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      Prologue

      
      Early June 1664

      
      The marriage of Thomas Chaloner to Hannah Cotton in St Margaret’s Church, Westminster transpired to be an occasion few of
         their guests would ever forget. It was not because the ceremony took place during one of the fiercest storms in living memory,
         raining so hard that the roof was unequal to it and began to leak. Nor was it because the ship bringing the bridegroom home
         from Holland was a week late, and he arrived at the church with only seconds to spare. Rather, it was because Philip Alden
         was murdered during it.
      

      
      Alden was a man down on his luck. He had been a Royalist spy during the Commonwealth, and at the Restoration the King had
         rewarded him handsomely for his courage. Unfortunately, Alden loved to gamble, and the money had slipped through his fingers
         like quicksilver. Now, four years on, he could not remember when he had last eaten and he had no proper home. He was cold,
         hungry and feeling very sorry for himself as he slouched past St Margaret’s. Then he happened to overhear the name of the man who was to be married there that day.
      

      
      He could scarcely believe his luck! Chaloner had also been an intelligencer, albeit one who had worked for the opposition,
         but even so, he would not see a brother officer starve. He would invite Alden to the wedding feast, and perhaps even slip
         him a few shilling afterwards, to see him back on his feet. Grinning in anticipation of his problems being solved, Alden brushed
         himself down, pulled back his shoulders and marched boldly into the church.
      

      
      The wedding was a grand affair, far grander than Alden would have expected for a reticent, unassuming fellow like Chaloner,
         but eavesdropping soon explained why: Hannah was a lady-in-waiting to the Queen, and she had invited not only Her Majesty,
         but a number of high-ranking courtiers, too – such as the Duke of Buckingham, the Earl of Clarendon and members of the Privy
         Council. Alden’s spirits rose further still: with such august guests, the feast was likely to be sumptuous.
      

      
      Afraid his shabby clothes might see him expelled before he could corner the bridegroom, Alden selected a seat at the very
         back of the nave, and settled down to watch and to wait.
      

      
      Sitting a few rows in front of him were a wealthy brothel-keeper named Temperance North, and Richard Wiseman, the Court surgeon.
         They were an unlikely pair, but Alden had seen them together on several occasions – although no longer active in espionage,
         old habits died hard, and he made it his business to know who was sleeping with whom. To pass the time, he listened to their
         conversation.
      

      
      
      ‘There was no sign of Tom’s ship again this morning,’ Temperance was saying. ‘Do you think it will arrive in time? Or do you
         think he has had second thoughts, and has paid the captain to be late deliberately?’
      

      
      ‘No!’ exclaimed Wiseman, clearly shocked by the notion. ‘The ship is late because of these terrible storms. I cannot tell
         you how many patients I have tended because of them – broken limbs from being blown over, cuts and bruises from flying objects
         …’
      

      
      ‘It has been windy,’ agreed Temperance, and as if to give credence to her words, the bright sunlight that had been streaming through
         the windows was suddenly dimmed as black clouds scudded across the sky. The inside of the church grew dark.
      

      
      And then it began to rain. At first, it was just a light patter, but it quickly became a roar, and water splattered furiously
         to the ground outside from overtaxed gutters. The racket it made drowned out the discussion between Wiseman and Temperance,
         but it did not matter, because a sudden flurry of activity at the door heralded the bridegroom’s eleventh-hour arrival.
      

      
      There was a collective sigh of relief from the congregation when he took his place at the altar rail, although Hannah only
         smiled serenely, as if she had known all along that raging seas and gale-force winds would not keep him from her that day.
      

      
      As soon as Chaloner was in position, Rector White began the service, eyes fixed firmly heavenwards, although it had nothing
         to do with piety – he was concerned for his roof. His was not a wealthy parish, and could not afford costly repairs.
      

      
      ‘—and keep her in sickness and in health,’ he bellowed, struggling to make himself heard over the storm. ‘And, forsaking all other, keep thee only unto her, so long as ye both shall live?’
      

      
      Any response Chaloner might have made was lost amid a rippling roll of thunder.

      
      ‘Did he say he would?’ asked Temperance of Wiseman.

      
      The surgeon shrugged. ‘The vicar is asking him to repeat himself.’

      
      Next, it was the roar of rain that drowned out Chaloner’s reply. There was a sharp squeal as some hapless lady found herself
         standing directly under a leak, and Alden smirked. This was far better entertainment than the gaming houses! Rector White
         indicated Chaloner was to try again.
      

      
      ‘I will,’ shouted Chaloner for the third time.

      
      Unfortunately, his yell coincided with a lull in the storm, and his words reverberated around the building like a challenge.
         Hannah beamed at him, then prodded White, who reluctantly dragged his attention away from his ceiling and back to the Book
         of Common Prayer. The respite did not last long, though, and the elements were soon battering the church with renewed ferocity.
      

      
      A loud crack from above had the congregation gazing upwards in alarm, and almost immediately, water began to ooze through
         the ancient timbers. People edged towards the aisles, and the shuffle turned into a stampede when there was a second snap
         and the trickle became a deluge. The scene was illuminated by an eye-searing flicker of lightning, and Alden laughed openly
         at the sight of elegant courtiers making an undignified scramble for shelter.
      

      
      Rector White continued valiantly, but the storm was directly overhead, and the thunder now sounded like crashing booms from a whole field of cannons. Alden noticed that Chaloner’s hand was on the hilt of his sword – an instinctive
         reaction from a man who had seen more than his share of fighting. The racket was so intense that Alden doubted the bridal
         couple could hear the vicar’s words, while their guests were more interested in staying dry than in the ceremony.
      

      
      Alden was so diverted by the spectacle that he did not sense the presence of the killer behind him until it was too late.
         There was a searing pain in his back, and he started to topple forward, but strong hands fastened around him, holding him
         upright. They continued to support him until his heart finally stopped beating, and then they arranged him so he was slumped
         in the pew with his hat over his eyes.
      

      
      The storm abated the moment White hollered a final blessing. Immediately, sunlight shafted through the stained-glass windows,
         painting a mosaic of bright patterns on the wet floor. The rector gripped the newlyweds’ hands in a sincere but brief gesture
         of congratulation, and then dashed away to inspect the damage to his tiles.
      

      
      Dodging the ribbons of water that continued to flood through the roof, Hannah and Chaloner made their way up the aisle. When
         they passed Alden, Chaloner paused, frowning. The battered hat and grubby coat were in stark contrast to the finery worn by
         the rest of the guests.
      

      
      ‘I did not invite him,’ said Hannah, regarding the shabby figure in distaste. ‘I was careful to keep the guest-list respectable,
         because the Queen is here. He must be a vagrant.’
      

      
      
      One of the Queen’s ladies-in-waiting, Judith Killigrew, had been leaning idly against the pew in which Alden was slumped,
         but when she straightened, there was a vivid blot of red against the pale yellow of her gown. She gazed at it in horror, then
         screamed. Her husband regarded the mess dispassionately: as Master of the Savoy Hospital, Dr Henry Killigrew was used to bloodstains.
         He touched Alden’s neck, to feel for a life-beat, but shook his head.
      

      
      ‘Dead,’ he announced to the people who were hurrying to see what was happening. ‘But there appears to be a letter pinned to
         his back by a knife. How very peculiar!’
      

      
      There were exclamations of revulsion when he grabbed the dagger and tugged it out. Then he removed the paper from the sticky
         blade, and scanned it quickly before passing it to Chaloner.
      

      
      ‘“Do not interfere”,’ Chaloner read, looking around to assess whether the message might mean something to one of the guests,
         but he was met by blank stares and puzzled frowns. And it could not be for him, because he had been in the country for less than an hour after an absence of four months – he had not had time to do anything
         to warrant grisly warnings.
      

      
      ‘Interfere with what?’ asked Hannah unsteadily. ‘And who is he, anyway?’

      
      ‘His name is Philip Alden,’ supplied Killigrew. ‘Onetime Cavalier spy and inveterate gambler. He has been loitering around
         my hospital recently, begging for money. A bit of a scoundrel, but not one who should warrant execution.’
      

      
      ‘He must have been killed during the ceremony,’ declared Wiseman. ‘I am a surgeon, and I am good at spotting corpses – he was certainly not dead when I saw him earlier.’
      

      
      ‘Did anyone see or hear anything suspicious?’ asked Chaloner, although without much hope: the storm had provided a perfect
         diversion for the crime.
      

      
      There were shaken heads all around.

