


O
n a horse borrowed from the French ambassador to the court of

Queen Elizabeth of  England, I rode across London Bridge on the

morning of  May 20, 1583. The sun was strong already, though it was not

yet noon; diamonds of  light scattered across the ruffled surface of  the wide

Thames and a warm breeze lifted my hair away from my face, carrying with

it the sewer stinks of  the river. My heart swelled with anticipation as I

reached the south bank and turned right along the river toward Winchester

House, where I would meet the royal party to embark upon our journey to

the renowned University of  Oxford.

The palace of  the Bishops of  Winchester was built of  red brick in the

English style around a courtyard, its roof  decorated with ornate chimneys

over the great hall with its rows of  tall perpendicular windows facing the

river. In front of  this, a lawn sloped down to a large wharf  and landing place

where I now saw, as I approached, a colourful spectacle of  people throng-
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ing the grass. Snatches of  tunes carried through the air as musicians re-

hearsed, and half  of  London society appeared to have turned out in its best

clothes to watch the pageant in the spring sunshine. By the steps, servants

were making ready a grand boat, decked out with rich silk hangings and

cushions tapestried in red and gold. At the front were seats for eight oars-

men, and at the back an elaborate embroidered canopy sheltered the seats.

 Jewel- coloured banners rippled in the light wind, catching the sunlight.

I dismounted, and a servant came to hold the horse while I walked

toward the house, eyed suspiciously by various finely dressed gentlemen as

we passed. Suddenly I felt a fist land between my shoulder blades, almost

knocking me to the ground.

“Giordano Bruno, you old dog! Have they not burned you yet?”

Recovering my balance, I spun around to see Philip Sidney standing

there, grinning from ear to ear, his arms wide, legs planted firmly astride, his

hair still styled in that peculiar quiff  that stuck up at the front like a school-

boy hastened out of  bed. Sidney, the aristocratic  soldier- poet I had met in

Padua as I fled through Italy.

“They’d have to catch me first, Philip,” I said, smiling broadly at the

sight of  him.

“It’s Sir Philip to you, you churl—I’ve been knighted this year, you

know.”

“Excellent! Does that mean you’ll acquire some manners?”

He threw his arms around me then and thumped me heartily on the

back again. Ours was a curious friendship, I reflected, catching my breath

and embracing him in return. Our backgrounds could not have been more

different—Sidney was born into one of  the first families of  the English court,

as he never tired of  reminding me—but in Padua we had immediately dis-

covered the gift of  making each other laugh, a rare and welcome thing in

that earnest and often sombre place. Even now, after six years, I felt no awk-

wardness in his company; straightaway we had fallen into our old custom of

affectionate baiting.
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“Come, Bruno,” Sidney said, putting an arm around my shoulders and

leading me down the lawn toward the river. “By God, it is a fine thing to see

you again. This royal visitation to Oxford would have been intolerable with-

out your company. Have you heard of  this Polish prince?”

I shook my head. Sidney rolled his eyes.

“Well, you will meet him soon enough. The palatine Albert Laski—a

Polish dignitary with too much money and too few responsibilities, who

consequently spends his time making a nuisance of  himself  around the

courts of  Europe. He was supposed to travel from here to Paris, but King

Henri refuses to allow him into the country, so Her Majesty is stuck with the

burden of  his entertainment awhile longer. Hence this elaborate pageant to

get him away from court.” He waved toward the barge, then glanced around

briefly to make sure we were not overheard. “I do not blame the French

king for refusing his visit, he is a singularly unbearable man. Still, it is quite

an achievement—I can think of  one or two taverns where I am refused entry,

but to be barred from an entire country requires a particular talent for mak-

ing yourself  unwelcome. Which Laski has by the cartload, as you shall see.

But you and I shall have a merry time in Oxford nonetheless—you will

amaze the dullards there with your ideas, and I shall look forward to bask-

ing in your glory and showing you my old haunts,” he said, punching me

heartily on the arm again. “Although, as you know, that is not our whole

purpose,” he added, lowering his voice.

We stood side by side looking out over the river, which was busy with

little crafts, wherries, and small  white- sailed boats crisscrossing the shining

water in the spring sun that illuminated the fronts of  the handsome  brick-

 and- timber buildings along the opposite bank, a glorious panorama with

the great spire of  St. Paul’s church towering over the rooftops far to the

north. I thought what a magnificent city London was in our age, and how

fortunate I was to be here at all, and in such company. I waited for Sidney

to elaborate.

“I have something for you from my future  father- in- law, Sir Francis
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Walsingham,” he whispered, his eyes still fixed on the river. “See what a

knighthood gets me, Bruno—a job as your errand boy.” He drew himself  up-

right and looked about, shielding his eyes with his hand as he peered toward

the mooring place of  our craft, before reaching for the oilskin bag he carried

and pulling from it a bulging leather purse. “Walsingham sent this for you.

You may incur certain expenses in the course of  your enquiries. Call it an ad-

vance against payment.”

