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THE MAIN CHARACTERS

 

At the sign of the Rose, Henrietta Street

Catherine Hakesby, formerly Lovett

Brennan, her draughtsman and business partner

Jane Ash, her maid

Pheebs, the porter

Josh, his boy

Infirmary Close, The Savoy

James Marwood, clerk to Lord Arlington, and at the Board of Red Cloth

Margaret and Sam Witherdine, his servants

Whitehall

King Charles II

Lord Arlington, Secretary of State

Lady Arlington, his wife

Joseph Williamson, Under Secretary of State

Monsieur Colbert de Croissy, the French Ambassador

Dudley Gorvin, clerk to my Lord Arlington

Madame des Bordes, the Queen’s Dresser

Mademoiselle Louise de Keroualle, a Maid of Honour to the Queen
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Others

Robert Hadgraft, lawyer and speculator

Grace Hadgraft, his daughter

Mistress Susannah, her cousin, her waiting woman

Monsieur Pharamond, her French tutor

Willoughby Rush, Justice of the Peace and man of affairs

Thomas Ledward, his servant

John Iredale, clerk

Patience Noone, a servant in the house where Iredale lodges

Mr John Banks, a young clergyman of Cambridge

John Evelyn, Esquire, of Sayes Court





CHAPTER ONE

 

THE RAIN HAD stopped at last.

On Snow Hill, the miniature streams ran like watery veins among the setts and stones of the roadway. The open drain overflowed, its stinking contents rushing down to the Fleet River below Holborn Bridge. As the growing light bleached the shadows, the creatures of the night left their shelters and ventured abroad.

A black cat with torn ears and a sagging belly rounded the corner from Snow Hill to Chard Lane. She trickled, fluid as water itself, along the base of a wall on the left-hand side. The wall was seven feet high. She veered into the middle of the lane and turned to face it. She drew back on her hind legs.

With a clatter of claws, she streaked up the wall. She perched on the top, scanning the wilderness on the other side. There was no sign of the watchman’s dog. She jumped down and threaded her way among the weeds.

The cat was too young to remember the old almshouse that had stood here five years earlier before the Fire. Most of the buildings had been demolished to their foundations. Behind them was an irregular rectangle of waste ground where the inhabitants had kept a pig or two and grown vegetables.

In the angle between the waste ground and the almshouse site stood a dilapidated house and its yard surrounded by a wall of brick. The Fire had been capricious or perhaps the wind had changed at the last moment. Whatever the reason, the flames had left the house untouched.

The cat padded warily towards it. There were often scraps of food to be found in the yard – the watchman fed the dog there once a day. It was a clumsy brute whose method of eating scattered fragments of its dinner far and wide.

One of the spoil heaps was close to the house. During the night, the heavy rain had soaked into it, making the debris shift and settle. The cat picked her way across, pausing to defecate near the top.

Afterwards she raised her head and sniffed. Her tail flicked from side to side. She smelled blood. It was very near. And it was fresh blood.

Cat heard the men shouting. Another quarrel? They were worse than children.

Early though it was, she was already in the site office, preparing for the morning’s work. Below her window, the watchman, Ledward, was sweeping the yard after last night’s rain; unusual evidence of industry from him at this hour or indeed any hour.

She laid down her pen and pushed back the stool. The labourers had begun work on the other side of the wall under the nominal control of their foreman. There should have been ten men, but three hadn’t turned up. Since the Fire, there was such a shortage of labourers in London, not just craftsmen, that you could never be sure they wouldn’t be lured away with promises of more money for less work. They should have been shovelling the spoil into barrows and moving it into the waste ground. Instead they were squabbling again.

Unless it was an accident, not a quarrel – the men were clumsy at this hour, still half asleep. If she were unlucky, it would be a fight, though these usually happened after midday, when the ale the men took with their dinner could heat their passions.

Ledward paused in his sweeping as Cat came outside. He ducked his head and knuckled his forehead. ‘Mistress Hakesby.’

‘What’s going on?’

‘God knows. I mind my own business.’

She glanced at him to see if he intended impudence. Ledward looked gravely back with no sign of insolence in his expression. He was broad-shouldered, a long-armed man with black hair streaked with grey. It was hard to tell his age – anything between thirty-five and fifty. His forearms were bare, and there was a long scar running up to his right elbow; it looked like a sword cut that hadn’t healed properly.

He opened the gate in the wall for her. Cat went outside. The men were gathered about the nearest of the spoil heaps. Three were standing on the far side, halfway up its slope, which made them invisible from the waist down. Brennan was below, shouting at them. Her business partner had a light voice, soft and reedy. His words were having no discernible effect.

Cat lifted her skirts and negotiated her way through the mud. One by one, the men fell silent and doffed their hats. Brennan turned to her. He was very pale, and the freckles stood out on his skin like Smyrna raisins in a pudding.

‘They’ve found a body.’

‘Another one?’

‘This one’s different,’ he said. ‘You’ll see.’

The main range of the old almshouse ran parallel to Chard Lane, separated from the roadway by a paved area and a wall. The spoil heaps lay some yards to the rear. The nearest had been piled into the rectangular enclosures made by the former chapel and the cemetery beside it. In the early days of its history, the almshouse buried its own dead.

‘You.’ Cat flicked her finger at the three men still on the heap. ‘Come here.’

She watched them slithering over the rubble. The men had dug up partial skeletons of at least a score of people. They had been buried in their shrouds and nothing else. There had been one exception: a stone coffin containing a complete skeleton, perhaps belonging to the founder or his kin. A crucifix and a rosary had been among the bones, which meant he had been a Papist. The almshouse had been founded long before the Reformation.

‘Pray give me your hand.’

With Brennan’s support, she scrambled over the broken ground without too much loss of dignity.

‘Probably the rain last night,’ Brennan said. ‘Something shifted, something gave way. The ground collapsed.’ His grip tightened on her arm. ‘Have a care. It may not be safe. You never know what’s underneath these places.’

She obeyed; Brennan knew what he was about, and she had come to trust his judgement in such matters. Craning her head, she saw a shallow cavity choked with rubble, broken bricks and charred planks. At one end, a yellowing bone lay among fragments of rotting wood.

‘Not that.’ Brennan pointed. ‘There.’

Cat followed the direction of his finger. She blinked and swallowed. She was looking at a hand, a man’s by the size of it, still with its covering of flesh and skin. The index finger was at an unnatural angle, pointing at Brennan. She made out the calf of a leg nearby with thick black hairs sprouting from waxen skin. Then the curve of a shoulder between them.

‘Can we move those planks?’

Brennan nodded, following her train of thought. He called down to the foreman for a couple of short scaffolding poles and a rake. In two minutes the man had dragged the poles up the heap while the rest of the labourers watched. They were muttering now, their voices growing steadily louder. Left to themselves, Cat thought, they would either sidle off to the alehouse or scrabble in the spoil heap in the hope the dead man had left behind his clothes.

She ordered the youngest labourer, who was little more than a boy, to look sharp and fetch the constable. She set the rest to moving the largest spoil heap to the waste ground. Shovelling rubble into barrows was backbreaking work. It would leave them little time to gossip.

‘This won’t please Mr Hadgraft,’ Brennan muttered when the men were gone.

‘First things first. We’ll talk to him later.’

‘And on top of everything else.’

Cat nodded. She looked at Ledward. The watchman was leaning on his brush in the gateway that led to the site office. She wondered if he had heard.

