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  Chapter 10


  Walsingham gazed at Shakespeare’s bruised head and winced. ‘I think Mr Mills rather overdid it.’


  ‘Sir Francis?’ Shakespeare could not conceal his irritation. Did he detect a dark smile lurking around the corners of his master’s usually dour mouth?


  ‘Forgive me. It was my idea. I felt it would not work if I told you beforehand, but I thought it would help.’


  ‘I am still unsure—’


  ‘I asked Mr Mills to organise a mild attack on you, in the sight of your fellow diners at the Plough Inn. He found three young apprentices and gave them a shilling each for their night’s work. They were supposed to knock you to the ground, throw insults at you and threaten you with a dagger. They were not supposed to damage you, but it had to be believable.’


  ‘They could have killed me!’


  ‘No, no. If it had got out of hand, Mr Mills would have called off his hounds. He was watching and directing them from the shadows. The idea was to show the others in your band of traitors and drinkers that you were truly one of them, suffering for the cause as they do. It worked, did it not?’


  Not for the first time, Shakespeare tried to peer deep into Walsingham’s dark eyes and discern his true character, but it was a wasted effort. Perhaps his wife or children knew him well, but no one else was allowed into the secret corners of Mr Secretary’s devious soul. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘It worked. A little too well. Babington had to rescue me.’


  ‘Well there you are. Safe and sound and a little closer to your prey.’


  They were in Walsingham’s austere private room at his Seething Lane mansion. Having arrived home two hours before dawn, Shakespeare had managed no more than an hour and a half of sleep. Then he washed himself thoroughly and hastily ate a breakfast of eggs and ham, prepared for him by the new housemaid, while he caught up with the news from Boltfoot about his vain quest for those who knew Will Cane. Shakespeare heard the tale with interest.


  ‘Go to the watchman. Find this woman again,’ he ordered Boltfoot. ‘She must know something. But be wary. I fear you are more likely to be robbed than assisted.’


  Boltfoot nodded. ‘I don’t think they liked me asking questions.’


  ‘Then employ subtlety, Boltfoot.’


  ‘Yes, master.’


  Boltfoot grunted but Shakespeare could tell he was unhappy; perhaps he did not understand the word subtlety. Well, he didn’t have the time or inclination to explain it. He wanted answers and Boltfoot might now be well placed to find them.


  ‘And master, I must tell you that the watch and the whore now know that I work for you and where you live.’


  ‘That is of no consequence. I have nothing to hide. Keep up your good work. Someone must know the truth about Will Cane and this murder.’


  He dismissed Boltfoot, finished his eating and strode down the street to his appointed meeting with his own master. Now here he was, learning that the attack on him outside the Plough had been ordered by Sir Francis himself.


  There was a knock on the door and a messenger entered with a paper, which he placed on the table before Walsingham, then bowed and left.


  Walsingham broke the seal and began reading. ‘Was Savage there last night?’ he inquired, not looking up from his letter.


  ‘At the Plough? No. I had expected him but he did not arrive. I will seek him out later today.’


  ‘He is losing his nerve.’


  ‘Do you have some information?’


  Walsingham held up the letter. ‘Gifford said as much to Tom Phelippes. He told him that Savage is altogether too comfortable at Barnard’s Inn and makes no effort towards fulfilling his vow.’


  ‘Are Mr Phelippes and Gifford still at Chartley?’


  ‘Yes. Hopefully there will be movement there soon. But it is Savage that concerns me here and now. We cannot let him slip away. Keep his courage strong. Keep him zealous.’


  Indeed, he had had such worries about Savage himself. Why would a man about to martyr himself for his faith be so diligent in his law studies? However, he did not voice his fears. ‘He is not a man to break his vow. Babington calls him “the Instrument”. Like a cat, he watches and waits his moment.’


  Walsingham folded the paper and put it to one side. ‘The Instrument? Meaning what I imagine it to mean?’


  ‘That he is the instrument by which Her Majesty is to be assassinated. That is what one must assume, though no one has spoken openly of it, and certainly not Savage himself.’


  ‘They do not trust you well enough yet. Do you think they might turn on you?’


  ‘Thomas Salisbury might. He is certainly one of those with a desperate air. He intends to see this thing through. And last night there were two newcomers – two members of the Queen’s Guard. I fear their purpose.’


  ‘Ah, Tilney and Abingdon. Fear not, they will never again get within a furlong of Her Majesty. How many are there now in these Pope’s White Sons?’


  ‘At least twenty, perhaps twice that number. They come and go. Babington tries to recruit more members and, to that end, he takes inordinate risks. He is becoming increasingly careless, hence my own acceptance. But what else can he do? All the men he wants are members of the gentry or are at court or are associated with the inns of court. Every one of them could be a spy sent to watch him, but it is a risk he is willing to take. Perhaps he is too vain and foolish to believe he could be duped. As for me, he thinks it a great coup to have someone from inside your office. I am to be their dog, barking when you get too close.’


  Walsingham said nothing for a few moments. There was utter silence in the room. He was thinking. At last he sighed. ‘There are so many strands, John. Am I overreaching? The costs rise daily. I have never seen Sir Robert Huckerbee in such a sweat as he hands me Treasury gold and silver.’


  Shakespeare knew that Walsingham did not expect a reply. Anyway, his own thoughts were elsewhere, specifically a loft room in Shoreditch.


  ‘Are you with me, John?’


  ‘Mr Secretary?’


  ‘For a moment, I rather imagined your thoughts to be drifting.’


  ‘Forgive me.’


  ‘Tell me more about Babington. He is married I believe.’


  ‘He has a wife but he has left her at the family home, Dethick Manor in Derbyshire, with their small daughter. As you know, he has spent most of the time since their marriage either in London or France, making mischief with the Scots Queen’s people. The fact of his marriage does not necessarily mean a great deal to a man such as Babington.’


  ‘And his closest friends are Tichbourne and Salisbury.’


  ‘Yes, he met Tichbourne in France. What we know of Tichbourne is that he comes of recusant stock in Hampshire. The whole family has been questioned about their popish practices. As I said, the one that worries me more is Thomas Salisbury. I thought for a moment last night that he meant to kill me.’


  Walsingham shrugged. He did not expect his intelligencers to worry about a small matter such as their own lives. He carried on with his train of questioning. ‘Is there more than common friendship between Babington and these two men?’


  Shakespeare understood the slant of Walsingham’s question. ‘Possibly. He now lives at Hern’s Rents in Holborn, but it is only a few months since he lodged with Salisbury near Temple. Whether they were bedfellows, I know not, if that is what you mean.’


  ‘That is precisely what I mean. Are they Christ’s fellows? Which brings me to my next question: do you think Babington would fall for Robin Poley’s charms? I want someone with him twenty-four hours in the day. You cannot be with him and keep a close watch on Goodfellow Savage, but Robin surely could.’


