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I dedicate this book to my son Ben who was my learned co-writer for The Plot Against Pepys – a dissection of what happened to Samuel Pepys in 1679. That book was published back in 2007 after three years of detailed research. Also to the memory of the late Dr. Richard Luckett, the Pepys Librarian at Magdalene College, Cambridge who opened up so many avenues into obscure archives for us. That work of non-fiction left me deeply puzzled over the base ingratitude shown to the man who helped save Pepys from execution for treason. The mystery niggled at me long afterwards until a possible explanation finally forced itself into my head. With no possible proof, I turned to fiction to explore it further and this is the result. Balthasar St Michel has been treated with amused derision by Pepys historians and he deserves far more respect. For that reason I also dedicate this book to Balty.






CHAPTER 1

September 5th, 1678

DEAL, KENT

Two men are toe to toe on a shingle beach and any moment now it will be fist to flesh. The older man is two hundred pounds of trouble, twitching with violence. His grin frames a dark cavern as his front teeth are long gone. White scars on both arms decorate ropes of muscle.

The younger man is known locally as Balty and his face betrays dawning knowledge that he has no chance. Small stones skitter from under his feet, cascading down the wave-carved slope, but he cannot escape with them. He stumbles and half the onlookers shout derisive laughter. They are strangers. The other half are Deal townsfolk who stare silently at the mismatch in front of them. These days, they see him as a local man even if his roots lie on the far side of the Channel facing them, over there where the papists live. By Deal’s rough standards, Balty is a dandy – tall and skinny, a plush jacket over an embroidered shirt, bright leather boots – much too clean for this business. His opponent is rigged out in sea-blasted canvas, frayed and fit for brutal purpose and accustomed to soaking up other people’s blood.

The semicircle of spectators mirrors the curve of ships moored out there in the Downs, the busy anchorage inshore of the Goodwin Sands, a haven that turns lethal in the wrong sort of storm. The wind has dropped but the anchorage is still choppy despite the sandbank’s shelter. The navy’s Channel Fleet lurks here in the Downs when all is quiet, surrounded by trading ships awaiting a fair wind. This trouble began out there, on a mongrel boat – a Whitby collier hired by the navy to transport cannon from a wrecked frigate far up the coast. Its skipper is a wily man who added eight phantom seamen to his crew roster, swelling the bill to His Majesty on delivery of his accounts at Deal. He thought no one would notice.

Balty noticed. Balthasar St Michel, or ‘that fucking Frenchy’ as the collier’s skipper called him, is paid to notice. He is proud to be the king’s muster-master of the naval base at Deal, tasked with challenging the oceanic waves of fraud crew lists stuffed with ghosts likes these. Then there are the real ghosts, the gaps left by naval mayhem in the crew rosters of the men o’war. It is part of Balty’s job to plug those with the sweepings of the press gangs.

Today, the fucking Frenchy has halved the collier skipper’s bill and the skipper has sent his bosun to take it out of Balty’s hide. The collier’s crewmen have come ashore to watch, standing with sailors from other merchant ships to make up half the crowd. The other half are local folk, fishermen, ferrymen and sea-hawkers, gathered on the beach to see the action. None of them are here to observe fair play. There is little chance of that.

Two children work the crowd, bright-eyed with pale skin and glossy black hair. Their linen shirts are faded to the pale brown of smoked mackerel, worn over patched storm-cloud trousers. They have been obvious twins for most of their brief years since birth, but the girl now branches away from the boy with early clues of beauty. They are eleven and a half years old and they go from man to man collecting the bets. The girl notices everything about how the crowd splits and what each half wants. The boy inspects his notebook as much as he looks at the faces. These are Balty’s children, Betty and Sam St Michel, and they take after him in quite different ways.

The day is getting warmer after the rain. The children have bled the townsfolk of their cash and now they come round to the colliers’ crew.

‘Would you like to make your bets, kind sirs?’ Betty asks. ‘Or perhaps you are uncertain of the outcome?’

Not one of them looks kind or uncertain. Coal dust has turned their faces into black maps of trouble. ‘What’s the odds, kid? Even money?’ one asks. He is young, lanky, and a bandage round his head shows a dark bloodstain soaking through.

His crew-mates laugh. ‘Evens? Chance would be a fine thing,’ one says.

Sam looks at his notebook. ‘Betting on your man to win?’ he says, as though surprised.

They laugh louder. ‘Course we are.’

He looks at the coins already in the bag, stares at the contestants and says, ‘Please do inspect the two of them, sir. You can’t expect even money on such a mismatch. The odds are one to two on your man.’

‘What’s that mean, kid?’

‘Bet two crowns and you get three back.’ He knows the tally of the bulge and clink of the coins already in his pockets.

Money for jam, the crewmen think, and they open their purses. The young sailor takes pity on them. ‘How will you pay the bets, kids? You’re not telling me anyone’s putting money on that streak of piss?’ He nods towards Balty.

Betty gives him a wide smile. ‘The people of this town are very loyal, sir,’ she says. ‘They don’t like to bet against a friend.’

‘Him? He’s a Frenchy and he’s made out of nothing.’

‘He’s fast,’ says Betty. ‘Your man must punch slow with arms that thick.’

‘You’re joking, kid. Our bosun? Slow? Feints with the right, then uses his left like a double-charge cannonball. First and last thing you know about the fight, every time.’ The rest of the crew nod and grin fierce grins – realigned by the past impacts from those same fists. Sam takes their money and enters it in his notebook. The colliers’ crew demand he sits down in front of them where they can keep an eye on their money. They can’t imagine losing any other way except by the bookmaker’s flight. Now Betty holds up a red kerchief. It is time for the fight.

‘Would you mind’, calls Balty, sounding still more irritatingly French, ‘if I remove my coat? There is no point in spoiling fine clothes before I have finished with you. The stitching could split.’

‘Finished? With me? I’ll split more than stitches. Quick now. Then down to it.’ The bosun spits to one side and his crew cheers.

Balty tries to pull his jacket off but his wrists catch in the narrow cuffs and he wrestles with them behind his back. Betty goes to help, tugging the stiff cloth over his hands. Her mouth is close to his ear. ‘Take care, papa,’ she whispers, ‘he fools with the right, then he throws a mighty left.’ She folds the jacket over her arm.

‘Thank you, my dear,’ he says and steps towards the collier’s mate, still keeping his hands behind his back, his chin unprotected – as if he has no sense of the cloud of violence leaking from the man a foot in front of him. His white shirt flashes back the sun.

‘Dancing clothes,’ says the mate. ‘Not fighting clothes.’ He looks past Balty. ‘Hey girlie,’ he shouts. ‘This yer daddy? Send him home. You fight me. You look tougher.’

