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  Chapter 10


  Shakespeare took the great bedstead for himself and slept better than he had done in many days. Boltfoot curled up on the truckle. If either man snored, the other did not hear it. In the morning, they ordered food to be brought to the chamber and although Shakespeare was disappointed that Kat did not serve them, he ate heartily.


  ‘Boltfoot, you are to spend the morning listening. I want you to go into every tavern, alehouse and ordinary in Sheffield. I want to know what men say about the castle, about Mary and about the earl. Everything. Can you do that?’


  ‘I can sit in a taproom as well as any man, master.’


  ‘But can you take note of all you hear? Can you engage men in conversation without yourself coming under suspicion?’


  ‘I believe I can.’


  ‘Then let us meet here when the clock strikes one.’


  Before leaving the inn, Shakespeare searched his room for any evidence that Leloup might have left behind, but there was nothing. The maidservant had cleaned the chamber thoroughly, laying fresh rushes.


  Outside, the morning was clear with an autumnal bite to the air. Shakespeare marched out of the valley of Sheffield, along the banks of the River Sheaf, and then upwards across a greensward dotted with oaks and herds of grazing deer. A mile or two distant on higher ground, in the lee of a range of hills, he saw Manor Lodge, the mansion Shrewsbury had built as a prison to house Mary when the air in the castle became too fetid. From the far side of the park, it looked a great deal more pleasing to the eye than the castle, and this impression was maintained as he drew nearer.


  The gatehouse was distinguished by two high octagonal towers built of brick. He stopped, expecting to be challenged, but no sentries were on duty. The main gate was locked and bolted but beside it there was a postern door, with no lock visible. He lifted the latch and it opened. He walked through into the courtyard.


  Like a walled garden, the yard was warmer than the chilly outside. It had a pleasant feeling of neglect. Grass grew between the flagstones, bees buzzed and a mass of butterflies rose up. Shakespeare walked across to the hall door. He was about to try it when it opened. A man in the Shrewsbury livery stood before him, studying him closely.


  ‘May I be of assistance, sir?’


  Shakespeare knew the ways of servants well enough. It was only the good cut of his clothes that prevented the earl’s retainer from booting him away with a choice insult in his ears.


  ‘My name is John Shakespeare. I am here on Queen’s business, inspecting the earl’s properties.’


  ‘You will have papers to that effect, sir?’


  Shakespeare took his letters from his doublet.


  The servant read them carefully, then handed them back. ‘How may I help you, Mr Shakespeare?’


  ‘Why was no one in the porter’s lodge at the gatehouse?’


  ‘I was called away briefly, sir. When the Scots Queen is not in residence, security is not seen as being of great importance.’


  ‘Who told you that?’


  ‘It is the custom, that is all.’


  ‘I wish you to show me the lodge. Everything, from the cellars to the brewhouse. But first you will take me to the quarters the Scots Queen uses when she is here.’


  ‘That will be the octagonal turret, which is presently locked.’


  ‘And I am sure that you have the key, so let us proceed.’


  The servant suppressed a sigh of irritation and bowed his head an inch, no more. ‘Very well, sir. Please follow me.’


  ‘What is your name?’


  ‘Flowerdew, sir. Thomas Flowerdew.’


  They went through to the servants’ quarters. A pair of young men whom Shakespeare took to be footmen, though they were not in livery, were playing at cards and drinking ale at a table. On spotting Shakespeare, they quickly gathered up the deck of cards.


  Flowerdew led the way to the octagonal turret and they ascended the staircase. In the main chamber, on the second floor, there was a large fireplace with a fine mantelpiece supported on both sides by pillars in the shape of hounds.


  Shakespeare looked out from the window and gazed across at the smoking chimneys of Sheffield and its castle. Below him he saw the complete layout of Manor Lodge. There was a small chapel, stables and some fine brick houses that would probably hold the kitchens, dairy and bakery. In many ways, it was less secure than the castle, for its wall was not as high and there was no moat. But it was smaller and should be easier to patrol.


  For the next hour, the reluctant Flowerdew threw open chambers and cupboards, showed the inside of the chapel and the kennels and all the other rooms and outhouses. Shakespeare asked questions sparsely. There was little to be said.


  At last, he signalled that the tour was done. ‘That is enough. I will see myself out, Mr Flowerdew. And command your card-players to take their posts at the gatehouse for sentry duty.


  There was no man to stop me entering; that must not happen again.’


  ‘But Mr Shakespeare, the Scots Queen is not here at present. It is the castle that must be guarded.’


  Shakespeare gritted his teeth. ‘Mr Flowerdew, start to use the wit God gave you. If a man could enter the lodge when the Scots Queen is not here, then he could bring in arms and secrete them at will to be used when next she arrives. I should not need to explain this to you.’


  As Shakespeare strode away, he could hear the clanging of a church bell somewhere to the north. He was heartily sick of the men supposedly holding the Scots Queen; first the insolence of Sergeant Wren, now the idle folly of Flowerdew. The Earl of Shrewsbury’s guards needed a kick up their lazy, overfed arses. He stood a minute or two on the edge of the woods and surveyed the parkland and manor house; if Mary were to be the subject of a large-scale bid for freedom, it would be from this woodland that the force would come. By night, a sizeable party of men could get close to the Manor Lodge unseen, and then it was but a short dash to the gatehouse.


  Turning away, he walked into the woods, treading a path that seemed to be used regularly, for the dry earth beneath his feet was beaten down and compacted. As he walked he began to sense a sound so soft it barely registered. He did not stop, nor did he look around. He felt the sound again and then he was certain: footfalls. He was being followed.


  Taking a turning deeper into the woods, Shakespeare quickened his pace. The trees were more closely packed here. Brambles and ferns thickened and became more difficult to pass. Yet he knew, too, that his pursuer would be finding it tougher to keep track of him.


  And then he stopped, in the shade of a tall, heavy-laden horse-chestnut tree, and waited.


  The pursuer did not realise until it was too late that his quarry had stopped and was hidden in ambush. Shakespeare was on him from behind, clubbing him to the ground with a double fist, beating at the man’s neck and back like a smithy’s hammer.


  The man sprawled on the ground. ‘Stop! Stop!’ He was squirming, grovelling in the dust.


  Shakespeare stood back, his sword drawn. He touched the nape of the man’s neck with the swordpoint. ‘Stay on the ground. When I withdraw the point of my sword from your neck, turn over so I can see your face. If you try to escape or attack, I will run you straight through.’ He raised the tip of his blade. ‘Now.’


  The man began to turn and lift himself. He was on his knees.


  ‘Slowly!’


  ‘I mean you no harm. Please put up your sword.’ He had his hands in the air, palms forward defensively.


  ‘Who are you?’


  ‘Slide. My name is Harry Slide. I swear to God I am your friend not your foe. I beg you, Mr Shakespeare . . .’


  ‘How do you know my name?’


  ‘Because we work for the same man. I am Mr Secretary’s creature, like you.’


  ‘Stand up, Mr Slide – if that is your name – and keep your hands well away from your sword and dagger.’


