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Prologue

Canterbury Cathedral, December 1643

The Reverend Richard Culmer loved the sound of smashing glass. And when that glass was the stained type, bursting with idolatrous images of popish saints, then the sound was even more satisfying. He stood on top of a ladder with a pike in his hand, and gleefully jabbed out as many panes as he could reach. His bright blue cloak swung around him as he worked, the trademark garment that had earned him the nickname ‘Blue Dick’.

Below him, steadying the swaying steps, were two of his most trusted henchmen, although both looked as though they wished they were somewhere else. Blue Dick grimaced. What was wrong with them? Could they not see that Canterbury Cathedral had far too much in the way of nasty Catholic regalia? Did they not understand that it was their moral duty to destroy it all?

He gave a last, vicious poke at a window depicting pilgrims at the shrine of St Thomas Becket, then scrambled down from his precarious perch. There was so much to do – everywhere he looked were statues that needed their heads knocked off and paintings to be slashed. And then there was the body of the saint himself – the long-dead archbishop who had defied his king and been murdered for it. The cathedral’s clergy had assured him that Becket’s bones had been destroyed more than a hundred years before, but Blue Dick did not believe them. Before he left, he planned to open the tomb and pulverise what he found inside, to make sure Becket’s relics really were gone for ever.

When he reached the ground, he stood for a moment to admire his handiwork, pleased to note that the once-ornate windows were now reduced to a series of gaping holes. Through them he could see outside, to where a large crowd had gathered. He rolled his eyes: they wanted him to leave Canterbury and spare its treasures. But that was too bad, because he was not going anywhere until his work was finished. And they would accept the righteousness of his actions in time.

Breaking windows was hot work, so he started to remove his cloak. Unfortunately, the blue garment made him easy to identify, so when a stone sailed through one of the broken windows, he knew it was meant for him. It missed, but only just, and the crack it made when it hit the wall left him in no doubt that it had been intended to kill.

Blue Dick smiled: God had protected him. The knowledge gave him the strength to continue, and as he attacked a stone bishop with a mallet, grinning his satisfaction as the ancient face dissolved into shards and dust, he began to sing. Well, why not? It was, after all, one of the happiest and most fulfilling days of his life.

London, 5 November 1663

Bonfire Night. The time when effigies of Guy Fawkes were burned all over the country, to remind good Anglicans of the danger posed by religious dissenters. Recently, some folk had even taken to creating images of the Pope to go on their pyres, filling them with live cats to howl as the fires consumed them. For a reputedly civilised country, England could be a barbaric place, thought the Green Man, as he waited in the cellar for the occupants of the house to go to bed.

He took no pleasure in what he was about to do – it was just necessary. People needed to be shaken from their smug complacency, and made to sit up and listen. And his message was clear enough: before Charles II had been given his throne back in 1660, he had promised that all his subjects would have the right to worship God as they saw fit. The whole country had breathed a sigh of relief – Charles’s reign was going to be one of tolerance and reconciliation.

But the King had gone back on his word, and laws were being passed that were making life intolerable for non-Anglicans. These repressive decrees were known collectively as the Clarendon Code, and the Green Man was outraged by them. He had decided it was time to make his objections known, and if a few innocent souls had to die in the process, then so be it.

He glanced at the barrels of gunpowder he had smuggled inside the house, and experienced a warm glow of pride. It had taken six weeks to accumulate enough of the stuff, and every tortuous journey had carried with it the risk of capture and death. Fortunately, the house had plenty of pantries and storerooms on the floor above, so the servants never bothered to visit the cellars.

Outside, he heard the night-watchman call midnight: it was time. He stood, stiff after his long wait, heart hammering in anticipation. He smiled grimly to himself. In moments, the house and its sleeping occupants would be nothing but smouldering rubble.

He had prepared his fuses earlier – three long trails of powder that would take several minutes to burn their way across the floor, giving him time to escape. His hand shook as he lit the first one. Immediately, it began to hiss and smoke. Quickly, he ignited the others, then turned to bolt up the cellar steps. He ran across the garden, and darted into the street beyond. His stomach churned with the enormity of what he had done as he ducked into a doorway and waited, holding his breath and clenching his fists tightly enough to make his knuckles hurt. Any minute now.

But the seconds ticked past, and nothing happened. He gazed at the house in bewilderment. What was wrong? Had his fuses failed? Was the powder damp? He supposed he should go back and look, but he had no wish to share the fate of his intended victims. He stayed where he was.

More time slipped away, and eventually he was forced to concede that nothing was going to happen. Bitterly disappointed, he started to walk home. He was vaguely aware of shadows in the street ahead, but he paid them no heed. All he could think about was the fact that he had failed.

‘Give us your purse or you are a dead man.’

The voice so close to his ear shocked the Green Man from his reverie. He tried to back away, but someone shoved a dagger against his throat. He struggled frantically, but there was a sudden blazing pain in his neck, and he could not breathe. As he gagged and choked, deft hands moved across him, removing purse and jewellery.

The attack was over in a moment, and the robbers did not linger once they had what they wanted. As his life ebbed away, the Green Man was overwhelmed with the futility of it all. He had been so close to achieving his goal! If only the gunpowder had ignited, if only his disappointment had not caused him to lower his guard, if only . . .

London Bridge, late January 1664

The Earl of Clarendon hated the London Bridge. He disliked the way its narrow-fronted, teetering houses loomed over the road, meeting overhead to turn it into a shadowy, sinister tunnel. And he disliked the fact that it was always so busy – thick with carts, people and animals. Usually, he hired a boat if business took him south of the river, but a spate of abnormally high tides recently meant they were not always available – and then he had no choice but to brave the Bridge.

He sat in his fine coach and glowered out of the window, furious that no oarsman had been free to ferry him across the churning brown waters that morning. Then he remembered the last time it had happened. It had been a few days before, and as he had been driven along the Bridge’s potholed, stinking roads, he had been somewhat startled to see several of his enemies loitering around one of the Bridge’s rickety houses. Moreover, he had also been told that dubious characters had taken to lurking there of late – men such as the infamous iconoclast ‘Blue Dick’ Culmer.

And if that were not enough to raise eyebrows, there were the Bridge’s two wardens. The Earl did not trust them, mostly because they were rumoured to be incorruptible. Who was incorruptible in Restoration London, where only the devious and dishonest could expect to prosper? As far as the Earl was concerned, anyone extolled as men of honour automatically earned his suspicion!

He narrowed his eyes as he passed Chapel House, a shabby affair that had been built on the site of a church dedicated to St Thomas Becket. It was swathed in scaffolding and canvas, because someone had decided it needed refurbishing, which effectively shielded it from passers-by. But the material was poorly secured, and through a gap the Earl glimpsed a gaggle of his enemies’ servants. They were huddled together, speaking in low voices.

He experienced a surge of unease. What were they doing? Hatching another plot against him? After twenty years of civil war and military dictatorship, England was an unstable, restless country, full of shifting loyalties. Uprisings occurred on a weekly basis, and no government minister who valued his life and his position ignored that fact. It was not impossible that his foes were planning some sort of coup that would see him discredited – or worse.

The carriage rattled on, passing Nonesuch House, a fabulous jumble of onion domes and great glass windows, currently rented by a fellow named Sir John Winter. The Earl pursed his lips. Not only was Winter a Catholic, but he was reputed to be an authority on gunpowder, too. And if that combination was not sinister, then the Earl did not know what was. He would have ordered Winter put under surveillance, but the only man he trusted to do it – Thomas Chaloner – was in Wimbledon on other duties. Still, Chaloner would be back soon, and then he could look into whatever dark business was fermenting on the Bridge.

