


Dedication

For Des,

who steers us through calm waters.




Prologue

Amsterdam, Low Countries. 1569

Freida curled herself into a tiny ball, forehead pressed against her knees, eyes squeezed tightly shut. The coarse hessian of her loose gown grazed her face. It was musty in the cupboard, but Mama had told her it was imperative she didn’t make a sound, so she held her breath and hoped she didn’t sneeze. The smell of the grain that used to be kept in there, a heady pungent scent of warm summers and hot bread fresh from the oven, filled her nostrils and her mind with distant happy memories. She could also detect the sour trace of mice droppings. Vermin had been the only occupants of the store for several months, the ingredients for bread having been taken for the Spanish troops who’d invaded Amsterdam and stolen their food. Now her stomach was permanently empty, the thin tasteless soup with few vegetables and an occasional piece of fatty meat floating in it their only diet, and it barely assuaged the hunger. She knew Mama and Papa often slipped some of their food into her bowl, but it was never enough.

As if in answer to her thoughts, her insides began to rumble and – pressing her hand against her stomach – she grimaced. No noise at all, she reminded herself, as quiet as the mice she hid with. She knew her parents were on the other side of the cupboard. Mama had been holding her hand earlier but now it was so silent she couldn’t even hear them breathing. Only the warmth from their bodies indicated they were still in there with her.

From outside on the street came muffled shouts and screams as soldiers ransacked other houses. Only those of the Huguenots though, who chose to worship in the Protestant church following the doctrine of John Calvin, not the Catholics. Freida had eavesdropped when people at the market spoke of the persecution of certain religions and although she didn’t understand why people cared so much which church they went to, she knew from her parents’ faces they didn’t attend the correct one. And that was why she was hiding in this cupboard behind a press, her parents secreted beside her.

A splintering of wood and a crashing sound below them came as their door was smashed open, followed by the thunder of heavy boots climbing up the ladder to the attic before soldiers burst into the room just a few feet from where she was hiding. She squeezed herself even tighter, tears and mucus running down her face as she began to mouth the prayers her parents said every evening, hoping they’d all still be there to recite them that night.

But it was not to be. Was it her breathing or her silent incantations that alerted the intruders to their hiding place beneath the eaves? She pressed herself further into shadows as she felt the crash of the door, the wood shuddering followed by the shouts of her father as he tried to stop them taking her mother. There was a heavy thud on the floor just feet away, before high-pitched screaming and an obscene gurgling sound was followed by silence. The floor vibrated with the thud of feet disappearing back downstairs and out into the street from where more desperate shouting could be heard. For several minutes she remained where she was, her hands over her ears, wondering if her parents were going to come back for her. Or if she should go to their neighbours who’d know what to do; somehow it seemed the soldiers hadn’t noticed her tiny form curled up in the corner.

After opening the door she carefully crawled out, her limbs cramped from being confined for so long. Narrowing her eyes against the bright light in the room she quickly squeezed them shut again, the scene of carnage in front of her too terrible to be true. The metallic stench of blood filled her nostrils. Slowly she opened them again. In front of her lay her parents, their guts spilled across the wooden floor, wide pools of dark red blood sinking into the boards.

‘Mama? Papa?’ she whispered but she could tell that they were beyond hearing her now, their sightless eyes staring up at the beams above them. Still on her hands and knees she skirted past the horrific scene, her face averted. She crept downstairs wondering if the soldiers had now gone. In her father’s atelier blood dripped through the ceiling onto the floor where it lay in globules amongst the dust and dried herbs on the floor. It sank into the parchment laid on the table, blooming into red flowers and blurring the lines on the map he’d been working on. Sliding out of the door to the backyard she tiptoed along the passage between their house and next door.

On the other side of the wall the street was littered with bodies and limbs and, whimpering in the back of her throat and with shaking legs, she pushed open the door to the neighbours’ house and slipped inside.




Chapter One

Hay-on-Wye, Wales. June 2022

Robyn opened the shop door, pushing the rubber wedge underneath to keep it there. It had rained overnight and the pavements were still damp but the sun was already drying them, thin traces of steam rising to dissipate in the warmth. An early heatwave was always useful in bringing tourists to Hay-on-Wye and all the shops, including her father’s, needed the custom.

Disappearing down the long passage to the kitchen and office at rear of the shop, she filled and switched on the kettle; from upstairs she could hear her father moving about in the flat they shared, and she knew it wouldn’t be long before he appeared, ready to start the day. Recently she’d started to feel that their living accommodation above the shop was shrinking, less room for them to live together amicably, and she’d taken to getting up early and escaping outside or downstairs giving them both breathing space.

He would arrive in the shop as he did every morning at exactly nine o’clock ready to talk maps – both ancient and modern – atlases and globes with anyone who wandered in through the door. It was all a world away from her real life. Her before life. The busyness and fervour of London, her job as a journalist and the nights out, parties in chic expensive flats, the walls hung with original artwork. They’d lived the lives of bright young things and she’d thought it would never end.

