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  Prologue


  1578


  Sir Francis Walsingham peered across the great hall of Gray’s Inn. ‘Which one is he, Paul?’ ‘At the end of the far table, the one just standing up from the bench.’


  Walsingham picked out the young man. He was tall, perhaps six feet, with long hair and hooded eyes. ‘Is he a good student?’


  ‘He has wit enough, though he is not a university man; he came to me after his Barnard’s year.’


  ‘He looks a little thin.’


  ‘Well, he is not yet twenty. Give him time to grow. I certainly think him strong.’


  ‘I like thin men. They slip through doors unnoticed.’


  Paul Ballater threw a sideways glance at his old friend and laughed. Walsingham could have been talking about himself, for he was gaunt and angular, with a dark, sunken face that spoke of too many hours hunched over documents and too little time for nourishment.


  ‘And what makes you think your Mr Shakespeare might be suited to my purpose?’


  ‘As I told you, he has an inquiring mind and a keen sense of justice, but little love for the intricacies of the law. I think he is not made for dusty tomes.’


  ‘He will not escape dusty tomes that easily. A hundred papers pass my desk each day. And he will need to learn languages and politics.’


  Walsingham watched as John Shakespeare clapped his fellow diner on the back and seemed to share a jest, for they both smiled, then he strode away across the echoing hall. Was this the man he was looking for? He needed an apprentice to learn every nuance of the war of secrets that must be waged if Elizabeth was to hold on to her throne. He needed a man of courage and honesty; rare qualities in the world of the intelligencer.


  ‘Try him, Frank. If you don’t like him, send him back here. I’ll make a barrister of him in time.’


  ‘Do we know his family?’


  ‘His father is a burgess of some standing in the town of Stratford-upon-Avon in Warwickshire.’


  ‘Are they sound of faith?’


  ‘I have no reason to believe otherwise.’


  Walsingham was silent for a few moments, then nodded. ‘Very well, Paul. Talk to him. If he is amenable, send him to me at Seething Lane on the morrow. Let us see what stuff your Mr Shakespeare is made of.’


  Chapter 1


  1582


  She was twenty-six; he was eighteen. They lay naked on a mattress made from hay with a covering of canvas that they had found on an old cart. Had stolen from a cart.


  By their illicit bed stood a half-empty jug of cloudy cider. A light warm rain dripped through the rafters. Otherwise the only sound in this ancient ruin of a manor house was their breathing, growing softer with each moment.


  The lovers had been coming to this place all summer long, believing that they were unlikely to be disturbed. It was known in the district as the Black House and fear kept people away, as it had done for more than two hundred years since the Black Death raged through its halls like the scythe of God. It was said that a family of ten had lived here with a dozen servants and retainers, and not a soul had survived. The building had been locked up and shunned ever since. Now it was overgrown and skeletal. A tall oak had grown in the middle of the great hall and much of the roof had crumbled, but the stone walls still survived, covered in a tangle of ivy and briar.


  The house was largely forgotten. It stood three miles to the north of Stratford-upon-Avon; the park that once surrounded it was now dense woodland and the old walls were unseen, save by the occasional poacher or curious child.


  The woman looked at her lover apprehensively. Initially, it had been his idea to come here, for he was not afraid of the place. He had told her that he first visited it seven years ago with another boy. His friend offered him a farthing to enter the ruin, so he had no option; he had to go in. He had won the coin from his friend and a badly gashed leg when a rotten board gave way beneath him. To his friend, the injury proved that the place was indeed accursed and haunted. But Will knew otherwise. He liked the house and had begun to come here alone, to read or think or merely to watch the sky.


  And then, this spring past, he had brought her here. Together they had cleared a corner that offered enough shelter and a flat stone floor that would serve as a base for the straw mattress and that would not give way under their energetic couplings.


  A drop of rain fell on his chest.


  ‘Summer is done,’ he said, looking up at the damp, grey September sky.


  She kissed his face. She had a secret that she must tell and another that she would keep to herself. Tentatively, she took his hand down to her belly. Her flesh was warm, but she was nervous. She had been wondering how to tell him of her pregnancy. He had been besotted when this all started, exultant at having won the prize, the fairest young woman in the county, the one who had evaded the confines of marriage all these years. But how did he feel now, this boy, with summer gone and so much passion spent?


  He allowed her to clasp his hand there beneath her own curling fingers, enjoying the quiet intimacy. At first he did not seem to comprehend the silent message she was trying to convey, but she held his hand to her soft mound all the harder and suddenly she sensed a tension. He turned to her and she


  met his gaze.


  ‘Are you . . .?’


  She nodded. There, it was out now. No going back.


  ‘Is it certain?’ he said, raising himself on his elbows.


  The sharpness of his movement alarmed her. Was he angry? ‘I believe so,’ she said as evenly as she could. ‘My flowers are three weeks late. Normally, they are as regular as the moon.’


  He said nothing, his face a puzzle. She wished he would say something, not merely look at her. Will. Oh, please say something. Then he took her in his arms. Perhaps he had seen the desperation in her eyes. God in heaven, what would he say? Would he run from her? He had spoken often enough of leaving Stratford and Warwickshire. Now, he might think he had even more reason to leave. To flee . . .


  They had both known the risk. She had been his teacher in love, and he the eager pupil. She had thought him grateful for such schooling. What man of eighteen would not? But now she noted the change in his demeanour. As though he were the master, and she the novice.


  He pulled away from her and smiled, then kissed the tears from her cheeks. At last he picked up the fired-clay jar of cider, drank from it, then held it to her lips. He whispered in her ear words of love, the sorts of words that had wooed and won her; words that fell sweetly from his lips like honey from the comb.


  The words and the cider warmed her heart, but they did not calm it. For there was still the other matter, the one she dared not confide in him. The secret that could kill her.


  Chapter 2


  François Leloup, doctor of medicine, and known this day as Seguin, walked beside the young Scot across the inner bailey or courtyard of Sheffield Castle. His journey from Normandy had been long and tiresome, riding a flea-bitten horse down pitted byways and peasant paths, all the time trying to avoid scrutiny. He felt dirty and unrested, despite a night’s sleep at the local inn and a handsome dinner here within these ancient walls.


  This castle was an abomination. The stench of an overflowing midden hung heavy and cloying in the air. With his one hand, he held a small silver pomander of musk and ambergris to his nose, but it did little to keep the smell from his wide nostrils. These English! How could they live like this?


  Ahead of him, at the bottom of the steep flight of stone steps that must lead to the entrance of the castle keep where Mary was held, he saw half a dozen guards closing ranks. The guards were armed with ceremonial halberds, but the real weapons were at their belts: fighting short swords and loaded pistols. This was not merely for show. The Frenchman stopped and threw an inquiring glance at his young companion.


  ‘They have to do this, monsieur.’


  ‘Of course, Mr Ord.’


  The Scotsman turned to the guard. ‘This is the physician, Dr Seguin.’ He held out a paper. ‘There, you will see the earl’s mark. Monsieur Seguin is to be granted admittance to Her Majesty’s presence.’


  The guard thrust his pistol into his broad, hide belt then examined the paper carefully and slowly, occasionally looking at the Frenchman with an impassive face. He clearly knew the elegant Mr Buchan Ord, resplendent in his expensive black doublet studded with beads of jet and coral, but not his companion.


  What the guard saw was a one-armed man in his late forties, perhaps even fifty, with dark, greying hair, a large nose and a sharp beard. He had a tanned skin and his slanting eyes seemed amused and clever. His attire was dark and sober.


  ‘So this is the Frenchie is it, Mr Ord? Her Scottish Majesty not satisfied with her own physicians?’


  ‘Be pleased to show some respect, Sergeant. Our visitor is a renowned doctor of medicine, held in high esteem throughout France. I believe the earl’s steward has told you all you need to know. And you must recognise his lordship’s mark and seal.’


  ‘Yes, it’s Shrewsbury’s mark all right. I’ve seen it often enough.’ The guard grinned and handed back the pass. ‘That seems to be in order.’


  ‘Then be so good as to let us enter, Sergeant.’


  ‘Forgive me, Mr Ord, but first, as you must know, we are required to search you both. Don’t want no dags or knives going near the Queen of Scots, do we? Don’t want no nasty accidents.’


