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For my godchildren –
in the hope that they will be alive to history
and history come alive for them




1588, and England faces one of the gravest threats in her history. Some will triumph. Many will die . . .

Nought shall make us rue
If England to itself do rest but true.
William Shakespeare
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Beginning



WEDNESDAY 8 FEBRUARY 1587


Martyrdom had its own rituals and rhythm. She had asked for more time, another day or two in which to pray and prepare and make her peace. But the stone-faced nobles of Elizabeth had sneered the more, had reminded her they were present merely to announce her execution for the following morn. That morn was come.


Only a few hours since delivery of their news: a few hours for her to write last letters and final testament, to speak and dwell upon the words of the Old Religion. As she had lain upon her bed in the quiet hours, her ladies had gathered round and read to her stories from the times of Christ. He had died for her. Now she was to die for Him. There was no greater privilege or comfort. She would show how a true heir to the English Crown could meet her end: with dignified calm, with the strength and certitude of a Roman Catholic. No bastard off spring of the whore Anne Boleyn, no heretic usurper, would wrest the glory from her. Approaching six o’clock, drawing near to the appointed hour. The concluding act in the life and death of Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots.


Fotheringhay Castle, a grim and forbidding place set bleak upon its motte. Her own personal Calvary. In the hearth, the weak fire did little to chase off the predawn chill. It mattered little. She would not shiver or show fear. Her mind was on higher things, and her fingers clasped around a gold crucifix on which the Lamb of God was fixed. What honour to shed her blood for the cause, to be a rallying beacon for the coming war. Those who had tormented her, those who had entrapped her, would one day lose their humour as they in turn were forced to mount the scaffold. She felt a visceral rush of excitement at such prospect. As God was her judge, it would happen.


‘Your Majesty.’


She lifted her arms while her ladies-in-waiting busied themselves in respectful grief to fasten the jet acorn-buttons of her black satin gown. Much care had been taken in choosing her wardrobe for this moment. Set with pearls and trimmed in mourning-velvet, and with sleeves slashed in imperial purple, it would add presence and regality to the event. Your Majesty. She was indeed a queen – a queen wronged, a queen betrayed, a queen denied her rightful place upon the throne of England. Instead, her neck was to be rested on the block and her head struck from her body. By order of her own kinswoman and cousin Elizabeth. Yet vengeance was so close, and these murderers so blind.


For a moment she thought she could hear the hammering of carpenters at work in the great hall below. But the sounds were simply imaginings of her mind, the residual echo of a night through which artisans had laboured to create the stage for her passing. Each dull thud of a mallet or rasp of a saw, every nail-booted step of the guards outside, had made the outcome more solid and her destiny assured. Their efforts were as nothing to the great enterprise under way in Lisbon, to the provisioning and preparation of ships and the mustering of troops. King Philip II of Spain was embarking upon holy crusade against England. And she knew, had read of it in the secret communiqués smuggled to her by friends and loyalists.


A pity she would not live to see the ancient faith restored, or to witness the conquering Spanish enter London. A pity too those secret messages had been intercepted, those friends and loyalists compromised, caught, and turned. Walsingham had brought her to this point.


That name, that dark eminence. Sir Francis Walsingham. The spymaster of Elizabeth had sent so many to the rack and scaffold, had placed so many agents, had revealed so many plots. She had been wrong to believe she could outwit him, foolish in thinking there was any sanctuary from his reach. Ever austere and always watchful, with the patience of a serpent, it was Walsingham who had uncovered her scheming and pursued her to the end. His henchmen would be secreted among the gathered audience, would soon report on her destruction. Perhaps he would raise a smile, a toast. She had other concerns. Besides, there was scant advantage in regret.


Her women fastened the girdle at her waist and attached a rosary, placed a pomander-chain and Agnus Dei about her neck. The finishing touches. She was forty-four years of age, and in her nineteenth year of captivity in England.


She reached and lightly brushed the tear-patterned cheek of her favourite servant. ‘No weeping, my sweet Jane. I beg it of you.’


‘Forgive me, my lady.’ The eyes and voice were hollowed in sadness. ‘It is too much to bear to see you mistreated.’


‘Mistreated? I am raised up, chosen by God to do His bidding.’


‘We lose you, my lady.’
 

‘Nothing is lost save the frailties of flesh and the burden of existing. Be happy for me. I have prayed for this moment, for relief from my suffering. Now it is upon me.’


‘May we not mourn for you, my lady?’


Mary smiled in gentle admonition. ‘I forbid it. For I go resolved and willing as penitent sinner to my fate.’


‘You leave us behind, my lady.’
 

‘To rejoice and to well remember and to keep alive the name of Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots.’


‘I could not forget, my lady.’ The voice of the lady-in-waiting constricted between sobs.


Drawing her women close, Mary comforted them, her words soothing, her arms embracing. For long years they had been her companions and confidantes. No secrets were left; nothing remained to be done.


In turn, she kissed them. ‘For your service I thank you. For your friendship I thank the Lord. Be strong. Our parting is but a temporary thing.’


Another servant wailed. ‘You are our mistress and our very reason, my lady.’


‘Even as dust I will continue to be so.’ Mary stepped back. ‘Now fetch the men so that I may say my farewell.’


They processed in – her surgeon and apothecary, her steward, her porter, her groom, all stooping to press their lips to her proffered hand, each burdened with a private anguish. Then she took a few morsels of bread soaked in wine, the better to sustain her in the desolate drama ahead, and withdrew alone to her oratory. The Last Supper followed by Gethsemane. Her attendants waited.


Dawn brightened into day, the sharp February sunlight glancing between embroidered drapes and presaging a promised spring. New beginnings. Mary prayed on in silence and seclusion before a wooden cross. Doubtless her Protestant slayers would claim such clement weather reflected divine benediction on their efforts. They could suppose what they liked. Past eight o’clock.


‘Open in the name of Queen Elizabeth! Attendance is called! Make haste!’


Interruption was rude but expected, arrived with urgent shouts and a flurry of loud impacts on the oaken door to the bedchamber. The ceremonial escort was outside. Access was given, and a man officious and ill-tempered in his duties marched through. Mayhap he thought the prisoner was flown, perchance he suspected the traitorous Catholics would pull one final trick. He would take no chances.


Kneeling and composed, Mary glanced up at him. ‘Why, if it is not the Sheriff of Northampton.’


‘You are required, madam.’


‘Solely by God my saviour.’


‘Your appointment is with the block. Let us away to it.’


‘Is there such hurry?’


‘There is engagement to keep and a delegation at the door.’


‘Fain would I have them wait.’ She raised herself to face him, and scrutinized him further. The man was of a type she recognized, raw ambition wrapped in finery and a ruff. ‘Each to our business, my lord sheriff.’


‘We shall maintain it as such.’


‘I will not protest.’


She turned and kissed the foot of the wooden cross before following him, pausing only while her ladies fitted her veil. It was a dressing of finest lawn edged in bone-lace, attached with silver wire to her caul, and falling in delicate train down her back. She was ready. Tenderly, with the frozen emotion of departure, her ladies completed their task and curtsied low. The door opened, and Mary Stuart made her exit.


