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PROLOGUE


 


St Margaret’s Church, Westminster, 25 September 1643


 


Sterne Fassett heard the echo of his own footsteps as he paced quickly along the nave. No one looked round, but he felt uncomfortable nonetheless. It had been many years since he had stepped inside such a place. Besides, he preferred to move in the shadows, and the notion that his every movement was being echoed by the beams above made his skin prickle with sweat. The first half-dozen pews were full of men. Black coats, white collars, sober and sombre, all staring at the big fellow pacing before the wooden pulpit, lantern jaw stiff with belligerence. It was very much akin to a Sunday service, except there were no women here, nor children. Indeed, there seemed to be no clergy­men either. Even for a Puritan service this seemed strange, and the man addressing the well-upholstered congregation did not seem like any preacher he had ever encountered. His bellicose delivery might have been reminiscent of the ranting hot-gospellers, but his bearing was proud, his dark eyes were blazing, and his garments – though dour enough for a Puritan – were well cut and expensive. And in Westminster, this meant he could be only one type of beast.


‘Politicians,’ Fassett muttered as he reached the rear of the crowd, slipping behind one of the grand pillars to the right of the nave. ‘Bastards the lot.’


‘Have a care, sir,’ hissed the man he had come to meet. Tall and thin, his face was hidden deep inside the grey hood of a cloak that fell all the way to his ankles.


Fassett looked him up and down and smirked. ‘I know we are beside the abbey, but I thought the Benedictines had been run out of England.’


The cowled man kept his focus on the big fellow who yet gripped the assembly in thrall. ‘Sir Henry Vane,’ he said in a tone that carried the silk of privilege and education, a tone markedly at odds with Fassett’s own coarse drawl. They were both, he knew, from London, yet their lives could not have begun more differently. ‘Parliament’s leading light.’


Fassett followed his gaze. ‘Where is Pym?’


‘Ailing. His body fails by the hour. Vane is his voice, though Pym yet tugs the strings.’


Sterne Fassett’s jaw ached, and he opened his mouth to poke at the offending tooth. It wobbled at his touch, making him wince as a stab of pure agony lanced through his head. He caught an admonishing glance from one of the dour greybeards nearby and clasped his hands at the small of his back, exploring the excruciating molar with his tongue. It would have to come out, he thought with irritation. A good tooth, too. Free from decay, it had been the victim of a well-placed elbow in a tavern brawl that had ended in a welter of blood and three new widows. He let his tongue snake across the empty gum line at the front of his mouth. Christ, he thought, but he’d have none left at this rate. That, he supposed, was a necessary evil of the life he had chosen, but he by no means welcomed the steady corruption of his looks. He had been comely enough once, he reckoned. Dark-haired, bronze-skinned and quick to smile. Now the hair was retreating at his temples, the copper skin, the legacy of a blackamoor father, was blighted by scars, and the smile as empty of kindness as it was teeth. His wiry stubble was flecked with grey and his nose was blunt where the tip had been sliced clean off. And yet, he thought wryly as he let his gaze drift to the man at his side, there were those who had suffered more for their choices. He stifled a shudder.


‘You summoned me. We have work?’


The hood quivered. ‘I summoned you hours ago. Where have you been?’


‘Gathering the lads.’


‘You were successful?’


Fassett grunted. ‘You mean, did any die in the night?’


‘Your carousing clearly came with consequence.’


The cowled head turned, and Fassett saw a blue eye glint against lily-white skin. He lifted a hand to feel the lump on the edge of his jaw. ‘Our carousing, as you put it, saw blood spilt, but not our own, praise God.’


‘I doubt it is God you ought to praise, Mister Fassett. Your protection is down to another.’


Fassett smiled nastily. ‘You are a man of faith. If I am so damned, why would you employ me?’


‘To further His kingdom, Mister Fassett, one must, on occasion, treat with God’s enemies.’


A ripple of applause swept through the pews, drawing the pair back to Sir Henry Vane. The powerful Parliamentarian held a piece of parchment aloft, his face tight with triumph. ‘There you have it, gentlemen. The Solemn League and Covenant is accepted. All here at Margaret’s bear witness. Six points to which we, in the sight of Almighty God, do solemnly swear.’


More claps chattered amongst the assembled men like a morning chorus of sparrows. Fassett glanced at his master, speaking quietly, ‘Six points? I hear we’re selling our souls to the Scotch.’


‘We must all swear to preserve the Church of Scotland, and to reform the religion of England and Ireland.’ The hooded man croaked a bitter laugh. ‘The Kirk has us over a barrel.’


‘Bent, legs splayed, arse thrust at the clouds,’ Fassett added. ‘And the Divines agree?’


‘The Assembly of Divines was constituted to advise Parliament on religious reforms, and perhaps this is one reform too far for many. But they know they have little choice. Our daring enterprise teeters on the brink of catastrophe.’


‘But Gloucester—’ Fassett began. Everyone had heard of the city’s stubborn stand against the Cavalier horde.


‘Gloucester was a juicy apple into which the pamphleteers sink their greedy teeth. Tales of courage and sacrifice are their meat and drink, and they have fed off Massie’s unlikely heroism like sows at a trough. But Gloucester did not alter the war. It was a worthless town before the siege and is a worthless town now the soldiers have left. One heavy defeat. One daring attack by Rupert or Maurice or Newcastle and this great rebellion will be but a memory. The Parliament will agree to almost anything if it’ll bring the Scots into the fray.’


‘Like a game of chess,’ Fassett said. He saw the hairless brow crease in surprise. ‘I know such things,’ he muttered.


The hood quivered as its wearer nodded. ‘I forget you have a modicum of education. To use your analogy, the pieces are at stalemate.’


‘King Pym would make an audacious move.’


The hood turned fully, the impossibly pale face within the sepulchral depths staring out like a creature from Fassett’s childhood nightmares. ‘King Pym would change the rules.’


Fassett screwed up his scarred face. ‘This League will take such an effect? It’ll change the game?’


‘The Solemn League and Covenant is an agreement between the English and the Scots, to further the cause of Presbyterianism and religious reform.’ He lifted an arm, a brittle hand appearing from the voluminous sleeve, and counted each point on the end of a spindly finger. ‘A guarantee by both parties to preserve Parliament and the person of the King. The suppression of religious and political trouble-makers, the preservation of the union of the kingdoms of England, Scotland and Ireland. And a pledge of mutual support and commitment to the League.’ He turned back to stare at Vane, who was now engaged in private conversation with several of his peers. ‘That last being the reason we’re here, Mister Fassett. The Scots will give us their army, and together we will crush the malignants ’twixt our twin fists.’


‘Still a big risk for them,’ Fassett said, unconvinced. ‘What if they get beat? Lose their army for the sake of an English brabble?’


‘We will pay for it. The Parliament undertakes to fund the entire cost of this Scots expedition.’


‘Jesu, how much?’


‘Mind your tongue.’


‘How much?’ Fassett persisted.


Now the taller man turned back to him. He pulled back the hood just a touch, enough for Fassett to see the taut skin, pulled so tight it might have been the surface of a drum. The man had no hair on his face. No stubble, no eyebrows or lashes. His lips were purple, thin as a reeds, and just as tight as the rest of his features, so that it seemed as though it must be impossible for the man to smile or frown. But those eyes. They were so blue against such a pallid setting, like sapphires on a linen pillow. They seemed to bore into Fassett’s very mind as the narrow lips moved. ‘One hundred thousand pounds.’


Sterne Fassett whistled softly, drawing a few vexed glares from the nearest men who were now beginning to file out of the church. ‘How will—?’


‘Loans.’


Fassett laughed openly this time. ‘Voluntary?’


The pale face dipped. ‘To begin with. When that achieves nothing, they will take them by force, have no doubt. Either way, they’ll find the money. They have to if they’re to win the war. And there are always other avenues down which they may stroll.’


‘Oh?’


‘Have you not wondered why we are here, Mister Fassett? Why I have requested your dubious skills once more?’


Sterne Fassett had assumed a man – perhaps an important man – would need to be found dead in some filthy gutter or floating in the Thames. But the glint in the blue eyes told him there was more.


Just then a black-suited dignitary carrying a tall, buckled hat in the crook of his arm left Sir Henry Vane’s side and marched a little way down the nave. When he was parallel to their pillar, he turned on his heels and lifted a hand in summons. ‘Mister Tainton?’ he called. ‘Roger Tainton?’


The hooded man pushed the cowl back to his shoulders. Most of the assembly had dispersed by now, but those left behind could not suppress gasps that seemed unnaturally loud in the cavernous interior. Fassett did not blame them, for his master was truly something to behold. The abnormally taut skin did not stop at his face, but covered his entire skull. No hair sprouted from his pate, and his ears were shrivelled buds, curled in on themselves like leaves left out in a searing sun.


Tainton bowed slowly, as though the movement was achieved with some effort. ‘Sir.’


The man indicated the head of the nave where Vane stood. ‘Will you come this way?’


‘Gladly, sir.’ With that, Tainton left the pillar, striding between two of the pews and out on to the wider path behind the suited man. He wore bright spurs on his boots, and their rhythmic jangle echoed loudly as he moved. He paused only to look back at Fassett. ‘See to your men. I want them ready to travel immediately.’


‘Where do we go?’ Sterne Fassett called in his wake.


‘That is what I am about to discover,’ Tainton replied. ‘But we are on a hunt, Mister Fassett.’


