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Prologue

Dorset, Summer 1657

John Fry was a man with controversial opinions. He had shocked the House of Commons with his unorthodox theology, he had written pamphlets that had been burned for their profanity, and he sincerely believed that beheading King Charles had been a very good idea. Naturally, his schismatic views had earned him enemies, and he suspected half of England would be delighted to learn he was laid low with the flux.

Through the sickroom window he could see the gently rolling hills and corn-rich fields that surrounded his house. He could see the river, too, glints of silver between a line of noble oaks, which made him recall the many hours he had spent there as a youth, reading, filling his mind with philosophy and political theory. He sighed, bitter in the knowledge that all his learning and dedication had been for nothing. He had fought bravely in the civil wars, but his dream of a republic had turned to ashes – Cromwell had transpired to be a worse tyrant than the King, and his regime every bit as oppressive. Fry had been told, quite categorically, that if he penned another contentious tract, he would be sent to prison without the courtesy of a trial.

His thoughts stirred him from his sickly languor, giving him the strength to sit up against the pillows. No! He would not be silenced by Cromwell or his bullying Puritan henchmen. It was his moral duty to point out the flaws in the current government, so that was what he was going to do. Filled with sudden vigour, he called for his wife to bring him pen and paper. She regarded him uneasily, but did as he asked. As soon as they arrived, he began to write, and he did not stop until a veritable mountain of letters lay on the bed beside him.

‘Find a fleet-footed servant to run to the post office, Anna,’ he instructed, as he signed the last one. ‘The London mail leaves within the hour, and I want these missives to be in the hands of their recipients by the end of the week.’

Gingerly, Anna picked up a few and read the names. Major Smith of Hounslow, Henry Wood of London, Major Wildman in Amsterdam. She looked into her husband’s bloodshot eyes. ‘But these are all notorious malcontents who want Cromwell deposed.’ She spread the letters in one hand like a fan.

‘Yes.’ Fry gripped Anna’s wrist. ‘And they are right – it is time to be rid of him. I had such high hopes when we won the war, but Cromwell’s rule has degenerated into a military dictatorship, and we cannot accept it any longer. It is time for another rebellion.’

Anna regarded him in alarm. ‘But if he is ousted, who will take his place? Do you want the monarchy restored?’

‘No!’ Fry was shocked by that notion. ‘These last fifteen years have convinced me more than ever that the only sensible form of government is a republic. We cannot have yet another petty despot dispensing unfair laws – I want democratically elected representatives.’

Anna pulled away from him and gathered all the letters. Her husband was a passionate and determined man. If anyone could set the country alight, it was him, and perhaps this wave of determination meant that he was not as ill as she had feared. She felt tears prick as she stared at the missives in her hands; what they contained could bring misery and hardship to countless thousands again – yet more harsh years of violence, hatred and anguish. She was tired of uncertainty and conflict, and while Cromwell was far from ideal, he did bring a measure of stability to a war-weary nation.

‘Hurry, good wife,’ said Fry softly. There was compassion and understanding in his eyes: he knew why she hesitated. ‘Or you will miss the post. And then help me dress. There is much to be done if we are to succeed.’

But within two weeks John Fry was dead. Speculation was rife. Had he left his sickbed too soon? Had he been assassinated, because the letters he had written had caused such a stir? Or was he not dead at all, but had gone into hiding, so that he could mastermind his plan without interference? Tongues wagged, and there were more theories than could be counted, but only a select handful of people knew the truth. And they were not telling.

St James’s Park, London, December 1664

When Andrew Leak had first been handed the bottle of poison, he had regarded it in disbelief. There was barely a dribble, and he was sure there would not be enough for what he had been charged to do. However, the fellow who had hired him – Leak believed he was an apothecary – soon put him right: it was one of the most deadly substances ever created, and a single drop was more than enough to kill.

Leak had been extremely careful with it after that. Worryingly, the apothecary had worn gloves when he had handed it over, although whether to protect himself from spillages, or to ensure that no part of him was visible when he dealt with his minions was impossible to say.

‘Who is he?’ Leak asked, as he followed his friend Smartfoot over the wall and into St James’s Park. It was a dark night, with thick clouds blocking out the moonlight, and they stumbled constantly, unfamiliar with the place and its terrain. ‘He even takes care to whisper when he meets us, to make sure we cannot identify his voice. Yet I am sure I should know him if I saw his face.’

‘Do not think about it,’ advised Smartfoot. ‘It might transpire to be dangerous.’

‘The whole business worries me,’ Leak went on unhappily. ‘Oh, the money is good, but this is peculiar work. I do not understand why he wants us to kill the royal waterfowl.’

‘No questions,’ said Smartfoot warningly. ‘That was the agreement.’

Both men stopped walking when a gale of laughter and music wafted from the nearby Palace of White Hall. The King was holding another of his soirées, where he and his debauched friends would carouse until dawn. Leak frowned disapprovingly as the revellers launched into a bawdy tavern song. It was one thing to hear such ditties in a Seven Dials alehouse, but another altogether for His Majesty to bawl them. Leak expected better of him and was disturbed by his coarseness. He said nothing, though, and after a moment, he and Smartfoot resumed their journey.

‘Here is the Canal,’ whispered Leak eventually, lighting a lamp so they could see what they were doing. ‘You grab a swan, while I pour the toxin down its throat.’

However, they soon discovered that ‘grabbing a swan’ was easier said than done, because the royal birds were kept in peak condition and were powerful creatures. Neither man had any idea of how to lay hold of one, and after several furious encounters that the birds won handily, Leak and Smartfoot decided to opt for something smaller and less feisty.

Unfortunately, the ducks had been disturbed by the fracas, and had scattered into the darkness. Only one remained, its filmy eyes and dull feathers suggesting it was ill. Thoroughly rattled by the whole business, Leak grabbed it with one hand and groped in his pocket for the phial with the other. He forced open the bird’s beak, and without thinking pulled out the stopper with his teeth.

As soon as he tasted the searing bitterness on his tongue, he knew he had done something very stupid. His stomach clenched in horror, and he spat frantically, so it was left to Smartfoot to drip the poison down the bird’s throat. Once released, the hapless fowl flapped a short distance and then was still.

‘Not exactly a swan,’ said Smartfoot dispassionately. ‘But it will have to do. And we had better be on our way, because we cannot afford to be caught. It is probably treason to damage the King’s property.’

Leak could not reply, because his tongue was on fire, and the pain grew worse as he followed Smartfoot towards the wall. Then his throat began to hurt as well; he could feel it swelling, cutting off his breath. He staggered, hands to his neck, then pitched forward and began to convulse, eyes wide in his terrified face. Smartfoot hurried back to help, but then thought better of it, afraid to touch him lest he should be poisoned, too.

Leak’s desperate struggle for life went on for a very long time, while Smartfoot paced in agitation, longing to run away, but kept rooted to the spot by fear of the apothecary. It was over eventually, and Smartfoot struggled to pull himself together. Now what? He could not leave Leak where he was lest he was identified – and the apothecary would not approve of that. Yet he could not carry him away on his own. He looked around quickly. Nearby was a part of the park that had been left to grow wild. It was not an ideal place to hide a body, but it would have to do.

He donned gloves, grabbed Leak’s feet and began to haul. He found a slight dip in the ground, rolled the body into it, and covered it with handfuls of dead leaves and twigs. It did not take long, and he was soon racing towards the wall again.

