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From aboard Her Majesty’s good ship the Elizabeth Bonaventure, Plymouth, this Sunday the twenty-second of August 1585

Right Honourable Sir Francis Walsingham

After my heartiest commendations to you, Master Secretary, it is with a heavy heart that I pick up my pen to write these words. You have no doubt expected fair news of the fleet’s departure by now. It grieves me to tell you that we remain for the present at anchor here in Plymouth Sound, delayed at first by routine matters of supplies and provisioning, and awaiting still the arrival of the Galleon Leicester to complete our number, which we expect any day (and with it your son-in-law). Naturally, in a voyage of this size such minor setbacks are to be expected. But it is a far graver matter that weighs upon me now and which I feel I must convey to Your Honour, though I ask that for the present you do not reveal these sad circumstances to Her Majesty, for I hope to have the business resolved before too long without causing her unnecessary distress.

Your Honour perhaps knows, at least by reputation, Master Robert Dunne, a gentleman of Devon, sometime seen at court, who proved a most worthy officer and companion when I made my voyage around the world seven years since, and was duly rewarded for his part in that venture. I had invited Dunne to join my crew for this our present voyage to Spain and the New World, though there were those among my closest advisers who counselled against it, given the man’s personal troubles and what is said of him, which I need not elaborate here. Even so, I will not judge a man on hearsay but on his deeds, and I was determined to give Dunne a chance to recover his honour in the service of his country. Perhaps I would have done well to listen, though that is all one now.

From the outset Dunne’s manner was curious; he seemed much withdrawn into himself, and furtive, as if he were afraid of someone at his shoulder, not at all the man I remembered. This I attributed to nervous anticipation of the voyage to come; to leave home and family for the far side of the world is not a venture to be undertaken lightly, and Dunne knew all too well what he might face. Last evening, he had been ashore with some of the other gentlemen. While we remain here in harbour I consider it wise to allow them the natural pursuits of young men and such diversions as Plymouth affords the sailor – there is time enough for them to be confined together below decks and subject to the harsh discipline of a ship’s company once we haul anchor, though I make clear to the men under my command – as do my fellow captains – that they are expected to conduct themselves in such a way as will not bring the fleet into disrepute.

Dunne was brought back to the ship last night very much the worse for drink, which was also out of character; God knows the man had his vices, but I had confidence that drink was not among them, or I would not have appointed him to serve with me on Her Majesty’s flagship. He was in the company of our parson, Padre Pettifer, who had found Dunne wandering in the streets in a high degree of drunkenness and thought best to bring him direct to the ship – a decision I would not have made in his position, for I am told they had the Devil’s own work to help Dunne into the rowboat and up the ladder to the deck of the Elizabeth. There they were met by my brother Thomas, who had taken his supper with me aboard and was on his way back to his own command. Knowing I was in my quarters, at work on my charts with young Gilbert, and thinking this matter not fit to trouble me with, my brother and the parson helped Dunne back to his cabin to recover, though Thomas later said Dunne appeared very wild, lashing out as if he could see enemies invisible to the rest, and addressing people who were not there, as if he had taken something more than wine. But, according to Padre Pettifer, almost the moment he lay down upon his bunk, he fell into a stupor from which he could not be woken, and so they left him to sleep off his excesses and repent of it in the morning.

What happened between that time and the following dawn is known only to God and, it grieves me to say, one other. The weather was foul, with rain and high winds; most of the men were below decks, save the two who kept the watch. At first light, my Spanish navigator, Jonas, came knocking at my door, in a fearful haste. He had tried to take Robert Dunne a draught of something that would restore him after the night’s excesses, but the cabin was locked and Dunne would not be roused. I understood his concern – we have all seen men in drink choke on their own vomit unattended and so I went with him to see – I have a spare key to the private cabins and together we unlocked Dunne’s door. But I was not prepared for what we found.

He was facing away from us at first, though as the ship rolled on the swell, he swung slowly around, and it was then that I noticed – but I run ahead of my story. Dunne was hanging by the neck from the lantern hook, a noose tight around his throat. Jonas cried out, and spilled some of the philtre he was carrying. I quickly hushed him, not wishing to alarm the men. With the door shut behind us, Jonas and I lifted Dunne down and laid him on the bunk. The body was stiff already; he must have been dead some hours. I stayed with him and sent Jonas to fetch my brother from his own ship.

The death of a man by his own hand must be accounted in any circumstances not only a great sorrow but a great sin against God and nature. I confess that a brief anger flared in my breast that Dunne should have chosen this moment, for you know well that sailors are as devout and as superstitious as any men in Christendom, and this would be taken as an omen, a shadow over our voyage. I did not doubt that some would desert when they learned of such a death aboard, saying God had turned His face from us. Then I reprimanded myself for thinking foremost of the voyage when a man had been driven to such extremes of despair in our midst.

But as I waited for my brother to arrive, my anger gave way to a greater fear, for I looked more closely at the corpse and at once I realised what was wrong, and a great dread took hold of me. I had no need of a physician to tell me this death was not as it first appeared. And so you will understand why I confide this to Your Honour, for I must keep my suspicions to myself until I know more. If a ship should be considered cursed to count a suicide on board, how much the worse to harbour one guilty of an even greater sin?

For this reason, I ask you for the present to keep your counsel. Be assured I will inform you of progress, but I wanted Your Honour to have this news from my own hand – rumour will find its way out of every crack, often distorted in some vital particular, and as I know you have eyes and ears here I would not wish you to be misinformed. It has been given out among the crew that it was self-slaughter, but there must be a coroner’s inquest. You see that I cannot, with due care for my men and the investment of so many great nobles, including Your Honour and our Sovereign Queen herself, embark upon a voyage such as this believing I carry a killer among my crew. If Her Majesty should hear we are delayed, I pray you allay any fears for the success of the expedition and assure her we will set sail as soon as Providence allows. I send this by fast rider and await your good counsel.

I remain Your Honour’s
most ready to be commanded,
Francis Drake




ONE

‘There! Is that not a sight to stir the blood, Bruno. Does she not make you glad to be alive?’

Sir Philip Sidney half stands as he gestures with pride to the river ahead, so that the small wherry lurches to the left with a great splash and the boatman curses aloud, raising an oar to keep us steady. I grab at the bench and peer through the thin mist to the object of Sidney’s fervour. The galleon looms up like the side of a house, three tall masts rising against the dawn sky, trailing a cat’s cradle of ropes and rigging that cross-hatch the pale backdrop of the clouds into geometric shapes.

‘It is impressive,’ I concede.

‘Don’t say “it”, you show your ignorance.’ Sidney sits back down with a thud and the boat rocks alarmingly again. ‘“She” for a ship. Do you want Francis Drake thinking we have no more seafaring knowledge than a couple of girls? You can drop us here at the steps,’ he adds, to the boatman. ‘Bring up the baggage and leave it on the wharf, near as you can to the ship. Good fellow.’ He clinks his purse to show that the man’s efforts will be rewarded.

As we draw closer and Woolwich dock emerges through the mist I see a bustle of activity surrounding the large vessel: men rolling barrels and hefting great bundles tied in oil cloth, coiling ropes, hauling carts and barking orders that echo across the Thames with the shouts of gulls wheeling around the tops of the masts.

‘I am quite happy for Sir Francis Drake to know that I cannot tell one end of a boat from the other,’ I say, bracing myself as the wherry bumps against the dockside steps. ‘The mark of a wise man is that he will admit how much he does not know. Besides, what does it matter? He is hardly expecting us to crew the boat for him, is he?’

Sidney tears his gaze away from the ship and glares at me.

‘Ship, not a boat. And little do you know, Bruno. Drake is famed for making his gentlemen officers share the labour with his mariners. No man too grand that he cannot coil a rope or swab a deck alongside his fellows, whatever his title – that’s Drake’s style of captaincy. They say when he circumnavigated the globe—’

‘But we are not among his officers, Philip. We are only visiting.’

There is a pause, then he bursts out laughing and slaps me on the shoulder.

‘Of course not. Ridiculous suggestion.’

‘I understand that you want to impress him—’

‘Impress him? Ha.’ Sidney rises and springs from the wherry to the steps, while the boatman clutches an iron ring in the wall to hold us level. The steps are slick with green weed and Sidney almost loses his footing, but rights himself before turning around, eyes flashing. ‘Listen. Francis Drake may have squeezed a knighthood out of the Queen, but he is still the son of a farmer. My mother is the daughter of a duke.’ He jabs himself in the chest with a thumb. ‘My sister is the Countess of Pembroke. My uncle is the Earl of Leicester, favourite of the Queen of England. Tell me, why should I need to impress a man like Drake?’

Because in your heart, my friend, he is the man you would secretly like to be, I think, though I smile to myself and say nothing. Not long ago, at court, Sidney had failed to show sufficient deference to some senior peer, who in response had called him the Queen’s puppy before a roomful of noblemen. Now, whenever Sidney walks through the galleries or the gardens at the royal palaces, he swears he can hear the sound of sarcastic yapping and whistles trailing after him. How he would love to be famed as an adventurer rather than a lapdog to Elizabeth; I could almost pity him for it. Since the beginning of the summer, when the Queen finally decided to commit English troops to support the Protestants fighting the Spanish in the Low Countries, he has barely been able to contain his excitement at the thought of going to war. His uncle, the Earl of Leicester, is to lead the army and Sidney had been given to believe he would have command of the forces garrisoned at Flushing. Then, at the last minute, the Queen havered, fearful of losing two of her favourites at once. Early in August, she withdrew the offer of Flushing and appointed another commander, insisting Sidney stay at court, in her sight. He has begged her to consider his honour, but she laughs off his entreaties as if she finds them amusing, as if he is a child who wants to play at soldiers with the bigger boys. His pride is humiliated. At thirty, he feels his best years are ebbing away while he is confined at the Queen’s whim to a woman’s world of tapestries and velvet cushions. Now she sends him as an envoy to Plymouth; it is a long way from commanding a garrison, but even this brief escape from the court aboard a galleon has made him giddy with the prospect of freedom.

I am less enthusiastic, though I am making an effort to hide this, for Sidney’s sake. Hopping from the wherry to the steps is close enough to the water for my liking, I reflect, as I falter and flail towards the rope to keep my balance. My boots slip on each step and I try not to look down to the slick brown river below. I swim well enough, but I have been in the Thames by accident once before and the smell of it could knock a man out before he strikes for shore; as to what floats beneath the surface, it is best not to stop and consider.

At the top of the steps, I stand for a moment as our boatman ties up his craft and begins to labour up the steps with our bags. Mostly Sidney’s bags, to be accurate; I have brought only one, with a few changes of linen and some writing materials. He has assured me we will not be gone longer than a fortnight, three weeks at most, as we accompany the galleon along the southern coast of England to Plymouth harbour where it – or she – will join the rest of Sir Francis Drake’s fleet. Yet Sidney himself seems to have packed for a voyage to the other side of the world; his servants follow us in another wherry with the remainder of his luggage. I have not remarked on this; instead I watch my friend through narrowed eyes as he hails one of the crew with a cheery hallo and engages the man in conversation. The sailor points up at the ship. Sidney is nodding earnestly, arms folded. Is he up to something, I ask myself? He has been behaving very strangely for the past few weeks, ever since his falling out with the Queen, and I know well that he does not take a blow to his pride with good grace. For the time being, though, I have no choice but to follow him.

‘Come, Bruno,’ he calls, imperious as ever, waving a lace-edged sleeve in the direction of the ship’s gangplank. I bite down a smile. Sidney thinks he has dressed down for the voyage; gone are the usual puffed sleeves and breeches, the peascod doublet that makes all Englishmen of fashion look as if they are expecting a child, but the jacket he has chosen is not much more suitable, made of ivory silk embroidered with delicate gold tracery and tiny seed pearls. His ruff, though not so extravagantly wide as usual, is starched and pristine, and on his head he wears a black velvet cap with a jewelled brooch and a peacock’s feather that dances at the back of his neck and frequently catches in his gold earring. I make bets with myself as to how long the feather will last in a sea breeze.

A gentleman descends the gangplank, his clothes marking him apart from the men loading on the dockside. He raises one hand in greeting. He appears about Sidney’s own age, with reddish hair swept back from a high forehead and an impressive beard that looks as if it has been newly curled by a barber. As he steps down on to the wharf he bows briefly to Sidney; when he lifts his head and smiles, creases appear at the corners of his eyes, giving him a genial air.

‘Welcome to the Galleon Leicester.’ He holds his arms wide.

‘Well met, Cousin.’ Sidney embraces him with a great deal of gusto and back-slapping. ‘Are we all set?’

‘They are bringing the last of the munitions aboard now.’ He gestures behind him to a group of sailors loading wooden crates on to the ship with a system of ropes and pulleys and much shouting. He turns to me with a brief, appraising look. ‘And you must be the Italian. Your reputation precedes you.’

He does not curl his lip in the way most Englishmen do when they encounter a foreigner, particularly one from Catholic Europe, and I like him the better for it. Perhaps a man who has sailed half the globe has a more accommodating view of other nations. I wonder which of my reputations has reached his ears. I have several.

‘Giordano Bruno of Nola, at your service, sir.’ I bow low, to show reverence for our difference in status.

Sidney lays a hand on the man’s shoulder and turns to me.

‘May I present Sir Francis Knollys, brother-in-law to my uncle the Earl of Leicester and captain of this vessel for our voyage.’

‘I am honoured, sir. It is good of you to have us aboard.’

Knollys grins. ‘I know it. I have told Philip he is not to get in the way. The last thing I need on my ship is a couple of poets, getting under our feet and puking like children at the merest swell.’ He squints up at the sky. ‘I had hoped to be away by first light. Still, the wind is fair – we can make up time once we are into the English Sea. Have you sea legs, Master Bruno, or will you have your head in a bucket all the way to Plymouth?’

‘I have a stomach of iron.’ I smile as I say it, so that he knows it may not be strictly true. I did not miss the disdain in the word ‘poets’, and nor did Sidney; I mind less, but I would rather not disgrace myself too far in front of this aristocratic sailor. Puking in a bucket is clearly, in his eyes, the surest way to cast doubt on one’s manhood.

‘Glad to hear it.’ He nods his approval. ‘I’ll have your bags brought up. Come and see your quarters. No great luxury, I’m afraid – nothing befitting the Master of the Ordnance, but it will have to suffice.’ He makes a mock bow to Sidney.

‘You may sneer, Cousin, but when we’re out in the Spanish Main facing the might of King Philip’s garrisons, you will be glad someone competent troubled themselves with organising munitions,’ Sidney says, affecting a lofty air.

‘Someone competent? Who was he?’ Knollys laughs at his own joke. ‘In any case, what is this “we”?’

‘What?’

‘You said, “when we’re out in the Spanish Main”. But you and your friend are only coming as far as Plymouth, I thought?’

Sidney sucks in his cheeks. ‘We the English, I meant. An expression of solidarity, Cousin.’

I notice he does not quite meet the other man’s eye. I watch my friend’s face and a suspicion begins to harden in the back of my mind.

Knollys leads us up the gangplank and aboard the Leicester. The crew turn to stare as we pass, though their hands do not falter in their tasks. I wonder what they make of us. Sidney – tall, rangy, expensively dressed, his face as bright as a boy’s, despite the recently cultivated beard, as he drinks in his new surroundings – looks no more or less than what he is, an aristocrat with a taste for adventure. In my suit of black, perhaps they take me for a chaplain.

We follow Knollys through a door beneath the aftercastle, where we are ushered into a narrow cabin, barely wide enough for the three of us to stand comfortably, with two bunks built against the dividing wall. It smells, unsurprisingly, of damp, salt, fish, seaweed. If Sidney is deterred by the rough living arrangements, he does not allow it to show as he exclaims with delight over the cramped beds, so I determine to be equally stoical. Behind my back, though, my fists clench and unclench and I force myself to breathe slowly; since I was a child I have had a terror of enclosed spaces and to be confined here seems a punishment. I promise myself I will spend as much time as possible on the deck during the voyage, eyes fixed on the sky and the wide water.

‘Make yourselves at home,’ Knollys says, cheerfully waving a hand, enjoying the advantage his experience gives him over his more refined relative. ‘I hope you have both brought thick cloaks – the wind will be fierce out at sea, for all it is supposed to be summer. I shall leave you here to get settled – I have much to do before we cast off. Come up on deck when you are ready and say your farewells to London.’

‘I’ll take the bottom bunk, I think,’ Sidney announces, when Knollys has gone, tossing his hat on to the pillow. ‘Not so far to fall if the sea is rough.’

I lean against the doorpost. ‘Thank you. And you had better tell him we will need another cabin just for your clothes.’

Sidney eases himself into his bunk and attempts to stretch out his long legs. They will not fit and he is forced to lie with his knees pointing up like a woman in childbirth. ‘You know, one of these days, Bruno, you will learn to show me the respect due from a man of your birth to one of mine. Of course, I have only myself to blame,’ he continues, shifting position and knocking his hat on the floor. ‘I have bred this insolence by treating you as an equal. It will have to stop. How in God’s name am I supposed to sleep in this? I can’t even lie flat. Was it built for a dwarf? I suppose you will have no problem. God’s wounds, they have better accommodation at the Fleet Prison!’

I pick up his hat and put it on at a jaunty angle.

‘What were you expecting, feather beds and silk sheets? It was you who wanted to play at being an adventurer.’

He sits up, suddenly serious. ‘We are not playing, Bruno. I am the Queen’s Master of the Ordnance – this is a royal appointment. No, I am not in jest now. And you will thank me for it, wait and see. What else would you have done with the summer but brood on your situation? At least this way you will be occupied.’

‘My situation, as you put it, will be no different when I return. Unless I can find some way to stay in England independent of the French embassy, I will be forced to return to Paris with the Ambassador in September. It is difficult not to brood.’

I try to keep the pique from my voice, but his casual tone is galling, when he is talking of my whole future, and perhaps my life.

He waves a hand. ‘You worry too much. The new Ambassador – what’s his name, Châteauneuf? – can’t really throw you out on the streets, can he? Not while the French King supports you living at the embassy. He’s just trying to intimidate you.’

‘Well, he has succeeded.’ I wrap my arms around my chest. ‘King Henri has not paid my stipend for months – he has more to worry about at his own court than one exiled philosopher. The previous Ambassador was paying it himself from the embassy coffers – I have been surviving on that and what I earn from—’ I break off; we exchange a significant look. ‘And that is another problem,’ I say, lowering my voice. ‘Châteauneuf as good as accused me of spying for the Privy Council.’

‘On what grounds?’

‘He had no evidence. But they suspect the embassy’s secret correspondence is being intercepted. And since I am the only known enemy of the Catholic Church in residence, he has drawn his own conclusions.’

‘Huh.’ He draws his knees up. ‘They are not as stupid as they appear, then. But you will have to be careful in future.’

‘I fear it will be almost impossible for me to go on working for Walsingham as I have been. The previous Ambassador trusted me. Châteauneuf is determined not to – he will be watching my every move. He is the most dogmatic kind of Catholic – the sort that thinks tolerance is a burning offence. He will not keep someone like me under his roof. Those were his words.’

Sidney smiles. ‘A defrocked monk, excommunicated for heresy. Yes, I can see that he might see you as dangerous. But I thought you were keen to return to Paris?’

I do not miss the insinuation.

‘I wrote to King Henri last autumn to ask if I might return briefly. He said he could not have me back at court at present, it would only antagonise the Catholic League. Besides,’ I lean against the wall and cross my arms, ‘she will be long gone by now. If she was ever there.’

He nods slowly. Sidney understands what it is to love a woman you cannot have. There is no more to be said.

‘Well, you can stop brooding. I have an answer to your problems.’ The glint in his eye does not inspire confidence. Sidney is well intentioned but impulsive and his schemes are rarely practical; for all that, I cannot suppress a flicker of hope. Perhaps he means to speak to his father-in-law Walsingham for me, or even the Queen. Only a position at court would allow me to support myself in exile. Though she cannot publicly acknowledge it, I know that Walsingham has told the Queen how I have risked my life in her service over the past two years. Surely she will understand that I can never again live or write safely in a Catholic country while I am wanted by the Inquisition on charges of heresy.

‘You will speak to the Queen?’

‘Wait and see,’ is all he says, with a cryptic wink that he knows infuriates me.

Sidney was appointed Master of the Ordnance early in the spring – a political appointment, a bauble from the Queen, no reflection of his military or naval abilities, which so far exist largely in his head. Over the summer he has been occupied with overseeing the provision of munitions for this latest venture of Francis Drake’s. So when the Queen received word that Dom Antonio, the pretender to the Portuguese throne, was sailing for England to visit her and intended to land at Plymouth, Sidney volunteered immediately for the task of meeting and escorting him to London, so that he might see Drake’s fleet at first hand.

The plan is that we sail with the Galleon Leicester as far as Plymouth, where the ships are assembling, spend a few days among the sailors and merchant adventurers while we wait for the Portuguese and his entourage, so that Sidney can strut about talking cannon-shot and navigation and generally making himself important, then return by road to London with our royal visitor by the end of the month, when the royal court will have made its way back to the city after a summer in the country. I am grateful for the diversion, but I cannot help dwelling on the reckoning that will come on our return. If Sidney can find a way for me to stay in London, I will be in his debt for a lifetime.

The sun is almost fully above the horizon when Knollys calls us back to the deck, its light shrouded by a thin gauze of white cloud. I think of a Sicilian lemon in a muslin bag, with a brief pang of nostalgia.

‘We shall have clear weather today, God willing,’ he says, nodding to the sky. ‘Though it would not hurt to pray for a little more wind.’

‘You’re asking the wrong man,’ Sidney says, nudging me. ‘Bruno does not pray.’

Knollys regards me, amused. ‘Wait until we’re out at sea. He will.’

The ship casts off smoothly from her moorings; orders are shouted, ropes hauled in, and from above comes a great creak of timber and the billowing slap of canvas as the sails breathe in and out like bellows. For the first time since we boarded, I am truly aware of the deck shifting beneath my feet; a gentle motion, back and forth on the swell as the Leicester moves away from the dock and the children who earn pennies loading cargo and running errands cheer us on our way, scampering as far as they can run along the wharf to wave us out of sight. Knollys laughs and waves back, so Sidney and I follow suit as the sun breaks through in a sudden shaft that gilds the brass fittings and the warm grain of the wood and makes the water ahead sparkle with a hundred thousand points of light, and I think perhaps I will enjoy this after all. But each time I move I am reminded that the ground under my feet is no longer solid.

‘Occupy yourselves for the present,’ Knollys says, ‘as long as you don’t get in anyone’s way.’

‘I am fully ready to pull my weight, Cousin, just let me know what tasks I should take in hand. I have heard how Drake likes to run his crews and we are not here to sit about watching honest men toil while we drink French wine in the sun.’ Sidney beams, spreading his hands wide as if to say, Here I am.

I look at him, alarmed; there had been no mention of this in the invitation. I glance up to the top of the mainmast, where a pennant with a gold crest flutters above the lookout platform. I hope he has not just volunteered us for shinning up rigging and swabbing decks.

Knollys looks him up and down, taking in the silk doublet, the lace cuffs, the ornaments. He smiles, but there is an edge to it.

‘Good – the wine is strictly rationed. I must say, Philip, I am surprised Her Majesty has allowed you to leave court for so long. In the circumstances.’

Sidney looks away. ‘Someone has to bring Dom Antonio to London. He wouldn’t make it in one piece on his own. You know Philip of Spain has a price on his head.’

‘Even so. Given that you and she are at odds at present, I’m amazed she trusts you to come back again.’ Knollys laughs, expecting Sidney to join in.

There is a pause that grows more uncomfortable the longer it continues. Sidney studies the horizon with intense concentration.

‘Tell me,’ I say, to relieve the silence, ‘what kind of man is Francis Drake?’

‘Stubborn,’ says Sidney, without hesitation.

‘A man of mettle,’ Knollys offers, after some consideration.

‘I have sat on parliamentary committees with him over the past few years,’ says Sidney, ‘and he is as single-minded as a ratting dog when he has his mind set to something. Pragmatic too, though, and damned hard-working – as you’d expect from a man raised to manual labour,’ he adds, examining his fingernails.

‘There is a combative aspect to him,’ Knollys says thoughtfully, ‘and a fierce ambition – though not for personal vanity, I don’t think. It’s more as if he enjoys pitting himself against the impossible. He can be the very soul of courtesy – I have seen him treat prisoners from captured ships with as much respect as he would pay his own men. But there is steel in him. If you cross him, by God, he will make you pay for it.’ He sucks in a sharp breath and seems poised to expand on this, but apparently thinks better of it.

‘Is he an educated man?’ I ask.

‘Not formally, though he is learned in matters that concern the sea, naturally,’ Knollys says. ‘But in his cabin he keeps an English Bible and a copy of Foxe’s Book of Martyrs, as well as the writings of Magellan and French and Spanish volumes on the art of navigation. He is excessively fond of music and makes sure he has men aboard who can play with some skill. Why do you ask?’

‘Only that he is Europe’s most famous mariner,’ I say. ‘I am intrigued to meet him – he has changed our understanding of the world. I imagine he must be a man of extraordinary qualities.’

Knollys nods, smiling. ‘You will not be disappointed. Now, the two of you can watch the sights while I go about my business. God willing we shall have calm seas and a good wind and we will be in Plymouth inside two days.’

He waves us vaguely towards the front of the ship. I follow Sidney up a few almost vertical stairs to the high deck. As soon as Knollys has turned his back, Sidney disregards his command; he greets the nearest sailor heartily and presses him with questions about his business – why does he tie that rope so, what does it signify that the topsails are still furled, what is the hierarchy of men in the crew, where is the farthest he himself has been from England – barely pausing to draw breath, until the poor fellow looks about wildly for someone to save him from this interrogation.

Smiling, I leave them to it and find myself a quiet spot at the very prow. I do, as it happens, know one end of a ship from the other – I spent part of my youth around the Bay of Naples – but I reason that the more useless I make myself appear, the more I will be left to my own devices. What does pique my interest here is the art of navigation; I should like to have the opportunity to talk to Knollys about his charts and instruments, if he would allow. Since sailors for centuries have calculated their position by the stars with ever more precise calibrations, and since for those same centuries all our charts of the heavens have been based on erroneous beliefs about the movement of the stars and planets in their spheres, I am curious to know how navigators and cartographers will adapt to the new configuration of the universe, now that we know the Sun and not the Earth lies at its centre, and that the fixed stars are no such thing, their sphere no longer the outer limit of the cosmos. I wonder if these are ideas I could discuss with an experienced sailor like Knollys. He circumnavigated the globe with Drake in 1577, according to Sidney, on the voyage that made them famous and wealthy men; surely in the course of such a journey the calculations they made must have added up to confirmation that the Earth turns about the Sun and not the reverse? Drake and the men who sailed with him are forbidden by the Queen from publishing accounts or maps of their route, for fear they would fall into the hands of the Spanish, but perhaps Knollys might be persuaded at least to discuss the scientific discoveries of his travels with me in confidence, as one man of learning to another.

Ahead the Thames gleams like beaten metal as clouds scud across the face of the sun and their shadows follow over the water; in this light, you could almost forget it is a soup of human filth. I rest my forearms on the wooden guardrail and look down. I must check myself; with my state so precarious, it behoves me to be wary of what I say in public, until I know how it may be received. Knollys is, by all accounts, a good Protestant, like his brother-in-law Leicester and Sidney, but I would be a fool to imagine that these ideas of the Pole Copernicus have been accepted by more than a very few. Only two years ago I was openly ridiculed at the University of Oxford for expressing such a view in a public debate. Just because the Inquisition cannot reach me in Elizabeth’s territories, it does not follow that all Englishmen are enlightened.

We make steady progress along the river as it widens towards the estuary, here and there passing clusters of dwellings little more than shacks, where fishing boats bob alongside makeshift jetties. To either side the land is flat and marshy, pocked with pools reflecting the pale expanse of the sky. London gives you a sense of being hemmed in, pressed on all sides; there the sky is a dirty ribbon glimpsed if you crane your neck between the eaves of tall houses that lean in towards one another across narrow alleys, blocking the light. As we move further from the city, I feel my shoulders relax; the air freshens and begins to carry a tang of salt, and I inhale deeply, relishing this new sense of space. The sounds grow familiar: the snap of sailcloth, the creaks and groans of moving timber, the rhythmic breaking of waves against the hull as we rise and fall, the endless skwah-skwah of the gulls.

After supper, while Sidney settles to cards with Knollys and his gentlemen officers, I excuse myself and return to the deck. The wind is keener now and I have to wrap my cloak close around me against the cold, but I had rather be here in the salt air than confined in the captain’s cabin, with its fug of tobacco smoke and sweet wine. Directly ahead, the sun has almost sunk into the water, leaving the sky streaked orange and pink in its wake. To our right, or what Sidney insists I call starboard, the English coast is a dark smudge. To the left, on the other side of the endlessly shifting water, lies France, and I narrow my eyes towards the distant clouds as if I could see it.

The boards creak behind me and Sidney appears at my side, a clay pipe clamped between his teeth. He takes out a tinder-box from the pouch at his belt and battles for some moments to light it in the wind.

‘Thinking again, Bruno?’

‘It is a living, of sorts.’

He grunts, takes the pipe from his mouth, puffs out a cloud of smoke and stretches his arms wide, lifting his chest to the rising moon.

‘Nothing like fresh sea air,’

‘It was before you arrived.’

He leans with his back to the rail and grins. ‘Leave off, you sound like my wife. She always complains about the smell of a pipe. Especially now.’ He sighs and turns to face the sea again. ‘By God, it is a relief to be out of that house. Women are even more contrary than usual when they are with child. Why is one not warned of that in advance, I wonder?’

‘This time last year you were fretting you might not manage an heir at all. I’d have thought you’d be glad.’

‘It is all to please other people, Bruno. A man born to my station in life – certain things are expected of you. They are not necessarily your own choices.’

‘You don’t want to be a father?’

‘I would have liked to become a father once I was in a position to support sons and daughters myself, rather than still living in my father-in-law’s house. But . . . well.’ He laces his fingers together and cracks his knuckles. ‘They will not let me go to war until I have got an heir, in case I don’t come back. So I suppose I should be pleased.’

The sails billow and snap above us; the ship moves implacably forward, stately, unhurried. After a long silence, Sidney taps his pipe out on the rail in front of him.

‘I put a group of armed men and servants on the road to Plymouth two days ago. They will meet us there and escort Dom Antonio back to London.’

My earlier suspicions prickle again.

‘Along with us,’ I prompt.

Sidney turns to me with a triumphant smile, his eyes gleaming in the fading light. He grips my sleeve. ‘We are not going back to London, my friend. By the time Dom Antonio is warming his boots at Whitehall, you and I shall be halfway across the Atlantic.’

I stare at him for a long while, waiting – hoping – for some sign that this is another of his jokes. The wild light in his eyes suggests otherwise.

‘What, are we going to stow away? Hide among the baggage?’

‘I told you I had a plan for you, did I not?’ He leans back again, delighted with himself.

‘I thought it might be something realistic.’

‘Christ’s bones – don’t be such a naysayer, Bruno. Listen to me. What is the great problem that you and I share?’

‘The urge to write poetry, and a liking for difficult women.’

‘Other than those.’ He looks at me; I wait. ‘We lack independence, because we lack money.’

‘Ah. That.’

‘Exactly! And how do we solve it? We must be given money, or we must make it ourselves. And since I see no one inclined to give us any at present, what better way than to take it from the Spanish? To come home covered in glory, with a treasure of thousands in the hold – the look on her face then would be something to see, would it not?’

For a moment I think he means his wife, until I realise.

‘This is all to defy the Queen, then? For not sending you to the Low Countries? You plan to sail to the other side of the world without her permission?’

He does not answer immediately. Instead he looks out over the water, inhaling deeply.

‘Do you know how much Francis Drake brought home from his voyage around the world? No? Well, I shall tell you. Over half a million pounds of Spanish treasure. Ten thousand of that the Queen gave him for himself, more to be shared among his men. And that is only what he declared.’ He breaks off, shaking his head. ‘He has bought himself a manor house in Devon, a former abbey with all its land, and a coat of arms. The son of a yeoman farmer! And I cannot buy so much as a cottage for my family. My son will grow up knowing every mouthful he eats was provided by his grandfather, while his father sat by, dependent as a woman. How do you think that makes me feel?’

‘I understand you are frustrated, and angry with the Queen—’

‘The fellow she means to give the command of Flushing is my inferior in every degree. It is a public humiliation. I cannot walk through the galleries of Whitehall knowing the whole court is laughing at my expense. I am unmanned at every turn.’ The hand resting on the rail bunches into a fist.

‘So you must come home a conquering hero.’

‘What else is there for an Englishman to do but fight the Spanish?’ When he turns to me, I see he is white with anger. ‘It is no more than my duty, and she would prevent me for fear of letting her favourites out of her sight – she must keep us all clinging to her skirts, because she dreads to be alone. But I would be more than a pet to an ageing spinster, Bruno.’ He glances around quickly, to make sure this has not been overheard. ‘Picture it, will you – the thrill of bearding the King of Spain in his own territories, sailing back to England rich men. The Queen will not have gifts enough to express her thanks.’

I want to laugh, he is so earnest. Instead I rub the stubble on my chin, hand over my mouth, until I can speak with a straight face.

‘You really mean to do this? Sail with Drake to the Spanish Main? Does he even know?’

He shrugs, as if this were a minor detail. ‘I hinted at it numerous times as I was assisting him with the preparations this summer. I am not sure he took me seriously. But I can’t think he would object.’

‘He will, if he knows you travel without the Queen’s consent and against her wishes. He will not want to lose her favour.’ But I am not thinking of Drake’s advantage, only my own. The Queen will be livid with Sidney for flouting her command and if I am party to his enterprise, I will share her displeasure. Sidney will bounce back, because he is who he is, but my standing with her, such as it is, may never recover. And that is the best outcome; that is assuming we return at all.

‘Francis Drake would not be in a position to undertake this venture if it were not for me,’ Sidney says, his voice low and urgent. ‘Half the ships in his fleet and a good deal of the funds raised come from private investors I brought to him, gentlemen I persuaded to help finance the voyage.’ He jabs himself in the chest with his thumb to make the point. ‘He can hardly turn me away at the quayside.’

I shake my head and look away, over the waves. He is overstating his part in the venture, I am sure, but there is no reasoning with him when he is set on a course. If he will not brook objection from the Queen of England, he will certainly hear none from me.

‘I have no military experience, Philip, I am not a fighter. This is not for me.’

He snorts. ‘How can you even say so? I have seen you fight, Bruno, and take on men twice your size. For a philosopher, you can be very daunting.’ He flashes a sudden grin and I am relieved; I fear we are on the verge of a rift.

‘I can acquit myself in a tavern brawl, if I have to. That is not quite the same as boarding a ship or capturing a port. What use would I be at sea?’

‘What use are you in London now that the new Ambassador means to watch your every step, or kick you out altogether? You are no use to anyone at present, Bruno, not without patronage.’

I turn sharply away, keeping silent until I can trust myself to speak without betraying my anger. I can feel him simmering beside me, tapping the stem of the clay pipe hard against the wooden guardrail until it snaps and he throws it with a curse into the sea.

‘Thank you for reminding me of my place, Sir Philip,’ I say at length, in a voice that comes out tight and strangled.

‘Oh, for the love of Christ, Bruno! I meant only that you are of more use on this voyage than anywhere else, for now. Besides, he asked for you.’

‘Who did?’

‘Francis Drake. That’s why I invited you.’

I frown, suspicious.

‘Drake doesn’t know me. Why would he ask for me?’

‘Well, not by name. But this summer, in London, he asked me if I could find him a scholar to help him with something. He was very particular about it, though he would not explain why.’

‘But you are a scholar. Surely he knows that?’

‘I won’t do, apparently. He is looking for someone with a knowledge of ancient languages, ancient texts. A man of learning and discretion, he said, for a sensitive task. I told him I knew just the fellow.’ He beams, slinging an arm around my shoulder, all geniality again. ‘He told me to bring you to Plymouth when I came. Think, Bruno – I don’t know what he wants, but if you could do him some sort of service, it might smooth our way to a berth aboard his ship.’

I say nothing. When he invited me on this journey to Plymouth, he showered me with flattery: he could not dream of going without me, he said; he would miss my conversation; there was no one among his circle at court he would rather travel with, no one whose company he prized more highly. Now it transpires that he wants me as a sort of currency; something he can use to barter with Drake. Like a foolish girl, I have allowed myself to be sweet-talked into believing he wanted me for my own qualities. I also know that I am absurd to feel slighted, and this makes me all the more angry, with him and with myself. I shrug his arm off me.

‘Oh, come on, Bruno. I cannot think of going without you – what, left to the company of grizzled old sea dogs for months on end, with no conversation that isn’t of weevils and cordage and drinking their own piss? You would not abandon me to such a fate.’ He drops to one knee, his hands pressed together in supplication.

Reluctantly, I crack a smile. ‘Weevils and drinking our own piss? Well then, you have sold it to me.’

‘See? I knew you would not be able to resist.’ He bounces back to his feet and brushes himself down.

Our friendship has always been marked by good-natured teasing, but his earlier words have stung; perhaps this is truly how he views me. Nothing without patronage.

‘Seriously, Philip,’ I turn to look him in the eye. ‘To risk the Queen’s displeasure so brazenly – are you really willing? I am not sure that I am.’

‘I swear to you, Bruno, by the time we come home, the sight of the riches we bring to her treasury will make her forget on the instant.’ When I do not reply, he leans in, dropping his voice to a whisper. ‘You do realise the money Walsingham pays you is not charity? He pays you for information. And if the Baron de Châteauneuf has as good as banished you, how can you continue to provide it?’

‘I will find a way. I always have before. Walsingham knows I will not let him down.’

‘Come, Bruno!’ He gives me a little shake, to jolly me along. ‘Do you not yearn to see the New World? What good is it to dream of worlds beyond the fixed stars if you dare not travel our own globe?’ He pushes a hand through his hair so that the front sticks up in tufts, a gesture he makes without knowing whenever he is agitated. ‘You’re thirty-seven years old. If you want nothing more from life than to sit in a room with a book, I can’t think why you ever left the cloister.’

‘Because I would have been sentenced to death by the Inquisition,’ I say, quietly. As he well knows. But how do you explain to a man like Sidney the reality of a life in exile? ‘And what of your wife and child?’ I add, as he stretches again and turns as if to leave.

He looks at me as if he does not understand the question. ‘What of them?’

‘Your first child is due in, what, three months? And you mean to be halfway across an ocean.’ With no good odds on returning, I do not say aloud. Even I know that Francis Drake’s famous circumnavigation returned to England with only one ship of six and a third of the men. But Sidney is as irrepressible as a boy when he sets his heart on something; he clearly believes there is no question but that we will return triumphant with armfuls of Spanish gold.

He frowns. ‘But I have done my part. She will have the child whether I am there or not, and there will be nursemaids to take care of it. God’s blood, Bruno, I have done what they asked of me, I have got an heir, that is why they have had me cooped up at Barn Elms for the past two years. Am I not permitted a little freedom now?’

I am tempted to observe that he has possibly misunderstood the nature of marriage, but I refrain; I am hardly qualified to advise him about women. Besides, there is no profit in making him more irritable. His anger, I see now, is not at me, but at everyone who would voice the same objections: his wife, his father-in-law, Francis Drake, the Queen. He is rehearsing his self-justification. I have great affection for Sidney, and he has many qualities I admire, but he can be spoilt and does not respond well to being thwarted.

‘It might be a girl,’ I reply.

He makes a noise of exasperation. ‘I am going back down for a drink. Are you coming?’

‘I think I will stay here for a while.’

‘As you wish.’ At the head of the stairs to the main deck he turns back, one hand on the guardrail. ‘You know, I am trying to find a way to help you, Bruno. I thought I might have a little more thanks than this.’ He sounds wounded. In my amazement at his mad scheme, it had not occurred to me that I might have hurt his feelings.

‘Forgive me. I am grateful for your efforts – do not think otherwise.’

‘You are coming, then? To the New World?’ His face brightens.

‘Let me get used to the idea.’

He disappears to the lower deck and I return my attention to the restless black water that surrounds us. Two weeks of this had seemed a diversion; months on end is another proposition entirely. In sunlight, the sea looked benign, obliging; now its vastness strikes me as overwhelming. To challenge it, to attempt to best it with such a small vessel, appears grotesquely presumptuous. But perhaps all acts of courage look like folly at first. The breeze lifts my hair from my face, and I realise that the sun has fully set and the horizon is no longer visible on either side. There is no divide between sea and sky, nothing but endless darkness and the indifferent stars.




TWO

We round the headland into Plymouth Sound two days later, early evening on 23rd August, as a cheer goes up from the men on deck. The wind has not been on our side since we passed the coast of Kent and moved into the English sea, making our progress slower than Knollys had predicted, but now the sky is clearer overhead, the sun glistening on a broad bay, surrounded on three sides by gently sloping cliffs, dark green with thick tree cover. Sidney and I have been standing at the prow for the past hour, craning for the first sight of the harbour, but nothing could have prepared me for the spectacle of the fleet anchored in the Sound.

Some thirty ships of varying sizes, the largest painted black and white and greater even than the Galleon Leicester, stand at anchor; between the great painted fighting ships and merchantmen, ten or so smaller pinnaces rock gently on the swell, sails furled, pennants snapping, their heraldic colours bright against the pale sky. The water sparkles and the whole has the appearance of a marvellous pageant. I find myself staring open-mouthed with delight like a child, Sidney likewise, as the crewmen on deck send up another cheer at the sight of their comrades. Until this moment, I would not have claimed any great interest in seafaring, but the assembled fleet is truly a sight to stir a sense of adventure. I picture all these ships sailing out in formation at Drake’s command, pointed towards the New World, Sidney and me at the prow, squinting into the sun towards an unknown horizon. And returning, to the salute of cannon from the Plymouth shore, our pockets bursting with Spanish gold. Sidney really believes this is possible; now that we are here, it is hard not to be infected by his conviction. All about us, a volley of shouted commands is unleashed, followed by the heavy slap of canvas as sails are furled, ropes heaved, chains let out with a great clanking of metal on metal, and the vast creaking bulk of the Galleon Leicester slows almost to a standstill as her anchors are dropped and rowboats lowered down her sides to the water. Knollys turns to us, eyes bright with pride, as if this show is all his doing.

‘There, gentlemen, you see the flagship, the Elizabeth Bonaventure, Sir Francis Drake’s own command. And there, the Tiger, captained by Master Carleill.’

He points across the Sound; Sidney shoots me a sideways look and a grimace. Half the investors in this expedition he knows from court, many of the officers men with connections to his own family. He will have to keep his plans quiet until the voyage is underway, for fear of Walsingham finding out.

Knollys continues, oblivious, his outstretched arm casting a long shadow over the deck as he gestures: ‘Across the way you have the Sea Dragon, the White Lion and the Galliot Duck, and there the little Speedwell, and beside her the Thomas Drake, named for the Captain-General’s brother and under his command.’

We are near enough to see the crews of the other ships, men scuttling up and down rigging and swarming over the decks like insects. Now that we are at ease in the shelter of the harbour, the breeze has dropped and I feel the warmth of the sun on my back for the first time since we left London.

‘And what is that island?’ I ask, pointing to a mound of rock in the middle of the Sound. Sheer cliffs rise to a wooded crest, and at the summit, a stone tower peeps above the treeline.

‘St Nicholas Island,’ Knollys says, shading his eyes, ‘though the locals call it Drake’s Island. Sir Francis has been trying to raise money to improve the fortifications in case of invasion. There was a garrison there in years past, though I believe it has fallen out of use for lack of funds. But come – the Captain-General, as we must call him on this voyage, will be expecting us.’

He leads us down a flight of stairs below deck, where he calls for rope ladders to be dropped over the side through a hatch. These are thin, precarious-looking contraptions, but Knollys swings himself easily into the gap and shins down to the two stout sailors holding the end of the ladder steady in the rowboat below. Sidney nudges me to follow, and a silent sailor hands me through the hatch, where I climb without looking down, gripping the ropes until my palms burn, placing one foot below the other, conscious all the while of Sidney’s impatient feet inches above my head.

The oarsmen negotiate a path between the anchored ships and from this vantage point, at the waterline, you understand the immensity of these galleons; their hulls the height of a church, their masts disappearing to a point so high you have to crane your neck until you are almost lying horizontal to see the top. Navigating through them you feel as if you are in a narrow lane between high buildings, if buildings were uprooted from their foundations and could lurch and heave at you. A hearty melody of flutes and viols carries across the water, accompanied by raucous singing that collapses into laughter after one verse. A few more strokes of the oars and our boat cracks against a sheer wooden cliff scaled with barnacles, where another ladder sways, awaiting us. I glance at my palms. Sidney notices and laughs.

‘Don’t expect to go home with the soft hands of a gentleman, Bruno.’

‘I’m not sure I have ever had the soft hands of a gentleman,’ I say. I hold them out and regard them on both sides, as if for evidence. My fingertips are stained with ink, as always.

‘That’s not what the ladies of the French court say,’ he replies, with a broad wink. It is one of Sidney’s favourite jokes: that I worked my way through the duchesses and courtesans of Paris before turning my keen eye to England. It amuses him that I was once a monk; he cannot imagine how I managed to keep to it all those years, the most vigorous years of my youth. He can only picture how he himself would have been, and so he likes to joke that, since leaving holy orders, I go about rutting everything in sight like a puppy on a chair leg. It amuses him all the more for being untrue.

Knollys precedes us up the ladder; Sidney follows and I am left to bring up the rear. This ship is higher even than the Leicester; my arms begin to ache and the ladder shows no sign of ending. I dare not look anywhere except directly in front of me, at the snaking ropes and the wooden wall that grazes my knuckles each time the swell knocks me against it. As my head draws level with the rail, I reach out to grasp it and my hand slips; for a dizzying moment I fear I may lose my footing, but a strong hand grips my wrist and hauls me inelegantly over the side.

‘Steady there.’

I regain my balance, take a breath, and look up to face my rescuer.

‘And who is this, that we nearly lost to the fishes?’ he asks, not unkindly. As he smiles down a gold tooth flashes in the corner of his mouth.

‘Doctor Giordano Bruno of Nola, at your service.’ My heart is pounding with relief, or shock, or both, at the thought that I might have fallen the full height of the ship. ‘Sir,’ I add, realising whom I am addressing.

No introduction is needed on his part; the quiet authority of the man, his natural self-assurance, the way the others stand in a deferential half-circle around him, leave me in no doubt that I am speaking to the one the Spanish call El Draco, the dragon. England’s most famous pirate smiles, and claps me on the shoulder.

‘You are welcome, then, to the Elizabeth Bonaventure. Are you a doctor of physick?’ His expression is hopeful.

‘Theology, I’m afraid. Less useful.’ I offer an apologetic smile.

‘Oh, I don’t know.’ He looks at me, appraising. ‘We may yet find a use for you. Come, gentlemen – are you hungry? We will take supper in my quarters.’

Knollys bows his head. ‘Thank you. There is much to discuss.’

‘Ah, Captain Knollys.’ Francis Drake rubs his beard and his smile disappears. ‘More than you know.’

There is a heaviness in his voice, just for an instant, that catches my attention, but he turns away and calls orders to one of the men standing nearby. It is an opportunity to study the Captain-General unobserved. He is broad-shouldered and robust, taller than me though not as tall as Sidney, with an open face, his skin tanned and weathered by his years at sea. There are white creases at the corners of his eyes, as if he laughs so often that the sun has not been able to reach them. His brown hair is receding and flecked with grey at his temples and most visibly in his neat beard; I guess him to be in his mid-forties. I see now why Sidney, despite his bluster about rank, is so keen to impress this man; Drake radiates an air of quiet strength earned through experience, and in this he reminds me a little of my own father, a professional soldier, though Drake cannot be more than ten years my senior. I find I want him to like me.

Drake turns back to us and claps his hands together. ‘Come, then. You should at least quench your thirst while we wait for the food.’

As we follow him to the other end of the deck, the crew pause in their duties and watch us pass. I notice there is an odd atmosphere aboard this ship; a sullen suspicion in the way they watch us from the tail of their eye, and something more, a muted disquiet. There is no music or singing here. The men are almost silent; I hear none of the foul-mouthed, good-natured banter I have grown used to among the crew of the Leicester on our way down. Do they resent our presence? Or perhaps they are silent out of respect. I catch the eye of one man who stares back from beneath brows so thick they meet in the middle; his expression is guarded, but hostile. Something is wrong here.

Drake leads us to a door below the quarterdeck, where two thick-set men stand guard with halberds at their sides, staring straight ahead, grim-faced. Light catches the naked edges of their blades. I find their presence unsettling. I guess that Drake and the other officers keep items of value in their quarters and must have them defended, though such a display of force seems to show a marked lack of faith in his crew. He leans in to exchange a few words with one of the guards in a low murmur, then opens the door and leads us through into a handsomely appointed cabin, proportioned like Knollys’s room aboard the Leicester, but more austerely furnished. Trimmings are limited to one woven carpet on the floor and the dark-red drapes gathered at the edges of the wide window that reaches around three sides of the cabin. Under it stands a large oak table, spread with a vast map, surrounded by nautical charts and papers with scribbled calculations and sketches of coastline. Behind the table, bent over these charts with a quill in hand, is a skinny young man with a thatch of straw-coloured hair and small round eyeglasses perched on his nose. He jolts his head up as we enter, stares at us briefly, his Adam’s apple bobbing in his throat, then begins sweeping up the papers with as much haste as if we had caught him looking at erotic prints.

‘Thank you, Gilbert – get those cleared away and leave us, would you?’ Drake says.

The young man nods, and takes off his eye-glasses. Without them, he is obliged to squint at us. He rolls up the charts with a practised movement and gathers the papers together, stealing curious glances at me and Sidney as he does so.

‘That is the Mercator projection, is it not?’ I say, leaning forward and pointing to the large map as he begins to furl it. He peers at me and darts a quick glance at Drake, as if to check whether he is permitted to answer.

‘You know something of cartography, Doctor Bruno?’ Drake says, looking at me with new interest.

‘Only a little,’ I say hastily, as the world disappears into a blank cylinder under the young man’s ink-stained fingers. ‘But anyone with an interest in cosmography is familiar with Mercator’s map. The first true attempt to spread on a plane the surface of a sphere, measuring latitude with some mathematical accuracy.’

‘Exactly,’ the young man says, his face suddenly animated. ‘It is the first projection of the globe designed specifically for navigation at sea. Mercator’s great achievement is to alter the lines of latitude to account for the curvature of the Earth. It means we can now plot a ship’s course on a constant bearing—’ He catches sight of Drake’s face and swallows the rest of his explanation. ‘Forgive me, I am running on.’

‘My clerk, Gilbert Crosse.’ Drake gestures to the young man with an indulgent smile as he eases out from behind the table. ‘Gilbert, these are our visitors newly arrived on the Leicester – Captain Knollys, Sir Philip Sidney and Doctor Giordano Bruno.’ The clerk smiles nervously and nods to each of us in turn, though his red-rimmed eyes linger on me as he locks the papers away in a cupboard and backs out of the room.

‘Very gifted young man there,’ Drake says, nodding towards the door after Gilbert has closed it behind him. ‘Came to me via Walsingham, you know. Take a seat, gentlemen.’

Behind the table, wooden benches are set into the wall panelling. We squeeze in as Drake pours wine into delicate Venetian glasses from a crystal decanter. The young clerk has left a brass cross-staff on the table, an instrument used to determine latitude; my friend John Dee, the Queen’s former astrologer, kept one in his library. I pick it up and, as no one seems to object, I hold one end against my cheek and level the other at the opposite wall, imagining I am aligning it with the horizon.

‘Careful, Bruno, you’ll have someone’s eye out,’ Sidney says, sprawling on the bench, his arm stretched out along the back behind me.

I lower the cross-staff to see Drake observing me with interest. ‘Can you use it?’

‘I have been shown how to calculate the angle between the horizon and the north star, but only on land.’ I set it back on the table. ‘I don’t suppose that counts.’

‘It’s more than many. An unusual skill for a theologian. Can you use a cross-staff, Sir Philip?’ he says, turning to Sidney, mischief in his eye.

Sidney waves a hand. ‘I’m afraid not, Drake, but I am willing to learn.’

Drake passes him a glass of wine with a polite smile. He cannot fail to notice that Sidney does not give him his proper title; both are knighted and therefore equal in status, though you will not persuade Sidney of that. I watch Drake as he sets my glass down. The tension I sensed among the men on deck has seeped in here, even into the refined and polished space of the captain’s cabin. I think of the armed men outside the door.

The latch clicks softly and Drake half-rises, quick as blinking, his right hand twitching to the hilt of his sword, but he relaxes when he sees the newcomers, a half-dozen men with wind-tanned faces, dressed in the expensive fabrics of gentlemen. Leading them is a man of around my own age, thinner but so like Drake in all other respects that he can only be a relative. He crosses to the table and embraces him.

‘Thomas! Come, join us, all of you.’ Drake points to the bench beside Sidney. There is relief in his laughter and I observe him with curiosity; what has happened to put this great captain so on edge? ‘You know Sir Philip Sidney, of course, and this is his friend, Doctor Bruno, come to greet Dom Antonio, whom we expect any day. Gentlemen, I present my brother and right-hand man, Thomas Drake. And this is Master Christopher Carleill, lieutenant-general of all my forces for this voyage,’ he says, gesturing to a handsome, athletic man in his early thirties with a head of golden curls and shrewd eyes. I see Sidney forcing a smile: this Carleill is Walsingham’s stepson, who – though barely older than Sidney – is already well established in the military career that Sidney so urgently craves.

After Carleill, we are introduced to Captain Fenner, who takes charge of the day-to-day command of the Elizabeth Bonaventure; though Drake sails on the flagship, he is occupied with the operation of the entire fleet. Behind Fenner are three grizzled, unsmiling men, more of Drake’s trusted commanders who accompanied him on his famous journey around the globe and have returned to put their lives and ships at his service again.

Knollys is delighted to be reunited with his old comrades; there is a great deal of back-slapping and exclaiming, though the newly arrived commanders seem oddly muted in their greetings. To me and Sidney they are gruffly courteous, but again I have the sense that our welcome is strained, the atmosphere tainted by some unspoken fear.

‘Now that the Leicester is here, I presume the fleet will sail as soon as the tide allows?’ Sidney asks Drake.

Drake and his brother exchange a look. There is a silence. ‘I think,’ says the Captain-General slowly, turning his glass in his hand, ‘we are obliged to wait a little longer. There are certain matters to settle.’

Sidney nods, as if he understands. ‘Still provisioning, I suppose? It is a lengthy business.’

‘Something like that.’ Drake smiles. A nerve pulses under his eye. He lays his hands flat on the table. The room sways gently and the sun casts watery shadows on the panelled walls, reflections of the sea outside the window.

A knock comes at the door; again, almost imperceptibly, I notice Drake tense, but it is only the serving boys with dishes of food. These sudden, nervy movements are the response of someone who feels hunted – I recognise them, because I have lived like that myself so often, my hand never far from the knife at my belt. But what does the commander of the fleet fear aboard his own flagship?

I had been led to believe that all ship’s food was like chewing the sole of a leather boot, but this meal is as good as any I have had at the French embassy. Drake explains that they are still well stocked with fresh provisions from Plymouth, for now, and that in his experience it is as important to have a competent ship’s cook as it is to have a good military commander, if not more so, and they all look at Carleill with good-natured laughter. ‘Although, if—’ Drake begins, and breaks off, and the others lower their eyes, as if they knew what he was about to say.

The tension among the captains grows more apparent as the meal draws on. Silences become strained, and more frequent, though Sidney obligingly fills them with questions about the voyage; the captains seem grateful for the chance to keep the conversation to business. It is only now, as I listen to their discussion, that I begin fully to realise the scale and ambition of this enterprise. I had understood that the official purpose of Drake’s voyage was to sail along the coast of Spain, releasing the English ships illegally impounded in Spanish ports. What he actually plans, it seems, is a full-scale onslaught on Spain’s New World territories. He means to cross the Atlantic and take back the richest ports of the Spanish Main, ending his campaign with the seizure of Havana. Soberly, between mouthfuls and often through them, Drake throws out figures that make my eyes water: a million ducats from the capture of Cartagena, a million more from Panama. If it sounds like licensed piracy, he says, with a self-deprecating laugh, let us never lose sight of the expedition’s real purpose: to cut off Spain’s supply of treasure from the Indies. Without his income from the New World, Philip of Spain would have to rein in his ambitions to make war on England. And if that treasure were diverted into England’s coffers, Elizabeth could send a proper force to defend the Protestants in the Netherlands. I understand now why some of the most prominent dignitaries at court have rushed to invest in this fleet; its success is a matter not only of personal profit but of national security. It is also clear to me that Sidney has effectively found an alternative means of going to war, and that he expects me to follow.

When the last mouthful is eaten, the captains excuse themselves and leave for their own ships. Only Thomas Drake and Knollys remain behind.

Sir Francis pushes his plate away and looks at Sidney. ‘I must be straight with you, Sir Philip. It would be best if you were to leave Plymouth as soon as possible with Dom Antonio when he arrives. He will no doubt wish to linger – he and I are old comrades, and he will be interested in discussing this voyage – but in the circumstances it is better you hasten to London. For his own safety.’

Sidney hesitates; I fear he is weighing up whether this is the time to announce his grand plan of joining the expedition.

‘What circumstances?’ I ask, before he can speak.

By way of answer, Drake raises his eyes to the door and then to his brother.

‘Thomas, call them to clear the board. Then tell those two fellows to stand a little further off.’

Thomas Drake opens the door and calls for the serving boys. While the plates are hurried away, he exchanges a few words with the guards, waits to ensure that his orders have been obeyed, then closes it firmly behind him and takes his seat at the table. Drake lowers his voice.

‘Gentlemen, I have sad news to share. Yesterday, at first light, one of my officers on this ship was found dead.’

‘God preserve us. Who?’ Knollys asks, sitting up.

‘How?’ says Sidney, at the same time.

‘Robert Dunne. Perhaps you know him, Sir Philip? A worthy gentleman – he sailed with me around the world in ’77.’

‘I know him only by reputation,’ Sidney says. His tone does not make this sound like a compliment.

‘Robert Dunne. Dear God. I am most sorry to hear of it,’ Knollys says, slumping back against the wall, shock etched on his face. ‘He was a good sailor, even if—’ He breaks off, as if thinking better of whatever he had been about to say. So this accounts for the subdued atmosphere among the men.

‘The how is more difficult,’ Drake says, and his brother reaches a hand out.

‘Francis—’

They may as well know the truth of it, Thomas, since we can go neither forward nor back until the business is resolved.’ He pours himself another drink and passes the decanter up the table.

‘Dunne was found hanged in his quarters,’ Drake continues. ‘You may imagine how this has affected the crew. They talk of omens, a curse on the voyage, God’s punishment. Sailors read the world as a book of prophecies, Doctor Bruno,’ he adds, turning to me, ‘and on every page they find evidence that the Fates are set against them. So a death such as this on board, before we have even cast off . . .’

‘Self-slaughter, then?’ Knollys interrupts, nodding sadly.

‘So it appeared. A crudely fashioned noose fastened to a ceiling hook.’

‘But you do not believe it.’ I finish the thought for him.

Drake gives me a sharp look. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘I read it in your face, sir.’

He considers me for a moment without speaking, as if trying to read me in return. ‘Interesting,’ he says, eventually. ‘Robert Dunne was a solid man. An experienced sailor.’

‘He was a deeply troubled man, Francis, we all know that,’ Knollys says.

‘He had heavy debts, certainly,’ Drake agrees, ‘but this voyage was supposed to remedy that. It would make no sense to die by his own hand before we set sail.’

‘A man may lose faith in himself,’ Sidney says.

‘In himself, perhaps, but not in his God. Dunne was devout, in the way of seafaring men. He would have regarded it as a grievous sin.’ Drake pauses, holding up a warning finger, and lowers his voice. ‘But here is my problem. I have allowed the men to believe his death was self-slaughter, as far as I can. They may talk of inviting curses and Dunne’s unburied soul plaguing the ship, but I had rather that for the present than any speculation on the alternative.’

‘You think someone killed him?’ Sidney’s eyes are so wide his brows threaten to disappear. Drake motions for him to keep his voice down.

‘I am certain of it. He did not have the face of a hanged man.’

‘So he was strung up after death, to look like suicide?’ I murmur. ‘How many people know of your suspicions?’

‘The only ones who saw the body were the man who found him, Jonas Solon, and my brother Thomas, who I sent for immediately. I also called the ship’s chaplain to ask his advice. He offered to say a prayer over the body, though he said there was little he could do for a suicide in terms of ritual.’

‘But no one else thought the body looked unusual? For a suicide by hanging, I mean?’

‘If they did, they said nothing. I only voiced my disquiet to Thomas in private later and he said he had thought the same.’ Drake takes a mouthful of wine. The strain of anxiety is plain in his face, though he is doing his best to conceal it.

‘Dunne did not show the signs of strangulation, though it was evident he had been hanging by the neck for some time,’ Thomas says, keeping his voice low. ‘The eyes were bloodshot and there was bruising around his nose and mouth. But he did not have the swollen features you would expect from choking.’

‘My first thought was to have him buried at sea that same day, to spare him the indignity of a suicide’s burial,’ Drake continues. ‘But Padre Pettifer, the chaplain, and my brother here talked me out of it – though the death happened aboard my ship, we are still in English waters and it would be folly to disregard the legal procedures. Besides, we could hardly keep it a secret. So I had him rowed ashore and handed over to the coroner. A messenger was dispatched to his wife the same day – Dunne was a Devon man, his family seat no more than a day’s ride away. The inquest will be held in three days, to give her time to travel.’ He twists the gold ring in his ear. ‘You see my difficulty, gentlemen? If Dunne was killed unlawfully, I must find out what happened before we set sail, but without jeopardising the voyage.’

‘You mean to say it could have been someone in the crew? He might still be here?’ Sidney asks in an awed whisper.

‘This is what we must ascertain, as subtly as possible,’ Drake says. ‘For my part, I do not believe any stranger could have done it. We have a watch throughout the night and they swear no unknown person came aboard after dark.’

‘If it was someone among your men, surely it is all to the good that he believes the death is taken for a suicide?’ Knollys says. ‘He will think himself safe, and perhaps make some slip that will give him away.’

‘That is my hope. Either way, we cannot sail until this is resolved.’ Drake pinches the point of his beard and frowns. ‘He may strike again.’ He glances at his brother. I wonder if he has some particular grounds for believing this. ‘But neither do I want the inquest to conclude that Dunne was murdered and set the coroner to investigate it. The fleet could be delayed indefinitely then. Men would desert. The entire expedition could be finished.’ He looks to Sidney as he says this. Given how many of Sidney’s friends and relatives at court have invested in this voyage, he knows as well as Drake what is at stake. He nods, his face sombre.

‘But the family will not want a verdict of felo de se,’ Knollys murmurs. ‘It would mean he died a criminal and his property would be forfeit to the crown. If there is the slightest doubt, his widow would surely rather it were treated as unlawful killing. At least then there is the prospect of justice.’

‘The coroner must reach a verdict of felo de se,’ Drake says sharply, ‘or we are looking at sixty thousand pounds’ worth of investment lost.’ He waves a hand towards the window, where the other ships of this expensive enterprise can be seen rising and falling on the swell. ‘To say nothing of the faith of some of the highest people in the land, including the Queen herself. This is the largest private fleet England has ever sent out. If we should fail before we even leave harbour, I would never again raise the finance for another such venture. I must determine whether there is a killer aboard my ship before the inquest.’

‘And what will you do when you find him?’ Sidney asks.

‘I will decide that when the time comes.’

Knollys looks as if he is about to offer another argument, but at the sight of his commander’s face he falls silent. I watch Drake, fascinated by his flinty expression. To lead a company of ships and men to the other side of the world must require a character that inspires loyalty. But what other qualities must it demand? Ruthlessness, in no small measure, I imagine; the willingness, if necessity forces your hand, to declare that the law is whatever you say it is. On board a ship, thousands of miles from shore, you must believe yourself the king of your own small kingdom, and keep your subjects obedient by any means necessary. You would have to act without compunction, and make your decisions without wavering.

‘Why before the inquest?’ Sidney asks.

‘I was mayor of Plymouth four years ago,’ Drake says. He rests his elbows on the table. ‘I know how the functionaries of the Town Corporation work. The Devonshire coroner could not find a felon if one were hiding behind his bed-curtains. The kind of ham-fisted investigation he would carry out aboard my fleet would achieve nothing but to sow discord and mistrust among the crews and allow the killer every chance to escape. No.’ His right hand closes into a fist and the muscles tighten in his jaw. ‘I mean to find this man myself.’

He looks around the company as if daring anyone else to question his judgement. The others lower their eyes; there is a prickly silence.

‘How many men do you have on board the Elizabeth?’ I ask.

‘At present, while we wait in harbour, around eighty men,’ Drake says.

‘And no one saw or heard anything? It would seem strange, on such a busy ship, that a man in good health could be subdued and hanged in his own cabin without anyone hearing a disturbance.’

Drake looks at me. ‘You are right. But Dunne was very drunk the night he died. He had gone ashore with a few of the others. They said he was acting strangely even before they had come within sight of a tavern.’

‘Strangely, how?’

‘Some of the men said he had a blazing argument in an inn yard, ending with punches thrown on both sides. Then Dunne stormed away and the others didn’t see him again until later. Padre Pettifer, our chaplain, found him wandering in the street and brought him back to the ship. Thomas met them as they were trying to climb aboard.’

‘I was returning from dinner with Francis,’ Thomas says. ‘I thought only that Dunne was extremely drunk. He was swaying violently and his talk was very wild.’

‘In what way?’

‘Like a man in the grip of fever. He kept saying they were at his heels, and pointing out into the night.’

‘Who was at his heels?’ Sidney says, leaning forward. Thomas glances at him with disdain.

‘Well, if he’d said, we might have a better idea of who to look for.’ He jabs a forefinger into the air. ‘He just kept pointing like a madman, like so, and saying “Do you not see him, Thomas Drake?” When I asked who, he opened his eyes very wide and said, “The Devil himself.”’

‘Did you notice anything about his eyes?’ I ask.

‘His eyes? It was dark, man,’ Thomas says. Then he seems to relent. ‘Though in that light they appeared very bloodshot, and the pupils dilated. The eyes of a drunken man, as you’d expect.’ He sucks in his cheeks. ‘It is strange. Dunne had his faults, but the bottle was not one of them. It had clearly gone to his head – he even started addressing me as his wife—’

‘God help her, if you are easily mistaken in looks,’ Sidney says. Thomas glares him into silence.

‘I helped him to his cabin. Told him to sleep it off. Just before we reached the door, he pointed ahead and said, “Martha, why have you brought that horse aboard this ship?” Then he vomited copiously all over the deck and his legs went from under him.’

‘We’ve all had nights like that,’ Sidney says.

‘Yes, it would be an amusing story, if he had not been found dead the next morning,’ Drake remarks, his face stern. Sidney looks chastened.

‘Between us, we laid him on the bed,’ Thomas says. ‘He seemed to fall asleep right away.’

‘And no one saw or spoke to him after he returned to his cabin? No one heard anything unusual? Though I suppose it would be difficult to ask too many questions.’ I rub the nail of my thumb along my jaw and think again that I must visit a barber soon.

‘You ask a great many questions, Doctor Bruno,’ Thomas Drake mutters. ‘Anyone would think you were the coroner.’

Sir Francis regards me with shrewd eyes.

‘You perceive my problem exactly. Having given out that he died by his own hand, it becomes difficult then to press the men too closely as to what they saw or heard without arousing suspicion.’ He sighs, and pushes his glass away from him. ‘Already some are saying they want to leave while they still can, that this is now a doomed voyage. I have persuaded them to stay for now, but if it is presumed to be murder, it would be impossible to hold a crew together, each man looking at his fellows, wondering who among them is a killer. I must tread very carefully.’

‘But one of them is a killer, so you believe,’ Sidney says, a touch of impatience in his tone. ‘So you must find him, or risk him killing again.’

‘Thank you, Sir Philip,’ Drake says, with impeccable politeness, ‘but the situation is perhaps more complicated than you understand. In any case, be thankful it is not a problem that need disturb your sleep. You will have your hands full with Dom Antonio. The poor man spends his life running from assassins already – I do not want him staying in Plymouth if there is another close at hand.’

I see in Sidney’s face the effort it takes not to respond to this courteous dismissal. I half expect him to stand up and announce his intention to travel with the fleet, but perhaps I should give him more credit; even he can see that this is not the time. I frown at the table, already assembling the evidence in my mind, querying the how and the why. In part I am curiously relieved by the news of this death; surely with this shadow cast over the voyage Sidney will not be able to elbow his way aboard and I will be given an easy excuse without having to defy him. And yet there is another part of my brain that snaps to attention at the prospect of an unexplained death to be riddled out – already I am picturing the scene on deck, the last movements of the dead man as he enters his cabin, the ship dark and still. I shake my head to silence the buzzing questions in my mind. This man’s death is not my business, as Drake has made clear enough.

As if he shared my thoughts, Sidney sits forward and points down the table to me.

‘Well, perhaps we are in a position to help you, Sir Francis. You are fortunate that my friend Bruno here is better than a hunting dog for following the scent of a killer. When it comes to unexplained murders, he is your man.’

He leans back, beaming at me. At this moment, I would willingly push him overboard.

Drake arches an eyebrow. ‘Is that so? A curious talent for a theologian.’

‘I fear Sir Philip exaggerates. On one or two occasions I have happened, by chance, to be—’

‘He will not boast of it because he is too modest,’ Sidney cuts in. ‘But I could tell you some tales – Bruno has a prodigious memory and the subtlest mind of any man alive for finding a murderer and bringing him to justice. Why, only last summer—’

‘Yes, but these are nautical matters, Sir Philip, and I have no experience of such things,’ I say quickly, before Sidney can volunteer me for the task. ‘Sir Francis is right – this sad business is not our concern.’

I expect Drake to concur, but instead he studies me carefully, still pulling at the point of his beard. ‘You are a scholar, though, Sir Philip assures me? You are familiar with ancient languages?’

I bow my head in acknowledgement, recalling what Sidney had told me about Drake’s interest in me. ‘Some. It would depend which you have in mind.’

‘That is the issue. I’m not sure.’

Thomas Drake raises his hand again. ‘Francis, I don’t think—’

‘Peace, Brother.’ Drake pinches the bridge of his nose between his thumb and forefinger. He looks up and smiles at the company, with some effort. ‘Well, gentlemen. I wish you could have found us in better cheer. I am sorry to have dampened your spirits, but I thought it best you be informed. I have faith that we will resolve this matter as soon as possible. And now, you will want to get ashore, I suppose, and settle for the night.’

Sidney looks from Drake to Knollys, confused. ‘But we have a berth aboard the Leicester.’

Knollys clears his throat.

‘Philip, I must make some adjustments to my crew now we are here and will need that cabin for another officer. I had thought, once we arrived in Plymouth, you would prefer the comfort of an inn.’

‘I will have some of the men row you ashore. They are expecting you at the sign of the Star – don’t worry, it’s the best inn in Plymouth. I should know – I own the lease.’ Drake laughs. ‘I stay there myself when I am in town. Mention my name and they will do whatever they can to oblige you.’ He rises, sweeping his smile over both of us, but his gaze rests on me, as if he is debating whether to say something more.

Sidney’s face is taut with the effort not to protest. ‘That is gracious of you,’ he says, in a clipped tone. ‘I wondered, Sir Francis, if we might speak privately before we leave?’

Thomas Drake looks set to step in; it seems that he has appointed himself his brother’s counsellor, monitoring what he says and to whom. Drake, who does not appear to require such careful protection, waves him back.

‘Of course. Perhaps we may take the air? I feel the need of it.’ He nods us towards the door. ‘Wait for me on the quarterdeck – I will join you shortly.’

Sidney hesitates, then bows in acceptance. Thomas Drake opens the door for us. True to their orders, the guards are standing a little way off, close enough to keep an eye on the captain’s quarters but not, you would suppose, near enough to follow the conversation within. I wonder if they have been in these positions throughout the meal. If it were me, I would have had my ear stuck to the door as soon as it was closed. I say as much to Sidney once Thomas is back inside.

‘Of course you would,’ he says, laughing. ‘The surest way to get Bruno to do anything is to tell him he must not, in case he learns something forbidden.’

‘Whereas you are the very model of obedience, as Her Majesty will soon discover.’

He hisses at me to keep quiet. We emerge on to the upper deck at the stern of the ship, the part reserved for officers. Below us, the men sit in groups, some playing at dice, some whittling away at pieces of wood with pocket knives, others leaning over the rail and staring out across the Sound at the other ships.

‘It must be hard to keep discipline among the men while the ships stand idle here,’ I remark.

Sidney pounces on me, his eyes lit up again with a new scheme – one I can guess at before he even speaks.

‘Exactly! And Drake will be bleeding money keeping the crews fed so they don’t desert. This is why we must resolve this situation for him so that the fleet can leave as spon as possible. Then he will be in our debt.’

‘No.’ I take a step back. ‘You will not appoint me to find this killer, Philip. You have already persuaded me to join the voyage against my better judgement – though I see no sign of an invitation from Drake yet. Quite the opposite, in fact.’

He flaps a sleeve in my direction. ‘That is what I mean to discuss with him. Besides – what better way to demonstrate how indispensable we are?’ He squints into the low evening sun. ‘Listen – the fleet cannot sail until Drake determines who was responsible for the death of Robert Dunne. A good many persons of high standing have put up their own money for this venture, at my behest, including my uncle Leicester and Lord Burghley, not to mention the Queen herself. If the ships are stuck here in Plymouth, they lose the best part of their investment. But if we were to find this killer, Bruno, we would save the voyage.’ He gives my arm a little shake to press the point.

‘You overpraise my abilities,’ I say, pulling away. ‘Once or twice, I grant you, I have been fortunate in finding out a murderer, but it is not work I seek out for the love of it. Mostly I find myself in these situations with no choice.’

‘What about Canterbury? You went there willingly to seek out a killer, for the sake of a woman. But you will not do it for a friend, is that it?’

I look away. There is nothing to be said on the subject of Canterbury. He tries another tack.

‘You may not wish it, Bruno, but this is something you have a talent for, just as some men have a gift for making money or singing. If God has given this to you, He intends you to use it. I see that sceptical look. But remember the parable of the talents.’

‘I am only wondering when you became my spiritual adviser.’ I shake my head. ‘This is not our business. You heard what Drake said – the man had debts. No doubt one of his creditors grew tired of waiting. Or it is some quarrel between sailors – you think if anyone among the crew knows something, he would confide in a foreigner who has never sailed further than Calais to Tilbury? Let Drake take care of it according to his own judgement, as he said.’

Sidney nudges me to be silent; the Captain-General’s head appears at the top of the stair ladder.

‘Gentlemen! Thank you for waiting. It is more pleasant out here, is it not?’

He sweeps an arm round to encompass the view. The evening is still light, with charcoal streaks of cloud smudged across the deepening blue of the sky. White gulls circle around the topmast, loudly complaining; to either side the green slopes rise from the water and smoke curls from the chimneys of scattered cottages. Before us, out to sea, the other ships of the fleet rock gently at anchor, sails furled; behind us, the small town of Plymouth huddles into the bay. A thin breeze lifts my hair from my face and flutters the lace at Sidney’s collar.

Drake joins us by the rail. He turns and considers me again, as if weighing me up, then returns his gaze to the horizon. ‘What is it you wish to discuss, Sir Philip?’ Something in his tone suggests to me he already knows full well.

Sidney knots his fingers together, giving them his close attention. When he eventually speaks, he lifts his head and looks across the harbour, not at Drake.

‘Sir Francis, you recall in London, when you came to me to discuss the ordnance? We spoke of another matter then too, concerning my involvement with this voyage.’

He is careful with Drake’s title now that he wants his favour. Drake frowns, then turns to Sidney with an expression of confusion or amusement, or perhaps both.

‘But, Sir Philip, I thought that was just talk. I recall you proposed that you should come with us, but we both agreed Her Majesty would never give her consent.’

‘And I said to you, that being the case, we would have to take care she did not find out until we were well under way.’ Sidney keeps his voice low and steady, but I recognise the tone: determination edged with petulance. It is a matter of honour for him now not to back down.

Drake rubs the back of his neck. ‘I assumed that was a joke. I laughed when you said it, as I remember.’

‘I thought you were laughing in agreement.’

There is a long silence, during which we all watch the gulls. One lands on the rail a little way along from us and regards us with hauteur.

‘Well, look,’ Drake says eventually, placatory, ‘we misunderstood one another, but no harm done. In any case, you are needed to escort Dom Antonio to London and my fleet is sailing nowhere while this matter remains uncertain.’ He passes a hand through his hair and raises his eyes to the clouds, as if some explanation might be found there.

‘Sir Francis.’ Sidney is firm now, all business. ‘You will not deny my part in raising capital for this expedition. Therefore I have earned my passage with you, I think, and my friend’s.’

Drake’s gaze flits to me in alarm. You as well? his raised eyebrow asks.

‘But if that is not sufficient for you, let us prove ourselves further. I was not in jest when I said that Bruno has a nose for unearthing murderers keener than a pig after truffles.’

‘A gracious comparison,’ I murmur. Drake smiles.

‘The Queen herself would vouch for him, if she were here.’ Sidney is relentless. ‘If we can find this killer for you, no one will be out of pocket, the fleet can sail, and we will have earned our place in it.’

‘And the Queen? She expects you back at court with Dom Antonio, does she not? She will not look kindly on you or me when he arrives alone and informs her that you are halfway to the New World.’

Sidney shrugs. ‘But she will have forgotten her anger by the time we return, when she learns we have captured the Spanish ports.’

Drake closes his eyes briefly, as if willing himself to be patient.

‘Nothing is guaranteed on a voyage like this. Her Majesty likes the idea of Spanish gold, to be sure. But she is cautious of any act of aggression that may provoke King Philip to war.’

‘As if he is not committing acts of aggression every day of the week!’ Sidney cries, outraged. ‘He has been impounding English merchant ships in Spanish ports and confiscating their cargos, ships going about their legal trade. We have no choice but to respond.’

Drake lays a hand on his arm. ‘I have in my quarters a royal commission of reprisal, signed by the Queen’s own hand, permitting me to enter Spanish ports, free the impounded English vessels, and recompense our merchants for their losses.’ He pauses. ‘She is not to blame if I choose to interpret recompense in my own robust way. That is precisely why she leaves the wording ambiguous. But if we are to take the ports of the Spanish Main, we must proceed with caution.’

‘I always prefer cautious piracy, given a choice,’ I say. ‘The aggressive kind puts everyone in a foul temper.’

Drake turns to me, unsure whether I am mocking him; after a moment he laughs and claps me on the back.

‘What about you, my friend?’ he asks. ‘Our scholar. Do you also dream of looting Spanish ships, weighting down your purse with emeralds fat as grapes? Would you risk scurvy, cabin fever, heatstroke, drowning, shipwreck, for the chance to stick a cutlass in a Spaniard?’

I look up and meet his eye. Sidney skewers me with a warning glare; here is where I am supposed to second his enthusiasm.

‘I have never dreamed of sticking a cutlass in anyone, Sir Francis. But I confess I have a yearning for new horizons, and here is as good a place for me as any.’ I tap the planks of the decking with my boot to make the point. ‘I wouldn’t say no to the fat emeralds either.’

He gives us a tired smile. ‘Well, they are there for the plucking. Big as this.’ He makes a circle with his thumb and forefinger. Then his hand falls to his side and his face grows serious. ‘Is it true, then, that you have a gift for finding out a killer? Discreetly?’

‘I would not call it a gift, sir. More a series of coincidences.’

‘I have disputed with my brother just now,’ Drake says, eventually. ‘He thinks I should not confide my suspicions of the Dunne business with those outside the command of this voyage. I hardly need say that I must swear you both to secrecy on this matter. But I would ask your advice, since you have offered your services. Because you are educated men, and God knows I am not. The only pages I read are nautical charts.’ There is something pointed in the smile he gives Sidney as he says this, as if he is well aware how Sidney views his status. To my friend’s credit, he lowers his eyes, embarrassed.

‘Connected with the death of Robert Dunne?’ I ask.

Drake glances over his shoulder and leans forward on the ship’s rail so that we are obliged to huddle in to hear him.

‘I do not know exactly whose hand moved against Dunne that night, but I suspect I know who was behind it. And if I am right, there will be more deaths. Ending with my own, if he is not stopped.’

A cold gust of wind cuts across the deck; I shiver, and feel it is the effect of his words, though he speaks matter-of-factly.

‘Hence the guards,’ I say.

‘Those I keep anyway. But now I keep more of them. I cannot help but suspect Dunne’s death was a warning to me.’

‘How do you conclude that?’ Sidney says. ‘If he had bad debts, could it not be—’

Drake’s look silences him.

‘I know it, Sir Philip, because I have made many enemies in my life, and they have vowed vengeance. All our past deeds, gentlemen, one way or another, will be washed up on the shore of the present.’ He stares out across the water, where the fading sun has brushed a trail of light in its wake.

I exchange a glance with Sidney.

‘Can you be any more specific?’ I say.

Drake half turns his head. ‘Oh yes. There is a particular story here, but I will not keep you longer tonight, gentlemen. Tomorrow we will speak further. I would like you to look at a book for me, Doctor Bruno,’ he says, then glances again over his shoulder. Though no one else is on the quarterdeck, still his face grows guarded. ‘Not here. We will dine tomorrow at your inn. Oh – one more thing. Tomorrow my wife arrives from Buckland with her widowed cousin. They think they are coming to see us off – I did not have the chance to warn her. This death has given me much business to attend to in Plymouth – I may prevail upon your gallantry, gentlemen, to keep the ladies company while I am occupied.’

I make a little bow of acquiescence; there seems nothing else to do. Sidney remains silent, but his affront is almost palpable. I put a hand on his arm as if to restrain whatever outburst I sense brewing, and he shakes it off as if it were a wasp.

‘Give you good night, gentlemen,’ Drake says, his smile and handshake businesslike once more. ‘Until tomorrow, then.’

We follow him to the head of the stairs and I see the armed men waiting at the bottom, staring straight ahead like a pair of statues at the door of a church.




THREE

Sidney is obliged to tamp down his anger while we take our leave of Knollys and the others, which he does with faultless manners, though I sense him bristling beneath the courtesy. As two of the crewmen row us to shore in a small craft, he presses his lips together and says almost nothing; it is left to me to respond to the sailors’ cheerful advice about where to find the best whores in Plymouth and which taverns water their beer. From the broad bay of Plymouth Sound they take us between the great ships and through a harbour wall into a smaller inlet they tell us is called Sutton Pool. Here fishing boats jostle one another at their moorings, their hulls gently cracking together; the sailors ease us deftly between them to a floating jetty, where we stumble out and make our way to the quayside. Standing on solid ground for the first time in days, my legs feel oddly unreliable; when I look at the line of houses facing the harbour wall, they shift and sway as if I had been drinking.

Once the sailors are away from the quay and out of earshot, Sidney plants his legs astride, hands on his hips, and allows himself to vent.

‘Do you believe the face of that man?’ His expression is almost comical; I have to bite the inside of my cheek not to laugh. He takes off his hat, grabs a fistful of his own hair and pulls it into spikes. ‘I come here as Master of the Ordnance and he thinks I am fit only to amuse his womenfolk? If he had a child I dare say he would appoint me its nursemaid, all the while telling me he is not sure there is a place for me on the voyage I helped to finance!’

‘I have never known you to scorn the company of women.’

‘It is not fitting for a gentleman, do you not see that, Bruno? No, perhaps you don’t.’ Because I am not a gentleman, he means. He lets out a dramatic sigh. ‘Some old widowed cousin. And his wife – they say she is young, but she cannot be much to look at or he would not entrust another man with the care of her.’

‘Perhaps he trusts her to resist you.’

He looks at me with a face of mild surprise, as if this idea is a novelty. ‘Huh. Still, it is an insult. Even this’ – he waves a hand vaguely towards the narrow streets behind us – ‘he supposes I am so soft I cannot live without a feather bed, does he? We should be out there, Bruno, with the men. Well, we shall be soon enough – I will see to it.’

He crushes his hat between his hands as he makes an effort to master himself, but I see how much our exclusion from the ship has wounded him; he takes it as another humiliation. First the Queen, now the farmer’s son; does everyone think he is fit only for the company of women? And this wounded pride is dangerous; it makes him more reckless in his desire to prove himself.

‘It does seem that he is not keen to take on extra mouths to feed,’ I say. ‘And maybe he has reason – it is not as if we would be the greatest assets to any crew.’

‘Speak for yourself.’

‘I do. I have told you already, I would be no use at sea. They would rather conserve the rations, I’m sure.’

‘And yet.’ Sidney regards me with his head on one side, as if an idea has just struck him. ‘He is interested in you. He asked me to bring you. What is this book he wants to show you in particular, I wonder?’

‘Something to do with ancient languages.’

‘Odd – he doesn’t strike one as the type to pore over antique texts. He seemed to imply it was connected to the murder.’ His eyes grow briefly animated, until he remembers his grievance. ‘Well, either way, we must give him what he wants, Bruno. Let us find his killer, read his book, whatever we must to show him we have skills he can use.’

I say nothing, only pick up my bag and begin walking, with a strange lurching motion, in the direction of the houses. Sidney falls into step beside me with his long loping stride, pensive and silent. I see clear as day what he does not, or will not acknowledge: Drake does not want him on this voyage. Even if we found Robert Dunne’s killer tomorrow and presented him to the Captain-General bound and gagged by dinner, I do not think it one whit more likely that Drake would take us on board. There is no point in saying this to Sidney.

‘You know, tomorrow,’ he mutters, as we turn into a narrow cobbled street that curves steeply upward from the harbour wall, ‘I think I will make it my business to visit all the larger ships of the fleet and discuss the armaments with their captains. That way they will know I am here as Master of the Ordnance, not merely an escort to exiled princes and Drake’s womenfolk. I will not have these sailors laughing at me behind their hands.’

‘But you don’t know anything about ordnance. Not when it comes to using it. They may laugh directly in your face if you pretend to knowledge you don’t have.’

He glares at me, then breaks into a grin. ‘If you affect to know what you are doing, most people will take you at your own evaluation. I believe it was you taught me that, Bruno.’

I smile, to concede the point. ‘I am not sure that will work with men who have sailed around the world once already.’

We find the sign of the Star readily enough on Nutt Street, a broad thoroughfare lined with tall, well-appointed houses. Sidney explains his connection to Drake and pays for a room, demanding – as if in parody of himself – linen sheets and a feather mattress; while he is haggling with the landlady over the best chamber I glance around the entrance. It is a fine building, perhaps a century old or more, and grand in the plain style of the times: broad flagstones on the floor, strewn with rushes; limewashed walls; a high ceiling with wooden beams. The candles in the wall sconces are beeswax, not cheap tallow, and there is a warming smell of roasting meat and spices drifting from the tap-room. And yet I find I do not like the place. Some nameless instinct makes my skin prickle; my fingers stray to the small knife I carry at my belt and stroke its smooth bone handle for reassurance. I sense something here that makes me uncomfortable, though I cannot explain why. When I remark on this to Sidney as we climb the stairs to our room, he only laughs.

‘Relax, Bruno – Robert Dunne’s murderer is back on the Elizabeth Bonaventure. He’s not going to come creeping in here in the night looking for you. Besides, this is the only decent inn in Plymouth – I’m not moving because you have a feeling in your waters, like the village wise woman.’

I laugh with him; he is probably right. But I can’t shake the notion that someone’s eyes are on us, and they are not friendly. When we come down to the tap-room for a last drink before bed, I pause in the doorway while Sidney finds a seat, scanning the tables, the other men ranged on benches. The inn is busy; anyone within twenty miles who has produce to sell will have heard that Drake’s fleet is at anchor here, and know that where there are ships, there is an insatiable demand for provisions. Two thousand five hundred hungry men altogether in the fleet, according to Knollys, and for every day the voyage is delayed, those men have appetites of all kinds that must be fed.

I push through the crowd while Sidney goes to the serving hatch, my eyes still sweeping the room for a seat, when a knot of people suddenly parts and I see a figure at the end of a wooden bench, in the shadows of a corner, close to the outer door, staring at me. I don’t have a clear sight of his face; he wears a shapeless hat pulled low, and a black travelling cloak, though the room is stuffy. All I see is that he is looking directly at me, but there is something about the shape of him, the way he hunches into his chest, trying not to be noticed, the way his eyes burn from under the brim of his hat, that echoes in my memory; I feel certain I have seen him before. I turn to Sidney to point the man out, but someone blocks my view and when I look back he is gone and the door is banging hard. Without waiting, I shove past a group of merchants, ignoring their aggrieved cries, and fling myself out into the inn yard, wheeling around for a sight of the stranger in his cloth hat.

The yard too is busy; horses, carts, stable lads, travellers dismounting. Boys cross back and forth hefting bales of straw or gentlemen’s panniers, sidestepping to avoid one another, their timing as precise as a dance. There is no sign of the man in black. Dodging the bustling people and the piles of dung, I chase out of the high gates and into the street, looking left and right. He is gone, and the light is fading. Clouds have crept in and banked up over the town while we were indoors. Sidney arrives beside me, a tankard in each hand, following my gaze with a perplexed frown.

‘What are you doing out here?’ he says.

‘That man in black, skulking in the corner. You saw him?’

‘I saw a good forty men in that room, at least half of them wearing black. What about him?’

I shake my head. ‘He was watching us. I am certain of it. When he realised that I had seen him, he ran.’ I hold my arms out to indicate the empty street. ‘But where to?’

‘Who would be watching us?’ Sidney follows my gaze up the street, sceptical. ‘No one knows we are here.’

‘I don’t know. Though I have seen him before, I am sure of it.’ But as I look around, watching the last few passers-by making their way home as night falls, I begin to doubt my conviction. I have made enemies during my time in England, but none of them could have known I would be here. The years I spent on the run in Italy, when I first fled my monastery, taught me what it meant to live always looking over your shoulder, watching every crowd for a hostile face, for the man with his hand tucked inside his cloak. I had thought in England I would be free of that, but the work I have done for Walsingham has meant that, even here, there are those who hate me enough to want to kill me. I take a deep breath; last year, when I thought I was being followed around London, I vowed I would not become one of those men who jumps at shadows and draws his knife each time a dog barks. But the man in black was real enough. I only wish I could place him.

‘Well, you’re supposed to be the memory expert,’ Sidney says, cheerfully. ‘If you can’t remember a face, what hope for the rest of us?’

‘I didn’t see his face. It was more – his demeanour.’

He gestures towards the inn with his ale. ‘For God’s sake, come in and have a drink. You can sleep with your dagger drawn if it makes you rest easier.’

He thinks, though he would not say so, that I have imagined the man in black, or at least imagined his interest in us. Perhaps he is right. We make our way back in silence. There is no sign of the man when we pass through the tap-room, though the same sense of unease lingers. Any doubts I had about the voyage have only been redoubled by the day’s events and the prospect of entangling ourselves in another murder, and one that is no business of ours. Sidney stays below in the tap-room, drinking with strangers; I lie on my bed, staring at the map of cracks in the ceiling plaster. Everywhere I turn, it seems, my life is in jeopardy, whether out to sea, back to France or even here in Plymouth. I do not sleep with my knife drawn, but I keep it beside my bed, and when Sidney rolls in later, he finds me sitting bolt upright the instant the latch creaks, one hand already reaching for it, and the sight makes him laugh.




FOUR

I break my fast alone the next day; Sidney is ill-tempered after his late night, and lies moaning and tangling himself in sheets while I wash. He says he is not hungry. I take some bread and cheese and small beer at a long table with other travellers in the tap-room. My fellow guests regard me briefly with bleary eyes, before returning their attention to their food; I am by no means the only person with a foreign aspect here and I reflect that this is one advantage of a port town. The sky outside is dull, the grey-yellow of oyster flesh, and in the flat light my fears of last night shrink and lose their substance, until I can almost laugh at myself. I glance occasionally to the seat by the door where the man in black had been sitting, and wonder if I did imagine his malevolent stare after all.

The morning passes slowly. Sidney frets and chafes like a child kept from playing outside, waiting for some word from Drake. He suggests walking down to the harbour and finding someone who will row us out to the ships for a fee, but I talk him out of it, reminding him that Drake said he would dine with us at the Star at midday. Until then, there is nothing to do but wait. I try to read but his pacing up and down the room muttering makes that impossible; eventually I suggest a walk and he agrees. Overhead the clouds threaten rain; I glance up, pull my cloak closer around me and think with longing of the skies over the Bay of Naples.

The quayside is a bustle of activity. Small fishing boats negotiate their way around one another in an elaborate dance as they move toward the harbour entrance; men call out from the jetties as ropes are thrown to and from vessels and barrels of fish hauled ashore. Broad, red-faced fishwives are gathered with their trestles and knives at the dockside where the goods are unloaded, their hands silvered and bloody. Ever optimistic, the gulls circle boldly a few feet above their heads, screeching like a Greek chorus. The smell of fish guts carries on the wind.

We walk along the harbour wall as far as the old castle with its four squat towers, built on the headland to defend the harbour. Ivy and creepers hang like cobwebs from its stonework, giving it a neglected air. The sight of the ships out at sea only serves to darken Sidney’s mood.

‘I had far rather be out there, Bruno, whatever work they put me to.’ He waves a hand towards the Sound, where the Elizabeth Bonaventure bobs like a child’s painted toy.

‘I know. You have said so.’

Then his face brightens. ‘I had some interesting conversation in the tap-room last night after you retired. Concerning our friend Robert Dunne. Do you want to hear?’

‘Ah, Philip. Is that wise? Drake wants the man’s death regarded as a suicide – he will not thank you for fuelling speculation among the townspeople with too many questions.’

‘Before you start chiding like a governess, I asked no questions – as soon as the traders in the bar learned I was connected to the fleet, there was no holding them back. And if Drake thinks he has silenced all speculation with the report of suicide, he is sorely mistaken.’ He rubs his head and winces. ‘By God, that ale is strong. We should turn back, you know. Drake may be there already, waiting for us.’

The sun lurks dimly behind veils of cloud, almost directly overhead. We turn and follow the path back towards the town.

‘The townspeople talk of murder, then?’

‘Murder, witchcraft, curses – you name it. The sailors are not popular in Plymouth, for all the people here depend on them for a living.’ He glances around for dramatic effect, though there is no one else out walking. A sharp wind cuts across the headland; up here it feels more like November than August.

‘So it seems,’ he continues, ‘that our friend Dunne—’ ‘Stop calling him that.’

‘Why?’ He frowns. ‘Why are you so irritable today? I’m the one who’s been poisoned by that ale.’

‘He wasn’t our friend, and we have no reason to be poking about in the business of his death. It sounds as if you are making light of it.’

Sidney takes me by the shoulder. ‘His death, as I have already explained to you at least three times, is our ticket on board that ship there.’ He points. ‘A ship that in a year’s time will come back to this harbour so weighed down with gold you’ll barely see the bowsprit above the waves.’

I do not bother to argue. ‘Go on, then. Dunne.’

He clicks his tongue impatiently and pulls his hat down tighter against the wind. ‘Robert Dunne was well known in Plymouth, they said. He had been living here for the past few months, though his home was in Dartington, a day’s ride away.’

‘Not on good terms with his wife, then?’

‘That’s part of it.’

The path begins to slope down towards the street that runs alongside the inner harbour, where the little fishing boats are moored. Below us, men sit on upturned barrels on the quay, mending nets or examining sailcloth. A group of small boys are scuffling on the harbour wall, fistfighting or trying to hit gulls with their slingshots. Occasionally a pebble goes astray, and one of the fishermen raises a fist and shouts a bloodthirsty curse as the boys dart away in a gale of raucous laughter. I wait for Sidney to elaborate.

When he is certain I am paying attention, he leans in closer and lowers his voice.

‘Apparently Dunne was a regular at the town’s most notorious brothel. A place they call the House of Vesta.’

‘Really? After the Vestal Virgins of Rome, I suppose. Very subtle. So his wife found out, climbed aboard the ship in disguise, and strung him up?’

‘Try to take this seriously, Bruno. Dunne had been seen more than once in the company of the same two men.’

‘In the brothel?’

‘No – in the taverns. No one knows who they were. And these Plymouth merchants and traders, believe me, they make it their business to know everyone. They knew who I was before I’d opened my mouth. But Dunne’s companions remained a mystery.’

‘Was one of them a man in a black cloak?’

Sidney rolls his eyes. ‘Actually,’ he says, tapping a finger against his teeth, ‘they did say one of the men always wore a hat. Even indoors. Did your phantom last night have a hat?’

‘Yes – a black one, pulled low over his ears. And both he and his hat were quite real, I assure you.’

Sidney considers this. ‘Every one of those foul-breathed fishmongers last night claimed to have seen Dunne with his companions around and about, yet not one of them got a close look at their faces.’

‘Well, at least we know one of them had a hat. That narrows it down.’

He grins. ‘Not much of a start, is it?’

‘Drake said Dunne got into a tavern fight the night he died. Do your reliable sources know anything about that?’

He leans in. ‘The favourite theory is that these strangers were using Dunne to get at Drake’s treasure.’

‘What treasure?’

‘Drake is famous in Plymouth, as you’d expect, and well liked with it, he has done a great deal for the town, but of course elaborate theories multiply around him – that when he came back from his trip around the world he gave up only a fraction of his booty to the Queen and has hidden the rest somewhere nearby.’

‘And these honest souls would like to recover it and hand it over to Her Majesty?’

Sidney laughs. ‘I’m sure that’s exactly what they plan to do with it. But you should hear the stories they tell about what else Drake brought back with him.’

‘Such as?’

‘Books written by the hand of the Devil, birds with feathers of real gold, young women with two heads who give birth to children that are half-dragon, half-man. The sort of things everyone knows they have on the other side of the world.’

‘Oh, those. Where is Drake supposedly keeping this diabolical menagerie?’

‘I don’t know. I suppose they think that’s what Dunne was being paid to find out.’

We follow the street along the quayside by the row of limewashed houses and taverns facing the water. Suddenly Sidney elbows me in the ribs and nods to the path ahead, where two well-dressed young women are walking towards us arm-in-arm, followed at a discreet distance by a manservant. One is tall, with red-gold curls pinned back under a French hood, the other darker, with pale skin and strong brows. From their glances and shared whispers it is clear that they have also noticed us. Sidney is about to embark on an elaborate bow, when one of the ladies cries out, her hand flying to her mouth; she is not looking at us but beyond, to the harbour wall. Wheeling around, I see one of the boys who was fighting; he is calling urgently and pointing down. The smallest of his companions has fallen from the quay into the water, where he flails and splutters, attempting to cry out.

‘It’s my brother, he can’t swim. I never meant to push him in,’ squeals the boy on the quay, hopping up and down and flapping his hands.

The blond head in the water sinks below the surface, bobs up again in a brief frenzy of foam, then disappears. Without thinking, I tear off my doublet and plunge in, fighting to open my eyes in the murky water, my ribs jarring at the shock of the cold. At first I can see no sign of the child, then I look down and see his little body sinking in a silver chain of bubbles, his smock shirt billowing around him. I surge forward and grab at his waist, dragged back by the weight of my wool breeches in the water; he is surprisingly heavy, but once I break through the surface, gasping at the air, it is not far to the wall. Hands reach out to lift the boy; he is laid on the cobbles, while one of the fishermen bends his ear over the boy’s face. I haul myself on to the quay and kneel on the stone to recover my breath, water coursing from my clothes and hair. The boy lies there, unmoving; the man beside him tries shaking him to provoke a response.

‘Is he dead?’ wails the child who pushed him, clawing at his shirt in anguish. ‘Mother will kill me.’

‘Here.’ I kneel beside the boy and press hard several times on his chest. ‘I have seen this done in Venice, when a boy fell in a canal.’ The child promptly raises his head and vomits over the shoes of the man beside him, who lets out a surprised curse and cuffs the older boy round the head.

‘Do that again, you little bugger, and I’ll throw you in after him,’ he says, as the boy howls even louder. ‘Give us all a fright like that. If this gentleman hadn’t been so quick you’d have lost your brother, and I wouldn’t have liked to be the one to tell your mother her darling was gone.’

It strikes me that this distinction may have prompted the boy’s desire to push his brother in the first place, but I keep silent. The fisherman turns to me. ‘Thank you, sir. My nephews – always scrapping where they shouldn’t be. Their mother’s a widow. If you hadn’t been here – I can’t swim myself, see.’ He glances back at the murky water with a grimace. ‘Amos Prisk, sir. That’s my boat there.’ He points, then wipes a hand on his smock and holds it out to me. He has a firm grip, though somewhat slippery. I try not to think about fish guts. ‘I would stand you a drink, only my sister’s not back from the market with the day’s takings.’ He lets go of my hand and turns his palms out, empty.

‘No need,’ I say, embarrassed. Quite a crowd has gathered to watch the drama; at its edge, I see the two attractive women looking at me and whispering to one another. I wipe my hand surreptitiously on my wet breeches, push my dripping hair out of my face and give them an awkward smile. The taller one leans over to whisper something to her friend and they both laugh. I glance away and, over their heads, some distance off, I glimpse a figure in black, standing between two houses at the mouth of one of the alleys that curves down from the town towards the harbour. He remains completely still, observing the scene, his face cast into shadow by the brim of his hat. I take a step forward, but Sidney cuts across my line of sight.

‘Heroic of you, Bruno. You’ve got seaweed on your face. Here.’ He picks off the offending plant, folds his arms and nods, as if impressed, though he can’t quite disguise the irritation in his voice. I motion him out of the way, impatient, but the man in black has disappeared. Sidney has my doublet draped over one arm.

‘I’m sure you’d have done the same if your clothes were less valuable,’ I say, reaching down to wring out my breeches. He gives me a pointed smile.

‘We had better get you away from the ladies – the way that shirt is clinging to you verges on indecent.’ He takes my arm and steers me towards the houses. As we pass, he bows to the two women, but I notice the darker one is watching me with an intent expression.

‘That was very brave,’ she calls, as if on impulse, as we are almost past them.

Sidney turns his most gracious smile on her, placing his hand carefully on my shoulder. ‘My friend is celebrated from here to the Indies for his bravery. Please do not think of falling in the water, ladies, unless he is at hand.’

I catch the woman’s amused glance, and shake my head in apology.

‘But, sir,’ she says, with mock concern, ‘how shall we know where to find you, if we should happen to think of falling in?’

Sidney raises an eyebrow at me. ‘You may find us at the sign of the Star, madam.’

‘Well, that is a coincidence,’ says the auburn-haired woman. ‘We too will be staying there tonight. Good day, gentlemen.’ She takes her companion’s arm and turns elegantly, flashing a smile back at Sidney over her shoulder.

He watches her walk away, then turns to me with a low whistle.

‘They were a couple of bold ones, weren’t they? Pretty, though. And expensively turned out. Courtesans, do you think?’

‘Here?’

‘Where there are sailors . . . But maybe you’re right. Women of that quality would cost more than a sailor makes in a year, unless his name’s Francis Drake. Staying in our inn, too. That dark one was eyeing you, Bruno, though you have the look of a drowned dog. Damn you!’ He raises a fist, grinning. ‘I should have moved faster. Nothing like saving children or animals to make women fall at your feet.’

‘Next time we see them, I will drop a kitten down a well so you can prove yourself,’ I say, rubbing my arms and shivering as my wet clothes chill against my skin. He drapes my doublet over my shoulders and cuffs me gently on the back of the head, the way the fisherman did with his young nephew. I decide not to tell him about the man in black, for now.

At noon we descend to the tap-room of the Star to look for Drake, and the serving girl points us towards a private dining room across the entrance hall. I am dressed in a russet doublet and breeches of Sidney’s while I wait for my clothes to dry, and feel like one of those pet monkeys the ladies at court keep on a leash, trussed up in little silk jackets and jewelled collars. The breeches are too big, and the rustle of silk as I walk is unfamiliar and disconcerting; at every step I find myself turning, thinking I am being followed, until I realise again the strange susurration is coming from my own legs.

Sidney pushes open the door and is not quite quick enough to disguise the drop of his jaw when he sees the guests gathered around the table. Francis Drake sits at the head of the table. Thomas Drake is present too, with a fair, round-cheeked man in clerical dress, and an expensively dressed man of around forty. But Sidney’s eye is caught by the two young women from the quayside, who sit demurely at the table, mischievous smiles hovering at their lips. For a moment I am confused; Sidney’s earlier speculation has lodged in my mind and my first thought is that Drake has hired the women. Then I see him lay his hand over the delicate white fingers of the auburn-haired woman and the truth slowly dawns. She wears a wedding band on her left hand.

‘I hear you are quite the knight errant, Doctor Bruno.’ Drake raises his glass to me as we edge around the table.

