


But ships are but boards, sailors but men:

 there be land-rats and water-rats,

 water-thieves and land-thieves;

 I mean pirates . . .



Shylock

The Merchant of Venice





Chapter Eight
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The sounds of terror had not been lost on Patrick Devlin. But unlike Wild and George he calmly stood and straightened his clothes. 

Wild sprang to the door, the cries louder there, his ear to the hatch he could not open from his side.

‘Fire, Jon?’ George held a nervous pistol on Devlin.

‘Langley!’ Wild hammered the door with his wood. ‘Langley!’

‘He can’t hear you,’ Devlin said. ‘He’s busy.’

‘What’ll we do, Jon?’ George wiped his forehead, already imagining the sweat of a fire.

‘Keep him back against the wall. Langley will come for us.’ He banged again, called again, but only the cries of woe responded. 

‘Justice has found you, Wild. And me.’ Devlin looked at George, the face he had worn that morning back again.

‘Shoot him, Jon?’ George hissed.

Wild backed away from the door. ‘No. We may need that shot.’

‘You may need me.’ Devlin shrugged. Then they all heard the key rattling in the lock and Wild grinned back to the pirate. ‘Langley knows where his bread is buttered, scum.’

The door opened again, as it had many times that day, far more than usual. Three men filled the frame, sharing different heights and aspects but just one expression for all. George grabbed Devlin and put his little gun to his head.

‘Keep away! I’ll—’

Hugh Harris shot him in the eye. George’s other eye rolled up and he fell away like a dropped broom. Devlin stepped away and nodded to Hugh.

Peter Sam was now inside the cell and Wild drew back his stick. Brave man: Peter Sam towered above most, but no-one could question that Wild had sand. 

Peter Sam crashed the stock of his blunderbuss into Wild’s thick chin and he went back like a hurled sack. His legs held, though, and he staggered up again, only to have the butt repeatedly driven into his face until he stayed down in the corner with his eyes closed. 

Dandon came in last and looked to the fallen. ‘You have grown company since last I saw you, Patrick.’

‘You took your time,’ was all Devlin said, as Dandon rifled through the keys on the ring to one that looked suitable to free the chain above his boots.

‘Forgive our tardiness, Captain.’ He grimaced at Devlin’s bloodied face. ‘Although you seem to have been entertained.’ He went to work on the manacle.

‘My gun. My hat, coat and sword,’ Devlin ordered as he shook the iron free.

Peter Sam kicked the lump that was the Thief-Taker General. ‘And him? You want him dead?’

Devlin touched Peter’s shoulder and looked down at Wild’s unconscious form. ‘I think this one’s time will come soon enough. I reckon he owes the whole city justice. We’ll get my things.’

Dandon sympathised but sensed danger. ‘We have a hundred guns and twice as many swords, Captain, on the Shadow. We should leave with the greatest expedience, for London is probably gathering outside as we speak and—’ Devlin placed a hand on his shoulder to quiet him.

‘My gun. My hat. My coat and sword. And dagger. They took them from me.’ He stepped out of the cell.

‘He don’t understand, Cap’n.’ Peter Sam held out his hand for the keys and Dandon passed them over with a shake of his head. Hugh Harris jigged an elbow into Dandon’s side. ‘You be wise, Dandon. But you ain’t a pirate.’ Then they followed Devlin and Peter Sam to the hold, Thomas Langley’s guardhouse afore the Lodge where prisoners’ goods were kept. The cell and the bodies within were now just another bottle-neck tale to drink to.

Dandon rued another five minutes in the dank cavern, away from the front door and the freedom of the night; it was another five minutes for Charleys, constables and watchmen to gather in the street outside and wonder at the strange lack of flames. 



Outside in Old Bailey and Newgate Street a crowd was indeed gathering. Richard Maynard, the church-warden, had returned to St Sepulchre, too weary to ring the bells but able enough to shout for help in the streets. He was sobbing through his cries. The good book had not prepared him for the actual touch of devils.



Thomas Langley was not the only turnkey that night. Two others regularly attended on the Master Debtor’s side, the gatehouse of old that bestrode Newgate Street and retained its original Roman wall, though hidden now beneath the sprawl of the city. 

The turnkeys had joined the throng in the street. At first they had fled from the cries of fire, but were now trying to calm the people who had stumbled out of the nearby inns, informing them there was no fire and to return to their holes. Private firemen appeared, pushing their engines up Bailey and Sepulchre-Without, and checked whose buildings displayed their brass insurance plaques. It was those that had paid for the service that would be watered down first. 

The Watch and Ward, their lanterns aloft, their cudgels keeping back the mostly drunken crowd, prayed that the absence of fire would settle the maddened horde. But still from the edifice of the stone gaol the prisoners howled for release and rescue, and the crowd began to push towards the massive double-doors, the aged watchmen unable to reason with or hold back the human tide. The mob was about to break; a riot crouched just a smashed window away. 

Then gunshots rang out from the gaol. A collective gasp rushed through the crowd and ceased the cries from the windows of the gaol. The street fell into silence. 

One report after another as a world of guns blasted into the great wooden doors and lamplight pierced like arrows through the shot holes. Then nothing. More silence. Behind the doors calm men reloaded for whatever waited outside. 

The oak doors crashed open. 

Women put their hands to their mouths and ragged children peered excitedly between their fathers’ legs as four unholy figures, framed for a moment in the light from behind them, stepped slowly from Newgate and into Old Bailey. The figures wallowed in the breathless hush that met them; terror their meal. 

The firemen pulled back their carts and the watchmen shrank into the crowd as three of the men swept weapons across the circle of eyes frozen upon them. 

One spoke. Pointed his sword to his left and the populace covering the street. 

‘Clear a way,’ he ordered, and the crowd opened for him as if a tree were toppling down on them. Now their eyes followed his bloodied face as he strode through them.

