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Susanna Gregory
The Westminster Poisoner


Prologue

Threadneedle Street, London, October 1660

Henry Scobel, Clerk of the House of Lords, was dying. His physician had confidently informed him that he was afflicted with a �sharpness of the blood�, a painful ailment from which few recovered. Scobel had always lived a clean, decent and sober life, and had no idea why his blood should so suddenly have become sharp, but he was unwilling to waste his last hours pondering on it. He was a religious man, and if God had decided it was time for him to die, then who was he to argue? And, if the truth be told, he no longer had much appetite for life, anyway � he had liked England under Cromwell, but detested it under the newly restored Charles II. The King and his Court had only been installed for a few months, but already they were showing themselves to be corrupt, debauched and treacherous. Scobel was appalled by them, and deplored the notion of such men ruling his country.
�You will be better soon, uncle,� said Will Symons, trying to control the tremor in his voice. He loved his kinsman dearly, and hated to see him suffering. �And in the spring, we shall ride out together to see the cherry trees at Rotherhithe, just like we do every year.�
Scobel was sorry to be the cause of his nephew�s distress: Symons was a good man, who was hard-working, honest and reliable, and Scobel thought it disgraceful that he had recently been ousted from his government post, just because the Royalists wanted it for one of their cronies. Of course, Symons was not the only one to be shabbily treated � honourable men all over the country were facing hardship and ruin for no reason other than that they had worked for the Commonwealth. It made Scobel furious, especially as the newcomers were not only unqualified for the jobs they were being given, but many were brazenly corrupt, too.
�Do not worry,� said Symons kindly, when his uncle began to voice his concerns. �Have you forgotten our last prayer meeting? Everyone promised � swore sacred oaths � to live righteous and godly lives, no matter how wicked the world becomes. Others will follow their example, and evil will never triumph.�
Scobel was not so sure about that, but he summoned a smile when he thought of his friends. �They are decent souls, but these are difficult times. It would not be the first time an upright man fell by the wayside, and I fear for their-�
�They are successful and happy,� said Symons firmly, to quell the dying man�s growing agitation. �And they know it is God�s reward to them for being good. They also know He might take it all away again if they let themselves be seduced by sin. Do not fret, uncle: they will not stray.�
Scobel�s expression was pained. �But I do not want them to uphold their principles because they are afraid their luck will change if they transgress. I want them to do it because they love God and desire to do His will.�
�They will,� said Symons soothingly. �I will see they do.�
Scobel closed his eyes wearily, and hoped the younger man was right. He could feel his life ebbing away faster now, and had no energy for debate. All he hoped was that his beloved country would survive the corruption that was taking hold in Westminster and White Hall, and that good people, like the men who attended his prayer meetings, would stand firm against sin and encourage others to do likewise. A tear rolled down his cheek when he thought about what might happen if they failed. Poor England! Would her suffering never end?

Westminster, Christmas Day 1663

The Palace of Westminster was an eerie place after dark. It was full of medieval carvings that gazed down from unexpected places, and when the lantern swayed in his hand, it made some of the statues look as though they were moving. The killer was sure he had just seen Edward the Confessor reach for his sword, while a few moments before he had been equally certain that a gargoyle had winked at him. He took a deep breath and tried to pull himself together, increasing his stride so he could complete his business and go home. It was no night to be out anyway, with a fierce storm blowing in from the east, carrying with it needles of rain that hurt when they hit bare skin.
He walked towards the building called the Painted Chamber, which was a long, draughty hall hung with tapestries so old they were grey with dust. Ancient kings had once used it to receive important guests; nowadays it was where the two Houses of Parliament met when they needed to confer. However, as Commons and Lords rarely had much to say to each other, a few high-ranking government officials had taken it over. Desks were placed at irregular intervals along its length, while around its edges were chests full of documents, writs and books.
The Painted Chamber was empty now, of course, because it was eight o�clock on Christmas night, and the clerks had gone home early, eager to gorge themselves on rich seasonal foods, sing carols and enjoy visits from friends and family. Cromwell�s Puritans had done their best to curb the revelries associated with the Twelve Days of Christmas, but December was a dark, cold, dreary month, and people needed something to cheer themselves up � the Puritans� efforts had never had gained much support, and the Restoration had seen the festival revived in all its pagan glory. Christmas was more popular now than it had ever been.
The killer nodded to himself when he opened the Painted Chamber�s door and saw a lamp gleaming at the far end. Most clerks had gone home early: James Chetwynd was still at his desk, chin resting on his left hand while he wrote with his right. The killer did not blame the man � Chetwynd�s kin were quite open about the fact that they cared nothing for him, and that they hoped he would die so they could inherit his money; he would have to be insane to want to spend Christmas with them. The killer took a deep breath, and supposed they were going to be rich sooner than they had anticipated, because tonight was going to be Chetwynd�s last on Earth.
He advanced stealthily. Chetwynd was engrossed in his papers, so certain he was safe inside the great hall that he did not once look up. The killer wondered if the clerk preferred the stillness of evening to the commotion of daylight hours � if he was able to think more clearly when there were no distractions. Regardless, the killer was glad he was there, because what better place for a murder than a deserted room in a palace that had been all but abandoned for the night? It afforded both privacy and space, allowing him to take his time and ensure he left no clues behind him. His smug musings meant he did not concentrate on where he was going, and he stumbled over a loose floorboard, a sound that made Chetwynd�s head jerk up in surprise.
�Is anyone there?� the clerk called, peering into the darkness beyond the halo of light around his desk. �Show yourself!�
There was no fear in his voice � he assumed anyone entering the Painted Chamber would be a friend, and did not for a moment imagine he might be in danger. The killer did not reply. He waited until Chetwynd�s attention drifted back to his documents, and then he made his move.

Chapter 1

Westminster, 27 December 1663

There was a belief, common among many folk, that an unusually high wind was a sign that a great person would die. Thomas Chaloner was not superstitious, but even he could not deny that it was the second time in as many days that a gale had descended on the nation�s capital with a terrifying savagery, and that an eminent man had died on each occasion. He would not have said James Chetwynd or Christopher Vine were �great� exactly, but they were high-ranking officials, and that alone was enough to attract the Lord Chancellor�s attention. And when the Lord Chancellor expressed an interest, it was Chaloner�s responsibility, as his spy, to provide him with information.
He stared at the body that lay on the floor of the Painted Chamber, listening to the wind rattling the windows and howling down the chimney. The lamp he held cast eerie shadows, and when a draught snaked behind the tapestries on the walls, the ghostly grey figures swayed and danced in a way that was unsettling. Beside him, the Lord Chancellor, created Earl of Clarendon at the Restoration, regarded it nervously, then shivered in the night�s deep chill.
�Why is it called the Painted Chamber, sir?� Chaloner asked, breaking the silence that had been hanging between them for the last few minutes, as they had pondered Chetwynd�s mortal remains. �There is no artwork here.�
The Earl almost leapt out of his skin at the sudden sound of his voice, although Chaloner had not spoken loudly. He rested a plump hand over his heart and scowled, to indicate he did not appreciate being startled. Chaloner bowed an apology. He was uneasy in the hall, too � and he knew how to defend himself, thanks to active service during the civil wars, followed by a decade of spying on hostile foreign governments.
�There were frescos,� replied the Earl shortly, flapping chubby fingers towards the ceiling. �Up there, but they have been plastered over. How can you live in London and not know this?�
Chaloner did not answer. His overseas duties had made him a virtual stranger in his own country, and he was acutely aware that he needed to remedy the situation � a spy could not be effective in a place he did not understand. Unfortunately, he kept being dispatched on missions abroad, so never had the opportunity to familiarise himself with England�s biggest city.
�You are supposed to be telling me what happened to Vine, not quizzing me about architecture,� the Earl continued waspishly, when there was no reply. �I need to know whether his death was natural, or whether you have a second murder to investigate � this one, as well as Chetwynd�s.�
Chaloner dragged his attention away from the ceiling, and knelt next to the corpse. Vine had not been dead long, because he was still warm to the touch. The spy glanced around, feeling his unease intensify. The Painted Chamber was so huge and dark that it was impossible to see far, and a killer � or killers � might still be there. The dagger he always carried in his sleeve dropped into the palm of his hand as he stood.
�What is wrong?� The Earl sensed his disquiet, and scanned the shadows with anxious eyes. �Is someone else in here? Turner told me the place was deserted.�
�Turner?� Chaloner began to prowl, taking the lamp with him. Loath to be left alone in the dark, the Earl followed. He wore fashionably tight shoes with smart red heels, which made his feet look disproportionately small under his portly frame. Their hard leather soles pattered on the floor as he scurried after his spy, short, fat legs pumping furiously.
�Colonel James Turner,� he panted, tugging on Chaloner�s sleeve to make him slow down. �You must know him � he declared himself for the King during the wars, and championed our cause all through the Commonwealth.� There was a hint of censure in his voice: Chaloner�s family had been Parliamentarians, while the spy himself had fought for Cromwell in several major battles. In other words, Turner had chosen the right side, Chaloner had not. �It was Turner who found Vine�s body.�
The spy frowned. The Painted Chamber was not a place that would attract most people on such a wild night, so what had Turner been doing there? Besides being vast, dark and full of disquieting noises, it was bitterly cold. But the colonel had been right about one thing: it was deserted, and it was not long before Chaloner had satisfied himself to that effect. He returned to the body.
�He said he saw a light as he was walking home from church,� the Earl elaborated, resting his hands on his knees to catch his breath. �So he came to investigate. He found Vine, and, knowing my interest in Chetwynd�s murder, he came to tell me that a second prominent official lies dead.�
�How did he know about your interest in Chetwynd?� asked Chaloner suspiciously. Sudden deaths among government employees were for the Spymaster General to investigate, and the Earl had no business commissioning his own enquiry. So, when he had ordered his spy to look into the affair, he had promised to keep it a secret, to avoid unnecessary trouble � the Spymaster hated meddlers.
The Earl looked sheepish. �I may have mentioned to one or two people that I dislike the notion of our officials being murdered in Westminster, and that I have a man asking questions about the matter. Turner probably heard it from them.�
Chaloner stifled a sigh, and wished his master knew how to keep a still tongue in his head � he was always sharing information he should have kept to himself. But what was done was done, and there was no point in remonstrating, not that the Earl would take notice anyway. �Where is Turner now?�
�I sent him to fetch Surgeon Wiseman.� The Earl held up a hand when Chaloner opened his mouth to object. �I know you dislike Wiseman � and his gleeful penchant for gore is disconcerting � but he is good at distilling information from corpses. Turner must be having trouble finding him � I expected them to arrive before you, given that you have had to travel all the way from Wapping.�
�I was there shadowing Greene,� said Chaloner, keeping his voice carefully neutral. �The man you suspect of killing Chetwynd.�
�But Greene did murder Chetwynd,� declared the Earl uncompromisingly. �I know a scoundrel when I see one, and I was right to order you to watch his every move.�
Chaloner made no reply. He had been tailing Greene for two days now � ever since Chetwynd�s body had been found � but felt it was a complete waste of his time. Moreover, it was unreasonable to expect one man to follow another for twenty-four hours a day without help. He was exhausted, and had been relieved when the Earl�s steward had arrived to tell him he was needed urgently at Westminster.
�Where is Haddon?� demanded the Earl, seeming to realise for the first time that the steward was not with them. �Did he go home after delivering you my message?�
�You said you wanted Greene under constant surveillance,� explained Chaloner. �So Haddon offered to monitor him while I came here.�
The Earl smiled smugly. �He is a dedicated soul, and I am glad I hired him. He will do anything for me � even lurk around outside on foul-weathered nights.�
Chaloner nodded, not mentioning that Greene�s house was mostly visible from a nearby tavern, and Haddon was comfortably installed there with a jug of ale and a piece of plum pudding. Just then an especially violent gust of wind hurled something against one of the windows, hard enough to shatter the glass. Chaloner whipped around fast, sword in his hand, and the Earl released a sharp yelp of fright.
�Where is Wiseman?� he demanded unsteadily, peering out from behind the spy: being in a deserted hall with a corpse was taking a heavy toll on his nerves. �What is keeping him? Perhaps you should examine the body. I know you are no surgeon, trained to recognise foul play in the dead, but you spotted the signs readily enough on Chetwynd two days ago. So do the same for Vine now.�
Chaloner obliged, performing a perfunctory examination that entailed inspecting the inside of Vine�s mouth to look for tell-tale burns. They were there, as he had known they would be the moment he had set eyes on the man�s peculiarly contorted posture � it had been this that had alerted him to the fact that Chetwynd�s death was not natural some two days before.
�Poison,� he said, looking up at his master. �Just like Chetwynd.�

The gale showed no signs of abating, and when the Earl opened the door to leave the Painted Chamber, he was almost bowled over by the force of the wind. It hurled a sheet of rain into his face, too, and deprived him of his wig. Without it, he looked older, smaller and more vulnerable. Chaloner retrieved it for him, then shoved him backwards quickly when several tiles tore from the roof and smashed to the ground where he had been standing.
�I should have stayed home, let you report to me in the morning,� said the Earl shakily, tugging the wig into position on his shaven pate. �But I was worried. The government has many enemies, and we cannot have folk running around killing our clerks. I needed to see for myself what we are up against.�
�At least we know Greene is not responsible,� said Chaloner, careful to keep any hint of triumph from his voice. �I have been watching him all day, and he is currently at home in bed. He cannot have killed Vine.�
�Nonsense!� cried the Earl. �You are letting his meek manners and plausible tongue cloud your judgement � clearly, he found a way to slip past you. You argued against arresting him on Thursday, and I bowed � reluctantly � to your judgement. But it has cost Vine his life.�
Chaloner was not sure how to refute such rigidly held convictions, but was saved from having to try, because a bobbing lantern heralded the arrival of the surgeon.
Wiseman was enormous, both tall and broad, and it was said at Court that he had recently acquired a peculiar habit: he liked to tone his muscular frame by performing a series of vigorous exercises every morning. His eccentricity was also reflected in his choice of clothes: he always wore flowing scarlet robes, which he claimed were the uniform of his profession, although no other surgeon seemed to own any. His hair was red, too, and fell in luxurious curls around his shoulders. His whimsical unconformity might have been charming, had he not been one of the most opinionated, arrogant, obnoxious men in London. As far as Chaloner was concerned, Wiseman had only one redeeming character: his steadfast, unquestioning loyalty to the Earl.
�Where is the cadaver?� demanded the surgeon, never a man to waste time on idle chatter when there was work to be done. �At the far end of the hall, like the last one you summoned me to inspect?�
�Good evening to you, too,� muttered Chaloner, as Wiseman shoved past him, hard enough to make him stagger. The surgeon was accompanied by another man, one whom the spy had seen at Court.
�Thank you for bringing Wiseman to me, Turner,� said the Earl, smiling pleasantly at the fellow. �You have been of great service tonight, and I shall not forget it.�
Turner was tall, dark haired and devilishly handsome. He had a narrow moustache like the King�s, and he wore an ear-string � an outmoded fashion that entailed threading strands of silk through a piercing in the earlobe, and leaving them to trail stylishly across one shoulder. Because the rest of his clothes were the height of fashion, the ear-string looked oddly out of place, and drew attention to the fact that the lobe had an unnatural hole in it. Chaloner had been told that it had been made by a Roundhead musket-ball, but was sceptical � the injury was too small and neat to have been caused by any firearm he knew. But no one else seemed to share his suspicions, and the colonel was always surrounded by doting admirers.
�It is a pleasure, sir,� gushed Turner with a courtly bow. �And if I can be of further assistance, you only need ask. I have long held you in my humble esteem, and I am at your command any time.�
�What a charming gentleman,� said the Earl, watching him strut away. Chaloner said nothing, but thought Turner would go far in White Hall, if he was able to produce such nauseating sycophancy at the drop of a hat. �But come back inside, Thomas. We had better hear Wiseman�s verdict.�
The surgeon was humming when they reached him, suggesting he had not minded too much being dragged out to inspect corpses. His abrasive character meant he did not have many friends, so murder scenes were important social occasions for him. Chaloner�s occupation meant he did not have many friends, either, and Wiseman�s solitary lifestyle was a constant reminder as to why he needed to make some. It was not easy, though: his uncle had been one of the men who had signed the old king�s death warrant, and people were still wary about fraternising with the family of a regicide. Indeed, it was only in the last few weeks that he had felt able to tell people his real name, instead of using an alias. He knew he was lucky the Earl was willing to overlook his connections � along with the fact that he had spent a decade spying for Cromwell � because employment was not easy to come by for old Parliamentarians, especially in espionage. And Chaloner was qualified to do very little else.
�Like Chetwynd, Vine has swallowed something caustic,� Wiseman announced, not looking up. �It burned the skin of his throat and caused convulsions, which accounts for his contorted posture.�
�Poison,� said the Earl, nodding. �Thomas was right.�
Wiseman regarded him haughtily. �Since when did he become a surgeon, pray? However, in this case, his opinion happens to be correct, because it coincides with my own. Of course I can go one step further: I suspect both these men died from ingesting the same substance.�
�What substance?� asked Chaloner, hoping it would be something unusual that would allow him to trace it � and its purchaser � by making enquiries among the apothecaries.
Wiseman shrugged. �There is no way to tell from a visual inspection alone. Vine�s kin will have to let me anatomise him.� His eyes gleamed at the prospect.
�Thomas will try to get their permission,� said the Earl. Chaloner�s heart sank; it was bad enough telling a family that a loved one was dead, without being obliged to put that sort of request, too. �But do not hold your breath � Chetwynd�s kin cared nothing for him, but even so, they were loath to let you loose on his corpse. So, I cannot imagine Vine�s wife and son leaping to accept your offer. Now, is there anything else we should know? Any clues that prove Greene is the killer?�
�You asked me that when you found Chetwynd,� said Wiseman, climbing to his feet. �And the answer now is the same as it was then: no. There is nothing that will help you trace the culprit. Dissection is the only way forward.�
�I suppose we should be thankful he did not carve Vine up right here in front of us,� whispered the Earl, watching him stride away. �Escort me home, Thomas. I have had enough of corpses and their vile secrets for one night. The wind seems to be dropping, so I should be safe from falling tiles now.�

Chaloner was acutely uneasy as he accompanied the Earl to his waiting coach. The gale had abated, but it was still blowing hard, and the racket it made as it whipped through trees and around buildings meant it was difficult to hear anything else. Unfortunately, darkness and driving rain meant he could not see very well, either. He disliked the notion that he might not have adequate warning of an attack, and although he was not afraid for himself, the Earl had accumulated a lot of enemies since the Restoration, and this was the perfect opportunity for an ambush.
�You should not have come, sir,� he said, as he helped his master into the carriage and climbed in after him. He banged on the ceiling with his fist, to tell the driver to move off. �It is not safe for you to wander about so late at night.�
�So you have said before, but I refuse to let anyone dictate where I can and cannot go.� The Earl looked anxious, though, despite his defiant words. �I have no idea why I am so unpopular � I seem to attract new enemies with every passing day.�
�Do you?� Chaloner immediately wished he had not asked, because he knew exactly why his master had more opponents than friends. The Court libertines despised him because he was prim, dour and something of a killjoy, while he had made political enemies by adopting uncompromising stances on religion and the looming war with Holland.
�It is because no one else knows what they are talking about,� stated the Earl. �At least, not as far as politics, food, religion, art, horses, ethics, fashion or sport are concerned. I have been arguing all week, and I am tired of it. Why does no one ever agree with me about anything?�
�Who have you been arguing with, sir?� asked Chaloner politely. A list of sparring partners promised to be far less objectionable than being treated to a diatribe of the Earl�s controversial � and sometimes odious � opinions.
�Well, the Lady, naturally.� So intense was the Earl�s dislike for the King�s mistress that he refused to say her name: Lady Castlemaine was always just �the Lady�. �And the Duke of Buckingham, who encourages the King to play cards instead of listening to me, his wise old advisor.�
�Who else?�
The Earl began to count them off on chubby fingers. �Sir Nicholas Gold told me I was a fool for advising caution when declaring war on the Dutch. His young wife Bess, who has fewer wits than a sheep, told me my wig was unfashionable. Then that disgustingly fat Edward Jones accused me of cheating him out of the food allowance that goes with his post as Yeoman of the Household Kitchen.�
�You would never do that,� said Chaloner, indignant on his behalf. The Earl had many faults, but brazen dishonesty was not one of them.
�He is entitled to dine at White Hall, but his monstrous girth means he is eating more than his due. So I told him to tighten his belt, and take the same amount as everyone else. He objected vehemently.�
�Oh,� said Chaloner, supposing he would. �That is hardly the same as accusing you of cheat-�
�Then Barbara Chiffinch took issue with my reaction to that practical joke � the one that saw White Hall decor ated with nether garments.� The Earl lowered his voice at the mention of such a lewd subject. �I ordered the offending items burned, and she called me an ass.�
�Because the prankster stole them from servants,� explained Chaloner. He liked Barbara, who was a rock of common sense in a sea of silly people. �You should penalise the Lord of Misrule, not the poor scullions who cannot afford to lose their-�
�I hate that custom,� spat the Earl, grabbing Chaloner�s arm as the carriage lurched violently to one side; Westminster�s roads were notorious for potholes. �Electing a �king of mischief � to hold sway over White Hall for the entire Twelve Days of Christmas is stupid. And I am always the butt of at least one malicious prank. Who is the Lord of Misrule this year, do you know?�
�No,� lied Chaloner, not about to tell him that the dissipated Sir Alan Brodrick had been responsible for the undergarment incident. Brodrick was the Earl�s cousin, and for some unaccountable reason, the Earl was fond of him. He steadfastly refused to believe anything bad about him, despite Brodrick�s growing reputation as one of the greatest debauchees in London.
�Then there was that horrible youth Neale,� the Earl went on, going back to the list of people who had annoyed him. �He said I have poor taste in music.�
�Did he?� The spy started to think about his investigation, tuning out the Earl�s tirade. He knew few of the people who were being mentioned, so the monologue was not particularly interesting to him.
�And finally, Francis Tryan charged me too much interest on a loan. How dare he! Does he think my arithmetic lacking? That I am a halfwit, who cannot do his sums?�
�I interviewed Chetwynd�s heirs yesterday,� said Chaloner, when he thought the Earl had finished. �Thomas and Matthias Lea. They work in the same building as Greene, so I was able to question them and watch him at the same time. Unfortunately, they have no idea why their kinsman-�
�And there was another idiot,� interrupted the Earl. �Chetwynd attacked my stance on religion.�
The spy was not a devout man, but he disliked his master�s attempts to impose Anglicanism on the entire country, and thought Catholics and nonconformists were justified when they said they wanted to pray as they, not the state, thought fit. �Many people would agree with him,� he said carefully.
�Then many people are wrong,� snapped the Earl in a tone that said further debate was futile. He was silent for a moment, then resumed his list yet again. �Did you know Vine criticised me for wanting to build myself a nice house in Piccadilly? Why should I not have a palace? I am Lord Chancellor of England, and should live somewhere grand.�
Chaloner found himself agreeing with Vine, too, although he said nothing. He knew, with all his heart, that the Earl�s projected mansion was a bad idea � it was too ostentatious, and was sure to cause resentment. He had urged him to commission something more modest, but the Earl refused to listen.
�But enough of my troubles,� said the Earl, seeming to sense that his complaints were falling on unsympathetic ears. �We should discuss these murders while we are alone.�
�So you knew Vine as well, sir?� asked Chaloner. �You told me on Thursday that you knew Chetwynd.�
The Earl nodded. �They were both high-ranking clerks � Vine in the Treasury, and Chetwynd in Chancery. Each had a reputation for being decent and honest, and it is a shame that two good men lie dead, when so many scoundrels remain living.�
By �scoundrels�, Chaloner supposed he referred to his various enemies at Court. �Yes, sir.�
But the Earl knew a noncommittal answer when he heard one. He narrowed his eyes and went on the offensive. �I have just one question for you: how did Greene kill Vine when you were supposed to be watching him? Or were you deliberately careless with your surveillance, because you refuse to see the obvious and accept that he is the culprit?�
Chaloner bit back an acid retort at the slur on his professionalism, knowing he would be doing himself no favours by offending the man who paid his wages. �It is difficult to follow a suspect full-time, sir. Not only is he more likely to spot you if you are always there, but you cannot watch back doors and front ones at the same time.�
�Are you blaming me for the fact that Greene eluded you and went a-killing?�
�No.� Chaloner struggled for patience. �I did not see Greene leave after he returned home this evening, but I suppose it is possible � his house has three exits, and I could not guard them all. However, I think it unlikely. He had no reason to kill Chetwynd, and I imagine we will find he has none to kill Vine, either.�
�So you say,� snapped the Earl. �But let us review the tale he spun when he discovered Chetwynd�s corpse. He claims he was working late, although it was Christmas Day and he should have been at home. Then he says he ran out of ink, so he went to the Painted Chamber to borrow some. But it was almost ten o�clock at night, which is an odd time to go rooting about for office supplies. And when he arrived, he maintains he found Chetwynd, dead on the floor.�
�He raised the alarm-�
�But only because you and I happened to be walking past, and we saw him dashing out,� interrupted the Earl.
For the past week, Chaloner had been hunting for a statue that had been stolen from the King, and the Earl had heard a rumour that it was hidden in a nearby stable. The pair had been on their way to see whether the tale was true. Fortunately for the Earl, Chaloner had suspected a trick the moment he had been told the �news� and he had been right to be sceptical � his wariness in entering the stable had prevented his master from being doused with a bucket of paint. It was a jape typical of the Season of Misrule.
�Greene told us Chetwynd was dead,� the Earl went on. �So we went to investigate. You took one look at the corpse�s peculiar contortions, and declared a case of foul play. Poison.�
Chaloner nodded. �A liquid toxin, which would have been delivered in a cup or a bottle. We searched, but found no vessel of any kind � not in the hall and not on Greene�s person. There is only one logical conclusion: the real killer took it away with him when he left.�
But the Earl was not about to let an inconvenient fact get in the way of his theory. He ignored it, and continued with his summary. �After Spymaster Williamson�s men had finished taking Greene�s statement, they let him go home, and I ordered you not to let him out of your sight.�
Chaloner had taken the opportunity to interrogate the clerk on the journey to Wapping. Greene had been shocked and deeply frightened, both from stumbling over a corpse in the dark and by the fact that a powerful noble thought him guilty of murder. He had been shaking almost uncontrollably, and Chaloner knew he was not the brazen slaughterer of the Earl�s imagination.
�I watched his house for the rest of the night,� he said. �The next day, he went to church, then took a boat to his office in Westminster. He went home at dusk, then followed exactly the same routine today � only he stopped to dine at the Dolphin on his way home. He is probably in bed as we speak.�
�But you cannot say for certain,� stated the Earl. �You said yourself that it is impossible to watch three doors at once. He must have slipped past you.�
�It is possible, but unlikely, because-�
�You need a colleague,� said the Earl, somewhat out of the blue. �And I know just the fellow. Colonel Turner is said to be looking for something useful to do. I shall hire him.�
�Turner?� Chaloner thought, but did not say, that if Greene was to be branded a killer because he had found Chetwynd, then why was Turner rewarded with employment when he had found Vine? It made no sense. Not that he expected sense from the Earl in matters of intelligence: the man might be a fine politician and a skilled diplomat, but he was a menace when it came to investigations.
�He is a likeable fellow, and I am sure you will get along famously.� The Earl beamed, pleased with himself. �Engaging Turner is an excellent notion, and I should have thought of it sooner. My enemies multiply daily, and you are unequal to the task of monitoring them all � not to mention catching killers and hunting down stolen statues.�
Chaloner was not sure what he was suggesting. �You want us to work together?�
The Earl shook his head as the carriage pulled up outside Worcester House on The Strand, where he lived. �Separately � but on the same cases. A little healthy competition never did anyone any harm, and we shall see which of you is the most efficient.�
�Christ!� muttered Chaloner, appalled. �We will be falling over each other, asking the same people identical questions. It will almost certainly impede-�
�Nonsense! You are just afraid Turner will transpire to be better than you. I want this case solved, and Greene brought to justice. You have until Twelfth Night � ten days � to prove him guilty.�
�And if he is innocent?�
�He is not,� said the Earl firmly, allowing Chaloner to help him down the carriage steps. Without another word, he stalked inside his house and nodded to the footman to close the door behind him.

The bell in Westminster�s medieval clock tower was chiming midnight by the time Chaloner had escorted Christopher Vine�s body to the nearest church, and was free to break the news to the man�s family. He had been the bearer of bad tidings many times before, and knew how to do it gently, but it was not a task he relished even so. He walked slowly to New Palace Yard, where Vine had lived, and spent a few moments bracing himself before knocking on the door. Then he did not know whether to be relieved or shocked when Vine�s wife informed him that it was the best news she had had in weeks.
�Since word came that Queen Katherine was ailing,� she elaborated, when the spy found himself at a loss for words. �The woman is barren, and I prayed she would die, so the King can marry a fertile Protestant instead. He should never have wed a Catholic.�
Aware that people were seldom themselves after being told their spouses were dead, Chaloner did not take her to task for maligning a lady he liked. �The King�s marriage alliance with Portugal was-�
�Portugal!� sneered Mrs Vine. �Who cares about Portugal? All they do is fight Spaniards and eat olives. But I did not drag myself out of bed at such an hour to discuss royal matches with the likes of you. What happened to Christopher? Did he die of shock, because he heard someone swearing? Or did he spend so long at prayer that God grew tired of listening and struck him down?�
Vine�s only son, George, snickered. He was in his mid-twenties, and looked like his father in that he was tall and thin, but there the resemblance ended. George�s eyes were bloodshot from high living, and he reeked of brothel perfume. He was a far cry from his respectable sire, and Chaloner did not believe the rumour that said he had once tried to assassinate Cromwell � George simply did not have the mettle.
�Perhaps he died of shame, because he found an inconsistency in his accounting,� the young man said with a smirk. �And he was afraid folk would find out that he had wantonly mislaid a whole groat.�
Mrs Vine cackled with laughter, then went to pour two cups of wine. She gave one to her son, and raised it in salute. �To a future without old Dreary Bones!�
�You did not like him, then,� said Chaloner drily.
Mrs Vine snorted. �The man was a bore, with his prayers and his sickly goodness � always helping the poor and the sick, weeping every time he saw an injured dog ��
�And then there was the Lord of Misrule,� added George resentfully. �We all know the tradition is great fun, but father said it was cruel, and forbade me to have anything to do with it. Well, he cannot stop me now, and I shall offer my services as soon as I wake up tomorrow afternoon.�
�Your father was poisoned,� said Chaloner, wondering whether they had heard what had happened to Chetwynd, and had conspired to duplicate the crime in order to be rid of a hated kinsman. But then would they be so openly gleeful at the news of his death? He decided they would, on the grounds that people would know relations within the family were strained, and to feign grief would certainly arouse suspicion. Or was that attributing them with too much intelligence?
Mother and son were exchanging a glance he found impossible to interpret. �Then we demand an investigation,� said Mrs Vine slyly, �with a view to claiming compensation for our loss. If Christopher died in the service of his country, I shall demand a pension.�
George emitted a sharp squeal of delight, and clapped his hands together. �Yes, yes! He earned a princely living, and his family cannot be expected to endure poverty just because he has been murdered. Oh, this is tremendous news!�
�Do you have any idea who might want to harm him?� asked Chaloner. �Other than you two?�
�Us?� asked George, the glee fading quickly from his eyes. He shot his mother an uneasy look. �We had nothing to do with his death. You heard us � we thought it was natural until you said he was murdered. You cannot blame us for what has happened.�
�The villain will be someone at White Hall,� added Mrs Vine hastily. �Perhaps a colleague who wanted his government post � it is a lucrative one, and lots of folk are jealous of his success.�
�Or maybe someone did not like the fact that he was so revoltingly honest,� mused George. �The Court understands that corruption is a necessary part of modern life, but Father never did. I will be more tolerant, when I take over his duties.�
Chaloner was bemused � Vine�s post was not hereditary. �You intend to step into his shoes?�
George shrugged. �Why not? I will be better at it than he was, because I shall not offend people by rejecting their bribes.�
�I see,� said Chaloner. �But I was thinking more in terms of your safety. Your mother has just said Vine might have been killed by someone who wants his job. If you are appointed, you will be at risk from poison, too � unless you are the culprit, of course.�
George opened his mouth, but then seemed unable to think of a suitable response, so snapped it shut again. It was left to his mother to protest his innocence. Chaloner listened to her list of alternative suspects, but it soon became clear she was naming everyone and anyone in an effort to divert attention from her son.
�The Court surgeon wants to examine your husband�s remains more carefully,� he said, interrupting her tirade, and supposing there was no harm in putting Wiseman�s request. After all, they were hardly prostrate with grief. �May he have your permission to-�
�No,� interrupted George. He shot his mother another unreadable glance. �I have seen Wiseman in action, and it is disgusting. Dreary Bones might have been a trial, but I will not see him hacked to pieces by that ghoul. He will go in the ground whole, with all his entrails where they are meant to be.�
�Why was your father working so late tonight?� Chaloner asked, not sure what to make of the refusal. �Everyone else had gone home.�
Mrs Vine shrugged. �Christopher and I live separate lives, which suits us both. To be frank, I thought he was upstairs asleep, and had no idea he was out.�
�Did he know a clerk called Chetwynd?�
�Of course,� said Mrs Vine. �Why do you ask? Is it because Chetwynd was poisoned, too?�
�The news is all over London,� said George, before Chaloner could ask how she knew. �Everyone is talking about it, because it is not every day that government officials are unlawfully slain.�
�No, it is every other day,� quipped his mother. �Chetwynd on Thursday, and Christopher tonight. We shall dine on this for months, because everyone will want to befriend the kin of a murdered man.�
�I imagine that depends on who is revealed as the killer,� said Chaloner, aiming for the door. He had had enough of the Vines for one night. �And the authorities will catch him. You can be sure of that.�
�Why bother?� asked George, going to refill his goblet. �Dreary Bones will not be missed.�

Although the wind was not as fierce as it had been earlier, it was still strong enough to make the trees in nearby Tothill Fields roar. The air was full of flying debris � mostly twigs, dead leaves and dust, but also human rubbish, including discarded rags, sodden bits of paper and even scraps of food. Chaloner was disgusted when a rotting cabbage leaf slapped into his face, and was relieved when he finally managed to flag down a carriage to take him back to Wapping.
It was a long way to Greene�s house, which, at sixpence a mile, delighted the hackneyman. The coach was determinedly basic, with a wooden seat bristling with splinters and a mass of squelching straw on the floor. It stank of horse and vomit, and there were no covers on the windows to protect passengers from inclement weather � the owner was apparently of the belief that if he was obliged to sit outside, then so should his fares. The vehicle lurched along the empty streets at a furious lick, forcing Chaloner to cling on tight or risk being tossed out. By the time he reached the tavern where Haddon was waiting, he was cold, tired and wet.
�It is still raining, then,� said Haddon, when the spy slipped into the seat next to him. The steward was a slight man of about sixty, whose baggy skin made him look as though he had once been much larger, and he wore a wig to conceal his hairless pate. He had a pleasant face, with laughter lines around his mouth and eyes, and he owned a passion for dogs that verged on the obsessive. He had been appointed the previous year, when the Earl had complained that his current staff could no longer cope with the volume of work, and so had been granted funds to expand his retinue.
�It is always raining in this godforsaken country,� grumbled Chaloner, weariness making him irritable. �It makes me wish I was back in Spain � and the last time I was there, I was almost killed.�
Haddon raised his eyebrows. �Do you realise that is the first information about yourself you have ever volunteered to me? The Earl must have driven you to distraction with his demands to prove Greene is the killer, because you are usually far more guarded.�
Chaloner supposed he was right. He had been trained never to yield personal details, which was a considerable stumbling block in making new friends. It was a problem for his latest relationship, too, because Hannah Cotton was eager to learn all about her new lover, but he found himself reluctant to tell her what she wanted to know. Secrecy was not so important now he was no longer a foreign spy in a hostile country, but it was a difficult habit to break after so many years regardless.
�You should go home,� he said to Haddon. �I heard a rumour that the Lord of Misrule plans some sort of attack on the Earl soon, and you cannot defend him if you are half asleep.�
�What about you?� asked Haddon. �How will you find Chetwynd�s real killer after a third night spent out here? You will be too tired to catch a cold, let alone a murderer.�
�You do not think Greene is the culprit, then?� Chaloner asked, intrigued by Haddon�s use of �real�.
�Of course not,� said Haddon scornfully. �I have known him for years, and he would not harm a fly. You have talked to him � you must see the Earl is wrong about the poor fellow.�
Chaloner nodded. �I thought Vine�s death would give the Earl pause for thought, but it has only convinced him that Greene managed to outwit me � slipped past when my attention wavered.�
Haddon grimaced. �Vine was a decent soul � kind to stray dogs. Was he poisoned, too?�
�Wiseman thinks so.�
�Then it must be true.� Haddon was silent for a moment. �After you left, I walked around Greene�s house, and learned that there are three different ways he can leave it, only two of which are visible by one pair of eyes. So, perhaps he did go to the Painted Chamber tonight without you noticing.�
Chaloner stared at him. �I thought you just said he is no killer.�
�I genuinely believe Greene is innocent of these heinous crimes, but I am not such a fool as to ignore facts that do not support my theory. Of course, there is a way to determine once and for all whether he is involved in this nasty business.�
�There is?�
�If Greene has indeed been out a-killing, then his coat and shoes will be wet. Agreed? It is a filthy night, and no one can move about without a drenching, not even if he hires a hackney. The Earl�s secretary tells me you own some skill at breaking into houses, so break into Greene�s. If his clothes are dry, then it means he has been nowhere, and we can abandon this ridiculous vigil.�
Chaloner raised his eyebrows in surprise. It was an eminently sensible idea, and one he should have thought of himself. He might have done, had he not been so unutterably tired.
Haddon smiled when he saw the spy�s reaction. �Stewards can be relied upon to provide intelligent notions occasionally, so do not look so startled. Come, we shall do it together.�
�I had better go alone.� Chaloner disliked company when he was committing burglary, especially that of amateurs. �Although it is good of you to offer.�
Aware of Haddon watching through the window, he trotted across the road and made his way to the most secluded of Greene�s three doors. He picked the lock with the easy confidence of a man who had invaded other people�s property many times before, and found himself in a tiny kitchen. Beyond it was a hall, with doors leading to more rooms and a flight of stairs. Chaloner headed for the latter, knowing from his surveillance that Greene slept in an upper chamber that overlooked the street.
Through a crack in the bedroom door, he saw his quarry reading by candlelight, although the troubled expression on Greene�s face suggested his thoughts were a long way from his book. Chaloner supposed it was not surprising: he would not have been slumbering peacefully if the Lord Chancellor of England had deemed him guilty of murder, either. He crept back to the kitchen, closed the door and lit a lamp. Then he inspected the pegs on which Greene kept his outdoor clothes.
The clerk had worn a rather shabby cloak that day, and it was hanging on the hook nearest the door. It was damp, as would be expected given that it had been wrapped around him while he had travelled home from Westminster at dusk, but it was certainly not sodden: clearly, it had been drying for several hours. Chaloner knelt to look at the footwear. Greene owned two pairs of shoes and one set of boots. The boots were stuffed with paper, to prevent the leather from shrinking, but again, they were damp rather than wet. Meanwhile, the shoes had not been worn that day, because they were bone dry.
�Well?� asked Haddon, when Chaloner rejoined him in the tavern. �What did you find? Is the Earl right about Greene, or am I?�
�You are. He has not been out since returning home this evening, so he cannot have given Vine the poison. Of course, he might have hired someone to do it for him.�
Haddon nodded slowly. �I cannot imagine there are many poisoners among his acquaintances, but I suppose it is something you should explore.�
�What do you know about James Turner?� asked Chaloner, thinking again that if the Earl regarded Greene as a suspect for discovering Chetwynd, then the flamboyant colonel should be treated likewise.
Haddon was surprised by the change of subject, but answered anyway. �He likes the company of ladies, and I predict hearts will be broken, because he cannot possibly please them all. He is egalitarian in his tastes � he enjoys a romp with Meg the laundress just as much as one with Lady Castlemaine.�
�Anything else?�
�He seems personable enough to me, although I doubt the hole in his ear was made by a musket-ball, which implies a tendency to moderate the truth. And I would not trust him with my daughters.�
�You have daughters?�
�It is a figure of speech. My wife died many years ago, and I have no other family � unless you count my dogs, which are like children to me. And you? Sir George Downing, with whom you worked in The Hague, told me last week that you married a Dutch lass when you first went to Holland.�
�It was a long time ago.� Chaloner liked Haddon, but did not feel equal to an exchange of confidences that night � although a nagging voice at the back of his mind warned him that he was never in the mood for personal conversations, not even with Hannah. How was he going to develop friendships, if he could not bring himself to confide in the people who were trying to get to know him? �Even if Greene is a killer, there is no point in watching him now, because I doubt he will strike twice in one night. We should both go home.�
�It is late for travelling, so I suggest we hire rooms here,� said Haddon, adding with an impish smile, �then you can tell the Earl truthfully that you remained within spitting distance of Greene all night.�
It was another good idea, and Chaloner was asleep the moment his head touched the pillow.

A lifetime of travel meant Chaloner had developed the ability to rest tolerably well in most strange beds, and the one in the Wapping tavern was surprisingly comfortable. The following morning Haddon complained that he had been kept awake by howling winds and the thunder of rain on the roof, but Chaloner had noticed none of it. There had not been much of the night left by the time they had retired, but even so, he felt reasonably well-rested when he joined the steward for a breakfast of bread and ale.
They hired a skiff to take them to White Hall, leaving as soon as it was light enough for the boatman to see. It was a bumpy ride, because the wind had churned the Thames into a confusion of waves, most of which were going against the tide. The boatman moaned about the conditions all the way, oblivious to the fact that spray from his oars drenched his passengers at almost every stroke. Haddon was shivering miserably by the time they alighted at the Westminster Stairs.
It was not a pleasant day, even once they were off the river. The sun began to flash from behind the clouds occasionally, although never for long enough do any useful warming. It was bitterly cold, and there was a wavy fringe of ice all along the beach. Because it was Sunday, bells were ringing all across the city. The wind played with the sound, making a deafening jangle one moment, and a distant tinkle the next.
Chaloner and Haddon walked up Cannon Row, a well-maintained street with gates giving access to a number of elegant mansions, as well as to the King�s private orchard in the Palace of White Hall. Haddon stopped outside a pretty cottage that had a dog-shaped weather-vane on the roof.
�This is my humble abode. Since we are passing, I shall change my clothes before I take a chill. Come in and wait for me, and when I am warm and dry again, I would like to ask your opinion about something � a matter that is worrying me deeply.�
He had opened the door and stepped inside before the spy could demur, and immediately, two lapdogs scampered at him with frenzied yaps of delight. They were brown and white with long, silky ears. Their fur was glossy, their noses shiny, and their necks adorned with bows of silk. Haddon knelt and greeted them with professions of such love that Chaloner wondered whether he should wait outside. The spy could not have made himself speak such words to a woman, let alone an animal.
�Do you own a dog?� asked the steward conversationally, when the pooches were bored with affection and began to clamour for food. He fed them prime cuts of meat on solid silver platters.
�Cat,� Chaloner replied, grateful it was not in the habit of overwhelming him with gushing adoration every time he arrived home.
�You should get a dog,� advised Haddon, shooting his charges a doting glance as they ate. �I would not be without my little darlings for the world, and cats have too many unpleasant habits.�
Chaloner was not sure what he meant, but time was passing, and he did not want to waste the few hours of winter daylight on a debate about pets. He gestured that Haddon should hurry, and while the steward went to remove his sodden clothes, he prowled around the parlour, reading the titles of the books on the shelves � mostly religious tracts and tomes about dogs � and then picking out tunes on a virginals that stood by the window.
�What did you want to ask me about?� he called, frowning when he made a mistake in the music. He was an adequate virginalist, but his real love was the bass viol, which he played extremely well.
Still fastening the �falling band� that went around his neck like a bib, Haddon went to a desk, and removed a piece of paper. �I found this lying on the floor after Brodrick visited the Earl last night.�
The spy was puzzled. �It is a plan of our master�s White Hall offices. But Brodrick is his cousin, and does not need a map to find his way around � he knows the place inside out.�
�I think he drew it yesterday, but dropped it by mistake on his way out. You mentioned rumours that the Lord of Misrule intends to play a prank on the Earl ��
�And Brodrick is the Lord of Misrule,� finished Chaloner in understanding. �So he sketched the layout of the Earl�s domain to help him with whatever piece of mischief he intends to perpetrate.�
�Brodrick is the Lord of Misrule?� echoed Haddon in astonishment. �I have been trying to find that out since Thursday, but everyone keeps telling me they have been sworn to secrecy.�
They had told Chaloner the same thing, but it had not stopped him acquiring the information anyway. He handed back the paper. �It is a stroke of luck for the Earl, because Brodrick will never harm the one person who keeps trying to get him a high-paying post in government. Whatever Brodrick plans, I doubt it will be too terrible.�
Haddon�s expression was troubled. �I disagree. Libertines like Buckingham and Chiffinch have been jibing him about his affection for the Earl recently, so he might devise something especially horrid, just to prove himself to them. After all, the Lord of Misrule�s identity is a secret, so how will the Earl ever know who is to blame for whatever outrage is inflicted on him?�
�Then you must stop it.�
�I can only act if I know what Brodrick intends. That means I need you to make some enquiries for me.�
�I cannot. The Earl intends to pit me against Turner, to see who can solve these murders fastest. I will not have time to-�
�It will not matter which of you is best if our Earl�s feeble grip on power is loosened by some prank of the Lord of Misrule. You must oblige me in this, Thomas � there is no one else.�
�There is Secretary Bulteel. He will not stand by and see our master harmed.�
�Yes, but he hates me, because he thinks I am trying to steal his job. Meanwhile, I dislike him, because he is uncommunicative and sly. I need your help.�
Supposing he was going to be in for a busy time, Chaloner nodded reluctant agreement.

The Palace of White Hall was a sprawling affair, said to contain more than two thousand rooms in edifices that ranged from tiny medieval masterpieces to rambling Tudor monstrosities. Most had never been designed to connect with each other, but connected they were, resulting in a chaotic tangle of winding corridors, dead-ended alleys, oddly shaped yards, mysteriously truncated halls and irregularly angled houses. It was rendered even more confusing by the fact that most of its buildings were more than one storey, but the layout of their upper floors seldom corresponded to the layout at ground level. It had taken Chaloner weeks to learn his way around, and even now, there were still pockets that confounded him.
He and Haddon entered the palace via the Privy Garden, a large area of manicured splendour that was used by courtiers for gentle exercise. As they walked, Haddon happily informed the spy that he took his dogs there most evenings, and that the King found them captivating. Chaloner could not imagine His Majesty being charmed by a pair of yapping rats, but kept his thoughts to himself. He glanced up at the sky as Haddon chattered; grey clouds scudded across it at a furious rate, while trees whipped back and forth in a way that was going to damage them. Several were already at unnatural angles, and would have to be replanted.
They parted company in the main courtyard, Haddon to check on some arrangements for a state dinner, and Chaloner to see whether the Earl was in his office. The spy was just jogging up the marble staircase � the Earl�s suite was on the upper floor � when he met someone coming down. It was Turner. The colonel looked particularly dashing that morning, in a black long-coat with yellow lace frothing at the throat and wrists, colours that were reflected in his trademark ear-string. His hat was pure Cavalier, with a huge amber feather, and when he smiled, his teeth were impossibly white.
�We were not properly introduced last night,� he said, effecting one of his fancy bows. �I am James Turner. Perhaps you have heard of me?�
�Should I have done?� asked Chaloner.
Turner nodded cheerfully, unabashed by the spy�s less-than-friendly manner. �Yes � either for my valour during the wars, or my exploits during the Commonwealth. I am sure you remember how Cromwell had a clever Spymaster called Thurloe? Well, I was the bane of Thurloe�s life. In fact, I annoyed him so much that he put up a reward for anyone who could bring him my head.�
�Does the offer still stand?� Chaloner doubted the claim was true, because he knew Thurloe well, and he was not the type of man to provide money in exchange for body parts.
Turner laughed. �Why? Do you wish to claim it? If so, you will have to behead me the next time we meet, because His Portliness is keen to see you, and you should not keep him waiting. He is in a snappish mood, probably because his shoes are too tight, and they hurt his gouty ankles.�
�You mean the Earl?� Chaloner was a little taken aback. He would never discuss his master in such uncomplimentary terms with someone he barely knew. For a start, the Earl was sensitive about his weight, and any hint of mockery would see the joker dismissed in a heartbeat.
The merry grin was still plastered on Turner�s face. �He wanted us to meet each other this morning, and discuss tactics over these Westminster poisonings, but he grew tired of waiting for you, and dispatched me on a solo mission instead.�
�What mission?� asked Chaloner. Turner clearly liked to give the impression that he was a Court cockerel, all frills and no substance, yet there was something about him that suggested he was rather more. Chaloner supposed his affable buffoon act was an attempt to lull rivals into a state of false security, but the spy had met such men before, and knew better than to be deceived.
�I am to go to the Shield Gallery, and inspect it for clues regarding the statue that was stolen last week � the one you have been hunting. His Portliness says the place is closed because of a leaking roof, so I shall have it to myself. Is it worth my time, do you think? Will I learn anything useful?�
�You never know. However, I examined it very carefully the morning after the theft, but the culprit left no clues that I could find.�
Turner chuckled. �That is what I suspected, so I shall not waste too much time on it. However, the morning will not be a total loss, because the Shield Gallery has a passageway that leads to the Queen�s private apartments � and where there is a queen, there are ladies-in-waiting. I warrant they will be delighted to have a bit of unscheduled manly company.� He waggled his eyebrows.
Chaloner could only admire his audacity. �That is probably true, but the Queen has armed guards as well as ladies-in-waiting, and I imagine they will be rather less delighted by your arrival.�
Turner treated him to a conspiratorial wink. �Thanks for the warning � I shall do the same for you some day. I see we will work well together, you and me.�
�I understand you found Vine�s body,� said Chaloner, deciding it might be a good time to pump the man for information. �That must have been unpleasant for you.�
�I am a soldier,� said Turner with a world-weary shrug. �So I am used to corpses. Of course, most of my experience is on the battlefield, where you tend not to encounter ones that have been poisoned. Then I come to London, and within three days, I lay eyes on two: Chetwynd and Vine.�
�I thought Greene found Chetwynd�s body.�
�He did,� said Turner, rather hastily. �I saw it later, along with a host of other courtiers who were curious to see the mortal remains of a murdered man. I never knew Chetwynd � when I looked at his corpse, his face was unfamiliar � but I did have the misfortune to meet Vine. He was a sanctimonious old fool who called me a libertine, just because I have twenty-eight children. I assured him they are all legally begotten, but he did not believe me.�
Chaloner laughed. �I wonder why! Are you a bigamist, then?�
�I married young,� replied Turner, with another wink. �My illegitimate offspring are another tally altogether, but I had better keep that number to myself. How about you? How many do you have?�
�Vine,� prompted Chaloner, wondering whether Haddon had been gossiping about the family Chaloner had had, and lost to plague, in Holland more than a decade before. Regardless, he was not about to discuss them with a man he did not know. �You were telling me how you came to find his body in a part of Westminster that is usually deserted at night.�
�Was I indeed?� asked Turner, with one of his rakish grins. �Well, as we are colleagues, I suppose I can trust you with a confidence. I went to the Painted Chamber for a midnight tryst with a lady who works in the laundry. We arranged to meet there because it is usually empty at that hour. But when I arrived, I found not the lovely Meg, but Vine. Stone dead.�
�Is the lovely Meg the kind of woman to poison someone?�
Turner shook his head vehemently. �She is a gentle child, and would never harm a soul.�
Chaloner would make up his own mind about that when he interviewed her. After all, it was not inconceivable that Vine had happened across her while she was waiting for her lover to arrive, and had made disparaging remarks about her morality. Some women in White Hall were sensitive about that kind of accusation, and men had been killed for far less.
�But you found Vine a long time before midnight,� Chaloner pointed out. �Why did you arrive so early for this assignation?�
�Because I hoped she would come a bit ahead of schedule, and I was at a loose end, with nothing else to do. Now I wish I had visited Lady Castlemaine instead, although you had better not tell her so � I doubt she will appreciate knowing I view her as somewhere to kill time between amours.�
Chaloner was sure she would not. �Where is Meg now?�
Turner frowned. �I have not seen her since we made the arrangement, and I can only assume she has decided to keep a low profile, lest someone start pointing accusing fingers. You see, it was not the first time she and I used the Painted Chamber for a nocturnal romp.�
�When you found Vine, what were your immediate thoughts? Death by poison is rare, so I doubt it was the first thing that entered your mind.�
�Actually, it was � because of Chetwynd. I noticed spilled wine on Vine�s chin, indicating he had been drinking when he died, but there was no sign of a goblet, which struck me as odd. It told me someone else had been there � someone who had taken the cup with him. The killer, no less.�
Chaloner studied him thoughtfully, aware that here was a man whose powers of observation equalled his own, and it reinforced his initial impression � that there was more to Turner than met the eye. �Do you think Greene did it?�
�I do not. It takes courage to commit murder, and Greene is a mouse. Besides, he believes everything in life is preordained, so he never bothers to do much of anything, on the grounds that it will make no difference to the general scheme of things anyway. You have met him � you know this is true. His Portliness refuses to be convinced, though. What about you? What do you think?�
�That Greene did not leave his house last night, so he cannot have killed Vine.�
Turner looked pleased. �We think alike, you and I. I imagine we share the same taste in women, too. As far as I am concerned, they only need one qualification to secure my favour: they must have teeth. I cannot abide making love to bare gums. I am sure you will agree.�
He sauntered away, whistling to himself, before Chaloner could frame a suitable answer.

Chapter 2

The Earl�s White Hall offices comprised a suite of rooms overlooking the Privy Garden. They were sumptuously furnished and snug, with the exception of one: Secretary John Bulteel occupied a bleak, windowless cupboard that was so cold during winter he was obliged to wear gloves with the fingers cut out. He glanced up as Chaloner walked past and gave him a friendly wave, baring his rotten teeth in a smile as he did so. He was a slight, timid man, who was not popular among his colleagues, although Chaloner liked him well enough. His wife baked excellent cakes, and he often shared them with the spy � a diffident, shy gesture of friendship that no one else at White Hall ever bothered to extend.
Bulteel took a moment to blow on his frozen hands, then turned back to his ledgers, looking like a scarecrow in badly fitting, albeit decent quality, clothes. Chaloner often wondered why the Earl treated him so shabbily, when he was scrupulously honest, hard-working and loyal, and could only conclude it was because Bulteel was so singularly unprepossessing � that the Earl could not bring himself to show consideration for someone who was not only physically unattractive, but socially inept, too.
In contrast to his secretary�s chilly domain, the Earl�s chambers were sweltering, heated not only by massive braziers, but by open fires, too. They had recently been redecorated, although Chaloner thought the man responsible should be shot. A massive chandelier now hung from the main ceiling, and while the Earl was short enough to pass underneath it without mishap, anyone taller could expect to be brained. Meanwhile, the walls were crammed with paintings from the newly retrieved collections of the King�s late father � Cromwell had sold these after the execution of the first Charles, and the Royalists were currently in the process of getting them all back again. Chaloner found the sheer number of masterpieces in such a small space vulgar, although no one else seemed bothered by it.
He walked through the open door, ducked to avoid the chandelier, and approached the desk. The Earl leapt violently when he became aware that his spy was standing behind him.
�How many more times must I tell you not to sneak up on me like that?� he snapped angrily, hand to his chest. �I cannot cope with you frightening the life out of me at every turn.�
�I am sorry, sir. It is these thick rugs � they muffle footsteps.�
�They are for my gout. Wiseman says soft floor coverings are kinder on the ankles than marble. He also said I would be more comfortable if I was thinner. I confess I was hurt. Do you think me fat?�
�I have seen fatter,� replied Chaloner carefully. He did not want to lie, but suspected the Earl would not appreciate the truth. He changed the subject before the discussion could become awkward. �I interviewed Vine�s family last night. They do not seem overly distressed by his death.�
�That does not surprise me. Young George is a nasty creature, and I do not believe he tried to assassinate Cromwell, as he claims. I suspect he made up the tale, to curry favour with us Royalists.�
�There was no love lost between father and son. They-�
�George did not dispatch his father,� interrupted the Earl, seeing where the conversation was going. �Vine was killed in an identical manner to Chetwynd � with poison. Since there cannot be two murderers favouring the same method of execution, we must assume a single culprit: Greene. Besides, while George may be delighted to lose his sire, he has no reason to want Chetwynd dead.�
�Perhaps that is what he hopes you will think. Chetwynd might be a decoy victim.�
�Why must you always look for overly complex solutions?� demanded the Earl. �Greene killed Chetwynd, as I have told you dozens of times. And now he has attacked Vine.�
�But I was watching his house when Vine was killed. He cannot be-�
�He hired an accomplice. He can afford it, because his job pays him a handsome salary. But I fail to understand why you cannot see his guilt. He �discovered� Chetwynd�s body, and you once told me yourself that the discoverer of a murdered corpse should always be considered a suspect until he can prove his innocence. Moreover, Greene and Chetwynd worked in adjoining buildings and were acquaintances, if not friends. I know Chetwynd ranked higher than Greene, but that is irrelevant.�
�Irrelevant?� Chaloner was unable to stop himself from pointing out an inconsistency. �But when we caught Greene running away from Chetwynd�s body, you said it was relevant, because it was Greene�s motive for murder: jealousy.�
The Earl glared at him. �You really are an insolent dog! But you should watch your tongue from now on, because if Turner transpires to be better than you, I shall appoint him in your place and dispense with your services. There are those who think I am rash to employ a man who was a member of Cromwell�s secret service, and I am beginning to think they may have a point.�
�You mean Williamson?� The government�s most recent spymaster held Chaloner responsible for the death of a friend earlier that year, and hated him intensely. It was unfortunate, because Chaloner had hoped to continue spying in Holland after the Restoration � the King needed experienced men to watch the Dutch just as much as Cromwell had, and his record was impeccable. Moreover, he had only ever provided reports on alien nations, never on the exiled King. But he would never be sent to the Netherlands as long as Williamson was in charge of intelligence.
The Earl nodded. �He says that hiring ex-Parliamentarian agents may make folk question my loyalty to the King. And he is right � I have many enemies at Court, and one might well use my employing of you to harm me.�
�But none of them know about my past,� objected Chaloner. �Unless you have told them?�
�I have not,� said the Earl firmly. �Do you think me a fool, to provide them with ammunition? And Williamson knows better than to tell them, too, because he is afraid of your mentor. Cromwell�s old spymaster may have lost his government posts and a good slice of his wealth when the Royalists returned, but he still wields enough power to make him dangerous.�
Unfortunately, though, the fear in which men had once held Thurloe was beginning to wane as time passed. Chaloner was not worried about what that meant for himself, although the prospect of an unleashed Williamson was not something he relished, but about the repercussions for his friend. There were those who thought Cromwell�s chief advisor had no right to be living in peaceful retirement, and should suffer a traitor�s death.
�Greene, sir,� Chaloner prompted, supposing he would have to prove his loyalty yet again to the Earl and the new government � and keep proving it until he was fully trusted. It was a miserable situation, because there was little about the Earl or the work that he liked, but he needed to earn a crust, and no one else was lining up to hire him.
The Earl pursed his lips. �When Greene came slithering out of the Painted Chamber, just as you and I happened to be walking past, he behaved very suspiciously.�
�He was frightened,� said Chaloner reasonably. �He had just found a dead senior official, and then the Lord Chancellor accused him of murder. I would have been frightened, too.�
�But you would not have tried to run away. You would have stayed and explained yourself.�
�He panicked � it could happen to anyone under such circumstances.�
�Rubbish,� declared the Earl, with a note of finality that told Chaloner any further debate would be a waste of time. �But I told Colonel Turner that I want this killer � whether it is Greene or someone else � behind bars by Twelfth Night. He assures me that it will be done. What will you promise?�
�To do my best. I will not lie to you, or make pledges I may not be able to fulfil.�
The Earl stared at him for a moment. �Very well. Go and do your best then, and let us see where it leads. However, I see no point in continuing to watch Greene � he slipped past you to murder Vine, after all � so give up the surveillance and concentrate on other leads instead. And incidentally, these deaths do not mean you can forget about the previous task I set you.�
Chaloner regarded him blankly. �What previous task? Finding out what the Lord of Misrule plans to do over the next ten days?�
The Earl grimaced in distaste. �You had better not waste your time on that nonsense! No, I mean the King�s missing statue. He remains grieved by its loss, and I would like to be the one to hand it back to him. You will be busy, because I give both these enquiries equal status.�

The Earl of Clarendon was not normally a stupid man, and Chaloner could not help but wonder whether there was more to his dislike of Greene than he was willing to share. It would not be the first time he had been less than honest with his spy before sending him off on an investigation, and Chaloner knew from bitter experience that this could prove dangerous. But such subterfuge was the Earl�s way, and Chaloner had come to expect lies and half-truths, so he resigned himself to fathoming out the mystery without his master�s cooperation. It was a wicked waste of his time, especially given that he had two other enquiries to conduct, but it could not be helped, and there was no point in wasting energy by railing against it.
�He is in a bad mood this morning,� said Bulteel, following the spy down the stairs with some letters to post. �His gout must be aggravating him.�
�He is always in a bad mood,� Chaloner replied tartly. �So goutiness must be his permanent state.�
�Do not be too hard on him,� said Bulteel quietly. �He is under a lot of pressure, what with the bishops demanding new laws to suppress nonconformists, the Court popinjays clamouring for war with the Dutch, and people muttering that the Queen � the wife he chose for His Majesty � is barren.�
�How is your family?� Chaloner was loath to discuss the Earl�s concerns, because he and Bulteel held diametrically opposite views on most of them. Bulteel tended to accept whatever the Earl told him, whereas Chaloner had seen enough of the world to make up his own mind.
Bulteel blinked at the abrupt enquiry. �Well, we would like to provide our little son with a sibling, but I fear for my future employment. Haddon has only been here a few months, but the Earl already prefers him to me � he is taking over duties that should be mine.�
�But that is why he was hired,� Chaloner pointed out. �You were overwhelmed, struggling to keep up, and Haddon is meant to be taking some of your work. The Earl expects you to be grateful, not nervous.�
�Well, I am nervous,� snapped Bulteel, uncharacteristically sharp. �This job is important to me. And I do not like Haddon, anyway. He smells of dog and is always smiling at people. It is not natural.�
�Right,� said Chaloner, not sure what else to say. Haddon did smile at people, but no more than was necessary for normal social intercourse, and the spy had not noticed any particular odour of pooch. He changed the subject before the discussion went any further � he did not want to take sides when he had to work with both secretary and steward. �I do not suppose you have heard any rumours about these murders, have you? About potential culprits?�
�I am afraid not,� replied Bulteel. �All I know is that neither victim will be mourned by his kin, although London will be a poorer place without them. They were good men.�
�You knew them well?�
�No, but I wish I had � they were gentle and kind. And Vine funded a hospice for stray dogs. Perhaps that is why they were killed � the Court is so full of vice that decency is considered a fault.�
�Is Greene the kind of man to despise goodness?�
�I do not know him well, either, but I would not have thought so. He is very devout, by all accounts � attends church most mornings, and does charitable work in Southwark.�
�Then what about the missing statue? There must be some gossip regarding its whereabouts?�
�Not that I have heard. Colonel Turner has been told to make enquiries, too, but I would rather you were the one to find it.�
Chaloner shrugged. �It does not matter which of us succeeds, only that the King has it back. He is said to be very distressed about its disappearance.�
Bulteel was silent for a moment, then began to speak. �Turner is a danger to your future. And Haddon is a danger to mine. You and I have worked together before to our mutual advantage, so what do you say to renewing our alliance? You tell me if Haddon confides any plot that might prove detrimental to me; I tell you anything I hear about the statue or the murders. Agreed?�
�Very well,� said Chaloner, confident that the steward would confide nothing of the kind, so betraying one colleague to another would not be a quandary he would ever be obliged to face.
Bulteel smiled. �Good. And to seal our agreement, I shall go with you to the Shield Gallery. Turner should be gone by now, because we both know there is nothing to find � you have already looked.�
�So why should I go there with you now?� asked Chaloner warily.
�Because I have been thinking about the theft, and I have a theory. It involves keys.�
The ease with which the thief had entered the Shield Gallery on the night the statue had gone missing was something that had troubled Chaloner from the start, and he was more than willing to listen to Bulteel�s ideas on the subject. The secretary had a sharp mind, and might well have an insight into how the crime had been committed � and Chaloner needed all the help he could get now he was in competition with another investigator. He nodded assent, and they began to walk in that direction.
The Shield Gallery was a long hall, so named because trophies won during tournaments in the nearby Tilt Yard had once hung there. No such chivalrous pursuits took place now, though � Chaloner thought there was more likely to be a tally of sexual conquests pinned to the walls.
The gallery was on the upper floor of an Elizabethan section of the palace, and at one end was a large, mullioned window that overlooked the river. On the ground floor, directly beneath the window, were the so-called Privy Stairs, which were basically a private wharf for the King and Queen. It was convenient for them to jump into a boat there, because the Queen�s quarters were through a door in the gallery�s northern end, while the King�s lay to the south. The gallery was handsomely appointed � its floor was tiled in black and white granite, and paintings by great masters hung along its length, interspersed with sculptures on plinths.
As it was so close to the royal apartments, the chamber was usually kept locked. Bulteel opened it with a key, and Chaloner saw Turner had not been exaggerating when he had mentioned a leaking roof: there were puddles on the floor and water-stains on the walls. There was no sign of the colonel, although there was a lot of noise coming from Her Majesty�s rooms � squeals, giggles and bantering conversation. The spy was impressed: it was not easy for a man to inveigle his way into that Holy of Holies. But there was work to be done, and Chaloner had more important concerns than Turner�s silver tongue. He turned his attention to the matter in hand.
�The statue was there,� he said, pointing to the one plinth that was bereft of its masterpiece.
Bulteel ran wistful fingers across the empty marble. �Bernini captured the old king�s likeness to perfection when he carved that bust. Did you know it was one of the pieces Cromwell hawked, because he needed money to pay off his army? You, in other words.�
Chaloner was taken aback by what sounded like an accusation. �Hardly! I fought in the wars, but was never in the peacetime militia � I was overseas by the time the old king�s goods were sold.� He frowned. �I did not know you were a connoisseur of art.�
Bulteel shrugged. �You have never asked. But I do like sculpture. When the King decided to reassemble his late father�s collection, I was one of those employed to make a list of what had gone, so the commissioners would know what to hunt for. I hope you find the Bernini, because it would be a crying shame if that disappeared into some private vault.�
�Yes, it would, so we had better get to work. The Shield Gallery has four doors: one leads to the Queen�s apartments; one leads to the King�s; the tiny one in the corner leads to a spiral staircase that exits into a lane � we just used it to come here; and the last one leads to the Privy Stairs and the river. All are locked at night. What is your theory about keys?�
�There was no sign of forced entry, which means the culprit had one. The King rarely uses his door � you can see from here that it is currently blocked by a chest. By contrast, the Queen uses hers a lot, because she likes to walk in here if the weather is damp.�
�You think the thief is one of her ladies-in-waiting?� Chaloner was amused. �She must be a very hefty one, then, because those busts are heavy.�
�You are mocking me,� said Bulteel reproachfully. �I was going to say that the ladies can be eliminated as suspects, because they would have stolen something more easily portable.�
Chaloner inclined his head to accept his point. �I know the thief did not use the Privy Stairs door, because that was barred from the inside. So, we are left with the one that gives access to the lane. Who has a key to that? You do, for a start.�
Bulteel held it up. �It is the Earl�s, and one of my responsibilities is to keep it for him. It was a duty he wanted me to pass to Haddon, but I prevaricated for so long that he has forgotten about it.�
�Who else?� asked Chaloner, not very interested in Bulteel�s machinations to foil his rival.
�And there is your problem. I made enquiries, and was told they were issued to at least forty nobles � women and men � at the Restoration. Brodrick has one, for example. Perhaps he stole the statue, and intends to make it look as though his cousin is the thief, as one of his pranks as Lord of Misrule.�
Chaloner was troubled, because it was exactly the kind of jape Brodrick might dream up. Unfortunately, what sounded like harmless fun might have devastating consequences, because the Earl�s detractors would use it to question his probity � and England would not want a Lord Chancellor with accusations of dishonesty hanging over his head.
�Is that why you brought me here?� he asked. �To tell me Brodrick is the guilty party?�
�Actually, no. I brought you here because I wanted you to understand that the thief is either a courtier or a high-ranking, well-trusted servant. It will not be a common burglar or some lowly scullion. It means you need to be careful, because the culprit may be powerful enough to do you real harm as you close in on him.�
Chaloner was thoughtful as he left the Shield Gallery. He had known from the start that the theft was the work of someone familiar with the palace, but he had been working on the premise that it was some greedy nobody. Bulteel�s theory made sense, though, and he supposed he would have to tread warily from now on.
�What will you do now?� asked Bulteel, breaking into his thoughts.
�Go to discuss the problem with an old friend.�

London had not fared well in the recent gales. Trees had blown over, and several had fallen on buildings and smashed through their roofs. Bits of twig and broken tile littered the ground, and people were struggling to repair the damage with hammers and nails. The rhythmic clatter could barely be heard over the noise of the street � iron-shod cartwheels rattling across cobbles, the insistent hollers of tradesmen, and the jangling peals of church bells. The dying wind could barely be heard, either, although it made the hanging signs above doorways swing violently enough to be unsafe, and played a dangerous game with the creaking branches of some elderly oaks.
Many folk had marked the Twelve Days of Christmas by tying wreaths of holly, bay and yew to their doors. Most had been torn away, and sat in sodden heaps in corners, or blocked the drains that ran down the sides of the main streets. With indefatigable spirit, children were collecting them together, shaking out the water and filth, and pinning them back up again. Their noisy antics brought back happy memories of Chaloner�s own boyhood in Buckinghamshire, making him smile.
He walked along The Strand, then up Chancery Lane until he reached the building known as the Rolls Gate, next to which stood Rider�s Coffee House. Rider�s was not the most comfortable of establishments, because it was poky, dimly lit and badly ventilated. It did, however, roast its beans without burning them, so the resulting potion was better than that served in most other venues.
Chaloner was not overly fond of the beverage that was so popular in the capital; he found it muddy, bitter and it made his heart pound when he drank too much of it. It was, however, better than tea, which he thought tasted of rotting vegetation. And tea was infinitely preferable to chocolate, which was just plain nasty, with its rank, oily consistency and acrid flavour. That day, though, it was not coffee he wanted in Rider�s, but the companionship of the only man in London he considered a true friend.
He smiled when he opened the door and saw John Thurloe sitting at a table near the back. The place was busy with black-garbed lawyers from the nearby courts, all perched on benches and puffing on pipes as they discussed religion, current affairs and whatever had been reported in the most recent newsbooks. The spy was greeted with the traditional coffee-house cry of �what news� as he aimed for Thurloe, but shook his head apologetically to say he had none.
Thurloe, who had run Cromwell�s spy network with such cool efficiency, was a slight, brown-haired man with large blue eyes that had led more than one would-be traitor to underestimate him. He was softly spoken, slow to anger and deeply religious. He could also be ruthless and determined, and his sharp mind was the reason why men like Spymaster Williamson continued to fear him, even after he had been stripped of his government posts. There were those who said the Commonwealth would not have lasted as long as it had without Thurloe, and Chaloner was inclined to agree, despite the man�s quiet and almost diffident manner.
As usual, Thurloe sat alone. At first, Chaloner had assumed no one wanted to hobnob with a man who had been a powerful member of a deposed regime, but it had not taken him long to learn that the choice was Thurloe�s. Would-be table-companions were repelled with a glacial glare, and now the regulars left him to enjoy his coffee in peace. But he beamed in genuine pleasure when Chaloner slid on to the bench next to him.
�Tom! Where have you been these last few weeks? You told me your Earl was sending you to Oxford, to investigate a theft in his old College, but I did not imagine you would be gone so long. When did you come home?�
�Last week,� replied Chaloner, knowing he should have visited sooner. One reason he had not was Hannah, who had claimed a disproportionate amount of his time � and he found himself willing to let her. �I have been looking for a missing statue ever since.�
Thurloe raised his eyebrows. �The Bernini bust? That is unfortunate. Everyone is talking about how it was a perfect crime, because the thief left nothing in the way of clues. I suspect there may be some truth to these claims, because you do not look exactly flushed with victory.�
�No,� agreed Chaloner ruefully.
�I do not suppose you visited our friend Will Leybourn on your way home from Oxford, did you?� asked Thurloe, when the spy said no more. �To see how life in the country is suiting him?�
�He seemed all right,� replied Chaloner vaguely. The ex-Spymaster did not need to hear that the mathematician-surveyor had taken up two new pastimes since leaving the city: one was watching his neighbour�s wife through a binocular-telescope in the attic; the other was visiting her when her husband was out. Chaloner sincerely hoped he would come to his senses before there was trouble.
�Are you well?� asked Thurloe, when he saw that was all the news he could expect of their erstwhile companion. �You are very pale.�
As a man obsessed with the state of his own health, Thurloe tended to assume there was something wrong with most people, even when they were blooming. He claimed he had a fragile constitution, although Chaloner suspected that he had nothing of the kind, and was as robust as the next man.
The spy smiled. �It is dark in here. You cannot tell what shade I am.�
�I can see well enough,� said Thurloe tartly. �Perhaps you should take one of my tonics.�
Chaloner was saved from having to devise an excuse � Thurloe�s tonics had a reputation for turning even strong men into invalids � by the arrival of the coffee-boy, who slapped a bowl of dark-brown liquid down in front of him, then demanded to know whether he wanted green-pea tart or sausages. Coffee houses did not usually sell food, but Rider disliked the way his patrons disappeared for dinner at noon, so he provided victuals between twelve and one o�clock in an attempt to keep them there. Chaloner opted for the pie. A second servant flung it on the table as he passed, so carelessly that the spy was obliged to grab the flying platter before it upended in his lap. It transpired to be a pastry case filled with dried peas, sugar, spices and enough butter to render the whole thing hard and greasy.
�Christ!� muttered Chaloner in distaste. �No wonder the King prefers French food.�
�You should have had the sausages,� remarked Thurloe unhelpfully. �Only a lunatic orders something called green-pea tart.�
Chaloner sipped the coffee and winced � even when the beans were not burned, the beverage did not make for pleasant drinking. He swallowed the rest quickly, like medicine, then set the bowl down, repelled by the thick, sandy residue that remained at the bottom. He glanced up and was disconcerted to see Thurloe eating his sludge with a spoon.
�Are you sure that is good for you?� he asked uneasily, certain it was not.
�Coffee grit is a digestive aid � it helps grind up food in the stomach, allowing it to pass more easily through the gut. At least, that is what my old friend Chetwynd told me, when he was still alive.�
Chaloner laughed. �You are losing your touch, because that was not a subtle way of learning whether the Earl has charged me to investigate Chetwynd�s murder. Three years ago, you would have been aghast at such transparency.�
Thurloe set his dish back on the table with a moue of distaste. �I am not sure Chetwynd knew what he was talking about, and my delicate constitution may take harm from following the advice of the ignorant. What do you think?�
�About what? The possibility of you being harmed by coffee grounds, Chetwynd�s competence in medical matters, or the manner of his death?�
Thurloe opened a small box, the label of which proudly claimed the contents to be Stinking Pills, guaranteed to purge phlegm, clear the veins, and cure gout and leprosy. Chaloner hoped his friend knew what he was doing when he took a handful and began to chew them.
�The answer to any question would be acceptable, Thomas. You have volunteered virtually nothing since you arrived, avoiding even my innocuous enquiries about your health. If this is what happens to a man when I train him to spy, then I am sorry for it.�
�So am I,� said Chaloner, supposing that working at Court, moving among people who were subjects for investigation rather than friendship, was beginning to take an unpleasant toll on his manners. If he could not hold a normal conversation with his closest friend, then it was not surprising that he often felt lonely in London. He tried to explain. �I am forced to be constantly on my guard at White Hall � against being told lies, against physical attack, and against harm to my master.�
Thurloe regarded him thoughtfully. �But that has always been the case. When you were working for me in Holland, France and Portugal, the strain must have been even greater, given that a careless slip would have cost you your life. White Hall cannot be as bad as that.�
Chaloner was not so sure. �Williamson is proving to be an unforgiving enemy.�
Thurloe�s expression was one of disgust. �Williamson is a fool! If he had hired you as his spy in The Hague, as I recommended, we would not be nearing the brink of war with Holland now. You would have provided him with information that would have averted the crisis.�
Chaloner was astonished by the claim. �I sincerely doubt it! The government thinks we can win an encounter with the Dutch, and no spy will convince them otherwise. I cannot imagine where their bravado comes from, given that they have dismissed the standing army, and the navy is full of unpaid criminals who will desert at the first cannonball.�
�The Royalists are like children, playing games of war. But they will learn, although not before English blood is needlessly spilled. I only hope none of it is yours. The situation is now so dangerous that I would urge you to refuse, should the Earl order you to gather intelligence in Holland. Look what happened when you went to Spain and Portugal earlier this year. You barely escaped with your life.�
�He is more concerned with the missing statue than with the Dutch,� said Chaloner, changing the subject, because he did not want to think about his harrowing experiences in Iberia.
Thurloe raised his eyebrows. �So, you are not investigating what happened to Chetwynd?�
�I am expected to do both.� Chaloner hesitated uncertainly. �I would not mind telling you all I have learned about the murders, to see if you can think of any way forward. The Earl is determined to see Greene hanged for killing Chetwynd and Vine, but I am sure he is innocent.�
Thurloe listened without interruption as the spy outlined all he had discovered. �I met Greene once,� he said when Chaloner had finished. �He is a nonentity � an unassuming fellow without the vigour to kill two men. Why does the Earl dislike him so intensely?�
�I do not know � and I suspect I never will. He has never really trusted me, and I think he intends to replace me soon, with a man called Colonel Turner. Have you heard of him?�
�Yes. He was a minor nuisance during the Common-wealth � he liked breaking into the Post Office and stealing letters. He never laid hold of anything import ant, but it was an annoyance, regardless.�
�He says you put a price on his head.�
�Then he is lying � he would not have been worth the expense.�
�What else can you tell me about him?�
�Only that he has twenty-eight children, and he trained as a solicitor. And that he could never match your expertise as an intelligencer, and the Earl is an ass if he thinks otherwise.�
But the Earl was an ass in matters of espionage, thought Chaloner dejectedly, and might well dismiss him in favour of a flamboyant Cavalier. And then what? The spy could not foist himself on his family, because, as fervent supporters of Cromwell, they were being taxed into poverty by vengeful Royalists. He wondered, not for the first time, whether he should abandon England, and go to live in the New World. The only problem was that he had been there once, and had not liked it.
�What do you know about the victims?� he asked, changing the subject. �Vine and Chetwynd?�
�Just that they were pillars of decency in a government that seethes with corruption. It was not like that when Cromwell was in charge � as absolute ruler, he had the power to dismiss or arrest anyone he deemed less than honest. As I have said before, a military dictatorship is the best form of govern-�
�What about their families?� asked Chaloner, interrupting before they could argue. He did not share Thurloe�s views on the joys of repressive regimes. �George Vine told me he tried to assassinate Cromwell. Is it true?�
Thurloe grimaced. �I did have wind of a plot, but it transpired to be so outlandish that I did not bother with a prosecution. He planned to give the Lord Protector an exploding leek, but failed to take into account that most men are not in the habit of devouring raw vegetables presented to them by strangers. And we all know you cannot pack enough gunpowder inside a leek to kill anyone.�
�No,� agreed Chaloner. �You would need a cabbage, at the very least.�

Religion was a contentious issue in England, and as far as the bishops were concerned, a person was either a devout Anglican who attended his weekly devotions, or a fanatic who should be treated with suspicion. Some churches kept registers of which parishioners stayed away, and because Chaloner had been trained never to attract unnecessary attention, he always tried to make an appearance at St Dunstan-in-the-West on those Sundays when he was home. He did not usually mind, because the old building was a haven of peace amid the clamour of the city, and the rector�s rambling sermons gave him a chance to sit quietly and think of other matters.
But he resented the wasted time that day. There was too much to do, and Rector Thompson was holding a sheaf of notes that suggested his congregation might be trapped for hours while he ploughed through them all. Chaloner exchanged amiable greetings with him in the nave, ensured his name was recorded on the attendance list, then escaped through the vestry door when no one was looking. Once in the street, he headed for Westminster, walking with one hand on his hat to prevent the wind from tearing it from his head. It had been a gift from a lady in Spain, and its crown was cunningly reinforced with a metal bowl. It had saved his life on several occasions, and he did not want to lose it.
Westminster was different from White Hall, despite the fact that both were medieval palaces. White Hall was brazenly secular, alive with the colours of Court � the reds, golds, oranges and purples of balls and banquets. Its larger buildings were built of brick, although most were in desperate need of painting, and fountains and statues adorned its open spaces. By contrast, Westminster was dominated by its abbey and Norman hall, and had a monastic feel. Its buildings were characterised by lancet windows, stained glass and pinnacles, and there was an atmosphere of sobriety and business. Policy might be decided in White Hall, but the documents and writs to make it legal came from Westminster.
At the heart of Westminster, in the open area known as New Palace Yard, was the medieval Great Hall. As Chaloner walked past it, he paused to stare up at the severed heads that had been placed on poles outside. Cromwell�s was there, although the spy had no idea which of the blackened, almost inhuman objects belonged to the man who had ruled the Commonwealth. Some had long hair that waved in the wind, but most were bald, picked clean by crows. They had a tendency to blow down in rough weather, and he could see at least two on the ground. People were giving them a wide berth, because Spymaster Williamson�s men were in the habit of lurking nearby, ready to arrest anyone who attempted to rescue the pathetic objects and give them a decent burial.
Chaloner cut through a series of alleys until he reached the narrow lane that gave access to the Painted Chamber, intending to inspect it more thoroughly than he had been able to the previous night. He was unimpressed to find it very busy, not only with the clerks who had turned it into their personal office space, but with spectators who wanted to see the spot where two men had been murdered. A search was out of the question, so he lingered unobtrusively near the tapestries, eavesdropping on the discussions of the ghouls. It did not take him long to realise that he was wasting his time, and that the chances of overhearing anything relevant were negligible, so he left.
Unfortunately, he had no clear idea of how else to proceed, so he spent the rest of the day lurking in the kitchens, cook-houses and public areas of both palaces. But although there was a lot of talk about the murders � the statue was not mentioned, because it was old news and no longer of interest � it was all gossip and speculation, and nothing was based in fact. And the Lord of Misrule was being unusually close-lipped about his plans, so the spy made no headway there, either. He did learn that an event was planned for that evening in the Great Hall, though � it was something to do with Babylon, and necessitated the preparation of vast platters of a glutinous, rose-flavoured jelly.
The daylight faded and darkness fell. People began to dissipate, either to go home, or � if they were important enough to be invited � head for the Great Hall to enjoy whatever Near Eastern extravaganza Brodrick had devised. Among the latter was George Vine, who wore a bizarre combination of clothes meant to make him look like a sultan. The wind caught his turban and sent it cart-wheeling across the courtyard; Chaloner stopped it with his foot, and handed it back to him.
�What do you think?� asked George, twirling around then grabbing Chaloner�s arm when a combination of wine and a sudden gust of wind made him stagger. �I am a Babylonian prince.�
�Very pretty. Have you made arrangements for your father�s funeral yet?�
�Do not think to berate me for merrymaking while he lies above ground, because old Dreary Bones was buried this morning.� George smirked at Chaloner�s surprise. �I wanted to make sure Surgeon Wiseman did not get him, so time was of the essence.�
�I see,� said Chaloner, wondering why George was so determined to prevent an examination that might yield clues. It was clearly nothing to do with filial love. �Can you tell me anything about his last day? What time did he leave home?�
�At dawn. I remember, because we met at the door, and argued over the fact that he was going to work, while I had not yet been to bed. He was like that, always criticising me for having fun.�
�And what did his work at the Treasury entail, exactly?�
�He dealt with large quantities of money. I suppose I shall have to find out more, given that I intend to take over his duties. But I refuse to work as hard as he did -
I am no bore.� �I am sure the King will be impressed by your dedication.�
George curled his lip, jammed his turban on his head and began to totter away. He called back over his shoulder as he went. �The wind is picking up again, and we all know what that means.�
Chaloner had no idea what he was talking about. �What?�
�That a great person will die. People said it blew for my father, but it persists, so obviously it gusts for someone else � old Dreary Bones was not a �great person� after all. You had better make sure the Lord Chancellor is tucked up safe in his bed.�
Chaloner darted after him, gripping his shoulder hard enough to make him squeal as he jerked him to a standstill. �Are you threatening my Earl?�
George was frightened � by the spy�s speed, strength and the expression on his face. �No! I was just blathering. I did not mean anything by it, I swear!� His bloodshot eyes lit on a nearby lane, and he jabbed a desperate finger at it. �Look, there are Thomas and Matthias Lea. Go and interrogate them � they also benefited from the murder of a kinsman, and I am not the only one who is suddenly rich.�
Chaloner peered into the gloom, and saw Chetwynd�s heirs climbing into a hackney. They were looking in his direction, but when he released George and took a few steps towards them, one said something to the driver and they rattled away. He could have caught them, had he run, but it was not worth the effort. They had left abruptly because they did not want to deal with him, and chasing them was not going to change that fact. He would simply have to wait for a more opportune moment.
He lingered a while longer, standing in the shadows of White Hall�s largest courtyard, and watching gaggles of courtiers set off towards Westminster together. Most wore costumes that showed they had not the faintest idea of what Babylon had been like. Eventually, only the stragglers remained. One trio comprised a girl with woolly hair who wore nothing around her midriff and bells on her ankles, a youth dressed as a genie, and an old man whose sole concession to the occasion was a fez. He appeared to be deaf, and kept turning questioningly to his companions, who made no effort to speak at a volume that would help him. Chaloner knew they were rich when a coach came to collect them, although it was too dark to make out the insignia on its side. He could tell from their gestures that the youngsters were annoyed about being late, while the ancient gave the impression that he would rather be at home with a good book and a cup of warm milk.
But then even they had gone. There was no point in remaining, so Chaloner set off for Westminster himself, not to spy on the ball, but to see whether the Painted Chamber was empty at last.

