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Cromwell is dead, and risen; and dead again,

And risen the third time after he was slain

No wonder! For he’s messenger of Hell:

And now he buffets us, now posts to tell

What’s past; and for one more game new counsel takes

Of his good friend the Devil, who keeps the stakes.

Will Douglas

(Contemporary Royalist poet)






Chapter One

I never met the Antichrist; but once, I dined upon lamb chops with his son.

It was in the summer of the year 1709, I think, or ten. I was upon the road north to Ware, intending to investigate some malpractice over wharfage, when my coach was forced into Cheshunt by an unseasonal storm and an impassable road. My men scurried off and duly made arrangements for me to take a meal in one of the more prosperous-looking inns of the place, but reported back to me the landlord’s claim that he had no private room to offer. The one such room that the inn did possess was already occupied, it seemed, by a gentleman who treasured his privacy and was well known — nay, greatly respected - in those notoriously fractious parts.

I am not generally a rude man, not even in these lessened days when rudeness reigns and my great age inclines me ever more to the condition. Yet I was wet, cold, delayed, and therefore increasingly peevish. Thus I pulled myself from my coach as determinedly as my old limbs would permit, strode into the premises as best I could, and at once accosted the landlord, a bleary, rotund, unshaven creature of nearly the same age as myself. He was apologetic — mightily so, if truth be told, for my name and fame were known even in such an obstreperous fastness as Cheshunt — but he was strangely adamant, too: the one private room was occupied, and the distinguished person within was not to be disturbed upon any account, not even by such an august figure as myself. Soaked and impatient, my voice rose. The denizens of the common room wherein we stood, most of them of the lower orders, eyed us, some with bright-eyed interest in a disputation between their one of their own and one of rather higher station, most with that kind of quizzical half-stare that is unique to the wholly drunk. This was intolerable; to be denied by the increasingly urgent imprecations of this miserable excuse for a landlord, who was seemingly impervious to being threatened with the wrath of the Justices of the Peace for the County of Hertford, the Lord Lieutenant of that same county, the Privy Council of our newly united kingdom, her blessed Majesty Queen Anne — I cannot now remember all the names that I called down upon the rogue —

At last, and ignoring the landlord’s protests, I made for the door that evidently guarded this so-precious private room and its occupant; for I was convinced that no man of honour could possibly deny another of his station a comfortable table and some good conversation.

I opened the door with some force. An ancient man, much older than I — and then I must have been in, or nearing, my seventieth year — looked up, startled, from his plate of broth. The most notable thing about him was his nose, which was prodigiously long. He had a pinched mouth, tired eyes and red eyebrows, which sat incongruously beneath his few wisps of white hair. It was a face I could have sworn I had seen before, but could not place where or how —

‘Highness,’ the landlord blustered, not to me but to this other — ‘forgive me, but –’

He cut himself off, appalled by his error. The landlord looked at the ancient man, then at me, then back again.

‘Well, then,’ said the man now allotted a title fit only for royalty. The old man looked from me to the landlord, and said to the latter, ‘I think you may leave us now, Gideon.’

The landlord seemed on the verge of tears. After some moments, he nodded slightly to the ancient, turned and left us.

There was no-one to name us to each other. Yet the aged creature resolved this awkwardness readily enough. He stood, albeit slowly and with much pain, and said amiably, ‘Gideon is probably the only man alive in England still devoted enough to me to use that address. He was ever loyal to my family, and the old cause.’ His voice, a rasping and breathless whisper, was unplaceable: the slightly precise English of a man who had spent his life putting his past behind him. A man whose much younger image had once adorned placards and broadsheets from Truro to Thurso.

‘Sir,’ I said — although to this day I do not know why I permitted him that gesture of deference — ‘sir, permit me to name myself. I am — ‘

‘I know very well who you are,’ the ancient said, sitting again and gesturing to me to take the stool opposite him. ‘Gideon described the blazon of arms upon your coach. The arms of Quinton of Ravensden.’

‘You have an excellent memory.’

As he settled back upon his own stool, albeit not without further evident discomfort, the ancient smiled, if a little wanly. ‘There was a time when I had to study the escutcheons of the great families of this land,’ he said. ‘Particularly the arms of those who were then called traitors, as your brother was and as your father had been. And as you, too, were named, as I recall.’ He smiled. ‘Matthew Quinton. A stripling, but a monstrous malignant. You know, I had quite forgotten that phrase for half a century? Strange how your uncalled-for presence brings it back to me.’ He took a mouthful of broth. ‘But your memory is equal to mine, I think. If I know who you are, then I am certain you are equally aware of my name. Thanks in part to Gideon, yes, but I think only in part?’

I nodded cautiously. ‘I had heard you lived privately in these parts.’

The long nose dipped. ‘Privately. Aye, that is a word. So privately that most of the world knows of it, or so it seems.’

Uncertain how to deal with the unique creature before me, I ventured a jest. ‘Perhaps, then, you should not choose to eat in inns where the keeper addresses you royally.’

The ancient shrugged, and took another spoonful of broth before he ventured a reply. ‘Ah. Well, indeed. That is the truth of it, at bottom, and God’s righteous judgement upon me for venturing forth from my own dwelling, and the atrocious cooking of my own servants, in quest of some edible meat in this place. My father would have condemned me for such ungodly weakness.’

‘Sir,’ I said cautiously, ‘I fear that on the matter of your father, you and I might differ.’

‘I do not doubt it.’ He seemed sanguine beyond measure. ‘But are not all such differences now dry as dust these fifty years? Will you not then sup with me, Matthew Quinton, erstwhile monstrous malignant? Gideon tells me he has some most excellent chops in the offing. And surely two old men can talk peaceably of the doings of the great Marlborough and those about her blessed majesty Anna Regina — aye, and whatever else consumes the conversation of those beyond the door?’

I shifted upon the stool. ‘I think, sir, that you are hardly an ordinary man for ordinary conversation.’

He laughed: an ugly, consumptive laugh that wracked his entire wasted frame with coughing. The laugh of a man soon to be clothed in the burying-shroud. ‘True. Oh Lord, that is truth beyond measure. Not an ordinary man. Yet that is what I was — the most ordinary, the most private of men! And yet fate played that darkest trick on me, to be my father’s son. To be his heir.’

One is afforded few opportunities to sit down and converse with History itself; and trust me in this, I have done so more times in my inordinately long life than most men ever have the chance to do. One does not refuse those opportunities when they offer themselves. Thus I, Matthew Quinton, born of one of the truest cavalier families in the land, supped upon chops with the son of the King-Killer, the very Antichrist himself, as we cavaliers termed him. Or, to be more punctilious in the matter of introductions than we were that storm-visited day at the inn of Cheshunt, with His Erstwhile Highness Richard Cromwell, once Lord Protector of the Commonwealth of England, Scotland and Ireland; the second, and to this day the last, common man ever to rule as head of state over these nations.



Within a half hour, it was easy to understand why Tumbledown Dick’s rule over the British republic had lasted barely six months. He pontificated tediously upon Marlborough, belittling his triumph at Oudenarde, and held forth with all the confidence of a tavern bore upon the politicking of My Lord Bolingbroke and His Grace of Shrewsbury. I, who knew all three men well and was privy to many of their doings, thought it remarkable that a man who had held no public office for a half-century should sermonise so meanly, especially as almost every opinion that the sometime Lord Protector put forward was largely worthless. It was evident to me within a matter of minutes that this was a conventional, limited mind, unable to see beyond the obvious. Perhaps in another life he would have made a tolerably competent schoolmaster, albeit probably prone to merciless goading by the more impudent pupils; or perhaps, if God had been kind, a tedious burgess of some obscure market town, such as the Huntingdon from which he and his dread parent Oliver hailed. Instead, fate — or the whim of his father, which was very much the same thing — decreed that he should be supreme ruler of three nations and commander-in-chief of the mightiest army and navy that England had ever possessed.

Cromwell might have sensed a little of my boredom, for at length he changed the subject unexpectedly.

‘— and God will judge between the Pretender and the Elector of Hanover, mark my words, rather than the whim of Robert Harley alone.’ He chewed upon a piece of chop and washed it down with a mouthful of ale, which brought on another dreadful fit of coughing. ‘But tell me,’ he said through his convulsions, ‘for my memory fails me in one thing. You were too young to be in actual arms against my father or myself, were you not? Too young for the wars, at any rate.’

I had long learned from many men of Cromwell’s vintage, my brother among them, that when they spoke of ‘the wars’, no clarification was necessary. For all the slaughter that had bloodied the soil of Europe for the past twenty years, ‘the wars’ meant England’s civil war, which had culminated in this man’s father cutting off the lawful king’s head and usurping his throne in all but name.

At any rate, Cromwell’s question triggered a strange response in me. I knew of many men of my age whose senses had long deserted them, and who instead inhabited a contented half-world, living amidst the strangely vivid memories of their youth while being incapable of recalling their own names or where they chanced to be in that moment. Every waking hour, I gave thanks to God that my faculties were as keen as ever they were; or so I wished to believe. But at that moment, in a storm-lashed inn of Cheshunt and in the presence of Noll Cromwell’s son, a scene flashed vividly in front of me: so vivid that I could feel warm sand under my feet, smell the gunsmoke, and reel from the splashes of blood striking my face as good men were slaughtered all around me. The present day was gone, and there I stood once again, young Matt Quinton, barely eighteen years of age, breathing like a galloping horse and running with sweat, frantically waving a sword above my head in the hope that somehow, that vain action would keep me alive against the ferocious onslaught of the foe in front of me –

The startling recollection of a June day over half a century before faded as rapidly as it had formed, but the last image was of the cavalrymen charging at me, their swords and half-pikes pointing directly at my breast, their familiar turtle-backed helmets glinting in the warm summer sun of Flanders. Soldiers who, barely ten weeks later, would swear an oath of allegiance to the man who now sat directly opposite me, asking repeatedly whether I was well.

‘I – I thank you, sir,’ I said hesitantly, ‘I am quite well. Yes, quite well.’ A mouthful of the best wine that Cheshunt could offer permitted me to recover myself. ‘You asked me if I was ever in arms against the House of Cromwell. Well, ‘tis true I was far too young for the wars. But I fought against you, nonetheless. Against your father’s Ironsides. My first battle - the Battle of the Dunes.’

Richard Cromwell nodded gravely. ‘And you would tell of it?’ he asked.

I considered the question, but the rain lashing against the window decided the matter for me.

I smiled. ‘Yes, Your Highness,’ I said, whether sarcastically or not I still cannot tell: ‘yes, I would tell of it.’




Chapter Two

If pride comes before a fall, then Ensign Matthew Quinton was truly tempting fate when he stepped out to review his first command, that warm day at the end of May in the year 1658. I was attired in a great plumed hat with an unconscionably vast feather, which the Flanders breeze contrived to blow into my eyes every few seconds or so, somewhat detracting from the martial image I wished to convey. I wore my father’s breastplate, in which he had perished upon Naseby field, and my grandfather’s sword, which he had wielded to almost mythical effect against those who, to my mild embarrassment, were now our allies in the present campaign. The sword’s hilt clanked against the breastplate, despite my best efforts to adjust my baldric so that it did not. With the whole picture completed by knee-length leather boots, I fancied myself the very epitome of the gallant cavalier venturing to the wars. I suspect, though, that what my soldiers thought of me as I approached was very different. A tall, gangling boy, pretending to be a soldier, clanking incongruously as he walked — aye, and that would have been a truer estimation of their new commander than my own.

The sergeant stepped forward and saluted: a tired, perfunctory raising of his hand to the brow of his helmet. ‘Ensign Quinton,’ he said, with appropriate deference. ‘Company ready for inspection, sir.’

I intended to return the salute by nonchalantly raising my hat, but in my nervousness I brought up my arm too briskly and knocked the cursed thing from my head. I stooped down to retrieve it, wiped off the dust that pervaded the entire camp site, and prayed to highest Heaven that I was not blushing. The burning sensation in my cheeks suggested that my prayer went unheeded.

To his credit, Sergeant Aymer Vasey did not laugh; he did not even smile. The same could not be said of some of the lads behind him, whose stifled chuckles were all too apparent. But Vasey was an ancient soldier, a tough old veteran from Durham who had fought in Lord Newcastle’s Whitecoats at Marston Moor and somehow survived the slaughter that day. Men like him were all too few in this, the pathetic remnant that called itself the royal army of England, Scotland and Ireland. Barely two thousand men on a wind-blown slope east of Ypres, many of them, like me, young and untried. Vasey led me past my company of barely sixty pikemen and musketeers: greatly under-strength, as was the case with every company and regiment in our miniature army. But the same was true also of our ally, the Spanish army that lay upon the plain between ourselves and Ypres town, dominated by the twin bulks of its cathedral and cloth-hall: God and mammon conveniently adjacent to each other.

By rights, a company should have been commanded by a captain; especially, surely, a company in a regiment that went by the grandiose name of the King’s Guard. Failing that, they should have been led into battle by a lieutenant. Yet all the poor souls before me had been given was a mere ensign, the youngest and newest in the royal army. In a proper army, indeed, my function would have been to carry the company’s standard; an honourable but menial role, and, given the natural tendency of an enemy to seek out and appropriate their opponent’s colours, frequently a high road to a premature and bloody death. But as we had no captain (absconded a week earlier), nor lieutenant (dying of the flux at Bruges), nor indeed a standard, I found myself thrust into a most improper command. Doubly improper, one might say, for this was a company of infantry, and Ensign Matthew Quinton wished for nothing more than to be an officer of cavalry, as his fallen father had been. Thus I felt my boundless optimism in the rightness of our cause and the inevitability of our victory drain away with every step I took.

I stopped before one young man, no older than me but two heads or more shorter. His remarkably round head lacked a left ear.

‘How came you to lose it, Private?’ I demanded, gesturing at the ugly stump which remained.

‘Cut off, sir,’ he grinned.

‘At which fight?’

The man turned right and left to look at his fellows in the line, who were laughing. ‘No fight, sir. The magistrates of Rothwell didn’t take right kindly to what they called my impious blasphemies during divine service.’

‘You suffered, then, for denouncing the manifest heresies of the so-called godly, the enemies of king and church?’

‘They called it denouncing, or long words like that,’ grinned the impudent rogue. ‘I called it taking Jenny Gough’s maidenhead in the vestry.’

The serried lines of Ensign Quinton’s company dissolved into laughter. An older incarnation of myself would have laughed with them, but my eighteen-year-old self was still too consumed with his dignity as the brother and heir of an earl. I looked furiously at Vasey, who merely shrugged.

‘This man’s name, Sergeant?’ I demanded.

‘Mercer, sir. Ned Mercer.’

‘I will remember it,’ I said, endeavouring vainly to regain some authority.

I passed on, scrutinising faces. There were many Ned Mercers in the ranks; that I knew from a reading of our muster books and conversations with my fellow officers since my arrival at the camp barely two days before. Francis, Lord Kilvern — even younger than myself, but a baron and thus entrusted with command of an entire troop of cavalry — had opined but the evening before that too much of the army consisted of runaways from the tender justice of the Lord Protector and his New Model legion of godly magistrates, preachers and killjoys. Those who believed, as we did, that we were upon a divinely-ordained crusade to restore the Lord’s Anointed to the throne of his fathers, were as few as the Spartans at Thermopylae. I commanded perhaps a dozen men who had fought in proper battle, but apart from Vasey, all of those had fought in the army of our present enemy, France, against that of our present ally, Spain. The rest were raw. And within weeks, we would have to fight —

With some effort, I drove out of my mind the dread prospect of who it was we were destined to battle, and completed my review of the ranks. I was now in a thoroughly miserable temper, and as I saluted Vasey and strode away back to my billet, I wondered what vaunting arrogance — what conceit, what utter vanity — had made me think that I, young Matt Quinton, could at once avenge my father, emulate my grandfather, and restore the true king to his throne, by volunteering for a commission in this shambolic toy army.



Even in May, Flanders was throwing up a succession of bitterly cold nights to follow the warm, dusty days. Outside our billet, a rough cottage in the village of Passendale, we few young cavaliers gathered around a fire like troubadours of yore: the thin and elegant Kilvern, my rotund old friend Dick Norris, and myself. One older man was present: Don Alonso de Villasanchez, a captain in the army of our most illustrious ally King Philip the Fourth, acting as some sort of ill-defined reformado, training officer and liaison between the two armies, all at once. Unusually for those of his nation, he possessed an excellent command of English: he had served in the entourage of the Spanish ambassador to the court of Saint James during the 1630s, and learned the tongue the better to seduce Englishwomen, or so he said. He was a tall, broad man who eschewed the moustachio favoured by most of his comrades in favour of a thick, grey beard. With a cowl over his head, he could have passed readily for a mendicant friar.

In the few days that he had been in our company, Villasanchez became an unlikely but firm friend. To this day, I do not know why he decided to take under his wing our motley little band of untried boy-warriors and dubious Britannic jailbirds, or indeed whether he had been ordered so to do; but we were all glad he had. The academy of Don Alonso was rough and ready. In short order, he taught us everything from how to rally our troops in the heat of battle to the most underhand ways of killing a man in single combat. He had an endless fund of stories about the glorious wars of old Spain, and was commonly a source of good cheer for us all. But on this particular night, he was drinking more than was his custom, and the more he drank, the more melancholic he became.

‘What is your English term for it?’ Villasanchez demanded, rubbing his hands vigorously over the fire. ‘El desayuno del perro? That is it. This entire army, this entire campaign. A dog’s breakfast.’

‘Why, sir, we have a noble army!’ cried Dick. ‘The noblest I have seen!’

I forebore from reminding Norris that in his case, as in my own, it was the only army he had ever seen. We were schoolfellows in Bedford at a time when young royalists in the county were as scarce as Chinamen in all of Europe, but Dick was always the more fanciful of us two.

‘Nobly unpaid and nobly short of men,’ grunted Villasanchez. ‘Where are the reinforcements promised from Spain and Italy? And where are your own numbers, my friends? All those who have deserted your exiled king’s colours through lack of pay?’ Faced with such an unremitting analysis, even Dick fell silent. The gruff old Spaniard stared fatalistically into the flames. ‘And many thousands of our men in the wrong place because those holy fools in Brussels believed Turenne would attack Cambrai, not Dunkirk. Aye, a dog’s breakfast indeed.’

‘But do we not have great generals?’ said Kilvern, endeavouring to lighten the mood. He was a year older than I, but had inherited his title at the tender age of three when his father fell at Edgehill. His estates were lost to sequestration, and without them my bright-eyed and ever-optimistic friend could not hope to win the duke’s daughter upon whom he had set his heart. ‘Do we not have the mighty Condé? And did not Don John send the French packing at Valenciennes?’

‘Condé is French,’ said Villasanchez, almost spitting out the word, ‘and Don John is no Spinola.’ By contrast, he named Spain’s legendary general with hushed respect. ‘Even if he were, a general is only as good as the army under him. Twenty years ago, we were invincible. Now look at it, the mighty Spanish army.’ He gestured toward the thousands of camp-fires, pinpricks in the darkness between our position and the black bulk of the walls of Ypres. ‘Living upon dreams and memories. The sons are brave enough, but they’re no match for their fathers who fell at Rocroi, especially as the noble Don Juan’s royal father doesn’t have the gold to pay them.’

