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			Prologue

			17 September, 1656

			Westminster Abbey, State Opening of Parliament

			Boyes stared at the viola case, lying open upon the ground of the courtyard. It was scarcely credible. ‘A blunderbuss?’

			Cecil was defensive. ‘I’ll not miss him. Not with this. Not at close range. Besides, what else would you have had me bring? I could hardly have walked openly through the streets with a full-length musket hanging from my shoulder, not today.’

			Boyes lifted the weapon out of the case and examined it more closely. It was well made, certainly. The short, large-bore barrel was nicely turned, and the flared muzzle well proportioned for scattering the shot. One musket shot might miss a moving target, regardless of the skill of the marksman, but this would not, at close range. At close range. And therein lay the difficulty. A property closer than this house was to the east door of the abbey, from which Cromwell was shortly to emerge, could hardly have been found – its Royalist tenant had been happy enough to take off for his country estate well before today. But still there was the question of whether they would be close enough, and if they were not, how many innocents would suffer in the blast?

			Boyes glanced again at the scaffolding they’d hastily erected against the wall of the yard, on pretence of building work being done. It would be substantial enough for their purposes, and they would not be up there long. In all the security checks carried out for this state opening of Parliament, no one had thought it necessary to check a second time the house of the quiet-living old Royalist colonel. So much for the location. The means was another thing, but while the choice of weapon might leave something to be desired, Fish had assured him that Cecil was one of the best shots in England – at least one of the best that could safely be invited to join an enterprise such as this.

			The hubbub from the crowd outside had been building all morning, but within the walls of this small courtyard little was said between the three men. Boyes could feel a stillness in the air, a tightening in his stomach, such as they had all three known in the last hours before the commencement of a battle. On different sides, some of them then, but not now. This business had been a year and a half in the planning, first mooted in Cologne then agreed upon in Bruges. His mind went back to the small, smoky parlour of that house in Bruges, where an assortment of men who would never have thought to find themselves sitting at the same table, still less planning an undertaking such as this, had come warily together. Their plan would have its fruition within the next half-hour and they would go their separate ways again – Parliamentarians, Royalists, Levellers; men of so many different views and grievances, but they had all come to the one conclusion: Oliver Cromwell must die. What happened after that, only God knew.

			The King had not been told, of course; so unbounded a horror of assassination – even of this usurper – had the murder of his father given him that such schemes were no longer put before Charles Stuart. But the popular rising the young King so waited upon would not happen, not without the crisis that the removal of the tyrant would provoke. Mr Boyes knew this better than most. They would proceed without the King’s knowledge, and then Charles would be presented with the fait accompli, and act as a king must.

			Boyes studied ‘Mr Fish’ – or Miles Sindercombe, former Parliamentary soldier and now paid assassin, did his new London neighbours but know it. Fish had made all the preparations from his lodgings recently taken on King Street: selected the time, found the location, brought in a suitable accomplice in the form of Cecil. The presence of Boyes himself was not so much required for the execution itself, but for the aftermath. He would see to events in England, whilst others readied the King for his return to his kingdom.

			Boyes brought out his pocket watch and opened the casing. The hand of Chronos went slowly closer to the hour. It was almost time. They had been careful today to arrive at the house by the back entrance, and only after the Protector with his council and family had already entered the abbey. Attention would be turned elsewhere, and Cromwell and his party would discover, when they emerged, that the short walk from the east door of the abbey past Westminster Hall to Parliament House was not quite as they had expected it to be.

			Fish had begun to pace. ‘If we should fail . . .’

			‘We will not fail,’ said Boyes. But he had already considered their escape routes. They could choose to plunge themselves in to the mêlée and confusion that would surely follow on their success, or leave by the back way, down the narrow alley to the landing stairs and then the river, where a wherry waited, then quickly to Southwark.

			The hand of the figure on Boyes’s watch now pointed directly to the hour and he snapped the casing shut. ‘Now!’

			Cecil began to climb the scaffolding, turning to take the blunderbuss once he reached the top. Blunderbuss. Donderbus, as the Dutch had it: thunder gun. And what a thunder would sound through Europe, if Cecil should find his mark.

			Boyes could feel the excitement mounting in him, the old excitement, as he climbed the scaffolding behind Fish to take his place on the platform. From here, he could see Cromwell’s entire short route from the abbey to the hall. Beyond the hall to Parliament House he could not see, but that didn’t matter because Cromwell wouldn’t get beyond the hall. In the other direction, the crowd that had followed the Protector’s progression from palace to abbey was growing, starved of spectacle and eager to buy up the offerings of the numberless traders along their route. The taverns and alehouses of Westminster would be filled fit to burst today, in celebration of their Puritan lord and much-demanded Parliament. Boyes wondered how many of them had come seven years ago to gorge on the murder of their king, only to join in that dreadful groan when they saw the horror of what had been done. He did not wonder long, though, because suddenly the time for speculation was over: the great east doors of the abbey were opening. Their moment had come.

			Cecil needed no prompting. His weapon was loaded with shot, and his hand steady as he lifted it. Fish and Boyes scarcely breathed as the doors were fully pushed back and he emerged, first, Cromwell himself. Of course. Everyone should know that the honour and the glory of this moment were his, this black-clad kinglet. A band of gold encircled Oliver’s hat, lest any should doubt what they had really done in raising a fenland farmer to be their chief of men.

			Cecil glanced one last time at Fish for affirmation, but just as he lifted the gun to take aim, the crowd, which had been converging on the bottom of the abbey steps, surged forward, and Cromwell’s Life Guard was instantly around him, itself quickly engulfed by the tide of bodies. Fish cursed and turned to begin descending the scaffold, but Cecil stayed him. ‘A moment yet. There are gaps, and that gold band is a beacon through them.’

			‘He will be wearing a secret beneath the hat.’

			‘I know. I will make my mark lower.’

			Boyes began to believe that it might yet be possible and then, as Cecil raised his arm a second time, a figure, a mass on its own almost, pushed through the Life Guard from their side and placed himself between Cromwell and everyone to the left of him. The Protector, hat and band of gold and all, was completely obliterated from their sight.

