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 Chapter One

In Charlie’s experience
most thefts were straightforward. A pickpocket, a robbery. Luggage
snatched from a stagecoach. But this crime was different. The
murder made no sense.

He eyed the corpse,
outstretched on the wooden floorboards. The long hair was matted
with blood and her face was battered beyond all recognition.
Glimpses of her hands and legs under the white nightshirt showed
her to have been young.

‘If you can
find the silver thimble,’ the man was saying, ‘you’ll find our
maid’s murderer and prove my wife innocent.’

‘This is where
your maid slept?’ Charlie asked, taking in the attic. He was trying
to put his finger on what was wrong with the scene. His eyes
flicked to the window. Charlie rarely passed beyond London’s thick
protective wall and out onto the yokel mud-tracks beyond Ald
Gate.

Down on the street, Brick
Lane workers were pressing clay, hauling bricks. A milkmaid with a
black eye led a skinny cow door-to-door. Plain-dressed goodwives
were going about their business. Two men were manhandling a
reluctant ram to Bethnal Green.

The man nodded.
Fitzgilbert. His name floated back to Charlie through the haze of
death. He had the beet-red nostrils and watery blue eyes of a
habitual snuff-taker. There was something familiar about his ratty
features that Charlie couldn’t yet place.

‘Her room was
grand for a maid,’ observed Charlie, taking in the scattering of
plain furnishings. There was a table, chair and a rug, moth-eaten
to shreds. Many families of ten didn’t own as much.

A piece of broken mirror
had been set into the eaves. Charlie saw his own expressive brown
eyes reflected back, narrowed in thought.

Framed in the glass he
could see a thick cluster of wooden crosses arranged by the window.
His eyes switched to the chimney breast, where Bible passages had
been chalked in a careful hand. Dust had been disturbed in the
hearth, he noticed.

He had that uneasy
feeling again. There was more to the room than met the eye. He
glanced at the desecrated face. The attack could have been a
robbery, he supposed. Certainly there were violent villains in this
part of London. He moved forward. The injuries to the face seemed
more … personal. As though someone had taken pains to blot out this
poor girl.

‘We meant to
have more servants here,’ Fitzgilbert was saying. ‘But my wife’s
condition … And now people say she murdered poor Nancy
…’

His voice cracked.
Charlie put a hand on Fitzgilbert’s shoulder and saw his reflected
self do the same. They made a strange pair – Fitzgilbert’s
close-cropped hair and spotless white collar next to Charlie’s
battered old gentleman’s coat and unkempt dark-blond hair. With the
exception of Charlie’s bare feet, they looked like a Roundhead and
a Cavalier from twenty years ago. As an orphan growing up in London
Charlie had never got on with shoes.

‘They say
you’re the best,’ Fitzgilbert went on, taking a shuddering breath.
‘The best thief-taker in London. Whoever killed our maid stole that
silver thimble. If you find it, you catch the killer. I’m certain
of it.’

Fitzgilbert brought out a
snuff box, flicked a precise quantity onto his thumb and took a
heavy sniff. He squinted, sneezed three times in fast succession,
then inhaled a second dose.

Charlie’s eyes settled
back on the disused fireplace. He moved towards the chimney. A
little flurry of footprints patterned the dusty boards.

‘Everyone
loved Nancy,’ Fitzgilbert said, wiping his nose with a plain
handkerchief. ‘This was a terrible crime.’

‘Maybe someone
loved her too much,’ said Charlie, stepping inside the hearth.
‘It’s a better reason to murder a girl than a thimble. Did she use
the fire recently?’ he added.

‘Nancy hasn’t
lit that fire since winter,’ said Fitzgilbert. ‘She was from
Lancashire. Didn’t feel the cold.’

Charlie took a tinderbox
from deep in his buttoned coat and sparked the flint. The flare of
light was enough. There was something hidden here. Pushed tight
into the side of the brick chimney.

He reached up and grasped
hold. Dust and soot drifted downwards as he worked it
free.

An old shoe had been
hidden high in the chimney.

‘This was put
here recently,’ observed Charlie. ‘It’s not been damaged by fire or
smoke.’

Fitzgilbert was staring.
They both knew what this meant. It was a common practice to place
shoes in the chimneys of haunted houses.

‘Someone put
this here to ward off evil,’ said Charlie. ‘Your wife?’

‘Elizabeth is
extremely devout,’ said Fitzgilbert. ‘My wife doesn’t believe in
charms and talismans. She won’t even dance a Maypole.’

‘Did anyone
else come up to this attic?’

‘Only Nancy.
It must have been she who placed it,’ conceded Fitzgilbert. He was
looking at the shoe as though it were cursed. ‘But she never said
anything to us,’ he added, ‘about fear of a haunting.’

Charlie examined the
shoe. It was old and worn. A woman’s, but much too expensive for a
maid.

The strangeness of the
attic room was making sense now. Charlie’s eyes went to the little
forest of crosses arranged by the window, the careful Bible script
chalked on the walls.

Nancy wasn’t
devout. She was scared.

‘So your maid
was frightened of something,’ he said, turning the shoe. ‘Or
someone.’

 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Two

‘I’ve never
seen it before,’ insisted Fitzgilbert as he led Charlie back down
the stairs and through the large house. Each room they passed was
bizarrely plain. There were no wall hangings, no paintings, no
rugs. Just a huge cross and a Bible in every room. It was more like
a monastery than a home.

It’s like
Cromwell’s still alive, thought Charlie,
remembering the monochrome London in the years after the civil
war.

‘You’re
certain you don’t recognise the shoe?’ pressed Charlie.

‘It’s not a
style Elizabeth would wear,’ said Fitzgilbert firmly. ‘She favours
sober dress. Plain black shoes. Buckles. This is … It’s a frivolous
kind of thing.’ He looked warily at the shoe.

They walked through the
Fitzgilberts’ unadorned front door and Charlie felt Brick Lane’s
clay soil between his bare toes.

Up ahead women squatted,
cutting at vast mounds of red earth with string to extract stones.
Men slapped loaves of clay into moulds. The wide road east was
paved with drying bricks and tiles like the scales of a great
sleeping dragon.

‘A single old
shoe to ward off witches and bad things,’ said Charlie, plumbing
his memory. It was a common enough charm for Londoners, if they
suspected an evil spirit.

He weighed it in his
hand. The curved little heel, the embroidered sides. Whoever it
fitted might have answers. He opened the buttoned front to see if
the toe-prints inside gave any clue. Within was a poorly woven corn
dolly.

‘She was
frightened of demons?’ he asked, examining the poppet. It was a
rough approximation of a man with a stubbly beard. A crude cross
had been strapped to the figure.

Fitzgilbert stared at the
shoe. His hand went reflexively to his own neatly bearded
face.

Behind them shouts went
up. The workers were getting ready to light the kiln. Trays of
bricks were ferried past in earnest. One of the brickmakers nodded
his head in mock salute to Fitzgilbert.

‘Lord
Sneezalot,’ he grinned, ‘let’s hope your father finds you a better
wife this time.’

Fitzgilbert frowned and
muttered something inaudible while fumbling for his snuff
box.

Charlie put the facts
together.

Fitz.
Illegitimate son of Gilbert.

He’d thought Fitzgilbert
looked familiar. The man carried the shame of illegitimacy on his
scrawny shoulders, along with the same wiry black hair and ratty
features as his philandering father. This explained why he owned an
expensive half-timbered house yet wore plain, pin-neat Puritan
clothes. And why he could afford a costly snuff habit. The Gilberts
had interests in tobacco colonies and would find money to keep
scandal at bay. Fitzgilbert’s case had suddenly become more
interesting.

‘I never …
Nancy never said anything about demons.’ Fitzgilbert was looking
distractedly at the departing brickmaker. He worked snuff into his
nostril.

Charlie turned the poppet
in his hands.

A good
Christian girl and an attic full of heathen charms.

‘How came your
maid to have silver?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know.
The vicar told us about it,’ Fitzgilbert replied, his red nose
quivering. ‘He saw Nancy with it in church and was concerned she
might have stolen it.’