Sir Francis Walsingham. Queen Elizabeth’s principal secretary of  state,

the man behind my unlikely presence on this royal visitation to Oxford; even

his name made my spine prickle.

We walked a little farther from the body of  the crowd gathered to mar-

vel as the barge was decked with flowers for our departure. Beside it, a group

of  musicians had struck up a dance tune, and we watched the crowd milling

around them.

“But now tell me, Bruno—you have not set your sights upon Oxford

merely to debate Copernicus with a host of   dull- witted academicians,” Sid-

ney continued, in a low voice. “I knew as soon as I heard you had come to

England that you must be on the scent of  something important.”

I glanced quickly around to be sure no one was within earshot.

“I have come to find a book,” I said. “One I have sought for some time,

and now I believe it was brought to England.”

“I knew it!” Sidney grabbed my arm and drew me closer. “And what is

in this book? Some dark art to unlock the power of  the universe? You were

dabbling in such things in Padua, as I recall.”

I could not tell whether he was mocking me still, but I decided to trust

to what our friendship had been in Italy.

“What would you say, Philip, if  I told you the universe was infinite?”

He looked doubtful. “I would say that this goes beyond even the Coper-

nican heresy, and that you should keep your voice down.”

“Well, this is what I believe,” I said, quietly. “Copernicus told only half

the truth. Aristotle’s picture of  the cosmos, with the fixed stars and the six
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planets that orbit the earth—this is pure falsehood. Copernicus replaced the

earth with the sun as the centre of  the cosmos, but I go further: I say there

are many suns, many centres—as many as there are stars in the sky. The uni-

verse is infinite, and if  this is so, why should it not be populated with other

earths, other worlds, and other beings like ourselves? I have decided it will

be my life’s work to prove this.”

“How can it be proved?”

“I will see them,” I said, looking out over the river, not daring to watch

his reaction. “I will penetrate the far reaches of  the universe, beyond the

spheres.”

“And how exactly will you do this? Will you learn to fly?” His voice was

sceptical now; I could not blame him.

“By the secret knowledge contained in the lost book of  the Egyptian

sage Hermes Trismegistus, who first understood these mysteries. If  I can

trace it, I will learn the secrets necessary to rise up through the spheres by

the light of  divine understanding and enter the Divine Mind.”

“Enter the mind of  God, Bruno?”

“No, listen. Since I saw you last I have studied in depth the ancient magic

of  the Hermetic writings and the Cabala of  the Hebrews, and I have begun

to understand such things as you would not believe possible.” I hesitated. “If

I can learn how to make the ascent Hermes describes, I will glimpse what

lies beyond the known cosmos—the universe without end and the univer-

sal soul, of  which we are all a part.”

I thought he might laugh then, but instead he looked thoughtful.

“Sounds like dangerous sorcery to me, Bruno. And what would you

prove? That there is no God?”

“That we are all God,” I said, quietly. “The divinity is in all of  us and in

the substance of  the universe. With the right knowledge, we can draw down

all the powers of  the cosmos. When we understand this, we can become

equal to God.”

Sidney stared at me in disbelief.
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“Christ’s blood, Bruno! You cannot go about proclaiming yourself  equal

to God. We may not have the Inquisition here, but no Christian church will

hear that with equanimity—you will be straight for the fire.”

“Because the Christian church is corrupt, every faction of  it—this is

what I want to convey. It is only a poor shadow, a dilution of  an ancient truth

that existed long before Christ walked the earth. If  that were understood,

then true reform of  religion might be possible. Men might rise above the di-

visions for which so much blood has been spilled, and is still being spilled,

and understand their essential unity.”

Sidney’s face turned grave. “I have heard my old tutor Doctor Dee speak

in this way. But you must be careful, my friend—he collected many of  these

manuscripts of  ancient magic during the destruction of  the monastic li-

braries, and he is called a necromancer and worse for it, not just by the com-

mon people. And he is a native Englishman, and the queen’s own astrologer

too. Do not get yourself  a reputation as a black magician—you are already

suspicious as a Catholic and a foreigner.” He stepped back and looked at me

with curiosity. “This book, then—you believe it is to be found in Oxford?”

“When I was living in Paris, I learned that it was brought out of  Flo-

rence at the end of  the last century and, if  my adviser spoke the truth, it

was taken by an English collector to one of  the great libraries here, where

it lies unremarked because no one who has handled it has understood its

significance. Many of  the Englishmen who travelled in Italy were university

men and left their books as bequests, so Oxford is as good a place as any to

start looking.”

“You should start by asking John Dee,” Sidney said. “He has the great-

est library in the country.”

I shook my head. “If  your Doctor Dee had this book, he would know

what he held in his hands, and he would have made this revelation known

by some means. It is still to be discovered, I am certain.”