Familiar and unsmiling faces greeted her. The dour countenance of her jailer Sir Amyas Paulet, the kindlier visage of the Fotheringhay castellan Sir William Fitzwilliam; there too the regretful expression of the Earl of Shrewsbury and the choleric-hued eyes of the Earl of Kent.


The latter noble was spokesman. ‘Events undo you, madam.’


‘I remain unbowed, and the Spirit of the Lord is with me.’


‘Your composure does you credit. It will be needed, for you go to mount the scaffold unaided by your servants.’


‘That is not the custom.’


‘It is the order of my queen.’


‘Am I not her cousin? Am I not anointed queen of Scotland?’


‘To us you are mere traitor.’


‘While to others I am but sacrifice and victim.’ She peered in turn at the assembled. ‘Is it not desirable the manner of my death should be observed and reported by those who know me? Is it not right that some dignity and rank be accorded me even as I face the axe?’


Quick looks were exchanged and agreement reached. Kent nodded. ‘Very well, madam. Your steward and three manservants may join the foregathered in silence and obedience; two ladies may help disrobe you. That is all.’


‘What of my priest?’


Anger emerged as a scowl. ‘I am not so mutable and persuaded as the Duke of Norfolk, madam.’


Indeed, he was not. The old duke had been a fool, had fallen prey to her coquettish and calculating ways, had served sentence in the Tower for his misjudgement. Kent was of a different humour.


He leaned forward. ‘Servants you may have; popish comforts you may not. Put aside your crucifix and carry instead your blasphemous faith in your heart.’


‘Shame on you, sir.’


‘No shame exists in what I do. It is my instruction.’


‘Instruction will save none of you. England is for the fiery pit. Those Protestant lords who this day condemn me shall themselves be condemned. Those who believe themselves architects of my damnation will one day prove themselves draughtsmen of their own.’


‘Be silent or be bound.’


‘I will be bound by nothing save my religion.’ She smiled benignly at the discomfort caused. ‘My noble lords and sirs, today it is my reckoning. Tomorrow it is yours.’


‘So let us dwell on the present.’


Mary kept her gaze steady and resisting. ‘I lift my eyes to heaven. Now you shall see how Mary Stuart gladly meets her long expected end.’


Journey to the site of execution could begin.


Black canvas draped the scaffold. Set near the centre of the great hall, it was a simple structure some twelve feet square and raised two feet from the ground. Upon it, surrounded by quantities of scattered straw, and itself standing two-foot proud, was the grim focus of the piece, the block. And lying close on a fold of dark cloth was the sharp and wide-bladed axe. A stark scene for a portentous drama – one lit by the leaking sunlight, by the rows of tallow lamps hanging in their brackets, and by the warmer glow cast by a roaring blaze in the fireplace. Still the coldness clung.


An audience of three hundred had assembled. Behind a row of drawn-up soldiers, lords and notables were seated. To their rear, standing or settled on trestle benches, were others. Local worthies and churchmen, the invited burghers and the curious – all had been brought together by prospect of historic and defining act. Expectation and low murmur filled the room, a festiveness that mingled oddly with drab unease. The weight of the moment could ever dampen the pleasure. It had passed the hour of nine.


A stirring, a craning of necks and swivelling of eyes, and whispers eddied through the crowd. It had begun. Members of the retinue took their places, and principal actors approached the stage. Here, the Dean of Peterborough, severe in his ecclesiastical gown; there, the executioner and his assistant, anonymous in their leather hoods and tight-fitting jerkins.


‘The prisoner arrives.’


They rose in unison – not in respect for the condemned, but in deference to their queen who had signed the death warrant. Somewhere a drum beat a funereal tattoo. Then, preceded by the Sheriff of Northampton, Mary Stuart, Queen of Scots, entered her arena.


Shocked and collective silence fell upon the whole. She was not what they anticipated – not the alluring demon of their nightmares, nor the devious papist siren who had served as talisman and rallying-point for rebellion against the Crown. Just a stooped figure, made stouter through imprisonment and moving slowly for the raised platform. Yet there was something undimmed in her manner, a majesty and serenity that transfixed. Beneath the veil a half-smile played, and the famed auburn hair marked her steady passage through the crowd. Truly a royal presence.


With the aid of her two ladies, she climbed the three steps to the scaffold and halted to listen as the words of the commission for her execution were read.


Standing below her, the Dean of Peterborough began his address. ‘It is not too late to renounce your sin, never too late to reject Catholic heresy and vile superstition and adopt the Protestant faith of this nation and our sovereign queen.’


‘I am settled in my religion, Mr Dean. And I am here to shed my blood for it.’


‘Then you will surely suffer the torments of hell.’


‘On the contrary, I escape the torments of this world for the wonders of everlasting life.’


‘Unburden yourself and become a child of Christ.’


‘He shall receive me at this hour and at the moment of my death.’


‘Be reconciled to our cause, my daughter.’


‘Do not trouble yourself, for I rejoice in my own.’


The Protestant minister knelt at the base of the steps to pray in loud and sonorous tones. But Mary turned her back and prayed louder, her voice rising strong and her words in Latin echoing through the hall. Spectators shifted uneasily at the sound of the forbidden rites. They had not heard such utterance for many years. Undaunted on her podium, Mary stood her ground.


As the churchman finished, Mary knelt and clasped her hands, changing to the English tongue for her plea of intercession.


‘O, Lord, in Your mercy, wash free our cares, banish the afflictions of the English Catholic faith, have pity upon my son, and allow Elizabeth my cousin to serve You in years to come. May the saints intercede for me, may the good citizens of this kingdom return to the path of righteousness, and may God avert His wrath from our beloved England.’ She kissed her rosary, crossed herself, and spread wide her arms. ‘As Christ suffered and died upon the Cross, so too must I stretch out my arms and be received into Your embrace. Forgive my sins, O God, and take me from this world of travail.’


She rose, the creak of her Spanish shoe-leather loud against the muted backdrop. The pageant was inching towards finale. It was the turn of the axeman and his aide to beg forgiveness, a formal act lent trembling intensity on the stage. They lowered themselves before her.


‘Will you pardon us for what we must do, my lady?’


‘Willingly and with all my heart, for now it is you I hope who will end my troubles.’ She murmured closer in the ear of the executioner. ‘Should you perform with the skill and quickness of the carpenters on this scaffold, you shall have from me no complaint.’


There was convention to observe, the need to undress. Calmly, she seated herself on a padded stool and surveyed the throng as her ladies moved to her side. One removed her veil, the other the ornaments from around her neck.


‘I confess I have never before put off my clothing in such company.’ Hands loosened her girdle; fingers that had so recently fastened the buttons began to unpick them.


‘Majesty . . .’ Desolate anguish spilled from her servant.


‘Reserve your sorrow for those without faith, dear Jane.’ She returned to her feet, permitted her ladies to fuss round.


‘May God go with you, my lady.’


‘And always be with you.’ Whispered conversation broke off as the Queen of Scots cast a warning look at the encroaching executioner. ‘Touch me not, good man. You are no groom of mine.’