  The Scotsman sighed and held out his arms, Christlike, to be patted down.


  Still holding the silver ball of exotic perfumes in his hand, the Frenchman lifted his one arm with as little enthusiasm as he could muster. ‘C’est vraiment nécessaire?’


  Ord looked at the newcomer apologetically. A body search was, indeed, a tiresome condition of their entry. ‘And we shall have to endure it all over again from her own men before entering the privy chamber. I am sorry.’


  ‘It is nothing.’ Leloup sighed and allowed a pair of guards to grope him intimately, all down his ribs and between his legs, their well-practised, insolent hands lingering at his balls. He found their attention quite pleasurable and wondered whether they understood the effect they were having. From their blank faces he guessed probably not; but this was a thing the English never did understand. At last the guards nodded to their sergeant, who stood back to allow Leloup to step forward and ascend the steps into the great hall of the keep.


  The Frenchman laughed and leant towards Ord’s ear. ‘I am surprised they try so hard to keep her alive.’


  ‘It is not such a mystery. They do not acknowledge her yet, but she is Queen of England. One day she will take the crown from the usurper, God willing, and these men will be her subjects. There will be many days of reckoning for those who scorned and mocked her and deprived her of liberty.’


  ‘Vengeance . . .’


  ‘. . . is golden. Like the sun after rain.’ Ord looked sombre. There was a moment of silence, then he touched the French visitor on the shoulder. ‘Before we go to her, Monsieur Seguin, I must warn you that she is in exceeding poor health. The black choler assails her.’


  ‘Which is why she has summoned me, is it not?’


  ‘Indeed, but I fear she will not wish to be seen, even by you.’


  He had heard as much.


  ‘Her hair is thin and patchy, her body is . . . a little stout. Her gut ails her with much farting and defluxions, and she goes days without sleep. I think that no woman, certainly no queen, would wish to be seen in her present humour. If you have a wife of your own, you must understand this. And, please, I beg you, speak softly in her presence.’


  ‘I am a médecin of long standing, Mr Ord.’ The Frenchman laughed again. ‘I have faced many delicate situations over the years. You may place your faith in me.’


  ‘Good. Once again, I crave your forgiveness if I seem a little too protective. But those of us who love Mary spend our whole lives safeguarding her from the slights and barbs of this infernal regimen – this imprisonment – to which she has been subjected these fourteen years.’


  Leloup studied Ord. From his accent, he seemed Scottish, like his royal mistress, yet he was a very young man. Why would such a person devote his life to caring for this woman in her incarceration? He could have been no more than a child in 1568 when she came to England seeking refuge, and found only imprisonment. Had Ord been inspired by tales of her great beauty and saintliness from his Catholic parents? Inwardly, he shrugged; it was hardly worth speculating.


  The presence chamber was lit by dozens of beeswax candles, and yet it somehow contrived to be funereal. A dozen people, both men and women, stood or sat in groups of two or three, stiff like mannequins that might crumble to dust if touched. They played cards or talked in low voices, their movements exaggeratedly slow. The scene was horribly cold, thought Leloup, like a badly wrought tableau. The retainers looked up at the two men as they entered, saluting Buchan Ord in slow acknowledgement.


  At one end of the hall, against a high wall, a tall-backed chair rested on a dais. It was burnished with gold leaf so that it looked like a throne of solid gold. Above it hung Mary’s cloth of state, in dazzling threads of scarlet and silver, with the words ‘En ma fin est mon commencement’. In my end is my beginning.


  Leloup glanced at it and smiled. So she had taken the motto of her mother, Mary of Guise. Perhaps it was an omen.


  Set into the opposite wall was a small doorway. Two liveried sentries stood to attention on either side of it.


  ‘Those are Mary’s own guards, monsieur,’ Ord said. ‘They are unarmed but as strong as wild cats and would fight like tigers to preserve Her Royal Majesty from harm.’


  ‘Well, then I will not resist.’


  The privy chamber where Mary, Queen of Scots, lived and slept was lit by the glowing embers of a fire in the hearth. Leloup followed Ord’s lead in going down on both knees by the large curtained bed, waiting for a word from the world enclosed within. He heard a snuffling noise, then the touch of something wet on his hand. A dog. No, three or four little dogs. They seemed to be everywhere, panting and sniffing and licking.


  Gradually, as they waited in silence, Leloup’s eyes grew accustomed to the desperate gloom and his hearing picked up the soft sounds of her breathing. Was she asleep?


  ‘Mr Ord?’


  The voice, when it came, was suprisingly firm and clear.


  ‘Your Majesty.’


  ‘Have you brought le docteur Leloup?’


  ‘I have, ma’am. He is here with me. He is going by the name Seguin.’


  An arm snaked from the curtain and a hand was held out, palm down and loose at the wrist. Buchan Ord took the hand in his and kissed it. He did not take it as a signal to rise from his genuflection.


  ‘We bid you welcome to our humble prison, monsieur,’ she said in French, instinctively moving her hand towards her visitor. ‘Which name should I call you?’


  ‘My real name while we are alone, Your Majesty,’ he said.


  ‘And may I say that it is to my eternal honour to be admitted to your presence.’ He kissed the plump hand, which hovered a few moments before retreating behind the curtain.


  ‘What news of our cousin Henri of Guise?’


  ‘Monseigneur le Duc sends you his felicitations, ma’am.’


  ‘I pray he has sent me more than that. Have you brought mithridate for my ailments? And horn of unicorn? Surely he has received my letter begging him for these precious elixirs.’ An edge of frustration in the voice; so many of her letters to the great men and women of Europe had gone unanswered. Even her former mother-in-law, Catherine de Medici, ignored her missives and her pleas for succour.


  ‘The duke has sent you something yet more valuable to him, his ring.’


  ‘His ring?’


  ‘As a token of his great love and as a pledge that he will do all in his power –’ Leloup’s voice lowered to a whisper – ‘to free you from your present predicament and raise you up to your rightful place. He believes this will do more for your health than any potion, powder or tincture.’


  The hand emerged yet again from the curtains. He already had the ring out. One of the little dogs leapt up to lick its mistress’s hand. With the ring clenched in his fist, Leloup pushed the animal aside, a little too forcefully, so that it yelped. Now he uncurled his fingers and placed the ring in the Queen of Scotland’s upturned palm. For a brief moment he looked at it in the glow of the fire. He had carried it for three weeks, secreted in a small pouch within his clothing, wrapped against his body, and all the time he was ready to kill any highway robber who might try to steal it. It was a broad gold band decorated with the cross of Anjou or Lorraine, part of the Guise crest. Mary’s fingers closed around the ring and took it back into her tent of silk.


  ‘Is it really his, Monsieur Leloup?’


  ‘The duke placed it in my own hand. He wishes you to accept it as a token of his great goodwill – and as assurance that we will secure your freedom.’


  ‘There is a candle by the bed, Mr Ord. Light it and give it to me.’


  The Scotsman took the candle, housed in an ornate silver candlestick, to the hearth and lit it with a taper. Its long flame relieved the gloom and cast light along the delicate cream canopy and curtains that surrounded the enormous bed. ‘Your Majesty.’ He handed it into her and there was a gasp of pleasure from her as the bright gold shone.


  ‘Oh, it is his. I know it well. Then I am not forgotten.’


  ‘Indeed, you are most certainly not forgotten.’


  ‘Monsieur Leloup, when I was a girl at the French court, the seer Michel de Nostredame came to me with foretellings. Queen Catherine had demanded he draw up my chart. He said I was to be Queen of France and also Queen of the isles. He said that I would live to a very great age and be known as a beloved sovereign to all the peoples of these islands. Is this still to come true as Monsieur de Nostredame foretold?’


  ‘With God on our side, yes.’


  ‘I have scarce dared hope it these long years.’


  Leloup turned towards Ord. ‘How freely may we talk here?’


  ‘It is safe, but while Walsingham draws breath it is best to be circumspect. His spies are everywhere. Let us speak without specifics. No names. No details.’


  ‘Could we be overheard?’


  ‘No. We have searched every inch of this chamber, tapped at all the walls. One of our own stands outside the window alongside Shrewsbury’s guards. Nothing can be heard, but still I do not trust them. If there is any way in heaven or on earth to do so, then Walsingham will listen.’