“Well, then. But don’t neglect Walsingham’s business in Oxford.” He

slapped me on the back again. “And for Christ’s sake don’t neglect me,
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Bruno, to go ferreting in libraries—I shall expect some gaiety from you while

we are there. It’s bad enough that I must play nursemaid to that flatulent

Pole Laski—I’m not planning to spend every evening with a clutch of  fusty

old theologians, thank you. You and I shall go roistering through the town,

leaving the women of  Oxford bowlegged in our wake!”

“I thought you were to marry Walsingham’s daughter?” I raised an eye-

brow, feigning shock.

Sidney rolled his eyes. “When the queen deigns to give her consent. In

the meantime, I do not consider myself  bound by marriage vows. Anyway,

what of  you, Bruno? Have you been making up for your years in the clois-

ter on your way through Europe?” He elbowed me meaningfully in the ribs.

I smiled, rubbing my side.

“Three years ago, in Toulouse, there was a woman. Morgana, the

daughter of  a Huguenot nobleman. I gave private tuition to her brother in

metaphysics, but when her father was not at home she would beg me to

stay on and read with her. She was hungry for knowledge—a rare quality in

women born to wealth, I have found.”

“And beautiful?” Sidney asked, his eyes glittering.

“Exquisite.” I bit my lip, remembering Morgana’s blue eyes, the way

she would try and coax me to laughter when she thought I grew too melan-

choly. “I courted her in secret, but I think I always knew it was only for a sea-

son. Her father wanted her to marry a Huguenot aristocrat, not a fugitive

Italian Catholic. Even when I became a professor of  philosophy at the Uni-

versity of  Toulouse and finally had the means of  supporting myself, he

would not consent, and he threatened to use all his influence in the city to

destroy my name.”

“So what happened?” Sidney asked, intrigued.

“She begged me to run away with her.” I sighed. “I almost allowed my-

self to be persuaded, but I knew in my heart that it would not have been the

future either of  us wanted. So I left one night for Paris, where I ploughed all

my energies into my writing and my advancement at court. But I often won-
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der about the life I turned my back on, and where I might have been

now . . .” My voice trailed away as I lowered my eyes again, remembering.

“Then we should not have had you here, my friend. Besides, she’s prob-

ably married to some aging duke by now,” Sidney said heartily.

“She would have been,” I agreed, “had she not died. Her father arranged

a marriage to one of  his friends but she had an accident shortly before the

wedding. Drowned. Her brother wrote and told me.”

“You think it was by her own hand?” Sidney asked, his eyes dramati-

cally wide.

“I suppose I will never know.”

I fell silent then, and gazed out across the water.

“Well, sorry about that,” Sidney said after a few moments, clapping me

on the back in that  matter- of- fact way the English have, “but still—the

women of  King Henri’s court must have provided you with plenty of  dis-

tractions, eh?”

I regarded him for a moment, wondering if  the English nobility really

did have as little fine feeling as they pretended, or if  they had developed this

manner as a way of  avoiding painful emotion.

“Oh yes, the women there were beautiful, certainly, and happy enough

to offer their attentions at first, but I found them sadly lacking in worth-

while conversation,” I said, forcing a smile. “And they found me sadly lack-

ing in fortune and titles for any serious liaison.”

“Well, there you are, Bruno—you are destined for disappointment if

you seek out women for their conversation.” Sidney shook his head briefly,

as if  the idea were absurd. “Take my advice—sharpen your wits in the com-

pany of  men, and look to women only for life’s softer comforts.” He winked

broadly and grinned.

“Now I must oversee the arrangements or we shall never be on our way,

and we are to dine at the palace of  Windsor this evening so we need to make

good progress. They say there will be a storm tonight. The queen will not

be present, naturally,” he said, noting my raised eyebrows. “I’m afraid the
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 responsibility of  entertaining the palatine is ours alone, Bruno, until we

reach Oxford. Steel yourself  and pray to that universal soul of  yours for for-

titude.”

G

“I would not be the one to boast, but my friends do consider me to

be something of  a poet, Sir Philip,” the palatine Laski was saying in his  high-

 pitched voice, which always sounded as if  he was airing a grievance, as our

boat approached Hampton Court. “I had in mind that if  we tire of  the dis-

putations at the university”—here he cast a pointed glance at me—“you and

I might devote some of  our stay in Oxford to reading each other’s poetry and

advising on it, as one sonneteer to another, what say you?”

“Then we must include Bruno in our parley,” Sidney said, flashing me

a conspiratorial grin, “for in addition to his learned books, he has written a

comic drama in verse for the stage, have you not, Bruno? What was it

called?”

“The Torchbearers,” I muttered, and turned back to contemplate the view.

I had dedicated the play to Morgana and it was always associated with mem-

ories of  her.

“I have not heard of  it,” said the palatine dismissively.

Before our party had even reached Richmond, I found myself  in com-

plete agreement with my patron, King Henri III of  France: the palatine Laski

was unbearable. Fat and  red- faced, he had a wholly misplaced regard for his

own importance and a great love of  the sound of  his own voice. For all his

fine clothes and airs, he was clearly not well acquainted with the bathhouse,

and under that warm sun a fierce stink came off  him, which at close quar-

ters, mingled with the vapours from the brown Thames, was distracting me

from what should have been an entertaining journey.