‘Bar the gates,’ she said. ‘Let no one in until the constable comes.’

‘A body, mistress? Whose?’

‘No one knows.’ She turned back to the white-faced foreman. ‘Lever up those planks. Mr Brennan will do the other side.’

It didn’t take them long to expose what lay beneath. More rubble. More bone fragments. And more glimpses of the body. Brennan raked away more of the debris, exposing the whole length of the corpse.

The man was as naked as the day he had been born. He was lying on his back, his head turned to one side. The dome of his skull was covered by a ragged crop of short dark hair. Head lice had left reddish bumps and scabs behind the one visible ear. There were at least half a dozen stab wounds in the chest, which were rimmed with dried blood. He should have been staring up at them but—

The foreman let out his breath in a long, shuddering sigh and turned away to vomit.

The dead man had no face.




CHAPTER TWO

 

WHEN THE CONSTABLE arrived, he was not alone. He and the foreman’s boy were a few yards behind a small upright man in a disreputable wig, a stained travel coat and a pair of mud-streaked riding boots. He walked briskly towards her, his sword swinging violently to and fro.

‘It’s the justice,’ Brennan murmured. ‘His name’s Rush.’

‘Mr Rush,’ Cat said, curtsying. ‘I wish you good morning, sir.’

He stopped in front of her and made the briefest of bows. ‘Your servant, madam. Who’s in charge?’

‘I am. Mistress Hakesby.’

He frowned, his eyes flicking towards Brennan.

‘My partner,’ Cat said. ‘Mr Brennan.’

‘You may be aware I’m a magistrate. I was with the constable when your message came. What’s this about a body? The boy had some garbled story, but I couldn’t make head nor tail of it.’

‘The rain last night dislodged some rubble.’ Cat gestured toward the spoil heap. ‘It exposed a body.’

‘Found a few bones, eh? Scarcely unusual in a place like this.’

‘These aren’t bones, sir. This is a man. He’s been stabbed. Recently, and many times. And his face …’ Her voice trailed into silence.

‘What about it?’

‘You’d better see for yourself.’

Brennan stepped forward. ‘This way, sir. Mind how you go. The ground’s treacherous.’

‘I can see that.’ Rush threw a glance at the constable. ‘Keep an eye on those men over there.’

He followed in Brennan’s wake, cursing when he stumbled or slipped. He was surprisingly agile for a middle-aged man. He stared down at the body for at least a minute.

He glanced at Cat: ‘Pray send for the watchman here. You have one?’

Ledward came forward from the gateway of the yard, still with the brush in his hand. He pulled off his hat and bobbed his head. ‘That’s me, your honour.’

‘This body can’t have been there long,’ Rush said. ‘No sign of rat bites. Have you seen or heard anything suspicious in the last night or two? Or yesterday?’

‘No, master.’

‘Where do you go at night?’

‘I’ve a mattress in the house over there. Where the office is. But I go round the whole place on the hour, every hour.’

Rush grunted. ‘What about your dog? You must have a dog.’

‘Yes, sir. Though I ain’t seen him today.’

‘Ah. But you did last night?’

‘He was here at nine o’clock. I turned him loose, like I always do. If there’s strangers about, he soon lets me know.’

‘But he usually comes to you when you do your rounds?’

‘Not always, sir. He knows my step.’

Rush dismissed Ledward with a wave of his hand. He turned back to Cat. ‘I know murder when I see it.’

‘You’re not alone in that, sir,’ Cat said.

His complexion darkened still further. ‘You’ll stop the work until the matter is dealt with.’

‘What? You can’t mean—’

‘I mean what I say. No more, no less.’

‘What if we cordon off this area and carry on with the rest of the site? We’re short of time. And every—’

‘Tell your men to pack their tools and leave. I want the whole site cleared and the gates barred.’ He scowled at her. ‘I’ll put in my own watchmen until the matter is resolved according to proper form.’

She hesitated, groping in her mind for an argument he might accept.

Rush tapped his stick on the ground. ‘Are you questioning my authority?’

‘Of course not, sir, but as a magistrate you must be aware that the coroner will—’

‘The coroner?’

‘Yes, sir. The City of London—’

‘No. You are ill-informed.’

‘We’re within the City Bars, sir.’ Cat felt her temper slipping away. ‘Therefore, the—’

‘You mistake me, madam. True, Chard Lane is by Snow Hill, and Snow Hill is in the City as every fool knows. But the Chard almshouse is a liberty. It does not come within the City. The whole site belongs to the Bishop of Ely. He has his own courts, and he will no doubt appoint his own coroner. In the meantime, it’s my duty as the King’s Justice to ensure that the rights and privileges of his lordship are observed in a fitting manner, and according to the laws of the land.’

Cat stared at him. Rush had a small mouth, and at this moment the lips were pressed tightly together. But not for long.

‘Clear the site, madam. The whole site. And do it now.’

Rush allowed them an hour.

The men were sent away. Cat wondered if she would ever see them again. Rush supervised the removal of the body, which was taken away in a cart by the constable’s men. The outer gates to the site were barred and sealed.

Cat extracted one small concession from the magistrate. A variety of building materials was stored in the house they used as a site office and in the walled yard beside it. Some, such as salvaged lead, were of considerable value. There were also tools, drawing slopes and plans. Removing all this would take time. It would also require a waggon to be brought through the main almshouse site.

Moreover, she pointed out, was Mr Rush certain that the site office stood on land within the bishop’s liberty? She understood that her client had acquired it through a separate transaction which had nothing to do with the almshouse trustees. The house might well be under the jurisdiction of the City of London, and therefore the Bishop of Ely and his coroner could have no possible interest in it.

Rush, having got his way in everything that mattered, made a great show of magnanimity and permitted Cat and Brennan to retain the use of the house, on condition that he barred and sealed the gateway from its yard to the main site. They would have to come and go by the narrow alley on the far side of the house, which was a public thoroughfare.

‘And now for Hadgraft?’ Brennan said, as they watched Rush leave with the constable hurrying after him.

Cat grimaced. ‘We can’t put him off any longer.’

‘I’m surprised he ain’t here already.’

Mr Robert Hadgraft lived in a neat, modern house not far from St Andrew’s church in Holborn. The manservant who opened the street door was pink-faced and bright-eyed. He frowned at them as if they were an unwelcome distraction.

‘Mistress Hakesby and Mr Brennan for Mr Hadgraft,’ Cat said. ‘Is your master within?’

Of course he was within. They could hear him shouting upstairs. Hadgraft had a high-pitched voice, and when he raised it in anger it sounded like the buzzing of a small, angry insect.

‘What do you have to say for yourself? Eh? You ungrateful fool!’

Underneath the shouting was another sound: a woman weeping.

The servant put them into a small parlour off the hall and closed the door. Shortly afterwards, Hadgraft’s brisk footsteps pattered down the stairs. He burst into the room and scowled at them. He was a small, narrow-faced man with restless eyes and a prominent Adam’s apple.

‘Well, Mistress Hakesby?’

‘I fear we bring unwelcome news.’

‘What now?’

Cat explained about their discovery this morning, and about Willoughby Rush’s intervention.

‘Rush?’ Hadgraft spat into the empty fireplace. ‘That rogue. Who’s this dead man? How did he get in? And what was Ledward doing while all this was going on?’

