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‘Wonderfully dark and atmospheric, this book will have you gripped from the first page to the last’

Tracy Borman

‘Spies, thieves, murderers and King James I? Brilliant. Wonderful, exciting story’

Conn Iggulden

‘There are few authors who can bring the past to life so compellingly . . . So it was a genuine treat to follow Pursglove into the devastated streets of Bristol where shadows and menace lurk round almost every corner. It's brilliant writing and more importantly, riveting reading’

Simon Scarrow

‘The intrigues of Jacobean court politics simmer beneath the surface in this gripping and masterful crime novel. With a beautifully evoked, original setting, and Maitland's trademark dark edge, the twists and turns of Daniel Pursglove’s story had me hooked. Maitland's post-flood Bristol is an apocalyptic world, convincingly anchored in its period, while eerily echoing the devastation of more recent natural disasters. I can't wait for more!’
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Gunpowder and treason changed England forever. But the tides are turning and revenge runs deep.

1606. A year to the day that men were executed for conspiring to blow up Parliament, a towering wave devastates the Bristol Channel. Some proclaim God's vengeance. Others seek to take advantage.

In London, Daniel Pursglove lies in prison waiting to die. But Charles FitzAlan, close adviser to King James I, has a job in mind that will free a man of Daniel's skill from the horrors of Newgate. If he succeeds.

For Bristol is a hotbed of Catholic spies, and where better for the lone conspirator who evaded arrest, one Spero Pettingar, to gather allies than in the chaos of a drowned city? Daniel journeys there to investigate FitzAlan's lead, but soon finds himself at the heart of a dark Jesuit conspiracy – and in pursuit of a killer.




‘The [witches] can rayse storms and tempestes in the aire, either upon sea or land, though not universally, but in such a particular place and prescribed boundes, as God will permitte them so to trouble: which likewise is verie easie to be discerned from anie other naturall tempestes . . . in respect of the suddaine and violent raising thereof, together with the short induring of the same. And this is likewise verie possible to their master [the Devil] to do, he having such affinitie with the aire as being a spirite . . .’

Chapter V, Seconde Booke, Daemonologie, 1597 by James R (King James VI of Scotland, later King James I of England)

‘Mighty hilles of water tombling over one another in such sort as if the greatest mountains in the world had overwhelmed the lowe villages or marshy grounds. Sometimes it dazzled many of the spectators that they imagined it had bin some fogge or mist coming with great swiftness towards them and with such a smoke as if mountains were all on fire, and to the view of some it seemed as if myriads of thousands of arrows had been shot forth all at one time.’

‘Lamentable News’, 1607, Anon




Author’s Note

Dates in this book use the Old Style (Julian) Calendar. Under the old calendar, the year was not numbered from 1 January but from Lady Day, 25 March, which was regarded as New Year’s Day. While some countries in Europe had adopted the Gregorian Calendar in 1582, England did not change over to the new calendar until 1752.




Prologue

THE BRISTOL CHANNEL

JANUARY 1606

THE OLD MAN, sitting, sucking on his pipe on the quayside, was first to see it, or rather he did not see it. And that was what puzzled him. He squinted up into the cloudless winter sky, trying to judge the angle of the sun, thinking he must have miscounted the distant chimes from the church. It was a little past nine of the clock. By his reckoning, the tide in the estuary should have been on the turn, racing and foaming up the Bristol Channel, barging against the brown waters of the River Severn and herding the flocks of wading birds towards the banks. But it was not.

The tide had started to flow in, just as it had twice a day ever since the first gulls had flown above the waters and the first men had cast their fishing nets beneath them, but now it had suddenly retreated again, as if the sea had taken a deep breath and sucked the water back out, a great blubbery beast pulling in its belly. In all his days, the aged fisherman had never known it to do that before. He half opened his mouth to say as much to the two lads trundling barrels towards the warehouse on the corner of the quay, but he kept silent, afraid they’d jeer that his wits were wandering.

The old man struggled to his feet and shuffled along the jetty, peering down into the mud of the harbour. He knew every drop of blood, fish or human, that stained the boards of that wharf and every spar of wood that poked up from the watery silt beyond it, but he didn’t recall ever seeing the weed-covered ribs of the ancient cog ship which now lay exposed in the deepest heart of the channel.

But few other men hurrying around the quayside that morning had time to stop and gawp at old wrecked hulks, not at that hour, for it was as fine a day as any that could be expected in midwinter and no one could afford to waste such good fortune. The frost on the roofs of the cottages glittered in the sunshine and thin spirals of lavender-grey smoke rose from dozens of hearth fires as women began to bake the noonday’s bread and sweep the dust from their floors, while their menfolk, rags wound about their hands, stirred vats of boiling tar or sawed planks for new boats, some standing in deep pits so that only the tops of their heads showed above the ground, blizzards of sawdust already covering their greasy coifs.

A flock of grey plover took wing from the mud flats and wheeled over the old man’s head, their shrill cries piercing even the hammering and rasping from the boat builder’s yard. He stared back down over the edge of the jetty. Maybe his eyes had deceived him, for the tide was coming in again now, a dark snake of water writhing swiftly back up to meet the river. The estuary was filling fast. There was nothing amiss, after all. And yet . . .

The old man shaded his eyes against the dazzling sun. Something was glittering far down the estuary. He couldn’t make it out. He tottered further down the jetty. Was there a ship afire out there? Or were those not flames, but sunlight glinting off a forest of steel weapons? A Spanish invasion? It had been nigh on twenty years since those popish devils had last thought to seize the throne from Good Queen Bess, and rumour had it that King James had signed a peace treaty with them, but what Englishman would trust to a scrap of parchment? Maybe the Spaniards thought to try their luck again, knowing the new King had less stomach for a fight than the old Queen.

Three shrieking urchins rushed past the old man, almost knocking him into the water below.

‘It’s a huge whale, I tell you!’

‘It’s a sea dragon breathing fire!’

Alerted by their piercing yells, mothers were emerging from doorways wiping wet hands on their aprons. Men in the boatyard glanced around, then abandoned their tools and crowded towards the water’s edge, ignoring the bellows of the sawyers still deep down in the pits who were unable to understand the sudden commotion.