He was shocked: the apothecary had not been exaggerating when he had bragged about the potency of his poison. Smartfoot’s stomach churned, and he had a bad feeling that he knew what would happen the next time he was summoned: the victim would not be a bird, it would be a person.

London, Tuesday 10 January 1665

Post House Yard was a pretty square, located just off the busy thoroughfare named Dowgate Hill. It was dominated by the General Letter Office, the place where the country’s mail was received and dispatched. This was a handsome building taxed on thirty-three hearths, although there was a wing at the back that was disused and was said to be falling into disrepair. It boasted an imposing stone façade, and five marble steps led up to its grand front door.

The other buildings in Post House Yard were equally attractive – a row of neat, brightly painted cottages on the right, and the elegant mansion owned by the eccentric Sir Henry Wood on the left. The square was cobbled with pale pink stones, and someone had planted two long borders with a variety of shrubs and trees.

The two conspirators stood in one of these gardens. It was a clear night, and they could not afford to be seen, so they were grateful for the shadows cast by a spreading yew.

‘I am not sure about this,’ the first muttered unhappily. ‘Gunpowder is so indiscriminate. We might harm a lot of innocent bystanders.’

There was a crackle as the second man fingered a letter. ‘It says here that we should not allow that possibility to discourage us – that there will be casualties in any struggle for justice.’

‘I suppose that is true. When do they want this explosion to take place?’

‘At noon on Thursday.’

The first man gaped his disbelief. ‘But that is when the domestic mails are collected! The square will be teeming with people – we might kill dozens of them.’

The second shook his head quickly. ‘Not if it is done properly, and the noise and commotion will work to our advantage. It means that our powder-laden cart is less likely to be noticed, which will increase our chances of success.’

‘I do not like it.’

‘Neither do I, but the situation cannot be allowed to continue. You know this – we have talked of little else for the past four years. Look!’ The second man pointed at the sky. ‘It is the comet. It appeared on the very evening that we received our instructions, and it has grown steadily brighter ever since. It is a sign of God’s approval – what we are doing is right.’

The first man nodded, but he remained uneasy. In two days, the dead would litter Post House Yard, and London would never be the same again.


Chapter 1



London, Thursday 12 January 1665

Because Dowgate Hill ran from north to south, it served as a funnel for the wind, which was unusually bitter as it scythed towards Thames Street. Dawn was approaching, but London was reluctant to wake, and Thomas Chaloner, spy to the Earl of Clarendon, did not blame anyone for not wanting to leave their beds that day. He wished he was in his. Roofs shimmered white with frost, parts of the river had frozen over and snow was in the air.

Not for the first time, he wondered whether there was an easier way to earn a living. His Earl neither liked nor trusted him, even after two years of faithful service, and employed him only because he needed help to stay ahead of his many enemies. The Earl deplored the necessity, and had awarded him the title of ‘Gentleman Usher’ to disguise his true function. His master’s disdain for him and his skills meant Chaloner was regularly given duties that were dangerous, foolhardy or demeaning – such as lurking in filthy alleys on nights when not even a dog should be out.

Of course, it was the civil wars that lay at the heart of the trouble. Chaloner’s family had sided with Parliament, after which he had been eagerly accepted into Oliver Cromwell’s intelligence service. But Cromwell had died, the Commonwealth had collapsed and Charles II had been restored to his throne, which meant opportunities for men like Chaloner were now few and far between. Thus he was not in a position to tell the Earl what to do with his dreary assignments, and was forced to be grateful that someone was willing to overlook his past and hire him.

Unfortunately, he was unsure how much longer even this dismal state of affairs would last – he had returned from a mission in Sweden the previous week to learn that his master had appointed a ‘marshal’, a man whose duties were disconcertingly similar to his own. George Gery was an intensely devoted Royalist, and Chaloner could only suppose that the Earl no longer wanted a former Roundhead in his retinue, and was manoeuvring to replace him.

Chaloner stamped his feet and blew on his fingers, fast reaching the point where, even if the two men he had been ordered to arrest did appear, he would be too cold to do much about them. Shoving his frozen hands inside his coat, he tried to forget his concerns for the future, and reflect on what little the Earl had told him about his quarry instead.

Joseph Knight and Lewis Gardner worked in the nearby General Letter Office. A postal service had been established the previous century, although it was notoriously unreliable – letters were opened by government spies, mailbags were ‘lost’, and charges were made for missives that were never delivered. Chaloner had been bemused when he had been ordered to apprehend a pair of dishonest clerks: the Earl, who was also Lord Chancellor of England, did not usually trouble himself with such petty affairs.

Chaloner was on the verge of assuming that the culprits had somehow learned of the trouble they were in and were not going to come home, when two men appeared. One was small and nervous, while the other was stocky with bushy flaxen hair and a round, homely face. He looked like a country bumpkin, although he moved with a catlike grace that said he would be a formidable opponent in a brawl. They matched the descriptions the Earl had provided.

The small one, Knight, opened the door with a key, while Gardner stood with his back to the wall scanning the lane. Chaloner waited until they had gone inside, then slipped from his hiding place. The door had been secured again, but that was no obstacle to him; he was good at picking locks. Then he crept along a corridor to where he could hear voices. Twelve years in espionage meant eavesdropping was second nature, and he began to listen without conscious thought.

‘We are wrong to run,’ Knight was saying. ‘We should take our tale to Controller O’Neill.’

‘O’Neill will not listen,’ predicted Gardner. ‘Now gather what you need quickly. If we are caught, we will be hauled off to Newgate Gaol, never to be seen again.’

‘But taking flight will make everyone assume we are guilty.’ Knight’s voice was unsteady. ‘We should stay in London, and prove our innocence.’

‘No one is interested in our innocence. Now for God’s sake hurry!’

Personally, Chaloner thought Gardner was wise to be wary of the legal system. Miscarriages of justice were frequent and brazen, and London’s prisons were vile places. He owned a deep and abiding horror of them, and would certainly have gone on the run to avoid a sojourn in one.

‘What about the other business?’ Knight swallowed hard. ‘The murder. Are you sure you had nothing to do with it?’

‘Of course,’ replied Gardner, although it was not the most convincing denial Chaloner had ever heard. ‘Why?’

‘Because it preys on my mind,’ explained Knight miserably. ‘The taking of a human life is rather different to the pilfering of a few pounds.’

Gardner gestured impatiently that Knight was to pick up his bag, while Chaloner frowned. Were they innocent of dishonesty but guilty of murder then? He sighed softly. Why did the Earl insist on sending him on missions armed with only half a story? Apprehending killers was hardly the same as snagging petty thieves, and he would have asked for assistance had he known. But the pair were preparing to leave, and it was rather too late to be questioning his orders now. He drew his sword and stepped through the door.

‘You are under arrest,’ he announced. ‘By the Lord Chancellor’s warrant.’

Knight issued a shrill shriek of terror, but Gardner was made of sterner stuff. He hauled a gun from his belt and took aim.

Chaloner had never liked firearms. They were unpredictable, took an age to prime and were noisy, something that was anathema to spies, who lived in the shadows. Moreover, he had been wary of gunpowder ever since he had been injured by an exploding cannon at the Battle of Naseby, damaging a leg that had never fully recovered. His mistrust was borne out when Gardner’s weapon flashed in the pan, producing nothing more deadly than a puff of smoke.

