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      Prologue

      
       Tangier, 4 May 1664

      
      William Reyner watched Lord Teviot lead the five hundred soldiers to their deaths. It would be easy to prevent the massacre
         – just gallop after the column and tell Teviot that more than ten thousand Barbary corsairs were lying in wait ahead – but
         he made no move to do so. A large amount of money was at stake, and that was considered far more important than the lives
         of mere warriors. Besides, Reyner had never liked Teviot: the man was a greedy fool, who should never have been appointed
         Governor of Tangier in the first place.
      

      
      He glanced around him. Tangier had come to England as part of Queen Katherine’s dowry, but it was a paltry place – a few winding
         streets huddled on a hill, rich with the scent of exotic spices, sun-baked manure and the salty aroma of the sea. It was being
         fortified, in the hope that it would provide British ships with a secure Mediterranean anchorage, although personally Reyner
         thought the King should have held out for  something better. Tangier’s harbour was too shallow and too exposed, while the surrounding countryside was full of hostile
         Moors.
      

      
      When the last infantryman had marched through the town gate, Reyner and his fellow scouts followed on horseback. Colonel Harley
         was in the lead, sullen and scowling as usual, while the impassive Robert Newell brought up the rear. All three were careful
         to keep their distance: they did not want to become entangled in the slaughter that was about to take place.
      

      
      Teviot’s destination was a wood named Jews Hill; a place where corsairs often gathered to harry the town. The three scouts
         had assured him that it was safe that day – a good time to chop down some of the trees and make it more difficult for raiders
         to use in the future. The reality was that it had never been more dangerous.
      

      
      It was not long before the first sounds of battle drifted back on the hot, dusty breeze – the yells of men roaring an attack
         and the spluttering crack of gunfire. Reyner, Harley and Newell pulled up.
      

      
      Although Reyner did not care about Teviot, he had always been uncomfortable with sacrificing half the town’s garrison into
         the bargain. Harley and Newell had scoffed at his faint-heartedness, reminding him of the fabulous rewards they would reap
         when the deed was done, but he could not escape the conviction that the plan was unnecessarily brutal, and that a less bloody
         way should have been devised to realise their master’s plans.
      

      
      The first skirmish did not last long, and the British cheered when the Moors turned and ran. Reyner stared hard at Harley:
         there was still time to stop what had been set in motion, to warn Teviot that the first attack was a ruse to lure him and
         his men deeper into the  woods. But Harley ignored him. Oblivious to the peril, Teviot rallied his troops and led an advance up the hill.
      

      
      The British were jubilant at the enemy’s ‘flight’, and it was clear they felt invincible. They walked a little taller in the
         wavering heat, the fierce African sunlight glinting off their helmets and weapons. Teviot was at their head, a tall, athletic
         figure on his white horse. He looked like a god, although Reyner knew he was anything but: the Governor of Tangier was a vain,
         stupid man, whose incompetence was matched only by his venality.
      

      
      The corsair commander timed his ambush perfectly, splintering Teviot’s column into clusters. There was immediate panic: the
         British had been trained to fight in a specific formation, and did not know what to do once their orderly line had been broken.
         Teviot did his best, bawling orders and laying about him like a demon. Grudgingly, Reyner admitted that, for all his faults,
         the man was no coward.
      

      
      The battle was short and brutal. Pikes and short swords were no match for ten thousand scything scimitars, and the British
         were cut down in ruthless hand-to-hand skirmishing. Teviot managed to rally a few men at the top of the hill, where he mounted
         a brave last stand, but it was hopeless. The Moors advanced in an almost leisurely fashion, and Teviot was hacked to pieces.
      

      
      Without a word, Reyner, Harley and Newell rode back to Tangier, ready to feign shock when news of the catastrophe reached
         the town. They did not have long to wait. Miraculously, about thirty soldiers had managed to escape. They stumbled through
         the gate, shaken and bloody, gasping their tale to the settlement’s horrified residents.
      

      
       Reyner closed his ears to the wails of shock and disbelief, telling himself that the massacre was Teviot’s own fault for
         choosing the wrong side in the struggle for riches and power – his master had had no choice but to order his elimination.
         But he was uneasy, even so. The order to kill Teviot had been delivered with a ruthless insouciance, and Reyner had sensed
         a dark and deadly power.
      

      
      Not for the first time since he had been recruited, he wondered whether he had been right to throw in his lot with such a
         person. He had been promised a handsome payment, it was true, but what good was a fortune if he was not alive to enjoy it
         – if it was decided that those who had engineered the atrocity were too great a liability, and should be dispatched themselves?
      

      
      But what was done was done, and there was no going back. He, Harley and Newell would just have to ensure that no one ever
         learned the truth about what had transpired on Jews Hill that pretty spring morning. And if that entailed more murders, then
         so be it.
      

      
      Queenhithe, early October 1664

      
      It had been a pleasant voyage for the passengers and crew of Eagle. The sea had been calm, even across the notorious Bay of Biscay, and the winds favourable. The cargo comprised luxury goods
         from the eastern Mediterranean, so there were no noxious odours from the holds to contend with, and the journey from Tangier
         had been made in record time.
      

      
      Now they were almost home. They had sailed up the River Thames that morning, arriving at London Bridge just as the drawbridge
         was being raised to let masted  ships through. The timing could not have been better, and Captain Pepperell was pleased with himself as he conned his ship
         towards Queenhithe. Then he glanced at his passengers, who had gathered on deck to watch Eagle dock, and felt his good humour slip a little.
      

      
      An irascible, unfriendly man, Pepperell much preferred those journeys where the guest cabins were empty. Still, he had been
         paid to monitor these particular passengers, although it had not been easy – they had been almost as reluctant to socialise
         as he himself, and the information he had gathered was meagre. Of course, that was not to say it was unimportant, and he believed
         it would be very gratefully received.
      

      
      They were the usual mixed bag. Reverend Addison was Tangier’s chaplain, returning to London for a holiday; Thomas Chaloner
         was some sort of diplomat; Harley, Newell and Reyner were army scouts – surly, mean-spirited individuals whom the crew disliked;
         and John Cave was a musician who had been sent to entertain the troops.
      

      
      The Captain smirked as he recalled the garrison’s stunned disbelief when Cave had embarked on a medley of elegant arias. They
         liked bawdy tavern songs, and excerpts from Italian operas were definitely not what they had wanted to hear. Yet for all that,
         thought Pepperell, Cave did sing prettily. Chaloner played the bass viol, and even Pepperell – not a man given to foolish
         sentiment – had been moved by the haunting beauty of some of the duets they had performed on the voyage home.
      

      
      He gave the last few orders that saw Eagle safely moored, then left his second-in-command, Anthony Young, to supervise the unloading, while he went to  complete landing formalities with the harbour master. He strode towards the customs building, a little unsteady on legs that
         were more attuned to the roll of the sea.
      

      
      He turned when he heard a shout, and saw two men running towards him, one in a brown coat and the other resplendent in a red
         uniform with a plumed Cavalier hat. He waited, supposing their business with him must be urgent, or they would not be racing
         about like madmen.
      

      
      By the time he realised they meant him harm, it was far too late to think of defending himself. The man in brown lashed out
         with a knife, and Pepperell felt it slice deep into his innards. He gasped in pain and shock as he dropped to the ground,
         and tried to shout for help. He could only manage a strangled whisper, barely audible over the hammering footsteps as his
         assailants sped away.
      

      
      Chaloner heard it, though, and Pepperell could have wept with relief when the diplomat snapped into action, yelling for his
         fellow passengers to tend the wounded captain even as he vaulted over the rail to give chase. Unfortunately, the others were
         slower to react, and several long, agonising minutes had passed before they came to cluster at Pepperell’s side.
      

      
      ‘Thieves!’ muttered Young, shaking his head in disgust as he tried to stem the flow of blood with his cap. ‘The scourge of
         every port in Christendom.’
      

      
      ‘But the captain still has his purse,’ Reverend Addison pointed out, kneeling to lay a comforting hand on Pepperell’s shoulder.
         ‘Besides, I recognise the man who stabbed him. He is Josiah Brinkes, a vicious scoundrel who can be hired by anyone wanting
         dirty business done. This was not robbery – it was assassination!’
      

      
       ‘Rubbish!’ declared Harley the scout, staring dispassionately at the dying man. ‘They intended to steal the purse, but Chaloner
         was after them too fast – they were forced to run before they could lay hold of it.’
      

      
      But Pepperell knew the truth. He tried to grab Addison’s sleeve, to draw him nearer so he could explain, but there was no
         strength in his fingers. Then Chaloner arrived back, panting hard from his exertions, and the chaplain did not notice Pepperell’s
         desperate attempts to claim his attention.
      

