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Prologue

Cheapside, January 1665

It had been a terrible night for Nicholas Colburn. He had been a wealthy man, proud owner of a country estate, founder of a reputable wine business, and fêted as a shining beacon of virtue by his fellow vintners. Now he had nothing, and he doubted that even his most loyal friends would hold him in very high esteem once they learned what he had done.

As he left the illicit gambling den the sun was rising, presaging the start of another crisp, blue winter day. Then he saw the man who had introduced him to his vice, and who had been whispering for weeks that his luck would change. The fellow was smirking. Colburn stared at him. Was that vengeance in his eyes – that he had wanted this to happen? Colburn shook himself irritably. No, he would not blame his ruin on someone else. He had always had a weakness for cards, and the higher the stakes, the more exciting and irresistible he found them. It had been his own choice to continue playing in the face of all reason.

As his fortune had dwindled, he had applied to the goldsmiths for loans – goldsmiths were also bankers, men who stored money for some clients and lent it to others. They had been astonished that such a rich man should need to borrow, but he had invented a tale about expanding his business, and had offered to pay twice the usual rate of interest. Naturally greedy, they had scrambled to accept his terms. However, being gentlemen of discretion, not one had discussed the arrangement with his colleagues. And that was unfortunate, because if they had, they might have prevented what was about to happen.

It was too late now, of course. The previous night had seen Colburn lose the last of the enormous sums he had begged. Unbeknownst to each other, virtually every goldsmith in the city had accommodated him, and many had overreached themselves to do so, flattered that they should receive the patronage of such a prestigious customer. Many of the smaller concerns would not survive when he defaulted. Indeed, even the larger ones would suffer a serious blow.

Bowed down with remorse, Colburn began to trudge home, for once grateful that he had no family – he had never married, so at least the disgrace that was about to come crashing down would not have to be endured by a wife and children. It would be his alone to bear.

He turned into Cheapside. As usual, the road was bright, lively and chaotic. And noisy – the sound of iron-shod wheels on cobbles, and the honks, bleats and brays of animals being driven to market was deafening. It reeked, too; the hot stench of dung mingling with the contents of the drains that ran down either side of the road – slender ribbons of water that were wholly incapable of coping with the volume of rubbish tipped into them.

As he passed the church of St Mary le Bow, a royal herald climbed the steps, resplendent in his fine uniform. Two trumpeters blared a fanfare to attract attention, and Colburn went to listen, although he did not know why – what heralds proclaimed could not matter to him now.

In a penetrating bawl, the man announced that war had been declared on the United Provinces of the Netherlands. Colburn wondered why the King had waited so long to say so – the news was weeks old, and had already been thoroughly discussed in the coffee houses. He experienced a familiar, sharply agonising stab of guilt as the little procession marched away to its next destination. Wars were expensive, so how would His Majesty pay for one? The answer was that he would expect help from the goldsmith–bankers. Except that many of them would not be in a position to oblige, thanks to Colburn and his gambling.

He hid behind a cart when he saw several bankers in the crowd that had gathered to hear the herald. Taylor, Wheler and Backwell headed the most powerful enterprises, while Angier and Hinton were smaller, but still influential. They stood talking in low voices, no doubt discussing how best to fund the looming conflict. Misery engulfed Colburn. What if the Dutch invaded because the King could not afford to defend his realm?

Sick with shame, Colburn stumbled away. How could he live with the knowledge that his fondness for cards had put his country in danger? He could never repay what he owed, and no one would ever spare him a smile or a friendly word again. He would be a pariah, shunned by all until the day he died. Gradually, he began to see what he must do. He waited until a particularly heavy cart was lumbering past, and flung himself beneath it.

There were cries of horror as the wheels crunched across him, and people hurried to stand around his mangled body, shaking their heads in mute incomprehension. Some were the bankers.

‘It is Nicholas Colburn,’ said Backwell, unsteadily. ‘One of my biggest clients.’

‘And mine,’ added Angier. ‘In fact, he owed me a fortune, so I hope his estate can pay, or I shall be ruined.’

Blood drained from faces as others said the same and the awful truth dawned. The sum total of the loans Colburn had taken out were far greater than the value of his assets, and he had offered the same collateral to all. No one would receive more than a fraction of what had been lent.

‘The war,’ gulped Backwell. ‘How shall we finance the war?’

Goldsmiths’ Row, February 1665

Dick Wheler was the richest goldsmith in London. He was also the most ruthless, and thought nothing of lying, cheating, scheming and even ordering the occasional death to expand his empire. He had lost a substantial sum to the selfishly irresponsible Colburn, but it had not taken him long to recoup his losses. He had simply tightened the thumbscrews on his clients, and was pleased to say that now, just a few weeks later, his coffers were bulging once more. Few of his colleagues could claim the same – most were still reeling from the disaster.

He eyed the man who stood in front of him, a squat, ugly brewer named John Farrow, who quailed in trepidation and wrung the hat he held so hard that it seemed he might rip it in two.

‘You have paid me nothing for four months now,’ Wheler said sternly. ‘Therefore, I have no choice but to take possession of your brewery.’

‘No!’ cried Farrow in dismay. ‘How shall I dig myself out of this trouble without it? Please! Give me a few more days. My wife has been unwell and—’

‘Yes, yes,’ interrupted Wheler. He had heard the excuses a thousand times: business was bad because of the cold weather; the Dutch war meant customers were less willing to spend money; there had been an unprecedented hike in the cost of coal; a loved one was ill and medicines were expensive. ‘You have told me before.’

Farrow opened his mouth to press his case, but Wheler snapped his fingers and two henchmen materialised out of the shadows. The brewer struggled and howled as he was manhandled through the door, but his pleas fell on deaf ears – Wheler was actually rather pleased by what had happened: the brewery occupied a strategic position on Cheapside, and could be turned into a profitable tavern.

The next defaulter was ushered in, and the process began all over again.

‘Ah, yes,’ he said. ‘Widow Porteous. You borrowed money to start a laundry, but you have repaid none of it so far.’

‘Because no one told me that coal prices would rise so high,’ she stammered. ‘But I have to buy fuel to heat up my water, and there—’

‘You left a ring as surety,’ recalled Wheler. He walked to a cabinet and took it out. It was a pretty thing, silver studded with garnets. Perhaps his wife would like it. He brightened. It would distract her for a while, and she might relent in her campaign to be given a role in the running of the business. Joan had a good financial head on her shoulders, it was true, but Wheler did not want to work with her, and wished she would stop pestering him about it.

‘My late husband’s,’ whispered Widow Porteous, a tear rolling down her cheek.

‘It is forfeit,’ declared Wheler briskly. ‘You have a month to make the next repayment; if you fail, you will lose a lot more than this little bauble.’

‘But it is the only thing I have left of him! Please give me another week to—’

‘I have given you another week,’ snapped Wheler. ‘Several times. But you do not honour your promises. I, too, have bills to pay – the rugs in here are little more than rags, while my wife is in desperate need of new winter shoes.’

Widow Porteous stole a glance at the office’s opulent decor, which included a portrait of Joan in finery fit for a queen. When her gaze settled on the banker again, there was a good deal of reproach in it. Irked, Wheler barked an order and his henchmen ushered her out. When she had gone, he made a note of the transaction in the ledger that lay open in front of him.

As he wrote, he was wracked by a deep, phlegmy cough that hurt. His physician had diagnosed lung-rot, which would kill him in a few weeks, although that fate held considerably less terror for him than the prospect of catching the plague. There had been three cases near St Giles, and while most Londoners had grown complacent about the possibility of a major outbreak, Wheler had seen what the disease did to its victims. The thought of his pustule-ravaged corpse tossed in a pit with hundreds of others was almost enough to make him turn to religion.

