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CHAPTER ONE

Fourteen-year-old Clive Sinclair walked slowly back to his house. He stood outside the front door but could not shake off his puzzlement. As usual, the view of the waves lapping at the height of the summer tide, ten yards from the bottom of the garden calmed him. He took a deep breath and made his way to his father’s study.

James Sinclair, the local doctor was seated by the table and measuring distances from a map of Northern France. He glanced at the base of the map and muttered, “Seventeen forty-six, so this map is therefore thirty years out of date. Surely, we can do better than that.”

He noticed Clive poking his head round the door.

“What’s the problem, son, you look quite upset?”

“Dad, why won’t the women of the village speak to me? I met about ten of them on the high road. They were all grubbing about at the base of the wild bushes. I asked them what they were looking for and no one took any notice of me. They wouldn’t tell me anything. Noone spoke at all. It was as if they were plotting something nasty.”

James smiled. “Never you mind, Clive. You might find out later tonight. Wait until after midnight and make your way quietly down to the quay. There will be plenty of starlight.”

The village women were at last satisfied with their bundles of greenery they had collected. They conferred and agreed to walk to the road junction well outside the village where the London Road joined the road to the moor. They carefully spread the greenery to cover ten yards from side to side of the road. They silently viewed their handiwork and walked back to the village.

In the early hours of the next morning from the direction of the London Road came three powerful horses ridden by smartly dressed armed men. They approached the tiny barrier of fresh greenery and stopped.

The leader of the little group dismounted and examined the unusual presentation. “Seems all right to me, carry on, ride over it.”

But the horses had other ideas. They sniffed the greenery and ate a few leaves. Then they lay down and carried on eating the leaves which were acting in a dramatic fashion. Within five minutes the horses were out cold, leaving their riders stranded.

The leader shrugged his shoulders. “It’s a clear warm evening, we might as well sleep with the horses. I expect they will wake up tomorrow. I’ve tasted these leaves and I feel happy to join them. We’ll deal with the village in the morning.”

Past midnight and Clive knocked on the door of his parent’s bedroom but there was no immediate response. After a few minutes, James came to the door and whispered to Clive.

“Go down to the quay, you will find plenty of people there. They could do with your help, and you might learn a thing or two.”

“Are you coming, Dad?”

“No! not a good idea for the village doctor to be directly involved with smuggling. Go on! Take the heavy gloves.”

Clive made his way to the quay. There was plenty of starlight with only a few scudding clouds. The area of the quay was silent with ten men waiting while a substantial fishing boat was slowly rowed to the landing stage. Only a single dim light was visible. Two men slid a broad plank to the deck of the boat and disappeared into the below-deck to re-appear quickly carrying heavy barrels which they dumped in front of Clive.

“Look after those, son. Thanks for coming to join us. We need all the hands we can get.”

“Can I help? I’m quite strong and I’ve got leather gloves.”

Two of the men whispered to the others, who appeared as if from nowhere. They approached Clive.

“You must be about the same size as the captain’s son, young Sam Walters. Any good at loading donkeys?”

“I know Sam, we go running together. Please! I would like to help.”

“It’s dangerous, mind!”

Sam came up from the lower deck and spoke to the two doubting men. “Clive will be fine, you’ll see; bring the donkeys. One barrel on each side. No more, or they won’t make it over the hill. Clive, you’re stuck with us ‘till tomorrow at dawn.”

“Welcome to the village ruffians, that’s what we call ourselves. Sam says you are the doctor’s son. That’s fine, he’s a good man. Here, take this one back to James, he likes a drop.” Clive was handed a tiny barrel which, on shaking, smelt good enough to make him dizzy.

With the boat now much higher in the water, it was slipped away to be taken to its usual mooring. Meanwhile the donkeys were loaded and the trek to the hideout on the moor began. Hours later, Clive returned home with his mind buzzing with excitement. He slept well.