‘Might
she?’

Fitzgilbert shook his
head violently then sneezed. ‘Such a thing is impossible,’ he said.
‘Nancy was a good sweet Christian girl …’ The words caught in his
throat.

‘A jealous
lover?’ suggested Charlie.

‘Nancy had no
interest in men,’ said Fitzgilbert. ‘She had none of that silliness
you find in many girls.’

‘Anyone else
who might wish her harm?’

Another shake of the
head. Fitzgilbert began dosing out more snuff.

‘What of
Nancy’s vicar?’ Charlie asked. ‘Where might I find him?’

‘I have no
idea,’ said Fitzgilbert testily. ‘Nancy worshipped in some secret
commoners’ church. She once joked it should be Baptist, not
Puritan, for all the damp inside. Our faith is sadly persecuted in
London,’ he added bitterly. ‘My wife and I are forced to worship
privately in my father’s chapel.’

Charlie brought the
picture of the girl’s corpse to mind. The features had been caved
in, the frenzy of blows making it hard to discern a weapon shape.
But at the sides of the face, the injuries were straight-edged and
palm-width. Something with a flat heavy base like a candlestick,
Charlie thought.

‘Why was your
wife accused?’ he asked, watching Fitzgilbert carefully. In his
experience, young maidservants and old masters went hand in hand
with trouble.

Fitzgilbert glanced
nervously at the brickmakers. Several women had stood to watch
their conversation. He raised his snuff-loaded thumb and inhaled
the entire quantity. Charlie winced.

‘My wife
speaks in tongues, Mr Tuesday,’ Fitzgilbert said, working his
nostril to keep the snuff inside. ‘It’s a noble condition, well
known in ancient, kinder times.’ He shook his head disgustedly,
looking to the leather-aproned men loading kiln bricks.

‘The people
here don’t understand,’ he said, lowering his voice. ‘They accuse
her of terrible things.’ He made a succession of near-sneezes.
‘They call her witch.’

 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Three

Fitzgilbert was pointing
up at the attic window.

From this angle his house
looked outsized and looming next to the small wooden dwellings near
to Bethnal Green’s grassy expanse.

‘It must have
been through the window,’ confirmed Fitzgilbert. ‘He got in that
way. The front door hadn’t been broken open. Neither had the
downstairs windows. But Nancy’s attic window was open. She never
would have left it so.’

The window casement was
small, Charlie thought, for a robber burly enough to inflict such
damage on a victim. He glanced along the muddy road. Corn dollies
were strung in doorways. Livestock grazed. Rib-thin vagrants dozed
under hedges. Over everything was the roar of the kiln, the shouts
of the men and the red dust of the brickworks.

‘You believe a
robber learned of Nancy’s silver thimble, broke in and stole it?’
Charlie surmised, looking at the tiny casement.

‘An apprentice
saw from the street, Nancy’s blood spattered on the attic window.’
Fitzgilbert pointed at the diamond-paned glass, which was flecked
with dried blood. ‘The boy started raving. We heard him from our
bed chamber. A tanner or brick boy by his clothes. Horrid creature
he was. Great mop of lice-ridden ginger hair,’ Fitzgilbert mimed.
‘Loud gutter-London accent.’ His face puckered at the memory. ‘He
was shouting of my wife’s witchcraft. A mob gathered. They insisted
on seeing inside the room. That was how we found Nancy.’

‘And they took
your wife?’

‘Dragged her
from her bed and took her straight to the Clink prison,’ said
Fitzgilbert. The full horror of this seemed to be dawning on him.
He buried his ratty features in his hands. ‘She languishes with
felons!’ he cried.

Fitzgilbert’s eyes had
misted slightly. His trembling hands reached for the snuff box. ‘My
poor wife. With age, she is less certain. Confused of things. But
she is a gentle Christian soul who would never … Certainly, she
couldn’t have done that.’

Fitzgilbert was blinking
rapidly, his eyes flicking to the attic window. ‘She couldn’t have
done that,’ he repeated in a whisper.

He seemed to be
convincing himself. ‘So will you help?’ he asked. ‘I can pay well.
But I must ask for discretion and speed. This must be resolved
quickly for the sake of my family name.’

He tipped snuff, sniffed,
sneezed.

Charlie
hesitated.

‘I can only
undertake to find the thimble,’ he said, meeting Fitzgilbert’s pale
blue eyes. ‘I’m a thief-taker. I have no authority to find a
murderer.’

‘Find the
thimble and you’ll find the killer,’ said Fitzgilbert
firmly.

‘If that’s the
outcome, I’ll be sure the criminal is brought to justice,’ said
Charlie carefully.

He was thinking of the
tiny attic window, high up and hard to enter. From what he’d seen,
the girl’s murder was an inside job.

‘But if I find
the thimble,’ continued Charlie, ‘and it isn’t in the killer’s
possession, you must still pay my dues.’

Fitzgilbert nodded, but
he was thinking. Charlie put out his hand quickly, before the other
man could piece together the subtext.

If your wife
isn’t innocent, I don’t want you to renege on payment.

Fitzgilbert shook
Charlie’s hand automatically.

‘I’ll make
haste,’ promised Charlie. ‘I know who buys and sells silver in the
City. I’ll ask some questions, find some answers.’

Fitzgilbert looked
relieved. ‘The sooner the villain is caught the better,’ he
said.

Charlie nodded in reply.
But he didn’t add what he was really thinking.

There’s a
good chance she’s already behind bars.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Four

The Bucket of Blood
tavern was Charlie’s favourite place in London. The half-timbered
interior was warmed by a range fire and a steaming cauldron of meat
puddings. Casks of good ale lined the broad central table, and
barefoot boys milled among the cheerful drinkers, selling cakes and
provisions. You didn't want for anything in the Bucket if you had
money or friends. And it was the best place in the City for
information.

‘The silver
thimble hasn’t been sold,’ said the silversmith, shaking his head
and taking a long swig of ale.

‘You’re
certain?’ said Charlie, raising his voice over the din. The tavern
was hosting a prizefight, and bare-knuckled boxers were slugging it
out in the corner.

‘Not to anyone
who deals in silver,’ said the silversmith. ‘That thimble hasn’t
changed hands in London.’ He shook his grizzled head again. A
little bear of a man, he wore a thick cambric doublet and matching
blue breeches. Around his neck hung a medley of grimed silver
wares: spoons, rings and snuff boxes.

‘The thimble
might already have been sold at a market,’ suggested Charlie. ‘Or
somewhere outside the City.’

The silversmith
shrugged.

‘It’s
possible. But the thief would have got a common metal price for
it,’ he said. ‘Barely worth the risk of hanging.’

Charlie thought back to
the crime. Nothing suggested an opportunist or stupid
thief.

‘Melted down?’
he suggested. ‘Fashioned into something else?’

The silversmith shook his
head with certainty.

‘Not a drop of
silver gets melted without the Guild’s say-so. You’d need a furnace
such as we have. I’d know if a thimble had been cast in its great
red belly.’

The silversmith, Charlie
remembered, was prone to a poetic turn of phrase when drinking.
Soon after came the singing. Charlie’s gaze lighted on a boy with a
tray of pies.

‘Something to
eat?’ he suggested, turning the few pennies in his pocket. It was
important to keep the man sober.

‘I’d rather
keep room for the beer,’ replied the silversmith genially, taking
another deep swig.

There was a shout from
the crowd. One of the boxers had landed a particularly impressive
blow. Blood splattered the sawdust.

The silversmith winced.
‘Who did you bet on?’ he asked, eyeing the burly
fighters.

‘The winner,’
replied Charlie, taking a long sip of beer. ‘Why would a maid own a
silver thimble?’ he said, thinking out loud.

‘It was the
fashion during Cromwell’s time to have them instead of engagement
rings,’ said the silversmith. ‘Some Puritan folk keep the
tradition.’ He leaned back to observe the fight. ‘They won’t have
jewels or trinkets or useless things.’

‘I didn’t know
that,’ said Charlie, wondering if Fitzgilbert had.

