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To the incredible architect Leopoldo Francisco Goût Ortíz de Montellano, my father, who is now at work in the grand blueprint dance of the universe.

Who always said, “Big ideas can only manifest under tall ceilings…”






PROLOGUE [image: ]


Fotheringhay, Northamptonshire, February 8, 1587

John Dee thanks God for the thick mist that rises from the frigid water this morning, for though he has poled a punt before—once, many years ago, when he was a child—the lives of others did not then depend on his skills as they do now. He lifts the pole and feels the freezing runoff drench his arms, then lets the pole slide smoothly through his palms, soft and steady, as if it were made of glass, until its end kisses the river’s muddy bed, and he pushes, and on they go, eastward through the deserted fenland toward the sea.

He prays for a soft, slow English dawn; for that ridiculous little dog that stands on the prow as if he is somehow the captain of the ship not to yap; and for the woman who lies slumped in a royal blue traveling cloak, out of sight in the well of the boat, to wake from her drug-addled dreams with a smile, and that she, too, will remember her last words before she passed out:

“In my end is my beginning.”








PART | ONE

EIGHTEEN MONTHS EARLIER






CHAPTER ONE [image: ]


Aboard HMS Resolute, somewhere in the English Channel, September 1585

It is a late summer’s day, with a stiff wind from the southwest blowing across a fast-running sea the color of split flint, and under a full press of spanking new canvas, Her Majesty’s Ship Resolute tacks hard to cut behind the French privateer Neaera. Doctor John Dee stands balanced on the rear deck, smothered in an oiled-cloth cloak, and he grins at Sir Francis Walsingham, who is just then vomiting vivid green bile onto the toes of his boots. A few paces away the shipmaster stands, teeth clenched, grappling with the wheel, and beyond him, braced easy against the gunwale, stands John Hawkins, Her Majesty’s Treasurer of the Navy, who considers Walsingham with disgust.

Meanwhile, on the deck below, Resolute’s gun crew is gathered about the ship’s single armament—a particularly large culverin of unusual design—watching suspiciously as John Dee’s laboratory assistant, Roger Cooke, loads it with the first of his newly invented missile canisters. When it is done—from the rear of the cannon, rather than down the length of its muzzle; and with what looks like a brass tube rather than the usual ball and black powder—they run the cannon out over the starboard gunwale and then every man aboard steps back to leave the deck clear for Cooke to stand alone with hammer and pin.

From the rear deck Dee gives him an encouraging sign.

You’ll be fine, he mouths.

Cooke scowls at him, but they’ve made the cannon much stronger since those first tests back in June, in Thomas Digges’s garden in Mortlake, haven’t they? And they’ve lengthened the thread on the breech block, too, so really, it should be fine.

Now all eyes turn to the Neaera, two hundred paces off the port bow, every scrap of sail up, running fast for the safety of Honfleur, but the Resolute is closing thrillingly fast.

“Wait for it!” the bearded gun master advises Cooke from behind his water barrel. “Wait for it! On the upward roll! Fire as you bear!”

But Cooke doesn’t need to hear this, for these new missiles are of his own design, and he knows that when the pin hits the canister’s tail, the powder within explodes instantly, and the missile in the canister’s nose is forced at an impossible speed along the cannon’s barrel, in which Dee has had machined grooves to set the missile spinning, so that when it emerges from the muzzle it cuts through the air like a screw rather than a nail. If it then hits its target, a second chemical reaction will occur, similar to the first, and the actual missile itself will fragment and tear itself—and everything within a ten-foot circle—to shreds.

So goes the theory, in any event.

They’ve tested the cannon on dry land, of course, at home in Thomas Digges’s garden in Mortlake—shooting across the river with admittedly mixed but not absolutely disastrous results—but this is the first time they have hoisted her aboard a ship and taken her beyond prying eyes out to sea, where famously anything can happen. Dee has spent six months cajoling John Hawkins, the Treasurer of Her Majesty’s Navy, to attend this trial with a view of impressing him into ordering more of the cannons—ten? twenty?—so as to equip each of the navy’s newly designed race-built galleys with at least one. The English navy could not only blast the Spanish galleons out of the water, but also provide him with a fortune enough to last him the rest of his life.

Again, so goes the theory.

Until half an hour ago they’d been towing an old pinnace, which they intended to set free and use as a target, but then the lookout saw a ship he recognized as the Neaera, which had recently attacked Lyme Regis and had been harassing English shipping hereabouts, so, despite only having this one untried cannon aboard, Hawkins ordered the shipmaster to abandon the pinnace and set off after the privateer, and now here they are, closing on the sleek stern of what is to all intents and purposes a powerful French warship on which its name is picked out in red letters.

“She’ll maybe have four guns on each side,” the master warns, “and a couple out back, so keep your heads down.”

Just then a puff of gray smoke appears above that sleek stern and a moment later something dark skips across and dips into the heaving waves ahead.

“Falconet,” the master announces. “Small caliber.”

“Harmless,” John Hawkins confirms. “Unless it hits you.”

Well, quite, Dee thinks.

Roger Cooke is crouched below the gunwale, peering along the length of the cannon, hammer and pin at the ready. He has to make this shot count. If only because the canisters are so dauntingly expensive—especially for a natural philosopher of uncertain means, recently returned from Bohemia to find his house ransacked and his possessions carried off by creditors—that they only have two. If Cooke misses, it will destroy any credit Dee has left with Hawkins and Her Majesty’s navy. And now, since they’ve picked a fight with the Neaera, the stakes are suddenly higher still.

The Resolute is now within a bowshot of the Neaera’s stern. It will be a difficult shot in a rising sea, and Dee can only pray as he watches Cooke, who is waiting… and waiting… before whack! Cooke hammers the pin into the cannon just as the Resolute rises from a deep gulley between two rolling waves and instantly there is a deafening retort. The cannon leaps back in a billowing froth of gray cloud, and a stout spike of thick brown smoke erupts from the ship’s side to leap across the span of sea toward the Neaera.

Roger Cooke is thrown back and lies stunned on the deck for a moment, so he is the only man unable to watch the missile’s trail of smoke as it rises and shoots straight over the privateer’s stern castle through the mess of her unbroken spars to vanish somewhere beyond.

The groan from Dee outdoes all others.

