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​Prologue



An Attempted Theft,

and a Successful One


Wilhelm fell out of the light that appeared
in the bushes near Bishop Granier’s house in Annecy, France, and
into brambles that cut him hard. He had to bite down a yelp and
beat at burned pieces of his doublet and coat. Shielding his eyes
from the embers swirling about his head, he looked back at the
luminescence, which was already imploding. While he plucked a
splinter from his leg, he scanned up the incline from this spot
he’d landed in, to the plaza. Beside the soft glow of lamplights
lining the street from the City Hall, only the dying iridescence
and the late winter stars shone. He checked the pistol tucked in
his waist. He had little trouble getting to his knees and reaching
back into the bushes for the canvas bag he’d brought with him.

“Oh God,” he said. “Please God, no. Please,
please God, no.” Then his hands found the bag and he felt relieved.
He yanked it clear of the entwined brambles.

He grasped around inside the bag for any
signs the yellow light had damaged its precious contents. The sharp
metals, his keys, felt undamaged. He ducked through the trees and
climbed up the incline to the cobblestone street and town square
while the light sputtered out. Wilhelm ran a nervous hand over his
trousers, sleek head, and thick neck. Then he froze as if his
behavior was sure to draw every hidden eye he imagined. At least
the light had brought him as near to Bishop Granier’s house and the
cathedral looming behind it as it could.

Wilhelm caught sight of the gargoyles sitting
watch over the streets and shook his head. Typical French.

Without a lookout to watch the street for
him, Wilhelm trembled more than the cold made him, from fear. He
felt along the edge of the door until he found what he wanted.
Gingerly he stripped the glove from his right hand and slid his
forefinger and middle finger inside the square keyhole, as his
brother had taught him. He read with his fingers the lock’s
protruding, concentric plates, trying to figure out which of the
keys in his bag would fit over the post.

He plucked a long, hard wick from one of his
pockets and whispered a spell. The top end of the wick lit up in a
tiny, but sufficient, flame. Wilhelm tried a number of his keys and
wiggled each inside the keyhole. All done while he eyed the shadows
on the cathedral’s façade until his head ached.

A steel gilt key he had thought too small for
the lock finally rotated freely inside the keyhole. He felt the
vibration of the lever pushing up. He pushed the large door open
slowly. From the warm darkness in the narthex, he fumbled the other
charms. He double-checked the lock to make sure that he had already
bagged the blessed gilt. He closed the door, panicked, reopened it
against all good judgment and checked the lock again. He banged his
left knee first on the font, then on the rail parallel to the
transept further down the naves.

“Ow!” His hand jerked from the wick’s center
and he carefully held the bottom to avoid the flame that lit up. He
heaved the bag over the rail and hopped into the first bay.
Squinting ahead, Wilhelm espied the little arched door at the far
end of the naves.

Despite the ridiculous aisles flanking the
proper nave, John Calvin’s decimation of this place had harmonized
the interior and made the curved ceiling soar. Wilhelm grudgingly
admired the gray stonework’s elegance, how the chapel frescos to
his right pulled his eyes over them.

Curious, he thought, how the Catholics—or
papists, as their enemies called them—had not purged this place of
Calvin’s quire, nor his chair in the north aisle here from where he
and Monsieur Farel had presided over his converts.

Trying to remember precisely what that cursed
mirror had shown him, Wilhelm ducked behind the altar and probed
along the bottom edge of the stone screen behind it until his
gloved fingers bled. He could have been sawing his fingers off and
not felt it, so earnestly did he strop his hands on rock until …
no, until … yes. Yes, there it was. The little click from the
groove in the stone went up his nerves and exploded inside his
shoulder in a puff.

Wilhelm waited, but the stone only kept
rumbling. Acute frustration billowed in his chest that his cursing
did not alleviate. In German he commanded the stone to move,
praying he did not forget the spell.

The floor between the altars and the screen
retracted, revealing a black hole beneath. Wilhelm was already
scampering toward it. He tripped on the edge of an altar, flinging
out his hands to protect his face. He plummeted after the bag into
the hole. Throwing his head up, he saw the floor snap shut above
him.

He fell onto a metal platform. Grunting, he
peered with surprise where the bag landed next to him. He could now
see the black shaft he’d tumbled down through. Without thinking
much about it, he rolled under the platform rails and dragged the
bag after him onto mosaic-covered earth, which shimmered from
beneath. At first, he could barely see anything ahead but the
symbols writ in white all over the ancient intarsia, the inlaying
over the walls. As his gray eyes adjusted to the orange glow from
somewhere ahead, he made out clustered Roman columns and piers, the
imposts just below the domes and moulding-framed windows. Wilhelm
worried. Why had those steel chains not raised the platform when he
triggered the screen?

His pistol appeared undamaged. He found his
wick inside his coat, tattered but still responsive to whispered
Latin. Its light bloused over walls crowded by ogive arches and
carvings of butterflies attacking men, and he tried to forget his
uneasy feeling. But he certainly would not retreat. The Shroud
would be his. After leaving the bag atop a crumbled pew, he picked
his way through the imploded ambulatory and sanctuary, clearing as
many large stones from the apse as he could. Damn these difficult
French. They could not even build their churches.

Ah. Very well, then. Behind a pile of rubble
that may have once been the altar or the arcade, Wilhelm squeezed
his way into an absidiole. He almost feared to chance the blasted
arch down the steps. The oculus that had opened to the sky more
than five centuries ago twisted inward and cracked to reveal
concrete that now blinded it.

He dropped the wick. It fizzled at his feet.
The same orange glow spotted the vaulted bays and shadowed the
walls and the far end of the crypt. The runes on the floor here lay
in the same patterns his divinations had shown him. But he could
see between two red drapes hung from the ceiling a long stone
table. Lain vertically upon it was the thing he sought, the source
of the glow: a case hidden in crimson velours.

Perhaps it was even as the French sacristans
described it more than a century ago, locked with a golden key and
glowing from inside with the Shroud’s luminescence.

Wincing again at the greasy feel of the paste
tucked under his doublet, Wilhelm drew his pistol as he cleared the
velours. He smashed down on the case once, twice, walking up and
down its ten-foot length, but the gold did not even produce an
echo. Shooting it would do no better.

