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Dedication

In memory of Martin Bentley, 1950–2012

Requiescat in pace, old friend




Epigraph


If all the miseries and troublesome affairs of this sorrowful voyage should be perfectly and thoroughly written, there should need [to be] a painful [i.e. painstaking] man with his pen, and as great a time as he had that wrote the lives and deaths of the Martyrs. Finis.



Sir John Hawkins (1532–95)




The Spanish Main, 1568

The Spaniards were very close now, but Drake and Hawkins had abandoned them to their fate.

Jack watched the Minion manoeuvre away from the carnage in the anchorage, praying that his Tom was somewhere aboard one of them despite all; praying that, against all the odds, his son was safe.

The few dozen desperate Englishmen left on the deck of the shattered flagship were screaming vainly at the receding ships. A few looked to Jack for leadership, but he had none to give. None of them would see England again, he reckoned. For his part, he would never see another Dunwich dawn, nor the smile on the face of his daughter Meg, nor the grave of—

The first Spanish soldiers emerged onto the upper deck, their morion helmets and sword blades glistening in the brilliant sun.

Jack Stannard muttered the Lord’s Prayer and prepared himself for death.

But in his heart, he knew that death was not the worst fate the Spaniards could inflict.




Prologue


Westminster, April 1555

The heretic would burn at noon, so Margaret Stannard had time to kill. Her brother had gone off to one of the Westminster alehouses with some of his roaring-boy friends. Her father was in a house on the St James’s side of the Sanctuary, where the meeting that had brought him so far from Dunwich was taking place. That left her free to roam where she willed with the short, serious, swarthy youth at her side, whose father was at the same meeting. And where she willed translated into the great abbey, towering over the tallest houses and even over the ramshackle old palace across the way, the seat of England’s parliament on those rare occasions when it sat.

There was a steady stream of people in and out of the church’s west door: supplicants come to light candles or have Masses said for lost loved ones, cripples come to pray for a cure, and whores come to baptise or bury bastards. And there were more than a few others who had come to witness the execution, but who would spend the time before it began gawping at the countless grand tombs. Regardless of purpose, all who entered the building stopped, genuflected toward the east end, crossed themselves several times, then looked up in awe at the soaring arches and vaults. Many, like Margaret and her escort, smiled at the familiar smell of incense, and at the sound of a chorus of clerks in one of the side chapels singing a new setting of Exsurge Christe in Latin, the true tongue of God.

Things were as they should be.

‘Deo gratias,’ said Margaret Stannard of Dunwich, by-named Meg by all who knew her.

‘Amen,’ said Luis de Andrade.

They attracted many glances as they made their way down the north aisle towards the crossing, for they were an unlikely couple. She towered over the quite evidently foreign youth walking alongside her. Meg’s height made her appear older than her nineteen years, while the as-yet beardless Luis, actually a year older than she, seemed little more than eleven or twelve. Meg also dressed better than one of her rank usually did, being attired that day in an expensive yellow kirtle. She walked with the stately grace of a true lady. For a Spaniard, though, Luis dressed carelessly, his shirt creased and his breeches grubby, and he scuttled along half a pace behind Meg. It was probable that at least some of those who cast eyes on them that day in Westminster Abbey assumed they were some well-born lady and her young servant boy.

They made their way to the astonishing Lady Chapel at the far end of the abbey, joined the throng of people at the spectacular tomb of King Harry the Seventh and his queen, and then sank to their knees, crossing themselves contentedly as they did so. Meg took out her rosary, prohibited until recently, and began to utter the Ave Maria.

First, she offered up thanks for the restoration of the true faith in this great abbey church, as in all the churches in England, after twenty years of turmoil and heresy. Soon, it was said, monks would return to praise God in this place; in which case, perhaps, they might return to Dunwich too.

Second, she gave thanks for those indubitable proofs of God’s providence, the accession to the throne of the high and mighty Lady Mary, by whose grace the errant kingdom of England had been reconciled to the Church of Rome, and her marriage to the noblest prince in Christendom, Philip of Spain, now King of England.

Third, and invoking the specific intercession of Felix, patron saint of Dunwich, she prayed for her father, that God would preserve him upon his voyages and in his many ventures by sea; for her brother, that he might grow a backbone; for the souls of her dead mother and more recently dead grandfather, the last leper of their town; and for Dunwich itself, that what remained of it might be preserved from the further ravages of the unforgiving waves that clawed unremittingly at the base of its cliff.

Fourth, she prayed that the child said by all to be nearly at term in the queen’s womb might be born healthy, and a son, an heir to both England and all the realms that King Philip already possessed, and the even greater ones he was soon set to inherit. This was the predominant prayer being uttered by most of those kneeling in prayer in the chapel that day.

Fifth, she prayed that the heretic who was about to die would recant upon the pyre, thereby saving his immortal soul.

Sixth, she prayed that her stepmother might die a painful and prolonged death, preferably very soon, preferably in circumstances that involved flies, rats and large quantities of pus, together with bloody and incessant quickshits. Meg knew this was a distinctly unchristian thought, and a most unworthy one to have in her mind in that most sacred of places, but she could not help herself.