He ignored her and pulled free her gown. She had wanted dramatic effect, was counting on its impact. The audience gasped, its breath held in three hundred throats. In front of them, a slash of colour in the blackness, Mary was revealed in crimson satin bodice and velvet petticoat of brightest scarlet. The symbol of blood and of Catholic martyrdom. None could ignore its meaning or duck the visual shock-wave.


Mary exchanged glances with her servant standing wretched with a silken scarf in her hands. ‘Ne cries pas pour moi. Ne cries pas.’ The blindfold was tied about her eyes.


Mumbling their prayers, her weeping ladies were ushered away. On the bleak scaffold, the Earls of Kent and Shrewsbury had assumed their places on low stools and the execution team was ready and flexing. Beheading was a performance art. For a few seconds Mary was alone in thought at the threshold. This was her life, her purpose, her consummate act. Let all see, and let the heart of Walsingham quake. Fulfilment and ecstasy bathed her bound and upward-tilted face. She found the cushion at her feet, and sank to it before the block.


‘In Te Domine confido, non me confundat in aeternum . . .’ In You, Lord, is my trust; let me never be confounded.


Carefully she reached out, her fingertips touching and tracing the contours of the wood. She was a pilgrim at the start of a journey, a supplicant at the altar. Leaning forwards, she positioned her chin in the groove and held wide her arms.


‘In manus Tuas Domine commendamo spiritum meum.’ Into Your hands, O Lord, I commend my spirit. Four times she called out. The assistant to the executioner placed a steadying hand on her body, and the axe swung.


The blade bit deep, its contact thudding hollow and startling and ballooning into the shivering atmosphere. Yet it was no clean strike, and steel had embedded in the back of the head. A messy undertaking. The mouth leached an involuntary groan. Cursing to himself, the executioner prised metal from bone and arced the weapon again into the descent. Accurate and almost through. Bending to his labour, the axeman worked the edge and severed the remaining sinew. Butchery was done, and the head fell away.


Sudden violence gave way to a dread and unsettled stillness. It was a pall beneath which people blinked stupefied or clenched tight their eyes, balled their fists, muttered oaths or prayers. Ten o’clock. On the dais, blood coursed and collected in rivulets.


‘God save the Queen!’ The executioner held aloft his detached and battered prize.


The Dean of Peterborough joined him in rousing cry. ‘So perish all the enemies of the Queen!’


‘Amen to it!’ Parading near the slumped torso, the Earl of Kent gleefully entered the chorus. ‘Such be the end of the enemies of our Queen and Gospels! May they all share this bloody fate!’


But few seemed to listen. They were concentrating on the ashen face of the deceased, on the lips that parted and closed and which seemed to curse them all. Surely wrong had been done. With still less dignity, the head dropped from its wig and bounced hard on the boards, its aged features twisting, its hair cropped and grey, its mouth continuing in secret monologue. The axeman bent to retrieve it. Close by, the Earl of Shrews-bury retched and wept.


There was more horror. In the aftermath, as spectators were herded dumb and troubled from the hall and the executioners worked to strip their carcass, a muffled whine sounded on the platform. From the deep folds of the petticoat in which it had been hiding, a small Skye terrier, treasured companion to the departed Mary, emerged cringing. It sniffed and whimpered, recognizing the scent, disturbed at the strangeness, and crawled through the thickening slick to cower forlorn below the headless shoulders. The creature would not be leaving its mistress.


Accompanied by a small retinue, the Earl of Shrewsbury rode hard and south along the Roman road for London. With luck, fair weather and the aid of fresh horses stabled on their route, they would cover the distance in good time and bring their news to the Queen. Behind them at Fotheringhay the scaffold would be dismantled, the blood sluiced, the vital organs removed and burned, and the corpse sealed in a lead casket. All signs, any relics or tokens of remembrance, were to be expunged. As though Mary had never lived.


Beyond sight of the riding-party, far ahead, was another horseman. He too was making the journey of some eighty miles; he too had witnessed the grisly spectacle in the great hall. But his destination was different. He carried his report to the orchestrator of that day, the spy chief and Principal Secretary of State Sir Francis Walsingham.
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Chapter 1



EARLY JANUARY 1588


‘Haste, my brothers.’
 

The voice carried urgency; and a light Scots brogue came from a man who paced fretfully at the wharfside. He had cause to sweat and fear, motive to curse the wind and check constantly the tide. On enemy soil, conjuring escape was ever part of the plan. He glanced once more to the east, followed the trailing rays of the sun across the immense vista-sweep of the river Tagus. Out there were galleons and hulks, the silhouttes of a fleet that seemed larger by each day. He had watched it grow, had visited warehouses and boatyards and counted the guns, had prowled the mansions of the Bairro Alto and listened to a thousand conversations in the street-warrens of Alfama. Spying could make faint-hearts of the bravest. Haste, my brothers.


A wine-barrel was rolled past, and he bent to assist. All hands were needed, every wit and sinew required to maintain the deceit. They were Scottish merchants, committed neutrals and dedicated traders unfettered by hostilities between England and Spain. It allowed them to voyage at will, and won them precious and unchallenged entry to harbours and ports the length of Europe. Lisbon was merely the latest waypoint on an unremarkable run. Nothing to draw the eye.


He back-swiped the perspiration from his brow and muttered another prayer. Soon they would be beating out to sea, conducting their retreat. Not a moment to waste. He knew things – secrets gleaned from numberless sources, mysteries unearthed, encrypted and stored for clandestine delivery to receptive hands. Such information could see him killed. He had heard tell of agents eliminated by a stiletto-blade to the back, of others choking their last on subtle blends of poison or kicking vainly against the strangulating grip of a ligature. There were too the covert ferrets vanished or silenced during public fiesta or sudden street melee. The life-cycle of a Protestant spy for England had tended to be shorter of late.


Along the length of the Baixa, hoists delivered goods to the holds of barques and freighters, crews hollered, and lighters moved with purpose among the weathered hulls of larger craft. An industrious scene. The ships would take advantage of a break in the Atlantic storms, would sail with their sacks of spice, their silks and leather, their salted fish and strips of cork, to offload and resupply in the berths of northern Europe. Yet some were heading nowhere.


‘Do I intrude on your time, Señor Hunter?’


They were English words without malice or anger, were akin to a sentence of death. The Scotsman was staring. Into his vision-field had stepped a figure of darkness, a tall and gaunt man in the black soutane of a Jesuit. With him were Spanish soldiers, pikemen and musketeers wearing steel morions and fanning out to encircle and impede. Inquisitor Garza had arrived, and he was methodical in his approach.


The captain muttered softly to his crew. ‘Steady, brothers. Rash move will have you killed.’


They were unlikely to attempt a breakout. The paralysis of shock had rooted them where they were, their labours abandoned, their expressions fixed dull with awareness of their plight. Their captain spoke for them.


He folded his arms, a merchant-mariner wronged. ‘I did not suppose my affairs the concern of the Inquisition.’


‘Temporal or spiritual, all things are matters for our scrutiny.’ Garza moved closer. ‘Such scrutiny informs and leads. Such scrutiny brings you to capture.’