  ‘Very well.’ Leloup kept his voice low, then moved yet closer to the curtain of the bed and began speaking in French again. ‘Your cousin has charged me with the holy office of bringing you away from this place. I concur with him that there can be no better medicine than this.’


  ‘Then you are indeed a harbinger of good news, monsieur.’


  ‘Mr Ord has discovered men and women of the true faith who will escort you from here to a place of safety and thence across the narrow sea to await the downfall of this heretical regime, which will not be long in coming.’ He lowered his voice yet further. ‘The invasion fleet is already under construction – at Le Havre, Fécamp and Honfleur.’ And so, he thought, is the band of would-be assassins. Englishmen trusted by the court of Elizabeth who will not hesitate to strike home the blade. But he would not burden Mary with such knowledge. Not while there was any chance of a spy within earshot.


  ‘Should you be saying all this, Dr Leloup?’


  He laughed gently. ‘I think it fair to say that they have always assumed you will try to escape. Hearing it will make no difference – so long as they do not know the method.’


  ‘Mr Ord, can this be true that I am to have my freedom?’


  ‘I believe it will happen, ma’am.’


  ‘But why have you not told me this before?’


  ‘I did not wish to raise your hopes, only to have them cruelly dashed as they have been so often in the past. Monsieur Leloup’s arrival here changes everything. He brings gold for weapons and the great expense involved in concealing you as we carry you across England, thence over the narrow sea to France. The plan is almost in place.’


  ‘But how? How will this be effected?’


  The light inside the tent seemed to blaze closer to the cream curtain and for a moment Leloup feared it would all go up in a burst of flames.


  ‘Your Majesty, I beg you to ask no more. Not yet.’


  ‘This is not good enough, monsieur! I must be sure. The she-cat knows I would escape if I could, so do her sharp-toothed minions, Burghley and Walsingham. They have the eyes and claws of rats, and there is an army of their guards around this castle. If your plan is attempted and fails, they will consign me to some dungeon like a common criminal. I cannot bear to have this fail, for I would become a worm, trapped deep within the earth.’


  ‘Nothing will go wrong,’ Leloup said. ‘On the Bible and in the name of our Holy Mother of Christ I swear this.’


  ‘The Holy Mother . . .’


  From within the curtained bed, there was a gasp, then silence.


  ‘Your Majesty . . .’


  They heard a sob, which became a wail, deep and horrible.


  Leloup felt Ord’s breath in his ear. A whisper so quiet that Mary could not hear. ‘Mother. It is a word we must not use in her presence. She is a mother, too. Her son is fifteen years of age and never once has she heard his voice nor even had a letter from him. What torture is this for a mother?’


  The Frenchman was silent a moment, then moved closer to the bed. ‘Your Majesty, your ordeal will soon be at an end. I entreat you to trust us in this. I will send word to you with every detail when all is secured.’


  The sobbing subsided.


  ‘Madame?’


  ‘You must come yourself.’


  ‘That may not be possible. I doubt I will be trusted by the Earl of Shrewsbury again. But there is yet one favour that I must ask of you. Those who would help you in this noble enterprise require some sign from you – some article that will convince them that their work is indeed done in your name. I beg you to do this, for they will be risking their own lives.’


  Mary’s hand came once more from between the curtains. She held another ring in her hand. ‘Take this. It was my mother’s and bears the sign of the phoenix rising from the ashes. Her sign and now mine. Show it to our loyal people. And then, when I see it again, I will believe that all is prepared. As you have come from my beloved cousin Henri, so must I put my trust in you, Monsieur Leloup. Do not let me down.’


  François Leloup took the ring. ‘I pledge I will not fail you, ma’am.’


  Chapter 3


  As John Shakespeare came over a small stone bridge, he reined in sharply. Ahead of him, in the trees, he saw movement.


  A large animal burst from the woods. Shakespeare recoiled in shock as a hart with a majestic crown of antlers and eyes distended like bowls came charging straight at him. Only at the last second, within a foot or two of Shakespeare’s startled horse, did the enormous deer sheer left with breath-stopping violence, stumbling in the mud at the river’s edge, and then plunging into the water.


  The Thames here was only a hundred feet across, nothing like the great tidal flow downriver in London and beyond, but it was deep enough and the frightened beast had no choice but to swim, scrambling for the northern bank.


  Shakespeare watched it in astonishment. Never had he seen a more magnificent beast. Its antlers were huge with a multitude of branches and points, swept back now across the water. Its nostrils skimmed the surface drawing in breath in short gasps. So proudly did it hold itself, it might have been swimming for joy. The truth lay concealed beneath the water where, Shakespeare knew, its legs would be frantic and its heart would be racing.


  He heard barking and the piercing blare of horns. And then the first dogs appeared from the woods, snarling, slavering and baying, all their senses alive at the hot, acrid scent. Without hesitation, the leading hounds plunged into the river after their quarry.


  Shakespeare narrowed his eyes, peering deep into the woods. There, he saw more movement, the unstoppable advance of the hunt. The trees were suddenly alive with horses, mastiffs and men. He looked back to the water. The hart was almost across the river, but the northern bank was nothing but black, oozing mud and the animal struggled to get ashore, the mud sucking its hoofs down, holding it like a fly in syrup.


  And then, somehow, it was up and out, but still not safe. Standing on the lush meadow, it appeared to be dazed, not knowing which way to turn or what to do. Immobile and weak, all its energy had been sapped by the panic-stricken swim and the battle with the deep, unyielding mud. It stumbled and seemed about to fall, its forelegs buckling, surely too spindly to support its great bulk. And was its head not too fine to hold such a forest of antlers? Its wide eyes seemed glazed, fixed on some distant point.


  Then the first of the hounds was across the water, snapping at the deer’s hind heels. The attack brought the hart to its senses. It kicked out, sent one of the dogs flying, found purchase in the grass and wildflowers and drew on deep reserves of strength. It began to run and soon it was in the cover of woods again. Shakespeare smiled. There was hope for it yet; it was too beautiful to die this day.


  Shakespeare’s musing was interrupted. His horse was buffeted from side to side. He swivelled in his saddle and found himself looking into the muzzle of a wheel-lock pistol. The horseman holding the weapon wore a quilted doublet of many colours, almost like a harlequin. But there was nothing amusing or merry about this man. He nudged his mount forward aggressively.


  ‘Who are you?’ the man asked. ‘Speak now or I’ll grow you a second arsehole where your belly-button now resides.’


  ‘I am John Shakespeare.’ Shakespeare noted the well-known escutcheon on the man’s bright-coloured breast, the heraldic device of the bear and ragged staff of the Dudleys. ‘In the service of Sir Francis Walsingham.’


  ‘Walsingham? Then you should be in your kennel, whipped and starved like all his scurvy whelps. You have no right here. You are intruding on the royal hunt. What is worse –’ he glanced at Shakespeare’s sword and dagger – ‘you go armed on Queen’s land. I could blow you away and make a royal jest of it at supper.’


  Despite the man’s smooth, unbearded face, there was something darkly threatening about him, a simmering shadow of violence that could explode with the slightest tic of his slender finger on the trigger. Shakespeare kept his calm. ‘Then you would have to answer to Mr Secretary, for I am here on urgent business.’ As he spoke, he glanced over the man’s shoulder. The main party of the hunt was emerging from the woods.


  Among them was the Queen.


  Their attention was focused on the far bank, watching the dogs as they raced across the meadow on the scent of the hart. As the rest of the hunt surged forward into the river, Elizabeth, riding sidesaddle, spotted the guard holding the interloper at gunpoint. She stopped momentarily, caught Shakespeare’s eye, then touched the sleeve of the horseman at her side. He spurred his horse away from the company and trotted in the direction of the little side drama.


  Shakespeare recognised the Earl of Leicester instantly, bristling with the haughty masculinity for which he was known throughout the world and which had won him the Queen’s jealous love these many years. He was a proud, rugged man with broad shoulders, and fine attire. It seemed to Shakespeare that he was the human incarnation of the hart.


  ‘What is this, Mr Hungate?’ he demanded in a voice that required obeisance.


  The guard bowed low in the saddle and as he did so Shakespeare saw that one of his ears was studded with red stones. ‘He says he’s John Shakespeare, Mr Secretary’s man. I think him a mangy cur and worthy of putting away.’


