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            Good God, what an age is this and what a world is this, that a man cannot live without playing the knave and dissimulation.
 
            The Diary of Samuel Pepys, 1 September 1661
            
 
            
                

            
 
            It is by my order and for the good of the state that the bearer has done what has been done.
 
            Cardinal Richelieu in The Three Musketeers by Alexandre Dumas
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            PART ONE
 
            His Majesty’s Ship, The Wessex
            
 
            The Western Mediterranean and Tangier
 June 1663
            

         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter One
            

         
 
         The Last Trump sounded, summoning all the dead to rise again.
 
         This inconveniently interrupted my stimulating nocturnal activities with both the Queen of Spain and my wife in the perfumed opulence of the Khan of Samarkand’s state bedroom. A state bedroom with walls of rough oak. Walls that vanished, one by one, as a scrofulous carpenter’s crew tore them down. Perfumed fragrances that gave way in an instant to the all-pervasive stench of tar, tobacco, piss and sweat. A provocatively naked Queen of Spain replaced in the blink of a waking eye by the ugly bald pate and eternally pained face of my clerk Phineas Musk. He held a breastplate in one hand and my sword in the other.
         
 
         My thoughts and ears finally caught up with my eyes. On the deck above my head, men were running to our ship’s guns, our drummer was beating to quarters, and our trumpeters were sounding a chorus of defiance that their somnolent captain had mistaken for the harbingers of the Dies Irae. I was aware again of the heat, the ceaseless, unforgiving heat that had kept me awake until moments before my dream-time wife and the Queen of Spain began to … 
         
 
         ‘Fog’s lifted,’ said Musk in his gruff Thamesman’s voice. ‘We’re right on top of a corsair galley. Another one in sight, too. Both crippled and sinking, by the looks of things, after fighting each other nigh to Hell and back. Probably fallen out with each other over some fat argosy. Mister Castle’s talking about it as the easiest prize we’ll see in all our days, if not two of ’em at once. Looks like the good Lord smiles on you once again, Captain Quinton.’
 
         I buckled on the sword but declined the breastplate, ignored the unceremonious disregard with which my men were throwing my worldly belongings into the hold, and made my way up onto the quarterdeck, where the full force of the morning sun struck me at once. My shirt was open to the waist. My chest, the palest dove-white at the beginning of our voyage, was now as red-brown as that of the longest serving foremast-man.
 
         The guns were already run out, and the ships’ boys were bringing up extra powder and shot. The trumpeter kept up his cacophony, and the drummer added a persistent rhythm to our preparation for war. Everywhere, men wore the grim smiles that anticipated bloodshed and prize money, with little heed of the possibility that they might be on the cusp of their own mortalities.
         
 
         The Wessex was ready for battle, and only her captain remained ignorant of her enemy.
         
 
         William Castle, my veteran lieutenant, raised his plumed hat in salute. He was even more jovial than was his wont, this round, red-faced man of forty or so whose left hand had been carried away by a Spanish shot when Myngs took Santiago da Cuba a few years before. He said, ‘A good day to you, Captain. A very good day indeed, by all the heavens. We come out of that dismal fog, and straight away there she lies, right in our path. If ever a man needed proof of God’s divine providence, there it is, sir.’
         
 
         I turned and looked out no more than half a mile. There, off our starboard bow, was the galley. Not a large one – perhaps thirty oars on each side – but she was in a dire state. Her masts were all gone, and much of her larboard quarter with them. Perhaps half the oars on that side were shattered or missing altogether. Dark stains, some still discernibly red, marked her hull: the blood of the godly slaves who had manned her oars, and equally of the heathens who had whipped them into battle. Blood mixed once and for all in the indiscriminate ooze of death. A torn black flag still flew defiantly at her staff, and I could hear the howls of a few of her crew, still determined to give a feeble imitation of the terrifying noise that brought not a few of our merchants’ ships to surrender before they had even engaged. Plainly, these men had fought long and hard, and they might have won their passage back to Algier or Tunis, but for the leaks that would surely sink them long before they got there – that, and coming out of a fog to find themselves directly in the path of the Wessex, a good stout English frigate of forty-six guns commanded by Captain Matthew Quinton, who despite his tender twenty-three years was already in his third command, a veteran of battle, wounding and shipwreck, and an increasingly consummate seaman. Or so he liked to believe.
         
 
         I took my telescope from Musk and levelled it on the second galley, perhaps a mile and a half or two miles away. This one, much larger, was almost as dreadfully shattered, but still had a jury mast for her lateen rig – terms I had learned barely a month earlier – and rode a little higher in the water. Her flag, too, still flew from her staff, but it was of a very different nature to the black banner of the corsair in our path. On a red field, riddled with musket holes, was emblazoned a white or silver cross, its ends pointed.
 
         I lowered the telescope and said, ‘A galley of Malta, gentlemen. She flies the flag of the Order.’
 
         There was a hum of disappointment about the deck (some of it emanating from Phineas Musk) as men realised that a Maltese galley would be no prize for a Christian ship of war; quite the reverse, in fact. The galleys and knights of the Order of Saint John of Malta were legend. A hundred years before, the tiny, barren island fortress of the Knights had beaten off the greatest siege the world had known, and with it the vast and previously invincible armies of Sultan Suleiman the Magnificent. The Order waged an unending war against the heathens who fought under the Crescent. So I knew the legend of the Knights of Malta, and I respected those who maintained its ideal; indeed, but a week earlier we had fulsomely saluted two of the Order’s galleys that we encountered off Sicily. But the Maltese galley was much further away than the Wessex from the enemy that she had evidently fought almost to destruction. Her own damage meant that it would be an hour or more before she could come up with the corsair, if she ever did – for the corsair could sink, or make good its repairs and escape, or blow itself up rather than fall into the hands of the infidel. I had heard of such things.
         
 
         One thing for it, then.
 
         The gazes of Lieutenant Castle, Phineas Musk, the half-dozen other men on the quarterdeck, and not a few of the men at the guns on the upper deck, were focused intently on me. There was Martin Lanherne, ship’s coxswain, and behind him his fellow Cornishmen, the likes of the simian John Treninnick, the mountainous George Polzeath and the minute but formidable John Tremar. Then there was the black Virginian Julian Carvell and the young Scot Macferran. All of their faces were lined with undisguised, brazen avarice. These men had served in my previous command, the frigate Jupiter, and had volunteered to sail with me again, even though that last commission had come perilously close to despatching us all to the seat of judgment. Only my young friend and mentor Kit Farrell was missing, for he was bound to the Barbados as master’s mate on a large London vessel with a sure cargo of tobacco waiting to be brought home, and was thus guaranteed rather more substantial pay than he could expect in the same rank aboard the Wessex.
         
 
         At last, I smiled and said, ‘Our prize, I think, Mister Castle. A shot across her bows, if you please, followed by a summons to surrender.’
 
         Rarely in the history of the navy can an order have been carried out with such rapidity and ill-concealed delight. 
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         The corsairs of the Barbary Coast were the most feared spectacle on all the seas, particularly in their own, the Middle Sea that stretches from the Pillars of Hercules to the Holy Land. They preyed upon the shipping of Christian countries, and even roamed as far afield as the shores of England and beyond. Thousands of poor innocents were held as slaves in their hell-hole cities, above all in Algier, with which my master King Charles was formally at war. After all, this was why we were where we were; the Wessex was convoying six valuable cargoes back from Smyrna in the Levant, for the merchants of London demanded – and were duly given – naval protection against the ever-present threat of the corsairs. We were cruising independently only because Sir John Lawson, the admiral commanding our fleet in those seas, had temporarily entrusted our charges to the lumbering Paragon, freeing my Wessex (a better sailer, clean and fast) to hunt down the Barbary scourge.
         
 
         We had pursued a corsair ship off the coast of Minorca only a few days before, trading round shot with him before the wind died away and he put out his oars. On that occasion the captain had laughed heartily as, stroke by stroke, his craft pulled away from us, free to fall on other benighted mariners.
 
         But even a corsair sometimes has to acknowledge the harsh reality of defeat, particularly when half his crew is dead and his craft is sinking, and even more so when a broadside of over twenty iron guns on each side can send him to Allah in a matter of minutes. The stricken galley’s captain, a swarthy, turbaned man of forty or fifty, even raised his curved scimitar in salute to me as his men hauled down their black flag.
 
         
             

         
 
         Lieutenant Castle organised a prize crew to take possession, its chief task being to liberate the poor souls who had spent many long years chained to oars on behalf of their heathen masters. I could see and hear them as they were brought up from below, pale creatures, some stark naked, others clad only in a cloth about their privates, all with wrists and ankles red and bleeding from their newly-broken shackles. A few looked around uncomprehendingly, but others cried out in joy, not a few wept uncontrollably, and some pointed to the Wessex and her captain, bowing and waving in relief and gratitude.
         
 
         I remember that sight, I hear the sounds, and I smell the stench, as though it was all but this morning. In all my long years on this earth, I have seen many sights to turn a stomach or elevate a heart, but only once have I witnessed a scene that brought on those two sensations together. All these years later – past sixty of them – I can still see the tears on the face of one thin grey-bearded old man, his hands clasped in prayer as he offered up thanks for his deliverance. In that moment, he fell down to the deck. Even though I was standing on another ship a few hundred yards away, I did not need the shake of the head from my crewman who attended him to tell me that the old man was dead. True, he had died a free man, but ever since that day, I have debated in my mind whether the sudden realisation of that very freedom killed him.
 
