex said, ‘if I told you that somewhere out there, walking the streets of London, is one of the lost colonists.’


Shakespeare was not sure he had heard the question aright. ‘What are you asking me, my lord? Forgive me, but I fear I do not understand what you wish of me.’


Essex let out a loud snort of laughter and then turned back to McGunn and Segar. ‘You see, it is madness. No one will believe this.’ And then he said slowly, directly to Shakespeare, ‘What I am saying is that we have evidence that one of the so-called lost colonists is alive and well and is now here in London, thousands of miles from Roanoke. Now, how do you explain that?’


Shakespeare had no idea what he was supposed to say. The question seemed moon-mad. ‘Well, I really don’t know. But if he is here, then I imagine others are, too, and that they have been brought here. Somehow they must have sailed here.’


‘It is not a he, Mr Shakespeare. It is a she. And we have her name. She is Eleanor Dare – and she is a woman of great interest on two counts. Firstly, she was born Eleanor White and is the daughter of John White, the colony’s leader who came back to England to secure supply vessels. And secondly, she is the mother of the first-ever English baby born in the New World, a girl aptly christened Virginia. As to the suggestion that all the colonists have come back, I hardly think that is feasible. I cannot believe a hundred or more people have somehow slipped into England unnoticed. One, yes, perchance two, but a hundred, no.’


‘Perhaps Eleanor Dare returned with her father five years ago when he came for the supply vessels.’


‘Impossible. The other colonists would not have let her or her child leave. She was their hostage, if you like. She it was that made certain their governor – her father – would move heaven and earth to secure supply ships and return. No, if it is indeed Eleanor Dare who has been sighted here in London, then she has somehow found her way across the ocean alone. Mr Segar, please, your tale if you will . . .’


The artist rose from his bench. He was a man of middling height and breadth with a tight mouth and lips like a woman’s, half hidden behind a wide moustache that closely resembled a cat’s whiskers. He wore a long painter’s smock from neck to heel to protect his valuable court attire from paint splashes. He took a deep breath. ‘I have little to add to the story as told by my lord of Essex, save to say that the tale emanates from a maid in my own household, Agnes Hardy, who swears to me, hand on Bible, that she saw Eleanor Dare in London no more than a week since . . .’


‘People can make mistakes,’ Shakespeare suggested.


‘Of course. And that is what we must find out,’ Essex said. ‘Now, Mr Segar, tell Mr Shakespeare where your housemaid saw this woman.’


‘She was outside the theatre in Southwark, dressed as a strumpet touting for business. It was certainly in the area where the whores gather. Agnes told me she was so taken aback to see Eleanor, knowing her of old and knowing her to be lost in the New World, that for a moment she merely stood there open-mouthed in astonishment. By the time she had gathered her wits to approach her, the woman had joined arms with a man and they had gone, vanished into the theatre crowd. That was the last she saw of her.’


‘What time of day was this?’ Shakespeare asked.


‘Mid-afternoon, I believe. You would do best to ask her such details yourself.’


It was the sort of question Shakespeare would have asked in his days as an intelligencer, to determine how much daylight there was and how clearly this Agnes Hardy might have seen this woman she took to be Eleanor Dare. But what had any of this to do with him now? McGunn read his thoughts.


‘So, Mr Shakespeare, why have we brought you here? That’s what you want to know.’


‘Well, of course any man would be curious about this strange tale – but it really has nothing to do with me.’


Essex clapped his hands. ‘But you are just the man for the job, Mr Shakespeare. The perfect intelligencer, a man used to digging in the most putrid of middens to find bright red rubies of betrayal. Everything I know of you suggests to me that you are the man to find this woman.’


Shakespeare set his face very determinedly. ‘Oh, no . . .’


‘Oh, yes, Mr Shakespeare. A thousand times yes. And you will be paid well for your troubles. I am sure that a handsome sum of gold would help your school, would it not?’


Indeed, who did not need gold in these straitened times? ‘But why, my lord of Essex, are you so concerned about the supposed sighting of this woman, especially when she is most unlikely to be the person identified?’


Essex looked at Shakespeare as if he had lost his wit. He sighed with great exaggeration and turned to McGunn. ‘You talk to him, Mr McGunn. Answer all Mr Shakespeare’s questions. Knock sense into him. I have other matters to attend to. Come, Mr Segar.’