  ‘Is this so?’ Leicester addressed the question to Shakespeare.


  Shakespeare judged it wise to bow as low as Hungate had done. ‘My lord, I am here with intelligence for Sir Francis. Intelligence that I believe has import for the security of the realm and the safety of Her Majesty.’


  ‘Tell me more.’ The earl’s eyes drilled into Shakespeare like a mastiff watching its dinner.


  Shakespeare was having none of it. ‘My lord, forgive me, I must convey my information to the Principal Secretary alone.’


  ‘I think you know who I am, Mr Shakespeare. Do you think it wise and prudent to deny me?’


  ‘On pain of death, I have no option. Sir Francis is my master. I am certain you would not wish one of your own servants to pass secret information to another, even to one you considered a friend.’


  Leicester laughed. He looked at Shakespeare yet more closely, as though measuring him up for a coffin. ‘Then tell me a little about yourself, Mr Shakespeare. Are you a fighting man like Mr Hungate here? Good with blade and pistol and fists? You have no scars . . .’


  ‘I can shoot and I can wield a sword, but I have never been in battle, if that is what you mean, my lord.’


  ‘No, that does not surprise me. What then does Mr Secretary see in you?’


  ‘You must ask him that.’


  ‘Fear not, I shall. And whence do you come?’


  ‘I was born and bred in your own county, Warwickshire, in the town of Stratford-upon-Avon. From there I went to Gray’s Inn to study at law. That was where Mr Secretary found me.’


  ‘Warwickshire?’


  ‘That is so, sir.’


  ‘So you will know it is become a hive of treachery.’


  ‘If you say so, my lord.’


  ‘It is not what I say, it is what is truth.’ A flash of anger rose in Leicester’s eyes. ‘If you work for Mr Secretary, you should know this.’ His anger subsided as quickly. ‘Escort this man to the house, Mr Hungate.’ He turned once again to Shakespeare. ‘You speak boldly, sir. Be careful it does not cost you your head.’


  Shakespeare bowed.


  ‘And Mr Shakespeare . . .’


  ‘My lord?’


  ‘You might just be the man I seek.’ Leicester wheeled his horse’s head and kicked on to rejoin the hunt.


  In a forest beneath a Scottish mountain, two men looked down at the remains of a rider. He was fifty yards from his bay stallion, which was also dead. The animal was still in harness, but its saddle and bags had gone. The rider was sprawled naked on open ground, not a trace of clothing – not even a shred of stocking or shirt – left on his corpse. Much of the body had been gnawed away by animals, and all the skin was gone. There was nothing left for them to identify him.


  The cause of death seemed clear: the thin rope knotted around the neck, tightened with a six-inch wooden peg. Garrotted, as the Spaniards do.


  The ghillie and his apprentice looked on with fascinated horror.


  ‘How long has he been here, Mr Laidlaw?’ the younger man asked.


  ‘From the look of him, I’d say it must have been a while, Jamie. A good while.’


  ‘Do you think it’s him?’


  ‘He’s the right height and form, but otherwise hard to say. I recognise the horse, though. A fine steed he was. I’d swear the horse was his, so we must assume the worst.’


  They wandered back to the horse and peered down at it. Bones protruded, white and innocent, from the decayed flesh at its exposed flank. Laidlaw put his hand into the wound and delved in among the stinking, dried-up mess of its vital organs. He grimaced as he went about the work, but quickly found what he was looking for. He pulled it out, rubbed it on his jerkin, then held it up to the light: a ball of lead. ‘This brought the horse down. I think he tried to run, but they caught him.’


  ‘They?’


  ‘He could handle himself well enough. I don’t think he would have fled from one man, even one with a petronel.’


  ‘What do we do now?’


  ‘Tell his father. It will break the old man’s heart.’ The ghillie looked again at the body and felt more unnerved than ever he had before. The stripping of the skin did not look like the work of animals, but of man – and a skilled man at that. He could not have done it better himself.


  Chapter 4


  As they rode up to the palace of Oatlands, Shakespeare tried to brush the dust from his doublet and hose; appearances were important in such places, so that men might think you worthy of note. He was not sure that he desired any more of Mr Hungate’s attention, however, for he was uncomfortably aware that the guard’s eyes were on him constantly, and that the muzzle of his pistol was pointing directly at his heart. The man discomfited him with the juxtaposition of harlequin colours and his cold, blue eyes, and the strange line of red stones running down the edge of one ear. This was no commonplace bodyguard or serving man.


  Oatlands was not the most beautiful of the royal houses but it was one of the largest, covering nine acres in all. Once through the main gate in the long wall that enclosed the front of the stately residence, the visitor was immediately confronted by a row of what appeared to be twenty or so cottages, all interlinked and with sloping tiled roofs; these were the lodging chambers for the administrators who made everything run smoothly for the Queen and her senior courtiers. To Shakespeare, the buildings looked like nothing more glorious than the centre of a small market town. And certainly the main gatehouse in the middle of this terrace seemed more like one of the gates into London – such as Newgate or Bishopsgate – than the entrance to one of Elizabeth’s finest homes.


  But the palace had a pleasant aspect. Set on a rise with views across a vast sweep of Surrey, twenty miles south-west of London, Oatlands was built of brick and surrounded by gardens and delightful deer parks which dipped down to the winding thoroughfare of the Thames.


  After presenting his papers at the first gate, Shakespeare rode with his escort through into the outer courtyard where he was confronted by a much grander gatehouse that led through to the inner courtyard and the main palace hall and royal apartments. They rode without conversing and all the while Hungate kept his hand on the hilt of his pistol and the gun pointed in the direction of his charge.


  Above them, rooks circled in the late summer sky. The air was still sweet for the royal court had been in residence only two days. In a week or two, the place would stink like a jakes in July and the court would move on. The fact that there were instances of plague in the nearby town of Windsor might also spur them to depart sooner rather than later.


  At the inner gatehouse, a sentry listened to Shakespeare’s story, then sent off an underling to tell Walsingham that a visitor had arrived.


  ‘I believe you can lower your pistol now, Mr Hungate,’ Shakespeare said, looking at his escort.


  Hungate stifled a yawn. ‘I believe you would make a fine pair of shoes, were I to flay you and cure your scrawny hide, but we must live with what we have.’


  Shakespeare ignored him, turning away with deliberate indifference. A few minutes later a familiar face arrived: Walter Whey, a diplomatic servant and close associate of Walsingham over many years.


  ‘Good day to you, Mr Shakespeare.’


  Shakespeare slid from his horse and handed the reins to a groom. ‘And to you, Mr Whey. I must see Sir Francis with all haste.’


  Hungate caught Whey’s attention with a jerk of his hairless chin. ‘You know this useless, festering piece of waste, do you, Mr Whey? He says he’s a Warwickshire man. There are many traitors in that county.’


  ‘This is Mr Shakespeare.’


  ‘Yes, I’ve heard of traitors called Shakespeare. And their cousins the Ardens. Lower than vermin, all of them, as my master will testify.’ He jutted his chin at Whey. ‘He’s yours.’ Hungate pulled on the reins, turned his horse’s head and rode away, without another word.


  Whey raised his eyes to the sky.


  ‘You know Mr Hungate?’


  ‘Don’t ask. I will inform Sir Francis that you are here as soon as he is free. For the present, he is occupied so I must ask you to bide your time in an ante-room.’


  Shakespeare indicated the retreating horseman. ‘I ask you again, Mr Whey, what man is that?’


  ‘That is Ruby Hungate. He is my lord of Leicester’s thing. Do not be fooled by his rough manner. It is said he is the finest swordsman in all of England, and that there are no better shots with dag or hagbut. It is said he can shoot dead a bird on the wing from the saddle of a galloping horse.’


  ‘What is his place in his lordship’s retinue?’


  Whey grimaced. ‘Do you really want to know?’


  ‘His doublet tells me he is a jester, but he does not make me laugh.’


  ‘Ah, yes, his coat of many colours? Well, you are right, he is no Tarleton. I fear there is little to amuse about Mr Hungate. No, I am afraid I can tell you no more – for everything is court tittle-tattle and not to be trusted. All I would say is this: be wary. Mr Hungate is a man who bears a grudge.’