But end it had, her memories of that time now starting to fade despite her desperate attempts to cling on to them. She could feel them slipping through her fingers like the sand on the beach at Les Sables-d’Olonne. Afterwards, she’d returned home to live with her father for a while in his beloved shop in Hay where she’d been brought up. Since her mother had died ten years previously, he’d been living on his own, although recently he’d started seeing Alison – a fellow bookshop owner in the town – and had found a new energy and love of life. Alison’s son and daughter-in-law were now helping out in her shop, waiting in the wings until she retired and they could take it on full time.

Her sojourn was originally only supposed to be for six months while she took a sabbatical, but the time had stretched on, slipping past, and now she’d been there for years. There was a comfort to be found though, surrounded by her childhood memories of growing up playing in the corridors of darkness that led to the deep recesses and corners of the ancient dusty shop where the spirits of ancient mapmakers and explorers wandered.

These days she’d occasionally think about running a cloth over the hundreds of storage boxes, or something would be sold to one of her father’s numerous dealer acquaintances, leaving a dark dust-free gap on the shelf, a fissure waiting to be replaced by more. Only the front of the shop looked vaguely presentable, where shining, polished oak racks beneath vintage ceiling lamps contained the more recent maps – all second-hand of course; there was no place for anything new here.

The muted lighting added to the tranquil ambience and it was surprising anyone came in to browse when the shop had the air of a forgotten museum vault. Hidden away for so long that nobody could even find it, a secret place lost in time. But her carefully curated displays near the window pulled shoppers in, fascinated by the array of old maps engraved before the world was fully understood. She could appreciate the fascination, because since arriving back home she’d been sucked into the world of historical cartographers and the charts they drew. Growing up she’d been bored with it all and desperate to escape what she considered a book graveyard.

The ceiling above her thumped as her father, Malcolm, made his way down the stairs and she walked back through to the shop front. As always, he was dressed as if he were on his way to a smart summer picnic in a cream linen suit and navy shirt. He may be in his mid-sixties but he refused to slide into old age, his white hair and beard kept fashionably styled and, unlike most of his friends, with no sign of a middle-aged paunch.

‘You left your laptop and breakfast plate on the table.’ He raised one eyebrow as he looked at her.

‘Sorry, I forgot. I’ll go up now and put them away.’ His comments about her levels of tidiness were becoming more frequent and although she was far from messy, she knew it was another minor irritation. ‘There’s a cup of tea for you in the office,’ she added.

‘I’ve received an email from a fellow dealer in London. He has a customer who’s a collector of French cartographers’ works and he’s wondering if I have anything. Fortuitously I do have a Delisle so I’m going to pack it up for him. I’ve organised a courier for tomorrow afternoon to collect it.’ He waved his iPad at her as if she could read the email displayed on the screen.

It was the specialist buyers who really kept the shop going, not the walk-in customers buying a map for sentimental reasons or a book to try and educate a child who was doubtless completely uninterested. The internet had made a huge difference to how her father did business, attracting potential purchasers from across the world. They couldn’t display the hundreds – possibly thousands – of maps they owned, but her father was known to have an extensive collection and to be an expert in the field.

‘But will you be able find it in your chaotic archives?’ Robyn grinned at him.

‘I know you think I have no filing system, but have I ever lost anything in the six and a half years since you came home?’ he pointed out.

The smile slid off Robyn’s face. She didn’t need reminding how long she’d been there, and although she knew her father didn’t want to hurt her, his comments about the hiatus in her life were becoming less subtle, more frequent. The constant ticking of the clock, counting the days and years, was sounding louder and louder. It was inside her head all the time, tick tock, tick tock, impossible to switch off. A never-ending metronome, a constant prompt that September was not far away, and getting closer every day.

‘Let me just drink my tea, then I’ll man the front desk while you go and look? I’ll move my stuff in the flat when we get a quiet moment.’ Robyn hurried back through to the office. She’d have to pour her tea down the drain if it wasn’t hot enough to scald her tonsils, so she only had a two-minute optimal drinking time. Looking up she stared at the calendar above the sink, forever open on September 2015. The image of a racing yacht, its hull high in the water as it sliced through a wave. Her father had suggested numerous times that they throw it away, but she wouldn’t let him. Nearly seven years.

Taking up her position behind the counter at the front of the shop as the early-riser tourists began to wander in, she smiled at a couple thumbing through a stack of 1950s Ordnance Survey maps. Eventually they chose two they wanted to buy, explaining to Robyn why they’d decided on those particular copies: one that included the village where they’d been married forty years previously and the other that covered the Pembrokeshire coastline where they’d holidayed every year since that day. They intended to frame parts of the map to hang on their wall, a permanent reminder of the places that made them happy.