Don John of Austria, generalissimo of the army of Flanders, was the bastard offspring of King Philip and an actress, La Calderona, of whom Villasanchez had spoken salaciously upon many occasions. I had seen Don John only once, when he rode by shortly after we had pitched camp to await the general muster: in grand black armour, sporting the unmistakeable prominent Habsburg chin and dark aquiline features, he cut an impressive figure, and he was reputedly less deranged than most of his inbred legitimate kin. Unlike Villasanchez, he had been too young to be present at the battle of Rocroi, when the century of invincibility that Spain’s tercios had enjoyed was cut to pieces in an afternoon by the dread new power that awaited us at Dunkirk: the unstoppable army of France, commanded that day by our other great general, the Prince of Condé, long before his rebellion against the present rulers of his land, the young King Louis and the devious Cardinal Mazarin. So now Condé faced the army that he had made invincible, an army commanded by his old colleague and equal, Marshal Turenne, the mentor and patron of our own general, the Duke of York. The battle to come would be a veritable reunion of old friends and colleagues: a reunion in blood.

But the intricate interweaving of our generals’ histories was only one element of the strange set of fates that confronted us all. As if the prospect of facing Turenne’s French alone was not sufficient to afright a Hercules or an Alexander, we small band of cavaliers knew that thanks to the Lord Protector’s unlikely alliance with Mazarin, six thousand Ironsides, veterans of Cromwell’s undefeated New Model Army, marched in double harness with France’s mighty legions.

‘Come, all!’ I cried, desperate to raise our spirits. ‘This way misery lies.’ I raised my cup. ‘Here’s to the noble Don John, and to His Highness of Condé, and to our gallant general the Duke of York! Let us toast the relief of Dunkirk!’

‘Aye!’ cried Dick, springing to his feet. ‘And thence we cross to England to hang Cromwell from a gibbet, that good King Charles may enjoy his own again!’

We all raised our cups and toasted, but Villasanchez remained sullen. A little later, when Kilvern had gone to relieve himself and Dick was asleep before the fire, I moved to the Spaniard’s side and asked what ailed him.

‘Ah, Matthew Quinton,’ he said contemplatively. ‘You have the best brain of them all, you know? The best brain, and the best heart.’ He smiled. ‘To think I sit here with you now, when my mother used your name — your grandfather’s name, that of el Diablo blanco — to frighten me when I was a naughty child. You have a destiny, I think, young Matthew, whereas I have none.’

‘Come, sir,’ I chided, ‘you have survived countless battles, as you have told us! That which lies ahead will be just another such —’

The old soldier smiled wanly. ‘A dog’s breakfast, as I said. And dogs sense when their end is approaching, young Matthew. Then they crawl away to some quiet place to die.’ He looked me straight in the eye. ‘And I am a very old dog.’

I would have remonstrated with him, but I was suddenly aware of an all-too-familiar voice calling my name. ‘Ensign Quinton! Matthew Quinton! Where in God’s name are you, Matt?’

I stood, and the movement attracted the newcomer’s attention. He stepped towards me, and the firelight illuminated his sallow face. ‘Do you know how long it has taken me to find you?’ he demanded irritably. ‘This camp sprawls too far — a surprise attack by Turenne’s cavalry would do for all of you,’ he said. ‘And no pickets upon half the approaches...’

My Spanish friend rose and studied the slender, slightly stooped man of about thirty who stood before him. ‘I say the same,’ he said, ‘and I see you’ve taken more than a wound or two in your time, my friend, so I think we share a profession.’

I said, ‘My Lord, permit me to name Don Alonso de Villasanchez, captain in the Tercio de Gallegos of the army of His Christian Majesty King Philip.’

The two men exchanged bows. ‘Don Alonso, permit me to name my brother, the most noble Lord Charles, tenth Earl of Ravensden.’

They bowed again. ‘My Lord Ravensden,’ said Villesanchez. ‘As I was just saying to your brother, sir, the title that you now bear brought much fear to the Spain of my youth.’

Charles nodded. ‘Our grandfather was a singular man, Don Alonso, in more ways than one.’ A half-smile of remembrance fleetingly graced my brother’s impassive face. ‘Now if you will permit me, I crave an urgent and private word with my brother.’

We Quinton brothers walked a little way from the fire. We stood looking out over the moonlit plain of Ypres and the Spanish army spread out across it. Charles, twelve years my senior, contemplated the scene in silence. This was very much his usual condition: my sib was a man of precious few words and inordinately many secrets. We had never been close — in fact, had not seen each other between my fifth and fifteenth years — and of his current activities on behalf of our exiled royal court, I knew next to nothing.

He turned to me and said, ‘This army can do with one fewer junior officer for a week or so, Matt, can it not?’

Such was ever Charles’s way: direct, yet somehow infuriatingly indirect also. I, who was still barely coming to terms with being a junior officer, hardly knew how to answer him. ‘For what end?’

‘A most essential and most secret mission. On the king’s behalf, naturally, but also on mine.’

Most essential. Most secret. My young heart soared, for since childhood, I had dreamed of just such a moment as this!

‘A mission, My Lord?’ I said, trying — and, I suspect, failing — to conceal the excitement I felt. Somehow, it seemed inappropriate in such a conversation to address my brother by his familiar name.

‘A rapid visit to England, Matt. The delivery of a letter. Then back as quickly as wind and tide will permit, to rejoin your army for its undoubtedly glorious relief of Dunkirk. We can ride for the coast now, you can be at sea by dawn and in England by nightfall. I need a man I can depend upon, and if I cannot depend on my own dear brother, then what state have we come to?’

In my immediate and unrestrained enthusiasm to be of especial service to my enigmatic brother and our even more enigmatic sovereign lord, I entirely omitted to ask myself why the king-in-exile and the Earl of Ravensden required the specific services of Matthew Quinton, rather than those of any other junior officer in the army; or, indeed, why the noble earl could not undertake this mission himself. No doubt Don Alonso de Villasanchez, who volunteered himself for a watching brief over my company in my absence, thought such thoughts as he watched us mount our horses a few minutes later.

But the questions remained unasked as the Quinton brothers rode hard for the coast.




Chapter Three

Charles Quinton did not spare himself upon horseback, although God alone knew what pain he suffered from our night-time ride across the flat land of Flanders. Crippled by musket-shot during the Worcester fight seven years before, it was truly a miracle that my brother lived and breathed, let alone galloped through the darkness as a trusted agent of his distinctly unlikely but close friend, Charles Stuart. I was an accomplished horseman (if truth be told, spending hours in the saddle during my childhood had been one of the best ways of avoiding my widowed mother’s stifling presence), but even I struggled to keep up with the Earl of Ravensden.

The church bells of Veurne were striking three as we passed by the walls of the town. A Spanish patrol accosted us, no doubt suspecting that men riding so furiously through the countryside by night could perchance be French spies, but Charles produced papers which caused them to apologise profusely and salute with much histrionic Hispanic arm-waving. Thus we reached the sea at Nieuwpoort just as the first red glimmers of dawn appeared in the east.

‘Tide’s on the ebb,’ said Charles as we dismounted at the quayside. ‘We must make haste. Those idiot Spaniards cost us too much precious time.’

The narrow harbour upon the River Yser was already alive with fishing busses and small craft fitting for the short coastal voyages into Zeeland, further on to Holland, or (if they dared risk it, and had sufficiently plausible false papers) even across to England. Boats cast off and competed for space in the narrow channel, their skippers screaming abuse at each other in half-a-dozen tongues. Spanish soldiers were engaged in an increasingly heated argument with a florid little man who must have been a purveyor of some sort. Upon the wharf, fishermen bustled past merchants’ factors; one man, Puritanically attired and thus most likely a Dutchman, was surrounded by a coterie of fawning supplicants, suggesting he was a man of greater status than the rest. Incongruously, a demure-seeming young girl with tousled brown hair stood at his side, seemingly greatly amused by the whole business. I caught her eye for a moment, and unlike most virginal English lasses who will at once look away from a bold lad’s gaze, she looked steadily at me: and in the end, it was I who averted my eyes. I think I even blushed. It seemed a very chaos, but Charles, at least, knew what he was about. He raised a hand to the Dutch merchant, who nodded stiffly in return. Then my brother made directly for a craft berthed outboard of a pair of busses, spoke to a grey-haired creature upon her deck, pointed at me, and handed the man a small bag which must have contained the price of my passage. Then he returned ashore and drew from his saddlebag a small leather pouch, which he handed to me.

‘Your cargo, Matt,’ he said, smiling.

The ride across the plain of Flanders had given me time to ponder the entire affair. Now, at last, I asked the question that I should have addressed to him at Ypres several hours earlier.

‘What is this business, brother? And why must I be the one to go to England?’

He looked at me appraisingly. ‘I am...known...to the enemy. And we have cause to believe that several of our couriers are known too, or else even in Old Noll’s pay. But we do not know which. The mails, of course, are most certainly intercepted, and we cannot be certain our ciphers are secure. The letter you are carrying cannot be risked, Matt, and thus we need a bearer who is not known but whose loyalty is unimpeachable.’

‘Surely dozens about our court could play that part?’

‘They could, were it not for the name of the recipient, who would not trust any bearer other than you.’

Charles nodded toward the pouch in my hand. I opened it, and took out a single thin letter, addressed to a Humphrey Tennant, Esquire, at Lincoln’s Inn.

‘I know no man of this name,’ I said.

‘No, you do not. It is an alias. You need not concern yourself with Master Tennant’s true identity.’ Charles smiled. ‘That knowledge, along with responsibility for receipt of the letter from you, rests with someone you most certainly do know. You see, Matt, you and I are not the only Quintons entrusted with handling this letter.’

‘Tristram?’ Charles could only be referring to our uncle, Doctor Tristram Quinton: alchemist, historian, philosopher and much else besides. The man whose tuition in all the wonders this world had to offer (and in more immediately practical skills, notably swordsmanship) had made up for the dull mechanic teaching my school had provided. ‘But Tristram —’

‘Favours the cause of the Commonwealth.’ Which was why he had fallen out so spectacularly with his sister-in-law, my mother, as ardent a royalist as could be imagined. ‘But do not assume that men’s loyalties are immutable, Matt.’

‘You seek to win Tristram for the king?’ This was beyond all expectation. Uncle Tris, whom I respected so greatly and yet who now served the Protector in some way: a sort of factotum to Thurloe, Cromwell’s chief intelligencer, or so it was said -

Charles smiled. ‘We are all messengers, in a sense. Me to you, you to Tris, him to — to another. But you see our purpose in this. If Tris receives the message from you, he will know that it is sent in good faith, and can safely be passed on to its final recipient.’

‘But to reach Tris —’ I protested.

‘He will reach you. Our skipper, there, will put you ashore near Saint Mary Hoo, a decayed place betwixt Thames and Medway. It has but one reputable alehouse, and tomorrow night you will wait there. A man trusted by both Tristram and myself will make himself known to you by the password “Deliverance”. You will deliver the letter to him, and your duty is done.’

‘A common alehouse?’ I protested. ‘Brother, look upon me. Who would take me for a common Kentish churl?’

The earl shrugged. ‘Who would have taken His Majesty for a servant, or even for a woman? Yet dozens, if not hundreds, did during his flight after Worcester. You will find a change of clothes in the boat, Matt, and then you will be as passable a mariner as any upon this wharf. The evening after you deliver the letter, the amiable Master Henfield, there, will return you whence you came, if you are so mightily determined to risk your life in the battle to come.’

‘You begin to sound like our mother, Charles,’ I jested, although my heart was not truly in humour.

‘A peril of being so much older than you, my brother. Besides, I have a vested interest in the survival of the heir to Ravensden, do I not?’ A shout from the boat — ‘Henfield is impatient to catch the ebb, and to sail while the wind stays northerly. It makes it less likely that one of Old Noll’s frigates will beat up from the blockade of Dunkirk in the hope of taking a prize or two.’

Ebb, frigate, blockade: in those days, Charles might as well have been speaking to me the language of the Moon. True, my grandfather had been a legend in the briny environ — one of the heroes who repelled the Invincible Armada, no less — but I simply had no comprehension of what had driven him to it in the first place. My single passage upon the sea up until that time had been three years before, when my mother and I left England for exile, and despite being upon what the mariners dismissively called ‘a gentle swell’, I had spent the entire voyage alternately groaning and spewing.

My second voyage began in very different fashion, however. After saying farewell to Charles, and pledging that I would safely deliver the precious letter, I boarded the vessel, which flew Zeeland colours and evidently belonged to the fussy Puritanical factor upon the quayside. I acknowledged the rough and almost incomprehensible greeting from the fellow Henfield, a sly, fawning fellow with calloused skin, and went below, where I found my change of clothes: rough seamen’s breeches, a grease-stained shirt and a woollen cap that proved too tight for my head. But the tiny space within the hold that did not contain bales and barrels (few of which, I suspected, would ever trouble the quills of Cromwell’s excise-men) was piled with sacking, and for a man who had not slept the entire night, it had the appearance of a most acceptable bed. I could feel and hear the movement of the boat as it cast off, but the river’s motion was gentle, the lapping of the water upon the hull almost seductive. I settled down upon the sacking, and within moments my dream-self was in the arms of the alluring and strangely unsettling girl upon the quayside.



I was thrown bodily against an unyielding barrel, and woke in confusion. It took me some moments to realise where I was, and why I was there. The hull, so recently such a benign bed, now seemed to me to be a malign and literally unstable enemy, rolling crazily from one side to another. I could feel the stirrings of protest in my stomach, and somehow staggered to the upper deck. I emerged into bright sunlight, entirely ready to disgorge my belly’s contents over the side.

A burly rogue, dressed very much as I was and manhandling a rope, snapped something at me in what might have been Dutch. I looked about me in confusion. The sails above my head cracked like thunderclaps. The hull suddenly lurched, and I was thrown against the vessel’s side. I clung on for grim life, and looked up. The horizon rose and fell crazily. I could see perhaps a dozen other craft, all seemingly tossed about at will by this vast blue-grey watery mass upon which we rode.This was a very hell, a chaos beyond imagination and certainly far beyond the tolerance of my stomach. Again I felt my gut rise inexorably toward my mouth.

Then I looked ahead. My breath left me and my senses raced. For there, dead ahead and perhaps two miles beyond the tiny craft in which I now resided, was the most astonishing sight my young eyes had ever beheld.

Ahead of us, coming on apace toward us, was a great ship. It was far larger than any I had ever seen, although then my experience in such matters was distinctly limited. It seemed to be coming directly for us, rising and falling majestically as the waves broke upon the bow. Two vast black iron anchors sat menacingly upon either side of that same part. Great swathes of canvas hung from its masts, taut in the wind that filled them. From the stern, and from the masthead, streamed the ensign and command flag of the republic. I could hear the creaking of her timbers and the song of the wind in her ropes. I could see men upon her, many upon the upper deck, some upon the thin poles that extended out from the masts, some upon the strange ladders of rope that led upward by the sides of those same masts. But as the vast ship came ever nearer, seeming to fill the sky, none of this was the most remarkable part of her. That was the monstrous sculpture at the most forward part of the ship, a vast array of gilded wood, entirely recognisable even at a distance. The figure rising and falling upon the wave - oh, no man could mistake that. Upon a rampant horse, Oliver Cromwell, to his acolytes the Lord Protector of England, Scotland and Ireland; to his foes, Matthew Quinton among them, a king-killer and usurper who would burn in Hell for his presumption. There he was, his graven image imperious upon this mighty ship. Beneath his feet, six figures. As the distance narrowed further, it even became possible to identify them. There, an Englishman; there, a Scot; there, an Irishman; there, a Frenchman; there, a Dutchman; there, a Spaniard. Six nations, all trampled beneath the feet of the omnipotent Lord Protector.

I do not know how long I stood upon the deck, enthralled and afeared alike by the oncoming spectacle, beauty and destruction encompassed within one wooden frame. At length, I was aware of the presence of Skipper Henfield beside me.

‘Aye, she’s a dread sight,’ he said. ‘The Naseby, that’s what she is. General Montagu, going to assume command of the Dunkirk blockade.’

I felt a shock upon hearing the name. More than a shock: a pain seemed to shake my entire body from head to toe. Naseby. The battle in which my father had died. Fallen as a needless sacrifice to the vanity of a prince after barely three months as Earl of Ravensden. And now Cromwell commemorated the place of my father’s martyrdom in the name of this, by far the largest and most dread moving object I had ever seen.

For one fleeting moment, I sensed that I, too, would be trampled beneath the wooden image of the Lord Protector, and would join my father in perishing upon Naseby. But Henfield barked some orders to the man who held the wooden pole that seemed to be called a ‘helm’, and we veered away. The Naseby swept past us, only yards away, and I heard the talk of the men on her deck, their foul oaths directed at us for having dared to stray into their path.

Then, in a moment, she was by us, and the sea suddenly churned in turmoil. I managed one glance at the glorious gilding and sunlit windows that adorned what seamen called the stern before the sudden motion of the waters finally did for my stomach. I clung to the side of our craft, stuck my head out over the side, contemplated the grey-white-blue ferment beneath for but a second, then discharged long and hard into the waters.

As I stood there, miserable and retching, I heard Henfield’s voice. ‘Well, then, Mister Quinton. At least be grateful unto God that you’ll never need to be a seaman.’




Chapter Four

The Kentish shore appeared low and menacing, despite the bright evening sun. Henfield kept close inshore along the coast that he named as Sheppey, steering well clear of the two frigates that lay at anchor upon what he termed the Buoy of the Nore. But in truth, there was little danger of us being singled out for attention by the Lord Protector’s navy. The tide was upon the flood, Henfield proclaimed, it was a long and fine June day, so much of the trade of the world seemed intent upon taking such a perfect opportunity to traverse the broad Thames mouth. To me, then still profoundly ignorant of all matters maritime, the scores of hulls within our sight seemed identical — some larger, some smaller, but otherwise a random collection of wood and canvas chess-pieces moving haphazardly upon some watery checker-board. Yet to Henfield, they were evidently as familiar as the flesh upon his hands. He pointed out several high-sided craft, wallowing deeply in the water, and called them flutes, Dutchmen bound upstream to London with French wines, Norwegian timber and God alone knew what else. Yonder, a fleet of herring-buses; there, a ketch; toward Essex, a bevy of Tyne colliers bringing the coals for London’s hearths — a myriad of types of ship, a myriad cargoes. For the first time in my life I marvelled at the complexities of this sea-business, although I could never see myself venturing forth upon this strange, unsettling briny environ. Such things were best left to those born to them, the rude tarpaulins, men like Henfield. The ship master had surely been right: the sea was no place for a gentleman.

We ran in toward the marshes, to an inlet that Henfield termed a ‘fleet’, and his craft’s row-boat came alongside ready to take me ashore.

‘Saint Mary Hoo’s a mile or thereabouts, due south and west. Walk towards the setting sun, Mister Quinton. You’ll find the alehouse you seek by the sign of the crossed keys.’

‘The coast is not guarded?’

He looked at me curiously. ‘Too remote, sir, too remote. With the best of his army over in Flanders, Old Noll has too few men to spread everywhere. Most of his Ironsides in these parts are down guarding the dockyard at Chatham, or else patrolling the London road.’ Henfield smiled. ‘Besides, for godly men the soldiers prove mightily afeared of the legends of the ghosts and goblins that inhabit the marshes. You’ll not see a turtle helmet this side of Strood.’

I was assuaged by this. ‘And you will be upon this same shore tomorrow evening, to bring me off?’

‘The noble earl your brother pays me to that end, does he not? I’ll be here waiting, Mister Quinton, never fear.’

I was rowed ashore by a surly Dutch brute who possessed not a word of English. I scrambled my way across a mud-bank, the ooze rising over my ankles, finally reaching firmer ground amid an apparently endless reed-bed. There I drew breath, turned to contemplate Henfield’s craft already pulling away from the shore, and realised that for the first time in three years, I stood upon the soil of my native land. And therein lay the paradox. For England was also the enemy, the ground upon which I now stood belonging to a foul usurpation which damned everything that my family and I stood for. The England of the Lord Protector, Oliver Cromwell.

