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  ‘Satisfyingly complex . . . Robertson’s greatest achievement is the creation of characters who are vivid and believable and so engaging that one hopes Crowther and Westerman find more murders to solve in the future’  Guardian




  ‘Poetic, enchanting, and chillingly memorable. Imogen Robertson is an exquisite writer, and this is an extraordinary novel’ Tess Gerritsen




  ‘A large country estate; an ancient and powerful aristocratic family; a dangerous hidden secret; a mysterious anatomist; a feisty amateur female detective and the brutal murder of a stranger. Really, what more could you want from a novel? Well, how about a link to the American revolutionary war and London in riotous meltdown? It’s all here in glorious abundance in this rich and lustrous historical crime novel, Instruments of Darkness, the debut work of the ludicrously talented Imogen Robertson’  Material Witness




  ‘A charmingly intriguing murder mystery set in 18th century England . . . Robertson breathes life into her chosen period as authentically as did Georgette Heyer’  Daily Mail
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  ‘Stylish, enigmatic and wonderfully atmospheric. It’s a story of secrecy and shame, reason and passion, that resonates long after you reach the final page’ Francis Wheen
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  ‘Makes you want to read every word . . . the plot is serpentine and satisfying, with enough false trails and distractions to create a genuine mystery’ Telegraph 




  The streets of London seethe with rumour and conspiracy as the King’s navy battles the French at sea. And while the banks of the Thames swarm with life, a body is dragged from its murky waters. In another part of town, where the air seems sweeter, the privileged enjoy a brighter world of complacent wealth and intoxicating celebrity. But as society revels in its pleasures, a darker plot is played out.




  Yet some are willing to look below the surface to the unsavoury depths. Mrs Harriet Westerman believes passionately in justice. Reclusive anatomist Gabriel Crowther is fascinated by the bones beneath the skin. Invited to seek the true nature of the dead man, they risk censure for an unnatural interest in murder. But when the safety of a nation is at stake, personal reputation must give way to the pursuit of reason and truth.




  




  

    For Ned

  




  




  

     ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

  




  

    Thanks are due to a great many people. For particular help and advice I am grateful to the composer Gwyn Pritchard, who first mentioned to me the use of the castrati in eighteenth-century opera, and the implications of their position in society; to Maya Magub, Sebastian Comberti, Alex Anderson-Hall and James McOran-Campbell for speaking to me about the lives of professional musicians and singers; to the counter-tenor Iestyn Davies for our discussions of the castrati repertoire and history; to Gerald Stern for speaking to me about the possible and plausible effects of brain injury; to Richard Woodman and the excellent staff of the National Maritime Museum on matters naval; to the staff of the British Library for their help with much other research and to Christine Woodman for a particular moment of inspiration.

  




  

    My friends and family have continued, very kindly, to provide the essential patience, care and enthusiasm which makes writing possible; I’d also like to thank Richard Foreman and the writers I have met through working with him and David Headley at Goldsboro Books for their support, also my wonderful agent Annette Green and of course Jane Morpeth, Flora Rees and the rest of the Headline team for welcoming me so warmly into the fold. Every day of writing this book I have been cared for, indulged, supported and occasionally scolded by Ned. It helped.

  




  




  

     Prologue

  




  

    Thursday, 3 May 1781, sixth year of the American Rebellion; third year of the Franco-American Treaty of Amity and Commerce
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 Splendour                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             of the North American Fleet, under command of Captain James Westerman, off the coast of Newfoundland

  




  

    Six Bells of the Morning Watch (7 a.m.)

  




  

    CAPTAIN WESTERMAN WAS in his cabin reading the letter from his wife for the fourth time when he heard the officer of the morning watch ring Six Bells. At the last double clang the door opened and his servant, Heathcote, came in with the coffee. Westerman did not need to go on deck to know they were having a good run on a fine day. The creaking of the planks and sound of the water hissing at the stern told him that. The air of happy expectation in the ship had curled into her timbers; even the bell sounded tuneful.

  




  

    Heathcote tried, none too subtly, to read over James’s shoulder as he delivered the coffee. James twitched the papers to his chest.

  




  

    ‘Any news from home, Captain?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, Heathcote.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Your



































 wife has run off with the innkeeper and                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             my



































 wife is forced to cook her own dinner.’

  




  

    His servant drew his brows together and pursed his lips.

  




  

    ‘Always thought yourself amusing, haven’t you, sir? Mrs Heathcote  might have the sense to run from me, but she’d never leave Caveley or Mrs Westerman, so there’s no good funning.’

  




  

    James took his coffee and drank. ‘Fairly said, Heathcote. Your wife is well and comfortable, as is mine. Harriet says the new Lord Thornleigh has returned to London with his sister and guardian – oh, and the baby uncle – while the rebuilding works at the Hall are carried on. Also, the Squire has sent them a ham.’

  




  

    ‘Is it recent news, sir?’

  




  

    ‘No – two months old.’

  




  

    ‘Well, you do keep running about, sir. Makes it hard to keep track of you.’

  




  

    James smiled. Other than his First Lieutenant, his current officers on the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour



































 were a relatively young lot, so inclined to be respectful of their Captain. Heathcote, however, had sailed with him for years, and had got in the habit of treating Westerman like a slightly wayward nephew.

  




  

    The                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour,



































 a neat frigate of forty-four guns, had been hailed the previous night by the sloop                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Athena.



































 The latter had been dodging American and French sails for a week to reach them, bringing letters from home and orders from the Fleet. The letters were very welcome, and the orders to join and help protect a convoy of merchant ships bound for England equally so. The crew of the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour



































 had not thought they’d have a chance to kiss their wives for another year, but the merchant fleet was valuable and Admiral Rodney wanted good men to guard it, so had ordered James and his men back to England.

  




  

    However, it was the titbit from the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Athena's



































 Captain that had caused the general state of excitement. His crew had spotted what seemed to be a French frigate the previous day sitting low in the water and apparently alone, heading up the coast. The                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Athena's

































 Captain had recognised, he regretfully informed Westerman over dinner, that the French ship outgunned him, but reckoned the more heavily armed                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour



































 could take her.