She managed to keep a smile on her face until they’d left the shop, but the moment they crossed the road and disappeared into the café opposite she let it slide off. At one point in her life appearing cheerful was simply too hard to do, but now she could slip on a polite persona like an old familiar cardigan. On it went and off it dropped, falling from her shoulders as soon as it was no longer needed. Despite the permanent flame she kept burning inside, she could now feel it wavering in the draughts of time as the tick tock of the clock inside her head imperceptibly slowed down.




Chapter Two

London, England. May 1580

Freida hummed to herself as she bent over the shining copperplate reflecting a pink glow against the contours of her face. Her washed blue eyes, the colour of bright winter skies, were screwed up as she concentrated. A lock of fair hair escaped from the plain linen coif she wore and she brushed it away with the back of her hand.

What she worked on was intricate, finely tooled, but she knew she was skilled enough to do it justice. Otherwise, her mentor and distant cousin – Abraham Ortelius – wouldn’t have requested that she engraved for him a map of the route across Europe that the silks and spices, the plants and fossils he sent to London travelled. It was similar to something she’d worked on when she was in Antwerp at his atelier. And now here she was in London in her own workshop and fast gaining a name for herself as a competent cartographer in her own right. A role that no other woman had ever held.

She didn’t know if the skills she possessed were her heritage, the blood in her veins that her father had given her, or if it was simply that she’d grown up in Abraham’s workshop helping with simple tasks as she grew whilst watching everything with her constantly alert eyes. Always on her guard though, watching and listening, ready to run and hide if she heard any noises or shouting in the street. Her cousin called her a frightened konjin after the rabbits who ran from their path when they walked in the countryside around their home. But she couldn’t help who she was.

She’d watched intently as the hardworking women coloured the maps after the men engraved them, standing for hours at the elbow of Abraham’s sister Ursula who’d arrived in Amsterdam all those years ago to rescue her, scooping her up from the family with whom she’d been staying, and taking her to Antwerp. Freida began to undertake colouring at the age of twelve, but her attention was continuously drawn to the process of engraving and often she’d slip away from her work to observe the maps growing on the plates before being printed onto parchment and passed to the colourists to complete. Some of these maps were then bound together to create Ortelius’ now famous Atlas Theatrum Orbis Terrarum. The Theatre of the World. Everything she knew, she’d learned first from her father and then in Ortelius’ atelier beside the master, but she hadn’t learned to believe in herself or trust those around her apart from her close family. It had taken many years for her to accept that the danger she had run from was now far away, the fighting unlikely to extend as far as Antwerp; she could let down her guard.

A forlorn shadow swept across her face as she remembered, before she looked down to smile at the baby laid in a plaited rush basket at her feet. Eventually Antwerp hadn’t proved to be as safe as she’d hoped, and once again she’d escaped, now living in London and under the protection of a Protestant English queen. She had a brave husband and a three-month-old son who was sleeping beside her, his long lashes sweeping across his flushed cheeks. His head was covered in soft wispy blond down and she pressed her palm against her heart, which hurt with the love she felt for him. Little Jacob and her husband Willem were her world now, but she couldn’t quash the lump that lodged in her throat every time she thought of how fragile their lives were. She fought hard to flatten the black thoughts, the worry that had followed her since the death of her parents and yet it never completely left her.

Turning back to her work she continued, trying to get as much as possible completed whilst Jacob slept, although her eyes flicked to him constantly, checking he was safe. He lay in a shaft of light shining through the glazed window, the shutters opened wide. The rest of the small room was immaculately clean, swept each morning by Freida. Her cousin had always impressed on her the importance of having a tidy workspace, and the ash and dust produced by the fire burning in the small stone fireplace meant that a daily scrub was imperative. Freida had placed her engraving easel beside the window to gain use of the maximum light available, which often wasn’t a lot in the winter.

The home she now lived in was very different to the one-room workshop and home above it that she’d been born into. Now she was a married woman living in the great city of London. Their house, backed by a courtyard, stables and an expansive garden, was fronted by three horizontal rows of oak beams, silvered and pale from the sun and rain. Between the beams narrow dark red bricks were fitted in a herringbone design, with a jetty across the top floor stretching towards the narrow twisting street. The central front door was topped by an oriel window, the tiny panes of glass stained with reds, yellows and blues. It was a house to be proud of.

She ran her hand down the dimpled grosgrain of her gown, feeling it uneven beneath her fingertips, before turning to stroke them across the cool metal plate on the stand before her. The skills she’d brought had served her well, allowing her to live in comfort as the merchant classes did.

Behind her where a thick oak door opened straight onto the street, and she was alerted to the sound of loud shouting followed by a woman screaming. Somewhere there was the crack of wood splintering under an axe or hammer, and the noise intensified.