We had launched from the wharf  at Winchester House with a great fan-

fare of  trumpets; a boat filled with musicians had been charged to keep pace
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with us, so that the palatine’s endless monologue was accompanied by the

twitterings and chirpings of  the flute players to our right. To add to my dis-

comfort, the flowers with which the barge had been so generously bedecked

were making me sneeze. I sank back into the silk cushions, trying to con-

centrate on the rhythmic splashing of  the oars as we glided at a stately pace

through the city, smaller boats making way on either side while their occu-

pants, recognising the royal barge, respectfully doffed their caps and stared

as we passed. For my part, I had almost succeeded in reducing the palatine’s

babble to a background drone as I concentrated on the sights, and would

have been content to enjoy the gentle green and wooded landscape on the

banks as we left the city behind, but Sidney was determined to amuse him-

self by baiting the Pole and wanted my collaboration.

“Behold, the great palace of  Hampton Court, which once belonged to

our queen’s father’s favourite, Cardinal Wolsey,” he said, gesturing grandly

toward the bank as we drew close to the imposing  red- brick walls. “Not that

he enjoyed it for long—such is the caprice of  princes. But it seems the queen

holds you in great esteem, Laski, to judge by the care she has taken over

your visit.”

The palatine simpered unattractively. “Well, that is not for me to say, of

course, but I think it is  well- known by now at the English court that the

palatine Laski is granted the very best of  Her Majesty’s hospitality.”

“And now that she will not have the Duke of  Anjou, I wonder whether

we her subjects may begin to speculate about an alliance with Poland?” Sid-

ney went on mischievously.

The palatine pressed the tips of  his stubby fingers together as if  in

prayer and pursed his moist lips, his little piggy eyes shining with  self-

 congratulating pleasure.

“Such things are not for me to say, but I have noticed in the course of

my stay at court that the queen did pay me certain special attentions, shall

we say? Naturally she is modest, but I think men of  the world such as you
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and I, Sir Philip, who have not been shut up in a cloister, can always tell when

a woman looks at us with a woman’s wants, can we not?”

I snorted with incredulity then, and had to disguise it as a sneezing fit.

The minstrels finished yet another insufferably jaunty folk song and turned

to a more melancholic tune, allowing me to lapse into reflective silence as

the fields and woods slid by and the river became narrower and less noi-

some. Clouds bunched overhead, mirrored in the stretch of  water before

us, and the heat began to feel thick in my nostrils; it seemed Sidney had been

right about the coming storm.

“In any case, Sir Philip, I have taken the liberty of  composing a sonnet

in praise of  the queen’s beauty,” announced the palatine, after a while, “and

I wonder if  I might recite it for you before I deliver it to her delicate ears? I

would welcome the advice of  a fellow poet.”

“You had much better ask Bruno,” Sidney said carelessly, trailing his

hand in the water. “His countrymen invented the form. Is that not so,

Bruno?”

I sent him a murderous look and allowed my thoughts to drift to the

horizon as the palatine began his droning recital.

G

If anyone had predicted, during those days when I begged my way

from city to city up the length of  the Italian peninsula, snatching teaching

jobs when I could find them and living in the roadside inns and cheap lodg-

ings of  travellers, players, and pedlars when I could not, that I would end up

the confidant of  kings and courtiers, the world would have thought them in-

sane. But not me—I always believed in my own ability not only to survive

but to rise through my own efforts. I valued wit more than the privileges of

birth, an enquiring mind and hunger for learning above status or office, and

I carried an implacable belief  that others would eventually come to see that
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I was right. This lent me the will to climb obstacles that would have daunted

more deferential men. So it was that from itinerant teacher and fugitive

heretic, by the age of   thirty- five I had risen almost as high as a philosopher

might dream: I was a favourite at the court of  King Henri III in Paris, his pri-

vate tutor in the art of  memory, and a reader in philosophy at the great Col-

lège de Sorbonne. But France too was riven with religious wars, like every

other place I had passed through during my  seven- year exile from Naples,

and the Catholic faction in Paris under the Guise family was steadily gain-

ing strength against the Huguenots, so much so that it was rumoured the

 Inquisition were on their way to France. At the same time, my friendship

with the king and the popularity of  my lectures had earned me enemies

among the learned doctors at the Sorbonne, and sly rumours began to slip

through the back streets and into the ears of  the courtiers: that my unique

memory system was a form of  black magic and that I used it to communi-

cate with demons. This I took as my cue to move on, as I had done in Venice,

Padua, Genoa, Lyon, Toulouse, and Geneva whenever the past threatened

to catch up; like many religious fugitives before me, I sought refuge under

the more tolerant skies of  Elizabeth’s London, where the Holy Office had

no jurisdiction, and where I hoped also to find the lost book of  the Egyp tian

high priest Hermes Trismegistus.