The others came with him, walking backwards as if well practised in being outnumbered. No uncertainty was on display; their weapons were held steady as stone and just as quiet. All save one, that was, a fellow unarmed, wearing an elaborate yellow justacorps, who tossed to the street a ring of keys and whisked off his flamboyant hat in farewell as his comrades disappeared into the shadows.

‘I am sorry for the gunplay! I could not find the correct key! Goodnight, London!’ He bowed. ‘Regrettably your hospitality is not to our taste!’ Then he too was gone, swallowed up by the narrows of the honeycombed streets. They had appeared for seconds only but would remain in the crowd’s memory forever.

The mob closed together, huddled now, with guesses and rumours shivering around the cross of streets where justice and punishment proudly stood. Whispers and then even laughter arose from those who realised what they had witnessed. 

One of the turnkeys picked up the key-ring and tried to lock back the doors to general disapproval from the assembly. He gave up, faced them with a grimace, waved away their catcalls and went inside to bar the door. 

Whatever had happened this night, no matter how small his part, the turnkey was certain that a fire could have been no worse. Tomorrow was already regretted.





Chapter Eleven
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The First Diamond


It was the largest diamond in the world at its time of finding and like all great and valuable things that man lusts after its facets were tainted with blood. Even in its earliest age it had become legendary, its gathering of myth greatly enlarging its value.

It would be generations before Africa became the bearer of the world’s greatest diamonds; for now that honour was bestowed upon the Indian continent, and even then the term ‘blood diamond’ referred as much to the diamond mines’ use of slavery as to the colour of some of the gems. The diamond that would become ‘the Pitt’ and finally ‘the Regent’ had its own share in that blood. 

The slave who scraped it from the earth saw in the diamond’s immensity the opportunity to buy his freedom from the mines of Parteal. His desperation was so great that he gouged out a hole in his own calf to hide the enormous rough stone. Once buried in his flesh he wrapped his leg in a bandage torn from his clothes and thus hid his crime when his masters searched him at the end of the day. His injury was none of their concern. But the diamond had tasted its first tang of human blood. The nameless slave limped from the mouth of the mine into the light bearing infinite wealth. He saw in the diamond not beauty or eternity but the price of saving his petty life.

The mines were on the great Kistna river in Bengal on India’s east coast, and it was not far for the suffering slave to make his way to the merchant captains. The diamond which would become part of the crown jewels of France and be valued at 480,000 eighteenth-century pounds meant nothing more to the slave than a passage to Madras and liberty.

The captain of the ship also saw the promise of the young man’s burden but unfortunately saw no future in the slave’s knowledge of its origin. Once at sea, assured by the sea’s forgetfulness and drawing the veil of greed over his conscience, he slit the young man’s throat and tipped his body overboard – and the diamond had supped its second draught of blood.

Continuing to Madras, the treacherous captain sought out a diamond merchant of quality, the most famous in the East. He sold the diamond to Jamchund for one thousand pounds, a handsome price for a slave’s life.

The captain did not barter but sold on the diamond no more than a day after disembarking, ridding himself of the accusing stone as fast as he could before the taint of its acquisition bred regret in him. But it was for naught. 

He had already spent too much time with the gem.

Drunk and remorseful he placed a noose around his neck, slung a rope over the roof-beams of a squalid hired room and kicked away a stool: a third meal for the white stone.

When word reached Jamchund that the captain had hung himself the night after he had released the diamond into his hands, the merchant too became uneasy about its future in his house and sought in turn to pass it on.

The governor and appointed president of Madras, Thomas Pitt, had already let it be known that he would entertain any merchant who had interesting diamonds for sale and Jamchund, having fruitfully dealt with Pitt before, made his way to Fort St George, the East India Company’s stronghold that protected their interests in the Malaccan straits.

Thus the diamond found its way into Thomas Pitt’s possession, and his destiny, but not as profitably as Jamchund would have liked. Pitt sensed an urgency in Jamchund to be relieved of the gem and refused to pay the original finder’s fee of eighty-five thousand pounds. Two months of bargaining later, Jamchund was almost begging for the largest diamond on earth – four hundred and ten carats in its uncut state – to be taken off his hands for twenty thousand pounds. Thus its path to the West, and to royalty and empires, began. 

The diamond was cut in London to its present one hundred and thirty-six and three-quarter carats, the cleavage and dust of which alone netted Pitt almost eight thousand pounds. And thereafter London wits delighted in Pitt’s anxiety concerning his precious stone.

It may have been the diamond’s blood-red history or simply the fear of robbery, but when Pitt returned to London to sell the gem he took to disguising himself and developed the nervous habit of never sleeping twice under the same roof. No inn-keeper or hotelier knew of his destination in the evening until a surreptitious knocking on their door announced Pitt’s arrival. It was most ironic that the most exquisite gem on earth was hidden from the sun that it craved and that its owner was reduced to a skulking hermit, guarding the stone against the eyes of the world.

‘Diamond’ Pitt, for so he was mocked throughout the broadsheets, had found his own curse, but nonetheless one that would lay the foundations of his fortune and begin the ascent of his family to greatness.

‘Quite a story would you not say, pirate?’ Stanhope was watching for Devlin’s reaction to the tale.

Devlin came closer. ‘You want me to steal this diamond? That is it? That is all?’ He put out his hand to the stone. ‘Close your eyes.’

Stanhope covered the glittering gem with his palm, stealing its great light from the pirate’s eyes. ‘Not so simple, Captain. This is but a replica – a substantial one worth a small fortune on its own, but a replica only. It took Pitt two years to have it made. It is an “Irish diamond”. Paste. But do not mock it for all that. Its artistry is valued at five thousand pounds on its own. There is not a Jew in the world who could distinguish it I assure you. This is how much we trust in you, Captain.’ 

Devlin began to sniff the plot; a stagnant stench. ‘And where does the real one lie?’