‘The betrothed
girl gets a thimble,’ explained the silversmith. ‘She uses it to
sew her dowry clothes.’ He grinned, revealing a silver denture
plate welded with dead men’s teeth. ‘No one can accuse the
bride-to-be of frivolity, for her betrothal gift was put to good
use,’ he concluded.

‘So Nancy, the
good Christian girl, was secretly betrothed,’ said Charlie
thoughtfully.

One of the fighters hit
the floor with a crash. Cheers went up. The fallen man staggered
up, pulled over a table and righted himself to riotous
shouts.

‘Do they have
any particular features, these betrothal thimbles?’ asked
Charlie.

The silversmith
considered. ‘Nothing I can call to mind,’ he said eventually.
‘Puritans aren’t for fancy decorations. Perhaps a little more
working. A turned edge, more patterning. They cannot make them too
elaborate, you see. For fear of upsetting God.’

He crossed
himself.

‘But then the
girl has two gifts instead of one,’ Charlie pointed out. ‘They must
have a band for the ceremony.’

‘Women are
clever, are they not?’ grinned the silversmith. ‘Especially when it
comes to weddings.’ He nudged Charlie. ‘You’d know about that,’ he
added.

Charlie, infamous for
choosing the wrong women, gave a slight smile.

‘A good thing
too,’ opined the silversmith. ‘Cromwell’s republic nearly starved
us jewel men. Plain dress and nothing showy.’ He shook his head.
‘You’ll never hear me say a bad word against King Charles,’ he
concluded, lifting his tankard. ‘His mistresses have been the
making of me.’

‘There can’t
be many betrothal thimbles made now,’ said Charlie. ‘Can you find
out who made one recently?’

The silversmith looked
meaningfully at his empty tankard.

Charlie refilled it and
chalked a mark by his symbol on the barrel. He flicked a glance at
the two fighters. They were rounding on one another warily, panting
with exhaustion. Charlie was relying on the outcome to settle his
tab.

‘It’s not a
common item nowadays,’ agreed the silversmith, as Charlie handed
him the foaming beer. ‘I might be able to find out who commissioned
it. But not if it were struck during Cromwell’s rule,’ he added.
‘Too many thimbles. Too long ago.’

‘How long
would it take you to find out?’

The silversmith drained
half the tankard in one.

‘Give me a day
or so,’ he said. ‘I’ll ask about. Only three men who do that kind
of work. If I learn something, I’ll find you.’ He tipped the last
few drops from the tankard into his mouth, nodded thanks and left
the Bucket of Blood.

While Charlie was
thinking over his next move, the bare-knuckle match ended and the
bloodied victor pocketed his prize money. Charlie raised a hand and
beckoned him. The boxer grinned a gap-toothed smile and sauntered
over.

‘A good fight,
John,’ said Charlie, slapping him on the back. ‘You must have
enough to marry that girl of yours by now.’

‘Next week,’
said John, grinning. ‘We’re in your debt. I’d still be hod-carrying
for four pence if you hadn’t arranged my first fight. What brings
you to the Bucket?’

‘I’m in search
of a silver thimble,’ said Charlie. ‘Stolen from a murdered Puritan
girl.’

‘A murdered
Puritan,’ said John, wrinkling his nose. ‘Them black and white
folks?’

‘Cromwell’s
religion,’ agreed Charlie. ‘From before our Merry Monarch.’ He eyed
John’s bulky physique. ‘Would you like to repay that favour?’ he
asked.

‘Any time you
ask it of me,’ replied the boxer genially. His face was flush with
drink and victory.

‘How about
now?’ said Charlie. ‘I need muscle. We’re going to the
Clink.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Five

The guard led them down
the steps into the Clink. Charlie steadied his breathing. He had a
deep dislike of prisons and a healthy distrust of gaolers. Having
grown up an orphan in the City, he had always obeyed the cardinal
rule of those who danced in the twilight of legality.

Never enter a
prison without a friend larger than the gaoler.

While John plodded next
to him through the narrow corridors, whistling the cheerful tune of
a law-abiding man, Charlie’s litany of goods-off-the-back-of-carts,
angry husbands and starving thieves he’d let escape the noose
rolled through his mind.

The damp corridors closed
tighter around them and the air grew impossibly humid and stinking.
They passed a furnace where manacles and a selection of hideous
tools were laid ready for use. A low babble of moans washed over
them.

‘Mistress
Fitzgilbert is one of the lucky ones,’ opined the gaoler as they
approached several thick doors. ‘Her husband paid for a private
cell.’

‘Has she had
any visitors?’ asked Charlie.

‘You’re the
first. People fear gaol fever. It’s rife.’

As he spoke, eyes began
appearing at the narrow gratings of the cells. Charlie heard a
reedy voice beg for bread. The guard thumped a door and the sound
ceased.

‘Doesn’t do to
keep them well fed,’ said the turnkey philosophically. ‘Gives ’em
ideas. This way,’ he added. ‘She’s the door at the end.’

Charlie slipped behind
John, and pushed a piece of bread he’d stowed for his dinner
through the cell grating. He heard hands fall on it
hungrily.

Now the gaoler was
unlocking Elizabeth Fitzgilbert’s cell with a large key.

Charlie couldn’t say what
he’d been expecting to see. A mad woman cowed with fear perhaps, or
staring out at them in confusion. But he wasn’t at all prepared for
the calm countenance that greeted them.

Elizabeth Fitzgilbert was
in her early forties, sitting tall and erect with straight handsome
features and large green eyes. Her brown hair was mostly hidden
beneath an old-fashioned cloth cap and she wore a sober black dress
with a large white collar. A plain brass cross hung around her neck
and a small Bible was her only noticeable possession.

She looked like a woman
who had not been told Cromwell had died and a flamboyant king now
sat on the throne.

Elizabeth stood to greet
them. Charlie watched her buckled black shoes scrape the muddied
straw.

‘The
Thief-Taker,’ she said, bobbing a half-curtsy. ‘My husband wrote,
telling me to expect you.’

‘What did he
tell you to expect?’ asked Charlie, thrown by her calm
manner.

‘He said you
would prove my innocence,’ she said. Her large eyes suggested she
wasn’t sure of this herself. ‘He seems to have great faith in
you.’

Her eyes landed on
John.

‘Perhaps you
have means I’m unfamiliar with,’ she added, looking now at
Charlie’s scarred face.

‘Incident with
a horse,’ said Charlie, touching the kink in his nose and the
sliver of scar on his lip. He winked. ‘I tell larger men it was a
knife fight.’

Elizabeth gave a brief
smile.

‘But I’m not
here to prove your innocence,’ he added. ‘I’m a thief-taker. Here
to find the silver thimble.’ He paused. Elizabeth’s eyes had
darkened.

‘You’re not a
good man as I hoped,’ she muttered.

‘No,’ agreed
Charlie apologetically. ‘Your husband …’ he added, ‘you’re not what
I expected.’

She lifted an
eyebrow.

‘You expected
someone confused? Raving? My husband does like to exaggerate my
condition,’ she said.

‘What is your
condition?’

‘I can’t say
for certain,’ said Elizabeth. ‘Only sometimes I wake up and don’t
know what happened. My husband tells me I rave. Speak in tongues.
It doesn’t happen often. But it makes me seem devout, you see.
Touched by angels. And my husband is very concerned that we are
seen as proper.’

‘His
illegitimacy?’ guessed Charlie. ‘He’s ashamed of it?’

‘All bastards
are,’ said Elizabeth. ‘And with Lord Gilbert’s drinking and
carousing, my poor husband has a heavy atonement to bear. But you
didn’t come here to talk of his religious fervour.’

‘No.’ Charlie
drew out the shoe. ‘I came to talk of this.’

Something seemed to
shrink back in Elizabeth’s eyes.

‘What would I
know of that?’ she said.

‘I would
expect a great deal,’ said Charlie. ‘Since this is your
shoe.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Six

Elizabeth stood
straight-backed, her face impassive.

‘What makes
you say that?’ she said.

You just told
me, thought Charlie.