G

The royal barge moored at Windsor late in the afternoon, where we

were met by liveried servants and taken to our lodgings at the royal castle

to dine and rest for the night before progressing to Oxford early the next

day. Our supper was a subdued affair, perhaps partly because the sky had

grown very dark by the time we arrived in the state apartments, requiring

the candles to be lit early, and a heavy rain had begun to fall; by the end of

our meal, the water was coursing down the tall windows of  the dining hall

in a steady sheet.
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“There will be no boat tomorrow if  this continues,” Sidney observed,

as the servants cleared the dishes. “We will have to travel the rest of  the way

by road, if  horses can be arranged.”

The palatine looked petulant; he had clearly enjoyed the languor of  the

barge.

“I am no horseman,” he complained. “We will need a carriage at the

very least. Or we could wait here until the weather clears,” he suggested in

a brighter tone, leaning back in his chair and looking covetously at the rich

furnishings of  the palace dining room.

“We have no time,” Sidney replied. “The disputation is the day after to-

morrow and we must give our speaker enough leisure to prepare his dev-

astating arguments, eh, Bruno?”

I turned my attention from the windows to offer him a smile. “In fact,

I was just about to excuse myself  for that very purpose,” I said.

Sidney’s face fell. “Oh—will you not sit up and play cards with us

awhile?” he asked, a note of  alarm in his voice at the prospect of  being left

alone with the palatine for the evening.

“I’m afraid I must lose myself  in my books tonight,” I said, pushing my

chair back, “or it will not be a disputation worth hearing.”

“I’ve sat through few that were,” remarked the palatine. “Never mind,

Sir Philip, you and I shall make a long night of  it. Perhaps we may read to

each other? I shall call for more wine.”

Sidney threw me the imploring look of  a drowning man as I passed him,

but I only winked and closed the door behind me. He was the professional

diplomat here, he had been bred to deal with people like this. A great crack

of  thunder echoed around the roof  as I made my way up an ornately

painted staircase to my room.

For a long while I did not consult my papers or try to put my thoughts

in order, but only lay on my bed, my mind as unsettled as the turbulent sky,

which had turned a lurid shade of  green as the thunder and lightning grew

nearer and more frequent. The rain hammered against the glass and on the
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tiles of  the roof  and I wondered at the sense of  unease that had edged out

the morning’s thrill of  anticipation. My future in England, to say nothing of

the future of  my work, depended greatly on the outcome of  this journey to

Oxford, yet I was filled with a strange foreboding; in all these rootless years

of  belonging nowhere, depending on nothing but my own instinct for sur-

vival, I had learned to listen to the prickling of  my moods. When I had in-

timations of  danger, events had usually proved me right. But perhaps it was

only that, once again, I was preparing to take on another shape, to become

someone I was not.

G

I had been in London less than a week, staying as a guest of  the French

ambassador at the request of  my patron, King Henri, who had reluctantly

agreed to my request to leave Paris indefinitely, when I received a summons

from Sir Francis Walsingham, Queen Elizabeth’s principal secretary of  state.

It was not the kind of  invitation one declined, yet the manner of  its deliv-

ery gave me no clue as to how a statesman of  such importance knew of  my

arrival or what he wanted of  me. The next day I rode out to his grand house

on the prosperous street of  Seething Lane, close by the Tower in the east of

the City of  London, and was shown through the house by a  harried- looking

steward into a neat garden, where box trees in geometric patterns gave way

to an expanse of  wilder grass. Beyond this stood a cluster of  low fruit trees

in the full swell of  their blossom, a magnificent canopy of  white and pink,

and among them, gazing up into their twisted branches, stood a tall figure

dressed all in black.

At the steward’s nod, I stepped toward the man under the trees, who had

turned to face me—or so I believed, for the  late- afternoon sun was slanting

down directly behind him, leaving him silhouetted, a lean black shape

against the golden light. I could not gauge his expression, so I paused a few

feet away from him and bowed deeply in a manner I hoped was fitting.
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“Giordano Bruno of  Nola, at Your Honour’s service.”

“Buona sera, Signor Bruno, e benvenuto, benvenuto,” he said warmly, and

strode forward, holding out his right hand to clasp mine in the English style.

His Italian was only faintly coloured by the clipped tones of  his native

tongue, and as he approached I could see his face clearly for the first time.

It was a long face, made the more severe by the  close- fitting black cap he

wore over receding hair. I guessed him to be about fifty years of  age, and his

eyes were lit with a sharp intelligence that seemed to make plain without

words that he would not suffer fools. Yet his face also bore the traces of

great weariness; he looked like a man who carried a heavy burden and slept

little.

“A fortnight past, Doctor Bruno, I received a letter from our ambassa-

dor in Paris informing me of  your imminent arrival in London,” he began,

without preamble. “You are  well- known at the French court. Our ambassa-

dor says he cannot commend your religion. What do you think he could

mean by that?”