‘The mothers of Plymouth need not fear for their children while you are in town,’ says Thomas Drake. He is seated to the right of the dark-haired woman, who is still watching me with that secretive half-smile. I sense that Thomas Drake would prefer it if we were not there.

‘I fully expect Bruno to be offered the freedom of the city by the time we leave,’ Sidney says, flashing the beam of his smile around the company.

I shrug, embarrassed by the attention. ‘Anyone would have done the same.’

‘I would, of course, if I’d noticed in time,’ Sidney agrees, sweeping off his hat. ‘You were just that bit quicker, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh, but it would have been a pity to ruin such a fine feather for the sake of a fisherman’s child, Sir Philip,’ the dark-haired woman says, with a perfectly sincere expression. Her friend bites down a smile, then raises her eyes to meet Sidney’s. Drake looks from one to the other with amusement.

‘I believe you are already acquainted,’ he says, gesturing to the two women.

‘We were not formally introduced, dear,’ the auburn-haired one says, patting his hand.

‘My wife Elizabeth, Lady Drake,’ he says, with pride, and the woman inclines her head modestly, before glancing up at Sidney from under her lashes. He looks like a man who has bet the wrong way in a dog fight.

‘And her cousin Nell, Lady Arden.’

The dark-haired woman nods to Sidney, then looks directly at me. ‘Widow of the late Sir Richard Arden,’ she adds. I cannot help feeling this is for my benefit. So much for the notion of Drake’s plain wife and her ageing widowed cousin. I suspect that Sidney’s enthusiasm for the task of chaperoning the women around Plymouth has increased significantly. In fact, it is likely that I will have to chaperone them from Sidney.

Drake waves Sidney to an empty chair at his left hand, opposite his wife. I take the remaining seat, between the clergyman and the one who looks like a courtier, placed diagonally opposite Lady Arden, who smiles again, as if she is enjoying some private joke. I guess her to be in her mid-twenties, of an age with Drake’s wife; her pale skin is smooth and flawless and beneath those dark brows her green eyes glint with a suggestion of mischief, and miss nothing. In an instant, Plymouth has grown considerably more interesting.

‘So you are the renowned Doctor Bruno?’ The man in clerical robes sets down his cup and regards me with a placid expression. Reluctantly, I turn my attention from Lady Arden to look at him. He has that high colour in his cheeks, peculiar to some Englishmen, that makes it seem he is permanently blushing or flustered. His fair hair is thinning severely on top, but the smoothness of his face suggests he is no more than his early thirties. There is no obvious edge to his words, but I cannot help interpreting them as provocative, though that probably says more about my character than his.

‘I was not aware that my renown, such as it is, had reached as far as Plymouth,’ I say, offering a polite smile.

‘We had heard whispers that Sir Philip Sidney was bringing with him a famed Italian philosopher,’ he says, returning the smile, though it does not touch his eyes. ‘Ambrose Pettifer, chaplain on the Elizabeth Bonaventure.’ He extends a hand, as if he has just remembered the correct etiquette. I grasp it; his handshake feels unpleasantly moist.

‘Giordano Bruno of Nola. Though you know that.’

‘I understand you are a fellow priest. A Dominican, if I am not mistaken?’

‘I’m afraid you are,’ I say. ‘I left my order almost a decade ago. I no longer consider myself in holy orders.’

He raises a pale eyebrow. ‘I did not think that was permitted?’

‘It’s not. That’s why I was excommunicated.’

‘Ah.’ His eyes widen briefly. He takes a sip of wine. ‘I hear you are condemned as a heretic by the Church of Rome for the ideas in your books.’

My smile is growing strained. ‘Generally by those who have not read them. In any case, I am in good company – the Pope also regards your queen as a heretic. And everyone who shares her religion.’

‘Yes,’ he persists, ‘but is it true that in your books you draw on ancient magic, and you write that man can ascend to become like God?’

I glance around in case anyone should overhear this. ‘I write about cosmology and philosophy, and the ancient art of memory. I have never argued that man can become like God.’ Not in so many words, anyway.

‘Good,’ he says primly. ‘Because that sounds like a Gnostic heresy to me. Even so,’ he continues, toying with his empty cup, ‘I would rather the crew did not learn that you were a Catholic priest. Englishmen are superstitious, you know, and sailors more than any. Under duress, it is the old faith they turn to. Many of them carry relics and holy medals, though they know these are forbidden, and I often hear them crying out to the Holy Virgin along with every saint in heaven.’ He folds his hands together. ‘I close my eyes and ears to it, of course, but it would not help if they knew there was a priest of the old religion aboard. You understand?’

‘Don’t worry, Padre,’ Sidney says, leaning in to catch the end of this, ‘Bruno is a long way from the priesthood now. He will not try and sneak the sacraments to them when your back is turned, I give you my word.’

I laugh, grateful to Sidney for trying to lighten the conversation, but Pettifer is not to be deterred.

‘You may joke, Sir Philip,’ he says, raising a finger, ‘but a man died by his own hand aboard the Elizabeth only two days ago. Imagine how this has affected the men. They talk of curses and omens and God’s punishment, and it makes it all the harder to keep them to the true path of faith. I have their souls in my care, you see.’

‘Well, I will do my best not to add to your burden,’ I say, reaching for the jug of wine. God, the man is insufferably pompous.

He gives me a tight little smile in response. ‘In any case,’ he says, ‘I presume you will be back on the road to London as soon as Dom Antonio arrives? Sir Francis will hardly be in a position to offer him much hospitality, in the circumstances. I dare say you would all be better off back at court.’

‘I dare say,’ Sidney agrees breezily. Fortunately, we are spared any further exchanges on this subject by the arrival of a trio of servants carrying dishes of salad leaves and manchet bread, followed by platters of fish poached in wine.

‘Caught off these shores, brought in this very morning,’ Drake says, indicating the fish, as proudly as if he had caught it himself. I see Sidney and the other well-dressed gentleman looking at it with suspicion; they regard fish as a penance, to be eaten on Fridays and in Lent when good Christians forego their meat, but Drake tucks in as if it were the best venison. After a year at sea, Sidney will have gained a new appreciation for fresh fish, I think, smiling to myself as I am served.

‘Do you mean to stay long in Plymouth, Lady Drake?’ Sidney asks, leaning across the table.

‘My cousin and I grow tired of our own company at Buckland Abbey when my husband is away,’ she says. ‘When we received word that the fleet was to be delayed in Plymouth, we thought we would pay a visit. Not that Plymouth has a great deal to recommend it, saving your gracious company, masters. But we are grateful for a change of scene. We may even take the opportunity to call by the drapers’ and buy some cloth.’

‘We ladies have to take our entertainments where we can find them,’ Lady Arden adds, with a dry smile.

Drake looks at his wife and beams approval. I watch her, curious.

‘And you, Sir Philip? How long will you stay?’ calls my neighbour, the newcomer. He has the imperious voice of a man accustomed to talking over others. His beard is carefully trimmed to a point and flecked with grey and he wears his hair cut very short in an effort to mask his encroaching baldness, but he is still handsome, in a weathered sort of way. I notice his upper lip is swollen, with a fresh cut.

‘At least until Dom Antonio arrives, Sir William,’ Sidney says, leaning down the table to offer a courtly smile.

‘Oh good God, is that Portuguese bastard still hanging about?’ Sir William says, rolling his eyes and holding out his glass for more wine. ‘You’d think he’d have given up by now. I can’t understand why Her Majesty goes on tolerating him, still less giving him money.’

‘Because he has a better claim to the throne of Portugal than Philip of Spain does.’ Sidney’s face grows serious and he sets down his knife. ‘If Dom Antonio became king, he would be our much-needed ally. You must know that since Spain annexed Portugal on the death of the old king, it now commands the biggest navy in Europe. It is clearly in England’s interest to oppose that.’

Sir William grunts. ‘It was a rhetorical question, Sir Philip. Besides, not even Dom Antonio believes he has a hope of regaining the Portuguese throne. Spain has bought off the whole of the nobility in return for their support. Pass the wine.’

‘Do you stay long yourself, Sir William?’ Sidney asks.

‘Me? I stay until the fleet sails.’

‘And then back to court?’

Sir William barks out a sharp laugh. ‘And then I sail with them, Philip. I have a berth aboard the Elizabeth.’

‘What?’ Sidney’s manners can’t quite keep pace with his emotions; his gaze swivels from Drake to Sir William, mouth open, until he composes himself and fixes Drake with a simmering glare.

‘Sir William Savile has invested very generously in this voyage,’ Drake says, although he has the grace to look a little sheepish. ‘And he has valuable military experience.’

‘Thought it was time for a bit of adventure,’ says Sir William, with a broad grin that makes him wince, as his split lip stretches. He dabs at it with a forefinger. ‘A chap can grow soft and idle, hanging about at court all summer with only women for conversation. Saving your presence, my ladies.’ He nods to Lady Arden, who says nothing, though her eyes dance with indignation. ‘At least, that was my intention, until this unfortunate business with poor Dunne—’ He looks over at Drake and breaks off; Drake is shaking his head, as if to warn him off the subject, presumably for the sake of the women.

‘How horrible,’ Lady Arden says, with a dramatic shudder. ‘What would make a man do that? Take his own life, I mean.’ She looks up at me, green eyes wide.

‘Despair,’ I say, since no one else seems inclined to answer.

‘Or fear,’ remarks Sir William Savile, tearing at a piece of bread.

‘Why do you say that?’ I ask, turning to him. He regards me, apparently surprised to be addressed so directly. He appears to weigh up my status before he condescends to answer.

‘Well,’ he says, eventually, ‘I suppose a man may be driven to a point where he considers death an escape from something worse.’ He looks into his glass as he speaks.

‘Worse than death?’ says Lady Arden, scorn in her voice.

‘There are many kinds of death, my lady,’ he replies. ‘Who knows what demons Robert Dunne was fleeing from.’

‘Did you know him well?’ I ask.

He shoots me a sharp glance. ‘Not well, no. He had lands in Devon, as do I. We had conversed on nautical matters a number of times, so I was pleased to discover I had been given the cabin next to his aboard the Elizabeth. I had thought we would have more time to talk during the long months at sea, but alas . . .’ He spreads his hands in a gesture of helplessness.

‘Did you speak to him the night he died?’ I lean forward, perhaps too eagerly. Savile frowns.

‘I think, gentlemen,’ Drake cuts in, ‘that the memory of our late comrade is not honoured by discussion of his death in this way. Especially over dinner.’ He smiles pleasantly but I catch the same warning tone in his voice that I noticed the day before. Savile meets his eye briefly and gives a curt nod of agreement.

The rest of the meal passes in ship talk, but the shadow of Dunne’s mysterious death hovers at the edges of the conversation, the subject we are all consciously avoiding. Whenever Drake talks about being able to set sail, I am conscious that he means when he has identified Dunne’s killer. It would seem that Savile and the women are still under the impression that Dunne hanged himself. If Savile had the cabin next door, Drake must have asked him about any unusual disturbance the night of Dunne’s death – and if he has not, perhaps it is because he has doubts about confiding in Savile. I could not blame him; there is something unconvincing about the man’s bluff bonhomie. I tell myself I should discuss this with Drake before I blunder in asking questions; then remember that I have sworn not to get involved in this business.

Further down the table, Sidney is regaling Drake and his wife with anecdotes of court life. Drake looks politely bored; his wife, by contrast, is hanging on Sidney’s every word, laughing with delight as if on cue, her eyes fixed on his. If that were my wife, I think, I would keep her well away from Sidney; at this rate, he will be writing her sonnets by supper. I watch Drake: his broad, tanned face, his big red hands that dwarf the wine glass he clasps between them. I don’t suppose she has a lot of sonnets from that quarter. When I look up, Lady Arden flashes me a knowing smile, as if she is following my thoughts.

As the servants are clearing the board, Drake leans in to whisper something to his wife and together they stand, excusing themselves as Drake announces he must now attend to his wife’s comfort and will see us later back on board. Savile’s moustache twitches with a smirk at Drake’s choice of words.

‘And who will attend to your comfort, Lady Arden?’ Savile says, from the side of his mouth, with a slight leer. ‘I am sure I could oblige.’

‘How gallant, Sir William,’ she says, with icy courtesy. ‘I’m afraid as a widow I must fend for myself. Now, if you will forgive me, gentlemen, I think I will retire to my room for a while. The emotion of discussing nautical charts at such length has quite worn me out.’ She smiles sweetly around the table and pushes her chair back.

The rest of us rise to our feet as the ladies and Drake take their leave and I turn to find Thomas Drake at my shoulder.

‘Sir Francis attends you and Sir Philip upstairs, in his wife’s chamber,’ he murmurs. ‘He wishes to speak with you in private.’

Padre Pettifer is just leaving, but he turns and catches my eye as Thomas is speaking. I am certain he has overheard. Again, I sense a hostility in the way he looks at me.

‘Rich as Croesus, that one, since the old man died,’ Savile mutters to me, jerking a thumb in the direction of the door.

‘I beg your pardon?’

He leans in with a wolfish grin. ‘Ah, no need to pretend. I saw how you looked at her. We’re all trying, believe me. Who wouldn’t want a ripe young widow with money in her coffers? But I tell you – Bruno, was it? – once a widow, there’s little incentive to become a wife again. They get a taste for independence, y’see.’ He nods a full stop, as if to confirm his disapproval. ‘She’ll make you work for it. They enjoy wielding their power. Still, may the best man win, eh?’

I smile. ‘The field is all yours, Sir William. I am in holy orders.’

‘Good God. Are you really?’ He draws back and squints at me as if I have just told him I have a tail. ‘Man of the cloth, eh? Whatever prompted you to do that? Still, don’t worry’ – he slaps me on the shoulder in that hearty way Sidney has – ‘Her Majesty positively encourages priests to marry these days. You stay in England, you might yet find yourself a nice little wife. Not a woman of rank, mind, but someone. I’ll keep my eye out for you.’

‘That’s very good of you, Sir William. Although you will be at sea for the next twelve months, at least. I fear the options will be limited.’

‘True, true,’ he says, rolling the tip of his moustache between his fingers. ‘Well – when I come back. A governess or some such might do you nicely.’

‘I humbly thank you.’

At the door, Sidney catches my eye and nods towards the stairs.

‘Where are you two going with such eager expressions, eh?’ Savile asks. ‘Don’t fancy some cards, I suppose? I’m bored witless on that ship.’

‘Have you been starting brawls for entertainment?’ Sidney asks, indicating his lip.

‘What, this?’ Savile reaches up and gingerly touches the cut. ‘It was nothing. A misunderstanding. Idleness frays tempers.’ He lowers his voice. ‘The men just want to set sail, you know. I understand Sir Francis wants to pay his respects to Dunne’s family, but really, there’s the rest of the fleet to think of, not to mention the investors. The longer we delay, the greater the chance one of Philip of Spain’s spies will catch wind of what we’re up to and slip him a warning. We won’t get as far as the Azores before some Spanish fleet jumps out on us.’

‘What spies?’ I ask.

‘They’re everywhere,’ he says, with a theatrical gesture that takes in the inn’s wide entrance hall. I look around. The place is empty, save for us. ‘Well, they’re bound to be – port full of foreigners, easy for them to slip into the crowd. Drake even keeps a damned Spaniard on his own ship – have you ever heard anything so absurd? I’ll wager he’s tipping off his countrymen somehow – terrible shifty look about him, y’know? Well, they all do, the Catholics – it’s those black eyes they have. Can’t tell if they’re looking at you straight.’

I regard him impassively with my black eyes until he gives a little cough. ‘Saving your presence.’

‘I’m afraid we must pass up the card table for now, Sir William,’ Sidney says, to cover the awkward pause. ‘We are going up to read some poetry.’

‘Oh, good Lord,’ Savile says. ‘Poetry. I’d rather put my balls in a wine press. God save you, gentlemen.’ With a brisk bow, he strides away to the tap-room.

‘Perhaps your man in black is one of these Spanish spies that have infested the place,’ Sidney muses, as we climb the stairs. I send him a withering glance. ‘Stop looking at me with your shifty Catholic eyes,’ he says, and skips out of the way before I can land a punch in his ribs.




FIVE

The room is larger and better furnished than the one I am sharing with Sidney; I see his gaze wandering around it with a touch of envy. There is no sign of the women. Drake sits on the end of an ornately carved bed. On his lap he holds a leather bag, his hands spread protectively over it, as if someone might try to snatch it from him. He looks up with a distracted smile and waves us to a chair with tapestried cushions by the fireplace. There is only one; Sidney sits, I lean against the mantelpiece. Thomas Drake stands with his back to the door and nods to his brother.

‘Gentlemen,’ Drake says. ‘There is something I wish to show you, but it must be done in confidence.’

‘Does it touch on the death of Robert Dunne?’ Sidney asks, sitting forward to the edge of his chair. Drake hesitates.

‘I believe so. I am hoping you might clarify that.’

From his place by the door, Thomas Drake makes a barely audible sound of disapproval. Drake looks up. ‘My brother feels strongly that what I am about to share with you should remain a secret. But I have explained to him that you gentlemen are scholars, as we are not. And I believe we may trust you. After all, you want something from me, do you not?’ He fixes Sidney with a knowing eye. ‘A passage to the New World?’

Sidney nods, silent.

‘Well, then.’ Drake smiles. He pulls at his beard, considering. ‘The question is where to begin.’

‘The letter,’ Thomas prompts. He does not sound enthusiastic.

‘Yes.’ Drake purses his lips, then takes a deep breath, as if he is about to embark on a difficult venture. ‘The same day we discovered poor Dunne’s body – that very evening, in fact – I received a message. It was brought to me on board the Elizabeth by my clerk, Gilbert, who collects letters that arrive for me every day from this inn. Here.’ He reaches inside his doublet and draws out a sheet of paper, which he holds out. I step forward and take it from his hand, as I am nearer. The paper is rough along one edge as if it has been torn from a notebook, folded in three and had been sealed with crimson wax, though there is no mark impressed in the seal. I unfold the paper and lower it so that Sidney can see it too. The message says simply,

Matthew 27 v 5

‘Cryptic,’ Sidney mutters, taking the paper from my hand and turning it over. ‘What is the verse? Bruno?’

‘I’ll wager he knows,’ Drake says, catching my expression and pointing at me.

‘“And he cast down the pieces of silver in the temple, and departed, and went and hanged himself,”’ I murmur. ‘The death of Judas Iscariot.’

Drake looks impressed. ‘Do you carry the whole of the scriptures in your head?’

‘Oh, Bruno is a master of the art of memory,’ Sidney says, with what might be a hint of pride. ‘He has devised his own system. It is what passes for entertainment where he is from. He can do you the whole of Homer if you find yourself bored one evening.’

‘That will make the voyage fly,’ Thomas Drake says, arching an eyebrow.

I return his sarcastic smile, and tap the paper in Sidney’s hand. ‘This verse. You think it is some reference to Dunne, I suppose?’

‘The day he dies, apparently by hanging himself? I see no other way to read it,’ Drake says.

‘According to the Gospel of Matthew, Judas Iscariot hanged himself from remorse after he betrayed his master,’ I say, running through the text in my mind. ‘Is this mystery correspondent trying to imply that Dunne did the same? That he hanged himself out of guilt? Had Dunne betrayed anyone, that you know of?’

‘But we don’t believe Dunne did hang himself,’ Sidney points out.

We look at Drake. He sighs heavily and opens the bag on his lap.

‘Betrayal. Perhaps. Or it may refer to something else.’ He reaches in and withdraws a bound manuscript. I straighten immediately, feeling goosebumps rise on my skin. In my thirteen years at the monastery of San Domenico Maggiore I spent much of my time in the scriptorium and among the archives of their library, and later among the booksellers of Venice; I can recognise manuscripts almost by touch and smell, and tell you their provenance by the feel of their bindings, their vellum, their ornamentation. I do not need to touch the one Drake now holds carefully between his fingertips to know that it is both old and unusual. Instinctively, I step forward and reach out for it.

He raises a hand. ‘Bear with me, gentlemen, while I tell you a story that will help to explain what I am about to show you.’

Sidney clasps his hands around his knees like an eager child at his grandfather’s chair. I shift my position against the mantel and give Drake my full attention.

‘It begins eight years ago, at the beginning of my voyage to circumnavigate the globe,’ Drake says. ‘Does the name Thomas Doughty mean anything to you?’

He directs this question to Sidney, who sits up, surprised.

‘Doughty? But of course – he used to work for my uncle Leicester. Before he was—’ he checks himself, looking at Drake, uncertain. ‘Before he died.’

‘He was executed,’ Drake says, brusquely. ‘In a godforsaken place called Port San Julian, in Patagonia, at the end of the world. He was beheaded on my order in plain sight of all my crew, and with good justification, whatever gossip you may have heard at court.’ He juts his chin out, as if challenging us to argue. Sidney shrinks back slightly into his chair.

‘But that is not the beginning of the story,’ Drake continues, his voice softer. ‘Early in our voyage, not far from the Cape Verde islands, we captured a small ship, the Santa Maria. She was on her way to the Americas, so there was nothing of great value in the hold, but she was worth the trouble for the provisions she carried and for the use of an extra vessel. I packed her crew into the longboats and set them adrift to shore – despite the reputation Spain wants to give me, I prefer to get where I’m going without bloodshed, if I can. But there was an unfortunate incident during the capture.’ He pauses and rubs the back of his neck, as if it discomforts him to recall. ‘On board the Santa Maria was a young priest travelling out to the colonies, a Jesuit. He barricaded himself into one of the private cabins when we boarded, even though the captain had surrendered almost immediately. Thomas Doughty and his brother John broke the door down. The young priest was backed into a corner, they said, holding a dagger in one hand, and with the other clasping to his chest a wooden casket. Naturally they assumed its contents must be of value – they asked him repeatedly to give it up to them, but the priest refused. When Doughty took a step towards him, the priest ran at the brothers with his weapon, calling down all manner of curses upon them. It was an act of reckless desperation – both the Doughtys were armed with swords and when the priest lunged with his little dagger, Thomas Doughty ran him through. When the Jesuit realised he was fatally wounded, he tried to throw the casket out of the window, but John Doughty managed to stop him. You may imagine their disappointment when they discovered that the casket contained only this old manuscript, in a language neither of them could read.’

He pauses, and motions to his brother to bring him a glass of wine. Thomas Drake pours from a jug on a small table by the door and offers it to us; Sidney accepts, though I shake my head, wanting Drake to continue his story. Already my mind is racing ahead, my eyes still fixed on the manuscript under Drake’s hands; if a priest was willing to sacrifice himself to save those pages, or even throw them into the sea to keep them from being found, they must possess their own kind of value. One perhaps only another scholar can assess.

‘Since none of us could read it, the manuscript was consigned to the hold of the Santa Maria,’ Drake says, after a long drink, ‘and placed in a locked chest to be inventoried with the rest of the spoils. The incident with the priest was regrettable, and did not sit well with the crew, for all their dislike of the Spanish. Thomas Doughty was not popular among the men – he was high-handed and did not believe a gentleman should shoulder his share of the manual work. We had barely left Plymouth before word had reached me that Doughty was criticising my command in front of the men, and I was obliged to reprimand him, which created open resentment between us. The crew began to mutter that the murder of a priest would bring curses on our voyage – some said the priest had invoked the Devil with his dying breath.

‘The Santa Maria was rechristened the Mary, in honour of my first wife, and I gave Thomas Doughty command of her, thinking this responsibility might persuade the men of my confidence in him, and quiet his rebellious mutterings against me. This was a grave error on my part, as I soon came to realise. I had instructed my brother to bring me the manuscript, together with some other items of value from the hold, for I did not altogether trust Doughty.’

‘He caught me taking them and accused me of stealing,’ Thomas Drake cuts in. ‘He and Sir Francis had a great row about it, with Doughty accusing me and my brother of helping ourselves to plunder which rightly belonged to all the men who had helped take the Santa Maria. While they were shouting, one of the crew whispered to me that they had seen Doughty coming up from the hold more than once, but no one had dared challenge him. Sure enough, we found a few rings and coins from the Santa Maria in his cabin. He claimed the prisoners had given them to him as gifts, but no one believed him, save his brother and a few malcontents they had won over to their side.’ He clenches his teeth; clearly the memory of the Doughty brothers still stirs his blood.

‘I deprived Doughty of the Mary’s command and moved him to another ship,’ Drake says, taking up the story again. ‘There he and his brother began to stir up a mutiny against me in earnest. Thomas Doughty spread the story that I had commanded him to kill the priest so that I could steal the Devil’s book. John Doughty told the men that he and his brother were versed in witchcraft, and when it pleased them, could conjure up the Devil to make a storm that would destroy my flagship and every man who defied them. According to others, Thomas Doughty promised them substantial rewards when we arrived back in England if they would side with him to mutiny and make him commander of the expedition. He boasted to some that before he was done he would make half the company cut one another’s throats.’ He folds his fingers together and presses them against his lips. ‘Tell me, was I supposed to tolerate such an open threat to my authority?’

He looks from Sidney to me with questioning brows; I suppose it is a rhetorical question, but we shake our heads vigorously nonetheless.

‘No indeed. I had him bound to the mainmast, to show him I was serious. When he was freed, I sent him to one of the store ships where I thought he could do no harm. We sailed sixty days south-west across the Atlantic without seeing land, and all the while I knew Doughty’s brother and his supporters were still murmuring against me for my treatment of him. The discipline of the voyage was in jeopardy. So when we reached Port San Julian, I empanelled a jury to try him for treason. You know the rest.’ He takes a sip of wine and looks away, as if he does not want to recount the end of the story.

Silence settles on the room, as Drake and his brother privately revisit their own memories of those events. I watch the Captain-General; he speaks as if he regrets the business with Thomas Doughty, but that unflinching ruthlessness is visible just below the surface. Drake is not a man you want to fall out with, I think, not for the first time.

‘And what of the manuscript?’ I prompt, nodding to it. Drake turns to me and blinks, as if working out where to pick up the thread of his story.

‘The manuscript,’ he says, considering. ‘Well. I kept with us the navigator from the Santa Maria, a Spaniard named Jonas. He had sailed to the coast of Brazil before and I thought his knowledge might be useful. He spoke English well and he agreed to act as translator. It was from him that I learned a little about the young priest Doughty had killed. His name was Father Bartolomeo and he was a Spaniard, but had joined the Jesuit College in Rome and from there found a position in the Vatican library. He had boarded the Santa Maria at the very last minute, arriving the day before they set sail and begging passage to the Indies, claiming he needed urgent conduit to the head of the Jesuits in Brazil. The only baggage he carried was that wooden chest that he never let out of his sight. Father Bartolomeo was some distant relative of the captain, so he was found a berth as a favour. Jonas said he had kept to himself, refusing to leave his cabin, but that from the little he saw of him, he thought the Jesuit acted like a man in fear for his life. He was edgy, always looking over his shoulder, even once they had cast off. The crew had started to wonder if he had stolen whatever was in that chest and was running away to escape justice. When the cry came that the Santa Maria was under attack from my ship, Jonas said the priest locked himself in his cabin, but everyone on board could hear him crying out to Jesus, Mary and all the saints to forgive him for bringing the wrath of God on the voyage.’

‘What did he mean by that?’ Sidney asks.

Drake shrugs. ‘If he’d lived, he might have been able to explain. Or at least tell us something about this book. But the Doughty brothers made sure he took his explanations with him to his Maker.’

‘May I see the book?’ I ask softly, unable to contain my curiosity any longer. Drake hesitates.

‘I am no scholar, gentlemen, as I have told you. But even I know that a man does not throw away his life lightly over a book. I kept it under lock and key in my cabin for the rest of the journey, but with Doughty’s trial and everything that came after, the book was almost forgotten.’

I am still holding my hand out for it, nodding encouragement, as you might coax a child to part with a favourite toy. Drake smiles.

‘You are keen, sir. And you are not alone in your eagerness to get hold of this book. But first, I want a promise of your complete secrecy. You too, Sir Philip. Whatever this book contains, two men have already died for it. The fewer people who know I have it here, the better.’

‘I give you my solemn oath,’ I say. ‘On everything I hold sacred.’

Sidney sends me an amused glance from the corner of his eye; I guess he is wondering what it is that a man like me could hold sacred. For all he likes to believe himself an adventurous thinker, Sidney is obediently orthodox in his Protestant faith.

‘And I,’ he says. ‘On my life, I swear.’

This seems good enough for Drake, who crosses the room and lays the manuscript in my lap as tenderly as if it were his own newborn. The leather of the covers feels stiff under my fingers; I realise as I open it that for what feels like an age, I have forgotten to breathe.

‘If you can shed some light on this book, Bruno, it may explain certain things,’ Drake says. ‘At the very least, I would like to know what it is. I don’t even know what language it is written in.’

‘It is a Coptic text, of some antiquity,’ I murmur, skimming the first couple of lines. And then my heart appears to stop beating.

‘What?’ Sidney says, leaning over my shoulder. ‘What is it, Bruno? You’ve gone pale as a corpse.’

I look up, staring at Drake, temporarily robbed of speech or movement. When I finally find my voice, all I can manage is a croak.

‘Have you shown this to anyone?’

He frowns. ‘Very few people.’

‘I mean – to anyone who might have an idea what it is?’

‘I had a bookseller value it,’ he says. ‘Dunne suggested him.’

‘Robert Dunne?’

‘Yes.’ He looks faintly impatient. ‘After we returned from the circumnavigation, I forgot about the book. It was in a chest with many other things I brought back. With Her Majesty’s blessing, you understand, not all of what we took from the Spaniards went to the Tower to be inventoried.’

I nod, brushing this aside.

‘It was only when I bought the old abbey at Buckland that it came out of storage. For the first time I had a library, as befits a gentleman’ – here he grins, for Sidney’s benefit – ‘and the manuscript was put on a shelf. I always meant to have it valued, but life threw more urgent matters in my path. My first wife died, I was elected mayor of Plymouth then Member of Parliament, I was forever on the road up and down to London, all the while trying to finance a new expedition to the Americas. The book slipped my mind. Until Dunne came out to dine with me at Buckland – his family seat was not far away. He asked me if I still had the manuscript and if he might look at it. I dug it out of the library – it was thick with dust – and he studied it for some while. Then he offered to take it to London and have it examined by an associate of his, a book dealer, who knew about such things and might be able to give me a good price for it.’

‘Could Dunne read it?’ I ask. A cold knot is growing in my stomach. ‘Was he a scholar? Did he know what it was?’

‘What is it?’ Sidney asks, tugging at my sleeve like a child. I ignore him, waiting for Drake’s reply.

‘I don’t think so,’ he says slowly, his eyes fixed on the manuscript as if he were now wary of it. ‘But he could not disguise his interest sufficiently. So, naturally, I became suspicious – it was clear he had been talking to someone about the book and believed it to be worth something.’ He sighs. ‘Dunne was a good sailor, God knows it serves no one to speak ill of him now, but his one great weakness was gambling. He had run up heavy debts in Plymouth and in London and was always looking for ways to keep his creditors at bay. I knew if I let him take the manuscript I would not see the half of its value, if I ever saw a penny. So I told him I would take it to this bookseller myself next time I was in London and give Dunne a commission if it turned out to fetch a good price.’

‘But you didn’t sell,’ I say, almost in a whisper, stroking my fingertips over the parchment as delicately as if it were a woman’s skin.

‘I didn’t trust this dealer an inch, once I met him.’ Drake sits back on the edge of the bed, watching me. ‘I took it to him all right. He feigned great disappointment – told me it was not what he’d been led to believe, it was not worth much after all. He offered to buy it nonetheless, and for a price that was supposed to make me feel he was doing me a favour. But there was a look in his eye – hungry, you know? He couldn’t hide it.’

‘Did he tell you anything about it?’

Drake shakes his head. ‘He said that it was an old legend about Judas Iscariot. Of interest only to theologians. I told him I would have it valued elsewhere and he doubled his offer immediately. So I told him it wasn’t for sale.’ He pauses for a draught of wine. ‘Less than a month later, we had a robbery at Buckland.’

‘Were they looking for the book?’

‘I believe so. My library was turned over. But nothing taken, as far as I could see – and I have more obviously valuable objects in the house that were left untouched. This manuscript was in a strongbox in my treasury while I decided what to do about it. I hired more armed watchmen to guard the house after that, but I was sure it must be connected to that man Dunne had sent me to.’

‘This bookseller . . .’ Doubt prickles at the back of my neck. ‘Do you remember his name?’

Drake frowns. ‘I’m not sure I ever knew it. Dunne took me to meet him in Paul’s Churchyard – if we were formally introduced, I have forgotten the name he gave. I will tell you one striking thing about him, though.’

‘Yes?’ I raise my eyebrows, though I am almost certain I know what he is going to say.

‘He had no ears.’

Sidney and I look at one another.

‘It was another reason not to trust him,’ Drake continues, though he has not missed the glance. ‘You don’t lose both ears by accident. He’d clearly been punished as a common criminal at some point, though for what I don’t know.’

‘Sedition,’ I say, almost without thinking. Drake stares at me.

‘You know this man?’

‘Possibly.’ My fingertips stray to my throat as my memory flashes back to my time in Oxford.

‘How many book dealers have had both ears cut off?’ Sidney says, turning to me. ‘It must be him.’

‘It’s a good thing you didn’t sell it to him,’ I say. ‘Though that won’t stop him trying to obtain it by any means, if we are talking of the same man.’

‘Then it is valuable?’ Drake leans forward, a gleam in his eyes.

‘For the love of Christ, Bruno – tell us what it is,’ Sidney says, exasperated.

I take a deep breath, trying to keep my voice even.

‘If it is genuine, this is a book the Holy Office swore did not exist. Bishop Irenaeus of Lyon mentioned it in the second century, in his treatise against the Gnostic heresies, but to the best of my knowledge, that is the only surviving reference. The Vatican library has always denied its existence, though that has not stopped scholars pursuing the scent of it—’

‘Spare us the lecture, man, cut to the point,’ Thomas Drake says, from his post by the door. ‘Tell us what it is.’

I look at him until he looks away, then I begin to read, keeping my voice as low as I can:

‘“The secret account of the revelation that Jesus spoke in conversation with Judas Iscariot three days before he celebrated Passover.”’

Thomas Drake just blinks, and shrugs. Sir Francis peers at the manuscript, his brow creased, as if he is trying to puzzle out the meaning. Only Sidney regards me with a glimmer of understanding.

‘The testimony of Judas Iscariot.’ He hesitates. ‘But it must be a fiction, surely?’

I rub the parchment gently between my finger and thumb. ‘Not necessarily.’

‘I am still none the wiser, gentlemen,’ Drake says. ‘Would you care to enlighten us poor sailors?’

I look at him, considering where to begin.

‘The holy scriptures contain four accounts of the life and death of Jesus Christ, those we call the gospels of the four evangelists, that were accepted by the Church Fathers as true and divinely inspired and which more or less corroborate each other. This we all know.’ I tap the book on my lap. ‘But there were many other accounts circulating in the early years of the Church, alternative gospels that fell outside orthodox doctrine and so were suppressed, destroyed, forbidden. Among them was rumoured to be a Gospel of Judas.’

Drake looks from me to the book and back. ‘Written by his own hand?’

‘Some think so. Legends have grown around its substance. The Gnostics believed it vindicated Judas Iscariot, unravelled the whole story of salvation and would overturn the foundations of the Christian faith.’ My hands are trembling on the page as I speak. If this manuscript should be genuine, if it should prove that the story of mankind’s salvation has been based on false accounts, if there were another version of the story . . . what then?

‘What should be done with it?’ Drake says. His expression suggests he is struggling to take this in.

‘Best to keep it under lock and key, for now. And on no account sell it to that book dealer with no ears.’

‘Why, what does he want with it?’ Thomas Drake demands.

‘I don’t know yet.’ I look down at the manuscript; there is no way of assessing its significance without reading it in its entirety. ‘He may want to sell it to the highest bidder. Or he may have other plans.’

‘Oh, no, no, no. If there is a high price to be had for this book, I shall be the one doing the selling.’ Sir Francis sets his jaw and fixes me with a defiant eye.

‘The Jesuit already paid a high price for it. He worked for the library of the Vatican, you say?’

‘According to Jonas,’ Drake says. ‘Why?’

‘Then it would seem reasonable to assume that he found the book there. So why was he taking it away, to the other side of the world? With the knowledge of his superiors, or without? Either way, someone must have noticed it missing and followed its trail. It would not surprise me to learn that the Holy Office has agents out looking for this book, even now.’ Voicing this aloud causes a chill to run through me. If there is one quality the Roman Inquisition can never be accused of lacking, it is tenacity. And are they still looking for me, I wonder? I lower my eyes and take a deep breath. I am a free man, in a Protestant country; it is nine years since I ran from my monastery in Naples, rather than face the Inquisition. Surely they have forgotten me by now? But I already know the answer: the Inquisition never forgets. ‘This book could tear the Church apart,’ I add, looking up and meeting Drake’s frank gaze. ‘It could plunge Europe into war, if its contents are made known. You may be sure the Vatican wants it back, at any price.’

‘Europe is already tearing itself apart over the interpretation of the scriptures,’ Sidney says, as if the whole business bores him. ‘Bread, wine, flesh, blood. Purgatory, Pope, predestination. How much difference can one more gospel make?’

I look at him with reproach. ‘You can say that because your country has never had the Inquisition.’

‘We had Bloody Mary,’ he retorts. ‘Plenty still alive remember what she did in the name of pure faith.’

Drake watches us, his chin resting on his fist. ‘Perhaps the best thing would be to hand it over to Her Majesty. She can have her scholars examine it and dispose of it as she thinks fit. I would not for all the world give it back into the hands of the Pope.’

‘Perhaps. But someone should read it first,’ I say quickly. ‘And make a copy, in case anything should happen to this one.’

‘By someone, I suppose you mean you?’ Thomas Drake says, with that sardonic tone he saves for me and Sidney.

‘Unless you can read Coptic script, Thomas Drake, I see no one else for the job,’ Sidney fires back, in my defence.

Thomas narrows his eyes at him. ‘So your friend is proposing we hand the book to him. What guarantee do we have that we will ever see it again? He seems to know this book dealer well, and have a shrewd idea of its value. And – saving your presence, master – he is Italian.’

‘You have my word of honour, which should suffice among gentlemen,’ Sidney says as he stands, his right hand straying instinctively to his sword. Thomas Drake takes a step forward, chest out. He has not missed Sidney’s emphasis, and its implication.

‘Peace, both of you,’ Drake says, with a warning glance. Chastened, Sidney sits and Thomas retreats to his position by the door post. ‘Of course Bruno must be the one to read it. But you will have to do it in my cabin on board the Elizabeth. A wise man told me not to let it out of my sight.’ He smiles, to draw the sting from any offence.

‘But what has any of this to do with Robert Dunne’s death?’ Thomas says, though with less bluster than before.

Drake shakes his head.

‘Has anyone looked through Dunne’s personal effects?’ I ask.

‘No,’ Drake says. ‘I had thought to gather them up for the family when they arrive, but I have not had time. The cabin has been kept locked since the body was taken out.’

‘Good. He had been seen about the town in the days before he died, meeting two strangers. It would be worth seeing whether he kept any correspondence, or anything that might identify them. Though I suppose we have an idea now.’ I grimace at Sidney. ‘We must see if we can find out who brought that Judas letter to the Star to be delivered to you. And I would like to talk to your Spanish translator about the young Jesuit.’ My mind is already moving ahead, outpacing my own objections.

‘I told you – Bruno will find this killer in no time,’ Sidney says, rubbing his hands together with satisfaction.

Drake nods, though he does not look entirely convinced.

‘You can do this discreetly? I do not want the men further alarmed with suspicions of murder. Nor Dunne’s widow, who will be here any day – better she accepts that he died by his own hand, or we shall be caught in all manner of judicial snares and this fleet will never depart.’

Once again, I am struck by his lack of sentiment.

‘Never fear, Bruno is as cunning as the Devil himself when he chooses,’ Sidney says breezily.

I am about to protest the comparison when there is a sharp knock at the door. We all start; Thomas Drake jumps back just as the door is flung open and Lady Drake glides in, peeling off her gloves, followed by her cousin.

‘You might at least wait until someone calls “Come”, Elizabeth,’ Drake grumbles, though he looks relieved. ‘There is a fellow supposed to be guarding the door – does he not do his job?’

‘I pointed out to him that this was my chamber and he could not very well keep me from it,’ Lady Drake says, offering her smile around the room. ‘Have you finished your secret council? We grow bored, and the sun is out.’ She glances at the book on my lap and then at me, with enquiring eyes. ‘So – is the mystery solved?’

‘We are giving it due consideration,’ Drake says, before I can respond. He takes the book from my hand and places it carefully back into the leather satchel. I feel a pang as it leaves my hands; at this moment, I would give up almost anything for the prospect of an afternoon alone with that manuscript.

‘Sir Francis, you promised us the company of these fine gentlemen for our visit,’ Lady Arden says, in mock reproach, ‘and yet you keep them to yourself all afternoon. You must learn to share.’ She sends me a dazzling smile and curls the ribbon of her hood around her finger. I notice that this does not pass Thomas Drake by.

‘Very well. I had better be getting back to the ship, in any case. Don’t want to find they have all deserted by the time I return.’ Drake pats Lady Arden on the shoulder, indulgent. ‘Let us go down, gentlemen.’

Together, we bow to the ladies.

‘We will join you in the entrance hall shortly,’ Lady Drake says. ‘I think we should make the most of the fine weather and walk along the Hoe while we can, do you not agree, Sir Philip?’ She looks at him from under her lashes, her hands folded demurely together.

‘As you wish, my lady,’ Sidney says, bowing again. Drake seems satisfied; these are the kind of proper, courtly manners his new wife expects, and he is pleased to have found an escort of sufficient quality to flatter her with the appropriate deference. Only I see the look in Sidney’s eyes. I hope Drake will not have cause to regret it.

The armed guard follows Drake and his precious bag down the stairs. I cannot help peering along the corridors and over my shoulder, alert to the slightest movement. If that book should fall into the wrong hands before I have a chance to look at it, I could never forgive myself, and it seems that someone here in Plymouth – more than one person, perhaps – wants it as much as I do. Even enough to kill for it, I have no doubt.




SIX

The sky is clearer over the harbour when we emerge on to the quayside, all of us walking together to see Drake and his brother into the boat that will row them back out to the Elizabeth Bonaventure. Patches of blue appear between banks of cloud, reflected in the water like fragments of coloured glass. The fishing boats rock gently at their moorings, accompanied by the constant slap of sailcloth and halyards in the breeze and the clanking of iron fixings. While Thomas Drake seeks out their oarsmen and Sir Francis bids farewell to his wife, I draw Sidney aside.

‘Can it be him?’

He looks at me. ‘Rowland Jenkes? I don’t see that it can be anyone else.’

I rub at the stubble along my jaw, remembering the book dealer I had encountered in Oxford, the man who had been nailed to a post for sedition and cut off his own ears to escape, who now made a living importing forbidden Catholic literature and would not hesitate to kill anyone who stood in his way. ‘We know he disappeared from Oxford before he could be caught. He had contacts with all the Catholic exiles in Paris and the French seminaries. If there were rumours of this book going missing from the Vatican library, they would reach Jenkes’s ears in no time. So to speak.’

Sidney grins, though his face quickly turns serious. ‘Does that mean he is in Plymouth, then?’

I shrug. ‘It sounds as if someone here is after that manuscript, and Robert Dunne was involved in some way. The two men Dunne was seen meeting – Jenkes could be one of them. Were they using him to steal the manuscript, do you think?’

‘Your man in black last night. Is it Jenkes?’

‘It could be. I was sure I had seen him before. We will have to watch our backs – if it is, he will want to revenge himself for Oxford.’

Sidney frowns. ‘In any case, that still makes no sense of Dunne’s death. Drake says no stranger would have been able to board the ship without the watchmen alerting the officers. He could only have been killed by someone on the Elizabeth – someone working with Jenkes, perhaps?’

‘But if Dunne was working for Jenkes—’

We are interrupted by a call from Drake; he and Thomas are already seated in the rowing boat, their armed escort poised at the prow, his eyes scanning the water.

‘I will send a boat for you later this afternoon,’ Drake calls. ‘Meanwhile, the ladies will be glad of your company.’

I raise my hand in a half-wave, half-salute, though I cannot keep my eyes from the leather satchel he clutches to his chest. For all their charms, I would gladly abandon the ladies to the mercies of the port for a few hours alone with that manuscript. Only one woman ever had the power to distract me from a book as important as the one I watch recede into the glittering distance, as the rowing boat pulls slowly out towards the harbour wall, and she is long gone.

‘You would rather be out to sea with the men, I think?’ Lady Arden’s voice startles me back to the present. I turn and she is beside me, disconcertingly close, a sly smile hovering over her lips.

‘Not at all,’ I say, attempting to mirror it. She laughs; a bright, unforced sound, and begins walking away from the quayside. I fall into step beside her.

‘You don’t have to lie to spare my feelings, you know. It is a wretched business, being a woman – you men always regard our company as inferior to that of your own sex, because you think we have no opinions worth hearing on politics or navigation or war or any of the topics you value. Until the night draws on and you have taken a few glasses of wine – only then do you find you can tolerate our presence.’

‘And have you?’

‘Have I what?’ She cocks her head to look at me.

‘Opinions worth hearing on politics and war?’

‘Oh, hundreds. And I shall tell you them all as we walk, before you have a chance to dismiss me as another flighty girl.’ She slips her hand through my arm.

‘I look forward to hearing them, my lady,’ I say, aware of the light pressure of her fingers on my sleeve. ‘I think any man who tried to dismiss you would do so at his peril.’

‘You learn quickly.’ She laughs again, and squeezes my arm tighter. ‘So – did you read the book?’

‘Which book?’ I am not sure how much Drake has told his wife about the manuscript. I do not want to be the one to alarm her.

Lady Arden gives me the sort of look a nurse would give a child. ‘Oh, come. The book Sir Francis thinks someone wants to steal from him. Lizzie guesses he must plan to sell it because he needs more money for the voyage. We are speculating that Sir Philip wants to buy it and that you are to make sure he gets a fair price.’

‘Do I look like a book dealer to you?’

‘Not a dealer. A scholar.’ She pauses, looks me up and down. ‘Or you did this morning. Before you fell in the water. Now you look more like . . .’ She considers Sidney’s clothes.

‘A dressed-up monkey?’

‘Like Sir Philip, I was going to say.’ She giggles. ‘Although perhaps there is not a great deal of difference.’

‘Well, I will consider that a compliment. And I did not fall in, by the way. I jumped, on purpose. Just to be clear.’

She smiles again. ‘Of course.’

As if to confirm the story, a chorus of shrill voices calls out from behind us. I turn to see the little boy I dragged out of the harbour that morning running up to me, barefoot, holding out what looks like a handful of leaves between his cupped hands. The larger boy, his brother, hangs back, sheepish, with a group of children of a similar age. When the small boy draws closer, I see that he is presenting me with a collection of strawberries.

‘For you, master.’ He proffers them, his face hopeful. A thin trail of snot runs from one nostril to his lip, but he can’t wipe it with his hands full, so he twists his tongue up to try and lick it away. I look at him and am struck by the thought that this child almost didn’t live to see the afternoon. His hair is still stiff with salt.

‘Thank you,’ I say, crouching to his height and making a basket of my hands for the fruit. ‘What is your name?’

‘Sam.’ He puffs his chest out and looks expectantly from me to the strawberries.

I sense that I am expected to sample his gift, so I rub the dirt off one and put it in my mouth. They are bullet-hard and not yet sweet, but I make a show of relishing it.

‘Sam, I think these are the best strawberries I have tasted in England.’

The child looks delighted. He wipes his nose on his sleeve and coughs, then scampers away over the cobbles to his friends, who crowd around him, chattering and pointing.

‘You have made a friend for life there,’ Lady Arden says.

‘Strawberry?’ I hold out my hands. She regards them with a delicate curl of the lip.

‘Not if he picked them with the same hand he uses to wipe his nose.’

I smile. ‘You can barely taste it. You don’t like children?’

She glances back at the huddle of boys.

‘I have no strong feelings about them either way. My sister has four and I am quite happy to indulge them, for a short time. But it was regarded as a great failing on my part not to have produced any myself before my husband was so careless as to die. Whenever I see children – especially healthy males like those – I feel implicitly reproached.’

I am not sure how to answer this, so I remain silent. When I am sure the children are out of sight, I drop the strawberries at the side of the road and Lady Arden takes my arm again. We walk on for a while, Sidney and Lady Drake walking ahead of us along the path that leads towards the castle. She does not take his arm; instead they walk at a respectful distance from one another, leaning their heads in to hear the other’s conversation. They are, of course, both married. I am conscious that between Lady Arden and me there are no such restrictions. Is it proper for her to walk with me in this way? She appears not to care; it is I who feel awkward, as if we are breaching some rule of decorum.

‘My late husband has a cousin, who is at present the only heir to his estate and title. He has been gallant enough to offer me marriage.’ She sucks in her cheeks and gazes out to sea as she says this.

‘You are not elated by the prospect, I think.’

She makes a face.

‘My husband only died last year. He was a decent man, in his way, but it was not a match of love. He was nearly thirty years older than me. Such arrangements are rarely successful.’ She glances at Lady Drake and looks a little guilty. ‘I was a wife for seven years, and gave him no cause for complaint. But as a widow, his estate belongs to me while I live and I am my own mistress. I should like a while longer to enjoy that position, before I sign my freedom over to another man. Besides’ – she screws up her mouth – ‘my husband’s cousin looks like a boar. You think I mean this figuratively, but you are wrong. He actually looks like a boar. Bristles and all. Every time he opens his mouth to speak, I want to stuff an apple in it.’

I laugh abruptly, and she joins in, leaning her weight into me. Lady Drake and Sidney stop and turn, amused, though I notice Lady Drake seems piqued.

‘What is the joke, Nell?’ she calls. ‘Share it with us, won’t you?’

‘I was just telling Doctor Bruno about Cousin Edgar the boar,’ Lady Arden shouts back, and follows this with a magnificent impersonation of a grunting pig. Sidney stares at her. Quite possibly he has never seen a well-born lady pretending to be a boar.

Elizabeth Drake laughs and shakes her head. ‘Oh God, him,’ she says. ‘No, we all think you could do better.’ Her gaze flits to me for an instant, and to the way Lady Arden leans on my arm. Do I qualify as ‘better’ than a titled cousin who looks like a boar, or not? Her expression gives no clue.

‘Lady Drake has been telling me a little about Robert Dunne,’ Sidney says, with a meaningful look at me as we fall into step alongside them.

‘Did you know him well?’ I ask her.

‘Not so very well,’ she says. ‘But all the Devonshire families know one another to a degree. Robert Dunne was the younger son. Feckless with money, went to sea to make his fortune. He was a hero for a while after he came back from the voyage with Sir Francis, even married himself an heiress. But then he gambled away everything he brought home. Terribly sad that he should take his own life, though.’ She says this in the same tone that she might say it was terribly sad the village fair had been rained off. ‘It would be awful if the whole voyage fell through because of it. Sir Francis would be devastated.’

And you? I wonder, watching her. Are you anticipating a year or so of relative freedom in your husband’s absence? I look from her to Lady Arden. Perhaps this is all women really want: the freedom to be their own masters, the way they imagine men are. But none of us is truly his own master in this world of dependency and patronage. Just look at Sidney.

I catch his eye; clearly Drake has not wanted to alarm his wife with the truth about Dunne’s death.

‘I suppose my husband claims his death is the curse of John Doughty at work again?’ Lady Drake says, as if she has read my thoughts.

‘John Doughty? I understood his name was Thomas?’ I say, confused.

‘Thomas was the one Sir Francis killed for mutiny,’ says Lady Arden.

‘Executed,’ Lady Drake corrects, automatically. ‘John is his brother. He came back alive from the voyage, and as soon as he reached London he tried to bring a legal case against my husband for unlawful killing. It was a great scandal at the time.’

‘I remember that,’ Sidney says, nodding. ‘John Doughty and his supporters claimed Sir Francis had never been able to prove that he had the Queen’s commission to pass the death sentence while at sea. It was a dangerous precedent, some said, because the Doughtys were gentlemen and Sir Francis – saving your presence, my lady – at the time was not. Though of course we all regard him as such now,’ he adds hastily. I give him a sideways look.

‘John Doughty brought the matter to court,’ says Lady Drake, ignoring this, ‘but the case was thrown out on a technicality. Doughty believed the Queen herself had intervened to quash his suit so that the glory of my husband’s achievement would not be sullied by his accusations.’

‘And did she?’ I ask.

‘Few doubt it,’ Sidney says. ‘She was publicly defending Drake against accusations of piracy and murder from the Spanish – she could hardly countenance the same from one of his countrymen.’ He shakes his head. ‘One could almost pity John Doughty – not only did his case fail, but shortly after that he was accused of taking money from Philip of Spain’s agents to kidnap or kill Sir Francis. He was thrown in the Marshalsea Prison. He may still be there, for all I know.’

‘He is not,’ Lady Drake says. ‘He was released early this spring. Someone must have bought his freedom for him.’

‘Was it true that he took Spanish money?’ I ask.

‘Who knows?’ she says. ‘Spain has a high price on my husband’s head, that much is certain. There are plenty would put a knife in him for that sort of money, and with less cause than John Doughty. All we know is that, when Doughty came out of prison, he vowed revenge on Sir Francis and all those men of the jury that condemned his brother to death. He sent a message to my husband, signed in blood, saying that he had called down a curse on him and every ship he sailed in, and would not rest until he had my husband’s blood in payment for his brother’s. Sir Francis feared his time in prison had turned his wits.’

‘He has a flair for drama, this John Doughty,’ I say. ‘You could play this story on a stage, the crowd would roar for more.’

‘So I tell my husband,’ Lady Drake says, seeming pleased. ‘But John Doughty claimed to practise witchcraft. Some that testified against him said he had uttered spells to call down the Devil during the voyage. Sir Francis affects to scorn such things, but underneath he is as superstitious as any sailor. Especially since the others died.’

‘Which others?’

‘Two of the men who served on that jury have died prematurely in the past few months. One, apparently in perfect health, was taken by a sudden stomach pain and was dead by morning. The other, an experienced horseman, was thrown while out hunting and broke his neck.’ She shrugs and holds out her hands, palm up, as if to return an open verdict.

‘But these sound like accidents. They could happen to anyone.’

‘So I say to Sir Francis. But both have happened since John Doughty was freed. And now there is Robert Dunne.’

‘He was also on the jury?’ Sidney asks.

Lady Drake nods. ‘My husband says Dunne was driven to despair by his gambling debts. But I can see in his eyes that he does not believe it. Why should a man kill himself on the eve of a voyage which promises to mend his fortunes? I am sure he suspects that Dunne was murdered, and it has fuelled his fears.’

‘Perhaps you underestimate his courage, my lady,’ I say, trying to sound soothing. She turns to me with a sharp look.

‘Then why does he delay the fleet’s departure?’

I shake my head. ‘I could not presume to know his reasons.’ What I think, but cannot say, is that John Doughty’s curse has nothing supernatural about it. The deaths of these other jurymen were possibly accidents, possibly not. A man bent on revenge could surely find opportunity to slip someone poison or startle a horse. And now Robert Dunne, hanged in his own cabin. If this John Doughty is passing his own death sentence on those he holds responsible for his brother’s murder, one by one, then with Dunne he has drawn terrifyingly close to the greatest revenge of all – Drake himself. No wonder the Captain-General is afraid. But what has this story, if anything, to do with the Judas book?

A cold wind knifes in from the sea; Lady Arden shivers and pulls her shawl tighter around her shoulders. The castle looms up on our left, its four squat towers brooding over the town to the north and the Sound to the south. Out in the harbour, the Elizabeth Bonaventure sways on the waves; on board is a manuscript that might crack the foundations of the Christian faith, I think, and a strange apprehension grips me, somewhere between thrill and fear.

Sidney drops back to walk with me and the women go on ahead, arm in arm, heads bent close together as they share their confidences. Sidney watches them with narrowed eyes.

‘I wager you’ll have her before we leave Plymouth,’ he says eventually.

I smile. ‘I wish you would speak plainly, Philip.’

‘Well, why should I not be blunt about it? She is hardly troubling to disguise her liking for you. I don’t think it would require an elaborate courtship on your part.’ He wraps his arms around his chest, his eyes still fixed on the women. ‘Widows,’ he says, the word weighted with all the tangled desire, contempt and fear men feel towards women who intimidate them. ‘The most dangerous kind of woman, Bruno.’

‘Why?’

He hesitates. ‘Because they don’t need us.’

I laugh aloud, but he is deadly serious, and I am reminded again of the difference between us. With neither name nor land to pass on, I have never been the sort of man that women need for an advantageous marriage. In the years since I abandoned holy orders, there have been those who have liked me for my face, but to women of good birth, like Lady Arden, I can offer nothing beyond a fleeting dalliance, a diversion while they wait for a more suitable match. Sidney envies me this, and wonders why I don’t make better use of it.

‘She is expected to marry again,’ I say. ‘Some cousin of her husband’s.’

‘You should take advantage, then, before she becomes someone else’s property,’ he says.

I only smile and shake my head. It is a strange way to regard women, but perhaps I think this because I spent thirteen years as a monk, and lack experience in the transactions of marriage. Or perhaps because the only woman I ever thought of marrying would sooner die than be considered anyone’s property.

‘I would say the most dangerous kind of woman is another man’s wife,’ I remark, looking ahead. Sidney slides a glance at me from the tail of his eye.

‘They expect you to flirt with them,’ he says. ‘Compliment them. Flatter their vanity. It’s all part of the game, nothing more. She understands that.’

‘Does her husband?’

‘Does Drake understand the dance of courtly manners? What do you think?’

We pass the castle and follow the path along the curve of the promontory as the clouds begin to drift inland. After a few more yards the women want to turn back. Sidney leaves me to take up his position by Lady Drake’s side, still keeping a discreet distance; the cadences of their conversation drift back to us on the wind, but not the words.

‘You are preoccupied,’ Lady Arden says, beside me. She has to do a little half-run every few steps to keep pace with me; without realising, I have picked up speed as we make our way downhill to the town, eager to deliver our charges to the inn so that Sidney and I can return to the ship.

‘Forgive me,’ I say, turning to her and forcing my attention back from the grey-green water beyond the castle, from Judas and his testament. If it is his testament. Her bosom rises and falls, constrained by its tight bodice, with the effort of walking so fast. ‘I am too used to the company of my own thoughts. I lack my friend’s courtly manners, I fear.’

She waves the comment away and slips her hand through my arm again. ‘What you call courtly manners is just formalised insincerity. Gallantry from a courtier is meaningless – it is no more than a script he has been taught from boyhood. I had much rather talk to someone who thinks before he speaks, and means what he says. What are you thinking of now, for instance?’

‘The past,’ I say, looking out to sea.

She nods, and we walk on for a few paces, before she turns to me again.

‘You were a monk, Sir Francis says?’

‘Many years ago now.’

‘Why did you leave?’

‘I found it – restricting.’

She lets out a knowing laugh and blushes pleasingly. People always find that answer amusing; as if there is only one sense in which holy orders might constrain a man.

‘I asked too many questions,’ I add.

‘And do you still?’ she says, with a playful smile.

‘Not as many as you, my lady.’ I mean it as a joke, but the smile falters and she withdraws her hand, briefly stung. She regains her composure quickly enough, but she does not ask me anything else. I walk beside her in silence towards the quayside, angry at myself; there is something perverse in me that feels compelled to push away any woman who shows an interest, though whether this is the legacy of my vows or of my failed experiments in love, I cannot say.

She turns to me as we reach the cobbled street that runs along the harbour front.

‘Forgive my impertinence, Doctor Bruno,’ she says. ‘It is so rare for me to find a man I enjoy talking to, I forget that some of you do not relish chatter as much as women do. But I have one last question for you, if you will permit me.’

‘Please.’ I spread my hands wide, though I find I am preparing myself to lie.

‘Will you and Sir Philip take a glass of wine with us this evening at the Star? Sir Francis has arranged that Elizabeth and I should have supper with the Mayor and his wife – her social duty, it can’t be avoided – but I have hopes that we will be able to leave early, before we pass out from boredom.’ Here she glances around, as if the Mayor or his wife might be eavesdropping from an alley. ‘Do say yes. It would at least give us some spur to get through the evening when we feel our spirits flagging.’

I smile; my limited experience with English provincial dignitaries allows me some sympathy. ‘It would be a pleasure. But I don’t know what time we expect to be back from the ship.’

‘Naturally, you have more important demands on your time,’ she says, her tone clipped, and I curse myself again; would it cost so much to be a little more gallant?

‘My lady – are you not concerned that people would think it improper?’

She makes a noise through her nose that suggests derision. ‘Which people? The people of Plymouth, you mean? Merchants and fishwives and fat aldermen puffed up with their own importance – should I care for their idle gossip?’ She turns her face up to the uncertain sky and laughs. ‘Besides, you are perfectly respectable, are you not?’ The sly grin has returned; she looks at me as if we are complicit.

‘I was not thinking so much of you,’ I say, in a low voice, as Sidney and Lady Drake arrive beside us.

‘Let us hurry, I fear it will rain,’ Lady Drake says, squinting up at the clouds massing overhead. ‘Doctor Bruno, you have already had one soaking today, I’m sure you don’t want to ruin another suit of clothes.’

‘Especially one of mine,’ Sidney adds.

‘Until tonight, then,’ Lady Arden says to me, as we reach the inn. I don’t think Sidney has ever looked so impressed with me. The women exchange glances. I leave Sidney to make his farewells while I slip away to the tap-room.

The landlady, a solid, broad-hipped woman in her fifties with the weathered face of those who live by the sea, is engaged in chiding one of the serving girls for her slovenliness. She stops, her mouth open in mid-scold, when she catches sight of me, and her expression softens.

‘Yes, sir, what can I get you?’ She wipes her hands on her apron.

‘I wondered if I might have a word with you in private?’ I offer up my best smile; it has served me well with older women.

She smooths down her skirts and simpers. ‘Well, of course – get along with you, slattern,’ she adds, to the girl. ‘And don’t let me catch you shirking your duties again – there’s plenty would take your position here if you were to lose it.’

The girl mumbles something, bobs a curtsey and scurries away. The landlady turns to me, hands on hips. ‘These girls – act like they’re the ones doing you a favour, turning up at all. Now – what is it, sir?’

‘Mistress, I was with Sir Francis Drake earlier and he expressed some concern about a small matter.’

Immediately her face stiffens; she folds her hands together as if in prayer.

‘Was it the dinner? If it was in any way lacking, please assure him—’

‘No, no – there was no fault with the dinner. It was fit for Her Majesty herself, Sir Philip Sidney said so.’ She relaxes and her expression unfolds into a smile. ‘No, it was only that a couple of days ago he received a letter, It was left here for him. Sir Francis was anxious to know where it came from.’

She frowns.

‘People do deliver letters here for him sometimes. His clerk drops by to collect them, but I don’t remember each one.’

‘It was two days ago. Sunday. There can’t be that many people delivering letters on a Sunday, surely?’

‘You’d be surprised. When a fleet like this is preparing to sail, there’s no such thing as a day of rest. I’ve no recollection. You could ask the girl, she sometimes delivers messages.’ She gestures to the door.

In the corridor outside I find the sullen maidservant sweeping the flagstones, her features set in a pout. She glances up as I pass and I make a face, nodding behind me to indicate her mistress. The girl breaks into a smile.

‘Do you recall someone bringing a letter here on Sunday for Sir Francis Drake?’ I ask.

She leans on her broom. ‘Who wants to know?’

‘I do, obviously.’

She looks me up and down, her eyes coming to rest on the money bag at my belt. Her manner is pert, but her expression, when she looks me in the eye, is shrewd.

‘Are you the Italian?’ She says it as if she has heard mention of me, a thought that makes me uneasy.

‘Who wants to know?’

She gives a brief laugh. ‘Fair enough. No, I don’t recall any letters being left on Sunday.’ She eyes my purse again. ‘Now you have to answer my question,’ she says, when it becomes clear that the purse is staying shut.

‘As you wish. Yes, I am Italian.’

‘And you travel with Sir Philip Sidney?’

‘You are very well informed. Where did you learn this?’

She shrugs, nodding to the door. ‘Mistress Judith said. Her in there.’ Her gaze slides away from mine as she says it. I dislike the thought that people are gossiping about us already, but I suppose it is to be expected, with all the interest around Drake’s expedition. This girl is sly, there is no doubt, but servants’ knowledge can be valuable; they slip in and out of private rooms unobserved, and usually have sharp eyes and ears.

‘You must see everyone who comes and goes in this place,’ I say, casually, as she resumes her sweeping. Her head snaps up and her eyes narrow.

‘Most of them,’ she says. ‘Why?’

‘I wondered if you had noticed a man in black, wears his hat pulled low, even inside. I saw him the other night in the tap-room.’

She shrugs, purses her lips as if considering. ‘Can’t say as I recall. Lot of men come and go round here.’ There is a challenge in her gaze as she waits for me to make the next move.

Reluctantly, I draw out a groat and hold it up. ‘Perhaps you could try to recall.’

She eyes the coin. ‘I know the man you mean. Smallpox scars. Bright blue eyes. That the one?’

I nod, slowly, a chill creeping up my neck. She is describing Rowland Jenkes. ‘Did you notice his ears?’

‘What about them?’

‘He doesn’t have any. That’s why he wears the hat.’

‘Well, then, I wouldn’t have noticed, would I?’ She holds a hand out for her payment. I withdraw it slightly.

‘Is he a regular here?’

She shrugs again. ‘He’s been in a few times. Not seen him before the last fortnight, though.’

‘Listen – what’s your name?’

‘Hetty. Sir,’ she adds, making it sound sarcastic.

‘If you see this man again, Hetty, or you can discover anything about him or where he lodges, let me know and there could be more of these.’ I hand over the groat; it vanishes into a fold of her dirty skirts. ‘You’ll find me around the place. I’m staying here.’

‘I know,’ she says, regarding me with the same level stare. I bid her good day, but I can feel her eyes on me as I walk away.




SEVEN

Climbing the rope ladder up to the Elizabeth Bonaventure seems easier this time; the sudden swaying and the knocks against the barnacled wood of the ship take me by surprise less often and my hands are growing hardened to the coarse fibres of the rope. I find I can shin up it quicker than before, and though I still feel giddy at the drop when I glance down from the ship’s rail, I am in no danger of slipping. Thomas Drake is there to welcome us aboard with his usual lack of warmth.

‘My brother is occupied with Captain Carleill at present. I will take you to him when they are finished.’

‘In the meantime,’ Sidney says, with a pleasant smile, ‘perhaps we could look at the cabin where Robert Dunne died? Sir Francis thought it might be useful to see if there is any indication among his belongings as to who could have wished him harm.’

‘Keep your voice down.’ Thomas glances quickly around. He does not seem inclined to oblige. ‘His belongings need to be boxed up for his relatives to take. But I am certain that, if there was anything to be found, we would have seen it. He had very few possessions with him.’

‘Perhaps not,’ Sidney says, still beaming. He seems to have decided that aggressive charm is an effective way to irritate Thomas Drake. It is proving successful so far. ‘The most telling items are often so small as to be overlooked. And of course your brother would have been concerned with the dead man and not in examining his possessions. Fortunately, Doctor Bruno here has just the kind of sharp eye that is suited to this task. I do distinctly remember Sir Francis saying it would be a good idea for Bruno to take a look at Dunne’s cabin.’

Thomas Drake hesitates, weighing up whether to dig in his heels, then appears to relent. ‘I will fetch the key. Wait here.’ He turns abruptly and disappears up the ladder that leads to the captain’s quarters.

‘You enjoy baiting him,’ I observe, leaning on the rail and looking out to sea.

‘He invites it. He makes his dislike of me so clear, I can’t help rising to it. He enjoys the fact that he has some small authority here – it is the only place where he could speak as he does to a man of my estate. Jumped-up little farm boy, riding on his brother’s glory.’

‘He is a captain in his own right, Philip.’ I sigh.

‘Yes, and why is he never on his own ship? He seems to believe he must be all over his brother’s business, as if it will unravel without him. I wonder Sir Francis tolerates it.’

‘I don’t like his manner either, but if you keep antagonising him, he will do his best to make sure you are kept off this voyage. And whose part do you think Sir Francis will take?’

‘Have you noticed how reluctant he is to allow us to look into Dunne’s death?’ Sidney says, ignoring my question. ‘Every time the subject is raised, he makes an objection, though Sir Francis seems keen.’

‘I wouldn’t say keen, exactly—’

‘But Thomas is actively trying to keep us away from it,’ Sidney persists. ‘Do you think he has something to hide?’

‘For the love of God,’ I say, turning back to him. ‘You can’t possibly think Drake’s own brother would—’

Sidney digs me sharply in the ribs and I see the man in question approaching us.

‘Follow me, then,’ he says, looking from one to the other of us with narrowed eyes before leading the way towards the officers’ quarters. He climbs a ladder to the deck below the captain’s cabin and stops in front of a low door, which he unlocks with a key taken from inside his doublet. He turns to us, one hand resting on the latch.

‘See that you treat everything with respect,’ he says, raising a finger in warning. ‘Sir Francis will have to account to the family for all Dunne’s effects.’

Beside me, I can feel Sidney bristling at the implication.

‘Rest assured we will leave everything just as we find it,’ I say, in a soothing voice, laying a restraining hand on Sidney’s arm.

Thomas regards us for a moment, then nods and opens the door to reveal a small cabin much like the one Sidney and I shared aboard the Leicester. Sidney elbows past him to enter; I mutter an apology as I squeeze in behind. The smell hits us like a fist.

‘Sweet Jesus!’ Sidney says, pressing his sleeve over his mouth and nose. The room is thick with the stench of urine and vomit, intensified by the damp.

‘I wish you joy of your labour,’ Thomas says, through his sleeve. He stands in the doorway, blocking the light. The ceiling beams are low enough that Sidney is forced to stoop; I can stand upright, but only just. If I breathe through my mouth, the air is almost bearable.

‘There is no room for a man to hang in here,’ I remark, stating the obvious. Even if Robert Dunne was my height, he could barely have swung from one of the rafters without his feet scraping the floor. ‘Where was the rope fastened?’

There.’ Thomas Drake indicates an iron hook fixed into the ceiling for hanging a lantern. I reach up, take hold of it with both hands and lift my feet off the floor.

‘It would hold a man, but there is no room for the body to drop,’ I say, indicating the height from floor to ceiling. ‘At best he would have strangled slowly as his own weight pulled the noose tight.’

‘Exactly. And the face did not have the appearance of strangulation, as my brother told you.’

‘Was he a heavy man?’ I ask.

Thomas Drake tilts his head and appraises me. ‘Of a height with you, I would say, though much stockier. He had broad shoulders, and something of a paunch.’

‘He would have been solid, then. Not easy to lift.’ I look up at the hook again.

‘If the killer meant it to look as if he took his own life, hanging seems a curiously elaborate charade,’ Sidney says. ‘Why not choose something more subtle, like poison?’

I turn slowly and look at him, eyes wide.

He presses his sleeve back to his face with a quizzical look, but I am suddenly aware of the presence of Thomas Drake and reply with a minute shake of my head.

Thomas is no fool; he senses that there is an unspoken conversation being kept from him here, and it only serves to increase his distrust. He takes a step further into the small room and folds his arms.

‘Go about your business, then.’

‘I can’t see a thing in this gloom. Do you mean to stand in the doorway the whole time, blocking what little light there is?’ Sidney draws himself up to face Thomas, forgetting the restrictions of the cabin and hitting his head on the ceiling. ‘Shit! Do they build these for dwarves?’

‘They build them for sailors, who know how to accommodate themselves to the confines of a ship,’ Thomas says drily. He unfolds his arms, then appears at a loss what to do with them, so crosses them again. ‘Do you suppose I would leave the two of you here to rifle through the man’s possessions unsupervised?’

Even in the poor light of the cabin, I see the anger constricting Sidney’s face. The battle of wills at play here is almost audible in the silence that follows. Thomas seems to realise he has mis-spoken; his eyes grow uncertain and he opens his mouth as if to speak, but Sidney takes one stride across the cabin and stands with his face barely an inch away from Thomas’s. When he speaks, his voice is quiet and controlled.

‘Let me remind you, Thomas Drake, that I am a knight of the realm and Master of the Queen’s Ordnance. You will forgive me’ – he gives a charming little laugh – ‘but I thought you were implying that I was likely to steal a dead man’s belongings? Is this your assessment of me, or my friend?’

Thomas does not back away, but his self-assurance wavers.

‘Of course, that was not my meaning, Sir Philip,’ he says, lowering his eyes. ‘I must beg your pardon, but I have been at sea enough to know that the best of men can be tempted by a trinket that can be slipped inside a sleeve or a jacket. It is our responsibility to protect Dunne’s possessions for his family,’ he adds.

‘Pity you didn’t take more care to protect his person while he was still alive,’ Sidney says, stepping back. ‘Well, Thomas, I am not one of those men corrupted by trinkets and nor is my friend Bruno. Your brother said he was content for us to examine Dunne’s cabin in case we can shed some light on his death. Which is all but impossible with you filling the doorway.’

Thomas appears to weigh up his choices, and eventually takes a step back, out of the cabin.

‘It’s still damned near dark in here,’ Sidney protests. ‘Could you see about a lantern?’

‘I am not your chambermaid, Sir Philip.’ Thomas’s voice is tight, but after a moment, he adds, ‘I will see if one can be found.’ He hesitates, watching us, then turns and moves away from the door. Sidney immediately closes it behind him.

‘I can’t see a thing now,’ I say, barking my shin on what I take to be a wooden chest on the floor.

‘We’re supposed to be doing this discreetly,’ Sidney says. ‘Drake doesn’t want the whole ship to see us going through the dead man’s cabin. What would they make of that? Though Thomas has already drawn more attention than necessary, all that fuss just now. And now what do you say about him?’ He jerks his thumb towards the door. ‘I tell you, Bruno – he does not want us looking into this business. Why is that, do you suppose? Come now, you are the philosopher.’

‘I think he takes exception to the way you speak to him,’ I say. ‘And he regards us as outsiders. I do not think it any proof he is involved.’

‘How should I speak to him, then?’ Sidney’s voice rises, indignant. ‘When he will not show me the proper deference, and speaks to me as if I am some pampered child under his feet?’

I keep my face neutral. ‘But the question of deference is a thorny one at sea, is it not? The distinctions of class mean less than the degrees of authority aboard ship, it seems. That was the problem with the Doughty brothers, as I understand it. Thomas Drake evidently believes he outranks you here, and if you want his brother to take you to the New World, you will have to swallow it for now. But you cannot possibly imagine he would jeopardise his brother’s voyage by killing a fellow officer? What possible reason could he have?’

‘Perhaps he had a grudge against Dunne. Or perhaps he knew something about him—’ His speculation is interrupted by a timid knock at the cabin door. Sidney throws it open to reveal Drake’s young clerk, Gilbert, holding a lantern and a tinder-box.

‘Captain Drake asked me to bring this,’ he ventures, proffering the items. ‘Captain Thomas Drake, I should say.’ Sidney nods and takes them with curt thanks, and is about to close the door again when Gilbert steps forward, clearing his throat. ‘Pardon me,’ he begins, then threads his fingers together and hesitates. ‘May I ask what you are looking for?’

‘No,’ Sidney says, putting his hand to the latch. I motion to him to be quiet and move out of the shadows to see Gilbert more clearly. Without his eye-glasses he is obliged to squint, which gives him a permanent frown. He has the pallor of a man who spends his life bent over books, not wind-lashed on the deck of a ship. Again, I find myself curious about his presence here.

‘I knew Robert Dunne well from court,’ says Sidney, relenting. ‘Sir Francis asked me to pack up his belongings for his widow, who is due to arrive any day. So, if you wouldn’t mind . . .’

‘Yes, of course,’ Gilbert says, though he doesn’t move. His narrowed eyes flit around the walls of the cabin. ‘Poor woman. An awful tragedy to bear. That a man should die in the sin of self-slaughter. Although . . .’ He hesitates, dangling the bait.

Beside me, I hear Sidney tut with impatience. I lay a hand on his arm. Gilbert Crosse evidently wants to share his thoughts.

‘Although what?’ I ask, with an encouraging smile.

He glances back at the deck before taking a step closer.

‘I cannot help wondering if Sir Francis entertains some doubts on that score,’ he says, in a confidential tone.

‘Really?’ I keep my expression unmoving. ‘Has he said as much?’

‘Not to me.’ Gilbert shakes his head. ‘But he seems uneasy. He has been asking subtle questions about who was on the watch that night, who was the last to speak to Dunne, that sort of thing.’

‘I expect he wanted to ascertain his state of mind,’ I say.

‘Perhaps. Or it may be that he does not take Dunne’s death for what it appeared to be.’ He plucks at the cloth of his sleeve. ‘And I wish I knew for certain because, you see . . .’ He bites his lip, and his gaze flickers over his shoulder.

‘What is it, Gilbert?’ I prompt gently. It seems that he wants to unburden himself but is afraid of saying too much. ‘Because what?’

‘I know someone is not telling the truth. In answer to Captain Drake’s questions.’

‘Really?’ Sidney bounces forward, suddenly interested. ‘Who?’

There is a pause, heavy with anticipation, while Gilbert twists his hands together and debates whether to say more.

‘I was out on deck that night before Robert Dunne died,’ he says. ‘I saw them come back.’

‘What were you doing?’ Sidney asks, so brusquely that Gilbert jumps as if stung.

‘I was – taking measurements,’ he mumbles. Sidney glances at me. I can tell he has taken a dislike to Gilbert, but I am inclined to hear him out; someone who is so eager to voice his suspicions to strangers may have something useful to impart. Or else his eagerness might be worth noting in itself.

‘I thought it was raining that night?’ Sidney says.

Gilbert blushes and looks flustered. ‘Later. Before midnight it was quite clear still. I just like to practise taking readings with my astrolabe. It’s much harder to use when the ship is in motion and the wind is strong, and I am not experienced at sea, so I want to be prepared.’

‘You have a mariner’s astrolabe?’ I look at him with new admiration. These instruments, designed for calculating latitude out at sea from the stars, are rare and expensive. I find myself wondering what kind of clerk this young man is. ‘So do you navigate as well as copy Captain Drake’s letters?’

He squirms and looks at his shoes. ‘Oh, I just help with the calculations, that’s all.’

‘Go on with your story, if it is worth hearing,’ Sidney says, impatient.

Gilbert stammers an apology and continues. ‘Padre Pettifer, the chaplain, had brought Dunne back to the ship. Even in the dark, I could see he was hopelessly drunk. He could barely stand – the priest was holding him up. Thomas Drake helped Pettifer take Dunne to his cabin. Padre Pettifer stayed with him for a while, and after he left I saw the Spaniard Jonas knock on the door and go in. He was carrying one of his potions.’

‘What potions?’ Sidney says.

‘Jonas has some skill with herbs, they say.’ Gilbert glances between us, his eyes anxious. ‘He can make up a draught to cure seasickness or the effects of ale. I have not tried them myself. It all smacks a bit too much of the village wise woman for my liking, and I am a man of science.’

He draws himself up. Sidney snorts.

‘So Jonas took a draught of something to Dunne that night?’ I ask, with a sharp look at Sidney.

‘I suppose he must have,’ Gilbert says. ‘The thing is – I heard Jonas tell Captain Drake that he only looked in on Dunne, saw he was passed out and left again, taking his remedy with him.’ He drops his voice to an urgent whisper. ‘But that is not the truth.’

‘You mean, Jonas stayed there longer?’

Gilbert bites his lip and nods. ‘I was on deck for at least a half-hour more, until the rain came on, and I did not see the Spaniard come out before I returned to my quarters. It was only the next day, when they said Dunne had hanged himself, that I thought of it . . .’ His voice tails off and he stares at his feet.

‘So, you are saying . . .?’ I prompt.

He shakes his head quickly. ‘Nothing. I meant only that Jonas might know something of Dunne’s state of mind that night. Perhaps they had some conversation.’

‘Have you told Sir Francis that you believe Jonas is lying?’

He looks at me in alarm. ‘Oh no – I may have been mistaken. And I would not want to sow doubts in Captain Drake’s mind if he has none.’ He chews at the quick of his thumbnail. ‘I just wondered if perhaps he had voiced any doubts to you?’

Now we come to it. Beneath all the awkward fidgeting, this young man is sharper than he looks; he is fishing for gossip. The question is, why?

‘To us? No – we have only just arrived,’ I say.

‘He is hardly likely to confide any such doubts to us if he has said nothing to his own crew,’ Sidney agrees.

Gilbert looks chastened. ‘Of course. I meant no offence.’

‘Why do you speak of doubts at all?’ I ask, in a lighter tone. ‘Did Robert Dunne not strike you as a man likely to take his own life?’

He purses his lips. ‘I did not know him well, you understand. We did not really mix in the same circles. But on reflection, I would say he did not.’

‘He had heavy gambling debts,’ Sidney remarks. ‘That could push a man to despair.’

‘Yes, that was common knowledge,’ Gilbert says, with a disapproving expression. ‘But he seemed so optimistic about the voyage, on the few occasions I spoke with him. This would be his last expedition, he said. He’d be away long enough to avoid his creditors and when he returned, he said his fortunes would be mended and he would finally be able to put his life right.’

‘Fortunes? He meant whatever treasure he brought back, I suppose?’ Sidney says.

Gilbert shrugs. ‘I don’t know. I assume so.’

‘Did he have friends on board the Elizabeth?’ I ask. ‘People he was close to?’

He blinks at me. ‘I often saw him talking with the Spaniard Jonas. They knew one another from the circumnavigation in ’77. Beyond that, I don’t know what he did when he went ashore. You would have to ask the men. I don’t really associate with them much.’ He casts his eyes down as he says this and I realise that he is lonely aboard the Elizabeth; he belongs neither with the hardened sailors nor with the gentlemen officers. It would be a long voyage for him to the New World, I thought, with only his astrolabe for company.

‘Though if anyone would know whether Dunne seemed of a mind to take his life, I suppose it would be the chaplain, Padre Pettifer,’ Gilbert adds. ‘Some of the men do seem to confide in him.’ The curl of his lip as he says this suggests he cannot fathom why.

‘But not you?’

‘No,’ he says, firmly. ‘I would rather confess my sins directly to God, when the need arises.’

I nod, turning away to hide a smile. The silence is broken by a crackle and a flare from behind me; I turn to see Sidney lighting the lantern. Already, I sense his impatience; he has decided this over-earnest young man is no more than a gossip, lurking to see what details he can scavenge. But I have a feeling that Gilbert has not told us everything. I rest my hand on the latch, as if to close the door, but he seems reluctant to leave.

‘I understand you have written books on cosmology, Doctor Bruno, and that you argue the universe is infinite?’ He shuffles as he says this, and blushes, as if he were asking a girl to dance. I acknowledge the truth of it with a tilt of my head. ‘They say your theories have caused a good deal of controversy.’

‘So did Mercator’s projection of the globe when he first published it,’ I say. ‘It is hard to persuade people that the world may look different from the way they have always perceived it.’

He nods vigorously, his face alight. ‘Yes, indeed. I would like so much to discuss these ideas with you in detail, Doctor Bruno. You can imagine, I’m sure, how starved one grows of intellectual discussion among men like this. I pray we will have the chance while you are in Plymouth.’

I respond with a non-committal murmur and hold the door open for him.

‘Well, I shall leave you to your sad task,’ he says, after a pause. He turns, casting a look back at the cabin. ‘Perhaps you may find something of interest in there.’ He smiles, still trying to peer over my shoulder. I return the smile, and politely close the door in his face.

‘What sins could a milksop like that have to confess – coveting his neighbour’s astrolabe?’ Sidney rolls his eyes. ‘God’s tears. Do you know what we used to do with fellows like him at Oxford?’

‘I wouldn’t like to guess.’

He grins. ‘Well, that’s you taken care of for the voyage, Bruno. You two can have a wild old time with your measurements and your instruments. Starved of intellectual discussion! He has a fine opinion of himself for a bloody clerk.’

‘Ah, leave him alone,’ I say. ‘Help me lift this chest on to the bunk.’

‘Oh, I see – just because he’s heard of your books.’ Sidney folds his arms and nods. ‘Suddenly he’s your best friend. Well, I think he’s odd.’

‘I don’t disagree. But let’s concentrate on this for now.’

Between us, we grip the ends of the wooden chest and heft it on to the rumpled bed. It weighs less than I had expected, and we almost lose our balance.

‘He was very eager to share his misgivings,’ I remark, watching as Sidney lifts layers of clothes out of Dunne’s chest.

‘Probably just glad to have someone listen to him,’ Sidney says, without looking up. ‘I can’t imagine the rest of the crew have much time for a whey-faced scribbler like that.’

‘He seemed sincere, though, do you not think?’ I lean against the wall, running through Gilbert’s uninvited confidences in my mind. ‘If he truly suspects that Dunne didn’t kill himself, it must be a relief to unburden his fears. I imagine Drake put an end to any such speculation the minute it was voiced.’

‘He wanted to be sure we knew about the Spaniard, though. Do you think there’s anything in that?’

‘You mentioned poison earlier as the simplest way to kill a man without suspicion. I wondered why we had not thought of that before. And now we have a resident herbalist who took him a philtre the night he died.’

‘But apparently they were friends,’ he points out.

‘Gilbert said he saw them talking. That is not necessarily the same thing.’ I suck in my cheeks. ‘I don’t know how we go about asking this Jonas questions without putting him on his guard. Especially if he does have something to hide.’

‘You have a knack for that sort of thing,’ Sidney says. ‘That’s why Walsingham values you so highly.’

‘I’m not the only one Walsingham values on this ship, apparently.’

‘Yes.’ He nods towards the door. ‘We’ll have to keep an eye on that clerk. He’s bound to be reporting back. He must not know of our plan to sail with the fleet until we are underway – I don’t want him tattling to Walsingham. Now then – what’s in here?’

He lifts the last of the clothes out of the chest and throws them down on the bunk with a disgruntled noise. ‘Nothing except shirts, and not very good ones at that.’

‘There must be something else.’ I turn slowly, taking in the bare cabin. The yellow light throws sickly shadows up the walls as it sways on its hook with the ship’s motion. Already I feel my own balance knocked off-centre now that we are back on board; that same sense that everything certain and solid has been pulled away from under me. I reach out a hand and lay my palm against the rough wooden wall of the cabin to steady myself. There are so few possessions here, so little to give us any sense of the man whose life had ended swinging from a ceiling beam like a side of beef. I shudder. ‘He was certainly travelling light for someone who expected to be away for a year.’

Sidney stuffs the clothes into the chest without bothering to fold them and lifts it off the bunk. The ship gives a sudden shift back and forth as if on an unexpected wave, and he staggers with the weight of the chest, dropping it to the floor, narrowly missing his foot. The movement causes the cone of light from the lantern to lurch wildly from side to side, briefly illuminating the shadowy recesses of the cabin.

‘Dio mio, what is that?’ I grab the lantern from its hook and fling myself across to the bunk, pulling back the rumpled sheets where a dark red stain blooms on the white linen.

‘What have you found?’ Sidney crowds in beside me, curious, his shadow falling across the bed.

‘Move back, I can’t see. Here, hold this.’ I hand him the lantern and lift the sheet closer to my face. The stain is dry, the fabric stiff. I lean in and sniff it.

‘Wine,’ I say, letting the sheet fall back to the bed. ‘For a moment I thought it was blood.’ I pull the top sheet away to reveal a bottle of dark-green glass, empty, and two stoneware mugs. Both have the dried dregs of wine inside. I stick my nose inside one and sniff.

Sidney grins. ‘You are better value than a hunting dog, Bruno, just as I told Drake.’

‘This smells odd,’ I say, passing it to him. ‘Sweet. It’s familiar, but—’

He inhales, his face in the mug. ‘Christmas, that’s what it smells of. The wine must have been spiced. It fits, I suppose. Everyone said Dunne was drunk that night. He must have put this away in his cabin before he even left for shore.’

‘But there are two mugs here. It looks as if he was drinking with someone.’ I sniff the mug again. He is right; the lingering sweet smell calls to mind winter spices. ‘Might someone have slipped something into his drink? Something that would account for the wildness of his behaviour?’

‘So they could kill him while he was out of his right mind, you mean?’ Sidney scratches the back of his neck. ‘I suppose that’s possible. What do you think – the Spaniard and his herbs again?’

I frown. ‘Who knows? I would like to talk to this Jonas, before we make up our minds against him. But it seems he would have had the means. Wait – what’s under here?’

The space beneath the bunk, where it is built into the wall, has been converted into a cupboard for storage. I open one of the doors, but the cavity appears to be empty. ‘Give me the light, would you?’

Sidney crouches beside me, shining the lantern into the corners. I lay on my front and wriggle my head and shoulders into the hole, pressing my hands around the boards on the floor and sides.

‘What are you looking for?’ Sidney asks, passing the light in to me.

‘I don’t know. But where would you hide anything valuable, if not in the chest? There must be something in here.’ My voice is muffled by the enclosed space. ‘He was going to sea for a year or more, you’d think he would have brought some personal possessions with him. Some memento of home. This room is so spartan, it seems wrong.’

‘Maybe he didn’t want to be reminded of home,’ Sidney says. ‘Maybe he saw it as a chance to escape all that.’

I say nothing. I have a feeling he is not thinking about Dunne. Just as I am on the verge of conceding defeat, I notice some scratch marks on one of the wooden planks at the back of the storage cavity. I place the light beside me, stretch awkwardly to my belt for my knife, and slip the blade in under the board to prise it up. It lifts easily to reveal a small recess. I reach in and retrieve a fat leather-bound book with an ornate jewelled clasp.

‘What have you got?’ Sidney asks, impatient.

‘An English testament, by the look of it. Here, hold this.’

I wriggle out backwards, hand him the lantern and brush myself down. We sit together on the bunk, heads bent close over the book. He undoes the clasp and opens the stiff cover to the first page.

‘Well, I’ll be whipped,’ Sidney whispers.

A hole has been cut in the pages of the book, very precisely, identical on every page, all the way through to the back cover. Inside it is a velvet purse with a drawstring. I lift it out and test the weight.

‘Let’s have a look,’ Sidney says, holding out his hand. I tip the purse up and five bright coins jangle into his open palm. Sidney whistles.

‘Five gold angels. Christ’s bones! I thought Robert Dunne was supposed to have gambled away his last groat. Where would he get a sum like this?’

‘Perhaps he won it.’

‘Unlikely, from everything we’ve heard. We should take this to Drake. It’s an old trick, this, you know.’ He pokes the cavity cut out of the book. ‘This is how Catholics often smuggle vials of chrism and holy water through the ports. Revenue officers don’t think to look inside books. Let’s see if there’s anything else under there.’ Sidney rests one knee on the planks and leans in with the lantern to grope around in the space beneath the boards. ‘Ha! What have we here?’

He passes me a folded paper and reaches back inside, bringing out a tarnished metal coin.

‘Look at this.’ He holds it out on the flat of his palm. Peering closer, I see that it is about the size of a sovereign, but of cheap metal, imprinted not with the Queen’s image but with an insignia depicting a flame above a dish. ‘What do you make of that? It looks like no coin I’ve ever seen. Foreign, do you think?’

I shake my head. ‘I don’t think it’s a coin at all. More likely some sort of token – a private currency, perhaps? Though it is not a symbol I recognise.’

He examines it, shrugs. ‘Let’s take a look at the paper, then.’

The letter has been sealed with crimson wax, and the seal is neatly broken in two. I unfold it and hold it out so Sidney can read it with me.

[image: images]

A line has been drawn through the first three names on the list. Sidney looks up at me, a glint of excitement in his eye.

‘What do you make of this?’

I scan the list. ‘I’d like to know if Bryte, Morgan or Fletcher were either of the two men Lady Drake mentioned – the jurymen from Thomas Doughty’s trial who died this year.’

‘I don’t recognise those names, but that was my first thought. I’ll wager you are right. Is this list in Dunne’s own writing, I wonder?’

I open the book again. On the top right-hand corner of the inside cover, the name R. Dunne is written in ink, and below it, Plymouth 1577. The curling loops on the R and D are quite different from the script on the list of names.

‘If Dunne wrote his own name in his book, then I would say no. Turn the paper over.’

Sidney holds out the back of the sheet, where the paper was folded and sealed. In the same hand is written ‘Master Robert Dunne’.

Sidney bends closer to examine the wax. ‘No imprint. Whoever sent it knew it would mean something to Dunne. But why send him a list of names that includes his own?’

‘A threat, perhaps. Letting him know that his time is coming. Though it seems odd to give a man warning that you plan to kill him.’

‘And implying that you intend to strike at Drake and his brother as well,’ Sidney says, rubbing his chin. ‘Why did Dunne say nothing to Drake?’

I look sideways at him. ‘Perhaps he had good reason not to.’

‘How so?’

I sit on the edge of the bunk, tracing the raised pattern the jewels make on the book’s cover with my fingertips. ‘What do we know of Robert Dunne? A gentleman, though deeply in debt. One of the jurymen who condemned Thomas Doughty to execution seven years ago. Which makes him one of John Doughty’s targets for revenge.’

‘If the John Doughty story is true,’ Sidney says, leaning against the door. ‘It might be nothing more than rumour and coincidence.’

‘True. But I am just trying to set out all the possibilities. We know that Robert Dunne was an obsessive gambler, and that he was using this voyage to escape his creditors.’

‘We also know that he expected to come into money in the not too distant future, if your twitchy friend the cartographer is to be believed.’

‘He’s not my friend. But yes. Dunne may have meant his spoils from the voyage, but what if he meant something else? And we’re told that he had been seen more than once in the company of a couple of strangers – meetings he clearly didn’t want his fellow sailors to know about.’

‘Then there’s the Judas book, and the dealer we presume to be Rowland Jenkes. Dunne was mixed up in that, don’t forget. And now this mysterious purse. Maybe he stole it from someone, who killed him in revenge?’

‘Or maybe it was some kind of payment.’

Sidney looks at me expectantly. When I make no reply, he shrugs. ‘It’s a tangle.’

I tuck the letter inside my doublet. ‘We should ask Drake about this list. If this is the jury that condemned Thomas Doughty, it may shed some light. Didn’t you say John Doughty went to prison because it was alleged that the Spanish had recruited him to assassinate Drake?’

Sidney narrows his eyes. ‘So it was said at court, but—’

‘And suppose that were true? If you were John Doughty, bent on revenge, how would you go about it? Drake travels with armed men wherever he goes, and he would recognise you a mile off, so how would you ever get near him? If you were clever, might you not recruit someone to do the job for you? Someone who could get close to Drake without him suspecting anything?’

He stares at me. ‘Someone like Robert Dunne, you mean?’

‘It is no small task to persuade a man to take another’s life. Especially when the man concerned is considered a hero. You would need to find someone who is vulnerable to coercion in some way. This might be an advance payment.’ I tap the purse with my forefinger.

‘Philip of Spain has offered twenty thousand ducats to the man who rids him of El Draco. That would be incentive enough for many. You think John Doughty aimed to use Dunne to assassinate Drake, for a share of the reward?’ He shakes his head. ‘It’s quite a convoluted theory, Bruno.’

‘I know.’ I place the purse back inside the book and tuck it under my arm with a sigh. ‘I would be glad to hear a simpler one, if you have it.’

He presses his lips together. ‘Not yet. We should show all this to Drake, see what he makes of it.’

‘He may not thank us for suggesting he is next on the murderer’s list.’

‘I doubt he will lose much sleep over the idea. If Drake feared the assassin’s knife he would never set foot outside his own door.’ Sidney affects indifference, but it is plain he is impressed by Drake’s bravery.

Holding up the lantern, I close the cupboard door and take a last look around the dead man’s cabin. A sudden melancholy sweeps over me at the bareness of it, the thought that a life can leave so few traces. Hard not to think of what I would leave behind me, if someone came for me in the dark watches of the night. No widow, no child, no land. Nothing but the books I have written. At least, I suppose, that is some sort of mark in the sand. I am about to leave when something flashes on the floor; a brief wink as I move the light.

‘Wait – what was that?’

I crouch and retrieve from between the floorboards a small pearl button in the shape of a flower. I hold it out on my palm for Sidney to examine.

‘Did this come from any of the shirts or doublets you took out of the chest?’

‘Don’t think so. This is not a cheap thing, and Dunne’s clothes were shabby, for the most part. But let us look again.’

He prises open the chest and dumps an armful of the dead man’s clothes on the bed. Between us we lift up the meagre collection of shirts and doublets. They give off a stale, damp odour.

‘The shirts all lace at the neck,’ I point out.

‘And these doublets have buttons wrapped in thread,’ he says, dropping them back in the chest and wiping his hands. ‘Unless it belonged to the clothes he died in, it’s not his.’

‘So we might conclude that someone else lost this button in here. Perhaps in the course of a scuffle.’

‘Torn off while hoisting him to the ceiling?’ Sidney suggests. ‘That can’t have been an easy task.’

‘Hold on to it,’ I say. ‘And look closely at the buttons of everyone on board from now on. Its owner may not realise it is missing.’

Sidney drops the button into his purse for safekeeping, along with the coin. I slip the list of names inside my doublet and tuck the prayer book back under my arm.

We emerge on to the deck just as the door of the next cabin opens and Sir William Savile appears, fastening a short green cape to his shoulder. He looks surprised to see us in Dunne’s quarters but greets us with his usual heartiness. Again I detect a faint hint of irony in it, as if we are all agreed that we are acting a part. Or perhaps I am too ready to be suspicious.

‘Gentlemen. What are you up to in there – looting?’ He grins, nodding to the book, and I curse myself for not having thought to conceal it.

‘Sorting through Dunne’s belongings for his widow,’ Sidney says, with a touch of hauteur. Savile raises an eyebrow.

‘Ah. I see the Captain-General is not afraid of setting you to menial tasks,’ he says, but his eyes are still fixed on the book. ‘For my part I have told him I will keep the watch once in a while, but I draw the line at scrubbing out the heads. Is that a book of Dunne’s? I never saw him read anything except a hand of cards.’

‘It is a testament,’ I say. ‘Perhaps he preferred to keep his devotions private.’

He inclines his head. ‘Looks like a handsome book. Costly. For a fellow who claimed he didn’t have a shilling. And died owing me, I might add, among others. May I see?’

He meets my eye with an expectant smile as he holds out a hand. I make no move to release the book.

‘You played cards with him, then?’

Savile gives a short laugh. ‘For my sins. His enthusiasm for the card table was in direct proportion to his lack of talent for it, poor devil. The first night we docked in Plymouth, Sir Francis took a private room at the Star and we gentlemen dined together. There was a game after supper. Dunne went out early, and lost with a very bad grace, I must say. I was among those he promised to repay. He stormed away in a great fury. Not what you expect from an officer, but then some of these country gentlemen are rather unpolished, don’t you find?’ He addresses this question to Sidney, who refuses to return the slick smile, despite the fact that he almost certainly shares Savile’s views. There is something unpalatable about seeing one’s own snobbery reflected so nakedly in another.

‘Were the stakes high?’ I ask.

He turns and allows his glance to slide up and down me before resting on my face. ‘As high as befits the status of the players. But etiquette demands that you don’t enter into a game unless you can meet the stakes. Very bad form otherwise.’

‘Did Dunne leave the game owing a lot to the rest of the company?’

‘Not enough to make it worth killing himself,’ Savile says. ‘Or to make it worth anyone’s while to kill him.’ One side of his mouth curves into a smile.

‘Why – has someone suggested that is what happened?’

‘I thought that’s what you were implying. But one always speculates in these matters, don’t you think? Anyhow. Mustn’t speak ill of the dead,’ he adds, without sincerity. ‘Where are you fellows bound? Off to see the Captain-General?’ He looks as if he means to join us. I glance at Sidney; we would not be able to discuss anything with Drake if Savile tags along.

‘I intend to visit the rest of the fleet this afternoon in my capacity as Master of the Ordnance,’ Sidney says, with a little swagger of the shoulders. ‘Doctor Bruno will be helping Sir Francis with his charts.’

Savile looks at me with a flicker of interest. ‘Navigator, are you?’

‘I know something of astronomy.’

‘Huh. I thought he had a fellow for that. The whey-faced boy with the spectacles. Well, I think I shall come with you, Sir Philip. If I have to spend another afternoon in my cabin I fear I shall do away with myself out of boredom.’ He stops when he sees our expressions. ‘Sorry. Thoughtless. But really, it’s enough to drive you out of your wits, cooped up here all day. And the attractions of Plymouth are soon exhausted.’

‘I’m not sure there will be many more entertainments laid on during the months at sea,’ I say.

‘Ah, but that is different. At least we will be in the thick of it then. The journey itself is the adventure! Come, Sir Philip. Where shall we begin?’

Sidney throws me a helpless look as Savile takes him by the arm.

‘I can deliver the key to Sir Francis,’ I say, biting down a grin as I take it from Sidney’s hand. ‘I would not want to keep you from your official business, Sir Philip.’ He purses his lips and glares at me. If he was hoping to ask discreet questions about Dunne as he toured the other ships in the fleet, Savile’s company will be an unfortunate handicap, but that is Sidney’s problem. He can find his own way out of it; my thoughts now are bent on the book in Drake’s cabin.




EIGHT

‘Ah, Bruno. Come in. I hope the women didn’t wear you out with their chatter this afternoon.’ Drake is sitting behind his vast table, a raft of papers spread out before him. Gilbert Crosse is at his side, canted over with a pencil in his hand and his spectacles balanced on his nose. Thomas Drake stands by the window, hands clasped behind his back. He nods acknowledgement without a smile. Sidney is right; the man truly is his brother’s keeper. Gilbert glances from me to Drake in alarm, and moves to gather up the papers. Drake lays a hand on his arm.

‘Don’t worry, Gilbert,’ he says. ‘Doctor Bruno is not here to spy on your charts.’

Moving closer, I see that the papers are covered with detailed drawings of a section of coastline, all marked neatly with latitudes and meridians and carefully labelled with place names. I twist my neck to read and realise I am looking at the coast of north-west Spain, from Cabo de Finisterra to the mouth of the Vigo river. Gilbert watches me reading the map and touches his fingers to his temple, as if the anxiety were giving him a headache.

‘Did you draw these?’ I ask. He must catch the admiration in my voice, because he blushes all the way to his hairline and lays a hand on the edge of one of the pages, a proprietorial gesture.

‘But whose map is it from?’ I peer at it, intrigued. ‘It does not look like any of the extant maps I recognise.’

Gilbert looks at Drake for permission to answer.

‘I should hope it does not,’ Drake says with a smile, resting a hand on the boy’s shoulder. ‘These drawings are original. Not copied from existing mappa mundae, but sketched from the true calculations and bearings of real navigators and pilots.’

‘You are remaking the map?’ I stare at them. It was common knowledge that the elaborate and often fanciful maps drawn up by cartographers, even the most skilled such as Gerard Mercator, bore little relation to the true shape of the world’s countries and especially their coastlines, as navigated by experienced mariners. Master cartographers more often than not copied their drawings from existing maps, so that the errors were replicated. It had always seemed to me absurd that there was not more collaboration between the adventurers and merchants of different nations when creating new maps – such collaboration would mean enormous leaps in our understanding of the world and how to travel it. But a navigator’s local knowledge is a prized resource, closely guarded; to share it with a rival nation would be to give away military and commercial advantage.

‘War with Spain is inevitable, sooner or later,’ Drake says, giving me a sober look. ‘If not this year, then the year after, or the one after that. I suggested to Master Secretary Walsingham that Her Majesty’s fleet would be a good deal more confident when the time comes if we had accurate maps of the key Spanish ports and coastline. To say nothing of better charts of the Spanish Main and every other vital stronghold. He sent me Gilbert.’

The young man attempts to look modest, but I can see he is glowing.

‘You have some skill in cartography, then?’ I ask, regarding him with new interest.

‘Gilbert is a master draughtsman,’ Drake says, with as much pride as if he had trained the boy himself. ‘And has studied mathematics and cosmography. All he lacks is the experience of seeing a coastline up close, from the deck of a ship. This we hope to remedy.’ He claps the boy on the back.

‘I studied with a master cartographer in Antwerp, who had himself trained with Abraham Ortelius,’ Gilbert explains, puffing out his chest a little. ‘Though for the purposes of this journey, I am merely Captain Drake’s clerk,’ he adds quickly.

‘Yes. These maps do not exist,’ Drake says, tapping the papers on the table and fixing me with a warning look.

I bow to show that I have understood, recalling that the Queen had forbidden Drake to publish any map or account of his voyage around the world, lest it fall into Spanish hands. If these maps of Gilbert’s are to give England an advantage, Spain must not know of their creation. They are, in effect, military intelligence.

‘What have you there, Doctor Bruno?’ Gilbert says, blinking over his eye-glasses, pointing to the book under my arm. ‘Did you find that in Robert Dunne’s cabin?’ He lays down his pencil and looks at it with interest.