“So, are you happy now you realise what the women of the village were about?” “Oh yes, what a clever trick. How many years have they done that, and who was it who thought of it first?”

“You’re mother! She is, indeed, a clever woman.”

“Then she should be able to tell me what is the funny language that was spoken by two men who were helping to unload the barrels from the boat.”

“I expect they were Dutch. Walters often sails to The United Provinces and picks up a couple of sailors. The Dutch go all over the known World, especially the Far East to pick up spices. Interesting language, you should have a try to learn it. Come to think of it, I could ask Walters to take you on his next sailing. You could stay with his friends in Amsterdam. Then after a few months you could be fetched back and start your medical studies at the new Middlesex Hospital. If you are still set on that long road. Remember, I shan’t be upset if you want to change your mind.”

“I want to be two things. Dad. I want to follow you in the practice here, in Teignmouth. But I also want to do something more dangerous, like being a spy?”

“In that case, you will need to be a better swordsman and spend a few months in The United Provinces to learn Dutch. It is becoming as much a worldwide language as English, Portuguese, and Spanish. You already know those two, so you shouldn’t find it too difficult. Have a word with Sam and see if his father will take you over.

“I’m sure he will agree to take you and bring you back after a few months. A bit of advice. When you are there learn, and practice, everything you can about the language. Learn all the slang words, rude words and anything that will make you invisible. That is the ideal way for gaining information. Until now, this ‘information’,” he scratched the side of his nose, “was in the hands of naval captains. So, the delays could be disastrous. Out of communication for months at a time often led to attacks on ships of friendly nations. Most governments would not admit to using spies, but they certainly have their uses.”




CHAPTER TWO

Dear Dad,

Sam says he will bring this letter to our house. When we arrived in the United Provinces, Sam took me to his uncle’s house where I am very comfortable. I have been here a month now and enjoyed every moment. The daily work in the chandlers’ shop is interesting and keeps me busy and talking to everyone. Most of the workers speak perfect English but they are trying very hard to teach me Dutch. I find it a guttural language, but I am mastering it slowly.

The chandlers is actually called The Ship Chandlers Warehouse in the Geldersekade. But I think the street is Uilenburger Straat. It has the most wonderful showroom filled with ropes, sails, and a huge variety of interesting foods for use on long voyages. It was started by the Vinke family back in 1632 and has been growing ever since. They are now importing timber from Scandinavia and tobacco from Sumatra. I have been promised a job helping them build their own ship to match up with the ten ships of the Oostzee Company who are also trying to double their fleet: useful information, perhaps! Just add a few guns, and they could be fighting ships.

I have met quite a few important people, or, at least, those who consider themselves to be important. I even tried to be involved in their political discussions. But the political intrigues are widespread, and you realise you must learn quickly not to trust anyone, especially if they offer you money. Don’t worry, nobody has offered me money, not yet!

We, the English people here, have a good man called Harris who seems to have some political power. But the French, especially a man called Vérac, the Prussians and many others, including a devious Russian are all squabbling like badly-behaved children. The locals don’t help. A group called the Patriots make quite a stink if something happens that they don’t approve of. And they spend ages trying to upset the Stadtholder who is weak. He is the sort-of generally accepted leader of most of the states, a sort-of overall town mayor.

It is all very interesting and stuffed full of petty little secrets. I am enjoying it all and very grateful for my time here.

Love to you both. I do hope and pray that mother’s illness resolves quickly.

Clive.




CHAPTER THREE

It was a lovely evening in the summer of 1792. The sun was setting in a haze of red and gold, throwing the shadow of the Ness into sharp relief. Doctor Clive Sinclair stood at his window, looked across the lawn and the hedge beyond. A yawl slipped quietly down the Teign river with the tide. The voices of the crew came faintly across the water, and the gulls swooped to and for. All was pure innocence. But he was lonely after his wife had died. It was the same illness that killed his mother, and, later, his father. Started with a cough to be followed by increasing weakness to the end. Both Clive and his parents had only managed to have one child. Both lonely children knew what it was like to be alone.