Nothing was to be gained by such reflections. Decisively I turned my back upon the sea and strode out toward the sinking sun. Gradually the salt marsh gave way to more permanent ground upon which a few stray horses grazed, then at length to fields, albeit apparently untilled ones. There was not a soul in sight; it was as though I had entered a ghost world, its people swept away by some dire, invisible pestilence. Finally I came upon a lane, hemmed in ditches and thick hedges on either side, that meandered away in the direction that I needed to travel. I had only gone a little way when I saw two or three wispy spirals of smoke in the evening sky, above the hedge: surely a clear sign that I was almost within sight of Saint Mary Hoo.

It was fortunate that the sight of the smoke quickened my thoughts, for almost in the same moment, I heard the unmistakeable sound of cantering horses behind me, further back on the lane. Perhaps a dozen of them, and not riderless. For the sound of their hooves was accompanied by the clank of sword-hilts upon armour, a sound familiar enough to me from the comings and goings of cavalry pickets in the camp at Ypres.

I ran to my left and leapt into the ditch, concealing myself beneath the branches that straggled from the hedge. I was barely in time. The sound of the hooves upon firm ground rose to a crescendo, and I felt the vibration as they came level with me. I saw the knee-length stirruped boots of dragoons, their scabbards dangling at their sides, muskets slung across their backs. I glanced upward, and saw the evening sun glinting upon breastplates and upon the unmistakeable helmets of the New Model Army. There they rode, barely inches from me, the arrogant, righteous legion that had slaughtered my father and beheaded my king.

I recalled Henfield’s words: You’ll not see a turtle helmet this side of Strood. If my skipper had been wrong in that, what else about my present mission might prove to be unfounded?

Finally the last of them was past me. I breathed long and hard in relief —

Breath that was crushed out of me as a stout left arm pinioned me from behind, while the right held cold metal against my bare neck.

‘Now, friend,’ said my captor, his voice a low north country man’s rasp, ‘I wonder who can he be who hides himself from a lawful patrol of godly soldiery?’

I struggled, but the man’s grip was tight, and I knew that the blade upon my flesh had but little distance to go to carve a bright red smile across my throat. My heart pounded within my chest.

‘I — I am but a common mariner —’

‘Common mariner.’ The man laughed, his mouth so close to my ear that his mockery seemed almost to bore directly into my mind. ‘If you’re a common mariner, my friend, then I am the Grand Turk. Your hands betray you, for they’ve never pulled on a rope in all their days. And a sailor walking away from the sea, with drying mud coming up to his knees? A sailor who leaps into a ditch at the approach of the Ironsides, when there’s no hot press for the navy this summer? I think not, my friend. So now tell me who you really are, or I’ll have this ditch running red in a trice.’

The flat of the blade pressed against my neck. I felt the nick of the edge, and a small trickle of blood running down my skin.

Shame and humiliation coursed through me. I had failed — failed my brother, failed the king, failed the glorious name of Quinton. My short, worthless life would end here and now, butchered like a suckling pig in a Kentish ditch. If it was to be so, I vowed at least that I would die under my own name, not under some dishonourable alias.

‘Then know that you kill Matthew Quinton, brother to the noble Earl of Ravensden and a proud servant of this realm’s rightful sovereign, King Charles the Second!’

Foolishly believing that the name of Quinton would be enough to awe any man, I struggled against his hold. My assailant whistled, but his grip on me remained firm. ‘Quinton? Quinton of Ravensden? So, what, grandson to the Ravensden that fought the Armada? He who sailed with Drake?’ I gave a slight nod. ‘Quinton of Ravensden, then, and thus by your own admission a traitor to the Commonwealth and a sworn enemy of His Highness the Lord Protector?’

‘An enemy to the usurper and tyrant Cromwell — yes, thanks be unto God! Now finish me, man.’ I felt tired, and old before my time. Strangely I was not afraid of death in that moment, the first of the hundred upon hundred times when it has seemed about to visit me.

The blade left my throat, the grip slackened, and I was free to turn. I saw before me a stocky, meanly-dressed fellow, perhaps ten years older than myself, with a keen, smiling face.

‘An enemy to Cromwell is a friend to Tom Clarabut, especially if he’s the grandson of the famous Lord Ravensden himself. A true English hero if ever there was one. But God help King Charles if he’s sending boys as raw as you to do his business, Matthew Quinton. I followed you half a mile along that lane and you never saw me. You’re not even a passable spy, my friend.’

I bridled at that, but allowed it to pass; after all, this Clarabut still had a long knife in his hand, and I could feel the blood on my neck.

‘You are for the king also?’ I asked. What else, at bottom, would have made the man hide himself from the dragoons?

Clarabut laughed. ‘I’m for your king in that he’s not the hypocrite Cromwell. And they say Charles Stuart is a man who knows his way between a woman’s thighs — between many women’s thighs. That’s sufficient to earn him Tom Clarabut’s respect.’

‘Damn you,’ I cried, forgetting the knife, ‘you dare slander the Lord’s Anointed so?’

I stepped toward him, but the blade came up before my face. ‘You’re strangely determined to persuade me to kill you, Matthew Quinton. And if you’re going to die for the Lord’s Anointed, you’d better have him crowned at Westminster, for only then does divine grace bestow itself upon him. Is that not what you Cavaliers believe?’

This was a brazen rogue indeed, but also a strangely knowledgeable one. A rude northern churl with a fine grasp of the symbolism of the coronation ceremony, waving a blade in front of my eyes in a ditch in Kent; I have had few stranger encounters.

‘Now, my friend,’ said Clarabut, ‘we can stay in this ditch, and you can take umbrage at every word I utter, and in the end I’ll be forced to despatch you to your maker. Or we can proceed like decent fellows, get out of the ditch and take the lane to the village yonder.’

‘Why should I go along with you, when you threaten my life with every other breath?’ I demanded impatiently.

Clarabut shook his head. ‘Well, I see it thus, Matthew Quinton. One markedly tall young man alone near the coast, pretending to be a seaman but talking like a lawyer and with hands like a maiden - now that screams “spy”, and will most surely bring that troop of dragoons upon you in the blinking of an eye. Especially as that troop of dragoons is under orders to apprehend just one man, travelling alone.’

‘You?’ I said.

‘Me, Tom Clarabut. But two men together upon the road, and at table — who will quarrel with that? A master and his apprentice, or two brothers, or whatever tale we choose to concoct; the world accepts such things, but looks with suspicion upon a man alone. If we go together, Matthew Quinton, we double our innocence and our security alike.’

He stepped out of the ditch, put his knife into his belt and offered me his hand to haul me out.

‘And how,’ I demanded, ‘is my security improved if I go with the very man whom the dragoons are pursuing?’

He smiled. ‘Because, Cavalier, I think what you need most at this moment is a man who knows how to fight and who knows how Noll Cromwell’s Ironsides think. Two qualities in which you are sadly lacking.’

I looked at him intently. There was something in his bearing, and in the way he had handled his blade, that reminded me of Villasanchez and others I had encountered in the army — ‘You are a soldier,’ I said. ‘But your own kind pursue you. Which must mean, Tom Clarabut, that you are a deserter.’

He shrugged. ‘So the muster-master would say. So the Lord Protector would say.’

‘And you say?’

Tom Clarabut smiled: a gentle, rueful smile. ‘Ah, Matthew Quinton. What I say is that’s a tale best left for the road, and for a tankard at an alehouse.’



When Tom Clarabut spoke the word ‘tankard’, he evidently had in mind the word ‘kilderkin’. I do not know how convinced the landlord of the mean, low-roofed alehouse of Saint Mary Hoo was by our claim to be a master cobbler (Tom) and his unlikely apprentice (me), seeking employ at nearby Cliffe, but my new friend carried it off with such bravado and filled the tapster’s pocket with so much coin that any doubts the man might have had were swiftly assuaged. Tom chose a table at the opposite end of the room to the main door, close to the tapster’s hatch. The alehouse was nearly empty, apart from a drunken old blind cripple; the sullen tapster remarked that the local lads were still out in the fields on this long June evening, and with the tide now upon the ebb the fishermen of those parts were making ready to sail. Thus Tom Clarabut and I were left to an increasingly bibulous discourse, although I remained acutely aware that I needed to remain alert for that one word which would complete my mission: deliverance.

‘Oh, Old Noll spouts forth ceaselessly about how he offers liberty to tender consciences,’ said Tom, somewhat too loudly for my liking; spies and informers were said to be everywhere in Cromwell’s England, and I looked about nervously. ‘He’ll favour such strange breeds as your Baptist and your Quaker. He lets the Jews back into England, and he’s even kind to the papists lest his ally Cardinal Mazarin takes offence. But our dear Protector’s tolerance has its limit. And I am that limit, Matthew Quinton.’

I cast about among my recollections of the strange multiplicity of sects that had bloomed in England. ‘You are, then, a Unitarian?’ Tom shook his head. ‘A Muggletonian?’ Another shake. ‘A Seeker?’

‘None of those.’

A thought came to me: a thought that was almost inconceivable to my young self. ‘But — but surely you cannot be an atheist?’

I whispered the word. In those days, all of seventy long years ago, it was accepted that men might disagree about the best path to God, but incomprehensible that any might reject the very notion of there being anything at the end of all the paths. How different to the present time, where atheism is as fashionable as gin.

Tom looked at me in genuine surprise. ‘You know of such things, Matthew Quinton? Now you surprise me. No, I hate an atheist as fervently as you do, my friend — or as our dear Protector does.’

I was mystified. Surely I had exhausted the names of all the peculiar sects that festered upon the edges of our Christian firmament —

But there was another name, one that I heard uttered in the court at Bruges with a mixture of hilarity, incredulity and fear. Some said that it was all but a myth, a nightmare created to frighten the credulous, the perfect excuse for Cromwell’s government to pursue those who dissented from it —

‘I have heard a name,’ I said slowly. ‘It is that of a Ranter.’

Tom smiled. ‘And what have you heard of the Ranters, Matthew Quinton?’

I spoke slowly, barely believing the words that now came from my mouth. ‘That they are — that is to say, they believe in — or do not believe — Great Lord, Tom, it is said that they are antinomian! Surely you cannot be one such?’

‘Believe not all that fevered pamphleteers tell you, my young friend.’ Tom Clarabut put levity aside: now he was all seriousness. ‘Antinomian. Think upon its meaning, Matthew. Grace and salvation can only be found within — thus they do not come from adherence to all the moral laws that fearful priests and sovereigns have erected over the centuries to keep man in thrall —’

‘They say you fornicate with animals,’ I said, abruptly.

Tom leaned forward. ‘Believe me, Matthew Quinton,’ he whispered darkly, ‘there is no more fervent passion than that between a man and a badger.’

He stared at me, hard and impassively, until my face must have been sufficiently shocked and reddened. Then he burst into laughter, reached across and slapped me upon the shoulder. ‘Oh, my friend, you should see your face! You really must become less credulous, Matthew Quinton.’ He wiped a tear of jocularity from his eye, and was serious again. ‘Aye, we are accused of deflowering child and beast alike, of endless orgies, of God knows what — all to frighten children and other innocents. Every age needs its bogeyman, its puck, its scapegoat. None now fear witches, so they settle upon us.’ He drank. ‘But ‘tis true, if I meet a personable virgin of our persuasion, why should we not at once strip and rut? What is it that stops all mankind doing what its natural passions make it wish to do? Only the laws that have been erected which say fornication is wrong, promote instead that perverse prison called “marriage”, and make a man feel guilt for every pleasure he enjoys!’ Clarabut was animated now, almost angry. ‘Whence came sin, Matthew Quinton?’

‘From — from the serpent, in Eden —’

‘And why did the authors of Genesis place the serpent in the garden? To afright man into believing that the state of perfect grace and perfect pleasure which Adam and Eve had enjoyed were shameful! All your kings and popes, your priests and Protectors – all of them have used this dread notion of “sin” as a means of bending mankind to their will. Aye, they call us Ranters and pen gross distortions about us, but all because they fear us, Matthew Quinton. And you know why they fear us? Because deep down, they know that we have seen through the vast edifice of lies that they have built over centuries. God’s within each of us, my friend. We should seek Him within, while without – well, without we should take pleasure, free from obedience to false churches and governments, free from fear of sin, free from the threat of damnation!’

I was shocked beyond measure by this revelation and this strange theology, so contrary to all I had ever learned of faith. Even my cynical uncle Tristram had never dared travel more than a few yards down this particular road.

‘You sin?’ I gasped. ‘You sin with whom you please, when you please?’

Clarabut raised his tankard to his lips and drank deeply. ‘How can I,’ he said, ‘when sin does not exist? Thus no act of mine can ever be sin, my friend.’ He shook his head. ‘But that is not a doctrine that finds ready acceptance among the so-godly ranks of the New Model. They attempted to whip me into recantation once too often, so I ran.’

I would have heard more of Tom Clarabut’s tale and of the beliefs of the Ranters; indeed, to a youth with my then minimal knowledge of the flesh, comprising nought but a few unsatisfactory fumbles with village girls at Ravensden or Flemish maidservants at Bruges, his vision of unrestrained naked lust was more than a little enticing. But in that moment the door of the alehouse opened and admitted a half-dozen stout lads, evidently of the village and fresh from working in the fields, their shirts and brows stained with sweat. They glared at us suspiciously, but I sensed at once that their fear of us was rather greater than my apprehension of them. Strangers here, in this remote fastness: were we not most likely to be a pair of the Protector’s spies? Thus they settled themselves around a table as far from us as it was possible to be in that mean alehouse, and spoke in low, strained tones of the weather and other such matters.

After a few minutes the door opened again and admitted a stern, black-clad fellow with a sharp face, wearing a broad leathern hat; the very image of a hell-fire preacher or one of his godly acolytes. Tom Clarabut tensed at once. The newcomer stared hard at him, then at me, and I thought he was about to approach us –

Instead he made his way to the blind cripple, murmured some words to him and received an unheard reply. Then he turned, and thankfully his gaze was now upon the tapster, who was standing uncertainly in the corner of the room.

‘Reprobates!’ cried the preacher in a rasping voice. ‘Delinquents, that drink away hours that should be spent in prayer and contemplation of the mercies of the Lord!’ The lads from the fields looked shame-faced. Tom merely looked amused; if ever there was proof of Ranter doctrine, it was surely this vicious-tongued runagately prattler, spoiling the harmless pleasure of honest men who had toiled for hours in the fields. ‘All such foul harbours of sin as this should be cleansed, as Jesus did to the moneylenders in the temple!’ the fellow cried. ‘You blaspheme against your God, you reject His works – truly, you will not come to your deliverance! To your deliverance, I say!’

The password – and yet surely this raving fanatic could not be an agent of my brother or my uncle? But he seemed to be looking directly at me –

I half-rose. Tom leaned forward and grabbed my arm urgently –

The preacher smiled. ‘But some are more delinquent than others,’ he said. ‘And truly, they have found their deliverance.’

The door of the alehouse was pushed open with force, slamming back hard against the wattle. A half-dozen breastplated and helmeted troopers strode in: at their head, a young officer with sword drawn. He looked to the preacher, who pointed directly toward me.

Tom rose and drew his knife. ‘Fly, Matthew Quinton,’ he hissed. ‘Through the hatch, yonder. Pray the back is unguarded.’ Then he shouted to the village lads – ‘A pressing party for the army, boys! Defend yourselves!’

The officer hesitated. Still he looked directly at me. ‘No,’ he shouted, ‘you damned fool!’

‘Run, friend!’ cried Tom. He advanced upon the captain, covering me. The village lads took Tom’s word and upturned their table, seeking to pummel their way past the troops and out through the door.

I hesitated no longer. I pushed past the tapster, overturned a hogshead after me, saw the back door open ahead, and ran out into the darkness. An Ironside would have done for me, but fortunately, no guard was posted there. Behind me, I heard the clash of blade upon blade, the shouts of fighting men and the crashing of furniture. I burst through a hedge, into a field, and ran.




Chapter Five

I was aware of shouts behind me. I ran as if both Old Noll and Old Nick were in pursuit of me, stumbling over hummocks, grazing my flesh on bushes. I breathed hard, gulping for air as I ran. My heart beat faster and faster, pounding in my ears. I fought my way through hedge after hedge, tearing my arms on the lacerating branches. And with every step, I expected to hear the distant puff of a musket’s firing pan, then the impact of the ball ripping my flesh.

Finally, when I could hear no sound behind me, I stopped and drew breath. Now, at last, the ale and bread in my belly reacted against the speed of my flight, and I spewed hard onto the Kentish earth. As I straightened up again, I looked about me. Still no sight nor sound of pursuit. But that was hardly a surprise, I reflected as my fear began to subside; I was lightly clothed, young and healthy, and ought easily to outrun any Ironside carrying heavy weapons, clad in half-armour and cavalry boots. I chided myself for my fear of the musketball. I had run so far and so fast that even in broad daylight, a musketeer could never have hit me. I offered up a prayer of thanks for my liberty, but it was tinged with disquiet. I had fled. Was that not dishonour – to run from the enemy? And yet surely it could only be my duty to retreat before overwhelming odds, to preserve my life and sword for the king, and above all to defend the letter that I carried.

Then I thought upon my betrayal, for betrayal it surely was. The preacher had known the password; unless, that is, it had been uttered entirely by coincidence, as part of his peroration upon the abomination of alehouses, but that seemed too unlikely for words. He had waited for me to identify myself, then given the signal to the troops waiting outside. The only blessing in the matter was that their captain had been so incompetent as not to surround the building entirely. But that had been no use to my poor forlorn friend Tom Clarabut, a man I had known for barely four hours, whose principles were utter anathema to me, and who yet had sacrificed himself that I might escape. I prayed aloud, if softly, that the Anglican God of Matthew Quinton might deal kindly with a gallant misguided Ranter who believed not in that which men call ‘sin’.

I looked about me. The moon was concealed behind clouds, but my eyes were now sufficiently accustomed to the dark for me to make out the land for some distance around me. Not that there was much to contemplate, for of landmarks there were none. I could see the spectral outline of trees here and there, but there were no buildings, no church towers, no hills: only a flat, black wilderness. To my discomfort, I had no idea at all of which direction might be which. I tried to recall my movements, and the map that Charles had shown me at Nieuwpoort. I had entered St Mary Hoo from the north-east, and left from the back of the alehouse, but I had no idea of the way I had run, and thus no idea whether I should continue in the same direction. I knew only that I could not have run west, for that would have taken me back across the lane or into the path of the troops. If I had gone north I would ultimately come to the coast, and would surely be able to find Henfield’s boat in the morning; and if I had to return to my brother with the letter to Tristram undelivered, well, so be it. If my way was east, I would come to the River Medway, and turning left would get me to the coast again. If it was south, I would eventually reach the road from Dover to London, and might be able to make my way to the city to deliver the letter to Tris myself. Thus I would continue straight ahead –

I heard the distant bark of a dog.

I chided myself. A dog signified nothing –

The bark of a second dog, and a third. Then I saw the lights, pinpricks behind me, moving gently from side to side. Lanterns.

Again I began to run, faster and faster until my chest screamed at me to stop, yet still I kept running. On, into a copse of trees, falling twice upon branches, winding myself, falling heavily upon my left wrist and fearing I had broken it – Out into another field, through its crop of God knew what plant, flattening a path as I ran. I could no longer hear the dogs. Now the firm soil gave way to salt marsh and the hard tufts protruding from it. I felt mud under my feet, and caught glimpses of a great black ribbon in the distance. The sea, then, or the Medway. But which? I could see no opposite shore, but I knew from the map that the Medway was wide at this point, and on this clouded night it would be impossible to tell the one from the other. So, Matthew Quinton, which way? I gambled that it was Medway and turned left, skirting the edge of the marsh. Was the tide coming in or out, and would I be trapped, perhaps even drowned, by its treacherous flood? I had no way of telling, for then I knew as much of the tides as I did of the court of China. But at least I could hear no dogs.