The master swears lustily and grapples with the wheel, turning the Resolute hard to port, away from the privateer’s portside battery, but there’s another puff of smoke in the privateer’s stern and a moment later a crash and a cry of pain from above. A sailor tumbles from the ratlines to bounce on the deck mere feet from Roger Cooke.

Hawkins ignores him.

“About we go, Master English,” he instructs, “and spill the wind, if you will?”

Walsingham looks ever more sickly.

“Can we not just leave her be and find that pinnace again?” he begs.

“No one ever died of being seasick, Sir Francis,” John Hawkins barks.

“The thought of dying is the only thing keeping me alive,” Walsingham tells him, retching again. Up in the rigging the other sailors are at work letting out some sails, furling others, and the Resolute slows to a dawdle, and the Neaera once more pulls ahead, but then on another command from the boson those sails that were let out are hauled back in, and those that were furled are unfurled, and so the Resolute once more takes wing after the privateer, steering a course back across her stern to the windward side. The master laughs, delighted at the speed and agility of this new ship.

“We’ll get her this time, Roger,” Dee shouts to encourage his laboratory assistant, who has loaded a new canister and is busy straightening the silver pin.

“Hit the pin harder/softer/sooner/later/on the down-roll/on the up-roll,” and so on comes all sorts of advice from men behind cover, and Roger Cooke crouches once more to sight the cannon as the Resolute gains on the privateer, and just before they are broadside to broadside, and just as the Resolute is coming down from the crest of a swell, he hammers the pin.

This time he gets it right.

The cannon leaps, and the smoke billows, and once more Cooke is thrown back, but the trajectory of the missile streak is fast and flat, and it strikes the privateer’s rudder just above the waterline with a flash of dirty orange flame. When the smoke of that explosion clears, a great bite is taken from the privateer’s stern. Her name and steering are gone, but there then follows a second explosion, even louder than the first, and then even a third within the ship, deep and rumbling, and the Neaera seems to almost swell, to expand beyond its space, and then it flies apart in a thousand individual pieces: masts and spars and planks and God knows what else are flung flaming from the center of the blast, hard and fast across the sea, and then the wave of the blast reaches the Resolute, removing Hawkins’s hat, dishing the sails, setting the ship’s bell ringing.

For a long moment every man is silent, staring agape at where the Neaera used to be until Hawkins speaks.

“Fuck me!”








CHAPTER TWO [image: ]


Pelican Inn, Portsmouth, same night

It is not until that evening, after they have made landfall in Portsmouth, with the Resolute safely tied up and Dee’s new cannon safely wrapped in back in the cart, that Sir Francis Walsingham is able to sit up and think straight. It is just the three of them—him, Dee, and Hawkins—in a private room over roast rabbit and ale that tastes of autumn hedgerows.

Hawkins’s smile remains fixed in place as if by pegs, and his dark, deep-set eyes are fixed on Dee with an unsettling kind of intensity that Dee—still pale with shock—is doing his best to ignore. Hawkins is a small, hard knot of something malignant, Walsingham thinks, warped like bog oak, and he rubs his hands and speculates with glee on how many Spanish galleons such a cannon will send to the bottom of the sea, each with its complement of soldiers and sailors.

“Hundreds,” Hawkins hisses through his bad sailor’s teeth. “Thousands!”

Hawkins hates the Spanish with a fever that has raged since he sailed to the Indies nearly twenty years previously, where the Spanish broke a truce and near destroyed his little fleet at San Juan de Ulúa. After a four-month voyage he arrived back to England with a scant fifteen men left alive, each burning with an unquenchable enmity for Spain. Walsingham is no lover of Papists himself, but Hawkins’s lust for Spanish blood is unquenchable.

“It is only a shame none of the privateer’s crew lived to tell the tale,” Walsingham suggests.

“Why?” Hawkins spits.

He had actually laughed when the Resolute beat back into the wind through the spread wreckage of the Neaera to see there were no survivors, nor anything worth salvaging save scorched timbers and fire-blackened stores bobbing in the water among a great quantity of corpses.

“Well, we might have picked one or two up,” Walsingham supposes. “Put them in a pinnace and pointed them at Honfleur to spread news of our cannon.”

“Why do you want news of it spread?” Hawkins asks. “Let the Spanish bastards discover it for themselves when it’s too late! When they are roasting or drowning off Selsey Bill!”

Walsingham remembers this tension when Her Majesty forced Dee to reinvent Greek fire: Do we let them know we’ve got it, so they do not invade? Or do we surprise them with it, and utterly destroy them? Walsingham never made up his mind, but he distinctly recalls Dee being on the side of the former.

“How many such cannons can you make us, Doctor?” Hawkins asks.

Walsingham knows Dee’s finances are a wreck as usual, but he has at least learned to suck his teeth like any good horse trader.

“That depends,” he says, “on how many you’d need, and when you’d need them by?”

“You’ll find me a plain-speaking man,” Hawkins tells him. “I want fifty, by this time next year.”

Dee hides a splutter of surprise in a cough. This is obviously many more than Dee had anticipated. He takes a drink to give himself some time and then hits on his answer: “My ironmaster tells me there is an iron rule of forging, which is that you can only have two of the following qualities: quick, good, cheap. You seem to have chosen the first two, so it follows that the cannons will not be cheap.”

Walsingham might laugh, for before his very eyes, Dee is transmuted into a wheeler-dealer! But Hawkins has saved an enormous amount of money in his painful and radical reorganization of Her Majesty’s navy precisely against this sort of opportunity, and he knows a bargain when he sees one.

“I will pay fifty pounds for each cannon.”

Dee is almost too stunned to smile.

“And a pound for each canister,” Hawkins goes on. “Of which I would require ten per cannon, minimum.”

“That is three thousand pounds!” Walsingham calculates. A vast sum. Enough to buy one of Hawkins’s new fighting ships! Surely he is not going to give that to Dee? There is no telling what the man will do with it. Hawkins seems to know what he is thinking, and before Walsingham can say anything, Hawkins grips his wrist with a hand like a manacle and pins it to the table.

“I want those cannons, Walsingham,” he barks. “I want them. With enough of them in my ships, we can blast the Spanish out of the water! So now is no time for any knavish penny-pinching!”

Even Walsingham is helpless under Hawkins’s ferocious glare and can only shrug his agreement. Hawkins relinquishes his arm and turns on Dee.