Walpole and the others shared looks, mirth gone from the prince’s face. Walpole bid Stanhope to take back his stone. ‘The replica was used to enable Pitt to negotiate a somewhat “clandestine” sale to the Duke of Orleans, the regent Philippe, the representative of the French King on earth. Although apparently almost bankrupt after the war, Philippe managed to offer Pitt a king’s ransom over several payments. Something I’m sure his starving people very much appreciated.’

Devlin interrupted, fortune ever his abiding interest. ‘How much?’

Walpole ignored the vulgar query. ‘The regent had made acquaintance with the disgraced financier, John Law, and it was Law who introduced the replica to him, along with Pitt’s son who has managed his affairs since Pitt has gone abroad for seasoning.’ This was the word for acclimatising one’s bowels to the Caribbean. Pitt was now governor of Jamaica. 

‘Philippe intends the jewel to be set into a crown for the young king at his coronation.’ Walpole paused and swallowed. ‘We would like it before that.’

‘And you want me to go and get it.’ He looked at them all. ‘Am I permitted to know why?’

Viscount Townshend, Secretary of State, cleared his throat. His turn to speak. ‘My brother-in-law has quite a verbose turn of phrase, Captain. We shall be here all day if we are to rely on him to give you your orders.’

Devlin’s manner shifted. Orders. The wrong word, spoken softly enough to be missed by powdered ears. He let it lie but would remember its utterance. 

‘Do you know anything about “business”, boy?’ Townshend had perhaps fifteen years on Devlin, hardly enough to warrant the form of address. Again, these would be the things that Devlin would keep in his pocket for when the time came.

‘I know my own business,’ he said.

‘No doubt. However, in the earnest world, it is trade that feeds the people. And trade is the order of companies. And British companies rule the world.’ There was pride in his tone that did not match the worry in his eyes.

‘The design is a simple one. In a company no one man has the power. The responsibilities, and the profits, are spread to all those who have invested so. And, in order to maintain that companies operate appropriately, ministers are “invited” to accept shares, to have an interest in the company pursuing the King’s best interests and so on and so forth.’ He waved away the last statement as if it were superfluous to all. 

‘You are aware of the South Sea Company, are you not Captain? I’m sure at some time – how is the phrase? – they have chanced across your bow?’ He did not wait for an answer. 

‘Situations in Europe, for which the aforementioned Mister John Law is not wholly without blame, and developments in the Americas and Indies, have led to a collapse of several companies, and consequently the financial institutions that depended upon them. We are facing a similar problem in England.’

Walpole snorted under his breath. ‘Rather more than a problem, Charles!’ He assigned a smirk with Stanhope. 

Townshend affected not to hear. ‘You see, Captain, when one forms a company, the aim is to sell shares in said company in order to support its actions,’ he leaned back in his chair, patting his belly in concentration, wondering how far he would need to dilute his intelligence for the simple sailor. ‘The object being of course to return a profit for those who partook in such shares. Do you see, man?’

Devlin shifted his feet again but said nothing.

Townshend continued. ‘Now, we shall suppose that the company will do well, in fact it cannot fail, sir. The consequence of such confidence elevates the value of the shares to fantastical proportions. A man’s very estate can be paid for in the exchanging of his shares in the company. The success is so fully guaranteed that the company even buys the country’s war debts, so supreme is it in its confidence that its profits will be sufficiently gargantuan in the years to come.’ He raised his arms in mock salutation. 

‘Hallelujah! The nation puts its faith in a single consortium! “A company has bought our national debt!” they cry. “We are free! And we are rich to boot! Let us invest more into these great things!”’ He slammed his hands on the table. ‘And then it bursts!’ Townshend slapped the table again. ‘All around us! The ships do not exist and no-one is planting any crop! Parturient montes, nascetur ridiculus mus. The mountain will be in labour. And a ridiculous mouse will be brought forth.

‘The companies sell stocks that can never be returned on. The stocks are oversold. But as long as people believe the shares have value they are traded. First the Dutch companies begin to collapse. Then the French. All allies of the war, expecting great things to come. But alas, the Americas are not delivering the bounty they promised; Spain is still holding the cards she promised to throw! Then panic! Distrust! Disaffection . . .’ Townshend’s voice trailed off like a poor actor in a poorer tragedy. 

‘The South Sea Company is the most heavily speculated. It is the cornerstone. It cannot possibly return on its investment. There is not enough coin in the whole of Europe for it to do so.’ 

Devlin was unmoved. ‘And none of you foresaw this would happen? Did you not profit? So a few rich men lose some guineas. What matter? That may teach the dogs a thing or two.’

Townshend’s eyes boiled. ‘No, no, sir! You do not understand the world!’

Another insult to pocket. 

‘Whom you perceive to be a rich man loses some of his backing. No matter, you say. But then he cannot afford to pay his tailor’s bill. What then, sir, what then? The tailor cannot pay the merchant trader for his cloth. The merchant cannot pay his sailors for their lading. The sailors cannot buy food for their children’s mouths. And so it goes on, sir. The companies do not have the money to pay back their loans to the banks that helped them form; the banks then do not have the money to lend to new companies or pay back that which they borrow from each other, until the whole kingdom falters under a mountain of debt and dishonour! A mountain of promise has given birth to only a tiny mouse!’

‘Hold, Townshend!’ The prince snapped. He had heard enough. He had heard it all for months now, since first Walpole had brought the matter to his happy rooms and suggested the pirate to their cause. This was a time of action not discourse. Townshend bowed his head. 

The prince stood and everyone stood with him as always. 

‘This fellow has been courteous enough to travel half the world at our request. He escaped from gaol mere hours ago only to come here so and listen to you trouts! He holds a sword, not a pen, for us! You wish him to save you all and yet you treat him like a schoolboy!’ He came and stood next to Devlin; placed a white hand upon the pirate’s shoulder. ‘I will tell him what he needs to know. Enough of your paper and wash!’

He took Devlin by his arm like a bride and led the awkward pirate away to his private rooms beyond the table. Devlin looked at Albany Holmes, the gentleman he had marooned two years ago and had never expected to see again. The hate-filled look he returned suggested that Albany had long hoped their first encounter was not their last. 