Furious, Gardner hurled it at him with one hand, while hauling a second dag from his belt with the other. Knowing that both were unlikely to misfire, Chaloner grabbed Knight to use as a shield, confident that Gardner would not shoot when his friend might be injured. He was mistaken.

Gardner fired at Chaloner’s head, the crack of it deafening in the small room. Knight screamed again, and Chaloner was sure he felt the hot singe of the ball as it streaked past his ear. Swearing under his breath, Gardner drew his sword, forcing Chaloner to do likewise.

Firearms were not often discharged on Dowgate Hill, and the sound had attracted attention. Footsteps and muffled shouts indicated that residents in the neighbouring houses were astir, while a group of passing apprentices had paused in the street outside. Chaloner could see them through the window, edging forward in an uncertain semicircle, curiosity vying with the knowledge that it was dangerous to loiter in a place where shots had been discharged.

‘You cannot escape,’ he told Gardner firmly, still gripping Knight around the neck. ‘And fighting will only make your situation worse. No one will believe your innocence if you—’

With a roar of rage, Gardner leapt at him, and Chaloner only just managed to parry the murderous swipe. It was wild, but delivered with considerable strength, making him stagger, and giving Knight the opportunity to wriggle out of his grasp. Gardner struck a second time, at which point Chaloner decided he had better launch an offensive of his own before he was skewered. He surged forward, blade flashing, although his frozen limbs rendered his movements disgracefully clumsy. Even so, he soon had his quarry retreating.

But he had reckoned without Knight, who seized a pot from a table and lobbed it. It caught him on the side of the head, dazing him just long enough to allow Gardner to dart past. He managed to grab the hem of the clerk’s coat, but his fingers were too cold to grip it properly, and the material snapped free. And then Gardner was gone, bellowing for Knight to follow.

Chaloner blocked the smaller clerk’s way. Terrified, Knight lashed out with his fists, but he was no warrior, whereas Chaloner had been trained to fight by Cromwell’s New Model Army. It was an unequal contest, and did not last long.

‘Enough,’ said Chaloner irritably, pushing his captive against the wall. ‘You will hurt yourself if you continue to wrestle with me.’

Knight stared at him, eyes wide with a combination of fear and resignation. ‘Please,’ he whispered. ‘Let me go. I have done nothing wrong.’

It was not for Chaloner to judge. He took Knight’s arm, and pulled him along the hallway towards the door. Outside, the apprentices had swelled in number, and they watched in silence as he steered his prisoner through them. Their mood was sullen, their sympathies firmly with the man who was being taken into custody, and Chaloner sensed it would take very little for them to stage a rescue attempt. So did Knight, who began to shout.

‘Help! I am innocent of any wrongdoing. Please do not let him have me.’

Several lads stepped forward, but Chaloner still held his sword, and they fell back when they saw he was prepared to use it. Knight in one hand and weapon in the other, he marched past them, aiming for Thames Street, where hackney carriages were available for hire.

‘No!’ wept Knight, still trying to pull away. ‘You do not understand! You sign my death warrant if you drag me off to gaol.’

‘Shall we go to White Hall instead, then?’ asked Chaloner acidly. Knight’s terror was making him feel guilty, which he resented. It was hardly his fault the man had involved himself in something unsavoury. ‘So you can tell the Lord Chancellor that there has been a mistake?’

‘Oh, thank God!’ breathed Knight in relief. ‘Yes, take me to Clarendon. I have a tale that will make his hair curl. I shall tell him everything.’

Although the suggestion had not been made seriously, on reflection Chaloner saw no reason why he should not oblige. He knew for a fact that the Earl would be at work, despite the early hour, as he was currently suffering from gout, which made sleeping difficult. He might even appreciate a diversion from his discomfort. Moreover, Chaloner would do a great deal to avoid setting foot in a gaol, even if it was only to deliver a prisoner to one.

Dawn had finally broken, although heavy clouds meant the morning might never be fully light, and the wind carried the occasional flurry of snow. The tiny white pellets danced across the frozen mud that formed the streets, and Chaloner wondered whether they would settle.

‘I am innocent,’ Knight said miserably, as he was bundled into a coach. ‘I swear it on my soul. But there is a deadly conspiracy unfolding at the Post Office, and its perpetrators are eager to silence me. That is why they have contrived to have me arrested.’

‘They have committed murder already?’ Chaloner climbed into the hackney after him. There was ice on the seat, a result of the window shutters being removed so that the inside of the coach was exposed to the elements. He could only suppose that the driver did not see why his passengers should be protected when he was obliged to huddle on a box at the front. He considered decanting to another carriage, but did not have the energy for the argument it would inevitably provoke.

Knight nodded. ‘I do not know who the victim was, but someone told me the culprit had a lot of fluffy yellow hair and a farmer’s face, and … well, you saw what Gardner looks like. That horrid Clement Oxenbridge is at the heart of it, of course. He is evil, sly and dangerous, and if you are ordered to arrest him, I advise you not to go alone. He would kill you for certain.’

‘Would he now?’ murmured Chaloner, although he knew he had not comported himself particularly impressively that day, so Knight might be forgiven for thinking his martial skills were lacking. ‘Who is Clement Oxenbridge?’

‘A wealthy man, although no one is sure of the exact nature of his business. Or where he lives, for that matter. And he would not appreciate anyone trying to find out either.’

‘I see. And what manner of “deadly conspiracy” has he devised?’

‘If I tell you, you will have no reason to take me to White Hall, so I shall wait until we meet Clarendon, if you do not mind.’

A sudden crack had Chaloner reaching for his sword, but it was only a ball of frozen mud lobbed by the group of tanners who had gathered outside St Paul’s Cathedral to pelt passing traffic. He might have dismissed their antics as youthful high spirits, but the lads were surly and scowling, and it was clear there was nothing light-hearted about their mood.

‘Have you noticed how unsettled London is at the moment?’ asked Knight, peering out of the window at them. ‘It feels like it did during the wars – turbulent and volatile.’

‘London is always unsettled,’ said Chaloner, thinking that in all his travels, he had never encountered a city that was more prone to violent undercurrents. If there was not one plot in the making, there was another.

‘This is different,’ insisted Knight. ‘Look.’

He pointed, and Chaloner saw the tanners approached by a large group of butchers. As rivalry between the two trades had always been fierce, Chaloner expected a scuffle at the very least, but the leaders only exchanged a few words, before steering their followers off in different directions.

‘You see?’ said Knight. ‘If they are not quarrelling with each other, it means they aim to fight someone else. Rebellion is in the air, you mark my words. Mr Bankes is worried, because he keeps pressing me for information about it.’

‘Who is Mr Bankes?’

‘A man interested in London and her troubles. He frightens me, if you want the truth. I have never met him, but the letters he writes demanding information are terribly aggressive. However, he is right to be concerned – I smell another civil war in the offing.’

Before Chaloner could ask whether that was the nature of the intelligence Knight planned to pass to the Earl, the hackney rolled to a standstill. He leaned out of the window, and saw that a coach had broken an axle on the Fleet Bridge and was blocking traffic. There was nothing he could do to expedite matters, so he sat back to wait for the snarl to clear. Moments later, the door to his hackney was wrenched open. He drew his sword without conscious thought.

‘There is no need for that.’ The speaker was a Yeoman Warden from the Tower of London, identifiable by his distinctive uniform. ‘However, I am afraid we must commandeer your vehicle. We have an important prisoner to convey to White Hall, and our own carriage is broken.’