  Harry Slide struggled to his feet. His face and hands were covered in dust. His clothes were torn and dirty from his fall, but Shakespeare could tell that they were of good quality. No, not merely good quality – but exceedingly costly. An ordinary workman would have had to give up half a year’s money in wages for such a suit, for it was of the finest cut. He ran his hand through his long hair, brushed the dust from his face and satin doublet, the colour of daffodils, then bent down to pick up his hat.


  ‘Hand me your sword, hilt first, then your dagger.’


  Slide gave Shakespeare his weapons.


  ‘Now, I think you had better explain who you are.’


  ‘An intelligencer.’


  It occurred to Shakespeare that this man was vaguely familiar. ‘Have we met, Mr Slide?’


  ‘I think not.’


  ‘Then why do I know your face?’


  ‘Perhaps you have seen me at Seething Lane, for I have seen you.’


  It was possible. Men like Slide came day by day with tasty morsels of information to sell to Walsingham and his staff . Shakespeare let the matter pass. ‘What intelligence do you have for me?’


  ‘Enough. I know that you are looking for Leloup. I know, too, that the Scotsman Buchan Ord has gone missing.’


  ‘Tell me, Mr Slide, if you know this much, where are those two men? I would very much like to find them.’


  ‘If I knew that, Mr Shakespeare, I would have them arrested and brought to gaol.’


  ‘Where do you believe them to be?’


  ‘I think they are gone.’


  ‘If you provide me with answers like that, Mr Slide, I may very well thrust my sword through your belly for the mere pleasure of the act.’


  ‘What I mean is that I believe they are gone away from this region.’


  ‘What makes you say that?’


  ‘My intuition, which has saved my life on many an occasion.’


  ‘Your intuition did not tell you I was concealed in the shade of that conker tree, ready to strike you down. I have a notion you place too much faith in this intuition of yours. And you still have not told me why you were following me.’


  ‘I want to offer my services to you. I know Buchan Ord’s face. I have heard his voice. None can identify him better than me and so we should work together. Mr Secretary would expect no less.’


  ‘If you know Buchan Ord, describe him to me.’


  ‘He has a pleasant Scottish accent, a fair enough face. I would know him were I to see him again, as I intend.’


  ‘How do you know his voice – where did you see him?’


  ‘I had heard of Ord from a certain friend of mine within the castle and I learnt that he was in the habit of taking his wine at the coaching inn each day – when the stink of the Scots Queen’s apartments overpowered him. And so I approached him at the Cutler’s Rest and tried to engage him in conversation. I fear my renowned charm did not succeed, for he told me he did not drink with Walsingham spies.’ Slide laughed. ‘I had not realised I was so conspicuous.’


  Shakespeare looked at Harry Slide closely. He did not believe a word he said, and yet there was something about him that warranted further inquiry. Had he not known Shakespeare’s own name and the nature of his mission? ‘Do you have papers, Slide? Some proof of who you are?’


  Slide grimaced. ‘Mr Shakespeare, you know the way Sir Francis works. I am no more than a kennelhound to him, used to sniff out traitors in return for scraps. He does not grace men like me with official papers, nor would he acknowledge me if I were brought to a court of law in the service of the crown.’


  ‘For a hound fed scraps, you have a remarkably extravagant taste in clothes.’


  Slide dusted his left arm with his right hand. ‘It is a magnificent piece of tailoring, is it not? And in truth it is my downfall – the reason I undertake hazardous missions for Mr Secretary and our sovereign lady Elizabeth. If I catch a traitor, Mr Secretary will pay me twenty marks or more, and then I will have a new cloak. If I bring him intelligence concerning a seminary priest, I will have two marks in my palm. If I discover the bedroom secrets of a Privy Councillor, I may have a handful of gold and my tailor will eat rare beef. And so I find myself here in these northern wastes on a fool’s errand that will likely yield me not a farthing – and my tailor will have to wait for his money yet again.’


  There was some little charm to this man. Shakespeare resisted the urge to smile.


  ‘And so when you were rebuffed by Mr Ord, what happened next?’


  ‘Why, I left him to his solitary cup of wine.’


  ‘And that is the sum of it?’


  ‘Do you take me for a coney, Mr Shakespeare? No, that was not the sum of it. I waited outside and then followed him. He led me straight to the house of a most notorious recusant gentleman, Sir Bassingbourne Bole. Do you know of him?’


  Shakespeare had seen the name on a list of known Catholic sympathisers in the north, but knew nothing else of the man. He shook his head.


  ‘He is of little import, but it is interesting that Buchan Ord sought him out. He stayed an hour and then left, returning to the castle.’


  ‘Could Ord be at Sir Bassingbourne’s house now that he has fled?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘How can you be so sure, Slide?’


  ‘Trust me, it is certain.’


  ‘Come,’ Shakespeare said. ‘Let us go to the Earl of Shrewsbury and see what he makes of all this.’


  Slide shrank backwards two steps. ‘I fear that is not a good plan. You must know that the earl reviles the spies sent here to watch him. He will clap me in irons.’


  Shakespeare poked his chest with the tip of his sword. ‘Walk on, Mr Slide.’


  ‘Please, Mr Shakespeare, have you not deduced why I am come here? My mission is to divine the truth about the scandalous nightwork of the earl and the Scots Queen, to wit and to speak plain, are they conjoined in pleasure? Do they know each other carnally?’


  ‘What had Mr Ord to do with this?’


  Slide sighed. ‘Ord is one of Mary Stuart’s most favoured courtiers. He must know almost as much as her ladies concerning her bedtime cavortings. I sought to offer him garnish for detailed intelligence about any assignments with the earl, but Mr Ord was not to be bought with good English silver. Do you not loathe these incorruptibles, Mr Shakespeare? They are the bane of a good intelligencer’s life. And now do you understand why I would rather not be taken before his lordship?’


  ‘It makes no difference,’ said Shakespeare, prodding him onwards. ‘You are coming with me on pain of death.’


  Chapter 11


  Harry Slide made his escape among the throng of townspeople in the marketplace. He had seemed resigned to obey Shakespeare’s command and they had been walking briskly and talking of Walsingham when he suddenly darted from his side.


  Shakespeare lunged after him, sword still in hand. But Slide clearly had local knowledge and slipped quickly into one of the side streets leading away from the square. One moment he was there, the next he was gone. For a quarter-hour, Shakespeare hunted him through the narrow alleys and teeming thoroughfares, but the man had vanished like a wisp on the breeze.


  He cursed silently and thrust his sword back into its scabbard. How had he let Slide go? Harry Slide: if that was his real name, then it was appropriate, for he was as slippery as an adder. And probably as venomous. Well, it was a lesson learnt: never escort a man to custody unbound.


  Across the market square, he spotted Boltfoot Cooper emerging from a tavern. He hailed him and Boltfoot limped across.


  ‘What have you discovered, Boltfoot?’


  ‘I have discovered that Yorkshire ale is as good as London ale, master. Also, that there are many in these parts who believe the Scots Queen to be wronged by our own dear Majesty.’