      
      ‘This will be the work of fanatics,’ said Killigrew with a grimace. ‘Throw their damned note away, Chaloner, because I refuse
         to waste time considering it. Especially when we have a feast waiting for us at White Hall.’
      

      
      But one man stared in open-mouthed horror at the corpse and its grim warning. Rector White knew exactly at whom the communication
         was aimed and what it meant. He staggered to a pew, feeling terror and nausea wash over him in alternate waves. Something dark and deadly
         was about to be unleashed, and he was not sure whether he – or anyone else – could stop it.
      

      
      Ten days later

      
      Willem Hanse carried a terrible secret, and had no idea what to do with it. He was a stranger in a foreign land, and did not
         know whom he could trust – not among his fellow Dutchmen, who had travelled to London with him in a final, desperate attempt
         to avert a war with Britain, and not among his English hosts. He was also unwell, suffering from an unsettling, gnawing ache
         in his innards. He pulled off his gloves – stupid things to wear when the city was in the grip of a heatwave, but they had
         been a gift from a friend and it comforted him to don them – and wiped sweat from his eyes.
      

      
      
      He glanced behind him as he walked, pretending to gaze across the river at the twinkling lights of Southwark, but really looking
         for the malignant Oetje. His heart sank when he saw she was still there: he had not managed to lose her, despite his best
         efforts. She had followed him out of his lodgings at the Savoy Hospital – the rambling Tudor palace that had been lent to
         the Dutch Ambassador and his staff for the duration of their stay – and then she had lurked outside the Sun tavern while he
         had spent the evening with his friend, Tom Chaloner.
      

      
      Poor Chaloner had been exhausted. He had spent the ten days since his wedding desperately trying to solve Alden’s murder,
         while simultaneously struggling to pay court to a new wife and serve a demanding master. He had wanted to go home, but Hanse
         had detained him with idle chatter, hoping Oetje would tire of her vigil and leave. Unfortunately, her patience appeared to
         be infinite, because she had stood in a doorway all evening, silent and watchful.
      

      
      Eventually, Chaloner had fallen asleep at the table, which had relieved Hanse of the burden of pretending all was well when
         it was not – the vicious murder in St Margaret’s Church attested to that. Hanse had let him doze for a while, then had reluctantly
         shaken him awake when he knew he could dally no longer, and would have to leave the safety of the tavern – Oetje or no Oetje.
      

      
      Chaloner had wanted to accompany him back to the Savoy – London was unsafe for Dutchmen, and one out alone at such an hour
         would be an attractive target for English ‘patriots’ – but Hanse, unwilling to embroil him in such a deadly matter, had refused.
         In the end, they had compromised: Hanse had taken a hackney carriage, instead of walking as he had planned. Chaloner had not been happy
         with the arrangement, but had been too tired to argue. He had seen Hanse into the coach, tried one last time to accompany
         him and, after being shoved away firmly, had turned towards home.
      

      
      Once he had gone, Hanse had made a spirited effort to lose Oetje, directing his driver on a tortuous journey through a maze
         of narrow alleys. In a particularly dark spot, he had scrambled out and paid the man to keep going without him. Then he had
         visited several crowded taverns, entering through front doors and slipping out through the back ones, but all to no avail
         – Oetje had stuck to him like glue. Now he was all alone in a particularly dangerous, squalid part of the city.
      

      
      Hanse believed, with all his heart, that the business he had undertaken was worth his life, and he was prepared to do anything
         to see it through. Of course, he thought grimly, as he broke into a trot, he could not complete what he had started if he
         was killed. Pushing such macabre thoughts from his mind, he blundered on.
      

      
      A figure materialised ahead, so Hanse jigged down the alley to his left, but there were footsteps everywhere, echoing in his
         aching head. Clutching his stomach, he began to run, unease blossoming into full-blown fear as his pursuer gained on him.
         Then he tripped over a pile of rubbish in the darkness. He knew he was near the Thames, because he could hear its gentle lap
         on the muddy shore. He tried to climb to his feet, but his limbs were like lead. Someone came to stand over him.
      

      
      ‘Please!’ he whispered. ‘Do not—’

      
      
      His adversary issued a low, mirthless chuckle that turned Hanse’s blood to ice, despite the heat of the summer evening. ‘You
         should not have interfered.’
      

   




      
      
      Chapter 1

      
      Saturday 18 June 1664

      
      St James’s Park was a pleasant place to be on a hot day. It stood upwind of the steaming, stinking, crowded metropolis that
         was London, and smelled of scythed grass and summer flowers. High walls kept the general populace out, which allowed the King
         and his Court to lounge in indolent splendour, and to swim in the newly created stretch of water known as ‘the Canal’. They
         were enjoying its cool waters that morning, laughing and shrieking as they frolicked.
      

      
      A short distance away, in the shade of some elms, sat the Earl of Clarendon. He was England’s Lord Chancellor, a short, fat,
         fussy man who favoured expensively frothy clothes and large wigs, neither of which were suitable for heatwaves – and London
         was currently enduring some of the driest, most sultry weather anyone could remember. His chubby face was shiny with sweat,
         and he was acutely uncomfortable. It was also clear, from his black scowl, that he was in a very bad mood.
      

      
      He had accumulated many enemies during his four years in office, so he and his staff – a secretary, four soldiers and a gentleman usher – had positioned themselves well away
         from the rest of the company. Not only did he feel safer when he was not among folk who itched to see him dead or disgraced,
         but the Court preferred it that way, too – the King’s lively debauchees did not want their fun spoiled by his critical glares.
      

      
      ‘The Lady emits some very uncivilised guffaws,’ he remarked waspishly. So intense was his dislike of the King’s mistress that
         he could never bring himself to say her name: the Countess of Castlemaine was always just ‘the Lady’. ‘I imagine they can
         hear her uncouth hooting in Chelsey.’
      

      
      His staff exchanged wary glances behind his back, but held their silence. He had not wanted to join the royal party that day,
         and was itching to vent his spleen on someone for having been forced to do so. He had planned to spend the time writing letters
         to avert a war with the Dutch Republic. Unfortunately, most Englishmen thought that a fight with Holland was a very good idea,
         and his efforts to prevent one were regarded with irritation. The King, perhaps in a subversive attempt to keep him from such
         work, had informed him that a morning in the sunshine would do him good, and when the Earl had demurred, the invitation had
         become an order.
      

      
      ‘It is too hot to loll about here,’ Clarendon snapped, swabbing his forehead with a piece of lace. ‘It is an omen, you know.’

      
      ‘An omen, sir?’ asked Secretary Bulteel nervously, when no one else spoke.

      
      The Earl glowered at him. John Bulteel was a small, unattractive man with bad teeth and gauche manners. Clarendon treated
         him abominably, despite the fact that his loyalty, devotion and talent for administration made him almost indispensable.
      

      
      ‘Yes!’ the Earl snarled. ‘The weather is an omen for evil to come – probably this damned war everyone seems so determined
         to have. Where is Chaloner? I have a question for him.’
      

      
      Thomas Chaloner stepped forward. He had been a gentleman usher for exactly two weeks – the post had been the Earl’s wedding
         gift to him. The promotion had not entailed a change in his duties, though. He was still an intelligencer, with a remit to
         protect his master from harmful plots and to investigate any matter Clarendon deemed worthy of attention.
      

      
      He was in his thirties, of medium height and build, with brown hair and grey eyes. The sword at his side was more functional
         than ornamental, but there was nothing else remarkable about him. This was a deliberate ploy on his part – he had not survived
         more than twelve years in espionage by standing out from the crowd.
      

      
      ‘Your question, sir?’ he asked politely.

      
      ‘Is it as hot as this in the States-General?’ demanded Clarendon, using the popular name for the seven provinces that had
         united to form the Dutch Republic.
      

      
      He scowled dangerously, suggesting there would be trouble no matter how the question was answered. Chaloner had been in his
         service for eighteen months, but was still not fully trusted. Perhaps it was because espionage was considered a distasteful
         occupation for gentlemen, or perhaps it was because Chaloner had been employed as a spy by the Parliamentarian government
         before he had come to the Earl. Regardless, his master always gave the impression that he did not like him, and employed him
         only because he needed to stay one step ahead of his enemies.
      

      
      
      The antipathy was wholly reciprocated: Chaloner heartily wished he was hired by someone else. Unfortunately, opportunities
         for ex-Commonwealth intelligencers in Restoration London were few and far between, so he had no choice but to continue working
         for Clarendon.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ the Earl barked, when he thought Chaloner was taking too long to respond.