“Perhaps he refers to the fact that I was once in holy orders, or the fact

that I am no longer,” I said, evenly.

“Or perhaps he means something else altogether,” Walsingham said,

looking at me carefully. “But we will come to that. First tell me—what do

you know of  me, Filippo Bruno?”

I snapped my head round to stare at him then,  wrong- footed—as he

had intended I should be. I had abandoned my baptismal name when I en-

tered the monastery of  San Domenico Maggiore and taken my monastic

name of  Giordano, though I had reclaimed it briefly while I was on the run.

For Walsingham to address me by it now was clearly a little trick to show me

the reach of  his knowledge, and he was evidently pleased with its effect. But

I recovered myself, and said, “I know enough to see that only a fool would

attempt to hide anything from a man who has never met me, yet calls me

by the name my parents gave me, a name I have not used these twenty

years.”
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Walsingham smiled. “Then you know all that matters at present. And I

know that you are no fool. Reckless, perhaps, but not a fool. Now, shall I

tell you what else I know about you, Doctor Giordano Bruno of  Nola?”

“Please—as long as I may be permitted to separate for Your Honour the

ignominious truth from the merely scurrilous rumour.”

“Very well, then.” He smiled indulgently. “You were born in Nola, near

Naples, the son of  a soldier, and you entered the monastery of  San

Domenico Maggiore in your teens. You abandoned the order some thirteen

years later, and fled through Italy for three years, pursued by the Inquisition

on suspicion of  heresy. You later taught in Geneva, and in France, before at-

tracting the patronage of  King Henri III in Paris. You teach the art of  mem-

ory, which many consider to be a kind of  magic, and you are a passionate

supporter of  Copernicus’s theory that the earth rotates around the sun,

though the idea has been declared heretical by Rome and by the Lutherans

alike.”

He looked at me for confirmation, and I nodded, bemused.

“Your Honour knows much.”

He smiled.

“There is no mystery here, Bruno—when you stopped briefly in Padua,

you became friends with an English courtier named Philip Sidney, did you

not? Well, he is shortly to marry my daughter, Frances.”

“Your Honour could not have found a worthier  son- in- law, I am sure. I

shall look forward to seeing him,” I said, and meant it.

Walsingham nodded.

“As a matter of  curiosity—why did you abandon the monastery?”

“I was caught reading Erasmus in the privy.”

He stared at me for a moment, then threw back his head and guffawed,

a deep, rich sound, such as a bear might make if  it could laugh.

“And I had other volumes on the Forbidden Index of  the Holy Office.

They would have sent me before the Father Inquisitor, but I escaped. This

is why I was excommunicated.” I folded my hands behind my back as I
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walked, thinking how strange it seemed to be reliving those days in this

green English garden.

He regarded me with an inscrutable expression and then shook his head

as if  puzzled. “You intrigue me greatly, Bruno. You fled Italy pursued by the

Roman Inquisition for your suspected heresy, and yet you were also arrested

and tried by the Calvinists in Geneva for your beliefs, is it not so?”

I tilted my head, half  assenting. “There was something of  a misunder-

standing in Geneva. I found the Calvinists had only swapped one set of  blind

dogma for another.”

Again he looked at me with something approaching admiration and

laughed, shaking his head. “I have never met another man who has man-

aged to get himself  accused of  heresy by both the pope and the Calvinists.

This is a singular achievement, Doctor Bruno! It makes me ask myself—

what is your religion?”

There was an expectant pause while he looked at me encouragingly.

“Your Honour knows that I am no friend of  Rome. I assure you that in

everything my allegiance is to Her Majesty and I would be glad to offer her

any service I may while I remain under her sovereignty.”

“Yes, yes, Bruno—I thank you, but that is not an answer to my ques-

tion. I asked what is your religion? In your heart, are you papist or Protes-

tant?”

I hesitated. “Your Honour has already pointed out that both sides have

found me wanting.”

“Are you saying that you are neither? Are you an atheist, then?”

“Before I answer that, may I know what the consequences of  my an-

swer might be?”

He smiled then. “This is not an interrogation, Bruno. I only wish to un-

derstand your philosophy. Speak frankly with me, and I will speak frankly

with you. This is why we are walking here among the trees, where we will

not be overheard.”

“Then I assure Your Honour that I am not what is usually meant by the
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word ‘atheist,’ ” I said, fervently hoping that I was not condemning myself.

“In France, and here in her embassy, I call myself  a Catholic because it is

simpler not to make trouble. But in truth, I do not think of  myself  as

Catholic or Protestant—these terms are too narrow. I believe in a greater

truth.”

He raised an eyebrow. “A greater truth than the Christian faith?”

“An ancient truth, of  which the Christian faith is one later interpretation.

A truth which, if  it could be properly understood in our clouded age, might

enlighten men instead of  perpetuating these bloody divisions.”