Without another word he strode with proud yet ungainly gait towards the entrance door, Segar following in his wake. And then they were gone.





Chapter 4



IT SEEMED TO Shakespeare that he had been assailed by a whirlwind. He looked at McGunn and saw something unpleasant in his eyes.


‘Well, there we have it, Shakespeare,’ McGunn said with weary resignation. ‘God has spoken and so we mere mortals must obey.’


Shakespeare held up the palm of his hand. ‘I really don’t think you and my lord of Essex quite understand—’


‘Oh, we understand all right. We understand, too, that you are in sore need of funds – funds which we can provide in exchange for a small service that may take you no more than a few days. An old colleague of yours informs me that you are the perfect man for the task.’


‘An old colleague?’


‘You will meet him soon enough.’


Again Shakespeare demurred. ‘Mr McGunn, I still feel as if there is something I am missing here.’


‘Well, let me say just two words to you: Walter Ralegh. Now do you understand my lord of Essex’s interest in the matter?’


Shakespeare knew, of course, that the Roanoke colony had been Ralegh’s child. That it was he who had won patents from the Queen granting him permission to sponsor the colony and had raised the necessary gold for ships, crews, supplies and settlers to make it work. It had been a critical investment for the great courtier, for he had persuaded the Queen that the colony – and his plan to found a great town in Virginia grandly called The City of Ralegh – would bring untold riches to her coffers. But what had all this to do with Essex?


‘The point is, Shakespeare,’ McGunn said slowly, as if spelling out the obvious to a small boy. ‘The point is that my lord of Essex and Sir Walter Ralegh are not easy companions. In truth – and I do not care if you repeat this – they would happily plunge red-hot pokers up each other’s arses if in so doing they could cause the other pain and further their own influence at court. For you must know that they see each other as chief rival for the Queen’s favour.’


‘But that does not explain why it is so important to find this Eleanor Dare.’


McGunn ran a leathery hand over his sweat-dripping bare forehead. He pulled at his gold hoop earring, all the while staring at Shakespeare with an expression on his fleshy, canine face that hovered somewhere between condescension and intimidation. ‘Because Ralegh is already in bad odour,’ he said quietly. ‘He has impregnated and married the Queen’s lady-in-waiting Bess Throckmorton, and Elizabeth is in a towering rage. She has had them arrested and held under close arrest. Ralegh is on the ground; he will not raise himself up with poetry this time. Only treasure will buy his way back into the Queen’s heart. Treasure from Roanoke. That is why we must find Eleanor Dare – for she alone knows what happened. Is the colony still alive? Does it thrive? Can Ralegh expect a fleet of gold? Or have all perished – and with them his hope of redemption? Do you understand now, Shakespeare? My lord of Essex does not want Ralegh ever to get off the ground again.’


Shakespeare acknowledged the logic. Ralegh’s fate depended on Roanoke. With the colony not proven dead, he had hope still. With the colony gone, he had none. This was court politics. No one cared about the missing men, women and children. This was about power and position. Shakespeare understood it all now, and saw too that there was danger here, extreme danger.


To get caught up in an affair such as this between two of the most powerful men in the land was like finding yourself trapped in a burning attic; do you die by burning or by jumping? This was a deadly game between Essex and Ralegh. Leave them to it. ‘I am sorry, Mr McGunn,’ he said. ‘This task you ask of me is out of the question. Please apologise to my lord of Essex on my behalf, but I cannot possibly accept his kind offer.’


There was no longer any ambiguity in McGunn’s face. His lips curled back and his yellow teeth moved against each other so that Shakespeare could hear an unholy grinding noise, as if they would crack like glass against each other. ‘Did I mention the twenty sovereigns?’ McGunn said as if it were the last offer before a knife under the ribcage.


‘Twenty sovereigns, two hundred sovereigns. I cannot be swayed, Mr McGunn. The task is not for me.’


McGunn’s hand flashed out like a serpent’s jaws and clasped Shakespeare by the throat. With just the one hand he lifted him clear off the floor. Shakespeare’s hands went to his throat to try to dislodge the enormous hand that was choking him, but without effect. McGunn’s hand was rigid and of immense, unmovable strength. He looked up into his eye and mouthed words that Shakespeare could not hear as blood rushed to his brain. Of a sudden, McGunn dropped him and he fell in a heap to the wooden floorboards. Shakespeare gasped for breath; his hands rubbed his throat. He knew now what a hanged man felt in the moments before death took him.