  ‘And many, I suppose, who would like to see Mary hanged.’


  ‘No, master. The only words I heard sounded very much like treason. They spoke of Good Queen Bess as a . . . no, I must not say the word of her, for fear of my own neck on the block.’


  The word was bastard. They were suggesting that Great Henry’s marriage to Anne Boleyn – the ‘concubine’ as the Catholics called her – was not legitimate and therefore neither was their daughter.


  It was the argument always used by those who would see her deposed in favour of the Scots Queen. Since the day Elizabeth ascended the throne, she had never been recognised by Catholics across the sea, or by many of those who clung to the old faith in England. In France, where the then fifteen-year-old Mary was newly married to the French Dauphin, Francis, it had immediately been ordered that she should henceforth be known as Queen of England, Scotland and Ireland. When she walked in company, ushers were commanded to cry out: Make way for the Queen of England. And nothing had changed. Was it any wonder that Elizabeth would not accept her cousin at court, nor grant her liberty?


  ‘So all men in these parts are for the Scots Queen?’


  ‘I could not say that, for most men did not speak of her at all, but discussed the price of beef, the harvest, and the pig-like ugliness of their wives.’


  Shakespeare listened to Boltfoot’s grim testimony with resignation but no surprise. But it was still worrying that enough men felt free to voice their treasonable thoughts without fear of retribution. How could Elizabeth be safe when so many of her subjects would rejoice if she were deposed or dead? This was the war of secrets to which he was signed. Sometimes in the quiet of the night in London, it seemed the threat was all in the febrile mind of his master, Walsingham. Here, in Yorkshire, it seemed dangerously real. Yet more reason to move Mary Stuart away from this place.


  Sir Bassingbourne Bole’s house stood two miles to the north of Sheffield. As Shakespeare and Boltfoot rode along the tree-lined driveway, it began to seem that something was horribly wrong. A thin black spiral of smoke drifted into the sky.


  As the two riders reined in at the front of the house, all they saw was a blackened husk of what had clearly been a decent, stone-built manor, fit for a magistrate and respected member of the Yorkshire gentry. Smoke drifted lazily from the remnants of rafters, thatch and purlins. Ash fluttered all around them. The air stank.


  Shakespeare nudged his horse forward and rode it around to the stables. Looking about in vain for signs of life, he slid from the animal, indicating to his assistant that he should remain mounted.


  ‘Load your caliver, Boltfoot.’


  The yard had stabling for a dozen or more horses, but the boxes were all empty. The only sign of life was the steaming pile of horse-dung that had been shovelled high in a corner of the yard.


  To the left, the broad open yard was bordered by sties and coops, all empty, as though the pigs had run and the birds flown. There was, too, a huge old barn, so large that it might have been used for the collecting of tithes in former times. Shakespeare entered through the gaping doorway. All about him there were ploughs and carts, some in good repair, others awaiting the wheelwright’s attention. At one end, a long ladder gave access to a hayloft.


  ‘Is anyone here?’ The words rang through the vast, high-domed space.


  He was convinced he heard a sound from the loft. ‘Come down, you will be safe. On the Holy Book, I pledge it.’


  He waited a moment, but there was no more noise, so he ascended the ladder. As he reached the top, there was a sudden scuttling in the hay. Shakespeare’s hand went for his dagger, but then withdrew. He could hear the whimpering of children. There was no threat here. He stood in the slanting light that came through the gaps in the roofing and looked about at the echoing gallery.


  ‘I am a friend. I will not harm you.’ He spoke as softly as he could. ‘Have no fear.’ He held up his hands to show that they did not hold weapons.


  Slowly, a woman rose to her feet from the hay. Her eyes were wide with terror. Three, no, four children rose beside her, clutching at her skirts as though they were one entity. None of them was older than seven or eight years. He had chanced upon a terrified family – a mother and her young – hiding from some nameless dread.


  The woman was shaking, eyes agog as she stared at the newcomer. One moment she was looking at his face, the next at the sword and dagger stowed in his belt. Avoiding any sudden movements, Shakespeare took out the weapons and laid them flat on the boards of the loft, hilts pointing away from him. ‘See. I mean you no injury. What has happened here, mistress?’


  ‘Who are you?’


  ‘My name is John Shakespeare. I have come to speak with Sir Bassingbourne Bole. This is his home, is it not?’


  She said nothing.


  ‘Is he here?’


  ‘They took him.’


  ‘Who did this? Why?’


  ‘The pursuivants. They ransacked our home, then torched it.’


  ‘Are you Lady Bole?’


  The woman nodded tentatively. She cut a plump, homely figure, more farmwife than lady to a knight.


  ‘Have you any idea why they did this?’


  ‘They said they were seeking books.’


  ‘Papist books?’


  She nodded again.


  ‘Did they discover what they were looking for?’


  ‘No, but they found our guest, Father . . . Mr Cuthbert Edenshaw.’


  ‘Hiding in a coffer among your apparel.’


  ‘You know of this?’


  Shakespeare sighed. ‘I fear I heard it from the man who discovered him, one Topcliffe. I did not know he had taken your husband, too. Nor did I know he had destroyed your home.’


  The blood seemed to drain from the woman’s face on hearing the name. ‘The white-haired one? I would walk through fire and water never to see his face again. Did he tell you that he and his men smashed the coffer to pieces with a sledgehammer, along with all the other furnishings and panelling in our home? And then piled it up and put a torch to it?’


  ‘No, he did not tell me that.’


  ‘Who exactly are you, Mr Shakespeare?’ She seemed to be regaining a little of her courage. ‘Why did you wish to talk with my husband?’


  ‘I am on royal business at the castle. I heard of some connection between this house and a certain member of the Scots Queen’s household. Do you know anything of this?’


  ‘I know nothing about anything. I know that I no longer have a home and that my husband lies in his soil in a dungeon. I know that our servants have fled and all our horses and livestock are gone. I have nothing save my children, and what is to become of them? I know that I live in an England I do not recognise from the days of my girlhood.’


  ‘Do you have any kin nearby – somewhere you can stay for the present?’


  ‘My only family is my brother, but he lives in Grantham.’


  ‘I could try to find you transport there.’


  ‘Then who would be here for Bassingbourne?’


  ‘What of friends nearby, would any take you in?’


  She gave a mirthless laugh. ‘If I go to them, they will be tainted like us and the pursuivants will destroy them, too. We will stay here. God will provide.’


  ‘But your children . . . they need more than this barn. I would like to help you.’


  ‘Then bring me back my husband and unburn my house, Mr Shakespeare, for that is all my desire.’


  Shakespeare felt sick to the stomach as he walked from the barn back to his horse. He mounted up without a word to Boltfoot and kicked his horse’s flanks with a savagery born of his anger. Never had he felt so impotent. He threw a last glance at the smoking house and wondered about the man who had done this. Was Richard Topcliffe somehow beyond the law of the land?


  As they neared the town, he slowed to a trot. Boltfoot came alongside him. ‘What happened, master?’


  ‘The destruction of a family, Boltfoot. Come, I want to see the inside of the town gaol.’