  




  

    The crew were desperate for a decent prize. By the time they had  arrived in the Leeward Isles early the previous year, the place had been picked clean by the Admirals, and though James and his crew had taken some merchantmen and privateers, these had not been sufficient to make their fortunes. If they managed to take a frigate with her holds bulging with powder and ordnance for American rebels, every Able Seaman would receive enough gold to go home a respectable man, and James would be able to buy another estate if he had the mind. It felt as if the ship herself were straining at the leash to reach it.

  




  

    Heathcote normally left James alone to drink his coffee in the morning, yet today he was slow to leave the cabin. James looked up at his servant’s long face therefore with his eyebrows raised.

  




  

    The man reached into his pocket and produced a pamphlet. Even before he could read the title, James sighed.

  




  

    ‘Who had that then, Heathcote?’

  




  

    ‘One of the young gentlemen, sir. His mother enclosed it with her own letter. I caught him showing it to the other boys and boxed his ears for reading trash.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you.’ James picked it up. A rather unpleasant woodcut on the front of the pamphlet depicted a man’s body lying prone on a patch of grass. Beside him, a woman stood in a bad actor’s stance of horror. There was a castle in the background. The woman looked nothing like Harriet, and Thornleigh Hall, unlike this castle, was an elegant residence fitting for an ancient and wealthy family, but without a turret in sight. The title claimed that the pamphlet was a complete, accurate and astonishing account of the late terrible murders in Sussex and London and the investigations of Mrs Harriet Westerman and Mr Gabriel Crowther. James flicked through it and curled his lip.

  




  

    ‘What nonsense this is! Half stolen out of the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Advertiser,

































 and half the perverted imaginings of the writer.’ He held it up and tapped the female figure on the front. ‘Does this look like my wife to you, Heathcote?’

  




  

    Heathcote considered. ‘Looks more like the Master Gunner in a dress, sir.’

  




  

    James did not laugh. A career in the Navy was as much about politics as prizes, and it did him no good to have a wife that drew such attention to herself. He loved Harriet unashamedly, but such things were, at best, awkward.

  




  

    There was a knock at the door and one of the youngsters, a bright lad of about fourteen and James’s favourite among the Midshipmen, put his head in, his face shining with excitement. ‘Mr Cooper’s compliments, sir, but he thought you might like to know we’ve spotted a sail.’

  




  

    ‘Did he, indeed, Mr Meredith?’ James replied, downing the last of his coffee and clambering into the coat Heathcote was already holding out for him. ‘Tell him I shall join him directly.’

  




  

    Mr Cooper found his Captain beside him on the quarter-deck in moments, already twisting his telescope open as he spoke.

  




  

    ‘Good morning, Lieutenant.’

  




  

    ‘Good morning, sir. Fine on the starboard bow and a fair way off still, sir.’

  




  

    James lifted his glass and pointed it where Cooper had indicated. There it was, a little smudge of sail on the horizon. This could indeed be a piece of luck. If they had had no sight of the potential prize today or tomorrow, James would have been forced to abandon the chase to meet the convoy, but there she was, as early as could be expected.

  




  

    Mr Mansel, the Major in the command of the ship’s company of marines, joined them. He had been up in the rigging straining for a better view.

  




  

    ‘Lord, I hope she’s a fat one,’ he said. ‘The Americans and those damned French have seemed to know where we are more often than the Admiralty, and keep sneaking round our backs like rats. I met a fella in Kingston says every ship has a soothsayer on it who kills chickens and reads where our ships are in their guts.’

  




  

    James ignored him. ‘Very good, Mr Cooper,’ he said, slowly lowering  his glass again. ‘Feed the men, then beat to quarters and clear the decks for action, please.’

  




  

    Mr Cooper began to give his orders, Mr Mansel went to tend to his marines, and James rested his hand on the gunwale, a vague smile on his lips. It was possible the ship they were chasing was one of their own, or a prize already taken, but James felt a familiar stirring in his blood. He was sure this was a Frenchman and a prize – her course, her position, the report of the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Athena's



































 Captain all suggested it. The                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour



































 herself seemed to agree; she was surging towards that tiny speck between the grey sea, and the grey skies, gaining steadily. The Midshipmen noticed the glitter in their Captain’s blue eyes and punched each other’s shoulders as they scrambled down the rigging.

  




  

    Two Bells of the Afternoon Watch (1 p.m.)

  




  

    The mood of excitement had changed to one of wariness. The                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour



































 was ready and warlike. The panels had been stripped from James’s cabin, the hammocks rolled up and strung along the bulwarks to stop splinters, and the guns run out with a thunderous roar. Now everything was still again. The surgeon’s station was set up in the cockpit on the lower decks, and he and his Mate sat in silence, saws, tourniquets and bandages lying neatly beside them. Ready.

  




  

    Behind each of the cannon its crew waited, powder, shot and sand buckets standing by. Mr Meredith stood behind the hulking iron back of the 18-pounder under his command on the top deck, trying not to watch the Captain on the quarter-deck out of the corner of his eye. It had seemed at first that the ship in front of them would try to outrun them. When it became clear she could not, her pace had slackened considerably. An hour ago it had become possible to read the name on her side – the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis de La Fayette



































; it was also possible to see her flags. A British flag flew above the French, the sign that the ship had already been taken as a prize by some other, luckier, crew.

  




  

    Another of the Midshipmen, Hobbes, commanding a neighbouring gun, leaned over to Meredith and hissed, ‘Doesn’t smell right. What would a taken prize be doing on this course?’

  




  

    Meredith did not respond but kept looking at the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis



































 as she grew large in their vision. Her gun doors were closed. A figure became visible on the stern, a tall thickset man in shirtsleeves. He watched them approach, then when they were close enough to draw his portrait, the man suddenly shrugged on his coat and shouted something.

  




  

    ‘French!’



































 Meredith bawled, and threw himself to the deck as the black mouths of two cannon emerged at the stern of the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis



































 and belched smoke.

  




  

    He heard the shot tear into the rigging and looked up to see the fore-topsail yard smashed and then the shouts of the Captain as wood and rope clattered to the deck around him.

