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			Prologue

			Moscow, 1541

			 

			His family were killing each other again.

			Crouching in his chamber, the boy stared up towards the window and grey daylight and prayed and shook with terror. He seemed to have been shaking with terror all the few years of his life, praying desperately to God for mercy and safekeeping as long as he could remember.

			There were screams, shouts, the ring of steel, the sounds of heavy-­booted running men. An animal howl. The boy crouched lower, gripping the embroidered curtain that hung around his bed for thin comfort. He was petrified, unable even to crawl under the bed to hide. The curtain trembled as he clutched it. The embroidered figures of noble huntsmen and their ladies rippled and waved mockingly at him from their golden otherworld. Something thumped at his chamber door. He could not move. The shouting men ran on.

			Another day, another round of bloodletting and vengeance in the gaunt palace of the Grand Duchy of Muscovy, called simply the Kremlin: the Fortress.

			At last he unclenched his bunched fists from the curtain and stepped slowly over to the door. Something was pushing gently against it from the other side, but he could hear nothing, no breathing. Bathed again in the icy sweat of fear, he slowly drew the door open. A body lay just outside, head lolling across the threshold, tongue out, throat cut, blood oozing in a dark swathe across the polished wooden floor towards him. He stepped back in disgust so as not to soil his soft sheepskin boots. But he felt another emotion too: triumph at seeing another slain, another dead, another rendered this stupid, lolling corpse, so helpless at his chamber door – and he still alive, so alive. There was a strange sweetness to it. A power.

			He did not recognize the corpse. A thick-set man, eyes puffy and closed. Some henchman who chose the wrong side. In life he could have picked the boy up and hugged him to death like a bear, but now he was just dead weight. The boy kicked him gently in the ribs. Dead, dead as a dead hog at Martinmas. The boy smiled faintly. And he himself alive. Life was cruel, but God had made it thus.

			Was the dead man at his door a warning to him, a murderous threat? Or was it merely by chance that it was at his chamber door this particular thug had fumbled his weapon and lost his life? He would never know.

			His heart still racing, mind in a whirl of God and dread and triumph, he pushed the door closed again. Shot the bolt. Went carefully over to the window, trying to calm his breathing, stepping slow and stately as if the Duke himself in a cathedral procession. To be a Duke, said his father, you must act a Duke.

			He stood at the tall window of the chamber and looked out upon one of the Kremlin’s inner courtyards. There came another distant scream, and he laid his hands flat on the cool stone ledge. He was Ivan, son of Vasily, Grand Duke of Moscow, and of Elena, of Lithuanian descent. Surely his father would soon have restored order, taken red revenge on these barbaric boyars running murderous riot. But both his parents were dead now, his father when he was just six, his beautiful mother when he was eight, surely ­poisoned, the palace gossip said. He was a pitiful orphan in a young, unstable city racked by rivalry, hatred and the relentless struggle for domin­ance. He had once seen a pack of street dogs erupt into a mass brawl, ripping into each other with slavering jaws.

			As in the street, so in the palace. As amongst dogs, so amongst men.

			More screams, sounding far off. But the boy was already retreating from the sordid world around him into dreams of power and grandeur. He prayed to God Almighty and God heard his prayers. He would survive, by the grace of God, Creator and Destroyer of men. He would conquer, and one day he too would be Grand Duke.

			One scream rose above the others. It was the scream of a woman, driven out onto a high balcony across the courtyard from where he stood and watched. Again he felt a tranquillity. It was her they were about to kill, not him. The tranquillity of relief and curiosity. The men behind had stripped her half-naked and driven her at swordpoint onto this cruel public promontory. Perhaps she was the wife or the whore of the man butchered at his door. If the boy glanced back now, he thought he would see the man’s blood seeping under the door towards him, a spreading crimson lake …

			He did not look round. He stared across at the woman about to die, feeling more intensely that calm and vicarious power. Kill her, he found himself thinking. Yes, kill her! And he did not even know who she was. Again a faint smile.

			The men behind her stabbed her three or four times in the back and she arched and howled once more and crawled up desperately onto the parapet and one gave her a last sharp stab in the arm and she was over and falling and hitting the ground below with a leaden thump. Her limbs spasmed briefly and she was still.

			One day … One day all this would be his. And the whole world would feel his power. The boy lowered his gaze and thanked God and was at peace.
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			Shropshire, England, 1574

			The early spring sunshine fell on the fields bright with young green wheat and spangled with dew, and the bell of the manor house chapel was calling its summons to the field workers. Sir Nicholas Ingoldsby, aged twenty-five, baronet in the County of Shropshire, had been up since before dawn, bent over his desk. He laid down his pen and rubbed his eyes, and gazed out of the lead-paned window into the enchanted country beyond. He had always preferred being out of doors – on his feet, on a horse, even up a tree. Then he gave a deep sigh and read what he had written.

			Three horses, £6 10s; six pigs, £2; a hundred and fifty sheep, £37; nineteen acres of wheat, £27; thirty-two acres of barley, £32; two acres of beans, £1 10s.

			He smiled ruefully. He had become a bean counter, the dutiful son of his late father, old Sir John Ingoldsby, managing the ancestral estate that had been in the family of the Ingoldsbys for three hundred years. But was this really the duty he owed his father? When he was younger, and still a naïve boy, he had felt differently. He glanced up at the ancient sword that still hung above the fireplace – the sword with which his father had fought against the Ottoman Turks, at the desperate, heroic and doomed Siege of Rhodes in 1522, when he was still a Knight of St John.

			But when the Order of St John was abolished in England by order of the State, Sir John had had to choose between his loyalty to that strange, antique, ferocious brotherhood of warrior-monks, or his country. He had chosen his country, and returned to England to marry, to raise his children, and live as a quiet, obedient, unobtrusive old Catholic family of the shires.