      
      ‘Escaped, did they?’ Harley smiled unpleasantly. ‘Well, I cannot say I blame you for deciding to let them go. Dockyard felons
         can be notoriously brutal, and there were two of them.’
      

      
      ‘Then you should have gone with him,’ said Addison admonishingly, still oblivious to Pepperell’s weak but increasingly frantic
         gestures. ‘You claim to be a professional soldier.’
      

      
      Chaloner silenced them with a glare, then leaned close to the captain, straining to hear what he was struggling to say.

      
      ‘Picc … a … dilly …’

      
      Chaloner regarded him in confusion. ‘Do you mean the street?’

      
      Pepperell’s world was growing darker as his life drained away. He tried again. ‘Tr … trade …’

      
      ‘I had better see to the ship.’ Young’s eyes gleamed as he looked at the vessel that was now his to command. ‘Her owners will
         not let this unfortunate incident interfere with her itinerary – they will still expect her to sail on the evening tide.’
      

      
      ‘With you as master?’ asked Addison in distaste.

      
       ‘Why not?’ Young shrugged. ‘I know Eagle and her crew. There is no one better.’
      

      
      ‘Damn you!’ snarled Pepperell with the last vestiges of his strength.

      
      ‘Who is he cursing?’ asked Addison uneasily. ‘Chaloner for failing to catch his killer; Young for taking his ship; or all
         of us for not knowing what he is talking about?’
      

      
      ‘We will never know,’ said Chaloner softly. ‘He is dead.’

   
      
      Chapter 1

      
       Piccadilly, mid October 1664

      
      It had been raining all night, and Thomas Chaloner was cold, wet and tired, so when the workmen arrived he left his hiding
         place with relief, hobbling slightly on legs that were stiff from staying still too long. Chatting and laughing, the men set
         about lighting a fire and balancing a pot above it: no self-respecting labourer began the day without a cup of warmed ale
         inside him. Chaloner would have liked to have joined them at the brazier, but he kept his distance until Roger Pratt arrived.
      

      
      Pratt was reputed to be one of the country’s most innovative architects, although Chaloner was inclined to suspect that ‘innovative’
         was a euphemism for ‘overrated and expensive’. He was a haughty, self-important man, who always managed to appear coolly elegant
         in his Court finery. By comparison, Chaloner was a dishevelled mess. No wig covered his brown hair, and his clothes had suffered
         from their night under a tarpaulin. Pratt eyed him disparagingly, although Chaloner was tempted to ask what else he expected
         after such a miserable night.
      

      
       ‘Well?’ the architect demanded curtly.
      

      
      Chaloner fought down his resentment at the brusque greeting. ‘Nothing. Again. Perhaps your bricks, nails and wood are going
         missing during the day.’
      

      
      ‘Impossible,’ snapped Pratt. ‘We hire upwards of sixty men here, and thieves would be noticed. The villains come at night,
         and I am disgusted by your inability to catch them. These thefts are costing your master a fortune, and Clarendon House is
         not a cheap venture to begin with.’
      

      
      Chaloner looked at the place he had been guarding since he had returned from Tangier the week before. When he had left London
         at the beginning of July, the imposing H-shaped mansion had been nothing but foundations, but walls and a roof had flown up
         in his absence, and windows and doors had been installed. Now, most of the remaining work was internal – plastering, tiling
         and decorating.
      

      
      ‘It will be hailed as the finest building in London,’ said Pratt, allowing himself a smile of satisfaction as he followed
         the direction of Chaloner’s gaze. ‘I was delighted when the Earl of Clarendon chose me to be his architect. Clarendon House
         will be the best of all my work, a fabulous stately home within walking distance of White Hall and Westminster.’
      

      
      ‘Yes,’ agreed Chaloner unhappily. He had always felt the project was a bad idea: it was too sumptuous, too ostentatious and
         too costly, and he was sure it would bring his employer trouble. ‘That is the problem. As most of London is poor, it will
         attract resentful—’
      

      
      ‘No one begrudges the Earl a nice place to live,’ interrupted Pratt. ‘He is the Lord Chancellor, for God’s sake. He should have a decent home.’
      

      
       ‘But Clarendon House is not a “decent home”,’ argued Chaloner. ‘It is a palace – and far more luxurious than any of the ones
         owned by the King.’
      

      
      ‘Do you think so?’ asked Pratt, flattered, although Chaloner had not meant it as a compliment.

      
      ‘His enemies will use it against him, and—’

      
      ‘The Earl does not have enemies,’ snapped Pratt. ‘He is a lovely man, and everyone reveres and respects him.’

      
      Chaloner struggled not to gape, because the Earl was neither revered nor respected, and ‘lovely’ was certainly not a word
         many would have used to describe him. He was vain, petty and selfish, and Chaloner would have abandoned him for other work
         in an instant. Unfortunately, opportunities for former Parliamentarian spies were few and far between in Royalist London,
         and the Earl had been the only one willing to overlook Chaloner’s past allegiances and hire him. Thus Chaloner was stuck with
         Clarendon, regardless of his personal feelings towards the man.
      

      
      The antipathy was wholly reciprocated. The Earl needed Chaloner’s range of unorthodox skills to stay one step ahead of his
         many rivals, but he made no secret of the fact that he disapproved of Chaloner, his past and his profession. He had promoted him to the post of gentleman usher a few months before, but only because Chaloner had married
         a lady for whom the Earl felt a fatherly affection – an affection that was certainly not extended to her husband.
      

      
      Yet despite his dislike, Chaloner hoped the Earl would survive the political maelstrom that surged around him, because if
         he were to fall from grace, then his intelligencer would fall with him. Worse, Chaloner’s wife might be dismissed from her
         post as lady-in-waiting to the Queen,  simply because of whom she had married. Chaloner winced. Hannah would be devastated if that happened: she loved her work,
         her status at Court and Queen Katherine in equal measure.
      

      
      When there was no reply to his remarks, Pratt strode away to talk to the workmen. Chaloner watched, wondering how many of
         them knew more than was innocent about the missing materials, because he was sure the thieves could not operate so efficiently
         without inside help.
      

      
      One man returned the stare. His expression was distinctly unfriendly, as if he had guessed what Chaloner was thinking. His
         name was Vere, a woodmonger who had been hired to act as supervisor. He was a thickset fellow with greasy ginger hair, and
         he continued to glare until Chaloner, too cold and tired for needless confrontations, looked away.
      

      
      Next to Vere was John Oliver, Pratt’s assistant, a gangly, shambling man with a pear-shaped face, sad eyes, and shoulders
         that seemed perpetually slumped in defeat. When he spoke, his words were often preceded by a gloomy shake of the head, as
         if to warn the listener that any news he had to impart would not be good.
      

      
      As Pratt told the workmen that their materials had survived another night intact, Chaloner was alert for a furtive glance
         or a sly nod that might indicate guilt, but he was wasting his time: there was no discernible reaction from anyone. Then
         Pratt started to issue orders, which had them hurrying in all directions to obey. While the architect was busy, Oliver came
         to talk to Chaloner.
      

      
      ‘It means the villains will come tonight instead,’ he predicted morosely. ‘Or tomorrow. And you cannot stand guard indefinitely.
         Is it true that Clarendon ordered you back from Tangier specifically to investigate the matter?’
      

      
       Chaloner nodded. The Earl had hated being the victim of a crime, and the summons to return on the next available ship had
         been curt and angry, as if it were Chaloner’s fault that he had not been to hand when he was needed. Chaloner had been relieved
         though, because he had been in Tangier disguised as a diplomat for almost ten weeks, and was beginning to think the Earl had
         forgotten him – that he was doomed to spend the rest of his life in the hot, dirty, dangerous little outpost pretending to
         be something he was not.
      

      
      ‘I doubt you will succeed,’ said Oliver, when no other answer was forthcoming. ‘It is almost as if they spirit our bricks
         away by magic.’
      

      
      ‘I have succeeded in that nothing has disappeared since I arrived,’ said Chaloner defensively.

      
      ‘Well, yes,’ acknowledged Oliver grudgingly. ‘That is true. But I worry for you. Your presence may have deterred them so far,
         but what happens when they get desperate? I imagine they are ruthless villains, and they may do you harm. You are, after all,
         only one man.’
      

      
      Chaloner smiled. Before he had been recruited as a spy, he had been a soldier in Cromwell’s New Model Army, and was better
         able than most to look after himself. But no one else had expressed any care for his safety, and he appreciated Oliver’s concern.
      

      
      ‘Pratt is calling you,’ he said. ‘It is time for you to begin work, and for me to finish.’

      
      He made one last circuit around the house, and took his leave.

      
      It was still not fully light as Chaloner walked home. The day was unseasonably cold, and a bitter breeze blew from the north,
         so he strode briskly in an effort to work some  warmth into his limbs. Normally, he would have cut through St James’s Park to reach his house in Tothill Street, but that
         would have entailed scaling two high walls, and his hands and feet were far too numb for such antics. He went east instead,
         along the muddy, rutted country lane named Piccadilly.
      