They all stood dumbstruck, staring at the monstrous thing racing towards them up the valley. Sparks and lights shot from it, like the giant wheels that soldiers set ablaze and sent rolling down a hillside towards an enemy camp. A haze of smoke hung in the air above it, keeping pace with it.

Somewhere in the gathering crowd, a little girl was laughing in delight, shouting that it was a magic castle and jiggling her rag doll above her head so that her poppet could see it, too. There was no doubt whatever was approaching had a strange and terrible beauty that was not of this world. Faster it came, growing ever higher, and still no one could drag their spellbound gaze from it.

Then a roar burst against their ears and a great blast of wind came out of nowhere, barging through the crowd with such force that people staggered against one another. And in that instant, the enchantment that had stupefied the crowd broke and now they saw the beast for what it was. A towering mountain of black water was bearing down on them, higher than the wooden crane that unloaded the ships’ cargoes, higher than the tallest warehouse, higher even than the bells in the church steeple that had begun to toll a frantic warning.

But the warning came too late, far too late. Even as the little girl’s laughter shattered into a shriek of fear, even as the crowd turned as one to run, trampling over each other in their frantic haste, the monstrous wave struck the wharf, smashing the wooden jetty.

Metal screamed as it was ground against stone. Splintered beams and boulders, iron hooks and tin ingots were plucked up by the water and carried off like feathers in a wind. The wave charged down the streets, churning the helpless bodies of men, women and children in its cauldron, their faces battered by rocks, their bodies impaled on jagged spears of wood and twisted shards of metal.

The old man was tumbled over and over in a whirlpool of icy water, dragged down till he was dashed against something hard beneath him. He had no way of telling if he was on land or sea, they had become one raging beast. The liquid that forced its way down his throat, up his nose and into his ears was as thick as soup and so impenetrable, he thought he must have been struck blind. Instinct made him claw his way to the surface. His face burst out into the blessed light, his searing lungs fought to gasp air, but even as his eyes opened, he glimpsed a great iron-rimmed wheel hurtling towards him. He tried to throw himself from its path, but it struck before he could even turn his head, smashing his face as if his skull was nothing more than a hollow eggshell.

The giant wave swept relentlessly inland. Nothing could stop it. Walls of cottages and smokehouses appeared at first to stand defiantly resolute under the attack, only to crumble and collapse minutes later. Those still alive in the water tried in vain to grab at tree branches and chimneys, only to be ripped away from them.

The stout oak doors of churches burst wide. Wailing infants in cradles were sucked from cottages. Stone bridges tumbled like sandcastles as screaming horses and riders were swept from their humped backs. Coffins, scoured from their graves, were smashed against grinning gargoyles and fishing boats sent crashing through the roofs of houses miles from the shore.

The sea would not be bribed. It granted no mercy to the rich or to the poor. Neither the meanest hut of a blind beggar nor the grandest house of a wealthy merchant was spared. The wave surged on like a fanatical preacher determined to cleanse the world from corruption, destroy the sinners and expose all that was hidden. A man’s chamber pot hung upon a church cross; a bloodstained shift fluttered from a treetop; a forbidden holy relic was dumped on a drowned pig and the gold coins from the miser’s chest lay scattered for all the world to steal.

Part of a wall of a warehouse, which had survived the first onslaught of the great wave, suddenly surrendered to the swirling black water, and as the stones slid beneath the sea, something tumbled out from between them and floated free. If there had been anyone to observe it, they might have thought at first it was merely a bundle of filthy rags. It twisted as the sea dragged it back and forth inside the warehouse. Only when the bundle was flipped over by the water was it plain to see that the rags were not empty; they clung to a corpse, a woman once, though whether young or old, it was now impossible to say. Only two things remained uncorrupted: the long tawny hair that floated out around her like seaweed, and a twist of vivid blue silk cloth tied so tightly around her throat it cut deep into the rotting flesh.

An exhausted rat paddled towards the drifting body, hauled itself up and tried to shake the water from its sodden fur. It dug its claws into its once-human raft, as another surge propelled the corpse towards the back of the warehouse with such force that the head and arm of the dead woman were driven between the rungs of a ladder that still hung from the loft. The body caught there, dangling like a child’s rag doll. Even the rat abandoned it, leaping for the ladder and scrambling up into the darkness above. Rats always seek out the dark.




Chapter One

NEWGATE GAOL, LONDON

FEBRUARY 1606

‘YOU’LL HAVE TO FIGHT each other for it!’ the turnkey shouted above the din of the crowded cell. He was standing in front of the only door at the far end of the long dungeon, dangling the last portion of bread between a decrepit old man and a skinny young boy. The turnkey grinned broadly, revealing his few remaining tobacco-stained teeth. Charity food was supposed to be shared equally between all the prisoners on the common side of the gaol, but they all knew the head gaoler kept the best of it to sell to those prisoners who were lucky enough still to have a few coins, and his turnkeys liked to have their sport with what remained.

One of the prisoners at the opposite end of the cell slowly lifted his head and turned to stare at the unfolding scene. He had not shared his name with his fellow inmates – not even a false name, as most offered. But dogs and men alike must be called something, so they had dubbed him Gallows on account of the scarlet firemark that twisted around his throat like a hangman’s noose, and which even his matted black beard could not quite conceal.

A few of the other prisoners had begun to edge towards the turnkey, wolves slinking from the shadows, their eyes fixed on the half-loaf of bread. The turnkey’s two assistants raised their halberds across their chests, gesturing for them to stay back. But most men were trying to shuffle well out of the way, those in irons dragging their heavy chains with them as best they could. When fights broke out, anyone unlucky enough to be too close could get their faces smashed or their legs broken.

Gallows sank down to his haunches, clutching his own ration of bread tightly to his chest. He pressed his back against the wall, ignoring the green slime oozing down the sharp stones. His shirt was already so mouldy and stinking, it scarcely mattered what else fouled it, but even after four months rotting in this hell pit – or was it five now? – he still hadn’t grown used to the maddening itch of the lice swarming through his dark hair and beard. He clawed furiously at them.