Where was the yawl heading? Somewhere exciting? What a hope! Finding the cracks that allow us to do what we want, rescue survivors of the recent tyranny in France, perhaps a little smuggling on the side.

The doctor meditated. Life had served him strangely from the time when his father had suggested a medical career. So much was going on in the world that seemed more interesting, and he had to admit that he was a dilettante, with a taste for intrigue and political manoeuvre. Teignmouth was the ideal spot to observe the World, while at the same time to observe from afar; not to be an integral part of the political scene. He was quite happy with Mr Pitt, the prime minister, but most of the other politicians made him angry as many of them were not interested in the little nuggets of information Clive was able to glean with the help of his ability to speak in many languages.

It had all begun with the affair at Leyden where he had studied for a year after leaving the Middlesex Hospital. The King of Prussia had a finger in every pie, and by a strange chance Sinclair had found one of these. Digesting the pie was another matter and took a while. Finally, a carefully worded message to London had been of service to the government and he had been thanked on his return to England. A bonus was to be absorbed into the new secret organisation. The Prussians and Russians had had their way and Poland had suffered, but the background information had been valuable, nevertheless. One thing had led to another and now his practice was a small one, he was grateful for the additional moderate income which he kept away from prying eyes in a secret drawer.

Clive Sinclair had a way with languages. German and excellent French came easily, and, thanks to his time in the United Provinces, he was fluent in Dutch. These languages had served him well in his profession when his medical training brought him into contact with immigrants in the great port of London. They were also to be invaluable in later life, dealing with more secretive things. His bookshelves were a strange medley. As a Devon man he knew well Baker’s book on endemial colic, describing the work of Pulteney of Blandford, and a copy of his Enquiry into the method of Inoculating Smallpox. He had a copy of Lavoisier on La Nature du Principe, and Voltaire on the times of Louis XIV. There were many others, some dusty and neglected, and others seemingly fresh and much loved. He wondered what his old tutors would think of it all. Many a day had he spent in Mr Crookshank’s school of anatomy in Great Windmill Street or seated at the feet of Mr Fordyce of Thomas’s. The time had not exactly been wasted, but perhaps it could have been better spent. It was only too easy to become side-tracked into studying out of date or useless remedies.

Nothing ever stood still in medicine, or in the world of politics. Efforts had been made to improve the health of London. Many noisome and stinking pools had been filled in and the streets were cleaner. Drunkenness still abounded, but the agues and asthenic congestions or defluxions were more common. Bandy-legged children were less often seen, as tight swaddling was more rarely done.

In 1783, the American war was over, and England was now licking her wounds. It had been brought home to us that our failure was strongly related to the poor activity of our navy. Now, Europe was restless, and across the water there were rumours of trouble. It could scarcely be otherwise, he thought, but he hoped England would not be involved. We were weak on land from the wastage of sickness in garrisons overseas. Even with the slippery treaties with the Hanoverians and Hessians there was little to spare.

A military friend had told him of new ideas since the days of Minden and Fontenoy. The Americans had taught us much, particularly as to how to conduct battle plans under unusual circumstances. Some thought that the Prussians would be hard pressed in the backwoods. Others did not share this view, and his friend in Leyden, Von Tautz, spoke with awe of the manoeuvres he had seen, in which ten thousand horse had formed line from column in three minutes. But Clive knew an officer who had been in America who had not been impressed by this. In his view, good drill had its value in the open spaces, but in the backwoods concealment and rapid accurate fire were vital. The officer had trained his men to fire five rounds a minute, but that was of little use if you are unable to see the enemy.