  The prison was in a poor state with stones fallen away into the street. It looked more like a farmworker’s hovel than a stronghouse to hold desperate outlaws. The studded door was unlocked, so Shakespeare entered unhindered. A gaoler with more hair on his chin than on his head sat at a small, ill-made table in a room no more than eight feet by ten. Behind him another studded door was set into the wall. The cell would be behind that; there was nothing more.


  The gaoler looked up without interest from his tankard of ale. The only other thing on the table was a ring with two large iron keys.


  ‘I am looking for Sir Bassingbourne Bole and a man named Cuthbert Edenshaw.’


  ‘Well, master, you have come to the right place.’ Dull-eyed, he motioned his bald head backwards. ‘They are behind that door. For a short while, leastwise.’


  ‘What are their crimes?’


  ‘One is a priest come secretly into the realm to seduce the Queen’s subjects away from the true faith, which is treasonable. The other has been harbouring and assisting the said priest, which must also be considered treasonable. The penalty, master, is hanging, drawing and quartering until dead. And then their several limbs and heads will be displayed about the town at the sheriff’s pleasure as a warning to others.’


  ‘Can I see them?’


  The gaoler held out his hand, palm upwards. ‘If I unlock the door, then you can see them.’


  Shakespeare dug a halfpenny from his purse and tossed it to the man, a bone for a dog. The gaoler bent down and picked the coin from the dirty floor near his shoeless feet, where it had landed, then took the keys from his table and turned to unlock the door.


  The cell was a dark, foul-smelling hole. There was no window so with the door closed, there would be no light. The slumped hulks of two men sat against the wall to the left, heads in their chests, apparently asleep. Even in the gloom, Shakespeare could see the heavy iron shackles that held their ankles and the manacles that weighed down their wrists.


  ‘Why is there no light for these men?’


  ‘Because there is no window, master.’


  ‘This is shameful. Give me your candle, turnkey.’


  The gaoler held out his tallow candle. Shakespeare took it, then stepped into the cell. He guessed that the larger and older of the two men was Sir Bassingbourne Bole. His chest was heaving and an unhealthy rattling sound emanated from his throat.


  ‘Sir Bassingbourne?’


  Slowly, the heads of the two men lifted and their eyes squinted into the unaccustomed light.


  ‘My name is Shakespeare. I am on royal business in these parts. I went to your house to speak with you, but I found it burnt to the ground.’


  ‘Yes, I am Bassingbourne Bole,’ the elder of the two men rasped. ‘Is the house all gone?’


  ‘I fear so. Beyond repair.’


  ‘The unholy curs . . .’


  ‘Your livestock and servants are gone, too.’


  The prisoner shook his over-large head. ‘The pursuivants will eat well tonight.’


  Shakespeare bowed his head but said nothing.


  ‘Did you see Margaret and the children?’ Bole spoke at last, his voice raw.


  ‘They are well, though mighty worried about your fate.’


  ‘Are you my friend or enemy, Mr Shakespeare?’


  Which was he? He was on the side of England, but Bole might say the same thing. ‘I have no desire to be your enemy, sir. If you mean no injury to my sovereign or my country, then you have no cause to fear me.’


  Bole attempted to laugh, but his throat was parched and the sound was unpleasant, like a cough that will not come. Shakespeare stepped from the cell into the outer room and picked up the tankard of ale from the table. The gaoler attempted to snatch it back, but Shakespeare drew his dagger and put it to the man’s throat. ‘Fear not, turnkey, you will be paid for this.’ He took the ale into the cell and put it to Bole’s lips.


  The chained man drank greedily. ‘Enough. Give the rest to my friend.’ Shakespeare put the tankard to the other man’s lips and he drank the vessel dry. ‘I will ensure more ale is brought to you both, and food.’


  ‘Thank you. Please, tell Margaret she must go to her brother in Lincolnshire. She must not wait for she is not safe. Most of all, she must not come and see me here.’


  ‘She will not go to her brother. Her loyalty is to you.’


  ‘Then command her, I beg you. Tell her that if she is loyal to me, she must obey me – and go. For the children’s sake, she must do this.’


  ‘I will try.’


  ‘Thank you. Now tell me, why were you looking for me?’


  ‘It concerns a man named Buchan Ord.’


  At first the name seemed to elicit no reaction. But then Bole gave him a curious look, almost mocking. And it struck Shakespeare that even chained to the floor Bole oozed defiance rather than fear. ‘You do not answer me, Sir Bassingbourne. Do you know Buchan Ord, a steward to the Scots Queen in Sheffield Castle?’


  ‘The name means nothing to me.’


  ‘And yet I know he went to your house, for he was followed there.’


  ‘Then, Mr Shakespeare, you know more than I do. Tell me, was the house still standing when he arrived?’


  ‘You seem mighty unconcerned about your predicament.’


  ‘Why should I fear death? Only heretics fear their maker.’


  ‘Who do you consider to be a heretic?’


  ‘Walsingham, Burghley . . . the usurper who calls herself Queen. Perhaps you, too. I have no knowledge of your religion. I know this, though: you are all damned.’


  Shakespeare turned to the other man. ‘What of you, Mr Edenshaw?’


  The man merely stared at Shakespeare.


  ‘Does he not speak, Sir Bassingbourne?’


  ‘He will say his name when asked. What else is there for him to say? All is decided, is it not? We are condemned by your government of traitors, and so we will endure the pain of death. But hear me well, one day it will be your turn on the scaffold – and the usurper’s. Unlike us, you will not have the comfort of trusting that you will fly on angel wings into the arms of Christ. When you die, you will go down and down. You will burn in hell for ever.’


  Shakespeare turned on his heel. He had had enough of these men and their quest for martyrdom. He had tried to bring them a little succour; now he felt sullied by their acquaintance. They would certainly not acknowledge that they knew Buchan Ord, let alone help to find him. Why should they, when their death was ordained whatever they said?


  Shakespeare walked from the cell. The gaoler gave him an insolent grin.


  ‘Tell you all you wished to know, did they, master?’


  ‘Do you value your balls, turnkey?’


  The gaoler’s hand went instinctively to cover his prick.


  Shakespeare took two coins from his purse, a sixpence and a penny. He held them up in front of the gaoler’s eyes, then placed them on the table before the empty tankard. ‘You will use that sixpence to buy good food and beer for the prisoners. The penny is for your ale, which is more than its worth.’


  ‘Why feed them? They will die soon enough anyway.’


  ‘Just do as I say.’ Shakespeare was about to stride on by, but stopped. ‘Gaoler, what I do know is that those men are human beings – God’s creatures like you and me. I like them no more than you do, but you will feed them and give them drink. And you will clear away their straw each day they are here and allow them a little light. Yes, they will die soon, but before that happens, they will be treated with courtesy or you will pay a heavy price.’


  Turning away, he wrenched open the gaol door – and came face to face with Richard Topcliffe.