He supposed he should spend the little time he had left with Joan, but that was a dull prospect when compared to the heady delights of high finance. It was no secret that he loved money more than people, and he would far rather pass his last days confiscating the assets of defaulters than sitting at home waiting to die.

He was still coughing when there was a knock on the door. It opened to admit James Baron, his top henchman, a great bull of a fellow with a rakish smile. Baron was resourceful, greedy and cold-blooded – exactly the kind of person Wheler needed to manage the less pleasant side of his operation. It was Baron who would take possession of the brewery, and who would visit those who had missed appointments that day. He was very good at what he did, and Wheler could not have managed without him.

‘Widow Porteous was your last client today,’ Baron reported. He frowned when he saw his employer’s pallor. ‘Do you want me to fetch Dr Coo?’

Wheler shook his head. ‘It will pass, and there is nothing more he can do anyway.’

‘As you wish. Is there anything else, or can I go home?’

‘I want you to visit the linen-drapers first. They promised me fifty pounds tonight, but they only brought forty. Perhaps one might have an accident, as a warning to the others.’

Unusually, Baron hesitated. ‘My brother-in-law is a linen-draper, and business has been bad of late. They lost a lot of money when their ship was attacked by Dutch privateers and—’

‘Not you as well,’ groaned Wheler. ‘They made an agreement and they broke it. Now do as I say, or I shall dismiss you and appoint someone else.’

Baron inclined his head, but not before Wheler had seen the flash of rage in his eyes. Many would call him a fool for challenging a brute like Baron, but Wheler knew it would be more reckless to let him gain the upper hand. Like all dangerous animals, it was necessary to let them know who was in charge. The two men nodded a cool goodnight, and Baron left.

Wheler pored over his ledgers for another hour, then stood to walk to the meeting he was due to attend – a gathering of the Goldsmiths’ Company, where fine food and drink would be served in sumptuous surroundings. He was looking forward to it, as he would be able to gloat over those colleagues who still floundered in the wake of the Colburn Crisis.

He heard the soft tap of footsteps behind him as he strode down White Goat Wynd and turned in annoyance, assuming it was a debtor come to beg for a reprieve, so when the knife plunged into his chest, his first reaction was indignation. Who dared raise a hand against him? An embittered client? Baron? A fellow banker, jealous of his success? The long list was still running through his mind when he died.


Chapter 1

London, late April 1665

It was easy for travellers to know when they were nearing London because of the stench – three hundred thousand souls living in unhealthily close proximity could be detected from a considerable distance. The city could be seen from afar, too, first as a yellow-brown smear on the horizon from countless belching sea-coal fires, furnaces and ovens, and then as a bristle of towers, spires and turrets, with the lofty bulk of St Paul’s Cathedral looming majestically over them.

Despite the city’s drawbacks, filth and reek being but two, Thomas Chaloner was pleased to see it again. Since taking employment as intelligencer to the Earl of Clarendon three years before, he had spent more time away than at home, and his latest jaunt of six weeks had told him more than ever that he wanted to settle down. He had married the previous June, but had spent scant few nights with his wife since, and as their relationship was turbulent to say the least, he needed time to work on it if he did not want it to end in disaster.

He returned his hired horse to the stable in Westminster, and began to walk the short distance to his house on Tothill Street. It was warm for the time of year, which was a relief after a long and unusually bitter winter, and everywhere were signs that spring had arrived. There was a blaze of flowers in the grassy sward around the old abbey, while blossom covered the trees in St James’s Park. Birds’ plumage brightened as the breeding season got underway, and London seemed a happier, more hopeful place than when he had left it in March.

Striding along made him hot, so he unfastened his coat, a thick, practical garment of an indeterminate shade of beige. Like Chaloner, there was nothing about it to attract attention. He was of average height, weight and build, his hair was brown, his eyes were grey, and his face was pleasant but unremarkable. He had worked hard to make himself unmemorable, to blend into the background of any situation or gathering of people, and that was one reason why he had survived so long in the turbulent, shifting world of espionage.

As he walked, he reflected on the assignments he had just completed. There had been two of them. The first, for his friend John Thurloe, had been to visit members of the Cromwell family – no small favour, given that the Lord Protector’s kin had become personae non gratae after the fall of the Commonwealth. He had helped Cromwell’s son to catch a thief in the Fens, then had travelled to Northamptonshire to ensure that Cromwell’s widow was being properly looked after. He had completed both errands, including travel, within a week.

The second task had been for the Earl, and had taken rather longer: there had been rumours of an uprising in Hull, and Chaloner had been charged to put it down.

It had been a ridiculous order. The local sheriff was more than capable of tackling a handful of deluded fanatics who were more danger to themselves than the stability of the nation. Moreover, the sheriff resented someone from London looking over his shoulder, and had avenged himself by sending Chaloner on foray after foray into the sodden countryside, forcing him to endure weeks of muddy tracks, sleeping under hedges and poor food. Chaloner suspected the ‘rebellion’ had been crushed at least a fortnight before the official announcement was made, and the delay had been purely to make him suffer a little longer.

Thus he was delighted and grateful to be home. Tothill Street had a heartening familiarity about it, and he quickened his pace. His house was the big one in the middle, far larger than he and Hannah needed, but she was lady-in-waiting to the Queen and appearances were important to her. The extravagance worried Chaloner, though, who felt they should put aside at least some of their earnings for a rainy day. She disagreed, and some very fierce arguments had ensued.

A hackney carriage was parked outside, which meant she had guests. Chaloner’s heart sank. He disliked the hedonistic, vacuous courtiers Hannah chose as friends, and he had hoped she would be alone. He bypassed the front door and headed for the back one, aiming to slip up the stairs and change his travel-stained clothes before she saw him – more than one quarrel had erupted because he had joined a soirée in a less than pristine condition. With luck, by the time he was presentable, the visitors might have gone.

He strolled into the kitchen and was met by the warm, welcoming scent of new bread. All the servants were there. The housekeeper sat at the table with her account book, the cook-maid fussed over the loaf she had just removed from the oven, the scullion swept the floor, and the footman and the page perched on a window sill, polishing boots.

It was a comfortable scene, yet Chaloner immediately sensed an atmosphere. The staff were a surly horde, and he had often wondered how Hannah had managed to select so many malcontents. The housekeeper was inflexible and domineering; the cook-maid, scullion and footman were lazy and dishonest; and the page, old enough to be Chaloner’s grandfather and thus elderly for such a post, was incurably disrespectful. But even by their standards, the kitchen was not a happy place that particular day: all were uneasy, and the girls had been crying.

‘Oh,’ said the housekeeper disagreeably, when she saw Chaloner. ‘You are back.’

It was no way to greet the master of the house, but she was secure in the knowledge that her long association with Hannah’s family meant she would never be dismissed, no matter how discourteously she behaved. She was a lean, cadaverous woman whose loose black clothes and beady black eyes always reminded Chaloner of a crow. He did not check her for impertinence that day, however, because she was so wan that he wondered if she was ill.

‘Who is with Hannah?’ he asked, startled and suspicious when the others came to offer a variety of curtsies, bows and tentative smiles. They usually followed the housekeeper’s example of sullen contempt, and he was unused to deference from them.

‘They did not leave their names,’ replied the footman. ‘But they have been here before. The mistress owes them money, see.’

Chaloner felt the stirrings of unease. Hannah had accrued some serious debts the previous winter, and it had not been easy to settle them all. Appalled by how close they had come to fiscal disaster, she had promised to be more careful while he was away. Chaloner had believed her assurances, and was alarmed to learn that he might have been overly trusting.