Betty smiles.

Balty raises his eyebrows, his hands still behind him. ‘You are vairy right,’ he says. ‘She is tough indeed but she also has such grace. I will show you how she dances. Watch me closely. She can do this…’ He attempts an absurd caper but his legs slide from under him on the sloping shingle. The mate jerks back off balance, starting a laugh which soars to a shriek as Balty’s right foot crashes into his crotch. The Frenchman’s hand whips to the side of the mate’s descending head. It grips the lead cosh smuggled into his hands by Betty and the fight is over. The mate collapses backwards down the slope in a shingle cascade. He lies still and the last ripples of the wasted waves wash over him, a delta of blood spreading through the sea-foam from his split scalp.

Well practised in this, the Deal folk move to surround Sam and protect their winnings from the collier’s crew. Outnumbered, the startled losers are forced back to their boat. The fishermen sling the unconscious mate in after them. Betty collects her father’s share as Sam carefully distributes the rest according to the figures in his book.

Balty pulls his jacket back on, slides the cosh into its inner pocket and looks at his daughter, awaiting judgement. ‘Well done papa,’ she says, ‘but…’

‘But what?’

‘It was so very quick. Your friends will not bother to come anymore if you cut it too short. They want to see more.’

‘Child, you tell me I should not take risks. I’m tired and I am hungry and the man was a monster and you told me yourself that I should not let him get in the first blow. How much did we make?’

‘Almost a guinea,’ Sam says. He only lies when he has to. They made more than two guineas but, knowing their father’s slippery pockets, the children always hide half the proceeds against the next inevitable rainy day. They turn westward to head home along the shingle towards King Henry’s old stone castle.

That castle, seen only by God and seagulls as a carefully shaped Tudor rose, marks the end of the navy’s so-called port, which is little more than a short stretch of beach with supply boats dragged up in a line. Balty thinks of the daily report he must write for his master in London. He will say he took necessary steps to correct the collier’s muster roll. He will not mention skulls and blood, because the man who will read it would disapprove. That man is little Sam’s godfather and allows Balty to call him ‘brother’. Balty’s working life as the Deal muster-master, the local ruler of this naval kingdom, depends wholly on his brother’s goodwill.

The landlocked navy yard is in the middle of the small town and the muster-master’s house is framed in blackened age-twisted oak. Its rooms smell of cabbage, tobacco and burnt tallow. The supply depot surrounding it is modern, the most ordered part of the town. Most of Deal is a random mess of broken boats and narrow streets, home to smugglers, drunks and whores.

Esther St Michel, Balty’s entirely English wife, is wrestling with a wooden keg and worrying as she does so often now about a place far, far away where she has heard that people are sent to die. It is a harbour town on the North African shore of the Mediterranean and she can hardly bear to hear its name spoken. Balty’s posting takes effect in only one month’s time. Just him. Wives are not allowed, unless their husbands are of much higher rank than Balty. She is quite sure the posting is a hideous ticket to widowhood. This deadly place is named Tangier. Esther may give her husband a hard time, but irritation is a diversion from despair. Under that, she loves him with silent ferocity.

A balding dog watches the still-sealed keg. His sense of smell surpasses Esther’s a thousand-fold and no keg keeps all its atoms trapped, however hard the wood. He already knows what’s inside it. Corned beef would have been acceptable, but not this…

Young Sam also knows what’s inside the keg, by experience and logical extrapolation. Young Betty knows through her understanding of human nature. Only Balty and Esther regard the keg as a promising mystery.

For most of his disappointed life, the threadbare dog has been known as Mumper after the Duke of York’s famous pet. That has turned sour. It is more than two lifetimes since Harry kicked out the Church of Rome, but now religion once again splits England. King Charles has many sons, but none by his wife. His brother James, Duke of York is heir to the throne and James, almost unthinkably, is a Catholic and so presumably is his spaniel. Balty called their balding mongrel Mumper as a joke, but deliberate irony is now a slender defence when the anti-Catholic mobs calling for the duke’s downfall can’t spell irony.

Last month they doubled down on irony and changed the dog’s name to Tapski, which is those street mobs’ chosen name for their hero, Anthony Ashley-Cooper, Earl of Shaftesbury, who leads the campaign to rid the nation of the Catholic duke. The mobs know their favourite earl has a brass tap stitched into his side to drain pus from something foul within. The nickname makes Shaftesbury less of a perfect earl and more of an imperfect mate.

This Deal version of Mumper didn’t answer to his old name let alone the new, but that seems unlikely to matter for long. He is also foul inside and looks set for an imminent encounter with Sam’s scalpel. In any case, he is under the impression that his name is ‘Dog’.

Sam is currently dissecting a rodent splayed out and pinned on a board. A large mouse? A small rat? Hard to tell when they are inside-out. Balty inspects his son’s sketchbook and appreciates the precision of the full-page picture. The twins always surprise him, but 1678 is a man’s world and this father dreams mainly of his son’s future. He privately wishes Betty would take a little more interest in becoming charming and a little less interest in giving him improving advice.

Betty and Sam are close, but she has got used to doing without her brother for much of the past year. Sam has been in London, living the rich life in his godfather’s grand household and busy Navy Office, and he has come back changed as if time moves faster up there. He has put on much more age than just that single year, but he has still not quite caught up with his twin sister. They are both clever but she has more wisdom.

Their mother thinks everything moves faster in London. Esther feels unfairly exiled to this dull coast. Towns are circular in her mind, so Deal is only half a town, the other half being salt water. Despite that, she would be happy to stay here if only Balty is allowed to stay here too.

The barrel surrenders, oysters spraying their saline presence as the lid clatters across the tiled floor. Balty sees her scowl. There is much of his dear, difficult, dead sister in Esther’s face. The big difference is that Elizabeth knew she was pretty and Esther does not. Hard life has worn away her sense of worth. She picks up the lid and snorts. ‘Tell the purser of that scow, the Stavoreen, we get far too many damned oysters,’ she says. ‘The labour of opening them kills any slight pleasure in the swallowing. Good wine would be more welcome next time he passes.’

Balty’s brow creases. Acceptable fees easily become unacceptable bribes when they cross a line, but that line wriggles if you stare too hard. The Stavoreen’s crew list was much nearer reality than that damned collier, but he agrees that a barrel of oysters is not enough. Against that, a dozen of good Bordeaux wine could be too much and leave him vulnerable.

‘You well know how this works. King Charles pays us for part of the service we provide. Those who receive that service quite rightly contribute the other part. Our king is not made of money,’ he says.

‘How do you tell what is right?’ Betty asks.

‘I just… I just… know?’