Seventh, she prayed that Luis de Andrade would be a little less stiff, a little less formal, a little less Spanish.

She looked up at the face of a carved angel, very far above her, crossed herself, and smiled at it. It was probably a trick of the light, but she could almost have sworn that the angel winked back at her.

Well then, Margaret Stannard, she chided herself, that was hardly something with which to bother God, the Blessed Virgin and the company of the saints. Unlike all her other prayers, this was a matter that she was perfectly capable of resolving herself, here upon earth.

So be it. Master Luis de Andrade was too stiff and formal?

She would soon change that.



John Stannard of Dunwich, known to one and all as Jack, loved being aboard ships, and conning them where wind and tide favoured. He loved the feel of a deck beneath his feet, and the sight and sound of sails billowing in a fair breeze. He loved foreign harbours: their smells, their people, their women, and above all their cargoes. But he did not love hearing others talk about ships, harbours and cargoes, especially when they talked endlessly, and when, with only a few exceptions, the talkers were men whose experience of the sea extended no further than being sculled a mile or two up the Thames and then a mile or two back down again in watermen’s skiffs.

He was not even sure why he had been asked to this meeting. Almost all of those present were far greater than he and certainly far richer, which meant very much the same thing. He was a mere merchant and shipowner of Dunwich, and if the others in the room had heard of it at all, they would know the place only as an ancient, decayed seaport on the Suffolk coast, now little larger than many a village. Indeed, some in the room would not even know where Suffolk was. These were the Spaniards, a dozen or so of them, now all whispering animatedly in an alcove by the fireplace. With their pointed beards and dark clothing, they resembled an unkindness of ravens. Jack Stannard knew only one of them, the only one who could speak English, Cesar de Andrade by name. He and his brother had come over to England in the old Queen Catherine’s time and set themselves up as merchants in Ipswich, where Jack and his father had come to know them well, even to like them. King Harry’s rejection of his queen, and the twenty years of madness that followed, drove them from England, but now Cesar was back with his sons. One of them, Pedro, was with him at the meeting: a proud young fellow who was seemingly oblivious of the stares directed at the huge birthmark, very much like a great butterfly, that disfigured almost the entire right side of his face. Another son, presently elsewhere, was of interest to Jack, and, gratifyingly, of even more interest to his forthright daughter Meg.

‘S-standing alone, Jack Stannard?’ said Will Halliday, returning from the jakes.

‘What is this for, Will? Why are we all here?’

Jack’s oldest friend smiled. ‘P-p-peace and harmony between England and Spain, Jack. Eternal felicity, thanks to the union of our noble q-queen and the mighty King Philip.’

‘Hmm. Well, as I see it, there seems to have been precious little felicity in the arguments so far. They want us to sail for Muscovy, and Swedeland. The Levant, if we wish. But not Africa, and certainly not the Americas. Whereas he – who is that old whitebeard with Garrard? The one who spoke with such force earlier, despite his infirmities? One foot in the grave, if ever I saw its like.’

‘William Hawkins, of P-Plymouth. A fine s-seaman in his time, so it’s said, and a good man. A Member of Parliament, too. He was much in Master Gonson’s favour, as he was in the late king’s.’ Jack nodded. Benjamin Gonson, Will’s effective employer, had influence, and was also a good judge of men. A better judge than Henry the Eighth of famous memory, for sure. ‘I p-presume the youth with him is his son,’ said Will. ‘One of his sons, at any rate. They say the k-king has taken quite a shine to that young man.’

The younger Hawkins was dressed soberly but richly, in black, and could easily have been taken for one of the Spaniards. Even from a distance, Jack could make out vivid eyes and an easy manner that made him appear comfortable in the presence of the great men around him.

‘Hawkins, then,’ said Jack. ‘Hawkins the father. He spoke well, I thought. If England and Spain are now one, and to be even more so when the child now in the queen’s womb ascends the thrones of both, then why should Englishmen not sail freely to all the King of Spain’s lands? Why should we not trade where we please?’

‘That, I s-suspect, is what our Spanish friends are m-murmuring about. After all, they hold all the c-cards, my friend. They have the Americas with all their g-gold and silver, they have the armies and navies – ours isn’t an equal m-marriage, that’s for sure.’

Jack nodded, for he had once seen one of Spain’s mighty bullion fleets inbound from the Indies off the mouth of the river that led to Seville. England’s entire treasury was as a cockboat in the wake of the cargo of just one of those vast galleons. England and Spain were friends for now, but that might not always be the case. Jack had seen at close quarters the vast invasion fleet that France had sent against England ten years before, in the campaign in which the great royal ship Mary Rose sank and his friend Thomas Ryman died, but Spain could easily afford a fleet to dwarf it. These discomforting truths were in the back of the mind of every man in the room, from both nations.

Perhaps, though, not in Will Halliday’s mind. Instead, Jack’s old friend was staring intently at the Spaniards.