‘That’s it, you have a good scratch while you can,’ one of the guards called out. ‘When they chop off your hands, what you going to use to rub your itch then – your pizzle?’

The men around him shifted uncomfortably. But it wasn’t pity that prevented them from joining in the guard’s mockery, or even fear of Gallows’ fists – he’d never raised a hand to any of them. But they’d all heard the rumours about why he was here, and they had enough troubles of their own without baiting a man who could call down even more misery upon them, especially now that his iron shackles had been removed.

Gallows alone laughed at the guard’s feeble joke. But he had watched the executioner’s blade slice through the flesh and bone of others many times. He had heard the agonised screams, seen the humiliation and misery of the years that stretched out beyond, and it was all he could do not to heave his guts into the straw.

The long, narrow underground chamber was crammed full of prisoners awaiting trial and contemplating what lay in store for them. The Hole, as they called it, where the common men were caged – as opposed to the masters’ quarters that housed the prisoners of rank and means – had no bed boards, no fires and no blankets, unless you could pay for them. The slime that dripped from the walls was only kept from freezing in winter by the heat from their bodies, and the air was clotted with the sweat of unwashed flesh, the fetid breath and farts from sour stomachs and the noxious clouds of tarry smoke expelled by those prisoners who could afford to buy the foul-smelling tobacco from the gaoler. That first night when Gallows had lain shivering on the floor listening to the snores, whimpers and groans, he’d been certain he would suffocate in that nauseous stench, but death does not come any more easily than sleep when you ache for it.

He should have seen it coming, should have got out of London long before. They say a violent wind rages when a great monarch dies. There may not have been a storm at the hour of the old Queen’s death, but the wind had changed that day, and when the foreign Scottish king rode into London, cloaked in his fear and superstition, the mood in the city had begun to darken. People shrank into themselves, their shoulders hunched and their eyes lowered as they do when they hurry along the streets on a cold, wet evening. The summer of the Queen’s reign was turning to winter under the new king. But Gallows had not understood just how keenly that winter wind would bite, until the night he’d been jerked from sleep by the hammering on the door of his lodgings, felt the gloved hands seize him and drag him, naked, down the narrow stairs, gagging from the iron bit they’d thrust into his mouth.

‘Not hungry?’ The turnkey was waving the bread in the faces of the two prisoners, as if he was taunting chained dogs. ‘What about you, sirrah, I thought you used to be one of the Queen’s men, killed a dozen Spaniards with your bare hands, didn’t you? Why don’t you show us how it’s done?’

The older prisoner was white-haired, his back crooked as a gnarled apple tree. He seemed ancient to Gallows, but he probably wasn’t. When Gallows had been dragged into Newgate, the gaoler had recorded his age as thirty or thereabouts, for the prisoner had never known the day or even the year of his birth. But he was certain he must look twice as old as that man now. What would he look like after four months had been dragged into six or eight or ten? Some men rotted in the Hole for years before they were brought to trial, if they ever were.

The old man rocked unsteadily on his feet. A glistening line of grey drool oozed slug-like from the corner of his mouth and trailed through his sparse beard. The other prisoners reckoned his wits had long since fled. The boy who faced him was a good foot shorter. His ribs stood out on his bare chest like those on a starveling greyhound. A single blow would surely snap them like kindling. In the coppery light of the turnkey’s lamp it was hard to see the expressions of the two prisoners, but both were plainly trying to slink away.

Gallows lowered his head and tried to swallow the last of his own dry bread without coughing. Sometimes the pails of greasy, grey water would not be brought in until hours later in the day, and the men were forced to eat while their throats were raw from breathing in the foul night air, with nothing to wash the hard crumbs down. It encouraged those who still had money, or relatives to provide it, to buy beer and wine from the gaoler’s tap. However stale or sour the ale was, if you were thirsty it was as welcome as the finest sack.

The only furnishings in the Hole were the rings embedded in walls, pillars and blocks to which neck and heavy leg irons could be chained. As many irons were fastened to a man as the head gaoler was inclined to load upon him, until the prisoner paid to have them removed. Those who had languished there for many months took a malicious delight in telling newcomers that a man had once been fastened so tightly to the wall by the neck, it had broken his back, while others had been forced into leg irons so small that they had lost the limb. Raw, weeping lesions around Gallows’ ankles marked where the irons had bitten into his flesh and rubbed against his bone. And the rats always returned to gnaw on the same tasty sore.

Then, without explanation or warning, three days ago, he’d been dragged to the room where his irons had been struck off. The fee had been paid, the turnkey told him. But by whom? He hadn’t a single relative living in this world that he knew of and no friend who would risk being associated with him after his arrest. But the turnkey only shrugged when he asked the identity of his benefactor.

‘Gaoler gives his orders for them to come off, so off they come. And,’ he added, jabbing his finger at the prisoner, ‘you’d do well to bless your good fortune instead of asking pert questions. The gaoler can have them loaded on you again any time he pleases. You want to remember that.’

That night he’d lain awake, kicking at the rats, and wondering if his irons had been removed by mistake when the mercy had been bought for some other man. It certainly hadn’t been done on the orders of that bastard Molyngton who’d interrogated him before he’d been cast into Newgate. Molyngton would gladly have seen him chained to a wall by a spiked iron collar, as would the spectators who’d been howling for his blood like a hoard of rapacious demons. There was only one who’d dared to meet his gaze, a woman who had smiled encouragingly from the gallery, as if she didn’t care who saw her, but then she must have been a woman of some consequence, else she would not have been admitted to the interrogation. The delicate lace ruff that circled her slender neck and the ruby and pearl jewel at her breast were finer than any merchant’s wife would wear. The wife of some official at the Royal Court, perhaps? Although the dark auburn hair piled high on her head had not been covered by a married woman’s coif – but, these days, that did not always signify. It wouldn’t be the first time a woman of rank had shown him favour.

The shouts from the other prisoners had settled into a steady chant of Fight! Fight!

‘I’ll wager my bread on the old cadger.’

‘Two pence on the boy taking first blood.’

Fight! Fight! Fight! Prisoners started beating time with their irons. One who was chained to a pillar in the centre of the room began whimpering in fear, pressing his hands to his ears and rocking like a frightened child.