			Again Fish cursed, but Cecil was angry now, and determined not to be deprived of his prey. ‘I’ll go through him,’ he said. ‘I’ll fell him and get to Cromwell anyway.’

			‘It’s Seeker, Cecil,’ said Fish wearily. ‘Damian Seeker. You won’t go through him and you won’t fell him.’ He turned away. ‘Oliver Cromwell will not die today.’

			Cecil made as if he would argue further, but Fish was no longer listening. Cecil lowered his gun and waited for Fish to reach the ground before passing it down to him and following. Only Mr Boyes did not go down immediately. He watched all the way, as the Life Guard and the procession pushed themselves through the crowd until the doors to Westminster Hall had been closed behind them and those of the crowd who had no good business being there were shut out. Boyes watched a moment longer, imprinting on his mind the dark mass, the huge form of the man who had come between Cromwell and retribution.

			Fish was calling to him from below, urging haste that they might get to the wherry before any chanced upon them here. But Boyes continued to look towards where Cromwell and his impassable guard had been. ‘There will be another day, Captain Seeker,’ he murmured before he, too, descended the scaffolding. ‘You and I will have another day.’

		

	
		
			One

			The Gaming House

			Six Weeks Later: End of October, 1656

			Thurloe shook his head and handed the paper back to Seeker. ‘We are drowning in such information. Agents in Paris, Brussels, Amsterdam, Cologne: every one of them hears something suspect of someone; every one of them writes of heated talk against the Protector. The continent is awash with disgruntled officers, Levellers, Royalists, Papists. We cannot chase down every piece of intelligence that comes our way. We have not the manpower. Corrobor­ation is required. This,’ he looked again at the paper Seeker had handed him a few moments before, ‘this “Fish” is not a priority. Should Stoupe in Paris confirm the report, we will act further upon it, but until that time we do not have the capability.’

			Seeker was not ready to be put off. ‘Stoupe is seldom mistaken, Mr Secretary, and he states that his information came from Bruges. It speaks of a Mr Fish in the area of King Street, suspected of plotting against the life of the Protector. It is not the first time I have come across the name.’

			‘Oh?’ Thurloe’s interest was piqued.

			‘Mr Downing’s clerk, Pepys, mentioned that name, more than once, in the days just before the opening of the Parliament.’

			‘Which was six weeks ago, and nothing attempted.’ Thurloe’s interest was gone. ‘I know of this clerk of Downing’s – he is too often in taverns and over-fond of groundless gossip. Intelligence, Seeker: what we deal in is hard intelligence.’

			Which is what this is, thought Seeker, looking again at the paper Thurloe had just put down.

			The Chief Secretary was weary. ‘We are inundated with intelligence. What cannot be corroborated must take its place behind what has been. This is but a rumour of a rumour. We cannot run around half-cocked at everything we hear – as well put Andrew Marvell in charge.’

			Seeker might have laughed at that, under other circumstances, but there was something in this he did not like the smell of. The source was a good one – he knew it, and the Secretary knew it too, were he not all but overwhelmed. But to countermand Thurloe’s orders was not an option: to blunder in where he had been told not to might upset operations of which Seeker was not even aware.

			Thurloe had almost reached the door when he turned and cast a wary eye at the great hound stretched out in front of the hearth and blocking almost all the heat coming from Seeker’s fire. ‘That has the look of the beast I have seen lurking about the gardens of Lincoln’s Inn, with the gardener’s boy.’

			‘It is, sir. Nathaniel is fearful it will wander into the city and fall foul of the ward authorities. The constables have been seized by one of their fits of vigilance and stray dogs are about as welcome as stray pigs to the good citizens within the walls at the minute.’

			‘Though less flavoursome, I’d warrant,’ said the Secretary, throwing the animal another grim glance before leaving the room.

			The door was hardly shut when the dog’s ears pricked up at the sound of a party of riders assembling in the courtyard below, and Seeker’s old sergeant, Daniel Proctor, calling instructions to his men.

			Seeker opened the casement and called down to Proctor. ‘What’s on tonight?’

			‘Gaming house. Bankside.’

			‘Right then.’ Seeker felt a surge of energy. He’d been sifting reports and papers for days, weeks even, and the air in the room had become as oppressive to him as a half-ton weight. He hadn’t been on a raid in two months. ‘Have them fetch my horse. I’ll be down in two minutes.’

			By the time he’d donned his cloak and hat, the dog was alert and already at the door. Seeker hesitated only a moment. ‘All right, come on then.’

			Late October and autumn was finally ceding its place to winter. Along the Thames, the city had begun to huddle in upon itself. More manageable, in the winter, thought Seeker. There was a different quality to the cold and dampness of the air, tempers flared less readily and the fear of pestilence receded for a while. The dog bounded ahead of the riders with their torches. The way down to the horse ferry was boggy like half the rest of Whitehall, its water courses knocked askew by rogue builders as London crept ever outwards. A fug of fog and sea coal hung over the river, and the lights of the hundreds of boats plying their trade, carrying passengers and goods from one place to another, gave it the appearance of a constantly shifting, many-eyed sea-serpent.

			The crossing to Lambeth was short and free of incident. The other watermen, whose mouths were often as foul as the silt over which they propelled their vessels, knew to give the ferry carrying Cromwell’s soldiers a wide berth. Landed at Lambeth Stairs, the horsemen turned northwards, and soon found themselves passing the eerie wastes of Lambeth Marsh. Across the river, the lights of Whitehall and the grand houses of the Strand glowed and flickered. Proctor shivered and even the dog was more alert as they made their way, shadowing the bend in the river, towards Bankside.

			‘Cold, Sergeant?’ asked Seeker, keeping his eyes trained straight ahead of him.

			‘The chill of the marshes,’ said Proctor. ‘Like having the souls of the wicked breathe on your neck.’

