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CHAPTER ONE

Henry Tulkington could make little sense of what had just happened. The multitude of angry shouts had registered, likewise the fusillade and muzzle flashes of muskets going off, followed by the subsequent cries of pain, without any real idea of who had suffered. In the melee, his right-hand man, in pulling him to the ground to then follow through, had landed heavily on his chest, leaving his less than robust employer winded.

‘Stay down,’ John Hawker commanded, as he raised himself to shout. ‘Put up your weapons all, or die where you stand.’

That his own men obeyed was hardly to be commented on: Hawker was respected by all, as well as the source of their prosperity. Their opponents did likewise and quickly, which came more from dread than command for the man issuing the instruction had a brutal reputation. Besides, they were outnumbered and had already suffered casualties, not least their own leader.

Dan Spafford was rolling on the ground, groaning and cursing, this mixed with earnest cries to the Almighty, pleas seeking what he had just witnessed was an illusion: his dearly loved but wayward son Harry, the cause of so much trouble in his life, shot by his father’s closest lifetime companion. Jaleel ‘Daisy’ Trotter had put a ball between Harry’s sneering eyes, cursing him as he did so.

Hawker’s instruction came in time to prevent anyone reloading their weapons, which left him carrying the only primed and cocked pistol, this waved menacingly and just visibly in a clearing now poorly illuminated. The lanterns initially employed had been dropped when the shooting commenced.

‘Get some proper light on matters. And disarm these damned Spaffords.’

Tulkington sat up, immediately feeling his ribs for any sign of impairment, relieved to feel no pain. Retrieving his own dropped lantern, he looked around to observe the ensuing activity: a couple of Hawker’s men taking muskets off Spafford’s crew, others picking up said lanterns to provide increased visibility with the man who’d ordered their activities circling, looking for others wounded, able to confirm, fortunately, it included none of his own followers.

By Tulkington’s right hand lay the spread-eagled body of Harry Spafford, eyes wide open to show the shock of what had so suddenly befallen him. Gone was the conceited, unctuous smirk which nailed his disreputable character, to be replaced by a rictus expression of disbelief on the puffy, at one time handsome face. At Harry’s feet lay the crumpled and riddled body of his nemesis, the pistol Trotter had grabbed from the belt of Dan Spafford still in his hand, the barrel smoking slightly.

‘Spaffords, look to your master,’ Hawker barked. ‘And for the sake of Christ Risen, shut him up.’

Hawker came to stand over Henry Tulkington, holding out a hand to raise him to his feet, the one hissed word, issued when upright, a whisper into the Hawker ear. The men surrendering their weapons had not been the primary target of this ambuscade, indeed they’d not been expected. The real objective, who had, was plainly not present.

‘No sign of Brazier, your honour,’ Hawker said quietly. ‘He and his tars was bringin’ up the rear, so got the chance to run when the shooting started. I’d set one of my men to cover them, the best with a musket. Marker says he sent a shot after Brazier and saw the sod stagger, so it might be he was hit. Must have got clear, regardless.’

‘So you could be said to have failed,’ was the bitter response.

The tone of accusation was not well taken, so the reply was terse. ‘You’se still breathing, unlike the pair at our feet, so I’d say a thank you might be in order. Daisy Trotter could have put a ball in you as easy as he did Harry Spafford, given you was standing right by him. You was also in the firing line when Trotter got his reward, which is why I hauled you down.’

A glance at Trotter’s crumpled corpse brought home to Henry Tulkington how close he had come to a similar fate, which caused him to shiver and clutch at the muffler round his neck. He could now see in his mind’s eye the whole event as it unfolded, no more than a few seconds in extent, though seeming an age when recalled. The stand-off, as the shocked Spafford gang, caught in the centre of the clearing, halted in confusion. To their rear, less well-lit but just as surprised, Edward Brazier and his armed support.

He’d sneered at their crass ineptitude, crowing at the way he’d humbugged both Brazier and Spafford senior. The latter had come to rescue his boy from what he saw as the grip of Tulkington’s clutches, unaware Harry was more than happy with such an estate. His pa had beseeched, if not grovelled, for his son to come home to the family hearth, an offer ridiculed and cruelly dismissed. So busy had Dan been with his begging, he’d not felt the pistol being lifted off his belt, nor had anyone else seen it happen. Only a few paces separated Daisy Trotter from the contemptuous Harry and they were quickly covered. The bitter words spat out were now printed on Tulkington’s memory.

‘An end to this, you ungrateful little shit.’

Right before him was the pointed pistol, as well as the determined eyes of the man holding it, quickly followed by the flash and bang of the discharge, replicated by many more, weapons mostly loosed with little in the way of aim. Trotter was the main but not sole target and Hawker had spoken aright: had he not dragged his employer down, one or more of those balls could have stuck him, which made a retraction necessary.

‘The shock made me speak too harshly, John.’ Hawker waited for a more fulsome apology but this was, as it had ever been, in vain: Tulkington’s main interest was still paramount. ‘Where did Brazier go?’

‘Didn’t see, but if he had any wits, he’ll have scarpered back to Deal.’

‘We need to find him.’

‘Mr Tulkington,’ was delivered with an impatient sigh. ‘We need to sort out what’s afore us first. Dan Spafford has a belly wound that could be mortal, so we either put him out of his misery or call in a sawbones, one who can keep his mouth shut. There could be two more who’ll need seein’ to before we decide what to do with those unharmed, as well as two dead bodies.’

Tulkington ran an eye over the corpses once more to give himself time to think. There was no gainsaying Harry Spafford was deserving of the description by which Trotter had labelled him. He was indeed an ungrateful shit, as well as a dissolute drunk and lecher, who’d mocked his father with glee. In life he’d been no more than a tool for Tulkington’s needs, which precluded any feelings of remorse at his passing. Trotter he barely knew, so he was of even less concern.

Yet it did nothing to assuage the current predicament. For a man who held himself to be in control of every aspect of his life, Henry Tulkington was at a stand, stuck with a whirling set of possibilities and no clarity. His attention was drawn by a loud call, to say someone was coming from the house; hardly surprising, since the crack of multiple gunshots must have been heard several miles away.

‘Get everyone back to the slaughterhouse, John,’ Tulkington commanded as, lantern in hand, he rushed towards the waving lights of those approaching. ‘Wounded and dead included.’