The next room was as large as the first, with a simpler fireplace but the same grand windows from floor to ceiling with black velvet curtains beneath gilt pelmets. Stools, loungers, cushions and small tables suggested some kind of drawing room. Doors in every corner suggested yet further rooms. The only occupant was the skinny black form of Timms, seated at a small desk in the centre. At the door’s closing, secretary Timms stood to attention, carefully lifting his chair rather than pushing it back over the enormous Asian rug. After the chamber of strangers the familiar if hostile sight of Timms lifted Devlin’s spirits. 

The prince moved towards the light of the windows and signalled with a hand for Devlin to follow. ‘That is better.’ His tone was relieved. ‘Such bores these politicians are. Not fighting men like you or I. Save for Stanhope of course. He has blood. As you and I. The Spanish war. The Jacobite problem.’ No further word was necessary. George had led the Allied cavalry at the battle of Oudenarde during the Spanish wars. His horse was shot from under him but still he fought on. He was twenty-five years old then. Twenty-three years later he would be the last British king to lead his army into battle. 

Devlin joined him by the window, for the purpose it seemed of George showing him a porcelain vase of red and blue tulips sitting in the light. George cradled and weighed the bowl of one in his hand. ‘Perfect, Captain! An allusion straight from God.’

Devlin watched the prince caress the flower. This day was quickly becoming one of Devlin’s more memorable experiences. He felt no threat or animosity from the Whigs or the royalty smiling amiably at him. But the splendour, the remoteness from his world – he felt the tethers binding him to his men growing thinner with each piece of gilt and opulence, so far removed from his wooden sparsity of ship and tools, mire and blood. He was a servant again, quiet and respectful. As shy as when the butcher appraised him up and down and bartered with his father for his price.

The prince’s attention stayed focussed on his flower. ‘These are expensive decorations, Captain. Two guineas’ worth. Yet one can buy a nosegay for a penny that smells sweeter. Last century, Captain, the price for one bulb could fetch two hundred and twenty-five pounds. The Dutch did little else but trade in tulips. They stopped making things or growing anything else for their people. Tulips became everything.’ He peeled a petal and popped it into his mouth. ‘I could even be imprisoned for such an act as that.’ He placed the flower back with a ridiculous chortle. ‘Yet it is just a flower. But if one man – the right man – says one thing is valuable, it becomes so. And men go mad for it.’ He moved away and Devlin followed a step behind. ‘The diamond has the same power. In the world they are often found at one’s feet; washed up in rivers, picked like potatoes.’ He spun to Devlin with a raised finger. ‘But they are not found here. As the tulip, they are exotic, absent. That makes them rare. They are on the other side of the world. And one man tells another man that they are valuable and they become so.’

Devlin had a piece to add, and scaled his voice as politely as he could. ‘I have some experience of porcelain along those lines.’ He could not bring himself, even deliberately, to inject any title in his address to his companion. The prince did not appear to notice but Timms flashed a violent eye at Devlin.

‘Exactly!’ George beamed. ‘Once the myth is broken it is like a fairy tale outgrown.’ He picked out the remainder of the petal from his teeth and dropped it to the floor. ‘But it is just a flower after all.’

The prince puffed out his chest. A hand on Devlin’s shoulder. He patted him like a favoured dog; almost a tear in his eye. 

‘My father is the appointed head of the South Sea Company. Half his government sits on its board. Almost all of them have interests in its success. But it is finished. It will break.’ He moved to the table where Timms stood. ‘Come September, when the Company must pay its dividends, the pot will be empty. As much as I would enjoy my father experiencing such public embarrassment I do not wish it on his people.’ He gestured to Timms, his first acknowledgement of the black-coated presence. ‘Timms will explain. I ask, personally, for you to aid us. To aid me. Far beyond any monetary reward. A royal hand will be at your command.’ A tear truly welled in his eye now, as if emotion could move Devlin to action more than coin.

Timms cleared his throat. ‘The plan, Captain, is that you will secure the “Regent” diamond – as the Duke of Orleans has christened it – secretly and without arousing suspicion. You will exchange it for the replica so its absence is never missed. Once returned the diamond will be cut into smaller stones, the object of which is that the smaller gems will be enough security to keep the South Sea Company from collapsing. The diamonds will underwrite the debts. All will be well. The Company secured. Your reward given.’ He paused, swallowed, the final words given almost apologetically. 

‘You have two weeks to turn the tide of fortune.’


Devlin burst back into the main room, flinging wide the doors, and the men at the table started and ducked at the wild entrance. The prince and Timms stood behind. 

‘Two weeks!’ He began to circle the table, a panther’s creep, stalking around the wigs and paunches, their heads following him like dogs watching their master’s plates. ‘Last night you were willing to have me rot in Newgate for a week if I had not taken matters into my own! What then? Would you have given me a week to snatch your gem?’ 

Walpole stood. ‘Just so, Captain. Your resourcefulness has given us a wealth of time and we are honoured to you. The Company is to hold a general meeting on September 8th. We need the diamond – that is the new “diamonds” – to give a positive to that meeting; to claim that those diamonds represent merely a promise of the Company’s future. Of course if you had come to us sooner our time would not be so limited.’

Devlin stopped. ‘I had guessed at some point the blame would fall at my feet. Though I hadn’t judged so soon.’

Walpole, his statesmanship his mark, was unruffled. ‘Time is our enemy. The Company’s reports are due next month. Our intelligence informs that the diamond is to be sent for setting in a new crown in a matter of days. We are committed to not allowing that to happen.’

‘And why me!’ Devlin raised his arms. ‘You must have hundreds of agents more willing than I. More worthy than I.’

‘And more trustful,’ Walpole resumed his seat. ‘Do not presume in particular that we flatter you, Captain. Our task must be vouchsafed to as few souls as possible. To include our own agencies in this matter would be suffering to the end of it. You have your own ship, your own men and a talent for theft.’