			Seeker did not mock the sergeant for his superstition. It was a godforsaken enough place by night. The occasional light twinkled from a lonely dwelling or some rag-tag line of cottages that had grown up, somehow, amongst the bogs and pools of the marsh. He didn’t stop to wonder what might drive a person to live there. Disappointment, a course of life gone wrong somewhere, misfortune passed down the generations. They always went to the depths or the edges. The lights and vice and heat of Southwark and Bankside, where the citizens of London had long chosen to indulge the excess of their natures in taverns, brothels and baiting pits, would give way to the misery of the Clink and the Marshalsea, waymarkers on the road to the desolation of the marsh itself. Seeker, too, shivered, and picked up his pace.

			Before too long, they were passing Cupid’s Stairs and the pleasure garden at the curve of the river, and the lights and buildings of Bankside came into view.

			Seeker turned to Proctor. ‘So where is it, then, this gambling den?’

			‘Old gaming house past Paris Garden, between the Bull Pit and the Bear Garden. Shut up long since, but we’ve had word that it’s come into play again – cards, dice, whatever they think is easily hidden. High stakes.’

			‘Any names?’

			‘One or two we’ve heard before – low-level Royalists, stay-at-homes, mostly. Nothing to exercise Mr Thurloe.’

			‘He’s got enough to exercise him as it is. But if they don’t come quietly,’ said Seeker, flexing the fingers of a gauntleted hand, ‘I’m just in the mood for a spot of housekeeping.’

			They began to pass houses and gardens, the sounds coming from doors and windows increasing the further along Bankside and towards London Bridge they got. Theatres boarded up, baiting arenas pulled down, the ‘Winchester Geese’, those long-protected women of the night, thrown a year since from their closed-down stews to mend their ways elsewhere, and yet the miasma of vice lingered. Regardless of the best efforts of the Protectorate, Bankside remained Bankside and Southwark Southwark.

			They crossed Paris Garden bridge to a track past the market gardens that backed onto St George’s Fields. Proctor brought them to a halt in front of a closed gate in a wall that ran the length of several tenements. Seeker dismounted with three of the men and they tied up their horses, whilst Proctor motioned the other three to turn up the long narrow alley leading to the front of the property. ‘Count of sixty,’ Seeker said.

			Proctor nodded and followed his men up the alley.

			At twenty, one of the men levered open the gate, splitting lock from wood. By forty, as the alarm was raised inside the house, the soldiers were past a range of outbuildings and halfway up the yard. At sixty, Seeker was smashing through the back door as the fleeing occupants ran into Proctor coming through the front.

			It was difficult to see much to start with. Apart from the embers in the hearth, the only light came from an oil lamp suspended over a square table covered in green baize cloth. The contents of an upended wine jug crept over the cloth and soaked the cards that remained there. Red hexagonal chips and small ivory markers spilled across the floor nearby. A wooden card-dealing box, its contents indiscriminately disgorged, lay on its side, and the distinctive frame of a Faro tally board, its edges shattered and its wooden buttons come to rest far across the room, had kept its last points. The few coins that the gamblers had not managed to scoop from the table as they fled glinted and dulled on the baize as the lamp swung above them.

			At the edges of the room, Seeker was aware of sofas, draped in shawls that he suspected would be a deal less luxurious than first glance suggested. The place smelled like a cross between a bordello and a chop house. It was likely both, but Seeker had not the time to consider it for now. Almost over to the front door, he shot out an arm and hauled the hindmost gambler back by the collar of his very fine green velvet coat. As he did so, he caught a flash of movement on the corner landing of the stairs to his left. He twisted his captive’s arm up hard behind his back and threw him down against the table, which overturned sending the remaining cards and coins scattering across the floor to land at the feet of two over-painted, under-dressed women cowering by the chimney piece. ‘Watch them!’ he shouted to the soldier who’d come in behind him.

			Seeker began to mount the stairs, moving quickly but carefully. A solitary torch burned in a wall sconce in the upper room. At the far end, a figure was desperately working at the latch of the window. At the very moment he caught sight of Seeker emerging from the stairhead, he hoisted himself up as if preparing to jump. Seeker was three strides into the room when the catch at last gave and the casement opened. His quarry had a foot on the ledge when Seeker drew his quillon dagger from his belt and let fly with it, pinning the flared sleeve of the gambler’s coat to the wall. Such was the man’s shock that before he had time to think or attempt to divest himself of the coat, Seeker’s hands were planted on his shoulders and turning him around to the accompanying sound of tearing silk and velvet.

			Seeker looked at the complacent eyes in the handsome face and shook his head. ‘I knew it,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘I just knew it.’

			*

			Ten minutes later, downstairs, the six gamblers, some of them bleeding from the nose or mouth and others nursing swelling eyes or fractured hands, had been manacled and the cart called to carry them the short distance to the Clink. The two drabs were still loudly denying that they were any such thing, even as they were being handed over to the ward constables for escort to the cellars of the White Lion, where they might spend the night with others of their sort. From the back yard came the noise of Seeker’s dog, barking.

			‘He’ll have chased down a fox or some such,’ said Seeker.

			‘He’s not the only one,’ said Proctor, cocking an eyebrow towards the righted table, to which Seeker’s quarry from the upper floor had been secured. ‘That one’s hardly out of the Tower five minutes.’

			‘I know it,’ said Seeker. ‘Barkstead must be going soft over there.’ They both started to laugh and then stopped. The Keeper of the Tower and Major-General for Middlesex was anything but soft. ‘I’ll have a word with this brave lad though, then I’ll haul him over to the Clink myself.’

			Proctor knew enough not to ask questions he didn’t need the answers to, and simply nodded before turning his attention to the loading of the other five prisoners on to the cart.

			Once they had gone, soldiers and prisoners all, and the broken door closed as well as it could be behind them, Seeker pulled out a chair at the card table and sat down. He picked up a card, the jack of spades, and turned it over in his fingers, casually examining it. ‘So,’ he said at last, without looking at the man opposite him, ‘want to start talking?’

			‘It was . . .’ the other man began. ‘You see, I mean I thought . . .’

			‘Thought?’ said Seeker, smashing the card face down on the table. ‘I doubt you thought at all! Mr Thurloe took you on at my word, my word. You were to keep a low profile, pass quietly amongst your Royalist friends, make connections with people of quality and influence. You were, under no circumstances, to draw attention upon yourself.’