         In their turn, the captain of the galley and his surviving officers were brought over for questioning. I watched them brought aboard, these three dark-skinned men in their long white robes. They looked about our deck with disdain, as though only a trick of the unkindest fate had put them into my power; as, indeed, it had. Coxswain Lanherne led the captain down to my cabin. He was tall and defiant, this Moor, his bearing that of a nobleman. He was clean shaven, a thing unusual for that race. He saluted me with an elaborate wave of his hand, after the fashion of his kind, and muttered some imprecations that might or might not have been calling down the blessings of Allah upon my head. I began by asking him the name of his home port, for I assumed that like so many of the men of the African shore, he would have acquired at least a smattering of the tongues of those whose ships he preyed upon relentlessly.
         
 
         He stared at me, uncomprehending. 
         
 
         I tried again in French, in which I was fluent, and Dutch, with which I was reasonably conversant (having lived in that country for some time before the happy restoration of King Charles, and having acquired a vivacious Dutch wife and tedious Dutch brother-in-law as a consequence).
 
         The brown-red face remained a mask, even when Lieutenant Castle tried his competent Spanish and Phineas Musk attempted the rudimentary Greek that he had acquired a few weeks earlier from an intriguingly immoral nun on Rhodes.
         
 
         I spoke to Musk, who returned after a short while with a man as dark-skinned as my captive, albeit shorter by a head. This was Ali Reis, an Algerine renegade who had served with me on the Jupiter. I asked my questions again through my interpreter, and at last the corsair captain launched into a babble of incomprehensible speech, rolling his eyes to the heavens (or at least, to the deck a few inches above his head) and gesticulating wildly. Finally he drew breath, and Ali Reis said, ‘He claims to be of Oran, Captain, and says his name is Omar Ibrahim. His galley was twenty days out of Algier when it encountered the Maltese. But there is one thing more, Captain.’
         
 
         Ali Reis stepped across to me and whispered in my ear. I frowned and asked, ‘Are you certain?’
 
         The Moor nodded determinedly, placing his hands on his chest and head. I looked hard at the corsair captain and said, ‘Omar Ibrahim of Oran, indeed. A shame for you, Omar Ibrahim, that Ali Reis, here, has a better ear for languages than all the diplomats of the Pope, the King of France and the Sultan combined, even if you locked them all away together in the Tower of Babel for a hundred years. He tells me that as an Algerine himself, he has encountered many men from Oran, but never one who speaks Arabic with the brogue of County Cork.’
         
 
         At that, Musk reached out and pulled off the man’s turban, revealing a shock of sun-curled red hair. The corsair captain nodded slowly, as though ending some secret inner game, looked me in the eye, and said in rolling Gael-English, ‘Ah well, Captain. God bless all here.’
         
 
         Lieutenant Castle raised his eyebrows and nodded vigorously. ‘A renegade, then, and what’s worse, a damned Irish renegade! A king’s subject turned Turk, by God. There’s only one outcome for that, Captain. Hang the bastard. Send him up to meet Saint Peter and then down to meet Lucifer, fast as you like.’
         
 
         Castle pronounced the sentence with his usual good humour, making a public execution sound like a forfeit in some hilarious tavern game, and Musk (who had found the perfect carousing partner in my veteran lieutenant) nodded heartily in agreement. Now, I am no milksop in such matters – as I get older, my list of those who should be summarily hanged lengthens almost daily, the most recent additions being my cook and most of the inhabitants of Winchester. But as it was, my more tolerant younger self sensed that more might be gained by questioning this Irish Turk than by at once placing a noose around his neck and throwing him off the main yard.
         
 
         I attempted to make myself as grand and terrifying as possible, saying, ‘Well, my renegade friend, Lieutenant Castle has spoken justly. The King himself instructed me to execute any of your kind that we encounter.’ (This was strictly correct, as my orders contained such an injunction; but my attempt to convey the impression that Charles the Second and I spoke intimately about such matters was the merest bluster.) ‘But we Quintons don’t despatch men to their maker without giving them the chance to tell their tale.’
         
 
         Castle shook his head, clearly believing this to be an unnecessary diversion which delayed a good hanging. He excused himself, returning to the quarterdeck to monitor the slow approach of the Maltese galley. Ali Reis went with him, for evidently I now had no need of an interpreter, and both Musk and John Treninnick, who guarded the door, carried enough weapons to deter a small regiment, let alone one unarmed Irishman-turned-Turk. 
         
 
         The corsair captain grinned and said, ‘Ah, but you’re a fair man, Captain Quinton. Now that’s a name of some honour, I think, that I knew from my old life. Is it not so? I was in Kinsale town, a lad of seven or eight, when Lord Buckingham’s fleet came back from Cadiz. There was one ship especially, with an old captain on her quarterdeck, and my father pointed him out, and he says to me, “Brian, my son,” – Brian Doyle O’Dwyer, I was, before Omar Ibrahim was hatched out of a Mahometan egg – “Brian, that captain there, he’s the famous Quinton that sailed with Drake and fought the Armada, no less. An earl of England, he is.” Now, what was that title he bore? Near forty years ago, Captain, and my memory’s not what it was. Some bird, I think. Eagleswing? Hawkscar?’
         
 
         ‘Ravensden,’ I said. ‘The man you saw was Matthew Quinton, my grandfather, and I share his name. My brother is the present Earl.’
 
         Musk snorted and rolled his eyes; he had been a persistently surly yet ferociously loyal retainer to my grandfather, father, brother and now to myself. But even then, I was not such a raw idiot that I could not see what this O’Dwyer (if such truly was his name) sought to do. Claiming a connection with a stranger at first meeting, and flattering their family name to the heavens, is a sure way of melting the heart of the gullible, especially if this gullible stranger has the power to put a noose round your neck. But it was hardly a story that the Irishman was likely to invent (how else could he have known the name and history of my grandfather?) and I knew from reading Earl Matthew’s sea-stained journals in our library at Ravensden Abbey that his ship had indeed spent some weeks repairing in Kinsale harbour in the year twenty-five. Kinsale, the same haven where my first command was wrecked through my utter ignorance of the seaman’s trade, costing the lives of over one hundred men.
 
         The Irishman said, ‘Brother to the Earl of Ravensden, by God! That lifts my spirits a little, Captain. To surrender at all, well, that’s enough disgrace for a lifetime, and many of my fellow captains, the native Algerines that is, won’t even countenance it. But to surrender to a man of noble birth, and to an Englishman, not yon Knight of Malta – ’
         
 
         ‘Yes, my thanks, but enough, sir!’ I blustered. ‘Now, let us return to the matter in hand, namely your imminent hanging. When and why did you turn renegade and traitor, Irishman?’
 
         O’Dwyer sighed, a little too theatrically for conviction. ‘You’ll not know Baltimore, I suppose, in west Cork? A grand village, Captain, just grand. We had a good life there, with the fishing and the like. I can remember that day in the year thirty-one as if I was standing there now, back down on the green shore with Seamus O’Sullivan, the brewer’s son, and his sister Aoife. We saw the great galley come in from Clear Island, we did, and watched it with all the curiosity that fills youngsters of twelve or thirteen, as we were. It was only when their boats started to come ashore that we realised they were Turks. They carried off the whole village, that day, every man, woman and child. Upward of three hundred souls, all carried back to Algier and eternal slavery. Aoife went into the harem of the dey that ruled Algier, and bore him four sons before the plague took her.’ The Irishman’s eyes were suddenly distant, as is the way of his kind when they digress into matters of love and death. ‘Aoife O’Sullivan.’ Matters of love, at any rate, from the sigh that accompanied the name. ‘Ah, now there’s the thing, Captain Quinton. We were all slaves, you see. But Aoife was the greatest lady in the court. She died in comfort in the palace of Algier, in the full beauty of her youth, rather than as an ancient hag in the putrid hovel of the Baltimore O’Sullivans. That’s played on my mind for near these thirty years, Captain. For if we talk of slavery, when in her life was she truly a slave?’ This was a strange, unsettling man, this Omar Ibrahim, or O’Dwyer, or whatever he elected to be from one moment to the next. Then the Irishman’s temper brightened in the blink of an eye, and he said, ‘Seamus, though. A big, laughing lad he was. But, well, he was ever a stubborn one, Captain, the sort who can never accept their fate, you see. He swam for it one night, hoping to reach a French ship lying off Algier. The Turks’ guardboat caught him, and they skewered him on a pike. I saw things differently, shall we say. I knew my chances of returning to old Ireland were as likely as there being a woman Pope, and I could see the corsair ships coming back laden with booty that made their crews rich. Not a difficult choice, in the end. I embraced the Prophet just before my sixteenth birthday, which was when Omar Ibrahim ventured out on his first voyage.’
         
 
         Musk growled, ‘And killed and stole from good Englishmen ever after. Damned from your own treacherous lips. Let’s get the rope – ’
 
         Martin Lanherne entered the cabin, saluted, and spoke in his strong Cornish voice. ‘Mister Castle’s compliments, sir. The captain of the Maltese galley is coming across by boat.’
 