			Now Nicholas seemed set on a similar life. Was he old before his time? He flexed his aching shoulders. No, his heart still burned within him. Just like at sixteen, when he had seen his beloved father killed in a stupid accident before his eyes, and in a fit of youthful idealism, had set off with his faithful old friend, Matthew Hodgkin, for the island of Malta, to serve with his father’s old Order, in some confused dream of a Noble Crusade … What a trial by fire that had been!

			And an unexpectedly long one too. The Great Siege itself, all that deadly summer of 1565 – the young girl Maddalena, his first true love, his first heartbreak – the sorrowful departure from Malta, and then the fate of so many Christian voyagers on that sea: capture and enslavement by Barbary pirates. The galleys.

			And Algiers jail. Years passed. He grimaced. Even now he could smell the dungeons he and Hodge had lain in, hear the scuttle of rats, picture their sharp, inquisitive muzzles nosing the fetid air, one forepaw raised, searching out any fresh corpses to feed on in that hellhole. Their escape.

			Drunken quayside brawls, whorehouses, knife fights – the feckless life of any nationless vagabond. And then the Cyprus campaign with the Knights once more, quite unexpectedly, and that epic, destructive naval battle of Lepanto.

			And then home – and this. Peace. Domesticity. He who had come back from the front line of the Turkish wars with a still restless heart, who still awoke from nightmares of Malta and Lepanto – strange nightmares that comprised exhilaration as well as terror – he who had for seven wild years lived in the heart of history!

			 

			Another sigh arose from deep within him, and he stared again at his estate accounts. Hereditary baronet he might be, but in terms of income, no more than a country yeoman. He had taken back the old family servants, the estate workers, he had cared for his sisters, married them off one by one to suitable husbands round about. He had even started to look around for a wife himself, to continue the ancient, noble, though distinctly impoverished, lineage of Ingoldsby. And to cool his restless heart with yet more dutifulness.

			He ran his tongue over the pit in his gum where a tooth had been only yesterday. He refused to pay a professional tooth drawer, a damnable expense, so he had resorted – in traditional peasant style – to the services of the blacksmith, with his iron tongs and his strong right arm. Still cost him threepence. And that was the most bloodshed he wanted to see nowadays. No more wild travels and adventures for him. Not any more. He was, he told himself, perfectly content. He must be.

			Now then. There were eight gallons of wheat to a bushel, and eight pounds of wheat to a gallon. But he was buying in grain from Cornwall where it was counted eighteen to the bushel – unless you were buying directly off a boat, in which case it was sixteen … And he was buying in Cornish grain unlading from the Severn. Did that mean … ?

			There came a knock at the door.

			‘Enter.’

			It was Jenkyn, the old steward. He looked anxious.

			‘What is it, man?’

			‘Sire – they’ve took Master Hodgkin.’

			‘Took?’

			‘Bandits, sire. Holding ’im up in Hound Wood. Demanding a ransom for him they are and all, or they say they’ll cut his throat by midnight.’

			He was on his feet and reaching for his cloak already. ‘How many of ’em?’

			‘I don’t know, sire. The lad come running saying they was great brutes of men, with faces all snarled up like the gargoyles round the church porch.’

			‘He has a vivid turn of phrase.’

			He took down that venerable sword from over the fireplace and unsheathed it and eyed the blade. Still notched by Ottoman scimitars. ‘Get me Will Rooker and saddle up two horses. We don’t truckle with bandits in Shropshire.’

			As he turned and strode from the room, his flaring cloak brushed the inkpot and overturned it. Black gall seeped over all the good work he had done, but he never even noticed.
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			He and his bailiff, sturdy Will Rooker, mounted up in the yard. Will had some old long beaten sword that might have seen service in the Wars of the Roses a century ago, and along with his sword, Nicholas carried a hunting crossbow across his back, and half a dozen bolts.

			He felt the familiar excitement arise, all his good resolutions about sober duty and the quiet life already forgotten. One thing fighting the Turk had taught him: never negotiate, never surrender. And if he could face the Grand Turk, he could certainly face a band of impertinent Border bandits. They would have to fight. He had no choice. And assuming a band of twenty or so, they would have to attack with all aggression, hope to put a dent in one or two, and send the rest fleeing in confusion before they could put a knife to Hodge’s throat.

			The night was growing dark, the moon too thin to give much light. They tied up their horses three fields away, downwind, and spoke to them to calm them and allay their fears, their harrumphs and whickers. Nicholas winched up the crossbow and loaded a bolt, and then they crept along the field’s edge under the darkness of the high old hedge, moving slow, until they came to Hound Wood. They crouched.

			Nicholas glanced sourly at Will. Sneered in the dark. The fools of bandits had actually lit a fire to warm themselves and to cook whatever game they’d poached from his woods. Rank amateurs.

			They went as silently as they could, knowing the bandits would see nothing, gazing sottishly into the orange heart of the fire, awaiting their ransom money. Patience was all. At last Nicholas was up behind a broad old oak not twenty feet off, crossbow readied, feet positioned carefully on soft ground free of twigs. He could have chuckled to himself. There were two of them. Two bandits. Hulking brutes, to be sure, from the hunched back of the one sitting, but no great number – the second of them lay wrapped in his cloak on the ground, probably dead drunk already. Hodge himself sat opposite, staring into the fire with an expression so untroubled Nicholas could have laughed again.

			He lined up his crossbow and took aim at the head of the brute sitting on the log. Head the size of a cannonball from an Ottoman siege gun. At this distance it was too easy. Like potting apples at a May fair. He lowered the bow a little and aimed to take out his right arm. Hesitated. Something about the shape of the fellow …

			He felt a presence just behind him, and then something cold at his throat. The touch of bright steel. He kept very, very still.