Immediately her calm musing drained down her body to pool at her feet and her heart began to race as her breath quickened. Beads of sweat started to prickle her face and dampness collected under her arms, sticking her linen shift to her skin. She dropped the tool she was working with and snatched up Jacob’s basket. He murmured in his sleep and she held the carrier close, not wanting him to wake and alert anyone to their presence. Quickly she hid him behind a collection of cupboards and presses in the corner of the room. It was where she kept the materials she needed for her work and now she was thankful they were there. Checking the wooden bars were down across both the doors into the room to ensure they were locked shut, she swiftly closed the window shutters, plunging the room into murky darkness – just small shafts of sunlight now filtering around the edges where the wood didn’t fit correctly. She hoped that any soldier couldn’t find leverage to prise them open.

As she crouched down in the dark, her head pressed against her knees, she shut her eyes and put her hands over her face, her lips moving as wordlessly she began to pray.




Chapter Three

June 2022

The sun was trying to crawl into the room around the edge of Robyn’s curtains, although her watch said it was only five in the morning. Outside the window she could hear the abrasive screaming of seagulls calling to each other. The familiar sound triggered one of her happiest memories and for a rare moment, instead of pushing it back behind the wall she’d built in her mind, she allowed it to flood out, to consume her as she relived that day. It had begun much as this one had, waking early to sunshine and the desire not to waste a minute of it. The following day Nate would be leaving to prepare for a race and turning to face him in bed she’d seen he was already awake, his hair tousled and his sleepy face smiling at her.

‘Let’s escape for the day,’ he’d suggested, ‘and go to the seaside.’

Within the hour they’d been on their way to Brighton, singing loudly to the music on the radio in the car and laughing with the feeling of freedom. Once there, they’d wandered the lanes looking in shop windows, their fingers entwined, stealing kisses every time their eyes met. They were a married couple but it felt as if they had only just got together, the quiver of first love.

Eventually they’d taken fish and chips to sit on the pebbly beach, immediately joined by dozens of seagulls, a raucous shrieking filling the air, but nothing could spoil their day and they’d laughed as they were surrounded by the birds slowly moving closer. The sharp taste of the salt and vinegar on her tongue, the hot chips that burned her mouth, every single moment of that day was imprinted on her memory. They were often on the coast somewhere in the world as Nate started or finished a race – but nowhere was like Brighton. A day of laughter as bright as the sunlight shining off the roof of the pavilion. The skin on her face had been tight and warm from the sun as they drove home at the end of the day, the streaked sky above them on fire as the sun set.

Robyn knew she wasn’t going to go back to sleep. Her day had begun. After getting out of bed, she pulled on her running leggings, top and trainers, and let herself quietly out of the flat. There was plenty of time to run to the Warren, the country park on the edge of town that led down to the river. She’d sit under their tree, the place that was special to her and Nate, where she felt closest to him. The place they’d always take a walk to visit whenever they returned to her childhood home.

It was too early for tourists to be about but already the town was waking up, delivery vans driving along the streets and a road sweeper slowly cleaning them before the new hordes arrived. She started off at a steady jog but as she reached the park she lengthened her stride, feeling the cool morning air catching in her lungs, stroking against her face. She felt alive but there was no joy in it. How could she when Nate wasn’t there?

Reaching their tree, she held on to it with one hand while she bent over, waiting for her breath to slow down before crossing her legs and sitting down to lean against the trunk. She’d hoped her run would calm her, but the thoughts that had plagued her earlier were still there. They never left her.

The ground was dry and all around she could smell vegetation already warming up in the early sunshine, green and fertile. To her side, she heard a splash as a creature disappeared into the river, and a pair of ducks she’d disturbed squawked angrily. Nate always said this was his favourite place in Hay. He enjoyed the tranquillity of the trees whilst also being close to the water, to which he was inextricably drawn. He’d rarely been here at this time of year though. Now the canopy above her closed over into a green cathedral of leaves, allowing tiny shafts of ecclesiastical sunlight to filter in as if shining through the stained-glass windows of a church. They usually visited in autumn and, like the big kid Nate was, he’d jump and dance through the piles of dead leaves, kicking them in the air.

Their special tree was a lime, its leaves heart-shaped; Nate would always take one from the tree and present her with it. When they’d first found it, he looked on his phone and told her that lime trees were a symbol of fertility and so by visiting it they were guaranteed a large family. Not now. Her heart ached with the emptiness within. But at least being here gave her a place where she felt close to Nate, as she had no grave to visit. Their home – the flat in London – had just been a place to sleep and often she was there on her own, but here was where they’d always been together. Until that day when her world had imploded. The day when she’d been told Nate was missing, his empty yacht discovered in the Southern Ocean. Two officials from his team had arrived at the flat to break the news. She hadn’t been able to understand why they both had tears in their eyes as they explained and yet hers were dry. Because the enormity of what they were saying wasn’t sinking in.