      
      He hoped Hannah would still be in bed when he arrived, because sliding between icy blankets held scant appeal that day. It
         was likely that he would be in luck, because her duties with the Queen meant she often worked late, but even if not, she hated
         rising early. Or perhaps one of the maids would have lit a fire in the parlour, and he could doze next to it for an hour or
         two before going to report to the Earl in White Hall.
      

      
      It was a quarter of a mile before he reached the first signs of civilisation – a cluster of tenements and taverns where Piccadilly
         met the busy thoroughfare called the Haymarket. The most prominent building was the Gaming House, once a fashionable resort,
         but like many such establishments, it had been allowed to fall into shabby decline under Cromwell’s Puritans.
      

      
      It was apparently closing time, because a number of patrons were emerging. Some sang happily after a night of freely flowing
         wine, while others moved with the slouched, defeated air that said their losses at the card tables had been heavy.
      

      
      Opposite was a tavern called the Crown, and Chaloner was amused to note that its customers were using the Gaming House’s commotion as an opportunity to slink away in dribs and drabs. An extremely attractive
         woman was directing people out, timing their departures so they could blend into the throng that staggered noisily towards
         London. It was natural for any spy to be intrigued by  brazenly suspicious behaviour, so Chaloner ducked behind a stationary milk-cart to watch almost without conscious thought.
      

      
      First to emerge was a man with an eye-patch and an orange beard so massive that its end had been tucked into his belt, presumably
         to prevent it from flying up and depriving him of the sight in the other eye. He walked with a confident swagger, and when
         he replied to a slurred greeting from one of the Gaming House’s patrons, his voice was unusually high, like that a boy.
      

      
      Next out was a fellow wearing the kind of ruffs and angular shoes that had been fashionable when Chaloner had last visited
         Lisbon; the man’s complexion was olive, and he had dark, almost black, eyes. His companion wore a wide-brimmed hat that concealed
         his face, although the red ribbons he had threaded through the lace around his knees were distinctive and conspicuous.
      

      
      Chaloner was surprised to recognise the next three. They were Harley, Newell and Reyner, the scouts who had sailed home with
         him on Eagle. Rather than aim for the city, they turned north. He watched them go, thinking the surly trio were certainly the kind of
         men to embroil themselves in dubious business. And there was definitely something untoward going on in the Crown, given the
         manner in which its customers were sneaking out.
      

      
      He was about to leave when someone else emerged whom he recognised. It was the fellow who had stabbed Captain Pepperell –
         Brinkes, the felon said to do anything for money. Chaloner eased farther behind the cart as he recalled Pepperell’s dying
         words: ‘Piccadilly’ and ‘trade’. Had the captain been naming the place where his killer liked to do business?
      

      
       Chaloner thought back to the murder. It had occurred exactly a week before, but the authorities had made no effort to arrest
         the culprit, mostly, it appeared, because they were afraid Brinkes might not like it – it had not taken Chaloner long to realise
         that those in charge of Queenhithe were frightened of the man, and were loath to do anything that might annoy him. Chaloner
         had done his best to see justice done, but his efforts had been ignored.
      

      
      Did the fact that Harley and his scouts frequented the same tavern mean that they had hired Brinkes to kill Pepperell? But how could they have done, when they had been in Tangier for the last two years?
         And what reason could they have for wanting Pepperell dead, anyway? The captain had not been pleasant, with his sulky temper
         and rough manners, but that was hardly a reason to dispatch him. Or, more likely, had they been so impressed by Brinkes’s
         efficiency with a knife that they had hired him for business of their own?
      

      
      Outside the Crown, Brinkes paused to light his pipe. Chaloner watched, wondering whether to grab him and drag him to the nearest
         magistrate. Unfortunately, he had no idea where that might be, and Brinkes was unlikely to go quietly. Moreover, given the
         authorities’ reluctance to act so far, he suspected Brinkes would not stay in custody for long, at which point Chaloner would
         have a vengeful assassin on his trail. With a sigh, he decided to leave matters well alone.
      

      
      Once Brinkes had gone, the woman withdrew and the Crown’s door was closed. It was then that Chaloner glimpsed a flicker of
         movement in an upper window that told him he had not been the only one watching. A young lady gazed out, and even from a distance
         Chaloner could  see she was troubled. He was aware of her eyes on him as he resumed his walk, and, on an impulse, he waved – the furtive
         exodus said the Crown’s patrons were keen to maintain a low profile, and his gesture would tell her that she needed to be
         more careful if she intended to spy.
      

      
      He was somewhat disconcerted when she waved back, and a beaming smile transformed her into something quite lovely – he had
         expected her to duck away in alarm. Bemused, he went on his way.
      

      
      He was almost at Charing Cross when he heard someone calling his name. The Earl’s Chief Usher was hurrying towards him, waving
         frantically. Chaloner struggled to keep a straight face. John Dugdale was not built for moving at speed: his arms flapped
         as though he were trying to fly, and his long legs flailed comically. He was not an attractive specimen, despite the care
         he took with his appearance. His skeletal frame and round shoulders made even the finest clothes hang badly, and his beautiful
         full-cut breeches only accentuated the ridiculous skinniness of his calves.
      

      
      ‘You heard me shouting,’ he gasped accusingly when he caught up. ‘But you ignored me so I would have farther to run.’

      
      Chaloner had done nothing of the kind, but there was no point in saying so. Dugdale disliked him for a variety of reasons,
         the two most important being that he did not consider it right for ex-Parliamentarians to be made ushers, no matter how high
         the Earl’s regard for their wives; and that Chaloner’s clandestine activities on the Earl’s behalf meant that Dugdale could
         not control him as he did the other gentlemen under his command.
      

      
      ‘Nothing was stolen last night,’ said Chaloner,  supposing Dugdale had come for a report on their employer’s bricks. ‘I am not sure Pratt is right to claim they go missing
         at—’
      

      
      ‘I do not want to know,’ snapped Dugdale. ‘Lying in wait for thieves is hardly a suitable pastime for a courtier, and I condemn
         it most soundly.’
      

      
      ‘Shall I tell the Earl that I cannot oblige him tonight because you disapprove, then?’ asked Chaloner, suspecting that if
         he did, the resulting fireworks would be apocalyptic.
      

      
      Dugdale did not deign to acknowledge the remark. Instead, he looked Chaloner up and down with open disdain. ‘Decency dictates
         that you should change before setting foot in his presence, but he says he needs you urgently, so there is no time. He will
         have to endure you as you are. Just make sure you do not put your filthy feet on his new Turkey carpets.’
      

      
      The church bells were chiming eight o’clock as Chaloner and Dugdale reached Charing Cross. The square was a chaos of carts
         and carriages, most containing goods that were to be sold in the city’s markets or ferrying merchants to their places of business,
         but others held bleary-eyed revellers, making their way home after a riotous night out.
      

      
      The noise was deafening, with iron-clad cartwheels rattling across cobblestones, animals lowing, bleating and honking as they
         were driven to the slaughterhouses, and street vendors advertising wares at the tops of their voices. The smell was breathtaking,
         too, a nose-searing combination of sewage, fish and unwashed bodies, all overlain with the acrid stench of coal fires. Chaloner
         coughed. He rarely noticed London’s noxious atmosphere when  he was in it, but a spell in the cleaner air around Piccadilly always reminded him that his country’s capital was a foul
         place to be.
      

      
      He started to turn towards White Hall, where the Earl had been provided with a suite of offices overlooking the Privy Gardens
         – Clarendon worked hard, and was at his desk hours before most other courtiers were astir – but Dugdale steered him towards
         The Strand instead.
      

      
      ‘He is at home today,’ he explained shortly. ‘Gout.’

      
      Chaloner groaned. The Earl was not pleasant when he was well, but when he was ill he became an implacable tyrant, and the
         fact that Chaloner had been summoned to his presence did not augur well. He racked his brains for something he had done wrong,
         but nothing came to mind – he had spent the past week investigating the stolen bricks, so had had scant opportunity to err.
         Unfortunately, the Earl was easily annoyed, so any small thing might have upset him.
      

      
      ‘I imagine he wants you to tell him about Tangier,’ predicted Dugdale. ‘You have barely spoken to him since you returned,
         so you cannot blame him for becoming impatient.’
      

      
      Chaloner regarded him askance. He had written a lengthy report about his findings, and had offered a verbal account on several
         occasions, but had been given short shrift each time, leading him to assume that the Earl was no longer interested in knowing
         why Tangier was costing the government so much money. It would not be prudent to say so to Dugdale, though, who would almost
         certainly repeat it out of context, so he held his tongue.
      

      
      ‘You have not told me, either,’ said Dugdale coldly. ‘And I am your superior.’