“Docter Dee,” he says, his face still wrought as a pickled walnut in the low light of the candle, “I believe we have a deal.”

He thrusts his hand out to be shaken. Dee rises to his feet, takes it, and winces as his fingers are crushed.

“I will need an advance,” he manages to squeak.

Hawkins glares at him with what might be disgust, or it might be admiration, and he seems to squeeze even harder on the scholar’s fingers.

“I’ll have a thousand silver crowns delivered here first thing tomorrow,” he says, and then he moves closer, so that his face is an inch from Dee’s and Dee cannot escape his breath. “And I will expect the cannons to be delivered here, as agreed, on the day agreed, when I will pay the balance.”

Dee can only nod.

“And if you fail me,” he goes on, “then on that day, I will reach up your fundament, Doctor Dee, and I will pull out your liver. Do you understand me?”

It seems Dee does, and he manages a weak nod. His hand is released.

“Good man.”

A thump on the shoulder, and then Hawkins turns back to Walsingham.

“Master Secretary,” he snaps in farewell. He bangs on his hat, gathers up his cloak, and is gone, stamping off into the unlit recesses of the inn. A door slams. The candle flickers. There follows a long moment of silence, Dee standing thunderstruck, holding his aching hand, his face a reflection of his conflicting thoughts: an advance! But also: his liver.

“He doesn’t mean that literally, does he?” Dee wonders.

“Oh yes,” Walsingham murmurs. “Very much so. It’s how he gets things done.”








CHAPTER THREE [image: ]


Dungeons of the Chateau de Joinville, seat of the de Guise family, same day, September 1585

Of course she is naked—it is the very first thing you’d do to anyone, man, woman, or child who comes in here—and she’s spread facedown on the tenter frame, her wrists and ankles tied to each corner, and even in the umber light of the dungeon’s brazier and torches, the Duc de Guise cannot help but be struck by the absolute beauty of her form, of her skin, of her whole being. Everything is perfect; she is perfect.

Which is a shame.

“Do you know,” he begins, taking a stool by her head so that she can hear him properly above her stifled sobs and the woof of the smith’s bellows, “that when I had no more than twelve winters to my name, I watched my father’s surgeon cauterize the wound in his back where he was hit by the ball from a Lutheran’s pistol? His surgeon—Monsieur Paré was his name—used a silver rod taken fresh from the very heart of a brazier and he plunged it into the hole in my father’s back—just here, can you feel?—where you cannot scratch either by going up over your shoulder, or around under your arm?”

He places a gloved finger where he means, and the woman’s skin seems to crawl from his touch.

“And despite all the brandy he’d drunk,” he goes on, “and despite the leather strop he clenched between his teeth, I remember to this day how my father screamed when that tip went into his flesh. I remember how he screamed and screamed and how he did not stop screaming until the moment he died, four days later, and never once, not for a single moment, did he let up.”

Beneath him the woman twists, and writhes, and is racked by more of her own desperate sobs.

“Sometimes,” he tells her, “I believe I can still hear those screams, just as I can smell his burning flesh.”

He always makes a point of explaining this to the people he intends to burn. It’s not to excuse himself, or to make them understand that he has suffered and so is damaged in some way, nor, really, is it to warn them of their agonies to come, though that would be a nice thought. No. It is to alert them to the fact that they can expect no mercy from a man who saw his father—the man he loved above all others—reduced to a screaming wreck, shitting himself and begging to be allowed to die.

He doubts such a thing can ever be topped for horror.

And so what he wants them to know is that although what is going to happen to them will come to define their life, for him it will mean nothing, and their cries, however ghastly they are, will land with him no more than would the disputatious chat of sparrows.

“I’m sorry,” the woman now breaks her incoherent sniveling. “I’m sorry!”

De Guise sighs.

“You are only sorry you are here, Mademoiselle de Fleurier, rather than for defying my wishes.”

“I’m sorry,” she sobs again.

He lets out a gusty, exasperated sigh and looks up at the others who are gathered in the small low-ceilinged dungeon: two nervous men and a less-nervous woman.

“You”—he nods to one of the men, the tallest, whose head nearly scrapes the dungeon’s ceiling—“Master van der Boxe.”

The man swallows hard and glances at the other two as if for help that does not come, and he steps forward, filled with fatal hesitancy.

“Go on, then,” de Guise orders. “Take one.”

And he nods toward the brazier, five paces away, from which bristle three little-finger-thick, wooden-handled pokers. The tall man approaches the brazier and slowly reaches out a hand toward one of the pokers. He is looking sick as he slowly pulls it out. The color along its length changes from black toward the handle through ruby to cherry red and then to searing white at its tip. He stares at it for a long moment, and then across at the woman in the tenter frame. And then back at it. And then across at the woman. He takes a small step toward her. He holds the glowing poker up before him, takes another step, and moves the poker toward her naked back. There is a long moment when the struggle within looks as if it might go either way, but then there is a hardening of the shoulders, of the spine, and the man closes his eyes and shakes his head minutely. He’ll not do it.

“Get out!” de Guise bellows.

The man tosses aside the poker, letting it clatter into the drain that’s set in the stone flags in case of runoff, where it hisses disappointment, and he turns and hurries into the darkness at the end of the dungeon.

“You,” de Guise says, addressing the other man.

The other man actually pulls at his collar. Above his beard his face is mottled, as if he might be sick at any moment. He does not even reach for the poker but shakes his head and steps back into the shadows after that first man, leaving only the woman.

“Mademoiselle Báthory,” de Guise says.

Mademoiselle Báthory stares back at him, long and level, her hard face very sharp. Her expression is unreadable, but her actions are plain and swift: after hardly a moment she strides forward, withdraws a poker from the brazier with a short yank, and she steps over to the woman in the frame. She holds the poker out before her, over that stripped naked back, and she looks de Guise in the eye, a special kind of challenge, and then she places the poker’s searing point firmly in the spot where Kitty de Fleurier will never be able to scratch.

The hiss of flesh is drowned out by the unearthly howl as Kitty de Fleurier writhes in her bonds and Mademoiselle Báthory presses the poker down harder as if to still her, and through the whorls of human smoke, Mademoiselle Báthory’s gaze never leaves his, and his never leaves hers.