‘I’ve an eye
for detail,’ he said aloud, holding out the shoe. Charlie nodded to
the muddy footprints on the gaol floor. ‘It looks the right size
for your foot,’ he added, placing the shoe next to an identically
sized print.

‘You can’t be
certain of that.’

‘Put it on and
prove me wrong,’ he said.

Elizabeth hesitated. Then
she sighed.

‘It’s from
before my marriage. Puritans are scathing of frivolous things. But
some belongings … Some things I kept. A dress. A few gloves and
shoes. My husband doesn’t know,’ she added, glancing up at
Charlie.

‘Did you give
the shoe to Nancy?’

Elizabeth nodded. ‘She
needed an old shoe,’ she said. ‘For some charm or
other.’

‘She didn’t
say what the charm was for?’

‘Protection,
or good luck or some such.’ Elizabeth shrugged. ‘She was a country
girl. From Lancashire. Nancy had some strange ways, but they kept
her happy. So long as she went to church we didn’t begrudge
it.’

There was something in
Elizabeth’s face that didn’t quite fit what she was
saying.

‘What other
strange ways did she have?’ asked Charlie, watching her
carefully.

Elizabeth smiled faintly.
‘Nothing different from most country maids. There was a
fortune-teller she went to see after church on Sundays. Old Joan or
Jenny or the like.’

‘Do you know
where this fortune-teller practised?’

Charlie recalled
Fitzgilbert’s description of Nancy. The sensible girl who only left
the house to visit church.

‘Somewhere
near Ald Gate. She never mentioned the street.’

Charlie sucked at his
scarred lip in frustration. The streets around Ald Gate were
clustered with fortune-tellers conning silly women from their
pennies.

‘Your husband
thinks Nancy only left the house for church,’ he said.

That faint smile again.
‘My husband was mistaken, Mr Thief-Taker. But men tended to be,
when it came to Nancy.’

‘She had a way
with men?’ suggested Charlie.

‘Her beauty
was only part of it,’ said Elizabeth, her eyes far away. ‘Nancy was
captivating. She could compel people to do whatever she wanted. Not
just men.’ She nodded to the shoe and shook her head. ‘Men became
obsessed with her.’

‘Which
men?’

‘The
red-headed boy who had me arrested.’ Elizabeth smiled wryly. ‘He
thought himself in love with her. Why else do you think he took
such an interest in Nancy’s bedroom window?’

‘Your husband
didn’t mention knowing the lad,’ said Charlie. ‘He took your
accuser for a common apprentice who happened to be passing
by.’

‘My husband
isn’t the most astute of social observers.’ Elizabeth looked away.
‘The red-headed boy was always skulking near the house,’ she said.
‘Hoping for a glimpse of Nancy. He witnessed some of my … episodes.
My fits. He thought my witchcraft was keeping Nancy away from him.’
She raised her eyebrows to signal the ludicrousness of this. ‘That
was how Nancy was. No one held her responsible for things,’ she
added.

‘What of your
husband and Nancy?’ asked Charlie.

Elizabeth
flinched.

‘My husband is
a faithful man.’

‘He didn’t
find Nancy beautiful?’

Elizabeth’s fists
clenched.

‘All men found
Nancy beautiful,’ she said shortly. ‘Likely my husband looked. He
may have even imagined. But he never acted upon it.’

‘How can you
be so certain?’ pressed Charlie.

She smiled thinly. ‘He’s
a bastard son. Hanging by a thread on Lord Gilbert’s favour. His
reputation could take no misdeed.’

‘What of
Nancy’s reputation?’

‘Everyone
thought her an angel,’ said Elizabeth. She gave a scoffing kind of
laugh and Charlie heard bitterness.

‘You didn’t
think of her as pure?’

‘No, Mr
Tuesday, I did not.’

‘Nancy had
lovers?’ he asked.

‘How else
would she come to possess a silver thimble?’ Elizabeth gave a sad
smile. ‘Men see purity when it suits them. And it always seems to
match a pretty face.’ She lifted her eyes to Charlie’s. ‘I feel
sorry for men in that way,’ she concluded.

‘What of your
husband?’ asked Charlie. ‘Do you feel sorry for him?’

Something twitched in her
face then. Fear or hurt. It was gone almost as quickly, but they
both knew Charlie had seen the slip.

‘You didn’t
marry for love,’ Charlie discerned.

She let out a long
sigh.

‘There’s
nothing in the Bible to condemn it. I am a good and obedient wife
to him.’

‘But you’ve no
children.’

Her green eyes flicked
sharply up at Charlie.

‘God never
blessed us. I am a good wife, Mr Tuesday. I always did my wifely
duty.’

‘There is
something you don’t tell me,’ said Charlie. ‘About the thimble. I
usually know when people are lying to me. But mostly it’s to save
their own skin. You stand accused of witchcraft and I think you
know something that could prove your innocence.’

Elizabeth opened her
mouth and closed it again. Her hands shook very
slightly.

‘If I don’t
find the thimble,’ said Charlie, ‘you’ll likely burn.’

A hardness settled over
Elizabeth’s handsome features.

‘Do you
believe in God’s divine wisdom, Mr Tuesday?’

The question took him by
surprise.

‘I believe in
God,’ he said. ‘But He’s no lover of London.’

‘I offer
myself to God’s mercy,’ said Elizabeth, folding her hands. She was
locked away now. A pillar of piety.

‘God may be
merciful,’ said Charlie, growing frustrated, ‘but if I had a penny
for every innocent hanged I wouldn’t live on Cheapside.’

‘What makes
you so sure I’m hiding something?’

Charlie glanced to the
door. He could see the gaoler’s heavy form lumbering towards them.
‘It’s a gift,’ he said distractedly. ‘If you want to prove me
wrong, swear on the Bible you’ve told me all you know.’

Elizabeth looked
away.

There was a hammering on
the other side of the cell door.

‘Time to go!’
shouted the turnkey. ‘Your visit with the witch is
over.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Seven

‘Did you
notice the string around her neck?’ said Charlie as he and John
followed the gaoler through the winding prison.

John shook his
head.

‘Elizabeth
keeps something concealed beneath her dress,’ said
Charlie.

‘A crucifix,’
reasoned John. ‘Valuable, so she hides it from the
gaoler.’

He shot a glance ahead to
check they couldn’t be overheard.

‘Could be a
crucifix,’ said Charlie. ‘Could be a thimble. Certainly she knows
something she’d rather burn for than confess.’

‘Loyalty to
the husband,’ suggested John.

‘Or she’s
scared of him.’ Charlie’s instincts were telling him this was more
likely.

They passed through a
thick door and up into another dark corridor.

‘Nancy only
left the house to visit church and a fortune-teller,’ said Charlie
as the guard turned the heavy lock behind them. ‘If she had a
lover, she likely met him at church. But why keep the betrothal
secret?’

He thought for a
moment.

‘First I’ll
find Nancy’s vicar,’ he said. ‘He saw the thimble. Maybe he can
tell me something more of it. Then I’ll go to Bethnal Green. Ask
some questions. Try and find the red-headed apprentice. If only we
knew which fortune-teller Nancy visited. I’ll wager she could tell
us much.’

They were passing by
longer-term felons now. Filthy arms stretched from the cell
grates.

Charlie eyed John. ‘I
imagine your Rosie is impatient for the wedding?’

‘We make each
other oaths every day,’ said John. ‘Rosie will wash her dress
especially and has made a garter from an old ribbon. She is clever
in that way.’ There was a faraway look in his eyes. ‘She is my sun
and moon, Charlie,’ he said. ‘We shall be the happiest people you
ever saw wed.’

‘How should
you like to buy her some extra pretty gifts for the
day?’

John tilted his head,
only half comprehending.

‘A Puritan
church won’t take kindly to questions,’ explained Charlie. ‘Not
while King Charles sends men to break them up. If you come along
with me and we find the thimble, I’ll be sure you’re well
rewarded.’

‘I’ve never
known you fail,’ said John agreeably. ‘I have a fight tomorrow, but
can otherwise be at your disposal. My Rosie would like some coins
for luck,’ he added, his heavy features softening at the
thought.