‘But why me? You could lift a thousand pirates who might bow more. Why my head to risk?’

Albany Holmes snarled from the back of his hand. ‘Parlez-vous français, Capitaine?’

Devlin understood. That was it then. Not his competence or fortitude, although his history had no doubt played a part: his selection was due to his other life, his life before this one. 

Before becoming Coxon’s servant, before being whisked into this pirate life, he had lived for two years along the French coast in Brittany. He existed as a poor fisherman, hiding from injustice in London, whence he fled to avoid a murder charge but where he had originally run to, dodging a noose in his native Kilkenny – some shot had cracked the teeth of a magistrate’s wife as she bit into his poached game.

It had been a good few months in London at an anchorsmith’s with a man named Kennedy, almost learning a trade until the old man’s murder, most likely by his dog of a son, took him to his feet again. Devlin was innocent, but an Irishman was wise to fear English justice. 

He had even spent some time in the Marine Royale, the French navy. Had been to Paris and seen the great privateer René Duguay-Trouin, now chef d’escardre of the Marine Royale. 

Devlin spoke French. Spoke it well. That was it then, nothing more.

A conspiring chortle lifted around the table at Albany’s words. Walpole raised his voice above it. ‘Your knowledge of the language and the coast will be invaluable Captain, I am sure, but more important is your secrecy and subtlety.’

Devlin turned away from the table and went to the window to look over the square. 

‘I take it, Captain,’ Walpole pitched over to the window, ‘that you accept our proposal?’

The prince and Timms crossed the threshold of the room, the others rising as they did so. All waited for the answer.

Devlin, his eyes still on the square below, spoke slowly. ‘And what would happen if I did not? Now that I have heard all this, I wonder.’

Walpole sighed. ‘Then I’m afraid I shouldn’t wonder – especially after your activities last night – that you may not get out of this city alive, sir.’

Devlin turned. The evil on his face was the least of their expectations. Walpole especially shrank from it, while Albany again touched his sword.

Devlin looked beyond the men at the table straight at Timms. ‘You’ve not told them?’ 

Timms


















Chapter Eighteen

[image: ]

Paris. The Palais Royale. The regent’s rooms.

Saturday



‘The door, Lass, the door! Shut out the light!’ Philippe’s voice boomed from the near darkness. ‘Dubois here surely has his man out and I do not wish to see it!’

John Law closed the study door, sending the room back into its eerie gloaming as the light projected from the ‘Laterna Magica’ shone onto the white sheet against the wall and its returning light silhouetted like caricatures the two seated figures before it. 

Law could just make out a valet slotting in and out of a large cuboid contraption the canvas and glass plates of grotesque erotica. Each new plate prompted guttural approval from the two men in the dark. 

He moved delicately into the room, seeking a chair away from the projector’s light. By Philippe’s remark he surmised that the hateful, ageing archbishop, Guillame Dubois, was also in the room. 

Dubois had been Philippe’s tutor and was now his first minister, the second most powerful man in France and therefore one of the most powerful men in the world. Just this year he had become archbishop, and already he sought to be cardinal. He had achieved such status without ever being able to recite a mass, for Philippe’s rise to power had also been Dubois’s. Each knew enough about the other’s past to cement a lasting bond. Their companionship was balanced like a scale and as long as it had equal coin in both bowls it would stay that way.

Law found his seat and the noise of it scraping on the floor reminded Philippe that he had duties to perform before the real pleasure of the night began. 

‘Light!’ he called to the valet, a click of his fingers ending the laterna show. Dubois’s gruff mumbling and fiddling of his robes announced his displeasure at its cessation.

‘I do not wish to disturb, Milord,’ Law declared honestly as candles were lit and the two men sat revealed.

‘Not at all, Lass,’ Philippe waved away the apology. ‘You remind me that I still have work to do.’ 

Nevertheless he slumped back in his chair, his royal blue banyan gown and shirt almost open to his waist, and he scruffed his close-cropped hair as if trying to rouse the blood to his head and away from other extremities. ‘You return from your country sojourn and have settled your business with Pitt? I trust this has served you well, Lass?’ 

‘Not as much as I had hoped, Milord,’ Law confessed, averting his eyes from Dubois. ‘I take it that the company’s future has not improved?’

Philippe shrugged with the same weary brevity of every Frenchman. ‘I have made you the head of the Indian and American companies and merged your bank with the Bank of France, but even your genius for trade, Lass, cannot save us if there is no trade, and so no monies in the bank. It is doomed. France is doomed. My France.’

Law leaned forward. ‘But surely there is money, Milord? The banknotes? The securities are guaranteed?’ 

Philippe shrugged again, pushed away some papers from his sight and reached for his champagne glass. Dubois scratched his red nose with the gold cross that rested on his chest, showing that there was at least one use for it. 

‘Politics is an expensive mistress, Lass,’ Philippe continued. ‘I have policies that would never have been born if it were not for the support of nobility. And I in turn must support them in their follies and furbelows. And they in turn take the money that they did not have in the first place and push it to Switzerland. And do not think that the people have not seen the cartloads of gold being robbed from the bank. I would sell that accursed diamond if I thought that there was a kingdom who could buy it now. What would Spain say about Philippe if he sold the crown jewels? I would be the laughing stock of Europe.’

The words from the regent that all was lost gave some relief to Law that his actions were not betrayal but only survival. 

Dubois raised a velvet-gloved finger. ‘Perhaps another conspiracy? Enough to gain public support at least.’

Philippe gave his finest Gallic guffaw. ‘Have you not quelled enough mistouflet armies, Dubois! Besides, I do not think we have enemies that are not already in their graves. No, we shall ride it out, that is all.’

Dubois went on unperturbed. ‘A few heretic Catholic deaths always strengthens well our allegiance with the English. Stanhope wishes us to be great friends. And England has much the same troubles. If we make it seem that we are all suffering because of some heretic conspiracy – no fraud or greed – just religion rearing its ugliest head.’ 