‘This is affront to the very name and dignity of King James of Scotland.’


‘On the contrary, it is the netting of spies.’


‘Spies? We bring naught save friendship to Portugal and Spain.’


‘A friendship I do not desire.’


Bluster and lie would not preserve the Scotsman, the Inquisitor reflected. He had observed it before, experienced the pleading and beseeching cries of men, women and children unmasked as heretics and base Protestant enemies of the state. Spain was a force for revelation and good, he the executor of its Catholic will. He took no selfish pleasure in it. Humility was too important. It was the dry duty of his faith and the manifestation of his life-calling. That calling had urged him on long journey, had seen him consign thousands to the galley-oar, the garrotte or purification by fire at the stake. Throughout Spain he had brought terror, in the Low Countries had sat on the Blood Council and crushed revolt with determined zeal. King Philip of Spain could rely on him. It was why he was appointed to become Inquisitor-General of a conquered England.


He sensed the controlled desperation in the speech of the merchant.


‘Our wares are not the stuff of intrigue. See, we carry items for trade, the usual objects of our business.’


‘Yet you dwell too much in ours.’


‘I am wedded to commerce alone.’


‘You are in league with Satan and England, a servant of Francis Walsingham.’


‘I serve none but myself. Examine our papers, our cargo.’


‘We shall.’ Garza peered unpityingly at the trapped man. ‘We will further inspect what is borne within your mind and heart.’


The pale Scots complexion had acquired a greyer underlay. ‘I am a true Catholic, a believer in the ancient faith.’


‘Reciting the catechism, possessing a rosary, renders you dissembler rather than devout.’


‘We are innocent men.’


‘There is none innocent in the sight of God, no truth that may not be determined by the rack.’


‘As He is our judge, we do no wrong.’ Stuttering protestation tumbled fast.


‘I shall be your judge before the greater trial.’ Without turning, Garza directed a command to his cohorts. ‘Begin.’


They obeyed in disciplined order, advancing to dismantle and tear open every article within their grasp. Ropes were sliced, casks split, the contents of hemp sacks and wooden chests tipped and sifted. In mute wonderment and fear, the crew looked on. Even their shoes were taken and the soles cut away. Nothing would be left unprobed. At the centre, a still presence among the bustle of destruction, the Inquisitor stood motionless. His face showed only the barren detachment of one accustomed to inflicting suffering and whose soul was bled of feeling. The features of the merchant-captain were more mobile. Garza marked time, stroked the plain wood crucifix about his neck.


Discovery was made. A shout as a keg ruptured and a Spaniard rummaged among the splinters and softrelease of brined cheese. His hand emerged clutching a greased inner receptacle that was quickly slashed wide. Reality arrived in a thin sheaf of papers.


‘Drawings of ships and description of guns; tabulation of troops and crews.’ Garza received and cursorily perused the pages. ‘Is this your meaning of commerce? Of innocence? Of belief in the ancient faith? Of friendship?’


‘My men have no part in it.’ The truculence of the damned.


‘Unhappily, they find themselves ensnared.’ Inquisitor Garza gave a new order. ‘Take them.’


Protest was noted then ignored, the captain and his coterie bound roughly and dragged away. To be scared was their sole remaining right. The search continued. Garza picked his way through the working throng to a corner in which a man sat apart. There were few distinguishing characteristics. He was dressed as any local in jerkin and hose, wore a cap pulled low above his eyes. Most would overlook him. Not the Inquisitor. The seated observer of events was privy to conspiracy, essential to the task. Indeed, he would prove himself more useful, more powerful, more critical in this year of 1588 than an entire army of Spain. And he was English.


The renegade nodded to Garza, addressing him in the Spanish tongue. ‘Holy conflict devours another.’


‘A single arrest leads ever to the next; the slightest rumour brings us irresistibly to the door of further perfidy.’


‘Do not misjudge the guile and endurance of our foe.’


‘I embrace it.’ The Jesuit tracked the gaze of the Englishman out to the dark forms of the fleet. ‘We are a force your country cannot thwart.’


Eyes narrowed. ‘My country? It is the country of Elizabeth, a country stolen, a country seized by Protestant robbers who poison minds and punish our faith.’


‘Have no fear, we shall return it to the path. Reckoning is soon.’


‘Soon is too easy a word. The Marquis of Santa Cruz sits idle and aloof, his Armada builds too slow.’


Garza tendered a warning frown. ‘Let the commanders to their purpose and we to ours.’


‘Each day we tarry, Elizabeth prepares.’


‘She stalls, holds tight her purse, sends emissaries forth to sue for peace. These are not the signs of strength.’ The Inquisitor tugged at the cincture of his robe. ‘Meantime, we blind Walsingham, silence his agents, sever the rapacious tentacles of his office.’


‘There will be more.’


‘All of as little consequence as the rest. Be still, friend. Our moment is close. England may build alarm-beacons throughout the nation. Yet her people will not guess of the fires we will start, of the pyres we shall set in every town and village and into which each heretic and traitor will be cast.’


Nor would they comprehend their queen would be killed before a single Spanish soldier put foot upon their soil. The Inquisitor was right, the renegade mused. He should be patient, could afford to wait. An old Iberian proverb counselled that a man who bided long enough at his gate would in time see the corpse of his enemy carried past on a bier. He had bided for years, was well practised in the craft of killing. The Spanish needed him; the Spanish called him by his code-name Reino. In English it meant Realm. It was the body of Gloriana, Queen Elizabeth of England, he would witness being ferried to the grave.
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Seers and soothsayers had prophesied disaster, had foretold a year beset with woe and rent by destruction upon fair England. Porpoises had been observed cavorting in the river before the watergate to Greenwich Palace, and stranger happenings sighted in the evening sky. All the signs could be interpreted, any interpretation feed prediction and rumour. The populace had reason to dread. Spain was readying. That knowledge and foreboding clung as toxic as the sulphur-stench of burning sea-coal in the frost night air.


Midnight. On the south bank of the Thames, people did their best to forget. From Lambeth to Southwark they swarmed, noble and commoner dancing and drinking, gaming and whoring. Along the entire stretch, the world was at play with a frenzied compulsion that lit up the darkness. There were jugglers and fire-eaters, acrobats and freak-shows. There were games of dice, cups and cards, matches of quoits, bowls and irons, the ad-hoc entertainment of bodies being flung dead or alive from taverns. And all brightness had its contrary shadow. In the alleyways, brawls and knife-fights erupted and subsided and ignited again; among the fields and pleasure-gardens, ha’penny-fucks and sodomites coupled with abandon beneath the trees; around the baiting-pits and whipping-posts, spectators gathered to lay bets as dogs tore badgers, horses or each other to pieces. Close by the church of St Saviour, bigger spectacle entertained: another shift had ended, and the mauled carcasses of bulls and bears were dragged from the gabled arenas. Heaven or hell. Anything could be had; anyone could be taken.


And everywhere noise, the pulsing shouts and screams of crowding humanity. The hollering of tapsters and patterers crying their wares; the call of doxies; the snatches of song from wandering balladeers. Boisterous times.