Charlie nodded
gratefully. Infractions regularly broke out in churches. Pockets of
bad feeling had festered since the civil war twenty years
ago.

‘First we’ll
have to find it,’ said Charlie. ‘Most Puritans worship in secret.
Unless they’ve a private chapel like the Gilberts.’

Charlie ran through his
mental map of the City.

‘Nancy saw a
fortune-teller near Ald Gate,’ he said. ‘She lived near Bethnal
Green. Even Fitzgilbert wouldn’t spare his maid a whole Sunday
morning to say her prayers. Nancy’s church must have been somewhere
between the two.’

‘I thought you
knew all the secret places in the City,’ said John.

Up ahead the gaoler
slowed his pace. Something about the movement made Charlie
uneasy.

‘Not outside
London’s walls,’ he said, lowering his voice. ‘And Puritans keep
their churches well hidden. Attics, basements.’

Charlie could sense the
turnkey straining to hear their conversation.

‘Nancy told
Fitzgilbert her church was damp and cold,’ he said, trying to
dispel the fear of being locked in.

‘A cellar
then,’ said John. ‘But there’s probably a hundred cellars between
Bethnal Green and Ald Gate.’

‘Not all are
damp enough to invite comment,’ said Charlie. He cast a quick look
to the gaoler. ‘Nancy joked her church should be Baptist for all
the water.’

As he said the words
something came to him. An idea.

‘There’s an
old river that runs from Bishops Gate to Petticoat Lane,’ he said,
thinking aloud. ‘It was covered over to stop people using it as a
sewer. Plenty of water in those parts.’

Charlie pictured the
houses crossing the old river near Ald Gate and Bethnal Green.
There were only a handful.

They could see the door
to the exit now. Charlie let out a breath he didn’t know he’d been
holding. He resisted the urge to run towards it.

The guard stopped and
turned to them, swinging his keys thoughtfully.

‘Most of the
thief-takers are known to me,’ he said. ‘But not you.’

Charlie understood the
implication. Gaolers were paid for each prisoner and more for
confessions. Most thief-takers took bribes to bring in
felons.

‘I’ve an
arrangement with old Noilly at Bridewell,’ he lied.

The guard shook his
head.

‘I don’t think
you do,’ he said. ‘I’ve spoken to some of the other gaolers.
There’s a feeling Charlie Tuesday thinks himself high and mighty.
Above bringing felons to the noose.’

‘I get paid to
return property,’ replied Charlie in the same easy tone. ‘What
happens to the thieves isn’t my concern.’

‘Yet you could
take a few pence more for sending them my way,’ suggested the
turnkey. He frowned. ‘I think you know the whereabouts of a fair
few guilty men.’

Charlie could see him
mentally calculating his profits.

‘I’ve a
feeling you’ll be staying with us a spell,’ decided the gaoler.
‘Just until we get a few names out of you.’ His hands went to the
heavy bunch of keys at his hip. Charlie glanced at the door out. It
looked impossibly thick.

‘I’ll give you
a name now,’ he said, gauging the distance to the exit. ‘John
Smith.’

The turnkey frowned. ‘Not
heard of that one. What’s he guilty of?’

Charlie’s eyes slid
across to John. He made the smallest of nods to the keys. John
understood immediately.

‘He’s a
prizefighter,’ said Charlie. ‘Wins every fight. Knocks men
unconscious with a single blow.’

‘Fighting’s
not a crime,’ grumbled the gaoler.

‘No,’ said
Charlie, ‘but I’ve a feeling he’ll help me escape the Clink quite
soon.’

The guard’s beady eyes
narrowed, trying to make sense of what he’d just heard.
Understanding dawned as John came at him.

The gaoler’s eyes opened
wide in shock as the prizefighter’s massive fist crunched into his
jaw, sending him spinning. Charlie darted forward and freed the
bunch of keys in a quick movement. John’s next punch hit the
gaoler’s chin, driving his head back, then a final blow drove him
to the ground.

Charlie flipped the keys
in his hand and raced for the door, with John behind
him.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Eight

‘You’re losing
your touch,’ said Charlie, as he and John arrived on Whitechapel
Lane. ‘It took you three blows to land that turnkey.’

‘Coulda done
it in one if I’d wanted,’ sniffed John. ‘I prefer to save my
knuckles. He was a heavy man.’

Charlie dropped to his
haunches and considered the street. Immediately he felt
disappointed.

‘No cellars,’
he said, peering along the row of neat brick and wooden houses.
‘The church can’t be here.’ Charlie sucked his scarred lip. ‘I
could have sworn …’

He eyed the street again,
pondering. A ditch ran alongside the houses, filled with vegetable
scraps and other refuse. Somewhere beneath their feet a river ran.
Charlie was certain it explained the damp in Nancy’s church. But if
there were no cellars, where could it be?

‘Brick Lane to
the east,’ he muttered. ‘They’ll be sure to use a water source to
make bricks. And there’s a brewers there who need a
well.’

Charlie let his mind
track the direction of the hidden river. By his best reckoning it
wound near to where they stood. But there was nothing here besides
neat houses.

Something about that
struck him as odd.

‘We’re a
stone’s throw from Brick Lane,’ he said slowly. ‘But these houses
aren’t built from new London Brick. They’re made with old Roman
ones.’

He pointed to the slim,
worn bricks.

‘So people
have dug out old Roman bricks,’ shrugged John. ‘They do it all over
London.’

‘They do it
near to old Roman constructions,’ corrected Charlie. ‘There’s
probably a Roman sewer nearby.’

He scanned the street.
His eyes flashed as he made out a tell-tale brick arch set low in
the ditch. Something had occurred to him.

‘Perhaps,’
said Charlie slowly, ‘Fitzgilbert got it wrong. Perhaps Nancy made
the Baptist joke, not because of the damp. But because of the
location.’

‘What do you
mean?’ John’s large face was scrunched in puzzlement.

‘There’s a
Roman bathhouse,’ said Charlie, ‘just east of Ald Gate. It floods
at high tide, so lies abandoned.’

John looked at him
blankly.

‘Perhaps,’
explained Charlie, ‘Nancy was making a reference to an actual bath
with her Baptist remark.’ He thought for a moment. ‘An old
bathhouse might serve as a secret church,’ he added, imagining the
vaulted ceilings, the ringing acoustics. ‘It’s worth a
look.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Nine

The bathhouse was a
decayed structure of damp Roman brick, covered over with ivy and
vegetation. A mouldering entrance door, standing slightly ajar, led
into darkness.

Charlie and John squeezed
past the defunct door. A stench of damp greeted them. A set of
stone steps, slick and green with mould, spiralled to the stone
bathroom below.

‘It does look
awful narrow,’ complained John, manoeuvring his thick bulk down the
precipitous entrance behind Charlie. ‘I might slip and break my
neck.’

‘Go slowly,’
suggested Charlie, as he descended the final steps. A shaft of
light from the doorway provided partial illumination.

The bathhouse was small.
Damp cold stone arced into a low vaulted ceiling. The sides were
lined with slab-like seating. At the centre was a walled pond of
water ominously close to overflowing.

‘It’s cold in
here,’ said John, passing down the last step and eyeing the close,
dark walls. ‘I wouldn’t like to be here when it floods,’ he added,
following the watermark high above their heads. ‘I’ll wager more
than a few men have been trapped down here and met their
deaths.’

Charlie’s gaze moved
reflexively to the high door leading out.

‘We shan’t be
long,’ he promised, surveying the interior. The regular ingress of
water made it impossible to tell if anyone had been here recently.
All trace had been washed away by the tides.

‘It’s a
cistern,’ said Charlie, moving closer to the small reservoir. A
droplet of water fell from the ceiling and rippled across the dark
depths. ‘This must be where it links to the river,’ he added,
wondering how deep it went. ‘Water rises with the tide and when it
falls again, a portion is reserved in here. Clever,’ he added
approvingly. John didn’t look sure.

Charlie moved further in,
letting his eyes adjust to the dark.

‘It’s
certainly been used as a church,’ he said, taking in a large cross
etched on the ceiling. ‘But look at this.’ He touched the damp
wall. Bolts had been driven into the stone. Chains and leather
cuffs hung down.