      
      ‘It varies from year to year, sir,’ replied Chaloner warily, not sure quite what his master was expecting to hear.

      
      Clarendon sighed peevishly. ‘I do not care about the time you spent there spying for Cromwell. I want to know what the weather
         was like when you visited the place for me. You have been skulking there since February, after all, and only deigned to return two weeks ago.’
      

      
      Chaloner regarded him askance. The remark suggested that it had been his idea to linger in Amsterdam, when the reality was that he had written several times to say that Lord Bristol – the enemy
         he had been ordered to hunt down – was not there. It was only at the beginning of June that the Earl had finally accepted
         that his quarry must be elsewhere, and Chaloner had been given permission to come home.
      

      
      ‘You told me it was much cooler, Tom,’ said Bulteel helpfully, seeing his friend struggle for a polite response.

      
      Clarendon nodded his satisfaction. ‘I thought so! The omen is intended for England only. The Dutch will win if we go to war,
         and we shall look foolish for taking them on in the first place.’
      

      
      Avoiding conflict with the United Provinces was one of few things upon which he and Chaloner agreed – both knew it was a fight
         Britain was unlikely to win.
      

      
      ‘Is it true that the whole of the States-General is ravaged by plague?’ asked the Earl, kicking off his fashionably tight shoes and waggling his fat little toes in relief.
      

      
      ‘No, sir,’ replied Chaloner. ‘Just Amsterdam.’

      
      The Earl regarded him uneasily. ‘ You were in Amsterdam. Did you see evidence of the disease?’
      

      
      Chaloner nodded, but did not elaborate because the subject was a painful one for him. When he had first been sent to spy on
         Holland, some twelve years before, he had married a Dutch lady, but had lost her and their child to plague. It had not been
         easy to see the same sickness at work in the same place, and he had been unsettled by the intensity of the memories it had
         stirred.
      

      
      ‘But you stayed away from sufferers?’ Pointedly, Clarendon held the piece of lace over his nose.

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      The Earl regarded him coolly. ‘You are taciturn today, even by your standards. What is wrong? Are you concerned that you have
         made no headway on the cases I ordered you to investigate – these White Hall thefts and that missing Dutch diplomat? Or is
         married life not to your liking?’
      

      
      ‘I have identified the thieves, sir, while married life is …’ Chaloner trailed off. Two weeks was hardly long enough to tell,
         although it had occurred to him that he had made a mistake – spies made for poor spouses, and Hannah had already started two
         quarrels about the unsociable hours he kept.
      

      
      ‘You have the culprits?’ pounced the Earl eagerly. ‘Why did you not say so? They stole my wig, you know. I set it down on
         a bench next to me, and when I turned around, it had gone.’
      

      
      ‘Unfortunately, the evidence is circumstantial as yet,’ replied Chaloner. ‘The only way to ensure a conviction will be to catch them in the act of stealing, and—’
      

      
      ‘Then why are you not watching them?’ the Earl demanded. ‘Now? At this very minute?’

      
      ‘Because you ordered him to accompany you here, sir,’ explained Bulteel, when Chaloner hesitated, not sure how to respond
         without sounding insolent. ‘You wanted him to brief you on his investigation into that vanished Dutchman – Willem Hanse.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, yes.’ The Earl mopped his face with the lace again. ‘Well, he has finished telling me about his lack of progress there,
         so there is no need for him to linger. Go and catch the thieves, Chaloner. At once. How dare they lay sticky fingers on my property!’
      

      
      Chaloner regarded him unhappily, sorry he should consider a wig more important than a man’s safety, and sorrier still that
         tracking thieves would take time away from his search for Hanse. He had not told the Earl – or anyone else, for that matter
         – but his first marriage meant he and Hanse were kinsmen. And Chaloner was extremely worried about him.
      

      
      He took his leave of Clarendon, but did not go far, because the two men he suspected of committing the White Hall thefts –
         a pair of courtier-stewards in the service of a diplomat named Sir George Downing – had just arrived and attached themselves
         to the royal party. He would far rather have resumed the hunt for Hanse, but he knew he would have no peace from the Earl
         until the thieves were under lock and key. With a sigh, he forced himself to concentrate on them.
      

      
      The case had not been difficult to solve; interviews with victims and the application of basic logic had quickly pointed to them as the culprits. Moreover, discussions with their previous employers – Downing had only hired them recently
         – told him that they had not been honest in the past, either, and had probably forged the testimonials that claimed them to
         be men of good character. Unfortunately, he needed more than that to confront them. They were reputed to be cunning, and would
         wriggle out of any accusations made without hard evidence.
      

      
      He crouched behind a bush, and watched. Abraham Kicke was a tall, handsome fellow with luxurious blue-black hair and a confident
         swagger. His accomplice, John Nisbett, was shorter and bulkier, with lank ginger locks and bulbous blue eyes. Both were said
         to be skilled swordsmen, although Chaloner had no intention of finding out whether that was true – while perfectly able to
         hold his own in a skirmish, he saw no point in taking unnecessary risks.
      

      
      He winced when a particularly loud shriek rent the air. The Earl was right: Lady Castlemaine did have a piercing voice. He glanced towards her, and could not help but notice that she was by far the most scantily clad of
         the cavorting crowd – her dress was made of some thin, filmy stuff that turned transparent in water. She had borne three children,
         but her clothing showed she had retained her perfect figure. No one was quite sure how, and there were rumours that the Devil
         was involved.
      

      
      Meanwhile, shy, lonely Queen Katherine watched her with haunted eyes. Two years of marriage had not provided her with a baby, despite fervent prayers and visits to spas. Her inability to conceive meant she was shunned by the Court, and
         Chaloner’s heart went out to her when he saw her ladies-in-waiting had abandoned her and she sat alone. Then one appeared, and distracted her with a barrage of merry chatter. He smiled when he saw the kindly Samaritan
         was Hannah.
      

      
      Dragging his attention back to his duties, Chaloner watched Kicke and Nisbett pause by the edge of the Canal, ostensibly to
         marvel at His Majesty’s new parterres. He braced himself, sure they were about to indulge their penchant for other people’s
         property.
      

      
      Suddenly, there was a roar of manly appreciation: the Lady had left the water to perform a series of exercises. They had the
         immediate effect of drawing every eye towards her, the men to ogle the display, and the women to regard it rather more critically.
         Chaloner glanced at the Earl, and saw that even he was transfixed, although he at least had the decency to pretend to be reading.
      

      
      While people were distracted, Kicke and Nisbett aimed for the nearest bundle of clothes. A brief rummage saw them emerge with
         a copper-coloured wig that would have cost its owner a fortune. It was distinctive, and Chaloner recognised it as belonging
         to a courtier named Charles Bates. Kicke shoved it down the front of his shirt. In the next pile, Nisbett found a purse, which
         he slipped into his pocket. And so they continued.
      

      
      ‘Hey!’ Chaloner yelled, when he felt they had stolen enough to condemn themselves. ‘Thieves!’

      
      Kicke and Nisbett froze in horror, and in the Canal, heads whipped around towards them. Lady Castlemaine stopped her gyrations
         with a glare: she hated not being the centre of attention.
      

      
      ‘Thieves!’ Chaloner yelled again, pointing to Kicke and Nisbett.

      
      Kicke held a necklace in his hand, and an expression of panicky guilt crossed his face as he dropped it. Nisbett spun around quickly, but thought better of making a bid for escape when he saw his way barred by the Earl’s soldiers. Several
         younger, fitter members of Court, led by the Duke of Buckingham, splashed out of the water and trotted towards the commotion;
         some even had the sense to collect swords en route. But Kicke was jabbing his thumb at Chaloner.
      

      
      ‘We are not the felons here,’ he declared, injecting indignation in his every word. ‘ He is.’
      

      
      Accusations of criminal behaviour were not uncommon in White Hall, and most courtiers lost interest once they had assured
         themselves that their own belongings were safe. One by one, they drifted back to the water. Part of the reason for their departure
         was because the Earl was waddling towards them – they often expressed their dislike by refusing to be in his company – but
         also because the Lady had resumed her exercises. Buckingham was among the few who remained, and so was Bates, a sad-faced
         gentleman who was old and ugly without his auburn wig.
      

      
      ‘Well, Chaloner?’ demanded the Duke, a tall, elegant fellow whose good looks were being eroded by high living; his eyes were
         yellowish, and his skin was sallow. He was one of the Earl’s most bitter enemies, and gleeful malice gleamed in his eyes when
         he heard the accusation levelled against a member of his rival’s household. ‘What do you say?’
      