‘Money for what?’ he asked.

‘Everyone at Court is in arrears with payments for things these days,’ said the housekeeper evasively. ‘So she is not alone.’

‘No, indeed,’ put in the scullion. ‘Will Chiffinch and Bab May owe tens of thousands.’

Supposing clean clothes would have to wait, Chaloner aimed for the drawing room. Hannah was proud of this chamber. It boasted a French clock, a Dutch chaise longue, and the walls had been covered with paper, an extravagance that had been decried by Cromwell’s Puritans, but that was a very popular fashion among the reinstated Royalists.

He arrived to find Hannah sitting on a chair looking frightened, while two louts loomed over her. The knife he always carried in his sleeve slipped into his hand, and he started towards them, but he had not anticipated a third man lurking behind the door. He jerked away in time to avoid the blow directed at his head, but it left him off balance, which gave the other two time to launch an attack. He deflected one punch with a hastily raised arm, but another caught him on the chin and down he went. Hannah’s cry of relief at his appearance turned to a shriek of alarm.

Blinking to clear his vision, he saw a cudgel begin to descend. He twisted to one side, ramming his blade into the fellow’s calf and kicking the feet from under another, just as Hannah sprang into action and dealt the last man a wild clout that made him stagger. The cosh-wielder released a howl of pain and hobbled towards the door, while his cronies, loath to tackle anyone who fought back, were quick to follow. Chaloner scrambled upright, but he was still giddy, and by the time he had recovered enough to give chase, the three men were long gone.

‘Oh, Tom!’ wailed Hannah. ‘Thank God you are home. You have been gone so long and—’

‘Who were they?’ demanded Chaloner.

‘No one to worry about,’ she replied unconvincingly, and flung herself into his arms so vigorously that she almost sent both of them flying. She snuffled into his shoulder, while he held her rather stiffly, supposing he should say something to comfort her, but not sure what. Eventually, she pushed away from him and went to stand in the window.

‘I had my portrait done by Peter Lely while you were away,’ she said in a muffled, distracted voice that made him suppose she was hurt by his failure to dispense the necessary solace. She pointed to the wall above the fireplace. ‘Do you like it?’

Chaloner stared at the picture. It captured perfectly her laughing eyes, snub nose and inconvenient hair. The quality of the work was no surprise, though, because Lely was Principal Painter in Ordinary to the King, and thus the most sought-after artist in the country. His popularity meant he could charge whatever he liked for a commission, and it was common knowledge that his prices were far beyond the reach of all but the richest of patrons.

‘Oh, God!’ gulped Chaloner. ‘So that is why we are in debt again!’

It was not the homecoming he had hoped for. Chaloner sat in his extravagant parlour, sullenly sipping expensive wine, while Hannah perched at his side and chatted about all that had happened since he had left – she was rarely cool with him for long. There had been another comet that presaged a major disaster – even astronomers from the Royal Society thought so, and they were no fools. Then there had been an ugly purple mist with leprous spots, followed not long after by a coffin-shaped cloud.

‘Some folk say these things foretell an outbreak of the plague,’ Hannah explained. ‘Because there have been a dozen cases in the slums near St Giles-in-the-Fields since February. But I think they are wrong. It has not spread to other areas, so the danger is probably over.’

Chaloner had lost his first wife and child to plague in Holland, and although it had been more than a decade ago, the memory was still painful.

‘Those men,’ he began, keen to think of something else, even if it was a matter that was likely to annoy him, ‘what did they—’

‘Your Earl has been the focus of a lot of scurrilous talk,’ Hannah interrupted, equally keen to postpone the spat that both knew was likely to follow once the subject of debt was broached. ‘As you know, people were starting to call his new mansion Dunkirk House, because he sold that port back to the French at a ridiculously low price, but now everyone is doing it. They are angrier than ever with him, as Dutch pirates are using it as a base from which to harry British shipping.’

‘It was not his idea to sell it,’ Chaloner pointed out.

‘Perhaps not, but he oversaw the arrangements, and people think he let the French bribe him, because we should have got more for it. The douceur he took to let them have it cheap probably did pay for his fine new house.’

Chaloner was more interested in their own affairs. ‘What did those louts want with—’

She cut across him a second time. ‘Our housekeeper has been ill. Surgeon Wiseman has been treating her, but she has needed several visits to Epsom for the waters, which are costly…’

Chaloner regarded her in alarm. ‘How much do we owe?’

‘A few thousand pounds,’ mumbled Hannah, rather indistinctly.

‘What?’ It was far worse than he had anticipated. ‘How much Epsom water did she drink? Or is it the Lely portrait that has ruined us?’

‘We are not ruined, Thomas,’ said Hannah irritably. ‘We are temporarily embarrassed. And it is not the housekeeper or Lely who put us there – she paid for most of her treatment herself, while Lely agreed to defer payment until next year.’

Chaloner regarded her accusingly. ‘You promised not to spend more than we earned. In fact, you swore an oath.’

‘And I have kept it,’ declared Hannah indignantly. ‘I have not spent a shilling more than we agreed – other than the Lely, which I knew you would not mind. He was free for a few weeks, and it was too good an opportunity to miss. The painting is an investment, you see.’

‘So why are we in debt? Again.’

‘Because I inadvertently defaulted on the loan I had to take out when I bought my post with the Queen. I had no idea the conditions had changed until the demands came for the arrears.’

Chaloner blinked. ‘You bought the post? I assumed you won it on merit.’

‘Oh, really, Thomas! That is not how things work at White Hall. You may have unique talents that earls clamour to purchase, but the rest of us are rather more ordinary.’

Chaloner almost laughed at the notion that noblemen were falling over themselves to hire his services. He had fought for Parliament during the civil wars, and had worked for Cromwell’s intelligence services thereafter. Employment was scarce for such men in Restoration England, and he was fortunate that the Earl had been willing to overlook his past loyalties and take him on.

‘I hardly think—’ he began.

‘Anyway, it cost three thousand pounds, which obviously I did not have, so I had to borrow from Edward Backwell. But the King asked the bankers to donate a million pounds for the Dutch war, and as they do not have such a huge sum to hand, they have to raise it by any means they can. Most do it by selling their debts – Backwell sold his to Rich Taylor.’

‘I have heard of Rich Taylor. He was one of few goldsmith–bankers who remained a Royalist during Commonwealth.’

Chaloner knew this because such loyalties had been deemed suspect when Parliament was in power, so Taylor was one of those whom John Thurloe – then Cromwell’s Spymaster General – had been obliged to monitor.

‘Well, he is a terrible rogue,’ said Hannah. ‘And I am now in debt to him.’

Chaloner was puzzled. ‘You must have had this arrangement with Backwell when we married. You have been a lady-in-waiting for more than three years now but I have never heard of it before. Why not?’

‘Because the money was always taken directly from my salary, so I never had cause to think about it. Many courtiers are in the same position, and handling “standing orders” is a service that White Hall’s accompters offer. They gather all the payments together, and deliver them to our creditors on the first day of every month.’

‘So what has changed? Did the clerks forget?’

‘No – the problem came when Taylor revised the agreement I made with Backwell, which I only discovered when I received a letter informing me that I was in arrears. I went to the Solicitor General, expecting to be told that Taylor had acted illegally, but it seems he was within his rights to change the terms.’

‘How did he change them?’

‘Instead of the five per cent interest that Backwell charged, Taylor wants fifteen. I refused, of course, but all that means is that my debt has mounted, and I am now in rather a muddle.’

‘But that is extortion – usury. Which is illegal, no matter what the Solicitor General says.’

Hannah sighed. ‘Unfortunately, there is a clause in the contract that lets any new lender do as he pleases. I queried it when I signed with Backwell, but he told me not to worry, as he would never sell the arrangement.’