“Íslendingabók, glamour.” Despite this
grumbling about the type of magic he had to use, he plucked out the
dark twisted paste and placed one hand over the ichthys, the Jesus
fish, burned on the case’s façade. Grimacing against the gagging
reflex, he crammed the black thing into his mouth and forced his
lips shut. It took a moment to work it securely into one cheek so
he could speak and keep it in his mouth. He wished his tongue could
not taste. This rankness like maggot-filled meat should not be
endured. How long ago had this been taken from the corpse chosen?
He inhaled deeply, blew his doubtless rancid breath upon the fish
and chanted.

That had better have worked. Wilhelm spat out
the mass and clawed his tongue.

The block of façade with the ichthys jutted
out like a brick pushed from behind a wall. As Wilhelm jerked back,
a snapping sound echoed from inside the case.

“Yes.” A sweet fragrance made him forget the
repellant taste in his mouth. The slit of orange light peaking from
the now trembling case’s top set off warmth inside him. “Yes.” The
air turned vaporous, every drop that touched his skin like warm
rain. At first it hardly concerned him that all he could see were
the pastel light and dim outlines of his surroundings. There was no
part of him free to wonder why his arms started to wave about
wildly while groans slipped through his lips.

Then he felt himself collapsing onto the cold
stones, inwardly screaming, an attack, who is it? He cried
out, staring up at the case. The façade had flipped open and the
orange glow made a chiaroscuro of the case’s interior and the
object there, no Shroud, but a phial filled with blood.

He clawed around the object as if to find a
secret compartment impossibly hiding the thing he sought.
“No. No. No. My God, no.”

“Why, bishop, Wilhelm, whatever is the
matter?”

So intense was Wilhelm’s horror that he
nearly didn’t hear the speaker, a familiar large cloaked-and-hooded
fellow suddenly standing a yard from the stairs. “Sir Richard,
wh-what have you done?” he stammered. “Where have you taken it? How
could you have—?”

“Carried it away?” Sir Richard said in that
self-amused, pompous tone Wilhelm remembered. His eyes shifted at
the case interior. “Ah, I understand now. Still looking for the
wrong thing, eh, the Turin Shroud—just like my fellow Owls?” He
laughed softly. “You came seeking one thing and instead found
another.” Sir Richard stretched out his right arm, and the phial
shivered and flew across the crypt into his waiting hand. He shoved
the phial into his cloak, grinning at Wilhelm, who trembled and
bared teeth at him. “Well, if you are disappointed, I certainly am
not—unlike in Paris, thanks to you. At least you have my gratitude
now, if nothing else. That container would not open for me.” He
indicated the case. “But I guess the dear owner of this house did
not think of everything.”

“Sir Richard, you bastard. Son of a
motherless whore.”

“Why, Bishop Wilhelm. Such language, and in
another bishop’s house.” Sir Richard fluttered his hand at his
heart, disappointed. “Bishop Granier would be so displeased. I know
I am. Is that any way for a man of the cloth to talk, even if
tonight the cloth is a thief’s coat, Wilhelm? Have you learned
nothing from our last encounter in Paris?” He produced a Venetian
stiletto from the cloak.

“What are you doing?” Wilhelm felt his legs
backing him into the case. The Englishman’s heels trod toward him
over the runes like a count-wheel. Tick, tick, tick.

“I’ll make it quick, Wilhelm, I promise.”

“No, wait! Give me a moment, Sir Richard! A
moment!” Wilhelm fumbled his pistol and dropped it.

“I cannot.” Tick-tick, tick-tick.

“While I say one prayer.”

“It is too late! After all this time, you and
your friends should not have come back.”

“Just a moment! You are a Christian, you
must—”

But under the oculus the Englishman had
already started to plunge the stiletto into Wilhelm’s chest, and
Wilhelm’s insides were lost in screaming and in the noise around
him as he grabbed the case, shrieking and the noises inside and
outside him became one, and he did not even feel the steel ripping
out of him nor the life it was taking with it.



​Chapter 1



An Attempted Recruitment

and a Successful One


"Hertford, don't you think it unusually sunny
for this time of year?" Sir Thomas withdrew a handkerchief from his
doublet and patted sweat off his bald head and the fugitive spurt
of hair behind each ear. He showed the drenched cloth to Hertford
for a laugh, but the earl continued to gesticulate furiously and
rush ahead as if determined to get away through the crowded
market-place on Cheapside.

Hertford thwacked his walking stick harder on
the cobblestone street to propel his somewhat stooped frame faster
and called out behind him. “You think I'd never find you out, did
you?” His wild dark eyes focused with dislike on Sir Thomas again.
He almost whined. “And you, this is how you repay me after all our
years of friendship, after the countless times I saved your
life.”

“At least hear our side before you dismiss
us," Sir Thomas pleaded, his heart piercing at the sight of
Hertford's somewhat stooped posture, his long sad face, his heavy
jaw, and thinning grayish hair. Only two years older than him, the
earl hardly looked like a hero of Queen Elizabeth’s Irish wars
whose father, the legendary Duke of Somerset, led her
father’s army against Scottish rebels, did he? "Who else would you
turn to, Raleigh? How would he help you, with his connections in
the Netherlands and Ireland? My lord, you have as many friends
there as he, more in Scotland—how has that helped you?”

Hertford merely sneered at him, and Sir
Thomas sighed at the earl's recalcitrance. Around them, carts and
coaches made thunderous noise as if the earth rolled on wheels. On
every curb, porters carried their burdens, merchants their money
belts. Apprentices stood before their masters’ doors calling “Come
see our wares!” to passersby. At times they had to shout over
ballad-mongers singing their tunes from the song sheets they
peddled and street criers hawking food with coarse voices.

“Upon my honor as a knight of Her Majesty's
court, I cannot believe how you’ve been treated and I would have
done more if I could,” Sir Thomas said. “But these things take
time, Edward.”

“Yes, yes, yes,” Hertford sneered. "And it's
been a long time since we were on a first name basis. Especially as
it's clear our years together in Her Majesty's service has come to
mean less than nothing to you. You forget your place."

“If you would only hear me a moment,” Sir
Thomas pleaded, “I could make you understand. Give me another
chance to regain your trust, at least for old time’s sake.” He
stretched his fat-cheeked face into that playful grin he'd used on
Hertford to end countless arguments. His old friend remembered too,
and with a nod he let his companion lead him on.