A great shape rose up before me, vast black ribs outlined against the clouds. I looked up at it in horror, a chill upon my neck. At first I took it to be the carcass of some giant of old, but swiftly put such childish fancies behind me. It was a ship, I realised. The broken hull of some ancient ship, beached here and rotting away into the mud. I walked up to the side of the hull and ran my hand along its timbers, crusted with weed and all the detritus of the waters. There was a hole in the planking, and I was just able to fit my frame through it. Inside, I could see the remnants of two, perhaps three, decks above my head. Much of the timber had collapsed into the hull, but still some beams and planks held in place, forming a rough shelter.

I was tired, it was long past midnight, and I was satisfied that I had shaken off the pursuit. There seemed no point in pressing on before dawn, when hopefully I could get a better understanding of where I was; at the very least, if I was upon Medway I would be able to see the opposite bank. Thus I settled myself against a beam and endeavoured to sleep, but it was elusive. I kept seeing the open, cheerful face of Tom Clarabut, and imagined with dread the fate that might have befallen him. I shifted position, and as I did so, I noticed some characters, carved into the outer planking. I rubbed away the dirt and weed, straining my eyes until finally I could make out the lettering.


AD 1588

Vivat E R

Vivat M R

Const Esp

Anglia vincit omnia



The chill of the grave coursed through me. I shivered long and hard. What devilish trick had brought me, of all men, to this place, of all places? It could not be. I was asleep, and dreaming. I was dead; had been killed in the alehouse, or during my flight. But I rubbed my eyes, and my sight and the pain in my wrist told me that I was both alive and awake. And as fear and confusion alike subsided, they gave way to relief. I even smiled, and then offered up prayers to God. For if my faith in Him had been shaken by Tom Clarabut’s plausible heresies, it had been reinforced tenfold by the fact that He had brought me here, to the one place in the vicinity where I was certain to be safe. Thus I echoed the triumphant paean that someone – an educated someone, that much was certain – had carved into this piece of wood almost exactly seventy years before.

1588, the year in which Spain’s Invincible Armada had set course against England. But God blew, and they were scattered. So Vivat E R indeed: God save Queen Elizabeth! And Vivat M R of the Const Esp: Matthew Quinton, eighth Earl of Ravensden, my grandfather, captain of Her Majesty’s ship the Constant Esperance in that glorious expedition, when England did indeed conquer all.

‘God bless you, grandfather,’ I said aloud, recalling the bluff, laughing old man who had balanced me upon his knee when I was very young.

As I drifted off into sleep at last, the second Matthew Quinton to sleep aboard the Constant Esperance, I thought I heard a voice, borne upon the waters or the breeze: ‘Trust me, boy’.



I was woken by a prod in the ribs.

I half-expected to open my eyes and see my grandfather standing over me, or else a laughing Tom Clarabut. Instead, I looked down the barrel of a pistol, then along the arm to the visored face of an Ironside officer; a grizzled oldster with several days’ growth of beard upon his ugly pockmarked face. From behind him came the sound of barking.

‘Should have kept running, lad,’ he said gruffly. ‘The dogs always find their quarry sooner or later.’

At gunpoint, I was led out, blinking, into the bright morning sunlight. A party of dismounted dragoons stood upon the foreshore, looking upon me in utter contempt. And well they might; I had never felt so wretched. Was I not the most consummate of failures?

As my hands were being tied, another officer rode up, a much younger man who was evidently in a state of some agitation. I recognised him: he had been the officer who attempted to arrest me at the alehouse of St Mary Hoo.

He addressed my captor briskly. ‘My prisoner, Cornet Tancred!’

‘Your prisoner, Cornet Wilson? And how might that be?’ Even in the depth of my despair, I realised there was no love lost between these two, the youngster on his way up, the oldster still at the same rank and thus on his way only to oblivion.

‘My troop and I had the colonel’s orders to take him!’

‘Orders which you manifestly failed to execute, Cornet Wilson, by letting him escape at the inn. Much to the colonel’s displeasure.’

‘But I still hold the colonel’s commission for his arrest –’

‘Well now, Cornet Wilson,’ said Tancred icily, ‘the colonel being just a couple of miles south and awaiting our return, why don’t we put the matter to him? And then he can resolve the matter of which of us gets the bounty for taking this reprobate traitor.’

Faced with Tancred’s intransigence, Wilson had no choice but to accept his argument. He fell in at the rear of the party, well away from Tancred at the front, as we began to walk southward upon the foreshore path at something below a marching pace.

An hour or so later I was escorted through the low brick gatehouse of Upnor Castle. The hulk of the Constant Esperance evidently lay in the mud only a little way downstream from this, the lofty artillery fort that guarded the dockyard at Chatham on the opposite bank. The great ships of Cromwell’s navy swung at anchor in the river beyond. The short forced march from the wreck, surrounded by Ironside dragoons and with Cornets Tancred and Wilson both equally intent on keeping hold of their prisoner, had given me ample time to contemplate the misery of my situation. I had failed my brother and my king. Worse, by falling so easily into the clutches of our inveterate enemies I had most certainly dishonoured the name of Quinton. And I still carried the letter to Tristram. I had little doubt that the Protector’s spymaster Thurloe would soon break the code, and then my uncle’s life, as well as my own, was in mortal danger. I did not fear death, only regretted the things I would not live to experience. I would not now see the king’s restoration to his throne, if such would ever happen; for I think it was during that march toward the grim ramparts of Upnor Castle, escorted by a file of hard-faced fanatic soldiers, that I first doubted whether the iron rule of Cromwell’s republic would ever end. Perhaps worse, I would not now know love. I thought of the cheerful girl upon the quayside at Nieuwpoort, the embodiment of every woman that Matthew Quinton would now never embrace.

Tancred and Wilson dismounted in the small courtyard of the castle and disappeared into the interior, no doubt to present their individual cases to their colonel. Roughly jostled by a dragoon, I was led down into a cellar of the castle and pushed bodily into a dark, stinking space. The iron-grilled door slammed shut behind me, and a key turned in a heavy lock. As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I became aware of a man’s shape in the corner, studying me intently.

‘Well, young Matthew,’ said Tom Clarabut, his voice breaking, ‘I gave my freedom for you, and my life too, and you could not even manage to make a decent flight. Now, my friend, even I might be prepared to consider that a sin.’

As my eyes became accustomed to the light, I saw that Tom’s face was horribly disfigured. He had been severely beaten, that much was clear. I looked upon him with a mixture of both horror and abject apology.

‘Great God, Tom,’ I whispered, ‘what have they done – what have I done to you?’

He could barely open his swollen, blackened eyes to look upon me. ‘Not your fault. This is but the example they make of deserters, that others will be less tempted to run. And this is a token of their hate and fear and Ranters, too. So give them someone who is at once a deserter and a Ranter, Matthew, and they prove doubly vicious.’

‘Then what will become of you, Tom?’

He essayed a laugh, but it came out as a hacking cough, spluttered through broken teeth. ‘Why, I will have a trial before judge and jury, who will recognise my manifest innocence and send me on my way!’

I sat down alongside him upon the cold, damp stone floor. ‘As they will with me,’ I said with gloomy humour.

‘You even more so. What is more certain than that a captured cavalier spy will be freed, to the universal acclaim of the crowd?’

I contemplated the prospect of hanging, and did not find it a pleasant one. I had seen many men hanged in Bedford, or upon the Ravensden gibbet. I recalled the obscene sound of the snapping of the neck, the desperate twitching of the dangling body, and shuddered at the thought that such would soon be my fate.

‘Are you ready to die, Tom?’ I whispered.

‘I would have rather died at ninety in the act of deflowering a virgin,’ he said, ‘but truly I think my fate will not be so bad. They shoot deserters – a fast death. If I lived but another year, who is to say I would not succumb to plague, or sweating sickness, or the marsh fever? If I lived another fifty, might I not end senile and forgotten, another ancient corpse in the gutter? And I have had such a life, Matt!’ He smiled fondly. ‘There was a girl at Cambridge, with her arse in the air she could –’

A guard approached, his key already extended to unlock the grilled door. But for which of us did he come?

The door swung open. The guard looked from Tom to me and back again. Then he reached forward, grabbed my elbow and pulled me out of the dungeon.

‘God be with you, Tom Clarabut,’ I cried.

‘And with you, my friend,’ Tom said, ‘for I will meet Him soon enough. You will have greater need of Him, I fear. You will need Him now, for what awaits you.’




Chapter Six

I was manhandled up a flight of steps, then up the spiral staircase of one of the round drum towers that I had seen at each corner of the castle. I was pushed bodily into a room on the first floor: a dank, dimly lit place, with the stink of the Medway coming in through the solitary window. The room contained three men: two musketeers flanking a third, seated upon a stool behind a table. Evidently a senior officer, attired in buff jacket, baldric and sword, he looked me up and down impassively.

‘So Charles Stuart now employs boys as his spies,’ he said in a surprisingly soft tone, his cadences those of the eastern parts of London.

For his part, he must have been a man of at least fifty years. A veteran, then; perhaps one of those who had taken up arms against the king at the very beginning of our nation’s wars. A man unlikely to be taken in by subterfuge, but such had to be attempted –

‘If you please, captain, sir, I am but an honest seaman of Lynn, Phineas Musk by name –’

‘It is Colonel, traitor,’ said my adversary with the heavy emphasis of a man who had spent many years working his way to that rank. ‘Amos Wyeth, Colonel by the will of God and the commission of His Highness the Lord Protector. And you, boy, are no seaman. You are no Phineas Musk, whatever rogue’s name that might be.’

So this was the colonel of whom Cornets Tancred and Wilson had spoken. I should have seen the signs and kept my peace, but I had upon me all the bravado of youth. Was I not true to the cause of God and the King, and would not the righteous always prevail in such a cause? Lightheaded from lack of food and sleep, yet strangely euphoric in my predicament, I even envisioned an angel or two rending the heavens and carrying me out of this earthly prison.

‘Forgive me, your excellency,’ I said in as fawning a tone as I could manage, ‘you are mistaken, I am but an innocent tarpaulin, seeking my way back to my craft –’

‘I say otherwise,’ said Colonel Wyeth, scowling. ‘I name you as Matthew Quinton, brother to that known and sequestred malignant the Earl of Ravensden.’ But how could he know? – ‘Son to the former holder of that title, who justly fell when traitorously in arms against the righteous cause of Parliament.’

An older man than I might have been able to remain silent in response to such a goad. A braver man, or a wiser one, might even have attempted to maintain the pretence of his disguise. But then, in my eighteenth year, I was none of those things. The shock of being identified by my true name, along with such vile denigration of my brother and venerated father, brought blood to my eyes and fire to my brain. I roared an obscenity and hurled myself bodily at Wyeth, but even before I could reach the table, his attendant musketeer stepped forward and swung the butt of his weapon into my midriff. The breath exploded from me, and pain shrieked through every nerve and muscle long before I fell back onto the floor. I lay there in agony, grasping my stomach and groaning.

Wyeth stood. Slowly and deliberately, he walked around the side of the table, then circled me twice or thrice. Through my pain, I heard snatches of his relentless monologue –

‘You, Matthew Quinton, and all your kind, are but grievous revolters, walking with slanders, as the prophet Jeremiah sayeth! You are corrupt! Reprobate! You deny the righteous judgement of God upon that false idolatry of kingship – the verdict revealed against Charles Stuart, that man of blood, upon the battlefield and upon the scaffold! But look at you now, you leech who values your blood and name! You, who revels in a lineage that has enslaved honest folk for centuries! You, the son of an earl, prostrate before me, Amos Wyeth, the son of a thatcher! The world is truly turned upside down, is it not, Matthew Quinton?’

At some point he must have gestured to one of his attendants, who suddenly reached down and tore the jerkin from my back. I looked up through my tears, and saw the musketeer hand the precious letter to Wyeth.

It was done. I had failed, utterly and pathetically. There was nothing for it now but to end my miserable life –

‘Humphrey Tennant, Esquire, at Lincoln’s Inn,’ said Wyeth, reading the superscription. ‘An alias, that I do not doubt.’ He broke the wax seal, unfolded the letter and studied the text. ‘A cipher, or invisible ink between the lines, or whatever devilish device you malignants have chosen to employ. Master Thurloe’s godly intelligencers will expose your deceits swiftly enough, and lead us to whichever traitor this letter is truly designed for.’

Wyeth’s guards reached down abruptly and pulled me to my feet. I was nearly bent double with pain, but I determined still to face down my opponent.

‘But you, Matthew Quinton,’ said Wyeth contemplatively, ‘what am I to do with you? Upnor is not the Tower of London – we have no instruments of persuasion here, nor any skilled in such arts.’ He looked at me determinedly. ‘Thus we are forced to be more – direct, shall I say?’

He nodded to his men, who dragged me to the small barred window. Even in my dire condition, I was impressed by the sight that opened before me. The river was filled with the great ships of England, moored in a long line, a few hundred yards apart from each other. The mighty hulls had no masts, but even so, they seemed full of power and menace. Upstream was a vast conglomeration of buildings, cranes and what seemed to be the ribs of great beasts, with other ships visible in docks or alongside its wharves. That could only be the dockyard at Chatham –

A guard roughly laid his hand upon my head and forced me to look down. Beneath the window, between the main wall of the castle and the river, was a small platform which housed four cannon. Now it evidently had another purpose. Tom Clarabut walked out and stood before the wall at the river’s edge, his hands tied behind his back, bruised and bloodied but looking as though he had not a care in the world. Behind him came Cornet Tancred and a file of four musketeers.

‘Observe, Matthew Quinton,’ said Wyeth, standing close behind me. ‘Here is the Protector’s justice for those who deny his will. And this man’s crime is minor – desertion. Imagine what fate awaits you, a traitor against the Commonwealth.’

I watched in stupefaction as the scene unfolded before me. The musketeers drew up directly beneath my window, only just visible to my sight. Tancred stepped forward and offered Tom a blindfold, which he refused with a laugh. At that, he looked up and saw my face at the window. He nodded, smiled, and began to sing, softly at first.


‘Gather ye rose-buds while ye may

Old time is still a-flying...’



Tancred barked his commands: ‘Take up your match! Handle your musket! Order your musket!’ Still Tom sang on, his voice getting ever louder.


‘And this same flower that smiles to-day

To-morrow will be dying.’



‘Open your pan! Clear your pan! Prime your pan!’

And there was Wyeth at my side, insistent and relentless: ‘Behold, the righteous judgement of God upon the enemies of His cause —’


‘The glorious lamp of heaven, the sun,

The higher he's a-getting —’



‘Open your charge! Charge with powder!’


‘— The sooner will race be run

And nearer he's to setting!’



‘Thus doth the Lord condemn those who renounce the blessed peace of his munificent Commonwealth —’


‘That age is best which is the first,

When youth and blood are warmer —’



‘Port your musket! Draw forth your match!’

‘Thus perish all who deny the Protector —’


‘But being spent, the worse, and worst

Times still succeed the former!’



‘Open your pan! Present!’


‘Then be not —’



‘Give fire!’

Four muskets flashed and roared. Flocks of birds upon the Medway mudflats took flight in fear. And I saw Tom Clarabut’s chest ripped open by two balls, his cheek by a third. His blood painted the wall behind him. His body fell, still convulsing, his feet still kicking. Tancred stepped up without concern, levelled his pistol at Tom’s temple, and blew out his brains, which stained the clay of the gun platform.

‘A speedy death,’ said Wyeth, whispering in my ear. ‘That will not be your fate, Matthew Quinton, I assure you of that.’

He nodded me to his guards, who bundled me back down the stairs, down to the cell. They flung me in, and locked the door behind me. I was alone, and as I wept, I prayed at last to God that he might not be too hard upon the soul of Tom Clarabut, who had not believed in sin.



Three days. I had no window from which to judge the fading of day into night, but the cell became damper as the tide flooded, dryer as it ebbed. Thus I knew I was alone for three days: alone but for the slop bucket and the one meal, gristle, stale bread, staler water, that was thrust through a grill in the door each day. Thus I had ample time to contemplate the fate of poor Tom and my dire condition. At first I knew nought but despair. The letter was lost, and both Tristram and its mysterious final recipient would be betrayed. The great battle in Flanders – perhaps the only chance of action and glory I might ever have in my life – could already be over, my friends might live or not, and I had not stood alongside them. Instead, my fate would be – what? What could be worse than that which had befallen Tom? Whatever it might be, it would not be sufficient punishment for such a miserable, pathetic failure as myself.

Hours passed in this way. I castigated myself, drove myself down to the deepest pits of despair. There I found the endless tears of the little boy, the child Matthew that still hid within me, and as he sobbed feebly in a corner of the cell, his thoughts turned, as a child’s always do, to the fanciful. There had to be a way out. Was I not Matthew Quinton, descendant of countless resourceful knights back to the Conquest? Had I not learned the legends of Arthur’s Round Table at my uncle’s knee? Neither my grandfather nor a Grail Knight would have given way to such girlish weakness. So I searched every inch of the damp walls of the cell, seeking the loose stone that would give me a passage to freedom. There was none, of course; such things exist only in the stories of the worst playwrights. Yet I searched again, and again, before I gave way once more to tearful despair.

But as time passed, a rather more manly mood came upon me. Wyeth had not returned for me. If I was so important a prisoner, why was he doing nothing? The more I thought upon it, the more the answer became obvious; indeed, he had told it to me, in so many words. The letter, and my fate, were above his competence. Thus he must have sent the one to Whitehall, along with a request for orders as to the other. Upnor to Whitehall, a delay while busy men – or perhaps, just one busy man, the Lord Protector himself – contemplated what to do, then the time needed for a reply to come from Whitehall to Upnor –

Of course. In one sense, Wyeth was just as much a prisoner as I. He could take no action against me, indulge in no significant brutality against my person, in case such might prove displeasing to his masters. He had to ensure that I remained alive to await the return of Cromwell’s order: hence the one, grudging, daily meal.

That revelation calmed my spirit. Whatever was to happen to Matt Quinton, it would not be entombment alive in the bowels of Upnor Castle. The only thing to do was to wait. Placated by that thought, I settled down and made the best of my time. I regaled a curious rat with the stories of King Harry the Fifth and the fight against the Spanish Armada. I thought much upon women, and vowed that if I escaped this dire extremity with my life, I would seek one out and make her my wife before the year’s end. This was a strange turn for me: since I was eleven or twelve, my mother had insisted that it was my duty to the noble house of Quinton to marry as early as possible and then sire a succession of heirs. I grew up resenting the imperative, at least until those more recent times when I finally began to understand why it was improbable that my brother the earl would ever take the same course himself; reasons that were not solely related to the serious wounds he had sustained at the Worcester fight. But there, in the dark, dank cellars of Upnor Castle, I finally came to understand that my duty as my mother perceived it accorded very well with my own instincts. The one difficulty, alas, was that I was in the thrall of my family’s deadliest enemy, and was thus exceedingly unlikely to live long enough to achieve the aims of marriage and fatherhood.

I was in the midst of a speculation on the ideal number of sons for a man to have when the door of the cell opened. There stood Cornet Tancred. My heart raced, and all thoughts of family or future evaporated. But he merely gestured for me to precede him along the dimly lit corridor, then up the steps, beyond which I could see daylight – blessed, blessed daylight! – and the castle yard, in which stood a troop of cavalry with one spare steed -

As I was escorted out into the yard, blinking against the unfamiliar and strong light of a late afternoon in summer, I spied a craft at the castle’s jetty. It had a familiar look to it, and so did the man upon the quayside. Henfield saw me in that moment, and smiled. Then he nodded to the grim, mounted figure of Colonel Wyeth, evidently commanding my escort in person. Cornet Wilson was mounted by his side, and I observed Tancred’s furious glance in his direction. So I was betrayed indeed; more entirely than I could ever have imagined. If Henfield was a traitor, then the lives of my brother and countless good, worthy agents of the king must be in danger too. But no man would ever know, now. For Matthew Quinton was on his way to London for interrogation before the Lord Protector, and thence to his most certain death.