When he reached New Palace Yard, the twang of foreign-sounding music and a cacophony of voices emanated from the Great Hall. A few revellers spilled into the street, one or two to vomit up the unpalatable mixture of wine and rose-flavoured jellies, and others to snatch kisses and fondles in the darkness outside. Several enterprising businesses had stayed open in the hope of attracting late trade, although Chaloner could not imagine many courtiers being interested in legal books or porpoise tongues, which seemed to be the two main commodities on offer.
The area around the Painted Chamber was deserted, though. It was illuminated by the odd lantern, but not many, because fuel was expensive and the government saw no point in spending money on a part of the complex that was usually abandoned at night. The occasional clerk risked life and limb to work late � the Palace of Westminster was surrounded by tenements and hovels, so violent crime was rife � but they were not many. One shadow sidled up to Chaloner with the clear intention of relieving him of his purse, but it melted away when he started to draw his sword.
The Painted Chamber was unlocked, and he supposed the guards had yet to make their rounds and secure the building for the night. He opened the door to its lobby, then ascended the wide stone steps to the main hall. He paused by the entrance, listening intently for any sound from within, more from habit than any expectation of detecting anything amiss. But George had been right when he said the wind was picking up again � it screamed down the chimney and roared across the roof, and Chaloner could barely hear his own footsteps, let alone anyone else�s. He scanned the shadows for any flicker of movement that might tell him someone was there, but the place appeared to be empty. It was lit by a lamp at its far end, near the spot where Vine and Chetwynd had died, but was otherwise in darkness.
It was a large building, perhaps eighty feet long by twenty-five wide, and showed signs of serious long-term neglect. The great tapestries depicting the Trojan Wars were grey with filth, and the ceiling was black from years of smoking candles. The stone tracery in the windows was crumbling, and the floorboards needed replacing � there were gaps between some that could swallow a small foot.
He walked to the far end, and gazed at the place where the bodies had been found. The first victim, Chetwynd, had been working at his desk. So what had happened? Had the killer arrived, amiably offering to share a cup of wine with him? If so, then Chetwynd must have known his murderer, because government officials did not accept refreshments from just anyone in the depths of night. The fact that no cup was anywhere to be found when the chamber was later searched told Chaloner that the culprit had been careful to leave nothing in the way of clues.
And Vine? The building where he worked adjoined the Painted Chamber, so perhaps he, like Greene, had run out of ink, and hoped to borrow some from Chetwynd�s well-supplied table. Or perhaps the killer had invited him there, offering to share his deadly brew on the pretence that it was a toast to a dead colleague. And that meant the killer knew both his victims � knew them well enough that Vine was not suspicious, despite almost certainly being aware of what had happened to Chetwynd.
The spy took the lamp and began to examine the floor, although not with much hope of finding anything useful � the hall had been graced by too many visitors that day. He was on the verge of giving up and going home, when he spotted something gleaming faintly between two floorboards. It was a ring, but when he tried to pick it up, he found it was solidly wedged. There was a smear of mud on it, which told him someone � possibly its owner � had trodden on it, probably by accident, crushing it even more firmly into the slit. New scratches on the floor around it indicated someone had tried to prise it out, but had given up. Chaloner saw why when his dagger proved too unwieldy for the task, and he was obliged to use one of his lock-picking probes. It was not easy, but he succeeded eventually.
The ring was small � too tiny to fit even his little finger � and beautiful in its simplicity. It comprised a plain gold band with a clasp that held a deep-red ruby. The size of the gem and the quality of the workmanship told him it was valuable. Did it belong to one of the ghouls who had visited the Painted Chamber that day? He did not think so, because they would not have abandoned their efforts to retrieve it � they would have fetched a more suitable implement with which to lever it out.
Had it belonged to Vine, then, and his attempts to rescue it had been interrupted when the killer had arrived? It would have been too small to fit his fingers, but there was a current fashion for wearing rings suspended from cuff-strings, so its size meant nothing. Or was Chaloner holding something that belonged to the murderer, ripped away as Vine thrashed around in his death throes? He was sure of one thing, though: it was not Greene�s. The clerk was something of a Puritan, and favoured clothes devoid of extravagant accessories, jewellery included.
There was no more to be learned from the Painted Chamber, so he decided to go home. He was halfway down the hall when he heard a creak over the racket being made by the storm. It sounded like the main door being opened. Instinctively, he slipped into the shadows and watched it intently � so intently that he made a basic mistake. The room had other entrances, one of which was directly behind him. He spun around the moment he detected the rustle of clothing, but it was too late � a cudgel was descending towards his head. He managed to deflect it by throwing up his arm, but it was a violent blow, and sent him staggering backwards.
There were six of them � three had entered through the main door, and three from the entrance behind Chetwynd�s desk � and they meant business. Chaloner whipped out his sword to parry a thrust that was obviously intended to disembowel him, then was obliged to retreat fast when the rest came at him in a tight phalanx of flashing blades. His left arm was numb, and the ring slid from his nerveless fingers. He barely noticed it go: all his attention was focussed on staying alive.
He fought furiously, using every trick and feint he knew in an effort to gain an advantage. But it was an unequal battle, and although he injured two who were reckless enough to come within his range, they were simply too many for him. Moreover, they wielded their weapons with an easy confidence that said they were professional soldiers, and he could tell, from the way they anticipated each other�s moves, that they had been fighting together for years � they operated like a well-oiled machine, one stepping forward the moment another fell back. A detached part of his mind knew it was only a matter of time before he was skewered, because he could not fend them off indefinitely � he was already tiring.
�I�ve found it,� said one, bending to retrieve something from the floor. �We can go.�
Immediately, a warrior tried to manoeuvre his way behind Chaloner, who was forced to back up against the wall. Then three attacked at once, and he was hard-pressed to repel them. He was aware of movement on either side of him, but did not realise what was happening until someone gave a yell and started to haul on something. He glanced up in time to see the tapestry tear free from its moorings. The soldiers leapt away, but Chaloner was knocked from his feet as the heavy material enveloped him. He was encased in darkness, and completely helpless. He was aware of blades stabbing into the floor around him, then something struck his head, hard enough to knock him out of his senses. The last thing he heard was retreating footsteps.

When Chaloner opened his eyes, his nose and mouth were full of dust, his head hurt, and he could not see. It was several minutes before he remembered what had happened, and several more before he was able to struggle free of the suffocating tapestry. The soldiers had gone, and a quick search revealed that the ring had gone, too. He removed his hat and ran his fingers across the crown, to discover a vicious jab from a blade had caused a substantial dent in the metal lining. Once again, it had saved his life, and he gave silent thanks to Isabella, his brief but passionate Spanish amore, who had given it to him. He was sure the soldiers had not expected him to survive.
He had no idea how much time had passed since the attack, but he peered carefully around the main door anyway, just in case the men were still there. They were not, for which he was grateful, because he was in no state to tackle them again, and they were unlikely to let him live a second time. So, who were they? The killers of Vine and Chetwynd? He doubted it � why waste time with toxins when they had swords to hand? He recalled one soldier bending to pick something up from the floor, telling his colleagues that he had �found it�. Clearly, he referred to the ring, but why? Had the killer charged them to retrieve it, because it was evidence that would trap him? Chaloner rubbed his aching head as he thought about it. The Painted Chamber had been busy all day, right up until the ghouls had gone to Brodrick�s ball. So, like Chaloner, it would have been the soldiers� first opportunity to enter unseen.
So what did that tell him? That the killer controlled an elite gang of warriors, as well as having access to deadly potions? They had reminded him of the �train-bands� of the civil wars � a group of friends or neighbours who had learned their martial skills together, and who could be mobilised at a moment�s notice. Did it mean their leader � or their master � was rich and powerful? Or did it mean the killer was a woman, because while she might be capable of handing goblets of poison to her victims, tackling armed investigators was a different proposition entirely?
He became aware that he was standing directly underneath the lamp that lit the Painted Chamber�s entrance, providing a perfect target for anyone who meant him harm. Disgusted, he tried to pull himself together, taking a deep breath in the hope that it would clear his wits. It did not, and he reeled dizzily, forcing him to wait for the weakness to pass. Then he started walking, but had not taken many steps before he was obliged to stop and steady himself against a wall.
�Too much Babylonian punch?� came a familiar voice. �I warned people to treat it with caution, but did anyone listen? No! I only hope it does not put the King in a deadly stupor, because he has an important meeting with the Swedish ambassador tomorrow. Perhaps I should remain on hand tonight, lest my services are needed.�
Chaloner whipped around in alarm. The combin ation of noisy gale and befuddled senses had let Wiseman approach to almost within touching distance, and he had not heard a thing. He knew he needed to be a lot more careful, or the train-band would easily finish what they had started.
The surgeon, clad in his trademark red, was with a courtier, a plump man whom Chaloner had seen before � it was the fellow Greene had met in the Dolphin tavern the previous evening. The two men had shared a meal, talked amiably for a while, then parted ways. And they had done something else, too, but the memory was just out of Chaloner�s reach, no matter how hard he struggled to recall it.
�Babylonian punch?� he asked dully, aware that Wiseman was waiting for a response.
�Brodrick�s unique concoction of ale, limejuice, brandy-wine and spices,� elaborated Wiseman. �I recommended he omit the brandywine, but he said Babylonians downed barrels of the stuff with no ill-effects. They did nothing of the kind, of course � it was only invented recently.�
�Actually, brandywine is what made them so famously garrulous,� countered his companion authoritatively. He was a bland-looking fellow, and his only outstanding feature was a very long nose. �Babylonians babbled a lot � and they babbled because they were drunk on brandy-wine. It is a well-known fact. Brandywine made them wildly licentious, too � another well-known fact.�
Wiseman shot him an arch look. �Not that well known, because I was unaware of it. But I am forgetting my manners. Langston, meet the Lord Chancellor�s man. Chaloner, this is Francis Langston, one of the officials who works in the Royal Household.�
Chaloner started to bow, but changed his mind when the movement made the ground tip and he thought he might be sick. He wanted to ask what they were doing in a dark alley so late at night, but his tongue felt too big for his mouth, and Langston began to speak before he could form the words.
�I am a great admirer of your master � I wrote a play about him once, but it turned out badly. He is a fine, upright fellow, but literary heroes need more than morality to make them great � he came over as a pompous, overbearing bigot, so I thought it best not to present him with a copy.�
�Never mind that,� said Wiseman curtly. He looked enormous in the darkness, all barrel chest and powerful arms. �I have something important to say. As I watched folk swigging Brodrick�s brew with gay abandon earlier this evening, it occurred to me that brandywine might have been used in the potion that killed Chetwynd and Vine.�
�So we went to visit Kersey, to find out,� said Langston, taking up the story. �Wiseman sniffed Chetwynd�s corpse � his kin refused the offer of dissection, but they said nothing about sniffing � and brandywine was indeed one of the ingredients.�
�No doubt it was added to disguise the taste of the toxin,� added Wiseman. �Plain wine would have been unequal to the task. Unfortunately, Brodrick bought vats of it for his punch � all that was in London, apparently � and the cellar staff say it is impossible to tell whether any is missing.�
�Who is Kersey?� asked Chaloner, struggling to understand what they were trying to tell him.
�The Corpse Keeper.� Wiseman frowned when he saw Chaloner�s blank look. �Do you know nothing? Everyone has heard of Kersey.�
�Well, I have not,� snapped Chaloner, his aching head making him irritable.
Wiseman sighed, and began to speak in a way that could only be described as patronising. �When people die in Westminster � and thousands live and work here, so there is always someone breathing his last � their bodies go to Kersey until they are either buried or claimed by kin.�
�His charnel house is near here,� added Langston. �It is not a place I like to visit, but needs must. Chetwynd and Vine were colleagues, and I do not like the notion of them being murdered.�
�Greene is your colleague, too,� said Chaloner, recalling what he had seen the previous night.
Langston shook his head. �Greene is a friend, not a colleague. I am very fond of him, which is why I agreed to visit a charnel house with Wiseman � to see if we could prove his innocence.�
�And how does brandywine do that?� asked Chaloner, becoming confused. He wished he was home, lying in bed, not trying to talk to two men whose conversation was making no sense.
Wiseman peered at him. �You are slow on the uptake tonight. Are you unwell? Perhaps you should go home, and I will explain my clever theory tomorrow. I do not want to have to repeat myself.�
�Have you seen any soldiers?� asked Chaloner tiredly. He raised a hand to his head, which felt as if it might explode. �Not the palace guards, but a train-band, like the ones from the wars. They-�
Langston looked alarmed. �You were attacked! Is that why you are swaying like a drunk? They knocked you out of your wits? I heard a gang of villains has taken to infesting these parts, so we had better leave while we can. Come. We shall walk to the Great Hall together.�
He took Chaloner�s arm, and it was not many moments before they reached the light and noise of the ball. The music that wafted through the open door was curious and not entirely pleasant, as if someone had decided that the best way to emulate the tunes of the Ancient Near East was to take familiar melodies and play them sharp. Langston immediately disappeared inside, muttering something about it being safer than streets crawling with train-bands.
�Go home and rest,� ordered Wiseman, when he had gone. �I shall stay here and eavesdrop. And if I hear anything useful about these killings, I shall tell you tomorrow.�
Chaloner stared at him. �You want to help me?�
�I want to help the Earl,� corrected Wiseman. �I refuse to stand by and watch him make a fool of himself by persisting with his irrational belief that Greene is the killer. Do not worry about me. I am a surgeon, and my lofty intelligence is more than a match for any mere poisoner.�
Chaloner could not think of anything to say in the light of such hubris.

Chapter 3

The wind blew hard all night, whistling through the loose windowpanes in Chaloner�s room, bellowing down the chimney, and ripping across the roof. Exhausted though he was, it was not conducive to restful sleep, and he woke every time there was an unfamiliar bump, scrape or rattle. And each time he did, he found himself reaching for the dagger under his pillow, which reminded him unpleasantly of his recent mission to Spain, where constant and unrelenting danger had forced him into a similar state of high vigilance. He sincerely hoped London was not about to become the same.
It was not just the sounds of the storm that made him uneasy. An explosion in the neighbouring house the previous year had rendered his own building unstable. His landlord claimed there was nothing wrong, but cracks in the walls, window frames that suddenly did not fit, and a distinct list to the floor indicated otherwise. Chaloner was acutely aware that a high wind might tear the destabilised roof from its moorings, and as he lived in the attic, this would be a problem. He considered going to visit Hannah, but their courtship was very new � they had graduated to the bedchamber only the previous week, upon his return from Oxford � and he did not think she would appreciate being woken in the small hours by a lover whose sole intention was to secure a good night�s sleep.
It was four o�clock before the gale blew itself out. Chaloner dozed for another hour, then reluctantly prised himself out of bed. He lit a lamp, and saw water had seeped under cracked and missing tiles to dribble through the ceiling and down the walls; green stains indicated it was not the first time this had happened. Most men would have abandoned the place and found better accommodation, but the garret in Fetter Lane suited Chaloner for a number of reasons. Firstly, the structural hiccups meant it was leased at an attractively low rate, an important consideration for a man whose master did not always pay him on time. Secondly, Fetter Lane was a reasonably affluent street, and its residents kept it lit at night � a spy always liked to see who was going past his home in the dark. And finally, it was convenient for White Hall.
After positioning bowls to catch the worst of the drips, he sat on his bed and stared into space, feeling drowsy and sluggish. His head ached, his arm was bruised, and at some point during the skirmish, he had jarred his leg � an exploding cannon during the Battle of Naseby had left him slightly lame. In all, he felt decidedly shabby. He closed his eyes, and was almost asleep again when his cat jumped into his lap, jolting him awake. He had not known it was home, but was pleased to see it. He fed it some salted herring, which it devoured greedily. Then it left without so much as a backwards glance, its cool independence a far cry from Haddon�s fawning lapdogs.
Despite his weariness, Chaloner knew he could not afford to waste the day. He shaved quickly � it was cold in the room, and the water was icy � then donned a clean linen shirt, black breeches and stockings, and a blue �vest� � a knee-length, collarless coat with loose-fitting sleeves. Unwilling to risk another blow to the head, he wore Isabella�s metal-lined hat again. Thoughts of her made him smile, and he wished there was a way they could have been together. Unfortunately, their blossoming romance had come to an abrupt end when he had been exposed as a spy, leading to his arrest, imprisonment and an escape so narrow that it still haunted his dreams.
And now there was Hannah. Her father had been a favourite of the old king, and the new one had drafted her into the Queen�s service after the death of her husband. Chaloner was not sure why he had been attracted to her � or her to him � because they had little in common, and he wondered whether it was an affection born of mutual loneliness. Yet he hoped the relationship would develop into something meaningful even so, assuming he did not ruin it by being reticent about his personal life � he had learned through bitter experience that most women did not like uncommunicative men.
�A great person has died,� announced Landlord Ellis, when he saw his tenant descend the rickety stairs and aim for the front door. Chaloner was surprised to see him, because dawn was still some way off, and Ellis was not an early riser. �One always does when there is a strong wind. Did you hear about Chetwynd, who perished during that terrible blow we had on Christmas Day?�
Chaloner nodded, but declined to say he was one of those charged to find the man�s killer.
�Chetwynd was not what I would have called great, though,� Ellis went on, standing in front of the tin mirror in the hallway and attempting to straighten his wig. �You cannot be great if you are corrupt, in my humble opinion.�
Chaloner blinked in surprise. �Chetwynd was corrupt? I thought he was one of the few honest men at Westminster � devout, hard-working and upright.�
�He was a lawyer,� countered Ellis tartly. �And a Chancery clerk into the bargain. Of course he was corrupt. And if you do not believe me, ask Thomas Doling. And that young rascal Neale, who was rendered penniless by Chetwynd�s duplicitous manoeuvrings.�
�Who are Doling and Neale?�
�Doling was a Commonwealth clerk, and Neale is a penniless courtier. They both haunt the Angel Inn on King Street, although not together obviously � Roundhead henchmen and Cavalier fops do not befriend each other, even if they are both victims of the same crooked lawyer. The man who died during the latest gale was great, though. No one can argue with that.�
�Was he?� asked Chaloner. A number of people had remarked on Vine�s innate decency, so he supposed the fellow really had been a paragon of virtue.
Ellis nodded. �I heard all about it this morning, when I went to my coffee house.�
�You must have gone very early,� said Chaloner, immediately suspicious. �It is not yet light.�
Ellis looked sheepish. �I could not sleep with all that rattling and howling, so I went out at midnight. I dislike storms, and there is nothing like coffee-house discourse to take one�s mind off one�s worries.�
As he spoke, he moved furtively to one side, and Chaloner saw he was trying to stand in front of a strongbox, to hide it from sight. It had a substantial lock, and was clearly for transporting valuables.
�You mean you were afraid the house would tumble about your ears, so you took your gold and spent the night somewhere safe. Why did you not warn your tenants to do likewise?�
Ellis became indignant. �My house is safe � I was just not in the mood for taking chances. But we were talking about gales. The wind blew for Chetwynd on Thursday, and then it blew until a second great man died � a fat one, this time. �Great� can mean fat, you know.�
Chaloner frowned: Vine had not been fat. �Who are you talking about?�
�Francis Langston,� replied Ellis. �He was murdered last night.�
�Langston?� asked Chaloner, thinking of the plump fellow with the long nose he had met with Wiseman outside the Painted Chamber. Could it be the same man? �Are you sure?�
�Yes � the storm died out at four o�clock, precisely when he was said to have breathed his last.�
�How do you know all this?� Chaloner estimated it was not quite six, so the news must have travelled very fast, even for London.
�One of the palace guards is a regular in my coffee house, and he told us the tale. The story is that Langston�s corpse was found by the Lord Chancellor, who is said to be in a state of high agitation about it. And who can blame him? Apparently, he was going to hire Langston to be his personal spy.�

The news of Langston�s death � and the unsettling notion that the Earl was expanding his intelligence network without telling him � was enough to drive Chaloner to White Hall immediately. He walked as fast as his sore leg would let him. As he limped across the Palace Court, he saw the day was not quite advanced enough for the King and his Court to have retired to bed, and the rumpus emanating from Lady Castlemaine�s apartments suggested an extension of the Babylonian escapade was still in full swing. He heard the King�s distinctive laugh, followed by the bleat of a goat, and then something that sounded like a musical instrument being smashed. He did not like to imagine what they were doing, but suspected that whatever it was would transpire to be expensive for the taxpayer.
He was just walking up the stairs to the Lord Chancellor�s offices, when he heard a scream. It was his master, and he sounded terrified. Chaloner broke into a run, ignoring the protesting twinge in his leg as he took the steps three at a time. When he reached the Earl�s door, he threw it open with a resounding crack, sword in his hand. The Earl knelt precariously on top of his desk, while his steward stood on a chair next to him. They were clutching each other, white-faced and frightened, and Chaloner was immediately struck by how old and vulnerable they both looked.
�Help me!� cried the Earl, when the spy edged into the room, every sense alert for danger. It appeared to be deserted, and there was no sign of assassins or anything else that might have driven the Lord Chancellor and his steward to take refuge atop the furniture. Chaloner took a step towards the window, but was brought up short when he cracked his head on the inconveniently placed chandelier.
�Help you with what?� he asked, hand to his scalp. Once again, he was grateful for Isabella�s hat, because he suspected he would have knocked himself insensible without it � the fixture seemed to be made of especially unyielding metal.
�Look, man, look!� screeched the Earl, pointing unsteadily at a chest in the corner, where he kept a few changes of clothes and a spare hairpiece or two. �It is the Devil�s work!�
Assuming some sort of explosive device was hidden there, Chaloner gestured that his master was to walk towards him, intent on getting him out before anything detonated. �Come,� he said, a little impatiently, when the Earl merely shook his head and refused to move. �You must leave now.�
�I am not jumping down while that � that thing is there!� declared the Earl vehemently.
Bemused, Chaloner studied the chest more closely, and saw a wig on the floor next to it. It was one of the larger ones, a magnificent creation of golden curls that hung well past the Earl�s shoulders. They were rumoured to have come from a Southwark whore, who was currently in the process of growing a new set for the Duke of York. As he looked, Chaloner became aware that it was twitching. Then it began to slide along the floor of its own volition, slowly at first, but then with increasing speed as it approached the desk. The Earl howled again, and so did Haddon. Chaloner started to laugh.
�Do something!� shrieked the Earl. �Before it races up the table and attaches itself to my person.�
�Or mine,� added Haddon fearfully. �There is witchery in that periwig, and I am not sure such spells are very discerning. The evil may be meant for him, but it might harm me instead.�
Struggling to control his amusement, Chaloner jabbed the tip of his sword into the wig as it slithered past him. It stopped dead, although he could feel it tugging as it tried to continue its journey.
�Do not damage the hair!� squawked the Earl, watching him in horror. �Do you know how much those things cost? More than you earn in a year!�
�Perhaps I should ask for a pay-rise, then,� muttered Chaloner, keeping the sword where it was until he had reached down to grab the wig. It squeaked as he picked it up. Then it bit him. With a yelp of his own, he dropped it, and it was off again, skittering towards the window.
�It has teeth,� wailed Haddon, clutching the Earl so hard that he threatened to have them both on the floor. �It is truly a demon sent by the Devil!�
The Earl closed his eyes and intoned a prayer of deliver ance. �Stab it again, Thomas,� he ordered. �But without spoiling the wig, if you please. Then you can stay here and guard it, while Haddon and I fetch a priest. We shall have to exorcise this vile fiend, since it seems determined to do violence.�
Flexing his smarting hand, Chaloner went after the wig, which sensed him coming and began to move faster still. It shot under a chest, and emerged at high speed through the other side. Then it whipped across the floor, aiming for the door and the freedom beyond. Chaloner slammed the door shut before it could effect its escape, ignoring the Earl�s furious reprimands for not letting it become someone else�s problem. Eventually, he managed to pin it down on one of the Turkish carpets. When he picked it up a second time, he was rather more careful.
�A ferret,� he said, examining the wriggling creature within. �I thought it would be a rat.�
The Earl peered at it, still holding on to Haddon. His expression was already turning from fearful to indignant. �A ferret? You mean an animal dares to make its nest inside my favourite headpiece?�
�It is tied there,� explained Chaloner, using his dagger to cut through the knots. The little creature was incensed by its rough treatment, and squirmed vigorously, making his task more difficult. �I imagine this comes courtesy of the Lord of Misrule.�
�A trick?� demanded the Earl, anger growing. �I have been driven on top of my desk by a trick?�
Haddon climbed off his chair, his lips tight with fury. �I fail to see the humour in torturing an animal. It is a despicable thing to do, and they should be ashamed of themselves. Have they hurt it?�
Chaloner shook his head. �It is just frightened � but not nearly as much as you two were.�
The Earl glared at him. �This situation is not amusing. And if you tell another living soul about this, I shall � I do not know what I shall do, but suffice to say I shall not be pleased.�
Chaloner held the ferret by the scruff of the neck, so it could neither bite him nor escape. Haddon took it from him, and began to soothe it by rubbing the soft fur on its head. Beady eyes regarded him crossly at first, but then it snuggled into the crook of his arm.
�It is tame,� the steward said, touched. �It will be someone�s companion. Poor thing!�
�I will take it to St James�s Park and release it,� offered Chaloner. �It will-�
�No!� cried Haddon, cradling the animal protectively. �You will not! A dog or a fox will have it. It probably belongs to one of the kitchen boys, who will be heartbroken to find it missing.�
�Go and find him, then,� said the Earl tiredly. �There is no need for a child to suffer, just because the Lord of Misrule � whom I suspect is that vile Chiffinch � sees fit to mock his Lord Chancellor. We shall put it about that his trick was discovered before my periwig started racing about the floor. I do not want him to know it worked, because he might try it again with something larger.�
Haddon covered the ferret with his hat, to protect it from the cold, and went to do as he was told. Uncomfortable with the notion that someone had entered the offices illicitly, Chaloner searched them, to ensure no other pranks were waiting to unfold. The Earl watched uneasily, and only relaxed when his spy assured him that all was in order.
�I have had a terrible day,� he said mournfully, flopping into a chair and mopping his brow with a piece of lace. �And it is not even light yet. Did you know I found Langston dead earlier?�
Chaloner raised his eyebrows. �It is true? I hoped it was just coffee-house gossip.�
�You heard it in a coffee house?� The Earl was aghast. �Is nothing sacred? I suppose the guards must have blathered. It gave me a terrible fright, you see, and my cries of alarm brought them running.�
�What were you doing at Westminster so early, sir?� asked Chaloner, trying to keep the reproach from his voice. �You know it is not safe.�
�I had important business there � urgent missives for France, which were scribed overnight and required my seal before being dispatched to Dover today.�
�Could these documents not have been brought to your home?�
�I grew anxious waiting for them, and Haddon and Turner were to hand, so I told them to accompany me. Turner is good with a sword, so I felt quite safe. We were cutting through the Painted Chamber, when we discovered Langston. Dead.�
�Poisoned?�
�Turner thinks so. It was just like the first two: a corpse lying on the floor, with no sign of a cup or a jug. He has gone to find out where Greene was at the salient time, even though he was exhausted � he spent all last night at that ridiculous Babylonian ball, listening for gossip about the murders. He is a diligent fellow, working on my behalf. Where were you last night? Asleep in bed?�
Chaloner was tempted to say he had been resting after an attack intended to kill him, but managed to hold his tongue. The Earl could not be trusted to keep the tale to himself, and Chaloner did not want the train-band learning they had left a survivor just yet. He addressed another issue instead.
�I also heard you had asked Langston to be your spy. Did you?�
The Earl glowered at him. �You spend too much time in coffee-houses, and too little on your duties. Turner would never waste his energies listening to gossip.�
�You just said he spent all last night doing exactly that, at the Babylonian ball,� Chaloner pointed out before he could stop himself. He rubbed his head and closed his eyes, wishing he had not spoken. Aggravating the Earl was not a wise thing to do.
�You presume too much on my patience,� said the Earl coldly. �Either find evidence that shows Greene is the killer, or find yourself another employer. Do you understand me?�
Chaloner frowned. �I am not sure. Are you ordering me to look only for evidence that proves Greene is guilty, and ignore anything that might point to another culprit?�
The Earl flung up his hands in exasperation. �What is wrong with you today? Can you not string two words together without abusing me? Of course Greene is guilty, and I cannot imagine why you refuse to believe it � the Lady is going around declaring his innocence, for a start. Did you know that? That is as good as screaming his culpability from the rooftops as far as I am concerned. The King�s mistress does not demean herself by taking the side of insignificant clerks without good reason.�
Chaloner gazed uneasily at him. �Lady Castlemaine has taken Greene�s side? I did not know.�
�Well, you do now,� snapped the Earl.

Chaloner left the Earl with his thoughts in a whirl of confusion. He looked in Bulteel�s little office, hoping to obtain some confirmation of their master�s claims, but it was too early for the secretary, and his desk was empty. Why would Lady Castlemaine take Greene�s side? Was it because she hated the Lord Chancellor with a passion, and tended to support anyone he disliked, as a matter of principle? Or was she involved in the murders somehow? Chaloner could not imagine why she should stoop to such dark and dangerous business, but she was an incorrigible meddler, so perhaps she could not help herself. The Lady was not someone he wanted to confront, though � at least, not until he had more information.
It was still dark when he reached the bottom of stairs and stepped outside, and there was not the slightest glimmer in the eastern sky to herald the arrival of dawn. The lights in Lady Castlemaine�s rooms were being doused, indicating her soir�e was at an end. Her guests spilled into the Privy Garden, laughing and shouting as they went, careless of the fact that most White Hall residents would still be sleeping. Chaloner thought he saw a face peer out of the Queen�s window, then withdraw quickly. When he looked back to the garden, he saw the King weaving across it, arm around someone dressed as a concubine. The slender perfection of the near-naked limbs led him to suppose it was the Lady, but she wore a mask, and he could not be sure. He loitered until he spotted Brodrick.
�I am sure no harm will befall the Earl in the coming week,� he said, approaching soundlessly, and speaking just as his master�s cousin was about to relieve himself against a statue of Prince Rupert.
�God�s blood!� cried Brodrick, spinning around so fast he almost lost his balance. He scrabbled with his clothing, mortified. �Must you sneak up behind a man when he is engaged in personal business? As Lord of Misrule, I could fine you for- Damn my loose tongue! I did not want anyone in my kinsman�s retinue to know it is me who is elected this year.�
�I am sure you do not. But I repeat: no harm will come to the Earl.�
Brodrick looked pained. �I shall have to make him the subject of one or two japes, because people expect it, and it is more than my life is worth to disappoint. But I will not do anything that will hurt him physically, or anything that will allow his enemies to score points against him politically. Beyond that, my hands are tied. You will just have to trust my judgement.�
Chaloner eyed him. Brodrick looked debauched when he was sober and properly dressed, but that morning he was neither. He had lost his pantaloons during the night, leaving him in his undergarments, and his turban had unravelled at the back. His eyes were bloodshot, and he reeked of strong drink.
�Your judgement,� Chaloner repeated, not bothering to hide his disdain.
Brodrick�s expression turned spiteful. �Why do you care about him, anyway? He is hiring new staff as though there is no tomorrow, and it is only a matter of time before you are displaced. He already prefers Turner to you, and I learned last night that he wants Langston to be his spy, too. But Langston refused outright � he told me so himself.�
Chaloner recalled Langston heading for the ball after visiting the charnel house with Wiseman, so supposed it was not inconceivable that he had chatted to Brodrick there. �Why did he refuse?�
�Because spying is sordid,� replied Brodrick, taking the opportunity to fling out an insult of his own. �Langston is honourable and, like any decent man, wants nothing to do with a profession that is so indescribably disreputable. Although, to be frank, I suspect my cousin�s real aim is to populate his household with upright souls, and he did not think that offering to hire Langston as an intelligencer might be deemed offensive.�
�Langston is dead,� said Chaloner, watching him closely for a reaction.
Brodrick gaped. �Dead? No, you are mistaken! I was talking to him not long ago. You did not swallow any of that Babylonian punch, did you? Surgeon Wiseman told me it might be dangerous, and my head tells me I should have listened to him. I have rarely felt so fragile after a drinking bout.�
�Did you notice whether anyone took an unusual or sinister interest in Langston last night?� Chaloner asked, although not with much hope of a sensible answer.
Brodrick shook his head apologetically. �I was more concerned with my own pleasures than in observing what others were doing. I recall him regaling me with his indignation about the Earl, but that is about all.�
Chaloner tried another line of questioning. �Does Lady Castlemaine ever employ Greene?�
�You want to know why she is going around telling everyone he is innocent, when my cousin is so adamant he is guilty.� Brodrick shrugged, grabbing Chaloner�s arm when the gesture threatened to tip him over. �I suspect she is just taking the opportunity to oppose an enemy. I doubt it is significant.�
The discussion ended abruptly when Brodrick slumped to the ground and closed his eyes. Supposing he should not leave him there to freeze, although it was tempting, Chaloner summoned the palace guards and ordered them to carry him indoors. Then, craving the company of someone who would not fall into a drunken stupor in the middle of a conversation, or accuse him of negligence, disloyalty and choosing an unsavoury career, the spy set off for Lincoln�s Inn.

When he arrived, Lincoln�s Inn was still mostly in darkness, although lamps gleamed in the occasional room, showing its lawyer-occupant was already hard at work. White Hall had put Chaloner in a sullen mood, and he did not feel like exchanging pleasantries with the porter at the gate, so he walked to the back of the building and scrambled over a wall. His temper was not improved when he misjudged the drop and jarred his bad leg. He hobbled to the courtyard called Dial Court, then climbed the stairs to Chamber XIII, aware of the familiar, comforting scent of wood-smoke and beeswax polish.
Thurloe was sitting at a table in the room he used as an office, poring over documents and sipping one of his infamous tonics. The spy shook his head when he was offered a draught, but accepted a slice of mince pie. It had been made by the Inn�s cook, and contained chopped tongue, as well as apples, dried fruit and spices. The taste transported Chaloner back to his Buckinghamshire childhood, when he had been safe and happy. He recalled singing Christmas carols with his brothers and sisters, and watching his parents hold hands in the ridiculously affectionate way they had with each other. He experienced a sharp pang of sadness for an age and a contentment that were lost to him forever.
�Well?� prompted Thurloe after several minutes, during which the spy�s only words were a greeting so terse it was barely civil. �Did you come just to stare into space and devour the best part of my pie?�
Chaloner saw the plate was indeed a good deal emptier than it had been when he had arrived. �It is a very good pie.�
�But not as fine as my wife�s. Come home with me and try some � you look in need of a rest. I plan to leave for Oxfordshire at the end of the week, and will probably be gone for several months.�
Chaloner struggled to conceal his dismay. London would be a bleak place without Thurloe. �I see.�
The ex-Spymaster gave one of his rare smiles. �Ann and the children like me home on Twelfth Night, to give them presents and join the festivities. Come, too � they would love to see you.�
Chaloner was sorely tempted, but shook his head. �Greene might hang if I do not find the real culprit. And my Earl will not escape unscathed if he sends an innocent man to the gallows, either. His enemies will use it to destroy him.�
�Your devotion does you credit, but is it worth it? The Earl will not thank you for proving him wrong, especially now I hear Lady Castlemaine has joined the affray, and is championing Greene�s cause. You are effectively taking her side, and he will not appreciate that.�
�No, but what sort of retainer would I be, if I let him make a fool of himself? Besides, I cannot leave now � he is hiring more spies, and if I go to Oxfordshire, he may use the opportunity to replace me permanently. Then I shall have to take a ship to the New World, and try to earn a living there, although it is a terrible place � full of frozen rivers, tangled woods and dangerous animals. I would rather go to Spain, and that �� He faltered, not wanting to talk about Spain.
Thurloe gazed at him. �You are in a dark mood this morning! But do not worry � I shall help you with your investigation before I leave. Do you have any questions I might be able to answer? Or would you like me to help you interview suspects?� He misunderstood Chaloner�s rising alarm and grimaced. �I was a Spymaster General, Thomas. I do know what I am doing.�
�But I do not want you involved!� Chaloner stood abruptly. �I should not have come. It was selfish.�
�It was nothing of the kind,� said Thurloe sharply. �And I shall be hurt and offended if you decline to confide in me because of some misguided notion that I need to be protected. So sit down and ask me your questions, before I become annoyed with you. What do you need to know?�
�Chetwynd,� said Chaloner, relenting when he saw the determined set of Thurloe�s chin. �You said he was your friend, but my landlord told me he was corrupt.�
�There were claims that he was crooked. But he was a Chancery clerk � his chief duty was to dispense rulings in those cases where a plaintiff felt common law was not up to the task � and the folk he ruled against were invariably bitter. Ergo, accusations of misconduct were an occupational hazard.�
�So he was not corrupt?�
�I do not believe so. And you must remember that the two men who were most vocal in their allegations bore him a grudge.�
�Doling and Neale?� asked Chaloner, thinking about the names Landlord Ellis had mentioned.
�Yes. They were furious when he ruled against them. But I read those particular cases myself, and I would have come to the same conclusion: they should have lost.�
Chaloner frowned. �Why did you read them?�
�Because of the rumours that Chetwynd had been less than even-handed � I was curious. Moreover, both cases were heard in the summer, when you were in Iberia, and I was bored and lonely without you to cheer me. I did it to pass the time.�
As always when Thurloe made references to the depth of their friendship, Chaloner was surprised, not sure what he had done to earn the affection. He was grateful, though, to have secured the amity of a man he respected, admired and trusted. He found himself telling Thurloe all he had learned and surmised since they had last spoken.
�And Langston is the third man to be poisoned,� said Thurloe, turning the new information over in his mind. �Langston knew Chetwynd and Vine � he told you so when you met him last night.�
�He said he was a friend of Greene�s, too.�
�More than a friend � I happen to know that he rented rooms in Greene�s house. He fancied himself a playwright, and wanted a peaceful place to pen his masterpieces. He told me himself that Wapping fitted the bill perfectly.�
�But I did not see Langston when I was watching Greene�s house,� said Chaloner doubtfully.
�Langston was a busy man with lots of friends at Court,� explained Thurloe. �You not spotting him means nothing. And I imagine he spent more time there during the day, when Greene was out at work and the place was quiet.�
Suddenly, a connection snapped into place in Chaloner�s mind, and he remembered what he had been struggling to recall the previous night, when the blow to his head had scrambled his wits. Greene had visited the Dolphin tavern on his way home from work on Saturday, and he had met Langston there. But what the spy had failed to recollect was a detail of their meeting � namely that Greene had given Langston a purse, a heavy one that looked as if it contained a substantial amount of money.
�So Greene paid Langston for something, and now Langston is poisoned,� mused Thurloe, when Chaloner told him. �Of course, there are dozens of perfectly innocent explanations for what you saw. Perhaps Greene was making a charitable donation � Langston was on the board of St Catherine�s Hospital, so it is not impossible. Or maybe he was repaying a debt. You say they made no attempt to hide what they were doing, so I doubt the transaction involved anything untoward.�
�Perhaps they made no attempt to hide because they did not know a spy was watching.� Chaloner was angry with himself. �I should have questioned Langston about it last night, but I was too befuddled. Now he is dead, and the opportunity is gone. I suppose I shall have to talk to Greene instead.�
�However,� said Thurloe, ignoring the interruption, �the incident should not be discounted, either. You think Greene is being victimised by the Earl, but do not let sympathy cloud your judgement.�
�It is not sympathy � it is caution. There is something odd about this case, and I am unwilling to jump to conclusions before having all the facts.�
Thurloe stood. �Then we had better find you some. I knew all three victims, albeit not intimately, but I may be able to wheedle something useful from their heirs on your behalf.� He sighed as he donned his cloak. �Why can people not see that a military dictatorship has so much to offer? We never had all these horrible murders under Cromwell�s iron fist.�

It was not far from Chancery Lane to Westminster, where Chetwynd and Vine had lived, but Thurloe insisted on taking a hackney, claiming there was so much debris on the roads from the storm that there was a danger of stepping in something nasty. Chaloner climbed in the vehicle after him wondering whether he had been so oddly fastidious when he had had weighty affairs of state to occupy his mind.
It was light at last, and bells were ringing to announce it was eight o�clock. London was wide awake now � with the notable exception of White Hall�s debauchees � and the city was alive with noise and colour. Daylight showed that some of the houses along The Strand had been washed clean of soot for the Christmas season, and their reds, yellows and blues were bright in the sunshine. A group of players was performing a mime in the open area around Charing Cross, and the audience that had gathered to watch was obstructing the flow of traffic. Carters and hackneymen objected vociferously, and in one or two places, fights had broken out. Thurloe�s lips compressed into a disapproving line, and Chaloner supposed he was thinking that Cromwell�s repressive regime would not have countenanced such unseemly public behaviour.
As the coach drew closer to Westminster, the spy�s misgivings about involving Thurloe intensified. Talking to his friend had helped him see connections he would otherwise have missed, but the price was too high � and the previous night�s attack weighed heavily on his mind. Thurloe might be full of good ideas and logical conclusions, but he was no fighter, and the spy did not like the notion of putting him in danger. It would only be a matter of time before word spread that Cromwell�s chief minister was visiting the kin of murdered clerks, and the spy did not like to imagine what Thurloe�s enemies would make of that � if Thurloe was less feared now than he was at the beginning of the Restoration, then he should be keeping a low profile, not jaunting around with one of his former intelligencers. It was not long before Thurloe grew tired of the litany of objections.
�How many more times do I need to remind you of who I was?� he snapped. �You, of all people, should know I have been enmeshed in far more serious � and deadly � matters in the past. Besides, I am not visiting these folk as an investigator, but as an acquaintance concerned for their welfare. But if it makes you feel better, we can call on them separately, and pretend not to know each other.�
It was an improvement on arriving together. �You go ahead, then. I need to stop at the Angel tavern first, to see if Doling and Neale are there.�
�They might be having breakfast, I suppose,� acknowledged Thurloe. �But they will not be doing it together. Neale is a fey youth, in London to make his fortune; Doling is a dour old Roundhead who hates everything about the new regime. He clerked for Cromwell�s government, and resents the fact that he was ousted so a Royalist could have his job.�
�Resentful enough to kill Royalists in revenge?�
�Possibly, although I imagine he is more of a knife-man than a poisoner. I doubt Neale killed Chetwynd, though. He would never be sober enough. I shall come with you, to point them out.�
The Angel was a small, cramped place. It comprised a single chamber with benches near the hearth, and a table in the window. It was not very busy � thanks to the smelly rushes on the floor and the over-friendly pig that charged forward to greet newcomers � but it had its share of patrons. The air was dense with smoke, mostly from a badly swept chimney, but also from pipes.
�Doling is near the fire,� said Thurloe, wiping his streaming eyes. �He is the one glaring at his ale as though he would like to strangle it. And Neale seems to have persuaded Sir Nicholas Gold�s wife to join him; they are together in the window seat. What in God�s name are they wearing? Is it legal?�
Chaloner regarded the young couple with interest. He had seen them in White Hall the previous evening, waiting for a coach to take them to the ball. Lady Gold still wore nothing around her middle and bells on her ankles, while Neale was the genie. Both costumes were ripped and soiled, and he wondered what they had been doing; he could only surmise that it had involved time spent on the floor.
Neale possessed a mop of golden curls that would not have looked out of place on a cherub, and his youthful face was more pretty than handsome, like an overgrown choirboy. Meanwhile, Lady Gold was a plain girl, with pale, tightly curled hair and vacant eyes that put Chaloner in mind of a sheep.
Leaving Thurloe in the shadows, Chaloner identified himself to Neale as the man investigating the clerk murders on behalf of the government. He declined to mention the Earl, on the grounds that the case was Spymaster Williamson�s to explore, and his master should have had nothing to do with it.
�Call me Bess,� simpered Lady Gold, when Neale introduced her. �Everyone else does, and �Lady Gold� makes me sound boring. Besides, you might confuse me with Nicky�s previous wives and I would not like that. They were old, whereas I am only nineteen.�
�I see,� said Chaloner. �Are you recently wed, then?�
�Oh, no! Nicky and I have been married for three months now, which is absolutely ages.�
�Where is your husband now?� Chaloner was perfectly aware that courtiers did not let a small thing like marriage interfere with their fun, but he was astonished that Gold was willing to let his wife sit half-naked with a youth who was quite so obviously intent on bedding her.
�He went home at ten o�clock last night,� replied Bess, fluttering her eyelashes coquettishly. �That is his bedtime, and he said he was not going to change it on account of Babylon. He missed a treat, though, because the ball was lovely � except the bit when Brodrick made us all jump in a vat of mud to wrestle with each other. Lady Castlemaine did not mind, though � she was in like a shot.�
�That was because Colonel Turner was already there,� remarked Neale snidely. �She wanted to make a grab for him under the surface, where no one could see what she was doing.�
�I would have taken the plunge for Colonel Turner,� said Bess with an adoring sigh. �He is very handsome. He gave me this.� She brandished a crucifix, which, given the current unpopularity of Catholicism, was not the wisest of objects to be toting around. �Is it not pretty?�
Neale regarded it disparagingly before turning to Chaloner. Clearly, he both disliked and disapproved of the competition. �You said you wanted to talk about Chetwynd. What do you want to know? About his corrupt verdict on my legal case?� His tone was petulant.
�Chetwynd was dull,� declared Bess. �He used to visit my husband, and they sat in our parlour for hours, praying together. When I told Nicky I would rather go to the theatre, he sent me to my room.�
�I am not sorry Chetwynd was poisoned,� said Neale defiantly. �Personally, I think it serves him right. You see, I was hoping to inherit my grandfather�s fortune, but he decided it should go to my older brother instead. It was a stupid decree � I would have put the money to good use, whereas John will squander it all on drink and gambling.�
Chaloner was bemused by Neale�s resentment, because primogeniture was law, and the moral character of an heir was irrelevant � Chetwynd would have had no choice but to find in favour of the older brother. Thurloe was right: Neale disliked Chetwynd purely because he had lost his claim, and his accusations had no basis in fact. He stood to leave, feeling he was wasting his time.
Thurloe accompanied him when he went to talk to Doling, because the two had been colleagues during the Commonwealth, and he felt his presence might work to the spy�s advantage. Doling was a squat, dark-haired, powerful man with an unsmiling face. He reminded Chaloner of the tough, cynical soldiers he had served with during the wars, and nodded when the spy asked if he had seen active service.
�Naseby,� he replied. �You are too young to remember, but it was a glorious victory.�
Chaloner remembered it all too well, as did his leg. And he should have been too young, but his regicide uncle had taken him away from his studies at Cambridge, because he said Parliament needed every able body it could get. By the time the two opposing armies had assembled at Naseby, Chaloner had been a seasoned warrior, despite being only fifteen.
�General Fairfax noticed me at Naseby,� Doling went on, eyes gleaming at the distant memories. �And later, he got me a post in government. But I was rudely dismissed when the Cavaliers strutted back to take over the country, and for a while I was destitute.�
�And now?� asked Thurloe encouragingly. �I recall writing a testimonial for you a few months ago.�
Doling nodded. �For which I am grateful. It earned me a job guarding Backwell�s Bank � they were robbed last summer, and decided to upgrade their security. It is not a very interesting occupation, but I am well paid and no one tells me what to do. I am happy enough.�
He turned to his ale, glaring at it in a way that made Chaloner wonder whether he was telling the truth about his contentment. Or was he just one of those men who looked angry even when he was in high spirits? Chaloner decided Backwell�s Bank had made a good choice, though, because Doling�s saturnine visage alone would be enough to deter most would-be thieves from trying their luck.
�My case was a complex one,� Doling replied, when Thurloe asked him about Chetwynd. �It concerned fishing rights in the river that forms the boundary between my garden and estates owned by a man called Hargrave. But Chetwynd took a mere ten minutes to decide in Hargrave�s favour.�
Thurloe frowned. �I examined your case, too � it was complex, and took me the best part of a week to unravel. However, Chetwynd�s decision was the right one: you should not have fishing rights.�
�I know that now. However, my grievance lies not in the fact that he ruled against me, but in the speed he took to reach his decision. And then later, I learned that he and Hargrave were friends � and that Chetwynd rented his London house from Hargrave.�
�Really?� asked Thurloe, troubled. �That is the kind of behaviour that gives lawyers a bad name. Your case should have been adjudicated by someone who was a stranger to you both.�
�And do you know the final indignity?� Doling went on bitterly. �A few weeks later, Hargrave gave Chetwynd a gift � a cottage on his estate with access to the river. Chetwynd visited it every Sunday, and never failed to catch a trout.�
�I knew none of this,� said Thurloe unhappily. �And I am shocked, because Chetwynd had a reputation for being honest.�
�And that is why no one will listen to my complaints,� said Doling morosely, �although the facts are easy enough to check. Look into the matter, Mr Thurloe. You will find I am telling the truth.�

Thurloe was keen to investigate Doling�s claims for himself, but insisted on accompanying the spy to see Chetwynd�s heirs first. When Chaloner had broken the news of their kinsman�s death on Christmas Day, the Lea brothers had been so delighted to hear they were going to inherit sooner than they had anticipated, that they had literally danced for joy. He had given up trying to elicit sensible answers while they were pirouetting around the room, and had elected to leave the interview until they were more calm. He had managed a brief word with them while he had been shadowing Greene, but that was all, and a serious discussion was now long overdue.
�Who is investigating these poisonings for Williamson?� asked Thurloe, as their coach rattled up King Street towards St Martin�s Lane. �As Spymaster General, it is his responsibility to produce a culprit.�
�I have no idea,� replied Chaloner. �But if he has appointed someone, then the fellow is keeping a very low profile, because I have not come across him.�
Thurloe frowned. �How odd! Most spymasters would consider poisoned government officials a priority case, and would insist on a highly visible investigation. I know I would. But I suppose Williamson knows what he is doing.�
Chaloner was not so sure, having scant respect for the man. �Here we are,� he said, as the carriage came to a standstill.
�The Lea brothers live here?� asked Thurloe, regarding the grand house in puzzlement. �They were not so well paid when they worked for me � they were just minor bookkeepers then.�
�It is Chetwynd�s home,� explained Chaloner. �He had paid the rent until August, so they abandoned their own cottage in Holborn, and moved here instead. They did it the day after he died.�
Thurloe made a moue of distaste. �I wonder why the Royalists kept them on when they dismissed virtually every other Parliamentarian. The Lea brothers were not particularly good at their work, and I doubt they were retained for their affable personalities � they are horrible fellows. All I can think is that they must have said or done something to persuade the new government to look favourably on them.�
Chaloner had an uncomfortable feeling he might be delving in some very murky waters if he tried to find out. But find out he must, because it might have a bearing on their kinsman�s death.
�Give me a few moments to condole them on their loss, then come in,� ordered Thurloe, alighting from the carriage. �We shall pretend to be strangers, to ease your worries about my involvement.�
While he waited for a suitable amount of time to pass, Chaloner studied the house. As befitting his lofty status as a Chancery clerk, Chetwynd had opted for a residence that was imposing. It had ornate brickwork, smart window shutters and a new front door. When Chaloner eventually knocked on it, a servant conducted him to a spacious parlour, where the Leas were entertaining the ex-Spymaster with spiced wine. A fire blazed in the hearth, and woodwork gleamed under a coating of new wax. Even so, there was an underlying scent of mould, and patches of damp on the walls � Chetwynd�s mansion was not as well-maintained as its immaculate exterior suggested.
On their first meeting, Chaloner had been unable to determine which brother was Matthias and which was Thomas, because they wore identical clothes and had a disconcerting habit of finishing each other�s sentences. They were both tall, lean and leered in a way that made them look predatory. He had not taken to them at all.
�It is the Lord Chancellor�s creature,� said one, as Chaloner was shown in. He turned to Thurloe. �He came on Saturday, demanding to know who might want to kill Chetwynd. We told him to-�
�-question someone else,� finished the other. �We loved Chetwynd dearly, but this man acted as though we had killed him. We find that deeply offensive. He can close the door on his way out.�
Chaloner sat down. �Why did you run away from me last night? What were you afraid I might ask?�
�We did not run,� objected the first indignantly. �We drove off in a carriage. We had been invited to the Babylonian ball, and did not want you to delay us with-�
�-impertinent questions. It is the first such invitation we have ever received � our new wealth is already working its magic � and we did not want to offend anyone by arriving late.�
It was an oddly plausible explanation, and Chaloner was inclined to believe it.
�Are you the sole beneficiaries of your kinsman�s will?� asked Thurloe. Both brothers nodded gleefully. �How marvellous for you.�
One tried to look mournful. �His death was a terrible blow to us both, of course.�
�But inheriting all his money will help to soften the loss,� added the other. He sniggered suddenly. �We intend to sell the cottage Hargrave gave him. Perhaps Doling will buy it from us.�
�How did you keep your government posts after the Restoration, when everyone else lost theirs?� Chaloner�s dislike for the Lea brothers was intensifying, and the blunt question was intended to unsettle them, hopefully enough to provide him with some truthful answers.
The first Lea glared at him. �Because we are good at what we do. Not everyone can count money and never make a mistake, but we can. We are indispensable.�
�No one is indispensable, Matthias,� said Thurloe quietly. �And these are dangerous times.�
His sombre words caused a flash of unease to pass between the pair, but it was quickly suppressed. �You know nothing of Royalist politics,� said Matthias contemptuously. �Times have changed since-�
�-you wielded power. You are compelled to live quietly now, but our fortunes are on the rise at last. Chetwynd�s death is just one more step up the ladder of success.�
�Did you know Vine and Langston?� asked Chaloner. The brothers were exchanging grins of pure pleasure, and he was keen to keep them talking lest they started dancing again.
�Yes, of course,� replied Matthias. �We all work for the government, so we were colleagues. We used to meet socially, too � or rather religiously: we prayed together.� He raised his eyes heavenwards, and his brother sniggered at his display of false piety.
�What about Greene?� asked Chaloner. �Did you pray with him, too?�
�There is a rumour that Greene killed Chetwynd,� said Matthias to his kinsman. �So this question is designed to discover whether we hired him. But the Lord Chancellor�s creature is wasting his time, because there is nothing that can connect us to our kinsman�s murder.�
His brother�s expression was cold and hard. �Yes, but he will almost certainly learn that Greene was one of those with whom we once fraternised, and may draw his own � erroneous � conclusions. Personally, I never liked Greene. He is too gloomy, always saying that everything is preordained, and that nothing we say or do can change the outcome. Well, he is-�
�-wrong. We took control of our destinies � decided to make our way with the Royalists � and look at us now. We have everything we ever wanted.�
�Chetwynd does not,� said Thurloe softly. Chaloner saw he was repelled by their self-congratulatory gloating. �Can you think of a reason why anyone would want to kill him? He was a decent soul, and it is hard to imagine him acquiring enemies.�
Matthias looked smug. �Between you and us, Mr Thurloe, he was not as scrupulous as you might think. You must have heard the rumours that say he took bribes in exchange for favourable decisions? Well, they are all true-�
�-although we are not in a position to give any of them back,� added his brother hastily. �But a more corrupt man never walked the streets of London, although he was careful to present an honest face to the world. And if you do not believe us, then look at the verdicts he gave on the cases he was asked to resolve. It will not take you long to see that he was a villain.�
Thurloe looked stricken, and Chaloner changed the subject, to spare him more of the Lea brothers� revelations. They were only confirming what Doling and Landlord Ellis had said, but Thurloe did not need to hear them vilify a man who had been a friend. �Did he own a ruby ring? Or do either of you?�
Both brothers leaned forward acquisitively. �He might-�
�He did,� corrected Matthias. �I remember it quite clearly. I imagine it has been found, and the authorities are keen to return it to its rightful owners. You can tell them we will be happy to accept it.�
Chaloner was sure they would. �What did it look like?� he asked.
�Silver,� said Matthias, watching the spy for a reaction that might help with the description. He was out of luck, because Chaloner was used to concealing his thoughts, and his expression was unreadable. �Or maybe gold. I am not very good at identifying precious metals. And it had a large ruby.�
�But not overly large,� said his brother. �Respectable. Show it to us, and we will identify it.�
Chaloner took his leave, even more revolted by them than he had been the first time he had visited. They could not describe the ring, so did that mean they were innocent of murder? Or were they more clever than they seemed?
�So, it is true,� said Thurloe sadly, following him out of the house. �Chetwynd was not the paragon of virtue he led us all to believe. This is a bitter blow � enough to shake a man�s faith in humanity.�
But Chaloner�s faith had been shaken � well and truly shattered, in fact � a long time before.