Sam raises a finger. ‘Father, what does a keg of oysters cost?’

‘A keg? Oysters? Four shillings? Five shillings? It depends I suppose. I’ve never had to buy one.’

‘My godfather’ says Sam, and Balty shudders, knowing that a higher authority is about to be introduced into this difficult debate, ‘has tasted a wondrous Bordeaux wine they call Ho Brian. He says the King’s cellar master paid one guinea a bottle for that wine, ten times the price of lesser wines from fields nearby. In that case I would estimate that more ordinary Bordeaux wine would cost perhaps as much as two shillings? So the proper price for your services might be no more than two or three bottles of the ordinary wine and anything more could be seen as greed?’

‘Well, I…’

‘But he did also say that there has been a very substantial wine harvest in that region for two years now, so it is entirely likely that prices will fall.’ Sam studies his father for a moment. ‘I suppose that doesn’t really matter if, as you claim, you just know.’

‘Sam,’ says Betty sternly, ‘you are focusing on detail. This is about gratitude and obligation, which cannot easily be measured, against bribery and greed on the other hand, which perhaps can. It appears to be a very uncertain business and we can be glad that, as young children, we do not face the hard choices our dear father has to make on our behalf.’

Balty walks out into the navy yard to avoid further questions. His children are getting uncomfortably close to the disquiet that so often plucks at his guts. The simple fact is that he trades favours because that is how the creaking system works. The royal wage bill is close to becoming insupportable. The smaller cogs in the king’s machine are expected to make ends meet by a direct levy on those who need their services, but at Balty’s modest level you get greedy at your own risk. When his ‘brother’ reached high office twenty years earlier, he hoisted Balty a little way up with him but laid down strict rules. Balty tries to observe them and has never grown rich. Somehow, his brother has become very rich indeed.

After twenty deep breaths, he goes back in. Betty and Sam are discussing some detail of mouse anatomy and Esther is frying fish. Tapski is stretched out, motionless. Balty has a brief hope that the dog might be dead, but it farts and immediately wags its tail. This might be a sign of pleasure, but Balty has come to think it is intended to widen the effect of the smell.

A double knock shakes the door. The daily messenger from the London office is bent-backed and twitching from his gallop on the third leg of the long relay. He thrusts a dusty leather satchel into Balty’s hands and accepts its twin, clean and bulging with the Deal muster-master’s reports. Balty watches him go, then ruffles through the contents until he comes to a thick envelope addressed in that distinctive hand. His brother has schooled his office team in copying that writing, counterfeiting the intricate spirals of his signature to save himself time, but this one is the real thing and Balty’s stomach lurches. That indicates a personal message and of late those are usually disturbing.

‘Esther?’ he says and she abandons the fish to come to his side because she still has hopes. They had been promised something much better than Deal before Tangier was first mentioned. She still dares dream of busy Greenwich, with its easy access to the great city itself. When their brother first proffered Africa as a golden chance for enrichment her world fell apart, but they have written to him at length, urging a change of mind. Could this be a reprieve?

Balty gasps in air, breaks the seal, scans the words and stares at them in silence. Esther looks at the sheet. She tries to read the writing but the sheet is shaking in Balty’s hand.

‘Has he listened? Surely he has. He will not send us there.’

‘Not us,’ he says. ‘Not you, not the children. Still only me and still Tangier.’

‘Our brother cannot have read our letter properly. We must write again.’ That word ‘brother’ comforts her as if seven letters can bind him more closely as protector, but her hope trickles away as she reads his face. ‘How can he be so cruel?’

Balty often avoids hard questions but unexpected clarity takes over. ‘Our brother has lined his nest with Tangier money. It pays for his luxuries. He likes to paint his own picture of a heaven on the African coast.’

He knows that Esther’s increasing irritation with him is a disguise for fear, to distract from looming sorrow.

‘We have to face it,’ he says. ‘He is deluded. I am to be sent to hell. No words of ours can change that.’ He sees too late that both the twins are watching and listening.

‘Can we help, papa?’ says Betty quietly.

‘No,’ he says. ‘Oh no… it will work out.’

Samuel has been staring intently at his father, his mouth working with no audible results. Now he speaks. ‘It will certainly be all right as you say, father. It will be better than that. It will be the making of you and…’ he frowns slightly, ‘and the security of our family for many years to come.’

‘What? What did you say?’ Balty connects. ‘Did your godfather teach you that?’

Samuel moves his head, the first half of a shake, veering into a nod, then completing the shake.

‘He did, didn’t he?’

‘He has your interests at heart, papa. He showed me his drawings hanging on his office wall. Tangier is a wonder. There are lines of fine houses and tall foreign trees and strange birds swooping round them. Anyone should be glad to go there. He said so. Quite often.’

‘Those are palm trees’ – he has seen that drawing many times – ‘and the birds are…’ He closes his mouth to swallow the word ‘vultures’. He knows the sand hills in the foreground are soaked in stinking blood. The gracious villas sloping to the sea are crowded dens ruined by drunken soldiers. Balty has talked to many sailors and they all say the same. Stay away from Tangier or say hello to Death.

Betty has her hand on Sam’s shoulder and is squeezing it as she studies her father with worried eyes.

The dog gets up and stumbles towards Balty, wheezing. It sniffs his leg. Once a month it bites him and this might be the day – but instead it dribbles piss on his shoe and lies back down to shrink its tally of remaining breaths. Perhaps it senses he has had enough for one day. More likely it has forgotten what it got up intending to do.





CHAPTER 2

Later that evening, three miles up the coast towards Sandwich, fifteen men are enjoying an unexpected treat. Floating on a tide of free alcohol, they are proud to be the latest recruits to a gallant band ready to face the vicious menace threatening England. Until an hour earlier they hadn’t known there was a vicious menace, but then the word passes from door to door in their tiny village that a stranger has come to the St Crispin Inn. There in the taproom they encounter a holy visitation. Major Martin is old, scarred and talking up a storm while endless mugs of porter and nips of smuggled brandy ensure his listeners hang on every one of his deliberately simple words.

England is in the grip of a virulent contagion spread by truth-twisters and the fever cells are multiplying in the sheltered minds of men such as these. The listeners have no clue that their new hero spends his master’s money in a different inn every night to stoke the national fever. The major carefully explains that he works with Sir Frances Rolle, a Member of Parliament. In their eyes, that makes Sir Frances nearly as important as the king himself and certainly as truthful.

‘I tell you,’ says the major, ‘I saw the villains in the jail. Saw them myself as close as I am to you now. A dozen papists, dressed up to look just like you and me, and do you know what the searchers found hidden in their houses?’ He stares at the nearest man, who nods his head three times, stops himself, shakes it once. ‘Grenadoes,’ says the major, ‘they found grenadoes wrapped up ready and hidden in priests’ robes.’