			And then the brute at the fireside spoke, without turning round. A deep, rumbling, bearlike voice as if out of a cave.

			‘Greetings, Master Ingoldsby. Fine hospitality you show us.’

			The cold steel was removed from his throat and he lowered his bow to the ground, speechless with astonishment. He turned and there beside him stood a giant of a man with a broad, ruddy face and a mop of tow-coloured hair. For the first time he noticed another very serious sword indeed hanging in its scabbard from a nearby branch.

			‘Ned Stanley! John Smith!’ he gasped. ‘If I knew any blasphemies I’d swear them now!’

			‘Rubbish ambuscade of yours there, young Ingoldsby,’ said Stanley. ‘Brother Smith here said he smelt your horses coming ten minutes ago.’

			‘And this hare’s tough too,’ grumbled Smith.

			Hodge stood. ‘That’s because you’ve over-roasted it,’ he said. ‘You never could cook, you.’

			After effusive greetings and embraces, Nicholas stood back, trying to make sense of their presence. Sir John Smith and Sir Edward Stanley, Knights Commander of the Order of St John, both old enough to be his father, both in their fifth decades, yet as he knew from fighting alongside them, as tough and as dangerous as any soldiers under the sun. They were the elite. The Turks called them the Mad Dogs of Christendom.

			Nicholas grinned. Things always happened when these two appeared. Sir John Smith, a bear of a man with black hair and beard now increasingly grizzled, his deep rumbling voice, his eyes red and bloodshot when angered, like an enraged bull. He could knock any man senseless with a single, casual blow, and was seemingly indestructible. When he stripped to bathe, his tree-trunk torso had more scars than skin. And he took a grim delight in always predicting the worst.

			And Sir Edward Stanley, of an old English family, of similar build to Smith but even taller, like a Norse giant, with tousled fair hair, ruddy cheeks, dancing blue eyes and laughing disposition. As Nicholas knew, he always seemed most cheerful when facing desperate odds, in the heat of a battle, with death staring him in the face. He was never happier.

			And the pair were certainly in great danger in Protestant England, as well as being feared and hated throughout the Mohammedan world, just as much as the Knights Templar had ever been. Now the Knights Templar were destroyed, by corrupt kings without and their own corruption within. But the Knights of St John fought on, the greatest warriors of Christendom, against a Mohammedan tide that was once more sweeping westwards. Palestine was again in the hands of the Caliphate, and that old medieval dream of a Christian Holy Land seemed more distant than ever.

			The Knights of St John had been driven from Rhodes, and finally besieged on their island home of Malta: an Ottoman siege that went spectacularly wrong, and became one of Christendom’s most heroic victories. And he had been there. Even now he could hardly believe it. All four of them had been there, comrades-in-arms; even the home-loving Hodge.

			Nicholas waved at the two knights and explained to Will Rooker as best he could, ‘Old friends of mine. I can say no more. On your life, Will, mention this to no one.’

			‘Not till Doomsday, sire,’ said Rooker stoutly.

			Nicholas told him to head back to the house. He would return presently.

			‘Last time we came direct to your door,’ said Stanley, solemn again, ‘tragedy ensued, and your father lost his life. As you well know. We needed to come and find you, but without risk of discovery or household tittle-tattle.’ He looked after the departing Rooker. ‘Less risk, at any rate.’

			‘Rooker’s a good man.’ Nicholas looked them over. Two Catholic knights, travelling sub rosa and under cover of night in Elizabeth’s Protestant England. The danger was immense.

			He said, ‘If you’re caught, you’ll be beheaded within a day. And Hodge and I will probably be racked till we stretch from here to Shrewsbury.’

			Stanley looked evasive. ‘Our being here is not without risk, it is true. But we do carry a letter of passe-par-tout, a sealed letter direct to Elizabeth’s secretary from our Grand Master, and new information of great value to London. Tidings from the East, you might say. Though not exactly glad tidings.’

			‘But the Pope, your Holy Father, has virtually ordered her assassination. Four years ago he declared her excommunicated and a heretic – which is as good as ordering her removal from the English throne.’

			‘Is the Pope not your Holy Father too?’ said Smith sharply.

			Nicholas hesitated. ‘My Catholic faith is blurring with the years. This new Church of England is a broad church. Our parson here still has a crucifix on the wall, still reads the Psalms in Latin. And no, I most certainly have no interest in assassinating my Queen. Have you? Why are you here?’

			Smith and Stanley exchanged glances. They would not be telling their old comrade Ingoldsby everything tonight. It was not possible. But they needed him. Stanley said, ‘We want access that you can get us. How is your account of your travels to Malta and the Battle of Lepanto that you were writing for the Court? Is the Queen not impatient for it? It will be excellent foreign intelligence for her and her secretary Lord Cecil.’

			‘How do you know …?’ Then Nicholas shook his head. The spy network of the Knights of St John was legendary. It spread across all of Christendom and well beyond, to the court of Constantinople, to Persia even …

			‘Nearly done,’ he said. ‘I will go to London later this summer.’

			‘Finish it in three days.’

			He snorted. ‘Out of the question, Stanley. It’s a busy time of year, seed to sow, animals to get out into the fields, endless ­accounts …’

			‘Three days,’ said Stanley. ‘We need to move by then.’

			‘Brazen cheek,’ muttered Nicholas. ‘Every time I encounter you afresh, I know there’s going to be trouble. It’s out of the question.’
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			It was with ink still on his fingers and bleared eyes that Nicholas rode out at the head of the four along the London road, three days later. There was much to do on the estate – not least the late lambing – but he had promised good reward to Will Rooker and his brother for managing it all while he was gone, and they were sound men. He would only be gone a short while, he said, just a few weeks. Back before May Day at the latest.

			Hodge looked gloomy at his words. He felt a terrible foreboding that they would be gone a lot, lot longer.