The doctor turned from the window and went back to his seat by the table. Somehow that evening he felt a little sad. He picked up a framed painting of a lovely girl. She was dressed in bright flowery clothes and was holding the hand of a small boy. It was now five years since his wife had died, and though the work he did both for his remaining patients, and the country he served, had helped to heal the wound he had thought mortal, it had not been easy. But for the care of his son there would have seemed no point in much that he did. He slowly unrolled a map and spread it out before him, holding down the end by a pewter plate in which there were some apples and nuts.

The day was failing fast, and he used his tinder box to light two candles before continuing his task. The map was of large size and covered the northern provinces of France and the coast from Ushant to Dunkirk. He began to measure distances from one point to another, making entries in a book from time to time. As he continued, he became more and more absorbed. Outside, the noises from the river front became less frequent and the hoot of an owl presaged the coming of night.

He was suddenly interrupted by a knock on the door, which was repeated. He opened it a little to see his servant before him in the passage, white with agitation.

“Sir, sir, a foreign gentleman is in the hall! He keeps on saying he must see you immediately.”

“Very good, Edwards, ask him to be seated for a moment.” He shut the door, hurried to the little table, rapidly rolled up the map before putting it in the bureau and slipped his notebook into a pocket. He then opened the door and called for his servant to show the visitor in.

A tall man with erect carriage, a full wig and an air of distinction and authority came into the room. “Permit me, Sir, to introduce myself. I am the Marquis de Rousillac, on a visit to your country from France. But for a misadventure I would not have disturbed you, a stranger. Please be calm, there is no need for anxiety, but a slight accident has happened.”

“My boy!” said the doctor immediately, “he told me he was going out for a walk. Has he had an accident?”

“Yes, Sir, to my regret, but nothing grave, I assure you. My coachman was turning into a narrow lane not far from the town and your son was playing with some other boys. He was struck by a horse’s hoof but is already recovering at the inn where my daughter and I have rooms.”

“I will come immediately,” said the doctor. “Permit me to introduce myself, though doubtless you know my name. I am Doctor Sinclair, formerly of the Middlesex Hospital and of Leyden. Possibly you know the Low Countries. Leyden has an excellent medical school; I would strongly recommend it. I understand the French medical schools are suffering much political interference. I am a licentiate of the Royal College of Physicians. I am so sorry, I talk too much. Let me see what there is that needs my help. Hopefully, there will only be minor injuries.”

The doctor took from a cupboard some bandages, salves and cooling lotions and slipped them into a bag. The two gentlemen then left, and in a few minutes, they had walked to the inn which was in the main street of the town. The doctor had time to note the elegant apparel of his companion, the fine lace on his sleeve and an exquisite signet ring. He was evidently a person of quality, as shown by every phrase and gesture. Together they were a fine pair, for the doctor’s high colour and intelligent features were well set off by a mass of hair now slowly turning white, a dark green velvet coat and breeches, socks, and buckled shoes. His tricorne hat set a little to one side gave him a jaunty air. As they went down the street some passers-by touched their caps.

They entered the inn and a dark-haired girl of about twelve years ran forward and spoke rapidly to the Marquis in French.

“Papa, the little English boy is better. I have given him some milk and I think he liked it.”

To the surprise of the Marquis, the doctor thanked her in fluent French and the young girl flushed.

“I feel sure my son is in your good hands and I am grateful indeed.”

The Marquis now exclaimed: “This is my daughter, Mademoiselle de la Roche. Marcelle, this is Doctor Sinclair.”

The landlord came forward to escort them and they were conducted to a small room containing table and chairs and a couch on which lay a boy with bandaged head. As they entered, he turned and smiled despite the shock from which he appeared to be suffering. Doctor Sinclair felt his pulse and then removed the bandage. To his relief there was nothing more serious than a contusion in the frontal area to which he applied a salve he had brought with him, He was glad to hear that there had been no loss of consciousness, nor effusion of blood. In a few days, the boy would be recovered, and bleeding seemed unnecessary. It would be wise to let him rest for a time to observe whether any complications developed, though such were improbable. He explained the situation to the Marquis, who then suggested that they should all dine together at the inn. The doctor thanked him, and while the meal was being prepared, they sat by the table. From time to time, Marcelle looked anxiously at the patient while the gentlemen conversed in French.