The cursing such an instruction induced, heartfelt as it was, didn’t carry to Tulkington’s ears given the difficulties. But, even repeatedly expressed, there was nothing to be done other than obey.

‘Shut the bastard up, I say again,’ Hawker cried, pointing towards the groaning Dan Spafford. ‘Gag the sod if need be. One of you, go fetch the cart we came in and double quick.’

The lights towards which Henry Tulkington was hurrying jerked unevenly, as those carrying them moved closer, until he could identify a pair of his servants.

‘Hold there, all,’ he called.

The voice was recognised and, given such individuals feared to disobey him, they stopped immediately, leaving him to make the approach. Close to, he identified Grady and Creevy, the first who ran the house, the other the keeper of Cottington Court’s gardens. Behind them, wrapped in her outdoor cloak, stood his sister Elisabeth.

‘What’s going on, Henry?’

The peremptory tone of her demand rankled and rendered his response inappropriate. ‘None of your damned business.’

‘Guns going off in the middle of the night? It sounded like a war had broken out.’

‘We was concerned when it was found you weren’t in the house, your honour.’

‘Poachers, Creevy,’ Henry claimed hurriedly, the obsequious remark from his toadying head gardener giving him a second to think. ‘And, given the incursion has been seen to, it would be best if you all returned to your beds.’

The way the servants had split allowed Elisabeth to push through, creating an arc of light, one strong enough to render visible her features, which reeked of suspicion. It also showed, under her partly open cloak, she was fully dressed.

‘Don’t tell me you took a slug like Harry Spafford with you to catch poachers. He’d be more likely to aid them than contest them and drink away anything gained. Come to that, given your aversion to the gun, it’s not a duty I see you undertaking either.’

‘How do you know Spafford was with me?’ This demand was issued before Henry realised the obvious: the servants, Grady probably, would have told her, but he had to stay off it as a subject. ‘Given you know so little of me, sister, I’m surprised by such certainty. Now go back to the house as I have commanded.’

‘These poor creatures are bound to obey you, Henry, for fear of dismissal. I will choose if I do so or not.’

‘Then you will be out here alone in the moonlight, for where they go, so goes the lantern light.’

‘I don’t fear the dark, Henry, as perhaps you should, for the devil will take what passes for your soul if he encounters it, only to find, in evil, he is much surpassed.’

The bitter laugh, loud and wounding, which came as his sister made to turn away, had Henry Tulkington wish he had brought a pistol, as well as the will to employ it in the same manner as had Trotter. But he did have a way of exacting retribution for her insults, which did not require firearms.

‘Grady, Creevy, leave one of your lanterns and do as I bid. You, sister, might as well wait and hear what I have to tell you. It will be of much interest, though of little cheer I fancy.’

Elisabeth spun back to glare at him, taking from Grady the lantern he was holding. That Harry Spafford was dead, which would relieve her, must remain a secret for now, but it was secondary. They stood, eyes locked in mutual loathing, until Henry reckoned the servants far enough off not to overhear his softly spoken words.

‘Brazier came for you again.’ He heard the catch in her throat, which was heartening. ‘And, as before, he fell afoul of a more acute mind.’

‘The shots?’

‘Do you ask if he has been killed or maimed? I wonder if I should tell you anything. Perhaps best if I leave you to stew.’

‘Resist telling me if he’d been shot? You couldn’t contain yourself.’

‘A pleasure I will have to forgo. Brazier ran like the coward he is. When you next choose a lover, perhaps it would be best to find one with a degree of backbone. Lord help the King’s Navy if Brazier’s an example of those who command his warships.’

‘He’s ten times the man you’ll ever be and has proved it.’

‘How repetitious you are for your paragon. Well, know this - if he sets foot on my property once more, he will indeed be shot and out of hand. No magistrate will blame me for what is a clear case of repeated and egregious trespass. So, if you’ve found a way to communicate with him, which I assume you have, since you’re up and dressed in outdoor clothing, I presume in preparation for an attempt at flight, it would be wise to tell him so.’

It was pleasing to see the face, so defiant and superior to begin with, crumple as he spoke. Much as Elisabeth tried to maintain her composure, the information he was imparting made it impossible. Then the countenance suddenly cleared as realisation dawned; he had as good as told her, much as he might hope otherwise, Edward Brazier was unharmed.

‘If I could tell him anything, Henry, it would be this. I will wait for him both day and night until he finally comes to take me away from you and everything this house represents.’

Elisabeth spun round, to make her way back towards the house, leaving her brother wishing he could say with certainty what John Hawker could only imply. Instead he was left to call out after her retreating figure, ‘Which you will do in vain as long as I have blood in my veins’, which even to him sounded very feeble.

‘Water fills your veins,’ was Elisabeth’s parting shot. ‘You’re too miserable a creature to run to blood.’

He watched the light from her lantern fade and, for reasons he could not quite comprehend, felt at a loss. There was, in addition, a slight sense of absurdity, given he felt in no position to move. He could not contemplate returning to the scene of the recent clash, the clearing up of which he had no desire to become involved in, seeing it as beneath his dignity. Yet nor could he bring himself to follow in Elisabeth’s footsteps and merely return to the house, there to face the thoughts his servants would harbour but dare not show.

This left him feeling, in his sense of indecision, like an interloper on his own property. Silently he cursed the name of Edward Brazier, the sod who lay at the seat of all his recent difficulties. He was the major disturber of what had hitherto been a peaceful polity, his arrival and aims spreading ripples of trouble into areas in which he had no concern. What should have been a minor inconvenience, soon dealt with, had become a major impasse; nothing he had said or ordered to be carried out seemed to do anything to deter the man.

The heavy beating, administered after Brazier had made his intentions towards Elisabeth plain, seemed to have strengthened his resolve, not weakened it. The ploy, which Henry saw as a stroke of genius, to thwart both him and his sister by marrying her off to Harry Spafford, was now worth nothing, the same as the putative husband. The sod was dead, and Elisabeth was a widow for the second time.

Henry shivered, which he mistakenly ascribed to the night-time chill, not his worrying cogitations. He pulled his coat tight as a hand went to his temple, to feel for any unwelcome heat, the kind which might precede the kind of fever that would play havoc on an extremely delicate disposition. In truth, he had no idea how to proceed, while the complications extended beyond the thought his sister would keep hoping to escape.

There was little doubt Brazier, assuming he was still fit to do so, would keep trying to snatch her away. Turning, he could see a multitude of bobbing lights, which brought back the reality of what he’d left John Hawker to clear up, the first of the problems being the use of weapons which had only been intended to threaten.