Finally, the coach reached the Stone Gate, where the Earl’s eyes were drawn upwards, to the severed heads that had been impaled on spikes above the arch – traitors, all executed since the monarchy had been restored three and a half years before. Some were men the King would have spared, but the Earl had urged him against clemency, lest it was seen as a sign of weakness. He felt no remorse, though, as he stared at the blackened, unrecognisable features. It was hardly his fault they had backed the wrong side.

As his carriage passed under the arch, there was a sudden violent thud that made him jump and set his heart racing. Immediately, people started to shout, then laugh. It did not take the Earl long to realise what had happened. One of the heads had come off its pike, and had landed on the roof of his coach. The vile things dropped not infrequently, especially during windy weather, but the Earl was seized by the immediate and unshakable sense that it was an omen of evil to come.

He could not prevent a shudder as the head was brandished outside his window by a grinning apprentice. He told himself he was being fanciful – that the falling skull was a chance event, and meant nothing at all. But his stomach continued to roil, and gradually he accepted what he knew to be true, deep in his heart – it was an omen, and it boded ill for him, for the people who knew him, and for London.


Chapter 1

London, Library 1664

Everything about ‘Blue Dick’ Culmer said he was about to do something illegal. He slunk along Thames Street in a way that could only be described as furtive, stopping every so often to duck into a doorway or lurk behind a stationary cart. Then he would peer back the way he had come, to see whether he was being followed.

Thomas Chaloner, spy for the Earl of Clarendon, was better able than most to melt invisibly into a crowd, but even he was struggling to stay out of sight. Unfortunately, the man who had been assigned to work with him that day was worse than hopeless, and Chaloner thought Blue Dick would have to be blind not to know Humphrey Leigh was on his tail.

‘I am getting tired of this,’ grumbled Leigh, as Chaloner hauled him out of sight behind a dray. He staggered slightly; Chaloner’s exasperation – with Leigh’s ineptitude as well as their quarry’s antics – had made him heavy handed. ‘We do not even know what he is supposed to have done.’

Leigh was the Earl’s Sergeant at Arms, a small, trim, truculent martinet, who had seen fit to wear an eye-catching scarlet coat that day. It was a spectacularly inappropriate choice of garment for surveillance work, and Chaloner could only suppose he was new to the business. Chaloner’s own clothes were an unmemorable shade of grey, and his brown hair was tucked under a nondescript wig – he had learned years before that intelligencers tended to live longer if no one noticed them, and he attributed reaching the grand old age of thirty-four to having perfected the art of ordinariness.

‘Well?’ demanded Leigh irritably, while they waited for their target to begin moving again. ‘Why did our Earl order us to follow him? It is a filthy morning, not fit for a dog to be out.’

Leigh was right about the weather. It was one of those dark, dreary, dank days Chaloner had come to associate with London. The sky was an unbroken dome of grey, and drizzle fell in a misty pall. It was cold, too, and the shallower puddles were turning to ice around the edges.

‘I imagine because he was one of William Dowsing’s cronies.’ Chaloner saw Leigh’s blank look, and elaborated. ‘Dowsing was the man appointed by Oliver Cromwell to destroy images of—’

‘Oh, that Dowsing,’ interrupted Leigh. ‘The iconoclast, who ruined our best churches by knocking the heads off statues, slashing paintings, and setting fire to altar rails and pulpits.’

Chaloner nodded. ‘Blue Dick was responsible for despoiling Canterbury Cathedral.’

‘Was he, by God?’ Leigh’s eyes flashed with righteous indignation. ‘Then why are we skulking behind him? We should be chopping off his villainous hands. Damned fanatic!’

Chaloner also deplored what Dowsing and his zealous comrades had done, but there was no time to discuss the matter, because their target was on the move again. Chaloner began to follow, indicating with a wave of his hand that Leigh was to cross the street. Leigh either did not see the gesture, or chose to ignore it, because he fell into step at Chaloner’s side instead.

‘I know the iconoclasts have not plied their nasty trade in years, but they still deserve to hang,’ he declared. ‘So why does the Earl not order Blue Dick’s arrest? Is it because he is a vicar?’

‘The Earl did not say,’ replied Chaloner shortly, wishing Leigh would shut up and concentrate on the task in hand. The road was busy, and they would lose their quarry if they did not pay attention.

‘I would arrest him, if I were the Earl,’ Leigh went on, worrying at the subject like a dog with a bone. ‘Fanatics should not be allowed to wander around London as they please. It is not right.’

Chaloner was spared from having to comment, because Blue Dick had turned into Fish Street Hill, a wide thoroughfare with Leadenhall Market at one end and London Bridge at the other. The noise there was deafening – traders yelling, iron-shod wheels rattling on cobbles, and above it all, the river roaring under the Bridge like a never-ending roll of thunder. The racket was amplified by the tall houses that lined either side of the road. The assault on their ears was rivalled only by the one on their noses – unwashed bodies, horses, sewage, stagnant water, and the fish that was for sale in the line of makeshift booths that ran from one end of the road to the other.

‘He is going over the Bridge.’ Leigh was forced to bawl in Chaloner’s ear to make himself heard. ‘He must have business in Southwark, which does not surprise me. It is the place of choice for dark dealings.’

He and Chaloner joined the stream of folk aiming for the city’s only crossing of the mighty Thames. There was an unspoken, but universally agreed, law that kept everyone to the left. It did not always work. Sometimes a stranger or an obstreperous local ignored the rule, which invariably resulted in chaos. That dismal winter morning, however, traffic was moving fairly smoothly, and although the Bridge and its approach were tightly packed with pedestrians, livestock and vehicles of all descriptions, there was still forward momentum.

‘I dislike the Bridge,’ Leigh declared, stopping dead in his tracks to regard it in distaste. He ignored the jostles and resentful mutters of the people who were obliged to funnel around him. ‘So, I shall hire a boat and meet you on the other side. Blue Dick is less likely to spot us if we separate.’

It was a little late to be worrying about that, thought Chaloner acidly, but he nodded agreement, relieved to be rid of the irascible little soldier. He walked on alone. The ground rose sharply, and then he was on the Bridge itself. The roar of water was louder here, and he fancied he could feel the stones reverberating under his feet, shaking with the sheer raw power of it.

Londoners were proud of their Bridge. It spanned a river that was both wide and deep, and boasted nineteen arches, each a different shape and size, which stood on boat-shaped feet called starlings. Above the starlings were houses, some five storeys tall. As the city imposed no restriction on size or style, the result was a chaotic jumble of rooftops and chimneys. Many leaned towards each other, and structures called ‘haut-pas’ had been built between them, serving not only to shore them up, but providing additional rooms, too.

The northern end of the Bridge was devoid of buildings though, because a fire some thirty years before had destroyed them, and they had not yet been rebuilt. Traders had set up in the open space – Londoners called it ‘the Square’ – their stalls perilously close to the great cartwheels that lumbered past. Chaloner blinked when he reached the first of the houses, and their looming shadows turned the road from broad daylight into a murky gloom.