‘We don’t know.’ Cat hesitated. ‘Ledward says he heard nothing last night, or the night before. Nothing during the day, either. But as far as we’re concerned, the greatest problem is that Mr Rush has now stopped us working on the entire site.’

‘He can’t do that.’

‘He thinks he can, and we can’t carry on against a magistrate’s orders. Is he right about the land being within the liberty of the Bishop of Ely?’

Hadgraft took a deep breath and reined in his anger. ‘I’m afraid so. It’s a detached fragment of the liberty around Ely House. It was originally an orchard, I think. The bishop granted the land to the founder of the Chard almshouse. But it’s still within the Ely liberty.’ His voice sharpened. ‘I can’t afford more delay. We’ll have winter upon us before we know where we are.’

‘And unless we pay our labourers for doing nothing,’ Cat said, ‘they’ll leave. May I remind you that we have orders in place. We also have masons and other skilled men booked for three weeks’ time. They won’t wait for us. And once the frosts come …’

Hadgraft leant on the table, resting his fists on it as if he needed its support. ‘Rush will know that as well as I do. He’s doing this out of spite.’

Cat stared at the Adam’s apple, which bounced up and down as he swallowed. ‘Perhaps the bishop’s coroner will move quickly. If we’re lucky, we may lose only a day or two.’

‘You don’t know the whole of it,’ Hadgraft said. ‘At the start, before I brought you in, Rush was to be my partner in the affair. He was to bear half the cost of it all. He would invest in the rebuilding of the almshouse and together we would reap the benefit when we developed the waste ground at the back. But he changed his mind at the last moment, when it was too late for me to turn back, too late to find another backer, and now he does everything he can to hinder me.’ The movements of the Adam’s apple became frantic. ‘I carry the entire load myself.’

Including, Cat thought, the bills that she and Brennan would soon present. Which included the payments they had already made on Hadgraft’s behalf, as well as the materials they had already ordered for him.

Brennan cleared his throat. ‘Could Mr Rush be persuaded to change his mind, sir? Perhaps if you were to suggest an alteration to the terms of your previous arrangement with him?’

‘The last time I saw him,’ Hadgraft snapped, ‘he told me that he hoped he’d see me rotting in hell. What do you think?’

‘Strange,’ Cat said as she and Brennan were walking away from Hadgraft’s house. ‘He wasn’t really curious about the murder itself. It was all about Rush.’

Brennan was pursuing another line of thought. ‘Do you think Hadgraft has already had to borrow heavily? To make up for the loss of Rush’s investment?’

‘I don’t know. He’s rich, but we don’t know how rich.’

‘But – I know it’s unlikely – but if he were declared a bankrupt …’

‘Then we’d be liable for what we’ve ordered on his behalf. As well as losing what he owes us for the work we’ve done so far. I’m sure Hadgraft knows that as well as we do.’

They walked in silence for a few minutes. Cat had known Brennan for nearly six years. He was an excellent and conscientious draughtsman, though their relationship had not always been easy. But he had made it possible for her to continue the business after her husband’s death – at the start, some clients refused to deal with a woman; though as her reputation spread, that problem was diminishing. He was an effective site manager too, as long as Cat took the major decisions.

Last autumn Brennan had married the daughter of a pastry cook in St Martin’s Lane. He still looked like a mangy fox but now he was a fatter and more cheerful one. It was as if his wife had transferred some of her own surplus plumpness to her husband, as well as her surprisingly substantial dowry. The dowry was the reason that Brennan was now Cat’s partner rather than merely her employee. He had bought into the business, which resolved their previous problems with debt at a stroke. But if Hadgraft went under, he would be even harder hit than she would.

‘There was a woman crying upstairs,’ he said suddenly. ‘Did you hear? Hadgraft’s daughter?’

‘He usually dotes on her.’

‘I wonder why she was crying then.’

‘How should I know?’

Perhaps, Cat was thinking, Rush had been acting outside his authority. She knew nothing about him apart from the fact he was a magistrate and had money at his command for a substantial investment. There might be a way of putting pressure on him.

Brennan glanced at Cat as they walked. ‘Have you seen the daughter? I have. She’s a beauty.’ He might be married, but he still had an eye for a pretty face. ‘Very accomplished, too,’ he went on. ‘They say she’s even got a French tutor. That can’t come cheap, can it? If Hadgraft’s really so rich, his daughter will have money enough to marry anyone she wants, even if she weren’t a beauty. And she is. So what’s she got to cry about?’

‘If we try hard enough,’ Cat said, ‘we can all find something to cry about. But I don’t understand why Rush is making everything so difficult for Hadgraft.’

‘But he is. That’s all that matters.’

Cat shook her head. ‘There must be a reason. And perhaps that’s also why he withdrew his investment.’

They reached the site office. Brennan unlocked the door. ‘We need someone who can make interest for us, don’t we? Someone with a bit of influence. It’s the only way to make Rush see sense. Otherwise we’re at his mercy.’

She said nothing. He was right. She knew what he was going to say next, and she didn’t want to hear it. But he said it anyway.

Brennan opened the door and stood aside for her to precede him. ‘What about asking if Mr Marwood can do something for us?’

Cat and Brennan spent the rest of the day in supervising the closure of the almshouse site and ordering affairs at the house. After the labourers had gone, they locked up the site office and walked to the hackney stand by Holborn Bridge. With some misgivings, Cat left Ledward in the house as watchman. He had given her no reason to mistrust him, and there was too much of value to leave the place unguarded.

The coach dropped Brennan in St Martin’s Lane – he was living in the house of his parents-in-law at present – and went on to Henrietta Street. The Drawing Office was on the top floor at the sign of the Rose, with Cat’s private lodgings on the floor beneath.

The porter, Pheebs, let her in. She barely acknowledged his greeting. Suddenly weary, she climbed the stairs slowly, pausing at each landing.

Unless Rush changed his mind, their only other options were to go to law and try to force him to relent, which would take time and money, or to find someone with influence who could put immediate pressure on him to relax his restrictions.

Brennan had a point. Marwood was the obvious person to approach. He was employed as a confidential clerk at Whitehall and he knew many people at court. No doubt some of them owed him favours. Best of all, he worked directly for Lord Arlington, the principal Secretary of State and the most powerful man in the country after the King. If he would only speak on their behalf to my lord, then the matter might be resolved in their favour in a few hours.

The trouble was, Cat didn’t want to speak to James Marwood. Not if it was to ask for his help. There was too much between them already, too many favours asked and granted on both sides, too many words unsaid, too much that was still unsettled.

Cat’s maid, Jane Ash, was waiting to take her mistress’s cloak and hat and remove her pattens, which were caked with mud after the rain. There was a fire burning in the parlour, and a pan of water warming on the hob. Since her mother’s death, the girl slept in the closet off the bedchamber. She was so thin and insubstantial that she made little impression on the space she occupied. To tell the truth, Cat was glad of her company.

‘There’s a letter, mistress. Shall I bring it?’

Another cursed bill. ‘Not now.’

Cat went into the bedchamber to change into slippers. When she came to open the letter later in the evening, she realized at once that it wasn’t a bill simply from the quality of the paper. She broke the seal and unfolded the letter, releasing a faint perfume, richly floral with an underlying hint of musk.