			Sir Thomas Faithly, who had flinched slightly when Seeker’s hand had slammed onto the table, had recovered himself somewhat and attempted his accustomed easy smile. ‘I’m sorry, Seeker. I was . . . bored.’

			There was a terrible silence for a moment, broken only by the continued barking of the dog in the yard. Seeker considered letting it in, but didn’t trust himself not to set the beast on Thomas Faithly. He took a deep breath. ‘Bored? You were bored?’ The last word was enunciated with such disgust that Faithly’s smile evaporated on his face. ‘Are you missing the Tower then? Fun and games there, was it? Or are you hoping to slip back off to your old playmate, Charles Stuart?’ Seeker paused a moment, in an effort to calm himself. ‘I can’t believe I wasted my time or Mr Thurloe’s taking you down here from the North Riding last year. I should have left you with the major-general in York, and let him show you what happens to captured Royalist spies.’

			Faithly’s features tightened. ‘You know I’m not a spy, Seeker. Not for the Stuarts, anyway.’

			‘Well you’re proving yourself a worse than useless one for us.’

			Faithly made to move his hands, but was cut short by the set of manacles binding his wrists. He pulled his hands back. ‘I’ve only been out of the Tower two months, Seeker. These things take time. I’ve begun to make the connections Mr Thurloe asked me to, I’ve wormed my way into John Evelyn’s circle, for instance, tedious prig that he is . . .’

			Seeker snorted. ‘You mean he’s more on his mind than drinking and whoring.’

			Faithly flushed. ‘As do most of the King’s supporters. But no, Mr Evelyn never did seem quite at ease at Charles’s court at St Germains, and it has taken me long enough to counter the ill opinion he formed of me there. I’m beginning to make my way, make inroads into the trust of several persons of note, but for pity’s sake, Seeker, a man needs some diversion.’

			‘Indeed. And how do you think news of this “diversion” of yours will play out down Deptford way?’

			‘Down . . .?’ Faithly gave an uncomprehending shrug. ‘You mean at Sayes Court? Why should anyone at John Evelyn’s house hear about this? Is that not why you’ve kept me aside from the others?’

			Seeker regarded the man a moment, puzzled, and then realised what Faithly was saying to him. He let out a short laugh of disbelief. ‘What? You think I’m going to tidy this up for you, to make it go away?’

			‘But surely, Mr Thurloe . . .’

			‘Mr Thurloe? If word gets out, and it will – your companions there looked none too sober, or discreet – that you were taken in a raid here, but that I saw to it that you were let off whilst the others were sent to the Clink until such time as the Southwark magistrates took an interest in them, how long do you think it would take your fine friend Mr Evelyn to work out that you were in Mr Thurloe’s pay?’

			Seeker saw comprehension dawn on Thomas Faithly’s face.

			‘You’ll go to the Clink tonight. You’ll damn and blast me and all my works, you’ll tell them I gave you another hiding for trying to run from me.’

			At Faithly’s mildly alarmed look Seeker pulled a face. ‘You can pretend, can’t you?’

			Faithly relaxed a little and nodded.

			‘Most of all,’ continued Seeker, ‘you’ll keep your ears open. I’ll whistle up a magistrate and you’ll be out with a fine before tomorrow dinnertime. And you’ll keep your nose cleaner than old Lady Cromwell’s bonnet from now on, understand?’

			Faithly drew a heavy breath. ‘I understand.’

			‘Right,’ said Seeker, bending to undo the link securing Faithly’s ankle to the table leg, ‘we’ll see what’s bothering my dog and then you’re for the Clink.’

			*

			Outside, the fog from the river had made its way down the yard, but it took little effort to find where the dog’s barking was coming from. He was standing outside the door of a stone structure built against the far wall. Seeker briefly noted the strangeness of it: a stone outbuilding when the main property, like most of its neighbours, had been constructed almost entirely of wood. The dog’s hackles were up, but he wasn’t snarling as Seeker had sometimes seen him do with a cornered rat or other vermin.

			‘Stinks like a French butcher’s down here,’ said Faithly. ‘Must be a dead animal or something.’

			‘Probably,’ replied Seeker, passing the torch to Faithly before reaching down to calm the dog. Then he lifted his horseman’s axe from his belt and brought it down heavily to sever the padlock from the building’s wooden door. He pushed open the door and the dog bounded in ahead of him. That was when the snarling began. Seeker took the torch again from Faithly and stepped carefully inside, then he stopped.

			‘What is it?’ said Faithly, making to come in after him.

			Seeker shook his head. ‘Dear Jesus,’ he said at last.

			He took another step forward, past the dog, and held up the torch that Faithly might also see. A moment later, Thomas Faithly who had fought in the wars and seen men shot through by cannon, was staggering back out of the door to void the contents of his stomach in the yard.

			Seeker remained motionless, his eyes fixed on the floor at the far end of the outhouse. ‘Out, boy,’ he said at last.

			The dog gave off its low snarling and cast questioning eyes at its master.

			‘Out,’ Seeker repeated, and the animal slunk out.

			Still holding up the torch, Seeker took another two paces forward. There had been no doubt, from the moment he’d stepped in here, what he was looking at: a human being who had been half eaten. At closer quarters, it was clear that what lay mangled on the beaten earth floor, chained at the neck by an iron dog-collar to the wall, one arm torn wholly away, was the remains of a man. Seeker crouched down and brought the torch closer to the gory mess of bloody flesh, bone and rags.

			The legs were ravaged, the stomach all but gouged out, and half the face gone, but it was as if whatever had so savaged this man had reached its limits, been restrained somehow. The side of the face that was pressed against the dirt floor appeared to have been untouched, if spattered with blood, as was the remaining arm, also on that side. Seeker reached out and gently turned the head. The hair was sparse, and grey, as was the close-cropped beard. The skin was rough, and deeply lined, the horror-struck eye yellowed, as were the few teeth in the torn mouth. A man of between sixty and seventy years of age, he would have said. Seeker forced himself to look into that face a while, as if somehow to keep company with this nameless stranger in his last, terrible moments.