         I said, ‘No doubt to protest at our stealing his prize, or to demand the right to hang this renegade himself, or both. Whatever the upshot, Irishman, you’ll hang this day. Say your prayers to whichever god you’ve currently elected to serve.’
 
         ‘Ah, Captain, that would be a mistake, a most grievous mistake, that it would. Your king would be most angry with that, seeing how useful I could be to him.’ Our trumpeters were already sounding their welcome to our imminent guest, and Musk was searching in my sea-chest for garments that could clothe me suitably for the occasion. The Irishman was casting about for anything that would save his life, that much was obvious, and would say anything to stave off his inevitable fate.
         
 
         As I donned the clean shirt that Musk handed to me, I said, ‘Desperate lies won’t save you from the rope, O’Dwyer. Once I’ve talked to this galley captain, I’ll see you dangle.’
 
         His tone became more urgent. ‘Not lies, Captain. No, far from a lie. The biggest truth in the world, instead. It’s gold, you see, Captain Quinton – a whole mountain of gold. There, in Africa.’ He pointed toward the distant shore, far over the horizon. ‘Oh, it would make your king the richest monarch in the world, that mountain, and I  am the only white man who knows where it is.’ He was speaking very quickly now, aware that he only had seconds before I had to leave him to greet my fellow captain. Only seconds in which to preserve his miserable, worthless, renegade’s life. He even clutched my sleeve as he spoke. ‘One year when I was a young man, our corsair fleet was forced to stay in harbour by plague and an enemy’s blockade. I took a caravan across the great desert, hoping to find plunder in the south. And that was when I met an old Arab merchant who led me to it, Captain. A mountain of gold. I’ll swear it on every holy book of every faith under the sun. A mountain twice as tall as the old hills of Beara, and as broad again. A great rocky hill with streaks of gold along its length, each one catching the desert sun in its turn.’ His eyes blazed, as though reflecting the gleam of that golden mountain. ‘My old Arab, Captain, he says to me it’s the prize that they’ve all sought, down the centuries. Alexander himself, the Caesars of Old Rome, David and Solomon alike, Prester John, the Grand Turk. All of them searched for it. And now King Louis and Emperor Leopold both seek it, for they know what it will bring its owner. Gold without equal, Captain Quinton.’ His voice was now an insinuating, plausible whisper. ‘Unlimited gold, and with it, unlimited power. No white man has seen it, other than your humble servant, here. No other white man knows where it is, and can lead an army right to it. Now wouldn’t it just be the grandest shame if you strung up the man who could make your King Charles the richest and most feared sovereign in all the world?’
         
 
         This was indeed a brazen, audacious speech, but even though I was then still but young and foolish, I knew enough of the world to remain sceptical of the Irishman’s serpentine words. After all, I reasoned, why was this Omar, or O’Dwyer, but captain of a galley, and that not the largest, rather than the dey of Algier or the Grand Vizier himself?
         
 
         So he would hang; but, perhaps, not quite yet. I donned my broad hat, and came to a decision for good or ill. ‘Well, Irishman, as liars go, I have met few to equal you. But your lies have a certain diverting quality to them, and God knows, the Levant trade is tedious work, so I require a little diversion. You will tell me more of your imaginary mountain of gold after I have spoken with this Knight of Malta. Mister Lanherne, see this man chained in the hold.’
         
 
         As we strode toward the quarterdeck, Musk began to berate me for a fool, but I cut him off. ‘What matter can it be if he hangs now or in an hour? It’s all fantasy, of course.’
 
         But as I stepped out into the sunlight, the Irishman’s plausible words had somehow already planted the thought in my head. What if –? 
         

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            Chapter Two
            

         
 
         Musk had clad me in my finest silk frock-coat. In that heat, and despite the awning stretched a few feet above the quarterdeck, the sweat was pouring down my flesh well before my guest stepped onto the deck, where he was greeted by Boatswain Fuller’s whistle. He seemed entirely oblivious to the heat, despite wearing attire even less sensible than my own. It was as though the thick black cloak with its single silver Cross of Malta somehow rendered him immune to the world around him. The gleaming hilt of a sword protruded from the cloak. This magnificent galley-knight raised a splendidly befeathered hat to salute the Wessex and its captain, and I stepped forward, doffing my own hat and bowing low in deference. He was a man of middling height and middling age, this Knight of Malta, so thin as to be almost skeletal. His long, watchful face betrayed nothing but disdain for this young captain and his man-of-war, so ugly and towering alongside the shattered but slender galleys. He looked about him with the unnervingly self-confident arrogance of those who are supremely aware of their own power, and with something else, too. Contempt, certainly, but more than that. He had the look of a priest-executioner, weighing up precisely how long it would take his latest batch of faggot-fodder to burn at the stake; and to this day, I retain the uncomfortable suspicion that this was exactly what he was doing. The dark knight looked me up and down. Although it was one of the hottest days I have ever known, I shivered.
         
 
         He spoke at first in French, which was evidently his native tongue, then in Latin, then in Italian, all fluently, then in a somewhat more broken Dutch, and lastly in a halting and reluctant English. Too late, I realised that his linguistic recitation was occasioned by the simple fact that I had forgotten to order our ensign hoisted as soon as I came on deck. ‘Monsieur,’ he said in his rasping voice, ‘I am Gaspard, Seigneur de Montnoir, captain of the galley San Giacomo in the service of his Most Eminent and Serene Highness Rafael Cotoner, Grand Master of the Order of Saint John of Jerusalem, Rhodes and Malta. To whom do I have the honour of speaking?’
         
 
         His tone made it entirely apparent that he did not consider it an honour at all, rather a task akin to cleaning a dog-turd off one’s shoe.
 
         Mustering as much confidence as I could, I replied in the flawless French that I had learned at the knee of my grandmother. ‘I am Matthew Quinton, sir, captain of this ship the Wessex in the service of that most high and puissant prince, his Britannic Majesty King Charles the Second. You will take some refreshment?’ I gestured vaguely towards the stern, knowing that Musk would barely have had the time to lay on my cabin table a flagon of Sicilian wine and two glasses.
         
 
         But Montnoir was evidently not a man for pleasantries, nor did he display any surprise at my fluency in his native tongue. Reverting to French, he said, ‘I thank you, but no, Captain. Our business can be concluded here and now, and very easily, I think. I seek only the delivery of our prize, and of the men that she carried.’
 
         ‘Your prize, sir. And what prize would that be, pray?’
 
         Montnoir’s face was a picture. ‘The corsair, Captain Quinton. The accursed heathen corsair galley that we came across by God’s good grace as she was plundering an honest flyboat out of Malaga. My men and I fought that devil for six hours, at the cost of many lives and limbs. We seek our lawful prize, bought with the blood of good Christians, and the release of the benighted souls of our faith that the Turks have kept chained to their oars.’
         
 
         I shrugged, for I had learned French mannerisms, too, at my grandmother’s knee. ‘Good sir, I see no prize of yours. When we came upon the galley, she was disabled and sinking. With all possible respect, the like condition applied to yours, which was a long way further off, and I see you still have some considerable distance to close before you can even lie alongside this corsair again, let alone claim it as yours. Much depends, of course, on how many of the benighted souls of the Mahometan faith that you keep chained to your oars can be whipped into enough effort to give you any sort of headway.’ Ali Reis, who was clinging to the main shroud, smiled at that, and I recalled him telling me once that his brother was a slave on a galley of Malta. ‘You had, and have, no prospect of making her prize, Captain, whereas we do. And our lawful prize she’ll be proved, I don’t doubt.’
         
 
         Montnoir was dumbstruck. ‘You deny my right?’
 
         ‘Monseigneur, I gladly make over to you the poor galley slaves, for otherwise we would have to feed and accommodate them, and our cabins and victuals cannot bear so many. Besides, most of them are of your French race, I gather, or else Italians and a few Spaniards. None to give any concern to an Englishman, at any rate. But the galley itself and all its officers are now in the custody of His Britannic Majesty and his representative here present. In other words – myself.’
         
 
         Despite my inward nervousness I was relishing this taunting of Montnoir, a man evidently much more the sea-veteran than myself. After all, I possessed the trump card, and if he forced me to play it …
 
         The Frenchman was oblivious, and puffed up in all his splendidly cloaked arrogance. ‘Captain Quinton, you are a fool. Can you really wish to bring about a breach between King Charles and those whom I serve, the Grand Master of Malta and the Most Christian King Louis?’ 
         
 
         So we had it, at last. For all its eternal fame, the name of Malta was not enough to deter a captain and a ship of the King of England. But the name of le Roi Soleil, the king of the largest and most feared land in Europe, was a very different case. I determined on impudence for my reply, for I knew that the eyes and ears of my crew were upon me (and enough of them knew sufficient port taverne French to keep up a hasty and clearly audible translation for those who knew none). Both they and my far-distant King demanded a certain swagger in such a circumstance. ‘Ah, so you serve two masters, then, monseigneur? How terribly confusing for you.’
         