			 

			They slept one night in the melancholy shadows of a ruined monastery, without any fire to warm their bones or cheer their hearts. Bare ruined choirs where late the sweet birds sang. Was it possible – Nicholas lay awake wondering, the dew settling on his face towards dawn – was it possible that only four decades ago, when his father was a boy, this was one of the great monasteries of England, a place of prayer and worship, unspeakably beautiful choirs of heavenly voices? Rest and hospitality for any pilgrim that asked, healing for any sick that came? Surely when that oaf Henry destroyed the monasteries he destroyed part of England’s own soul.

			And now his Protestant daughter sat on the throne. Nicholas’s Queen, whom he now served, now rode to London for. He rolled on his side. Truly the world was out of joint.

			 

			They found rooms at an unwholesome inn at Wapping, the Mermaid. Hodge squinted up at the worm-eaten sign-board of the fair fish-maiden. ‘Looks like she’s got a bad dose of the clap.’

			The first thing the landlord said was it was sixpence for half an hour upstairs with his daughter, or a shilling for a quarter ounce of this new nicotiana. ‘Fresh from the Americas.’

			They politely declined both.

			Leaving his comrades to talk over old times in a private chamber, Nicholas rode over to Whitehall Palace to lodge his account of his travels with an uninterested clerk. Smudged and hurriedly written as it was, it would have to do. He stressed that it was commanded expressly by Her Majesty some three years ago. The clerk, sickly and pockmarked, seemed even more uninterested. He went back the next day to see if there was any response. Nothing. Dealing with government was often trying.

			In the meantime they waited at Wapping and kept low. Smith and Stanley felt it was too risky to stay with Nicholas and Hodge and found lodgings somewhere else unspecified. ‘A safe house,’ said Stanley vaguely. Old Catholic families still abounded. Yet Nicholas already feared they were being watched. The landlord eyed them suspiciously from the start. No one could help but notice the two knights’ deep un-English colour, cheeks burned brown by the Mediter­ranean sun, and yet their gentlemanly demeanour, and their aura of martial power.

			At night the Mermaid was filled with mariners of the roughest sort, all flashing gold earrings and ribbons in their pigtails and gleaming daggers at their belts, and some very tall tales indeed. They disbursed their hard-won earnings as fast as they could drink them, as did their brazen shouting whores.

			Hodge and Nicholas tried to keep inconspicuous and drank small beer as long as they could. The noise and stench grew worse and the fetid reek of this new-fangled tobacco in every mariner’s clay pipebowl made the eyes sting and the stomach sicken. It would never catch on. Then a drunken whore fell across their table quite bare-breasted and eyed them with a stupid, feigned lasciviousness, before rolling onto the sawdust floor and lying there half asleep. Feeling rather ridiculous, Nicholas leaned down and covered her modesty with a kerchief.

			‘Quite the gentleman,’ said Hodge. ‘What’s this inn’s name again, The Devil’s Whore?’

			Nicholas grinned. The reechy stew of humanity in all its rumbustious shamelessness. He checked the dagger at his waist. Might be needed before this night was out. Yet he felt the thrill of it all as well, the hum of the great capital. Though he loved his native countryside with a love too deep for words, there was another kind of pleasure here. But please God, let him not be tempted tonight by a whore. Another blowsy wench was pouting at them across the room, though sitting in a mariner’s lap. One night with Venus, a lifetime with Mercury. One onion-breathed kiss on the lips, and a month later, a body of welted sores. Or the mariner’s own jealous dagger in your back, for that matter.

			All was talk of foreign voyages and ventures. Even in darkest Shropshire they had eventually heard tell of Sir Francis Drake’s extraordinary voyage to the Indies, the looted Spanish treasures he brought back with him.

			‘Four thousand seven hundred per cent!’ murmured an older man, more sober suited. A maritime investor, perhaps, listening for tips. ‘Four thousand seven hundred per cent on every guinea invested.’

			‘What’s that in plain English?’ said a blear-eyed sailor, leaning towards him.

			‘Invest a guinea,’ said the older man, ‘and you’ll get back forty-seven.’

			The sailor gaped.

			‘If Drake’s not shot, hanged, drowned, burned or devoured by cannibals on his next voyage!’ said another.

			There was talk of other great travellers, of Giles Fletcher, of Anthony Jenkinson and his marvellous map of the East, and this new Empire of the Russias. A mariner sunburnt and muscled sat beside them, jovial and well soused, and showed them a bangle squeezed round his powerful wrist.

			‘Pure gold,’ he said. He had a Devon accent, like Drake himself. ‘Pure African gold. Got from a woman there for a mere bit of cloth. And the women there,’ he waved his hands sinuously, ‘got rumps on ’em good enough to eat.’

			‘’Pon my faith,’ said Nicholas politely.

			‘Now I like to think there’s half a dozen pied coloured bastards o’ mine running about the jungle, naked as Adam!’ He roared with laughter. ‘Look. This bangle here. African gold.’ Why did drunkards always repeat themselves? ‘Come from the ancient kingdoms inland. Come by camel across the desert. Remarkable beasts. They call it the Gold Coast, ’tis so common.’

			‘That’s nothing,’ said another mariner. ‘There are isles in the southern seas, about the Portugal islands and the East Indies, where gold is so common they reckon it worthless entirely.’

			‘That’s lies,’ said the first.

			Daggers would be out soon. A drunken mariner would quarrel with his own shadow. Nicholas had his dagger loosened in its sheath, Hodge likewise, but that hefty three-legged stool there might prove more useful if things should get lively.

			The world travellers and gold connoisseurs talked of lands beyond the equinoctial sun where the natives were burnt quite black but gold was as common as clay, and though they were only naked and unchristened savages they dined off trenchers of pure gold. Gold knives, gold beds, everything. Gold gold gold. Nicholas began to sicken of the word.