John shuddered.
‘Restraints?’ he whispered. ‘For what?’

‘They perform
exorcisms here,’ said Charlie, breathing out. ‘I’ve seen this
before. You bind the subject while the exorcism is carried
out.’

Thoughts were rearranging
themselves in his head. He was remembering the shoe with the charm
inside to dispel bad spirits. Nancy’s attic room.

‘I think,’ he
said, ‘Nancy may have come here to be exorcised.’

There was a sound above
them. Charlie’s head snapped up.

The door was
closing.

He reacted instantly,
racing up the slippery steps. In seconds he’d reached the head of
the stair, but it was too late.

‘We’re
trapped,’ he said grimly. ‘Someone wants us out of harm’s
way.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Ten

The door was
impenetrable. It had been blocked with something heavy.

‘It’s no
good,’ said Charlie, as John threw his huge body against it in
vain. ‘We can’t get any weight behind it at this angle.’

‘Then what?’
asked John.

‘It’s a busy
street,’ said Charlie. ‘If we shout for long enough—’

He was interrupted by a
loud sluicing sound echoing through the bathhouse. Somewhere
beneath them a waterlock had been opened.

John and Charlie
exchanged glances. And then the central reservoir of water began to
bubble and spill out from its confines.

John attacked the
trapdoor with new vigour.

‘Help!’ he
shouted. ‘Help!’

Charlie watched
helplessly as water streamed forth. Already it had covered the ring
of stone seats.

‘It’s no
good,’ he told John. ‘It will drown us in minutes.’

John turned in horror to
see the water had now filled the small bathhouse up to the base of
the steps. Water lapped at their feet.

‘Where has the
water come from?’ he asked, open-mouthed with terror.

‘The bath must
connect to some old dammed waterway,’ said Charlie, as water rose
to their knees. ‘A tributary siphoned off for other use that runs
through here.’

He looked up and around,
taking in their options.

‘It will cover
our heads soon,’ he said.

‘The ceiling
curves,’ said John. ‘Perhaps there’ll be a breathing
space.’

‘If there is
we’ll have to swim in it for as long as it takes to be found,’ said
Charlie. ‘Could be days.’

He was looking at the
dark cistern.

‘There’s
another way out,’ he said, pointing. ‘Through there.’

John’s eyes bulged with
horror.

‘It must go
somewhere,’ said Charlie reasonably. ‘Otherwise the tidal water
couldn’t get in.’

Water had reached their
waists.

‘It’s flowing
too fast,’ said Charlie. ‘We need to wait until the water
slows.’

‘You’re sure
there’s something on the other side?’

‘I’m certain
of it,’ lied Charlie.

John closed his eyes. The
water was at their chests.

‘I’m not good
underwater,’ he admitted, looking into the gloomy water rising
steadily. ‘I’ll be lost and drowned in the dark. My poor Rosie will
be widowed before she is even wed.’

Charlie fumbled in his
leather coat, took out a dog-eared piece of string and tied it to
John’s belt.

‘I won’t lose
you,’ he said, tying it to his own. ‘You have my word. If we die
down there, we die together.’

John nodded. But as the
water reached their necks he began flailing in the
water.

‘We’ll be
drowned!’ he protested. ‘It comes too high!’

‘It’s
slowing,’ said Charlie with more conviction than he felt. ‘A few
more moments.’ His heart was pounding. The current didn’t seem to
be easing off. Water lapped at their ears. They tipped up their
heads, utilising the last of the air. Then beneath them, the
swirling water seemed to slacken its pace.

‘Now,’ said
Charlie, taking a breath. And they both plunged into the black
waters.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Eleven

The cold took the breath
out of him, and Charlie kicked hard, pulling John behind him. He
swum towards what he hoped was the base of the cistern. But as he
kicked, he lost all sense of direction and all he could see was
darkness.

His fingers touched
brickwork and he ranged his hands desperately over the solid wall.
It was all the same. Flat narrow bricks. No change in shape.
Nothing to indicate a way out. His lungs were starting to strain
now.

Charlie felt for the
string at his belt, where John’s bulk pulled the string
taut.

That way is
up, he thought, setting his inner compass
by the string. This way is
down.

He adjusted his search
and now his fingertips hit an arch shape where the bricks formed a
mouth.

An
opening!

Grabbing John’s wrist,
Charlie swam for the gap without checking how large it was. He felt
his back touch brick, his legs hit the stonework. Then he was
through, pulling John behind.

They emerged in a wide
body of water and Charlie’s lungs had reached capacity. His legs
slowed, starved of oxygen. He felt John flailing, panicking as his
breath ran out.

There must be
a way through.

Charlie kicked
desperately but all was black. His mind swam. There was no air
left. Nothing for his mind to fix on. Only the dark cold water all
around.

Something was pulling his
wrist. John was tugging at the string. Charlie followed the line of
contact. And there it was. The faintest of yellow lights. It seemed
to be coming closer. A candle flame?

Then he felt John lifted
and wrenched away. And in another moment, strong arms lifted him
free.

‘God moves in
mysterious ways,’ said a good-natured voice. ‘How came you to be
swimming in the old sewer?’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Twelve

Charlie opened his eyes,
spat water and righted himself. He swivelled in panic and then
breathed out in relief to see John gasping with his back against
the stone sewer wall.

He felt hands lift him to
a sitting position. Then a kindly face met his.

The man’s hair was cut in
the style of a Roundhead soldier. He was dressed as a vicar, in a
plain black overcoat with a square of white handkerchief at his
neck and a black cap.

‘I heard
noises beneath my house,’ the man explained. ‘It connects to the
old sewer and we use it sometimes. Did you come to flood the
church?’ he accused. ‘You and your large friend?’

Charlie made the
connection.

‘So you’re the
bathhouse vicar,’ he said.

The man blinked gently.
He didn’t seem surprised by the accusation.

‘If you’ve
come to make trouble,’ he said, ‘I’ll give no names.’

Charlie shook his
head.

‘We didn’t
come to break up your church. I’m a thief-taker. Paid to find
Nancy’s stolen thimble.’

The cleric gave a sharp
intake of breath.

‘You’re here
to find poor Nancy’s killer,’ he said.

‘I hunt stolen
property,’ corrected Charlie. ‘I leave murders to the
Watch.’

The vicar eyed
him.

‘Someone
opened the sluice,’ said Charlie, pointing to the water washing
through the sewer. ‘It wasn’t us. Did you see anyone else down
here? Or near the bathhouse?’

The vicar hesitated, then
to Charlie’s surprise he nodded.

‘From my
window I noticed someone near the bathhouse,’ he said. ‘A local
lad. I didn’t think anything of it. He comes to church sometimes
and I assumed he wanted to say some prayers. I’m sure he would
never …’

‘Did this lad
have red hair?’ asked Charlie.

Dumbly, the vicar
nodded.

‘Where did he
go?’ asked Charlie, heaving himself up.

‘I didn’t
see,’ said the cleric. ‘But you won’t catch him. The boy is
part-vagrant and adept at evading the justices.’

‘He hasn’t met
me yet. Is there anything else you can tell us about the boy? Or
Nancy’s thimble?’

‘You and your
friend had best come with me,’ decided the vicar. ‘I’ve a fire you
can dry yourselves by. I’ll help you any way I can.’

‘Do you know
the Fitzgilberts?’ asked Charlie, as he and John followed the vicar
out of the sewer.

The man
hesitated.

‘No,’ he said
slowly. ‘But I’ll be meeting Elizabeth this evening.’

‘You’re
ministering in her cell?’ asked Charlie, confused. He’d imagined
this would fall to Elizabeth’s own vicar.

‘I’m the only
man of her faith who’d brave her witchcraft,’ said the holy man
with a faint smile. ‘But I’m not ministering.’ He eyed Charlie
uneasily. ‘You haven’t heard,’ he decided. ‘Elizabeth had a fit,
perhaps an hour ago. She was raving. Shouting things. They took it
as evidence of witchcraft, and tried her in her cell.’