About halfway across, Blue Dick ducked into a building – a sign nailed to the wall outside declared it to be Chapel House. It was surrounded by scaffolding, which was a problem, because the bulky wooden struts did not leave enough room for two large vehicles to pass each other – one would need to yield, and no self-respecting London driver liked to demean himself with gratuitous courtesy. Chaloner glanced casually at it as he passed. The door was ajar, and he saw Blue Dick lurking in the shadows beyond. Feigning disinterest, he walked on.

After a few moments, he turned and retraced his steps. He passed Chapel House again, but the door was now closed. When he reached the Square, he stopped and pretended to inspect a display of dolphin tongues, keeping the building at the periphery of his vision. It was not long before his quarry emerged and began to head back towards the Square. Chaloner tensed. Had he been spotted, despite all his care, and Blue Dick was coming to confront him?

The iconoclast was pale and nervous, eyes darting everywhere. But they did not linger on Chaloner. Relieved, Chaloner let him pass, and was about to set off in pursuit again when the hairs on the back of his neck began to rise. Something was wrong! He stayed put for a moment, and then saw it: Blue Dick was being followed by a man swathed in a dark cloak.

As if he sensed he had company, Blue Dick stopped and peered behind him. It was then that the cloaked man made his move. A knife flashed. Horrified, Chaloner broke cover and raced towards them. But it was too late. Blue Dick was toppling forwards with an agonised expression on his face. He was dead before he hit the ground.

There was nothing Chaloner could do for the hapless Blue Dick, so he turned to follow the killer instead. The man was moving at a rapid clip towards Southwark. Carters and carriage-drivers yelled angrily as he cut in front of them, startling their horses and making them swerve. The killer ignored them all, careful to keep his face hidden beneath his broad-brimmed hat.

Chaloner moved more discreetly, fast enough to keep up with his new quarry, but not so quick as to draw attention to himself. The killer broke into a run, but to leave the Bridge, he had to pass through the Stone Gate, and the Stone Gate was a bottleneck – not just because it constricted the road, but because pedestrians and drivers alike enjoyed slowing down to admire its display of traitors’ heads. Chaloner did not. Most of the skulls belonged to regicides – men who had signed the old king’s death warrant – and some had been friends of his family.

The killer was brought to a virtual standstill as the crowd filed through the narrow opening, but his agitated jostling did nothing to hasten his progress. Indeed, people stopped walking to shove him back, retarding the flow even further. But he managed to squeeze through eventually, racing ahead the moment he was free of the press. Chaloner was not far behind.

Leigh was on the far side of the gate, brazenly scanning the faces of those who passed. Chaloner supposed it was just as well Blue Dick was beyond caring, because Leigh would have given the game away in an instant. The scrutiny made the killer uneasy, too, because he edged away, to avoid passing the little soldier too closely.

‘Where is Blue Dick?’ Leigh demanded, when he saw Chaloner alone. ‘Did you lose him?’

‘Dead.’ Chaloner indicated the killer with a nod of his head. ‘Stabbed by him.’

Leigh’s jaw dropped in shock. ‘What? But why would—’

‘That is what we need to find out.’ Chaloner began to run, aware of Leigh turning to follow. He skidded to a standstill when the killer darted into a nearby church, and was almost bowled from his feet when Leigh barrelled into the back of him. He regained his balance without taking his eyes off the place. It was impressive, with a lofty central tower and elegant tracery in its Gothic windows.

‘That is St Mary Overie,’ mused Leigh. ‘Perhaps he is going to pray for forgiveness.’

Chaloner recalled the purposeful way the villain had moved before striking, and knew remorse had no part in his plans. ‘I suspect he is either going to divest himself of his killing clothes, or he is going to report to an accomplice. Either way, we need to—’

‘All right,’ said Leigh grimly, and began to stride towards the door before any sort of strategy could be discussed. ‘No one commits murder on my watch, not even of iconoclasts.’

Chaloner sighed, and wished the Earl employed more sensible men to serve him – or, if he did insist on populating his household with simpletons and lunatics, that he did not force him to work alongside them.

Leigh had moved fast, and was inside the church by the time Chaloner caught up with him. There was no sign of the killer, and Chaloner grabbed Leigh’s arm to prevent him from storming up the aisle to look for him.

‘What?’ demanded the little soldier irritably, freeing himself with a scowl. ‘Do you want to lay hands on this scoundrel or not? If you dally, he might escape.’

‘But if we arrest him and he refuses to talk, what then?’ asked Chaloner with quiet reason. ‘We need to tell the Earl why Blue Dick is murdered. And the best way to do that is by seeing where the culprit goes and who he meets.’

Leigh stared at him for a moment. ‘Very well. We shall sneak around like thieves then, if that is what you want. Follow me. I am a skilled soldier, decorated in battle. I know what I am doing.’

Chaloner refrained from remarking that if Leigh was among the best the Royalist army had to offer, then it was small wonder they had lost the civil wars.

‘No, we need to separate,’ he said, struggling for patience as he seized the man’s wrist a second time. ‘Watch him from two different angles, to ensure we do not miss anything. So you take the south side, and I will take the north.’

Leigh rolled his eyes at the need for such tactics, but obligingly strode towards the area Chaloner had indicated, booted feet slapping on the flagstones. The racket he made obviated any need for stealth, but Chaloner moved silently anyway, out of habit, as he made his way through the northern part of the church.

St Mary Overie was an attractive place, full of yellow-grey pillars that soared up to a yellow-grey roof. It smelled of damp plaster and the decorative greenery that had been placed in the windows by parishioners. Because the day was overcast, the light filtering through the soot-coated windows was dim, and the building was full of shadows.

The killer was in the north transept, and Chaloner reached him before Leigh. But the fellow was not alone. He was with six others, all clad in wide-brimmed hats and anonymous cloaks. Their lower faces were covered by the kind of scarves designed to protect the wearer from London’s foul air, but which were also favoured as disguises by the criminal fraternity.

Chaloner eased closer – they were talking, and he was keen to hear what was being said. He crouched behind a chest to eavesdrop, hoping Leigh would see him and have the sense to hold back.

‘—on the Bridge,’ the killer was whispering. There was blood on his hands; it had been an efficient attack, but not a clean one. ‘No one saw me.’

‘I wish you had consulted us first,’ murmured a man who was taller than his companions. He seemed to be in charge. ‘This may attract unwanted attention.’

‘Well, it is done now,’ said the killer, oozing defiance. ‘And I am not—’

He whipped around at the rattle of footsteps: Leigh had arrived. The little soldier baulked when he saw the killer had company, and started to back away, but it was too late: seven swords had been hauled from seven scabbards. Chaloner was begrudgingly impressed when Leigh did not run, as most men would have done when faced with such unattractive odds, but resorted to bluster.

‘I want a word with you,’ he said imperiously to the killer. ‘And the rest of you may as well show your faces, too, because I do not approve of disguises. Come on, unmask yourselves. I command you, by authority of the Earl of Clarendon, Lord Chancellor of England!’

The leader laughed his disbelief. ‘You order us? In the name of that rogue? He belongs in the Tower, and I cannot imagine why the King does not slice off his head.’

‘You insolent dog!’ cried Leigh. He drew his sword and prepared to do battle. ‘How dare you!’

It occurred to Chaloner that if he stayed hidden until Leigh was killed, he might discover the identities of the men and learn why one had murdered Blue Dick – and Leigh would only have himself to blame for his predicament. But Leigh was a colleague, when all was said and done, and Chaloner supposed he owed him some support. With a sigh of resignation, he surged to his feet and had disabled two of the cloaked men before they realised that the feisty warrior was not alone.