			A sound from the doorway took his attention and he turned around. It was Thomas Faithly, wiping his mouth. Faithly’s voice was hoarse. ‘What in God’s name is this, Seeker?’

			Seeker stood up, and cast around for a moment for a rag or some other scrap of fabric on which to wipe the muck and gore from the fingers of his gauntlet. He found none.

			‘It’s . . . a slaughterhouse, Sir Thomas. A man was killed here, chained up and slaughtered like a beast.’

			Faithly took a hesitant step in and then another. ‘Or by a beast,’ he said. ‘No human hand did this.’

			‘No,’ said Seeker, surveying again the mauled mess on the ground. ‘That you are right about, but when was the last time you saw an animal work a set of manacles?’ He held the torch up so that Faithly might see the collar by which the man was chained to the wall.

			Disbelief spread over Faithly’s face. ‘Someone left him here? To die like this?’

			‘Well, he didn’t do it himself,’ said Seeker, finally coming upon a piece of sacking, on which he wiped his gauntlet as best he could. ‘Push that door over and come and take a closer look.’

			Faithly shook his head. ‘I’ve seen enough.’

			‘I need you to tell me what you know of this man.’

			‘But I . . .’

			‘Just take a look.’

			Faithly swallowed and appeared to steel himself, before taking a couple of steps towards the body. Seeker held the torch up to illuminate the remainder of the man’s face. After first instinctively looking away, Faithly forced himself to look back. He bent a little closer, surveyed what was left of the body, then stood up. ‘I don’t know him.’

			‘Think. You’ve never seen him here before, never encountered him anywhere?’

			Again Faithly shook his head. ‘I’m good at faces, Captain. It’s in my interest not to forget who I might have come across before – I need to remember what side they think I’m on. I’ve never seen that poor devil in my life before.’

			Seeker let out a deep breath and straightened himself. ‘All right. Nothing more for you here tonight then. I need to get you to the Clink and get a guard on that door.’

			Faithly made no protest as Seeker reattached his manacles. There was no need, either, for him to feign weakness or injury from some pretended beating. So pale and shaken was he by what he had just looked on that none would doubt he had been the object of the captain’s special attentions. Seeker pulled the door to after them and commanded the dog to stay. No one would be able to enter the outbuilding until such time as he returned with extra men.

			As they were going back through the house to access Bankside from the front door, Seeker said, ‘I want the names of every man you sat down here with tonight – their real names, mind – and that of whoever owns this house. And you don’t breathe a word, to any of them, of what we found here. Understood?’

			‘Understood,’ said Faithly, his voice still hoarse.

			‘Good.’

			Nothing more was said between them as they made their way towards the gaol, the wash of the river on the shore a few yards away from them mingling with the usual sounds of human life drifting from the homes and taverns they passed, just as it must have done when a man was being mauled to death little more than a tenement’s length away. They had almost reached the base of the forbidding walls of the Clink itself when Faithly stopped.

			‘You’re going in, Sir Thomas,’ Seeker said.

			It was as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘What did that, Seeker?’

			‘What?’

			‘What manner of beast killed that man?’

			‘I think you know as well as I do.’ Five lines scored into the remaining skin. Claws. Rows of teeth marks punctured at either side by deep incisors – bites from a massive jaw.

			Thomas Faithly wasn’t really listening to him. ‘I’ve seen things. Sheep with their guts ripped out, animals savaged by wolves. A man once, but that—’

			‘It was a bear.’

			Faithly nodded. ‘But they’re all gone, surely?’ He contorted his brow. ‘They were shot months since, and the arena pulled down.’

			Seeker glanced back down the street to the site of the Hope Theatre, once the arena for the bear baiting that had entertained the godly citizens of London for so long, and now rubble, a building plot waiting to be cleared.

			‘It would seem that there’s one of them left,’ he said.

		

	
		
			Two

			A Holiday

			The bells were ringing eight and the fog was already clearing as Seeker once again crossed the river from Whitehall to Lambeth. Rather than go northwards this time, he rode over the bridge and past the sprawl of Lambeth Palace to take the road that skirted St George’s Fields. To the north, he could see smoke rising here and there from scattered dwellings on the marsh. It was not so sinister a place now as it had seemed last night, but there was something desolate about those cottages, all the same.

			He was hungry, but he didn’t slow his horse when the Dog and Duck inn, a mile or so out on the marsh, came into view. He’d come here once, with Maria, in those brief days when it had seemed possible that he might lead two lives – one as an officer of the Protectorate, the other as an ordinary man, in love with a lawyer’s sister. But Maria’s brother had been a lawyer of the radical element, as much acquainted with the inside of a prison cell as were most of his clients, and she shared her brother’s views. It had been a foolish delusion to think that he and she might love as any other man and woman, and they had both suffered for it.

			It had been a while since he’d let himself remember: they’d walked out to St George’s Fields and to the fort, left over from the first civil war. Maria and her brother had been amongst those citizens of London, men, women and children, who had marched out to the fields, dug trenches, and carried earth to throw up a string of defences to encircle the city and Westminster, protecting the capital from their own King. She’d told him how tired the work had made her, and how frightened she’d been, lying in her bed at night, listening for the alarum that would tell them the dreaded forces of Prince Rupert had breached the bulwarks. But the alarum had never come. Rupert had been ordered to stop before he got to London.

			The war was long over, but much remained of those defences, those ‘Lines of Communication’, the spirit of London’s people made manifest. Here, still overshadowing the inn, was the quadrant fort of St George’s. They’d explored it that day, he and Maria, while the dog had busied himself chasing wildfowl across the nearby ducking pond. Seeker had tried, for a while, to explain the fort’s features to her, as she’d teased and run around him and kissed him until at last he’d given the thing up as hopeless. But that had been over two years ago, in springtime, and now autumn was abandoning the land to winter, and one day what remained of the fort would be crumbled and gone.