What explanations and complications would arise from this night’s events? He might consider Dan Spafford a gnat, not a threat, but badly wounded he could be more trouble than he was whole. His wastrel son would not be missed except by his pa and the local whores and tavern keepers, but there was Trotter’s body to dispose of too.

If he didn’t know the man, he knew of his inclinations, for Hawker had told him. His disappearance would surely be marked by those with whom he shared what passion he possessed, the denizens of the Middle Street Molly-house: their orientation rendered them clannish and protective of each other out of shared necessity.

There were the wounded to be dealt with, who once recovered, and added to those of Spafford’s crew who were unmarked, would be difficult to keep silent. This he must leave to his subordinate for now; let Hawker do that for which he was employed, which was to ensure no evidence of what had occurred was there to be seen when the sun rose, ensuring neither curiosity nor speculation on the estate.

He would consult with Hawker on the morrow, perhaps to give him his way, for he’d suggested a disposal of the entire Spafford gang not a week past, obviously put out by his employer’s refusal to contemplate a mass disposal of those who had troubled their trade. A return to the house it must be, for he could not stay out here and risk his health, added to which there would be a fire in his study to see off any chill. When he began to move, he was wondering if what had been suggested previously might serve now. Hawker’s notion had been to take the whole gang out in one of their own luggers, lashed to the hull, then sink them beyond the Goodwin Sands.

It had been declined on compelling grounds: such an act, the disappearance of a known rival in the smuggling trade, however insignificant, must draw too much attention to the business in which they were engaged, one which required a degree of discretion. For all his prominence, indeed power locally, it rested on a solid base of understanding with the leading citizenry.

Some knew something, if not all, regarding his activities, while the rest expressed no desire to enquire. Many benefitted materially from the level of smuggling he and his forbears had brought to the East Kent coast. Others in the town turned a blind eye merely to avoid trouble, for it was known crossing the Tulkington family – and Henry was the heir to several decades of their undertakings – could be at best expensive and at worst painful.

All would look away as long as the public peace remained undisturbed. Minor infractions could be covered over and frequently were, but a major breach of the peace, the kind which brought interest from outside the district, even the military, might force them to act against him on the grounds of self-preservation. It was essential no word of this night’s events should spread and this indicated the need for drastic measures.

This did nothing to resolve the problem of his sister’s relationship with Edward Brazier. Perhaps he would be required to reprise a notion previously put aside, given the disposal of a post captain in the King’s Navy could not even be considered: die ramifications of such might go anywhere. Could he have Elisabeth locked away as mentally deficient, which would serve two requirements, first to keep her out of her paramour’s clutches, the other allowing him to continue to control both her affairs and her considerable personal wealth?

Grady was waiting to open the front door as soon as his master came into view, there to disrobe him once indoors. The suspicious glare the servant got as Henry Tulkington stood, waiting to have his coat and muffler removed, did not register. Grady kept his gaze firmly fixed on a point just above his master’s head.

‘My sister?’

‘In her room, sir, and the door locked once more.’

‘Do I sense an opinion, Grady?’

‘Such a thing is far from my place, Mr Tulkington.’

‘Keep it that way and ensure you’re not alone. I won’t abide gossip, d’ye hear?’ Taking assent for granted, he added, after a weak cough, ‘Hot brandy and sugar in my study.’

‘Henry.’ The sharp call from halfway up the staircase obliged him to respond. There, wrapped in a dressing gown and under a mob cap, stood his Aunt Sarah, her face lined with concern. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Going on?’ was a growl, one which sent Grady off to do his master’s bidding.

‘Shooting, Henry, which I could not help but hear, then everyone rushing out of the front door as if we were under attack.’

‘It’s not something with which you should concern yourself. Indeed, it would be best if you go back to bed.’

‘Do I not qualify for some kind of explanation?’

Henry lost his temper then, the frustrations of the night building to boiling point. Before him stood someone he could shout at without fear of response or sarcasm.

‘I am not required to explain anything in my own house, which you would do well to remember, since you so recently have felt the need to set such a constraint aside.’

‘Your tone is unbecoming,’ was delivered in a hurt tone.

‘Have a care your being here does not render itself unbecoming. You reside at Cottington Court on my sufferance, which is mine to grant or withdraw.’

There was so much Sarah Lovell wanted to say in response but dare not. Henry had bellowed - the plain truth; she was wholly dependent on his goodwill for the room she occupied and the food she ate. Yet there had to be some kind of retort, one to imply she was not totally submissive.

‘I will do as you ask, nephew, and wait until the morning, when I hope your mood will be more congenial.’

Henry replied as the weight of all which had happened this night bore down upon him. ‘It would be best not to presume it to be so.’








CHAPTER TWO

Such a loud exchange could not but penetrate the locked door of Elisabeth’s room. Her brother, normally icy cold in his relations within these walls, was clearly troubled enough to shout at their aunt. This might induce some comfort, but it did nothing to relieve her major anxiety; her lover had tried to rescue her for a second time and had, once more, failed. What would happen now?

There were many things beyond the door to trouble her, not least Henry being in control of matters. Then there was the threat from Harry Spafford, the man she had been drugged into marrying, a person she’d never met prior to the nuptials. He’d declared his intention to come and claim those rights which fell by law to a husband, however questionable the marriage.

She detested him and would have done so however they’d encountered each other. In his utter dissolution, he stood in total contrast to everything in which she believed, as well as the manner of her prior existence. This was based on only what she knew; the truth of his debauched way of life was likely many times worse, so it was terrifying to imagine him brutally forcing himself upon her in a place where there existed no protection.

Such thoughts, as well as visualisations of the ordeal, were whirling through her mind, only to be disturbed by the soft knock at the door. Startled, she immediately concluded it could not be Spafford: he, no doubt full of wine and brandy, would have banged and demanded entry, thus it must be a servant or more likely her Aunt Sarah. Even so, there was a whispered obligation to make sure, added to an assurance of her being alone, before the key was turned. Face to face with her did not incline Elisabeth to being benign, given Sarah Lovell was as complicit in her difficulties as her brother.

‘Henry is in a foul mood.’

‘I heard.’

‘I must ask if you know why?’

‘I have no more notion than you.’

‘I will not have him address me so. I will demand an apology come morning.’