The fighting was unexpectedly brutal, and while Chaloner took care not to inflict fatal injuries – he had no wish to kill anyone before he understood what was going on – the same was not true of his opponents. They were not particularly skilled swordsmen, but they fought with a fierce, unwavering resolve that was unnerving. It reminded him of the savage hand-to-hand combat during the civil wars, when men were protecting the things they held dear: their families and homes.

‘Who are you?’ Chaloner demanded, when he had managed to corner the killer and had a blade to his throat. ‘Tell me your name.’

‘Never!’ came the hissing reply. Eyes glittered furiously above the scarf. ‘I would sooner die.’

Chaloner was tempted to oblige – the man was a cold-blooded murderer, after all – but a sound behind caused him to whip around, and then he was obliged to fight three men at once. He grabbed the scarf of one who came too close and pulled it hard, intending to expose the fellow’s face, but it had been tied too tightly to come off. Then there was a loud crack that echoed around the church, and set up a wild squawking of gulls outside.

‘Stop!’ came the commanding voice of the leader. He held a second gun, and was pointing it at Chaloner, who saw it was primed and ready to fire. Meanwhile, Leigh was lying on his back with a sword at his throat. ‘And back away. I shall not miss the next time.’

The cold, angry gleam in his eyes said he meant it. Reluctantly, Chaloner did as he was told, and the leader indicated with a flick of his head that his cronies were to leave the church. They obeyed immediately.

‘I will be waiting outside for the next few minutes,’ the leader said, before turning to follow them. ‘If you come after us, I will shoot you.’

Chaloner waited until he was out of sight, then hared after them. He wrenched open the door, then jerked backwards when there was a sharp report. It was closely followed by a second crack, and the wood near his head flew into splinters.

‘Three shots fired so far,’ whispered Leigh, coming to stand behind Chaloner. ‘Three guns. Do they have a fourth, do you think? Shall we risk it, and run out?’

Chaloner shook his head. The last shot had come closer than was comfortable, and the chase was not worth their lives. He leaned against the door and closed his eyes, wishing Leigh had not blundered in so soon, because he had heard nothing that would allow him to identify the killer and his companions.

‘Lord!’ breathed Leigh, wiping his forehead with his sleeve. ‘What they lacked in skill they certainly made up for with mettle. I do not think I have ever met such resolute opponents.’

‘I have,’ said Chaloner softly. ‘In the civil wars – men who believed God was on their side.’

‘You mean fanatics?’ asked Leigh uneasily. ‘I wonder which particular brand these are: Catholics, old Roundheads, Fifth Monarchists, general rebels. How shall we go about finding out?’

‘We shall not,’ said Chaloner, deciding the time had come to dispense with Leigh’s annoying company. ‘You are going to report to the Earl, while I stay here and ask a few questions.’

Chaloner rarely ventured south of the river, which meant he did not know Southwark very well. When he had first visited it, he had assumed it would be an extension of the City, but was soon disavowed of that notion. Southwark was a place like no other, with its curious combination of stately homes and hovels, its discreetly gardened brothels and lice-infested whorehouses, and its sprawling taverns and bear-baiting arenas. It was always crowded, and many of its lanes were so narrow that there was no room for carriages. It did not stop drivers from trying to use them anyway, and the result was some wicked congestion and very frayed tempers.

He headed for the main street, trying to decide which way the killer and his cronies might have gone. He was immediately mobbed – scruffy children tried to sell him cheap trinkets, prostitutes flaunted their wares, and vagrants whined for alms. His hand dropped to his sword, which led some to melt away, but not all. He supposed they were used to threats.

As there was no sign of his quarry, and enquiries among the clamouring throng yielded nothing in the way of sensible answers, Chaloner headed for the area known as St George’s Fields, where there was an inn-cum-brothel named the Dog and Duck. He had been there a few weeks before, and while he did not imagine its bawds would know the men he was looking for, they might be able to provide him with a list of potential haunts – the kind of taverns known to look the other way when masked men gathered.

He reached the Dog and Duck, still pursued by one man determined to sell him a pair of used gloves, and stepped inside. His eyes smarted. It was noon, and the time when dinner was eaten – the place was full, and every patron was puffing a pipe; he could not see the opposite side of the room through the fug. He was barely through the door when a woman came to take possession of him.

‘What will it be?’ she asked, all business. ‘Food first, and then me? Or just me?’

‘Alice?’ asked Chaloner, trying to see past the paints and pastes slathered on her face. She was not attractive when washed and wearing her Sunday best, but the vivid mask and sluttish clothes made her look vaguely unearthly, like the wax grave-models in Westminster Abbey. ‘Is that you?’

‘Tom!’ she exclaimed in pleasure. ‘I did not recognise you. Where have you been? We all assumed you had left the city. After all, there must be some reason why you have not been to visit.’

Chaloner could have told her that he had been in the nearby village of Wimbledon, monitoring Lord Bristol’s country estate – the Earl had acquired a number of enemies through the years, but Bristol was by far one of the most dangerous. The sly nobleman had tried to topple the Earl from power the previous summer, but the plot had backfired and a warrant had been issued for his own arrest instead. Wisely, Bristol had fled the country, but there had been rumours of late that he was back. Alarmed, the Earl had demanded an investigation. However, Chaloner had watched Bristol’s house for the best part of six weeks, and had seen nothing to indicate the gossip was true.

‘I have been away,’ he replied vaguely.

Fortunately, Alice was not interested in his travels, which was just as well, because Chaloner had been trained never to talk about himself. He believed that intelligence officers – he disliked the term ‘spy’, although it was how the Earl described him – should collect information rather than dispense it, and although he was no longer operating in enemy territory, it was a difficult habit to break.

‘Meg died of the French pox last week,’ Alice was saying. ‘And Sally fell down the—’

‘Meg?’ interrupted Chaloner, dismayed. ‘She seemed well enough in December.’

‘She hid it well.’ Alice grinned spitefully. ‘We do not know who gave her the sickness, but she shared the gift with as many men as she could before she went. That will show them!’

‘It might show you, too,’ said Chaloner. He shrugged when she regarded him blankly, and explained further. ‘If she infected them, they might infect you in turn.’

Alice’s grin turned bitter. ‘They already have. Why do you think I am covered in plaster, like an old wall? Give me a shilling, Tom. I need it for medicine.’

Chaloner passed her the coin, grateful he had declined her services when they had been offered. French pox was incurable, and the notion of explaining to his lover how he had come by it was too awful to contemplate. Hannah was a lady-in-waiting to the Queen, and the wild debauchery of the Court made her something of a free thinker – it was one of the things he liked about her – but a beau with a sexually transmitted disease would tax even her liberal principles.

‘I am looking for seven men who disguise themselves and lurk in St Mary Overie,’ he said, after more pleasantries had been exchanged. ‘Can you think of anywhere such men might meet?’

Alice thought hard. ‘There are places in Paris Garden that turn a blind eye to squalid dealings.’

‘Paris Garden?’ Chaloner had never heard of it.

She closed her eyes. ‘It used to be a lovely park, used for bowling and gambling, but it has a bad reputation these days. Try the Beggar’s Bush tavern first. But mind yourself.’

With Alice’s warning ringing in his ears, Chaloner left the Dog and Duck and turned west, walking parallel to the river. The road was lined by houses that were five or six storeys high. They leaned towards each other like drunks, and in places met overhead. It made the street dark, and there were several sections that would never be touched by natural sunlight.