  




  

    ‘Fire bow chasers! Wear away, Mr Mackensie. Master Gunner, ready port guns and fire as they bear!’

  




  

    The                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour's



































 forward guns gave a great cough and spat fire. Her gun crews cheered; one had caught the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis's



































 stern and left a ragged hole in her. Meredith balled his fists and scrambled to his feet. The French ship had made all sail and was trying to run for it again, but Captain Westerman was having none of that. Even without the fore-topsail, the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour



































 still had pace enough. Already there were men up in the yards splicing cut ropes.

  




  

    The ships were horribly close. The marines in the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour



































’s rigging were firing down onto the decks of the French ship and doing horrible slaughter, but the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis



































 had her own men armed with muskets. When Meredith heard a shout and horrible thwack behind him, he glanced over his shoulder to see the Major of the marines on his back on the deck behind him, groaning, a red wound blossoming on his thigh. The Master’s wife got her arms around him and began dragging him back towards the hatch to the lower decks and the surgeon, leaving a thick red trail behind them.

  




  

    Spinning back round, Meredith saw the flanks of the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis



































 just coming into sight; her guns were run out now. He could see men moving behind them, distorted mirrors of his own crew. The                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour



































 began to rake the stern quarter of the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis.



































 The guns on all three decks thundered as one, hitting her low and hard.

  




  

    Meredith waited for his moment, then gave his order. His gunner touched fire to the cannon and the beast roared, throwing herself back on the ropes. Scrambling forward, Meredith peered over the bulwark. Their shot had been as accurate as the guns forward of them. Three of the gun-ports on the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis's



































 starboard side had been torn into one great hole. Meredith could see one of the French lying in the opening screaming, his leg crushed and half torn away. Only the stern chasers of the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis



































 could do them real damage here. The roar and whistle of ordnance passed above him. There was a scream and another man fell from the tops. His body never hit the deck, but was rather swung in the festoon of half-cut rigging like a child in a giant’s cradle.

  




  

    ‘They must yield!’ shouted Hobbes. ‘We’ve shot her to hell!’

  




  

    Meredith found he was murmuring prayers between gritted teeth, his hands trembling. Then came a yell of victory from the bow. The                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis



































 had struck her colours. It was done. Unclenching his fists, the young man began to stand, the heat of the battle replaced by a flow of relief. The men around him were doing the same. The marines began to sling their muskets over their shoulders and descend from the ropes; Hobbes was all but dancing and his gun crew were smiling at him like proud parents.

  




  

    Then the Frenchman let fly her sails, suddenly slowing her to allow her guns to bear on the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour.



































 The broadside struck them hard and Meredith stumbled and felt the ship shudder under the impact. He looked to see Hobbes, his mouth wide and tears in his eyes.

  




  

    ‘But she struck her colours! She surrendered! Dear God, how can they?’

  




  

    Meredith felt an anger slick up his throat like a sickness.

  




  

    ‘Reload, you bastards!’ he yelled, his voice breaking with rage. His men were already on it, their faces as dark and bloody as his own. A ball from the cannon on the top deck of the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis



































 burst through the bulwark no more than four feet from him, sending a blast of splinters up around it like a firework. Meredith clutched his leg and closed his fingers round a little dagger of wood. He pulled it out, hissing between his teeth. The cannon ball spun crazily across the deck before tumbling out of a port on the starboard side. It was like a child’s marble game. Meredith laughed. James Westerman, his face white, was striding up the deck and clapped his shoulder as he passed.

  




  

    The                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour



































 would not permit the French to get behind her but let the wind spill from her sails till she was once again in the rear. The                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis



































 let her stern-chasers fire at them on the upward roll of the sea, trying again to savage their rigging. Meredith looked up, but could hardly tell what damage had been done, the rigging was so wreathed in gunsmoke from the marines’ muskets. All around him, the balls flew with a sharp crack. The mood was vicious.

  




  

    The                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour's



































 forward guns gave another great bark and there was a cheer as the English crew saw that the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis



































 was hulled at the waterline; the sea was pouring in. Meredith could see men in the hole, nails in their mouths and batons in their hands, trying to keep out the ocean. ‘Drown, you bastards,’ he murmured. He could feel tears on his own cheeks. He dared not think what damage the broadside had done on the lower decks, but would swear it was the smoke from the guns.

  




  

    ‘Prepare to board!’ The                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour



































 began to inch back alongside the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis.

  




  

    Meredith watched in horrid fascination as a French gunner put a slowmatch to his cannon. The world disappeared in smoke for a moment and Meredith heard the air split with a scream. Hobbes had been caught and thrown to his knees on the deck. His arm was shattered and already his blood was making the boards under Meredith’s feet slippery and treacherous. ‘Get below, Hobbes!’ he yelled, and the  boy began to drag himself towards the hatch with his good arm. Then: ‘Fire!’

  




  

    The                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour's



































 broadside at this distance was devastating. Metal ripped through the French ship like a holy fire. Meredith aimed for the base of the Frenchman’s main mast. There was a thunderous crack and it fell towards them, catching on the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour



































’s spars and holding the two ships together in a bloody embrace – yet still the French did not cease firing.

  




  

    The Captain was striding back down the length of his ship, his face set and his sword already in his hand. Behind him, men were lifting pikes from their racks under the mainmast, and the little boys who fetched the powder from the magazine were pressing fresh cartridges into the hands of the marines. Meredith felt for his sword.

  




  

    ‘Boarding party!’ he roared, and his men dropped their business at the gun and ran for pikes of their own. As he swung his legs over the bulwark, preparing to leap onto the deck of the Frenchman, below him he could see others of the crew clambering from their portholes over their dead and their guns to swing themselves into the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis



































 through the gaping holes torn in her sides. Meredith leaped and caught onto the Frenchman and hauled himself up. A light wind touched his cheek and in front of him the smoke parted enough for him to see a couple of French officers in fierce argument even as the English surged towards them across their bloody, shattered decks. He looked behind him and noticed a marine, his musket loaded and raised back on the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour.