Ma chère Madame …

The letter was from Madame des Bordes, whom Cat had met the previous year in France when she was working on a commission for the Duchess of Orleans, the sister of King Charles. Madame des Bordes had been the princess’s femme de chambre and one of her most trusted confidantes. She was a kind woman, vastly knowledgeable about fashion, and she and Cat had become friendly. After the death of his sister, the King had offered her ladies a home in England. Madame des Bordes had taken up the offer and was now Queen Catherine’s dresser.

… and it seems an age since I have seen you. Would it amuse you to come here one evening? It would give me so much pleasure to see you. Her Majesty is in Suffolk, but there is always an assembly here, though in her absence it will be smaller than usual. I think you would find much to interest you in the new fashions, particularly the shoes. We have had two deliveries from Paris in the past week alone. If the weather is clement, we might walk on the terrace. Friday would suit me best …

Cat threw down the letter. She could hear Jane brushing the mud from her cloak on the landing. ‘Bring me pen and ink,’ she called. ‘And my slope.’

But when she had her writing materials in front of her, she sat motionless, pen in hand, for over a minute. At last she dipped the pen in the ink and began to write:

Dear Mr Marwood …

She stopped. She frowned at the three words. She drew a thick black line through them. But they were still legible. After a moment’s consideration she drew a second line through them, and then a third and a fourth, until there was nothing to be seen on the paper but a glistening puddle of black ink.




CHAPTER THREE

 

THERE WAS DANCING. There were cards. There was flirting, discreet but unmistakable. But the Queen was away with the King on their Progress through Suffolk and Norfolk. As a consequence, there was a lacklustre quality to the evening’s entertainments. Almost everyone who mattered was with the court, and the court was with the King.

Since Louise was a maid of honour, her place would usually have been with the Queen. But she was still weak from a fever contracted over the summer, and the Queen had commanded her to stay at Whitehall to mend her health. Perhaps the Queen had another reason for wanting Louise to stay in London: to keep her away from the King.

That evening she felt better, and her maid had told her that the Duke of Buckingham was paying a short visit to London before returning to Newmarket. She went downstairs and played at ombre, losing more than she could afford at the turn of a single card. She also took more wine than was altogether wise. But the Duke failed to appear.

At last, when Louise was folding her fan before rising to leave, he arrived in the doorway, causing a brief hush in the drawing room. He paused as if to admire the effect he had had. He was a tall man, magnificently dressed, with a golden periwig and a bloated face dominated by a nose like an axe blade. She felt a stab of anxiety, mixed with a stubbornly irrational hope. She stood up and made her way towards him.

‘Mademoiselle,’ he said in French, ‘you look enchanting. If the angels catch sight of you, they will whisk you up to heaven to join them.’

‘Your Grace is too kind,’ Louise said, curtsying to him. She didn’t trust him, but the Duke of Buckingham was too influential to antagonize, and too rich. Also, he had agreed to do her a favour.

‘I see you were leaving the card table,’ he said. ‘Did fortune smile?’

She stared up at his face and widened her eyes. She knew he would like that. Men were such fools. ‘Not as much as I would have liked.’ She paused. ‘Have you news?’

‘I’ve ensured the first steps are taken, mademoiselle. You need have no fear. This little irritation will be removed.’

‘The irritations, sir. There are two.’

‘You mustn’t trouble yourself.’ He smiled down at her. He had a wide red mouth with strong yellow teeth. Fleshy jowls hung below his jaw. When he smiled, he looked like a yawning mastiff past its prime. ‘Everything’s in train.’

‘Pray, sir – don’t let there be any unpleasantness.’

He smiled and wished her good night. At the doorway, Louise glanced over her shoulder. The Duke was now talking to Monsieur Colbert de Croissy, the French ambassador. Both men saw her looking at them. They bowed in her direction and resumed their conversation.

Madame des Bordes, the Queen’s dresser, followed her from the room and caught up with her in the passage. The two women knew each other well, for they had both served Madame, the late Duchess of Orleans, before they came to England at the invitation of her brother the King. He had generously offered to take his sister’s ladies into his wife’s household. What the Queen thought of this arrangement was anyone’s guess.

‘I saw you talking with the Duke, my dear. I thought you disliked him after the inconvenience he caused you at Dieppe.’

‘One must be polite,’ Louise said. ‘Goodnight.’

‘Have a care – his word is not to be trusted. As you know.’

They went their separate ways at the end of the passage. Louise climbed the stairs leading to the apartments of the maids of honour. Her head hurt. She was uneasily aware that Madame des Bordes might be right. The Duke of Buckingham was not to be trusted. But she had to trust him. Because she had no one else now.

Cat slept badly, her mind pursuing a troubled course among the jumbled memories of the day. The dead man’s face haunted her dreams by its absence rather than its presence, which somehow made it worse. She feared that when she opened her eyes she would see again the bloody mass of flesh and bone, the featureless lump of bungled butchery that had once been a man. The face that was not a face.

She spent the first part of Tuesday morning in the Drawing Office, making a schedule of overdue bills and writing polite but firm letters to their debtors. In her darker moments, she thought that her work was now more about trying to control the ebb and flow of money than about designing buildings and overseeing their construction. Her letter to Marwood was still on the table, tucked between the leaves of Fréart’s Parallèle de l’architecture antique et de la moderne.

She heard women’s voices below, and then footsteps mounting the stairs to the Drawing Office. There was a tap on the door, so unassertive as to be the next best thing to a scratch. The wraithlike figure of Jane Ash slipped into the room.

‘Your pardon, mistress. If you please, Margaret’s below.’

Talk of the devil. Margaret Witherdine was Marwood’s servant. She acted unofficially as Jane’s instructor in matters of housekeeping, general conduct and indeed life itself. She called at Henrietta Street at least once a week. Cat and Marwood were perfectly aware of the arrangement, though neither was supposed to know about it.

Cat reined back her impatience. ‘Yes?’

‘She brought up a parcel for you from Mr Brennan. Pheebs was taking it in when she arrived. She said I should give it to you.’

Cat beckoned, and Jane approached with a small package wrapped in the coarse paper they used for crayon sketches. It was tied with string and addressed to her. Cat knew what it was as soon as she felt the outlines of the contents.

She sent Jane away and tore off the paper. Inside was a man’s shoe for the left foot, tapering and square-toed. It was shabby and stained, but she knew at once that it had cost someone a good deal of money: this had been made for a gentleman.

There was a note in Brennan’s small, neat handwriting tucked inside. The foreman found this by the spoil heap where the body was and left it in my office yesterday.

The workmanship was excellent, probably French. Madame des Bordes would know. The leather must have been extraordinarily supple when it was new, though now it was wrinkled and stiff, spattered with mud and dust. The interior had been lined with silk, but there wasn’t much left. The heel was low. Originally the flaps had been secured with two ribbons. Only one was left, grubby and frayed. It was missing a tassel from one end.

Cat turned the shoe over. The stitching was coming undone near the toe. There was a hole in the sole, and the heel had worn completely away on one side.

It was only then that the practicalities of the murder took shape for her. Killing the man must have been the easy part. The pattern of the stab wounds suggested that it had been done in a frenzy. Afterwards, though, the murderer had destroyed the face and stripped the body of its clothes and possessions, presumably to hinder identification. Not easy to do in the dark or at twilight. Next, he had dragged the body to the spoil heap and concealed it in a place where it might have remained undiscovered for weeks.

Had this murder been planned? How many people had been involved in its execution?