  It was two hours before Shakespeare was summoned to the presence of his master, Walsingham. As Principal Secretary, he was England’s second most senior minister, in thrall to no one but Her Majesty and his friend Lord Burghley, the Lord Treasurer.


  They met in his private quarters in a large, cold room with a plain oak table and a stool on each side.


  Walsingham gestured Shakespeare to step forward. ‘John. I have a mission for you. One of great significance. But first I believe you have some intelligence for me.’


  Shakespeare knew better than to expect a word of welcome from Walsingham, the man known to one and all simply as Mr Secretary. His war of secrets against England’s enemies in the Catholic world allowed no time for pleasantries or idle conversation and anyway it was not in his nature.


  ‘I do, Sir Francis. Intelligence has reached me from the searchers at Dover that an agent or emissary of the Duke of Guise is in England. They believe he has been here ten days.’


  ‘And if they know this, why did the searchers not stop him?’


  ‘He had already passed through the port before they found out. They believed him to be a merchant, but learnt his true identity two days ago, from a contact in Calais.’


  ‘And what is this man’s name?’


  Shakespeare turned around sharply. The question came from behind him.


  The Earl of Leicester was sitting on a cushioned seat set into a window alcove, one booted foot on the seat, the other on the floor. He was still in his hunting clothes, spattered with dust and mud.


  Shakespeare bowed. ‘My lord of Leicester. Forgive me, I did not see you there.’


  ‘So had I been an assassin, you would now be dead.’ He tilted his head languidly towards Walsingham. ‘Do you not teach your young intelligencers to look about them, Mr Secretary?’


  Walsingham smiled briefly. ‘Do not be taken in by Mr Shakespeare’s scholarly appearance. I believe he will be hard enough when the time comes.’


  ‘God’s faith, he looks scarce out of swaddling bands. How old are you, Mr Shakespeare?’


  ‘Twenty-three, my lord.’


  ‘You tell me you have not seen battle, yet you must have killed men in the service of your sovereign. How many?’


  ‘I have killed no man.’


  Walsingham tapped the hilt of his dagger on the table. ‘There is more than one way to fight, Robin. And so back to business. Who is this Frenchman stalking our land, John?’


  ‘The man had but one arm, his left severed at the shoulder.’


  ‘Leloup . . .’


  ‘Yes, that is the name I was given. François Leloup.’


  Walsingham leant forward. His brow darkened. ‘Well, well.’


  ‘Does the name mean something to you, Sir Francis?’


  ‘Yes, indeed it does. So the Wolf’s Snout is here, is he?’


  ‘The Wolf’s Snout?’ Leicester laughed.


  ‘Le Museau du Loup. François Leloup has a rather magnificent nose. Long and sharp, like a wolf. Like his name. He is a doctor of medicine, but much more than that, he is as close to the Duke of Guise as I am to my prick. They are indivisible. When not healing the sick, he plots deaths on his master’s behalf. I have always believed he was the go-between connecting Guise to the assassin Maurevert. It was Leloup who paid the blood money and gave the order for Maurevert to shoot Admiral Coligny. And yet Dr Leloup is so discreet that he keeps his own hand clean. I know Leloup of old. Like his master, he is a man of infinite charm.’


  ‘If you delight in the company of wolves . . .’


  ‘He was there ten years ago on the day of infamy,’ Walsingham continued. ‘August the twenty-third in the year of our Lord fifteen seventy-two. The day the streets of Paris ran red and the cries of dying Protestants outsang the pealing bells. Leloup was at the side of Henri de Guise as they finished off the work begun by Maurevert and killed Admiral Coligny as he lay wounded. And yet I have reason to believe that he also saved Protestant lives when the royal mob ran riot and slaughtered women and children. The Catholics were killing, killing, killing, but Leloup saved my friend Jean d’Arpajon and his family from the sword. He took them to the Hôtel de Guise, where they were safe. I heard this from d’Arpajon’s own lips when he came to England seeking refuge, like so many Huguenots. And so when I have heard tell of the wickedness of Guise and Leloup, I have had pause for thought. Did they save d’Arpajon merely for money – for certainly he paid three thousand livres for his life – or out of pity?’


  ‘Guise show mercy!’ Leicester almost snorted with derision as he spoke. ‘He was at the very heart of the massacre. It is said his men were painted crimson, their hair tangled with gore, their hands sticky with blood.’


  Walsingham spread his hands as though to show they, at least, were free of blood. ‘Guise had cause to kill Coligny. He believed the admiral had assassinated his father. Perhaps, too, he took the opportunity to kill others among his enemies. But I do not believe he murdered the wholly innocent. Did Leloup marshal the wolves? Was he one of them? He is a puzzle to me, as is his master.’


  ‘But it sounds as if you liked them, Mr Secretary? You liked Leloup . . .’ Leicester was aghast.


  ‘He was amusing. It was hard not to like him. I felt much the same about Guise himself. At that time, before the massacre and years before his leadership of the Catholic League, I did not even believe the duke was a man of particular faith. He was not insane like King Charles, nor wicked like the Medici devil, and yet somehow she shifted the blame for all that happened on to Guise. Catherine de Medici could learn nothing from Machiavelli . . .’


  ‘So who plotted the massacre?’


  ‘The whole royal council of France. They were all in it, up to their very eyes in gore. But that is all by the by. Blood in the gutters. What we must now divine is where Leloup is and why he is here. Your thoughts, John?’


  ‘It must involve the Queen of Scots.’


  Walsingham looked towards Leicester. ‘You see, my lord, the young apprentice is already thinking like his master.’ He clapped his hands together lightly. ‘Yes, John, this most certainly involves the Scots witch. Guise wishes to secure her liberty and set her on the throne of England. He makes no secret of this. Why else is he building ships at the Normandy harbours if not as an invasion fleet?’


  ‘So Leloup is here to set her free?’


  At his side, Walsingham had a small silver cup. He picked it up and sipped delicately. ‘This is part of a greater plan – to seize the crown of France, too. King Henri is vulnerable. Like a fool, he goes away on retreat just as Guise reaches the height of his power. The people of France love Guise. The Catholics would crown him in an instant. He believes that if he can seize the thrones of England and Scotland, Henri would be powerless to withstand him. This is what the Guise family have desired and conspired towards for many years.’


  ‘Then we must stop him,’ Leicester said, hammering his right fist into his left palm. ‘But surely Mary is safely guarded.’


  Walsingham stroked his dark beard as though trying to lengthen his sombre face. ‘I pray it is so.’


  ‘Do you have reason to think otherwise?’


  ‘We have been receiving reports for eighteen months now of Guise’s intentions to secure her freedom. Every week, we hear more reports of greased priests in the region around Sheffield Castle where she is held. And nor can we trust the northern lords who inhabit – infest – those parts. Beware former enemies. Never trust a man whom once you have harmed.’


  Never trust a man whom you have harmed. It was a familiar refrain from Walsingham, one of the first things John Shakespeare had learnt from his master when he left his law studies at Gray’s Inn and entered the great man’s service four years since. What Walsingham meant was that though the noble families of the north had been punished and humiliated when their rebellion was quelled in the bloody year of sixty-nine, it would be dangerous to believe them chastened. And while that vicious event now seemed long gone, the northern lords still felt aggrieved and would do anything in their power, seize any opportunity, to take revenge on those who had brought them low.


  ‘Has the time come to move Mary Stuart south?’ Shakespeare suggested tentatively. ‘Away from such people.’


  ‘The Queen will not hear of it. She does not wish her cousin any closer to her than is absolutely necessary. But there are other possibilities. We need to prove to Her Majesty that Sheffield has become ill-equipped for the task. I want you to go there, John. Use your judgement carefully. Is Sheffield Castle a fit place to hold this Queen of Scots? Is it well-guarded? If there are holes, find them. Then bring me a full and detailed report.’


  Shakespeare bowed. ‘Yes, Sir Francis.’


  ‘Look for Leloup while you are there. For I believe you are right in suggesting that is his motive for coming to England. And in Sheffield, you will have assistance. You will find one of my seasoned men there. His name is Richard Topcliffe. He is there on another matter, but I would like you to work together.’ Walsingham paused and pressed his fingers together. ‘Dick Topcliffe is a very different man to you, John, so you may not agree with him on every point. However, your opinions will both be of great interest to me. To that end, you will take letters from me ordering him to help you. I merely warn you of this: you will doubtless find Mr Topcliffe to be strong meat, but he has the Queen’s trust, and mine. You do not need to like him, but you will work with him.’