  Robin Poley. It was a name that had come up before in recent weeks. Poley was a retainer of Walsingham’s daughter Frances and her husband Philip Sidney, and lived with the household at Mr Secretary’s country property, Barn Elms, a few miles upstream from London. What was it about this young man that made Walsingham believe he could be employed as an intelligencer? The only time Shakespeare had met him, he had seemed obsequious and ungenuine. However, he clearly had wit, charm and a handsome face. Most importantly, he was a Catholic – and known to be so among the papists of London. In short, Shakespeare realised, he was precisely the sort of shallow, garish man that Babington liked.


  ‘It is a possibility,’ Shakespeare said.


  ‘Let us see how we might introduce them. Think on it, John. If his inclinations are as I suspect, I doubt he will be able to resist young Robin.’


  Shakespeare looked up at the house on Aldermanbury that had belonged to Nicholas Giltspur. Aldermanbury was perhaps the loveliest of London streets and this building only added to its lustre. It was a goodly sized, well-maintained mansion with an arched stone gateway that was carved with the effigies of saints; evidence of its clerical past.


  Until half a century ago it had been part of a great abbey; now it had been renovated and beautified and was a rich man’s dwelling. But that man was dead and his widow was in hiding.


  Shakespeare handed the reins of his horse to a groom and strode up the flagged path to the great double doors. They were fronted by two guards, each with drawn sword held aloft so that the blades made lines to the sky in front of their noses. As he approached, they clicked their heels.


  ‘I would speak with the chief steward,’ he said to one of the guards.


  ‘Wait here. I’ll fetch Mr Sorbus.’


  The guard went inside, leaving Shakespeare outside with the other sentry, then returned two minutes later in company with a small man, as slender as a maiden. He wore the plain black coat, hose and falling band of a senior steward.


  ‘Yes?’ The word was curt and unhelpful.


  ‘Are you Mr Sorbus? I am inquiring into the death of Mr Giltspur.’


  ‘Yes, I am Sorbus. Who are you? What is your interest?’


  ‘My name is John Shakespeare. I was once a friend of Mr Giltspur’s widow.’


  ‘You will have to tell me rather more than that, Mr Shakespeare.’


  ‘I am a Queen’s officer, assistant secretary to Sir Francis Walsingham.’


  ‘And he is interested in Mr Giltspur’s murder, is he? I had not thought a common murder the territory of so great a personage.’


  ‘No, this is nothing to do with Mr Secretary. It is personal. But nor would I call it a common murder. Indeed, it is most uncommon – and inexplicable. As I said, Katherine Giltspur was a friend. I wish to know what happened and why, for I find it hard to believe that she hired someone to kill any man, let alone her husband.’


  Sorbus breathed a dismissive sigh. ‘The facts are plain. Every man has heard them from the killer’s own mouth, and the absence of Mrs Giltspur must speak for itself. She ran away like a thief in the night on hearing of the death of her husband. What grieving widow would do that?’


  ‘I would come in a while and speak with you, Mr Sorbus. I would also speak with other members of your staff.’


  ‘That is not possible.’


  ‘Why? Do you have something to hide?’


  ‘Good day, sir.’ He jerked his chin towards the sentries. ‘Escort this man from the premises.’


  Shakespeare felt deep frustration and helplessness as he rode away. The steward, Sorbus, had been uncooperative, but perhaps his own rejoinder had been a little too sharp.


  The problem was that without Walsingham’s authority, he had no power of interrogation, nor warrant to enter Giltspur House; and Walsingham would hardly wish one of his principal intelligencers to be taking an interest in a domestic crime, however sensational and unusual it might be.


  The rainstorm was now a distant memory and the day was fine. London looked its most beautiful and one could almost ignore the summer stench of the middens and sewage kennels as he rode the short distance along flower-lined streets. He tethered his horse beneath a spreading plane tree in the churchyard of St Paul’s, then went towards the cool crypt where the Searcher of the Dead did his work.


  He had first met Joshua Peace in Warwickshire almost four years earlier. Joshua was the son of Mother Peace, who had been searcher in the county for longer than anyone could recall. Many had shunned her, fearing her as a witch or necromancer. It was a slur that also stuck to her son among the more ignorant of the rural peasantry, but the truth – as Shakespeare knew – was very different, for Joshua had travelled widely in the Italian lands and cities and had learnt much from the great artists and anatomists. That was why Shakespeare, with Walsingham’s agreement, had arranged for him to come away from Warwickshire and place himself instead at the service of the City of London.


  Peace was pulling strands of tangled hair from the dead eyes of a woman’s corpse. He turned and smiled. ‘John, this is a pleasant surprise.’


  ‘Thank you, Joshua. I have not heard many welcoming words this morning.’ His eyes strayed to the mouldering body of the woman laid out on the slab. He quickly looked away, nausea welling up. ‘And if you have any potions for a cupshotten head then do not keep them from me.’


  ‘We could take some wine, if you wish. The Three Tuns serves a goodly vintage.’


  ‘Perhaps a cup of small ale.’


  Peace removed his bloody apron and hung it from a hook embedded in the damp stone wall. ‘Come then – and tell me what has brought you here.’


  At the tavern, they sat together in a small booth where they would not be overheard. ‘It is about my old friend Kat Whetstone.’


  Peace’s eyes brightened. ‘Well, well, Kat. Yes, how is she? I have not seen her in an age.’ And then his smile faded. ‘I thought I heard that you and she—’


  ‘You are right. We are no longer together. In truth, Joshua, she left me. But that was many months ago and she has since been married and widowed – and has landed herself in great peril. I believe you examined the body of her late husband, Mr Nicholas Giltspur.’


  Peace looked aghast. ‘Is she the widow? God’s blood, John, I had no notion.’


  ‘No, nor did I. But do you know the tale told of her?’


  ‘If she is Giltspur’s widow, then I fear I do. She has an appointment with the hangman, that much is certain.’


  ‘You have met her more than once. Do you believe her capable of so heinous a crime?’


  Peace spread his hands helplessly. ‘I – I have no opinion on the subject. You are the one who knew her best, so I must be guided by you. Is she innocent, John?’


  Shakespeare clenched his lips tight, then shook his head. ‘I suppose not, for why else would the murderer, Cane, say such things?’


  ‘And yet your face tells me that you do not believe her guilty, which is why you are here. You are hoping that I found something when I examined Giltspur’s corpse.’


  ‘I know you didn’t, for I have spoken to Recorder Fleetwood. Giltspur was slain by a single stab to the throat with a bollockdagger. That is the testimony you gave, is it not? And it accords with everything said by the witnesses and the killer himself.’


  ‘Indeed, and I still have the weapon. It was thrust from the left, beneath the extremity of the jaw, piercing both the great arteries. He knew exactly what he was doing and there is no doubt that it caused Mr Giltspur’s death. The blood drained from him as quickly as from a beast at the slaughter.’


  ‘Can I see the body?’


  ‘It has already gone for burial at St Mary, Aldermanbury.’


  Shakespeare supped his weak ale and felt more refreshed than he had all morning, but no happier. ‘Then I fear there is nothing more I can do for her.’


  ‘And yet . . .’


  ‘Joshua?’


  ‘Finish your ale, John. I have something to show you.’


  Chapter 11


  The rotting corpse of the woman on the slab was still uncovered. Shakespeare tried to avert his gaze. Joshua caught his eye and laughed without malice, then placed a sheet over the dead woman.