In the parlour below, Margaret laughed, the sound travelling up through the floorboards.

Cat glanced at the letter to Marwood. Margaret’s arrival was a sign, a nudge from Providence.

Carrying both the letter and the shoe, Cat went downstairs, making very little sound in her slippers. Sharp smells wafted up the stairs and made her wrinkle her nose. Both servants were on their knees just inside the parlour door.

‘Two parts vinegar to one part lemon juice,’ Margaret was saying. ‘If the quantities are amiss, the stain will go deeper. And you must remember to add a—’

Cat caught them unawares. The two servants scrambled to their feet. Margaret was a sturdy woman with black hair and a square red face. Beside her, Jane looked like a child.

‘It’s this floorboard, mistress. Jane here happened to ask me how to—’

Cat cut her off. ‘Is your master at home?’

‘He will be this evening. He wants to talk to me and Sam about something.’

‘I want to talk to him myself,’ Cat said, and the words sounded awkward and misshapen as she spoke them, liable to misinterpretation, as words so often were.

‘Nothing easier. Shall I ask him to call, or will—’

‘No. That’s to say, I’ve changed my mind.’ Flustered, Cat went into the parlour. She screwed up the letter and tossed it into the fire. In the flurry of the moment, she contrived to drop the shoe.

Margaret stooped for it. A ball of paper was left behind on the floor. Jane picked it up.

Cat held out her hand. The paper must have been stuffed into the toe of the shoe. She unfolded it and found a scrap torn diagonally from the corner of a larger sheet. Written on it in a sprawling hand were four and a half words.

… arage Swan by Holborn Bridge.

A cock on his own dunghill, the innkeeper poked his chin in the air and surveyed them with lordly condescension.

‘Ah – you mean old Ma Farage?’ He was a small man who bounced on his toes to make himself look taller. ‘Why didn’t you say?’

Brennan flushed. ‘Because—’

‘Yes, sir,’ Cat said. ‘I fear I didn’t hear the name clearly.’

‘It’s the house over there. She holds it by yearly lease from me.’ The innkeeper pointed his stick towards the north side of the yard. ‘See? Beyond the coaches. Looking for lodgings, are you?’

‘Yes. For a friend from the country.’

‘Well, she might find room if your friend can pay. You can’t miss her. Face like a frog. Croak!’

He laughed at his own wit and strutted away to welcome a party come by the Oxford road.

Cat touched Brennan’s arm. She had taken a hackney up to Chard Lane as soon as Margaret left. In the site office, she had surprised her partner eating an enormous venison pie, the work of his doting wife. One of the advantages of living at a pastry cook’s establishment was that you had your own oven on the premises.

She explained her reason for coming while Brennan finished his dinner. He made it clear from his manner that he thought her plan was a waste of time.

‘If we just sit here waiting for something to happen,’ Cat had said finally, ‘we’ll lose much more time than this. If we go to the Swan, there’s a chance we might find something.’

‘There’s more than a chance that we’ll lose an afternoon’s work.’

But Brennan had come, all the same. They negotiated the crowd in the yard and reached Mistress Farage’s door. Their knock was answered by a servant, a big-boned woman with a smear of soot on her cheek.

‘Mistress is out,’ she said. ‘Won’t be back till this evening. If you’re looking for lodgings—’

‘We’re not,’ Cat said. ‘We are looking for a man who may live here.’

‘Why? Owes you money?’

‘No, the reverse. To repay a debt, a tavern bill for this gentleman.’ She gestured towards Brennan, who was now looking confused. ‘The trouble is, he didn’t catch his name, only the address.’

The maid considered her. Cat took out her purse.

‘Four men here at present.’

Cat took out a ha’penny.

‘Mr Fisher, Mr Iredale, Mr Bickerstaff and Mr Jones.’

‘The man we want is perhaps thirty years of age.’ Cat summoned up the unpleasant memory of the white body with the stab wounds in the chest. ‘Or five or ten years older at most.’

‘Mr Fisher’s got white hair. Mr Bickerstaff’s away in the country.’

The servant held out her palm for the ha’penny.

‘Is Mr Jones or Mr Iredale within?’

The maid said nothing until she had the ha’penny in her hand. Then: ‘No. But it must be one of them. You can leave the money here. If you like.’

‘I think not,’ Cat said.

The woman retreated into the house and shut the door in their faces.

There was a husky chuckle at Cat’s elbow. She turned to see an old man sitting on a mounting block outside the neighbouring house and smoking a short pipe.

‘That’s Patience Noone for you, mistress,’ he said. ‘Won’t give you the time of day unless you pay for it. You didn’t pay enough.’

‘Do you live here?’ Cat nodded at the house next door.

‘No. I’m just about the yard. Here and there, most days. Make myself useful where I can. A man must find his meat and drink somehow. It won’t find itself in this cruel world, mistress, and that’s a fact.’

And it was also an unmistakable hint. Cat let the purse chink on the palm of her hand. ‘Tell me, do you know the people who live in this house?’

This struck the old man as amusing. He coughed smoke. ‘I knows everyone here. Anyone will tell you that for free.’

Cat gave him a penny. ‘A man about thirty years—’

‘I heard you, mistress. Patience told you the truth. Must be either Iredale or Jones. Jones is Welsh – if it was him, you must have heard it in his voice, it goes up and down all over the place. Did he sound like that?’

She sidestepped the question. She remembered the dome of the dead man’s skull, with the scabbed skin and its shading of short, patchy hair. ‘Does Mr Jones wear a wig?’

The old man shook his head. ‘He has a fine head of his own hair. I wish I could say the same. Of course when I was younger …’

‘Our man wore a wig.’

‘Then there you have it, mistress. Your man must be Iredale.’ He grinned at her, revealing toothless gums. ‘I could tell you something else about him if you make it worth my while.’

Cat shook the purse. ‘The more we learn, the more we pay.’

‘For a start, Iredale ain’t been home for three nights. I heard Mistress Farage asking Patience about him.’

‘And there’s more?’

‘You’re not the only ones looking for him.’ The old man looked slyly at her. ‘Did you know that? Maybe he lent someone else some money as well as you. And they want to pay it back to him as well.’

She let the mockery pass. ‘When was this other one here?’

‘Saturday evening it was. Two of them.’

‘What were they like?’

He shrugged. ‘I didn’t get a good look. I was over there, by the arch to the stables.’

She gave him another ha’penny. Afterwards, she and Brennan walked back to the site office. He stopped on Holborn Bridge, forcing her to do likewise. They looked at each other in silence.

‘Will you talk to Mr Marwood now?’ he said.




CHAPTER FOUR

 

I HAD ORDERED MY servant Sam to light a fire in the parlour.

The house in Infirmary Close was always cold, even on the hottest days of the year, and tonight it seemed colder and damper than ever. The wind was blowing in the wrong direction, filling the rooms and passageways with the smell of the river at low tide and the stink of the hospital graveyard.

I lodged in the old palace of the Savoy, which was convenient for Whitehall and the river, and no more expensive than most. At one time I had counted myself lucky to be here, despite the graveyard at the side of the house. Now I disliked the place. It held too many ghosts and not enough warmth.

Since my return from Whitehall this evening, I had been writing a summary of recent correspondence with my Lord Arlington’s steward at Euston Hall, his principal house in the country. The steward was prolix; my lord was impatient and he had set me to summarize the details. It was tedious work, though I knew men envied me my position: to be confidential clerk to Lord Arlington was to be someone at Whitehall.