Thurloe wanted to accompany Chaloner to see the Vine family, but the spy refused to let him. George was a courtier, and would almost certainly gossip about the fact that he had received a call from the Commonwealth�s old spymaster, and the spy did not want that reaching Williamson�s ears. He was relieved when Thurloe agreed, albeit reluctantly, to wait in the carriage.
�Do not ask about the ring,� warned Thurloe, catching his sleeve as he started to climb out. �If it does belong to the poisoner, you are effectively telling him that you have a clue regarding his identity. And those soldiers wanted you dead, so you would not be a witness to them or what they were sent to retrieve. So you should not advertise the fact that they failed, because they may try again.�
�But the ring is my only clue. If I do not ask, how will I find out who owned it?�
Thurloe looked unhappy. �I do not like this enquiry, Thomas. I wish you would abandon it and come to Oxfordshire with me. I will find something for you to do � clerking, perhaps.�
But Thurloe�s estates were already full of displaced friends and kin who had lost all at the Restoration, and there was no room for yet another penniless petitioner. Chaloner promised to be careful, and walked to Vine�s house.
George had only just returned from his night out, and was having a bedtime snack in the parlour � his �meal� appeared to be a glass of wine with a raw egg beaten into it. His mother was with him, and Chaloner was astonished to see her wearing an outfit that would not have looked out of place on a Southwark harlot. When she said Brodrick had asked her to attend the ball as a Babylonian concubine, he thought it explained why she was dressed in such a bizarre fashion, but not why she should have accepted the invitation in the first place.
�Why should I not go?� she demanded, reading his thoughts. �Old Dreary Bones never let me do anything fun, and I am owed something for twenty-five years of boredom. Do you think I should don black and sit behind closed curtains, instead? That would make me a hypocrite!�
�God forbid,� said Chaloner, thinking it was not surprising Vine had kept her indoors, if her idea of entertainment was to go into high society dressed like a whore. He changed the subject when he saw her lips press together in anger � he did not want to waste time debating with her. �I have been told that your husband owned a ruby ring, and-�
�He owned no rings of any description,� interrupted Mrs Vine firmly. �He said they got in the way of his writing, and preferred other forms of jewellery, like lockets and brooches.�
�Then how about you?� asked Chaloner, noting her fingers were well adorned in that respect.
�No,� she said sullenly, putting her hands out of sight under the table. �And neither does George.�
Chaloner knew she was holding out on him, because she had not asked why he wanted to know, as most people would have done. He could not decide whether she, Vine or George had owned a ruby ring, and she was denying it because she knew it was connected to her husband�s murder, or whether she was just unwilling to commit herself until she understood the implications of his questions. He glanced at George, wondering whether she suspected him of the crime, and was trying to protect him. And was he guilty? Chaloner had no idea. However, one thing he did know was that his enquiries about the ring were going no further, so he changed the subject.
�How well did your husband know Langston and Greene?�
�Quite well,� replied George. He spoke cagily, as if he was afraid that even the most innocent reply might see him in trouble. �He did not invite them here to dine, but then he never brought friends home. It was almost as if he was ashamed of us.�
�I wonder why,� muttered Chaloner.
�You had better be frank with him, George,� said Mrs Vine, leaning back in her chair. �Someone is sure to gossip about us, and I want him to hear our side of the story. Tell him what a drab bird we have lived with all these years.�
George shrugged, but his expression was uneasy. �My father was a vile man. He carped incessantly against wickedness and sin, but he made our lives a misery � which is a sin, is it not? To make another person unhappy? And he was furious when my mother took a lover.�
�Well, why should I not have one?� demanded Mrs Vine, seeing Chaloner�s startled look. �He never came to my bed after George was born. And George is twenty-four!�
�His piety was disgusting,� George went on, angry now. �He gave money to the poor, but refused to buy me new clothes. What kind of father deprives his son of decent clothes? He was a hypocrite, with his stupid principles and out-dated morality, and I am surprised he lasted three years at Court.�
�We thought one of those gay libertines would have dispensed with him long before now,� agreed Mrs Vine. She grinned suddenly. �The Lord of Misrule has some wonderful japes planned for the Christmas season, and this year I shall be able to enjoy them all. Did you know it was Brodrick?�
George gaped at her, grievances against his stern father forgotten. �Really? Everyone else is saying it is Chiffinch.�
�Then everyone else is wrong,� gloated Mrs Vine. �He is trying to keep it secret, but he talks in his sleep, and Lady Muskerry overheard. She knows about some of his plans, too. One is to decorate the Lord Chancellor�s offices in the style of a Turkish brothel � complete with concubines. Another is to send love-letters in Bess Gold�s writing to the Bishop of London.�
George giggled. �Gold will be furious.�
�But unable to do anything about it,� said Mrs Vine maliciously. �Feeble old fool!�
�He did not look feeble when he threatened to run me through last week,� said George, turning sullen again. �It was Bess�s fault � she should not have squealed so when we frolicked in her parlour. Do you think Neale has managed to bed her yet? I shall be vexed if he wins her affections, because I am a far better proposition � not that I need Gold�s fortune now old Dreary Bones is-�
�Greene,� interrupted Mrs Vine abruptly. Chaloner was under the impression that she was afraid her son might say something he would later regret, and was blurting the first thing that came into her head. �There is a rumour that he killed my husband � and Chetwynd, too. It is almost certainly true.�
�Is it?� asked Chaloner. �Why?�
Mrs Vine grinned slyly. �For two reasons. First, because the three of them were in the habit of meeting mutual friends every week at John�s Coffee House in Covent Garden � perhaps they had some kind of falling out there. And second, because I understand Langston has also been poisoned.�
Chaloner frowned. �I am not sure I follow-�
�Then think about it. Where did Langston live? With Greene in Wapping. Obviously, Greene killed Chetwynd and my husband, then Langston discovered something incriminating. So Greene was obliged to murder him, too.�

Chapter 4

�We had better travel to Wapping and interview Greene immediately,� said Thurloe, when Chaloner returned to the carriage and told him what he had learned. �The Earl will certainly be suspicious when he finds out that Greene�s tenant is the poisoner�s latest victim, and might order his arrest. So, if Greene has an alibi, you should check it as soon as possible, to prevent your master from making a fool of himself.�
�He tried to hire Langston as a spy,� said Chaloner, banging on the roof of the hackney with his fist to tell the driver to go. �Although it seems his offer was rejected in no uncertain terms. Why would he recruit the housemate of the man he is so intent on destroying?�
Thurloe shrugged. �I imagine he was unaware of the connection. He does tend to be ignorant about such matters � unless someone like you chooses to enlighten him. Unfortunately for him, you are not very good value as a scandal-monger. You listen and analyse, but you fail to pass on.�
�Did your mother never teach you that gossiping is wrong?�
�You had no problem passing me information when I sent you to spy overseas, so why do you baulk at keeping your Earl abreast of happenings in the place where he lives and works? If you obliged him with Court chatter from time to time, he might be more inclined to continue employing you. After all, no one wants an intelligencer who keeps all the interesting tittle-tattle to himself.�
If keeping his post at White Hall meant turning into a rumour-monger, then Chaloner supposed he had better start planning his voyage to the New World, because there were some depths to which he would not sink. He said nothing, and stared out of the window, watching the familiar landmarks whip past � the Royal Mews and the New Exchange, the latter of which had a large and angry crowd outside it. He wondered what was happening there, but there was no time to stop and indulge his curiosity.
It was a long way to Wapping, so Thurloe used the time to effect a disguise, in an effort to alleviate Chaloner�s concerns about him meddling in government business. From supplies he kept in his pockets, he donned a cap and wig that hid his hair, slathered his face in a paste that made him look sickly, and attached a remarkably authentic false beard. Chaloner was impressed at the speed with which he changed his appearance, and although it would not fool someone who knew him well, no casual observer would recognise him.
Wapping was separated from the city by the grounds of St Catherine�s Hospital � Langston�s favourite charitable concern � and had the scent of the sea about it. Greene�s house was on the edge of the village, looking across farmland to the north and the river to the south. The spy was about to knock on the door when it was opened and the clerk himself stepped out, apparently ready to go to work. He sighed when he saw Chaloner and his �servant�, and wearily gestured that they were to enter.
Greene did not look like a killer. He was stooped, thin and always seemed ready to burst into tears, although, in his defence, Chaloner had only ever met him when he had had good cause to be distressed. His plain, Puritan clothes were of decent quality, because his government post was a well-paid one, and he wore a wig that would not have been cheap. After watching him for the best part of two days and nights, Chaloner suspected there was little about him that would raise any eyebrows. Greene was a dull, uninteresting man, who lived a predictable, unexciting life, and the spy could not imagine why the Earl had taken against him so violently.
The clerk�s front parlour was large, but cold without a fire, and there was not much furniture in it, so their voices echoed when they spoke. There was a table in the window, which was covered in papers; an open ink-bottle suggested that someone had recently been working there.
�Langston,� said Greene, as Chaloner picked up one of the sheets. It was a page from a play. �He liked to see the river when he was writing. Are you here because he is dead? I heard the news at dawn this morning. However, I assure you I had nothing to do with it.�
�Where were you last night?� asked Chaloner.
Greene blinked back tears. �So, the Earl does think I am responsible. But I am not! I went to the Dolphin for some ale and a pie after I finished work, and then I came home. I went to church at four o�clock this morning, and was praying there when Swaddell arrived to tell me what had happened.�
�Who is Swaddell?�
�A fellow clerk. It was good of him to come, because Wapping is hardly on his way. However, this time I can prove my innocence, beyond the shadow of a doubt.�
�You can?� Chaloner hoped so, for his sake.
�Swaddell told me Langston was still alive at four o�clock this morning � he was seen by Lady Castlemaine � but I was with my vicar at that time. Go and talk to him, if you do not believe me.�
Chaloner nodded to Thurloe, who immediately left to do so. �Why were you with a priest at such an odd hour?� he asked, when the ex-Spymaster had gone.
�I always pray before work � I am a religious man. Four o�clock is not an odd hour for me.�
Chaloner knew that was true, because he had watched him at his devotions. �You did not mention Langston sharing your house when I questioned you before.�
�It did not occur to me to do so. Why would it, when neither of us could have predicted that he would become this fiend�s next victim?� Tears began to fall, great salty drops that rolled unheeded down his face. �Why is this happening? What have I done to incur the Earl�s hatred?�
�I wish I knew. Tell me again what happened when you found Chetwynd.�
Greene closed his eyes in despair, but he did as he was told. �I was working late, and went to the Painted Chamber to borrow ink. When I arrived, Chetwynd was dead on the floor. I was frightened � it was dark and that gale was raging. I ran away, but you caught me at the door. I should not have panicked, but it is easy to be wise with hindsight.�
�You met Langston in the Dolphin on Saturday, and you gave him money. Why?�
Greene�s eyes snapped open to gaze at the spy in astonishment. �Have you been spying on me?� He sighed miserably. �But of course you have � the Earl would have demanded it. The answer to your question is that I lent Langston ten pounds. He did not say why he wanted it, and I did not ask. We were friends, and friends do not quiz each other.�
�Ten pounds?� It was a good deal of money, and men had been killed for far less.
�It was not unusual � he often borrowed from me, but he always paid me back. But surely, this is a reason for me not harming him? Now he is dead, I am ten pounds poorer.�
Chaloner looked hard at Greene, trying to understand what it was that had turned the Earl against him so zealously, but could see nothing, as he had seen nothing the other times he had done it. �Is there anything else I should know?� he asked eventually. �I cannot help you unless you are honest with me.�
�I cannot think of anything,� replied Greene wearily. �But I am innocent. As you pointed out when Chetwynd died, there was no poisoned cup in the Painted Chamber or on my person. That should have been enough to exoner ate me straight away. Meanwhile, I have an alibi for Langston�s death � and perhaps I have one for Vine�s murder, too, if you have been watching me. But I shall put my trust in God. If He wants me to hang, then I shall face my death with courage and fortitude.�
�Right.� Chaloner had forgotten Greene�s peculiar belief that everything happened according to some great and immutable divine plan. �Did you know Chetwynd took bribes?�
Greene gaped at him. �He did not! He was a good man, and if you think to help me by tarnishing his reputation, then I would rather hang. I have my principles.�
He would find out the truth soon enough, thought Chaloner. �Mrs Vine told me you met her husband regularly at a coffee house in Covent Garden. Is it true?�
Greene nodded. �Yes, I mentioned it when you first interrogated me. A group of like-minded men often gather to discuss religion and scripture. Besides Chetwynd, Vine, Langston and me, there are Nicholas Gold, Hargrave and Tryan the merchants, Edward Jones, Neale and a number of others.�
Chaloner had met Neale, and he knew Gold was the elderly husband of Bess. Meanwhile, Jones was a Yeoman of the Household Kitchen � he was the enormously fat fellow who ate so much that the Earl had ordered him to tighten his belt. But Chaloner had never heard of Hargrave or Tryan. Or had he? He frowned when he recalled the dour Doling mentioning someone called Hargrave � he had given Chetwynd a cottage after the lawyer had taken ten minutes to decide a complex legal case. He frowned at the connections that were forming, unable to make sense of them.
�What was Langston like?� he asked, changing the subject when answers continued to elude him.
Greene shrugged. �Kind, generous, but a little secretive. Yet who does not have things he would never tell another? Do not tell me you share everything with friends!�
Chaloner ignored the challenge in the clerk�s voice. �Do you own a ruby ring?�
Greene blinked at the question, then held up his hands, to show they were bereft of baubles. �Jewellery is for courtesans and Court fops, not Puritan clerks.�
�What about Langston?�
�If he did, then I never saw it. Search his rooms if you like.�
It was too good an invitation to decline, regardless of the fact that the soldiers had taken the ring and it was not going to be in Wapping. While Greene watched listlessly, Chaloner went carefully through all Langston�s belongings. Unfortunately, his efforts were wasted, because he found nothing of interest, except a letter from Backwell�s Bank. It said robbers had been in their vault, but they fully intended to honour the three hundred pounds he had deposited with them � just not for a few months. It was dated in the summer of the previous year.
�I know,� said Greene, when Chaloner showed it to him. �A lot of people were inconvenienced by that crime, and the bank was so shaken that it hired a man to overhaul its security � Doling.�
There was no more to be learned, so Chaloner took his leave. Thurloe was still talking to the priest, who insisted on repeating to Chaloner what he had told the ex-Spymaster � that Greene had come to the chapel at roughly four o�clock that morning. Greene had prayed for help with his predicament, while the vicar had prayed for the roof, which he had been certain was going to blow away.
�Greene is a melancholy fellow,� said Thurloe, as they left Wapping. �I believe God looks after His own, too, but that does not mean we should sit back and do nothing to help ourselves. His belief in predestination will see him hang, unless he pulls himself together and stops feeling sorry for himself.�
�If I asked you for money, as Langston did Greene, would you hand it over?� asked Chaloner. �Or would you want to know what it was for?�
�Both. But Greene�s gloomy nature means he does not have many friends. Perhaps he did not want to lose one by asking awkward questions. You may never know why Langston needed ten pounds.�

It was late afternoon by the time Chaloner left Thurloe at Lincoln�s Inn and headed towards White Hall. It was warmer than it had been earlier, and a greyish-yellow sun gleamed in the smoke above the city. As he walked past the New Exchange on The Strand, he could not help but notice how shabby it looked that day. Its gothic fa�ade was dark with soot, and the Christmas garlands that had been hung along its eaves were torn and limp.
Outside it, Chaloner was surprised to see that the fracas he had observed earlier was still in full swing. It had attracted a mass of spectators, some of whom had simply ordered their carriages to stop in the middle of the road so they could watch, causing a serious impediment to traffic. He listened to the yells of the protagonists as he threaded his way through the m�l�e, aiming to be past it as soon as possible and about his own business.
�The King ordered it closed � and I have been charged to ensure it remains that way,� one man was shouting. Chaloner smiled wryly when he recognised the voice of Edward Jones, thinking it odd that he should encounter the Yeoman of the Household Kitchen so soon after he had been mentioned by Greene as someone who met him and the three murdered men in Convent Garden.
Jones was a contender for the title of Fattest Man in London � he verged on the grotesque, and there was a rumour that Surgeon Wiseman had arranged for him to be measured, only to discover that he weighed precisely three times as much as the King.
�But half the city does business here,� objected an elderly merchant. He had impressively bandy legs, and his handsome clothes said he was very rich. �His Majesty cannot close the New Exchange!�
�He can do what he likes, Alderman Tryan,� replied Jones soberly. �He is the King.�
�But he no longer wields that sort of power,� argued Tryan. �And rightly so, if he is the kind of man to shut down important places of commerce on a whim. We went to war for this, and if he has not learned his place, then we shall have to fight him all over again. Is that not so, Hargrave?�
Hargrave, thought Chaloner, stopping dead in his tracks to look at the man who had given Chetwynd a cottage in exchange for a speedy verdict on his dispute with Doling � and who had rented Chetwynd his house. Hargrave and Tryan, like Jones, were also among those Greene had met at the Covent Garden coffee house. The spy decided to loiter instead of returning immediately to White Hall, to watch the three men and see what he might learn.
�He and his Court are all rakes,� declared Hargrave. He was not an attractive specimen. Savage red marks on his shaven pate suggested he had recently enjoined a major battle with fleas or ringworm, and wigs were not recommended until the skin had had time to heal; it was not only the poor who had trouble with parasites. �They do nothing but drink, frolic with whores and play cards. Why should we be taxed to support them?�
There was a rumble of agreement from his fellow merchants, and Chaloner was appalled to see how far from favour the King had fallen. It was only three years since he had been welcomed into the capital with cheering crowds and showers of roses. Now his people deplored the way he lived, and resented the cost of maintaining him and his Court.
�The bishops get all,� chanted Tryan, beginning a popular ditty that could be heard in London�s streets with increasing frequency. It was not just merchants who sang it, but apprentices, children and even clerics, too. �The courtiers spend all, the citizens pay for all, the King neglects all, and the Devil takes all.�
Jones blew out his chubby cheeks in a sigh. �I understand your frustration, Alderman Tryan, but one of His Majesty�s coachmen lost an eye in the fight here this morning, and traders from the New Exchange cheered for his opponent. Now the King believes it is full of traitors.�
�Traitors?� demanded Tryan angrily. �We love our country, but what does he do for it? Or does sleeping until noon, and waking only to cavort with his mistress count as patriotic service?�
�We are not debauchees, who care only for our own comforts,� added Hargrave. �We are hard-working men, and it is on our labour that this fine country is built. So open the damned Exchange!�
�I cannot,� said Jones, clearly uncomfortable with the position he had been forced to take. �His Majesty wants it to remain closed until further notice, and I am duty-bound to obey. Soldiers from White Hall will be here soon, and it would be better for everyone if you all just went home.�
There was a menacing growl from the people. Free Londoners had never appreciated being ordered about by the military, and Chaloner could see the apprentices readying themselves for battle.
�You can try to keep it shut,� challenged Hargrave, aware that he had the crowd�s support. �But we will have it open � no matter whose blood is spilled.�
While Hargrave and Tryan basked in their colleagues� approbation for their brave stance, Chaloner approached Jones, who was wringing his fat hands in dismay.
�I hate to be the bearer of bad news,� he said in a low voice, �but the road is blocked by carriages, and the guards will be unable to get through. So do not expect reinforcements any time soon.�
�Chaloner,� breathed Jones, recognising him. �Thank God for a friendly face! You must be right about the soldiers, because they should have been here ages ago. I was a fool to have tackled these rebels alone.�
�They are not rebels,� said Chaloner, not liking to think what might happen if that description of the crowd reached the nervous ears at White Hall. �Just angry citizens.�
But Jones was not interested in splitting hairs. �What am I to do? I cannot disobey a direct order from the King, but I do not love him so much that I am willing to be torn limb from limb. And if you ever repeat that, I shall deny saying it.�
�Then turn the situation to His Majesty�s advantage,� suggested Chaloner, thinking the solution should have been obvious. �Tell these merchants that you have just received word from the King, who has decided to reopen the Exchange as a mark of affection for his loyal subjects.�
Jones gazed at him. �But that would be untrue! He hates these upstarts.�
Chaloner was surprised Jones had managed to secure a Court post, if he baulked at telling lies. �The alternative is to keep the place closed and increase the King�s unpopularity � and risk losing your life. There must be upwards of five hundred people here, with more flocking to join them by the moment.�
Jones hesitated until someone threw a clod of mud that narrowly missed his tent-sized coat. �I have just received word from the King,� he shouted, raising a plump hand to gain attention. �He orders that the Exchange be opened for business immediately. And he sends warm greetings to all his people, whom he loves like his own children.�
�Steady!� murmured Chaloner in alarm. Londoners were not stupid.
�He does not have any children,� said Hargrave, bemused. �The Queen is barren.�
�She is not,� declared Chaloner, stepping forward before he could stop himself. He liked the Queen, and objected to anyone abusing her. His quiet words, the expression on his face, and the confident stance of a man who knew how to handle himself made Hargrave scuttle back in alarm.
�Actually, the King has plenty of children,� countered Jones. �The only problem being that none of them are legitimate. But time is passing, and I have much to do. Good afternoon, gentlemen. God save the King, and so forth.�
�God save the King,� echoed Tryan mechanically. A few others joined in, but not many and none were very enthusiastic.
�God might prefer saving the Devil to that scoundrel on the throne,� muttered Hargrave. He cleared his throat and raised his voice. �And now let us to business. Too much time has been wasted today.�
�Thank God that is over,� breathed Jones, watching the mob disperse. Many went reluctantly, giving the impression that they would rather have had a skirmish; it underlined what a volatile place the city could be. �But what shall I tell the King? He will ask why the Exchange is open.�
�Say his people appreciated his magnanimity in permitting the resumption of trade,� suggested Chaloner. �And that money made today can be taxed tomorrow. That should mollify him.�

Jones invited Chaloner to ride with him to White Hall. The carriage listed heavily to one side, leaving Chaloner gripping the window in order to prevent himself from sliding into the large courtier�s lap.
�I understand you have competition in the form of one Colonel Turner,� said Jones conversationally as they jolted along. �The Earl has appointed him as his new spy, and he is doing rather well with his investigation into these murders.�
�Is he?� asked Chaloner uneasily.
�He told me he is coming close to a solution. Little Bulteel follows him around in the hope of finding out what he has learned, because he is determined that you should win the contest. You should let Bulteel befriend you, Chaloner, because his wife makes excellent cakes.�
�Always a good reason for developing relationships,� said Chaloner facetiously, before realising that for an obese man like Jones, it probably was.
�Do not develop one with Turner, though,� advised Jones, leaning towards him confidentially. �He is a liar � he told me he has twenty-eight legitimate children, and that he intends to increase his brood the moment he finds himself another wife. And would you believe that women are eager to be considered for the honour � even those who are already married?�
�I heard he attracted the attentions of Lady Castlemaine last night. In a mud bath.�
Jones shuddered as he nodded. �It was rather horrible, if you want the truth. He will cavort with anyone. That poor young Meg from the laundry is under the impression that he is going to wed her, but of course he will do no such thing. Perhaps that is why she has not been seen since Saturday � she has learned his intentions are less than honourable towards her.�
Chaloner frowned, recalling that Turner had been due to meet Meg for a midnight tryst, but the colonel had been unable to fulfil his obligations, on account of him finding Vine�s body. �She is missing?�
�Yes. It is a pity, because she is a pretty little piece.�
Chaloner�s frown deepened. Had the laundress arrived early for the assignation, and seen the killer at work? And had she then fled, to ensure she was not his next victim? Or had she screamed or announced her presence in some other way, and so was lying dead somewhere? The Painted Chamber was not far from the river, which was an excellent repository for corpses. He supposed he would have to ask the charnel-house keeper whether any bodies had been washed ashore. Of course, all this assumed Turner was telling the truth. What if he was the killer, and he had been obliged to �find� Vine because Meg had caught him in the act of dispatching his victim? Either way, Chaloner did not hold much hope that the laundress was still alive.
When they reached White Hall, they paid the driver and were just walking through the gates, when two people hurtled towards them, intent on a game that involved a ball and two curved sticks. One stick caught Jones a painful blow on the shin, causing him to howl and jump about in agony. Lady Castlemaine put her hand over her mouth when she saw what she had done, but her remorse did not last long: she took one look at the fat man�s undulating jig, and immediately burst into laughter. Her partner in crime, the Duke of Buckingham, ignored Jones altogether as he took aim and hit the ball as hard as he could, sending it whizzing towards a fountain. Whooping and shrieking, he and the Lady hared after it. They appeared a little too intimate together, indicating their relationship was probably sexual, as well as one of coconspirators against the Lord Chancellor.
Chaloner watched them disapprovingly. The Lady reminded him of a cat � smug, sensual and vain, with claws ever at the ready. She was still young, but lines of spite and bad-temper were beginning to etch their way around her mouth and eyes, and the spy had never understood why so many men found her irresistible. Meanwhile, Buckingham was a tall, athletic fellow in his mid-thirties, who should have known better than to play rough games in a place where people might be hurt. Chaloner turned to Jones, offering an arm for balance as the fat man bent to inspect the damage to his leg.
�I have been looking for you, Jones,� came a voice from behind them. �I have a message: the King wants you to re-open the Exchange as soon as possible. Apparently, keeping it shut entails too much paperwork.�
The speaker was a clerk, and Jones straightened up to stare at him. �What?�
�He realised it was more trouble than it was worth shortly after he dispatched you to The Strand. He apologises for not sending word sooner, but says he has been engrossed in a game of blind man�s buff, and forgot about you. Indeed, it was only by chance that he happened to mention the matter to Williamson, who then ordered me to look for you and tell you of the decision.�
�I see,� said Jones. He looked deflated, hurt by the revelation that the unpleasant episode outside the New Exchange had all been for nothing.
�You work for Williamson?� asked Chaloner of the clerk. He had not seen the man before, and was curious about his relationship to the Spymaster. The fellow was clad in black from head to toe, with the exception of his spotlessly white neck-band. The effect might have been smart on another person, but on the clerk it was sinister, although Chaloner could not have said why. Perhaps it was something to do with the dark, close-set eyes, which never seemed to settle on anything.
Jones remembered his manners. �This is John Swaddell, Williamson�s new secretary, whom he says is indispensable.� He gestured to Chaloner. �And this is-�
�I know,� interrupted Swaddell. �The Lord Chancellor�s intelligencer, and the current beau of Hannah Cotton. My master has mentioned him on several occasions.�
Chaloner was uncomfortable with the notion that he � and his friendship with Hannah � had been the subject of discussions involving Williamson. �What did he say?�
Swaddell shrugged. �Only that he dislikes you, and that I am to ensure you do not harm him.�
�Harm him?� echoed Chaloner in disbelief. �He is Spymaster General, with an army of highly trained men at his command. I would not dare go anywhere near him!�
This was not entirely true, because Court security was so lax that Chaloner knew he could �harm� anyone he pleased. However, he did not want Williamson thinking him dangerous, and was keen for Swaddell to report there was nothing to worry about. Enemies of Williamson were apt to disappear, and Chaloner did not want to be stabbed in a dark alley just because the Spymaster was uneasy.
Swaddell was about to add more, but was distracted by a sudden screech of rage. It came from the Lady, who was given to abrupt displays of temper. This time her ire was focussed on a couple who had just alighted from a splendid carriage. It was Bess Gold and her elderly husband. A number of male courtiers were beginning to converge, eager to offer Bess an arm across the cobbles � a young woman with an ageing and very rich husband was an attractive target for the fortune-hunters who haunted White Hall. However, the moment they realised she was engaged in an altercation with Lady Castlemaine, they melted away like frost in the sun.
�I said I like it,� the Lady was yelling, eyes flashing as she fixed Bess with a glare that held poison. �That means I want it, and you should give it to me. Do I have to spell it out, you stupid child?�
Buckingham was trying to calm her, although his impatient manner was doing little to ease the situation. �It is just a bauble,� he snapped irritably. �I will buy you another. But you cannot have this one, because its owner is unwilling to part with it.�
�You are right, kind sir,� simpered Bess, batting her eyelashes at him. �I am.�
Chaloner watched with interest as the scene unfolded. Gold was cocking his head in a way that suggested he could not hear a word that was being said, while Buckingham was itching to get back to his game. Bess beamed at the Duke, and seemed wholly unaware that she was playing with fire by refusing a �request� by the Lady � and by flirting with her handsome playmate.
�I am a Catholic,� the Lady announced in a ringing voice. �A secret one, it is true, but I am a faithful daughter of the Church, and I do not yet have a crucifix. Yours has rubies in it, which would look nice with the gown I intend to wear to confession. I want it, and you will give it to me.�
�Eh?� said Gold. �Speak up.�
�It is not a crucifix,� objected Bess. The object in question hung around her neck, and she fingered it possessively. �It is a cross with a figure of Jesus on it. And it was a special gift from Colonel Turner, so you cannot have it.�
�You should not wear rubies to confession, anyway,� said Buckingham, grabbing the Lady�s arm and attempting to haul her away. She flashed her teeth at him, apparently threatening to bite, and he released her hastily. �The priest would demand them for the poor, and, as a �faithful daughter of the Church�, you will be obliged to hand them over for the Pope�s coffers.�
�Bess is not my daughter,� declared Gold loudly. �She is my wife. And I would rather you did not mention coffins in my presence, not when I am fast approaching the day when I shall be in one.�
�I shall buy you a nice casket when the time comes,� offered Bess brightly. �Although it should not be too expensive, given that you will only be using it the once.�
All four turned when one of the hovering courtiers, braver than his fellows, strode towards them. It was the cherub-faced Neale. �What seems to be the trouble, Bess?� he asked. �May I help?�
�You may not,� snapped Lady Castlemaine, giving him a shove that was hard enough to make him stagger. �Go away and mind your own business, boy. You are not wanted here.�
�You may not want him, but I do,� said Bess, with something of a leer. Fortunately for Neale, Gold�s ancient legs were tiring, and his attention was fixed on holding himself upright by hanging on to Buckingham, so he did not see her expression. The Duke grimaced and tried to extricate himself, but Gold�s gnarled fingers were stronger than they looked.
�I shall accompany you home, Bess,� declared Neale gallantly. �Away from this place.�
�It is a disgrace,� agreed Gold loudly, shifting so the hapless Duke bore almost his entire weight. �Uneven cobbles should be banned by royal decree � a man could break his neck in this yard.�
Lady Castlemaine ignored him and put her hands on her hips. �Excuse me,� she snarled at Neale. �But I just told you to mind your own business. You had better oblige or Buckingham will run you through. He can do it, you know. He has a rapier.�
�Not with me, though,� said Buckingham with a grimace, struggling to stay upright under Gold�s dead weight. �So it will have to be later. Tomorrow at dawn, in Lincoln�s Inn Fields? That is where such matters are usually settled.�
�That is very kind, Buckingham,� bellowed Gold. �I would be honoured to be your guest at Field�s tomorrow. I understand it is one of the more exclusive coffee houses, patronised by members of Court and parliament. Dawn is too early, though, and a man of my mature years needs his sleep. Midday would be much more convenient, so I shall see you then.�
He grabbed the arm Neale was proffering to Bess, and leaned on it so heavily that the young man was hard-pressed to keep his balance. As Bess and Neale escorted him away, Gold began a litany of compliments about Buckingham�s gracious manners. Chaloner laughed when he saw the stunned expressions on the faces of the Duke and the Lady, although not loudly enough for them to hear him.
�It was a paltry crucifix anyway,� said Buckingham, when he had regained his composure. �And those were not rubies, but coloured glass. I shall buy you a much nicer one.�
�For my priest to steal?� asked the Lady icily. �No, thank you! Perhaps I will return to Anglicanism, if papists are going to prove miserly. I am bored of the religion, anyway, and only converted to annoy the Queen. She wallows in her Catholic devotions, and I wanted to show her that I can wallow just as prettily. I can produce royal children prettily, too. Unlike her.�
�You can produce royal bastards,� corrected Buckingham tartly. �Only a queen can produce royal children, but our dear Lord Chancellor has ensured that we shall never see any. He did England a grave disservice by foisting a barren wife on our King.�

Chaloner was spared from having to report his progress � or lack thereof � to the Earl, because his master was at a meeting of the Privy Council, and so unavailable. He ate some seedcake made by Bulteel�s wife, listened to Haddon wax lyrical about the delights of owning a dog, and spent the first part of the evening in the Banqueting House, where the Court had gathered for a performance of the King�s Musick. He made a few desultory enquiries, but Locke was one of his favourite composers, and it was not long before he became lost in the exquisite harmonies. Afterwards, guilty that he had squandered so much time � especially as Turner was busily darting from woman to woman, looking as though he was gathering intelligence aplenty � he went to the kitchens, hoping the servants would be in the mood to gossip. They were, but he learned nothing useful anyway.
He was on the verge of giving up when he saw Hannah, who had come to fetch warm milk for the Queen. Hannah was small, fair and her face was more interesting than pretty. Unlike the Lady, she could be witty without resorting to cruelty, and one of the things Chaloner liked best about her was her ability to make him laugh. He loitered, waiting for her to finish her duties, then escorted her to the pleasant cottage in Tothill Street where she lived. The road was bounded by the rural Tothill Fields to the south, and the landscaped splendour of St James�s Park to the north, and was a quiet, peaceful place. It smelled of damp earth and dew, and owls could be heard hooting in the woods nearby.
Hannah was livid, because one of Buckingham�s footmen had made some impolitic remark about the Queen�s failure to produce children. She had left the fellow in no doubt as to what would happen if she heard him utter such treasonous statements again, but his stammering apology had done nothing to appease her: she remained incandescent.
�How can people be so heartless?� she raged as they walked. Her voice was loud enough to cause a few residents to peer through their curtains, and Chaloner supposed it was no surprise that word had spread about their blossoming friendship. �The Queen is doing her best to achieve what is expected of her, but these � these pigs are implacable.�
�It is unfair,� agreed Chaloner.
�It is more than unfair � it is a scandal! They exclude her from their revelries � she was not even invited to the King�s Musick tonight � they shun her when she speaks to them, and they laugh at her attempts to learn English. She is the Queen, but they treat her with rank disrespect.�
She continued to rail while Chaloner lit a fire and warmed some wine, so he listened patiently and without interruption until her temper burned out. Then he spent the night, and was tired enough after several nights of poor sleep that he did not wake until an hour after dawn the following day. Alarmed by the loss of time, he slipped out of bed, dressed and walked briskly to White Hall. The weather had continued to improve, and patches of blue let shafts of sunlight dance across the winter-bare ground.
He climbed the stairs to the Earl�s office slowly, wondering what he could say about his progress. To postpone the inevitable reprimand for his lack of success � when the unctuous Turner was probably on the brink of a solution � he went to speak to Bulteel first. The secretary was good at gathering information, and now they had a formal pact to help each other, Chaloner was hopeful that he might have learned something useful. Unfortunately, he had nothing with which to reciprocate.
He met Haddon first, in the hallway outside Bulteel�s little domain. His dogs were with him, straining against their leashes and making breathless, gagging sounds.
�I thought I would bring my darlings to work today,� the steward said beaming merrily, �The Earl is having a soir�e tonight, which means a lot of running about to arrange food, guests and music, and my beauties like a bit of exercise.�
�Music?� asked Chaloner keenly. �What manner of music?�
�Viols, I believe, although stringed instruments sound like a lot of screeching cats to me. Give me a trumpet any day. A trumpet is like a dog � loud, clear and commanding of respect.�
Chaloner looked at the glossy, pampered creatures that panted and gasped at his feet. �Is that so?�
�Come along, my lovers,� trilled Haddon. �The Earl wants us to hire Greeting�s consort because Brodrick�s is unavailable. Shall we look for Greeting in the chapel first, or his coffee house?�
�His coffee house,� replied Chaloner. �He will not be in the chapel at this time of day.�
�I was talking to the dogs, actually,� said Haddon jovially. �But your advice is welcome, and we shall do as you suggest, although my sweethearts dislike coffee houses. They tell me the smell of burned beans irritates their little noses.�
�They talk to you?� asked Chaloner, regarding him warily. Men had been taken to the lunatic house at Bedlam for less.
�Of course they do! Surely you converse with your cat?� Haddon smiled at the spy�s bewildered expression, then patted him on the shoulder. �Perhaps you should try it. It keeps the loneliness at bay, and animals are a great comfort to those who live a solitary life.�
He bounced away whistling, openly delighted at the prospect of a day with his canine companions. Chaloner watched him go, and supposed he had better spend more time with Hannah or Thurloe, lest his isolated lifestyle drove him to imagine his cat might have something worthwhile to say. He would not be able to do his job if he was mad, and then he would starve.
Bulteel leapt in alarm when Chaloner tapped him on the shoulder, not having heard him approach. He clutched his chest and regarded the spy balefully, then gave a reluctant grin and offered him a piece of his wife�s Christmas gingerbread. Chaloner sat on the desk while he ate it. It was excellent, as usual, and he wondered how the secretary had managed to capture himself such a talented cook. He found himself thinking about Hannah, but their relation ship was at such an early stage that he did not know if she could bake. He decided he had better find out.
�Did you hear about the third poisoning?� asked Bulteel in a low voice, so the Earl would not hear and come to find out why he was chatting when he should be at his ledgers. �Langston � the plump fellow with the long nose � is dead.�
Chaloner brushed crumbs from his coat. �What was Langston like? I met him with Surgeon Wiseman the other night, but only briefly. And I was not really in any condition to take his measure.�
Bulteel shrugged. �Honest, kind and considerate. I cannot imagine why anyone would want to kill him. Kersey has him in the charnel house, so you should inspect him before you see the Earl � he is sure to ask whether this death is the same as the others. And you should examine the Painted Chamber, where Langston died, too. Perhaps the killer left a clue this time. Williamson told me ��
He faltered, and Chaloner frowned. �You have been talking to the Spymaster? Why?�
Bulteel grimaced, angry with himself. �Damn! That slipped out because I am frightened.�
Chaloner regarded him askance. �Frightened by what? These murders? But why? Chetwynd, Vine and Langston were all government-appointed officials, but you are an earl�s private secretary. I doubt the killer will regard you as a suitable victim.�
But Bulteel disagreed. �It is well known that I refuse bribes, and the three dead men had one thing in common: their integrity.�
Chaloner hastened to reassure him. �Chetwynd was not as honest as he liked people to think, so I doubt probity is the motive for their murders. Is that why you were talking to Williamson? You are afraid, and think he might be able to protect you?�
Bulteel looked miserable. �Williamson has had his claws in me for a lot longer than that. A few months ago, he came to me and said that unless I provide him with the occasional report on the Earl, he would start rumours that would see me dismissed.�
�Rumours about what? I doubt you have ever done anything unsavoury.�
Bulteel shot him a wan smile. �Your confidence is generous, but unfounded. You see, during the Common-wealth I worked for a bookseller who believed Cromwell was a hero. I told Williamson I did not think the same way, but he said it was irrelevant. He left me with no choice but to do as he asked.�
Chaloner thought Bulteel was a fool for letting Williamson use such a paltry excuse to intimidate him. He shrugged. �A spymaster should have eyes all over White Hall, to keep him appraised of what is happening. But I am sure you never impart information that shows the Earl in a bad light.�
Bulteel was indignant. �Of course not! I like this job, and a steady income is important for a man with a new baby. But it is not easy. Williamson is always after me for snippets, and now Haddon is here, it is only a matter of time before I am ousted. I do not suppose you have learned anything that may give me an advantage over him?�
Chaloner shot him an apologetic look. �But he will never displace you � he is a steward, not a secretary, and he could never manage the Earl�s accounts like you do.�
Bulteel did not look comforted, although he produced another of his sickly smiles. To anyone who did not know him, it was a sinister expression, and one that would have most men reaching to secure their purses. �You must catch this killer, Tom � I shall not feel safe until you have tracked him down. Did you know the Earl invited Langston to work as his spy, but he refused?�
Chaloner nodded. �That would have made three of us, with Turner. What does he want, an army?�
�Yes, actually. He is worried that his enemies will start accusing him of ordering these deaths, because all three victims were men with whom he has had arguments over the last few weeks.�
Chaloner recalled the Earl ranting about his detractors after they had inspected Vine�s body, when the spy had escorted him home in his carriage. He had put the incident from his mind, because it had seemed more of a diatribe than a flow of information, but now he understood. Without admitting that he had done anything wrong, the Earl had been telling his spy about his own uncomfortable association with the victims � and with others who had crossed him.
�He said Chetwynd disapproved of his unbending stance on religion,� he mused, thinking about what had been confided. �And Vine objected to his gaudy house.�
�And Langston was deeply offended by his offer of employment � a lot of people heard him call the Earl a villain. I imagine it will not be long before our master�s opponents notice that men who disagree with him end up being poisoned in the Painted Chamber. And then they will start braying about it.�
�He is not a murderer,� said Chaloner firmly. �He may not be a saint, but he has his principles.�
And yet, he thought, the Earl was inexplicably determined to see an innocent man hang. Perhaps he had decided principles were putting him at a disadvantage in a place where no one else had any. It would not be the first time a good man had attempted to combat wickedness on its own terms.

Chaloner decided to take Bulteel�s advice and inspect Langston�s body before it was either moved to a church or shoved in the ground, depending on how well he had been loved by his next of kin. The Earl was ensconced with Brodrick anyway, and said he was not to be disturbed, not even to be briefed about murder or lost busts.
He walked to Westminster, and was halfway across New Palace Yard when he was sidetracked by a spectacle. Colonel Turner had dressed for the ladies that day, eschewing the current taste for lace, and opting instead for a plain blue suit with a silver sash and matching ear-string. The attire made him look martial and manly, and he was surrounded by women, all clamouring for his attention. He stood among them like a god.
Bess Gold was at the edge of the gathering. She fingered her crucifix, and simpered in a way that was brazenly provocative. Her husband clung to her arm, but his attention was on his feet, to ensure he did not stumble on the uneven ground. The cherub-faced Neale was hovering nearby, full of envious resentment that Turner should be the object of Bess�s admiration. He tried to slip around Gold to speak to her, but the old man grabbed him as he passed, ostensibly to hold himself up. Chaloner frowned. Was it a deliberate ploy to keep Neale away from his wife, or simple bad timing on Neale�s part? But there was nothing in Gold�s demeanour to suggest he objected to the young man�s presence. On the contrary, he seemed grateful for another source of physical support.
The remaining women were members of the Queen�s bedchamber, although Chaloner recognised only two. There was Lady Muskerry, reputed to be a willing partner for any man, but not overly endowed with wits; like Bess, she fingered a trinket that hung around her neck. And there was Hannah.
�Did I dream you were with me last night?� Hannah asked in a low voice, detaching herself from the throng to talk to him. Her face was serious, but her eyes danced with mischief. �I must have done, because I am sure you would not have sneaked off before dawn without a parting kiss.�
�It was not before dawn. The sun was up and half the morning was gone.�
�Why the rush? Was it because I did not stop chattering last night � did not draw breath to ask after your day � making you eager to escape? Or is it just that you are trying to solve these recent murders?�
Chaloner�s immediate inclination was to evade her question with a comment about Lady Muskerry�s necklace. But it had been his reluctance to talk about himself that had driven wedges between him and several previous lovers, and he was determined not to repeat the mistake. Unfortunately, it was difficult to break the practice that had kept him alive for so many years, and he much preferred the times when Hannah did all the talking.
�The Earl has hired Turner and me to look into them,� he forced himself to say.
Her expressive face crumpled into a grimace. �Then be sure you do not do all the work, while he steps in to take the credit. He thrives on adulation, and will be keen to secure your Earl�s good graces.�
Chaloner raised his eyebrows, surprised � and gratified � that she could see through the colonel�s flamboyant charm. �Every other lady at Court seems to think him a gift from God.�
�Oh, he is a gift, all right. I am told � by several impressed friends � that there is no one like him for making a girl feel special in the bedchamber. However, a pretty face and a perfect body are not high on my list of requirements in a man.�
�That is a relief.�
She nudged him playfully. �You will suffice.� Then her impish smile faded, to be replaced by an expression of concern as her attention was caught by something else. �Look � there is Margaret Symons! I am sure she is ill � do you see the taut way she holds herself, as if every step hurts?�
Chaloner glanced to where she pointed. A woman was walking slowly from the direction of the abbey, leaning heavily on the arm of a man. She was thin and pale, and did appear to be unwell; her companion was conspicuous for his mane of spiky ginger hair. Both wore respectable clothes, but ones that had seen better days, indicating they had once been much wealthier. London was full of people just like them � folk who had prospered during the Commonwealth, but who were now suspect to the new regime. No one would do business with them, and some were finding themselves reduced to desperate poverty.
�Her husband � the man with her � is Will Symons,� Hannah went on. �He was a government clerk until the Restoration, at which point he was ousted to make room for Royalists. He is a pleasant man. Margaret is a sculptress � my husband liked statues and commissioned one from her.�
�From a woman?� asked Chaloner, startled. He shrugged at Hannah�s indignant expression. �You do not hear of many female artists. I am not saying Mrs Symons is not good, just that it is unusual.�
Hannah sniffed, not entirely mollified. �My husband almost cancelled the work when he learned �M. Symons� was a lady, but I informed him that he had better think again. And I was right to force him to reconsider, because the piece she made for us is exquisite.�
�But you think she is ill?� Chaloner knew he was drawing out the discussion, so Hannah would have less time to ask him questions about his work, but he could not help himself.
�Yes � you can see from here that Will is being very solicitous of her. They are a devoted couple, and it grieves me to see him look so worried. I should go to talk to them.� She started to move away, but then turned back. �Will you visit me again soon? I enjoyed your company last night.�
He said he would try, and had not taken many steps towards the charnel house when he heard his name being called. It was Turner, who had managed to extricate himself from his adoring throng. He was adjusting his clothing, as though leaving had involved the prising off of fingers.
�There is scant information about murder to be had from those lasses,� he declared, smoothing down his moustache, �but their company is a delight � I shall be doubling my tally of children, at this rate! But while we are speaking of ladies, have you heard anything of Meg the laundress? I have not seen her since we failed to meet for our midnight tryst � the night I found Vine murdered.�
�Has it occurred to you that she might have stumbled across the killer, and he has ensured she will not be around to provide a description of him?�
Turner shook his head. �It is more likely that she has found out about my growing affection for Barbara � that is Lady Castlemaine to you � and is jealous. Damn! I was growing fond of Meg, too.�
�You should find her,� advised Chaloner, feeling the man should not need to be told. �If she is alive, she might be in danger, or frightened and in need of your protection.�
Turner brightened. �Oh, I can do protection. I am good at gallantry. Where shall I start looking?�
Chaloner regarded him askance. �How should I know? Try her home, or the place where she works. Does she have family in the city?�
�I have no idea. I want to bed her, not marry her, for God�s sake � I am not interested in her kin. But perhaps I will have a bit of a hunt for her tonight, when I am done with His Portliness�s affairs.�
�You think you will have solved the case by then?� Chaloner wondered whether Turner intended to present Greene as a culprit, simply because it was the easiest option and would please the Earl.
But Turner shook his head again. �Unfortunately, it is proving more complex than I imagined. Incidentally, His Portliness says I can have a permanent post with him if I beat you to the answer, and he and Haddon have taken bets on which one of us will win.�
Chaloner was disgusted. �Murder is hardly a subject for wagers.� And neither was his future.
�That is what I thought � I was under the impression they had more decorum. But Haddon believes you will succeed, while His Portliness is backing me. However, both agree that neither of us has a hope in Hell of locating this missing figurine � the one by Barocci.�
�Bernini. And it is a bust, not a figurine.�
Turner flapped a hand, to indicate details were irrelevant. �Suffice to say it cost the old king�s wife a diamond ring, which was valued at a thousand pounds.�
�You do not know the sculptor�s name, but you know what he was paid?� Chaloner was amused.
Turner grinned back. �I know what is important. Where are you going? To see Langston�s corpse? I have already done that, but it yielded nothing in the way of clues. And it cost me threepence, too.�
�What did?� asked Chaloner, puzzled.
�Viewing the corpse,� explained Turner. �Because there has been such a demand to see it, Kersey has opened his mortuary to spectators, and is making a fortune in entry fees. But I had better talk to Bess Gold, before her husband takes her away. She was one of the last people to see Langston alive, and might have something useful to impart.�
But Chaloner had interviewed Bess at the King�s Musick the previous evening, and had discovered that her powers of observation were negligible � she barely recalled what she had been wearing, let alone anything to solve a murder. He watched Turner strut away, but did not tell him he would be wasting his time. The tale about the Earl�s wager had annoyed him, and he found himself determined to prove his master wrong. And if that meant not sharing information with his rival, then so be it.

The charnel house was located near the river, sandwiched between a granary and a coalhouse. As Turner had warned, it was full of spectators � it was not often three clerks were murdered in the same week, and people were eager to view the victims. They handed over their coins and disappeared into the mortuary�s dark interior, pomanders pressed to noses. None lingered long, so although there was a queue, it moved quickly. Chaloner loitered, waiting for the horde to dissipate, because there was no point going inside if he could not see Langston for sightseers.
The first person he recognised among the ghoulish throng was the grim-faced Doling, who stamped out looking as black as thunder. Chaloner might have assumed the fellow had seen something to enrage him, but then recalled the way he had scowled at his ale in the Angel the previous day: Doling was just one of those men who frowned at everything. His expression blackened further still when the wind caught the lace at his throat and whisked it off to reveal skin that was old, red and wrinkled, like that of a turkey. The lace was retrieved by Hargrave, whose flea-ravaged head was wrapped in a scarf that made him look like a fishwife, and who was in company with the elderly Tryan. The three exchanged a few words, then walked away together, Tryan�s bandy legs pumping nineteen to the dozen as he struggled to keep up with his younger companions.
Moments later, George Vine reeled out, a Lea brother on either side. He lurched to a doorway and was promptly sick, although Chaloner could not tell whether it was at the sight of a man who had suffered the same fate as his father, or his stomach rebelling at the amount of wine that had been poured into it the previous night. The Leas were spitefully amused by his misery, and were still sniggering when they helped him into a hackney carriage some time later.
They were watched in rank disapproval by a number of courtiers, among whom was the obese Jones, still limping from his encounter with Lady Castlemaine�s gaming stick. He grimaced, and pointedly leaned down to rub the afflicted limb when she and Buckingham arrived a few moments later. It was then that Chaloner saw he was not the only one observing the proceedings: so was Williamson�s clerk, who skulked in the shadows of a nearby doorway, almost invisible in his black clothes.
Eventually, the queue dwindled to nothing. Chaloner prised a stone from the road, and lobbed it at the glass window of a nearby warehouse. Immediately, the owner tore out, and began to accuse a departing courtier of the crime. While Swaddell�s attention was fixed on the resulting fracas, Chaloner left his hiding place and slipped inside the charnel house unseen.
Kersey�s domain was larger than it looked from the outside, and the main section comprised a long, windowless hall with lamps hanging at irregular intervals from the ceiling. There were a dozen wooden tables, each graced with either a cadaver, or a neatly folded sheet. Kersey � a dapper, well-dressed little man � was holding forth to the last of his visitors, informing them that on a good week, he might have as many as twenty corpses to mind. His audience, however, was more interested in clucking over his charges than listening to him. Chaloner waited until they were all gaping at the remains of a drowned apprentice, then turned to inspect the poisoner�s most recent victim.
Langston lay next to Chetwynd, identifiable by his large nose and plump body � Chaloner recalled that Vine had already been buried, and so was spared the humili ation of being turned into an exhibition. He was devoid of all clothing except a strategically placed handkerchief, and the spy shuddered, not liking the notion that anyone who happened to die in Westminster could expect to be laid out and exposed to all and sundry. It was undignified, and for a moment, he had a disturbing vision of his own violent demise, and the Earl coming to gawp at his naked corpse. He took a deep breath, to clear his mind of such dark thoughts, and turned his attention to Langston.
A quick glance at the mouth and lips revealed blisters that were reminiscent of the poison used on Chetwynd and Vine, which came as no surprise. Surreptitiously he looked for signs of other injuries, but there was nothing he could see. He was on his way out when a familiar figure strode through the door. Kersey opened his mouth to demand an admission fee, but closed it again when he recognised the newcomer.
�Good God!� boomed Wiseman, red robes billowing around him as he regarded the spectators in distaste. �Can you find nothing better to do than drool over the corpses of your colleagues?�
�You are a fine one to talk,� flashed a courtier named Peters. His expression was malicious: Wiseman�s blunt tongue had made him unpopular at Court. �I hear that you have recently taken to hefting heavy objects about with a view to acquiring larger muscles. If that is not a damned peculiar way of carrying on, then I do not know what is.�
�I do it for the benefit of my health,� replied Wiseman imperiously. �And I feel ten years younger, so it is certainly working. I firmly believe that exercise is the best way to prolong life and promote wellbeing, and anyone who does not agree with me is a fool.�
�You will not live a long life, no matter how fit you think these odd habits are making you,� sneered Peters contemptuously. �And why? Because someone will dispatch you, on the grounds that you are conceited, arrogant and rude, and no one likes you.�
Wiseman regarded him in silence for a moment, and when he spoke, his voice was soft. �I can see from here that you are afflicted with the French pox, so I shall not take your words to heart � I am a surgeon, and know how these diseases can rob a man of his wits. However, you may like to know that I have identified the source of the current outbreak: it is Lady Muskerry.�
Chaloner was not the only one to be taken aback by this announcement. There was a collective gasp of astonishment and shock, and then people began to edge away from the woman in question. They edged away from Peters, too, who was gaping in disbelief, staggered that the surgeon should stoop to such low tactics just in order to win a petty spat.
�I have devised a cure, though,� Wiseman continued, relishing his opponent�s mortification. �It works like a charm, and will save sufferers from the embarrassment of unwelcome sores � and from the embarrassment of making unwarranted verbal assaults on fellow members of Court, too. I recommend you try it, Peters � French pox can be fatal, if left untreated.�
He was going to add more, but Peters shouldered past him and headed for the door, determined to leave before any more of his intimate secrets could be brayed to the world at large. The other courtiers followed, all careful not to meet the surgeon�s eye, lest they be singled out for a tongue-lashing, too. When they had gone, Wiseman turned to the spy. Chaloner took a step away from him, not sure he wanted his company when he was in such a bellicose frame of mind.
�Colonel Turner told me you were here, so I came to see if I could help you. Bulteel says the Earl will dismiss you if you do not find this killer, and I do not want you gone from White Hall. You are one of the few people there who are acceptable to me.�
�Thank you,� said Chaloner warily, wondering whether the surgeon�s temper was spent or whether he had yet more vitriol to expel. He braced himself, ready to follow Peters�s example and leave if he did � he had better things to do than exchange insults with the razor-tongued Wiseman.
But the surgeon�s expression had gone from haughty to troubled. �Is it true?�
Chaloner frowned. �Is what true?�
�What Peters said � that no one likes me.�
Chaloner was inclined to tell him the truth, in the hope that it might imbue him with a little humility, but when he saw the genuine anguish in the man�s eyes, he found he could not do it. He flailed around for a noncommittal answer. �The Earl likes you,� he managed eventually.
�And you?� asked Wiseman, regarding him intently. �What do you think of me?�
Chaloner was not sure how to reply. He did not want to make an enemy of Wiseman by answering honestly, but he did not want to lie, either. �I think you are an innovative surgeon,� he hedged. But a glance at Wiseman�s agonised expression told him this was not enough. He cleared his throat, uncomfortable with the discussion. �And you are one of the few people who are acceptable to me.�
It seemed to satisfy the surgeon, because he smiled briefly, and then waved a hand towards the two corpses. �Langston, like Vine and Chetwynd, died when a virulent toxin seared the membranes of his mouth and throat. It caused immediate swelling that restricted the flow of air to his lungs. In essence, he suffocated. I imagine I would see bleeding in his stomach, too, were I to slice him open.�
Chaloner winced. He was not unduly squeamish, but there was something about Wiseman�s grisly enthusiasm he had always found unsettling. �Do you know the nature of this poison yet? You said you would find out.�
�That was assuming I had a corpse to dissect, but the kin of Vine, Chetwynd and Langston have refused me permission. However, there are many such substances in the modern pharmacopoeia, and I doubt knowing a name will help you catch your killer. Most have perfectly innocent applications, such as scouring drains, making glue or cleaning glass.�
�So I will be wasting my time if I try to track it down?�
Wiseman nodded. �Although I intimated to Turner that it was worth doing. However, I can tell you that all three men were killed by the same potion � there is no question about that � and they probably died quickly. And, as I said the other night, the poison�s odour was disguised by brandywine.�
�Do you still think Greene is innocent? You have not discovered anything to suggest otherwise?�
�Greene does not have the strength of mind for killing, and the Earl is a fool for thinking he does. But we shall ensure he does not embarrass himself.�
�Shall we now?� murmured Chaloner.
�We shall,� declared Wiseman, �because I am not working with that popinjay Turner � not on this case, and not in the future, either. So, I have a clue to share with you, something I discovered when I examined the bodies: namely that the purses of all three victims were missing, along with any jewellery they might have owned. I am surprised Mrs Vine did not comment on it.�
�Perhaps she did not notice.�
Wiseman snorted his derision. �She would have noticed. And so would her snivelling son.�
Chaloner nodded his thanks, but thought it did not help much to know he was dealing with a killer who stripped his victims of valuables � the Court was full of avaricious people. He tried to set the �clue� in context. Did it mean the ruby ring had belonged to Vine, dropped as the killer had looted the corpse? It was obviously worth a lot of money, so why had Vine�s wife denied him owning it? Or had she sent a train-band to retrieve it when she realised it was missing? With a sigh, Chaloner realised Wiseman�s information posed more questions than answers.

Chapter 5

As Chaloner left the charnel house it was more desperation than any real expect ation of finding answers that drove him to the Painted Chamber. He was surprised to find it deserted � it was usually busy during the day � but then he realised it was the time when folk went for their midday meals. His footsteps echoed hollowly as he walked, and he noticed that the tapestry used to incapacitate him had already been rehung.
A dark, sticky stain on the floor indicated where something had been spilled. He knelt to inspect it, and saw the edges were slightly frothy, while the bulk smelled of brandy-wine. It was almost certainly the remains of whatever had killed Langston, although Bulteel had told him that � like the first two murders � there had been no sign of a cup. He could only surmise that the killer had taken it with him when he had left. Of course, it did not explain why Langston should have accepted a drink in a place where two of his colleagues had died doing the same thing. The only answer was that all three had known the killer, and trusted him.
�Taste it,� urged a soft voice from behind him. �Swallow some, to see if it contains poison.�
Chaloner was not so engrossed in the stain that he had dropped his defences, and knew perfectly well that someone had been slinking towards him. The knife he carried in his sleeve was in his hand, and he could have had it in the fellow�s heart in an instant, had he wanted. He stood and turned, feigning surprise to see someone behind him � it was Spymaster Williamson, and he was loath to antagonise the man by informing him that elephants could have effected a more stealthy approach.
Williamson was tall, impeccably dressed and an expression of lofty disdain was permanently etched into his face. He had been an Oxford academic before embarking on a career on politics, and there was no question that he possessed a formidable intellect. Unfortunately, his unattractive personality � he was vengeful, condescending and greedy � meant he was unlikely to be awarded the promotions he doubtless thought he deserved. Chaloner was not the only man to have earned his dislike, although he was the only one still living in London � the others had either run for their lives or had disappeared under mysterious circumstances. In other words, people crossed the Spymaster at their peril.
�According to our records, your family were late paying their taxes again this year,� Williamson said. His voice was low and full of pent up malevolence. �They supported Cromwell during the wars, so I imagine depriving the government of its revenues is their way of continuing to fight against us.�
�Then you imagine wrong,� said Chaloner coolly. �The taxes imposed on old Parliamentarians are colossal, and my kin are not the only ones struggling to pay what is being demanded from them.�
�If they default, then they are traitors, as far as I am concerned,� said Williamson silkily.
�Them and half of England,� retorted Chaloner. He was appalled by the discussion � shocked to learn that the Spymaster was the kind of man to strike at an enemy through his relations. Chaloner�s siblings were peaceful, gentle folk, who lived quietly on their Buckinghamshire estates; they should not have to suffer more hardship, just because their youngest brother had antagonised someone in London.
�I could prosecute them,� Williamson went on, casually examining his fingernails. �Or do you think I should leave them alone? Of course, if I do, you will have to make it worth my while.�
Chaloner was ready to do virtually anything to protect his brothers and sisters, but was careful to keep his expression neutral, aware that the Spymaster would exploit any sign of weakness. �I doubt the Earl pays me enough to satisfy a man of your standing.�
Williamson gave what Chaloner supposed was a smile, although it did not touch his eyes. �I am not thinking about money � I am more interested in you doing me a service. You see, I am aware that the Earl has ordered you to explore these clerk-killings, despite the fact that they come under my remit.�
�You want me to stop?� It would mean his dismissal for certain, but Chaloner was willing to do it.
�I want you to continue,� came the unexpected reply. �The city is full of treasonous talk at the moment, and my spies are hard-pressed to monitor it all. Moreover, I want to be the one to find the King�s missing statue and earn his undying gratitude, so I must expend manpower on that, too. I do not have the resources to catch a killer, as well.�
�But the victims were government officials,� said Chaloner, puzzled by the Spymaster�s priorities. �And their deaths may be an attempt to destabilise the Royalist administration. Surely, finding the killer is more important than locating a piece of art?�
�Not necessarily,� replied Williamson smoothly. �Stealing from the King is a very serious matter.�
But Chaloner did not believe it, and was sure there was another reason for the Spymaster�s curious position. �I do not suppose the King ordered you to find the statue, to prove yourself, did he?� He could tell from Williamson�s pained expression that he was on the right track. �What did he say? That if you cannot do that, then how can you be trusted with the nation�s security?�
Williamson glowered. �He did not put it in quite those terms, but, as it happens, I have been asked to demonstrate my agency�s efficacy by tracing the bust. So, I am loath to waste my time on murder.�
�And you want me to do it instead?�
�Yes, because you are right � finding the killer is important. However, it is not as important as me keeping my job. So, do we have an agreement? I will overlook your family�s persistent late-payment of taxes, and you will hunt down the villain who is murdering officials?�
�Very well,� said Chaloner stiffly. He disliked the notion of entering a pact with such a man.
�Good, although I should warn you that I will prosecute them if you fail to solve the case � and I mean solve it properly, not just present me with Greene because your Earl believes him to be guilty.�
�You think Greene is innocent?�
�Let us say I am sceptical, although my opinion is based solely on the fact that I have met Greene, and he does not seem the murdering type. But before I ordered my spies to concentrate on the statue, I heard their reports on the crimes. They uncovered three facts that may help you. First, Chetwynd, Vine and Langston had public arguments with your Earl in the last few weeks.�
�I know,� said Chaloner, struggling to mask his unease. Had Williamson joined the Earl�s enemies, and intended to use the case to help topple him from power? The Spymaster had so far declined to pick a side, although his neutrality had nothing to do with professionalism or fair play: he was just waiting to see who would win before committing himself. �He told me.�
Williamson ignored him. �Second, all three frequented John�s Coffee House in Covent Garden, as does Sir Nicholas Gold. You might want to speak to him in the course of your enquiries.�
�I know this, too. They also met Greene, Neale, Hargrave, Tryan, Jones, and several others.�
Williamson ignored him again. �And third, the three dead men used to be regular and enthusiastic members of prayer meetings held at the home of a man named Henry Scobel.�
�Scobel?� echoed Chaloner, not sure whether to believe him. �He was a Commonwealth clerk, who died a few months after the Restoration. Why would he entertain Royalists in his home?�
�I have no idea, but entertain them he did, right up until his death. I heard the testimony of reliable witnesses � men with no reason to lie � with my own ears.�
Chaloner would make up his own mind about whether these �reliable witnesses� had no reason to lie � being interrogated by Williamson alone might have been enough to send them into a frenzy of fabrication. �Why do you think this is important? Scobel died more than three years ago.�
Williamson shrugged. �Perhaps it isn�t important. I am merely reporting facts � interpreting them is your business, and you may pursue or dismiss them as you see fit.�
�It was just four of them at Scobel�s meetings?� asked Chaloner, trusting neither the Spymaster nor his information. It was not inconceivable that he was trying to sabotage the Earl�s investigation by muddying the waters with untruths. �Scobel himself, Vine, Chetwynd and Langston?�
�No, there were many others, including the men you listed as enjoying each other�s company at John�s Coffee House � Greene, Jones, Neale, Gold, Hargrave and Tryan. In addition, Will Symons went, and so did an old Roundhead soldier called Doling. And the Lea brothers.�
Chaloner kept his expression blank, but his thoughts were racing. What did it mean? That this eclectic collection of men had prayed together in Scobel�s home during Cromwell�s reign, and had moved their devotions to a coffee house after his death? And that one of them had decided to kill some of the others? But why?
�Will Symons is Scobel�s nephew,� Williamson was saying. �He was a Commonwealth clerk, too, but lost his post at the Restoration. So did Doling, and both are bitter. Like you, I imagine. You must be disappointed that I decline to employ you in Holland, after all your efforts to integrate yourself so seamlessly into that country � speaking their language, adopting their customs, learning their politics.�
Chaloner shrugged, unwilling to give him the satisfaction of knowing he was right. �I am happy here.�
�Are you?� asked Williamson softly. �Then I must see what I can do about that.�

Chaloner was resentful as he left the Painted Chamber. He disliked his family being used as pawns to secure his cooperation, and he distrusted Williamson with every fibre of his being. However, if the Earl was connected to the murders, as Williamson obviously suspected, then Chaloner did not blame him for keeping his distance from the investigation � the King would not thank him for revealing that his Lord Chancellor was involved in something sinister. And the statue? Chaloner had no intention of giving up his enquiries on that, just so Williamson could prove the efficacy of his intelligence service. He would have to be careful, but he took orders from no man except the one who paid his wages. And that was the Earl � for the time being, at least.
He thought about the new information. Three years before, Thurloe had written him a letter, expressing his deep grief at Scobel�s death � Scobel was gentle and kind, and Thurloe had liked him. Had there been something suspicious about his demise, too? Thurloe had not mentioned anything amiss, but perhaps it had not occurred to him to look. Chaloner rubbed his head as he walked across New Palace Yard. What had the Earl let him in for this time, if the enquiry necessitated peering back into the mists of time?
Confused and a little bewildered, he reviewed all he had learned. He knew the three victims had been killed by the same poison and thus probably by the same person. They had been robbed of purses and jewellery. All had died in the Painted Chamber. They had prayed in the home of a Parliamentarian official, and after Scobel�s death had continued to meet at a coffee house in Covent Garden. Chetwynd had pretended to be upright, but had been corrupt, although Vine and Langston were said to be decent men. And that was all he knew � the rest was speculation and theory.
Frustrated, he turned his thoughts to the missing statue. No one had admitted to seeing anything suspicious the night it disappeared, and there had been no sightings of it since. But who would steal a bust of the old king? It was valuable, but hardly something that could be hawked on the black market � too many people knew it was stolen, so buyers were unlikely to be lining up. Had it been acquired for someone�s private collection then, because to own a work of art by Bernini was its own reward? Should he start investigating wealthy men, to ascertain whether any had a penchant for sculpture? Merchants, perhaps? Or some of the more affluent courtiers? But that represented a lot of people, and with disgust, Chaloner acknowledged that he was no further along with that enquiry than he was with the murders.
He arrived at the Earl�s offices, treading lightly as was his wont, and was rather surprised to catch Haddon in the act of rummaging through Bulteel�s desk � the secretary was out delivering letters. Haddon stopped what he was doing, and gave the spy a sickly, unconvincing smile. His dogs were with him, and Chaloner supposed they had not been trained to bark a warning as someone approached.
�I was looking for a pen,� explained the steward, straightening up furtively.
Chaloner pointed to the box of quills that stood in plain view. �What is wrong with those?�
Haddon grimaced. �I know what you are thinking � that I am searching Bulteel�s drawers because I intend to see him ousted and me appointed in his place. He accuses me of it every time we meet.�
�Perhaps he has a point.�
Haddon winced. �But I do not want his post. I would hate being cooped up in this dismal hole all day, writing letters and making dull little entries in ledgers. The reason I am invading his domain is because I do not trust him. I think he may have drawn that map of the Earl�s rooms I showed you. Unfortunately, he is too clever to have left any clues that will allow me to prove it.�
�Bulteel did not make that sketch,� said Chaloner firmly. �Brodrick did, as you first assumed � you said you found the drawing after he had been to visit. I imagine it has something to do with his plan, as Lord of Misrule, to decorate the Earl�s offices in the manner of a Turkish brothel.�
Haddon gazed at him, then sighed in relief. �Is that what he intends to do? Then it is not as bad as I feared! It will be inconvenient, but we can cope with that. I shall have to take the Earl away for a few hours, to ensure they have enough time to accomplish their mischief, but that should be no problem.�
Chaloner was puzzled. �You will let them proceed?�
Haddon regarded him as though he was insane. �Of course! If I thwart him, Brodrick might devise something much worse � and better the devil you know. Not a word to the Earl, though. He will refuse to play along, and that would be unfortunate, because I know it will be better for him if he just lets matters run their course.�
Chaloner left thinking the steward was wiser than he looked, and that the Earl was fortunate in his servants. It was a pity Bulteel and Haddon disliked each other, because together they would make a formidable team, and would increase the Earl�s chances of besting his enemies permanently.

He tapped at the door to the Earl�s offices, expecting to be reprimanded for taking so long to report his findings. The Earl opened it furtively, and when he recognised Chaloner, he slipped out and led his spy a short distance down the corridor, evidently intending to have the discussion there. Chaloner was bemused, because the hallway was draughty, which the Earl always said was bad for his gout. His mystification intensified when he glanced behind him, through the door that had been left ajar, and glimpsed a visitor. It was Sir Nicholas Gold.
�I am sorry to take you away from your company, sir,� he said, apologetically.
�I am alone,� said the Earl rather too quickly. �But I have confidential papers out on my desk � ones I cannot let anyone else see.�
�I see,� said Chaloner, taken aback. He had never known the Earl to lie quite so brazenly before. Uncharitably, he wondered whether he was asking Gold about the murders, and planned to pass any clues to Turner. Then Turner would solve the case, and the Earl would win his bet with Haddon.
�Well?� demanded the Earl, when the spy said no more. �Have you proved Greene�s guilt yet?�
�No, I came to report that-�
The Earl raised a plump hand to stop him. �I want a culprit, not a r�sum� of your discoveries. And while you waste time here, Turner is in the charnel house, watching those who gawk at Langston�s corpse � he tells me killers often gloat over their handiwork. He knows a lot about such matters.�
�Does he?� asked Chaloner curiously. �How? I thought he was a soldier.�
�Like you, he has enjoyed a colourful career, although he was never a Parliamentarian spy or an officer in Cromwell�s New Model Army.�
There was no answer to a statement like that, and Chaloner did not try to think of one. �How violently did Chetwynd oppose your stance on religion, sir?� he asked instead. It was a blunt question, but he was beginning to think the Earl would hire Turner in preference to him no matter what he did, and felt he had nothing to lose by impertinence.
The Earl regarded him through narrowed eyes. �I hope you are not intimating that I might have wanted Chetwynd dead because he attacked me in public! Or that I had designs on Vine�s life, because he condemned my new house.�
Not to mention your ire when Langston declined to become your spy, thought Chaloner. He shook his head. �Of course not, sir. I ask because I need to be ready to answer any accusations from your enemies. That will be difficult, if I do not have all the facts.�
The Earl mulled this over. �My disputes with Vine and Chetwynd did turn nasty,� he conceded reluctantly. �I was furious when they presumed to question my judgement. And I was angry with Langston for refusing to work for me, so yes, I had reason to dislike all three. But anyone who thinks I had anything to do with their deaths is a fool. Damn Vine! Why did he have to be a victim?�
Chaloner frowned. �Why do you single out him in particular?�
The Earl jutted out a defiant chin. �I do not want to talk about it.�
Chaloner would find out anyway, although it would save time if he did not have to. �I would rather hear it from you, than from one of your detractors, sir,� he said reasonably.
The Earl eyed him balefully. �You really are a disrespectful rogue! No wonder Thurloe kept you overseas all those years � he would have been compelled to slit your throat, had you worked here.�
Chaloner was growing tired of the Earl�s reluctance to trust him. Why could he not be more like Thurloe? Not for the first time, the Spy wished Cromwell had not died, the Commonwealth had not fallen, and Thurloe was still in charge of the intelligence services. �Then I will ask Vine�s family-�
�No,� snapped the Earl. He sighed irritably, and went to close the door to his office. He lowered his voice when he returned. �If you must know, Vine was black mailing me.�
Chaloner regarded him askance. �I doubt you have ever done anything worthy of extortion.�
For the first time in weeks, the Earl smiled at him. �A compliment! There is a rare event � I was under the impression you consider me something of a villain. But your good opinion is misplaced, I am afraid. Vine knew a terrible secret about me, which he threatened to make public. He said he would hold his tongue only if I agreed not to build my home in Piccadilly.�
�Did he think it too grand?�
�Yes, but that was not his main complaint. Raising Clarendon House will necessitate the destruction of some woods. Nightingales sing in these woods, apparently, and he did not want their song silenced.�
Chaloner struggled to understand. He liked birds himself, and the haunting sound of nightingales was a source of great delight to him, but there were other trees nearby, and the ones that would be felled to make way for the mansion were something of a jungle. Then he considered the geography.
�Did his objections arise from the fact that he could hear these birds from his house?�
The Earl nodded. �It took me rather longer to grasp the selfish rationale behind his demands, but you are right. He said it was a crime against God to render nightingales homeless, but the reality was that he liked them. His family hated him, and listening to these birds was the only thing that made being at home with them tolerable. And now I had better tell you what Vine knew about me � my awful secret.�
Chaloner doubted he was about to hear anything overtly shocking. �It might help, sir.�
�It involves something that happened a few months ago, when the Lady was moving from her old rooms in the Holbein Gate to fabulous new quarters overlooking the Privy Gardens. To furnish them, she looted works of art from the King, from public rooms, and from any White Hall resident too intimidated to oppose her plunder.�
�I remember. She put White Hall in a frenzy of chaos for about a week.�
�One night, just before she moved in, I found myself with an opportunity to inspect her new domain alone. When I saw the beautiful things she had appropriated for herself, I was overcome with a deep and uncontrollable anger. I did something of which I am deeply ashamed.�
�And Vine saw you?�
�Yes. He was also taking the opportunity to admire what the Lady had accumulated, and was standing quietly in the shadows, so I did not see him until it was too late. Needless to say, he was shocked when I � did what I did. He said he understood the reasons for my uncharacteristically loutish behaviour, and promised to overlook the matter like any decent man � until the matter of the nightingales arose, and he threatened to tell everyone.�
Chaloner was silent, wondering whether the Earl was the kind of man to hire an assassin to prevent the revelation of an embarrassing secret. He would have said no a few months before, but now he found he was not so sure.
�What did you do?� he asked eventually.
The Earl lowered his voice to a whisper, and his eyes were huge with mortification. �I drew on the Lady�s portrait � the one painted by Lely. I gave her a beard and a moustache.�
Chaloner gazed at him for a moment, then started to laugh. �Really?�
The Earl glared at him. �It is not funny! We are talking about the King�s favourite mistress here, and that portrait cost a lot of money. I defaced it so vigorously that it is far beyond repair.�
�You should have given her a pair of horns, too, and sketched in a pitchfork.�
That coaxed a reluctant smile. �I wish I had thought of it. But this unedifying tale tells you something new about Vine, this noble, upright man, does it not? That he was willing to resort to underhand means to get his own way?�
Chaloner nodded. �So Vine was a blackmailer and Chetwynd was corrupt, although they both presented godly faces to the world. I wonder what we will learn about Langston.�
�Nothing,� said the Earl firmly. �He really was a decent fellow.�

The short winter day was almost over, and dusk was falling fast. Chaloner was hungry, having eaten nothing that day except Bulteel�s cakes. Fortunately, the Earl was in one of his conscientious phases, and had been paying his staff on time, so the spy was currently solvent. It was not always so, which was another reason he missed working for the Commonwealth � Thurloe had paid regularly and well, allowing Chaloner to live respectably and even invest funds for the future. It had all disappeared at the Restoration when, for the first time in his life, he had experienced genuine poverty.
But he had money to spend that evening, so he went to New Palace Yard, on which were located three establishments called Heaven, Hell and Purgatory. It depended on their owners� whim whether they were taverns, coffee houses or cookshops on any particular week, but it was usually possible to purchase victuals of some description, and he liked their dark rooms, worn benches and convivial atmospheres. He was heading towards them when he spotted some familiar faces.
Turner was sitting on a bench near the central fountain, stretching his long legs in front of him as though he was relaxing in the sun, rather than perching on a stone monument in the middle of winter. His trademark ear-string fluttered in the breeze. With him were the bandy-legged Tryan, and Hargrave with his scarred and shaven head. Neither merchant looked as comfortable as Turner, and huddled inside their coats. The bench was protected by an awning, and at that time of night, the trio were virtually invisible under its shadow. Intrigued as to why they felt compelled to meet in such a place, Chaloner eased his way behind them, aiming for a position where he could eavesdrop.
�Of course I can read the contracts for you,� Turner was saying amiably. �If they are anything like the ones I did last week, they will be easy.�
�You are most kind,� said Hargrave, scratching his scalp. �But are you sure it is no bother? I thought you were employed by the Lord Chancellor these days, to catch him a killer.�
�I am,� said Turner. �But I am perfectly capable of helping you at the same time.�
�We would have lost a fortune in the past, without solicitors to safeguard our interests,� said Tryan soberly. �It is a sad state of affairs when a man cannot trust a fellow merchant not to cheat him. We are indebted to you, sir.�
�Lord, it is cold!� exclaimed Hargrave, pulling his coat more tightly around him. �I rarely noticed bad weather when I had hair, and I should never have listened to Chetwynd � it was he who suggested I cut it all off, and have it made into a wig. But the damned thing has been nothing but trouble.�
�You cannot blame Chetwynd for the lice, though,� said Tryan. �You got them from that brothel.� He pursed his lips disapprovingly.
�It was not a brothel,� objected Hargrave, stung. �It was a gentleman�s club. Besides, I suspect I actually picked them up from the New Exchange � the Lea brothers have never been very scrupulous about hygiene.�
�Do either of you know who murdered Chetwynd?� asked Turner conversationally. �I hate to admit it, but my enquiries have reached something of an impasse.�
�Greene did it,� replied Tryan, sounding surprised that he should need to ask. �The Earl told me so, when I met him in the cathedral the other day. I confess I was astounded: Greene does not seem the type.�
Turner�s expression was pained. �He only thinks Greene is guilty � he has no evidence to prove it.�
Tryan�s face was a mask of horror. �No evidence? But he informed me of Greene�s culpability as though it were beyond the shadow of a doubt. Are you saying poor Greene might be innocent?�
�I always thought the Earl was decent,� said Hargrave, when Turner nodded. �But this makes me realise he is no different from the rest of Court � a liar and a scoundrel. We should never have invited the King back, because it is His Majesty�s fault that there are so many villains in White Hall.�
�Stop,� said Turner sharply. �I lost part of my ear serving the old king, and I am loyal to the new one. So keep your treasonous thoughts to yourself, if you do not mind.�
Hargrave regarded him disparagingly. �You were wounded for the Royalist cause, but what has the King done for you in return? Made you his Master of Horse? A Groom of the Bedchamber? No! You are palmed off on an earl who goes around making false accusations against hapless clerks.�
�Gentlemen, please!� said Tryan hastily, raising his hand to prevent the colonel from responding. �How many more times must you argue about politics before you realise you will never agree?�
Hargrave shot Turner a conciliatory smile. �My apologies, friend. I mean no offence.�
Turner inclined his head graciously. �And no offence is taken. However, we do agree on one thing: it is too cold to meet out here again. Next time, we shall discuss our business in a tavern. I know tobacco smoke makes you sneeze, Tryan, but the chill cannot be healthy, either.�
�There will be smoke galore when you join the dean of St Paul�s for those Twelfth Night ceremonies in the cathedral,� Hargrave said to Tryan, as he helped his colleague to his feet and they prepared to take their leave. �I told you not to accept the invitation.�
�I could never refuse a clergyman,� said Tryan reproachfully. �He might think me irreligious.�
When Turner sauntered off in the opposite direction, Chaloner caught up with him, making him jump by grabbing his shoulder. He was disappointed that his eavesdropping had revealed nothing useful, but it was as good a time as any to exchange meaningless pleasantries with the colonel � Turner was not the only one who wanted to lull his rival into a false sense of security.
�God�s blood, man!� exclaimed Turner. �Watch who you sneak up on! I might have run you through before I realised who you were.�
Chaloner showed him the dagger in his hand. �You would not have succeeded.�
Turner smiled. �I am glad. I have no desire to harm a fellow veteran of the wars, although His Portliness tells me we fought on opposite sides. Have you found the missing statue yet?�
�Not yet,� replied Chaloner, wondering what else the Earl had said about him.
Turner grimaced. �Between you and me, I have reached a dead end with it. I got Lady Muskerry to escort me to the Shield Gallery again � she took me once before, when the damned thing was still there � and I stared at the empty plinth for ages, but no solutions occurred to me. I am fed up with espionage, and plan to take tonight off, to renew my energies by visiting a few ladies. Bess Gold will appreciate my company, if I can get rid of that tiresome Neale.�
�He does pay her close attention,� agreed Chaloner.
Turner looked disgusted. �Damned fortune-hunter! She will be a widow soon, and Neale intends to marry her. Gold must be worried, to see his successor champ so hard at the bit. Still, if Gold is murdered, we shall know where to look for a suspect. Even I will be able to solve that one.�
�Will you visit Meg the laundress tonight, too?�
�There is nothing I would like more, but I hunted high and low for her today, and could not find the merest trace of her. She seems to have disappeared off the face of the Earth. I hope you are wrong, and the clerk-killer has not drowned her. She has the best thighs in London.�
Chaloner watched him swagger away, doffing his hat to various ladies, all of whom he seemed to know by name. Where was Meg? The spy rubbed his chin thoughtfully when it occurred to him that it was odd that Turner should think she had been drowned, rather than poisoned, stabbed or strangled. Did he know something he was unwilling to share with his rival investigator?