‘But he did sell it,’ said Chaloner heavily.

She nodded. ‘He apologised profusely, but I could see he was in a bind – he cannot refuse a “request” for funds from His Majesty. Unfortunately, Taylor has demanded so much that I have been unable to pay the butcher, the grocer, the baker, the milkman…’

‘So who sent those three louts? Taylor, or one of the others?’

‘Taylor. But all will be well now that you are home. You have not drawn your salary for two months, which might appease him for a while.’

From that remark, Chaloner surmised that his outstanding wages would not cover all that was needed. Unless Taylor could be persuaded to agree to more reasonable terms, of course, which he might, once informed that sending henchmen to the homes of ladies while their husbands were away was not the best way to enhance his reputation as an honourable man of business. Chaloner looked at the painting, and wondered if anyone would buy it.

‘No,’ said Hannah, reading his mind. ‘Prices for works of art are low at the moment, because of the war – no one wants to buy any, just in case the Dutch invade us and steal it all. We need to wait until the crisis is over. Besides, we shall never win recognition at Court unless we flaunt a little wealth. As I said, the Lely is an investment.’

‘It will be a redundant investment if we are arrested for debt,’ Chaloner pointed out. ‘I doubt the Queen will keep you if you are obliged to live in the Fleet Prison.’

‘She might, because I should be in very good company,’ Hannah flashed back. ‘Any number of courtiers are in the same position. But this is not my fault, Tom! How was I to know that Backwell would sell my debt to someone like Taylor? And there is Colburn, of course.’

Chaloner regarded her in alarm. ‘Who is Colburn? Another creditor?’

Hannah eyed him stonily. ‘He was a gambler, who took massive loans from virtually every banker in the city, which he cannot repay because he killed himself. A number of the smaller concerns are ruined – which has put even greater pressure on those who weathered Colburn’s sly dealings, as there are fewer of them to fund the war.’

‘So is that why Taylor is charging so much interest? To raise money for the King?’

‘Oh, no,’ said Hannah bitterly. ‘His Majesty has not demanded a contribution from him, because he remained loyal to the monarchy during the Commonwealth. His coffers are safe, unlike all the others, who declared for Parliament. But we will survive this nastiness, Tom. The housekeeper is going to stay with her mother in Shoreditch, which will be one fewer mouth to feed.’

Chaloner doubted the departure of one person was going to make much difference to their predicament. ‘I did not know that loans could be bought, sold and renegotiated.’

‘Nor did anyone else at Court, and Taylor’s antics are doing nothing to make bankers popular. But this is tedious talk for your homecoming! I am delighted to have you back, and to prove it, I shall bake you a cake.’

Chaloner’s heart sank. Hannah was the least talented cook he had ever encountered. A cake would mean a sticky mess for the staff to clean up afterwards, and some inedible offering that he would be obliged to praise.

‘I have a letter to deliver to the Earl,’ he said, standing quickly lest he was invited to watch her at work – invariably a fraught experience. ‘I should go to White Hall.’

‘He prefers to lurk in Dunkirk House these days, because everyone at the palace hates him so. You will have to go there if you want to see him.’

Chaloner left Tothill Street with a mind that teemed with worry. He was so preoccupied that he forgot to change his grimy clothes before visiting the man who lived in the newest and most extravagant stately home in the capital.

He walked to Clarendon House wondering what had possessed him to marry a woman with whom he had so little in common, and who was about to land him in debtors’ gaol into the bargain. And there was little that unsettled him more than the prospect of a spell behind bars – he had once been caught spying in France, and the following incarceration had been so harrowing that it still haunted his dreams. Even the thought of being in prison brought him out in a cold sweat, and he determined to visit Taylor as soon as possible, to see what could be done to avoid it.

He cut through St James’s Park, a pleasant expanse of formal garden and woodland, and emerged on the semi-rural lane called Piccadilly. Clarendon House had stood in glorious isolation when he had left London six weeks before, but now it seemed the Earl was to have neighbours. Two more mansions were rising out of the mud, although neither was as grand as Clarendon’s with its fluted columns, ornate balustrades and lofty windows. The Earl’s home screamed of wealth and privilege, and he was not surprised that Londoners resented it.

He was standing at the gate, regarding the place with dislike, when something slammed into the back of him, almost knocking him from his feet. He spun around to find himself staring down a roll of cloth. It was being toted by two men who grunted and sweated under its weight, and who did not seem to care that they posed a considerable menace to others. A quick glance down the lane told him that he was not the only one who had been butted – a number of people rubbed shoulders and heads.

‘You should have moved,’ said one of the men, unrepentant. ‘We called out to tell you to mind.’

Chaloner was sure they had not, but the load looked heavy, and he would not have wanted to lug it around on such a warm day, so he let the matter pass unremarked.

‘Curtains,’ explained the other, more contrite. ‘All the best houses have them.’

‘Do they?’ Glumly, Chaloner wondered how long it would be before Hannah wanted some.

‘There is much to commend them over shutters,’ added the first. ‘They exclude draughts, look pretty in a window, and do not need painting.’

‘Before the year is out, all fashionable houses will have them,’ predicted the second. ‘You mark my words.’

Chaloner began to walk up the gravelled drive, and they fell into step behind him, chatting as they went. They informed him that their names were Gabb and Knowles, and that they worked for a person named James Baron.

‘He buys and sells,’ elaborated Gabb with a meaningful wink. ‘And he is a powerful force along Cheapside. Ask for him if you need anything – anything at all – and he will get it for you.’

‘I see,’ said Chaloner, wondering if the Earl, who prided himself on his morality, knew that his fashionable new drapery hailed from such a dubious-sounding source.

‘Here,’ said Gabb, shoving a card into Chaloner’s hand. It was an advertisement for the services Baron offered to potential clients. Such notices had been rare in Cromwell’s time, but there had been a proliferation of them since the Restoration, as every businessman hastened to legitimise himself with the printed word. This one read:

Jaymes Baron, purveyor of Fyne Cloffs and other Superiore Items to Howses of Qualitye and Fashon, including curtaynes, linin, goode furnichure, piktures, cloks and ornamentals.

Aske for Jas. Baron, at the Sign of the Feathers on Chepeside.

Anythinge bawt or solde. No Questyons Askd.

Printed by Thos Milbourn of St Martin le Grand

Personally, Chaloner thought that Thos Milbourn should have advised his customer to reword the last part, as it screamed of criminality. A little editing for spelling would not have gone amiss either. He started to hand it back, but Gabb indicated that he should keep it.

‘You might want something yourself one day,’ he said. ‘And if you do, tell Mr Baron that you was sent by Gabb and Knowles, because then you will get a better price, and we will get what is known as a commission.’

‘Of course, we are unimpressed that Mr Baron treats with Dunkirk House,’ said Knowles, nodding towards Clarendon’s stately pile with considerable disapproval. ‘Cromwell worked hard to get that port off the French, and Clarendon was wrong to sell it back to them.’

‘He let them bribe him,’ stated Gabb with such authority that anyone listening might have been forgiven for thinking that he had been there when it happened. ‘He sold it out of self-interest.’

‘Is that so,’ said Chaloner flatly, thinking they had no right to denigrate the Earl when they worked for a man who offered to buy and sell property of debatable provenance.

Gabb nodded. ‘Of course! How else could he afford this fine house? Or do you think he earned it all from being Lord Chancellor?’

Chaloner agreed that the Earl’s current post was unlikely to generate sufficient income to fund an expensive project like Clarendon House. However, his employer’s finances were not for discussion with delivery men, so he led them to the back of the building, where such goods were received.