			Closer to Southwark, the traffic increased once he turned on to the Newington Road. Carts and riders negotiated past each other with varying degrees of skill and patience as they made their way to London Bridge. Pedlars, merchants, soldiers, honest farmers and hopeful thieves, all streamed towards the city. Others were heading southwards to Surrey, Sussex, the coast, their city sojourn over or with new business to contract. Seeker wondered if amongst those passers-by was the one who had left a human being chained by the neck, helpless in the face of a savage animal. He wondered also where that beast was now, and how it was managed. The darkness of the night and lateness of the hour had not allowed for any but the most cursory search of the outbuildings at the gaming house for tracks or signs, but today he was determined he would go over every inch of the place.

			He was about to turn off up the back road to the market gardens when the driver of a cart, passing the windmill on Blackman Street, called out.

			‘Captain! Didn’t think to see you this far south!’

			Seeker knew the voice immediately but took a moment to understand that its owner could be here, and driving that cart. ‘Samuel! Didn’t think to see you beyond Cornhill!’

			The old man was already slowing to a stop, earning grumbles from a wagoner coming behind him. Seeker turned his horse across the road and brought it alongside Samuel’s cart. Already, the moment after he had recognised Samuel, he had spotted several other familiar figures, ranged alongside and behind the old Parliamentary soldier who kept the coffee house on Birchin Lane. There beside him was Gabriel, of course, the coffee-house boy, taken in off the street by Samuel and his niece years since. Behind them, on sacks of cloth got up as cushions, were a man and two women: the lawyer Elias Ellingworth who had finally, or so Seeker had heard, persuaded Samuel’s niece Grace to marry him, Grace herself, and the lawyer’s sister, Maria. Seeker could not help himself. The sight of her, in so unexpected a place and at so unexpected a time, deprived him of the ability to say anything further.

			The movement and the grumbles of impeded travellers continued all around them, but it was as if Seeker and the occupants of the cart had been suddenly silenced and frozen in that place. Every face in the back of the cart registered shock and then awkwardness. They all knew what was said to have passed between Seeker and Maria and they knew how badly it had ended. It was Samuel who at last broke the spell.

			‘Well, Captain, we haven’t seen you to take your draught down Birchin Lane in a good long day. Truth, we’ve hardly seen hide nor hair of you since you got back from the north, and I’m sure that must be ten months at least. Don’t tell me you’ve taken to drinking that muck I hear tell they’re serving up at the Rainbow?’

			Before Seeker could answer, Maria fixed him with a searing look. ‘Oh, no, Samuel. The captain doesn’t bother himself with coffee houses any more. I hear he prefers what’s on offer up at the Black Fox these days.’

			At this the boy Gabriel’s eyes widened, Grace blushed, and even Elias looked as if he might wish to silence his sister. Samuel cleared his throat. ‘Well, Dorcas always did keep a fine table, but I hope you know you’ll always be welcome at Kent’s, Captain, whatever else.’

			‘I do, Samuel,’ said Seeker, forcing himself to look away from Maria. ‘But tell me, what are you doing on the road at this early hour, and so far from home?’

			Samuel beamed. ‘It’s my girl’s birthday, and as you know, she don’t make a fuss of things like that, nor near enough fuss of herself in general.’

			At this his niece tried to chide him, but he wouldn’t have it. ‘No, I’ll say my piece. Best thing in my life you are, child, and by your next birthday you’ll be another man’s to care for, and not mine. And who knows where I shall be then? You shall have your treat and day out, and fuss made of you, and that’s that.’

			‘Your uncle’s right, Grace,’ said Seeker. ‘So where do you go?’

			‘Lambeth. Tradeskin’s Ark. To see the gardens.’

			‘And the curiosities,’ put in Gabriel. ‘Elias is going to take me and Grace and Maria round and explain them to us. They’ve got a mermaid and a unicorn and all sorts, Mr Tavener says.’ Then the boy gave a dramatic sigh and glanced furtively to his right. ‘Of course, Samuel won’t go in. Nothing in there Samuel hasn’t seen on his travels. Or so he says,’ he added in an undertone.

			‘I doubt there’ll not be much Samuel couldn’t tell you a tale about,’ said Seeker. Before returning to join in the struggle for Parliament, Samuel had fought all over Europe in the Protestant cause, and sacked a good few towns and private strongholds in his time. Samuel loved to tell a story, but Seeker knew that Tradescant’s collection of curiosities – ‘Tradeskin’s Ark’ – was displayed on the uppermost floor of a large house in Lambeth. It was the shattered left leg, almost lost to a Royalist’s musket, and not arrogance or indifference that would keep the old man outside in Tradescant’s garden whilst his family climbed those stairs. ‘No point in paying good money to see stuff behind glass cases when you’ve already seen the real thing, is there?’

			‘Quite right, Captain. Quite right. Besides, I doubt they’d allow the likes of me around so fine a place, money paid or not.’

			Seeker bent lower over his horse’s neck. ‘If John Tradescant or anyone else takes that line with you or yours, Samuel, you direct them to me.’

			The old man smiled. ‘Oh, I will that, Captain.’

			Seeker’s eyes drifted to Maria again. ‘You could do worse for your dinner,’ he said, ‘than the Dog and Duck by St George’s Fields. I have passed a happy hour or two there myself, though in better times.’

			The studied hostility left Maria’s eyes, though only for a moment, before she looked away.

			He didn’t know what else he could say now, in front of them all, or how he could say it. And then the opportun­ity was gone. ‘Oh, we’re to dine at the George, Captain, on Borough High Street,’ said Gabriel. ‘An old friend of Samuel’s, from the German wars, is come up from Sussex.’ Again he made a knowing face. ‘And then there’ll be some stories told.’

			Seeker laughed. ‘I don’t doubt there will be. And you mind and listen, Gabriel, for the next time I’m in Kent’s, I shall want to hear them.’ There was nothing more to be said that could be said there. He swallowed. ‘Well, I’d best get on.’

			Samuel nodded and set the placid carthorse in motion, and if any of them thought it strange that Seeker watched after them until they had trundled out of sight, none of them said so.

			*

			In the gaming-house yard, the men of the local watch were huddled around a brazier. They scrambled to attention when Seeker arrived. He nodded at them.