 
         A few of my men nodded gravely. Julian Carvell, who still bore the scars from a fist-fight with a dozen Frenchmen at Messina some weeks earlier, grinned broadly, and not a few smirked with him. But it was not merely a cheap jibe against Montnoir. I knew that the loyalty of the proudly international Knights of Saint John to their Order was superseded all too often by their abiding loyalties to the lands of their birth, and to the monarchs who reigned over them. Nowhere was that more true than with the French Knights, who dominated the Order and yet also somehow provided the backbone of King Louis’ own ever-increasing navy.
         
 
         For all his pride, Montnoir was no fool. He could see our battery plainly enough – he stood almost between two culverins, polished to a suitably warlike sheen, with a neat pile of eighteen-pound iron balls at the side of each – and he could see the lust for a second prize and a consequent augmentation of prize money that blazed in the eyes of my men. He would have known very well that against the fearsome broadside we could fire in an instant, upon my word of command, his proud but wounded galley was so much matchwood.
         
 
         He turned to me and said, ‘Very well, Captain Quinton. Your prize. So be it. But one thing only I request, sir. Let their captain, the heathen named Omar Ibrahim, be turned over to face the Grand Master’s justice.’ 
         
 
         I was on firm ground now. For all my apparent confidence, in truth the issue of what might or might not be lawful prize lay in the hands of those blood-sucking leeches and eternally avaricious parasites who infested the High Court of Admiralty in London. In other words, lawyers. But the issue of who might or might not be a renegade Irishman turned Turk, a natural-born subject of my King and thus one who had committed the most infamous of treasons, lay at that moment with one authority alone. I said, ‘The man that you name as Omar Ibrahim, Captain, is the man that I name as Brian Doyle O’Dwyer of the Kingdom of Ireland, and thus a subject of my master, King Charles. Therefore his fate rests with me, sir, and not with you, nor with the Grand Master, nor with King Louis.’
         
 
         Montnoir looked at me as though he was seeing an apparition. Then he did something entirely unexpected, something that made his cadaverous face even more ghastly than it had seemed at first.
         
 
         He smiled.
 
         ‘An Irishman. Omar Ibrahim is an Irishman?’
         
 
         ‘I can bring him out to tell you that himself, if you wish.’
 
         The Frenchman looked about him with a strange, far-off expression, as though transported from the deck of the Wessex to some distant fastness. He frowned. He smiled again, and frowned again. Then, quite suddenly and disconcertingly, Montnoir reverted to English and waved his hand dismissively. ‘No, Captain Quinton, the word of the heir of Ravensden is sufficient upon the matter. I bid you good day, sir.’
         
 
         With that, he doffed his hat once more, stepped out of the opening in our starboard rail, and descended the ladder to his boat. I waited until he was half way back to his galley before I threw my hat to the deck and tore off my silk frock coat and my so recently new shirt, all now wetter than my native River Ouse in flood.
 
         As I returned to my cabin, I said to my grumbling clerk: ‘Was that not strange, Musk? Aye, the whole affair, I’ll grant – but above all, how could he know that I was the heir to the earldom? How could he know me for who I am?’ 
         
 
         Phineas Musk had both the wisdom of his years (perhaps forty, more likely sixty; it was difficult to tell) and the impudence of a man who had spent most of his adult life discreetly abusing the great lords and ladies that he served. He said, ‘Not strange at all, Captain. We’ve been in this sea for months. An English man-of-war captained by a certain Matthew Quinton – well, they’ll know that name, won’t they, certainly over in Cadiz and all parts of Spain. What did they call him, your grandfather, back in the old queen’s day? El diablo blanco, wasn’t it – the White Devil? So the stupid and credulous will assume that the White Devil has risen from his grave, while the noble and educated will examine the genealogies in their libraries and note against the name of Charles Quinton, tenth Earl of Ravensden, that his brother and heir happens to be a captain in the King of England’s navy. Quod erat demonstrandum.’
         
 
         The occasional flashes of Musk’s unsuspected learning always unsettled me. We reached my cabin, and without a by-your-leave the cause of my discomfort poured himself a large glass of the neglected Sicilian wine. He continued, ‘But there was that other strange matter, though.’
         
 
         ‘Another matter, Musk?’
 
         ‘Well, Captain, I see it this way. Suppose we were at war with the Dutch again, and we chanced upon a ship of theirs that was plundering a merchantman of ours, but our foe got away from us, and we pursued it.’ He took another draught of wine, and said, ‘Well, what I’d want to know is this, I suppose – how would you know the name of the captain you were fighting before you actually took his ship?’
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         Tangier.
 
         As the Wessex beat up into the bay from the north-east, I studied this much-vaunted new jewel in England’s crown. A city of low, white houses huddled together on a hill of bare, red rock, like all the land that surrounded it. A city baked by the sun: unceasing, unrelenting sun. There were walls, and forts, and at the summit, a castle, over which flew the Union flag of Charles the Second’s two kingdoms (this having replaced the flag of Portugal but the year before, when Tangier formed part of our Queen Catherine’s marriage dowry). Soon, it was said, a great breakwater, the mole, would stretch out to sea, part of a grandiose scheme to turn this into a mighty port from which the king’s fleets would roam the oceans, and England would dominate the trade of the world. What utter, unforgiving folly. Even as a young captain, ignorant in so many of the ways of the world, I could divine all too readily that this tiny outpost of our country, set down upon an alien shore, was fated to fail. I could see plainly the serried ranks of Moorish horsemen parading in front of the town, searching for a weak spot in the defences. I glimpsed red-coated soldiers upon the ramparts. An occasional matchlock-spark or puff of smoke betrayed the warning shots fired in the name of King Charles. The truth was that for all the great ambitions for it, Tangier was a city under permanent siege.
         
 
         We anchored in what Lieutenant Castle proclaimed to be damnably foul ground that was bound to do for our best bower, and Coxswain Lanherne assembled the long boat’s crew to row me ashore. The harbour, such as it was, contained no other ships, for the fleet was at sea and our convoy (with which we were meant to rendezvous in this roadstead) had been detained in Alicante by a leak to the Paragon. This was fortunate, for it gave me an opportunity to pursue the matter of the unbelievable claims of the Irish Turk who sat in my hold, secured to the deck by manacles.
         
 
         I walked up the street toward the Upper Castle. This was my second visit to Tangier; we had called during our outward voyage, albeit very briefly, for the wind had been in our favour for a passage up the Straits, and no seaman (even one as raw as myself) will ever deny such a favourable breeze. Thus I had not then been able to pay my respects to the new governor, who in any case was leading a sally forth against the Moors of the hinterland, and my limited time ashore had been restricted to berating the victualler on the quayside. Now I had time to absorb the strange sense of this place, and of the even stranger collection of humanity that had fetched up on this most desperate shore. There were Arabs, of course, bearded and robed in white, haggling with the Portuguese merchants who had stayed behind when their country abandoned them. There were soldiers, many of them evidently Scots or Irish, sweating in their rough red uniforms, some running with muskets in hand as they hastened to reinforce one of the outlying forts. There were clerks aplenty; Tangier in those early days was a very heaven for the attorneys, for whom the transfer of territory from one sovereign to another generated endless disputes over title and, consequently, endless opportunities to line their pockets. There were urchins of indeterminate nationality, snapping at my heels from street to street and crying out for baksheesh (or, in one incongruous case, begging for a groat in an accent that was purest Norfolk). Every man of every race seemed to look over his shoulder, fearful of what lay beyond the walls. Then there were women. Some of these, perhaps, might have been respectable; or at least, some of them might have been respectable once. But as I have observed many times in my life, heat, wine and a distance of several hundred miles from England conspire to transform many a cloistered maiden into the most brazen of wenches. It was as well that I was a married man, still newly married enough to be true to my vows.
         
 
         By the time I reached the gate of the Upper Castle, I was a vision of sweat. I had removed my wig not long after leaving the boat, and ran a hand over the stubble of my hair (shaven partly for comfort, partly to conceal its premature loss), hoping by that means to reduce the torrent flowing into my eyes. It was with some difficulty that I persuaded the sergeant at the gate that I was the captain of a king’s ship, having legitimate business with the governor. My temper was not improved by learning that once again, the governor was not in his residence, but was down the wall, toward what was called the Catherine Port. I set off once more, praying silently for the sudden arrival of a proper English June day with its fine cold rain. 
         
 
         I found the governor of Tangier in the midst of a bevy of his officers, gazing out toward the wild mountains that overlooked the city, to the tiny, isolated forts that guarded the perimeter of this minute empire, and at the small groups of Moorish horsemen who rode back and forth across the barren ground, screaming obscenities in surprisingly vivid English. The younger men in the governor’s company, Captain This and Cornet That, looked on me with more than a mild distaste. They were uniformed, and I was not; they were immaculate, and I was soaked like a galley slave; they had purchased their commissions, and thus possessed the inestimable arrogance that only a profound lack of merit can buy. I already found it hard to believe that until but a year before, my overriding ambition had been to join them; indeed, to be better than them, for these were mere infantry, and the King of England himself had offered me a commission in his Horse Guards, until so recently the summit of my own (and, even more, my wife’s) ambitions for my destiny. A commission that I turned down to his face, having travelled a notably watery and violent Damascene road in the sea-lochs of western Scotland.
         