The look accompanying this statement might be one of defiant determination, but Elisabeth knew it to be braggadocio without fear of consequence: Sarah Lovell would say nothing to further upset her nephew and, since Elisabeth ate in her room, her niece wouldn’t be there come morning to nail the lie.

‘Am I allowed to remark on your being up and fully dressed at this time of night?’ This came with a meaningful glance at the outdoor cloak, which had been thrown on the bed. ‘Also, awoken by the sound of guns going off, I saw you leave the house with the servants.’

‘Remark upon it by all means,’ was the cool reply.

Lovell’s age-creased lips pursed with pique. ‘So, I can conclude a purpose, which leads me also to think myself cruelly used. You must have had an arrangement to leave, which I suspect could only have been put in place by a deceit practised upon myself’

There had been no arrangement, just a requirement she be ready, the only message her friend Annabel, with Sarah Lovell in constant attendance, had been able to pass on, and it had required a diversion caused by Annabel’s children so as to permit a whisper.

Yet what was exercising Elisabeth was the notion her aunt could in any way consider herself a victim, she who’d complied with Henry’s demand she witness the marriage to Spafford, pleading she had no choice. About to confirm the suspicion, Elisabeth held it in check; let her wonder without knowing the truth.

‘Please leave.’

‘Elisabeth, I’m doing my best to protect you.’

‘Given the damage your aid has so far visited upon me, please desist. If you do not wish to consider Henry’s invective just now as of no account, do as I ask.’

‘I’m the only friend you have in this house.’

A cold look was enough to oblige departure, leaving Elisabeth, once the key was turned again, to ponder what the future held: terror or release.

‘Please try again, Edward,’ was a whispered prayer before she lay down, still fully clothed, to try and sleep. Somehow the hooting of an owl promised disappointment and brought on a wave of despair.

The same sound was heard by the quartet who’d come to Cottington with Edward Brazier, one of whom had just advanced a questionable proposition, to which the reply was scathing.

‘Split up, is you mad?’ rasped Dutchy Holland. ‘With scarce a moon and who knows what might be lookin’ out to put a ball in our back?’

‘We can search wider,’ countered Peddler Palmer. ‘An’ so far no soul’s come after us.’

His tone lacking confidence, it was as good a way as any of telling Dutchy he was right. There might have been no evidence of a pursuit from the grounds of Cottington Court, as well as no more sounds of guns going off, but it did not render them safe. For now, their protection lay in being out of sight, within the small wood in which they’d taken shelter.

‘We’s got to find the captain,’ Peddler insisted.

‘Be daylight in short order,’ Dutchy admitted. ‘We’ll look for him then.’

‘We’ll be easier to spot, sunup,’ was the piqued response.

‘Happen he’s headed back at the Navy Yard,’ suggested Joe Lascelles, as much to stop the argument as for any feeling it might be the case. ‘Would he not head for there if he could?’

‘So that’s where we should go.’ This came from Cocky Logan, the fourth of the old barge crew Brazier had called to his side when the town of Deal turned perilous. ‘Captain’s no an eejit.’

‘His horse might decide the way,’ Dutchy mused. ‘Recall the wound and the way he lost his footing from the blow? Took him in the shoulder is my guess.’

‘You’d ken, being hard by.’

‘Like I stopped to look, Cocky. He was slumped over the neck when we sent the mare goin’. Keeping it headed where he wanted to go might be beyond him.’

‘Well I hope my bugger knows the way home,’ Peddler moaned, ‘since I’m never puttin’ my arse on his back again after this night.’

‘His?’ Joe scoffed. ‘She’s a mare too.’

‘Peddler never did ken the difference, Joe,’ joked Cocky, ‘man or beast when it came to comfort. Spent the odd night in the manger, he has.’

‘Havin’ elbowed you aside first, you Sawney Jock.’

‘Will you lot put your mind to what’s to be done and stop gabbing your nonsense.’

Having been Edward Brazier’s coxswain, who ruled aboard the captain’s barge, Dutchy was the man to be deferred to by those who’d crewed it. Thus, mumbled regrets were in order, as was a subsequent silence. This allowed Dutchy to think and eventually come to a conclusion, which, after a long silence, he passed on to his mates. With the time since parting being past half a watch, and many miles of open country around, there was no telling how far the captain’s horse, if he was in no state to control it, could have taken him.

But he could have managed its course, so it made sense to look first in the places he might be. Staying still and hoping was not wise; their escape had been blessed with luck while the threat of yet being pursued remained a reality. In daylight it would become more potent and, as Peddler said, they’d be sitting ducks in the open.

‘Joe, you need to go back to the Navy Yard an’ see if he’s there.’

‘On my own?’

Given his near-black skin, Joe’s face and reservations were invisible, but the tone left no one in doubt of his feelings: safety lay in numbers. Dutchy pointed out they messed with the sailors attached to the yard. Being Brazier’s servant, he could go places they could not, like the officers’ quarters where the captain had been given a berth.

‘And us?’ Peddler asked.

‘I say we call in at the Old Playhouse. The Riorden woman is a bit soft on the capt’n and she’d take him in if he turned up hurt. We’ll go by the other Irish cove’s stables first and drop off the mounts, which’ll tell us if the mare’s found the way home.’

‘Walkin’?’ Peddler demanded.

‘You can if you want, if’n you don’t mind being left behind.’ ‘Remind me to dig out a better set of shipmates.’

‘Dinna exist, Peddler,’ Cocky responded. ‘An what others would put up wi’ ye?’

Once out of the copse and a moaning Peddler mounted, there was no doubt about direction: given a sky of mixed cloud, the sea reflected the half-moon when it showed, which fixed their course. Moving in such indifferent light was not without obstacles, these usually being sensed by the horses rather than seen by the riders. Thick hedgerows made a straight line of progress impossible, while drainage ditches were hard to spot when clouds obscured both moon and starlight.

Progress was eased once they made the marshes to the north of Deal. Joe Lascelles being sent on foot towards the flaring beacons of Sandown Castle. The others turned inland to skirt around the town, relieved when dawn began to show, a thin strip of grey light in the east. By the time they made the stables owned by Vincent Flaherty it was full daylight, with the owner already up and doing his work. A man who would normally have given them a loud and friendly greeting, such a thing did not materialise this day. The looks on the trio of faces didn’t allow for his customary cheerfulness.

‘I can take it, Mr Flaherty, Captain Brazier has not come by?’

‘You can, Dutchy.’