“May I inquire, Sir, if this is your first visit to England?”

“Indeed, no. I have visited London and taken the waters at Bath. In my younger days I travelled a great deal. I have read English authors in translation and have been interested in your philosophers and your writers in chemistry and electricity. I have not followed the tradition of my family by becoming a soldier, nor has my son, who is more of a scholar than am I. Yet, to be frank with you, the inventions and discoveries of the age give me little feeling of comfort. The finest intellects in France, and among them are many of the aristocracy, are extremely disturbed. Generally, it is notable that the pressure of public opinion, much which was dissolute is now condemned, particularly the work of Crébillon. But you may well know there are more serious matters which receive little attention. Forgive me, Sir, if I venture to talk so freely to you of matters which you may find uninteresting.”

“Indeed, they interest my very much,” replied Sinclair. “You are aware that I have travelled in your country to some extent, though I know the United Provinces better. I have also taken an interest in chemistry, electricity, and enquiries into the state of matter. I am not now active in my profession, but I saw lately a description of the alphabet for the deaf and dumb as recently invented in France, and I know the excellent progress in the care of the blind for which we are indebted to Haüy, your countryman. I have read of some of these matters in the London Medical Journal.”

“Yes,” said the Marquis, “there is no doubt that France is making progress in those arts and sciences which help the afflicted, but unfortunately there is also a dark side. There is so much poverty and distress; there are so many who are desperate, homeless, and struggling under impossible conditions. The war in America cost us enormous sums which are not likely to be repaid. Despite this state of affairs, there is great waste and extravagance and much, I regret to say, by persons of my own station in life. In a small way I have endeavoured to ease the lot of those living on my estate. Despite the size of my château, I live simply, as I have little interest in Paris or what goes on there. I do not think many in my position are willing to do what should appear necessary. Many things are resented; the corvée; the tax on corn, the excessive number of officers; the freedom from taxation enjoyed by the notables, including the clergy. I speak without bias, although I am a Protestant.”

“What you have said is of great interest indeed”, replied the doctor. “We also have had to borrow money for the wars, taxation is heavier than before, and many articles have become costly or difficult to obtain. Fortunately, my wants are few, servants cost me about five guineas a year, and land tax a little less. Taxes are levied on many things in common use. From time to time, I can go to Bath or London. I prefer the Castle Inn in the former, but in London I sometimes stay with my sister or at the Black Bull in Bishopsgate, which is not expensive. Sometimes I enjoy a stage play; I have seen Mrs Siddons in Macbeth. She did not use a candle as Mrs Pritchard had done in the sleepwalking scene. I was exquisitely entertained. In some years I have been able to visit Holland or France. I have even been to Spain and Naples through the good offices of friends in this town who trade there. This year I shall probably stay at home. A good friend had asked me to go to France with him, probably to Normandy, but I shall decline.”

Their conversation was interrupted when the landlord brought the meal. The Marquis had his own wine, and the injured boy was permitted to take a little wine with water. Sinclair had considered the use of the electuary of opium.

“He would like the sweetness of the honey,” said Sinclair, “but the wine would do as well, although not as sweet.”

As the gentlemen ate, Marcelle sat by the couch. She asked her father the boy’s name and made some attempt to pronounce ‘John’. Her efforts made everybody laugh.

“It would give me great pleasure to receive you as my guest in France”, said the Marquis. “If you cannot indeed make the journey, be assured that any friend of yours would be equally welcome.”

“I trust, Sir,” said Doctor Sinclair, “that you have no feeling of hostility to England after the late war. I feel sure that, for our part, certainly, regarding the policy of Mr Pitt, we desire to live in friendship with your country once more. Our condition is difficult, but not desperate, though the three-per-cents have fallen very much. We hope to benefit by trade with France, which should be advantageous to both countries.”