Getting to her feet she brushed the dust, skeletons of dead leaves and dried, shrivelled beechnut cases from the backs of her legs before turning to run home. As usual the tree had given her no answers, and she was beginning to realise that perhaps nothing or nobody ever could.

Robyn was helping a young family with energetic twin boys find a world atlas in the box of pre-owned children’s books when the courier arrived. He’d visited the shop numerous times over the years and she gave him a quick wave and mouthed, ‘He’s in the office,’ pointing towards the back of the shop before she quickly rescued a book from the hands of one of the boys as he snatched it off the shelf, barely pausing as he raced past. She was relieved when the parents who were either oblivious to their sons’ behaviour or considered her as a temporary nanny made their choice and paid. Ushering the children outside, they left behind a pall of dust that had been disturbed before it slowly drifted back to its original position.

The courier gave her a wave across the shop as he left and he was followed shortly after by her father arriving at the shop counter, a wide smile making his face crease up. He looked so pleased with himself she couldn’t help grinning in return.

‘You look happy,’ she told him. ‘Have you sold the Delisle before anyone has even seen it?’

‘What? Oh no, I’ll have to wait a couple of weeks to hear whether the buyer wants it. But when I took it out of the box to get it ready to be collected, I discovered another map beneath it.’

‘Hidden underneath?’ Robyn raised her eyebrows.

‘No, I don’t think so. I just hadn’t realised it was there. I thought only the Delisle was in the box. It must’ve been part of the original stock when I bought the shop though, so it’s been there undiscovered for forty years.’

‘So what map is it? Given the fact that you’re almost hopping from foot to foot and looking as if you’re about to explode with excitement, I’m guessing it’s something interesting. Are you thinking you can sell it for a big profit?’

‘If it’s as old as I’m hoping, then yes, it’s potentially very valuable. It’s also extremely unusual. I’ve never seen anything quite like it. When we shut the shop later, I’ll show you.’

The moment the shop sign said ‘closed’ and the day’s cash takings were in the safe, her father took the box sitting on the corner of the desk and carefully peeled back each layer, folding up the soft cotton wadding so they could use it to repack the item, until finally he lifted out an old frame folded in tissue.

As he removed the pale bleached paper that enclosed it, the wooden frame rough and looking as though it would fall apart at any moment, Robyn was enveloped in the scent of faded lives, old secrets, fear and the harsh salty air of the sea that drifted out. For a moment the floor rolled beneath her feet and she grabbed hold of the table in front of her. A cold draught blew gently across her face as it eddied and swirled away into the corner of the room, and she turned around expecting to see someone in the doorway. She tilted her head to one side and then the other, waiting to feel some trace of vertigo, but it felt completely normal. She must have imagined it.

‘So, what is it?’ she breathed. He stood up straight again.

‘It’s remarkable, and almost certainly old. Very old. But as I said, unlike anything I’ve seen before. It’s possibly medieval. I suspect it’s sixteenth-century because it’s been printed. Such a detailed map of London, and here – look, also the south-east and East Anglia together with Holland and the Low Countries. Why would a map like this have been made? Maps in the sixteenth century were less detailed than this and it’s such an unusual area. It’s been coloured too, so this was top quality. Fascinating.’ He bent over it again and Robyn joined him. Close up it was musty. She could still smell the trace of the sea and she wondered how long, and where, it had been hidden all these years.

Intrigued, she asked, ‘Would you mind if I do some research on it, please? It’s fascinating and I’d like to test out everything you’ve taught me. I can report back so you know I’m following all the appropriate procedures.’

‘Not if you’re intending it as a distraction,’ he replied, frowning at her. ‘Time won’t stop marching on. Seven years will come around at the end of summer whether you’re ready or not. You need to remember what you have to do.’

‘I know, I know. This isn’t me putting it off.’ She sighed. His repeated reminders were starting to wear her down. She’d managed to stop herself thinking about the act of officially declaring Nate dead over the past seven years, but now with the deadline only a couple of months away it was becoming impossible to mute the thoughts inside her head. The ones telling her that she couldn’t ignore the inevitable: he’d never been found and he never would be. ‘But I’m interested and it’ll give me something to do in the evenings.’

Her father’s face cleared and he smiled, then nodded. ‘Okay, see what you can find out. And don’t forget to store it in the safe when you aren’t working on it; we may be insured but this is potentially hugely valuable.’ Patting her shoulder he headed back through the shop to the flat, leaving Robyn with the map.

She had no idea where to start, but if she couldn’t find a reference book here in her father’s shop, she wouldn’t find one anywhere, that was certain. Looking closer she realised she could see a pale rust-coloured stain covering almost a quarter of the map. Was that blood? She shuddered. This item had a story to tell she was certain, but the potential bloodstain made her nervous of exactly what secrets it may reveal.