‘One of them troubles me, Jack. I c-could swear I’ve seen him b-before, although I know I c-cannot have done.’

‘Which one?’

‘The one to the left of de Andrade. The one with the double-pointed b-beard.’

‘That one? The one who was introduced to us as – what was the name – Pimentel? I took him for an insignificant fellow. He has said nothing.’

‘Neither have you, Jack Stannard.’

‘Aye, and that’s the truth,’ sighed Jack. ‘I see why you’re here, Will. Principal Clerk to the Treasurer of the Council of Marine Causes – you represent Master Benjamin Gonson and the entire Navy Royal of England, my friend, no matter how much you may seek to deny it. Hawkins of Plymouth, there, his son and his like – yes, of course, it’s obvious why they’re here. Garrard, the Lord Mayor, likewise. My kinsman Barne, too. Merchants. Aldermen. Men of money. So why me?’

Will Halliday placed a hand on his old friend’s shoulder. They had been at ease in each other’s company since their days in the choir of the short-lived Cardinal College at Ipswich, intended as the sometime Cardinal Wolsey’s greatest bequest to his birthplace. From time to time, when Jack was in London and they happened to find themselves in the same alehouse, they would relive those happy childhood days of song, Jack in his mellifluous tenor voice and Will in the confident, lyrical bass that always seemed so at odds with his stammer.

‘You answer your own questions, Jack. Your wife is kin to Sir George Barne, sometime Lord Mayor. He in his turn is a p-powerful voice at the shoulder of Garrard, the present incumbent. You’re a friend to me, and to Señor de Andrade yonder. You’re a Suffolk man, so you represent an interest d-different to Devon and London. You’ve sailed the northern seas, and the B-Baltic, which no other man here has done. So you fit the b-bill, my friend. The king wants to get a sense of England, of what Englishmen know, of what they aspire to.’

‘To see if we aspire to voyaging to his distant lands, you mean? To trading with his colonies? To obtain just a tiny fraction of his great riches? To see if we’re likely to make war on him, instead of the French, despite him now being our king?’

‘Something very like, I suspect.’

Sir William Garrard, Lord Mayor of London, clapped his hands, a signal for the meeting to reconvene.

‘B-but that Spaniard’s face still troubles me,’ said Will as he took his seat at the long oak table in the middle of the room.

At Garrard’s invitation, an obese Londoner whom Jack did not know launched into a tedious discourse on the difficulties caused to the Flanders trades by the ongoing war between the French king and King Philip’s father, the Emperor Charles. After a time, Jack felt his eyes glazing over, and he commenced a pleasant daydream of being under easy sail upon an endless ocean…

He was suddenly aware of Will Halliday nudging him and whispering something urgently in his ear. He sat bolt upright, and turned to ask his friend what the matter was.

‘I know where I’ve s-seen his face b-before,’ murmured Will. ‘On a p-portrait, in the p-palace of G-Greenwich—’

‘Well, Master Halliday, Master Stannard?’ snapped Sir William Garrard, irritably. ‘What is so astonishing as to interrupt the rest of us?’

‘B-b-b-beg p-p-pardon, my Lord Mayor,’ said Will. ‘But I have certain knowledge that Señor P-Pimentel here is not what he seems.’

The Spanish contingent looked at each other, but said nothing. Even though the comment had been translated to him, Pimentel’s face was a mask.

‘Really, Master Halliday? Pray do enlighten us. If he is not Señor Pimentel, then who is he?’

‘Sirs,’ said Will, ‘he is—’

De Andrade, who was sitting next to the mysterious Pimentel, raised his right hand. ‘A harmless ruse, my friends,’ he said, smiling broadly. His English was excellent, albeit with incongruous traces of Suffolk inflections. ‘Some simple play-acting. It was feared that our discussion might be – what is your word? Yes, constrained, had you known Señor Pimentel’s true identity.’ Swiftly and quietly, de Andrade spoke in Spanish to Pimentel, who merely nodded. De Andrade looked back at the Englishmen, and raised his voice. ‘My English friends, I now name to you Fernando Álvarez de Toledo y Pimentel, the Most High and Most Excellent Duke of Alba.’

Sir George Barne coughed, while Garrard’s eyes widened. Jack knew that he himself was blinking furiously, but could do nothing about it. There was a moment or two of silence, then every Englishman in the room rose to his feet and bowed to Spain’s – no, all Europe’s – most famous soldier, the head of the royal household of Philip, King of England.

The Duke of Alba, too, rose from his place. For several moments, he stood stock still, his eyes falling upon each of the Englishmen in turn, as though he was making a powerful effort to burn every face upon his mind’s eye; or, perhaps, to ensure that his features were burned on each of theirs. Jack Stannard recalled Will’s words: The king wants to get a sense of England, of what Englishmen know, of what they aspire to. The king could not possibly come to such a meeting as this: even if it was not far beneath his dignity, his face was known from every coin, where it was imprinted alongside that of his wife. But he could do the next best thing. He could send his most trusted aide, the victor of Tunis, Perpignan and Mühlberg, the most successful and most feared warrior in the world.