‘What’s they for?’

‘Fireballs, ready to lob in through your windows and burn you in your beds like they did last time.’ All the men in the taproom nod. They know the papists started the Great Fire of 1666. No question.

‘Those murderers stood there in the dock, shrieking out that a thousand more stand ready to fill their boots,’ says Major Martin. ‘And will the king move against them when they do?’

‘Course he will.’

Wrong answer. The major tries again.

‘Really? Charlie-boy with his Portuguese queen, hissing in his ear? All smells and bells and Latin prayers. She don’t hide her Catholic ways. Enough to muddle any decent man.’

Until this very evening, the lonely village has been beyond the hum of false news spreading from London, so they’re not yet ready to hear ‘royal’ and ‘treason’ in the same sentence. They still remember Charles’s gaily decked-out fleet of ships passing close by, bringing back their young king from his exile and ending the hard and heavy years. They remember the unearthing of the hidden maypoles and the thrilling return of the dancing, the sports, the music and all that had once spelt fun before the puritan clampdown. Wine and beer flowed freely again to wash away the Cromwell years.

‘You’re not saying the king is a bad man?’ asks ploughman Harold. ‘That ain’t right.’

The major considers launching into Charles’s shocking secret deal with King Louis. That works with a town audience, but he judges it’s a step too far for these folk, so he backtracks to where Charles is the victim, not yet the villain. ‘Well now, you spoke a truth there, matey.’ He throws another coin on the counter and the jugs go round again. ‘But that’s the worst part.’

‘Worst part?’

‘When the Romanist assassins murder our very good King Charlie, they’ll put his brother on the throne and we all know what Duke James is like, don’t we?’

They don’t know whether to nod.

‘Our Duke of York is papist through and through, ain’t he? You wouldn’t think they were from the same womb, would you now?’ Major Martin has been schooled in this game, because when you ask the questions just right, one after another, bang, bang, bang, and then you nail on those little confirmations after each one – that’s when your crowd has to start agreeing and agreeing can be baked hard into believing.

‘The duke doesn’t hide it, does he? Right? You remember all the years he commanded our navy, our precious wooden walls to keep out King Louis’s Catholic armies? Can’t forget that, can you? God’s truth, you men can see the Frenchy coast from here on a clear day. Packed with soldiers, ships all ready. Waiting for the word to set sail and slaughter us. And…’ He turns slowly around with one finger raised and looks into their eyes, one after another. ‘And if Duke James has his way, he would send our ships far away on some nonsense mission and those Frenchies would be over here already. That’s what papist Jamie wants. Have you forgotten what happened last time we had a papist on the throne? Good men’s flesh sizzled.’

His words carve out a deep slice of silence. They don’t know much history and one hundred and twenty years is a long time, but four generations of parents have used that story as a threat to unruly children – the bonfires of the Terror, fuelled by the blazing fat of fourteen score good Protestants lashed to their stakes. They know about Bloody Mary’s bonfires and no, they don’t want those back, thank you.

This tavern is on the very edge of England. No political pamphlets reach it yet, but lurid words of printed threat and hatred are now on their way. The locals sense the ripples of the fear running just under England’s skin. Rumours with the solidity of a vicious ghost are dripping down from the heights where powerful men prepare. They whisper that hidden Catholic assassins sharpen their stilettos, waiting for the signal to hand the country back to the pope. Duke James? He’s in there with the assassins.

An elderly shepherd is stirred to prove he is up there with this craggy hero. ‘We’ll hunt them. That Frenchy in Deal, we can start with him.’

‘Saint Michael?’ says the tavern owner, who has seen a bit more of life. ‘He’s a Huguenot. That’s French for Protestant. Louis bin killing ‘em off. That’s why there’s thousands come over here. They hate Louis.’

The major frowns. ’That will be Monsieur Balthasar St Michel,’ he says, deliberately pronouncing it the French way and savouring their frowns. ‘He may say he’s a Protestant but we know he’s a Jesuit. They’re taught to lie for their church so they get to heaven quicker. Am I right? I am, aren’t I? And we know the Jesuits are plotting against us, don’t we?’

‘You’ve heard of him then?’ says the tavern owner.

‘Oh yes,’ says the major, ‘he matters.’ He invests in more jugs of ale and by the time those jugs are dry they have come to loathe Balty as much as they fear the French.

The old shepherd Samson and his son Nazareth stagger away when the liquor runs dry, primed to see devils in the dark, their heads full of fire and daggers. Their eyes dart one way and another as the path twists, the moon edging clouds to spread silver on scattered water. Ghosts coalesce when fright is planted, as a stake in a stream builds a dam of floating foliage. Terror stops the son first. His father’s eyes follow his shaking finger and their guts churn at the dim outlines of countless men filling the field in ranks to its far curve and beyond towards the sea. More clouds speed across the moon, giving only glimpses of the disciplined ranks facing them. English soldiers would not need to be silent and secret. These lurkers can only be King Louis’s men, the midnight vanguard of the French king’s move to put the pope back in charge of England’s souls.

They duck below the hedge in mortal fear until the old man’s knees force them to crawl away, then they hobble towards the town to find anyone who might know what to do. It takes time to rouse the defence force, so the Sandwich militia, three dozen ill-prepared men, arrive at the hedge two hours before dawn. They have moved as fast as they can because they are nearly as scared of the veteran soldier in charge of them as they are of invaders.

The moon has set and they creep along the hedgerow sensing only the outlines of the enemy ranks. Taking up positions on a whispered command, they know they are doomed. The three musketeers aim towards the field, though one of the three weapons rarely produces anything more than a flash in the pan. The other men hold pikes in shaking hands. The old soldier is behind them with a drawn sword so they can’t run before the battle starts.

It is breathless deadlock until the sun bounces its first flash off the clouds from below the eastern horizon and glints on mounds of turnips lined in ranks across the field. The militia shout their relief. The turnips stay silent. They are English turnips to the core and not about to murder anyone except by choking.

Very much later, when the months of madness have dried to a dark stain on the fabric of history, historians will explain how the terror was fanned from old embers. They will struggle to capture the scale of the national hysteria. What made an entire country terrified by turnips in the dark? A gunpowder keg of a plot, that’s what, planted by political interests at the same time as those turnips.

It takes three to make gunpowder. Saltpetre feeds rapid ignition, sulphur organizes the explosion, and charcoal provides the carbon to fuel it. In the England of 1678, sulphur and saltpetre are embodied in two ruthless politicians whose different aims chance to overlap. They need angry people for their charcoal and that fuel is everywhere you look in London thanks to the events of twelve years back, when Thomas Faryner forgot to quench the ovens where he baked ships’ biscuits and set the whole city on fire. All that was left of fourteen thousand homes was the charcoal from half a million oak beams.