			‘You mean,’ he said, ‘you could sail back with a dozen shiploads of gold?’

			‘Aye, lad, just so. For a few fardels of Hampshire kersey. Nice bit of cloth but not worth that much. And jacinths, rubies, emeralds …’

			Hodge nudged Nicholas sharply under the table but he pressed on. ‘But then wouldn’t gold be worth less in England? If you came back with hundreds of tons of it? Like it is in these fabled islands of yours?’

			The mariner snapped, ‘Gold is gold, you fool. Gold is precious wherever it is.’

			‘But you just said it wasn’t. In these fabled islands. Because there’s so much of it. It’s only precious where it’s rare.’

			‘You call me a liar?’

			‘No, I just question your grasp of economics.’

			‘Oh bloody hell,’ sighed Hodge.

			‘Don’t get smart with me, Master Wordy Quickwits,’ snapped the mariner, ‘or I’ll kick your arse down Wapping Stairs and give you a bellyful of sweet Thames water to sup on.’

			A fight was a gnat’s breath away, but Nicholas just grinned broadly and gave the mariner a mighty slap on the back and ­ordered him up another mug of ale. ‘Here’s a man after my own heart, Hodge. Do you have a ship or work one?’

			The mariner scowled. ‘Not I. My captain does.’

			‘We might need to take ship soon. We have a journey to go.’

			‘Aye,’ said Hodge. ‘Back to Shropshire. By horse.’

			Nicholas said, a little heady, musing, ‘I feel there’s something in the air.’ Thoughts of returning home by May Day were already receding. The world was so rich, so wide …

			‘You got an estate to run,’ said Hodge. ‘The lambing, spring crops to sort. And abroad’s a bloody awful place anyhow. I know, I’ve been there. Full of people who want to rob you or kill you or both.’

			Nicholas gazed into the middle distance. ‘Something with the taste of far-off adventure …’

			‘Don’t you dare. I don’t have a sense of adventure.’

			‘It’ll come back to you,’ said Nicholas.

			‘I’m not going up to Hull again and that coast,’ said the mariner. ‘Grim old coast, that is.’

			‘Not Hull,’ said Nicholas. ‘Possibly further. Possibly Constantinople.’

			The mariner laughed. ‘Go and visit the Turk? Now who’s the teller of tall tales?’

			Hodge gripped Nicholas’s shoulder. ‘What else have those devious knights been telling you?’

			Nicholas looked evasive. Then he said in a low, serious tone, ‘They admitted to me when we were on the road that the Order has intercepted a message from the heart of the Sublime Porte itself. One of their trusted agents came back to Malta with a letter in fearsome code, but marked from the Sultan’s own secretariat. The agent said that two men had already been murdered for possession of the letter, and he only narrowly escaped with his own life. After poring over it many days, the Knights understood it to read, The Black Sea is flooding north, through summer meadows.’

			‘Very pretty. What the devil does that mean?’

			‘They’re not sure. But if two men died for it, it must matter.’

			‘Tell me what they think it means.’ Hodge was exasperated. ‘For the love of God, Nick, have I ever betrayed you?’

			Of course he had not. For all that they were still officially master and man, they were two equals in every other respect. ‘It may mean,’ he said quietly, ‘that the Ottoman Empire is about to march north and attack Russia. To wipe it off the map.’
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			On the third day a messenger came to them with commandment to attend the First Secretary himself at Greenwich in the instant. Lord Cecil.

			‘Mother Mary,’ muttered Nicholas, ‘what did they make of my account of Malta and Lepanto? This is like going to see the headmaster back at grammar school.’

			They waited for hours, were given more wine than they wanted, were moved from chamber into grander and grander chamber, listened to the stately ticking of a fine Italian wall-clock and sighed away most of the afternoon. At last, after it had struck six, they were summoned before William Cecil himself. The most powerful man in the kingdom, perhaps, after the Archbishop of Canterbury.

			A small man, hunched, beady-eyed, pallid. Her Majesty was supposed to call him ‘My little elf’. And a brain as elfin and cunning, nimble and far-seeing as any in Christendom. If a ruler’s first duty was to choose his counsellors wisely, then Elizabeth had certainly fulfilled it.

			He greeted them abruptly, voice thin and sharp, and asked where they were staying.

			‘The Mermaid, at Wapping.’

			‘Wapping?’ said Cecil with distaste. ‘That’s where we hang ­pirates.’

			‘Just nearby,’ said Hodge. ‘Can smell ’em hangin’ there in an east wind, I shouldn’t wonder.’ Cecil looked at him sourly. Hodge had already taken a strong dislike to the First Secretary, for keeping them waiting three hours or more, so he pressed on, just to annoy him, ‘And the doxy upstairs is only sixpence for half an hour, he says she’s his daughter but I shouldn’t wonder if she isn’t just the same age as he is!’

			Cecil winced. ‘You are …?’

			‘Master Matthew Hodgkin of the County of Shropshire, Gentleman, and Queen’s Pension of Five Pounds for Life for services at the Great and Gallant Battle of Lepanto against the Wicked Turk.’

			Cecil eyed him with eyes as cold as a fish on a marble slab. ‘Fascinating. But would you mind waiting outside? It’s Ingoldsby here I must talk with.’

			Hodge was guided firmly to an outer chamber. Seeing his expression as he went, Nicholas had to suppress a smile.

			The door shut again and Cecil talked with the precise rapidity of the highly intelligent and highly pragmatic.

			‘Your report of your travels, which the Queen perceived might prove so useful to us.’ He glanced down at it on his desk. ‘Excellent. Valuable material. Only occasionally over-written.’

			‘Over … ?’