Drake glances sharply from me to Gilbert, assesses the situation, and with one practised movement he stands and rolls up the charts on the table, sending Gilbert’s pencil spinning to the floor. While the cartographer scrabbles beneath the seat in search of it, Drake gives me the minutest shake of his head.

‘Thank you, Gilbert. We will continue after supper, if we may, with the approach to the Vigo river.’

Gilbert accepts the dismissal, though he squirms on the spot, his face anxious.

‘I had planned to go ashore this evening, sir,’ he says, a slight waver in his voice. ‘To Evensong, as I always do. Though, of course, if you . . .’

Drake waves a hand. ‘No, forgive me, I had forgotten. Far be it from me to stand between a man and his prayers. I dare say we will have time enough to discuss the matter before we ever near the coast of Spain.’ He grimaces, as if he sees the prospect receding before his eyes.

Gilbert eases out from behind the table. He gives me a shy smile as his gaze flits again to the book in my hands. If our aim was to avoid speculation over the nature of Dunne’s death, we are making a poor job of it, I reflect; soon the whole ship will be murmuring about Sidney and me rummaging through the dead man’s belongings, and wondering why. Although, after our conversation with Gilbert and Savile, it seems clear that speculation is rife already.

When the door is firmly closed behind Gilbert, Drake pushes both hands through his hair in a distracted gesture, and motions for me to take a seat opposite him.

‘Where is Sir Philip?’ he asks.

‘Gone to speak to the other captains about ordnance. Sir William volunteered to accompany him.’

Drake chuckles. ‘Let them get under each other’s feet. What have you turned up in Dunne’s cabin, then?’

I hand over the book, explaining where I had found it. He nods when he opens it to see the cut-away hiding place and the purse. ‘Yes, I have seen such things before. A good way to hide valuables, though better done with a less showy book, I would think. I wonder where Dunne got this kind of money.’

‘Not at the card table,’ Thomas says, with conviction. It occurs to me that the dead man may have owed him too.

‘However it came into his hands, it suggests that the killer was not interested in valuables,’ I say. ‘It was not much of a hiding place – it would have been short work to find that money. We also discovered this beneath the boards of his bunk.’ I hand him the list. As he scans it, his composure falters and his face grows pale.

‘Thomas, take a look at this.’ Drake hands him the list. Thomas reads it and looks up at his brother, his expression fighting between anger and shock. They exchange a long look, before Sir Francis turns to me.

‘Do you know what this is?’

‘A list of jurymen from Port San Julian?’ I venture. ‘Those who condemned Thomas Doughty to death?’

‘How could you know that?’ Thomas Drake snaps his head up from the paper. He crumples it in his fist and glares at me.

‘Lady Drake mentioned something about it today when we were out walking.’

‘Did she?’ Drake raises an eyebrow and nods, as if this does not surprise him. ‘You know, then, that John Doughty, who was fortunate not to share his brother’s sentence on the voyage, has been seeking his revenge since we returned to England. His attempt to prosecute me failed, and he vowed then to take the law into his own hands.’ He pauses, and his shoulders heave with the force of his sigh.

‘I understood he had spent time in prison?’

‘That was none of my brother’s doing,’ Thomas Drake cuts in, so fast and defiant that it as good as confirms the opposite. Sir Francis gives him a warning glance.

‘John Doughty was accused of taking money from the Spanish for my death or capture. To this day I don’t know if there was truth in it – some said the charges were fabricated to silence him. The reward is real enough, mind – twenty thousand ducats, Philip of Spain has offered for my head.’ There is a flash of gold tooth as he grins briefly, proud of the fact, before his expression grows serious again. ‘John Doughty was imprisoned in the Marshalsea. Worst place for him – it’s my belief he ended up among Catholic recusants with sympathy for the Spanish, which only served to double his hatred of me. He was released in February of this year. That’s when the letters started.’ ‘He sends you threats?’

Drake presses his lips together. ‘Always the same theme – I am guilty of murder, blood demands blood. I would pay them no mind, except that he never fails to include some detail to prove he knows what I have been doing recently.’ He grimaces. ‘That is hard to ignore – especially when he makes reference to my wife.’

‘He threatens her?’

‘Not overtly. He will mention that she looked well in the yellow dress she wore to church on Sunday, that sort of thing. To make clear that he watches her closely. For that I am obliged to take him seriously. Especially since I heard the news about Will Bryte.’

‘What happened to him?’

‘Thrown from his horse, supposedly. Even then, I would not have paid it any heed, if I had not had word that Edward Morgan had died barely a month later. In his case it was a stomach sickness. So they said.’ He falls silent and smooths out the list on the table, staring at it.

‘He is picking us off one by one,’ Thomas Drake says, his voice flat.

Drake looks up at his brother, and then at me.

‘Elizabeth said I was being foolish, making too much of accidents and coincidence. But when I heard of Morgan’s death, I felt the breath of fear at my collar. And now there is Robert Dunne . . .’ He spreads his hands out, indicating helplessness. ‘I said to my brother, John Doughty is behind this somehow, mark my words.’

‘And you think he is in Plymouth now?’

‘I said it could not be,’ Thomas cuts in, stepping closer. ‘There is no question of Doughty boarding this ship – there are too many among our crews who know his face. I refused to believe it. But this—’ He leans in and stabs at the list with a forefinger.

‘Fletcher too, Thomas,’ Drake says, shaking his head. ‘I always wondered.’ He sees my expression. ‘Abe Fletcher had testified against Thomas Doughty during his trial. He was washed overboard during a tempest in the Strait of Magellan, though no other men were lost. He was sailing on the same ship as John Doughty.’

‘He was the first, then,’ Thomas says. He keeps his composure, but he darts a quick glance at the cabin door and his fingers are interlaced so tightly that the knuckles are white.

The atmosphere in the room has changed; fear has insinuated itself among us, and we can all sense it hovering. We look at one another. No one seems to know what to say next.

‘Is this handwriting the same as your letters?’ I ask, to break the silence.

Drake squints at the paper. ‘The letters I received were in a wild hand, full of scrawls and strange symbols. The writing of a madman, you’d say – though that might have been for show. I burned them, of course – I didn’t want them upsetting Elizabeth.’

‘But why was this list in Dunne’s possession? Meant as a threat, I suppose,’ Thomas says, answering his own question as he looks to his brother for affirmation. ‘And why did Dunne not say anything? If he had been given reason to fear that his life was in danger, and those of others, why would he not mention it to the Captain-General? We could have done more to protect him.’

‘Pride, perhaps,’ Drake says. His mood is sombre.

I hesitate. ‘Perhaps there is another reason.’ Both brothers look at me. ‘What if that list was not a warning but an instruction?’

Drake understands me first, amazement dawning in his eyes. ‘You mean to say that Dunne . . .?’ He frowns, glances at Thomas. ‘No, not Robert. It is not possible. He was a loyal shipmate.’

I hold out my hands, palms up. ‘It is only a theory. But John Doughty must have realised he had little chance of getting close to you or your brother. What if he coerced Dunne, with the promise of sparing his life? Dunne would have been your close companion for months at sea. He would have had ample opportunity and you would not have suspected a thing.’

Drake looks at his brother and shudders.

‘But Robert Dunne’s own name is on that list.’ Thomas Drake shakes his head. ‘And even supposing he did plan on killing Sir Francis – he is dead himself now, and your extravagant theory brings us no closer to knowing why, or who killed him.’

‘But we cannot avoid the conclusion that it was someone on board this ship,’ Drake murmurs. We all glance at the door.

‘Gilbert mentioned that the Spaniard, Jonas, went to Dunne’s cabin that night after Dunne came back early. I wondered whether he might know anything.’ I couch the question carefully, not wishing to sound as if I share Gilbert’s suspicions.

‘Yes, I sent Jonas to see him,’ Thomas says, sounding defiant. ‘The Spaniard has some skill with herbs – he can make infusions which take the edge off an excess of drink. I asked him to prepare a remedy for Dunne.’

‘Did he say how Dunne seemed when he left him? This Jonas may well have been the last person to see Dunne alive. Apart from his killer.’ I do not need to add that they may be one and the same.

Thomas shakes his head. ‘He said only that Dunne had been sleeping when he left.’

‘You can speak to him yourself if you like,’ Drake offers.

‘This is a bad business, Francis.’ Thomas gives his brother a hard look. ‘If the men have begun murmuring against the story you gave out—’

‘It is a bad business altogether!’ Drake pushes the table away and stands, flushed by his outburst. He takes a deep breath and lowers his voice. ‘It has been since the minute we found him. But we can go neither forward nor back until we learn the truth about his death.’ He exhales slowly. ‘And now, Bruno,’ he says, turning to me with an effortful smile, ‘the Judas book. Perhaps you will find something there to shed light on this matter.’

He crosses to a corner of the cabin and unlocks a cupboard set into the wooden panelling. From it he retrieves the package we had seen earlier at the Star. I feel a tremor of anticipation in my fingertips at the prospect of opening those fragile pages. He places the book on the table in front of me.

‘Thomas, let us leave Doctor Bruno to his scholarly work. I will make a tour of the ship, speak to the men. You might do the same aboard your own vessel. Reassure them that all is in order.’

I like to think I detect a gentle note of admonition in this last sentence, and smile to myself.

‘You intend leaving him alone with it?’ Thomas points at me, apparently outraged.

Drake turns to his brother. ‘What do you imagine he is going to do – jump out of the window? There is an armed guard outside the door, he would not get very far. And if anyone tries to steal it from him, well – Sir Philip assures me no sane man would attempt to best Bruno in a fight. Isn’t that right, Bruno?’

‘I can defend myself if need be, Sir Francis,’ I say, hoping I will not be called upon to prove it.

Reluctantly, Thomas Drake moves towards the door, with a last glance over his shoulder that seems designed to let me know he has the measure of me. Drake nods once, and closes the door behind them.

Afternoon drifts into early evening. At intervals the sun pushes through the clouds and fractured light scatters in liquid patterns across the wooden panels of the captain’s cabin and the wide desk. I have almost stopped noticing the gentle rocking of the ship, the creaking of timber, the hundred other noises that belong to the sea. Losing track of time, I forge on, sentence by sentence, absorbed in the words before me as my hand copies them to a fresh paper, transforming the curlicues and spirals of the Coptic letters into robust Latin. Frequently I have to pause, take a deep breath, collect myself. These words could be more volatile than all the powder and shot stored in the holds of all these ships put together.

My thoughts are disturbed by a sharp knock on the door. I look up with a start; it must be a visitor for Drake. I have been so absorbed in the book that I have no idea whether the guards are still outside. Shoulders tensed, I turn the paper face down, grasp the handle of my knife and call ‘Come!’

The door opens a crack to reveal a man who could be one of my countrymen. His hair is black and curls to his shoulders, his face is tanned a deep olive brown and his eyes are so dark it is hard to tell where the pupil begins and ends. He wears a gold ring in each ear and his beard is unevenly trimmed. Between his cupped hands he carries a covered pewter tankard. Wisps of steam drift from beneath the lid. His expression when he looks at me is wary, more so when his eyes flit to my hand on my dagger. I remain still, watching him.

‘Captain Drake tell me I bring you this,’ he says indifferently, indicating the tankard. He speaks English with a thick accent. This can only be Jonas, the former prisoner now elevated to the status of translator.

‘¿Qué es?’ I ask, pointing at the tankard.

‘¿Usted habla español?’ His face relaxes a little and he steps forward, though his eyes are still fixed on the knife. I let go of it and gesture to him to come in. He closes the door and holds the tankard up, explaining in Spanish that he has made an infusion of herbs beneficial for settling the stomach. ‘Para el mareo,’ he adds, with an encouraging nod. I am about to explain that I am not seasick, when it occurs to me that this must be a ruse of Drake’s, to give me a chance to talk to the Spaniard in private.

‘You know about medicine?’ I ask, in Spanish.

He shrugs. ‘My mother was a gypsy. She taught me how to use herbs for healing. I know a little of poultices and infusions. Enough to be of use to men at sea.’ He gives a diffident smile and lifts the hinged lid of the tankard; steam gusts out, with a strong scent of fennel and something else, a sickly-sweet tang I can’t place. I think of the two mugs in Robert Dunne’s cabin, the smell of spices, the reports of his strange, wild drunkenness, and my hand freezes in the act of reaching for the tankard. This man was in Dunne’s cabin the night he died, was quite possibly the last person to see him alive, and he may already know that Sidney and I have looked through the dead man’s belongings. I glance down at his woollen jerkin. The buttons are all made of wood, and intact. Even so, perhaps I would be wise not to touch whatever is in this mug.

I smile nonetheless and take it from his outstretched hand, inhaling the steam.

‘It’s good,’ he says, seeing my hesitation. ‘Everyone asks me for this when we are at sea, trust me. I am Jonas,’ he adds, with a little bow.

‘Giordano Bruno of Nola.’

‘I know.’ His eyes stray over my shoulder to the wide table behind me, where the manuscript and my notes lie spread out in full sight. ‘You are making a translation of the book?’

I follow the direction of his gaze. ‘Yes. Where are you from?’

‘Cadiz, once. But I have been at sea since I was a boy.’ He pauses; that same half-smile again. ‘I have never felt at home anywhere on dry land.’

‘But you feel at home on an English ship?’

He does not miss the sceptical tone and immediately his face closes up; I have impugned his loyalty, to his country, or to Drake, or both, and he is offended. ‘Do you?’

‘I would not claim to feel at home on any ship. But for now I have no choice.’

‘No more do I,’ he says meaningfully. He sighs and folds his arms across his chest. ‘Ah, I know what you think. They all think the same. El Draco – he captured my ship, insulted my motherland, stole everything. Why would I stay with him, if I am a true Spaniard, if not to betray him? I see how they watch me. They think I spy for my country, for King Philip. You are thinking the same. But I tell you this, Italian.’ He looks away to the window, as if he doesn’t care either way. ‘If there is a spy on this ship, it is not me.’

The strangeness of this remark does not escape me.

‘There are enough men in this fleet who know of Captain Drake’s plans for the Spanish Main,’ he continues. He points through the window to the town. ‘Plymouth crawls with merchants and traders from Europe, the harbour is full of their ships. Yet if letters find their way into Spanish hands, all eyes will fall on me.’ He keeps his gaze firmly fixed on the window, his voice low. ‘To be a foreigner among Englishmen is always to be guilty of something. The crime itself doesn’t matter. You understand this, perhaps?’

I nod with feeling, recalling my brush with English justice last summer. ‘In London, barely a day passes when I am not called a filthy Spanish dog.’

He laughs. ‘Take it as a compliment, my friend, to be thought a Spaniard.’

‘Why do you stay with him, then?’ I ask, sensing that his guard has relaxed a little.

‘That first voyage, when he captured the Santa Maria, he kept me with him because I knew the waters of the Spanish Main, and I can translate. He needs me to negotiate with the Spanish.’

‘I heard he negotiates with a sword.’

He waves this aside. ‘These are stories told by the Spanish. We are fond of exaggeration. Like you Italians, in my experience.’

I acknowledge the truth of this with a smile.

‘El Draco is courteous, though it suits my countrymen to say otherwise. When he took my ship, he put her crew in the longboats and sent them home unharmed.’

‘Except for the priest,’ I say, thinking of the Doughty brothers running the frightened young Jesuit through with a sword.

‘That was not Captain Drake’s doing,’ Jonas says, with some ferocity. ‘The Spanish claim he cuts off the hands of prisoners. I never saw any such thing. I had better treatment from him in one voyage than I ever had from a Spanish captain in all my years at sea. Consider – I was a prisoner, but at the end of the voyage he paid me as one of his crew. So.’ He shrugs. ‘I stayed in England. There was nothing left for me in Spain.’

And Drake had paid you for switching your loyalties with money stolen from Spanish ships, I think, watching him. No wonder you couldn’t go back. But I can’t help questioning how deep this new loyalty runs. There is something in Jonas that strikes a chord with me; I recognise myself in him, and not just because we look alike. In his eyes I see the same restlessness, the hunted look of the exile, the man who knows he has nowhere truly to call home. For the present, it seems he has thrown his lot in with Drake, but I know well how easy it is to deceive with appearances. I am trying to think of a way to broach the subject of Robert Dunne without making him suspicious, when he unfolds his arms and points to the tankard.

‘You need to drink while it’s hot. Otherwise it’s not so beneficial.’

‘I prefer to wait for it to cool a little.’

He watches me in silence, then lets out a sudden laugh. ‘You don’t trust me, huh? Even you – you think, what is he making me drink, this Spaniard? Perhaps he means to poison us all one by one, in the name of King Philip?’ He shakes his head, still laughing, but there is a bitter twist to it. ‘If I were going to poison anyone for Spain, would I not start with El Draco? He is the one with the twenty thousand ducat reward on his head, not you.’

Jonas takes the tankard from my hand and drinks a long swig of the steaming concoction before calmly handing it back to me and wiping his mouth on his sleeve. When I see that he has swallowed it, I feel I have no choice but to follow suit. It tastes woody, with a strange sweet aftertaste that makes me wince.

‘See? No one has died.’ He grins. ‘Yet.’

‘I apologise. I meant no offence. Another death aboard this ship would certainly seem like a bad omen.’

He gives me a sharp look. ‘A bad omen? Yes, that is how they speak of it. Poor Robert. God rest his soul.’

‘You were friends?’

Again, that sideways glance, as if he knows I have an ulterior motive. ‘We were shipmates for nearly three years when we sailed around the world. He was a good man. You don’t expect—’ He throws his hands up in a sudden, savage movement. I sense that there is some emotion at play here that he is doing his best to hide, though he lacks the practice of the English in that regard.

‘Did you speak to him before he died?’

‘Why do you want to know this?’ His eyes narrow to dark slits. Where Gilbert Crosse couldn’t wait to spill his suspicions, this man is unusually sensitive to intrusive questions.

‘Only that it is all people are talking about since we arrived.’ I try to sound casual.

‘And what are they saying?’

‘That everyone finds his suicide unexpected.’

‘Yes. It was surprising.’ The bitter edge infects his voice again, or perhaps it is sarcasm.

‘Because he didn’t seem like a man who would take his own life?’

‘I would not have said so. But who knows what passes in another man’s thoughts. You should finish your drink,’ he says, pointing. ‘They say the wind will freshen tonight, there will be more of a swell. You will thank me then. Although the wind will do us no good if we cannot sail.’

Reluctantly, I take another sip under his watchful eye, and try again.

‘I heard Robert Dunne was very drunk the night he died. In drink, sometimes one is overtaken by melancholy. Perhaps he just . . .’ I mime a snapping motion.

He takes a step forward, eyes flashing, but he speaks quietly. ‘You know nothing of it. Don’t judge a man you never met because some people on this ship amuse themselves by gossiping like laundrywomen.’

‘I am sorry. I only meant—’

He exhales, and his temper subsides. It is hard to tell if he is angered by my questions because they are impertinent, or because he does not want to discuss the subject. ‘Yes, I saw him that night. Thomas Drake found me and asked me to make something for Robert. He said he had been drinking hard and seemed out of control. I took an infusion, a purgative, to his cabin but there was no reply.’

‘Was he . . .?’

‘No. Not at that point. The door was not locked so I went in. He was face down on his bed, passed out. I didn’t like to wake him so I took the cup away again. But I should not have left him.’ He presses his lips together and lowers his eyes to the floor.

The Spaniard is giving a plausible impression of someone distressed by the sudden death of a shipmate, but I can’t shake the feeling that he is keeping something to himself. Understandably; we have only just met, after all, and the fact that I can speak to him in his own language is not grounds enough to trust me yet. Even so, Jonas’s story does not tally with Gilbert’s; it would take only a moment to see that Dunne was unconscious on the bed and leave the cabin. But Gilbert said that the Spaniard stayed in there for some time. One of them is lying.

‘You could not have known,’ I say, trying to sound sympathetic. ‘He must have woken in the night and decided on an impulse.’

‘Well, it does no good to wonder now,’ he says, his voice brisk. ‘He is gone and we must bend our minds to the times ahead.’ A shadow passes across his face. ‘War is coming. Only a fool could ignore it. Whatever we do on this voyage will be regarded as an act of war by King Philip. So we had better make sure we succeed.’ His fists are clenched, his jaw tight. We, I think.

‘Will you fight with the English, when the war comes?’

He tilts his chin and gives me a long look. ‘You find it hard to believe? Let me ask you something – why are you not at home in your own country, Giordano Bruno?’

‘I am not welcome there at present.’

‘Well, then. You should understand that the business of loyalty is sometimes complicated. Do you consider yourself an Englishman now? Who would you choose, if you had to, between this English queen and your countrymen?’

‘England is not at war with Italy.’

‘She is at war with the Pope.’

‘I suppose I would say that my enemy’s enemy becomes my friend.’

He nods. ‘Exactly. A man may learn to love a country that is not his own, if his own rejects him.’

I want to ask why he feels Spain has rejected him, but fear if I intrude too far he will clam up. ‘Despite the weather,’ I say instead, looking at the banks of grey cloud through the window.

He smiles, an unexpected flash of white in his tanned face. Unlike most sailors, he still has most of his own teeth. ‘True. I will never learn to love the English rain. But soon, God willing, we will feel Spanish sun on our backs.’ He gestures towards the table. ‘So, what does it say?’

‘What?’

‘The manuscript, of course. That is the book that was taken from the Santa Maria when I sailed with her, no? The book that Padre Bartolomeo died to protect.’ His tone when he speaks of the dead priest is respectful, but curiosity burns in his eyes.

‘Did he tell you anything about it?’

Jonas shakes his head. ‘We did not even know he had brought it aboard until he was killed. But he was a strange one. A priest who acted as if the hounds of hell were at his heels.’

‘Captain Drake said that, when the ship was boarded, he was heard crying out to God for forgiveness,’ I say, careful to tread gently.

‘Does not everyone who fears he is about to die?’

‘In particular, Drake said, he begged forgiveness for bringing the wrath of God on the ship,’ I persist. ‘Did he mean the book?’

Jonas does not reply, only looks at me as if trying to read my face, until his mouth curves into a sly smile. ‘You tell me. No one has been able to read it until now.’ When I do not respond, the smile fades. ‘It is valuable, no?’

‘I don’t know.’ I keep my voice flat. ‘Captain Drake told me Robert Dunne tried to persuade him to sell it. A friend of his, a book dealer, was keen to buy it.’

Something chases across the Spaniard’s face, but he quickly masters it and shrugs. ‘I don’t know what they spoke about in private. I did not even know Captain Drake had it with him on board.’ His eyes stray to the manuscript again with renewed interest. I feel an urge to cover it with my arms, to protect it, even though I know he can’t read it.

‘I should get back to work,’ I say. ‘Thank you for this.’ I hand back the tankard. He looks disappointed when he sees how little I have drunk.

‘You should thank Captain Drake,’ he says. ‘It was his idea. I just do as he asks.’

‘Where do you keep your herbs?’ I ask, as a thought occurs.

He frowns. ‘In my quarters. Why do you ask?’

‘Are they locked away?’

‘Why, are you planning to steal some?’ He laughs, but it peters out as he catches my face. ‘Yes, I keep them in a box with a lock, under my bunk. I think they are quite safe there. Bunches of dried herbs are no good unless you know what they are and how to use them. I ask you again – why do you want to know?’

And does somebody on this ship know how to identify herbs and use them? Robert Dunne had a drink with a companion in his cabin the night he died. He was later reported to be wildly drunk, to the point of hallucinating; did that person slip something into his drink before he left the ship – some substance that might have ensured he would be in no fit state to fight off his killer? I do not say any of this aloud, because the most obvious suspect is Jonas himself.

‘I only wondered – are there any that could be dangerous? If taken in the wrong quantities, I mean?’

‘Any medicine can be dangerous in the wrong quantity. That is why not everyone has the skill to use them. But if you are asking, could a man do himself harm by taking my herbs, I suppose the answer is yes. It is a strange question, Giordano Bruno. It makes me think you still believe I mean to poison somebody.’ He says this with a half-smile, but he watches me keenly with eyes of stone.

‘It was more a question of whether a person might use your herbs to cause harm to others,’ I say evenly.

‘As I have said, only someone who knew what he was doing,’ he replies, with equal politeness. ‘But what could have put that in your mind?’

‘I was only curious.’ I shrug, and offer an innocent smile. We are circling one another, each waiting for the other to make an advance. But I have no solid accusation against him, and I lack the authority to ask more probing questions – to do so would only make him more defensive, and Drake has warned us against arousing too much suspicion among the men. Jonas is already spiky, alert to any insinuation – so touchy, you might almost think he has something to hide.

The door creaks and Jonas gives a start, as if he has been caught out. Drake stands in the doorway, broad and bluff, rubbing his large hands together as if in anticipation of a spectacle.

‘Ah, Jonas, good lad,’ he says. ‘You have taken care of Doctor Bruno’s seasickness, then?’ He catches my eye over Jonas’s head and I feel a weight of relief; whatever I have just drunk was at least made for me on Drake’s orders.

‘He will weather any storm now,’ the Spaniard says, with a smooth bow.

‘Good, good. Let us hope it won’t come to that tonight, at least. Now leave us. I may have need of you after supper.’

Jonas bows again and backs away, casting a last glance at the book on the table as he goes.

‘Useful?’ Drake mouths, nodding in the direction of the door as it closes behind the Spaniard.

‘The potion, or the conversation?’

‘Either. I’ve heard men swear by his concoctions in rough seas. Did he have anything to say about Dunne?’

‘He says Dunne was passed out from drink when he went to his cabin the night he died, so he never gave him any remedy. Does it not trouble you that he keeps all these herbs and medicines aboard the ship?’ I ask. ‘He tells me some are potentially deadly, if you know how to use them. And given how much you . . .’ The sentence tails off as I search for a diplomatic way to phrase it.

‘Given how much I am worth dead?’ He seems amused. ‘You are not alone in your concern, Bruno. When we took Jonas from the Santa Maria, my brother wanted to keep him bound and on prisoner’s rations for the entire voyage, and others voted with him. I argued that is not the way to win a man to your cause. This time Jonas comes with us of his own free will, as a paid crewman, but there’s more than one good sailor refuses to sail with a Spaniard on the ship. Fearing he will rise up and attack us single-handed, I suppose.’ He rubs the back of his neck.

‘He wouldn’t need to,’ I say quietly. ‘If he found a way of dispatching you, Sir Francis, the whole voyage would be undermined. It would be no great difficulty to slip some deadly mixture into your food or drink, with his knowledge.’

Drake frowns at me, then bursts out laughing and claps me on the shoulder. ‘God’s blood, Bruno, I already have one wife to fret over me. Not to mention Thomas. I thought you had determined Dunne was out to assassinate me, now you worry about Jonas. Which is it?’

‘For twenty thousand ducats, it might be any of them.’

He laughs again, but there is a tension underlying it. ‘I have my food tasted before every meal. I eat only from the common dish. I sleep with armed guards outside my door. I take every precaution a man whose death is worth twenty thousand ducats can reasonably take, Bruno. Jonas Solon has proved himself a reliable shipmate, and I will treat him as such. Certainly he is no more or less to be trusted than any other man here just because he is a Spaniard. You of all people must understand that.’

I nod, but do not reply. Drake seems to make the same assumption as Jonas himself: that I should not think ill of the Spaniard because he and I are fellow outsiders, brothers in exile. For me to suspect him is apparently a breach of solidarity.

‘Now – I want to hear what you make of this manuscript. Come, sit.’ He unlocks a cupboard and takes out two crystal goblets and a decanter, from which he pours a generous measure of red wine. I cannot help but regard it with suspicion before I sip; the more I learn about the potential threats to Drake’s life, the more everything on this ship comes to seem a murder weapon in waiting. ‘You’re quite safe to drink this, my friend, I keep it locked away. It’s good Rhenish,’ he says, with a twinkle, seeing the way I sniff at it and hesitate. He pulls out a chair and gestures to me to sit opposite him at the large table, where my notes and my translation are spread out.

Though he is not a theologian nor a scholar, the Captain-General listens attentively through my explanation of the manuscript, his chin resting on his bunched fist, frowning as I explain the context of the story told by the author, the writer who claims to be Judas Iscariot. He asks intelligent questions, which I attempt to answer in the same spirit, and he nods thoughtfully, pulling at his beard and rubbing his finger beneath his lower lip as he tries to comprehend all the ramifications of the pages that lie between us, tattered and salt-damaged but still largely legible.

Drake swirls the dregs of his wine around the glass and peers into it. ‘What does he say about the resurrection?’

‘Didn’t happen. Not according to Judas.’ I tap the parchment. ‘He’s covered himself too – he says Christ showed him a vision of himself, Judas, being persecuted to death by the other apostles after Christ’s crucifixion, because they wanted to silence his message. He knew he was destined to be history’s scapegoat, but he was content to accept this destiny because only he knew the truth.’

‘I thought he was supposed to have hanged himself after the crucifixion? When did he find the time to write this?’

‘That verse from the Gospel of Matthew, the one in your anonymous letter, is the only source for the story of Judas hanging himself,’ I say, ‘though it has become accepted as truth. The other three gospels don’t mention his death. This account says he went into hiding after the crucifixion, for fear of reprisals from the other disciples, and wrote his version of events in secret.’

Drake pushes his chair back and crosses to the small cabinet in search of the decanter. ‘Sounds like codswallop to me.’

‘Perhaps. Though you might say that about any of the gospels.’

He turns and stares, the glass bottle in his hand, shock freezing his face for a moment before a short bark of laughter erupts.

‘True, true. They ask us to believe a lot. Virgins giving birth, blind men seeing, dead men walking. Impossible, to our understanding. But then they said it was impossible for a man to sail the circumference of the Earth and survive.’ He flashes me a triumphant smile and lifts his glass as if in a toast to himself. ‘Now – feeding a crowd of five thousand with five loaves and two fish – that one is hard to swallow if you know a thing or two about making rations go round.’ He laughs at his own joke, pours himself another drink, then lifts the decanter in my direction, eyebrows raised in a question. I nod, and hold out my glass. ‘Few would be bold enough to say so, though,’ he says. His face turns serious and he points an accusing finger at the manuscript. ‘What should be done with this, do you think?’

‘It should be studied further. But . . .’ I hesitate, unsure how my suggestion will be received. ‘It might be best if it were delivered into the Queen’s keeping as soon as possible. It could be useful for bargaining with the Vatican. They will want it back, you may be sure of that. But if it should be lost at sea . . .’ I leave the sentence hanging.

He considers this. ‘Yes, I have thought of that. It has been around the world once and survived, perhaps we should not tempt fate. But who should I trust to take it to London, then? It might just as easily be lost on the roads, especially if this book dealer is as unscrupulous as you say.’

‘I could take it for you, Sir Francis. Sidney has four armed men on the way to Plymouth to escort Dom Antonio to the Queen. I could travel back with them.’ The idea takes shape as I speak; with letters of introduction from Drake, might I not even persuade the Queen that I am the man to study the manuscript? She would want such a volatile document examined and understood, and there would be few men in England with the knowledge and experience to probe its mysteries. Certainly none of the half-wits I had met in Oxford were up to the task. It might, at least, give me a reason to stay in London, and a means of showing the Queen she had need of my skills. And it would be a legitimate reason to leave Plymouth.

Drake narrows his eyes, but I see he is suppressing a smile. ‘My brother will not countenance that, I fear, now that he knows how valuable it is. He already thinks me a fool to leave you alone with it. Besides, Sir Philip wants a berth aboard my ship to the New World. One for you too. He will be sorely disappointed if you abandon him.’

‘He can always bring me back a souvenir.’

Drake laughs, and drains his second glass. ‘Not that we will be going anywhere until this business with Dunne is resolved. And his widow arrives in Plymouth tomorrow,’ he adds, in the same heavy tone, glancing at the window. ‘She is bound to oppose a verdict of suicide, and the coroner may feel obliged to consider her case.’

We are interrupted by a knock at the door. Drake gathers up the manuscript in one swift move and replaces it inside the cupboard, which he locks with a key from his belt just as the door opens and Gilbert enters. I bow in greeting; he responds with a bashful smile and turns to Drake.

‘The captains are here for supper. Shall I show them in?’

Drake nods, then motions to my notes still scattered across the table. ‘Clear those away, Bruno. Should I keep them here under lock and key?’

I gather the papers into a pile. ‘Better I keep them in my lodgings, Sir Francis. That way we have two copies, in case anything should happen to one.’

‘Can you keep them secure?’ He looks doubtful.

‘Secure enough. Besides, no one except us knows I have made this copy.’ No one except Jonas, I think, as I tuck the pages into my leather bag.




NINE

Out on deck, the wind has freshened and the ship’s motion is more insistent. To the west, the light is fading and heavy clouds are massing on the horizon, obscuring the setting sun. There is quite a party bound for Plymouth this evening from the Elizabeth: Sidney and Savile are waiting on deck, along with Gilbert Crosse, Jonas, Thomas Drake and Pettifer the chaplain.

‘Planning a night of revelry ashore, Padre?’ Savile says, with a wink. The clergyman blinks slowly and stares at him, unsmiling.

‘I am going to pray, Sir William,’ he replies. ‘My soul feels the need of sustenance in our present troubles.’

‘Don’t blame you, sir. Savage company like this.’ Savile jerks his thumb in the direction of the main deck. ‘We could all do with a little elevation.’

‘And where will you look for yours, Sir William, in Plymouth?’ Sidney sounds charming, as always, but there is a bite to his tone. I deduce that he and Savile have not spent the most harmonious afternoon together.

Savile raises an eyebrow. ‘There is only one place in Plymouth fitting for a gentleman, Sir Philip. One must seek the sacred flame.’

Pettifer tuts loudly and turns his face away. I catch Sidney’s eye as understanding dawns.

‘You mean the House of Vesta?’ I say to Savile. ‘It is a whorehouse, is it not? Is the sacred flame its emblem?’

Savile looks down at me and cocks his head. ‘The cognoscenti do not have to ask such questions, my friend.’ He offers a condescending smile.

‘Surely a great scholar has his mind on higher things,’ Jonas says, laughing. I sense he is trying to deflect any tension.

‘You do not know many scholars then,’ Savile replies, his tone dry. ‘Every one I ever met goes to it like a street dog. Every priest, too,’ he adds, with a nod to Pettifer, who scowls and exhales through his nose, as if his patience is being tested to its limit. ‘Isn’t that so, Gilbert?’ Savile nudges the young clerk. ‘All this talk of Evensong is just a cover, surely?’

Gilbert stares at him, alarmed, a fierce colour spreading up his face. ‘I don’t know what you mean, Sir William,’ he falters.

‘Come on – you’re off to a bawdy house later, surely, fine young lad like you?’

Gilbert looks distraught at the very idea. Sidney claps him on the shoulder. ‘He is teasing you, Master Crosse. Pay him no heed. He would benefit from a couple of hours in church himself,’ he adds, glancing at Savile.

‘Wouldn’t we all, Sir Philip,’ Savile says, with a rueful smile. ‘Though you will not have time, I fear – are you not appointed to entertain Lady Drake and her cousin while they are here?’ He asks the question innocently enough, but I see Sidney’s face harden.

‘The boat is below, my masters,’ Jonas says quietly, indicating the rope ladder. He throws one leg over the side and begins to make his descent. One by one, we move to follow him.

The sea is choppy, even in the Sound; one of the oarsmen holds the small rowing boat as steady as he can against the hull of the Elizabeth while I climb in, with Pettifer following, but he has to cling hard to the rope ladder as the waves buffet us in contrary directions. The ladder sways and I have to half turn and jump into the boat, setting it rocking wildly, as a wave thumps it hard against the hull of the ship and spray hits us full in the face. I am glad we have only a short journey to make, though we will surely be soaked by the end of it; the wind is high now and the oarsmen’s faces strain with the effort of pulling us through the white-flecked water.

‘You have packed up Robert Dunne’s belongings for his widow, Sir Philip?’ Gilbert Crosse leans towards Sidney and shouts into the spray. Both Pettifer and Jonas look across at us with interest.

‘That’s right,’ he shouts back. ‘She arrives tomorrow, I believe. Poor woman.’

‘Did you find anything?’ Gilbert persists. ‘I mean, anything that might explain why he took his life?’ The conspiratorial look he gives me is so lacking in subtlety he may as well be acting it in a playhouse.

‘No letter or any explanation, if that is what you mean,’ I say. ‘Any such thing would surely have been found already. We only put away his possessions and made certain nothing was left behind. It was a service Sir Philip wished to perform for an old friend.’ I glance at Sidney, who lowers his head in a solemn nod.

‘Remind me how you knew him again, Sir Philip,’ says Savile lightly, ‘for I never heard him speak of you.’

‘Family connection,’ Sidney says, with a wave of his hand, as if this covered every possibility. Savile does not press the matter, just watches him with an expression of knowing amusement. I begin to suspect that Savile is a good deal shrewder than his public face would have people believe, and that we should keep an eye on him.

‘We may never know what drove a man to such a dreadful sin,’ Pettifer remarks, assuming a righteous expression. Jonas scowls at him, though the chaplain appears not to notice.

‘If anyone were to know the state of his mind, it would be you, Padre, surely?’ Savile says.

The chaplain blinks at him, his eyes wary. ‘How so, Sir William?’

‘Did you not visit him later on, the night he died? I was restless and thought to take some air on deck, and I was certain I saw you coming from his cabin – this would have been past midnight, I suppose.’

‘Well – yes, I did – that is, I went to see how he was. I wanted to be sure he was recovering, given the state he was in earlier.’

‘And was he?’ Sidney asks.

‘He seemed a little better. So I stayed to pray with him.’

‘Pray?’ Sidney looks sceptical. ‘He was awake, then?’

‘Yes, Sir Philip, obviously.’ If Pettifer had at first been caught off guard by these questions, he quickly regains his composure. ‘He felt the need of spiritual comfort. A man cannot help but consider the frailty of the flesh as he sets out to sea, and remember how completely he must trust himself to God’s mercies. I have found that many sailors wish to unburden their conscience and set it clear before their Maker when the journey begins.’

‘Unburden? You mean he made his confession to you?’ I ask – too quickly.

‘I do not hear confession, Doctor Bruno – that is a sacrament of the Catholic Church.’ He purses his lips and gives me a reproving look.

‘Of course,’ I say, smiling. I make up my mind to speak with him in private as soon as I can. A man who wants to unburden himself to a minister of religion because he fears death is making a confession, however much Pettifer may dance around the word. What did Robert Dunne have to confess? I catch Sidney’s eye as the wind lifts his hair from his face; he furrows his brow and I return his look with a minute shake of my head. I have no answer, except to glance around at the men hunched down in the rowing boat against the wind, and wonder which of them is lying. The prow rises to cut through a wave and drops back with a flat thud, before rising again; spray slaps us hard in the faces and Sidney and Savile curse aloud as they check their satin and velvet for salt marks.

‘Now you thank me,’ Jonas says in Spanish, raising his voice over the noise of the wind and pointing to his stomach with a grin as the boat heaves over another wave. ‘Are you feeling sick?’

‘Not yet.’ I smile, grudgingly acknowledging his point.

‘I promise you,’ Jonas continues, looking pleased, ‘take a little every day and you will be as much at home in the water as a mermaid.’

‘A mermaid? Oh God, has he made you drink his seasickness remedy?’ Savile asks, overhearing. When I nod, he mimes putting a finger down his throat. ‘That’s a mistake you only make once – no tempest could have you bringing up your supper faster than a draught of whatever he puts in that. Eh, Jonas?’ he says, winking at the Spaniard.

‘Wait until we are out in the Atlantic, Sir William,’ Jonas replies, in English this time, leaning back and stretching out his legs. ‘You will be begging me for a cup of it.’

‘A hundred crowns I will not.’

The oarsmen steer us through the harbour entrance to Sutton Pool and all the passengers slump with relief as we move into flat water. Sidney is looking a little green and is unusually quiet. This gives me an impish pleasure; if he discovers he lacks the stomach for seafaring, perhaps he may change his mind about this escapade. But as we approach the wooden jetty, I watch his face as he struggles to master himself, takes a deep breath and assumes his usual good cheer as he stands, one hand on Gilbert’s shoulder, surveying the harbour with a satisfied expression, as if he were a homecoming hero. It would take more than a bout of seasickness to sway him once he has determined on a plan, I realise with a sigh. Church bells echo across the pool from somewhere behind the houses, funereal in the fading light.

A wooden ladder leads down from the jetty into the water; I stand behind Gilbert Crosse waiting to disembark and the man before him pushes off too hard as he steps out to the ladder, causing the small boat to lurch suddenly and send us stumbling into one another. Gilbert loses his footing and falls backwards; I catch him around his ribs to keep him upright and he twists away sharply, almost like a reflex, as if I have grabbed him in a sore place.

‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to hurt you,’ I say, helping him to regain his balance. He pulls away from me, brushing himself down.

‘No – I’m quite all right, thank you.’ He adjusts his jacket and steps quickly to the ladder. I watch him as he pauses on the jetty to adjust his clothing once more. He seems to fear that our impromptu embrace has disarranged his shirt, which he now takes pains to tuck firmly into his breeches. As he straightens up, he meets my eye and gives me a tense, embarrassed smile as he scurries towards the dock.

Pettifer and I are the last out of the boat. I try to keep Sidney in my sights but I turn and see that Pettifer is hanging back as the others walk on ahead, as if he wants to speak with me alone. Taking the hint, I slow my steps. When he judges the rest to have moved out of earshot, he lays a hand on my arm.

‘May I ask you a question, Doctor Bruno?’ He is making an effort to sound more courteous, and this in itself piques my interest.

I stop and turn to him. ‘Of course.’

He hesitates, as if unsure how to frame it.

‘There is talk aboard the Elizabeth that Captain Drake has brought you here to unfold the secrets of the Jesuit’s book. The one he took from the Santa Maria.’ He looks at me with an anxious frown, awaiting confirmation.

‘Sir Philip Sidney brought me here to keep him company. I never met Sir Francis until yesterday.’ I look him in the eye, to lend weight to my words, wondering who could have started this rumour. Aside from Drake and his brother, only Jonas has any firm knowledge of the reason for my visit to the captain’s quarters.

‘But you do not deny, sir, that the Captain-General has put you to work translating a book he keeps locked in his cabin? An ancient book?’

‘It were best, perhaps, that you ask Sir Francis directly about his books,’ I say, smiling to take the sting from my reply. ‘As his chaplain, you are surely in his confidence.’

‘He is much preoccupied with other matters at present,’ Pettifer says, steepling his fingers together and pressing the tips to his lower lip. ‘And once rumours begin aboard a ship . . .’ His expression asks for sympathy. ‘You understand, I’m sure, that as chaplain I have the men’s souls in my care.’

I say nothing; only raise an eyebrow as I wait for him to explain what he wants me to do about the men’s souls.

‘Sailors are, for the most part, simple men,’ he continues, his fingertips still pressed to his lips. ‘Not educated, like you and me. I have no doubt they worship as the law demands when they are at home, but their superstitions remain vivid. And once out at sea, days or weeks from land, many of them look for comfort to the faith they learned from their grandfathers. When waves are crashing over the ship or a Spanish pinnace is firing on you, how do you tell a man he must not cry out to Our Lady of the Sea or Saint Brendon the Navigator for succour, because we are Englishmen and the Queen forbids it?’

‘You have been in such situations many times, I suppose?’

‘I speak from experience, yes.’ He nods, to affirm his own sincerity. ‘You ask if I hear confession – the truth is, I hear many. I cannot offer absolution, but that seems to matter little – often I have seen how a man fearing death wants simply to unburden himself of his sins, whether he gives it that name or no. So you see, I must walk a fine line when it comes to balancing spiritual authority with spiritual comfort.’

‘I see that. But why are you telling me this?’

He sighs, as if wearied by the effort of spelling it out.

‘It is supposed by the men,’ he continues, carefully, ‘that the book Captain Drake keeps locked in his cabin is a book of heresy. Some say it contains invocations to call down the Devil. Some say it curses the name of Christ.’

I laugh. The sound is snatched away by the wind. ‘They have read this book, then, these simple sailors? They know enough Coptic to surmise its contents?’

‘Coptic? So it is the same book,’ he says softly. I swear inwardly at my own stupidity.

‘These are vivid superstitions – you said it yourself.’

‘A priest was murdered for that book, Doctor Bruno, and that alone is enough to make it a bad talisman for a sailor.’ He grasps my sleeve again. ‘Tell me this much, then – is it a work of heresy? Because, God knows I am no superstitious deckhand – I took my degree at Cambridge, you know – but as a churchman I cannot help but wonder what Captain Drake is about, dabbling in such matters?’

‘Perhaps he regards it as a curiosity,’ I say, keeping my eyes on the rest of our group as they progress along the harbour wall towards the town. ‘And in any case – one man’s heresy may be another man’s gospel.’

‘Gospel.’ He whispers the word as if tasting it, and nods to himself. ‘And you, Doctor Bruno?’ he says. ‘Who were once in holy orders – do you not ask yourself if what you do is right, bringing a heretical text into the light? A book that may shake men’s faith in their salvation?’

‘Why would you suppose it contains any such matter, if no one has yet read it?’

‘How do you square such work with your conscience?’ he fires back, as if I have not spoken.

‘My conscience is principally concerned with the advancement of knowledge.’

‘Knowledge.’ He presses his lips together and nods, as if he expected such a response. ‘I have met priests like you before, Doctor Bruno, in the universities, who prize intellectual ambition over humble obedience to God’s law. You would no doubt argue there should be no limit to human knowledge – but at what price? Do you consider that?’ His fingers tighten on my sleeve and his tone is so portentous that I am compelled to turn and look at him. Gently I extract myself from his grip and begin walking briskly after the others, so that he has no choice but to keep up.

‘May I ask you a question in return?’ I say, without looking at him, as he scurries alongside me. A fine drizzle has begun to fall, whipped into unruly patterns by intermittent gusts of wind. The boats in the harbour knock together, their chains clanking like forlorn ghosts over the water.

‘If I am permitted to answer in the same elusive fashion you favour,’ he says, with a flicker of a smile.

‘I deserve nothing less, I suppose.’ I return the smile, in the hope that this will soften him.

‘Well?’

‘When Robert Dunne unburdened himself to you, the night before he died – did you sense then that he . . .’ I pause, considering how best to phrase it. ‘That he saw his own death imminent?’

‘Of course not.’ He stops dead and blinks rapidly at me. ‘Else I would have done something. You think I would have left a man I feared might hold such intentions?’

‘I was not suggesting you were to blame.’ I hold up a hand to show I mean no offence. He is defensive, certainly, but what does he fear being accused of? ‘But you do not consider it surprising that he took his own life a short time later? You said he wanted to confess—’

‘Why, has someone suggested otherwise?’ When I do not reply, he nods slowly and the half-smile hovers over his lips again. ‘Well, you have me in a cleft stick here, sir. If I say I have no doubt he took his own life, I am admitting that I abandoned him to his despair, since it seems I must have been one of the last to speak with him. And if I were to say that he did not seem like a suicide, I cast doubt on the manner of his death and suspicion on the whole crew.’ He leaves this hanging in the air, then shakes his head. ‘Better I say nothing. Especially to a stranger,’ he adds.

‘What did he despair of?’ I ask, lowering my voice.

He gives a condescending laugh. ‘I may not be able to give the sacrament of absolution, sir, but I still respect the sanctity of a man’s last confession. If that is what you want to call it.’

‘Do you think he knew it was his last confession?’

Pettifer makes an impatient noise with his tongue, as if he considers this a question too far. ‘Dunne was troubled. Many sailors are troubled on the eve of a long voyage such as this. They know they are putting their lives into God’s hands, and naturally that leads them to reflect on how they would stand before God, were they to face Him. I did not perceive Robert to be on the brink of committing such a grievous sin, but his conscience was certainly weighed down . . .’ He hesitates, pulling nervously at his ear. I have the sense that this is not the whole story.

‘Was he troubled by something in particular that night?’

He responds with a thin smile. ‘You asked for one question, sir. You have already far exceeded your allowance.’

I acknowledge the truth of this and we begin walking again. He has taken against me over the Judas book, though how he knows as much as he does about its contents, I have no idea. And he is over-sensitive on the matter of Dunne; perhaps he fears he will be accused of failing in his pastoral duty towards the dead man, or perhaps there is more to it than that, since it seems now that the chaplain was the last to see Dunne alive.

‘One more question,’ I press him. ‘And in return, when I have read more of Captain Drake’s book I will be better placed to tell you whether it poses a danger to anyone’s soul.’

A flash of greed lights his eyes at this and he nods. ‘A fair exchange. What, then?’

‘When you went back to him, was he still under the influence of drink? And did it seem to you the normal behaviour of a drunken man?’

‘That is two questions, by my count.’ He passes a hand across his receding hairline and sighs. ‘When I found him in the street, he was very much the worse for drink. Naturally one sees this all too often with mariners, but it was unusual for Dunne – I had not seen him so lost to the bottle before.’ He runs the tip of his tongue around his lips. ‘When I knocked, he was still groggy, but he spoke coherently enough. Perhaps he had slept the worst of it off by then.’ He tilts his head to one side and gives me a long look. ‘But I have discussed all this with Sir Francis. I do not believe you knew Dunne.’

‘No. I’m afraid I am afflicted with insatiable curiosity.’ I peer ahead through the rain to where the others have disappeared around the corner of a house into one of the crooked streets leading up into the Barbican.

‘Well, that is always a curse,’ he says. ‘An unbridled hunger for knowledge was the downfall of our first father in the garden.’

‘So it was,’ I say, with a tight smile.

Ahead of us, Sidney reappears from the side street, arms folded. ‘For the love of God, Bruno, what are you hanging about for? We have company awaiting us.’

Pettifer glances back to me. ‘I suppose he means to visit that brothel,’ he says, lowering his voice. It is clear that he has already judged us for it.

I look at him. ‘Sir Philip is married, Padre Pettifer.’

‘Doesn’t stop most of them.’ He sniffs. ‘No business of mine, of course, but you might tell him to give it a wide berth. Whatever Sir William says, it is no place for a respectable man. Dangerous too, so I hear.’

‘In what way?’

‘Aside from the usual?’ He wrinkles his nose. ‘Cutpurses,’ he whispers, tapping his belt.

Sidney calls again, and I turn to take my leave.

‘Well, this has been most interesting, Doctor Bruno,’ Pettifer says. ‘I look forward to speaking further with you, as promised.’ I glance back; the look he gives me is weighted with unspoken meaning. He sounds as if he believes himself to have won.

‘What were you talking so closely to him about?’ Sidney asks, when we are safely around the corner.

‘Robert Dunne, what else?’

‘You did not make him suspicious?’

‘It is impossible to talk about the man without someone becoming suspicious. But that chaplain is defensive enough already. You know he heard Dunne’s confession the night he died. So he says.’

‘I heard you mention confession in the boat, but I couldn’t catch his answer. You think he’s lying?’

I hold out my hands. ‘Someone is lying. Jonas says Dunne was passed out beyond all hope of waking when he went to his cabin. Pettifer says he prayed with him not more than an hour later.’

‘It’s not impossible. Perhaps Dunne woke with the drinker’s guilt and wanted spiritual comfort.’ He stretches his arms out. ‘Though I must say, I would not turn to that insipid fellow, if it were me.’

‘Listen – whoever killed Dunne must have done it while he was unconscious, to avoid any struggle. Pettifer said Dunne seemed troubled that night. He could be saying that to make the suicide idea more plausible.’

‘So it could have been Pettifer. Or perhaps Jonas slipped something into that potion that needed a while to take effect. He could have gone back later, after Pettifer left, knowing Dunne would be under the influence.’ Sidney sighs. ‘We still don’t know why any of them would have reason to kill him.’

‘Something he knew. Something he had that they wanted. Why did he have so much money hidden in that book, for instance?’ I push my hands through my hair. ‘Someone could have been looking for that.’

‘There are eighty men on board,’ he says, throwing his hands up.

‘But how many of those could enter Dunne’s cabin unremarked? And on a crowded ship there seem always to be people around. Any of the common sailors near an officer’s cabin would surely have been noticed.’

‘Maybe not in the dead of night. And if he was passed out from drink he could have left the door unlocked. It would only take a moment to slip inside.’

I shake my head.

‘The chaplain knows more than he is willing to say, that much is certain. And so does Jonas the Spaniard.’

‘Well.’ He lays a hand on my shoulder. ‘Leave off worrying about it for now. A brace of beautiful ladies are expecting us at the Star. One of whom, I happen to know, is very keen to enjoy your company while we are in Plymouth.’

‘I’m afraid you will have to make my apologies to the ladies.’ I slow my pace and he stops, eyebrows raised.

‘Why? Where are you going now?’

‘To church.’

‘What?’

I set off up the hill, turning only once to glance over my shoulder and enjoy the look on his face.

The rain is easing now, orange streaks appearing between the clouds over the bay. The hour cannot be much past seven but the streets are still busy, as people with carts and baskets make their way uphill from the harbour and new arrivals, mostly men, spill in from the other direction, coming in from the sea or outlying roads and heading in groups for the taverns and whorehouses. Their coarse voices trail after them, singing and cursing, pumped with lust and aggression, snatched away in fits and starts by the wind that whistles down the narrow streets in search of the sea. The wet cobbles are slippery underfoot; ahead of me I see a man, already far gone in drink, lose his footing and clutch at his companion, howling with laughter. The evening sounds of a port town, nothing out of the ordinary. And yet I keep my hand close to the knife at my belt; I sense a tension in these streets that seems more concentrated tonight, as if building towards some kind of climax. Perhaps it is just the combined presence of so many men, so many sailors and soldiers, cooped up, frustrated, eager to be away, to discharge that raw energy into hauling ropes, swabbing decks, knifing Spaniards in the guts – energy that threatens to spill out here into tavern brawls and street fights instead. No wonder the citizens of Plymouth resent the presence of the fleet, anchored impotently day after day, sending boatloads of these men ashore every night with appetites that demand to be slaked. It is a night to stay indoors and keep the door barred, especially if you are trussed up in silk and lace like a child’s doll, as I am. I quicken my steps, alert to every movement in the shadows from side streets and doorways.

Above the roofs to the west rises the square crenellated tower of a church, the largest to be seen in the close-knit streets around the harbour. The large west door has been pulled shut and the bells have fallen silent.

I slip into the back of the church, the great door creaking on its hinges as it closes behind me. A few people turn at the sound, but I tuck myself away out of sight, in the shadow of a thick stone pillar. Along the broad nave, an avenue of columns and pointed arches leads to the altar. The air smells musty, that scent of old stone that, in the absence of incense, always makes English churches feel uninhabited. For an instant I am reminded sharply of the crypt of Canterbury Cathedral, and it takes some effort to push the unwelcome memories from my mind. Though there are tall windows to either side, the church is still gloomy, the only candles those in the chancel. This suits me; from my vantage point I scan the congregation, my eyes flitting over caps and coifs, the backs of restless heads. There is no sign of Pettifer. True, he did not say where he was going to pray, but this is the largest church in Plymouth, and Pettifer did not strike me as the sort of Christian who would prefer a small, humble chapel to a place where most of the town could witness him at his devotions and ask him about the fleet. Was he lying, then, about how he meant to spend his evening ashore? Some instinct had prompted me to follow him, something in his ostentatious piety that did not quite ring true. I determine to keep a closer eye on Pettifer in future.

Instead, to my surprise, I notice Gilbert Crosse, sitting in the back pew of the church, to my right. He has taken off his hat and hunches forwards, his arms wrapped tightly around his chest as if trying to make himself less visible. For a long while, he does not move, only sits with his head bowed, his hands motionless around his upper arms. I wonder what he prays for. He is a strange young man; obviously clever, and favoured by Walsingham for his abilities, yet apparently lacking in confidence. But I detect a fierce ambition beneath his timidity.

I shift from foot to foot as soundlessly as I can; the church is chilly and over the thin voices of the choir I hear rain slapping against the windows with each gust of wind, like a handful of gravel striking the glass. I am reminded again of how unmoved I always feel by the English church, though here it is generally assumed that if I am an enemy of the Inquisition I must, by definition, be a Protestant. Despite all the hypocrisy of the Church of Rome, they do at least have a sense of occasion. A Catholic Mass is a piece of theatre; this service is a cold and soulless affair, and I can never escape the conviction that those attending feel the same.

When eventually the sparse congregation rise and shuffle forward to take the Eucharist, a man at the other end of Gilbert’s pew slips out and disappears into the shadows of a side door. I watch him idly; I presume he wishes to avoid the communion. There are plenty of Englishmen who, while they attend church as the law demands, secretly consider the English Eucharist blasphemous and look for excuses not to take it. Gilbert himself remains in his seat, apparently still deep in prayer. I try to keep myself tucked away behind the pillar – I do not want him to think I am spying on him – but as he straightens up he glances towards the main door and catches sight of me. He has to squint to be sure, but it is too late for me to do anything other than raise a hand in greeting. He slides out of his seat and approaches, looking surprised, though not displeased to see me.

‘Doctor Bruno. I did not realise you attended the English church. To be truthful,’ he says, in a whisper, ‘I was not sure of your religious leanings.’

‘You are not alone in that,’ I say, with a smile. I am often not sure myself. No wonder those around me are confused. ‘I worship as Her Majesty commands,’ I add. It is the sort of meaningless phrase people expect.

He nods. His eyes flit to the door.

‘You do not take the Eucharist?’ I ask.

He glances behind him to the congregation queuing at the altar and a look of guilt flashes across his face.

‘Sometimes,’ he murmurs, lowering his gaze. ‘Though . . . May I confess something dreadful?’

‘Please do.’ I watch him, intrigued.

‘I find the thought of it – all those people, drinking from the same cup. Their spit mixing in the wine – the idea turns my stomach. I look at it swirling in the cup and I cannot bring myself to put it to my lips. Is that a terrible sin?’ He looks at me, anxious.

‘I’m sure God understands. Personally, I have never understood why the Protestant faith bothers with the Eucharist. If there is no miracle involved, what’s the point?’ I say cheerfully. I wonder how long his fastidiousness will survive in the stinking confines of a ship for months on end.

A sexton standing nearby gestures for us to be quiet. Gilbert nods towards the door with a questioning look and I follow him out through the churchyard.

‘Do you come to church every evening?’ I ask, as we walk down the path to the lych-gate.

‘I try. I find it helps to settle my thoughts. And it cannot hurt, can it – to offer up as many prayers as possible for such a voyage as this? We will have need of God’s help against the Spanish.’

‘Have you never sailed before?’

‘Short journeys. Along the north coast of France and the Low Countries. Merchant ships around England. This will be something quite different.’ He speaks with unexpected boldness, raising his face into the drizzle.

‘You hold out great hopes for these maps of yours?’ I say. He turns to me, his eyes blazing.

‘Should a man not be. ambitious for his work, Doctor Bruno? Are you not ambitious for your books? Well, then.’ He offers an awkward smile. ‘I know that pride is a sin. But my ambition is not for myself – or rather, not myself alone. To map the world accurately – think what that would do for the future of human endeavour! It has not been done yet – no, not even by Mercator. And for a nation that boasts some of the finest mariners and ships in the world, England is woefully deficient in the art of navigation. We make do with second-hand accounts by the French and Spanish, who were advancing this science half a century ago.’ He shakes his head at the indignity. ‘To think – Sir Francis Drake is the first man to have sailed the circumference of the globe, and still there is no English cartographer of any renown.’

‘And you mean to change that?’ I smile. I cannot help but admire anyone who is driven to break the limits of knowledge – precisely the kind of ambition Padre Pettifer decried to me earlier. And I know better than most how much determination is needed to try and change the way people view the world, or the universe.

Gilbert blushes. ‘Yes. I do. Have you ever seen the Theatrum Orbis Terrarum of Abraham Ortelius?’ he asks, as we turn down the hill into Nutt Street.

I nod. ‘My friend John Dee had a copy in his library. It is a remarkable piece of work – the most expensive book ever produced, I am told.’

‘And the first collection of maps all made by the same cartographer,’ Gilbert enthuses. ‘Well, I mean to make my own volume. The first English book of maps, detailing all the continents – yes, even Terra Australis, one day. It will be my life’s work. I intend to follow Sir Francis Drake on his voyages, collaborate with his pilots and navigators, and create the most beautiful and the most advanced depiction of our world ever seen. As if you were looking down on the Earth from the heavens.’

‘I would buy a copy of that,’ I say, and he looks gratified. ‘It is a great shame Sir Francis had no maps made of his circumnavigation,’ I add, as we reach the entrance to the Star. Gilbert glances sidelong at me with a secretive smile.

‘There were no charts published, by order of the Queen,’ he whispers. ‘That does not mean no maps were made.’

I give a low whistle. ‘The Spanish would pay dearly for a sight of those.’

He grins. ‘Indeed. But they will not get the chance.’ Then his expression changes to one of alarm. ‘Do not mention this, I pray you. Nor anything about the maps I am making for Walsingham. There are people on board that ship who are not to be trusted,’ he adds, darkly.

‘You can trust me,’ I say.

‘I know.’ He fixes me with a solemn look. ‘Captain Drake told me. And though I sometimes worry that his faith is too unquestioning when it comes to those closest to him, I am sure he is right about you.’

‘I am flattered.’ I want to ask him who he does not trust, since he must intend me to pick up the hint, but at that moment a group of men jostles past us through the front door, laughing loudly, and I am surprised to see Gilbert follow them inside.

‘Do you come here to join the others for a drink?’ I ask, stepping into the entrance hall.

‘Oh, no.’ He looks appalled at the idea. ‘I call in after church each day to see if any correspondence has been delivered for Sir Francis. He has letters directed here while he is at anchor. Then I generally find a cheaper tavern for a hot meal before I return to the ship.’

‘On your own?’

‘Yes.’ He looks defensive. ‘I prefer my own company, Doctor Bruno. And there will be little enough chance of it once we are all cooped up on board. Though, if you . . .’ He looks at me hopefully. ‘I mean, I should be grateful for the conversation of a fellow scholar, if you have not already eaten?’

I hesitate, considering the invitation, before politely declining with the excuse of a prior engagement. I have the sense that there is more of interest to be drawn from Gilbert, and that I would not have to try very hard to prise it out of him, but I am tired and the prospect of an evening discussing meridian altitudes and the calculation of rhumb lines with this earnest, blinking boy does not raise my spirits. Given a choice, I would rather be looking at Lady Arden over the rim of a glass this evening. Yet, as I climb the stairs to our room, I find myself turning over Gilbert’s words. He said Drake was too trusting of those closest to him. He has already made clear that he harbours doubts about Jonas, but his choice of expression makes me wonder if he meant to direct my attention elsewhere. For who is closest to Sir Francis Drake in this fleet, if not his own brother?




TEN

When I unlock our chamber, I find it empty. I unbuckle my belt and fling it, with my dagger, on to the bed. Sidney must be in Lady Drake’s chamber, no doubt entertaining the ladies with a sonnet, though he has left the fire burning low in the hearth. Beside it stands a silver tray with an open bottle of wine and one glass, an unusually thoughtful gesture on his part. My clothes are hung out on the fire screen; I pinch them between finger and thumb. They are stiff with sea water, mottled with white salt marks and still a little damp, and an unmistakable whiff of the harbour now clings to them, but all that will ease with wear, I reason. I tear off Sidney’s embroidered doublet, fumbling with the buttons in my haste, and am unlacing my breeches when I hear a discreet cough from behind me. I whip around, conscious that my knife is out of reach, to see a figure in the shadows and a glint of light.

I let out an involuntary curse in Italian as my heart thumps like a blacksmith’s hammer before slowing again. Lady Arden steps forward from the far end of the room, a glass in her hand. She smiles and takes a sip of wine.

‘Forgive me – I didn’t mean to frighten you. Sir Philip said you would be back soon and I thought it would be a good joke to catch you by surprise.’

‘I could not be more amused.’

‘Oh dear. You are angry with me. That is not a good start.’

‘To what?’ I catch the brusqueness in my voice and take a deep breath; she is not to know about the unseen presence in the shadows, the invisible man in black. I am more angry with myself for my own carelessness; if she can wait for me in my room without my noticing, who else might do the same?

She looks a little stung by my tone, but she pushes a loose tendril of hair from her eyes and tilts her chin up, determined. Her cheeks are flushed. ‘I took the liberty of asking them to send up some wine. I’m afraid I had to make a start on it without you, though. Sir Philip said you had gone to church?’ She raises a neatly plucked brow. ‘You didn’t strike me as the pious type.’

‘Now and again the devotional urge overtakes me. Where is Sidney?’

‘Playing cards with Lady Drake, I believe.’ She lifts the glass to her lips and flashes a coquettish smile from behind it, as if inviting me to take my own meaning, then lowers her eyes.

‘Cards?’ Will Sidney never learn? Not content with writing endless poems to his childhood sweetheart Penelope Devereux, which he allows to be freely circulated around the court so that her husband, Lord Rich, cannot help but know of them, he now publicly courts the wife of another powerful man right under his nose – one whose patronage he depends on. If my fortunes were not so bound up with Sidney’s – and if I didn’t care for him as my friend – I might laugh at his audacity. As it is, he risks serious consequences; not least the damage to Lady Drake’s honour and reputation in a town where she is well known. I lace my breeches again and make for the door.

‘Wait, Bruno.’ Lady Arden steps towards me, her hand outstretched. ‘Are you Sir Philip’s keeper?’ Firelight dances on one side of her face, highlighting her fine bones and ivory skin. She is unquestionably a beautiful woman.

‘I am the nearest he has to one,’ I say, resting my hand on the latch.

Her voice softens. ‘But does he need one? He is, after all, a grown man. And Lady Drake is likewise capable of making her own choices. You are not their chaperone, Bruno, though it is touching that you wish to play the part.’

‘And Sir Francis, how would he feel? To be told that half of Plymouth has seen a man visiting his wife’s chamber alone? Is he as broad-minded as you, I wonder?’

She laughs, a carefree, tinkling sound that implicitly reproaches me. ‘Few men are, I find. There is a back staircase that comes out at the end of the corridor by our chamber. No one will see Sir Philip come or go, if that’s what you are worried about. Besides, it is you who cast aspersions on the honour of your friend and mine. What harm if they are merely playing cards and talking?’

‘The harm . . .’ I pause, running a hand through my hair, ‘the harm is all in what people perceive. Surely you, as a woman, can appreciate that?’

‘Goodness, Bruno, you sound like one of the old beldames at court. “As a woman?”’ She arches her brow again, pours a measure of wine into the second glass and moves towards me, holding it out, but just beyond my reach, as you might try to entice a dog with the promise of a treat. Against my better judgement, I let go of the door handle and step towards her.

‘I would not like my friend to find himself on the wrong end of Captain Drake’s cutlass,’ I say, taking the glass. ‘If they are only playing cards, why did you not join them?’

‘I didn’t want you to be lonely.’ This time she holds my gaze and does not look away. I recall Sidney earlier, his blunt assertion that I would have her before I left Plymouth. I had assumed she made herself scarce as a favour to Sidney and Lady Drake, but perhaps it is they who believe they are bestowing the favour.

‘Have no fear on that score, my lady. I am well practised at being in my own company. I have formidable inner resources.’ But I hear my resolve falter, and so does she.

‘I don’t doubt it.’ She smiles.

There is a long pause. I take a sip of the wine, keeping my eyes fixed on hers. I should go and save Sidney from his own folly. But I am not his keeper, as she says. Let him take responsibility for his own actions; it is all one to me if Drake refuses to take him on the voyage. It is another matter if Drake kills him in a duel, persists the voice of reason. But Drake would not fight him, surely; or would he? Even if—

Lady Arden takes a step closer to me. I lower the glass slowly from my lips and experience a treacherous stirring in my groin. My heart may be firmly – uselessly – bound to a woman long vanished to France, but the body can be traitor to the heart. It is rare that such an opportunity presents itself, and rarer still the man who would turn it down out of some misplaced loyalty. And loyalty to someone, moreover, who gave me nothing in return but betrayal. Anger flashes through me at the memory; the colour in my face rises and, as if in direct response, I set the glass down on a table and move another step towards Lady Arden, who lifts her face expectantly. That is when I hear it; the unmistakable sound of a board creaking outside the door.

She opens her mouth to ask what is the matter, but I hold up a hand to silence her as I stand, tensed, straining to hear more. I gesture Lady Arden to the far end of the room and lunge across to grab my knife from the bed. There it is again; a creak, a faint shuffling. Through the crack beneath the door I see the waver of a shadow. I draw the knife from its sheath, lower the latch as silently as I can, and in one sudden movement, I pull back the door to reveal the serving girl from this morning, her fist raised in the act of knocking. She lets out a piercing scream and I realise she has spotted the knife. I lay it carefully down on the floor and show her my empty hands, shushing her as I do so. After the initial shock has passed, she stops the noise abruptly and stands there, staring at me, a sheet of paper rustling in her trembling hands.

‘I’m sorry, sir, I wasn’t eavesdropping, you startled me,’ she mumbles. ‘And the knife—’

‘Hetty, isn’t it? I didn’t mean to frighten you. I thought you were someone else. That is to say . . . what do you want?’

She looks at the knife on the floor with a doubtful expression. ‘I was just delivering this, sir.’ She thrusts the paper at me and I have time to glimpse a red wax seal at the fold. ‘Only, I wasn’t sure if you had company and I didn’t want to disturb—’

‘No, just me,’ I say, stepping into the doorway as she leans forward, her curious eyes flitting around as much of the room as she can see. ‘Who gave you this?’

‘A gentleman delivered it earlier. Because, you see, I thought I heard voices—’

‘I was reading aloud.’ I lift the paper to examine the seal. It bears the imprint of a shallow dish with a tongue of flame rising above it, just like the token hidden under Robert Dunne’s bunk. My pulse quickens. The sacred flame. ‘Who was he, this gentleman?’

‘He didn’t leave a name. Maybe it’s on the letter.’ She gives a little cough. ‘Because Mistress Judith doesn’t approve of gentlemen bringing company here, if you know what I mean,’ she persists, nodding firmly to corroborate her own point. ‘She says the Star is not that kind of house. She has asked guests to leave in the past for that sort of thing.’

‘Do you come from Plymouth, Hetty?’

‘Stonehouse, sir. The next village, across the headland.’

‘Have you heard of a place called the House of Vesta?’

She looks at me with a superior smile. ‘Everyone’s heard of it, sir. But you don’t want to go there, not if you value your purse.’ She rubs her thumb and forefinger together.

‘Is that so? And what do they offer there that is so costly?’

‘Girls.’ She says this as if it should be obvious.

‘But those can be found all over Plymouth at a cheaper price, surely?’

She shrugs. ‘The House of Vesta’s for them with money to spare. The girls are young there. Clean, if you know what I mean. They say it’s the one place in Plymouth you can be sure your parts won’t drop off within the week. Sorry.’ She claps a hand to her mouth and giggles. ‘That’s why only the better sort of gentlemen go there. Those that are willing to pay the price for peace of mind. The rest have to make do with it up against a wall by the dock and take their chances.’ She sniffs.

‘That is useful to know. And where is it?’ I focus on the letter as I ask, turning it over to consider the seal as if it is the most interesting thing I have laid eyes on in many months, but my pretence at nonchalance quite rightly draws a derisory laugh from her.

‘Well, now, sir. I don’t know exactly. I believe it’s kept secret.’ The tilt of her head suggests it is a secret that might be available to interested buyers.

‘Wait there.’ I push the door ajar and grab my purse from the bed. Lady Arden sends me a complicit smile from the corner where she is lurking, out of sight. I motion to her to stay there.

‘Here.’ I draw out a groat for the serving girl and she looks at it, somewhat disappointed. ‘It is all I have.’

‘I heard the entrance is somewhere off Looe Street. Look for the apothecary’s sign.’

‘Thank you,’ I say, closing the door. ‘Good night.’

‘You can’t just walk in there off the street,’ Hetty continues, tucking the coin somewhere in the folds of her skirts. ‘You have to have an invitation. Know someone. Besides, it’s a long way to walk this time of night.’ She pauses for a beat. ‘Mistress Judith understands that. She doesn’t like to think of gentlemen being lonely of an evening.’

I pause at the half-closed door. ‘Mistress Judith is a true Christian.’

‘So, if you do want company, that is something she could arrange, if you’d like me to speak to her.’

‘Ah. So it is not the morality she objects to, merely the revenue?’

‘What?’

‘Never mind. Thank you again.’

I close the door gently in her face and wait until I hear her footsteps padding down the corridor. Lady Arden watches me over the top of her glass, eyes alight with mischief.

‘Everyone is concerned about you being lonely tonight, Bruno.’

‘Yes, I am touched.’

‘Is she the company, do you think?’ She jerks her head at the door. ‘She looks like she’d do it for a glass of porter. I wouldn’t vouch for her cleanliness though.’

I respond with a brief, distracted smile; my attention is on the letter. Fra Giordano Bruno, it says on the front. I have not been addressed as Frater since I left holy orders; I glance at the door with a prickle of goosebumps on my arms. It is no secret that I was once a monk, but who here in Plymouth would know that, or address me as such? Only the men I have met aboard the Elizabeth. I turn the letter and break the plain red seal. There is just one line of text, written in block capitals in a neat, square hand.

I read it twice, pass a hand across my chin, blink hard and read it again to be sure I have understood the meaning, then snatch up my own black wool doublet from the rack in front of the fire, brush the salt from it, and open the door.

‘Wait – where are you going?’ Lady Arden cries as I rush out, almost slipping on the bare boards in my haste. ‘Is it bad news?’

‘Sorry,’ I call over my shoulder on my way to the back staircase. ‘Something urgent. No need to wait.’

One floor below, I crash into the room without knocking. As I guessed, Sidney is in full flow: back arched, chest forward, one hand flung out for dramatic effect. Lady Drake sits demurely on a stool by the fire, hands folded in her lap, gazing up at him with an expression somewhere between admiration and boredom as he declaims. He stops abruptly, mid-sonnet, and gives me a look that says he means to kill me later.

‘Bruno! What are you thinking, man – do you not have the courtesy to knock?’

‘I need to speak to you. Now – come with me. Forgive the intrusion, my lady.’

Elizabeth Drake regards my flustered appearance with equanimity. An amused smile hovers on her lips.

‘Sir Philip was just reciting some of his poetry,’ she says, though the explanation is hardly needed. ‘I fear he had not quite finished.’

‘My Lady Drake was kind enough to request it,’ Sidney says, defensive.

‘There are a hundred and eight sonnets in this sequence, my lady,’ I say, turning to her. ‘I can save you the trouble of hearing them: Stella rejects him and stays with her husband, Astrophel is sad, The End.’

She laughs. ‘Is that it? No one dies?’

‘They may yet,’ Sidney mutters through clenched teeth, glaring at me. But he does not resist as I drag him to the door, where we collide with Lady Arden. I nod in passing as I push by her; Sidney pauses for a brief bow. She says nothing, only sends me a wounded look as she closes the chamber door behind her.

‘You had better have good reason for this, Bruno,’ Sidney says, as he thunders down the next flight of stairs to the entrance hall. ‘She was—’

‘What?’ I pause in the curve of the stairwell and turn to him. ‘About to fall into your arms? Was that your intention? Good work if so, Philip – write poems declaring your unrequited love for one man’s wife and use them to seduce another’s.’

‘Keep your voice down! God, Bruno, your moralising grows tiresome – anyone would think you were still a monk.’

‘If I were still a monk, I would have no moral scruple at all,’ I say, but he is not listening.

‘Seduce is an ugly word,’ he continues, eyes bright with anger. ‘You know nothing of courtly manners – why would you? It is not seduction to pay chaste court to a beautiful woman, it is an honourable tradition handed down from the time of King Arthur—’

‘—yes, yes. But this is 1585 and you are not Sir Galahad. We have more important matters to occupy us. Look – this was just delivered to me by the serving girl.’

I hold out the paper. He reads both sides and looks at me. Below us, people mill about in the entrance hall on their way to the tap-room. I scan the shifting mass for a glimpse of a man in a black cap, but there is no sign.

‘I don’t understand,’ Sidney says, turning the paper over twice more, as if this will help.

‘It’s Latin.’

He rolls his eyes. ‘Yes, I can read the words, obviously. But not the meaning. Who would send you this? And why?’

‘Look at the seal.’

He fits the broken halves together and frowns. ‘The same image as that token we found in Dunne’s cabin. What is it?’

‘Do you recall what Savile said in the boat, when you asked him where to go in Plymouth? He made an allusion to the sacred flame – he meant the House of Vesta. I would wager anything this is its secret symbol. You said you’d heard Dunne was a regular.’

‘The sacred fire of the goddess.’ He nods, running his finger over the seal. ‘But that still doesn’t explain the message.’

I sigh, and continue on down the stairs. ‘Come on. I’ll explain on the way.’

‘You want to go there now?’ He stops again and lets out a short bark of laughter. ‘You are extraordinary, Bruno. You upbraid me for merely reading poems to a woman of quality in her chamber, then merrily drag me off to a whorehouse instead?’

‘Keep your voice down – do you want the whole inn to know where we are going?’

He makes an irritable noise and follows me down, the silk of his breeches rustling as he walks like the sighing of poets. ‘Well, this is an odd turn of events. Who do you suppose sent the letter?’

‘I don’t know. But there is an obvious connection with Robert Dunne, which someone wants to bring to our attention. Do you still have that token with you?’

‘In my purse.’ He pats the bulge at his hip beneath his jacket. ‘You realise it is likely a trap?’

‘Most probably. But if so, there must be answers to be found. We will have to be on our guard, that’s all.’

He exhales with an exasperated noise as we push our way through the main door and into the night air. I turn, checking the street in both directions, but see only the usual straggle of men, arms slung around one another’s shoulders, singing sea shanties. But eyes are watching us from the shadows; I am sure of it.

The wind is still high; a thin mist of drizzle eddies about us, settling like a silver veil on our hair and clothes. Overhead the clouds chase each other across the sky and out to sea, brushstrokes of lead-grey against the darkening sky.

‘The letter, then,’ Sidney says, as we set off uphill between limewashed houses. ‘What’s the connection with Dunne?’

‘You recognise the quotation?’

‘“Vexilla regis prodeunt Inferni.”’ He mouths the single line of the anonymous letter, enunciating each syllable as if this might render the author’s meaning clearer. ‘“The banners of the King of Hell advance.”’ He considers for a moment, screwing up his face as he ransacks his well-stocked memory.

‘Come on, Philip, you are supposed to be versed in literature. One of the few Englishmen who claims to know the poetry of my country, at any rate.’

He turns to me, light dawning in his eyes. ‘Dante! Is it?’

‘Exactly. But do you remember where it comes from?’

He shakes his head, blank. ‘From the Inferno, though I can’t give you the Canto.’

‘It is the opening line of Canto Thirty-Four,’ I say, as we come to a fork in the roads. ‘We’re looking for Looe Street. Which way?’

‘No idea.’ He hails a brace of men, the worse for drink, weaving towards us, their lurching steps seemingly in perfect time with one another. ‘I say, gentlemen – which way to Looe Street?’

The question is met with a chorus of guffaws and brutal upward gestures with their fists. ‘Gentlemen!’ squawks one, and his companion does a brief mime of what I can only guess is supposed to be copulation. But the first gives us broadly comprehensible directions while the second squints to eye Sidney in his finery with an appraising look I do not care for; almost certainly his befuddled brain is reckoning how much a man dressed like that might carry in his purse. Sidney evidently senses it too, because his hand strays to the hilt of his sword and the man takes a rolling step back as we continue down the street to our left, glancing behind us from time to time as we go. ‘Good luck with it, mate,’ one of the men calls out, when we are almost out of sight. ‘You’ll need it.’

‘I can’t say I like this, Bruno,’ Sidney says in a low voice as the shadows between the houses grow denser. ‘What did the fellow mean by that?’

‘He meant nothing, except to set us on edge,’ I say, striding on, determined not to be dissuaded.

There are fewer people in this side street; as it curves around to the right it seems deserted, though the sound of voices and dogs barking carries through the damp air. We walk in the middle of the road, in case anyone is hovering in the shadows of doorways or the gaps between buildings. Sidney keeps his hand on his sword. Rivulets of filthy water trickle down the gutters at either side. The salt wind does not whip away the smell of refuse and rotting vegetables. ‘Explain, then.’

‘Canto Thirty-Four of Dante’s Inferno is where he reaches the very centre of Hell. The circle of the Traitors, reserved for the worst sinners in all of history. And who does he find there?’

‘Judas Iscariot,’ Sidney whispers, his eyes widening in recognition. ‘But why . . .?’

‘I don’t know. Whoever is sending these letters is taunting us – first Drake, now me – over the Judas book. It must be the same person.’

‘But who would bother to taunt you? Unless he is someone who knows you and suspects you may be involved with the book.’

‘Which brings us back to Rowland Jenkes. He sends me a quotation from an Italian poet, just to show he knows me. He is here, I am certain of it, watching us. Damn him!’

Sidney lays a warning hand on my arm; I have raised my voice without noticing. I look around, but there is no one to hear.

‘We are certain of nothing yet, except that you have dragged me from a warm room and good company.’ He straightens his hat and glances over his shoulder once more. ‘So what do you propose? We march in and demand to know who has been sending anonymous letters?’

‘I propose we do it a little more cleverly than that. The girls may know something. If Dunne was a regular he may have had a favourite. Men sometimes whisper their secrets into the pillow when their guard is down.’

Sidney regards me with a half-smile. ‘What would you know of that? I don’t believe you have ever let your guard down, Bruno, not even in the throes of it.’

He is wrong, but I say nothing.

‘You do realise we’ll have to pay, don’t you?’ he complains, a hand straying to his purse. ‘You can’t expect a whore to give up her time for nothing to answer questions, not even if you do your big melancholy eyes at her like a lost dog.’

‘A lost dog?’ I say, but he points ahead of us to a crooked timber-framed house of four storeys, each overhanging the one below as if it might topple forward under its own weight. Suspended over the front door from two creaking chains is a sign depicting the rod of Asclepius, the sign favoured by apothecaries. The shop on the ground floor is closed up for the night with thick shutters. I crane my neck to see the upper storeys. Splinters of light show through gaps in the curtained windows. Beside the apothecary’s door is an archway leading to a dark passageway. Sidney steps closer and examines the posts on either side of the entrance. ‘Look here! This must be it,’ he whispers, indicating a small image carved into the wood. It shows a torch topped with a tongue of flame, identical to the seal.

I follow him along the passage. Even I have to stoop; it is an old house, built in an age when men were smaller, or hunchbacked. Sidney is bent almost double, cursing each time he knocks his head on a low beam. We straighten up into a small courtyard at the back of the house, sunk in shadow from the high buildings on all sides. Laughter erupts from somewhere overhead, sudden and staccato.

At the top of three worn steps is a door with a shuttered grille at head height and an iron knocker set above the latch. Sidney reaches towards it.

‘Hold on.’ I stop and draw back out of sight of the window, unbuckling my belt.

‘Control yourself, Bruno – at least wait until we’re inside.’

I ignore him. I remove my knife in its sheath and slip it into my boot before buckling the belt again. I gesture to his dagger. ‘Conceal that if you can. They will have your sword from you at the door, but they are expecting us. We should be prepared.’

‘It was her idea to leave,’ he remarks, as he follows my example and tucks his short dagger inside his boot, leaving his sword buckled. ‘Nell Arden, I mean. It was she who suggested she wait for you in our chamber. None of my doing.’

‘And you didn’t think to point out to her how that would look? For all of us?’

‘I thought you might be grateful for the opportunity. It’s been a while.’ He lifts the iron ring on the door and bangs it three times, turning to smirk as he does so.

‘How would you know? Don’t imagine you are privy to every part of my life.’ I push a hand through my hair.

‘All right, don’t bite. But hasn’t it? You will not countenance another woman since she left, as far as I can see, and you say you don’t visit whores, so I can’t imagine where—’

‘Perhaps you know nothing about it. Perhaps I consider some things to be private.’ I hear the petulance in my voice. I am spiky because he is right, but I will not acknowledge this. Although his grin suggests he realises it already.

He breaks off his reply as the shutter behind the grille is drawn back and a woman’s face appears in the opening.

‘May I help you, gentlemen?’ Her voice is unexpectedly refined. Sidney immediately sweeps off his hat and executes a professionally charming bow.

‘Good evening, mistress. We were hoping for a drink and good company.’

The woman appears unmoved. ‘Perhaps you have mistaken this house for some kind of inn, sir. I run a home for orphaned girls here.’

Sidney laughs. ‘Is that so? But I do not believe I am mistaken. Are you, perhaps, the Vestalium Maxima? The high priestess of the Vestals?’ He offers another gracious smile, and she concedes the reference by returning it, briefly.

‘Do I know you, sir?’

‘Not yet.’ He beams, and produces the silver token from his purse, holding it up to the light. She glances at it and nods.

‘Where did you get that?’

‘From a friend. He said we should—’

‘Which friend?’ Her sharp eyes flick from Sidney to me and back, sizing up our garments, our faces, the likely size of our purses.

‘Robert Dunne,’ I say, before Sidney can answer.

Her expression changes, though it is not clear whether my gamble has worked.

‘I see.’ She presses her red lips together. The bars of the grille divide her face into its constituent parts; it is hard to form an impression of the whole. ‘What did you say your names were?’

‘My name is Giordano Bruno,’ I say, enunciating carefully, watching for a flicker of recognition from her. She studies me, impassive, before the shutter slides closed with a sharp crack of wood on wood.

Sidney curses through his teeth, but after a brief pause we hear a fumbling with the latch and the door opens to reveal a tall woman, elegantly dressed in a gown of green satin that is past its prime but was clearly once an arresting sight, much like the woman herself. She fingers a string of pearls at her throat.

‘Well then. You had better come in. I would ask that you take off your weapons and leave them here. They will be quite safe.’

‘But will we?’ Sidney says, attempting a joke. She silences him with a glacial stare, and he meekly unbuckles his sword without another word. I hold out my hands, indicating my empty belt, though I see her practised eye travel over my body, pausing at my legs. For a moment I think she is going to demand that I be searched, but after a long look she gives me a curt nod.

‘You can give me the token. And we take payment in advance,’ she says, holding out a manicured hand with a smile which does not reach her eyes. ‘A gold sovereign, if you please.’

‘A gold sovereign?’ Sidney stares at her, open-mouthed, waiting for her to laugh and tell him the real price. She continues to hold out her hand, the smile fixed in place.

‘Twenty shillings?’ Sidney repeats, still hoping he has misheard.

She looks at me. ‘Each.’

‘Christ and all his saints. What do I get for that?’

‘A little taste of heaven.’

‘A little taste? For a sovereign I expect a five-course banquet.’

‘With respect, sir.’ That same, smooth tone. ‘As with so much in life, you get the quality you pay for. If you don’t like our prices, there are plenty of places where you can pay a good deal less. Here you know what you are buying.’ Her lips curve again into the ghost of a smile. We might be talking about any transaction, it is all so carefully couched in the language of business.

‘I meant no offence, madam,’ Sidney says, all gallantry once more. He takes a couple of coins from his purse, glaring at me as he does so; if we find nothing useful here, he will not easily let me forget the loss of two sovereigns. She glances at the money and regards us with the same inscrutable expression, before the reserved smile reappears and she nods towards a door.

‘Follow me, then.’

I watch her with curiosity as she leads us through to a small parlour, the air over-warm and thick with the smell of good wax candles. She carries herself with a dignified bearing, as if she were a lady of quality. Perhaps she once was. I guess her to be nearer forty than thirty, though her figure is that of a younger woman and she has clearly kept her pale skin away from the sun and wind. I am curious to know how a woman of evident breeding came by this trade, but her manner does not invite questions. Sidney flings himself into a chair with velvet cushions worn shiny with age and slides down, his long legs stretching out across a faded Turkish carpet. I stand by the hearth, where a neglected fire splutters and smokes in the grate.

‘Well then – what is your taste, gentlemen?’ She puts her head on one side and studies us. ‘Tell me what is to your liking and I will see if we can oblige.’ She makes it sound as if she is asking how we like our meat cooked.

‘Robert Dunne told me I should ask for his favourite,’ I say, before Sidney can answer. He glances at me.

‘Did he now?’ Her painted eyebrows arch; she seems almost interested. ‘And what did he tell you about his favourite?’

I try to look nonchalant. ‘Only that I would not be disappointed.’

She tilts her head. ‘Well. I’ll see what I can do. Wait here.’ She leaves the parlour by a side door and we hear the sound of footsteps climbing stairs overhead. As soon as she is gone, I feel the clench of fear in my gut.

‘She knows I am lying,’ I hiss, when I am sure she is out of earshot.

‘Not necessarily.’ Sidney turns his hat in his hands and examines the feather. ‘Do you think she knows anything about the letter?’

I shrug. ‘I doubt it. The imprint in that seal came from one of those silver tokens. Anyone among her elite clientele could have used it. But whoever it was wanted to direct us here, there can be no question about that. All we can do now is tread carefully and hope to discover why.’

‘And hope it was not for the purpose of running you through with a sword.’ Sidney crosses and uncrosses his legs and turns his attention to a loose pearl on his sleeve. ‘What do you suppose Dunne’s tastes were? What if he was one of those who liked to be roughed up? Tied and whipped, that sort of thing. Then there are some who like hot candle wax—’

‘She won’t get anywhere near me with a candle, don’t worry.’ The fire spits a fat ember on to the carpet; I stretch out a foot and stamp it out. ‘The girl will probably be so relieved to find that I only want to talk, she will be more than willing to help me.’

‘Let us hope so,’ he says. ‘And what am I to do while you charm this vestal virgin into spilling Dunne’s secrets?’

‘Perhaps you could find someone to talk to. Ask a few questions.’

‘I shall be badly out of pocket if I don’t.’ He offers a wry smile. At least the amusement is some compensation for being dragged away from Lady Drake. ‘She intrigues me,’ he says, sotto voce, gesturing to the ceiling, where creaking timbers and footsteps can be heard overhead. ‘House of Vesta, indeed. Did she name the place herself, I wonder. She must be educated, if so. And she speaks like a gentlewoman.’

‘The Vestal Virgins,’ I muse, recalling my Roman history. ‘Noble-born girls of Rome, sworn to celibacy in the service of the goddess. The penalty for defiling any of them was death, was it not? You have to admire her taste for irony.’

‘What makes you think it is ironic?’ We both start; the madam has appeared in the other doorway, soundless as a cat, a gleam in her eyes. ‘Do not alarm yourself, sir, I am only teasing. You.’ She points to me. ‘Come with me. I will return for you, sir,’ she adds, to Sidney. ‘Meanwhile, I will have some wine brought to you.’

‘Listen – don’t go without me,’ I say, turning back to him. ‘Wait for me here, after . . .’ I leave the sentence open, with a shrug. Something in the way the woman looks at us makes me uneasy, though perhaps it is just my anxious imagination.

‘I’ll be waiting here. Go and get your money’s worth.’ He mimes what I can only suppose is his version of a man surprised by hot wax on his parts. I glare at him and turn back to the madam, who offers me her creamy smile and gestures to the second door.

She hitches her skirts and her narrow hips sway purposefully as she leads me up the stairs to a landing. From behind one of the doors comes the rumble of male voices and laughter; two or three men, it sounds like. There is a sudden outburst of cursing and cheering, as if a card game is in progress. I glance around, the fingers of my right hand flexing, ready to grab for my knife if I need to; I have not seen any armed men yet, but they will be here somewhere, lurking in the shadows, close enough to pounce at her signal on anyone who threatens trouble. Every brothel has them. I am beginning to question the wisdom of coming here.

‘You know your Roman history then, sir,’ the woman observes over her shoulder, in her precise accent, as she leads me past the door and up a further flight of stairs. Another staccato burst of laughter erupts from the room we have just passed. ‘Perhaps you are a scholar?’ The remark is innocent enough, but I am not inclined to give anything away.

‘I have been many things,’ I say.

‘I do not doubt it. But you are not, at any rate, a sailor. Of that I am fairly certain.’

‘How can you tell?’

‘You are too courteous. You have none of that roughness that months in the company of men can breed, even in gentlemen.’

I incline my head with what I hope is an enigmatic smile. She laughs. ‘So what brings you to Plymouth?’

‘Business.’

‘And you have seen Robert Dunne here?’ She asks the question lightly. I meet her eye and look away. Neither of us has mentioned Dunne’s death; I wonder if she is waiting for me to broach the subject.

‘Yes.’ I offer no more than that. She lowers her gaze and nods.

‘Poor Robert,’ she says. ‘We heard the news, of course.’

‘You knew him well?’

‘As well as I ever-know our visitors,’ she replies evenly, looking at me from the corner of her eye. A politician’s answer; I have underestimated her if I think I can trick her into giving anything away. A brothel-keeper – especially one who evidently counts men of influence among her clients – must be as practised in the art of discretion as any diplomat or spy. Down in Southwark, there are a couple of madams in Walsingham’s pay; it is surprising how much a man will reveal when his breeches and his guard are down.

‘Were you close friends?’ she asks, as we reach a second landing.

‘Close enough.’ Like her, I would prefer to avoid questions about Dunne.

She touches the pearls at her throat and turns to regard me with a steady gaze. ‘Yet he gave you his token. People usually come to us by personal invitation, you see. We pride ourselves on a certain . . .’ she affects to search for the word ‘. . . exclusivity.’

I smile sadly, my eyes not wavering from hers. ‘He gave it to my friend. Perhaps he had other things on his mind. But I’m sure you will find our money is as good as anyone’s, Mistress . . .’ I raise a questioning eyebrow.

‘Grace.’ She drops a half-curtsey, though I cannot tell if she is mocking me. ‘They call me Mistress Grace. Well, I hope you will be satisfied, Doctor Bruno. I’ll have wine sent up.’

Three doors lead off this landing. She moves to the one at the rear of the house, turns the handle and stands aside. She regards me for a moment longer, as if she is debating whether to add something further, but eventually she gives me a brief nod and turns away to the stairs. I breathe in, and push the door open. The sense of unease prickling in my stomach has intensified, though I cannot quite pinpoint the reason.

The room is small and dim; it seems to have been partitioned from a larger room and through the thin plaster a series of unmistakable groans and creaks can be heard from next door. Two candles burn in a wall sconce and one on a small table. There is no other furniture except the bed with a nightstand beside it holding an earthenware jug and bowl for washing. A thin figure sits hunched on the bed, wearing a cotton shift. Her hands are clasped in her lap and her head droops down, lank hair obscuring her face. I can’t help thinking that if I were a genuine customer I would want a slightly better show of enthusiasm, not this hangdog creature.

‘Hello,’ I say, as gently as I can.

She raises her head and with a sudden shock I understand. The figure before me is a boy, perhaps thirteen or fourteen years old, the skin of his face still downy, though the dead look in his eyes belongs to someone who has already lived too long.

‘Ah,’ I say, as I try to hide my reaction behind a blank expression. I back up against the door, scanning the room for hiding places of possible assailants. Either this is a trap, or Robert Dunne had more secrets than we have yet discovered.

‘Do you want me as a boy or a girl, sir?’ The child’s voice is entirely empty of emotion. When I do not reply, he crosses his legs and the shift rides up towards his skinny thighs. A blue bruise stands out against the white skin. ‘I have women’s clothes I can put on, if that’s your preference. As you like.’ He shrugs, to show his compliance either way.

‘Right.’ I want to sit but there is no chair; instead I lean against the door and allow myself to sink down until I am sitting on the floor. ‘I would like a drink, I think. What is your name?’

The boy tips his head back and looks down at me from under his hair, weighing me up. ‘What do you want it to be?’

‘The truth.’

An expression passes over his face that at first I do not understand; he seems to shrink into himself and glances at the door, as if hoping for some kind of assistance. Then I realise he is afraid. And with good reason; sodomy is a hanging offence under English law, and the same goes for those who sell or procure it. No wonder he keeps his identity to himself.

‘Give me whatever name pleases you, then,’ I say, anxious that I have put him on his guard.

He relaxes a little. ‘You can call me Toby.’

‘Well then, Toby . . .’ I am considering where to begin when there is a knock at the door. I jump up and fling it open, ready to reach for my knife, but there is only a pale girl with a low-cut bodice, who hands me two large pewter cups without once looking up to meet my eye. She is pretty, and very young – perhaps of an age with him. As soon as I have taken the cups she turns on her heel and stalks silently away. I close the door. Toby sits still on the bed, impassive.

‘Wine?’

The boy nods, mutely watching me. He pulls his knees up under the shift and hugs them to him, an oddly touching gesture that makes him seem all the more childlike. Perhaps he knows something; my difficulty is how to win his trust without making him afraid.

I cross slowly, holding out the cups in front of me, as you might approach a nervous animal. He reaches out and takes one, large brown eyes fixed on me with no particular expression that I can discern. I sit beside him on the bed, though far enough away not to appear threatening. My nerves are taut, my senses alert for any indication of movement outside the chamber. The boy turns and looks at me, expectant.

‘Should we begin, sir?’ His small fingers tug at the collar of his shift. ‘Tell me what you wish, and I—’

‘Toby.’ I adjust my position, tucking one leg under me, and take a gulp of wine, though not too much – I need to keep my wits sharp. I have found myself in some strange situations over the years, but nothing that quite compares to this. As I move, I feel a ridge jutting into my thigh. Lifting the bedsheet, I pull out a book, bound in calfskin, very new and expensive-looking. The boy lurches forward to grab it but I am too quick for him; I dart to my feet and hold it up, out of his reach, until he sinks back to the bed, glowering at me. I open the book to the frontispiece to find that it is a volume of Ovid’s Fables. I note the printer’s mark. The book was only printed last year. The front endpaper has been torn out.

‘Is this yours?’

The boy looks stricken. ‘I was given it. By a gentleman. I never stole it.’ He holds out a hand for it, though half-heartedly.

‘It is a generous gift,’ I say, flicking through the pages. ‘A book like this is worth a good deal of money, being so new. Although it is a shame this one has a page torn out – that might devalue it.’

His eyes flicker briefly to me, guilty. I decide to try another tack.

‘Do you like the stories?’

His face brightens. ‘Oh, yes. I like Perseus and the sea monster best, and Narcissus, who fell in love with himself.’

‘Can you read them?’

He drops his gaze. ‘Not really. He read them to me sometimes. He promised to teach me my letters from it if I was good.’

‘If you were good and did as he asked?’

He does not reply, only bites his lower lip. When he looks up, he wears the expression of a child forced to confess he has been stealing from the larder. ‘You won’t tell Mistress Grace, will you? She would take it. And he would be angry.’

‘I won’t say a word.’ I pass the book back to him; he immediately stuffs it under the mattress and sits on top. ‘How would it be, Toby,’ I say, leaning back, ‘if we were to talk for a while?’

‘Talk?’ His brow creases and he glances to the door as if seeking approval for this unlikely suggestion. ‘What for?’

I shrug, and take another sip. The wine is warm and aromatic and makes me think of Christmas; I feel it curl thickly through my blood and gently soothe my nerves. ‘I am a stranger here, and I miss having someone to talk to. My friend Robert Dunne used to say you were a good listener.’

It is a gamble; I know this before I drop the name. No man with a predilection for illegal pursuits shares this information widely. The boy frowns, perplexed, and he glances again at the door.

‘Robert Dunne?’

‘Indeed so. He spoke highly of you.’

The boy only looks down at his hands, twisted in his lap, and murmurs something indistinct.

Perhaps this has been the wrong tack; for all I know, Robert Dunne was a violent pervert and the boy dreaded the sight of him and is glad he’s dead. Perhaps he has never met Robert Dunne in his life. I try again.

‘You heard what happened to him, I suppose?’

His head jerks up at this and his eyes briefly lock with mine; I read fear in them.

‘What?’ he whispers.

‘He is dead. Did you not know?’

Confusion flits across his face. ‘I . . .’ He scratches the back of his neck, then reaches out and lays a hand on my thigh. ‘Sir, do you want to undress?’

‘No!’ I say, with more alarm than I intended, jumping to my feet. I move purposefully to the window in case he tries to touch me again. The wind bangs the shutters softly against the glass. ‘Not yet. Let us talk some more.’

‘Then should I? I am sure you did not come here to talk.’ He pulls again at the half-unlaced strings of his shift. The conversation is making him more uncomfortable than the prospect of whatever he thinks I have come for.

‘No, really – we are both fine as we are. Forgive me, Toby – I am of a strange cast of mind tonight. I suppose I am in mourning for my friend Robert. You understand?’

He makes a movement with his head.

‘Do you mourn him too?’

He shrugs, avoiding my eye.

‘Did he visit you often?’

‘Why do you ask me so many questions about him?’

‘When someone you were close to dies, talking about them is a way of bringing them back. Making it seem as if they were still here. Do you not think? Have you never lost anyone you cared for?’

‘My parents.’ He doesn’t lift his head.

‘Is that how you came to be here?’ I ask gently. He lifts his eyes and looks at me as if seeing me for the first time. When he speaks, it is a whisper so soft I can barely catch it.

‘Mistress Grace brought me here to work in the kitchen when I was small. Now I am apprenticed to the apothecary downstairs, but she still gives me a room.’

‘And she puts you to work like the girls?’

Again, the stubborn silence, lips pressed tight. He will not meet my eye. The candlelight seems to flicker and dance, so that at first I think there must be a draught in the room, but as I watch the flames I see that it is the wall itself that is undulating, as if ripples were spreading across its surface. Toby goes on looking at me, and I notice that his unhappy face has duplicated itself: two pale discs alongside one another, each blurring where they intersect. I take a step towards him and my legs feel strangely remote; I put a hand out to the wall to steady myself. Too late, I realise what has happened, and curse my own carelessness: I should have noticed that the boy did not touch his wine. In one lurching movement, I grab the bowl from the nightstand and force my fingers down my throat, gagging as bile rises in my stomach. I have the sense of being on board ship; the walls seem to pulse in time with my head, but I persist, bending double as the sharp salt of saliva fills my mouth and my stomach heaves once, twice, before I retch violently and its contents erupt into the bowl and splash on to the bare boards.

Gasping, I wipe my mouth with my sleeve and lean against the wall. Toby watches me without moving, though there is fear in his eyes.

‘What do they put in it?’ I demand.

His voice almost disappears. ‘Nutmeg.’

‘Why?’

‘It’s what she does sometimes. It means she doesn’t trust you. That’s why she brought you here.’

I rub my forehead. I am still dizzy and off-balance; I can feel the heat of it working into my system, though I think I caught it in time to prevent worse damage. I wonder if they have done the same to Sidney, and if they mean to rob us. Padre Pettifer warned me; I should have listened. Then, through my muddied thoughts, there emerges a pinpoint of clarity: Mistress Grace addressed me as ‘Doctor Bruno’. Yet I did not give her my title at the door, therefore: she knows who I am. She was waiting for me. Was it her that wrote the letter, then? But how could she know me, and why bring me here?

‘Did Robert Dunne’ – I speak slowly and deliberately, hearing my voice as if it comes from elsewhere – ‘did he come to you as a client? Were you his favourite?’

He shakes his head. His outline is still blurry to me, but I see him dart another nervous glance at the door.

‘Then why did she bring me to you? Is it a trap? What do they mean to do?’

When he does not reply, I take a step forward, my hand outstretched; he gives a little yelp, as if he expects to be struck. I grab the pitcher and pour its contents over my upturned face, then shake my head like a dog, scattering droplets.

‘I don’t know, sir,’ he whimpers. ‘I just do as I am asked.’

‘Who sent the letter?’ I wipe the water from my eyes and take another step forward, looming over him as he backs away with a whimper.

‘I don’t know about any letter, sir. I never even spoke to Robert Dunne. He didn’t come here for me.’ He presses up against the wall, trying to make himself smaller. ‘You need to talk to Eve. She was his special one. I don’t know anything.’

‘And where is Eve?’

‘She’s gone.’

‘Where? Where can I find her?’ I kneel on the bed and grip his arm. ‘Tell me – or shall I mention your book to Mistress Grace?’

‘No!’ He bites his lip. ‘She sends them away when they get with child. They’re no use to her here after that.’

‘But where?’

‘I don’t know!’ His voice is squeaky with panic; his eyes skitter to the door again, just as it is flung open and the figure of a man in black fills the space.

For the space of a heartbeat I freeze; Toby takes advantage of my confusion to slip from my grasp and dart for the open door, past the man, who gives him a cuff around the head as he ducks by. The door slams behind him. My vision is still slightly unfocused; all I can see is that he is tall, with a beard, and that he is holding something behind him.

I stand back, facing him, squinting to bring him into alignment. I can feel my head clearing, though my heart is galloping behind my ribs.

‘So you are the famous Giordano Bruno?’ he says, glancing around the room. He has a refined voice, much like Sidney’s, but with an odd lisp. ‘You know buying boys is against the law in this country? As well as against God’s law, I hardly need add.’

‘Who are you?’ For one terrifying heartbeat I fear he is come from the authorities, that I have been set up to be caught with the boy. But that would make no sense; the madam and her entire business would be condemned with me.

His face splits into a knowing smile and I focus enough to see that he is missing most of his teeth.