Chapter Four

May 1580

The door from her workshop to the rest of the house rattled, followed by a loud knock, and Freida cowered down even further as if she could sink into the floorboards beneath her. Snatching Jacob up she held him tightly to her, fingers digging into the blankets he was swaddled in and making him murmur in his sleep. The knocking came again and this time she heard her name being called.

‘Freida? Are you there my sweet?’ There was a thump of a fist against the wood and her breath shuddered out in relief.

‘Yes, I am here,’ she called out, placing Jacob back in his basket and running across the room. She lifted the bar and opened the door a little, pulling in her visitor. She replaced the bar again. Looking up at her husband Willem, the fear bottled up in her chest poured out through the tears running down her cheeks. His brows furrowed, he tilted her face up to his, before wrapping his arms around her and pressing her face against his soft moleskin jerkin. It smelled of hot pitch and the foul-smelling river, which caught the detritus of London in its continuously flowing depths before taking it to the sea, and she knew he’d just returned from his ship hidden at the docks at Wapping-on-the-Woze.

After a few seconds he held her at arm’s length.

‘Where is Jacob?’ His eyes darted around the dark room. She hurried over to the corner behind the press and lifted out the basket with their son still sleeping inside. Willem opened the shutters, once more flooding the room with light.

‘What has upset you?’ he asked. Freida explained about what she’d heard. She didn’t need to tell him her fear of soldiers, those she loved being executed in their own homes. He knew her demons.

‘Along the street there is a door broken,’ he explained. ‘I think that is what you heard. But remember it is not going to be the Spanish, not here in London. I expect it was just the city guards or bailiffs. You know you are safe here.’

Freida nodded, but her eyes didn’t reflect the confirmation she’d given him. She’d spent too many years listening to the news filtering through from those who arrived in Antwerp, escaping as she had from King Philip of Spain’s soldiers. And whilst the Low Countries remained a part of the Catholic Spanish Empire, her life as a Protestant Huguenot was in danger. Just as her parents’ lives had been; and they hadn’t been able to escape as she had. She smiled at Willem, her lower lip still trembling, arms wrapped tightly around her body she tried to control the panic careering through her. Immediately his strong protective arms enfolded her, and just as numerous previous occasions, she knew he’d recognised that her fears were threatening to overwhelm her.

‘You are safe,’ he reminded her. ‘I am here and all is well.’ But once it started she couldn’t stop the memories, the sight of her parents’ bodies eviscerated on the floor just yards from where she’d hidden. And their friends and neighbours hung from every available gibbet-like post. Trees, shop signs, the stinking and often rotting bodies black with clustered flies as they swayed in the wind. Her neighbour who’d managed to conceal and then save her had tried to put her hand over Freida’s eyes so she couldn’t see the atrocities, but there were too many to hide from. She’d seen her parents’ corpses and when she closed her eyes at night, she could conjure up images of their sweet faces, her mother’s clear blue eyes that creased at the edges when she smiled at Freida, their only child.

‘Come, let us go through to the parlour where you can have a cup of wine,’ Willem suggested, one arm tight around her waist and the other carrying Jacob as he led the way down the passage at the rear of the house and across an inner chamber to the great hall, off which lay a small room.

Her journey to London had been prompted by the renewed fighting in Antwerp, which she’d endured until she couldn’t bear it any longer. Abraham had sent her to live with his sister, Liskin, buying a berth on one of the ‘Sea Beggar’ ships that fought the Spanish galleons, the warships trying to deliver supplies to their troops in the German Ocean, the body of water between England and Holland.

A decade earlier whilst Freida’s parents lay dead on the floor and she made her escape to Antwerp, Willem and his compatriots – other Dutch nobles – had petitioned the King of Spain’s envoy in the Low Countries. They carried a list of grievances against the Catholic rule and the abominations meted out to their fellow countrymen, but were met with derision. When they were referred to as beggars by one of the councillors, instead of being offended they had embraced the slur, using it as an emblem as they continued their fight.

This particular Sea Beggar also transported curiosities and plants, letters and foodstuffs to the scientists and botanists who were now their neighbours in this community on Lime Street. At the end of the twisting lane where it joined Fenchurch Street lived Emanuel van Meteren, a nephew to Abraham Ortelius. He was also the postmaster of the Republic of Letters for traders, and the conduit of news and scientific reports between Holland, the Low Countries and London. Their neighbours on Lime Street were mostly immigrants like themselves, Huguenot Protestants who’d escaped the persecution by the Spanish Catholics in their native homes across the German Ocean.

Walking into their hall, Freida passed Jacob to Nell, her companion and maid. Nell had accompanied Freida when she travelled from Antwerp and then followed once more when Freida was first married and moved out of Liskin’s home next door to her own house.

Willem threw his jerkin onto a chest beside the door. At a small side table, he poured two cups of warming honey mead, passing one to Freida. She drank it gratefully, her heart – which was still beating erratically – beginning to slow down again.