Chaloner was about to tell him to find another, when a second yeoman arrived with the prisoner in tow. The captive had the pale, wan look of a man kept locked up, although a certain chubbiness suggested he was not deprived of victuals. He had a thin black moustache, protuberant eyes and a mane of grey-brown hair. Chaloner recognised him immediately.

John Wildman, always known simply as ‘the Major’, had been an officer in Cromwell’s army, although his talent had been for making fiery speeches rather than fighting. Chaloner had heard one of his homilies before the Battle of Naseby, and recalled how it had set the soldiers alight with revolutionary zeal. After the wars, the Major had decided that Cromwell was worse than the King, and had plotted to assassinate him. The scheme had failed, but Royalists had loved him for it anyway, so Chaloner was astonished to learn that he was still incarcerated. Intrigued, he decided to find out why.

‘I am bound for White Hall with a prisoner, too,’ he said, sheathing his sword. ‘And London feels uneasy today. It will be safer for us to travel there together.’

‘Fair enough,’ said the first yeoman, climbing in and indicating that his charge should follow. ‘The city’s current agitation makes me reluctant to leave the safety of the Tower, to be frank. But the Major has been summoned, and we can hardly let him out on his own.’

‘I would not escape,’ said the Major tiredly. His voice was weak and slightly hoarse, a far cry from the strident bray he had effected at Naseby. Chaloner studied him. The Major had been a lively and colourful figure during the wars; now he was grey, drab and defeated, a mere shadow of the man he had been. Chaloner could only surmise that the Tower had broken him, as it had so many others.

He gave no indication that he recognised Chaloner, but that was not surprising – Chaloner had been fifteen years old at Naseby, and although he had claimed the Major’s indignant attention by challenging some of the points in his tirade, he had changed considerably from the fresh-faced, slender boy of twenty years before.

‘I have been arrested, too,’ Knight told the Major unhappily, as the carriage began to trundle forward slowly. ‘I have done nothing wrong, of course.’

‘Neither have I,’ averred the Major. ‘I was taken eighteen months ago, accused of conspiring against the King, although I have never been formally charged. I have begged for a trial, to prove my innocence, but I have always been refused. My imprisonment is illegal – it is against the writ of habeas corpus to keep a man locked up indefinitely.’

‘I hope that does not happen to me,’ gulped Knight. ‘But I have seen you before. Were you friends with the Postmaster – not O’Neill, but his predecessor, Henry Bishop?’

‘Bishop is my friend still,’ said the Major with a sad smile. Then it faded. ‘But do not mention that snake O’Neill! Being Postmaster is lucrative, and he wanted the job for himself, so he told a lot of lies to get poor Bishop ousted. And because I am Bishop’s friend, he included me in his fabrications. It was largely his testimony that saw me locked in the Tower.’

‘Bishop was excellent at running the postal services,’ said Knight. ‘But Controller O’Neill – did you know he prefers that title because he thinks it sounds grander than Postmaster? – is nowhere near as efficient.’

He lapsed into silence at that point, and stared out of the window, leaving Chaloner to wonder whether Knight had been arrested just for preferring his previous master to the current incumbent.

‘The Major has led a very interesting life,’ said the first yeoman conversationally, after a short pause during which the carriage crawled forward at a snail’s pace. His indulgent grin suggested he was rather fond of this particular inmate. ‘There are tales that say he was the hooded axe-man who beheaded the first King Charles—’

‘Those are untrue!’ cried the Major, distressed. Chaloner believed him: by all accounts, the kill had been a clean one, the work of a professional executioner. ‘I cannot imagine why I should be accused of so vile a deed.’

‘Then he decided that Cromwell was no better, so he plotted to blow him up,’ the yeoman went on approvingly. ‘Along with half that vile usurper’s Council of State.’

‘Now that is true,’ the Major conceded. ‘Cromwell was a dictator, and I wish I had succeeded. However, those dark times are behind us, and these days, I am a man of peace. All I want is to go home to Norfolk, and live in quiet seclusion.’

Chaloner longed for peace, too, and if he never drew his sword again, it would be too soon. He fully understood why the Major should feel likewise.

‘Why are you going to White Hall?’ he asked politely. ‘To beg for a trial?’

Unhappiness filled the Major’s face. ‘If only it were that easy! No, I am summoned because important people believe I have valuable information to impart. They are not interested in my plight, only in the fact that certain faithful friends are in the habit of corresponding with me.’

‘But you improve your chances of freedom with every visit you make,’ said the yeoman encouragingly. ‘And as long as you take us with you, these government officials have even given you leave to enjoy a tavern or a coffee house on the way home.’

‘Only so I can gather intelligence for them,’ said the Major bitterly. ‘Do you know my family motto? It is nil admirari – surprised at nothing. However, I shall be surprised if they keep their word and let me go. But this is a gloomy subject, and we should discuss something more uplifting. Does anyone like music? I have a particular affection for the viol.’

So did Chaloner, and the rest of the journey passed very agreeably.

White Hall was where the King, his family, his ministers and his favourite courtiers lived and worked. It dated back several centuries, and had been extended and rebuilt as and when funds had been available, so it boasted an eclectic mixture of styles. It was vast, with approaching two thousand rooms, although parts of it had grown shabby under successive rulers who had either no money or no inclination to invest in repairs and refurbishment.

When they arrived, the palace guards invited the Major to warm himself by their fire before his appointment, indicating that he had visited often enough to make friends. Chaloner left them exchanging tales of London’s growing restlessness, and escorted Knight across the Great Court to the offices that had been allocated to the Lord Chancellor. They overlooked the Privy Gardens, which were pretty that day, dusted as they were with a light coat of rime. He ascended the marble staircase to the upper floor, Knight shuffling dejectedly at his side.

It was too early for most of the Earl’s staff to be at work, and the only retainer in evidence was Will Freer, a stocky, soldierly fellow with a ready grin. Marshal Gery had hired him, which meant Chaloner felt compelled to regard him with a degree of caution, although Freer was likeable and friendly enough.

‘Where you are going?’ he hissed in alarm, as Chaloner and his prisoner passed. ‘You cannot take vagrants to see the Earl, man! He will have a seizure and you will lose your job.’

‘I am not a vagrant,’ objected Knight, offended. ‘I am a postal clerk. I wore this rough cloak today because … because the weather is cold.’

He had worn it to conceal his identity as a person of means when he had escaped from London, but Chaloner let the lie pass. ‘He has something to tell Clarendon.’

Freer regarded him worriedly. ‘I would not go in there if I were you. The Earl is in a bad mood, and Gery is with him.’

The Earl was always in a bad mood as far as Chaloner was concerned, and he did not care whether Gery was there or not. He nodded his thanks for the warning, and tapped on the door anyway. When he heard the call to enter, he opened it and strode inside, indicating with a gesture that Knight should hang back until told to come forward.

The Earl of Clarendon was short, fat and fussy, and his portliness was accentuated rather than flattered by his close-fitting silk suit and the frothing lace under his several chins. He sported a fashionable T-beard – a sliver of hair over the upper lip with a small tuft on the chin – and an enormous and very costly wig. His gouty feet were propped on a stool in front of him, warmed by a fire that was high enough to risk setting the entire palace alight.