‘Who will see this bound dwarf lowered in a barrel to pull from it live eels with his teeth?’


‘Do any seek a cure to the ague?’


‘What will you have? What do you want? A pie? A cut of venison? A piece of fowl?’


‘Oars! Oars!’ The sated were calling for river-craft to carry them home.


Trade was bountiful and brisk, the stalls and booths thronged. Bowls of wine and punch, bottles of ale and liquorice-spirit fuelled the raucous merriment. Even the cut-purses who preyed on the unwary, the prancers and priggers who robbed and pilfered in hordes were enjoying themselves. If this were the end of days, there was impulse to commit to revelry. One evening in the reign of Good Queen Bess.


On a crude and sawdusted stage lit by burning torches, a fencing-master demonstrated his artistry with rapier and dagger. Men and women had flocked to see. They had been drawn by the wildfire-talk of others, had drifted from nearby cockfights and wrestling-bouts, from cookshops and bawdy-houses, to marvel at the prowess of this young warrior-god. Their applause was rewarded with virtuoso display. Candles were snuffed with the flick of a steel tip, weapons were spun, thrown and caught; multiple foes were disarmed and sent tumbling in mock and acrobatic duel. Spectators cheered and whistled the more. Christian Hardy acknowledged them with a bow.


He stood, light on his feet and with a smile on his face, a youthful and commanding presence who could steal a show and at will appropriate female hearts. Yet there was no arrogance or conceit. He might have been a courtly gallant, but for the hardness of the soldier in his build and the practised ease of the veteran in his manner. Not for him the costumed swagger and peacock pretence of nobility.


His audience studied him, pleased at what they saw, enraptured by the body-alchemy of athleticism and fine looks. There was the way in which he held himself, in which he filled his hose, his felt boots and his brigantine jacket of armoured blue velvet. There was the tautness of line, the subtle assertiveness of cheekbone and chin, the ultramarine of eyes set below light-brown hair. Something of more southern latitude might have sat exotic in his blood. He in turn looked back at them.


They who had travelled short distance to this place would not have conceived how far he had journeyed. Born to an English adventurer and noble Maltese mother, he was product of love and war, the off spring of a union made and blessed during the brutal months of the Great Siege of Malta some twenty-two years before. His father had been a hero, a celebrated fighter who had manned the ramparts and refused to yield against an Ottoman foe and overwhelming odds. It was a miracle he had survived the siege, a tragedy he had succumbed to the pistol-shot of a traitor. That traitor met his own bloody end, as did others who had sought to destroy the daring boy from Albion. A Prior Garza was among them. He had been killed by crossbow-bolt fired by Fra Roberto, the rebellious priest and friend to the English warrior, the humane and roguish giant whom Inquisitor Garza had voyaged eventually to hunt down. Revenge rarely came colder than in the calculating twin of the late prior. By then, Fra Roberto was an old and spent force, had put up no resistance as the Spaniards pulled him from his hermit seclusion and hanged him on gallows set above the gates of the walled city of Mdina. The child Hardy had watched.


Time did not heal, but merely clawed wide existing wounds. For a while he had remained and grown on the Mediterranean island, learning the skills of sailing and combat, nurturing contempt for the imperious and pitiless ways of the garrisoning Spaniards. Contempt evolved to hatred. One night he had heard a scream, had stumbled from sleep to find his mother fighting for life and virtue and a Spanish captain of the guard manhandling her to the ground. He could not stand by. With youthful fury and a drawn blade, he had attacked, the officer attempting in vain to ward off the blows. The result was foregone. A body lay bleeding and a culprit was sought. By darkness, aided by friends and persuaded by his mother, the fifteen-year-old boy stole away.


His was an odyssey that took him through Italy and France, that led into countless incident and taught harsh lessons of survival and endurance. He thrived. Contacts were made, missions performed, and always the urge lingered to harm the interests of King Philip of Spain and subvert the servants of his dominion. Eventually he reached England, land of his fore-bears. Now he was twenty-one, a linguist and fixer, a dealer and chancer, a swordsman of renown, a seafarer, a spy. Of use to the state.


He flicked up a wooden sword with his booted toe, expertly caught it, and dipped its blunted end in a leather pail of chalk. ‘Who is man enough to face me in mortal combat?’


Raucous whoops replied, and a hesitant volunteer was propelled forward to gleeful acclaim. The joke was already evident. He was bandy-legged and hollow of chest, a fall-guy with a feather in his hat and a grimace on his face. Perhaps he would make a stab, take a run at it. Hardy hauled him to the stage.


‘Your rapier, sir.’ The fencing-master pressed the facsimile weapon into the sweating palm, took up a matching instrument. ‘Assume your guard.’


The man obeyed, a comic turn palsy-quaking in his fright. His supporters yelled their approval. Christian Hardy surveyed him.


‘Think of me as the Spaniard, as the devil who would seize all that you cherish, who will steal your family, your home, your soul and your life.’


‘You shall have none of them, sir.’ The stammering reply seemed to surprise even its deliverer.


‘Is this so?’


‘I will stand against whosoever come to take England.’


‘A fine answer.’ Hardy nodded in salute. ‘Yet will you fight well? Will you prevail?’


‘You shall find me willing to die in my effort.’


‘May Saint George smile on you.’


Saint George probably laughed. Emboldened by his status as newfound champion of the weak, the man rushed forward in attack. An error. Sticks collided, the blow was parried, and with effortless grace a counter-strike was planted home.


Both the fellow and his feathered cap emerged in sorrier state, and a white mark was scored on the front of his doublet. No harm caused, except to dignity. There were jeers and catcalls, the good-natured banter of a crowd well satisfied.


Hardy addressed them. ‘Here, a white spot. On the field of battle, a blood-red stain. Practise your skills, my brothers. Follow each parry with instant blow, be quick with your mind and sound on your feet. And never extend beyond your balance.’


Demonstration was done. Yet as his victim retired sheepish from the stage, another recruit pushed his way through the mob. A very different prospect. Hardy rested on his makeshift sword. The newcomer was young and handsome, perhaps his own age, had the dress and bearing of an aristocrat. Friends and flatterers attended. There was sport to be had, face and reputation to uphold. Always hazardous.


From his vantage, Hardy waited. He recognized the strutting bravado, anticipated the challenge. The starched and goffered ruff, the satin splendour of the doublet with its pinking and peascod belly, the brocaded richness of the mandilion jacket slung across wide shoulders. A vision of privilege, a picture of baiting hostility.


Gripping the edge of the platform with pigskin-gloved hands, the arrival peered up. ‘You defeat a jester. Do you dare cross blades with your better?’


‘Should I find one, I shall face him.’


‘He is present.’ With a single bound, the man vaulted to meet him. ‘Now he is opposite.’


‘Is this offer of fight?’


‘It is promise of a memorable incident, a pledge to knock you from the plinth.’


‘I have heard tell of men whose tongue speaks louder than the weapon in their hose or held at their side.’


A hand rested on the hilt of a rapier. ‘Why talk of the sword when you may draw it?’


‘My tutoring is complete for the night.’


‘Mine is not.’ Liquor and aggressive intent flushed in the noble features.