It was Hell�s turn to sell food, and delicious smells wafted from it when Chaloner opened the door. His intention was to find a corner where he could keep his own company, but Bulteel was at a table near the fire and waved him over. The secretary was with a dozen other White Hall officials, although he was not really one of them: they formed a tight, comradely cluster, and he was slightly outside it. Williamson�s clerk Swaddell was part of the throng, though. He was holding forth in an affable manner, although his dark, restless eyes were everywhere, missing nothing.
�It is noisy this evening,� Chaloner remarked to Bulteel, surprised to find the place so busy.
Bulteel nodded. �Because it is Tuesday � Sausage Night. People travel for miles to be here.�
Looking around, Chaloner realised it was true, and was amazed to see so many familiar faces. Greene was at a crowded table near the back. He was talking to Gold � or rather he was bawling in Gold�s ear, and Gold was frowning to say he could not hear. So hard was Gold concentrating that he was oblivious to the flirtatious activities of his wife and Neale at the other end of the bench. Chaloner watched Greene, and wondered why the Earl should think him a killer. There was something pitiful and limp about him, and the spy was sure he did not have the resolve to hand men cups of poison, watch them die, then calmly hide the evidence. Besides, he had alibis for two of the crimes.
He turned his attention to Neale, who had hated Chetwynd for passing an unfavourable verdict. Did the young man�s cherubic looks hide the dark visage of a killer? But then why kill Vine and Langston? As decoy victims, to ensure investigators looked elsewhere for the culprit? Neale was not stupid, so it was certainly possible that he had devised such a plan. Of course, it was equally possible that George Vine had murdered his father � and that he had killed Chetwynd and Langston to cover his tracks.
Also at Greene�s table were the couple Hannah had pointed out that morning � Scobel�s nephew, the orange-haired Will Symons, and his sickly, artistic wife Margaret. Had Williamson been telling the truth when he claimed Symons had joined the three murdered men at prayers in his uncle�s house? Did he resent all he had lost at the Restoration, and was avenging himself on those who had done rather better? Symons looked tired and drawn, and he and Margaret appeared shabby and down-at-heel compared to the bright company around them.
The door opened, and the spy glanced up to see the unsavoury Lea brothers enter. They exchanged boisterous greetings with the clerks at Chaloner�s table, then squeezed themselves in at the opposite end, amid laughter and general bonhomie. Then the door opened again, this time to admit the dour-faced Doling. Doling headed for a place near the window, but was so morose and unfriendly that the men already sitting there soon made excuses to leave. Bulteel muttered something about Sausage Night enticing all manner of vermin from their nests.
�You do not like Doling?� said Chaloner.
�I do not like any bitter old Roundhead who holds us responsible for his misfortunes � and Doling has gone from government official to security minion for Backwell�s Bank. Incident ally, the Earl is losing patience with you over your refusal to see Greene as the killer. Turner is not so foolish as to oppose him � he tells the Earl he is right, and keeps any reservations he might have to himself.�
�How do you know he has reservations? Has he mentioned them to you?�
Bulteel looked pained. �No � I cannot get him to tell me anything, although I have tried my best to worm my way into his confidence. However, do not be too ready to dismiss Greene from your inventory of possible villains. He knew all three victims, and he was caught trying to sneak away from the scene of Chetwynd�s murder. Of course, there are other suspects, too.�
�Who?� Chaloner was interested to know whether Bulteel�s list matched his own.
�Well, the Lea brothers have expensive tastes, and wasted no time claiming Chetwynd�s fortune. Meanwhile, Neale hated Chetwynd, George Vine hated his father, and Doling hates everyone. Then there are the victims� so-called friends. I saw them at John�s Coffee House about a month ago, and they were all arguing furiously � Gold, Jones, Tryan and Hargrave, to name but a few.�
It was a depressingly long list, and reminded Chaloner of the enormity of the challenge he was facing. He fell silent, listening to Swaddell talk about the Spymaster�s new-found passion for cockfighting. Sourly, he thought it unsurprising that a man of Williamson�s brutal temperament should take pleasure from such a barbaric activity.
�Fine company you keep,� he remarked acidly to Bulteel. �Men like the Spymaster�s toady.�
�Hush!� whispered Bulteel in alarm. �Swaddell has uncannily sharp hearing. Besides, we are all just clerks in here � it is a place where we forget our differences, and enjoy easy company and good ale.�
Chaloner doubted Swaddell felt the same way, and was sure he would use such occasions to gather intelligence for his master. �If you say so.�
�I do say so,� said Bulteel firmly. �But I am glad you came tonight, because there is something I want to ask you. Will you stand as godfather to my son?�
Chaloner stared at him, certain he had misheard. �What?�
�My boy means more to me than life itself, and I want him to have the best godfather I can procure. Will you oblige? It would make me very happy.�
Chaloner was at a loss for words, astonished to learn that Bulteel liked him well enough to extend such an offer. No one had asked him to be godfather to their children before, not even his siblings.
�But I have no money and no influence at Court,� he said, aware that Bulteel was waiting for an answer. �I will not be able to help him in the way he will need.�
�You will be able to teach him decency, though,� said Bulteel quietly. �And there are not many who can do that in this place. I would rather have him virtuous and poor, than rich and rakish.�
�You may not think so when he comes of age and needs a patron. I am not a good choice, Bulteel. My life is dangerous � there are not many elderly spies in London, in case you have not noticed.�
�But you are more careful than others, more experienced,� persisted Bulteel stubbornly. He laid a thin hand on Chaloner�s arm. �And do not refuse me without giving my request proper consideration. Come to share our Twelfth Night dinner, and see the baby. Then decide.�
Chaloner smiled back. �Thank you. It is an honour. My hesitation only stems from my own shortcomings � the fear of letting you down.�
�You will not,� stated Bulteel firmly. �Not ever.�

The sausages arrived on huge platters, one for each table. They comprised tubes of seasoned meat stuffed into the intestines of a sheep, and the combination of gristle and rubbery guts provided a serious challenge for even the sharpest of teeth. Once scullions had slapped down the plates, the noise level dropped dramatically as people struggled to chew. The sausages were criminally hot, and more than one man was obliged to cool a burned mouth with gulps of ale. Chaloner was just wondering how Bulteel had managed to finish his before anyone else, when his teeth were by far the worst in the tavern, when the door opened and a vast figure materialised. It was Jones, the obese Yeoman of the Household Kitchen who had closed the New Exchange.
�Am I too late?� he cried, dismayed. �Buckingham delayed me on a matter concerning the Lord of Misrule, and was unsympathetic when I told him I did not want to miss Sausage Night in Hell.�
Voices assured him that there was plenty left, although no one seemed keen on him joining their particular group. Men spread out along to benches to repel him, reluctant to share with someone who was likely to eat too much. Eventually, he arrived at Greene�s table. Because most people were now chewing rather than talking, Chaloner found he was able to hear what was said.
�Make room for a little one,� ordered Jones, sliding his vast posterior along the wood with grim determination. Protesting men were crushed into each other, and Greene dropped off the far end.
�I will sit elsewhere, then,� said the clerk in his gloomy, resigned voice as he picked himself up. �It was draughty there, in any case, and breezes around the ankles predispose a man to gout.�
�I never gloat,� declared Gold, looking up from his repast in surprise. �It is bad manners.�
�That does not stop people from doing it, though,� said Symons, shooting Jones a look that could only be described as resentful. �Folk gloat over me all the time.�
�My Nicky has good cause to gloat,� said Bess, running her fingers down her husband�s sleeve. She looked particularly ovine that evening, because her dress was the colour of undyed wool, and she had dressed her white-blonde hair into tight little ringlets. �He has earned lots of lovely money, and tells me I will be a wealthy widow one day.�
�Do not wish it too soon,� said Margaret softly. She looked at her husband, and her thin, wan face softened into a smile. �If you have a good man, I recommend you keep him alive for as long as possible.�
�There are plenty of fish on the beach,� countered Bess carelessly. �I shall find another one I like.�
�Fish in the sea,� corrected Neale, to remind her that he was at her side. She had been flirting with Peters � French pox notwithstanding � and Neale did not like it.
�I adore tea,� said Gold, flinging a couple of sausages at his rivals, ostensibly to ensure they did not miss out now the gluttonous Jones had arrived, but one fell in Neale�s lap, leaving a greasy stain that necessitated the use of a damp cloth. Chaloner thought he saw the old man smirk. �The Queen quaffs it every day, and what is good enough for Her Majesty is good enough for me.�
�I have never had any,� said Greene miserably. �No one has ever offered it to me. Although there was once a man from Barrington who-�
�The Earl of Clarendon?� demanded Gold aggressively. �I did not take tea with him today, and anyone who claims otherwise is a damned liar!�
Chaloner regarded him in surprise. Was it the ritual of tea-drinking that had elicited such a vehement denial, or was it his conference with the Earl? The spy was just trying to imagine why Gold should object to people knowing about either, when he became aware that Swaddell was also listening to the exchange � he was nodding at Bulteel�s monologue about a batch of bad ink, but Chaloner was too experienced an eavesdropper himself to be deceived.
But Swaddell was wasting his time, and so was Chaloner. The rest of the discussion around Greene�s table could not have been more innocuous, and the most contentious subject raised was whether the sausage casings came from a sheep or a pig.
Eventually, Gold stood to leave, hauling Bess away from Peters and Neale, who were vying for her attention in a way that was beginning to be uncouth. It was the cue for a general exodus as, food eaten, people began to make their farewells. Outside, patrons waited for each other � crime was rife in Westminster, and only a fool walked there alone after dark. They began to wander away in groups of three or four, while a gaggle of about two dozen headed along St Margaret�s Lane. Chaloner followed when he saw Greene, Jones and the Symons couple were among the throng, with Gold, Bess, Peters and Neale trailing along behind them.
When the company reached Old Palace Yard, most began to climb into the hackney carriages that were for hire there, but Greene and his companions lingered, talking in low voices. Chaloner eased closer, but stopped short of the alley he had been aiming for when he saw someone was already in it. It was Swaddell, listening intently to what was being said.
�� not meet for a while,� Jones was suggesting. �It is the most sensible thing to do.�
�I disagree,� said Symons. He sounded almost tearful. �Now is the time we need it most, and I refuse to countenance what you are proposing. It is wrong!�
�My husband has a point,� said Margaret quietly. �You should not allow-�
�It is only for a while,� interrupted Jones. �Just until this blows over. Then we can resume, if you feel we must, although I believe it is unnecessary. What do you say, Gold?�
But Gold�s eyes were on Bess. �Did Peters just put his hand on my wife�s rump?�
�On her hips,� corrected Greene. He stiffened suddenly when Swaddell�s foot clinked against something metal that had been left in the alley. �What was that? Is someone spying on us?�
Jones drew his sword, and so did Gold. Swaddell promptly beat a hasty retreat down the lane. His footsteps rang out, and Jones immediately waddled off in pursuit. Meanwhile, Gold gave a howl of outrage, and dived after Peters with his naked blade. Suddenly, he was not a feeble old man, and Symons, Neale and Greene were hard-pressed to restrain him. Peters ran for his life, Bess pouted, and Gold�s friends bundled him into a coach before he could do any harm.
�Impertinent dog!� Gold roared. �Get in the coach, friends. We shall hunt him down like vermin!�
�What about Jones?� asked Greene uneasily. �He heard someone in that lane, so we should wait for him to come back and tell us-�
�It was probably a rat,� said Bess, shooting her husband a sulky look. �There are a lot of them about at this time of night. Great big ones that spoil a person�s fun.�
�Symons! Greene! Neale! Get in the carriage,� yelled Gold, still incensed. �You, too, Margaret. I am sure you know how to deal with Court cockerels. When we catch him, you shall chop off his-�
�I am taking Margaret home,� interrupted Symons. �It is too cold for her to be out. But Jones knows how to look after himself, and if he did hear someone, it will only be a beggar. He can deal with one of those without our help. He was once a soldier, after all, and distinguished himself during the wars.�
�You are probably right,� said Greene, although he did not look happy. �He should be able to manage a beggar.�
Chaloner watched them leave, then turned towards the alley, which he knew led to a wharf � a gloomy, ramshackle dock that was used by the fuel barges that came from Newcastle. He moved cautiously, ready to hide in the shadows when Jones and Swaddell came back � which he knew they would, because it was a dead end, and there was nowhere else for them to go.
But they did not return, and eventually he arrived at the pier. It was lit by a lantern on a pole, which swung gently in the breeze. He wondered why anyone would bother to illuminate the place, when fuel was expensive and the lamp itself was likely to be stolen by anyone who knew it was there. He looked around, and saw the wharf was bounded on three sides by high walls, while the fourth was open to the river. There were no doorways, alcoves or sheds, and the only way out was the way he had come. Thus he was astonished to find no sign of Swaddell or Jones.
Puzzled, he walked to the wharf �s edge, and looked into the water. The only place for them to have gone was the river, but it was bitterly cold and he did not see either eager to take a dip. Yet he could see something bobbing there, and was about to kneel for a closer look, when he heard a sound. He spun around, and saw half a dozen figures converging on him from the alley. All carried swords.
�Never meddle in matters that do not concern you,� said one softly. Like his companions, he wore a wide-brimmed hat that concealed his face, and he moved with an easy confidence. Chaloner knew, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that they were members of the train-band from the Painted Chamber.
�What matters?� he demanded, drawing his own weapon as they advanced on him.
�Murders and rings,� replied the leader in the same low whisper. �It will be the end of you.�
His sudden attack forced Chaloner to jerk away, and his colleagues lunged forward before the spy had regained his balance. Chaloner fought hard, using every trick he had ever learned, but they were experienced warriors, and although he managed to score hits on two, he was no match for so many. He was going to be killed unless he did something fast. He drove them all back with a wild, undisciplined swipe that took them off guard, then turned and leapt into the river.

Water roared in Chaloner�s ears, and seaweed brushed his face as he sank. The tide was in, and the river ran deep and agonisingly cold. His downward progress ended when his feet sank into a layer of silt. It clung to his legs, and he could not kick himself free. He strugged violently, but the mud was reluctant to relinquish its prize. It was not long before his lungs began to burn from the lack of air, but just when he thought he might drown, one foot came free, followed by the other. He propelled himself upwards, emerging next to one of the wharf �s thick wooden struts. A light above his head told him that his attackers had removed the lamp from its post, and were using it to search. He paddled under the pier and tried to control his ragged breathing, aware that he was a sitting duck if they had guns. Suddenly, a great, whale-like form surfaced next to him in a violent explosion of spray.
�Help!� Jones gurgled in a voice that was full of water. �Help me!�
Instinctively, Chaloner moved towards him, intending to direct one of the flailing arms towards the weed-encrusted pillar, so Jones could keep himself afloat. But the fat man grabbed him, and they both went under. Chaloner tried to punch his way free, but Jones�s grip was made powerful by terror. The spy�s feet touched the river�s sticky bottom a second time, and he was aware of mud sucking at his ankles.
He fought harder, and felt his knuckles graze against something hard: it was one of the pier�s legs. He grasped it, and used it as an anchor to tear free of Jones�s panicked clutch. The move seemed to weaken Jones, enabling Chaloner to spin him around, to prevent him from grabbing his rescuer a second time, then kick upwards, keeping a firm grip on the man�s collar as he did so. It was like dragging lead, and there was a moment when he thought Jones was just going to be too heavy for him � that he would have to let him go. But then he glimpsed light shimmering down through the black water, and seeing it so close gave him the strength he needed to swim the last few feet.
�There!� snapped the train-band leader, as spy and Yeoman of the Household Kitchen surfaced at last and took great gasps of sweet air. �Shoot him!�
Immediately, something zipped past Chaloner�s face. They were using a crossbow, presumably because the discharge of firearms on government property would attract unwanted attention.
�Save me!� screamed Jones, oblivious to the danger. �I cannot swim!�
�Quickly,� hissed the leader. �Make an end of this before someone hears.�
Jones was thrashing furiously, creating great spumes of foam that made it difficult for Chaloner to see. He lunged for the spy again, but missed. Was this what had happened to Swaddell? He had been ensnared by a drowning man, and had been unable to escape? Suddenly, there was a crack as the crossbow was fired again, audible even over Jones�s noisy splashes. Then the fat man was gone. Silence reigned, broken only by the sound of lapping water and the distant barking of dogs.
�It is done,� said the leader eventually. �You two stay here, on the chance that he escaped and is waiting to climb out. The rest can go home.�
While he talked, Chaloner forced himself underwater, groping in the darkness for Jones, but he soon gave up. The tide had just turned, and the current had almost certainly swept the hapless Yeoman downstream. It tugged at Chaloner as he clung to the pillar, and made the seaweed undulate. He saw a ladder leading up to the quay, but he had lost his sword, and he could not fight the two remaining guards without it. He realised he was going to be trapped in the water until either they left or the tide went out, allowing him to walk to safety along the beach.
He knew he should concentrate on devising a solution to his predicament before the icy river sucked away his life, but his mind kept wandering. He thought about the fact that the pier was provided with a lantern, even though coal was unlikely to be landed at night. Ergo, it was used to light some other activity. Then he considered the train-band. They had appeared very suddenly, and were determined that he would not escape. Of course, the leader had mentioned the ring, which meant they knew it was him they had met in the Painted Chamber. And after he had jumped, they had referred to him in the singular. He could only assume that they thought he and Jones were one and the same � that the feeble lamplight had not allowed them to see two men in the water. Three, counting Swaddell.
His grip on the pillar was starting to loosen, and he was aware of a warm lethargy taking hold of him. It would be easy to close his eyes and sleep, but something deep within him stirred, and he felt his resolve begin to strengthen. He could not climb this ladder, but there were other public stairs. All he had to do was let the current take him. He would have to ensure it did not sweep him to the middle of the river, because then he would never escape its frigid embrace, but he could stay near the edge. Without giving himself too much time to think, he took a deep breath, let himself slide under the water, and gave himself to the pull of the tide.
He stayed submerged until his lungs felt as though they would burst, then surfaced with a gasp that sounded deafening to his ears. He glanced behind him and saw the lamp, but he had been carried beyond the point where the soldiers would be able to see him. He was safe � or as safe as he could be in a fast-flowing river in the dark. He could see the Westminster Stairs a short distance ahead, so he struck out towards them. But the current was too strong, and carried him past.
He swallowed water, and began to cough. Then he saw lights ahead, and knew they were his last chance, because the cold was now seriously weakening him. Mustering every last ounce of his strength, he swam towards them. Were they closer, or was he imagining it? He closed his eyes, summoning reserves of energy he did not know he had. Then he felt something solid beneath his feet, and could hear the lap of waves on stone. Struggling to make his limbs obey, he clambered out of the water, and collapsed in an exhausted heap at the top of a flight of steps. He was not sure how long he lay there, but it was enough to bring back the warm lethargy. He forced himself to stand.
He knew, from the number of lights, that he was at White Hall, but he was not on the main pier. His heart sank when he realised he had fetched up on the Privy Stairs, which led to the rooms used by the King and his Queen. Now what? he thought. He was not inclined to jump back in the river and aim for a more suitable landing spot, so he supposed he would just have creep through the royal apartments without being seen. It would not be easy, but his cold-numbed mind was failing to come up with any other options. With water squelching in his boots and weighing down his clothes, he picked the lock at the top of the stairs, and let himself inside.
It was a relief to be out of the wind, although the little chamber in which he found himself could hardly be described as cosy. He climbed more steps, then picked a second lock, to find himself in the Shield Gallery with its long line of statues, ghostly sentinels faintly illuminated by the light of the lamps in the alley outside. Happier now he was in familiar territory, he stumbled along it, aiming for the door that led down to the lane. From there, he could reach the Earl�s offices, where there would be a fire � the Earl liked his rooms permanently heated on account of his gout, and kept blankets to hand for the same reason. Chaloner would thaw himself out, then go home. Or better still, visit Hannah, who would know how to banish the aching chill from his bones.
He had almost reached the end of what felt like an inordinately long chamber, when a door opened. Instinctively, he dodged towards a statue, aiming to hide behind it, but his legs would not do what his brain suggested, and he did not move nearly quickly enough. Light from a powerful lantern flooded the chamber, and there was nothing he could do to prevent himself from being caught.

Chaloner waited for the yell of outrage that would see soldiers racing to arrest him. Then he would be bundled into some dismal cell until the Earl rescued him, which was likely to be hours, given that they would be loath to disturb the great man until morning. Chaloner hated gaols with a passion, and did not relish being locked up when he was soaking wet. Briefly, he considered fighting his way free, but he was in no condition to do battle with anyone � especially without his sword.
�Thomas?� came a voice full of astonishment. �Is that you?�
Chaloner blinked against the light. It had sounded like Hannah. Footsteps clattered towards him.
�It is your lover?� The question was asked in heavily accented English, and Chaloner was horrified to recognise Queen Katherine. He tried to bow, but was too cold to move properly, and Her Majesty was lucky he did not topple into her arms.
Soldiers immediately seized him, and he resigned himself to a night in prison. He hoped the Earl would not arrive too late for work the following day � or worse, decline to take responsibility for him, because it would be an easy way to dispense with his services. Being caught near the Queen�s bedroom was not something that could easily be explained away, and he saw he was in very grave trouble.
�My friend,� corrected Hannah primly. �The Earl charged him to investigate the King�s missing statue, which I imagine is what he is doing here.�
�Let him go,� ordered the Queen, addressing the guards. She was not long recovered from a serious illness, and her small, delicate face was far too pale.
�That would be unwise, ma�am,� said the captain, stepping forward to prevent his men from doing as they were bid. He pointed at the water that had gathered in a pool around Chaloner�s feet. �I do not believe he is investigating the theft, because he would have used the door from the lane, like any normal person. But he came via the river, suggesting he plans to steal something himself.�
�Steal what?� demanded Hannah archly, gesturing at the large paintings and heavy sculptures that surrounded them. �Some of these? How? By swimming off with them? He is not a fish!�
�My husband�s statue was stole at night,� said the Queen slowly. �It is recreating the crime.�
�Of course!� cried Hannah in delight. �How exciting! We shall help you, Tom � Her Majesty cannot sleep, and this will be much more fun than walking up and down until she wears herself out.�
�She should not be here anyway,� muttered the captain. �The roof was damaged in the last storm, and it has not been mended yet. It may not be safe.�
�I play this game,� said the Queen, smiling. �But not here. Too cold. My chambers has fire.�
With open unease, the soldiers escorted her, Hannah and Chaloner to the room in question. Once there, they did not close the door all the way, but stayed to peer through the crack, ready to dash in the moment there was any hint of a threat. Chaloner was pleased they took their duties seriously, because the Queen was the one person at Court whom he thought was worth protecting.
Hannah handed him a blanket, and the Queen gestured he was to sit opposite her, by the fire. As he warmed up, he began to shiver, almost uncontrollably, and it was difficult to keep his teeth from chattering. Hannah knelt between them, poking the flames with a stick, while the Queen studied him with dark, sad eyes. Politely, he waited for one of them to speak first.
�We shall use my language,� the Queen said in Portuguese. �I do not have the opportunity very often, now the King has sent my tiring women home. Incidentally, I never thanked you for travelling to Spain on my behalf this summer, or for sending me all those intelligence reports. My brother the king was able to make good use of them, and the result is a cessation of hostilities.�
�But an uneasy one, ma�am,� replied Chaloner in the same tongue. He saw Hannah regarding him in astonishment, and supposed he had never mentioned his skill with languages. �It will not last.�
�I pray that it will,� said the Queen, crossing herself. �Now, what were you really doing in the Shield Gallery? It was nothing to do with locating my husband�s bust, because there are no clues to be gained from studying an empty room, especially so long after the original theft. And your explanation does not account for the fact that you are soaking wet.�
Chaloner was not sure how much to tell her. �The investigation led to a skirmish that saw me fall in the river,� he replied, not about to admit that the �investigation� he had been following had nothing to do with statues.
�Well, I am glad you are safe, because there is something I want you to do for me.�
Chaloner experienced a lurch of alarm. The Earl had almost dismissed him the last time he had accepted a commission from the Queen, and had made it clear that he would not countenance it happening again. Of course, that was before the Earl had appointed a rival investigator. Perhaps this time he would not care.
The Queen interpreted his silence as acquiescence. �My marriage contract stipulated that I was to have forty thousand pounds a year for my household expenses. The money was deposited in the Treasury, and I was to apply for funds as and when I needed them. I am not extravagant, like � like other women. My expenditure for this year amounts to less than four thousand pounds.�
It was common knowledge that �other women� � namely Lady Castlemaine � could go through that in a single night. Chaloner waited for her to continue, wishing he could stop shivering. Meanwhile, Hannah frowned; the rapidly spoken Portuguese was excluding her from the discussion.
�I should have thirty-six thousand pounds left, but when I requested funds to travel to Bath � to partake of the healing waters � I was told it had all gone.�
�What happened to it, ma�am?� Thirty-six thousand pounds was a staggering sum to go adrift.
�That is what you must find out. All I know is that the money has disappeared, and I am prevented from accessing the waters that may help me conceive.�
She looked away, and Chaloner�s heart went out to her. He recalled the rumour that she was barren, and could not do the one thing the King demanded of her: provide him with an heir.
�This is important to me,� she continued softly. �I want you to find out what happened to my money, and then I want enough of it back to let me go to Bath.�
�I am not qualified for this task, ma�am,� said Chaloner gently. �You need someone to go through records and other expenditures. If your lost money was in silver pieces, then I might be able to hunt it down for you, but this is a crime of embezzlement, and will only be solved by someone skilled at interpreting complex accounts.�
The Queen�s eyes brimmed with tears. �No one wants to help me. I have appealed to the King and the bishops, but they all hate me, because they think I am infertile. But when I offer to immerse myself in stinking water � a desperate remedy, but I will do anything to fulfil my duty � the government refuses to advance me the money. What am I to do?�
Chaloner felt wretched. �I would help if I could, but it would be like asking Hannah to translate the Bible into Portuguese. She does not have the necessary skills, despite her devotion to you. It would be beyond her � and identifying accounting errors is beyond me.�
The Queen wiped her eyes, and attempted a smile. �And I imagine you are busy with the missing statue anyway, and have no time to devote to a trifling matter like mine. You served me well once, and I suppose it is unreasonable to expect more. But I can do something for you.�
�You can?� Chaloner hoped it was not arresting him for declining to do as he was told.
�Your master would like to find the bust, but Williamson is determined to reach it first. However, the Earl has always been kind to me, whereas Williamson is cold and aloof. I want the Earl to win this race, so I shall tell you something that might bring about a result that will please me.�
�No,� said Chaloner firmly. �Williamson is vindictive and ruthless, and you should not risk his wrath for any reason. Keep your secret � do not become involved in his affairs.�
�No one else would decline free information on the grounds that it puts me in danger,� said the Queen bitterly. �But I am going to tell you anyway. I trust you not to tell Williamson the source.�
Chaloner wished he was more alert, because he could not think of a way to stop her. He opened his mouth, but she raised her hand to prevent him from speaking.
�My servants gossip in front of me, in the mistaken belief that I cannot understand a word they say. I overheard one mention that my husband�s statue has been offered for sale to a clerk called Greene.�
Chaloner gaped at her, forgetting himself as his thoughts whirled. �Who offered to sell it to him?�
�They did not seem to know. Then they went on to say that he declined in horror, and so the same proposal was made to a woman named Margaret Symons. Will this information help you?�
�It might,� said Chaloner gratefully. �Thank you.�

Chapter 6

When the Queen declared she was tired at last, and was ready to try sleeping again, Hannah was released from her duties. Chaloner escorted her home, and she invited him to stay. He accepted partly because her house was always warm, but mostly because he felt a need for human companionship. The Queen�s painful loneliness had upset him, and he wished there was something he could do to help her.
�What was she telling you?� asked Hannah, when they lay in bed a little later. He was still chilled to the bone, and was holding her more tightly than was comfortable for either of them. �I had no idea you could speak Portuguese.�
Her profile was etched against the light from the fire, and Chaloner gazed at it. �I had no idea you could not. How can you serve her, if you do not know her native tongue?�
�She is Queen of England, Tom. She must forget her old language and customs, and embrace the new ones � unless she wants people accusing her of spurning things English. And she has enough hatred directed at her already, for not getting pregnant. She cannot afford more.�
�Poor Katherine,� said Chaloner softly, his heart going out to her.
�Did you hear her household allowance has gone missing?� asked Hannah, full of indignation. �She tried to impress everyone with her frugality, using a mere fraction of what she is entitled to take, only to find someone has stolen the rest. I suspect Lady Castlemaine, personally. She probably ran up some gambling debts, and the Queen�s thirty-six thousand pounds was used to pay them off.�
�You may be right.�
�Did she ask you to find it? She has been petitioning everyone she knows, although she has had scant success so far. You see, until she produces an heir she has no influence, so no one is willing to waste his time by doing her favours.�
Chaloner knew that was the way things worked at Court, but was disgusted nonetheless.
�Did you refuse her, too?� asked Hannah. She saw his apologetic expression and grimaced. �That is a pity, because I have been extolling your virtues to her, although she tells me you have already been to Spain on her account. Speaking of which, why have you never mentioned it to me? It means we served the same mistress, which I would have been interested to hear.�
�It was-� He was about to dismiss the escapade as of no consequence, loath as always to discuss his work, but then remembered his new resolution not to drive her away with half-answers and lies, as he had previous lovers. He did not want Hannah to despair of him at quite such an early stage in their relationship. But he found he could not summon the words to explain what had happened to him. It had been one of the worst experi ences of his life, and he did not know how to begin telling another person about it.
�It was what?� asked Hannah, peering at him in the firelight. �Hot? Full of flies? Beautiful? Dull?�
�Not dull.�
Hannah sighed. �Well, that is a start, I suppose. Spain is not dull. The Duke of Buckingham told me the opposite, and said he would not return there for a kingdom.�
�You discussed Spain with Buckingham?� Chaloner sat up, not liking the notion of such a reprobate engaging any decent woman in conversation.
�I like him,� said Hannah with a shrug. �He is kind, amusing and generous.�
�Buckingham?� asked Chaloner, wondering whether there was more than one of them.
�I know he has a reputation for being a libertine, but he has his virtues, too.�
Chaloner lay back down and hauled up the bedclothes. He was still freezing, and was beginning to think he would never be warm again. �Next you will be telling me that Lady Castlemaine is chaste.�
She gave him a jab with her elbow that was rather too hard to be playful. �You have friends whom I consider dubious. Barbara Chiffinch for example. She is a sharp-tongued shrew and I have never liked her, yet you and she rub along famously together. She is old enough to be your mother.�
�She gives me information that � helps my work. And she does remind me of my mother, now you mention it. She would have liked you. My mother, I mean. She played the viol.�
Hannah laughed. �You are trying your best to overcome your natural reluctance to discuss private matters, and the result is a jumble of statements that are supposed to be revealing, but that make no sense whatsoever. Your mother would have liked me because she played the viol? Really, Tom!�
Chaloner was not sure what to say. �I cannot talk about Spain. It was too � I did not think I would be coming back.�
She regarded him silently for a moment, then patted his chest. �Then we shall talk about other things instead. Do you know Sir Nicholas Gold? I like him very much, although his wife is a dolt. And I deplore that vulture Neale, waiting to step in and claim her the moment she becomes a widow.�
�Is Gold ill, then? Set to die?�
�He is just old, although I suspect he is not as frail as he looks. But Bess is not yet twenty, and will certainly outlive him. She will be one of the richest widows in London when he dies, and Neale wants to ensure he will be the one to snare her. Of course, he has his work cut out for him, because she is inclined to be flighty, and Colonel Turner is just one of many who compete for her affections.�
�Is that so?� Chaloner was more than happy to let her talk.
�He gave her a crucifix, and regards her as more special than the others. Except for Meg, perhaps.�
�Meg the laundress?� asked Chaloner. She nodded, and he continued. �He was supposed to meet her for a tryst on Saturday night, but she never arrived. Have you seen her since then?�
�No, why? Do you think something untoward has happened to her? She is a dreadful harlot � I have seen her smuggling lovers in and out of White Hall myself, on her laundry cart.�
Chaloner stared at her. �Do you think Turner found out she was unfaithful, and dispatched her?�
�That would make him a hypocrite, would it not? Killing her for infidelity when he is in the process of sampling every woman at Court? But men are mysterious creatures, and who can fathom the illogical mush that passes as their minds? If he did kill her, I would be appalled, but not surprised.�
Chaloner continued to stare. �Has Turner � Did he � Have you ��
�Has he made a pass at me? And did I succumb? Is that what you cannot bring yourself to say aloud? You should credit me with more taste, Tom � Turner is a rake.�
�But a likeable one.� He listened to the fire settling in the hearth, then said, �You pointed Margaret Symons out to me earlier. You said your husband commissioned a sculpture from her.�
Hannah pointed to a delicate figurine that stood near the window. �She made us that statue of Venus, which is as fine a piece as any in the royal collections. Why do you ask?�
�I heard she liked art.� Chaloner was aware that he was being less than honest, but he hesitated to confide in her for reasons he did not quite understand. It had been obvious the Queen had not told Hannah that Margaret had been invited to buy the stolen bust. Why was that? Did she not trust her with the information? Or had she just not considered the rumour worth the effort of translating into English? He closed his eyes tiredly. What was wrong with him? Why could he not give straightforward answers to the woman with whom he was trying to develop a meaningful bond?
�You are holding back on me again,� said Hannah, almost as if she had read his thoughts. She was smiling, but the mischievous gleam was gone from her eyes: he had hurt her feelings. �But no matter. You can answer some questions to make up for it. Why were you swimming in the Thames in the depths of winter?�
�I became involved in a skirmish and fell in.�
�You are no raconteur, are you?� she said drily. �It was probably an exciting adventure, but you make it sound boring. However, it was my quick thinking with the excuse about the statue that saved you from being arrested, so you owe me some explanation.�
Briefly, Chaloner wondered why she should want to know, but he was exhausted, his defences were down and he was weary of being suspicious of everyone he met. So he struggled to supply an explanation she would accept, but that would not reveal too much about his business.
�I was following two men down an alley. Then a pack of soldiers appeared, and jumping in the river was the only way to escape. Next time, I will settle for being skewered, because I am still freezing.� Hannah wrapped her arms around him, although it did nothing to dispel the chill that had settled deep in his bones. He hunted for something to say that would let him change the subject without sounding as though that was what he was doing. �Bulteel asked to me to be godfather to his son. Should I do it?�
Hannah was silent for so long that he thought she was angry with him for not elaborating on the Thames incident. By the time she replied, he had dozed off, and her voice roused him from a dream in which he was swimming across the Painted Chamber while the Queen informed everyone that the waters would make him pregnant.
�You should decline. There is something about Bulteel that is not entirely nice, although I have heard he is the most honest clerk in White Hall. I know it is an expression of friendship on his part, but I do not think you should accept it.�
�Why not? You have just said he is honest.�
�Is that all you require in a friend? Honesty? What about sharing interests? Music, for example.�
�He does not like music,� acknowledged Chaloner. He recalled his surprise when Bulteel had informed him of the fact. He had thought everyone liked music.
�Think carefully before you give him your answer. Do not dwell on what you might be able to do for the child, but on what such an association means for you. You are a good man, Tom. It would be unfortunate if Bulteel dragged you down.�

It was late morning when Chaloner woke the next day, and Hannah was gone. He supposed it was her revenge on him for doing it to her, and was concerned that he had not heard anything. He was normally a light sleeper, and anyone moving about in a room where he was resting usually had him snapping into immediate wakefulness. But he did not feel well that day, and it took considerable effort to dress and walk to Westminster. His lame leg hurt from being so cold the night before, and his head ached miserably.
So, what had happened the previous night? He had been so intent on surviving the encounter, that he had given little thought to what it meant. Jones and Swaddell were dead � at least he assumed they were � but what had caused them to go into the river in the first place? Had Jones caught Swaddell and killed him for eavesdropping? Or had they fought and fallen in together?
And why had the soldiers so suddenly appeared? Had they been tracking him, aware that he had escaped alive from the Painted Chamber? He did not think so, because he was sure he would have noticed. So, that meant their appearance was coincidence � he had just happened to blunder into an area they considered their own. Did they think he was dead now, because they assumed Jones, shot and drowned, was him? It did not seem likely that they would believe a man would leap in the river to escape them one moment, then call for their help the next. But in his experience, professional warriors were an unimaginative lot, and it was entirely possible they had not stopped to question what they thought they had seen. So did that mean he was safe for a while? He did not feel safe, and decided the first thing he needed to do that day was to visit the wharf, to see what might be learned from the place where he was attacked.
The alley was a dark, sinister slit, as uninviting in daylight as it had been during the night. He was less than a quarter of the way down it when the hairs on the back of his neck stood up � something was moving in the shadows ahead. He gaped in astonishment when he saw it was the guards who had been detailed to watch the pier the previous evening � they were still at their posts, and he realised he had underestimated their determination to be thorough. Suspecting there would be nothing to see anyway � and he had no sword to let him fight his way past them to look � he left.
Wiseman was in Old Palace Yard, resplendent in a tall red hat and a new scarlet cloak that swirled about him as he walked. Both made him more imposing than ever, which Chaloner supposed was the point � the surgeon liked to be noticed. His self-imposed exercise regime obviously suited him, too, because he radiated vitality and fitness. His skin was clear, his eyes bright and although he had been walking at a rapid clip, he was not even slightly breathless. Uneasily, Chaloner saw he would be a formidable opponent in a fight, and sincerely hoped he would never decide to change sides.
�You look as though you need my services,� Wiseman began imperiously. �You are limping and-�
�No,� said Chaloner firmly. He would have to be at death�s door before he let a surgeon loose on him. �I do not suppose you have heard rumours about a train-band lurking around here, have you?�
�I have, as a matter of fact. A gang of soldiers has taken up residence � and their presence has virtually eradicated petty crime. Why? Was it they who attacked you the other night?�
�Who controls them? Pays their wages, buys their equipment?�
�No one knows. The obvious candidate is Williamson, although he has never cared about policing the area in the past. However, I can tell you that they are secretive and deadly, and that you should be wary of tackling them. Personally, I do not believe they are kindly Robin Hoods, ousting felons to protect the innocent � I think they crushed rival villains because it suited them to do so.�
�Do you know anything else about them?�
�Nothing � except that the charnel house currently houses the corpses of two men and a woman who were rather vocal in demanding to know who these men are. Ergo, I recommend you keep your questions to yourself, because I do not want to anatomise your cadaver just yet.�
Chaloner was grateful for the warning, because investigating the train-band was exactly how he had planned to spend the morning. So, because he did not feel equal to tackling dangerous men again that day, he concentrated instead on trying to learn more about Chetwynd, Vine and Langston from the men who had worked with them. He also made discreet enquiries about ruby rings, but was disheartened to learn that they were rather common, and that at least a dozen people had a penchant for them. Wearily, he followed as many leads as he could, eliminating suspects where possible, but his efforts led nowhere. Occasionally, an opening occurred when he could ask obliquely about the train-band, but he found that either people had no idea what he was talking about or, like Wiseman, they had heard that discussing the mysterious soldiers was bad for the health and declined to do it.
He met Turner, who was surrounded by women as usual. The colonel broke away from them to inform the spy that he had just conducted a search of Greene�s Westminster office, and had discovered a large supply of brandywine hidden beneath a window.
�Perhaps he was drunk when he murdered his colleagues, and does not remember anything,� he suggested. �He denied the stuff was his, but who knows whether he is telling the truth? Meg is still missing, by the way, and I spent ages hunting for her this morning. But, look! There is Lady Muskerry. I must pay my respects.�
And he was gone before Chaloner could tell him that Surgeon Wiseman thought brandywine had disguised the taste of the poison fed to the three dead clerks.
The spy had wanted to talk to Greene anyway, to question him about Scobel�s prayer meetings and being offered the stolen statue. He went in search of him, and found him still in his office. The clerk was pale and drawn, and had lost weight over the past few days. He sat at his desk sorting documents into piles. Chaloner watched, bemused. If he had been in Greene�s position, he would have been out looking for evidence that would exonerate him. Or, if he was guilty, then he would be halfway to France. But here was Greene doing paperwork.
�I put my trust in God,� replied the clerk, when Chaloner questioned him about it. �Besides, I have alibis for the murders of Vine and Langston, and that should be enough to deliver me from the Earl.�
�It should,� agreed Chaloner. �But he does not believe Lady Castlemaine saw Langston alive when you were with your vicar in Wapping, and nor does he trust me when I say you were home when Vine died. We shall have to find something else to prove your innocence.�
�Then God will provide it,� said Greene quietly. �Or not. What will be will be, and there is nothing you or I can do to change the outcome.�
His passivity was incomprehensible to Chaloner. He shook his head, and began to ask his questions. �I understand you once attended prayer meetings with the three dead men in the house of a man called Scobel, and that you later met them in John�s Coffee House in Covent Garden. Is it true?�
Greene sighed. �Yes. I have already told you about the coffee-house gatherings. However, the prayer meetings were years ago, and it did not occur to me that they might be relevant. I went to a morality play with them all once, before the old king was beheaded, and we sometimes attended the same church during the wars. Do you want to know all that, too?�
Chaloner had no idea what he needed to solve the case, and addressed another matter. �I am told you were invited to buy a certain piece of art recently.�
Greene looked pained. �Yes, but I refused to have anything to do with it. Will the Earl hold that against me now? It was hardly my fault someone approached me with a suspicious offer.�
�Who was this someone?�
�A go-between, who declined to tell me the identity of his master. I followed him, to see where he went, but I am no spy and I lost him within moments. And do you know why I was singled out for this honour? Because it is common knowledge that your Earl hates me, and this villain said I could use the statue to buy back his favour.�
�I do not understand.�
�In return for virtually everything I own, I would get the bust. Then I could take it to the Earl, and offer it up in exchange for a pardon for these murders. But I am innocent � I should not need a pardon. And I would not buy a stolen masterpiece anyway, especially one that belongs to the King.�
Chaloner felt sorry for him. Greene was right: it was not his fault the thief had picked him. �Did you notice anything that may allow me to trace this go-between?�
Greene thought hard. �He kept his face hidden with one of those plague masks, but his dirty clothes told me he was a labourer. He was taller than the average man, and a bit more broad.�
Chaloner grimaced: the description was worse than useless. He was disappointed, because it was another dead end. He turned to the last of the subjects he wanted to air.
�Turner said you keep a supply of brandywine hidden here. Why?�
�It is not mine � I dislike the stuff. I have no idea who hid it here, but I assure you it was not me.�
�Brandywine was used to disguise the poison that killed Chetwynd, Vine and Langston,� said Chaloner to see what sort of reaction that particular snippet of information would provoke.
Greene�s jaw dropped in horror. �No! Will you tell the Earl? He will have me hanged for certain!�
Chaloner inspected the place where the drink had been found, but a number of people had already told him the office was never locked, so Greene was right in his insistent claims that anyone could have put it there.
�Who dislikes you enough to want you accused of murder?� Chaloner asked, sitting back on his heels. He was disgusted with himself � he should have discovered the cache when he first explored the room. Was it a sign that Turner was a better investigator?
�No one,� replied Greene, white-faced. �I am not popular, but I am not hated, either. I imagine most people barely know I exist.�
Chaloner suspected he was right, and left him reciting prayers for deliverance from his troubles, although his dull, resigned expression suggested he did not think there was much chance of his petitions being granted.
By the evening, Chaloner had asked so many questions but received so few useful answers in return, that he was tired and dispirited, and knew he would be sullen company for Hannah. He decided to go home instead, but she met him as he was leaving White Hall. Buckingham was with her, intent on escorting her home � he claimed he was concerned for her safety, but Chaloner saw the lustful gleam in the man�s eye. The Duke was loath to relinquish her at first, but then Lady Castlemaine appeared, and he excused himself with unseemly haste. Hannah did not see the reason for his abrupt departure, and extolled his virtues all the way home.
�He is a wonderful man,� she said dreamily, unlocking her front door. �His wife is a lucky lady.�
Chaloner did not think so. �Can you cook?� he asked, mostly to change the subject before they argued, but also because he was hungry and experienced a sudden hankering for cakes.
She regarded him in surprise. �I can manage a pickled ling pie, but not much else. Why?�
Chaloner shuddered at the notion of pickled fish in pastry, and supposed he would have either to maintain his friendship with Bulteel or forgo cakes in future � unless he learned how to bake them himself.

Chaloner awoke the next morning feeling rested and much more optimistic about his investigations. While Hannah freshened his shirt and lace collar with a hot iron, he went to buy bread for their breakfast. He also purchased the latest newsbook, although The Newes contained no reports from foreign correspondents, nothing of domestic affairs, and its editorial was a rant on the poor workmanship to be found in viols made anywhere other than England.
�That is untrue,� he said to Hannah, pacing back and forth as he read. �There are excellent viol makers in Florence.�
�We shall have some nice music on Twelfth Night eve,� said Hannah. �I forgot to tell you last night, but Sir Nicholas Gold has invited me to dine at his home, and said I might bring a guest. Bess sings and he plays the trumpet. With your viol and my flageolet, we shall have a lovely time.�
The combination of instruments was worthy of a wince as far as Chaloner was concerned, but he was not often asked out, so any opportunity to play his viol was to be seized with alacrity. Of course, Gold was deaf, which did not bode well for the quality of the music, but the spy was willing to take the chance. When Hannah had finished primping his clothes, he walked to Lincoln�s Inn, to ask what Thurloe recalled of Scobel�s death � and whether the ex-Spymaster knew anything about prayer meetings with men who had later became Royalist clerks.
When he arrived, Thurloe was at a meeting of the �benchers� � the Inn�s ruling body. They were a verbose crowd, who felt cheated unless they had repeated themselves at least three times before any decision was reached. Used to the trim efficiency of the Commonwealth, Thurloe found the occasions a chore, and was more than happy to use a visitor as an excuse to escape.
�I checked Doling�s claims about Chetwynd with several informants,� the ex-Spymaster said, walking with Chaloner in the Inn�s garden. Winter should have rendered it bleak and unwelcoming, but the benchers had hired professional landscapers to design an arbour that was a delight in any season. Gravel paths prevented expensive footwear from getting wet, while evergreen shrubs supplied year-long colour.
�What did they say?� asked Chaloner, hoping Thurloe knew what he was doing when he removed three bright blue pills from a tin and ate them.
�That Hargrave did bribe Chetwynd by gifting him a cottage. I am disappointed, because I respected Chetwynd. He hid his corruption well.�
�And Neale�s accusations?�
Thurloe�s expression was pained. �There is irrefutable evidence that Neale gave Chetwynd a substantial sum to secure himself a favourable verdict. Unfortunately for Neale, his brother paid more. Chetwynd accepted both bribes, then refused Neale a refund. And what could Neale do? Nothing! Bribing government officials is a criminal offence, so he could hardly make a formal complaint. No wonder he is bitter.�
�Meanwhile, Vine was in the habit of blackmailing people. He was not a virtuous man, either.�
Thurloe shook his head sadly. �I had no idea. However, I heard there was some great falling out between him and Gold not long ago. I shall endeavour to find out what it was about.�
�Please do not,� begged Chaloner. �It is unwise for prominent Parliamentarians to explore the embarrassing failings of Royalists.�
Thurloe shot him a reproachful glance. �I am quite capable of asking my questions anonymously. You need not fear for me.�
�But I do fear for you. You are an excellent master of intelligence, able to see patterns in half-formed facts, but that is not the same as going out to gather the data yourself.�
�You underestimate my skills,� said Thurloe coolly. �Why do you think I am still alive, when, as Cromwell�s chief advisor, my head should be on a pole outside Westminster Hall, next to his? I do not suppose you have noticed whether it is still there, have you? I cannot bring myself to look.�
�It is impossible to tell. But please do not meddle in-�
�I shall do as I think fit,� interrupted Thurloe, uncharacteristically sharp. �And I shall be gone from London soon, anyway, so if I make a mistake, it will be forgotten by the time I return. These affairs never last long in people�s memories.�
�I disagree. Royalists seem to have extremely long memories, and they are bitter and vengeful. Ask Doling and Symons. They lost everything when-�
�That is different,� snapped Thurloe impatiently. He changed the subject, to prevent a quarrel. �Why did you come to see me? Just for confirmation of Chetwynd�s corruption?�
Chaloner was tempted to say yes, because he did not want his friend involved any further, but Thurloe fixed him with steely blue eyes, and the spy knew better than to lie to him.
�Scobel,� he said reluctantly. �He hosted meetings � for prayers, apparently � which all three murder victims attended. So did a number of other people, including Greene, Jones, Doling, Symons, Gold, the Lea brothers, Hargrave and another merchant called Tryan.�
�But Scobel died three years ago,� said Thurloe doubtfully. �How can these gatherings be important now? Moreover, there are probably other connections between these men, too � such as a shared interest in poetry, or a liking for pigeons. Are you sure these meetings are relevant?�
�No, but it is a lead I feel compelled to follow. According to Williamson, they convened in John�s Coffee House after Scobel died, so it looks as though the men involved thought the assemblies were important. What can you tell me about him?�
Thurloe shrugged. �Not much. He was clerk to both Houses of Parliament during Cromwell�s reign, and did well for himself. He died of a sharpness of the blood. Very nasty.�
Chaloner had never heard of this particular affliction, but was not surprised Thurloe had, obsessed as he was by matters of health. �What is a sharpness of the blood?�
�It entails aching pains, shortness of breath and violent shuddering. As I said, very nasty.�
�Poison can produce those symptoms,� said Chaloner, wondering what was going on. �It will not be the same toxin that killed Chetwynd, Vine and Langston, because that was caustic, but there are plenty of others. I will confirm it with Wiseman, but I am sure I am right.�
�Why would anyone kill Scobel?� asked Thurloe. �He spoke out against the Court when it first arrived in London � saw it as a nest of corruption and vice � but no one took issue with him, because everyone knew he was right. His was not a lone voice � many people felt the same. Most still do.�
�What else can you tell me about him?�
�That his nephew, Will Symons, inherited all his worldly goods. Symons lost his job at the Restoration, and if it had not been for Scobel�s bequest, he and his sculptress wife would have starved. Scobel was also friends with Doling and the Lea brothers, but dropped his association with the latter when they turned Royalist � you may recall they were the only clerks to retain their positions.�
�So, there are four suspects for Scobel�s murder: Symons and Margaret may have wanted to inherit his money sooner rather than later, and the Leas might have objected to him rejecting their friendship.�
Thurloe wagged a finger. �You are jumping ahead of yourself. First, Scobel may not have been murdered � people do die of natural causes, you know, even in London. And second, even if he was unlawfully killed, there is no evidence with which to accuse anyone.�
�Those four are the ones with the motives.�
�The ones with the motives that you know about,� corrected Thurloe. �The Leas are sly and self-serving, but I cannot see them having the courage to kill, while Symons was very fond of his uncle. Scobel was a lovely man.�
�Another saint,� said Chaloner with a weary sigh.
Thurloe glanced sharply at him. �He was a saint, and I consider it an honour to have known him. He had a dog, which sat by his grave and howled for two weeks solid. It would probably be howling still, if someone had not shot it. Did you never meet him?�
Chaloner shook his head. �But you mentioned him in your letters. Often.�
Thurloe had been an avid correspondent, and the friendship between him and his spy had developed almost entirely through letters for the first decade of their acquaintance. He had written at length about all aspects of his life, his work, his friends and his family.
�Yes, I would have done,� he said sadly. �I liked him enormously. And he did hold prayer meetings in his home, although I cannot tell you who joined him. He invited me, but I prefer to meditate in private, so I never went. He gave thanks, mostly.�
�Gave thanks for what?�
�For everything � his success at work, his nephew, his friends, the food on his table. He sincerely believed thanking God was a vital duty, and encouraged others to do the same. You look sceptical, Tom, but you must remember that he was rather more pious than you. He went to church because he loved God, not because he did not want to be seen as a nonconformist.�
�What did he look like?� asked Chaloner, ignoring the dig. Religion was something about which they would never agree � Thurloe was a committed Puritan, while Chaloner was not sure what he believed.
�A short, fat fellow, bald as an egg, who sported a huge black beard. He refused to conceal his pate with wigs, because he said God had made him hairless and he would never try to improve on His handiwork. Unfortunately, it made him look as though his head was on upside down.�
�Was he tedious about religion, then? Overly zealous?�
�No. People attended his meetings because they wanted to be there, not because he forced them to go � he was devout, not a fanatic. Incidentally, he foretold the exact time of his death. Did I write to you about that? It was eerie, and folk talked about it for weeks afterwards.�
�Not that I remember.�
�He had a premonition that he would breathe his last on a specific date, and although we all told him that sort of thing was for God to decide, he transpired to be right. He did die on the day he predicted.�
�Do you think he knew someone was going to poison him?�
�It did not occur to me at the time,� replied Thurloe soberly, �but now I find myself wondering.�

It was mid-morning by the time Chaloner left Lincoln�s Inn. He stopped to collect his spare sword on the way to White Hall, feeling naked and vulnerable without one. Most men wore them as fashion accessories, and rarely, if ever, drew them in earnest, but Chaloner�s were working weapons, and he kept both oiled and well honed.
His cat padded to greet him when he opened the door, and he spent a few moments petting it. He was unimpressed when he found dead mice secreted in several different places, but the cat purred when he glared at it, and the show of affection made it impossible to stay angry. With a sigh of resignation, he went to the window and lobbed the bodies into the street below. He aimed for, and was pleased when he hit, the sign of the Golden Lion opposite. He ducked back inside when one of the furry corpses bounced off the board and ricocheted into a passing carriage. The coach bore the Muskerry coat of arms, and Chaloner was almost certain it was Colonel Turner who reached across the female occupant and chivalrously removed the dead rodent from her lap.
�The man is insatiable,� he remarked to the cat, then stopped abruptly. Haddon talked to his dogs as though they were people, and the spy considered it a peculiar habit. He was appalled by the notion that he might be in the process of acquiring it himself � that people might think he was short of a few wits.
He left his garret and began to walk towards White Hall, mentally reviewing the connections that linked his three victims. All were government officials, their corpses had been stripped of valuables, they had argued with the Earl, they had attended Scobel�s prayer meetings before the Restoration, and they had met in John�s Coffee House after. Common acquaintances included Gold, Bess, Neale, Greene, Hargrave, Tryan, Scobel, Symons, Margaret, the Lea brothers, Doling and Jones. There would be others, too, but these were the names that kept cropping up, and which seemed worth exploring.
He turned his thoughts to the missing statue. Thanks to the Queen, he now had one lead to follow � two people had been invited to buy it, which suggested the thief was getting desperate. Chaloner rubbed his chin. He knew the culprit�s reason for approaching Greene, but why Margaret? She was a sculptress, but not nearly wealthy enough to buy stolen art and keep it hidden for the rest of her life.
So, there were several things he needed to do: ask Margaret about the statue, question her husband about his uncle�s prayer meetings, and visit John�s Coffee House to learn more about the nature of the gatherings that took place there. There was also the ruby ring, but he had asked virtually everyone in White Hall about that, and had met with no success. He decided he had taken that as far as he could, and although he would bear it in mind, he would not waste any more time on it.
He walked through White Hall�s main gate unchallenged, because the guards were busy watching Lady Castlemaine wave a handgun at someone in the middle of the Palace Court. They were not the only ones taking the opportunity to gawk: the yard was fringed with spectators. Careful to keep a wall between him and the weapon, Chaloner went to where Haddon was standing with his dogs.
�She says she will blow out Turner�s brains unless he gives her what she wants,� explained Haddon, seeing the spy�s questioning look. �I dare not move from here, lest she discharges her dag, and hits one of my darlings by mistake.�
Chaloner saw that the object of the Lady�s hostility was indeed the colonel, who looked particularly dashing that morning in a dark green suit, red ear-string and a hat with a vast white feather that trailed down his back. When Chaloner glanced across the yard, he saw the Muskerry coach, and wondered whether the sight of Turner in company with Muskerry�s wife was the cause of the Lady�s wrath.
�What does she want?� he asked. �His romantic services? She does not need to threaten him with death for those � I suspect they are available to anyone who asks. As long as she has teeth.�
�The Lady has plenty of those, believe me. But she is after his hat. The feather belonged to an ostrich, apparently, and is the only one of its kind in London.�
�How does he come to have it, then?� asked Chaloner curiously. A man who took work as a spy was unlikely to have money to squander on fripperies, especially if he had twenty-eight children to support.
�Bess Gold won it from Buckingham at cards, and I imagine it went from her to Turner in the usual manner,� replied Haddon, a little primly. �The Lady is extremely jealous, and so is making a fuss.�
�It was a gift, madam,� Turner was saying softly. He smiled at her, a sweet, gentle expression that saw the gun wobble in her hands. �And thus an object to be cherished. You would not respect me, were I to hand tokens of affection away to anyone who asks for them.�
He touched a brooch on his coat and treated her to a knowing wink, indicating Bess was not the only one who paid him the compliment of extravagant presents. Chaloner looked at the many baubles that adorned the colonel�s neck, wrists and fingers, and wondered how he managed to remember what came from whom. He shook his head in grudging admiration: the gifts Turner received were far more costly than the tawdry trinkets � like the coloured-glass crucifix � he dispensed to his swooning ladies.
�But this is me,� declared the Lady. Her face was bright with righteous indignation, and there was real malice in her eyes. Chaloner would not have wanted to be Turner at that moment. �I shall have whatever I like. And I like that hat, so if you do not give it to me, I shall shoot you and take it from your corpse. I shall need it if I am to go riding this afternoon. The hat I mean.�
�For God�s sake, woman!� bawled Buckingham, who was watching the proceedings from the safety of the gate. �Use another headpiece. You have enough of the damned things.�
�One never has enough,� snapped Lady Castlemaine, rounding on him. He dived behind the door in alarm when the gun came around with her. �Of anything.�
Chaloner laughed softly, and Haddon turned to him in surprise. �You think this is funny? We may be about to see murder committed in front of our very eyes!�
�The gun is not primed. She could not kill anyone, even if she wanted to, and Turner knows it. That is why he is not unduly concerned.�
�Be reasonable,� came Buckingham�s voice from behind the gate. �Let the captain keep his hat.�
�Colonel,� corrected Turner, rather grandly.
�Really?� asked Buckingham. He did not sound convinced. �Under whom did you serve?�
�Dear Lady,� said Turner, ignoring him and focussing his attention on the King�s fuming mistress. �Perhaps you will allow me to accompany you to your chambers, where we can discuss this matter in private. I have something I warrant you will like a lot more than a hat.�
It was an offer no woman with teeth could decline, and the Lady permitted Turner to take the weapon and push it into his belt. Then she strutted across the courtyard on his arm, head in the air and exuding a sense of wounded dignity. Seeing the crisis had been averted, people began to go about their business again. One was Greene, who slouched towards the Banqueting Hall with all the cheer of a man going to his execution. As their paths crossed, Lady Castlemaine nodded a greeting to him. Chaloner frowned. The Lady had a reputation for slighting people she did not like, while she considered servants so far beneath her that she never acknowledged their presence. And yet she had favoured the unprepossessing clerk from Westminster with a salutation. Why? Was it because the Earl had taken against him, and any victim of the Earl�s was a friend of hers?
�Turner will be trapped with her for hours now,� Haddon was saying. �She has a voracious appetite for pretty men. And that works to our advantage, because as long as he frolics, he cannot investigate.�
�Our advantage?�
�I have five pounds wagered that you will catch the killer before he does,� explained Haddon, bending to pet his dogs. �The Earl believes Turner will win. However, his preference for the colonel has nothing to do with who is the better investigator � it is based on the fact that Turner is beginning to accept Greene as the killer.�
�And the Earl wants a solution that proves him right,� said Chaloner gloomily.
�No � he wants a solution that is fast,� corrected Haddon. �But I would rather the enquiry took longer and the real culprit is exposed, so I am backing you.�
�Then let us hope it does not cost you five pounds.�
�It had better not, because I cannot afford it. Incidentally, you will find the Earl in a sour mood this morning, because Brodrick played his Turkish-harem trick last night � our master arrived to find his chambers bedecked in billowing silk and forty harlots. So, let us hope the Lord of Misrule moves to other targets now. Come along, precious ones. We do not want your little paws chilled on these nasty cold stones.�

Chaloner had only taken a few steps towards the Earl�s offices when he spotted Barbara Chiffinch. He went to speak to her, wondering what it was about her that Hannah so disliked. Barbara was married to Will Chiffinch, a courtier of infamous depravity who was said to procure women for the King when his mistresses were unavailable. Barbara was not depraved, though, and led a perfectly respectable life. It was said that she and her husband had not shared the same bed in forty years.
�I have been looking for you, Tom,� she said as he approached. She was a comfortable, matronly woman with grey hair, an ample bosom and hazel eyes that glowed with intelligence. �Turner tells me your Earl has employed him as a spy. Have you been dismissed, then?�
�Not yet � but I will be, if I cannot catch this clerk-killer and locate the King�s stolen statue.�
Barbara was thoughtful. �There is all manner of gossip about both, but no one has any idea who the culprits might be. However, I can tell you one place to go for clues: to Temperance North.�
Chaloner was puzzled. Temperance � a friend of his � ran a stylish �gentlemen�s club� in Hercules� Pillars Alley, near The Strand. �What does she have to do with dead clerks and missing art?�
�My husband patronises her establishment, and he was waxing lyrical about an evening he enjoyed there a couple of weeks ago, when he said something odd. Apparently, Temperance had quizzed him about Bernini � the sculptor who carved the bust. She had never expressed an interest in art before, and he was delighted with himself for feeding her a lot of bogus information.�
�I do not understand.�
�He told her Bernini is a Swedish hermaphrodite, whose hobbies include rope-dancing and keeping hedgehogs. But that is beside the point � which is, what prompted her questions in the first place?�
�Perhaps she heard a Bernini masterpiece was stolen from the King,� suggested Chaloner, still not sure what she was trying to tell him.
�But this discussion occurred before the statue went missing. Of course, it may mean nothing, but that is for you to decide. Have you heard the news this morning? Poor Edward Jones is drowned.�
�What about Williamson�s clerk, Swaddell?� asked Chaloner. �Is he drowned, too?�
Barbara raised her eyebrows in surprise. �No, but he is missing. I shall not ask whether you had anything to do with it, but I hope not, for your sake. Williamson is livid.�
�Why? What does Swaddell do that his other spies cannot?�
Barbara�s eyebrows went up a second time. �You do not know? Swaddell is his assassin, the man who wields knives in dark alleys. Williamson is by the gate, look, interrogating people about the fellow�s whereabouts as they pass. He is speaking to Lady Muskerry at the moment, although he should not expect sensible answers from her, poor lamb. She is far too silly.�
Chaloner watched the Spymaster grab the woman by the arm and shake her. She looked frightened, and when she started to cry, he was tempted to intervene. Barbara stopped him.
�Your gallantry is commendable but misguided. Do not worry about Muskerry � she will have forgotten Williamson exists by the time she reaches the other side of the courtyard, while he will not appreciate being berated for ungentlemanly behaviour. Damn it! Now he is coming towards us.�
�I hoped I might run into you, Chaloner,� said Williamson unpleasantly. �Swaddell is missing, and I am told you and he dined together in Hell on Tuesday � the night he disappeared. Where is he?�
Chaloner shrugged. �I really have no idea,� he answered truthfully. �And we did not dine together � we sat at opposite ends of a table, separated by a dozen clerks.�
�I have been told that, too,� said Williamson. �By Neale and Matthias Lea, who were also there.�
It was not a good idea to make free with the names of informants, and once again, Chaloner was unimpressed by the man�s approach to intelligencing; his loose tongue was likely to see people killed. But he said nothing, and it was Barbara who broke the uncomfortable silence that followed.
�Swaddell is a loathsome fellow, and he will not be missed by decent folk.�
�He will be missed by me,� declared Williamson.
�Point proven,� said Barbara coldly. �But Thomas has an alibi for Tuesday, so leave him alone.�
Williamson sneered at her. �What alibi? You have not entertained a man in your bed for decades, so do not expect me to believe you made an exception for him.�
Chaloner regarded him with dislike. �Such vile remarks are hardly appropriate for a government minister to-�
But Barbara put a hand on his shoulder, to stop him. �His alibi is the Queen, if you must know,� she said, addressing the angry Spymaster. �She told me she met him on a matter of business. Ask her, if you do not believe me.�
Williamson regarded her icily. �Oh, I shall. But he cannot have been with her all night, and it takes but a moment to slip a dagger in a man�s gizzard and toss his body in the river � and I should know.�
�Then perhaps your time would be better spent questioning your own people,� said Barbara tartly. �You hire some very disreputable villains, so ask them what has happened to your assassin.�
Williamson ignored her, and fixed Chaloner with glittering eyes. �Bring me Swaddell, or I shall assume the obvious � that you killed him.�
�But I barely knew him,� objected Chaloner indignantly. �Why would I mean him harm?�
�So you say,� snarled Williamson. �Find him, or suffer the consequences.�
�Take no notice,� said Barbara, as the Spymaster stalked away to interrogate someone else. �He is so agitated by Swaddell�s disappearance that he is threatening anyone and everyone. Of course, he is not so much afraid that Swaddell is dead, as that he might still be alive.�
�What do you mean?�
�I mean that Swaddell is said to have undertaken some very dark tasks for our Spymaster, tasks that Williamson will not want revealed to anyone else. He will relax when Swaddell�s corpse appears.�
�And if it does not?�
�Then I suspect the uncertainty will render him unpredictable and dangerous.�

Edward Jones, courtier and gourmand, was in the charnel house, awaiting collection by his next of kin. Unfortunately, his next of kin took one look at the mammoth cadaver and decided it could not be safely toted around the city, and asked Kersey to care for it until the funeral. Surgeon Wiseman offered to reduce the scale of the problem, but his services were rejected in no uncertain terms � Jones had sons, and although they had not been close to their father, they still took their filial duties seriously.
The mortuary boasted two reception rooms, as well as the long, low hall in which bodies were stored. One was Kersey�s office, and the other was a surprisingly tastefully decorated chamber used for explaining formalities to grieving relatives. Kersey introduced Jones�s sons to Chaloner in the latter, when the spy said he had come to convey the Lord Chancellor�s sympathy to them. They had just arrived from the country, and it did not take many minutes for Chaloner to ascertain that they knew virtually nothing about their father or his life in London.
�I would not accept the post of Yeoman of the Household Kitchen for a kingdom,� said one with a shudder. �I hope to God it is not hereditary, because I could never live in White Hall.�
�It is full of rogues,� agreed the other, blithely oblivious to the fact that such an opinion might be construed as treason. �All they do is eat and enjoy orgies. Father was never so fat when he lived at home.�
�I see,� said Chaloner, although he suspected that such a monstrous girth was a lot more than three years in the making, so the Royalist government could not be held solely responsible for its development. �I do not suppose you know if he owned any rings, do you?�
�Oh, lots,� replied the eldest carelessly. �Most are in a box at home, but Mr Kersey has just given us the ones he was wearing when he died. He had a particular penchant for green ones.�
�They were all green,� added his brother. �Except for the ones that were red.�
�His sons cannot be suspects for pushing him in the river,� said Kersey to Chaloner, after he had shown them out. He started to gnaw on something that looked like a stick of dried meat, although the spy could not bring himself to study it too closely. �They told me earlier that they have recently inherited a fortune from an uncle, which means they have no need to pick off a father.�
�You think Jones was unlawfully killed?� asked Chaloner uncomfortably. He hoped no one had seen him follow Jones � and Swaddell � into the alley, because fending off accusations of murder would not be easy. He did not think anyone had been watching him, but could not be certain.
Kersey jerked a thumb towards the dark recesses of his odoriferous hall, where Surgeon Wiseman could be seen hovering over a corpse like a massive red bird of prey. �That is the kind of question you should be asking him. Were you telling the truth when you said the Earl sent you to offer Jones�s kin his condolences? Because if you are actually here to admire the corpse, it will cost you threepence.�
Chaloner handed over the coins, which Kersey added to a bulging purse. Then the spy walked with soft-footed tread to stand behind Wiseman.
�Damn it, Chaloner!� cried Wiseman, whipping around in alarm at the cough so close to his shoulder. �That is not a wise thing to do when a fellow is holding a scalpel.�
Chaloner looked in distaste at what the surgeon was doing. �I thought permission to make off with parts of Jones had been denied.�
�This is too good an opportunity to miss.� Wiseman�s voice dropped to a conspiratorial whisper. �Look at the size of him! I would be negligent to let him go to his grave without furthering medical research, and I am doing no harm.�
�I am not sure Jones would agree,� said Chaloner uneasily. He thought, but did not say that Wiseman represented no mean specimen himself, with his height and muscular bulk. �You will be hanged if you are caught chopping up courtiers without the permission of their relatives. There are those who think anatomy is a dark art, and you take too much pleasure in it.�
�There is nothing wrong with enjoying the pursuit of knowledge,� declared Wiseman, lending a grandeur to his actions Chaloner felt was undeserved. �Would you like to see something interesting?�
�Not if it has anything to do with his innards.�
�He drowned.� The surgeon leaned on Jones�s chest and pushed down, pointing to the foam that began to ooze from the corpse�s mouth. �You only ever get that when the lungs are waterlogged. And they are only waterlogged if a man is trying to breathe underwater.�
�He was found in the river. Of course he drowned.�
�But he did not go easily.� Wiseman picked up a hand. �Look at these broken nails � he fought violently to save himself. And there is a hole in his shoulder that may have been made by a crossbow bolt.�
Chaloner already knew all this. �I imagine most men who fall in the Thames struggle.�
Wiseman gave his superior smile. �But here is the interesting part: he could have struggled all he liked and still never clawed his way to safety. He sank like a stone. And do you want to know why?�
He unbuttoned Jones�s coat and pulled aside the left-hand flap to reveal a number of pockets in the lining. Each pocket held a purse, and each purse contained ten gold pieces. Then the surgeon opened the right-hand flap, and repeated the process until a mound of bright discs lay on the table.
�Is this interesting enough for you?� he smirked.
Chaloner picked up a coin and weighed it in his hand. It was heavy, and he imagined it was worth a significant amount of money. �It is unexpected,� he said, in something of an understatement.
The surgeon chuckled. �Then what about this?�
Jones was wearing a vest under his coat, and Chaloner gaped when Wiseman revealed a second lair of hidden pockets. He went to lock the door, not liking the notion that someone might come in and find them with such vast riches, then joined the search for more. There were secret pouches in Jones�s breeches, boots, the sash that held his sword, and even in the lace at his throat and wrists.
�I am surprised he could move,� Chaloner said when they had finished. �No wonder he was so heavy when I � No wonder he sank.�
�No wonder indeed. How much do you think it is worth?�
Chaloner shrugged. �Thousands of pounds. What are you going to do with it?�
�Me?� Wiseman was alarmed. �I want no part of it! I wager anything you like that he did not come by this legally, or he would not have felt compelled to carry it about on his person. It is lucky you happened by, because I was in a quandary regarding what to do.�
�You would not confide in Kersey? You must have some kind of understanding with him, because I doubt anyone else would let you stay in here unattended, knowing what you are likely to do.�
�He gives me access to interesting corpses, and I invite him to dine at Chyrurgeons� Hall on occasion � as you know, the Company of Barber-Surgeons puts on some very sumptuous feasts. That is the nature of our arrangement. However, he is not a man I would approach for advice about large sums of money.�
�Well, this belongs to Jones�s sons, just like the jewellery that was removed from his corpse.�
�Only if he acquired it honestly, which I seriously doubt. Besides, it would be unkind to foist this kind of fortune on those hapless bumpkins � it is likely to see them killed.�
�Then I will give it to Bulteel to look after until we can identify its rightful owner. He has safe places for treasure, and can be trusted not to steal it � which cannot be said for many clerks at White Hall. Of course, I will have to ask him not to mention it to Williamson.�
�Yes, we do not want him near it,� agreed Wiseman. �He is an avaricious devil, and fearfully dishonest. It is hard to see him as a fellow intellectual.�
Chaloner looked around, and his eye lit on a pile of sacks � roughly made bags used for storing a corpse�s personal effects. He took one and began loading the gold into it. �Have you heard of anyone else being washed up by the river today? Swaddell is missing, and Williamson wants me to find him.�
�I usually look at what the river spits out � I am always alert for decent specimens � but there was no Swaddell. Of course, Father Thames does not always relinquish his catches immediately. It might be weeks before Swaddell appears � if ever. What makes you think he drowned?�
�He and Jones ate in the same cookhouse on Tuesday,� replied Chaloner vaguely.
�Perhaps Swaddell knew how Jones padded out his already-rotund figure,� suggested Wiseman. �I would not put it past the little weasel. Now there is a corpse I would not touch with a bargepole. Who knows what might come slithering out once you had it open.�
It was an unsettling image, and told Chaloner that he had had enough of the surgeon�s company for one day. He left him to his illicit anatomising, and lugged the sack to the Earl�s offices, praying that the material would hold and that a fortune in gold would not suddenly burst all over the street.
Bulteel was aghast when he saw what the spy wanted him to hide. �Are you insane?� he hissed angrily. �God alone knows how Jones laid hold of all this, but it cannot have been legitimate.�
�No one knows we have it except Wiseman. He can be trusted to say nothing.�
Bulteel nodded reluctantly. �Yes, he can, but my office is no longer the safe haven it was, not with Haddon prowling around. He often has his dogs with him, and one might sniff out this hoard.�
�I think they prefer the scent of food to precious metals, and will be more likely to lead him to one of your wife�s cakes.� Chaloner looked around hopefully. It had been a while since breakfast.
But Bulteel�s attention was on the money. �I wonder if Jones was drowned deliberately � someone knew he had a fortune and wanted him dead, so he could get it for himself.�
�If that were the case, the killer would have removed the purses before abandoning the body,� said Chaloner, choosing his words with care.
Bulteel gave a crafty smile and wagged a finger at him. �But that assumes the culprit knew where Jones kept them, and you must admit that carrying such a vast sum in hidden pockets is an odd thing to do � you cannot blame a killer for not thinking to search the corpse. Or perhaps the weight of the gold meant Jones sank so fast that the killer had no chance to grab him.�
Chaloner did not want to discuss it. �Do not tell Williamson about this,� he warned, watching the secretary load the money into the plinth of a statue.
Bulteel regarded him askance. �Do you think me a lunatic? He would have it away from us before you could say �corrupt spymaster�, and it would never be seen again. He has a weakness for yellow metal. And silver metal. And glittering stones of all colours. He would kill to lay his hands on this.�

Chapter 7

The Lord Chancellor was standing at the window when Chaloner entered his office, and the spy saw immediately why he was loath to be at his desk. His chamber still bore evidence of Brodrick�s practical joke, with scraps of bright silk dangling from the ceiling, and lewd murals daubed on the walls. An attempt had been made to wipe them off, but the pranksters had used waterproof pigments, so some serious scrubbing would be required to remove them. The place reeked of cheap perfume, and there was a brazenly feminine undergarment entangled in the chandelier. Chaloner used his sword to hook it down.
�Thank you,� said the Earl, not looking around. �Toss it on the fire, if you please. I cannot do it myself, because I decline to soil my hands by touching such a filthy article.�
Chaloner did as he was told, then joined him at the window. He was watching the Queen with her ladies-in-waiting in the Privy Garden, and Chaloner smiled when he saw Hannah among the throng. The Earl grimaced when Lady Castlemaine glided to join them, but not nearly as much as the Queen. Katherine had objected furiously when the King had appointed his mistress to Her Majesty�s Bedchamber, but she had been no match for the combined might of husband and paramour. They had won the battle handily, and the Lady attended the Queen when she felt like it and ignored her when she had more interesting things to do.
�I heard the Lady has converted to Catholicism,� said the Earl, making it sound as though she had made a pact with the Devil. Of course, Chaloner thought grimly, he doubtless thought she had, given his narrow-minded views on religion. �It is supposed to be a secret, but everyone knows.�
�Probably because she is going around demanding crucifixes from people. She almost had Bess Gold�s the other day.�
The Earl shook his head in disgust. �The woman has no shame.�
The ladies were skipping and cavorting happily, while the Queen moved more slowly, as if exercise was still an effort after her illness. She did not join in the laughter when Lady Castlemaine made some quip that had the other women doubled over, and Chaloner was pleased to note that Hannah did not, either. She went and slipped her arm through the Queen�s, whispering something that brought a reluctant smile to the thin, wan face.
�The Lady is telling everyone that the Queen is barren,� said the Earl unhappily. �And I fear she may be right, because the King has no trouble siring brats with other lasses. The consequences for me are dire, given that it was I who arranged the match.�
�I suppose they are, sir,� said Chaloner, thinking they were a lot more dire for the Queen.
�There is no need to agree quite so readily,� snapped the Earl, turning to face him with a scowl. �If you were any kind of diplomat, you would rush to offer words of comfort.�
�That would be disingenuous.�
The Earl sighed miserably. �Yes, it would, and deceit is something of which I could never accuse you. You are later than I expected. Is it because you have been busy arresting Greene?�
Chaloner smothered his exasperation. �I was watching his house when Vine died, sir. He cannot be the killer. Meanwhile, he was with his parish priest when Langston was dispatched. He is-�
�You do not need to be with someone when they drink the poison you provide,� the Earl shot back. �You told me that yourself.�
�The victims were not fools, sir � they would not have accepted wine from some hireling in a dark hall after everyone had gone home. The killer is someone who knew them, someone Vine and Langston trusted enough to drink with, despite knowing what had happened to Chetwynd. Greene does not have the strength of character to persuade such a man to kill on his behalf.�
�But the Lady is going around telling people that he is innocent. What greater proof of his guilt can you want than that?�
Chaloner tried to make him see sense. �I could arrest Greene, but what happens when the killer claims his next victim? Everyone will know we have made a mistake. And Greene may sue you for making damaging allegations,� he added, resorting to a financial argument to make his point.
The tactic worked, because the Earl rubbed his chin thoughtfully. �Very well. We shall leave Greene for now, although I want you to keep an eye on him. He is one of those sanctimonious Puritan types, for a start, and I dislike them. What is wrong with the Church of England, for God�s sake? Why must people insist on following these bizarre sects?�
�They do as their consciences dictate � just as you remained an Anglican, even though you were in Catholic countries when you shared the King�s exile.�
The Earl gaped at him. �You overstep the mark, man! A fellow�s religion is his own affair, not to be remarked upon by others.�
The Catholics, Baptists and Quakers would agree, thought Chaloner � that was their point exactly. He changed the subject before it saw him in trouble. �I spoke to Greene about Langston, and-�
�Yes � tell me how he reacted to the news that his housemate was poisoned,� ordered the Earl.
�He seemed distressed, although I did not tell him about it. Williamson�s clerk did.�
�Swaddell? Then Greene is lucky not to have had a blade shoved between his ribs. Swaddell is a deadly assassin, although he tells everyone he is a clerk. Did you hear he is missing? There is a rumour that he tried to steal Jones�s purse, and they both fell in the Thames during the ensuing skirmish. It is nonsense, of course: Swaddell is an experienced killer, and would not have bungled a simple robbery.�
�Was Jones rich enough to warrant Swaddell attacking him, then?� asked Chaloner innocently.
The Earl nodded. �Yes he was, but men do not carry their worldly goods about on their person � they invest it in banks, or they hide it in their houses. Ergo, Jones must have been killed by some low villain, who thinks a few pennies is worth a man�s life.�
�Yes, sir,� said Chaloner, declining to comment.
The Earl became animated � he liked talking about money. �Do you know a bandy-legged merchant called Tryan? He is said to have a fortune in coins and jewels, all locked up in his front parlour.�
�Swaddell may still be alive,� said Chaloner, to steer the discussion back to the missing assassin.
�Williamson certainly hopes so,� said the Earl, clearly disappointed that a chat about fiscal matters was to be cut short for something rather less interesting. �He has come to rely on him, and they are one of a kind � ruthless, ambitious, greedy and cruel. But it will take more than a river to be rid of Swaddell, just as it will take more than a river to be rid of you.�
Chaloner looked at him sharply, wondering what was meant by the remark. Did he know about his spy�s last encounter with the train-band, and was surprised to see him alive? Or was he just complimenting him on his survival skills? Chaloner had no idea, but did not appreciate being likened to a man who was �ruthless, ambitious, greedy and cruel�, regardless.
�The rumours that you argued with the three victims are spreading,� he said, after a short and slightly uncomfortable pause. �It is-�
�Yes,� interrupted the Earl. �I know what people are saying, because Turner came today � rather earlier than you deigned to appear � and gave me a full report. I am well aware that my disagreements with Chetwynd, Vine and Langston are common knowledge, and that the Lady is using them to make me a villain. Turner understands the urgency of the situation, and has promised me a speedy solution.�
Chaloner said nothing, but thought Lady Muskerry�s carriage and Lady Castlemaine�s boudoir were not places he would have gone to investigate the murders. Perhaps Turner did intend to take the easy way out, and have Greene blamed for the crimes.
�I understand Bulteel has asked you to be his son�s godfather,� said the Earl, breaking the silence that followed his remarks. �I confess I am astonished, because I assumed I would be his first choice.�
�Perhaps he thought you would consider it beneath you,� suggested Chaloner.
The Earl nodded. �Well, it would be, of course. But you should accept. You are unlikely to be in a position where you can help the brat with influence or money, but you are good with a sword.�
�You mean I should teach him how to fight?� asked Chaloner, startled. �I doubt that is what his father has in mind. I imagine he expects him to become a clerk or a secretary.�
�Actually, I was thinking that you could use your skills to keep him alive. We shall be doing battle with the Dutch soon, while rebels and fanatics itch to overthrow the monarchy and plunge us into another civil war. You will be able to protect the boy in a way that I never could.�
Chaloner was unsettled, because he had never heard the Earl issue such a bleak forecast for their country�s future before. �You think Bulteel wants a bodyguard?�
The Earl shrugged. �I would, if I were a new father. But time is passing, and it is already noon. Come with me to the Tennis Court.�
�The Tennis Court?� echoed Chaloner. He had not imagined the Earl fit or lithe enough to engage in that sort of activity. Tennis was strenuous.
�Not to play,� explained the Earl testily, seeing what he was thinking. �The King has challenged Buckingham, and I should be there to cheer him on. Everyone else will be, and I cannot have him thinking I do not care.�
�But I need to visit Symons,� objected Chaloner, loath to waste time. �And your household guard-�
�My household guard is away practising for the King�s Twelfth Night military parade,� interrupted the Earl. �But Jones�s death makes the fourth in a week, and that is a lot, even for White Hall. I do not feel safe, so you will escort me.�
�Now you want me for a bodyguard?� asked Chaloner, wondering whether his White Hall acquaintances thought he was good for nothing else.
The Earl nodded, unabashed. �If you would be so kind.�

Chaloner understood exactly why the Earl was keen to have a guardian when they entered the newly refurbished Tennis Court. Word had spread that His Majesty had challenged Buckingham, and all the Court sycophants were in attendance. They included a large number of people who disliked the Earl, and when he stepped into the spectators� gallery, everyone stopped what they were doing to glare. The response was so unanimous that Chaloner half-expected the ball to freeze in mid-flight, too. His hand went to the hilt of his sword, and he glanced around apprehensively, alert for trouble.
�Do not fret, Thomas,� whispered the Earl, patting his arm. �I am used to icy atmospheres. It is when these stares turn to more naked hostility that I shall be worried.�
Chaloner thought the hostility was more than naked enough for him, and wondered why the Earl put himself through it, especially as it did not look as though the King cared whether he was there or not. Indeed, he had been distracted by the abrupt silence, and was scowling.
Buckingham, sulky and petulant because he was losing, mimicked the Earl�s waddling gait, and the tense hush among the spectators was shattered by a burst of spiteful laughter. The King�s frown deepened, but he made no attempt to defend his Lord Chancellor. He retrieved the ball and hit it, catching the Duke off-guard and forcing him to scramble.
The Earl sat on a bench, but the people nearby immediately moved away, leaving him isolated. Chaloner was acutely uncomfortable: so many enemies had crowded into the place that there would be little he could do, should they decide to attack en masse. He reminded himself that this was London, and that courtiers did not rush in shrieking mobs to murder their ministers. But then he remembered what had happened to the old king, and the bloody executions that had followed the new one�s coronation, and was not so sure.
�I do not understand this game at all,� declared the Earl, when Chaloner came to stand behind him; at least the spy could make sure that no one stabbed him in the back. �Do you?�
�Yes.�
The Earl swivelled around to give him a look. �And do you care to explain it to me, or shall we just leave it that you know the rules and I do not?�
�Brodrick, Chiffinch and Jermyn are plotting something. They keep looking at you.�
�And you do not wish to be distracted by chatting to me about sport. Very well. However, bear in mind that my cousin will not harm me, although I cannot say I approve of the company he keeps. Do you think Jermyn is the Lord of Misrule? Filling my office with women of ill repute is exactly the kind of low trick I would expect from that foul-minded villain.�
Chaloner did not reply. He watched the trio leave the gallery, and appear a few minutes later on the court itself. Brodrick had donned a suit designed to make him look like a chicken, and he strutted on to the playing field amid a chorus of laughter. The King pursed his lips, disliking his concentration broken by foolery, but Buckingham guffawed heartily. Chaloner, however, was more interested in Brodrick�s companions, who were doing something to the box of spare balls. Whatever it was did not take long, and, as soon as they had finished, Brodrick bowed and retired from the court to a standing ovation. Then the King and Buckingham resumed their game, and for a while nothing happened.
As Chaloner scanned the spectators, alert for any hint of mischief, he saw a number of familiar faces, some of which he would have expected to see at such an occasion, and some he would not. Gold was asleep on a bench at the back, while Neale sat closer than was decorous to Bess. Bess, however, was more interested in Turner, who was surrounded by so many ladies that all that could be seen of him was the top of his hat. They were all laughing merrily, paying no attention at all to the tennis.
Not far away, Symons�s ginger head could be seen with Hargrave�s bald one; they sat with Tryan, Greene and several merchants. When Chaloner asked the Earl why tradesmen should be present, he was told the King had invited them � his Majesty had heard what had happened when Jones had closed the New Exchange, and had been unsettled by the fact that so many Londoners had taken against him. So, he had decided to win back their affection by issuing the kind of invitation reserved for his intimates, to beguile them into thinking he considered them friends. Chaloner almost laughed: showing off the Court in all its unbridled, dissolute glory was unlikely to make anyone think restoring the monarchy was a good idea, or to make them eager to pay the taxes that funded it.
He narrowed his eyes when Greene slunk up to Symons and whispered in his ear. Symons nodded, but did not take his eyes off the game. His orange hair stood in unkempt spikes across his head, and his face was unnaturally pale; Chaloner wondered whether he was ill. Then Greene glanced up and saw the spy was watching them. The clerk immediately darted through the nearest door. Chaloner would have chased him, had he not been afraid to leave the Earl unattended. Therefore, he was surprised when Greene materialised breathlessly in the entrance behind him, and indicated that he wanted to speak.
�I have just heard about Jones,� Greene whispered, speaking softly so the Earl would not turn around and see him. �And I wanted to tell you that I was with Gold, Bess and Neale the night he went missing. I did not kill him.�
�I know.�
�Does your Earl know, too? Or am I still the arch-villain in his eyes?�
�There must be some reason why he has taken against you,� said Chaloner, most of his attention still on the spectators. �Have you argued with him? Defied him? Done something to make him think you are corrupt or debauched?�
�No! I cannot imagine why anyone should hate me. Or do you think your Earl is the killer, and I am just a convenient scapegoat? Perhaps Turner put the brandy-wine in my office, on his orders.�
�No,� said Chaloner firmly. �He is not that kind of man.�
Or was he? The Earl had changed since his political rivals had tried to impeach him that summer, and had become harder and more bitter. Chaloner was no longer sure to what lengths he might go to fight the people who were so determined to see him fall from grace.
Greene forced a smile, which served to make his gloomy face more morose than ever. �If you say so. But the afternoon is wearing on, and I have a lot to do � I take pride in my work, and want everything in order, so that if I am arrested, my successor will �� He trailed off miserably.
�You seem very certain this affair will end unhappily,� observed Chaloner, regarding him curiously.
Greene�s expression was glum. �Of course it will end unhappily � for me, at least. I have never been blessed with good luck, but it is God�s will, so I shall not complain.� He hesitated, then grabbed Chaloner�s hand, eyes glistening with tears. �But if by some remote chance you do prove my innocence, it would be rather nice. Please do not give up on me yet.�

Chaloner was moved by the clerk�s piteous entreaty, but there was no time to think about it, because something was happening on the court. Buckingham had taken a new ball from the box, and the spy could tell from the way he handled it that something was amiss. The Duke weighed it in his palm for a moment, then turned and lobbed it directly at the Earl, who shrieked in alarm. But Chaloner was ready. His sword was drawn and he used it like a racquet, to hit the missile as hard as he could. There was a dull clang as the two connected, and the ball shot back the way it had come.
It did not go far. It exploded mid-air with a sharp report, releasing a cloud of pink dust. It was coloured flour. Buckingham took another ball and hurled it, rather more playfully this time, at Bess. Her jaw was hanging open so far that Chaloner wondered whether she might catch it with her teeth. It dropped into her lap, where a second crack saw her enveloped in blue powder. Gold woke with a start, and people howled with laughter when they saw the old man�s shock at Bess�s azure appearance. More balls followed, and although Chaloner was ready to field any that came in the Earl�s direction, none did. Buckingham knew it would be a waste of a missile, and there were plenty more targets available.
�Enough, friends, enough,� said the King good-naturedly, when he felt the joke had run its course. �The Lord of Misrule has played a clever trick, but let us return to more serious matters. What will our guests think? We promised them tennis, not japes.�
Tryan and Hargrave were smiling, but their expressions were strained, while the other merchants were openly disapproving. The King sighed, but did not seem overly concerned that there would be more damaging rumours about his Court circulating by morning. He turned his attention to the game.
�Good play, Your Majesty,� called the Earl after the first serve. It was unfortunate timing, because the King had just made a mistake, and the remark made him sound facetious. His smile was fixed as he muttered to Chaloner, �I hate this game. It is all rushing about in sweaty shirts, like peasants.�
After a while, the Queen arrived, and her reception was almost as chilly as the one that had been afforded the Earl. She maintained her composure, though, nodding greetings to people, even when they barely acknowledged her. No one offered her a seat, and it was left to Barbara Chiffinch to scowl at her husband until he obliged; he did so with ill grace, and ignored the Queen�s shy murmur of thanks.
�Why does the King permit such low manners, sir?� asked Chaloner, itching to box a few ears.
�I imagine because the Lady will make trouble for him if he complains,� replied the Earl. �It is easier to pretend nothing is wrong, and he always was a man for choosing the least demanding option.�
�She is the Queen,� said Chaloner angrily. �They should pay her proper respect.�
�Yes, they should,� said the Earl, struggling to his gouty feet. �So I shall go and bid her good afternoon. I know what it is like to be shunned.�
He engaged the Queen in meaningless conversation, and Chaloner was sorry that even the prim, overly formal attentions of the Lord Chancellor brought a rush of gratitude to her wan face.
�I want Bath,� she said in her low, deep voice. �You help?�
The Earl blushed furiously. �I think your ladies-in-waiting are better equipped to assist you with your private ablutions, ma�am. And I am a married man.�
�She wants to take the healing waters, sir,� explained Chaloner. �In Bath. And she needs funds.�
�Oh, I see,� breathed the Earl, relieved. He smiled at her, then started speaking loudly, as if he thought her English might improve if the words were bellowed. �Unfortunately, there is no money left in your household account, ma�am. I have inspected the books, but cannot tell what happened to it � I can only assume it was diverted to some other account when you failed to use it. In other words, there is no money available for travelling.�
�He speaks too fast!� cried the Queen in Portuguese. Her eyes were full of anguished tears as she turned to Chaloner. �But tell him I must go. It is my only hope. People may not hate me so much when I have a son.�
The Earl waited until she had finished speaking, then immediately started to talk about the weather, unwilling to pursue a subject that might see him asked to pay for the venture himself. He did not let Chaloner translate what she had said, although the spy was sure he had understood the desperation in her voice well enough. The Queen listened intently to his monologue, but it was clear she understood little of it. There was hope in her eyes, though, suggesting she thought the Earl�s chatty, friendly tone meant he approved of her intention to visit a spa, and that he might help to facilitate the matter. Chaloner looked away, unable to watch.
Lady Castlemaine had arrived with the Queen�s party, but did not stay with them for long. She began to strut about, tossing glances at past, present and future lovers that told of all manner of shared secrets. Her presence was a distraction to both the King and Buckingham. They started to play poorly, and their game degenerated into chaos when she descended to the court and tried to catch the ball. Eager to be on her good side, others rushed to assist her. Lady Muskerry fell, and landed with her legs in the air. There was a cheer of manly appreciation, so Lady Castlemaine contrived to do the same. And then there was a forest of naked calves being waved this way and that.
�I am not staying here to witness such an unedifying spectacle,� announced the Earl, surveying the scene in open disgust. �Haddon�s dogs are better mannered than this rabble!�
It did seem unsuitable behaviour from people who were supposed to be running the country, and the merchants were aghast. Chaloner was relieved to leave the place, and escort his master home.

Haddon was waiting in Worcester House when the Earl and Chaloner arrived there, his dogs curled around his feet. There was to be a dinner for a few of the Earl�s closest friends that night, mostly pompous clergymen and high-ranking lawyers, and the steward wanted to check one or two last-minute details.
�All is ready, sir,� he said, almost falling into the Earl�s arms when one of his pooches tripped him. He made sure it was unharmed before he resumed his report. �I cancelled the viols, as you asked, and arranged for violins instead.�
�Good,� said the Earl. �Viols sound so crude when one is used to the lighter tones of the violin. Do you not agree, Thomas?�
�No,� said Chaloner shortly. To his mind, nothing could compare to a consort of viols, and he thought the Earl did not deserve to hear one if he was incapable of appreciating its haunting beauty.
The Earl shot him an unpleasant look. �Then it is just as well you are not invited.�
He bustled away to change his clothes before his guests arrived, and Haddon took the opportunity to pull the spy to one side.
�You asked me to listen for rumours pertaining to the murders, but I am afraid there is little point in repeating what I have heard, because it is all nonsense. However, there is one snippet that you may find interesting. Do you recall Turner saying he had arranged a midnight tryst with a lover when he stumbled upon Vine�s body?�
�With Meg the laundress. She has not been seen since.�
Haddon smiled. �Ah, but she has! You see, I complimented Alderman Tryan on his beautifully clean lace today, and we got talking. Boastfully, he told me that his laundry is done by the same lass who does the King�s. Then he said Meg had delivered him a batch of clean shirts only last night.�
Chaloner was pleased, because he had been certain she was dead. �Are you sure?�
Haddon nodded. �She has been away, visiting kin in Islington. But now she is back, so you can interview her about what she saw on the night of Vine�s death. Perhaps she spotted the killer slinking out of the Painted Chamber, and can describe him for you. If so, then it is good news for Greene.�
�Did she tell Tryan anything about the murder?� asked Chaloner, hoping the Westminster poisoner would not hear about her return and move to ensure she did not provide investigators with clues.
�Not that he shared with me. I have a friend � a fellow dog-lover � who works in the laundries, and he is going to find out where she lives. The moment I hear from him, I shall let you know.�
Chaloner thanked him and left Worcester House, intending to track Meg down himself, but he had not taken many steps before he collided heavily with someone. Symons reeled from the impact, which had been entirely his fault � the spy had done his best to move out of the way, but Symons had been so preoccupied that he had ploughed ahead like a runaway cart. He mumbled an apology, bowed his orange head as if the weight of the world was on his shoulders, and continued on up The Strand.
Chaloner�s first instinct was to call him back, to ask about his uncle�s prayer meetings and the curious combination of men they had attracted. But Symons was moving very purposefully, so he started to follow him instead. Once past the New Exchange, Symons turned left, threading through a maze of lanes until he reached Covent Garden. By then, Chaloner knew exactly where he was going: to John�s Coffee House, perhaps for one of the assemblies Greene had mentioned. It seemed as good a time as any to find out whether the gatherings had any bearing on his investigation, so Chaloner decided to eavesdrop.
John�s had once been a tavern, and still looked like one. It was a great sprawling place, with upper storeys that overjetted the street like a looming drunk. It was run by John Ravernet, a thin, sallow-faced man who liked to tell everyone he had been a Royalist hero during the wars. Unfortunately for his credibility, Chaloner recalled visiting the place a decade before, and hearing Ravernet talk about his bravery when he was serving in Cromwell�s army. It was hard to blame anyone for embroidering their past in the current climate of unease, although it occurred to the spy that there might be less mistrust if everyone just told the truth.
He followed Symons inside, and took a seat near the back of the room, where thick shadows and a lack of natural light rendered him virtually invisible. Symons went to a table where several men already sat. They greeted him with friendly calls of �what news?� so he told them about the King�s tennis, although his voice was flat and dull, as if the Court�s antics were of no interest to him. They were of interest to his companions, though: they shook their heads in salacious disgust. After a while, some left, making room for new arrivals. Chaloner frowned thoughtfully when he saw his suspects turn up one by one, as and when they managed to escape from the Tennis Court.
Within an hour, they were all there � Symons, Greene, Gold, Neale, Hargrave and Tryan. Chaloner wondered whether Doling and the Lea brothers might appear, too, but then recalled that although they had attended Scobel�s prayers, they did not seem to belong to the coffee-house set. Four seats were ominously empty, and the spy noticed several of the gathering glance sadly at the places that had presumably been occupied by Chetwynd, Vine, Langston and Jones.
Others arrived to join the assembly, too, and Chaloner was disconcerted to see Turner among them. The colonel wore a disguise, but his confident swagger and the hole in his earlobe gave him away. He was not the only one who had tried to conceal his identity. So did two more men: hats shielded their faces, and they did not remove them, even when Ravernet arrived with a tray of coffee and they all took a dish. Chaloner studied them hard. Did he know them? Unfortunately, their shape and size told him nothing, and he suspected he could stare at them all day and still have no answers.
Eventually, Symons said something that resulted in them all huddling together with their heads bowed and their hands clasped together. Their voices dropped, and Chaloner found he could not hear a word. He edged closer, but it made no difference. He watched with a puzzled frown: it looked as though they were praying. It did not seem very likely, especially in a coffee house, but he could not imagine what else they could be doing.
After a while, Greene went to order more drinks. As he did so, the man next to him glanced up, and Chaloner finally caught a glimpse of the fellow�s face. It was heavily bearded and dominated by a large nose; the nose looked artificial and Chaloner knew he had never seen it before. Yet there was something vaguely familiar about the rest of the face. It took Chaloner a moment, but then recognition came. Swaddell�s disguise was excellent, and the spy might have been deceived had he not been trained to notice such details � Swaddell�s restless black eyes were distinctive.
So what was the Spymaster�s assassin doing in such company? Clearly, Williamson did not know what Swaddell was up to, or he would not have asked Chaloner to look into the man�s disappearance. Or was the Spymaster playing a complex game that entailed convincing everyone that his agent was missing? Chaloner frowned, feeling his investigation had just taken a distinctly sinister turn, if Williamson and his favourite henchman were involved.

It was not much longer before Symons stood to leave, which brought the meeting to an end. Chaloner followed the participants outside, and found himself faced with three choices. He could trail Symons home, and interview him and his wife. He could attempt to find out what Swaddell was doing. Or he could concentrate on the last man of the group, the one whose face he had been unable to see, and try to learn his identity. Unfortunately, the last man had used a different door from the others, and had already disappeared, so Chaloner waited just long enough to satisfy himself that Symons was heading in the right direction for his house, then set off after Swaddell.
The Spymaster�s man did not go far before ducking into a doorway. Chaloner crept forward cautiously, aware that if Swaddell was half as dangerous as everyone claimed, then he would know he was being followed and would react with his knife. He waited until the assassin�s attention was fixed on removing his nose, then stepped up behind him and wrapped an arm around his neck.
�Your master is worried about you,� he said softly. �He thinks you are drowned.�
Swaddell�s instinctive struggles ceased abruptly when he felt the spy�s dagger against his throat. �Chaloner? Yes, it is you � I recognise your voice. What do you think you are doing, assaulting me like this? Let me go at once!�
�I will consider it, when you have answered some questions.�
�And what if I refuse?�
�Do you really want to find out?�
Swaddell was silent, weighing his options. He strained briefly against Chaloner�s arm, testing its strength, then gave a sigh of resignation. �Very well. What do you want to know?�
�Why were you with those people?�
�That is none of your business.�
It was not an auspicious start, and Chaloner moved the dagger slightly, to remind him it was still there. �They are suspects for killing Chetwynd, Vine and Langston, so it is my business.�
Swaddell sighed again, impatiently this time. �Then why do you think I was there? I am also trying to find the villain who is killing government officials.�
�Why? Williamson said he has ordered all his people to concentrate on finding the King�s statue.�
Swaddell grimaced. �Yes, he has, but where does that leave me? Vulnerable to accusations, that�s where � I am an assassin, and here are three men poisoned. How long do you think will it be before folk put these two �facts� together? To my mind, solving this case is a matter of self-preservation.�
�You are afraid you will be blamed for committing these crimes?� Chaloner was bemused.
�It would not be the first time. And while Williamson is generous with his pay, I am not sure he can be relied upon to stand by me should certain matters come to light. You are a spy, so you understand what I mean. Thurloe would have denied knowing you, if you had been caught � breaking the rules.�
Chaloner was not sure whether to believe him. �And does �breaking the rules� entail dispatching the killer when you catch him? Is that why you attended this meeting?�
�No!� objected Swaddell. He sounded indignant. �I may be an assassin, but I do not spend all my time stabbing people � I have other duties, too. And if you must know, I infiltrated this group some weeks ago, because Williamson was suspicious of its combination of government officials, ex-Commonwealth clerks and wealthy merchants. He thought they might be plotting something dangerous.�
�And are they?�
Swaddell made a disgusted sound at the back of his throat. �I have rarely met a band of men less interested in politics. All they do is pray, plan their next prayers, or debate whether the past ones were sufficiently devout. And occasionally, they talk about what is reported in the newsbooks.�
Chaloner frowned. �It is a religious assembly, then?�
�It is � and tedious in the extreme. When Chetwynd was killed, I wondered whether one of these pious fellows might have done it, because Chetwynd was secretly corrupt, while they are all nauseatingly honest. So I have continued to attend their meetings, to see what I could find out.�
�And what have you learned?�
�Nothing!� spat the assassin, clearly exasperated. �I have probed, hedged, blithered, done everything in my power to encourage the culprit to say something incriminating, but my efforts have gone nowhere. I am beginning to think these men might be innocent.�
�What is the name of the person who did not remove his hat? Not Turner � the other one.�
�He calls himself John Reeve, but it is probably an alias. I have bumped against him, spilled his coffee, sneezed at him, dropped my pipe in his lap, but even when I do glimpse his face, it is so plastered with pastes and paints that it is impossible to identify. He is not the only one to disguise himself, though. Chetwynd used to do it, and so does Hargrave, on occasion.�
�Why, if all they do is pray?�
�You tell me � I am damned if I understand. Now let me go. Standing like this is hurting my back.�
�What happened to you on Tuesday?� asked Chaloner, not relinquishing his hold. �Jones chased you with a sword, but then you disappeared.�
Swaddell had been trying to ease himself into a more comfortable position, but he stopped moving abruptly. �Were you following me?�
�Why would I do that?�
It was no kind of answer, and Swaddell knew it, but he did not demean himself by asking for a better one. He winced when the dagger nicked his throat. �All right! I was trying to listen to what Jones and the others were saying, but I tripped over some rubbish. Jones heard, and came after me like a rampaging bull. The alley I ran down leads nowhere but the river, and I found myself trapped.�
�Did you push him in the water?�
�No! Basically, he was such a fat man that he could not stop once he was on the move, and he managed to knock us both in, although I seriously doubt it was deliberate. He sank like a stone, and I managed to climb out. I was sorry for it, but it was hardly my fault.�
�I see,� said Chaloner, not about to contradict him and reveal his own role in the incident.
�The place is deserted at night,� Swaddell went on. �So there was no one about to help me save him. However, it is a rough part of the city, so I do not recommend going there to confirm my tale. No, on second thoughts, do go. There are no ruffians to beat you to a pulp for poking around their domain. None at all.�
Chaloner processed the information. Perhaps Jones had careened on to the wharf too fast to be able to stop, but had Swaddell really been carried in with him? If he had, then it meant he must have been in the water when Chaloner had arrived, because not enough time had passed for him to have climbed out. Moreover, the train-band had been watching the pier hours later, which meant Swaddell must either have swum away, like Chaloner had done, or had waited for the tide to drop. The latter was unlikely, because the cold would have killed him. Or did Swaddell know the soldiers, and they had turned a blind eye when he had scrambled to safety?
The other alternative was that Swaddell had not fallen in the river at all. But then where had he gone? There were no other ways to leave the alley, and he had not been on the pier, because Chaloner would have seen him. The spy was about to demand a more honest explanation when it occurred to him that either scenario meant Swaddell would have seen or heard the train-band fighting with him. Did the fact that he had neglected to mention the incident mean he did not know it was Chaloner who had been doing the battling? Of course, he would know if Chaloner revealed his role by asking questions about it, and as the spy was keen for the train-band to assume he was dead, he decided that learning how Swaddell had extricated himself from his predicament was not as important as staying alive. He went back to the murders.
�What have you learned about the three victims?�
Swaddell seemed relieved to be talking about something else. �Vine had a nasty habit of blackmailing people and Chetwynd seldom gave honest verdicts in the cases he heard, so neither were the saints they would have had you believe. And Langston was just as bad.�
�In what way?�
Swaddell shrugged. �I am not sure, but there was something amiss. I suspect it has something to do with Hargrave and the Lea brothers, because I have seen them glancing at each other when Langston is mentioned. Everyone else leaps to say he was a virtuous man, but they do not.�
Chaloner was not sure what to believe. Some of Swaddell�s answers were plausible, while others were clearly lies or half-truths. �Perhaps you are the poisoner,� he said. �And you have gone into hiding so you can continue to murder at will.�
He felt Swaddell wince. �There! You see? You cannot find the real killer, so who do you blame? The poor assassin! I knew it would only be a matter of time before fingers started to be pointed. Of course, I happen to have an alibi for all three murders, but has anyone bothered to ask about it? No!�
�Your indignation is hardly warranted,� said Chaloner, amused. �You are a self-professed killer who has disguised himself to spy on three men who have been murdered � four, if we count Jones. But what is your alibi?�
�I was with Williamson when Chetwynd, Vine and Langston died. Ask him, if you do not believe me. But I have answered enough of your questions. Let me go.�
�No,� said Chaloner, feeling an alibi from the Spymaster was less than worthless, as far as he was concerned. �You are coming to White Hall with me. Your master thinks I killed you and dropped you in the river, and I would rather he did not hold me responsible for the death of one of his creatures.�
�I am afraid that is out of the question. You see, I had the misfortune to witness Lady Castlemaine commit an indiscretion with a certain gentleman, and she offered to cut out my tongue if I show my face there again. She will forget me eventually, but I intend to keep a low profile until she does. The rumours about my death suit me very nicely.�
�They will not be rumours if you refuse to come with me.�
�You cannot march all the way to White Hall holding me like this, and I will not go willingly. You will have to find another way to convince Williamson that you have not murdered his best man.�
�Then tell me your password � all intelligencers have a code that only they and their Spymaster know.�
�That is a clever idea! Unfortunately, we do not. Take my brooch instead � he will recognise it as mine.�
Chaloner laughed softly. �And then he will arrest me for stealing it from your corpse! Keep it. It will be more trouble than it is worth � and so are you.�
He released his captive suddenly, shoving him so hard that Swaddell stumbled into a pile of rubbish. The moment he regained his balance, the assassin whipped out his dagger, an expression of deadly purpose on his face. But Chaloner had already melted into the shadows, and was nowhere to be seen.

Symons had not travelled far while Chaloner had been interrogating Swaddell. He had wasted time trying to flag down a hackney, but it was raining, and other people had the same idea, so carriage after carriage had rolled past with shakes of the head from the driver. After a lot of futile waving, Symons accepted it would be quicker to walk, and began to plod along with his head down and his shoulders slumped. Eventually, he reached Axe Yard, a small cul-de-sac off King Street, which boasted twenty-eight houses of varying levels of grandeur. He headed towards one of the smaller homes, which was neat and clean, but in obvious need of fresh paint and new window shutters. It was exactly what Chaloner would have expected from a respectable clerk who had lost all at the Restoration.
A lamp hung above the door, and its unsteady light showed Symons�s clothes were greasy and unwashed, while his carrot-coloured hair had not seen a brush in days. Moreover, he had been crying � his eyes were red-rimmed and his cheeks were puffy. Chaloner frowned as he approached. What was wrong with him?
�I have no money,� blurted Symons, assuming the sudden appearance of a stranger in the dark meant only one thing. �Take my purse, if you will, but it is empty.�
�I am not here for your money.�
Symons peered at him. �I know you! Greene spoke to you at the Tennis Court today. Surely he has not sent you to call me to yet another prayer meeting? We have only just finished the last one.�
Chaloner was not sure what to make of this assumption, but was prepared to take advantage of it. �Does he often send you summonses, then?�
A flicker of suspicion crossed Symons�s face, but quickly faded, leaving Chaloner with the impression that he did not really care why anyone should be asking him such questions. He wondered again what ailed the man.
�Yes, he does,� replied Symons. �The others, being employed by the Royalist government, have the luxury of telling each other when to meet. I, being ousted, must wait for messengers.�
�You go to these meetings to pray?�
�I go to pray. The others are obsessed by these murders at the moment, although I suppose that is understandable � the victims were our friends.�
�I find it strange that you � a dismissed clerk from the Commonwealth � should count Royalist officials among your acquaintances.�
Symons shrugged. �I do not begrudge them their success. They are all good men, unlike the Lea brothers whose prosperity derives from corruption. Well, I assume they are all good men. Before he died, my uncle Scobel said he suspected Chetwynd was a rogue, but I did not believe him. However, Greene told me today that he was right.�
�I met your uncle once,� lied Chaloner. He tried to recall what Thurloe had written in his letters. He did not think remarking that the man�s bald pate and beard made him look as if his head was on upside down would endear him to his nephew, so he thrashed around for something else. �At a firework display he funded, in the grounds of St Catherine�s Hospital.�
Symons leaned against the door, oblivious to the rain that dripped from the eaves, and smiled for the first time. �He often did things like that, to cheer folks� lives. He was a wonderful man.�
�How did he die?�
�A sharpness of the blood. People say I benefited from his death, because I was his heir. But first, I did not inherit much of his estate � the bulk went to pay debts. And second, I miss him horribly and wish he was still alive.�
�I am sorry,� said Chaloner, hearing the genuine grief in his voice. �It is never easy to lose kin.�
Symons regarded him curiously. �You speak from personal experience?�
Chaloner did not reply. There were some depths to which he would never plunge, and using dead loved ones to elicit information was one of them.
�Everything went wrong three years ago, and it has stayed that way,� Symons said bitterly when there was no response. �After the Restoration, I lost my job, my uncle died, my wife became ill, and now the prayer meetings � once such a source of strength for me � have turned into occasions for trite social chatter. Some of our number even go as far as to say the gatherings have become a chore, and they want to withdraw. Of course, they never will.�
Chaloner raised his eyebrows. �Why not? Is attendance obligatory, then?�
�No, but most of them are afraid that their luck will change if they resign. After all, look what happened to Langston when he left us last summer. Do you know Langston? He is the plump man with the long nose � the third of the poisoner�s victims. He pretended to be virtuous, but he was not. He wrote plays.�
Chaloner was bemused by the disjointed chain of confidences. �Do you object to the stage, then?�
Symons shook his head. �But I object to the kind of filth Langston penned. His dramas were obscene, all about unnatural forms of love and � things I cannot bring myself to mention. They could never be performed in public, but he wrote them for the Court, which has an appetite for lewdness � especially Lady Castlemaine, who is said to have paid him a fortune for them.�
�How do you know what he wrote?�
�Because he accidentally left a manuscript behind once, after one of my uncle�s meetings. We were deeply shocked. Langston came to retrieve it, but not before we had seen what sort of mind he had.�
�Did he know you read it?�
�No! I put on an innocent face, and my uncle pretended to be asleep, so he would not have to speak to him. And they never met again anyway, because my uncle died a few days later.� Symons saw Chaloner was sceptical. �If you do not believe me, then ask the Lea brothers � they made copies for Langston�s actors. And ask Hargrave, too, because his apprentices built the sets at White Hall.�
Chaloner thought about what Swaddell had said � that the Leas and Hargrave had exchanged meaningful glances whenever Langston was mentioned, and that they, unlike everyone else, declined to proclaim his virtue. So, the assassin had been telling the truth about that, at least. �You said something happened to Langston last summer,� he prompted.
Symons nodded. �I am coming to that. He withdrew from our gatherings, because he said our beliefs were obsolete and silly. But within days, disaster struck � his bank was robbed, and all the money he had earned from his plays was stolen.�
�You think the robbery occurred because he left your meetings?� asked Chaloner, unconvinced.
Symons shrugged. �Why not? He stopped praying for success, and immediately he lost his fortune. Backwell�s have pledged to repay their customers eventually, but in the interim, Langston was penniless. He came back to us with his tail between his legs, and he is lucky our friends are open-hearted, because they welcomed him like a prodigal son. They also lend him money, to tide him over until Backwell�s make good.�
�Why should he need to borrow?� asked Chaloner, supposing it explained why Langston had taken ten pounds from Greene. �Was his White Hall pay insufficient?�
�I believe he spent a lot of money visiting brothels, to gain inspiration for his writing � and I am told the higher sorts of establishment are expensive.�
�Did Greene know what kind of plays he wrote?�
Symons hesitated. �He invited Langston to live in his house after the robbery. I visited them there once, and Langston was using the parlour in which to write. Perhaps Greene never looked at the papers scattered about his table, but I find that hard to believe.�
�He seems to keep some very dubious company,� Chaloner remarked. There was an uncomfortable feeling at the pit of his stomach, which told him he might have made a mistake � that perhaps he had been wrong to champion Greene�s cause.
Symons looked hurt. �Actually, he keeps very good company. Chetwynd, Vine and Langston may have strayed from the straight and narrow, but most of the men who meet in John�s Coffee House are above reproach � Francis Tryan, John Reeve, Nicholas Gold. Do not tar us all with the same brush.�
�I do not know Reeve.�
�He is a corn-chandler, who insists on wearing a disguise to our meetings. So does Swaddell, the Spymaster�s man, although we guessed his identity the first time he joined us. Langston and Jones wanted him expelled, but the rest of us felt sorry for him. It cannot be easy for assassins to make friends, and we hope that praying with us might encourage him to adopt a gentler profession.�
Chaloner frowned. �You keep saying that you meet to pray. Is it the sole function of these gatherings?�
�It used to be, to thank God for our good fortunes. My uncle believed that too many folk ask Him for favours, and too few are grateful for what they already have. But these days we spend most of the time chatting to each other. And since Chetwynd died, we have done little but talk about murder.�
�You clearly disapprove, so why do you continue to go?�
�Because I told my uncle I would. He thought I would be able to keep the others from sin, but I have failed miserably � just as I have failed in everything else. But a promise is a promise, and I have some honour left, so I head for John�s Coffee House each time I am summoned. I imagine that is why Greene sent you now � one of them has learned something new about these horrible deaths, and we are all beckoned forth to hear about it.�
�Greene did not send me. I am investigating the murders for the Lord Chancellor.�
Symons closed his eyes. �Then you should not have let me waste your time with my blather. My wife is dying, and if I appear unhinged, it is because I do not know how to cope with the calamity.�
He spoke so softly that Chaloner thought he might have misheard. �She seemed all right yesterday.�
�She has the same sharpness of the blood that took my uncle. She told me she would die tonight.�
Chaloner was not sure whether to believe him. �Then why are you not with her?�
�Because I needed the others to pray for her recovery. My own petitions have gone unanswered, and I thought theirs might do better. They did pray, but now I find myself too frightened to go inside and see whether � I do not suppose you would come with me, would you?�

Symons opened the door, and indicated the spy was to follow him inside. He started to cry the moment his eye lit on an unfinished piece of embroidery, so Chaloner fetched a cloth from the kitchen and indicated he was to wipe his face. When he had regained control of himself, he led the spy up a narrow staircase to a bedchamber. Margaret was lying in a fever, while a servant held her hand.
�It is the same sickness that took Mr Scobel,� the maid whispered to Symons. �I am sure of it. She has been talking nonsense, just like he did.�
�Have you summoned a physician?� asked Chaloner. It occurred to him that if Scobel had indeed been poisoned, as he suspected, then perhaps someone was attacking Margaret, too.
�They will not come, because they know we cannot pay,� said Symons miserably.
Chaloner told the maid to fetch Wiseman, whom he knew would be at White Hall. The surgeon was usually there of an evening, because he did not like being alone at home � and he had no friends to invite him out. When she had gone, Margaret opened her eyes and looked at the spy.
�Visitors?� she asked in a weak voice. �I must scrub the floor, or he will think us slovenly.�
�It is perfectly clean,� said Chaloner gently, not sure he was ruthless enough to ask about the statue. He wanted answers, but there were limits to what he was prepared to do to get them.
Margaret drowsed a while, then spoke again. �Do you like our fine mansion? My husband is a government clerk, and works very hard, while our uncle Scobel often buys us beautiful paintings.�
�She thinks we are in my uncle�s house, before the Restoration,� explained Symons in a whisper. �He used to purchase art for her.�
�I do not suppose he owned a bust by Bernini, did he?�
Symons shook his head. �There were no sculptures, just pictures. They were in the room where he held his prayer meetings, so people could see them and reflect on the glory of God. As I said, he was a devout man, who believed prayer can bring happiness, wealth and success.�
�Actually, you told me the opposite � that he thought there was not enough thanking going on, and that too many people were demanding favours.�
Symons made a dismissive gesture. �You are splitting hairs. He believed that prayer lay at the heart of his achievements, and felt that God had been exceptionally good to him. He had a position of power, a family who loved him, and he was forever smiling. People asked for his secret, and he always told them it was his communications with God.�
Chaloner raised his eyebrows. �Is that why people flocked to his gatherings? They saw his accomplishments, and thought that if they prayed with him, they would share his luck?�
Symons nodded reluctantly. �Although my uncle did not realise it. Of course, most of the men who came to these meetings have found a measure of personal triumph � Langston, Vine, Jones and Chetwynd flourished while they were alive. Tryan, Hargrave and Gold are all fabulously rich, while even young Neale is on the brink of securing himself a wealthy widow.�
�But not Greene. He told me himself that he is unlucky.�
Symons grimaced. �He has done well enough, despite his melancholy nature. He was a penniless nobody at the Restoration, but now he owns a pleasant house and has a decent post in government.�
There was a thunder of footsteps on the stairs, and Wiseman�s bulk loomed in the doorway. Chaloner braced himself for strident declarations about superior medical skills, but the surgeon simply perched on the edge of the bed and began a silent examination. Margaret stirred as he touched her, and he whispered something that soothed her back to sleep. Eventually, he stood and indicated the maid was to go to the kitchen with him, where they would concoct a potion together.
�You can cure her?� asked Symons, eyes burning with sudden hope.
�I am sorry,� said Wiseman quietly. �Sharpness of the blood is usually fatal, and there is nothing I can do. My medicine will ease her passing, no more.�
Chaloner pulled the surgeon to one side, so Symons and the maid would not hear. �Are you sure it is a disease that is killing her? Not poison?�
�It is impossible to say. Many toxins mimic the symptoms of natural illnesses, and this may well be one of them. However, I shall explore the kitchen while I brew this medicine, and perhaps remove one or two items for analysis.�
�Will you send me word if you reach any conclusions?�
�I will send it with my bill, although I doubt you earn enough to pay the princely sums I charge. However, I am prepared to accept an evening of your company in lieu of silver.�
Chaloner thought that price was rather too high, and wondered how he could lay his hands on some money to settle the debt. Wiseman disappeared, and a while later the maid came with the potion they had prepared. It was green, smelled of drains, and Chaloner would not have swallowed it to save his life. Margaret gulped it thirstily, and claimed it to be excellent wine.
�Uncle Scobel was here earlier,� she said. The servant shook her head, but Margaret was insistent. �He was! He stood at the end of the bed and told me he liked roses. Then he sang a hymn.�
�Was he well, love?� asked Symons, forcing a bright smile. It emerged as a grimace.
�You know I will die tonight, Will? You say I will not, but I am quite certain. I am not afraid, so you should not be, either.�
Chaloner edged towards the door. He had no place in the sickroom, and it reminded him too acutely of the family he had lost in Holland. The maid followed him down the stairs, to see him out.
�Scobel has been in his grave these last three years,� she said, more to herself than Chaloner. �It frightens me to hear her talking like that.�
�You say he died of the same ailment?�
�The medical men call it a sharpness of the blood, but I think it is a melancholy. It happens when good people see the wickedness of the world. They despair, then they sicken and die.�
�Margaret is good?�
�A saint, sir. She is honest, kind and sweet. Did you know she was offered a statue for next to nothing the other day? But she said it was sure to be stolen, and refused to buy it, even though she has a great love for such things. She is a talented carver herself.�
Chaloner�s hopes rose. �Were you with her when this happened?�
The maid nodded. �A man came with a letter, but he wore one of those plague masks, to keep us from seeing his face. He waylaid us in Westminster Abbey, as we were passing through it. He waited until she read it, then asked for a reply to take to his master. He did not say who his master was.�
�Do you know why was she chosen?� asked Chaloner.
�Because she is a sculptress. The letter said she could either keep the bust as a work of art, or refashion it into something of her own. He only wanted five pounds, which is cheap for marble.�
And there was the problem, thought Chaloner: the thief had committed a brilliantly successful crime, but was unable to turn it to his advantage. He suspected it would not be long before Bernini�s masterpiece was furtively disposed of in the Thames.

Chapter 8

The notion that the thief was growing desperate, and the statue might soon be destroyed, drove Chaloner to spend a good part of the night in White Hall, listening to conversations not meant for his ears. But the only thing he learned was that Lady Castlemaine was taking a rather sinister interest in the King�s oldest illegitimate son, which led him to surmise that it had been young James Croft with whom Swaddell had caught her cavorting. He was not surprised she wanted it kept quiet: the King was protective of his offspring, and would be outraged if he learned what the Lady was doing.
The Lord of Misrule had decreed that anyone in the palace grounds after dark that night should be wearing nothing but red, and courtiers disobeying his edict could expect to have the offending garments removed. Chaloner took care not to be caught, but he witnessed what happened to others who were less wary. He was obliged to rescue Haddon with his fists when a gaggle of drunken youths laid hold of him. Prudently, they slunk away when they saw their high spirits were likely to end in a trouncing.
�Thank you,� said the steward unsteadily. The encounter had frightened him, and he was on the verge of tears. �I am glad my dogs are not here � they would have raced to save me, and those vile ruffians might have hurt them.�
�Shall I escort you home?�
Reluctantly, Haddon shook his head. �I had better warn the Earl, or he might suffer the same fate.� He looked across the vast open space of the courtyard in front of him. �Although it is a long way to his offices. I do not suppose you would mind ��
Chaloner took him on a circuitous route that avoided the roistering mobs. While they went, Haddon said that he had managed to find out where Meg lived: with a friend on a street called Petty France.
�She has quit her post in the White Hall laundry,� the steward elaborated. �Apparently, she thinks there are too many difficult stains involved in washing for the Court. But everyone says she will have no difficulty in recruiting private customers, because she is so good at ironing.�
�I will visit her first thing tomorrow morning,� said Chaloner.
�Good,� said Haddon. �Let us hope it brings you one step closer to catching the killer � and me one step closer to keeping the five pounds I wagered on your success.�
When they arrived at the Earl�s offices, Turner was there, drinking wine in social bonhomie with his master. He was clad in crimson from head to toe, even down to his ear-string. The Earl was remarking on his attire with uncharacteristically good-humour, indicating he had no idea the colonel was obeying the dictates of the Lord of Misrule.
�You should follow his example, Thomas,� the Earl said jovially. �Wear pink perhaps. Or yellow.�
Chaloner regarded him quizzically. �Are you unwell, sir?�
�I have never felt better,� declared the Earl, standing to stretch his plump arms. The movement caused him to totter. �And now you will all escort me home. There is a lot of shrieking and cackling outside, and I do not want to be made the subject of some practical joke by drunken youths.�
The empty jug on his desk suggested it was not just youths who were drunk that evening.
�Very wise, sir,� said Turner smoothly. �You will be safe with us.�
Chaloner was not so sure, because the Lord Chancellor was a tempting target, and they might be overwhelmed by the sheer number of people who wanted to pick on him. He and Turner were armed, but so were many courtiers, and although most were poor swordsmen, others were highly adept. Besides, Chaloner did not want to stab influential noblemen if he could help it.
�I will fetch your carriage, sir,� he said, heading for the door. �This is not a good night to wander-�
�No, I shall walk,� countered the Earl. �I feel like some fresh air, and I refuse to let this misrule nonsense dictate my movements. Take my arm, colonel. That wine seems to have gone to my head, and I do not want to take a tumble, because I know what my enemies would make of that.�
�Have no fear, My Lord,� said Turner grandly, stepping forward to offer his hand. The Earl lurched, but managed to right himself. �I will give my life before letting harm come to a single hair on your head.�
�That is not saying much,� quipped the Earl merrily. �I am virtually bald! Incidentally, did I tell you I am invited to a play in the Banqueting House on Saturday? It is called The Prick of Love.�
�Christ,� muttered Chaloner, eyeing him uneasily. �I hope you do not intend to go.�
�Of course I shall go! I like a good drama as much as the next man.�
With grave misgivings about the nature of the Earl�s future entertainment � and his determination to stroll around White Hall on this particular night � Chaloner followed him down the stairs. When his master started to take a route that would lead him directly across the middle of the Palace Court, he jumped forward to stop him, but the Earl pushed him away furiously.
�How dare you presume to tell me where I can and cannot walk! I shall go where I please.�
�Do not waste your breath, Thomas,� whispered Haddon, watching the Earl weave off into the open with Turner at his side. �He is drunk, which means he will not listen to you or me. Unfortunately, he is listening to the colonel, who is almost as inebriated as he is, so cannot be relied upon to dispense sensible advice. I have a very bad feeling about this.�
�He does not normally drink to excess,� said Chaloner, setting off after them. �What happened?�
�The Bishop of London sent him some wine,� explained Haddon, trotting to keep up. He had grabbed a poker from the hearth before he had left the Earl�s offices, and was clutching it fearfully. �And he has been quaffing it all night. He gave me some, but I found it rather strong.�
Chaloner shook his head in disgust. �The Lord of Misrule will be behind this, providing a powerful brew in the hope that the Earl will commit an indiscretion � or be befuddled enough to walk out dressed in something other than red. He will lose his clothes, not to mention his dignity.�
�Lord!� exclaimed Haddon in alarm, glancing behind him. �You are right. Here they come!�
Upwards of thirty people had materialised from the shadows, and they began to converge on the Earl with hoots and jeers. They wore masks that concealed the top halves of their faces, although Chaloner recognised Brodrick, Buckingham and Chiffinch by their voices; the Lady he identified by her malicious grin. He pulled his sword from its sheath, wondering what he could do against so many.
�Oh, dear,� gulped the Earl, suddenly sober enough to appreciate the danger he was in. �They look as though they mean business. What shall we do?�
�Draw,� said Chaloner urgently to Turner. �They may think twice if they see they will not have him without a tussle.� He glanced to where the colonel was standing with his mouth hanging open. �Tonight would be good.�
Turner fumbled with his scabbard. �Damn! I cannot get it out � the hilt seems to be jammed.�
Chaloner regarded him askance. �I thought you were a soldier! How can you have a broken sword?�
Turner edged behind him, and began to explain in a voice that was too low for the Earl or Haddon to hear. �I was not a soldier of the fighting variety. I was more of a strategist, performing behind the lines. Baking, for example. An army is nothing without its food.�
�God help us!� muttered Chaloner, thinking it was not a good time to find this out. �I thought you were wounded in the King�s service.�
�I was wounded. Cooking is dangerous, especially if your assistant is in the habit of brandishing skewers when he is in his cups. Besides, everyone exaggerates what he did in the wars � do not tell me you were really at Naseby. You would have been too young.�
�I need your help,� said Chaloner, alarmed to see more courtiers flocking to join the mob by the moment. �I cannot protect the Earl on my own.�
�I could try to reason with them,� offered Turner, although not with much enthusiasm. �I am a solicitor, which means I am good at sly persuasion. When I first arrived in London, my intention was to practice law, but loitering around the Court was a lot more fun. Then His Portliness invited me to-�
�Turner!� snapped Chaloner. It was not the time to hear the man�s life story. �If you cannot draw, then be ready to pull the Earl to safety while I create a diversion. One the count of three. One, two-�
�Wait!� ordered Turner unsteadily. �We should think this through first. Give me a moment to ��
But it was too late. His hesitation had lost them the advantage, and the crowd surged around them.
�You dare point weapons at the Lord of Misrule?� demanded Brodrick. The Earl gulped audibly, and Haddon brandished his poker. Several courtiers laughed when they saw how much it shook. �And flout his edict that all should wear red tonight?�
�We did not know about your decree, noble sir,� lied Turner, taking several steps to distance himself from Chaloner. �But we shall fetch some crimson finery immediately. So, if you will excuse us-�
�Your clothing is acceptable, colonel,� declared Brodrick. �So you may join us. But your three companions must pay the price for their disobedience.�
�And the Earl will pay for accusing innocent men of murder, too,� hissed the Lady. �Poor Greene!�
Turner said nothing, and Chaloner saw he was seriously tempted to abandon his responsibilities and accept Brodrick�s invitation. While he dithered, Chaloner stepped protectively in front of their master. Unfortunately, the Earl chose that moment to lurch forward, and the resulting collision made him stagger. He flailed with his arms for a moment, desperately fighting for balance, but he had swallowed far too much wine, and his equilibrium was gone. He sat down hard, legs splayed in front of him. There was an astonished silence, and then Buckingham started to laugh. He had an infectious guffaw, and it was not many moments before the whole mob had joined in.
�Come, friends,� said Brodrick, putting his arm around the Duke�s shoulders and leading him away. �We have had our fun here, and I am bored. Let us find some other entertainment.�
In moments, the crowd was gone, skipping and cavorting around their Lord of Misrule, and singing a popular Christmas song. Lady Castlemaine looked disappointed that her enemy was not to suffer further abuse, but seemed to sense there was only so far Brodrick would go as far as his cousin was concerned. She was the last to leave, but leave she did.
�I shall never forgive you for this, Chaloner,� snarled the Earl, as Turner helped him to his feet. �You pushed me deliberately, to make me a laughing stock. Consider yourself dismissed � and fortunate that I do not send you to the Tower for � for treason!�
�He was trying to save you,� said Haddon quietly. �He could not have fought all those courtiers single-handed, and would almost certainly have been killed. But he was ready to do it anyway.�
Something in the rational tone of his voice penetrated the Earl�s drink-sodden mind, and most of the rage drained out of him. He sighed wearily.
�Take me home. I shall reconsider my position in the morning.�

As soon as the Earl was safely inside Worcester House, Turner headed back towards White Hall, obviously intending to rejoin the revelries. Chaloner walked Haddon to Cannon Row.
�Brodrick would have tried to stop the horde from attacking us,� the steward said. �But Buckingham and Chiffinch are not the kind of men to take orders from him, Lord of Misrule or no. There would have been blood spilled tonight if the Earl had not fallen when he did � and, as far as I am concerned, his dignity is a small price to pay for our lives.�
�The Earl does not think so,� said Chaloner, wondering whether he was going to be unemployed sooner than he had anticipated.
�He will in the morning, when he is sober and has had a chance to reflect on what happened. I was singularly unimpressed by Turner�s performance, though. For two pennies, he would have stepped over to Brodrick, and abandoned us. But I am glad we survived the encounter. What would my dogs do without me? Who would sing them to sleep at night?�
�You sing them to sleep?� Chaloner shot him an uneasy glance.
�The darlings would not have it any other way.�
The incident in the Palace Court had unsettled Chaloner, and even an energetic session in Hannah�s bed did not calm him. He dressed while she slept, and slipped out into the night. He prowled restlessly, a silent shadow that no one noticed. Just before dawn broke, he went to the address Haddon had given him on Petty France, but was informed that Meg had not returned home the previous evening. Her housemate did not seem unduly concerned, and said Meg often stayed out all night when she had a man.
The Earl was in a foul mood when the spy went to his office. His eyes were bloodshot and he smelled of vomit. He mentioned neither his undignified tumble nor dismissing Chaloner, and the spy wondered whether he remembered them. Or perhaps he just did not want to think about an episode that was so painfully embarrassing. He barely looked up from his work when Chaloner made his report, and when the spy asked whether he had any specific instructions, he made an impatient gesture with his hand and grunted something inaudible.
Haddon smiled warmly when they met on the stairs, though, evidently feeling the danger shared as they faced the mob together had created a special bond between them. Bulteel regarded Chaloner with reproachful eyes when he saw the exchange, clearly thinking this represented a betrayal of their own friendship. To mollify him, Chaloner took him to a coffee house.
They had not been there many moments when Williamson arrived. He selected a table at which to sit, then raised his eyebrows in astonishment when the men already there promptly made their excuses and left. At the remaining tables, conversations began to revolve around the weather and the state of St Paul�s Cathedral � no one was foolish enough to talk about politics or religion when the Spymaster was listening. He saw Chaloner and Bulteel and waved, inviting them to join him. But the secretary was listening to a sail-maker hold forth about the recent gales and did not see the gesture, while the spy pretended not to notice it.
For a while, the status quo continued, but the Spymaster soon grew tired of being ignored. He stood, and began to stroll from table to table, greeting men who responded with suspicious nods or insincere smiles. While his attention was taken by two surly bakers, Chaloner took the opportunity to slip through the back door. He hid in the darkness of the hall beyond, just out of sight, listening.
�Where is your friend?� Williamson asked, when his perambulation brought him to Bulteel.
�He is-� The secretary stopped speaking in surprise when he realised Chaloner had disappeared. �He was here a moment ago. Where could he have gone?�
�You tell me,� said Williamson drily. �I wanted to talk to him. Tell him to come and see me at his earliest convenience. I am sure he knows what happened to Swaddell.�
�I sincerely doubt it,� said Bulteel, swallowing nervously. �He is not acquainted with Swaddell.�
�He is acquainted well enough to appreciate that Swaddell is important to me,� said Williamson. His voice was cold. �And I will have answers about my spy�s disappearance. Will you pass Chaloner my message? To come to my offices?�
�I will tell him,� replied Bulteel uncomfortably. �But that does not mean he will do it.�
Williamson gave a smile that made him look like a crocodile. �Then he will wish he was more sociable and so will his treacherous family. You can tell him that, too.�
He had stalked out before Bulteel could respond. The secretary finished his coffee, then left himself. Chaloner joined him in the street, making him jump by falling into step at his side.
�Did you overhear my exchange with the Spymaster?� Bulteel asked. �You really should do as he says. It is better to visit of your own accord, rather than to have him drag you there.�
Chaloner supposed he would just have to stay out of Williamson�s way, because he had no intention of entering the man�s lair � voluntarily or otherwise. �I met Swaddell last night, as it happens, but he refuses to return to White Hall. Perhaps he is afraid of Williamson, too.�
�Too?� echoed Bulteel. �You mean as well as you? Good. You should be frightened of him.�
�I mean as well as you. He does not worry me.� But that was untrue: the Spymaster worried Chaloner a great deal when he started threatening his family.
The rest of the morning was spent in a fruitless search for Greene, because the spy wanted to ask him about Langston�s skill in penning saucy plays. He gave up at noon when one of Greene�s colleagues was able to tell him that the clerk had gone to Southwark.
�He does charitable work there,� the fellow elaborated. �But I do not know the details.�
The afternoon was devoted to Jones, in an effort to discover more about his personal finances. It was not easy, because Chaloner did not want anyone to know he had found the gold, but his carefully phrased questions yielded nothing of value anyway. And although he learned that Jones had indeed owned a fine ruby ring, he was unable to determine whether it was the same as the one retrieved by the train-band in the Painted Chamber.
At dusk he returned to Meg�s lodgings, but the laundress was still out. He went to see Thurloe instead, only to be told the ex-Spymaster had retired to bed with a headache. Loath to disturb him, Chaloner left Lincoln�s Inn feeling as though he had wasted an entire day. He only hoped the evening would be more profitable, because it was time he visited his friend Temperance North.

Temperance�s gentleman�s club was a stylishly tasteful establishment in Hercules� Pillars Alley. It was just beginning its operations, and several coaches were outside, disgorging customers. The club catered primarily for men, but a few liberal-minded women sometimes came to enjoy its witty conversation, professional musicians and French cuisine. Lady Castlemaine was often one of them.
It was unusually busy that evening, because the Twelve Days of Christmas meant people were in the mood for fun. At its door, ready to refuse entry to anyone who looked as if he could not pay, was a man named Preacher Hill. Hill was a nonconformist fanatic, who saw nothing incongruous in the fact that he earned his living in a brothel at night, then went out to condemn such places during the day. Chaloner had warned Temperance against employing someone whose poisonous tongue might cause trouble for her, but she remained doggedly loyal to the man who had been friends with her dead parents. When the spy approached the door, Hill grabbed him by the arm.
�This is a respectable place,� he declared, although �respectable� was not a word Chaloner would have used to describe a brothel, even a fashionable one like Temperance�s. �So you cannot come in.�
�Is that so?� asked Chaloner dangerously, shrugging him off. It had been a frustrating day, and he was not in the mood for Hill. �And who is going to stop me?�
Despite his bluster, Hill was frightened of Chaloner. He pretended to reconsider, determined not to lose face by backing down too readily. �All right � I will let you in this time, but you had better behave yourself. I have a lot of brawny friends, and if you make trouble, I will see you are sorry.�
Chaloner treated the threat with the contempt it deserved by ignoring it. He stepped across the threshold and looked around in awe. More money had been spent on the club since he was last there, and the entrance hall was now opulent, with mural-covered walls and curtains screening the stairs. Maude, the formidable matron who was Temperance�s helpmeet, sat at a desk at the bottom of the steps, ensuring no one gained access to the ladies on the upper levels without her say-so. Everything was managed with the utmost decorum, so there were never unsightly queues as patrons waited their turn � if a man wanted a woman, he passed word to Maude, and was escorted to a bedroom only when the previous client had gone and the occupant was properly ready for him.
The main room, or parlour, was another glorious affair, with tapestries on the walls, works of art set on marble plinths around the edges, and Turkish carpets on the floor. A separate antechamber held a consort of musicians, usually professionals good enough to hold Court appointments, who played medleys of popular tunes. It was background music, designed to complement the genteel conversation in the parlour, although they were often drowned out in the early hours when the atmosphere became rather less refined. But it was early by club standards, and only novices or youths were drunk so far.
Temperance sat at a large gaming table, holding a hand of cards. At first Chaloner thought she was someone else, because he barely recognised her. She had always been plump, but her tight purple gown made her look fat, and the neckline was low enough to be indecent. A formal wig masked her beautiful chestnut curls, and her fresh, pink skin was smothered in a paste intended to give her a fashionable pallor. With a stab of sorrow, Chaloner realised the demure teenager he had befriended barely eighteen months before no longer existed.
She spotted Chaloner, and gestured to say she would speak to him when her game was over � gone were the days when she would have exclaimed her delight and dropped everything to greet him. While he waited, he wandered through the parlour. Several more card games were in progress, while other men preferred flirting to gambling, and were enjoying the company of the girls who had draped themselves at strategic intervals about the place. He was not surprised to see Turner there, but he was surprised to see him in company with Neale, whose cherubic face was flushed with wine and whose golden curls were in wild disarray. When he saw the spy, Turner came to talk.
�I am sorry about last night,� he said with an apologetic grin. �It was that wine His Portliness fed me. He said it came from the Bishop of London, although the Bishop denies making any such gift. However, it was unusually powerful stuff, and I think it might have been tampered with.�
�You mean it was poisoned?� asked Chaloner in alarm. No wonder the Earl had looked shabby that morning, and he sincerely hoped it was not a toxin that had long-term effects.
�No, I mean it was dosed with something to make it stronger. All I can say is that he is lucky he shared it, because if he had swallowed the whole jug himself, he would still be insensible tonight. I know it is no excuse for not being able to draw my sword, but I feel I owe you some explanation.�
Chaloner nodded acceptance of the tale, although Turner had not seemed that drunk to him. He looked to where Neale was pawing a woman named Belle. She was unimpressed by the lad�s clumsy gropes, and was having trouble fending him off. Turner followed Chaloner�s glance and grimaced.
�We had better rescue her � I shall escort her somewhere to recover, while you deal with Neale.� He shot Chaloner a conspiratorial grin. �Last time I was here, she waived her fee for the romp we enjoyed, and I have hopes for a repeat performance tonight. You are a man of the world � you understand.�
�Understand what?� asked Chaloner, but Turner was already in motion. With one smooth, suave movement, he had plucked the prostitute from Neale�s gauche embraces and had whisked her away. The young man tried to follow, tripped, and was only saved from falling face-first across one of the gaming tables because Chaloner caught him. The spy half-carried him to a chair near the window, and gave him a cup of water. Petulantly, Neale flung it away and grabbed a jug of wine instead. He took a gulp, and Chaloner stepped back smartly when Neale�s hand shot to his mouth in a way that presaged vomiting. When he had fought off the nausea, Neale inspected his rescuer through bleary eyes.
�The Lord Chancellor�s man,� he slurred. �Investigating Chetwynd�s poisoning. You asked me about it in the Angel tavern, when I was trying to charm Bess Gold.�
�She will not be very charmed if she learns you frequent this sort of place,� remarked Chaloner.
�But she is the one who drove me here,� said Neale, full of sullen self pity. �You see, she refuses to lie with me while that deaf old turkey still breathes � and I am a red-blooded man with needs. Still, the old bird cannot last much longer, and then I shall have her body and her widow�s fortune.�
Chaloner was taken aback by the bluntness of the confession. �How much have you had to drink?�
�Enough to know I shall have a sore head tomorrow. But where has Colonel Turner gone? He has been plying me with wine in exchange for information all night, but the moment I want him � I need some silver if I am to win Belle � he is nowhere to be found.�
�What sort of things did he want to know?�
Neale peered at him through glazed eyes. �He was asking about Greene, so I told him how I often meet the fellow at John�s Coffee House in Covent Garden. Have you been there? It is very nice.�
�Is Greene a friend of yours, then?�
�Not really. He is too religious for my taste, although he does share my taste for whores.�
�Whores?� Chaloner was not sure whether to believe him, because Greene had not seemed that kind of man, and he had certainly visited no bawdy-houses when the spy had been following him.
Neale nodded vigorously. �He likes the ones that do not cost much, such as can be got in Southwark. He entertains several at a time. I saw him myself once, when I was out with Brodrick and Chiffinch, and he was obviously a regular, because they all knew him by name. They were laughing and joking together, like old friends.�
His eyes started to close, so Chaloner kicked his foot, knowing he did not have much time before wine won the battle for what remained of the young man�s wits. �What do you discuss at John�s?�
Neale jerked awake. �Mostly we pray for good fortune � for money, happiness and success. I am not averse to having those, so I do not mind spending the odd evening on my knees. And we exchange news about people we know, the weather, the King�s skill at tennis. But we never debate politics. The others always override me if I try to bring up anything contentious, the boring old �� He waved an expressive hand, his vocabulary apparently having deserted him.
�You misled me the last time we spoke,� said Chaloner softly. �You neglected to mention that you had bribed Chetwynd.�
Neale slid a little lower in the chair, and his voice became bitter. �You think I should have told a stranger how I corrupted a royal official? I may be young, but I am not a fool! But it was a rotten business, if you must know � Chetwynd took the last of my money, then found in my brother�s favour. Bastard! So, here I am, forced to make eyes at a sheep, so I can marry her when Gold dies.�
Chaloner regarded him with distaste. �What else did you tell Turner?� He kicked Neale�s foot a second time when the young man�s eyelids drooped.
�What? Nothing. No, wait. I told him about the river.�
�What about the river?� Chaloner hated interviewing drunks; it was like drawing blood from a stone.
�I saw Greene throw something in it on Thursday morning. Something leathery. Purses, I think.�
�Purses?�
�Three purses. But they were empty. I could tell by the way they hit the water. No splash, see.�
Three purses, three robbed corpses, thought Chaloner uneasily, as Neale finally descended into a snoring stupor. For the second night in a row, he wondered whether he had been right to champion Greene�s innocence. But how could the clerk be guilty, when he had alibis for two of the crimes? Engrossed in his thoughts, Chaloner lifted Neale into a position where he would not choke, and placed an empty bowl at his elbow. Neale would need it when he woke, and Chaloner did not see why Temperance should have to clean up the mess.

The music was louder than it had been, to make itself heard above the rising clamour of people having a good time. Women shrieked, men laughed, and there was a constant chink of coins changing hands and goblets being refilled. Belle excused herself to confer with Maude, which left Turner at a loose end for a while. The colonel rolled his eyes when he saw the state of Neale, but did not seem unduly concerned that his informant would not be doing any more talking that night.
�Working for His Portliness is fun, is it not?� he remarked jovially to Chaloner. �I mean, what other employer leaves a man to his own devices day and night, and reimburses his expenses in the morning?�
�Not yours,� said Chaloner. �He will be horrified if he thinks you frequent brothels � whether you do it on his behalf or not � and if you present him with a bill for women, he will dismiss you.�
Turner regarded him uncertainly. �You jest. He is not that prudish.�
�Try him, and see.�
Turner grimaced. �Then I had better curtail my spending. Neale can pay for his own whore.�
Chaloner doubted the lad would be needing one that night. �Has he been worth the expense?�
�He provided me with a snippet or two. What about you? What have you learned so far?�
�Not nearly enough,� replied Chaloner gloomily.
Turner looked pleased with himself. �I, on the other hand, have done rather well � with the murders, at least. I have had no luck at all with the statue. The thief is clever. He removed it with no one seeing � no mean feat, considering its weight � and has contrived to make it disappear completely.�
Chaloner disagreed. �He is not clever, or he would have stolen a piece that is less famous. Everyone knows the old king�s bust is stolen, and he will never sell it for what it is really worth.�
Turner raised his eyebrows. �Is it famous? I thought it was just one in a whole room of similar tripe � worthy and full of artistic merit, to be sure, but not something you would want in your own house.�
Chaloner was surprised he should be so dismissive. �Bernini is the greatest living sculptor in the world.�
Turner grimaced. �Well, perhaps he was having a bad day when he made that one.�
Chaloner did not want to discuss art with someone who knew even less about it than he did. �What have you learned about the murders?� he asked instead.
Turner preened. �I have uncovered evidence that points to Greene�s guilt. I know you do not share His Portliness�s suspicions, but it seems the old goat was right. In fact, it was because he seemed so certain that I decided to concentrate all my efforts on Greene, to see what I could learn about him.�
It was not a bad strategy, and Chaloner wondered whether he should have done the same. It would have pleased the Earl, and might even have secured his future employment. �What did you find out?�
Turner�s expression was amused. �Is this to be a one-way exchange of intelligence, or do you intend to reciprocate? I do not want you to claim all the credit for solving the case, because I enjoy spying for His Portliness and would like to carry on working for him.�
�I doubt he has the resources to hire us both long-term. I know he was recently awarded additional funds to expand his staff, but that was for administration, not the kind of work that we do.�
�Shall we be rivals, then?� asked Turner, fingering his ear-string.
Chaloner shook his head tiredly. �That might mean more murders. If the best way to catch this villain is by pooling our resources, then that is what we must do. So, you can tell me what you have learned about Greene, and I will tell you what I have learned about the victims.�
�You first, then,� said Turner slyly.
�I devised a list of common acquaintances � not casual ones, such as might be made by working in the same place, but more meaningful ones. They include Neale, Gold and his wife Bess, Doling, the Lea brothers, Hargrave, Tryan and of course Greene. And Jones, who is dead, too.�
He omitted Swaddell because of the assassin�s connections to the Spymaster � Chaloner did not understand what Swaddell was doing, but it seemed wise to keep his suspicions to himself � and Symons because he did not want Margaret disturbed during her final hours. Of course, Turner already knew the names of the men Chaloner had listed, because he had inveigled himself into their society when they had met at John�s Coffee House.
The colonel waved a dismissive hand, unimpressed. �If Greene is the killer, then these other �suspects� are irrele vant. Tell me something useful, or I shall keep my own information to myself.�
�Is Greene the killer? He was in Wapping with his priest when Langston was killed, and I was watching his house when Vine died.�
�And we know what time Langston breathed his last, because of Lady Castlemaine�s testimony,� mused Turner. �She saw him alive just before four o�clock in the morning � and the Earl found the body not long after that. However, what if the Lady is mistaken? And what if Greene managed to slip past you the other night? Neither alibi is perfect.�
�But why would Greene kill these men? All had dark pasts that may have earned them enemies: Chetwynd was corrupt, Vine blackmailed people, and Langston wrote bawdy plays. However, these are not reasons for Greene to kill them.�
Turner frowned. �I do not follow you.�
�The culprit will be someone who was a victim of Chetwynd�s corruption or Vine�s penchant for blackmail. And he will be someone who was shocked by Langston�s bawdy plays � Greene may well have enjoyed them, given what Neale says about his liking for brothels.�
He ignored the clamouring voice in his head that demanded to know why Greene should have been throwing three leather purses in the Thames.
Turner�s expression was doubtful. �You have made this very complicated. But let me tell you what I have found out. On Thursday and Saturday evenings � the nights when Chetwynd and Vine were murdered � Greene went to the cellars and begged for brandywine. He told the man in charge, a fellow called Munt, that he was working late and needed refreshment. But Munt passed Greene�s office later, and said it was in darkness both times.�
Chaloner had been watching Greene on Saturday, but had not seen him visit the cellars. However, the building in which Greene worked had far too many doors for a lone man to monitor, so he supposed it was possible the clerk had eluded him.
�Are you sure Munt is telling the truth?�
�Yes, because he was indignant about being played for a fool � Greene preyed on his sympathy as a man obliged to slave long hours, then sloped off. And he did it not once, but twice. But I know what really happened: Greene added poison to this brandywine and fed it to his victims.�
Chaloner frowned. �Is Munt certain about the days � Thursday and Saturday?�
�Ask him yourself. And let us not forget the brandy-wine I found hidden in Greene�s office, either. It all adds up to something suspicious.�
�If you are so certain Greene is the killer, then why have you not arrested him? That is what the Earl wants, and he will certainly continue to hire you if you prove him right.�
For the first time, Turner�s cheery confidence wavered. He frowned uneasily. �Because arresting Greene will lead to a speedy conviction and death at the end of a rope. If I am to be instrumental in sending a man to the gallows, then I must be certain of his guilt.�
Chaloner regarded him quizzically. The colonel did not seem like the kind of man who would allow scruples to interfere with his plans for a comfortable future.
�You do not believe me,� said Turner, seeing what he was thinking. �But it is quite true. I was obliged to break the law during the Commonwealth, when self-declared Royalists like me struggled to earn a living, and I might have been executed myself. So, I shall tell His Portliness my findings only when I am sure Greene is guilty, and not a moment before. That is where you come in.�
Chaloner smothered a smile. �It is, is it?�
�I want you to confirm what I have learned. Then we can share responsibility for Greene�s death.�
�It will also mean we shall share credit for a case you have solved.�
�Yes, but at least I shall be able to sleep at night � and the importance of guilt-free slumber should never be underestimated. However, I do not plan on doing much dozing this evening. I shall have Belle first, but then who else? Which of these lovely lasses will best appreciate my company, do you think?�
�Whoever you pay the most, I imagine.�
Turner gazed at him in astonishment. �Pay? I have never paid for a woman in my life.�
�Perhaps so, but this is a brothel. These women are not here for their health.�
Turner waved a dismissive hand. �You underestimate my charms. Oh, I shall hand a few coins to that fierce matron in the hall, but the ladies I choose to accompany me upstairs will give me keepsakes that will be worth ten times that amount. Did you notice that locket around Belle�s throat? Ten shillings says that will be mine tomorrow.�
�How will I know you have not stolen it?�
Turner was shocked. �I am no thief! Besides, you will be able to ask her whether she parted with it willingly. Well, what do you say? Will you accept my wager?�
Chaloner nodded. He had known Belle for some time, and she was not the kind of woman to hand hard-earned wealth to a customer, no matter how pretty he thought himself. Turner, he thought, was not a good judge of character.