‘A hunt? For what?’


Tainton’s arm whipped out and he flicked something metallic towards Fassett. As it spun, it winked in the light that streamed in from the high windows. He plucked it from the air with one hand, abruptly snuffing it out, and looked down as he uncurled his fingers. It was a coin.


‘For things that glitter, Mister Fassett,’ Roger Tainton called as he walked away. ‘Things that glitter.’










CHAPTER 1


 


Atlantic Ocean, 30 September 1643


 


The ocean broiled. It was deep night and the sky was blanketed in angry clouds that glowered when lightning forked in their midst.


Rain lashed the Kestrel, pulsing on the wind in diagonal sheets to whip viciously through her rigging and soak her deck. She was a lone island in the wild abyss, struggling, riding one impossibly huge swell after another, dipping and bucking like a raw colt, prow poised before sky and sea in turn.


The Kestrel was a fluyt, built by the Dutch and bought by the English, a curved beast of Baltic pine and sail, beautifully crafted and manned by some of the best seamen to navigate England’s treacherous coastline. But now she was battered and bruised, tossed by the elements, her trio of square-rigged masts like winter trees, all shrouds bound tight against the howling wind. She was a trading vessel by design, fashioned with a wide hull that swept inwards up to a narrow deck. A ship to carry much cargo and few crew. But this night, aside from the score of grizzled seamen, the fluyt carried a compliment of thirty-six for this most special voyage, though the storm had chased most below decks to wallow in self-pity and vomit. The slop buckets, filled by those too unwell to move, had long since tipped, dashing slurry over the timbers as they rolled back and forth in a stinking parody of the water outside.


A stab of lightning turned the sky white as the lone figure struggled up the ladder and on to the deck. He was wrapped in a heavy cloak, one hand clutched at his breast to hold the greasy layers fast against the wind, the other gripping the voluminous hood tight about his skull, his head tilted down to let the rain drip from its edge. He took a broad stance as he reached the deck, lest the gale lift him clean off his feet, and leaned into the gusts, dipping his shoulder as he pressed forwards. Up ahead he saw the smudges of folk huddled at the bow and he went to join them. He was a soldier, and he felt his scabbard bounce against his thigh as though it taunted him. His weapons and skill were of no use to him here. 


He passed two weathered seamen clinging to ropes as the rain lashed down. They were strong men, broad at the shoulder and well used to the cruel fury of the ocean, and yet their faces betrayed something disquieting. He paused, grabbed a loop of rope to keep himself steady, and stared at them. They were frightened and the knowledge made his guts twist. The soldier reached the steersman who wrestled manfully with a whipstaff that he could not hope to control. The tiller to which it was attached would be bucking with the waves, bending only to the will of the water beneath. The man squinted into his face, then looked hurriedly away; the soldier was accustomed to the re­action. His was a face of harsh lines and sharp edges, scored and scoured and beaten like the cliffs the Kestrel had left behind. It was long and narrow, beaten dark by the sun and given a feral aspect by the one grey eye that gleamed in the side of the face that might still be called handsome. The left side had gone. All that remained of eye and brow and cheek was a tattered mess of scar tissue, a tangle of pink and white, the legacy of some ancient horror. His nose was canted slightly to one side, swollen and crimson, recently broken, the mark of a man whose life was defined by violence. His hood was pulled up tight to shield him from the storm, but some of his long hair had broken free of the cowl, flapping about his temples like a headdress of raven fea­thers. He gathered the soaking strands with gloved fingers and brushed them back behind his ears.


‘Where is the captain?’ he called above the howl of the night.


The steersman nodded towards the ship’s prow and the soldier moved carefully on. Somewhere nearby a single lantern clanged against its brace. Out beyond the floating fortress’s pine breastwork he could see splashes of frothy white where the swirling torrent was kicked up and shredded by insidious rocks. He was not a religious man, but he prayed all the same.


The soldier found the ship’s captain at the foremost point of the curved vessel, where plank and mast and rigging gave way to simple, sheer, endless darkness. Like his one-eyed passenger, he was swathed in a heavy oiled cloak with only his wrinkled face exposed to the elements.


‘The Irishers call them banshees,’ the ship’s master shouted up at his passenger as he clung to a lanyard. He nodded out to sea. ‘That unholy chorus.’


The soldier shrugged. ‘It’s the wind, Captain Jones.’


Jones looked up past the masts and rigging and the tightly lashed bundles of gathered sail. ‘Ever heard a wind like this, Mister Stryker?’


The ship lurched suddenly to larboard, dipped into a valley between two gigantic waves, and bucked on the next swell so that the only thing the men could see was the pitch fastness of the sky. The vessel seemed to cry out like an injured whale, every timber groaning in dreadful unison.


Stryker gathered his cloak tighter. ‘The truth, Captain Jones. We will survive this?’


Jones grinned wolfishly. ‘Of course!’ He patted the slick rail. ‘My beauty’s built to tame the oceans!’


Stryker was not so sure. He had always hated the treacherous unpredictability of the sea. A patch of foam frothed and seethed wildly in the inky distance, betraying a hidden point where the water’s angry surface was torn like black cloth. ‘More rocks?’


‘Keep your nerve, Captain!’ Jones brayed in dark amusement. ‘It signals our success!’


‘Land?’


‘Land indeed, sir! St Martin’s. Did I not tell you to trust me?’


A sheet of stinging spray jetted up off the bow to dowse the two men, and they hunched low. Stryker slipped, only just managing to right himself. He swore into the wind. ‘I mean to make for St Mary’s.’


‘And I shall see that you reach it, Mister Stryker,’ Jones said confidently. ‘The Scillies are comprised of many islands.’ But when the ship groaned again, the mirth melted from his eyes. He cocked his head to the side like a hound sniffing the breeze.


Stryker felt his pulse quicken. ‘What is it?’


‘Nothing, I am sure,’ Jones said, but his voice was barely audible.


‘I do not believe you.’


Jones swallowed thickly. ‘The timbers should not sound like that. Something is amiss, that is all.’


The Kestrel rose quickly, as if propelled by the fist of God Himself, and they were staring at the sky again. When it dropped the groan was deeper, like the grinding of cogs that had fallen out of step. The deck vibrated.


‘Jesu,’ Jones murmured. ‘Oh, Jesu.’


‘Captain?’


Jones’s eyes were suddenly wide, bright discs above the hedge of his beard. ‘Oh, Jesus, help us!’


The impact began as a series of small cracks, like the felling of a dozen trees, one after another, rising in volume and force, each shaking the timbers at their feet. Stryker grasped the rail and looked to Jones for an answer, but the skipper was already backing away, staggering and sliding rearwards across the slippery planks. His hands raked down his cheeks, tugging at his whiskers, as though he suddenly witnessed a horror too awful for his mind to consider. ‘We have been blown off course, sir!’ he blurted as Stryker began to pursue. ‘Rocks! My God, we are lost!’


When it came, the collision knocked both men off their feet. If the first cracks had been like falling trees, this was as though a building of stone had come crashing down in a single instant. Stryker sprawled on the watery deck, scrabbling for purchase as the vessel reeled. It screamed as the unseen assailant tore into its belly, the timbers splintering far below them, eviscerating the keel, exposing the Kestrel to a most terrible fate. As Stryker clambered back to his feet he could no longer see the ship’s captain, but through one of the hatches further along the deck came the shapes of men. They were bellowing, snarling oaths and warnings, beseeching God for mercy, because they all knew what was happening to their ship.


More snapping and cracking and grinding. The timbers at Stryker’s feet juddered as though some great fissure had torn open on the seabed immediately below the hull, and the black night came alive with a roar that was like nothing he had heard before. In his time he had stood in tight ranks of men and been pounded by batteries of vast iron cannon. He had stared up at the whirring arc of a mortar shell and witnessed the explosive power of a well-placed petard. Yet none of those horrors compared. The Kestrel brayed like a wounded beast as her very heart was broken, planks and ropes and spars all splintering together, her great frame pulverized by this invisible foe. She heeled violently to port. This time there was no swing in the opposite direction, no innate balancing act. She could not right herself but slewed about the rocky crag, as though pinned to the jagged shadow, glued fast by the foam that swirled in white patterns where stone shredded sea. And the first men screamed. They screamed because of the noise and because of the salty water that must surely be pouring unchecked into the Kestrel’s torn bowels. And they screamed for sheer terror, because most of them could not swim.


Stryker fell again, dashed about the deck like a rag doll, lost to the elements that had turned so maliciously against them. He needed to find his men. His team of musketeers who had accompanied him on this mission, and who now needed his leadership more than ever before. There was a hatch further back. He had used it countless times since they sailed out of the Bristol Channel, but now, in this clawing panic, he was blinded and vulnerable, his mind wiped blank by the sheer need to survive. The Kestrel shook again and slid further to port so that she seemed to hang at a steep angle. He found his footing once more, was thrown immediately back into the rail and only saved himself by clinging to a tangled mass of rigging that hung loose like ancient vines. The vessel was emitting a low, visceral mew, like a heifer catching the scent of a shambles, and he knew that he was pinned, doomed to hang in these sodden chains as the ship was swallowed by the cold depths. He gritted his teeth, stared up at the sky, and screamed impotent fury at the world.


And the Kestrel began to slip into the darkness.