  




  

    ‘There!’ he shouted, pointing at the two men with his sword. The marine nodded and Meredith dropped to the deck as the musket fizzed and cracked behind him, his arms over his head and his whole body trembling. One of the officers fell, the other at once dropped to his knees and began to fumble under the corpse’s coat, pulling his sword free with such force the body rolled on its back, gaping up sightlessly at the fallen mast.

  




  

    The officer remained kneeling and lifted his Captain’s sword above  his head, shouting as loudly as he could above the yells and gun-shots:                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             ‘On se rend! On se rend!’

  




  

    Captain Westerman emerged from amidst the smoke: ‘Cease firing!’

  




  

    The English cheered and the gunfire came raggedly to a halt. Meredith lifted himself to his feet and looked around him. Dotted about the decks, his fellows from the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour



































 stood over their French captives looking bloody and wild. The Captain looked more ferocious than Meredith had ever seen him; his sword was red and wet.

  




  

    The living officer remained on his knees, still offering up the sword. Westerman grabbed it from him, spun on his heel and smashed the flat of the blade against the fallen trunk of the mainmast. The blade flew away from the hilt and skittered on the deck.

  




  

    The French officer flinched.

  




  

    ‘Rendez vos armes!’



































 Westerman shouted, and as the pikes, guns and knives of the remaining French crew clattered to the deck, he threw down the hilt of the Captain’s sword by his corpse and turned back towards the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Splendour.

  




  

    Eight Bells of the Afternoon Watch (4 p.m.)

  




  

    James’s cabin was restored to order while he visited the surgeon and sick-bay to find out what men he had lost. When he finally returned to his cabin, there was already more coffee on his table, his wife’s letter had been returned to the place where he had left it, and his First Lieutenant was waiting for him.

  




  

    ‘How bad is it, Captain?’ Mr Cooper asked.

  




  

    ‘Forty dead. One of the young gentlemen, Hobbes, has lost an arm, but he took the operation bravely and will live. Major Mansel is dead.’

  




  

    Around them, the ship echoed with the sound of hammering and the shouts of the carpenter. Mr Cooper shifted on his boots and put his hands together behind his back. His Captain’s mouth was set in a thin line. He was like a being formed from the ship’s mind. The  rage each member of the crew felt at the false surrender soaked through the timbers and into James Westerman’s flesh.

  




  

    Cooper cleared his throat. ‘I’ve been talking to the officer – the one who gave up his Captain’s sword.’ James looked up sharply and Cooper wet his lips before continuing. ‘His English is as good as mine. They had a run-in with one of ours a week ago, but managed to get away. Half the crew was in the sick-bay being treated for their wounds before we came near them. Good thing too, or that broadside would have ripped us to shreds. They wanted their Captain to find a safe harbour for repairs, but he insisted on pressing on. I think they were near enough shooting him themselves.’

  




  

    James sighed and passed a hand over his forehead. ‘Any notion as to why he wouldn’t stop?’

  




  

    Cooper straightened, but continued in a firmer voice, ‘She’s stuffed with supplies for the rebels, including a vast amount of powder. It’s a miracle she didn’t blow, given the pounding she received at our hands, so you have made us all rich if we can get her into home waters.’

  




  

    ‘What says our carpenter to that?’

  




  

    ‘That we can make her sail, though he’d like to tan Meredith for taking out the mainmast.’

  




  

    ‘Good. You’ll command her, Cooper. Pick your crew as soon as repairs are sufficient to make us both seaworthy.’

  




  

    ‘Thank you, sir. But there’s something else. It seems their Captain had a guest ‒ a civilian, Frenchman – and the officer reckoned it was on his account that their Captain made them fight so hard.’

  




  

    ‘Indeed?’

  




  

    ‘Yes. He told them the passenger could not fall into English hands.’ James frowned. ‘Is he alive?’

  




  

    ‘He is, though he has a nasty splinter-wound in the belly. Seems he owes his life to Meredith. When the French Captain was shot, he had just given his Lieutenant the order to cut the man’s throat.’

  




  

    James began to put his coat on once more. ‘Where is he?’

  




  

    ‘Just being brought over to our surgeon now, sir. Theirs is dead, so our boys are seeing what they can do for the prisoners. What will you do, sir?’

  




  

    James looked at him, his expression hard. ‘There are too many men dead, Cooper. That Frenchman is not going to die without telling me what he knows.’

  




  

    The surgeon was sent away from his post to rest an hour, and Heathcote placed to give the Captain and his guest some privacy. Heathcote never looked round, though he heard the sounds and could think what they meant. For a moment in the midst of all the French talk spoke low behind him, the Captain’s voice harsh and strong, the man from the other ship whispering and gurgling, he thought he heard a thin voice singing. Then there was another rattling gasp, a whimper like a dog struck, and the sounds ceased.

  




  

    Thursday, 15 November 1781, Highgate, North London

  




  

    Mrs Harriet Westerman was watching her hands. They were shaking slightly. The door to the parlour opened suddenly and she looked up. The owner of the house had entered the room; he started on seeing her then said softly in his light Scots voice, ‘My apologies, Mrs Westerman. I had thought you still with your husband. Is everything as it should be?’

  




  

    Harriet tried to smile at him, but found she could not and looked back at her hands, which trembled still on the stiff purple silk of her skirts like nervous children forced to recite in front of the dining-room draperies. She did not know why she had let herself be persuaded into buying this dress. It was uncomfortable and James had never liked this colour.

  




  

    ‘My visit this evening was not particularly successful, Dr Trevelyan,’ she said. She heard him take up a chair, positioning it close to her with the sort of sigh that precedes bad news calmly spoken, and she  added in a rush, ‘Please do not take away my hope, sir.’ Even in her own ear her voice sounded rather desperate.

  




  

    The doctor caught his breath and waited a moment before speaking.

  




  

    ‘There is always hope, madam,’ he said finally. He stood again and moved across to the fireplace, picking up the poker to stir the logs a little. The flames chattered and shrugged; there was a pale-coloured thread hanging loose from the high collar of his bottle-green coat. ‘Your husband’s mind is struggling to repair itself. His injury was grave. Because you see his limbs are whole, you expect him to be himself. Do not. He is changed.’ Trevelyan turned back towards her, frowning. ‘Madam, you push him too much. Your love and energy in your care of him are commendable, but you cannot                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             will



































 him into health.’