The turnkey’s two assistants marched towards the two prisoners, their boots crunching on the lice and beetles that so thickly carpeted the flagstones it sounded as if they were walking over gravel. They jabbed the old man and the young lad in their backs with the points of their halberds, prodding them closer. A scarlet flower slowly blossomed on the man’s shirt where the metal tip had pierced the skin. The young lad gazed wildly around, his eyes rolling like a terrified horse’s.

A prisoner, crouching in the furthest corner of the cell, clambered to his feet, his fists clenched. He lumbered towards the turnkey. But Gallows’ hand shot out, grabbing the man’s ankle and digging his fingers into his leg iron sores until he sank down again.

‘Not your fight, brother,’ Gallows muttered. ‘That bastard’ll have you flayed to the bone and them alongside you.’

The turnkey was losing patience. He seized the lad by the back of the neck and cracked the boy’s head against the old man’s. Both staggered backwards, and the old man tumbled to the floor, but was swiftly hauled to his feet by two of the assistants. The turnkey, still holding the boy by the scruff, shoved him hard so that he collided with the old man again.

‘Punch him, go on!’

The lad cringed in fear and humiliation. He raised his skinny arms to protect his head, leaving his belly exposed. One of the guards jabbed him violently in the guts and he doubled over. The turnkey reached for the lad’s hair, intending to drag him upright—

A thump echoed from the stone as the door was pushed open with such violence that it crashed into the wall. The guards always flung the door wide and sprang back to ensure that they couldn’t be ambushed. All heads turned. The head gaoler stood wrapped in the flickering red-orange glow from the torches in the passageway, looking like a demon risen from a stage trapdoor, except that he held no pitchfork. Lifting a lantern, he peered at the tableau posed in front of him.

‘So, this is where you’re skulking, Lacy. What’s keeping you?’ He took pace inside, wrinkling his nose at the stench, for he seldom troubled to come down to the bowels of the prison himself. ‘There’s a prisoner wanted up top in quick time, and no one to fetch him. No point in me keeping a hound, if I have to do my own barking. You want to remember that, if you want to stay turnkey here.’

‘Went mad, he did, attacked this lad without any cause,’ the turnkey protested indignantly, jerking his chin towards the old man.

‘Should be in irons, he should,’ one of the assistants muttered, twisting the prisoner’s arm up his back, as if he was hoping to make him snarl like a wild man in a cage.

Lacy shuffled forward and seized the old man’s shoulder, as if to prove it took three strapping men to restrain him. ‘Don’t you worry, sir, we’ll flog the fight out of him. He’ll not cause trouble after that, if he survives.’

‘Aye, well, you’ll have to wait for his hide.’ The head gaoler held the lantern higher, peering down the long chamber. Finally, he pointed to Gallows. ‘He’s the man I’ve come for. Fetch him. He’s about to get what he deserves.’




Chapter Two

‘MOVE YOUR SCABBY ARSE. I’ve a hot dinner waiting for me,’ the gaoler growled, as the prisoner stumbled ahead of him up the stone steps and down a long passageway. The blazing torches in the brackets along the walls guttered and smoked in the icy blasts that blew in through the narrow slits. He gulped greedily at the fresh air and tried to snatch a glimpse of the outside world, but the windows were too narrow to see more than a flash of watery daylight as the gaoler prodded him past.

‘Where are you taking me?’

‘You’ll find out soon enough.’

Gallows was sure of one thing; he was not being led to the gate through which the felons were taken to the assizes. Nor was this the way to the room with the blacksmith’s forge – and the head gaoler would not come in person to fetch a prisoner to be returned to irons.

Had Molyngton changed his mind or been persuaded to change it? Was he now determined not just to demand a confession, but to extract one by whatever means might prove expedient to loosen a stubborn tongue? The bastard would relish that.

When did you make a pact with the Devil?

What form does your familiar take?

There had been witnesses, or so Molyngton declared – though they had not been brought to Westminster to testify, for fear that the accused would take revenge on them – witnesses who had sworn they had seen him transform a mouse into a viper by sorcery and burn a doll with fire, before making it reappear whole and unmarked.

Do you dare to deny it?

Will you add to your manifold sins and crimes by lying before God?

The gaoler halted before a low door, thrust it open and jerked his head, impatient for his charge to enter. The prisoner edged towards the doorway, bracing himself for whatever might be waiting for him inside. The rough stone wall and the paved slabs of the floor seemed to undulate in the light of a candle burning somewhere beyond his sight, and his guts twisted into a hard knot. No window, then. That did not bode well. No one could hear you scream in a room like this.

‘What are you waiting for? Get in there,’ the gaoler growled. He seized the prisoner by the back of his shirt and thrust him violently through the doorway.

The door slammed behind him with a hollow echo that set the stones ringing, and Gallows found himself in a long and narrow chamber. Aside from iron rings set at intervals in the wall, the only furniture was a plain table at the far end on which a single candle burned on an iron pricket. The flame was so dim that the corners of the room lay in darkness, but the floor in the centre of the room was empty. He ran his gaze swiftly over walls and ceiling. No racks, or vices or whips. No chains or ropes dangling from hooks in the beam. It was said they always ensured prisoners saw the instruments of persuasion the moment they were brought in, for the sight alone was often enough to loosen a man’s tongue. It was only as the shadow behind the table moved that he realised someone was already seated there.

‘Come closer, sirrah. I’ve nae desire for my words to be heard by the whole of Newgate.’ The man’s accent was Scottish, thick as curds, but there was nothing to be learned from that, you couldn’t take a dozen paces in London now without hearing it. Englishmen grumbled that so many men had followed their king south that the only Scots left north of the border were highland cattle.

A long, grimy hand snaked out of the shadows and lifted the pricket to inspect the prisoner more closely, but in doing so the stranger briefly illuminated his own face. He was a broad-shouldered figure, plainly clad, with unfashionably short hair and a sparse though neatly trimmed beard. Drooping bags beneath his eyes seemed to suggest a man who slept but fitfully. He set the candle down on the table, plunging his own features back into darkness.