			‘Extraneous detail. We in government are not interested in Maltese flora or Cypriot fauna.’ He smiled bleakly. ‘But information on winds, tides, coasts, fortifications, armaments, all useful. The account of the flaying and murder of this Bragadino at Famagusta, before the Battle of Lepanto … shocking, shocking.’ He did not sound remotely shocked. ‘We will want you to work for us again.’

			‘I, I … I am not a … I do not work for you, I am a simple Shropshire farmer.’

			‘And baronet.’

			‘And baronet, yes.’

			‘Who travelled widely in the Mediterranean when younger – on some kind of idealistic pilgrimage or crusade in memory of his late father, Sir John Ingoldsby, former Knight of St John – and who ended up at both the Siege of Malta and the Battle of Lepanto.’

			‘Yes, but—’

			‘Who has seen much, therefore, of manners and men abroad, and whose knowledge and experience would be useful to us.’

			‘Yes, but—’

			‘And you are a Catholic, are you not?’

			Nicholas hesitated. ‘I am devoted to Her Majesty, and a loyal churchgoer in her church.’

			‘You are a Catholic. You have even fought alongside Spaniards and Italians at Malta and Lepanto – Spaniards who are rapidly becoming our gravest enemies. Or do you deny Rome, deny Peter?’

			He froze. No, he could not.

			‘You are a Catholic,’ repeated Cecil, voice like a scalpel. ‘Things can be difficult for Catholics. Increasingly so nowadays. Unless they demonstrate clear loyalty and service to our State.’

			His mind reeled. This he had not expected. Cecil wanted him to be a spy.

			‘You have travelled widely, have fought well in the Turkish wars, you speak some languages – French, Italian, Spanish, passing Turkish – am I right?’

			He must be honest. Cecil would see through everything. ‘And a little Arabic, yes, and Greek. Traveller’s Greek, not scholar’s.’

			‘You’ll not be translating Homer.’ Cecil switched abruptly, the seasoned interrogator. ‘Your two companions – they are safely lodged?’

			Be non-committal. ‘I believe so.’

			‘In London?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘You do not know where?’

			‘I do not.’

			Cecil came round from behind his desk and very close to him: almost a head shorter, but radiating a kind of power. ‘You do not,’ he agreed softly. ‘But we do.’ He turned away. ‘We see their every move.’

			He ordered Nicholas to sit. He walked about, small neat hands clasped behind him. ‘A delicate matter has arisen. Unusual, to say the least. Unusual, too, for such a matter to be entrusted to a Catholic – of however wavering a sort,’ he added sarcastically. ‘But I know you have told the truth so far. There are a number of things in your account which the intelligence of this kingdom knew already. For example, you have merely corroborated for us the details of Nicosia’s defences in Cyprus.

			‘We know very well you attend your church regularly, you foment no dissent, you talk no religion. Within your household there is still a Catholic missal on your bookshelf in your study, that belonged to your father – his name is on the flyleaf – but you do not look at it regularly, and you have no priest visiting in secret.’

			How Cecil loved such knowledge, and the look in this Ingoldsby’s eyes, the alarm and the helpless admiration! Intelligence was everything in this brave new world. Knowledge was power. ‘Yes, it pays to keep watch on one’s subjects – especially the more wandering sort.’

			He turned over Nicholas’s account on his desk and laid it face down, as if the matter was closed. ‘Tomorrow,’ he said. ‘Whitehall Palace, ten o’clock in the morning. Her Majesty will see you then. And – leave your friend behind.’

			 

			He grasped Hodge’s hand in the outer chamber.

			‘Cheek,’ muttered Hodge. ‘Well?’

			‘I need a drink. And more than small beer. That man knows everything.’

			 

			The second time in his life he had come before Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth, daughter of Henry, Enemy of Rome.

			Today she was wearing a gown of old gold, embroidered with pearls and gold beads and the shapes of aged oak leaves. Nicholas wasn’t quite sure it matched her red hair but he thought it wiser not to say. He bowed low.

			Cecil stood close by her. She feigned forgetfulness. ‘Remind me who you are.’ He explained as clearly as he could. She waved a slim white hand. ‘You have taken a long time to complete the account we asked you for.’

			‘Alas, yes, there was an estate to run, and my sisters—’

			‘You have taken a very long time.’

			He bowed low again, teeth clenched. ‘I have taken a very long time.’ Much as he revered his monarch, it angered him to grovel. ‘Yes, Majesty. My regrets.’

			‘As well I did not command an account of your entire life, or it would have taken you a lifetime to complete.’

			He laughed gracefully. ‘I am not a fast writer, Majesty.’

			‘Evidently. Fortunately I am a somewhat swifter reader, and read your account in a single night.’

			Three hundred pages? Quite possibly. She was a woman of awesome intellect, as powerful as any man’s – more powerful than many men’s, indeed.

			‘You are with your … friends at Wapping?’

			Nothing was named directly in this world. She would never use the phrase ‘Knights of St John’. All was double talk and allusion.

			‘I am with my old comrade Hodge. The others lodge elsewhere.’

			‘Your old friends have experience of the court of Constantinople which will be invaluable. We have had some communication with them. The family of one, the Stanleys, are an old family, largely Protestant, loyal servants. But you do not need to trouble yourself with the complex business of high politics, you a simple, slow-­witted yeoman farmer.’ She smiled. ‘So you are under new command from us, firstly to sail for Constantinople.’

			‘As spies?’

			‘As ambassadors and merchants,’ said Cecil sharply. ‘Merchandise and money are welcome the world over, regardless of religion.’

			So it was true, what Smith and Stanley had hinted before to him. They were bound for Constantinople! The heart of the enemy itself. Fabled city of minarets and bazaars, palaces and fountains, negro slaves, sherbet, secret assignations in dark streets under the crescent moon …

			‘You will take gifts from us, to the Sultana Safiye herself,’ said the Queen. ‘You know of her?’