Whenever he has done this sort of thing in the past—be it to man, woman, or child—afterward he has been like a satyr, consumed by an almost inexhaustible need to rut, to penetrate, and with an erection that remains ramrod for hours. In the past he has exhausted his wife as well as three, four, five women in quick succession, going at each like a possessed bull, the one after the other, until they scream, or faint, or beg for mercy. He shows them none. No tenderness. No care. No discretion. Today is no different, save today this woman is his equal in every manner of depravity, matching him in every desperate carnal endeavor until two hours later they both collapse exhausted on the Turkey rug of de Guise’s private salon, each battered and bruised, pinched, bitten and reamed, their bodies glazed with every kind of bodily excretion.

He had known Mademoiselle Báthory would be the one to pass this test. She’d been the only one of the three who had shown any remorse—in the form of a burning thirst for revenge—after they were foiled in the scheme to lure the emperor into joining an invasion of heretic England. He would have those other two failures meet their ends in agony, he thought, but for Mademoiselle Báthory, he has more interesting plans.
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Her Majesty’s Privy Chamber, Richmond Palace, England, same day, September 1585

It is another perfect late summer’s early evening, and the light falling through the glazed west windows has a golden quality that sets Her Majesty’s hair aflame and brings to mind past glories. She stands, alone for once, with the looking glass her father gave her so many years ago and she studies what she sees therein, turning the glass this way and that, convinced there must be some new thing in her face—some unnoticed crack perhaps—that has been taken by certain gentlemen at court as a sign of her weakness,; as a sign that they might ignore her wishes, as a sign they might defy her will.

How else to explain it?

A subtle cough from behind a curtain.

She turns.

“Come.”

“Master Beale is here, Your Majesty,” Mistress Parry announces.

Queen Elizabeth says nothing for a long moment, still turning the glass, still looking at her reflection.

“I think more ceruse,” she says. “Here. Here. And here.”

“Very well, Your Majesty,” Mistress Parry says. “I will send for your ladies.”

And she steps back through the curtain, leaving the Queen to continue studying her reflection as the golden light through the western window slowly fades.



Late evening now, and cool enough for a fire, and Her Majesty has decided on magenta silk, with long loops of pearls, and those extra layers of ceruse give her face a bone white, otherworldly mask of command. When at last she enters the room, the halberdiers bang the butts of their weapons on the floorboards, and Master Robert Beale stiffens and bows his head while she takes her place on her throne.

“Master Beale,” she says.

“Your Majesty,” he replies.

He has aged well, Master Beale. Gray temples now, but he has kept himself fit and healthy, has largely abjured the pleasures of the table and shows no sign of smallpox. He pays for a good tailor, too, who has the sense to keep things simple. He has a reputation for being a sentimental, enthusiastic lover of beautiful women, including, she knows, Dorothy Perrot, while the woman’s husband enjoys his spell in the Tower.

She asks him first if there is any word from Antwerp.

“None since its fall, Your Majesty.”

His eyes are averted and she supposes he must be one of those who blame her for not sending a proper army to the Netherlands to support the city’s Dutch defenders against the Spanish, or for offering only token support, and even that too late to prevent the Duke of Parma from taking it after an extremely costly—in blood and gold—yearlong siege. She knows they blame her hesitancy on her womanhood; and that they say if England had a king, then he would have sent an army five, ten, fifteen years ago, and a proper one at that—not just a token force of five thousand foot and a thousand horses—and under a proper general, not the Earl of Leicester, who cannot be trusted to do what is right, and when oh when will she ever learn to do what they say?

“And will you volunteer to go to the Netherlands with my lord of Leicester?” she wonders.

He thinks not, he tells her: he is too old for campaigning.

“I am happy to hear it,” she says.

And he looks up at her quizzically, and it seems he cannot help himself starting when he sees her, and she is convinced it is because she is, if nothing else, very striking this evening. She sees him fumbling for the right words to use to ask why she might be so happy to hear he is not going to Holland with Leicester.

“For we need you here in England with us,” she forestalls. “Which is why we have summoned you to us this evening,”

Ahh.

“If there is any particular service I may perform, Your Majesty, then Your Majesty surely knows she need only say the word, for I am hers to command.”

True, she thinks.

“Master Beale,” she starts, “did you by any chance let Sir Francis know you were called to attend upon us here this evening?”

“Not as yet, Your Majesty,” he tells her. “He is gone to Portsmouth, on some errand to do with John Hawkins and Doctor Dee, and of course your pursuivant was very specific that I should tell no one. He stood over me until I was ready to attend.”

She nods. Good, she thinks, good.

“And how is our master secretary?” she begins and notes Beale’s instant wary stillness as he fumbles for an answer.

“He is tired, I should say, Your Majesty. And suffers with his kidney stones but there is no one as loyal to your person, nor as selfless and as tireless on your behalf, as Sir Francis.”

“That is a very honorable answer, Master Beale,” she tells him, “and I commend you for it.”

Though she does not think it entirely true, for she is becoming ever more certain that Sir Francis is not laboring tirelessly on her behalf, as he should be, but is actually working against her expressed interests and has resumed his efforts to entrap Mary of Scotland in some treachery. This has ever been Walsingham’s aim: to bring Queen Mary to trial, to find her guilty, and to have her executed, not, as he claims, in defense of England, but in reality to show the world that she—a queen!—is subject to the laws of the land. And if they might judge and condemn Mary of Scotland, then what is to stop them judging and condemning any monarch? Even Elizabeth of England?

This is the unspoken battle in which she and her personal private secretary are engaged, and despite the fact that she needs him now more than ever as a bulwark against her many foreign enemies, it is a battle that she intends to win.

Which is why she has summoned Master Beale.

“We worry that Sir Francis is overworking himself,” she starts, knowing that she sounds like a draper’s wife gossiping after Mass on a Sunday. “And we are particularly worried that he overtires himself especially in regard to the affairs of Queen Mary, our cousin of Scotland.”

At which Beale exhibits the particular stillness of a man trying to divine what is really being said by someone who is saying something else.

“Despite our entreaties,” she continues, “that she be left in peace to enjoy—whatever it is she is supposed to enjoy.”

“But Your Majesty,” Beale starts, “the Scottish queen is the pintle about which every plot to usurp you from your throne has ever hinged. All these assassins who come from France or our homegrown variety, they do so only to put her in your place. James Hamilton; Francis Throckmorton; the Guild of the Black Madonna; John Somerville; William Parry: they all acted with the specific intent of putting Mary of Scotland on your throne. It would be a dereliction of duty were Sir Francis not to keep her under constant surveillance.”