‘Step away, stranger.’


‘Concede to me first, knave.’


‘Knave?’ Hardy considered him. ‘What argument is it you have with me?’


‘One I shall win.’


‘I have no wish to cause you mischief.’


‘Yet I have urge to bring you wound.’


Mood and conditions had changed. The warmth of the crowd had ebbed to glacial quiet, nervousness replacing the previous gaiety. They expected a kill. It was a contest that intrigued, competition that would be one-sided.


Hardy paced slowly, exploring the ground, feeling his way. ‘You are no soldier, stranger.’


‘Test me.’ The man freed his rapier. ‘Choose your second weapon. Buckler or main-gauche?’


For a bully and braggart, the young noble was certainly committed. Buckler or main-gauche, the Tudor or the modern way of duelling. Hardy opted for the buckler. A small round shield fashioned from hardened cowhide, no more than twelve inches across, it would cause less hurt than the dagger. The contestants armed themselves.


Raising his shield high, Hardy squinted over its rim. His opponent was swaying, gauging. ‘You would be safer elsewhere, stranger.’


‘I would be less content.’


‘A rope-dancer or ventriloquist provides ample delight.’


‘Not as this.’ The man lunged.


There was space to play awhile. Blades and hilts clashed, the rapiers pitching and rising in busy exhibition. Hardy worked his arm, tipped and circled his wrist, his breathing steady, his feet adroit in their advance and retreat. He kept moving. Inertia was for novices and the dead. His buckler blocked, his right hand thrust. He could hear the grunts of his rival, see the calculation in his eyes and the tremor of exertion in his limbs. The man had been taught well, had like many devoured the texts of the master Morozze. It would not alter the outcome.


Point scored. A tear had opened in the trunk hose of the stranger. Second strike. The padding was leaking, its bran, cotton and horsehair contents spilling through the vent. A third hit and the filling was cascading and scattering on the crowd. The hose had lost volume, its owner any semblance of respect. Uproar and hilarity were assured. In frenzied desperation, his face reddening to the colour of his hair, the noble fought back. His rage paralleled the general joy. Someone would be injured.


Patience was spent. Switching position, feinting and drawing back, Hardy pivoted and leaped again with the point of the steel extended. A clumsy manoeuvre, intended to be. The shield of his rival swept hard, swatting aside the immediate threat, leaving exposed a face that registered belated knowledge and alarm. A rapier flailed. But Hardy was inside it, his buckler now a weapon and its rivet-heads driving full into cheek, nose and teeth. Blood sprayed with the onward velocity, and the young noble dropped shrieking.


The victor crouched low beside him, his breath unhurried and misting in the chill. ‘A fool and jester after all. Digest well the teachings of this night.’


Response was muted.


With that, Hardy rolled his beaten adversary from the stage.


Early hours saw Hardy returning by wherry across the Thames. Around him the cries of boatmen scudded fitfully on the black water and the spreading skeins of ice. None cursed louder or more rudely than these folk. An eel-boat rode close, its proximity igniting an oath-laden exchange. Old habits and London custom. Hardy ignored them, sitting low in the stern and pulling tight his cloak against the gathering breeze. Catching the gusts and the flickering bonfire-light, the sails of windmills turned above the departed shore. They prompted reminiscence of the past, of stories told about the Great Siege, of the arms on the windmills of Senglea afire and rotating to disintegration. Another memento of the father he had not known.


The wherryman spat overboard and did not ease his stroke. ‘Mark me, sir. When summer comes and the sun smiles, the Spaniard will come.’


‘We shall do for him.’


‘I would glad gut wide any foreigner with my knife. Yet it is said their army is large, and their fleet of ships with it.’


‘Drake singed them once, will have at them again.’


‘I pray God you are right, sir. Who knows what we may face?’


There was one who might have fair idea. Hardy did not reply.


A lantern in his hand, he alighted from the bow platform to the landing-stage and negotiated the rimed planking to the lower end of Temple Lane. Before him, the dirt track climbed the elevation to Fleet Street, its short and unlit stretch passing the halls and church, slumbering residences and smoke-infested inns. He had walked it many times, had doubtless encountered before the same black rat that now careened past on secret quest. Each to his own trade.


He emerged on to Fleet Street, the noise of the thoroughfare loud and its illumination strong after the brief peacefulness of the gloom. But it was quietening for the night. A couple of guards manned the gateway to the Bar, two more stood bored beside a corpse still hanging from its gallows erected near St Dunstan-in-the-West. Few would cast a second glance. In the morning, the remains would be quartered and dispatched for exhibit in varied parts of the metropolis. By then, scavenging kites would have rummaged out the eyes and tongue. The authorities liked to reinforce a message.


Dodging the wheels of a late dray, Hardy crossed the rutted track and slipped into the passageway of Fetter Lane. Darkness again. He paced on, impatient to be home, anxious to see Emma and to climb to the warmth beside her. She would be awake. There was scarcely a moment she did not worry for him, never a day he did not count his blessings or give thanks to God for her. She was an unassuming country girl with beauty, warm eyes and gentle ways, a soul of strength and sweetness who understood without too much talk. A lover and friend, a woman who had near-tamed him; a wife and haven to whom he hurried, a mother to their sole child, Adam. She did not care for London, preferred instead the freedom of the coast and fields of Dorset where once they had met and courted. Yet she stayed by him, would do so unto death.


To the left and right, orchards and market gardens rolled out around the half-timbered houses and tenements. He knew the landscape as well by instinct as by sight. Their cottage behind Plough Court was a simple affair, had been costly too in so popular a locale. Everyone wished to be here. Not Emma. He smiled to himself, drawing close to the turn, his lantern casting its weak beam ahead. Another brace of buildings was under construction, dwellings he could well afford. It was fortunate he had inherited not only the sins of his father but also his Ottoman gemstones, battle-trophies sewn into the clothes of the son and used as currency and insurance as he passaged through Europe. On occasion they had bought him his life or a favour, had allowed him to corrupt the highest to the low. Prize-money of his own had since supplemented his wealth. At twenty-one, he was close to the age at which his father perished. Luck ran in families, sometimes ran out.


Shadow within shadow, a footfall that disturbed. Over the years, he had learned to trust and tune his instinct. Briefly, he paused – long enough to detect the hard shuffle of feet and discreet snap of a winter twig, to feel the prickle-warning of his nerve-ends. More than two spectres followed him. They had increased their stride, were confident but careful, had plainly taken the decision to commit. No characters fallen drunk from a local tavern these, no casual ruffians stumbling opportune upon a victim. Too purposeful for that. They had been assigned. At least they would be carrying daggers for close-in slaughter, were not likely to risk the unpredictability or clamour of powder and shot. Distance was narrowing. He raised the lantern, the better to be seen, the easier to coax them in. But his eyes were averted, adjusting to the dimness.


Three men were in pursuit, had readily identified their target as they idled at their charcoal brazier in Fleet Street while he passed them by. The setting provided sufficient cover for their role. A quick and wet job, a rapid escape, a welcome payment. Few complications existed. Of course, they had been advised of the sly nature of their prey and the quality of his skills. In previous nights they had witnessed for themselves his embellished demonstrations. But clever swordsmanship was no match for surprise and brute force. Nice to be on the move, to ease numbed hands and feet back into life, to earn a killing wage.