			‘I have some idea – she is Italian by birth, is she not?’

			Elizabeth eyed Cecil, and he spoke in a voice like an encyclopaedia. ‘She was born Sofia Bellicui Baffo, in Venice, about 1550. Her father was governor of Corfu. The romantic tale goes that she was captured by Mohammedan pirates, forced into concubinage, earned the favour of the Sultan Murad, the third of that name, and by great good fortune became the mother of his first-born son, the future Sultan Mehmet. So now she has become Sultana, most powerful woman in the Ottoman Empire. She is still only some twenty-four years of age, and reputed a great beauty—’

			Elizabeth, over thirty years of age and no great beauty, though often flattered as such, interrupted sharply. ‘Or perhaps she is just a common Venetian whore who has crawled to the top with her usual harlot’s bag of bedroom tricks. What matters is that she has written us a letter, requesting friendship and sending gifts. She writes to us in most eloquent terms, sends us – as I recall – “so honourable and sweet a salutation that a choir of Nightingales could not attain the like, for the love we have for each other is like garden of pleasant birds …”’

			‘She’s been out East too long,’ he muttered.

			Her Majesty heard him and smiled. ‘You are merchants, but also our ambassadors. We wish to know all about this Sultana Safiye – her new Turkish name. You know what Safiye means in Turkish?’

			Nicholas struggled to remember.

			Elizabeth smiled a thin smile. ‘It means The Pure. Very amusing. So you will have an audience with this Pure Whore, charm her, do whatever you need. You have good looks, modesty and courtliness. Our agent there tells us she has information useful to us. She is now a Mohammedan convert – for the furtherance of her career – but was born a Christian. You will cement our alliance – for though the religion of Islam is assuredly the enemy of Christendom, yet we both in England and the Ottoman Empire have an enemy in Rome. Perhaps this makes us unlikely temporary allies, of a sort.’

			Politics was always complicated, compromised. And how on earth could Smith and Stanley be going on this mission too?

			She read his thoughts. ‘Your friends – from Malta – are at much greater risk than you are. But that is their affair. We have their assurance that their Order, at least, feels no special duty to fight against fellow Christians, or assassinate Protestant rulers.’

			‘I believe this is true,’ said Nicholas.

			‘Then comes a more delicate mission,’ said Elizabeth. ‘You will sail on over the Pontine Sea to Russia, and up to the Grand Duchy of Muscovy.’

			The Black Sea is flooding north, through summer meadows. ‘Russia?’

			‘Just so. Increasingly a great and powerful enemy of the Ottomans.’

			‘So – our enemy?’

			Her thin smile. ‘Not so naive, Master Ingoldsby. Very much our friends, and esteemed trading partners. Christian, but not of Rome. And, potentially, very, very wealthy. How on earth could this combination make them our enemies?’

			He felt quite lost. Bowed again, for good measure.

			‘The journey up to Muscovy alone will, I am sure, be … interesting. You will have to pass through Tatar lands, and vast, lawless plains ruled by mounted bandits called the Cossacks. But I am sure you will cope admirably, and again you will gather all information useful to us. We already have the good maps and the reports of our loyal servant Anthony Jenkinson, Captain-General of the Russia Company. Here. See.’

			She indicated and a steward unrolled a magnificent illustrated map: a work of cartographic art. In the bottom left was the image of a memorial stone that read, Russiae, Moscoviae et Tartariae Descriptio.

			It showed a country of many rivers and exotic creatures. In the far north was a land, Samoyeda, where Jenkinson had pictured men in furs kneeling down before stone idols or squares of hide suspended from long poles. Beyond the last city to the east was an empty land called Sibir. There was a Cassac, and Colmack, and Kirgessi praying to trees, and from some of the trees were hanging corpses.

			There were camels and conical tents among the Tumen, wild leaping horsemen at Astrakhan and in the Crimea, a great river called the Don, known to the Greeks as the Tanais, and the Neper, or anciently, Borysthenes … It was a lot to take in. And towards the north was a small city on a small river, called Moskva.

			‘In Russian,’ said Cecil, ‘Moskva means dark or troubled waters.’

			‘But Master Jenkinson is a merchant to his soul,’ snapped the Queen. ‘Much fanciful illustration, and reports of crops and timber and beeswax, less about armies and fortifications, in which your eye is more experienced.’

			‘Truly, Majesty, I was only ever a soldier by accident—’

			He was going to remind her that he really was only a yeoman farmer, even if he had inherited a baronetcy from his father; that he had only gone to Malta as a naive, vainglorious boy, imagining himself on some noble crusade in his father’s name, had only become caught up in the battles of Cyprus and Lepanto as little more than a vagabond, along with his faithful friend Hodge. But she ignored him entirely.

			‘In addition you have a sharp eye and an agreeable style in prose. You were tutored in Cicero?’

			‘My father was a great admirer of Tacitus. He said Cicero’s sentences were too long.’

			‘Ah yes, perhaps your style is Tacitan. “They make a wasteland and they call it peace,” yes?’

			He bowed. Her Majesty was known to be a very fine scholar – and not chary of displaying her scholarship either.

			‘And then in Muscovy itself – this delicate matter.’

			If we get there alive in our own skins, thought Nicholas sourly.

			Cecil coughed. Elizabeth let him go on.

			‘The Grand Duke of Muscovy, Ivan by name’ – even Cecil hesitated – ‘has sent our beloved Queen a Proposal of Marriage.’

			Elizabeth touched a kerchief to her mouth in amusement. ‘Notwithstanding that he is married already.’

			A little like your own father, thought Nicholas. But silence now, traitorous thoughts.

			Cecil said, ‘What do you know of this Ivan yourself, as a travel­led, somewhat educated gentleman of England?’