			‘Anything?’

			The older of the two shook his head. ‘Nothing. No one’s come near the place all night.’

			‘And round the back?’

			‘All’s still secure. I’ve made my rounds every quarter hour.’

			‘Right,’ said Seeker. Ignoring the disappointed looks of the men, who had thought they might be dismissed, he wrapped his sash around his mouth and nose before pushing open the door to the sound of scuttling vermin. What confronted him now was worse, somehow, than what had been illuminated the night before by the shifting yellow and red flames of his torch. In this harsh morning light, nothing could be softened, nothing hidden or even cast into shadow, nothing made to disappear by the simple expedient of moving his hand a few inches to the left or right, consigning the object beneath to darkness. It was all there, still, the unrelenting gore.

			He had given orders that the carcass should not be moved from its place chained to the wall, and that no one should be allowed access to the storage house until his return. Now, by the light of the opened door and from a window giving out over the market gardens behind, he looked again at the rust-stained assemblage of rags and human remains on the earthen floor. He crouched down, still keeping his sash muffled to his face, and examined the man’s clothing. Shreds of a russet woollen coat, moss-coloured breeches, brown woollen hose. A ripped doublet of hide that had once been tan. A linen shift whose original colour could hardly be determined. Boots flung asunder that looked to have walked many miles. All good, serviceable stuff, but nothing that spoke of luxury or wealth. The clothing of a solid yeoman, perhaps, or honest craftsman. He could see no hat.

			Seeker stood, the better to survey the whole space. In the far right-hand corner, beyond what was left of the man’s head, was a dark object which he had not noticed in the night. He circled the body and stooped to pick up the item – a long, soft cap trimmed in thick fur. It had a foreign look to it. Seeker considered again the knit of the woollen hose, the stuff of the jacket: these were an Englishman’s clothes. It was the hat that did not belong.

			‘Where did you come from, my friend?’ he asked. ‘And how did you end up here?’

			The earthen floor of the outhouse was soft in parts, and dry where the blood had not soaked into it. It bore the imprints of massive paws and claws, but they did not reach beyond the man’s head, and none were visible at the darker end of the outhouse, furthest from the door. The beast had reached its limit there. Seeker went back to the doorway to inspect the area around it, as he had not been able to do properly the night before. There, four feet from the ground, was the heavy iron link to which the animal must have been chained. He paced from there to where the prints stopped, a distance of about fourteen feet. He tried to determine how long the chain might have been, how large the beast it tethered, but gave it up. ‘Long enough,’ he said to himself. A man had been chained to one wall, an animal to the other, and they had been left to fight it out. The bear’s chain had been just long enough.

			He left, closing the door behind him. Again, the two men looked hopeful. Seeker started towards the house. ‘I’ll be back in half an hour,’ he said. The younger of the pair appeared to nudge the other.

			‘It is well past the time for the end of our watch, Captain,’ ventured the older.

			Seeker was already halfway up the yard. He stopped and turned round.

			‘I am acquainted with the hours of the borough watch,’ he said. ‘But this is business of the state you are employed upon, and you will wait here until two of my men arrive to relieve you. Or would you prefer to take your complaint to the major-general? He’s generally to be found across the river.’ Seeker tilted his head in the direction of the Tower and Major-General Barkstead. ‘I’m sure he’s nothing else to do with his time of a morning.’

			The two men shook their heads vigorously. By the time they had stopped apologising, Seeker was gone.

			Bankside was a different place by day. The seductive promises of easy virtue and cheap luxury from lit windows and doorways had given way to another sort of activity – the brisk work of clearing up and stocking up, making ready for another day’s profit. London might loom large across the river, its shoulders hunched as if squaring for a fight, but Bankside paid it little heed: there was the business of the day to be getting on with. Seeker could almost have approved.

			But then he turned his horse away from the river, down the side of the old Bear Garden. This was the other Bankside – half-hidden, a little beneath where decent men would walk. He made for Dead Man’s Place and then the Clink. Trickles of water crawled down walls to become rivulets amongst the cobbles, running not to the river or the city, but away, elsewhere, to elude and disappear and not be found. Southwark leaked, and the spirits of ages past clung with the moss to its stone walls and dank corners. It was a place where men could dissolve into nothingness, disappear.

			But Thomas Faithly had not disappeared: Seeker knew exactly where he was to be found. The gaoler who opened the narrow wooden door of the Clink to Seeker didn’t ask who he was there for, as he led him down the dimly lit stairs and into the narrow passageway beneath the stone arches that separated the cells. The stench here was almost as bad as at the open sewer running into the river at the end of Dead Man’s Place. Faithly and his five companions of the gaming house had been lodged in a small space at the far end of the passage. There was an almost animal shifting and grumbling from amongst the men when the warder turned the key to their cell. Thomas Faithly groaned in relief when he saw Seeker, earning astonished looks from his fellow prisoners. None of them could conceive of a situation in which they would be pleased to see Damian Seeker. Seeker shot Faithly a warning look. ‘Less of the wit,’ he said, ‘or there’ll be more of what you had last night.’ Thurloe’s turncoat Royalist agent made a show of shrinking back and turning his face towards the seeping wall of the cell.

			‘Right,’ said Seeker. ‘Up, the lot of you. I have something to show you.’

			The men looked at each other, a mix of panic and confusion on their faces, but none of them dared to speak.

			The spectacle of several well-dressed gentlemen, their fine clothes stained and stinking, emerging bleary-eyed from the Clink was hardly a novelty, and yet it gave pleasure to many honest folk by the riverside that morning, to say nothing of targets for the street urchins and apprentice boys spying the chance of a moment’s amusement. Jeers, catcalls and not a few malodorous missiles accompanied the party as it made its way from the prison to their gaming house back along Bankside. Seeker saw no need to come to the defence of individuals so profitless to the state.

			The confusion of the prisoners increased as they were marched into the gaming house and out again at the back door. The grumbling men of the watch had now been replaced by two of Seeker’s own men. The man at the front, his fine green velvet suit already streaked with vomit and other things that Seeker did not wish to determine, blanched even further and started to babble, digging his heels into the ground like a stubborn cur.