      
      Manfully, Chaloner suppressed the urge to argue,  heartily wishing that Dugdale’s kindly, genial predecessor had not retired. It had been a shock to find a new chief usher
         in place on his return, especially one who was determined to subdue the people under his command by bullying. Dugdale sensed
         his resentment, and his expression hardened.
      

      
      ‘It is my duty to keep our master’s household respectable, so there will be no more of this running about on your own. You
         will keep me appraised of your every move.’
      

      
      ‘Very well,’ said Chaloner, with no intention of complying. He had worked alone for years, confiding in no one, and was not
         about to change the habits that had kept him alive for so long.
      

      
      ‘Then tell me about Tangier,’ instructed Dugdale. ‘Why is it costing us so much in taxes?’

      
      Chaloner might have replied that he had never seen a place so steeped in corruption, and that for every penny spent on the
         new defences, another ten were siphoned off by dishonest officials – from the governor down to the lowliest clerk. But Dugdale
         gossiped, and Chaloner did not want to be responsible for a rumour that said the King made mistakes in his choice of bureaucrats.
      

      
      ‘It is under constant attack from Barbary pirates,’ he said instead. ‘In order to repel them, the settlement needs a sea wall
         and a fortress. Naturally, these are expensive to build.’
      

      
      Dugdale narrowed his eyes. ‘The Earl said you were involved in several skirmishes there. Such activities are beneath a gentleman
         usher, and I forbid you to engage in them again.’
      

      
      ‘There is nothing I would like more,’ said Chaloner fervently. The civil wars that had erupted when he was  a child, followed by twelve years in espionage when they were over, made him feel as though he had been fighting all his
         life, and he was tired of it. ‘However, it is not always practical to—’
      

      
      ‘Then make it practical. You are said to be blessed with sharp wits, so use them instead of a sword. But tell me more about
         Tangier. Who is to blame for these escalating costs? The new governor, Sir Tobias Bridge? His was not a sensible appointment.’
      

      
      Bridge had taken over the running of the desolate little outpost after Lord Teviot’s brutal death.

      
      ‘No?’ Chaloner seized the opportunity to sidetrack the discussion. ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Because he fought for Parliament during the wars, so he is by definition devious and wicked. No one who supported Cromwell
         can be considered as anything else.’
      

      
      It was Dugdale’s way of telling Chaloner – yet again – what he thought of his former allegiances. Fortunately, there was a
         flurry of excited yells from the opposite side of the street at that moment, and Chaloner’s dubious history was promptly forgotten.
      

      
      ‘A swordfight,’ said Dugdale, with rank disapproval. ‘I see one of the combatants is James Elliot. He works for Spymaster
         Williamson.’
      

      
      Williamson ran the country’s intelligence network, and Chaloner had expected to continue serving overseas under him when the
         Royalists had been returned to power – the King needed information on foreign enemies just as much as Cromwell had. But all
         the old spies had been dismissed, and long-term Royalists appointed in their place. Even so, Chaloner harboured a faint hope
         that Williamson would see sense one day, and send him to Holland, France or Spain.
      

      
       ‘Elliot’s opponent is John Cave,’ he said, recognising the singer who had sailed from Tangier with him on Eagle. ‘A tenor from the Chapel Royal.’
      

      
      It was odd that he should see so many fellow passengers – Harley, Newell, Reyner and Cave – within an hour of each other, especially as he had not set eyes on any since disembarking the week before. But London
         was like that – the biggest city in Europe on the one hand, with a population of some three hundred thousand souls, but a
         village on the other, in which residents frequently met friends and family just by strolling along its thoroughfares.
      

      
      Dugdale shot Chaloner another distaste-filled glance. ‘I cannot imagine how you come to be acquainted with Court musicians. The Earl tells me that you have spent virtually your entire adult life in foreign
         countries, and that you know nothing of London.’
      

      
      Chaloner was the first to admit that his knowledge of the capital was lacking – and it was unlikely to improve if the Earl
         kept sending him to places like Tangier, either – but it was not for Dugdale to remark on it. He scowled, but the Chief Usher
         was not looking at him.
      

      
      ‘You had better intervene,’ Dugdale was saying. ‘Elliot will kill Cave, and we cannot have members of Court skewered on public
         highways.’
      

      
      It was anathema for a spy to put himself in a position where he would be noticed, and the altercation had already attracted
         a sizeable gathering. Moreover, although Chaloner had accompanied Cave’s singing for hours aboard Eagle, their association had been confined solely to music: they had not been friends in any sense of the word, and he was not
         sure Cave would appreciate the interference.
      

      
       ‘You just ordered me not to take up arms again,’ he hedged. ‘And—’
      

      
      ‘Do not be insolent! Now disarm Elliot, or shall I tell the Earl that you stood by and did nothing while a fellow courtier
         was murdered?’
      

      
      Aware that Dugdale might well do what he threatened, Chaloner moved forward. The argument was taking place outside the New
         Exchange, a large, grand building with a mock-gothic façade. It comprised two floors of expensive shops, and a piazza where
         merchants met to discuss trade. It was always busy, and most of those watching the quarrel were wealthy men of business.
      

      
      As he approached, Chaloner thought that Elliot looked exactly like the kind of fellow who would appeal to Williamson – the
         Spymaster had yet to learn that there was more to espionage than being handy in a brawl. Elliot was well-dressed and wore
         a fine wig made from unusually black hair, but his pugilistic demeanour and the scars on his meaty fists exposed him as a
         lout. By contrast, Cave was smaller, and held his fancy ‘town sword’ as if it had never been out of its scabbard – and now
         that it was, he was not entirely sure what to do with it.
      

      
      ‘Chaloner!’ he cried. ‘You can be my witness, because I am going to kill this impudent dog!’

      
      ‘You can try,’ said Elliot shortly. ‘Because no man tells me not to take the wall.’
      

      
      In London, ‘taking the wall’ was preferable to walking farther out into the street, because it was better protected from those
         who were in the habit of emptying chamber pots out of over-jutting upstairs windows. Disputes about who should have the more
         favourable spot were frequent and often ended in scuffles. Few drew weapons over it,  though, and Chaloner was astonished that Cave should think such a matter was worth his life.
      

      
      ‘Cave, stop,’ he said softly. ‘Come away with me. Now.’

      
      ‘Never,’ flared the musician. ‘He insulted me, and I demand satisfaction.’

      
      ‘Tomorrow, then,’ said Chaloner. That would afford ample time for tempers to cool and apologies to be sent. ‘In Lincoln’s
         Inn Fields at dawn.’
      

      
      ‘He is right,’ said a man at Elliot’s side. Of burly build, he had a ruddy face and sun-bleached hair that indicated a preference
         for outdoors living. ‘Listen to him. There is no need for this.’
      

      
      ‘There is every need, Lester,’ snarled Elliot. ‘You heard what Cave said. He called me a—’

      
      ‘For God’s sake!’ hissed Lester. ‘You will kill him, and then not even Williamson will be able to save you from the noose.
         This little worm is not worth it! Come away before it goes any further.’
      

      
      With a roar of outrage, Cave surged forward and blades flashed. As it quickly became apparent that Elliot was by far the superior
         swordsman, Chaloner waited for him to relent – and for Cave to yield when he realised the extent to which he was outgunned.
         But although the singer was stumbling backwards, struggling desperately to defend himself, Elliot continued to advance, doing
         so with a lazy grace that said he was more amused than threatened by Cave’s clumsy flailing.
      

      
      Cave’s eyes were wide with alarm, and he gasped in shock when Elliot scored a shallow cut on his cheek. Elliot seemed surprised,
         too, and Chaloner suspected it had been an accident – that Elliot had overestimated the singer’s ability to deflect the blow.
         Hand to his bleeding  cheek, Cave darted behind Chaloner, and several onlookers began to laugh.
      

      
      ‘Enough,’ said Lester firmly, grabbing his friend’s arm and jerking him back. ‘Think of Ruth. She will be heart-broken if
         you are hanged for murder, and—’
      

      
      Suddenly and wholly unexpectedly, Cave shot out from behind Chaloner and attacked not Elliot but Lester. Chaloner managed
         to shove him, deflecting what would have been a fatal blow, but it was a close call, and there was a hiss of disapproval from
         the crowd: Lester was unarmed.
      

      
      Elliot’s face went taut with anger, and he advanced with sudden determination. His first lunge struck home, and Cave dropped
         to his knees, hand to his chest. Blood trickled between his fingers, thick, red and plentiful. With such volume, Chaloner
         had no doubt that the wound was mortal.
      

      
      The onlookers were stunned into silence, and the only sound was that of Cave struggling to breathe. Lester quickly disarmed
         Elliot, who gazed at his victim with an expression that was difficult to read. Chaloner knelt next to the stricken man, but
         Cave pushed his hands away when he tried to inspect the wound.
      