‘You grow thin, Daniel. Prison does nae suit you, but I warrant you’ll have even less flesh on your bones after a month dangling in a gibbet cage.’

Gallows’ head gave a little jerk. No one had called him Daniel since he’d arrived in Newgate. ‘You have the advantage of me, sir. The gaoler didn’t tell me your name.’

The man snorted. ‘It’s not his business to do so. But I’ve been told ye canna contain your curiosity. We share that much in common, as do all men of wit and intelligence. So, I’ll satisfy yours. FitzAlan’s my name . . . Charles FitzAlan, a close confidant of the King. I like to think I am the King’s most trusted adviser.’

Every fool at Court flattered himself he was that, Gallows thought.

FitzAlan rested his elbows on the table and leaned forward, pressing his long fingers together. The nails were rimmed with black, as if he had been clawing in the ground – at least, Gallows hoped it was dirt and not dried blood.

‘His Majesty the King has lately received lamentable news of a disaster that has befallen his realm. Some days ago, a great flood swept in from the sea up the Channel of Bristol, destroying numerous villages and drowning many people and livestock. As yet, it is not known how many have perished. They say as many as two thousand souls are lost, but the waters still cover the land and it may be weeks before some places can be reached and the full extent of the damage discovered, for the lands are low-lying and the sea has invaded far inland, in places as much as fourteen miles.’

The prisoner looked up sharply. ‘But the storm didn’t reach London?’

‘There was no storm,’ FitzAlan said. ‘The sea raged in without reason or warning. It was . . .’ He seemed to consider the word. ‘It was a most unnatural disaster and in that lies the rub.’

Unnatural – Molyngton had used that same word at his interrogation.

‘The flood struck on the thirtieth day of January. Does that strike you as interesting, Daniel?’

‘You can’t tell night from day in this place, sir, save by the changing faces of the guards. I don’t even know how many months have passed since I was brought here.’

‘Come now, sirrah, that date is surely burned into the remembrance of the whole of London, indeed the whole of England,’ FitzAlan said impatiently. ‘It was the day that the first of the Gunpowder Treason conspirators received justice on the quartering block.’

The prisoner suddenly saw where this was leading. Was it really only a year ago? It seemed now like a dozen lifetimes. If it had been any other execution, he would have been there in the crowd waiting for the condemned, plying his trade among the piemakers and broadside sellers. But that day was not a day for magic, and he’d taken refuge from the biting cold by the warming fire of an inn. London was as agitated as a nest of angry wasps and even he’d had more sense than to risk being stung.

Thomas Bates, Everard Digby, John Grant and Robert Wintour, along with the three other prisoners who had conspired to blow up King and Parliament, had been tied to hurdles and dragged to St Paul’s Churchyard, there to be hung and then cut down before they lost consciousness, castrated, disembowelled and quartered. And though most men in England had not actually watched the spectacle themselves, in the weeks to come they would be almost convinced they had, for the account of the barbarous deaths had spread faster than a fire in a field of dry corn. And for those who had not heard the tale as they drank their tankards of ale in London’s inns, the broadsides detailed each brutal slash of the executioner’s knife, every cry of agony, for those eager to lap up the last bloody drop of that play.

But rumours persisted that some, if not all, of the men who were dragged to the quartering block on that day and the next were innocent or, at the very least, had been deliberately drawn into the conspiracy by the Secretary of State, Robert Cecil, to harden King and country against the recusants.

‘Well, Daniel, can you see what conclusions some might draw from the flood striking on the very anniversary of the executions?’

What manner of trap was this man baiting? Gallows had been raised in one of the great Catholic houses of England and although it had been fifteen years since Lord Fairfax had thrown him out of his household, fifteen years since he’d heard the words of the Mass murmured in low voices, he knew full well what Catholics would be muttering about this flood – and not just behind locked doors, and in the secret priest holes, but openly in the taverns and marketplaces, too.

‘Speak up, sirrah! It will not profit you to play the gowk with me. Your wits were as keen as the eye of a hawk, and your tongue ready enough to answer, when Sir Henry Molyngton questioned you.’

The prisoner ran his tongue over his cracked lips, selecting his words with care. ‘There may be some fanatical recusants who might be foolish enough to believe that this flood was a sign of God’s anger . . . revenge for the executions.’

He waited for the King’s adviser to press harder, but instead FitzAlan nodded gravely, as if that was the answer he had been seeking.

‘Aye, some would say as much, and it takes but a wee pinch of yeast to make the whole vat ferment. I don’t doubt you know, as does every Jack and Jill in England, that after the King and all Parliament had been blown asunder, the plotters intended to slaughter every Scot in London, kidnap the King’s own daughter, the Princess Elizabeth, and install that young lass upon the throne.’

It may have been the flicker of the candle flame, but Gallows thought he saw a tremor convulse the man behind the table, as if he was seeing the bloody and mutilated remains of his Sovereign and friend lying before him.

The moment passed and FitzAlan resumed, fixing his gaze on the prisoner. ‘But that threat has not receded. The Gunpowder Treason was not the first attempt to be made on the King’s life, nor will it be the last. If the recusants take this flood as a sign from God, it might encourage the Catholics to rise up against their lawful Sovereign.’

Gallows knew this was no imaginary fear. As a boy in the Fairfax household he’d learned to hide in the shadows – curiosity always overcoming the threat of a beating – as he’d strained to hear the earnest conversations between the old chaplain and the young priests who oftentimes slipped into the house under the cover of darkness. He’d not understood much of what the young men had excitedly gabbled back then, but after the arrest and trial of the gunpowder plotters, the phrases he remembered hearing had taken on a new and chilling clarity.

Was this the reason for FitzAlan’s interest in him? But even if he had somehow discovered he’d once been a member of that Catholic household, it had been over fifteen years since George Fairfax had ordered him to leave. Fairfax’s old chaplain, Father Waldegrave, was probably long dead by now, and the King himself had banished all the zealous young priests from England.

Gallows’ skin prickled, sensing that the trap was about to be sprung. He fought to keep his expression blank, glad of the guttering candlelight that masked any flicker of disquiet that might betray him. He held himself taut as FitzAlan hunched forward, studying him, as though trying to make up his mind about something. But his face, too, was cloaked in shadow and twisting flame. The stone walls undulated in the sickly yellow light as if they were dissolving. An unnerving silence filled the small chamber, amplifying the rasp of the prisoner’s own breath and the relentless drip of water beating on hollow flags. Gallows waited.