      
      ‘Thomas is not a thief.’ Chaloner turned to see Hannah. For reasons beyond his ken, she and the Duke were friends, and Buckingham
         often listened to what she had to say. Unfortunately, she often listened to what Buckingham had to say in return, and what
         emerged from the dissipated nobleman’s mouth was not always sensible. ‘I would not have married him if he were.’
      

      
      ‘No, you would not,’ agreed Buckingham. He sighed, sorry not to be able to strike a blow at the Earl through his most recently
         appointed gentleman usher.
      

      
      ‘My wig is missing,’ said Bates quietly. ‘I left it here, and it has gone. It is quite distinctive, because no one else at
         Court has one that colour.’
      

      
      ‘I lost one, too,’ added Clarendon, fixing the thieves with a baleful eye. ‘They must have a penchant for them. Or a penchant
         for the high prices such items fetch on the open market.’
      

      
      ‘We have stolen nothing,’ declared Kicke hotly. He pointed at Chaloner. ‘But he has. He—’
      

      
      ‘Search me,’ suggested Chaloner. ‘Then search them. That will tell you who is telling the truth.’

      
      ‘If anyone comes near me, I will cut off his hands,’ snarled Nisbett, drawing his sword when Buckingham nodded that it was
         a good idea, and took a step towards him. ‘You insult us by giving credence to these slanderous lies.’
      

      
      ‘Put up your weapon,’ ordered Buckingham, his eyes pure ice. ‘How dare you threaten me! And your actions do nothing to convince
         me of your innocence, sir. Quite the reverse, in fact. Now, I am going to search you, so I strongly recommend—’
      

      
      ‘We refuse to submit to this outrage,’ declared Kicke. He glowered haughtily at the Duke. ‘And you cannot make us. We are in Downing’s service, not yours, so you have no jurisdiction over us.’
      

      
      ‘Actually, he does,’ put in Clarendon. He was a lawyer by training, so this was the sort of thing he knew about. ‘By virtue
         of his appointment as—’
      

      
      
      Bored with the debate, Buckingham made a grab for Kicke. There was a tearing sound as stitches parted company, and Kicke bawled
         his indignation. Nisbett took a threatening step towards them, but a glimmer of common sense warned him that it would be unwise
         to skewer a peer of the realm. He faltered just long enough for the Earl’s soldiers to disarm him.
      

      
      ‘That is my wig,’ Kicke shouted, as the Duke brandished what he found. ‘I bought it last week.’
      

      
      Bates took it from Buckingham’s hand. ‘No, it is mine. As you can see, it fits me perfectly.’

      
      The Duke turned his attention to Nisbett, and it was not many moments before the purse was located, along with several items
         of jewellery. Nisbett’s face flamed red with rage and humiliation.
      

      
      ‘I think we have seen enough,’ said the Earl, regarding both men contemptuously. ‘They are caught red-handed.’

      
      ‘They must be responsible for all the other thefts, too,’ said Hannah. ‘The method is the same: preying on the wealthy when
         they are otherwise engaged. I am glad my husband has solved the case, because ever since these crimes started back in April,
         White Hall has been full of suspicion and unpleasantness. Thank God it is over.’
      

      
      ‘We are innocent of those,’ began Kicke, alarmed. ‘Chaloner must have—’

      
      ‘Do not even think of accusing Tom,’ declared Bulteel. The secretary’s voice was unsteady: he hated pushing himself forward in such august company.
         But he took a deep breath and plunged on. Chaloner was touched by his support, knowing what it cost him to make bold with
         his opinions. ‘He was not in the country when these crimes began. He was in Holland.’
      

      
      Buckingham puffed out his cheeks in a sigh. ‘I suppose we had better search these villains’ homes, to see whether they have hidden their ill-gotten gains there. Meanwhile, we shall
         keep them under lock and key until their fates are decided.’
      

      
      ‘No!’ screeched Kicke, as the soldiers laid hold of him. ‘I will kill you for this, Chaloner! I have powerful friends, and
         you can expect retribution for—’
      

      
      ‘Enough!’ snapped Buckingham. ‘He caught you fair and square. Besides, stealing in full view of half the Court was just plain
         stupid.’
      

      
      Kicke’s violent objections were loud enough to interrupt Lady Castlemaine’s exhibition a second time. Petulantly, she flung
         away the branch she had been using, and stamped towards the water. The King was waiting for her, and Chaloner saw the Queen
         look away.
      

      
      ‘I think your mistress needs you,’ he whispered to Hannah.

      
      At the Earl’s insistence, Chaloner went with Buckingham to the chambers in White Hall where Kicke and Nisbett had their lodgings.
         He resented the wasted time, as he did not for a moment anticipate that they would be so foolish as to leave incriminating
         evidence in the place where they lived. He had been so certain of it, in fact, that he had not bothered to look himself. Thus
         he was amazed to discover that one of the rooms had been fitted with a false ceiling, and the space above it was crammed to
         the gills with jewellery, coins, clothes and costly trinkets.
      

      
      The Duke’s jaw dropped. ‘Good God! I would never have thought of looking up there.’

      
      To a professional spy, it stood out like a sore thumb, and Chaloner could not imagine not noticing it. He stood on a chair to retrieve the loot, passing it into the Duke’s eagerly waiting hands.
      

      
      ‘What made you suspect Kicke and Nisbett in the first place?’ Buckingham asked as they worked. ‘They do not strike me as especially
         villainous types.’
      

      
      ‘No?’ asked Chaloner, surprised.

      
      ‘Well, I suppose there is something unpleasant about them,’ conceded the Duke. ‘They work for Downing for a start, which says nothing to commend them.’
      

      
      Prudently, Chaloner did not mention that he had once worked for Downing, too. Downing was Envoy Extraordinary to The Hague, and had been for years, first under Cromwell,
         and then the King. He had dismissed his entire staff at the Restoration, and had appointed Royalists instead, to demonstrate
         his commitment to the new regime. Intelligence on the Dutch had suffered a serious setback, and was still well below par four
         years later, but Downing had ‘proved’ himself loyal.
      

      
      Buckingham had been inspecting a beautiful necklace, but he looked up at Chaloner when a thought occurred to him. ‘Do you
         think he put them up to this? He is certainly unscrupulous and greedy enough.’
      

      
      ‘I doubt it,’ replied Chaloner. Downing was unscrupulous and greedy, but he was not stupid, and would know better than to embroil himself in brazen thievery.
      

      
      But Buckingham narrowed his eyes, unconvinced. ‘The thefts started in April, which was when he was recalled to London to help
         us negotiate with the Dutch. The timing fits.’
      

      
      ‘It fits because April was when he first hired Kicke and Nisbett,’ explained Chaloner. ‘He said he needed more stewards, so
         he could host receptions to further the cause of peace.’
      

      
      
      Buckingham released a sharp, mirthless bark of laughter. ‘Further the cause of peace? Downing? He is the greatest threat to
         it, with his nasty innuendos and bullying manner! But it suits me. Our country is not yet at ease with itself after the civil
         wars and the Commonwealth, and a foreign campaign is just what we need. It will unite us all in a common cause.’
      

      
      ‘Only until the first battle, which we will lose. Then there will be more trouble than ever.’

      
      Buckingham’s expression hardened. ‘Cromwell won when he tackled the Dutch. Are you saying the King is less of a warrior than the Great Usurper?’
      

      
      Chaloner was saying nothing of the kind, although he suspected it was true: Cromwell had been a talented general. ‘It boils
         down to resources and money. The States-General have more of both.’
      

      
      ‘That is an unpatriotic attitude! Have you been listening to your traitorous master? Well, it does not matter, because the
         doves on the Privy Council will not prevail. We shall have our war.’
      

      
      ‘Probably,’ acknowledged Chaloner unhappily. ‘But there is to be a convention in the Savoy Hospital next Sunday. Perhaps our
         politicians will see sense there, and agree that peace—’
      

      
      ‘It will be a waste of time,’ predicted Buckingham. ‘Although the doves have high hopes for it. But I am not interested in
         debating politics with you. I would rather you told me how you came to suspect Nisbett and Kicke.’
      

      
      Chaloner was more than happy to discuss something less contentious. ‘I asked victims and witnesses to name everyone in the
         vicinity when the thefts were committed. Kicke and Nisbett appeared on more lists than was innocent.’
      

      
      
      Buckingham frowned. ‘Is that all? No wonder you held off tackling them until you caught them in the act. Hah! Here is Clarendon’s
         hairpiece. Return it to him, and I shall see to the rest. Do not look dubious, man! Do you think I might help myself to the
         belongings of friends and colleagues?’
      