The two men passed the Standard column and
stopped again at the corner of Cheapside and a nameless side avenue
running parallel to Wood Street. Cheapside Cross still stood in the
middle of the wide road despite its broken state and Her Majesty’s
insistence that it was a survival of papist idolatry. Seven years
ago, some zealous Protestants or spirited hooligans had broken some
of the lowest range of statues around the cross, including the
Risen Christ, Edward the Confessor, and the Virgin and the Child.
They had hauled the Virgin from her place with a system of ropes
and leaned her out over the roadway. Her Child they had been
removed entirely, save for His arms, which lay folded over each
other at the base of the construction like a reminder of our Lord’s
patience with such foolery. Accustomed to the memorial’s
obstruction of traffic, pedestrians and vehicles flowed around it
like water. Idlers lingered about in conversation or perused
proximate merchants’ wares on both sides of the street.

"Master Henslowe," Hertford finally prodded
Sir Thomas. He threw up his hands as if giving in to a frustrating
child. “I thought you were going to persuade me.”

Sir Thomas patted the earl’s right shoulder
and, glancing about furtively, led him across the junction between
Westcheap and FenChurch, dodging two carthorses and a woman in a
day chemise lugging three barrels. They continued down FenChurch,
past Bishopsgate.

“Our opposite faction in the English Church,”
Sir Thomas started, “seeking a power which in their hands would
threaten us all. You know the Turin Shroud.” He nodded, watching
the indifference leave Hertford’s face. “You know what miracles it
can work. There are even faint whisperings they would raise Christ,
anything to ‘shake the people back into faith’ as they put it.”

The earl gaped at him as if he was mad. “Do I
know any of these men?”

Sir Thomas replied, “You fought beside their
leader at Dún an Óir, the one who promised you help at court! The
one who betrayed you while you accuse us.”

His face pale, Hertford stopped. “Sir Walter?
No.”

Sir Thomas tightened his grip on Hertford’s
shoulder, pressing home his point. “Master Raleigh has the queen’s
ear, though he remains out of favor with her friends.” He snarled
the last word. “His faction—these so-called roosting birds or
Cockerels—grows, even using our name for them, which they thought
to turn on us by embracing it. As pious as she is, her loyalties
may blind her.”

Hertford shook him off, incredulous. “But if
you’re sure of their intentions, can you not make her see the
truth?”

“Half the time she won’t even listen to her
personal guard about her protection. She doesn’t see the danger and
she won’t hear us. As familiar with sorcery as she is . . .” He
shook his head. “I don’t understand her. We cannot be sure how much
of this she knows.”

“She may not wish to provoke the papists,”
Hertford ventured. “Their spies continually plague her like roaches
and Spain’s navy vastly outnumbers ours. It’s all her Dutch
ambassador, admirals, and her chief advisor Dr. John Dee can do to
prevent her from ordering the fleet into the Channel before it is
ready.”

Sir Thomas wasn’t comforted. “Philip’s coming
armada has her so worried that she pushes away her friends, who
only wish to protect her.” He tried to relax, appear calmer. “My
lord, we cannot leave the Shroud to be used by warmongers who would
rouse us all into terror. Like Rome. And if we fail,” he added,
“they could sway the entire nation away from the true faith and
leave us open to our enemies.”

He rolled his eyes in frustration, knowing by
Hertford’s angry face what would follow, but the earl ignored that
and said, “Were you so busy with your cause you forgot me at
court?”

“Forgive me,” Sir Thomas retorted, biting off
every word, “but I had to keep my eyes on other concerns, and you
know how slowly the court moves.” He tried not to ball up his hands
in fists. “We’re out of favor. My lord, I’ve tried to tell you
this. We have made some progress—”

That last made Hertford raise his voice in
outrage. “And you will recall how busy I have been, like Sir Walter
before he became too busy to keep his promises.” He waved away Sir
Thomas’s outstretched hands. “Welcombe’s public parish fields, on
which I own leases of tithes—a tenth of whatever income is made
from them—are losing value because of Combe’s intrigues against me
at court. He’s getting the laws changed to allow him to enclose
them for his sheep.” He spat in disgust. “That whoreson. That
rebel. If he encloses those fields, he’ll shut out my other lessees
and turn the arable tracts into sheep pasture, which yields less
income than their corn, grain and hay crops. And he’s gotten the
court to let him enclose part of my private lands elsewhere. I’ll
be ruined!”

Sir Thomas sighed in frustration. “We’ll
settle all your troubles.” He was hurt as Hertford nodded in
mock-belief. “Even now we are protecting your interests,
considerably. Sir Robert won’t be having his way after all.”

Hertford found no lie in his eyes. He was
astonished. “How did you do this?”

Sir Thomas boasted, “I’ve spoken up for you,
as has our leader—Sir John Paulet, 2nd Marquess of Winchester.” He
nodded as Hertford gaped at him. “Impressed now? You know me, and
of course, you cannot doubt Lord Winchester’s influence. That
papist traitor, the Duke of Norfolk, learned that the hard way,
didn’t he?”

“So he did influence the queen to end his
trial early and have him executed,” Hertford said.

“And since then, Spain’s assassins have found
getting to Her Majesty impossible, almost despite her.” Sir Thomas
smiled encouragement. “Trust us. If you refuse, we will still
protect you from Combe. How is that?”

Hertford seemed to deflate with a sigh,
letting his anger swish out of him for the moment. “Let’s hear it
then.”

Sir Thomas beamed and assured him, “Your
Worship, you won’t regret it.” He eyed the mass of people just
beyond Bishopsgate, patrons of the milliners, apothecaries,
glass-sellers, and armories at the north end of the quadrangle.
“Let’s find a place less public.”

“I hope this venture you propose conforms to
the will of God,” warned Hertford.

Sir Thomas reminded him, “But don’t forget
what we’ve done for you.”

Hertford bristled. “I will remember when I
see it for myself.”

Sir Thomas pushed Hertford into an English
coach waiting at the next corner and instructed the driver to take
them up Aldgate.

* * *

Sir Walter Raleigh and his valet William
Kempe entered the former’s writing room in Durham House on the
Strand in west London. Kempe sank into an armchair beside the
mirror and let his hands dangle over its linenfold panels.

The shadow of Sir Walter’s six-foot-tall
frame stretched over the walls. He sifted through a particularly
messy pile of papers in front of the picture window facing the
gardens and water-gates of the Strand’s other great private houses.
Dust kicked up over his loose, hip-length jacket. Trying to look
casual, indifferent, he asked in a nonchalant tone, “And what about
Sir Thomas and his Owl faction?” Careful to wipe dust off his dark,
pointed beard, he straightened up, empty-handed. “The earl—he is
with them then?” He fingered the pearl earring he wore to make
himself look like a gypsy.