  Chapter 12


  ‘Ah, Mr Shakespeare, I have been looking for you. We must depart for Tutbury imminently if we are to fulfil our mission for Mr Secretary.’ Topcliffe smiled, as though they were confederates with a common purpose. ‘I have just met the priest you caught and the man who harboured him.’


  ‘A fine brace of popish worms, are they not? My lord of Shrewsbury has arranged a party of guards to take them to the Tower, where I shall look forward to stretching them longer by a foot. Then they will tell us all we need to know.’


  Shakespeare’s lips curled down at the thought of Topcliffe being let loose on the two men. The rack was a rarely used device and surely not one to be placed in the hands of a man like this white-haired devil. ‘And was it necessary to burn down Bole’s house?’


  ‘Is that what he told you? You can never trust a papist. They dissemble to paint the Queen’s men in a bad light. You can be certain that even now they are saying evil things about you, Mr Shakespeare.’


  ‘But I saw the smoking ruins with my own eyes.’


  ‘Oh, there was a fire, true enough. But it was one of his own servants as did start it, by knocking over a rushlight on to some sheets. It made a merry blaze.’


  ‘And his wife and children, where are they to live now?’


  ‘The bitch should thank me for not taking her in, too. For certain she was party to the secreting of the priest. Were they not her undergarments in which I found him? Perhaps the greased priest had already groped in her petticoats while they were about her person, for they are dirty dogs these seminary men.’


  Shakespeare looked at Topcliffe in disgust. It was not even worth the effort of gainsaying him and yet for better or worse he was affixed to him, like daub to wattle. But he did not wish to go south; not quite yet. ‘I still have business here.’


  ‘No, Shakespeare, your business is long gone. The Frenchman has taken his one arm and his wolf snout many miles from here. There is nothing to be done here but to hunt priests, which is wondrous sport, but Mr Secretary has other designs for us. We must pack our saddles and go.’


  There was some truth in what Topcliffe said. Yet it vexed Shakespeare to leave this place having found no sign of François Leloup or Buchan Ord. He spoke briskly. ‘Very well. I will meet you in an hour at the castle gate. There is enough moon. We can ride through the night.’


  ‘So be it, Mr Shakespeare.’ Topcliffe laughed and pushed on into the gaol.


  Arriving back at the Cutler’s Rest, Shakespeare was immediately approached by the landlord, Geoffrey Whetstone. ‘One of my ostlers has information for you, master.’


  They stepped out into the yard. The ostler was a strong, confident man of middle years.


  ‘You were asking about the Frenchie, sir. I remember him well. Four or five days since. Rode a flea-bitten jade that had seen better days, but she looked tough enough.’


  ‘Did he say where he was going?’


  ‘To the southern coast, but he said he wished to go by way of the county of Warwick, where he had friends. He did ask me the best highway to take. He gave me a groat. He was a gentleman for a Frenchie.’


  ‘Warwickshire?’ What would a man like François Leloup be doing in Warwickshire? Shakespeare felt the sudden chill of alarm. This was uncomfortably close to home.


  ‘Boltfoot, I want you to stay here.’


  ‘As you wish, master.’ Boltfoot did not look convinced.


  ‘I do not know how long I will be gone, so I want you to continue to seek out Mr Buchan Ord, and the man named Harry Slide. If you find either of them, you are to take them to the castle guard. I will leave instructions that they are to be held under lock and key until my return. Do you understand?’


  ‘What if I find one and he resists? Am I to kill him?’


  Shakespeare sighed. His assistant’s loyalty and courage could not be in doubt, but whether he could engage in the subtleties of espionage was another matter altogether. ‘No, you are to use your wit and overpower him. And Boltfoot . . .’


  ‘Yes, master?’


  ‘You are to go back to the burnt-down manor house, find the mistress of the house who was in the barn. Tell her that her husband commands her to take the children to Grantham, without delay. Tell her that he is resigned to his death and thinks only of his family.’


  They rode through the night and all the next day. Shakespeare either trotted ahead of Topcliffe or a little behind him. He had no desire to ride alongside him and converse.


  He was trying to work out the puzzle of Buchan Ord and his journey to the home of Sir Bassingbourne Bole, but his thoughts kept returning to the luscious Kat Whetstone. He hoped he would have cause to return to Sheffield.


  Shakespeare had told Shrewsbury that he might have to return. He had also told him that Boltfoot would be remaining and that he should summon him if he heard anything of Ord or Leloup or the missing maps. The earl was not impressed by the suggestion.


  On the sixty-mile ride south, Shakespeare and Topcliffe stopped twice to eat at inns and to refresh their animals. Over their first meal together, Topcliffe had tried to goad his new companion.


  ‘Men like you know nothing of the Pope, the scarlet whore of Babylon, the Antichrist. How old are you? You cannot have been born when blessed Elizabeth ascended the throne to save this realm. You were not there when the devil’s acolytes stalked this land.’


  Indeed Shakespeare had only been a month old when Elizabeth became Queen, but that was of no relevance. ‘I know enough of Catholicism. It is there in all our pasts, is it not, Mr Topcliffe?’


  ‘They are all steeped in venery and sin, idolatry and bigotry. Sodomising boy-priests . . . satanical rites . . . you were not there when the Spaniard and his wretched whore brought their foul Inquisition to England, casting a black cloud of smoke over us. The smoke of burning flesh.’


  ‘I know of it. I have read much of Mr Foxe’s volume on the martyrs.’


  ‘But you weren’t there. They were filthy men, who did evil deeds and sold the bones of cats and dogs to the superstitious, calling them saints. You were not there! You do not know the terror of a child called upon to make confession for his sins. Devils they were, devils in stinking robes. They did not drag you into the sacristy and defile you at three years of age and call it penance for your sins.’ Topcliffe spat the words out as if they poisoned him.


  Shakespeare pushed his half-eaten trencher of food away and downed his ale. He no longer had an appetite. ‘I am going for a piss in the yard, Mr Topcliffe. And then let us ride once more.’


  ‘God damn you, Shakespeare. If we are to destroy the popish beast, the country needs men not milksops!’


  As he rode towards the ruin of Bassingbourne Bole’s home, Boltfoot Cooper was seized by despondency. The problem was that he knew he was inadequate to the task he had been set. Boltfoot was grateful to John Shakespeare for taking him on as his underling but what exactly was his role? One day, Mr Shakespeare seemed displeased that he had not filled the house in Seething Lane with food and ale; now, just days later, he was being asked to hunt down spies. Servant? Pursuivant? He was not sure he desired either of the two jobs.


  His life from boyhood had been as a cooper, a builder of barrels, aboard ships sailing out of the west country. Most recently, he had been with Sir Francis Drake during his great three-year circumnavigation of the globe. It was a voyage that had destroyed his love of the sea for ever. He had seen brutality and suffered hunger that no man would wish to repeat.


  Sheffield may have been a less hostile part of the world, but it was as unknown to him as Peru or the Moluccas had been. Where was he supposed to start in looking for these two men, Ord and Leloup? He had no idea what they looked like and he knew no one here who might help him.


  On arrival at the ruined house, he went straight to the barn where Shakespeare had found Lady Bole and her children.