      
      Chaloner did: few courtiers had much in the way of ready cash, and were quite happy to acquire more by any means arising.
         But he accepted the proffered wig and left, feeling that monitoring dishonest barons went well beyond his remit. Besides,
         he had more urgent matters to attend – namely finding Hanse. Stuffing the wig in his pocket, he determined to make the most
         of what remained of the day.
      

      
      The following morning, heavy-eyed from lack of sleep – his enquiries had lasted well into the night, after which Hannah had
         been waiting to rail at him for the unsociable hours he kept – Chaloner walked to The Strand, a bustling thoroughfare where
         palaces rubbed shoulders with ramshackle shops and grimy public buildings. A number of nobles had homes there, their ownership
         reflected in the buildings’ names – Essex House, Arundel House, York House, Somerset House, Bedford House. There was also
         Worcester House, an untidy Tudor monstrosity rented by the Earl of Clarendon while he built himself something better in the
         pretty fields around Piccadilly.
      

      
      As it was Sunday, the Earl would be at home, rather than at his offices in White Hall, so Chaloner went directly there. Bulteel
         was hovering in the hallway when he arrived, waiting to be told whether their master needed him that day. The secretary looked
         tired, and Chaloner was sorry Clarendon could not see the man’s weariness, and let him have a few hours to himself.
      

      
      ‘You did well yesterday,’ Bulteel said, smiling shyly. ‘People were beginning to think those thieves were uncatchable – that
         they would plague us until no one had any valuables left.’
      

      
      ‘Success made them reckless,’ replied Chaloner, feeling he had done nothing particularly remarkable. ‘It was foolish to steal
         in plain sight of half the Court.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but they would have got away with it, if you had not been there. Do not denigrate what you did – I know it was cleverly done. I told the Earl so, too, but he did not listen. He never does.’
      

      
      Chaloner did not reply, because Bulteel was right: the Earl rarely heeded his secretary’s opinion. It was a pity, because
         Bulteel’s views were usually far more sensible than those of his master.
      

      
      At that moment, the door opened and a gentleman and his servant were shown in. The gentleman was exquisitely attired in pale
         blue satin, and, despite the steadily rising heat, looked cool and debonair. He held a piece of lace, which he flicked back
         and forth as if swiping dust out of the way. His cheeks were powdered, and he wore a ‘face patch’ cut in the shape of a crescent
         moon. Face patches were popular with ladies, but Chaloner had never seen one on a man before.
      

      
      ‘There you are, John, dear!’ the fellow exclaimed. He sank on to a chair, while his servant – a sober, silent fellow in brown
         – fetched him a footstool. ‘I thought I would never find you. And the weather … well!’
      

      
      Although Bulteel told everyone that he was happily married, Chaloner was party to a secret: the wife and child were an invention,
         designed to make his colleagues believe him capable of procuring them. But it had never occurred to Chaloner that his friend’s tastes might run in other directions.
      

      
      ‘No!’ gulped Bulteel, seeing what he was thinking. ‘This is my cousin. His name is Griffith.’

      
      ‘Colonel Griffith,’ corrected the man languidly. ‘Introduce me to this fine fellow, John.’
      

      
      ‘He is Tom,’ obliged Bulteel. ‘The Earl’s spy.’

      
      ‘No, no, no!’ cried Griffith, putting a hand across his eyes in apparent despair. ‘Have you listened to none of my lessons? Introduce him properly, as I have taught you.’
      

      
      ‘Allow me to present Mr Thomas Chaloner, gentleman usher to the Lord Chancellor,’ intoned Bulteel, blushing uncomfortably
         as he did so.
      

      
      ‘Better,’ acknowledged Griffith. ‘Although he ranks more highly than I, so you should have presented me to him first, not
         the other way around.’
      

      
      ‘My cousin is tutoring me in Court etiquette,’ explained Bulteel to the bemused Chaloner. ‘So I will not be so awkward when
         in the company of great people. I have always admired his elegant manners, and when he arrived in the city, I invited him
         to stay with me for a while to teach me his skills. By the time he has finished, wealthy patrons will be clamouring to hire
         my services, and I will be popular and loved by everyone I meet.’
      

      
      ‘Oh,’ said Chaloner, thinking Griffith should have refused the challenge, because it was not one that could be won. Bulteel
         had many admirable qualities, but his unprepossessing appearance and innate gaucheness meant he would never have the respect
         he craved. It was cruel and unfair, and Bulteel deserved better, but it was the way White Hall worked.
      

      
      
      ‘What brings you to London, Colonel?’ he asked, changing the subject before Bulteel could ask whether he had noticed any improvement.
         ‘Military matters?’
      

      
      ‘Lord, no!’ exclaimed Griffith in distaste. ‘I am a man of business now. I buy and sell fine cloth. My martial days are over.
         And I thank God for it, because I never did like the noise and dirt.’
      

      
      ‘Which regiment?’ asked Chaloner. An image of this foppish creature on a battlefield crept unbidden into his mind, and he
         fought down a smirk.
      

      
      ‘Prince Rupert’s,’ replied Griffith proudly. ‘I served with Clarendon once, too, at the Battle of Edgehill. He was minding
         the young princes, and I was minding Rupert’s dog. Both were sacred trusts, but especially mine. Rupert was very fond of that
         beast.’
      

      
      ‘The Earl was delighted to meet my cousin again,’ said Bulteel, smiling fondly. Then the expression became pained. ‘Griffith
         has settled nicely in my Westminster house. My wife and son are away, as you know, so there is plenty of room.’
      

      
      Before he had left for Holland, Chaloner had advised Bulteel to send his ‘family’ on an extended visit to the country; the
         fiction was beginning to unravel, and he did not want his friend exposed as a liar. He was surprised Bulteel was willing to
         deceive a cousin, though – kinsmen were more difficult to mislead than colleagues, because they would want to know to whom
         they were related.
      

      
      ‘I am pleased to have his company,’ Bulteel went on, although he looked anything but pleased, and Chaloner wondered whether
         the strain of having a houseguest accounted for some of his weariness. ‘He has been here since February.’
      

      
      ‘I have,’ agreed Griffith. ‘And I am sure you have noticed a great improvement in John’s deportment and speech in that time. He is very nearly a gentleman.’
      

      
      ‘He has never been anything else,’ said Chaloner, using a compliment to avoid saying that Bulteel had not changed at all.

      
      Bulteel blushed and hastily turned the conversation away from himself. ‘Griffith lived in The Hague once.’

      
      Griffith took the abrupt switch in his stride. ‘But I did not like it. It smelled of cheese.’

      
      Chaloner had never noticed a smell of cheese, and was beginning to suspect that a penchant for fabrication ran in the family.

      
      ‘Did you know that one of the Dutch diplomats vanished on Friday?’ Bulteel asked his cousin conversationally. ‘Ambassador
         van Goch told me today that he fears for the fellow’s safety.’
      

      
      So did Chaloner, and heartily wished his enquiries into Hanse’s disappearance had yielded clues. For all his efforts, he knew
         no more now than he had when it had first been reported.
      

      
      ‘Then let us hope he is found safe and well,’ said Griffith, not very interested. He brightened. ‘Come with me to the New
         Exchange, John. One of its merchants has some lovely taffeta for sale.’
      

      
      The Earl snatched the wig Chaloner handed him, and studied it minutely. ‘There is a hole in it!’ he cried in dismay. ‘It will
         cost a fortune to repair.’
      

      
      ‘It was shoved inside a false ceiling,’ explained Chaloner.

      
      ‘I never did like Kicke and Nisbett,’ said Clarendon, placing the hair on a special stand. ‘Unfortunately, Downing hired them
         when you were fooling around overseas, or I would have ordered you to watch them from the start. Has there been any word on that Dutchman, by the way?’
      

      
      ‘No, sir. Not yet.’

      
      ‘He has been gone for almost two days now. And if he is as crucial to peace as Heer van Goch maintains, we must do all in
         our power to locate him. I thought I made that clear to you yesterday.’
      

      
      ‘You did, sir,’ said Chaloner, itching to remind the Earl that he had actually been more interested in catching the White
         Hall thieves. ‘But all I can tell you about Hanse is that he was last seen at half-past eight on Friday evening, climbing
         into a hackney carriage outside the Sun tavern in Westminster. The driver was instructed to take him directly to the Savoy,
         but no one saw him arrive.’
      

      
      ‘How do you know? Have you interviewed his fellow diplomats?’