  Shakespeare bowed.


  ‘Return with Mr Topcliffe by way of Tutbury where Mary was held before. It is far enough from the north and a good distance from the court. Sometimes, I wish we had never moved her from there. See what state of repair the castle is in. How soon could it be brought into service again? Mr Topcliffe’s help will be of great value, for he knows Tutbury of old. Do you understand this? And most importantly, set the search for Leloup. Return to Seething Lane this day and have Mr Phelippes send out word to all our intelligencers and agents to find him. He may have headed north, but we must not take that for granted. If he is in London, Tom Phelippes will find him soon enough.’


  ‘Very well, Sir Francis.’ Shakespeare bowed and moved towards the door.


  ‘Wait.’ Walsingham stayed him with a flick of his deeply veined hand. ‘I have not yet told you the true reason I wished to see you. The mission I mentioned.’


  Shakespeare paused expectantly.


  ‘It involves your own county, John. My lord of Leicester tells me he touched on the subject when you became tangled up in the hunt. Robin, you know Warwickshire better than any man; explain your fears to Mr Shakespeare.’


  Leicester was up now and pacing. ‘The peril is not merely in the north, you see. It is in my own lands in middle England. Sir Thomas Lucy, my chief man in the county, has a war on his hands trying to put down the papist vermin that run free like rats in a sewer. I do not exaggerate when I tell you that my county – our county, Mr Shakespeare – has become a Judas nest of conspirators.’


  Walsingham turned his penetrating gaze on Shakespeare. ‘You begin to understand, John? We believe you may be the perfect man to help Sir Thomas Lucy counter this terror. Indeed, I am certain you are ready for this important task and that you will not let me down.’


  ‘Conspiracy abounds in Warwickshire like a high summer stink,’ Leicester said. ‘You could draw a ten-mile circle around the town of Stratford and within that roundel you would find half the papist traitors in England. First there was this Simon Hunt, a teacher at the grammar, who now licks the Antichrist’s arse in the Vatican. Then the traitor Cottam. Now the fugitives Dibdale and Angel.’ He locked eyes with Shakespeare. ‘Do you know these people?’


  ‘Yes.’ Shakespeare knew them all well. Hunt had taught him at school. Benedict Angel, the same age as Shakespeare, had been his classmate for a while. His sister, Florence Angel, a year or two older, had been his friend in their youth. Now Angel had been ordained a Catholic priest and was on the run. He knew the Cottams too. Thomas Cottam was brother of John Cottam, Hunt’s successor as schoolmaster. Thomas Cottam had been executed earlier in the year for treason, having entered the country secretly as a priest. Robert Dibdale was also a priest and, like Benedict Angel, was on the loose, his whereabouts unknown. They all had close links with Stratford-upon-Avon and they were all deemed enemies of the state.


  ‘There are others,’ Leicester continued, warming to his vehement harangue. ‘What of Catesby of Lapworth? Some say he harboured the deluded Campion. Nor do I trust the Throckmortons who live close by at Coughton Court. These people conspire against God and the Queen.’


  ‘This priest Angel,’ Walsingham said, taking up the earl’s thread. ‘I took pity on the man and ordered him released from the Gatehouse gaol and sent into exile. Well, he has been freed – but there is no record of him leaving the country. Find out where he is. Often such men make contact with their families. I am sure you will discover the truth soon enough. This so-called Angel should not be at large. Go home to Stratford after Tutbury. It cannot be far. Find Angel and the others. Root out treason, John. Root it out and destroy it. This is what I want from you. This is what I have been training you for. It is what I saw in you when I snatched you from the tedium of your law studies.’


  Shakespeare bowed again, but said nothing. Beneath his linen shirt and plain doublet, his body was soaked with sweat. Angel and the others were the people he grew up with. Was Walsingham testing his loyalty – seeing whether he had the stomach to turn in his neighbours? Was that what this was all about? Was that why Leicester was here?


  ‘And there is Arden, too. Do not forget Arden,’ Leicester went on. ‘I raised Edward Arden up as county sheriff, but then I saw his true colours. The devil take him. Do you know this Catholic viper, Mr Shakespeare? Are the Ardens not kin to the Catesbys?’


  ‘I have met Edward Arden, my lord,’ Shakespeare said in what he hoped was an even voice. Oh yes, he knew Arden. How could he not know him when his own mother, Mary, was born an Arden? Their blood was his blood. He knew, too, that Edward Arden had insulted Leicester publicly and with utter contempt, calling him ‘whoremaster’ at a time when the earl was dealing lewdly with another man’s wife. The Earl of Leicester, a man ruled by pride, did not forgive such slurs.


  It felt to Shakespeare as if he were manacled to a wall in the coldest Tower dungeon and that these two men, Walsingham and Leicester, had red-glowing irons in their gauntleted fists. Bring your old friends and your family to the gallows or we will know that you are not one of us. Turn in the traitors – or we will consider you the traitor. He had not foreseen this when he agreed to enter the service of Sir Francis Walsingham. This was torture of the soul.


  Suddenly Leicester clapped him about the shoulder and growled a laugh. ‘I am told you are an honest man, Mr Shakespeare, an honest witness. Did you hear of the great hart in this day’s hunt? He escaped us! Now and for all time he is a royal hart. Tell me: do you have the heart of that hart? Can you earn such royal favour? Will you hazard your very life for England?’


  Chapter 5


  Shakespeare reined in to a slow walk, easing his mount after the long ride from Oatlands to London. He turned left and rode north along Seething Lane in the east of the city, stopping at last before the woodframe house, ancient and weathered, that he counted as home. It stood four storeys high and melded into the night sky. His hired man, Boltfoot Cooper, opened the door to him and bowed. ‘Boltfoot, we ride north tomorrow. We will go armed.’


  ‘Yes, master.’


  ‘Is there food in the house?’


  ‘Perhaps some old bread. A little ale . . .’


  ‘Did I not ask you to buy some food from the market?’


  ‘No, master.’


  ‘Well, in future you will think to do so, unasked.’


  Boltfoot grumbled something inaudible.


  Shakespeare shook his head and wondered, not for the first time, whether he had made a terrible error in hiring this lame seafarer. His tone hardened. ‘You must earn your keep.’


  ‘Yes, master.’


  ‘Take the horse to the stable and see it fed. And then go to the Blue Boy and get their kitchens to provide some pie or meats. Anything halfway edible.’ Could he not have at least brought some eggs and meat into the house? Shakespeare handed over the reins of his mount and watched Boltfoot limping along the road, dragging his club-foot through the dust. Neither servant nor intelligencer, he was a gnarled shipwreck of a man who looked as ill at ease on land as a fish and the truth was he had hired him because he liked him and trusted him – and because he had fighting skills. Shakespeare was all too aware of his own lack of experience in that regard. Though he was a great deal stronger than he looked to the Earl of Leicester, yet he was untested; he had never been in a fight, not even a taproom brawl.


  This was where Boltfoot came in. He knew how to defend himself and would not flinch in the face of enemy fire and shot. He was skilled with cutlass and caliver, his weapons of choice. And what if he had no conversation, and had little in the way of background save his time as a mariner? On the rare occasions when he did open his mouth to speak it was usually to pour scorn upon his former captain, Drake. ‘Drake a hero? He would sell his own mother to the Spaniard for a groat.’ Shakespeare smiled at the thought. He hoped Boltfoot would speak in more flattering terms about him. He took a candle into the pantry, and found a crust of bread and examined it in the guttering light. It had an unpleasant coating of blue mould. He shook the keg of ale. Some liquid and lees sploshed around, so he drew it out into a tankard. Sniffing at it, he put the mug to his lips, then spat. It was undrinkable. He cursed. This would not do. He needed a maidservant. When Boltfoot returned with the unwelcome news that the Blue Boy had closed its doors, he took himself to bed for want of anything better to do.