  




  

    A wave of frustration knitted her fingers together and made her joints whiten. As the wife of a Naval Commander in time of war she had feared shot, the vicious killing splinters of wood that flew deadly from the impact of a cannon ball, fierce winds and high seas. She had met widows enough, or women whose husbands returned to them with a sleeve pinned up, or swinging on crutches, but she never thought to fear something like this, this invisible maiming. ‘It was such a stupid accident.’

  




  

    ‘A blow to the head that left him unconscious two weeks, madam.’ Trevelyan ceased frowning at her and said more gently, ‘But, my dear Mrs Westerman, let me give you hope ‒ I will                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             not



































 take it away. I believe parts of his memory are returning. I believe he will, in the coming months, better learn to govern his emotions and behave more fittingly towards his family, but you must allow time to do its work. He has improved since he arrived here, and he will continue to do so.’

  




  

    She was silent a few moments.

  




  

    ‘You said when we first met, sir, there was a man in your home town who recovered from a similar injury . . .’

  




  

    Trevelyan turned away from her again and let his eyes rest on the  painting of a stag at bay that decorated the wall over his mantelpiece. The beast was injured, but its great pronged horns were still lowered, ready to joust with the dogs that had cornered it, its sides torn and bleeding. The morbid little scene was surrounded by a landscape of purple heather which was beautiful and felt nothing. ‘I did,’ he said, as his eyes travelled over those distant hills. ‘John Clifford lived with his family again and earned his bread. But he was changed. Commander Westerman will never again be the man you married, madam. You must both find the courage to accept that.’

  




  

    Harriet bit her lip and listened to the fire before speaking in a small and rather helpless voice. ‘What must I do?’

  




  

    ‘Do not come here—’ he raised his hand as she started to protest.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             ‘No,



































 madam, I speak in all seriousness. Promise me you will not visit here for a few days, and when you do, bring your son.’

  




  

    Harriet thought of her little boy, his face pale and afraid, his terrible confusion. ‘Stephen has become frightened of his father.’

  




  

    Trevelyan nodded slowly. ‘Perhaps a little. But he has not seen the Captain in some time. Stay away only for a few days, madam. The Captain will certainly miss you and make efforts to manage himself better when you return, and greater efforts still in the presence of your son.’

  




  

    Harriet managed to unclasp her hands. ‘Perhaps if I no longer tried to force him to recall events . . .’

  




  

    ‘A few days, Mrs Westerman. Occupy yourself in other ways.’

  




  




  

     PART I

  




  




  

     I.1

  




  

    Friday, 16 November 1781, London, near Black Lyon Stairs

  




  

    ‘COME ON!                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             PULL



































, damn your eyes!’

  




  

    ‘No use breaking your lungs at me! He’s tied or stuck or something.’

  




  

    The two red-coated men hunched in the wherry looked down into the dirty waters of the Thames and considered.

  




  

    It was already full light, or as near to full light as it could be on a London day in November, and up and down the river the city was awake and hustling. Carts and cattle fought for space across Westminster Bridge and the people walked fast with their heads down through the clatter and stink. Among the jostling crowds the hawkers shouted and swore and rattled their pails. Mud spattered up from the horses’ hooves and the fat wooden wheels of wagons. The air was heavy with city scents: woodsmoke, horse manure, fried meat; and tanged with frost. In any place within a half-mile of the river bank you’d hear hammering and the crash of stone on stone. Someone was always building, someone else knocking something down. Smoke poured from the chimneys along the south bank into the damp air and blackened it. London’s skyline was smudged in blood and soot.

  




  

    There was no peace on the water either. The Thames, the fat brown God of London, its flowing heart, was belching and grumbling with boats from dawn. It offered to the city its food and  trade; all its riches and influence were borne on its broad twisted back one way or the other. Sometimes the mudlarks who swarmed over the shingle at low tide found little fetishes, some ancient sword or offering to the river from times past, to show them they were nothing but the latest of its acolytes. Sometimes the river spat up what it was offered more speedily.

  




  

    The current pulled at the wherry. The two men it held made an odd sort of couple. One of them was skinny and young; the other had a chest like a rum barrel and a thick beard that stood out angrily from his chin. Proctor and Jackson. Uncle and nephew, now partners of a sort and servants of the river in their way. The passage across the waters put bread on their table. The nephew’s ready smile got them trade, and the uncle’s strong shoulders got them a reputation for a swift and easy crossing through the currents and their rivals.

  




  

    Proctor was working hard enough now at the oars to make his face red just keeping his place in the water. With a fierce pull on his right arm he inched the boat far enough upriver so he could see better what they had noticed from the bank. It was certainly a man, or at least it had been. The back of his green jacket was hissing bubbles under the swell, and his wig was still attached to his head; the wisps of horsehair swam about him in searching tendrils. The body’s arms were outstretched and the head hung forward like the Christ on the Cross in St Martin’s Church, as if the man was looking for something lost in the muddy waters below.

  




  

    Proctor spat into the river on the opposite side on the boat. Of course the body was tethered somehow. If he hadn’t been, the river would have given itself a laugh flying him halfway to Woolwich by now. Nothing stayed in this part of the river that wasn’t stuck.

  




  

    ‘Well, get a rope round him, cut him loose from what binds him and get him in then.’

  




  

    Jackson shot him an angry look, before tying a lasso from a length of rope in the bow then slinging it round the body’s chest, working it under the arms with an unhappy frown. Drawing the noose tight,  he checked the knot on the samson post before stripping off his coat and shirt. His pale skin turned goosish at once. He slipped off his shoes and pulled a knife from his waistband.

  




  

    ‘Why’d you never learn to swim then, Proctor?’ he grumbled. ‘Twenty years on ships and boats and not a stroke. I’d be ashamed.’

  




  

    The older man scowled back. ‘Fate might see it as an invitation to throw me in, boy. Now get to it, will you!’