      
      Chaloner nodded. ‘And their servants.’

      
      ‘Perhaps he decided London is too dangerous, so elected to leave. I would not blame him. Hollanders are unpopular here – they
         cannot leave their lodgings without threats being hurled.’
      

      
      ‘Never. He thinks war will be bad for both our countries, and is determined to avert one.’

      
      The Earl regarded him soberly, and Chaloner tensed, waiting for the obvious question: how did he know what a foreign diplomat believed? He had not concealed his kinship with Hanse from any desire to be secretive, but because
         he had been trained never to share personal information, and found it a difficult habit to break. He had not even confided
         in Hannah.
      

      
      ‘Do you think he is dead?’ asked the Earl instead.

      
      ‘I hope not,’ replied Chaloner, although the possibility had crossed his mind. ‘It would deal the peace process a terrible blow. And his wife travelled from the States-General with
         him …’
      

      
      Jacoba, he thought to himself, recalling the disconcerting experience of seeing Aletta’s eyes smiling at him when they had
         met the previous week. They had been sisters.
      

      
      ‘Then I shall pray for his safe return,’ said the Earl, rather insincerely. ‘But if he is dead – murdered – then who are your suspects?’
      

      
      Chaloner tried not to let his master’s callous attitude annoy him. ‘Anyone who wants a war, I suppose. Including some of his
         colleagues.’
      

      
      The Earl’s eyebrows went up. ‘But the Dutch came here specifically to argue for peace.’

      
      ‘Heer van Goch did. But his retinue of diplomats, servants and soldiers comprises more than two hundred people. Among so many,
         differences of opinion will be inevitable.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I suppose the delegation is that large,’ acknowledged Clarendon. ‘Of course, you are in a unique position to know their real thoughts, given that you
         speak the language.’
      

      
      ‘I do not spy on them,’ said Chaloner immediately.

      
      ‘You should,’ countered the Earl. ‘You might learn something useful.’

      
      ‘And I might hear it in the wrong context, and tell you something inaccurate or misleading,’ replied Chaloner. ‘There is more
         to spying than just repeating what is overheard.’
      

      
      ‘Yes, I have been told that the reports you composed when you were stationed overseas were good in that respect. But you know these people and their ways, so I do not see why you cannot manage a little eavesdropping to help your country.’
      

      
      ‘I would need to be there on a full-time basis to be of any real value,’ explained Chaloner, striving for patience. They had
         discussed this before. ‘Besides, I am sure Spymaster Williamson has his own people in place. Too many intelligencers will
         cause confusion and be counterproductive.’
      

      
      The Earl was thoughtful. ‘The negotiations are proceeding far more slowly than they should, and mistrust and suspicion are
         rife. Perhaps you have just explained why – a surfeit of spies.’
      

      
      ‘Perhaps. Of course, there is also the fact that the Dutch know that most of our country would much rather go to war. It is
         hardly an attitude that encourages them to make concessions.’
      

      
      The Earl grimaced. ‘I am aware of that, believe me! But there is another reason why you must find Hanse as quickly as possible.
         It pertains to the Privy Council papers that were stolen.’
      

      
      ‘What Privy Council papers, sir?’ asked Chaloner warily.

      
      The Earl glared at him. ‘I am sure I told you about them in the park yesterday. They went missing on Friday evening. From
         this very room! And I want them back.’
      

      
      ‘I see,’ said Chaloner, biting back his exasperation that the Earl had neglected to inform him of such an important matter
         immediately. It certainly had not been mentioned in the park, and the passage of time would make them that much harder to locate. ‘But how do they relate to
         Hanse?’
      

      
      ‘On Friday morning, just hours before they disappeared, I entertained two men here: van Goch and Hanse. They must have seen these documents, and decided to steal them.’
      

      
      Chaloner gazed at him, not sure whether he was more startled by the suggestion that two high-ranking diplomats would resort
         to theft, or that the Earl should have left such items lying around for foreign visitors to spot in the first place.
      

      
      ‘Hanse and van Goch are not thieves, sir,’ he began.

      
      ‘They are—’

      
      ‘Well, someone made off with them,’ snapped the Earl. ‘And they went on Friday evening, between six and eight o’clock, when
         I was dining with my wife and the papers were up here unattended. They could not have been taken before then, because I was
         reading them.’
      

      
      ‘But van Goch and Hanse left you at noon,’ said Chaloner, recalling the pair walking away to the accompaniment of bells striking
         twelve o’clock. ‘They were not here between six and eight.’
      

      
      ‘So? All that means is that they saw the papers, and elected to come and steal them later.’

      
      ‘How? There are guards on all your doors and patrolling the garden. Or are you suggesting that Heer van Goch climbed up the side of the house and slipped in through a
         window?’
      

      
      ‘Do not be impertinent!’ barked the Earl. ‘Hanse must have done it.’

      
      ‘He has an alibi. He was in the Sun tavern from six o’clock until roughly half-past eight.’ Chaloner did not mention that
         he was the alibi. ‘He could not have stolen these papers.’
      

      
      ‘I do not believe it,’ snapped the Earl. ‘He did steal them, and that is why he has disappeared. He is ferrying them back to the States-General as we speak.’
      

      
      
      ‘I will interview your staff this afternoon,’ said Chaloner, declining to argue.

      
      ‘The thief is no one in my household!’ shouted the Earl. ‘They are all above reproach.’

      
      They might have been once, thought Chaloner, but the Earl treated them badly, and one might well have made off with the papers
         to give him a good fright. He tried another avenue of questioning.
      

      
      ‘What was in these documents, sir? Matters of interest to the States-General?’

      
      ‘Maybe,’ replied the Earl cagily. ‘But do not ask me to elaborate, because I am bound by oaths of secrecy. Suffice to say
         they are highly sensitive.’
      

      
      Chaloner smothered a sigh. How was he supposed to discover who had stolen the papers, when he did not know who might benefit
         from reading the things? And if they were so important, why had the Earl waited two days before ordering their disappearance
         investigated? He was about to press the matter further when there were footsteps outside, followed by a knock on the door.
         It was Bulteel.
      

      
      ‘There is news, sir,’ said the secretary. ‘Nisbett and Kicke have just been released from custody.’

      
      ‘What?’ spluttered the Earl. ‘But their guilt was beyond question!’

      
      ‘Apparently, now most of what they stole is back with its rightful owners, people are inclined to see the matter as a bit
         of harmless fun. Anger has turned to admiration, especially as Kicke claims he did it to protect White Hall – to draw attention
         to its lax security, so something could be done to remedy the situation.’
      

      
      ‘If that were true, then why did he not say so in the park?’ pounced Chaloner.

      
      
      ‘Quite,’ said Bulteel acidly. ‘But it is all the Lady’s doing. She is taken with their daring, and the story is that it was
         she who persuaded the King to let them go.’
      

      
      ‘Then let us hope they learn from their narrow escape and leave the city,’ said the Earl.

      
      ‘They have not,’ said Bulteel. ‘Downing immediately dismissed them, lest people think he put them up to it. But the Lady has offered them posts instead. At a much higher salary.’
      

      
      The Earl scowled. ‘She is doing it to spite me, because it was my retainer who caught them.’

      
      Petty though it sounded, Chaloner suspected he might well be right.

      
      Despite the Earl’s contention that he would be wasting his time, Chaloner spent the rest of the morning and much of the afternoon
         interviewing Worcester House’s staff about the missing papers. Unfortunately, his master was right: no one had seen or heard
         anything out of the ordinary. Chaloner pursued the matter diligently until four o’clock, when most of them went home.
      

      
      He had a talent for sketching and a good memory for faces, so he drafted a reasonable likeness of the hackneyman who had
         taken Hanse to the Savoy, and showed it to every driver who would talk to him. It was almost three hours before he found one
         who nodded recognition. He was a Scot named Murdoch, who had helped him with information before.
      

      
      ‘That is Saul Ibbot. He used to work over in Smithfield, and rarely came this way, but he was here on Friday. We shared a
         pipe together while we watered our horses.’
      

      
      The use of the past tense did not escape Chaloner. ‘Has something happened to him?’

      
      
      ‘You have not heard? He was killed when his coach overturned in Long Lane yesterday.’

      
      Such events were commonplace in a city where carriages were not very roadworthy, and although Chaloner had overheard people
         discussing the incident, he had not thought much about it.
      

      
      ‘An accident?’ he asked.

      
      Murdoch shrugged. ‘Probably, although his horse – he called it Cromwell – seemed a steady nag to me. Still, it happens.’