‘You don’t understand, do you, Shakespeare,’ McGunn said, his soft Irish brogue dripping malevolence. ‘No one – and I mean no one – turns down my lord of Essex. And more than that – no one turns me down, either. In death’s name, this isn’t an offer, we’re making you. It’s an order.’


McGunn relaxed and smiled his easy smile once again. He patted Shakespeare on the back. ‘There we go. No hard feelings, Mr Shakespeare. We’re all men of the world. And I am certain we shall work very well together and share a drink or two in the tavern when our toil is done.’





Chapter 5



THERE IS NO cold like that which a man feels when he is in the midst of an unresolved lovers’ quarrel and yet must try to sleep. Catherine did not join her husband in their bed. When she did not appear, Shakespeare went to the nursery, where he guessed she would be. In the flickering light of his candle, he saw her lying on blankets beside their child’s cot, her face turned away from him. He stood there a minute, watching her, not sure what to say. He said her name, but she did not respond.


He knew she was awake, perhaps feeling as desolate as he. He sighed inwardly, watched her a few moments more, then quietly left the room, shutting the door after him. In the morning, he decided, he would apologise to her for his intransigence. Whatever the risks, he should have let her accept the invitation of her friend Anne Bellamy to attend the mass, see this Jesuit priest Southwell one last time, hear him say his superstitious words. What harm could a few words of Latin do? All over the country, seminary priests and Jesuits hid in secret places and said hundreds of masses every day in defiance of the laws that branded them traitors. Surely it would be safe enough for Catherine to have gone, just this one time. Did he not owe her that much?


The sun was still low when the four boys ran out into the meadows near the village of Wanstead in the county of Essex. They had a pig’s bladder from the shambles, blown up tight and tied secure so that it made a football. The first boy, a strong lad of twelve, kicked the ball far into the grass and they all chased after it.


As one, the three fastest boys fell on the ball, pushing and punching each other to get to it. The fourth of them was close behind and snatched up the bladder from under the pile of laughing, grunting bodies. They lunged for him, but he was too nimble for them and punted it away into the oaks and ash at the edge of the wood. Once more the chase was on and they ran into the wood, hitting and tripping each other as they went.


The wood was thick with bracken and brambles that scratched their legs. At first they could not find their ball. Then the big twelve-year-old, his nose dripping blood from the sharp elbow of one of his friends, put a finger to his lips for the others to be silent. Crouching low, he crept forward, down a slight incline. He could hear the light babbling of a stream and he could see naked flesh.


‘Over there,’ he whispered. ‘They’re swiving, I’m sure of it. I can see them. Let’s get a look.’


The boys stifled giggles and followed him silently through the ferns. All were tense with excitement at the thought of catching a man and woman at their business, here in the open air, like rutting farm animals.


‘Look at the tits on that,’ the nimble lad said.


Suddenly the big boy at the front stopped. He sniffed the air. ‘I don’t like this,’ he whispered. ‘I don’t think they are swiving.’ Ahead of him, a startled fox scurried sideways, its ears pricked. It loped off into the darkness of the wood, something in its jaws. The boy took no note of the fox; his eyes were fixed on the naked flesh. He stood up and gasped at what he could see. A few yards ahead of him, half in and half out of the stream, was a pair of entwined human bodies. Their unclothed flesh was bloated and blood-flecked. Flies buzzed around them and other insects crawled over them and into them. The boy felt bile rising in his throat at the overpowering stink and put a hand to his mouth.


‘God’s bloody teeth,’ the nimble one said. ‘God’s bloody teeth, they’re dead. Both of them.’





Chapter 6



SHAKESPEARE HAD BEEN stricken with gloom all morning. On waking, he had wanted to apologise to Catherine, but she was already up and gone.


‘I believe she went to the market,’ Jane, their maid, said.


‘Did she tell you that?’


‘No, but it is the day she likes to go, and she left Mary with me.’