When it was done, I rang the bell. Sam Witherdine appeared eventually, announcing himself with the thump of his crutch on the bare boards. He always made more noise with it when he was out of temper, which seemed to be most of the time these days. Like master, like man.

I tossed him the key to the cupboard. ‘Bring me the wine – the sack this time, and a glass.’

He gave me a sour look and hobbled over to fetch the wine. He had done me good service in the past but at present he was trying my patience sorely. No doubt I tried his patience too, but at least I paid his wages, gave him a bed to sleep on and clothes for his back. With one leg missing beneath the knee, he would find it hard to secure another place, let alone one as comfortable as this; and we both knew it. His wife, Margaret, was another matter. She ran my household with exemplary efficiency. I couldn’t have one without the other.

There was a knock at the street door. I nodded to Sam, who went to open it. I threw back a glass of wine. As I was setting down the empty glass on the table, he returned.

‘Mistress Hakesby, master,’ he announced.

I stood up in a hurry, suddenly aware of my slovenly appearance. The cuff of my gown caught the glass, which tumbled on to the stone floor and broke into a thousand fragments.

She appeared not to notice. She scowled at me. ‘I’m obliged to ask you a favour,’ she said.

Cat Hakesby didn’t like asking me for favours. Or indeed anyone else.

She and I met every few weeks. When we first encountered each other six years ago as St Paul’s burned in the Fire, she had been Catherine Lovett. A year or so later, she became Mistress Hakesby, a young woman with an old husband. But soon the elderly architect died in circumstances that still haunted my dreams, leaving her a widow.

Our shared past tied us together. It also weighed us down like an ill-digested dinner. Last year I had spent a night in her bed. Afterwards, I offered her my hand and my heart, but she refused them both. Yet we remained something more than friends. She and I would go to hear music or to the play. In finer weather we might venture on the river. And I was there when she needed a man to escort her. When I wasn’t with her, she found her way into my thoughts more often than was either convenient or comfortable.

But now here she was, bringing me this matter of a faceless corpse and an obstinate magistrate, and suddenly everything was made easier. She explained why she had come in a cold, unemotional voice, like a physician describing a patient’s symptoms to a colleague.

I summoned Margaret to sweep up the glass. Afterwards we sat in silence in my damp, evil-smelling parlour, haunted by the ghosts of the undeserving dead. Sam had built up the fire when Cat came in without waiting for my command. The flames flickered on the side of her face, and I thought how beautiful she had become with the passing of the years. She had accepted a glass of wine, but it stood untasted at her elbow.

‘Well, sir?’ she said sharply, banishing my foolish thoughts. ‘Would you oblige me by putting in a word with my lord?’

‘He’s at Euston at present, and he’s likely to be there for a few weeks. The King and Queen are due to stay there after they leave Norwich.’

‘Write to him, then.’ Cat sounded impatient. ‘If Lord Arlington would take our part, I’m persuaded our difficulties would vanish in an instant.’

‘I assume Rush is right?’ I refilled my own glass. ‘About the Chard almshouse being part of the liberty of Ely House?’

‘Yes. But the nub of the matter isn’t a question of law. According to Mr Hadgraft, my client, Rush is acting out of spite towards him.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t know. Rush originally invested in the project, but Hadgraft says he withdrew at the last moment. I don’t know the reason for that, either. It doesn’t make sense. Nor does shutting us down.’

‘Rush might argue that you could accidentally destroy evidence before the inquest.’

Cat shook her head. ‘In that case he could have ordered us to cordon off the spoil heap. But why prevent us from working on the rest of the site?’

‘It’s his decision,’ I pointed out. ‘However arbitrary it may seem. As a justice, he’s acting within his powers.’

‘But in this case he’s abusing his authority.’

I changed the subject. ‘A naked man. Murdered, mutilated and thrown into a spoil heap in the middle of a fenced building site with a nightwatchman. It’s hard to make sense of it.’

‘There’s also the watchman’s dog,’ Cat said. ‘Which has vanished.’

‘Have you any idea at all who the dead man might be? Or why he was killed? And why would someone take pains to destroy his face? So no one could recognize him?’

‘I don’t know.’ She looked away and toyed with the stem of her glass. ‘In any case, it has no bearing on this business with Rush.’

I wondered if she were right. ‘These stab wounds. What are they like?’

‘Quite big.’

‘A sword?’

‘Perhaps.’ She looked directly at me, and the candlelight made her skin golden. ‘There were at least half a dozen wounds.’

‘And?’

‘Surely one would have been enough?’ she said. ‘Or two to make sure. It’s as if …’

‘The killer hated his victim? Or the attack was the work of a madman?’

She took a sip of wine. ‘Or both.’

‘I can’t understand why he left the body where he did,’ I went on. ‘He must have realized it wouldn’t stay hidden for long.’

‘Perhaps he was disturbed. Or they panicked. In any case, the murderer could hardly drag the body through the streets without someone noticing, even at that hour.’

‘Is there anything else you can tell me?’ I said. ‘Anything at all? If I’m to help you, I must know everything.’

Cat had brought a bag with her. She pulled it nearer and took out a small bundle of linen. She unwrapped it and placed a man’s shoe on the table.

‘It was found by the spoil heap where the body was.’ She nudged it towards me. ‘I wasn’t sure whether to mention it to you – my problem’s Rush, not the murder. He and the constable must have missed it.’

‘The victim’s?’

‘Probably. It can’t have been there long. It’s French, I think, and it’s been worn so much it’s falling apart. But it must have been costly when it was new.’

‘Have any Frenchmen been seen in the neighbourhood?’

‘I don’t know. Brennan says that Hadgraft’s daughter has a French tutor, but I’ve never seen him. He might not even be a foreigner. Besides, the shoe could be second-hand. Anyway, these days you can buy a French shoe almost as easily in London as you can in Paris.’ She held up a crumpled piece of paper. ‘This had been pushed inside. To keep out water, perhaps.’

She slid the paper towards me: … arage Swan Holborn Bridge. The scrawled letters might have been written by a child.

‘A Mistress Farage keeps lodgings in Swan Yard,’ she went on. ‘Do you know the Swan? The big inn by the bridge. Where one of the Oxford coaches starts.’

‘You’ve been there?’

‘Brennan and I went this afternoon. One lodger hasn’t been seen since Saturday night. He’s the right sort of age, and he wears a periwig, as the murdered man did. His name’s Iredale.’

‘Who is he? What does he do?’

Cat hesitated. ‘I don’t know anything else about him. Apart from the fact that two men came to Swan Yard looking for him on Saturday evening.’

‘His killers? Do you think—?’

‘I don’t know what to think,’ Cat said, her voice rising. ‘Indeed, I don’t want to think about it at all. I just want to build an almshouse.’




CHAPTER FIVE

 

THE FOLLOWING MORNING, Sam and I found a hackney in the Strand. The traffic was barely moving and the coachman took us up through Covent Garden. On the way we passed along Henrietta Street. I drew back the curtain and looked across the road at the sign of the Rose, the house where Cat lived and worked. There was nothing to see, no faces at the window, no Cat. Only the porter, Pheebs, sunning himself at the street door. He did not see me.