      
      But not normally to drivers whose passengers had mysteriously gone missing, thought Chaloner worriedly. He walked to Smithfield
         in the bright, arid blaze of the setting sun, and set about finding someone who would direct him to Ibbot’s house. It took
         a while, but eventually he was led to a dark, dirty alley near Aldgate Street. His knock was answered by a woman with a howling
         baby in her arms. She was jigging it up and down furiously, so its swollen red face was a blur of continuous movement. Chaloner
         felt sick just watching, and was not surprised it was making such a racket.
      

      
      ‘They told me Cromwell bolted,’ she shouted, snaking out a bony hand to snatch the coins he offered. ‘But Cromwell is a quiet
         beast, and he never bolted before.’
      

      
      ‘What do you think happened?’ Chaloner asked.
      

      
      ‘I think Saul took a job he shouldn’t have done.’ Mrs Ibbot’s voice was bitter, and she rocked the baby more vigorously than
         ever. ‘He told me he had given up that line of work, but the money was easy. And it was too much temptation for a weak man.’
      

      
      ‘What line of work?’ Chaloner grabbed the baby from her before she shook it senseless. It immediately quietened, and contented itself with the occasional relieved sob.
      

      
      She folded her arms. ‘Work for the Hectors, mostly – one of the gangs what operates round here. I told him to have nothing
         to do with them, but he wouldn’t listen. Now he’s dead, and if it was an accident, then my name is Lady Castlemaine.’
      

      
      ‘You think the Hectors killed him?’ Chaloner’s heart sank. If so, then it boded ill for Hanse.

      
      ‘It wouldn’t be the first time they hired a driver, then murdered him to make sure he kept his mouth shut. You got a nice
         way with babies, sir. This is the happiest she been all day.’
      

      
      ‘Did Saul ever mention a particular Hector? A contact, perhaps?’

      
      Mrs Ibbot nodded slowly. ‘There was one he talked about – a woman called Mrs Riley. But I can’t say no more, because I don’t
         want word getting back that I been talking about her. I got the young one to think of, and Saul told me that Mrs Riley can
         be nasty.’
      

      
      Chaloner nodded his thanks as he handed back the baby and took his leave, but the information was not very helpful. Every
         spy knew that ‘Mrs Riley’ was the codename used for the King during the Commonwealth – the Hectors had been having a joke
         at Ibbot’s expense. Or perhaps Ibbot had just been cautious with a wife who had, after all, been willing to gossip to a stranger
         who had paid her. Either way, Chaloner knew this particular line of enquiry was at an end: the Hectors were not the kind of
         men to answer questions, and trying to locate ‘Mrs Riley’ would be futile.
      

      
      So what had happened? Had someone hired the Hectors to snatch Hanse, perhaps in an effort to sabotage the peace talks? Somehow, Chaloner did not believe it was coincid ence that a driver with dubious connections – now mysteriously
         dead – should have been the one to drive Hanse home. Bowed down with anxiety for a man he liked, Chaloner turned homewards.
      

      
      Hannah was asleep when he reached their cottage on Tothill Street, which was not surprising given that it was well past midnight.
         It was unbearably hot in the bedroom, because she believed that night air caused fevers, and never slept with the windows
         open. As she had lost her first husband to a sudden and inexplicable illness, Chaloner had been unable to dissuade her of
         the notion.
      

      
      His concern for Hanse and the stifling heat meant he slept badly in the few hours before it became light, and he found himself
         reviewing again and again the last moments of the evening they had spent together. They had walked outside the Sun, and Hanse
         had raised his arm to flag down the hackney that had been trundling towards them. Ibbot had smiled in a friendly fashion,
         and there had been nothing about him – not even with hindsight – to suggest anything untoward. Chaloner had started to follow
         Hanse into the coach, but the Dutchman had pushed him back.
      

      
      ‘You are tired,’ he had said firmly. ‘Go home to your new wife.’

      
      ‘Not too tired to see an old friend home,’ Chaloner had argued, trying to enter a second time.

      
      The next shove had been rather more forceful. ‘What can happen between King Street and the Savoy? It is a journey of a few
         minutes! But to take your mind off it, accept this gift – two pairs of fine Dutch stockings. The ones you wear are a little
         tatty.’
      

      
      
      Hanse should have been safe, Chaloner thought bitterly, as he tossed and turned. So where was he? Dead? Or were the Hectors holding him
         somewhere until the peace talks foundered?
      

      
      He rose as soon as it was light enough to see, donned clean clothes and left while Hannah was still asleep, unwilling to risk
         another row about the long hours he was working. He wandered through the wakening city, aiming for nowhere in particular,
         and had just reached King Street when he met Bulteel, who lived in nearby Old Palace Yard.
      

      
      ‘I know I am up early, but my cousin snores,’ explained Bulteel. ‘And I cannot cook while he is there, either. He tells me that baking
         is an unsuitable pastime for gentlemen, and recommends dancing lessons instead. However, making cakes has a soothing effect
         on me: if I am tired, unhappy or worried, then producing a tray of biscuits makes me feel so much better.’
      

      
      ‘Playing the viol does the same for me.’ Chaloner spoke hesitantly, unused to sharing such intimate confidences. ‘Unfortunately,
         Hannah does not like me making a noise at inconvenient hours, so …’
      

      
      ‘So you cannot do it as often as you would like,’ finished Bulteel sympathetically. ‘There is a lot to be said for living
         alone. But you once told me that all intelligencers have accommodations away from their homes, lest they are working on a
         dangerous case, and do not want villains to know where they live. Why not take your viol there?’
      

      
      Chaloner experienced a twinge of guilt. All spies should have boltholes, so as not to endanger their families, and he knew he was remiss in not finding a refuge to replace the one
         he had lost in February. The fact that he had not had a spare moment since his return from the United Provinces was a poor excuse.
      

      
      ‘I have a second home in Chelsey,’ said Bulteel. He smiled, revealing his brown teeth. It was a sinister expression, and went
         some way to explaining why he was not popular in White Hall. ‘I use it rarely, so you may take your viol there, if you like.’
      

      
      Chelsey was an attractively rural village two miles to the west. It was too far away to be practical as a regular sanctuary,
         although Chaloner appreciated the offer, and thought a distant safe haven might come in useful in the future. He nodded his
         thanks.
      

      
      ‘You have bought a new house?’ he asked, wondering how the secretary could afford it. Clarendon did not pay his people well,
         and Bulteel was known for declining to supplement his income with bribes.
      

      
      ‘An uncle left it to me in his will. I wanted Griffith to live in it while he teaches me manners, but he insisted on staying
         with me in Westminster instead. When the weather cools, perhaps you will come to see it. It is a lovely place, near the church.
         You could bring Hannah, too. I suppose.’
      

      
      To Chaloner’s great sorrow, his wife and friend did not like each other, and the fact that Hannah had ‘forgotten’ to invite
         Bulteel to the wedding had not helped. Bulteel still had not forgiven her, while she treated him with a disdain that ran contrary
         to her usually easy-going nature. Bulteel was trying to build bridges by inviting her to Chelsey, but Chaloner suspected it
         would not be a good idea to accept on her behalf. There would almost certainly be trouble if he did.
      

      
      ‘You have not mentioned the message I sent last night,’ Bulteel said, as Chaloner struggled to think of a polite way to decline. ‘About the missing Dutchman. Did anything come of the matter?’
      

      
      Chaloner stared at him. ‘What message?’

      
      ‘Hannah probably recognised my writing and threw it away,’ said Bulteel resentfully.

      
      ‘She was asleep when I arrived home, and I left without waking her,’ said Chaloner defensively, although Bulteel’s claim was
         not entirely without foundation – she had ‘mislaid’ missives before, and had been defiantly unrepentant when Chaloner had
         tackled her about it. ‘She did not have the chance to pass me anything.’
      

      
      Bulteel sniffed disbelievingly. ‘My note was about Hanse. Mr Kersey, down at the charnel house, has a body matching his description.’

      
      Westminster’s mortuary was a grim building, located between a granary and a coal yard. It comprised a long, low cellar for
         storing bodies, with two more pleasant rooms near the door. One of these chambers was the office in which the charnel-house
         keeper collected his takings. John Kersey charged an admission fee for spectators, and also ran a small museum containing
         some of the more unusual artefacts he had collected from his charges over the years. The other was a comfortable parlour in
         which he explained formalities to grieving friends and families.
      