      
      ‘There is no pain. Please do not make it otherwise by attempting to physick me – I know my case is hopeless.’

      
      ‘You know nothing of the kind,’ argued Chaloner, fumbling to unbutton Cave’s coat. ‘I may be able to stem the bleeding until
         a surgeon arrives.’
      

      
      ‘But a surgeon will do unspeakable things.’ Cave grabbed Chaloner’s hand and gripped it with surprising strength. ‘And I am
         not brave. Besides, I am ready to die.’
      

      
       ‘No!’ cried Lester, horrified. He turned to the crowd. ‘Fetch help! Hurry!’
      

      
      No one obliged, partly because it was more interesting to watch the situation unfold than to dash away on an errand of mercy,
         but mostly because any medical man would almost certainly demand a down-payment from the Good Samaritan before answering the
         summons. Lester was almost beside himself with agitation, while Elliot’s face was whiter than that of his victim.
      

      
      ‘I want …’ Cave gasped. His flicked a hand at Elliot. ‘Him … I must …’

      
      Elliot approached reluctantly. He knelt when Cave started to speak, but the singer’s words were inaudible, and he was obliged
         to lean closer. Cave’s arm jerked suddenly, and Elliot bellowed in pain. When Elliot recoiled, there was a dagger protruding
         from his stomach. Chaloner stared at Cave in disbelief, and did not think he had ever seen an expression of such black malice
         on the face of a dying man.
      

      
      Groaning, Elliot struggled to his feet, hauling out the blade as he did so. It slipped from his fingers to clatter on the
         cobbles. He lurched towards Lester, who escorted him away. No one made any attempt to stop them.
      

      
      ‘Well,’ murmured Dugdale, arms folded. ‘I suppose that was a neat end to this insalubrious affair. The King’s singer is speared,
         but at least his killer did not escape unscathed.’
      

      
      ‘Is Elliot dead?’ asked Cave weakly. ‘Did I kill him?’

      
      ‘Almost certainly,’ replied Dugdale, prodding the dropped dagger with the toe of his elegant shoe. It was stained red to the
         hilt.
      

      
      ‘Good,’ breathed Cave. Then his head lolled suddenly, and the breath hissed out of him.

      
       Chaloner sat back on his heels, overwhelmed by the stupidity of it all.
      

      
      As it would not be right to leave Cave in the street, Chaloner paid a carter to transport the body to the Westminster charnel
         house. He had no idea whether corpses from The Strand would be welcome there, but he was not sure where else to take it. Dugdale
         was right in that much of London was still a mystery to him, and while he knew exactly how to dispose of cadavers in Amsterdam,
         The Hague, Paris, Lisbon, Bruxelles, Hamburg, Venice, Madrid and several other major cities, he was not sure what to do with
         one in his own country.
      

      
      ‘We had better make sure the charnel-house keeper will accept him,’ he said to Dugdale after the cart and its grim cargo had
         rattled away. ‘As you pointed out, Cave held a royal appointment, so it is our duty to see him treated with respect.’
      

      
      ‘I am not setting foot in a place like that,’ declared Dugdale with a fastidious shudder. ‘You go. I shall return to the Earl,
         and inform him that you are unavoidably delayed. He will be irked to be kept waiting, but I shall do my best to mollify him.’
      

      
      Chaloner suspected he would do nothing of the kind, and that the opportunity would be used to blacken his name. But it could
         not be helped – common decency dictated that he should ensure Cave’s body was properly looked after, and that was that.
      

      
      The Westminster charnel house was located in a narrow lane near the Thames, between a granary and a warehouse where coal was
         stored. It was an unprepossessing place, in a particularly dingy area. By the time Chaloner  arrived Cave had been delivered, and the cart and its driver had gone so the lane was deserted and eerily quiet. He opened
         the door with some reluctance, grimacing at the damp chilliness and stench of decay that immediately wafted out at him.
      

      
      The charnel house comprised a mortuary at the back, with two handsomely appointed chambers at the front where the owner went
         through the formalities of death with the bereaved. John Kersey had made a fortune from dealing with the dead, partly by offering
         guided tours to wealthy ghouls, but also from the small museum he had established to display some of the more unusual artefacts
         he had collected over the years. He was a neat, dapper little man, whose elegant clothes were made by bespoke tailors. He
         did not, as Chaloner had first assumed, deck himself out in items reclaimed from corpses.
      

      
      That morning, he was entertaining a friend, and Chaloner’s heart sank when he recognised the loudly ebullient tones of Richard
         Wiseman, Surgeon to the King. Kersey kept Wiseman supplied with specimens, some of which were dissected publicly at Chyrurgeons’
         Hall. It was a grisly business, and may have explained why Wiseman always chose to wear red. Coupled with the fact that he
         possessed a head of thick auburn curls, and was a large man with an immensely powerful physique, he made for an imposing figure.
         He considered himself Chaloner’s friend, but although the spy respected Wiseman’s courage and honesty, he found it difficult
         to like a man who was so disagreeably arrogant.
      

      
      ‘Good morning,’ said Kersey with a pleasant smile. ‘What can we do for you today?’

      
      ‘The body that just arrived,’ began Chaloner. ‘It is—’

      
       ‘Toted in like a sack of onions,’ interrupted Kersey disapprovingly. ‘By a grubby carter from The Strand. Do folk have no
         sense of decorum?’
      

      
      Chaloner wondered how he could ask such a question when he let some of his charges go to a far worse fate than being lugged
         along a hall. Wiseman guessed what he was thinking.
      

      
      ‘I perform anatomies in the name of science,’ he declared loftily. ‘However, I shall leave that particular cadaver alone,
         because it is John Cave, one of the Chapel Royal musicians.’
      

      
      ‘Do you not dissect musicians, then?’ asked Chaloner, a little acidly.

      
      ‘Not ones with Court appointments. The King attends my Public Anatomies, and I cannot imagine him wanting to watch one where
         he is acquainted with the subject.’
      

      
      Chaloner was not so sure about that: the King liked to think of himself as a scientist. He turned to Kersey. ‘I arranged for
         Cave to be brought here. I did not know where else to suggest.’
      

      
      ‘You did the right thing,’ said Kersey kindly. ‘Do not worry: I shall look after him.’

      
      Chaloner nodded his thanks. His journey had been unnecessary: he should have remembered that Kersey was solicitous of his
         charges, especially the important or famous ones.
      

      
      ‘You will have to contact the Chapel Royal choir and ask his colleagues to arrange a funeral, Kersey,’ said Wiseman helpfully.
         ‘As far as I am aware, he had no family.’
      

      
      But Kersey was looking at Chaloner, doing so rather uneasily. ‘There was an awful lot of blood. You did not kill him, did you? If so, I hope you are not expecting  me to disguise the fact, because I do not engage in that sort of activity. Well, not without a very good reason.’
      

      
      ‘He died in a brawl,’ objected Chaloner, offended. ‘I had nothing to do with it.’

      
      ‘You have no right to sound indignant,’ said Kersey. ‘Given that you have been associated with so many premature deaths in
         the past. Indeed, there have been times when my domain has contained nothing but folk who have arrived here as a result of your investigations.’
      

      
      ‘But not today.’ Chaloner felt the accusation was unjust. It was hardly his fault that the Earl was in the habit of ordering
         him to explore dangerous matters.
      

      
      ‘You have only been home a week, but you are already embroiled in something deadly,’ scolded Wiseman. ‘And it is doing you
         no good. You glowed with health and vitality when you first returned, but now you are pale and mangy.’
      

      
      Chaloner was disinclined to tell him how he had been spending his nights. He did not have the energy to deal with the inevitable
         indignation that would arise when Wiseman learned that the Earl, a man he admired for some inexplicable reason, was being
         relieved of the bricks and wood intended for his house.
      

      
      ‘I should go,’ he said instead. ‘Clarendon is expecting me.’

      
      Kersey was surprised. ‘Do you not want to see Cave? I covered him with a nice clean cloth.’

      
      Chaloner shook his head and made for the door, keen to answer the Earl’s summons before the delay saw him in too much trouble.
         Wiseman and Kersey followed.
      

      
      ‘I am sorry Cave is dead,’ said the surgeon. ‘He had  a lovely voice, and everyone was delighted when he returned from Tangier to rejoin the Chapel Royal choir. Henry O’Brien
         will be especially distressed – since Cave returned, he has refused to sing duets with anyone else.’
      

      
      ‘Who is Henry O’Brien?’ asked Chaloner.

      
      Wiseman regarded him as though he were short of a few wits. ‘He is married to Kitty.’

      
      ‘Oh.’ Chaloner was none the wiser. ‘Say no more.’

      
      Wiseman scowled. ‘There is no need to be acerbic. O’Brien is an Irish baron who came to London to sell copper from his estates.
         Even he is astonished by how rich it has made him. His wife Kitty is …’ The surgeon made an expansive gesture with his hand.
      