Finally, apparently content that his purpose was complete, the Duke of Alba bowed solemnly in acknowledgement, then nodded, turned on his heel and left the room, de Andrade and the rest of the Spaniards trailing after him.

‘Well done, Will,’ Jack Stannard murmured to his old friend. ‘The cat isn’t only among the pigeons; it’s well and truly devoured the lot of them.’



Meg Stannard and Luis de Andrade left Westminster Abbey by the west door, and made their way round to the right, into St Margaret’s churchyard. They had been delayed by the crush to leave the abbey, so the heretic was already at the foot of the pyre. He was a thin man of middle years, his beard long, grey and unkempt. Even from a distance, Meg suspected the presence of a legion of nits.

‘Who is he?’ asked Luis, in his good English.

‘By name, one William Flower,’ said Meg. ‘Sometime a monk of Ely, they say, but turned heretic, like the foul reprobate Luther. He tried to stab to death the priest here at St Margaret’s as he celebrated Easter Mass.’

Luis shook his head. ‘Then he amply deserves what is his due.’

Bonner, the Bishop of London, was present, looking splendid in full canonicals, but this was a secular matter under the old parliamentary statute De heretico comburendo, so it was a magistrate who signalled to the executioner to begin the business. That dreadful fellow took up a small axe, too small for a beheading, but ideal for the first part of the proceedings. William Flower was pushed to his knees by guards, with his right arm then strapped to a bench. The excited noise from the crowd rose to a new pitch, and Meg and Luis did not hear what the executioner said. Luis was also struggling to see through the throng, but with her greater height, Meg had no difficulty in doing so. Thus she saw the axe fall, severing the hand that had wielded the knife against the priest of St Margaret’s. A great gasp went up from the crowd, intermingled with many cheers. To his credit, though, William Flower did not cry out, did not even seem to flinch.

The stump of the heretic’s arm was bound so he would not deny God and the law by bleeding to death. Then he was pushed up onto the pyre and chained securely to the stake. Bishop Bonner led the congregation in prayers, but again, only those at the front of the great crowd heard anything. That done, the lighted torches were put to the base of the pyre, and there were cheers as the flames caught.

As smoke billowed about him, and the flames rose towards his feet, Flower seemed to call out at last. Word was passed back from the front of the crowd.

‘He be saying, “Oh the son of God, have mercy on me! Oh the son of God, receive my soul!”’

‘The insolence of these heretics,’ said Luis firmly. ‘Madre de dios, to imagine that Our Lord would listen to the likes of him!’

The flames reached higher, and Flower lifted his bloodied stump with his good arm, as though trying to keep it out of the inferno for as long as possible. The flames were consuming his lower body, although he still made no sound. But a discontented murmuring was beginning at the front of the crowd. Luis craned his neck to see what the matter was, then nodded knowingly.

‘I saw this happen once at an auto-da-fé in Sevilla,’ he said. ‘The fools have used too little wood. The fire will be insufficient to consume him.’

So it seemed. Bonner and the magistrate conferred urgently, and gave a signal to the executioner. He, in turn, stepped forward with two of his guards, and using staves and sticks, they attempted to push Flower further down, into the flames.

‘The poor man,’ murmured Meg. ‘Whatever his sin, none deserves this.’

Luis was indifferent. ‘Only the fire will purge him, Margarita,’ he said. ‘Only the fire will cleanse his soul, and give him a chance of standing before the gates of Heaven.’

‘Meg,’ she whispered. ‘Call me Meg.’

As William Flower continued to burn, his charred mouth still opening and closing with words that none could hear, Meg Stannard vowed that she would bed Luis de Andrade that very day.





One


Twelve years later

A thick summer fog cloaked the bay of Aiguillon. The Jennet of Dunwich had slipped into the bay at dawn, and now, as evening set in, she was moored at an all but abandoned wharf in the vicinity of the island village of Charron. A tall young man paced the deck of the ship, turning occasionally to glance at the older man who stood in the stern. Some of the crew of forty sat on cables or barrels, eager to begin the work of unloading and eager to be away from this strange, remote shore.

‘Maybe he’s been arrested,’ said the tall man, Tom Stannard, to the older figure behind him. ‘Maybe they’re coming to arrest us, too.’

Jack, his father, was still squinting through the dense fog, trying to make out any sign of movement ashore.

‘He’ll be here. There’s not a royal officer for miles, other than safe behind the castle walls in Rochelle.’

Of the two men, Tom Stannard was significantly taller, but he seemed somehow less of a presence. Quiet and serious, with a pointed beard and short, straight hair cut in the old-fashioned way, he appeared older than his years. His father, though, might have a face battered and lined by countless voyages spent on deck, but his hair was as wild as it supposedly had been in his youth, and he remained stubbornly clean-shaven. Those who met the Stannards for the first time often assumed that they were brothers, and indeed, that was what age alone might have made them; in that strange, tense summer of 1567, Tom was not far off his thirtieth year, but his father was still shy of his fiftieth, having married very young. Married for the first time, at any rate.