Gery was standing in front of him, tall, strong and dour; Chaloner had never seen him smile. He was so devoted to the Royalist cause that he was unable to forgive anyone who had sided with Parliament during the wars, and he hated Chaloner with a passion that verged on the fanatical. He firmly believed that former Roundheads were responsible for everything that was wrong with the world, and was in favour of rounding them all up and hanging them. He was not a particularly clever individual, and always gave the impression of barely controlled rage. Chaloner could not begin to imagine what had possessed his master to hire such a person.

‘Well, Chaloner?’ asked the Earl, steepling his chubby fingers. ‘Have you carried out my instructions? Are Knight and Gardner safely installed in Newgate Gaol?’

Gery gave a start of surprise. ‘You ordered the arrest of Knight and Gardner, sir? But why?’

‘Because Spymaster Williamson applied to me for warrants,’ explained the Earl. ‘But all his people were busy quelling trouble with the apprentices, so I sent Chaloner instead. I know you have been investigating irregularities at the Post Office, Gery, but you had gone home. Why do you ask? Is there a problem?’

‘No, sir,’ said Gery, although the reply between gritted teeth suggested otherwise.

‘Good,’ said the Earl, a little coolly, then turned to Chaloner. ‘Well?’

Chaloner gestured behind him. ‘Knight has something to tell you, sir. He—’

‘You brought him here?’ interrupted Gery sharply. ‘A common felon?’

‘Please, My Lord!’ Knight scuttled forward and dropped to his knees. ‘I have never done anything dishonest in my life. These tales against me are wicked lies.’

‘Yes, yes.’ The Earl moved away in distaste, and looked at Chaloner. ‘Where is Gardner? Or am I to assume that he is already under lock and key?’

Chaloner braced himself for fireworks. ‘He escaped.’

‘Escaped?’ echoed Gery, while the Earl scowled his irritation. ‘I thought you were a soldier. Surely apprehending a pair of clerks should not have been beyond your capabilities?’

‘Please listen to me, My Lord,’ begged Knight, sparing Chaloner the need to reply. ‘These charges are a fiction, invented by men who hate me for my integrity.’

The Earl glowered at him. ‘The Spymaster had proof that you “lost” several letters.’

Knight clasped his hands together. ‘We all lose letters, My Lord, but that is hardly surprising when thousands of them pass through our hands each week. It happened less when Mr Bishop was in charge, but Controller O’Neill has introduced “improvements” that are less efficient than—’

‘You blame O’Neill?’ interrupted the Earl indignantly. ‘A royally appointed official?’

‘No, sir,’ said Knight miserably. ‘But I have never defrauded the Post Office, not even during the Commonwealth, when I might have done it as an act of rebellion against a regime I never liked.’

‘Oh, yes, everyone is a Royalist now,’ muttered the Earl acidly.

‘I asked to be brought here because I have information to share with you.’ Knight swallowed hard, clearly frightened. ‘It is about a man named Clement Oxenbridge.’

‘Clement Oxenbridge?’ repeated Gery disdainfully. ‘Never heard of him.’

‘Then you should remedy the matter,’ said Knight with a small flash of defiance. ‘Because he is the most deadly villain in London.’

‘A Parliamentarian, then,’ surmised Gery. ‘Stand up, Knight. We have heard enough of your bleating, and it is time you were in Newgate. The Major will be here soon, and it is unfair to keep him waiting for the likes of you.’

‘The Major’s appointment is with you?’ asked Chaloner, surprised. He had not imagined that Gery would speak to a man who had earned his fame in the New Model Army, even if the Major had later changed sides and done his damnedest to murder Cromwell.

‘It is with me, actually,’ said the Earl. ‘He has proved himself extremely useful these last few weeks, and I may order his release from the Tower if it continues.’

‘Wait!’ cried Knight, as Gery stepped towards him. ‘There is a great and terrible plot unfolding in the Post Office, one that might result in another civil war.’

‘There is no plot,’ said Gery contemptuously. ‘Only a lot of greedy and unscrupulous clerks who cheat their customers. Fetch the palace guards, Chaloner. They can escort him to Newgate.’

‘I will take him,’ said Chaloner, thinking that Knight might confide in him now that he had been given short shrift at White Hall, and there was something about the tale that had the ring of truth in it. No one wanted another war, and he was inclined to take such warnings seriously, even if Clarendon and Gery were not.

‘Do not defy me,’ barked Gery. ‘Fetch the guards.’

‘Do as he says, Chaloner,’ sighed the Earl tiredly. ‘As my marshal, he outranks you.’

With no choice, Chaloner went to do as he was told, although the Earl’s pointed reminder of his reduced status made him wonder yet again why Gery had been hired. The moment the door had closed, he heard the murmur of voices. He could not make out the words, but he could tell that Knight was doing the talking and Gery was asking questions.

He frowned, perturbed. Gery had deliberately excluded him from the discussion now taking place, so what did the marshal not want him to hear? Freer was watching, which meant he could not press his ear against the wood, as he might have done had he been alone, so he was obliged to walk away. As he went, he was assailed by a strong sense of foreboding, and the distinct sense that all was not well in his master’s household.

Knight wept so disconsolately when the palace guards led him away that Chaloner half wished he had let him escape. When they had gone, Chaloner began to walk down the stairs again, but Gery ran after him and grabbed his arm. The spy freed himself with more vigour than was strictly necessary, objecting to the liberty. Gery regarded him frostily.

‘What did Knight tell you when you were alone together? Did he mention the Post Office?’

‘Not really. Why?’

‘If I find out you have lied to me, Knight will not be the only one locked in Newgate. You will join him there, in the deepest, dankest dungeon the keeper can provide.’

Chaloner tried not to shudder at the notion, sure Gery would implement the threat if he knew the extent of his aversion to such places. He masked his disquiet with a question. ‘Why should it matter what Knight said if you believe his claims to be a fiction?’

Gery scowled. ‘Because the enquiry into corrupt practices at the Post Office is mine, and I do not want you interfering. You might spoil the traps I have laid. Stay away from it and its clerks. Is that clear? Now go back to the office. Clarendon wants to see you.’

He had turned and stalked away before Chaloner could offer any response. Stifling a sigh – he was tired, cold and wanted to go home – Chaloner returned to his master.

‘Gery has offered to track down Gardner,’ said the Earl, once the intelligencer was standing in front of him again. ‘Thus you may leave the matter to him. And there is no truth in Knight’s allegations, so you had better forget them.’

‘What allegations?’ asked Chaloner, aiming to learn what had been discussed after he had been sent out.

The Earl waved a weary hand. ‘About Clement Oxenbridge and the so-called Post Office plot that will bring about another civil war. It is a canard, so ignore whatever he told you.’

‘Are you sure that is wise, sir?’ asked Chaloner, immediately suspicious. ‘It is a serious claim, and if Knight is right—’

‘Do not argue with me,’ snapped the Earl. ‘I am not in the mood for your insolence today.’

‘It is not insolence, sir,’ objected Chaloner. ‘It is concern. The government is still too new to be completely stable, and we will be at war with the Dutch soon. It would be sensible to explore any rumour of plots that—’

‘My marshal specifically asked me to tell you not to interfere. He dislikes you for your former loyalties. You see, not everyone is as liberal as me when it comes to that sort of thing.’

‘No, sir,’ said Chaloner flatly, thinking the Earl mentioned his past so frequently that it somewhat belied his claims to open-mindedness.

The Earl softened slightly. ‘I have not yet thanked you for looking after my son in Sweden. He has said little about his experiences, but I have heard from other sources that you rescued him from several unpleasant situations. You served me well.’