  ‘Does the look of death and the stench never unsettle you, Joshua?’


  ‘I was born to it. My mother took me with her whenever she went into a house to examine a body, and I helped her. I feel no more uncomfortable with the dead than with the living.’


  ‘Few have your stomach, I think. Now tell me, what did you wish to show me?’


  ‘I have another corpse here, one that I think you should see.’


  ‘Not this woman?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Then who is it?’


  Peace hesitated as though unsure how far to trust his visitor.


  Shakespeare soothed his worries. ‘Joshua, you well know that you can entrust me with anything – just as I once placed dangerous information into your safe keeping.’


  ‘Yes, of course. It was mere caution on my part. Wariness has become a habit with me over the years.’ He took a deep breath, then nodded quickly. ‘Very well, I bought the corpse from the Smithfield hangman.’


  Shakespeare was yet more intrigued. ‘The body of Will Cane?’


  ‘Yes. I paid five shillings for it. I am sure you are as aware as I am that revealing this to anyone else could lead to a great amount of trouble, both for myself and for the executioner.’


  ‘Why? Why did you buy it?’


  ‘I wished to examine it.’


  ‘You will have to explain further. Surely, the cause of his death was self-evident – to wit, hanging by the neck until his breathing and heart stopped. I saw it myself. What could you have hoped to learn?’


  Peace pushed open the door to the adjoining room, where he kept the tools of his trade and corpses awaiting examination. ‘Come through.’


  Will Cane’s body was on a narrow wooden table. He had been sliced open from the throat, all down the chest and through his abdomen to his privy parts. His ribs had been pulled apart and fixed back with iron appliances, thus exposing his internal organs.


  Shakespeare held back, disinclined to look too closely. ‘What have you been doing to him? He reminds me of a beast after the butcher has been at work.’


  ‘I dissect the cadavers of hanged felons to further my knowledge of anatomy. It seems to me that they may as well serve some useful purpose in death, for few have done much for the world in their short and wretched lives. The great anatomists of Bologna and Padua believe that once the inner workings of the body are understood, we will know how to cure its defects. And I agree with them.’


  Shakespeare had no argument with Peace’s thinking, but he was concerned by the risk the searcher was taking. ‘Clearly, I will say nothing, Joshua. But you must be careful in this work. Have you thought of trying to join the Company of Barber-Surgeons? I do believe they have licence to dissect four criminals a year. Otherwise you are in peril, not least from the surgeons. There are already those who believe you to be a necromancer and there are many jealous of your position here. Be circumspect, I beg you. Like me, you have enemies to contend with in this town.’


  ‘Fear not, I take precautions.’


  ‘Then, Joshua, why are you showing me this body? What relevance can it have?’


  ‘Look more closely, John.’


  He moved forward and gazed into the cavity of the dead man. He was repulsed by what he saw, for it did not look at all natural. Nothing was as he had expected. Attached to the organs, there were shapes and growths that no body should contain. He turned back to Joshua with a questioning frown. ‘Explain. What am I looking at?’


  ‘A body riddled with impostumes and cankers. His bowels, his liver, his lungs. The tumours are everywhere and are malignant. He must have been exceedingly weak. And look at his face. The blood from his mouth has come straight from the lungs.’ Peace ran a hand across the thin rim of hair that circled his own pate. ‘Do you understand now?’


  Shakespeare nodded. He had seen the point Peace was making even as he spoke the words. ‘You are saying that he was dying anyway?’


  ‘There is no doubt about it. His appointment with the hangman merely hastened his death by a day or two – and saved him a great deal of pain.’


  ‘And he would have known that he was dying?’


  ‘He could not have thought otherwise. There was nothing any physician or apothecary could have done to save him. He would have been certain that his end was close and must have raised a great effort of will to carry out his mission to kill Mr Giltspur. To tell the truth, I am astonished he had the strength to make his way to Fishmongers’ Hall, let alone wield a knife. The trial itself, standing before the judge in Justice Hall, must have been torture. At the end, hanging would have been a blessing to him.’


  Shakespeare looked more closely at the body. Wretched and emaciated, it was more bone and skin than flesh.


  Peace stepped towards a shelf attached to the wall and picked up a weapon. Shakespeare took it from him and turned it over in his hands. It was an evil-looking thing that had done for Nicholas Giltspur. A narrow, slaughterman-sharp nine-inch blade protruded from a hilt-guard in the shape of a man’s balls and a hilt in the manner of an erect prick.


  ‘Can I take this?’


  ‘You are welcome to it, John.’


  Shakespeare began to think aloud. ‘His mortal sickness would explain why he was unable to escape his pursuers. He only managed a few paces before they pulled him down. And the state of his lungs would explain his coughing fit at the scaffold. But how will this help Kat? Indeed, can we now deduce that she is innocent, or not?’


  ‘That is for you to work out. I merely deal in facts. All I can tell you is that this man died of strangulation by the noose, but that he would have died soon enough anyway. These are facts that would be of no interest to a court of law, even if I was in a position to present them. If you have had any dealings with Recorder Fleetwood, you will know that nothing will override a dying man’s testimony. To him such things are sacred. Why would a man who knows he must meet his maker in a few minutes go to his death with the mortal sin of a lie on his lips? As to Cane’s motives, that is for you to consider.’


  Shakespeare did not need Peace’s help on the question of motive, for there was an obvious one: knowing he was dying anyway, Will Cane had agreed to commit murder fully intending to be apprehended and executed. Which meant he could not have been committing the crime for money, as he had claimed, but to destroy both Nicholas Giltspur and his wife. But why? Shakespeare rubbed his brow and felt the bruise where he had been kicked. Perhaps he wasn’t thinking clearly. Perhaps there was another possibility that did involve money. What if Cane had been hired to commit the crime on the understanding that the money was to be paid to someone else after his death? Someone close to him like a wife, or child who would otherwise be left destitute once he was gone.


  The question then was this: who else apart from Kat would have stood to gain from the death of Nicholas Giltspur? Only one person could answer that.


  He rode to Shoreditch at a strong canter, weaving his horse in and out of the wagons and livestock with reckless haste. When he arrived at the house by the Curtain, he pushed open the door without knocking. Oswald Redd was at his workbench and turned in shock, evidently not pleased to see him.


  ‘Mr Redd, forgive my sudden intrusion. I have urgent business with Kat.’


  ‘How dare you walk in like this? You have interrupted my work. I must mend this gown by the next performance. Please leave immediately, Mr Shakespeare.’


  ‘It is not you I wish to see, Mr Redd, but Kat.’ His voice was low but pressing.


  ‘She is not here. Now go!’


  ‘Mr Redd, I have no intention of leaving until I have seen her. Is she in the loft?’


  ‘No, she is not here. No one is here. Now please be gone, sir.’


  ‘Then where is she?’


  Redd looked as though he would explode. He was shorter than Shakespeare and armed only with tailoring tools, but his furious eyes suggested he would happily take on an army in his present mood.


  ‘Mr Redd, I do not wish to hurt you, but I will have my way.’