Chapter Three

THE CHAIR BENEATH FitzAlan’s backside creaked as he leaned back. ‘This catastrophic flood has wrought much damage, not merely to those villages and towns it has destroyed, but to the whole realm. The ports along the west coast are almost destroyed, as are the King’s ships and sea defences. If a single wall of a castle is breached, then the castle lies at the mercy of any who might seek to take it, and this flood has breached one wall of the mighty fortress that is England. I don’t doubt news has already reached the shores of France and Holland, and it will speed swiftly enough to Spain.’

He held up his hand, casting a snake’s head shadow on the wall. ‘True, the King has made peace with Catholic Spain, but the Pope is not enamoured of that peace and with encouragement from the English Jesuits who have fled to Europe, there are some who might seek to break that treaty, especially if they thought there was a chance to install the Spanish Infanta as Queen of England. Twice before, enemies of the King have used witchcraft to try to destroy him through the conjuring of storms at sea. And twice they were defeated by the grace of God. But the King needs to know if his enemies have made a third attempt. Was this flood also conjured by enchantments? Were witches and sorcerers paid by the Jesuits to wreck the King’s ports and ships, to open England’s gates to an invading army?’

He rocked forward in his chair, as if about to impart a great secret. ‘That is why I am sent here, Daniel. King James is an expert on witchcraft, doubtless you have heard of the book he has written on the subject, Daemonologie. You have read it?’ For a moment, FitzAlan’s tone was suffused with the youthful enthusiasm of a drinking companion eagerly inquiring if a friend has seen a play that he has found so amusing. ‘The King takes a great interest in the questioning of those accused of maleficium. Full report was made to him of your interrogation. Your answers and, shall we say, your unusual skills have convinced him that you also have a knowledge of both those who practise enchantments and those who feign to do so.’

‘I have never pretended to—’

FitzAlan cut through the prisoner’s words with a razor-sharp tone. ‘Kennel your tongue, sirrah. I am speaking. The King desires that you should travel to the west of England and make your own investigations as to whether the author of this flood is nature or the Devil.’

The prisoner almost laughed. ‘Travel? Believe me, sir, if I really was a sorcerer, I’d have already made myself invisible to the guards and walked out of here. Or conjured one of the rats into a dog, and sent it to fetch me the keys.’

‘You should have put that proof to Molyngton, it might have spared you both a keg of wasted words.’ FitzAlan made an odd guttural sound, which might have been a snort of laughter. ‘The King is no sorcerer, either. All the same, one word from him will magically unlock any door in this realm. You are detained at His Majesty’s pleasure; therefore, it follows it may please him not to detain you.’

‘Are you saying I am pardoned?’

Again, that strange growling laugh. ‘I am certain I never uttered that particular word. But if you make diligent and discreet inquiries, and return in person to deliver a report which pleases the King, you will indeed be granted an absolute pardon. Furthermore, His Majesty might be persuaded to offer you some small remuneration, enough to keep you from the temptation of returning to your old ways for a few weeks at least.’

The prisoner had watched the battle between utter relief and mistrust play out on the faces of men reprieved on the scaffold. Now he felt it. He would keep his hands! He would walk out of here a free man! Yet even as the door swung open, he saw it slamming shut before he could reach it. What exactly was FitzAlan asking of him?

‘Is there someone you suspect, sir, someone I should watch?’

It may have been a trick of the guttering candle flame, but it seemed to the prisoner that he saw the trace of a crooked smile.

‘Aye, you were well chosen,’ FitzAlan murmured almost to himself. He glanced at the door behind the prisoner, as if to assure himself it was securely closed. ‘Come a little closer.’

Gallows stepped forward till he was almost touching the table between them.

FitzAlan rested his chin on his hands. ‘You’ll recall there were four Jesuits complicit in the Gunpowder Treason, all smuggled into England some years before as missionaries for the Holy See. Henry Garnet, their leader, and Edward Oldcorne paid the price of their treachery on the executioner’s block. But the other two, John Gerard and Oswald Tesimond, escaped our shores.’

The prisoner nodded wearily. For weeks you hadn’t been able to walk down a street in London without someone trying to sell you a broadside crammed with fresh revelations about the Jesuit conspiracy in the plot.

‘But what you will not know,’ FitzAlan continued, ‘is there was a fifth Jesuit conspirator, one who has never been found. The last time the conspirators all met together, in the Mitre Tavern in Bread Street, there was one man present who the intelligencer knew only as Spero Pettingar. After that night, he vanished. None of the conspirators questioned admitted to knowing his real identity and the intelligencer was able to furnish no description of him, for he never saw him. To have disappeared so swiftly and without trace means he must have been aided by the Catholic network, who doubtless hid him before smuggling him away. This priest has been biding his time, waiting to strike again.

‘It was the King alone who was able to decipher the letter delivered to Lord Monteagle, warning of the Gunpowder Treason, when even Robert Cecil was blind to its meaning. And now, once again, only the King has had the wit to reason that if any man on earth called up this flood, it was Spero Pettingar. This Jesuit is more cunning than any of them, and he must be found.’

‘But surely if Father Gerard and Father Tesimond were smuggled abroad, this man will also have fled to France or Spain. If the King’s intelligencers cannot find him—’

‘God damn you, fool!’ FitzAlan pressed his hands down on the table, as if he intended to rise from his chair and walk away. He stared deep into the heart of the candle flame, but when he finally spoke again, his tone was quiet and measured. ‘Bristol has become a nest of Jesuits. They use the trade ships to come and go as they please, spying on England for the Pope and their masters in Spain. The King has received many reports that the priests who were expelled are stealing back into his realm through that port. What better place could a man like Pettingar find to conceal himself, where he will find supporters who will shelter him? And there is another reason a man like Pettingar would be drawn to Bristol . . .’

FitzAlan paused, dragging his gaze from the flame and staring up at the prisoner to study his reaction.