Dubois caught Law’s raised eyebrow at the flippant comments about death from a man of God. He sniffed and rubbed his nose with the cold metal cross once more. ‘Money has no religion, Monsieur Lass. The people forget their poverty if they believe they have a common enemy.’

Philippe smashed his hand down on the desk, rattling more than just glasses and wine. ‘There will be no more conspiracies, Dubois! I have had enough of breaking backs on the wheel! You are as bloody as a real bishop, dog!’

Dubois chortled into his chest at the outburst. Philippe’s ministry had crushed two ‘conspiracies’ since coming to the throne, both conveniently engineered to remove those nobles set against him and those who felt that the king of Spain, the late king’s grandson, had more right to the throne than the great-grandson who was but a child. Philippe himself had been fourth in line to the throne when he was born. In the years he was at court, death had whittled that list down to all but the boy. And suspicion amongst the boy’s tutors just sufficient that the child’s handkerchiefs and even his butter were kept from Philippe’s reach, for smallpox travels well.

Six days before his death, after a late and private audience with the man who had now become second in line, Louis XIV added a codicil to his will. Philippe would rule until his great-grandson had reached majority. 

Three years remained now, for the boy would reach majority at thirteen. That was three years to fleece as much as possible from France before he would hand back the keys to an empty vault. But there had been so many deaths, necessary perhaps, but what a cost. 

His daughter, his favourite daughter, the Duchesse de Berry. The scent of her, her caress, the absence of her was to him like the loss of taste. She had been four months pregnant when the parties and scandal had finally taken their toll. Whispers had circulated around the court that Philippe was too attentive even for a father – especially one who lived separate from his wife.

‘Let joy commence!’ he slammed his hand down again to snap himself out of his melancholy. ‘You will come to my supper tonight, Lass! Eat and drink ourselves out of this misery!’

Law shook his head. ‘I have been away, Milord. I must work. If I can help us it will be from my company.’ Law knew that Devlin might contact him at any moment and, besides, had already been to one of the regent’s champagne suppers. One was enough for a lifetime. 

Philippe had removed the court from Versailles as part of the official policy of making the city of sinners royal once more. In truth it was to be closer to the sinners. 

Louis XIV had spent a month on his deathbed legitimising his numerous bastard sons. Philippe would need two months at least. There was no need for whores when there were plenty of ladies vying for a place at court through their offspring or plenty of cousins begging you to be godfather to their fourteen-year-old daughters for the same.

‘Very well, Lass. You are a good man.’ Philippe stood, energised again by his draught of champagne and the delicious prospect of the night ahead with its tresses and flesh. ‘Come, you old sod, Dubois. We will dine on breast-milk tonight!’

The bishop dragged himself up. He was in his sixties now and a bladder complaint affected his own participation in the revels, but the sights and sounds of the orgy were like a carnivale to him still.

Philippe straightened his dress and moved around his desk to Law’s shoulder. He was shorter than the tall Scot but a broad strong man. ‘Lass, you are a great gamer but we must teach you how to love. Life is joy, Lass. Sadness is a sickness. That is why the poor die so young. They cannot afford to be happy!’

The ruler of France held open the door for Law to exit, even bid his valet through but left the archbishop to his own devices. The whole palace was set in a square and they walked down the window-lined corridor that looked out onto the gardens. Philippe stopped at the man with the two pails who stood like a statue against the wall. He undid himself and resumed speaking to Law, who joined the servant with the pail in staring out at the garden as Philippe urinated noisily into the tin bucket. 

‘In the morning I have called Ronde, the jeweller, to attend to discuss the setting of the diamond.’

Law’s heart jumped. The piss-boy glanced at Law’s flushed face then switched his gaze back to the window. 

‘Tomorrow, Milord?’ 

‘At eleven. And I wish you to be there. I have little time for the man. He is such . . .’ he paused, and emitted a grunt of satisfaction as the weight of his stream became quite pleasurable ‘. . . a bore, you know.’ 

Dubois brushed past Law to take advantage of the piss-boy’s second pail, the sound of the regent’s relief too much of a temptation for his nervous bladder.

‘But I will tolerate him. I feel the longer I hold onto that stone the worse everything becomes around me.’ He grunted through the last three forced squirts and shook himself off. ‘At least it cannot get any more deplorable.’

Law thought quickly. Tomorrow morning was too soon. The diamond would be on its way to join the crown and the pirate was not yet at his door. ‘The crown is ready for the stone?’

The duke wiped his hand down his banyan and tugged at his nose. ‘No. The fool says it will take almost two years to complete. I wish to survey his design. Concur that it matches my own desires for the Regent.’ Philippe had christened the diamond after himself and his court had grown accustomed to the gem’s third-person title. 

He fixed Law with an eye. ‘I want the Regent set in the foremost of the crown. So all that see it will know that it is I above the king’s head, and I am watching them all.’

Law could not afford to seem agitated but he could allow himself to appear as disgusted at the prospect of Ronde as the duke, or by Dubois’s hissing imprecations toward the man holding the bucket. 

‘We will need an armed escort if the diamond is to leave tomorrow. It would be unsuitable for Ronde to walk out with such a fortune in just his pocket. It will take time to choose appropriately discreet men.’

The duke walked on in silence. Law could feel his blood pounding in his veins and wondered if the duke could also feel it.

‘No,’ he said at last. ‘I only wish to force my hand in his design. He will not have the Regent.’ He smiled up at his Scottish friend, the sound of Dubois’s stream behind them making tension impossible. ‘You must miss the glory of the diamond, Lass, there is such a tremor in your voice!’

Law dipped his head. ‘I am anxious for it, Milord. I was responsible for its acquisition from Pitt. There is relation there. But I wonder if we could delay until the afternoon, Milord? I am tired after my journey and have much to catch up on.’ Maybe that would give Devlin time to appear. They walked on, leaving Dubois to painfully shake out his final syrupy brown drops.