The Queen has heard all this before.

“Surveillance is one thing,” she counters, “but we are concerned that he overreaches himself in an effort to force our hand when he full well knows our thoughts on this matter, which we have time and oft clearly expressed, which is that she is not to be schemed against.”

“I am certain Sir Francis is cognizant of those wishes, Your Majesty.”

“Ahh, yes. Cognizant, certainly, but obedient?”

“I am certain he is,” Beale says.

“Are you? How certain are you, Master Beale, if you do not mind our pressing?”

“As certain as I can be, Your Majesty.”

“Good,” she says. “Good. Then you will not mind our asking you to act as our man in this matter?”

Beale’s eyebrows rise in alarm.

“To act as your man, Your Majesty?”

“In this matter.”

Beale’s mouth opens and closes as he casts around for somewhere to look, somewhere to rest his eyes.

“I am not sure I understand, Your Majesty?”

As usual, when it comes down to it, it is much easier than she thought it would be. “We cannot afford to lose Sir Francis’s services,” she spells out. “But nor can we have him defying our wishes, especially in this matter, so we are asking you, for the sake not only of your country and your queen, but also for the friendship you bear for Sir Francis, that you ensure—by whichever methods you deem most appropriate—that he makes no progress in any scheme that threatens the life of our cousin of Scotland.”

Beale swallows.

“You wish me to work against Sir Francis?”

“Not against him. We wish you to channel his dwindling energies away from Queen Mary into more profitable areas. You can be Queen Mary’s champion. We know you have been to see her in Tutbury or wherever, and you may do so again, quite properly. You might advise her in caution, for example, should you divine that she flies too close to the sun.”

“And should Sir Francis learn that I am thwarting his strategies, then—”

“What strategies, Master Beale? You say yourself: there are no strategies. He has none, in this regard.”

Beale stands openmouthed for a moment, but if he is gathering himself to resist or even defy her wishes, she has the very thing to put an end to that.

“And how fares our dear Dorothy?” she asks before he can speak. “Or Lady Perrot now, as we shall have to learn to call her, although Dorothy Devereux did have a real ring about it, didn’t it? So dashing.”

Beale still stands openmouthed.

“You have been spending some time with her, we understand?” she continues. “Consoling her while her husband is given the run of our amenities?”

She means Sir Thomas Perrot, of course: Devereux’s husband, who is as famous for his temper as he is for his skill at arms, and who has been under lock and key at Her Majesty’s pleasure these last few years for impetuously marrying his beloved Dorothy without seeking Her Majesty’s say-so, which was unwise, perhaps, but not as unwise as Beale jumping into bed with this same Dorothy while Perrot’s back was turned.

“Will you pass on our greetings?” the Queen continues. “And do tell her that we are considering whether to pardon Sir Thomas his crime and let him work his way back into polite society?”

Beale closes his mouth with a clack.

She dismisses him with an airy wave.

“Will you send in Mistress Parry on your way out, Master Beale?”








CHAPTER FIVE [image: ]


The Pelican, Portsmouth, dawn, next morning, September 1585

Dee had hoped to dream of all the money that would soon be coming his way from the navy’s treasury, and of all the things he intends to do with it, but instead he dreams of John Hawkins pulling his liver out of his backside. He wakes an hour or so before dawn, filled with fearful apprehension, and he must force himself to think of returning to Mortlake to tell Frommond that all their worries are over. He also forces himself to imagine telling Thomas Digges that his name will resonate through history as the man—one of them, anyway—who saved Protestant England from the Inquisition. Then he tries to picture himself striding through Somerset, being guided to the whereabouts of the wondrous treasures of King Arthur with the help of the new and—supposedly—wonderfully sensitive divining orb that he can now afford from the dealers off Cheapside.

When he falls asleep again this time, he actually does dream of money, of actual silver crowns: a great pile of them, toppling on him, pressing him flat, as if he were being done to death in the old French way of peine forte et dure, and he wakes with a shout to find a cat is sitting upon his chest.

“You all right, Doctor?”

It is Roger Cooke, lying on the other side of the fire’s embers, gray-faced in the dawn.

“Yes, thank you, Roger, I was just dreaming about—”

Before he can say another word there is a thunderous pounding on the back door of the inn.

“Jesu!” Dee exclaims, used to such things at home, of course, where bailiffs hammer on his gate most mornings, but that they should follow him to Portsmouth? Cooke is relieved not to have to hear any more of Dee’s dream, and he gets warily to his feet. He, too, has seen all this a thousand times before.

“Shall I tell them you are not at home?” he asks.

“Tell them I am at home,” Dee whispers.

The innkeeper comes shuffling and opens the door before they can stop him, and there in the cool gray light stands not just any old bailiff, but John Hawkins, Her Majesty’s Treasurer of the Navy, all in black; no collar or hat even, but sworded and seabooted and carrying a black hardwood staff with a pommel of the size and shape you’d choose to dent a man’s temple.

“Where’s Dee?” he snarls, though he means nothing by it, for that is just his manner.

“God give you good morrow, Master Hawkins.”

Four men stand behind him in the yard: one is a whey-faced clerk of sorts; two are defined by their arquebuses and swords, and the last by his sword and the tether of a sorry-looking donkey that is overloaded with heavy saddlebags.

“A thousand pounds in silver crowns,” Hawkins tells him. “You’ll sign for it.”

Jesu! Dee’s gaze locks on the donkey’s bulging saddlebags. No wonder the poor thing looks so sad. A thousand pounds!

With that they might buy, say, a castle!

The clerk comes forward with a tightly rolled sheaf.

“Shall we go in?” Dee wonders, indicating the hall of the inn where there might be tabletops for ink flasks and celebratory mugs of warm spiced wine, but Hawkins is having none of it. The clerk passes Dee a document, shows him where to sign, then turns and offers his back so that Dee might use it as a desk. Evidently this is normal. Dee takes the proffered stub of feather and signs and cannot resist adding his monad.

“The fuck is that?” Hawkins demands.

Dee begins to explain, but Hawkins cuts him off.

“Remember, Dee: those cannons, delivered here by Michaelmas next, or you’ll answer to me for them.”