  




  

    The younger man drew a deep breath, put the blade between his teeth and hauled himself over the side, gasping as the chill of the waters held him; then, he duck-dived. Proctor held the boat steady, watching as his nephew used the body as ladder and anchor in the muck of the river. Strong tides. He saw the activity in the water, then felt a sudden yank as the weight of the body shifted from its anchor to the samson post in his own boat and the river tried to carry the corpse off over its shoulder.

  




  

    The boy rolled himself back in – then, settling solidly on the floor of the boat, he pulled on the rope. The wet lengths slapped onto the wood as he hauled on it, then as the dead man’s spine knocked against the gunwales, the boy reached back into the water, got his arms round the corpse’s chest and with a shout of effort dragged it in over the side. He toppled backwards and the body followed. With a shove and shiver he got out from under it.

  




  

    ‘Christ!’ He backed his way into the bow to catch his breath and began to rub himself dry with his shirt.

  




  

    ‘Least he’s fresh,’ Proctor said. The boy did not reply but took his place and clambered back into his red coat. They began to pull out for the Black Lyon Stairs. ‘Though we could have towed it.’

  




  

    His nephew looked black. There’d be a crowd there already, ready to tut at the corpse and bless themselves for having survived another day. Damn, his hands were cold! The noise of London was full-throated now. Whistles and shouts rang from the boats making their way up and down the river. Smoke poured out of every chimney and the banks were alive with hammerings and thumps as the warehouses  were filled and emptied with sugar and timber, cloth and spices, fancy goods and dried fruits. Off downstream on the far side of London Bridge where the Tower stared down into the waters, the merchant ships would be pulling at their anchors like dogs eager to be off and running again, yapping over the oceans for fresh trade.

  




  

    The body’s head lolled to one side and the mouth drained the dirty water of the Thames onto the floor of the scull.

  




  

    In other parts of London one could breathe sweeter air. On Bruton Street in Mayfair, a lady paused as her maid plied the door-knocker of one of the graceful buildings at the Berkeley Square end of the street, and touching her high and powdered hair, which so bore down on her neck she was rarely free of a mild headache, she noticed a man on the opposite side of the street. He was consulting a pocket-watch and frowning a little. She marked the cut of his plum-coloured coat and thought it gentleman-like, if rather plain; and saw the man who wore it was not unpleasing, though the dustings of youth had been mostly knocked off him. He had a slightly Roman look to his face, long-nosed and rather serious, but nothing in his dress or bearing marked him out as anything remarkable.

  




  

    Turning away, she began to think of the gossip she was about to trade with the lady of the house outside which she waited, what she would be willing to reveal, and what keep secret. It might have surprised her to learn that the gentleman whom she had been observing was thinking also of the trading and flow of information, the commerce and management of knowledge. The gentleman was a spy, and a controller of spies. He had ears and eyes in every court in Europe and he collected their whisperings and spun it into the gold of intelligence – at least, that was his intent. Her friend’s footman opened the door to her, and the lady never thought of the idle gentleman again.

  




  

    Mr Palmer, the gentleman who had been under observation, glanced over his shoulder as he heard one of the street-doors open and close  again behind him, then returned to contemplation of his pocket-watch. It still wanted a few minutes to eleven o’clock. That was the hour he had suggested in his note that he would call on Mrs Westerman and Mr Crowther, that strange pair of companions recently celebrated for their role in bringing justice to some unfortunates in Sussex, and now, due to the indisposition of Mrs Westerman’s husband, resident in London. He did not wish to be early and so looked about him.

  




  

    Berkeley Square. Some of the richest families in the country made their homes here in the Season, it being near enough the business and pleasure of the town but removed enough to offer some respite from the stink and the squalor. The air was certainly cleaner here than in the city, and the streets quieter than around his offices at the Admiralty in Whitehall. The houses were the work of various architects of the century, but though a number of hands had been employed there was among the buildings a slightly smug sense of agreement as to the fundamentals of tasteful design. Tall narrow windows peered with a certain disdain over the central gardens; the stone steps to their cellars were sheltered with black iron railings which flowered into iron brackets. The lamps they held aloft were all extinguished now, but when the gloom of a November evening stole up again from the river tonight, slippered footmen in powder and livery would emerge to light them till they decorated the square like marsh-lights, each catching the glitter of gold-braid in their little defensive pools against the dark. Mr Palmer thought of those things he had lately learned, and saw himself suddenly as a lost traveller on hostile ground, chasing glimmers, and unable to say if they would lead him to greater security – or into danger.

  




  

    From his position on the pavement, Palmer could see a group of children at play in the central gardens. Two boys, of about seven he would guess, were neatly tacking up one of the lawns under the leafless trees towards a young girl and a nursemaid with a small child in her arms. They were a well-made-looking group. The boys both appeared sturdy and healthy, their coats streaks of blue and brown  against the grass. The girl, still not at her full height, though older than the boys, wore a black silk mantle over a gown of blue. She picked at its edges as she walked briskly by her nurse.

  




  

    ‘Thornleigh, engage the enemy!’ shouted the boy in the lead, the darker of the two.

  




  

    ‘Yes, sir, Captain Westerman, sir,’ his blond companion replied.

  




  

    Mr Palmer watched their manoeuvres for a moment with a smile. So this was Captain Westerman’s son and the young Earl of Sussex, with whom the Westerman family were staying in London. He wondered what adventures they were undertaking. Perhaps they were replaying Captain Westerman’s capture of the French warship, the                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             Marquis de La Fayette



































 in the spring. It had been a valuable prize, since the ship was laden with goods bound for the rebels of the American Colonies from their continental allies, and worth not less than three hundred thousand pounds. It was also the last such victory the Captain would enjoy in his remarkable career. An accident at sea during the repairs to his ship had left James Westerman badly injured. It had been the most appalling piece of luck, and now Westerman had returned home with his brains so shaken up, it was found after some weeks that he was not fit to live with his family but instead must reside under the care of a mad-doctor in Highgate. He was a great loss. The threat to England’s supremacy on the seas had never been so great, and the Navy felt the lack of such a competent commander most keenly.

  




  

    ‘Stephen!’ the young lady called. ‘If you launch a broadside at baby Anne and myself                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             just



































 when she is sleeping, I shall have you flogged at the capstan and – oh, what is the phrase . . .’