 
         Fortunately, the governor was of a different metal to his subordinates, and readily granted my request for a private audience. General Andrew Rutherford, newly created the first Earl of Teviot, was a Scot of middle years, a large, bluff papist with an easy and open manner.
         
 
         I told him of the business with the Irish renegade and the Maltese galley, and of the tale of the mountain of gold. At the mention of that, he stopped, and considered me gravely. ‘A mountain of gold. South of those mountains yonder, south of the great desert beyond them. You’re certain, Quinton?’
 
         ‘You can interrogate him on the matter, My Lord. I intend to bring him ashore for that very purpose. All a ploy to save him from the noose, of course, but I thought I had best refer the matter to yourself or the admiral, whosoever I encountered first.’ 
         
 
         Teviot frowned. ‘I don’t think any interrogation of mine would add to the case, Captain. But I can think of others who’ll want to talk to this man. Our most gracious sovereign, for one.’
 
         I was incredulous. ‘The King? My Lord, this man’s a renegade and a liar. It’s as plain as day, all he seeks is to save his own worthless traitorous neck. I thought a hanging here, in the public square of Tangier, would be more exemplary than killing him on the Wessex – ’
         
 
         ‘Captain Quinton, only I decide who hangs in this city.’ Lord Teviot’s eyes flashed, but in the next moment he reverted to his accustomed easy informality. ‘Matthew, I have served far and wide for a quarter-century and more. In that time a man hears much, and learns much. Only ten years ago, the France that I then served was on her knees, torn apart by civil war. Many believed she would never rise again, but the young King Louis – he was no more than fifteen then – was entirely confident that a miracle to outdo Saint Joan would raise up France once more. You see, Captain, the young king had been convinced by one of his nobles, a man with mystical tendencies, that somewhere in Africa a great mountain of gold waited to be found. A new Potosi, no less, and a hundred times richer than the original.’
         
 
         ‘Potosi? I think I have heard the name, My Lord – my uncle might have talked of it – ’
 
         Teviot pointed at the bleak land beyond the outlying forts of Tangier. ‘See that, Matthew? All that sand and rock? Most of the soil of Old Spain is like that, or but little better.’ I knew this to be true, for I remembered Old Spain well from my days in exile there. ‘Yet for a hundred years,’ Teviot continued, ‘Spain was the greatest and most feared country in this world. She ruled an empire on which the sun never set. Her armies were invincible until my own day. Your own grandfather sailed against their Armada, the most powerful fleet on God’s Earth. I grew up, and to a degree even you have grown up, fearing the Black Legend of the dread Spanish empire.’ I nodded, for in my childhood nightmares the Inquisition had featured almost as often as Cromwell’s Ironsides. ‘And how did poor, barren Spain achieve all that, Captain?’ asked Teviot. ‘Because one day, over a century ago, some of her soldiers chanced upon a vast mountain of silver in the wilds of South America. Potosi. The silver of Potosi paid for the armies I fought against, it paid for the great Armada that your grandfather battled, and it paid for an eighty-year war against the Dutch. An eighty-year war. Can you conceive of England fighting even an eighty-month war, Matthew? The King would be bankrupt within twenty.’ I had to nod, for some truths are inescapable. ‘So the chance, even the faintest, most improbable chance, that somewhere in the world there exists a mountain of gold, waiting to be claimed by the first nation that finds it – I ask you, Captain Quinton, would you really wish to be the man held responsible by your monarch for executing that most improbable chance in the market square of Tangier?’
         
 
         He fixed me with a stare that gave me no opportunity to argue the case, a case rather too close in substance to that which had been argued by the renegade O’Dwyer himself. But there was one other thought; one thing that the governor had said. There was one question – ‘My Lord, the French nobleman who convinced King Louis of the mountain of gold. Was his name Montnoir?’
 
         Teviot shrugged. ‘It was a long time ago, Matthew. I can’t recall whether Turenne even told me the name. Why do you ask?’
 
         ‘No matter, My Lord.’ Even if the governor could not recall the name, I knew a man who might.
 
         Teviot leaned on the parapet, looking down on a particularly bold party of turbaned riders. ‘Look at them, Matthew. Look at this place. Oh, it will hold, because those Moors can shout all they wish, but they don’t have the cannon to bring down these walls and they don’t have the ships to starve us out with a blockade. But they will wear us down, strike at a fort at a time, kill good men by the score, and then by the hundreds, so the King will have to build more forts, and send more men, and one day, the whole place will become so expensive that our King will be glad to sell it to the Dutch or the Spanish. Or the French, as he did with Dunkirk.’ Teviot knew that better than any man; he had been governor of the short-lived English garrison at Dunkirk. ‘We are soldiers,’ he continued, ‘and we can look around at what we see in this place, and know that yet again, we will fight and die for a hopeless cause. But that, my dear Matthew, is what soldiers do. After all, isn’t that what your father did?’
         
 
         My father, who had fallen in glory at Naseby field, fighting for a king doomed to lose that battle, that war, three kingdoms, and his head. Just as Teviot would fall the next summer, leading out a raid against the Moors. It was an ambush, and My Lord Teviot fell in battle. When I was in Tangier again, years later – not long before King Charles abandoned the place by blowing it up, rather than selling it – Teviot’s successor pointed out his bleached bones from the ramparts. They probably lie there still, crumbling into the red dust.
 
         Finally, I asked the living Teviot, ‘What, then, should I do with the man O’Dwyer?’
 
         The governor said, ‘I should sail with the tide, Matthew, and carry him straight to England and the King.’
 
         ‘But My Lord, I have orders to await the Paragon, and the convoy lying at Alicante. I would have to await the return of the admiral – ’
         
 
         Teviot frowned. ‘I will settle matters with Sir John, once he has vented his necessary rage at me, a mere soldier, for daring to overrule his command as an admiral. Be not afraid on that score, Matthew. But while you await the tide, you’ll take some refreshment with me, perhaps, at the castle? It occurs to me that letters came for you in the last ship from England. God knows, I seem to spend half my time acting as postmaster to every officer in your damned precious fleet.’
         
 
         
             

         
 
         The whitewashed governor’s house within the castle precincts was blessedly cool, and Lord Teviot was generous in his hospitality. There was quite a bundle of letters, and I divided them by the easily recognisable hands of the senders. There were ten from my dear wife Cornelia; significantly fewer than usual. There was one from my mother; significantly more than usual. There was one from my brother, the earl; ditto. There were the inevitable letters of duty from my Lord High Admiral, the King’s brother James, Duke of York; and from Samuel Pepys, esquire, Clerk of the Acts to the Navy Board, who sometimes seemed to think himself the Lord High Admiral. There were several from friends, who would either be begging for money or reporting on loves won and lost. All of these, I decided, could be postponed; even Cornelia’s letters, which were bound to raise my spirits with their bottomless well of good humour, loving endearments and scurrilous venom directed against my mother and most of the people that we knew, from the King downwards. Yet there was one letter which stood out: one that demanded to be opened first.
         
 
         This letter was addressed as follows.
 
         For The Honourable Matthew Quinton 
         
 
         Captain of His Majesty’s Ship the Wessex 
         
 
         Copied to Lisbon, Cadiz, Tangier, Alicante, Malaga, Malta, Messina, Leghorn, Venice, Smyrna, Constantinople, Aleppo, Alexandria and Antioch.
         
 
         I smiled, recognising my uncle’s hand and his typically thoroughgoing efficiency in sending to every possible port-of-call that we could make, and to several that were entirely impossible. I broke his wax seal – the arms of Mauleverer College, Oxford, of which Tristram Quinton was a most unlikely Master – and read. Ever since I was a small, fatherless child, letters from my uncle were to be treasured, for he could transport me in a few words to lands beyond the limits of my imagining. And so it was on this occasion, though the new land that he conjured up could be found only in the imagination of Satan.
         
 
         Dearest nephew Matthew. 
         
 
         I know not why I write, for what can you, fighting the Turks so very far away, do to remedy the disaster that has befallen the House of Quinton? God knows, by the time you receive this, the scheme will be well afoot, and I might be dead, driven to my grave by grief or the bottles that line my table  here in Oxford. But I feel a need to unburden myself, Matt, and since my brother, your venerated father, fell on Naseby field, who can hear my confession, if not you? There were several crossings-through at this point, after which my uncle’s hand commenced a rather less steady progress across the page, as though the bottles that doubtless lay by his other hand were beginning to write their own story.
         
 
         The truth is, as ever, the matter was put in train by that unnatural crone, my good-sister. Your mother. My Lady Anne, Dowager Countess of Ravensden. Call her what you will. This was strong, even by my uncle’s standards; he loved my mother, after a fashion, but generally only in the hours between sleep and waking. The truth is, Matt – The paper was stained at this point, the colour suggesting spilt claret – she has made a match for your brother.
         
 
         The walls of the governor’s house swam before me, and only a brusque cry from Lord Teviot, who must have seen the blood drain from my face, saved me from the disgrace of fainting. A match for your brother. Charles, Earl of Ravensden, one of the most intimate (and by far the most discreet) of our King’s very few close friends. My dearest delicate brother, twelve years older than myself, who had taken enough wounds for that king on Worcester field to kill many men with constitutions far stronger than his. Earl Charles, half of whose manhood had been shot away by Cromwell’s dragoons, and the remaining half of which was pledged to a circumspect young actor of Betteridge’s company. In short, my brother was as likely a candidate for the marriage bed as I was to be the next King of Poland.
         