      
      ‘Beautiful, clever and distantly related to the King,’ supplied Kersey. ‘Every man in London longs to be in her company, but
         she already has a lover.’
      

      
      ‘She does not!’ declared Wiseman. ‘She is a decent lady – upright, honourable and kind.’

      
      ‘Those qualities do not preclude her from taking a lover,’ argued Kersey. He turned to Chaloner. ‘Suffice to say that O’Brien’s
         wealth and Kitty’s beauty means that people are keen to fête them, and soirées are always being held in their honour. He will
         be grieved when he hears his singing partner is dead. Who killed him, did you say?’
      

      
      ‘A man named James Elliot,’ replied Chaloner. ‘He is one of Williamson’s spies, apparently.’

      
      Wiseman pulled a face to indicate his distaste. ‘Elliot is married to a sweet girl named Ruth, and she will be heartbroken
         when he is hanged for murdering a courtier. But she will be better off without him in the long run. He is a greedy, unscrupulous
         devil.’
      

      
       ‘He may not live long enough to hang,’ said Chaloner soberly. ‘Cave stabbed him.’
      

      
      ‘We can but hope,’ said Wiseman ruthlessly.

      
      The clocks were striking ten by the time Chaloner left the charnel house. Wiseman walked with him, chatting about all that
         had happened during the time the spy had been away. Chaloner listened, not because he liked gossip, but because Dugdale’s
         remarks about him being poorly versed in London’s affairs had reminded him that he needed to rectify the matter – only foolish
         spies did not take the time to acquaint themselves with the society in which they were obliged to move.
      

      
      ‘O’Brien and Kitty are the King’s current favourites,’ Wiseman was saying, jostling a beefy soldier out of his way. The surgeon
         had always been large, but he had made himself even more powerful by a regime of lifting heavy stones each morning. He claimed
         it was to improve his general well-being, but the practice had given him the arms and shoulders of a wrestler, and meant prudent
         people were inclined to overlook any insults he might dole out, physical or verbal. Hence the soldier bristled at the rough
         treatment, but made no other response.
      

      
      ‘Why?’ asked Chaloner. ‘Because they are wealthy, or because she is pretty?’

      
      ‘Have a care!’ Wiseman glanced around uneasily. ‘There is no need to announce to everyone that our King is an unscrupulous
         womaniser with a voracious appetite for his subjects’ money.’
      

      
      ‘Your words, not mine,’ said Chaloner, supposing His Majesty must have reached new depths of depravity, if even a loyal follower
         like Wiseman voiced reservations about his character.
      

      
       ‘Still, at least O’Brien and Kitty are not Adventurers. And as I am sure you have no idea what I am talking about, let me
         explain. It means they are not members of that shameful organisation of gold-grabbing nobles commonly called the Company of
         Royal Adventurers Trading into Africa.’
      

      
      ‘I have heard of it,’ said Chaloner drily. ‘In case you did not know, Tangier is in Africa, and the place was full of talk
         about the Adventurers.’
      

      
      ‘What talk?’ asked Wiseman curiously.

      
      ‘Mostly that their charter forbids other Britons from buying or selling goods that originate in Africa. They have secured
         themselves a monopoly on gold, silver, hides, feathers, ivory, slaves—’
      

      
      Wiseman’s expression turned fierce. ‘Slaves?’

      
      Chaloner nodded. ‘The Portuguese used to dominate that particular trade – most of their “cargos” go to the sugar plantations
         in Brazil. But the Portuguese are no longer quite so powerful at sea, and the Dutch now control the best routes.’
      

      
      ‘Do they, by God?’ growled Wiseman. Britain was on the verge of war with the Dutch, so even mentioning them was likely to
         provoke a hostile response from most Londoners.
      

      
      ‘It is a lucrative business,’ Chaloner went on. ‘And the British merchants in Tangier itch to join in. But the Adventurers’
         charter means they cannot.’
      

      
      ‘I do not approve of the slave trade,’ declared Wiseman hotly.

      
      ‘No decent person does.’

      
      Wiseman brightened. ‘I read in The Newes a week ago that a slaving ship named Henrietta Maria sank mysteriously in Tangier harbour. It went down before it could  be loaded, and the delay allowed many captives to escape.’ He stared at Chaloner. ‘It happened when you were there. Did you …’
      

      
      ‘I have no idea what you are talking about.’

      
      Wiseman clapped him on the shoulder. ‘I might have known! The loss set the Adventurers back a pretty penny, too! They had
         invested a fortune in fitting it out for transporting humans.’
      

      
      ‘It will make no difference in the end,’ said Chaloner despondently. ‘They will just build another. And another and another,
         until the sea is full of the damned things.’
      

      
      ‘You and I are not the only ones to be repelled. Others will make a stand, and the business will founder. You will see.’

      
      Chaloner said nothing, but thought Wiseman’s optimism was sadly misplaced. People probably would be appalled by the barbaric way sugar was produced on the plantations, but they would buy the stuff anyway, and that would
         create a market. The ethics of the matter would be swept under the carpet and quietly forgotten.
      

      
      Wiseman changed the subject. ‘I cannot say I like Roger Pratt the architect, by the way. I am beginning to think you were
         right when you said Clarendon House will bring our Earl trouble.’
      

      
      ‘What made you change your mind?’ asked Chaloner, surprised. Wiseman was one of those who firmly believed that Clarendon had
         every right to an extravagant mansion.
      

      
      ‘Pratt himself. He is arrogant and thinks himself some kind of god. I cannot bear such people.’

      
      Chaloner smothered a smile, thinking the description applied rather well to Wiseman himself.

      
      *     *     *

      
       The Earl lived in a rambling Tudor palace onThe Strand, which he had never liked and that he complained about constantly.
         Indeed, Chaloner suspected that Worcester House’s poky rooms and leaking ceilings were largely responsible for his master’s
         wild extravagance over his new home.
      

      
      ‘You missed him,’ said a gardener, straightening from his labours as Chaloner walked past. ‘He left for White Hall an hour
         ago.’
      

      
      ‘I thought he was ill,’ said Chaloner, wondering whether he was destined to spend the entire day traipsing around London.
         He hoped not: he was cold, damp and wanted to go home.
      

      
      ‘He recovered.’ The man sounded disappointed; the Earl was not popular with his staff.

      
      ‘That was fast. Gout usually keeps him in bed for days.’

      
      The gardener grinned evilly. ‘He told everyone it was gout, but if you knew what he ate for his supper, you would not be surprised
         that he spent half the night clutching his innards. But a tonic restored him, and he sent for his coach shortly afterwards.
         It is not far to White Hall, but the lazy goat never walks. No wonder he is so fat.’
      

      
      Wearily, Chaloner retraced his steps. White Hall was the King’s official London residence, and a number of his ministers had
         quarters there. It represented power and authority, as well as being the place where the King and his dissipated friends frolicked
         until the small hours of the morning, doing things that invariably transpired to be expensive for the tax-payer.
      

      
      The palace was ancient, but had developed in a haphazard manner, depending on when money had been  available for building and repairs. It was said to contain more than two thousand rooms, ranging from the spacious apartments
         occupied by the King and his nobles, to the cramped, badly ventilated attics that housed laundresses, grooms and scullions.
      

      
      Chaloner was about to walk through the gate when a carriage drew up beside him. A face peered out and Chaloner recognised
         Spymaster Williamson, a tall, aloof man who had been an Oxford academic before deciding that his slippery talents would be
         more useful in government. He was feared by his employees, treated with extreme caution by his superiors, and detested by
         his equals.
      

      
      ‘I did not know you were back,’ Williamson said without preamble. ‘I thought you were still in Tangier, trying to learn why
         building a sea wall is transpiring to be so costly.’
      

      
      ‘Clarendon ordered me home,’ replied Chaloner, shortly and not very informatively.

      
      He and Williamson had never liked each other. They had reached a truce of sorts in the summer, after an adventure involving
         some foreign diplomats, but it was an uneasy one, and Chaloner was acutely aware that it would take very little for the Spymaster
         to break it.
      

      
      ‘What is wrong, Joseph?’ came a female voice from inside the coach. Chaloner was surprised: the fairer sex tended to shy away
         from Williamson. ‘Why have we stopped?’
      

      
      ‘I want a word with this gentleman,’ replied Williamson, turning to her with a brief smile. ‘It will not take a moment, and
         then I shall show you my Westminster offices.’
      

      
      ‘Good,’ said another voice. It was a man and he  sounded pleased. ‘I am looking forward to seeing the place where you spend so much time.’
      

      
      Chaloner wondered whether the couple were actually being conveyed there so they could be arrested – that when they arrived,
         they would find themselves whisked into a grim little cell for the purposes of interrogation. It had certainly happened before.
         But Williamson climbed out of the carriage and began to make introductions. Chaloner was surprised a second time, because
         the Spymaster had never afforded him such courtesy before. He was immediately on his guard.
      