‘They found
her guilty?’ asked Charlie, feeling ice settle in his stomach. He’d
liked Elizabeth. For all her stubbornness, he admired her
bravery.

‘Guilty of
witchcraft and murder,’ said the vicar. ‘I’m to read her last
rites. She burns tomorrow.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Thirteen

John and Charlie sat in
the vicar’s wooden house, steaming gently before the large fire. He
had warmed them cups of wine with spices. His home was plain and
comfortable, with a few simple chairs.

‘Nancy fled to
London,’ the cleric was explaining, ‘after some scandal in her
hometown.’

‘What
scandal?’ asked Charlie as he drank.

‘We never
asked. She told us she’d been wronged and we believed
her.’

‘You took a
girl into your church, and never asked what scandal she
escaped?’

‘Forgiveness
is at the heart of Christian living,’ said the vicar. ‘Nancy was
eager to join our church. It was enough for us.’

‘Did she
travel from Lancashire alone?’ asked Charlie.

‘Nancy told me
she came to London with her brother. But he was a feckless sort. In
and out of debtors’ prison. She did well to get into service, where
her wages were her own.’

‘Did you think
Nancy a good girl?’

The vicar gave a small
smile.

‘I did. But
she was unfortunate to be so lovely in her looks. Nancy attracted a
great deal of interest she didn’t want. Lord Gilbert took to
visiting the Fitzgilberts’ often, after she was employed.’ The
cleric raised his eyebrows to confirm the insinuation.

‘You know Lord
Gilbert?’ asked Charlie.

‘Know of him,’
said the vicar. ‘Like all of us in these parts. People say when
he’s not drinking he’s fucking, though he must be near sixty
now.’

‘What of this
red-headed boy,’ said Charlie, ‘he was in love with
Nancy?’

‘His name is
Patrick. And yes, I think he likely was. He’d follow her around. I
saw Nancy rebuff him a few times. Politely but firmly, as kind
women do.’

‘Did you think
him the person who gave Nancy the silver thimble?’ asked
Charlie.

‘Poor Patrick
could not afford an expensive item like that.’ The vicar’s gentle
features flickered uneasily. ‘I was very concerned about the
thimble. I even told Fitzgilbert. Though I’m not in the habit of
telling tales,’ he added. ‘But with Lord Gilbert making visits …
That man has more bastard children than legitimate ones. Only last
year he ruined some poor local girl.’

‘But you
thought Nancy sensible,’ confirmed Charlie.

‘Women can be
giddy when it comes to baubles. I hoped her sensible. But the
evidence was she hadn’t been.’

‘What of
Nancy’s fortune-teller?’

‘I didn’t
approve of course,’ smiled the vicar. ‘Some old crone telling
stories.’

‘Do you know
where to find her?’

The cleric shook his
head. ‘Nancy assured me she only had a few tarot cards turned. I
didn’t object so long as she did no other occult
divination.’

‘Did Nancy
come to you for exorcism?’ asked Charlie.

The vicar looked slightly
taken aback.

‘Of course
Nancy came for exorcism,’ he said eventually. ‘It’s the main
practice of our church. I assumed you knew.’

‘Patrick too?’
asked Charlie.

‘Yes. I think
it did him good for a time. Many troubled people come to me,’ the
vicar added. ‘I’ve made it my life’s work to relieve
them.’

John and Charlie
exchanged glances. This wasn’t the usual practice of churches in
London.

‘Our exorcisms
are Bible readings and blessings with holy water,’ said the cleric
carefully. ‘Nancy submitted herself only once. I think she may have
been expecting harsher treatment. Because of
Fitzgilbert.’

He waited a moment, his
eyes assessing Charlie.

‘You didn’t
know Fitzgilbert carried out exorcisms?’ he decided.

‘Fitzgilbert
performed exorcisms on Nancy?’ said Charlie, shocked.

‘Not on Nancy.
On his poor wife.’

The vicar shook his head.
He looked sad. ‘I wanted to intervene. But Elizabeth is
Fitzgilbert’s property. Both legally and in the eyes of
God.’

‘Fitzgilbert
was cruel then?’

‘I can’t tell
you if his nature is cruel,’ said the cleric. ‘But his methods of
expunging evil are.’ He looked directly at Charlie. ‘Elizabeth was
denied food for days. She was purged, plunged in freezing water.
Anything to weaken her spirit.’

Charlie swallowed,
remembering the dignified woman in the prison cell.

‘I don’t agree
with such methods,’ continued the vicar. ‘We use restraints to make
the demons tremble. But we are gentle and never discomfort our
subjects. I believe Fitzgilbert wanted to control his
wife.’

The holy man’s mouth
twisted. ‘There’s a lot of talk in these parts,’ he said slowly. ‘I
can’t say how much is true. But it’s said that Elizabeth wanted
Nancy to leave the house.’

‘Why?’

‘Elizabeth
thought Nancy cursed. Possessed by the Devil.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Fourteen

‘What now?’
asked John, as they left the vicar’s comfortable home.

‘The
fortune-teller,’ said Charlie.

‘We don’t know
where she is.’

‘We do. The
vicar told us Nancy had tarot cards read. That’s a City trick. The
fortune-tellers near Ald Gate are not so skilled. They divine from
spit and feathers,’ he added, thinking of the simple women who
clustered around Ald Gate promising to foretell marriages and
births.

‘So the
fortune-teller is in the City?’ asked John, his forehead
wrinkling.

‘She
was in the City,’
corrected Charlie. ‘She moved near the Ald Gate. In which case
she’ll be simple enough to spot. City fortune-tellers hang the sign
of Merlin’s head,’ he added, in answer to John’s uncertain
expression. ‘Bethnal Green folk hang a palm.’

‘Right then,’
said John, ready to go.

‘You don’t
need to come along,’ said Charlie. ‘An old crone is hardly
dangerous. But if you’d still wish to do me a service, you might
seek out the silversmith in the Bucket of Blood. See if he’s heard
anything yet about a silver thimble being struck.’

John nodded and set off
south. Charlie turned west, towards the band of women who plied
their wares around Ald Gate.

 


The sign of Merlin’s head
swung amid the cluster of barbershop and fortune-teller palms.
Charlie made a quick assessment.

This
building, towards the back.

He slipped between a
loaded dung cart and two beggar boys. A mouldering rug hung in
place of a door, shedding a cloud of tiny flies as Charlie pushed
it aside.

For a moment the dark
room appeared empty. Then a shifting pile of rags moved and two
rheumy eyes blinked forth. Charlie waited for his vision to adjust
to the gloom. Old Joan was hunchbacked, her face folded in layers
of brown skin. Shreds of threadbare fabric covered her ancient bulk
and Charlie suspected her feet hadn’t been seen in a long
time.

‘Don’t often
see menfolk,’ she observed, in a creaking voice. ‘Will you know of
a girl?’

‘In a manner
of speaking,’ said Charlie. ‘I want to know of a girl who came to
have her fortune told here. Nancy. A maidservant for the
Fitzgilberts in Bethnal Green.’

‘Many
maidservants,’ said Old Joan cagily. ‘They’re mostly who I
see.’

Charlie brought forth a
fistful of coins. The fortune-teller’s eyes widened hungrily.
Carefully, he placed a penny in her palm.

‘I’ve four
more,’ he said, as her hand closed more quickly around the money
than he would have thought her age capable of.

She beckoned for his
hand. Slowly, he extended it.

The fortune-teller’s
strong fingers closed on his and she let out a hissing breath. Her
eyes flicked up to his.

‘You,’ she
said. ‘You are destined for greatness. Descended from
kings.’

Charlie shook his
head.

‘I don’t want
my fortune,’ he said. ‘I need to know about Nancy.’

She kept her tight grip
on his hand. After a moment she seemed satisfied by what she saw in
his palm.

‘Nancy was in
love,’ she said, releasing her grip. ‘Came to me for charms to
break the spell.’

‘She didn’t
want to be in love?’

The fortune-teller shook
her head, looking at him craftily.

‘Did she tell
you who he was?’ asked Charlie.