 
         Teviot’s attendant brought me a glass of wine, which settled me a little, and permitted me to read on. Of course, it is all to do with the two things that have ever driven our noble house, money and our bloodline. Let us be honest here, nephew. Or let me be honest, at any rate, with this pen and this piece of paper. Imprimis, money. We have none. We have had none for generations. Oh, our lands produce a fair income, but we are mortgaged several times over and in debt to every tradesman in Bedfordshire  and to much of the City of London besides. The home of our forefathers, Ravensden Abbey, is a calamity. The roofs leak, and the rains stream down our walls to meet the damp rising to meet them from the floor. This much you know better than I, Matt, as you have lived there for some of the past three years, whereas I have been dry and drunk in my Master’s lodgings. This much, indeed, was perfectly true. Only the winter before, one of Steward Barcock’s children had been killed when the entire north-east wall collapsed, taking two rooms with it. The Dowager Countess, my mother, had simply summoned our new vicar to utter some peremptory prayers over the rubble and then sealed off the entire wing.
         
 
         I forced my pained eyes back to Tristram’s text. Your mother is convinced that only a marriage to a great fortune will remedy our situation. In that, perhaps, she is right; but methinks that sometimes a fortune can come at too great a cost. Now, secundo, our family line. We must be intimate and frank here, nephew. I have no wife. Many children, of course, but no wife, unlike our dear monarch, who has a wife and many children, but alas, none by her. Now, we know that I could have a wife with no difficulty. (Modesty had never been a particular characteristic of Tristram Quinton’s, especially when it came to women.) But thanks to the perversity of my college’s outmoded and byzantine statutes, that would mean surrendering my post here at Oxford, and necessarily the considerable income and perquisites that accrue from it, not least my cellar of old Bordeaux wines. So if the glorious earldom of Ravensden is not to perish, and pass into dust like old Hotspur and Mortimer, then either you or Charles must father children, as we have no collateral lines. Now, you have been married five years, Matt, and so far your Cornelia has not even managed an encouraging miscarriage. My uncle could be brutal in his cups, but there was truth enough in this. Cornelia, the epitome of a rational, modern Dutch woman, had even begun to visit a wise-woman in the forest beyond Baldock, who convinced her that our failure to conceive was entirely my fault. As wise-women do. Of course, it is possible that Cornelia will die, or that you will find a means to divorce her. (My uncle could be very  brutal in his cups.) But your mother has calculated that you are too besotted with her to do the latter, and that our House is too unfortunate for God to facilitate the former. Thus she has convinced Charles that it is his duty to marry and endeavour to continue our line, regardless of his own inclinations (which we both understand amply enough, I think). What is more, and for reasons that I cannot fathom, the King himself is an enthusiast for the match. As we know, the noble Earl your brother can never refuse the wish of our esteemed monarch. This, too, was true; their friendship dated back to the darkest days of the King’s first exile, when he was but a penniless and titular Prince of Wales, and had been strengthened thereafter in ways of which I was then only dimly aware.
         
 
         Lord Teviot asked me if I wished for more wine, and I asked for my glass to be charged, if only because I dreaded what might come next.
 
         Our new Countess is to be Louise, Lady De Vaux. You might have heard of her, for she has a considerable name at court. Several names, indeed, of which ‘harlot’ is the one least likely to cause offence to the King of Spain’s Inquisition if they intercept any of the copies of this letter. But she has an ample estate, it’s said, thanks to two dead husbands. Now, Matt, some will say that two dead rich husbands are the will of God. Yet I have witnessed all the late troubles in this land, and have seen death come in a thousand ways or more, and I wonder – can two dead husbands truly be the will of God, or the will of the Lady Louise? And thus, what intentions might she harbour toward her third? You will forgive me for such thoughts, for believe me, they are as nothing to the opinion of your own dear wife, who rode here to Oxford but yesterday to regale me upon the matter. This was typical of Cornelia, who would not have balked at the surprised stares and caustic comments of those who witnessed a lady of breeding riding hell-for-leather (as was always her wont) the fifty or so miles between Ravensden Abbey and Oxford. I could also imagine her opinion. Indeed, I did not need to imagine it for very long; it awaited me on the pages of her many letters. Even today, in these rude and permissive times, I have rarely encountered an author who possesses such a richly diverse vocabulary  of the obscene. If Tristram’s concerns over potential interception by the Spanish Inquisition had any justification, and even if only one of my wife’s letters had fallen into their hands, then the successors of Torquemada would have significantly enhanced their comprehension of human anatomy. Such were the consequences of Cornelia’s childhood, much of which was spent avoiding her dull parents and mixing happily with the foul-mouthed sailors and fishwives who thronged the quays of Veere, her home town in Zeeland.
         
 
         I returned to my uncle’s peroration. Forgive me, nephew, for I write importunely. You cannot possibly influence or deter what is to come to pass – what might already have come to pass, perhaps, by the time that you and your ship return safe to England’s shore. Perhaps these are but the rantings of an old and bitter man, and your brother and the Lady Louise will indeed provide the longed-for heir to Ravensden. God knows, they may live in married bliss hereafter, to the glory and honour of our ancient lineage. But I write this to you now, as your father’s son and the bearer of my father’s name, knowing that you will not betray my confidence, and that you will share at least some of my fears for Charles and our most glorious, but most vulnerable, House of Quinton. God be with you, dearest nephew. 
         
 
         Your most loving uncle, 
         
 
         T. Quinton.
         
 
         T. Quinton; never Tristram. I put down the letter, and saw Teviot’s eyes upon me. He asked me how I fared, or something of the sort. I cannot recall it, but I can recall my reply: ‘The longed-for heir to Ravensden. But I am the heir to Ravensden.’ A responsibility I had shunned all my life; and yet the prospect of it being taken away by the issue of this unnatural marriage brought on a strange surge of anger. ‘My poor brother. My poor family. This cannot happen. This will not happen.’ 
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            Chapter Three
            

         
 
         ‘She is a murderess, and twice over,’ said my wife. ‘I am convinced of it. Tristram is convinced of it.’
 
         My anger toward the marriage had been tempered in the long weeks that it had taken the Wessex to make passage back to England. It survived a great storm in the Bay of Biscay, then began to abate a little as we were driven back by contrary winds in the Channel, and finally blew over as we made our way round from the Downs to Chatham, where we had finally moored but a few days before. Musk had immediately resumed his old duties as steward of our London house, relegating to ancillary duties the youthful Barcock who had substituted for him during his absence at sea. Thus I had made my way north alone, returning finally to the ancient monastic pile that now passed for our family home.
         
 
         Upon my return to the crumbling ancestral walls of Ravensden Abbey, I had certain matters of the flesh in mind. But Cornelia turned away, to stand in determined, cross-armed isolation at the window of our bare old room, looking out over the ruins of the old abbey church.
 
         ‘And she is to be the Countess!’ she continued, more sad than furious. ‘Countess of Ravensden! Mistress of this house – our home, Matthew, until you finally have sufficient income from your pitiful naval service to get us some mean tenement in London. If you ever do, of course, and are not killed by a Turk, or drowned in a storm, leaving me a widow and at the mercy of your mother and this De Vaux stoephoer.’ Cornelia had still not really forgiven me for turning down a commission in the Guards, and with it status, privilege, a splendid uniform, and above all a regular income. Nor had she reconciled herself to my chosen career in the navy, even though her own brother had been captain of a Dutch man-of-war for ten years or more (and had been on hand providentially to save my life during my second commission). ‘Dear Lord, think on that, husband – she will be the Countess. She will have power over us, that vuile teef – ’ Cornelia’s vitriol began to translate into her native Dutch. I moved toward her, opening my arms in loving greeting once more, and hoping by that means to curtail the beginnings of another colourful diatribe against the Lady De Vaux. She turned from me and said, ‘It is all your mother’s doing, of course. All so that there may be an heir. All because we cannot – I cannot – ’ The tears began, and I went to her, putting my arms around her. She turned to me and said, ‘You must put me away, Matt. I will turn papist, become a nun at Brussels as your mother suggests. I will accept a divorce. You must marry another, who will give this house its heir. It will be better than forcing this unnatural marriage onto poor Charles – ’
         
 
         I lifted her face and looked into those dear, deep, weeping eyes. ‘Never. No, never, Cornelia. We are one. Forever. I would rather forsake the King and the navy than forsake you.’
 
         She cried much more, then laughed a little, and in but a brief time my thoughts of the flesh were made real.
 
         
             

         
 
         Our splendid afternoon sojourn was short lived. It was not curtailed by my mother, who was unaware of my early return from the Straits and had thus decamped to nearby Buckden, the palace of the Lord Bishop of Lincoln, to lecture that unfortunate prelate on the manifest evils of the increasing number of dissenting congregations in Bedfordshire. Instead, it was one of the many sons of our ancient steward, Barcock, who knocked delicately on our door, informing us that the Vicar of Ravensden had learned of my return from sea and wished to present his compliments. Cornelia sighed, something she had done often enough in the last hour, but in this case it expressed her discontent rather than her pleasure. Until but six months before, my own reaction would have been even more vocal. Our previous incumbent, the Reverend George Jermy, had been so old and so dull that his continued presence on this earth was almost as much a mystery as the continued presence of his congregation. Faced with the tedium of his sermons, it was a miracle that the entire village had not decamped to the woods to join the dissenters who so alarmed my mother. But finally, and in the presence of myself, the Earl, and the Dowager Countess of Ravensden, Jermy had simply halted in the middle of the first verse of Chapter Twenty-Three of Deuteronomy, fallen gently forward in his pulpit, and given up the ghost to a maker who presumably had forgotten to reclaim him several decades before.
         