  ‘God damn you, Shakespeare, we have a safer place. She came here only to meet you. Do you think she would entrust the knowledge of her whereabouts to a Walsingham man?’


  Had she really said that? Had she really not trusted him? Why, after all this time, did Kat still have the power to make him feel betrayed? He fought to contain his feelings, instead concentrating on Oswald Redd’s raw emotions. Rivalry would do neither of them any good – and would certainly not help Kat. He forced a little smile, intended to mollify his host. ‘Mr Redd, I am here to help.’


  ‘I do not need your help.’


  ‘If you do not cooperate with me, then you will be harming what little chance Kat has of escaping the noose.’


  ‘Why do you want her?’


  ‘As I said, I have urgent business with her – information that may be to her benefit. Questions to ask . . .’


  ‘Then tell me – and I will pass it to her. Or if you prefer, write a letter for me to deliver.’


  ‘No. I want to see her.’


  Redd shrugged, immovable.


  ‘Mr Redd, you have to trust me.’


  ‘No, Mr Shakespeare, I do not.’


  Shakespeare was finding it increasingly difficult to stifle his fury. This was going nowhere. Perhaps Redd was lying; perhaps she was still here, hidden. He drew his sword and held it loosely at his side, not threatening but as a warning should Redd decide to attack with scissors or some other utensil. ‘I am going up through the house. I believe she is here.’


  Redd turned away, realising perhaps that his poor choice of implements could not compete against an unsheathed sword.


  Shakespeare climbed the ladder to the first floor and searched. He looked about the rooms, calling her name softly. Unless there was some prepared hiding place, she could not be concealed here; and, anyway, why would she not come out on hearing his voice?


  He ascended the ladder to the loft, which was almost dark, lit only by the light from the hatchway. He had no candle, but as his eyes grew accustomed to the gloom he saw that there was nowhere she could be hidden. Nor had she been living here. The space smelt dank and musty. Cobweb curtains had been knitted across the rafters and purlin. As he looked about in the dim light it became obvious that the room had never been inhabited and was used merely as storage for stage properties and costumes. Angrily, he descended the ladders to the ground floor where Redd was cutting a strip of woollen cloth with his iron scissors.


  ‘God’s blood, Mr Redd, I need information if I am to help. I have reason to believe now that Kat may be telling the truth, that Will Cane’s accusation was false. And if this is so, as I hope and pray, then it means someone else was behind the murder. What I need from Kat is this: who else might have had a motive? Who stood to gain from Nicholas Giltspur’s death and Kat’s execution?’


  Redd put down the scissors and crossed his arms across his chest. ‘If that is all you wish to know, then the answer is simple. Giltspur’s nephew, Arthur, will inherit all his wealth if Kat is disqualified. Arthur Giltspur, that is the man you want.’


  ‘Do you know him? Where will I find him?’


  ‘With some slut, most like. Try the stews of Southwark. Or else go to Giltspur’s mansion in Aldermanbury, for Arthur was part of the household.’


  ‘Does Kat believe he is behind the murder?’


  ‘All she knows is that it was not her. Nicholas Giltspur was a man of immense wealth. Any such man will amass enemies as fast he he gains pearls.’


  ‘And you, Mr Redd . . . you must have had cause to wish him harm, for did Kat not leave your bed for his? Perhaps you wanted vengeance on Nicholas Giltspur. Perhaps, too, you wished to bring Kat to her doom for betraying you so callously.’


  Redd looked at Shakespeare as though he were mad. ‘Hurt Katherine? How little you understand the human heart. Can you not tell that I love her? I would do anything for her . . . including killing you. Now go, sir, go.’


  Chapter 12


  As Shakespeare walked along Camomile Street, he spotted the red and white spiralling on the pole outside a newly painted frontage in the centre of a wood-frame building.


  Mane’s of Bishopsgate was the prime barber shop for the modish young men of London, a place to be seen and to converse over a goblet of brandy during the daylight hours. A place, too, of notoriety for the talk here was careless and subversive.


  Babington was already there, along with many of those from the Plough Inn feast. There was a hubbub in the large front room where the barber and his assistants did their work amid high excitement and much laughter. Shakespeare estimated there were at least thirty young men present, including some who had not been at the dinner but whose names he noted mentally. He spotted half a dozen women among the menfolk and wondered who they were; sisters, most likely.


  One thing was certain: they were all defiantly Catholic.


  Many of the assembled members of Babington’s band of friends drank their spirits and gossiped loudly. Others lounged in the barber’s chairs, having their beards and hair dressed. Chidiock Tichbourne stood up from one of the chairs and admired his new-cut beard in a small mirror. He spotted Shakespeare and hailed him with a wave of the looking glass.


  ‘Take this chair, Mr Shakespeare, take a chair and allow Mr Mane to trim you. A shorter cut is this year’s mode. There is no finer barber in all of London. He will curl you or poll you, to suit your humour.’ Tichbourne stroked his own newly shaved beard, which was trimmed to a point, and gazed at it once more in the looking glass.‘What say you to my piquedevant? Is it not the finest of fashions? Do I not look a little like the satanic Ralegh?’


  ‘Very fine, Mr Tichbourne. And yet more devilish than Sir Walter. But please, you must allow me to thank you for your assistance last night. You were gone before I awoke from my drunken slumber.’


  ‘It was nothing, sir, an adventure.’


  Babington approached Shakespeare trailing young men in his wake. ‘I am glad you have come. There is a purpose to our meeting here today. Some of us are to be painted for posterity and I would like you to be one with us.’


  Shakespeare was shocked. ‘A portrait? Is this wise?’


  ‘What has wisdom to do with anything? If I were a wise man, I would be in Derbyshire tending my estates and dying a slow death of idle boredom.’


  ‘But a portrait will serve to draw yet more attention our way . . .’


  ‘Which is the point, precisely. My friends do not avert their eyes from the great wrongs inflicted on us by the odious men who would supplant the true faith. Our children and grandchildren will look upon this picture and stand in awe. You will doubtless find fault with the inscription I have demanded: Hi mihi sunt comites quos ipsa pericula ducunt.’


  ‘These are my companions in danger. This is madness.’ Shakespeare looked around him at the barber and his apprentices. Who could know where their loyalties lay?


  ‘I had believed you brave, Mr Shakespeare.’


  ‘This is not about courage but staying alive long enough to bring about change.’ Shakespeare sighed and affected a reassuring smile. ‘I also wonder whether it would not be more shrewd to meet in private. You must know that any large gathering – such as this one – will be reported back to Walsingham. I know this because I see his reports day by day. London is full of scurvy villains who will scurry to Seething Lane with such tittle-tattle for the price of a gage of ale.’


  Babington laughed and clapped Shakespeare about the shoulders. ‘Sir, you will be afeared of shadows next. Walsingham can do nothing against us, for nothing is said that could be seen as sedition. We always speak with great circumspection, and couch our oratory in terms with which no man could find fault.’


  Shakespeare knew this to be untrue. ‘A few moments ago you spoke of odious men. Last night you drank to the death of usurpers . . .’