The lantern glimmered at the edge of an alleyway and disappeared, its light re-emerging glow-worm soft among the trees. A short-cut, an opening. The men went forward. Ahead, the outline of the cloak indicated position, the sound of water passing described the scene. Their victim was taking a piss, would have his hands full. They drew their blades and struck.


‘Eventful and bloody night for us all.’


They had recognized their error, had spun from the draped cloak and the water-butt with its streaming tap to confront the voice behind. Hardy had chosen his killing-ground with care. One man raised his knife, entangled it in an apple-branch, and died with a single exhalation and a rapier through his abdomen. The next went low, crouching and jabbing blindly in his fear. He too fell, his wrist broken with a downward snap of the blade, his eye pierced with a solid thrust that penetrated brain and skull. Hardy kicked off the weight and deployed for the third. The assailant was blundering terror-stricken in his flight.


Escape lasted fifteen paces, culminated in a grunt and impaling to the cross-guard of a different sword. Hardy recovered his cloak and lantern and moved towards the late arrivals. About him, firebrands blossomed in the hands of armed men.


‘As flies to honey do they seek you out, Hardy.’


Isaiah Payne lowered the body to the ground and daintily wiped clean his blade before handing the soiled cloth to a companion.


‘You come late to the feast, Payne.’


‘Solely that I may more enjoy your scraps.’


He produced a falsetto laugh that conveyed little humour. Jest only made him the more unsettling. Dressed in high-crowned hat and current fashion, he was an emaciated figure with protruding eyes and full lips, a composite grotesque of effete flamboyance and nervous tic. Several of the fresher heads on spikes atop London Bridge owed their lofty position to his intervention. Isaiah Payne, the perfumed bloodhound. He was a thief-taker mutated to hunter of Catholic seminarists and recusant priests, a Searcher, a vital accessory in defence of the realm. The costume and fripperies were mere dressing. He was a dangerous and fastidiously sadistic man. Walsingham found employ for many kinds.


Taking a spluttering torch, Payne stooped to examine the corpse. ‘Cropped ears, Hardy. Little more than a common thief and hireling.’


‘Thus his readiness to flee instead of fight.’


‘There is scarce fight in him now.’ A foot turned the prone head. ‘A week past, I vouch, he was content to sup with other swill in the sewer-dens of the Savoy. Yet the promise of easy game and wage lured him out.’


‘All to the advantage of our tally.’


‘What are three among a popish infestation of thousands? They are as lice, Hardy. We crush them here, they breed there. We scrape them from the body of London, they gather and cluster in darker recess.’


He carried his inspection to the remaining dead, identifying one as a low-level denizen of Bridewell and admiring the eye-wound inflicted to the other.


‘Regard, Hardy. Soft and unsullied hands more used to working a rosary than a knife.’ He gestured to his men. ‘Search him.’


They found nothing. Payne accepted their news as though his suspicion were now confirmed.


Hardy kept his distance. ‘You know him?’


‘Of him. A recruiter of rough and mercenary ruffians sent to execute the wishes of the Spanish and to slay the upper ranks of our intelligencers.’


‘I am flattered by such attention.’


‘He is less enamoured of it.’ Payne lifted the head to study the exit wound to its rear. He released his hold and straightened. ‘A lively night, Hardy.’


‘One I am happy to bring to swift close. I bid you well, Payne.’


‘We are not yet completed.’


‘I give you performance across the Thames and bodies in this garden. That is completion.’


‘The master awaits.’


‘He may continue to wait until I am slept.’


‘Do so in the saddle. You ride.’


Refusal was no genuine option. Grudgingly, with the shiver-fatigue of skirmish and exertion, Hardy accompanied four of the company to their horses. In silence they mounted up and trotted out, threading their way past Aldwych and along the bridleway of the Strand. To either side were the palace-mansions of the grandees and courtiers – of Leicester and Burghley, of Raleigh, of Worcester and Bedford. Men who jockeyed and feuded for power and privilege. For sure they slumbered through the winter night. They would neither appreciate what was done for them nor fully comprehend what was undertaken in the name of their queen. Hardy pressed on. It would be Emma who was kept waiting.
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Chapter 2



Plot and threat were everywhere. So the bosom-viper Mary Stuart, ‘Queen of Scots’, was gone. It made no difference. England was crowded by the forces of Spain and the insidious menace of the Catholic Church in Rome. Yet she could fight, would still confound her enemies. The figure rested from his papers and wearily rubbed his brow. Late night or early morning, there could be little pause in his toil, but limited relief for one immersed in the affairs of a state in mortal danger. Bad tidings were about. He closed his deep-set eyes to contemplate, his body motionless and severe in its cladding of black doublet and starched white ruff. In this dark and panelled room, for this broodingly intense and fiercely brilliant man, there was no allowance for frivolous comforts and no concession to the cancer that clawed him from within. Sir Francis Walsingham was in residence.


From every corner the messages came, always the same, confirming the gathering might of the foe, revealing the next attempt on the life of his queen or the identity of another Jesuit sent to subvert. He could not allow his guard to slip or his vigilance to wane. England depended on him. It was why one of his agents had blackmailed a gentleman-of-the-chamber to Pope Sixtus V and gained access to a letter from King Philip II of Spain detailing the entire battle-plans for his intended invasion. It was why he had a Flemish spy inserted in the Lisbon household of the Marquis of Santa Cruz, commander of that venture. And it was why he had over fifty high-level sources planted in the royal courts of Europe, hundreds more scattered under cover in ports and towns from the Black Sea to the Baltic. Their every report was sifted and logged, each paper read by him and signed with his personal trefoil cipher. The greatest espionage network in history. An extraordinary and terrible burden.


The Armada. Inexorably it grew; inevitably by the summer it would sail. He had done his utmost to delay it, more than most to divert the coming thrust. Through his endeavour, a mercenary force had been assigned to France to fight the Spanish-backed Duke of Guise; with his persuasion, Elizabeth had conceded an armed assault against the Duke of Parma and his Spanish army in the Low Countries. Neither venture was successful. At least there was Drake, his friend and fellow Puritan, who in previous year had led his flotilla to Cadiz and run riot amongst the ponderous Spaniards. Pressure-points existed to be pushed. But it was not enough.


Outside, among the knot-gardens and sunken walkways, his guards patrolled. It was not beyond the bounds of possibility or reality the enemy might try to strike him here. Even in the seclusion of Barnes, cloistered in the privacy of his Barn Elm manor, he was not far from their reach or the river Thames. What prize it would be to take the head of the guardian of England, to murder with poison or dagger the finest spymaster of his age. From this place he surveyed everything and controlled all; from this place he sent out his couriers and intelligencers on countless mission. Seventy horses were maintained in his stables, their riders waiting on his command and sealed letter. A vast web, a most meticulous spider.


Vibration on the diamond-patterned panes, the suggestion of hooves on compacted earth, roused him from his thoughts. His invitation had been accepted and his visitor was arrived. They would be in conference for a while.