      
      ‘These are my very dear friends Kitty and Henry O’Brien. O’Brien and I were up at Oxford together.’ Williamson addressed the
         occupants of the carriage. ‘Chaloner is the fellow I was telling you about, who helped me with that business concerning the
         Dutch ambassador last June.’
      

      
      Chaloner was not sure whether he was more taken aback to meet O’Brien and his wife so soon after the discussion in the charnel
         house, or to be informed that Williamson had friends. The only other man he knew who was willing to spend time in the Spymaster’s
         company was the sinister John Swaddell, who claimed to be a clerk, but whom everyone knew was really an assassin.
      

      
      He regarded the pair with interest as they peered out. Kitty’s beauty was indeed breathtaking. Red hair tumbled around her
         shoulders, and there was both intelligence and humour in her arresting green eyes. He bowed politely, thinking that Kersey’s
         claims about her loveliness were, if anything, understated.
      

      
      When he turned his attention to her husband, he thought for a fleeting moment that she had married a  child, but O’Brien was just one of those men who had retained boyish looks into his thirties. He had fair curly hair, blue
         eyes, and the lines around his mouth said he laughed a lot. They were an attractive couple, and Chaloner was not surprised
         that the King had deigned to grace them with his favour. Their clothes said they were indeed wealthy, and the ruby that gleamed
         at Kitty’s throat was the largest that Chaloner had ever seen.
      

      
      ‘O’Brien has just received some sad news,’ said Williamson, addressing Chaloner. ‘A musician from the Chapel Royal, of whom
         he was very fond, is dead.’
      

      
      ‘Killed by one of your spies, Williamson,’ put in O’Brien sourly.

      
      Kitty rested a calming hand on his arm. ‘He cannot hire choirboys for the dirty business of espionage, so it is hardly surprising
         that some transpire to be unruly. Like that odious Swaddell. I am glad he is no longer in your service, Joseph. He was downright sinister.’
      

      
      ‘Swaddell has left you?’ Chaloner was astounded – he had thought the bond between the two men was unbreakable, mostly, he
         had suspected uncharitably, because neither could find anyone else willing to put up with him.
      

      
      Williamson grimaced. ‘I am afraid so.’

      
      ‘I shall miss Cave,’ O’Brien was saying unhappily. ‘He was an excellent tenor, and the only man in London capable of understanding
         how I like to perform. What shall I do without him? The King liked to listen to us sing, and he will be devastated when he
         hears what has happened.’
      

      
      Chaloner doubted the King would care, especially if O’Brien financed some other form of entertainment. He did not usually
         make snap judgements about people, but there was something about O’Brien that said he lacked  his wife’s brains, and that he was vain and a little bit silly.
      

      
      While Kitty murmured soothing words in her husband’s ear, Williamson drew Chaloner to one side, so they could speak without
         being overheard. ‘One of my informants witnessed what happened. He told me you tried to prevent the skirmish.’
      

      
      ‘But unfortunately without success.’

      
      ‘It is a pity, especially as the quarrel was trifling. I cannot say I like Elliot, but he is a decent intelligencer.’

      
      ‘He is still alive?’ asked Chaloner, recalling the vicious blow Cave had delivered, and the dagger protruding from Elliot’s
         innards.
      

      
      ‘At the moment,’ nodded Williamson, ‘although his friend Lester fears he may not stay that way for long. And I hate to lose
         him. He was making headway on a troublesome case—’
      

      
      ‘The Earl is waiting,’ said Chaloner, unwilling to be burdened with the Spymaster’s concerns when he had more than enough
         of his own to contend with.
      

      
      ‘You can spare me a moment,’ said Williamson reproachfully. ‘And I am having a terrible week, what with Swaddell leaving,
         Elliot attacking Cave, and more plots to overthrow the government than you can shake a stick at. And the Privy Council has cut my budget. Again.’
      

      
      ‘Where has Swaddell gone?’ asked Chaloner, not liking the notion of such a deadly fellow on the loose. Williamson had never
         done much to control him, but he had been better than nothing.
      

      
      ‘To someone who can pay him what he deserves,’ replied Williamson shortly. ‘I wish I could offer him double, but how can I, when I barely have enough to make ends meet?’
      

      
       ‘Perhaps your friend O’Brien can secure you better funding,’ suggested Chaloner. ‘Ask him to mention it while he warbles
         for the King.’
      

      
      ‘I most certainly shall not,’ declared Williamson indignantly. ‘It would be ungentlemanly to raise matters of money with a
         friend. Besides, he is too distressed by Cave’s death. I am taking him to see my Westminster offices, as a way to take his
         mind off it. For something pleasant to do.’
      

      
      Chaloner regarded him askance. ‘You think that is pleasant? A heavily guarded hall filled with labouring clerks, and dungeons
         below containing God knows what horrors?’
      

      
      Williamson looked exasperated. ‘Then what do you suggest? I am not a man for frivolity, but I feel compelled to offer some
         sort of diversion.’
      

      
      ‘What is wrong with a visit to the Crown Jewels or the Royal Menagerie? Or even a play?’

      
      Williamson nodded slowly. ‘Those are good ideas. But I did not stop you to ask for advice about my social life. I want to
         know why Cave and Elliot fought. My informant’s account made no sense.’
      

      
      Seeing no reason not to oblige him, Chaloner gave a concise account of the squabble. When he had finished, Williamson frowned
         unhappily.
      

      
      ‘But why did Cave and Elliot become agitated over so ridiculous a matter? Men do not squander their lives on such trivialities. There
         must be more to it.’
      

      
      ‘Very possibly,’ acknowledged Chaloner, glad he was not the one who would have to find out.

      
      ‘Cave will have a grand funeral in Westminster Abbey,’ Williamson went on. ‘The Chapel Royal choir will provide the music,
         and the Bishop of London will almost  certainly be prevailed upon to conduct the ceremony. It will be a lofty occasion, and I should not like it spoiled with the
         taint of suspicion. I do not suppose you have time to—’
      

      
      ‘No,’ said Chaloner firmly.

   
      
      Chapter 2

      
       The guard on duty at White Hall’s Great Gate that day was Sergeant Wright, a petty, grasping individual who was heartily
         disliked by those soldiers who took pride in their work; those who were shirkers considered him an icon. He was an unattractive
         specimen with a bad complexion, stubby nose, and eyes that were too small for his doughy face.
      

      
      ‘You cannot come in dressed like that,’ he declared, when he saw Chaloner. ‘You are wet, dirty and there is blood on your
         coat. Someone else’s, more is the pity. Other gentlemen ushers do not—’
      

      
      ‘Let him through,’ came a commanding voice from behind them. The interruption was timely, because Chaloner did not take kindly
         to being berated by the likes of Wright, who was no picture of sartorial elegance himself with his food-stained tunic and
         greasy hair.
      

      
      The speaker was Thomas Kipps, the Earl’s Seal Bearer, a tall, handsome man with an amiable face. He was dressed in the Clarendon
         livery of blue and gold, and it was his duty to walk ahead of his master in formal processions. Unfortunately, the Earl liked
         the ritual, and  encouraged Kipps to escort him when he wandered around White Hall, too. Such vanity was ill-advised, because it gave his
         enemies the means with which to mock him – Chaloner had lost count of the times he had seen the Court rakes mimic the Earl’s
         waddling gait, preceded by another of their own bearing a pair of bellows in place of the seal.
      

      
      Wright was outraged that someone should presume to tell him his business. ‘How dare—’

      
      ‘Clarendon wants him,’ snapped Kipps. ‘And you do not have the right to keep him waiting.’
      

      
      Wright stepped aside with ill grace. Chaloner pushed past him rather more roughly than necessary, hard enough to make him
         stagger.
      

      
      ‘He is an odious fellow,’ said Kipps, once they were through the gate. ‘Do you know why he is not dismissed and someone more
         competent appointed in his place? Because he once carried an important message to the King during the civil wars. Anyone could have done it, but His Majesty remembers Wright, and this post is his reward.’
      

      
      Chaloner liked Kipps, who alone of the Earl’s household had been friendly to him on his return from Tangier. He shrugged.
         ‘White Hall is full of such people.’
      

      
      ‘He is corrupt, too,’ Kipps grumbled on. ‘He hires out the soldiers under his command for private duties, such as acting as
         bodyguards or minding property. He pays them a pittance and keeps the bulk of the earnings for himself. Unfortunately, the
         extra work reduces their effectiveness at the palace – they are too tired to fulfil their proper responsibilities.’
      