  ‘I put no name to any odious men. Nor did I name any usurper. What man of loyalty would not think a usurper worthy of death? Would not Principal Secretary Walsingham and Lord Treasurer Burghley drink to such a thing?’


  ‘This is sophistry. It will not save you if Richard Topcliffe or Justice Young get you on the rack. You must know that by the law of Henry the Eighth it is treason to call the sovereign a usurper.’


  ‘Yes, I have heard that you spent some time studying law. Very well, you have made your point and I accept it in good grace, Mr Shakespeare. This is why we like you – for you do not fear to show us our faults and you reveal the workings of Mr Secretary’s mind. But that is all for another time. Today our task is to be painted, and we will be, in the name of the Holy Mother – for our work is momentous and must be marked.’


  ‘Valour alone is not enough, Mr Babington. You need sound judgement and caution, too.’


  For a moment the charm slid from Babington’s handsome face and a darkness crossed his brow. ‘Perhaps if I had sound judgement I would allow Mr Salisbury to kill you.’ And then he smiled. ‘But I happen to believe you are of more value alive than dead.’


  ‘And what would Mr Salisbury have me do to prove my loyalty to you and the Pope? Kill Walsingham, perhaps . . .’


  ‘It would be a start.’ From Babington’s cheery expression and open, guileless eyes, a man might be forgiven for thinking that he was merely an eager young puppy, very pleased with himself but no threat to the commonwealth. ‘Forget I said that, Mr Shakespeare. It was, indeed, unworthy. Now sit down in Mr Mane’s chair and ask for his Marquess Otto cut. It will do wonders for your lean and straight face. You must look your best, for the painter is setting up his easel and mixing his paints in the back room and would have us all in line within the half-hour.’


  Shakespeare was about to stand his ground when the door to the shop opened and two men walked in.


  ‘Why, it is the Instrument himself,’ Babington said with delight. ‘Welcome, Goodfellow. And you have brought young Mr de Warre. The picture is almost complete. I think the painter will have to ink in a space and add Mr Salisbury at a later date.’


  Shakespeare was relieved to have Babington’s attentions turned elsewhere. He had found their exchange uncomfortable. Now he hung back while Babington greeted Goodfellow Savage and his companion, but Savage did not linger. He blinked in the gloom of the shop, squinted, then raised a hand in greeting to Shakespeare. He strode through the mass of young men, his powerful hand – so used to wielding weapons of war – outstretched in greeting. His grip was firm and strong and there was warmth in it.


  ‘Well met, John Shakespeare.’


  ‘Good day, Mr Savage. I had hoped to see you last night at the Plough.’


  ‘My purse is empty. Having once captained a company of soldiers, I am now reduced to the lowest of the low at Barnard’s Inn and so I must live on commons in the hall with my fellows.’


  ‘Well, next time we dine, I shall be happy to stand your expense.’


  Despite himself, Shakespeare always enjoyed the company of Goodfellow Savage. He recalled their first meeting the previous August, at an auberge in Calais as they both awaited the morning packet-boat home. Shakespeare was with Gilbert Gifford, who was heading in the other direction, towards Paris. Gifford and Shakespeare had known Savage would be there, for his movements had been tracked by Walsingham’s man Henbird, and so it was easy to arrange an encounter.


  At first Savage had been discomfited by the seemingly unplanned meeting with Gilbert Gifford. But Gifford’s own feigned surprise and innocent manner had soon won him over. His looks were so boyish that men could not believe that one who seemed so young could have learnt to deceive. Men did not doubt Gilbert Gifford, to their cost.


  Shakespeare and Savage had taken an instant liking to each other. With Gifford, they had spent a pleasant evening in the Calais inn, drinking wine and discussing the hoped-for end to the persecution of Catholics in England. It seemed they were all agreed that the sooner Mary Stuart ascended the throne and brought about the downfall of Walsingham, Leicester and Burghley, the better it would be for England and for Catholicism. The matter of Savage’s vow to assassinate Queen Elizabeth to facilitate this transfer of power was never mentioned. Nor, at that first meeting, was Shakespeare’s association with Walsingham. That would come later and needed to be subtly introduced.


  The chance came aboard the packet-boat to Dover. Gifford had stayed in France, so Shakespeare and Savage travelled together. The sky was blue but the crossing took many hours; the seas were pond-still and the sails barely filled so light was the wind.


  ‘I must tell you, Mr Savage,’ he had said, ‘that I am employed in the service of Sir Francis Walsingham.’


  The words cut the air like lightning. At first it seemed Savage had not heard them; then his hand stiffened as though it might reach for his dagger. ‘Walsingham?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then you are my enemy.’


  ‘No, sir, that is not so. I would be your friend, for we share religion. Nor am I alone in that regard among Mr Secretary’s men. We work against the regime from within. He likes to keep us close, thinking to control us. In truth it enables us to keep him close. I know much of what he knows and I know his thoughts.’


  Savage had pondered a few moments. Suddenly a breeze came up and caught his hat so that he had to clamp it to his head with his soldierly hand. ‘Then that is enough,’ he said at last. ‘In battle, I have to make decisions in an instant and I will do so now, to trust you. My gut tells me you are a good man, and so I would value your friendship.’


  ‘And I yours, Mr Savage.’


  They had been hard words to utter, for he liked Goodfellow Savage and he knew that one day, perhaps very soon, he would most certainly be responsible for his death.


  Now, in this crowded and noisy barber’s shop, he felt that same stab of betrayal once more. But it had to be done; Savage had sworn himself to his own doom.


  ‘And who is this?’ Shakespeare demanded as Savage’s young companion joined them.


  ‘This is Dominic de Warre, who has recently joined me in my lodgings at Barnard’s.’ He lowered his voice and spoke close to Shakespeare’s ear. ‘He is of the faith, a Pope’s White Son.’


  ‘Then he, too, is well met.’ Shakespeare shook the young man’s hand and studied his face. He looked no more than seventeen – certainly a fair deal younger than Babington’s usual cronies, who were mostly in their twenties or a little older.


  ‘You are Mr Shakespeare, are you not? I saw you once at Barnard’s Inn.’ The youth bowed respectfully as though Shakespeare were his tutor, a thing which might have been possible had Shakespeare not been taken from the law into the employment of Sir Francis Walsingham.


  ‘I studied there a year before going up to Gray’s. It is always a pleasure to return to Barnard’s of an evening and help relieve Mr Savage’s tedious hours of scholarship by forcing him to take wine with me. In truth, he does not usually take much persuading. Now tell me, Mr de Warre, do you consider following the law as a profession?’


  ‘No, my stepfather says it is a precarious existence and that I would do better to return to our Lincolnshire estates, when they pass to me from my grandfather. He says I will need the law when I am raised to the magistracy and that such studies will sharpen any young man’s mind and help with the drawing of contracts regarding my lands. Normally I would not listen to a word my stepfather says, for he is a cringing piece of work, but he does know the law.’


  ‘Indeed.’ And what, Shakespeare wondered, is one as young as you doing here among these knaves and mischief-makers? Why in God’s name has Savage brought you here? You are like a lamb in the company of wolves.


  ‘And are you here because you wish to kill the so-called Queen of England, Mr Shakespeare? The tyrant of England as I should call her.’