‘You don’t know me, though I dare say you are familiar with my name. But I have a friend who is keen to acquaint himself with you. Or re-acquaint, I should say.’

My throat tightens. ‘Did you send the letter?’

‘That would have been my friend. I don’t write so well any more. Not after what they did to me.’ He holds up his right hand. It dangles at an unnatural angle from his wrist, twisted under. The tendons have clearly been damaged beyond repair. I have seen this before: in a man who was hung by the wrists for several hours during an unofficial interrogation. It is one of the Privy Council’s preferred techniques in the Tower. A cold understanding begins to dawn.

‘You are John Doughty.’ My voice emerges as a croak.

He tilts his head and smiles, as if to imply that this is an interesting guess. At the same time he brings out his left hand from behind his back to show that he is holding a knife. I force myself to keep still. He believes I am unarmed; I will have only one chance to catch him while he thinks he has the advantage and I must time it exactly.

‘What do you want of me, then?’ I try to make my voice bolder, but it still sounds slurred.

‘Why are you asking questions here about Robert Dunne?’

I stare at him. ‘Why do you think?’

The smile disappears. ‘I can only assume that Drake does not believe he died by his own hand. Is he right?’

‘You tell me.’

‘Ah.’ He nods, his lips pressed together. ‘Interesting. Well, it seems we are all looking for answers. For now, I want you to come with me. My friend is keen to see you. He has some questions for you too.’

‘And if I refuse?’

He holds up the knife so that the candlelight catches the edge of the blade. ‘That would be quite foolish on your part.’

I say nothing. Though my limbs still feel heavy, my head is clearing. I wait. When he sees that I do not mean to respond, he tilts his head, as if to say ‘so be it’, and steps forward, his blade pointed towards me. In one movement, I duck, seize the knife from my boot and lunge at him, catching him in the upper arm; he cries out and drops his weapon as he tries to grasp at my doublet. I shove him hard in the chest and half-slide, half-fall down the stairs, yelling for Sidney as I trip on the first landing and pull myself to my feet. I take the corner for the next flight of stairs as footsteps follow me from above; a couple of doors open a crack and I sense faces watching from the shadows, though no one moves to intervene. Curses rain down from the stairs above as the footsteps grow quicker in pursuit, but I reach the ground floor unhindered and find myself in a passageway with doors leading off it, all of them closed. My heart is racing; I begin to run, though my legs feel as if they are moving through liquid. I cast a quick look over my shoulder as Doughty reaches the foot of the stairs; he shouts something, though the sense of it is lost on me. I throw open the first door I see and plough through a bedchamber, where a white-skinned girl sits astride a man, tangled in sheets, riding him to a steady rhythm; I see nothing of their faces, though I hear their protests and call out an apology in Italian for the intrusion. On the far side of the room is a casement, unfastened; I fling back the shutter, push it open, and roll through just as Doughty appears in the doorway.

As the cold evening air hits my face, I barely have time to register that I was not on the ground floor, as I had thought, but only on the first, and that I am falling, and that in my semi-drugged state it is not an unpleasant sensation.




ELEVEN

My ribs hit a hard edge and I am sliding and falling again, until I come to land with a jolt in something soft. I put out a hand; it sinks down with a squelch and a foul smell rises around me. Looking up I can make out the jutting roof of a ground-floor room, which I must have hit on the way down, and above it, an open casement, from which a man’s head is hurriedly withdrawn. I have landed, it seems, on the midden-heap in the House of Vesta’s back yard; revolting as it is, it may have saved me from the broken bones I should have had from such a fall. The sound of shouting echoes from within; he will be out here any minute in pursuit. I push myself up from the mass of rotten vegetables and God knows what else and stagger towards the wall that borders the yard. I feel no pain yet in my side or my legs, but I am winded and my senses have been overtaken by a wild panic, my heart still hammering. Ahead of me in the wall is a gate, but it is fastened shut. Snatching quick, ragged breaths, I weave towards the far corner of the yard where a gnarled tree grows, some of its branches extending over the other side as if pointing the way. My legs feel unpredictable beneath me and I will myself to every step; looking back towards the house, I see a figure in the oblong of light from the open door. I pull myself up to the lower branches of the tree and scramble higher; as I throw myself over the wall I hear a loud cry. It is only when the noise stops abruptly as I hit the ground again that I realise the voice was my own.

Pushing myself up on my elbow, I glance around. I seem to have landed in a lane behind a row of houses. The light has drained almost completely from the sky overhead and the backs of the buildings either side cast the narrow street into deep gloom. I catch the sound of footsteps, running. A few yards ahead in the alley a squat man in a cloak is crouching, arms outstretched stiffly; I stifle a cry of alarm and skitter backwards away from him until I realise he is not moving a muscle. I squint at him suspiciously through the gloom, easing closer until he is revealed to be a handcart covered in sacking, of the kind a man might use to take vegetables to market. The footsteps draw near. I glance down the alley, but see only sliding, teasing shapes growing out of the dark. I climb into the cart and cover myself with the sacks. Curled up small, I can just fit. The wood reeks of manure. I hunker down and discover with a creeping dread that something is in the cart with me; I can hear it breathing, raw and ragged, close to my ear. I am on the point of leaping out when I realise the breathing is my own and the fierce war drum I hear is the sound of my blood pumping.

Running footsteps outside; they skid to a halt somewhere further down the lane. Voices carry through the dark.

‘Well, he won’t get far, not in that state.’

‘I thought you said he brought it up.’

‘The boy says he drank half a glass before he made himself sick. It must have done something.’

The second man curses. ‘Then why wasn’t he easier to deal with? You as good as had him by the collar, Devil take you! Did I not warn you about him?’

‘He had a knife. She said she’d taken their weapons.’

‘There you are, then. I told you not to underestimate him – he is a cunning dog. What else did you hear?’

‘He was asking after Robert Dunne. It was all he wanted to talk about.’

Balled up in the cart, under my sackcloth, I cannot quite catch the murmured discussion that follows. My right hand strays down to my belt, and with a wash of relief I find that I must have sheathed my knife before I threw myself from the window, though I have no recollection of doing so. At least I will have some small defence if they should discover me. From the street there comes a cough, and a stamping of feet; I grip the cart’s sides and concentrate on slowing my breathing. The side of my face feels wet.

‘It would serve us better to watch and wait,’ says the first voice. I would swear that I know it, though I do not dare look out to confirm. An attractive voice, if you did not have to look at the face it came from; educated, with a dark timbre. It is a voice I have not heard since I was in Oxford two years ago. ‘We know where to find him.’

‘But if he should discover—’

‘Peace, John! We will find a better way. I have an idea.’

The first man makes some further protest, but it is brief, and the footsteps retreat. I remain still under the sacking, unsure whether they have really gone. Shouts and fragments of drunken catches float in from the street beyond the houses, but the two voices seem to have disappeared. I wait a few minutes longer before I risk peering out of the cart.

Though the lane is sunk further in shadow, it appears to be empty. With some effort I swing a stiff leg over the cart’s side to climb out and tumble on to the ground, pulling myself to my feet to assess the damage. My right side burns with pain when I breathe; I suspect I have cracked my ribs on the way down. My legs are bruised and aching, but I must be grateful that the midden-heap saved me from breaking any limbs. My head throbs and my pulse is still racing, though my vision has returned to normal and the strange sensations brought on by the nutmeg are receding. The night air feels cool on my face. As I stand there, taking shallow breaths so as not to strain my ribcage, I recall a young novice at San Domenico who claimed to have marvellous and terrible visions of angels and demons, after which he would often fall down as if in a dead faint; the other youths were enthralled by his tales and more learned monks than me declared him to have been touched by God and devoted themselves to interpreting his visions, until the novice master, a man of limited imagination but unrivalled common sense, discovered that the boy had been stealing nutmeg from the kitchen and consuming it, ground up, in copious quantities. I exclaim aloud and strike my forehead with the heel of my hand, amazed that I did not think of this sooner – the wine that smelled of spices in Dunne’s cabin must surely have contained a heavy dose of nutmeg. That could explain the strange extremity of his drunkenness, the hallucinations, the irrational fear. Whoever gave it to him probably intended it to take effect over the course of the evening, leaving him confused and disconcerted, unable to defend himself from any attacker, just as the madam at the House of Vesta had intended for me. That was a curious coincidence too – had Dunne’s drinking companion learned the trick at the House of Vesta? If so, then we need only establish who among the ship’s company was also a regular visitor to the brothel. My thoughts flit immediately to Savile and his superior smile as he spoke of the sacred flame.

I emerge from the lane into a cobbled street lined with tall houses, the upper storeys leaning inwards. It is now fully dark, though here and there a candle burns in a window, and occasionally a wan moon peeks out through a gap in the clouds, allowing me enough light to see the curve of the street as it leads downhill. If I follow it, I reason, it must eventually lead me to the harbourside and from there to the Star. I pause to look behind me, wondering what to do about Sidney. I can hardly risk returning to the House of Vesta in search of him; I am in no state to fight now, even if I could confront Doughty alone, and Mistress Grace is sure to have more armed men at her disposal.

I curse again and limp along the street, keeping close to the buildings on my left, neither seeing nor caring that I am stumbling through the gutter. I cannot think of going back to look for Sidney unarmed. Fear of what may have befallen him constricts my throat; if he has been drugged and attacked too, it is all my fault for thinking I could out-manoeuvre what was so clearly a trap. I have gained nothing by it, except a few bruises and the confirmation that John Doughty is in Plymouth and asking questions about Dunne’s death. And the near-certainty that the man he was talking to as I hid in the alley, the ‘friend’ so keen to reacquaint himself with me, could be none other than the book dealer Rowland Jenkes.

At the Star, I let myself in through the yard, keeping to the shadows. The three sides of the building rise up in darkness; from the stalls come the soft stamps and snorts of horses, sunk in sleep. Groping my way around the walls to the door of the tap-room, I find it locked. I hesitate briefly, before deciding I am willing to pay the price of inconveniencing the servants for the sake of my bed and a bath. I hammer on the door and call out. There is no immediate response; I call again and somewhere overhead a casement opens and a voice advises me to shut my fucking noise, people are trying to sleep. I bang on the door one more time and stand back, wondering if I dare break a window. When I raise my voice again, I am surprised by a sudden loud splash from behind me; I realise, as the smell hits my nostrils, that the contents of a chamber pot have been flung from the casement above. I am fortunate that whoever threw it could not see to take aim; it missed only by a few feet. Next time I might not be so lucky. I lean against the door, trying to muster the will to find a storehouse or empty stable where I can sleep until the servants wake, when I hear the fumbling of a lock on the other side and the door creaks open. The maid Hetty stands on the step in a shapeless nightdress, a candle flame throwing shadows on her pale face. She pauses, taking in my bruises and my limp with a knowing glance, and smirks openly.

‘Oh, it’s you. Enjoy your evening at the House of Vesta, did you, sir?’

‘A little too stimulating for my taste.’ I am in no mood for her provocations, but recognise that it behoves me to show some humility here, since I am in the wrong. ‘I am sorry to wake you.’

She waits until I am almost across the threshold. ‘Looks like they know how to throw a punch, them virgins.’

The timing of this remark is impeccable; I cannot help laughing. ‘What I would really like, Hetty,’ I say, turning, ‘is some hot water. As much of it as you can spare. Can that be arranged?’

‘You’ll have to wait till morning,’ she says. ‘And it’ll cost extra. If you’ve any money left.’

‘Put it on our account,’ I say. Poor Sidney. He will need a hold full of Spanish treasure to meet the bill we are mounting up here.

She squints at my eye and hands me her stub of candle. ‘Try not to wake the other guests, won’t you? I’ll bring the water first thing. Watch you don’t get blood on the sheets. Mistress Judith will have a fit.’

‘I’ll do my best. Thank you for your sympathy.’ I touch a finger gingerly to the cut above my eye. It seems to have stopped bleeding for now. Hetty sniffs; it is clear she thinks I have only myself to blame. She is probably right. ‘Do you not need the light to get back to bed, though?’

‘Don’t worry, sir – I know my way around this place at night better than the mice,’ she says, and as if to prove it, disappears into the shadows, leaving me alone at the foot of the stairs. Somehow I find the thought of her scurrying silently around dark corridors disquieting.

I take two wrong turns before I identify the corridor that leads to our chamber, every creak of the boards seeming to echo through the whole building. I let myself in quietly. The window drapes are drawn, casting the room in hushed shadows. I ease off my boots and my stinking clothes, leaving them where they fall, and collapse on to the bed, and into oblivion.

I am jolted from a heavy dreamless sleep by the sound of someone entering the room. I try to sit up but my limbs feel inert and will not respond; it takes a few minutes before I can be certain of where I am. Memories of the night’s events tumble through my sleep-fogged brain, even as the stiffness and pain in my body grow more insistent. Someone is moving softly around the room. My heart hammers; I am defenceless here, naked, unable to move. The footsteps come closer; there is a pause before the bed curtains are pulled back and I cry out, as the intruder also yells in surprise.

‘Christ’s bones, Bruno – are you trying to scare me to death?’ Sidney yanks the curtain back fully and turns away just as fast. ‘And put a shirt on, can’t you – I don’t want to see your wares on display.’

I reach out with some effort and pull a sheet over the lower half of my body. My head sinks into the pillow with relief.

‘Thank God – I was worried about you,’ I croak.

‘Me? Bit late for that – I’ve been waiting for you half the bloody night. Eventually some girl turned up with your message to go on home without you – I must say, you could have let me know a little sooner.’ He tosses his jacket on to one of the chairs and strides to the window.

‘I never sent any message,’ I begin, as he throws the shutters wide and a faint dawn light picks out the shapes of furniture. Sidney turns and makes another noise of shock.

‘What happened to you?’ He points to my torso. I look down and note the colourful map of cuts and bruises.

‘I had to jump out of a window. I thought it was the ground floor, but I was mistaken.’

He cups a hand across his mouth. ‘Sorry, I’m not laughing. Really.’ He stands, yawns, stretches out his long arms above his head and plants himself in front of me, peering at my injuries, clutching his chin in imitation of a physician. ‘At least you can still walk. So it was a trap. Did they rob you? Tell me what happened.’

I push myself up on to my elbows, wincing at the complex stabs and jolts of pain involved. He perches on the end of the bed while I recount the events of the previous night. He chuckles at the appearance of Toby, but when I mention the wine he slaps me on the leg – the nearest part he can reach – to show his irritation.

‘You never touch the wine in a whorehouse, Bruno, certainly not on a first visit in a strange town – are you really so green? It’s the oldest trick they know. You’re damned lucky they didn’t get your purse.’

‘I realise that now,’ I say, piqued. ‘And I don’t need you adding to my bruises. But the wine was spiced with nutmeg. And I’d wager that’s what Dunne was given the night he was killed – the effects sound just the same. Wild drunkenness, hallucinations, morbid fear.’

Sidney scratches his chin. ‘I didn’t even know nutmeg could do that. Is it common knowledge?’

‘To someone familiar with the properties of herbs, I’d say.’

We fall silent, both thinking of Jonas.

‘But listen,’ I say, ‘that is not the biggest news.’

His eyes grow wide as I tell him about the appearance of John Doughty.

‘Extraordinary. Drake said Doughty would not dare set foot anywhere near Plymouth. Just goes to show that Drake is not always right.’ He evidently takes some satisfaction in this thought. ‘But why was Doughty at the House of Vesta?’

‘He was a sailor. They must know him there. The madam was obviously helping him – she took me to the boy, sent up the spiced wine—’

‘Why the boy?’ Sidney says, frowning. ‘To test whether you were telling the truth about knowing Dunne?’

‘Perhaps. Or because she suspected I was only there to ask unwelcome questions, and she wanted to learn what they were.’

‘Either way, it seems beyond doubt that the place is somehow connected with Dunne’s death. In which case – why deliberately lure you towards it?’

‘He thought he was going to march me out of there at knife point, to wherever his mysterious friend was waiting.’

‘The one you are persuaded is Rowland Jenkes.’

‘You think I am mistaken?’

He rasps a hand across the stubble on his jaw and stands, stretching. ‘I only say you are putting two and two together and making five, ever since you saw this man in black and decided he was watching you.’

‘He was.’ I struggle to sit up further. ‘We know a book dealer with no ears has been interested in Drake’s Judas book for months, with Dunne’s agency. Who else could fit that description, who would also know me well enough to address me by name? Besides, I heard his voice.’

‘It’s two years since you last saw him, and you were under the influence of something that causes hallucinations.’ He catches sight of my look and sighs. ‘You are probably right. I just can’t imagine what he’s doing with John Doughty, though.’

‘No more can I.’

He crosses the room to the other window and opens those shutters. Light spills across the floor. ‘You’ve left this place in quite a state, too. I hope you’re going to clear up after yourself.’

I ease myself horizontal. ‘Sorry about the clothes. They’ll have to be laundered again.’

‘I’m not talking about the clothes. I mean your travel bag. Stuff everywhere.’

‘What?’ I jerk upright again, ignoring the spear of pain that shoots up my right side. He indicates the far end of the room, where my bag lies open, my few clean shirts tumbled out over the floor. I haul myself off the bed, wrapping the sheet around my waist, and kneel down.

‘I didn’t leave it like that. Someone has been through it.’

‘What did they take?’

I pick up the discarded clothes, and search through the bag. My books are still there, but a sheaf of notes I had brought to work on appears to be missing. There was nothing incriminating that I can recall, just a few calculations and jotted ideas for a possible book . . . An idea occurs to me, making goosebumps stand up on my bare skin. I cross to the bed and look under it for the leather satchel I had brought back from the Elizabeth last night. I take it out and find it empty.

‘My translation of the Judas book. It’s gone.’

Sidney throws his hands up and spits out a curse. ‘You left the room unlocked last night. I had the key. Damn it.’ He glances around to his own trunk, which remains securely padlocked. ‘Thank God they didn’t take anything more valuable.’

‘You don’t think a lost gospel is valuable?’ I shake my head. ‘Drake will be livid. I assured him I would keep it safe.’

‘Then you shouldn’t have gone haring off to that bloody brothel without locking the room,’ he exclaims.

‘I realise that now.’ We glare at one another until I punch my right fist into the palm of my left hand. ‘Damn it! The letter was clearly a ruse to get us out of the way so that someone could go through the room looking for those writings.’

‘But who would have known that you had it here?’ He looks at me. ‘No, don’t tell me – Rowland Jenkes.’

‘Do you have a better explanation?’

He opens his mouth to speak, but breaks off at the sound of a sharp knock on the door. Sidney opens it to find Hetty, pink-faced with the effort of carrying two pails of hot water, most of which she appears to have left along the floor to mark her progress. He takes one from her as she sets the other down. She wipes her hands on her apron, passes him the linen cloth she has draped over her shoulder and plants herself in the doorway, looking from one of us to the other. I gesture to the fact that I am wearing nothing but a sheet. Her eyes skim over the bruises on my chest with a look that says, I told you so. Reluctantly, Sidney reaches for his purse.

‘You can take this laundry down while you’re there,’ he says, handing her a coin and indicating the pile of my soiled clothes. She regards them with distaste before scooping them up, making a face as she catches the smell of the midden. I am expecting a facetious comment about where I spent the night, but she seems cowed into grudging respect by Sidney’s presence.

‘Hetty, you keep your eyes and ears open around this place, don’t you?’ I ask, as she turns to leave.

‘If it’s worth my while,’ she says.

‘Yes, I understand that. Did you see anyone entering or leaving this room last night, after you brought me the letter?’

‘What, apart from that woman?’ she shoots back, without missing a beat. Her mouth curves into a knowing smile, pleased that she has hit the mark. But I am too distracted by the thought that Lady Arden was alone in this room after I ran out in search of Sidney. She also knew that I had been working on Drake’s mysterious book. What possible use could she have for a half-finished translation of it? The idea is absurd, I tell myself, but my fists bunch at my sides; I have been burned before by a woman who stole from me when my guard was down.

‘No one else?’ Sidney asks, to cover the awkward pause.

‘Well, I wasn’t patrolling the corridor all night,’ Hetty sniffs, shifting the bundle of laundry from one hip to the other.

‘Never the less,’ Sidney says, forcing a smile, ‘if you do recall seeing anyone near this room, it would be enormously helpful.’ His hand strays idly to his purse. Hetty’s eyes dart after it like a cat watching a bird. ‘A man in black, for instance?’

She affects to think about this. ‘Can’t say I did. Probably best to make sure your door’s locked in future, though.’ She gives him a firm nod, as if this is the final word, and stomps away, flat-footed, down the corridor.

‘The very incarnation of charm,’ Sidney remarks, closing the door. ‘She wouldn’t cost you twenty shillings, that’s for sure.’

‘I hope you got your money’s worth?’ I ask, needled. I do not miss the implicit reproach.

‘I?’ He throws me the linen cloth and wanders over to the window as I kneel to wash the filth of the midden from my skin. ‘Last night was your adventure, Bruno. I was only waiting for you to finish your business.’

‘You waited a long time. The sun is almost up.’

A ghost of a smile hovers over his lips. ‘See how dedicated I am.’

I acknowledge the evasion with a nod. If he enjoyed the House of Vesta’s hospitality last night, he is not going to discuss it with me and I should know better than to ask.

‘I could have broken my neck there,’ I say, sounding like a petulant child. I twist to try and wash the scrapes on my back and yelp as white pain shoots through my ribcage.

‘Idiot,’ he says, but with affection. ‘Here, give me that.’ He strides over, takes the cloth from my hand and dabs it at the sore places between my shoulder blades, tender as a nurse.




TWELVE

I leave Sidney to rest and make my way to the tap-room in search of something to eat. While I am wolfing down some bread, cold eggs and small beer, avoiding the gaze of the handful of other guests who have risen early, Mistress Judith approaches, clearly flustered, a pitcher in each hand.

‘I’m glad I’ve found you. Sir Francis Drake has just arrived and is looking for you, sir. In the front parlour.’

She bustles away towards the entrance hall without further explanation. I follow her through to see armed men standing outside a door opposite the staircase. I recognise them as Drake’s guards from the ship; they stand aside to allow me through. Inside I find a curious tableau. At its centre, on a high-backed chair by the unlit fire, sits a woman of about thirty, dressed in mourning black, a veil thrown back over her hair. She is not an obvious beauty, but neither is she unattractive; if you had to sum up her thin face, you might call it resolute. She has the expression of one who has learned not to trust first impressions. Her pale eyes take the measure of me as I enter, though the set of her jaw does not reveal whether her judgement falls in my favour. Behind her stands an older woman in a plain grey dress, wearing the white coif of a servant, one hand resting on the back of the chair. Next to her, like an anxious butler, the chaplain Pettifer hovers, canted over towards the seated woman with a solicitous air. Drake has planted himself in front of her, hands folded demurely at his belt, as if she is a ruler to whom he must show deference.

He turns when I enter, his look of relief followed swiftly by a frown and a brief raise of the eyebrows as he appraises my battered appearance, but he is too polite to remark on it. Earlier examination in the age-spotted glass propped above the mantel in our chamber revealed that, once I had cleaned the dried blood from my face, the damage is not as severe as it might have been; I am sporting a livid bruise on my forehead and a cut that looks worse than it is across my right eyebrow, but my features are more or less intact. Even so, I still have the air of a tavern-brawler.

Thomas Drake, present as always like his brother’s shadow, leans against the window frame, arms folded. He registers my injuries with distaste. On a low day-bed opposite the window, Lady Drake and Lady Arden sit side by side, looking superfluous. Lady Drake has a cat on her lap. Lady Arden holds my gaze for an instant, her eyes stony, then turns pointedly away. Just as the silence begins to seem unbearable, Drake clears his throat and turns to the seated woman.

‘Mistress Dunne, may I present to you Doctor Giordano Bruno of Nola? This is the man I was speaking of.’ Drake holds a hand towards me; automatically I bow towards her chair, wincing as the movement crushes my ribs.

She regards me with no discernible emotion as I straighten up, forcing a smile.

‘Is he going to beat the truth out of them?’

‘Doctor Bruno rescued a small boy from drowning in the harbour yesterday,’ Lady Arden interjects, in a matter-of-fact tone. ‘The child would have died otherwise. But he was . . . dashed into the harbour wall as he tried to climb out.’

Her voice sounds unnaturally loud in the still air. Everyone swivels to look at her, then turns their gaze back to me. I think I see Mistress Dunne’s features soften.

‘I am sorry for your loss, madam,’ I say, lowering my eyes. ‘And how does your father?’

Her brow knits in confusion, or perhaps it is irritation.

‘Forgive me, sir, but I do not think you are acquainted with my father?’ She draws herself up as she says this, to match the slightly haughty tone; I presume I have breached some sacred English rule of etiquette, but this does not trouble me. I only want to hear her answer.

‘No, I have not had the honour, but I heard he was unwell.’

The maid behind her inhales with audible disapproval. Mistress Dunne narrows her eyes at me and then glances at Drake, as if debating whether she is obliged to respond.

‘Then the gossips, for once, report the truth – his health is failing badly,’ she says. Her voice remains steady. ‘His physicians fear he is dying.’

Small murmurs of sympathy emanate from the rest of the company at this revelation. I watch Mistress Dunne as she composes her face into the appropriate expression for a woman anticipating grief heaped upon grief.

‘Again, I am most sorry.’

She acknowledges this empty courtesy with a small inclination of her head, though her eyes remain on me, still suspicious.

Drake coughs again, anxious to get to the point. ‘Naturally, this is a difficult time for Mistress Dunne and her family,’ he begins, twisting his big hands together. ‘She has expressed some concerns.’ He stops, as if unsure of the correct phrase for what he wants to say. It strikes me that this is the first time I have seen Drake appear at a disadvantage; it does not suit him. A pause elapses, as if he is hoping the sentence will complete itself. I look from one to the other, awaiting further explanation.

‘My late husband was many things, Doctor Bruno—’ Mistress Dunne stops and regards me with a tilt of her head. ‘Are you a physician?’

‘I am a doctor of theology.’

‘I see.’ She makes a dismissive noise through her nose.

Drake steps forward. ‘Doctor Bruno, as I mentioned, is greatly skilled in this sort of matter,’ he says quickly, as though someone has tried to argue otherwise. I say nothing. I have an inkling of where he is leading, and I do not like it.

‘My late husband had many faults,’ Mistress Dunne begins again, addressing me in the same level tone, ‘but I do not believe that self-slaughter would have been among them.’

I glance at Drake; he is urging me to something with his eyes, but I have no idea what it might be.

‘Do you have a particular reason for saying so, madam?’

‘Because he was a coward,’ she says, fixing me with a look that dares me to contradict her. Pettifer opens his mouth to speak, hesitates, then closes it again.

‘I’m afraid I don’t follow—’

‘To end one’s own life, if one felt it had become an insupportable burden to oneself and others – that is an act that requires a certain amount of courage, do you not think?’ she asks, with the same direct gaze.

‘One might argue the opposite,’ I say. ‘To shoulder one’s burdens, to take responsibility for one’s failings – surely that is the courageous course?’

Pettifer can no longer contain himself. ‘Suicide is a grievous sin, Mistress Dunne, a violation of the sixth commandment. The Church makes that most clear. Man is the imago dei – to determine his own end is to usurp the prerogative of God, who alone knows the number of our days.’ He shakes his head, as if to absolve her of such a heretical notion. ‘Think of Judas Iscariot, who took his life through guilt and remorse after betraying Our Lord to death – you would not call him a model of courage, would you?’

Mistress Dunne turns to him, her smile fading. ‘Perhaps each of us has our own definition of courage, Padre. But I hope you are not making a comparison between them?’

Flustered, Pettifer seems to realise he has tied himself in a knot; his round face flushes with his efforts to deny any intentional offence. I watch him, wondering why he was prompted to pluck that particular example.

‘Mistress Dunne doubts the accuracy of my judgement regarding the manner of her husband’s death,’ Drake says, cutting across Pettifer’s flapping apologies.

‘I’m sure Captain Drake did his best in what must have been a very distressing situation,’ she says, turning to me, the polite smile once more in place, ‘but I fear he may have jumped to a hasty conclusion, not being in possession of certain facts.’

A tense silence unfolds. I look from her to Drake and back.

‘I’m sorry, I don’t quite—’

‘Self-slaughter, as Padre Pettifer tells us, is a terrible stain on the soul,’ Mistress Dunne continues. Her voice is firm, but I notice her fingers busily plucking at the cloth of her skirts, a sign that there is some emotion at work beneath the surface. ‘Not to mention on a man’s reputation and the fate of his family. I cannot accept that my husband died by his own hand. I intend to make the coroner investigate his death to my satisfaction, so that he can at least have Christian burial.’

On this last sentence, her composure falters and she presses a hand to her mouth. The maid passes her an embroidered handkerchief but she waves it away as she fights to bend her feelings to her will. Or so it seems. Asserting herself against the authority of Sir Francis Drake would be daunting for any woman, yet there is something in her demeanour that leaves room for a chink of doubt. It is true that the English like to keep their emotions buried so deep that an Italian could be forgiven for thinking they have never experienced any passion greater than mild irritation at the weather, but I cannot escape the sense that Mistress Dunne is playing a part here, and not playing it with total conviction. That little catch in the voice just now, the hand pressed to the lips: it is as if she has learned the expressions of grief from a book. Though I may be doing her a disservice; perhaps, as a wellborn lady, this is as near as her breeding permits her to feeling.

My gaze flits again from her to Drake and back; I would not like to wager which of them will concede first.

‘In the light of this,’ Drake continues, clasping his hands behind him and pacing the floor as if he were giving a summary in court, ‘I have persuaded Mistress Dunne to accept a temporary compromise. We will look into the circumstances of her husband’s death more closely before the inquest, with all the discretion a matter of this nature requires. If we uncover nothing useful, she will formally object to the verdict of felo de se at the inquest and ask the coroner to investigate further.’ He looks to Mistress Drake for confirmation; she gives a curt nod.

‘I have told her you are the man for investigating this sort of business,’ Drake continues, his voice bolder now, ‘and she has agreed that you and I between us should do what we can to determine how Robert came by his untimely end.’

Every pair of eyes in the room is fixed on me – with the exception of Lady Arden, whose attention, I notice when I glance up, is studiously concentrated on the cat. I realise that I am expected to say something.

‘But the inquest is tomorrow.’ I say this half as a question, hoping that someone will contradict me; no one does.

‘Then you will have to work quickly,’ Mistress Dunne says, with a terse little smile that briefly shows her teeth.

I draw a deep breath. ‘It is your belief, then, madam, that your husband was unlawfully killed?’

‘If he did not take his own life – and I have already told you why that is impossible – then it follows that someone else must have taken it,’ she says, impatience replacing the tremor in her voice.

‘Forgive me,’ I begin, with a nervous half-laugh to soften the blow, ‘but you are implying that someone aboard Sir Francis’s ship killed your husband?’ I glance at Drake; he has cupped a hand over his mouth and chin to disguise his reaction.

‘That’s what I wish to find out, Doctor Bruno.’ She sighs, as if the detail tires her. ‘You did not know Robert, but he had a particular gift for making enemies. One might say that is to be expected, given his pursuits. You cannot fail to have learned of his reputation, I’m sure.’ She stands, brushes down her skirts and turns slowly to look at the rest of the company with a tight smile, to prove that she will not be shamed by whatever gossip followed her husband. The maid takes a step forward, her hand outstretched. Mistress Dunne neatly sidesteps her and waves the hand away. Again I have the sense that she manages perfectly well without assistance from anyone.

‘But you have reason to believe that these enemies are to be found among Captain Drake’s crew?’ I persist.

‘No!’ The denial is immediate; she flushes, apparently shocked by the suggestion. ‘I say no such thing. I merely—’

She crosses the room and stops directly in front of me. She is tall for a woman; we are almost the same height.

‘You have seen Plymouth, I suppose?’ She flings an arm out in the direction of the window. ‘Heaving with mercenaries – soldiers, sailors, foreigners – begging your pardon. Plenty of them more than willing to dispatch a man for a ready coin. If my husband’s enemies wanted him dead, they would not be short of willing hands. And they would have known exactly where to find him.’

‘I assure you once again, Mistress, that no assassin could possibly have boarded my ship, that night or any other,’ Drake says. The conversation appears to be taxing his diplomatic skills. ‘I have more than enough reason to be scrupulous about the security of my vessel. No one could have found his way past my watchmen.’

‘Sir Francis, if you are determined from the beginning that there is no murderer to be apprehended, then our agreement would seem redundant.’ Her smile suggests this is meant half in jest, but her eyes say otherwise. I think I understand Drake’s reasoning: by nominating someone outside his own circle to satisfy Mistress Dunne’s thirst for enquiries, he can distance himself from me if I fail. On the other hand, I am a stranger in this city; it may be that I can move among the crowds, asking questions, slipping obscurely into places where the famous Sir Francis Drake could not hope to pass unnoticed.

Drake bows his head. ‘You are right, madam. I will do my best to keep an open mind.’

‘I hope so, Sir Francis. There is a great deal at stake here, for both of us. I only want to make sure the truth is served.’ She juts her chin upwards and keeps her eyes on him for a moment, to let him know she is not someone he can hoodwink. ‘Come, Agnes.’ She flicks a hand at the maid, who scuttles to follow her. On her way past me, Mistress Dunne stops. ‘I am going to break my fast now, Doctor Bruno, and then I wish to view my husband’s body. Perhaps you would like to accompany me?’

‘Is that wise?’ Drake cuts in.

‘If he is to reconsider the cause of my husband’s death, would it not make sense for him to examine the body? Perhaps all his theological training may help him to notice some symptom that escaped your attention,’ she adds pointedly, drawing her veil down over her face.

‘I meant rather, is it wise for you to go?’ Drake pulls at the point of his beard. ‘Robert has been dead three days, madam, and it was not a sight for ladies even when he was fresh.’

I notice Lady Drake flinch slightly at her husband’s choice of words; fame and wealth have not taught him to be more delicate with his language. No wonder she is susceptible to a sonnet or two. I try to catch Lady Arden’s eye, but she keeps her head turned towards the window.

‘I was raised in the country, Sir Francis,’ Mistress Dunne replies, extending a hand, palm upwards. The maidservant lays a pair of kidskin gloves across it. ‘I have seen both my brothers and my sister in their coffins, and one of my brothers was kicked in the head by a horse – that was not pretty, I promise you. I will not faint at the sight of a corpse. I feel it proper that I should see him before he is buried – wherever that may be.’ She pulls on her gloves carefully, her slender fingers extended.

‘So, you are the last surviving child of your family?’ I ask.

She gives me a sharp look. ‘Yes. Why do you ask?’

I shake my head. ‘I was only thinking it is hard you should have to bear so much loss.’ I assume a sympathetic expression. She narrows her eyes.

‘Even so,’ Drake says, still rubbing at his beard, ‘I fear the sight may distress you.’

‘What distresses me, Sir Francis,’ she says, shaping the words clearly and precisely, ‘is the thought that my husband may be wrongly declared a suicide while his murderer escapes justice.’ With this, she sets her shoulders back and sweeps from the room, her maid scurrying in her wake. At the door she turns to me. ‘Meet me here in the entrance hall in half an hour.’

Pettifer makes as if to follow her. ‘Would you like me to pray with you, madam, before you address yourself to this sad task?’ He knots his fingers together in supplication, his round cheeks flushed. Priests never feel a greater sense of their own importance than around the dying and the newly bereaved, I have noticed.

A spasm of irritation twitches Mistress Dunne’s face, but she masters it.

‘Thank you, Padre, that is kind – perhaps when I return I shall have greater need of comfort.’

‘As you wish, madam. Just send me word here – I am at your disposal.’ He bows his head and follows her out.

Drake closes the door behind them and exhales with some force. ‘Elizabeth, I have told Mistress Dunne you and Lady Arden will dine with her today. We must show her Christian compassion, and she may be glad of female company.’ He pushes both hands through his hair and walks to the window.

‘She didn’t look as if she was much interested in any company.’ Lady Drake clutches the protesting cat, who appears to be making a bid for freedom. ‘She was quite rude when you introduced me and my lady cousin – she barely acknowledged us at all.’

‘Well, you must allow that she is in the first shock of grief, my dear,’ Drake says, still looking out at the street. ‘She is perhaps not herself.’

‘I might want to hang myself if I’d married her,’ Lady Arden remarks, to no one in particular. Drake and his brother turn and stare at her. I catch her eye and grin; she allows a brief smile, which she hides behind her hand. Perhaps she has forgiven me after all.

The ladies stand and stretch delicately; the cat seizes his chance and darts under the day-bed. As they leave, Lady Arden glances over her shoulder at me, but she is gone before I can convey anything with my eyes alone.

‘Bruno – a word.’ Drake beckons me towards the window. We look out through the small diamond panes of glass, the street outside distorted by their warps and bubbles. He lays a hand on my shoulder. ‘I’m sorry to have sprung this on you. Especially when . . .’ he indicates my injuries. ‘What happened to you?’

I hesitate. ‘I visited the House of Vesta last night.’

‘Ah.’ A brief frown crosses his brow. ‘Someone should have warned you about that place. They don’t tend to welcome strangers who arrive unannounced.’

‘That is the complicated part. I was not unannounced – I was lured there by an anonymous letter that made reference to the Judas gospel. I believe it came from Rowland Jenkes – the book dealer with no ears that Dunne took you to.’

Drake looks even more bemused. ‘What has he to do with the House of Vesta?’

‘I don’t know. But Dunne was a regular there. I thought someone might recall something, but when I started asking questions about him, I was cornered and set upon by a man I am certain was John Doughty.’

‘Doughty? Good God.’ Drake rubs his temple with the flat of his hand as he processes all this. ‘So he is in Plymouth. What would he want with you?’

I shake my head. ‘I didn’t stay to find out.’ I point to the cut on my face. ‘I jumped out of a window. Unfortunately, it was on the first floor.’

Drake smiles, despite himself.

‘What I do know is that they were waiting for me. The madam was part of it – she led me into a trap, ready for Doughty. So perhaps she could be questioned, if you want to find him.’

Drake nods slowly, his face grim. ‘I will make some discreet enquiries. The difficulty with the House of Vesta, Bruno, is that it is not an ordinary brothel. It operates by discretion and exclusivity. Customers come to her by introduction only. She takes the girls very young, so she can guarantee to her clients that they are clean. Some as young as eleven, and you won’t find any over fifteen. They say it’s the one place in Plymouth you can be sure you won’t get the pox, and there are plenty willing to pay her prices for the peace of mind.’

‘So she attracts the wealthiest men in the area,’ I say, beginning to understand.

‘It has grown into a sort of meeting place for men of influence in the town,’ he says. ‘They go there to dine, smoke, play cards, talk business – not just for the girls. Any man with ambition wants to be included in that company, and the benefits far outweigh the moral objections. Makes it very difficult for anyone in authority who tries to have the place investigated or shut down – as I found out when I was mayor.’ His jaw tightens at the memory.

‘Which is why that woman – Mistress Grace – believes she is above the law?’ I finish the thought for him. ‘She has the most powerful men in the town by the balls.’

‘They say you can get whatever you want at the House of Vesta with no questions asked, as long as you are willing to pay.’ He gives a meaningful nod. I consider telling him about Toby, but decide against it; if Drake does persuade the authorities to investigate, it would be the boy who was punished for his sins, not the people who forced him to it.

‘Nevertheless,’ Drake says, brisker this time, ‘there are certain pressures that can be brought. If she is hiding John Doughty, I want to know about it.’

I turn to leave, but he lays a hand on my sleeve. ‘One more thing, Bruno. In your nocturnal wanderings, did you see anything of Jonas last night?’

‘Last night? No, not after we came ashore.’

‘Hm.’ He takes a deep breath. There are shadows under his eyes; it looks as if he has not slept. ‘Jonas did not come back to the ship all night. No one has seen him. Plymouth is full of thugs who would lay into a man because they didn’t like his complexion, and believe they are defending England that way.’ He grimaces. ‘I hope Jonas has not fallen foul of that sort.’

He lets his hand fall from my arm and continues to stare out of the window, as if the answer might present itself if he waits long enough.

‘I hope not,’ I say, though another explanation occurs to me. ‘I’m sure he will turn up. Perhaps he drank too much and ended up spending the night in the arms of some Plymouth maiden.’

‘He’d be lucky to find a maiden in Plymouth, even at the House of Vesta.’ Drake tries to summon a smile. ‘I dare say Jonas enjoyed the same pastimes as any other sailor on shore leave, but he never neglected his duty. He was supposed to take the middle watch last night, after midnight. That’s not something he would have forgotten. I hope to God he is back by tomorrow, at any rate – he must be the principal witness at the inquest. It was he who found Dunne hanging.’

Perhaps Jonas had good reason to make himself scarce before the inquest, I think. Or perhaps there is someone else who does not want him to testify.

‘Why did you ask Mistress Dunne about her father?’ asks Drake, abruptly changing the subject.

‘It was Lady Drake who mentioned to me that Mistress Dunne is an heiress. Robert had told Gilbert that he expected to come into some money soon. I wondered if he might have meant his wife’s inheritance.’

He nods, understanding. ‘A good thought. And she would hardly want a gambling husband getting his hands on her father’s fortune too.’

‘In fact,’ Thomas says, ‘it is difficult to imagine anyone with as much reason to want him dead as his wife.’

There is a silence as we all consider this.

‘Even so, I cannot see how she could have engineered this particular outcome,’ I say, eventually. ‘Assuming she wanted him murdered, she would have done better to poison his dinner at home, or have someone attack him on the road. A death that looks like a suicide is not to her advantage – quite the reverse.’

‘As she is at pains to make clear,’ Drake says. ‘We must find this killer before the inquest. I will see that you are amply rewarded, of course,’ he adds, seeing my expression. ‘That is not in doubt.’

‘That is generous of you, Sir Francis, but—’

His brow darkens. ‘But what?’

‘I only wonder – why me?’

‘Ah.’ He moves closer, drops his voice. ‘Sir Philip has told me a little more about your work.’

I look at him, perplexed, thinking he means my books.

‘For Walsingham,’ Drake whispers, to clarify. ‘Any man who has earned Master Secretary’s trust and respect also has mine. My brother and I were most impressed, weren’t we, Thomas?’

Thomas Drake makes a noise that could mean anything, and folds his arms across his chest. I have rarely seen anyone look less impressed.

I give a little cough and try to look humble. ‘I may need resources, Sir Francis. Information is not cheap in this town. People keep their eyes and ears open, but they sometimes need encouragement.’

Drake nods, murmuring assent. ‘I will arrange a purse for you when you return from your excursion with Mistress Dunne.’ At the door he pauses. ‘Watch her closely, Bruno. She is determined to make trouble. She could ruin me.’

It is tempting to observe that, if the verdict goes his way, it could ruin her, but I appear to be in Drake’s pay now, so I say nothing.

‘What about the book?’ I ask, as I am leaving.

‘I suppose it will have to wait.’ He rubs his beard and looks gloomy. ‘I will pay you for your work there, too, do not fear.’

‘Where is it?’

‘Safe under lock and key in my cabin aboard the Elizabeth.’ He glances around the room as if he might have left it lying unguarded somewhere.

I consider whether to mention the pages stolen from my room, but decide it would not help matters if I were to damage his new faith in me. I may yet find the thief without Drake needing to know of my folly. ‘If I were you, sir, I would keep it with you, where you can see it.’

‘Why? The ship is safe enough, is it not?’ His brow creases and he glances across at Thomas.

That’s what Robert Dunne thought. I decide not to say this aloud.

In the entrance hall I find Sir William Savile loitering, a leather travelling bag at his feet.

‘Ah, Bruno!’ he says, unexpectedly animated. ‘Have you heard about this oath? Damned impertinence, if you ask me. Not sure I like the precedent either. Instinct tells me it goes against the proper order of things. What does Sir Philip say? I suppose he has sworn it readily, being desperate for a berth.’

I wait until he stops for breath. ‘What oath?’

‘Oh, Pettifer the chaplain, you know, is going about this morning with great pomp and ceremony, announcing that every man who means to sail with the fleet must swear an oath of loyalty to the Queen and to Captain Drake as supreme commander of the enterprise before we set sail.’

‘Is that a problem?’ I wonder what has prompted this; does Drake sense stirrings of unrest, or is this a pre-emptive measure, to try and flush out the killer?

‘Not in theory, but’ – he glances about, then leans in – ‘it does rather give a mandate to any course of action that takes his fancy, don’t you think? It robs one of any capacity to challenge him once at sea – he can simply say, “But you were sworn, my masters, and to break your oath is as good as treason.” I mean, it’s all very well for the crew, you know, but for a gentleman . . .’ He regards me down the length of his nose. ‘That’s why I wondered if Sir Philip meant to swear.’

‘You had better ask him, I have not heard him mention it,’ I say. I like Savile less every time I speak to him. I glance down at the buttons on his green silk doublet; disappointingly, they are flat, silver and all present. ‘Are you going somewhere, Sir William?’ I ask, indicating his bag.

‘Decided to take a room here until we sail,’ he says, tapping the bag with his foot. ‘I reasoned I’d be spending time enough in that poky cabin once we leave, and since no one seems to know the day nor the hour at present, why should I not sleep in a feather bed while I can?’

‘Cabin fever already?’ I say. His eyes narrow; before he can reply there is a commotion behind us and a woman’s voice, low and cultured, cuts across him.

‘There you are, Doctor Bruno. Shall we get this over with?’

I turn to see Mistress Dunne, pulling on a pair of gloves, the granite-faced servant scowling at her elbow. But Dunne’s widow is not looking at me; her gaze is fixed over my shoulder, on Savile, with an expression that appears more than anything like irritation. While this is likely the response Savile provokes in many people, it takes me by surprise because I had no inkling that they knew one another.

Savile crosses the hall in two strides and sweeps off his hat, bowing low.

‘Sir William Savile, Mistress Dunne. You may not remember, we met once, at court I believe. Please accept my sincere condolences for your loss.’ He raises his eyes, looking suitably regretful. At least he has the decorum not to mention the, money Dunne owed him, I think. Not yet, anyway.

‘At court. Yes, I suppose it was.’ Mistress Dunne sounds vague; she concentrates on her gloves. ‘I thank you. Please excuse us. I am going to view my husband’s body.’ She looks up sharply as she says this; Savile seems to flinch.

‘A distressing task, madam. God be with you,’ he adds, hesitantly, as if he is uncertain of the protocol.

‘Well, I shall have Doctor Bruno with me, which is the next best thing,’ she responds in a clipped voice. ‘One never knows when one might need a theologian on hand. A pleasure to meet you again, Sir William.’

Savile is still muttering something about sad circumstances as she is halfway through the door, though I notice she casts a glance back at him before she leaves, and it is not a friendly one. It does not require any great genius to see that this exchange is not all it appears; even Savile’s personality cannot account for Mistress Dunne’s hostility towards him. What history is there, I wonder, as I limp to catch up with her outside the inn.

‘I am not, strictly speaking, a theologian, madam,’ I say, as we make our way along the narrow street towards the centre of the town, since she appears to have no intention of beginning a conversation. The skies are clearer today, the sun hazy behind a threadbare gauze of white cloud that shows patches of blue as pale and fragile as eggshells. But the air is still cool; a sharp wind gusts in from the sea, stinging the cut on my face. Last night’s rain lies puddled between cobbles.

‘I am not, strictly speaking, interested.’ She looks straight ahead as she walks. She has a long stride for a woman and my bruised legs and ribs pain me as I work to keep up. ‘We both know this is no more than a gesture to placate me. But we shall play along until the inquest. No doubt Drake is paying you well to conclude whatever best suits his purposes.’

I subside into silence. After a few more yards she turns to me and sighs, impatient.

‘Well – what are you, then?’

‘I am . . .’ I hesitate. What am I, exactly, at this point in my life? This August morning of 1585, at the age of thirty-seven, how do I explain myself, to her or to anyone? I am, variously, a heretic, an ex-Dominican, a philosopher, a spy, a poet of sorts, a teacher, an exile. A lover – once perhaps, though that seems distant. A necromancer, if you believe my detractors in Paris. A traitor, if you ask the Baron de Châteauneuf. A hunter of murderers, if you ask Walsingham. I shift shape, like Proteus, according to necessity; so much so that I am in danger of losing my original form altogether.

‘I am a philosopher, if you like. I write books.’

Her glance flits sideways beneath her veil to take me in. ‘It would appear philosophy is a dangerous sport.’

‘That is just the way I practise it.’

We walk in silence, through narrow streets I am gradually coming to recognise. Just behind my shoulder I can hear the steady wheezing of Mistress Dunne’s maidservant, laboured as bellows.

‘You are acquainted with Sir William Savile, then, madam?’ I say, after a while. She seems irked by the interruption.

‘Hardly acquainted. I believe I may have met him at court, with my husband. I barely recall, but one doesn’t wish to look rude. One meets so many people.’ She trails off, distracted.

‘Are you often at court?’ I keep my voice light, as if making conversation, but I sense she is wary of my questions.

‘Not these days, no.’ She presses her lips together; behind her veil, her face is closed. ‘We used to be,’ she says, in a softer tone, just when I think she will not discuss the matter further. ‘When Sir Francis first returned from his voyage around the world, he and the gentlemen who travelled with him were much celebrated. That was when I married Robert. He came home a rich man, and for a while it pleased Her Majesty to keep her gallant gentlemen sailors about the place. But . . .’ She gives a small shake of the head and rubs a thumb along her brow, through the veil. ‘Things change. I suppose that is the nature of life, is it not? And our task is to look on good fortune or ill with equanimity.’ She says this as if she holds the idea in contempt.

‘What changed?’ I ask gently.

‘Oh, you will have heard, no doubt.’ Her voice is brisk again; she picks up her pace to match it. ‘Robert grew restless. He said he missed the adventure.’ She laughs, short and bitter. ‘How strange you men are. For a woman there is risk enough in the day to day – just the getting of children is a roll of the dice with Providence. But no – you men must seek it by circling the Earth in a tub of wood. Or throwing away all you have on a hand of cards.’ Her tone is like the edge of a knife; I glimpse the naked fury she harbours for her husband. ‘After a while he took to avoiding the court. Too many creditors. We came back to Devonshire, leased a manor near Dartington, but even then he was hardly at home. He spent most of his time in Plymouth, where he could still trade on his reputation as one of Drake’s famous crew. But there’s only so many times men will stand you a drink and waive your debts in return for a tale about the Straits of Magellan. The credit notes began piling up again, and still the damned fool thought he could mend it all with one lucky night at the card table. But there never is a lucky night for men like Robert.’ She stops and turns to me, so abruptly that the maidservant collides with my back. ‘No doubt you think me an unnatural wife, Doctor Bruno, to speak so ill of a man who has suffered a cruel death not three days since.’

‘I can see nothing more natural than to be angry when someone you care for persists in wilfully destroying himself and those around him, against all advice,’ I say.

‘Exactly!’ she exclaims. ‘Robert was not a bad man, but he was unhappy. Since he returned from that first voyage with Drake, something was tormenting him. It wore away the good side of his character, little by little. If there had been children, it might have been different. But . . .’ She turns away, adjusts her veil.

I let this comment disappear into the sounds of the street, the raucous Plymouth goodwives and gulls vying to drown each other out. So they had no children; his fault or hers, I wonder. If she is about to come into a significant inheritance from her father, that would make her an attractive prospect to new suitors, who might give her children where Robert had failed. Sidney’s comment about rich widows comes to mind.

We have emerged into the square around the Market Cross, lively at this hour with traders and stallholders, shouting their wares from beneath coloured awnings that snap in the breeze like sailcloth. Raw-faced women with vast baskets balanced on their hips tout bread, fish, strawberries, fresh-cut reeds, and more pies; others, in cheap, bright gowns, move among the crowds, touting themselves. It is never too early for commerce, it seems. Ragged children chase one another through the throng, laughing and dodging fists and kicks as their keen eyes scour the ground for any fallen food that can be salvaged before the dogs grab it. Mistress Dunne lifts her skirts to avoid the fresh piles of horse dung and presses onward, her mouth set in a determined line, towards the ancient-timbered Guildhall, which overlooks the square, leaning forward on its row of wooden columns like a grandfather on a stick.

‘So, these creditors Robert trailed after him,’ I say, hurrying to keep up, ‘these are the enemies you spoke of?’

She purses her lips. ‘They were certainly not his friends, put it that way – although some started out as such. But I did not mean them – they were ordinary, workaday enemies. They were not the ones that frightened him.’

‘Then, who?’

She glances about and lowers her voice. ‘My husband was involved in something – I hardly like to—’

‘Sir!’ A hand tugs at my sleeve and I look down to see the boy Sam hopping from one foot to the other, his eyes lit up with delight at finding me again.

‘Good day, Sam.’ I make him a little bow and his whole face scrunches up with laughter. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Looking for something to eat.’ He draws a hand across his nose.

‘Did you find anything?’

He shakes his head and his lip juts out. ‘I picked up a bit of bread but my brother robbed it off me.’

He is a scrawny thing; I wonder if anyone feeds him at home.

‘Well, then.’ I slip a hand into my purse and bring out a penny. I indicate a girl standing nearby with a tray of fresh pies. ‘Get yourself a pie, and make sure you hide it from your brother.’

His solemn eyes widen and he regards the coin as if he has just witnessed a miracle.

‘I am going to find someone from the coroner’s office, Doctor Bruno,’ Mistress Dunne announces, with a dismissive glance at the boy. ‘You can stay here.’ She gestures to the maidservant to follow, puts her shoulders back and disappears through the main door of the Guildhall. Sam stands close to my side, turning his penny over and over in his hand as if he is afraid it might vanish. As I am gazing at the top of his head, an idea occurs.

‘Sam, you and your friends must know everyone in Plymouth, I think?’ I crouch to look him in the eye.

He bites his lip, torn between his desire to be truthful and his fear of disappointing me. ‘Not everyone who comes in off the ships. But the townsfolk, mostly I do.’

‘Good. I need to find someone. A girl. All I know is her name is Eve, and she probably works . . .’ I hesitate, seeing his earnest expression. How much do children understand at his age? ‘She might be one of the girls who works along by the harbour. One of the ladies who paint themselves.’

‘A whore?’ he says brightly. What is he – six years old, seven? I wonder if he has any concept of what a whore is. Growing up by the docks, they are as common a sight to him as fishermen or gulls, I suppose.

‘I think so. She used to work at a place called the House of Vesta until recently. I need to find out where she’s gone. It’s important,’ I add in a whisper, and pat my doublet where he knows my purse is stashed. He nods again. ‘Perhaps you could ask around. You can start now, if you like.’

He looks doubtful. ‘Can I have my pie first?’

I laugh. ‘Of course.’

‘Can I share it with my dog?’

I look around. The only dogs to be seen are mangy street scavengers. ‘You can share it with whomever you like. Just don’t let anyone take it from you.’

He grins, and scampers away, lightfooted, until he is lost behind barrows and swirls of bright skirts. I turn to see Mistress Dunne approaching with a gaunt young man in the robes of a clerk.

We turn a corner to find ourselves at the lych-gate of the church I visited the night before. The sun slides behind a cloud. A plump verger in a black cassock and violet chimere appears from the church door, exchanges a few private words with the clerk and greets Mistress Dunne with solemn murmurs of condolence, though his distaste for the task is evident in his jowly face. He is carrying an unlit lantern.

‘The coroner asked us to keep the body in the crypt until the . . .’ he hesitates, selecting his words carefully ‘. . . the manner of burial is settled upon. It’s the coolest place, you see. We are fortunate that the weather has been unseasonably cold for August, else the body would be corrupted worse than it is.’ He cannot quite disguise the wrinkling of his nose. It is clear that he would prefer not to have the corpse of a suspected suicide contaminating his church. He gives the impression that he would gladly drag the dead man to a crossroads and drive the stake through his heart himself, given the chance.

Mistress Dunne draws herself up, lifts her veil and looks him directly in the eye.

‘My husband will be given Christian burial as soon as the inquest is over tomorrow,’ she announces, in a tone that admits no contradiction. ‘Agnes!’ she snaps her fingers towards the maid. ‘See that this gentleman is recompensed for the trouble he has been put to.’

Agnes dutifully rummages in her skirts and draws out a purse. I cannot help feeling impressed by Mistress Dunne’s composure in facing down the censure of the Church; whatever she felt for her late husband, she seems determined to defend his name in death while she still can.

The verger immediately finds a more charitable spirit. ‘That is most generous, madam. If you would just follow me . . .’ He gives me a curious look, his small eyes resting on me in passing, trying to calculate my connection to the widow. He shepherds us along a narrow path around the north transept of the church until we reach a low doorway, which he unlocks with a key from his belt. As he opens it, he turns back to us.

‘Are you quite certain, madam, that you wish to proceed? The sight, you know – for a lady . . .’ He makes a little moue with his mouth.

‘Of course I wish to proceed, I have ridden from Dartington for the purpose. I do not expect it to be pleasant, but it is my duty.’ Mistress Dunne straightens up again and the verger shrinks under her gaze. He holds the door open.

‘You will forgive me if I remain here – we have incense burning, but . . .’ He does not need to elaborate. Mistress Dunne draws a handkerchief from her sleeve and presses it over her nose and mouth. I cover my lower face with my sleeve. The verger takes out a tinder-box and lights the lantern, handing it to the clerk and murmuring a few words as he does so. The clerk nods and, with his light aloft, enters a small vestibule and almost immediately turns right down a flight of stone steps. At the bottom he pushes open another door and the smell of putrefaction gusts out, thick as fog. I hear the clerk gagging, though he presses on, the small circle of light wavering forwards.

The crypt is low-roofed, supported by plain stone columns. It is true that the air is cold and damp down here, but evidently not enough to protect Robert Dunne from corruption, despite the incense burners set into niches in the walls. My stomach clenches and my heart is racing; the sepulchre stench takes me back to Canterbury the previous summer and the grisly discovery I made there in an underground tomb. My old dread of confined spaces rises up; I attempt a breath through my mouth but the air tastes metallic and sickly-sweet. I have to stop and lean against a pillar until I am sure I will not faint. Mistress Dunne walks on, her face set in that same resolute expression; if she is affected, you would not know it. In the wavering light of the lantern, I see that the clerk has turned slightly green.

At the far end of the crypt a makeshift bier has been created from wooden trestles and planks. On top lies a shapeless mound wrapped in a shroud. The smell of decaying flesh grows stronger as we approach. The clerk holds up his light and indicates the body, his face buried in the crook of his arm. Mistress Dunne looks at me. Since it appears no one else is willing, I step forward to draw back the winding sheet and force myself to look.

Mistress Dunne gives a little cry, muffled by her handkerchief, and clutches at her maid’s arm to steady herself. I do not blame her; no effort has been made to lay out the body with any humanity. The eyes stare out of the blackening face at some nameless horror on the ceiling, a vision granted only to the dead; the jaw has not been tied, and hangs slack in a hideous grimace, teeth bared and tongue lolling. Some unspeakable fluid seeps in a glistening trickle from the nostrils and the corners of the eyes. The clerk has turned from green to grey and is swaying slightly, the cone of light from his lantern sliding back and forth up the wall.

‘For the love of God, man, could you not have laid him out better, knowing his widow was coming? Bound the jaw and closed his eyes, at least,’ I say, angry not just that Mistress Dunne should have to see her husband like this, but also at the lack of feeling or respect for a fellow creature. She looks up at me, surprised.

‘Coroner said the body was not to be interfered with,’ the clerk mutters, defensive, barely opening his lips.

‘Would it have hurt to lay him out properly for burial?’

The young man’s mouth curls into a sneer. ‘With the burial he’ll have—’

‘The manner of my husband’s burial has yet to be determined,’ Mistress Dunne says, mustering her dignity. ‘Kindly leave us. I would like to pay my last respects.’

‘I’m not to leave the body unattended,’ the clerk says, trying to breathe through his mouth.

‘Why, do you think these ladies will tuck him under their arm and make off with him?’ His attitude is beginning to irk me.

‘You may jest, sir, but it wouldn’t be the first time a body’s been stolen,’ he says, pompously.

‘Well, then – you won’t mind if I just take a closer look? Hold the light nearer, would you?’

The clerk hesitates, but moves the barest step forward and lifts the lantern. Steeling myself, I wrap the end of the shroud around my fingers and tilt the corpse’s slack chin. A pale fat maggot falls out of the mouth. Mistress Dunne cries out. The clerk makes a violent retching sound and dashes for the door, dropping the lantern. With great presence of mind, Agnes grabs it; fortunately the glass has only cracked, not smashed, and the flame is still intact. From outside we hear the sound of copious retching.

Mistress Dunne has turned away, but she maintains an admirable self-control. Coroner be damned, I think; grasping the linen shroud firmly, I tear off a long strip and tie it around the corpse’s head so that the mouth no longer hangs so hideously. My stomach heaves as if on a strong ocean swell as I touch the fine hair, but when the band is knotted the poor man looks a little more presentable. I consider closing those dreadful staring eyes, but the thought of whatever is seeping from the eyeballs causes me to draw back, too squeamish to do him this final courtesy. I look down at his face in the candlelight. Robert Dunne was a broad-faced man with a heavy brow and strong, square jaw. His hair was thinning, though he kept it long on top. Although the face is mottled and bloated, I have some sense now of what he looked like in life. He has become a man, like me, like any other, rather than merely an inconvenience.

‘If they have their way,’ Mistress Dunne says, her voice muffled by her handkerchief, ‘he will be buried in this sheet and nothing more, tumbled into an unmarked grave at a crossroads out of town with a stake through his heart.’

‘It seems cruel to punish a man further when he has already dealt himself the ultimate punishment,’ I murmur. I have difficulty regarding self-slaughter as a sin of the same magnitude as murder; often I question whether it can be a sin at all. If a man’s temperament inclines him to melancholy, can he really be blamed if that melancholy overwhelms him? There have been times in my life, especially since I have been living in exile, when I have known the black glitter of despair, and understood all too well the lure of oblivion, the promise of an end to the constant battle of being. Of course, the scriptures tell us it is no end at all, only the beginning, but I have my own views on that. Sometimes only my belief that I have not yet given the world all that I am capable of offering has stayed my hand; this is a kind of arrogance, perhaps, but it serves.

‘My husband did not kill himself, Doctor Bruno,’ she announces firmly, through her handkerchief. ‘Let us keep that in mind. Though I agree with you in principle. And harsher still to punish the kin he leaves behind.’ She nods towards the body. ‘Can you tell anything from looking at him?’

I glance at her. She is clearly an intelligent woman; the least I can do, it seems, is refuse to treat her like a child.

‘If a man has died of slow strangulation, such as hanging by the neck,’ I say, indicating Dunne’s face, ‘the pressure causes the veins in his face and eyes to break, so you see crimson marks on the skin. And the eyes would protrude more, the tongue too.’

She nods, thoughtfully. ‘Yes, I once saw a woman hanged for a witch where she could not afford someone to pull on her legs. And if he had died some other way – could you not tell?’ Her eyes stray uncertainly back to her husband.

‘It might have been possible to tell when he was first found. But by the time a body has lain two or three days the blood drains away to the lower extremities and the flesh starts to darken. Your husband has already passed through rigor mortis and out the other side – the face is beginning to lose its shape.’ I shake my head. ‘It is impossible to say for certain. A physician might cut him open for signs of poison, though even that might be difficult at this stage.’

She keeps her eyes fixed on the body and says nothing. Her expression is hidden behind the handkerchief still clasped over her mouth and nose.

‘They do say if a body is murdered, the image of the murderer can be seen fixed in the eyes,’ the servant Agnes says, unexpectedly, making us both start. ‘Though I’m sure I don’t know how that would work if it was self-slaughter.’

Mistress Dunne turns and looks at her with undisguised scorn.

‘Well, you are welcome to take a closer look, Agnes. It would make things a great deal easier for all of us if you could tell us whose image you see.’

Agnes shrinks back, perhaps wishing she had kept this wisdom to herself. A silence falls, broken only by the sleepy buzzing of flies. I try not to think about where they are coming from.

‘Would you like me to leave you to pay your respects?’ I say, when I can stand it no longer. Robert Dunne’s body has nothing to tell me, and I am in urgent need of air.

Mistress Dunne appears to wake from a reverie; she gives herself a little shake and turns to me.

‘No. Let us leave.’ She glances back for a last look at her husband. ‘Poor Robert,’ she says, and her tone is not without pity. ‘While I do not accept that he died by his own hand, Doctor Bruno, I do not doubt that he courted his death. One way or another, he himself was the instrument of it.’

We emerge into the churchyard and I am so grateful for the salt air that I gulp great lungfuls until I begin to feel lightheaded and have to steady myself against the wall. The clerk is hovering by the door, shame-faced, his shoes spattered with vomit. At the smell of it, I feel my own gorge rising again. Only when we have returned the lantern to the clerk and left him to lock up does Mistress Dunne remove the handkerchief from her face and breathe tentatively, as if she doesn’t trust the air. Her face is pale, and after a few faltering steps she stumbles; I catch her arm and guide her to a flat stone tomb, where she sits gratefully.

‘He courted his own death?’ I ask, once she has recovered a little colour in her cheeks. ‘I need to know what he was involved in, if I am to help you.’

She gives me a long look and reaches up to fiddle with her veil.

‘You know the story of Thomas Doughty, I suppose?’

‘I know the bald facts.’

She narrows her eyes.

‘You mean, you know Sir Francis Drake’s version. He made Robert one of the jury that convicted Thomas Doughty of treason. Robert was haunted by guilt for his part in it.’ She lowers her voice. ‘He said barely a man present, saving Drake’s closest supporters, truly believed Drake had the authority to execute a gentleman like Doughty. Many of them, even the jurymen, believed his death was tantamount to murder, but they were afraid to cross Drake out there, on the edge of the world. Doughty’s brother John nearly lost his wits over it, Robert said, and called down curses on the voyage and every man he held to blame for his brother’s death.’

‘But your husband returned to England safely, which would seem to argue against the power of John Doughty’s curses,’ I say.

She purses her lips. ‘You tell that to a sailor. Other ships were lost. After we married and moved to Dartington, John Doughty started writing to my husband. He was in prison by then. I don’t know what the letters said, but Robert was sorely troubled by them.’

‘Threats, you think?’

‘He would not tell me, but I believe so. Robert was a superstitious man. He had the house blessed by a priest, but he also sent Agnes to see a wise woman, and had the place hung all about with charms to ward off witchcraft.’

‘John Doughty claimed to practise witchcraft.’

She nods. ‘Oh, I know. This year my husband had news that two of his fellow jurymen from the voyage had met untimely deaths. Then he learned this had happened since John Doughty was released from prison. He grew obsessed with the idea that Doughty had killed them with magic. In April this year we were invited up to court and spent a few weeks in London. Two men turned up at our lodgings there, unannounced. Robert went out to supper with them, though I could tell it was against his will. One of them was John Doughty.’

‘And the other – let me guess – was a man with no ears?’

Her eyes widen. ‘You know him?’

‘Pox scars, and very blue eyes?’

She nods, still bemused.

‘I believe so. His name is Rowland Jenkes.’

‘He gave Robert a French name, apparently, though he didn’t sound French to me. My husband never told me what passed at that meeting, but the next day I found him packing his bags, saying he had to go to Plymouth on business. I barely saw him after that.’ She pauses, looks down at her gloved hands folded in her lap. The maid Agnes gives a little cough. ‘I mean to say’ – Mistress Dunne jerks her head up, suddenly discomfited – ‘he came home from time to time, to visit, you know. He was last home perhaps three months ago.’ She says this with a peculiar emphasis, as if she has been caught out in a lie. I try not to show that I have noticed.

‘But he was living in Plymouth almost permanently?’

‘He took lodgings here. He wrote to say he had found a way to clear his debts and he intended to join Sir Francis on another voyage to the New World, which he believed would restore his fortunes.’

‘Not a word of Doughty or the false Frenchman with no ears?’

‘He didn’t mention them again. But he sounded more optimistic than he had for some time. I believed the voyage would do him good. A man like Robert was always more at home out at sea.’

‘You did not fear for his life, making another such voyage? Or feel that you would miss him, perhaps?’

Her expression hardens. ‘I trusted God to bring my husband safely home, if it was His will, just as He did before. As for whether I would miss him . . .’ she pauses, considering her answer. ‘You are evidently a clever man, Doctor Bruno, and so I doubt it has escaped your notice that I am not overwhelmed by grief. I married Robert in too much haste and God has granted me ample time to repent it since. I had no objection to a prolonged absence, especially if it resulted in my husband’s debts being cleared.’

Looking at her stern profile, her severely parted hair pulled back under her veiled hood, I find it hard to imagine her making any kind of reckless or impulsive gesture.

‘You can have no idea what it is like – little by little, to watch his estate and my dowry trickle through his hands like water. To let the servants go, one by one, until the only maid I have left is Agnes, who stays out of loyalty and not because I can pay her what she deserves. To turn down invitations, pretending I am ill, because I cannot afford a gown to wear.’ Her voice has grown tight; this is the nearest I have seen her to tears. ‘Because my husband’ – she fairly spits the word – ‘has thrown everything away on the roll of a die. But this does not mean’ – she holds my gaze, steady and earnest, as if she were on the witness stand – ‘that I am glad he is dead. Especially like this.’ She breaks off, pressing the balled-up handkerchief to her lips again.

Like this? In a manner so inconvenient for her, does she mean?

I hesitate before I speak, unsure whether it is wise to tell her what I know. I decide that it is best to be open with her, in the hope that she will be so with me.

‘I believe that John Doughty is here in Plymouth.’

She turns slowly to stare at me, lowering the handkerchief.

‘If that is true, then there can be no doubt my husband was murdered.’

‘Sir Francis says it would have been impossible for him to board the ship unnoticed.’

She makes a dismissive little noise through her nose. ‘Sir Francis will say whatever is expedient. Doughty could have had an ally on board. I suggest you turn your enquiries in that direction.’ She reaches up to settle her veil over her face once more. ‘I think I am recovered enough to return. Shall we?’

I offer her my arm, but she ignores it. We walk back towards the market cross in silence, sunk in our own thoughts, Agnes a disapproving presence at our shoulder. As we make our way down the hill into the warren of streets that lead to the quayside, I turn to Mistress Dunne.

‘These lodgings your husband took in Plymouth, where were they?’

‘I don’t know. I didn’t visit. Somewhere cheap, I would suppose. He was hardly in a position to be extravagant. Why – do you think there is something to be found there?’

‘I don’t know. He had very few possessions with him aboard the ship. Perhaps he left some clue in his lodgings.’

‘Sir Francis returned to me what was found in his cabin. Some curious effects . . .’ She pulls the kid leather at the ends of her fingers. ‘A richly ornamented prayer book, for one.’

‘I saw it. A beautiful piece of work.’

‘It was not Robert’s. Nor, I suspect, was the purse hidden inside it.’

‘How can you be sure?’

‘If my husband had owned a book that valuable, he would have sold it long ago for ready cash, or used it as a wager.’ The wind threatens to lift her veil; she reaches up to tug it into place. ‘As for the five gold angels – Robert never had that kind of money in his hand for longer than a day.’

‘Could he have won it?’

She gives a cynical laugh. ‘More chance of Hell freezing over.’

‘A payment, perhaps?’

She appears to give this some thought. ‘I don’t know. But I fear my husband had been pressured into dealings with John Doughty and the fellow with no ears, something outside the law. The few times I saw him after he left for Plymouth, he seemed troubled.’

‘But not troubled enough to take his own life. Of that you are certain.’

She darts a sidelong glance at me. ‘No. Not as troubled as that.’

‘It is supposed that John Doughty means to assassinate Drake and claim a reward from the King of Spain. You don’t imagine . . .?’ I leave her to fill in the rest. She stops and lifts her veil to look at me.

‘Robert? You think he was mixed up in that?’ She shakes her head as if the force of this action will make it untrue. ‘No. That can’t be. He worshipped Sir Francis. He would have died rather than harm a hair of his head.’

‘Perhaps he did.’

As we approach the front door of the Star, a small shape detaches itself from the wall and comes bowling along the street towards us, shouting.

Sam skids to a halt at my side, his face shining with fresh triumph. ‘Sir! I have found that whore you wanted!’

‘Ah – thank you, Sam. You were very quick.’ I turn to Mistress Dunne, who is looking at me with a raised eyebrow and a hint of amusement. I briefly consider offering a justification, but there is none that does not involve the revelation that her late husband was a regular visitor to a brothel; she may or may not know this already, but it would show a distinct lack of feeling to confront her with it minutes after she has paid her last respects to his corpse. So I merely shrug and offer her a helpless smile.

‘I can take you there now, if we hurry,’ Sam says, clamping his hand around my wrist, his face concentrated with the effort of pulling me. For a small boy, he exerts considerable force.

‘Don’t let us keep you,’ Mistress Dunne says, in a light tone. Behind me, a loud tutting from Agnes.

‘It’s not what—’ I begin, but she makes a dismissive gesture.

‘I have no wish to interfere in your business, Doctor Bruno. Thank you for your company this morning. I expect we will see you at supper.’ She cannot quite keep the smirk from her face as I bob her a little bow.

‘Your timing is impeccable, Sam,’ I mutter, allowing myself to be towed after him as the women open the door. He blinks up at me.

‘Was that your wife, sir?’

‘My wife? God, no!’ I say, with more force than necessary.

‘That’s good. She looks like one of them is all smiles then – bam! – she’d box your ears out of nowhere,’ he says, nodding firmly. He sounds as if he speaks from experience.

‘You might be right. But we should be kind, Sam – that lady has just lost her husband. She is grieving.’

‘She don’t look like it,’ he says, with a robust sniff. The child is no fool.




THIRTEEN

On the far side of Sutton Pool, at the extremity of the harbour, the streets reek of poverty and neglect. Houses that look beyond repair crowd together in dark, narrow lanes, leaning crookedly against one another like rotten teeth. The windows have sacking nailed up in place of glass; it flaps a melancholy rhythm in the wind. Sam skips nimbly over the rutted ground; more than once I have to tell him to slow down, as I must pick my way carefully to avoid the slops that run from overflowing gutters. All around I am aware of eyes watching me from doorways and the mouths of alleys, the shadow of derelict buildings. Wild hollow eyes in starving faces, following every step as if they could burn through my doublet and see the purse hidden there. In Italy, men like this would put a blade in you for half a loaf, never mind a purse that would feed their family or keep them in drink for a month. My hand stays firmly on the hilt of my knife. But to my surprise no one steps forward, no weapon flashes in the gloom; they barely stir as I pass, motionless except for the gleam of their watchful eyes. Perhaps they lack the will for the effort it would take to bring me down. Even the gulls here sound as if they have given up.

‘You don’t want to come down here by yourself, sir,’ Sam calls knowledgably over his shoulder. Perhaps it is his presence that is protecting me.

‘That is good advice,’ I say, sidestepping a huge mound of fresh shit that might belong to one of the gaunt dogs that patter along the streets, or might not.

‘Lots of the whores live down here though,’ he says, cheerfully. ‘Can’t move for ’em, my uncle says. This is where the sailors come when they’re down to their last groat, before they go back on their ships. Take home more than they bargain for, my uncle says. Not much further now, sir.’

He stops at a low doorway and pushes it open. Inside is a small, dingy room, stinking of urine and ale. The walls look as if they have scrofula, patches of damp plaster bulging and flaking away to reveal the horsehair and rubble stuffed in the cavities. A handful of men slump on stools around a table, sleeping off the effects of drink, while women in filthy clothes, their breasts hanging over their bodices, drape themselves over the men’s shoulders, their eyes clouded. One of these creatures rouses herself as we come in, and makes a pathetic attempt to smooth her skirts.

‘Is that you, Sam? What have you brought me, my darling?’

I fight not to let my reaction to this woman show on my face, but her appearance would provoke horror and pity in anyone with a grain of human feeling. She is bone-thin and the skin of her face and chest shows the red weals that proclaim to the world she is in the early stages of the pox. Her hair is lank and scabbed bald patches show through her scalp in places where it has been pulled or fallen out. Is this really the whore Robert Dunne so recently favoured? It can’t be possible. I dart a sharp glance at Sam; perhaps he has tricked me, luring me here to the mercies of these desperate people, knowing I have money to spare.

‘Eve?’ I ask, tentatively.

‘If you like,’ she says. Her eyes are barely focused on me; she says it as a reflex. ‘Where have you sailed in from, darling?’ she asks, languidly rearranging herself over the table. Her breasts are shrivelled and shapeless with her lack of flesh. ‘Don’t matter – I’ll take whatever coin you have. Do you want it here or in the street?’

I look again at Sam, more urgently this time. He grins.

‘This is the gentleman wants to know about Eve,’ he says, holding on to my sleeve.

The girl’s eyes open a fraction wider and she appears to register me for the first time.

‘What you want with Eve then?’ She pushes a strand of hair behind her ear; there is still some vestige of coquetry in the gesture. ‘I promise you, darling, there’s nothing she can offer you that I can’t.’ She gives a cracked laugh. ‘En’t that right? Oi.’ She kicks the nearest man in the ankle; he lifts his head an inch from the table and mumbles something before sinking back again.

I don’t doubt her word; this woman looks as if she could give you everything under the sun, I think, trying not to stare at the pox welts on her face.

‘I want information,’ I say. She blinks and sits upright, frowning in concentration. ‘Where would I find her?’

‘Eve . . . She’s most likely been sent to Goodwife Mullen,’ she says, surprisingly lucid. ‘That’s where she sends them as are stupid enough to get their belly filled. She can still squeeze a few pennies out of them.’ She raises a hand and rubs thumb and forefinger together, the universal sign for avarice.

‘She? You mean Mistress Grace?’

She produces the dirty cackle again; it collapses into a hacking cough. ‘Mistress Grace. Like a mother to us all, she is.’ She spits a gob of phlegm on to the floor. ‘Not that I ever had a mother I remember. Can’t have been any better.’

‘Were you one of . . .’ One of the Vestal Virgins, I had been going to say. It seems almost insulting. I could not begin to guess this girl’s age – she could be anywhere from sixteen to forty – but I suspect she barely remembers her maidenhead either.

‘One of her girls, her Vestal Virgins. Oh, I was, sir. And look at me now – aren’t I the very model of purity?’ She lifts the ends of her hair, twirls them around her fingers in a parody of flirtation, then lets her hand drop limply to her side.

‘What happened to you?’ I ask, more gently. ‘Did you have a child?’

‘No, sir. I had the other sort of ill luck, the one with no reward.’ She points to her face. ‘I conceived this from some generous gentleman. And this gives her nothing to sell. So.’ She shrugs. ‘If you can’t earn your keep, there’s no place for you. I had to find a new home, as you see.’ She gestures around the room.

‘What do you mean, “sell”?’ I ask, trying to piece together her explanations.

She rolls her eyes. ‘What I said. If any of the girls get with child, she sends them to Goodwife Mullen soon as their belly starts to show. She’s a wet-nurse who keeps her mouth shut for money. They wait out their confinement, then if the child is healthy, Mistress Grace finds a home for it. Not out of the goodness of her heart, mind.’ She makes the money sign again.

‘She sells the babies?’

‘You’d be surprised, sir, how many folk have uses for a healthy infant,’ the girl says, leaning forward as if imparting a confidence. ‘Gentlewomen, as can’t have their own. She does the deal in advance, so the lady can pad herself out with cushions, pretend to go into her confinement, if she wants to pass it off as her own. They usually only want boys, though.’

‘And if it’s a girl?’

‘Mistress Grace has people who’ll raise them for her till they’re old enough to be useful. For profit, naturally.’

‘Until they can work in the brothel, you mean?’ I shake my head. I thought I had seen most of the corruption known to humankind, but this is new. ‘She is breeding her own stable. Dio porco. She must have been at this business a while. What age does she start them?’

The girl shrugs. ‘Soon as they start to bud. Eleven, twelve. There’s plenty of customers would take ‘em younger, but Mistress Grace says it wears ’em out too soon.’

‘She is all compassion.’ I picture barren gentlewomen stuffing their bodices with cushions while they wait to buy a whore’s bastard. My thoughts flit by association to Mistress Dunne and the sadness in her voice when she mentioned that her marriage had produced no children. ‘And Eve? This is what happened to her?’

‘Ah, Eve – she was a sweet one.’ The girl’s eyes glaze over and she slumps forward, resting on her elbows. Just as I think she has forgotten me and drifted into some reverie, she flashes a sudden grin. Most of her teeth are missing. ‘She had what you might call a natural modesty. Wasn’t hard to believe she was a blushing maid. I almost believed it, and I knew what she was up to every night. The gentlemen loved little Eve.’ She laughs again and spits out whatever it has dislodged. ‘But I suppose even her luck ran out,’ she adds, sombre again.

‘Where will I find Goodwife Mullen’s?’ I ask.

She sits up straight, focusing her gaze on me with disconcerting suddenness.

‘She won’t admit you. She keeps the girls out of sight. It’s not strictly legal, see, but they turn a blind eye. What’s it worth to me?’ She sticks out a filthy hand. Her palm is blistered with marks of the pox. Her deflated breasts rest on the table top.

I reach into my purse and throw a penny on to the table. Almost before I can blink she has closed it in her fist and spirited it away somewhere inside her rags.

‘Out in Stonehouse. On the waterfront, the white house at the end. Like I say, wait till she’s gone out. She has a manservant guards the front door. Some of the girls try to run, see. But she has a yard out the back they can take the air. You might see Eve there.’

I thank her and beckon to Sam, who has stood patiently against the wall through this exchange, watching the passed-out men with the same fascination you might save for rare animals in a menagerie.

‘Don’t want nothing else from me, darling, while you’re here?’ the girl says, without enthusiasm, jutting out a hip and planting a hand on it as if to show off the figure she might once have had. ‘I mean, since you’ve paid.’ She gives a hollow laugh; she knows very well how she looks. I glance around at the drunks half-lying across the table. Do men still pay her? Perhaps in the dark she can hide what she is becoming, poor creature.

I smile. ‘No, you take the day off.’

‘Thank you, sir – I’ll spend it in prayer.’ She grins, and ducks in a half-curtsey.

I fish inside my doublet and draw out another groat. ‘And buy yourself a hot meal – what is your name?’

‘Hardly matters, does it? Not like anyone’s going to carve a headstone for me.’ She lurches forward and snatches the coin; I flinch from her breath. ‘I like you, darling. I’d have taken you for nothing, just for your pretty smile. I wasn’t always this way, you know,’ she adds, with unexpected ferocity. ‘If you’d seen me back when I was worth something . . .’ She looks down at the coin in her hand; her shoulders slump.

‘One last thing,’ I say, at the door. ‘At the House of Vesta, did you ever know a man called Robert Dunne? Or John Doughty?’

‘Oh, probably,’ she says, and laughs until the coughing threatens to overwhelm her. ‘Probably both at once. They never give their real names, unless they’re fools and fancy themselves in love.’

‘Of course.’ I realise I have not thought of this. Even if I find this Eve, how can I be sure she will tell me anything about Robert Dunne? She may not know him by that name, and I can hardly describe him; I have only seen the man three days dead.

As I leave she says, ‘Send Eve my good wishes, won’t you.’

I turn. ‘I still don’t know your name.’

She pauses, looks down. ‘Sara. That’s how she knew me.’

‘I will, Sara.’ I nod. ‘It means “princess”, you know.’

‘Really?’ She considers this. ‘And aren’t I fucking just?’ With a toothless grin she lifts her skirts, ducks a curtsey and blows me a kiss. At least she can still smile. I have seen the pox take hold; the best she can hope for is that the insanity comes quickly.

I have rarely been more relieved to step into air that I can breathe; even the lanes around the tenements are an improvement on the fetid air of that hovel. The stench of it is so thick in my nostrils that I could almost believe I have caught the contagion without so much as touching the girl. Sam and I stand on the harbourfront, feeling the wind in our faces, letting it sweep away every foul odour. My bruises ache and throb, and my eyes are heavy; I would like nothing more than to return to the Star and fall into my bed. I would also like to know if Jonas has been seen yet; his disappearance makes me uneasy. But the sun is high overhead, though still webbed with cloud; the day is moving towards noon and I am no closer to finding any answers. If I am to learn anything useful before tomorrow, I must chase every scent, however faint. Like a pig after truffles, as Sidney put it. I consider asking him to come with me to find the house of this Goodwife Mullen, who stables pregnant young girls as if they were brood mares, but reason that if I must gain access by stealth, it will be easier alone.

‘Are we off to Stonehouse, then?’ Sam asks, as if reading my thoughts.

‘Won’t your mother be expecting you?’

He shakes his head. ‘She’ll be out.’

‘Who gives you your dinner then?’

He frowns, as if he doesn’t understand the question. ‘We just see what falls off the stalls.’

I smile. ‘Do many things fall off?’

‘They do if people bump into them. It’s not stealing,’ he adds, hotly, ‘if you knock it by accident. Any case,’ he says, ‘you don’t know the way to Stonehouse. I know the house she meant. You need me to show you.’ He tucks his small hand under my arm as if the deal is settled. To Sam, I realise, I am some kind of guardian angel, dropped from heaven with a bottomless purse. But more than that, I make him feel that he is useful to me, and this in turn makes him feel important. It is the relationship of patronage in microcosm, I think, putting an arm around his shoulder; a reflection of my present situation with Sir Francis Drake.

‘Come, then,’ I say. ‘Show me the way to Stonehouse. But first we’re going to stop at a decent tavern for some hot dinner.’

His eyes light up, amazed. ‘With meat?’

‘With meat. And we are not going to knock anything off tables by accident while we are there, are we?’

He beams; you would think I had promised him fireworks and a sugar castle. ‘No, sir.’ He lays a solemn hand over his heart. ‘Not even if it’s very near the edge.’




FOURTEEN

A sullen bank of cloud has mooched in off the bay and blocked out the sun by the time we limp into Stonehouse, a small village of squat cottages that straddles a promontory on the other side of the headland. For most of the walk Sam has been clinging to my back like a monkey, his skinny arms tight around my neck; though he never complained, I could tell the distance was hurting his feet, bound up as they are with nothing but rags, so I offered to carry him over a stony patch of ground. When I asked about shoes, he claimed he’s never had any and looked at me as if I had asked whether he owns a carriage. He weighs no more than my travel bag, but with each step his knees thud into my bruised ribs. After half a mile I am regretting having begun this journey.

A chill wind slices across the cliffs; the clouds have turned the landscape grey, green and brown. ‘Call this a summer?’ I say to Sam. ‘Where I come from, it’s warmer than this in mid-winter.’ To lift our spirits I tell him about Italian summers, the riot of colour around the Bay of Naples: the shocking blue of sky and sea, the violent sunlight, the little white houses and churches with their red and purple explosions of bougainvillea, the sunsets so wild and vivid you fear the sea is aflame, as in the end of days. The fat lemons that hang from the trees, dark glossy grapes you can eat straight from the vines. Then I grow a little carried away and tell him Pliny the Younger’s story about the boy who befriends the dolphin and rides on his back across the bay, and when he asks if I ever did this I tell him all Neapolitan boys ride on dolphins to school, and the mermaids wave at them as they plait their golden hair.

‘Oh, we have them,’ he says, unimpressed.

‘What, mermaids?’

‘Yes. They lie out on the rocks when it’s sunny. Ours don’t have golden hair though. They have whiskers. They look more like dogs.’

‘Those are seals,’ I say. ‘Italian mermaids are the most beautiful in the world. They can’t live in English waters because it’s too damned cold.’

‘Why did you come here, then?’ He waves a hand at the murky estuary stretching out before us as the road slopes down towards the cluster of houses.

‘Some men wanted to kill me,’ I say. There seems no point lying to a child.

‘Oh.’ He thinks about this. ‘Why?’

‘I provoke people. Sometimes on purpose. Other times, I don’t even realise I’m doing it. Just something about my face.’

He nods gravely. ‘Sometimes my uncle gives me a slap for nothing. Just for being there.’

‘Then you understand.’

‘When I’m grown,’ he announces, ‘I am going to have a ship like Sir Francis Drake, and fight the Spanish, and bring home treasure, and my uncle will never dare clout me then, and my brother won’t push me in the water or throw stones at me with his slingshot.’

‘Quite right,’ I say. ‘They will all have to call you captain. Now – let’s find this house.’

He laughs and hugs his arms closer around my neck. We walk on a few more yards. At the outskirts of the village I swing him down to the ground, gasping at the pain in my side.

I recognise the place by the girl Sara’s description: a lime-washed cottage set apart from the rest at the end of the street that faces the estuary. An expanse of silted sand stretches from the far side of the road down to the mud-coloured water. Gulls patrol the beach, standing sentinel on the overturned hulls of fishing boats. I squint up at the house. All the windows are shuttered.

‘I suppose we just wait for the goodwife to go out,’ I say, casting around for somewhere to keep our vigil. A few yards along the beach is a small boat that will serve.

‘She might be out already,’ Sam observes.

‘You are sharper than me today,’ I say. ‘How will we find out?’

He thinks about this. ‘I could knock on the door and ask for her.’

‘What if she answers it?’

‘Then I just say I got a message for Jem. And they say there’s no Jem here, get on your way, and then we’ll go round the back.’

‘Good work,’ I say. ‘You are earning your keep today, Sam. Wait for me to hide in that boat. And if she’s there, walk away so she doesn’t get suspicious.’

He scampers off and I hunker down inside the boat, watching the door. At length it is opened by a short, broad woman in an apron, her hair scraped back under a white coif. She shakes her head and points up the street, then slams the door in Sam’s face. He saunters away in the direction of the promontory, then hops down the low sea wall and sits himself down on the sand to wait. I pass the time by trying to organise the facts of Dunne’s death in my mind according to the memory system I developed for King Henri in Paris, but they refuse to fit in neat concentric circles; instead they fly up and scatter like a flock of starlings. There is a splat against the boards of the boat as a seagull shits an inch from my shoulder; I flinch away and the movement sends shivers of pain through my ribs. My eyelids grow heavy; I let them drop and picture the Bay of Naples, blue and silver, shimmering tails of dolphins and mermaids arcing over the surface.

A moment later I snap them open again; Sam is standing over me, poking my shoulder.

‘You were asleep,’ he says, mildly reproachful.

‘I was not. I was thinking. What’s happened?’

He points to the street in front of us; the stout woman, a shawl wrapped around her shoulders, is waddling off towards the village, a large reed basket hooked over her arm. When she has turned a corner, out of sight, we dash across the damp sand to the cottage.

A path runs around to the rear of the house, past a garden enclosed by a wall not much higher than a man. A wooden door is set into it at the very back but this is firmly locked. From behind the wall comes the sound of women’s voices, subdued. Trees grow at the edge of the garden, branches snaking over the wall.

‘Shin up there and see if you can see anyone,’ I say to Sam, pointing to an apple tree. ‘If there is a man there watching the girls, jump down straight away. If not, try to catch their eye. We are looking for the one called Eve.’

I hoist him on to my shoulders and he grabs the lowest branch and pulls himself up, agile as a cat. He feels his way along until he is sitting in a fork of the tree, well inside the garden, his little legs swinging. From below comes a girlish exclamation.

‘You’re early for scrumping apples, little master,’ says a voice.

‘I’m not stealing,’ Sam says. ‘I’m looking for a girl.’

Ribald giggles from within. ‘Come back in ten years, sweetheart, when you’ve money in your hand,’ one of them says.

‘My master has money.’ Sam kicks his legs, nonchalant. ‘He wants a girl called Eve. He needs to talk to her.’

My master, I think. There is something oddly touching about this.

‘Your master?’ another girl asks, her voice anxious. ‘Is he a sailor?’

‘He’s off Captain Drake’s ship,’ Sam says.

There follows some discussion between the women that I cannot catch; their words come in short, excited bursts. ‘I am called Eve,’ says the same voice. ‘When can I see him?’ She sounds breathless; I already know she is going to be disappointed.

‘Now,’ Sam says, pointing down. ‘He’s right here.’

‘Tell him I am locked in, we can’t leave. He’ll have to climb up where you are.’

I curse inwardly. Sam shins obligingly along the branch and perches on the wall, motioning for me to join him. I grip the wall with both hands and pull myself up, white-hot needles of pain spearing my right side. As I emerge on to the top, steadying myself with the branches, I hear the girl say, her voice bright with hope, ‘Robert?’

Below me is a neatly kept garden, the lower part given over to orchard, the end nearest the cottage planted with box hedges and herb beds. It is large enough that here, at the wilder end, we could not be overheard from the house. Frowning up at me is a young woman, barely more than a girl, with a round, pretty face, her hair tied back in a white coif. She wears a grey smock that hangs shapelessly from thin shoulders. Though there is no sun, she lifts a hand to shade her eyes and squints hard at me. Her expression, as I predicted, is crushed.

‘Who are you?’

‘My name is Giordano.’

‘What?’

‘Never mind. Are you Eve?’

She nods, then casts a nervous glance back at the cottage. Blank windows stare over the garden. Hanging not far behind Eve is another girl, a little older, dressed in the same clothes.

‘Is someone watching you?’

She jerks her thumb at the house. ‘He’s asleep inside the back door. But he might wake. There’s a maid in the kitchen too, but she’s on our side. Only if the goodwife finds out we’ve talked to you we’ll all be punished.’

‘How will she punish you?’ I ask. My mind conjures images of pregnant young girls savagely beaten, a punishment I have brought on them through my interference.

‘Lock us in our rooms,’ she says, with a little shrug. ‘That’s all they can do here. She can’t lay a hand on us in case it hurts the babby, see.’ Her fingers stray protectively to her belly. She is barely more than a child herself.

‘Will it fall out if she beats you?’ Sam asks with relish, kicking his heels against the brick wall as if he is the spectator at an interlude.

‘Sam – I need you to keep watch at the front for me. Tell us when the goodwife is coming back. Quick, now.’

He nods, eager to obey his orders, then jumps down and scurries down the path to the street. Eve turns and whispers something to her friend; the other girl skips away closer to the house, evidently to keep watch from her side.

‘Have you come from Robert?’ Eve asks, when they are out of earshot, with the same eager smile. ‘Can he not come himself? I’ve been waiting for days and heard nothing.’

I watch her carefully, wondering what answer will best serve my purpose.

‘You were waiting for Robert to come?’

She clicks her tongue, impatient. ‘Of course. As soon as he had made arrangements, he said.’ Her face clouds with suspicion. ‘Why, what is the matter?’

‘Did you know that he was planning to sail for Spain with Sir Francis Drake any day?’

Her brow knots in confusion. ‘But that was before. He said—’

‘Before what?’

She pulls the material of her dress tight to reveal a tiny swollen stomach. She smooths a hand across it reverently. ‘Before this.’

‘Eve,’ I say, and my tone causes the colour to drain from her face. ‘Robert will not come to you again.’

She shakes her head, takes a step back as if to distance herself from the news. I see her eyes are brimming with tears. ‘You’re lying,’ she hisses, but there is fear in her face.

‘Listen, Eve . . .’ I edge my way along the branch to the fork in the tree where Sam had sat. I am closer to her now; I do not quite dare to jump down into the garden in case this guard appears, but I hardly like to shout the news I have to break from on high, like a messenger from the gods in an inn-yard play. She steps further away.

‘If you come down here I’ll scream and that brute will come out with his crossbow,’ she says. I glance at the cottage in alarm, unsure whether she is bluffing. ‘Why should I believe you? What do you know of it?’ Without waiting for an answer, she wraps her skinny arms around her chest and pouts. ‘Robert will come for me. I know he will.’

‘Eve, I need you to trust me. I have to speak with you, with no threats of screaming or crossbows, and it must be done quickly, before the goodwife returns.’ At the mention of her keeper, Eve makes a face. ‘Oh, I almost forgot,’ I add, ‘Sara sends you her good wishes.’

‘Sara? Where is she?’ She scans the wall as if I might have brought her with me. ‘Do you know her?’

‘I saw her just this morning. It was she who told me where to find you.’

‘Oh. And how does she?’ She looks down as she asks this, twisting the fabric of her dress between her fingers, fearful of the answer.

‘As you would expect,’ I say. I may as well give her the truth in everything.

She nods. ‘She will die, won’t she?’

‘Eventually. But it is an unpredictable disease, it can run fast or slow.’

‘I should like to see her again.’ She heaves a sigh that shakes her whole frame. Her hand returns absently to her belly. After a long silence, she moves closer to the tree. ‘Will you tell her so, if you see her? She was always kind. Poor Sara.’

‘I will.’ I wait. She rubs at her eye with the heel of her hand. Eventually she looks up.

‘Tell me, then. Where is Robert?’

I try to banish the image of Robert Dunne lying cold in his shroud, the stench of his flesh rotting unburied in the crypt.

‘Robert Dunne is dead, mistress. I’m sorry.’

‘No!’ She cries out, clasps a hand to her mouth and sinks to the ground, her skirts puddling around her. The other girl, stationed near the box hedges, snaps her head up and makes as if to come over; I hold up a hand in warning and swing down into the soft grass. It is a drop of little more than six feet, but it jars all my bruises and I have to keep myself from crying out. I kneel beside Eve and offer her a handkerchief. She balls it in her fist and presses it to her mouth. ‘Who killed him?’ she croaks, barely audible.

‘Why do you say he was killed?’

She blinks at me.

‘Because he was afraid.’

‘Of whom? Did someone want him dead?’

A huge sob seems to well up from the core of her being and explode noiselessly as she covers her face with her hands and her whole body shakes. I lay a reassuring hand on her shoulder and wait for the waves of grief to subside, though not without a degree of impatience.

‘Mistress Grace,’ she says, peeling her hands away to reveal red, brimming eyes. ‘Or his wife, I suppose, though she would not have known we planned to run away. He hasn’t seen her for months, not since he came to Plymouth in the spring. In any case, she is sick and like to die very soon, he says, so I doubt it was her.’

Not the last time I saw her, I think. Robert Dunne evidently knew how to please his young mistress. ‘Tell me about your plan,’ I say, gently. ‘It might help.’

‘He never meant to go with Captain Drake,’ she whispers, between ragged gulps. ‘He said he had some business to finish here with the fleet and then he would come into money and take me away, and we would raise the child as a family. Somewhere far from Plymouth,’ she adds, with vehemence. ‘And once his wife was in her grave, we would be properly married.’

I watch her: the clenched fists, the flushed cheeks, the determination. Did she really believe this would happen?

‘Did Mistress Grace know of this plan?’

‘No, but . . .’ She scrubs at her wet cheek with her knuckles. ‘I told someone there. The House of Vesta, I mean. She might have forced it out of them. She can do that.’

‘The boy Toby?’

She looks at me, surprised. ‘You know him?’ Her eyes narrow. ‘I never saw you there. Does she let you have Toby as well? I thought it was just—’ She bites her tongue.

‘No,’ I say, quickly. ‘I only spoke to him once. So you think Mistress Grace may have uncovered your plan and tried to prevent it?’

‘She’d have done anything to stop us if she knew,’ the girl says, lowering her voice further. ‘She wants to take the baby, see. All our babies. She thinks we don’t know, but the girls talk.’ She gestures towards the house. ‘Robert said he wouldn’t let that happen.’ She stops, swallows hard, and a fresh wave of sobbing breaks over her. ‘What am I to do now?’

‘Eve, listen to me.’ The seriousness of my tone causes her to break off her crying and sit up. ‘Something may be done for you, but you have to help me find out what happened to Robert. Do you understand?’

She gives a mute nod, her face puffy with misery.

‘Good girl. Robert died in his cabin on Captain Drake’s ship the Elizabeth Bonaventure. So even if Mistress Grace or his wife had reason to want him dead, they must have had help from someone on board. Did he ever mention any of his fellow crewmen who wished him ill?’

She blinks back tears and considers. ‘He didn’t like Captain Drake’s brother. Said he was too keen to throw his weight around, you’d think him the Captain-General. Robert said he had respect for Captain Drake but not for the brother – thinking he could speak to gentlemen as if he was their better, and him only the son of a farmer.’

I suppress a smile; I have heard this sentiment before. ‘But you don’t know of any particular quarrel?’

She shakes her head. ‘There was another man, Sorrell, Sewell, something like that? Robert owed him money. He said he was afraid this man would send someone to collect it before he’d had a chance to finish his business here in Plymouth.’

‘Savile, perhaps?’

‘Might have been. He was always complaining about someone. Robert felt life had not given him his dues. That’s what he said to me. He said he had no one else to talk to. His wife never listened.’

They never do, these wives.

‘Did he ever mention a man called John Doughty?’

She gives me a quizzical look. ‘No. But there’s a Master Doughty who’s been coming to the House of Vesta the last few months. I heard Mistress Grace address him so as she was showing him into her private rooms. He even came to me on occasion,’ she adds, with a hint of regret.

There is a silence, filled by the screeching of gulls. ‘Eve,’ I say eventually, ‘given that you were . . . ‘I pause, considering how to put this delicately. ‘Given that you entertained a number of men at the House of Vesta, how can you be so sure the child is Robert Dunne’s?’

She looks at me as if I am stupid. ‘Because Robert was the only one I loved,’ she says firmly. ‘And there must be love, to conceive a child.’ Clearly she believes this brooks no argument. I wonder who has put such fantasies in her head, and how she has sustained them against all the evidence that living in a whorehouse must have provided. I decide to change tack.

‘Did Robert ever explain this business that he had to finish in Plymouth?’

‘No. Only . . .’ she hesitates and falls silent, twisting the handkerchief between her fingers.

‘Please, Eve. Anything Robert told you might help to find out who killed him.’ I lower my voice. ‘If we can’t find out, he will be buried as a suicide, and all his goods will be taken. If that happens, we will never know if he left provision for your child in his last testament.’

Hope flickers in her eyes. ‘Do you think he did?’

‘I suppose it is possible. If he meant to take care of you.’ I feel low for deceiving her, though it is no more than Dunne himself had done. ‘But it will do him no good for you to protect his secrets now, if he shared any.’ I nod encouragement; she opens out the handkerchief, smooths it on her lap, weighing up the idea.

‘He had grown troubled in the last few weeks,’ she says, eventually. ‘I was only brought here a fortnight ago, when Mistress Grace discovered about the child. I’d been faking my courses the past two times with pig’s blood from the kitchen, but she caught me.’

‘Resourceful of you.’

‘It’s an old trick.’ She sounds scornful. ‘But before that Robert still came to the House of Vesta as often as he could. He talked about God and Hell a lot. Asked me if I thought it could ever be right to take a life.’

‘Did he? And what did you answer?’ I make my voice as gentle as I can. I sense I am nearing something important and I must tread carefully, as one would approaching a deer on a hunt; softly, softly, lest she take fright and bolt.

‘I said in a war, if someone was going to kill you otherwise, I was sure God would not punish a man who killed to protect himself or his kin.’

‘And what did Robert say to that?’

‘He seemed pleased. I think it’s what he wanted to hear.’

I nod slowly, and wait. There must be more.

‘Another time,’ she says, in a reflective tone, ‘he asked if I thought a man could be forgiven for betraying a friend, if it was to save a life. I said I could not see how such a situation could come about and he said I was probably right.’

‘He didn’t elaborate?’

‘No.’ She rubs her nose with the handkerchief. ‘But he often used to ask me what I thought it was like in Hell. Would it be burning flames or cold like a sea of ice? For some say one and some the other. I would tell him not to think of such things, and he would answer that he was afraid his soul was already damned.’ She shudders. ‘I hated it when he talked like that. I tried to change the subject, to make him talk about the home we would have with the baby when we were married, and he said it would have to be far away from England.’

There is more I would ask her, but we are interrupted by a scrabbling on the other side of the wall as Sam’s mop of hair appears over the top. ‘The old woman’s coming,’ he yells, with as much urgency as if he were announcing the sighting of a Spanish fleet off the coast. ‘She’s at the top of the street.’

I push myself to my feet, wincing, and brush the grass off my breeches. ‘One more thing, Eve. Robert had lodgings in town – do you know where they were?’

She purses her lips. ‘Rag Street, he said. By the sign of the Bear. I never went there.’ She holds the handkerchief out to me.

‘Keep it.’

She shakes her head. ‘I cannot, sir. She’ll know it’s not mine.’

‘Take this instead, then.’ I find a penny from the purse inside my doublet. Whatever I lay out now will be Drake’s to reimburse. I move to the tree.

‘One more thing, sir – I’ve just recalled.’

‘Yes?’ I wait, my hand resting against the trunk.

‘The last week or so that I saw him, before I came here, he was very pleased about something. It was to do with the ship, the Elizabeth.’ She stands up, shaking out her skirts. ‘He said he’d found out something about one of the people on board, someone he was to sail with.’

‘And . . .?’ I try not to show my impatience.

‘He said he’d learned that someone on that ship had a wicked secret, one that was going to cost them dear. And he rubbed his hands together like this.’ She demonstrates, looking like the figure of Avarice in a morality play.

I think of the purse hidden inside the prayer book, fat with five gold angels. Was Dunne blackmailing one of his fellow sailors?

‘Did he tell you a name?’ I ask. The hairs on the back of my hands and arms are prickling with anticipation. ‘Or any details?’

She frowns. ‘I am trying to remember.’

Suddenly there is a cry from the girl keeping watch by the cottage; I jerk my head up to see the back door opening and a bulky figure filling the doorway.