			‘No! We did nothing more than have a hand at cards, throw some dice a time or two. You cannot shoot us for that!’

			‘Keep moving, idiot, you’re not worth the powder,’ growled Seeker, as one of his men pushed the terrified Cavalier onwards.

			At the bottom of the yard Seeker stood in front of the door to the outbuilding. He had sworn Faithly to secrecy over what they had discovered there. ‘Were any of you down here last night?’

			There was much head-shaking. Seeker looked closely at each of Faithly’s five companions; none looked as if he was lying.

			‘Or at any time before?’

			Again outright denial.

			‘And did you witness anyone, perhaps leading a beast, enter this outhouse at any time yesterday?’

			Denial this time was accompanied by a degree of curiosity.

			‘Right,’ said Seeker. ‘I want you all to go in there, take a look at what you see, and then tell me what you know of it, whether anything about it is familiar to you.’ He turned to one of his men, whom he had known many years and knew to be of a strong stomach. He’d already told him what waited inside. ‘You come in with me, Gerald.’ To another he said, ‘Give us one minute and send them all in in a line, after us.’

			Inside, he asked Gerald to pick up some sacking from the corner. ‘We’re going to shield the body from their sight, and then, once they’re all in, reveal it.’

			Gerald didn’t ask, ‘Why conceal it at all?’ but Seeker could see the question pass briefly over his face.

			‘I want them all to see it at once. I want to get their reactions. See if any of them looks less surprised than the others.’

			But the actions of five of the men were all of a kind: shouts and groans of horror followed by retching and a dash for the door. The sixth man, Thomas Faithly, had come in last and averted his eyes as Seeker and his man lifted the sacking. He was the first to be back out of the door. Outside, his face was as grey as any of the others.

			Seeker waited a while until they’d finished vomiting, until the shaking had lessened, and then told them he wanted them back in, one at a time. Disbelief briefly displaced disgust on their faces.

			‘I want you to look at his face,’ said Seeker.

			‘Has he even got a face?’ said the one in green velvet.

			‘Enough of one. Come on, you first.’

			The man looked as if he might protest but then took a deep breath and offered no further resistance as Seeker led him back into the small building. And so it went on, five men brought in one by one, forced to look, taken out again. Five men denying they had ever seen the victim of the previous night’s atrocity. Thomas Faithly was the sixth. Once inside the small stone building and with the door closed, he turned his back on the body on the floor.

			‘What was said last night?’ asked Seeker.

			‘Nothing of any use – a lot of cursing about damnable luck and even more damnable spies, who’d sell a man out for a grubby coin.’

			Seeker couldn’t help but smile at that and Faithly’s eyes flashed anger. ‘I am talking about seedy wretches in taverns or street corners, reporting on innocent—’

			Seeker stopped him. ‘I’m not interested in your hurt pride. Had they anything to say about this?’ He thrust a hand towards the body on the floor.

			Faithly still refused to look again. ‘Nothing. Nor anything near it.’

			‘Right. There’ll be a justice of the peace to see to you by dinnertime. I’ve already paid the warder for your keep. You’ll meet me the day after tomorrow, early, the usual place and I’ll give you further instructions.’

			The luckless gamblers having been returned to the Clink until such time as the local justice had the leisure to attend to them, Seeker called at last for the cart to carry the bloodied remains of the dead man to the Westminster coroner, under whose jurisdiction they lay. Left alone in the now empty outbuilding, he thought again of the horrific scene that must have unfolded here only the day before. It made little enough sense, that a man could have been lured to such a place, unseen. It made even less that a wild beast of the size of one of the Bankside bears could have been brought here without being seen or heard. And yet it had happened, all of it. He determined on finding out who that man had been, and what it was in his life that had brought him to such a terrible end. The earth beneath where the body had lain was dark and sticky, and the bloody iron smell of it reminded Seeker too much of things he had encountered after battle and would rather forget. He would be glad to leave this place. He opened the door, and as he turned to take one last look around him, something light and insubstantial shifted slightly in the draught of air from outside. Seeker walked over to the edge of the stain on the ground beneath where the man had lain, and crouched down. The light and insubstantial thing was a small piece of paper, like a ticket or receipt. Off-white, it was stained a dull brown at the edge, where blood had soaked in before drying. He reached out a hand and gently lifted it from the earth, giving a slight tug where the bloodied part had stuck. Going over to the door, he held the paper up to the light. On it there was a rough stamp in the form of a clock face, and beneath it the letters ‘D.K.’ and the previous day’s date.

			‘I think you have left me a message, my friend,’ said Seeker, putting the scrap in his pocket and walking back out into the yard.

		

	
		
			Three

			The Yorkshireman

			Boyes checked that the door behind him was firmly bolted. ‘You are sure the information is good?’ he asked.

			Fish nodded. ‘Certain. I paid good money for it on the promise of more to come. All that is required of us is vigi­lance, and a little patience.’

			Boyes, who had had many occasions in his life to learn both, said nothing, but crossed to the window to look out over the Hammersmith street. Fish and Cecil had been lodged in the upper room of this coach house for over a week now, that they might further their enterprise. The street below was narrow, and entered on a bend just as it passed beneath their window. Fish appeared to know London’s every nook and cranny, and again, as had been the case on their previous attempt on the usurper’s life, he had chosen their vantage point well. Oliver was known to travel this way on occasion, on his journeys between Whitehall and Hampton Court. It would be a fine thing, thought Boyes, a fitting thing that Cromwell, who had mastered armies of thousands, only to descend to a life of luxury and idleness he had not been born to, should at last be brought low here, on this drab thoroughfare, as he trundled his way from one palace that was not rightfully his to another. Boyes pictured him in the carriage, imagined him looking out onto the street, where mortal men and women walked. Would he wave, Boyes wondered, Cromwell, as the carriage slowed to negotiate the narrow bend beneath them? Boyes would like to be there, on the street, watching the man in the carriage as Cecil released the catch on his contraption and opened fire. He would like to see the look on Oliver Cromwell’s face when he saw that it was him standing there.
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