  They were no longer there. Nor were they in any of the other outhouses. Boltfoot picked over the blackened remnants of the main building, but could find nothing to suggest where they might have gone. After an hour of searching, he mounted up for the two-mile ride back to Sheffield. A hundred yards along the track, he spotted a figure standing by a small cart, watching him. Still on horseback, Boltfoot approached the figure and saw a man in peasant rags. Boltfoot lifted his head in silent greeting.


  ‘Good day, master.’


  ‘I’m not your master,’ Boltfoot said.


  ‘You’re no ploughman or cowherd, that’s for certain.’


  It had never occurred to Boltfoot that he could be mistaken for anyone’s master. He might not wear the ragged smock and hat of a farmhand, but he knew that his face was the lined, weather-beaten face of mariners and working men the world over. No one could take his leather jerkin and plain hose for the attire of a man of note.


  ‘I am looking for the lady of the manor. Lady Bole. She was here.’


  ‘She’s gone. Flown with her children.’


  ‘Where to?’


  The man blew his nose into his cupped hands, then wiped them on his rags and grinned, revealing his one remaining tooth. ‘Who did you say you were, master?’


  ‘My name is Cooper.’


  ‘Well, Mr Cooper, I think she is looking for a place of safety. Nothing left for her here.’


  ‘And who are you? Do you work here?’


  ‘Aye. Wilfred’s the name. Worked this farm all my life, boy and man.’


  ‘Where are all the other farmhands and servants?’


  ‘They’re about. Mostly in the woods until they be certain the soldiers have all gone for good. None of us got anywhere else to


  go, unless we can find work on nearby farms.’


  ‘And the livestock?’


  ‘Not for me to say.’


  Boltfoot dug his hand into the pocket of his jerkin. Mr Shakespeare had told him that he would be repaid if he needed to give a coin or two for information. ‘There’s a halfpenny here. It’s yours if you can help me find someone.’


  ‘You mean Lady Bole?’


  ‘No. A man named Buchan Ord. Acquaintance of Sir Bassingbourne, so I’m told. Scotch, he is, so he won’t talk like anyone from hereabouts.’


  ‘Never heard of the man but I’ll ask about. How much would it be worth?’


  ‘This halfpenny for the information, then sixpence if I find Mr Ord. You can share the sixpence as you please.’


  ‘Scotchman, you say? This wouldn’t have aught to do with the Scotch Queen, would it?’


  ‘That’s for me to know.’


  ‘I may be naught but an old farmboy, but I know danger when I see or hear it. Look what’s happened to Bassy Bole. Going for the chop, folk say. So any word pertaining to the Scotch Queen or priests would be mighty perilous and would cost more than a pretty sixpence.’


  ‘Find someone who knows something, then we’ll talk money.’


  ‘Fair enough, Mr Cooper. Fair enough. Where can a man find you?’


  ‘Cutler’s Rest in Sheffield.’


  Shakespeare and Topcliffe arrived at Tutbury in the late afternoon. High on an earthwork mound in the middle of a plain, the old castle stood stark and forlorn against a darkening sky, its turrets and chimneys as numerous as the prickles on a hedgehog.


  To the front it looked towards the peaks of Derbyshire. To the south was the small town of Tutbury, backed by the royal forest of Needwood where a wealth of boar and deer roamed wild. But the woodland was far enough distant to pose no threat of cover to an enemy. Indeed, there had been a fortification here for almost a thousand years, so readily defendable was it.


  ‘Should never have moved the heifer away from here,’ Topcliffe said as they reined in at the base of the enormous earthwork and looked across the moat to the tower gatehouse and crenellated walls.


  ‘Why is that, Mr Topcliffe?’


  ‘Because she loathed the place.’ Topcliffe laughed. ‘Cold. Damp. Filthy. Beset by bitter, foul-smelling winds beneath the doors and through the windows. She complained each day with tears and wailing. And to hear her complain and weep would cheer the heart of any true Englishman. Come on, let’s get on with it.’


  Shakespeare’s immediate impression was that Tutbury Castle enjoyed a powerful defensive position, with magnificent views for many miles around in all directions across the town to the forest and the Staffordshire countryside. But he soon realised, too, that that was the sum of its attractions. As Topcliffe had said, there was, indeed, a festering damp and rotten air to the place. In the state rooms at the southern quarter of the castle, where Mary had stayed – the great chamber and hall – water ran in rivulets down the walls along brown-stained grooves. In many places the plaster had peeled back. Mildew assailed the nose.


  The grey-haired porter and his pinch-mouth wife clearly knew Topcliffe well, for they welcomed him like a long-lost son.


  ‘Come in, Mr Topcliffe, come in. This is a rare privilege, sir. Will you be staying with us? Will roast beef and curlew pie suit for your supper, sir?’


  ‘One night is all, Mr and Mrs Harkness. And a piece of your curlew pie would sit well with me.’


  They ushered him in with great extravagant bowings and scrapings, disregarding Shakespeare as though they thought he might be Topcliffe’s servant. He was having none of it. He reached out and stayed the porter, gripping his shoulder as he turned away.


  ‘My name is John Shakespeare. I am here from the office of Sir Francis Walsingham and you will extend me every courtesy.’


  The porter looked at him for a few moments, and then turned back to Topcliffe. ‘We shall have a fire laid in your chamber, master, the room you liked so well when last you were here.’


  Topcliffe grinned. ‘He means the one where the cold does not seep in through the devil’s nooks and holes.’


  ‘And for your companion, Mr Topcliffe?’


  ‘Why, I do believe he might enjoy the heifer’s privy chamber. What say you, Shakespeare?’


  He knew that they were trying to discomfit him, but they were wrong; the truth was, he would like to sleep there. It would be instructive to learn how Mary Stuart had felt in the room. A night there might tell him if there was any hope of bringing it up to a suitable standard to house a Queen.


  Chapter 13


  Boltfoot was in the taproom of the Cutler’s Rest, enjoying a quart of ale and the heat from the fire in the hearth. He had finished his supper and was trying to think straight about his next move. Across the room, walking towards a booth, he spotted the sentry he had met the night before, at the castle gate. His instinct was to shy away from the man, for he might desire revenge for the trouble caused him. Instead, he steeled himself and approached the guard.


  ‘Do you recognise me?’


  ‘Aye, I do. Larks and quails! And I should run you through with my short sword, you worthless scraping of dog turd.’


  ‘I am sorry. I had no thought to cause you trouble.’


  ‘You could have got us both hanged. As it is, I’ve lost a week’s wages. Who’ll make that up to me?’ He gave Boltfoot a searching look.


  ‘How much?’


  ‘Three shillings and sixpence.’


  ‘Will you talk with me? Allow me to stand you a gage of ale?’


  The guard grumbled and then smiled. ‘I’ll let you stand me a gage of beer – and I’ll have my wages, too. Make it five shillings for the chastisement I endured.’


  ‘Well, I’m pleased to meet you properly. I hope I’m not keeping you from your wife. She may be in need of apples and cheese.’