As Shakespeare picked at his repast of cold beef and onion pie, with a beaker of ale, Boltfoot Cooper brought a message from McGunn. ‘I suspect it is by way of a warning or threat, Mr Shakespeare.’


‘What exactly did he say?’


‘He said, “Roanoke calls. Fetch your mangy English arse to Essex House by dusk tomorrow and there shall be gold. Fail me and there shall be penury and pain.”’


Shakespeare laughed without humour. ‘Yes, it is fair to assume that is a threat, albeit couched in playhouse terms, Boltfoot. Did he not wish to talk with me himself?’


‘I asked him. He said there was no point. He said he was sure you would see things his way.’


‘And what did you say, Boltfoot?’


‘I told him to go piss his Irish breeches, sir.’


‘Thank you, Boltfoot. I could not have put it better myself. However, I fear we have not heard the last of Mr Charlie McGunn.’


Boltfoot turned to go, then thought better of it. ‘Excuse me, master. I wonder whether you have heard the news today.’


‘What news is that, Boltfoot?’


‘The Jesuit priest Southwell is taken. It is bruited all about town. Topcliffe discovered him at a manor house in Middlesex, then brought him in a cart to his Westminster torture chamber this very morning with a guard of fifty pursuivants on horse.’


Though he sat at the table, Shakespeare felt his legs turn weak as though he would not be able to stand. ‘Southwell taken in Middlesex?’


‘In the Bellamy house.’


Where was Catherine? He had seen her curled up beside Mary’s cot late last night – surely she could not have somehow slipped out and gone to that house? Shakespeare was seized by fear, a terror so intense he felt his chest encircled by icy tentacles. There was a hammering at the door and Boltfoot shuffled away, dragging his clubfoot, to answer it.


Richard Topcliffe stood there, alone, incongruous in his court satin and ruff. Richard Topcliffe – white-haired priest-hunter, torturer, prosecutor and executioner – a man who had his sovereign’s ear and gloried in no title other than Queen’s Servant.


‘Boltfoot Cooper. What, not dead yet? We shall have to attend to that.’ He pushed past Boltfoot into the antechamber and stood a moment, hands on hips, legs astride, looking about him. ‘So, this is Mr Shakespeare’s spawning ground for Papist traitors.’


In the next room, Shakespeare got up from the long oaken table. He knew instantly who it was; that cur-like voice, which he had not heard in five years, would always fill him with foreboding. He went straight through to the anteroom to confront him. ‘Topcliffe,’ he said. ‘You are not welcome in my house.’


‘Hah, Shakespeare. You did not think I had forgot you, I hope? A pretty pile you have here, pleasingly placed beside the river. I believe this building will be mine one day, when I secure your conviction for treason. And that cannot be long in coming.’


‘Why are you here?’


‘Why, sir, I bring you information. There have been complaints lodged against your school. The Bishop does fear that you are in breach of your licence, teaching of saints and relics and superstitious treason. I am to report to him whether this house of easement should not be closed down.’


‘You lie, Topcliffe. These are nought but lies.’


Topcliffe put his hand inside his green doublet and brought forth a paper. ‘You will see. But I have good news, too. News to delight you, I am sure. This very day I have disturbed a hill of Romish ants and plucked forth the chiefest among them, one Robert Southwell, also known as Cotton. And all in a house I believe your Papist wife knows well. Are you not pleased, Shakespeare, that traitors have been apprehended and will be questioned by me?’


Shakespeare stepped forward, closer to Topcliffe. ‘What has this to do with my wife? What do you know of her?’


Topcliffe laughed and tapped his silver-topped blackthorn stick against the dark panelling and the boards. ‘Why, is she somewhere here, perchance, hid away?’ He unfurled the paper he had withdrawn from his doublet. ‘Do you know what this is, Shakespeare? It is a tree of your dog-mother wife’s family in Yorkshire, sent me by friends. Did you not know that there are Topcliffes in Yorkshire? Your wife, it seems, does come from a veritable litter of dog-mother Papists.’


Every muscle and sinew in Shakespeare’s body was taut. Topcliffe was here to gloat, but gloat about what exactly? There was nothing new in Catherine’s Catholicism; Topcliffe had known of it for years. Was it the taking of Southwell that he came for or something else? Shakespeare felt a pang for the Jesuit, but his problems were of his own making; he knew the penalty of entering the country illegally, he must understand that in law he was guilty of high treason and would be dealt with by the full weight of Her Majesty’s unforgiving authority.