‘Not three months back, several women were brought to trial on charges of witchcraft. It seems that when a ship from Bristol was at sea, the quartermaster chanced to descend into the ship’s hold and there he discovered a coven of naked women carousing and making merry. The women caught him watching and swore he would rue the day he had seen them, whereupon they promptly vanished. The quartermaster was struck with lameness and as the vessel entered the Bristol Channel it was stopped dead in the water as if an invisible anchor was holding it fast, though the tide was running in and a strong wind was blowing in its favour. The ship could not be moved until a blacksmith on the shore broke the enchantment and freed the vessel. The quartermaster who dwelt in Bristol recognised several of the women and laid charges against all those he could name, as soon as he reached port.’

‘What became of them?’

‘They confessed their guilt when questioned and were hanged,’ FitzAlan said, with a shrug, as if remarking that his cook had plucked a chicken for dinner. ‘But the quartermaster swore there were a great many more women down in the hold whom he could not name and who are still at liberty somewhere in the city. If a man wanted to conjure a flood by means of witchcraft, he would find there all the Devil’s minions he needed to do his bidding. Jesuits and witches both are drawn to Bristol as rats and flies are drawn to a sewer. And it is a dark and dangerous alliance they form. The Devil’s pact,’ FitzAlan said, with great deliberation. ‘You must discover if that flood was called up by witches. And if it was, then is Pettingar the dark spider who sits at the heart of that evil web?’ He held Gallows’ unblinking gaze. ‘Speak your mind plainly, sirrah, are you willing to undertake this task?’

A witch hunter, a pursuivant, an intelligencer for the King! If such an offer had been put to the prisoner a mere two months ago, he would have walked away, shaking his head incredulously at the very idea. But a man’s whole life can be flipped inside out by the single spin of a coin. Are you willing . . . ? At that moment, he couldn’t think of a single thing he wouldn’t be willing to do to get out of the Hole alive.

‘So, to the practical matters,’ FitzAlan said briskly. ‘The King does not want it known that he has sent anyone to investigate this. If Spero Pettingar is in Bristol, we do not want him to be alerted by the faintest whisper that he is being hunted and to slip away before he can be apprehended. Equally, the King does not want Parliament to know that he is concerned about rumours that the flood was the work of witchcraft, should they prove false.’

The prisoner was not fooled by FitzAlan’s carefully crafted warning. All London knew that there were many in Parliament – and on the streets, too – who mocked the King’s fear of the dark arts, and this would only hand them more dung to throw.

‘Intelligencers hang about the inns and taverns of this land like ticks on a hound’s arse, and every man at Court has his spies,’ FitzAlan continued. ‘If it reached certain ears that you’d been released, the blatherskites at Court would start speculating about who authorised it and what you’re doing in a devastated city from which most men are fleeing. You’d be best advised to adopt another name. Let me see . . . Sparrow. That’s a plain wee bird which few notice pecking for crumbs about their feet.’

The prisoner firmly shook his head. ‘Won’t do. People have a way of remembering names such as that. It’s too easy for them to picture the creature and hang the image round the neck of the man, where it may tighten into a noose. I need a name that has a dozen cousins, so that they can’t be certain they recall it correctly . . . Purlles, Pygott, Purslowe, Pursglove?’

‘You’ve obviously had cause to give this matter a good deal of thought in the past. Now I wonder why that should be?’ Again, there was the merest twitch of a smile. ‘But, Pursglove, as you say, will do. It fits you like kid. You’ll be conveyed to a house where your possessions, such as they are, have already been taken. Fresh clothes, money enough for food and lodgings, and a mount will be provided for you. You’ll leave the city by noon tomorrow.’

FitzAlan cupped his black-rimmed fingers about the flickering candle flame as if he would pluck it and hold the fire in his palm. He did not look at the prisoner as he spoke.

‘Let me offer you one word of caution, Master Pursglove. I said you’ll be pardoned if you return and deliver a report which pleases the King. But should you find yourself tempted to scurry away and vanish, like one of the wee mice you’re so fond of playing with, a notice will be sent to every town and hamlet in the land informing them that you are an escaped fugitive and the price that will be put on your head will be large enough to have all the men, women and children in the King’s realm searching every bush and barn, cave and crag for you. You’ll not escape, Master Pursglove. The King has spies everywhere. And trust me when I tell you that when you are recaptured, your execution will be as long and agonising as any traitor whose head decorates London Bridge.’




Chapter Four

DANIEL PURSGLOVE

ALTHOUGH IT WAS not yet evening, darkness was already flowing into the coves and crannies of Bristol’s twisting streets as I guided my horse, Diligence, around the deep potholes and piles of rubble. Eye-stinging smoke from frying blubber and burning refuse gusted in the sharp breeze. I had witnessed the devastation in the countryside outside Bristol, laid waste by the great wave, but even so, nothing could have prepared me for the sight of the mighty stone bridge that spans the River Avon in the city. Even from a distance, it was evident that the shops and houses that lined it lay half in ruins, shored up with wooden scaffolding. But the most curious sight was the bow of a sailing ship dangling in mid-air beneath one of the arches, its mast and rigging impaled through one of the shops on the bridge, as if it were as light as the toy boats that little boys fashion from twigs.

‘Spare a bite, sir, for the children.’ A woman shuffled towards me along the narrow street, barely glancing at me, her cry listless, habitual, like the call of the gulls, as if she had asked so often without any response that she no longer expected to receive any. A boy and two little girls trailed behind her, their noses running, their faces pinched with hunger and cold.

The trickle of people tramping away from the Channel had grown into an ever-greater stream, the closer I’d come to Bristol and the coast. A few of the lucky ones jolted over the stones and mud in horse-drawn carts piled high with boxes, wooden stools, iron tools, grizzling infants and old women who stared vacantly out at the alien hills. More often, men with ropes looped over their shoulders dragged handcarts, their wives plodding behind, steadying the carts, so they didn’t tip over in the water-filled potholes. But most, like this woman and her children, hobbled past on the road, carrying little or nothing at all.

I tugged on the reins, guiding Diligence to the side of the street, away from them. The woman seemed to see me properly for the first time and, as I slowed, she took a few paces towards me.