Because the Earl wanted his new home to be at the forefront of fashion, he had hired a man to ensure that it never lagged behind. John Neve was a thin, harried perfectionist whose finicky attention to detail was likely to drive him to an early grave. He was an upholder, which meant he was not only qualified to fit furniture with material, but was also an expert in interior design. He was waiting at the door, and gave a relieved smile when he saw the curtains.

‘Good,’ he said, waving them inside. ‘That is the seventh pair. Two more to come.’

‘No, these are the last,’ said Gabb, dropping them on the floor and mopping his sweating face with a grimy sleeve.

‘Nonsense,’ said Neve impatiently. ‘There are nine windows in the Great Parlour, and I ordered a set of curtains for each. I am unlikely to have miscounted.’

Gabb shrugged. ‘Take it up with Mr Baron. Lord! It is hot for such labour. Would you happen to have a cup of cool ale for two tired and thirsty men?’

‘No, I would not!’ cried Neve indignantly. ‘And certainly not until you have brought everything that we paid for. Well? What are you waiting for?’

Chaloner was amazed by how much Clarendon House had changed since he had left. Then, it had been lavish, but now it was unashamedly ostentatious. Every wall was hung with priceless paintings, sculptures abounded, and ceilings and doors had been slathered in gilt. It was more opulent than White Hall by a considerable margin, and he wondered what the King thought about being upstaged by his Lord Chancellor. The two no longer enjoyed the easy relationship they had once shared, mostly because His Majesty disliked being treated like an errant schoolboy, and the Earl deplored the merry monarch’s licentious lifestyle. Moreover, the King did not have as much money as he thought he should, and Clarendon’s brazen affluence was bound to rankle.

‘I am glad to see you back, Chaloner,’ said Neve, once the curtains had been toted upstairs and he and Chaloner were watching them being unrolled ready for hanging. He looked tired and out of sorts. ‘You have been missed.’

‘I have?’ asked Chaloner doubtfully. ‘By whom?’

‘By the Earl. His suppliers have been causing problems, as you just saw, and he says almost every day that he wishes you were here to sort them out.’

‘Oh,’ said Chaloner despondently. He had been a very good intelligencer during the Commonwealth, and his analyses of enemy shipping and troop movements had earned him praise from princes and generals. But the Earl wanted him for handling awkward traders!

‘It is important,’ Neve assured him earnestly. ‘He will not be happy until his Great Parlour is perfect, and he will be furious when he learns he is still two pairs of curtains short.’

‘Perhaps you should buy them from someone else,’ suggested Chaloner, thinking of the blatantly felonious notice in his pocket, and sure the Earl would not approve if he knew what manner of ‘linen-draper’ his upholder had engaged.

‘Why should we, when we have paid for these?’ said Neve crossly. Then he noticed Chaloner’s less-than-sartorial appearance, and his eyebrows shot up. ‘Lord! If you intend to see him today, you had better come to my office while I sponge off your coat. And when was the last time you shaved?’

Chaloner ran a hand over his jaw, and was startled by the amount of stubble there. No wonder the likes of Gabb and Knowles had regaled him with details of their master’s dodgy dealings! He must look thoroughly disreputable.

He followed Neve down two flights of stairs – so as not to spoil the fine symmetry of the house’s façade, all the rooms allocated to the staff were below ground level – and through a maze of dim corridors to the upholder’s chamber. It was near the buttery, and smelled of bad milk. It was barely large enough for the desk and two chairs that were crammed into it, and every available surface, including the floor, was covered in plans and receipts.

Within moments, they were joined by Thomas Kipps, the Seal Bearer, a bluff, friendly man who, unlike most of the Earl’s household, did not care that Chaloner had sided with Parliament during the wars. He always wore the Clarendon livery of blue and yellow, and was never anything less than immaculately attired. His duties were minimal, and involved standing around at ceremonies with as much pomp and dignity as he could muster.

He took one look at Chaloner and called for soap and hot water. While Chaloner shaved and removed the more obvious dirt from his face and hands, Neve set about the mud-spattered coat with a damp cloth. Kipps perched on the table and regaled them with Court gossip.

There was a lot of it, because White Hall was a lively place with many flamboyant characters, and someone was always sleeping with someone else’s wife. Then there was the usual gamut of rumours – an imminent Dutch invasion, omens predicting disaster, and one that claimed bankers were embezzling their depositors’ money.

‘And are they?’ asked Chaloner.

Kipps shrugged. ‘Probably. They are a dishonest rabble, interested in nothing but making themselves richer. Personally, I consider them a curse, and wish them all to the devil.’

From that, Chaloner surmised that Kipps was in the same boat as Hannah apropos finances.

‘I doubt Satan will want financiers in the dark realm,’ said Neve acidly, pointing at Chaloner’s boots, to remind him to scrape off the mud.

Kipps laughed and turned to another subject. ‘Clarendon will be pleased to see you, Tom, but I doubt he will show it. He is irascible at the moment.’

The Earl was always irascible as far as Chaloner was concerned, and although the spy had proved himself loyal on countless occasions by saving his life, reputation, money and family, it was never enough. The Earl needed Chaloner to help him stay one step ahead of his many enemies, but deplored the necessity, and treated him with a disdain that bordered on contempt – he had awarded him the title of Gentleman Usher purely so it would look more respectable in the household accounts. The dislike was fully reciprocated, and Chaloner would leave the Earl’s employ without hesitation if another opportunity arose. Unfortunately, it was unlikely that one would.

‘He will be pleased,’ agreed Neve. He glanced at Kipps. ‘I was just telling Chaloner that he might be asked to speak to Baron – those curtains were ordered weeks ago.’

He stood back to assess his handiwork with the cloth. Unfortunately, even sponged clean, Chaloner’s travelling coat was not something that should appear in the august company of lord chancellors of England.

‘Baron is a scoundrel,’ averred Kipps. ‘You should never have done business with him.’

Neve was annoyed by the censure. ‘He was the cheapest, and the Earl told me to cut costs.’

‘He is only the cheapest if he actually supplies what he promised,’ Kipps pointed out caustically. ‘Have you heard of him, Chaloner? He was the chief henchman of a very corrupt banker called Wheler, but when Wheler was stabbed two months ago, Baron took over the criminal side of his operation. He is now known as the King of Cheapside.’

Chaloner raised his eyebrows. ‘I am sure the Earl’s enemies will be delighted to learn that he buys goods from felons.’

‘Baron is not a felon,’ snapped Neve irritably. ‘He has never been convicted of a crime.’

‘Not yet, perhaps,’ harrumphed Kipps. He turned back to Chaloner. ‘And if the Earl does order you to treat with the fellow, I recommend you take your sword.’

Chaloner was grateful for the warning. The Earl had a nasty habit of sending him into dangerous situations armed with only half a story, so he appreciated Kipps’s concern.

‘This is a peculiar headpiece,’ said Neve, picking up Chaloner’s hat and beginning to slap the dust from it. ‘It looks as though it is made of cloth, yet the crown is as hard as steel.’

‘It is steel,’ replied Chaloner. It was a gift from a Spanish lady he had once loved, and had saved his life on more than one occasion, protecting him from sly blows, and even an attack from a persistently violent gull. ‘I always wear it when I travel.’

‘Very wise,’ said Kipps. ‘Incidentally, Secretary Edgeman has just arrived with this month’s payroll. Claim yours now – he ran out of money last time, and some of us were obliged to wait two weeks before we were given what we were owed. There is a shortage of coins at the moment, because of the rumour about the bankers mismanaging their clients’ funds.’

‘It is probably untrue, but people are withdrawing their cash at a tremendous rate.’ Neve snickered spitefully. ‘The faint-hearted fools think it is safer under their beds.’