With a pang of alarm, Chaloner knew that the discussion was a prelude to him being sent on another overseas mission. He had spent more time away than in London since entering the Earl’s service, having been dispatched first to Ireland, then to Spain and Portugal, followed by Oxford, Wimbledon, Holland, Tangiers and finally Sweden. He was heartily sick of it, and had hoped that he had earned a few weeks’ respite, not the mere six days that he had had at home since his most recent jaunt.

‘It is good to be back, sir,’ he said quickly. ‘Hannah …’

He had been going to say that his wife was pleased to have him home, but he was not entirely sure that was true. They had been married less than six months, yet although they had spent all but a few days of it apart, their relationship was already in trouble.

‘Well, I am afraid she will have to manage without you again,’ said the Earl briskly. ‘Because I have business that needs attending in Russia.’

‘Russia?’ cried Chaloner. That particular country had a reputation for being populated by brutal, superstitious peasants with a deep-rooted hatred of foreigners. No traveller who survived its perilous highways, warring brigands and deadly diseases had anything good to say about it. Was the assignment Gery’s idea, to rid himself of a man he hated? Permanently?

‘I imagine you speak the language,’ the Earl continued blithely. ‘I know for a fact that you understand French, Spanish, Portuguese, Latin and Dutch.’

‘But not Russian, sir,’ said Chaloner, aghast. ‘And I cannot go in January anyway. It has no ice-free ports, and will be impossible to reach until May at the earliest.’

‘I have it on good authority that there will be no ice this year. Something to do with tides, sea temperatures and the position of the moon. But it will not be for a few days yet, and I have an important task for you first. Three birds have died in St James’s Park.’

‘In suspicious circumstances?’ asked Chaloner, still wrestling with the appalling prospect of a trek to such a remote and inhospitable place. And he was mistrustful of the ‘good authority’, too, doubting the Earl knew anyone who was qualified to make such a judgement.

Clarendon eyed him balefully. ‘I hope you are not being facetious. But yes, the ducks did die before their time, and I want you to discover why. Most of the creatures in that park are gifts from foreign ambassadors – including Russia’s – and they will be vexed if they learn we have not taken proper care of them. It is a mission of vital diplomatic importance.’

Chaloner nodded, but his sense of presentiment intensified. He had proved himself to be loyal in the past, so why was the Earl relegating him to a petty enquiry while Gery explored whatever was unfolding at the Post Office? Was it because the marshal had poisoned the Earl against him? Or was there another, more sinister reason?

‘It would be helpful if you made a start today,’ said the Earl, when there was no reply. ‘Or did apprehending that little clerk sap your energy?’

‘No,’ said Chaloner, rather more curtly than was wise. ‘Is there anyone particular I should talk to about these birds?’

‘Well, I do not think interviewing their companions will help.’ The Earl chortled, the first time Chaloner had heard him laugh since he had been back. ‘Unless you speak Duck.’

Chaloner left the Earl’s offices in an agitated frame of mind, and was so engrossed in his concerns that he did not see Hannah until she stepped in front of him. Silently, he berated himself for his inattention. In his line of business, that sort of carelessness saw men killed.

She was frowning, and he wondered what he had done to annoy her now. Nothing came to mind: Gery had kept him busy with petty enquiries since his return from Sweden, so he had barely seen her. They had quarrelled once, though, the night he had arrived home, when he learned that she had hired two more servants, taking the number to five. It meant they were living well beyond their means, and visions of debtors’ prison loomed like a spectre.

‘You look like a tradesman, Thomas,’ she declared irritably. ‘We have our reputations to consider, you know, and sometimes you embarrass me with your eccentric habits.’

Chaloner had dressed for apprehending felons, and his clothes were mostly grey and brown, two colours she decried as vulgar. He was still chilled to the bone, but imagined he would have been considerably colder had he worn a courtly suit of silk in place of his practical wool long-coat.

‘I am sorry,’ he said, lacking the will for an argument. ‘I did not expect to come here today.’

She nodded, and some of her annoyance receded. She was a small, vivacious, fair-haired woman with an engaging smile, although few would have called her pretty. She was lady-in-waiting to the Queen, and she loved her post, White Hall and her mistress in equal measure.

‘Have you heard the latest news?’ she asked, bursting with the need to gossip. ‘Roger Palmer is home, after serving two years in the Venetian navy.’

Chaloner wondered what he was expected to say. He was not interested in Court chatter – least of all about Lord Castlemaine – although he knew he should be, as only a foolish intelligencer did not learn about the people among whom he was obliged to move.

‘There will be trouble,’ predicted Hannah gleefully, when there was no response. ‘His vile wife will have to curtail her sluttish behaviour now.’

‘Why?’ asked Chaloner. ‘Their marriage is dead. He has no control over her or she over him.’

‘True,’ acknowledged Hannah. ‘Indeed, she began her affair with the King within weeks of their wedding. None of her four children are Palmer’s – the King has claimed them all as his own. Unfortunately for everyone concerned, Palmer is a papist – divorce is out of the question.’

‘I see.’ Chaloner supposed it was a covert reference to their own situation. Hannah had converted to Catholicism when she had been appointed to serve the Queen, which meant she would not countenance an annulment either, no matter how disastrous their union.

‘We had a nasty shock today.’ Hannah flitted to another subject. ‘Mary Wood is dead of the small-pox. Do you remember her? She and her husband own a mansion near Dowgate. It is not somewhere I should like to live, as I imagine it is very noisy.’

Their own house on Tothill Street was not exactly a haven of peace, given that it was near a number of taverns, not all of them reputable. But London was like that – respectable homes often rubbed shoulders with insalubrious alehouses, and Dowgate was not much different from Tothill Street in that respect.

‘Did you know Mary well?’ he asked, not sure whether to offer sympathy or congratulations.

‘Yes, she was the Queen’s dresser. There are rumours that she was murdered, but I doubt they are true. She became unwell last month, and I hope she did not pass the disease to the rest of us before she collapsed and was carried home. Of course, I did not like her very much.’

‘No?’

‘When things went missing from the Queen’s jewel box, it was nearly always Mary who had last been seen with them. Of course, her faults are forgotten now she is dead – everyone is extolling her virtues. Do you know her husband? Sir Henry is sixty-six years old, and Mary was thirty-eight, but they still managed to produce a baby.’

Hannah’s voice was bitter. She wanted children herself, but her first marriage had been barren and her second was proving to be the same. As Chaloner had fathered a child – dead of plague in Holland – she had accepted that the fault lay with her. Chaloner had been mildly ashamed of his relief, suspecting there would have been no end of trouble had she believed otherwise.

‘Do you mean the fellow who is Clerk of the Green Cloth?’ he asked.

Hannah nodded. ‘Which, as you will know, means he has very little to do, yet is still paid a handsome salary. His duties are mostly arranging royal journeys, but the King likes being in London, so Wood is rarely obliged to tax himself.’

Chaloner considered what he knew of the man. ‘A few days ago, he told my Earl that eating live wasps would cure his gout.’

‘I hope he followed the advice.’ Hannah loathed Clarendon, partly for the shabby way he treated her husband, but mostly because he was vocal in his disapproval of the Court rakes, many of whom were her friends. ‘But Wood does say and do some very peculiar things. For example, he tried to make Controller O’Neill drink a toast to his health out of a jug that contained a dead toad.’