“They testified for him, so now he quits our
cause for theirs—so casually too.” Kempe gave Raleigh a white sheet
of paper that trembled in Sir Walter’s fingers. “Read this. His
valet Wagner brought it for me today.”

Sir Walter’s swarthy face tightened. “He
didn’t even have the courage to send this to me?”

All jollity had left Kempe’s face also.
“Apparently not, my lord.”

Raleigh stretched his mustached lips over his
teeth, scanning the letter. After a moment, he dropped down on the
couch. “He proves himself everything you said he was.”

“I told you so.” Kempe leaned against a
little Marquetry writing table next to the armchair as Raleigh
started to read aloud. “February 15, 1588. Captain Sir Walter
Raleigh—”

Kempe snorted. Raleigh cast a rueful look at
him.

“He’s become better informed about ‘true
circumstances’ of the ongoing Shroud situation, Will. While to
be so honored as to have you ask me to join your endeavor, I must
hereby decline your too-generous offer on grounds I am sure you
will understand.”

“I’m sure,” Kempe drawled. “Didn’t you tell
him about the Owl documents our intelligencers found in Lirey in
1203?” His voice rose as Raleigh nodded furiously, eyes on the
letter. “Did you tell him how they detailed the Owls’ true plans
for the Shroud?”

Grunting in affirmation, as if the question
insulted his competence, his master read on with rising outrage.
“When, upon Sir Thomas Henslowe’s encouragement, I visited
several distinguished ladies and gentlemen in London yesterday,
including Lord Winchester, leader of the Owls, I was overpowered by
the rationality of these luminaries and their fervent faith. They
respect the mind and don’t encourage fear. Whatever that’s
supposed to mean.”

Kempe imitated the growl of his master’s last
words. “He’s fallen for their lies. He thinks we mean to use the
Shroud for ourselves.”

“The idiot. Listen to this. I had
forgotten since my childhood the power of such faith . . . such as
I fear have taken too much of your attention . . . your activities
as truly represented to me . . . my affection for you . . . would
not allow me to . . . oppose to Sir Thomas any longer. I mean to
stop your devilry. Very truly yours, Edward Seymour, Earl of
Hertford.”

Raleigh peered through the paper as if it was
not there. His delicate-looking, heart-shaped face reflected the
colors of the imitation contemporary paintings hung among the
carvings.

“He ought to be mortally ashamed of himself,”
Kempe hissed. “What lies! This is beyond all excuse; shocking.” He
stomped about the room, sputtering. “He professes gratitude for
these people’s friendship when a short time ago they hardly had any
use for each other! Now they’re the best of friends because Sir
Thomas and the rest of the Owls used their influence at court to
prevent Sir Robert Combe from taking part of Hertford’s fields in
Old Stratford, Bishopton and enclosing Welcombe’s parish fields for
his sheep to pasture. That is what this is about.”

“Lord Hertford’s precious tithes?” Sir Walter
said. “Does his friendship come so cheap?”

Despite his anger, Kempe felt just in
pointing out, “Whatever annual income he derives from those areas
will fall considerably if Combe gets his way.”

Sir Walter shook his head. “Sir Robert is a
particular favorite of the queen’s, and he used his closeness to
the Earl of Essex to ram his plan through the office of the steward
to the Lord Chancellor.” He held up his hands helplessly. “Hertford
has never understood the need to cultivate certain friends in the
highest circles; he is too much the loner.”

Raleigh hung his head, Poor fool, but
Kempe was having none of it. “He probably considers himself
steadfast in all things.”

Sir Walter sounded puzzled. “I spoke with the
Lord Chancellor, didn’t I? What happened with that?”

Kempe shrugged, scratching his freckles,
which itched in the room’s heat. “Between your busy schedule and
his, the issue got lost in the shuffle.” He regarded Sir Walter
suspiciously as if suspecting him of starting to forgive Hertford.
“As rash as he is, His Lordship probably thought we had forgotten
all about him on purpose.”

“And Sir Thomas saw the opportunity and took
it.” Sir Walter cursed, much to Kempe’s satisfaction. “His
friendship with the Lord Chancellor must have come in handily
enough. Couldn’t Hertford wait till the courts changed climate
again? The queen will hardly neglect him for long, after all his
service to her. Her legitimate counselor Burghley gave him that
damned estate of his, didn’t he?”

“For a few pieces of land.” His outrage
growing with his master’s like one singer trying to outdo another
to reach the highest pitch, Kempe had veered back to complete
condemnation. “What inexcusable indulgence! A man of Hertford’s
experience should see through Sir Walter and yet he chooses not to!
His greed will be his undoing.”

To his disappointment, Sir Walter softened
again. “Now, my choleric friend, we don’t know that for
certain.”

“Choleric?” Kempe could hardly have
been more incredulous. “Begging your pardon, my lord, but of course
we know for certain!” He actually managed to stop stomping about,
and planted himself in front of Sir Walter, looming over him like a
disapproving schoolteacher over an unruly pupil. “We know how those
dogs Sir Thomas runs around with have got on in the world, that
their success is a blight on virtue and merit. People respect them
because they don’t know them as we do! They’re so good at covering
their deeds that only those who’ve watched them for so long as we
have any inkling of them! And we know that their purpose is
blasphemous, sacrilegious. It breaks your heart.”

Sir Walter’s face was drawn. “Yes, it does.”
He coughed and thumped his chest, trying to regain some composure.
“Kempe, does the See still keep the Shroud in Rome?”

Satisfied again, Kempe sat back in the
armchair. “Yes, my lord. Our men inside will help us take it back.
Her Majesty will believe you to have gone to Guiana or Munster or
wherever you are always on about with you ‘ridiculous plots’ as she
has it.” He leaned forward and spoke carefully. Raleigh must
understand this. “You’ll have to talk to our people about
confounding her enchanter’s Sight.”

Raleigh brightened considerably. “Philip’s
faith in Rome will be shaken.” Happy at the thought he crammed the
white paper into one of his pockets.

Kempe ran his left hand over his short hair,
the piccadills on his shoulders, and the peplums around his waist,
leaving streaks of sweat there in his excitement. “Imagine, how
impious, to think that proof of Christ’s existence must be offered
up, or that we Cockerels would believe such a thing. But that
traitor would not listen if he could believe Sir Thomas’s lies
now.”