“1 am with you with all my heart,” said his companion. “By means of trade we may hope to heal the wounds of war. Mr Pitt has been in my country and many who met him were attracted by his frank and open address.”

“That is good news,” said the doctor. “Did Mr Pitt visit your neighbourhood, or did you merely hear of his reception in Paris?”

“He was not in my part of the country,” said the Marquis, “I had news of him through friends who were travelling at the same time. My home is not far from the Seine, and about halfway between Vernon and Evreux. Do you know the district?”

“No,” said Sinclair, “I have possibly passed nearby at some time, but I will not say that I know it. Perhaps one day I may have the pleasure of visiting your home? If I may be permitted a question – is it not unusual for French noblemen to visit this part of England? I have no doubt that your arrival will have caused some stir in the town. I suppose you have come through Exeter. I fear the roads are bad indeed, even at this season of the year.”

“I brought my coach from London,” said the Marquis. “At Andover I turned left to Salisbury and thus through Sherborne and Chard to Exeter. No doubt it is unusual for foreigners to travel as I have done. Though we have first met this evening, I feel that I would like to tell you more of my intentions; if it were not tedious, I would so far presume on your kindness and ask you to advise me in a matter that causes me excessive anxiety.”

The Marquis took a deep breath. “Possibly I am somewhat distraught. I was obliged to shoot a highwayman near Knightsbridge as we were quitting London, and, though he deserved it, ‘twas mighty unpleasant.”

Sinclair had the impression that something else had contributed to the state of stress which the Marquis described. His work in the hospitals had given him a second sense which stood him in good stead in judging the healthy as well as the sick. No doubt, he surmised, his companion would prefer another occasion to discuss his troubles. And he could understand that the accident to his son, though fortunately not grave, had made matters worse. He therefore suggested that when the meal was finished the boy would be well enough to be taken home. Possibly the Marquis would wish to stay in the town for a time and they would have further opportunities for discussion.

He explained his feelings on the matter, and the Marquis at once declared that he was attracted by the countryside, the river, and the town, in which he intended to stay for several days. An hour later, having finished their wine, the gentlemen separated with expressions of mutual esteem, and the doctor and his son walked up the street by the clear light of the moon.

After putting the boy to bed, Doctor Sinclair then instructed Edwards to bring candles and, when he was alone, he again took out the map he had put in the bureau and began to study it afresh, especially the area between Havre and Paris. After a while he found Vernon, and, to the west of it, Evreux. He took measurements from these and again made some entries in his notebook before retiring to bed, hiding the map as before.

Early the next morning, after Sinclair had breakfasted, he was told that the Marquis had called and wished to enquire about his son’s condition. The Marquis was relieved to hear that Sinclair’s son was now fully recovered and was already about the house.

Sinclair found the Marquis reading a book from his library. “Ah! I am interested in old military history. While you carry on reading, I have asked Edwards to produce some refreshment. Then later we can walk down to the quay. The day is fine and I can introduce you to some of my friends.”

“‘Tis strange to think that your nation and mine, which have need of one another in many ways, have fought so often,” continued the doctor. “Many ships and mariners sailed from here to Calais over four hundred years ago. Twice has this town been sacked by the French, yet we bear you little ill will.”

“Yes,” said the Marquis, “are we not indebted to you, and you to us for many things? The advances of learning in one country have benefited the other. You learn from Lavoisier, and we from Watt and Locke. Your books interest me, though physic and anatomy are mysteries; it is evident that in these sciences also your country has learned from mine on occasion. To change the conversation for a moment, might I suggest that as the day is fine, we might make an excursion together. It would give me an opportunity to discuss certain anxieties which weigh somewhat heavily upon me. As a physician you will be aware that if the mind is oppressed and certain heaviness of the body may follow. I feel the need for some exercise; if you are of equal mind.”