 


Oxford, 30 September 1643


 


Captain Lancelot Forrester hated the noise of the ropes. The creak, gentle yet incessant, always made his teeth itch. It was a sound that frightened him the first time he had witnessed a hanging, and, he reflected morosely, might very well be the last thing he heard, should life take an unfortunate twist. God knew he had flirted with such a fate enough times. He felt his shoulders tremble a touch at the thought.


The bodies were still now, mercifully. They had been pos­itioned on a cart, nooses looped about their necks and fastened to the thickest bough of an ancient oak, and then, quite calmly given the circumstances, each had fallen as the rickety vehicle had been pulled away by its pair of disinterested palfreys. There had been no drop to speak of, nothing that could snap a man’s neck, and none of the condemned had died quickly, but at least the life had finally been throttled out of them. The kicking had stopped. The tongues lolled tantalizingly for the circling crows and kites.


Forrester sniffed the air. It smelled acrid, stomach-churning. Shit and piss. He noticed the steady drip of liquid from two of the five pairs of bare feet and turned away. ‘Mister Jays?’


An earnest-looking youth in red coat and brown breeches appeared at his side. ‘Sir?’


‘Leave ’em for another half hour. Make sure they’re gone, then cut them down.’ Forrester glanced up at the mass of black dots that swirled below the grey clouds. ‘And chase those buggers off, should they decide to break their fast on our friends here.’


Jays twisted the tip of his wispy moustache as he eyed the carrion birds from beneath the rim of an ostentatiously wide hat. ‘That I will, sir. Pit’ll be dug nice and deep. We’ll get them in directly.’


‘Good.’ Forrester took off his hat, ruffling the sweaty strands of thinning, sandy-coloured hair with pudgy fingers, and took one last look at the swaying corpses. ‘They may be mutineers, Lieutenant, but they’re still men. Let us bury them with a modicum of dignity.’ He shrugged. ‘Or at least without their eyeballs pecked out.’


‘I’ll see to the digging party,’ Jays replied, touching a gloved finger to the brim of his hat as he turned smartly about.


‘And, Reginald,’ Forrester called as his second-in-command scampered away.


‘Sir?’


‘I hope what remains of your birthday will be more agreeable.’


Lieutenant Jays grinned. He had been a Parliamentarian at the outset of the war, and, with a name to be made for himself, led a small detachment of men into an ill-fated assault on a tavern on Dartmoor’s eastern fringe. Unfortunately for him, Lancelot Forrester and his company of veterans were resting inside, and the fight had been swift and brutal. But the Royalist officer had seen a spark of potential in Jays’ reckless ambition, and had offered the youngster a position within his cohort, should Jays be willing to turn his coat. ‘Fifteen today, sir.’


‘I know, Reginald,’ Forrester said with an exaggerated roll of the eyes, though he was secretly proud of how far the lad had come since that first bloody meeting. He pointed at the oak that had become a makeshift gallows. ‘And your gift is five rotting cadavers. Do not thank me.’


He watched the lieutenant scuttle off towards a stand of trees behind which a burial pit had been scraped from the clay soil. The men would be left there, unmarked and forgotten. More casualties of an increasingly bitter conflict. On his way, Jays paused to speak to a musketeer who nodded briskly and moved to stand beside the hanging tree, evidently ordered to keep watch.


Forrester winced at a sudden pain in his right shoulder, and he rolled it gently, instinctively touching the aching flesh below his coat with his opposite hand. A musket-ball had clipped him at Newbury Fight. It had been fired at long range, but the blow had nevertheless knocked him backwards into the mud. And now, though ten days had passed, the skin was still bruised. Still, he chided himself, at least his skin was intact. Newbury had been the worst scrap yet. The Royalist high command might have felt the sting of humiliation after their abortive attempt to take rebel-held Gloucester, but the opportunity to redeem themselves had presented itself almost immediately. The Earl of Essex, commander of the Parliamentarian army that had marched so effectively through the obstructive cordon of Royalist cavalry to relieve the beleaguered city, had, by that very act, left London open to attack. Thus, the theatre of war had moved as soon as the siege had been lifted, the two huge forces promptly turning about in a race for the capital. Essex had a head start but was slowed by his artillery train and the sheer incompetence of some of his hastily raised regiments, and the Royalists finally cut him off at Newbury. The opportunity to destroy the rebellion had been handed to them on a platter. Even Forrester had felt the rush of blood in his veins as they hunted the Roundhead army down, the promise of rescuing glory from the ignominy of their failure at Gloucester sharpening their wits and bolstering their resolve. They knew that if they could defeat Essex de­cisively, London would be left defenceless. The war would be over in its first full year.


Forrester rolled his smarting shoulder again, picked a scrap of salted pork from between two molars, and stared about the sprawling encampment. His own regiment, Sir Edmund Mowbray’s Foot, were five hundred yards to the south, and he could see some of them gathered in their usual groups, drinking tobacco smoke, gambling, tending to wounds or repairing weapons. Oxford was the capital of Royalist England. The ancient city had been commandeered by the king and his court; shops, homes and university buildings turned to barracks and storehouses, arms depots and powder magazines. But for all its size, it could not contain the vast army it now entertained, and most of the king’s soldiers were bivouacked in the surrounding fields, a rambling warren of men and horses scattered below the city’s great earthworks. He wondered when they would be on the move again. It was not good to keep an army static for too long, for such inertia bred lethargy and camp fever, a concoction that could only lead to mutiny. He looked again at the five wretches he had been ordered to hang this morning. He thanked God they were not members of his unit; he had not even known their names. But how much more hardship would it take for unrest to spread to his own ranks? It did not bear consideration, especially after the blood they had all shed just the previous week.


He gritted his teeth at the memory of stinking powder smoke, the acrid plumes of jaundiced white that had drifted sideways like a wind-blown fog to obscure the killing ground at Newbury. The battle had not unfolded as they were hoping. The rebels had held their ground after a day of carnage that saw three and a half thousand bodies left to bloat in the autumn sun. It had ended in stalemate, and, though the Royalists still blocked the road to London, King Charles had ordered a withdrawal. God alone knew why, for, as far as Forrester was concerned, they owed it to their fallen comrades to put down roots on the road, continue the battle the following day, and make that vital play on London. Instead they simply left the way clear for Essex, who wasted no time in high-tailing it home. It had been a bloody day of destruction and missed chances, and now here they were, skulking back in Oxford, no better off than they had been at the start of so costly a summer. And all the while the Parliamentarian news-sheets would be making merry with reports from Gloucester and Newbury. News that could only give hope to the hitherto wavering rebel resolve.


‘How fare’s the wound, Captain?’


Forrester turned to see a small man pick his way through the flotsam of the sprawling camp. He was an incongruous sight in this martial setting, his small, portly frame draped in a hooded cloak that gave him the appearance of a monk. 


‘I cannot gripe, Mister Killigrew,’ Forrester muttered. ‘Many did not see dusk.’


Ezra Killigrew pushed back his hood to reveal black hair scraped close along his scalp and gleaming with oil that stank of lavender. His fleshy face was sallow and his blood-shot eyes hung with thick lids. He offered a smile of small, white teeth and glanced up at the makeshift gallows. ‘What was their offence? Spying?’


‘Revolting.’


Killigrew wrinkled his sharp nose, putting Forrester in mind of a rodent. ‘Mutineers are the scourge of any army. All five involved, were they?’


‘Five were condemned,’ Forrester said tersely.


The corners of Killigrew’s little eyes creased. ‘Oft times it pays to hang an extra two or three, Captain, as well you know. To press the point home, so to speak.’


Forrester sighed. ‘If you seek Captain Stryker, he is not here.’


‘I am very well aware of that, thank you.’ Killigrew smirked and dropped his voice to a whisper. ‘The Isles of Scilly. He was dispatched to recover a hoard of treasure.’ He winked conspiratorially. ‘Do not be so abashed, Captain, I have these rather delicate fingers in many a pie.’ With a flourish, he shook his hand and thrust it into the folds of his cloak, pulling out a small bag. He opened it with a lick of his puffy lips and plucked free a glistening sugar plum. ‘Nervos belli, pecuniam infinitam.’


‘The sinews of war are unlimited money.’


‘Dear Cicero,’ Killigrew said, though he was clearly a little surprised. He inspected the sugar plum as though it were a precious gem. ‘Just as well Stryker is away, truth told.’


Forrester did not like Ezra Killigrew; the man was a weasel. A creature of politics and secrets. A man who seemed so insignificant, yet one who might have another’s neck stretched on a whim. He was a dangerous person to know, and to ignore, so Forrester chose to humour him. ‘Enlighten me, Mister Killigrew, please.’


 Killigrew crammed the sugar plum into the side of his mouth and shot him a crimson-gummed grin. ‘Between you, me and those rather off-putting fellows,’ he said, jerking a thumb at the hanged men, ‘Artemas Crow is making something of a nuisance of himself.’


‘Colonel Crow received only just reward for his malice,’ Forrester snapped angrily, immediately realizing his mistake. He looked quickly away, though the rising heat in his cheeks was like bubbling lava.


Killigrew stared up into Forrester’s face. ‘Oh?’ His tiny black eyes fixed unblinkingly on the captain’s. ‘I thought you refuted his claim, Captain. You bore witness that he fell from his horse.’


Forrester felt his throat thicken. ‘Aye, that is what happened.’