Until the fire, the ramshackle timber houses ever crept upwards, jettied out at the top, often close enough to step across a street from window to window. Sunlight struggled to reach the ground where a foetid mesh of alleys linked the stinking underworld. The old city’s crowded complications imposed rough and ready rules to keep life going, but the fire pried the raucous citizens out of their ruts. A dozen years later, charcoal is still heaped in piles between new-builds made from safer brick and stone. The destabilized city has shed those old rules and it is now ripe for violent realignment.





CHAPTER 3

October 18th, 1678

The tavern absurdly called The Good Woman stands on the edge of Deal beach where the narrow street, known as Goat’s Jig Lane, heads up hill from the sea. The lane is home to rather less good women. The tavern is the closest drinking place to the navy yard and Balty often uses it when he needs to think – and today he has to think very hard, because this is the day he will demonstrate his new invention. He plans to invite the highest-ranking officers from the nearby ships to observe it. He is almost confident they will be impressed enough to spread the word and he is writing his ‘brother’ a letter describing the difference his invention will make to the safety of ships out there in the Downs, but only so long as he can remain in England to take the project further.

Esther has sent Betty and Sam to help him. She knows what can happen when Balty writes any important letter. His pen gets drunk on ink and dances to flowery excess. The children are sitting at the next table. Sam is reading a book. Betty is studying a pamphlet from a small pile on the chair by the door. They are all the same – single rough-edged oblong sheets of lumpy paper, printed in harsh gothic letters, an unexpected new arrival. Mary washes mugs behind the serving bar. Her only other customers are two fishermen over there in the window that looks out towards all the masts. Betty frowns at the pamphlet. She doesn’t want to ask her brother but she needs to know. ‘Sam?’

‘Yes?’ He is concentrating hard and his voice sounds as if it has answered without telling him. They started the day with a minor dispute about the past history of the Stuart royal line and it clearly still rankles.

‘Do you know what recusant means?’

He looks up, frowning. ‘Oh, so now you need help from your older brother, do you?’

‘Older by seven shrieks and a howl, as mama says. Are we still squabbling, twin?’

‘You admit that I know things you don’t?’ Sam trades on his months up in London steered through chosen books from his godfather’s library shelves. That hasn’t stopped. More books sporadically arrive from passing naval vessels. Sam reads them first but does sometimes share them so they can discuss the hard parts.

‘Brother, I wasn’t invited to London. I wish I had been.’

‘But you’re a girl.’ He manages to affront himself with these words and makes a face. ‘Yes, I do know what recusant means.’

She looks down at the pamphlet again and her silence compels him to offer peace. ‘A recusant is a person who disobeys the law by refusing to attend the services of the Church of England – usually because they are members of the Church of Rome.’

‘Does that make them traitors and assassins?’

‘I don’t know,’ he says. ‘Why?’

‘Because this ugly sheet says they are.’

He peers at it. ‘Who wrote that?’

‘Nobody brave enough to sign their name.’ She points at the pile on the chair. ‘Mary said they were left at the door.’

Major Martin’s dawn delivery man had taken care not to be seen. ‘This one is short,’ she says. ‘Shall I read it? “The English hero Titus Oates, recently escaped from the Jesuitical hatcheries of Spain, has given notice of the papist plot to destroy our king and murder true Englishmen in their beds. He has sworn it on oath to Justice Godfrey in London who can be relied upon to ensure that the guilty recusants planning this outrage will soon face justice.” ’

‘Justice Godfrey? Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey? I have met him. He came to my godfather’s house. Twice.’ Sam exaggerates. He did see the famous lawyer being ushered across the hallway into his godfather’s study but at twenty feet’s distance and from behind. ‘My godfather knows him very well. He says the man is a brave hero for all he did in London during the plague…’

A noise from his father stops him. Balty is staring out of the side window towards the narrow lane. The light makes shadow ridges from the wrinkles in his brow and his mouth is open. A fraction of his distress has got out. They both go to his table and see his half-finished appeal to the Navy Office. Betty hopes he will ask for her help quite soon, but Balty listens to Sam more easily than he does to her and the children don’t agree on the subject of Tangier.

‘Sister, it cannot be as you say,’ Sam has insisted. ‘My godfather is in charge of the funding of Tangier port. He sends great sums out there in gold. He says it is an excellent opportunity for our papa to enrich himself and to enjoy a beautiful town with magnificent views over a warm sea.’

‘Has he been there?’

‘You know he has not.’

‘Papa has spoken to seamen whose faces darken when they talk of plagues and snakes and scorpions and attacks from besieging armies and bad water and rotten food and many, many English graves.’

‘Stop it. You are ungrateful. My godfather is thinking of us all.’ He cannot bear to hear the contrary. They both love their father for his humour and bold spirit.

Balty looks up at them now and forces a smile. How simply he loves them. Every other relationship in his life is shadowed by some silent contract. Here in Deal, it all comes down to deals and gratitude is rationed.

Hooves clatter on the road outside and a horse whinnies. Seconds later, the inn’s front door crashes open. A man stands dark against the sunlight, looking around at the surprised fisherman then squinting into the more distant gloom. ‘St Michel?’ he calls.

‘Here,’ calls Balty, jumping to his feet.

‘Most urgent. Direct from Mr Pepys in London.’

‘Wait,’ says Balty. ‘I may need to reply to…’ but the door is already swinging shut and in another moment he hears hooves on the hard road picking up the pace into a gallop and fading away.

‘Great God,’ he says. ‘Something’s happened.’ He takes his knife to the wax seal, shakes the message open and reads it rapidly, once then twice. ‘What?’ he exclaims. ‘How am I supposed to…? How has this…?’ He stops himself. ‘Sam, you must run a message to the signal tower. I will write it quickly.’

‘Say it to me,’ Betty says. ‘I will write it neatly for you.’ She knows how her father’s thoughts fly apart when ink meets paper, even when he is calm, and at this moment there is no trace of calm left in him.

‘Yes, yes.’ He sits down, frowning, and she takes his quill and a sheet of his paper.

‘To the signallers. Hoist immediate signal to all ships, private and navy,’ he says. ‘No ship to depart until further notice. All navy captains to come ashore immediately for orders.’

‘Come where? The navy yard?’

Balty thinks of the discomfort available there and shakes his head. ‘No. Here will serve.’ He calls to the woman at the bar. ‘Mary, I need this room for the rest of the morning. Two hours maybe. The navy will pay.’