‘Then I imagine burglars will be pleased,’ said Chaloner. ‘Large sums of money under beds is always a boon for them. It is the first place they look.’

Kipps regarded him in alarm. ‘Really? I had better move mine somewhere else, then.’

For all his faults, the Earl of Clarendon worked hard, and was always either at his offices in White Hall, or the grandly named My Lord’s Lobby in Clarendon House, surrounded by papers that represented affairs of state. My Lord’s Lobby was a frigid, marble monstrosity with windows that looked out across what would eventually become a park, but that was currently an expanse of weed-infested mud.

The Earl had always been plump, even when he had shared the King’s exile on the continent and regular meals had not been guaranteed, but high office and a sedentary lifestyle had combined to make him fatter still. He was balding under his luxurious blond wig, and the profusion of lace at his throat accentuated rather than concealed his flabby jowls. He favoured a T-beard – a thin moustache on the upper lip with a tiny sprout of hair on the chin below – and even at leisure, he liked to wear the elegant robes that marked him as Lord Chancellor. It was a vanity that his many enemies loved to mock.

‘There you are at last,’ he said coolly, when Chaloner knocked on the door and walked in. ‘I was beginning to think you had abandoned me these last few weeks. What took you so long?’

‘The Hull rebels were not dangerous, sir,’ Chaloner explained, supposing the letters he had written outlining the situation had not been read, ‘but it still took a while to root them all out. Here is the sheriff’s report.’

The Earl tossed it, unopened, on to the table, where Chaloner suspected it would suffer the same fate as his missives. ‘Did you visit your uncle’s kin when you were in the north?’

Chaloner hailed from a very large family. His father had had twelve siblings, and his mother nine. Most had married, some more than once, so he had enough relations to populate a small village. However, none lived near Hull.

‘My uncle, sir?’ he asked cautiously, not sure why the question was being put.

‘The regicide,’ snapped the Earl. ‘Your namesake.’

This was a sore subject. Thomas Chaloner the elder had been one of the fifty-nine men who had signed the old king’s death warrant, which impressed diehard Parliamentarians, but that had earned his family the eternal hatred of Royalists. The younger Chaloner had been a teenager at the time, powerless to influence events one way or the other. However, he had never thought that executing a monarch was a very good idea, and deplored his kinsman’s role in the affair. His uncle had died in Holland several years before, but his radical politics still continued to haunt the surviving members of his family.

‘I have not seen my cousins in years,’ replied Chaloner warily. ‘And—’

‘They live in Yorkshire,’ interrupted the Earl, and added pointedly, ‘Near the alum mines.’

The Guisborough alum mines were the reason why the Chaloner clan had sided with Parliament in the first place. His grandfather had discovered rich deposits of alum – a mineral used for medicine and dyeing – on his land, and had turned them into a profitable business. This had attracted the envious attention of the old king, who had promptly decided to take them for himself. It was brazen theft, and the family had never forgiven the outrage, although Chaloner thought it was time the matter was forgotten – there was no point brooding over something that had happened so long ago and that was unlikely ever to be rectified.

‘Yes, they do,’ he conceded guardedly. ‘But the mines are nowhere near Hull.’

The Earl regarded him balefully, and Chaloner felt a stab of alarm. While he disliked working for the man, he could not afford to be dismissed, especially now that Hannah had debts to pay off. ‘They did not support the insurgents?’

‘Of course not! My family do not involve themselves in politics these days. We are all tired of rebellion, and none of us want more of it.’

‘Buckingham claims otherwise,’ said the Earl with a grimace. ‘But he does not like you, and I should have known better than to believe him.’

Chaloner’s last London-based investigation had caused the Duke some embarrassment, so he was not surprised that the nobleman had avenged himself with a few spiteful stories. ‘The sheriff has included a complete list of rebels with his letter,’ he said, nodding towards the table. ‘You will see that none of my family are on it.’

‘Good. I could not have kept you on if your kin were plotting to overthrow the government. Which would have been a nuisance, as there is something I need you to do for me.’

‘Talk to Baron about your last two pairs of curtains,’ predicted Chaloner heavily.

Neve had reported the shortfall before the spy had been granted an audience, and it had been impossible not to hear the angry tirade that had blasted through the closed door.

The Earl nodded. ‘I want them delivered tomorrow at the latest.’

Chaloner had a sudden vision of his flamboyant, accomplished uncle, and was glad he would never learn what his nephew was reduced to doing for a living. He would certainly be unimpressed, and perhaps even ashamed. It was not an easy thought to bear.

‘Are you sure it is a good idea to do business with Baron, sir?’ he asked, aiming to duck the assignment. ‘He is almost certainly a criminal.’

The Earl gaped at him, and Chaloner could tell his shock was genuine. ‘A criminal? No! Neve told me that he is a linen-draper.’

Chaloner pulled the card from his pocket, feeling it was ample evidence of the kind of operation that Baron ran. The Earl read it, then handed it back.

‘I suppose he does sound a little unethical,’ he conceded. ‘I should have known that three thousand pounds was rather too cheap for such fine quality material.’

‘Three thousand pounds?’ Chaloner was stunned. It was an enormous sum and not cheap at all – at least four hundred times what the average labourer earned in a year. ‘For curtains?’

‘They are brocade,’ said the Earl, as if that explained everything. ‘I suppose you had better visit the man, and make it clear that the purchase was made by my upholder, not by me. I shall deny any involvement with him, should anyone ask.’

‘Very well,’ said Chaloner, wondering how to do it in such a way that the villainous-sounding Baron did not immediately scent an opportunity for blackmail.

‘But before you offend him, make sure our order has been delivered in full. Those curtains go beautifully with my new carpets – red with a hint of gold.’

Chaloner regarded him askance. ‘It might be wiser to end the association at once, sir, before it causes you problems.’

‘But no other linen-draper has that particular shade, and my wife has set her heart on it. I must have them.’

‘As you wish.’ Chaloner was careful to keep his voice neutral, but was unimpressed that his employer should persist with the arrangement when it was clear that it should be terminated immediately. Moreover, Lady Clarendon was a sensible woman, who would place her husband’s political safety above the colour scheme in her Great Parlour, so it was almost certainly the Earl who was determined to have the things. And it was reckless.

‘I do wish, Chaloner,’ said the Earl sharply, as if reading his thoughts. ‘I cannot undo the fact that my household has done business with Baron, and my enemies will attack me for it anyway, so I might as well have what I have paid for.’

‘But it will be easier to defend yourself if you can claim that you renounced the association the moment you learned that Baron might not be entirely respectable.’

‘I have learned nothing of the kind, Chaloner,’ snapped the Earl crossly. ‘Or will you stand in a court of law and bear witness against me?’

Chaloner might, as he disliked the notion of lying under oath, but fortunately the Earl did not expect an answer, and only stared across the desolate, muddy expanse of his garden, stroking his chin thoughtfully.

‘I think you had better investigate Baron for murder,’ he said eventually.

Chaloner blinked his surprise. ‘Murder, sir?’

‘He was in the employ of a banker named Dick Wheler, who was stabbed to death. If I arrest Baron for the crime, no one can accuse me of anything untoward in my relationship with him.’

Chaloner suspected the Earl’s enemies would see straight through such a transparent ruse. Moreover, once in custody, Baron was likely to tell all and sundry about his dealings with the Earl, if not in an effort to wriggle out of the charges levelled against him, then for spite. The whole notion was absurdly flawed, but the Earl continued speaking before Chaloner could say so.

‘The Spymaster General investigated Wheler’s killing, but failed to catch the culprit.’