  In the morning, hungry and ill-rested, he took breakfast at the tavern, and then strode along Seething Lane, avoiding the piles of horse-dung and human waste that clogged the way. The stench did not help his mood. Why in God’s name had the gong farmers not cleared this path overnight? A kite wheeled overhead, searching for its dinner. Another perched on the roof of St Olave’s, pecking the juicy muscle meat from some rodent. London, once a lion among cities, was becoming more and more like a sick tomcat.


  Arriving at Walsingham’s mansion, he sought out the senior intelligencers. This house, close by the Thames and the Tower, was one of Sir Francis’s two residences. On Walsingham’s advice, Shakespeare had deliberately found a house close by for his own dwelling. ‘If you wish to work for me, I expect nothing more than your body and soul, John. That means you either live with me, or near me. I cannot be doing with sending messengers to fetch you.’


  Near to him seemed the better option.


  He found Thomas Phelippes in a back office. The room was stacked high with books and documents and smelt of sweat. Phelippes was peering down hard through his small round spectacle-glasses, examining a scrap of paper, his lank yellow hair falling about his pox-ridden face.


  ‘Mr Phelippes.’


  ‘Wait.’


  Shakespeare pulled the paper from the table. ‘No, Mr Phelippes, this will not wait.’


  Phelippes tried in vain to snatch back the paper. ‘So the fledgling crow thinks it has talons?’


  He ignored the barb. ‘I have come from Mr Secretary at Oatlands. A Frenchman named François Leloup has landed covertly and is at large in England. It may be that he has gone to Sheffield. I am to ride there this day. You, meanwhile, along with Mr Gregory, are to raise a search for him in London and the south.’


  ‘Do you think to command me?’


  Shakespeare had had to put up with Phelippes’s goading ever since he joined Walsingham’s service and it was becoming tiresome. Phelippes knew very well that the order had come from Walsingham. ‘I will tell you about Leloup.’


  The codebreaker laughed. ‘I know all about the good Dr Leloup. I know more about him than does his own mother.’


  ‘Then you will know under which stone to look.’ Shakespeare replaced the paper on the table. ‘Good day to you, Mr Phelippes. You know what is required of you.’


  Shakespeare turned to walk from the room, but he felt the clasp of Thomas Phelippes’s hand on his sleeve.


  ‘Wait, Shakespeare. Let us talk more of this Frenchman.’


  Shakespeare paused, shaking off Phelippes’s hand. ‘Very well. What I know is what Mr Secretary has told me, that he is about fifty, elegant, assured, dark-haired when last he saw him, with a prominent nose and only one arm. He will not find it easy to hide.’


  Phelippes nodded. ‘His arm was carried away by a cannonball at Jarnac, where he was helping the wounded. In France they know him as Le Museau du Loup.’


  ‘The Wolf’s Snout. Mr Secretary mentioned that.’


  ‘Guise will have ordered him to prepare the way for his invasion fleet. He wants the bosom serpent free and our own sovereign lady murdered. These are all parts of the whole.’ Phelippes leant forward excitedly, all signs of hostility gone. ‘I have come from Bruges this week. I learnt there that Guise and the English exiles have sent priests to England who have been told that their mortal souls are safe however many they kill, so long as their victims are Protestants. It accords with everything that Mr Secretary’s man Lawrence Tomson discovered from the papal agent in Bologna.’


  ‘Did your Bruges contact name the priests?’


  ‘He named one. Benedict Angel, originally of Warwickshire. Find him and we may find Leloup too.’


  Father Benedict Angel made the sign of the cross and bowed low. Then he turned, away from the crucifix, the missal, the chalice and paten on the little table that served as an altar. His heart was a flood of raging fire, fanned by the glory of the mass. At times, he could not breathe, so overwhelming was the passion and joy of Christ within him. Every sinew told him to shout it loud amid the heavenly choir of trumpets and voices, the fury of bliss in the storm. Yet his voice was as quiet as his manner; no one would ever see the torrent and turmoil within.


  Once the mass was said, the sacred objects must be hidden without delay. He quickly removed his robes – the exquisitely embroidered chasuble, the cincture and the white alb. Who knew when the door would be hammered down with a ram? The aroma of incense could not be hidden so easily. ‘Florence, if you would pack away the mass things.’ His sister bowed to him and set about her chore, wrapping the precious artefacts in a woollen cloth. With her golden hair tied back and concealed beneath a coif, it seemed to him that she looked very much like the nuns at Louvain. But the life of quiet contemplation would never be her lot; she must fight like him, a soldier of God.


  ‘I have here a letter,’ he said, holding aloft a folded paper, the seal broken.


  He stood small and neat by the fire. He kept his hair and beard short. Now that his robes were removed, he wore a duncoloured doublet and hose. He thought they made him look like a gentleman of Calvinist persuasion, which was the guise he adopted while travelling through England. Here in Warwickshire, however, he could not walk abroad, for he was too well known. He had come to this house by night and had stayed hidden away by day. He had been here all summer long and had reconciled many souls to the true faith. There was but one more task to be undertaken, and then his mission would be complete.


  He looked around him at the faces of his companions and it seemed to him that they glowed with ardour in the glimmer of a dozen candles. Here in this well-appointed room, light and shadow flickered on the walls. The windows were shuttered against the moonlight and against prying eyes.


  Apart from Benedict Angel and his sister, Florence, there were five others present: three men and two women. They would do Christ’s holy work. The forces of repression, of Walsingham, Burghley and the pseudo-Church, would call them conspirators; he called them God’s agents.


  They watched him expectantly, their eyes on the letter he held, awaiting word of what they should do next.


  ‘This letter is a precious treasure,’ he said in a low voice. ‘It is written in the hand of our most gracious sovereign lady, Mary. The true Queen of England, Ireland and Scotland. Look –’ he unfurled the paper and pointed his finger at the bottom of the page – ‘this is her name, in her own hand. Marie R.’


  His eyes were caught by a movement. The young man named Somerville had pulled out his pistol. He was dangerously excited. ‘Put away the pistol, Mr Somerville.’


  But Somerville was not listening. He waved the weapon around, pointing at imaginary targets. One moment, his eyes were on Father Benedict Angel, the next on some object such as a book or cup. He pretended to pull the trigger and made a little popping noise with his pursed lips. ‘There she is. Look, I shoot the usurper dead.’ He stared at Angel, looking for approbation.


  ‘I know you have come here this evening in the hope of final orders,’ Angel said, ‘but in the name of Jesus Christ and His Holy Mother, I beg you to have patience.’ He looked at the other faces. ‘All of you. Trust in this letter.’


  ‘What does it say?’ Somerville demanded urgently. He had lowered his pistol. ‘What does it say?’


  ‘It is encoded in a cipher no man can break, not even Walsingham and his demons. But –’ Angel waved aloft a second piece of paper – ‘I have here a concise version of her words, written for me by one of those closest to her who helped her write it and who knows the code.’


  One of those closest to her. Buchan Ord, the man who had devised this at the English seminary in Douai. When would he come here? Soon, God willing. Soon.


  ‘What does it say? What does it say?’


  ‘Be calm, Mr Somerville. I entreat you.’ As an ordained priest of the Roman Catholic Church, Benedict Angel was used to making himself heard without shouting. Leave the shouting to the pseudo-priests who now infected so much of this benighted land. And yet he worried that he had been a little sharp, had betrayed his irritation. ‘What I can tell you is that she calls on us to be strong and to do what we are bidden to do by those who come to us in her name. It says the plan is advanced and that we will be required to hazard our lives very soon. She knows we will do all that is asked of us. By the grace of God the father, God the son and God the holy ghost, Marie Stuart. Our true monarch.’ He scrunched up the second paper in his fist and threw it into the hearth where it blazed up, then died down, reduced to blackened ash. The other letter, the encrypted one, he re-folded with care and handed to his sister. She took it with reverential awe, kissed it and bowed to her brother.


  Somerville was still agitated and had begun waving his pistol around again. ‘We must act now, before it is too late,’ he said. He grasped the stock of his gun in both hands and pointed it at Angel. ‘If we do not do this now . . . no, I say again, we must act now.’


  ‘I beg you, put up your pistol, Mr Somerville,’ Angel said calmly. ‘It is better that we pray for guidance than brandish guns. They have a tendency to go off when least expected or desired. I can be of no service to God or our sovereign if you kill me.’