Chapter Seven

We must have been a grim sight indeed, riding down the highway from Upnor to Strood and thence onto the London road: a dozen heavily armed cavalrymen of the New Model Army, headed by a colonel and a cornet, escorting one filthy prisoner. Many along the roadside jeered at me in contempt, but others hid themselves away at our approach, and still others – albeit only a few – looked upon me with something akin to pity. Whatever their reaction to me, the response to the spectacle of Wyeth and his men was always the same: pure, unsullied fear. This was Cromwell’s England, this so-called godly Commonwealth where, in truth, the swordsmen ruled all.

Wyeth said not a word to me during our journey. Whatever orders he had received from London were not to be divulged to his prisoner. He spoke occasionally with Wilson, but that was the extent of his discourse. Otherwise we rode on in silence, on into the long June evening, then into the early part of the night. Wyeth showed no sign of stopping. Surely it could not be his intention to ride through the darkness?

Out of Strood we began to climb a great hill, and from inn signs and the like, I suddenly realised where I was. Shakespeare: the first part of King Henry the Fourth. This could only be Gad’s Hill, where Prince Hal plays a mighty jest upon that old braggart Sir John Falstaff. Yet I had heard tell of this place in more modern times, too. As the road began to break up into deeper and deeper ruts, caused no doubt by countless carts struggling up the hill in poor weather, I recalled that this was said to be a favoured haunt of highwaymen, cutpurses and murderers. More fool any such that might be on the road tonight, I thought; a dozen Ironsides would give them ample pause to reconsider their choice of vocation.

In that moment, the lead trooper’s horse reared. I looked up, and was aware that all around me, Wyeth’s men were reining in and reaching for their weapons. I glanced ahead, craning my neck to see through gaps between the soldiers. The moon was bright, and I perceived that there was a coach, lying at a crazy angle over the side of the road. A short, round man was kneeling down with his back to us, inspecting the damage. A wheel seemed to have sheered from the axle: a common occurrence on our English roads, notoriously the worst in Christendom. What was uncommon was the personage who stood before the coach, wringing hands, weeping and protesting the unfairness of it all. She was buxom, with a long oval face and attired in a remarkably provocative and decidedly expensive blue gown, barely concealed beneath a thin cape. But the most remarkable thing about her was her hair, an astonishing cascade of red-gold ringlets. I glanced at Colonel Wyeth, the archetypal godly officer, and smiled. Young as I was, I recognised at once that within the breast of my captor, the Puritan notions of virtue and celibacy were battling against rather more primal and manly instincts.

‘Oh, sir!’ the forlorn lady cried. ‘Thanks be to God!’

Stranger still, Wyeth evidently recognised her. ‘My Lady!’ he cried. ‘Sweet Father in Heaven, Madam, what is it you do here?’

‘You are a colonel, I think, by your attire and bearing?’ Wyeth positively preened himself. ‘Why, sir, I was upon the road from the coast to visit my dear friend at Whitehall –’

She looked him directly in the eye, and the brutal, unflinching Wyeth that I knew was gone. In his place was a flustered innocent, hastily most of his troops down from their horses to assist with the righting of the coach. Two men and the impassive Cornet Wilson were ordered to keep close watch upon me.

The first dragoon reached the problematic wheel, tapped the man scrutinising it upon his shoulder, and was greeted by the fellow swivelling around upon his heel. I caught the glint of a blade in the moonlight, just before it was thrust deeply into the man’s gut, beneath the line of his breastplate and jerkin. And in that moment, I also saw the round man’s face. It was one I knew well: that of Phineas Musk, steward of my brother’s London house, the very man whose name I had plucked out of the air as a feeble alias to deceive Wyeth.

The first shot came almost in the same moment. The volume of the explosion suggested that it was at point blank range, and it blew off the back of the skull of my right-hand guard, splattering me with his foul brain-gore. A half dozen other shots echoed across Gad’s Hill, and precisely the same number of Wyeth’s troopers fell to earth. I struggled against my bonds, hoping somehow to join the fray, but in vain. Yet my efforts attracted the attention of my other guard. He reached for his sword, but before he could unsheathe it Cornet Wilson’s blade buried itself deep into his side, the young officer nodding grimly to me as he withdrew it and the guard’s body fell to earth. It still took my mind several moments to realise the truth. This man, uniformed in the helmet and armour of the New Model, was a cavalier. He was one of us.

Colonel Wyeth’s face twisted in fury as he witnessed the betrayal. He turned in his saddle and drew his sword, but he was already too late. I heard a thunder of hooves behind me. I turned, and saw –

At first I thought I witnessed the spectral image of my father, sword drawn, riding to his death upon Naseby field. But within a moment, I knew my vision was only a half truth. An Earl of Ravensden did indeed ride past me, his sword directed at the head of his enemy; but this earl was my brother, Charles. I watched in fascinated horror as his weapon turned upward at the last moment, piercing Wyeth’s neck just beneath the visor strap and burying itself deep in the innards of my adversary’s skull. A fountain of blood spurted from Wyeth’s neck, and his corpse fell back in the saddle, splayed out like some obscene parody of a crucifixion.

I was dimly aware of the slaughter all around me. Perhaps half a dozen darkly clad men had sprung from the woods at the moment of my brother’s charge and were putting paid to the surviving troopers.

After barely moments of carnage, only one of Wyeth’s men was still mounted. He was turning his horse, evidently intent upon retreat. I kicked out, but could not stay him. The man spurred his mount, and would soon be at the gallop and away to raise the alarm –

A shot rang out. The soldier sagged to his left side, then fell from the horse and was still upon the road.

I turned, and saw the so-demure lady holding a smoking pistol that she must have produced from beneath her skirts. There was something about her expression that suggested this was not the first time she had killed a man.

My brother rode over, released my bonds, and nodded appreciatively toward the unlikely murderess. ‘A fair shot by night, My Lady.’

‘Your men missed him at closer range, My Lord.’ There was a trace of the Scots in her voice. ‘How would your madcap scheme have fared without both my aim and my acting, Lord Ravensden?’

‘You are, dearest Bett, the most accomplished of actresses.’ Charles smiled. This in itself was rare enough, but the broad, open smile he bestowed upon this woman was something I had witnessed perhaps a dozen times in my entire life. ‘But I neglect propriety,’ said the Earl. ‘This, as you know, My Lady, is my brother, Matthew, the heir to Ravensden. And to you, brother, I name the most noble Lady Elizabeth, Countess of Dysart suo jure. Do not let her womanly appearance deceive you, Matt. My Lady is worth a regiment in the king’s cause.’

‘Oh, Charles,’ said the Countess playfully, ‘you were ever the most understated of men. Surely I am worth an entire army?’

The Earl grinned boyishly, then turned to acknowledge Cornet Wilson, still mounted at my side. ‘A grim business, Jack,’ my brother said.

‘Grimmer than it should have been, My Lord,’ said Wilson. ‘Altogether too grim for a man to escape it unscathed.’

Wordlessly, he tore his sleeve and bared his arm. Charles looked at him quizzically, but Wilson’s expression was emphatic. Lady Dysart turned away. Then, and without further hesitation, my brother raised his sword and slashed it sharply across Wilson’s arm. The young Cornet cried out and gripped the wound. As the blood oozed over his fingers, Charles handed him a piece of cloth. Wilson tied it around the cut.

‘The King will remember and reward your services, Jack Wilson,’ Charles said.

‘As will the Lord Protector,’ said Lady Dysart, now willing to look upon the scene once again. ‘You are doubly blessed, Cornet.’ 

Charles raised a hand for silence. Now we could all hear a distant hoofbeat – not urgent, not even a canter – and the even more distant sound of cartwheels.

‘We must away,’ said Charles, urgently. ‘You will be safe, My Lady?’

The Countess of Dysart seemed utterly unconcerned. ‘Of course, Charles. Did not these valiant and godly men of the New Model fall while defending the life of a dear friend of His Highness, the Lord Protector, against a foul gang of highwaymen? And will not the witness of the valiant and wounded Cornet Wilson confirm my testimony?’

Wilson and my brother nodded admiringly. ‘Only from your lips could such an explanation become believable, dear Bett,’ said Charles. ‘Give Old Noll my compliments, My Lady Dysart!’

With that, he signalled our party to mount and ride. But I could not bid adieu without making a last request. ‘Cornet Wilson,’ I said as I mounted, ‘promise me one thing. Promise that by one means or another, you will bring to a reckoning that murderous villain, Tancred.’

The man nodded. ‘I swear it gladly, Ensign Quinton. I have sworn the same to myself many times, for the old cur has crossed me too often – as you witnessed that once.’ Wilson smiled. ‘And Wyeth’s death will mean a brief interregnum in the command. Who knows what anarchies and vile crimes might be committed during such a time upon an upright officer of the Commonwealth?’

My brother gestured to me. He was impatient to be upon the road, and thus, with last bows of my head to Cornet Wilson and the Lady Dysart, I impelled my horse forward.

Three of Charles’s men rode east, back toward Strood and Rochester, while the rest of us rode west toward London. But only a little beyond Gad’s Hill, several more of our men peeled away onto a road south, leaving just Charles, Musk and I riding at a canter, as easily as any innocent men might.

‘Thank you, Charles,’ I said at length.

‘Thank me? You should be cursing me, brother. It was I who led you into these dangers. It was thus incumbent on me to extract you from them. And how do you think I would have answered to our mother if I had not?’

‘But you merely wished me to deliver the letter! All the rest was my doing – my stupidity at falling into the enemy’s hands –’

‘Not so, Matt.’ Charles’s expression was grim. ‘When I told you at Nieuwpoort that I had a vested interest in the life of the heir to Ravensden, I was not being entirely open with you.’ He was silent, looking at me with a strange expression: brotherly love, yes, but I fancied I saw fear and regret, too. ‘I put you in peril, brother. We suspected a traitor in our ranks, and in the time available to me, you were the only means I had to smoke him out.’

I recalled the smirking face upon the wharf at Upnor Castle – ‘Henfield,’ I said.

‘We have had suspicions of Henfield for months,’ said Charles. ‘Three couriers have been betrayed in that time. But our Master Henfield is cunning, despite being nought but a rude tarpaulin, for another four that he transported reached their destinations safely. And we have so many links in our chains, there was always a chance that the traitor was someone other.’

‘So you set a trap for him,’ I said, barely able to digest what I was hearing.

‘Indeed. A courier whom he was bound to betray – whose name alone guaranteed it.’ Charles glanced at me, but did not hold my eye. ‘I am sorry for endangering you so, brother, but it was essential you did not know my intent. You are unpractised in the arts of the spy, and I could not risk you somehow revealing my scheme to Henfield.’

Anger welled within my breast, but I could say nothing. Charles was so much my elder, and also my lord, that I was still more than a little in awe of him; and even in the depths of my bitterness at being endangered thus, I could see the reason in his argument.

‘Didn’t help that you buggered his lordship’s plan, either,’ said Musk with his customary earthy bluntness.

Charles nodded. ‘A particularly well laid plan. I ensured that Henfield knew the password, but not the identity of the agent you were to meet – an actor of my acquaintance named Follett, who can play the part of a hell-fire preacher to perfection.’ I learned only later that to Charles, Follett was rather more than simply an actor of his acquaintance. ‘Henfield’s puppetmasters were certain to want to capture both you and that agent, which meant they had to have men either inside the alehouse or surrounding it, or both. Thus we were certain that if Henfield was a traitor, an Ironside patrol had to be present in that precise place, at that precise time. The late Colonel Wyeth was a stickler for routine and his precious duty rosters. All that was needed was to ensure you were in the alehouse when Cornet Wilson was on duty, and was bound to be despatched in command of the patrol. Wilson would arrest you and Follett, take the letter from you, then ensure you both escaped before you reached Upnor, at a place upon the road where our men could take charge of you and spirit you out of England. The letter would thus be transmitted safely onward, you would be in no danger, Wilson and Follett would remain secure, and Henfield’s treachery would be exposed.’

‘But you buggered it up, Master Quinton,’ said Musk.

‘I could not have known that Wilson was our man –’ I protested.

Charles looked at me pointedly. ‘Matt, do you really think any officer truly serving the Lord Protector is stupid enough to leave unsecured the back of a building he intends to invest?’ He shook his head. ‘God alone knows how Wilson convinced the men under him to adopt so careless a stratagem. More than once, he has only narrowly fended off suspicions of being fond of our cause. A markedly brave young man – alas that we have so few like him within the New Model itself.’ Charles spoke more quietly. ‘But what really did for my careful scheme was the unexpected presence of your friend. The young man fought with rare vigour and skill, I’m told, until a musket-butt to the head rendered him insensible.’

I felt a sudden giddiness. ‘Poor Tom,’ I murmured.

Charles was more sympathetic. ‘He was a good man?’

‘A Ranter,’ I said. Musk snorted derisively, although in truth his moral precepts, if such they could be called, were not entirely dissimilar to those of the feared sect. ‘Tom Clarabut, by name. A deserter from the army. He had no need to imperil himself for me, for he hated my principles and I his, but still he sacrificed himself that I could escape. And for that, brother, they emptied a musket volley into him.’

‘I shall pray for him,’ said Charles, meaning it. ‘Whatever his beliefs, he saved the life of the heir to Ravensden. Whether that is sufficient to save his soul from the eternal flames of Hell is a different case.’

I thought hard upon my brother’s words. Should I have resented being used so? And yet my betrayal had revealed a traitor to the king’s cause, and thus surely had been of great use to His Majesty’s service –

‘The letter?’ I demanded. ‘The letter to Tristram? Was that but a ruse too, brother, or has Tris paid the price for your presumption and my incompetence?’

‘No,’ said Charles emphatically. ‘Even to expose Henfield, I would not have risked you for a mere chimera, Matt. There were – there are other reasons why you, and no other, had to carry that letter.’ It was immediately evident that My Lord Ravensden had no intention of revealing those reasons to me. ‘If my plan had proceeded as I designed it, you would have delivered the letter to Follett, who would have transmitted it onward. As it is, the letter still reached its destination, albeit through the unexpected medium of your Colonel Wyeth. And our uncle is safe. A loyal servant of His Highness the Lord Protector, as he always was.’

‘Just like My Lady Dysart,’ chuckled Musk, ‘only less comely.’

We rode on but another mile or two. Then Charles reined in, and it was clear this was a parting of the ways.

‘Musk will take you on to Gravesend,’ said the earl. ‘We have procured a berth for you on a craft to take you back to Flanders, and an entirely authentic pass issued by the Protector permitting Matthew Quinton, esquire, to leave the country.’ A pass presumably the doing of Tristram Quinton, that so-loyal servant of Noll Cromwell. ‘Fear not, brother,’ said Charles, smiling. ‘Don John deploys his army against Dunkirk so slowly that you may live another ten years and still not miss the battle to come.’

‘And you, My Lord?’

Charles pursed his lips. ‘I have an appointment with our Master Henfield, Matt. And he has an appointment with the grave.’




Chapter Eight

Don Alonso de Villasanchez was incredulous.

‘To encamp here, so close to the enemy, and yet not to entrench? Madness. Supreme folly. It will bring the French down upon us in the morning as surely as the rising of the sun.’

With that, he went off in search of a fresh bladder of wine. I exchanged bemused glances with Dick Norris and Francis Kilvern, my guests at this billet beneath the stars in the sand dunes north-east of Dunkirk.

‘He should have been a general,’ I said.

‘So he tells us. Daily. Hourly.’ Francis’s mood was sour; for a week, he said, he had been dreaming of little but death. He looked at me sternly. ‘Is not the true folly to fight this battle upon sand – upon a beach?’

‘Dunkirk is a port,’ I said. ‘The French are besieging it. Where else are we meant to fight them, My Lord?’

‘Oh harken!’ cried Francis sarcastically. ‘Now generalship is infectious, I see, for Matt Quinton takes it upon himself too! The same Quinton who vanished for more than a week upon some special mission at the behest of His Majesty himself –’

‘Leaving we poor mortals to break the camp at Ypres,’ Dick grumbled, ‘then march to the coast and await the outcome of raging arguments between our generals, while all the time the bloody flux was reducing entire regiments to skeletons! This would be the same Matt Quinton of whom you speak, My Lord Kilvern?’

I ignored the jibes; better for my friends to believe that I had been upon some secretive embassy to a great lady whom our king wished to bed than for them to know the truth of what had befallen me in England. At Charles’s suggestion, such had been the explanation I proferred to explain my sudden absence from the army. Fortunately it was readily accepted, His Majesty’s propensity after that fashion being already common knowledge. There was more, much more, of the same coin before my friends finally departed to their own quarters; that being an unduly grand name for the patches of dune upon which each of us would lay our heads. After their departure Aymer Vasey reported to me that the men were settled and not unduly inebriated. The old soldier was too inscrutable to ask me the cause of my absence. But I had no doubt that inwardly, he must have cursed me every inch of the way from Ypres to Dunkirk for all the extra responsibilities I had inflicted upon him, despite Villasanchez’s apparent presence as an acting captain for the company. The men, of course, delighted in the rumour that their officer had been acting the part of the king’s pimp. Even Ned Mercer had looked upon me with something akin to respect at that morning’s muster.

I settled myself upon my cloak on the warm sand, but sleep proved elusive, even though the sand of Flanders was a far more pleasant bed than the dank stone floor of the cell at Upnor. Even at rest, an army is an unquiet beast: the neighing of the cavalry’s horses competed with the laughter of those who disdained sleep and the snoring of those who did not. And all the while, the distant church bells of Dunkirk reminded us that over there, beyond the dunes, were the French, and somewhere alongside them their allies, Cromwell’s invincible Ironsides. On the morrow, France and Spain would do battle for Dunkirk; but Cavalier and Roundhead would also battle each other yet again. The Civil War was about to start over.



No man truly sees a battle. An admiral sees only that part of the fight which is visible from his ship, for his fleet will be spread out over many miles of sea and the gunsmoke makes it impossible to see what more than a tiny fraction of the ships around him are doing. This is even more true upon land. Each soldier sees little more than the backs and helmets of the men in front of him: that is, until his ranks break, either to pursue the defeated or to flee in defeat themselves. Each officer sees little more than a few yards ahead and to either side. Each general, unless he can find himself a vantage point upon some nearby mountain, sees little but the cloud of smoke enveloping the battlefield, an occasional flag rising eerily above it. Thus I saw no more of the Battle of the Dunes than any other junior officer: my own particular patch of chaos, fear and death, never more than a few square yards of warm Flemish sand and the men upon it visible to my sight.

But the battle was fought seventy long years ago, and I have read the many military histories that have been published since that time: mostly French, of course, for the French have a propensity for writing such worthy but tedious tomes. Over the years, too, I have talked with others who were in different parts of the field that day - with Spaniards, Frenchmen (during that brief and unnatural interval when they were our friends), veterans of Cromwell’s New Model, and old cavaliers, too. The most useful such conversation occurred many years later, on an anniversary of the battle in the middle of the 1670s; that strange, brief interlude of peace and prosperity before the world fell apart. The man who had been our general at the Dunes, the Duke of York, invited me to sup with him, so that we could tell each other our accounts of the battle and to toast the memories of the valiant friends and warriors who fell that day. It was one of the very rare unguarded and intimate moments that I ever enjoyed with the stern, inflexible man who would become James the Second, King of England, one of the most unfortunate monarchs in our history.

Thus what I write now is partly my own account, partly what I have learned of the broader course of the battle.