  




  

    The fairer boy paused, then shouted, ‘Keelhauled!’

  




  

    Lady Susan grinned happily. ‘Indeed. Keelhauled!’

  




  

    The darker boy appeared to subtly alter his course, as if the shrubberies to the north of the gardens had always been his intent, remarking only, ‘It’s just the Dutch do that, actually,’ and kicking up the damp late-autumn leaves with his heels.

  




  

    Palmer smiled at the young lady’s management of the boys before letting his thoughts drift back to the mother of the prudent warrior. He had met the Captain’s red-headed wife in the past, and on the first occasion, some years ago, he had found her a good-humoured and intelligent woman, and loyal consort. He had seen her again after her husband’s return to England, and on official business. Palmer had received information that a man taken captive on Westerman’s ship, who had later died from his wounds, might have been possessed of certain knowledge Mr Palmer wished very much to have. He had found Mrs Westerman as helpful as the grief and confusion caused by her husband’s injury would allow. James Westerman himself seemed drunk, childlike, petulant, but Palmer had left their orderly and apparently thriving estate in Sussex thinking well of the Captain’s wife and family, and grieving for them.

  




  

    Mr Palmer’s most recent meeting with Mrs Harriet Westerman had been in London, and extremely unpleasant. She had appeared at the Admiralty without an appointment and had taken him to task, in vehement tones and in public. She had accused him of harassing her sick husband. It had been an uncomfortable situation and Mr Palmer had his profession’s hatred of scenes. Yet now he sought her out.

  




  

    Examining his pocket-watch again, he watched the minute hand finally creep to the head of the hour. Of her companion, Mr Crowther, he had no personal knowledge, so knew only what the world knew: that the man was known for his expertise on the marks left on a body by violence; known for his wealth and eccentricity; known for having a father murdered and brother hanged for the killing, for having refused his rightful title and seat in the Lords and instead to sell his estate and study the science of anatomy in obscurity, till Mrs Westerman plucked him free and made him help her save the lives and fortunes of young Lord Thornleigh and his sister. Mr Palmer had read the pamphlets and listened to the gossip and drawn his own conclusions.

  




  

    He stepped forward.

  




  




  

     I.2

  




  

    JOCASTA BLIGH PUMPED the handle and filled her pail in the centre of Arnold’s Yard. Her arms were strong and she took some pleasure in the work, even on a morning as grey as this, twitching with the winter to come. As the water reached the brim of her bucket she became aware of a presence over her shoulder, a hopeful shadow. Without turning, she spoke.

  




  

    ‘Give us it here, Hopps.’ Then, putting her own bucket to one side, she took another from the old man who had arrived behind her. He was a shrunken, wasted-looking thing, his teeth all memory and wearing hardly more than rags. ‘Why don’t you get a girl in to do for you mornings, Hopps?’ she said, working the pump again. ‘I’d swear you have the blunt to do it, what with the rent we pays you, and I know you ain’t spending it all on your fancy clothes.’

  




  

    Hopps looked down at his ragged linen and laughed a laugh that sounded like rocks dragged over gravel. His breath hit the back of her neck with the smell of rotted onions. ‘Oh, Mrs Bligh! Why waste the money on some young thing, when                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             you



































 have strong arms still. Gives a man pleasure, it do, to see you working that thing!’

  




  

    She turned and passed over the bucket a little quickly so he panted a bit as he took the weight.

  




  

    ‘Most obliged, madam,’ he said, looking a little sorry. ‘But are you not singing today? It is how I know that the day has begun when I hear the pump going and you crooning some tune from the north. I should have thought a stranger in the yard till I looked through the window and saw your skirts.’

  




  

    Jocasta was famous round the yard for many things, among them her patchwork skirts, voluminous, multi-coloured, constantly reworked and visible a dozen yards off. No one could say if she had many or few; they changed little by little like the foliage on the pear tree that hung over the pump. You could hardly say they changed one day to  the next, till a moment came and you looked and saw gold where all had been green before.

  




  

    Crossing her broad arms over her chest, the woman looked down at her dried-up wisp of a landlord.

  




  

    ‘Here I am though, and as for the singing, we all have dreams from time to time that leave us quiet in the morning.’

  




  

    ‘Every day I have them, Mrs Bligh. And always worse to come when I wake.’

  




  

    Jocasta made no reply, but took up her own pail and hauled it back to her own door, shoving it open with her thigh and growling at the little rust-coloured terrier that yapped about her. Every morning she fetched water from the pump in Arnold’s Yard for boiling or washing, and every morning it was the same. Boyo thought it was a game and jumped at the swing bucket and bounced around her ankles and skirts till the water splashed and her stockings were soaked. There, now the step into the hallway was wet and she could hear Hopps’s laugh from the courtyard, enjoying the show.

  




  

    ‘Dog, will you settle?’

  




  

    She kicked the door to, got the pail to its place and dipped in a jug to fill the kettle. Her thick knees clicked like knitting needles and as the enamel tapped the wooden side of the bucket she sat back her bulk on her heels. Time flowed round her like water; some more years would pass and then she too would struggle to fetch her water. The dream she’d dreamed in the night whispered through her head and away; she tilted her head as if to pour it out of her mind and into the light. It was The Chariot, or at least something like it – it had run past her or run her over, or had she been swung up inside it to ride alongside a demon in a mask?

  




  

    Boyo barked, and the sound swept the dream pictures from her.

  




  

    ‘All right, all right, I know! The tea’s not ready and neither of us fed and there will be a dozen people to tell the future to before we can be just ourselves again.’

  




  

    She got the kettle on the fire, then twisted round with a grunt to  where her pack of picture cards sat on her table. She spread them flat, let her fingers hover over them a moment and drew one out. The Chariot it was. The prince driving it, spear in one hand and the other on his hip, the golden horses surging on below.