‘Quick!’ I hiss, grabbing the lowest branch of the tree and hauling myself up.

A shout comes from the far side of the garden; some crude English oath. Eve cries out; I hear a sharp whistling and a thud as the bolt of a crossbow buries itself in the tree trunk where my leg had been a moment earlier. I scramble along the branch as far as the wall; one quick glance shows me the man is striding across the grass towards us, reloading as he goes. I yell to Sam to get down. Just as I swing myself down to the other side, I hear the scrape of iron on brick as a second bolt narrowly misses, striking the wall and showering us with fragments of mortar.

Sam has already started running towards the street; I call him back and instead drag him up the bank behind the houses, into a scrubby clump of trees. ‘He will chase us out into the street if we go that way, it is too exposed,’ I explain. Without argument, he slips his hand into mine and allows me to lead him through untended gardens and along unfamiliar streets, glancing over our shoulders at every turn, until I am sure the man with the crossbow must have given up.

‘Can you get us back from here?’ I ask Sam, when we finally stop to rest by a drinking trough at the junction of three streets. The ground is higher here and I have a view over both the Sound and the estuary below us; the great ships sit stately as castles in the distance. He nods and we trudge back towards Plymouth together, footsore and weary. As we walk, I look down at him and consider what it might be like to have a son; exhausting, is my conclusion. For all the tenderness of this small hand clinging to mine, there is something terrifying about the enormity of a child’s trust, their faith in your power to make the world right. Since I fled from San Domenico – and even before that – I have had enough to do keeping myself out of trouble; the prospect of taking responsibility for another person’s welfare seems beyond my capabilities. But perhaps every man feels that before he becomes a father. Not that this is an immediate problem; I have no means to raise a child, nor any woman to carry it, yet.

Lost in these thoughts, I am not paying attention to Sam’s chatter. We have taken the path along the headland and he is pointing out to sea, yapping around my feet like a small dog, something about tunnels.

‘What tunnels?’

‘In the cliffs,’ he says, still pointing. I follow the direction of his finger across the flat grey water to the small rocky island that sits in the centre of the Sound like a sentry-post. ‘People call it Drake’s Island now,’ he says proudly. ‘All through the cliffs, my uncle says, there are old tunnels made years ago for hiding places.’

‘Smugglers, I suppose.’ I squint out towards the island. It looks an ideal staging post for dropping off illegal shipments from larger ships, any goods you might want to bypass the customs men; hide them in the tunnels and ferry them back to the mainland under cover of darkness. ‘Is it manned now, the fort?’

Sam doesn’t know. I peer harder, but it is impossible to see at this distance if there is any human activity. What a miracle it would be, I have often thought, if someone could devise a lens, such as the kind old men use for reading fine print, that would enable you to see distant objects closer. My friend John Dee had experimented with such a device, combining convex and concave lenses in various arrangements, but with no great success. It is the kind of instrument I feel certain the Arabs must have invented; perhaps there might have been some record of such a device, if Christendom had not been so arrogantly blind to science and destroyed so much of their great knowledge. In all its history, I wonder, has the Christian church ever brought anything but strife and bloodshed, either to those who embraced it or those who refused it? The thought leads me back to the brittle manuscript locked away in Drake’s cabin.

‘Are we going to see any more whores today?’ Sam asks, jolting me back to more prosaic matters as we reach the end of Castle Street.

‘No, Sam – I think I am done for the day.’

‘Where shall we go instead then, sir?’ he persists, valiantly trying to disguise his own tiredness.

‘I am going to the Star to rest. And you should go home to your mother. Here. You have been a great help to me today.’ I fish out the penny he has been waiting for. He looks disappointed at being sent on his way, and hovers at my side until I reach the entrance to the inn.

‘I could help more, sir,’ he says, beaming up at me. ‘I know my way all around Plymouth.’

‘I don’t doubt it. But I have no more need of help today.’

‘Tomorrow, then?’ He is tenacious, I will give him that.

‘Maybe. There is one thing you could do for me, Sam.’

‘Yes, sir?’

‘Keep a lookout for a man who dresses all in black. He has no ears, a pocked face and very blue eyes. He will probably be wearing a hat to hide his lack of ears, but you are clever enough to spot him.’

‘Are you going to kill him?’ Sam asks, interested.

‘Of course not.’ Not unless he tries to kill me. ‘I just want to know where he is lodging.’ But I recall what the girl Eve told me of the questions haunting Robert Dunne: can a man be damned if he kills another to save his own life? I must hope for my own sake that the answer is no. Though, as Sidney likes to point out, the charges against my soul are weighty enough already; one more murder would hardly tip the scales.

The entrance hall of the Star is bustling as usual; guests in fine clothes milling about, wanting to be noticed, while porters heft trunks and bags into service corridors as Mistress Judith sails here and there like a mighty barge, greeting paying customers in honeyed tones and berating servants like a banshee, often in the space of the same breath. At the foot of the great staircase is a little knot of ladies I cannot avoid: Lady Drake, Lady Arden and Mistress Dunne, with the chaplain Pettifer in attendance, red-faced and fretting. Lady Arden casts a long, cool look in my direction, but her face gives away nothing. A flicker of amusement relieves the solemnity of Mistress Dunne’s expression.

‘Did you have a profitable day, sir?’ She turns to the other ladies. ‘Doctor Bruno has been visiting whores since dinner time.’

‘I hear it is one of his preferred pastimes,’ Lady Arden says drily, ‘though by the state of him I cannot think it is good for his health. Your sleeve is torn, Doctor Bruno.’

So that is why she is so frosty with me today; she must have heard about our expedition last night. But how? A serving girl edges past us carrying a large pitcher of water; immediately I think of Hetty. Nothing is private in this inn. I glance at my sleeve with a soft curse; there is a tear almost a foot long in the seam.

‘Perhaps I should leave off climbing apple trees at my age,’ I say, poking a finger through the material. Lady Arden shakes her head and turns away to hide a smile.

‘Sir Philip will be glad to see you,’ says Lady Drake; already I detect a warmth in her tone when she mentions his name. The sooner I can get Sidney out of temptation’s way, the safer he will be. ‘He has been stamping about here this past hour looking for you. I believe he went to wait in the tap-room.’

‘Perhaps I had better go and find him,’ I say, bowing as I back away to make my exit.

‘We are all in a state of great excitement,’ Lady Drake continues, then remembers herself and casts an anxious glance at Mistress Dunne. ‘Saving your presence, mistress. Sir Francis has had a message to say that Dom Antonio travels with a French merchantman that is about to dock in the Sound, and will be with us before sundown. My husband will hold a supper here tonight to welcome him.’

Mistress Dunne makes a contemptuous noise. Lady Drake turns, her cheeks colouring. ‘We are all most sorry for your loss, madam,’ she says, sounding anything but. ‘However, Dom Antonio of Portugal is a royal visitor, expected these past weeks, and Her Majesty expects us to show him a fitting welcome.’

Mistress Dunne looks away, her mouth tight. ‘I ask you how you would take it, my lady, if your husband had been murdered and his fellow officers were out carousing while he lay unburied?’

‘Is my husband to neglect his duties because yours put a rope around his own neck? Do you not think his death has caused my husband enough trouble already?’

Lady Drake has raised her voice more than she meant to; other guests have stopped to listen. Lady Arden lays a hand on her cousin’s arm to restrain her. Mistress Dunne turns pale; her lips are compressed so hard they disappear into a white line. For a moment I think she might slap Lady Drake, but in the next instant her legs appear to buckle and she flails a hand, looking for support; the maid Agnes steps silently out of the shadows and helps her to a bench by the wall. A space clears around her. Into this shocked silence ambles Savile, fresh from the tap-room, whistling a catch.

‘What’s all the fuss here?’ he says, looking around the company with a hearty grin. No one answers. Then he catches sight of Mistress Dunne, limp as a cloth doll, with Agnes fussing by her side. With one stride he is across the hall.

‘What ails you, madam? Do you need a drink? A physician?’

Mistress Dunne swats him away, seeming to resent his attentions. ‘I am perfectly well, thank you, sir.’ She leans on Agnes and with some effort pushes herself to her feet. ‘I am just a little tired, that is all. It has been a difficult day and I am not quite recovered from the journey. Perhaps I am out of temper.’ She fires a furious look at Lady Drake. ‘I think I will retire to my chamber, if you will excuse me.’ Still supported by her maid’s arm, she moves gingerly towards the stairs.

Savile looks as if he means to follow them, but thinks better of it. Instead he watches the ladies climb the stairs and turns to me, disgruntled.

‘Women, eh? You show them a courtesy, they’ll none of it. Then if you don’t offer to assist them, they complain there are no true gentlemen left. Can’t win. Do you think she’s all right?’ He jerks his head towards the stairs where Mistress Dunne has disappeared around a corner. He looks genuinely concerned.

‘I should think she is tired, as she says.’ I glance around and catch Lady Arden’s eye. She relents and allows me a half-smile. I wonder if I might take the chance to explain to her about last night, but Lady Drake is upset by her outburst; she whispers something and Lady Arden nods, slipping her arm through her cousin’s and leading her towards the parlour, though she pauses to glance back at me over her shoulder. Savile harrumphs and stamps away out of the front door, banging it behind him.

‘Doctor Bruno, may I speak with you?’ Pettifer is at my elbow, knotting his fingers together, his smooth pink face creased in concern. ‘Mistress Dunne tells me you accompanied her this morning to view her husband’s body. I have been praying with her this afternoon.’

‘I’m sure that is a great comfort to her.’

He narrows his eyes, uncertain whether I am being sincere. ‘Well, it is part of my office, to comfort those who mourn.’ He looks uneasy. ‘Though in such circumstances as these, it is difficult. I cannot reassure the poor lady that her husband’s soul is with God when we do not know that for certain.’

‘We shall have to wait until the coroner decides tomorrow where his soul has gone.’

‘I see you are determined to be flippant, Doctor Bruno. I suppose it is to be expected of one who has abandoned religion.’ He sounds disappointed rather than accusatory. ‘I only wanted to ask if you noticed anything about the body that might be of use to the inquest?’

‘To determine his manner of death, you mean?’ I wish he would stop his endless fidgeting; if he were a priest in my country, I think, he would at least have a rosary to play with. ‘But you saw him shortly after he died, Father. You prayed over him, did you not?’ He acknowledges this with a nod. ‘If you and the others noted nothing then, it is unlikely that I would have a clearer picture after three days.’

‘True, true. I only wondered. Hoped, I suppose, that you might have some insight denied the rest of us. They say you are very knowledgeable in these matters – though it is a curious expertise for a theologian.’ He raises an eyebrow, to let me know he does not entirely trust me.

‘I try to broaden my knowledge as much as possible. You can never tell when it might come in useful. Speaking of theology, Padre, may I ask you a question?’

He clasps his hands together and adopts a pious expression, but his small eyes grow wary. ‘Of course.’

‘Did Robert Dunne ever talk to you about Hell? Or judgement? Did you sense that something was troubling his conscience in that regard?’

‘His conscience?’ The chaplain frowns. ‘He seemed anxious, as I said, and he spoke of himself as a sinner, but then should not we all? He said nothing specific, that I recall.’

But I sense a hesitation in his answers, as if he doesn’t like the way this is tending. I stroke a finger along the stubble on my jaw. ‘Nothing, for example, about whether a man is always damned for taking a life, even if it is to save his own?’

‘No!’ He looks horrified. ‘No, indeed. He never asked any such question of me. What on earth has put that in your mind?’ His tongue flicks nervously around his dry lips.

‘Something his widow mentioned. I am sure it is of no importance. After all, if he had spiritual concerns, he would have expressed them to you before anyone, would he not?’

‘I would certainly have hoped so.’ He smiles, though it looks strained at the edges. ‘Well, his soul is in God’s hands now, and his body in the coroner’s. Will we have the pleasure of your company at the dinner tonight for Dom Antonio?’

‘I have not yet been formally invited. But I am sure Sir Philip will be present.’

‘Indeed.’ He gives a little bow and turns to leave. ‘Dom Antonio. Formerly Prior of Crato, you know. He is another who has exchanged religion for politics – and much good it has brought him.’

‘It must be a great relief to the Lord Almighty to know that he can count on such true servants as yourself. Men undistracted by things of the world.’ I smile pleasantly. ‘Tell me, did you say you were at Cambridge, Padre?’

He stops, halfway to the door. ‘Yes. Why do you ask?’

‘Just curious. It is a university I should like to visit.’

He blinks rapidly. It is plain by now that my questions unsettle him, though courtesy obliges him to disguise it. An idea is beginning to form like a tight bud in the back of my mind. I return his bow and leave him staring after me, still cat’s cradling his fingers as if the agitation of his thoughts must find an outlet somewhere.




FIFTEEN

Sidney is not in the tap-room. Instead I find him in our chamber, writing a letter to his wife.

‘Where the Devil have you been?’ he cries, leaping up from the table. ‘Your little friend has been up here looking for you.’

‘Sam?’

‘Who’s Sam?’ He casts around for his pipe. ‘The fisherman’s boy? No, I mean the pudgy maid who likes to get into everyone’s business. She seemed particularly anxious to find you. I’m afraid I was rather short with her.’ He packs tobacco leaf into the bowl and presses it down. ‘Lady Drake has been quite chilly with me today. I’d wager anything that maid told her where we went last night. Women don’t take it kindly, you know – the idea that a gentleman might pass up their company for that of a whore. They don’t like the idea of whores in general. For the sake of propriety, we are all supposed to collude in the pretence that the business doesn’t exist.’

‘I don’t know what they are so exercised about. We are all selling ourselves one way or another.’

He sighs, and sparks a tinder-box into life. ‘Isn’t that the truth. Well then, tell me what progress you have made today.’

So, while he leans back in his chair, stretching out his long limbs and puffing small gusts of blue smoke into the air, I recount for him my first sight of Robert Dunne and what I learned from Sara and Eve.

‘She sells babies?’ Sidney looks aghast.

I shrug. ‘That is hardly a new trade. Children are a commodity like anything else, for as long as there are some with too many and others without. The point is, if Mistress Grace seriously believed Dunne meant to run off with the girl, that would give her reason to get rid of him. And she is obviously connected to John Doughty.’

Sidney takes his pipe out of his mouth and studies the end of it, considering. ‘What man would be such a fool as to believe a whore who tells him she is carrying his child? He can’t seriously have planned to elope with her. Not with his wife about to come into her inheritance.’

‘He probably said it to keep her sweet. But the girl evidently believed it – perhaps sincerely enough to persuade Mistress Grace it was a danger.’

‘So we stumble again on this problem of who actually strung him up.’

I cross to the window and lean both elbows on the sill, pushing my hands through my hair. ‘I think I should speak to the watchmen on the Elizabeth. I know they have sworn to Drake that no one boarded that night, but of course they would say that if they had been bribed.’ Below me in the inn yard, I see a stable boy loading saddle bags on to a horse. The sky is still banked with cloud, though lanced in places with spears of gold light. ‘Everything points back to John Doughty having an accomplice on board.’

Sidney rises and taps his pipe out in the fireplace. ‘Yes, but who?’

I throw my hands up. ‘Well, if I knew that . . .’ I catch sight of his face. ‘Go on then – what is your solution?’

‘You know the Spaniard has still not returned?’

‘You take his disappearance as a confession?’

‘Don’t you? It makes sense. He knows he was seen in Dunne’s cabin that night. He has knowledge of medicinal herbs – he could have given Dunne the nutmeg. Perhaps he feared the investigation was coming too near him, so he decided to cut and run.’

‘But why? What could be his motive?’

‘Is it not obvious?’

‘Not to me,’ I say, but I already know what he is going to say and I feel my jaw tighten.

‘The man is Spanish,’ he says, simply. ‘Our enemy by birth. It is unnatural that he should have pledged allegiance to Drake, given that the purpose of the voyage was to plunder Spanish ports. Come on, Bruno – consider the likelihood that he was sending intelligence to his countrymen. I’d wager Dunne found him out and meant to tell Drake.’

‘So every man who is not a native Englishman is suspect? Not to be trusted?’ I turn to face the room, leaning against the window ledge with my arms folded. The implication makes me angry, though I recall the girl Eve’s words about Dunne having discovered that someone on board had a secret that would cost them. Could he have found out that Jonas was leaking information?

‘I do not say that. But think about it – to betray Drake’s mission from the inside, even to assassinate him with one of those potions, would be his passport back home. What better way to earn the gratitude of his sovereign and his compatriots, not to mention a substantial reward?’

‘It is a neat theory,’ I say. I cannot keep the coldness from my voice. ‘But I offer you another – suppose he has vanished because he knew who killed Dunne?’

‘Murdered, you mean?’

I shrug. ‘If Dunne’s killer is still in Plymouth, why not?’

He considers this. ‘It’s possible. Though until he turns up alive or dead, it is useless to speculate. Let us concentrate on what we have in our hand.’

‘And what is that?’ I kick a heel against the panelling, frustrated with myself, with him, with Robert Dunne and whoever killed him. ‘A clutch of useless hypotheses, with no proof save the testimony of a frightened whore. And a lot of bruises and a lighter purse to show for it.’

He laughs. ‘Poor Bruno. The things you do for me. But we have one more thing up our sleeve that you forgot to mention.’

‘What is that?’ I extricate myself from his grip and rub my ribs.

‘The address of Dunne’s lodgings. We should go there before we are expected at this supper.’ He makes a face. ‘Drake has gone out to the ship this afternoon to meet Dom Antonio. He wanted me to go with him but I excused myself. Said I had to write my report to Walsingham. He grew anxious then and asked that I convey nothing of our present troubles.’

‘Are you trying to avoid Dom Antonio?’

‘Until I know what is happening with the voyage I must keep up this pretence that we are returning to London with him. He can’t continue his journey until my armed men arrive, and Drake feels he is one more liability here, if there is a killer at large. You know Philip of Spain has offered a reward for his death too.’

‘Dom Antonio’s? I am feeling left out.’

‘Don’t worry, I’m sure Pope Gregory would like you dead, if he could reach you. It is quite the badge of honour, it seems, to have a head of state seeking your assassination. The only person who wants my hide is my wife, most of the time.’

‘And the Queen, when she learns you have taken off for the New World without her permission.’

‘Ah, yes. And her. Do you know’ – he spins around to face me, eyes blazing – ‘Drake actually suggested I should take Dom Antonio and the women and return to Buckland Abbey for a few days? Keep them out of all this, as he put it. What in God’s name does he think I am?’

‘Oh, I don’t know – Dom Antonio’s official escort, perhaps?’

He glares. ‘I will not be dismissed by Drake again. Come on. We cannot be the only ones who know about Dunne’s lodgings here. If he left behind anything useful, let us make sure no one else finds it first.’

Rag Street is a steep, cobbled lane uphill from the harbourside. The sign of the Bear can be seen swinging from a three-storey house halfway along. There is no entrance except the low door to the tavern, so I push it open and Sidney follows me in, ducking his head to avoid the beam. This part of town looks as if it might once have known better fortunes than it enjoys now; though the houses are large, it is evidently a neighbourhood where a room and a meal could be got cheaply, and without anyone asking too many questions.

A few groups of drinkers, largely sailors by the look of them, sit around the benches by the fireplace with leather tankards between them; I feel their gaze slide over me and Sidney as we enter, but they soon return to their talk. We make straight for the harassed-looking woman who comes out from behind the serving hatch, wiping her hands on her apron and pushing her hair out of her eyes where it is coming loose from her cap. She stares at Sidney with naked amazement; it would seem she is not used to so much finery all in one place. He sweeps off his hat and makes a bow.

‘Mistress,’ he begins, with aplomb, then leans in and lowers his voice. ‘We are looking for the lodgings of one Robert Dunne. We believe he stayed here?’

Immediately her face hardens. ‘Friends of his, are you?’

‘In a manner of speaking.’

‘Well, I en’t seen him for a good few days. I started to think he might have run out without paying what I’m due. Over a month’s rent, he owes me.’ She balls her hands into fists on her hips and glares from Sidney to me, as if expecting one of us to answer for him.

‘I’m afraid, good madam, that Robert Dunne is dead.’ Sidney adopts a sorrowful expression.

The woman puffs up her cheeks and blows the air out forcefully through pursed lips. ‘Well, that explains it. I’ve been knocking on that door for days with no reply. Someone said there was a smell. How shall I get my money now?’

‘He’s not in the room,’ Sidney says, sending me a quizzical glance. ‘There is to be an inquest into his death tomorrow. I’m sure his debts will be taken care of once his estate is settled. We come at the request of his widow to look through his effects.’

‘Widow?’ She raises her eyebrows. ‘Now there’s a thing. I always thought he was a bachelor. Never mentioned no wife to me.’

‘He didn’t go home to visit her?’ I ask.

‘Not since he’s been here, and that was just after May Day. This last week is the longest he’s been away, that’s why I thought something might have happened. There were those two men came here a couple of times looking for him – they haven’t been back either. I wondered if he was in trouble.’

‘What were they like, the two men?’ I ask.

She shrugs. ‘Well spoken, both of ’em. Not dressed up so fine as your friend here, but they had the look of gentlemen. At least the one with the beard did, for all he had so many teeth missing. The other spoke nice, but was obviously a wrong ’un – missing both ears, he was, though he tried to hide it under his hat. Eyes blue as cornflowers. Wasted in that ugly face. Not that I spoke to ’em much, mind. They didn’t stop to chat.’

Sidney and I exchange a look.

‘Can we see the room?’ I ask.

‘If you can get through a keyhole. Or under the door. Whoreson’s locked it and taken the key with him, hasn’t he? I want that back off him and all, ’fore he’s buried. God rest him,’ she adds, just in case.

‘You don’t have a spare?’ Sidney frowns.

‘I dare say there’s one somewhere, but damned if I can find it. My husband used to do all that. I haven’t got round to it since he’s been gone.’

‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ Sidney says, with a pious expression.

‘Not as sorry as that bastard’ll be when he gets tired of his whore and tries to come home,’ she says, pressing her lips together. Sidney, for once, is lost for a reply.

‘I can get through a keyhole,’ I say. She looks at me.

‘Come on, then.’

She leads us through a door at the back of the tavern into a small, dingy courtyard that smells as if all the residents empty their pisspots into it. At the back there is an archway with a door leading off it and another at the far end.

‘That’s the street entrance,’ she says, indicating. She pushes open the first door, set into the wall. ‘Second floor, the room at the front, facing inwards. If you do any damage forcing the door, I want paying for it.’

To my relief, she doesn’t offer to accompany us. The stairwell is so quiet you can almost hear the dust swirling. From behind a door on the first floor comes a faint sound of moaning.

‘Nice digs,’ Sidney says. ‘Imagine a gentleman, coming to this.’

‘A lesson to stay away from the card table.’

‘Some of us are luckier than others.’

‘Robert Dunne probably thought that once. Lady Luck is more fickle than a street whore.’

The smell of piss is even stronger on the stairs, but there is something else too, a whiff of corruption that intensifies the higher we climb. Light is sieved through slats in the shutters; we feel our way, and the boards seem brittle and rotten beneath our feet. As we reach the second-floor landing, we disturb a cat from its slumber on a window seat; it snarls and darts away through our legs, making us both start and cry out, and then laugh with relief. The smell is worse here.

Sidney tries the catch of the door and gives it a little shake, just to be sure. ‘Dear God, she is not mistaken. It smells as if something died in here.’

‘Well, we know it wasn’t Robert Dunne,’ I say, moving him aside and kneeling to insert the blade of my knife into the keyhole. I work it for a few minutes, until the knife slips and nicks the edge of my finger. Cursing, I suck the blood away and return to the task.

Sidney leans against the wall, arms folded, watching.

‘It is a fascinating trick, this. Are all Dominicans taught it?’

‘Yes. We learn it as novices, along with our Aquinas. So that we can let ourselves into nuns’ bedchambers with minimum fuss. Give me your hat pin.’

‘What?’

‘The one holding your feather in.’ I look up. ‘There are always sacrifices in the line of duty, Philip.’

He sighs, and passes the pin. I bend it into shape, then slide it into the lock alongside the blade of my knife. After a little effort I feel rather than hear the click, that perfect moment of alignment when everything fits into place and the shaft turns, drawing back the bolt.

‘I will teach you one day,’ I say, handing him the pin.

‘Hardly an appropriate skill for the Countess of Pembroke’s brother.’

‘But a very apt one for Sir Francis Walsingham’s son-in-law. Well, then.’ I push the door open a crack, feeling my stomach contract as the smell worsens. ‘Let us see what secrets Dunne left behind.’

The room is dark as a crypt, and smells as bad. The shutters are pulled tight across the window and blades of light slice through the darkness from the cracks between them. Taking a deep breath, I cross to the window, feeling a crunching beneath my boots as I do so. I lift the wooden bar that holds the shutters in place and pull them open; a forlorn light filters through the cracked glass.

‘Christ and all His saints! Look at that!’ Sidney jumps back as if he has stepped on hot coals, pointing at the boards; the floor of Dunne’s room is writhing with white maggots, hundreds of them, like a living carpet. ‘Where are they coming from?’

‘There.’ I point to a ragged blanket in one corner of the room, where fat sated flies circle lazily around whatever is concealed beneath. Sidney retreats to the doorway, gagging. I am almost inured to the smell of death after the church this morning, though I fear what we may find under the blanket. Before I have the stomach to lift it, I wrestle with the catch of the window; it sticks, but I shake it with greater urgency until something snaps and the casement creaks open, allowing a gust of air into the foul room. One or two flies make their escape. I exhale, gasping, and suck in a gulp of clean air.

‘Sword,’ I say, stretching out my hand to Sidney.

Reluctantly he unsheaths it and takes one step into the room, holding it, hilt-first, towards me. ‘Try to keep it clean,’ he says as I take it. ‘It’s mostly ornamental.’ I give him a look and return to the pile of rags. Gingerly spearing one corner of the blanket with the point of the sword, I brace myself and whip it away, my left hand over my mouth. More flies, dislodged, swarm angrily upwards, as I stare at what lies beneath.

Behind me, I hear Sidney laughing. It sounds slightly hysterical.

‘Poor fellow,’ he says. His voice comes out strangled. ‘Poor old boy. What have they done to you, eh?’

The corpse of a dog is slumped on its side in the corner, so heaving with flies and grubs that it almost seems to be moving. It looks to have been some kind of terrier, a ratting dog. Brown and white fur sticks up in tufts from the decaying flesh.

‘Must have been Dunne’s,’ Sidney says, peering at it from a safe distance. ‘I suppose it starved after he didn’t come back for it.’

‘In three days?’ I shake my head. ‘This dog has been dead longer than that. But look at all this.’ I sweep a hand around the room. I am not sure what I had been expecting to find in Dunne’s lodgings, but it was not a miniature apothecary’s shop.

The room is L-shaped, with the shorter arm to the left of the door, where a pallet with a straw mattress leans against the wall. The only other furniture is a table strewn with dried leaves and flowers, sheets of paper, a metal bowl and tripod, a pestle and mortar and several glass bottles stoppered with corks. Beside these lies a pair of leather gloves.

‘Come in, Philip, for God’s sake, and close the door. They’re only maggots, they won’t bite. Do you know what this is?’

He sheaths his sword, pulling the door to behind him and gagging again as he does so. He picks his way across the maggots to look where I am pointing. As he reaches out to pick up one of the dark green leaves, I grab his wrist. ‘Don’t touch it. It is so deadly the poison can be absorbed through the skin. First your arm is paralysed, then your heart stops.’

‘Monkshood?’ he asks.

‘Without a doubt.’ I pull one of the gloves on to my right hand and pick up an elongated blue flower. ‘One of the deadliest toxins known to man. Or beast,’ I add, nodding towards the dog. ‘It looks as if Robert Dunne had his own little poison laboratory here.’ At the back of the table is a small vial of dark green glass with a silver stopper. I lift it; it is three-quarters full of a clear liquid.

‘Intended for Drake, you think?’ Sidney says, peering closer.

‘He certainly meant it for someone – you don’t make a tincture like this to cure stomach ache. It only takes a small dose – this could easily be smuggled on board and slipped into a glass. The effects are fatal almost immediately. As I suspect our four-legged friend there found out.’

The papers piled up on the table and beneath it bear witness to a disturbed mind; Dunne appeared to have been scribbling in a frenzy and scattering the pages around him. Some look like recipes, listing measurements of leaves, seeds, roots and aqua vitae, with manic crossings-out and demonic faces scrawled in the margins. Others are the beginnings of letters never sent; these are more interesting. I shake a maggot off one of the sheets on the floor and begin to read aloud.


Dearest Martha,

I beg you to consider that God in His wisdom sometimes sees fit to answer our prayers in roundabout ways, by degrees and in unexpected guises. God He knows how long we have prayed for a child and here is an answer, though perhaps not the one you looked for. But this child we can raise as our own and keep the girl as nursemaid, and who will be any the wiser. I pray you do not dismiss it out of hand, wife, for sooner than you think I shall be a rich man, God willing, and we shall begin a clean page as I know you have long desired. I will no longer be the man I have been



The ink fades here and the letter ends, unsigned. I give a low whistle. Sidney shakes his head, incredulous.

‘Did you ever hear such a thing? Perhaps that whore wasn’t so foolish as she seemed – it was Dunne himself who was deluded. Did he seriously think to persuade his wife to take in his whore’s child? And the girl too, under her roof?’

‘Stranger things have happened.’

‘You have met Martha Dunne. I should quake to serve her a dish she didn’t like at supper, never mind cross her in this way. It seems the man’s misplaced optimism extended beyond the card table.’

‘Except where his immortal soul was concerned, apparently.’ I unfold another balled-up page from under the table. Nothing of any real significance, nor the next. Then I smooth out a third, and my pulse quickens as my eyes skim it. ‘Listen to this, Philip.’


Do you think your deeds will not find you out? You may be sure they will be judged by God and man. As for God’s judgement, I leave that to your conscience, but if you wish to escape the censure of your fellow man, and most especially your captain on whose goodwill all our fortunes depend, you know my price. Another five will seal my lips for good.



‘Blackmail?’ Sidney looks at me, eyes wide. ‘Who is it addressed to?’

I turn the paper over and back. ‘No name. Damn it. So it was true – the girl Eve said Dunne had found out a wicked secret about one of his fellow sailors, one he said would cost the man dear, but she could tell me no name either. He was evidently threatening to inform Drake.’

‘That explains the five gold angels.’ He moves over to the window, sticks his head out and breathes deeply.

‘It looks as if the fellow did pay up. Dunne must have been so pleased with his success he thought he’d try again.’

‘But his lips were sealed for good,’ Sidney says, grim-faced.

‘What we don’t know is whether these are drafts of letters he subsequently sent, or just idle scribblings,’ I say. ‘I wonder if his wife knew he had cooked up this plan with the girl.’

‘One more reason for her to be rid of him,’ he observes.

‘And yet we stumble every time on the fact that his wife was a day’s ride away at Dartington. So if she was behind it – who did the job for her?’

Sidney wanders back to the table; the crunching of maggots under the soles of his boots sets my teeth on edge.

‘I cannot think clearly in this foul air,’ he says. ‘Let us bundle up these papers and read them somewhere else – I don’t think I can bear another minute. You can take contagion from the dead, can you not?’

‘If you get too close,’ I say. ‘Let us just be sure we have not missed anything.’

I stand in the middle of the room and allow my gaze to travel slowly around every corner, lifting my hand occasionally to swat away the flies.

‘Do you suppose—’ Sidney begins, but I hold up a hand to silence him as I freeze, alert to a sudden disturbance in the air, an interruption of the stillness. I turn slowly, straining my ears; the door I told him to close is only pushed to, a foot or so ajar, and now I hear it, an unmistakable creak on the boards outside.

‘Who’s there?’

There is no reply; only a taut silence, like the intake of breath. I gesture to Sidney; his hand is moving to his sword when there comes a noise – a soft whistle, a rush of air quicker than a heartbeat – then the thud of a blade hitting the cracked plaster behind me. Sidney yelps, a delayed reaction, and I stand, immobile, unsure which way to turn. After what feels like an eternity, but can only be a fraction of a heartbeat, I whip around, thinking he has been hit, but he is unharmed though white with shock, staring at the knife embedded in the wall.

In an instant I stir into action, hurl myself through the door and on to the landing, closely followed by Sidney; footsteps clatter on the stairs, two floors below by now. We give chase immediately; I almost lose my footing on the worn treads of the steps but by the time we reach the courtyard it is empty, the only sound the banging of the street door as it slams behind our mysterious assailant. With a hail of inventive curses, I wrench it open and see a figure fleeing around the corner. I make to run after him but the pain in my ribs becomes too much to bear and I have to slow down, gasping for breath; as I lean against a wall, doubled over, I see Sidney overtake me, nimble and long-limbed, right hand clasped around the hilt of his sword. When I have recovered my breath, I set off again in pursuit, rounding the corner into the next street to see Sidney gaining on the man and finally, in one impressive burst of speed, diving at his back and bringing him crashing to the ground. I catch up with them just in time to see the man struggle to his hands and knees, with Sidney standing over him, sword drawn. The man lifts his head and wipes away a trickle of blood from his nose.

‘Good God,’ Sidney says, as if he had run into an old acquaintance. ‘Thomas Drake.’
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Thomas looks equally amazed to see us; he rises slowly, brushing the filth of the street off his clothes and looking from Sidney to me, his face drained of colour.

‘I thought . . .’ he begins, but then his mouth keeps working, his jaw shaping words without sound. I know that I must look equally witless as I stare at him, but I cannot will myself to any sensible response. Sidney recovers faster; the blood rises back into his cheeks and it is as if the fury of the shock boils up and erupts in one motion, as he strides out and seizes Thomas’s doublet by the buttons, bunching the cloth in his fist and pushing him up against the wall of a house.

‘Christ in heaven – you tried to kill us!’ he splutters, scrabbling to articulate his disbelief. ‘You will answer for this, Thomas Drake. Who sent you?’

Drake’s brother shakes his head like an agitated dog. His bravado has been punctured; his face is still pale as milk and he appears genuinely frightened.

‘No one. That is to say – I came of my own accord. I didn’t know it was you in there.’

‘Really?’ Sidney’s voice drips with scorn, but he lets go of Thomas’s clothes and allows him to slump against the wall. ‘It was just coincidence, then, that you show up with a knife at Dunne’s lodgings at the very time we are searching them? Something you didn’t want us to find, is that it? Something that might incriminate you?’ He wipes away flecks of spittle with the back of his hand; he is so angry I can see him shaking. His other hand is still on the pommel of his sword. ‘Was it you he was blackmailing?’

‘What?’ Thomas Drake tugs his shirt and doublet into place and draws himself up a little; now that the immediate danger is over, the old hostility creeps back over his face. ‘What are you talking about? How was I to know you would be there? I only found out this afternoon that Dunne had this lodging house. I thought—’ He breaks off again and stares at Sidney, eyes lit with fury. ‘What blackmail? Did you just accuse me of murder, Sir Philip?’

Sidney does not answer immediately; I see a muscle twitching in his cheek as he works to master himself. ‘No, Thomas Drake,’ he says, eventually. ‘I asked if Robert Dunne had been blackmailing you.’

‘And you implied thereby that I might have had reason to kill him. God’s death!’ He runs his hand through his hair and looks around, as if he is considering bolting up or down the street. Instead, he takes a deep breath and addresses himself to me, presumably to slight Sidney. ‘I depend on my brother’s success, as I am sure is painfully obvious to everyone. I am nothing without him. So you can see that I am the last person who would want to jeopardise this voyage, knowing how much he stands to lose. Do you not think’ – here he turns to Sidney, raising his voice – ‘that if I had wanted to be rid of Robert Dunne, I would have waited until we were out at sea and found some better means to contrive his end?’

‘Like executing him for mutiny, you mean?’ Sidney says, arching an eyebrow. ‘That has proved an effective way for men like you to be rid of gentlemen, I believe.’

‘Be careful, Philip Sidney,’ Thomas says, in a voice that could cut through glass. He leans back against the wall. ‘You are talking of matters about which you know nothing. That business with Thomas Doughty is long buried.’

Sidney opens his mouth to reply, then closes it again, but I see his knuckles whiten around the hilt of his sword.

‘It’s not buried very deep, though, is it?’ I say. ‘You don’t believe that. The curse of John Doughty lives on.’

‘No curse about it,’ he says. ‘John Doughty means to destroy my brother, or die in the attempt.’ He glances along the street again and lowers his voice. ‘When I came up those stairs today and heard voices in Dunne’s room, I thought it must be him. That’s why I threw the knife.’

Sidney gives me a sidelong look to see whether I believe this.

‘Why did you assume it would be Doughty?’ I try to ask this lightly, but it sounds like an accusation all the same.

He hesitates, then appears to relent.

‘A fortnight ago, Jonas the Spaniard told me he had seen Dunne with a man he believed was John Doughty here in Plymouth.’ He pauses, checking for passers-by. There is only one old woman, further up the street, sweeping her front step. ‘I confronted Dunne in private. He denied it in the strongest terms, said he had not seen Doughty in years. He became agitated at the accusation, but anyone would. I did not take that as proof.’

‘You did not tell Sir Francis this?’

Thomas makes a face. ‘My brother is already obsessed with John Doughty, as you have seen.’ ‘With reason,’ I murmur.

‘I did not want to add fuel to his fears while he was occupied in preparations for such a complex enterprise,’ Thomas continues, giving me a hard look. ‘And I confess I was reluctant to take the Spaniard’s word at face value. He is forever trying to ingratiate himself with my brother, perhaps because he knows his fellow sailors doubt him. I suspected this was one more such ploy. None of us had laid eyes on John Doughty for years, and Jonas admitted he had not seen the man close-to. To be frank, I supposed he was inventing it to make himself important, or to satisfy some grudge against Dunne. It was only when you said John Doughty had attacked you at the House of Vesta that I realised he could have been telling the truth.’

‘And now Jonas is missing,’ Sidney says.

‘I don’t trust him an inch,’ he continues, when Thomas Drake has left us, clearly reluctant to let him off so easily.

‘I know you don’t. But he seemed honestly nonplussed at the mention of blackmail. I don’t think he can be the one with the secret. I would swear he wasn’t acting.’

‘They are all acting,’ Sidney says, grimly, as we head downhill towards the harbour. ‘One way or another.’

For a while we walk in silence, each turned inward to our own thoughts. ‘What if Jonas killed Robert Dunne?’ Sidney says, as we reach the door of the Star. ‘No, hear me out – what if he killed him out of loyalty to Drake?’

‘That is certainly a new twist on the business.’ Explain?’

‘Think of the way Dunne was found,’ he persists. ‘Hanged by the neck. Then that verse sent to Drake from the Gospel of Matthew. Suppose Jonas sent it? To draw attention to the fact that Dunne died like Judas Iscariot, the very incarnation of treachery. What if the Spaniard did it to save Drake’s life, because he saw Dunne plotting with John Doughty and feared Dunne meant to harm the Captain-General, but knew, after Thomas Drake’s response, that his superior officers would not listen?’

‘Then where is Jonas now?’ I say, pausing in the entrance hall to look at him. ‘Why did he not stay to receive a pat on the back from Drake for saving his life? Why dress it up as suicide, then send a hint that it was not?’

He gives me a scornful look. ‘He could not expect Drake to reward him for killing a gentleman on a suspicion. It is my belief that he has run away to save Drake any scandal, like a loyal servant. The letter was meant as a clue to the truth.’

‘This morning you were convinced Jonas was a traitor.’

‘Well, I have thought further on the matter,’ he says, with a touch of loftiness. ‘And now I am persuaded it is the only plausible explanation. I would wager you a hundred pounds.’

‘Let us not bet on it,’ I say, at the turn of the stairs. ‘Look where that led Robert Dunne.’

I lack the energy to argue, but I am not persuaded by his theory. Quite the contrary: a knot of apprehension tightens in my gut every time I think about Jonas and his unexplained disappearance. ‘If we only knew who Dunne was blackmailing. I begin to feel the answer lies there. Five gold angels is a lot of money – how many men aboard the Elizabeth would be able to pay that?’

‘Thomas Drake, for one,’ Sidney says, aggrieved. He looks down at his hose where he fell in pursuit. ‘Look at that. Horse shit all over me. I shall have to change before supper.’

We round the corner to our corridor to find Hetty lurking outside the door, making a desultory show of sweeping.

‘Your sweetheart is back,’ Sidney murmurs, taking out the key. Hetty leans on her broom and stares us down as we approach. I wonder how long she has been waiting.

‘Do you want to know what I know?’ she says, without preamble.

‘How can I possibly know that until you tell me?’ I say, though I am careful not to sound too impatient. Hetty’s eyes and ears can venture places in this inn where I could never go.

She pouts. ‘No point me telling you unless it’s worth something to you to know,’ she says, and resumes her half-hearted efforts with the broom.

Sidney unlocks the door, winks at me and closes it behind him, leaving me alone with her.

‘How about you tell me what it is, and if I judge it to be valuable information, I make recompense accordingly?’ I offer.

She looks at me, nonplussed.

‘You got such a funny way of talking.’ She sniffs. ‘All right, then. That widow, the one you went out with this morning.’

‘Mistress Dunne?’

‘Her, yes. I seen her maid delivering a message. Want to know who to?’

‘Of course.’

She is buoyant with the triumph of her knowledge; she looks as if she is in danger of exploding. ‘That gentleman who came in this morning. Took a room upstairs for a few days.’

I frown, trying to work out who she means. She makes an impatient noise.

‘You know him. He’s with Captain Drake. Bald. Fine clothes. Feather in his hat. Talks to everyone like he’s telling his dog not to shit in the hall.’

‘You mean Sir William Savile?’ I stare at her.

‘Is that his name?’ She looks uninterested in the finer details. ‘Him, anyway. You were talking to him this morning downstairs, when the Captain was here,’ she adds, to clarify.

‘Yes, that’s him.’ I nod. ‘And Mistress Dunne’s servant was delivering a message to him? Are you sure?’

‘Course I’m sure. She went to his room and put it under the door, I seen her. And about a half-hour later he delivered a reply. Want to know what it said?’

‘How would you know that?’ I ask, though I can already guess. By way of an answer, she reaches into the pocket of her apron and brandishes aloft a folded sheet of paper.

I cannot help laughing; she grins from ear to ear and holds out a grubby palm. I concede defeat and reach for my purse.

‘And that is worth a penny at least,’ she says sternly, in case I should think of cheating her.

‘You can have a groat. But how did you come by it?’ I ask, searching for a coin.

‘He didn’t know the two ladies had gone out. He slipped it under the door. But not quite far enough.’ She takes the coin I offer between finger and thumb and regards it with considerable satisfaction. Whoever else may have benefitted, Robert Dunne’s death is proving extremely profitable for Hetty.

‘Thank you, Hetty,’ I say, opening the door to my room. ‘You have excelled yourself.’

‘You can’t take it away, sir,’ she says, looking at me as if I am simple. ‘Or they’ll know. You’ll have to read it quick and I’ll slip it back before anyone knows it’s missing. Won’t take you long to read, it’s only short.’

I open the paper. It says, simply,

Here. During supper.

I look up at Hetty. ‘What does he mean by this? Where?’

She drops her gaze and twists the broom between her feet. ‘Don’t ask me, sir. I can’t read it. I never learned.’ She looks oddly vulnerable as she says this, and will not meet my eye.

I read the note aloud. She shrugs again. ‘They’re arranging to meet, I suppose. “Here” must mean in her chamber.’ She sniffs. ‘She don’t waste time, eh? Husband not even cold and she’s lined up another one to warm her bed.’

‘And which is her chamber?’

She gives me a cool look, one eyebrow raised. ‘Not sure I rightly remember.’

‘Oh, for the love of God.’ I reach into my purse and bring out another groat. ‘Will this help, do you think?’

‘It might.’ The coin vanishes inside her apron. ‘Second floor, end of the corridor. Looks out over the courtyard.’

‘Don’t mention this to anybody, Hetty,’ I tell her, handing the paper back. ‘Keep your mouth shut and your eyes and ears open and there could be more where that came from.’ I pat my purse and her face lights up with a slow, greedy smile, though I don’t trust her not to gossip the moment she is out of sight.

‘I shall miss you, sir, when you have to go,’ she remarks, as she picks up her broom. ‘We’ve not had so much to-do here since the company of players came by in June.’

‘Glad we are keeping you entertained,’ I say, with a tight smile.

‘By the way,’ she adds, turning as she reaches the stairs, ‘that other lady was looking for you earlier.’

‘Which other lady?’

She pauses for effect. ‘You know. The one what was in your chamber last night.’

Before I can reply, she gives me a lascivious grin, hoists up her skirts and scurries away downstairs to her next intrigue.
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Drake’s armed men are everywhere, positioned around the entrance hall and outside the door to the private dining room. They lend the place an air of unease, weapons bristling in their hands, light glinting off the edges of steel blades. People do not like their presence, you can tell; the atmosphere is subdued, the drinkers on their way to the tap-room keep their heads down and avoid conversation. It is almost as if we are already at war. Drake stands by the dining-room door, deep in conversation with one of the soldiers; when he sees Sidney and me coming down the stairs he beckons us to him with a nod. He does not smile.

‘A word, if I may, gentlemen, before we dine.’ He steers us into a window embrasure. ‘Have you made any progress today?’

I watch him closely. Studying his broad, tanned face, I think of what this man has faced and lived to recount: day after day of looking death in the eye, of staring down tempests and waves higher than churches, together with all the fury of the elements, and learning to hold that implacable expression in place, his most important task as captain to keep panic at bay. On a ship of screaming, babbling men, terrified for their lives, he is the one man who must not show fear, or all is lost. It is this determinedly calm face that he presents to us now, but I can read the strain in his eyes. At sea, the forces arrayed against you are at least straightforward. Here, his enemy could be anywhere – including at his dining table tonight.

I give a brief account of my investigations, concluding with the discovery at Robert Dunne’s lodgings. I do not mention Thomas and his knife. When Drake hears about the monkshood and the dead dog, he cups a hand across his mouth and chin and nods silently.

‘So it is true,’ he says, just when I think he does not mean to speak at all. ‘Or partly true.’

‘It seems beyond doubt that Robert Dunne was experimenting with some kind of poison. It is hard to imagine for what purpose, if not to use against you, Sir Francis.’

Drake rubs his beard and his gaze wanders away to the window.

‘I need you to read something for me,’ he says, after a long pause, drawing out a letter from inside his doublet. Sidney holds out his hand but Drake hands the paper to me. ‘In confidence,’ he adds. His lips are pressed together and his jaw taut.

I unfold the paper, with Sidney reading over my shoulder.

‘Muy estimado Señor Capitan,’ it begins. The whole letter is in Castilian, written in a neat, slanting hand, though the ink is smudged along the left-hand margin.

‘Into your hands, my captain and friend, I place my true written confession, to which I swear before Almighty God . . .’

The letter is signed Jonas Solon. It lays out his own account of how he suspected Robert Dunne of plotting against Drake and how, in defence of his captain, he gave the traitor a fatal draught and hung him from a beam to give the appearance of a suicide. Belatedly, he says, he realised that his action had only brought more grief to the expedition; to spare his beloved captain further trouble, he was leaving for destinations unknown, his guilt and his fear of being discovered proving greater than his courage. He humbly hoped Drake and God (in that order) could forgive him. By the time you read this, he concludes, I will be far away. He is sorry not to have the chance to say farewell. Everything he did was done for love of his captain. He commends the voyage to God, etcetera, etcetera.

‘You owe me a hundred pounds,’ Sidney murmurs in my ear.

I look up from the page to meet Drake’s expectant look. It is unclear whether or not he already knows its contents.

‘You read Spanish?’ I ask.

‘I recognise some words. But I need to know precisely what this says. I was going to ask Gilbert to translate it, but on reflection I thought it best as few people as possible knew of it. Read it to me, would you?’

Keeping my voice low, I translate for Drake as closely as I can the text of Jonas’s letter. His face remains drawn but impassive throughout. When I have done he rubs his forefinger along the edge of his beard and nods.

‘So Jonas has decided to confess,’ he says, after a long pause.

‘And you do not believe it.’

He watches my face, his expression intent.

‘Interesting. What makes you say that?’

I tap the paper. ‘Because I don’t believe Jonas wrote this either. The Spanish is not quite – how would you say it? It doesn’t ring true. It’s very good, no doubt about that, but there is the occasional construction, a turn of phrase now and again that strikes a false note. A native speaker would not express himself so.’

Drake nods again. ‘I’m sure you are right. But I will give you an even more compelling case for its falsehood.’ He pauses, his eyes flitting quickly from right to left, and lowers his voice. ‘Jonas Solon is illiterate. He could not write so much as his own name.’

‘Ah.’ There is an eloquent silence, during which I make a commiserating face at Sidney. ‘Unfortunate that whoever wrote this did not think to check on that fact first.’

‘Yes,’ Drake agrees. ‘But it is not common knowledge. Jonas is ashamed. He makes every effort to conceal the fact. I was perhaps the only man aboard who knew, aside from my brother. So . . .’ His eyes stray back to the letter in my hand with a significant expression.

‘So someone else wrote this to incriminate him,’ Sidney says, stating the obvious.

‘But there would be no one to contradict this account,’ I say, finishing Drake’s thought for him. ‘If it were read before the coroner’s court tomorrow.’

Drake looks at me with appreciation. ‘Once again, you see the situation clearly, Bruno. On the one hand, this could resolve my immediate problem. We have here a signed confession of murder. No need for a verdict of felo de se nor a lengthy investigation.’

‘On the other, it rather raises the question of what has happened to Jonas,’ Sidney cuts in. ‘They will put out the hue and cry for him if they believe he is guilty of murder.’

‘It would seem likely,’ I say slowly, ‘that whoever wrote this is fairly confident that Jonas will not appear to contradict it.’

‘Truly, I fear the worst.’ Drake sighs, and it seems to shake his whole frame. ‘I have sent out four discreet men to search. I almost wish I could believe this,’ he says, taking the letter back. ‘It would be preferable to the alternative.’

‘Take courage, Sir Francis – he may yet be found alive and well,’ Sidney says, though he doesn’t sound convinced.

‘And if he is, he will be wanted for murder.’ Drake stares out of the window, his face sunk in gloom.

‘His illiteracy would then be evidence in his favour,’ I point out. ‘And besides, we will have found the real killer by then.’

‘I wish I had your confidence, Bruno,’ Drake says. And I wish I were sincere in it.

‘Who else knows about this letter?’

‘Only my brother. And my wife, though she does not know its contents – the letter was put under the door of her chamber this afternoon, addressed to me. I have asked the servants, of course, but no one saw anything.’

I would bet Sidney’s hundred pounds I can find one who did.

‘Who else on your ship speaks Spanish?’

‘A few of my men can make themselves understood, I know that much, but well enough to write a letter like this?’ He shakes his head. ‘Only the educated ones, and even then I could not swear to it – I have never seen them write in Spanish.’

He tucks the letter inside his doublet, takes a breath and rolls his shoulders back. ‘Let us go in. Say nothing to the others of this confession, but keep your eyes and ears open. Dom Antonio is expecting lively company and good cheer tonight. I am doing my best to hide this trouble from him. But the sooner he is away from Plymouth, the easier I will feel.’ I note that he does not look at Sidney as he says this. ‘In any case,’ he continues, ‘my wife is uneasy. She would be safer at Buckland, I feel.’

‘Naturally,’ Sidney says.

‘So I have decided to stay ashore for tonight. To reassure her, you understand.’ This time he does fix his eyes on Sidney, whose expression does not falter.

‘A very sensible idea, Sir Francis,’ he says, in a tone that belies the thoughts that must be running through his head. I find myself wondering about Lady Arden. Where will she be, in this new arrangement? On a mattress at the foot of their bed? Or will she move to a room of her own and, if so, who will be reassuring her tonight? Then I remember that Lady Arden still thinks I rejected her company last night in favour of a whorehouse; unless I correct this misunderstanding, she will want no reassurance from this quarter.

Gathered around the table in the wood-panelled dining room are the most favoured of Drake’s captains, the men he keeps closest. Knollys is here, and Carleill, Walsingham’s stepson; Captain Fenner and the others who dined with Drake that first evening. Sidney whispers the names of those he recognises. Here too are Pettifer the chaplain and Sir William Savile, who I notice has positioned himself close to the door. I am surprised to see Lady Drake and her cousin present. Lady Arden makes a point of busying herself with a piece of bread, but eventually she lifts her eyes and meets my gaze, holding it steady, her expression neither hostile nor particularly inviting. Then, when she is sure I am still watching, her attention slides away and fixes on Savile, whom she favours with a warm smile. She only spoils the effect of this by glancing quickly back to check that I have noticed.

At the head of the table, in the place of honour, is the man I must assume is Dom Antonio, Prior of Crato, once and future King of Portugal. Perhaps. He is a small, nervy man, with large sad eyes and a curling moustache that might once have been jaunty but now appears out of place and sorry for itself, much like its owner. He does not look like a king. He looks like a dog that expects to be kicked. That is what being hounded from your throne by Philip of Spain would do to you, I suppose. Yet he is nicknamed ‘The Determined’, and he must have at his core some undaunted flame of hope, or misplaced confidence; why else would he be back in England, soliciting Queen Elizabeth to raise another force on his behalf and end his exile?

Dom Antonio rises as we enter. Drake introduces Sidney and the Portuguese gives an elaborate bow.

‘I can hardly find the words to express my gratitude to Her Majesty,’ he says, clasping his hands to his chest, ‘that she does me the honour of sending so great a courtier as you are known to be, sir, to escort me to her presence.’

He has at least perfected the art of flattering those whose help he depends on, I think, watching him; a trick I have not yet acquired, despite all my years in exile. I could learn from this man.

‘The honour is mine, sir,’ Sidney says, returning the bow, and once again I am impressed by his mastery of diplomacy. You would never guess from his smooth smile that he intends to leave Dom Antonio to the care of four rough soldiers while he himself absconds across an ocean.

Drake takes his place at Dom Antonio’s right hand and waves Sidney to a seat next to him. I find a chair next to Pettifer, who greets me with reserved politeness and enquires after my day’s labours. I have just embarked on a potted version when the door is flung open again and Gilbert Crosse appears, breathless and blinking rapidly, his glasses sliding to the end of his nose, apologising so earnestly for his lateness that he trips on all his words, which only makes him more awkward. Drake, laughing, waves away his apology and presents him to Dom Antonio. The Portuguese evidently thinks the newcomer’s status does not warrant him rising from his chair, but then he leans forward, both hands on the edge of the table, and frowns.

‘I have seen you before, sir, have I not?’

‘Before?’ Gilbert seems bewildered by the question; his face grows even more strained and anxious as he looks around the other guests as if one of us might know the correct answer. ‘No, I don’t think so, my lord. Begging your pardon,’ he adds, bobbing his head meekly. He makes as if to sit down next to me, then stops, perhaps afraid that he is not supposed to sit in the presence of dignitaries without their express permission. It is the kind of detail I worried about when I first came to the French court.

‘But I am sure – oh, if my memory were not so poor!’ Dom Antonio laments, with a laconic wave that Gilbert interprets as leave to take his seat. ‘So many countries I have visited these past few years, so many houses, so many good Christian souls willing to take me in, and others not so good, all too ready to sell me for a handful of silver. Too many faces – they all begin to – how does one say? To blur.’

‘Have you been to Antwerp, my lord?’ Gilbert asks.

‘Not recently.’ Dom Antonio considers. ‘No, I don’t think it was in Antwerp.’

‘Then I fear you may have confused me with someone else,’ Gilbert stammers, blushing from his neck to the tips of his ears at having told a prince he is wrong.

‘Perhaps,’ Dom Antonio concedes, reluctantly, leaning back in his chair and fixing Gilbert with his melancholy eyes. ‘Perhaps it will come back to me.’

Gilbert gives a polite little laugh and lowers his head, clearly hoping not to draw any further attention. ‘I fear so many years of living in hiding have addled his wits,’ he whispers to me. ‘I have never seen the man before in my life.’

The first course passes without incident. Despite the presence of the ladies, the conversation among the men around me is all of arms and strategy, firepower and tonnage. No one mentions Dunne’s death nor the disappearance of Jonas, as if by prior agreement. Maybe Drake has convinced these men that it will all be over by tomorrow. I try to keep up with the nautical talk but I do not understand many of the terms and soon my mind turns inward, sifting through the day’s revelations in the hope that some meaning will emerge. At my side, Gilbert is listening earnestly and nodding, occasionally attempting to join a conversation by offering some insight from his calculations. I notice the captains for the most part ignore him. Perhaps they do not take him seriously – a navigator whose knowledge is all based on mathematical theory no doubt seems of little consequence to these hardened explorers.

All the while we are eating, I keep my eyes on Sir William Savile. The cut on his lip is healing, I notice. Drake said he had an altercation with Robert Dunne the evening he died, a tavern brawl that Savile did not want to discuss because he thought it beneath a gentleman’s dignity. Dunne had set on him unprovoked, he said. That begins to look rather different in the light of the message Hetty showed me. As I study him, I am struck by a sudden memory of my conversation with Jonas in the rowing boat ashore last night, before he disappeared. We had been speaking in Spanish, and Savile joined in. Though he addressed us in English, he had clearly been following the conversation. So he speaks Spanish too. He glances up, catches me watching him and raises his glass with a merry grin. I return it, and lift my own towards him. I can match him for nonchalance; let him go to his rendezvous, thinking he is unobserved. In the meantime, I remind myself to make my attention less evident.

I do not have too long to wait. As soon as the serving boys return to carry out the dishes, Savile stands, stretches and announces with unnecessary volume that he has an appointment with the close stool. Beside me, Pettifer makes a prissy little tutting noise.

‘I have sometimes observed,’ he whispers, from the corner of his mouth, ‘have not you, that men of breeding often display no evidence of it. Whereas men not gifted with the advantage of noble blood, but who have availed themselves of the benefits of scholarship, do often show more refined manners to the world, since they are more conscious of being judged. Men like you and me,’ he adds, in case the point was not clear.

‘Mm,’ I say, watching the door as Savile slips out. ‘Would you excuse me for a moment? I’m afraid I too must – you know.’

‘Well, of course.’ He looks put out; he had condescended to draw a parallel between us and I rebuffed him. But offending Pettifer is the least of my concerns at present. I excuse myself and squeeze past the seated guests and the serving boys to the door. Sidney gives me a questioning look as I leave; I gesture with my eyes to Savile’s empty chair.

The entrance hall is quieter now; perhaps everyone is in the tap-room for supper. I take the stairs to the second floor and tread as quietly as I can along the creaking corridor, following the directions Hetty gave me to Mistress Dunne’s chamber. Wan evening light falls, slanted, across the bare boards. All the doors along the passageway are shut, but I hear the murmur of voices, muted, from one at the end, on the side that faces the courtyard. I slow my steps, keeping against the wall, where the boards make less noise under my weight.

‘But how did you allow this to happen?’ A woman’s voice, tight with anger.

‘If you would let me explain . . .’ Savile’s voice, placatory, wheedling. ‘Fate was against me—’

‘Fate! Do not talk to me of fate, William – you have marred everything, you alone.’

‘How many times must I say it – there was nothing I could do, the priest was with him.’ Savile’s voice rises, growing defensive. ‘Besides, it is done now. You have the end you wanted, one way or another.’

‘You think this was what I wanted?’ She makes an explosive sound through her lips. ‘God preserve me from foolish men. How does any of this serve us?’

‘Martha, you know I did not intend—’

This is where I make an error of judgement. I am too anxious to see how they interact with one another, the subtle cues of gesture and touch that often express better than words the relationship of one person to another. I want to ascertain the degree of intimacy between these people who claim to have barely met. As I move closer and crouch to put my eye to the keyhole, the floor betrays me with a loud groan and Savile breaks off without finishing his sentence; I can almost hear the tension bristling as he strains to listen. The rustle of frantic whispering rises inside the room; Savile hisses, ‘You go – I cannot be seen coming out of your chamber.’

I hear movement; if they find me here, any advantage I have will be lost. I try the next door along the passage; to my surprise, it opens and I find myself in an empty bedchamber. I slip the pin under the latch, just in case.

There follows the sound of a door opening, the creak of boards in the corridor, some scuffling, more hurried whispering, then the click of a door closing again and footsteps outside, fading towards the stairs. From Mistress Dunne’s room comes a sound like a muffled sob, but which might just as well be laughter.

When I am sure that no one is stirring outside, I leave the room as quietly as possible and pick my way towards the stairs. As I round the corner I collide with Hetty, a leather jug in her hand. Liquid slops over the rim and splashes both of us; she swears colourfully, though I am relieved to find it is only water.

‘You’re in a hurry, sir,’ she observes, wiping herself down with a sly smile. ‘Looking for something?’

‘The gentleman you mentioned earlier, the bald one who left the message – did you see him?’

‘Just this second pushed past me. Went down to the dining room, he did.’

‘Thank you.’ I hesitate. ‘Where would I find his chamber, if I wanted to leave him a message?’

‘Why would you need to do that, sir? You’re having supper with him, as I recall.’

She feigns an uncomprehending look; I give her a stern glare.

‘I do not have my purse on me. Just tell me, will you?’

She gives me a pitying look, as if this lie is so feeble it hardly bears the telling.

‘I’m afraid I don’t recall which room he has, sir.’

I suck in my cheeks, but I reach inside my doublet for my purse just the same.

‘By Christ, Hetty, you should be a usurer, you would bleed a man dry in no time.’

‘God helps those as help themselves, Mistress Judith says.’

‘I’m sure she does. A groat, no more. It is all I can spare. Tell me something else, since you know everything – did you notice anyone leaving a message at Lady Drake’s door this afternoon?’

‘Lady Drake? Why, has she got a secret sweetheart too?’

‘No,’ I say firmly, before she can run with any rumours. ‘Someone left a letter for Sir Francis. He is particularly keen to find out who it was.’

She pockets the money with a serene smile. ‘I was washing the floor in the tap-room this afternoon. Never went near Lady Drake’s chamber. Sorry.’

‘And you didn’t notice anyone behaving oddly? No one hanging about who should not have been?’

She makes a derisive noise through her nose. ‘Everyone behaves oddly round here, sir. How would I know the difference?’ She tucks her pitcher into the crook of her arm. ‘First floor, you want – turn right at the stairs, third door along. Facing the yard.’

‘Thank you. And it is a private message, so . . .’ I mime sealing my lips. She merely arches an eyebrow and continues on her way. She would lie to me as soon as look at me, I have no doubt of it, though for as long as I have an open purse she has decided to favour me, it seems.

Luck is on my side; the first-floor corridor is empty. I could have made use of Sidney’s hat pin, but he is not here; I must do my best with the thin blade of my knife. Though I nick my fingers several times in the process, the lock eventually yields and I open Savile’s room.

There is nothing here except a short cloak laid out on the bed and his leather bag. I lift the flap and begin to look through the contents. Nothing of any special interest; only a few clothes, hastily packed, which should make it less obvious that I have been rummaging through his belongings. Like Sidney, Savile is fond of his fine clothes, and appears not to have considered how much use these silk and brocade doublets will be in the middle of the Atlantic. I curse softly, striking my knee with my fist; there is nothing conclusive here, nothing to prove the exact meaning of Savile’s elliptical conversation with Mistress Dunne. If only I had stayed quiet and heard more. What does she think he has marred? What did he mean by ‘the end you wanted’ – surely a reference to her husband’s death?

At the bottom of the bag I draw out a pair of sleeves of fawn-coloured silk; I give them a cursory glance and am about to fold and replace them when I notice that the cuffs are decorated with tiny mother-of-pearl buttons in the shape of a flower, a line of four on each. Except that on one sleeve, there are only three. I hold it up to examine it more closely. There is a brownish stain near the lace trim; I rub it with my thumb and a powdery substance adheres to my skin. I sniff it just to be sure, but I already know what I have found. The sleeve with the missing button smells of nutmeg.




EIGHTEEN

I pause outside the dining room to lean against the wall, slow my breathing and compose my expression. Savile must not suspect anything until I have had a chance to speak to Drake and let him decide how to proceed, though Savile is sharp enough to mark my empty place at the table and perhaps connect it with the sounds he heard upstairs. If not, he will certainly notice something amiss when he realises his room has been left unlocked. It is one thing to pick a lock, another altogether to close it again, and I gave up for fear of breaking the mechanism. After some deliberation, I left the sleeves in the bag; though I would have liked to show Drake the evidence, I reasoned that Savile must be unaware that he has lost a button, or that it could incriminate him.

I wait until I am sure I can enter the room with a neutral expression. It is a talent of sorts, this ability to keep my most turbulent thoughts from being read in my face. It would have served me well in the politics of religious life, but it is useful enough in this strange existence I ended up with instead. Savile turns his head briefly as I take my seat, his glance mildly curious, though he quickly returns to his audience; he is regaling Dom Antonio and Drake with some tale that involves exuberant arm gestures. The Portuguese is laughing politely. Drake wears a fixed smile, but he is looking past Savile to the panelling on the wall, his thoughts elsewhere.

I spear a piece of pork on my knife and when I look up again Savile has reached the climax of his tale; the men around him are laughing, though none so heartily as the teller himself. I lay the knife down and cast my gaze around the table. The drone of conversation begins to sound distant, like a swarm of bees on the other side of a window; I seem to see their mouths moving – talking, chewing, laughing – as if time had slowed and I was standing outside, looking on. The whole atmosphere here feels infected with suspicion, bluff and counter-bluff, falsehood and fear, as if we are all of us engaged in some grand card game where the stakes are men’s lives and the winner will be the one with the greatest skill at lying. And the men who are dealing the cards are somewhere out of sight, still hiding in the shadows.

Gilbert does not speak much for the rest of the meal, except to remark on the appetites of others, though I see his eyes flit from one speaker to another, always attentive to the conversations around him. A great wave of tiredness breaks over me. I find myself longing to leave this company and fall on my bed, close my eyes, embrace oblivion. Though this is wishful thinking; my mind will be too busy turning over the day’s revelations for sleep to come. I may as well make use of the time by working.

When the board has been cleared the ladies announce that they are retiring; we all stand as they leave and wish them a good night. Lady Arden looks back over her shoulder at me as she reaches the door and briefly smiles. After they have gone, there is a general stirring; some go out to piss in the inn yard, others take the opportunity to stretch and move around the table, others take out clay pipes and tobacco pouches. I excuse myself from my dining companions and ease my way around to Drake, who stands to greet me.

‘Sir Francis, may I take the book tonight?’ I ask, in a whisper. He frowns, glancing towards his brother.

‘What for?’

‘To continue working. I could finish the translation by morning, if I put my mind to it.’ If I set to work now, I may just be able to rewrite the pages that were taken from my room, and I need not confess the theft to Drake.

A smile briefly creases the corners of his eyes. ‘I can’t help thinking you would do better to get some sleep, Bruno. Take a look at yourself.’

‘I would sleep easier, sir, if there was a complete copy of that book. For safekeeping.’

‘You really think someone will attempt to steal it?’

‘I think that bookseller you met wants it very badly. He is a ruthless man with no scruples.’

He considers, glancing back at his brother. ‘Well . . . Thomas will not like it. He already thinks you mean to use the copy for your own profit – he will be even less keen to trust you with the original. Padre Pettifer has warned me in the strongest terms against making the translation – he says no good can come of spreading heresy and I would be calling God’s curse down on the voyage.’ He shakes his head. ‘I begin to think I have done so already.’

‘Do not say so, sir. None of this is your doing. Nor is it God’s displeasure. We are close to finding the man responsible for Dunne’s death, I am sure of it.’

‘I wish I were. I cannot tell you how sick I am at heart when I think of Jonas. Every moment I expect a messenger to tell me they have found him.’ He heaves a sigh and lays a hand on my shoulder. ‘Take the book for tonight, then. I would offer you one of my armed men, but I have promised them to Dom Antonio. Besides’ – he looks me up and down – ‘I’d wager you can take care of yourself if anyone comes knocking. Come and collect it now – I mean to retire early tonight.’

‘Quite right too, Sir Francis – if I had a beautiful wife in town I would do the same.’ Savile appears behind me, throwing an easy arm around my shoulder the way Sidney does. I try not to tense. I wonder how much he has overheard. ‘Meanwhile, we lonely bachelors must seek solace in the bottle and the card table. Will you join us, Bruno? You seem like a man who has a face for gambling.’

‘You think?’ I say, with a perfectly blank expression.

‘There, what did I tell you – you are doing it now!’ He claps me on the back as if I have performed a trick. ‘You are adept at hiding your true self. An invaluable skill for the card table. One poor Robert Dunne never mastered, alas.’

‘The same may be said of most of us, do you not think, Sir William?’ I say, with a pleasant smile. ‘But I’m afraid I must decline. I have no taste for risk.’

‘You surprise me,’ he says, and I detect an edge to his voice, but perhaps I imagine it.

It takes Drake some time to extricate himself from the lengthy farewells, especially with Dom Antonio, who has become quite emotional with all the wine, and embraces Drake several times over, brushing tears from the corners of his eyes as his speeches grow more effusive and less coherent. Sidney tells me he plans to join the card game; I wish him luck and tell him to keep an eye on Savile, note if he does or says anything unusual. Sidney gives me a quizzical look, but Drake gestures for me to follow him and I have no chance to elaborate.

One of the armed guards accompanies us up the stairs to the first floor. Another is already stationed outside the door of Lady Drake’s chamber. Drake nods to him and pauses, his hand on the latch, as if gathering his thoughts before going in to his wife. I almost speak, thinking I should tell him what I have discovered about Savile. Instinct checks me; Savile will not run anywhere tonight. He has the arrogance to believe he is above suspicion and I would need stronger proof before I accuse him outright.

A small fire has been lit in Drake’s chamber and the air is warm and smells of woodsmoke. Lady Drake sits close to the hearth, her maidservant is perched on the window seat, sewing. Lady Arden stands by the fireplace, a small bag at her feet.

‘Ladies.’ Drake sweeps across the room and unlocks a wooden chest placed beside the bed. ‘I hope you are not too fatigued by this evening.’ He withdraws from the chest the leather satchel containing the book.

‘Not at all, Francis,’ Lady Drake says. ‘Dom Antonio is quite the storyteller, is he not? So very many tales of escape and subterfuge, one could listen to him all night. And indeed, I feel I have.’

‘I feel I have lived through every minute of his adventures with him,’ Lady Arden says, with a wicked grin.

‘Now, now, ladies – be kind. Dom Antonio is a good man who has suffered a great deal at the hands of Spain. Besides, he is our ally.’

‘Not in any useful sense,’ Lady Arden says, with a snort. ‘He lacks the support for a successful uprising in his own country. Queen Elizabeth may offer Dom Antonio hospitality because she pities him, but she is too prudent to throw good money after a hopeless cause.’

Drake looks at her as if he has just witnessed a talking dog.

‘You are very well informed, my lady,’ I say, impressed.

‘Did I not tell you I had plenty of opinions to share?’ she says, with an impish smile.

‘Here.’ Drake pushes the bag into my hands, but does not let go of it. ‘You are sure you can keep it safe?’ He looks as if he is wavering; perhaps he is picturing his brother’s response if Thomas were to discover that I had taken the book unsupervised.

‘I will guard it with my life, Sir Francis.’ It may yet come to that, I think. If he knew I had allowed the copy to be stolen, he would not let me within a mile of it. I notice Lady Arden’s eyes rest on the bag with interest.

Drake nods and slowly releases it into my hands.

‘Return it to me here first thing tomorrow,’ he says. ‘Keep your room locked tonight. And perhaps when this inquest is over we will have more leisure to discuss what to do with it, once we know its contents.’

I nod, and turn to leave.

‘Lady Arden,’ Drake says, ‘let me call for a servant to take your bag up for you.’

‘Oh, please do not trouble yourself, Sir Francis,’ she says quickly, ‘I thought perhaps Doctor Bruno might carry it for me.’

I look at her; she meets my gaze with innocent eyes.

‘Doctor Bruno is not a porter,’ Drake says, a little embarrassed.

‘But it is on his way – I’m sure it would be no trouble,’ she persists. ‘My maidservant is waiting for me in the room.’

‘I am happy to help,’ I say, not wishing to appear over-eager.

‘Well, if you don’t mind . . .’ Drake looks doubtful, but he opens the door for me. I pick up Lady Arden’s bag and gesture to her to lead the way, with a bow to Lady Drake as I take my leave.

‘I have been banished to a room of my own while Sir Francis is ashore, you see,’ Lady Arden explains, when the door has closed behind us.

‘You are not afraid to stay on your own?’ I follow her to the stairs.

She laughs. ‘What should I be afraid of?’

‘This present business. The letter left under Lady Drake’s door earlier. Your cousin was anxious, Sir Francis said.’

‘He was anxious, you mean. But I am not sure it is mysterious correspondents that concern him so much. I think rather he means to deter any visitors.’

‘Ah. No sonnets for Lady Drake tonight, then.’

‘Alas, no. And do you and Sir Philip intend to sample the diversions of Plymouth again tonight?’ she asks sweetly, as we reach the second-floor landing.

‘My lady – I was not – my aim last night was to find out some information that might help Sir Francis.’

She turns to me and raises an eyebrow.

‘That is to say – in the matter of this death. Nothing more.’ I sound unusually incoherent.

She gives a light laugh. ‘You do not have to justify yourself to me, Doctor Bruno. You are free to visit all the whores you want. Here, this is my chamber for tonight.’ She stops in front of a door and I realise it is the chamber next to Mistress Dunne’s, where I hid earlier. I put down her bag at my feet and pause, listening for any sound from the neighbouring room. There is only the low murmur of women’s voices.

‘Even so. I would like you to know I do not make a habit of visiting whorehouses.’

She looks up at me. A faint smile plays about her lips; I suspect it is at my expense.

‘Unlike my cousin, I find I am at liberty to hear sonnets this evening. Sir Philip mentioned that you are something of a poet.’ Her gaze is direct now; it would be hard to misinterpret her meaning. The leather bag containing the Judas book hangs across my shoulder; it seems I have a stark choice.

‘My poems are all in Italian,’ I say softly.

‘So much the better.’ She smiles. ‘I shall be spared the awkwardness of judging whether they are any good or not.’

She lays a hand on my sleeve as she pushes open the door, but even now I hang back, feeling the weight of the book around my neck. She senses my hesitation. ‘Besides,’ she says, ‘I know something that may be of interest to you in this present business, as you call it. And I’ll wager no one else has noted it.’

‘Really? And what is that?’

She adopts a coquettish smile. ‘I will tell you in return for a poem.’

Everyone here is bartering information, it seems. I glance up the corridor towards the stairs. For a moment I think I see a stirring in the shadows, the outline of a figure, but when I look again there is nothing.

‘Your maidservant,’ I whisper, indicating the door.

‘I have given her the evening off. I dare say she is amusing herself somewhere, gossiping, or flirting with sailors. You might carry my bag in for me, at least.’

What would Sidney say if he could see me, I wonder as I follow her over the threshold and hear the door close behind me. He would tell me I needed to live a little; to forego the rigours of books occasionally for the solace of a warm, willing body. He would tell me bluntly that it is fruitless to stay true to the memory of a woman who is long gone, over the sea; he would say that I am a fool to deny myself pleasure, or even the chance of love, for the sake of someone who, in any case, left me without compunction. But perhaps he would not understand the melancholy that steals over me every time I consider the possibility of transferring my affection to another woman. Of course, he would counter that you don’t need affection for a woman to lie down with her, though as I grow older, I find that an empty kind of solace without it.

‘There is no fire here,’ she says. ‘I can have one lit, if you prefer.’

‘I am warm enough, thank you.’

‘Yes, you look a little flushed.’ She smiles. ‘Do I frighten you, Doctor Bruno?’ I shake my head. She seems disappointed. ‘I thought perhaps you might find me too bold.’

I do not tell her that I encountered plenty of bold women at the court of King Henri in Paris; young wives bored by their ageing, impotent husbands, all too willing to throw themselves into the path of any young man at court for the fleeting excitement of a little intrigue, especially if he was exotic-looking and trailed a dangerous reputation. I was an object of fascination to them because I seemed immune to their charms. In truth, their heads were so empty of any thoughts beyond court gossip and their own appearance, I grew weary of their company before they had even finished saying Bonjour. Besides, a man of low birth promoted beyond his station must be careful where he makes enemies. But there are no such considerations to stop me here. I look at Lady Arden. Her room faces west; evening light falls on her face, gilding the soft skin of her cheek and the curls of dark hair across it. Holding my gaze, she reaches up and unpins her hood.

‘I find you refreshingly free of false coyness,’ I say, after a long pause.

She laughs again, shaking her head so that a glossy fall of hair tumbles down her back. ‘That is a diplomatic answer, if ever I heard one. Well, then – let me hear a sonnet and in return I shall tell you a secret that is not mine to tell.’

So I recite from memory a sonnet I wrote years ago. I close my eyes as I speak and the words jolt me back to a different time, to snowy peaks against high blue mountain skies; to narrow passes, freezing nights, hunger and exhaustion; the fear of going forward vying with the impossibility of going back. When I have finished she exhales slowly, as if she has been holding her breath.

‘That sounded beautiful. What is it about?’

‘It . . .’ I falter, unsure how to explain words that flow so naturally in my own tongue, fearing the poem will seem lumpen and unnatural in English. ‘It is addressed to a lonely sparrow. It tells the bird to fly away and be reborn, to find a nobler destiny. It’s an allegory,’ I add, feeling wrong-footed. She is still looking at me intently, a small furrow between her brows.

‘Of what?’

I shrug. ‘Of the soul. And of letting go of what you love.’

‘Say the last line again.’

‘“E non tornar a me, se non sei mio.”’

‘What does it mean?’

‘And don’t come back to me, unless you’re mine.’

She nods, slowly. ‘Did you write it for a woman?’

‘No. I wrote it eight years ago, when I was crossing the Alps from Geneva into France, and I understood clearly that I would never see my home or my family again.’ But poems change their meaning, even those you write yourself; they fit themselves to your understanding of your own life over time. When I say that final line now, I think of a woman, and it is as if I wrote it for her, long before the fact.

Lady Arden crosses the room and stands in front of me.

‘Are you lonely?’

‘Sometimes,’ I say. My voice catches in my throat. ‘Often.’

‘As am I.’ She reaches out and places her hands gently on my shoulders. My hands move instinctively to her waist. We stand like this for what seems a long time, listening to the stillness and the soft rhythm of our breath.

‘You promised me a secret,’ I whisper, my lips against her brow.

‘Later,’ she says. Her hand strays across my chest to the opening at the neck of my shirt and slips inside, her fingers cool on my skin. She moves closer, and her lips part slightly as she presses her hip against me and feels my arousal. Her mouth hovers over mine, so near I can taste her breath, as she continues to unlace my shirt. Her fingers reach my belly and she tugs at the leather strap of the satchel I still carry slung across my shoulder. ‘You may have to put this down,’ she murmurs.

‘Lock the door,’ I say, lifting the bag over my head, and she obeys, then takes me by the hand and leads me to the narrow bed as she loosens her bodice. She undresses herself with a sense of urgency, her bright eyes fixed on me all the while, gauging my response; there is an efficiency in the way she goes about it that eliminates any need for the usual dance of seduction, the importuning on my part and feigned resistance on hers. Lady Arden, I conclude as she pushes me on to my back and takes me in her hand with a practised movement, is used to getting what she wants, once she has decided on it. I recall what Sidney said about widows: they are dangerous because they don’t need you. But they still need you for this, I think, closing my eyes.

She kisses me hard, taking her pleasure hungrily as she slips out of her skirts and sits astride me, forcing me to move to her rhythm, and if the thought crosses my mind that perhaps she would have chosen anyone so long as his face and manner pleased her, and that I just happened to be convenient, it hardly matters. This is no more than a fleeting pleasure, and there is no reason on either side to pretend otherwise; no one is being deceived here, and there is something simple and liberating about this fact. We are two strangers attracted to each other, and will likely not meet again after this brief interlude; we expect nothing of one another. Sidney is right: simple pleasure is one thing I allow myself too little of. And so I abandon myself to it: I slide my hands around her small waist and arch my hips further into her, and when she cries out softly amid snatched breaths, her eyes gleaming, lips parted, I roll her carefully on to her back and she lifts her legs to wrap her thighs around my sides, crushing my bruised ribs so hard that I cry out, and she giggles, pressing her hand to my mouth as I move slowly towards my own crescendo. But when I close my eyes and gasp my release, it is not her I am thinking of.

Afterwards, she lies with her head on my shoulder, her hair fanning out over the pillow, her left hand stroking my chest in abstract patterns. She props herself up on one elbow, a provocative smile twitching at the corners of her mouth.

‘How did that compare with last night?’

I smile.

‘Well – considering that last night I was drugged, attacked and jumped out of a first-floor window, I would say quite favourably.’

She gives me a light slap on the arm. ‘I meant, the girl you had last night.’

‘I did not have a girl last night, I told you. I have not had a girl for a long time.’ I turn my face away as I say this. ‘Tell me this secret you promised, then.’

I feel her tense against me and her hand falls still. I realise I should have waited; I have implied that what we have just done was mere prologue to the real object of my interest.

‘Mistress Martha Dunne is with child,’ she says idly, looking at the ceiling.

‘What?’ I sit up, staring down at her. She sprawls on her back, coiling a twist of hair around one finger, and gives me a lazy smile. ‘How can you be sure?’

‘I told you, my sister has four. It’s early still, but once you know the signs, they are easy to spot. Small wonder she is so keen to contest a verdict of suicide – she won’t want to lose her husband’s property if she has a child to raise.’ She stretches her arms above her head and traces a finger down my spine, though I am too busy fitting this new revelation into the picture to pay much attention.

‘She did not tell you this directly, though?’

‘Oh, no. She was hardly likely to confide anything in us – I think she resented having to speak to my cousin and me at all, but Sir Francis seemed determined she should have the company of women. I thought you might be interested precisely because she seems to be at pains to conceal the fact.’

‘You cannot account for people’s behaviour when they are grieving.’ I pull the sheet around my knees and hug them to my chest, my thoughts still racing, tripping over one another. She gives a little snort.

‘I have never seen any widow look less grief-stricken,’ she says. ‘Unless perhaps myself.’

She laughs, and her fingers flutter up and down my back again. I shiver, and swing my legs over the side on to the floor.

‘Where are you going?’ she asks. An injured note has crept into her voice.

‘I’m afraid I have work to do.’ I smile, to take the sting from my hasty departure.

‘Not so soon.’ She pouts, rolls over on to her front and reaches for my hand. ‘You can work later, surely?’

‘The night is short and I must finish this before tomorrow. Besides, my lady, your maid will want her bed and I cannot be seen coming from your room in the morning. I could not risk the damage to your honour.’

She rests her chin on her hands, regarding me with her head on one side.

‘“My lady”, is it, still?’ She laughs. There is a resigned note to it. ‘You have better manners than many a nobleman I have met, Bruno.’

I step back, out of her reach, and search for my shirt. ‘Is that my appeal?’

She looks hurt. ‘Is that what you think? That I was curious to try someone who was not of noble blood – what, for variety? For comparison?’ She gives me a long look. ‘Your appeal, Bruno, is who you are. All of you. I am not indulging some taste for low-born men, if that is what you suppose. This is not a habit for me either, you know.’ She sounds – understandably – offended.

‘I apologise, my lady.’ I pull my shirt over my head.

‘Perhaps, in future, you might leave “my lady” at the bedchamber door,’ she says.

In future? ‘You know I have nothing to offer you,’ I say simply, and hold my hands out, empty.

She lowers her lashes and gives me a sly smile. ‘Well, I would not say that.’ She sits up straighter. ‘Listen, Bruno – I do not need a man to bring me land and titles. I have those already. I am fortunate in having the freedom to choose someone who can hold my interest purely for his own qualities.’

‘Then I am flattered.’ Perhaps I should say more, but I am unfamiliar with the etiquette of such encounters. I hurry into the rest of my clothes and pick up the bag with the manuscript. At the door she calls me back.

‘I think you have forgotten something.’

I look down at myself; I am fairly sure I have all my clothes, though they are somewhat disarrayed. More importantly, I have the book. She kneels up on the bed, the sheet held loosely against her so it barely covers her small, neat breasts. She tilts her chin expectantly and I am upbraided again by my own lack of gallantry; I cross the room, sweep her up in a dramatic gesture and crush her mouth with mine. She tries to pull me back to the bed but I extricate myself and blow her a final kiss from the door.

As it closes behind me, I pause in the dim corridor to catch my breath. I feel unexpectedly exhilarated, though it is also a relief to be returning to my own room. I am still smiling to myself when I round the corner by the stairs and walk straight into William Savile.

‘Doctor Bruno!’ he exclaims, as if he could not be more delighted to run into me. I have to admire the way he manages to look completely unruffled. ‘But your chamber is not on this floor, is it?’

‘Neither is yours,’ I say. His smile fades. He watches me for a moment, then lets out a hearty guffaw and slaps me on the shoulder.

‘I do believe you are right. What is this – the second floor? God’s bones – a few too many glasses of Rhenish and I can’t even find my way back to my room. What a fool! You too, eh?’ The smile remains fixed, but his eyes narrow.

‘Me too,’ I say, moving past him. I see his eyes drop to the bag. ‘Give you good night, sir.’

‘Give you good night.’ He hesitates, then retraces his steps behind me, but very slowly.

‘You smell of quim,’ Sidney says, as I enter our chamber. He is lying on the bed, fully clothed, his hands folded behind his head.

‘I am amazed you can smell anything through the fog of wine around you.’ I lock the door and sit down on a cushion by the hearth, the bag in my lap.

‘Well, at least one of us has had some satisfaction tonight,’ he grumbles. ‘I lost five shillings to that preening fool Savile.’

‘Not such a fool, then. The man is certainly skilled at deception, I will grant him that. Listen to this.’

He sits up and listens, cross-legged on the bed, as I unfold everything I have learned today about Savile and Mistress Dunne. His eyes grow wider and he whistles when I come to the part about searching Savile’s room, the missing button and the scent of nutmeg.

‘Well, that certainly throws a different light on matters.’ He stands, stretching his arms out.

‘We have been looking in the wrong place all this time,’ I say. ‘We assumed Dunne’s death was linked to his association with John Doughty and Rowland Jenkes – we didn’t consider the possibility that he might have been killed for another reason altogether.’

‘Did we not say his wife had the most to gain from his murder, but not the means? But if she and Savile are involved they could have planned it together.’ His face is bright with excitement.

‘Wait until you hear the strangest of all. Lady Arden is convinced Mistress Dunne is with child.’

He frowns. ‘Is that so outlandish?’

‘It is if she has not seen her husband for months.’

‘Well I never. But what did she mean when she said he had marred all? Marred what, I wonder?’

‘Presumably it was not part of the plan to dress up his murder as a suicide – she gains nothing from that, as we have seen. But perhaps they had to rush the business if she found she was with child.’ I cross to the window and open the casement, lifting my face to the chill evening air. ‘Neither the girl Eve nor Dunne’s landlady seemed to think he had left Plymouth since he arrived. But Mistress Dunne made very sure to mention to me that he had visited her around three months ago. She wanted to avert suspicion, in case her condition came to light, I suppose.’ I turn back to face him. ‘Perhaps the original plan was for Savile to kill Dunne discreetly during the voyage. Then Martha Dunne would come into her inheritance, a wealthy widow with no feckless husband to gamble it all away. And Savile could come back and offer to marry her.’

‘But the child must have thrown that plan into disarray – it meant they had to get rid of Dunne sooner, because he would have known for certain her pregnancy was none of his doing.’ He slams his fist into the palm of his hand. ‘By God, I think we have it! And Dunne had begun to suspect – that must be why he threw a punch at Savile that night.’ He jumps to his feet. ‘What are we waiting for? We should take this to Drake immediately and he can go straight to Savile’s room with his armed men and confront him.’

‘I don’t think Savile is in his room. I caught him prowling about the second floor – on his way to her, I imagine. He pretended he was lost. As did I.’

Sidney grins. ‘Am I the only one not roaming the corridors of this inn with a cockstand? So much the better if he is with her – we will catch them in flagrante. They can hardly deny it then. Let us go and find Drake at once, before the gallant Sir William slips back to his own room.’ He moves to the door.

I step in front of him, holding up a hand.

‘Drake will be in bed with his wife now. You disturb them if you wish, for I will not. Savile is going nowhere tonight, and I must finish this translation. I will speak to Drake first thing in the morning.’

Sidney’s expression darkens. ‘Poor Elizabeth. It galls me to think of it – a fresh young woman like that being pawed by those barnacled old hands of his.’

‘Don’t think of it, then. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to catch up on.’

I take the book from the bag and unwrap its oilskin covers as tenderly as if I were handling a new-born infant. On the writing desk in the corner I set out my inkhorn, a quill and a pen-knife, a pot of sand for blotting and a supply of candles.

The Coptic script is faint and worn in places but still my heart beats faster against my ribs as I return to the beginning and once again tease out, with painful slowness, the meaning of the words. As I ease each sentence from the obscurity of its ancient Biblical language into the clear light of Latin and watch the paragraphs take shape, I wonder with every line if I am transcribing the true words of history’s greatest traitor. So absorbed am I that I am only dimly aware of Sidney moving about in the background: undressing, putting on his nightshirt, wandering around the room, closing the window, peering over my shoulder.

‘Do you suppose he killed the Spaniard too?’ he says, breaking into my thoughts.

I turn, irritated. ‘What?’

‘Savile. Perhaps the Spaniard found him out and Savile had to silence him. Then he could have written that false confession letter to throw the blame. Although,’ he continues, as if debating with himself, ‘that presents a difficulty. If Jonas knew enough to accuse Savile, why did he not tell Drake immediately?’

‘Philip,’ I say, returning my attention to the manuscript, ‘I will speculate with you in the morning. Get some sleep or I will never finish this.’

He looks piqued. ‘Bruno – we have a murderer within our grasp. If we apprehend him and turn him in to Drake, the fleet can leave and our places with it are secure. If we delay, we may miss the chance.’

I do not reply. My thoughts have already run ahead to Drake’s possible responses. To have a man of Savile’s status arrested and tried for murder, with the evidence so scant, would be no small task. How would anyone prove that Mistress Dunne’s child was not her husband’s, now that he is not here to deny it, unless by waiting until it is born to see who it looks like? Savile would have London lawyers involved, and interventions from influential friends; the charges would be dismissed in no time. From the little I know of Drake, he will not want to entangle himself in a legal case that could take months. Might he not rather set sail with Savile on board, and make his own arrangements for justice once they are far from English shores? I dip my pen in the inkwell and return to the page. What Drake decides to do with the information tomorrow is his business, I remind myself, though it sits uneasily with me.

Eventually, when Sidney realises he will have no more of my attention tonight, he lies down and pulls the sheet over himself. Before long, I hear him lightly snoring. I light another candle and force my eyes back to the page in front of me.

Dawn light is already seeping along the horizon, edging the rooftops through the window in faint gold, when I lay down my pen and press the heels of my hands against my eyelids. Judas Iscariot – if he is truly the author – ends his gospel with an eyewitness account of how the friends and disciples of Christ took his corpse from the sepulchre under cover of night and buried it secretly in an unmarked grave, for fear his tomb would be desecrated by his enemies. This grave robbery gave rise to the myth that Christ in his mortal body had walked free from the tomb, defeating death – a myth his followers were happy to bolster with their own claims of meetings, sightings, conversations with the dead man. A myth that has persisted down the centuries, shored up with hundreds of thousands of lives. I rest my elbows on the table and push my hands through my hair, squinting through gritty eyes at what I have just written. Sixty-seven pages that could destroy the Christian Church. This book unwrites the doctrine of salvation. Sixteen hundred years’ worth of theology: it is as if every book ever written since the gospels themselves is erased at a stroke. I close my eyes and I can almost see it: all the lines of ink of all the pages of all the books, disappearing, unravelling, running backwards, back into the pens that wrote them, back to the inkpot, the pages left pristine and white, ready for a new theology. I lay my fingertips reverently on the pages of the Judas manuscript. But this must be a forgery, says the rational voice in my head; it cannot be otherwise. Then why did the Vatican library have it under lock and key? Why did the young Jesuit steal it and try to run to the other side of the world, if not because he believed it was potentially devastating? And it would only be that dangerous if it were true.

I throw a dusting of fine sand over my pages to dry the ink and wrap the original book carefully in its protective covers. On the bed, Sidney lies half in, half out of the sheets, one hand curled loosely by his mouth, his face flushed in sleep like a child. I watch him for a moment with an affection that is almost paternal, though he is only seven years my junior. The Queen was right not to let him go to war, however much he may resent it. He is not made for fighting; he is a poet and a scholar who belongs among books, not the blood and dust of battle. But I fear for him; this determination to prove himself in the field will hurt him.

I bunch my pages together and tap the pile on the table to straighten the edges. I must protect this copy at all costs. If Rowland Jenkes somehow stole my first translation of the early pages, it can only have whetted his appetite for the rest. My eyelids droop and I seem to see his face looking right at me: his strange aquamarine eyes; his lofty, knowing smirk. The image looms, growing and shrinking as if in a candle flame, and I imagine I hear him laughing; a knot of dread slowly tightens under my ribs and I remember how, in Oxford, he promised to return and kill me.




NINETEEN

I jolt awake and cry out as I open my eyes to see Sidney’s face inches from mine as he shakes me by the shoulder.

‘Calm down,’ he says, straightening up. ‘Captain Drake is here.’

I blink and lift my head slowly from my arms; the room is full of blank light and my neck is stiff. I have fallen asleep at the table, hands spread protectively over my pages. I ease myself round, rubbing my neck and shoulders, and see Drake standing in the doorway. He shuts the door behind him and perches on the end of the bed. Sidney is already dressed, I notice. I have no idea what the time is.

‘Is it done?’ Drake asks. ‘I want to lock that book away before we leave for the inquest. Thomas would never forgive me if he knew I’d let it out of my hands.’

I pass him the bag with the manuscript. ‘I have finished the translation.’

‘Anything of interest?’

I hesitate. Where to begin? If I were caught in a tempest in the Straits of Magellan there is no one I would rather at the helm, but Drake is not the man I would choose to analyse a lost Gnostic gospel – particularly not one as explosive as this. ‘Interesting, yes. Perhaps we can discuss it when you are less preoccupied with Dunne.’

‘If that day ever comes,’ Drake says, in a voice of infinite weariness. ‘I used to thrive on little sleep. I was famed for it. But these past few days . . .’ He shakes his head. ‘I begin to feel sleep will elude me for ever. Sir Philip says you have something to tell me about the Dunne business?’

I tell Drake all that happened the day before concerning Savile and Mistress Dunne, including my discovery of the sleeves with the missing button and the traces of nutmeg, and my conclusion that Dunne must have been given the spice in his wine the night he died. I finish with Lady Arden’s observation about Martha Dunne’s pregnancy. He does not interrupt, but the creases between his eyebrows grow deeper as I speak.

‘Savile?’ he says, eventually. He looks as if he has been slapped. ‘But he has put up a good deal of his own money for this venture. And I heard good reports of him, from men I trust. He fought in Ireland as a youth, I believe.’ He passes a hand across his mouth and chin. ‘It may be true that he is involved with Martha Dunne – they would have met at court, I suppose. It may even be true that she is carrying his child. But there is one flaw in your theory – if Savile killed Dunne so that Martha would be free to marry him, why is she making such a fuss about proving it to be murder, not suicide? She must realise that any attempt to investigate could throw an unwelcome light on them.’ He purses his lips and shakes his head again. ‘It makes no sense.’

‘I thought the same,’ I say. ‘But I can only conclude that she is trying to divert attention away from herself and Savile.’

‘But why dress the murder up as suicide in the first place?’ Drake asks. ‘If he went to the trouble of drugging him with nutmeg, why not give him something that would finish him off?’

‘Perhaps he thought it would look too obvious if Dunne died by poisoning aboard the ship. He might have meant only to make sure Dunne was not in his right mind, and deal with him later. The plan must have gone awry somehow.’ I shift my gaze to the window; it is clear that Drake is not convinced. ‘Savile said “the priest was with him”. Either he meant in his cabin or on the walk back to the harbour that night, when Padre Pettifer found Dunne wandering drunk in the street and brought him back to the ship. Perhaps Savile intended to attack him in the town, but was forced to carry out the murder by a different means and tried to disguise it as suicide as a last resort.’ I end with an apologetic shrug. ‘I don’t have all the answers, I’m afraid.’

‘That is the difficulty,’ Drake says, still frowning. ‘Nothing is clear enough for me to come out and accuse a man like Sir William of murder.’

‘It is clear he was drinking with Dunne in his cabin that night,’ Sidney says, quick to support me. ‘We have his pearl button as evidence.’

‘That is no proof that he murdered Dunne,’ Drake says. ‘He could easily deny the nutmeg. Listen.’ He sighs. ‘I don’t have to like or admire a man to value him as an investor. I would have to see the blood on his hands before I risk an accusation of that kind. I could not replace him or his money at this stage.’

‘You could ask him where Jonas is,’ I say. His expression changes and I know I have touched a nerve. ‘My guess is that Jonas suspected the killer – let us say it is Savile. Perhaps the Spaniard confronted him. So he had to be silenced – and the killer decided to try and tie up the whole business neatly with the false confession, knowing there was already some doubt over the suicide and fearing there would be an investigation. Whoever killed Dunne knows what happened to Jonas, I am certain of it. There is even a chance he may yet be alive somewhere. And Savile speaks Spanish,’ I add.

Drake sucks in his cheeks and gives me a long look. ‘Very well, then. I will speak to Savile after the inquest. He is due to give testimony as a witness. Meanwhile, if we are to pursue this, you must bring me better evidence. Talk to Dunne’s widow again – see if your honeyed Italian tongue can trick her into giving anything away. You have a gift for charming the ladies, I understand.’ He almost smiles, and there is the hint of a twinkle in his eye. I feel the colour rising in my face, though I keep my expression steady.

‘It would seem Mistress Dunne has been charmed quite successfully already,’ Sidney observes.

Drake picks up the bag with the manuscript and crosses to the door. ‘The inquest starts at nine. I am going to break my fast and gather the men I need. It might be useful for you to be there, both of you, to hear all the witnesses’ versions of events in one place. Perhaps it would be wise to keep an open mind, at least for now.’

‘He does not want to confront Savile.’ I wait until the door has closed behind Drake before voicing the obvious.

‘Understandably,’ Sidney says. ‘Murder is a grave accusation – he doesn’t want to risk Savile taking offence and withdrawing his stake in the expedition at this stage.’

‘I could understand that, were it not for the disappearance of Jonas.’ I rise from the desk and stretch to ease my back. ‘Drake claims affection for the Spaniard. You would think he’d take the chance to question someone who might be able to account for him.’

‘Perhaps he means to present that forged confession to the inquest after all,’ Sidney says. ‘It would make his life easier. Then maybe he’ll just cut off William Savile’s head once we are west of the Azores,’ he adds cheerfully. ‘I’m going downstairs for some food. You should clean yourself up, Bruno.’

I change my shirt, wash my face and attempt to impose some order on my hair. Before I leave the room, I hide my new translation of the Judas Gospel under the mattress and make sure the room is locked.

Downstairs, I take a piece of bread from the tap-room and wander out into the inn yard, feeling the need for some air. The morning is chilly, the sky blank and grey, with rows of cloud stacked to the horizon. The gulls sound more mournful than ever. I shiver; summer seems to have given up on England, or vice versa. The serving girl Hetty appears around a corner, carrying two full pails of water, and gives me a knowing look. I try not to read too much into this; she always has a knowing look, though I cannot help wondering if it was her scuffling about in the shadows when I visited Lady Arden’s room last night. At the memory of Lady Arden I experience a quick stab of guilt; I have barely given her a thought since I left her. I picture her sleeping, dark hair spread over the white pillow, breathing softly through parted lips. The image prompts me to smile to myself as I hurry back inside before Hetty can catch me out with any insinuating comments.

In the entrance hall, Sidney stands talking to Pettifer. The chaplain wears his black clerical robes and tugs repeatedly at the ribbon tying his neck-bands, as if it restricts his breathing. Sidney catches sight of me and beckons me over.

‘Drake has gone on ahead with his brother, he asked for us to follow.’

‘I bid you farewell, gentlemen,’ Pettifer says, clasping his hands together. ‘I must get to the Guildhall on time.’

‘You are a principal witness, are you not?’ I ask.

He frowns. ‘I suppose I am. Being one of the last to have seen him.’

‘But you will not tell the coroner’s court what Dunne wanted to pray about on that last night?’

‘You know I cannot.’ He draws himself up, his cheeks flushing. ‘That is to say – I will mention that he seemed distressed. But not so much that anyone could have predicted the consequences.’ He lowers his eyes. ‘It will be a sad business for all of us, I fear. Those who knew him.’

‘Most especially for his widow,’ Sidney says.

‘At least when this is done she will be able to bury him,’ I remark.

‘Yes, but where?’ Pettifer says ominously.

Sidney nudges me; Savile is springing down the stairs, spry and hearty as ever and dressed in his usual finery: a doublet of grey-green silk with knee-length breeches to match and soft leather shoes better fitted for dancing on fine Turkish carpets than crossing the cobbled streets of Plymouth with their open gutters.

‘Give you good morrow, gentlemen,’ he says, rubbing his hands as if anticipating some great sport. He turns to me with a roguish smile. ‘Find your room in the end, Doctor Bruno?’

‘Yes, thank you. And you?’

‘I did. But I tell you – I fear the security at this inn. I am fairly certain someone broke into my room yesterday, though I cannot say when. The lock had been tampered with. You have observed nothing suspicious since you arrived?’

‘That is worrying,’ Sidney says, his face a picture of concern. ‘Was anything taken?’

‘Not that I could see. But I think someone had been through my bag. It is my good fortune that there was nothing of any great value there for them to find.’ He looks at me as he says this and I return his gaze, unblinking, until he looks away. ‘I think I shall move back to the ship tonight – I feel safer there, for all the sailors’ talk of Dunne’s unquiet soul keening around the decks. It can’t be moaning any more than he did in life.’

Pettifer tuts quietly at the lack of respect. I exchange a glance with Sidney.

‘In any case,’ Savile adds, in a breezier tone, ‘once we have this business out of the way, the fleet will be free to sail.’

‘I for one shall be glad to haul anchor,’ Pettifer observes, nodding solemnly. ‘I think we would all like to leave this unfortunate tragedy behind us and look ahead to our mission.’

We all concur with sympathetic murmurs, though I feel Savile’s eyes on me again. Does he suspect something? In any case, he has been put on his guard now; it will be harder to catch him out.

Sidney elbows me as we emerge from the Star’s main door into the street and I look up to find the boy Sam lolling against the wall of a house opposite. His dirt-streaked face lights up when he sees me. He wipes his nose on his hand and skips across, nimbly dodging a pile of horse dung, to clutch at my sleeve.

‘What are we doing today, sir?’

I smile down at him and ruffle his hair, thinking as I do so that he almost certainly has lice. ‘Well, I don’t know about you, Sam, but I am going to an inquest at the Guildhall. It will be very dull and I’m afraid I won’t need any assistance.’

His face falls, but only briefly. ‘I seen that man you said. With no ears.’

I stop dead. ‘Where? When?’

He points down the street. ‘Early today. At the end of Hoe Lane. He was talking to a girl.’

‘What girl? What did she look like? Did you know her?’

He nods vigorously and points back to the Star. ‘She’s from there. She has brown hair and small eyes. The fat one.’

My heart turns over. Hetty. Dio porco. ‘What did they do? Did you hear anything they said?’ I grip him by the shoulder.

‘He gave her money. And a letter.’

‘And then what? Did you see where he went?’

‘I followed him to the Market Square, but then my brother came running to tell me about the body so I went with him to see it.’ He grows more animated. ‘My brother says drowned men come out the sea at night and steal children from their beds but he’s a liar.’

‘What body? Philip, wait.’ Sidney has gone on ahead; he turns and frowns, questioning. I beckon him back.

‘They found him in the Sound early this morning,’ Sam says, proud to be the bearer of such significant news. ‘The fishermen found him. Washed up on the rocks by the Hoe. My uncle helped pull him into the boat and they rowed him round to the wharf. His head was all bashed in.’ He looks delighted with this detail.

‘Where is the body now?’ I crouch so that I can look him in the face.

‘They put it in a shed. It was all swelled up and it stank worse’n a dead dog,’ he says, with relish.

‘Has the coroner examined it yet?’

‘Who?’

‘Never mind. Sam, you must take me there. I need to see this body.’

‘Whose body?’ Sidney strides up, impatient. ‘Come, Bruno, we shall be late for this inquest.’

‘A body has been washed ashore this morning. I want to see if it is – you know. You go on to the Guildhall. Take note of the testimonies, look out for discrepancies, or those witnesses who seem unsure of their story. Or those who seem too sure.’

His jaw twitches. ‘I am not your clerk, Bruno.’

‘I thought you wanted to help Drake?’

He rolls his eyes. ‘I will save a space for you. Come as soon as you can.’