‘Thought Bonnie might know the way home.’

‘And why would she need to?’

Dutchy shrugged but didn’t reply, which got a jaundiced look, especially aimed at the long musket slung, like those of his companions, over his shoulder, as well as at the two spare mounts, Canasta being one. The pony had been hired by Brazier’s lady and, so fond had she become, she’d expressed a wish to buy him.

‘It might be a notion to tell me what it was you were all about last night, not that much of a brain is required to guess. And I ask again, why would Bonnie need to know the way home?’

‘Can I get off this damned animal?’ called Peddler.

‘Sure it’s a miracle you’re still on the cuddy.’ Cocky and Dutchy slid to the ground as Flaherty went to help Peddler down, before loosening the girth on the mare, speaking over his shoulder. ‘What you’re askin’ suggests Edward would struggle to come back this way unaided. It tells me also, since you’re enquiring of him, you’ve no idea where he is.’

‘Best tell him,’ Cocky murmured.

The response wasn’t immediate; it had to be weighed, though the looks Dutchy was getting from his shipmates underlined there was little option. Without Brazier they were adrift, and this was not a comfortable place to be, especially when they had no idea what the repercussions of the night’s events would be. As he related his tale, likewise unsaddling his mount, it was to an increasingly incredulous Irishman.

‘Muskets you took along, for all love. Sure, I never had Edward for a fool, though I will own, passion makes eejits of us all.’

‘They were for threat, no more,’ Dutchy protested.

‘But loaded nevertheless?’ That got a nod. ‘He took a wound you say. How bad?’

It was shaming to admit they had no idea, having loaded him on to Bonnie, slapping hard on her rump to get her going without a care for where it might be. They were then obliged to look to their own safety, which meant aiming said muskets through the gate from which they’d just escaped, to deter anyone in pursuit. When none showed, they took the horses and retired, taking refuge in the nearby clump of trees.

‘And Bonnie?’

‘I’d say she was headed north to begin with; after that, who knows?’

‘From where she might turn in any direction?’ There was no choice but to acknowledge the truth of Flaherty’s conclusion. ‘The condition of Edward would dictate the matter.’

This got no answer either, even if already discussed, just head dropping so their eyes would not meet those of the man seeking answers. No one wanted to admit the obvious: with no certain knowledge of the nature of the wound, only a suspicion it might be serious, the possibility existed their captain might not still be alive.

‘Christ,’ Flaherty huffed, ‘We’ll know the truth of it soon enough, will we not? Expired or living, he will be found, wherever he’s ended up. A man with a wound can’t just disappear.’

Asked to answer for his whereabouts or his condition, Edward Brazier would have been unable to reply. He lay, face down and unconscious, on a straw-filled mattress as the man who’d found him at first light examined his naked back, more the small hole high on the shoulder with severe bruising around it, which he suspected had been made by a pistol or musket-fired ball. The soaked shirt testified to what blood had been lost already, this stemmed by pressure: in falling off his horse, the victim had landed on the wound.

No true assessment could be made while it was covered, which explained his being stripped to the waist, only a feeling that if left unattended it could prove mortal. There was bound to be cloth in such a wound, carried from the clothing this officer had been wearing when struck. If such extended to an unclean shirt, or part of his uniform coat, putrefaction would set in and it would, in time, prove fatal.

‘What brought you to my fence?’ was an oft-repeated comment from the man doing the tending. ‘And what’s a captain in King George’s Navy doing riding around this part of Kent at night, getting shot at, an’ you such a meaty soul to boot.’

It had been a struggle, once it had been established the flat-out figure was still breathing, to get this strange apparition indoors and disrobed. Zachary Colton was not the man he had once been; age had sapped the strength for which he had been noted. Catching a horse intent on grazing between the trees of the orchard had been easier, the fine bay mare now tied to a rail outside.

‘I say it must be God’s will to bring you here,’ he continued, bent over to get an up-close view of the wound, seeing the minute trail of trapped white thread, material from the linen of the shirt, clear to the naked eye now the sun was up, light streaming through the opened shutters. ‘Never thought to see a wound like this again, but seen them I has.’

Zachary then crossed himself, for he was a deeply religious man. ‘It will be his grace which sees you living or his wish if you should pass over.’

Colton wondered if he was seeking to absolve himself, should matters turn out badly, which was not Christian. He must do his best and, if it did not suffice, then some of the outcome must lay at his door. This accepted, he went to an old and battered sea chest with faded gold lettering on its front, which, when opened, revealed it to be lined in metal, sufficient to keep out vermin. There he knelt down to take out and lay aside much of what it contained: a meagre amount of clothing, spare shirts, an oilskin cape and a blue brass-buttoned jacket, plus a couple of blankets.

At the bottom, by a small pile of books and a medicinal bottle, lay the instruments bequeathed to him, never used since the surgeon/barber who’d been his master, and to whom he’d acted as an assistant, had come home from the Americas. The surrender of the British Army at Yorktown had put paid to any hope of holding on to the thirteen colonies and, with the 3rd Regiment of Foot no longer engaged in fighting, he’d returned home to East Kent, bringing Zachary with him.

As he took out the instruments, he sought to recall the procedure, worried a lack of memory might cause him to act imprudently. Still kneeling, he clasped his hands together and mouthed a prayer, asking God to guide his hand. The instruments were then laid out on the floor beside the cot, the most important being the retractors, with which he would be required to find and, if it was safe to do so, remove the ball he suspected was embedded in flesh.

Before acting, he crossed to the hearth to fetch the pot of hot water earlier placed there to boil. He also fetched the needle and thread commonly used these days to mend his clothing, also previously made ready for use. A final look to an invisible sky for more divine assistance was made before he commenced his task. Taking up a probe, he pushed gently into the wound, a doth whipped from the pot and squeezed to dampness being used to wipe clear the increasing flow of blood. The insertion caused severe pain, which could not be in doubt; the body jerked in spasm and a low moan escaped through compressed lips, which had to be ignored.

Speed was better than care and his first task was to get out the ball and, if his effort lacked subtlety or finesse, the swiftness, once he took up and employed the retractors, was commendable. Luckily the ball had not penetrated too deeply, surely due to the amount of clothing it had had to pass through before striking flesh. As he pushed, he felt the ends come up against bone, so he sought to close them, his heart lifting when they refused.