He referred to Joseph Williamson, who had the unenviable task of running the country’s intelligence network – unenviable, because not only did Williamson now have a war to concern him but also because the monarchy was still weak and half the country would rather have a republic. Plots were rife, as Chaloner’s recent foray to Hull attested.

‘Did he have any particular suspects?’ asked Chaloner, seeing from his employer’s growing enthusiasm for the plan that he was not going to be dissuaded. There was no choice but to do as he was instructed – and hope the affair did not end in disaster.

‘Oh, yes, dozens! That was the problem. Wheler was hated by his clients for his rapacity, and by his fellow bankers because he was richer than them. And Baron benefited greatly from his death, so he was on the list as well.’

‘Lord!’ muttered Chaloner. He recalled what Kipps had said: that Wheler had been killed two months ago. How was he supposed to catch the culprit after so much time had passed, especially given that the crime had already been explored by the authorities?

‘And there is one last thing,’ said the Earl. ‘On Friday, three days ago now, a Frenchman named Georges DuPont became ill in a house at the junction of Drury Lane and Long Acre.’

Chaloner knew the building, because he rented rooms on Long Acre – a safe place to hide was useful in his line of work. It was also somewhere he could play his bass viol, or viola da gamba, as Hannah did not like him doing it at home.

‘Despite his sickness,’ the Earl went on, ‘DuPont was able to stagger to a tenement in Bearbinder Lane, which is an alley off Cheapside. He died there a few hours later.’

‘Died of what, sir?’

‘That is what I want to know, and it is important, because he was a spy. He was introduced to me by a mutual acquaintance – a person who then reported DuPont’s suspicious demise.’

‘What mutual acquaintance?’ asked Chaloner warily. His employer rarely dabbled in espionage, but when he did, naivety and ineptitude invariably led to trouble. It was possible that DuPont’s death was the Earl’s fault, simply by virtue of his inexperience in such matters.

‘I cannot tell you,’ replied the Earl haughtily.

Chaloner suppressed a sigh: looking into the matter was going to be a challenging business if he was unable to question key witnesses. ‘What kind of spy was DuPont?’

The Earl frowned. ‘There are different types?’

‘I mean was he one of ours? Or was he an enemy agent, working for the French?’

‘He was French, as I said, but he was going to supply intelligence for us. On the Dutch.’

‘You mean he was one of Spymaster Williamson’s people?’

‘He was mine,’ replied the Earl loftily, then grimaced. ‘Or he would have been, had he lived. That is why I want you to find out what happened to him. His death is a serious blow, as we are in desperate need of the kind of information that he offered to provide.’

‘Quite,’ pounced Chaloner. ‘Which is why it is imperative that I speak to the person who brought him to you.’

‘Impossible! I promised him anonymity. Have you heard about poor George Morley, by the way? The Bishop of Winchester? He is one of my closest friends, as you know.’

‘He is not dead?’ asked Chaloner, alarm overriding the irritation he felt for the abrupt change of subject. He liked the gentle-spoken churchman, and he did not take to many of the Earl’s cronies, as they were all much of an ilk – pompous, dull and censorious.

‘Worse – he is in debt. Yet he is in august company. The Lord Mayor is also in trouble, and so is Prince Rupert. Apparently, their bankers have recalled monies that are owed.’

‘Recalled them?’ queried Chaloner, thinking of Hannah’s plight. ‘Or sold them to other financiers, so that the loans can be renegotiated at disadvantageous rates to the borrower?’

‘I see you are familiar with the tactics of these leeches. They should be ashamed of themselves. Damned vultures!’

‘Do you know anything about a vulture named Rich Taylor?’ asked Chaloner, supposing he might as well learn as much as he could about the man who now owned Hannah’s debt.

‘He is current Master of the Company of Goldsmiths, and a widower with three grown sons named Evan, Randal and Silas. He was great friends with Wheler – the man whose murder I want you to explore – and he has copied Wheler’s more unscrupulous but successful methods. However, I hope you do not learn that he is the killer, because he will not like it.’

‘Few murderers do.’

‘Well, Taylor will be angrier than most, because he has so much to lose. He married his son Randal to Wheler’s widow, and has thus united the two houses in a vast financial empire. Raw power is why he can do what he likes with his clients, and no one dares stop him. If you have to question Taylor about Wheler, I recommend you tread with care.’

Chaloner invariably felt low after interviews with his employer, and that day was no different. Why did the Earl refuse to reveal who had put him in contact with DuPont? Moreover, he was not looking forward to tackling Baron, suspecting the man would object to being ordered to provide two more pairs of curtains and then dissociate himself from his prestigious customer. And how was he to solve a two-month-old murder that the Spymaster General, with all his myriad resources, had been unable to crack?

But it was a pretty afternoon, with soft white clouds dotting a bright blue sky, and the sun was shining. It was good to be home, and he felt his spirits lift as he savoured the familiar sounds of the city – iron-shod wheels and hoofs on cobbles, the cries of street vendors, the clang of church bells. He slowed to a saunter, enjoying the hectic bustle after the damp stillness of the country, and stopped to buy a venison pastry from a pie-seller. It was surprisingly good, and a definite improvement on army rations in Yorkshire.

He went to Long Acre first, feeling that exploring the death of a spy was the most urgent of the tasks he had been set. The street had once been fashionable, but had grown seedy since the Restoration, its houses redolent of better times. Many were architectural gems, but their timbers were rotting, their shutters needed paint and their roofs leaked. The whole area smelled of bad drains, fried onions and manure.

Chaloner’s garret was in the middle of the row, but there was no reason to visit it that day, so he continued on to the building where DuPont had been taken ill. He knocked on the door, but an elderly man from the alehouse next door informed him that everyone had gone cockfighting. Chaloner wrinkled his nose in distaste. He liked birds, and considered that particular ‘sport’ an affront to decency.

‘Did you know a resident here named Georges DuPont?’ he asked.

‘Not really. You know he died recently? Dr Coo came to tend him when he was ill. That man is a saint. Have you met him? He lives at the Sign of the Bull on Cheapside, near the Standard. He might be able to answer your questions.’

It was a fair walk, but Chaloner did not mind reacquainting himself with the city. As he went, he overheard snatches of conversation from passers-by. There was a lot of silly talk about the Dutch, the kind of nonsense that always circulated during a war – the enemy roasted babies on spits, slit the noses of children and assaulted pregnant women. Then there were tales about the King’s debauches and the fecklessness of his courtiers. Chaloner rolled his eyes. Nothing had changed since he had been away.

When he arrived at Cheapside he stopped for a moment to survey it. It had the Royal Exchange and the market known as the Poultry at one end, while the great gothic mass of nearby St Paul’s Cathedral presided over the other. It was wide, spacious and full of the smells of the trades that were practised in the adjacent lanes – the bakers in Bread Street, the dairymen in Milk Street, and the darker, ranker stench of hot metal from Ironmongers’ Lane.

The Standard, a tall structure containing a cistern, stood in the middle of the road, about halfway down. A spiral staircase led to the balustrade on its roof, and there was a fountain at street level – an uninspiring series of spouts that emptied into troughs to provide water for locals. Cheapside was punctuated by churches – mighty St Michael le Querne, followed by St Peter Westcheap with its lofty steeple, stocky All Hallows, St Mary le Bow and its noisy bells, pretty St Mary Colechurch and at the far end, bustling St Mildred Poultry and St Mary Woolchurch.

Chaloner began to look for the Sign of the Bull, but had not gone far before he became aware of a rumpus. The south side of Cheapside, particularly west of the Standard, was the domain of the goldsmith–bankers, and fine carriages with matching horses were not an unusual sight. One had pulled up outside the White Goat Inn, where it promptly attracted unwanted attention – stones were lobbed by apprentices, and its driver was struggling to keep the animals from bolting.