‘Just a bite, kind sir.’ She tugged on the hem of my cloak, as the children suddenly broke into a run, jostling one another and reaching up to paw at me. Unnerved, Diligence skipped sideways.

‘I’ve nothing. Keep back, the horse—’

As my mount swung round, I felt a blade graze my skin. In an instant, I’d dug my heels into Diligence’s chestnut flank and bounded forward, scattering the children. I glanced behind me. A gangly, rat-faced lad stood in the street, hastily stuffing a knife back beneath his shirt as he screamed abuse and threats in his fury at being cheated of my purse. The lad had clearly been a professional nip long before the flood, but I’d earned my living on the road long enough to know all the thieves’ tricks.

At first, as I journeyed, I’d caught only glimpses of the destruction caused by the wave as I crested the hilltops: the glint of water, which I’d taken for a lake or even the sea itself, until I saw the bare branches of trees stretching up out of it, as if begging to be saved; a church submerged to the top of the porch in swirling brown water; the bloated carcass of a pig caught in the roof beams of a cottage; sheep crowded together on slithers of mud, marooned in an ocean of water, their starving bleats carrying for miles. Once, I glanced up into a tree to see the face of a child peering down at me as if swinging upside down, the way they like to do. But this child saw nothing, nor ever would again.

The carcasses of horses, cattle, dogs and people lay strewn among wrecked buildings, floated in the swollen rivers or simply lay where the sea had finally dropped its playthings in sodden meadows of blackened grass. I was riding again through the desolation I had witnessed after the soldiers of an army to which I had once sworn allegiance had laid waste to a country not their own. But not even they had slaughtered every living thing as the merciless wave had. Here even the land itself lay slain, for pastures and fields would be poisoned for many months to come by the salt poured on to it by the sea.

My horse stumbled, almost pitching me over his head.

‘Steady, sweeting, steady.’ A woman’s hand came from nowhere and seized the bridle to hold Diligence still, while she patted his neck. She glared up at me. ‘Have you curds for brains? What kind of codwit rides a horse along these streets when you can barely see your own hand? There are holes under that mud deep enough to swallow a cart. If you’ve no regard for your own neck, then at least have a care for your horse. We’ve enough dead beasts in Bristol already.’

She was slender and small, but she tilted her chin back as if defying me to argue with her. In the twilight it was hard to see the colour of those piercing eyes, but I caught a flash in them as bright as steel. She looked no more than twenty. Since she gave no sign of relinquishing her grip on my bridle, I dismounted, my boots sinking ankle-deep in mud. In truth, it was too dark to be riding in these treacherous streets, though I wasn’t about to admit that to this spitting grimalkin. But it was plain she knew her way around these parts and, as old Father Waldegrave used to say, guiding angels may take many forms, maybe even sharp-clawed cats.

I made a graceful bow. ‘I have only arrived in your fine city in this past hour, mistress, and I’m sorry to find it in this state.’

‘Darkness hides most of it. You’ll see worse come daylight. But, day or night, you’d best be leading that horse and treading carefully yourself, there’s metal shards and broken pots scattered all over . . . corpses, too, still buried in the mud—’ Her voice caught. Then, as if angry with herself for faltering, she resumed her scolding tone.

‘You should get yourself and that poor beast undercover before the evening grows much older. There’s a curfew been declared after dark, to try to stop the looting, but that only serves to aid the band of thieves who nest up in the castle. They’ll already be creeping out to steal what they may. One sight of that horse of yours and they’ll be swarming over you like rats on a carcass. The night watchmen say they’re trying to stop the robbing and looting, but while they’re busy driving off the robbers in one street, others are already stripping a house to the bones on the next.’

She lifted her skirts, placing her feet carefully as she squelched away.

‘Wait, mistress. As you say, I must find shelter for the night.’

As if to prove my words, a vicious sea wind gusted between the houses, slicing through my cloak as keenly as a fish gutter’s blade. Diligence skipped sideways, trying to turn away from it, swishing his long, elegant tail in irritation.

‘Do you know of an inn or any place I might find lodgings?’

She turned her head, but did not attempt to make her way back. ‘Have you not eyes? Half the houses along the waterfront are washed away. Whole villages beyond were swept out to sea as if they were castles of sand built by children. You think there are lodgings to be had anywhere in the city?’

I glanced into the shadows behind me to ensure no one else was close enough to hear me. ‘I can pay.’

‘Pay? Can you indeed, my lord?’ She put her hands on her hips, tilting her head, in a curiously impudent gesture. ‘I reckon you can, too, by the looks of that beast you ride. But that’s what is strange about you. Anyone with money is leaving Bristol and riding inland in search of a place where they can eat well and sleep without being up to their hocks in mud. So, what brings a man like you riding into the city not out of it? Lose your way, did you?’

‘I’ve come to search for my mother’s kin. My aunt and her children had journeyed to Bristol just a few days before the flood, to find passage on a ship. We don’t know if they had already set sail, or if they were still ashore when the wave struck. There’s been no word from them since they set out, so I’ve come to discover what news I may. My poor mother cannot eat or sleep until she knows what has befallen them.’ I bowed my head, as if weighed down with grief. I fancied it was a good performance and darted a look at the girl. It was too dark to see her expression, but she took a few careful steps back towards me.

Her tone was gentler than before. ‘Even that may not be possible. They’re digging out more corpses each day from beneath the mud and rubble. But they say many people were dragged out to sea as the wave rolled back. They may never be found, unless the bodies are washed up down the coast. Even then, it may be weeks before anyone can reach them. And by then who will recognise . . . ?’ Her voice cracked.

She gave herself a little shake and added, more briskly, ‘But God grant your aunt and cousins are safe. Many survived, why shouldn’t yours be among them? I work in an inn, the Salt Cat, two streets from here. My master has lodgings. Most are taken just now by Bristol folk who’ve lost their homes, but there is one chamber come free only yesterday, for a family left the city to go to their kin in the north. If you’ve money enough to pay . . .’ She shrugged. ‘There’s a stable, too, for your horse, though there’s precious little hay left in the city.’

‘I’d sleep in the stables myself,’ I
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