There was a movement and the door to the antechamber opened. Suddenly, Catherine was there, in front of him, dressed in a light summer kirtle and smock, clutching a basket filled with fruits and salad vegetables. She glared at him, then noticed Topcliffe and her angry expression deepened to red fury. Shakespeare let out a long breath of relief; so she had been to market, not caught at the Bellamy house.


‘Catherine?’


‘What is he doing here?’


‘Thank God you are safe.’


She ignored her husband and focused her attention on Topcliffe. ‘I hear you have taken Father Southwell. You must be proud of yourself. Did my husband tell you I wanted to be there, Mr Topcliffe, and hear the mass said? I wish I had been there when you called with your band of cowards.’


‘I wish it, too. For certain I had expected you there. But fear not, your time will come, as it will to all the Antichrist’s whores. Southwell, the boy-priest, is already talking, squealing like a pig that is being relieved of its sweetbreads. Why, he can scarce get breath enough to tell me about the treasons of Mr and Mrs Shakespeare, and I do not even have him against the wall yet.’


‘And what of Anne Bellamy and her family?’


‘Anne Bellamy?’ Topcliffe thrust a pipe of smouldering tobacco between his brown teeth and furled back his aged lips in a corpse-like grin. He drew deep of the smoke, then belched it out in a cloud. ‘Why, she was the dirty slattern that told us where the sodomite Jesuit traitor was hid, under the eaves. I smelt the greased priest by his farting and plucked him out from his stinking hole. Her Majesty will double up in mirth as I tell her how I tickle his parts in my own strongroom. I will put him down like a plague dog so that he can no longer spread his evil pestilence. As for Anne Bellamy, we shall make a Protestant of her yet.’


‘Get out,’ Shakespeare said, pushing Topcliffe in the chest. ‘Take your stench from my house.’


‘I shall have you all against the wall, too. And then I shall prosecute you in court and when you go to the scaffold, I will be beside you with the filleting knife in my hand, drawing out your entrails and feeling your blood run through my fingers into the dust where it belongs.’


Boltfoot Cooper was behind Topcliffe now, wrenching at his elegant, green satin doublet, dragging him backwards towards the door as Shakespeare pushed from the man’s front. Topcliffe was laughing all the while, prodding at Shakespeare with his blackthorn. ‘This house, this maggoty den of Papistry, is no longer protected, Shakespeare. Walsingham is cold in his grave and no one will look out for you. When you are dead, your child and Woode’s orphan spawn will be taken to Bridewell and handed to the taskmaster to have the Antichrist’s demons flogged out of them forever.’


Topcliffe was strong, but Boltfoot was powerful, too, and with Shakespeare’s assistance he soon had the intruder out on the front step. Not that he put up much resistance, for he had said what he came to say and he had other business to attend to. Even as he strode away for the barge to Greenwich, his dark good humour was evident in his cruel face; he had the prize he had waited six years to secure and he would bask in his sovereign’s favour.


Shakespeare watched him walk away along Dowgate, then went inside and slammed the door shut. He was shaking. Catherine eyed him coldly.


‘You see what you have brought us to, Mistress Shakespeare?’ he said. ‘You see what peril you bring to this household.’


For a few moments they stood facing each other like two fighting fowls about to be let loose with spurred talons. ‘Mr Shakespeare,’ she said sharply. ‘A man whom I am proud to call friend has been taken by that brute and you shout at me. He will destroy his body and use all his power to break his soul, and he will have the full panoply of this heretic government behind him. It is said in the marketplace, where none talk of aught else, that the Queen danced for joy this morning when word reached her of Father Southwell’s arrest.’


‘Then you must see the danger, madam. He had a chart of your family in Yorkshire with their Papist leanings ringed in ink. He meant to snare you. That is what we are dealing with.’


She pushed a hand back sharply across her long, dark hair. ‘I have had enough of this dissembling, attending your preposterous church on fear of a fine. I will have no more of it. You can keep your pseudo-religion, sir, with its pseudo-bishops and sham ministers and a sovereign who arrogantly places herself above God’s vicar on earth. Why, I expect she will pass an act of supremacy over God himself next. Good day to you, sir.’ Without waiting for a reply, she swept into the house and out of her husband’s sight.