Sir Walter’s lips moved in inaudible prayer.
His face had grown red and tense with anger, but now he started to
relax a little. He turned to a clothes bag he had dug out from
under the couch earlier that day and rummaged through it. He
brought out some resin in a tube, squeezed a little into his mouth
and chewed on it. “I hate to go against Hertford. He was a very
fine friend, loyal when we served Her Majesty under Walsingham.”
Hearing Kempe snort, he turned his clear brown eyes on him, wiping
the grin off the younger man’s face. “But if he and his new friends
between us and the Shroud in Rome. . .” He let the threat hang in
the air, and for once Kempe couldn’t think of a snappy
rejoinder.



​Chapter 2



An Intercepted Letter


The two of them plunged their panting
hobblers through the drenched heather, shielded from the worst of
the cold wind by the Marilyns they meandered through, mud
slathering the horses’ calves. The heavy sky reflected in puddles
like moonlight broken through the dark morning, monotone as the
atonal drizzle on the riders’ morians, leather boots, and breeches.
The third rider ascending toward them from the Cheviot Hills and
the broad valleys he disappeared and reappeared among seemed set
against a sheet of dull white paper stretched between him and the
world behind. He looked like a dormouse scurrying about for a bush
to hide in.

“Do you see him, Crosier?” the younger rider
asked his companion, slicking water off the handle of his Jedburgh
ax and his small shield. He exhaled something forcefully into his
English mustache. “I don’t like his look.”

“You cannot see it.” The older rider lifted
his bow from his shoulder and ran his hands over the fetchings of
the arrows in his quiver. “Sir John put us here to watch, not to
poke about.”

The youth bit his lip and winced at Crosier’s
bony, hard-angled face. “And if he’s one of Ferniehurst’s old
allies? We promised Lord Arran we would question any we came across
about Russell’s murder. The English would hold it over our heads
forever.”

“Elliot, we will not exceed Master Forster’s
mandate.” With a hand signal, Crosier led Elliot through a
high-walled Marilyn and around a knoll perpendicular to the third
rider’s course. They lost sight of the rider but could hear him
coming.

“Even to stop the queen from slandering him
and the Earl of Arran?”

“He is trying to sneak through there. I see
no weapons.” Crosier had drawn up alongside Elliot, and now he
grasped the youth’s left wrist, slowing both wheezing horses as
they cleared the knoll and squeezed into a very narrow ravine
sloping toward the hill the third rider had just breasted. “Am I
required now to endure your rash choler? Hold your tongue. You’ll
obey me, or else.”

Elliot sulked and fell behind Crosier,
watching the third rider hurrying into the same ravine they
descended. “You are wrong to berate me so, my lord.”

Crosier glared at him. “I will say no more,
but look out! Ah, he sees us.”

“Or likely heard you,” Elliot scoffed.

They watched the third rider try to turn his
horse around and realize he could not without backing into open
space.

“Show yourself!” Crosier snapped as he and
Elliot braced the stranger, who immediately raised his palms in a
gesture of peace and stuttered, “I pray to God that you are not
reivers, for I am only a poor tooth-puller and I have nothing.” He
seemed to tremble at the burly pair’s dark, dour faces, the
arquebus the younger man brandished almost like a club. Crosier and
Elliot could see him squint at the St. George crosses around their
necks, the red kerchiefs around their right arms and the embroidery
on their caps.

“Never mind our accents, Englishman,” Crosier
said, trying not to laugh. “We aren’t raiders and would keep the
peace for both English and Scot if you’re not here to disturb it.
What are you called, sir?”

“A friend to this ground and servant to the
queen.” The stranger dabbed his wiry hands on his black jerkin and
the sleeves of his bombasted doublet. “Good day to you both.” He
kept adjusting his felt hat as if his short red hair conspired with
the drizzle to tumble it to the ground.

“What is your business crossing these
Marches?” Elliot barked. “Speak quickly!”

If he caught Crosier rolling his eyes at
Elliot, the stranger didn’t become less nervous. It took two or
three starts for him to squeak out, “My name is William, Doctor
William Allen, from London. I follow work to Langhelm, Teviothead,
wherever I find need. I just left some very happy villagers in
Bellingham and Otterburn.” He fluttered a hand at Elliot’s kerchief
and cap.

“Left your patients alive, did you?” growled
Elliot. Even Crosier had to chuckle at the weary face the poor man
made at him. “Where are your beastly tools, then, tooth-puller?
There?” He jabbed a finger at the canvas bag Allen was fumbling
near his left hip. “Let me see.” As Allen tossed him the bag, metal
clanging around inside it, Elliot holstered the gun. “I hope you’ve
cleaned these.”

Allen hmphed at the affront to his
competence. “I am a gentleman of my profession, sir.”

“Surely a jewel in its crown.” Grimacing,
Elliot teased out with the tips of his forefinger and thumb a pair
of pliers entangled in a rusty dental pelican stained with pumice,
masticke and God knew what else. “What, no dead mice for
warts?”

“Hush, Elliot.” Crosier pulled loose the
pelican, and with it, the claws of a toothkey as the youth cradled
them, handed him the bag and wiped his hand on his saddle. “At
least this is pristine,” he approved. “Was there much blood?” He
watched Elliot squeeze an imaginary tooth with the pliers and twist
it about as he picked among the bag’s contents like a curious
child. “Vials of water and vinegar. For the breath?”

“Y-yes, my liege,” stammered Allen.

Crosier opened another vial, sniffed and
closed it again.

“Annis seeds,” Allen explained. “Cloves and
mints soaked in wine. To wash the mouth.”

“No turnip?” asked Crosier. “Ah.” He held the
parings out to Elliot and laughed at the youth’s face turning
green. “You may have to learn to like it if you must see this man
someday.”

“Oh no, I don’t.” Face twisted in disgust,
Elliot spat, waving away the parings until Crosier put them away
and drew out a little box.

“Silver scrapings,” Allen said before Crosier
opened his mouth. “To fill the teeth when—”

“I know what they’re for,” Crosier assured
him, dropping the box into the bag with a grimace as if burned.
Elliot guffawed at him.

Allen was quick to point out, “None used, my
lord, I swear. I even keep a fresh supply of teeth for those who
wish those instead—”

“Very well, very well.” Crosier and Elliot
could hardly cram the vials, pelican and toothkey down the bag fast
enough. Catching the bag as Crosier threw it back at him pushed
Allen back on his horse, which had to step out of the ravine to
keep him seated. Beating his hands on his saddle as if they’d
caught fire while Allen slung the bag over his, Crosier delivered
his verdict. “You may pass. You may pass. May God bless you,
sir.”