What Don Alonso de Villasanchez did not know – what none of us knew on the battle’s eve – was that the decision to encamp and not entrench was deliberate; that which generals term ‘strategy’. Our commanders were convinced that either our presence alone would break the siege and compel Turenne to withdraw, or else they would easily overrun the French lines – as, indeed, the Spanish had done at Valenciennes, two campaigns before. If Turenne moved out to attack, well, so much the better.

‘I knew Turenne,’ the Duke of York told me. ‘I knew that once he learned we were so close, he would attack.’

And so it proved. Shortly after four in the morning, after little or no sleep, I became aware that the noise of the army was increasing, that the old soldiers were sniffing the air eagerly, aware of the scent of imminent battle. Men snatched at makeshift breakfasts of bread and water, knowing there was no time for more ample repast. I went up to the top of the sand hill and looked across to the south-west. At first I could make out only the shadowy towers of Dunkirk and the fires in the French siege lines, but within an hour it was becoming light, and I beheld a tide of movement on the dunes before the town. There, fanning out in front of me, was the army of France, the white fleur-de-lys and the regimental banners plainly visible, advancing slowly toward our lines. And off to the right, a sight that thrilled and terrified me in equal measure. There, forming up in immaculate order, were six red-coated regiments. Before them flew the quartered crosses of Saint George and Saint Andrew, the battle flag of Cromwell’s republic. Out to sea, a dozen warships lay at anchor, their gunports open and pointing at the shore. All of them flew the English ensign. I recognised the largest: the Naseby, as terrible a sight as she had been when I first encountered her.

I had little time to contemplate the spectacle. There were shouts along the ranks, and messengers riding hither and thither with orders. I needed little prompting; it was obvious what had to be done. I turned and saw Aymer Vasey already approaching me.

He saluted. ‘Do we form ranks, Ensign Quinton?’ he asked, knowing full well what the answer was.

So at Vasey’s barked order my men bestirred themselves, fell into line, and took up their dressing. On either side of us, in front and behind, the spectacle was repeated. Orders were being declaimed in a cacophony of languages – English, Spanish, Flemish, German, French, even Irish. Drums and trumpets summoned men to their duty. In gaps between the infantry, troops of horse or single riders rode hither and thither upon urgent business of their own. I noted that some of the older captains were moving among their men, giving an encouraging word here and there, so I emulated them. As I did so, my shame at my own inadequacy multiplied. These men were about to fight and die under my command, and although I knew their names from the muster-rolls, I could put faces to but few of them. I had delegated all to Aymer Vasey; too much, I now sensed. But it was too late to make that good now.

There was one exception, though. Ned Mercer grinned insolently as I stopped before him. ‘Well, Mercer,’ I said, with as much levity as I could muster, ‘are you ready to do your duty to your king?’

He missed not a breath. ‘Well, Ensign Quinton, reckon I’d do it better if His Majesty deigned to pay me. But if the only way of getting my coin off him is to kill a few frogs or Puritanical whoresons, Ned Mercer had best be about it.’

It was hardly a ringing endorsement of the divine justice of our cause, but it was neither the time nor the place to enter into a disputation. The expressions of the rest of the men showed all too clearly that they shared Mercer’s resignation. They were there only because they could contrive to be nowhere better.

There was a ragged cheer at the far end of our line. I turned, and saw a splendid sight. Riding toward me was a tall, proud young man upon a large grey steed. His long, sallow face was distinguished above all by a vast, straight nose. He wore a broad befeathered hat and a breastplate crossed by a purple sash which bore the unmistakeable Garter star. Behind him came a boy upon a smaller, brown horse, holding in his hand the staff that bore the royal standard of England, flying out proudly in the breeze. Our general, then: James, Duke of York, brother and heir to our exiled king. As he rode down the line he raised his hat, waving it to salute the assembled troops as he reviewed this, the royal army of Britain. Five regiments, all of them under strength: all that the king had to his name. God alone knew what this prince was thinking, for he had learned the soldier’s trade in a rather grander army as a pupil of Turenne, the general who now faced us across the Dunes. The Duke idolised the great Marshal, and now he had to face him in open battle.

James reined in and halted several times during his progress to speak with officers he recognised and to address their men. I saw him exchange words with Kilvern, on the right of our line and mounted upon a fine dappled steed, with Lord Wentworth, Dick Talbot and some others. As he approached me, I did not expect him to stop; I had been presented to him formally once, but otherwise he and I were strangers to each other. I knew well his elder brother the king, who was an unlikely intimate friend of my reserved sib Earl Charles, and was often in the company of the younger royal brother, Henry, Duke of Gloucester, a happy and likeable youth who was exactly the same age as myself. But Duke James was regarded as remote even by his friends, a man who resembled his saintly martyred father in having a markedly high opinion of his own royal dignity.

Yet James of York did rein in before me, and looked down upon me from his great height. I brought up my sword in salute.

‘I did know my army had a captain so young,’ he said.

‘If it please your Royal Highness, I am but an Ensign. Captain Mandeville –’

‘Ah. Mandeville. My Lord Wentworth informed me of his craven flight. He will face court-martial and certain execution.’

If he is ever caught, I thought, which was as likely as my becoming an archbishop. Captain Heston Mandeville was an old soldier-of-fortune who had talked much of the better pay to be obtained in the service of the Voyevode of Transylvania, and I had no doubt that by now he was many hundreds of miles down the Rhine.

‘And no lieutenant, either, I recall from Wentworth’s report. Well, then. Command of a company is a mighty responsibility to devolve upon such young shoulders. Your name, Ensign?’

‘Matthew Quinton, Highness.’

‘Quinton?’ His eyes flashed with sudden interest. ‘Brother, then, to My Lord Ravensden?’

‘Indeed, sir.’

‘You bear a famous name, Ensign Quinton,’ he said stiffly. ‘I knew your father who fell in glory for my own father’s cause. I even recall seeing your grandfather at court when I was very young, and learning of his legend. I trust you that today, you will do honour to your family’s mighty reputation, Matthew Quinton.’

‘By God’s grace, Highness.’

I swallowed. I was about to go into battle for the first time, commanding a body of men whom I had no idea how to command, to fight an enemy – two enemies - reputed to be invincible. And now the heir to the throne himself, in the hearing of my men, had demanded that I behave as nothing less than a new Hector or Achilles. My knees seemed to fold, and I blinked frantically to prevent nausea overwhelming me.

The duke was studying the ranks behind me. ‘A fine company of men, Ensign,’ he said.

I thought this must be sarcasm, for by no stretch of any man’s imagination could Ned Mercer and his fellows be described as such. I learned only much later that such sophisticated humour was beyond His Royal Highness. Come to that, so was even the simplest.

‘We stand ready to fight for God and our King, Highness,’ I said bravely.

The Duke nodded at my response, then looked about him and evidently decided this was as good a place as any from which to address the hundreds of troops within earshot.

‘Good men!’ he cried. ‘Today, if God wills it, you can make good the wrongs that were done at Naseby fight, and Worcester! Today you embark upon a blessed crusade – aye, a crusade to place my brother upon the throne from which our father was unlawfully deposed!’ The duke’s delivery was painfully dull, like a Chancery clerk reciting a writ. ‘We, who were too young to fight in the cursed wars in our native land, now have a chance to achieve the victory denied our fathers, and to avenge their sacrifice. There stands the foe! Onward, for you are the best of England! God be with you, and God save the King!’

This was no King Harry upon Saint Crispin’s day. James Stuart could never make a speech that did anything other than reveal him for the unfeeling prig he was. A thin cheer went up, but I knew that precious little of it would be coming from the Scots, Welsh and Irish, the bulk of the little army; and to describe the rest, that rag-tag of scoundrels, thieves and vagabonds, as ‘the best of England’, was laughable even to themselves. The notion that this tiny, pathetic adjunct to the Catholic army of Spain, our realm’s traditional enemy, could somehow reverse the verdict of ten years of civil war in one day upon the sands before Dunkirk beggared belief.

Before James of York could ride away, he was accosted by a rider who spoke to him urgently, in a low tone. The Duke nodded, looked over to his left – toward the sea, and the right of our line – then dismissed the rider, who galloped back toward Don John’s position. York looked at me sternly.

‘Now, Matthew Quinton. Perhaps fortune truly does favour you, for to you, as being the nearest company to me, falls a peculiar honour. Don John requests that I send a body of English troops to reinforce the right of the line. You and your men stand before me, and I see no reason to send any other. Don Gaspard de Boniface commands there, with the flower of Spain.’ He frowned; and as I came to learn, James of York’s frown often betrayed some intense battle within the limited confines of his mind. ‘But it seems inappropriate for a mere Ensign to bear such a burden. Yet a promotion would be irregular, with no formal commission to issue.’ The royal brain contended with the problem for a few moments longer. ‘Nonetheless, battle demands measures that would not be fitting in time of peace. Very well. Matthew Quinton, by the power vested in me as Lord General of His Majesty’s army royal, I promote you Lieutenant!’

And with that, the heir to the throne raised his broad hat in salute, compelling me to bring up my sword, and rode off along the line.

I had no time to exalt in my promotion, for Aymer Vasey came up at once. ‘Shall you give the order to form column and march to the right, Lieutenant Quinton, or shall I?’

With the eyes of a dozen or more captains and lieutenants upon me, all of them vastly senior to myself and thus all seething at being denied the honour granted to me, I dreaded the prospect of mistaking the orders and making a fool of myself; especially as it would be even more of a calamity for the newly-minted Lieutenant Quinton to disgrace himself thus than the erstwhile Ensign Quinton, who could be forgiven on grounds of inexperience. I intimated that Vasey should give the order, and took up my position at the head of the column as my men formed it. A few favoured me with smiles; whether in genuine approbation of my promotion or out of pity, I could not tell. On Vasey’s command, we moved off, down into the trough between the dunes, marching through our army and then into the ranks of the best Spanish regiments, up toward the extreme right of our army’s line.

Ahead of us was a sand hill far larger than the others, the last before the beach sloped gently to the sea, where the tide was slowly flooding. At least a hundred feet high, it was evidently inaccessible on either side, and even the slope to the front was precipitous. It was occupied by a Spanish regiment, the scarlet-and-gold flag of King Philip at their head, but as we came nearer, I saw that a second contingent of our own army had already taken up station on the flank nearest us. It was Norris’s, although he was fortunate – or unfortunate – enough to have a captain set over him.

We made our way up the back of the great sand hill and drew up alongside our compatriots, my men taking up a ragged dressing upon those to their right. I strode forward and saluted Dick and Captain Taliesin Vaughan, a drunken old Welshman whose nerves had been shattered by too much soldiering during the late wars. It was said that this shambling, unshaven creature had once single-handedly killed a dozen fanatics upon Newbury field. It was hard to believe now, but there are few sights more pathetic than a warrior who has been shattered by war. Not that Vaughan’s wounds were physical; I had seen him shirtless in the camp at Passendale, and he bore barely a scar. But God alone knew what fearful scars disfigured his thoughts and dreams. Then, in my extreme youth, I could not understand why such a man still felt compelled to endure the horrors of combat. Now, of course, I understand all to well. Taliesin Vaughan knew no other way, and no other pay. So like a dog returning to its vomit, he would ever quaff a bottle and then turn to follow the sound of the drums.

‘Right of the line, Matt,’ said Dick Norris cheerily, after congratulating me upon my promotion. ‘The place of honour.’

‘Honour!’ scoffed Vaughan, an overwhelming stench of wine upon his breath. ‘Slaughter, more like. Highest point on the field, young gentlemen. The great Marshal of France yonder is going to want it, and there is precious little we can do to prevent it.’

‘The dispositions are flawed, Captain Vaughan?’

The old Welshman nodded and took us forward a few paces to stand upon a hummock, which gave a fine view over the entire field of battle. Ahead of us, the French and their English allies were advancing ever nearer; less than a mile away now, the pike-points gleaming in the morning sun. We could plainly see the emblems upon their flags, and hear the beating of their drums.

Taliesin Vaughan pointed toward the beach on our right. The tide was still far out, revealing a vast expense of firm, level sand. Upon it, on the flank of the Anglo-French army, a large body of cavalry was advancing, the fleur-de-lys standard at their head. Marshal Castelnau commanded them, Vaughan said: not in the league of the antichrist Cromwell or our own Prince Rupert, who was in disgrace and God alone knew where, but competent enough. Certainly competent enough to deal with what lay before him, at any rate. Opposite Castelnau’s horse, the Spanish cavalry was venturing rather less confidently along the sands. The reason for their reluctance was immediately apparent: every minute or two, flames roared along the sides of the three English frigates that lay closest inshore. As the smoke rolled back over the hulls, the shot from the ships’ guns struck the sand ahead of and alongside the Spaniards. One particularly fortunate shot felled three horses and their riders at once, steeds and men rolling in mutilated death-agony upon the beach. There could be only one outcome. A shrill trumpet note sounded the recall, and the Spanish cavalry withdrew back into the dunes, safe from the murderous broadsides of Cromwell’s navy.

At the time I felt outraged that the magnificent, chivalric cavalry should be denied their moment of glory by base-born gunners, safe within their hulls of oaks. I felt nothing but hatred for the Protector’s warships, which seemed an unfair and ungentlemanly distortion of the odds.

‘Will not the French cavalry, yonder, now simply outflank us?’ I asked Vaughan in despair.

‘You may well say that, Lieutenant Quinton,’ said the veteran in his nearly impenetrable Celtic brogue. ‘A good insight, that, for one so young and so raw. But even with the aid of their friends afloat, that they are unlikely to do while we hold this hill. They know our cavalry now lies somewhere behind us, but they do not know their strength or disposition, so they dare not attack while they believe they might be cut off and encircled. But should we lose this position, the French will gallop down the beach as easily as if they were upon a morning’s exercise, then fold up our line from the sea.’

I looked to my left, down our line. There were the elite Spanish infantry regiments, the veteran core at the very heart of the army; among them, the pitifully small force that was our royal army under the five regimental banners, one English – our own, that of the King’s Guard – one Scots and three Irish.

Vaughan followed my line of sight, and divined my thoughts. ‘The centre, Lieutenant. That’s where the work will be done. Our best troops, and Turenne’s opposite them. Further along, there – you see the Walloons and the Germans? Good for nothing. Pray God that Conde’s cavalry can keep the Marshal’s men from doing too much damage to them.’

In the far distance I could just make out the broad canal that formed as natural a boundary for the battlefield as did the sea to our right. Seaward of the canal, upon the rich Flemish meadows that stretched away from the sand-dunes, were the glinting helmets and banners of the Prince de Condé’s French cavalry, facing their brethren across the way in what was sure to be also the final battle of that kingdom’s civil wars, the Frondes. If they remember it at all, men now recollect the Battle of the Dunes as a fight between French and Spanish. But as I looked out over the two great armies that lined the sand-dunes north of Dunkirk, I could see full well that here was Europe in microcosm, settling old scores between and within nations. Nowhere was that more true than where I stood. For there, dead ahead and advancing ever nearer toward our great sand-hill, were the red coats, pikes, muskets and turtle helmets of the New Model Army: the invincible war machine that had killed my father and my king.

‘Time to take your stations, gentlemen,’ said Taliesin Vaughan. ‘And may God keep you.’

With that, the gruff old drunk turned and strode back to his company. Dick Norris and I faced each other, and he extended his hand.

‘God be with you, my friend,’ he said. We shook. ‘And Matt –’ His voice faltered. ‘If I should fall, take this ring –’ He removed it from his left middle finger: a simple golden band – ‘and place it in the hand of dear Alice.’

His betrothed in Bedford, this; they had been smitten with each other since the age of eight.

‘I have no token to give you, Dick, if I fall today,’ I said, deeply touched by his trust in both me and my prospects of survival. ‘But go tell my mother – tell her I did not disgrace the name of Quinton. Even if I do.’

He grinned. ‘I think we should have no fear of that. You Quintons are born with swords in your hands.’



The next hour was that strangest of all times in a battle: the immediate preliminary to slaughter. I stood, my sword indeed in my hand, watching the inexorable advance of the French army and above all that of their Ironside allies. Behind me and to my right were our own troops, then those of our Spanish allies. No man could leave the ranks now; many had to use the plot of sand where they stood as their place of easement. At intervals Vasey would pass up and down the lines, adjusting a man’s buckles here, giving a word of encouragement there. All along the great line of our army, drummers and trumpeters proclaimed our defiance, to be answered by the cacophonous echo of the French drums and trumpets opposite.

Then, a little before the distant church clocks of Dunkirk struck eight, the artillery fire began; most of it from the French side, for our guns were still getting into position. And with the cannonade came the singing. The Spanish, ever a religious people, began it first: from the regiments in the centre, and from that alongside us upon the crest of the sand-hill, rose a hymn of praise to the Virgin, the Gaude Maria Virgo, which remained firm and exultant even as small pockets of men in the ranks were mown down by enemy shot. The French regiments in the centre, now no more than six hundred yards from the Spanish line, sang lustily a Te Deum. But the most chilling sound of all arose from the regiments directly opposite us, drowning out the fire of the cannon. From the red coats of the New Model arose a deep bass growl, one familiar to me and all the lads who stood behind me. We had all heard it countless times in our parish churches. Worse, amidst all the French and Spanish accented Latin that resounded across the battlefield, these words were in our own tongue, in English. The great old hymn of Martin Luther: A Mighty Fortress is our God, A Sure Defence and Armour. The Ironsides sang lustily, their eyes seemingly directly upon us, the last cavalier army of all, their and Luther’s ‘ancient wicked foe’. It brought home to me more than anything else the terrible truth that whatever else happened here today, yet again Englishmen were about to kill Englishmen.

Of all the competing armies in that strange, sandy battlefield, only one had no song: the Royal army of Britain. What song could we have sung? Our godly red-coated foes opposite had a monopoly on hymns –

Then I heard it. Down in the ranks of one of the Irish regiments, a few hundred yards to our left, a bright tenor voice could be heard even above the massed choir of devout Spaniards. More and more of his regiment joined in with him, then those of the English and Scots regiments, until I heard the words coming from close behind me. I recognised the voice of Ned Mercer, and I recognised the words, too.


We be soldiers three

Pardona moy je vous an pree

Lately come forth of the low country

With never a penny of money.



A favourite drinking song of the common soldier. More and more of my men, and of Vaughan’s and Dick Norris’s alongside us, were joining in -


Here, good fellow, I'll drink to thee

Pardona moy je vous an pree

To all good fellows wherever they be

With never a penny of money.



And so, at last, Matthew Quinton was swept along on the tide, and I bellowed as lustily and untunefully as the rest of them.


Here, good fellow, I'll sing you a song,

Sing for the brave and sing for the strong,

To all those living and those who are gone,

With never a penny of money!



I do not know, and the Duke of York did not know, if it was rage at our Cavalier impudence that prompted what happened next. In any event, it was clear that while most of the French line had halted some five hundred yards from their Spanish and British counterparts, the six regiments of the New Model were coming further forward – whether trusting in their own legend or out of a determination to be at Royalist throats without delay, I know not. In either event, they had come within musket range. A shouted order came along the line to Taliesin Vaughan, who duly relayed it to me.

‘Front rank three paces forward, to fire upon the command!’

English and Spanish musketeers stepped up to the brow of the sand-hill. Ned Mercer came level with me, and grinned. As he loaded his weapon, I cocked my pistol, extended my arm, and awaited the order.

‘Front rank –’ Vaughan paused – ‘give fire!’

I squeezed my trigger. I exulted in the force of the recoil and the acrid smoke. I had fired my first shot in battle.




Chapter Nine

Whether I killed a man, I know not. I blinked and coughed violently as the smoke of our muskets rolled back over me, burning my eyes and lungs. And when my streaming eyes were clear enough to see, I beheld a fearsome sight. Our volley seemed to have had no effect at all. The Roundheads were upon their hands and knees, scrambling up the steep slope in front of us, seemingly oblivious to whatever we could rain upon them from the summit of the sand hill. Their other regiments were moving round the sides of the hill to face the inaccessible slopes. They could not climb them, but from beneath they could fire into our flanks –

‘Reload, Matt!’ cried Norris.