  Had he truly just said that? Openly in front of a man he had just met? Shakespeare began to reconsider his initial impression. Perhaps the lamb had wolf ’s teeth . . .


  Savage seemed as appalled as Shakespeare and put a hand over the youth’s mouth. ‘Hush, Dominic, or we will wake up one morning and see your head decorating London Bridge.’ He turned to Shakespeare. ‘Forgive the boy, he is but a babe.’


  Dominic de Warre broke free of the restraining hand, looked at Savage curiously, then walked away.


  Savage managed an awkward smile. ‘Well, I need my beard trimmed and I need brandy. Feel free to buy me one, John Shakespeare, for Walsingham’s silver is much like another man’s.’


  Had it not been for his height and military bearing, Savage could almost have passed for an ill-nourished vagrant; his clothes were plain, old and ragged and his body was lean. Not for the first time, Shakespeare wondered how such a man, seemingly so good of cheer and kind of heart, could be a sworn assassin.


  Babington was standing on one of the barber’s chairs. He hammered the haft of his dagger on an upturned copper basin. ‘Gentlemen, gentlemen,’ he called as the hubbub died down and eyes turned his way, ‘our painter awaits us. Let us make a fine show for God, the Pope and England.’


  ‘God! The Pope! Freedom!’ The words came from the tender mouth of Dominic de Warre.


  Shakespeare shuddered. Surely this cry must have been heard in the street. He grasped Goodfellow Savage by his arms. ‘Come away, Mr Savage. Do not partake in this madness. I have warned Mr Babington that this notion of a portrait is poison.’


  Savage hovered, then nodded brusquely. ‘Yes, you are right. Let us find refreshment elsewhere.’ He looked around for his young companion, but he had disappeared into the crowd. ‘No, I must stay. I cannot go without young Dominic.’


  ‘He is the main reason we need to go. He is a danger to all who congregate near him.’


  ‘He is young. I have a responsibility . . .’


  ‘Stay then. But I implore you, do not have your likeness painted. Walsingham will not need to hear from my lips what has occurred here this day; every maggot and kennel rat in Bishopsgate will be scurrying to him with tales of sedition . . . and if he finds the painting, he will have evidence a plenty with names and faces to match.’


  Chapter 13


  Shakespeare pushed open the front door and was met by the new maidservant, who appeared to be flustered and a little fearful. ‘What is it, Jane?’


  ‘You have a visitor, master. He is in your solar.’


  ‘Jane, you must put visitors in the anteroom. My solar is my own room. I keep private papers there.’


  She nodded hurriedly, like a fowl at its feed. ‘Sir, I know that, but I could not stop him. He pushed past me and climbed up through the house. Mr Cooper was not here to help me, so I knew not what to do.’


  ‘Well, who is this man?’


  ‘He said he had many names, but that I might call him Mr Gifford or Gilbert if I preferred.’


  Many names. Yes, Gilbert Gifford liked to go by a host of different names: in written correspondence, Walsingham and his men referred to him as Number Four or the Secret Party. When abroad in France or the Low Countries, he liked to use the names Pietro or Cornelys. To the French embassy, he was simply Colderin. It was enough to confuse friends, let alone enemies. So he was back from Chartley; surely that could mean but one thing. ‘Very well, I will go to him presently, but first tell me: has there been word from Boltfoot?’


  ‘No, master.’


  ‘When he arrives home, tell him not to venture out without first consulting me. I have new information for him. Oh, and Jane, bring small ale to the solar.’


  ‘Yes, master.’


  Gilbert Gifford was lounging on the settle by the window. He had a book on his lap and looked for all the world like a boy at his studies. He did not raise his eyes as Shakespeare entered the room.


  ‘Mr Gifford, what in the name of God are you doing here?’


  Gifford dragged his smooth face away from the printed page. ‘Why, reading this volume while I waited for you to appear, Mr Shakespeare.’


  ‘You are insane to have come. What if my house is being watched? Are you utterly without wit? You could blow all our plans to dust.’


  Gifford laughed, totally unconcerned by the onslaught. ‘I took great care, Mr Shakespeare. No one is watching your house. Perhaps you are not as important to them as you think you are. I believe you are quite safe.’


  ‘I wish I shared your confidence. You will never come here again. You know how to contact me: send messages via Mr Mills’s office and we will meet at an appointed place.’


  Gifford waved a hand in the air. ‘I do not have time for such stuff. I dared to hope my appearance here would be a most pleasant surprise, for I come as the bearer of good news. The fish has taken the bait. It seemed to me that you should be among the first to know.’


  ‘Indeed?’ His voice retained its sharpness, but he could not fail to be interested.


  ‘Yes, indeed. Letters from the Scots Queen came out of Chartley in the beer keg two days ago and were then handed to me by the Honest Man. I gave them to Mr Paulet and he passed them to Mr Phelippes who is presently deciphering them. Tomorrow they will be brought up here to London where they will be returned to me, resealed by Mr Gregory, and when Mr Secretary gives the word I will convey them to the French embassy intact.’


  ‘That is most excellent news. Do we know anything about the letters?’


  ‘We know that one is addressed to Anthony Babington.’


  Shakespeare did not smile but his heart lurched. So the bait was not only taken, but the fish was on the hook. It was exactly as Walsingham had hoped and planned. Perhaps things were moving at last.


  ‘And so, Mr Shakespeare, I have a night in London with nothing to do . . .’


  ‘Then we shall dine together here at my expense. I will have food sent in. Fine roasts and good wine.’


  Gifford sucked in air through his small white teeth. ‘I had rather hoped to reacquaint myself with the Smith sisters, whose company I find most pleasurable. If you would just tell me where I may find them.’


  ‘You know I can’t do that.’


  ‘But you can bring them to me?’


  ‘It is possible.’


  ‘Then do it, I entreat you, Mr Shakespeare. It is only the pleasure of their company that keeps me in England at all. Without them, I shall feel compelled to take myself away from these dangerous tasks that I perform on Mr Secretary’s behalf. I know from experience that the young ladies of Paris have much to commend them.’


  What was it Walsingham had said? I do not care what Gifford needs or wants, he will have it. For without him, our carefully constructed house collapses. And so he must have the Smith sisters. Thus far, their trysts with Gifford had been arranged by Tom Phelippes, but now it was Shakespeare’s task.


  ‘Then I shall do my best on your behalf. Allow me a little time, if you would, and I shall secure their services before dark. Will that suffice?’


  ‘Indeed it will, Mr Shakespeare. Indeed it will. And in the meantime, I should like to become better acquainted with your maidservant, who is a most comely wench.’


  Shakespeare shook his head decisively. ‘No, Mr Gifford, that will not do. If I hear that you have interfered with my maid in any way, or even attempted to molest her, then I promise that you will never see the Smith sisters again. I will also see that you are pilloried for lewd dealings – and that your ears are left nailed to the crossbar.’