Sam and I rattled through the streets. Progress was slow because of the traffic, and for much of the way the grating racket of other vehicles made conversation impossible. In a quieter patch, I explained to Sam that we were looking for information about a man named Iredale.

‘Keep your eyes and ears open, will you?’

He nodded, looking more cheerful at the prospect of doing something out of the ordinary.

The coach dropped us by Swan Yard. A maid answered the door of the Farage house. She was a big woman with sweat stains under her arms. I said I was on the King’s business and asked to see her mistress. She ushered us into a stuffy dining parlour on the ground floor, where Mistress Farage was sitting with her left foot up on a footstool.

‘I’m looking for Mr Iredale. I’m told he lodges here.’

I showed her my commission, which vouched for me as Lord Arlington’s clerk employed under royal authority. Sometimes the mere sight of the seal was enough, but she read every word, breathing heavily with the effort, her tongue poking from the corner of her mouth. As she handed it back, she glanced at my face and her expression changed. She had seen the scars.

‘Yes, sir, Mr Iredale does lodge here. But he ain’t in the house.’

‘When did you last see him?’

‘Friday? Or maybe Saturday morning?’

It was now Wednesday. I said: ‘Do you know where he’s gone?’

‘No.’ Her tone brightened. ‘But have you tried his office? They’ll know. It’s in Queen Street, by Lincoln’s Inn Fields.’

‘What does he do?’

‘He’s at the Council for Foreign Plantations,’ she said proudly. ‘They can’t manage their business without our Mr Iredale.’

That was bad news. An enquiry was always more complicated when a government servant was involved. The council was one of those subcommittees that the Privy Council spawned whenever it was unable to make up its woolly mind about something. But if Iredale were rich or important, he wouldn’t live in a place like Swan Yard. The wig suggested that he was a clerk of some sort rather than a menial. Which meant that a patron had probably put him forward for his place. Which meant—

‘What’s he done, sir?’ Mistress Farage asked.

Sam cleared his throat and spat discreetly into the fireplace.

‘Nothing. As far as I know.’

‘I keep an honest house. Truly. You can ask anyone.’

She told me that Iredale had lived there since last winter. He kept himself to himself. He paid his bills more or less on time, and no one had come after him for debt.

When I asked Mistress Farage what he looked like, she gave me a vague description that could belong to a thousand men in London. ‘And he wears a wig,’ she added. ‘Bought it second-hand at Easter.’ For a second, malice flickered on her face, as a tongue flickers in a snake’s mouth. ‘Very proud of it, he is.’

‘Does he have many visitors?’

‘No, sir. Apart from the foreign gentleman.’

Neither she nor the maid seemed capable of describing the visitor, apart from the fact that he had worn a vizard covering his face. Even his nationality was a mystery. He had called once or twice in the last few weeks.

‘What about the two men who came on Saturday evening?’ I asked. ‘They talked to your maid.’

‘What men, Patience?’ said Mistress Farage sharply.

‘Why didn’t you mention them just now?’ I demanded.

The servant looked so blank that I wondered if she were half-witted. ‘They weren’t visitors, master. They didn’t come into the house, did they? They were just asking where he was.’

Perhaps by accident, the chop-logic reply came dangerously close to insolence, but I let it go. ‘What were they like?’

She considered. Then: ‘One of them was a rat of a man. The other was a big, fat fellow.’

I sensed that I had extracted all the information I was going to get. I asked to see where Iredale lodged.

‘The girl will show you, sir.’ Mistress Farage pulled a face, which increased her resemblance to a frog. ‘The gout’s terrible today.’ She winced as if to supply outward evidence of this. ‘As God’s my witness, I can’t manage the stairs this morning without a miracle.’

Patience led us up a narrow, gloomy staircase. Sam followed behind – despite lacking half a leg, he was remarkably nimble. Iredale’s apartments were on the second floor, immediately below the attics. He had a big, low-ceilinged parlour overlooking Swan Yard. It was meanly furnished but the sloping floorboards had recently been polished, and everything was orderly and clean. An inner door led to a panelled closet.

Patience folded her arms and waited. She had a habitual stoop, as though from a lifetime of trying to make herself look smaller. Her face was too large for its features. The eyes, nose and mouth were marooned in the surrounding flesh, skin and bone.

I felt her eyes on me while I opened cupboards and peered at the few plates and cups arranged on the shelf. In the closet, a box bed was set into a curtained alcove, also panelled. A neatly pressed nightshirt lay folded on the pillows. The maid looked like a slattern, but she knew what she was about when it came to her duties.

Sam followed us into the closet. He wandered restlessly about, his eyes darting about the room, occasionally touching something with a fingertip. Meanwhile I went through Iredale’s clothes, which were kept in a chest opposite the bed. There was a worn suit, which had been recently brushed. His linen was mean stuff, but it had been freshly washed, ironed and neatly folded. Sam cleared his throat.

I glanced at him. ‘What?’

The panelling ran into the alcove. He stroked one of the panels at the head of the bed. ‘Seems out of true, sir. Maybe warped? I’d say it needs a bit of work.’

It was always a delight when Sam fancied he was being subtle. I gave him a nod and he set to work on the panel, probing and twisting and pulling and knocking. Like many sailors, he was good with his hands. If providence had arranged matters for him otherwise, he could have made a respectable living as a joiner.

I took the opportunity to observe Patience out of the corner of my eye. She was breathing heavily and rapidly, but her expression was unchanged. She showed no traces of alarm or even curiosity.

The panel was about a foot square. Gradually Sam slid it aside until most of it was behind its neighbour directly to the left. He stood back, looking smug, and waited for me to investigate what lay within. The brick-lined recess was about twelve inches high, nine wide and six deep. I put my hand inside. The hole extended behind the right-hand panel by two or three more inches. There was something soft and smooth in the bottom corner, resting against the back of the panel.

For the duration of a heartbeat, I thought it was the body of a young rat. But when I drew it gingerly into the daylight, I found a small purse of dark-green velvet, fastened with drawstrings and embroidered with a pattern of yellow chevrons edged with seed pearls. There was nothing inside.

‘Have you seen this before? Did you know there was a hiding place here?’

Patience shook her head.

The purse must have been expensive. It looked unused. Why would a man like Iredale hide it? Why would he possess such a thing in the first place?

I asked Sam for the satchel. I opened it and took out the shoe from the spoil heap at the Chard Lane almshouse. I showed it to Patience.

‘What about this? Have you seen it before?’

She sucked in her breath and then let it out in a shuddering sigh. Her face briefly lost its blank expression. ‘No, master,’ she said. ‘Never in my life. It’s not Mr Iredale’s if that’s what you want to know.’

I assumed Patience was stupid because she was a large, lumbering servant with few outward charms. But it was I who was stupid.

At Whitehall, the clock over the guardhouse struck midday.

Louise was still abed, with the familiar monthly pains upon her. In this strange country they called them ‘those’ for reasons she found unfathomable. Why could they not call it bleeding? Was it because Englishmen were particularly disgusted by the shameful leakage that afflicted womankind? Or were they simply afraid of it?

The bed curtains were still closed. The darkness smelled stuffy. Last night she had taken laudanum again to deaden the pain, and its fumes still drifted through her mind as aimlessly as clouds.

For the whole of yesterday, there had been no news from the Duke of Buckingham. She might see him again this evening, but there was no certainty even of that. Where the Duke was concerned, she was learning, there was no certainty of anything.