Dee can only nod, for he doubts not that Hawkins will do as he says. Then the donkey is led forward and the swordsman hands over the tether.

“What?” Cooke calls from the door. “That’s it? A thousand pounds and no guards nor nothing?”

“You’ve got the donkey, haven’t you?” Hawkins barks. “What more do you need?”

“A dozen horsemen armed to the teeth’d help.”

Hawkins doesn’t trouble to answer. The clerk has rolled the document into his bag, and the delivery party turn and trail Hawkins stamping his way back toward the docks whence he came. The problem of getting the money and the cannon safely back to Mortlake is evidently not theirs.

“Where’s Walsingham?” Cooke asks Dee.

“Called away in the night,” the innkeeper answers for him. “Ridden for the Northern Parts, he said.”

Leaving Dee to pay their bill, of course.

He and Cooke look at each other, then up at the sky. It’s early yet, but they have a three-day journey ahead, over the downs and across Surrey, with a thousand pounds in silver and a heavy cannon.

“We’d best get going then,” Dee supposes.



The Portsmouth road cuts straight up the bluffs of the South Downs, and Nurdle—Thomas Digges’s brewer’s horse they’d borrowed to bring the cannon down from London—has no great interest in hauling the cart with the heavy gun barrel in its bed and half the silver back up the steep and dusty track to the top, but after three grueling hours and many carrots, they crest the hill, and before them lies the great forested swath of Surrey.

“Always said we should’ve come by sea,” Cooke reminds Dee, wiping the sweat from his eyes.

Dee is beginning to think he is right.

“But imagine if we were overtaken by pirates? Or the Spanish, God forbid? Then they’d have our cannon and then—well. Let’s not even think about that.”

“We could have tossed it overboard before they’d taken us?”

“Then we’d never be able to find it again,” Dee says, “and copy it fifty times, and then just think what Hawkins would do to us.”

“To you.”

They walk on under the sweltering late summer sun. The road is fairly busy, with all sorts of merchants and their loads coming up and down from London. Most are accompanied by one or two guards, if not more, but are moving too swiftly for Nurdle and the donkey, not to say Dee and Cooke, and those who do stop to offer help are those they trust the least.

“It is just some old turnips we are taking to market,” Dee tells any who ask, indicating the canvas-shrouded cannon. “Should we be robbed, they’d be doing us a favor!”

Cooke tells him they do not look like turnip traders.

“We do not look as if we are the richest men in Christendom, either.”

“Even so. You’d be better off going full Doctor Dee. You know: companion of witches and conjurer up of hellhounds, that sort of thing. Scare them off.”

“That won’t work in Surrey,” Dee tells him. “They like all that sort of thing.”

Cooke still thinks they should have hired a couple of guards in Portsmouth.

“Good luck finding an honest man in Portsmouth,” Dee tells him. “They’d have tipped off every highwayman from here to Westminster, and we’d soon find ourselves rolled in a ditch with our throats split from ear to ear.”

On either side are deep woods and tangled underbrush, and as the day wears on there are long stretches of the road where they are all alone save for birdsong. These are perfect haunts for the robbers who are known to infest these parts, and so they are relieved to reach the little village of Liss where there is an inn with what Cooke claims is his name all over it.

“Your name is the White Hart?”

Cooke laughs: it is the end of a long day, with ale in prospect.

That night Dee takes his turn to sleep in the stables with Nurdle and the donkey—and the cannon and the money—and in the night there are stealthy, probing footsteps in the yard, but a word from Dee and they scurry away leaving him to his thoughts, which turn to the cannon, naturally enough, and what happened to the Neaera, the French privateer for whose crew he ought to feel no sympathy, and that night the shades of the dead seem to crawl onto dry land and present themselves to him, one by one, showing him their awful wounds, and he can say nothing more than je m’excuse, je m’excuse.



“You see?” he tells Cooke when morning comes and the cannon and silver are still there. “Safe as houses. One more night and we’ll be home and dry.”

Cooke perhaps took too much ale the night before and finds today hard going, which is why, as they trudge through the heathland and up the hill from which a great scoop seems to have been taken, he listens less attentively to Dee’s account of the myths and legends that surround what is known locally as the Devil’s Punchbowl, and why he does not hear the horse’s hooves until they are almost upon them.

“Heavy load you have there,” the rider observes as poor Nurdle wheezes in his straps.

He keeps to their left—always a bad sign—and despite the warmth of the day he wears a capacious soldier’s cloak, the mossy cloth of which is whorled about with sea salt stains, and a tall felt cap studded with tarnished silver buttons. On his saddle bow, artfully exposed as a warning, two pistols—what look like wheel locks—hang ready in leather loops.

“Turnips,” Cooke mutters, climbing up into the cart.

“Heaviest turnips I ever saw,” the man says.

“Yes,” Dee agrees cheerfully. “Perhaps we should give poor old Nurdle a rest, eh, Roger?”

He pats Nurdle’s nose and gives him a carrot as if he has not a care in the world.

“Aye,” Cooke agrees, and then he adds without too much thought, “Our friends will be along by and by.”

Dee knows they are in trouble when the man makes a show of shading his eyes and peering back down the length of the forested, deserted road.

“By and by?” he asks, almost jocular. “If your friends travel more slowly than yourselves, then their turnips must indeed be weighty.”

He’s a big man, about forty perhaps, with a big dark-bristled chin and a hooked nose, and he looks like he has knocked about a good deal. Dee supposes he must have a sword on the hip he cannot see, and he wishes he had one himself, though what good would that do against a couple of wheel locks?

“Told you,” Cooke mutters. He means hiring guards. Too late for that now.

“Sir Francis Walsingham has promised to catch us up before we reach Guildford,” Dee announces.

The man grins.

“The devil, you say! Then I’d best be about my business.”

The first pistol is unsheathed and pointed unwaveringly at Dee.

“Ah,” Dee says.

“Yes,” the man says, “so let’s have a look at these magical turnips then, shall we?”

The sun is in Cooke’s eyes while he squints at the man. His face is very red and sweaty and he is hungover and truculent and he has no time for an idiot in a silver-buttoned hat, pistol or no pistol.

“Fuck off,” he says.

The horseman flushes and looks—can it be?—stung by Cooke’s words, and he turns the pistol on him.