Shakespeare wanted to follow her, but it was pointless. This storm, if it were to pass, would not be calmed by harsh words. He still felt angry. He had been right all along. A trap had been set for Southwell and Catherine had almost walked into it. But who was behind it? A suspicion was clawing at the back of his mind, scratching like a terrier’s paws at the earth. The name McGunn would not go away.


He looked at the squat figure of his man, Boltfoot Cooper, as if he might find some solution to his problems there. But Boltfoot had his own concerns: Jane, his wife, was heavy with child, and they had already lost their first-born at birth.


Boltfoot did not smile. His rugged face was weather-beaten into permanent lines and creases, set hard like the furrows on oak bark, the reward of many years at sea.


‘I am going for some air, Boltfoot. Remember, spend time with Jane. One disconsolate wife in a household is more than enough.’


Outside, he walked by the river. A light breeze brought some relief from the sun, now high in a cloudless sky. He looked east towards the bridge and watched the cormorants fishing.


A man appeared at his elbow. ‘At least the waterbirds keep cool, do they not, sir?’


Shakespeare turned towards the voice. It came from a man of advanced years, perhaps fifty, with a generous face beneath a thinning pate of white hair. Shakespeare knew him, but could not place him. He wore a poor shirt and breeches beneath a farm worker’s felt hat. Shakespeare smiled at him. ‘Forgive me, I do not recall your name.’


‘Clarkson, Mr Shakespeare. I was Lord Burghley’s man for many years.’


‘Yes, of course. I am sorry, Clarkson. Are you pensioned now?’


‘Not exactly, sir. Let me speak plain, though quietly, if I may. This meeting is not an accident. I am here to talk with you, privately.’


Shakespeare frowned. ‘You wish to talk with me? Why not come to my house?’


‘The same reason that I am not in my livery, sir. I must not be seen with you. This is a matter of some delicacy and it is not possible to know who might be watching.’


‘You had better tell me more.’


‘Indeed, sir. Perhaps if I were to walk off eastwards and you were to turn back alone up Dowgate, taking care to see if anyone dogs your footsteps, then we could meet again out of the public glare. Might we say the church of St John in Walbrook in five or ten minutes’ time, sir? It will be cool in there and we can talk without being observed or overheard.’


‘Clarkson, you have me intrigued. I will see you there.’


Shakespeare liked Clarkson and believed him trustworthy. As he walked slowly along Dowgate north towards Walbrook, he looked about him to see if he was followed. The streets were thronged with noisy crowds and clogged with wagons and carts that could scarce move for the poor parking of other wagons and the scaffolding on houses in the narrow lane. It would be difficult to discern the prying eyes of a stranger among this sweating mass of humanity.


St John’s in Walbrook was empty when he entered. But as Clarkson had predicted, it was pleasantly cool, a sanctuary on this baking-hot day. The church was sparsely furnished with only a few three-legged stools to sit on and a table where once a great Catholic altar had stood. All the finery of Rome had been torn out and burnt; the rood-screen and the confession boxes, the bones of saints and painted panelling, all long gone in a great bonfire. The stained glass had been smashed years ago by Protestants and not replaced.


Shakespeare sat on one of the stools and waited. When he had been there a minute or two and no one else had come in, he heard a noise, like a whispered call, from a small chapel to the side and went to investigate. There was a door to the vestry. He went in and found Clarkson there.


‘I am sorry for the secrecy, sir,’ he said. ‘But as you will discover, it is entirely necessary. I hope that neither of us has been pursued here.’


‘I am afraid I have no way of knowing, Clarkson. Now, pray, tell me what this is about.’


Clarkson looked grave. ‘I am now in the employ of Lord Burghley’s son, Mr Shakespeare. I am sure you know of him: Sir Robert Cecil, a privy councillor and already taking on much of the workload of the late Sir Francis Walsingham. Some say he is already Principal Secretary in all but name.’


Cecil? Of course Shakespeare knew of him. He was probably the most influential of the younger men in Elizabeth’s government, even if he lacked the raw physical power and dash of courtiers such as Essex and Ralegh. ‘And what has that to do with me, Clarkson?’