Children were everywhere, clamouring for money or playing games with balls and hoops. Few wore shoes, and their feet and legs were covered in sores. There were a large number of dogs, too. Some were tethered outside houses and snarled at anyone who went too close; others roamed free, hunting for food among the huge piles of rubbish that lay in festering heaps at every corner.

The stench of rotting vegetables, the glistening piles of entrails outside a butcher’s emporium and the reek from a nearby glueworks, not to mention the all-pervading aroma of sewage, were enough to make Chaloner light-headed. He had not thought of himself as delicate, and wondered whether life at Court, spying on treacherous noblemen for his Earl, was turning him soft.

The beggar who had followed him from St Mary Overie to the Dog and Duck, latched on to him again, waving the second-hand gloves in his face and assuring him they were the finest quality. Chaloner ignored him, then realised the fellow did not see this as a deterrent; he was used to it.

‘What is your name?’ he asked, turning suddenly.

The man took a step away, unnerved by the abrupt attention. ‘Nat,’ he replied warily.

‘Do you live here?’

Nat’s clothes hung loosely on his skinny frame, and he was missing most of his teeth. His skin was grey with dirt, and his hair far too oily to allow a determination of colour. All this meant it was impossible to gauge his age – he might have been twenty or fifty. He nodded back the way they had come.

‘Near St Mary Overie. But look at these lovely gloves, sir. They can be yours for three pennies.’

‘I will give you three pennies for some information.’

Nat’s eyes gleamed, and he bared his gums in a grin. ‘What do you want to know? I can tell you anything. No one knows Southwark like me.’

‘Seven masked men met in St Mary Overie today. You live near there, so did you see them?’

Nat nodded eagerly. ‘The masks are scarves, to protect them against smells and cold weather.’

‘Who are they? And I want the truth,’ warned Chaloner, predicting from Nat’s sly look that he was about to be regaled with some fiction. ‘I will know if you lie.’

‘But I don’t know their names!’ cried Nat. His expression was one of acute disappointment: three pennies was a lot to lose. ‘They just arrive from time to time. They look fierce, so no one bothers them. Southwark folk don’t go looking for trouble, and those men—’

‘How often do they come?’

Nat screwed up his face in thought. ‘Maybe seven or eight times since Christmas. Of course, they take care to keep to themselves, so they may have come a few times without me noticing . . .’

‘I do not suppose you know their business?’ Chaloner was not hopeful of an answer he could trust, but there was no harm in asking.

‘I tried to sell one a ring once, but he said he got no use for cheap baubles.’ Nat sounded indignant. ‘So, I drew me own conclusions. They are boring religious types, like the folk who stopped us from having fun when the Old Tyrant was pretending to be king.’

Chaloner rubbed his chin. He had no use for cheap baubles, either, but that did not make him a Puritan. And Blue Dick had been a Puritan, with his penchant for smashing churches, so surely it was unlikely that the masked men were Puritans, too? Why kill one of their own?

‘But they are nothing,’ said Nat with a dismissive wave of his hand when Chaloner made no reply. ‘There are far more important visitors to these parts than them.’

Chaloner imagined there were, because the prostitutes of Southwark were famous for their variety, and whoring was a popular pastime among certain members of Court.

Nat began to name them. ‘The Duke of Buckingham comes regular, and so does Mr Progers, who hires women to take to the King. And the Penderel brothers, who are that horrible Dowager’s latest favourites. Everyone knows she’s thinking about getting herself a nice young husband, and they came to London in the hope that she will pick one of them.’

Chaloner had also heard it said that the King’s mother was on the prowl for a youthful spouse, but doubted it was true. The old queen was far too fond of being a widow. And there was always spiteful gossip about her, because her prickly character and arrogance meant she was unpopular.

‘She comes here, too, you know,’ Nat went on, when Chaloner still did not answer.

Chaloner raised his eyebrows, amused by the notion. The Dowager was one of his Earl’s many enemies, and he had often been sent to spy on her. Although he had never met her in person, he had watched and listened to her often enough to know she was a prim, impatient snob, who would deplore the poverty and roughness of Southwark. She would never deign to set foot in such a place.

Nat became indignant when he saw he was not believed. ‘She does! Not to a tavern, obviously, but to Winchester Palace, where the Bishop of Winchester stays while he is in London.’

‘She visits Bishop Morley?’ Chaloner did not think that was very likely, either. The fiercely Catholic Dowager would have little to say to a high-ranking Anglican cleric.

‘No, she goes there when he’s out,’ replied Nat.

Chaloner regarded him sceptically. ‘Why would she do that?’

Nat looked furtive – he did not know. ‘Perhaps she likes the view across the river.’

Chaloner supposed she must have taken a fancy to some piece of art in the Bishop’s collection. Nobles were an acquisitive crowd, especially the ones who had suffered privation under Cromwell, and it was not unusual for them to covet someone else’s property. And they often got it, too, because objections by the injured party tended to be met with indignant accusations of treason.

‘I heard Lord Bristol was with her once,’ Nat gabbled on. ‘And he’s a wanted man! The King ordered him arrested, but Bristol thinks he can flout the law by slinking back into our country.’

‘You only heard?’ asked Chaloner keenly. ‘You did not actually see him?’

‘No, but it is true. The Dowager will hide him in her own mansion – Somerset House. He will be safe there, because not even the King orders a raid on his mother’s home.’

But Chaloner knew the Dowager would never do anything to put her son in such an invidious position. Moreover, he did not believe the rumours that said Bristol was back in England. There had been dozens of reported sightings, but when he had investigated, not one had been true. If it had, Chaloner would have hunted the man down, and Bristol would be in the Tower. Where the Earl wanted him.

Alice was right: Paris Gardens had once been a fine park. But now it was all bedraggled shrubs, muddy paths and overgrown copses that looked as though they would be dangerous to explore. It was populated by slovenly men, children with pinched, hard little faces, and greasy-headed slatterns. Shanty houses surrounded it – the kind that were thrown up overnight, and that seemed to be expanding at an alarming rate as folk flocked from the countryside in search of work.

The Beggar’s Bush tavern overlooked an arena where bear-baiting, cock-fighting and rat-racing took place. It was an enormous place, and boasted accommodations fit for visiting aristocrats, as well as for the lower kind of customer. There were rooms for playing cards and drinking tea, there were bedchambers that could be hired by the hour, and there were nooks where men could sit quietly and drink Southwark’s famous ale. It even served food, although that day’s menu was limited to a choice of braised calves’ brains or pickled sweetbreads.

Chaloner entered the largest of the public rooms, and found a bench in the shadows near the back. The reek of tobacco vied with that of unwashed, sweaty bodies, and the place was busy with patrons of all ages, from all walks of life. Well-dressed lawyers sat at one table, while the next was full of rowdy apprentices, all laughing about a tale from St Paul’s Cathedral, where a gargoyle had dropped off the roof and killed a pigeon. Chaloner winced – he liked birds.

He looked around him, weighing up the clientele. A huddle of heavily armed men sat near a back door; they spoke in whispers, and he was under the distinct impression that they were planning a crime. Others sat alone, smoking and staring into space. It did not look like the kind of place that would yield its secrets easily, so he decided to sit for a while, to assess which patrons might be more inclined to talk – either for money, or because he was holding a knife to their throats.