There was a noise ashore, a noise distinct from the cries of the marsh birds and the barking of dogs. Jack Stannard’s hand went to his sword hilt, while his son drew a pistol from his belt. The men on the deck stood, and looked nervously at each other.

Now there were shapes just visible through the fog. Grey, indistinct figures, like wraiths. A score of shapes, perhaps two dozen. They must have made out the equally ghostly shape of the Jennet, for they stopped abruptly and stood stock still.

The Stannards, father and son, exchanged another glance.

Friend or foe?

A lantern flashed three times. Jack Stannard gave a nod, and Hal Ashby, the boatswain and the most experienced and reliable hand on the ship, took up a lantern from the deck. He opened and closed its shutter five times. The lantern ashore flashed twice in reply.

Friend, then.

Jack stepped onto the gangplank and went ashore. A familiar figure came forward: a square, balding man of middling height, who sported an outrageously long and full white mustachio.

‘Bonjour, Jacques,’ said the familiar Frenchman.

‘Bon jewer, Anthony,’ Jack Stannard replied.

Antoine Mielle grimaced, but took the Englishman’s hand nonetheless, thanking God as he did so that he had learned enough of the man’s ugly offshore tongue during years of trading with Southampton and Exeter.

He nodded towards the Jennet. ‘A good passage, mon ami?’

‘As good as it could be – a fair wind, gentle seas, and no sea-robbers. Would that it were always so.’

‘And the cargo is in order?’

‘To the letter of the inventory. The secret inventory, at any rate.’

‘Bon,’ said Mielle. ‘We’ll begin unloading immediately.’

If the Jennet had been carrying her usual cargo of Suffolk woollen cloth, there would have been no urgency, and certainly no cause to unload her at such an obscure wharf. If she was carrying cloth, she would have gone straight up to one of the quays of La Rochelle itself, in the old harbour behind the Nicholas Tower. Instead, she lay amid the marshes a few miles to the north of the town, a much better place to unload a cargo that would never appear in any port book.

Mielle’s men strode purposefully up the gangplank and mingled warily with the crew of the Jennet. Tom Stannard barked orders, and Englishmen and Frenchmen alike went to work.

‘So how fares France, my friend?’ asked Jack, as he and Mielle watched the hatches being broken open.

‘Ah well, if I was to tell truth, then ripe for another war, I’d say. There have been riots – you know, the usual. This is France, after all. But there’s also talk – serious talk – that the Queen Mother and Cardinal de Guise have persuaded the young king to join the Holy League. For certain, mon ami, Condé has left the court. He’ll be plotting something, no doubt of it. Likes nothing better than a good plot, does the noble prince. And when whatever it is that he’s plotting happens, the Queen Mother will want revenge, bien sûr – like all Medicis, the very first word she uttered as a babe in arms was vendetta. Or so they say. So sensible men must take precautions, Jacques Stannard.’

‘Sensible Huguenot men?’

‘All sensible men. What is Catholic or Huguenot when the times are merde? And then there’s Alba’s army, of course.’

Jack Stannard remembered the room in Westminster, all those years before, and the penetrating eyes of the mighty Duke of Alba. What an eternity it seemed since that time when everyone believed, wrongly as it transpired, that the queen was about to give child, when the old faith had flickered briefly again in England before being extinguished once more, and when Philip of Spain was King of England. Now the same Philip’s vast army, paid for by the endless flow of bullion from the Indies and commanded by the same Duke of Alba whose gaze had once met Jack’s, was advancing slowly along the great military road that stretched from Milan, through the Alpine passes, then along the Rhine to the North Sea, its final destination unknown.

‘You have news of it? When we sailed from Plymouth, the word was that it was through the Mount Cenis pass.’

Mielle spat into the water. ‘For certain, mon ami. But where will it go next, eh? Some say the Palatinate, some say against the Dutch. Here, we fear an order to wheel left. If Alba brings his mighty army to join with the Queen Mother, then every Huguenot man in France could feel the flames licking his balls before the winter comes.’

‘In England, most men say he’s marching to Brussels, to put down the riots and come to a reckoning with the Protestant lords.’

‘Which he might well do, Jacques. But as I say, a sensible man takes precautions.’

With that, the first of the precautions emerged from the hold. Although they were carefully wrapped in sackcloth, there was no mistaking the shapes of the handles and long barrels of arquebuses. Dozens of heavy snaphance arquebuses, then scores of them. Mielle’s men carried the bundles down the gangplank before loading them onto carts that had been driven up the causeway snaking through the marsh. Mielle himself went off to supervise the unloading, leaving Jack to oversee the work on the ship. In truth, though, Tom was more than capable of handling that, so Jack stood instead in the bows, and thought upon the irony of his situation.