“Brave talk,” the horseman says, “for a fat man.”

Cooke’s face seems to gather weight. Dee distracts the horseman by pulling back the sailcloth with a flurry, and the movement startles the man’s horse, which stamps and snorts, and tosses its head, and the horseman’s pistol wavers as he fights to control his mount.

That’s when Cooke lunges.

But he is, as the horseman has said, a fat man, and slower than once he was. As Cooke comes at him, the wheel whirs and the powder flares and the pistol leaps in the horseman’s hand with a flash of flame and a dull retort. The bullet catches Cooke. It checks him, and he lurches sideways from the cart to hit the road under the horse’s flailing hooves.

“No!” Dee cries, and he throws himself between Cooke and the horse, making himself loom as large as he may—the companion of witches; the conjurer of hellhounds—and the horse’s hooves are inches from his unprotected face. To stop himself falling backward the rider discards the pistol into the dirt and clings to reins and Dee advances, shouting nonsense, hoping to scare the horse enough to throw the rider.

But the rider regains his saddle, brings the horse under control, and wheels it around. He draws that other pistol and pulls the trigger. The wheel whirs again and just as the powder catches with a boom, Dee throws himself back. The ball clips his hat off but misses his head, and the horseman slips that pistol back in its loop and pulls back his cloak to draw the sword at his hip. Dee scrambles to his feet and starts to back away as the horseman heels his horse forward. Dee runs from him, staggering past Nurdle’s nose, and the horseman follows. He hauls himself along the other side of the cart, around behind the donkey, who is tethered to the rear of the cart’s rear, carrying just half the silver crowns.

“Kick him!” Dee implores the donkey.

When he comes back onto the road, he sees Cooke lying facedown in a spreading pool of dark blood. He forgets the horseman and his sword, and he drops to kneel by his old friend.

“Oh Jesu, Roger!”

The horse surges past, and instinct makes Dee duck just as the sword tip would have cleaved his skull. He rolls Cooke onto his back. The bullet has entered his chest and there is blood everywhere: all over his clothes, spilling from his mouth. Dee suppresses a sob and presses his fist into the hole in Cooke’s doublet. Blood welters from Cooke’s mouth. He grips Dee’s arms.

“Don’t let him’ve killed me!” he splutters.

But it is too late for that.

“I’m so sorry, Roger,” Dee tells him. “I’m so sorry.”

The horseman has come back around the back of the cart and dismounted.

Dee only glances up at him, over his shoulder. The horseman comes to stand behind Dee and he lays the blade against Dee’s cheek. Dee ignores the man. He holds Roger Cooke through his last spasms, careless of the blade; careless of the blood that splatters his cloak; careless of everything except keeping hold of his old friend while he dies, never looking away, until Roger’s shudders cease, and the life goes out of him. Only then do Dee’s tears splash, mingling with the blood, and only then does he look up to find the horseman, the donkey, and the rest of the silver crowns in the cart, all gone.

In his haste, though, the horseman has forgotten the dropped pistol. It lies scratched, and even still smoking, on the ground where it fell. Dee kicks it away as if it were a serpent, as if it were its fault that Roger is dead, not the man who pulled its trigger. In the distance is the dot of the horseman leading off the donkey, both staggering under the weight of the silver. Otherwise the road is deserted, and he can hear the plaintiff cries of buzzards, circling high above, and there is a sudden thin wind to stir the heather by the roadside.

Oh Jesu.

What does he do? Abandon the cannon and the body of his old friend and set off after the murderer though he still has no sword, nor balls for the pistol and is on foot?

He looks down again at Roger Cooke, peaceful now, though his beard is full of blood, and he bends and slips his arms around him and tries to lift him. It is impossible. He stands for a moment, studying the problem. In the end there is only one way: Dee hauls Roger out onto the road and lays him flat, with one knee cocked. Then he stands at his feet, takes a few steps back, and comes at him quickly, dropping down, grabbing the cocked leg and rolling over Cooke’s body, squeezing the last of the blood from him, and hauling the leg with him as he twists over, so that he now lies prone on the ground, with Roger sprawled on his back. Then he gradually straightens up, and lifts Roger, and then kneels, and then stands, and he staggers with his friend to tip him onto the back of the cart, to lay him down next to the cannon, with his legs hanging off the end, then Dee climbs up and hauls him up into the cart so that he appears comfortable, and then he covers everything with the sailcloth.

When that is done, he drops to the ground.

“Well, Nurdle,” Dee addresses the horse, “it is just you and me now.”

He takes the horse’s lead and is about to set off when he stops and collects the pistol.

Just as he thought: on its handle is scored a cross, and the words Deus Vult.

God wills it.








CHAPTER SIX [image: ]


Mortlake, same day, late September 1585

It is already the golden hour when the light is low and the cows are being brought back along the lane when Jane Frommond—Mistress Dee—offers to help Sarah, her maid and cook, by taking Arthur down to the vegetable garden to see if there is anything worth picking to reinforce tonight’s pottage. Sarah thinks that will be nice, and so Frommond walks down through the garden holding her son’s hand, relishing the late-summer sun, past the tree where his various rabbits lie buried, and down toward the orchard, where the vegetable plot is fenced off behind hazel panels.

There are a few things worth collecting, she thinks, but Arthur is never very interested in this sort of thing, and quickly leaves her to it, and she picks away alone while he wanders down through the apple and pear trees to the river’s edge.

A moment later she hears him calling, and she looks up to see him pointing upriver.

“A barge,” he says.

“Whose is it?” she asks, for he is good at identifying them now.

“It’s the Queen!” he squeals. “The Queen!”

Frommond smiles. It is not unheard of, of course, for Her Majesty to move between her various palaces along the river, but still she brushes the earth from her hands and her skirts and steps over the hurdles to come to stand with Arthur to watch the Queen of England being rowed by. But then from across the dipping water comes a low call, and the early evening sunlight catching on the painted oarsmen’s flashing blades shows them dragging in the water to slow the barge, and then the men begin to backrow, and the barge—long and black, with red and gold painted details and a glazed cabin at the stern—drifts on the river’s current.

“She’s coming here!” Arthur squeals.

And sure enough, with some skillful helming, the barge comes to a graceful halt against Dee’s water steps. A man in blue with red piping leaps out. He quickly ties the barge off with a red-dyed rope.