‘Why?’ asked Chaloner, repelled. ‘Did the Post Office lose one of his letters?’

Hannah laughed. ‘Probably! That place has not been the same since Henry Bishop was dismissed and O’Neill appointed in his place. You were not in London at the time, but it caused a tremendous stir. Bishop and O’Neill hate each other now, and are always spoiling for a spat.’

‘Then perhaps that is why Wood offered O’Neill a dead toad – he sympathises with Bishop.’

‘Perhaps, although Wood is extremely strange, and there is no knowing with him. But he will miss Mary. He always said that she made him feel young again.’

‘Who started the rumours that she was murdered?’ Chaloner supposed he should keep abreast of the matter lest he was asked to investigate. ‘And why?’

‘I have no idea, but it will be malicious nonsense. Mary died of the small-pox, and that is that. And if you do not believe me, ask Surgeon Wiseman. He tended her, and I doubt any sly murderer could deceive him.’

‘No,’ acknowledged Chaloner. Wiseman knew his trade.

Chaloner was deeply unsettled by the prospect of travelling to Russia, and he had not liked the way he had been ordered to stay away from whatever was brewing at the Post Office. He knew his concerns would keep him awake if he went home to bed, so he decided to follow the Earl’s orders and make a start on the ducks instead. He was partial to birds anyway, and disliked the notion of someone picking them off.

St James’s Park was enclosed by high walls, and was accessible through a number of gates, all of which were guarded to exclude undesirables. However, Chaloner entered unchallenged that morning, the sentries evidently having decided that no one was likely to venture into their domain on a day when the wind was bitter and snow was in the air. Unfortunately, the men who tended the plants and birds had apparently thought the same – the place was deserted, and there was no one to question about what had happened to the ducks.

The grass was white with frost, and the Canal – the wide, straight body of water that formed the park’s centrepiece – had frozen over. A number of disgruntled fowl stood along its fringes or in irritable confusion on its iron surface, fluffed up against the chill. Chaloner walked around it in its entirety, bending to inspect the banks every so often, but he discovered nothing useful. He shivered. Perhaps the birds had just died of cold. Many were from warmer climes, after all, and would not appreciate such frigid weather.

He stood for a while watching them, impressed by their variety and colours. There were several kinds of swan and goose, countless ducks, two cranes, including one with a wooden leg, a flock of penguins and a glorious pinkish creature that he believed to be a flamingo, a species he had read about but had never seen.

Other birds were kept in cages, and he had been told in the past that the two white ravens were a gift from the King of Denmark, the parrots were from wealthy members of the East India Company, the hawks had come from the Queen Consort of Poland, and the pelicans were from the Tsar of Russia. He was not surprised that His Majesty felt obliged to protect his collection.

He lingered until the cold bit harder still, and when one of the drakes released a sound that was uncannily like a mocking laugh, he decided to go home. He had almost reached the King Street gate when he saw a conscientious gardener struggling to cover a plant with a piece of material. The wind kept catching it, and the fellow was red-faced and irritable, but his expression brightened when he saw Chaloner.

‘Excellent! Would you be so kind as to help me? The cover has blown off my bananas, and unless I replace them quickly the frost will have them and the King will be vexed.’

‘I thought bananas only grew in hot countries,’ said Chaloner, wondering if the man was making sport of him.

The gardener beamed. ‘I was given some seeds. Three plants are now in the Inner Temple, which is where I usually work, and two are here – His Majesty heard about my success and asked for a pair, you see. However, they do not like the cold, and they will die unless I protect them.’

Chaloner was somewhat startled to note that the bananas were going to be swathed in a generous length of best quality worsted. It meant they would be far better clad than most Londoners, who would give their eye-teeth for such luxury.

It was easy to wrap the plants with two pairs of hands, and the gardener soon had his charges bundled up the way he wanted. He was older than Chaloner, with a brown, lined face that indicated a life spent outdoors. He said his name was Seth Eliot, and that he had been a gardener at the Inner Temple for twenty years.

‘Do you know what happened to the birds that died?’ asked Chaloner.

‘Only that they were found by the Canal,’ replied Eliot. ‘Why? Have you been charged to look into the matter? Edward Storey will be pleased. He is Curator of Birds, and was beginning to think that no one cared.’

‘The Earl of Clarendon does. God only knows why.’

‘Because he wants to curry the King’s favour,’ replied Eliot promptly. ‘All London knows his star is fading, and that he will leap at any opportunity to ingratiate himself. If he finds whoever killed the birds, His Majesty might be more kindly disposed towards him.’

Although Chaloner knew the King no longer treated Clarendon like a favoured confidant, it was disconcerting to hear it from a gardener. ‘Where might I find Edward Storey?’ he asked, eager to change the subject.

‘He lives in Post House Yard, off Dowgate Hill. You cannot miss his cottage – it has a pelican carved on the door.’

‘Is it near the General Letter Office?’

Eliot nodded. ‘His house adjoins it: they are neighbours.’

Chaloner thanked him, and resumed his walk towards the gate. Was it coincidence that his enquiries should take him to the one place in London where Gery had forbidden him to go? Regardless, if he wanted answers about the birds, he would have to visit Storey. And if he happened to learn a little about the Post Office at the same time, then so be it.

It was not a pleasant trek to Dowgate, because the wind cut through his clothes and more snow was in the air. He tried to walk quickly, in the hope that exercise would warm him, but the streets were too crowded and ice underfoot made speed impractical. He was obliged to slow down even further when his second skid caused him to collide with a cleric, who responded with a stream of startlingly unholy curses.

He arrived at Post House Yard and stared at the General Letter Office, wondering what was happening inside it that Knight had said was so dangerous to the country’s stability. The square was busy, because noon on Thursdays was the deadline for domestic mail – letters received after twelve o’clock would have to wait until the next post, which was not until Saturday. Wise people handed in their missives as late as possible, in the hope that the government’s spies would not have enough time to open them before they were sorted and sent. Hence, there was an air of quiet industry as people hurried up and down the marble steps.

Those who had finished their business loitered to exchange greetings with friends and acquaintances, getting in the way of those who still had to take their letters inside. A musician was plying his trade near the mansion on the left, and had attracted a small crowd. He was not very good, but flamboyance made up for his lack of talent, along with the fact that he had chosen to play popular tunes that his audience knew. Some were singing along, and Chaloner saw a black-garbed servant emerge from the house and whisper in the performer’s ear. He was ignored.

‘It is disrespectful,’ Chaloner heard one woman say to another. ‘Mary Wood lived there, and she died this morning. People should do their caterwauling somewhere else.’

Hannah had mentioned that Wood and his wife owned a mansion near Dowgate, and Chaloner studied it with interest. It was spacious and elegant, indicating that her report of Wood’s handsome salary had not been exaggerated. As was the custom for a house in mourning, there was a black wreath on the door and all the window shutters were closed.

Chaloner turned his attention to the brightly painted cottages opposite, and quickly identified Storey’s with its carved bird. He was about to knock when his eye was caught by a cart. Vehicles tended to avoid Post House Yard, because the alley into it was narrow and they ran the risk of getting jammed – at which point there would be trouble, because there was no other way in or out. The cart was not very wide, but it was tall, and piled high with firewood. There was no horse in its traces, and it had every appearance of being abandoned.