A pregnant silence fell. The sun was low in the sky now, and in the shade

of  the trees the air was growing cool. Birdsong became more insistent with

the gathering dusk, and Walsingham continued to pace through the grass,

the shoulders of  his black doublet flecked with white petals of  blossom that

fluttered from the branches overhead.

“Faith and politics are now one and the same,” he went on. “Perhaps it

was always so, but it seems to have reached new extremes in our troubled

century, do you not think? A man’s religion tells me where his political loy-

alties lie, far more than his place of  birth or his language. There are many

stout Englishmen in this realm with a greater love for Rome than you have,

Bruno, or than they have for their own queen. Yet, in the end, faith is not

merely politics. Above all else it is a matter of  a man’s private conscience,

and how he stands before God. I have done things in God’s name that I must

justify before Him at the Last Judgment.” He turned and fixed me with an

expression of  sorrow then. When he spoke again his voice was quiet and

 expressionless. “I have stood by and watched a man’s beating heart ripped

from his living body at my command. I have coldly questioned men as their

limbs were pulled from their sockets on the rack, and the very noise of  that

is enough to bring your stomach into your mouth. I have even turned the

wheels myself, when the secrets that might spill from a man’s lips as he

stretched were too sensitive for the ears of  professional torturers. I have

seen the human body, made in the likeness of  God, forced to the very
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 limits of  pain. And I have visited all these horrors and more on my fel-

low creatures because I believed that by doing so I was preventing greater

bloodshed.”

He passed a hand across his forehead then, and resumed walking. “Our

nation is young in the new religion, and there are many in France and Spain

who, with the backing of  Rome, seek to kill Her Majesty and replace her

with that Devil’s bitch, Mary of  Scotland.” He shook his head. “I am not a

cruel man, Bruno. It gives me no pleasure to inflict suffering, unlike some

among my executioners.” He shuddered, and I believed him. “Nor am I the

Inquisition—I do not imagine myself  responsible for men’s immortal souls.

That I leave to those ordained to the task. I do what I do purely to ensure the

safety of  this realm and the queen’s person. Better to have one priest gutted

before the crowds at Tyburn than he should go free to convert twenty, who

might in time join others and rise up against her.”

I inclined my head in acknowledgement; he did not seem to expect de-

bate. Beneath the largest and oldest tree in the orchard a circular bench had

been constructed to fit around its trunk. Here Walsingham motioned for

me to sit beside him.

“You are a man who knows firsthand the persecutions Rome visits on

her enemies. The streets of  England would run with blood if  Mary of  Scot-

land found her way to the throne. Do you understand me, Bruno? But these

conspiracies to put her there are like the heads of  the Hydra—we cut off  one

and ten more grow in its place. We executed that seditious Jesuit Edmund

Campion in ’81 and now the missionary priests are sailing for England by

their dozens, inspired by his example of  martyrdom.” He shook his head.

“Your Honour’s task is not one I envy.”

“It is the task God has given me, and I must look for those who will help

me in it,” he said simply. “Tell me, Bruno, does the French king provide for

you, other than your lodgings at the embassy?”

“He supports me rather with his good opinion than with his purse,” I

said. “I had hoped to supplement my small stipend with some teaching. To
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that end I planned to visit the famous University of  Oxford, to see if  they

might have some use for me there.”

“Oxford? Indeed?” he said, a spark of  interest catching in his eyes. “Now

there is a place mired in the mud of  popery. The university authorities make

a show of  rooting out those who still practice the old faith, but in truth half

the senior men there are secret papists. The Earl of  Leicester, who is its

chancellor, makes endless visitations and orders enquiries, but they scurry

away like spiders under stones as soon as he shines a light on them. Then,

once our backs are turned, they go on filling the heads of  England’s young

men with their idolatry—the very young men who will go on to the law

and the Church, and into public life. Our future government and clergy, no

less, being turned secretly to Rome under our very noses. Her Majesty is

furious and I have told Leicester it must be addressed with more vigour.” He

pressed his lips together, as if  to suggest things would not be so lax if  he

were in charge. “The place is become a sanctuary for those who trade in

seditious books, and most of  these missionary priests coming out of  the

French seminaries are Oxford men, you know.” Then he thought for a mo-

ment, and moderated his tone. “Yes, you should go to Oxford. In fact, I shall

be glad to recommend you if  you wish to visit. There is much you might see

of  interest.”

He paused as if  contemplating some idea, then his thoughts appeared

to land briskly elsewhere. “When you told me you wished to serve Her

Majesty in any way she saw fit to use you—was this offer sincere?”

“I would not make such an offer in jest, Your Honour.”

“Her Majesty has money in her treasury for those willing to be em-

ployed under my authority, to aid in protecting her person and her realm

from her enemies. And she would show her gratitude by other means as

well—I know how important patronage and preferment can be to you writ-

ers. This would be the greatest service you could perform for her, Bruno.