I was suddenly aware of our second rank moving up to replace the first. Ned Mercer winked at me, just before he levelled his musket and gave fire. Ashamed of my loss of concentration, I fumbled with powder, ball and pistol. Ready at last, I brought up my weapon once more and fired it wildly downward through the smoke, toward the Ironsides who had to be there, crawling relentlessly like armour-clad amphibians up the sand toward the summit of the hill.

Thus for the first time I experienced the phenomenon that so many of my Quinton forebears down the centuries must have known too. There comes a moment in a battle when conscious thought departs and a warrior enters into a strange kind of waking dream: a place at once frenzied and yet with a strange calm to it. I lost track of time, and of my thoughts. All around me was noise and chaos, yet the sound I recall most clearly is that of my own breathing. I was aware that the enemy had opened fire upon our flanks; off to my left, men were falling. I could hear the thunder of horses, far closer than they had been, and knew that it could only be the French cavalry, threatening our position from seaward. Through our musket smoke, I sometimes glimpsed the Roundheads on the slope below. Their casualties were terrible, but still they came on, climbing the vast sand hill. They were barely feet away – one of them looked up, seemed to look straight at me, then a ball exploded into his throat and the man’s blood gushed upon the sand. I realised in stupefaction that I had fired the shot, and had not even been aware of doing so.

I had killed a man. Some old soldiers will tell you that at their first killing, they felt guilt, or exaltation, or even pleasure. I felt nothing. I looked upon the man’s bloodied body, but in an instant it was lost to sight, surrounded by the wave of soldiers who took his place and by the smoke from our next volley.

‘Fall back!’ – I think it was Vaughan’s shout that relayed the order – and slowly, our line began to shuffle backward upon the sand summit.

I saw Vasey, a few feet to my right. ‘Sergeant!’ I cried. ‘Why do we retire?’

‘Too much fire from the flanks, sir! And look there –’

He pointed to the position we had just vacated, on the scarp of the great dune. There, the first line of the New Model’s musketeers had formed up. They were already priming, loading, ramming – and firing.

Aymer Vasey took a short step backward. I looked at him and saw him stare in stupefaction at his breastplate, then bring up his hands to the small hole that had appeared in it. A red-black trickle began to run down his armour. With that he fell forward, his blank eyes staring toward me as his head struck the sand. Vasey, a good and honest man who had done his best to turn me into a soldier -

‘God and the Commonwealth!’

The cry from our foes drew me back from the terrible sight of my sergeant’s corpse. The Ironside front rankers had reversed their muskets. Up with them now were some of their pikemen, and although we still greatly outnumbered them upon our tiny patch of the sand hill, they were plainly intent upon a charge. I saw Dick Norris a few feet away from me, and he already had his sword drawn. I tucked my pistol into my belt and did the same, then turned to my men. Some were still staring at Vasey’s corpse. Some were attending the others who had been struck by our enemy’s volley: three were dead, including a youth no older than myself whose lower face had been entirely shot away, leaving but bloody skeins of flesh and bone, and at least the same number were wounded.

‘Stand fast, men!’ I cried. ‘For God and the King!’

The response was feeble compared to the shouts of the Puritans but a few yards from us. And now they came. One ran at me, screaming, his bandolier bouncing off his chest, his musket-butt raised above his head. Through all these years, through the terror I felt, I remember my exact thought. You cannot be so stupid. You must have a third arm, with a concealed weapon. No man can be so stupid.

But he was. This veteran – for his face was that of a man of forty or fifty – must have seen in front of him only a frightened boy, and discounted the blade he held in front of him. The frightened boy summoned up the countless lessons in swordplay he had received from his uncle, ever since the day when, aged five, a sword was first placed in his hand as a means of assuaging his grief upon the death of his father. The frightened boy waited for the Ironside to pull the musket directly behind his head ready to sweep it down onto his skull, then proved conclusively that this fanatic, at least, did not have a side of iron. My grandfather’s sword went in deeply, and out again, its point scraping the inside of the man’s breastplate. I saw his eyes screw up in astonishment, then I withdrew my bloodied blade and his corpse fell away.

All around me, my men were fighting for their lives. Sand, smoke and blood mingled as one with the screams of the dying and the battle-frenzied. Man on man, we cavaliers could give as good as we got, but there were too few of us and too many of our inexorable foe. Still they came on over the brim of the sand-hill, Cromwell’s godly elite. I turned and deflected an attack from an onrushing pikeman, who avoided my blade only a moment before Ned Mercer’s half-pike speared him in the mouth. As I turned again, breathless, I saw a gap in the Ironside tide, and through it glimpsed the beach beneath the sand-hill. The French cavalry were charging, galloping majestically across the sand, their swords and lances pointed at the Spanish behind us. Which could mean only one thing, if Taliesin Vaughan was right; they believed this hill was about to fall.

There was a scream close by – a familiar scream, from happy days at play – I turned and saw Dick Norris clutching his stomach. Opposite him stood a Roundhead with a bloodied half-pike, ready to thrust again into the guts of my friend. Without a thought, I ran headlong at the man. Intent upon his kill, he neglected his flank and only saw my attack when it was too late. I swung my sword down and across, viciously slashing into the man’s shoulder at the neckline. His blood streamed out in a fountain, covering my sword arm.

Certain he was dead, I ran to Dick. Four of his men had formed a guard around him, but I could see at once that it was too late. Not even both his hands could stop his entrails spilling out over the great wound. ‘Remember the ring, Matt,’ he gasped, ‘to Alice – oh Jesu –’

And with that he was gone, his inert body falling forward into my arms

I had no time to mourn. I laid good, honest Dick Norris onto the sand of Flanders, then turned again to confront the enemy. I was aware, now, that they called one name above all others, more often even than God or Cromwell, and that name was ‘Lockhart’. I had heard that name in the camp at Ypres: Cromwell’s general, Sir William Lockhart, a Scot and a turncoat. So it was his regiment we faced. His regiment that was now driving us, slowly but inevitably, off the great sand-hill.

An officer came at me, brandishing a vicious-looking hanger with a saw-backed blade. He stabbed competently, forcing me onto the back foot, but there was little finesse to his attack. I parried easily, my steel striking his. Evidently surprised by my resistance and my competence, he backed away. I feinted left, struck to the right, and cut him sharply across the sword arm.

He looked at me with something like an intermingling of rage and astonishment. ‘Reprobate filth!’ he screamed. Somehow it still seemed shocking to hear my own language upon the lips of my foe, there on a foreign field.

He came at me again, blood-lust in his eyes, and I braced for his onslaught. But his single-minded intent to avenge himself upon this upstart young cavalier was his undoing. He neglected his flank, and saw not Ned Mercer’s half-pike thrust sharply toward him. Mercer struck with such force that I saw the point bury itself into my enemy’s left side, then emerge again on the right, bearing upon it a ghastly pudding-like mass of flesh and bloody gore.

Mercer nodded grimly. ‘Ten shillings’ worth, that –’

They were his last words. An Ironside musket-butt struck the side of his face with such force that his cheek shattered, the eye popping from its socket. As the body of poor Ned Mercer fell to the ground, I lunged forward to impale his killer. But the man was gone, lost in the melée of Cavaliers and Roundheads who were fighting hand-to-hand all around me.

I fought my ground. I cannot recall how long I fought it for, or against how many; now I was lost in the red mist of battle, my sword thrusting and parrying against the brief assault of one enemy, then another. A glancing blow from a musket-butt struck my left shoulder, and the pain was so intense that I thought for a moment the arm was broken. Yet still I fought on, only dimly aware of the fact that for every step I took forward toward the enemy, I was taking two or three back. And downward. For now we were edging down the rear slope of the sand-hill, the victorious troops of the New Model occupying its summit.

And then Taliesin Vaughan was by my side. ‘Boy, do you not hear the trumpets sound the retreat?’ he cried. ‘Come, Lieutenant. We need to seek our colours and regroup.’

I was angry and confused, but there was no denying the sense of the old Welshman’s words. Thus I turned and ran, joining the headlong retreat of the last defenders of the sand-hill.



As we ran down the slope, the jeers and musket-shots of the New Model ringing in our ears, I caught a glimpse of the wider progress of the battle. Close to us, and to our right as we retreated toward the rear, the elite Spanish foot regiments were holding their own against Turenne’s finest and the rest of the New Model. But in the centre, the French infantry were clearly pressing hard against the mediocre German and Walloon regiments, as Villasanchez had feared; and if the centre broke, the battle was lost. The smoke and confusion made it impossible to see how the great Condé fared on our left. Perhaps if he could break through there, he could still come to the aid of the centre in time. And thus to the aid of our Britannic army, too; for I caught the occasional glimpse of one of our standards, in the thick of the fighting in the centre. That was where we were bound, toward the hellish cacophony of screaming, gunfire and clashes of metal on metal that indicated the very heart of the battle.

A thin cheer went up from our men. I saw the Duke of York’s royal standard, flying at the head of his own troop of horse guards. With him rode some few score of Don John’s Spanish cavalry. They thundered past us majestically, bound for the sand-hill in a glorious attempt to avenge us and repel Lockhart’s regiment. By chance, Francis Kilvern rode on their nearest flank and saw me. He grinned and raised his hat, and I knew how happy he would be: I had lost count of the number of times he had told me of his longing to be in a great cavalry charge, scattering the enemy before it. Then the smoke of artillery fire clouded the scene again, and he was gone. It was the last time I ever saw him.

It was only some twenty years later, after my discourse upon the battle with the Duke of York, that I learned the fate of poor Francis. The Duke told me of a man, by then a sergeant in the Life Guards, who had witnessed his end, and I sought him out. Alas, Francis did not perish in glory, wielding his sword to good effect against the traitors of the New Model. Only moments after he waved to me, a French cannonball struck the ground some yards in front of his horse. The beast reared up, affrighted, and threw Francis, who landed awkwardly. The old sergeant, riding behind, witnessed his head snap at the neck. Thus perished a dear friend and a centuries-old lineage.

Now I was pushing my way through the rear ranks of our own infantry, bound toward my colour, the red, blue and gold battle standard of the king’s guard, glimpsed fleetingly above the throng. I had no more than ten men with me; I knew not how many had fallen on the sand-hill, how many might be with Taliesin Vaughan if he still lived, or how many might have taken their chance in the confusion of retreat to desert the field. Some of the Swiss and Walloons who had not yet engaged were already breaking and running; their inexorable shuffle backwards as their front ranks gave way before the French told them all they needed to know. The centre was breaking.

Strangely, this realisation seemed to empower me. There is a mania in battle, and I was seized by an overwhelming conviction that if only my ten men and I could reach our own army, our reinforcement would make all the difference. On we went, as ever more of the Swiss and Walloons turned and ran.

‘Dia agus an ri!’ - the familiar cry came from close by, and I recognised the colours of the Duke of Ormonde’s Irish regiment, the rearmost unit of the royal army. They were not yet engaged, but the battle was coming ever closer: I glimpsed a fleur-de-lys banner no more than ten yards away, above the throng ahead of us. The noise and smell of weaponry and killing were almost overpowering.

‘God and the King!’ I shouted, echoing the battle-cry in my own tongue.

A young red-haired captain, not much older than myself, studied me suspiciously. ‘You’ve been in the wars, friend,’ he said.

Indeed I had; my hat was long gone, my sleeves were torn, my breastplate dented, and my right arm still caked in another’s blood. ‘Quinton’s troop, King’s Guard,’ I said proudly. ‘We were detached to defend the sand-hill.’

‘Then the fact you’re here now tells me you didn’t.’

‘The Duke of York has ridden to retake it –’

‘And been repelled,’ said the Irishman. ‘We just got word. The French cavalry came round from the flank, and drove them off.’

My hot-headed belief in my own and my army’s invincibility withered and perished in that instant. If Turenne’s horse were in our rear and allied with Lockhart’s New Model, the enemy could roll up our line from the sea. Yet even when he knows all is lost, there is some elemental force that drives a soldier on. I saw our colour again, closer now and clearly retreating toward us, and knew I had to reach it.

‘Very well,’ I said. ‘God go with you, Irishman.’

‘And with you, Quinton’s troop, King’s Guard.’

Onward, then, deeper and deeper into the fray, ever closer to our front line –

A familiar figure appeared at my sight, as silently as though the ground itself had disgorged him onto that spot. Bearded and wielding an ugly, bloodied dirk in each hand, he resembled a veritable ambassador of death.

‘Alabada sea Dios!’ cried Villasanchez. ‘Mateo Quinton! You live. I had not thought to see you again.’

‘Nor I you,’ I said. ‘But Norris is dead.’

The Spaniard was unmoved; for him, it would have been but one more death among the thousands he had witnessed. As would mine. ‘I shall light a candle for him,’ he said lightly. ‘But he will not be the last, this day.’

‘How goes it here?’ I had to shout to be heard above the din of battle.

Before Villasanchez could answer, a gap appeared among the men in front of us. Through it came a French pikeman, half-pike at the shoulder, charging at us like a mad bull. Deftly for a man of his age and bulk, Villasanchez ducked under the weapon’s deadly point, sprang up and sliced his dirks crossways into the man’s deck as though he were carving a hog. Blood gushed as the man’s body fell onto its knees and thus into the sand, the ultimate price for the impetuosity of the first man to breach the enemy’s line.

‘It is over here,’ said Villasanchez, as though nothing had happened.

‘But we still stand – the colour of the King’s Guard still flies yonder –’

‘Look upon it well, for you will not see it ere long. The regiment is surrounded, Matthew. They have no hope. They must surrender, or they will all be cut down.’ His expression was grim. ‘Let us pray they surrender to the French, and not to your fanatic English friends. They can expect little quarter there, I fear.’

A huddle of Irish troopers pressed down on us, retreating steadily before the French onslaught. We were barely ten feet from the enemies’ blades.

‘Then do we stand and fight here, Don Alonso?’ I demanded.

‘’Tis as good a place as any to die, young Mateo. May your heretical God go with you.’

‘And the blessing of the Romish Whore of Babylon be upon you, Don Alonso.’

With that, we stepped forward to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with our Irish comrades-in-arms.

The reason why the French were about to carry the day was apparent at once. Their regiments were still in approximate order, a formidable if ragged line marching steadily forward under the torn, blood- and gunsmoke-stained but still recognisably white banners of France. Whereas our army had disintegrated into small groups, each fighting their own desperate battle for survival: here some Irishmen, nearby a gaggle of Germans, beyond them a troop of Scots, all battling bravely but too disordered to have any hope of success. On came the French, remorseless and dreadful –

And stopped.

For one fleeting moment, I believed that some miracle had occurred – that our cavalry had carried the sand-hill and turned in upon the enemy line. The behaviour of the French troops who were still engaged with us, retreating back in good order to the main body of their army, seemed to give credence to this. Only later, long after the battle was over, did I learn the true cause of the unaccountable pause by Turenne’s invincible infantry. They knew that our army’s last hope, Condé’s cavalry on our left, was making an almighty effort to break through and relieve the centre. Thus the French massed and then wheeled to meet the last attack of their own countrymen, knowing that the feeble army opposite them was already broken and beaten. The coup-de-grace upon the royal army of Britain could safely be left to its own inveterate foe. At first I heard only the drums of these new regiments, coming over from the left of their line and moving into position ahead of the French. Then, through the gunsmoke, I saw spectral shapes that slowly solidified into the familiar standards and turtle-backed helmets of the New Model Army. At their head rode several troops of their cavalry: the Lord Protector’s own favoured men, the part of the army in which he had made his name. The cavalry of the Parliament and Commonwealth of England. The men who had ridden down and killed my father upon Naseby Field.

The sight of our new opponent was enough. Already the fine Spanish regiments to our right were retiring in good order from the field, covered by the artillery and what remained of our cavalry. The few German and Walloon regiments that had not broken in the early exchanges were now in headlong retreat. Villasanchez strode up and down the few yards around me, ordering men back into their ranks, berating their officers. He was an old soldier, and knew full well one of the oldest maxims of war. Cavalry rarely prevail against ordered units that hold their formation. But break your formation and run, and the cavalry will ride you down and hack you to pieces.

Good soldiers would have heeded the Spaniard’s orders, and some did, slowly recreating some semblance of an ordered line of muskets and pikes. But the royal army was full of the scrapings of the British islands, and many of them had witnessed enough. And for those men – those boys - yes, the sight of the Ironside cavalry truly was more than enough. Many of the Duke of York’s Irish regiment simply dropped their weapons onto the sand, turned and fled.

I moved to Villasanchez’s side as we watched the horsemen of the New Model manoeuvre into position for the charge. Without a word, I raised my sword in salute. He returned in kind. Then we turned and awaited the onslaught.

The line of cavalrymen, perhaps a hundred in all, came on in a trot at first, then broke into a canter. I felt their hooves shake the firm Flemish sand, heard the drumbeat of their tread. Finally, perhaps twenty yards from us, they levelled swords and pikes and broke into the gallop.

Villasanchez ordered our musketeers to give fire. It was a ragged volley – we could mass barely forty men for it – but at least two of the riders fell, one when a vast, ugly wound erupted in his horse’s shoulder and the beast stumbled in death-agony.

‘Hold steady!’ cried Villasanchez. ‘Pikemen, there! Hold, curse you!’

Unnerved by the terrible sight of the charge, several of the men in the centre of our makeshift line threw down their arms and ran. Their action sealed their fate, and ours. The cavalry pulled up short of our ranks where they held, with two or three less experienced men reining in too late and running themselves or their beasts onto our pike-points, but the gap in the middle allowed rider after rider to pour through. A trooper hacked down at me, but I parried his blow and then he was past – but his action distracted me from the assault of the man behind him, whose spear thrust low and caught me on the hip, tearing open a vivid red gash in my flesh –

‘Close ranks!’ cried Villasanchez, gesticulating wildly as he attempted to get our line reformed.

But it was too late. The horsemen who had already broken through were turning, ready to fall upon us from the rear. I ran into the gap and ordered the men nearest me to turn to face this new attack. As I did so a cavalryman attempted to ride me down, slashing viciously down onto my unprotected head. I just brought up my blade in time, but this was clearly both a competent horseman and swordsman. He turned his steed upon barely a few feet of sand and came for me again, this time in the classic cavalryman’s posture, his sword straight out at the end of his extended arm. All at once I became aware that there was another horseman, close behind me. I heard Villasanchez’s cry of warning, but that drew not only my attention to him. I saw the second horseman level his pistol at point-blank range and discharge it. I do not know where the ball struck Villasanchez. It span him round, and for one moment his hands raised above his head in what seemed like the gesture of benediction. I saw him slump forward, but did not see him strike the sand. For in that moment, the first cavalryman’s sword tore into the same shoulder that had been struck earlier in the morning. As the pain tore my conscious thoughts apart, I dimly saw the second cavalryman raise his empty pistol and bring it down on my head -

There was sand. In the sand was blood, and I knew it was mine. I was dimly aware of running feet, and of hooves. Strangely, the armies seemed to have parted and I had a clear sight of the sea: of the ships that lay there. The bells of Dunkirk were tolling for noon-day. Above them rose the sound of a trumpet, the hooves seemed closer, and the last sight I saw was a familiar blue, red, gold banner.

My last thought was, ‘Thanks to God, I have died for my king’.




Chapter Ten

There are angels. I have died, and I have seen them. To be precise, I have seen one. She was there when my disembodied eyes opened to peruse Heaven for the first time. And she was truly angelic. A pure face, full of sympathy and understanding. Clean, curling auburn hair. She spoke to me softly in a language I could not understand. The language of the angels. What else?