Like Mielle, he, too, was a sensible man. So he went to his parish church of St Peter every Sunday he was in Dunwich, said his prayers in English, listened to the sermon in English, and took the sacrament, which looked remarkably like the sacrament that everyone had taken in the days of the old Church, but which, the Reverend James declaimed from his pulpit, most certainly did not literally become the body and blood of Christ, even if it tasted exactly the same as it had always done. Thus Jack Stannard did outwardly what the queen and her ministers wished him to do and avoided having to pay recusancy fines, but inwardly he still recited the Ave Maria, privately crossed himself and fingered his paternoster, and still prayed for the release of his beloved Alice’s soul from Purgatory, no matter how often or how loudly Archbishop Parker and all his bishops proclaimed that there was no such place. So, yes, in his heart, Jack Stannard should have been on the side of the Duke of Alba and the Queen Mother of France, seeking to eradicate what they termed the Protestant heresy throughout Europe. Yet here he was, shipping guns to the Huguenots, the French Protestants, so that if and when the time came, they could better slaughter their Catholic neighbours.

He glanced across to Tom, who needed to perform no such mental somersaults. He had grown up chiefly in the reign of the boy king Edward the Sixth, when the Protestants had held sway, and had come to prefer the austere services, the whitewashed churches and the absence of ceremony. Tom was content to comply with whatever Queen Elizabeth, her parliament and her bishops ordered. His older sister, on the other hand—

‘Jacques!’ cried Antoine Mielle from the foot of the gangplank. ‘We need to—’

In the same moment that he heard the nearby arquebus’s report, Jack saw the Frenchman’s chest seem to burst outward towards him and spout a fountain of blood. Mielle staggered forward, his face a picture of astonishment, realisation and horror. Then he fell face first into the water that lapped the hull of the Jennet.

‘Loose the cables!’ Jack commanded. ‘Tom! Take the helm!’

There were sounds of battle ashore as Mielle’s men fought for their lives against their invisible assailants. That was not Jack’s concern, except in the sense that perhaps, just perhaps, the Huguenots might buy him enough time.

Two men joined him to free the cable securing the Jennet to the wharf. Slowly, so very slowly, the bow began to swing out into the stream. Deo gratias, a strong ebb was running, and the fog would swiftly conceal them from the attackers. Ashore, shots were being fired, and there were the unmistakable sounds of blades striking blades. There were screams as well – two, three, then more.

Jack ran to the stern, where his son held grimly to the whipstaff.

‘Topsails, Father?’

‘No, Tom. Sweeps, lad, the sweeps!’

‘Aye, aye, Father!’

Hands ran to the hold, and within a minute or so, eight long oars were being pushed outward through small ports cut into the Jennet’s hull.

‘On two!’ cried Jack, once he knew the men were in position and ready. ‘One! Two!’

On the command, the men below swung their blades forward, a little above the water.

‘On two again! One! Two!’

On this next command, the men on the sweeps pushed them down into the water and then pulled back.

The exercise always amused Jack Stannard, even now, when screams and killing were still clearly audible ashore, close behind them, and their unseen, unknown enemies were still perilously close. To all intents and purposes, the Jennet had become an improvised galley.

The method had been born an entire sea away, out of dire necessity. Dunwich had once possessed one of the best harbours in England, but that had been all but blocked from the sea by huge storms several centuries before, which had also swept away vast swathes of the prosperous port. Over the years – even within Jack’s own memory – the estuary leading to the town’s quays had become ever more silted, so that it was no longer possible to bring ships up to them under sail alone. The men of Dunwich had erected warping posts so that ships’ crews could haul them into harbour, but as soon as they went up, they were cut down again by the men of Walberswick and Southwold, Dunwich’s immediate neighbours and inveterate enemies. The port might have closed for ever, and the ancient borough been forced to admit defeat, had not Jack Stannard remembered the galleys he had seen, including one he had once fought against, during King Harry’s last war.

Southwold and Walberswick no longer cut down the warping posts, but the mariners of Dunwich kept their sweeps, and kept up their practice with them. After all, as Jack’s daughter Meg said, working the oars gave the Stannard crews more muscles and better bodies than their rivals, a fact that did not go unnoticed among the maidens of the Suffolk Sandlings.

‘One! Two!’

It was desperately hard work. True, the Jennet was considerably lighter than she had been several hours earlier, with most of her deadly cargo having been unloaded, but that also made her higher out of the water, so it was harder to keep consistent traction on the sweeps. But slowly, surely, and aided by the ebb, the Jennet inched forward, further and further into the comforting shroud of the fog, further away from the sounds of battle and death behind them.

Jack knew from earlier visits to the bay that no causeways extended further out than the one to their wharf. If they could get far enough away before the attackers could turn their full attention to the English ship, they should be safe, with nothing between them and the open sea.

That, though, assumed that the attackers did not have boats.

A shape, dark, menacing and approaching rapidly from beam-on to starboard, showed that they did. Jack saw the swivel gun mounted in its bow a moment before the weapon fired, the flash of fuse on powder providing the only point of light in the fog. The blast from the gun shattered the calm. Countless terrified seabirds took flight, filling the fog-bound bay with a cacophony of sound.