The extraction was made with scant grace but, on exit, there was a round ball, from a musket by its size, clasped in the grip. This was cheering, but blood was still flowing, which made his next task so much harder: he used tweezers to extract, once located, the bits of what he suspected were shirt linen, a task he now recalled he should have carried out first. To keep on for too long was as dangerous as the thought some might remain; blood was being lost too quickly, so a clamp was applied to close the wound.

This had been his task in the past, be it on a horse or a human, to hold it while the surgeon stitched the flesh. It was obvious one man alone could not accomplish both, so he held on, to sit for a good hour in deep prayer, interrupted by regular glances to see if the bleeding had ceased. When it stopped, he went to work with the needle to join flesh to flesh in a pattern which was far from perfect; the wound, if it did heal and if the victim survived, would form an ugly scar.

Once completed and with his patient comatose, Zachary left to go about his daily tasks of pruning and paring, with the additional need to take the man’s horse, which he reckoned a fine animal, to the field of pasture where he kept his donkey, leaving the pair to sniff each other out.









CHAPTER THREE

It had been a trying night for John Hawker, even if being up till dawn was a far from uncommon experience given smuggling, of necessity, had to be carried out in the hours of darkness. To oversee such operations induced tension certainly, but they were meat to his soul, for the element of risk, or rather the need to negate it and safely land a cargo, fed something in his being. What he had just been about carried hazards, no doubt, but they were not of the kind to bring satisfaction, even when successfully completed.

He’d got his charges, both his own men and those they’d taken prisoner, back to the slaughterhouse-cum-tannery he ran on behalf of Henry Tulkington, to place Spafford and his gang in parts of the building they’d only very recently vacated. This was the second time their activities had landed them as captives, all because his employer had not seen the wisdom of capping their depredations with the right remedy on the first transgression.

Not really a man for introspection, Hawker could not avoid rumination now, given he had no one with whom he could share the thoughts which troubled him. This was not a factor to induce concern; he’d been a self-contained entity, man and boy. The notion of sharing problems was anathema: such required trust and that was not an emotion to even be considered when his early years had been so full of betrayals.

Now he was brooding, alone, in his office above the slaughterhouse, halfway through a strong pot of coffee being kept warm on the stove, the remains of a breakfast brought in from the nearest tavern congealing by his side. The place was coming alive below his feet, if this could be considered the right expression for the sound of lowing cattle. They were being led to the pens they would occupy, prior to being stunned, slain, butchered and salted, before being packed in barrels, noisily knocked up by the cooper.

The lowing had a soothing quality, so different from the squealing of pigs facing the same fate. It was as if the bovines had no inkling of what was to come, while the porkers knew instinctively or could smell death. Right at this moment he felt closer to the latter than any herd of cows. He wanted to make as much noise regarding his own fears but was concerned it would be futile.

‘You’ve buggered this up good and proper,’ was applied to a mental image of Henry Tulkington.

Talking to himself induced no feeling of eccentricity. If he would never admit to being lonely and would have smashed in the head of anyone who suggested such a thing to be the case, he was, in truth, isolated by one if not both of his employments.

No one loves a tax collector, unless they can bribe him to ease their burden, something best never to raise with John Hawker. That aside, there were a multitude of folk who had reason to be cautious of a man known for violence as well as one who revelled in his reputation. Better to be feared than loved was a saying he had heard ascribed to some famous cove from ancient Rome. It was one which suited him well.

The words just uttered brought on a welcome and rare feeling of denigration; normally he kept his opinion of Henry Tulkington and his ways well buttoned up, for to allow them free rein was to lose control of where they might lead. At the base of this was the sure knowledge his present employer was not half the man his father had been, and recent events underlined the fact.

‘Soon as Spafford laid hands on our goods, you should have slit the sod’s gullet, or let me do it for you. That’s how you clap a stopper on thieving.’

Dan Spafford had done it twice, stolen smuggled cargo and sold it for his own gain and, Hawker suspected, for the added spice of tweaking Tulkington’s nose. Unlike his willowy and weak-chested son, Acton Tulkington might not have left such a task of chastisement to John Hawker or anyone else. He was man enough, if need be, to do the deed himself.

The sound of footsteps on the wooden risers had Hawker set aside such disturbing thoughts, lest they show in some way to whom he suspected must be coming. Few ascended to his office without first issuing a warning shout, to ensure it was allowed. Sure enough, the silk-edged tricorne hat appeared, adorning the visitor’s head. “When the whole of his being emerged, it was, as usual, well protected with a heavy coat and muffler.

Also familiar was the look, which ever needled John Hawker on his employer’s arrival: one of condescension, as if even to be in this place, full of the smell of blood and tanning, was a dent to his dignity. As ever, there was a plate of rosemary by the coffee pot, being warmed to alleviate the troubling odours.

‘I trust all went well, John.’

‘As well as could be managed, with Dan Spafford screaming like a trapped fox.’

It was not necessary to add he’d been silenced by a thud from Hawker’s pistol butt; Henry Tulkington would not wish to know. For the man administering the blow, if the bugger expired, it was no more than he deserved.

‘Is he still…?’ The uncompleted enquiry was delivered over a shoulder; as usual his first act had been to remove his gloves and warm his hands over the stove.

‘Breathing? Far as I know.’ The sigh this produced obliged Hawker to add, ‘I’d be told the minute he was not, which would scarce serve us ill.’

‘The problem is serious, is it not?’ All because you’re too lily-livered to act right remained unspoken, as Hawker acknowledged Tulkington’s conclusion. ‘I still have doubts as to your proposed remedy.’

Turning to look at Hawker, his demeanour serious, he added an obvious point. ‘In one sense the situation has not altered. To dispose of so many people, especially when one is as well-known as Spafford and the rest are Deal men, cannot be done without engendering dangerous rumours.’

‘I say it can, if it’s done right, and we’ve got to cover for Daisy Trotter being dead regardless. If they just disappear and one of the Spafford luggers is gone with them, it will be supposed they’ve either been had up over the water while loading, or sunk on the way there or back, which has happened to enough folk afore.’

‘How simple you make it sound. And I note you make no mention of Harry Spafford.’

‘He’s not one to be missed. Him you could dump by the roadside and it would be taken as just deserts.’

Hawker was not the only one harbouring unspoken thoughts, and Henry’s pressing one was how inappropriately the man before him had acted. He’d been too vocal in his pursuit of whoever had thieved their contraband, acting as if it was his own property, his behaviour utterly lacking any degree of subtlety. He’d dragged a drunken and pleading Harry Spafford, known to be a weakling, all the way to the slaughterhouse along the Lower Valley Road, the busiest thoroughfare in Deal.