  ‘You know what I’d like? I would like to buy my wife a looking glass, so that she might stand in front of it all day long and bully herself to an early grave with her sharp tongue, and leave me be. But I fear your five shillings will not be enough for such furnishing.’


  Boltfoot handed over a crown to his new companion from the money Shakespeare had left him. It occurred to him that the coins would not last long if he had to keep handing them out like this. A potboy arrived and Boltfoot ordered a jug of beer.


  He settled down opposite the sentry. ‘I am looking for one of the Scots Queen’s men – name of Buchan Ord.’


  ‘Nor are you alone in that.’


  ‘Is there a hue and cry for him?’


  ‘The castle was searched high and low and word went out to the sheriff and justices. But not a sign of him.’ The guardsman gulped down a deep draught of beer and wiped the drips from his beard with his sleeve.


  ‘My master was told that Buchan Ord was followed to the home of Sir Bassingbourne Bole, who now rests at Her Majesty’s pleasure in Sheffield gaol, awaiting trial and execution for assisting a priest in the harvesting of converts.’


  The sentry grunted. ‘I heard of it. Sad day when men die for a mass, I say. But I know nothing of Ord going to him. Has your master told this to old Shrewsbury?’


  Boltfoot gritted his teeth. This was going nowhere. He wished desperately that he had some tobacco, but there was none to be had in a place like Yorkshire. Nor was there information to be had. He wondered for one dark moment whether he should just head for the coast and board a ship; a good barrel-maker could always find work, and he knew that he was as good as any man at making a cask watertight. At least he’d likely find a pipeful of sotweed aboard ship. The moment passed. At the door of the inn, he saw another new arrival.


  It was Wilfred, the one-toothed farmhand from the burnt-out ruin. He was beckoning to Boltfoot with bony fingers. Then he slid away into the night.


  ‘The Queen does love me very well, Shakespeare. Did you know that?’


  ‘I know nothing of you, Mr Topcliffe. I had never heard your name until Mr Secretary asked me to meet you.’


  ‘I may take my Elizabeth away from any company, for she does love her Dick Topcliffe more sweetly than any other man alive. Once, I even lured her from the company of the French Frog when recently he was here a-wooing.’


  ‘Then you are much favoured, Mr Topcliffe, though I think you do your sovereign no honour by speaking of her in such wise.’


  ‘I have seen and touched her milk-white legs and have placed my hand between her soft womanly paps.’


  If Topcliffe’s intention was to shock, he succeeded. For a moment Shakespeare was lost for words.


  Topcliffe laughed. ‘You are a boy, Shakespeare. You know nothing of the world.’


  ‘And you, Topcliffe, what are you? Does the Queen know that you talk of her as though she were a Southwark trug? Shame on you, sir.’


  ‘Do you doubt me?’ Topcliffe stared at Shakespeare from the far side of the table, seeming to dare him to contradict his assertions. ‘And more than that, I know her mind as well as her woman’s body. And so I know that she will be very pleased to see her cousin brought to this place. What do you say, Shakespeare? Is Tutbury not fit for the papist slattern?’


  Shakespeare fought to calm himself. Stick to the point, the reason for your being here together. Get it done with, and go your separate ways. ‘This castle is easily defended, I grant you, Mr Topcliffe. But it is unwholesome and would require a great deal of money to refurbish it fit for a queen. Even the Queen of Scots is worthy of better.’


  They were at the long table in the hall, being brought dishes by porter Harkness and his wife. The castle echoed around them in its near emptiness. Shakespeare rather thought that he would prefer to dine with the devil.


  The food was poor, but Topcliffe wolfed it down as though it were the finest fare in the land. Shakespeare ate because he was hungry, and because there was nothing else in this dungeon of a place. He tasted a cup of wine, but it was off and he spat it out.


  In all the other rooms Shakespeare had seen, the furniture was covered in linen dust-sheets, yet even the sheets were rotten with damp and falling to shreds. A large portrait of Elizabeth that should have dominated the great hall was scarcely recognisable, for the paint was flaking and coming away.


  Topcliffe snorted with derision. ‘Worthy of better, you say? I say the Scotch heifer is a head too tall. I would have lopped her many years since. Did she not conspire with the traitor Norfolk?’


  ‘Perhaps.’


  ‘And worse, she is a papist, and should die for that alone.’


  Shakespeare said nothing. He would not be provoked, however much he desired to take the haft of his dagger to the man’s skull.


  Topcliffe finished the curlew pie, then picked up a beef bone and gnawed at it. His lips dripped fat and saliva. He pointed the bone at Shakespeare. ‘Oft-times, it does seem to me that Her Majesty is the only one in this realm with the balls of a man. You should be hunting down papists, Shakespeare. You should be hanging them – not coddling them.’


  ‘I hunt down traitors, not Catholics.’


  ‘Papist, traitor . . . the words are interchangeable.’


  Shakespeare had had enough. He rose from the table, shaking with anger. He almost drew his sword, but instead he swept his arm across the tabletop, scattering tankards, goblets and platters. Then he turned his shoulder and stalked from the hall, Topcliffe’s scornful laughter ringing in his ears.


  Wilfred led Boltfoot away from the inn, into the darkness


  behind the stables. The only light was the moon.


  ‘Well?’


  ‘Your Scotchman had a woman, Mr Cooper. A local lass.’


  ‘Who told you this?’


  ‘A friend. Do you wish to know her name and where she abides?’


  ‘Indeed, I would be most grateful for such information.’


  The ragged farmhand laughed his toothless laugh. ‘It is not gratitude I desire, but coin. Such information comes at a price, for it is stepping into hazardous country to be trading in secrets involving the Scotch Queen and her people.’


  ‘What was it we said? A halfpenny if you bring me word. Then sixpence if I find Mr Ord.’


  A scratch of laughter came from Wilfred’s dribbling mouth. ‘You must think northern folk doddypolls, Mr Cooper. I tell you this: we know the worth of bread and beer as well as any southern man. And more besides.’


  Boltfoot began to realise he was mighty exposed out here in the darkness of night. Surreptitiously, his hand gripped the hilt of his cutlass. ‘What sort of price did you have in mind, Wilfred?’


  ‘Two sovereigns.’


  ‘Two sovereigns! I don’t have money like that.’


  ‘Then I don’t know the name of Mr Ord’s sweetheart, nor where she abides.’


  ‘A crown. I’ll give you a crown.’ A crown? He had just given that sum to the sentry. It was insane to be offering these men such money with no guarantee of anything in return.


  ‘Let’s make it three sovereigns, Mr Cooper.’


  ‘No, let us not. I do not have the money, nor do I believe you.’ Boltfoot let go the hilt of his cutlass and poured the coins from his purse into the palm of his hand. ‘There. Look at it. There’s not a pound there, let alone a single sovereign. And before you ask, I have no more hidden away.’


  ‘Then you’ll have no information. And so I wish you farewell and sweet dreams.’


  Boltfoot grabbed his arm. ‘Wait. Let us discuss this like Christians.’


  ‘Proceed, Mr Cooper.’