  




  

    ‘Trials coming then, are they, Boyo?’ Jocasta said and rubbed her chin, then clambered heavily to her feet. The dog cocked its head on one side. ‘Same as every day in a dirty town then.’ She looked round her room. Her walls felt thin of a sudden, and the fire small. If The Chariot did come, how much of its turmoil turning would she stand before her sanctuary was all crumpled to nothing and she herself was back out in the gutter? Well, so turns the wheel. Let The Chariot come, for now she was warm again and the kettle was beginning to sing. ‘So let’s see what business we can make of living today, shall we?’

  




  

    The cards waited on the rough little table for their first visitors. Mrs Jocasta Bligh earned her bread plucking truth out of them with a patient hand, and a frown on her heavy face.

  




  




  

     I.3

  




  

    ‘LET ME UNDERSTAND you correctly, Mr Palmer. You wish us to go and examine a corpse?’

  




  

    ‘Yes, madam.’ Mr Palmer had decided that a character such as Mrs Westerman was best approached with a mix of respect and hesitation. He had allowed himself to stumble over his words a little as he arrived. The important consideration was that Mrs Westerman should feel she was being humbly asked for help; that he was a supplicant, not that she was all but being given an order by a servant of her King. He should be careful to avoid waking her temper again. To Mr Crowther he hoped to offer a puzzle and see if flattery might draw him into usefulness.

  




  

    Placing his teacup on the side-table, Mr Palmer cleared his throat.

  




  

    The clock on the mantel of the drawing room in 24 Berkeley Square seemed very loud. The space was lit by three high windows looking out on to the Square, and could have easily contained a party of thirty. Small groups of gilded chairs and settees were scattered around it at discreet distances, the walls were decorated with classical, pastoral scenes and moulded garlands of flowers and bows; large porcelain jars, richly patterned, stood sentinel in every available nook like fat footmen. There was a great deal of gilt in the scheme. Mr Palmer conjectured that Mr Owen Graves, a young gentleman plucked from obscurity by the convulsions of the House of Thornleigh, and thrust from scribbler to guardian of one of the great fortunes of the nation, had probably bought the house furnished, and possibly in haste.

  




  

    In dress and demeanour Mr Palmer’s hosts formed a distinct contrast to the room in which they sat. Mr Crowther’s thin figure was dressed in black and he could have passed for a parson. There were some stains, possibly chemical, around his cuffs, though otherwise his person was neat and gentleman-like, though his manner was dry enough to be offputting. Mrs Westerman was dressed like a countrywoman ‒ a rich and certainly handsome countrywoman, no doubt – but she was not polished and powdered to the degree usually seen in Town. She looked a great deal older than when Mr Palmer had first seen her; in her face and manner there was a weariness, a brittle quality. The peculiar sickness of her husband had no doubt caused a strain. She could not be above five and thirty, much his own age, and he knew he was still regarded by some in the Admiralty as a young man. Mr Palmer saw the morning’s newspaper folded on the settee, a pile of correspondence on the writing table at the far end of the room. The pair had been camping-out in a distant corner of all this grandeur, waiting for him.

  




  

    ‘Perhaps it would be better if I explained matters from the beginning.’

  




  

    Mrs Westerman tilted her head to one side, examining him as if  he were an optical illusion to be squinted at. ‘That might be best, sir.’ Her tone was somewhat clipped.

  




  

    Mr Palmer began. ‘I have already spoken to you, madam, something of these matters. I shall repeat the story for Mr Crowther’s benefit and so bring myself to the reason for my visit and my request for your assistance.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             If



































 that is acceptable.’ He turned his head towards Mr Crowther’s narrow profile. The man did not look up from his contemplation of his fingernails. ‘We heard this spring that certain gentlemen of importance in the French Court were apparently crowing over some new master of intelligence they had recruited and expected to have in place in London shortly. Though we had no particulars.’ He paused. ‘The war with the American Rebels does not go well.’

  




  

    Mr Crowther glanced up at that, with a slight tilt to his eyebrows as if to say, ‘I did not need a Mr Palmer to tell me that.’

  




  

    Palmer glanced at the newspaper on the gilded couch and cleared his throat again. The government, the Admiralty, were being criticised at every point, for either being too slow, or too foolhardy – both with equal vigour. The brief patriotic fervour that had flared when France made treaty with the Americans had died away. The country was sick with a war fought on the other side of the world and with people she believed to be her kin. The Navy struggled to protect trade, Spanish flags were flaunted in the Channel, and every piece of information that Palmer could not prevent slipping to the French was like a musket shot against his King. He was still young enough to feel those blows, and drive himself to greater efforts, more ingenious methods, stranger allies in his attempts to stem the flow. If the French received the intelligence they hoped from this new servant in London, it would be worth more to them than a dozen ships of the line. He thought of England as a body bleeding vital knowledge of her strategies, struggles and capacities into the waters round her coast. Better organisation of that flow could make the wounds gout blood. He must do what he could to put pressure on the injury, sew up the tear. He watched Crowther’s long fingers.

  




  

    ‘I believe the Captain found out something of that . . .’ Palmer lifted his hand to try and conjure a term from the air ‘. . .                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             spy-master



































 our European enemies wish to install as he interrogated the individual from the French vessel he captured in June.’

  




  

    Crowther looked at him down his long nose and said simply, ‘Why?’

  




  

    Any question was an indication of interest, surely? Palmer seized on it and turned to Crowther, speaking quickly. ‘You know, perhaps, sir, that the ship was laden with supplies for the American Rebels, and this man was not one of the naval officers. I believe his work was intelligence. Captain Westerman indicated as much to his officers after his interrogation of this individual and before his accident. He also made some expression of anger about what he referred to as “traitorous scum in every corner imaginable”. That they stained every beauty. Though what he meant by that, we cannot know.’

  




  

    Mrs Westerman stood suddenly and began to walk up and down behind her chair, her skirts sweeping over the carpet in regular clicking sighs. The contrast between her activity and Mr Crowther’s stillness was unnerving. ‘Yes, yes, Mr Palmer,’ she said agitatedly. ‘You told me as much months ago – but, as                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             I



































 told                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                             you,



































 James remembers nothing of his last cruise as yet. There is no reason to believe he ever will. You have questioned his officers and I even gave you sight of his private letters home to me. That did not prevent you from harassing my husband under Dr Trevelyan’s roof ten days ago.’
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