Questioning a terrified Harry had provided proof of what Spafford senior had been up to, which was a good thing. But too many folk had witnessed him being manhandled as well as where he’d been taken. Given the wastrel had been used to thwart Brazier’s intentions, he’d been out of sight of the locals ever since, either at Cottington Court or, for a brief spell, debauching himself in Chatham. Talk would have begun as soon as he was hauled away and could only have grown with his continued absence. This was among the thoughts upon which Henry had fretted before retiring for the night. He had returned to the same problems as soon as he awoke, which continued both through being shaved, this followed by a silent breakfast in the company of his Aunt Sarah.

There was little doubt a deed such as Hawker proposed could be carried out, but could what it would spark be controlled? Rumours would arise regarding the fate of Spafford and his gang. There was the nature of Deal and its surroundings, with a population ever eager to invent something, if no other wild tale was doing the rounds. What might be whispered long afterwards was not a cause for concern, as long as it could be contained in the immediate aftermath.

‘I ask you to consider what else we can do, Mr Tulkington?’

The response was terse. ‘Don’t you think I’ve done that?’

‘You can’t fix up Dan Spafford without a sawbones and, as said already, it would have to be one you trust or can pay enough to stay quiet, which is for you to know. He might die under the knife as he should, but what happens with him recovered, about and with nowt to lose? He’s sure to gab about what happened with his boy and blame you.’

Acknowledgement came out reluctantly, with Hawker quick to drive home what looked like agreement.

‘T’ other sod has a flesh wound, which even I can manage to stitch, but it’s his tongue and those of his mates I can’t sew up. Walking free, I would not be trustin’ to any promises they made. A few pots of ale, or a whore’s head on a bolster and it would be bound to spill.’

‘What of your men?’

It was typical of Henry Tulkington to leave out the crux of the question, just another example of him being so much more squeamish than his pa. Why not just come out and ask if they were up to doing murder, for he had obviously decided it must be so?

‘Might need a reward, but they’ll do as I bid. Any who look to be doubtful will join the Spaffords in the deep six.’

‘Can it be as simple as you say?’

‘I’ll grant it as a problem. Ground needs waterin’, word spread Spafford has gone on a crossing and will be looking for folk to buy his cargo. There’s a tale I can set in motion and it’ll be all over in no time.’

‘How long?’

‘Couple of days would see it common gossip. After that is up you, but I’d say the sooner we see the disposing finished, the better.’

‘Then I must give my consent.’ Tulkington gave Hawker a look as he said it, which told his man, if he was agreeing to the deed, there was no enthusiasm.

‘Then I’ll set the rumours going this very day.’

‘We must turn to other matters.’

‘Next cargo’s due?’

‘Of course.’ The voice, hitherto far from firm, became strong now. ‘And this business you propose must not do anything to impede a safe landing.’

If the forces of law and order moved in the English counties, it was not with haste. For the post of High Sheriff of Kent, it could well depend on the load under which the man in office was presently labouring. This took no account of the office being an annual Crown appointment, something which rendered variable the ability and enthusiasm for enquiry into felonious matters of those called upon to fill it, not generally held to be high.

The latest incumbent, Mr John Cottin, was different to the normal run of placemen. New to his office and, having followed on from a set of indolent predecessors, he was determined to make his mark. In visible activity lay the opportunity to place his name on the lips of those in the county who could guarantee further career elevation, which might even extend to Whitehall.

Not many would have acted on the matter disconcerting him now, even if zealous, given the distance. This involved travelling from Westerham to Deal, a journey of nearly eighty miles, with two changes of coach and an overnight stop, thus one not to be undertaken lightly. He’d been advised in writing of a serious crime, one he saw as an occasion in which a reputation might begin to be forged. Thus, unlike those who’d gone before him, he declined to accept assurances all proper procedures were being followed.

A dead body had been found after riotous assembly and the burning out of a private house. The Deal coroner, duty-bound to advise him of the circumstances, had laid out the bare bones of the matter, saying the victim was unidentifiable, with too many potential miscreants to nail a culprit. He thought they could, as was the custom, handle it locally. John Cottin disagreed and wrote to tell them so.

Thus, the Canterbury stagecoach, the third he’d been required to take on a two-day journey, deposited him at the Three Kings fronting Deal beach, where he had written to arrange accommodation. Here, as required by the summons also sent ahead, there should be waiting the local officials whom he required to answer to him: said coroner, two local magistrates and the official responsible for oversight of the town watchmen who were supposed to and had clearly failed to maintain law and order.

‘A room has been prepared for your use, Mr Cottin, and it be a signal honour you chose my humble establishment to go about your occasions, the honour of which will not go unremarked upon. The gentlemen you need to see are awaiting you.’

This obsequious greeting was provided by the proprietor, a fellow named August Garlick according to the board above the entrance, a man utterly unsuited to the name under which he’d been baptised, given there was nothing either elevated or sunny about his disposition. With his long, pallid face, dominated by a purple imbiber’s nose and framed by excessive side whiskers, he had about him a manner which tended to induce a degree of caution. There was also a look in the watery eyes, added to a certain slight cant of the head, hinting at an untoward level of inquisitiveness.

‘you’ll find no better place to undertake your business than the Three Kings, sir. And should you want for anything, then August Garlick is here to provide it. I can say, without peradventure, no one knows the town as I do, for I make it my business to keep an ear to the ground.’

The invitation that this should be followed by enquiry was in the proprietor’s expression, one intended to imply he could be trusted to provide information not vouchsafed to mere mortals. John Cottin saw instead a probable busybody, who would be the fount of every rumour going, possibly more likely to distract from the truth than reveal anything useful. It was, however, politic not to close off any avenues of enquiry.

‘Rest assured I’ll bear it in mind, Mr Garlick. Now, if you would be so kind?’

The hint being taken, Cottin was led up the stairs to a room overlooking the Deal Roads, the busy anchorage hemmed in and protected by the Goodwin Sands, packed with maritime activity. He was afforded a brief glimpse of what lay within its waters: vessels of all shapes and sizes, either recently returned from far-off destinations or preparing to weigh and set off for the same places, all fed by an endless stream of boats and hoys carrying the many articles they would need on their voyage.