He was still observing an hour later, when the door opened and two men walked in. The first wore his fashionable clothes with an elegant rakishness, and exuded the sense that he thought very highly of himself. His companion was also finely attired, but his muscular build and pronounced stoop meant he would never achieve his companion’s careless élan.

The landlord regarded them warily, and as his other patrons were hardly choirboys, Chaloner’s interest was piqued. The duo took a table near him, so he pretended to be asleep, in the hope that they would speak more freely than if they thought he was awake and listening.

‘Mr Phillippes,’ said the landlord, addressing the shorter of the two, and then turning to his friend. ‘And Mr Kaltoff. I am surprised you dare show your faces here.’

Phillippes made a moue of annoyance. ‘Oh, come now, sir! Can we not let bygones be bygones? We have, after all, been faithful customers for many years.’

‘I suppose you have,’ said the landlord begrudgingly. ‘Will it be the usual, then? Rhenish wine?’

Phillippes inclined his head. ‘You are most kind.’

‘I heard the ghost of the old king was seen again last night,’ said Kaltoff conversationally, as the landlord set about serving them. ‘And did you know that the learned men in Gresham’s College are planning an experiment to weigh air tomorrow?’

The landlord regarded him in mystification. ‘Why would anyone want to weigh air?’

Phillippes bristled. ‘I will have you know that the weighing of air is a vital scientific objective. I have written a scholarly paper on the matter, and plan to read it to the Royal Society.’

‘You have been elected at last, then?’ asked the landlord. He did not sound very interested.

Phillippes continued to glare. ‘Not yet, no,’ he said stiffly. ‘But it is only a matter of time before they welcome me into their fold. I am the inventor of the Phillippes Tide-Ring, after all.’

‘And I built it,’ added Kaltoff proudly. ‘I turned theory into reality.’

Chaloner supposed they did look like instrument-makers – men who earned a respectable wage and who were a cut above the average merchant in terms of education and social status.

‘What is a tide-ring?’ asked the landlord. The distrustful expression on his face suggested he thought it might be something diabolical.

Phillippes looked pained. ‘It is a device that calculates the ebb and flow of tides. The King has asked me to design one for him, because it will let him predict when the Palace of White Hall will flood. So has the Earl of Clarendon. Their patronage is a great honour.’

‘Phillippes will do the designing, and I shall construct them,’ elaborated Kaltoff. ‘The work of both of us will grace royal eyes.’

‘Is that so?’ said the landlord flatly. ‘Then all I can say is that you cannot test them here. You almost demolished my tavern when you tried out your last invention, and I am not having it again.’

Phillippes winced. ‘How many more times must we apologise? The experiment should have worked, and neither of us understands why it failed.’

Kaltoff grinned suddenly. ‘But look on the bright side: no one was badly hurt, and you have made a fortune from all the people who drink your ale as they listen to you describe what happened. Besides, we told you not to stand too close.’

The landlord sniffed, indicating Kaltoff was right. ‘I still have dreams, you know. You have no idea what it was like. There I was, watching you light your special fireworks one moment, then the next, I was blown clean off my feet, while my hat ended up on the roof. My nerves will never recover.’

‘It should have produced a magnificent display,’ said Phillippes. He shook his head in bafflement. ‘It should have lifted off and filled the sky with a blossom of falling purple lights. I still do not understand why it did not work. It was a good theory.’

‘If you say so,’ said the landlord flatly. ‘But you can find somewhere else to test the next one.’

He stamped away, leaving Kaltoff to embark upon a long and tediously detailed report about some obscure aspect of the King’s new tide-dial. Phillippes listened, but looked bored, and his gaze roved aimlessly over the tavern’s other occupants. It settled on Chaloner, who was still pretending to be asleep. Phillippes stiffened, studied the intelligencer intently for a moment, then jabbed Kaltoff with his elbow and whispered something in his ear.

‘Are you sure?’ Kaltoff asked, his voice much lower than when he had been holding forth about his work. Fortunately, Chaloner had excellent hearing.

Phillippes nodded. ‘I am good with faces – he has not been here before. Moreover, I do not like the look of him. Why does he choose to nap here?’

‘Perhaps he is tired,’ suggested Kaltoff.

Phillippes glared at him. ‘How can you be so blasé? You know what is at stake, and what we stand to lose, should we be found out. He is a spy, sent to watch us. I feel it in my bones.’

‘But we have been careful,’ objected Kaltoff, while Chaloner braced himself for trouble. ‘No one knows our plan. You are worrying over nothing.’

‘Worrying is wise, given what we have agreed to do,’ retorted Phillippes firmly. ‘So I recommend we follow him when he leaves, and ask him a few questions.’

‘But that will tell him there is something to be interested in,’ Kaltoff pointed out uneasily.

Phillippes’s lips set in a grim line. ‘Then we shall have show him that curiosity is dangerous.’

Chaloner had no intention of being trailed home by Phillippes and Kaltoff when he left the Beggar’s Bush, and nor was he inclined to spend the rest of the day pretending to be asleep in the hope that they would decide he really was just a man who had nodded off over his beer. Moreover, he wanted to know whether their enigmatic remarks pertained to the murder of Blue Dick – both looked agile and strong enough to have been the killer – but it was clear he was not going to find out by eavesdropping. Keeping his face hidden by his hat, he pretended to come awake, then stood, stretched and made for the door.

He walked briskly, and although he was occasionally aware of Kaltoff and Phillippes behind him, they were adept at keeping out of sight. He was impressed, and realised that here were no rank amateurs, but men who had some idea of what they were doing. He was loath to waste time with games, though, and had his own questions to ask. He cut down a narrow, shadowy lane to his right, and ducked into the first available doorway, so as to be hidden when they turned the corner.

But they did not appear. He frowned. Were they less able than he had surmised, and the tactic had flummoxed them? Or had they guessed his intentions, and had their own ideas about how the situation was going to evolve? If the latter, then he would have to be careful, because he did not want them knowing where he lived.

He was about to abandon the doorway and take a tortuous route that would foil even the most experienced of trackers, when he heard footsteps coming from his right. It was not the direction from which Phillippes or Kaltoff should be approaching, and the clatter indicated that several men, not two, were on their way. A second rattle told him that people were approaching from the left, too, and a quick glance into the lane showed eight men converging on him. Phillippes led one group, and Kaltoff the other. Disgusted, Chaloner saw he had allowed himself to be outmanoeuvred.

‘I know you are in here,’ Phillippes called softly. ‘So you may as well come out. My friends here will be vexed if you put them to more trouble than is necessary.’

Seeing there was no choice, Chaloner stepped out. His hat was still pulled low over his eyes, and he kept it that way, determined that his captors should not see his face.

‘What do you want?’ he asked coolly. ‘Or is every new patron at the Beggar’s Bush provided with this sort of reception?’

Phillippes regarded him arrogantly. ‘You were spying on us. We want to know why.’

‘Spying on you?’ asked Chaloner, feigning astonishment. ‘Why would I do that?’

Phillippes shrugged. ‘Perhaps you heard something about us.’

Chaloner spread his hands. ‘What could I have heard? I am a stranger here.’

‘Enough of these games,’ said Kaltoff abruptly. ‘It seems to me that you know something about our business, and that is unacceptable. Who sent you?’

‘No one,’ replied Chaloner truthfully. ‘But perhaps we can help each other. You look like men who may know the answers to a few harmless questions.’