‘Serves them right,’ muttered a butcher to a companion as he watched. ‘I hate bankers.’

‘So do I,’ agreed the friend. ‘They have far too much money, which is an affront to the poor; and they lend it out at shamefully high rates of interest, which is an affront to us. They—’

He stopped speaking when the carriage door was flung open and a man climbed out to stand glowering with his hands on his hips. He was fashionably dressed with deep-set, dark eyes in a haughtily handsome face, and although he was not very large, there was something about him that commanded attention. The apprentices promptly dropped their stones and slunk away, while the two butchers, evidently afraid that he might have heard their remarks, were not long in following. Chaloner marvelled that a simple scowl should have such a dramatic effect.

As the man was a banker, a trade he was going to have to investigate if he was to learn what happened to Wheler, Chaloner ducked into a doorway to observe unseen. He watched the fellow turn to help a woman alight from the coach. She was considerably younger, and jewels glittered in her hair, and on her earlobes, neck, fingers and wrists. Her skirts were so richly embroidered that he suspected they cost more than he earned in a year, and her shoes were tiny and ridiculously impractical. Yet not even all her finery could make her pretty, and her small, sharp-eyed face immediately put him in mind of a ferret. Moreover, there was an arrogance in her demeanour that was distinctly unattractive.

Once she was out, the third and final occupant of the coach clambered down: a man remarkable only in that he wore no wig – his long yellow hair, which was as fine as a baby’s, lay greasily across the top of his head. He was portly, and like virtually everyone else in the city, he had a narrow moustache of the kind currently in vogue at Court.

Unfortunately, Chaloner was not the only one who aimed to stay out of sight, and he started in surprise when a man and a woman joined him in his hiding place. The man had one of the surliest faces Chaloner had ever seen, while the woman was giggling like a schoolgirl, even though she and her companion were in their fifties.

‘Forgive us,’ she chortled, while Chaloner struggled to extricate his foot from under the man’s boot. ‘We do not want to be spotted by Mr Backwell either.’

‘Backwell?’ queried Chaloner, thinking to have stern words with the financier who had sold Hannah’s debt and put her in such an uncomfortable position. ‘Which one is he?’

‘You do not know?’ asked the man. ‘Then you must be the only fellow in London who does not recognise one of the richest people in the city! He is the one who stepped out last.’

‘He is organising an outing for tomorrow evening,’ confided the woman. ‘He will want us to join him, but we would rather stay at home. We have music planned, you see.’

‘Music,’ sighed Chaloner wistfully, questions temporarily forgotten. It was his greatest love, his refuge when he was confused or unhappy, and little gave him more pleasure than playing his viol. There had been scant opportunity for such pastimes in Hull, and he had missed them badly.

‘We aim to sing airs by Dowland and Jenkins,’ she elaborated. ‘As long as Mr Backwell does not spot us, of course, in which case we shall be obliged to stand around and make awkward conversation with others who wish they were somewhere else. He feels sorry for us, unfortunately, and thinks he is being kind by including us in his invitations.’

‘But we wish he would leave us alone,’ said the man sourly. ‘Taylor does not bother with us any more, so why must Backwell persist?’

‘Do you mean Rich Taylor?’ asked Chaloner keenly. ‘The Master of the Goldsmiths?’

The man pointed at the handsome, charismatic fellow who had driven off the apprentices with a glare. ‘There he is – a man whose name suits his status, as he is indeed Rich Taylor, and has grown even more so since February.’

‘Because of the lady with him,’ explained the woman. ‘His daughter-in-law Joan, whose first husband was stabbed. She inherited a vast fortune, and formed an alliance with Mr Taylor by marrying his son. Their pooled resources created the biggest bank in London.’

‘Then her first husband must have been Dick Wheler,’ surmised Chaloner.

The woman nodded to the lane that ran along the side of the tavern. ‘He was killed over there, walking down White Goat Wynd. He was alone, as he assumed that no one would dare raise a hand against him, so he never bothered with guards.’

‘It is a lesson the other bankers have taken to heart,’ said the man with a smirk. ‘None take that sort of chance now. And they are wise to protect themselves, as there is no more hated profession than banking these days.’

Chaloner stared at the alley. It linked Cheapside with Goldsmiths’ Row, and there was nothing to distinguish it from any other passageway in the area. It was too narrow for anything bigger than a handcart, and comprised walls with a few well-secured gates. It would be very dark at night, so was the perfect place for an ambush.

‘We should introduce ourselves,’ said the woman. ‘I am Lettice Shaw, and this is my husband Robin. He was a goldsmith once, too.’

‘Thank God we are out of that dirty business,’ said Shaw, casting a disapproving eye at the elegantly clad group on the other side of the road.

‘Now we run a music shop instead.’ Lettice waved towards a nearby building that, while strategically placed to snag passing trade, was an unprepossessing place. ‘We have the honour of supplying instruments and books to Court, which is much more fun than high finance.’

‘And a good deal less fraught,’ agreed Shaw, his glum expression lifting slightly. ‘Would you like to see it, Mr…’

‘Chaloner – Tom Chaloner.’

The couple exchanged a glance. ‘Not Hannah Chaloner’s husband?’ asked Lettice.

Chaloner nodded cautiously. ‘Do you know her from Court?’

Lettice inclined her head. ‘She bought a flageolet from us last year.’

‘A silver one,’ added Shaw, a little pointedly. ‘With a jewelled case.’

Chaloner did not like the flageolet at the best of times, but it had taken on a particularly shrill quality in Hannah’s hands. Fortunately, she had soon tired of it, after which the thing had been tossed in a chest and forgotten. Then he looked from Shaw to Lettice, and groaned.

‘I suppose she neglected to pay for it.’

Hannah was not dishonest or especially forgetful, but she took her cue from her aristocratic colleagues, who were notoriously bad at settling their accounts. Chaloner was always amazed that tradesmen were willing to deal with them at all, and could only suppose that they were compensated for the inevitable lack of payment by the kudos accruing from being able to count so-called ‘people of quality’ among their clientele.

‘A matter of forty pounds,’ shrugged Lettice, looking away uncomfortably. ‘A mere trifle.’

It was a long way from being a mere trifle, and Chaloner did not have it to give them – and he doubted he would be able to raise such a sum very soon if he was obliged to satisfy Taylor first. He supposed he would have to dig the instrument out and see if they would accept it in return for a smaller repayment. Unfortunately, he recalled Hannah flinging it across the room in frustration at one point, while the jewels on the box had fallen prey to dishonest servants. A dented flageolet and a despoiled case were unlikely to be received with great enthusiasm, but Chaloner was desperate enough to try anything.

‘Hannah told us that you own alum mines in Yorkshire,’ said Shaw. ‘They are the only source of the stuff outside Rome, and thus a very lucrative concern.’

‘They are,’ said Chaloner, thinking the first King Charles would not have stolen them if they weren’t. ‘But I hope she did not offer them as collateral, because they have not belonged to my family for decades. And I have never been anywhere near them.’

‘Oh,’ said Shaw, frowning. ‘Are you sure? Only she told us that they earned you a fortune.’

‘Did she?’ Chaloner was unimpressed that she should have fabricated such a tale. ‘Well, I am afraid it is untrue. They belong to the Crown.’

‘No matter,’ said Shaw with a benign smile, giving Chaloner the distinct impression that they did not believe him. ‘I am sure she will bring us our money soon.’

‘My mother used alum to reduce her freckles,’ confided Lettice. ‘It is a very useful mineral. But do come and see our shop, Mr Chaloner. You will not be disappointed.’
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