As he was shown in, four soberly suited men stood to greet him, none wearing a smile. They saw before them a fellow too slight for such a high-sounding title. He was young-looking even for his thirty-five years, sprightly in his step, with a clear, good-looking countenance, an open expression emanating from a steady brown-eyed gaze. Hat off, it revealed a full head of light-coloured hair, the greeting accompanying the act followed by a broad and disarming smile, which faded when not returned.

Cottin reckoned he was about to be confronted by people seeking to test his mettle, just as he reckoned to know why. The nature of this place could be said to constitute common knowledge throughout the county; indeed, it probably extended to half the country, Deal being seen as exceptionally lawless, an opinion publicly endorsed by no less an authority than William Pitt, the King’s First Minister. Frustrated by the level of smuggling on the East Kent coast and the subsequent loss of revenue to the Exchequer, he’d brought in soldiers to burn every boat on the strand a mere three years’ past. Not that it had seemed to have much effect: craft were quickly replaced and the nefarious trade was held to be as lively as ever, with Cottin wondering if by his efforts he might effect change.

Introductions made, he first asked the coroner to lay out the case.

‘Which I wrote you about, sir, in some detail.’

‘Oblige me with a reprise, Mr Cavell. No written missive can fully cover the facts. It struggles with interpretation.’

The short period of silence which followed, added to the exchanged glances from those before him, underlined how they judged his presence. There would be many occasions when matters, which might have fallen to the judgement of the High Sheriff of Kent, or even the King’s Bench Court, had taken place here, disreputable occurrences which had been kept within its boundaries, lest enquiries lead to places the locals wished to keep opaque.

Cavell related what had occurred in a monotone voice, which lacked any indication of either shock or sympathy for what had surely been the innocent victim of a crime. When asked what had set the riot in motion, he could offer no clue, this backed up by the slow shaking heads of his companions, who acted as if wrongdoing of any kind was beyond their comprehension. The disturbance had taken place, Quebec House had been set alight for no known reason, by persons as unidentified as the charred corpse discovered in the ruins.

‘You do not yet have a name?’

‘Time has not permitted us to press our enquiries to uncover such a fact.’

There was little point in saying how many days had passed. ‘Your letter implied he was not alone in occupation?’

‘No.’

‘So who else was living there?’ ‘A certain naval officer.’

‘Can I assume he has a name?’

‘Edward Brazier…’

‘Rank, Mr Cavell?’

‘Post Captain.’

‘Anyone else - apart from the victim, of course?’

‘It’s been suggested to us he had with him some fellows rumoured to he members of his old crew.’ It took raised eyebrows to get Cavell to add, ‘Four in number.’

‘Their names?’ This too got looks of ignorance. ‘Do you know if they were within the building?’ It was hard to contain frustration in the face of a quartet of blank expressions, but John Cottin managed it. ‘From which I take it you have yet to institute any enquires at all?’

One of the two magistrates, Phineas Tooke, other than having been introduced when Cottin first entered the room, spoke for the first time, his words silently hacked up by vigorous nods from Gould, the fourth fellow attending.

‘You must surely understand, Mr Cottin, we are busy men with our own affairs to see to, which must take precedence over the business of ‘the town. Added to which we have no proficiency in the investigation of crimes - this lies with an office like your own. It would not be proper to usurp such duties, sir, so once informed of your intention to come to Deal, we felt it best to await your arrival.’

Cottin looked at the written report he’d been sent on the morning after the riot, now open on his lap, taking his time in the sure knowledge doing so would render these men uncomfortable. To a mind like his, there was only one explanation for such inactivity: a complete indifference to the execution of even the most basic functions of their positions. One fact was very pertinent - there was no one else waiting to meet him.

‘The whereabouts of this naval officer? He’s surely available to be questioned?’

‘Ah!’ was Tooke’s expression, which meant what followed was no surprise. ‘He chose to reside at the Navy Yard, but on enquiring of him late last night, in order he may be available to you this morning, there was no sign of his presence. Nor were any of those who we think shared the house with him. It is quite possible they have departed Deal altogether.’

It’s very possible you hope they have done so, Cottin thought, as he looked back at Cavell’s letter, thinking about the choices before him. Whatever the cause of the events described, these four worthies wanted it to go away. A Crown official with sweeping powers poking about in their known den of iniquity was anathema. He could comply, and allow Cavell to convene a court at which the whole affair would be put down to death by misadventure.

No opprobrium, Cottin knew, would accrue to him and nor, given no one had come forward to say they could be related to the corpse, would anyone bother to enquire if he had properly executed his duties. Later he would wonder if it was just cussedness or the obvious determination of these four sods not to cooperate with him which made him go on.

‘Your letter tells me the proprietor of Quebec House was not on the premises at the time of the fire?’ A nod greeted the question; again, no information was about to be volunteered. ‘A Mrs Riorden?’

‘The name is correct, sir, but we have no knowledge of her matrimonial estate.’

‘Yet, as landlady, she would surely know who lived on her property?’

‘It could be so,’ Tooke replied, before adding, on the receiving end of a sharp look from the coroner, ‘then again, perhaps not. I believe a lawyer handles her affairs.’

‘Let us assume it to be the case. I suggest she be the first person to whom I speak. You will, I assume, be willing to direct me to where she resides?’

‘We will enquire on your behalf, certainly,’ came from Tooke’s fellow magistrate, Tobias Sowerby, who could not conceal he was struggling to hide his frustration. ‘When we find her, I take it you would like us to send the information here?’

‘I’d be obliged.’

‘Then, if you don’t mind, Mr Cottin, the needs of our undertakings and those of the town never cease to call upon our time.’

The way they all stood as one gave Cottin no choice but to accept the meeting was over, forced to stand himself and respond to their murmured good days. Once they were through the door he sat down again, deep in contemplation, seeking an avenue by which he could proceed without their help. After a few minutes, an interval decent enough to ensure they had departed the premises, he went down to the hatch where he’d met the proprietor, ringing the bell to summon him.

‘Mr Garlick, do you know where I could find a lady by the name of Riorden?’

‘At the Old Playhouse, sir, as all know. She’s a person of some significance in the town.’

‘Which is where?’

‘In the Lower Valley Road.’

‘From the name, this being called the Beach Street, can I take it Middle Street is on the way?’

‘You can. Might I enquire as to why you wish to know, sir?’

‘What I wish, Mr Garlick, is for directions and no more.’
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