‘He wishes to see you, sir. On a matter of great import to the realm, I believe, though I am not in a position to tell you what it is.’


‘And when and where am I to see him?’


‘He is at Theobalds, sir, his country home in the county of Hertford. He asks that you come straightway to him and he apologises for the inconvenience to you.’


Shakespeare shook his head. First Essex, now Cecil. But he had no choice. When such men summoned you, you obeyed the call. ‘May I return to the school first, to reorganise my lessons?’


Clarkson shook his head. ‘I fear not, that would be too hazardous. Just follow me now. I have horses waiting.’


In a remote house on that bleak and lawless tongue of swampland known as the Isle of Dogs – though it was no island, being surrounded on just three of its sides by the Thames – a frightened man sat, stripped to the waist, on a high-backed wooden chair. His wrists were strapped to the chair arms and he clenched his hands in fists. His upper arms and shoulders were bound tight to the back struts. He was a strong, muscular man but he could not move. He shivered uncontrollably, though the day was sweltering. Sweat poured from his thinning black-grey hair and forehead into his eyes and piss trickled down from his breeches to a puddle on the floor.


Slyguff stood in front of him, holding a pair of tanner’s shears – powerful iron clippers that cut through leather with ease. The man on the chair shrank into himself, terror in his wide brown eyes. He was about thirty, with the honed body of a mariner. Slyguff prised apart the clenched fingers of the man’s left hand. With practised art, he pushed the blades of the shears over the soft, sinewy web of flesh between the thumb and forefinger. With his one working eye, he looked into the man’s eyes for some sign of cooperation, then snipped.


The blades sliced through the flesh, splitting the two digits yet further apart. The man screamed. He would not be heard, for no honest beings came near this desolate place on the marshes, save wading birds and the feral dogs that roamed here free. Blood shot out from the man’s cut hand on to Slyguff’s apron and face. He wiped it with the sleeve of his shirt, then moved the shears to the next arc of webbing between the forefinger and the middle finger.


‘Mr Slyguff, please, I beg you in God’s name. I do not know where Bramer is. I have not seen him these five years.’


Snip. A deep groan of pain and terror. It was an unnatural noise, a roar of despair. Slyguff pulled back the clippers and looked into the man’s eyes again. Still he did not see what he wanted. He moved the shears back to the bloody morass of gore that was the man’s left hand, on to the next arc of webbing, the flesh between the third and fourth finger. The cry of seabirds and the distant barking of dogs and the man’s fevered breathing was all he could hear as he carried on with his morning’s work.


In the corner of the room, a man looked on impassively, his hand on the hilt of his glittering sword of finely honed Spanish steel.





Chapter 7



SHAKESPEARE AND CLARKSON managed the fifteen-mile ride in under three hours. The going was hot through the clogged north London streets, but then a little cooler once out in the open countryside, where they could break into a light canter and enjoy the breeze in their faces. The heat had been oppressive over the past few days and weeks, and the fields and woods they passed were dry and crops were already failing.


A short distance north of Waltham Cross, they turned their mounts left along a well-worn road, then slowed to a trot along the last two hundred yards through a formal avenue of elm and ash, ranged alternately along a raised path, up to the main archway of Theobalds.


The house was magnificent, thought by many to be the finest palace in all England. Lord Burghley, Elizabeth’s most trusted minister throughout her long reign, had started building it twenty-eight years earlier, within the first year of his son Robert’s life. Since then he had spent many years and much silver improving and expanding it into a pile fit to entertain his beloved sovereign.


After grooms took their horses away to be watered and fed, Clarkson led the way into the first of the two great courtyards, around which the house was constructed. The whole palace was set within pleasure gardens so extensive and exquisite that one could walk for miles without tiring of the scene.


Sir Robert Cecil was in the Privy Garden to the north of the house, where the heat was less intense and the plants had been watered. Shakespeare was struck at once by how small and neat and still Cecil was; an extraordinary contrast to Essex, the bustling giant of a man he had met a day earlier. He stood, almost statue-like, on the beautifully sheltered lawn, its borders bursting with flowers. The garden was enclosed on three sides by hedges of yew that towered over a man’s head, and on the fourth side by the redbrick and expansively windowed façade of Theobalds itself, a wall richly decorated with trees of fig and apricot and other exotic fruits.