‘Strange, is it not?’ Killigrew said, delving for another sugar plum. ‘Crow is a dragooner. He spends most of his life in the saddle, yet topples quite inexplicably, landing on his face!’ He chuckled at the image. ‘The daft old curmudgeon didn’t even think to put out his hands to break the fall.’


‘Strange indeed,’ Forrester echoed. His pulse seemed to be louder than his voice. ‘Perhaps he was in his cups.’


‘Of course,’ Killigrew went on brightly, ‘That must be it. Though, that is not what dear Artemas testifies. He claims his nose came to grief when it collided rather heavily with your particular friend’s knuckles.’


‘That is entirely untrue,’ Forrester lied. Artemas Crow blamed Stryker for the death of his sons, and the grudge had festered like an open wound. Outside Gloucester’s crumbling but defiant walls, the dragoon had drawn his pistol on the infantryman, and had received a broken nose and abject humiliation for his trouble. Only Forrester and Lisette Gaillard, Stryker’s lover, had witnessed the altercation, much to Crow’s rage.


‘Still, the word of a colonel carries much weight,’ Killigrew said. ‘Stryker is fortunate he finds favour with the Crown.’


‘As he should,’ Forrester replied. The ghost of a memory haunted him as he spoke the words. Llanthony Priory, outside Gloucester, had been the place where an assassin’s crossbow bolt had almost ended the king’s life. It had drawn blood that day, he remembered with a keen pang of sadness, but the life it had taken was that of Cecily Cade, whose body had stopped the poisoned quarrel, and in whose memory the mission to the Isles of Scilly was undertaken. But the sovereign had survived because Captain Stryker had recognized the killer, tackled him, and thrown off his aim.


Killigrew offered a shallow shrug. ‘Nevertheless, he is safer away from court. Indeed, I am surprised you have not accompanied our sullen Cyclops on his latest sojourn.’


‘I was not permitted,’ Forrester replied, struggling to keep his temper in check.


‘A shame,’ Killigrew chirped smugly. ‘Still, the battle was a thing of horror by anyone’s standards. Colonel Mowbray was disinclined to lose you and Stryker both.’ He dragged his gaze up to the hanged men. ‘Not when spirits are at such low ebb.’


The pair paused while a heavy cart full of hogsheads trundled past. The driver screamed obscenities at the harnessed oxen that loped and bellowed and defecated, seemingly oblivious to his commands.


Forrester’s snapsack was nearby. He stooped for it, suddenly craving his pipe. ‘What do you want, Mister Killigrew?’


Killigrew gnawed the inside of his cheek as he chose his words. ‘Times are troubling, I’m sure you’ll agree. Newbury was all failure.’


‘We were not defeated,’ Forrester mumbled through teeth clamped around the clay pipe stem.


‘Ah, but nor were we victorious. And we withdrew first, do not forget. We slithered off the field under cover of darkness.’


‘That sounds very much,’ Forrester said, beckoning the hanging-tree sentry with a wave of his arm, ‘like something your young master might say.’


‘And he has said it, Captain,’ Killigrew replied as he watched the musketeer hurry over the trampled grass. ‘He urged His Majesty to hold the field overnight but he was not heeded. Faint hearts won out, as so often is the case. Prince Rupert’s view is that our withdrawal turned stalemate into outright defeat. Essex returns to London like Caesar himself, and we find ourselves back in Oxford, licking our divers wounds.’


The red-coated sentry reached them, doffed his cap and set down his musket. Coiled about his forearm like a thin snake was a length of match-cord, the tip between his middle and ring­finger smouldering gently, for he was obliged to keep it alive should he need to make use of his weapon. He briefly blew on the embers and dunked it into the pipe bowl while his commanding officer sucked the tobacco into fragrant life.


‘Newbury was certainly costly,’ Forrester said once the sentry had returned to his post. ‘I hear Lord Falkland fell.’ 


Killigrew’s eyes narrowed through the pall of smoke. ‘He did. Carnarvon and Sunderland, too.’


‘That may prove a greater loss when all is tallied.’


Killigrew gave a rueful grunt. ‘You are a shrewd man, Captain. More of our best leaders fall at each hurdle. Ever since Lindsey and Aubigny were lost at Kineton Fight we have felt that particular sting.’


Forrester sucked hard on the pipe, drinking in the pungent smoke so that his chest seared satisfyingly. ‘Northampton at Hopton Heath,’ he said on the billowing outbreath. ‘Denbigh at Birmingham, Grenville at Lansdown.’ A commotion ripped the calm afternoon as a ring of soldiers some hundred paces away bawled and crowed at two of their number – shirtless and wild-eyed – who were circling in what looked to be a prearranged wrestling bout. Forrester let his gaze shift to the fight, absently noting which of his men were in attendance. He smiled, pleased they were able to take their ease after the horrors of recent days. ‘Grandison, Trevanion and Slanning all cut down in the streets of Bristol. There will soon be no good men left.’


‘Save the prince,’ Killigrew said pointedly.


‘Indeed.’ Forrester glanced down at the shrewish power-broker. ‘And where is our dashing young General of Horse?’


‘My master harries Essex’s forces to the east.’


‘You do not follow your master into battle, sir?’ Forrester said, aware that needling the little man was not a good idea, but unable to resist. ‘I am surprised. His other dog is always at his side.’


Killigrew’s mouth split in a mean grin. ‘Now, now, Lancelot, keep a civil tongue, I beg you.’ He nodded at the executed men, gently swaying at the end of their taut ropes. ‘You wouldn’t wish to find yourself joining those poor fellows, I’d wager.’


Forrester drew on his pipe and blew a huge pall of smoke to conceal his fear. ‘You threaten me, sir?’


‘Never, Captain.’ Killigrew stepped into the roiling cloud. ‘I simply advise you that your burgeoning reputation does not negate the need for proper manners.’


There followed a moment’s silence. The wrestlers met, torsos slapping together like two slabs of cold beef, and the watching crowd bellowed their appreciation. Occasionally flashes of white skin punctuated the ring of bodies as the fighters took to their feet, but they came together quickly, twisting and wrenching at each other, hitting the churned earth to a chorus of cheers.


Forrester watched in amusement before upending his pipe, tapping away the blackened debris to scatter in the breeze. ‘If Rupert is away, and you know Stryker is elsewhere, what can I do for you, Mister Killigrew?’


Killigrew’s face set hard. ‘Word reaches us from London that the Parliament has made an alliance with the Scots.’


Forrester stared down at him, desperate to read some trace of jest. ‘A—military alliance?’


Killigrew nodded slowly, hushing his tone. ‘They do not concur on the ideal conclusion for this endeavour. That is to say, the English seek to win a war above all else, the Scots seek religious conformity. I suspect they will not remain friends for long, but for now they agree that the only way to achieve their objectives is to smash King Charles in the field.’


‘Christ’s beard,’ Forrester heard himself mutter. His mind swam, tossed by currents whipped up by this new revelation. ‘The Scots want Parliament to follow their lead in religious matters?’


‘And in return they will give Westminster their army.’


Forrester blasphemed again, because the Scottish army was a truly formidable force. It would change the course of the war for certain. ‘You are working against this impending calamity, I trust, Mister Killigrew?’


The intelligencer’s eyelids flickered. ‘In my own small way. I find myself attached to Lord Hopton’s staff for the time being. I do his bidding while he recovers.’


Mention of Hopton, raised to the peerage as Baron Hopton of Stratton, caught Forrester’s attention, for he had served under the general at the battle that had given its name to his new title. ‘And he does recover?’


‘Oh, yes, admirably so. The explosion burned him badly, but his skin heals with time, as does his hearing, thank the Lord.’


‘Good,’ Forrester said genuinely. He liked Hopton, and had been terribly shocked when news spread through the camp after the battle at Lansdown that the victorious commander had been severely wounded when an errant spark somehow found its way into an ammunition waggon.


‘Yesterday there was a council of war,’ said Killigrew.


‘So I understand.’


‘One consequence was Hopton’s appointment to a new post.’


‘Oh?’


‘He was governor of Bristol after the prince took it last July, but he feels his recuperation moves on apace. Warrants a return to the field.’


‘In what capacity?’ Forrester asked. ‘With what purpose?’


Killigrew dug at his raw gums with a sharp fingernail. ‘He will command a new army. His Majesty tasks him with clearing Dorset, Wiltshire and Hampshire of rebellious elements.’ The wrestlers rose briefly, entwined in a grunting, sweating, grime-caked embrace before crashing down once more. Killigrew grimaced. ‘Once those counties are ours, Baron Hopton will strike at London itself.’


‘So simple?’ Forrester said, neither willing nor able to keep the incredulity from his tone.


Killigrew stared up at him and nodded. ‘So simple.’ His face betrayed nothing.


So that was to be the new strategy, thought Forrester. They would abandon the advance through the Thames valley, instead thrusting deep into the south-east and punching London in her soft underbelly. ‘I appreciate the information, Mister Killigrew, but—’


‘But why would I deign to inform you in person?’ Killigrew cut in. A great cheer erupted from the throng watching the wrestling match, and he waited a moment for the noise to die off. ‘I have a task for you. Or, rather, Lord Hopton has a task for you. He recalls your service in Devonshire this last spring. Would employ you again.’


Forrester’s heart quickened a touch. ‘And what service would he have me perform this time?’


‘You know of Basing House?’