“And you, my lieges.” Fumbling the reins,
Allen staggered his horse out of sight around the ravine, his
jerkin billowing as if relief and not the wind deflated it.
Something small and shiny glinted in Crosier’s eye as it clattered
to the ground.

“Doctor!” Crosier called, pointing at the
ground where it’d fallen. “Doctor!” He and Elliot listened to the
nag gallop over the knoll, then watched Allen lead it around the
ravine and vanish into the Marilyn above them. “DOCTOR!” Crosier
tried once more.

“What a strange little man,” Elliot grumbled.
“What devil makes him hurry so?” He dismounted and sifted the
ground until he found the letter-sized item, a silver container, in
a tangle of bracken.

Crosier chuckled. “You were so surly toward
him, he likely thought you’d murder him.”

“I only gave him back his countrymen’s image
of us.” Elliot found a latch on one edge of the box and thumbed it
loose. “I cannot help what these English fellows have trained him
to see.”

“What was he in such a hurry to leave
behind?” Crosier nodded at the object in Elliot’s hand.

Disinterested, Elliot handed it up to the
older man. “It’s a mirror of crystalline glass, some German or
Flemish lady’s vanity. Or English. I knew it.” He chortled
contemptuously. “These wantons are all one.”

“A Del Gallo.” Crosier turned it over, his
voice breathy with amazement. “I have not seen one of these
since—”

“My lord?” Elliot said sharply. From the
corner of his eye, he spotted something white wafting down and
Crosier reaching after it. He bent down, cupped his hands under it,
muttering, “Paper,” and flittered it into the older man’s anxious
grip. As Crosier unfolded it, Elliot glimpsed an apparent garble of
letters and numbers. “‘B’ for ‘a,’ ‘f’ for ‘e,’ ‘k’ for ‘i,’ ‘p’
for ‘o,’ and ‘x’ for ‘u.’ It’s gibberish,” he muttered,
puzzled.

“It’s a cipher,” Crosier declared in a flat,
low voice that made Elliot’s eyes pivot toward his face like a
magnetic pole.

Elliot huffed. “Why would an English
tooth-puller carry a cipher into Scotland?”

“If that’s what he is.” Crosier replaced the
letter exactly as he’d found it and patted the folded mirror into a
saddlebag. “Our master has to see this.”

Elliot scrambled onto his hobbler and started
back up the ravine, frenetic eyes still fixed on his superior. “If
you wish, I can catch our ‘doctor’ while you take that to Sir John
Forster in Bamburgh.”

“We will not catch him over these moors now.”
Crosier caressed his horse’s lowered head as the youth halted where
they’d entered the ravine. “Besides, I meant our other master.”

Elliot frowned. “The English earl Hertford
who served in Her Majesty’s secret service? The one you take money
from?”

“That we take money from, young
Elliot,” Crosier said in a warning voice, “or have you forgotten
who ransomed your brothers from the Fenwicks during your last
feud?” He joined his comrade at the top of the ravine, and the two
of them eyed the Marilyns they’d descended from, as if hoping to
catch any sign of Allen.

“But him?” Elliot wondered,
incredulous, at Crosier, who was holding up the letter. “After all
he has done for that queen?”

“This may be beyond Sir John and anyone else
we know.” Crosier let Elliot see the trace of a black cross pattée
the drizzle was streaking off his palm. “From the letter. The ink’s
still fresh.” He retracted his arm quickly with a glance at Elliot
lest the youth chide him for wetting the paper further.

But Elliot only continued to look confused.
“What does it mean?”

Crosier grinned. “It means we must find our
own devil.”

He snapped his hobbler’s reins. The horse
grumbled but obediently carried him down through the ravine, and
Elliot followed, heart sinking as they descended the moors toward
the Alnwick Road and then Cumbria.

* * *

Hertford stumbled over the man snoring in the
tavern’s doorway as the landlord snarled and tried to roll the
sleeper out into the street. “Forgive me,” muttered the earl,
letting his eyes adjust to the crowded dimness until he could make
out the low ceiling, straw-covered floor, wooden upright seats and
tables, and the central bar. He scanned women and men jostling each
other over their tawdry plates and ale mugs. Several of the players
at the bar returned his gaze as his eyebrows suddenly arched and he
pushed his way through packs of merchants, theater-players in
livery different from the ones at the bar and watermaids to the
corner beside the snug. He sat. His sole companion snapped his fat
fingers at the barkeep, who hustled over another serving of
beer.

“Thank you,” said Hertford, digging into a
little brown pouch in his pocket and slipped a gold coin into the
barkeep’s apron. Glancing about him, he mumbled, “Fagot and I were
never here, Hugh.”

“Of course not, sir. God bless you, sir.
Sirrah!” His already ruddy face reddening further, Hugh
hurried back to yank one of the players trying to crawl over the
bar toward a barrel unfortunately left unguarded.

Fagot smirked and informed the earl, “Lord
Strange’s Men, from the Theatre and the Curtain in Shoreditch. Have
you ever seen them play?”

Hertford frowned into his ale mug. “My valet
Wagner often carouses with them when he should be at his duties and
not filling his head with rubbish.”

Fagot seemed disappointed. “You sound like
the Lord Mayor and his Puritans. Do you not like the theatre?”

Hertford shrugged, indifferent. “I’m glad to
see you got out of Wittenberg.” He had to squint in the smoky air
to make out the other man’s olive-complexioned features. “Where are
you supposed to be now?”

“Prague, as far as anyone knows.” The short
man tipped back his chair, seeming to Hertford nearly to shrink
into the corner shadows, and flicked beer from his thin black
beard.

Hertford met Fagot’s knowing smile with his
own. “Your French accent is nearly as good as your native Italian.”
He leaned over his ale mug. “But I have always wondered. What does
‘Fagot’ mean?”

The other man’s eyes, which had glassed over
as if seeing something inward, his face drawn with sadness, focused
on Hertford. “It’s as good a name as any. Henri Fagot.”

A loud crash from the bar sent a startled
Fagot’s right hand into his blue doublet. He and Hertford sighed as
the players picked up one of their fellows off the floor and echoed
onlookers’ guffaws while trying to balance him on his stool.

“Well, Henri Fagot.” Hertford relaxed with a
gulp from his cup. “What do you think of the tooth-puller’s
letter?”

“Your note said you deciphered it yourself.”
Fagot’s eyes twinkled at Hertford. “What would any of us do without
Dee’s Stenographia?”