      
      Despite the early hour, Kersey was at his place of work. He was a neat, dapper little man whose fine clothes and expensive
         wig said he made a decent living from his grim trade. Chaloner might have suspected him of dressing himself with garments
         retrieved from his wealthier corpses, but they fitted him far too well, and were obviously the work of bespoke tailors.
      

      
      
      Soberly confiding that the hot weather meant he was much busier than usual, Kersey conducted Chaloner to the main chamber,
         where the stench was enough to make a man light-headed. The place hummed with flies, and Chaloner’s stomach began to churn.
         Although not a religious man, he found himself praying that the body he was about to be shown would not be Hanse’s.
      

      
      ‘Here,’ said Kersey, stopping next to a table that was about halfway down the room and lifting the sheet that covered it.
         ‘Is this him?’
      

      
      Chaloner felt a great wave of sadness wash over him as he gazed at his brother-in-law, a man he had liked and respected, despite
         the fact that they had met rarely since his first wife’s death twelve years before. Familial ties were important in both Dutch
         and English society, and were rarely severed because someone died or remarried, so Chaloner was still kin as far as Hanse
         was concerned, and vice versa.
      

      
      Their paths had crossed by pure chance in White Hall the previous Wednesday, and Hanse had been so delighted that he had hauled
         Chaloner immediately to the Savoy to pay his respects to Jacoba – his own wife and Aletta’s sister. Their next meeting had
         been in the Westminster tavern two days later, after which Hanse had disappeared.
      

      
      ‘You look as though you could do with a drink,’ said Kersey gently, after some time had passed, and Chaloner had done nothing
         but stare.
      

      
      Wordlessly, Chaloner followed him through the mortuary to the parlour, flapping bluebottles from his face as he went. Once
         there, he sat on a chair and watched Kersey pour wine into a pair of handsome crystal goblets. He usually avoided drinking
         from Kersey’s cups, on the grounds that the charnel-house keeper was in the habit of letting them be used for unpleasant procedures in the mortuary, but such considerations were a long way from
         his mind that day, and he accepted without thinking. When he sipped the brew – dawn was a little early in the day for wine,
         but Kersey was right in that he needed something – he was surprised by its fine quality. Clearly, Kersey was a man who knew
         how to cater to his personal comforts.
      

      
      Gradually, the wine settled Chaloner’s roiling innards. Seeing Hanse dead had upset him more than he would have anticipated
         given the number of people he had lost in his life – to the civil wars, to sickness, and because he had chosen a dangerous
         occupation. He could only suppose that meeting Hanse in London, combined with his recent visit to the States-General, had
         resurrected memories and feelings about his first family that he had thought were well and truly buried.
      

      
      ‘Can I assume it is the Dutchman?’ asked Kersey, his voice intruding on Chaloner’s thoughts. ‘I need a name, you see. For my records.’
      

      
      ‘It is Willem Hanse,’ replied Chaloner, wishing with all his heart that it was not.

      
      Kersey went to a desk and began writing. ‘We have Surgeon Wiseman to thank for getting him identified. He is the one who matched
         the description of the missing diplomat to this corpse.’
      

      
      ‘Was he able to deduce how Hanse died?’

      
      ‘He said he drowned – could tell by the state of the lungs, apparently.’

      
      Silence reigned again, broken only by the buzz of flies and the scratch of Kersey’s pen. Chaloner berated himself yet again
         for not overriding his kinsman’s objections and accompanying him back to his lodgings anyway. Then he took a deep breath and pushed such thoughts from his mind: wallowing in guilt was helping no one, and he needed to concentrate
         on what had happened, not what might have been different. How had Hanse come to drown? Was it an accident? Chaloner could not see how, given that Ibbot should have taken Hanse nowhere
         near the river.
      

      
      Had he tossed himself in the Thames deliberately, then? Chaloner thought that was unlikely, too. Hanse had mentioned pains
         in his stomach, but surely they would not have driven him to take his own life? And he had not seemed worried or in low sprits.
         As always, he had done the lion’s share of the talking, chatting about good times spent in Amsterdam when Aletta had been
         alive, his hopes for successful peace talks, and a book he was writing on stockings. Chaloner had raised his eyebrows at this
         last subject, but Hanse had always been interested in decorative legwear.
      

      
      Absently, he watched Kersey sprinkle sand on his wet ink. So if accident and suicide could be discounted, then all that was
         left was murder. The conclusion came as no surprise, given Ibbot’s connection with the Hectors.
      

      
      ‘I heard about the man who was killed at your wedding,’ said Kersey conversationally as he wrote. His profession meant he
         tended to be interested in unusual deaths. ‘Did you know him?’
      

      
      ‘Yes, but not well. His name was Alden, and he was a one-time Royalist spy who had fallen on hard times. I suspect he was
         there to see whether he could inveigle a free meal.’
      

      
      ‘So he was in the wrong place at the wrong time? Someone wanted a warning delivered to one of your guests, and pinned it on him because he happened to be sitting at the back?’
      

      
      ‘It looks that way.’

      
      Kersey shook his head in disgust. ‘So who was the intended recipient of this vile communication? What did it say? “Do not
         interfere”?’
      

      
      Chaloner only nodded, unwilling to admit that he had failed to unravel that mystery, too. Most of the guests had been strangers to him, because Hannah had invited a large number of courtiers, not to
         mention members of the Privy Council. Being politicians and aristocrats, many indulged in shady dealings, but – not surprisingly
         – no one had been inclined to discuss them with him.
      

      
      ‘What about your colleagues?’ asked Kersey. ‘Fellow intelligencers? Could the message have been intended for one of them?’

      
      Chaloner shook his head. Hannah had not invited any of those to her elegant celebrations. Besides, espionage was a dangerous
         way to earn a living, and most of them were dead.
      

      
      ‘Are you looking into the matter?’ persisted Kersey, trying a third time to solicit a verbal reply.

      
      Chaloner made a noncommittal gesture. Hanse’s death, along with the missing Privy Council papers, meant Alden would have to
         be shelved for a while. But only for a while, he determined, because no villain was going to commit murder during his wedding and get away with it.
      

      
      ‘Well, at least there is no suggestion of foul play with Hanse,’ said Kersey, setting the lid on his inkwell. ‘He must have
         fallen in the Thames. It was an accident.’
      

      
      ‘I disagree. He had no reason to be near the river. I think he was pushed.’

      
      
      ‘It is possible, I suppose,’ acknowledged Kersey, although he did not sound convinced. ‘But I hear he was fond of his wine,
         and he would not be the first drunkard to topple into water.’
      

      
      ‘He did drink a lot,’ conceded Chaloner. ‘But he was not drunk the night he disappeared.’

      
      Kersey regarded him curiously. ‘How do you know?’ ‘Was anything recovered with his body?’ asked Chaloner, unwilling to tell
         him.
      

      
      ‘You mean did I find the Privy Council papers he stole from Clarendon, so that when our two countries go to war, he will have
         given the States-General an advantage over us?’ enquired Kersey archly.
      

      
      Chaloner regarded him in horror, aghast that a charnel-house keeper should know about a matter that should have been contained
         within the Earl’s household.
      

      
      ‘It is common knowledge,’ said Kersey defensively, when he saw Chaloner’s shock. ‘Everyone knows Worcester House was burgled
         the day that Hanse and Ambassador van Goch visited it.’
      

      
      ‘Christ!’ muttered Chaloner, more appalled than ever. ‘Are you saying Hanse had the papers, then? Where are they?’

      
      ‘I did not find them. The body was stripped by the time it came to me.’

      
      Chaloner winced. ‘By the people who found him?’

      
      ‘No, they said he was naked when they stumbled across him. I believe them, because they often bring me bodies from the Thames,
         and they have never undressed one before.’
      

      
      Chaloner stared at him. Was this evidence of murder? That Hanse’s killer had removed his victim’s clothing to hinder identification? Or perhaps to inflict some final humiliation on him?
      

      
      ‘The only thing left was a stocking,’ Kersey went on. ‘And that was tied on so tightly that I needed a sharp knife to remove
         it.’
      

      
      Chaloner’s pulse quickened. Hanse had owned a peculiar habit of securing valuables in his hose, and kept them tight around
         his knees to prevent money and papers from spilling out. ‘Do you still have it? May I see?’
      

      
      Kersey’s eyebrows went up. ‘I threw it away. An odd stocking is of no use to me, and I cannot imagine his next-of-kin wanting
         it. It will be with the other rubbish outside. Why?’
      

      
      Chaloner shrugged, feigning indifference. ‘If it is all that is left, then I had better examine it.’
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