  ‘Sir, you drive a very hard bargain. Very well, I shall sit here, as quiet as a mole, and read your Montaigne which, I must say, contains most cunning and forthright guidance on the ways of the world. Here, listen to this if you will.’ He opened the book and quickly found the spot, then marked the passage with his index finger. ‘Quand je joue avec mon chat, qui sait s’il ne s’amuse pas plus de moi que je le fais de lui.’ He spoke with the fluency of a Frenchman, then translated unnecessarily for Shakespeare’s benefit. ‘When I play with my cat, who knows whether the cat is in truth playing with me.’ He smiled. ‘That is a rough translation, but do you not think it sums up our own Mr Secretary and his devices? Always be wary of your master, Mr Shakespeare, for he plays with us all. Even as he lauds my services and dispenses gold and gratitude, I know very well that he is planning my execution.’


  ‘Your imagination knows no bounds, Gifford.’


  ‘We shall see. Now go and find the sisters for I have a hunger that must be sated.’


  ‘I will send for you when I have them at the house in Holborn. Wear your hood and cape. I want none to see your face as you leave this house.’


  The ward watch was waiting for Boltfoot at the Postern Gate to the north of the Tower.


  ‘Mr Cooper . . .’


  He stopped and nodded by way of reply.


  ‘If you will just follow me, you may learn something about Will Cane.’


  ‘Where is the woman . . . the whore named Em?’


  ‘All will be revealed. There is someone else who wishes to see you.’


  ‘Who? Speak.’


  ‘I cannot say.’


  Boltfoot noticed that the man, whose name he recalled as Potken, seemed timid. But afraid of what – or whom?


  ‘If you cannot say who I am to see, then why should I come with you? For all I know you have a gang of cutpurses waiting for me. But if that is your plan, it is ill founded for I have brought no money and nothing of value. Any attempt to rob me will bear no fruit.’


  ‘There is no trap, Mr Cooper. But I warn you now that you will be required to wear a blindfold about your eyes for the last part of our journey.’


  The Smith sisters lived in a small stone-built house by the river, not far south of Westminster Hall. The door was answered by a manservant who bowed low and showed Shakespeare through to a comfortable parlour, which was deliciously cool. He was offered refreshment by the brightly accoutred lackey, but declined.


  ‘Then if it please you to wait, sir, I shall see if the misses Smith are able to receive you.’


  The room was rich but not gaudy, nothing to suggest that this was the home of the two most celebrated whores in the proximity of London. It could as well have been the town abode of a sober merchant. The two young women arrived within a few minutes. They were dressed in fine clothes as though they were about to venture forth to the concerts with the goodwives of the guilds. Neither of them would be taken for a harlot, for their attire was neither garish nor unduly revealing. Both of them smiled airily at Shakespeare and curtsied with the merest hint of mockery.


  ‘Mr Shakespeare, what a pleasure, sir.’


  It was the elder of the two who spoke, the one called Eliza. She was about the same height as her younger sister, Beth, and a little fuller of figure, but there really was very little to distinguish them, for they were both slender, smooth-skinned and with eyes that invited men in. They were fair of face and light of manner, both remarkable specimens. He estimated their ages as early to mid twenties, but it was difficult to be sure. Perhaps their tender-seeming age was mere artifice and the lack of physical work beyond the bedroom. That and the absence of child-bearing, the event that wore so many women into old age and early death.


  ‘Forgive me for coming to you at such short notice, but I have urgent need of your services this night. Mr Gifford has returned and I fear we will lose him if you do not go to him.’


  ‘Ah, the little pink pigling,’ Beth said, laughing. ‘He is magnificent, is he not, sir?’


  ‘We love our little Gilbert pigling, Mr Shakespeare.’


  Shakespeare almost sighed with relief. He had been ready to do battle with them, preparing his arguments both wheedling and threatening. ‘Then you will come?’


  ‘Is this at Mr Secretary’s behest?’


  ‘Yes.’


  ‘Then if we have any appointments we shall most certainly cancel them. Mr Secretary is our most valued client. Not that he uses our special services for his own gratification, you understand. I believe him to be a man of great austerity and delicacy in matters of the flesh and I know he employs us only for the good of England and Her Majesty. Yes, I believe we shall most certainly accommodate you. Are we agreed on this, Beth?’


  ‘We are, sister dear.’


  Shakespeare looked from one to the other and was pleased to see that they were in earnest. ‘That is exceeding good news. You will be handsomely rewarded, as always.’


  ‘Mr Shakespeare, it is monstrous vulgar to talk of such things before the service is provided. Time enough, sir, time enough. You do not need to concern yourself about such matters.’


  ‘Then how long do you need to prepare yourselves? I would have you at the Holborn house as soon as possible, for I am fearful that our pigling will fly without your company.’


  ‘We will come at once, though it would be a fine thing to see a pigling fly.’


  ‘Never be careless of your pigling, Mr Shakespeare. Foxes like piglings for dinner and crows do love to pluck out their eyes.’


  ‘And when their mother sows try to protect them they do oft-times crush them to death beneath their great weight.’


  ‘Take care of our little pigling, Mr Shakespeare.’


  They had curious sing-song voices, tinkling like water over rocks. It occurred to Shakespeare that it was probably an affectation, as, indeed, was their affectionate talk of the pink pigling. They might be costly, but they were whores. Nothing more. That was no concern of his, however, so he played their game. ‘That is what I am trying to do. Now then, let us be moving. Will you change your attire?’


  ‘Does our appearance displease you?’


  ‘Indeed not, but—’


  ‘But you thought we would travel in undergarments of silk with silver ties. No, we shall carry our bag of toys with us and come as we are. Beth, perhaps you would order the carriage prepared.’


  ‘I shall, sister dear.’ She gave another little curtsy and left the room.


  Eliza touched Shakespeare’s arm as though to reassure him. It was only the lightest of touches, but it sent a burning surge of lust straight to his loins so that he gasped. She smiled at him knowingly. Oh, she understood well enough the desire she could inflict with a movement of the lips or eyes or the tiniest butterfly fluttering of her fingers.


  ‘Will it be the whole night through?’


  ‘Yes. And I beg you, keep him hungry. Keep him so hungry that he will needs come to you again and again the whole summer long.’


  ‘No man has wearied of us yet, Mr Shakespeare.’


  Shakespeare rode behind their carriage. All he knew about the Smith sisters was that their mother had been in the same line of work as her daughters and that she had been favoured by men of high rank and privilege. Phelippes had told him that Eliza was the daughter of an earl and that Beth’s father had been a baron, but he had said it with a sly grin that meant it could as well be invention as truth.


  Within a quarter of an hour, the carriage stopped outside a wood-frame of shops, alehouses and tenements, a little way south and east of Gray’s Inn.


  The front of the house had exposed timbers of lightly coloured oak. The housekeeper, a woman of middle years who never asked any questions and provided food and clean laundry for anyone using the house, answered the door and admitted Shakespeare and the two young women with a generous smile.


  Inside, the house was pleasantly appointed without being sumptuous. It was a house of many secrets but within the office of Sir Francis Walsingham it was known simply as the Holborn house. The building was rented by Phelippes on behalf of his master and over the years had been used for all manner of purposes: confidential meetings, the concealment of exiles from foreign lands whose lives were threatened, the covert delivery of letters and, from time to time, the night work of the Smith sisters.