In the eyes of the world, though, it was undoubtedly certain that a young woman of good birth but no fortune had only two respectable choices: to find a wealthy husband, preferably of her own rank, or to retire from the world, which in Louise’s case meant to enter the living death of a nunnery. Her eyes filled with tears as she contemplated her plight, and soon her cheeks were wet.

There was a knock on the door, a lifting of the latch. She stopped crying.

The hoarse whisper penetrated the curtained dark. ‘Mamzelle?’

‘Open the curtains,’ she said, wiping her face with the sleeve of her nightgown. ‘Bring me the pot.’

There was a rattle of rings on the rail, and light burst upon her. Louise covered her eyes with her hand.

‘A letter, mamzelle,’ her maid said. ‘From the King.’

Louise sat up abruptly, ignoring the protesting pains in her belly. ‘Give it to me.’




CHAPTER SIX

 

THE HACKNEY SET me down at the corner of Queen Street by Lincoln’s Inn Fields. I was alone. I had sent Sam back to the Savoy.

The Council for Foreign Plantations had leased part of a house on the south side of the street from Lord Bristol. It was a substantial establishment around a courtyard. It was now divided among several tenants. The porter at the street gate directed me to a doorway in the range at the back, close to an archway leading into the gardens. The door stood open with its keeper visible within. As I reached it, he turned away, distracted by raised voices in the lobby beyond.

‘… they were there on Friday afternoon,’ a man was saying in a clear, precise voice. ‘I saw them with my own eyes. They cannot have walked away of their own volition.’

A man’s voice rumbled in reply.

I rapped my stick on the step.

The doorkeeper turned, his eyes swiftly assessing my appearance. ‘Does your honour have an appointment?’

‘No. But my business is urgent. My name’s Marwood. Is the Secretary within?’

‘The council isn’t sitting this morning, sir, and—’

The porter broke off. Behind him, a middle-aged man was descending the short flight of steps from the lobby. He was plainly dressed but had the bearing of a gentleman. At the foot of the steps, he paused, looking at me.

‘Your servant, sir. Your face is familiar.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Mr Marwood, is




















































































OPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml


Contents



		Cover


		Title Page


		Copyright


		Dedication


		Contents


		The Main Characters


		Chapter One


		Chapter Two


		Chapter Three


		Chapter Four


		Chapter Five


		Chapter Six


		Chapter Seven


		Chapter Eight


		Chapter Nine


		Chapter Ten


		Chapter Eleven


		Chapter Twelve


		Chapter Thirteen


		Chapter Fourteen


		Chapter Fifteen


		Chapter Sixteen


		Chapter Seventeen


		Chapter Eighteen


		Chapter Nineteen


		Chapter Twenty


		Chapter Twenty-One


		Chapter Twenty-Two


		Chapter Twenty-Three


		Chapter Twenty-Four


		Chapter Twenty-Five


		Chapter Twenty-Six


		Chapter Twenty-Seven


		Chapter Twenty-Eight


		Chapter Twenty-Nine


		Chapter Thirty


		Chapter Thirty-One


		Chapter Thirty-Two


		Chapter Thirty-Three


		Chapter Thirty-Four


		Chapter Thirty-Five


		Chapter Thirty-Six


		Chapter Thirty-Seven


		Chapter Thirty-Eight


		Chapter Thirty-Nine


		Chapter Forty


		Chapter Forty-One


		Chapter Forty-Two


		Chapter Forty-Three


		Chapter Forty-Four


		Chapter Forty-Five


		Chapter Forty-Six


		Chapter Forty-Seven


		Chapter Forty-Eight


		Chapter Forty-Nine


		Chapter Fifty


		Historical Note


		Footnote


		Discover the series


		About the Author


		By the Same Author


		About the Publisher







Guide



    		Cover


    		Contents

    
    		Title page








		iii


		iv


		1


		2


		3


		4


		5


		6


		7


		8


		9


		10


		11


		12


		13


		14


		15


		16


		17


		18


		19


		20


		21


		22


		23


		24


		25


		26


		27


		28


		29


		30


		31


		32


		33


		34


		35


		36


		37


		38


		39


		40


		41


		42


		43


		44


		45


		46


		47


		48


		49


		50


		51


		52


		53


		54


		55


		56


		57


		58


		59


		60


		61


		62


		63


		64


		65


		66


		67


		68


		69


		70


		71


		72


		73


		74


		75


		76


		77


		78


		79


		80


		81


		82


		83


		84


		85


		86


		87


		88


		89


		90


		91


		92


		93


		94


		95


		96


		97


		98


		99


		100


		101


		102


		103


		104


		105


		106


		107


		108


		109


		110


		111


		112


		113


		114


		115


		116


		117


		118


		119


		120


		121


		122


		123


		124


		125


		126


		127


		128


		129


		130


		131


		132


		133


		134


		135


		136


		137


		138


		139


		140


		141


		142


		143


		144


		145


		146


		147


		148


		149


		150


		151


		152


		153


		154


		155


		156


		157


		158


		159


		160


		161


		162


		163


		164


		165


		166


		167


		168


		169


		170


		171


		172


		173


		174


		175


		176


		177


		178


		179


		180


		181


		182


		183


		184


		185


		186


		187


		188


		189


		190


		191


		192


		193


		194


		195


		196


		197


		198


		199


		200


		201


		202


		203


		204


		205


		206


		207


		208


		209


		210


		211


		212


		213


		214


		215


		216


		217


		218


		219


		220


		221


		222


		223


		224


		225


		226


		227


		228


		229


		230


		231


		232


		233


		234


		235


		236


		237


		238


		239


		240


		241


		242


		243


		244


		245


		246


		247


		248


		249


		250


		251


		252


		253


		254


		255


		256


		257


		258


		259


		260


		261


		262


		263


		264


		265


		266


		267


		268


		269


		270


		271


		272


		273


		274


		275


		276


		277


		278


		279


		280


		281


		282


		283


		284


		285


		286


		287


		288


		289


		290


		291


		292


		293


		294


		295


		296


		297


		298


		299


		300


		301


		302


		303


		304


		305


		306


		307


		308


		309


		310


		311


		312


		313


		314


		315


		316


		317


		318


		319


		320


		321


		322


		323


		324


		325


		326


		327


		328


		329


		330


		331


		332


		333


		334


		335


		336


		337


		338


		339


		340


		341


		342


		343


		344


		345


		346


		347


		348


		349


		350


		351


		352


		353


		354


		355


		356


		357


		358


		359


		360


		361


		362


		363


		364


		365


		366


		367


		368


		369


		370


		371


		372


		373


		374


		375


		376


		377


		378


		379


		380


		381


		382


		383


		384


		385


		386


		387


		388


		389


		390


		391


		392


		393


		394


		395


		396


		397


		398


		399


		400


		401


		402


		403


		404


		405


		406


		407


		408


		409


		410


		411


		412


		413


		414


		415


		416


		417


		418


		419


		420


		421


		422


		423


		424


		425


		426


		427


		428


		429


		430


		431


		432


		433


		434


		435


		436


		437


		438


		439


		440


		441


		442


		443


		444


		445


		446


		447


		448


		449


		450


		451


		452








OPS/images/cover.png
From the No. 1 bestselling author of The Ashes of London

ANDREW TAYLOR

L A

London 1671
ere secrets end in death






OPS/images/logo.jpg
i
-

HarperCollinsPublishers