Chaloner frowned. Fuel was expensive, especially in winter, so why was no one guarding it? Moreover, it was oddly stacked, with logs laid at peculiar angles. Then he saw a wisp of smoke curl from inside the heap and caught the distinctive reek of gunpowder. In a flash, he knew exactly what was about to happen.

‘Run!’ he yelled, so suddenly and loudly that it stilled the clatter of conversation in the entire square. ‘The cart is going to explode!’

There was a momentary silence, followed by pandemonium. Terrified screams tore through the air as people raced for the safety of Dowgate Hill, shoving aside those who moved more slowly. Several fell and were trampled underfoot. Two beggarly boys trotted towards the cart, and Chaloner could only assume they meant to snag some of the wood before the lot was lost.

‘No!’ he cried desperately. ‘Stop!’

One glanced at him, but the attention of the other was on the log he had grabbed. The smoke from the fuse was thicker now, and Chaloner knew there was not much time. He shouted again, his voice cracking as he tried to make himself heard over the shrieks of the escaping crowd. Those who had been knocked over in the stampede were struggling to stand, while two exceptionally large postal clerks were waddling away far too slowly. Meanwhile, the servant from the Woods’ mansion was gaping stupidly, apparently too shocked to join the exodus.

And then the cart blew into pieces with a roar that shook the ground.


Chapter 2



Chaloner opened his eyes to a confusion of noise and smoke. For a moment, he did not understand why he was lying on his back in the open air or why his ears rang, but then his mind snapped clear. Someone was looming over him, a bulky silhouette against the grey sky. The shape was familiar, and he recognised Temperance North, a young woman he had known for two years, although their friendship had cooled when she had made a somewhat unexpected transition from Puritan maid to brothel-keeper. He was still fond of her, though, despite the fact that the affection was rarely reciprocated and they often quarrelled.

‘Thank God!’ she whispered as he sat up. ‘I thought you were dead.’

Tendrils of smoke wafted over a sizeable crater, and all that remained of the cart were jagged fragments blown into the far corners of the square. A crowd had gathered, talking in excited voices, and several bodies had been covered with coats. Other people were sitting on the ground, being tended by friends or passers-by. Among the ministering angels was Temperance’s beau, Richard Wiseman, Surgeon to the King.

Chaloner turned his gaze towards the Post Office. Its walls were pock-marked and several window panes had been smashed, but it was otherwise unscathed. Its front doors were open, and people were still moving in and out with letters, indicating that the explosion had done nothing to impede business. Wood’s mansion and the cottages had also escaped major damage, although Storey’s carved pelican had been obliterated by flying debris.

Still befuddled, Chaloner struggled to understand what purpose such an attack might serve. As an assault on a government institution, it was a failure, because neither the Post Office nor the services it offered appeared to have been affected.

He stared at the hole where the cart had been. Its size told him that a generous amount of gunpowder had been used, yet the vehicle had been left more or less in the middle of the square, where its impact on buildings would be minimal. Had the perpetrators been afraid to go closer, lest they aroused suspicion? Had they been novices, who did not know how blasts worked? Or had their intention been rather to kill and maim? He thought of Knight’s conviction that something terrible was underway at the Post Office. Was this the sort of thing he had envisioned? Chaloner supposed someone would have to visit Newgate and ask him.

‘Richard and I were on our way to dine in the Crown,’ Temperance was saying in the same shocked whisper. ‘But he wanted to bring a letter here first. We were just coming out of the Post Office when you started to shout and …’

‘And what?’ asked Chaloner, when she trailed off. ‘What did you see?’

‘A cart flying up into the air on a fountain of flames,’ replied Temperance shakily. ‘And you tossed backwards like an old pillow.’

‘Did you notice anyone loitering before the explosion? Or running away after it happened?’

‘Yes! A great many people took to their heels once you began yelling. And thank God they did, or we would have been knee-deep in corpses.’

‘But did you see anyone acting suspiciously?’ Chaloner pressed. ‘Looking as though they were waiting for the blast to happen? Or positioned so that they could watch without being harmed themselves?’

‘I could not tell.’ Temperance swallowed hard. ‘There was chaos afterwards, and the alley to Dowgate Hill was crammed with folk trying to escape, all battling against those who were still coming to post letters. I did not notice much else. I was too worried about you.’

Chaloner was surprised and touched by the expression of concern. He had not known she still cared for him, although he was sorry it had taken gunpowder for her to show it.

‘Who could have done such a wicked thing?’ she went on, more to herself than to him. ‘Someone who does not like the way the postal service is run? Well, who does? We all know about its dishonest practices – charging for letters that never arrive, Members of Parliament sending mail free for their friends, drunken postmen …’

‘Are there any other buildings of note in the square?’ Chaloner did not know why he had asked, because he could see for himself that there were not. He supposed he was still dazed.

‘Not really. Sir Henry Wood owns the mansion to your left. The cottages on the right belong to him, too, but he refuses to rent them, lest one of the tenants decides to grow carrots – he is rather odd, and a passionate dislike of vegetables is just one of his peculiarities. The only other resident is Edward Storey, who has the house nearest the Post Office.’

‘Do you know him?’

Temperance nodded. ‘He is a patient of Richard’s and a decent man. I sincerely doubt this atrocity was aimed at him. Besides, all he does is look after the birds in St James’s Park, which is hardly a controversial occupation.’

‘No,’ said Chaloner, although it occurred to him that there might be a link between the dead birds and an explosion near their guardian’s home. Or had he been in espionage too long, and was seeing connections where there were none?

When Chaloner stood, his legs were like rubber. Temperance gripped his arm tightly, and continued to hold it long after he had regained his balance and her help was no longer needed. He glanced at her. She was wearing a wig of golden curls, which was far inferior to her own chestnut locks – or would have been had she not shaved them off in the interests of fashion – and her clothes were the best money could buy. Unfortunately, they failed to disguise the fact that she was a very large young woman, almost as tall as he, but considerably wider.

However, she was positively petite compared to Surgeon Wiseman, who was vast and added to his impressive bulk with a peculiar regime of lifting heavy weights each morning. He said it was to improve his general well-being, but it had given him the physique of a prize wrestler. Chaloner pitied his patients, not only because they would be powerless to fend him off once he had decided on a course of treatment, but because he liked to experiment and his massive form alone would intimidate his ailing charges into acquiescing to his unorthodox remedies.

It was not just Wiseman’s size that made him an imposing figure, but the fact that he never wore any colour except red; even his hair was auburn, a thick mane that was the envy of wigmakers all over London. His detractors said it was to conceal the excessive amounts of blood he spilled during surgery, although Chaloner suspected it was just because he liked to be noticed.

Chaloner’s feelings towards him were ambivalent. Like most sane men, he was wary of the medical profession, which was notorious for doing more harm than good. Moreover, Wiseman was arrogant, insensitive, overbearing and brash. On the other hand, he was principled, honest and loyal to those he considered worthy of his respect. At first, Chaloner had resisted his overtures of friendship, but he was beginning to yield, worn down by the surgeon’s dogged persistence.

Wiseman grasped his shoulder and peered into his eyes. ‘Headache?’

Chaloner nodded warily.

‘It will ease. You are fortunate – I thought you were dead when I saw you fly through the air.’

Chaloner wondered whether Wiseman was as brusque with the King when he was unwell, and if so, why he continued to be employed at White Hall. Wiseman vigorously maintained that he was the best medicus in the country, but it was not an opinion shared by most of his colleagues.
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