  Shakespeare accompanied them up to the first floor where they had their chamber, decked in gold and red like an Ottoman’s seraglio, with a large four-poster that Phelippes insisted was as big and grand as the Queen’s own bed. Shakespeare’s eye could not but stray to the small hole in the wall through which he had spied on Eliza and Beth when they were last here with Gifford. The sisters caught his gaze and smiled. Hurriedly, he looked away, but it was clear to him that they must have known they were being watched.


  ‘I shall leave you now. The pigling will be here within the hour. Will that be time enough?’


  ‘Enough, indeed. The housekeeper will lay us a fire and bring sweet wine.’


  ‘You may wish to stay and watch our preparations . . .’


  Shakespeare ignored the offer. He was about to take his leave, but then stopped. ‘I hope I am not intruding, but I must ask you a question which has troubled me since I met you. I would say that you both have wit and great beauty. From the appearance of your attire and your fine house, I would venture that you have wealth enough. You could marry well and have families. Why then do you choose to remain . . .’ His voice trailed off.


  ‘Why do we remain whores?’ Eliza laughed. ‘Because it is what we are good at. Why do you do what you do?’


  ‘It needs to be done.’ And God knew, there were times when it was foul, discomfiting work.


  ‘And this needs to be done, too, Mr Shakespeare. We have a heaven-sent talent and work that pleases us. Why should we be at one man’s beck and call with all the swaddling clothes and dull nights, when we can do this?’


  ‘We have met such men, sir,’ Beth put in. ‘French envoys, Dutch merchants, even a Portingall prince of the blood. Many of them have fine manners and good conversation and know how best to please a lady. What goodwife with a dozen brats at her feet can say the same of her life, all drudgery and routine? And when we are not at work, we can choose fine fabrics, eat fine food and idle away the hours in our house by the river.’


  ‘But the risks . . .’


  Beth smoothed her hands down her bosom and purred. ‘We know all about the risks. We know how to avoid the pox and how not to come with child. When necessary, we have the strength and wit to calm the ferocious beast that resides in some men’s hearts. And above all, we have the secret of giving pleasures unknown, learnt at our mother’s knee. We choose our clients with great care. You, sir, would most certainly fit our requirements and as a Walsingham man, we would wink at the reckoning.’


  ‘It is a most gracious offer, but one that I must decline.’ If, for one single moment he was tempted, he did not wish to let them know. But they knew.


  Chapter 14


  No one could have told what was inside the building. From the outside it looked exactly what it once must have been – a tithe barn. He and the watchman, Potken, had walked along farm tracks into the countryside north of Whitechapel. For the last half-hour Boltfoot had walked blindfold.


  He had been reluctant to do so, for no man likes to be so vulnerable and at the mercy of a stranger. But he had finally conceded when Potken told him that without it they could proceed no further.


  The going was slow, each step tentative and reliant on Potken’s assurance that the ground was flat and nothing was in their way. Boltfoot tried to count the steps and remember the turns and the sensation of the sun on his head and brow; anything to discern their direction.


  Now Potken removed the scarf from his eyes and Boltfoot blinked up at the enormous brick and oak construction that confronted him. He looked around. There was no sign of the highway, nor any sound of life save for birdsong and the lowing of cattle. With woodlands on three sides, there was no recognisable landmark for him to gauge his position. This place was well hidden despite its immense size.


  Livestock grazed in the fields. In the air, crows and gulls savoured the warm summer breeze. Then, from inside the barn, they heard the deep ringing of men laughing. Potken waited, seemingly afraid to go in. He whispered in Boltfoot’s ear.


  ‘Ask no questions.’


  Almost immediately two men in working clothes – guards who looked like farmhands – emerged from the great double doorway. Without a word, they nodded their acknowledgement to Potken and allowed the two newcomers to go in. Boltfoot followed in the wake of the watchman. He expected to see hay and sacks and farm equipment. But his assumption was immediately proved false. This building might once have been a barn, but its purpose had been changed. It was now a great hall with tables that would seat a hundred people if so required. There were no more than a dozen here now, which only served to emphasise its great size.


  As he stepped onto the stone floor, complete with rush matting like a comfortable house, he tried to take in what he could see by the light from the door and the dozen or so candles that burned on the tables. His eyes quickly adjusted to the echoing gloom. The only people apart from themselves and the two guards were a group of men and women, who did not look up from whatever it was they were doing at the head of the main table. He heard a man curse and throw down a playing card. Another man laughed. Then one of the women pointed at Boltfoot and he was suddenly aware that she was Em, the bawd from the Burning Prow, the woman who had sent Potken after him. The eyes of the other players followed her finger and stared at Boltfoot.


  ‘Walk forward, Mr Cooper, walk forward,’ the watchman said, his voice low and his manner even more brittle than before as he urged Boltfoot on with a push in the small of the back. ‘Mr Ball wishes to see you. Be sure to answer his questions directly and fully for he will most certainly know if you dissemble.’


  ‘Ball? You mean—’


  ‘Yes, but do not call him by that name.’ His voice even quieter now, yet somehow too loud in this vast space. ‘Mr Ball will suffice. And do not meet his eye, Mr Cooper. Do not challenge him in any way, nor seek to interrogate him.’


  Boltfoot grunted but said nothing. His shoulders were taut. He wondered about his cutlass, surprised that it had not been removed by the men at the door. But it was surely a hopeless implement here, among such lawless men as these were reputed to be.


  One of the group stood up and beckoned Boltfoot and the watchman to approach.


  ‘That’s Mr Ball,’ the watchman whispered, barely moving his mouth. ‘He will kill you without flinching if you displease him.’


  Boltfoot had no intention of displeasing Cutting Ball. It was clear to him that there was no way out of here alive if he did not comply absolutely with the wishes of these people. He approached the table.


  ‘What is this, Potken?’


  ‘This is Mr Cooper. You said you would like to talk with him.’


  ‘The man asking about Will Cane? Is this the man, Em?’ He turned to the woman.


  ‘That’s the worm. Lame in foot and head.’


  Boltfoot tried not to meet Cutting Ball’s eye. He was man of the world enough to know that such men often took eye contact amiss, as though it showed a lack of respect. Boltfoot had no fear of the man, but nor did it make sense to sacrifice his life without purpose; Mr Shakespeare would not thank him for that.


  Ball stood with his broad shoulders rigid and straight. His gaze was both merciless and amused. In his hands he played with a bollock-dagger, turning it this way and that, running the blade along his palm. He thrust out his chin, and his long, forked beard pointed at Boltfoot like the tongue of a viper.


  There was something about the man that almost made Boltfoot think he knew him. No, he had never seen him before, he was sure of that; but he had seen a man very like him. Someone with an air of command, born of natural authority and intimidation. The sort of man that others respected and feared, automatically, without quite knowing why.


  And then Boltfoot realised where he had seen such a man before: Cutting Ball had the demeanour of a sea captain. But not just any sea captain – Drake himself. He could have been Drake upon the quarterdeck, ordering men about on matters of life or death with no discernible alteration of
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