‘I hate how they can still reach out to me after all these years,’ she admitted, her voice wobbling. ‘Everywhere I go I am sure I can feel the Spanish breathing down my neck. They missed me when they came to our door the first time, but even now, in a different country, a Protestant country, I can’t escape the fear that follows me; they will come back for the one they missed. And for those whom I love now. Once again I will not be able to protect my family and I shall lose you both.’

‘I know how frightening it is,’ he reminded her. ‘I am the person who holds you in the night when you call out in your sleep. But I will never allow anyone to hurt you or Jacob.’

‘You say that, but you cannot be with us all the time,’ Freida pointed out. ‘When you are away at sea it can be weeks when we do not see you. I do not know if the Windfly is under attack by other ships, and then we are as vulnerable as anyone else.’ She tried to smile to take the sting out of her words. She sounded harsh and it wasn’t his fault; it was her history not his.

When she’d first boarded the ship that would bring her to London, she hadn’t seen the captain. She and Nell had been shown to a small cabin containing two narrow bunks, a chest for her clothes and a pair of squat, three-legged stools, the seats shiny with wear. It was late autumn and the weather unpredictable; the first two days were squally and Freida’s stomach churned and rolled like the waves outside whilst she alternately prayed they would sink to the bottom of the sea to put her out of the misery, or that they could outsail the bad weather and find calmer waters. Nell fared no better and they both lay groaning on their bunks.

Thankfully on the third day she awoke to find the ship barely rocking and her stomach, despite now being completely empty, feeling calmer. She realised her prayers had been answered. Not wishing to wake Nell who was still asleep, she dressed in a simple flannel kirtle over her linen smock, the only piece of clothing she could dress in without requiring assistance. With her wool cloak lined with warm coney fur gathered around her, she staggered from their cabin situated at the stern and past another small cabin beside hers, which appeared to be a room for the captain and his officers to relax in, and onto the poop deck.

Here she was delighted to see the sea laid out before her, reaching away until it faded and met the sky, now a pale blue as it chased away the night clouds still resting on the horizon. Dark grey waves rolled into peaks and deep troughs, topped with flecks of white as the now much calmer wind gently whipped the spray so it danced in the sunlight, sparkling like a thousand diamonds. The ship dipped and tilted as it rode the depths and she closed her eyes and breathed in the salty air, combined with the acrid smoky scent of frying fish.

And that was when she first saw him. A tall man in just a shirt and breeches, loose boots on his feet, which stamped across the rough boards as he appeared in front of her, bowing and holding out a pale wooden charger, bleached with the salt water it had been washed in. On it nestled two freshly cooked fish, still smouldering with their skin crisp and blackened. Beside them was a piece of rough brown bread. It wasn’t the most appetising of meals, but with her stomach empty she took it gratefully.

‘Thank you.’ Her voice was husky after two days of barely talking and keeping her teeth gritted together to stop her bringing up the acid bile that burned her insides. To her consternation the man sat down on a barrel beside her and stretched his legs out.

‘I am the captain of the Windfly, Willem van Hoorn,’ he introduced himself, inclining his head. ‘I am much pleased I have the chance to make your acquaintance whilst the weather favours our voyage.’ She knew he was teasing her about her shaky start to the journey and pulling steaming flakes of fish away from the bones with her fingers she quickly dropped them in her mouth. Looking sideways from under her eyelashes she could see he was smiling, his wide mouth revealing unusually straight teeth with eyes as steely grey as the sea around them. His deep brown hair was long, almost reaching the collar of his shirt, although his beard was clipped short. She could tell from the few lines around his eyes he was not much older than herself, but already there were threads of silver in his hair. She stopped eating for a moment.

‘Pleased to make your acquaintance, Captain van Hoorn. I am Freida Ortelius and I am travelling with my companion Nell to live with my cousin in London.’

‘Yes, so I believe. I am to deliver you to Lime Street with the other letters and packages I am taking to Emanuel van Meteren.’

Freida wasn’t sure she liked being compared to a package, but she could see a twinkle flash in his eyes and she dipped her head, the ghost of a smile hovering at the edges of her mouth. She could hardly pull her eyes away from his, their dark depths flecked with gold reflecting the iron sea as it stretched into the distance, the sun lighting the tops of its waves.

‘I shall be very grateful if you are able to deliver me alongside the cargo you are carrying,’ she replied. He gave a shout of laughter before reaching into his shirt, pulling something from around his neck and passing it to her. She looked at what lay in her hand, a thin loop of leather on which was threaded a smooth rounded pale brown stone, still warm from where it had lain against his body.