Living at the French embassy, you will be privy to a great many clandestine
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conversations, and anything you hear touching plots against Her Majesty

or her government, anything that concerns the Scottish queen and her

French conspirators”—he spread his arms wide—“letters you may glimpse,

anything that you think may be of  interest, no matter how small, would be

of  great value to us.”

He looked at me then, eyebrows raised in a question.

I hesitated. “I am flattered that Your Honour shows such faith in me—”

“You have scruples, of  course,” he cut in, impatiently. “And I would think

the less of  any man who did not. I am asking you to present a false face to

your hosts, and an honest man should pause before taking on such a role. But

remember, Bruno, whenever you feel the wrench between conscience and

duty, your care should always be for the greater good. The innocent among

them will have nothing to fear.”

“It is not quite that, Your Honour.”

“Then what?” He looked puzzled. “Philip Sidney told me you were so

much an enemy of  Rome that you would gladly join the fight against those

who would bring the Inquisition to these shores.”

“I am an enemy of  Rome, Your Honour, as I am opposed to all who

would tell men what to believe and then execute them when they dare to

question the smallest part of  it.”

I was silent for a moment while he regarded me through narrowed eyes.

“We do not punish men for their beliefs here, Bruno. Her Majesty once

eloquently declared that she had no desire to make windows into men’s

souls, and nor do I. In this country, it is not what a man believes that will lead

him to the scaffold but what he may do in the name of  those beliefs.”

“What he may do, or what he can be proved to have done?” I asked

pointedly.

“Intent is treason, Bruno,” he replied, impatiently. “Propaganda is trea-

son. In these times, even distributing forbidden books is treason, because

anyone who does so, does it with the intent of  converting those into whose
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hands they place them. And converting the queen’s subjects means seduc-

ing their loyalties away from her to the pope, so that if  a Catholic force in-

vaded, they would side with the aggressors.”

We sat in silence for a moment, then he placed a hand on my arm.

“Here in England, a man of  progressive ideas such as yours, Bruno, may

live and write freely, without fear of  punishment. That, I presume, is why

you came here. Would you have the Inquisition return to threaten those

freedoms?”

“No, Your Honour, I would not.”

“Then you will consent to serve Her Majesty in this way?”

I paused, and wondered how my answer would change my fortunes.

“I will serve her to the best of  my ability,” I replied.

Walsingham smiled broadly then—I caught the glint of  his teeth in the

dusk—and clasped my hand between both of  his, the skin dry and papery.

“I am exceedingly glad, Bruno. Her Majesty will reward your loyalty,

when it has been proved.” His eyes shone. Around us the garden was almost

in darkness, though a few streaks of  gold light still edged the violet banks of

cloud behind the trees and the air had grown chill, the plants releasing sweet

scents into the evening breeze. “Come, let us go inside. What a poor host I

am—you have not even had a drink.”

He rose, with an evident stiffness in his back and hips, and began mak-

ing his way over the grass.

A servant had lit a series of  small lanterns along each side of  the path

through the knot garden, so that as we approached the house our way was

illuminated by two rows of  flickering candles; the effect was charming, and

as I took a deep breath of  the evening air, I felt again an intimation of  new

possibilities, a future that I could grasp. The long days of  travelling through

the mountains of  northern Italy, staying in filthy roadside inns infested with

rats, where I would force myself  to keep awake all night with one hand on

my dagger for fear of  being murdered for the few coins I carried, seemed

very far distant; I was entering the intelligence service of  the queen of  En-
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gland. Another of  my life’s unexpected turns, but part of  the great map of

my strange journey through the world, I thought.

Walsingham halted just before the lanterns and leaned toward me.

“I will arrange for you to meet with my assistant, Thomas Phelippes,”

he said. “He organises the logistics—devises ciphers, delivery points for cor-

respondence, that side of  business. He is the most skilled man in England for

breaking codes. I hardly need to say that you should not breathe a word of

our meeting to anyone except Sidney,” he added, in a low voice.

“Your Honour, I was once a priest—I can lie as well as any man.”

He smiled.

“I rely upon it. You could not have outwitted the Inquisition for this

long without some talent for dissembling.”

So it was that I became part of  what I later learned was a vast and com-

plex network of  informers that stretched from the colonies of  the New

World in the west to the land of  the Turks in the east, all of  us coming home

to Walsingham, holding out our little offerings of  secret knowledge, as the

dove had returned to Noah bearing her olive branch.

G

A sudden crack of  thunder jolted me out of  memory, back to the

room where I sat pressed up against the  rain- slick window of  a royal palace,

watching a courtyard illuminated by sheets of  light. In England I had hoped

to live peacefully and write the books that I believed would shake Europe to

its foundations, but I was ambitious and that was my curse. To be ambitious

when you have neither means nor status leaves you dependent on the pa-

tronage of  greater men—or, in this case, women. Tomorrow I would see the

great university city of  Oxford, where I must ferret out two nuggets of  gold:

the secrets Walsingham wanted from the Oxford Catholics, and the book I

now believed to be buried in one of  its libraries.
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