“Are you expecting anyone?” Frommond asks her son.

Arthur ignores her joke.

A gangplank is sent out, and four Yeomen of the Queen’s Guard stamp ashore with halberds lowered and at the ready in case of—what? They are in an orchard in Mortlake. The worst that could happen to anyone is to be hit by a windfall. Still, they are quite a sight as they fan out and secure a cordon around the steps, and Frommond would admit that her heart is racing when the familiar person of the Queen emerges from the cabin, diminutive next to her Yeomen, and is helped up onto the gangplank by some courtier or other. Her Majesty is dressed in vermilion today, with a dark cloak and hood that she has raised as if she wishes to pass unnoticed, and there is, in fact, Frommond thinks, something altogether surreptitious about her movements, too, and she cannot help wonder at what is afoot.

It can only be to see John, she supposes, as she effects a deep curtsy in the grass.

“Your Majesty,” she says.

Out of the corner of her eye she sees Arthur execute a very fair bow before coming to stand behind her skirts. Meanwhile the Queen descends the steps and smiles—her teeth yellow against the blanched white of her face—for even before Frommond saved her life under London Bridge, she was fond of her lady-in-waiting and was both happy and sad when Jane Frommond left court for the marriage bed of Doctor Dee.

“Mistress Dee,” she says, “we miss you every day at court.”

Frommond laughs.

“I’m sure that is not true, Your Majesty, but I thank you for saying it, for I confess I do oftentimes think of our past times together with great pleasure.”

This is also a lie, and they both know it, but it is what the Queen expects to hear so she doesn’t listen, and Frommond watches her gaze dance over every detail of what she sees, and it is possible to read a flicker of envy in her expression, for the freedom and ease of Jane Frommond’s life is a far cry from the Queen’s own, but also a certain amount of contempt, for it is not much, is it, when all’s said and done? A scrubby garden, and an orchard of ten or so apple trees.

“But I am sad to have to say that my husband is not here to welcome you, Your Majesty, for I know how honored he would have been to have received you.”

It is as tactful a way to explain that the Queen’s visit is wasted, but Her Majesty now surprises her again.

“But it is not John we’ve come to see,” she says.

“Oh, then?”

“It is you, Mistress Dee. We have a particular favor to ask of you.”

“Anything, Your Majesty,” she says, though her mind spins: Why has the Queen come to her in this curious manner? Why has she not just summoned her to Whitehall, say, or merely sent word of her request? What manner of favor is this going to be? She will not be going to Prague again, that is certain.

“Walk with us,” the Queen says. “Show us the highlights of your estate.”

Frommond laughs.

“This is the highlight,” she says, turning and placing a hand on Arthur’s head. The Queen is not good with children and almost freezes in horror, and Frommond recalls too late that it is almost treason to present anyone to the Queen unless she has specifically asked for it.

“Run back to Sarah,” she must tell Arthur, who is relieved to be released, if he is honest, for he was only ever interested in the barge and the Yeomen’s halberds. When he is gone, the Queen summons Frommond to her side and becomes confidential as they step out along a rough path between the trees.

“We find ourselves in need of your services, Mistress Dee,” the Queen tells her. “As a favor not just to us, but to our royal cousin, Queen Mary of Scotland.”

Frommond frowns to hear the name, and the thought that Her Majesty might wish to do Mary any favors.

“Your Majesty need only say the word,” Frommond says, just as she must, and just as the Queen expects.

“We understand from Sir Amyas Paulet—who is our cousin’s keeper in the north—that our cousin has turned in on herself,” the Queen begins, “and is in poor spirit.”

As would you be, Frommond thinks, if you’d spent the last eighteen years locked up, rarely if ever being allowed to take exercise or air, with no purpose in life save to pass the hours until…

“So as a gift to her, from us,” the Queen goes on, “or a favor, rather, we would like to send her something to divert her inward thoughts and cheer her through the coming winter.”

Dear God, yes; winters in the Northern Parts are famously grim.

“That is very thoughtful of you, Your Majesty. I am sure Queen Mary will be most touched and grateful.”

When Her Majesty nods, there is a little symphony of clicks and tinkles from her jewelry.

“And so naturally,” she goes on, “we thought of you.”

“Of—me?” Frommond asks, alarmed.

“Yes. We thought you might join her household, for but a few short months, to cheer and energize our cousin.”

It is not a question or a request: it is an order.

Frommond is too stunned to speak for several moments, but then gathers her thoughts.

“I have nothing to wear” is her first.

“We have brought all that you will need.”

“Nor have I any maid,” she says, thinking of Sarah, who is altogether too natural a spirit for any sort of polite society. “Or none that would do.”

“Ah!” The Queen almost laughs. “We have already found the perfect maid: Mistress Pargeter. I am sure she will provide great comfort and consolation, for not being a run-of-the-mill maid.”

The Queen sounds pleased with herself for this piece of farsightedness, but Frommond is breathless with panic. She concentrates on placing one foot in front of the other. She does not want to go back to court ever again; not any court, but most especially not one of an exiled queen in captivity, with duties to cheer her during the coldest months, and in the Northern Parts. Her life, for better or worse, is in Mortlake, with John Dee, who for all his chaotic financial affairs, is her beloved husband, and her son, Arthur. The thought of sitting all day suffering endless complex formal dinners followed by nothing save embroidery until supper makes her want to throw herself in the river.

Nevertheless, she cannot now say no.

“So we will send you Mistress Pargeter,” the Queen continues, “who will bring all that you need, and money besides. Our cousin is in Tutbury, in Staffordshire, and so I will also lend you a carriage and escort so that you may arrive in proper state. I believe our cousin of Scotland places great emphasis on such things.”

Frommond feels as if she is being softly robbed.

“And when would Your Majesty wish me to go?”

“This next week.”

Frommond nearly emits a squeal.

“My husband—”

“Will understand.”

And now it is as if she is swallowing feathers.

“So… I… well…,” she begins, and the Queen turns on her, and her hooded eyes are adamantine, and Frommond remembers how vengeful she can be when crossed or checked, and so she must yield, though, Jesu, she still has many a question to ask.

“Of course, Your Majesty,” she says with a bow. “It is my pleasure to serve.”

And so that is that: she is to pass the winter among strangers, in a strange place far from home, and with a maid not of the usual sort, whom she has never met.
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