Forrester nodded. He knew it all too well. It had been the place at which he and Stryker had rested on their way into enemy territory almost exactly a year ago. That mission – to catch a rebel double agent – had nearly made an end of them, and he was not inclined to dwell upon it. ‘The seat of the Marquess of Winchester.’


‘Once a very pretty seat, by all accounts. Though now turned to martial duty. It is made a fortress.’


‘In a sea of Roundheads.’


‘Quite so. The great house sits in disputed land, surrounded by enemies and a stone’s throw from the rebel garrison at Farnham. But the marquess is loyal and ready to fight. We would alert him to Hopton’s intentions. Warn him of our coming so that his resolve is strengthened. Urge him to sally out from his fortress, take the fight to the enemy.’


Forrester nodded. ‘Divert the rebel eye from Hopton’s advance. An advance now made all the more vital after the news from Westminster.’


‘Shrewd indeed, Captain.’


Forrester shrugged. ‘It is a logical tactic. You would have me take this message?’


‘You know the place. You know the marquess personally, do you not?’


Forrester’s mouth turned down at the corners. ‘I met him once, briefly.’


‘And your reputation has grown immeasurably since Crown and Parliament came to blows. The marquess has heard empty promises of aid before. We fear he will ignore them, unless they are conveyed by the right person.’


‘Traipse across hostile territory,’ Forrester said, ‘to take a message to a man who will likely dismiss my platitudes out of hand.’ The wound on his shoulder seemed to throb a little more at the thought. But then he glanced up at the swinging cadavers, their faces purple, eyeballs bulging, lips distended. He hated the insidious lethargy that camp life could engender, and overseeing executions for the next few weeks was not his idea of soldiering. Besides, Stryker had been let off the army’s leash, so why not he? He blew out his cheeks and straightened his back. ‘When do I leave?’


The ghost of a smile flickered across Killigrew’s face. ‘The morrow will be sufficient. You’ll go alone, for secrecy’s sake.’


‘The morrow, then.’


‘Take this,’ Killigrew said, producing a folded square of vellum from within the depths of his cloak. It was held fast by a chunky seal of red wax. ‘A letter from Hopton for the marquess. And make certain you take a good horse.’ He stole a glance at Forrester’s ample midriff as the captain took the paper. ‘Your reputation is not the only thing to have grown immeasurably these past months.’










CHAPTER 2


 


Atlantic Ocean, 1 October 1643


 


It was the sand that woke Innocent Stryker. The gritty crunch reverberated around his skull as his teeth ground together. The tang of salt was on his tongue, and he felt suddenly cold and wet. He opened his eye. More sand. Richly yellow, darkly flecked and smooth, stretching away in a golden band towards an off-kilter horizon. He heard the mad caw of gulls somewhere above. It was a beach. But the world was wrong, spun about, turned on its head, the coast running at a strange tangent that seemed to take an age to become clear in his mind. Half of his face felt colder than the rest, and he realized, slowly, that the odd sensation was the tide-lapped sand pressing against the scar tissue where once his left eye-socket had been. His face was part of the beach, driven a good inch into the soft terrain like some washed-up spar. He pushed himself up on to all fours, hands and knees sinking with the movement, and failed to stifle a groan as a juddering violence rippled up from deep within him. He vomited. It was mostly sea water. The salt burned in his throat. He swore savagely, coughed, vomited again. The gulls seemed to jeer.


Coughing and hacking from somewhere at his flank made him look up, ignoring the hammering in his head. His vision was blurred, but he could see the figure of a man well enough. Red-coated, doubled over and evacuating the brackish water from his own innards. There were others with him. Half a dozen, he reckoned, some in their distinctive red, others down to shirts, all looking like scarecrows thrown up to frighten the gulls. Stryker forced himself to stand. His clothes felt inordin­ately heavy, and he realized he was soaked to the skin, shivering madly and swaying like a willow in a breeze. He stumbled towards the first coughing redcoat. The beach was littered with debris, black and brown smudges punctuating the wind-whipped shore, the detritus of the night’s rage. The sky was a mix of grey and white, placid for now but full of threat. To his left, the sand sloped up to a high ridge of lichen-draped rocks, a natural palisade against the elements. He could not see what was beyond.


He pulled the gloves from his hands and dropped them at his feet. Planting a cold, bluish palm against his eye, he pressed, rubbing and grinding mercilessly until it hurt. He stared again, forcing himself to focus on this battered stretch of coast. Still things were blurry, but the mist was beginning to clear. He could discern more edges from the darker smudges and knew now that they were people. Or at least they were bodies, punctuating the shore at intervals for as far as he could see. Some were up, crouched or standing, bewildered and staring mutely at these harsh new surroundings. Others did not move. They lay crumpled and twisted, faces flat against the sand, ominous in sheer inertia.


It was chaos. Carnage. As though some great maritime battle had been fought off shore, the dead and wounded spewed up by the ocean with the spars and shrouds shredded by flaming cannon and whistling shot. Except war had not come to this cold place, nor had guns belched across the waves. But battle, it seemed to Stryker, had been joined nevertheless. Man had taken on nature, and he had been found wanting.


‘Beelzebub’s ballocks,’ a deep, droning voice intoned behind him.


Stryker managed to turn and focus. The man he saw was tall and thin. He wore no coat, for the garment had seemingly been stripped off by the night’s furious tides, and the shirt left behind was dishevelled and tattered. ‘Sergeant Skellen,’ he said. ‘How fare you?’


‘My noggin, sir,’ Skellen said, lifting a hand to his bald head. ‘Feels like I’ve been cudgelled by a bleedin’ bear.’ His sleeves were pushed up to his elbows, exposing forearms that were long, and, though thin, knotted with lean, taut muscle. The veins on his hands and wrists were raised, as if the skin was layered in an intricate web of whipcord, and his palms were like shovels. He was several inches taller than Stryker, with eyes set deep within darkly hooded sockets.


‘You look hearty enough to me, Sergeant,’ Stryker said.


Skellen ran a huge hand over his stubble-shadowed chin as he perceived his captain. ‘You don’t, sir.’ Squinting down the length of the curving shoreline, he said, ‘Think we’ve lost a few.’


Stryker used his tongue to corral a few errant grains of sand from along his gums, spitting them into the wind. ‘More than a few.’


He followed Skellen’s narrow gaze. Of the forty or so people he could make out amongst the wreckage of the Kestrel, only half of those were visibly moving. And in that moment he understood that Stryker’s Company of Foot would never be the same again. He had lost them. Or, at the very least, a good portion. They had been swallowed by the sea, chewed in its vengeful maw and tossed on to this lonely beach. He stared out at the slate-grey water. How many were still out there, food for the monsters of the deep?


‘Muster the men, Will. Let us see what we have left.’


 


Stryker stood on the rocky ridge and stared down at the men on the beach. He could hardly countenance what he saw. Debris was everywhere, lapping on the gentle tide or working its way on to the saffron-coloured sand. A single sail bobbed in the surf a little way out to sea, while a large amount of rigging wallowed in vast tangles that made the shallows appear to be infested by a colony of giant octopuses. Amid those hempen tentacles were black shapes, the detritus of life aboard a ship. Splintered timbers, square trenchers, sacks, barrels, clothing, blackjacks and a myriad of other items, all turned to flotsam by the great storm that had put an end to the doughty Dutch fluyt. There were bodies, too. Face down for the most part, drifting with the water out of reach, already becoming bloated and pale.


‘That’s the lot, sir,’ Sergeant William Skellen announced morosely as he clambered up to his commanding officer’s granite perch. He spat towards the sea in impotent defiance. ‘Eleven lads left.’


Stryker nodded as he counted the ragged line of survivors for himself. They were arranged below the ridge, wan and exhausted, mere shadows of the hard men they had been. ‘Eleven. Along with you and I.’


‘And Jack-Sprat.’


‘Must you?’ Stryker admonished, though he did not begrudge Skellen his laconic mirth in so dire a place. He gave a wintry smile. ‘And where is he?’


For answer, the tall sergeant pointed to their left, his long bony finger tracing the curved spine of rocks. Sure enough, perhaps a hundred paces away, the diminutive figure of Simeon Barkworth, formerly the Earl of Chesterfield’s bodyguard and a member of the feared Scots Brigade before that, was gesticulating animatedly at a trio of men. All were taller than the bald fellow, who was no bigger than a dwarf, but each nodded with every gesture as though he were their natural superior. He might have been small, Stryker mused, but with eyes as yellow as a feline and a temper as explosive as black powder, he was as intimidating as a rabid ban-dog.


‘Getting’ the pit dug,’ Skellen elaborated when Stryker did not speak. ‘Plenty o’ bodies to be rid of.’


Stryker stared at the Scot’s three companions. ‘Our sailors?’


‘Aye. Them three’s all that survived.’


‘Jesu,’ Stryker rasped on a sighing outbreath. So three of the ship’s twenty-strong crew had made it to shore, in addition to eleven of Stryker’s thirty musketeers. He shook his head with the sorrow of it. ‘We lost nineteen men as well as Ensign Chase, Corporal Mookes and Drummer Lipscombe.’


‘That we did, sir. A terrible day.’