I nod and allow Sam to lead me by the hand towards the harbour.

***

A row of wooden huts stands along the north-east wharf of Sutton Pool, many with doors barely attached to their hinges. Those that stand open disgorge fishing nets, oak barrels cracked with age, iron buckets, coils of rope and rusted chains over the quayside. Outside one I see Sam’s uncle Amos with a group of other men, conferring in low voices. One carries a sword buckled around his waist and talks louder than the others.

Amos greets me with a curt nod.

‘Is the body in there?’ I ask, though the question is redundant; you could smell it from the other side of the Pool if you were downwind.

‘What is it to you?’ says the loud man, swinging around to face me. ‘Who are you?’

I suspect he is a parish constable; I have come across his kind before. ‘My name is Giordano Bruno of Nola.’

‘I hope you don’t expect me to repeat that,’ he says, glancing around at the fishermen, who respond with a smattering of laughter. ‘What’s your business with this? How did you know about it?’

‘The boy told me,’ I say, indicating Sam. ‘I am with Captain Drake’s party. A man went missing from his flagship the night before last. I have been sent to enquire about this body.’

A shadow of suspicion passes over the man’s face, but he takes a step back, and when he speaks again his tone is markedly less aggressive.

‘You can look if you want, but I doubt it’s one of Drake’s crew. This one looks foreign. Like you.’

‘Spanish?’

‘How should I know? He hasn’t been saying much.’ The fishermen cackle again. I give the constable a sardonic smile.

‘That’s my shed,’ Amos says, as I stand on the threshold. ‘If it’s your man, can you ask Captain Drake to send someone for him? I’ve had to take all my gear out and it looks like rain later. And there’s the smell to think of.’

‘I will. If you could stand back – there is not much light in here.’

Amos obliges, clearing his colleagues out of the way. I step into the narrow hut and once again find myself looking down at a bloated body. The man has been laid out on a piece of canvas sailcloth, presumably used to carry him ashore. Tangled black hair falls across his face. Gingerly I pull it back to reveal the swollen features of Jonas Solon. His eyes stare up at me, wide and glassy. The tongue protrudes slightly. The face and head are badly bruised and the clothes are torn in several places; it is impossible to tell whether this is the result of being pounded against rocks by the tide, or if he was attacked before he ended up in the water.

I sit back on my haunches, looking at the body. When a man has drowned while conscious, the hands are often clenched in fists near the mouth, as if he had tried to keep the water out. Jonas’s limbs are relaxed, suggesting he did not fight his drowning. Because he was intoxicated or knocked out? Perhaps Savile used the nutmeg on him. But Jonas was a skilled herbalist; he would have been too cautious to fall for that.

‘You’ve seen his head?’ Amos says, breaking into my thoughts.

‘No.’ I look up at him, questioning, and he indicates that I should turn the body over. With a deep breath, I place a hand on the chilly flesh and roll him towards me. At the side of his skull, close to the temple, a bloodless wound gapes; he has been struck with a heavy object, or else fallen hard on his head. Overcoming my distaste, I part the hair near the wound and see that bruising is still visible under the skin. I press the wound with my fingertips; the bone is intact. This blow did not kill him, but it could well have rendered him unconscious, to make certain he would drown.

‘Was it you who found him?’ I ask Amos.

‘Christopher here,’ he says, jabbing his thumb towards the group of men standing outside. ‘Saw him floating. Called me over and between us we hauled him into the boat.’

‘Down by the Hoe, Sam said?’

‘Foot of the cliffs down there. There’s a path leads down to a jetty. It’s quite steep around the west side. It’s my guess he fell from the top and landed on the rocks before he went in the water, poor bastard. Must have been drinking.’

He didn’t fall without help, I think as I stand, wincing as my knees click. ‘This man is a friend of Captain Drake’s,’ I say, raising my voice for the men outside, with as much authority as I can muster. ‘The body must not be touched until the coroner sends someone to fetch it. His death will need to be investigated. Anyone interfering with the body could be implicated.’

‘And that will be my business, thank you,’ says the man with the sword, stepping very close to me. ‘I am a constable of this parish. So you can leave off giving orders as if you owned the place.’

I point the tip of a forefinger to the centre of his chest and step towards him; he looks so surprised that he backs up, despite himself. ‘Not orders. Just friendly advice,’ I say, with a terse smile. I take a last look at Jonas’s battered body, spread out on the sailcloth, and silently pay my respects.

I can feel their eyes on me as I walk away around the quayside; I hear the tenor of their muttering, if not the actual words. Fucking foreigners, cause more trouble than they’re worth, is the gist of it. As I turn up one of the little cobbled streets that leads towards the Market Square, Sam comes trotting after me like an obedient pup.

‘Leave the gentleman alone, Sam,’ Amos calls. ‘He has business to attend to, I’m sure.’ Sam looks crestfallen, but he allows his uncle to lead him away.

A crowd has gathered outside the Guildhall, largely in the hope of catching a glimpse of Drake himself, or so I gather from the snatches of conversation that brush past me as I push through, provoking angry shouts as I do so. Armed men in the livery of the Plymouth Town Corporation stand each side of the door, barring it with their staffs; I explain my business and, though it takes some persuasion, they finally step aside to let me pass. Inside I find a large room with a high beamed ceiling and clean, stone-flagged floor, laid out with benches to either side and a long trestle table on a dais at the far end, where three men in the black robes of lawyers are perched like rooks, shuffling their papers and murmuring among themselves. Mistress Dunne sits to their right, a handkerchief pressed to her lips; the very picture of dignified grief. Arrayed along the benches I recognise a number of sailors from the Elizabeth, including Gilbert Crosse, Thomas Drake, Padre Pettifer and William Savile, who looks straight ahead with perfect composure. He does not once glance at Martha Dunne. I think of the wrecked body I have just seen at the wharf, and a knot of anger tightens in my stomach as I watch Savile lean across to Gilbert and make some disparaging comment about the lawyers, which makes both men laugh. Let him laugh for now; the joke will lose its shine soon enough. Sir Francis Drake sits opposite Mistress Dunne, his mouth set in a hard line. Sidney stands at the back with other onlookers and briefly raises a hand in greeting when he spots me in the doorway.

I have to rest a hand on the door post to steady myself; the scene recalls so sharply my previous experience of English justice, in a courtroom in Canterbury. It is an experience I had hoped not to revisit.

‘Well then, Captain Drake,’ says the lawyer sitting in the centre, a man with a severe stare and bristling eyebrows whom I presume to be the coroner. ‘You say you have no reason to believe that Robert Dunne’s death was anything other than it appeared – a clear case of self-slaughter by hanging.’

Drake inclines his head by way of affirmation, his expression inscrutable.

‘And yet,’ the coroner continues, ‘we have heard the testimony of Master . . .’ He consults his notes. ‘. . . Master Gilbert Crosse, who saw the Spaniard Jonas Solon entering Dunne’s cabin that night with a draught of something. It is known that he is a skilled herbalist. This same Jonas has now absconded, which might be seen to support Mistress Dunne’s contention that her husband was unlawfully killed by person or persons unknown aboard the Elizabeth Bonaventure.’

Mistress Dunne evinces a muffled sob here; it is expertly done.

‘However . . .’ The coroner sifts his papers and allows his gaze to travel ponderously around the assembly. ‘I do not think we can infer proof of guilt merely from a man’s absence. Is there any further evidence, Sir Francis, anything at all, that might assist me in my conclusion? Anything you might add concerning this Spaniard?’

Drake stands, straightens his doublet and clears his throat. I fix my eyes on those gathered on the benches: if one among them forged that confession from Jonas, he must be expecting Drake to present it to the coroner at this point. I watch Savile in particular.

‘Nothing else, Master Coroner,’ Drake says. ‘Whatever the reason for Jonas’s absence, I am certain it has no connection with the suicide of Robert Dunne.’

He sits down. Martha Dunne narrows her eyes. Savile’s gaze flits briefly to her before he fixes it steadily on his folded hands before him. Gilbert blinks at Drake, his expression somewhat chastened; perhaps he is disappointed that his testimony is apparently being disregarded. Pettifer appears more interested in watching the rest of the assembly; as his gaze travels around the room his eyes meet mine and he looks quickly away, as if embarrassed. Thomas Drake sits with his arms folded tightly across his chest, watching his brother. He can be discounted, I think; he knew Jonas was illiterate. Not one of the others has reacted in a way that suggests they were hoping for a mention of the letter, but then they would be obliged to dissemble, or else give themselves away.

‘Very well,’ the coroner says, suppressing a small sigh. ‘It is a pity we cannot hear a first-hand testimony from this Jonas Solon.’

‘That would be difficult,’ I say, stepping forward and raising my voice. All eyes turn to look at me. ‘Jonas Solon is dead.’




TWENTY

There is a rush of whispering around the courtroom. I see Drake lower his eyes, as if he is turning his feelings inward. He cannot be surprised by the news, but perhaps until now he still harboured some hope. The coroner lays down his papers and peers forward over the edge of the table, frowning.

‘Who are you, sir, to interrupt my court?’

‘Dr Giordano Bruno of Nola, sir,’ I reply.

‘This man travels with Sir Philip Sidney,’ Drake adds, validating my presence.

The coroner studies me a moment longer, then gestures for me to continue.

‘Jonas Solon was pulled out of the water this morning,’ I say, loud enough for the room to hear. ‘It seems he fell from the cliffs of the Hoe and was washed up on the rocks. His body is at the wharf by Sutton Pool awaiting your attention, sir.’

The coroner nods slowly, but his expression suggests he is taking a while to catch up with these developments.

‘He must have thrown himself from the cliff in remorse for what he did,’ Mistress Dunne says, her voice strident over the urgent, muttered speculations. If she and Savile did not produce that confession letter, she is certainly quick to seize the advantage.

‘It is equally possible that his death was a terrible accident,’ Drake says, his voice composed.

The coroner inhales, takes his papers in both hands and examines them in silence as if hoping to find the correct answer written down somewhere. At length he looks up, clears his throat and addresses the room.

‘It would appear that this business is more complex than was originally thought. I suggest that we adjourn this inquest until the circumstances of this new death have been properly examined and taken into account. Therefore, I would ask both parties—’

At this, Mistress Dunne rises to her feet to protest. I do not stay for the summary. Instead I fight my way back through the crowd to the market place, ignored by the people pressing towards the doorway for a sight of Plymouth’s most famous citizen. I sit down on the base of the market cross and rest my head in my hands, suddenly overcome by weariness and a sense of defeat. How can anything be proved? If Savile pushed Jonas to his death, there can be no evidence for it, unless someone saw him. And if it was not Savile, then who? Mistress Dunne too: her face was tight with anger at the adjournment. She had the perfect solution within her grasp, if she could persuade the coroner to see it her way: a murderer who apparently threw himself from a cliff in a fit of remorse, and moreover a foreigner, whom everyone would be willing to believe guilty. Everyone, that is, except Drake. There would have been no verdict of felo de se, no prolonged investigation; she would have been free of her husband, free of his accusations about the provenance of her child, free to inherit her father’s estate and share it, in due course, with the man she chose to remarry. The more I consider it, the more certain it seems that Savile and Martha Dunne engineered Dunne’s death between them. The others may be behaving oddly, though perhaps that is to be expected, with the tension affecting the crew. But I have no idea how to prove Savile killed him, unless it be with a forced confession – and that I leave to Drake’s discretion. I hang my head between my knees and punch one fist into the palm of my other hand, cursing softly in my own language until I become aware of a shadow looming over me. I look up and see Sidney outlined against the sky, peacock feather bouncing in his cap.

‘There is no more we can do now. Come back to the Star and get some dinner.’

I haul myself to my feet and we trudge through the market in the direction of the inn, each sunk in our own thoughts.

‘Do you suppose Savile killed Jonas, then?’ Sidney says, after a while.

‘He must have done. We know he speaks Spanish – he could have written the letter. It would have worked out very neatly for him and Martha Dunne if Jonas could be made to take the blame.’

‘Drake will have to confront Savile now,’ he says. ‘It will all come out. The child and all.’

I shake my head. ‘I don’t know. There is still no real evidence for any of it, except for a button and the smell of nutmeg – not unless one of them breaks down and confesses. And I would not put money on Mistress Dunne wavering. That woman could lead a battle charge without flinching.’

‘We should have done what I suggested last night,’ Sidney says, irritated. ‘Burst in on them in the act. Then they could not have denied their liaison, at least.’

‘I was busy last night.’

‘So you were.’ He slaps me on the back and grins. ‘Will you visit Lady Arden again tonight? Was she sufficiently gratified by your performance to warrant a reprise?’

‘Vaffanculo, with respect, Sir Philip,’ I murmur, but I cannot keep from smiling; if I close my eyes, the image of Lady Arden’s flushed, eager face briefly displaces the thoughts of battered corpses.

As we enter the Star, we find Lady Drake descending the main staircase, attended by her lady’s maid and one of Drake’s armed men. Sidney greets her with an elegant bow but she barely acknowledges him; her attention is all on me, with a questioning look.

‘Where is she?’ she asks, in a low voice, as she approaches. ‘We are supposed to be dining with the Mayor and his wife today. I had not thought you would keep her so long.’

‘Who?’

She gives me a reproving look and I realise her meaning.

‘I don’t know, my lady.’ I can feel the blush stealing up my neck; I, who pride myself on my ability to give away nothing in my face, colouring like a schoolboy. ‘I have not seen her – this morning.’

Lady Drake frowns. ‘But – you have just been with her, have you not? Walking on the Hoe?’

‘No.’ I look at her, puzzled. ‘I have been at the Guildhall, at the inquest. And before that – on another matter, down at the wharf. I have not seen Lady Arden since, ah . . .’ I scratch the back of my neck and look down. ‘Since I helped her with her bag last evening.’

‘Her bag,’ Sidney says, with a meaningful nod.

Lady Drake ignores him; anxiety flits across her face. ‘But – what are you saying, Doctor Bruno? You wanted to meet her this morning at the Hoe. You sent her a note.’ She rests a hand on my arm, nodding, as if this will encourage me to agree. A slow coldness begins to spread through my gut. With the discovery of Jonas’s body, I hardly paid attention to the boy Sam’s news that he had seen a man with no ears handing a note to the maid from the Star. I glance up to the first-floor gallery, half expecting to see Hetty peering over, looking pleased with herself.

‘I sent no note,’ I say quietly. Lady Drake covers her mouth with a hand. ‘Did she go out alone?’

She nods. ‘To the old castle.’ There is a tremor in her voice. ‘I warned her, but she is so headstrong – she really believes she can go about with the same liberty as a man. I told her she should not go alone and she rolled her eyes at me. She said she had no need of a chaperone at her age.’

‘I would never have asked her to meet me anywhere so remote,’ I say, subdued. ‘She should have realised that.’

‘She thought it was some game of yours,’ Lady Drake says. ‘She was excited by the prospect. She likes to push the bounds of propriety – it is the sort of thing she would consider daring.’ She looks at me as if this is my fault. ‘Oh God. Is she in danger?’

‘I don’t know.’ I attempt to sound reassuring, but my stomach is knotted with dread. ‘I think we should find her as quickly as possible.’

‘But whoever would want to harm Lady Arden?’ Lady Drake presses her hand to her mouth again; her eyes are wide and threatening tears.

I glance at Sidney. ‘I think it more likely that someone is trying to get to your husband. A woman alone is an easier target – and you are usually surrounded by armed men, my lady.’

Her eyes widen further. ‘You think someone meant to harm me as well?’ She flinches and looks about wildly, as if expecting to see an assassin running at her with a sword.

‘I think, my lady,’ Sidney says, stepping forward and taking her gently by the arm, ‘that you would be advised to go directly to the Mayor’s house and stay there until your cousin is found safe and well. Keep your husband’s armed men close about you.’

‘But I cannot wait there, making polite conversation, not knowing what is happening,’ she cries, clutching at my sleeve. ‘I had rather wait here for Sir Francis, he will know what to do.’

‘Your husband will be occupied with all that is going on here, my lady,’ Sidney says. ‘Better he knows you are out of harm’s way with the Mayor while he searches for Lady Arden. Come – I will walk you there myself.’ He offers his arm; after a brief hesitation, she takes it.

At the door, she turns and pins me with a fierce look. ‘Find her, Bruno. Since you are partly to blame.’ She sweeps out, towing Sidney in her wake. He grimaces at me over her head on his way out.

I throw open the door to the tap-room, where Mistress Judith is wiping down the tables.

‘Where is Hetty?’ I demand. She snaps her head up, alarmed at my tone.

‘What has that slattern done now?’ She straightens, hands on her hips. ‘She has been slow doing her rounds this morning, I know – I had another guest complain his chamber pot had not been emptied since last night. I do apologise, sir – I’ll send her up when I find her, useless wench.’

‘No – I need to speak to her urgently.’

She stares at me for a moment, then appears to think better of arguing. She points to the yard. ‘I sent her out to the pump for some water – that was a good half-hour ago. I dare say she is idling with the stable boys, though I have warned her against it. “Listen up, my little madam,” I told her . . .’

She is still talking as I stride out into the yard. I doubt the stable boys are of much interest to Hetty – not unless they have pockets full of coins they will trade in return for spying on the guests. Around the corner of a stable block I find her, a wooden pail by her feet, giggling with a gawky lad in a rough canvas jerkin. She glances up and at the sight of me the laughter dies on her lips.

‘Do you know what they do in my country to people who spy?’ I roar, bearing down on her with a hand to the hilt of my knife. ‘Gouge their eyes out with the point of a dagger, that’s what.’ She gives a yelp and stumbles backwards, kicking over the pail. Water spreads in a pool around her feet.

‘Now, look here, mate,’ the youth begins, stepping towards me, ‘you can’t just talk to people—’

‘If you want to keep your balls, my friend, make yourself scarce before I lose my temper,’ I say, facing him down with a stare that could melt lead. The force of this anger is invigorating, and I am only partly putting it on. The weight of my earlier weariness has evaporated, burned up in my fury; I feel every inch alive, coiled, every nerve ending charged. The boy pauses briefly to consider his options, then scrambles around the corner, scattering gravel under his boots in his haste.

‘You are going to tell me everything,’ I say to Hetty when he is gone, circling around so that I have her backed up against the wall of the stable. My hand still hovers over my knife but I keep it sheathed; let no one say I drew a knife on a young woman. But at least the sight of it has wiped that infuriating smirk from her face. ‘It was you in the corridor last night, wasn’t it? Hiding in the shadows, spying on me?’

‘I just go about my jobs, cleaning and that,’ she says, with that same sulky defiance. ‘Can’t help it if you happen to be where you should not. Sir,’ she adds, with a sarcasm that would wither the leaves on the trees.

‘The man who has had you spying on me,’ I say, taking a slow breath to keep me from losing my temper and slapping her, ‘he gave you a letter this morning. What did it say?’

She glares at me with pure loathing. ‘I can’t read. I told you that already.’

‘Oh, come on. You expect me to believe that? When you have been deceiving me from the beginning?’

‘It’s true!’ She looks indignant. ‘All I know’s he gave me that letter and said I was to wait till you’d gone out, then take it to that woman you been with last night.’

‘Has he been paying you well for spying on me? Bringing me letters?’

‘Better’n you,’ she retorts. The smirk reappears. I raise my hand in a flash of rage; she cowers and I lower it, trembling, shocked at myself. I have never struck a woman in my life, and some have given me better reason than this.

‘That lady you delivered the letter to,’ I say, through my teeth, ‘may die because of it. I hope you think that was worth the few pennies he threw you for your trouble.’

‘What?’ The colour drains from her face; her mouth hangs open and she stares at me in horror. ‘But he’s a respectable gentleman. Least, he talks like one.’

‘Do you think? Did you never question why he has no ears?’

‘He said you cut them off him in a duel. He said he had to fight you because you wronged him, and you cut his ears off, and he has been looking for you ever since.’

‘Dio porco – Hetty, will you believe anything? What kind of a duel would that be?’ I throw my hands up. ‘What else did he tell you?’

‘That you are a dangerous man and you go by several names because you are wanted for murder in three countries.’ She sounds as if she is quite impressed by these credentials.

Despite myself, I cannot help a brief, incredulous laugh. ‘I am only dangerous if you cross me. So you must know where to find this man. You have been his messenger long enough.’

‘I don’t, sir, I swear it.’ Her bravado quickly deflates. ‘I would meet him at the back door of the yard. He used to come into the tap-room, that’s how he knew to find me. But he doesn’t come in any more.’

Not since he saw Sidney and me and thought we recognised him, I think. I grab her by the upper arm and she makes a strangled squeak. ‘Listen to me. If you know anything more about this business that you have not told me, now is the time to spill it. That lady is a relative of Sir Francis Drake. If any harm comes to her because of that letter, I will make sure he and all of Plymouth know of your part in it. Understand?’

Her round face crumples and she nods mutely, tears springing to her eyes. ‘I never meant harm to no one, sir, on my life. Carrying letters is not a sin, last I heard.’

I let her go with a sigh. ‘No. But lying is. And so is abetting a murderer.’

She looks stricken, but she volunteers nothing further. Either she is as ignorant as she says, or Jenkes frightens her more than I do. Suddenly her expression changes as her eyes dart past me; her mouth curves into a malicious little smile. I whip round to see the stable lad reappear with a solid-looking man from the kitchen.

‘You all right, love?’ he asks her, balling his big hands into fists at his side in readiness. I fix Hetty with a hard look; I see her calculating the opposing risks. Finally she picks up her pail and nods.

‘Fine, Harry. Just getting the water.’ She shoots me a resentful glance.

‘Excuse me, gentlemen,’ I say, with more self-possession than I feel, as I walk calmly between them towards the gates of the inn yard. I keep a hand to my knife, half expecting them to hurl themselves after me as soon as my back is turned, but they content themselves with a few muttered curses.

I turn in the direction of the Hoegate at a half-run, forcing myself to believe that there is still a chance of catching Lady Arden before Jenkes finds her. It is broad daylight, the streets are far from deserted, the castle itself is garrisoned: what can they do, in such a public place? They can hardly attack her right there. In any case, that will not be their intention; Lady Arden is of no use to them except to bargain with Drake. At least, I must hope that is true.

I quicken my pace as I reach the open ground of the headland. A sharp salt breeze chafes at my face. The air carries the promise of rain. Ahead, the castle looms on the promontory, its four round towers planted like sentries, keeping watch out to sea and over the harbour mouth.

I follow the path that skirts the walls of the castle on the seaward side, but there is no sign of a woman alone. A few people are out walking, though most hurry purposefully with packs or baskets, shawls or caps pulled tight against the wind. I make my way between the scrubby trees, searching to either side, until I emerge to the east of the castle, where a footpath runs down to a row of houses that line the harbour wall. Directly ahead of me is a kind of gatehouse, built around an archway with three exits. One, to my right, leads out to another path that runs along the edge of the Hoe, at the top of the cliffs where Jonas must have been pushed to his death. The archway to the left leads out to the road around the harbour, and the one straight ahead opens on to a steep flight of stone steps down to the water, where iron rings are set into the wall for mooring. I take the first couple of steps, but there are no boats tied up. I turn instead to the right, out towards the Hoe. The gatehouse gives on to a square battery jutting out into the harbour, with four cannon arrayed along it. A bored young man wearing the town livery and holding a pikestaff stands by the wall, keeping a cursory watch out to sea. A scrawny dog sits by his feet.

‘Have you seen anyone come by here?’ I ask him, urgently.

‘Have I seen anyone?’ He screws up his face and looks at me. ‘Like who?’

‘I’m looking for a woman.’

‘En’t we all.’

I make an impatient noise. ‘Have you seen a woman come by here, on her own? Well dressed? She might have met a man, or two men. Somewhere near here, by the castle?’

‘I’m paid to watch out there,’ he says, pointing to the bay. ‘I en’t got time to be worrying about who’s meeting who behind me. There’s guards on the castle walls, ask them.’

‘This woman might have been kidnapped,’ I say, my eyes still darting about at any sign of movement on the path. The soldier’s face registers a flicker of interest at this news.

‘Really? What, here?’

‘You haven’t seen anyone get into a boat here? Or walk off that way, along the cliff?’

He considers the question. ‘There’ve been boats coming and going by the steps. Now I think of it – there was a group got into a small boat a while back. One of them might have been a woman, but they had cloaks on so you couldn’t exactly see. I only took notice because they was completely silent. All of them – never spoke a word to one another. Two of them kept very close, like they was almost joined together. The third was waiting in the boat, he was at the oars.’ He shakes his head. ‘I didn’t really pay them any mind though. It wasn’t anything too far out of the ordinary.’

‘But did you see where they went?’ My thoughts are racing ahead, a dozen terrible tableaux forming one after another in quick succession in my mind’s eye.

‘Out there,’ he says, pointing vaguely at the ships rocking at anchor in the Sound. I follow the direction of his finger. The majestic ships of Drake’s fleet dominate the horizon, pennants snapping in the wind. Among them, smaller merchantmen showing the colours of France, the Netherlands or the Baltic states and between all these great hulls, the rowing boats bob back and forth, ferrying men and goods in and out of the harbour, the lifeline between the big ships and the town. This boat the soldier saw could be anywhere by now – if it was even them.

‘Keep your eyes open, will you? In case you should see those men again, or anything unusual. One of them has no ears – if you see him, apprehend him at once.’

The youth looks amused. ‘Who do you think you are, Spaniard – my commanding officer?’

‘A woman’s life could be in danger. A wealthy woman,’ I add, and he registers this with interest, calculating the potential advantage to helping. ‘You can get word to me at the Star on Nutt Street. Ask for the Italian,’ I say, over my shoulder.

I cast a last glance at the bay under its swiftly moving canopy of clouds. The gulls scream and circle ceaselessly around the ships. There is nothing I can usefully do here on my own, with no idea even of which direction to pursue them. My best course of action is to return to the Star and find Drake; with all the companies of armed men at his command, he will surely be able to organise search parties along the roads and out into the Sound. But they will have to hurry, I think, as I step back into the shadow of the gatehouse; if Jenkes and Doughty have taken Lady Arden by boat, they could easily have reached one of the ships by now. Who knows what contacts they might have on these merchant vessels – they could be out into the English Sea by dusk, and Drake would surely need some greater authority than his own name to board and search foreign vessels.

I pause by the archway that leads to the water stairs, peering out at the harbour, my chest constricted with guilt over Lady Arden. I am about to take the path back up past the castle when I notice something white on the floor in the corner. Bending closer, I see that it is a piece of paper, balled up, as if it has been tossed aside by someone coming in or out. I crouch by the top of the stairs and unfold it; as my eyes skim the neat, sloping hand to the bottom of the page, a chill washes over me. The signature is my own.

Except that, of course, it is not: the letter is signed in my name, and ripe with full-throated declarations of passion. It begins ‘Carissima’ and asks the recipient to meet me by the castle gatehouse, where I would have a surprise for her. Gesu Cristo. She would have been surprised all right, to find – what? Rowland Jenkes with a knife, I imagine; it would have been a simple matter to press a blade to her ribs from under the cover of a cloak, without anyone noticing. To make her walk the short distance to the river stairs, keeping as close as a lover, the point still pressed against her skin, and force her into a boat. Why did she not scream for help? I did not understand that – but she must have dropped the letter before she was made to walk down the steps to the water, in the hope that someone would find it and make the connection. Carissima. Dear God – and she believed I wrote this. Are women so easily deceived by a little gilded flattery? I crumple it in my fist, my face burning with anger; I feel implicated, as if the blame is partly mine as Lady Drake said. If I had not gone to Lady Arden’s room last night, if I had not been seen, I would not have handed them a weakness to exploit. If that damned maid had not been so greedy for a few pennies . . . But this game of what if achieves nothing.

Despite the pain in my ribs, I run the distance back to the Star, the letter clutched in my fist. I can only cling to the hope that Lady Arden will be safe until Doughty and Jenkes can play her as their trump card against Drake. The next move will be his to make.

Mistress Judith is waiting for me in the entrance hall and is upon me almost before I am in the door. ‘Sir Francis wants you.’ She clutches at my sleeve. ‘He is in his wife’s chamber, with others of his men. I have the sense something bad has happened, but no one will tell me anything. Nothing concerning the inn, I hope?’

‘Nothing for you to worry about, mistress,’ I say, but I can see that my distracted manner and drawn face do not reassure her.

It is Thomas Drake who opens the door to me, his expression forbidding. Without a word he gestures me inside. Lady Drake is folded into a window seat, a handkerchief pressed to her mouth. She springs up as I enter, her eyes questioning. I answer with a taut shake of my head and fresh tears well up and spill down her cheeks as she sinks back down.

‘You found nothing, I suppose?’ Drake stands by the fireplace. His mouth is set in a grim line. To his left, Carleill and Sidney sit at the writing table, as if waiting to take dictation.

I hand Drake the crumpled letter. ‘I found this down by the gatehouse to the castle steps.’

He runs his eyes over it and looks up at me, accusing.

‘I did not write it,’ I feel compelled to say. Still he holds me in that long, level stare.

‘Even so,’ he says eventually, ‘someone must have known that such a message would have the desired effect.’

I look at the floor. ‘The maid here has been spying on us – all of us – since we first arrived. I believe she is being paid by Jenkes the book dealer and John Doughty.’

Drake’s jaw tightens. ‘Get her in here. Thomas, go and find her.’ He turns back to me as his brother slips out. ‘The castle steps, you say? So you think they have taken a boat?’

‘That is my guess. A soldier on the battery there thought he saw a man and a woman boarding a small boat, rowed by a second man. She must have dropped the letter in the hope that someone would see it.’

‘Or else it is a trick on their part, to distract us.’ He rubs his beard. ‘Carleill, I still want men sent out by land to search. A party on every road out of the town. And if they have left by water, they will not have got far in a small boat. The Sound is full of my ships – we will question all those keeping watch, and on the foreign merchantmen too. Someone must have seen them if they boarded a ship.’ He snaps his head around at a stifled sob from Lady Drake. ‘Do not disturb yourself, my dear. We will find her safe and well, I promise.’

Privately I think this promise may be a little rash, but I say nothing. The door opens and Thomas marches Hetty in with a tight grip on her arm. She pulls away from him with a black look, but her face is puffy. Despite such intimidating company, she still struggles to keep up her defiant manner.

‘Let me go! I en’t done nothing,’ she says, addressing Drake. ‘I know no more’n I told him.’ She points at me.

He crosses to her with one stride and stands very close, bearing down on her. I can imagine grown men quaking before that glare, but Hetty merely stares back.

‘Those men you have been working for – where are they?’ he barks.

‘I don’t know. He only ever gave me letters to deliver. He didn’t tell me all their comings and goings.’

‘Well, we shall soon see if you are telling the truth,’ Drake says, as if it doesn’t matter to him either way. ‘I shall have your room and your belongings searched. Any money you had from them, you earned by abetting kidnappers. I’m sure you know the penalty for such a crime and I shall personally see that you are arrested for it if there is anything you are keeping back that could help to find Lady Arden. So if you want to save yourself, you’d better start talking, girl. Thomas, ask Mistress Judith to come here, would you?’

‘No!’

Thomas Drake already has the door open when Hetty’s strangled cry stops him. He closes it softly. Everyone is looking at her. A sob rises in her throat and slowly she reaches into her apron. When she draws her hand out, holding another folded and sealed letter, it is clear that she is shaking.

‘This is meant for you, sir.’ She holds it out to Drake, her eyes downcast, her voice no more than a whisper. ‘The man with no ears – he said I was to give it you at sunset. No earlier. And if I broke my word, he would send someone to kill me in my bed. The way he said it, sir – I didn’t doubt he meant it. He has these blue eyes that would burn you up, like the Devil, sir, and he speaks like icy water down your back.’ She shivers and two fat tears roll down her cheeks. For all Hetty’s posturing, this fear looks genuine. It is a striking description of Rowland Jenkes.

‘All right.’ Drake takes the letter and breaks the seal. He reads it in silence. We all watch as his face grows slowly darker. A muscle jumps in his cheek. For a long time he does not speak. Then he looks back to Hetty. ‘Is he expecting you to take a reply?’

She shakes her head. ‘No, sir. He said that was the last one for now. That was why it was important you didn’t have it too early.’

He nods. ‘Get back to your business. I shall tell Mistress Judith you are to be watched at every turn. If he gets in touch with you again, by any means, you come straight to me. Understood?’

Hetty nods; when Drake turns away, she scurries to the door.

‘Wait!’ Drake calls, as she is about to open it, and she jumps as if she has been stung. ‘That letter you left under the door of this chamber last night – who did that come from? Not the same man, surely?’

Confusion chases across her swollen face.

‘What letter?’

Drake takes a step closer, his jaw set tight, and she cowers against the door.

‘Addressed to me. Come now – you will do yourself no favours. Who sent the letter last night?’

‘I – I don’t know what letter you mean, sir,’ she says, looking genuinely fearful. ‘I never left no letter at this room last night, I swear it. Only the one this morning.’

‘God help you if you are lying, child,’ Drake begins, and she shakes her head frantically.

‘I’m not, sir, it’s God’s honest truth. If you had a letter last night, it didn’t come by my hand.’

Drake clicks his tongue. ‘Get out. What would you know of God’s truth?’ He makes an impatient gesture with his hand, like someone shooing away a dog; Hetty is out of the door in an instant. I have never seen her move so fast.

‘That girl should be under lock and key, brother,’ Thomas says, anger in his voice. ‘Even now she is not telling all.’

‘That is precisely why it would not help to lock her up,’ Drake replies. ‘These men may use her to make contact again. She is an easy conduit to me. If they do, we will have a better chance of finding them.’

Carleill gives a discreet cough. ‘The letter, sir?’

Drake holds it at arm’s length. ‘Listen to this.’


My dear Captain Drake

Fair exchange is no robbery, as people like to say. One item of value in exchange for another. You have something of value to us, and vice versa. Bring it to the chapel on St Nicholas Island after sundown and we will make an exchange I believe will be satisfactory to both parties. Do not be deceived, Captain Drake – I speak of a fair deal. You are to come alone, without your armed men, carrying only the Coptic book. Moor your boat at the northern jetty and approach by the path that leads up the cliff. If you do not abide by these conditions, I fear it will be too late to effect any exchange.

I look forward to our transaction.



He pauses, sucks in his cheeks, looks around the room.

‘Is it signed?’ Carleill asks.

‘No. But we hardly need doubt who wrote it. This book dealer with no ears, Devil take him.’

‘Well, you shall not go,’ Thomas says, as if the decision rests with him. ‘Anyone can see it is a trap. Does he really think you would be such a fool?’ He snorts in disdain. Drake passes a hand across his brow, frowning.

‘Too late for an exchange means he will kill her if you do not do as he says, does it not?’ Lady Drake asks, from the window, fighting to keep her voice steady.

‘Noisy threats only, my dear,’ her husband says. ‘He would not harm her – she is all he has to bargain with.’ He does not sound as if he believes this.

‘Let us not forget there are two of them,’ I say. ‘They have devised this between them. Jenkes will get the book he covets, and John Doughty will get you, Sir Francis, alone and unarmed, where you cannot escape.’

‘Except that it is they who will be undefended,’ Thomas says, animated. ‘We have a fleet full of armed men at our disposal – why do we not simply surround the island, now that we know where they are, and blast the devils out?’

‘Because they would kill Lady Arden, fool,’ says Lady Drake. ‘Either those men will, or your soldiers. Francis would never risk her life.’

‘Sometimes there must be casualties in any conflict, my lady,’ Thomas replies, turning to her.

‘Casualties?’ Lady Drake stands, indignant. ‘What war are you fighting, Thomas Drake, against a book dealer and a traitor who has long carried a grudge against my husband? You think a woman’s life a fair price to pay for such a victory?’

‘My lady, John Doughty will not rest until your husband – my brother – is dead,’ Thomas says, trying to keep his tone respectful. ‘Would you have Sir Francis walk willingly to his execution? Because know this, my lady – they will not hand back your cousin, and I’m afraid you are the fool if you believe they would ever keep to such a deal. They will simply kill them both. Better we take the island by force—’

Lady Drake chokes down a sob.

‘Peace, both of you, I cannot think,’ Drake says, holding up a hand for silence. ‘There is only one landing stage on the island,’ he continues, as his wife and brother glare at one another, ‘and that is the one facing the Hoe. The Sound is full of my ships – how do they imagine they will escape, even supposing they keep their word? Do they not think my guns would fire on them before they had even cast off? They must have some other plan.’

‘Their plan is to kill you,’ Thomas says.

‘Is the island fortified?’ Carleill asks, rising. There is something immediately calming about his presence; he is the sort of man you would be glad to have in command in the heat of battle.

Drake shakes his head, his expression rueful. ‘Work was begun on defences nearly forty years ago, in King Edward’s time, but they were never finished. Two years ago the town corporation petitioned the government to make me military governor of the island. I offered a hundred pounds of my own towards building a fort, but the Privy Council did not believe the threat justified the cost, so the funds were never released. The town corporation maintains two gunners stationed there, to keep the smugglers off, but aside from the beginnings of the fort, the old chapel and four cannon on the south-east side, there’s nothing out there.’

‘In any event,’ Thomas says, ‘by the time they took to their boat, you would be dead, brother. It would be small comfort to fire on them then.’

‘I will go,’ I say. A long silence unfolds while everyone turns to stare at me.

‘But they will see you are not my husband from a mile off,’ Elizabeth Drake says. ‘And then they will kill Nell before you even reach them.’

‘I am not so sure,’ I say, turning to her. ‘For one thing, if the light is fading they will not see who is approaching, especially if he has a hooded cloak. And besides – I cannot vouch for John Doughty, but I suspect Rowland Jenkes is canny enough to have set this as a double trap. They will know, surely, that Sir Francis would not simply come unarmed to their summons. They will expect someone to take his place. And Jenkes will expect that person to be me.’

‘Why you?’ Thomas narrows his eyes.

‘Because he knows that I have a connection with both the book and with, erm, Lady Arden,’ I say, not meeting his eye.

‘Lady Arden? You?’ Thomas looks incredulous. ‘What connection could you possibly have with her?’ But I see understanding slowly dawning on his face even before he has finished the sentence.

‘Oh, be quiet, Thomas,’ Elizabeth says. ‘I think Bruno is right. If my husband is not there, they have no reason to kill anyone. It is the book this Jenkes wants, after all. Perhaps they will let Nell go once he has it.’

‘And what of John Doughty?’ Thomas chips in again, belligerent. ‘What does he get, if Francis does not come? Will he not want to keep Lady Arden to barter with?’

‘Besides, Rowland Jenkes has wanted to kill Bruno for two years,’ Sidney says, in a low voice. He has been unusually quiet, though I have observed him paying sharp attention from his seat in the corner. ‘Either way, one of them will have his revenge. Let me take the book. Neither has any vested interest in killing me. And let a boatload of armed men follow me and land out of sight, concealing themselves. I will hand over the book, escort Lady Arden to safety and then the armed men can show themselves. We can stop them before they make their escape.’

‘What a neat solution, Sir Philip,’ Thomas says. ‘I wonder that my brother did not think of it, with all his experience of combat.’

Drake shoots an irritated glance at Thomas. ‘It is a noble gesture, Sir Philip, and I am grateful for it. But we would do well not to underestimate these men. They will be prepared for any such stratagem, I am certain. Besides – I cannot possibly permit you to put your life in danger on my behalf. How could I excuse myself to the Queen and your family if anything should happen to you?’ He says this with an apologetic, paternal smile, but Sidney bristles and turns away. Once again he has been denied an opportunity for heroism because he is viewed as the Queen’s pet. Looking at him, I cannot help but be moved by the fact that he offered to go in my place, to save me.

‘If no one went tonight,’ Carleill says, carefully, ‘if we simply refused to play their game – what would they do then? They will not harm Lady Arden, surely, for then they would have nothing left to bargain with.’

‘We cannot take that risk,’ Drake says. ‘They may not kill her immediately but they will keep her and try the same trick again, I am sure. And who knows how they may be using her in the meantime?’

Elizabeth gives a cry and presses her knuckles to her mouth.

‘Rowland Jenkes is a devout Catholic,’ I say, trying to reassure her. ‘He will kill in the name of his religion, because he believes it is God’s work, but I do not believe he would ill-use a woman.’

‘Whereas I would not have the same faith in John Doughty,’ Thomas says, with a sour face. ‘He would do anything in his power to hurt my brother, even by association.’

Elizabeth begins to cry again. Drake puts an arm around her shoulders, sending his brother a black look.

‘We can debate this all day, but they are expecting someone after sundown,’ I say, eventually, ‘and I think it must be me.’

‘Bruno is right,’ Carleill says, in that soft, assertive voice. ‘But perhaps Sir Philip is right, too. We should have armed men at the ready, set in small boats offshore, to prevent them escaping.’

‘Exactly. Carleill, you and Thomas will return to the ships to muster the men. The finest marksmen of the fleet. My wife will stay here with armed guards.’

Elizabeth looks stricken. ‘I do not want to be left alone, Francis,’ she says. ‘What if they come for me next?’

‘No one will harm you, my dear,’ he says, patting her hand. ‘Sir Philip can stay with you if you are afraid.’

Sidney nods, his jaw clamped tight. Only I know how furious he is, and what an effort it is costing him to hide it.

‘Bruno,’ Drake says, turning to me. ‘You and I will discuss our strategy. We must equip you with a boat – a light craft, something you can manage alone. And a pistol. Perhaps a pair would be better.’

‘No. I cannot conceal a pistol about my person. If they see I am armed, they will kill me and Lady Arden without hesitation. Let me take only my knife, hidden away. Jenkes will want to prolong this,’ I explain, seeing his doubtful expression. ‘He will not kill either of us straight away if he can help it. There would be no satisfaction in that for him. My best hope of getting us both out alive is to play along with him.’

‘But this is not a game, Bruno.’ He lays a hand on my shoulder. ‘I know you are a brave man, but the consequences . . .’ He trails off, shaking his head, as if unwilling to elaborate.

‘It is not the first time I have faced death,’ I say, trying to sound as if I take it in my stride. ‘Someone must go, or Lady Arden has little hope. And we have established it cannot be you, sir. There is no choice. It is part of their design.’

He gives me a long look in silence, weighing me up. Whatever happens, the responsibility will ultimately fall on his shoulders. Elizabeth breaks away from him suddenly and throws her arms around my neck.

‘Bring her back, Bruno, and you will have whatever reward you ask.’

‘To return with our lives will be all the reward I need, my lady,’ I say, detaching her, conscious of her husband looking on. In his face I see only regret. I glance at Sidney and he looks away. I know what he is thinking: I am stealing the glory he dreams of. But Drake is right; there is no guarantee either I or Lady Arden will come out of this alive. Even so, I have no choice but to try.




TWENTY-ONE

The last streaks of light outline the horizon as I stand with Drake and his brother on a landing platform by the artillery tower on the headland at Millbay. The clouds are violet and indigo against the darkening sky; out in the Sound, the masts of the fleet seem picked out in black ink. Directly ahead is the dark hump of St Nicholas Island. A determined wind blows in from the sea, stinging my eyes.

Drake rests a hand on my shoulder. ‘Are you sure you are ready to face this, Bruno?’

I take a deep breath and exhale with a curt nod. I am dressed head to foot in black, and beneath my doublet I wear my belt, shortened across my chest and over my shoulder, with my knife attached in its sheath. Over this I have tied a dark travelling cloak with a hood. The manuscript, tightly wrapped in its oilskins inside the leather satchel, hangs at my side.

‘I should go,’ I say quietly. ‘They will be waiting.’

‘There are rowboats full of armed men stationed between the fleet and the island, and between the north shore and the harbour,’ he says. ‘If you manage to get back to your boat with Lady Arden, signal with your lantern so they do not fire on you by mistake.’

‘That would be unfortunate.’ I laugh; it comes out tense and high-pitched. I do not miss the fact that he says ‘if’ I return. It is obvious that, one way or another, I am walking into a trap. Lady Arden may be dead already, for all we know. I cannot allow that thought to settle for even an instant; it makes my heart trip.

Sidney has stayed behind, at Lady Drake’s insistence. The disappearance of her cousin has overturned her blithe disregard for her husband’s fears and she is terrified to be left alone, despite the guards Drake has assigned to her; if her husband cannot be at her side, she wants the reassurance of some other competent gentleman. What comfort Sidney may attempt to offer Lady Drake is hardly my greatest concern at present. I took an awkward leave of him at the Star. Both of us knew what I was facing; I could not tell if he still envied me this chance for solitary glory, or if he was now feeling the guilt of relief that he had once again been left to take care of the women. Although only one woman, now.

‘I should never have brought you here, Bruno,’ he had said, sombre. ‘I cannot help the feeling that this is all my fault.’ He had seemed unsure of himself for the first time, undecided between an embrace, a handshake or a punch on the shoulder.

‘I would only have got myself into some other trouble in London,’ I said, trying to keep my voice light. ‘It is my fault they took Lady Arden, none of yours.’

‘True,’ he said, gloomily. ‘At least I won that wager, eh? I said you would have her. Oh Christ.’ He tried to laugh but it fell away into silence.

‘Madonna porca. Come here, man, don’t be so English.’ I grabbed him by the shoulders and hugged him tight. After the initial surprise, he threw his arms around me, thumping me on the back all the while as if this would make the act more manly. Sometimes I wonder how he ever survived travelling through Italy.

‘For God’s sake, take care of yourself, Bruno,’ he said fiercely, turning away. ‘Give those whoreson dogs a blade in the gut from me. And make damned sure you come back, do you hear?’

‘You know I will.’

I had given him a mock salute. And then Drake had arrived, and I was bundled away in a whirl of instructions and timings and defensive strategies. I had glanced over my shoulder at Sidney as I left, but he was leaning with one hand pressed against the door frame, looking at his feet, like someone trying to catch his breath after a long climb.

I think of this now as Drake peers out over the murky water.

‘I see no lights from the island,’ he says, frowning. ‘That is worrying – the gunners ought to have a lamp lit by this hour.’

‘The gunners are almost certainly not in a position to light lamps, if Doughty and his friend have got to them,’ Thomas says, grim-faced.

I step into the boat, pausing to find my balance, the bag with the book held tight against my chest. Drake is explaining about tides and currents and drift, how I need to point the prow west of the jetty to compensate, but not much of it registers. I feel cold, and oddly numb.

‘Let them have the book, naturally,’ Drake says, crouching on the lowest step above the waterline. The sea laps at his boots each time the level undulates; my little boat bumps against the wall. ‘Don’t try to fight them for it. Get yourselves out – that’s all that matters.’

I look up into his brown eyes and read there a reflection of my own thoughts: that my chances of coming back safely with Lady Arden are almost nil. Only a hopeless innocent would expect an honourable exchange from the likes of Jenkes and John Doughty. Drake and I are far from naïve. Jenkes wants the book, certainly, but once he has it in his hands he has no reason to let me or Lady Arden walk away. Especially not me. She will be a casualty of that vendetta.

‘Keep an eye on Savile,’ I say. ‘He may seize the chance to slip away while you are distracted.’

‘Leave him to me,’ Drake says, as I settle myself on the narrow plank seat and take the oars. He reaches down to untie the mooring rope. ‘I will not forget your courage, my friend.’

‘God go with you, Bruno,’ Thomas says, unexpectedly.

I scan his face for traces of sarcasm, but find none. I nod, and cast off.

Spray surges up and hits my face, stinging the open cuts, each time the prow slices through a small wave. The wind has made the surface choppy, white crests gleaming under the last light of the day, but there is not much of a swell. Even so, my shoulders ache with each heave of the oars and the island appears to float out there in the gathering dark, seeming further away with every stroke, as if it is toying with me.

After some time, I settle into a rhythm with the oars and my thoughts are free to fly ahead to the ridge of land on the horizon. The wind whips salty strands of hair into my eyes. I know that I may be rowing towards my death, though my rational mind refuses to accept the truth of this. My pulse beats fast but my thoughts remain oddly calm. Eight years ago, I climbed out of the window of my monastery to save myself from death at the hands of the Roman Inquisition. I have looked death in the eye many times since, and each time he has shaken his head and dismissed me, until the next time. Tonight he may not be so generous. But if I bolt now, if I turn back to shore as every sinew in my body urges me to do, Lady Arden will almost certainly suffer a cruel end. I do not love her – I barely know her – but I feel a responsibility towards her. I am, after all, implicated in what has happened to her, and I could not abandon her to those men, not while I have a conscience and my strength.

Sounds drift across the water from the great ships of the fleet, but they are snatched away by the wind. For me there is only the plashing of the oars through the waves, the keening of the gulls overhead, the forward motion of the boat and the rocky haunch of the cliffs on St Nicholas Island that now, finally, veer up ahead of me. As I squint towards it, I catch the flash of a lantern at the top. It hangs for a moment, apparently suspended in mid-air, then is extinguished. Somewhere out there, beyond the island, Carleill’s men wait in their boats, ready to fire on Jenkes and Doughty as they make their escape. I did not feel it my place to contradict Drake or his military commander, but I cannot believe the kidnappers would not have pre-empted this. I feel certain Jenkes and Doughty would not create so elaborate a strategy and then row straight into the path of Drake’s fleet on their way out. They must have another plan. A plume of spray slaps me in the face again and I recall my walk along the Hoe with Sam. He had talked about a network of secret tunnels used by those who bring in contraband. But if these were still in use, Drake would surely have mentioned them.

The water eddies faster around the foot of the rocks and I have to fight to heave the craft level with the landing stage, which has been built out from the shallow beach on the north side of the island. The current pulls me hard to the west and the wind drives me backwards, away from the shore; I feel my shoulders may be wrenched out of their sockets in the effort to maintain a straight course. After wrestling with the weather for so long that I fear I may never make it ashore, a fortuitous wave bumps my boat against the wooden pillars of the landing stage and I grab for the iron ladder that hangs from it, slippery with tendrils of weed. Once the boat is secured, I gather my equipment: the bag containing the book and an unlit lantern. A tinder-box, tucked away inside my doublet. I check that my knife is in place. As I climb the ladder, my arms shake with fatigue and it is a struggle to bear my own weight. Another sharp ploy by Jenkes and Doughty, to ensure whoever comes to meet their challenge will be exhausted by the journey. I could have asked someone to row for me, but the light I saw suggests they were watching my approach from the high point of the island. If they had seen two people in the boat, they might have considered the deal broken already.

I pull up the hood of my cloak and leave the lantern unlit. The wind has driven the clouds inland and clear patches of sky are widening over the water, fading to violet, the first faint glimmer of stars visible. A bright gibbous moon hangs overhead, giving some light to the uneven path that curves ahead up the cliff. I breathe deeply and begin to climb, keeping close to the rock, my ears straining for any sound that would betray an ambush. But there is no sign of life here except the gulls.

Fear holds all my nerves taut. The hairs on my body bristle. At any moment I expect to hear the whistle of a crossbow bolt, or feel a cold edge of steel against my neck, but I reach the top of the cliff path without hindrance, which only makes my fear all the greater. Ahead I see a clump of scrubby trees and my heart lodges in my throat; surely here, in their shadow, is where they will take me, unguarded as I am? But all I can hear is my own ragged breathing and the moans of the wind. I whip around at every creak of a branch, every snapping of a twig. As I follow the path through, there is a sudden flapping of wings and a crashing of leaves as I startle some bird out of its roost; I smother my instinct to cry out, but by the time I emerge from the trees on to a wide grassy expanse at the summit of the island my whole body is trembling.

In the moonlight I can make out the form of a small chapel. To the south and east of it, the outline of ramparts, the half-finished fort Drake had mentioned. The place is entirely still; there is no sign of any movement save the branches of the trees and the scudding clouds above me. If there were soldiers stationed here, I fear Thomas Drake was right; the men waiting for me will have made sure they could not interfere.

I walk towards the chapel, slowly, one cautious step after another. As I draw closer I can make out its narrow pointed windows, black slits along the side, and a low arched door at one end. It has no tower, just a gabled roof that looks in need of repair. There are no lights anywhere. This is where they want me, I think to myself as I approach the door. This is where they will be waiting. Jenkes will appreciate this setting; Jenkes the faithful son of Rome, who hates all heretics with a holy fury and regards their murder as an act of piety. Will he shed my blood in a holy place? The chapel is exposed on all sides here, the wind cutting across the clifftop, scything at the hood of my cloak. I pull it tighter around me and walk up to the door, my tread as silent as I can make it.

I exhale slowly, trying to calm my pulse. My palms prickle with sweat. This is where it will come, I fear: the killer blow, out of the darkness behind the door. I can almost feel them waiting for me. The wind drops suddenly, as if holding its breath. I set down my unused lantern and undo the top buttons of my doublet, loosening my knife in its sheath so that I can draw it in one movement when I need to. I place a hand on the latch, and turn it. The door creaks open an inch.

In case anyone is hiding behind it, I kick the door hard so that it smashes against the wall behind and judders on its hinges. Nothing moves inside. I peer into the black maw of the chapel. After a long pause, I step forward on to the threshold.

Faint light from the windows slants across the worn flagstones. All else is smothered in a thick, velvet darkness. I breathe in the mineral smell of old stone. Then I hear it, or perhaps I sense it, the sound is so insubstantial, but it is there – a muffled, shallow breathing, quick and panicked, like a cornered animal. I take another step inside, slipping the knife silently from its cover. The sound grows stronger; I am not mistaken. I lower my hood, not wanting my vision obscured, and advance another two paces, blade held out before me. I jolt as I hear the swift creak and slam of the chapel door. I should have expected that: now I am trapped. Blackness closes around me; from somewhere there comes a brief, muffled cry, or perhaps a sob. I wheel around in the dark, pointing my knife this way and that, jabbing it from side to side, but it only slices through chill air. I can feel the fear rising in my chest, the dread that threatens to overtake my reason; with all the force of my will I fight it down and concentrate on straining my ears through the dark for any tell-tale sound.

In the silence, I catch the rasp of a flint striking; at the far end of the chapel, the small glow of a tinder-box sparking. I keep absolutely still. So one of them is directly ahead of me, but that leaves one to creep up from behind. The spark catches and a candle flame wavers into life. It moves, not towards me but to the side, and another orange petal of light blooms from it, followed by another, and another, until there is enough light to make out a figure passing down the side of the chapel, lighting the stubs of candles in wall sconces. Finally he turns to me and takes a step closer. I hear a soft movement from my left and jerk around, hearing myself gasp aloud at the sight that greets me. In the dim, flickering light I see Lady Arden, her hands tied in front of her, a cloth bound over her mouth and a noose around her neck. The rope attached to it is slung over a beam in the rafters. Her feet rest precariously on a rickety wooden trestle. There is barely any slack in the rope. If she lost her balance, or if the bench were to be kicked from under her, she would begin to choke immediately. Her eyes bulge with terror; she makes a whimpering noise, stifled by her gag.

The figure with the candle makes his way towards me, though he stops a good few feet from the range of my blade and fixes me with a knowing smile. He is instantly recognisable. Rowland Jenkes must have suffered the pox badly as a young man; his face is pitted with the marks of it. Livid scar tissue swells around the holes where he cut off his own ears after he was nailed to the pillory in Oxford. Despite all this, England’s most notorious dealer in forbidden books must once have been a handsome man; above his high, sharp cheekbones, those extraordinary eyes still exert a strange pull. Warm, dancing eyes that invite you to fall into them, so at odds with the ravaged landscape of his face. But the warmth is deceptive, as I learned two years ago.

Jenkes shakes his head in slow disbelief, still smiling, looking me up and down as if I am a long-lost brother, thought missing or dead. He does not appear to be armed, though this too may be a deception.

‘Well – you are not Sir Francis Drake, but what an unexpected pleasure.’ His droll tone tells me it is anything but. His voice, like his eyes, does not belong with his alarming appearance; it is refined, cultured, soothing. ‘Welcome to the chapel of St Michael, Giordano Bruno.’ He sweeps a hand around. ‘Of all the places we could choose to be reunited. Who would have thought? The Lord’s design truly is a mystery, don’t you think? I was just saying to Lady Arden here,’ he continues, conversationally, never taking his eyes from mine, ‘how we go back, you and I. Some might call it coincidence, but I say it is the working of Providence.’ The smile fades a touch. ‘It was impossible for me to return to Oxford, after your visit. I had to leave behind a lucrative business. I resented that.’

‘Please accept my apologies,’ I say, in a voice like ice.

‘Oh, that is gracious of you. Well, no matter. I am used to moving on. As are you. We have that in common too – neither of us welcome in our own countries for our beliefs. I spent a year in France, making myself useful, buying and selling books, keeping my eyes open. Until one day I heard rumours of a very special volume. One that I had been told did not exist. Do you recall, Bruno, you came to me in Oxford looking for a book that was supposed not to exist?’ The smile peels back; his teeth glint in the light. ‘Well, here was another. One of the English recusants had been imprisoned in the Marshalsea with a gentleman sailor, a man who had travelled around the world with Sir Francis Drake and as his reward found himself charged with treason, though he was innocent of any offence save pursuing justice for his murdered brother.’ He shakes his head again, in exaggerated sorrow. ‘In prison, this desperate sailor told stories of his travels. One of those stories concerned a Coptic manuscript and a murdered Jesuit.’ His eyes flit to the bag under my arm; his tongue darts quickly over his thin lips in anticipation. ‘Most of the other prisoners thought he was raving, but one, this Catholic recusant, believed him. On his release, this man fled to join the English Catholics in Paris, where he told the sailor’s story. When the rumour reached my ears – no, I never find that any less funny – I returned to London to seek out this gentleman sailor. But I forget – you have already met.’ I see his gaze move beyond my shoulder. From behind me comes the unmistakable click of metal on metal. Another stifled squeal from Lady Arden. I turn slowly to see a figure step out of the shadows, and recognise immediately the man who had burst in on me at the House of Vesta.

Doughty plants himself between me and the chapel door. He is holding over his arm an ornately carved wheel-lock pistol. Its muzzle points directly at me. No wonder Jenkes appeared so at ease in the face of my knife.

‘A pleasure to meet you again, Doctor Bruno. You left without saying goodbye the last time. I only wanted to talk.’ Doughty offers a cold smile, showing the gaps in his mouth. ‘Look at all the trouble you could have saved us if you hadn’t run off like a skittish hind.’ He gestures towards Lady Arden.

I hold his gaze as steadily as I can, to show that I will not be intimidated by him this time, though it is difficult to ignore the pistol. He has an intelligent face, but he wears a hunted look, the eyes deep-set in shadowed sockets and always flickering away from me, as if waiting for a blow to fall from some unexpected quarter.

‘John and I found we had common cause,’ Jenkes continues, moving around to the edge of my line of sight.

‘You are Catholic, then?’ I ask Doughty, turning back to him. My voice sounds less steady than I would have liked.

He shakes his head. ‘I care nothing for any prelate in Rome. I never betrayed my country, whatever they said – it was England betrayed me. All I desire now is to see Francis Drake suffer as my family has suffered. If that means siding with the French or Spanish, well – I have already been punished for that before the fact.’ He smiles, stretching his mouth back to show off the price he paid.

I have had enough of them amusing themselves at my expense. I swing the bag with the book around to my front and lift the flap. ‘Shall we make this fair exchange you speak of, Jenkes? Then we can all be on our way.’

He responds with a thin smile. ‘Put the knife down first, Bruno, there’s a good boy, you’ll have someone’s eye out.’ When he sees me hesitate, he strolls casually across to the bench where Lady Arden balances, rests one foot on it and gives it a little nudge as if testing its solidity. I see her raise her eyes to heaven as tears spill down her cheeks. I drop the knife; it clatters to the stone floor and Jenkes removes his foot, nodding approval at me. He saunters back, picks it up and studies the carved bone handle. ‘Nice craftsmanship. They know how to fashion a weapon, your countrymen.’ He runs a forefinger appreciatively along its length and tests the point of the blade against the tip of his finger. A wash of cold courses through me. Now I am naked, with no defence except my wit, and I do not know how that will fare against a knife and a pistol. ‘I worry, you see, Bruno,’ Jenkes says, looking up, in the manner of one making small talk. ‘I worry that Francis Drake does not understand the concept of a fair exchange. Even now, I fear that he has surrounded the island with armed men waiting to fire on us as soon as we show our faces.’

He watches me closely for a reaction. I guard my expression.

‘Sir Francis will keep to the terms of your proposal,’ I say, evenly.

‘Evidently he will not,’ Doughty says, indignant. ‘We stated clearly he was to come in person.’

‘You must have known Drake would not come here alone.’ I turn to him, fighting to keep my voice calm. I pat the bag. ‘I have what you want here, Jenkes. Let the agreement stand.’ I look across at the book dealer, knowing my fear is visible but clinging to the absurd hope that he can be reasoned with. He assumes a thoughtful expression, pretending to consider this, as he moves back towards Lady Arden. My throat constricts.

‘I’m afraid John is right, Bruno – strictly speaking, Drake has already broken faith with us.’ He pauses to look regretful, then with one swift motion he kicks his heel back and knocks the bench from under her.

The rope jerks taut; a hideous choking sound explodes from her throat. In the space of a breath I hurl myself towards Lady Arden and grab her just below the knees, using all the strength left in my arms to lift her upwards to restore some slack in the rope. I struggle until she gets her knees on to my shoulder and hangs there, still choking, her bound hands clawing at the noose. I close my eyes, expecting at any moment to hear the explosion, smell the cordite, a heartbeat before the shot enters my brain. Instead, all I hear is Jenkes’s laughter.

‘Very quick reaction, Bruno,’ he says, tipping the bench upright again and indicating that I should set Lady Arden’s feet back on it. ‘Impressive. Just a little test for you.’

Her weight falls against me as I balance her. I glance up; her breathing is laboured and her face puce, her eyes unfocused. I fear that if I let go she will faint and her feet will slip again, until she is spinning slowly from the end of the rope.

‘I recall another woman you got yourself mixed up with, in Oxford,’ he muses. ‘Risked your life to save her too, didn’t you? You belong in an ancient tale of chivalry, Bruno. It quite breaks my heart to think of you wasting so many years in a monastery, denying womankind such gallantry.’ His attention is concentrated on scraping dirt from under his fingernails with the tip of my knife. From the corner of my eye, I see Doughty move around to my right, a cold gleam where the pistol is still levelled at me. Jenkes snaps his head up suddenly. ‘Give me the manuscript.’ He holds a hand out and clicks his fingers impatiently.

Gingerly, I let go of Lady Arden’s legs; she sways unnervingly, but seems to have recovered enough to find her footing, at least for now. I reach into the satchel and draw out the manuscript in its wrappings. Jenkes’s eyes glitter; he licks his lips again and holds his hand out. I hold it close against my chest; I will not put it into his hands, if I can help it, until I see Lady Arden cut down, or I have no means left to bargain.

‘As soon as I saw you at the Star that night I knew Drake must have brought you here to evaluate this. He proved particularly stubborn about selling it, though I offered a good price. I realised I would have to find another way.’ He steps closer, left hand outstretched, the knife still clutched in his right, though he lowers it to his side. His eyes are fixed on the manuscript with a wolfish greed. ‘When that helpful little maid at the Star brought me the translation you had been working on, I knew immediately that this was the real thing. The lost Gospel of Judas. Did you make another, by the way?’

I do not reply.

‘Well, I don’t suppose it matters,’ he continues. ‘A translation is worth nothing without the original to validate it. Though the Vatican will not like the idea of an unauthorised copy circulating.’

‘So that is your customer?’

He looks up to meet my eye and laughs. ‘Why, would you not have come if you had known? Would you have left her to swing rather than concede anything to your enemy? Do you still hate Rome so much?’ He does not wait for me to answer. Instead he tilts his head to one side, pats the manuscript and regards me with an eager curiosity. ‘Tell me, then, as one scholar to another – is it authentic?’

I hesitate barely the space of a breath before replying. ‘Almost certainly not. Second century, the usual gnostic teachings. Nothing the Church has not seen and put down a hundred times. It was not written by Judas Iscariot, if that is what you mean.’

Jenkes tips his head back and lets out that cracked laugh again; it echoes around the roof like flames on dry wood. ‘You are a good liar, Bruno, like all Dominicans, but not quite good enough. That you should feel the need to lie tells me all I need to know. Hand it over.’

He steps closer, nodding towards the package. The hand holding the knife hangs loosely at his side; his desire for the book has caused him to relax his guard. I calculate the action, the distance; bruised and aching as I am, I could kick him in the groin and have him on his back, pinned to the ground, a foot on his neck and the knife off him before he had time to react. It could be done. But not with John Doughty standing behind me, his pistol cocked; I would be dead in an instant, and Lady Arden would drop to a slow strangulation.

I nod towards her. ‘Cut her down first.’

‘Do you really believe you are in a position to negotiate, Bruno? First I want to see that you have not brought us some forgery or substitute. Although that would be very foolish indeed on your part and Drake’s, and whatever else you may be, I do not take either of you for a fool. Show me the book. John!’ He gestures Doughty across the room to Lady Arden. Doughty rests a foot on the bench, his gun still pointed at me.

‘Do as you are asked, Bruno, and no one will be hurt.’ Jenkes lifts the knife to the side of my head and holds it against my ear. ‘Though it is tempting, to show you first-hand what I endured. Handsome fellow like you – how would you like to look like me?’ He presses the knife a little harder. A warm trickle runs down my neck. I clamp my jaw tight and keep my eyes fixed on his. ‘You would find ladies of quality like this one here less eager for your company, I fear.’

Keeping my head as still as I can, I unwrap the manuscript from its protective oilcloth and open it to the first page, willing my fingers not to tremble. Jenkes bends towards it, almost salivating. He lowers the knife, lifts the book from my hands and turns a few pages, his attention wholly absorbed. I look across at Doughty. His foot rocks the bench a fraction, to show me I should not think of moving. I press my sleeve to my ear and it comes away spotted with blood, though the cut is only small, just enough to give me a taste of what might come next. We are entirely at their mercy; if it pleased them to make us suffer before death, we would be powerless to stop them. I try to push the thought away, but the fear of torture sits like a stone in my throat.

Jenkes turns another page. A slow, triumphant smile curves over his face.

‘The hour grows late, Rowland,’ Doughty says, impatient. ‘The boat will be waiting. Let us get this over with.’

I sneak a quick look at him. This is welcome news; if they are in a hurry to leave, perhaps they will not have time to indulge any drawn-out toying with their prey.

Jenkes snaps his head up and for an instant his face glows, as if he were experiencing his own private rapture. ‘This is the book,’ he says, jolting back to himself. ‘Cut her down.’

I stare at him. My legs almost fold under me and I have to concentrate on standing, the wave of relief is so great it threatens to knock me off balance. Does he really mean to keep to the bargain? Even John Doughty looks sceptical, though after an exchange of glances with Jenkes he steps up on to the bench, takes a knife from his belt and, tucking the pistol under his arm, proceeds to sever the rope above Lady Arden’s head. She slumps into his arms, knocking them both off balance; Doughty falls backwards and just manages to catch her as she topples from the bench. She can hardly stand, she collapses into him and he lets her slide to the floor. I take a step towards them to find the point of my own knife inches from my eye.

‘Stay where you are, Bruno.’ Jenkes holds the blade steady in front of me until Doughty has righted himself and aimed the pistol at me once more. When he is sure that I cannot afford to move, he wraps the manuscript again and motions to me to pass him the bag, where he tucks it safely away. ‘Thank you. Not the sort of thing we want falling into any old hands, is it? Best it is kept secure where it can do no harm.’

I do not reply. I have long ceased to care about the book; all I want now is to be allowed to leave with Lady Arden. He slings the bag over his shoulder and pauses to study me.

‘This chapel was completed in the twelfth century. They were most ingenious with their building works, those monks.’ He gestures to the crumbling walls. ‘It doesn’t look much from here, I grant you, but it does hold a few surprises. Chapels built in remote high places are often dedicated to Saint Michael – patron saint of those who suffer. How apt.’ He smiles, showing his teeth. ‘Even you might find yourself offering a prayer to him, Bruno.’ He picks up an empty lantern and takes one of the lit candles from a wall sconce to fit inside it.

I realise now, with a flat sense of inevitability, that my brief flicker of hope was a delusion. We are to die here, and cruelly, if Jenkes has his way. Doughty heaves Lady Arden to her feet, hooks her limp arms around his neck and half-hauls, half-forces her over to where we stand.

‘You had better take her,’ he says, pushing her roughly towards me. ‘She is your whore, is she not?’ I brace myself to support her weight, hooking an arm around her waist to keep her on her feet. Her eyes are glazed, as if she is drugged, perhaps the effect of being partially choked. She slumps into me.

‘I found her not especially pleasing,’ Doughty adds, lightly. ‘Though I imagine one gets more out of it when she shows some enthusiasm? She seemed unwilling to give me her best efforts, I must say.’ He laughs, a low taunting snigger. His words rouse Lady Arden from her stupor; anger surges through her, sparking in her eyes as she spits a curse at him, though it is muffled by her gag. I feel all her muscles tensed against me and I am seized by the urge to rush at John Doughty and crush his head into the wall. As if reading my thoughts, he lifts the pistol again and levels it at my face. I find myself hoping, absurdly, that he will shoot Lady Arden first; at least that way I would not feel I was leaving her for them to torture further after my death. A great tremor travels across her shoulders; after it has passed she seems to subside. She closes her eyes. I keep mine open, fixed on Doughty. I will die looking him in the face, so he remembers that look for the rest of his sorry days.

But he does not pull the trigger. Instead he glances over to Jenkes, who walks purposefully to the east end of the chapel, where a small stone altar stands bare under the narrow window. Setting his lantern on the altar, he crouches behind it, busy with something on the floor, out of view. After a short while, I hear a strained grunt accompanied by the grating of stone and Jenkes reappears, beckoning us. Doughty makes a brusque gesture with the gun, so I shuffle forward, pulling Lady Arden with me as best I can. She seems better able to move her feet as we approach Jenkes, though it is I who falter as I feel the cold muzzle prodding between my shoulder blades.

There is less light here; the sconces Jenkes lit are at the other end of the chapel and are already burning down. The semi-circular chancel behind the altar is sunk in near-darkness; an orange glow licks up and down the stone as the candle dances wildly in a draught. Jenkes indicates the floor; he lifts the lantern and holds it closer so that I can see where he is pointing.

He has removed one of the carved memorial stones set into the floor to reveal a rectangular space. I can see nothing but two worn stairs, leading down into black. A stale, dank smell drifts upwards.

‘Down you go,’ Jenkes says pleasantly.

Sweat prickles on my palms and my brow. I hesitate, unable to move my feet. Does he mean to incarcerate us underground? My heart skitters like a terrified creature; since I was a youth I have had a horror of confined spaces, of airless darkness. I have a recurring nightmare of being buried alive. I would rather he shot me here and now, and have it all over in an instant; I almost say so. But there is Lady Arden to think of.

‘Don’t take all night about it, Bruno, we have a pressing appointment with a French merchant ship,’ Jenkes says, pointing to the maw of the crypt. ‘We’re coming with you, don’t worry.’ The enigmatic smile again; he is enjoying himself.

I try to close my mind to thoughts of what awaits us down there and concentrate on each step, each breath. The opening is only wide enough for one person at a time. I let go of Lady Arden, wait until I am sure she is able to stand, then turn my back on the stairs and begin to descend backwards into that dark space, holding both her hands with mine and leading her down, one at a time, until I can see nothing. I have no idea how far down the stairs will lead, but I count about a dozen before I reach a solid brick floor. I guide her down the last step; she stumbles and falls against me, and I pull her close to shield us both from the cold. All around us is thick darkness and the smell of damp stone.

Lady Arden shivers in my arms. I unfasten the cloak at my neck and wrap it around her shoulders, but she goes on shaking violently. A faint light hovers at the top of the steps; I fully expect to hear the stone grind into place over us. But, true to his word, Doughty begins to descend with the lantern in one hand, the pistol in the other. Halfway down he pauses, waiting for Jenkes, but there is light enough to see that we are in a vaulted undercroft, lined in aged brick. Crates and barrels are stacked around the walls. Jenkes eventually appears on the steps and reaches up, pulling the memorial stone overhead until it falls into place with a heavy crash. He is holding another lantern. Coiled over his arm is a length of rope – presumably that which had suspended Lady Arden from the beam.

Now the four of us are seemingly trapped down here. My mind is a riot of unformed terrors, though for Lady Arden’s sake I fight to keep my breathing steady and my face composed. Jenkes walks slowly towards us, rope in hand.

‘I hope you won’t make this difficult, Bruno,’ he says. His eyes shine in the semi-darkness. ‘Just remember, any attempt to cause trouble on your part and you will have a shot between the eyes before you can blink. Then you wouldn’t be here to protect the lady, would you? Not that your protection is worth much, but it allows you to maintain the illusion of control, does it not? Now – this will interest you. Come and look.’

At the far end of the undercroft, three barrels are piled up in a corner. All around them, on the ground, are fragments of broken brick. Jenkes sets down the lantern cautiously, some distance from us, takes hold of a barrel and heaves it out of the way, then does the same with the others. Behind us, Doughty prowls, silent as a wildcat, only the swinging cone of light tracing his movements. Jenkes holds up his lantern to illuminate a patch of loose bricks set into the floor.

‘I told you these monks were ingenious,’ he says, squatting to prise one brick out with his fingers. It scrapes away easily and he tosses it to one side. ‘This is hard labour – why don’t you do it for me, Bruno?’

Unwillingly, I release Lady Arden, who leans back against a pillar, and crouch at Jenkes’s feet. I lift out another brick, and a gust of chill, damp air causes goosebumps to rise on my skin.

‘That’s it, keep going,’ Jenkes says, ‘all the loose ones. The chapel was intended partly as place of worship, partly as vantage point. This undercroft is built into the very rock of the island. But they were afraid that if the enemy invaded – France, as it was then – the island would be taken first. They built into their chapel a means of escape.’

‘A secret tunnel?’ So that was why the two of them were so untroubled by the prospect of Drake’s waiting fleet.

He looks almost disappointed. ‘You know of it?’

‘Drake knows of it – they will be waiting for you at the other end.’

A brief shadow of doubt crosses his face. ‘Where is the other end, then?’ When I do not reply, he laughs. ‘You are bluffing. Good try, Bruno. There are plenty of legends about the tunnels, but very few people know of their existence. The customs men had this entrance bricked up years ago, but the smugglers are enterprising fellows, and there is more than one exit, to foil the authorities. The tunnel itself is in a poor state of repair, but it is still passable. Drake’s men will be waiting till dawn to catch us leaving by sea. By which time we will be long gone.’ He pats the bag at his side.

‘They will catch you one way or another,’ I say, trying to sound as if I believe it. ‘Drake already has the hue and cry out for you.’

Jenkes shakes his head and tuts, as if he is disappointed in my efforts. ‘You know very well that is not true, Bruno. Drake would not do anything that would risk Lady Arden’s life. It was a gamble, I’ll admit, but Doughty seemed sure of it.’

‘What about Robert Dunne?’ I say, turning to John Doughty. ‘Was he a gamble too?’

He gives a baffled laugh. ‘Dunne? Yes, I suppose he was. A gamble I lost, in the end, which I should have foreseen. Poor Dunne was cursed by ill luck. Worse even than mine, so it seems.’

‘So what do you get out of this charade?’ If I can at least keep them talking, I give myself time to think. Unfortunately I cannot fathom any way out that will not leave Lady Arden or me, or more likely both of us, dead. ‘You didn’t really believe Drake would come here in person?’

Doughty considers the question. ‘No, I suppose in my heart I did not. But this will do almost as well for now. I will leave her head in the church for him to find.’

Lady Arden makes a frantic noise through her gag. She sinks to the floor, tears streaming down her face. She is so pale I fear she may vomit; with her mouth bound, she would choke immediately.

‘By rights I should leave it on the cliff for the sea birds to peck out her eyes, like he did with my poor brother’s,’ Doughty continues matter-of-factly. ‘See how he likes that. Show him a prelude to his own death.’

‘You really think you will kill Drake one day?’ I ask.

He does not miss the scorn in my voice. His expression hardens as he steps closer.

‘I must believe it,’ he says, through his remaining teeth, and in those words I hear the force of the man’s despair. ‘The only thing that stops me following Robert Dunne’s example is the oath I swore to my brother, that I will see Francis Drake in his grave before I go to mine. That man took everything from me.’ He is so close I can feel his breath on my face. The muzzle of the gun presses against my breastbone. I hear the blood thudding in my ears. ‘My brother, my money, my reputation. My patriotism. Even my fucking teeth,’ he adds, with a sour laugh. ‘And I had good teeth. While he collects land, titles, fame, royal favour, a beautiful young wife.’ He casts a glance at Lady Arden. ‘I would have preferred to have taken his wife, of course – saving your presence, my lady – but Elizabeth Drake is too closely watched. This bitch will have to do. I will take his spoils from him, one by one, until he knows how it feels to lose everything. England will never give me justice, so I must make my own.’

‘Or persuade a desperate man like Robert Dunne to do it for you,’ I say, though I did not miss his reference to ‘Dunne’s example’.

A thin smile. ‘Persuade . . . yes, it sounds better when you put it like that. Robert Dunne was a despicable coward. You can make a coward do anything if he thinks he will save his own skin. Especially a coward in debt. I settled his debts at the House of Vesta, you know. After that he was my creature.’

‘But he wasn’t, was he?’ I say. ‘He didn’t do what you wanted, in the end.’

‘True.’ He sounds regretful. ‘I thought he was desperate enough to do it for the money. A small dose of monkshood in Drake’s wine would have done it – hardly a problem once they’re out at sea. I even showed Dunne how the poison was distilled. He seemed so willing at first.’ He makes a sharp, wincing motion and clicks his tongue. ‘I should have realised he had that pathetic filial loyalty some men develop towards Drake. In the end his conscience weighed heavier than his fear. He took the coward’s way out.’

So he really believes Dunne killed himself? I recall the letter Drake received the day after Dunne’s death with the verse from Matthew’s gospel, with its reference to Judas’s remorseful suicide.

‘Is that why you sent that letter?’ I ask. ‘So that Drake would think Dunne’s death was connected with the Judas book?’

A small crease appears between his brows; he darts a glance at Jenkes. ‘Which letter?’

‘The one with the Bible verse: Matthew 27 verse 5.’

Doughty only looks more confused; the crease in his forehead deepens. ‘Matthew?’

‘Judas went from that place and hanged himself,’ Jenkes says, smoothly.

‘You see? He knows it word for word.’

‘My dear Bruno – I know most of the scriptures word for word. As do you. But why would anyone send such a letter?’ He arches an eyebrow.

‘You tell me. To imply that Dunne hanged himself out of remorse for his treachery, just like Judas? To serve as a warning to Drake, that the Judas Gospel brings nothing but harm?’ I suggest. ‘Or simply to frighten him. To show him once again that you know everything that touches him, even on his ship.’

Doughty lets out a bark of laughter. ‘Frighten him? It would take more than a letter with a line of scripture to frighten El Draco.’

‘Really? What would it take – a letter threatening the curse of the Devil? No, that did not work. One telling him you are watching his wife, perhaps?’

John Doughty looks abashed, but only briefly. ‘I was not quite myself when I sent those. Prison can turn a man’s wits, you know. But I never sent him any Bible verse.’

‘No more did I,’ Jenkes says, with a shrug. ‘The others, yes, via the girl to you and this lady here. But no verses.’

‘We are wasting time,’ Doughty says, impatient. ‘The ship sails on the evening tide and we must be on it, or risk being found by the hue and cry. What does it matter who sent the letter?’

‘It matters,’ I begin, ‘because . . .’ But I find I cannot answer the question. All along we have believed that the letter was sent either by Dunne’s killer, or someone who knew his identity and wanted to toy with Drake. The other letters had led me to assume that they were connected with the first one. But the recent discoveries about Savile and Martha Dunne have thrown all those theories into confusion.

‘Do you know who killed Robert Dunne?’ I ask. ‘Indulge me – it is not as if I can tell anyone now. Satisfy my curiosity.’

‘Is that your last request, Bruno?’ Jenkes cocks his head to one side, but Doughty holds a hand up to silence him, still frowning at me.

‘Does Francis Drake truly believe Dunne did not kill himself?’ He shakes his head, looking perplexed. ‘I knew there was an inquest, but I thought that was the widow’s doing, it was to be expected. Who would want Dunne dead?’ He appears disconcerted.

‘Other than you?’ I say.

‘He was no use to me dead. Not yet, at least. Not until he had served his purpose. Dunne knew I had marked him for his part in the jury that falsely convicted my brother. But as I told you, he was a coward. I convinced him that by killing Drake for me, he had a chance to save himself and his women.’ He lets out a sharp laugh. ‘I even promised him a share of the price on Drake’s head. I thought that would swing the balance.’

‘The twenty thousand ducats,’ I murmur. ‘You meant to claim that from Spain?’

‘Of course.’ He says this in a clipped, businesslike tone. ‘But I suspected Dunne was not such a fool as to believe I would let him live. I had supposed he decided it was better to damn his soul with suicide than with murder.’ He purses his lips and his brow creases again. ‘But you seriously think someone else killed him?’ He glances at Jenkes. ‘Someone who guessed what he planned and wanted to save Drake, I suppose?’ He smacks a fist into his palm. ‘So he must have confessed his purpose to someone else on board. Who?’

Now it is the book dealer’s turn to look impatient. ‘What does it matter? The man is dead and it has nothing to do with us. Enough talking – it is time to go.’

He gestures to me to turn around, and wrenches my arms back, binding my wrists behind me. My knees crack against the floor as he pushes me down and drags me across to the pillar where Lady Arden lies curled up and whimpering, her face buried in her knees, as if she could make herself so small she might escape their notice. Jenkes sits me upright, my back against the pillar. He does the same with Lady Arden on the other side, then takes the remaining length of rope and wraps it around the two of us, binding us fast to the pillar, so tight I can feel the cord cutting into my chest each time I expand my lungs to breathe. Lady Arden makes the occasional hiccupping sob, though subdued, like a child whose tantrum has subsided. It is a defeated sound. I hope that she is only semi-conscious; I wish I were in that state myself, but my awareness seems heightened by the nearness of my death, as if everything is picked out in perfect clarity. I see the black hairs on the back of Jenkes’s hands as he moves the lantern some distance away and begins to shift one of the barrels towards us; I hear the scrape of the wood over the brick floor. I notice how the veins bulge at his temple with the effort of moving it. He does the same with the other two, positioning them around us. When he has arranged them to his satisfaction, he dusts off his hands and smiles, as if pleased with his handiwork.

‘In the time of the heretic queen’s father and grandfather, this undercroft was used as a munitions store,’ he says, in a conversational tone. ‘Some supplies were left, in anticipation of the new fort.’ He takes out my knife and uses it to prise open the bung in the top of one barrel, then calls Doughty to help him lift it. Now I understand why he moved the lantern to a safe distance. He indicates the far side of the undercroft and they carry the barrel between them, tipping it up to release its contents as they move backwards towards me and Lady Arden. A trail of fine black powder snakes behind them; they scatter it liberally around us before wedging the barrel into place next to me. Then they cross the room again and lay a second trail.

When they have done, Doughty surveys the tableau before him and curls his lip. He seems displeased with the result.

‘I would still rather Drake found her head on the altar,’ he says. ‘There should be some poetic justice to this.’

‘Do you know how long it would take to sever a head with a knife like this?’ Jenkes snaps. ‘And how would we walk away, covered head to foot in blood? No, this is the practical solution. The fuse is long enough to give us time to get some way into the passage. The explosion will seal off the entrance here, and will be large enough to attract attention. While Drake’s men are busy trying to dig out what’s left of the gallant Bruno and his lady, we will be long gone. Come – take this lantern.’

‘Should we not at least make sure they are dead first?’ Doughty says, crouching to our level and cocking the gun towards me.

‘Do not waste good shot. We will have need of that. You think three barrels of gunpowder will not suffice? Besides,’ Jenkes looks at me and smiles his lazy, reptilian smile, ‘I want to give Bruno time to repent. To count the minutes as he sees his death stealing towards him. I have often observed that heretics lose their defiance when they realise they will shortly face their Maker. You are a man with a ready wit, Bruno, but I fear it will not hold up when you have to stand before the throne of judgement.’

I say nothing. He looks disappointed, as if I have deliberately spoiled his game.

‘Come, then,’ he says to Doughty, who disables the pistol, tucking it into his belt, then takes one of the lanterns and lowers himself cautiously into the hole. Jenkes sets the other lantern down by the entrance to the tunnel shaft, slips the satchel over his head and traces his path back to the beginnings of the gunpowder trail.

‘At least take the gag from her mouth,’ I say, my voice shrill with panic. I have escaped Jenkes before; I could do so again, if only my thoughts would stop jostling one another long enough for me to see a clear path. I try to move my wrists behind my back but the cords are so tight there is barely any give; I succeed only in making them cut deeper into my flesh.

‘So you can whisper your enduring love to one another as you die?’ Jenkes says, amused. ‘Very well. Never let it be said I am not merciful.’ He breaks into that dry cackle again.

I see a flash of steel by my right eye; for a dreadful moment I wonder if I have provoked him by asking a favour. Perhaps he will do something worse to Lady Arden. But I hear the swift tear of cloth, followed by a soft sigh and a choking cough. The pillar is narrow but I am tied so tight I cannot turn my head to see her. Jenkes drops the severed gag on the floor and returns to the gunpowder fuse he has laid. He readies a taper and turns back to judge the distance between himself and the entrance to the tunnel, then concentrates on tidying his thin black powder ropes with the tip of his boot, making sure there are no breaks in the trail, nothing which might cause the flame to falter and die before it reaches its goal. When he is satisfied that everything is ready, he strikes his tinder-box carefully, his eyes meeting mine with a black glitter as he lights the taper from its spark. Then, in one practised movement, he lowers the taper to the end of one fuse, waits until he is certain it has taken, repeats the movement with the other, then scuttles across the floor, snatches up the bag and the lantern and disappears into the hole in the corner. When only his head is visible, he pauses.

‘Goodbye, Bruno,’ he says. ‘My lady. I hope Saint Michael hears you.’

His laugh echoes up the shaft as he descends, like some diabolical figure vanishing through the stage in an inn-yard theatre show. The pool of light wavers and diminishes with him.

‘Bruno?’ Lady Arden’s voice emerges harsh and guttural, as if she is unused to using it. I think of her bruised and swollen throat and the rope that almost choked the breath from her – the same rope that now holds us fast to this pillar. Would it have been kinder to let her die there, in the church? Or will it be quicker this way? Would you lose consciousness in an instant, I wonder, or would you be aware of the force ripping through your frame as you were blasted in all directions?

‘I’m here,’ I say, knowing that my tone can convey no reassurance. I cannot even reach for her hand.

‘Will we die?’ she croaks.

There is no light now in the undercroft save the two little blue-gold dancing flames sizzling steadily towards us in a pincer movement. I stretch my legs as far forward as I can, sweeping my left foot and then my right in wide, desperate circles, hoping to disrupt the line of gunpowder, though I cannot see where I am kicking and I know that Jenkes has laid the trail in a loop out of my reach. The flames grow as they eat their way relentlessly along the line of the fuse, as if their progress only makes them hungrier.

‘See if you can kick the powder away,’ I say in desperation. The silence is filled by the short, frantic scratches of our heels in the dust.

‘I can’t see where it is, she whispers. ‘And I can’t move my legs much anyway.’

‘Never mind.’ I do not know what else to say. She begins to murmur something soft and urgent under her breath, the cadence rising and falling. I strain to catch the words, but her voice goes on in the same chant, faster and faster, like the senseless babbling of a lunatic and I think the fear has turned her wits, until I catch now and at the hour of our death, Amen.

‘Nell?’ I say. The frenzied muttering continues. Holy Mary, Mother of God, pray for us sinners, now and at the hour of our death, Amen. ‘I am so sorry,’ I say, raising my voice over her manic repetitions. ‘This is my fault. If it were not for me, you would not be mixed up in this.’

She pauses, mid-prayer. ‘Not true,’ she says. ‘They took me because of Sir Francis, because they could not get to Elizabeth. You heard him. And in any case,’ she adds, her breathing growing fast and shallow, ‘even if it were because of you, I cannot regret it. I would not undo that night with you.’

‘Really?’ I turn my head as far as I can, but all I can see is the twin flames advancing on us. The air is thick with smoke; tears spring to my eyes and I struggle to catch my breath through the acrid smell. I know that her declaration is of a piece with the frantic Hail Mary, a clutching at anything that will make her feel less alone as she waits for death, now moments away, yet it catches at my heart. I wish I could reach her, at least take her hand as we brace ourselves for the impact.

‘Do you love me, Bruno?’ she asks. I can hear the spike of terror in her voice. ‘Do you? Oh, God have mercy on us.’ She starts up a low moan which threatens to break into uncontrolled screaming. I feel I must soothe her, if only to prevent that being the last noise I hear.

‘Yes,’ I reply, surprised at how calm I sound.

‘Then say it,’ she demands, though it emerges as a harsh croak.

‘I love you.’ The words hang in the air with the smell of burning powder. A harmless lie to ease her last minutes; no one is hurt.

I feel oddly empty, as if watching this scene from outside. The flames have sucked their way along the trail and almost reached us, though they loop away on their detour, just out of reach. By the time they have burned around this last curve, they will touch the powder scattered all around us and finally ignite the barrels.

Behind me, in the darkness, Nell gives a choking sob. ‘And I you,’ she croaks. ‘In another life—’

I make a gentle shushing sound, but it seems to me as if the noise comes from some other person. As the flames crackle the last few inches, I muster a final surge of energy and wrench my arms back, struggling with all my remaining strength against the rope that holds me to the pillar. I escaped Rowland Jenkes once; perhaps that gave me a false confidence, the belief that I could do it a second time. The rope bites into my flesh, rubbing it raw, but he has made it secure; I cannot save myself this time. Nell has taken up her prayers again. I think of the woman I did once love, and perhaps still do, far away; would she ever hear of my death, or care one way or another? Perhaps she is dead herself by now; I will never know.

The flame nearest me touches the powder around my feet and flares up; I writhe away as a sudden shock of heat scorches the left side of my body. There is no time to think; I pull my knees in, turn my face away from the flames and brace myself for the grand conflagration. In the thick darkness Nell screams, one long, piercing note, and the last thought that passes through my smoke-dazed mind is that at least the explosion will make that stop.
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But the scream continues, boring through my skull, insistent and drawn out, until she runs out of breath and the note collapses into a protracted fit of coughing. I remain still, curled tight away from the kegs, every muscle tensed, awaiting the white-hot blast. After a long pause, I lift my head. Smoke grates against my throat, my eyes. There is nothing but blackness and the curtains of smoke. I let out a sudden, amazed bark of laughter.

‘Bruno?’

‘It didn’t happen,’ I say, jubilant. My own voice is harsh now from the fumes. ‘The powder must have been too damp. It didn’t take. Thank God.’ I almost mean it. I laugh aloud again, my eyes streaming with tears.

‘So – we are safe?’ she asks, her voice small and shaky.

‘Safe?’ My euphoria quickly subsides; we still have no way of freeing ourselves and there is precious little air in this undercroft. Already I can feel my head swimming from breathing in the smoke. And what of Jenkes and Doughty? They cannot be too far along the tunnel. They will be expecting an explosion; when it does not come, will they return and silence us some other way, or are they in too much of a hurry to escape? ‘We are in better shape than we would have been if these barrels had ignited, that much is certain,’ I say.

‘I feel dizzy,’ she says. ‘My throat hurts.’

‘Take short breaths. We’re going to get out soon,’ I say, trying to sound convincing. ‘Can you move your hands at all?’ Unlike me, her hands are bound in front; she has a better chance of wriggling free. My throat is also scorched and my mouth dry and cracked; I would give anything for a sip of water. Drake’s men will come eventually when they realise that no one has left the island, but they might wait hours, by which time we could have been poisoned by the smoke, or slaughtered like animals by Jenkes and Doughty, if they return.

‘I can move them a little.’ Her voice floats, disembodied, through the darkness. ‘But I haven’t the strength.’

‘Try,’ I say, with more force than I intend. ‘If you can free your hands, you can untie us. It’s our only chance – they have bound me too tight to move.’

She does not reply. I am afraid she has passed out, until I hear a scuffling noise, accompanied by a series of grunts and hard breathing, the sound of exertion. After a few moments she gives a sharp cry that might be pain or triumph, or both.

‘I have one hand free!’ she exclaims.

‘Quick, then – untie us.’

There is a longer delay; she must first free her other hand, then find the knots that hold the rope binding us to the pillar. I curse again the loss of my knife. I listen to her scrabbling fingers, biting my tongue against my impatience, reminding myself of all she has been through. I make reassuring noises as she swears an oath, then half-sobs in frustration; when at last she falls still, I fear she has given up or collapsed, until I feel the rope around my chest slacken and I am able to lean forward, away from the pillar. She crawls through the smoke, trailing coils of rope, and hurls herself into me, burying her face in my neck, gasping or sobbing. I remind her gently that my wrists are still bound behind me. With shaking hands she unties them and finally I can stretch my stiff arms and shoulders, though I am encumbered by Nell clinging to me like an infant.

I prise her away as gently as I can.

‘We need to get out,’ I say, trying to impart a sense of urgency without alarming her further. ‘Are you burned?’

‘Scorched a little on one side, but not badly,’ she says. ‘But it’s hard to breathe in here. My throat . . .’

‘Don’t speak, then.’ I hold her by the arms until I am sure she can stand alone. Inside my doublet I find my tinder-box and the candle I saved from the lantern. I can see nothing but smoke and blackness in the undercroft, so I place my hand on the rough surface of the pillar and take a few steps to my left, to be certain I am away from the gunpowder. We were remarkably fortunate – the barrels must have grown damp from being stored underground too long – but I do not want to take any chances. The flint strikes sparks and after a couple of attempts the candle lights, a feeble glow in the smoke.

‘Stay there,’ I instruct her. I grope my way fruitlessly along the walls until I reach the stone stairs we descended from the church. Relief ripples through my chest, allowing me briefly to forget my aches and pains. Shielding the candle, I climb until I can push against the stone over the entrance. It does not move. Cursing, I climb a few steps higher so that I can wedge my shoulder under the slab and use the whole weight of my body to force it upwards. I groan with the effort, all my muscles straining. Again, nothing. Jenkes has sealed it somehow. I run my fingers all around the edge, but I cannot make out any bolt or padlock. It must have some secret locking mechanism impossible to see in this light. After one last push, I concede defeat.

Holding my candle carefully behind my hand, I climb down and call to Nell. It is difficult to tell whether the smoke is beginning to subside, but my breathing seems fractionally less effortful. Through the haze I see her figure emerging, tentative, towards me. I reach for her hand.

‘The entrance is sealed,’ I explain. ‘We have no choice but to use the tunnel.’

‘But – those men are down there!’ The whites of her eyes flash at me in the darkness, rolling like a spooked horse. ‘They’ll kill us if they find us following them.’

‘They’ll be long gone by now,’ I say, with a firmness I do not feel.

‘Can’t we just wait here? Drake will come for us eventually, won’t he?’ She grips my arm, her face close to mine.

‘Eventually is no good. This air will poison us if we go on breathing it for much longer. You said you felt dizzy – that’s the smoke. I feel it too. If we pass out here we may not wake again. We have to take our chances. Come.’

I lead her towards the entrance to the tunnel, feeling my way with my feet so that we do not fall down it. The candle flame is no more than a fuzzy halo, barely penetrating the smoke. A loose brick skids as I kick it, then another, until I can feel a welcome breath of cool, damp air drifting up from the open shaft.

‘I will go first,’ I say. If Jenkes and Doughty are down there waiting, better I come upon them; I will at least put up a fight. ‘Watch your step – come right to the edge of the hole – that’s it. There – you see those rungs?’ The mouth of the tunnel gapes, a bottomless pit in the faint light. Attached to one side I can see iron staples set into the wall. From here I can only make out the first two, but I have to assume they continue all the way down. ‘Climb down on those. Tie the bottom of the cloak around your waist. We’ll be doing it blind, though. I’ll have to put the candle out as we climb.’

I sit among the loose bricks, my legs dangling over into the empty space. She moves alongside me and I hand her the candle.

‘Take this. When I have gone down a few rungs, use it to find your footing, then blow it out and tuck it in your bodice. Keep it secure – we will need it. You will have to feel your way down. Can you do that?’

She looks up, biting her lip, gives me one miserable nod. I position myself on my knees, facing the wall of the shaft, then lower my foot to the first iron bracket and the other foot further still, to the next. Groping in the thin light, I step down another, and another, amazed each time that they hold my weight. The metal feels ancient; rusted and grainy, gnawed by age and damp. But five rungs in, the air is clearer. I look up and see Nell’s foot casting about for the first rung; she finds it and makes her footing secure, then extinguishes the light with a sharp puff. Darkness covers us.

I lose track of how far we descend, or how long it takes. The air grows colder the further down we climb and soon I am shivering, despite my wool doublet; I can hear the scrape of my breathing, my chest burning with each lungful. Moisture trickles down the walls of the shaft; in places the iron rungs are slippery with moss or weed. Stepping to the next rung, and the next, becomes an act of pure will. It feels as if we are descending to the frozen depths of the earth where Dante found the Devil himself devouring Judas Iscariot. At any moment I expect Nell to give up, to let go her hold on the rungs and tumble on to me, dragging me down with her to the bottom of the pit, but she keeps a tenacious grip and a steady pace. I dare not call out to her, in case Jenkes and Doughty are anywhere within earshot; though I can hear her laboured breaths, she makes no complaint.

At length, just as the muscles in my arms are about to mutiny, I put my foot down to find there are no more iron rungs, only an uneven rock floor sloping gently downwards. I step off to find myself in a tunnel, just high enough for me to stand, if I hunch over, and wide enough that I can touch the sides with my arms outstretched. There would be a limit to how much contraband you could smuggle through a tunnel this small, I think, peering ahead into the blackness. A whole cargo might take several journeys. God, a man would have to be determined – or desperate – to make a living this way. I whisper to Nell to watch her step. She arrives beside me, flexes her arms, and hands me the candle. I pause, straining to hear anything beyond the constant drip of water. When I am as satisfied as I can be that there is no movement ahead of us, I strike the tinder-box; the flame takes several attempts to catch, and gutters dangerously, but it holds and we are able to press on with its weak cone of light showing the path.

The tunnel is rough-hewn, rudimentary and in poor repair; fissures gape in the walls and roof and the water seeps in relentlessly, in some places no more than a trickle, but elsewhere a steady stream, pouring down the rock and along the floor. I think of those monks five hundred years earlier and the force it must have taken to hew this escape route out of the living rock. Here and there the passage is scattered with rubble where parts of the tunnel have subsided; I try not to think about the weight of the sea above us, the walls pressing in, the fact that I have no idea how far we have come or how much longer we must continue in this dank, subterranean trough. Instead I keep my breathing steady and concentrate on each step, guarding the candle flame and keeping alert for any sound that would betray the presence of another human. I can feel the pressure of Nell’s hand on my back, her fingers clutching at my shirt as if she fears I would leave her behind.

‘Who was the woman?’ she says, out of nowhere.

‘What?’ I almost miss my footing and stumble, then turn, holding the candle up to look at her. Her hair hangs loose, the ends scorched a little on one side; her face is smeared with soot but her eyes have regained some of their fire.

‘Which woman?’

‘The woman in Oxford. The man with no ears said you risked your life for her once.’

‘More than once,’ I say, without thinking.

‘Did you love her?’ Her tone is accusing.

‘It was a long time ago.’ I turn back to the path ahead and continue walking, partly to hide the smile. Of all the things she could choose to worry about at present, it is the thought of another woman that preoccupies her. I find this oddly endearing. A woman’s mind is a strange thing indeed.

I have barely taken five steps when I freeze, and the smile dies on my lips. A distant rumble reaches us from somewhere up ahead. I have been half-expecting this since we entered the tunnel; I did not believe that Jenkes and Doughty would leave anything to chance. Perhaps they took more explosives with them to seal off the tunnel once they reached the end. That rumble, I realise with a sickening certainty, is the sound of the rock collapsing, trapping us down here – or, worse, cracking open the roof of the tunnel to let the thousand tons of water above us surge in. I hesitate, stiff with fear, heart racing, awaiting the great onrush of the sea through the darkness. Moments pass; the water does not come. At length I allow myself to exhale and motion for Nell to continue.

Some yards further on, I find the source of the sound: a section of the wall has fallen, almost blocking the tunnel with debris. Water is gushing through the crack; not fast enough yet to cause a problem, but the fissure is a deep one and the pressure of the water could burst the wall open further. I wedge the candle into a crevice in the rock wall, where it flickers precariously, and begin to pull the fallen rocks away with both hands.

‘We need to hurry,’ I say, hurling lumps of stone behind me; more tumble into the gaps I have made as fast as I can clear them.

‘Are we in danger?’ she asks, crouching alongside me and grabbing at a rock.

I glance sideways at the water coursing through the cleft in the tunnel wall. ‘Until we get out, we cannot assume ourselves safe. Help me here.’

We work in silence until we have cleared a gap large enough to crawl over. The candle gutters out as she tries to pass it through to me on the other side and it takes some time to spark the tinder-box into life again. The tunnel is pitched into blackness and I have the uneasy sensation that I can hear someone breathing close by. I reach up to help Nell through the gap; she hauls herself down, slipping on loose rocks, wincing as she turns her ankle upon landing beside me, but without complaint. She stands unsteadily, resting a hand on my shoulder, her breath coming in ragged gasps, and I see that she is weak. Her treatment at the hands of Jenkes and Doughty has injured her, perhaps more than I can see, and though she pushes on valiantly, I realise she is in pain. I can only hope she will be strong enough to reach the end of the tunnel – though I have no idea where the end of the tunnel might be, or what awaits us there.

‘Lean on me if you are tired,’ I instruct her. ‘I must keep my hand around the candle flame or we will lose it.’ But the candle is burning down fast; we will lose it soon in any case. I have to keep shifting it from hand to hand as the hot wax drips on to my fingers. I have lost all sense of time; it seems as if we have been down here for days. ‘I feel like Orpheus,’ I say, taking a step forward as the light flickers and dims.

‘Don’t look back, then,’ she says, with a small laugh, ‘or I shall be left down here for ever.’

The tunnel roof is lower now; we have to stoop to continue, making progress all the harder.

‘He was lying, you know,’ she says, out of the darkness behind me. ‘The man called Doughty. He did not violate me. He wanted to taunt you.’

‘It would be no dishonour on your part if he did, my lady,’ I say, keeping my eyes fixed on the candle. I wonder if she feels obliged to deny it for my benefit, in case I should consider her compromised.

‘But it is true,’ she insists. ‘He would have, but the other one stopped him. The man with no ears. They argued about it – No-Ears said it would be a sinful act that would taint them both. And yet he would have been quite happy to kill us.’

‘Rowland Jenkes has his own moral code,’ I say. ‘Sins of the flesh bring no glory to God. I think he prides himself on his asceticism.’

‘You called me “my lady” again,’ she says softly.

‘I’m sorry. It is a hard habit to break for a man of my birth.’

‘Are we going to die, Bruno?’ she asks suddenly, as if reading my thoughts.

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Some day. But not down here, if I can help it.’ On impulse, I turn, cup her bruised face in my hand and press my mouth to her scorched lips, because I have just realised that the tunnel has begun to slope unmistakably upwards.




TWENTY-THREE

The tunnel ends abruptly, emerging into a round shaft lined with brick that appears to be a dry well, the bottom covered with a mulch of dead leaves. The candle is burned down to a stub, but in its faint glow I can make out iron treads hammered into the wall at ascending intervals, just as there were in the shaft we climbed down. The air smells less dank here, but when I crane my neck upwards, I see only darkness. I reason that it must be the middle of the night, but even so, you would expect some glimmer of natural light at the entrance. As I consider this, my heart lurches so violently that I stagger and have to hold myself up against the slimy wall: perhaps Jenkes and Doughty have sealed the entrance to this end of the tunnel, as a last bitter joke on us? I do not know where the tunnel emerges – whether near the city, where we might hope to be heard, or in some remote spot along the coast, where no one sets foot except those smuggling in contraband. There is nothing for it but to try.

‘Can you climb?’ I ask. She raises her eyes to the blackness above us.

‘I don’t think I have a choice,’ she says, forcing a smile.

‘Good. Wait until I call you, though – no point wasting your energy if we can’t get out at the top.’

‘What?’ Her face twists with alarm and she clutches at my sleeve. ‘I can’t go back, Bruno. I don’t have the strength. I would rather just . . .’ Her eyes fill with tears; her resolve visibly drains from her face as she slumps against me. I wish I could take the words back.

‘We will find a way,’ I say, squeezing her arm. ‘Come – hold this while I climb.’ I hand her the last of the candle. She shivers, flinching as the hot wax touches her skin. I place my foot on the first of the iron rungs and begin to pull myself up, dread sitting heavy in my stomach.