Mary looks around the nearly empty room and smiles. ‘All yours,’ she says and calls to the fishermen who are waiting for a different tide, or for the wind to change, or more likely for a refill of their mugs. ‘You heard the man. The navy needs me. Off you go.’

Balty looks at Betty. ‘Have you got it?’

‘Yes.’ She waves it in the air to dry the ink and hands it to Sam. The signal tower is not far along the beach and she keeps her question until he gets back. ‘What has just happened, father?’

‘An important man has been murdered in London and his killer is seeking to escape across the sea.’

‘What man?’

‘A man of the law. You won’t have heard of him. Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey.’

Both children gasp. Betty hands the pamphlet to her father. ‘We were talking about him,’ she says. ‘Sam saw him in London. Read this.’



A mystery is mushrooming. Sir Edmund wakes up in his London house a few days earlier as the first copies of this pamphlet are coming off the laborious iron press close by. He levers his old body off his horsehair mattress, dresses and goes out into a damp morning. He is seen walking in the fields north of Oxford Street, then misses a luncheon appointment and is not back home when evening comes. The alarming story that he is missing spreads rapidly across the city – which is odd, because Sir Edmund’s daily perambulations normally escape comment. Days, weeks and months usually pass without Londoners giving his movements a thought.

Sir Edmund Berry Godfrey had achieved lasting fame during the Great Plague thirteen years before. As the lethal disease surged across the city, killing one person in every five, he worked day and night to organize the isolation of the sick and to arrest looters when fellow officials fled to safer places. However, Godfrey has recently been in contact with a brand-new plague of the mind, not of the body, and the pamphlet tells the truth. Godfrey has taken down the sworn testimony of the moon-faced ex-Jesuit Titus Oates, who has laid out all he claims to know of the papist plot to murder the king.

Five days after he goes missing, three men discover Godfrey’s corpse in a Primrose Hill ditch, strangled then run through by his own sword. Wax has been spilt on his clothes. Clearly assassins holding ritual papist candles have taken revenge because he has helped Oates to expose the plot.

‘Children,’ says Balty, ‘you can be proud. My brother, your uncle Mr Pepys, is taking swift action to find the killers.’

He reads out the message from London. After the terse instruction to freeze shipping movements and search the ships in the Downs, it says Balty should brief commanders that a suspect boarded a vessel at Gravesend in the Thames estuary. The ship may be waiting in the Downs for a fair wind and the fugitive may contrive to change ships. A reward of no less than £500 is offered for his capture.

Betty and Sam had once asked their father how Uncle Samuel came to be so important. Balty did not mention the detailed diaries Pepys had kept for a decade for the simple reason that he, along with everyone else, knew nothing at all of their secret existence. ‘He is a very clever man,’ Balty told them. ‘Smart as a jackdaw and as organized as a queen bee.’

‘But he’s not an admiral, is he?’ Sam had said.

‘No… but he was right-hand man to the king’s brother James, the Lord High Admiral. Then Duke James got sent away for all his Catholic stuff and your godfather stepped into the breach as Secretary of the Navy. Been doing it ever since and to great effect.’

Now Balty puts aside his half-completed letter. The tavern’s spyglass shows him the first longboats heading his way from the anchored men o’war and he knows he must delay the spectacle he had hoped to demonstrate to some of these same officers later in the day.

Betty looks at him closely and sees signs of disquiet. ‘What’s wrong, papa?’

‘I may not enjoy this,’ he says. ‘Captains are proud men.’

‘And?’

‘And they don’t all like receiving orders from such as me.’

‘But those are your brother’s orders, not yours.’

‘This is a moment when some may resent the connection, my child. Now, both of you, go away until the captains leave. Can you first give Ezra a message. He may be in the yard.’

‘No, father,’ says Sam. ‘He and his men are working up the hill at the launch house. He told me so.’

‘Ah! Good for Ezra. Then warn him we may have to postpone our experiment until later in the day and to be ready for my word.’

When they leave he looks out to sea again. The longboats are making slow progress into a westerly wind and a big swell. He reckons he has at least fifteen minutes to wait for the first arrivals and his mind floats back to the great invention which might yet save him from Tangier. Balty believes he has inherited his father’s inventive mind.

Alexandre le Marchant, le Seigneur de St Michel, recently dead, turned Protestant at the age of twenty-one and was thrown off the family estate in France, drenched by a bucket of holy water and prodded by the muzzle of Balty’s irate grandfather’s musket. For a month, Alexandre somehow found employment as court wood-carver to Princess Henrietta Maria when she crossed the Channel to marry England’s first King Charles. It took the new queen that time to realize he was neither a good wood-carver nor a good Catholic. Marooned in England, he lived on his wits by inventing things. His device for stopping smoking chimneys brought in a modest income, but other ideas never made it beyond the drawings. Balty is giving one of those a second chance as one half of the great idea that might just save him from Tangier. It is his father’s design for a trolley for launching heavy boats over rough beaches. The other half of the great idea is also borrowed, this time from something Balty once saw at the Goulet de Brest narrows in Brittany, the treacherous passage where a turning tide endangers ships leaving or entering the great French harbour. It was a rowing gig kept in its own special house at the top of a long ramp leading right down into the water, ready for launch at any state of those tides to rescue others in trouble or rush a commander out to his warship. Balty watched the gig race down the ramp on greased cow-hides and had been deeply impressed. Ezra is the giant Cornish bosun of a wrecked frigate’s crew, left with Balty for the past month, waiting for a new ship. They became an instant nightmare at the hands of Deal’s whores and innkeepers, so he has been keeping them busy turning his idea into reality.

The navy owns a tall, semi-derelict store up in the town. Ezra’s men have built a steep ramp down from the top floor, aiming straight down the narrow length of Goat’s Jig Lane towards the shingle beach. Balty assigns a redundant navy gig – a battered heavyweight, thirty feet long and planked with iron-hard elm. It has been hauled up Ezra’s ramp and tethered by chains in the top floor of the old store. Needing a suitable trolley for its wild ride down the lane and across the shingle to the sea, Balty borrows his father’s idea. Carriage wheels wouldn’t cope for a second but Alexandre’s invention uses willow. Balty dragoons basket-makers into weaving bulging willow rings for his trolley wheels. Ezra’s team is waiting up there now to close the street and set the gig free at his command. The residents of the lane are in no position to complain. They depend on the averted eye of the naval authorities and mid-morning is their quietest time.

The first arrivals interrupt his thoughts and Mary provides them with drinks. As ever, in Balty’s experience, the commanders divide into two groups – the inward starched sort, there by divine right of birth and wealth and the others, the outward facing, more dependable men who put their task first and their comfort second. He knows which ones he prefers. Today he is lucky. It splits one-third, two-thirds, and the majority listen attentively to him as he explains what Mr Pepys has told him.