The Parisian shrug surfaced again. ‘Very well, no matter. At three then, yes? Now, good evening, Lass. Get your rest, old man!’ He slapped Law’s back and spun off toward one of the smaller cloistered dining rooms above that deliberately did not have windows. Law’s chambers were near the regent’s in the western side of the palace, far away from the debauchery to come, and he wandered there slowly. 

Time had shortened now, like a candle burning down, its wick a fuse. 

The pirate had to come tomorrow – and early – or all was lost. Law halted. But then perhaps tomorrow would force the pirate to follow Walpole’s original plan, to take the diamond from the lapidary instead? Aye, that might be the safer path. The pirate could not design a scheme to overcome the walls of the palace. When he saw the palace tomorrow he would surely understand and swallow his pride. 

Law would make his way to his offices in the Rue Quincampoix, a fifteen-minute stroll, and wait for the pirate to meet him there or not at all. The man was no doubt drunk beyond diligence. He laughed and clapped his hand to his mouth, his gallows merriment resonating all along the corridor as he ascended to his rooms. Devlin would fit perfectly in such a Paris as this. 

Dubois heard the faraway laugh. Perhaps it was some joke he had missed between the regent and the financier. No matter. He tucked himself away while looking at the man with the pails, daring him to meet his eye or at least look down to his steaming buckets. Nothing. Just tight-jawed and staring straight ahead.

Dubois stroked the man’s cheek with his purple velvet. ‘Are you perchance from Mirebalais, young man?’

Unaware of any address that did not earn punishment the man stayed silent.

‘The ladies upstairs do so love a man from Mirebalais. Still I suppose carrying buckets of piss has purpose in life. Perhaps the police is your destiny?’ The waxwork before him was irresistible now that the regent had ignored him.

‘You know, the English, they did wrong when they removed their king the last time.’ He moved closer with his hot breath. ‘They killed the revolutionary principals but they sent the smaller ones to their colonies as slaves. That was a mistake. Revolution is carried in the blood. I have urged often the death of dissenters. And I am proved right. If they breed, the children will carry the thought in their blood. The English king will lose the colonies because he sends his haters away to breed. And we do the same by filling Louisiana with hate.’ 

The nostrils of the bucket bearer widened; his arms were beginning to tremble, his buckets filled with hours of waste by every wanderer within the walls.

‘I, boy, have condemned hundreds. Those Bretons seeking republic. Foreign Catholics seeking home. If you do not kill them their children’s children will return.’ He patted the man’s cheek with emerald- and ruby-banded fingers. ‘You will punish us if we allow you to breed . . . malheureusement.’

He wheeled away, scuffing his shoulder against the wall as he spun back to face the unmoving sentinel. ‘I did not break conspiracies! I cut blood for the sake of the divine!’ Then, his finger waggling foolishly, ‘I can hear you! I can hear you all!’ He moved away to seek the drink and the flesh, his voice heavy. ‘I am glad that I will be too long dead to meet you when you come.’





Author’s Note

[image: ]

Diamonds. Whether a ring on your finger or the tool itself used to cut more of them from the earth, diamonds represent a portable power and wealth that has made the financial world turn since one man begged the ear of another and showed him these shining scrapings of the earth.

In the British Museum, after you’ve taken a breath at the beauty of the building outside and dropped a few pounds into those massive perspex drums, you must choose which of the hundreds of rooms to enter and survey the wonders of the world bequeathed to you. 

In the ‘Enlightenment’ room, in a most inauspicious glass and wood case, you can see the replica of the Pitt diamond which features in this story and did indeed cost five thousand eighteenth-century pounds to create (approximate to £400,000 today). It is made of paste, which may make a modern reader scoff, although at the time paste diamonds were an artisan’s craft almost of equal intricateness and value to the lapidary’s art in cutting the ‘real thing’ – hence the price-tag. Interestingly enough, the diamond in the Louvre with the remaining French crown jewels is also a paste replica, as much as the one displayed beside it in the royal crown. The real diamond is locked safely away, mainly because the visitor may stand next to the display case, as opposed to straining for a distant glimpse of the Mona Lisa. And it would be unwise to openly exhibit a diamond valued at between £40–50 million. 

Today the Regent diamond is largely a forgotten wonder, except to aficionados. Diamonds like everything else have their fashions, and coloured diamonds have been the favour in the collector of the twentieth century – a trend that appears to be continuing into the twenty-first.

But there is something intrinsically romantic about these gems and I do not know a single one of the great diamonds of the world that does not have a string of tales attached to it that are so full of sorrow and drama that one couldn’t imagine them more so. 

But I did try.

As for the Pitt-Regent, it was indeed the ‘First Diamond of the World’ for almost two hundred years, when India was the place to find such stones and before the empires of the world began to exploit the African continent for raw materials instead of slaves.

The story of the Indian slave who gouged a hole in his leg to smuggle the diamond from the mine and buy his freedom is most likely true, as is the part in it of the sea-captain who hung himself in remorse. Also true is that Pitt never slept in the same bed twice and took to disguising himself until he was rid of the diamond; but after our story ends the diamond’s adventures continued.

Without the modern connotations of the emotive phrase ‘Blood Diamond’, its archaic reference is to the death and bad luck that often seemed to plague the owners of great gems. In addition to the death of the slave who originally took the Regent from the mine, and the death of the captain who murdered him, the luck of some of the principal characters of the diamond’s story was not good, either. 

John Law, himself almost a victim of smallpox as a youth, watched his favourite son contract the disease shortly after negotiating the sale of the diamond to the French. His decision to remove his wife and family to one of his country estates at least saved his life. His luck, however, took a plunge after the fall of the French Bank Royale and the collapse of his American companies. 