“Delighted, my dear Sir,” said the doctor. “Would it not be agreeable if we went up Haldon – the hill behind the town? We can take the horses and my man will bring the victuals later. In this manner we may refresh body and mind. Doubtless your daughter and my son could accompany us. Should such agree with your sentiment in the matter.”

Details of the outing were quickly settled as they drank tea, and early in the afternoon, Marcelle riding behind her father and John on his own horse, they left the town and began to climb the hill. Looking back, they could see St Michael’s standing above the houses, the boats and ships in the harbour, and the river passing out of sight behind Ash Hill. In an hour they had come to a clearing between two woods, from which they could enjoy good views to north and south. This was the spot chosen for the picnic. The boy and girl went off together while their fathers secured the horses and then sat at their ease in the shade of a tree to resume their discussion of the morning.

“I will be frank with you my friend,” the Marquis said. “I am worried about my country, my family and the peace of Europe. The trouble in the Low Countries is not over, although the Republicans count on the support of France. If the Stadholder is supported by other countries an immediate conflict is unlikely. But no man can feel at ease when the most advanced ideas are propounded by persons who appear blind to the fate they are preparing for themselves. Some of my friends travel extensively, and it is not only in France that men have read Rousseau and Voltaire. As far away as Naples voices are heard against the abuses of the times. Even in your own country, so remote in a sense, there is much poverty. But in no country that I know is there such a contrast between rich and poor as in France. We have thousands of landless men, vagabonds, thieves, and others. Some are in the country, but many are in the towns where they are often found wreaking havoc.”

“Yes,” said Sinclair, “but what can one do to remedy these things if there is no intention to forego privilege, or see the necessity for so doing? Just imagine if the Church, from all its riches, were to give a proportion to the poorest in the land. If, perhaps, they would agree to pay reasonable taxes.” He paused. “On the other hand, if the politicians got hold of the money, the likelihood is that it would be all wasted!”

“That is indeed the real cause for my anxiety,” said the Marquis. “Those who should surrender some of their wealth and pleasure, not only to help the unfortunate, but also to save themselves, do not, indeed, will not, see the necessity for such a surrender. But if I take you even more fully into my confidence, it would be to say this. Neither my son nor I have any liking for the profession of arms. He is a student and so, in a way, am I. It has long been his wish to travel in the East and I am still young enough to accompany him. Many years ago, some of my family went to America and settled there, and I find nothing strange in the idea that I might, perhaps in a year or so, find it agreeable or even necessary to leave my country for a while. To be precise, I had considered that I might like to live in England until France comes to its senses. What do you advise?”

“In many ways your suggestion appears a good one,” the doctor answered. “We have our troubles, but from many things we have been saved by the sea; even though Teignmouth down below us has not escaped the fury of war. In England new ideas are stirring, but you do not see in our countryside such distress as I have sometimes seen in other countries. We have years when the harvest fails, and the new factories have brought much that is evil. But life here is not unpleasant, and we feel secure.”

“My plans have been preparing for some time,” the Marquis resumed. “I have deposited some funds with a merchant in London who is to be trusted. It is my desire to buy a small house and estate in England in which my family might live. France cannot, even if she wishes, sustain another war. But if she has war or no, I have forebodings for the future of my country and, though I am not rich, much may be taken from me. Should we be able to live in England, then a journey to Arabia might not be impossible, or to some place in which my son might pursue his studies of the East. I might later join some relatives in America who still remember me.”

“I have no doubt,” replied Sinclair, “that you would obtain a suitable property at reasonable cost. It may be that you wish to live in the town, but if you prefer the country, and particularly the west, then I might be able to make enquiries on your behalf. There are so many agreeable places round Exeter or, if you like the coast or the moor, you should have no difficulty finding something suitable. As a foreigner you may feel somewhat isolated for a time, but there are some people here and there who have travelled and have good French.”