			Nicholas racked his brains, found little but tall tales there. ‘Tales of a Grand Prince of the East,’ he murmured, ‘who moves about with a horde who live in tents, or hibernates like a bear in a far northern fastness of ice and snow, in a gold palace set with jewels.’

			‘Ye-es,’ said Cecil. ‘Exaggerations to some degree, perhaps.’ His humour was drier than Arabian sand. ‘Nevertheless, this Proposal is in earnest, and this Muscovy is a great and rising power. This Caesar of Muscovy, Ivan – Caesar becomes Czar in their barbarous tongue – was a mere tribal chieftain only four decades ago. His kingdom no more than a huddle of wooden houses and churches on the River Moskva, deep in the heart of this great unknown land.’

			He waved his hand over Jenkinson’s map.

			‘Now, suddenly, he has risen to rule from the icy wastes of the White Sea and the Baltic in the north, all the way down to the ­desert sands of the Caspian Sea in the south. He has twice conquered the Mohammedan hordes in great battle, these Tatars – warriors of Turkic custom, Turkic blood and Turkic ferocity. Kinsmen and of course powerful allies of the Ottomans. We believe the Tatars are descendants of Ghenghiz Khan, who terrorized all the world. The Russians call them the Golden Horde, their most ancient and bitter enemies.

			‘Now Ivan has already taken the city of Kazan from the Khanate to the east, and the important port of Astrakhan on the Caspian. With Russia’s great, broad rivers flowing through flat lands without mountain passes, Czar Ivan rules over trade routes of unimaginable reach, from the Baltic to the shores of Persia across the Caspian Sea. From there lies a land route straight to India and China. He could sell German salt herrings to the Shah in Isfahan if he wanted, in straight exchange for Eastern silk and spices. Imagine the profit in that.’

			Nicholas’s eyes roved over the map, struggling to picture the scale of this vast empire risen so suddenly from obscurity.

			Cecil said, ‘He can only wax wealthier and more powerful still with such a kingdom.’

			‘And become a greater threat to the Turks,’ said Elizabeth. ‘What are his intentions? Where will he turn next? If he turns against the Khanate of the Crimea, and conquers, he will then have access to the Black Sea, and the Mediterranean beyond. Then his reach will be beyond all other empires of the world.’

			‘And so you see,’ said Cecil, his hands clasped as if in prayer, ‘negotiations regarding this Proposal of Marriage will have to be delicate. We are playing for time, but not refusing. You will take Ivan a fine oil portrait of Her Majesty, and other gifts.’

			‘You are not …’ at last Nicholas could not help himself, and against all court etiquette he blurted out, ‘you are not going to accept his Proposal?’

			But Elizabeth only smiled tolerantly and said with softened voice, ‘Of course we are not. But that is not why you are going.’

			He bowed out of her presence, greatly relieved. Only later did he reflect that he still wasn’t exactly sure why he was going. As a kind of freelance spy?
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			‘Tell me the bad news,’ said Hodge, already dark of temper.

			‘We’re commanded to go to Constantinople.’

			‘Turkey!’

			‘Just so. By royal command. So you can’t even say no.’

			Hodge’s scowl deepened still further.

			‘It gets worse,’ said Nicholas.

			‘How could it get worse?’

			‘We then go on to Russia.’

			‘Russia!’

			‘The Caesar of all the Russias, Ivan, has proposed marriage to our Queen.’

			‘The villain. And what are we supposed to do about it? I’m not marrying the bugger in her stead.’

			Nicholas slapped him on the shoulder and said cheerfully, ‘We’re going as emissaries, ambassadors, with gifts, and also as spies. With no experience, no support, and no escape if things go wrong.’

			‘When things go wrong.’ Hodge raised his eyes to heaven. ‘Why us, O Lord, why us?’

			‘And also, I think, to make friends with this Czar Ivan of Russia.’

			‘How quaint.’

			 

			They spent the afternoon at the duelling school in the Artillery Gardens north of the city, near Moorfields. Nicholas felt they should exercise their sword arms. ‘Just in case.’ The Italian master there said they were clumsy and out of practice, but by the end of two hours’ hard exercise he grudgingly admitted they had some skill.

			‘You will need thees skill too,’ he said. ‘London full of bad men, bad men. Wild men. Terrible. Worse than Italy.’

			‘What about Russia?’ said Nicholas.

			 

			Things moved rapidly. Nicholas negotiated with his belligerent new mariner friend back at the Mermaid, who gave him word of a sea captain sailing for Spain with a load of Suffolk cloth in two days’ time. Smith and Stanley reappeared from their unknown lodgings and he told them Cecil knew where they were. Smith grunted, ‘We know where he is too.’

			‘Russia?’ said Stanley. ‘Interesting.’

			They found the captain at Wapping Stairs, looked over the plump little merchantman going to Cadiz, agreed a price. Bought some provisions. Sent word to Cecil, had two precious crates loaded on board, one bound for the court of Constantinople, one for Muscovy.

			‘This is unreal,’ said Hodge. ‘Pinch me.’

			‘Business of State,’ said Nicholas. ‘Not ours to question it.’

			And a day after that they sailed down a gilded Thames at dawn into the rising sun. Nicholas looked back on the slowly awakening city, and pictured the green shires of England beyond. He had no idea when they would return, but it would not be by Michaelmas now, and he felt that familiar thrill and ache of traveller’s joy, traveller’s sorrow.

			 

			Tacking down the Channel they passed the new St Catherine’s lighthouse on the Isle of Wight. Mercifully God sent them clear weather for rounding the dreaded Eddystone, sixteen miles off the Devon coast.

			‘Sixteen miles out to sea,’ said Hodge wonderingly. ‘A huge mountain arising from the seabed miles below, its peak just breaking the waves. Beggars imagination.’

			Nicholas stared down into the black depths. If you took away all the sea it would stand a
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