 
         I dressed, descended the stairs, entered the grand porch of Ravensden Abbey, lined with the swords and armour of my ancestors, and greeted our new rector, a broad, strong man of close to fifty years.
 
         ‘Captain Quinton,’ he said. ‘I rejoice at your return from the Straits, sir. In approximately equal measure, Matt, I regret that I could not accompany you and cleave my sword into the hordes of heathen Turks.’
 
         At that he grinned, and we both embraced; for at my behest, on Jermy’s death my brother had exercised his right of patronage over the parish of Ravensden by installing my former chaplain aboard the Jupiter, the Reverend Francis Gale.
         
 
         I led my dear friend to the library, the octagonal room that had been the chapter house of the original abbey. It was one of the few large rooms still in a state fit enough to receive visitors, although a suspicious odour of damp was beginning to cling to many of the books. Francis Gale was no longer the bitter and hopeless sot that I had first encountered on the Jupiter, a man consumed by the dreadful death of the woman he loved and their unborn child amidst the horror of Cromwell’s onslaught at Drogheda. But nor was Francis Gale made to be an entirely abstemious paragon of sobriety. He still relished a bottle, though now he imbibed for good cheer and fellowship, not to drive away his tormenting demons. Thus he had rapidly become firm friends with my uncle; they spent many long hours in this very library, debating everything from the nature of the Trinity to the peculiar shape of Lady Castlemaine’s bosom, with every discourse washed down by generous measures of old sack and some of the more ancient wines that my grandfather had brought back from France.
         
 
         Another young Barcock brought us some flagons of good local ale, and we settled to discourse. Francis wanted every detail of my journey to the Straits, of my meeting with the corsair and the knight of Malta, and of the renegade Irishman O’Dwyer, who now sat in a cell of the Tower, awaiting the King’s pleasure. He, too, was convinced that the man was a fraud, one of the many imposters and cunning men who had crawled out from under stones since the King’s restoration, hoping to take advantage of a generous-hearted monarch and an inexperienced government. A mountain of gold? No, it was preposterous, Francis thought: a myth, or a mere story to divert young children.
 
         We turned to other matters, and I asked how he was enjoying his new living. ‘Ah, there’s much to do, Matt. As you’ll know better than I, my predecessor had not really been the most active servant of the Lord for many years. Decades, if truth be told. There are grown men yet unbaptised, and I have yet to find one villager who knows his Creed. Then there’s the fabric of the church itself – apparently the choir boys have wagered on whether the bells will fall before the tower collapses, or viceversa. And the parish registers are chaos.’ Francis sighed and took a long draught of ale. ‘Pieces of paper everywhere, some chewed by rats, some years not written up at all. Yesterday I found the page with the marriage record of your great-grandfather, the seventh earl, from the year 1557. It was in the vicarage’s privy, ready for use, along with a whole set of transcripts that should have been sent off to the bishop in King James’ time. But thankfully I have the lad, Andrewartha. He’s a good worker, and his appetite for putting records in order is rather greater than mine. He shows a true vocation, and I hope shortly to secure a place for him at Emmanuel in Cambridge, my old college. He’ll be a fine candidate for the Church.’
         
 
         This pleased me; young Andrewartha had been an officer’s servant on the Jupiter, and was saved from a court-martial and an almost certain hanging by the generous spirit of Francis Gale. But the mention of my ancestor’s marriage brought me back to present concerns, and I said, ‘Well, Francis. So what is your opinion of the proposed match between my brother and the Lady De Vaux?’
         
 
         I had seen Francis Gale in many states. I had seen him drunk. I had seen him angry, I had seen him desperately sad, I had seen him deliriously happy. I had seen him kill men with rabid blood-lust in his eyes. But until that moment, I had never seen him embarrassed. Haltingly, he said, ‘She – she is a fine lady, sir. She will be a countess to bring credit to this house – ’
 
         The library door was thrown open with such force that it struck hard against the inner wall, shaking loose some plaster from the ceiling. ‘Oh, kloten – bollocks, Francis!’ cried Cornelia, who was finally dressed.
         
 
         We stood, and my wife made straight for my flagon of ale and drained a long draught. As the world knows, Dutch women come out of the womb crying not for their mother’s milk, but for beer.
 
         I said, ‘My dear, perhaps Francis has a different opinion of her – ’
 
         Gale sat, but rather less comfortably than before. ‘Oh, husband,’ said Cornelia. ‘Think on it! I will say what Francis dares not, but which should be obvious to the man who could be Earl of Ravensden in a heartbeat. For but a few months more, at any rate. In this country, any vicar owes his place to whoever holds the right of presentation to the living. Is this not so? Thus Francis remains our vicar only at the pleasure of the earl, although of course, that pleasure would also be shaped by the two women who bear the title Countess of Ravensden – the earl’s mother and his new wife. And should there ever be any debate in the matter, the final judgment would rest with the Supreme Governor of the Church that Francis serves. The earl’s friend King Charles, in other words. Now, what do all of those who hold power over poor Francis’s position have in common? Ah yes. They all favour the marriage.’
         
 
         For my part, I was increasingly uneasy that both my wife and uncle had condemned this woman out of hand, without fair trial and without even meeting her. But in one sense she was right. The Vicar of Ravensden’s position was particularly delicate, perhaps because – ‘Oh, Francis,’ I said, ‘surely you are not to officiate at this ceremony?’
         
 
         Francis Gale essayed a little smile of relief. ‘No, Captain. God places men in situations that are invidious enough, and He has not sought fit to inflict that additional punishment upon me, thanks be to Him. The ceremony will be at Saint Paul’s, no less, and in November, so thankfully distant. It’s as well, really, for Ravensden Church could never hold the congregation that’s expected. What’s more, the King himself intends to give away the bride, so I would not wish to be held to account if the roof collapsed in the middle of the service. Some might construe that as high treason.’
 
         Ah, Francis, my old and long-gone friend; would that we all have the gift of second sight. For the roof, tower and bells of Ravensden Church are all still there and sound enough, more than sixty years on. They will probably still be there at Doomsday. Whereas, of course, old Saint Paul’s was reduced to cinders but three years later.
 
         Cornelia sniffed. ‘Ha, Charles Stuart only chose Saint Paul’s because no other church is large enough to accommodate his brood of mistresses and bastards. Then there will be the family and confidantes of our new countess, of course. A veritable multitude they’ll be.’
 
         Francis said, ‘Not so, Mistress Quinton. It seems she has no immediate family of any sort.’ 
         
 
         Cornelia and I leaned forward, almost in unison. This was news indeed. My wife said, ‘No family? Who has no family, other than beggars, orphans and the very old? Most of us have too much family.’ This was undoubtedly true of her own breed, the van der Eides: her parents, brother, sisters, uncles, aunts and cousins, spread across a large swathe of the Netherlands and Flanders, constituted a vast dynasty of tedium. It was less true of the Quintons, a line that was almost extinct; but even I had a living mother, a brother, a sister and an uncle (as well as innumerable cousins on my mother’s and grandmother’s sides of the family, including even a few who were both sane and not French).
         
 
         Francis nodded. ‘Quite, Mistress. But the Master has written to tell me that he has been conducting some discreet researches into Lady De Vaux’s history. He has no conclusions as yet, but as he writes in a letter I received only today, neither does she. No conclusion to any branch of her family’s history, for there seems to be no family.’
 
         The juxtaposition of Master and Mistress confused me momentarily. Then I realised that ‘the Master’ could only be my uncle Tristram, the Master of Mauleverer. So Tris was looking into our new countess’s past.
 
         I looked at my wife, and at my friend Francis Gale, and knew in that moment that I was looking upon the beginnings of a conspiracy. My heart cried out to me to join it, there and then, but my head urged different counsels. You have not spoken with your brother, said my head, and after all, it is his marriage. My heart protested that it might indeed be his marriage, but that it was my inheritance, for good or ill, sought or unsought; my duty to the past and future of the House of Quinton. Besides, my brother was far away, inspecting the bleak and barely economical estate in Northumberland that a complex marriage-settlement had brought to our family a century or so before. That may be, said my head, but neither have you spoken with the two who urge this marriage more than any others. This was so, but I could hardly seek an audience of Our Sovereign Lord the King to demand to know why he wished my brother to marry a suspected murderous whore. But as for the other … 
         
 
         As if summoned by angels or demons, the state coach of the Earls of Ravensden thundered into the stable yard beyond the library window, an unjustifiably extravagant team of six horses pulling it home. Two young Barcocks rushed forward to the door that bore our ancient blazon of arms, opened it, and helped a tall but stooped old woman to descend. Still clad in mourning black, some eighteen years after her husband’s death, the Lady Anne, Dowager Countess of Ravensden, looked about her with a satisfied air and made her way slowly towards our old house, bent almost double, her two sticks striking the cobbles and giving her the unsettling sight and sound of a vast and ancient spider, moving relentlessly towards its next fly.
 