  ‘You are too cautious, Father. The slow fox wins no hens. My pistol burns with holy intent. Has the Holy Father not ruled it lawful—’


  Angel raised his right hand, palm open, to stop Somerville’s flow. ‘In good time. We will wait until all is confirmed. We must wait. There is another who will come and bring word of what is expected of us. He will come soon. I pledge this to you. If we are over-hasty, if we move from here, we will likely die and nothing will have been achieved. I have no fear of death, but God would not thank us for shedding our blood without first fulfilling His holy mission.’


  For a few moments they were all silent. Angel bent his head and began to intone a prayer in Latin.


  There was a sudden gasp. His sister jerked back her head as if seized by ecstasy. Her back arched, her generous red mouth opened and exhaled a guttural rush of air, and her body began to jerk violently. She fell on her knees on the wooden floor and shook like an ash leaf in a stiff breeze.


  The mass things tipped from the unfurling cloth and clattered to the floor. She fell backwards, convulsed once more, then became rigid and remained still.


  ‘It is the letter,’ Somerville said. ‘It is holy. It has burnt her.’


  Benedict Angel clutched his hands to his thin chest. The seraphim sang in his burning heart. The maid had come to Florence again. He was sure it was the maid. He knelt at her side and put an arm around her quivering shoulders. ‘What is it, Florence? What do you hear?’


  Florence Angel’s breathing was fast and shallow. Her eyes were wide open and fixed at some point directly above her. Her lips seemed to be quivering, as though she were trying to say something.


  Her brother put his ear close to her mouth. ‘Is it her, Florence? What does she tell you?’


  Her voice – if it was her voice – was the quietest of whispers. Was it the whispering of the wind outside the window or was she speaking? It was so hushed that none in the room save Benedict Angel could hear it. He clutched her quivering hand and nodded soothingly, as though he understood, as though Florence were a vessel pouring forth words like holy water into the cup of his ear alone.


  The conspirators watched in dread fascination. They believed they heard sounds, but still could make out no words. Finally she shook again, her body arched once more as though her spine would break, and then went utterly limp, like a rag. Father Benedict signalled to one of the other women in the room and together they helped Florence up and on to a settle and made her comfortable among some cushions.


  Angel stroked her brow. ‘Fetch her some water, Margaret. This will pass in a short while. The holy spirit has come to her.’


  ‘What did she say, what did you hear?’ Somerville demanded.


  ‘It was the maid . . .’


  ‘The Maid of Orleans? Joan of Arc?’


  ‘I heard her so clearly . . . she was burning, burning. She spoke through Florence, as she has spoken before. Her young body was bound to the stake and the flames devoured her. I could hear the crackle of blazing wood, the sough of the rushing wind and the cries of her passion. She was in the throes of death and yet she spoke to Florence. I heard her voice. I heard


  it all, as clear as I can hear you.’


  ‘What? What did she say?’


  ‘She said that God would give us a sign when it was time. She said there would be an omen and no one would be in any doubt. She begged us to stand strong, as she stood strong, to trust in Mary, and then she breathed her last and gave up her saintly spirit to the Lord.’


  Chapter 6


  On the way north, Shakespeare and Boltfoot rested just one night at an inn, ate, slept and then rode on by day and night, coming at last out of Sherwood Forest into the hills surrounding the prosperous market town of Sheffield. They trotted into the main square, close to the castle, half an hour before dawn on the second day, tired and hungry. In front of them, dark and asleep, stood a coaching inn. In the pre-dawn gloom, they made out a sign that revealed the inn’s name as the Cutler’s Rest.


  ‘Wake someone, Boltfoot.’


  Boltfoot dismounted and limped to the locked door and hammered at it with his fist. Shakespeare heard soft footfalls from inside, then the drawing back of an iron bolt. The door opened and a young woman appeared on the threshold, lit by the candle she held in her left hand.


  ‘Good morrow, gentlemen.’


  For a moment neither Shakespeare nor Boltfoot said a word. This was the last place or time of day that they had expected to find such beauty. She wore a plain linen smock and apron. Her hair was long and fair and tousled as though she had just risen from her pillow, her eyes blue and a little bleary. But it was the exquisite imperfection, the gap between the otherwise perfect teeth, that caught the eye and set her apart.


  ‘Are you wishing to break your fast or do you seek a chamber?’


  ‘We need food,’ Boltfoot said. ‘So do our horses.’


  ‘And a chamber. Somewhere to wash and dust off our apparel.’


  ‘Then you have come to the right house,’ the woman said.


  She smiled and Shakespeare thought that he had never seen such a lovely face, not even among the ladies of the royal court. He could not take his eyes off her and was irritated to note that Boltfoot, too, was staring at her longingly.


  As she bustled about, preparing food and lighting a fire, she told them that her name was Kat Whetstone and that she was the daughter of the innkeeper. ‘And what brings you two fine gentlemen to Sheffield town?’ she said as she brought them jugs of ale and large trenchers of butter, eggs, bacon and roasted blood pudding.


  ‘We have business at the castle.’


  ‘Well, then you will find more comforts at the Cutler’s Rest than you will within those cold fortress walls. We offer all the pleasures, master . . .’


  ‘All the pleasures?’ Shakespeare raised his eyebrows.


  She smiled. ‘Why, honest English food, soft feather beds and great good cheer. We have them all – and the price is fair.’


  ‘Where is the castle gate from here?’


  ‘To the right, down by the river. Not more than a furlong.’


  ‘We shall see.’ In truth, Shakespeare thought, it was not a bad idea. He would like to hear about the castle from outside as well as in. He took a deep draught of ale and began to eat. He needed to be at the castle quickly, to present himself to the Earl of Shrewsbury, the long-suffering keeper of Mary, Queen of Scotland, the woman Walsingham referred to as the Scots devil and others called bosom serpent.


   


  Sheffield Castle nestled at the confluence of the rivers Don and Sheaf, which defended its northern and eastern walls. The water was channelled around to form a moat on the other two sides.


  Shakespeare’s first impression was of an old-fashioned motte-and-bailey fortress with impressive earthworks and a stone palisade. From what Walsingham had told him, it had been built in the days of the third Henry, three hundred years since. Its high stone walls then would have held the local people in thrall and would have been a deterrent to any opposing host armed with simple swords and pikes. Even a siege engine of those days, such as the trebuchet or catapult, would have had little impact. Yet those same walls would crumble before today’s mighty cannon. A battery of culverins would reduce the stones to rubble.


  At the gatehouse, to the west, Shakespeare handed over the papers bearing Walsingham’s seal. Within a few minutes, he and Boltfoot were relieved of their weapons and ushered through to the earl’s great chamber, in the outer bailey. The hall was hung with tapestries and to Shakespeare’s surprise some carpets were laid out on the floor for walking on, something he had never seen before, even at court. Boltfoot stayed outside the door.


  George Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, was sitting at the end of a long, oak table, carved with mythic beasts and polished to a shine. He was writing, a secretary standing at his side with inkhorn in his outstretched hand. The earl occasionally dipped his quill in the ink, but he did not look up. At last, he decided he had finished and read the paper through. Finally, he added his mark with a flourish and handed the paper to his man. ‘Seal it and send it,’ he ordered. Only then did Shrewsbury look up at Shakespeare, who was standing at a distance from him. The earl gestured briskly with his hand. ‘Draw near, sir, draw near.’


  Shakespeare approached and bowed, all the while studying the old nobleman’s face. As he neared the great age of sixty, Shrewsbury looked tired. His skin was thin and lined like parchment, his beard long and wispy and grey, his eyes heavy-lidded and distant.


  ‘I am John Shakespeare, my lord, in the employ of Sir Francis Walsingham.’


  ‘So I see from your papers. Why are you here? Are you sent to spy on me?’


  ‘No, sir.’


  ‘Then what is it? Do you seek dirty little morsels for the shrew my wife? Are you in her pay? Has the shrew sent you?’


  Shakespeare was disconcerted by the earl’s tone. Shrewsbury seemed like a lighted match, hovering over the touchpowder of an arquebus, and even without digging further he knew he would have to recommend change: the earl had borne the onerous task of keeping Mary Stuart prisoner for almost fourteen years – far too long for one man to endure. It was said at court that his health was diminished and his marriage to Bess of Hardwick long gone to perdition. Now, looking at the man in the flesh, it was clear that the gossips spoke true.
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