The shaft must be at least a hundred feet deep, perhaps more. Shadows close around me as I climb, until the candle is no more than a pinprick of light far below. As I make my slow way upwards, I recall what Jenkes had said about giving me the chance to repent. Another man might start praying now, indeed would have been praying fervently to every saint he could name for the past few hours, but I find I cannot, even in what may well be the hour of my death. Ironic, that for thirteen years of my life I spent most of my waking hours in prayer, only to find that prayer eludes me when I truly need it. Experience has taught me that the only one I can depend on to save me is myself.

At the top of the shaft my fingers brush against a rough surface; holding tight with my left hand, I extend my right and tentatively feel the shape of a wooden cover. I flatten my palm against it and push. It does not budge. As I am straining against its resistance, the iron staple under my left hand slips. I cry out as my knuckles scrape hard over the brick; one side has come loose in its fittings, but for now it holds. If it should come away altogether, I will fall back into the darkness. Gripping it hard, I gather all my remaining strength and heave my shoulder against the wooden cover. With a groan, it moves and through the crack I taste a breath of fresh, salt air. I brace myself, push again and climb another step as I do so, lifting the heavy cover with me until I can move it far enough to one side to grasp the stone lip of the well and pull myself up through the opening.

I collapse sprawling on to a dry dirt floor, sucking in great gasping lungfuls of air, cold and sharp as a blade to my raw throat. I lean over the rim of the well and call down into the darkness to Nell that it is safe for her to climb, though all I hear is my own voice spiralling down into the hole and the patter of a few loose stones I knock over the edge. There is no longer any sign of light from the candle.

While I wait for her to appear, I try to ascertain some sense of my surroundings. As my eyes adjust, I can see that some kind of shelter has been built over the mouth of the well, simple but substantial, with stone walls on three sides, the fourth open to the elements. I struggle to my feet and stand fully upright for the first time since I was tied up, stretching out my aching limbs and back. At the open side of the shelter, I venture to poke my head outside, conscious that Jenkes and Doughty may yet be waiting for us. My hand moves instinctively to my belt, only to find my knife gone. I curse under my breath; I have only my fists and my feet now to defend myself, and I feel so weak I would like just to lie down inside the shelter and sleep for days.

Outside there is only silence – but it is a silence alive with the sounds of the night: a brisk wind soughing in the leaves, the groan of branches, the low rumble of the sea close by and, far off, the barking of dogs. Feeling bolder, I step out and look up into dense woodland. The moon is high overhead in a cloudless sky, a silver coin glimpsed through the trees. The pale light filtering through would be sufficient for us to make our way through the woods, if Nell is strong enough – though I have no idea which way we should go. Perhaps it would be better to rest in the shelter until dawn so that we can take our bearings – or would we be more vulnerable at first light? I rub my forehead; my brain is so fogged by pain and the bone-deep exhaustion that follows prolonged terror that I cannot make any useful decision. I listen again to the night around me and hear the pull and slap of waves; we have evidently come out close to the shore. I decide we should wait until morning so that we can see where we are, and make our way back to Plymouth as best we can.

I peer into the shadows between the trunks ahead and wonder which route Jenkes and Doughty have taken. Their boat must be waiting somewhere further along the coast, out of sight of the fleet in Plymouth Sound. Drake does not have enough men to watch the coastline; they could be out to sea in the time it takes Drake’s armed patrols to realise no one is leaving the island by boat. They could be in France by dinner time tomorrow. For now, I feel nothing but weariness at the thought. I am too numb with relief that we have both escaped with our lives even to summon any anger towards Jenkes for the loss of the book.

I return to the stone hut and push the wooden cover further over to widen the entrance to the well shaft. I strain my eyes peering into the dark hole, but there is no sign of Nell.

‘Are you there?’ I call down. My voice bounces off the stones and is lost in the blackness. ‘Keep climbing. Don’t think about it – just put one hand over the other. Come on – I can almost see you.’ I continue talking to her, repeating similar sentiments, the way you might try to calm a skittish horse, until the top of her head appears out of the gloom. ‘That’s it,’ I say, encouraging, reaching out a hand towards her. She twists to look up at me, a pained smile breaking over her face. She reaches up with her left hand for the final rung, the one that had begun to tear loose when I put my weight on it. Before I can warn her, she grips it to pull herself up and lets out a wild scream as it wrenches free from the wall and she loses her balance, falling back. I grab at her and manage to catch a handful of her sleeve; for a moment she hangs there, her whole weight suspended from that scrap of fabric over the well shaft. I hear the stitches rip where the sleeve is attached to her bodice; I lean further over, jam my knees against the stone rim of the well and clutch with my other hand at her wrist just as the stitches give way. She is a slight woman, but her whole weight is now suspended from my two hands, and my arms feel as if they might pull out of their sockets. Worse still, her hand is clammy with fear and I can feel her fingers beginning to slip from my grasp.

‘Get your feet back on the rungs,’ I instruct, through gritted teeth, struggling for a firmer grip of her wrist with my left hand. My palms are sweating now and if she does not soon support her own weight, I will be helpless to stop her falling. The screaming stops abruptly; I hear her breathing hard as she flails around, searching for the iron staples in the wall. A sound from outside distracts me; I jerk my head up and realise that the barking of the dogs is getting closer. My concentration wavers in the face of this new threat; just as I am about to lose my grip on her hand, the strain suddenly eases and I almost fall forward. She has managed to place her feet back on one of the rungs. Clasping her hand tight, I guide her upwards the last few steps, past the missing rung, until I am able to drag her over the rim of the well. She collapses into my arms on the floor, shaking violently like someone in the grip of fever. I hold her, stroking her hair gently as her breathing calms, but my nerves are tight as catgut as I listen for sounds outside. The dogs are closer still. Through the slit windows in the wall I can make out dancing flames, the flickering light of torches approaching. There are footsteps, and raised voices. Nell tenses against me, looking up, her eyes wide, questioning. I am frozen in position, unable to move.

‘Holy fuck!’ exclaims a man’s voice, not far from our hiding place. A chorus of cries erupts; it is hard to discern how many men are outside, but they appear to have discovered something shocking. I motion to Nell to keep quiet while their animated debate continues; just then, a great snarl erupts in front of us and she screams again. In the doorway to our shelter stands a huge dog, snapping its jaws, eyes and teeth gleaming out of the night. It is too dark to see what kind of dog it is – perhaps a mastiff. It is an angry one, that much is certain; the fur on its neck bristles and its hackles are raised, its hindquarters coiled to pounce, though it holds back and lets out a furious volley of barks to attract attention. It appears to be waiting for a command to attack.

Sweat springs out in beads along my hairline as the dog and I continue to stare one another down. Once, in Oxford, I saw a man who had been savaged by a dog; I try to push the thought from my mind, but the image of his corpse, lying in wet grass with its throat torn out, remains stubbornly vivid. Nell scrambles around behind me and the movement makes the dog start and snarl again, but it has evidently been well trained; it maintains its position, muscular shoulders filling the narrow doorway. It seems it will not go for the kill until it is commanded.

‘Throw the gun outside and come out with your hands on your head, or I will set the dogs on you,’ calls a stern voice. It takes me a moment to realise he is talking to us.

‘I have no gun,’ I shout back. ‘There is a woman here, badly injured. We are unarmed.’

This is met with a hasty conference among the men, during which I clearly catch the words ‘fucking Spanish’.

‘Show yourselves, then,’ comes the response.

‘Call the dog off first,’ I say. There is a further outbreak of indignant muttering, but after a pause I hear a low whistle. The dog snaps its head round, gives me a disappointed look and trots reluctantly away. I heave myself up, hoist Nell to her feet and half-carry her out of the shelter, hoping that my legs will not buckle under me.

We emerge into a circle of torchlight to find four halberds pointed in our faces. The men holding them are wearing a livery I cannot make out, but beneath their tunics they are wearing quilted arming doublets – they have come dressed for a fight. A second dog crouches at their feet, showing its teeth.

‘Poaching, is it?’ says the man who ordered us out. He is in his fifties, with a grizzled grey beard and narrow eyes.

I shake my head, trying to muster the energy to speak.

‘Where is the gun? Throw it down where I can see it,’ he says again.

‘I told you, I have no gun.’

‘Then how did you kill them?’ He steps aside and motions to one of his men to hold up the torch. On the path ahead of us I see two dark mounds. I do not need to step closer to see that they are the bodies of a man and a dog.

‘I didn’t. We have only just now climbed up out of the well.’ I gesture to the stone building behind us. ‘We were taken hostage on St Nicholas Island, but we escaped through the tunnel that comes out at the bottom of the well shaft. The men who took us captive came this way some time before us. One of them had a pistol.’

The men look at each other. ‘Likely story,’ one mutters, and I have to agree; my tale is so preposterous I would not believe it if I were him. Though from the glances they exchange I suspect the tunnel is not news to them.

‘Stand apart from one another,’ orders the grey-bearded man. ‘Search them,’ he says to one of his troupe. ‘If you are not poachers, you are smugglers, I reckon. Either way, Sir Peter will see you hang.’

‘Who is Sir Peter?’ asks Nell, letting go of my shoulder. It is the first time she has spoken since she emerged from the well shaft.

‘Sir Peter Edgecumbe,’ the man says. ‘These are his lands you’re trespassing on and his gamekeeper you’ve murdered, and rest assured you will swing for it. Both of you.’

‘Then we are in Mount Edgecumbe park?’ she says, with an incredulous laugh. ‘But I know Sir Peter Edgecumbe.’ She draws herself up, wincing, to her usual posture and tilts her chin. ‘I am Lady Eleanor Arden, widow of Sir Richard Arden of Beauchamp Hall in Somerset. My late husband was well acquainted with Sir Peter. Take me to him immediately – he will be able to help us.’

‘Oh, I’m sure you’re a fine lady all right, sweetheart.’ He points at me and laughs. ‘And who’s this – the fucking King of Cockaigne?’

Nell puts a hand on her hip. ‘This is the renowned Italian scholar Giordano Bruno.’

‘Oh, well that makes all the difference,’ says the bearded man, and his subordinates laugh openly. ‘Listen, you insolent strumpet. I lead Sir Peter’s household guard, and I have the power to arrest the both of you for trespass, poaching and murder. You don’t look like you’re in much of a state to put up a fight, but if you want one, we can oblige.’

She steps forward until she is no more than a foot away from him and pushes the shaft of his halberd to one side, eyes flashing defiance, her jaw set firm. He seems too surprised to stop her.

‘You listen, arrogant churl. I am the cousin of Lady Drake, and Doctor Bruno travels with Sir Philip Sidney, Master of the Queen’s Ordnance. Do you see this?’ She tilts her head back and points to her throat. ‘Yesterday I was taken captive by two wanted criminals who tried to hang me by the neck – the same men, by the way, who killed your gamekeeper and are quite possibly still at large on your master’s estate. Doctor Bruno rescued me. We have escaped death at least three times tonight and we are damned exhausted by it. Even now, Sir Francis Drake has his men out searching for us, and if he should find that we have suffered further ill-treatment, then by God, I swear you will answer to your master for it. Take us to the house this instant and let me speak to Sir Peter’s steward, if you will not take my word.’

The bearded man glances uneasily at his colleagues; clearly he fears she may be telling the truth. She has the bearing and the imperious tone that belong to the high-born, honed over a lifetime of expecting the world to obey you. I watch her with growing admiration. She turns to me and squeezes my hand, flashing a triumphant smile, despite all her pain and weariness. Sidney was right; she is a woman who is used to commanding. Jenkes and Doughty, with their threats of rape and murder, stripped the protection of rank from her; they reduced her to the unwelcome truth of her physical weakness and made her vulnerable. By asserting her status again over this guard, she can begin to repair the damage to her pride. It is impressive to watch her assume this hauteur as easily as slipping on a cloak.

‘Bring them up to the house then,’ the bearded man snaps at the others, turning away. Nell leans into me and I feel her body go slack with relief.

‘Everything will be all right now, Bruno,’ she says. ‘You’ll see.’




TWENTY-FOUR

‘You were fortunate that the household guard gave you the benefit of the doubt,’ Drake murmurs. He faces away from me, still looking out of the chamber window with his hands clasped behind his back. ‘He could have accused you of murder and thrown you in a cell right there. We might not have found you for days.’

‘Lady Arden is quite formidable when she decides to assert herself.’ I take another sip of wine.

‘I know it,’ Drake says, with a grimace.

‘We were fortunate too that Sir Peter Edgecumbe’s steward was accommodating. He woke his master in the middle of the night for two strangers who looked like vagabonds or cutpurses. Thank God Sir Peter recognised Lady Arden, in spite of everything.’

I close my eyes briefly, recalling what had followed. The cool ale to soothe our throats, warm water to bathe, maidservants to dress our wounds, the soft feather beds, the bread and meat in the morning and clean clothes given by Sir Peter and his wife, all of which Nell had promised to repay when she returned home. Drake’s men had finally landed on the island a couple of hours after we escaped, and valiantly followed us through the tunnel and out to Sir Peter Edgecumbe’s estate on the promontory facing Plymouth on the west side of the Sound. Sir Peter sent his own men to accompany me back to the town after I had broken my fast; Nell’s injuries were not as bad as I had feared, but she was weakened by shock and exhaustion and the effects of breathing so much smoke, and needed to rest before she could consider riding back. I had sustained some minor burns along my left arm and my eyes and throat were still dry and painful from the smoke, but when I considered the events of the night, I could only marvel that we had escaped with so little damage.

Drake observes me with curiosity for a while, then resumes his brisk manner. ‘In any case, God granted you His protection. But above all my wife’s cousin owes her life to your courage, Bruno. I am in your debt, and I will not forget it.’ He passes a hand across his beard. ‘And now that she is safe, I must decide what is to be done about the rest of this affair. Then perhaps I can get back to my fleet.’

He does not even try to disguise the impatience in his voice. This whole business with Jenkes and Doughty has been an inconvenient distraction for him – one that would not have come about if the fleet had not been delayed by Dunne’s death, or if Sidney and I had not turned up in Plymouth. I understand his feelings, but I suppose I had hoped for a slightly fuller expression of gratitude after the night’s ordeal. But Drake has a fleet of ships and hundreds of men dependent on his decisions, and he is keen to press on.

We are gathered in his chamber at the Star, the room once occupied by Lady Drake, who is now a guest of the Mayor and guarded by six of Drake’s stoutest soldiers. Sidney and I are shortly to dine with Dom Antonio and his attendants, but first Drake wants to brief me on all that has happened since I left for St Nicholas Island the night before.

‘My men and Sir Peter’s searched the entire estate last night and into the morning but found no trace of Jenkes or Doughty,’ he says, standing with his back to the fireplace. ‘I have sent out boats to board and search ships leaving the Sound, though I do not strictly have the authority to do this. But my guess is that they will have set out from further along the coast, in Cornwall. Perhaps they joined a ship from a different harbour. In any case, they have had a significant start.’

‘Rowland Jenkes has a great many contacts in France,’ I say. ‘He will have taken the book to Paris, no doubt, where there will be Vatican agents willing to pay dearly for it.’

Drake makes a dismissive gesture. ‘I care little for the book now. It angers me that this Jenkes should profit from it, naturally, but not so much that I am willing to devote men and resources to pursuing it. It seems a small price to pay, given that you and Lady Arden have escaped with your lives.’

I say nothing. The book is of no consequence to Drake because he is not a scholar and cannot imagine its significance; he regards it merely for how much coin it would fetch. I can think only of the fat, self-serving cardinals in Rome locking it away in some dark vault in the Vatican, burying its extraordinary revelation for ever. At least I still have my translation.

‘My concern,’ Drake continues, ‘is what has become of John Doughty. This business has not served his purpose at all, except to show me how near he can come to my family. And your report troubles me greatly. I have long suspected he would set his sights on Elizabeth, to hurt me where I am most vulnerable.’ He pulls at the point of his beard. ‘I have decided that she should go to her family in Somerset while I am at sea. When Lady Arden is well enough to travel, I will send them both back to Buckland with an armed guard to make their preparations. I think it best that Dom Antonio goes with them. Your men can accompany him, Sir Philip, and travel on to London from there. I cannot prepare for this expedition if I am worrying constantly about his safety and that of the women.’

Sidney looks up from his position by the window and nods. His armed men arrived this morning and he has lodged them at a hostelry outside the town walls out of his own pocket; the sooner they are on the road to London with Dom Antonio, or staying at Buckland Abbey at Drake’s expense, the better for him. I feel a pang at the thought of the women leaving; the prospect of remaining in Plymouth with my own plans still uncertain seems far less attractive in Nell’s absence.

‘At least we know that Doughty had nothing to do with Dunne’s death,’ I say. ‘I am certain he was telling the truth when he said he believed Dunne took his own life.’

Drake and Sidney exchange a glance.

‘We have some news there,’ Drake says.

Sidney crosses the room to lean on the mantel. ‘You have missed all the excitement,’ he says.

I look at him. ‘You are right – all the time I was tied up waiting for a barrel of gunpowder to blast my head off, and crawling through a tunnel under the sea and climbing a well shaft to be set upon by a pack of dogs and armed men, I was thinking to myself, how I wish I were not missing all the excitement.’

Drake smiles.

‘Savile has confessed,’ Sidney announces, with an expression that suggests he claims the credit.

‘Well – not quite,’ Drake says. ‘He has confessed to everything except the murder. That is our sticking point.’

‘Then – what has he confessed to?’ I look from one to the other, confused. ‘What happened?’

‘Sir Philip caught them in the act,’ Drake says. It is difficult to tell from his expression whether he approves of Sidney’s actions or not.

Sidney shrugs. ‘I did what I said we should do the other day. I had come back here yesterday evening to fetch some belongings for Lady Drake, while you were all occupied with the rescue attempt.’ His voice is light as he says this, but I hear the implicit reproach; I wonder if Drake does.

Sidney had embraced me with obvious relief when I returned to the Star, but the pleasure of seeing me alive seems to have been shortlived and quickly tarnished by his usual resentment at being left behind with the women and denied a chance to prove himself. He has not asked me anything about my experiences last night. I know him too well to be wounded by his apparent dismissal; all the same, I find I am gritting my teeth as he embarks on an account of his own heroics.

‘I happened to see Savile heading for the stairs to the second floor,’ he continues, with evident relish. ‘I took it upon myself to follow him. I thought if he was cornered and could no longer deny his relationship with Martha Dunne, he would be compelled to admit to the murder in the face of all the other evidence. The button, the nutmeg and so on.’

‘So you just walked into their bedchamber?’ I say, amazed.

‘Yes.’ He grins. ‘I gave them a little time to get warmed up. They had stationed that bovine maidservant outside the door to keep watch. She tried to tell me her mistress was indisposed. I said, I’m sure she is, and strode right past her. They hadn’t even locked the door.’ He shakes his head, as if he pitied anyone foolish enough to make such a simple mistake.

‘And you found them in media res?’

‘Not exactly. They were still clothed, thank God,’ he adds. ‘But I caught them in a close embrace – enough to make it difficult to explain away. I confronted them then and there with everything we had guessed about their affair and the pregnancy.’

‘That was dangerous,’ I say, and have the satisfaction of seeing Drake nod in vigorous agreement. ‘What was to stop them simply denying it all?’

‘They did at first. At least, she did.’ He makes a face. ‘That woman is hard as flint. God knows what Savile sees in her.’

‘The prospect of her imminent inheritance, perhaps?’

‘Huh. Well, they tried to deny it, of course. She conceded that she was pregnant but said the child was her husband’s and that she would have me arrested for slander if I dared to suggest otherwise. Sir William was an old friend of the family, she claimed, who was comforting her in her grief. With his breeches unlaced? I asked.’ He folds his arms across his chest, clearly delighted with himself. ‘Pair of fools. Then I delivered the coup de grâce. I said we had sufficient evidence to have Savile arrested for the murder of Robert Dunne.’

‘But we don’t,’ I say, glancing at Drake. His lips are pressed together.

‘They weren’t to know that,’ Sidney says, defensive. ‘Savile proved the weaker, in the end. He was already rattled by the fact that we had uncovered their little secret – when he thought he was to be accused of murder, he caved in altogether.’

‘Not altogether,’ Drake corrects quietly.

Sidney glances at him, irritated. ‘He said he would only explain himself to Captain Drake. So I insisted he come to my chamber where I could keep an eye on him while I sent a messenger to fetch Sir Francis from the Hoe – I told Savile he could not be trusted not to flee. He was scornful then – an innocent man had no reason to flee, he said, and in any case he would not go anywhere while his funds were tied up in this expedition. But he gave in and came with me nonetheless.’

‘Funds he had a good mind to withdraw, he said, if this was how he was respected by other gentlemen,’ Drake adds, giving Sidney a pointed look. I understand his anger; Sidney had gone against his express wishes and accused an important investor of committing murder, without any conclusive proof, and in the process had drawn Drake away from the operation to save the life of his wife’s cousin. While Drake is too much of a diplomat to reprimand a man of Sidney’s status, he clearly resents having been forced into this position. ‘By the time Sir Philip’s messenger arrived, there was little more I could usefully do to help you, Bruno,’ Drake continues, turning to me. ‘The armed men were under Carleill’s command, so I returned to the Star to deal with this development. It was fortunate that the accusation of murder, though rash, had shaken Savile. He had not realised we knew so much already – he was willing to admit his guilt in some parts, the better to insist on his innocence of the main charge.’

‘Then he still maintains he did not murder Dunne?’

Drake nods. ‘He conceded this much – that he and Martha Dunne were lovers, and had been for the best part of a year. He had promised to help her.’ He stops and purses his lips. ‘He assured me he would give up the whole truth, provided I did not report it to the authorities.’

‘And what was his version of the truth?’ I ask.

Drake looks weary. ‘Best you hear it from his own lips. I should like your view on whether or not he is lying.’

An armed guard stands by the door to Savile’s room, lolling against the wall. He jerks quickly to attention as Drake approaches.

‘I asked Sir William to remain here until I decided what to do about the situation,’ Drake tells me, in a low voice. ‘He is not happy about it, as you may imagine. He feels he is as good as under arrest.’

‘Then why has he agreed to it?’

‘Because he has the wit to realise that, if the inquest accepts Dunne’s death as murder, there is sufficient evidence to make him the principal suspect.’

‘Though probably not to convict him.’

‘Well, exactly – that is our problem. I could call in the coroner and the town authorities, but with a man of his status it would not be a simple matter. If I take that course, he will send for a lawyer from London. We could be delayed weeks.’ He stops outside the door and pins me with a frank look. ‘And of course he will withdraw from the voyage, along with his investment. He has made that clear. You will appreciate that Sir Philip has put me in a very difficult position. I cannot help wishing he had consulted me first.’

Sidney has declined to accompany us; he says he has heard Savile’s version of events already and in Sidney’s view it wouldn’t fool a child. Drake wisely ignored the remark, but that had not diffused the tension between them. Sidney is bristling with resentment; he thought he would have all the credit for catching the murderer and, though he will never admit it, he wants Drake’s praise as well. But taking matters into his own hands without asking the Captain-General has worked against him. I sigh. If the story of Thomas Doughty and its repercussions has taught us anything, it is that Drake will not tolerate any challenge to his authority. You’d think Sidney would have realised that by now.

Drake knocks sharply on the door. Despite the circumstances, he is evidently determined to treat Savile with courtesy. The question of degree is part of what makes this situation so fraught, and Drake knows it; though Drake is also a knight, Savile is a gentleman born, like Sidney, and almost certainly does not regard the Captain-General as his equal in status.

‘Yes?’ says an imperious voice from within.

Drake opens the door to a small though comfortably appointed chamber. Savile is seated at a table, writing a letter. He looks up as we enter and his expression hardens when he sees me.

‘What, Francis – have you brought this monk to hear my confession?’

‘In a sense,’ Drake says, ignoring his tone. ‘I want you to tell Doctor Bruno your account, as you told it to me.’

‘Why? What authority has he to judge me?’

‘None. But it was he who gathered the evidence against you, and so he would be called to testify, if it comes to that. Besides, I want a witness, in case you should try to deny your story.’

A muscle twitches in Savile’s jaw.

‘I thought we had reached an agreement?’

‘This is part of the agreement,’ Drake says calmly. He takes up a place on the window seat. I remain standing. Savile turns his chair around to face us.

‘Well, now. Where would you like me to begin?’ he says.

‘All the evidence suggests that you intended to kill Robert Dunne so that you could marry his wife, who is carrying your child,’ I say. ‘Begin with that.’

‘And I challenge you to prove any of it,’ he says, with a self-satisfied smile. If he had been shaken by the accusations the night before, he shows no sign of it now. He carries himself like a man who has already won.

‘Robert Dunne had not seen his wife for four months,’ I say. ‘His landlady will testify that he had not left Plymouth since April. And they were never able to conceive together before.’

Savile looks as if he is formulating another lawyer’s argument to this point, but Drake cuts in.

‘Just give your account, Sir William. And keep it brief.’

Savile hesitates, then turns to me.

‘Very well. I tell you this in confidence,’ he says. ‘Sir Francis has agreed to that. And I tell you only because what you already know looks bad for me. But I did not kill Robert Dunne that night.’ He crosses and uncrosses his legs and stares at his folded hands for a long time, as if deciding where to begin.

‘Martha Dunne wanted to be free of her marriage, it is true. She had suggested an annulment, but her husband would not hear of it,’ he says eventually, looking up. ‘There was no affection involved, of course – the grasping dog was clinging on because he knew she would inherit from her father. Martha could only be rid of him if he died, but she was afraid that people would suspect her if anything happened to him. As you know, a woman who kills her husband is guilty of treason, and would be burned.’ He pauses, rubbing a thumb along his lower lip. ‘She was unwilling to take the risk. But she could not stand the thought of Robert laying hold of her inheritance, so she knew she would be forced to act sooner or later. When he announced his plan to come on this expedition with Sir Francis, she hoped he might meet with an accident at sea. Sadly, he had proved remarkably resilient in the past.’

‘Were you and she already . . .?’

‘I was fascinated by Martha the first time I met her,’ he says, with emphasis, as if I have called the strength of his feeling into question. ‘We were introduced at court last year when she attended with her husband.’ He gives a wry laugh. ‘She is a formidable woman, Martha. Well, you have spent time with her, you must realise that.’ A distant expression drifts over his face and I see that he is genuinely captivated by the woman. I cannot begin to imagine bedding Martha Dunne; her flintiness shrivels me completely. There is no logic to desire, I suppose. Although the attraction of her father’s money must also have been formidable.

‘So she persuaded you to help her with her difficulty,’ I say, trying to shake the image of Savile and Martha Dunne in the act.

He sucks in his cheeks. ‘I knew I would be at sea with Robert for many months together. There are ample opportunities aboard ship for a man to meet with an accident.’

‘But Dunne was an experienced sailor, and you are not,’ I point out. ‘Was that why you took the nutmeg – so that you could make him disorientated and push him overboard?’

‘I had no plan so clearly devised as that,’ Savile says, examining his nails. ‘In the event, there was a more pressing problem.’

‘She found herself pregnant.’

He gives a barely perceptible nod. ‘I hear it was you who noticed that. Surprisingly sharp eye you have, Bruno – most unmarried men would not be able to spot the signs for another few months. But then, you were a monk, of course – I imagine you and your brothers knocked up countless serving girls down there in Rome, didn’t you?’

‘Naples,’ I say drily. ‘Hundreds of them.’

‘Go on, Sir William,’ Drake says from the window.

‘At first she thought she could keep it a secret,’ Savile says, ‘so that her husband would not learn of it before he set sail. He was the only one in a position to deny the child was his, and if all went well, he would not return to do so. But Martha was very ill with the child in the first weeks, and though she only confided in her maid Agnes, one of the other servants had eyes as sharp as yours in these matters, Bruno. Rumours began among their household in Dartington. Their steward still had some loyalty to his master, for all his faults, and sent word to Robert in Plymouth that his wife may be with child – knowing, of course, that Robert had not seen her for weeks. This steward also told Robert that I had stopped at the house as a guest on my way to Plymouth.’

‘So Robert could be in little doubt as to the father,’ I say. ‘And he tried to blackmail you?’

‘Blackmail?’ He frowns, as if he does not understand.

‘For five gold angels. Did he write you letters threatening to expose you?’

Savile looks bemused. ‘What a strange question. Of course not. He did what any self-respecting man would do on learning he has been cuckolded. He punched me in the face.’ He rubs the cut on his lip, now pulling tight into a scab.

‘But he was already under the influence of the nutmeg by then, according to those who saw him,’ I say. ‘Why did you give it to him that night? Had he confronted you earlier?’

‘That evening, before the party was due to go ashore, he asked me to take a drink with him in his cabin. I was apprehensive, of course. I took some spiced wine, as a precaution. I thought if I could dose him with nutmeg, he would grow incoherent – that way, if he made any wild claims, I could always claim it was the drink talking.’

‘And he accused you?’

‘At that point he was not unreasonable,’ Savile says. ‘He only told me that he had received this letter and wanted to know if there was truth in it. I said we should discuss it in private, over a drink.’ He flexes his fingers and glances at Drake. ‘I denied everything, of course. I said I had called in at his house looking for him, and had ridden on to Plymouth when I found he was not at home. Told him the steward was probably just trying to make trouble, undermine Martha and assert his own authority in Robert’s absence, the way servants will.’ He gives a lofty wave of the hand, as if we all sympathise with the devious ways of servants. ‘I said it would be pure folly to repeat any such unfounded rumours, especially in the hearing of others – he would only dishonour himself and his wife. He wanted to believe it. He grasped me by the wrists and apologised for having impugned my reputation.’

So that was where the button was torn off, I think.

‘But you had to make sure he didn’t repeat the accusations in public.’

‘Well, you see my predicament, surely,’ Savile says, as if his actions were perfectly sensible to any reasonable person. He stands, crosses to the hearth and turns to face me. ‘He agreed that I was probably right about the steward. He promised to say nothing until he had heard from Martha. But I was not convinced – he was not known as a discreet man and I knew he often confided in the Spaniard, Jonas. I didn’t want my name associated with rumours of that nature. Certainly not in the hearing of anyone in the fleet.’

‘Yes, that might have made the accident you were planning for him seem a little less convincing,’ I say. ‘Especially if you were hoping to marry his widow eventually.’

‘Obviously.’ He appears unabashed. I wonder why he is being so frank with us. Perhaps because he suspects we have guessed all this already.

‘So you decided this accident needed to be brought forward?’

‘Who is telling this story, Bruno – me or you?’ He smiles, flashing his teeth, but there is an edge to his voice. I make a gesture of concession – I want to hear his version to the end.

‘I thought I had contained the problem for the time being, but I knew he would not keep it to himself for long. I intended to follow him that evening. He often went to the House of Vesta, but lately he had been seen meeting strangers in less salubrious parts of town – connected with his gambling debts, I supposed. But that suited me well – a gentleman attacked in a back street would be thought the victim of robbers. If he was found dead like that, it would raise few questions – everyone knew Dunne had creditors after him.’ He shrugs. ‘I thought the nutmeg would make it easier to overpower him.’

‘But it took effect quicker than you expected.’ I indicate his lip.

‘Yes.’ He touches the cut, with feeling. ‘That was unforeseen. He went to the Star with the others for a drink first, so I had to go along too. He was already beginning to grow wild by then. He repeated his earlier words, more aggressively this time. I tried to draw him away from the group, afraid they would hear, but he resisted, and lashed out. Fortunately for me, the inn threw him out before he could start a brawl, or draw further attention to the cause of it.’ He spreads his hands wide, as if to say, what else could I do? ‘I followed him to the House of Vesta, thinking I would contrive to meet him on the way out and lead him somewhere more remote. But I never got the chance. When he left, he was accompanied by Padre Pettifer.’

‘The chaplain?’ I stare at him, amazed – the pious padre at a notorious whorehouse? ‘What was he doing there?’

Savile gives me a look that suggests this is a stupid question, but it is Drake who answers.

‘Praying for their souls, I should think.’

Savile laughs. I turn to Drake to see if he is joking, but his expression is perfectly serious.

‘I believe it is part of his charitable work in the town,’ he says. ‘Some of the priests take very seriously the example of Our Lord in spreading the word of God among prostitutes and publicans.’

Savile snorts again. ‘I doubt that’s the only thing he was—’ He breaks off at a look from Drake and turns back to me. ‘So now, Bruno, you know as much as Sir Francis, and as much as I am able to tell. Because whatever happened to Robert Dunne after he returned to the Elizabeth, it was none of my doing.’ He ends with a shrug, as if challenging me to contradict him.

‘How does that follow?’ I say, angered by his confidence. ‘You have just admitted that you intended to kill Dunne that night.’

He shakes his head. ‘You have sufficient proof to know that I had reason to want him dead. After Sidney burst into Martha’s chamber all puffed up with his own cleverness, I could hardly deny that part of it. So I am cooperating, by telling you the truth.’

‘That is very sharp of you,’ I say. ‘You confess to every accusation but the most significant, then you try to negotiate.’

He clicks his tongue, impatient. ‘I do not deny I would have gained from Dunne’s death. But not if it were taken for suicide – and there is my whole defence. That was self-evidently not in Martha’s interest – she stands to lose everything. So the fact that whoever killed him tried their best to make it look like self-slaughter should be proof enough that it was not me.’

‘But you needed to silence Dunne quickly, before he could tell anyone else about the steward’s letter. Besides, Mistress Dunne stood to gain a great deal once her father died. Perhaps you decided it was expedient to change your plan once more.’

‘You are wandering into the realm of speculation now, Bruno. I do not expect a man like you to understand the concept of honour,’ he adds, curling his lip, ‘but Martha would lose more than her property if the coroner gave a verdict of felo de se. The stain of suicide on her family’s reputation would last a lifetime. I would never have put her in that position. A gentleman would know such things instinctively.’

‘You get a child on another man’s wife and scheme with her to murder him, and you dare talk to me of honour?’ I step forward, jabbing a finger in his face.

‘Keep your voice down, Bruno, there’s a good chap,’ he says, arching an eyebrow.

I catch Drake’s warning glance and bite down my next retort.

‘Well, Sir Francis,’ Savile says, folding his arms, ‘for myself, I am not sure what this has achieved, other than allowing this Catholic to imagine he can take the moral high ground, but I have nothing more to add. Except that I would like you to take your guard away from my chamber. In England a man is innocent until his guilt is proved, as I recall. And since I am not going to be tried for this, my innocence endures indefinitely.’

Drake rises to face Savile, though he does not reply immediately. His quick eyes flicker over Savile’s face as he calculates.

‘God’s blood, man, I have already assured you I will not take flight,’ Savile snaps.

‘It would look like an admission of guilt if you did,’ Drake says mildly. He presses his fingertips together and steeples his hands under his chin. ‘I think the matter might be resolved if you were to return to your cabin aboard the Elizabeth, Sir William,’ he says eventually, with impeccable courtesy. ‘If you are still intending to travel with us, that is. I have hopes of a fair wind soon enough.’

Savile gives him a long look, his eyes suspicious, as if he fears he might be tricked. ‘That is another way of keeping me informally under guard, I suppose.’

‘Not at all. It is a way of demonstrating that I agree with the principle of your presumed innocence.’

‘I would be free to come ashore when I choose?’

‘Of course. Though it would be in your interests to keep a discreet distance from Mistress Dunne until the inquest is concluded.’

Savile falls silent, considering, then nods. ‘And I have your word of honour that neither of you will mention any of this to the coroner or the town authorities?’ There is a note of warning in his voice. He is hinting at the agreement he mentioned earlier; the price of his continued involvement with the fleet is Drake’s silence.

Drake inclines his head, and stands to take his leave. It appears that he considers this price reasonable. I watch Savile, trying not to react to the self-congratulating smile that creeps slowly over his face as he looks at me. There is something in his manner that makes me inclined to believe his account, but this bargain infuriates me nonetheless; Savile wears the complacent expression of a rich man confident that he can buy his way out of any trouble. I clench and unclench my fists, and say nothing. He is right that I have no authority, and Drake appears to consider the matter settled.

‘Let us go, Doctor Bruno,’ the Captain-General says, gesturing towards the door. As he reaches it, I turn back to Savile.

‘And what about Jonas Solon?’

Savile looks startled. ‘What about him?’

‘You said you feared Dunne would confide in him about the steward’s letter and the pregnancy.’

‘I feared Dunne telling anyone,’ Savile says, defensive. ‘I only mentioned the Spaniard because I knew they were friends.’ There is alarm in his eyes.

‘I think you suspected that Dunne had already told Jonas,’ I say, warming to the idea. ‘Was that why you had to silence him too? Did he accuse you?’

Savile flicks his head as if trying to shake off a persistent fly. ‘No, and no. The Spaniard never spoke a word to me about the business. I have no idea if Dunne confided in him, but I certainly never laid a finger on Jonas. It’s impossible.’

‘Not at all. You speak Spanish,’ I say, in the same defiant tone. From the corner of my eye, I catch Drake’s expression. With every word, I am undoing his neat arrangement with Savile. ‘When I was speaking to Jonas in the rowing boat, you understood our conversation.’

‘I understand a little,’ Savile says, with a shrug. ‘What has that to do with anything?’

I glance at Drake. He gives a short nod.

‘You wrote a letter to Captain Drake, purporting to be from Jonas. Explaining his absence.’

‘I did no such thing,’ Savile snaps, colour rising in his cheeks. ‘I understand Spanish, but not well enough to write it. But in any case, I have a better defence.’

‘Let us hear it, then.’

‘I was nowhere near Jonas the night he died. I was at the House of Vesta all evening. A number of people can testify to that.’

I am tempted to repeat my point about honour, but I bite my tongue; where he puts his cock is none of my business. I am only interested in whether he is trying to negotiate his way out of two murders. ‘You had to walk there and back from the quayside,’ I say. ‘You could have gone via the Hoe and found him up there.’

‘Perhaps I could, if I had been alone,’ Savile says, in a smooth voice. ‘But I walked to the House of Vesta and back in company. I was not on my own all evening.’

‘Will your companion swear to that?’ I ask, growing more aggressive as I feel my conviction wavering.

‘Oh, I should think so,’ he says, cheerfully. ‘Sir Francis could ask him. My companion was Thomas Drake.’

‘Thomas?’ Drake looks startled, then shakes his head. ‘But Thomas does not go to the House of Vesta. He would not.’

‘That may be what he tells you.’ There is a vindictive gleam in his eye. ‘Go and ask him.’ He spreads his hands wide again. ‘There you have it – I cannot write a word of Spanish, and I was in company the whole evening when Jonas fell over the cliff, or was pushed, or whatever it may be. So you and Sidney will have to go back to your room and cook up another half-baked theory, Bruno. And now,’ he adds, ‘if you don’t mind, gentlemen, I should like to finish this letter to my lawyer.’

Outside the room, Drake exchanges a few words with the armed guard, who nods and slips quietly away. The Captain-General’s face is tight with anger, though I cannot tell if it is directed at me. I wait for him to speak.

‘Do you believe him?’ he says, in a low voice, when we are far enough away from Savile’s door. ‘About Dunne, I mean?’

I look at him. I had been expecting a reprimand for my hasty accusations about Jonas; he was obviously embarrassed by Savile’s revelation about his brother.

‘I think I do.’ I speak slowly; my judgement only really begins to crystallise as I form the sentence. ‘I don’t doubt he can be a very persuasive liar. But he was thrown by my question about the blackmail – that seemed to me an honest response. He didn’t know what I was talking about.’

Drake nods. We reach the end of the passage in silence.

‘And you, Sir Francis?’ I ask, emboldened. ‘Do you believe him?’

‘I am inclined to accept his version,’ he says, carefully. That is not the same thing, I think, but I say nothing. ‘Though I will have to speak to my brother now.’ His jaw tenses again.

‘I’m sorry – I did not realise Thomas would be dragged into it,’ I begin, but he waves the apology aside.

‘All the years I was mayor of Plymouth, I tried to do something about that place, as I told you,’ he says, his words coming quick and sharp. ‘It is despicable, in a community of civilised, Christian folk, to have young girls traded like so much horseflesh.’

‘And thrown on the street when they are considered broken jades,’ I say.

‘Exactly.’ He shakes his head. ‘You may imagine the opposition I encountered. It was my belief that some of the aldermen were taking bribes in order to block any attempt to close it.’

‘I suppose they claim that where there are sailors, there will always be whores,’ I say.

‘Yes. Though you know the Queen’s father, King Henry, shut down all the brothels in Southwark for a time. So it can be done.’

‘He was king of England, though.’

He gives a tired smile, and claps me on the shoulder. ‘True. The mayor of Plymouth does not have quite the same reach. In the end I had to settle for trying to improve the conditions of the girls. I pressured the churches to get involved, as a matter of conscience and charity. Padre Pettifer was an enormous help – he has tried to liaise with the madam about placing the unwanted babies with Christian families, and finding honest work for the girls when they are no longer required.’

‘I admit I was surprised to hear that he visited. It is the sort of place I imagined he would make a point of denouncing.’

Drake smiles. ‘Yes, Pettifer can appear a little pompous. But beneath the bluster he is a good priest, or I would not take him on the voyage. He is not afraid to get his hands dirty.’

Perhaps it appeals to his sense of moral superiority, I think, uncharitably. Then I recall the brothel-keeper’s illicit trade in unwanted babies and a shadow of a suspicion flickers through my mind. ‘I imagine the madam was delighted by his intervention.’

‘Oh, she was furious, of course,’ Drake says. ‘But at the time it was a compromise we both accepted – she found it preferable to the prospect of any other measures I might take against her enterprise. Though that was four years ago now. I do not think the present mayor is so troubled by what goes on.’ He purses his lips. ‘But I never imagined Thomas would be seen there, knowing how I feel about the place.’

‘And Padre Pettifer continues his charity work with them?’ I ask, keeping my voice carefully neutral. Drake looks at me from the tail of his eye.

‘So it seems, though I have not discussed it with him for a long time. He said he found the girls remarkably receptive.’

‘Did he.’

We look at one another for a moment and burst out laughing. It shifts the tension that has built up since Savile’s confession. I feel my shoulders relax; I had been bracing myself for Drake’s reprimand.

‘To the message of Christ, I mean, of course,’ he says, still smiling. ‘He said the girls took readily to the idea of a churchman coming to pray with them. According to the madam, it improved their morale, so she was not inclined to object. I think he hears their confessions too, though he would not say as much.’

‘Dio porco. What confessions those must be. No wonder he always wears that expression.’

‘What expression?’

‘As if someone has pushed a cork up his arsehole and he might explode from the pressure.’

Drake attempts to suppress his smile. ‘That is a very wicked way to describe one of God’s servants, Bruno. I will never be able to look at him again without that coming to mind.’ He pauses at the top of the stairs. ‘I hope you and Sir Philip will not object to dining with Dom Antonio today, if you are feeling well enough? Poor fellow, he is desperate for some intelligent company, but I cannot entertain him every hour of the day. I am anxious to return to my ship. I have been absent more than I would wish over the past couple of days.’

‘Of course. There is one matter, though.’ I glance around in case Hetty or anyone else is lurking in the shadows. ‘If we are agreed that Sir William is telling the truth, then . . .’

‘Then there is still a murderer at large,’ he says softly.

‘So we are still hunting.’

He puts his head on one side and gives me a long look. ‘I am reluctant to ask any more of you, Bruno. After all you have been through. If you do not wish to go on with this, you need only say so.’

‘I have given you my word that I would help you, Sir Francis,’ I say. ‘I do not like to give up on a task before it is finished.’

‘Good man.’ He pats me on the shoulder. ‘Enjoy your dinner. And keep an eye on Sidney. See if you can rein him in. I know he means to help, but . . .’ He shakes his head and leaves the thought unspoken.

I nod. ‘It will make for a difficult atmosphere on board, will it not – now that Sidney has confronted Savile with these accusations?’

‘Yes,’ he says. His face is grave once more. ‘Exactly what I have been thinking.’




TWENTY-FIVE

The tap-room downstairs is bustling; despite Drake’s best efforts at discretion, talk has seeped out quickly into the town and the stories have grown in the telling. Two deaths among Drake’s own crew were a source of interest and speculation, a lively subject for the town gossips, but the killing of the two guards on St Nicholas Island has provoked fury since the bodies were brought ashore earlier. Both were local men with families; according to Mistress Judith, there would be a fierce appetite to see someone brought to justice for their murder. Sharp-eyed observers had noted the movement of Drake’s small boats around the island the previous night and connected the two, giving birth to rumours that an advance party of Spanish invaders had landed on the island and escaped to Plymouth. More impressionable citizens are packing their belongings, ready to flee the town. Some are saying Drake’s voyage is cursed and has brought the wrath of God, or the Devil, on Plymouth; they predict the deaths will continue until the ships set sail.

‘Won’t make life any easier for the likes of you,’ she says, looking at me with a sigh. ‘Or any of the foreign merchants, for that matter. Can’t deny it’s good for business though.’ She waves a hand around the crowded entrance hall. ‘They’re all here for a glimpse of Drake and his captains.’

Outside the tap-room, I run into Gilbert Crosse, a roll of papers bunched in his fist.

‘Afternoon, Gilbert. You are in a hurry.’

‘Ah, Doctor Bruno.’ He blinks rapidly and glances behind me to the stairs, looking harassed. ‘You are not going up to see Sir Francis, by any chance? Some messages have arrived for him and I am just on my way to the stationer’s up the street for more paper and ink before he closes business for the day. With all the recent dramas, Sir Francis has had a great deal of correspondence and we are eating through our supplies. At this rate, we shall have none for the voyage. If it ever happens,’ he finishes, with a defeated expression.

‘I have just left him,’ I say, half-turning. ‘I think he intends to return to the ship soon. Do you want me to take them up to him?’

‘No, no, don’t worry,’ he says, edging past me. ‘You look as if you have had enough exertions.’ He nods to my bruises. ‘I am glad to see you safe,’ he adds, lowering his voice. ‘There was a lot of talk among the men last night about what was going on with all the small boats around St Nicholas Island. I didn’t pick up the details – just enough to know that Lady Drake was in danger and you were helping Sir Francis. Was it connected with Robert Dunne or Jonas? Is there a threat to the fleet?’ He looks at me expectantly, blinking behind his glasses.

I smile. ‘Lady Drake was never in any danger, I assure you. Nor is the fleet. I had better let you take your letters up.’

‘Yes.’ He sighs. ‘I ought really to put every letter into his hands myself. I would be the one blamed if any correspondence went missing. Can you imagine? Give you good day, Doctor Bruno.’

He is past me and almost at the turn in the stairs when a thought occurs to me.

‘Gilbert!’ I hurry up after him until we are level. ‘Do you always give Sir Francis his letters directly, or would you sometimes ask others to take them in to his cabin, if they are on their way there?’

He frowns. ‘Almost always I make sure I put them into his hands, but there are occasions, of course – if I am in a hurry, and some trusted person is on his way in to see the Captain-General, I might ask him to pass them on. Why?’ He sounds defensive, as if he fears I might accuse him of failing in his duty.

‘The day Robert Dunne was found dead,’ I say, lowering my voice, ‘did you ask anyone to take Captain Drake’s letters in to him?’

He screws up his face. ‘I’m not sure I recall – everyone was in such a state that day. I came ashore early to find the coroner, and I remember I collected some letters for Captain Drake at the Star as usual. But I didn’t return to the ship until much later.’

‘Try to recall, if you can. Captain Drake received an unusual letter that day. I wonder if it was among those you picked up from the Star?’

‘I’m afraid I didn’t look at them in any detail,’ he says, biting his lip. ‘But – wait – I came back to the ship just before dinner. I was on my way up to the captain’s cabin when I bumped into – yes, it’s coming back to me now! You’re right – I did entrust the letters to someone else that day.’

‘And who was that?’

He murmurs a name. I nod, understanding, as a number of pieces seem to fall into place.




TWENTY-SIX

I find Sidney in the private dining room with Dom Antonio and his attendants. Two armed men flank the door. Sidney raises his eyebrows in a question; I give a minute shake of my head.

Dom Antonio glances up and his funereal expression brightens a fraction. ‘Ah! And here is our Italian hero. Saviour of women, avenger of wrongs.’

I wave this away, embarrassed. ‘Not a very efficient avenger, I fear. The wrongdoers fled.’

‘Nonetheless, my friend, you saved a young woman’s life. Not many of us can make that claim. Am I not right, Sir Philip?’

Sidney makes a polite noise and looks at me with a stiff smile. I gesture towards the door.

‘Forgive me, Dom Antonio, gentlemen, but may I borrow Sir Philip? I’m afraid it is a matter of urgency.’

The Portuguese holds out his hands in a gesture of surrender. Sidney scrapes his chair back and follows me out, his face eager.

‘Well?’ he says, when we are out of the guards’ hearing.

‘I think I know who the killer is. Come with me.’

‘What are you talking about? Come where?’

I turn to see him standing, hands on hips.

‘You have told me nothing about Savile,’ he hisses. ‘I thought we had all agreed he was the killer? He has as good as confessed – don’t tell me you found his denials plausible? And now what – you have cooked up some new theory?’

‘I don’t believe it was Savile. Neither does Drake. He admitted to plotting Dunne’s death – he would not have said so much if he didn’t think the confession absolved him of the actual murder.’

‘He is a clever man. He thinks he can deceive us by parsing out the truth. And you have apparently fallen for it. Are you trying to make me look a fool, is that it?’

I hear the frustration in his voice. I sigh.

‘It’s not about you, Philip. Savile could not have killed Jonas – Thomas Drake can vouch for his whereabouts all night.’

Sidney’s face falls. ‘Are you sure? Savile is nothing if not cunning, he could have slipped away.’

‘Drake is checking that with his brother. But I have at least discovered where the Judas letter came from.’

‘Really?’ He looks sceptical.

I glance around the entrance hall. A steady press of people are pushing their way through to the tap-room, though some are hovering at the foot of the stairs, perhaps hoping, as Mistress Judith suggested, for a glimpse of Drake.

‘We should not talk here. Come with me and I will explain on the way.’

He gives a theatrical sigh. ‘Oh, very well. Where are we going?’

‘The House of Vesta.’

‘For the love of God – I cannot afford any more visits there.’ He rolls his eyes. ‘Besides, it is broad daylight – they won’t be open, will they?’

‘I am hoping I can find what I need nonetheless.’

‘Huh.’ He cracks his knuckles. ‘Promise me no jumping out of windows this time?’

I grin. ‘I will do my best. Another night like that would destroy me.’

‘Nothing could do that, Bruno, you are indestructible. God knows what you are made of, but it is not ordinary flesh and blood, I swear.’

‘We have assumed that whoever sent Drake the Matthew letter left it at the Star to be collected by Gilbert along with the rest of his correspondence,’ I say, when we are outside. ‘Slow down, will you?’ I have trouble keeping up with Sidney’s loping strides even without my current injuries. My body aches in unexpected places and I find myself walking with a limp to compensate. ‘And that was puzzling me, because it meant the killer must have left it the previous evening, before Dunne was murdered. But no one at the Star remembered a letter being delivered that night, and it didn’t come from Jenkes.’

‘But Drake said Gilbert brought that letter to him from the Star along with the others,’ he says, slowing until I have caught up with him.

‘The letter was delivered to him along with the others, that’s why it looked as if it had come from the Star,’ I say. ‘But Gilbert was in a hurry that day, dealing with all the arrangements. He handed the letters over to someone he trusted, someone who was on his way in to see Drake.’

‘And you think that person slipped the letter into the pile as if it had come with the rest?’ His eyes widen. ‘Who was it?’

‘Someone who is a frequent visitor to the House of Vesta, though you wouldn’t think it. But I need proof before I confront him.’

Though he presses me, I will say no more until we reach Looe Street and see the sign of the apothecary.

Sidney clutches my arm. ‘What are you going to do? She will not let us in, you know, not after last time. She will probably call her thugs to make sure we never come back.’

‘I am not calling on her directly,’ I say, pushing open the apothecary’s door.

I have always liked the atmosphere of an apothecary’s shop: the sharp, bitter vegetable scents hanging in the air, the steam from the distilling apparatus misting the windows, the neat array of bottles and jars of curiosities ranged along the shelves, the knowledgeable air of the apothecaries themselves, who in some rare instances could be as experienced and well informed as a physician about the workings of the human body, but were more often affable fraudsters, selling garden herbs and sugar-water with extravagant claims of long life and immunity from disease. On entering this one, though, I am reminded of my experiences in Canterbury the summer before, and shudder. Sidney glances at me, and closes the door behind him.

The apothecary, a small, clean-shaven man with anxious eyes and receding hair, is busy at his ware-bench, shredding leaves into a white marble mortar with quick, slender fingers.

‘Gentlemen,’ he says, acknowledging us with a nod, still intent on his task. When he has finished he looks up and stares without restraint at my appearance. ‘By heaven, sir – I hardly know where to begin!’ I detect a gleam in his eye as he comes out from behind his counter to examine me more closely; he smells good business here. ‘A salve for those burns, I think – they do not look too severe, but often surface burns can be the most painful. And a tincture of arnica for the bruises. I see by the way you are standing that you have a pain in your side – ribs or muscles? I can make you up a poultice for either—’

I hold my hand up to stop him. ‘I was looking for your boy.’

His expression hardens. ‘What boy?’

‘Toby. Your apprentice.’

‘There’s no Toby here.’ His face is guarded now, his eager salesman’s patter dropped.

‘Whatever he calls himself, then. I will not detain him long – I only wish to speak to him.’

His glance flickers over his shoulder towards the back room, where someone can be heard moving around. ‘Whatever your business with him, you can go about it when his day’s work’s done,’ he says. His tone is firm but his eyes are still nervous; I wonder if he knows or suspects what Toby gets up to at the house next door and wants to make sure it is kept far from his own premises.

I am thinking of a convincing argument when Toby himself appears from the door to the back room, wearing an apron made of sacking and wiping his hands on a cloth. He flinches when he sees me and seems frozen, unsure whether to turn and run or pretend he does not know me.

‘Hello, Toby,’ I say, smiling.

He stammers something, giving his employer a frightened look.

‘I won’t keep you from your work,’ I say, as gently as I can. ‘I just had a quick question. It’s about Ovid.’

His face is already flushed from the steam of the distilling apparatus in the back; now his colour deepens from his neck to his hairline as he opens his mouth to speak and finds no words.

‘I wonder, my good fellow,’ Sidney says, in his best aristocratic voice, stepping forward to address the apothecary, ‘I have long searched for some remedy that would counter the effects of too much wine. If any man could find me some such compound, I would owe him my eternal gratitude.’ He taps the purse at his belt lightly. ‘Would you know of any such thing?’ He follows this up with a dazzling smile and the apothecary finds his attention torn. He makes a fierce gesture to the boy, who beckons me towards a door at the side of the shop.

While Sidney charms the apothecary, I follow Toby through into the passage that runs along the side of the building. The sun does not penetrate here, between the houses, but I recognise this alley as the one that leads to the courtyard and the entrance to the House of Vesta behind the apothecary’s. The boy seems to read my fears, for he glances towards the end of the passage and bends his head to talk, as if this will make him harder to see.

‘We must make haste,’ he whispers. ‘I shall have such a beating for this already. My master fears for his reputation, see. He probably thinks . . .’ He gives me a meaningful look and leaves the sentence unfinished. I decide to come straight to the point.

‘That book you have in your chamber, the one you said a gentleman gave you.’

His whole body tenses. ‘What of it?’

‘I need it.’

‘Why?’

‘It might help me to catch a murderer.’

His eyes grow wide, but he shakes his head. ‘I don’t have it.’

Disappointment drops like a stone in my gut. ‘You sold it?’

‘Of course not.’ He looks briefly affronted, then lowers his gaze. ‘Mistress Grace found it. She didn’t believe it was a gift.’

‘Toby, no one believes that.’

He squirms his shoulders, then raises his eyes to give me an accusing stare. ‘Did you tell her?’

‘No, I swear. She and I did not have much time for conversation after I had to flee your room.’

‘Keep your voice down!’ He looks around, but the alley is empty. He points at my injuries. ‘I heard you jumped out a window. Did you get a beating? I am sorry for it. I’ve seen men leave the House with worse, mind.’

‘They didn’t touch me. Listen,’ I say, leaning in, ‘if you no longer have the book, do you at least have the page you tore from it?’ He hesitates, long enough for me to take it as an affirmative. ‘The page you tore out because it had an inscription to its owner, yes? Or else he had written his own name in it. You have kept it, haven’t you?’

He looks at his feet again and gives one guilty nod. ‘I liked the picture.’ His colour deepens.

‘Toby,’ I say, making my voice as gentle as I can, ‘I really need that page. I can’t explain fully but it could be vital evidence.’

‘Then you will know his name, and he will accuse me of stealing it,’ the boy says, miserably.

‘I know his name already,’ I say quietly. His mouth falls open. ‘And he won’t dare accuse you of anything,’ I continue. ‘He will be too busy defending himself.’

He shakes his head again. ‘Mistress Grace has threatened to throw me on the street already for thieving from a customer.’

‘If you get me that page, I will tell Mistress Grace that I gave you the book. Without that page, she can’t prove it was not mine to give. But if she finds it, she has all the proof she needs against you.’

He looks doubtful.

‘They cut off your hands for stealing,’ I add casually. His gaze shifts to his blistered fingers with their chewed nails then back to me, terror in his eyes. ‘Though for an item of that value, it would probably be hanging.’

‘All right, I will get it,’ he says, so soft I can barely hear him. ‘But I can’t go yet – you’ll have to wait till I finish for the day.’

‘I need it now. Besides, what if she shows him the book and he confirms that you stole it from him before I have a chance to speak to her?’

His face creases with the weight of his dilemma. ‘But my master won’t allow . . .’ He points to the shop.

‘My friend is keeping your master busy spending good money in there,’ I say. ‘It will only take you a few moments to run upstairs. Hurry now.’

He hesitates, then scuttles along the alley to the far end and disappears around the corner.

Minutes pass, and after five I begin to worry: perhaps he has forgotten where he hid the page, or perhaps the madam has caught him. I glance back to the door into the apothecary’s; the boy’s master will come out if we don’t return soon, wondering why I have dragged his apprentice away from his work for so long and fearing what depraved scenes he may discover in the alley. At least I can rely on Sidney to keep him talking. He is probably inventing an entire textbook’s worth of maladies.

My relief on hearing footsteps from the end of the alleyway is shortlived when I realise they are accompanied by a woman’s voice, followed by a man’s muttered response. I dive back inside the shop, where the apothecary and Sidney raise their heads together from the scrutiny of some greenish powder and look at me as if I am interrupting something intimate.

‘Where is my apprentice?’ the apothecary demands, as if I might have buried him in the alley.

‘I think he had to go and relieve himself,’ I say pleasantly. He scowls.

‘You were saying?’ Sidney indicates the substance laid out on a square of waxed paper on the ware-bench.

But we never hear the apothecary’s exposition of whatever miracle cure he is offering, because the front door opens and Mistress Grace enters, plucking off her gloves, borne along on wafts of lavender perfume, her bearing as haughty and composed as any court lady. Over one arm she carries a velvet pouch on a slim gold chain, and in her hands a woven basket. She raises her carefully plucked brows in surprise on seeing us.

‘Well, if it isn’t our friends . . .’ She twirls her fingers in a searching gesture. ‘I’m sorry, I have forgotten your name.’

‘I think you know my name, mistress,’ I say, unsmiling. She allows her sharp gaze to travel up and down me.

‘You do not look well, sir. Perhaps the rigours of Plymouth life do not agree with you.’ She turns to Sidney with an elegant curtsey. ‘Good day, Sir Philip. I trust you are in better health.’ Her face is impassive, but there is no doubt that she is mocking him. Nonetheless, the apothecary stares and stands up a little straighter, realising he is in the presence of a knight. Perhaps he is wishing he had thought to charge more.

‘I am glad to have seen you again, mistress,’ I say, matching her smoothness. ‘I wanted to ask you about a friend of yours. Master John Doughty.’

She turns pale under her paint but maintains her composure. ‘You are mistaken, sir – I do not know anyone of that name.’

‘Really? That is curious – he distinctly said he knew you. Perhaps you knew him by a different name. In any case, he is wanted for murder, so it is as well you are not acquainted. His close friends and associates would certainly be questioned, under suspicion of hiding him, or helping him escape.’ I smile through my teeth.

She looks towards the street window, where the shadow of her broad-shouldered bodyservant can be seen loitering outside, cleaning his ear with his finger.

‘It is indeed fortunate, then, that I do not associate with people of that sort,’ she says sweetly, and turns to the apothecary as if to show that the subject is closed and I am of no further interest.

He holds out to her a selection of packets wrapped in paper. ‘Here you are, Mistress Grace – common rue, mugwort and pennyroyal. I was a bit short on the rue this week but I can make it up when the next batch comes in. I will adjust your account, of course.’

‘Those are all abortifacients, are they not?’ I pick up a jar from the ware-bench and sniff it. The apothecary gives me a hard look.

‘They are herbs with a variety of medicinal purposes, sir, for those with the knowledge to use them,’ he says.

‘But principally known for prompting miscarriage,’ I say. ‘Though not always successfully, from what I hear. Of course there are other ways of dealing with unwanted children.’

Mistress Grace gives no sign of having heard this; she is engaged in checking her packages, weighing them in her hand before opening each one, lifting it to her nose and delicately sniffing the contents. Each time she pauses after smelling them and her eyes wander, unfocused, to the shelves on the wall as if she is deep in contemplation, while the little apothecary twists his hands and fidgets behind his bench, nervously awaiting her verdict. It would be a foolish man who tried to cheat her, I reflect. Sidney gives me a warning look.

The door to the alleyway opens at that moment and Toby reappears, breathless. He freezes in the doorway at the sight of Mistress Grace and looks wildly from me to his master.

‘Where’ve you been?’ the little man says, though I suspect his show of anger is more for Mistress Grace’s benefit. ‘Empty your bowels in your own time, boy, not mine. And it would make everyone’s life easier if you didn’t have strange men coming in this shop asking after you.’ He glares at me and Mistress Grace finally turns around with a sweet smile.

‘Pengilly, I find I could use more nutmeg,’ she says to the apothecary. I snort, but she ignores it. ‘I’m sure you have some in the back you could look for.’

He takes the hint, and with a small bow, leaves us alone in the shop. Mistress Grace places her packets carefully in the basket, shifting its weight on her arm.

‘Gentlemen,’ she says, still smiling, ‘I fear you did not receive the best of our hospitality on your first visit to my house. Especially you, sir.’ She tilts her head towards me with a look of sympathy. ‘I feel we should make it up to you. Come and take a drink with us this evening, as my guests.’ She looks up from under her lashes and her eyes glitter in a way that must once have been devastating.

‘I have seen how you treat your guests, madam,’ I say, avoiding her eye. ‘I would rather not repeat the experience.’

She lays a white hand on my arm. ‘That was an unfortunate misunderstanding. I should be glad to speak to you. But I would ask you not to bother this boy while he is at his work. Master Pengilly and I have an agreement. And this boy talks too much nonsense as it is.’ Her eyes flit again to the tall shape of her servant outside the door. Toby flinches as surely as if she had struck him.

‘I thank you, mistress,’ Sidney says, before I can reply, ‘but we dine with Captain Drake this evening so I fear we must refuse your invitation.’

‘I would gladly talk with you though, mistress,’ I say, ‘if you would give me a minute of your time without the company of your friend outside.’ I nod to the door. ‘I am unarmed,’ I add, holding up my hands to show her the absence of any weapon at my belt.

‘That’s what you said last time,’ she says tartly.

‘Fortunate that I lied, then. Since I was almost attacked by your friend John Doughty.’

She laughs. ‘I have no friend of that name, as I said. You were very drunk that night, sir. I fear you were imagining things.’

We stare at one another for a moment longer. She makes a point of turning away first.

‘Do you have that nutmeg, Pengilly?’ she calls. ‘I am ready to leave now.’

I plant myself in front of her, blocking her way to the door.

‘How much do you get for them? The babies,’ I ask, riled by her supercilious stare. ‘Sir Francis Drake thought he had reformed that practice, but you found a way round it, didn’t you? You and your collaborator. Did you fear Robert Dunne would try to stop you, was that it?’

For the first time, her composure is disturbed; she falters, looking to the street door, then to the back room of the shop. I glance at Toby; he is cowering by the door to the alley, trying to make himself invisible. I notice his right hand is balled into a fist.

‘I don’t know what you are talking about, sir,’ she says, pulling herself up with a little shake of her shoulders. ‘But it sounds like malicious slander, which in this country is punishable by law.’

‘Accuse me before the Sheriff, then,’ I say. ‘I will repeat it for his benefit. And the Mayor, and anyone you care to name.’

She gives a low, tinkling laugh, tinged with pity. ‘I don’t think that will be necessary. I fear you would not find them sympathetic, however.’

‘Oh, that’s right – you believe you have them all by the balls,’ I say, taking a step towards her. ‘We could take the matter to the Star Chamber, if you prefer. We might find an impartial judge there.’

‘The Star Chamber would not concern themselves with provincial matters such as this,’ she says, but the laughter sounds forced this time.

‘They would concern themselves with the murder of a gentleman,’ I say, folding my arms.

‘I fear you must be confused, sir. No gentleman has been murdered on or near my premises, nor any other sort of man.’

‘One may have been murdered at your behest, by someone close to you. Someone who also had a vested interest in silencing him.’

‘I think you have said enough, sir. Pengilly!’

The apothecary appears instantly from the back room; he has evidently been skulking just out of sight, eavesdropping.

‘Ah, good,’ Sidney says, rubbing his hands cheerfully to dispel the atmosphere. ‘We should be on our way too – I will take the dandelion infusion and whatever you said the other thing was, for stomach ache. And the salve for my friend. How much?’

He lays his coins out on the ware-bench. While the apothecary’s attention is held by the glint of silver, I cross the room to Toby, who looks stricken.

‘Goodbye,’ I say, holding out my hand for him to shake. He stares at it, then understanding dawns and he grasps it tight. I palm the wad of paper between my fingers. ‘Take care of yourself now, and work hard for your master,’ I say, nodding to the apothecary, who looks up briefly and snorts. Toby’s eyes are full of panicked questions; I answer with a brief shake of my head. Mistress Grace is watching us. I realise that, for now, she does not know whether I have any proof for my accusations; if I mention the book, I lose that advantage. I have no choice but to break my promise to Toby.

‘And you be sure to take care of yourself too, Doctor Bruno,’ she says, with an icy smile. ‘The streets of Plymouth can be dangerous for foreigners.’ With a last piercing glance at me, she sweeps out.

The apothecary pushes Toby towards the room at the back and points a finger at me. ‘Your friend here is a good customer, so I’ll hold my tongue this time. But if you want the boy in future, master, you find him outside my shop. I’m a God-fearing man. You hear?’

God-fearing enough to make your living selling quack remedies for pox and miscarriage to prostitutes, I almost say, but I too hold my tongue. Instead I incline my head to show my remorse, and take my leave.

‘You bloody fool,’ Sidney says, when we are outside the shop. His right hand grips the hilt of his sword; we scan the street in both directions for any sign of Mistress Grace and her muscled servant. ‘You think you can accuse a woman like that of murder to her face? If you’re right, she’ll want to cut out your tongue before you can repeat it to anyone. We’ll be lucky if we make it back to the Star in one piece. Especially now that only one of us is armed.’ He casts another furtive glance behind him and quickens his pace.

‘That’s not my fault. And we are not going back to the Star – we’re going to the Elizabeth. At least, I am,’ I say, limping after him. ‘I need to get there before she has a chance to send a message out. I don’t want our man forewarned.’

‘Come on, then,’ he says, as we hurry towards the quayside, keeping well away from the mouths of alleys and side streets where anyone might be lurking. ‘Make your grand revelation. Though I think I have guessed,’ he adds, eagerly. He seems to have forgotten his earlier pique at being robbed of his prize in Savile.

‘Why does a man kill?’ I say.

He falls back to walk beside me. ‘Money? Jealousy? Revenge? Power?’

‘All of those. Or to silence someone who knows a secret about him. Something that could destroy his position and his prospects.’

‘Stop your games now and tell me.’

I pull him into a doorway, checking to see that no one is following us, and unfold the paper Toby pressed into my hand. There is an engraving of the nymph Daphne metamorphosing into a tree, her young breasts peeking boldly through the leaves – I see why poor Toby wanted to keep the picture – but it is the name inscribed in ink at the top of the page that interests me. I feel my chest expand with relief. It would have been better to have the whole book, but this will serve. Sidney stares at it without speaking, then whistles softly and nods, as if conceding victory.




TWENTY-SEVEN

‘Bruno! Sir Philip – come in, I had not expected you. Take a seat.’ Drake opens the door to his cabin and waves us towards his vast table, now overlaid with piles of papers covered with figures. Thomas Drake sits behind it, quill in hand, his back to the long window. He appears even more irritated than usual at the sight of us.

‘My brother has told me of your courage last night, Doctor Bruno,’ he says, inclining his head. ‘It is a shame those rogues escaped – and with the book, too. But it seems God protected you.’ It is difficult to read whether this is sincere or another jibe.

‘It was the book or our lives,’ I murmur. ‘It would have taken a miracle to get out of there with both.’

‘My family is indebted to you,’ Drake says, with a stern look at Thomas. ‘Now – what brings you out here?’

‘Bruno has something to tell you,’ Sidney says, in a conspiratorial tone.

‘To do with Dunne?’ Drake almost pounces on me.

‘There is a matter I wish to discuss, Sir Francis,’ I say. ‘But could you first send for Padre Pettifer? And ask him to bring a notebook. Don’t mention that Sidney and I are here.’

Drake frowns, but he opens the door and exchanges a few words with one of the guards outside.

‘What is this about, Bruno?’ he says, closing the door as the man’s footsteps can be heard descending the stairs. ‘Is it to do with Savile’s testimony? He is back on board and as good as confined to his cabin, but I’m afraid my brother has confirmed his story. They went to and from the House of Vesta in company that night and spent at least half the time there playing cards together, along with several other gentlemen.’ He shoots a fierce glance at Thomas. ‘So it seems unlikely that Savile could have slipped away to meet Jonas.’

Thomas Drake skewers first me and then Sidney with a black look. Our hasty confrontation of Savile has laid bare his secret and exposed him to his brother’s judgement; clearly he does not thank us for it.

‘Let us hear what the chaplain has to say.’ I turn away from Thomas’s glare; I have no wish to provoke him further.

‘What has he to do with it?’ Drake asks, faintly impatient.

‘It may be that he has some information.’ I think it best to keep vague for now.

‘God’s blood – if he knows something about the business, why would he not have told me?’ Drake paces the room, fists clenched at his side. ‘Must everyone on this ship hold on to his secrets, at the expense of my voyage?’ He directs this last at his brother; Thomas shrinks into the seat and lowers his eyes.

There is a light knock on the door. Drake barks a command and Pettifer appears tentatively on the threshold, a notebook tucked under his arm. Sweat prickles on my back; I only hope I am not wrong this time. At Drake’s gesture, Pettifer closes the door and stands before his captain with an expectant look, hands clasped before him.

‘Sir Francis?’

Drake waves him to a seat at the table. ‘It was Doctor Bruno who wanted to speak to you.’

Pettifer’s head snaps round, his eyes immediately wary. He lays his notebook on the table and cocks his head to one side, raising his eyebrows in an unspoken question, still that look of slight superiority on his face; he believes he is above being summoned by the likes of me.

‘I wanted to ask you a couple more questions about your conversation with Robert Dunne the night he died, Padre,’ I say, in as friendly a manner as I can assume.

‘Really – must we go through this again? I have told all I know to Captain Drake long before you arrived.’ He turns to Drake in appeal.

‘Hear him out, Ambrose,’ Drake says, waving for me to continue.

‘It would help me to take some notes. I wonder – could I have a page of your notebook?’ I nod towards the book on the table. It is a plain notebook, bound in cloth and board; not obviously handsome or costly.

‘Well, really,’ Pettifer blusters, but his grip tightens around the book. ‘Paper is expensive, you know. Surely you have your own? Or perhaps Captain Drake?’ He indicates the pile of papers on the table in front of Thomas.

‘I’m afraid I have left all my writing things at the inn,’ I say, with regret.

‘I don’t like to tear the book,’ he says, though half-heartedly, as though he knows how feeble it sounds.

‘Give him some paper – I will have the book replaced for you before we leave, if the cost is an issue.’ Drake snaps his fingers, though he gives me a hard stare. I hope this will be worth it, he seems to be saying.

Reluctantly, Pettifer opens the book at the back and carefully tears out a blank page, which he slides across the table to me. I perch on the edge of the bench opposite him and pick up one of the quills that lies on its stand in front of Thomas, but I do not dip it in the inkwell.

‘You said you were a Cambridge man, Padre Pettifer,’ I say, studying the nib of the quill. ‘Do you go back there often?’

He looks startled by the change of tone. ‘Not often. Why?’

‘But you have friends there still?’

‘Naturally, a few. Look, what has this—’

‘Do they send you books, these friends? As gifts, perhaps, on occasion.’

‘Books?’ He affects puzzlement, but I see the pinpoint of understanding in his eyes as his thoughts rush ahead of one another, wondering where I will go next. Good, I think. I have him worried. Everything he says from now on will be an attempt to dodge the truth.

‘Books,’ I repeat, smiling.

‘No,’ he says, though he is twisting his fingers together. ‘Not that it is any business of yours who sends me books,’ he adds in a lofty tone.

‘I was only concerned,’ I continue, ‘because I came across a book recently which I supposed to be yours, and I was afraid it had been stolen from you.’

‘What book?’ he snaps. The colour is slipping from his cheeks as his tone grows more aggressive. ‘Where? I have had no books stolen. Why would you suppose it to be mine?’

‘One question at a time, Padre. This book was printed by the new university press at Cambridge, which was founded last year. They have produced only a few books so far. This one is a volume of Ovid’s fables – did I say? which is one of their newer works. Printed this year, and hard to get hold of, unless in Cambridge itself, for I hear the London booksellers are boycotting the new presses.’ I lay down the quill and keep my eyes fixed on his.

‘No one sent me any such book,’ he says, but his voice sounds more subdued.

‘But you did go to Cambridge this year, Ambrose – I recall you telling me,’ Drake says, softly. ‘When I approached you in the spring about this voyage, you had just returned. You were visiting your old tutor, I think.’

He swivels to look at his captain with alarm. ‘Well, yes, that is true, but I do not have the kind of money to spare for brand-new books.’

‘What is your tutor’s name?’ I ask.

He narrows his eyes. ‘I don’t see what that—’

‘Is it Roger?’ I draw from inside my doublet the page young Toby had torn from the book, with the woodcut of Daphne. At this, Pettifer clasps his hands tighter together to keep them from trembling. ‘You see, this endpaper was torn from the volume of Ovid I found, printed by the Cambridge University Press. It is inscribed, “To dear Ambrose, with fond memories, Roger, 1585.”’ I hold it up so that he can see I am not bluffing. ‘It would be an extraordinary coincidence if there was another Ambrose in Plymouth who had the same tutor at Cambridge.’

He says nothing, but his face is blanched of colour and his lips pressed tight.

‘What is this about, Bruno? Come to the point, for God’s sake, if there is one,’ Thomas Drake says, irritated.

Sir Francis lifts a hand to silence him and motions for me to continue.

‘I will, Thomas, for it concerns a place you know well,’ I say, smiling at him. ‘You asked me where I came across this book, Padre. But I think you already know. I found it in the possession of a young boy at the brothel known as the House of Vesta.’

‘Ah.’ Pettifer flicks his head, dismissive. ‘Yes. Very well then – it was stolen from me.’

Drake raises an eyebrow. ‘You denied that a moment ago.’

‘I did not want to get the poor boy in trouble,’ he says. Two pink spots are rising in his cheeks now; he speaks fast, as if his lies must sustain themselves on their own momentum or risk falling apart. ‘God knows those youngsters are desperate enough. And Sir Francis is well aware that if I set foot in such a place, it is for God’s purposes, to try and bring some salvation out of such grievous sin. So yes, I lost the book there, but I did not report it for fear the boy would suffer.’ He looks from me to Drake, his defiance returned. ‘Have you written everything down to your satisfaction, Doctor Bruno?’ he adds, with venom. ‘For there is nothing more to tell.’

‘I’m afraid that is not quite all, Padre,’ I say, looking apologetic. ‘Your visits to the House of Vesta were in part concerned with the placement of unwanted children with Christian families, am I right?’

Pettifer half rises from his chair and places his hands flat on the table. ‘Sir Francis, I must protest! Such matters should not be discussed with the likes of—’

‘Let him ask his questions, Ambrose,’ Drake says, in that same gentle tone that will brook no argument. ‘I am interested in your answers.’

I take a deep breath. ‘The boy said you sometimes read to him from the Ovid book.’

‘I thought to improve his education, poor creature.’ He slips a finger inside his collar and loosens it away from his throat.

‘And that was why you visited him alone?’

‘What?’ He splutters. ‘One might better ask what you were doing in the boy’s chamber?’

‘I was trying to find out who killed Robert Dunne.’

He opens his mouth to speak but blinks at me instead, wrong-footed.

‘You see,’ I continue, leaning forward across the table, ‘Dunne had recently found out a terrible secret about someone on board this ship. Something which, if made public, would destroy that person’s reputation and their chances of sailing with Captain Drake, now or in the future.’

Pettifer runs his tongue around his mouth. Sweat glistens along his upper lip. He shakes his head.

‘I believe,’ I say slowly, ‘that Robert Dunne had found out you did not visit that boy to save him from his sins. In fact, you added to them.’

Silence hangs over the table as Drake stares at Pettifer.

‘That is slander,’ the chaplain says. His voice emerges high-pitched and squeaking. ‘Of the most damnable kind. You had better retract it immediately, sir.’

‘Was the boy part of your pay-off from Mistress Grace?’ I persist. ‘For allowing her to continue the practice of selling the unwanted children got on the girls in her house, before she threw them on the street? I assume you took a cut of the profits, too. Did Dunne know about that? He certainly knew you were well able to pay his blackmail demands.’

He jolts with surprise at this, and frowns. ‘What demands?’

‘Dunne was blackmailing you, wasn’t he? Five gold angels is a lot to lose, and you feared there would be more such letters. You knew he could destroy your standing by telling Captain Drake about your arrangements with the House of Vesta. You were in fear of him.’

‘No – no, you have it all wrong,’ he bleats, flapping his hands. ‘I never paid Dunne any money. He never asked me for any. I don’t know anything about five gold angels.’

I stand up, for better effect, so that I am looking down on him. Drake, Thomas and Sidney watch like spectators at a dog-fight, rapt. ‘You saw the state he was in when he left the House of Vesta that night. Did you know he had been drugged with nutmeg, or did you think he was just drunk? No matter’ – I press on, before he can object – ‘either way, you got him back to the ship and, with help from Thomas Drake, carried him to his cabin. Thomas went to find the Spaniard, to bring Dunne a cure. You were left alone with Dunne, who was as good as helpless, and you saw a chance to silence your tormentor for good. What did you do, press his face into the pillow? He must have been so confused in his senses he did not put up a fight. You crushed the life out of him and left him there. When Jonas looked in, he thought Dunne had passed out from drink and went away again.’

‘No – no, I swear that is a lie!’ Pettifer cries. He is growing flustered, his eyes darting from me to Drake, pleading.

‘Ambrose,’ Drake says, faintly, as if he does not want to believe what he is hearing.

‘But you must have been terrified that Jonas had realised the truth. When nothing was said, you decided to make sure. You went back to Dunne’s cabin on the pretext of praying with him, and strung him up to look like a suicide. Then you locked his room and threw the key overboard, I imagine.’

‘This is pure fabrication. You must believe me, Sir Francis – we know each other, you and I—’

‘The next day,’ I continue, relentless, ‘you saw a chance to link Dunne’s death to the Judas book you believed to be heretical, to deter Captain Drake from having it read. You wrote a verse from Matthew’s Gospel, making it look as if Dunne’s death was somehow a result of the book’s dangerous influence. And implying too that Dunne himself was a traitor. Perhaps he had confessed to you his plans to assassinate Sir Francis on the voyage?’

Pettifer leaps to his feet, his face scarlet. ‘Assassinate – I do not know what you are talking of, sir, but I refute all of it! If you believe for a moment that I could hear of a plot to harm the Captain-General and not tell him of it immediately, you are more lacking in your wits than I first believed. Sir Francis, you know me,’ he says again, wheedling, his eyes shining with unshed tears. ‘Would you hear the lies of a stranger and a foreigner against my word?’ He knits his fingers together as if in prayer, raising them towards Drake.

I push the page from the notebook across the table to Pettifer.

‘If you did not kill Dunne, testify to it by signing this paper.’

‘What right have you—’

‘Will you sign your name here? To attest that what you say is true?’

‘You are trying to trap me,’ he blusters, hesitating. He raises his eyes and looks around the company for support, but finds only stony faces. I dip the quill into the ink and hold it out to him. He glances at Drake, who nods towards the paper. Pettifer takes the quill from me with a look of pure hatred and scrawls his name across the page. ‘And what do you propose to do with this?’ he asks. His voice shakes, but with anger now.

‘Nothing,’ I say. ‘Except compare it. Do you have the letter with the Bible verse, Sir Francis?’

‘Of course.’ Drake looks at me, uncertain.

‘May we see it?’

He nods, and unlocks the cupboard in the corner. He unfolds the Matthew letter and holds it out. I hold up the page Pettifer has just signed beside it. They are the same size. There is an identical water stain across the lower right corner of both. ‘And look, here,’ I say, pointing to the writing. There has been some attempt to disguise the hand in Drake’s letter, but the way the double T in ‘Matthew’ is crossed is identical to the double T in ‘Pettifer’: a broad cross stroke that does not quite meet the first T. It would be hard to doubt that these pages, and the writing on them, came from the same source. For further confirmation, we pass them over to Thomas and Sidney, who bend their heads over the papers and lift them after close scrutiny, with a nod of agreement.

‘Did you write that letter, Ambrose?’ It is the quiet sorrow in Drake’s voice that finally undoes Pettifer. He sinks back to his seat and presses his face into his hands.

‘Yes. God forgive me.’ It comes as a muffled whisper. His shoulders are shaking. ‘The letter, yes. But the rest is lies.’

‘The Ovid book?’ Drake says, in that same disappointed tone.

Pettifer looks up. ‘I do not see any book.’

I click my tongue, impatient. ‘The book is in the possession of your friend Mistress Grace at the House of Vesta. But you recognise this endpaper, do you not?’

He nods, miserably. No one speaks; there is only the sound of the ship’s timbers creaking, the water lapping outside, and the chorus of the gulls. After a while, Pettifer seems to gather his thoughts. He lifts his head and addresses himself to Drake. When he speaks, he has almost mastered the tremor in his voice.

‘I confess I lost the book at the whorehouse, Sir Francis, yes. You know it was my habit to pray with those poor sinners there, as Our Lord did. It seemed to bring some comfort to them. A book like that is costly, so I do not blame a desperate boy for taking it. I had only thought to brighten their lives with stories. Mostly from the Scriptures, of course,’ he adds, hastily, ‘but I believed they might enjoy the classics, too. I’m afraid I was there the night Robert Dunne came in, reeling with drink. When he learned that the whore he favoured had been sent away, he threatened in his anger to become violent. It seemed to me that it would be in everyone’s best interests if I helped him back to the ship. I left him in his cabin to sleep it off, and later I went back to see if he was all right. He had woken, but he seemed unusually troubled and asked if I would pray with him, as I told you. Afterwards, I bade him good night and went to my own quarters. That was the last time I saw him, and I assure you he was very much alive.’ He pauses for breath, and wipes his mouth with his hand. ‘And he never confessed any intention of harm towards you, Sir Francis, or I would have spoken immediately.’

‘No one saw him but you after Jonas looked in and believed he was asleep,’ I say. ‘When you learned I had been to view Dunne’s body, you were very anxious to know if I had been able to tell anything about his death from looking at him.’

‘I only wished to know if the matter could be resolved quickly, like everyone else.’

‘Really? You weren’t afraid that an experienced eye would be able to tell from the body that he had not died by hanging?’

Pettifer does not reply, though he gives me a very unchristian look.

‘Explain the letter, then,’ Thomas Drake says, brusquely. He has no love for the chaplain, but he must weigh this against his dislike of me, and his evident desire that I should be proved wrong.

‘The letter . . .’ Pettifer lowers his eyes to the table in a show of contrition. ‘I admit that it was an act of folly on my part. When I learned the details of Dunne’s death I was distraught, naturally. But I thought the symbolism too important to ignore. I sincerely believed he had taken his own life, you see, and what I knew from praying with him the night before – well, it was clear that something was weighing on his conscience. It seemed to me that he must have been overcome with remorse, though I swear I did not know for what. He had only talked to me of sin in general, and a fear for his soul.’ He stops and swallows hard. A muscle has begun to twitch under his right eye. ‘A death on board is a bad omen for a voyage, everyone knows. I thought if I could convince you, Sir Francis, that it was connected with the Judas book, you would be fearful enough to abandon the translation. It was wrong, I see that now. But I acted in good faith – I wanted to protect us all from the consequences of dabbling in matters that so clearly violate God’s law.’

‘Whereas indulging your desire for young boys,’ I say, my voice tight, ‘God smiles on that, does He?’

Pettifer rises, his face swollen with rage as he plants himself squarely in front of me, eyes burning. ‘Repeat that slander again, Italian, and I will—’

‘What will you do? Call the Constable? The Sheriff? Or will you just push me off a cliff, like you did with Jonas Solon?’

‘More lies! I never laid a finger on the Spaniard. How do you reason that?’

‘I think you were afraid Jonas had realised Dunne was already dead when he took him the draught. He may have thought he was passed out at first, but given all the speculation, he had time to rethink. He would have known you were alone with Dunne when you returned to the ship. Did he voice his suspicions to you? Did you see your chance to silence him and incriminate him at the same time?’ I pause for breath; Pettifer is staring at me as if he thinks I have lost my wits. He turns to Drake, holding out his hands in appeal.

‘Sir Francis, will you let this man stand here and abuse me in front of you? I have no idea what he is talking about, you must believe me.’

‘You speak Spanish, don’t you? And you have already admitted to one letter – will you deny that you wrote the other, the supposed confession from Jonas?’

Pettifer’s eyes threaten to bulge out of his head. ‘Everything you have said to me from the moment I walked in is the grossest insult, and I will see you pay for it. I should expect no less from a Dominican—’

‘Gentlemen.’ Drake’s voice cuts across us, and immediately we fall silent, like chastened children. He fixes the chaplain with a steady look. ‘Did you see Jonas the night he died, Ambrose?’

‘Of course not,’ Pettifer snaps, then remembers to whom he is talking, and modifies his tone. ‘I was nowhere near the Hoe, Sir Francis.’

‘Where were you, then? And can anyone testify to it?’

Pettifer takes a deep breath and exhales slowly. When he speaks again his voice is calmer. ‘I was at the House of Vesta,’ he says. ‘Mistress Grace will vouch for me.’

Sidney gives a loud snort. Pettifer glares at him.

‘Seems half my crew was there that night,’ Drake says, sounding tired.

‘Did you walk there and back alone?’ Thomas asks the chaplain.

‘Yes.’ He eyes the floor and his voice grows quieter. ‘I prefer not to be seen entering the place. They let me in a side door. You understand – though the Lord knows my conscience is clear, I think it best not to give others the opportunity for gossip.’

‘And you went directly back to the ship?’ Thomas persists.

Pettifer hesitates. ‘Actually, I stopped by the church to pray first.’

‘What time was this?’ Drake asks. There is a sharpness to his tone that suggests he is growing impatient with Pettifer.

‘I don’t know,’ Pettifer says, looking uncomfortable. ‘It was already near dark. I didn’t stay long.’

‘Can anyone vouch for this, Ambrose? Did others see you at church?’

‘The sexton was still there, I’m sure he would remember. But when I reached the quayside to take a boat back to the Elizabeth, I ran into your secretary, Sir Francis. He was returning at the same time.’

Drake frowns. ‘Gilbert? That was late for him to be ashore. Did he say where he’d been?’

Pettifer looks blank. ‘No. And I didn’t ask. I believe we would all have more peace if everyone minded his own business more often.’ He spears me with a glare.

‘Not when two of my men have died,’ Drake says. There is a new hardness in his voice. He gathers up the letters without looking at Pettifer. ‘I think you had better stay aboard the ship for now, Ambrose, until these allegations have been proved true or false.’

‘Sir Francis, you cannot possibly think—’

Drake holds a hand up for silence. ‘I will reserve judgement until I hear this boy’s testimony. It should be a simple matter to tell whether or not he is lying for gain. Bruno, I want you and Sir Philip to fetch the boy and bring him to the Mayor’s house. Let’s keep this away from that muttering rabble at the Star. Take Sir Philip’s armed men – if your suppositions are correct, the Grace woman may be keen to prevent you.’

‘I would feel better if I were armed myself, Sir Francis,’ I say. ‘I lost my knife to Doughty and Jenkes last night and I am not in the best state to fight without one.’

‘Was the weapon valuable?’

‘Not greatly, in itself. But it had value for me. It was all I had of my old life.’

He nods, understanding. Then he crosses to the locked cupboard in the corner of the cabin. While he rattles his keys and rummages inside, Pettifer’s eyes bore into me with a look of such fierce hatred that I know I have made an enemy for life, regardless of whether he is innocent or guilty. I look away, but the force of his stare continues to burn me. If I were a more superstitious man, I would fear I was being cursed.

‘Here,’ Drake says, returning with a weapon laid across his open palms. He draws it from its sheath to reveal a dagger of burnished steel, its blade tapering to a point as fine as the nib of a quill. The metal is dark and has only a dull gleam, but on closer inspection this is because the surface is mottled with patterns like the grain of wood. The grip is wrapped with bronze thread and the pommel and guard embellished with decorations of vines and flowers. It is an exquisite piece of work.

‘Damascus steel,’ Drake says, pleased by my look of amazement. ‘We took it from an officer on a Spanish ship off Nicaragua. Beautiful, isn’t it? Valuable, too. The patterning on the blade is unique. Damascus steel beats anything that comes out of Toledo. They say you can drop a hair across the edge and it will be cut cleanly in two. I have never tried that trick, but you are welcome to experiment. Go on, take it.’ He holds the knife out, pommel towards me.

‘I cannot keep this, Sir Francis – it must be worth a fortune,’ I say, weighing it in my hand. It is so light and perfectly balanced it seems to slice the air with a sigh as I curve my arm. I notice Pettifer takes a step back.

‘The debt I owe you is greater,’ Drake says. ‘As for this business . . .’ He waves a hand around the cabin to encompass Pettifer, me, the letters, and shakes his head as if in despair. ‘We had best move quickly. Ambrose, you will wait here with Thomas until we have some answers.’

‘Sir Francis,’ Pettifer says, in a small voice, as Drake reaches for the latch. ‘May I speak to you in private? There is one thing I need to explain, away from these mad accusations.’

Drake nods at me and Sidney to let us know we are dismissed, and closes the door behind us.

‘Drake should have his cabin searched,’ Sidney says, in a low voice, as we wait on the lower deck. ‘It may be that he kept the blackmail demand from Dunne somewhere.’

‘I doubt it. Whatever else he may be, Pettifer is a clever man.’ I clench my jaw. ‘I’m sure he would not have held on to anything that could incriminate him. My fear is that there will be nothing but the boy’s testimony against him. And how will that look – an uneducated apprentice accusing a well-respected parson of sodomy?’

‘Surely girls can be found who will testify against Mistress Grace, at least?’

I think of the girl Sara in the slums, her mind and body eaten away by the pox. ‘There are witnesses, but I’m not sure how much credibility they’d have.’

‘Huh. From what I’ve seen, you’d be lucky if you found a man of authority in this town willing to bring Mistress Grace before a judge,’ Sidney says, with a sniff. ‘Her trade is too much to their advantage. Pray God the boy’s testimony will be sufficient, because—’ He breaks off when he sees Gilbert Crosse hovering on the main deck, a leather portfolio clutched to his breast.

‘Is everything all right, Sir Philip?’ Gilbert hops from foot to foot and chews his lip in that way that makes him look like a schoolboy. ‘Have you two been with Sir Francis? I came up just now to ask him to sign these letters but I heard voices so I thought it best not to interrupt. I know he has so much to worry about at the moment.’ He ducks his head and offers a sheepish smile.

‘I’m sure he will be out soon,’ I say, feigning not to notice his fishing for news. Sidney has adopted a policy of ignoring him altogether. Gilbert’s faux-humble manner grates on him. I wonder how long the young cartographer hung about outside Drake’s cabin, and how much he might have overheard.

‘Ah, here he is,’ Gilbert says, holding out his folder as Drake appears from the quarterdeck. ‘I have made fair copies of those letters, Sir Francis – do you want to sign them now?’

Drake stops and regards him with a strange expression, as if trying to remember what he is for. ‘Later, Gilbert. I must go ashore now and see my wife. Leave them in my cabin – you will find my brother there.’

‘It’s just that I too am going ashore, to church,’ he persists, still fidgeting, ‘and I thought if they were signed and sealed I could take them to the messenger and have them on the road tonight. Else they will have to wait until the morning.’

Drake sighs. ‘Then let them wait. I must not delay this evening. Go and call one of the men to row us, would you? And tell Captain Fenner I will be gone until later tonight. I leave him in charge.’

‘If I might beg you to wait while I fetch my cloak and bag, perhaps I could come with you now, to save taking another boat?’ Gilbert says, with hopeful eyes.

Drake hesitates. ‘No, this boat will be full. I will send it back for you.’

Gilbert looks disappointed, but he nods without complaint and scurries away to his tasks.

‘No word of these suspicions must escape to anyone for the time being,’ Drake whispers, once we are in the boat. ‘Until we have some verification. These crimes Pettifer is accused of would be monstrous in any man, but in a priest . . .’ He shakes his head. ‘If the men see corruption in those who have spiritual authority over them, what example do they have? There would be chaos. A ship’s chaplain’s job is to put the fear of God into the crew.’

‘I thought it was to console?’ Sidney says.

‘At sea, the fear comes first,’ Drake replies, grim-faced.

A messenger is sent for Sidney’s armed men to join us at the quayside. Drake goes on ahead to the Mayor’s house with his own bodyservants. I feel a faint flutter of nerves as I watch him go, and find my eyes darting along the busy wharves, scouring the crowds for anyone who might be watching us too closely, keeping his head down or his hands inside his cloak. Mistress Grace’s tart warning comes back to me; she will not allow her enterprise to be threatened without a fight. The hulls of the fishing boats crack together as they rock on the swell; their owners stack up pots and untangle nets ready for the night’s work. On the quayside, the fishwomen have gone home for the day, but there are others with wide baskets slung across their hips, selling strawberries or pies to anyone disembarking. The street whores will not come out in force until dusk, but already a few hopeful early arrivals loiter on corners where the steep cobbled streets open on to the quay, their painted faces garish in the flat light. A couple try to catch our eye; I turn away. We cannot afford to be distracted. Sidney keeps a hand on the pommel of his sword; he too scans the faces that pass by, alert for any sign of trouble.

‘That weapon he gave you is worth a king’s ransom, you know,’ he remarks, after a while, stealing an envious glance at the dagger now strapped to my side. It is larger than my old knife and harder to conceal, though it does look more imposing. ‘He obviously regards you highly.’

I shrug. ‘I have been useful to him. But I fear his regard will diminish very quickly, if we cannot find sufficient evidence against Pettifer.’

Sidney sucks in his breath through his teeth. ‘It is infuriating – everything you said back there fits, everything points to the chaplain. It is just a matter of proving it.’

‘That is what we said about Savile.’ In truth, I have begun to admit a sliver of doubt over confronting Pettifer so publicly with such stark accusations.

‘The boy’s testimony will be good enough, won’t it?’ He sounds as if he wants reassurance.

‘He will be afraid, though. He may feel it is in his best interest to hold his tongue.’

Sidney’s armed escorts are broad-shouldered, solid young men with rough, good-natured faces. They clatter up to us, looking hastily assembled and a little awkward; they had not expected to be called upon this evening and there is a faint smell of the ale-house about them, though they all seem sufficiently alert and clear-eyed to do their job. Just the sight of them, big and confident, surrounding us with their bright liveried tunics and swords at their belts, would be enough to deter all but the most determined assailant, I think, as we set out together up the hill towards the House of Vesta. Groups of bystanders part before us, pointing and muttering. I am not used to feeling so conspicuous, though there is a curious satisfaction in being taken for a man of status.

When we reach the apothecary’s shop, I motion for Sidney and the guards to stay outside, but I leave the door open so they can be seen. The little man is standing on a stool taking an inventory of his shelves when I enter; his expectant look withers immediately when he recognises me.

‘Oh. It is you,’ he says.

‘Where is the boy? I need to see him urgently.’

Pengilly curls his lip in disgust. ‘I thought I made myself clear to you. In any case, he is not here.’

‘Then where is he?’

‘What business is it of yours?’

‘My friends would like to know,’ I say, gesturing to the open door. He catches sight of the men, who grin at him but stand so their swords are visible. He swallows.

‘She called him back to the house. I expect you’ll find him there. And you can find him there in future, as I told you.’

I nod and turn towards the door.

‘Sir,’ he calls out, as I reach the threshold. He gestures to the armed men. ‘You won’t hurt him, will you? He’s a good lad.’

‘He will be fine, I assure you.’

Sidney and I run up the alleyway beside the shop into the rear courtyard, followed by the men. There is no sign of life in the windows above us. I bang on the House of Vesta’s door and do not let up until I hear footsteps approaching.

‘For the love of God,’ comes a female voice from inside, ‘we are resting. Come back later.’

‘Open this door now, or we will open it for you,’ Sidney shouts, in his most commanding tone.

There is a short pause, and the panel behind the iron grille is slid back. A woman’s face appears. It is not Mistress Grace.

‘What do you want?’ She looks frightened. ‘We are not open yet.’

‘I want to see the boy,’ I say.

‘He is unwell,’ she says, but there is a small hesitation that gives her away. She reaches to close the panel.

‘Go on, lads,’ I say, standing aside. ‘Get this door open.’

It is an empty threat; the door looks solid enough to withstand cannon fire, but the woman gives a little cry and a moment later I hear the click of a lock and the door opens a fraction.

‘Do not hurt anyone,’ she pleads, crossing herself as I push past her and take the stairs two at a time to the second landing, closely followed by Sidney and his men. Women’s screams echo through the house at the sound of our invasion. I fling open the door to Toby’s room to see him lying on the bed in his shirt and breeches, convulsing. Mistress Grace stands by the window looking on, her slender silhouette framed against the light. She regains her composure remarkably quickly after the shock of my arrival and arranges her expression into a sad smile.

‘Poor boy,’ she says, in a tone whose sincerity would fool no one. ‘I fear he has eaten something that disagreed with him.’

I rush to the bedside. Toby’s breathing is laboured and his skin has a greenish hue. There is a thin trickle of blood-flecked vomit running from the corner of his mouth. All around his head on the sheet are spots of dark red. I curse my stupidity; I have been so concerned about Mistress Grace wanting to silence me that I missed the far more obvious danger. I lean close to the boy’s face. His breath smells foul and his eyes are clouded. His muscles spasm again and he gives a plaintive cry.

‘Toby.’ I give his shoulders a little shake. ‘Toby, can you hear me?’

He stares at me, but his eyes register nothing. ‘This boy needs a physician,’ I bark at her, ‘you must send for one right away. And he must be made to vomit immediately.’

‘I think you are overreacting,’ she says, smoothly. ‘It was probably some bad shellfish. But I have sent for a physician nonetheless.’

I look at him. His ribcage hardly moves and he exhales with a strained croak, as if the act becomes harder with each breath. I grab his shoulders and haul him into a sitting position. He is barely conscious. Supporting his bony shoulders with my left arm, I push two fingers of my right hand into his slack mouth and press down until he starts to gag. His chest heaves a few times; I push him forward until a thin yellow slurry dribbles down his chin. Mistress Grace simply stands there watching. It is not enough, and we both know it.

‘What did you give him?’ I demand.

She opens her eyes very wide, as if to say she has no idea what I could mean, and shakes her head. Toby makes a small noise; at the same time, I feel his fingers scrabble weakly at the back of my hand. He is trying to speak. I put my ear to his mouth and hear the word ‘drink’.

‘He wants a drink,’ I say. ‘Get him water.’

She doesn’t move. It is only then that I see the empty cup on the floor. The stains around his head and on his smock are not blood but wine; he must have been force-fed some draught of poison in a cup of wine, that is what he was trying to tell me. His limbs shoot out in different directions and his body bucks under another violent spasm, until he falls horribly limp in my arms. His eyelids twitch faintly.

‘Send one of your men down to the apothecary now, ask for some potion that will induce vomiting, or any antidote to poison,’ I say, turning to Sidney in desperation, but it is clear that we are too late. Whatever Toby has ingested has already done its work. I squeeze the boy’s hand, but though his fingers are still warm, there is no response.

‘The physician will be here soon enough,’ Mistress Grace says, her tone consoling. ‘I’m sure he will know what to do for the best.’

‘The boy will be dead by then, and you know it,’ I say. I lay Toby down again on the narrow bed. His long hair sticks to his forehead and his mouth is half open as he fights for breath, but with less conviction each time. He looks no more than a child. Caught by a great wave of pity and anger, I raise my head and look at Mistress Grace; her complacent expression as she stands there watching a young boy die fills me with rage. I spring across the room and catch her by the upper arm, pushing her against the wall so fast that she hardly has time to flinch. ‘The physician will see what has happened here, and we will have the Sheriff out before you have time to hide the body. You will hang for murder, mistress.’

She makes a little moue with her painted lips and leans her face away, as if she finds it indelicate to be so close to a man. Hypocritical witch, I think, though I let go of her in disgust. There is nothing to be gained from threatening her.

She rubs her arm and moves away to the window. ‘You should never have come here. You should have heeded the warning and stopped prying into matters that are no business of yours. See what your meddling has achieved.’ She jerks her head towards the boy on the bed. My fury seems to swell and burst in my chest, so that I can hardly speak.

‘You dare to blame me for this? It was a pitiful scrap of a life this boy had, but it was not yours to throw away when it no longer suited you. None of these children are your property to dispose of. And you will hang for this, I will make sure of it.’

‘Will you?’ she says, a ghost of a smile hovering at her lips. ‘You, Doctor Bruno, with all your influence in this town? You are fond of the boy, I see. And after only one night.’

‘Have you no pity?’ I shout, taking a step towards her. My hand flies to the unfamiliar knife at my belt and I am gratified to see that she looks genuinely frightened. ‘He is a child,’ I say, more quietly, letting my hands fall to my sides. ‘A child.’

‘Bruno,’ Sidney says gently, from the doorway. ‘There is nothing we can do here. Let us go.’

‘Listen to your friend, Bruno,’ Mistress Grace says, folding her arms, though her gaze strays warily to the dagger. ‘I have no doubt the physician will find that the boy died of some sudden seizure. It happens all too frequently.’

‘I’m sure it does, in this place.’ Even as I spit the words at her, I feel the weight of hopelessness settle in my chest. The physician will be part of her circle too, as will the magistrate, the Sheriff, the constables. There will be no justice for one orphan boy. And no one now to testify that anything illegal went on at the House of Vesta between him and Ambrose Pettifer. My accusations will look like no more than malicious slander. ‘We should leave two of your men here to make sure she does not run,’ I say, turning to Sidney. ‘Sir Francis Drake wants her questioned.’

‘I have no intention of running anywhere, but I will not have your men in my house,’ she says, narrowing her eyes. ‘You have no grounds for it. And Sir Francis Drake would do well to remember he is no longer mayor of this town.’ She says this with a hint of satisfaction. We both know any threats I can make are empty. She is entirely confident of her immunity here and not even Drake’s influence can touch it.

I give her a last, hard stare, to let her know I have not surrendered, then cross to the bed and look down at Toby. His eyelid is still twitching and his limp hand jerks involuntarily, but his face has grown a waxy grey, his eyes sunk into shadow. He is halfway across the threshold of death already; if a physician really has been called, he would need a miracle to bring the boy back now. I reach out and take his hand; his fingers are cold and clammy. I wonder what she gave him; with the arsenal of ingredients she keeps to poison infants in the womb, she would not be short of possibilities. I murmur a benediction over him in my own language; it is many years since I last administered any sacraments of the church, and I never will again, yet in this moment I feel there is nothing else I can offer him. The words form as easily as if I had been repeating them every day, and there is a strange comfort in the old familiar expressions, though only for me – Toby cannot hear me now, and would not understand if he could.

‘By the sacred mysteries of mankind’s restoration, may Almighty God remit for you the punishment of the present life and of the life to come, and may He open to you the gates of Paradise and admit you to everlasting happiness.’ The way I say it, the sentiment sounds more like a challenge than a prayer. Yet there is a sense of reverence in the room; when I turn back to the door, Sidney and his armed men are standing with their heads bowed. I shoulder past them to the stairs with my eyes to the ground, so they will not see my face. She is right – I caused his death. I failed to save him. And for what?




TWENTY-EIGHT

‘You cannot blame yourself, Bruno. Who was to know she was so ruthless? Here, this way.’