Temperance was still engrossed in her game of cards, and the stakes were now more than Chaloner earned in a year. He was staggered by the amount of silver and jewellery that was being tossed on the table as bets were made, and was reminded that she now inhabited a very different world from his own. Eventually, she stood, offering her seat to Chiffinch. Brodrick objected to losing her company, but she ruffled his hair and planted a kiss on the top of his head to appease him.
�Chaloner!� he shouted, as she went to join the spy. �Have you come to play the viol? I wish you would. Greeting is drunk and keeps bowing sharp. It hurts the ears, and you have such a lovely touch.�
�I have heard the same,� drawled Chiffinch. �My wife says he has exquisite fingerwork.�
There was a gust of manly laugher, accompanied by nudges and winks, so those of slower wits would appreciate that a lewd joke had been made.
�She would say no such thing,� said Chaloner coolly, disliking the notion that Barbara should be the subject of conversation among such depraved company. �She has too much decency.�
Chiffinch�s eyebrows shot up, and he leaned back in his chair. �You accuse me of being indecent? I should call you out, and teach you a lesson with my sword.�
Chaloner wished he would, so he might rid Barbara of the man who had brought her nothing but trouble and unhappiness for the last forty years, but Temperance stepped in before he could reply.
�You are very indecent, Mr Chiffinch,� she said with a smirk. �Which is just how we like you.�
There was another manly cheer, and Chaloner allowed her to bundle him out of the room while the laughter lasted. She ushered him down the corridor and into the kitchen. This had always been a warm, quiet place, but since his last visit it had become the domain of a shrieking Frenchman, who screamed orders at his bewildered assistants in an anarchic mixture of Latin and Spanish. There was a lot of confusion, and Chaloner was not surprised his souffl�s had collapsed.
�He is telling you to use butter,� he said to the cooks as he passed. �You used lard, apparently. He wants you to start again.�
There was an immediate sigh of understanding and work resumed, although the Frenchman�s squawks remained just as frenzied. Temperance led Chaloner to the little office where she and Maude counted their nightly takings. As usual, there was coffee simmering in a pan over the hearth, while a pair of cushion-loaded chairs provided somewhere the two ladies could rest, should the carousing in the parlour become too much for them. The room stank of pipe smoke and expensive perfume.
�You once said you would teach me French,� said Temperance, flopping into one of the seats and indicating he was to perch opposite. �The language of love.�
�There is not much love in what your cook is screeching.�
Temperance smiled dreamily. �I was not thinking of using it on him.�
As Temperance rarely went out, Chaloner could only assume she had fallen for one of her patrons. �You have a �� He was not quite sure how to phrase the question, given that �liking for a client� was unlikely to be very well received. �� a friend?� he finished lamely.
�A certain person has become rather special during the last few weeks. I did not think I would ever be smitten by a man, but this one is different � worthy of my affection. I think I shall marry him.�
�Really?� Chaloner was amazed: Temperance had always been of the firm opinion that matrimony was a condition to be avoided at all costs. �Who is he?�
�Someone you will like. He is not here tonight, though, or I would introduce you. But you should meet him. Come to dine with us on Twelfth Night, although you must promise to behave � no turning taciturn if he asks you questions, and no caustic remarks about the morality of the Court, either. He is a gay sort, and will think you a prude.�
�I cannot,� replied Chaloner, a little dismayed that she did not trust him to be amiable. �Bulteel has asked me to go to his house on Twelfth Night � he wants me to be godfather to his son.�
�Bulteel? Ugh! It will be like dining with a Puritan, and you are sure to come away hungry. And you should not agree to be the godfather, either. The poor brat deserves better.�
�You think I am not good enough?� It was one thing to believe himself unequal to the task, but quite another to hear it so baldly stated from someone who was supposed to be his friend.
�I mean better in terms of fun,� elaborated Temperance. �You seldom have any, and he will need someone to show him the ways of the world. And I do not mean how to kill people in dark alleys, speak peculiar languages, or pick locks, either. I refer to dancing and cards.�
�The important things in life.�
Temperance shot him an unpleasant glance. �Quite. However, these two invitations will not conflict � Bulteel�s soir�e will be during the day, while mine will be the night before � so you can attend both. Come at midnight. I will make sure you are with your dull little colleague by the following noon.�
Chaloner should have known she was unlikely to do anything in daylight. She was seldom up before three, by which time the winter sun was already setting. �That is a singular time for dinner.�
She shrugged. �You let yourself be too constrained by tradition, Tom, and it is turning you into a bore. You should adopt my motto: carpe notarium.�
�Seize the secretary?� translated Chaloner, bemused.
�Seize the night. I thought you knew Latin. Brodrick taught me that phrase, and I rather like it.�
Chaloner found he did not want to join her tradition-flaunting party, and tried to think of an excuse that would allow him to miss it. �Actually, I have also been asked to Sir Nicholas Gold�s-�
Temperance arched her eyebrows. �You are a social creature these days! But Gold�s invitation will not clash with mine, either. His soir�e will start at dusk and be over by ten, when he will retire to bed with a cup of warm milk. Do not look so dubious � you will enjoy being with me and James. We shall dine on mince-pies, venison sausages and a Double Codlin Tart. And I have ordered a pelican.�
Chaloner blinked. �Have you? Whatever for?�
Temperance�s expression was defiant, which told him she had probably never seen one. �Brodrick said it is what the King is having, so I told my butcher to get us one, too. What is good enough for His Majesty is good enough for me, and I am not having another turkey. Did you know the beast we were going to eat last year has taken up residence on Hampstead Heath, and no one dares go near it?�
Chaloner was pleased. He liked birds, and had not relished the notion of such a fine specimen having its neck wrung. �What is your friend�s name?� he asked, suspecting she would not feel the same way, so changing the subject before they could argue about it.
�James Grey.� Her hand went to her bodice, where a square of red silk had been tucked down the front of it, clearly a love token. �He plays the viol, which should commend him to you. You can bring yours, and we shall have music.�
Then perhaps the occasion would not be so bad after all, thought Chaloner, watching as Temperance reached up to the mantelpiece and took down a pipe. She had only recently acquired the habit when he had last seen her, but a few weeks had turned her into a seasoned smoker � her movements were deft and confident as she tamped the bowl with tobacco. When it was lit, and she was encased in a billowing haze, she regarded him reproachfully.
�You know you are always welcome here, Tom, but only if you agree not to insult my guests. They are volatile at the best of times, and I cannot afford to have you challenging them to duels.�
�Chiffinch challenged me,� Chaloner pointed out. �All I did was defend his wife.�
�They insult their wives all the time, but it means nothing. They come here to forget them, and on the whole, I do not blame them. Barbara Chiffinch is a sharp-tongued shrew with no sense of humour.�
�She has an excellent sense of humour, despite being married to that worthless dog for forty years.�
�You and I always disagree these days,� said Temperance sadly. �You never used to be like this. You have changed, and I am glad I did not marry you.�
Gallantly, Chaloner resisted the urge to say he had never considered asking her � and now he had seen what she had become, he was heartily glad of it. �It is you who have changed. A year ago, you were spending half your life in chapel, and the other half helping the poor.�
�And I was deeply unhappy,� she shot back. �Whereas now I run my own business, I am rich beyond my wildest dreams, James loves me, and I have a glut of wealthy and influential companions.�
�Chiffinch and Brodrick are fair-weather friends,� warned Chaloner, not liking the notion that she might think them dependable. When all was said and done, Temperance was barely twenty, and her strict Puritan upbringing meant she had little experience of the world. �If there is a popular uprising against debauchery and vice � and it could happen, because Londoners deplore the Court�s profligacy � they will not help you when your house is attacked.�
Temperance puffed smoke through rouged lips. �That will not happen � the King will not let it, and I have James to protect me, anyway. You are beginning to sound like Thurloe � a tedious old misery.�
�I should go,� said Chaloner, standing abruptly. Thurloe had been good to Temperance after her parents had died, and he was sorry she had forgotten his kindness so soon. �I only came to ask after your health.�
�I am well � it is you who is testy. Let me provide you with a lady, to put you in better spirits, so we can have a civilised conversation. You can have Snowflake. She knows how to make a man smile.�
�I am sure she does,� replied Chaloner coolly, �but I did not come to inveigle a �� He waved his hand, not sure what was the correct term for an offer of a free whore. �I came to see you.�
Temperance smiled at last. �Then we should set aside our differences and talk. Sit down and have some coffee. Maude made it.�
Chaloner took a sip of the black brew, then fought the urge to spit it out. It was the most powerful thing he had ever tasted, so thick it was more syrup than beverage. Maude had a reputation for potent infusions, but this one was hearty, even by her standards. There was a rumour that her first husband had died from drinking her coffee, and Chaloner was perfectly willing to believe it.
�Christ, Temperance!� he managed eventually. �Who taught her to make this? The Devil?�
Temperance laughed. �Have some more. You will soon acquire a taste for it.�
But Chaloner did not want to acquire a taste for it. He pushed the dish aside, then shook his head when she offered him a pipe.
She raised her eyebrows. �Shall I warm you some milk, then?�
�You have made some improvements to your parlour since I was last here,� he said, deciding he had better bring the conversation around to statues before they fell out in earnest.
She grinned. �James suggested we commission Brodrick to purchase us a few masterpieces. We must have the best, because our patrons will notice if we opt for rubbish. And Brodrick may be an old reprobate, but he does know his way around an art gallery.�
�He does,� agreed Chaloner. �But he also throws food about when he has had too much to drink. I hope he and his cronies do not damage anything irreplaceable.�
�That is why we decided to go for statues � Apollo was hit by a pineapple last night, but he suffered no ill effects whatsoever. I do not like sculpture, personally. Most of it seems to revolve around smug Roman emperors and fat Greek goddesses toting unlikely weapons.�
Chaloner made no comment, although he found himself thinking, rather uncharitably, that she had recently grown a lot more portly than any Greek goddess.
�But I got Brodrick to buy extras, so I can rotate them,� she went on. �I do not want to be looking at the same stony visages every night for the next fifty years. The spares are in the cellar, and I gave myself such a fright the other day. You would have laughed! I went down there for wine, and glanced up to find Nero staring at me. I screamed so loud that Preacher Hill came racing to my rescue.�
�Who is the artist?�
Temperance frowned. �Do you mean who crafted my Nero? Some Italian, I think. Why?�
�I wondered whether it was Bernini.�
�I do not approve of him. Did you know he is a Swedish hermaphrodite, who likes rope-dancing and hedgehogs?� There was a slight pause. �What is a hermaphrodite, Tom? I do not like to ask James, lest he think me ignorant.�
�He will not think you ignorant. Are those the only reasons you do not like Bernini?�
Temperance shot him a sideways glance. �Are these questions anything to do with the King�s missing statue?�
�I heard you made enquiries about Bernini before his masterpiece was stolen.�
She gaped at him. �You heard it from whom?�
�It does not matter. But your discussion was overheard, and your courtly friends cannot keep secrets. So take warning and be careful what you say in future. But why did you ask about the sculpture?�
�People were talking about it, and as I had been buying statues of my own, I had an interest. I asked Chiffinch what was so special about Bernini.�
Chaloner regarded her sadly. �You would lie to me?�
�Why not, when you lie to me?� Temperance flashed back. �You pump me for information, but seldom give anything in return. And you did not really come to see me tonight � you came because of an investigation. Admit it! Well, I am not telling you what prompted my interest in Bernini. You will have to find out another way.�
�Temperance, I-�
�Go home, Thomas. You presume too much on our friendship.�

Chapter 9

The spat with Temperance had upset Chaloner, and he did not feel like sleeping alone in his chilly garret, so he went to visit Hannah. She had only just returned home, and was so angry that she could barely form the words to tell him why. Apparently, the Queen had been invited to a ball that evening, and had been delighted to think she was included in a Court occasion at last. She had spent all day preparing, taking care not only with her dress, but also to learn new English phrases that she hoped would impress her hosts. But when she arrived at the Banqueting House, where the dance was to take place, she found it closed. Moreover, there was not a courtier to be found in the entire palace.
�My first thought was that it was the Lord of Misrule,� spat Hannah furiously. �And a few enquiries revealed that Brodrick has declared White Hall off-limits to anyone who does not want to be doused in green paint tonight. But it was heartless to raise the Queen�s hopes with a gesture of friendship, only to dash them so pitilessly, and I do not think Brodrick is that low.�
Chaloner was inclined to agree. The Earl�s cousin was dissolute and hedonistic, but he was not cruel. �I do not suppose you noticed what Lady Castlemaine was doing all day, did you?�
Hannah nodded, eyes flashing. �Encouraging the Queen in her excitement, telling her what a wonderful night it would be. But when it was time to go to the Banqueting House, she disappeared.�
�Then there is your culprit.�
�Damn her!� cried Hannah. �No doubt she will be delighted when she hears how deep a wound she has inflicted. But I do not want to discuss it any more; I am too incensed. Tell me what you have been doing instead. Where did you spend your evening?�
�In a brothel,� replied Chaloner, loath to lie when there was a chance that someone like Brodrick or Chiffinch might report seeing him there.
But Hannah glowered at him. �If you cannot tell me the truth for reasons relating to your investigation, then that is fair enough, but do not insult me by inventing wild tales. I am not in the mood. Tell about your morning, then, if your evening is off limits. Where did you go, and whom did you meet?�
�Why?� asked Chaloner warily.
�It is called making conversation, Thomas,� snapped Hannah, eyeing him balefully. �What is wrong with you? Surely, your work cannot be so secret that you are unable to tell me that you exchanged greetings with Lady Muskerry, or that you prefer the coffee in John�s to that served in the Rainbow?�
Chaloner raised his hands in a shrug, although he wondered whether it had been chance or design that led her to mention the establishment where his suspects met. �I am sorry. It has been a long day.�
�So has mine,� she snarled, unappeased.
He tried to make amends, recalling his vow not to alienate her by being uncommunicative, but it was too late: nothing he said or did could placate her. Eventually, he left, although he was not impressed to find his landlord had been in his rooms to mend the roof, and had succeeded in exacerbating the problem. Irregular drips had been transformed into steady trickles, and Ellis had contrived to move the bed so it was directly under the worst of the holes. Chaloner woke in the night to find himself sodden as rain hammered down outside, and he was obliged not only to fetch bowls for the new leaks, but to hunt out dry spots for his bass viol and music chest, too. He went back to bed, and dozed fitfully until a curious combination of sounds woke him the following day.
He listened with his eyes closed for a moment, then shot to his feet, grabbing his sword as he did so, sure someone else was in the room. But it was only his cat. It regarded him through lazy amber eyes, then released the pigeon it had caught. The bird immediately flapped towards the window, which it hit with a thump before flopping to the floor, stunned.
�Oh, no!� cried Chaloner in dismay. �I thought we had an understanding: rats and mice are fair game, but birds are forbidden.�
The cat meowed at him, and he sat heavily on the bed, resting his head in his hands. He was talking to the animal, and it had answered him! Was the insidious loneliness that had been a part of his life ever since he had become a spy finally taking its toll? Would it be only a matter of time before he ended up like Haddon, substituting animals for people? He decided to visit Temperance that evening and apologise, because he did not have so many friends that he could afford to squander them in petty squabbles. And the quarrel had been entirely his fault � he should have told her why he needed to know about Bernini, not ambushed her with questions. She was right to be angry with him.
And he would see Hannah, too, and try to worm his way back into her good graces. Since arriving in London, he had met no one who had interested him for more than a casual encounter, but he was beginning to feel Hannah was different. She was intelligent, amusing and had shown a remarkable tolerance for his various flaws of character. He discovered with a pang that he did not want to lose her.
When the cat meowed at him again, he ignored it and went to let the pigeon � recovered and keen to be on its way � out of the window. When it had gone, he ran his hands over the smooth, silky wood of his viol. It had been some days since he had had time for music, and he felt the tension begin to drain out of him as he took his bow and began to play. It was not long before he became totally immersed, and only came to his senses when the bells chimed noon. At first, he thought he had misheard, and then was disgusted with himself for frittering away so many hours of daylight.
He donned clean clothes, and set off to Petty France, hoping Meg would be in, but there was no reply when he knocked at her door. He walked to the back of the house, and gained access to her room via a window. But his efforts were wasted, because his search told him nothing, other than that she kept an ear-string in a box next to her bed. He supposed it belonged to Turner, and the colonel had either given it to her, or she had snagged it without his knowing.
He went to Lincoln�s Inn, feeling a need for Thurloe�s companionship, but the ex-Spymaster was out, and his manservant did not know where he had gone. Chamber XIII was full of folded clothes, ready to be packed for the journey to Oxfordshire, which was a sharp reminder that Chaloner would soon be without his mentor. His sense of isolation intensified.
He emerged from Lincoln�s Inn to see Haddon trotting along Chancery Lane, conversing merrily with his dogs and drawing wary looks from the people he passed. Not in the mood to be informed that a pooch could replace Thurloe, Chaloner ducked into the Rolls Chapel, a pretty building designed by Inigo Jones as part church and part repository for legal records. He was disconcerted when Haddon joined him there a few moments later.
�I have never been in here before,� said the steward, looking around appreciatively. �It is beautiful.�
Haddon had always been friendly to Chaloner, and the spy was already regretting the attempt to avoid him. It had been rude. He knelt at the altar rail and pretended to pray, in the hope that Haddon would not guess he had darted into the chapel to effect an escape. When the steward walked towards him, he smiled and indicated Haddon was to kneel at his side. He was taken aback when the dogs followed their master�s example, resting their front paws on the rail, and their back ones on a hassock.
�God�s creatures,� said Haddon, beaming fondly at them. �Is that not so, my beauties? They know how to behave in a church � Oh, Lord! They have never done that before.�
�I think we should leave,� said Chaloner, eyeing the mess uncomfortably.
�But you have only just arrived, and you should not let a mishap stand between you and God. I had not taken you for a religious man, Thomas � I am favourably impressed.�
�I am glad someone is,� muttered Chaloner, acutely aware that the verger was pottering nearby. If the man saw what the dogs had done, there would be a scene, so he stood and began to walk briskly towards the door, relieved when Haddon followed. �Did you have something to tell me?�
�Yes, I have sad news to impart. Margaret Symons is dead. She foretold the exact hour of her passing, and she slipped away precisely when she said she would.�
�I am sorry to hear it.� Scobel had predicted the time of his death, too, and Chaloner wondered again whether it meant someone had helped them into their graves.
A tear sparkled in Haddon�s eye. �She was kind to me once, when I was ill. And she liked dogs.�
�So did Vine,� said Chaloner, remembering being told that the Treasury clerk had made donations to a charitable foundation that cared for strays. It was clearly a bad week for London�s mutts.
Haddon sighed sorrowfully. �Yes, he did, but I doubt George will continue his father�s good work. Do you think the Earl might spare a few shillings each month to make a puppy happy?�
Chaloner resisted the urge to laugh at the notion of the Earl parting with money for something that would not benefit himself. �You never know.�
�I have something else to tell you, too,� said Haddon. �Turner visited our master this morning, and I eavesdropped on their conversation. He was in some sort of club with Brodrick last night, and they got talking. Brodrick was drunk, and let slip a secret about fat old Jones who drowned the other day. Apparently, Jones liked robbing banks.�

Chaloner was not sure whether to believe Haddon�s claim � Brodrick liked to spin Temperance wild yarns, so perhaps he had done the same to Turner, too. The colonel was not as gullible as Temperance, but the Earl�s cousin had a clever tongue and a plausible manner, and it was not impossible that he had executed one of his practical jokes. Chaloner decided to speak to Brodrick directly, and set off for White Hall, leaving Haddon buying expensive pastries for his pampered dogs.
The first person he saw in the palace was Williamson, who waved to indicate he wanted to talk. Chaloner pretended not to notice, and stepped into a laundry to avoid him. The Spymaster followed, so Chaloner zigzagged through the steaming cauldrons and slipped out through a back door, hiding behind a stack of crates until Williamson threw up his hands in exasperation and gave up the chase. The second person he met was Barbara Chiffinch, who railed about the unkind trick that had been played on the Queen the night before. The King was said to be livid, and the Lord of Misrule had been ordered to leave her alone.
�Brodrick denies being the guilty party,� said Barbara angrily. �But no one believes him. And quite right, too! Why else would he decree that anyone found out after dark would be doused in green paint? There is a rumour that the whole thing was Lady Castlemaine�s idea, but no one likes to ask her and the King�s fury means she is unlikely to confess, either.�
�I need to speak to Brodrick,� said Chaloner. �About Jones.�
�I suppose you have heard that Jones robbed banks.� Barbara waved away Chaloner�s surprise. �The tale is all over White Hall this morning � Brodrick has a slack tongue. However, it is quite true. My husband has just confessed to me that he has known about Jones�s illegal activities for years.�
Chaloner raised his eyebrows. �And you believe him? I mean no disrespect, but your husband is not a reliable source of information.�
�I believe him,� said Barbara grimly. �I can tell when he is lying � and he was not lying today. Besides, he also admitted to being Jones�s accomplice once, helping to relieve Backwell�s Bank of a thousand pounds. He knew details he could not have done, unless he had been directly involved.�
Chaloner rubbed his chin, thinking the story certainly explained why Jones had elected to carry his wealth about on his person � he would know from first-hand experience just how vulnerable banks could be. So, here was yet another government official who presented a respectable face to the world, but who was really something else.
�Why would he do such a thing?� he asked, more of himself than Barbara. �He earned a good salary as Yeoman of the Household Kitchen, and his family is not poor.�
�It is not just a love of money that inspires men to steal.� Barbara�s voice held a note of regret, and Chaloner supposed she was thinking about her husband. �It is the thrill of playing with danger. Jones once told me he was bored with his job, so he obviously went out and found other ways to amuse himself. The Backwell�s theft was meticulously planned � the thieves left no clues whatsoever.�
�Have you seen Brodrick this morning?� asked Chaloner, supposing he had better hear the tale from the source of the gossip.
Barbara grimaced. �Try looking in the wine vaults. He usually visits about this time.�
Brodrick had been and gone by the time Chaloner had arrived, but the spy wanted to speak to the cellarer anyway, because of what the fellow had told Turner about Greene begging for brandywine. Daniel Munt repeated his story, indignation in every word.
�The first time, Thursday, I felt sorry for him, and let him have a jug, but then I saw his offices in darkness and knew he had played me for a fool. The second time he came, I sent him packing.�
�So he left empty-handed on Saturday?�
�I thought so, but after he had gone, I noticed some brandywine was missing. Now, I cannot be certain he took it, because a lot of men come here in the hope of a drink, and young Neale was particularly insistent that night. But it was there at the beginning of the evening, and gone when I locked up at midnight.�
Chaloner resumed his hunt for Brodrick, eventually tracking him down in the Banqueting Hall. In his capacity as Lord of Misrule, the Earl�s cousin had hired the King�s Players to perform a theatrical production, and was busy ensuring the set was built, the props were in place and the costumes were ready. While Chaloner waited for him to finish a frantic consultation with the stage-manager, he watched the actors rehearse, and the bawdy speeches told him The Prick of Love was probably one of Langston�s masterpieces. One thespian cheerfully informed the spy that invitations had been issued to only a very select few, because the play was deemed too ribald for the average ear. After enduring two scenes of silly, predictable vulgarity, Chaloner was glad he was not on the guest list, because it was tedious stuff, and he had better things to do with his time.
�I am not sure picking this particular play was a terribly good idea,� confided Brodrick worriedly, as the spy approached. �Lady Castlemaine chose it, but I did not realise it was quite so � The King will think me desperately lewd.�
�I am sure he has seen worse. It was unkind to invite your cousin, though.�
�The Earl?� Brodrick regarded him in horror. �He cannot come! He would have a seizure! My guests include His Majesty and a dozen close friends. But the Earl �� He shuddered at the notion.
�You had better warn him to stay away, then. I doubt he will listen to me, not after what happened the other night. You frightened him, Brodrick.�
Brodrick rubbed his eyes. �It will not happen again � I think I have satisfied my cronies that the Lord of Misrule applies his mischief even-handedly. What did you want to ask me about?�
He confirmed what the spy already knew about Jones, adding only that Chiffinch had kept quiet about the fat man�s penchant for theft while Jones had lived, but broke silence the moment he was dead. He had not gossiped about his own participation, though: he had disclosed that only to Barbara.

Chaloner left Brodrick to his preparations, and was about to walk outside when he saw a familiar figure lurking behind a stack of benches. The spy supposed he should not be surprised that Greene had wormed his way into a building where an obscene play was being rehearsed, bearing in mind his friendship with the author and his weakness for cheap whores. He regarded the clerk thoughtfully. Greene did not seem to be deriving any great enjoyment from the spectacle, though, and the expression on his face could best be described as haunted.
�I understand you have a liking for this sort of thing,� Chaloner said softly, watching the clerk leap in alarm at the voice so close to his ear. �It was an interest you and Langston shared.�
�You are wrong,� replied Greene hoarsely. His face was very pale. �I was aware that he wrote � a certain kind of verse, but I had never heard any of them until today. I find myself appalled.�
�I do not believe you. Witnesses say you frequent the lowest kind of brothels, and that you are well-known and popular in them.�
Greene closed his eyes. �Then your witnesses have drawn conclusions from half-understood facts. Yes, I visit the Dog and Duck in Southwark, but not to avail myself of the women. I go to give alms, in the hope that some will take the money and make more respectable lives for themselves.�
Chaloner laughed, genuinely amused. �Of course you do.�
�I have had two successes.� There was something in Greene�s earnest, pleading voice that gave the spy pause for thought. �One is now a cook-maid, and the other is a laundress. You may scoff, but I hope to save more young ladies in time. Of course, I cannot do it if I am hanged ��
Chaloner regarded him sceptically. �And why should you want to rescue harlots?�
Greene swallowed hard, and looked away. �Because my sister � during the Commonwealth, when it was hard for Royalists to earn a crust � It was the only way to feed her baby, her husband being killed at Naseby. I was unemployed myself then, and had no funds to share with her.�
�Your sister was a prostitute?� asked Chaloner in disbelief. His own family had endured struggles as hard as any, but his kinswomen had never resorted to those sorts of measures.
�Hush!� hissed Greene, distressed. �There is no need to tell everyone. And she was not a prostitute � she just made herself available to one man in return for regular payment. After she died, I vowed to help other unfortunates. I do not know any gentlewomen in my sister�s position, so I elected to save the poorest whores instead � the ones in the Dog and Duck, whom nobody else cares about.�
Chaloner was unconvinced. �You have been seen laughing with them.�
�They are cheery company, and always greet me kindly. I have grown to like them, so yes, we laugh together. It makes for a pleasant change, because I seldom have cause to laugh with anyone else.�
�Then what about the three purses you tossed in the river on Thursday morning? Explain those.�
Greene looked unutterably weary. �Again, your witnesses have misconstrued an innocent act. I did not throw three purses in the river � I threw ten. They belonged to Jones, and he left them at my house after Langston and I entertained him for dinner once. We always meant to return them to him, but we kept forgetting. They were a painful reminder of an evening with good friends, so I disposed of them.�
�Why hurl them in the Thames? Why not in a gutter? Or why not give them to your cheerful harlots? I am sure they would never refuse a free gift.�
�Because for me, dropping them in the river was a symbolic act,� whispered Greene miserably. �Jones drowned, so it seemed fitting to � But I was not thinking clearly. I see now it was a stupid thing to have done, but that did not occur to me when I did it.�
There was a pitiful plausibility about the explanations, and Chaloner found he was not sure what to think. �Then what about the brandywine?� he demanded. �You told me you do not touch strong drink, yet you begged some from Munt on two occasions; and Turner found a secret supply in your office.�
Greene was close to tears. �Damn! I was hoping no one would find out about Munt, because I knew how it would look. I asked him not to mention it, but I should have known he could not be trusted.�
�So, you lied to me,� said Chaloner flatly. �The hidden brandywine was yours.�
�No! I do not drink brandywine, and I have no idea how those flasks came to be in my office. But I did ask Munt for some � on Thursday and then on Saturday. I told him I needed its stimulation, because I planned to work late. However, the real reason is because my vicar has a liking for it.�
Chaloner raised his eyebrows. �Do you really expect me to believe that?�
�Ask him. He will tell you how I give him some most weeks. But Brodrick bought every last drop in London for his Babylonian punch, and I did not want to disappoint, so I inveigled some from Munt instead. So much for trying to be nice! But can you not see what is happening? Someone wants me accused, and is twisting innocent facts to trap me. I have explanations, but no one is listening.�
Chaloner regarded him thoughtfully. Perhaps the vicar of Wapping really did rely on Greene to provide him with a weekly dose of brandywine � and Chaloner knew from Wiseman that Brodrick had bought all the available supplies for his punch. It sounded ludicrous, but sometimes the truth was absurd.
�Who would do such a thing to you?� he asked eventually.
�You have asked me that before, and the answer is the same now as it was then: I do not know. I wish I did, because it must be a misunderstanding. I have lived a simple and godly life, and I cannot imagine why anyone should hate me so. All I can do is put my trust in God � and in you.�

Confused and uncertain, Chaloner decided to visit the Dog and Duck. He took a boat to the London Bridge, then made his way through the cramped, sunless alleys that formed the area known as the Bankside Stews. Mean houses, dirty taverns and filthy streets characterised that part of Southwark, and it teemed with life. The noise was deafening, with tradesmen declaring the virtues of their wares, carts clattering along cobbled streets, and a cacophony arising from an escaped and furious bull.
The Dog and Duck was famous for its willing ladies, and Chaloner supposed it was an obvious target for anyone wanting to save fallen women. He entered its vast, smelly interior, and found a seat in a corner at the back, intending to sit quietly and watch the prostitutes in action before selecting one he thought might answer his questions. But the lasses were used to men lurking in the shadows, and he was approached almost immediately by a sallow-faced girl who told him her name was Alice.
�Are you from Court?� she asked with a coquettish smile. �You are very well dressed.�
Chaloner placed a coin on the table. �Will you answer some questions?�
�For a silver shilling, I will do anything you like. Shall we go upstairs?�
Chaloner watched a rat strut boldly across the festering rushes on the floor, and did not like to imagine the state of the beds. He was not particularly fastidious, but nothing would be gained from rolling around among fleas. �I would prefer to stay here.�
�Very well, as long as you promise not to do anything embarrassing. I got my reputation, see.�
�I shall do my best. Do you know a Westminster clerk called Greene?�
�Mr Greene? Of course! He visits us almost every week. Are you his friend? I am glad he got one, because he is a lovely man. He took us to St Paul�s Cathedral on Christmas Day.�
�Did he? What for?�
�He said we deserved to see something beautiful. We got dressed in our best clothes, and he paid for a carriage and a nice dinner afterwards. Bless him.�
�Does he avail himself of your services?� asked Chaloner bluntly.
Alice�s lips tightened in disapproval. �That�s none of your business, and-�
Chaloner removed the coin from the table. �Then I shall ask someone else.�
She reached out to grab his hand, revealing black teeth in an ingratiating smile. �No need to be hasty, sir. You cannot blame a girl for being wary of someone what comes in asking questions about her friends. Why do you want to know anyway? Is it about the trouble he is in? He told us about that � some Court bastard is after his blood. But he is a good man, so they should leave him alone.�
�I am trying to help him. And you can help him, too, by answering my questions honestly. So, I repeat: does Greene frolic with you?�
Alice prised the money from his fingers and shook her head. �No. He comes to ask after our health, and he tries to persuade us to do other jobs. He paid for Meg to train as a washerwoman.�
�He told me,� lied Chaloner. He had actually failed to make this connection, but supposed it made sense. Of course, Meg had not moved too far from her old trade, if she was enjoying late-night trysts with the likes of Colonel Turner in the Painted Chamber.
�She is over there,� said Alice, pointing. �She came back, because White Hall is too debauched.�
Chaloner looked to where she gestured, and saw a small, pretty woman with bright blue eyes. She was laughing with some of her colleagues, and he was not surprised that Turner had taken a fancy to her. She had all her own teeth, her skin was smooth and white, and she had more yellow curls than the Lord Chancellor�s best wig. Alice beckoned her over.
�Dear Mr Greene,� said Meg sadly, after Chaloner had been introduced as the clerk�s friend. �The villains at White Hall are accusing him of murder, but he would never hurt a fly. He is gentle and kind, and that is the reason they hate him � his goodness makes them ashamed of themselves.�
Extraordinary though it might seem, Chaloner saw Greene had been telling the truth about his clandestine visits to Southwark. More probing told him the clerk had never taken advantage of any woman in the brothel, although all had offered him their services free of charge. He also gave them money when they were ill, tired or distressed. They looked on him as a father, and it was not long before Chaloner was surrounded by prostitutes, all eager to convince him that Greene was next in line for sainthood. Moreover, Meg confirmed the tale about Greene�s fallen sister, and said that he and Langston had indeed hosted a dinner for Jones, at which the fat man had accidentally left behind ten leather purses. She had been employed to wash the dishes afterwards, and had seen them.
Chaloner tuned out the chattering voices and thought about what he had learned. If Greene had been honest about Southwark, then there was no reason to doubt his other claims, either. And that suggested he was right: someone was trying to have him wrongfully accused of murder. But who? Someone who disliked his integrity? Or someone who thought the Southwark harlots did not deserve a friend?
By the time he left the Dog and Duck, dusk was fast approaching, bringing with it a bitter, sleety drizzle that turned Southwark�s streets more dismal than ever. Meg begged a ride in the hackney he took back to the city, saying she had laundry to deliver to Tryan the merchant in Lymestrete. Chaloner was going to Hercules� Pillars Alley, because he wanted to apologise to Temperance, so Lymestrete was not far out of his way.
�People have been worried about you,� he said, as they thundered across the Bridge. The driver�s recklessly selfish speed reminded him of why he did not like walking across it.
�About me?� asked Meg, startled. �That is nice. Who?�
Chaloner looked at her in the fading daylight, and found he could not answer. Her housemate had not been overly concerned when she had failed to return home, assuming � doubtless on account of her previous occupation � that she was with a man. Turner had been anxious, but only because he thought he might have lost out on a romp. Or was he doing the colonel an injustice?
�Turner,� he replied, for want of anyone better.
Her pretty face split into a hopeful grin. �Really? I thought he did not care about me when he failed to turn up for our tryst. I waited until nightfall on Saturday, but there was no sign of him.�
Chaloner frowned. �Nightfall? I was under the impression that he expected you much later.�
�He told me to meet him at the witching hour.�
�That is midnight.�
�No, it is dusk. Everyone knows witches come out when daylight fades, so the witching hour is between sunset and total darkness. Why? Are you saying he thinks it was another time?�
�It is another time, Meg. He expected you at twelve o�clock.�
Meg�s eyes were huge. �Lord! He will think I abandoned him! The dear man! I should have known better than to question his love for me. He said he adores me, and he does. And I was so angry with him! I kept thinking he had deserted me, after all I had done for him � all that smuggling him in and out of the palace on my laundry cart every time he had a meeting with Lady Castlemaine.�
�Why would you do that?� asked Chaloner, wondering how on earth Turner had managed to persuade one lover to facilitate his visits to another.
�Because she needs him to protect her from that awful Earl of Clarendon,� explained Meg, earnestly ingenuous. �The Earl keeps foisting his attentions on her, see. But that was before he hired my colonel as his spy � now my dearest has an official post, he can come and go as he pleases.�
�I see,� said Chaloner, not sure whether to be more impressed by her absolute credulity or Turner�s colourful lies.
�You have made me so happy with this news! I should have known he thought I was special, or he would not have met me so often. Did I tell you that we have enjoyed secret assignations in the Painted Chamber every Monday and Thursday for the past two months?�
�Even last week?� asked Chaloner, wondering whether it was significant: Chetwynd had died on a Thursday, and Langston on a Monday. And both bodies had been found in the Painted Chamber.
She nodded, smiling gleefully. �That was when he gave me one of his ear-strings.�
�How long do these sessions last?�
Meg�s grin broadened. �From dusk until dawn. We meet in the Painted Chamber, and then he takes me to an inn in Chelsey. But our last tryst was arranged for a Saturday, at a different time than usual, which explains my silly confusion. So, now you have cleared that up, all I have to worry about is Mr Greene. I must do something to get him out of trouble. I owe it to him, after all he has done for me.�
Chaloner did not think the interference of a harlot would do Greene much good. �May I come with you to Lymestrete? Tryan is a friend of Greene�s, and might know something that will help him.�
�I will do anything for Mr Greene,� said Meg gamely. �Even be seen in company with a rogue from White Hall. You will have to carry the washing, though. I feel an aching back coming on.�

Lymestrete was an ancient road full of buildings that did not really go together. Precarious hovels rubbed shoulders with wealthy merchants� homes, while shops that sold expensive jewellery sat next to ones that hawked cheap candles. Tryan�s house was near St Dionis Backchurch, a handsome fifteenth-century chapel with a lofty spire.
Meg and Chaloner � the latter toting a sack of clothes � were shown into Tryan�s parlour. It was a pleasant room, with a roaring fire, chestnuts roasting in a tray, and books everywhere. There was a chest under the window, armed with three heavy locks that suggested valuables were within. The spy wondered why Tryan did not conceal it with a cloth � as it stood, most would-be thieves would view it more of a challenge than a deterrent.
�Meg!� cried Tryan in pleasure. �I was beginning to think you had made off with my shirts. You are not usually late with your deliveries.�
The bandy-legged merchant was sitting at a large, polished table, surrounded by papers. A brief glance at one of the ledgers revealed some staggering sums of money, indicating business was booming. He was not alone, because Hargrave was with him, dividing his attention between finance and relieving his itching scalp with the sharp end of a quill.
Meg began to dance around with Tryan�s shirts, explaining what she had done to render them so pristine. He was captivated by her youthful exuberance, and Chaloner was sure she was earning herself a handsome bonus by taking the time to charm him. Meanwhile, Hargrave frowned at the spy.
�You have a curious way of spending your time,� he said suspiciously. �I would have thought the Lord Chancellor�s intelligencers have better things to do than carry laundry for harlots.�
�And how many Lord Chancellor�s intelligencers do you know?� asked Chaloner, amused.
�Two: you and Turner. I might have known three, had Langston chosen to accept the commission. He was outraged when the Earl first approached him, but I told him he should have taken it.�
�Why?� asked Chaloner curiously.
�Because your Earl was a good man, but White Hall is beginning to turn him wicked. However, he is probably redeemable, and I felt Langston was the fellow to save him.�
�You are in no position to criticise another man�s virtue,� said Chaloner coolly. �I understand you provide materials for Langston�s dramas, but, judging from the rehearsal I saw today, they are hardly morality plays.�
Hargrave�s face flushed red. He shot an uneasy glance at Tryan, but Tryan�s attention was fixed on the cavorting Meg, and he would not have noticed an earthquake. �Langston did ask me to help him,� he muttered uncomfortably. �As a favour to a friend. But I had no idea of the lewd content of his-�
�You must have done,� interrupted Chaloner, tired of lies, �because of the manner of props required. I saw some this morning, and you cannot possibly have been ignorant of what they are required to do.�
Hargrave shot a second uneasy glance in his colleague�s direction. �Can we discuss this later?� he whispered. �Perhaps in a tavern? Tryan has a high opinion of me, and I do not want that to change. And I am sure we can come to some arrangement � you will keep a silent tongue, and I will provide you with a little something in return. What do you say to five pounds?�
Chaloner hated it when people tried to bribe him; it told him they held no regard for his integrity. �I do not want your money.�
Hargrave winced when the spy made no effort to lower his voice. �What then?� he asked, a little desperately. �Information? Such as that the Lea brothers knew about Langston�s obscene dramatics � they wrote out the different parts for the actors to learn.�
�What about Greene?� asked Chaloner, to see whether Hargrave would confirm what the hapless clerk had claimed. �Did he know what these plays entailed?�
�I sincerely doubt it. He is a prudish fellow and would have been deeply shocked.�
�Then tell me about the prayer meetings you attended with Scobel.�
Hargrave blinked at him. �Scobel? But he died years ago. What can possibly interest you about-� He saw Chaloner�s expression, and hurried on quickly. �They took place in his home, and comprised a group of men who joined together to thank God for His goodness.�
�I do not believe you. I think there was more.�
�I could lie, and so end this embarrassing interview,� said Hargrave quietly, �but we really did meet for prayers. Scobel felt not enough people were thanking God for their good fortune, and set out to rectify the matter. And, for a while, it did seem that we � the grateful men � enjoyed better success than those who just kept asking for things. Obviously, once we realised it, we were keen to continue.�
�So, it went from being a religious occasion to one of superstition?�
Hargrave winced. �You put it bluntly, but yes. Personally, I feel it is time to move on � to end these gatherings and stand on our own two feet. But the others are afraid their luck will change if we stop. They point out that when Langston left, his bank was robbed. Then there is Doling, who renounced us because he objected to what he called our pagan slavishness to Lady Fortune � he lost all at the Restoration, and has continued to lose since.�
�He certainly lost the court case that came before Chetwynd,� said Chaloner. �Although I imagine your bribe of a cottage had something to do with that.�
Hargrave�s eyes bulged in horror, and he shot another uncomfortable glance at Tryan. �I admit I gave Chetwynd a small property, but it had nothing to do with Doling�s claim for fishing rights. The two incidents are entirely unrelated. Perhaps my colleagues are right, and that if Doling had not abandoned our prayer meetings �� He let the suggestion hang in the air.
Chaloner regarded him in silence for a moment. �I do not believe that everyone who attends these gatherings enjoys good fortune.�
�And you would be right � Symons has not, despite his regular appearances. However, most of us have done extremely well, although I still feel it is time to end them. Unfortunately, Scobel made us promise to remain friends and pray together. We were stupid to have sworn sacred vows to do as he asked � it was a different world then, and we were different men.�
�I am not sure I understand.�
Hargrave clawed at the scabs on his head. �Scobel predicted the Restoration would bring a change in morality, and he wanted to ensure a spark of virtue remained. However, while he was right in that standards have changed since the King returned, I think it is a mistake to follow outdated principles.�
�So you approve of what you saw at the Tennis Court? You prefer those values to Scobel�s?�
�I would not go that far,� said Hargrave stiffly. �But I am not comfortable with rabid sanctimony, either. I wish I had the courage to break away from the others, but their superstition has started to infect me � I do not want to end up like Doling, so I keep waiting for someone else to leave first.�
�What are you two talking about?� asked Tryan, smiling as Meg flounced merrily through the door, clutching a full purse. She winked before she left, making him blush with pleasure.
�Our prayer meetings,� replied Hargrave quickly. �And how I think we should end them.�
�That would be madness,� said Tryan, turning to give him his full attention. �You are wealthy, blessed with a good wife and obedient children. Why would you risk all that? Besides, Scobel made you swear an oath, and you do not want God angry with you for vow-breaking.�
The two merchants began a debate on the matter, and when he saw he would learn nothing more from listening to them, Chaloner bowed a farewell and left, thinking of how little he had achieved that day. He had reinforced his conviction that Greene was innocent, but was no further forward with identifying the real culprit. However, he was determined to put the evening to good use, so he headed for Hercules� Pillars Alley.

It was early by club standards, and the atmosphere in the parlour was still quietly genteel. Pipe smoke hung blue and hazy in the air, overlain by the scent of �burnt� claret and orange-rind comfits. Temperance was playing cards with Chiffinch. She smiled when she saw Chaloner, and he sighed his relief � it told him she was sorry about their row, too, and was willing to make amends.
�The Earl�s man,� said Chiffinch, regarding the spy in icy disdain. There was a network of broken veins across his nose and cheeks, and the whites of his eyes were yellow, both the result of a life spent in pursuit of hedonistic pleasures. �I am surprised he pays you enough to let you come here.�
�Tom is my personal guest,� said Temperance, intervening before there was trouble. She need not have worried, because Chaloner was not going to let himself be needled by the likes of Chiffinch. Unless he insulted Barbara, in which case the man could expect to be punched.
�I thought you would be watching the play in the Banqueting House tonight,� Chaloner said to him amiably. �The one Langston wrote.�
�I have seen The Prick of Love before,� said Chiffinch sourly. �It is far too rude for my taste. The occasion might have been amusing, had your Earl been there, but he sent word that he is ill. He is in perfect health, of course, and I suspect Brodrick lost courage and warned him off. The man is a base coward.�
Chaloner did not like to imagine what the Earl would have made of the performance, if the likes of Chiffinch considered it excessive.
�I shall fetch you some syllabub, Mr Chiffinch,� said Temperance, standing and indicating that Snowflake was to take her place at the table. �My cook tells me it is the best he has ever made. At least, I think that is what he was saying � he is not always easy to understand.�
Chaloner followed her into the hall. �I am sorry about last night,� he began, the moment they were alone. �I was wrong to question you about Bernini-�
�And I am sorry, too,� interrupted Temperance. �You should have told me I am a suspect for stealing the King�s statue, but I should have explained myself when you asked. We were both at fault.�
�You are not a suspect. At least, not to me. Spymaster Williamson might reach other conclusions, though, which is why I warned you to be wary about confiding in your patrons.�
�You still trust me, then?�
�Of course. I do not believe you have changed so much that you would steal.�
�And you would be right. Reputation is everything in a place like this, and I cannot afford rumours of deceit or dishonesty. So, are you still coming to meet James on Twelfth Night eve?�
Chaloner smiled. �If I am still invited.�
She kissed his cheek with the sisterly affection he had missed since they had started to grow apart. �He is eager to meet you, and I have a feeling you will be good friends. However, there is one thing I should tell you in advance: we will not be eating pelican.�
Good, thought Chaloner. �Why not?�
�Because it was delivered this morning, and it was such a sweet thing that I could not bring myself to wring its neck. Maude took it to St James�s Park instead, and released it into the company of its fellows.�
Chaloner smiled again. �I should go,� he said, watching her select a bowl of syllabub for Chiffinch. He was hungry, but the thick, plum-flavoured beverage did not tempt him at all. �You are busy.�
�Never too busy for you, and I owe you an explan ation about Bernini, anyway. I asked questions about him, because Brodrick and Chiffinch kept talking about his fine carving of the King�s head. They chatted about it for weeks � so long that my interest was piqued.�
Chaloner frowned. �Do you think they stole it, perhaps because Brodrick plans to use it in one of his japes as Lord of Misrule?�
�Yes, I do, and so does James. I told him everything last night, and he said there is no other explanation. He also told me I should confide all this to you as soon as possible.�
�Why would he do that?� asked Chaloner, puzzled.
�Because he is an art-lover himself, and thinks the bust might get broken if it is used in some wild caper. He says that would be a tragedy.� Temperance was silent for a moment, then touched his arm. �Chiffinch told me you asked him and Brodrick whether they owned a ruby ring. Presumably, you have reason to believe that either the clerk-killer or the statue-thief might own one. Am I right?�
�Yes,� agreed Chaloner cautiously, but did not elaborate.
�If it was small, then perhaps it belonged to a lady,� suggested Temperance tentatively. �There is a tendency for men to forget that we can steal and commit murder, too, so do not fall into that trap. And there are a lot of ruthless women at Court.�
Chaloner nodded, and did not tell her that the notion had already occurred to him. He did not want to risk another quarrel by being ungracious. �I will not forget,� he promised.

When Chaloner returned to his rooms, the bowls he had set to catch the drips that morning were so full they had overflowed, and the floor was awash. There was a note pinned to the door from the instrument-maker who rented the room below, complaining of water streaming down his walls. Landlord Ellis had been to inspect the trouble � his muddy footprints were everywhere � but in a rare moment of self-doubt, he had apparently decided repairs were beyond him, and had not attempted any. Normally, he was only too pleased to ply his dubious skills to effect even more dubious remedies, and the fact that he was daunted by the scale of the problem did not bode well for the future.
As it stood, the place was not at all inviting, and it was raining again � Chaloner did not want to spend a second night dodging deluges, so he decided to leave. Before he went, he fed his cat with some salted meat from the pantry, although it ate only two mouthfuls before going to wash itself by the fireplace, and he supposed it had found itself something more appetising during the day. He hoped it had not been a bird. He spent a few moments teasing it with a piece of ribbon, just to prove he could be in its company without resorting to meaningless chatter � or, worse yet, a serious conversation � then left for the greater comfort of Hannah�s house. She was asleep when he arrived, but moved over so he could climb into the bed beside her.
�Where have you been?� she murmured drowsily, nestling against him. �You smell of smoke.�
Remembering her response the last time he had admitted to visiting Temperance�s club, he was uncertain how to reply. He flailed around for something that was true, but that she would believe.
�Not again,� she said with a groan, when he took too long. �Surely, you cannot have been engaged in secret business all day? Or is the Earl getting every last penny�s worth out of you?�
�Yes, he is,� said Chaloner, feeling this at least was something that could not be disputed. �I think I have finally eliminated Greene as a suspect for the murders, but I have made no progress in identifying the real killer. Or in locating the King�s statue.�
She climbed out of the bed, and went to prod the fire. He supposed his answer had not been to her liking, but did not know what else to say. It was not a good idea to lie every time the truth was unacceptable, because there was a danger that he might forget what he had told her, and contradict himself later. Thurloe had taught him that liars needed very good memories, and he had always preferred avoiding questions to fabricating replies. But he did not want to do either with Hannah.
�I talked to my cat this morning,� he gabbled, rather desperately. �It had caught a pigeon.�
She turned to look at him, but her face was backlit by the fire and he could not see her expression. �Did it answer back?�
�It made a noise,� replied Chaloner cagily. �Is that what you mean?�
�That poor animal,� said Hannah. He could hear laughter in her voice. �Attached to a man who is so unforthcoming that it takes a captured pigeon to elicit a reaction from him.�
Chaloner struggled to make her understand why the incident had unsettled him. �It is because of Haddon. He converses with his dogs out of loneliness. He is quite peculiar over them.�
She stared at him. �And you think that by passing the occasional fond remark to your cat you may become as odd as him? That is foolish, Thomas! You are not lonely � you have lots of friends.�
�In London, I have two: Temperance and Thurloe.�
�And not me?� She sounded hurt. �Or Barbara Chiffinch, who, for all her faults, is fond of you. Or Bulteel, who has asked you to stand as godfather to his only son? Or even Haddon, who will not let the Earl say anything bad about you? We are nothing, are we? And here I was about to suggest that you come to sit next to me at the fire, and allow me to help you solve your mysteries.�
�Now?� asked Chaloner uneasily.
�Yes, now,� she said impatiently. �Why do you think I have been stoking it up? You sound tired and dispirited, and I thought you might appreciate some help. It is what friends do for each other.�
�I see. But how-�
�You will tell me everything you have learned, and I shall see if I can spot connections you may have missed. You look suspicious. Why? Do you imagine I am the killer, and I am trying to ascertain how much you have found out about me?�
It was not easy for Chaloner to put aside his natural reticence and confide his discoveries � he could do it with Thurloe, but Thurloe had been his spymaster, and was different � and discussing his work with Hannah felt very wrong. But images of Haddon�s eccentricity kept flooding into his mind, so he ignored the clamouring instincts that urged him to silence, and began.
�Greene is not the killer,� he said, speaking slowly to give himself time to assemble his thoughts in a sensible manner. �Which means someone else is the culprit.�
�Impeccable logic,� said Hannah, beckoning him to sit next to her. �Is there anything else, or is that the sole conclusion you have reached?�
He knelt by the fire and prodded it absently. �The obvious suspects are the men who attend these prayer meetings. For example, Hargrave � he wants the occasions to end, so perhaps he killed the three clerks because they did not.�
But, he thought, Tryan did not want them to end, either, and he was not dead. Did that mean Hargrave was innocent? Or was Tryan spared because he was Hargrave�s friend, and murdering mere acquaintances was not the same as dispatching a man he obviously liked and respected?
�Who else is on your list?� asked Hannah, when he faltered into silence.
�Gold.�
�Sir Nicholas? No! He has asked us to his soir�e on Monday � in two days time � and a killer would not do that. Besides, he is too old to go a-murdering.�
Chaloner smiled at the notion that issuing invitations to parties should be considered an exonerating factor. �He is not as frail as he looks. I saw him attack a man who assaulted Bess the other night.�
�Neale!� pounced Hannah. �Now there is a man who would not hesitate to kill by poison.�
Chaloner inclined his head to acknowledge it was possible. �Meanwhile, Doling left the prayer group after the Restoration. Perhaps envy drove him to kill three men who have been very successful. The same is true of Symons. Or perhaps I am over-complicating matters, and the Lea brothers or one of the Vines are the culprits � killing an unloved kinsman in order to secure an inheritance.�
�And dispatching two more in an attempt to lead you astray,� mused Hannah, nodding. �Do not forget George Vine devised a plot to assassinate Cromwell, either � that shows him to be murderous. Are there any other suspects?�
�A corn-chandler called Reeve, who wears a disguise when he goes to John�s Coffee House.�
There were also Turner and Swaddell, both of whom had infiltrated the meetings to spy. Could one of them be the killer? There was certainly more to Turner than the amiable buffoon he liked to project, while Swaddell was a spymaster�s assassin. And, of course, there was Williamson himself. But Hannah did not need to be told about any of them � the knowledge might prove dangerous to her.
�Was there any other link between the victims?� she asked. �Besides these religious assemblies?�
�They all argued publicly with my Earl. And they all appeared to be virtuous, but transpired to have the usual human flaws � dishonesty, corruption, licentiousness.�
�So your killer dispatched not good men, but sinners? Are there any vicars among your suspects?�
Chaloner shook his head. �I should visit John�s Coffee House tomorrow, and talk to the owner. So far, only the people who actually take part in the meetings have told me what transpires in them.�
�So, I have helped,� announced Hannah with satisfaction. �I have given you a new direction to follow. Now, let me see what else I can accomplish. Tell me what you know of the culprit himself.�
�He used poison to kill his victims. And he may have dropped a ruby ring � a small one, like a woman�s � then sent members of an elite train-band to retrieve it for him.�
�A woman�s? Then it will be irrelevant,� declared Hannah immediately. �The killer is not a lady, and you had better ignore this bauble, or it will mislead you.�
�Very well,� said Chaloner, although he had no intention of doing so. He wondered why she was so vehement, and recalled Temperance�s words about the same clue: that he should bear in mind that a lady could be responsible. It was odd to hear two such different views within a short space of time.
�What about the statue?� asked Hannah, changing the subject rather abruptly. �Any progress there?�
�None,� replied Chaloner gloomily.
Hannah was silent for a moment, then started to speak. �When Bernini finished the bust, a courtier was charged to escort it from Rome. It took him three months of dangerous travel to bring it to London. His name was Thomas Chambers, and he was my father.�
Chaloner stared at her, asking himself why she had not mentioned it sooner. Was this why the Queen had elected not to share with her the tale about it being offered to Greene and Margaret Symons? Because Hannah had a curious and unique connection to the thing? �I see.�
�I was a child at the time, but I remember him coming home, and telling my mother and me about his adventures. The other thing I recall is that the bust was very heavy.�
�Large pieces of marble usually are.�
Hannah pulled a face at the coolness of his voice. �I am trying to help, Tom, so do not be acerbic with me. If the Bernini bust was weighty, then a thief cannot have shoved it under his arm and walked off with it. He would have needed transport. Or a large and very strong sack. Ergo, there will be a witness to the crime. You just need to find him.�
�I have asked virtually everyone in the palace, and if there is a witness, then he is not talking. And the area around the Shield Gallery is deserted at night, anyway, and security is minimal. I could steal anything I like, and no one would be any the wiser.�
�That is not a good thing to claim � it could see you in trouble. But you should sleep.� Hannah ended the discussion by jumping back into bed. �You will need your wits about you tomorrow, if you are to fathom any sense into these mysteries.�

It was raining hard when Chaloner woke the next morning, and windy, too. He wondered what state his Fetter Lane rooms were in, and was glad to be in Hannah�s cosy home. She toasted bread over the fire for breakfast, smearing it thickly with a marmalade of quinces. She chattered happily as she worked, asking about his plans for the day, and demanding to know how he intended to prove he was a better investigator than Turner. He gave monosyllabic answers, most of his attention on the statue of Venus that Margaret Symons had carved. It really was exquisite, and he thought it a pity she had died before achieving the recognition she had so clearly deserved.
�You will have to find time for church, too,� Hannah babbled on, handing him a cup of warmed ale. �It is Sunday, and you do not want to be on a list that says you are a Catholic. Like me.�
�You are on a list?�
�No, I am Catholic. I converted when I was appointed to serve the Queen. Does that shock you?�
�Oh, deeply.� He saw her wince, and hastened to be serious. �Of course not. Besides, the crucifix by your bed is something of a giveaway, and so are the specific times you tend the Queen.�
She regarded him curiously. �You are not going to suggest I change back again?�
�Why would I do that? Your devotions are your own business.�
�That is an unusually enlightened attitude, especially from a man who serves the Earl. I suppose it comes from spending so much time overseas.�
Or from seeing the trouble religious dissent could cause, thought Chaloner, as he and Hannah set out for White Hall together. He abandoned her when he saw their path was going to intersect that of Williamson, and went to lurk in an alley near the Tennis Court until the Spymaster had gone. As he peered out from his hiding place, he saw Williamson and Hannah stop to talk to each other. The exchange appeared to be cordial, and Chaloner frowned, wondering why she should deign to associate with such a fellow.
Knowing the Spymaster was loose in White Hall made Chaloner decide to go to Westminster instead. He went a second time to look at the lane where Jones had died, but it was jammed tight with carts, all waiting to be loaded with coal from a barge that was docked at the pier, and there were too many people around to permit useful skulking. He decided to come back when it was less busy. He met Symons in Old Palace Yard, and offered his condolences for Margaret�s death, but the man barely acknowledged him before shuffling away with his spiky orange head bowed.
�Poor Margaret,� said Doling, appearing suddenly at Chaloner�s elbow. The spy jumped, astonished that anyone should be able to come so close without him hearing. All his senses were on full alert, because he was determined to avoid Williamson, which meant the surly ex-Commonwealth official possessed a very stealthy tread. �And poor Symons, too. They were a devoted couple.�
�She seemed a decent woman.� Chaloner did not like the way Doling was standing so close to him, and the knife in his sleeve dropped into the palm of his hand.
�She was the best,� replied Doling with one of his scowls. �And it is a pity she is gone. She will not be properly mourned, though, except by Symons and me.�
It was a curious thing to say. �What do you mean?�
�I mean the acquisitive vultures who gather in Covent Garden do not appreciate her goodness, even though she was a shining light at the meetings in Scobel�s house. Of course, that was before he died. Once he was gone, they effectively banished her from the gatherings by electing to hold them in a coffee house, where women are not permitted to tread. It broke her heart, poor soul.�
�She wanted to be there?�
�Yes.� Doling clenched his fists, as if he was considering thumping someone. �She told me that if she had been allowed to pray with them, her husband might have enjoyed greater success. Of course, it is all superstitious nonsense. Scobel was wrong to make us take that vow.�
�You swore it, too?� asked Chaloner. �And then broke it?�
Doling grimaced. �The others say that is why I have been unlucky, but I disagree � God does not reward people for praying in a specific place or with specific people.�
�I suppose not.�
Doling�s expression was distant, almost as if he was talking to someone else. �Scobel thought he could keep his friends godly by making them promise to pray with each other, but he reckoned without White Hall. All of them � Chetwynd, Vine, Langston, Jones, Gold and others � used to be decent, upright souls, but White Hall has sucked the goodness out of them. Now they are just like everyone else.�
�Except you? You have retained your lofty principles?�
Doling glowered at him, and for a moment, Chaloner thought the man was going to swing a punch. He braced himself to duck, but Doling took a deep breath and it seemed to calm him.
�I am not perfect, but I have done my best. I wish Scobel was still alive � if ever his sober, gentle guidance was needed, it is now. Did you ever meet him?�
Chaloner tried to recall what Thurloe had said about the man, but found he could only remember one thing. �He looked as though his head was on upside down.�
Doling�s eyes opened wide with astonishment, and Chaloner wondered whether the remark might induce him to react with violence, but then, unexpectedly, the dour Parliamentarian cracked a smile. �I suppose he did, with his thick beard and bald head. That has never occurred to me before. Dear Scobel!�
Still smiling, Doling stamped away.

Great sheets of rain were gusting across the courtyard when Chaloner arrived in White Hall, and no one ventured across the middle of it, preferring instead to take advantage of the scanty protection around the edges. Gold, Neale and Bess were among the cowering throng, and, as they walked, Bess�s hat was ripped from her head and went skittering through the mud. She bleated her dismay, so Gold elbowed Neale and indicated he was to retrieve it. Obligingly, Neale hurried into the rain, golden curls whipping about his face, but each time he came close to the headpiece, the wind tugged it away again. Chaloner saw Gold snigger, confirming his suspicions about the man: he was not the feeble ancient he wanted people to see.
Eventually, Neale snagged the hat by jumping on it, and hurried back to present Bess with a soggy, dented mess of wet material and broken feathers. She simpered her appreciation before jamming it on her head, apparently oblivious of the fact that it was well past salvation. Then she gaped blankly when Lady Castlemaine asked if it was worn by decree of the Lord of Misrule.
�Stupid woman,� muttered Munt, who had stopped next to Chaloner to watch the incident unfold. �I cannot imagine what possessed a sane fellow like Gold to marry her � she looks like a sheep. But he made his fortune in wool, so perhaps she reminds him of the beasts that set him on the road to riches.�
�I have been told his success is the result of prayers with his friends,� said Chaloner.
�Well, there is that, I suppose,� acknowledged Munt. �I went to a few meetings myself, when Scobel was alive, but then he asked me to sign an oath, promising to be virtuous, so I left. We live in an uncertain world, and no man should swear vows that might hinder him later.�
�I suppose not,� said Chaloner, thinking it was un certain indeed, if people were unwilling to commit to a future where they might be asked to uphold their principles.
�Did you hear Greene did it again last night?� asked Munt. His expression was indignant. �At about eight o�clock, he came to my cellar and asked for brandywine, spinning some wild tale about it being for his vicar. I told him where to take his lies, but, like last time, when I did an inventory, I found a flask of the stuff was missing. I wager you anything it was him.�
�His vicar does like brandywine,� said Chaloner, thinking Greene was a fool to indulge his priest�s penchant for strong liquor at such a time. Theft from the King�s cellars was a serious charge, and he was doing himself no favours. Or had someone else stolen the flask, knowing what Greene had asked of Munt, with the express purpose of seeing him in even deeper water? Still pondering the question, he made his way to the Earl�s office, nodding to Bulteel and Haddon as he passed. Haddon was looking thoroughly dejected, while Bulteel wore a smile that was uncharacteristically vengeful: clearly, one had scored a victory over the other. Chaloner stifled a sigh. Their squabble was ridiculous, and beginning to be annoying.
He stepped into the Earl�s office, and was making his way towards the desk when he tripped over one of Haddon�s dogs. He stumbled forward, and his head connected sharply with the chandelier. He staggered, seeing stars � he was not wearing his metal-lined hat this time. The Earl grinned when he turned to see the spy gripping his head with both hands.
�That will teach you to try to sneak up on me,� he said spitefully. �Incidentally, Turner has been to see me twice this morning already. He came to say he has almost enough evidence to arrest Greene. I said Greene was the killer, and should never have listened when you said he was not. And Haddon was wrong to take your side against me, too, although he will pay for his folly with five pounds.�
�It is unfortunate,� said Chaloner, fighting the urge to voice a few pithy objections to the Earl�s dangerously placed ceiling fixture.
�What do you mean by that?� demanded the Earl suspiciously. �What is unfortunate?�
Chaloner had meant it was unfortunate that the Earl might be about to look foolish, given that the �evidence� was not as solid as Turner had probably led him to believe. However, he had blurted it out because he was in pain, and wished he had been in sufficient control of his wits to say nothing. �What is that noise?� he asked.
The Earl raised his eyebrows. �I hear nothing. And you owe me an apology � you were stupid to champion Greene, and your unwillingness to accept the truth has cost the lives of two men. Vine and Langston were not particularly good men, it would seem, but they did not deserve to be poisoned.�
�There is a snuffling sound.� Chaloner glanced around the Earl�s sumptuous chamber, but could see nothing amiss.
�Haddon�s dogs. Why do you keep trying to change the subject? Are you knocked out of your senses? Turner would never walk into a chandelier. He is a fine fellow: tall, strong, and obedient.�
Chaloner supposed his unwarranted assault on the light fitting was the final straw, and the Earl had decided he was inferior to the colonel in every way: he was about to be dismissed. Absently, he wondered whether he had enough money to buy a berth on a ship to the New World, or whether he would have to acquire some illicitly. There was always Jones�s hoard, which no one had stepped forward to claim. He brought himself up sharply when he realised what he was contemplating � he had stolen in the past, but only in the course of his duties, and never for his own benefit. Were Hargrave and Doling right, and there was a poison at White Hall that sapped the goodness out of people?
�There is an odd sound, sir,� he said, snapping out of his reverie when he heard it again. �It is coming from your other office.�
�Dogs,� repeated the Earl. �I asked Haddon to leave them at home, but he looked at me as though his world would end, and I did not have the heart to press the matter. Besides, I like dogs.�
Chaloner drew his sword when a low, guttural grunt emanated from the chamber in question. �Have you been in there today?�
�You know I seldom use it in winter � it is too cold.� The Earl narrowed his eyes. �Is this a ploy to prove your value as a bodyguard, in the hope that I will not oust you in favour of Turner?�
�Leave,� ordered Chaloner urgently, now certain something was wrong. He took a firmer grip on his sword and started to walk towards the door that linked the two rooms. �Take Haddon and Bulteel with you.�
�How dare you tell me what to do! It is-�
Suddenly, the door swung open, and a bear shambled through it. It wore a muzzle over its grizzled nose, suggesting it was one of the performing beasts that provided Christmas entertainment. It had small, glittering eyes, and when it spotted Chaloner and the Earl, it immediately went up on its hind legs. It was enormous, and made a curious huffing sound, which the spy took to be some sort of warning. He stepped in front of the Earl, shielding him from it.
�Walk slowly towards the door,� he said quietly. There was no reply, and he glanced behind him to see the Earl�s mouth hanging open in mute horror. �Do not run, or it will-�
But the Earl was not listening. He issued a sharp shriek that made both bear and spy jump in alarm, then turned to flee. The sudden movement secured the animal�s undivided attention, and it dropped to all fours to lumber after him. Chaloner hurled himself at it, so the weight of his body knocked it away from its intended target, but it had moved faster than its shambling gait suggested, and its slashing paw missed the Lord Chancellor by less than the width of a finger. The Earl reached the door and hauled on the handle for all he was worth, but panic made him clumsy and he could not get it open. He wailed in terror as the bear stalked towards him, long claws clicking on the marble floor.
�Hey!� shouted Chaloner, scrambling to his feet and prodding it with his sword. The creature whipped around and snarled at him. He regarded it dispassionately, assessing the best spot for a fatal stab. He did not enjoy killing animals, but he was not about to stand by and let one maul his master.
�Wait!� A figure tore from the spare office and flung itself between bear and spy. �Do not hurt her! I should never have agreed to this � it was a ridiculous idea. Come, Barbara. We are going home.�
�Barbara?� echoed Chaloner, watching the man soothe the agitated beast by rubbing its ears. It whined, then strained in the direction of the windows. It wanted to be outside.
�Named for Lady Castlemaine: strong, beautiful and proud.� The man slipped a leash through a loop on the muzzle, and led Barbara out of the office, adding under his breath, �And a bit bad tempered.�
Chaloner was about to sheath his sword when a flicker of movement caught his eye. He braced himself for more trouble, but the door was thrown open and people began to pour out, all masked against recognition. At their head was a man wearing a golden cloak and a paper crown. The courtiers scampered through the Earl�s domain, shrieking with laughter and congratulating the Lord of Misrule on the success of his prank. The Earl�s fright gave way to rage, and he began to chase them, giving even more cause for amusement, because he was far too fat and slow to catch anyone.
�You said you had finished tormenting the Earl,� said Chaloner fiercely, grabbing Brodrick�s arm and swinging him roughly around. �And this prank may have seen him harmed.�
�He was in no danger,� objected Brodrick, trying to free himself. �That is why we brought its owner with us � to control it.�
�It lashed out with its claws,� argued Chaloner, furious with him. �It has been trained to dance about outside, and being penned up with all those sniggering wastrels frightened it into aggressive behaviour. It was a dangerous trick, one that came close to going badly wrong.�
�You saved him,� said Brodrick dismissively. �As I knew you would, should matters not go according to plan. Why do you think I waited until you arrived? It was not easy persuading that lot to be patient, and you came much later than I anticipated. Let go of me, man! He is looking this way, and I do not want him unmasking me.�
�I will unmask you, if you pick on him again,� vowed Chaloner. �You will leave him alone from now on. Do you understand?�
Brodrick�s eyes glittered behind the mask, although the spy could make out nothing more of his expression. Then the Earl�s cousin gave a terse nod, before spinning on his heel and heading for the door. Haddon and Bulteel were in his way, and they stood their ground as he strode towards them. He was obliged to ask them to move, and they did so in their own time, regarding him so coldly that Chaloner suspected the man would not be paying any social calls to his kinsman�s offices for a while.
�Damn you!� the Earl cried after him. �I am going to complain to the King about this. If Thomas had not been here, I might have been killed.�
�You had better not dismiss him in favour of Turner, then, sir,� said Bulteel with a grin that revealed his brown teeth. �It would not be right, not after he risked his life to rescue you. Again.�
�Much as it pains me to agree with the likes of Bulteel, your secretary is right,� said Haddon. �You cannot reward his courage by dispensing with his services.�
�I shall dismiss whoever I feel like,� shouted the Earl, incensed that minions should dare tell him what to do. �And I stand by my original deadline. It is Sunday today, and Twelfth Night is Tuesday, so Thomas has two days to prove his worth. After that � well, suffice to say I cannot maintain two spies.�
Chaloner began to wish he had let the bear have him.

Chapter 10

Time was running out for Greene, and for Chaloner, too, and had reached the point where it was necessary to stop chipping at the edges of the investigation and go for the heart. And the spy could think of no better way forward than to corner Greene and demand a list of anyone with whom he had had even the slightest disagreement over the years. He walked to the clerk�s Westminster office, but was told Greene was not expected in that day � he had sent a note informing his colleagues that he planned to work at home.
The spy headed for the river, where he hired a boat to take him to Wapping. It was a miserable trek, with a spiteful wind blowing needles of rain into his face the whole way. They �shot� London Bridge, something that was perilous when the tide was in full flow, but that was uneventful that morning because it was on the turn, and continued east. Chaloner huddled inside his cloak, his mood growing blacker and bleaker when he realised he was as far from solutions now as he had been ten days earlier.
He strode to Greene�s house as fast as he could, partly because he needed answers as a matter of urgency, but also because he was cold and a brisk walk was a good way to warm himself up. He hammered on Greene�s door, but there was no answer, and the building had a peculiarly abandoned feel to it. He wondered if the clerk had had enough of waiting to be arrested, and had finally run away. If he had, then Chaloner did not blame him, although the Earl was going to see it as a sign of guilt.
Glancing around to ensure he was not being watched, he picked the lock and let himself in. Then he began a systematic search, not sure what he was looking for, but determined to be thorough. And if Greene returned and caught him, then so much the better � it might make the clerk understand that he would hang unless he put his mind to identifying the person who was so determined to see him in trouble. The spy finished exploring the ground floor without learning anything useful, and turned to the upper one. He had already searched Langston�s room, so this time he concentrated on Greene�s.
The chamber was almost Spartan in its neatness. It contained a bed, two chests, and a shelf of books. The tomes were almost entirely devotional tracts � with the curious exception of Michel Millot�s L�Ecole des Filles, widely condemned as pornographic, although it was tame by Langston�s standards. Chaloner opened it, and was surprised to see an inscription in the front, written in a flowing hand he recognised as Lady Castlemaine�s. It directed the reader to the particularly juicy sections, although there was no indication that the recommendations were aimed at Greene. Chaloner frowned. Had Greene stolen it? Or was it actually Langston�s, and Greene had borrowed it out of salacious curiosity? There was one explanation he refused to entertain, though: that the Lady had given it to Greene herself. She would simply not waste her time on a lowly official, especially one who was unlikely to please her in the bedchamber. He put it back and resumed his search.
He was about to give up, when he realised that although the curtains were drawn, they did not quite meet in the middle. He stood on a stool and ran his hand along the top of the rail. His groping fingers encountered a small box, no bigger than the length of his hand. He took it down, and opened it to find it full of papers.
The first document he inspected was an oath, and its brownish colour led him to wonder whether it had been written in blood. The language was Latin, and promised the reader that God�s commandments would be followed and a righteous life led. It was signed with Greene�s name, and was so well worn that Chaloner suspected it had been taken out and read a lot. So, he thought, the vow sworn by members of Scobel�s prayer group had included a written declaration, as well as a verbal one. The man had obviously done his utmost to prevent his flock from straying, although, as Doling and Hargrave had said, he had reckoned without the corruptive influence of White Hall.
The remaining papers were lists of various expenditures. Chaloner sat on the bed and studied them carefully, but they seemed to be exactly what they appeared: household accounts for the previous year. He read that purchases of ale, wine, coal, cloth, utensils and barley had been made, and the cost was carefully recorded each week. They were dull and uninteresting, and he could not imagine why Greene should have considered them important enough to hide. He slipped them in his pocket anyway, and was about to leave when he became aware that the bottom of the doorframe was glittering slightly. He crouched down, and saw a tiny hole made by a knot in the wood. Something had been pressed inside it, and it was not many moments before he had prised it out.
It was a ruby ring.
He gazed at it in confusion. Was the Earl right after all, and Greene was the killer? His first reaction was disgust at himself: he was a professional spy, and should not have been deceived like some inexperienced novice. But then questions flooded into his mind, and he forced himself to stop leaping to conclusions and analyse the evidence logically, as Thurloe had trained him to do.
He had inspected the ring only briefly before the train-band had reclaimed it, but he had a good memory, and was fairly sure that the bauble he held now was not the one from the Painted Chamber � it felt lighter and cheaper, and lacked the quality of the other. So, had someone left it to incriminate Greene, because that person knew Chaloner was aware of the ring�s existence and the implications of owning it? Uncomfortably, he wondered whether the Earl had contrived to plant it there, because he was tired of his spy�s unwillingness to accept his point of view.
He swore softly when it occurred to him that he had asked virtually everyone he had met about the ring � not just his suspects, but anyone he thought might recognise it. Ergo, his questions had ensured that a huge number of people knew it was central to his investigation. He had even told Hannah about it. The upshot was that anyone wanting to incriminate Greene would know that hiding a red-stoned ring among the man�s possessions would do the trick.
He continued to stare at it, wishing there was some way it could tell him its story. But gawking was not going to provide him with answers � he needed to find Greene, and fast. He stuffed it in his breast pocket, next to the documents, and headed for Wapping church, recalling its vicar saying that Greene was a regular and punctilious visitor.
�Greene,� he said without preamble, when the cleric gave him a wary smile, recognising him from the last time he was there. �Where is he?�
�I wish I knew. He failed to return home last night, and this morning he missed dawn prayers for the first time since the Restoration. I am worried, because there have been some very nasty characters asking after him of late.� The priest swallowed uneasily when he realised what he had said. �Not you, of course-�
�Turner?� interrupted Chaloner. �A handsome man with an ear-string?�
�Yes, he was here, but he was all smiles and good manners. I refer to the group of men who look like soldiers. Their commander treated me like dirt, and I do not mind admitting that he terrified me.�
�Describe him.�
The vicar shuddered. �Rough, brutish and bullying. He and his louts asked me question after question, but it was more of an interrogation than a conversation.�
�What did they want to know?�
�Details of Greene�s activities, where he kept his valuables, whether he had secret hiding places.�
�And does he?� asked Chaloner, to see whether Greene had trusted him enough to mention the little box above the curtains. Or the hole in the doorframe.
�Not that I know of. We only ever talk about God. Poor Greene! They terrified me into telling them about his daily visits to church, and now he is missing. How could I have blathered about him, when he has been nothing but kind to me? He knows my weakness for brandywine � it is difficult to buy, but he never fails to provide me with a weekly flask. And what do I do? Repay him with betrayal!�
Chaloner was not sure what to think about the brandy-wine. �Was there anything about these soldiers that will allow me to identify them?�
�They wore masks to conceal their faces, but the commander has a scar on his neck. It will not be obvious unless you stand close to him, but it is there.� The priest regarded Chaloner thoughtfully. �Greene tells me you are the only one who believes his innocence, so I shall confide something I managed to keep from those ruffians: he has an understanding with Lady Castlemaine.�
Chaloner regarded him askance. �You mean he is one of her lovers?� It did not sound very likely, given that Greene was an unattractive specimen, but with the Lady, anything was possible.
The vicar was horrified. �Lord, no! I mean that Langston and Greene worked for her. Secretly. They ran errands, although I have no idea what kind. Greene never said, and I never asked. I would rather not know anything that involves her.�

Chaloner was beginning to see the glimmer of a solution at last: Lady Castlemaine knew Langston from his ribald writing, and he must have introduced Greene to her as a dependable sort. Perhaps she had made Greene a gift of L�Ecole des Filles, or one of his �errands� was to deliver it to someone else. It certainly explained why she had challenged the Earl�s belief that Greene was the killer � it was not just to oppose an enemy, as everyone assumed, but because she did not want to lose a servant. Chaloner recalled the way she had nodded to Greene when their paths had crossed at White Hall, and how he had been puzzled by it, given that she never acknowledged minions. But trustworthy staff were not easy to find, and she must have been keen to retain Greene�s goodwill. And Greene was clearly among the best, because Chaloner had detected no hint of his association with her, despite more than a week of interviewing his closest friends and associates.
The priest had nothing else to add, so Chaloner boarded a skiff and headed back to the city. The boatman was the garrulous sort, who insisted on regaling his fare with a list of men who had drowned in the Thames. The depressing monologue, along with the fact that the wind rocked the little craft in a way that made him seasick, meant Chaloner was relieved to arrive back in the city.
�There was a corpse washed up just this morning,� the boatman continued, as the spy rummaged in his purse for coins to pay him. �Kersey will keep it in his charnel house, and if no one claims it within a week, it will be buried in St Margaret�s. There are hundreds of drowned men in that churchyard, and they wail whenever there is an especially high tide. I have heard them myself.�
�Is that so?� asked Chaloner, his mind more on where to find Greene than the dismal stories.
The fellow saw he was not believed, and became indignant. �Ask Kersey. He hears them, too. You can see him today, and view the new corpse at the same time. After all, threepence is not much for a bit of light entertainment � less than the price of a night at the theatre, and a lot more memorable.�
�Who drowned last night?� asked Chaloner, loath to offend him. He might have to use the fellow�s boat again in the future, and did not want to be �accidentally� tipped in the water.
�Kersey said it was a clerk,� replied the boatman, gratified by the interest.
Chaloner regarded him sharply. �What was his name?�
�He did not say � he just mentioned that it was the fifth government official to die since Christmas Day. Dangerous place, Westminster.�
Chaloner could not agree more. He walked briskly along Canning Street, although even the smart pace he set himself did not dispel the cold, unsettled feeling that had seeped deep inside him. He felt a sudden, almost desperate need for the company of a friend, and although he knew he should visit Kersey as a matter of urgency, he stopped at Lincoln�s Inn first.
His search of Greene�s house had taken much longer than he had anticipated, and the daylight was fading as he walked across the yard, heading for Chamber XIII. The journey to Wapping had yielded some clues, but the ring had only served to deepen the mystery, while learning about Greene�s association with Lady Castlemaine was interesting, but would probably not help in identifying the killer. Chaloner felt he had wasted the best part of yet another day, and by the time he reached the top of the stairs he was in a melancholy frame of mind. His spirits plunged further still when Thurloe opened the door to reveal packed chests and sheet-draped furniture.
�Ah, Tom.� Thurloe was dressed for travel in heavy cloak, woollen hat and sturdy boots. �I am glad you came. I am leaving in a few moments, and did not like to disappear without bidding you farewell.�
Chaloner struggled to mask his dismay. �You are going now? But surely, no carriage will venture out onto the King�s highways at night. It would be madness!�
�Robbers were never a problem in the Commonwealth,� agreed Thurloe grimly. �A military dictatorship knows how to secure safe roads.�
�Actually, I was thinking about the more immediate danger of floods, broken wheels and getting lost. No self-respecting driver travels a road he cannot see.�
�I shall sleep at an inn in Aldersgate this evening, and be ready take the coach at first light tomorrow. You are very wet. What have you been doing?�
�Squandering time on the river,� replied Chaloner despondently.
Unfortunately, repeating what he had learned did not help him this time. The ex-Spymaster asked several intelligent questions, but was also unable to make any sense of the confusion of facts.
�And I am afraid I have gleaned nothing of any great use, either,� he said apologetically. �At least, nothing you have not already discovered for yourself. Greene and Langston did work for Lady Castlemaine, although only as agents for organising her various trysts � they were not entrusted with anything politically significant. And I have found no one who admits to owning a ruby ring.�
�Does this look valuable to you?� Chaloner passed him the one he had found in Greene�s house.
Thurloe did not take long to assess it. �No. In fact, there is a shop that sells dozens just like it in the New Exchange. Your killer would not have hired a train-band to retrieve this bauble, so I can only assume you are right: someone left it in Greene�s house to incriminate him. And the culprit has done a good job � if I were your Earl, I would have issued a warrant for Greene�s arrest days ago.�
�Then why does he hold back?�
�I imagine because of you. You have been proven right on a number of occasions, and it is enough to make him stay his hand. Clearly, he trusts your judgement, even if he is unwilling to admit it. However, he is beginning to lose patience with the ponderous pace of your investigation, so you had better find him some answers fast.�
�It is too late. I am almost certain the drowned clerk in the charnel house will transpire to be Greene, and I cannot see answers appearing by Tuesday.�
He knelt next to the fire, trying to thaw his frozen hands. Was it his fault Greene was dead? Would the clerk still be alive if he had worked harder to find the killer? He sighed, thinking of how much he would miss Thurloe�s calm logic � he knew from previous Oxfordshire expeditions that his friend was unlikely to be back before spring, and was glad he had made his peace with Temperance. At least he would have one friend in the city. Thinking of her reminded him of the man she claimed to love.
�James Grey,� he said, looking up at Thurloe. �Have you met him?�
�No. I asked Temperance to bring him to me, but he declined to come � said he could not risk his reputation by drinking ale with ex-Commonwealth spymasters. I suppose I cannot blame him.�
�She intends to wed him, which surprises me. I thought she was against marriage.�
�I may be responsible for her change of heart,� said Thurloe sheepishly. �I told her marriage was a blissful state � that I would not be without Ann for the world. If ever I am sad, I just think of her sweet face, and all unhappiness vanishes, like mist in the sun.�
�Really?� asked Chaloner. He vaguely remembered feeling that way about his own wife, but they had only been married a year, so he had no way of knowing whether the affection would have lasted.
Thurloe nodded, rather dreamily. �However, I am uncommonly blessed, and I hope I have not led Temperance to imagine that all matches are perfect.�
�Have you investigated him?� asked Chaloner. �Ascertained whether he is suitable?�
Thurloe smiled. �And what kind of man do you think is �suitable� for a brothel-keeper?�
Chaloner grimaced. �You know what I mean.�
Thurloe patted his shoulder. �I do. But she guessed what I might do, and came to tell me not to � she does not want him thinking she has overly protective friends. I agreed to comply, although not happily. Perhaps you will learn something when you meet him on Twelfth Night eve.�
�Perhaps.�
�Did you know Margaret Symons is dead? She breathed her last at the exact hour she predicted. Apparently, as soon as she had her premonition, she wrote out a list of tasks for her husband, to keep him occupied during the first few weeks of his bereavement. She was wise, because he is the kind of man to mourn over-deeply.�
�I am not convinced her death was natural. Surgeon Wiseman said it was impossible to tell whether she had a sharpness of the blood or whether she had been poisoned, although he offered to run some experiments. Regardless, her demise sounds uncannily similar to Scobel�s.�
Thurloe regarded him sombrely. �I am not happy about leaving you here alone. There is plenty of room in the carriage, and I cannot see how this affair will end happily. You say the Earl was on the verge of dismissing you today. Leave him of your own accord, and come with me.�
The prospect of spending time with a happy family, away from the scandals and intrigues of White Hall, was an appealing one. And what did London hold for him, other than a leaking garret, a master who did not like him, and a cat that had started to hunt birds? He supposed there was Hannah � and there was his self-respect. He had never abandoned a case because he was uneasy before, and he did not want to start now. Reluctantly, he shook his head.