Kaltoff started to refuse, but Phillippes held up an imperious hand. Then he indicated with a jerk of his head that their men were to back away, out of earshot. ‘What sort of questions?’

Chaloner decided to use a combination of honesty and lies. ‘I am looking for seven men who meet in St Mary Overie. I may have work for them – work that pays well.’

Phillippes’s expression was unreadable. ‘We know of no such men.’

‘No, we do not,’ agreed Kaltoff. ‘And we do not like strangers who eavesdrop on our private conversations, either. In other words, we have no more to say to each other.’

He turned to leave, but Phillippes had other ideas, and beckoned to the waiting louts. Chaloner knew their kind: dirty, slovenly men who hung around on street corners, and who would do anything for a few coins. It would not be a fair fight, and he did not like the odds of his winning.

When Phillippes barked the order to attack, Chaloner charged across the lane to a gate in the opposite wall – he had noticed it ajar when he had taken refuge in his doorway. Sincerely hoping it would not lead somewhere from which there would be no escape, he shot through it, and slammed it behind him. He heard a roar of startled outrage from Phillippes, followed immediately by a thud as someone smashed into it with his shoulder. It shuddered, and although Chaloner jammed a log against it, he knew it would not keep anyone out for long.

He looked around him, aware that someone was already beginning to scale the wall – he could hear the scrape of shoes against bricks. He was in a small yard, and there was a door at the far end. He dashed towards it, then lost valuable seconds picking the lock. By the time he had it open, Kaltoff and two of his men were over the wall and dropping down into the yard.

Chaloner knew the house in which he found himself belonged to a tailor, because it was full of cloth and half-finished clothes. Pins rolled under his feet as he darted across the flagstone floor, aiming for a second door, which he hoped would open into the main road. But it was also locked, and he knew he would not be able to pick it before he was caught. He drew his sword, supposing it was time to fight. The odds were unfavourable, but there was no other alternative that he could see.

Kaltoff saw the sword and reached for his knife, but at that moment, there was the scrape of a key in a lock, and the door behind Chaloner opened. The house’s owner was home.

Chaloner jigged around him and raced into the street. Behind, he heard a furious commotion as the tailor attempted to do battle with the remaining intruders. By the time Kaltoff had fought his way past the fellow, Chaloner had taken refuge in a passing hay cart and was hidden from sight. Breathing hard and clearly disgusted when he saw his quarry gone, Kaltoff gave up the chase and began to slouch away.

Prudently, Chaloner remained in the cart until it had crossed the Bridge, and he was sure he had not been followed. As it rumbled along, he considered what had happened. Were the instrument-makers responsible for stabbing Blue Dick? Or was it some other mischief that warranted them hiring louts to attack men they did not like the look of? He supposed he would have to return to Southwark later, and make enquiries. He decided he would go that night, but not until after ten o’clock, when ale had had time to lubricate tongues.

He jumped off the cart when it reached Thames Street. The short winter day was almost over, and the streets were full of people, all going home from work. But Chaloner was too unsettled to go home – two rented rooms in Fetter Lane – and nor did he wish to inflict his agitation on Hannah, whom he knew would be tired. Hannah’s mistress, Queen Katherine, took her religion seriously, and that Friday was the feast-day of one of her favourite saints. Hannah did not mind the additional duties she had been allocated for the occasion, having converted to Catholicism herself, but he did not think she would thank him for arriving full of restless energy, even so.

Feeling he should do something to make up for the fact that his enquiries into Blue Dick’s murder had been rather less than successful, he decided to do a little spying on his Earl’s behalf.

Somerset House, where the King’s dowager mother lived, had recently become a meeting place for anyone who hated the Earl. By listening at doors and windows, and once by breaking in, Chaloner had managed to foil three attempts to besmirch his master’s reputation alone in the week since he had returned from Wimbledon. All had been spiteful little schemes that would have seen the Earl accused of dishonesty. Alarmed by his enemies’ sly determination to harm him, the Earl had ordered Chaloner to monitor the place as often as his other duties allowed.

So Chaloner went to Somerset House, which was a vast Tudor palace with stately grounds and a splendid façade overlooking the Thames. It was protected by high walls, but these were no object to a spy of his skills and experience: he had identified several places with convenient hand- and footholds, the easiest route being through the gardens of neighbouring Worcester House. And as his Earl lived in Worcester House, gaining access to the enemy’s stronghold was simplicity itself.

He scaled the wall and dropped over the other side, rolling as he landed, to lessen the impact on the leg that had been damaged during the Battle of Naseby some nineteen years before, and that still troubled him on occasion. Then he stood, brushed himself down, and jogged towards the house, noting that it was ablaze with lights. The Dowager was entertaining.

As he approached, a haunting melody wafted across the garden, and he smiled when he recognised the distinctive tones of the King’s Private Musick. They were playing Matthew Locke, one of his favourite composers. He listened for a moment, eyes closed, but then opened them abruptly when he became aware that the exquisite harmonies were pulling him into a world of their own. He could not afford to be distracted when he was prowling around a building crammed to the gills with his employer’s most bitter opponents.

The Dowager’s guests had gathered in the room called the Great Chamber, a cavernous, high-ceilinged hall on the ground floor. It was graced by six massive windows, and liberally decorated with gold leaf and gilt mirrors. The curtains had been drawn in an attempt to keep out the cold, but the servants had been careless, and a sizeable chink allowed Chaloner to see directly inside.

The musicians were playing at one end of the room, and the Dowager and her visitors – all folk who hated the Earl – milled about at the other. As usual, the flamboyant Duke of Buckingham was the centre of attention. Tall, handsome and exquisitely attired in the very latest fashion, he stood in the midst of an admiring throng. The throng included Edward Progers, whose chief talent was said to lie in supplying prostitutes for the King. He was an exceptionally ugly man, who attempted to conceal his ill looks by wearing extra lace and an especially frilly coat.

The Duke’s cousin, Lady Castlemaine, was there, too, revelling in her role as King’s Mistress. She was surrounded by lesser courtiers, all of whom vied for her attention like smitten schoolboys. Her dress was cut so low that she was forced to make adjustments each time she moved, to avoid embarrassing spillages. Chaloner supposed it was the prospect of such an accident that kept the sycophantic hordes buzzing around her, because it would not be for pleasant conversation. He had only met her once, but considered her sharp tongued, devious, selfish and shallow.

The Dowager sat in a chair near the fire with a rather hideous lapdog in her arms. She watched her frivolous guests with an expression that was difficult to read, and Chaloner supposed her dislike of the Earl must be great indeed to force her into such company – she was religious, humourless and dour, and he doubted she approved of the courtiers who cavorted around her. He studied her carefully, taking in her arrogant, haughty features and elegant black finery. She had never forgiven England for beheading her husband, and the black clothes were to remind everyone of it.

She was surrounded by Capuchin friars, grey-robed clerics who were an offshoot of the Franciscan Order. As easily identifiable Catholics, they were hated by the general populace, and Chaloner suspected the Dowager kept them near her as an act of defiance – to show Londoners that she did as she pleased and cared nothing for their opinions. This put the poor Capuchins in an invidious position, and they looked acutely uncomfortable in the presence of such ostentatious luxury, too – the three knots on their rope belts represented poverty, chastity and obedience, none of which were in any great evidence at Somerset House that evening.