I have not spoken as Sidney leads us back towards the Mayor’s house. His pace hurts my legs and my ribs but I do not complain; what have I to complain about? A churchbell peals insistently from somewhere beyond the rooftop, summoning the town to Evensong.

‘I should have known. A woman who throws young girls into the gutter once they have borne her a child to sell? Look at us – walking the streets with armed guards. We were so busy worrying about our own safety that we did not see the real danger. So much easier for her just to silence the boy. God damn her!’ I burst out, stopping at the corner of a side street to catch my breath. ‘We should have taken him with us this afternoon. He would still be alive.’

‘You could not have known,’ Sidney says again, laying a hand on my arm.

I retreat into silence; he does not know, because I never speak of it, how heavy the dead weigh on my conscience. In the turbulent years since I left San Domenico Maggiore, there have been others whose lives I feel I could have saved if I had been quicker to recognise a killer – even those who became victims precisely because they tried to help me. Some nights, their faces appear to me in the mist of sleep, quietly accusing. Sidney takes the view that regret is the most pointless of all sentiments, since the past cannot be changed, but he is young still; I am finding that the more years I accumulate, the closer my regrets shadow me.

‘I wonder if your inamorata is back from Mount Edgecumbe,’ Sidney says, casually, turning up a small side street. ‘She will want to express her gratitude to you, no doubt.’

‘She is hardly my inamorata.’

He only raises an eyebrow and makes a show of suppressing a smirk.

The Mayor’s house is the grandest in the street: a fine four-storey double-gabled building of white stone, with vast windows that stretch almost the entire width of the façade on the first three floors, their expanse an imposing display of wealth for anyone who knows the cost of glass.

We are shown into a spacious parlour on the ground floor by a liveried servant. Drake is seated behind a table at the far end of the room, poring over papers. His head snaps up as we enter, his eyes questioning.

Lady Drake sits in the window, her auburn hair bound up in a gold caul. She is deep in conversation with a portly older man who wears a fine wool doublet and leather boots, his fingers studded with gold rings. He offers a bow to Sidney and introduces himself to me as the Mayor; as I shake his hand, I recall Mistress Grace’s loaded remark about how Drake should remember he is no longer mayor of Plymouth. Did she mean to imply that she need fear no reprisal from the current mayor? The suspicion colours my impression of the man; there is something unctuous about his manner, and I must force myself to accept his welcome with a smile. But he barely has a chance to speak before Lady Drake launches herself at us and clasps both my hands.

‘Doctor Bruno, I am forever in your debt. I never believed I would see my cousin Nell alive again.’

‘Is she here?’ Though it is true that I have given Nell little thought since I left her this morning, now that I am here, I realise how much I want to see her, to be assured that she is recovering.

‘They brought her back after dinner – in a carriage! Was that not kind of Sir Peter? All she could talk of was how she owes you her life.’ I fear she might weep, but she gathers herself and presses my hands firmly as she fixes me with a new, more knowing expression. ‘She will want to reward you.’

‘Your gratitude and your husband’s is all the reward I need, my lady,’ I mumble. The Mayor stares at me as you might an exotic animal. Sidney is pointedly looking out of the window. ‘Besides,’ I say, extracting my hands and tapping the dagger at my belt, ‘Sir Francis has already made me a handsome present.’

‘My cousin is resting,’ she says, ‘but I will tell her you are here. I’m sure that will do more than any physician’s draught to restore her spirits.’

‘Elizabeth, my Lord Mayor,’ Drake says, rising from his seat, ‘I must speak with these gentlemen in private.’

‘Of course, of course. I will have some refreshment brought. It is dusty in the streets today, is it not?’ The Mayor bustles towards the door with officious politeness. ‘My Lady Drake, would you like to take a turn in the garden?’

‘Thank you, your worship, but I think I shall see how my cousin is recovering,’ Elizabeth says, smiling sweetly. ‘And whether she is ready to receive visitors.’

‘Well?’ Drake says, impatient, when the three of us are left. ‘Where is the boy?’

‘Dead,’ Sidney says bluntly.

‘What?’

‘Mistress Grace poisoned him. She must have done it as soon as we turned our backs this afternoon.’ I shake my head bitterly. ‘I should never have left him.’

‘I will have a messenger send the constable there directly,’ Drake says, his voice hard with anger. ‘But this is bad for us. Without the boy, there is no witness to this crime you accuse Pettifer of. And if you cannot prove the crime, you cannot prove there were ever any grounds for blackmail, and the murder charge falls apart.’ He looks at me steadily as he says this. I do not miss the emphasis on ‘you’.

‘You think I am mistaken?’ I ask quietly.

‘Not entirely,’ he says. ‘Pettifer will never admit to what you accuse him of with the boy. And though it pains me to say so, I acknowledge there could be truth in that. As for the trade in babies – I can well believe it. But I think our chances of holding them to account for it are small, when the most powerful men in the town will not move against Mistress Grace. I have sent men to fetch the pregnant girl from Stonehouse, though I imagine they will have thought of that and moved her elsewhere. I only hope she is safe.’

‘Then we cannot prove that Pettifer committed the murders?’I hear my voice faltering.

‘Unless there is some evidence that Dunne’s blackmail demands were addressed to him, it remains your word against his. And he is well connected in the town.’

‘Whereas I am a foreigner and a Catholic, as far as everyone here is concerned,’ I say, finishing the thought for him.

Drake holds his hands out, as if to show he is helpless to deny it. ‘Pettifer would use that against you. No jury in the county would consider a case against him, I can promise you that now.’

‘Then what?’ I look from him to Sidney, waiting for one of them to make a suggestion. To have found the killer – to have directly caused a boy’s death in pursuit of him – only to watch him slip effortlessly out from every accusation, would be a bitter defeat. ‘Will you take him on the voyage, Sir Francis, suspecting him to be a murderer?’

‘There is something I wish you to see, Bruno. Come and look.’ He beckons us over to the table where he has a number of papers spread out. He picks up a sheet and hands it to me.

I skim the contents briefly. It is a short letter addressed to Captain Drake, dated some months ago, executed in a neat, sloping hand; the writer is putting his arguments for a greater degree of responsibility on the voyage, with a commensurate fee, on account of his wide experience of the Spanish coastline and ports, and in acknowledgement of his unofficial role as ship’s physician. He also asks for a better berth. Though the letter is written in English, it is signed by Jonas Solon. I look up from the paper and stare at Drake, bewildered. His jaw is clenched tight.

‘I don’t understand – so Jonas could write after all?’ I falter.

‘No. He asked someone to write this for him. He thought I would be more inclined to consider his request if he made it formally, in a letter, like an educated man.’ He pauses to master whatever emotion this memory of Jonas has stirred in him. ‘I had forgotten all about it, until I was reminded. Bruno – Ambrose Pettifer wrote it for him. That’s what he wanted to tell me.’

I look down, half expecting the floor to give way beneath me. A long silence follows. I cannot think what to say – my only thought is of the apology I will have to make to Pettifer, and how it will stick in my throat.

‘This letter was among my correspondence,’ Drake says. ‘I had to dig it out when Ambrose mentioned it. But what interests me is this. Look – here is the forged confession letter, supposedly from Jonas. I have been comparing them while I waited for you. The hand is quite similar in places, do you not think? It looks as if whoever wrote the confession letter had tried to imitate the writing in this letter here’ – he points to the paper in my hand – ‘not realising it was not written by Jonas himself.’

‘Which means someone would have had to find it among your papers,’ I say, slowly, almost to myself. Someone with access to Drake’s private letters.

‘But,’ Sidney jumps in, ‘surely it could be a double bluff? Pettifer could claim someone tried to copy his hand, whereas in fact he wrote both—’

‘Philip,’ I say, with quiet despair, ‘it means that Pettifer already knew Jonas was illiterate. He would not have written the confession letter.’

‘He could still have killed Dunne, just as you described it,’ Sidney says, trying to sound encouraging. ‘The blackmail makes that plausible.’

‘Perhaps,’ Drake says, again, in that slow, thoughtful way that clearly means he disagrees. ‘But something about this confession letter sits uncomfortably with me, and I cannot quite put my finger on it.’

‘Whereas the writer has put his fingers all over it,’ Sidney says, examining the paper. ‘He is not a neat draughtsman, whoever he is trying to imitate. Look here, at the left margin, where the words are smudged and blotched all the way down. I recall a chap at Oxford who did the same – he wrote with his left hand, and would not learn with his right, so that every time he copied a line he would blot the first part as he went along. His tutor refused to read it, so he—’

‘Give me that.’ I snatch the letter from his hand, tilting it to the light. Sidney is right; I have failed to see what was in front of me all along. Drake is staring at the paper; he too has begun to understand.

‘No. No – it is not possible. But why?’ He raises his eyes to me. ‘I have had him under my nose all this time. I can hardly—’

‘Who?’ Sidney says, turning from me to Drake, aggrieved at being left in the dark. ‘What have you found?’

‘Gilbert Crosse is left-handed,’ I say, tapping the letter. ‘The first time we met him he offered me the wrong hand to shake and corrected himself. I thought he was having a joke at the expense of a foreigner – we laughed about it, remember?’

‘Gilbert? You think he wrote this? Then – he killed Dunne?’ Sidney stares at me, disbelief etched in the lines on his forehead. ‘Why?’

‘Because Dunne knew what he was up to,’ I say. ‘And was making him pay for it.’

‘And what was he up to?’

I glance at Drake. ‘That time I saw Gilbert at church – the man who had been sitting beside him slipped out halfway through the service. He was wearing riding clothes. I would bet that Gilbert’s very public show of piety has provided him with a useful meeting place that no one suspected.’

‘Passing secret letters, you mean?’ Sidney’s eyes grow wide. Drake presses his fingers to his temples. ‘To whom?’

‘Jonas as good as told me, though I didn’t realise it at the time,’ I say. ‘He said, “if anyone is spying on this ship, it is not me”. I just supposed he meant it as a figure of speech, to emphasise his innocence. But I think he suspected that there really was a spy. And think how keen Gilbert was to point our suspicions towards Jonas from the beginning.’

‘Gilbert has been acting as my clerk since the first days of planning this voyage.’ Drake speaks quietly, still holding his head as if it hurts him to speak. ‘He has seen all the navigational charts – he knows each nautical mile of our proposed route and has every coordinate plotted in his logs. What do you imagine the Spanish would pay for that information? It would lead our entire fleet directly into a trap.’

‘Robert Dunne must have guessed at it somehow,’ I say.

‘Instead of warning me, he used the knowledge to try and squeeze some money out of Gilbert – guessing he could afford it with Spanish gold in his purse.’ Drake bunches his hands into fists by his sides and his jaw tightens.

‘But we now know that Dunne was planning to poison you somewhere along the way – his loyalty no longer lay with the voyage. He was more interested in what he could gain from threatening Gilbert in the short term.’

‘That doesn’t explain Gilbert’s betrayal.’ Sidney looks incredulous. ‘Why would he spy for the Spanish? Risk the safety of the whole fleet, when he was travelling with it? It can’t just be the money, surely?’

‘Only Gilbert can answer that,’ Drake says, his voice thick with sorrow, or anger, or both. I look at him.

‘We must find him. He said he was going to church, did he not? Quick – if we get there in time, we may even catch him passing a letter to his contact. We could take them both at once, and have evidence in our hands.’ I am halfway to the door, a hand on my knife, when Drake speaks.

‘Wait, Bruno. Gilbert is not at church. He meant to go, but I had forgotten I promised Dom Antonio a tour of the Elizabeth Bonaventure – he has been pestering me to look around since he arrived. He was keen to see the charts of our voyage – I sent a message asking Gilbert to look after him aboard since I was coming ashore to see my wife and check on Lady Arden.’

‘Well, if Gilbert is still on board, what are we waiting for?’ Sidney says. ‘He can’t go anywhere. Let us hurry back to the ship and arrest him.’

‘Oh, God,’ I say, staring at Drake.

‘What is it, Bruno?’ He catches the alarm in my tone.

‘The other night – Dom Antonio recognised Gilbert. He knew they had met before. Gilbert denied it, quite fiercely – said Dom Antonio must be confused by all his travels. In the end Dom Antonio couldn’t be certain and conceded he must be mistaken.’

‘I remember that,’ Drake says, anxiety flaring in his eyes.

‘What if Dom Antonio was right? Why would Gilbert deny it, unless they had met somewhere that would give away details he didn’t want people to know?’

Drake’s brow creases. ‘Gilbert has worked and studied in Europe, I know that much. He was clerk to the English Ambassador in Paris for a time last year – perhaps they met there.’

‘Wherever it was, there’s a reason Gilbert denied it. And he has already silenced two other people who could have exposed his secret.’

‘God’s blood. You think Dom Antonio is in danger?’ Drake’s face freezes. ‘But he has my own armed men with him.’

‘You said he wanted to look at the maps. If Gilbert has a key to your cabin, he might argue that they should leave the guards outside, for privacy. They could be alone there together. Gilbert would have his opportunity.’

Drake pauses while the possible scenarios play out behind his eyes. Then he gathers himself, breathes out – one short, sharp breath – and assumes the stance of a commander.

‘We must get back to the ship with all haste. Sir Philip – since Gilbert’s original plan was to go to church this evening, it may be that he had a meeting arranged. Take your armed men and hurry there – see if you can find anyone who might be a courier, expecting to meet him. Bring him for questioning if you do. Bruno – you and I will leave immediately.’

Lady Drake is just coming down the stairs as we hurtle along the passageway towards the front door.

‘Doctor Bruno! Marvellous news,’ she calls down, clapping her hands together. ‘Lady Arden is much recovered and is longing to see you.’

‘Not now, Elizabeth,’ Drake shouts, flinging the door open. ‘Stay here until we return.’

‘Excellent – give her my good wishes,’ I call back, without stopping, but it comes out as a croak. My throat is dry with fear; I can only hope we are not too late.
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‘I do not want to believe it, Bruno, and yet it seems I must.’ The rowboat crests another wave and drops, flinging spray into our faces. Drake turns to the man at the oars. ‘Damn it, man, can you not go any faster?’

‘I’m sorry, Sir Francis, I’m doing my best – the wind’s against us this evening.’

‘Forgive me – I know.’ Drake leans forward over the prow of the boat, as if this might help him arrive sooner. ‘It’s just that I must reach my ship urgently. Keep at it – I will see you rewarded.’

The man grunts and lowers his head, his muscled shoulders straining into each stroke of the blades.

‘I know I have been wrong with the others, sir,’ I say, ‘but everything adds up now. I only pray that we reach the ship in time.’

He beckons me closer and I shift up on the seat to hear him better as he lowers his voice so the boatman cannot hear.

‘But Gilbert could not kill Dom Antonio in my cabin and make it look like anything but murder, and himself the killer?’ he asks. ‘He has been so careful to try and disguise the other deaths. Surely he would not risk giving himself away now.’

‘It depends how desperate he is,’ I say. The wind whips my words away and Drake has to lean in to hear me, so close that I feel his hair brush my forehead. ‘And where they met – if he fears Dom Antonio could incriminate him, he may grow reckless, especially if he thinks this is his one chance to be alone with him, away from the guards. As for the means . . .’ I pause to push my hair out of my eyes, though the wind snaps it straight back. ‘I don’t suppose he intends to cut Dom Antonio’s throat in your cabin. But something in a glass of wine – some slow-acting poison, that would take effect later? That could easily be done. Dom Antonio would not suspect a thing,’

‘Where would Gilbert get any such poison at short notice?’

I shrug. ‘No one has cleared out Jonas’s quarters, I imagine? There is a whole trunk of potential poisons on board. Gilbert is an educated man – I would not put it past him to have read up on physick.’

Drake nods, taking it in.

‘And you gave him a key to your cabin?’ I ask.

‘He had one already, so that he can work there if I am occupied elsewhere. He can only open the main door and the chest where my papers and charts are kept – everything else of value is locked away. I saw no harm in it.’ He rubs his knuckles into the hollow between his eyes. ‘I trusted him, God damn it!’ He lifts his head and looks at me. ‘My brother berates me for investing my faith too quickly in my men. He begs me to remember the price on my head. But I pride myself on being a good judge of character. Pride that comes before a fall, it seems.’ He presses his lips together. ‘Dom Antonio and I fought together, some years ago. I led a force that was supposed to help him recapture the Portuguese throne. Philip of Spain was too strong – all we managed to take were the Azores. That poor man has been running from Spanish assassins for as long as I have – if anything should happen to him aboard my ship, at the hands of my own clerk, Her Majesty would—’ He breaks off; perhaps he cannot even imagine how the Queen would respond. ‘Gilbert came to me from Walsingham, you know. I thought I could trust him.’ He turns to me, his expression somewhere between pleading and outrage. It is not clear if he means Gilbert or Walsingham.

‘Walsingham has been wrong before,’ I say, quietly, tucking my chin down into my collar. I will not forget my own experience at the hands of a man Walsingham had also trusted, mistakenly.

Drake shakes his head and sinks into silence. I count every wave, every slice of the blades through the water, every breath, every heartbeat. The boatman is clearly working at the limit of his strength, and still the journey seems to take half a lifetime. By the time we bump up against the hull of the Elizabeth and Drake shouts for a ladder, I begin to dread every buffet of the waves, every moment’s delay.

Captain Fenner hurries across the main deck as soon as he sees Drake climbing aboard.

‘Captain-General – we did not expect you back so soon. Is everything all right?’

‘Where is Dom Antonio?’ Once again, I admire Drake’s ability not to let his fear show in his demeanour. His voice is brusque, but you would never suspect him of panicking.

‘In your cabin, with young Gilbert,’ Fenner says. ‘I showed him all the munitions when he arrived, then he said he wanted to look at the charts. They went off together and I went back to my duties. Shall I fetch—’

‘Thank you, Fenner.’ Drake places a hand on the captain’s arm. ‘Come, Bruno. You too, Fenner – we may have need of you.’

A suspicion of alarm crosses Fenner’s grizzled face, but he merely nods.

I follow Drake up the stairs to the captain’s cabin. Two armed guards flank the door. Drake greets them quietly.

‘Is the Portuguese inside?’

One of the guards nods. ‘With your clerk, sir. They told us to keep watch out here.’

Drake turns to me, dropping his voice. ‘We must proceed carefully. We do not want to startle him – he may do something rash if he thinks he is cornered.’

‘Does Gilbert carry a weapon?’ I ask.

‘Not to my knowledge.’ Drake grimaces. ‘But then it appears he does a great many things outside my knowledge, so that is no guarantee.’

He turns the door handle. It is locked. He takes the key from the ring at his belt, and slides it quietly into the lock, but it meets with resistance halfway. The Captain-General curses under his breath.

‘He has left the key in the lock on the inside, so that it cannot be opened,’ he mouths.

‘Must we break it down, sir?’ Fenner asks.

Drake shakes his head. ‘No. Let us avoid force unless it proves necessary.’

‘Can we get in from the other side?’ I whisper. ‘From the quarter gallery?’

Drake frowns. ‘It could be done, if the rear door or a window was open. You would have to climb down a rope from the poop deck, though – it would be dangerous.’ He gives me an appraising look. ‘You are injured, Bruno – better one of my men tries it.’

I shake my head. ‘I am fit enough. Let me do it while you remain here – we will trap him from two sides.’

Drake considers this and gives a curt nod. ‘Very well. Fenner – take him up and see that he is safe. Hurry – they will be aware that we are out here by now. And, Fenner’ – he drops his voice to a whisper – ‘when you are done up there, I want you to go down and search Master Crosse’s quarters. Bring me any papers, money – anything you find of interest. Search thoroughly.’ He turns back to the cabin door. ‘Gilbert! Are you in there? I cannot open the door – could you unlock it?’

‘Just coming, Captain.’ Gilbert’s voice sounds bright and easy from inside. I hesitate, half-expecting him to throw the door wide to reveal Dom Antonio peacefully poring over navigational charts, no harm done, just to prove me wrong. But the door does not open. Drake rattles the handle.

‘Gilbert – let me in! That is an order.’

‘I am trying, Sir Francis – there seems to be a problem with the lock.’ His tone is still cheerful; it is clear from the acoustics that he is not speaking from close to the door.

‘He’s playing for time,’ I whisper. Drake makes a savage gesture with his head as he lifts his hand to bang on the door. Fenner and I hurry up to the poop deck on the level above.

The old captain does not waste any time with questions about what is happening below; he wordlessly gestures over the wooden guardrail on the starboard side. I lean down and see where the rigging of the mizzenmast is secured to the sides of the sterncastle; it looks straightforward to shin down one of these ropes and drop on to the quarter gallery below.

‘You all right?’ Fenner says. I nod, hoisting myself over the rail, so that I am clinging to it on the other side. Below me is a sheer drop to the water. I shudder, and concentrate my attention on the side of the hull immediately before me. I shuffle along until I can grip the taut rope of the rigging, leaning out, pushing with my feet against the wood as I pass one hand over the other, finding footholds where I can, keeping the tension in my arms though I can feel the rough rope burning the palms of my hands. Once my foot slips against the hull as the ship rocks on a sudden swell; my shoulder wrenches sharply as my full weight hangs from my arms, some thirty or so feet above the sea, but I scrabble with my feet and find my balance again, until I can stretch out my left leg and gain a foothold on the rail of the gallery.

I drop as quietly as I can on to the wooden planks and crouch below the level of the wide casement that runs around three sides of the cabin. The door into the captain’s quarters is directly in front of me; I consider trying it, but if it is locked, Gilbert will hear and we will have lost the element of surprise. I ease myself along until I can raise my head enough to peer through the window.

Dom Antonio is closest to me, seated at the bench behind the captain’s wide table, his back to the window, a series of papers spread before him. His right hand toys with the stem of a wine glass; it is full of a deep-red liquid. My heart lurches, but the Portuguese seems distracted; he is watching Gilbert, who stands behind the inner door. He appears to be fiddling with the key, or at least, he is making a show of doing so. From my vantage point it does not appear that he has any kind of weapon in his hands, though I cannot take that for granted – Gilbert is nothing if not resourceful. Glancing across the cabin, I see that one of the casements on the other side is open a fraction, just enough for me to ease my hand inside. I do not want to alert Gilbert to my presence until I am able to get inside the cabin with my knife, in case he should lunge for Dom Antonio.

‘What is the matter?’ I hear Dom Antonio ask, anxiety in his voice.

‘Nothing to worry about – I think the lock is a little stiff,’ Gilbert replies. ‘Is the wine good?’

Dom Antonio looks at the glass in his hand as if he had forgotten it was there. Drake is hammering impatiently on the door. I have no time to lose. Crouching lower, I scuttle around the gallery until I am under the open casement. I draw my dagger silently, clamp the handle between my teeth; in one movement I reach up, grip the lintel above the window and swing myself through the gap to land on the table. The gust of air sends all the papers flapping to the floor. Dom Antonio jumps back, pressing himself against the seat and making the sign of the cross. Gilbert spins around, staring at me.

‘What—’

‘Jesu, Mary and Joseph – he has come to murder me!’ Dom Antonio cries out. I take the knife from my teeth and point it towards him; he cowers behind the table.

‘Don’t touch that wine,’ I bark. ‘Put it down. Have you drunk any?’

The Portuguese shakes his head and does as he is told.

‘You,’ I say to Gilbert, turning the point of my dagger towards him and jumping down from the table. ‘Get away from that door. And keep your hands where I can see them.’

The young cartographer blinks rapidly behind his eyeglasses and edges across the room, holding his hands up before him, palms outwards, as if to ward off the madman. His tongue darts nervously around his lips. ‘Doctor Bruno, have you quite lost your wits?’

I hold the dagger out, keeping it level and my eyes fixed on him while I cross to the door and, feeling behind me, turn the key with one smooth movement. ‘Nothing wrong with that lock as far as I can see,’ I say, as Drake bursts in, followed by his two armed guards. Gilbert backs towards the table, staring from me to Drake in amazement.

‘Dom Antonio – are you all right?’ Drake says, unsure who to address first.

‘I am quite well, thank you. I was just taking a look through your charts here, when – what is happening, Francis? Is this man dangerous?’ He gestures to me.

‘This one, no,’ Drake says, his shoulders settling now that he has regained control of the situation. ‘Gilbert – I see you are giving Dom Antonio my good wine?’

Gilbert colours. ‘I – yes, I thought, in your absence, Sir Francis, you would have wanted me to show your guest the proper hospitality—’

‘Most thoughtful of you,’ Drake says, taking a step closer to the table. There is an edge to his voice that Gilbert cannot fail to have noticed. ‘But he does not appear to be thirsty. Why don’t you drink it instead?’ Drake swipes up the glass from under Dom Antonio’s nose and holds it out to Gilbert.

The young cartographer shakes his head urgently. ‘I can’t, Sir Francis – you know I do not touch strong liquor. I have a weak constitution.’ He breaks into a nervous laugh.

‘Nonsense – this is excellent stuff. It’ll put fire in your belly. Drink it down.’

Gilbert opens and closes his mouth again, blinks hard and appears to decide he has no choice. He reaches out a hand for the glass, but as he takes it from Drake, he allows it to slip through his fingers. The fine Venetian crystal shatters against the boards, the wine splashing in an arc like blood. Gilbert cries out and presses his fingers to his lips.

‘Forgive my clumsiness, Sir Francis – I did not mean . . .’ He swallows hard. ‘I will repay the damage, of course.’

‘Will you?’ Drake raises an eyebrow. ‘Do you know how much Venetian glass costs, Gilbert? Where will you come by that kind of money?’

Gilbert swallows. The puddle of wine seeps into the wood at his feet. So we will never know now whether it was poisoned, though Gilbert’s reluctance to drink it himself does not argue in his favour. I watch him closely; if he is acting, it is skilfully done. He has said nothing so far to give himself away, despite being caught off guard.

‘Dom Antonio,’ I say, turning to the Portuguese, who looks entirely confused by the intrusion, ‘the other night you thought you recognised this man.’ I jerk my dagger in Gilbert’s direction.

‘Yes, but it seems I was mistaken.’ Dom Antonio gives a theatrical sigh. ‘I lose track, you see, in all my travels. Faces seem familiar, even when they are not.’

‘Yes, yes,’ I struggle to keep the impatience from my voice, ‘but where did you think you knew him from? You must have an idea.’

‘Well, yes.’ Dom Antonio looks at me, mildly bewildered. ‘It seemed to me that we had met before in Paris. Not more than a year ago, certainly. This young man had a beard then, but it didn’t suit him.’

‘I have told Dom Antonio, with the greatest respect, that he is mistaken,’ Gilbert cuts in. ‘We have never met before. Nor have I grown a beard, not since I tried at twenty.’ Again, the self-deprecating laugh.

Dom Antonio holds out his hands, palms up. ‘There you are,’ he says. ‘An old man gets confused.’

‘Where in Paris?’ I demand.

‘If I had to pin it down,’ the Portuguese says, creasing his face in concentration until his brows knit together, ‘I would say I had seen him at the Spanish embassy. I was there trying to negotiate terms of an accord with Spain through the Ambassador—’

‘Bernadino de Mendoza.’

‘I see by your face that you have met him. Yes – a duplicitous fellow. They offered talks, but it all came to nothing. As always, with King Philip.’ His mouth turns down.

‘And Master Crosse here?’ I say, cutting off any further lament.

Dom Antonio narrows his eyes to peer at Gilbert. ‘I would swear that I saw this young man at Mendoza’s residence, being shown in as I was shown out. But if he says it is impossible . . .’ He shrugs again.

‘Now that I think of it,’ Gilbert says carefully, ‘it is possible that I was delivering a letter to the Ambassador. That was sometimes part of my duties when I was in Paris.’

‘Was that where you cultivated the habit of passing letters to the Spanish?’ I say. My dagger is held level, pointed towards him. Light glints dully off its blade. Gilbert jerks his head up and stares at me.

‘What?’ The colour drains from his face. His gaze swings wildly to Drake, who holds up a hand to silence me.

‘Put away your weapon, Bruno, we are only talking,’ he says, with quiet authority. Gilbert’s face visibly smooths out as he watches me sheath the dagger. ‘Speaking of letters – I received a very distressing letter from Jonas Solon shortly before his body was found at the foot of the cliffs. In it he confessed to the murder of Robert Dunne.’

He allows this to hang in the air as we both watch Gilbert’s reaction. For a moment he works to master his expression, then he looks at Drake as if confused.

‘Then – why did you not mention it at the inquest, Sir Francis, if you knew he had confessed?’

He is good, I will grant him that. He blinks in innocent confusion behind his glasses, holding his master’s gaze steady. I could almost believe him.

‘Because I knew the letter to be a forgery,’ Drake says, looking calmly at Gilbert. ‘Jonas Solon could not read or write. That letter could only have come from someone trying to cast the blame elsewhere. Presumably the man who killed both Dunne and Jonas.’

‘But—’ Gilbert is staring at him, shaking his head, though it is hard to tell whether the frozen expression in his eyes is fear or disbelief. ‘That can’t be, there was—’

‘A letter among my papers, signed by Jonas?’ Drake almost smiles. ‘Yes. It was written for him. But someone with access to my personal correspondence might have seen it and not realised.’

Gilbert shakes his head; he moves back against the table as if it might offer some protection.

‘Did they recruit you at the Spanish embassy?’ I ask, in a conversational tone. ‘You were afraid that Dom Antonio would identify you, weren’t you? What did you put in the wine you gave him?’

‘There was nothing in the wine. I don’t know what you are talking about. I wrote no letters from Jonas – my Castilian is not good enough. You must be mistaken, both of you . . .’ His words tumble over one another, until he falters.

‘Who told you the letter from Jonas was in Castilian?’ I ask. Gilbert’s mouth falls open; his Adam’s apple bounces in his throat as he tries to swallow.

‘I have not shown that letter to anyone except Bruno,’ Drake says. ‘Though I almost asked you to translate it. You were counting on that, I suppose?’

‘No – I – there are others on this ship who speak Spanish – why do you not ask them?’ he blurts.

‘Because they are not left-handed,’ I say. He seems to crumple at this; the fight goes out of him and he slumps against the edge of the table so that he is half sitting on it.

Drake holds his hands wide. ‘Why, Gilbert?’ He sounds like a disappointed father. Gilbert raises his eyes briefly to his captain, then drops his gaze to the floor. He does not answer.

‘Robert Dunne found out what you were up to, didn’t he?’ I say. ‘And he tried to use it to his own advantage. Five gold angels is a lot of money, whatever the Spaniards are paying you. And then he asked for more. I’d have been angry too. And afraid that the money would not buy his discretion for long. Better to silence him permanently.’

Gilbert still does not speak, nor look up.

‘And even then you realised you weren’t safe,’ I continue. ‘Sir Francis was not convinced by the suicide, so you decided to make Jonas your scapegoat.’

Still nothing. I catch Drake’s eye; he gives a minute shake of the head. After some moments, Gilbert looks up.

‘You cannot prove any of this.’ His voice sounds dull, as if he does not believe it.

‘I have asked Captain Fenner to search your quarters,’ Drake says. ‘If you have any correspondence hidden there, we will bring it to light.’

‘You cannot do that.’ He looks indignant. ‘Not my private things—’

‘Nothing is private on my ship,’ Drake snaps. ‘You will find nothing,’ Gilbert says, though he sounds afraid.

‘Wait,’ I say. ‘He thought he was going to church this evening, before you asked him to stay and show Dom Antonio the maps. Perhaps you should search his person. You hide the letters inside your shirt, don’t you?’ I take a step closer to Gilbert. ‘When you fell against me in the boat that first night, you were afraid I had dislodged them.’

In this instant, I know we have him. Gilbert’s face grows white and rigid; his left hand closes instinctively over his breast, as if to protect whatever is hidden there. Drake glances at me, nods approval; the brief hesitation is enough for Gilbert. He swings his legs over the table and lunges for Dom Antonio. The Portuguese, who has been watching all this time with a face of growing incredulity, is caught unawares; before he can react, Gilbert has whipped Dom Antonio’s ornamental dagger from its sheath at his belt and is holding it to the Portuguese’s throat.

‘Gilbert, let him go. What good will it do you now?’ Drake fights to keep his voice reassuring. Dom Antonio lets out a strangled whimper.

‘It is all lies,’ Gilbert says, through his teeth. ‘But you will not listen. You will have me arrested with your lies. You know nothing about it.’

‘Let Dom Antonio go, and I am willing to discuss anything you wish,’ Drake says.

Gilbert shakes his head. He sits upright, the knife still held in place. ‘You are lying.’ He turns to me, desperation in his face. ‘This is all your doing. If you had not come here, interfering in matters that were not your business—’ He breaks off. ‘I thought we had some affinity, you and I, as fellow scholars?’

I look at him, at his strangely earnest, self-righteous expression. We have more affinity than he knows; I have done the same undercover work, betrayed the trust of others and coded my betrayal into secret messages, delivered by fast riders in the dead of night. I have done it for the money, but also because I believe in the freedom of this realm of England, however imperfect, and I want to defend it, even though it is not in my blood. I wonder what lured Gilbert into his spying. Sidney is right; I do not believe it was merely the money. Gilbert is too complex for that.

‘Put the knife down, and we will talk,’ Drake says, in that same, steady tone. ‘If you are innocent of all these charges, I want to hear you answer them, believe me – I would like nothing more than to hear your defence. But you cannot help yourself by harming anyone else.’ He holds a hand out for the knife, nodding encouragement.

Gilbert darts a quick glance over his shoulder, at the casement I left open when I entered. ‘Let me leave the ship,’ he says. ‘Give me your word that I can leave the ship unhindered.’

‘Where would you go?’ Drake says. He is beginning to sound weary.

‘To your Spanish friends?’ I ask, moving a step closer. Gilbert flinches as if he has been struck. I can read the fear in his eyes; he is like a cornered animal, unsure whether to fight or run. But the hand holding the knife is trembling violently; he is not a born killer. I would wager he has never stuck a blade in anyone, nor has any desire to, but panic is making him desperate. Drake puts out a hand to stop me. Without taking his eyes off us, or the point of the knife from Dom Antonio’s neck, Gilbert eases himself up on to his haunches on the bench. At the last moment, he pulls the casement towards him and swings his torso through the gap, shoving Dom Antonio aside as he disappears through the window to the gallery. I throw myself across the table after him, as Drake rushes for the main door that opens on to the quarter deck. If he tries to climb to an upper deck, we will have him trapped.

By the time I have hauled myself through the open window, Gilbert has already pulled himself up on the wooden rail and is leaning out to grab at the lower part of the rigging. I reach for his leg and almost catch him, but he is young and nimble, and not injured as I am, and he jerks his foot out of my grasp, pulling himself further along the hull of the ship by means of the outer rigging, though he is encumbered by the knife that he clutches in his right hand. The wind tugs at my hair; the ship’s timbers creak as it rolls gently, though here, suspended above the water, every slight movement feels as if it might throw me off balance. I swing myself up to the ropes after him, when I see him hesitate. He has reached the end of the rigging; he must climb up to the deck of the ship or try to reach across to the rigging of the mainmast some feet away. He looks up, to see Drake and Fenner, with several more of the crew and the armed guards, staring down at him from the rail of the quarterdeck above. He glances down, at the dark green water below. I watch him coil himself; he means to jump across to the next web of rigging, but that brief pause has allowed me a couple of feet closer. Just as he gathers his forces to spring, I let go with my left hand, swing my body out from the ship and lunge at him. He flails with the knife, grazing my hand before I grasp the sleeve of his doublet around his right wrist. I tighten my grip; he can’t move his hand to wield the blade and his balance is thrown; he teeters backwards and his spectacles fall but he regains control. I am gratified to find that, though he is nimble, I am the stronger; I pull his hand back and smash the inside of his wrist hard against the hull. Something cracks as his bones make contact; he yelps in pain, but still he holds tight to the knife. He tries to wrestle his arm out of my grip but I draw his hand back and crunch it against the side a second time; this time he cries out and drops the knife. I do not bother to watch it fall and disappear with barely a splash into the water below.

But I cannot draw my own knife without letting go of the rigging with my right hand. Instead I release Gilbert’s wrist with my left and grab him instead by the hair, pulling his head back and ignoring his cries as I manoeuvre myself around behind him, hooking my left leg around his knee and pressing him against the ropes from behind. He tries to lash out, but I slip my right arm under one of the ropes and catch his wrist again, holding myself to the rigging by keeping the rope in the crook of my arm.

‘Are you going to give me that letter, Gilbert, or must we fight over it?’ I hiss in his ear, my breath coming in jagged gasps. He struggles against me, but I am pinning him to the ropes with my bodyweight now, and I feel him weakening.

‘There is nowhere left for you to run, Gilbert.’ I spit the words at him through the bite of the wind. The swell seems greater up here, the gusts fiercer. ‘Surrender now, give me the letter, and he may yet treat you with clemency.’

He makes a noise that might be a hollow laugh. Then he makes a sudden stab backwards with his elbow. I grit my teeth.

‘I don’t want to do this, you know,’ I say, as I grab him by the hair again, drag his head back and smash it forwards again between the ropes into the wooden side of the ship. The blow was not as hard as I could have made it, but there is a nasty crunch and he lets out a howl. His head drops forward, limp, and I feel the resistance subside in his body. I reach around under his left arm, pull at the front of his doublet until I hear a button rip, and fumble around inside until my fingertips make contact with paper and I draw out a folded letter. ‘Thank you,’ I mutter. ‘You could have made that easier on yourself. You might as well climb up to Drake now,’ I add, prodding him in the back. His head still droops forward and I wonder if the blow could have knocked him out. If so, Drake will need to lower a rope and haul him up. I glance up, about to call up to Drake, when Gilbert suddenly jerks his head backwards, as hard as he can, slamming the back of his skull into the bridge of my nose. I cry out in pain and shock; caught off balance, I let go of the rope with my left hand, though I keep hold of the letter. Blood drips down my lip and over my chin. Gilbert gives me a strange, fleeting smile, clasps a hand around my wrist and flings himself out into the air, tumbling backwards like a jongleur, dragging me with him.

I feel the pull of his weight; my right arm is wrenched out from behind the rope and I catch one dizzying glimpse of the sheer wall of wood at my back and the distance down to the sea. But my leg is still hooked inside one of the ropes; I jolt to a sudden stop and an excruciating pain shoots up my arm as my shoulder jars with all the force of Gilbert’s trajectory halted as he dangles there, gripping my left sleeve. My leg is bent back; something tears in my knee as I swing back against the ship, hanging upside down as Gilbert swings wildly with his free hand, trying to get a better purchase on me. I close my eyes; only two things matter now – holding on to the rope with my leg, and not letting go of the letter. I can feel my leg slipping; above us, Drake is barking orders, but there is no chance of him reaching us in time. Just as I fear my arm can no longer take the strain, I hear a tearing sound; I glance down and see the cuff of my shirt rip away from the sleeve. Gilbert sees what is happening; he claws the air with his free hand but the last stitches give way and I watch him plummet, almost gracefully, to the sea. He hits the water in a plume of white spray. Almost immediately, a longboat is lowered over the side from the main deck, men shouting to one another as it descends. I fix my eyes on the frothing water below; is Gilbert trying to make his escape, or knowingly taking his secrets to the bottom of the Sound? As I go on squinting at the shifting patterns of light on the surface, a dark shape bobs up and strikes out through the waves, away from the ship. So Gilbert can swim: there is my answer. The longboat has almost reached the water. He will not get far.

‘Give us your hand then, mate,’ says a voice, very close to me. I jerk my head up, spluttering through the blood filling my nose. A burly man, one of Drake’s crew, has climbed down the rigging over the side of the ship and is holding out an arm the size of a thick branch. He slips it under mine, pulls me upright against the rigging and half carries me to the top, where Drake’s face peers over the rail. With the last of my strength, I manage to raise my arm and hold out to him a blood-spattered letter, sealed in crimson wax. As they lift me on to the deck, I look back to see two men hauling a dripping figure out of the waves and into the longboat.




THIRTY

‘Drake will have to reconfigure his entire route now.’ Sidney pulls back the drapes at the chamber window and throws wide the shutters. If I open one eye, I can just glimpse a pale blue sky washed with early morning sun.

‘He may even ask us to help him,’ he continues, lacing his breeches. ‘You know a little of navigation, and he is now without a cartographer, after all. There is no possible way he can refuse us a place on the voyage, after what we have done. That courier fellow did not come without a fight, I can tell you.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I ease myself up on one elbow. Every movement of my left shoulder is jagged with pain. The bruise across the bridge of my nose throbs gently. Sidney has already told me of his encounter with Gilbert’s contact in the church, embellishing his own heroics with each retelling. I let this pass; I am only glad he can finally feel he has played a part in resolving Drake’s troubles.

‘He was there in that back pew right enough,’ Sidney says, shrugging on his doublet. I make an encouraging noise and swing my legs gingerly over the side of the bed, testing the damage after a night’s rest has allowed my torn muscles to stiffen. Everything hurts.

‘I stationed my armed men at either end of the pew, then I slipped in beside him. He was pretending to pray. I leaned over and whispered, “Gilbert’s not coming tonight, my friend.” You should have seen his face.’ He pauses, halfway through fastening his buttons, smiling to himself as he recalls. ‘Of course, he tried to claim he didn’t know any Gilbert, didn’t know what I was talking about. But when I told him Gilbert had been arrested and told us everything, and he could tell us his side the easy way or the hard way, he couldn’t be helpful enough.’

‘That was cleverly done,’ I say, as I have said at this point during all the previous accounts.

‘It was a gamble, I’ll admit,’ he says, straightening his ruff and checking his reflection in the spotted glass. ‘But it paid off. He was terrified as soon as I suggested he could be questioned in the Tower. He’s only a small fish – a French merchant who lives here in Plymouth, has some arrangement with agents of the Catholic League to pass letters to couriers on French ships. He had no idea what was in them – just a bit of easy money for him.’

‘So Gilbert’s letters were going direct to the Spanish Embassy in Paris,’ I murmur, pulling myself up to standing on the carved bedpost.

‘Straight into the hands of Mendoza,’ Sidney says. ‘If we hadn’t found out in time, Drake’s entire fleet would have been sailing right into a Spanish ambush.’ He shakes his head. ‘I still don’t understand it. Gilbert Crosse never seemed like a man to be excited by money – you only have to look at his clothes to see that. And there’s no evidence that he was driven by religious conviction – he comes from a good Protestant family. So if it wasn’t for money or faith, then what?’

I shrug my less painful shoulder. ‘Perhaps the letter will give us some clue. It’s encrypted, of course, but Drake will have sent a copy to Walsingham by now. His cryptographers will make short work of it.’

‘They will have its meaning unravelled by the time Gilbert arrives at the Tower,’ he says, running a tortoiseshell comb through his hair. ‘Then he can explain himself in person.’ He sounds unconcerned. I try not to think of how Gilbert might be encouraged to explain himself in the Tower.

‘By then, Bruno, you and I will be out to sea,’ Sidney continues. ‘Just think of it – the wind in our hair, this town and all its vices far behind us, the open horizon and adventure ahead.’ His face is alight with the prospect of it.

‘Pettifer and Savile just waiting to give us an accidental nudge overboard any time the sea is rough,’ I say. He turns and glares at me.

‘You had better stop your naysaying in Drake’s hearing,’ he says, pointing his comb at me.

So it seems there is no way of deferring this choice any longer. At present, all I wish for is more time to rest. I am prevented from replying by an urgent hammering on the door.

‘Get that, would you, Bruno?’ Sidney says, strapping on his sword. ‘It will be Drake’s messenger, I’ll wager. I wonder if he will give us Dunne’s cabin? You wouldn’t be superstitious about sleeping in a dead man’s bed, would you? Personally I don’t care for that sort of nonsense, but I know most mariners would – oh, for the love of Christ, we’re coming!’

The knocking grows more insistent. I pull the door open to find Hetty standing there wearing her usual expression of sullen resentment. I am surprised she is still employed; perhaps Mistress Judith has yet to hire a replacement. Hetty does at least have the grace to look slightly sheepish in my presence.

‘Near wore my knuckles to the bone there,’ she mutters. ‘Someone downstairs to see you. Sir. Says it’s urgent.’

‘Who is it?’ I am wearing only my shirt and underhose. I cast around for my breeches.

‘Not you. Him.’ She points through the open door at Sidney. ‘I dunno but he looks important.’

‘Well, let us not keep him waiting, then,’ Sidney says, brushing past me, beaming magnanimously at the girl and puffing out his chest as he strides towards the stairs. He looks like a man who expects at long last to be rewarded.

I throw on my clothes, tame my hair as best I can, and follow Sidney down to the entrance hall a few moments later. Over the banister I can see him talking to a man who wears the green and white Tudor livery, though he is spattered head to foot with mud. His coat is sewn with a gold badge which I recognise, as I draw closer, as the crest of Queen Elizabeth. Sidney, when he turns to me, is as pale as if he were seasick.

‘This messenger has come from the court. Ridden almost without stopping, he says. To give me this.’ He holds up a letter on creamy paper, sealed in thick crimson wax. The messenger stands patiently, eyes lowered and hands folded, while Sidney rips it open. I watch his gaze travel over the lines inside, his face growing taut with fury as he comprehends its meaning. He turns to me, his eyes burning.

‘Duplicitous bastard!’ he spits, turning on the unfortunate messenger, who takes a step back.

‘What is it, Philip?’ I ask, though I think I can guess.

‘See for yourself,’ he snaps, thrusting the letter into my hand and storming out of the door, leaving it banging in his wake.

I know where I will find him. I limp after him along Nutt Street but his anger has driven him faster than I can walk with my present injuries; he is already far ahead of me by the time I have skimmed the letter, tipped the poor messenger and asked Mistress Judith to give him something to eat and drink. I understand my friend’s fury, but not his surprise. Did he really believe the Captain-General would take him to the other side of the world, knowing he did not have the Queen’s permission to leave England? Drake must have dispatched a messenger the day we arrived; he realised immediately that no amount of Spanish gold would compensate Queen Elizabeth for such flagrant disobedience. From the minute Sidney announced his intention to travel with the fleet, he was a liability to Drake. I have to admire the smoothness of the Captain-General’s deception; the promises he has held out to us over these past days – promises that ensured our ongoing help with his situation – all the while knowing his messenger was tearing up the road towards the court, ready to unleash the Queen’s fury.

I glance down at the letter in my hand as I approach the Mayor’s front door. It is curious to think of Elizabeth Tudor writing this in her own hand, barely able to contain her indignation as she dips her quill. The writing is bold and swooping, with long tails and loops, the signature underscored with curlicues. It is a confident hand, but the quill has been pressed so hard to the page that the ink has spattered and blotched in places. This is a letter that expresses its depth of feeling in its imperfections, a letter written in the heat of sovereign anger. She absolutely forbids Sidney to sail with Drake, on pain of withdrawing patronage from both of them. If he leaves court now, she tells him, he had better not bother to return. He is to be on the road the day he receives this letter, without delay, and bring Dom Antonio directly to court as promised. She is calling her puppy to heel, snapping her fingers to watch him come running. And he has no choice. No wonder he is boiling. I only hope I have arrived in time to stop him throwing a punch at Drake; I have a feeling Sidney would come off worse.

I might be entitled to feel deceived too, I think, as I wait for my knock to be answered. I have put my life in danger to help Drake this past week, for a promised reward that he knew all along he had no intention of giving. True, I did it for Sidney’s sake, and for Lady Arden’s, but it is hard to escape the feeling that Drake has made use of us.

I can hear raised voices as I am shown along a passage to the parlour we visited yesterday. But before the maid reaches the door, we are intercepted by Lady Drake, who puts a finger to her lips, slips her arm through mine and leads me through the house to the garden door, despite my protests.

‘Better you leave them to sort out their differences,’ she whispers, nodding back to the parlour, where Sidney’s aggrieved tone competes with Drake’s lower, mollifying cadences. I cannot make out their words, but I hardly need to. ‘Sir Philip is very angry, isn’t he?’ she adds. ‘Poor thing. I know how much he wanted this adventure. But on the whole, my husband does better to upset him than the Queen, don’t you think? Besides, he may not be so furious when he hears what my husband proposes instead.’ She leans closer, as if to impart a great secret, and giggles, a hand pressed to her lips. There is a girlish quality about Lady Drake, I think, as I bend my head to play along, which some men would find alluring, though I have always preferred the sort of woman who is unafraid to look a man in the eye as one adult to another. ‘He thinks you and Sir Philip and Dom Antonio should be our guests for a few days at Buckland Abbey, before you leave for London.’

‘Sir Francis is not staying in Plymouth?’

She shakes her head, impatient. ‘Of course he is. Once he has seen Jonas buried, he is anxious to set sail as soon as possible, but first he wants me and my cousin away from Plymouth. We are to return home tomorrow, in your company, if Sir Philip is agreeable. I think we could make your stay a pleasant one.’ She pauses for a knowing smile. ‘But for now, Bruno, I think it would do you good to take the air,’ she adds, propelling me out into the courtyard.

I see Nell sitting on a bench in the shade of an apple tree, affecting to read a book. She does not raise her eyes until the last moment, when she feigns surprise and shyness at my arrival. Her hair is bound up and dressed in a narrow French hood to disguise the damage done by the fire, and she wears a silk scarf around her throat to cover the bruises left by the rope. Though she is pale, the cuts on her face are less prominent and her eyes have regained something of their sparkle. There is a new awkwardness between us as she places her book carefully beside her and offers me a tentative smile, though her eyes grow wide at the sight of my new injuries.

I make a small bow. ‘My lady. You are looking rested. How are you feeling?’

‘I look hideous, Bruno, there is no need to lie about it,’ she says, gingerly touching the cut on her cheek. ‘And you have looked better yourself, if we are being truthful. But bruises will mend, and we are alive, thank God.’ She laughs, though I can see it still pains her to swallow. ‘Sir Francis says you were extremely brave and caught the killer.’

I offer a modest shrug. ‘He gave himself away, really. Poor boy.’

She arches an eyebrow. ‘How can you pity him? He will be executed as a traitor, Sir Francis says.’ She gives a delicate shudder. I have the impression she rather relishes the prospect. I can only assume she has never witnessed a traitor’s execution.

‘He will probably die of fright before they get him near the Tower.’ I take a seat on the bench beside her. Gilbert knew that what he did was treason, even before he committed murder for it, and he would have understood the penalty: the slow journey to Tyburn on the hurdle, the sight of the gallows and, beside it, the scaffold with the butcher’s block and the brazier, where you would be laid after choking a few minutes at the end of the rope, to have your genitals cut off, your torso slit open from throat to navel, your entrails unwound on a stick before your eyes and your heart cut out and thrown into the fire. Anyone who has watched such an execution can never scrub those images from his memory; with that end in mind, you would need a compelling reason to betray your country.

I still do not understand what drove Gilbert. He had none of the traits of a religious fanatic, that I could see. Quite the opposite: he considered himself a man of science, so I thought, but some of these young converts learn to hide it well. Perhaps we would never know, unless he spoke up in the Tower. I wince at the thought.

Nell reaches over and eases her hand across mine. I find myself twining my fingers with hers, though it is hard to drag my mind away from images of what awaits Gilbert once he is taken to London.

‘But you are not too distraught at being forbidden to sail with Sir Francis?’ She says this with a knowing look.

‘I can stomach the disappointment. But Sidney is livid. He is young – he longs for adventure.’

‘And you?’

‘Not so young any more. As for adventure – I do not seek it out, but it seems to follow me regardless. I don’t need to cross an ocean to find it.’

‘So I have learned,’ she says, touching the scarf at her throat. She traces small patterns on the back of my hand with her fingertips. Goosebumps rise on my skin. ‘Bruno . . .’ she begins, hesitant. ‘There in the crypt, when we thought . . . I spoke a little recklessly, I fear. I pushed you to say something you did not mean.’

‘My lady, Nell . . .’ I say, though I am not sure how to continue.

‘Come, Bruno, let us at least be frank with one another. You do not love me – you barely know me, nor I you. I like your company, better than I have any man’s for a long while. That night, I imagined that if we survived I might be bold enough to defy every convention, but—’ She breaks off and squeezes my arm, her expression full of regret. ‘I am not so green that I can forget the distance between us.’

I nod. An unexpected sadness swells in my throat; not at the loss of her so much as at the reminder that this is how it will always turn out for me. I have learned, to my cost, that to love someone means lowering my defences, and in a life like mine I cannot afford to do that.

She leans her head against my shoulder. ‘I wish it could be otherwise, Bruno. I curse the obligations of rank sometimes, but there it is. In another life, you would have been the sort of man I looked for. But since I am not free to choose, I think for the present I am happier with no husband. Perhaps neither one of us is made for marriage, eh?’ She smiles. ‘Though I must confess I would have loved to see my family’s faces if I introduced you as my betrothed. Especially Cousin Edgar the boar. They would be lost for words.’

‘I think,’ I say carefully, ‘that if I were ever to marry, I would want it to be for a more substantial reason than to scandalise someone’s relatives.’

‘True,’ she says, with a sigh. ‘Although it would have been fun.’ She runs a hand along my thigh. I glance up at the house, conscious that the Mayor’s household may well be watching from the windows. Taking her hand, I raise it softly to my lips and replace it in her lap, though more in a spirit of regret than desire.

‘I had better see if Sidney has settled his differences with Sir Francis,’ I say, as I stand. ‘And then we must pack our bags.’

‘But Elizabeth has told you of our plan to go to Buckland?’ she says, rising and tucking a loose curl of hair into her hood. ‘Those few days, before we each go back to our own lives – perhaps there we might briefly forget the differences that separate us?’ She offers me a sly smile, a look from under her lashes that tells me exactly what she means.

‘I hope we might,’ I say, relieved. I have a sudden urge to take her in my arms and crush her mouth to mine right there, but instead I bend and place another chaste kiss on her hand. Sidney may scorn the company of women, but I have not known enough of it in my life to tire of it. A few days of softness before I must return to face my future would not hurt. As long as I remember to guard my heart.

‘I am truly sorry to see you leave, Bruno.’ Drake shields his eyes and scans the view from the Hoe. The evening sun is beginning its slow slide towards the horizon, leaving a wash of coral and gold in the sky. Over the surface of the water, bands of shadow shift with the movement of the clouds, changing its colour in a restless patchwork. Small waves crest in white flecks around the great ships. Music drifts across the open water from their decks, the lilt of flutes and viols. On St Nicholas Island, all is still and quiet. Drake breathes deeply and rolls his shoulders back. I steal a glance at him while his attention is fixed on the horizon. The strained expression that had haunted him since we arrived has melted away; he carries himself with a new lightness, as if he has taken off a lead cloak. When he smiles, you see the genial man under the ruthless commander. I begin to feel that it would have been a worthwhile experience to sail with him.

‘As am I. When do you plan to leave?’

‘As soon as possible. I will see poor Jonas buried and Gilbert and his courier put on the road to London under armed guard. I have already sent a fast rider to Walsingham with the coded letter – he will have plenty of warning.’ He turns to me, suddenly sombre. ‘I do this with a heavy heart. People think me unfeeling, because I value discipline. A captain who does not is no captain at all, and the same goes for a ruler. But I know what awaits Gilbert, and I don’t send him to it lightly.’

‘Unsentimental is not the same as unfeeling,’ I murmur.

‘Quite. You express it better than I could.’ He sighs, and returns his gaze to the water. ‘Sir William Savile has decided not to sail with us, you know,’ he says, after a long silence.

‘He has not withdrawn his money?’

‘No, God be thanked. But now that Robert Dunne is to be buried like a Christian and his wife will be a respectable widow, he reasons it is easier to let us do the work while he stays here and bides his time until he can marry her without scandal and I bring home a healthy return on his investment. The child will be christened as Dunne’s and Savile will legally adopt it as his heir once he marries Martha. Very neat.’ He folds his arms and smiles into his chest. ‘God knows I have no great admiration for William Savile, but it may be he makes the woman a better husband than her first. Poor Robert. God rest him.’

‘And Pettifer?’ I do not quite meet his eye as I ask this.

‘Pettifer travels with me as our ship’s chaplain.’ He glances sideways at me. ‘Does that surprise you?’

‘I was mistaken in accusing him of the murders, and I am sorry for it, but everything else I told you, Sir Francis – I am convinced it is the truth. If you had seen that poor boy’s face, you would not doubt it.’

Drake holds up a hand to stop me. ‘I can believe it, Bruno – all of it. Pettifer may rail against your accusations until he is hoarse, but it is plain to see that the shock of near-discovery has frightened him. He is very contrite, and I like to think he will change his ways.’ He clasps his hands behind his back. ‘Besides, he will do less harm out to sea, away from temptation, than left here to collude with that woman. As for the House of Vesta . . .’ He curls his lip. ‘I have spoken at length to the Mayor about cleaning up that nest of vermin. They cannot go on believing they are above the law. I have also written to the Sheriff.’

‘What if the Mayor and the Sheriff are among her clientele? Nothing will be done. That is what she stakes her whole business on.’

‘If they are, Bruno’ – and he lays heavy emphasis on caution – ‘they will have to think carefully about which side of the law they wish to be found on. I hinted at the possibility of a Royal Commissioner coming from London to investigate if that place carries on unchecked. That ought to frighten them sufficiently. I have every confidence that by the time I return from this voyage, the House of Vesta will be no more than an old wives’ tale in Plymouth.’ He flashes me a quick smile, his gold tooth winking in the light.

I nod. No one could argue with his course of action, but I cannot help wondering what will become of those young girls if the House of Vesta closes down. Will they just find themselves selling their wares down at the docks, without even the security of food and shelter, ending their days like that poor pox-blighted girl Sara? I bite my lip; there is nothing I can do about it either way, and at least Mistress Grace would no longer profit from them.

‘So you have a few empty berths aboard the Elizabeth,’ I remark, after a while.

‘I’m afraid so. Which makes it all the greater pity that you cannot come with us. I would have liked a man of your abilities with me on the voyage.’ Drake pauses, still squinting out to sea. ‘You must feel that I have deceived you.’

‘I knew from the start that you had no intention of taking us. I tried to disabuse Sidney of the idea several times, but he would not listen. He had his mind made up.’

‘Yes, he is still not speaking to me,’ Drake says, pulling at his beard. ‘But he knows better than I how dangerous it would be to defy the Queen. He will thank me for it one day.’

‘His wife will thank you for it now. As will Walsingham.’ I hesitate, unsure how he will respond to my next question. ‘Have you spoken to Gilbert since he was arrested?’

‘No.’ His face tenses again and his voice grows hard. ‘I considered it, but I cannot bring myself to look him in the eye. Loyalty, Bruno.’ He turns to me with a grave expression. ‘For a man in my position, it’s the prince of all virtues. All those ships, all those lives, are in my care,’ he says, pointing to the fleet peacefully dominating the Sound, the vast ships bright against the glinting water. ‘That’s why treachery like his is the hardest thing for a captain to forgive. Harder even than the murders. To think he sat at my table, eating my food, sketching our plans as I talked with my captains, and then sent every word off to the Spanish – it curdles my blood.’ He bunches his fists, then slowly releases his hands to hang at his sides. ‘It was disloyalty that brought me all the problems with the Doughty brothers, and look where that has ended.’

‘Is there any news of John Doughty and Jenkes?’

‘None yet.’ He presses his lips together. ‘I have put messengers on every vessel leaving for the French ports along this stretch of coast, warning the customs men to look out for them. Jenkes at least is conspicuous, you would hope. But if they have made it to France they will disappear like rats into the sewers, to pop up again somewhere else. John Doughty will pursue me until one of us is in our grave, I have no doubt of it.’

‘And yet, if Gilbert had not murdered Robert Dunne, then Dunne might have carried out his plan to kill you before you were even across the Bay of Biscay.’

He nods, reflective. ‘There is truth in that, I suppose. But do not ask me to be grateful to Gilbert yet.’

‘I thought I might speak to him before I leave,’ I say, quietly.

‘What for?’ His eyes narrow.

‘I want to understand why.’ And – because I know what they will do to him before he dies – to make sure he knows better than to try and hold on to his secrets.

Drake makes a non-committal noise and returns his gaze to the sea. ‘I have always loved this view,’ he says, after a while. ‘But that is nothing to how much I love to see it from the other direction, sailing back into Plymouth after months at sea.’ He raises his head and the salt breeze lifts his hair. ‘Of all the sights I have seen in the world, there is none I love so much as the sight of home.’

I do not speak, because at his words my throat constricts and tears prickle at the back of my eyes. I blink them away. Nothing so painful to an exile as the dream of homecoming. I allow myself to imagine I am gazing out across the peacock-blue waters of the Bay of Naples, and I wonder if I will ever see that view again.

Drake points to the horizon, where a scalloped band of cloud glides up towards the land, edged with lilac and gold. ‘If the Spanish ever do raise a fleet to invade this island, I believe this is where we will sight them first. Sometimes I fancy I see them – ranks of galleons appearing along the skyline. Then I blink and they are just clouds. But the image of it chills me to the bone.’

‘Pray God that day never comes,’ I say. ‘But if it did, I cannot think of anyone I would rather have commanding England’s defences.’

He smiles then, and the creases appear at the corners of his eyes. He rests a hand on my shoulder. ‘God go with you, Bruno. It may be that this voyage owes its success to you. If you had not discovered Gilbert, we would have been sailing straight towards a Spanish ambush. I will see you well rewarded, do not fear. And Sir Philip too, for his part.’

I incline my head in a gesture of deference. ‘God speed you, Sir Francis, and bring you safe home.’

‘I pray we meet again.’ He steps forward and embraces me, his strong hands crushing my bruised shoulders. When he releases me, I bow low and leave him standing there on the clifftop, lit by the evening sun, arms folded across his chest as he surveys his ships, his sea, his horizon. Every age produces only a handful of truly great men, and I have a feeling that I have been fortunate enough to earn the admiration of one of them.

The town gaol stands behind the Guildhall, an ugly building of dirty white stone with rows of mean barred windows squinting at the alley in front like narrowed eyes. I brace myself before entering and press a handkerchief over my nose and mouth, trying to push away the memories of my own experience in an English prison as the foul smells bring them rushing back. I hand over the fee to the turnkey, who unlocks a door and leads me along a filthy passage. A thin, high-pitched wailing seeps out from behind a side door, while someone pounds on another as we pass.

‘In there,’ the turnkey says, unlocking a door at the end of the passage. He rummages in one ear with a forefinger and regards his findings. ‘You got ten minutes. He can’t touch you, he’s chained up, but shout for me if you want to come out sooner.’

I blink, accustoming my eyes to the gloom as I hear the door locked behind me. The animal stink of excrement and urine is fierce here, but the straw beneath my feet looks relatively fresh. Gilbert is huddled in a corner. His face is bruised from his fall into the sea, and his hair hangs in matted rats’ tails, thick with salt. He screws up his eyes to peer at me, looking like some nocturnal creature without his eyeglasses. As I take a step closer he realises who I am and turns to the wall.

‘Are they feeding you?’ I say, to break the silence.

‘If you can call it that,’ he mutters.

‘Then Drake must be paying for it. Otherwise you would have nothing.’

‘Please convey my humble gratitude to him,’ he says, lifting his head and spitting the words at me. ‘They wouldn’t dare let me starve anyway – I’m expected at the Tower any day, didn’t you know?’

There is nothing I can say to that. I wrap my arms around my chest and keep my eyes to the floor. Perhaps it was a mistake to come here.

‘What have they done with the letter?’ he asks, after a while. He sounds as if he does not care.

‘Sent it to London.’ I crouch down so that I can look him in the eye without quite sitting on the floor. ‘You would save yourself a lot of trouble by just telling them the cipher. They will have it out of you one way or another.’

He shrugs. ‘Let them decipher it in London. Then they will see.’

‘What will they see?’

‘That I am not a traitor.’

I breathe in and out carefully through my cloth, and still the air makes me retch a little. ‘You will have a hard time persuading Captain Drake of that.’

‘He would understand if he read the letter.’

‘He can’t, it’s written in code. You are speaking in riddles, Gilbert. What would he understand?’ I try to keep my patience, reminding myself that I am at liberty to leave at any time.

‘That I did not betray him. Those letters I sent to the Spanish envoys – I never told them Drake’s true plans. I changed the details, the coordinates, each time so it was plausible enough to fool them, but not enough to jeopardise the voyage.’ He shifts his weight on to one side and stretches his legs out before him, wincing as he does so. ‘There was never any danger to the fleet, I made sure of that. But Robert Dunne took against me from the beginning – I once criticised his judgement in front of Drake. He was looking for ways to discredit me. One evening he followed me to church and saw me hand over a letter. He thought he could turn it to his own profit. If he had kept out of it, none of this would have happened.’ His voice quivers with anger as he speaks, and he draws a fist across his mouth to wipe away spittle.

‘But you must have known five gold angels would not keep Dunne quiet for long,’ I say. ‘So, what happened – you decided to silence him?’

‘I didn’t decide it, the way you make it sound,’ he says. He slumps back against the wall. ‘I didn’t know what to do.’ I catch a tremor of desperation in his voice. He looks very young. ‘Then I was out on deck that night the chaplain brought Dunne back drunk out of his wits.’

‘You saw your opportunity?’

‘I watched. No one paid me any attention – they had all grown used to the sight of me out there with my instruments. Dunne was in a terrible state. He vomited all over the deck. Padre Pettifer helped him to his cabin. I saw him leave and the Spaniard arrive with one of his potions. After he left, I stayed there on deck, trying to summon up the courage. I thought he’d probably be asleep. I hadn’t planned to do anything like that, but—’

‘You had no choice, is that it?’

‘I thought it was my one chance. I waited until everyone had gone but the watch, and they were too busy playing cards up on the foredeck to worry about me. I tried the door of Dunne’s cabin and it opened. He was lying face down on the bunk. I knew all I had to do was push his face into the pillow and hold him there – if I could do that, people would think he suffocated in his sleep with the drink – but he was beginning to stir and I was afraid he’d wake before I was done. He was stronger than me, I could not have managed it if he tried to fight back. I suddenly lost my nerve and was about to run when I heard a knock at the door. I panicked. There was a cavity under Dunne’s bunk – all the officers’ cabins have them, for storage. I could hear the chaplain calling out, asking Dunne if he was awake. I curled up under the bunk and shut the door. Just in time – Pettifer came into the room and woke Dunne.’

‘Why did he do that?’

Gilbert shrugs. This part of the puzzle has no meaning for him any more. ‘I didn’t understand what he was saying. He kept telling Dunne that he should have no regard for the lies of a common whore, and if he ever repeated them things would only be worse for the girl. I don’t know what girl he was talking about.’

‘What did Dunne say to that?’

‘He was only half-conscious. He didn’t really listen. He just started babbling to Pettifer about hell and the Devil, and whether God could ever forgive sins as black as his. Pettifer said he would assure Dunne of absolution, as long as he didn’t go about repeating slanders.’

I nod to myself. Pettifer certainly knew how to use his position to guard his own dirty secrets. ‘Was Dunne reassured?’

‘I don’t think he was listening. It was clear he wasn’t in his right mind – he just kept moaning about how his soul was damned and he deserved to die for what he had done. I thought he was consumed with guilt over blackmailing me.’

‘Not quite,’ I say. ‘Did that make it easier?’

‘Not really.’ He picks at the quick of his fingernails. ‘Eventually Pettifer gave up. He said they’d talk again when Dunne was sober. I heard the door close behind him but I had to stay under the bunk until I was sure Dunne was asleep. I found a length of rope in the cavity. I guessed Dunne had used it to tie his trunks together when they were brought aboard. But it gave me an idea.’

‘String him up and make it look like he did it himself.’

‘If you’d heard him – I knew the chaplain would confirm that he had been in a state of despair. He would believe Dunne was overcome by his demons some time after they had spoken, so the rest would accept it too. It seemed like the perfect solution. Except that he was so heavy.’

‘You smothered him first?’

He nods, staring at the wall, his eyes unfocused. ‘I locked the cabin. He was sleeping face down. I sat astride him, kept my knees on his arms and pressed his face into the pillow. He was too deep in drink to fight much. It was moving him off the bed was the hard part. I was amazed no one heard us.’

‘You did not think that a man who dies by hanging looks different from one who was smothered? That it might arouse suspicion?’

He pushes a clump of hair out of his eyes. ‘I didn’t think of that, no. Not till afterwards – I overheard Drake discussing it with his brother the next day. At the time all I wanted was to get out. I locked the cabin behind me to delay anyone finding him and threw the key into the water.’

‘No one saw you leave?’

‘No. But the Spaniard was awake when I went below decks. He asked where I’d been. I said measuring the stars and he left it at that. But it didn’t take long the next day before I realised Drake was not convinced by the appearance of suicide. I thought, if that gets out, Jonas will mention me.’

‘So you saw a way to silence him and clear up any doubt about Dunne’s death at one stroke.’ It is not even a question any more.

‘I knew Jonas would not say anything to Drake until he was certain,’ Gilbert says. His voice has grown flat and emotionless; he is no longer justifying himself, merely recounting a series of events that already seem like the distant past. ‘I asked him if I could speak to him in private, away from the others, that night we all went ashore. I led him up on to the Hoe cliffs.’ He gives a weary shrug, as if the rest is hardly worth the telling.

‘If only he had not been illiterate, you would have been safe,’ I say.

‘Perhaps.’ His chin drops to his chest; he appears to have lost interest in me. We sit in silence for a few minutes. I can feel the smell seeping into my clothes, my hair, my skin.

‘Have you told Drake that you were giving false information to the Spanish?’ I ask eventually.

He looks at me as if I have lost my wits. ‘You imagine he would credit that? He would accuse me of lying. In any case, he will not lower himself to ask me. He will leave that job to Walsingham and his friends.’ A shiver jars his thin frame at the prospect.

‘Tell them everything,’ I say quickly. ‘That is what I came to advise you – do not try to hold anything back out of some misplaced loyalty to your Spanish paymasters. You will talk one way or another, and it were better you do it willingly.’

‘Do you think I don’t know that? I know Walsingham. I know what he does.’ He swallows hard. ‘But I have no loyalty to the Spanish. If I had, I would not have lied to them, would I?’

‘Then why do it at all?’

He makes a small noise of contempt through his nose. ‘Money – why else? They paid me well for what they thought were Drake’s plans. Of course they did.’ He gives a rueful laugh that teeters on the edge of tears.

‘But you worked for Walsingham – for the Queen. They would have paid you handsomely, surely? You were going to be England’s first renowned cartographer, you told me.’

He looks up at me and fixes me with his pale, urgent stare. ‘That was the problem.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘They informed me, after I had agreed to the voyage, that the maps I made for Queen Elizabeth would never be published. That was part of my commission. They were supposed to be kept secret to preserve England’s advantage over the Spanish.’ He swipes the back of his knuckles across his eyes and the chains clank ominously as he moves. ‘The thought of all that work, locked away in the dark, seen by no one but a handful of naval captains. I could not let that happen, don’t you see? Maps should not be tools of war, kept close by one country to gain power over another. I wanted my maps published and read. How else are we supposed to advance our knowledge of the world? The Spanish Ambassador offered me a great deal of money. But he also promised that, when I returned, he would have my work published in the Low Countries at his own expense.’

‘And afterwards? How did you imagine you would return to England, once you had published maps that were supposed to be state secrets?’

‘I did not intend to return. The Spanish Ambassador promised me a pension for life.’ He lowers his voice. ‘You only have to look how things are tending. Drake is brave, certainly, but there will be war with the Spanish soon and we do not have a hope of defending ourselves against invasion, not with all Spain’s power. I thought a clever man was one with a view to his own future.’ He chews his bottom lip and falls silent.

‘It didn’t occur to you that the Spanish might be less friendly when they realised all your information had been false?’

‘They would just have assumed Drake had changed his plans.’

He is naïve if he thinks the Spanish Ambassador would be so easily fooled, but then he has been naïve all along; it is no help to him to point it out now.

‘You almost got away with it.’ I rise painfully to my feet. ‘And now your maps will never be made. By God, Gilbert – you risked your life and took others for the sake of your own ambition? Was it worth it?’

His lips curve into a painful smile. ‘I thought it worth the gamble. History remembers the men who dare greatly in the pursuit of knowledge, Bruno. Without them, there would be no progress. To be one of those men who changed the course of the world – that is what I dreamed of. I would have thought you of all people would understand that. Have you not also risked your life to publish your books?’

I meet his eye. He is right; I recognise the desire that burns in him. The ferocity of a scholar’s ambition for his work can rival that of a father for his child. I have been guilty of it myself, but enough to betray my country? I never had a chance to consider that – my country rejected me first. I chose a life of exile for the sake of my books. And if I had to kill to give them life, or die for them, would I do it? I could not entirely discount the idea.

‘Tell Walsingham you sold false information to mislead the Spanish. He may show you mercy,’ I say, turning to leave.

He laughs: a dry, brittle sound, like the crackle of kindling.

‘No, he won’t.’ He shakes his head. ‘There will be no mercy for that. Walsingham would send his own grandchildren to Tyburn if he thought they had betrayed England.’

I can say nothing to this – I know it to be true. Queen Elizabeth’s spymaster is unbending when it comes to protecting the realm, and just as ruthless as Drake. Perhaps this is part of what makes him a great man, too.

‘I will die as a traitor.’ He seems to shrink even further inside himself as he says this. His voice is hollow, as empty of self-pity as it is of hope. I can offer him no comfort on this score.

‘Your time’s up, Spaniard.’ The key rattles in the lock and the door creaks open. ‘Out you get. Leave this filth to rot.’ Now that I have had my money’s worth, the gaoler evidently feels no further need to waste his efforts on courtesy.

‘Remember what I said, Gilbert. Answer their questions and you may yet be saved the worst.’

The gaoler cackles. ‘Not bloody likely. This one’s going to the Tower tomorrow. And the French bastard next door. It’ll make this place seem like a fucking palace.’

‘Doctor Bruno,’ Gilbert calls, as the door is closing. His formality sounds strange in this pit. He struggles to his knees, the chains striking the stone. ‘Will you tell Drake I did not betray him? I want him to know that, at least, even if he does not believe me.’

I am still not sure if I believe him, but I nod anyway, snatching a last look at him through the tiny grille in the door before I blunder out into the air and sunlight, thinking about the risks a man will take to make his mark on the world. For Drake, this means pitting himself against the elements and the might of Spain to cross the ocean, not for the treasure, but simply to say that he has done it. For Sidney, it means leaving a wife and new-born child and a comfortable life of poetry and politics for the blood and dust of battle. For Gilbert, it meant gambling a traitor’s death against the chance to see his maps famed throughout Europe and his name spoken in the same breath as Mercator and Ortelius. And for me – a life in exile, chased from one court to another, knowing that I will never see my homeland again without facing death, all because I refused to keep my ideas to myself, because I too knew that I had to put my books out in the world, even if the act of doing so cost me my life. I believed Gilbert when he said his ambition was more than vanity. He wanted nothing less than to change the way men think about the world, and he was right: this I do understand.




EPILOGUE

‘Burn it.’ Sir Francis Walsingham pushes the bundle of papers across the table towards me. They have been rolled together and bound with a black ribbon. I reach out and lay a protective hand on them.

‘But, the Queen—’

He shakes his head. ‘She wants no knowledge of it, Bruno. Without the original, this is no more than an extremely dangerous fiction.’ He regards me with a grave expression.

‘But surely, if the Vatican are trying to conceal a text of this significance from all of Christendom, that is a matter to concern her?’ Sidney lays his palms flat on the table and leans forward, giving his father-in-law a defiant look. Walsingham remains silent, his attention fixed on his clasped hands in front of him. The candles have burned low in the wall sconces and in the silver candlesticks on the dining table, gilding the edges of our wine glasses and casting leaping shadows along the linenfold panelling. Dusk falls earlier, now that September is almost out, and the evening air is sharp with the chill of autumn.

The soft light catches the lines on Walsingham’s face: the shadows under his eyes from all the nights when England’s business keeps him from sleep; the furrows in his high forehead from frowning over encoded dispatches from all over the realm and the rest of Europe; the sombre downturn of his mouth beneath the fine moustaches. You do not often see Walsingham laugh; his is not a job that allows much room for frivolity. He is over fifty now, and though he appears to have the stamina of a man half his age, the strain of defending England and her queen is beginning to show.

‘The Vatican may have all manner of heretical writings locked away in its archives,’ he says, raising his head. ‘They have spent centuries trying to suppress the Gnostic sects.’

‘Perhaps because they were afraid,’ I say quietly. ‘Perhaps they needed to protect their own advantage, because they feared one of those Gnostic gospels contained the truth?’

‘That is not Queen Elizabeth’s fight, Bruno,’ Walsingham says. He sounds tired. ‘Look how Christendom is tearing itself apart over differences in interpreting the scriptures we already have. And you bring her a book that is not concerned with the finer details of the composition of bread and wine, but one which purports to overturn the entire doctrine of salvation and denies the resurrection.’ He spreads his hands wide to illustrate the enormity of my folly. ‘No possible advantage could come to her from making public such a book as this, and every possible harm. As soon as she understood its contents, she wanted no part of it. And she advised me that if anyone printed or distributed copies of it, they would be punished as heretics.’

‘But what if it should be true?’ I persist.

‘Do you think it is true?’ he asks, after a pause.

I look at him, finding no clue in his unfathomable dark eyes as to how I should weigh my answer. Walsingham is unswervingly devout in his Protestant faith, and conservative with it; for all his seeming mildness, he will have men racked or disembowelled sooner than see it threatened. Do I believe the Gospel of Judas? It is not a straightforward question, as he well knows. For all their errors, I believe the Gnostics were groping their way towards the truth. We humans are more than flawed clay, born stained by sin, worthless without redemption, as it has suited the Church to tell us all these hundreds of years. That spark of divinity the Gnostics recognised, that potential to create, to invent, to comprehend the universe and, in doing so, to become god-like – that lies dormant in all of us. We deserve better than an eternity spent struggling out of Purgatory, or consigned to Hell by some arbitrary predestined salvation, depending on your preferred doctrine. Or so I believe. I am not sure this is what Walsingham wishes to hear.

‘There are elements that I find plausible,’ I say carefully.

He allows a small smile. ‘A diplomat as ever, Bruno. It is certainly an intriguing document. But still, best destroyed. For all our sakes.’

I draw the papers towards me and nod, lowering my eyes with appropriate deference. But I do not make him a promise.

‘And Her Majesty?’ I ask, hardly daring to voice the rest of the question.

Walsingham does not reply immediately, but when I look up and meet his steady gaze, I already know his answer and my hopes plummet like an anchor.

‘I have spoken to the Queen about your situation, Bruno, but . . .’ He purses his lips and shakes his head. ‘There is little she can do. Your ideas are too controversial. She finds your books thought-provoking, she told me so, but she cannot be seen to endorse them publicly. It would be impossible for her to give you any kind of official role at court, especially after she was forced to banish John Dee.’

I nod, though I feel numb. John Dee was the nearest Queen Elizabeth ever came to appointing a court philosopher, but his knowledge of astrology and his alchemical experiments made him a figure of suspicion to the more extreme Puritans among her advisers, who began to attack him subtly with rumours of black magic and all kinds of immorality, even to cast sly aspersions on the Queen herself for listening to his counsel. Eventually, to spare his reputation and hers, she paid him to travel in Europe, furthering his studies, though Dee and all his friends knew this amounted to banishment. He has been gone two years now, with no prospect of being recalled. So there was little chance that she would willingly become the patron of another philosopher whose knowledge of occult sciences made him just as dangerous, and who was not even a native Englishman. But still, I had dared to hope.

‘I understand.’

‘After all Bruno has done for her, you’d think she could find something,’ Sidney bursts out, rising to his feet. ‘If it were not for Bruno, she might be a prisoner of the Queen of Scots and her French allies by now. We all might.’ He looks aggrieved. ‘Why, if he hadn’t come to Plymouth with me, Drake might never have found out his clerk was selling advance notice of his route to the Spanish – she would have lost her entire investment, not to mention hundreds of English lives, and been humiliated at the hands of King Philip. If that is not worth a reward, I don’t know what is.’

Walsingham inclines his head. ‘Her Majesty knows well what efforts Bruno has made in her service. Though you may be interested to learn, it turned out young Master Crosse was not lying.’

‘Really?’ Sidney frowns. ‘But I thought he confessed to the murders?’

‘The murders, yes. But we had the letter decoded and all the details he had sent to the Spanish Ambassador were incorrect. I forwarded it to Drake just before he set sail and he sent back confirmation. If all Gilbert’s communications followed that pattern, the fleet would not have been in any more danger than it was already, in Drake’s view.’

‘He is still a killer,’ Sidney says, in case this should undermine our achievements.

‘And he will die for it,’ Walsingham says mildly. ‘That is the law. The one concession, since it appears that his treason was only partial, is that he will be hanged until dead before he is put to the knife. I gave him my word.’

We sit in silence, each of us picturing a traitor’s end.

‘Her Majesty will reward you, she promised,’ he adds, turning to me. ‘As will Drake, and Dom Antonio, who cannot sing your praises highly enough, it seems. You will be well provided for, Bruno. For a while, at least.’

‘That is very gracious of them,’ I say, trying to sound as if I mean it. A gift of money is never unwelcome, but it would buy me only a few months’ grace. I do not need a purse so much as I need a job – some official position that will allow me to stay in England and write my books, and confer some status on them when they are published. A teaching post at one of the universities would have been useful, a position at court even better. Now it looks as though there is no place for me at either. I was never truly a part of this court circle, though they opened their door to me for a time. But I could not belong among men like Sidney and his uncle the Earl of Leicester, or even Walsingham, all of them bound together by blood, marriage and politics over the best part of three decades. My face, my voice, my ideas mark me as different. Perhaps, as I have often feared, a man like me belongs everywhere and nowhere.

I try to harden my expression, so that my face will not betray the disappointment I am battling. Instead, I reach for the jug and pour another glass of wine.

‘Her Majesty was pleased to support you while she could do so covertly,’ Walsingham continues, his tone gentle, ‘and after some discussion we feel there is a way she could do so again.’ He notes the light in my eyes and holds up a hand, as if warning me not to let my hopes race ahead of his words. ‘Intelligence from Paris suggests that Mary Stuart’s supporters there are still fomenting their conspiracies against the Queen, and that their plots grow more ambitious by the day. If we had a man in Paris able to watch them and report on their movements, that would be worth a good deal to Her Majesty, and of course to me.’ He gives me a long look.

‘But Your Honour, my earnest desire is to stay in London,’ I say, trying not to sound as if I am begging. I do not need to spell out to him the dangers that would wait for me at the French court.

‘I know that, Bruno.’ He exhales and shakes his head. ‘And it grieves me that I cannot give you what you want. But I am offering you a chance to do Her Majesty further service. Who knows – perhaps in a couple of years things might be different.’ He holds out his hands, palms up, to show that this is the best he can do.

‘Thank you, Master Secretary,’ I say, forcing a smile, though my heart feels dragged down by its own weight. ‘I will think on it.’ In a couple of years, King Henri of France might be pushed off his throne by the Catholic League, who would tear me to pieces quicker than you could say a novena. In a couple of years, Spain might invade England. These are volatile times: in a couple of years, we might none of us be where we are now. Besides, we all know it is an empty promise, held out only to soften the blow. If Queen Elizabeth can find no place for me now, while my service to her is fresh in her mind, she is unlikely to be any better disposed towards me two years hence.

‘You might catch up with Rowland Jenkes in Paris, Bruno,’ Sidney says, leaning back, his hands behind his head. ‘Have a little word with him about his manners in Plymouth. You might even get to track down the original of that book.’ He nods to the papers on the table. Walsingham frowns.

‘I have seen enough of Jenkes for several lifetimes,’ I say. The thought of him at large in Paris only adds to my reluctance.

There is a timid knock at the door. Walsingham calls to enter, and it opens wide enough to admit the hesitant figure of Sidney’s wife Frances. She slips in and stands behind her husband’s chair; Sidney turns and rests a hand on the mound of her belly. Walsingham’s face visibly softens.

‘What is it, daughter?’ he asks.

‘A messenger has arrived from Lord Burghley, Father,’ she says, with as near to a curtsey as her advanced pregnancy will allow. ‘He has come by river from Whitehall and says it is urgent.’

‘Very well. Would you excuse me, gentlemen?’

We all stand as Walsingham pushes back his chair. He seems relieved at the interruption.

When the door closes behind him, Sidney puts his arm around his wife and pulls the fabric of her dress tight over her belly.

‘What do you think, Bruno – does this not look like a strapping son in there? To judge by the bloody size of it.’

‘I think Lady Sidney looks in fine health, and I’m sure the child is too,’ I say, seeing how the poor girl blushes. She raises her eyes and gives me a grateful smile. She is only nineteen, pale and pretty, though she looks exhausted. After a few days of living with Sidney, I can appreciate why – and I am not even with child.

‘He is a fighter too,’ Sidney says, prodding her abdomen. ‘Kicking and pummelling his way out, is he not, my dear? Going to be a soldier like his father,’ he adds, expanding his chest with pride.

Frances gives a weak smile and bites her lip. ‘Not if I can help it,’ she murmurs.

‘Get along, then – you should be resting, not running errands for your father,’ he says, patting her absently. ‘Bruno and I have business to discuss.’

I bow as she leaves, though I note how she lingers at the door, her gaze resting briefly on her husband. I can only guess what she must be feeling.

‘So you are really going?’ I ask, when the door is closed behind her.

‘I am. Thanks be to God, the Queen relented. I had an audience with her at the end of last week, and she confirmed my posting.’ His face is alight with excitement. He looks like a man in love, I reflect, except that the object of his desire is the command of a garrison in Flushing.

‘So she has forgiven you for attempting to run away to the New World?’

‘It seems so. At least, I had the impression she feels a small degree of guilt in driving me to such desperate measures. The governorship of Flushing is her way of making amends. She has even offered to stand god-mother to the child. But he has not forgiven me,’ he adds, darkly, jabbing his thumb towards the door where Walsingham left. ‘Firstly for trying to join Drake’s voyage without telling him, and now for going to war just as the child is about to be born.’

‘I can see his point of view.’

‘It’s not as if I’m its wet-nurse.’

‘What does Lady Sidney feel?’ I hardly need ask this; her thoughts were plain enough on her face.

‘Oh, she is furious. Won’t let me near her bed since I told her the news. But you know how wives are,’ he says, making a face.

‘No, I don’t.’

He straightens his chair and sits up, his expression apologetic. ‘No – forgive me. Thoughtless.’ He pauses, weighing his next words. ‘It must have been hard, saying goodbye to Lady Arden.’

I shrug the question away. ‘It was what it was. A dalliance, nothing more. It’s not as if either of us was deceived about that.’

‘Even so,’ he says. ‘I think she was growing fond of you.’ He does not ask directly whether I felt anything for her. Perhaps he thinks that would be overstepping the bounds of friendship.

‘Perhaps.’

During those few days at Drake’s country estate, the sun had made a last, brave attempt at summer, and we had spent evenings walking the long sloping lawns in golden light while swallows looped and skittered overhead. It was a brief, happy interlude, made all the sweeter by the knowledge that it could not last.

‘Still, I don’t doubt there will be a great many beauties at the French court delighted to see you return,’ he says, catching my faraway look.

‘They will be far outnumbered by the Catholic Leaguers who are horrified to see me,’ I say, my spirits sinking again at the thought of Paris. ‘Besides, I have no interest in French courtesans.’

‘No. I know you too well. You still hold out hopes of catching up with Sophia, am I not right? It is the only thing that makes the prospect of France bearable to you.’

I look away to the window. I did not realise I was so easy to read.

‘You need to forget her, Bruno,’ he says, gently. ‘Find someone else.’

‘The way you have forgotten Penelope Devereux?’ I turn back to him, raising an eyebrow. ‘At least I have not written her a hundred sonnets.’

‘A hundred and eight, actually,’ he corrects. We look at each other and burst out laughing.

‘I wish you were not going,’ he says, when the laughter subsides.

‘What difference will it make to you where I am? You will be busy defending Flushing.’ I stop abruptly; I had not intended to sound quite so piqued. Deep down, a part of me still feels that he and Walsingham could have tried harder to find a way for me to stay. Sidney looks surprised.

‘But you would have been here when I came back,’ he says, his face suddenly sincere.

I look at him. How young he looks in the candlelight, his eyes bright with anticipation of his great adventure. But you cannot guarantee that you will come back, I think, though I do not say it. I am seized by a sudden urge to plead with him not to go to war, to spell out the odds of a victory against the Spanish, but he is a grown man, and he wants his chance to prove it.

He pours more wine for us both.

‘On reflection, I’m quite glad we’re not halfway across the Atlantic, you know. I don’t think I could have suffered Drake ordering me to swab out latrines for months on end. And think of the damp.’

‘And the piss-drinking and weevils.’ I laugh. ‘I did tell you.’

‘Besides, I would have missed the chance to go to Flushing.’

‘Quite right. Because a military camp, by contrast, will be just like Whitehall Palace. Turkish carpets and feather beds all round – no lice or scurvy there.’

‘Shut up, Bruno,’ he says, with affection. ‘You will not deter me, whatever you say. It’s all I’ve wanted, to be a military commander. And when I come home, it will be to a hero’s welcome. Let them call me a lapdog then.’ He grins as he stands, raising his glass. It glows a deep crimson in the candlelight, rich and warm as blood. ‘To us, Bruno. To our futures. To freedom and glory and poetry. And to seeing you again very soon, with great tales to tell.’

I stand and chime my glass with his. ‘To all those things,’ I say. ‘Especially the last.’ But as I drink, I feel a shiver pass through me, as if a cloud has crossed the sun. As if someone has walked over my grave, my mother would have said. I do not believe in premonitions, I tell myself. The candles have almost burned down to ashes. To our futures, I murmur again, as if, with enough conviction, I can will it to be true.




Also available

[image: image]

The fifth novel in the Sunday Times No. 1
bestselling Giordano Bruno series

Read an excerpt now




PROLOGUE

Paris, November, 1585.

‘Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned. It has been nine years since my last confession.’

From beyond the latticework screen came a sharp inhalation through teeth, barely audible. For a long time, it seemed as if he would not speak. You could almost hear the echo bouncing through his skull: nine years?

‘And what has happened to keep you so far from God’s grace, my son?’

That slight nasal quality to his voice; it coloured everything he said with an unfortunate sneer, even on the rare occasions where none was intended.

‘Ah, Father – where to begin? I was caught reading forbidden books in the privy by my prior, I abandoned the Dominican order without permission to avoid the Inquisition, for which offence I was excommunicated by the last Pope; I have written and published books questioning the authority of the Holy Scriptures and the Church Fathers, I have publicly attacked Aristotle and defended the cosmology of Copernicus, I have been accused of heresy and necromancy—’ a swift pause to draw breath – ‘I have frequently sworn oaths and taken the Lord’s name in vain, I have envied my friends, lain with women, and brought about the death of more than one person – though, in my defence, those cases were complicated.’

‘Anything else?’Openly sarcastic now.

‘Oh – yes. I have also borne false witness. Too many times to count.’ Including this confession.

A prickly silence unfolded. Inside the confessional, nothing but the familiar scent of old wood and incense, and the slow dance of dust motes, disturbed only by our breathing, his and mine, visible in the November chill. A distant door slammed, the sound ringing down the vaulted stone of the nave.

‘Will you give me penance?’

He made an impatient noise. ‘Penance? You could endow a cathedral and walk to Santiago on your knees for the rest of your natural life, it would barely scratch the surface. Besides—’ the wooden bench creaked as he shifted his weight – ‘haven’t you forgotten something, my son?’

‘I may have left out some of the detail,’ I conceded. ‘Otherwise we’d be here till Judgement Day.’

‘I meant, I have not yet heard you say, “For these and all the sins of my past life, I ask pardon of God.” Because, in your heart, you are not really contrite, are you? You are, it seems to me, quite proud of this catalogue of iniquity.’

‘Should we add the sin of pride, then, while I am here? Save me coming back?’

A further silence stretched taut across the minutes. His face was pressed close to the grille; I knew he was looking straight at me.

‘For the love of God, Bruno,’ he hissed, eventually. ‘What are you doing here?’

I breathed out and leaned my head back against the wooden panels, smiling at his exasperation. At least he had not thrown me out. Not yet.

‘I wanted to speak to you in private.’

‘It is a serious offence, to mock the holy sacrament of confession. Not that it would matter to you.’

‘I intended no mockery, Paul. I did not think you would agree to see me any other way.’

‘You always intend mockery, Bruno – you cannot help it. And in this place you can call me Père Lefèvre.’ He sighed. ‘I heard you were lately returned to Paris. Does the King have you teaching him magic again?’

I straightened up, defensive. ‘It was not magic, whatever rumours you heard. I taught him the art of memory. But no, I have not seen him.’

Could he know my situation with the King? Though I could make out no more than a shadowy profile through the screen, I pictured the young priest nodding as he weighed this up, cupping his hand over his prominent chin; the darting eyes under the thatch of colourless hair, the neck too thin for the collar of his black robe, the slight hunch, as if ashamed of his height. He used to remind me of a heron. He must be at least thirty by now. When I knew him three years ago, Paul Lefèvre always seemed too uncertain of himself and his opinions to be dogmatic; he was the sort of man who naturally deferred to more forceful characters. Perhaps that was the problem. Perhaps fanaticism had lent him the courage of someone else’s convictions.

‘If King Henri has any wit at all – and that is a matter of some debate these days,’ he added, with a smug little chuckle, as though for the benefit of an invisible audience, ‘he will keep a safe distance from a man with your reputation in the present climate.’

I said nothing, though in the silence my knuckles cracked like a pistol shot and I felt him jump. He leaned in closer to the grille and lowered his voice. ‘A word of advice, Bruno. Paris has changed greatly while you’ve been away. A wise man would note how the wind is blowing. And though you have not always been wise, you are at least clever, which is the next best thing. Find a new patron, while you still can. The King may not be in a position to do you good for much longer.’

I shuffled along my seat until he could feel my breath on his face through the partition. ‘You speak as if you know something, Paul. I heard you had joined the Catholic League. Does your intelligence come direct from them?’

He recoiled as if I had struck him. ‘I know of no plots against the King, if that is your meaning. I spoke in general terms only. Anyone may read the signs. Look, Bruno.’ His tone grew mollifying again. ‘I counsel you as a friend. Put away your heresies. Be reconciled with Holy Mother Church, and you would find Paris a less hostile place. There are people of influence here who admire your intellectual gifts, if not your misuse of them.’

I cleared my throat, glad he could not see my expression. I could guess which people he meant. ‘Actually, that was the reason I came to see you. To beg a favour.’ I paused for a deep breath: this petition was always going to be humiliating, though a necessary evil. ‘I need this excommunication lifted.’

He threw his head back and laughed openly; the sound must have rattled around the high arches, leading any penitents to wonder what kind of confession was taking place here. ‘Enfin! The great free thinker Giordano Bruno finds he cannot survive without the support of Rome.’

‘It’s unbecoming to see a man of God gloating so openly, Paul. Can you help me or not?’

‘Me? I am a mere parish priest, Bruno.’ The false humility grated. ‘Only the Pope has the power to restore you to the embrace of the Church.’

‘I know that.’ I tried to curb my impatience. ‘But with your connections, I thought perhaps you could secure me an audience with the Papal nuncio in Paris. I hear he is a man of learning and more tolerant than many in Rome.’

The fabric of his robe whispered as he crossed and uncrossed his legs.

‘I will consider what may be done for you,’ he said, after some thought, as if this in itself were a great concession. ‘But my connections would want some reassurance that their intercession was not in vain. You would need to show public contrition for your heresies and a little more obvious piety. Come to Mass here this Sunday. I am preparing a sermon that will shake Paris to its foundations.’

‘Now how could I miss that?’ I stopped; forced myself to sound more tractable. ‘And if I show my face – you will speak for me?’

‘One step at a time, Bruno.’

He could not quite disguise the preening in his voice. It would have been satisfying to remind him then of the many occasions I had bested him in public debate when we were both Readers at the University of Paris, but I had too much need of his help. How he must be enjoying this small power. The boards creaked again as he stood to leave.

‘Where will I find you?’ he asked, his back to me.

I hesitated. ‘The library at the Abbey of Saint-Victor. I take refuge there most days.’

‘Writing another heretical book?’

‘That would depend on who is reading it.’

‘Ha. Good luck finding a printer. As I say – you will find Paris greatly changed.’ He lifted the latch; the door swung open with a soft complaint. ‘And – Bruno?’

‘Yes?’

‘I know it does not come naturally to you, but try a little humility. You may have enjoyed the King’s favour once, but that means nothing now. I wouldn’t go about proclaiming your sins with such relish, if I were you.’

‘Oh, I only do that in the sanctity of the confessional. Father.’

‘And you only do that once in nine years, apparently.’

His laughter grew faint as he walked away, though whether it was indulgent or scornful was hard to tell. I sat alone in the closeted shadows until the tap of his heels on the flagstones had faded completely, before stepping into the chilly hush of Saint-Séverin.

I did not know then that this would be the last time I spoke to Père Paul Lefèvre. Within a week of our meeting, he had been murdered.
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They found him face down in the Seine at dusk on November 26th, two bargemen on their way home after the day’s markets. The currents had washed him into the shallows of the small channel that ran south from the shore of the Left Bank along the line of the city wall, close to the Abbey of Saint-Victor; near enough that, being outside the wall and since he was wearing a black cassock that billowed around him in the murky water, the boatmen turned first to the friars, thinking he was one of theirs. It was only when they hauled him out of the river that they realised he was not quite dead, despite the gaping wound on his temple and the blood that covered his face.

I was reading in my usual alcove in the library that evening, a Tuesday, two days after Paul preached the sermon he had promised all Paris would remember, when a young friar flung open the door and cast his eyes about the room in a state of agitation. I watched him exchange a few urgent words in a low voice with Cotin, the librarian. They were both looking at me as they spoke; Cotin’s jaw was set tight, his eyes apprehensive. My presence in the library was not entirely official.

‘You are Bruno?’ The young man strode down the aisle between the bookcases, his face flushed. When I nodded, half-rising, he turned sharply, beckoning me to follow. ‘You must come with me.’

I obeyed. I was their guest; how could I refuse? He led me at a brisk trot across the main cloister, his habit flapping around his legs. Though it was not much past four in the afternoon, the lamps had already been lit in the recesses of the arcades; moths panicked around them and the passages retreated into shadow between the pools of light. I followed the boy through an archway and across another courtyard, wondering at the nature of this summons. I had done nothing to attract unwelcome attention since I arrived in Paris two months ago, or so I believed; I had barely seen any of my previous acquaintance, save Jacopo Corbinelli, keeper of the King’s library. At the thought of him my heart lifted briefly: perhaps this was the long-awaited message from King Henri? But the young man’s evident anxiety hardly seemed to herald the arrival of a royal messenger. Wherever he was taking me with such haste, it did not imply good news.

At the infirmary block, he ushered me up a narrow stair and into a long room with a steeply sloping timber-beamed ceiling. The air was hazy with the smoke of herbal fumigations smouldering in the corners to purify the room – a bitter, vegetable smell that took me back to my own days as a young friar assisting in the infirmary of San Domenico Maggiore in Naples. It did not succeed in disguising the ferric reek of blood, or the brackish sewage stench of the river.

Two men in the black habits of the Augustinians flanked a bed where a shape lay, unmoving. Water dripped from the sheets on to the wooden boards in a steady rhythm, like the ticking of a clock. One, grey-bearded and wearing a leather apron with his sleeves rolled, leaned over the bed with a wad of cloth and a bowl of steaming water; the other, dark-haired, a crucifix around his neck, was performing the Anointing of the Sick in a strident voice.

The bearded friar, whom I guessed to be the brother infirmarian, raised his eyes as we entered, glancing from me to the young messenger and back.

‘Is this the man?’ Before I could reply, he gestured to the bed. ‘He has been asking for you. They brought him here no more than a half-hour past – your name is the only word he has spoken. To tell the truth, it is a miracle he can form speech at all. He is barely clinging to this world.’

The other friar broke off from his rites to look at me. ‘One of the brothers thought he remembered an Italian called Bruno who came to use the library.’ His voice was coldly polite, but his expression made clear that he was not pleased by the interruption. ‘Do you know this poor wretch, then?’ He stepped back so that I could see the prone figure. I could not stop myself crying out at the sight.

‘Gesù Cristo! Paul?’ But it seemed impossible that he could hear me. His eyes were closed, though his right was so swollen and bloodied that he could not have opened it, even if he had been conscious. Above his temple, his skull had been half-staved in by a heavy blow – a stone, perhaps, or a club. It was a wonder the force had not killed him outright. The infirmarian had attempted to clean the worst of it, but the priest’s skin was greenish, the right side of his head thickly matted with blood drying to black around the soaked cloth they had pressed over the wound. Beneath it, I saw a white gleam of bone.

‘His name is Paul Lefèvre.’ I heard the tremor in my voice. ‘He’s the curé at Saint-Séverin.’

‘Thought I knew his face.’ The one with the dark hair and the crucifix nodded at his colleague, as if he had won a private wager. ‘I’ve heard him preach. Bit fire and brimstone, isn’t he? One of those priests that’s bought and paid for by the League.’

From the corner of my eye I caught the infirmarian sending him a quick glance, a minute shake of the head that I was not supposed to see. I understood; it was unwise to express political opinions in front of strangers these days. You never knew where your words might be repeated.

‘Can anything be done for him?’ I asked.

The infirmarian pressed his lips together and lowered his eyes. ‘I fear not. Except to send his soul more peacefully to Our Lord. Frère Albaric was already giving the sacrament. But if it is any comfort, I do not think he feels pain, at this stage. I gave him a draught to ease it.’

‘Did anyone see anything? Whoever found him – do they know who did this?’

The dark-haired friar named Albaric made a small noise that might have been laughter. ‘I don’t think you need look much further than the Louvre Palace.’

I stared at him. ‘No. The King . . .’ I was going to say the King would not have a priest killed just because that priest insulted him from the pulpit, but the words dried in my mouth. I had not seen the King for three years; who knew what he might be capable of, in his present troubles? And even if the King lacked the temperament to strike at an enemy from behind, his mother certainly did not. I wondered what Paul had been doing in this part of town; had he been on his way to see me when he was ambushed? A worrying thought occurred.

‘Did he have any letters on him?’

‘Why do you ask?’ Frère Albaric jerked his head up, his voice unexpectedly sharp.

‘I only wondered if he was carrying anything that might suggest why he was attacked. Papers, valuables, that sort of thing.’ I kept my tone mild, but he continued to fix me with the same aggressive stare. His skin had an unpleasant sheen, as if his face were damp with sweat; it gave him a disturbingly amphibious quality.

‘He had nothing about his person when he was brought here,’ the infirmarian said. ‘Just the clothes he was wearing.’

‘Robbed, one presumes,’ Albaric declared. ‘All kinds of lawless types you get, loitering outside the city walls. Waiting for traders coming home with the day’s takings. They’d have stripped him of anything worth having before dumping him in the river, poor fellow.’

‘But he’s obviously a priest, not a trader,’ I objected. ‘Street robbers would hardly expect a priest to carry a full purse.’

Albaric’s eyes narrowed. ‘He might have been carrying alms to give out. Or perhaps he was wearing a particularly lavish crucifix. Some of them do.’

I glanced at his chest; his own ornament was hardly austere. ‘Not Paul. He dislikes ostentation.’ Unless he had changed in that regard too, since joining the Catholic League, but somehow I doubted it, just as I found it hard to believe that he had fallen to some chance street robbery on his way to the abbey. Whoever struck him down had done so with a purpose, I was sure.

‘Huguenots, then. Wouldn’t be the first cleric they’ve assaulted. They’ll take any opportunity to attack the true faith.’ Albaric sniffed and turned back to his vial of chrism, as if the matter was now closed. I did not bother to argue. In case of doubt, blame the Protestants: the Church’s answer to everything. Though I could not help but notice that this Albaric seemed eager to point the finger in all directions at once.

I drew closer to the bed and leaned as near as I could to the dying man’s lips, but found no trace of breath.

‘Paul. It’s Bruno.’ I laid a hand over one of his and almost recoiled; the skin was cold and damp as a filleted fish. ‘I’m here now.’

‘He can’t hear you,’ Albaric pointed out, over my shoulder. Ignoring him, I bent my cheek closer. I remained there for several minutes, listening, willing him to breathe, or speak, to give some sign of life, while the friar shifted from foot to foot behind me, impatient to resume his office. Eventually, I had to concede defeat. I had been in the presence of death often enough to know its particular stillness, its invidious smell. Whatever Paul had wanted to tell me, I had missed it. I straightened my back, head still bowed, and as I did so, I felt the cold fingers under mine twitch almost imperceptibly. Albaric was already moving in with his chrism; I held up a hand to warn him off. Under Paul’s one visible eyelid, the faintest flicker. His fingers closed around my thumb; his chest rose a fraction as he scraped a painful breath, his frame twisting with the effort. His left eye snapped open in a wild gaze that seemed both to fix on me and look straight through me, into the next world. I gripped his hand tight; he gave a violent shiver and exhaled with his death rattle one final, grating word:

‘Circe.’
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