‘Gentlemen, you are required to look for a burly man…’

‘Required?’ interrupts a captain of the first sort who is also a marquis. ‘You require us?’

Balty holds his tongue in check. ‘I simply relate the instructions from the Secretary of the Navy.’

‘Ah yes, him. Secretary for the time being,’ says the marquis, but others shake their heads and young Captain Elliot winks at Balty from the front row of chairs.

‘To continue, he is said to have a cast to one eye. Thick eyebrows. Perhaps forty years of age with a military look and rough skin to his face, an out-of-doors complexion.’

‘Does this man have a name?’ asks Captain Elliot.

‘It would seem he uses several names. He may have a campaign coat with him, trimmed with a brown fur collar, and two ornate pistols with silver curlicues on their grips. He is said to be highly resourceful and adept at escaping. He joined a ship called Assistance, aided by a captain sent to help him escape, but he may have transferred to another.’

‘We had better get busy,’ says Captain Avey from the back row, currently senior commander of the Channel Fleet. ‘As soon as the searches are complete, we will set a patrol in mid-Channel as the wind is set to change.’

‘Chances are he’s already past us and gone,’ says the marquis, and Balty reluctantly finds he agrees.

They return to their ships and the twins come back. ‘Ezra awaits your command, father,’ says Sam.

‘That may have to be another day. We will see.’

Balty goes back to his letter to London for half an hour by the chiming of a distant church bell as the inn starts to get busy. He wants the children with him for the trial run because they will enjoy the spectacle. Ideally, it would be witnessed by a pair of captains, or even an admiral should there be one handy. That would ensure they take note up in London. Should he test it out today or wait for a better moment? A smile spreads across his face in anticipation and then he turns at a sudden noise behind him and someone throws a mug of ale straight into his face.

For a moment, he can’t see, let alone work out how to deal with such smelly, soaking aggression, but his children are across it. He blinks away the beer to see them busy at the back window, checking the yard beyond. ‘This way, papa,’ Sam says firmly. ‘Right now.’

He looks back to see the bruised face of the collier’s bosun who is waving a club at the head of a small crowd swarming through the tavern towards him, then he is pulled through the open window by his children. Shouts burst out behind him.

‘Run to the boathouse,’ he yells. He knows they are faster than him. ‘Bring Ezra and his men, quickly now’ – but they are already racing up Goat’s Jig Lane.

Balty makes the big mistake of glancing back. A dozen men have fanned out into the lane. His lead cosh will be no match for what’s coming at him. His gaze fixes on them for a moment too long and he stumbles in the gutter, sharp pain stabbing his right ankle. Limping as fast as he can, he looks far up the lane towards the boathouse doors. Salvation? Only if the children bring the sailors in time. Are the sailors up there even on his side? Has he upset any of them? Yes of course he has, Ezra himself, but at least they got drunk together afterwards. He has to risk another quick glance behind and sees he is losing ground, but his pursuers are bunched up behind the collier’s bosun, who is built for killing but not for speed.

For a moment, it might still be all right, but then it clearly won’t be as he feels something in his damaged ankle give way. He finds a little more speed with a painful hopping motion, but they will soon be on him and there is no sign of help from the boathouse. Then something ahead changes. Both doors are opening at the top of the building. Shapes move high up there in the darkness around the tethered gig and he sees small figures which must be the twins. The bow of the gig emerges into daylight and as it starts to tilt downward on to the ramp a stentorian voice from up there bellows, ‘Ouvrez une porte.’

The accent is horrible but Balty understands. The crowd chasing him do not. The door of the first house he tries is bolted. The second opens so easily that he sprawls into a dark hallway. The whore the sailors call Haystacks stands there with nothing better to do than wait for the next man. She grins and her two arms wrap around him in the pungent gloom.

Screeches erupt from the street outside, overlaid by a rising, creaking rumble. He battles to the open front door, towing her behind him as the noise increases to a roar, overlaid by yells of terror. He stops just in time as the great length of the heavy gig sweeps past, swaying on its trolley, its wooden sides scraping against the houses, spraying splinters and shavings as he lurches back. Craning out to peer after it, he sees the boat careering on down, deflected off the cottage walls from one side of the narrow lane to the other. The shouts turn to thuds and screams and the runaway boat bounces to a halt at the edge of the shingle, leaving prostrate bodies strewn across the cobbles behind it.

Ezra and his sailors are hot on its heels and puzzled drinkers are coming out of the tavern, baffled by the carnage. Balty limps slowly down to join them.

‘That did it, sir,’ gasps the giant. ‘What a show! They’re the business, your two. Little Sam – he comes yelling at us to open the doors and he knocks out the shackle to let the gig go. Your pretty Betty, she sees you in trouble and starts shouting those Frenchie words at you.’

‘But that wasn’t her.’

‘Oh no, no, sir. Her lungs being too much on the small side, she hands over the shouting to me. Me speaking French? Oover oon port. What about that? It was so you would get out the way and they wouldn’t – not speaking French. Eh?’

‘Yes, I think I understand, Ezra.’

They inspect the result. The colliers’ bosun will never pick another fight, nor will three of his shipmates, but others are stirring and clutching at their injuries. Two of the prostrate men are not from the collier’s crew. They wear shepherds’ smocks.

‘We’ll fix this, sir,’ says Ezra. ‘You sit yourself down.’

The sailors separate the living and the dead and drag them all down the beach to a longboat. Balty sits on a bollard, resting his ankle, and watches them pull out towards the ships anchored in the Downs. A small hand tucks into his and Betty is standing there with Sam next to her.

‘Your trolley works quite well, papa,’ Sam says, ‘though I believe its directional guidance is not ideal. The friction of its encounters with the walls slowed it too much for it to cross the beach. Guiding timbers nailed to the house frontages and painted with tallow might make for a better result.’ He paused. ‘But one might also suppose that it lost necessary momentum when it collided with all these men.’

‘Samuel,’ says Balty slowly. ‘Samuel and Betty. I know you have saved me just now, so it might seem ungrateful to point out that in saving me you appear to have done away with quite a number of those who were after me. There is a commandment specifically against that, I recall.’

Betty and Samuel look at each other. ‘You forget yourself, pater,’ says Sam. ‘We are after all only eleven and a half years old, therefore any reasonable person would conclude that we could not possibly have foreseen the consequences when I chanced to trip over the release lever on the cordage restraining the chock at the top of the ramp. No mere child could be held responsible for so unfortunate an action, nor his sister.’ He shades his eyes and stares out towards the Goodwins. ‘Besides, I think Ezra is a man to be relied on and I did promise them all a drink at your expense when they return.’