The shot smashed into the side of the Jennet a little forward of Jack’s position, causing the entire hull to shudder. A loud cheer went up from the attacking boat. Jack reckoned he could make out well over a dozen men in it, perhaps half of them manning the oars. Were there any other boats behind, though? None had yet emerged from the fog. Hope for the best, then.

He turned to give the necessary orders, but found that his son had anticipated him. Five men, led by the burly figure of their kinsman John Holbrook, came up from the hold, each carrying a cloth-bound bundle. Swiftly, they laid them on the deck and opened them, taking out an arquebus each, part of the cargo that had still not been unloaded when Antoine Mielle fell. The two ship’s boys, Hal Ashby’s son Ned and an eager lad from Minsmere named Paul Battlebridge, went to work on the spare weapons, loading and priming them. Ned threw an arquebus to Jack, who nodded in thanks. Then he turned back to the rail.

The Frenchmen were reloading their swivel gun, no doubt assuming that the English ship before them was defenceless and would swiftly surrender after another shot or two. But to be sure of a hit in the fog, the attackers had to be closer than they would have needed to be in clear weather: close enough to be within arquebus range, in fact.

‘God, Dunwich and the queen!’ cried Jack, levelling his arquebus at the boat.

Tom, Holbrook and the others fired off their own weapons, immediately discarding them to the deck. Ned Ashby and young Battlebridge urgently handed them fresh firearms, and another salvo roared out from the Jennet.

There were cries of consternation on the French boat. Jack saw one man clasp his chest and fall dead over the side, and another corpse being pushed over the wale into the water. A third Frenchman was howling piteously from what had to be a severe wound. The men in the bows were still priming the swivel gun, but the men on the oars and the tiller were already bringing the boat round, retreating in the face of the unexpectedly stiff resistance from the English ship.

The swivel gun fired one last, defiant round. Jack was aware of timbers shattering to his right, and behind him, the impact forcing him off balance. He heard a loud gasp, then the strangled word ‘Jesu!’ and feared for one terrible moment that Tom had been hit. But as he steadied himself and turned, he saw that it was John Holbrook, his right arm, shoulder, and part of his chest gone. No man moved to assist him, the dreadful sight seeming to anchor them to the deck. But it made no odds, for Holbrook was past any assistance. His shattered body fell to the deck, and Jack Stannard thought of the four young children and his ever-cheerful wife in the little house under the lee of Hen Hill.

His widow, rather, and it would be Jack’s task to tell her that she had moved from one state to the other. He already knew that he would not, could not, tell her the truth. He would tell a tale of John Holbrook dying in one of the countless accidents that occurred aboard ships; better for her, and her children, not to know that he had died in a pointless fight against men with whom England was not at war. The Stannard ledgers would show only that a voyage trading in woollen cloth to Rochelle had turned a handsome profit.

As his crewmates reverently carried the remains of John Holbrook below decks, Jack went to stand beside his son. They said not a word to each other. Instead, both concentrated on the waters ahead, and on the fog, which was slowly lifting. There was even a hint of a breeze. Soon, God willing, they would be able to set sail, and lay their course for England.





Two

The storm struck the Jennet five or six leagues south-west of Ushant. At first, it was no more than a slightly darker sky and a somewhat stronger breeze. Within two turns of the glass, though, it was in full spate. The sea swelled up into a great, grey mountain range of water, the white crests crashing in on each other in a furious ferment. It was impossible to see the horizon. Huge waves smashed against the larboard beam, making the ship roll violently. As it did so, it also rose and fell between the great ridges of water. Even Jack, who had grown accustomed to such conditions over many years, felt his stomach heave as he stood upon the after deck, watching for hazards, assessing the state of the minimal sail still aloft, and listening to the ominous creaks and moans from the masts and hull.

Under his breath, he prayed in Latin to Maria stella maris, then to an entire litany of saints for their intercession, then to the Virgin once again. They were the prayers he had offered up in storms upon the sea every time since his first, on an Iceland voyage in the year when the queen was born. But that same queen now decreed that prayers should be said in English, and that the Virgin and the saints did not intercede between man and God, so should not be prayed to. Mindful of this, Jack began to utter the Lord’s Prayer in English, over and over again. ‘Our Father, which art in Heaven, hallowed be Thy name…’

All the while, the ship rolled and pitched, its timbers screaming, as the shores of Ushant, and beyond it, the murderous cliffs of Brittany, came ever closer. Jack swayed with the movement of the ship and redoubled his prayers.

Tom came up on deck, grabbed hold of the lifeline, and hauled himself over to where his father stood. ‘I’ll relieve you,’ he shouted into the teeth of the gale.

‘No, Tom,’ bellowed Jack. ‘I can stand another hour – two, mayhap.’

‘You’ll do better with some sleep!’

‘And what chance sleep in this, eh? No, lad, I’ll—’

A great crack cut off whatever Jack Stannard was about to say. The mainmast seemed to shudder, then to move bodily, but somehow held firm.

‘Jesu,’ said Tom.

‘You have your wish, son,’ said Jack. ‘You have the ship.’