Doors opened and closed, hushed voices and rapid footfall intruded nearer, and Christian Hardy stood before him. Walsingham continued to read. Eventually, when satisfied, he put the paper to a candle-flame and rose to drop its burning remnants in the hearth.


‘You survive ambush and escapade, Mr Hardy.’


‘My cloak is the worse for it, your honour.’


‘Small price for your life.’ The Secretary of State gestured Hardy to be seated and poured him a goblet of wine. ‘The tempo and gusto of their assaults are stronger by each day, Mr Hardy. I am the wind-gauge, and the wind turns foul.’


‘There is news, your honour?’


‘None that may improve the mood of the Queen or of her council. We know King Philip directs himself to our oblivion, know too the number of his ships and men and disposition of his barges. Yet we cannot appraise where his army will make land nor the matter of its timing.’


‘We may send further expedition against him in his harbours. It is already shown successful.’


‘Her Majesty disallows it. She believes it wasteful of our resource, considers our navy better used close to our shores where the men view clearer the land for which they fight.’


The voice lapsed to introspective silence, leaving Hardy to savour the wine and guess at motive and intent. It was leading somewhere, but the route would be circuitous. The dark eyes of Walsingham emitted nothing.


‘For whom do you fight, Mr Hardy?’ An opaque and calculating question.


‘I wage war to protect my wife and child.’


‘Or to earn the acclaim of your father from his grave.’ Walsingham nodded in confirmation of his own answer. ‘Were the older Christian Hardy alive, he would salute a fellow soldier, would envy your intrepid endeavour in our cause.’


‘I thank you, your honour.’


‘As we in turn owe debt to you. Was it not you who sailed with Drake to Cadiz this April past and burned or captured near forty Spanish ships? Was it not you who saved the life of Drake in storming the fort set high above Cape Sagres? And was it not you who was first to board and take the Portuguese carrack São Felipe off the coast of the Azores?’


‘It was privilege to play some part.’


‘A part that has enriched our state and diverted for a moment the thunderbolt of Spain.’


That moment was plainly gone. Hardy was aware of the labyrinthine climb to revelation, felt himself manipulated to its course. Flattery before the fall. He let his gaze catch on the peripheral glimmer across the room, detected the reflection of candles on a polished steel cuirass.


Walsingham observed the shift in his attention. ‘New armour for my person from the Dutch. There may come the day when we all must don breastplate and helmet and do battle in the field.’


‘Many sound men prepare for it, your honour.’


‘There is yet less visible contest in which we must engage, and for which you show an equal gift.’


Espionage and soldiering, Walsingham and Drake, the flip sides of the same lethal coinage. For the English admiral Hardy had sailed and plundered, had thrown himself into dangers that made lesser souls retreat. For the English spymaster he had run errand and gauntlet, had bribed and blackmailed, had suborned and dispatched. Each hierarch claimed ownership of his talents and possession of his soul. He accepted such demands with proficiency and cheer.


The shrouded countenance and measured voice were unchanged. ‘I recall your excursion to France to attempt for me the kidnap of the papal legate.’


‘It failed.’


‘Other exploit did not. In league with our City merchants, you cajoled and persuaded the gold exchanges and banking houses of north Italy to deny credit to the Spanish Treasury. Madrid was starved of funds, its Armada of supply.’


‘Fortune lent me connection with the financiers Corsini.’


‘And deeper connection with their daughter, who was but sixteen years of age.’


Hardy squinted at him. ‘Duty calls me to many parts, your honour.’


‘From some of which you scarce escape.’ No beat was missed, no expression flickered. ‘For some, providence is more unkind. We lose agents, intelligencers whose word I covet and whose repository of detail may yet help turn the blood-tide of the foe.’


‘You have one in mind, your honour?’


‘A merchant, a trusty by name of Hunter, whose dozen ships ply the seas from Naples to north Europe. He sees things, espies the flow of hostile vessels gathering on the Tagus. Now he is taken.’


‘You desire his return?’


‘That or his infinite silence.’ The eyelids lowered a fraction.


‘It will be arduous, your honour.’


‘Perchance impossible. Yet he is the kernel who must not crack, the core that must stay remote from the probing of his captors.’


So that was it: a prisoner requiring saving from the enemy or himself. For the greater good. Hardy breathed deep, let scenario and implication wash across his brain. Walsingham would not tell him all, was too far ahead to bother with elaboration. He needed a job done. There was no bombast or embellishment, no reminder of office or rank. Just the quiet forcefulness of his manner and cold energy of his eyes. Choice that was never a true choice.


Hardy drained the goblet and placed it down. ‘My ship is ready?’


‘The Black Crow anchors at Margate. You will receive under sail the remainder of your instruction.’


‘I would ask your honour to permit me my full complement of cut-throats.’


‘You may carry two of the three. The third, your Maltese knave, resides in Newgate under sentence to hang. His error was to steal the mount of the Lord Dudley, Earl of Leicester.’ If there was jest, it stayed covert. ‘Your graver mistake this night was to beat senseless to the boards the beloved stepson of that noble lord, the young buck and gallant and favourite to the Queen. The Earl of Essex himself.’


‘My apologies if I cause offence.’


‘You will garner instead the regard of the court, who tire of the impudent and vainglorious pup.’


Hardy dipped his head in acceptance. ‘Are there matters else, your honour?’


‘None that may not wait. You will be aided by Portuguese patriots loyal to their own Crown and chafing at the Spanish yoke. Use them, deploy them to advantage, find our man to discover what he learns. And should you choose to bring brimstone and fire upon Lisbon, you shall not see me oppose it.’


Conversation was over. Hardy stood to take his leave, aware of past audiences he had here attended, the perils and trials to which they had brought him. History was forged and destruction meted from this twilight chamber. He wondered how many bodies were hid behind its stained panels.


Concluding word went to Walsingham. ‘Of some curiosity, perchance, Mr Hardy. The man Hunter is held in shackles by one with the title and name of Inquisitor Garza.’


In the monastic stillness of the house, Walsingham resumed his labours. Before him were bills of lading, the paper-trail of trade and diplomacy that might yet stay the poised fist of King Philip II of Spain. Twenty-five thousand bars of tin, thousands of tons of oak and cast iron, all to be shipped gratis to the Ottomans. From the tin the Turks could make musket-balls; from the bell-metal of destroyed religious orders they could produce cannon and shot; from the seasoned timber of English forests they could build sturdy hulls and oared galleys. Anything to please the Sultan, to persuade him to send force against the soft and southern underbelly of Catholic Europe. Again the pressure-point, the indirect approach.


He gasped, rode out the surge of pain and bit hard into a leather strap. Had to concentrate, had to keep alive for the sake of his queen. Too much opiate would merely serve to dull his instinct. Panting, shuffling grey and sweat-streaked to the fire, he bent and stoked the blaze back into semblance of combustion. His bones and gut ached, his soul felt heavier than its fifty-six years. For the last fourteen of those, as head of foreign and domestic intelligence, he had sacrificed his health and being to the continued existence of the Protestant nation. The project was almost complete.
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