      
      Chaloner had never been impressed by White Hall’s security. And as the King’s popularity had waned since  he had reclaimed his throne at the Restoration some four years earlier – mostly because of his hedonistic lifestyle and the
         licentiousness of his Court – he needed someone a lot more efficient than Wright to ensure his safety.
      

      
      Chaloner and Kipps crossed the huge, cobbled expanse of the Great Court, which was a flurry of activity as usual. A number
         of courtiers had just emerged from Lady Castlemaine’s apartments, yelling drunkenly and accompanied by giggling prostitutes;
         the King’s mistress was famous for her unconventional parties. Elsewhere, clerks, guards and servants hurried about on more
         mundane business, and carts lined up to deliver supplies to kitchens, laundries, pantries and coal sheds.
      

      
      ‘Watch yourself when you see Clarendon,’ advised Kipps, pausing a moment to admire a duchess who was too drunk to realise
         that she had left the soirée without most of her clothes. More chivalrous men than he rushed to give her their coats, although
         they regretted their gallantry when she was sick over them. ‘Dugdale told him that you insisted on meddling in some fight
         on The Strand, despite the fact that you knew he was waiting.’
      

      
      Chaloner groaned. ‘It is not true.’

      
      ‘I am sure of it. I wish Clarendon had not given him such power, because the man is a despot. Every night at home, I marvel
         that I have managed to pass another day without punching him.’
      

      
      They were obliged to jump to one side when a cavalcade of coaches rattled towards them, the haughty demeanour of the drivers
         telling pedestrians that if they did not get out of the way they could expect to be crushed. Most of the carriages bore crests,
         and it was clear that the occupants considered themselves to be people of quality.
      

      
       ‘Adventurers,’ said Kipps disapprovingly. ‘Here for a meeting with the King who, as you will no doubt be aware, is one of
         their number. So is the Duke of Buckingham.’
      

      
      Buckingham, the King’s oldest friend, was the first to alight when the convoy rolled to a halt. He was an athletic, striking
         man whose fondness for wild living was beginning to take its toll – his eyes had an unhealthy yellow tinge, his skin was sallow
         and he had developed a paunch.
      

      
      ‘He looks fragile this morning,’ Kipps went on gleefully. ‘He must have stayed too late at Lady Castlemaine’s soirée. I keep
         hoping he will debauch himself into an early grave, because his hatred for our Earl grows daily, and he is a powerful enemy.’
      

      
      ‘Are all these people Adventurers?’ asked Chaloner, staggered by the number of men who were lining up to enter the royal presence.

      
      Kipps nodded. ‘They represent White Hall’s wealthiest courtiers. You see the short, pasty-faced villain? That is Ellis Leighton,
         their secretary, said to be the most dangerous man in London.’
      

      
      ‘Why?’ Leighton did not look particularly deadly, and when he moved, it was with a crablike scuttle that was vaguely comical,
         although Chaloner supposed there was something unsettling about the man’s button-like eyes, which were curiously devoid of
         expression.
      

      
      Kipps lowered his voice, although there was no one close enough to hear. ‘Because he has amassed himself a fortune, but no
         one is sure how. And he has friends in London’s underworld.’
      

      
      ‘Is he a merchant?’

      
      ‘He calls himself a businessman, which is not the same thing at all.’

      
      ‘I see,’ said Chaloner, not seeing at all.

      
       ‘They are meeting today because one of their number has gone missing,’ Kipps continued. ‘Peter Proby has not been seen for
         a week, and they are worried about him.’
      

      
      ‘What do they think might have happened?’

      
      ‘I imagine they are afraid that he has been murdered.’

      
      Chaloner regarded him askance. ‘Is Proby the kind of man to warrant such a fate, then?’

      
      ‘They all are,’ replied Kipps darkly. ‘They have cordoned off an entire continent, and decided that no one is allowed to profit
         from it except themselves. And the aggravating thing is that none of them have the faintest idea of what they are doing.’
      

      
      ‘You mean they do not appreciate the depth of the ill-will they have generated?’

      
      ‘Oh, I imagine they are perfectly aware of that, but being courtiers, they do not care. What I meant was that they have no
         concept of how to run such a venture. They are a band of aristocratic treasure hunters, whereas they should be a properly
         organised corporation.’
      

      
      Chaloner was startled by the passion in Kipps’s voice. ‘You speak as though you resent their—’

      
      ‘I do resent it!’ declared Kipps through gritted teeth. ‘I should like to speculate in Africa myself.’
      

      
      ‘Join the Adventurers, then,’ suggested Chaloner.

      
      Kipps sniffed. ‘I would not demean myself by treating with that dim-witted rabble. Besides, they rejected my application,
         although I have no idea why.’
      

      
      Chaloner looked at the assembled men, recognising many. ‘Could it be that they comprise a large number of the Earl’s enemies?
         They will not want members of his household among their ranks.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ replied Kipps, ‘because his son is an Adventurer, and so is Dugdale. There must be another reason why  they elected to exclude me, but I cannot imagine what it might be.’
      

      
      It occurred to Chaloner that they may have taken exception to Kipps referring to them as a ‘dim-witted rabble’. ‘If they are
         as incompetent as you say, their venture will fail. And when it does, you can speculate to your heart’s content.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but by then the Dutch will have secured all the best resources.’ Kipps sighed and gave a rueful smile. ‘Forgive me.
         I cannot abide ineptitude, and the Adventurers represent it at its worst.’
      

      
      Eventually, Chaloner and Kipps arrived at the great marble staircase that led to the Earl’s domain. It was cold even in the
         height of summer, so it was positively frigid that day, and Chaloner shivered in his still-damp clothes. Kipps wished him
         luck and disappeared into the elegantly appointed room he had been allocated, where a fire blazed merrily, and wine and cakes
         had been set out for him.
      

      
      Tiredly, Chaloner climbed the stairs, and continued along a passageway to the fine chamber from which the Earl conducted his
         official business. He smiled at the new secretary, William Edgeman, although his friendly greeting was not returned: Edgeman,
         a short, disagreeable man, was friends with Dugdale.
      

      
      When Chaloner reached the door, he heard voices. The Earl’s was the loudest, but there were others, too. He knocked, but the
         room’s occupants were making so much racket that no one heard.
      

      
      ‘You will be in trouble,’ called Edgeman, smirking gleefully. ‘The Earl was furious when he heard that you deliberately ignored
         his summons in order to wander off with a corpse.’
      

      
       Chaloner was not surprised to learn that he was about to be given a frosty reception – the opportunity to harm him would
         have been too much of a temptation for Dugdale. He was exasperated, though. Why did the man have to be so petty? Surely someone
         of his status should be above such antics?
      

      
      ‘Lady Clarendon, Henry Hyde and Sir Alan Brodrick have been waiting, too,’ Edgeman went on. ‘They are also angry with you.’

      
      ‘Waiting for me?’ asked Chaloner in surprise. He had never met Clarendon’s wife, Frances, while the son and heir, Henry Hyde,
         had always made a point of ignoring him, making it clear that ex-Parliamentarian intelligencers were beneath his contempt.
         Clarendon’s cousin Brodrick liked Chaloner, though – a feeling that was reciprocated – because they shared a love of music.
      

      
      ‘They will be wanting you to deal with some matter that is too sordid for the rest of us,’ predicted Edgeman unpleasantly.
         ‘Why else would they be so keen to meet the likes of you?’
      

      
      Unwilling to listen to more of the secretary’s spiteful speculation, Chaloner knocked again, then jumped back smartly when
         the door was whipped open rather abruptly. Without conscious thought, his hand dropped to his sword.
      

      
      The man who stood on the other side of the door was in his mid-twenties, with a catlike face and a long, straight nose. He
         was dressed in a fashionably elegant silk suit with a profusion of lace. He was Clarendon’s eldest son, who revelled in the
         title of Viscount Cornbury, although most people simply referred to him by his family name of Hyde.
      

      
      ‘Good God!’ he yelped, when he saw the half-drawn  weapon. But he recovered himself quickly, and looked Chaloner up and down in disdain. ‘I see you have dressed for the occasion.’
      

      
      Chaloner felt he could come to dislike Hyde as much as his pompous, overbearing father, and several tart responses flashed
         into his mind. Fortunately, prudence prevailed, so he said nothing.
      

      
      ‘Enter,’ ordered Hyde, with an unwelcoming scowl. ‘With your blade inside its scabbard, if you would be so kind. We have been expecting you these last two hours.’
      

      
      As usual, the office had been heated to suffocation point – the Earl believed cold air was bad for his gout, and always kept
         the chamber wickedly hot. For once, Chaloner did not mind, although he was disconcerted when his clothes began to steam.
      

      
      ‘Have you discovered who is stealing my father’s bricks?’ asked Hyde in an undertone, catching the spy’s arm to hold him back
         for a moment. ‘Personally, I think he is overreacting. Anyone who builds a house in London should expect a few items to go
         missing. It is the natural order of things.’
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