With that, the elder Stannard began to make his way forward, holding on for dear life to the rope as the sea’s motion threw him every way at once, and the treacherous torrent sweeping over the deck threatened his footing with every step he took.

He reached the mainmast, and saw at once that it was cracked so badly some four feet above the deck that it had very nearly snapped clear. Jack cursed himself. The ship had been new-built, but the mast must have been in the yard at Dunwich for many years, certainly since the time of the traitor Jed Nolloth. He recalled that he had considered waiting to bring a new mast round from London or Yarmouth, but was keen to get Jennet to sea as swiftly as possible for a lucrative voyage into the Baltic. A false economy, it now appeared. Still, by some providence the mast was holding, and if he called up the carpenter and his crew from below, they would be able to—

A violent gust of wind and a colossal wave struck the Jennet in the same moment, as though trying to tear the ship in two. Jack heard a fearsome crack, saw the foot of the mainmast break apart, saw the rotten wood at its heart, looked up to see the entire timber begin to fall to starboard, stepped back instinctively, lost his grip on the lifeline, then lost his footing as another sheet of water swept across the deck. The last thing he heard before he felt his head strike something solid – before the terrible, unbearable pain overwhelmed him, and oblivion came – was Tom’s scream of ‘Father!’



Peter Stannard, Jack’s father, was there in front of him, sitting before the fire in the lazar hospital of St James at Dunwich. But he was much younger, very nearly as Jack remembered him from his childhood, with none of the disfiguring marks of leprosy.

‘You’ll never be your brother, boy,’ said the shade.

The old litany.

Jack made to protest, as he had done so often when the old man was alive. But it was not his father any more, and it was not St James. Instead, there in the precinct of the Dunwich Greyfriars stood Thomas Ryman, Jack’s old friend and teacher, who had gone down with the Mary Rose in the last of Great Harry’s wars.

Ryman smiled. ‘Not your time, lad,’ he said.

Before Jack could respond, Ryman somehow became Alice, standing before the fire in the principal room of their house, as young and beautiful as she had been in life, her body seemingly uncorrupted by so many years of death. She looked at him, cocked her head quizzically to one side as she used to do so often, then smiled.

‘Not your time, Jack Stannard. No, certainly not your time.’

Not your time, not your time.

‘… not your time, Father.’

Jack opened his eyes, and saw Tom bending down over him, adjusting what felt like a cloth pressed against the impossibly tight band of iron that seemed to have been forced around his skull.

Tom smiled. ‘You see? I told you it was not your time.’

Slowly, Jack became aware of his surroundings. He was in the stern cabin of Jennet, lying upon his sea-bed. There was no band of iron crushing his head, but a piercing, fiery pain that felt very much like it. There was no storm either. The movement of the ship was gentle, the pitch of the hull easy as it rode the low waves. The scuttles were open, and Jack could see the sun’s rays falling on his chart table. It was a warm day.

He tried to raise a hand, then tried to speak, but found he could do neither.

‘Don’t strain yourself, Father,’ said Tom. ‘And keep still, so that you don’t loosen your bandages.’ He grinned. ‘You see? I did take in a little of what Aunt Agatha used to teach us, even if Meg took in so much more.’

Once again, Jack tried to speak, but failed.

‘You were fortunate,’ said Tom. ‘You might have been crushed by the mast, or swept over the side, or struck down dead by a flying block, as your brother was. But no, Father, it was definitely not your time. You hit your head on a loose saker, even though it had been double-lashed. Then you became tangled up in a shroud that had just been torn loose by the mast, so we didn’t lose you to the sea. As for the ship, thank God the timber of the mast was so rotten. It snapped free entirely, so it was easier for us to hack down the standing rigging and get the whole over the side. I thought that was the end of our good fortune. I knew we were nearing the shore, and there was nothing I could do to bring us closer to the wind. At the end, I could see the cliffs, and could hear the waves breaking on them. We must have been no more than half a league from our deaths. But, thanks be to God, that was when the storm abated. I got us into a cove on the Breton coast, we erected jury rig, and here we are, under sail and set fair for Plymouth. Then I set about tending to your stubborn old head, John Stannard of Dunwich, praying all the while that you would wake up again.’

Tom smiled, and took hold of his father’s hand. Jack could still say nothing, but strangely, he could remember the words his own father had once spoken to him in the St James hospital: There comes a day in every man’s life when the roles of father and son are reversed.

Jack Stannard realised he had tears in his eyes.



A watery dawn was breaking as the Jennet, still under jury rig, rounded Rame Head and made her way into Plymouth Sound. Jack Stannard, still wearing a bandage around his head, but now mobile and standing on deck, offered up silent prayers of thanks, first in Latin and then in English. He had no way of knowing whether all their lives had been saved by the old faith or the new, but at least their survival demonstrated that God had not punished him for appealing to both. And whichever dispensation had come to their aid, it had especially strengthened the hand of the true architect of their survival, his son Tom.

The vast bay stretching out before Jack had become very familiar to both of the Stannards in recent years.
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