He escorted the ex-Spymaster to where a coach was waiting to take him to Aldersgate. But although he was sorry to see Thurloe go, there was also an element of relief. He had not liked the notion of his friend involving himself in the investigation, and now he would be safely away from the city and its myriad dangers. He watched the carriage rattle away, then turned towards Westminster. It was cold, dark, pouring with rain and not a time when most men would pay a visit to a charnel house, but if Kersey had gone home, then Chaloner would just have to break in to see Greene�s body.
The foul weather meant the roads were essentially deserted � even the festivities for the Twelve Days of Christmas could not induce people to leave their warm homes and brave these elements. Chaloner trudged wearily along The Strand, thinking the tattered, wind-torn greenery that bedecked its buildings was more depressing than decorative. A group of beggars had been hired to sing carols outside the New Exchange, but there was no one to hear them, and their voices formed a mournful duet with the desolate sigh of the wind.
He reached Westminster, and left the relatively well-lit Old Palace Yard to head for the darker streets near the river, where the mortuary was located. He thought about Greene. Had the clerk been drowned by the same person who had put the ring in his house? Did the killer hope Greene�s death would mark the end of the matter � that it would be assumed he had committed suicide, sick with remorse for his crimes? The more Chaloner thought about the callous campaign waged against the hapless clerk, the more he became determined that the killer would not get away with it.
He was so engrossed in his ruminations that he almost missed the shadow that flitted towards the wharf where Jones had died. Snapping into a state of high alert, he followed.
He reached the alley�s entrance and peered down it. The blackness was impenetrable, and totally silent. However, it was not silent behind him, and he whipped around when he heard the unmistakeable sound of a shoe scraping on cobbles, drawing his sword as he did so. He was only just in time. Two men were bearing down on him, blades at the ready. He parried their attack, but then became aware of footsteps coming from the alley, too. Two more soldiers were emerging from the darkness, aiming to trap him in a pincer-like movement. Their confid ent manoeuvres told him they were members of the train-band. Again.
�What do you want?� he demanded, backing against a wall so they could not outflank him.
�You should have gone to Oxfordshire.� Chaloner recognised the voice of the leader from the last time they had met. �It is a pity you stayed.�
The spy�s stomach lurched at the notion that they knew Thurloe. �Who are you?�
�You think Greene killed those officials,� the leader went on. �You have been listening to the Lord Chancellor and that idiot Turner, and you let them convince you. You are a fool!�
Chaloner�s thoughts reeled in confusion. �How did you-�
�Our orders were to kill him, not engage him in conversation,� muttered a soldier who was bigger than the others. �You are too fond of your own tongue, Payne.�
Payne was clearly irked by the reprimand, but was too professional to start an argument when there was work to be done. He nodded to his comrades, who began to advance. Chaloner was heavily outnumbered, but was not about to go down without a fight. He launched himself at Payne, taking the man off-guard with the ferocity of his attack. Even so, Payne managed a thrust that punched a hole through his coat, although the wad of documents he had taken from Greene saved him from injury.
Then the big man was on him. Chaloner fended him off, then attacked Payne again. Backing away fast, Payne missed his footing, and stumbled into his larger colleague, so they both fell. And suddenly, there was no one between Chaloner and the road leading to Old Palace Yard. If he reached it, he might yet escape, because he did not think the train-band would kill him in front of witnesses � and there was always someone about in Westminster�s busiest square, even on a dark, filthy night like this one.
He began to sprint towards it. Payne released an angry yell and started to follow, his comrades streaming at his heels. Chaloner did not look around, but powered on, dropping his sword because holding it was losing him speed. Ahead, he could see that some kind of function had just ended in Parliament House, and carriages were converging there to take the participants home. Chaloner tore towards them. He gained the edge of Old Palace Yard, and heard several of the soldiers skid to a hasty standstill, clearly loath to enter such a well-lit area.
Unfortunately, no such reservations hampered Payne. He ran harder, single-mindedly determined that his quarry should not escape a third time. By contrast, Chaloner�s leg was starting to hurt, and it was slowing him down. Payne was gaining on him, and he knew it would only be a matter of moments before he was caught � and he had thrown away his sword, so would be unable to defend himself. Payne would strike him down the moment he was in range, then disappear into the night.
He was vaguely aware of a coach bearing down on him, travelling far too fast. The driver gave a warning yell when he saw Chaloner, and the spy only just managed to jig to one side, narrowly avoiding the thundering hoofs. Lightning quick, he reached up to grab the door-handle as the carriage hurtled past. The manoeuvre almost ripped his arm from its socket, and for one agonising moment, he thought he was going to be dragged under the wheels. But he managed to gain a toehold on one of the coach�s steps, and then he was being carried along as the vehicle charged towards St Margaret�s Street.
The driver did not see what had happened, but the coach�s occupant had heard the thump of someone landing on his private conveyance. Outraged, he stuck his head through the window to see what was going on. It was Brodrick. His eyes widened in astonishment when he saw Chaloner, and they widened even more when Payne leapt up beside the spy and tried to stab him.
It was not easy clinging to a speeding carriage with one hand while trying to defend himself against a flailing dagger with the other, and Chaloner was struggling to hold his own. But with unexpected aplomb, the Earl�s cousin produced a sword and poked Payne in the shoulder. More startled than hurt, Payne dropped away, hitting the ground and rolling several times. Amazingly, he staggered to his feet and tried to give chase, but managed only a few faltering steps before collapsing. Chaloner saw his comrades surround him quickly, and bundle him down a quiet lane, away from curious eyes. Relief slackened the spy�s grip on the door, but Brodrick grabbed him before he fell, and supported him until they had cleared Westminster and were cantering along King Street. Only then did he shout to the driver to stop.
�You lead an exciting life,� he said drily, watching the spy climb to the ground. �Fighting bears, tackling mobs, indulging in reckless chases. What next? Seducing Lady Castlemaine?�
�I am not that brave,� said Chaloner, brushing himself down and feigning nonchalance. The truth was that his heart was pounding and his legs were wobbly.
�May I offer you a ride somewhere? To Hercules� Pillars Alley, perhaps? Or would you prefer the more tender ministrations of Hannah Cotton?�
�Thank you for your help,� said Chaloner sincerely. �I am in your debt.�
�Really?� Brodrick looked sly. �Then how about saying nothing to my cousin about my involvement in the bear incident? You were right this morning � it was a stupid thing to have done.�
�So why did you do it?�
Brodrick looked pained. �The bear was supposed to wander into his office and eat some nuts we had left it. The damned thing was not supposed to start swiping about with its claws. I knew I should not have accepted the Lady�s advice for a jape. Well? Will you be discreet about my role in the affair? You owe me something for saving your life.�
Chaloner gave his promise, then watched the carriage rattle away. When he turned, he saw two members of the train-band running towards him. He melted into the shadows, and when the soldiers arrived moments later, he was nowhere to be found.

The next day was so foggy that when Chaloner opened the door of Hannah�s house, he could not see the opposite side of the street. It made London dangerous, because hackneys still raced along at a furious lick, hoping the clatter of their wheels and the occasional yell would be enough to warn pedestrians of their approach. Those on horseback were almost as bad, and Chaloner only just managed to haul Hannah out of the path of one pack of snorting stallions. It was Buckingham, Chiffinch and their cronies, riding home after a night of debauchery at Temperance�s club.
�Buckingham is such a scamp,� said Hannah indulgently, as the cavalcade galloped on. �London would be so dull without him. Speaking of fun, you have not forgotten that we are to dine with Sir Nicholas Gold this evening, have you?�
�No,� lied Chaloner. He brightened at the prospect. �You said there would be music.�
�And food,� added Hannah wryly. �And perhaps even conversation. What will you do today?�
�Why do you ask?� he said, before he could stop himself.
She gave a long-suffering sigh. �Because you listened to me for hours last night � virtually my entire life story � and it is only right that I reciprocate by enquiring after you in return.�
�Visit the charnel house, to view Greene�s body.� Chaloner had not felt up to breaking into Kersey�s domain and inspecting corpses after his encounter with the train-band the previous evening. He had not really felt up to listening to Hannah, either, but had forced himself to pay attention. When she had finally gone to sleep, he had been restless and uneasy. Questions whirled about in his mind, and he had spent most of the night sitting by the window, staring into the street as he tried to reason some sense into all he had learned. Dawn had found him tired, haggard and frustrated by the lack of answers.
Hannah heard the unhappiness in his voice. �It is not your fault he is dead, Tom. You tried to prove him innocent. But people � including Greene himself � were not honest with you, so how could you be expected to solve the mystery under those circumstances?�
�Would you mind telling my Earl that? Of course, it does not explain why I have neglected to locate the stolen statue, as he is sure to point out.�
�Then he is a fool,� she declared. �You have done your best, and he has no right to expect more. What will you do after you have stared at Greene, and blamed yourself for the fact that he is dead?�
�Speak to his colleagues and show them a ring I found. Visit John�s Coffee House, to ask its owner about the prayer meetings that take place there. Return to the wharf where the train-band seems to lurk � I need to learn more about them if I am to survive our next encounter.�
Hannah regarded him uneasily. �What next encounter? Surely, it is better to stay away from them?�
�That may not be possible � I did not exactly seek them out yesterday. And I cannot avoid them if they are involved in the clerk murders � at least, not today. It will not matter tomorrow, because the Earl�s deadline will have passed, and I will either be victorious or dismissed.�
�Then why not go to the Queen, and tell her you will look into her missing money? It would be a lot safer than risking your life for a man who keeps threatening you with unemployment.�
�I wish I could � she is worth ten of him � but her loss is one of embezzlement, and the only way to find out who cheated her is to comb through dozens of palace accounts.�
�Then comb.�
�I cannot, I am not qualified. Only someone with accounting experience will catch the culprit.�
Hannah looked as if she did not believe him, but he did not know what more he could say to convince her. They parted at the Court Gate, where he decided to visit John�s Coffee House first, hoping to catch the proprietor before his establishment became busy. Greene could wait � he was not going anywhere, and Chaloner was not sure what he could accomplish by looking at a corpse anyway.
�What news?� the coffee-house owner called, as the spy walked in. John Ravernet did not look up from his perusal of The Intelligencer, and the greeting was automatic rather than a genuine request for information. As Chaloner had hoped, the place was virtually empty, and the only customer was a morose-looking fellow with a wart between his eyes.
�A body was washed up near Westminster yesterday,� replied Chaloner.
�That is not news,� said the customer disdainfully. �That is an everyday occurrence.�
�Not in this case,� argued Ravernet, folding the news-book and going to give his roasting coffee beans a stir. �Because word is that the corpse was yet another of the King�s clerks. It seems to be a bad time for them, because not only were three hapless souls poisoned, but poor Jones drowned last week, too. Unfortunately, no one is quite sure how it happened.�
�And no one is asking, either,� said the customer, fixing him with a meaningful look. �Jones was a high-ranking official, and he ended up in the Thames, but no one is curious to learn why. And after three of his colleagues were murdered, you would think someone would be looking into the matter. But no one is, not even Spymaster Williamson.�
�You see conspiracy everywhere, Hawley,� said Ravernet. �However, in this instance, you are right. No one is investigating, which means someone is glad he is dead. Someone important.�
With a start, Chaloner realised it was true, and wondered why it had not occurred to him before. Other than the ghoulish curiosity common to all violent deaths, no one had asked why Jones had drowned, not even his colleagues from the prayer meetings. Of course, it had worked to Chaloner�s advantage, because an investigation might have uncovered the fact that he had followed Swaddell and Jones down the alley, and he could imagine what Williamson would make of that small fact. Had Jones�s death gone unremarked because the Spymaster�s men were too busy hunting the statue? Or was there a more sinister reason � which seemed eminently likely, given that Jones had been loaded down with stolen gold when he had died?
�Mr Greene recommended your coffee house to me,� he said, intending to lead the discussion around to the gatherings. He could not afford to waste time on Jones when he had only one day left to solve the murders of Chetwynd, Vine and Langston. �And so did Sir Nicholas Gold.�
Ravernet looked pleased. �They have been loyal customers for years. They used to meet at Scobel�s home, but when he died, they elected to come here instead. They are an amiable crowd.�
�But sadly depleted by death,� said Hawley. �Jones was the fourth of their number to perish. Now there is only a handful left: Greene, Tryan, Hargrave, that angel-faced Neale. Swaddell comes in disguise, but we all know he is the Spymaster�s assassin. Colonel Turner attends the odd meeting these days, too.�
�And do not forget Reeve,� added Ravernet. �He never misses.�
�I do not know him,� said Chaloner.
�Neither do we,� said Hawley ruefully, �although I have done my best to penetrate his cover � I like a challenge. Personally, I think he is a woman, because of the slight mince he has when he walks. And his beard is patently false.�
Chaloner stared at him. Could �Reeve� be Bess Gold? Was she sufficiently clever to carry off a convincing disguise? Or was it Margaret Symons, whom Doling said was heartbroken to be excluded from the meetings by virtue of her sex? But that was not possible: Margaret had been at home dying when Chaloner had seen Reeve with his companions. Or was it Lady Castlemaine, determined to secure herself a prosperous future by spending the occasional hour with devout men? Mrs Vine could not be forgotten, either. She had, after all, been suspiciously vehement in her denials that her husband had owned a ruby ring, and the spy did not trust her or her testimony.
�They used to pray a lot,� Ravernet was saying. �But they are just like any other group of friends these days. They talk about the news and the weather, and Symons is the only one who tries to impose religion on them. They oblige, but with increasing reluctance.�
�Then perhaps they should have listened to him,� suggested Hawley soberly. �Because if they had, God might have watched over them, and four of their number might not be dead.�

Unwilling to spend the day without a sword, Chaloner borrowed one from his landlord, who had a large collection. None were very good, because Ellis was in the habit of using them as tools to effect repairs around the home, but they were better than nothing. Chaloner picked one, then set off towards Westminster, knowing he could postpone inspecting Greene�s body no longer. He was just crossing New Palace Yard, alert for any sign of the train-band, when he met Haddon. The steward looked out of sorts, and his usually kindly face was angry and flustered.
�Bulteel fed pepper cake to my dogs,� he explained bitterly, as their paths converged. �The poor darlings do not know what to do with themselves for the pain. How could he do such a cruel thing?�
�Are you sure?� asked Chaloner doubtfully. �His wife�s cakes are usually-�
�Brodrick commissioned it, to feed to Lady Muskerry as a joke,� interrupted Haddon. �And some was left over. A man who harms a dog is a low creature, as I told Bulteel to his face. Perhaps I should work to see him ousted, since he believes I am doing it anyway. Hateful fellow!�
�I am sure he did not mean to hurt them,� said Chaloner, although he was not sure at all. Bulteel, like Chaloner himself, was not very keen on the yappy little lapdogs. Nonetheless, he hoped they would recover from their ordeal, because Haddon would be devastated if one died.
Haddon shot him a look that said he knew better. �They are resting by the Earl�s fire at the moment. He has been very kind.� Tears sparkled in his eyes briefly, and he brushed them away, embarrassed.
�Where are you going now?� asked Chaloner curiously. They were walking towards the charnel house, which seemed an odd destination for the steward.
�The Earl wants me to view the corpse that was found yesterday, given that you have not been in to tell him about it. He tried to send Bulteel, but the villain fabricated some sly excuse to get himself exempted.�
�Turner could not oblige?�
�He has been ordered to concentrate on the stolen statue now he has solved the murders to the Earl�s satisfaction. So, which clerk do you think lies in Kersey�s horrible mortuary? It would be good to be able to brace myself. I am not very good with corpses � they make me feel queasy.�
�Greene has been missing since Saturday night.�
Haddon raised his eyebrows. �Are you sure? Only I saw him on Saturday night myself, here in Westminster. He was working � or so he told me when I asked him what he was doing out so late.�
�When we last spoke about him, you said you thought he was innocent. Do you still believe that?�
Haddon took a moment to reply. �Turner has amassed a lot of evidence that says he is guilty, but Greene has always seemed a decent sort to me. It is hard to see him as a ruthless slaughterer.�
But Chaloner knew the most unlikely of people were capable of doing terrible things, and being a �decent sort� meant nothing, as far as he was concerned. He followed the steward inside the mortuary, where Kersey bustled forward to greet them, holding out his hand for the requis ite fee. The charnel-house keeper was clad in a set of brand new clothes, and was smoking a pipe.
�People are very interested in these clerk-killings,� he said gleefully, counting the coins carefully before adding them to his bulging purse. �Will there be many more, do you think?�
�Perhaps he is the killer,� murmured Haddon to Chaloner in distaste. �He is the one who is benefitting from the deaths � they are making him a fortune!�
Kersey�s domain was crowded. The only poison victim to have been buried was Vine, hastily shoved in the ground before Wiseman could ignore his family�s wishes and dissect him anyway. The others remained in Kersey�s tender care. Chetwynd lay between Jones and Langston, and the charnel-house keeper said there had been three stabbings that week, too. Before Chaloner or Haddon could stop him � neither wanted to view more corpses than necessary � he had whisked away some sheets, to reveal two men and a woman. The shapes of the wounds were more indicative of swords than daggers, and Chaloner recalled Wiseman�s claim that the trio had asked questions about the train-band.
Then Kersey whipped the cover off his most recent acquisition. But it was not the gloomy clerk who lay naked on the table.
Haddon turned accusingly to Chaloner. �You led me to believe it would be Greene!�
�I thought it was,� said Chaloner, equally astonished. �I do not understand!�
Kersey puffed contentedly on his pipe. �You are obviously looking for intrigue, because so many government clerks have died of late. But the simple fact is that people sometimes just fall in the river and drown. Perhaps this is one of those occasions.�
�So, who is this man?� asked Haddon tiredly.
�Matthias Lea,� replied Chaloner, staring down at the body. �One of Chetwynd�s heirs.�
�His brother was missing a kinsman,� elaborated Kersey. �And he came to look when he heard I had charge of an unidentified cadaver. He was very upset when he discovered it was indeed Matthias.�
While Kersey described in ghastly detail how most drowned men were bloated beyond recognition if the Thames did not give them up immediately, Chaloner stared at Jones�s massive bulk, thinking about Ravernet and Hawley�s contention that no one had bothered to investigate his death.
�How many people have been to see him?� he asked, cutting across the grisly exposition and nodding towards Jones. Haddon, who had been listening with increasing horror, breathed his relief.
�Lots,� replied the charnel-house keeper smugly. �He has been popular because of his mighty girth. We do not get such vast specimens in very often, and he is impressive.�
�Has anyone asked any questions about him?� pressed Chaloner. �Other than about his size.�
Kersey shook his head, then grinned. �His kin said I could keep his clothes, and I am thinking of creating a display out of some of the more unusual items I have collected through the years. His massive drawers will provide the centrepiece. People will pay handsomely to see them.�
Haddon put his hand over his mouth, and his face was so pale, that Chaloner took his arm and led him outside, afraid he might faint. When he had recovered, they began to walk towards White Hall together, and were almost there when they met Wiseman. In a rather piercing whisper, the surgeon confided that Lady Castlemaine had strained a groin muscle during the night. Neither Chaloner nor Haddon cared to ask how, but Wiseman was ready with the information anyway.
�She was following a special exercise regime devised by me. If she pursues it diligently, she will develop limbs a man will die for.�
�She already has those,� said Haddon, rather wistfully. �Of course, they are nothing compared to those of my dogs, whose legs are an example of God�s perfection.�
�Did you hear about Matthias Lea?� asked Wiseman, regarding the steward dubiously before changing the subject. �Yet another government official gone. Perhaps we should defect to another employer while we are still alive.�
�Defection is a young man�s game, and I am past sixty,� said Haddon, taking him seriously, although Chaloner suspected Wiseman was just being flippant. �However, I take sensible precautions � I try to stay in at night, I have not touched wine since Chetwynd was killed, and my sweethearts bark at any uninvited visitors to my home. Of course, if they are sick from pepper cake, they may not be as vigilant as usual.�
He went to report to the Earl, walking rather more slowly than was his wont; Chaloner was not sure whether the mistreatment of his pets or the sights in the charnel house had distressed him more.
�Did Kersey tell you Matthias had drowned?� asked Wiseman, when the steward had gone.
Chaloner nodded grimly, recalling the beginnings of the vivid lecture.
�Then he has made an erroneous assumption,� asserted Wiseman pompously. �Just because a corpse is found in the river, does not mean it perished there.�
Chaloner frowned. �What are you saying? That Matthias was thrown in the water after he died?�
�Yes, because the cause of his death was poison, not drowning,� announced Wiseman, relishing Chaloner�s surprise. �The blisters in his mouth indicate he swallowed a corrosive substance.�
�The same corrosive substance that killed the other three?�
�I cannot say with certainty, but my informed guess would be yes.�
�Do you have any idea when he might have died?�
�He was last seen alive on Saturday, at about nine o�clock in the evening, and his body was found yesterday morning � Sunday � just before dawn. Obviously, he died between those two times.�
�Christ!� muttered Chaloner. He saw Wiseman regarding him quizzically and hastened to explain. �The cellarer said Greene asked for brandywine on Saturday night. It was refused, but a flask was later found missing.�
�And now we have Matthias dead of poison, which we know has been delivered in brandywine in the past,� mused Wiseman. �As a scientific man, I find the evidence against Greene compelling.�
Chaloner was not sure what to think, but the nagging worry that he might have made a terrible mistake had returned. He had known from the start that Greene could have slipped out of the back door of his house to go and kill Vine, while Lady Castlemaine had good reason to lie about the timing of her last sighting of Langston.
So, where was Greene? Chaloner had been so certain he was dead, that he had given no consideration to where the clerk might have gone. Or was this the line of reasoning the real killer hoped people would take � to wrap the noose even more tightly around an innocent man�s neck?
�Has anyone asked you about Jones�s death?� Chaloner asked the surgeon, wanting to think about something else. �Or about the gold we found?�
�No. I have been listening out for rumours relating to his hoard, but there has not been so much as a whisper. It is all very mysterious.�
�His gold must have come from the thefts he committed, which explains why he chose to carry it on his person. After all, he could hardly invest it with Backwell�s Bank � they are its rightful owners!�
�I do not believe the tale that has Jones responsible for what happened at Backwell�s,� began Wiseman dismissively. �It is-� But then he stopped speaking abruptly. His jaw dropped, and he looked staggered. �Jones and I discussed that particular incident. He � Oh, Lord! Now it makes sense!�
�What makes sense?�
�He said Backwell�s had only themselves to blame, because they had not locked up their wares properly before closing shop for the night. I asked him how he knew, and he winked at me.�

It was not far from the charnel house to the building the Leas had inherited from their murdered kinsman Chetwynd. When Chaloner arrived, he found the surviving brother being visited by Gold and Bess. Gold was doing his best to comfort the bereaved man, but Bess was standing in the window, happily waving at people who passed by outside. She wore a new hat � a red creation, with even more feathers in it than the one that had been damaged the previous day. She waved to Neale, who immediately decided that he should come in and console Lea, too.
�I will kill him!� Lea wept, while Gold patted his hand. �Whoever pushed Matthias in the river is a dead man. I will hunt him down and strangle him with my bare hands. How could he?�
�Pushed him in the river?� echoed Neale. He did not look so cherubic that morning, with bloodshot eyes, a pale complexion and a trail of dried vomit down the front of his coat.
�Yes, pushed,� howled Lea. �Matthias would never have gone near the Thames on his own, so some vile beast led him there and murdered him. It is someone here!�
�You mean one of us?� asked Neale, gazing around the room in confusion. Gold cocked his head, straining to hear. �Bess, Gold, the Lord Chancellor�s man or me?�
�I mean someone at White Hall or Westminster.� Tears gushed down Lea�s face. �There is slaughter everywhere these days. It is like a disease.� The last part was de livered in a shriek that hurt the ears.
�White Hall is full of disease,� agreed Gold, entering the conversation with some relief. He had not liked being excluded. �It is being spread by Lady Muskerry, apparently. Wiseman says she has an advanced case of the pox, so I stopped sleeping with her immediately.�
Chaloner blinked, but his astonishment was not nearly as great as that of Bess. She gaped at her husband, and her eyes were suddenly full of flashing emotion. It was the first expression approaching intelligence the spy had ever seen in her, and the transformation was chilling. It was quickly masked, though, and the ovine blankness came down like a steel trap. He recalled Hawley�s theory � that Reeve the corn-chandler might be a woman. Could Bess be a contender?
�Well,� drawled Neale, smirking at her. �This puts a different complexion on matters, does it not?�
�Do you know anyone who wanted to harm Matthias?� asked Chaloner of Lea, interrupting before the conversation could range too far along that road.
�Doling and Symons were always jealous that we kept our jobs while they lost theirs,� wailed Lea. �Doling went around telling people that we were corrupt, although we never left any evidence of �� He stopped when he realised what he was saying.
�Matthias was not abrupt,� said Gold kindly. �He was very patient, especially with old ladies.�
Lea began to sob at the compassion in his voice, and Chaloner saw he was going to have no sense from the man while he was distraught � or when Gold was there to lead the discussion astray. He took his leave when Bess asked her husband whether Lady Muskerry snored. Gold did not hear, but Neale�s expression was predatory, and Chaloner suspected the young man would have her between the sheets before the day was out. He wondered whether it would be before or after the soir�e Gold had planned for that evening.
His mind was full of questions as he headed towards White Hall. It was not so full that he failed to notice Williamson bearing down on him, however. This time, though, there was nowhere to hide, and he was not inclined to run. He braced himself as the Spymaster came closer, not liking the dangerous expression on his face. Williamson raised his hands to show he was unarmed.
�Do not confuse me with the rough villains with whom you usually consort,� he said coldly, while Chaloner thought he would never insult a rough villain by mistaking him for Williamson. �Have you done as I ordered, and located Swaddell?�
�He was at John�s Coffee House last week, in disguise and infiltrating one of the meetings you told me about. I suggested he make contact with you, although it looks as though he has not bothered.�
Williamson stepped back, startled. �He is alive? I was certain you had murdered him.�
�Why would I do that? I barely know him.�
Williamson sneered. �Because you think it will damage me, and we are not exactly friends. Incidentally, I hear Turner has proved Greene is the clerk-killer. What will you do now? Your Earl will not keep you on his payroll when Turner is your superior in every way.�
�Not every way,� said Chaloner, recalling the colonel�s pitiful performance when threatened with the Lord of Misrule and his mob. �Have you found the King�s statue yet?�
�No, but I will provide him with what he wants, even if it means sending to Bernini for a replacement. How much do you think it will cost?�
�The last one was exchanged for a diamond ring worth a thousand pounds. But I understand Bernini prefers rubies. Do you happen to have one?�
Williamson regarded him oddly. �I shall rummage in my jewellery box, and see what I can find.�
Chaloner was still pondering what he might have meant by the enigmatic reply � if anything � when he met Turner, swaggering along King Street as if he owned it. Women called greetings to him as they passed, and he acknowledged every one of them by name. The lowest street-trader was treated to the same merry charm as the highest duchess, and Chaloner realised that Turner was just a man who adored women. Age, shape and economic status was immaterial to him, and only the toothless could expect to be shunned.
Turner grinned as he approached the spy, brandishing something provocatively. It was a locket. �You owe me ten shillings! You said I could not persuade Belle to part with it, yet here it is.�
�You also said I was free to ask her whether she had handed it to you willingly.�
Turner looked hurt. �You think I would try to cheat you?�
Chaloner smiled. �I am sure of it.�
Turner laughed. �Belle will tell you the truth. Give me the ten shillings � unless you think me such a liar that you do not trust my word?�
Chaloner supposed Turner was unlikely to fabricate tales knowing they were likely to be verified. He handed over the coins. �I hear you have gathered enough evidence to arrest Greene.�
Turner�s jovial expression faded, and he began to count facts on his fingers. �He begged brandywine on the nights Chetwynd and Vine were murdered. He was actually found with one victim, and I am unconvinced by his tale of borrowing ink. He had a secret life in that he was an errand-boy for Lady Castlemaine � and God alone knows what she asked him to do. And if all that is not enough, I have learned that he argued with Matthias Lea, just hours before the fellow was found dead.�
�He was seen? By whom?�
�By His Portliness. Bulteel was with him, so it is not a figment of the old goat�s imagination.�
�Do you think Greene killed Matthias?�
�Matthias was not poisoned, as far as I know, but perhaps the river was to hand, so Greene just pushed him in. However, I am still uncomfortable with the whole business � I do not like the notion that my evidence will send a man to the gallows, whether he is guilty or not. It sounds womanish, but there is something about hanging that turns my stomach. You probably do not understand.�
Chaloner understood only too well, because he felt the same way about prisons, and did not know what he would do if his spying ever saw him incarcerated again. �I thought Greene was dead � that the drowned clerk was him, not Matthias. He has been missing for the right amount of time.�
�Of course he has,� said Turner bitterly. �He killed Matthias, then decided he had better flee before the Earl decided he has stayed his hand long enough. Perhaps we should have put him behind bars when His Portliness first suggested it. Then Vine, Langston and Matthias would still be alive.�
Chaloner was finally beginning to accept that he might be right.

The atmosphere was strained when Chaloner arrived at the Earl�s offices. Bulteel was working in his antechamber, and had pinned a notice on his door saying dogs were not welcome. Haddon was sitting in the hallway, writing out a list of guests for the Earl�s next soir�e. There was no sign of his pets, and although Chaloner did not ask, he was told they were at home, recovering. Haddon shot a reproachful glare in the secretary�s direction as he spoke, which Bulteel pointedly ignored. Before he could be drawn into the spat, Chaloner knocked on the Earl�s door and entered his domain.
�I saw Greene bickering viciously with Matthias just hours before his body was found in the river,� said the Earl when he saw his spy. �And now Greene is nowhere to be found. Of course, you and Turner have discovered some very nasty truths about his victims � they were not the good men they would have us believe.�
Chaloner nodded. �Chetwynd, Vine and Langston were not the only ones with dubious secrets, either � the Lea brothers probably acted as scribes, producing copies of Langston�s indecent plays.�
�Really?� The Earl�s voice dripped disapproval. �I did not know that. My objection to Matthias lies in another direction. He said he was loyal to the new government when we reappointed him at the Restoration, and swore all manner of oaths to �prove� it. But he was a liar.�
�You mean he was a traitor, plotting rebellion?� It did not seem very likely � treachery took hard work and sacrifice, and the Leas were far too selfish for either.
�Williamson has learned that they accepted large sums of money to write seditious pamphlets. I am sure they do not applaud the sentiments themselves � they are too worldly to hold with anything that might be construed as principle � but they accepted money for their literary talents. Such as they are. Still, at least Matthias did not pretend to be saintly, like the other three.�
�There is a witness who believes Greene stole brandy-wine on the night Matthias died,� said Chaloner tiredly. �Just as he did on the nights Chetwynd, Vine and Langston were poisoned. You were right all along.�
�And yet I still detect a note of hesitation,� said the Earl curiously. �Why? Is it because you cannot believe you might have made a mistake? I had not taken you for that sort of fellow. You are stubborn, but I did not think you were a sulker.�
The truth was that Chaloner could not rid himself of the nagging notion that someone was framing Greene. But trying to explain his concerns would be a waste of time, so he handed the Earl the ring he had found. His master had a good eye for jewellery, and might well have noticed Greene � or someone else � wearing it. �Have you seen this before?�
�No, but it is a woman�s ring � it would be too small for a man. Why? Is it something to do with the murders? Or a clue in the mystery of the missing statue?�
�I am not sure.� Chaloner passed him the documents. �I also found these hidden in Greene�s house. They mean nothing to me, but you may understand their significance.�
The Earl�s eyebrows shot up when he saw the damage they had suffered during the encounter with the train-band: Payne�s sword had punched a hole almost all the way through them. �I shall not ask what you did to acquire these � what I do not know cannot plague my conscience. I will review them later, after I have seen the King about this visit of the French ambassador. What will you do now?�
�Try to find Greene.�
�You will be wasting your time: he will be in Holland by now. So, you had better concentrate on locating the statue, because I meant what I said � you only have until tomorrow to prove yourself.�
Haddon had gone when Chaloner left the Earl, so the spy took the opportunity to speak to Bulteel alone. Hannah and Temperance had told him to refuse the invitation to be godfather, while the Earl had recommended that he accept. He wished he had asked Thurloe, the one person whose opinion he truly respected. But Thurloe was gone, so he would have to make up his own mind. Bulteel�s face fell when Chaloner told him of his decision.
�So, I have no idea how to find the King�s statue,� the spy concluded tiredly. �The Earl will dismiss me, and your son deserves someone who at least has a job. I am sorry.�
�You are giving up?� demanded Bulteel. �Why? You still have twenty-four hours left, and you are not a man to be deterred by insurmountable odds. And do not forget Jones�s gold, either. Retrieving that for Backwell�s Bank must count for something � they may give you a reward, and you can share it with the Earl. He likes money.�
�Bribery?� asked Chaloner mildly. �I thought you were above that.�
�I am above it � I was thinking it was something you could do. I refuse to see Turner win this race when he has done nothing to deserve it. Besides, there are a lot of questions raised by saying Greene is the killer � such as the fact that he had alibis for Vine and Langston. And why would he run away now? It makes no sense.�
�Because he killed Matthias, and knew it was one victim too many.�
�Rubbish!� declared Bulteel with uncharacteristic force. He changed tack. �What about Jones, then? No one seems to care that he should die in the same week as the other three, whereas I think it is extremely odd. Look into his death, Tom. I am sure you will find something amiss.�
Chaloner stared at him. �You seem very determined that I should succeed.�
�I am determined,� said Bulteel vehemently. �But even if you fail, I still want you to be godfather to my baby. You are my friend, and that is more important than anything else.�
Chaloner continued to stare. He liked Bulteel, and liked even more the notion of being part of a family again. And while he might not be able to help with money or influence, he could teach the boy Latin, Greek and French � and other languages, too, if he had an aptitude. He could also show him how to fight, ride and play musical instruments.
�All right, then,� he said. �As long as you are sure.�
Bulteel�s thin face broke into a broad grin. �Really? And will you come to dine on Twelfth Night?�
Chaloner nodded.
Bulteel clasped his hand. �Then go out and show that arrogant Turner what real investigations are all about. Solve the riddle of Jones�s death. Meanwhile, I shall double my efforts to locate the bust. We make a formidable team, you and I � sly thieves and wicked murderers cannot pull the wool over our eyes.�

Chapter 11

The fog had almost completely dissipated by the time Chaloner headed for Westminster, with only the occasional wisp lingering near the river. A bitter wind sliced in from the north, though, and he wondered whether there would be snow. It felt cold enough, and the clouds that hung overhead were a dirty yellow-grey, which he was sure could not be entirely attributed to London�s soot.
As he walked, he did what Bulteel had suggested, and turned his thoughts to Jones. The train-band had contributed to the fat man�s death by failing to pull him from the water when he was drowning, and by shooting at him with crossbows. Chaloner decided they would face justice for what they had done, regardless of the fact that Jones was a criminal himself.
The soldiers seemed to have some association with the alley that led to the pier, so it was high time the area was subjected to a proper search. He would look for evidence that would prove they were killers � not just of Jones, but of the two men and the woman who had been stabbed, too � so it could be passed to the appropriate authorities. And then he would present Jones�s gold to the Earl, and let him take the credit � and the reward � for returning it to the bank. Bulteel was right: it might be enough to earn him a reprieve.
The towering buildings on either side rendered the alley dark and gloomy, even in broad daylight. They formed a solid brick slit, with no windows or doors to break the monotony. Near the middle, the lane curved to the left, and a slight bulge there made him wonder whether a gate might be concealed among the shadows. It would make sense: the soldiers had to have come from somewhere. However, he suspected going to inspect it would be tantamount to suicide � the train-band clearly went to great lengths to ensure no one knew anything about them.
As he pondered what to do, a wagon trundled out, piled high with coal, and he heard someone shout that the barge was almost empty � one more load should see the job finished. Another cart stood nearby, and he guessed it was the one designated to transport the last of the cargo. He hopped into the back, burrowing beneath a tarpaulin; it stank of wet, mouldy canvas, and he was aware of an oily black grit staining his clothes.
It was not many moments before a driver arrived, clicking at his horse to indicate it was to trot down the alley. There was a long metal hook near Chaloner�s foot, used for freeing the tarpaulin when it became snagged under cargo, and he grabbed it as a plan began to form in his mind. He watched the left side of the alley intently, until he saw what he had suspected: there was a door in the shadows. It was virtually invisible, because it was flush with the wall and had been painted to look like the surrounding bricks. It would certainly go unnoticed by anyone who was not looking for it.
He jammed the hook into the moving wheel. Immediately, there was a screech of tortured metal, which made the driver haul on the reins to bring the cart to a hasty standstill. Swearing under his breath, the man jumped down and came to inspect the damage.
�The hook is mangled in the wheel,� he called to the bargemen waiting on the pier. �You will have to wait until I fetch a smith to cut it free.�
�But that will take ages,� one objected. �We shall hire someone else.�
The carter sounded smug. �The alley is too narrow for anyone to get past me. And I am not going anywhere until my wheel is fixed.�
The bargeman glared. �Then hurry up. We will be in Heaven, having a pipe and a drop of ale.�
�Do not offer to help, boys,� muttered the carter to their retreating backs. �I can manage alone. It will take longer, of course. A lot longer ��
Chaloner watched as the secret door opened and Payne stepped out. Behind him was a short hallway, with doors leading to a room on either side and a flight of stairs at the far end. Men emerged from both chambers, to listen to what was going on.
�Get this thing out of here,� Payne ordered curtly. �It is blocking the way.�
The carter started to walk away. �Too bad. You will have to wait until I have hired a-�
�Stop,� commanded Payne. Something in his voice made the carter turn to look at him. �Shift it now. This lane is in constant use.�
The carter put his hands on his hips. �How, when the wheel is jammed? By magic? Besides, I have never seen anyone else use this alley, so it is not in constant use.�
Payne addressed one of the men in the hall. �Fetch the captain.�
The man snapped a salute that was reminiscent of Cromwell�s New Model Army, although his moustache and hat were all Cavalier. He was back in moments with someone who wore plain, practical clothes and a dour expression on his heavy featured face.
�What is going on?� demanded Doling. �Move this thing, or we will move it for you.�
So, thought Chaloner, here was the man in charge. However, he knew for a fact that Doling was not the �commander� who had questioned the vicar of Wapping so ruthlessly, because he had no scar on his neck: Chaloner remembered seeing his turkey-skin throat outside the charnel house, when his lace had blown away. The soldiers had another leader, one who was vicious and determined. Was it someone Chaloner knew? Payne, for example? One of the prayer-group men, perhaps? Or someone at Court?
The situation with the wagon had reached an impasse. Even with the best will in the world, the carter could not do what he was told, and the vehicle would remain where it was until the wheel could be made to turn again. At least, that was what Chaloner thought. But Doling nodded to his men, who proceeded to position themselves around it, while Doling himself climbed into the driver�s seat. He clicked his tongue at the horse, and the men started to push.
�Hey!� shouted the carter angrily. �What do you think you are doing? If you move it when the wheel is stuck, you will damage it even more. And who are you anyway, that you cannot wait?�
�Busy men,� replied Doling tersely, as the vehicle began to creak forward. The broken wheel skidded through the mud. �And that is all you need to know.�
His voice was low and dangerous, and the carter backed away in alarm. The wagon continued to inch ahead, but it was heavy work and progress was slow. After a while, during which scant headway was made, Doling told Payne to fetch �all the others�. The men who had been pushing took the opportunity to catch their breath, going to stand in a menacing circle around the hapless carter.
Assuming Doling�s order meant the soldiers� lair was going to be temporarily empty, Chaloner knew it was an opportunity he had to seize. He peered out from under the tarpaulin, mind working furiously as he tried to devise a plan. Then he smiled when he saw the door opened outwards into the lane � and that the cart and soldiers were well beyond it. As soon as he was sure they were not looking in his direction, he abandoned his hiding place and ran towards the door, ducking quickly behind it. As long as no one closed it, or walked to or from the main road, he would remain hidden.
A dozen more soldiers trooped into the lane and ranged themselves around the vehicle. Doling flicked the reins, the men began to heave, and the cart was on the move a second time, the immobile wheel digging a deep furrow as it was forced along. This was too much for the carter � no man likes watching while his means of making a living is manhandled. He threw a punch at Payne. Chaloner expected him to be run through, but then realised that would attract too much attention � the bargemen would wonder what had happened to him, and their curiosity would be a nuisance to men who clearly preferred the shadows. Payne shoved the carter away, and the resulting set-to kept anyone from noticing Chaloner ease around the door and dart into their domain.
He inspected the room on the left first. It was a barracks, with bunks around the wall and a table in the middle for communal eating. A chamber at the back served as a storage place for ammunition, food and clothing. All was scrupulously clean, and the weaponry was new and of unusually high quality. In short, the place smacked of the professional warrior.
The room on the right was smaller and dominated by a desk. Chaloner leafed through a handful of documents. They were mostly rotas, listing which men had worked which shifts, with remarks in the margin about individual performances. Doling had signed each one. There were also requisition forms for specific pieces of equipment.
Chaloner was bemused. Doling said he had been hired by Backwell�s to improve their security after a robbery � the one masterminded by Jones, presumably. Did that mean the train-band was the bank�s personal army? But Chaloner did not think a modest commercial enterprise would run to such an expensive operation, and suspected Doling had other uses for his men. Was he a rebel, aiming to overthrow the Royalist government? If so, then surely it was chancy to base the operation in Westminster? The train-band obviously took precautions against discovery, probably using the wharf, rather than roads, to travel around the city � which explained why it was lit at night � but it was still a risk of enormous proportion.
So what did all this tell Chaloner about Jones? Had the fat Yeoman of the Household Kitchen stumbled across the train-band�s lair, and been allowed to drown to ensure his silence? Or was the opposite true � that Jones knew exactly who operated from the alley, and he had followed Swaddell to make sure he did not live to talk? But then surely the train-band would have rescued Jones?
Of course, there was yet another possibility, which was that Swaddell knew about the train-band, and had led Jones down there on purpose. And what did that suggest? That the soldiers were working for the Spymaster? That answer made sense on two counts: the train-band�s location at the heart of government, and the fact that the soldiers were provided with decent clothes and good weapons. Chaloner supposed he would have to find out whether Swaddell or Williamson had a scarred neck.
Aware that time was passing, he began to root through more papers, looking for a clue that would tell him why the train-band had been established in the first place. It did not take him long to find a log-book. Like most military officers, Doling kept a record of what his unit had been ordered to do. There was an entry referring to �information gathering� at Wapping, which corresponded to the day the vicar had been interrogated. There was also a note marking the fact that Payne had been detailed to collect a red hat from a fashionable milliner.
Was Gold involved, then, thought Chaloner, recalling Bess�s new headpiece? He had never seen the man�s neck, but he knew for a fact that Gold was not the harmless old ancient he wanted everyone to see. But it was not the time for analysis, and Chaloner felt he had pushed his luck far enough. He replaced everything as he had found it, and aimed for the front door. He was about to slip through it when he heard footsteps in the alley. He had taken too long, and the soldiers were coming back.

Fighting his way past a score of skilled warriors was not an option, so Chaloner�s only hope was that the stairs went somewhere he could hide until it was safe to come out. He climbed them quickly, praying they did not lead to a dead end. He was not a moment too soon, because the soldiers moved fast, and he had only just reached the shadows when Doling stamped through the door. The captain was unsettled by the incident, and was telling Payne that nothing like it was ever to happen again.
�We depend on the alley being clear,� he snapped. �Without it, we are fish in a barrel.�
Chaloner sincerely hoped that did not mean there was only one exit, because it might be days before they all went out again, and he did not want to miss the music at Gold�s house that night � or the opportunity to see whether his host had a scar on his neck.
Suddenly, Doling went quiet. It was an unnatural silence, and Chaloner eased into a position where he could see what was happening. Doling was examining footprints. A lot had been tracked inside, but the train-band wore military-style boots, while Chaloner had donned shoes that day. Doling�s head snapped up, and he looked directly at the stairs.
�After him!� he cried.
Chaloner turned and fled. There was a door after two flights, but it had been nailed closed � apparently, the soldiers did not want anyone from the adjacent building to stumble into their domain by accident. He headed upwards again, hoping they had not done the same on every floor.
But they had. The third level was similarly barricaded, and so was the fourth. He was nearing the roof, and could hear the thunder of footsteps close behind him � the warriors were gaining, because of the vital seconds Chaloner was losing to check doors. They were not shouting, as many might have done in the excitement of the chase, but continued at a steady pace. Their discipline was formidable, and suddenly the spy�s chances of surviving another encounter seemed very slim.
What should he do? Continue upwards, and die when there was nowhere else to go? Turn and fight now? But Chaloner had never liked giving up, and something kept him running until the stairs ended in a tiny door that had daylight and a howling wind coming through cracks in its wood. Now he understood why Doling had been so keen to keep the alley open � there really was nowhere else to go.
The door was locked, but Chaloner�s probe was at the ready, and he had it open in a trice. He jumped through it, and braced it shut with a piece of timber. The lead soldier slammed against it, and Chaloner heard him swear when he found it blocked. The man began to hit it, not wild, undisciplined blows, but methodical ones aimed at a spot where the wood was most rotten. It would only be a matter of time before he was through. Chaloner glanced around quickly, assessing his options.
He was at the edge of a sharply pitched roof. There was only a five-storey drop to his left, so he turned right, scrambling upwards towards the apex. Loose tiles rattled beneath him, slick with damp and moss. He missed his footing and began to slide back down, only arresting his downward progress by grabbing a hole provided by a missing slate. The soldiers were almost through the door. He began climbing again, faster this time, just as the door finally collapsed in an explosion of splintering wood. He reached the top of the roof, and clambered across it.
The pitch was not so steep on the other side, but it still ended in a five-storey drop � this one down to the alley. He looked at the building opposite, the roof of which was lower. The soldiers were almost on him, and he could not fight them all � he would either be run through or pushed to his death. But the roof opposite offered a chance, so he took several steps back, then ran forward and propelled himself into space with every ounce of his strength. He heard wind whistling past his ears, but his flight lasted only a moment, and then he was across.
He landed hard, driving the breath from his body and cracking several tiles. He tasted blood in his mouth, and for a moment, he could not move. Just when he was beginning to think he might have done himself a serious injury, his legs finally obeyed the clamouring orders from his brain. He began to scramble away, aiming to put as much distance between him and the train-band as possible.
Then there was an almighty crash, and he glanced back to see he was not the only one capable of death-defying leaps: Payne had followed. He wondered what sort of man would risk his life just to catch an intruder. Meanwhile, the remaining soldiers were putting away their daggers, and turning to retrace their steps. They appeared unconcerned, as if there was no question that Payne would succeed.
Chaloner found himself amid a chaotic jungle of rooftops that formed some of Westminster�s poorer houses, shops and taverns. Most were in a dismal state of repair, and the going was treacherous. Fortunately the same was true for Payne, who took a bad tumble that lost him vital seconds. It was just as well, because not only was Chaloner tiring, but he had jolted his lame leg, and was limping badly. He tried to increase his speed, but found he could not do it.
He was obliged to make a second leap when the roof along which he was crawling ended in a dizzying drop. It was not across as great a gap, but he almost did not make it regardless. For a moment, he hung in space, suspended by his hands. It was Payne�s jeering laugh that gave him the impetus to swing up his legs, and begin running again, this time along the edge of a large hall. It ended in another sheer drop, so he made a right-angled turn, heading for the distinctive mass of the Painted Chamber. Payne was hard on his heels, swearing foully, and promising all manner of reprisals for the trouble the spy was causing. Chaloner glanced behind him, wondering whether to stand and fight now Payne was alone. But a rooftop was a precarious battlefield, and there was always the danger that his bad leg would turn traitor and tip him into oblivion.
The Painted Chamber had a turret on one of its corners, and Chaloner could tell from its narrow windows that there was a spiral staircase inside. He staggered towards it, and ripped open the door. There was no way to secure it behind him, so he began to descend, hurling himself downwards three steps at a time, trying to ignore the burning pain in his knee. He could hear Payne following, breathing hard and still full of curses and threats.
Eventually, he reached the door that led to the main hall, while the staircase wound on down towards the basement. He hauled it open, then turned back, grabbed a wooden grille � placed in a window-slit to keep out birds � and hurled it down the steps. Then he darted through the door and closed it behind him, listening with baited breath to see whether Payne would fall for the ploy. He breathed a sigh of relief when he heard the soldier continue down, following the clatter made by the tumbling grille in the belief that it was his quarry.
He braced a chair under the handle, then peered out from behind a pile of chests to see he was near the spot where Chetwynd, Vine and Langston had died. The hall was full of people � clerks labouring over documents, government officials issuing orders, and members of the House of Lords in their ermine-fringed robes. A row of pegs hammered into the wall next to him held a variety of garments, so he grabbed a coat and a peculiar three-cornered hat, and donned them quickly to conceal his filthy clothes. Then he strode boldly through the throng, trying to look as though he had every right to be there. No one stopped him, and it was not many moments before he reached the main exit.
Out in the street, he saw members of the train-band everywhere, scanning the faces of passers-by. He reached Old Palace Yard undetected, but Doling blocked the way to the comparative safety of White Hall � and while Chaloner�s disguise might fool the captain from a distance, he was too dishevelled to risk passing too close. He needed somewhere to improve his disguise, so he aimed for the abbey.

Westminster Abbey was always a curious combination of busy and deserted. The makeshift booths, selling books, food and candles, that had once thronged the churchyard had gradually eased their way inside, so parts of the nave now resembled a marketplace. But there were also a number of chapels and alcoves that were away from the bustle, providing small havens of tranquillity.
Chaloner found a quiet corner, and sat for a few moments, feeling his heartbeat return to normal and the ache recede from his leg. He would have rested longer, but time was passing, and he could not afford to waste any. He stood, removed his own coat and bundled it under his arm, so the stolen one did not make him seem quite so bulky, then washed his face and hands in a puddle near a leaking window. By the time he had cleaned his shoes and donned the hat, he appeared reasonably respectable � or at least, did not look as though he had been leaping across rooftops.
He was about to leave, when he saw a familiar figure. It was the surviving Lea, sobbing as he knelt at an altar. There was no one else around, and although he knew he should respect the man�s privacy Chaloner had questions to ask and time was of the essence.
�I really am sorry about your brother,� he said gently, kneeling next to him.
Lea spoke with difficulty. �His funeral is supposed to be in St Margaret�s Church, but he died serving his country, so I want it here. In this grand abbey.�
�How did he die serving his country?� Chaloner raised his hands defensively when Lea turned on him, eyes blazing with anger. �Forgive me, but I thought he fell in the river.�
It was clearly not the time to mention that Matthias had been poisoned.
�He could swim,� said Lea fiercely. �And he should not have been near the river anyway � when we got home that night and realised we had no bread, he went to the bakery in King Street, which is a long way from the Thames. It is obvious what happened: he was taken to a quiet place and pushed in. He was murdered.�
�Who do you suspect of the crime?� asked Chaloner.
Lea gazed at him. �You believe me? No one else does. I wish we had never inherited Chetwynd�s beastly fortune, because it has brought us nothing but trouble. Hargrave is a dishonest rogue.�
�You think Hargrave killed Matthias?�
�He might have done. He let us move into the fine house Chetwynd rented from him � and had already paid for � but it leaks like a sieve and stinks of mould. We were better off in our old place.�
�Is Hargrave your only suspect?�
�Oh, no!� said Lea bitterly. �There are plenty who wish us ill. There are the hypocrites who meet at John�s Coffee House to ask God to make them richer and more powerful � Gold, Neale, Tryan and Symons. They hated Matthias for writing a pamphlet about false piety, in which he named them.�
�But you and Matthias attended these meetings, too,� said Chaloner, not bothering to point out that the hapless Symons was neither rich nor powerful. �I have witnesses who will swear to it.�
�Yes, but that was years ago, when Scobel was still alive. Then there was talk of a Restoration, and it seemed foolish to hobnob with men like Symons and Doling � faithful Commonwealth clerks. So we stopped going.�
�Your strategy worked, because you retained your posts, while they were dismissed.�
�No, we retained them because we took matters into our own hands. We told secrets about former colleagues, which persuaded the right people we were loyal.� Lea saw Chaloner�s distaste. �Well, what else were we to do? A man has to eat! Scobel died of a sharpness of the blood soon after, but Symons said it was a broken heart, because we had betrayed him. Of course, Symons had his revenge.�
�What do you mean?�
�He would not let us rejoin the prayer meetings when all the fuss had died down. Our fortunes have bubbled along at a constant rate, but they have not exploded, like those who continued to pray � Gold, Jones, Chetwynd, Vine, Langston, Tryan and Hargrave.�
�Do you suspect anyone else of killing your brother, other than the prayer-group men?� asked Chaloner, wondering why so many intelligent people should be prey to such rank superstition.
�I barely know where to begin.� Lea�s expression was vengeful. �There is Spymaster Williamson, who does not like the way we earn extra pennies � the government will not fall to rebellion now, so what is the harm in penning a few manifestos?�
�Quite a bit, if enough people agree with the sentiments expressed in them.�
Lea grimaced. �I doubt it. However, Williamson concurs with you, because Swaddell said he would kill us if we did not desist. Well, we did not desist, so perhaps he carried out his threat. Then there is Doling, who � But no, we should not discuss him. He is too deadly for me to cross.�
Chaloner was thoughtful. �You work in Westminster, near a certain alley-�
Lea�s face was a mask of fear. �What of it? We never saw anything that led us to �� He trailed off.
�You learned about the train-band,� surmised Chaloner. �Dangerous men, who probably have a wealthy and powerful master.�
Lea put his face in his hands. �I told Matthias we should pretend not to have noticed them, but he said our fortunes were on the rise at last, and we should seize every opportunity that presented itself. He left a letter, suggesting Doling might like to pay a small sum to keep his activities secret.�
It was a misjudgement on an appalling scale, and Chaloner wondered how Matthias could have been so recklessly stupid. He took his leave of Lea, and walked outside to find it was dusk, the short winter day over almost before it had begun. The soldiers were still prowling around Old Palace Yard, discreetly scanning the faces of the people who passed, but the gathering gloom helped Chaloner to elude them. He met Wiseman as he was approaching White Hall. The surgeon was trying to hail a hackney to take him home.
�You are limping again,� said Wiseman, abandoning his increasingly bellicose attempts to attract a driver�s attention, and turning to assess Chaloner with a professional eye. �Would you like my-�
�No,� said Chaloner shortly. �Have you heard whether Greene has been found?�
�A warrant has been issued for his arrest, but the palace guards have had no luck in tracing him. His friends say he has no reason to disappear, and fear he is poisoned or adrift in the river. His detractors say he has gone into hiding, so he can continue to murder as he pleases.�
�Then have you seen Turner?�
�He has spent the day hunting the lost statue.� Wiseman grabbed the spy�s shoulder suddenly, startling him with the strength of the grip � the muscle-honing was clearly paying off, because it was like being held by a vice, and Chaloner could not have broken free to save his life. �Have you been invited to Gold�s home for dinner and music tonight?�
�Yes,� replied Chaloner warily, wincing as the surgeon�s fingers tightened further still. �Why?�
Wiseman released him abruptly, and when he spoke, his voice was uncharacteristically bitter. �I knew it! Gold has invited everyone except me. I am never included in these affairs, although I cannot imagine why. I come from a respectable family, and I hold high office in the King�s Court.�
�Perhaps it is because you describe surgical techniques while people are eating,� suggested Chaloner, knowing from personal experience that Wiseman�s dinner-table conversation could spoil even the most resilient of appetites.
�What is wrong with that? Anatomy is a fascinating subject, worthy of discussion at any social gathering.�
�Actually, I have been asked to two dinners tonight.� Chaloner had only a few hours left before the Earl dismissed him, and while he had hopes that Gold�s soir�e might lead him to answers, the same was not true of Temperance�s. He was sure she would understand why he could not go when he explained the situation. He smiled rather wickedly at the notion of sending the haughty surgeon to a brothel. �The other is due to begin at midnight, but I have work to do. I do not suppose you would-�
�Where is it?� demanded Wiseman eagerly. �I shall take your place.�
�Hercules� Pillars Alley.� Chaloner regarded him quizzically. �You do not mind accepting second-hand invitations?�
�Not when they are the only ones I ever get,� replied Wiseman ruefully. He grinned suddenly, clearly delighted by the prospect of a night out. �Now, what shall I wear? Will red be suitable, do you think?�
�Oh, yes,� said Chaloner innocently.
*
There was no time to go home before setting out for Gold�s mansion in Aldgate, so Chaloner went straight to Hannah�s house. She still had some clothes that belonged to her husband, and was more than happy to see them worn. Most were in better condition than Chaloner�s own, and far more suitable for attending elegant receptions in fashionable parts of the city. She was horrified when she saw the state he was in, and insisted that he washed, despite his objections that they would be late. Then she selected a handsome blue coat with ruffles down the front, a well-laced shirt, and a pair of �petticoat� breeches. They were not au courant � her spouse had died three years before � but the spy still felt quite respectable as he stepped outside and flagged down a hackney.
Nightfall had heralded a change in the weather. Clouds had raced in from the north, and there was snow in the air. It was bitter, far colder than it had been during the day, and puddles were beginning to turn to ice. The wind cut through clothes, straight to the bone, and Chaloner was tempted to forget the whole business and spend the evening indoors. The roof-top chase had exhausted him, and although the soir�e would provide a chance to learn whether Gold was involved in the curious events that had seen so many people die, he was not sure his wits were sharp enough to capitalise on it. But he would be dismissed for certain if he failed to provide the Earl with some sort of solution by the following day, so he forced himself to rally his flagging energies. He glanced at Hannah, who was using his bulk to shield herself from the draught that whistled in through the hackney�s badly fitting windows.
�Would you consider leaving London, and going to live in the New World?�
He felt her shudder in the darkness. �I would not! I have heard it is a desolate place, full of Puritans and big snakes. And I like London, especially now I have you to keep me company.�
It was a long way from Tothill Street to Gold�s home near the Tower, and Chaloner might have dozed off, had he not been so cold. The wind buffeted the carriage, making it rock furiously. Outside, the streets were almost empty, and those who were obliged to be out huddled deep inside their cloaks.
Eventually, the hackney rolled to a standstill outside a large house with a gravelled courtyard. Light blazed from every window, and Hannah murmured that she could not imagine the number of lamps required to produce such a dazzling display. Once inside, she disappeared to greet people she knew, flitting from group to group, while Chaloner kept to the edge of the festivities, watching and listening. Gold and Bess were at the centre of an appreciative crowd, and when the spy looked for Neale, he saw him, as expected, not far away, with his eyes fixed unblinkingly on the object of his aspirations.
A number of Chaloner�s other suspects were present, too. Symons and the surviving Lea stood together, looking miserable. Lea was impeccably dressed, but Symons was wearing the same clothes had had worn the night Margaret had died. They were soiled and crumpled, and his ginger hair was dull with dirt, as though he cared nothing about any of it.
By contrast, George and Mrs Vine were part of a lively, laughing throng that included Turner, Barbara Chiffinch and Brodrick. Meanwhile, Hargrave and Tryan sat with other prosperous merchants, and their serious faces suggested they were discussing business. Chaloner watched them all, noting who spoke to whom, or ignored whom, and trying to understand the intricate social ballet that was being played out in front of him. He wished he was more alert, because he was sure it would have yielded clues, had his mind been agile enough to interpret them.
�Someone said it is snowing,� said Hannah chattily to Gold, when she dragged the spy to pay their respects to their host. Bess wore a fluffy white garment that looked like a fleece, while her hair had been arranged into woolly ringlets. Chaloner wondered whether the Lord of Misrule had bribed her maids to dress her like a sheep. It was, after all, Brodrick�s last night in power � the Twelve Days would be over by the following morning � and the spy was sure he intended to make the most of it.
�You are going?� bawled Gold. �But you have only just arrived. Stay and have some brawn.�
�There are pastries, too, made in the shape of angels,� added Bess, clapping her hands in childish delight. �And the cook made a special one for me in the shape of a lamb.�
�Brawn is better for you than chocolate,� asserted Gold loudly. All around him, sycophants nodded simpering agreement. �While coffee makes you bald. Surgeon Wiseman said so.�
�It is a bit late for you to be worrying about hair loss,� muttered Neale, gazing pointedly at Gold�s expensive wig. �Vain old dog.�
�Here comes your friend Turner,� said Hannah to Chaloner, as they walked away. She sounded disapproving. �He has probably come to gloat, because he solved the case and you did not.�
The colonel looked magnificent that evening, in a black suit with scarlet frills that complemented his dark good looks. He had an adoring lady on each arm; they hung on his every word, and he was in his element. There were pouts when he asked them to fetch him some wine so he could speak to Chaloner in private, but they did as they were told. The moment they were out of earshot, he started to turn his oily charm on Hannah, but she stopped him with a look that said he might suffer serious bodily harm if he persisted.
�Lord!� he breathed in admiration, as she stalked away. �There is one fiery wench! Does she have all her teeth?�
�Yes, and she is not afraid to use them,� replied Chaloner coolly, seeing the colonel was fully intent on adding her to his list of potential conquests. �What do you want, Turner? The Earl tells me you have amassed enough evidence to prove Greene is the killer, so you no longer need my help.�
�But unfortunately, the wretched man vanished before I could arrest him. Do you have any idea where he might be? I promised His Portliness I would produce him by tomorrow.�
�That was rash. If he is in the river, it might be weeks before he surfaces.�
�He is not dead,� said Turner confidently. �He has absconded. Incidentally, you gave the Earl some of Greene�s documents earlier, and he, Haddon and Bulteel spent the afternoon studying them. Apparently, they are very revealing.�
�They were household accounts,� said Chaloner tiredly. �What can be �revealing� about the fact that His Majesty�s cellarer spent forty pounds on decanters last year?�
�The fact that Munt kept his own records, which say he only spent ten. But here is Haddon. Ask him for yourself.�
Chaloner supposed it was not surprising that Haddon had been invited � sans dogs � to the soir�e, but Bulteel had not: Haddon carried himself in a way that said he was a gentleman, whereas Bulteel was socially inept.
�It is true,� said the steward, when Turner ordered that he verify the tale. �In essence, these records show that the sum of forty pounds was granted to pay for decanters, but only ten pounds was actually spent. Thus thirty is unaccounted for. And that is only one entry out of hundreds.�
Chaloner stared at him. �You mean Greene was embezzling from the government?�
�It looks that way,� said Turner gleefully, speaking before the steward could reply. �We shall be asking him about it when he is arrested.�
�There is another possibility,� said Haddon quietly. �Which is that Greene was gathering evidence to expose the real thief � that his motives are honourable.�
�And I am the Pope,� sneered Turner derisively.
Chaloner was thinking about the Queen. �Her Majesty lost thirty-six thousand pounds this year. The money was put in an account for her use, but when she went to claim it, it had all gone.�
�Greene�s documents contain a number of references to her so-called expenditures,� acknowledged Haddon. �So I imagine they do explain what happened to her missing fortune, although she will not be pleased by the news � basically, they tell us that her money is irretrievably lost.�
�Thieves are everywhere these days,� said Turner in distaste. Then he grinned, unable to resist the opportunity to revel in his recent success. �I am delighted to have solved these clerk murders to the Earl�s satisfaction, even if it does mean sending a man to the gallows. Now all I have to do is find the King�s statue, and my future with him will be assured.�
�The King�s statue?� asked Hargrave, coming to join them. Tryan was with him, bandy legs clad in fine silk breeches. �Are you still looking for that? I would have thought you had given up by now.�
�Do not give up,� said Tryan, rather wistfully. �It was by Bernini, so no effort is too great to find it, as far as I am concerned. He is a genius, and I would love to own one of his pieces.�
�They are too expensive,� stated Hargrave authoritatively. �And bankers do not like their customers removing vast sums all at once for costly bits of art, because it upsets their books.�
�I would never put my money in a bank,� declared Tryan. �Look what happened to the fools who invested with Backwell�s. Poor Langston was still waiting to be repaid, and the robbery was months ago. No, my friends, a man�s money is safer in his own home. I have a box specially made for the purpose, and it is impossible to break into.�
Chaloner seriously doubted it � he had not met a box yet that could keep him out. �Are you not afraid of burglars?� he asked politely, seeing the merchant expected some sort of response to his statements. �Especially when you are out at night?�
�I am rarely out at night,� replied Tryan. �Today is an exception � and I have been invited to join the dean of St Paul�s later, too. But I am usually at home, and I have a gun. I am fully prepared to use it, too, should any vagabond dare tread uninvited in my property.�
�We had better not rob him, then,� remarked Turner to Chaloner, amusement tugging at the corners of his mouth. �We do not want to be shot.�

The evening wore on. Symons came to confide to Hannah that he would rather be anywhere than at such a happy gathering, given his recent loss, but Margaret had written a list of tasks that she wanted him to fulfil, and attending Gold�s soir�e was one of them. Another was dining with his old friend Samuel Pepys the following week.
�You have my sympathy,� said Hannah. In a motherly way, she reached out to smooth down some of the wilder ends of his orange hair. The gesture brought tears to his eyes, and Chaloner wondered whether it was something his wife had done, too. �Pepys is such a smug little fellow.�
Symons nodded miserably. �He is sure to gloat over his fine house, his success at the Admiralty, his new upholstery and his pretty wife. It will be difficult not to punch the man.�
�Then perhaps you should indulge yourself,� suggested Hannah wickedly. �It might do him good.�
Symons gave a wan smile, then handed Chaloner a sheet of paper. �Our maid wanted me to give you this. She said you were asking about it, and thought it might answer your questions � and we owe you something for persuading the surgeon to waive his fee when he came to tend Margaret.�
It was the letter offering the Bernini bust for a very reasonable sum. The handwriting was neat and familiar, and Chaloner knew immediately who had penned it. He put it in his pocket. It was certainly a clue, but unfortunately, it pointed him in a direction he would rather not look. He decided to put it from his mind and deal with it in the morning.
When Symons left, Haddon took up station at Hannah�s side. The steward chatted amiably, mostly about dogs and the Queen, which he seemed to hold in equal regard. Chaloner half-listened, most of his attention on George Vine, who was talking to Hargrave. The spy was reasonably adept at reading lips, and knew George was regaling the merchant with a drunken monologue about old Dreary Bones� reaction when he had discovered his son�s plan to assassinate Cromwell with an exploding leek.
�Did you know Gold is dying?� Haddon was saying to Hannah. Chaloner turned around in surprise. �He will be in his grave in a matter of weeks. It is a sharpness of the blood, apparently.�
�The poor man,� said Hannah with quiet compassion. �He should be in bed, not giving parties. But I think I can guess the reason why he organised this one: he is hoping to find a good match for that silly Bess � someone who will not marry her for the money she will inherit.�
�You are right,� said Haddon. �He told me as much himself. He will leave her a fortune, and every wolf in the country will circle around, hoping for a bite of the prize. But he loves her, despite her faults, and wants her properly cared for.�
�Do you know what I think?� asked Hannah. �That Neale has poisoned him. See how he looks at Bess � all avarice and lust? And she is too stupid to know him for what he is.�
�I suspect she has more wits than you think,� said Chaloner. He shrugged when Hannah started to tell him he was wrong. �I am not saying she should be elected to the Royal Society, but she owns a certain innate cunning that will ensure she is no one�s victim.�
�The Earl thinks the same,� confided Haddon. �And he said so when Gold visited him the other day. Gold has asked him to guard Bess when he dies, you see, but the Earl maintains she is more than capable of looking after herself.�
Chaloner recalled seeing the old man in the Earl�s chamber a few days before � and the Earl lying about being alone. Gold must have requested secrecy, so the Earl�s fib must have been to oblige him. �His frailty is not an act after all, then?� he asked. �He really is ailing?�
�Yes, but he is a long way from being harmless,� replied Haddon. �I have seen him draw his sword and wield it in a way that would put many of these youngsters to shame.�
�Whom did he threaten?� asked Hannah curiously. �Neale?�
�Vine,� replied Haddon. �Not George, but his father. I happened to be in John�s Coffee House, at the time and I witnessed the incident myself. Gold said their gatherings had gone from the honourable business of praising God, to the superstitious nonsense of praying for their own good fortunes. He wanted to end them, but Vine was afraid that if that happened, he would start to experience bad luck. Vine was being stubborn, so Gold hauled out his weapon to make his point.�
�You have not mentioned this before,� said Chaloner, rather accusingly.
�Because I knew it would lead you to assume Gold was Vine�s killer,� replied Haddon evenly. �And I am sure he is not. I had five pounds riding on you solving the case, so I did not want you wasting your time on false leads. Of course, my ploy was all for nothing, because Turner won anyway.�
�These prayer meetings caused a lot of trouble,� said Hannah, speaking before Chaloner could inform the steward that he was quite capable of making up his own mind about what constituted a false lead. �Scobel instituted something that should have been worthy, but that transpired to be distasteful.�
�So it would seem,� said Haddon. He grinned with sudden mischief. �I told Turner about Gold�s fight with Vine, though. He spent two days learning that Gold has alibis for all three murders.�
�Do you know what they are?� asked Chaloner, not sure they could be trusted.
�He was with the Queen when Chetwynd and Langston died-� began Haddon.
�He was,� agreed Hannah. �I was not there myself, because Her Majesty had sent me home for the night. But the other ladies mentioned it the following day.�
�And he was with the Earl when Vine was killed,� finished Haddon. �At Worcester House.�
Chaloner supposed the alibis were as solid as any he had heard, although that still left the possibility that Gold had hired someone else to do the killing. He rubbed his head wearily, and it occurred to him that he was wasting time at the soir�e � and there was not even any music, as Hannah had promised. Perhaps he should be out hunting Greene, or re-interviewing the guards who had been on duty when the statue had gone missing. He looked at Hannah�s sweet, happy face, and realised he did not want to leave London because the Earl no longer had a post for him. He wanted to stay.
His gloomy thoughts were broken by a sudden commotion. People began to gather around Gold, who sat in a great fireside chair. Bess was on his lap and his face was oddly serene. But Bess was screaming, because her dress was caught on some item of his jewellery, and she could not escape. It took a moment for Chaloner to understand why she was so determined to be away from him.
Gold was dead.