‘I did not agree to that,’ says Betty and cuffs her brother gently.

Sam looks smug. ‘Now, come pater and order yourself a glass of malmsey wine and I will take a sip of it to see if I have developed the taste for it yet.’

He does, indeed he takes five sips, carefully spaced out, and then opens his notebook. He appears to Balty to be noting down the changes he observes in himself as a result and takes his own pulse every now and then, counting silently, though his lips move with the numbers. Betty refuses malmsey and stares out to sea in silence, following the progress of the longboat and moving her lips in what may be a prayer but is more probably a decision.

Ezra’s sailors come back after two more glasses of malmsey have passed and Balty makes sure they are rewarded with the best barrel of the hopped beer that the tavern owner has aged for three whole weeks.

‘They’re all safely back on board, sir,’ Ezra reports.

‘All? Even the dead ones?’

‘Oh I don’t think you’ll find there were any dead ones, sir. The collier skipper seems to think you’ll sign his final muster list without arguing just this once. There might be some real ghosts on it this time.’

‘I shall sign it,’ says Balty. ‘Did I see two shepherds?’

‘They’ll be heading to pastures new. On our way to the collier we rowed by the old Portland, in sore need of more hands after the press left her short. Next mooring for her is the far-off Bermoothes. I gather there’ll be some sheep towards Sandwich needing a new owner should we need supplies.’ Ezra hands him a pamphlet. ‘It was lying in the road with the bodies,’ he says. ‘I would read it to you if I had the trick.’

This one was headed ‘Good Protestants to Arms Whilst There is Still Breath in Your Body.’ It tells of poison-smeared stilettos, of ten thousand trained foreigners ready to cut out the livers of sleeping Englishmen, awaiting only the instruction from the devil in Rome and his tame king in France to go into action. It tells honest Englishmen how to recognize assassins by their accent, clothing or unusual names. It details the precise techniques they will use to slice through the neck and slit the stomach.

Betty frowns. ‘Papa, people know you are French by the way you speak,’ she says. ‘But sometimes you sound more French and sometimes less.’

‘Do I?’

Betty weighs her words. ‘You choose to put yourself in danger, papa. This cannot be a wise approach. Even our family name shows us to be French.’

‘Of course it does.’

‘But your friend André Le Prieur is now Andrew Pryor and nobody calls him a fucking Frenchie.’

‘Betty…’

‘I am simply reporting what the man said before he threw his beer at you, papa.’

‘But child, your grandfather was Alexandre Marchant, le Seigneur of our great estate of St Michel. You think we should forget his pride in that title?’

‘If we had, your ankle would be unharmed and those men would still be breathing. Should you perhaps consider tempering that pride with caution in these dangerous times? I would enjoy becoming Betty Merchant if it stopped men trying to kill you.’

His face betrays the depth of his discomfort, so she waves the pamphlet in the air to change the subject. ‘Tell me, papa,’ she says, ‘have all these Catholic assassins actually killed anybody yet?’





CHAPTER 4

London – ten weeks earlier

These pamphlets may not yet have gone far beyond London, but they are spreading through the capital at extraordinary speed. That is all because of a social network created by a recent arrival in England – not a lethal foreign assassin, but the kernel of a small fruit. The great Mr Pepys has shown his favoured godson the evidence of this during Sam’s stay in London and Sam so enjoys Pepys’s style of passing on his knowledge that he strives to copy it from then on.

‘I understand the fruit to be cultivated in the mountains of the Yemen,’ Mr Pepys tells him. ‘It is known in those parts as kavhé and its hard seeds are shipped through the port of Mokha to the Turkish Ottoman Empire and thence to Venice, then on north, east and west to many lands where their flavour, rich and bitter, joins with their remarkable effect on the physical and mental sensations of those who imbibe them to inspire a very dedicated following. On arrival here in England, they first came to Oxford and then rapidly spawned kavhé houses throughout this, our city of London, though the English tongue has transmuted kahvé to this word coffee and they will insist on describing the seeds as beans, which must surely be held to be entirely incorrect.’

Many of these coffee houses are no more than coffee shacks, built to hold a crowded dozen standing, but some develop higher aspirations. One such has appeared where Chancery Lane meets Fleet Street, a substantial place built by a flame-haired Bristol man with a business head on ambitious shoulders. Sniffing the air, he scents a ready market in these buzzing zealots and realigns his coffee house to suit angry people of a radical persuasion. This catches on very fast and coffee becomes the fuel for both sides of the new political divide, but mostly for those on the side of extreme change.

As an open Tory royalist, Mr Pepys would never be welcome in this one, but had he taken his godson to see it just a few weeks before Godfrey’s murder, they might have witnessed a remarkable event. On that day, the place is packed, cheap tables rocking as new arrivals push through the crowd. The prices scrawled in chalk on a hanging blackboard have been partly rubbed off on the shoulders of those shoving past. It doesn’t really matter. The price and quality of the coffee aren’t critical. The strong scent of trouble in the air is driving the customers towards the comfort of like-minded folk. The coffee buzz fans their fears as they concoct still more trouble. Three men have jumped the queue that day to snatch a table, but no one argues because two of them have a tough ex-military look. The third is a large man, mostly silent, who keeps a scarf wrapped round the lower half of his face. He reeks of wealth and power.

The first of the tough guys is well known. He is John Wildman, a Roundhead officer in the civil war and a trouble-maker all his long life. Don’t be fooled by the half-closed eyes. Wildman only feels alive when he is plotting something. The second tough guy is less likely to be recognized. He has a rough complexion, thick eyebrows and a slight cast to one eye so you can’t be sure if he’s looking at you or at his assassin coming up behind you. You can’t be sure of much else about him either. His life story is very fluid. He is here to be assessed.

‘Colonel Scott,’ says Wildman, ‘you have a chequered reputation.’

‘Chequered?’ The voice sounds amused and annoyed in equal parts.

‘You are truly a colonel?’ The hunching of Wildman’s shoulders says his fist is only just behind his words.

‘Major Wildman,’ says the newcomer. ‘I know your rank so do not question mine, sir, which was earned in hard combat in the Americas. Do you know Barbados?’

‘A little.’

Scott seamlessly changes tack. ‘And do you also know the island of St Kitts?’ It is nearly three hundred miles from Barbados to St Kitts by way of Martinique and Montserrat but he guesses Wildman may not know that.

‘No, I do not.’

‘It was there I reached my rank fighting the French and Dutch. I went on to advise King Charles’s forces in the taking of New Amsterdam.’

Wildman
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