         My mother had returned.
 
         
             

         
 
         The crooked hand extended toward me, and I leaned forward to kiss it. Mother was seated in her room in the former monks’ infirmary, a little way down the corridor from the one which Cornelia and I shared. Thus she, too, had a view over to the ruins of the abbey quire, but the demolition of part of the wall by Henry VIII’s agents when the monastery was dissolved meant that she had an uninterrupted view down to the grave of her husband. James Quinton, Earl of Ravensden for less than half a year, lay there, forever in her view: poet, warrior, fallen legend of the Cavalier cause, and the father who had died when I was only five. My mother’s chair was carefully positioned so that she did not have to look down upon the adjacent grave of my grandfather Matthew, the previous earl, whom she had hated with a passion equal to that with which she had loved his son. Or as I thought she had loved him until I had heard the enigmatic words of a dying man, in Scotland the year before.
         
 
         ‘Matthew,’ she said. ‘You should have sent Musk or another ahead of you, to inform us of your coming.’
 
         ‘There was much to do, mother. There always is when a ship pays off.’ This was invention, for the end of the Wessex’s cruise was the first time I had paid off a ship in the normal way. My first command had been wrecked on the coast of Kinsale, my second almost blown apart in the Scottish isles. But there was also a truth in it, for the bombardment of paperwork which accompanied our return to Chatham had been almost as terrible as a broadside, and certainly more time-consuming. I had meant to write ahead and inform my family at Ravensden of my return, but by the end of each day I had written so many formal letters, read through so many muster books, pay books and manifests, dealt with so many officious time-servers from the dockyard and the Ordnance – after all of that, I could barely keep my eyes open for a jar of wine at the King’s Head in Rochester before falling unconscious into my bed.
         
 
         The Dowager Countess frowned. ‘As you say, Matthew. The ways of the navy are a mystery to me.’ (This was a blessing; her hatred of her father-in-law had grown into a profound lack of interest in the service that he had graced and to which I now belonged.) ‘But you are so brown! Why, they will mistake you for a Moor when next you ride into Bedford – the people there will never have seen so dark a face – ’
         
 
         My mother was not adept at ordinary conversation. This was one of the chief reasons why relations were sometimes strained between her and Cornelia, who could extract a conversation out of a rock. So I came straight to the matter, and said, ‘Mother, we must speak of this proposed marriage. Between Charles and the Lady De Vaux.’
 
         The eyes narrowed. To be fair, my mother had learned suspicion at the court of King Charles the First, amid all the fevered rumours and hysteria that had culminated in civil war; like many men and women of her age, she carried suspicion on her shoulder like a vast but invisible bird of prey. ‘What of the marriage?’
 
         Time for diplomacy, for the King and the Lord Admiral his brother wanted their captains to be good diplomats. ‘Well, it affects me, as the heir. Mother, all I seek is some explanation that will settle my mind in this matter.’ 
         
 
         She looked on me with sadness and – and with something else, something that I could not quite identify. ‘Yes, you are the heir, Matthew. And after you? Who is the heir then? When you married Cornelia, Charles and I saw it as the salvation of the bloodline. But five years on, you have no children. The line must continue. This family must continue.’
         
 
         ‘But to put Charles through this – Charles of all men – and with this woman of all women – ’
 
         ‘Charles is – sanguine, shall we say. You can speak to him yourself, when he returns from Alnburgh. And the King’s enthusiasm for the match weighs heavily with him. As for the Lady De Vaux, it’s true that she has a certain reputation. But I have lived a long time, Matthew, and I have found that reputations are often unjustified. Particularly if, as I suspect, that reputation is founded upon jealousy of the thirty thousand that she possesses.’
 
         ‘Thirty thousand? That much?’
         
 
         ‘Some widows are fortunate in their inheritances, Matthew, while some are not,’ she said, looking out to the grave in the ruins. ‘I need not tell you what thirty thousand will mean to this house. And remember, I have met the lady several times, which you and Cornelia have not. I believe I can judge a character, and I judge hers to be – suitable.’
 
         ‘But there are so many questions about her past – she has no family-’
 
         The bird of prey preened itself, and pounced. ‘And how do you know that? Oh, don’t bother lying. Tristram, of course.’ She was angry now, and my mother’s anger was always cold and controlled, unlike the arm-waving tempers of Cornelia. ‘Tristram will never reconcile himself to this, just as he never reconciled himself to me, nor to his king in his time of need, come to that. I could have proposed the marriage of Charles to the most saintly virgin in England, if any such can be found, and still my good-brother would have opposed it – for it would not have been of his conceiving, and that irks him more than anything. But then, if he had any true sense of family duty he would abandon his miserable little college, his wine and his mistresses, get a wife, and father the future heir to Ravensden himself.’ She was furious now, and my mother furious was a sight to behold. ‘But Tristram will always indulge himself first, then play his little games. So like his father, in all things. Thank God that he was the younger son, and thank God that is the way of it in the next generation, too. All the responsibility and sense of duty with the elder – ’
         
 
         ‘Enough, mother!’ Enough of diplomacy, too; time for the broadside. ‘Responsibility? Duty? You dare talk of those things, when you tell Cornelia to enter a convent? Oh, you’ll gladly set aside my responsibility and duty to my wife to suit your own purposes. You chide my uncle for playing games, when you play them with the lives of everyone in this family?’
         
 
         ‘You will not speak to me in this way. I have told you before, you will not – ’
         
 
         I was angry now, the rage blazing inside me like a burning magazine. ‘Oh yes, mother. You have told me before. You told me when I questioned you about the early days of the late king’s reign, in Lord Buckingham’s time, when my father was away at the French wars – ’ elusive hints of secrets buried deeply over thirty years before were an unexpected legacy of my voyage aboard the Jupiter – ‘What else passed in those times, mother? What else?’
         
 
         I saw something in her eyes …
 
         It was gone in an instant, and the narrow, suspicious slits returned. ‘Get out,’ she hissed. ‘Get back to your barren wife.’
 
         ‘Better a barren wife than a whore for a countess,’ I snapped as I turned away from her and strode from the room.
 
         It was only when I stood outside, in the dark, damp corridor, that I realised two things. First, she had insulted Cornelia, but she had done no more than speak the truth; whereas I had made the fatal mistake of not distinguishing between the once and future Countesses of Ravensden. As I heard my mother’s sobbing begin, I also knew what I had seen in her eyes when I demanded the truth of all that she had known and done at the court of the first King Charles.
         
 
         It was fear. 
         
 
         
            * * *

         
 
         I sat in a small private room of the old George Inn, just up from the river bridge in Bedford. It stank. As in all towns, the common sewer flowed down the High Street just outside, but in Bedford, it met the river’s own distinctive stench right outside the entrance to the George. Moreover, the stables at the back were particularly close to the main body of the inn, and the innkeeper apologised for the presence of a noxious herd of unruly Irish horses with violent diarrhoea, en route for the royal races at Newmarket. Yet by the end of a second jug of good Bordeaux, the George seemed like a very paradise on earth, especially as it did not contain either my mother (still distraught) or my wife (attempting vainly to calm my mother).
         
 
         My thoughts raced this way and that, although the wine progressively slowed and dulled them. I had been insufferably rude; of course I had. If my mother knew great secrets of state, well then, so be it. We are all entitled to our secrets, and besides, hers had to be of so very long ago; what possible relevance could they have, especially when the only matter of the moment was that of the unnatural marriage proposed for my brother?
         
 
         I was beginning to contemplate the relative merits of a third jug of Bordeaux against riding unsteadily back to the abbey when a Barcock – Paul, I think, or it might have been Peter – entered my small, stinking world at the George Inn, and handed me a letter that had been delivered at Ravensden by a royal courier but an hour before. I thanked him in the vaguely profuse way of the drunk, and opened the letter. It was a script I knew well – clear, precise, a little pompous – and the message, too, was redolent of its author: just a little more long-winded than it needed to be.
 
         Sir, 
         
 
         His Majesty having summoned me to attend him at Newmarket upon some concerns relating to the present state and occasions of the navy, His Majesty has seen fit to instruct me to inform you that he wishes your immediate  attendance upon him in order to expedite the same purpose. I therefore desire that you will see fit to attend upon His Majesty and myself at your earliest convenience. 
         
 
         I am, Captain Quinton, your most humble and respectful servant, 
         
 
         S. Pepys 
         
 
         Clerk of the Acts to the Honourable Principal Officers and Commissioners of His Majesty’s Navy
         
 
         So I was to have my wish. True, I had mismanaged my interview with my mother. But now I would be able to see the King himself and have an opportunity to ask him why he wished to force this preposterous marriage onto my brother. That one thought drove all else before it, including the one question I should have asked; the one question that was hidden there, festering in the depths of Pepys’ letter.
         
 
         What purpose relating to the ‘state and occasions’ of the navy could possibly tear Charles Stuart away from the horse races and mistresses that took up all his time at Newmarket, and compel him to summon one of his lowliest captains to expedite it? 
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