Hertford pouted, while Fagot grinned at
having needled him. “Trithemius,” the earl seethed. “Trithemius,
whom the queen’s astrologer Dee copied, as he leeches off Her
Majesty. Let us not take credit from the abbot and great magician
even if he is these seventy-two years gone. He talked daily with
spirits.”

“And such a man is always dangerous. Pater
ignosce illis.”

Both men laughed.

“Dee ‘knows not what he does’ indeed,”
Hertford agreed. As if even mentioning the astrologer felt
distasteful, Hertford instantly changed the subject. “The letter
Crosier gave me. What do you think?”

Fagot took another gulp and wiped his beard
again. Droplets speckled his sparse mustache. “Monsieur Ballard.
I beg you very humbly to believe that there is no one who knows of
our dealings, not even my secretary Claude de Cordaillot, who
copies my most vital messages but is too trusting and has no head
for ciphers. We could not agree more that the Shroud and its other
half, the Pedes, must stay out of your enemies’ hands. If the See
is moving it from Rome, now is our chance. None will discover
anything that can hurt us. Your ‘princes’ certainly need not worry
over peeping minds among your fellow lodgers at Great Queen Street,
in London. As always, I shall not fail to arrange things to both
your convenience and, of course, my safety. M. de la Aubépine.”
Fagot conned Hertford’s expectant face as if searching for the joke
there. “What does this mean? Why should King Henri’s ambassador to
London write someone in Scotland about the Shroud? How would he
know about it?”

Hertford glared into his ale mug,
disappointed at Fagot’s confusion. “I don’t know. Perhaps he’s
gleaned bits and pieces through the years as I have where no one’s
thought to search.”

“I remember you can wear magic like
clothing,” Fagot complimented him, patting his arm. “Spells reveal
themselves to you.” When Hertford did not seem comforted, Fagot
shrugged and returned to the subject at hand. “Perhaps Châteauneuf
is another spy like his predecessor Castelnau? For Rome? Why not
ask Sir Thomas?”

Hertford’s frown deepened. “I know there are
things about the Shroud that the Owls aren’t telling me.” He shook
his head, befuddled. “Sir Thomas and later my lord of Winchester
couldn’t have welcomed me with greater warmth. . .”

“But they’ve proved less than forthcoming,”
Fagot finished, nodding with Hertford.

The earl thumped the table in frustration.
“Like Raleigh in London. He’s never been like that before, putting
off my questions with the smiling contempt one gives a troubling
child!” He glanced at the nearest patrons to make sure his
raised voice hadn’t drawn their attention, then gave Fagot a
conspiratorial look. “Like court lawyers.”

Fagot tried to feel hopeful. “Perhaps you
will get more out of him when you two go to Rome for the
Shroud.”

Hertford was doubtful. “Until we know more,
let’s keep this between us. I know more places to investigate if
the Owls keep putting me off.”

Encouraged by Hertford’s determination, Fagot
struck a helpful note. “I heard rumors of someone acquiring
unheard-of manuscripts through the booksellers Nicholas Ling and
J.R. on Fleet Street. And you should have Edward Woodshaw help you,
perhaps take him along with you to Brighton. He’s a good man.”

“I’m already using him, on that and in
London.” Hertford had drawn a quarto from his jerkin. He spoke
carefully as always when giving instruction. “You can still go to
our Florentine friend, Manucci, in St. Andrew Undershaft parish for
any exigent monies from our ‘reptile’ bank, should the need arise,
payments and so on. But use him only for this; he’s too close to
Walsingham and he risks himself enough for me as it is.”

“‘Reptile’.” Fagot frowned at his diminishing
ale. “Does Manucci still maintain such contempt for the informers,
the invigilators, we must occasionally pay?”

Hertford laughed. “I think it’s just a very
Florentine joke about our business. Take this money and these
notes, Henri.”

“Well, I am no Florentine.” Fagot took the
little pouch and the quarto. “What is this?”

“Everything I know about Guillaume de
L’Aubépine, Baron de Châteauneuf,” Hertford replied with
flourish.

Fagot gaped in disbelief. “The French
ambassador, my lord? Another ambassador.”

“I need you to find employ in his house, the
embassy, and find out what this note means, why he sent it, and to
whom.” Hertford went on quickly as Fagot started to object. “I
trust your cunning and I will help you, however I can. Letters will
be more reliable than mirrors to communicate, lest you be overheard
or seen, and safer. Use Reynaldo or Williams or Almond, whoever, to
deliver them, and the two of us will meet when we can.”

“What about Wagner?”

Hertford sighed. “A good-hearted boy, but
somewhat stupid. You’re still friends with the Duke of Guise?”

Fagot sighed. “I did not burn any bridges the
last time we played this game, during Castelnau’s ambassadorship,
my lord.”

Hertford brightened. “If you can get him to
stop fighting the League for a moment, he can be a great help.
You’d be wise, good Henri, to ask around about the ambassador’s
behavior before you go to him. The duke knows him well also.”

“Of course.”

“Inquire first who resides in his house, how
they live, what means they have, what company they keep, and at
what expense.” Hertford ticked off each item on his fingers.
“Discover what you can without raising suspicion. Of course, you
should show some knowledge of him—do you hear me, Henri?”

Fagot tore his eyes from the fat bottom of a
passing milkmaid. “Um, very well, my lord.”

“If anyone asks, you know his friends and
you’ve met him briefly before, though he may not remember. The
notes in that little book I put together will help you. But you do
not know him well or with the greatest certainty, to cover any gaps
in your knowledge.”

Fagot leafed through the quarto. “What kind
of man is this?” He read. “Fencing, swearing,
quarreling, drabbing—whores. He doesn’t sound very
honorable.”

Hertford shrugged. “He’s well-practiced in
hiding his indiscretions. When asking around about him, defend him
by alleging his faults to be those of too much freedom given an
otherwise honorable man. You’re his friend, remember.”

Fagot still didn’t like it. “But, my good
lord, are you sure Walsingham didn’t forge the note himself? After
Castelnau’s betrayal, perhaps Walsingham found something on
Châteauneuf also and did this to discredit him and get him sent
back to France.”

Hertford was doubtful. “Châteauneuf’s
reputation at court is stellar. Besides, Walsingham knows nothing
of the Shroud, not enough to write a convincing false note about
it. That sort of thing is John Dee’s province, and Dee is no
forger, whatever else he may be.”