Stryker nodded, though in truth it was a miracle that any had survived. He remembered nothing after the ship went down. It was cold and black and then he was in the angry sea. He understood in that moment, as chill salt water poured into his mouth and nose and ears, that he would die. The next thing Stryker knew, he was awake on a beach. At least, he reflected as he turned his back on the shore to study the terrain inland, he had only taken half the company. The rest of his officers and all twenty of his pikemen were safely back in Oxford. He supposed he ought to thank God for that small grace. His company had come through the smoke-wreathed hell of Newbury relatively unscathed. If the Almighty saw fit to temper Stryker’s growing confidence by wiping out half his men in one fell swoop, then it was truly a cruel lesson to learn. He blinked and stared down at the island.


‘Where are we, sir?’ Skellen asked.


‘I know not.’ Suddenly craving his pipe, he put a hand to his shoulder, forgetting that he no longer had his snapsack. Indeed, he no longer had much at all. Unlike most, he still had his coat, saturated though it was, and his boots had been tight enough at his thighs and calves to repel the pull of the current, but his pistol was gone, as were his brace of dirks, his powder horn, water flask and snapsack. He planted his hand on the ornate hilt of his sword. It was a beautiful weapon, a gift from the queen herself, and he was glad that it fitted its scabbard so snugly and the baldric in which it hung had clung to him well. Most of his men had nothing but shirts and breeches to their names. Christ, he thought, but what had he brought them to? It was his arrogance that compelled them to climb so willingly aboard the ill-fated Kestrel. His promise to Cecily Cade – as she lay dying with an assassin’s crossbow bolt lodged in her flesh – that he would make the journey to retrieve her family fortune for the Crown. Why had he made so rash a pledge? Was it to assuage the guilt he felt for the bolt that had taken its fatal course after he had knocked the bow? Or had he made his promise because Lisette Gaillard, the woman he loved, had sworn hers? He stared up at Skellen. Whatever the reason, the company had followed him without question, even after marching through the hail of lead that was Newbury Fight, and now they had been destroyed for their misplaced trust. ‘Hubris.’


Skellen screwed up his leathery face. ‘Sir?’


‘I have brought us to this.’


‘You give the orders, sir, and we see ’em through.’ The tall sergeant shrugged. ‘Not a man ’ere, nor on that ship, nor back ’ome what’d have it different.’


‘We came through Newbury to wash up here.’


‘We came through Newbury, sir, aye. And Gloucester before that. And Roundway, Lansdown and Stratton. Every day is a day I hadn’t expected to see, sir.’


They fell silent as the miniature figure of Simeon Barkworth scurried along the granite barrier to reach them. ‘Fuck me, sir, if those salty bastards ain’t the worst gravediggers I ever saw!’ His voice was a rasp, as though a ligature throttled the sound as he spoke. ‘Don’t know one end of a shovel from t’other.’


Skellen wrinkled his long nose. ‘They ain’t got shovels, Tom Thumb.’


Barkworth’s yellow eyes sparkled as he glared up at the sergeant. ‘Well spotted, you lanky goat’s prick.’


The Scot was a reformado, a man who had enlisted with Stryker after the Battle of Hopton Heath, but who held no official rank. As such, he was, technically, not subordinate to Skellen, but that did not mean the sergeant would tolerate the insult. The tall man stepped forth, eliciting a mad cackle of a challenge from Barkworth, before abruptly stopping in his tracks. He stared down at the bar that had swung heavily across his path.


‘Not now,’ Stryker said, keeping his forearm solid against Skellen’s sternum. ‘Or I’ll drown you both myself, understood?’


Skellen swallowed and nodded.


‘Aye, sir,’ Barkworth croaked, rubbing the livid band of scar tissue that swathed his neck, the mark of a failed hanging. He looked back along the line of the dune. ‘Was a figure o’ speech, sir. The shovels, I mean. The sailors are next to useless. Can rig a bastard-big boat, I’m quite sure, but they can’nae dig for shite.’


Stryker lowered his arm and followed the Scot’s bright gaze. ‘With their hands, Simeon?’


Barkworth shrugged. ‘We’ve no tools, sir.’


‘Send some of our men to assist.’


‘Sir.’


The pair watched as Barkworth scrabbled his way down the treacherous escarpment to corral a squad of Stryker’s men. At length, Skellen cleared his throat awkwardly. ‘Thinking ’pon Miss Lisette, sir? Beggin’ your pardon.’


In another place and time, Stryker would have scolded the sergeant for his impertinence. But he nodded as he watched the waves lap the shore. ‘Aye.’ He could not hide his worry. She had gone ahead of the main force, typically unwilling to wait for Stryker to be released from duty. Lisette was supposed to locate the house where Cecily Cade claimed her father’s fortune had been stored, and await Stryker’s arrival. Now, and not for the first time, he had let her down.


‘She’ll have found the gold already, like as not,’ Skellen said hopefully. ‘Frightened the living ballocks out of some poor local, got him to help her take it back. If she’s in Oxford right now, sir, suppin’ claret and cursin’ all English heretics – ’cept the King, of course ­– I wouldn’t be a bit surprised.’


Stryker could not help but laugh. Lisette was an agent of the Crown, more specifically of Queen Henrietta Maria, and she was not a woman to be underestimated. The men, including William Skellen, found her bewitching, for her beauty was matched by her talent for death and deception. ‘You’re probably in the right of it, Sergeant,’ he said, though he was not so sure. He peered inland to hide his discomfort, and studied the terrain.


They were on an island, clearly, for he could see all the way to the far side, where another craggy coastline nestled against the dark of the sea. The water pressed in to the right and left as well, but further away, and he realized that the island must be long and narrow. As far as he could see, the beaches were yellow with sand, separated from the interior by crumbling cliffs that appeared almost white below the grey skies. Beyond the rocks, the interior was green but sparse, rising at either end to rocky hillocks. He could not see any buildings, nor even the tell-tale smoke trail that might betray a hidden hearth. He recalled a discussion with Captain Jones. ‘The Scillies are made up of many islands. Most uninhabited. And we were near the easternmost when . . . when it happened.’


‘So we could have landed on our feet.’


‘I would hardly say that,’ Stryker countered. ‘But the point is made, Will, aye. Seems it may not all be disaster.’


Skellen picked his nose, inspected the end of his finger, and cracked his neck loudly. ‘So how in the name of Joseph’s pretty coat do we find out where we are?’


At first, Stryker thought the sharp click was another one of Skellen’s stiff joints, but when he caught the sergeant’s eye in alarm, the pair of them spun round to see the huge fowling-piece pointed directly at them.


‘Allow me to help, gentlemen,’ the man wielding the gun said. He did not look like a soldier, but his demeanour seemed calm enough for Stryker to hesitate in his natural urge to attack.


Stryker raised his hands. ‘Ho, sir, do not be hasty with that thing.’


The newcomer smiled behind the black muzzle, a gesture that did not reach his wide, brown eyes. ‘As I said, I am here to help. You’re on the isle of Great Ganilly.’ He drew the firearm to full cock. ‘And you’re in a spot ’o bother, rebel.’


 


‘The island’s the better part of a thousand yards from north to south. And the terrain’s a bitch at either end. Fortunately, there, in the very middle, she’s not a hundred yards across, and barely above sea level.’


Their captor’s name was Jethro Beck: a man of the Scillies, born on St Martin’s, and a fisherman by trade. Now, as the boat slid out between the jagged rocks, he indicated the place to which he had forced them to march. The spot where the vessels had been waiting on Great Ganilly’s western shore. ‘Can get from one side o’ the island to the other in a matter of a few minutes.’


‘You are sentries?’ Stryker said as he gripped the side of the bobbing vessel. They were in one of Beck’s trio of single-sailed skiffs, along with Skellen, Barkworth and the three sailors. Beck had appeared on the ridge with six men, all armed, and one of those sat in the stern. The rest, along with Stryker’s eleven wretched musketeers, were divided amongst the other boats, and together, forming a tiny fleet on the grey swell, they made their way south and west from Great Ganilly.


‘Aye.’


‘But you’re fishermen?’


‘Garrison now,’ Beck grunted in a voice worn harsh by salt air. ‘Since this war started, least wise. Men of fighting age called to serve.’


‘Our war?’ 


Jethro Beck nodded. He sat with his hand cupping the priming pan of his fowling-piece in order to keep the powder dry. That piece never wavered from its mark, its black mouth gaping at Stryker’s chest, swaying with the waves. ‘We’re peaceable folk, ’ere, cully. Loyal to our sovereign, devoted to our Lord. The blood shed on the mainland would be no concern of ours.’ He spat over the side. ‘Except you makes it our concern. You and your rebel knaves.’


Stryker gritted his teeth. ‘I have told you before, sir, we are no rebels.’


Beck shrugged. ‘Rebels, Roundheads, righteous bleedin’ men o’ justice. I could not give two bouncin’ tits for the name you gives it!’


Barkworth, at Stryker’s side on the foremost bench, seemed to twitch, and a constricted croak, like the whining of a rusty hinge, escaped from his throat. ‘Christ, man, are you an ignor­amus?’ He shifted forwards a touch, amber eyes bright as they darted up at Stryker. ‘Would ye like me to knock some sense into that thick fucking skull, sir?’


Jethro Beck snorted his derision, jerked the fowling-piece. ‘Easy now, cully, or you’ll get to feed the fish.’


Stryker placed a hand on the Scotsman’s forearm. ‘Do as he says, Simeon.’ He stared Beck in the face as Barkworth slumped back. ‘We are not for the Parliament, sir. That is the truth. We are Royalists. For King Charles. Sent here by His Majesty in person.’