Four men stood near them, raising goblets in sloppy toasts and laughing as they did so. They bore enough of a resemblance to each other to suggest they were close kin, and had the lean, hungry look of fortune-seekers. Chaloner had seen the Penderel brothers before; they rented a house on Tothill Street, where Hannah lived. The Southwark beggar had mentioned them, too – they were the men rumoured to think themselves worthy candidates for the Dowager’s hand in marriage.

After a while, the Dowager clapped her hands. Immediately, the music stopped, and the players trooped out of the room; the entertainment was over, and it was time for business. The lesser courtiers were politely but firmly herded into another chamber, and the Dowager was left with her inner circle. This included Buckingham, Progers, Lady Castlemaine and the Penderels.

The Capuchins also withdrew, although a dark-haired, slender man wearing the robes of a Catholic priest remained. He looked uneasy, even when a bulky fellow with an enormous moustache came to grip his shoulder reassuringly. Unfortunately, Chaloner could not hear what was being said, and knew he had to get inside if he wanted to learn anything useful.

Stealthily, Chaloner made his way to the back of Somerset House, and fiddled with the shutter on a window until it came loose, exactly as it had done the last time he had broken in. Then he climbed inside, and crept along a service corridor until he reached the Great Chamber.

There were two ways into the room. One was through the grand entrance used by the nobility; the other was via a servants’ door that was set behind a sheet of brocade, an arrangement designed to ensure the great and the good would not be distracted by the comings and goings of minions. Chaloner opened the servants’ door carefully and stepped through it, taking care to remain hidden behind the curtain.

‘—will be coming,’ Buckingham was saying. ‘Soon.’

‘How soon?’ demanded Lady Castlemaine. ‘I hate the notion of that vile Earl sitting next door, enjoying his ill-gotten powers. Incidentally, did you hear he has invited every bishop in the country to dine with him on Shrove Tuesday? He wants to stuff them full of fine food before all the fasting and self-denial of Lent.’

‘Of course,’ replied the Dowager. She spoke French, a language Chaloner knew from time spent spying there. ‘That is why I have decided to throw a soiree of my own the same day – one that will outshine his in every respect.’

Lady Castlemaine clapped her hands in spiteful delight. ‘Will there be fireworks? We could cause a good deal of irritation with those! And there is nothing he will be able to do about it!’

The Dowager nodded, eyes glittering with malice. ‘That has already occurred to me, I assure you. However, Shrove Tuesday is almost two weeks away. It is a long time to wait.’

‘You must be patient, ma’am,’ said Buckingham soothingly. ‘We must not—’

‘I have been patient,’ the Dowager snapped, rounding on him. ‘However, I have decided that Shrove Tuesday is my limit. And if we do not have results by then, there will be trouble.’

‘But that may not be practical,’ objected Progers uneasily. ‘And we do not want to risk—’

‘Do not talk to me of risk,’ snarled the Dowager. ‘You know nothing of risk. And do not fob me off with talk of time and patience, either, because I am tired of it. I shall have what I want.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Buckingham soothingly. ‘And Lord Bristol will help. But he cannot show his face yet, because the King will have him arrested and thrown into prison.’

‘Is he at Wimbledon?’ asked the priest. His voice trembled when he spoke, and his hands were clenched into fists at his sides, apparently to prevent them from shaking. ‘Only I heard rumours—’

‘Of course he is not at Wimbledon,’ said Buckingham irritably, causing the priest to step back in alarm. ‘He is reckless, but not a complete fool.’

Lady Castlemaine rested her hand on the priest’s arm. It was intended to be a comforting gesture, but he shrank away from it as though it held poison. The Lady’s eyes narrowed at the rebuff, and she immediately set about draping one elegant, smooth-skinned arm around his shoulders in a spitefully transparent attempt to fluster. She grinned her triumph when the hapless cleric flushed such a deep red that Chaloner wondered whether he might have a seizure.

‘Father Stephen only repeats what is being said at Court,’ she crooned, pulling her horrified victim closer towards her. Her bodice threatened to release its contents into his unwilling hands.

‘I have heard those tales, too,’ said the man with the moustache, reaching out to pull the priest away from her. She scowled, but let her victim go. ‘Apparently, Thomas Luckin, Wimbledon’s vicar, has been arrested for giving Bristol holy communion.’

‘But Bristol is Catholic,’ said Progers, sounding puzzled. ‘And Luckin is Anglican. Why would Bristol deign to receive holy communion from such a man?’

‘To ingratiate himself with the King,’ explained Buckingham impatiently. ‘By renouncing the Pope and asking Luckin to accept him back into the Anglican Church, he hopes His Majesty’s heart will soften, and the arrest warrant will be revoked. However, while Luckin may well have obliged with a communion ceremony, the business certainly did not take place in Wimbledon.’

Chaloner tensed suddenly when he heard a sound behind him. Someone was coming! He was going to be caught, trapped between whoever was approaching and the Dowager’s gathering. He ducked farther behind the curtain, desperately hoping the servant would be so engrossed in his duties that he would not look in the shadows to his right.

‘Here come Doucett and Martin at last,’ said Buckingham, cocking his head when he also heard the briskly tapping footsteps. ‘Perhaps they have news to report.’

The first of two rough, soldierly men strode past Chaloner without noticing him, but he caused a draught as he went, and the curtain moved.

‘Gêneur!’ shouted the second furiously, immediately reaching for his sword. ‘Larron!’

Chaloner rushed at him, bowling him from his feet before turning to race back along the corridor. His companion had fast reactions, though, because Chaloner could hear him hot on his heels, howling in French as he went. Meanwhile, Buckingham was bawling for reinforcements, Progers was calling for guns, and the Dowager’s lapdog was yapping frantically. Chaloner scrambled through his window and tore towards the river, aiming to hide in the shrubs at the end of the garden. It was cold outside, and he did not anticipate the hunt would last long.

But he was wrong. The notion of a spy in her house had enraged the Dowager, and she was shrieking that no one was to be allowed back inside until they had laid hold of him. Every servant was rousted out to help, even the scullery maids, and there was soon an army of people beating the bushes in search of the invader. With a grimace, Chaloner saw he was going to have to revise his plans.

He broke cover, aiming for the gate that led to the river, hoping there would be a boat he could use. He found his way barred by the two French soldiers. He felled one with a punch, but the other’s sword was at the ready, and he and Chaloner exchanged a series of brief but brutal ripostes.

Meanwhile, Buckingham had seen what was happening, and was running to their assistance. Resorting to gutter tactics, Chaloner hurled a handful of dirt into his opponent’s face, blinding him, then bolted through the gate.

He found himself on a slippery pier that reeked of seaweed. A skiff was tethered, and he jumped into it, landing so hard that it almost capsized. Then he seized the oars and pulled away. It was difficult to see much in the velvety blackness of night, but he was aware of the pier filling with people. They bombarded him with missiles – stones, knives, pieces of wood, and even an uprooted plant – but he rowed steadily, and it was not many moments before he was invisible on the dark waters of the Thames.


Chapter 2

The Palace of White Hall was a sprawling affair that boasted more than two thousand rooms. It was the London residence of the King, his Queen and a number of high-ranking nobles, and comprised manicured gardens, sumptuous apartments, bakeries, laundries, steam rooms, cellars, breweries, butteries, pantries and galleries. It had been built piecemeal over the centuries, as and when money had been available, and the result was a chaotic jumble of buildings connected by irrationally winding corridors, oddly shaped yards and narrow alleys. It had taken Chaloner weeks to find his way around, and even now there were pockets with which he was still unfamiliar.
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