  ‘My master has gone south, but he will be back. If we strike a deal, he will honour it. I can vouch this, I am certain. Let us say ten shillings now and then a pound if the young woman proves helpful and tells us where to find Mr Ord.’


  ‘How much you got in that purse?’


  ‘You cannot have all this. A man must live from day to day.’


  ‘What of your nag? That must be worth two or more sovereigns, for she looks a serviceable mare.’


  ‘Not the horse. I have made you a fine offer, Wilfred. A true offer. I have never cheated any man.’


  Wilfred thrust out his hand. ‘Put the ten shillings there, Mr Cooper. And a pound to follow, mind.’


  Boltfoot counted the coins into the man’s hand. He looked at what remained and realised he had left himself mighty short of money. ‘Who is she then? Who is Mr Buchan Ord’s sweetheart?’


  ‘Why, she’s the prettiest girl in Sheffield town. That’s all you need to know.’


  As he returned to the taproom, Boltfoot was in a palsy of indecision. Should he go straight to Kat and confront her? Or should he watch her and follow her in the hope that she would lead him to the Scotsman? What would Mr Shakespeare do in the circumstances?


  Boltfoot sat nursing his tankard for the remainder of the evening, watching Kat Whetstone’s every move.


  He looked at her for signs of distress. Was she distraught at having been betrayed and abandoned by a lover, or had Ord in fact not left Sheffield? Certainly, nothing in Kat Whetstone’s behaviour seemed to suggest that anything was amiss.


  Boltfoot downed a gage of ale, then another. He had never been a big drinker, not even at sea when man’s only comfort is the spirit of the grape.


  Soon after midnight, Kat closed the door, snuffed most of the candles and doused the fires. Boltfoot looked about and realised he was the only one in the room, save her. At last, she came over to him.


  ‘Would you like something, Mr Cooper? A posset, perhaps, to warm your way to bed?’


  He shook his head. He had drunk a great deal too much already without adding a hot sweet beverage of curdled milk and ale.


  ‘Do you know when Mr Shakespeare will be returning to Sheffield, sir? I had thought him a fine young man.’


  Boltfoot shrugged and stumbled to his feet, holding the table to steady himself.


  ‘Let me give you a candle to light your way.’


  He gazed at her through misty, yearning eyes. Her hair was golden in the last of the light, her eyes soft and hazy. The sort of young woman who would never give a lame and grizzled mariner a second glance. She took his arm and led him away from the table.


  At the door, she plucked a candlestick from the top of an old oak barrel, then lifted the door latch and took Boltfoot out to the courtyard. He allowed her to help him up to the chamber as though he were an old man. He could smell her sweat and feel the warmth of her breast as she gripped his arm. She opened the door to his room. For one brief moment he wondered whether she would follow him in. Instead, she handed him the candle.


  ‘I bid you good night, Mr Cooper.’


  He grunted a word of thanks, and she was gone.


  A low, intermittent gust of air whistled and soughed through the panes and beneath the doors, but John Shakespeare slept like a sheepdog when its work is done. He woke to the slant of sun across his eyelids. He turned his head away from the light, burying his face in the pillow. For a few moments he did not move, wishing only more of this luxuriant sleep. But then he stiffened. If the sun was this high, he had overslept. What time of day was it, in the name of God?


  He opened his eyes and pushed himself up on the pillows. He blinked away the sleep, taking deep breaths to wake himself. And then his eyes caught the horror that hung before him.


  At first he thought he must still be dreaming. He opened his eyes wider, then recoiled at the obscenity that he beheld. A woman was hanging by her neck, suspended from the rafters, on the far side of the room.


  She twisted slowly in the chilly draught. She was dressed in a long red dress of velvet and gold, like a queen.


  He leapt up and stared at the figure, frozen. His indecision lasted but a moment. His sword and dagger were on the floor beside the bed. He drew the sword, grabbed the small stool where he had thrown his garments and climbed on it. Grasping the figure around the waist, he reached up, slashing at the hemp rope with his honed blade. Two strokes, three, and it was severed. The hanging woman fell into his arms. He had braced himself to take her weight, but there was none. She was light as straw.


  Relieved, he laid her upon the bed. There was no substance here, no flesh or blood; this was nothing but an effigy. And then his feeling of relief gave way to rage.


  The face was made of linen. From close up he could see that the dead eyes, the mouth, the nose, were but paint. The hair was a wig, like those worn by ladies of fashion at the royal court. It was only the shock of seeing the image straight from sleep that had allowed him to be fooled.


  He tore at the face, ripping the linen asunder. Rags fell out. He threw the foul object to the floor, then pulled on his clothes, picked up his weapons and strode from the room, sword in his right hand, dagger in his left. He was ready to draw blood.


  In the hall, the porter’s wife, Mrs Harkness, was sweeping the wooden boards with a well-used broom. She stopped and smiled. ‘Good morning, master, I trust you have slept well?’


  ‘Where is Topcliffe? Where is your husband?’


  ‘Why, Mr Topcliffe was up with the birds and has ridden from here. That was three hours since. He will be twenty miles distant by now, God willing.’


  ‘Did he put that thing in my room?’


  ‘Why, sir, I do not know what thing you mean.’


  ‘The effigy, woman! The filthy puppet hanging from the rafter. Was it supposed to be the Queen of Scots – was that it? Fetch your husband. You will both pay a damnable price for your temerity.’


  After a minute, Harkness waddled in with his wife. He was grinning. ‘The good Lord bless us, Mr Shakespeare, I was assured by Mr Topcliffe that you had a most uncommon sense of humour and that you would be greatly amused by our little jest. We did believe that any man would laugh until his breeches ran like a river to see the murdering Scotch witch hanging!’


  ‘Where did that effigy come from? It was too accomplished – you did not make it last night.’


  ‘Indeed, we did not. We had it packed away in the attics from the old days when last Mary was here. Is it not a fine likeness? It caused her many tears – and afforded us much merriment.’


  Chapter 14


  Shakespeare was mounted and riding within a half-hour. He followed the road almost directly south, through woods and farmland. The day was dry and bright, but the sun could do nothing to shake away the anger that maddened him. What sort of man was Topcliffe? And what was Sir Francis Walsingham’s purpose in making them work together?


  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 . . .


  Those had been Mr Secretary’s words. Well, Shakespeare had indeed found him strong meat. Rancid meat. But why did he have the trust of the Principal Secretary and the Queen? What service could such a man offer? And what did they know of his lewd, fantastical bragging? Other men might die on the gibbet for speaking thus of their sovereign lady.


  He would give his opinion forcibly when next he was alone with Walsingham. In the meantime, he would have to entrust his opinion of Tutbury to a letter sent by courier from Stratford, for he had no faith in Harkness nor anyone else in the nearby town.


  In different circumstances, his inclination now might have been to return to Sheffield to resume the hunt for Buchan Ord, or to repair to Oatlands to take further advice from Mr Secretary. But Walsingham’s orders had been quite clear: after Tutbury, he was to go to Warwickshire. And had not the ostler at the Cutler
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