‘Papers?’


Stryker sighed. ‘As I have told you, we have no credentials. They were destroyed in the wreck.’ He splashed the surface of the water with his fingers. ‘My damned papers float out here somewhere.’


‘Shame for you then, cully,’ Beck said. ‘P’raps they’ll bob past, eh?’


Stryker balled his fists in frustration, thinking of his sword that now sat between Beck’s feet. ‘Why do you not believe us?’


‘Why should I believe you?’


The skiff dipped off the back of a wave and was hit by the crest of another as its bow began to lift. The men were jolted together like powder charges on a shaken bandoleer. Stryker gripped the sides and looked to Beck, hoping the man had been thrown off balance, but there he was, steady and alert. Stryker waited for the skiff to regain some semblance of calm on the choppy water. ‘You say the islands declared for the King, and that no blood has been spilt here. We come to Scilly in the name of that same king. Why would you choose not to believe us? I do not understand.’ A thought struck him, then. The face of a man with a wispy auburn beard and grey eyes, whose deeply lined cheeks had been spattered by Roundhead blood on a hill above a place called Stratton. A hill that had become a charnel house one summer afternoon. ‘Bassett!’


‘Eh?’ Beck grunted.


‘Sir Thomas Bassett. I fought with him. I know him, sir.’ He looked down at Barkworth. ‘Major-General of our Cornish army. Governor of the Isles of Scilly.’


‘Lieutenant-Governor,’ Beck corrected. ‘Sir Francis Godolphin is our lord here.’ He gave a harsh laugh. ‘But both men are long gone. Sailed to the mainland when war was declared.’ They rounded the pale granite cliffs of the southernmost island Beck had named as Little Arthur, and tacked more sharply to the south-west, where, perhaps a mile away, Stryker could see the craggy coast of yet another land-mass. Beck risked a swift glance over his shoulder. ‘St Mary’s. Our destination. The King’s men await us at the Hugh.’


‘The garrison?’ Stryker asked.


Beck shook his head. ‘From the mainland. Emissaries from Governor Godolphin himself.’ He brayed at his captives’ obvious bewilderment. ‘You see? You claim to be from the King, but his men are already here!’


Stryker could not keep the puzzlement from his face. ‘I do not—’


‘And they have warned us of your approach,’ Jethro Beck went on, his mirth slipping away on the whipping breeze. ‘A company of soldiers led by a one-eyed devil, claiming to be for the King, but secretly a gaggle o’ bastardly rebel gullions, intent on taking this fair place for Pym an’ his hounds.’


Stryker’s pulse raced. He stared at the headland of St Mary’s, wondering what fate awaited them. ‘Other men have told you this? They are on St Mary’s now?’


Beck nodded, eyes brimming with indignation at his prisoner’s perceived ruse. ‘Aye, cully.’


‘Is that where you take us? To these men?’


‘To the castle at St Mary’s. And aye, to these God-fearing, loyal men.’


Skellen, silent until now, craned forwards from the bench behind to whisper in Stryker’s ear. ‘He’s mad, sir. Put the wrong bloody mushrooms in his pottage.’


But Stryker was not so sure. ‘Who?’ he pressed the fisherman. ‘Who are they?’


Jethro Beck grinned, exposing little brown teeth and equally brown gums. ‘You’ll know soon enough, cully.’










CHAPTER 3


 


Romsey, Hampshire, 2 October 1643


 


Colonel Richard Norton eased his substantial bay gelding to a halt beneath the massive elm that marked the entrance to the abbey complex. From here a cinder path led pilgrims through the grounds to the vast edifice of grey stone blocks that climbed like a castle over the land hereabouts. The horse craned its head to inspect the foliage, the leaves fanning out in the warm gusts from its flaring nostrils, and he arched his back slowly, revelling in the gentle pain of stretching muscles. He looked down, pleased to see the grass was firm, evidence of a dry spell this far south. He took a moment to glance at his shadow, an oversized forbidding ghost of himself snaking across the green turf. He liked the image very much.


‘Sir?’


Norton looked round to see one of his gentleman troopers approach at the head of the column. ‘We’ll rest here, Mac­Lachlan.’


The trooper reined in close by, unstrapped his three-barred helm to reveal a thin face with cleanly shaven, hollow cheeks and small, deep-set eyes. He propped the pot between his thighs and watched as cavalrymen trotted past in pairs, breastplates gleaming, hooves crunching heavily on the path. He waved at some of the men, indicating that they should spread out on the grass. ‘Will they feed us, do you think, sir?’


‘They will have to,’ Norton said with a shrug. He gazed about the open ground on to which his force filed from the road beyond. It was an area of tree-lined lawn, split by the cinder path and punctuated by a forest of wooden crosses and moss-clad stones. The grass had grown long so that it slanted to one side like a field flush with corn. He looked at MacLachlan. ‘Even a house of God is left to moulder in these dark days.’ He leaned forwards to pat his gelding’s solid neck. The beast whickered and dropped its head to the long green blades. ‘Still, at least there is plenty of fodder for the horses.’


MacLachlan raised a single thin brow. ‘House of God, sir?’


Norton plucked his own helmet free, scratching at the red-raw patch of skin that blighted the side of his neck. ‘Perhaps you’re right, MacLachlan. It is an old nest of vipers, I suppose.’


MacLachlan smirked. ‘Vipers wearing wimples, sir.’


Norton laughed. ‘Aye.’ He stretched again. ‘Well, let us proceed. It may be a bastion of the old order, but no longer. And besides,’ he added, looking round to see that, with the rest of his three hundred troopers, the rickety cart had made its way past the line of timber-framed houses and on to the cinder path that stretched out from the mouth of the abbey like a tar-stained tongue, ‘it is where our dear Francis wished to be laid to rest. We shall give him that.’


Norton twisted in his saddle to look up at the ancient complex. And what an impressive thing it was, he conceded. Romsey Abbey utterly dominated this little market town. Once home to the Benedictine order, it was a monster of a building, climbing above the skyline and reminding the world that England had once, long ago, bent the knee to Rome. Norton was a Presbyterian, and the idea of life under a Catholic boot-heel was utterly repugnant to him, but he could appreciate the looming buttresses and ornate craftsmanship that made this place so impressive, and so compelling.


He slid nimbly off his bay, leaving the lobster-tailed helmet fastened to his saddle, and caught MacLachlan’s inquisitive eye. ‘See to the men, Major. And find somewhere,’ he rubbed a gloved hand through his copper hair as he searched for the word, ‘befitting Captain St Barbe.’


MacLachlan nodded and turned to the men, but Norton did not wait to hear what was said. St Barbe had been a good officer, a close friend, and a staunch man for the Parliament, and he found the business of burying him difficult to dwell upon. Instead he scanned the grounds for signs of life, eventually spotting a hunched fellow skulking in a tangled copse some way to his right.


‘Ho there!’ Norton called. ‘Come hither!’


The man had been clutching a mud-caked spade, which he promptly tossed away before trudging, glum-faced and nervous, towards the waiting horsemen. ‘Did not hear you, zir,’ he said when he had reached Norton.


‘I’ve no time for lies, fellow,’ Norton said with a dismissive wave. ‘You are a gravedigger, I presume?’


‘Aye, zir.’


‘Then where might I find the priest? There is one, is there not?’


The gravedigger nodded. ‘He’ll be in chancel, zir.’ He pointed a grimy finger towards a sweeping archway some twenty yards along the wall. ‘North door’d be your quickest way.’


Norton turned his back on the frightened man and caught the eye of another officer, who dismounted and went to his side.


‘Colonel?’ the officer said. He was taller than Norton, with hair that was almost white and a beard that might have been the same colour, save the patches stained deep yellow by tobacco smoke. His face was badly pock-pitted, his nose huge, and his eyes pale and pitiless.


Norton plucked the glove from his right hand and unfastened the metal gauntlet from the other. ‘I have business inside,’ he said, picking at the red bristles of his beard. The inflamed skin beneath was burning again, and it took all his will to push it to the back of his mind. He indicated the arch with a curt nod. ‘Accompany me. You may have an interest.’


The big man brandished a set of impressively white teeth as they made for the entrance the gravedigger had said was the north door. Sure enough, a thick timber doorway, studded and decorated with swirling iron patterns, was set deep into the arch. ‘It will be a pleasure, sir.’


They were plunged into darkness as they pushed open the door, and it took a few moments for their eyes to adjust, but as Norton led his companion into the building, making straight for the wide nave, he began to see why the abbey was so revered by the High Church. It was huge, built in the Norman style of large, imposing windows, soaring pillars and rounded arches. The nave itself was laid with vast flagstones, scattered with clean rushes, and flanked by wooden seats that were clearly not the rough-hewn, functional offerings one might find in a Puritan chapel. They turned left, stalked up the nave and through the choir to the chancel, where the gravedigger had suggested they might find someone. Sure enough, a cluster of black-robed men had gathered at the far end of the vast chamber, near the high altar. 


‘My name is Colonel Norton,’ Norton called loudly, his voice echoing like cannon fire high up in the chancel’s curving trusses. He smartly brushed the dust from his buff-coat and the tawny scarf at his waist while he waited.