John Law died in poverty and alone (the worst word in any language) from pneumonia in a Venice hotel in 1729. Curiously, he had in his possession a brilliant cushion diamond which he had carried with him from France when he had fled the financial collapse. He had pawned the diamond many times but always redeemed it thanks to his skill in gambling, which floated him for his remaining years. Why he never sold the diamond is matter for his own unwritten memoirs. I had hoped that I might wrangle into my story that Law’s diamond was the original Regent, but that seemed just a little too far-fetched. I recall from my researches that Law’s smaller diamond turned up first in the Austrian crown jewels and later the Russian, Tzarist ones, where it remains today and has blood enough for its own story. 

Law was pardoned for the crime of murder under the grace of Robert Walpole and after the collapse – and after our story ends – he initially ran to England. There he stayed for nine months until disgrace and shame forced him to hide in the more forgiving realms of Europe.

Philippe, the French regent, suffered his own tragedies once he had taken possession of the diamond. He lost his beloved daughter and unborn grandson, as recorded in my story, but also almost lost France. As for the hints in the story that he may have had an incestuous affair with his daughter and was thus the father of her unborn child – this is, horribly, almost considered true by contemporary accounts. We do not have the Duchess of Berry’s or Philippe’s confession, but the supposition among both courtiers and commoners was widespread enough.

Philippe died in the arms of his eighteen-year-old mistress – an exemplary demise for a libertine – shortly after the ascension to the throne of the boy king in 1723, after which the diamond officially became part of the crown jewels. Half a century later, Marie Antoinette wore it in the crown of a black velvet hat; and Napoleon carried it in the pommel of his imperial sword from 1812 until 1814 and his exile to Elba. I doubt anyone would disagree that those years did not bring him much luck. In short, seven of the owners of the gem before Napoleon met their deaths on the guillotine.

At first glance it would seem that Thomas ‘Diamond’ Pitt himself escaped any unusually bad luck concerning the diamond, unless of course one considers financial and social ruin after the ‘South Sea Bubble’ burst in London. 

In the months after the South Sea collapse his son-in-law Lord Stanhope died, followed by his daughter Lucy, Stanhope’s widow, in childbirth. His eldest son Robert, who smuggled the diamond from Madras to England in a hidden compartment in the heel of his shoe, passed in 1727. ‘Diamond’ Pitt himself died the year before. 

His son Lord Londonderry, who features briefly in the story and who, with John Law, was a protagonist in selling the diamond, worked with Law consistently afterwards in trying to restore his family’s fortune. He died in 1729, in the same month as John Law. 

As for the South Sea Bubble, I had intended this financial cataclysm to hover in the background of the story and not to make it a linchpin. There have been many novels which have used the disaster as a catalyst and I didn’t want it to be anything more than a minor ‘character’. But I have to say that it was part of my intention to show how our present, disastrous financial circumstances have occurred again and again and will continue to do so (almost inevitably every hundred years) for as long as a few hundred men are in control of the world’s finances. 

Fortunately, as history also attests, such financial disasters often bring about a more stable political age of reason and constraint. Certainly Robert Walpole’s rise to become Britain’s first prime minister after the bubble led Britain into a new era when the country rose in prominence to dominate both France and Spain on the world stage, and where she developed her American colonies – if only to the point where independence became inevitable. 

Today we are coming into an age of new governments throughout the world, with new outlooks and new ideals, as older ones are discredited and die out. Contradictorily, it is a dark age of enlightenment.

One of the most enjoyable aspects of my research was the escape from Newgate prison. Yes, there actually was a tunnel that led from the church to the prison, as inconceivable as that seems. It is now sealed off, although the door to it can still be seen in the church, as can the bell that used to be rung outside the condemned cells at Sunday midnight. I suppose the possibility of a tunnel beneath the Old Bailey would even today inspire escapes or terrorist notions – so just whisper about it if you can. 

For those who may be further interested there is a pub on the corner opposite where the prison used to stand called the Viaduct Tavern. If it is quiet, and if you ask nicely, the Australian barman will take you down to the cells that still remain below. He might mistakenly inform you that they are a sample of Newgate’s oldest. In the story Dandon catches his breath and looks up at the Giltspur Compter. These cells are in fact part of that gaol and not, as is often reported, Newgate. Still, if you can spend more than two minutes down there you’re better than I am.

René Duguay-Trouin. There isn’t a pirate fan in the world who does not know this name and I would hope that maritime enthusiasts of all nations hold him in equal regard. But the British tend to have a one-sided view when it comes to naval history so I’ll assume most readers may be unaware of Trouin. You will correct that as soon as you close this book.

He is actually mentioned in both the previous Devlin books, but only in passing in order to lay stepping stones so that he could eventually make a personal appearance. I have only touched upon the man but I couldn’t have let Devlin go across the channel without meeting him. I also wanted Trouin to illustrate the injustice of how, after the death of Louis XIV, the French regime returned to giving positions of power to those of high birth rather than ability. 

Unable to revoke Trouin’s royally-bestowed title, Philippe buried him under paperwork in Calais and even planned to ship him to the Indies as ‘Council for Marines’, thus removing Trouin entirely from his beloved France. Fortunately, Philippe died before he could commit such a crime against the admiral who had captured Rio de Janeiro – and over three hundred and twenty English and Dutch ships during the wars – for his king. Although he ended his life penniless, subjugated by nobles who did not acknowledge him or recognise their debt to the boy from St Malo, his legacy is that his name has graced more French warships than any other man in history, kings included.

Jonathan Wild, self-proclaimed Thief-Taker General. I’ve just always wanted to give that bloke a hiding. By bringing Devlin into London when Wild was at the pinnacle of his career I managed to reach down the centuries and do just that. I couldn’t kill him because I just can’t seem to cross that line with actual characters, but as Devlin says, ‘I think this one’s time will come soon enough.’

There’s one more thing. 

I hope you may not even have noticed, but this book takes place mostly on land; there’s not a palm tree or Caribbean island in sight. This was always my plan. Pirates can go anywhere, their world free to roam. And if the end of this book is anything to go by that world’s about to get a lot bigger. 

And you’re invited.



Mark Keating, August 2011.
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