‘It is a bezoar stone,’ he explained. ‘It is a charm to keep the wearer safe. Keep it until you are on dry land again. But I shall be seeking you out to return it.’ He smiled, closing her fingers over it before a call from the other end of the boat drew his attention and with a brief bow he was gone, striding away, easily stepping with his long legs over the coarse hemp ropes lying on the deck. Freida slipped the charm around her neck where it rested on her chest, the warmth from him now transferring itself to her. He looked once back over his shoulder and, in that moment, she knew her heart had been caught.




Chapter Five

May 1580

The sound of Jacob crying reached down through the layers of Freida’s sleep and wrenched her awake. In one fluid movement she was on her feet outside the heavy embroidered drapes hanging around her bed, bare feet cold on the rough strewings scattered across the floor. The lavender and rosemary she’d added when they’d been put down releasing soft, familiar scents.

She paused for a moment, her head on one side as she listened, before realising there was no crying. Creeping across the floor, lifting her feet up and placing them down carefully so as to avoid the floorboards she knew would creak, she made her way over to the wooden cradle in the corner of the room. Made of oak and carved with leaves and acorns, it was polished to a shining, burnished deep brown; it was her most favourite piece of furniture. And in it lay the most precious person in the world.

Her breath caught in her chest as she gazed down on Jacob, his eyes tightly shut, his chest moving gently up and down as he slept. His soft linen sleeping cap was askew on his head and reaching out she carefully pulled it straight. He hadn’t been crying; just like the numerous times previously she’d woken thinking she could hear him.

Her heartbeat slowly returned to normal as she nipped back across to her bed. A sharp, spiteful draught blew under the door, cutting into her ankles. She climbed up onto the impossibly high mattress stuffed with wool, brushing the pieces of rushes and dried herbs from the soles of her feet as she lay back down, curling herself around William’s strong, warm back. She pressed her face against the fine lawn of his night-rail, inhaling the scent of pitch and burnt wood that never left him as she waited for sleep to envelop her again.

‘My sweet wife, I must leave you for a week or two.’ Willem was eating his breakfast as she drank a tisane of myrtle and honey whilst feeding pieces of soft white manchet bread soaked in milk to Jacob, who was sitting on her knee. Her head turned to him as she considered what he’d just said; her hand stopped in mid movement as she frowned at him. Jacob gave a shout and bent forwards to try and take the food still between her fingers in his mouth. She noticed Willem kept his eyes down, not meeting hers. He knew how she hated being left at home without him and with just their steward, Guy, to protect her and Jacob.

‘I know I have not long returned from sea,’ he continued, ‘but my ship needs repairs to the rigging and I cannot have it done here in London. I am in danger enough hiding the Windfly at Wapping, hardly the best place given it is also the execution dock for those who are considered to be pirates. And those in power may accuse me of exactly that if they chose to.’ He flashed his teeth at her. ‘Thus, to have work done I must sail to the port at Norwich where they are more open to we Huguenots, the Strangers. Rest assured I will be as swift as I can possibly be.’

Freida nodded although she couldn’t bring a smile to her face to match his own. Instinctively her arms tightened around Jacob until the small boy began to squirm and he let out a shout of indignation. Reaching across, Willem took him from her lap and, after kissing the top of his son’s head, he passed him over to Nell, who was sitting beside the fire embroidering a delicate fine lawn shift for the small boy, careful blackwork around the edge of the sleeves. She clucked over him as she bore him away; there were no shortage of doting people in the household. Willem placed his large warm hands on Freida’s upper arms, as always filling her with a feeling of security that only he could.

‘Why not move next door and stay with Liskin whilst I am gone? She will be company for you in the evenings. You are safe, my love, I promise you. I would not consider going away if I did not believe that.’ Freida gave him a shaky smile but she knew he’d be able to see the tell-tale tears hovering at the corners of her eyes.

‘Yes, I will ask her later. I am sure she will not mind. When do you set sail?’

‘On the tide tonight. The weather is fine at the moment so we shall slip away and hopefully back whilst the seas remain calm.’

‘Then I must speak with Liskin now. And I have work I need to continue with. The map I am currently engraving for Abraham is almost complete and he tells me he has more work, although he will wait whilst I paint the colours onto this one first. Emanuel told me this piece of work is the finest he has ever seen.’ She tried to sound nonchalant but pride crept in to her voice.

‘Naturally, my sweet,’ Willem said. ‘You carry the Ortelius name – one of the most famous cartography families in the world – and you are worthy of it. Your ability and skill inspire all those who are fortunate enough to witness that which you create.’

After the previous disturbance in the street, Freida had been too frightened to go near her workshop but she knew she needed to resume her work. Before she began, she visited her cousin to ask if she could stay whilst Willem was away.

‘You are always welcome.’ Liskin pulled Freida in close for a hug. She smelled of yeast and the sharp scent of rosemary and for a moment Freida relaxed into her. It dredged up memories of her mother making bread, adding herbs for flavouring. ‘I will ask my steward to organise bringing your belongings
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