My reverie lasted for barely a few moments: the time it took me to register the facts that I had the most violent, raging pain imaginable in both my head and my shoulder. Heaven looked suspiciously like an unadorned room in a middling household. The language of the angels seemed to bear a remarkable resemblance to Dutch. And as the angel leaned over me to mop my brow with a damp cloth, I realised that I had seen her before: upon the quayside in Nieuwpoort, when I left on my fated expedition to England.

The door behind her opened, and I saw an even more familiar face: that of my brother.

‘Matthew Quinton,’ said Charles, Earl of Ravensden, standing over my bed and contemplating me, ‘I can only assume you have your grandfather’s legendary luck. You should be dead, brother.’

Through the nearly unbearable pain, I struggled to form words. ‘The battle – the army –’

‘Lost, as Dunkirk is lost. France and the Protector exult, and bestride Europe. Dunkirk is handed to Cromwell, as the price Mazarin agreed for the Ironsides’ intervention.’ Charles settled himself on a stool beside my bed and clutched my wrist, as though to confirm he could feel my pulse. ‘The army of Spain came off in fair order, but ours is no more. The King’s Guard, surrendered. The Duke’s Irish regiment, slaughtered by Cromwell’s cavalry – the onslaught that you attempted to prevent, and nearly paid with your life for so doing.’

‘How – how was I not taken? Not killed?’

‘The Duke of Gloucester brought up a troop of horse to reinforce your line. They stemmed the flood for barely a few minutes, but it was sufficient to retrieve you and get you clear.’

‘Villasanchez?’ I posed the question in an impossible hope, although I already knew the answer.

‘Dead. I assume so, in any event. Left on the field, with so many other good men. No doubt buried in a common pit by now. A thousand killed on our side, it’s said – five thousand more, wounded or captured.’

My thoughts turned to Francis Kilvern, and Dick Norris, and Dick’s Alice, who would not yet know he was dead. Alice, to whom I would one day deliver Dick’s ring.

Then a darker thought. ‘Mother?’

‘I have written to her. She will be here within a day, perhaps tonight.’ The formidable Dowager Countess was at Brussels, attending upon King Philip’s viceroy and attempting to win from that potentate a supply of new funds for the upkeep of both King Charles and the family of Quinton.

‘Then where is “here”, Charles?’

‘Here is Bruges, Matt. One of the houses owned by the estimable Meinheer van der Eide, a Dutchman who has been of much service to us. The traitorous Henfield’s vessel was one of his. Van der Eide’s daughter, here, has been tending upon you all the time since you were brought away from the battlefield. She seems quite taken with you.’

He nodded to the girl, who understood the gesture if not his words and smiled back at him. It was a pleasing smile.

‘I did not think the Dutch favoured Cavaliers,’ I said, struggling to divert my thoughts from the delightful creature before me, the dire prospect of my mother’s imminent return, and the excruciating pain that dominated all.

‘The Dutch favour money,’ said Charles wryly. ‘Meinheer van der Eide may be as dour a Calvinist and republican as one can meet, but he had invested a considerable amount in London before the late troubles in our country. The Puritans show no inclination to return any of it to him. Thus his one hope is to invest now in the restoration of the king.’

‘Vive le roi! Vive le Prince d’Orange!’ said the girl merrily.

‘Vous parlez français?’ I asked hopefully. She looked at me blankly.

‘Even the Moors can manage vive le roi,’ said Charles. ‘Now, brother, you must rest. You will need it before mother takes you into her tender care.’

He prepared to back away, but I raised my hand as far as I could manage. ‘Charles,’ I said, ‘the business in England – the letter. It was resolved?’

‘Resolved in one sense,’ he said. ‘In several senses, indeed. For instance, the rogue Henfield will never betray another of our agents.’ My brother smiled enigmatically. ‘And the letter was delivered to its recipient. As to its efficacy, only time will tell us that.’ Another thought occurred to him. ‘Jack Wilson has written. He was feted as a hero, as the saviour of the Protector’s friend Lady Dysart. Cromwell has even promoted him to captain. But he knew you would wish to know that the man named Tancred feeds the fishes of the Medway.’

I smiled, albeit feebly. Tom Clarabut, my friend, you are avenged.

‘Charles – ‘ He was leaving – ‘My Lord’. The urgent formality stayed him. ‘What was it for? What was it all for?’ Through my pain, my voice was barely more than a whisper.

The Earl of Ravensden looked at me curiously. ‘What is everything for, Matt? Everything we do? Why do you bear those wounds, and why do I – do what I must do?’ His voice was even quieter than usual. ‘That England may have its king again, brother. That is what it is all for.’



After my brother’s departure, I endeavoured to find a common means of communication with the maiden van der Eide. This proved uncommonly troublesome. I counted myself a good linguist, having learned French at the knee of my startlingly unconventional grandmother and Latin and a smattering of modern Italian from my uncle Tristram. It seemed that these, along of course with English, were among the few European tongues that the girl opposite me did not know, the van der Eides’ interests evidently being in the north of Europe and not in the south. She spoke German, it seemed, even some Swedish, and was clearly competent in Spanish – inevitably, for a family that did so much trade in Spanish Flanders. But the only words of that tongue which I knew had been learned around camp fires from Don Alonso de Villasanchez, and consisted entirely of expressions so grossly anatomical and obscene that I dared not utter them in the presence of this seeming innocent.

Finally I resorted to the age-old expedient of trying to get her to learn my name.

‘Matthew,’ I said, repeating it and pointing to myself as vigorously as I could. ‘My name is Matthew.’

She cocked an eyebrow. ‘Mah-too?’

‘Matthew! All one word!’

Then I remembered another of Tristram’s lessons: the history of the thirty years’ war, that had only barely ended when he first instructed me in it. ‘Of course, lad, much of it can be laid at the door of your namesake, the Holy Roman Emperor Matthias. That’s your name, in German. A hard T. If only he had been a harder Emperor.’

Once again I pointed at myself. ‘Matthias!’ I said, enunciating it very slowly: Matt-high-arse. I laughed at that, and she laughed delightedly along with me.

‘Matthias!’ she said, repeating it over to herself. ‘Matthias Kvin-tin. So.’

I pointed at her. ‘What – is – your – name?’

For the first time, she took my meaning at once.

‘Mijn naam is Cornelia,’ she said, and smiled sweetly.




Chapter Eleven

The storm had abated.

I was aware of the erstwhile Lord Protector’s rheumy old eyes upon me. As I returned his gaze, I could almost have sworn I saw the hint of tears in them. ‘My father was already dying,’ he said. ‘But the victory at the Dunes was one of the last things that rallied him. “God has not deserted us, Dick”, he told me. “Once again His divine providence has revealed itself in the cause of His righteous servants. Remember it, son, when you stand in my place”. And ten weeks later, there I stood – England’s ruler. But divine providence had intervened for my father so often, it had no measure left for Richard Cromwell.’

‘From what I saw of it, Master Cromwell, if God revealed himself for anyone that day, it was for the arms of France. For a Cardinal and his Catholic King. For the half-century of overweening French power that we have lived through since that day.’

Richard Cromwell looked away, then said quietly, ‘Perhaps my father was not so wrong, Matthew Quinton. France brought down the might of Spain, and now His Grace of Marlborough has brought down the might of France. All things in their time. But that which my father sought has come to pass, has it not? Britain bestrides Europe like a colossus, as he intended. Those who dissent from the established church have liberty of conscience, as he intended. Parliament now truly rules in England, as he intended.’ He smiled. ‘I thank God that I have lived long enough to see my father triumph from beyond the grave.’

Before I could respond to this brazen distortion of history, there was a knock upon the door. I turned and saw the face of young Barcock, my coachman, who informed me that he had scouted a little way along the road out of Cheshunt and believed it was fit to proceed. I nodded, dismissed him, and turned back to my strange dinner companion. By the time I did so, I knew full well that the words he had just spoken were no distortion at all: they were nought but the plain unvarnished truth. Truly England now was more a land of which Noll Cromwell would approve than one which would have found favour with either of my parents; or, indeed, with my younger self. The world had truly come full circle, and the ancient relic of history who sat before me was more in accord with the new times than was I, so many years his junior.

‘Well, sir,’ I said, ‘I shall leave you. My thanks for your good company and pleasant discourse. I bid you good day, Master Cromwell.’

I began to rise, but he lifted a hand to stay me. ‘Wait a while, Matthew Quinton,’ he said; and in that moment, there was about him a last glimmer of the forcefulness and commanding presence that still clung to the name of Cromwell, and to the office of Lord Protector. ‘Do you not wish to learn the true purpose of the letter you carried?’

Astonished, I settled back onto my stool. ‘The letter? You know something of it? Just one letter among thousands, so very long ago? But it was for my uncle, Tristram –’

‘Not so. Did not your brother tell you Tristram was but the last intermediary before its true recipient?’ Cromwell smiled. ‘It was for me, Quinton. Your uncle brought the letter to me. Humphrey Tennant was my alias in my secret correspondence with your king.’

I could barely register the words. This was beyond all comprehension. ‘The letter was for you?’

‘Indeed. The latest of several, but the most important by far – the one in which Charles Stuart outlined the terms he wished to offer me.’

‘Terms? To what end?’

‘The only end that mattered to him, and to you, I think. His restoration to the throne. The same to be engineered peaceably by myself within a year of my accession to the Protectorate. Your humble servant to be rewarded with a dukedom, the captain-generalcy of the army and ten thousand a year.’ The ancient creature eyed me wearily. ‘Exactly what he later gave my father’s lickspittle George Monck for handing him the crown upon a platter.’

I was speechless. But as I digested Cromwell’s words, I knew full well the truth of them. I remembered vividly the duplicitous, dissembling rogue that was His Late Majesty, King Charles the Second, and realised that then, in the desperate summer of 1658, he would have contentedly sold his soul to the devil if it got him back his throne; as, indeed, he sold it many times over in later years to ensure that he kept it.

‘Of course,’ said Cromwell, ‘I did not trust your uncle – no man ever did, as I recall.’ I nodded; even then, so many years after his unlikely end, I was no nearer fathoming the depths of the enigma that had been Doctor Tristram Quinton. ‘I feared that he might truly be an agent of my father, spinning an elaborate web to test my loyalty. Or of my brother Henry, who wanted to be Lord Protector as desperately as I did not. Or of one of the generals of the army, Fleetwood, Lambert or any of them, each of whom believed they would be a better successor to my father than I. So I forced your uncle to agree to my terms. The king’s letter had to be brought to England by someone who would effectively be a hostage, and a guarantor for Tristram’s bona fides. A courier whose life would matter to him, and to Charles Stuart. A courier who would be duly arrested and placed under the power of the army. True, he would subsequently escape, but that would not be suspicious; incompetent or corruptible guards were then two a penny. But the letter itself would be sent up to London among the ordinary course of mail intercepted from royalist agents, so that if it was intercepted and deciphered by anyone other than Tristram, it would be easy for him and me to deny all knowledge of its contents. Charles Stuart offering me a dukedom, and sending the offer by means of a callow earl’s brother who got himself arrested almost as soon as he got off the boat? Who would see in that anything but utter desperation on the part of the malignant cavalier party, sending a laughable unsolicited missive to the Protector’s heir?’

My thoughts crowded in upon each other like a congregation thronging the aisles to hear a popular preacher. The notion that my brother, my uncle and my king had offered me up, unwitting, as part of a dark conspiracy to place Charles Stuart upon the throne by the grace of Richard Cromwell, was a profound shock. Yet in the midst of it all, one thing that Cromwell had said nagged at me.

‘You said there were several letters. You did not, then, reject the king’s overtures out of hand?’

The old head shook. ‘I did not wish to rule,’ he said. ‘I could see even then that holding together the army and the country after my father’s death might be an impossible task for any man, let alone for such an ordinary fellow as myself. And would not a dukedom and ten thousand a year –’ he waved toward the four walls of the room- ‘would they not have been better than this?’

‘Then why did you not accept the king’s offer?’

‘Precisely for the reason I have said. If holding the country together would be impossible for me, so it might prove for Charles Stuart, also. I knew I could never bring the army to agree to it, so I took my chances with them, the devil I knew, rather than with your king. And there was one other thing, at the end.’ He took a long draught, wiped his lips and stared at me steadily. ‘Could you ever have betrayed the name and legacy of your father, Matthew Quinton?’

I looked away; for I knew, as the Lord Protector knew, that I had spent my life living up to that name and legacy, and those of my father’s father.

The old man nodded. ‘So, then. Neither could I betray the name and legacy of mine, for I was born a Cromwell.’ He smiled. ‘Yes, perhaps I could have been a duke, warm and pampered in my palace as Marlborough now is. But remember, Matthew Quinton, I could have been so much more than that, too. If my father had taken the crown when it was offered him by Parliament the previous summer, I could have been your King to this very day.’ My face must have betrayed either astonishment or contempt. ‘Is it really so inconceivable, Matthew Quinton? In our lifetimes, England has accepted a whoremaster and a Dutch sodomite as her kings. Many worse, before that. Why not an honest Huntingdon yeoman, then? His Majesty, Richard the Fourth - think upon it. Fate plays tricks upon all men, my friend. But upon me, it has played a veritable carnival.’

A little afterwards, upon the road to Ware – and many times since, to this day – I have thought upon my encounter with that most singular of men, Richard Cromwell; or as he once was, His Highness the Lord Protector, the man who was very nearly king. He lived on for a few more months, a last survivor of a world that had forgotten him long before.

A fate that now is mine.

Ave, then, Your Highness; ave, Tom Clarabut, my Ranter friend; and ave, Aymer Vasey, Ned Mercer, Francis Kilvern, Dick Norris and Alonso de Villasanchez, you long-gone ghosts of the battle upon the Dunes. Grant them eternal rest, oh Lord, and let light perpetual shine upon them.




Historical and Author’s Notes

As Ensign Royal states, the Battle of the Dunes was fought on 14 June 1658 between the Spanish army of Don John, supported by a small British royalist army under the Duke of York, and the French army of Marshal Turenne, supported by a far larger contingent of Oliver Cromwell’s Ironsides. I have followed the historical accounts of the battle as closely as possible; for example, a small detachment of English troops was indeed sent to reinforce the Spanish upon the great sand hill by the sea, and the subsequent action – the very last time when Englishman fought Englishman during the British Civil Wars and Interregnum - unfolded essentially as I have described it here. The French victory, and the fall of Dunkirk which resulted from it, was one of the most important milestones in France’s development into the most powerful military force in Europe. In due course that status was challenged and undermined by the series of stunning victories won by John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, during the War of the Spanish Succession (1701-13). Dunkirk itself became a British colony, albeit only for four years before the restored King Charles II sold it to France. It is probably unlikely that many of those waiting to be evacuated from the beaches of Dunkirk in 1940 realised that they were sheltering in the dunes where, three centuries before, two British armies had fought each other to the death; and to prove that history’s capacity to play tricks is as copious as Richard Cromwell said it was, before moving to the coast Don John’s army really did encamp around the town of Ypres, in the fields where so many descendants of both the royalist and roundhead armies would fall between 1914 and 1918. I have modified the chronology slightly to allow a longer interval between the army’s encampment at Ypres and its move to the coast.

Oliver Cromwell, Lord Protector of the Commonwealth of England, Scotland and Ireland, died ten weeks after the Battle of the Dunes, on 3 September 1658, the anniversary of his great victories at Dunbar and Worcester. Just over a year earlier he had been offered the crown by Parliament in the document known as the Humble Petition and Advice. After weeks of agonising, Cromwell refused the title of king but accepted all other aspects of the Petition. These included both the form of address ‘Your Highness’ and the right to nominate his successor. In the months that followed it became increasingly apparent that this would be his eldest surviving son, Richard. The younger Cromwell duly succeeded as Lord Protector, but he lacked his father’s powerbase in the army, so his relationship with the generals became increasingly fractious. There is no record of him having received overtures from the Royalists; but then, it is in the nature of such transactions that records of them are exceedingly unlikely to have survived. What is certain is that two years later, Charles II made a series of very similar offers to leading figures in the army and navy that persuaded them to abandon the cause of the Commonwealth and embrace that of a restored monarchy. Richard Cromwell effectively resigned in April 1659 and spent most of the next twenty years abroad, living under a series of aliases, before finally returning to England in about 1680. By 1709-10, the period in which the first and last chapters are set, he was indeed living quietly at Cheshunt; he died on 12 July 1712.

Other historical ‘characters’ to appear in Ensign Royal are the great ship Naseby, the famous figurehead of which was also described by Evelyn and Pepys, and Elizabeth, Countess of Dysart, who managed to be simultaneously one of Oliver Cromwell’s closest friends and an active member of the secret Royalist organisation, the Sealed Knot. I have invented Tom Clarabut the Ranter. Some historians, notably J C Davis, have argued that the Ranters themselves were a chimera invented to frighten moderate people and give the government an excuse to clamp down on fringe political and religious groups; plus ça change, plus c’est la même chose. I have preferred to adhere to the ‘party line’ that I absorbed during many History seminars through the 1980s and 1990s, namely that the Ranters were real, that they really did assume sin to be a false human construct, and that they really did have wild bacchanalian orgies.

Finally, Ensign Royal is a prequel to ‘the journals of Matthew Quinton’, a series of historical novels recounting Matthew’s adventures as an officer in the navy of King Charles II and Samuel Pepys. The titles in the series are:

In Gentleman Captain, the young Matthew Quinton narrowly escapes with his life from the shipwreck of his first command, a disaster caused partly by his ignorance of the sea. Unexpectedly granted a new ship by King Charles II, Quinton is entrusted with a delicate mission to put down rebellion in the western isles of Scotland, but discovers that treason is closer to home than he ever expected.

The Mountain of Gold sees Matthew ordered by the king to undertake a mission to West Africa to discover a mythical ‘mountain of gold’, the location of which is claimed to be known by a duplicitous Irish renegade from the Barbary Corsairs. With his family mired in the machinations of an alluring but dangerous courtesan, Matthew sets sail for the Gambia and becomes involved in a struggle to the death against a sinister and powerful opponent.

The Blast That Tears The Skies sees Matthew take an ancient, allegedly cursed ship and an unruly crew into action at the Battle of Lowestoft, the first battle of the Anglo-Dutch wars and one of the largest engagements in the sailing era. Meanwhile, and with London paralysed by the plague, some of those closest to Matthew are caught up in a mysterious conspiracy and the secret world of a shadowy spymaster. All of the book’s strands come together in a shattering climax when Matthew learns of a terrible secret in his own family’s history.

The Lion of Midnight takes Matthew to Sweden during the winter of 1665-6, a time when Britain is at war simultaneously with three of Europe’s greatest powers. Sweden itself is a hotbed of conspiracy, and Matthew is drawn into both a struggle for power and a battle against an old enemy which forces him to turn to two exceptionally unlikely and enigmatic allies. The book reaches its climax in a brutal engagement at sea.

The Battle of All The Ages centres on the astonishing Four Days Battle of 1666, one of the great epics of the age of sail. As well as risking life and limb in the battle itself, Matthew finds himself ordered by the King to investigate the mysterious intelligence failure that led to the English fleet being divided. In a place still hankering after the fallen Commonwealth, he encounters danger and intrigue, as well as having to battle the mysterious enemy sea-captain known as the Hell Hound, before he finally discover the unsettling truths about the division of the fleet.

Death’s Bright Angel, published to coincide with the 350th anniversary of the Great Fire of London, plunges Matthew and those dear to him into the very heart of that calamity. Effectively ‘two books in one’, the fictional story is complemented by a detailed historical investigation of the causes of the Great Fire, presenting new evidence to address a highly controversial question – was this colossal disaster really an accident?




‘Swashbuckling suspense, royal intrigue, and high seas naval action … an excellent series’ Publishers Weekly
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