Fagot looked puzzled. “He was carrying the
note from the embassy? The tooth-puller, I mean.”

“One of my men in London told me he saw
someone matching the tooth-puller’s exact description in Salisbury
Court a few days before Crosier gave me the note, yes. I’m assured
that despite his gluttony, Châteauneuf has excellent teeth—”

“Perhaps he was only there because—” Fagot
started to demur.

“—and will not employ a doctor but from his
own country. Though he keeps two.” Hertford tried to bear home the
point with his eyes on Fagot’s. “I wonder why that is.”

Fagot took another gulp and looked sheepish
at Hertford’s fierce, determined expression. “If the ambassador
works with Sir Thomas and other Owls, I would think Sir Thomas
would have told you, especially since he and Winchester have joined
Archbishop Whitgrift in publically denouncing the Masonic
lodges.”

Hertford would have none of it. “Unless the
note was not from Châteauneuf but for someone his secretary,
Cordaillot, was to pass under his nose, a friend of this lodger he
mentions in it.”

“I’ll need to befriend Cordaillot also,”
Fagot said in resignation.

Hertford nodded. “You’d be clever to drop
hints about Châteauneuf’s faults like they were tired old gossip
you’re curious about when sounding out people who know him.”

“‘Has Châteauneuf truly done these
things’”

“Indeed. Let them think it their idea to
confide in you and they’ll spill like Hollander dams. People love
to talk. Who knows what you might learn?”

“Tennis matches with the town’s wilder
young men,” Fagot read, more and more crestfallen. “Houses
of sale.”

“I’ve had more people watching the ambassador
and his house, the embassy, since Crosier gave me the note.”
Hertford bowed his head very close to Fagot’s ear; he would not
have him miss a word. “They tell me a man haunts Châteauneuf’s door
before daybreak. He comes from the direction of St. Bartholomew’s
Hospital, and one of the staff called him ‘Ballard.’ Talk in nearby
taverns holds him to be a Protestant who keeps too much company
with papists like Châteauneuf. Perhaps you can begin with
that.”

“Tavern talk,” Fagot snorted, but only
halfheartedly.

“Not just that.” Hertford tipped his chin at
the quarto, indicating a page for Fagot to stop at, and Fagot held
over in a spot of light on the table and read, “An Englishman
named Colerdin who serves Henry Noel.”

“A courtier of the queen. A secret papist.
You know him well from your other life, I believe.”

“Hm.” Fagot’s brow furrowed. “He frequents
the ambassador. Châteauneuf gives him great intelligences
from the French and Scots courts . . . receives news from Windsor
Castle.”

“Further down, Monseigneur.”

“Colerdin attends Holy Eucharist with
pragmatic Châteauneuf at St. Clement’s and there slips him
packets.” Fagot paid no attention to Hertford’s triumphant
look; he read on, doubt blown out of him like dandelions by the
wind. “Châteauneuf always has his secretary Cordaillot make a
separate copy and send it to someone he names Nicholas Berden.”
He gaped at the earl. “Walsingham’s former agent? Your man saw them
speak? You have a lip reader?”

“Had.” Hertford chortled, pleased at Fagot’s
astonishment. “She’s certain the ambassador saw her, so I
pulled her from the parish. But not before . . .” He jabbed a
finger at the quarto like a child eager to impress a parent. “Read
further on.”

“Cordaillot often haunts the taverns along
the port at Rye. I never see any burns on his skin or
clothing.” Feeling more of Hertford’s determination, Fagot
closed the quarto and slipped it out of sight.

“I want to know what that means, where Berden
and those packets are,” Hertford said evenly.

“And what they are, what the French
ambassador is sending him.” Fagot nodded his understanding.

The fat-bottomed milkmaid hauled a barrel out
the door. Eyeing her, Hertford stood and slapped a few shillings
down next to his cup. “God be with you, Henri, fare you well.”

“My lord.”

“Observe him yourself whenever you can.”

Fagot spoke as evenly as Hertford. “I shall,
my lord.”

“I have to meet Sir Thomas. Pardon me.”
Hertford had backed into a bearded young man who, still holding his
cup, had detached himself from the players at the bar and commenced
stumbling toward the door.

“Watch it, Will!” the young man’s fellows
called after him. “Were you not so filled with ale,” an especially
spirited player said, “the floor would be too cold for you to sleep
on!” Their guffaws seemed to push Will outside like a strong wind,
while Hertford held him steady so he would not collide with the
burly guildsmen entering the tavern.



​Chapter 3



Owls Spying


On the southern edge of Brighton, the
seacoast extended more than seven miles eastward along the chalk
cliffs of Rottingdean and Saltdean. The chalk downs slanted inland,
the tall cliffs eventually giving way to the Sussex coastal
plain.

On this dark gray morning, Hertford, Sir
Thomas, and another man skulked behind the knoll where they hid
from the figures on the ship and the graving dock off the shingle
beach. Their horses waited patiently in the natural trench behind
them. The third man’s ovular face seemed to squeeze reluctantly out
of his chaperon, hat, and coif, as wrinkly as his loose hose and
trousers.

Hertford nudged Sir Thomas, who cocked an ear
towards him as he whispered, “Our courtier friend Henry Condell has
gone to court to spread the news I’m at my country house up north,
so none will miss me while I am in Rome.”

“You were right, Hertford,” Sir Thomas
admitted with an air of reluctance. “You found what my invigilators
could not.”

"I could never have found them without
Woodshaw here, with the contacts he made in Belgium while we helped
incite the Spanish tercio soldiers to sack Antwerp and turn the
Hollanders against Philip." Hertford fondly clapped the third man
on the back. "He is one of my greatest assets."

Sir Thomas acknowledged this with a nod. His
voice lowered into a growl. “There they are: Raleigh and his weasel
Kempe.” Sir Thomas pointed at the two figures darting up their
ship’s boarding ramp and stopping to talk to a Spanish man while
around them sailors tended to the lugsail on the main, the two
masts and the reef points. The burly sail maker managed everything
from under the main topmast staysail. His subordinates crawled all
over the ship and up and down the masts endlessly like four-limbed
ants in petticoat trousers. Observing everything beside him and
joining in the new boarders’ conversation was a man wearing a
bonnet with a slashed brim. “And there they mount their secret
conveyance.” He squinted as if determined to describe every detail
his companions couldn’t see. “A little Hollander merchant ship,
some sort of baby galleon made for speed and small enough not to
worry any patrol ships. See its hull? No gunports!”
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