The party broke up once its host was no longer in the world of the living. Outside, Brodrick bemoaned the fact that it was so early, then launched into a sulky diatribe against Temperance for electing to close her club on an evening when not much else was on offer. And how dare she organise a private get-together and not invite him, her most faithful customer? He turned towards his carriage with the defiant declaration that he would find something better to do. After a moment of indecision � to go with Brodrick or stay to see if any inroads could be made on Bess � Neale followed. Hannah watched him through narrowed eyes.
�If he really cared for her, he would not be thinking about his own pleasures tonight. Sir Nicholas was right to elicit the help of a powerful baron to keep the vultures away. Unfortunately, it will be like trying to stop this snow from falling � you may catch a few flakes, but hundreds will get past.�
�Come with us,� Brodrick called jovially over his shoulder, one foot on the bottom step of his coach. He saw Hannah gird herself up for an acidly worded refusal, and added hastily, �No, not you, madam. The invitation was intended for Thomas and Colonel Turner only. The kind of fun I have in mind will be unsuitable for a lady.�
�You mean you plan to visit whores?� asked Hannah, very coldly.
�Actually, I was thinking of serious music,� replied Brodrick, equally icy. �Of the kind that is beyond the female mind to comprehend. Thomas is an excellent violist, while the colonel played for the king of Sweden during the celebrations surrounding the Treaty of Roskilde, so he should be up to my exacting standards, too. Your squawking flageolet would be anathema to us, madam.�
�Will you let him insult me, Tom?� demanded Hannah, but Chaloner�s thoughts were elsewhere. He had been at Roskilde, spying for Thurloe, but did not remember Turner among the entertainers. Being a music lover, he had paid more attention to the performers than he should have done, and that part of the occasion was etched vividly in his mind. Yet again, the colonel had lied.
But Turner spoke before Chaloner could challenge him. �Not tonight, Brodrick. I am tired after hunting the statue all day, and would make a poor addition to your consort. I am going home.�
A number of women were openly crestfallen at this announcement, and he hastened to console them. Hannah glared at Chaloner for failing to defend her, but then snow began to fall in larger, harder flakes, driven by a cruel, north-easterly wind, and she declared it was no time for lingering. Brodrick clattered away with Neale, while Turner bade fond farewells to his entourage and started to walk towards his lodgings. Chaloner hailed a hackney, intending to see Hannah home, then spend the night looking for Greene and the King�s bust. He was exhausted, but he would only have to keep going until the following noon � at which point he would probably be able to rest for longer than he would like.
�Nicholas died happy,� said Hannah, once she was settled in the carriage. The snow was so thick that the driver could not tear along at the usual breakneck speed, and the ride was pleasantly sedate. �Although I imagine Bess will think twice before sitting on anyone�s knee again!�
�It preceded her inheriting a fortune,� Chaloner pointed out. �Perhaps she will think it was worth it.�
�I am surprised Turner has not made more of a play for her,� said Hannah, making a moue of distaste. �He is a fortune-seeker, and Bess is foolish enough to fall for his shallow charms. The man is a snake, and I would not trust him with a � a coffee bean!�
�He does have a habit of stretching the truth,� acknowledged Chaloner, recalling that Turner had presented Bess with a crucifix, which suggested some kind of play had already been made.
�Stretching?� echoed Hannah in disbelief. �He elongates it to the point where it is no longer recognisable. And he is brazen. Tonight, right in front of me, he told Bess that he hailed from Ireland, then turned around and told some other simpering fool that he was from Yorkshire. He even uses different names. He is not Colonel Turner to all his hopeful conquests.�
�No?� Chaloner was not really listening, thinking instead about which of the palace guards he should tackle regarding the stolen statue.
�No. He called himself Julius Grey when he was introduced to Margaret Symons, but then had to admit to the lie when someone called him �Turner� in front of her.�
That made Chaloner look up sharply. �Julius Grey?�
�No, that is not right,� Hannah frowned in thought, then brightened. �James Grey. That was it!�
�Are you sure? Only Temperance is in love with a man called James Grey. But it cannot be Turner.�
Hannah shrugged deeper inside her cloak; it was bitterly cold in the carriage. �Why not?�
�Because she could not introduce us the night she told me about him, owing to the fact that he was not there. Turner was there, though.�
Hannah patted his knee, rather patronisingly. �You have said before that she dislikes the way you condemn her lifestyle, so she probably wanted to give you time to get used to the idea, lest shock lead you to storm up to Turner and call him out for a rake.�
�You think she lied to me?� Why not? he thought. She had done it before.
�I have never met her, so I cannot say. Did she tell you anything about this James Grey?�
�Only that he played the viol.�
�Well, there you are, then. Turner plays the viol � you just heard him and Brodrick talking about it.�
�But Turner does not play the viol. Violists have toughened skin on the tips of their left-hand fingers, from pressing on the strings, but his fingers are soft. And he was not at Roskilde, either.� Chaloner frowned, as something else occurred to him. �Grey gave Temperance a token � a piece of red silk that she wears in her bodice.�
�Turner has red silk in the lining of his coat,� pounced Hannah. �It is newly sewn, because a couple of pins have not yet been removed, and I recall thinking that some poor lady was likely to feel a prick before the night was out. So to speak. He must have had a kerchief made of the scraps, and gave it to her as a keepsake. He does hand out keepsakes, although he usually confines himself to lockets.�
�I know he gave lockets to several ladies at Court.�
Hannah nodded. �At least five that I have seen swooning over the things. I suppose he must have a ready supply.�
A sense of deep unease began to wash over Chaloner. �Temperance said they were going to be married, but �� He trailed off, not knowing how to finish without sounding disloyal.
�But Turner has been frolicking with Lady Castlemaine, Lady Muskerry, Bess and several other very wealthy women,� supplied Hannah. �So why would he deign to wed a brothel-keeper? Is that what you mean to say?�
�Actually, Temperance is probably richer than any of them, because her money is her own, and she is not obliged to rely on others to dole it out. I was thinking more of her � her ��
�Her looks,� finished Hannah, when he faltered a second time. �Brodrick told me she is plain and fat. Why would Turner settle for an drab wife, when he can have a Court beauty?�
Chaloner looked away, watching the snow falling outside. Where there were lights, he could see it slanting down thickly. It was settling, and by morning, London would be covered in a blanket of white.
�You should warn her,� said Hannah, when he made no reply. �You cannot stand by and let her make a fool of herself. Or worse. It would not be the first time a lonely girl snatched too eagerly at the prospect of a handsome darling, and lost everything to him.�
Chaloner did not think Temperance was lonely, but she did not confide in him any more, so who knew what she was really feeling? �She will resent my interference,� he said uncomfortably.
�Of course she will, but that is what friendship entails on occasion. You say she invited you to dine this evening, but you sent word asking to be excused. Go � say you changed your mind. When she introduces you to �James Grey�, Turner will at least be shamed into telling her his real name. Perhaps that alone will be enough to make her wary.�
�He said he was going home,� Chaloner began lamely. �And-�
�Because he wanted to avoid being exposed as a fraud when Brodrick put a viol in his hands,� said Hannah impatiently. �I wager anything you please that he is on his way to Temperance as we speak.�
�You seem very keen for me to leave,� said Chaloner, wondering why she should encourage him to meddle in the affairs of a woman she had never met.
�I do not want you to feel guilty for letting down a friend.� Hannah hammered on the hackney roof. �Driver! There has been a change of plan. Take us to Hercules� Pillars Alley instead.�
�Actually, I am letting you out here,� called the driver, and the coach came to a sudden stop. �The weather is getting worse by the minute, and I am not risking my horse any longer.�
Chaloner could see his point: the snow was almost halfway up the wheels. He peered out of the window, and saw they were near Bishopsgate Street, where there were several respectable inns. Hannah would be safe there while he went about his business � he did not want her with him when he confronted Turner, and he did not have time to walk her all the way home.
�Can you reach the Mitre?� he asked.
The driver gave a reluctant nod, and it was not long before Hannah was installed in the best room the tavern could offer, with a roaring fire, mulled wine and clean blankets.
�That hackneyman exaggerated the severity of the storm,� she declared dismissively. �If you keep to the smaller roads, you will find the drifts are much more manageable. But you must go now, Tom � by tomorrow, Turner�s claws might be too deeply embedded for us to extract.�
�Easy for you to say,� muttered Chaloner, casting one last, longing glance at the fire before heading on to the streets again. It seemed colder than ever, and contrary to Hannah�s assurances, the snow was knee-deep even in the narrowest of lanes. It was impossible to walk normally, and his leg hurt. Only the thought of Temperance drove him on. She might be slipping away from him as a friend, but he still felt a modicum of responsibility towards her, no matter how much she had changed.
Snowflakes whirled around him so thickly that he could not see, and he had reached St Mary Axe before he realised he was walking in the wrong direction. With a muffled curse, he turned down Lymestrete, where the blizzard drove directly into his face. He put his head down, and ploughed on, so tired now that he did not notice someone coming towards him until it was too late. His hand dropped to his sword, but a shoulder sent him crashing into a wall before he could draw it.
Winded and dazed, he pulled himself into a sitting position. His assailant was already some distance away, and his eyes focussed just in time to see him dart down an alley. The fellow was carrying a sack that was heavy enough to make him stagger. And then he was gone.
*
Slowly, Chaloner climbed to his feet, resting his hand on the wall to steady himself. He realised he needed to pay closer attention to his surroundings, because he had just learned the hard way that the instincts that normally warned him of impending danger were not functioning properly. He took a deep breath of cold air to clear his wits, then resumed his journey.
He was almost at the end of Lymestrete, when he happened to glance to his right. Most of the larger houses were owned by people wealthy enough to keep a lamp burning in their downstairs windows all night, as dictated by the city fathers, but one mansion was notable for its darkness. It took a moment for Chaloner to recognise it as Tryan�s home, and was surprised � Tryan was an alderman, and was supposed to set a good example. Then he noticed the front door was ajar.
His senses snapped into a different level of awareness. No sane person left his door open at night, so something was wrong. Temperance momentarily forgotten, he stumbled towards it. He stepped inside and listened intently. The house was eerily silent.
�Tryan?� he called softly.
But of course the merchant was not home � he had been asked out by the dean of St Paul�s and would be at the cathedral, shivering his way through a lengthy ceremony during which far too many clerics would be given an opportunity to speak. Tryan had bragged about the invitation several times, so doubtless all manner of folk knew about it. And someone had taken advantage of the information to burgle him, because the wood around the door was damaged, indicating a forced entry. Chaloner supposed the culprit was the man who had bowled him over, fleeing the scene of his crime with a sack of loot. It was a pity Tryan was going to return to find his home had been invaded, but there was nothing the spy could do about it. He was about to go on his way when he heard a sound.
�Help,� came the merest of whispers. �Please!�
It came from the parlour at the front of the house, and Chaloner could just make out someone lying on the floor. It was Tryan. Chaloner knelt next to him, and eased him into a more comfortable position. Then he fetched blankets and set about lighting a fire, because the room was deathly cold. As he worked, he looked around him. The heavy, iron-bound chest he had seen on his previous visit was open, and papers were scattered around its feet.
�The rogue knew,� rasped Tryan, his eyes huge in his white face. �He knew I kept the key in my desk, because he went straight to it. And I did not even have time to aim my gun before he hit me.�
�Who have you told about the key?� asked Chaloner, tucking a blanket more tightly around him.
�Just my manservant and maid � I gave them the night off, because they have been so good to me.� Tryan�s face was anguished. �The thief took everything! I had one thousand and fifty pounds in cash, and four thousand pounds in jewels, which I keep here because I distrust banks. But now I am ruined! What have I done to deserve this terrible thing?�
Chaloner tensed when he heard footsteps in the hall. He drew his sword and stepped behind the door, assuming the burglar had come back to see what else he could steal. The blade wobbled in the hilt, telling him he had better buy a replacement as soon as possible, because the one he had borrowed from Landlord Ellis promised to fall apart at the first riposte.
�Hill! Susan!� cried Tryan, when two people walked in. They wore his livery, so Chaloner assumed they were his servants, returning from their night out. �I have been robbed!�
The pair suddenly became aware of Chaloner standing in the shadows. Bravely, Hill raised his fists, although they would be of little use against a sword, even a defective one. Meanwhile, Susan grabbed a poker from the hearth and stood next to him, ready to protect her fallen master.
�No!� gasped Tryan. �This man saw the door open and came to help me � he is not the thief.�
�I knew we should not have left you,� declared Hill, lowering his hands. His voice was full of bitter self-reproach. �I told you it was not safe to be here alone, not when you have been telling everyone that you planned to be out this evening.�
�Not to mention your habit of saying you distrust banks,� scolded Susan, kneeling at Tryan�s side and inspecting his battered face. �It is asking for villains to come and try their luck.�
Chaloner helped Hill carry the old man to his bed, then Susan ordered them out while she tended his wounds, clicking and soothing like a mother hen. Tryan was fortunate to have such devoted staff, thought Chaloner, as the manservant escorted him towards the front door.
�I saw the thief,� he said, more to himself than Hill as they walked along the corridor together. �At least, I saw someone carrying a heavy bag. He knocked me over.�
Hill was quietly furious. �If I catch him, I will kill him! It is one thing to steal the old fellow�s money, but did he have to beat him, too? And how did he know about the key? My master may blather about his distrust of banks and his invitations out, but he does not tell just anyone where he keeps his key. The thief will be someone who knows him and his habits.�
�Hargrave?� asked Chaloner. He seemed the obvious candidate.
But Hill shook his head. �He is at St Paul�s � when my master decided the weather was too foul for a man of his age to be traipsing about, Hargrave offered to go in his place.�
Chaloner was about to leave, when he saw something lying on the floor, dark against the pale wood. He bent to retrieve it. It was an ear-string. Hill snatched it from him.
�I have seen this before,� he said, turning it over in his hands.
�So have I,� said Chaloner softly. �Worn by a man who does the occasional bit of legal work for Tryan, and who knows his foibles � the money chest, his plans to be out, and even, probably, where he keeps his key.�
�Turner!� exclaimed Hill in sudden fury. �I knew he was a villain the moment I laid eyes on him.�
�I wish I had,� said Chaloner ruefully, stepping out into the blizzard.

Chapter 12

The snow was now swirling so densely that it was difficult to walk. Chaloner forced himself on, wishing he could go faster. The streets were deserted, and there was not a horse or a carriage in sight. If there had been, he would have hijacked it, so desperate was he to reach Temperance. As he struggled along, he tried to take his mind off his fears for her while he analysed what he knew of Turner.
He had known the man was a liar, but he had not imagined him to be a thief, too. However, the attack on Tryan was such an audacious, meticulously executed crime that the spy was sure it could not be his first. So what other felonies had he committed since arriving in London? He was not responsible for the business at Backwell�s Bank, because that had been Jones, and the only other significant incident was the theft of the old king�s bust. Chaloner stopped dead in his tracks.
�No!� he whispered into the blizzard, forgetting the frantic race to Hercules� Pillars Alley as answers came crashing into his mind like bolts of lightning. �It cannot be!�
But when he reviewed the evidence, he knew he had his solution, and it was so obvious, he wondered why he had not seen it before. The clues were there, but he had not put them together.
First, Turner said Lady Muskerry had taken him to the Shield Gallery before the statue had gone astray; he must have seen the priceless works of art then, and decided one would not be missed. Second, conversations had revealed his total ignorance of sculpture, indicating he would not have made a wise choice about what to steal � and taking the Bernini had been foolish. Third, Meg had smuggled him in and out of White Hall on her laundry cart, claiming Lady Castlemaine needed protection from the Earl � a ludicrous tale that should have warned Chaloner to look into it: clearly, Turner had needed the cart to transport his ill-gotten gains. And finally, there was his odd reluctance to arrest Greene � he felt a kinship with a fellow criminal, and wanted to give him every chance to escape or be exonerated.
�Damn!� Chaloner breathed, aghast at himself. �How could I have been so stupid?�
So, where was the statue now? Turner was unlikely to have taken it home, but it was valuable, so he would have put it somewhere safe. Chaloner closed his eyes in disgust when he realised he knew the answer to that, too. �James Grey� had encouraged Temperance to redecorate her brothel, purchasing sculpture rather than paintings, because her patrons were apt to be wild and carvings were more durable. The bust was not in the public rooms � someone would have recognised it � but she had spare pieces in her cellar, ready to be rotated when she grew tired of the ones on display. She knew nothing about art, either, and would not recognise Bernini�s work, so it was the perfect hiding place. And if someone should happen to stumble across it?
�Then he would disappear and let her hang.� Chaloner was barely aware that he spoke aloud as anger boiled up inside him. He started to move forward again, cursing when his exhausted muscles were slow to respond to the urgent clamouring of his brain.
Rage kept him ploughing towards Hercules� Pillars Alley, allowing him to ignore the burning pain in his lame leg and the agony of frozen fingers. All he wanted to do was charge into the club and force a confession from the sly colonel with his fists. And then Temperance would see what sort of man she professed to love. But when he reached his destination, his training took over: his wild fury drained away and was replaced by the cool professionalism that had allowed him to survive ten years in espionage. So, instead of storming into the house like a lunatic, he slid into the shadows outside, and thought about what he was going to do.
Once his judgement was unimpaired by anger, he saw it would be foolish to dash into a situation that might see him killed. First, he was too tired for fighting. Second, his sword was broken. And third, Temperance might rush to her lover�s defence, and then what would he do? Exchange blows with her, too? And would Turner even be there? He had just committed a violent crime, and was now more than five thousand pounds richer; perhaps he would decide that Temperance and the bust were not worth the bother. But indentations in the snow from the road to the club�s front door told the spy that this was wishful thinking: Turner had been unable to resist the lure of easy pickings, and he was there, inside the house, plying his evil charms on the woman Chaloner loved like a sister.
The spy approached the building and tapped softly on the door, but the servants had evidently been given the evening off, because there was no reply. The door was locked, but that was no obstacle to him. His metal probe was in his hand without conscious thought, and he had it open in moments. He padded silently across the hall to the parlour, where he peered through a gap between door and wall. The snow that had caked on his coat and shoes began to melt, forming puddles on the floor.
Temperance was sitting at one end of a guest-filled table, and Turner was at the other. They held goblets, filled to the brim with wine, and were toasting each other�s health. Chaloner winced when he saw the shining adoration in her eyes, and hated himself for what he was about to do. The colonel�s face was red from his journey through the snow, and his cloak had been flung carelessly across the back of a chair. He looked remarkably lively, though, and Chaloner supposed he was buoyed up by the success of his robbery.
Turner and Wiseman were the only men present, the other guests being the �working girls� and Maude. Belle was among them, and Chaloner shook his head when he saw she still wore her locket: Turner had shown him a duplicate in order to claim the ten shillings. Wiseman was relating some tale about a Public Anatomy he had performed, and his audience � a jaded group that was not easily entertained � was transfixed. The surgeon was unused to receiving such a positive reaction to his grisly anecdotes, and was happier than Chaloner had ever seen him.
While they were occupied, the spy decided to see whether his suspicions were correct. He headed for the cellar, lighting a lamp in the kitchen to take with him. As he descended the stairs, he marvelled at the size of Temperance�s collection. A dozen crates contained the most valuable items, while the more robust specimens sat out draped in sheets � with the notable exception of Nero, who glowered, uncovered, from the top of a tall box.
Chaloner began his search. The Bernini was in the third chest he opened, and he paused for a moment to admire it. He had seen the old king once, across a battlefield, but he recalled the pinched, arrogant features quite clearly. The artist had captured the hauteur and pride in the face, and yet there was also a touching vulnerability about it. He could see why Bernini was regarded as a genius.
He took a deep breath, trying to summon the energy he needed to confront Turner, and was about to walk back up the stairs, when he saw a trail of water splashes on the floor. He followed them to a sack that was heavily encrusted with snow. When he opened it, he found it full of money and jewels. He was still staring, disgusted that Turner should have beaten an old man to get it, when he heard a creak. He doused the lantern, ducked into the shadows and waited.

Turner walked into the cellar holding a lamp of his own. His eyes immediately lit on the opened box that contained the stolen masterpiece. He set the lantern on a crate and drew his sword.
�Come out,� he called softly. �I know you are here, because you have left wet marks on the floor.�
Chaloner supposed he had. The snow that covered his clothes was continuing to melt, and he, like Turner�s sack, left drips wherever he went. He stepped out, and thought he saw alarm flash in the colonel�s eyes when he was recognised, but it was quickly masked.
�What are you doing here?� Turner demanded uneasily. �Temperance will be hurt when she learns you declined her invitation to dine, just so you could use the opportunity to sneak into her home and help yourself to her things.�
�I am not the thief here,� said Chaloner quietly. �I do not break in to the houses of elderly merchants when I think they are at church, and batter them half to death when I discover they are not.�
�What is this?� demanded Turner, struggling to feign bemusement. �What elderly merchant?�
Chaloner pointed to the sack. �The one you almost killed to get that. Do not deny it, Turner. Your ear-string dropped off during the attack, and identifies you as the culprit.�
Turner�s hand flew to his empty lobe in horror. Seeing he was trapped, he dropped the pretence of innocence, and tried another tactic. �This is not how it looks. I was worried about him keeping such a large sum in his house, so I decided to put it in a bank, where it will be safe. But he came back unexpectedly, and went for his gun. I panicked. I am not proud of myself, but it is what happened. It is all a terrible misunderstanding.�
�If you say so,� said Chaloner, too tired to argue with him. �But that is for a judge to decide.�
Turner shook his head in stunned disbelief. �This cannot be happening, not now! I have a job I love, wealthy ladies shower me with gifts, and Temperance is on the verge of giving me half her club. Those meetings at John�s Coffee House work! You ask for success with like-minded men, and lo and behold, success is yours.�
Chaloner was taken aback by the claim. �You attribute your recent rise in fortune to prayers?�
Turner shrugged. �Well, something caused my luck to change. I joined originally to gain Tryan�s confidence � to find out whether he really did have a fortune in his parlour. But when I realised prayers might be the key to my various triumphs, I decided I had better keep going. Do you want to enrol? I can get you in � in exchange for your silence about tonight�s little episode, naturally.�
Chaloner regarded him in disdain. �You are a callous dog, Turner. Or is your real name Grey?�
He drew his sword when Turner did not reply, glancing down when the hilt made a peculiar grating sound and something small and metallic fell from it and skittered across the floor. The blade was held in place by a thread, and would not survive the first parry. He cursed himself for not borrowing a better one from Tryan, because he should have anticipated how an encounter with Turner would end. At some point during his frantic race � probably when he had been knocked off his feet as Turner had been fleeing from Lymestrete � he had also lost the daggers he kept secreted about his person. Fortunately, the colonel noticed neither his lack of handy weapons nor the state of his sword. He began to back away.
�Please!� he cried, alarmed. �I am sure we can work this out without resorting to violence.�
�We can,� agreed Chaloner evenly. �And it entails you putting up your weapon and turning around.�
�No!� Turner�s face was as white as the snow that was falling outside. �They will execute me, and you know how I feel about hanging.�
Chaloner was unmoved. �Then you should have thought of that before you broke the law.�
Turner swallowed hard, clearly loath to engage in a skirmish he thought he was unlikely to win. Then he closed his eyes in weary resignation, and slowly reached out to place his sword on the nearest crate. Unfortunately, Chaloner�s blade chose that moment to drop out of its hilt. The colonel�s eyebrows shot up in astonishment, but his reactions were fast. He snatched up his weapon again, even as Chaloner darted towards it, and the spy was lucky to avoid the lunge that was aimed in his direction.
�And you berated me for poor weapon maintenance the other night,� Turner crowed, his confidence flooding back now he had the advantage. �Hypocrite!�
�You are still not leaving this cellar a free man,� warned Chaloner.
Turner laughed derisively. �And who will stop me? Not you, because you will be dead. You seem to know rather too much about me, and I do not want you telling tales to His Portliness.�
Chaloner grabbed an old broom that had been left lying on the floor. Turner might have the upper hand at that precise moment, but the spy had faced worse odds. All he needed to do was even them out a little. He looked around quickly, and a plan began to form in his mind.
�I appreciate that the King�s statue posed an irresistible temptation for you,� he said, jigging away from the stabbing blade. �But I will never forgive you for involving Temperance. Or Meg, although I cannot imagine she knew why you needed her cart.�
�Meg would have demanded a share,� said Turner, watching Chaloner with narrowed eyes as the spy weaved between the crates. �So I kept her in the dark. But how do you know I involved Temperance?�
The question took Chaloner by surprise, given where they were. �Other than the stolen bust being hidden in her cellar? Well, there is the note offering to sell it to Margaret Symons, which is in her handwriting. You persuaded her to scribe it, lest someone recognised your own scrawl.�
Turner grinned slyly. �It suits me to be cautious. She had no idea what she was scribbling about, though � I doubt her affection for me runs deep enough to defraud the King on my account.�
Chaloner was not so sure about that. He moved further behind the sculpture as Turner continued to speak. His ploy to distract the man by encouraging him to gloat was working � like many criminals, he could not resist bragging about his achievements.
�I assumed some wealthy Royalist would buy it, but the King made such a fuss about its loss that I dared not approach any. I had no idea he would miss it so much. God knows why � it is ugly.�
�It is of his father,� said Chaloner, astounded not only by the man�s ignorance of art, but by his lack of understanding for his victim. �Of course he will miss it.�
�I tried selling it to artists in the end,� Turner went on, waving his free hand to indicate Chaloner did not know what he was talking about. �And I even offered it to Greene, thinking he might exchange it for a pardon. He was a fool to refuse, because I do not see how else he will evade the noose.�
�You think he is guilty?� Chaloner stumbled when Turner managed to land a sly jab with his sword. It did no harm, but the colonel had moved fast, and Chaloner knew he would have to be careful. His lame leg was slowing him down, and the trek through the snow had taken too great a toll on his strength � unlike Turner, he did not have the exhilaration of a successful burglary to fuel him.
The colonel nodded. �I wanted to believe he was the victim of a monstrous conspiracy, as you suggested, but there are too many inexplicable coincidences. He must have killed those three clerks because they were more successful than him, and he was jealous.�
One more jig put Chaloner in the position he had been aiming for � with Turner trapped between two tall boxes where he would be unable to make full use of his sword. He took a firmer grip on the broom, readying himself for attack. Turner was still chattering.
�I thought it would be easy to make a tidy profit from the statue, because everyone here is so fabulously gullible. For example, selling those lockets to swooning women has been child�s play.�
The confession made Chaloner falter. �You sold those keepsakes?� he asked, astounded by the man�s audacity. �I thought you dispensed them to make each lady think she was special.�
Turner�s smug grin was back. �I did � I just wheedled a small donation from her at the same time. They are wealthy lasses, and do not mind lending me money for my poor sick mother.�
�And then you make bets with men like me, saying you can charm these lockets away from their owners. But, of course, you do no such thing. Belle is still wearing hers, and the one you showed me this morning is a duplicate.�
�I keep a supply in my hat,� confided Turner, winking. �I almost lost them when Lady Castlemaine demanded I hand it over � I had to pretend I wanted to keep it because it was a gift from Bess.�
�You could have returned the statue to the Earl,� said Chaloner, aiming to disconcert him by turning the discussion to the crime that had transpired to be something of a disaster. �He would have been far too delighted to ask awkward questions, and you could have secured his good graces permanently.�
Turner sneered. �And what would he have given me for it? Nothing! However, I am beginning to see there is no alternative, so I shall make him a gift of it after I kill you. I will tell him you stole it.�
Chaloner dived forward, startling the colonel with the speed of his attack. Turner tried to fight back, but found he had insufficient room to manoeuvre. The spy met each feeble thrust with the broom, then jabbed hard, catching Turner a painful blow on the ribs. But Turner recovered quickly, and reciprocated by slashing at Chaloner�s legs. He missed, but the move caused the spy to stagger, and Turner took the opportunity to dart around a crate and tip Nero off his pedestal. Chaloner hurled himself backwards to avoid being crushed, and fell awkwardly. Turner grinned when he saw the spy sprawled on the floor sans broom, and prepared to make an end of him.

Chaloner looked around desperately for some kind of weapon � anything that would slow Turner�s relentless advance � but there was nothing. He took a deep breath and braced himself for the stroke that would end his life. But suddenly, there was a thud and Turner gave a sharp yelp of pain � someone had lobbed a wine decanter that had hit him square in the back. Temperance was on the stairs.
Turner whipped around, then started to stride towards her. Chaloner struggled to his feet, sure Turner was going to kill her, but his legs were like rubber, and he could not move nearly fast enough. The colonel reached her first.
�Dearest,� he said with one of his most winning smiles. �Chaloner stole the King�s bust, and hid it in your cellar. But he has been unable to sell the thing, so hopes to secure his future with the Earl by blaming you for the crime.�
�He is lying,� said Chaloner, although with scant hope of being believed. Why would she take his word over that of an adored lover?
�We have been fighting,� continued Turner, ignoring him. �But I won, and it will not take a moment to finish him off. Go upstairs, love. You do not want to see this.�
�I heard you,� said Temperance in a low, broken voice. �I was hard on your heels when you came down here. I heard everything you said.�
Unabashed, Turner winked at her. �You heard me confounding him with a false confession. It is a technique I have used to corner felons before, and you should not worry your pretty head with it.�
While Turner was talking, Chaloner summoned the strength for a final assault. He tore across the room, and crashed into the man, bowling him from his feet. The sword flew from Turner�s hand, and by the time he had gathered his wits, the spy was sitting astride him and his own dagger was being held to his throat. Turner regarded it in astonishment, as if he could not imagine how he had lost the encounter.
�Stand up,� ordered Chaloner, grabbing the sword. He was aware of Temperance�s bitter weeping behind him, and it tore at his heart. For two pins, he would have run Turner through there and then.
�Do not let him take me,� Turner begged, climbing to his feet and stretching a pleading hand towards Temperance. �I will be hanged. And anyway, I stole the bust for us, so we could-�
�No more lies, James,� Temperance sobbed. �Do not talk to me.�
Turner was shrewd enough to recognise a lost cause when he saw one. He turned to Chaloner instead. �If you let me go, I will tell you where to find Greene � or rather where Greene will be at dawn. The whores in the Dog and Duck have been sheltering him, but I met Meg earlier, and she could not resist confiding in me.�
Chaloner indicated that Turner was to precede him up the stairs. Temperance followed.
�He plans to visit the Painted Chamber at first light,� continued Turner, rather desperately. �According to Meg, he wants to collect a few things before fleeing to France. You can go there and arrest him. It will delight His Portliness, and save you your job.�
�And why should I believe you?�
�Because I do not want to hang,� said Turner. His voice was unsteady. �So I am offering you valuable information in exchange for an hour to leave the city. Besides, I suspect you think I am the clerk-killer � you seem to be blaming me for everything else � and I want to prove my innocence by giving you the real villain. Greene.�
�There is no need,� said Chaloner. They reached the top of the stairs, and Temperance stepped around them to open the door. �You have an alibi for Chetwynd�s murder: Meg said you and she meet each Monday and Thursday and stay together from dusk until dawn. You were with her when he died.�
He heard Temperance catch her breath, but did not take his eyes off Turner. She tugged open the door, then stood aside for the colonel to pass. As he went, Turner reached out to touch her cheek. She ducked away violently, unwittingly placing herself between him and Chaloner�s sword. As quick as lightning, Turner shoved her hard, so she toppled towards the cellar stairs. Chaloner tried to catch her, but she was a large woman and represented a lot of weight. She fell, dragging the spy down the steps with her. Then the door slammed, and Chaloner heard the key turn in the lock.

�Tom?� asked Temperance softly in the silence that followed. �Are you all right?�
Chaloner was unable to answer until she had removed herself from his chest. Then he lurched up the stairs and hauled furiously at the door, disgusted with himself for letting Turner escape. By the time he had picked the lock, the colonel was long gone. He did not feel equal to a chase, so he limped back to the kitchen instead. Temperance was sitting at the table, sobbing so hard he was not sure how to comfort her. He said nothing, and knelt by her side, waiting until she was ready to talk. He was aware of the minutes ticking away, but nothing seemed more important than his friend at that moment.
While she wept, he thought about Turner�s claim. Was he telling the truth about Greene being in the Painted Chamber at dawn? Or was it yet another lie? And how far off was daybreak anyway? He had lost all sense of time. In the parlour, he could hear Wiseman�s voice, and the sound of women laughing. At least someone was having a good time.
�No!� exclaimed Temperance suddenly, brushing away her tears. She sat bolt upright. �Oh, no!�
�What?� asked Chaloner uneasily. It was not a reaction he had been anticipating.
She leapt to her feet and began to bundle him towards the door. �James � I have just realised what he is going to do. He will see us as the only thing standing between him and the fulfilment of his nefarious plans. He will run straight to your Earl and spin a web of lies that will see us blamed for robbing Tryan and stealing the statue.�
Chaloner disengaged his arm. Turner had just had a very narrow escape, and would be halfway to the coast by now, thanking his lucky stars for his deliverance. �Even he is not audacious enough to-�
She punched his shoulder, hard, to express her exasperation. �He is, Tom! He is the most plausible liar in London � he must be, if he can deceive me. And who do you think your Earl will believe? A Royalist colonel who solves murders, or you, who keeps to the shadows and insults him at every turn?�
�But you heard him confess,� said Chaloner tiredly. �You will bear witness that-�
�You think the Earl will listen to a brothel-keeper, do you?�
She had a point. �But it is not-�
�You do not know James like I do,� she snapped. �He loves money, and we have just deprived him of five thousand pounds. He will be livid � itching for revenge. And what better way, than to see us accused of the crimes he committed? I cannot believe I have been such a fool.�
Neither could Chaloner. �It could happen to anyone,� he began lamely.
�He used me to mislead you,� she went on bitterly. �He encouraged me to think Brodrick stole the bust, in his capacity as Lord of Misrule. And then he urged me to share my so-called theory with you � to throw you off his own scent. He is a villain to the core! But do not stand there looking bewildered, Tom! Go! Take my horse.�
�You have a horse?�
�I did,� said Temperance grimly, when she led the way across the yard and saw the stable door ajar. Footprints in the snow showed where someone had dashed in and a nag had galloped out. �You will have to run. Your life � and mine � depends on you reaching the Earl in time to refute James�s lies.�

Chaloner tried to do as she ordered, but he was exhausted, and every inch was a struggle. The blizzard had dwindled to the occasional flurry, but the temperature had plummeted, and there was a crust of ice on top of the snow. Every step involved crunching knee-deep into it, and hauling the other leg out behind him. It would have been gruelling exercise had he been fresh, but his energy reserves were almost entirely depleted, and his leg ached badly.
He laboured along The Strand with his breath coming in sharp bursts. He began to sweat from the effort, but did not dare stop to remove his coat, afraid he would never start again if he did. When he reached Charing Cross, he was tempted to give up, and hope the Earl would be prepared to listen to him regardless of what Turner had said in the interim. But there was Temperance to consider. The Earl was not going to champion a woman who ran a bordello, whether she was innocent or not.
The city was eerily quiet, sounds being muffled by the blanketing snow. He heard the clocks strike five, and was surprised it was so late; it felt earlier, because most of London still slept. He did not imagine the Earl would be at his offices at such an hour, so he stopped at Worcester House, hammering on the door with a ferocity that hurt his hands. But the servant who answered it told him the Earl was not there � he had already gone to White Hall. Chaloner had miscalculated, and had lost valuable moments doing so.
He reached the palace after what seemed liked an age, and stumbled through the gate. He was able to put on a spurt of speed once he was inside, but knew it was too little, too late � when he arrived and placed his ear against the office door, he could hear Turner speaking. The monologue was occasionally punctuated by the Earl, and once by Haddon. Chaloner rested his forehead against the wall in weary despair. The colonel had already spun his tale, and he was elegant, plausible and charming. Temperance was right: the Earl would never believe Chaloner over his new darling.
So what should he do now? Slip away before he was arrested? But then what would happen to Temperance? He took a deep breath, and tried to hear what was being said.
�� Greene in the Painted Chamber,� Turner was declaring.
�Is he?� asked the Earl. �Then why have you not arrested him?�
�I would have done, sir,� said Turner patiently. �But, as I just told you, I have only just escaped from Chaloner and his friend the brothel-keeper. They locked me in their cellar all night, and I am lucky to escape with my life. It was they who stopped me from apprehending Greene.�
�I do not believe you,� said Haddon indignantly. �Thomas would never do such terrible things. You are just trying to have him dismissed, so you can be appointed in his place.�
�Dismissed?� echoed Turner. �I want him thrown into your deepest dungeon! He stole from the King, not to mention battering poor Tryan to within an inch of his life. And he told me he felt sorry for Greene, because he is a fellow criminal. A man like that cannot be allowed his freedom.�
�Put up your weapon, colonel,� ordered the Earl. �I do not feel safe with you waving it about.�
Chaloner reached for his own sword, not liking the notion of Turner being in the Earl�s company with a naked blade, only to realise he did not have one. The only remotely sharp implement to hand was Bulteel�s paper-knife. He grabbed it, and had just put his ear to the door again when there was a shriek.
�Stop!� cried the Earl. �I command you to disarm!�
�You do not believe me,� hissed Turner. �You think I am lying.�
�We can talk about this like civilised men,� came Haddon�s unsteady voice. �But putting your sword at the Lord Chancellor�s throat is not the best way to make your case.�
Chaloner had heard enough. He threw open the door and burst in, paper-knife at the ready.
�Thomas!� shouted the Earl in relief. Turner jerked around when the spy entered, enabling the Earl to scamper away from him. �Thank God! Turner has taken leave of his senses, and means to kill us.�
�Well, why not?� demanded Turner. His voice was cold and dangerous. �I have spent all night locked in a filthy basement on your behalf, and now you say you do not believe me! How can you take his side over mine? He is a killer, trained by Spymaster Thurloe, no less � and he refused to accept that you were right about Greene. He defied you.�
�All that is true,� said the Earl. �But you also said he was a thief, and that I will never believe.�
�Why not?� demanded Turner. �Go to Hercules� Pillars Alley and see for yourself. He is-�
�Because he has had plenty of chances to steal in the past, and he never has,� replied the Earl. �His honesty is beyond question. You, on the other hand, know a suspicious amount about these crimes.�
�Because I solved them!� yelled Turner in exasperation. �You stupid, ignorant old fool! Why could you not have listened to me? We might have enjoyed a profitable partnership.�
�Partnership?� echoed the Earl in disbelief. �How dare you presume! Well, what are you waiting for, Thomas? I have had enough of this ridiculous situation. Take him into custody immediately.�
Chaloner glanced at his paper-knife, wondering how he was expected to arrest the sword-toting Turner when he was basically unarmed. But the Earl pulled the kind of face that indicated this was an irrelevancy, and that Chaloner should get on with it and stop making excuses.
�Catch!� shouted Haddon, tossing his ornamental dress-sword towards the spy.
Unfortunately, Chaloner could not move quickly enough, and Turner reached it first. He kicked it under a chest, then launched a fierce and determined attack, apparently knowing that to lose this time meant certain death. The spy scrambled behind the desk, and lobbed the paper-knife. Had it been a dagger, it would have killed Turner instantly, but it was too blunt to penetrate and only bounced uselessly to the floor. Outraged, Turner lunged across the table towards him, forcing him to retreat faster than his leg appreciated. Meanwhile, the Earl�s expression went from vengeful confidence to alarm when he realised his champion was not as invincible as he had thought.
Chaloner knew he was going to be skewered unless he thought of something fast. He glanced around quickly, then pretended to catch his foot in one of the Turkish rugs. The Earl gave a cry of dismay when he went sprawling. Grinning malevolently, Turner moved in for the kill. Chaloner waited for him to close, then kicked out hard, driving him backwards. There was a resounding clang as the colonel�s head connected with the precariously placed chandelier. He crashed to the floor and lay still. Climbing quickly to his feet, Chaloner ripped a sash from one of the curtains and tied Turner�s hands before he could regain his senses and create any more mischief.
�I had a feeling he was not all he claimed,� said Haddon, bolder now the danger was over. �I have a gift for sensing wickedness, and there is a lot to sense in him � he is a liar and a thief.�
But the Earl was no longer interested in Turner. �There is work to be done, Thomas. Greene is in the Painted Chamber, and it is time he was in custody. Go and apprehend him.�
�I will come with you,� offered Haddon kindly, reaching out to steady the spy when he reeled from pure exhaustion. �But we had better hurry, or Greene may decide to leave.�
Numbly, Chaloner followed him out, hoping he would have the strength to carry out his orders � he did not think he had ever been so tired. He was not so weary that he forgot to take Turner�s sword with him, however.

Dawn was breaking at last, a pale, distant glow in the night sky. It revealed a world that was unrecognisable, with roofs coated in a thick layer of white, and great clots of snow lodged in the branches of trees. The streets around White Hall and Westminster were used by monarchs and nobles, so labourers had been employed to shovel paths along them, which meant the journey to the Painted Chamber was much easier than the one from Hercules� Pillars Alley. Even so, Chaloner struggled.
�What is wrong?� asked Haddon, eyeing him in concern. �Did Turner score a sly hit? I find that hard to believe. The Earl said he could never best you in a thousand years.�
�Did he? When? Until a few moments ago, he was all for Turner.�
�Yes and no,� replied Haddon. �He is not a fool, and detected inconsistencies in the tales he was spun � in response to a few hints by me, naturally. Moreover, he was unimpressed by the fact that Turner�s sword broke when the Lord of Misrule attacked him, and asked me to investigate his military claims. I learned he was never a colonel in the Royalist army.�
�He probably cannot cook, either,� muttered Chaloner. He did not want Haddon with him when he arrested Greene. The steward would be in the way, and might be injured if there was a scuffle. He tried to think of an excuse to be rid of him. �I saw Bulteel buying more spices yesterday.�
Haddon stopped dead in his tracks and regarded him closely. �Did you? Do you think he might be planning a repeat performance of the pepper-cake incident? My poor darlings have still not recovered.�
�Perhaps you should check them,� suggested Chaloner, hoping his lies would not exacerbate the feud between secretary and steward to the point where it could never be mended.
�Perhaps I should,� said Haddon worriedly. �But what about you? You need my help.�
�I will manage,� said Chaloner. �It is only Greene � and I have a sword.�
Haddon�s face was a study in indecision, but eventually affection for his dogs won out. With a muttered apology, he slipped off in the direction of Cannon Row. Relieved to be rid of the responsibility of protecting him, Chaloner toiled on alone. He sincerely hoped Greene would not elect to fight, because he suspected that even a clerk with no experience with weapons would best him at that moment.
It felt like hours before he reached the Painted Chamber, and when he did, he was obliged to take a moment to recover � to catch his breath and wait for the burning weariness to ease from his legs. Then he pushed open the door and entered its cold, dim interior. It was empty on two counts � it was still too early for the clerks to begin their work, and Twelfth Night was a popular holiday, when men tended to stay at home with their families. His footsteps echoed hollowly as he walked. Daylight was just beginning to filter through the windows, ghostly and grey from the reflection of the snow outside. It did not take him many moments to see that no one was there, and he was not sure whether to be disappointed or relieved.
Now what? He sat heavily on a desk, uncertain what to do next. Should he hire a horse and ride to the coast, which was where any sane fugitive from justice would be heading? Or should he go to the Dog and Duck, on the off-chance that Greene had decided to remain in hiding with his prostitute friends? Unfortunately, either option required more energy than he had left.
�What are you doing here?�
Greene�s voice was so close behind him that Chaloner leapt to his feet and spun around in alarm. He started to reach for his sword, but the clerk was holding a gun, and even in the poor light, Chaloner could see it was loaded and ready to fire. Greene did not look comfortable with the weapon, and the hand that held it shook.
�You lied to me,� said Chaloner, beginning to back away. �I believed you when you said you were innocent � and I believed your reasons for why the evidence against you should be disregarded, too.�
�Yes, you did,� agreed Greene quietly. �I cannot imagine why � I certainly would not have done. And stand still, or I shall shoot you.�
�So the Earl was right,� said Chaloner, doing as he was told � it was always wise to obey orders issued by men wielding firearms. By the same token, he knew it was reckless to taunt Greene with a discussion of his crimes, but he could not help himself. �You were running away when we caught you outside this hall. You had just murdered Chetwynd. But what did you do with the cup?�
Greene smiled, although it was a pained, unhappy expression. �I was not alone. I was never alone.�
For a moment, Chaloner thought he was claiming some sort of divine guidance, but then realised that God was unlikely to make incriminating goblets disappear into thin air. The clerk was talking about a real accomplice, one of flesh and blood.
�Who helped you?� demanded Chaloner. His hand was on the hilt of his sword, and he was ready to whip it out the moment Greene lowered his guard.
The clerk made a dismissive motion: he was unwilling to say. �I was expecting Turner this morning, not you. He has finally grasped that I am guilty, so it was decided to entice him here and kill him. But as you are here and he is not, I suppose I shall have to poison you instead. I am sorry, but it must be what is meant to happen.�
�He will be here soon,� lied Chaloner. �What will you do then? If you kill either of us, my Earl will hunt you down.�
Greene shrugged. �How? He could not trap me when he had you and Turner, so how will he manage alone? Besides, I am taking a ship to the New World tomorrow, and that will be an end to the matter. My master, who has guided my hand in everything, will have to use other faithful servants to carry on his work � thanks to your Earl�s determination to unmask me, my usefulness to him is at an end.�
�Are you saying someone told you to commit these crimes?� asked Chaloner in disbelief. �How in God�s name could you let yourself be used so? I thought you were an ethical man.�
�I have tried to be.� Greene looked miserable, a far cry from the gloating Turner. �I swore an oath to be honourable, and I have followed it faithfully. You no doubt think that murder is dishonourable, but these were wicked men, and my master said God wanted them gone � that it was my destiny to dispatch them for Him. And I have always believed everything that happens is predetermined, so ��
�I suppose your master used your association with Lady Castlemaine to persuade you to do his bidding,� said Chaloner, more strands of the mystery coming together in his mind. �You ran errands for her that decent men would have declined, and he threatened to tell. She gave you a book ��
�L�Ecole des Filles.� Greene blushed. �I should not have accepted it, but I was curious and Langston said it was good. She lied about him being alive at four o�clock, by the way � I killed him at two. But she did not lie because she knows I am the killer � her sole objective was to oppose your Earl.�
�And everything Turner and I discovered about you was true: you did beg or steal brandywine from White Hall to disguise the taste of poison.�
�I did, although it was not my idea.�
�Chetwynd would have been easy to kill � he would not have been suspicious of a friend offering him a warming drink on a cold night. But how did you persuade Vine and Langston? With a gun?�
�I told them it is more pleasant than being gut-shot,� said Greene, gesticulating with his dag in a way that might see it go off. �And we have all seen enough of war to know that is true. I shall offer you the same choice, but I recommend the poison. It is quick and relatively painless.�
Chaloner had no intention of swallowing anything. His fingers tightened around his sword, although Greene did not notice � he was still talking, using the flat, resigned tone that indicated he thought the whole business had been inevitable.
�None of it was my idea: I was his puppet in everything. He told me what time I was to go out, which routes to travel, when I should approach Munt for brandywine, even which clothes to wear. And he told me to toss Jones�s purses in the river, although your witness was mistaken in what he saw, because I really did throw ten, not three.�
�You are a fool! Can you not see what is happening? Someone left a red-stoned ring in your home and hid brandywine in your office. I suspect it is your master, and that he intends to have you blamed for these murders � you said yourself that your usefulness to him is at an end.�
Greene nodded. �I will be blamed, but I shall be in the New World, where it will not matter.�
�Who is he?� asked Chaloner. He gestured at the gun. �If I am going to be killed anyway, what does it matter if you tell me his name?�
Greene smiled. �He will be here soon, and you can see for yourself. He always comes when I kill, probably to make sure I do not weaken and show mercy.�
But the last pieces of the puzzle had snapped into place, and Chaloner knew exactly who Greene�s master was. �My belief in your innocence was based on the fact that I was watching your house when Vine was killed, but now I see what happened. Your master told you to leave by another door when you went to commit the crime. And he suggested you hide your wet coat and shoes, too.�
Greene inclined his head. �He has a mind for details.�
�And he was on hand to advise me to look for damp clothing when I returned from Westmister. He chose his victims because they were men who pretended to be upright but were flawed � Chetwynd�s corruption, Langston�s venality, Vine�s liking for blackmail. Earlier, in the Earl�s office, Haddon said he had a gift for detecting wickedness.�
�He told me the same. He said hypocrisy is endemic at Westminster and White Hall, and that it was necessary to take a stand against it. But here he is now.�
The door opened and the Lord Chancellor�s steward walked in. He was not alone, because the train-band were with him, led by Doling and Payne.

While Greene�s attention was taken by the new arrivals, Chaloner darted towards him. Startled, Greene raised the gun and jerked the trigger, but the weapon flashed in the pan. Chaloner snatched it from him and hurled it through a window. Perhaps someone would hear the smashing glass and send for the palace guards. Regardless, he felt better once it was no longer in Greene�s unsteady grip.
He whipped around when the soldiers started to stride towards him, weapons drawn. Their message was unmistakeable: there would be no escape this time. He glanced at Haddon. The walk through the snow had warmed the steward, and he had loosened his collar. There was a faint scar on his throat, like the one the Wapping vicar had described. Chaloner also noticed he was wearing a ruby ring on a string around his neck. Haddon saw him looking at it.
�Vine ripped it off me in his death throes,� he explained, tucking it back inside his coat. �It belonged to my wife, and I did not want to lose it. Payne retrieved it for me, although I understand you got it first.�
Chaloner gazed at him. �I thought you were a gentle man, but you are responsible for four murders: Chetwynd, Vine, Langston and Lea.�
�I did what was necessary. And I am sorry it must end like this � I had hoped to spare you. My plan was to kill Turner, and have you continue to assert Greene�s innocence, but that is no longer a viable option. Lay hold of him, Doling.�
Chaloner drew his sword as Doling approached, and they exchanged a series of vicious ripostes. But Payne circled behind them, sword jabbing at the spy�s back. When Chaloner spun around to tackle him, Doling knocked the weapon from his hand, enabling the others to seize him. He struggled when he was searched for knives, but it was a token effort, and he knew he was well and truly their prisoner. He did manage to kick Payne on the shin, though, causing the man to leap away with a howl of pain.
�Do not harm him,� shouted Haddon urgently, when Payne prepared to exact revenge. �We need him unmarked if my plan is to work � Wiseman will notice any suspicious wounds.�
�He will,� agreed Chaloner. �And he will know I am not the kind of man to swallow poison-�
�You will drink it,� interrupted Payne with grim determination. �We will make you.�
Chaloner bucked, aiming to free a hand and grab a dagger from one of his captors, but they were too professional to fall for such a trick, and all he did was encourage them to hold him more tightly.
�You cannot escape from us,� Payne jeered, clearly delighted to have the troublesome spy at his mercy at last. His grip was hard enough to hurt. �Not this time.�
Chaloner was beginning to believe he might be right. But he was not going to go without some sort of fight, and he had two weapons left to him: his tongue and his wits. He would just have to keep Haddon and his cronies talking until he could devise a solution to his predicament. Of course, his wits were like mud, and he could barely put together sensible sentences, let alone formulate a plan that might save his life. But he had to rise to the challenge, because he was determined not to give Payne the satisfaction of defeating him.
�You are Reeve the corn-chandler,� he said, trying to force his exhausted mind to function. �You disguised yourself to attend the coffee-house meetings, because you wanted to monitor the activities of your victims-�
�He actually wanted one of us to go,� interrupted Payne. �But Doling refused to be in company with such low villains, while I am not very good at subterfuge. He decided to watch them himself.�
Haddon said nothing, and for a moment there was silence. Chaloner flailed about for something else to say. �Why did you use Greene to kill, when you have a train-band at your disposal?�
�Because it suited me,� replied Haddon shortly. He turned to Doling. �I do not anticipate many clerks will arrive for work this morning, but we should hurry regardless. Besides, I do not want to leave my dogs alone for too long. I am sure I saw Bulteel lurking in Cannon Row when I went there just now.�
Doling did not answer, and his dour face was cold and hard as he watched the steward remove two bottles from a satchel and begin to mix them. The aroma of brandywine began to pervade the hall. It made Chaloner queasy. Payne noticed his reaction and grinned nastily.
�Matthias Lea declined our concoction at first,� Payne said. �But he drank it in the end. He was a vile creature � he betrayed his old colleagues in order to get a post with the Royalist government. So did his brother, who will shoot himself this evening, wracked by grief over the loss of his kinsman.�
�You told me Greene was innocent when we met near your lair,� said Chaloner, supposing he would have to keep Payne talking, given that Doling and Haddon were disinclined to be communicative. Of course, chatting would do him scant good if his wits failed to keep their side of the bargain. �Why?�
Payne shrugged. �On the off-chance that you might escape. Haddon was not quite finished with him and your belief in his innocence was staying the Earl�s hand � keeping him free to continue our work. It does not matter now, though. We have more villains to dispatch, but we shall use other means.�
�What other means?� asked Chaloner. Haddon seemed to be having trouble with his potion, because he was frowning in a way that said he was dissatisfied with it. Greene stepped forward to help.
�Accidental drownings come next,� replied Payne gleefully. �And after that, mishaps with speeding carriages. Eventually, evil will be eradicated.�
�Drownings,� pounced Chaloner. �Like Jones. He happened across your domain, so you pushed him in the river.�
�Actually, he came hurtling down the alley so fast, he could not stop � he sank like a stone. Then you came along. You jumped in the water rather than fight us, then surfaced screeching for rescue.�
�Jones was a thief,� said Doling grimly. �His death I do not regret. He stole from the bank that now employs me � the news is all over London.�
�Do you know why Jones was in the alley?� asked Chaloner. He could see from the bemused expressions on the soldiers� faces that they had not thought to ask. �Because he was chasing one of Williamson�s spies � a man who subsequently escaped.�
�Our boat!� exclaimed Payne. �We thought it had been swept away by the tide, but Williamson�s man must have climbed into it and rowed away.�
�He will have told the Spymaster about you,� said Chaloner, aiming to give them cause for anxiety.
Payne laughed derisively. �Who do you think provides us with quarters and weapons? Williamson often calls on our services, mostly to quell minor rebellions, which we do quietly and decisively.�
Chaloner was confused. �So, you are not Haddon�s men?�
�That is none of your business,� snapped Doling. �Enough talking.�
Chaloner turned to him. �How can you condone what Haddon is doing?� he demanded, hoping to appeal to some deeply embedded sense of military honour. �You are a soldier, not an assassin.�
�We are warriors, fighting vice,� declared Payne, before Doling could speak. �It is no different from any other war. I used to pray with Chetwynd and the others in Scobel�s house, but their duplicity sickened me. The Restoration has allowed evil men to prosper at the expense of good ones. Look at Symons and Doling. They are decent, but they were dismissed to make room for scoundrels.�
�Hargrave will be next,� said Haddon casually, as though he was issuing invitations to dinner. �He rents out sub-standard buildings, and profits from supplying materials for Langston�s disgusting plays. Then Brodrick is a cruel man, who uses ferrets and bears for practical jokes, while Bulteel feeds pepper-cake to dogs, and embezzles money from his Earl.�
�No!� objected Chaloner, appalled. �Bulteel is the most honest man in White Hall � more honest than you, because he does not pretend to be virtuous while he breaks the law.�
Haddon abandoned his chemistry, and strode forward to strike the spy. �How dare you judge me!�
�So much for no suspicious marks,� muttered Payne, a little resentfully.
�And you can hold your tongue, too,� snapped Haddon, rounding on him. �You have no business gossiping when I told you we need to hurry. Do you want to be caught?�
�We will not be caught,� said Payne confidently. �Not when we have you to guide us. The best thing I ever did was swear that oath to you. You have led us down this glorious path-�
�We all swore it,� interrupted one of the soldiers, although he did not look entirely happy. �We pledged to live righteous lives, and signed a pact in our own blood. But-�
�You swore to him?� Chaloner�s thoughts whirled as he stared at Haddon. �Thurloe said Scobel was fat and bearded, but sickness can waste a man, while beards can be shaved. You did not die � Margaret Symons saw you! She said her uncle stood by her bed, but we thought she was delirious.�
�She and my nephew nursed me back to health three years ago,� replied Haddon. He did not seem disconcerted that Chaloner had guessed his real identity � and why should he? The spy was in no position to tell anyone. �And then I watched my so-called friends slide from the promises they had made. It has taken me all this time to decide to put an end to their sinfulness, but I wanted to give them every chance to reform.�
�It was futile thinking they would,� put in Payne. �As I have told you before.�
�Symons should have inherited a fortune from you,� said Chaloner, speaking more quickly when he saw Haddon � he could not think of him as Scobel � inspect the contents of the cup, and give a satisfied nod. �But he did not, because you were alive and still needed it.�
�It has all gone now. I enjoy working for the Earl, though. He is impatient, condescending and opinionated, but good at heart. And he likes dogs.�
�So did Scobel,� Chaloner recalled. �One howled over his grave, apparently.�
�The coffin was stuffed with my clothes, and the poor beast was deceived. Payne killed the man who shot her.� Haddon gave the cup one last stir, then picked it up.
�I am not comfortable with this,� said Doling uneasily. �Killing wicked men is one thing, but-�
�We cannot let him jeopardise our work,� said Haddon. �And I have a plan that will ensure no questions are asked. Greene will kill him, then swallow the rest of the poison in a fit of remorse. The case will be closed, and I shall advise the Earl that nothing will be gained by further investigation.�
�What?� asked Greene in horror, as two soldiers stepped forward to hold him.
�I told you they could not be trusted,� said Chaloner.

Greene struggled instinctively when he was grabbed, but it was not long before the gloomy, resigned expression was back in his eyes. He went limp in his captors� arms. Chaloner tried to capitalise on the diversion by breaking free, but Payne subdued him with several vicious punches that made his head spin, ignoring Haddon�s protestations about suspicious marks. The spy had been in many difficult situations during his eventful life, but this was by far one of the most serious � he could not see any way to help himself, no matter how hard he tried to force his sluggish mind to work.
�Drink the wine,� ordered Payne, taking the cup from Haddon and holding it out to Greene.
�Refuse,� countered Chaloner. His voice sounded thick and slurred to his own ears. �Do not make it easy for them � they promised you passage to the New World, but they repay you with death.�
�Perhaps it is for the best,� said Greene flatly. �I never was easy with the notion of killing, even for God. And working for Lady Castlemaine made me feel � tainted.�
�You are tainted,� said Haddon softly. �But if you take your own life, God will forgive you. Drink. It will soon be over.�
Greene indicated the soldiers were to release one of his hands, then he took the cup and held it to his lips. He hesitated for a moment, then tipped it back and swallowed. Chaloner watched in disbelief � he had expected the man to put up at least a modicum of self-defence. After a moment, the clerk doubled over and started to retch. Chaloner began to struggle again when Payne walked towards him, and succeeded in knocking the cup with his chin, so some of its contents slopped to the floor.
�Hold him still,� Payne snarled.
Chaloner summoned the last of his strength and fought, writhing and twisting with all his might, knowing resistance was his only chance of life. More poison spilled, and in frustration, Payne pushed his dagger against the spy�s throat. There was a sharp pain, but Chaloner knew it was a victory, because it was yet another mark Wiseman would question. More men came to pin him down. He managed to bite one and butt another in the face with his forehead. Curses filled the air.
�It will taste of brandywine,� snapped Haddon, becoming angry when he saw the length of time it was taking. �Do not make such a fuss.�
�I do not like this,� said Doling, backing away from the fracas suddenly. �I swore to fight evil, not to dispatch honest men for doing their duty.�
�We have no choice,� said Haddon impatiently. �Do you want to hang for murder? No? Then help Payne restrain him. The longer you let him keep us here, the greater are our chances of discovery.�
Liquid splashed on Chaloner�s cheek as the cup was lowered towards him, and he imagined he could feel it corroding his skin. He resisted with every fibre of his being, but his strength was spent, and Payne now gripped him so hard that he could barely breathe. His vision began to darken.
�No,� ordered Doling. �That is enough. Let him go.�
Chaloner was astonished when the soldiers promptly stepped away. Unfortunately, Payne did not follow their example: he responded by tightening his hold further still, and the spy found he was too weak to break loose. Worse, he could not breathe at all, and it occurred to him that suffocation was just as effective a way to kill as poison. Payne was about to do his master�s bidding without the toxin coming anywhere near him.
Suddenly, there was a tremendous crash, and the door flew open. The Earl stood there, Bulteel at his heels. The secretary looked terrified, and the Earl was panting hard.
�Stop!� the Earl bellowed. �I command you to stop!�
For a moment, no one moved. The train-band gaped at him, while even Haddon seemed taken aback. He recovered quickly, though.
�Bulteel,� he said, ignoring the Earl. �Your timing is impeccable. I said I would make you pay for what you did to my dogs, and I happen to have some spare poison. Fetch him, Payne. Doling can finish Thomas � we have wasted enough time on him.�
�What about the Earl?� asked Payne, releasing Chaloner and hurrying to do as he was told. The spy collapsed on the floor, gasping for breath. �Can we dispatch him, too? He is from White Hall, so he will be corrupt.�
�He is-� Whatever Haddon was about to say died in his throat, and an expression of astonishment filled his face. He opened his mouth to speak, but nothing emerged. Then he pitched forward. Payne rushed to catch him, gazing in horror at the knife that protruded from his master�s back.
Chaloner managed to raise his head, and saw triumph gleam in Greene�s eyes. He could not imagine how the dying clerk had mustered the strength to lob his knife, but he had done it, and Haddon was choking as blood filled his lungs.
�You-� Payne�s face was as black as thunder, and he dropped Haddon to take a menacing step towards the clerk. Doling interposed himself between them.
�Enough,� said Doling quietly. �It is over.�
�Are you insane?� snarled Payne, trying to thrust past him. �We must finish this � if we let these men live, we will be signing our own death warrants.�
�So be it,� said Doling, pushing him away. His men stood behind him, silent and obedient.
Eyes flashing with rage, Payne turned on Doling, but his hot-tempered lunges were no match for the older man�s cool, practised ripostes. His eyes bulged as Doling�s sword bit into his chest. Then he crashed to the floor, and lay still. There was a brief silence, then Chaloner heard the tap of the Earl�s tight little shoes as he moved forward tentatively.
�London is no place for us,� said Doling softly. �We thought we could stop the seeping wickedness that pervades the city, but we became as soiled as the men we sought to eradicate.�
�I should say,� agreed the Earl, looking around in distaste. �And associating with Spymaster Williamson is unlikely to lead you along the path of righteousness, either.�
�Payne was the killer,� said one of the soldiers. �He stabbed two men and a woman just for asking about us. Doling tried to stop him, but Scobel had Payne under his thumb, and it turned him mad.�
�I would like to take my men away from the city,� said Doling, in the same low, level voice. �Lead them somewhere safe. Will you try to stop me, sir?�
�No,� said the Earl hastily, reading a threat in the quietly spoken words. �However, I suspect Williamson will ensure you never reach a court if you are captured, because he will not want his role in this affair made public. So I advise you to leave the country with all possible speed.�
Doling gave him a curt nod, and strode out, his warriors streaming at his heels.
Chaloner forced himself to sit up, aware that by bursting in with only Bulteel at his side, the Earl had just committed an act of remarkable courage. �What are you doing here?� he asked weakly.
The Earl raised his eyebrows. �That is not my idea of a heartfelt expression of gratitude, Thomas. What is wrong with you? I have just risked my life to save yours, and I am not a naturally brave man � at least, not where dangerous villains are concerned.�
�How did you know �� Chaloner was too tired to think of the question he wanted to ask.
�You have Bulteel to thank for that. He happened to be near Haddon�s house in Cannon Row, when he spotted him conferring with Payne � a man who is wanted for murder in Westminster. He came to tell me, and we set off together. The palace guards should be here at any moment.�
�Thank you,� Chaloner managed to say.
The Earl shrugged carelessly, although he looked pleased with himself. �You are welcome. After all, I do not want to lose both my spies in the same day.�

Epilogue

Two days later

Although the Earl was eager for explanations, he appreciated his spy was in no condition to provide him with any, and took him to Fetter Lane in his own carriage. Chaloner was not sure at what point Hannah arrived, but he was aware of her stoking up the fire and soothing him as he lay in a fever of dreams. When he finally woke, stiff but refreshed, the sun was shining and the snow had melted so completely that he wondered whether he had imagined the entire episode.
�Your Earl wants you to visit as soon as possible,� Hannah said, as they ate the pickled ling pie she had made to celebrate his recovery. It was not very pleasant, but she was quite open about the fact that it was the only dish she knew how to prepare, so he supposed he would have to do all the cooking if he wanted a future with her. �He is eager to know where you have hidden the missing statue.�
Chaloner set down his spoon, appetite gone as he thought about all that had happened. �I was wrong about Greene, and my arrogance allowed Haddon � Scobel � to claim more victims.�
�The Earl said you would think that, but he heard some of what was said in the Painted Chamber, and is convinced that Haddon and Payne would have devised other ways to kill, if Greene had been unavailable. And you were not wrong, anyway.�
�How was I not wrong? Greene poisoned Chetwynd, Vine and Langston.�
�Because he was forced to. Haddon planned everything, down to the last detail, and Greene was just his instrument.�
The difference was academic, as far as Chaloner was concerned, and he knew it would be a long time � if ever � before he forgave himself.
�Greene confessed to the Earl before he died,� said Hannah, when he made no reply. �He said Vine, Chetwynd and Langston would not have accepted wine from �Reeve�, as they called Haddon, because they did not trust him. They all knew he wore a disguise, which meant they were always wary of him. But no one thought Greene was a killer, which allowed him to do as Haddon ordered. I wonder why Haddon picked on him � and why Greene let him do it.�
�Because of the oath he swore,� explained Chaloner. �He promised to be virtuous � and he tried, by helping the Southwark prostitutes � but he compromised his principles by working for the Lady and accepting obscene books. I imagine Haddon had him marked for death, anyway, and using him to kill the others was just a convenient way of dispatching yet another man he felt had let him down.�
�L�Ecole des Filles is not that obscene,� said Hannah. �Not like Langston�s plays.�
�You have seen them?� asked Chaloner, startled.
�Buckingham took me to watch one or two.�
�I made a lot of discoveries that had nothing to do with the murders,� said Chaloner, not wanting to know more. �George Vine�s hatred for his father, his mother�s reluctance to tell me whether her husband had owned a ruby ring-�
�George said yesterday that she thought he was the killer, and was reluctant to say to anything that might implicate him. What a family!�
�Then there was Jones and his gold, and the fact that no one was investigating his death.�
�It was assumed he just drowned,� explained Hannah, �as people do with distressing frequency. No one thought there was any need to ask questions, not even when it became known he was a bank robber.�
�For a while, I even suspected Gold of being the killer,� said Chaloner tiredly. �But he was innocent.�
�He is guilty of marrying a very silly girl, though. I heard at Court today that Neale has asked Bess to wed him, and she has accepted. People are calling him Golden Neale for his good fortune. But I doubt they will make each other happy.�
�I misread what happened to Scobel and Margaret, too,� Chaloner went on. �I thought they had been poisoned, but they were not.�
�Wiseman came to report that he found nothing amiss in the samples he took from the Symonses� house. Margaret died of natural causes. He also said that Scobel might well have recovered from his sharpness of the blood, but that it would have resulted in a dramatic loss of weight � which explains why Scobel was fat, but �Haddon� was thin.�
�I should see the Earl before he accuses me of malingering,� said Chaloner, standing reluctantly. �He saved my life, so I should give him the opportunity to gloat.�
Hannah grimaced. �I did not realise working for him was so dangerous. Perhaps I should not ask questions about your investigations in the future � what I do not know cannot worry me.�
Chaloner tried not to look relieved. Sharing his secrets had been a strain, and he realised he was far happier keeping them to himself. And if Hannah could not live with his reticence, then he would just have to get a dog. But he had a feeling she was growing as fond of him as he was of her, and that their relationship would develop at a calm, unhurried pace that would give them both the time they needed to adjust to their changing circumstances.
He decided to collect the statue from Temperance before going to see the Earl, although when he arrived at Hercules� Pillars Alley, he was surprised to find Wiseman in the kitchen, enjoying some of Maude�s poisonous coffee. The surgeon was wearing an unusually vivid shade of red that day, putting Chaloner in mind of a bird in mating plumage, aiming to impress a pair of dowdy hens � Maude was clad in brown, while Temperance had donned grey. There were dark rings under Temperance�s eyes, and there was a sadness in them that had not been there before.
�Delicious,� Wiseman declared, setting the empty bowl on the table and beaming at his hosts. �I have no truck with these insipid brews, and yours is the elixir of champions, madam.�
�Only champions with iron stomachs,� muttered Chaloner.
Wiseman toted the heavy bust to a waiting cart as if it weighed no more than paper, and it occurred to Chaloner that there was something to be said for a regime of muscle-honing � he was strong himself, but the kind of brawn that Wiseman now sported would be a very useful asset to a spy.
While Chaloner set a pony in its traces, Temperance came to stand next to him, speaking in a low voice so the others would not hear. She need not have worried: Wiseman and Maude were engrossed in packing Bernini�s masterpiece with straw to protect it from damage, and were not paying any attention to her.
�I am glad the Twelve Days are over. Bad things always happen at Christmas, and I was a fool to think this one would be any different.�
Chaloner touched her shoulder gently as she brushed away tears. �I am sorry I did not ��
�Did not what? Warn me sooner? I am all grown up now, Tom, and can take responsibility for my own mistakes. Besides, I should have known James was a pig when he flirted with Belle in front of me. Will he hang?�
Chaloner nodded, not sure what to say to comfort her. She sighed, and walked slowly back inside the house. Maude hurried after her, and he knew she was in kind and understanding hands. He finished securing the statue, and, uninvited, Wiseman climbed on the cart to ride to White Hall with him.
�I like Temperance,� the surgeon said, glancing back over his shoulder. There was an odd expression on his face that Chaloner had never seen before. �She is a charming lady, and told me I can visit her any time I please.�
�Do not go too early,� advised Chaloner, sure Wiseman would not pursue the friendship once he realised what she did with her evenings. �She seldom rises before three.�
�That will not be a problem,� said Wiseman with a happy grin. �We surgeons are used to odd hours.�

The Earl was delighted when he saw what his spy had brought him. He clapped his plump hands and chuckled as he walked around the bust, viewing it from every angle.
�Bernini really is a genius,� he declared. �He captured the old king�s countenance perfectly.�
�I am sorry, sir,� said Chaloner. �About Greene, and not believing you.�
The Earl started to look triumphant, but the expression faded before it was fully born. �We both made mistakes, Thomas. Mine was hiring Haddon � a man I liked and trusted. But let us discuss happier things. Bulteel returned Jones�s gold to Backwell�s Bank this morning, but less than a quarter of it was theirs. The rest is still in my office.�
�Give some to the Queen,� pleaded Chaloner. �So she can take the waters in Bath.�
�That is an excellent idea, especially in the light of what Bulteel and I discovered as we examined the documents you found in Greene�s house. They allowed us to pinpoint innumerable cases of embezzlement, including Her Majesty�s thirty-six thousand pounds.�
�Who has it?� asked Chaloner, sincerely hoping it was not Lady Castlemaine � or that he would be charged with the task of getting it back.
�No one. At least, no single person has the missing money in its entirety. Bulteel and I have identified at least three dozen clerks who have been manipulating the books.�
�Christ!� exclaimed Chaloner, overwhelmed by the scale of the problem.
�Most operated on a fairly modest level, but others were rather more greedy, and money was moved between accounts at an astonishing rate. A small percentage was siphoned off for personal use, but the bulk went towards pleasing patrons � to pay the Lady�s gambling debts, to refurbish the Tennis Court and even, I am ashamed to say, to provide me with extra staff.�
�No wonder Haddon thought White Hall was full of thieves,� said Chaloner. �He was right � it is! But how did Greene find out about it?�
�Because he was a clerk, too. He grew suspicious when the Queen complained about her missing money, and began to investigate. He gathered evidence, and was on the verge of exposing the villains when Haddon came along and distracted him.�
�How ironic,� said Chaloner softly. �By making his findings public, Greene would have done far more to eliminate corruption at White Hall than helping Haddon murder sinful men. Haddon did the country a grave disservice by forcing Greene to kill.�
The Earl was silent for a moment. �But at least I made Haddon pay me five pounds,� he said, as if that made everything all right again. �When he lost his wager over whether you or Turner would solve the case first.�
�Perhaps that was a factor in why he was so determined to kill me,� said Chaloner wryly. �I was responsible for losing him money.�
�I doubt it. He liked you, despite the fact that you were determined to expose his activities. He often told me he admired your integrity, doubtless because it is a virtue he lacked himself.�
�And credulity and stubbornness?� asked Chaloner with a crooked smile. �Did he admire those, too?�
�Probably,� agreed the Earl with a grin of his own. �But enough of Haddon. He is dead, as are Greene and Payne, while Doling is an ethical man who might do some good wherever he and his train-band happen to fetch up. The case is closed, and I think it is best we forget about it.�
Chaloner nodded agreement. He did not want to dwell on it, either.
The Earl turned his attention to the statue again. �I knew you would find it for me. Now I shall be able to present it to the King as a post-Christmas gift.�
�I would not recommend that, sir. You see, although Turner stole it, using Meg as his unwitting helpmeet, he had an accomplice. I am afraid his partner in crime was Lady Castlemaine.�
The Earl�s jaw dropped. �What? But � how do you know?�
�Because there was no sign of forced entry in the Shield Gallery, which means someone opened it with a key. Turner had a lot of lovers at Court, but only two were issued with keys: Lady Castlemaine and Lady Muskerry.�
�And Muskerry is too dim-witted to have kept quiet during the rumpus that followed,� mused the Earl. �But the Lady is not. It is exactly the kind of thing she would do. What was she hoping to achieve? To present it to the King, and earn his undying gratitude?�
�I suspect she already has that.� Chaloner hurried on when he saw the Earl�s prim expression. �She did it for money. But she judged others by her own corrupt standards, and assumed private collectors would turn a blind eye to where it came from. She is probably amazed to learn that is not the case.�
�This tale will put the cat among the pigeons!� gloated the Earl. �Revenge at last!�
�No! If you expose her, her hatred will know no limits � she is bad enough now, but this would make her far worse. I would have nothing to do with it, if I were you.�
The Earl was crestfallen, but he was not a fool, and knew his spy was right. �Then what shall we do with it? It cannot stay here, because someone might think I stole it.�
�Deliver it to Williamson, so he can give it back,� suggested Chaloner. �He said he wanted the credit for its recovery, so let him have it � along with the consequences of crossing the Lady.�
The Earl looked uncertain, but nodded assent. �Very well. You can arrange it, although you should be careful. His assassin Swaddell returned to him this morning, blaming his abrupt disappearance on a sick mother. However, I think he fled in terror because of what he saw.�
�He witnessed Lady Castlemaine entertaining a lover. Is that what you mean?� Chaloner had assumed the recipient of her dubious favours was the King�s young son, given the rumours about her attempts to seduce the boy.
The Earl nodded. �Swaddell spotted her smuggling this beau out of White Hall on a laundry cart. She is said to have been livid, and threatened to cut out his tongue.�
�A laundry cart?� Chaloner started to laugh. �Then he probably saw the King�s statue being spirited away and did not realise it. What a miserable band of incompetents!�
*
Because he had spent most of Twelfth Night asleep, Chaloner had missed Bulteel�s invitation to dinner. He decided to make amends by visiting the family that evening, taking with him a set of silver spoons as a gift for his godson. He donned his best clothes and set off for Westminster, where the secretary lived in a small, but pleasant cottage that boasted a fine view of the abbey. He knocked on the door, and smiled when Bulteel answered it.
The secretary paled, then glanced around furtively. �You did not tell me you were coming.�
Chaloner was taken aback by the cool reception. �I came to see my godson, and to pay my respects to your wife. But if it is inconvenient, I can-�
�No.� With a smile that looked pained, Bulteel led him along a short corridor to a kitchen. The room was rich with the scent of baking, and on the table was a cake and a loaf of new bread. Chaloner looked around for the lady of the house, but the kitchen was empty of anyone except Bulteel. He also noted there was nothing to indicate a child lived there � no sets of tiny clothes drying, no cradle, no toys. And lastly, Bulteel�s hands were dusted with flour.
�I like cooking,� the secretary mumbled. �I always have. But it suits me to say my wife bakes, because people would laugh at me if I admitted to enjoying such a peculiar activity myself.�
Chaloner indicated Bulteel was to sit opposite him at the table. �How long has she been gone?� he asked compassionately.
Bulteel hung his head, and when he spoke, he was difficult to hear. �She was never here.�
With a start, Chaloner realised that Bulteel had never taken his new son to be admired by colleagues, like most proud parents, and spoke of him only rarely. He frowned in puzzlement. �But why did you ask me to be godfather to a boy who does not exist?�
�Because I wanted you to know the truth,� blurted Bulteel. He began to cry. �It is hard maintaining the pretence, and I wanted one person to � You seemed more likely to understand than anyone else.�
Chaloner did not understand at all. �I am?�
�The Earl hates me,� Bulteel went on, tears flowing down his cheeks. �He relies on me, and trusts me with his business, but he does not respect me or like me. I invented a wife because I wanted him to think someone appreciated me, and then it seemed natural to have a child. And the lie did result in me being given this house, although the deception makes me uneasy ��
�He will find out eventually,� warned Chaloner. �A neighbour will say he never hears the child cry, or someone like me will call. It is only a matter of time before-�
�No one is suspicious yet, and it has been three years. The truth is, no one cares enough about me to be curious. I could probably scream the truth from the rooftops and no one would be interested.�
Chaloner still did not understand, but he had been entrusted with far more peculiar secrets in the past, and at least this one did not entail anything illegal or treasonous. Sensing Bulteel�s need to talk, he stayed with him, eating the cake while the secretary told the story of his life, and confided his various fears, dreams and ambitions. When he eventually stood to leave, Bulteel gave a shy smile.
�Perhaps you will introduce me to the ladies at Temperance�s club,� he suggested.
�I doubt they will make very good wives.�
�Oh, I do not want a wife,� said Bulteel earnestly. �I like living alone, and a spouse might bully me out of the kitchen. All I want is the occasional night of pleasure. Well, perhaps more than occasional.�
Chaloner blinked. �I will see what I can do.�
The secretary escorted his guest out, and returned to the kitchen to wash the plates and wipe crumbs from the table. Almost immediately, a man emerged from a cupboard, brushing the cobwebs and dust off his new red hat. Bulteel turned towards him.
�I know you said I should borrow a baby for when he visits, but I suspect he would have been one of those godfathers who drop in unannounced. He would have caught me out sooner or later, and I am rather pleased by the way I resolved the situation.�
�Very clever,� grumbled Williamson. �But did you have to keep him here quite so long? It was hot in there, and I kept thinking I would sneeze. What would I have said if he had caught me? I would have had to send Swaddell after him, and I do not want him dead just yet � not after he encouraged the Earl to let me return the statue to the King. I am surprised. I did not think he would do it.�
�He will have his reasons,� said Bulteel flatly. �And you can be sure they will have nothing to do with pleasing you. When do you plan to deliver it to His Majesty?�
�Tomorrow night, at a reception in which all the Court favourites will be present � Buckingham, Brodrick, Chiffinch, Lady Castlemaine. I shall be feted.�
�I am glad to hear it. But what did you think of my performance just now? Was it acceptable?�
Williamson smiled. �Actually, it was perfect. There is nothing like arousing a man�s sympathy to keep him on your side. Chaloner already stands up for you when people make accusations, and tonight you have sealed your blossoming friendship. His growing trust can only work in our favour.�
�Good,� said Bulteel. �Because I do not want him suspicious of me. He is protective of the Earl, and if he ever finds out that I am one of those clerks who moves money from place to place � invariably to the Earl�s detriment � he will show me no mercy.�
�Do not worry. He has no idea you are the biggest rogue in White Hall.�
�Second biggest,� retorted Bulteel, eyeing the Spymaster pointedly. �And speaking of rogues, I delivered Jones�s gold to the Queen this afternoon.�
�All of it?� asked Williamson innocently.
Bulteel handed him a heavy purse and revealed his brown teeth in a conspiratorial grin. �Minus a commission, naturally.�
�Naturally,� said Williamson, returning the smirk as he slipped the coins into his pocket.
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