One of the robed bodies left the group and scuttled down to greet the two soldiers. He was small and crook-backed, moving almost sideways like a crab. ‘I am Father Samuel,’ he said, trying to smile, though his face was tight with apprehension. ‘And I have heard of you, sir, of course.’ He bowed obsequiously. ‘Parliament’s chief man in Hampshire.’


‘I do not know about that,’ Norton blustered, unwilling to display the rush of pride that threatened to colour his cheeks. ‘But, aye, I have laboured for the just cause of Westminster, it is true. Indeed, I have come direct from one such trial.’


The clergyman’s little head bobbed. ‘We heard there was battle at Newbury.’


‘A bloody day. Victory for the Earl of Essex, thank King Jesus.’ Norton picked pointedly at his scarf with thumb and forefinger. ‘We make for Southampton, but rest here, seeking a place for a brave confederate of ours, slain at Newbury Fight. One Captain St Barbe.’


Father Samuel nodded. ‘I know the family, sir.’ His face clouded suddenly. ‘I knew Francis St Barbe when he was a boy. May God save his immortal soul.’


Norton looked back along the sweeping nave. ‘We will bury him outside.’


Samuel nodded his agreement, though both knew it had not been a request. ‘In the meantime, Colonel Norton, please be at your ease in our beautiful home.’


‘Beautiful indeed,’ Norton said, peering at the altar, the opulent-looking chambers behind it, at the big organ in one corner, and the tapestries and the ornately carved pulpit. ‘But Romsey Abbey?’


‘You refer, of course, to its suppression,’ Samuel said.


Norton raised his red eyebrows. ‘Or the lack thereof.’


The priest’s face flushed. ‘It was suppressed, Colonel, I assure you. Along with every other Popish monument in the land.’


‘And yet your abbey survives,’ the colonel persisted, noting his tall companion’s grunt of amusement echoing at his back. ‘Do the nuns lurk still?’


Samuel’s hands had gone to his stomach, fingers worrying at the string of his robe. ‘No, sir. It was suppressed, right enough, but escaped complete dissolution, for it was bought by the local parishioners.’


‘Bought?’


‘Aye, sir. They paid £100 to make it their church. A pretty sum.’


Norton looked up at the curving beams that seemed to lurch out from the tops of the thick pillars. ‘A pretty parish church.’ He turned to his companion. ‘What say you, Wagner?’


The ice-blue eyes sparkled in the gloom. ‘Stinks of Rome.’


Father Samuel stepped back a pace, startled. ‘I assure you, sirs—’


‘Altars, seats, baubles, music,’ the trooper said, his broad Germanic accent becoming more pronounced with each word. ‘And what is this?’


Samuel followed Wagner’s gaze to the square patch of ceiling that was painted in rich greens and reds. ‘Jacobean, sir. Painted in the reign of the last king.’


Wagner screwed up his mouth. Norton laughed. The men in black robes, like a flock of jackdaws, dispersed suddenly in all directions, and he turned to his right, making for one of the small chambers behind the altar. ‘Places to store your gold?’


‘Simple chapels,’ Father Samuel said, his voice higher than before, pleading. ‘We have four back there. The one yonder is the St Anne Chapel.’


Norton continued to walk, though he heard his subordinate’s footsteps as the white-haired officer closed upon the clergyman.


‘No earthly whore is saint in the Lord’s eyes, you foul Pope’s turd.’


Norton looked back. ‘What is this thing?’


Father Samuel skirted the white-haired officer like a frightened hare before a fox, and moved swiftly to Norton’s side at the entrance to the chapel. He followed the colonel’s gaze to look upon the carving that stood upon the small altar. ‘It depicts Christ upon the cross, flanked by Mary and John. Two angels perch upon the arms of the cross, waiting to escort Jesus to heaven. It is one of our oldest possessions, sir. From the time before the Conquest.’


‘Hear that, Captain Kovac?’ Norton called back. ‘From the time of Alfred, who, with God’s divine assistance, did smite your heathen kinsmen.’


Wagner Kovac shrugged. ‘He fought Danes. I am half Carniolan, half Croatian.’


Norton looked back down at Father Samuel. ‘I do not like this place. It is rank with the mildew of the Papacy.’


‘Colonel Norton, I—’


But Richard Norton was not listening. He waved the priest away with a derisive flap of the hand, and went to his grinning subordinate. ‘Pull up the seats to begin with, and destroy the organ.’


Samuel was at his back immediately, wringing his hands. ‘Please, sir—’


Norton spun round suddenly. ‘Still that tongue, man, or it’ll be the worse for you.’ He felt heat at his cheeks. Knew the raw skin would be as red as a ripe strawberry. ‘Observe, sir. We call Wagner Kovac our master gardener, so adept is he at tugging up the weeds of the old religion.’


With that, Captain Wagner Kovac went to work. The priest began to weep.


‘Find the plate next,’ the colonel ordered, ‘books, any baubles you may discover. We’ll take them for the cause.’ He stood back and folded his arms as the sound of splintering wood echoed from pillar to beam to chancel to nave to choir. Soon he would turn upon all the strongholds of the enemy, and, with God’s help, crush them once and for all. 


 


Near Basing, Hampshire, 2 October 1643


 


Basing House was not the same place as that which Lancelot Forrester had visited the previous year. Even as Oberon clattered across the stone bridge over the River Loddon, that broad glistening band that barred the estate’s northern flank, he sensed a tension in the air that had not been present before. The house was still there, walls and gatehouses and turrets looming over the landscape like a brick-built mountain range, but the very atmosphere was different. Basing was still principally a house, but when hostilities were declared, the marquess’s Catholic faith had made him as staunch a Royalist as the king himself, and Basing’s location, straddling the main route from London to the western counties, made it a pivotal stronghold. When Forrester and his comrades had last visited, there were already signs of intent, from the deepening of ditches that had formed the original motte and bailey, to frantic repairs made along the walls and the transform­ation of some of the older buildings into billets. But, in spite of this, it had still been a home. Now, Forrester reflected as armed men swarmed out from a spiked wicker screen that blocked the approach road, Basing House was nothing less than a fortress.


‘Captain Lancelot Forrester,’ he announced, reining Oberon to a halt as a dozen musketeers flocked like starlings around him. This level of vigilance was new, he thought, as was the barrier. The road, in truth little more than a bridleway, ran south until it reached the Lane, the main east–west thoroughfare through Basing Village. The vast Tudor edifice sprawled on the raised ground on the opposite side of the Lane, and even from this distance Forrester could see more armed men guarding that wider road. They were expecting trouble. ‘For the King.’


The lead musketeer sidled over to take hold of Oberon’s bridle. In his spare hand he clutched a vicious-looking halberd, the pale morning light sliding along the flat of the huge blade. ‘I should hope so, sir. Regiment, if you please.’


‘Mowbray’s Foot, Sergeant,’ Forrester replied, guessing at the man’s rank by dint of the menacing weapon. ‘And I’ll thank you to get those grubby paws off my horse, lest I shove that halberd so far up your arse it’ll pick your nose.’


With a grunt the sergeant released the bridle and indicated that the barrier should be cleared. ‘Business, sir?’


‘Here to see the marquess,’ Forrester said sharply. ‘I take it he is at home.’


The sergeant nodded. ‘Would not leave, sir. Cannot. Roads ain’t safe. You have papers, sir?’


‘Aye, though you’ll not see them. Where is the officer of the watch?’


The sergeant pointed to the junction a hundred paces beyond the barricade. ‘There, sir. You’ll find him there.’ He winced a touch. ‘Beg pardon, Captain, but we’ll need to escort you.’


‘Pleased to hear it,’ Forrester said. ‘The marquess will thank you for your vigilance, I’m sure.’


He let his gaze drift away as hogsheads, storm-poles and sections of latticed wattle were dragged from the barricade, and stared up at the house. The towers and rooftops of the circular Old House, built on the foundations of the ancient Norman castle, rose in a forbidding display of power, while further to the east the square lines of the New House spoke of the splendour bestowed upon the Paulet dynasty in the time of the Tudors. But even from this distance he could see black smudges where loopholes had been cut in the beautiful brickwork, and the tiny figures of men paced along the high walls while gangs with shovels worked in the outermost ditches. Above everything soared the four crenellated towers of the Great Gatehouse, set like brick giants in the northern wall of the Old House. Sharpshooters carrying long fowling-pieces stood on each tower, ever watchful beneath the marquess’s fluttering flags.


They made their way south towards The Lane and the house beyond. To the right the bridleway was hugged by bare marsh, but to the left a smooth brick wall climbed to eight or nine feet, enclosing a large complex of agricultural buildings. Forrester remembered the area as the Grange, the centre of food processing and storage for Basing House. From his saddle he could see over the perimeter, and he noted that much of the daily life of a major estate continued: cartloads of supplies still trundled in and out of the large barns, and small herds of sheep and cattle were driven between pens by farmhands and their yapping dogs. But even here things were subtly different. The men seemed more sullen and watchful, while the gate at the far end was guarded by grim sentries. At the epicentre was the Great Barn, a massive rectangular structure built in brick and where the majority of supplies would be kept.


‘There,’ the sergeant levelled his halberd, gesturing towards the junction with The Lane. 


A group of horsemen were milling at the junction, all mounted on fine-looking beasts, all clad in back- and breast-plates, each replete with a sword, a carbine, two pistols and a red ribbon on his sleeve. They were harquebusiers, light cavalry, and just as he saw them a couple broke away from the party, kicking their mounts on to the bridleway.
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