“It is possible,” said the Marquis, “that my son would wish to continue his studies near some centre of learning, but even if that were his desire I should myself prefer the country. As one who is interested in modern methods of cultivation, I am inclined to make experiments similar to those recently made by your countrymen. In such matters France is far behind England, and we get from the soil much less than it should yield.”

“So, I understand,” said the doctor. “We see progress in the arts and sciences applied to the control of nature. There is a small estate with good land a little south of Newton Abbot, which is not far from here. If you wish to go on to higher land, you should have no difficulty, I think. If you like the moor, then the country round Moretonhampstead would suite you. There, also, you will find some good properties.”

It was arranged that the doctor should make more precise enquiries, and shortly afterwards Edwards arrived with the provisions and the children returned from the woods.

“Papa,” said Marcelle, “Jean has found some birds in a nest and we watched some rabbits playing about the trees. Then we shot at a stick with his catapult, but I do not shoot very well. He knocked it down five times and I could only do it twice. I showed him how to make a cat’s cradle, and I could do it better than him. We had a lovely time in the woods.”

John explained that he could hit a bird with his catapult, but it was not fair to expect girls to do this; however, she had done quite well. She smiled, as the sense if not the words was clear to her. The gentlemen were amused that so quick an understanding had developed between the boy and the girl, despite the difficulty of language.

They partook of their provisions and, in the cool of the evening, rode quietly back to the town where they separated, the Marquis returning with his daughter to the inn.

During the next few days, the friendship which had begun so strangely, quickly ripened. Each man understood the other and appreciated that while both endeavoured to be loyal to his own country, they must, at the same time be a good European. The more he thought about the Marquis, the more did Sinclair think it possible that any service he might render him in finding a home in England might be reciprocated in other ways at a later date. Though he had little doubt of the Marquis’ integrity, it would be wise to make enquiries. He called his man and instructed him to take a note to Captain Sam Walters, who would be found near the harbour in one of his usual haunts.

Some little time after dark the captain was announced. He was a powerfully built man of medium height with jet black hair and an air of immense resolution. It was evident that he and the doctor were old friends. The curtains were drawn and together they spread out again the map of northern France.

“Have you a good man handy?” asked Sinclair. “I want someone to make discreet enquiries in this area,” he pointed to the area between Vernon and Evreux. “Ibelieve that a Marquis de Rousillac lives somewhere near here. I would like to know everything about him that might be useful. His family, his friends, and his opinions. If you can get me information quickly, say in a month, it would be useful to me.”

“Yes,” said Walters, “two men came back last week; one is exhausted, but the other could start tomorrow with the early tide. Josiah is his name, he is an expert at intelligence gathering. I will do as you wish without delay.”

They rolled up the map and put it away before taking rum together. As they chatted the doctor wrote a letter which he put in a sealed envelope before addressing it to Mr James Turpin, The Old Mill Inn, Turnham Green. He called his man and instructed him to saddle a horse at once and take the letter to Exeter for the next mail coach to London. The cost should not exceed a shilling.

As the Marquis opened his window before retiring for the night, he was a little surprised to hear a horseman coming up the street. In the dim light the figure seemed vaguely familiar, but he gave it no further thought and went to bed.

“Another glass, old friend?” suggested Sinclair. “There is a possibility that I might be asking you to take me to the same area. There is so much going on in that area that needs looking into. What do you say to that?”

“I would encourage you to learn about ciphers. Battles and simple manoeuvres have been won and lost because those who had vital information were unable to transfer their knowledge in secret.”

Sinclair laughed. “No time like the present. First lesson, please.”

Walters downed his glass of rum and produced a scruffy notebook. “Let us say that a messenger shows you a piece of paper on which he has written this.”

He started to write a series of capital letters which he handed to Sinclair.
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“Now you must be able to interpret this quickly. It may be a warning; it could even be an urgent instruction. Whatever is the meaning of the message, it would be useful to have some idea
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