Clarkson bowed low. ‘Sir Robert, may I introduce Mr John Shakespeare.’


Cecil smiled quickly, his small mouth immediately reverting to its serious stillness. His face was thin and doleful, his head small like the rest of his body. He had a short beard and moustache, dark and severely trimmed. He was, thought Shakespeare, a man made in miniature, like one of Mr Hilliard’s delicate little paintings.


‘Good day, Mr Shakespeare. Thank you for coming so far,’ Cecil said. His clothes were dark, even on a day like this, and his left hand was gauntleted and held square and a foot or so away from his body. On it was perched a peregrine falcon with a hood of soft leather to cover its eyes.


Shakespeare bowed. ‘It is an honour, Sir Robert.’


‘That will be all, Clarkson. Send a footman with wine. Now, Mr Shakespeare, will you walk with me?’


As Clarkson bowed again and made his way back to the house, Cecil turned and it was only then that Shakespeare noticed the hunch of his shoulder. People often spoke of him as Robin Crookback, and rarely in flattering terms. Shakespeare knew from gossip that he was reckoned by his enemies to be as quiet and venomous as a serpent. His allies, however, saw him as a straight-dealing, hard-working administrator who would not harm you as long as you were never foolish enough to cross him. Certainly, he had the trust of the Queen, just as his father, now ailing with gout, had enjoyed her confidence throughout her years of power.


‘Let us take the Mulberry Walk. To my mind, they are the finest of God’s trees. I love the sunshine but even I need some shade in this heat. And the fruit is ripe and sweet.’


From the Privy Garden they proceeded along a lovely avenue of mulberries, hemmed in on each side by a high wall of mellow red brick. Occasionally Cecil plucked a rich, dark berry, alternately handing one to Shakespeare, then popping another into his own mouth. ‘This day I sentenced a man to die, Mr Shakespeare. Sir John Perrot, of whom I am sure you have heard. I would have saved him, but alas, I was unable.’


Perrot. Of course. Reputed to be the bastard son of Henry VIII, making him Elizabeth’s half-brother. He was cursed with a tongue so loose that in any other man, he would have met the headsman’s axe many years since. He had the roughness and enormous frame of his royal father, but none of his great political power or cunning. It seemed his luck had run out.


‘I am afraid he insulted his royal sister one time too many. He called her “a base, bastard, pissing kitchen woman”.’ Cecil smiled grimly. ‘No one can say words like that about their sovereign lady and hope to survive long.’


‘Is that why you have called me here, Sir Robert?’


‘No, no, Mr Shakespeare, by no means. I merely mention it in passing to explain my humour, in case I seem at all melancholic to you. It was not a duty that gave me pleasure.’


‘Of course.’


With a gossamer touch of his pale, slender fingers, Cecil stroked the wing feathers of his falcon. ‘I believe you do not hawk, Mr Shakespeare. It is a shame, for it is the finest of sports. To watch a peregrine in flight, then see it fall in its stoop on some unsuspecting rabbit or mouse, is a wonder of the world.’


Shakespeare found himself involuntarily raising an inquiring eyebrow. Was he the rabbit and Cecil the falcon? He was certainly surprised that Cecil should have any knowledge about his liking for hawking or otherwise. If he knew such a detail, then what else might he know?


‘But you must be impatient to know why I have asked you here. Let me say that I know much about you. I know you have a wife, child and a fine school to look to. And nothing, in my estimation, should stand in the way of family and education. My father always brought me up to believe more in the encouragement of children than punishment, and it seems as though you are of a mind with us. I should like to help you. But in the meantime bear with me and hear me out. Come, sit with me beneath this tree.’


They sat together on a wooden bench at the end of the Mulberry Walk, close to the Great Pond, where waterfowl of all kinds cooled themselves and foraged. Being seated brought the two men eye-to-eye for the first time, for Shakespeare was nine or ten inches taller than his host when they stood.


‘Another thing I know about you, Mr Shakespeare, is that you went to Essex House yesterday and did meet there my lord the Earl of Essex.’


‘Indeed, Sir Robert.’


‘He had a task for you, a most curious mission to seek out one Eleanor Dare, one of the lost colonists of Roanoke. And you declined his offer because you have a school to run and also, I suspect, for other reasons more political than educational.’
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