Old Joan held out her
hand. Charlie dropped in another penny. The fingers closed. She sat
back, watching him.

‘Nancy never
gave me a name,’ she said finally. ‘But it must have been that
red-headed lad. He had something on Nancy. Lured her into
alleyways, backstreets.’

‘The
red-headed boy was Nancy’s secret lover?’ asked Charlie, trying to
fit the likelihood of this with what he knew.

‘I couldn’t
say,’ replied the fortune-teller. ‘Only she was scared enough of
him to do what she was told. She gave him money.’

Old Joan closed her mouth
with deliberate finality. Charlie slid another penny into her
grasp.

‘Is that why
Nancy kept the poppet and the shoe charm?’ he asked. ‘She was
scared of this man?’

He drew out the corn
dolly. The bearded man with the cross strapped to him.

The fortune-teller took
it gently and turned it in her leathery hands.

‘This is the
green man,’ she said. ‘Jack of the fields.’

‘Who is he?’
Charlie had a vague recollection of the name. He was someone
dangerous and unpredictable.

Old Joan
laughed.

‘The green man
is life itself,’ she cackled. ‘A force of nature.’ The yellowed
whites of her eyes swivelled then lighted on Charlie’s. ‘He’s in
all of us,’ she said. ‘Some more than others. Nancy more than
most. You,’ she
concluded, ‘have a lot of him.’

‘What does it
mean?’ asked Charlie, confused. ‘Why would Nancy have this
charm?’

‘Is it not
apparent? To a clever man such as you?’ The old woman sat back,
pleased.

Charlie gave another
penny. One left, he counted.

‘Nancy,’ said
the fortune-teller, ‘was scared of herself.’

She tapped the cross. ‘I
made this charm for her. To tame her wild ways.’

Old Joan eyed him,
assessing. ‘Nancy had dark things in her future,’ she said. ‘Dark
and violent things. I gave her herbs. To keep her safe. To fortify
her heart. But she lets him in. Nancy meets him in secret. And he
will do a great violence to her. I’ve seen it.’

‘Who?’ pressed
Charlie. ‘Who does Nancy meet in secret?’ This time his last penny
was out ready for her.

‘You know
who,’ nodded the fortune-teller, ignoring the penny and digging her
fingers into Charlie’s arm. ‘Nancy meets with the Devil
himself.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Fifteen

Charlie was waiting
thoughtfully outside the fortune-teller’s when John lumbered into
view. He was sweating with the exertion of coming from the
silversmith’s shop on Threadneedle Street.

‘I learned a
little,’ said Charlie, as he neared. ‘Though how much is true is
hard to say.’

‘I learned
much,’ replied John. ‘Your silversmith has discovered who made the
thimble.’

Charlie stood
straighter.

‘Who?’

‘I can hardly
believe it myself,’ said John. ‘The thimble was ordered by Mistress
Fitzgilbert.’

Elizabeth
Fitzgilbert made the thimble.

The revelation clarified
a rush of half-formed suspicions. Facts began coming together in
Charlie’s mind. What had Fitzgilbert said of Nancy?

‘She had no
interest in men. Had none of that silliness …’

Suddenly things
fitted.

John was shaking his
large head. ‘I can’t think what it could mean,’ he said.

‘I think I
might,’ replied Charlie, the conversation with the fortune-teller
making better sense. ‘I think Elizabeth Fitzgilbert and Nancy were
lovers.’

John’s mouth dropped in a
wide gape.

‘The mistress
of the house and the maid?’ he said.

‘It’s not the
first time it’s happened,’ shrugged Charlie. ‘Two women in close
proximity. It would explain much – why Nancy believed Elizabeth
possessed. Why she herself underwent exorcisms.’

John nodded
slowly.

‘Then you
think Elizabeth Fitzgilbert is the killer?’ he
suggested.

‘It’s
possible. But I think it unlikely. We need to find the red-headed
boy.’

‘How might we
discover him?’

‘City law
decrees Nancy will be buried today,’ said Charlie slowly. ‘Most
likely in the paupers’ pit in Shoreditch.’ He paused. ‘I’ve a
feeling our red-headed friend will be at the graveyard
tonight.’

‘What makes
you think so?’

‘Something the
fortune-teller said.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Sixteen

‘A graveyard
late at night.’ John gave a shudder. ‘There’ll be spectres and all
sorts come out soon. What makes you so sure he’ll be
here?’

They were hiding in the
hedges at Shoreditch. John was naturally superstitious and it had
taken an additional bribe of a meat pie to bring him
along.

‘The way Nancy
is buried,’ said Charlie, ‘will draw him out. If he is who I think
he is.’

‘What’s wrong
with the way she’s buried?’ John was peering into the moonlit
graveyard. A huge dark pit yawned out at them. They could just make
out the shapes of dead limbs and the white residue of
quicklime.

‘He won’t like
it,’ said Charlie.

John gave another
theatrical shudder and crossed himself. He opened his mouth to
speak again, when they heard a sound across the
graveyard.

Charlie raised a warning
finger. They both craned further forward to look. A shape in the
dark was making its way to the graveside. They watched as the
shadowy figure hopped into the grave. Moments later a candle flame
bloomed from deep in the pit.

‘This way,’
hissed Charlie. ‘Stay close.’

John nodded and skulked
behind as Charlie made his way to the graveside. At the edge
Charlie peered over. Dead faces leered up, unseeing gummy eyes
staring. The candle flame burned. Something was wrong.

Charlie leaped aside just
as hands grabbed at his long leather coat. He dodged, and someone
lunged at him again. Charlie swerved, took hold of his assailant
and they both plunged headlong into the corpse-filled
pit.

John was reaching for his
crucifix as Charlie rolled and tussled.

‘It’s not a
ghost,’ gasped Charlie, grabbing a handful of quicklime and
throwing it. His assailant choked and cursed. Charlie took hold of
him and pinned him to the cold stiff bodies.

The red-headed boy
twisted and swore.

‘There’s no
need to fight me,’ said Charlie, wrestling to retain control. ‘We
want the same as you. To find Nancy’s killer.’

The boy’s struggle eased
slightly.

‘Then why do
you visit the witch in prison?’ demanded a surprisingly youthful
voice.

‘To discover
what she knows,’ replied Charlie. He let go, sensing restraint was
no longer necessary. The red-haired boy groped for his candle and
lifted it. For an instant Charlie thought he would attack again.
But instead he offered a hand.

‘I’m Patrick,’
he said.

‘I know who
you are,’ said Charlie. ‘You’re Nancy’s brother.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Seventeen

‘When the
vicar said Nancy came to London with her brother,’ explained
Charlie, ‘I suspected it was you. He thought you in love with
Nancy. He saw her rebuff your advances in church.’

Patrick wiped his
nose.

‘You knew I’d
be here?’ he said.

‘A brother
doesn’t like his sister buried in a paupers’ grave,’ said Charlie.
‘I guessed you’d come to take her remains somewhere
better.’

‘But how did
you know who I was?’

‘Nancy’s
fortune-teller. Who else could persuade her to meet in dangerous
back alleys and give money? She wasn’t a foolish girl.’

‘No,’ said
Patrick. His face flushed suddenly and his eyes filled with tears.
‘She was a good girl,’ he said. ‘A very good girl. Until that old
hag …’ He gritted his teeth. ‘She corrupted her. Mistress
Fitzgilbert.’ He spat the words.

‘They were
lovers?’ said Charlie.

Patrick
nodded.

‘And you think
Elizabeth murdered Nancy?’

‘Of course she
did,’ said Patrick miserably. ‘Nancy was trying to do right. To
stay Godly. She had exorcisms, to drive out the Devil. At first it
wasn’t enough. Her mistress’s power was too strong. Then Nancy
tried to leave that cursed house. And the witch killed
her.’

‘Nancy was
going to leave the Fitzgilberts’?’ said Charlie. ‘I heard it the
other way. That the mistress wanted free of the maid.’

‘Nancy told me
she was leaving.’ Patrick gave a great sniff. ‘She was an innocent.
Then she came here under that old crow.’

‘Yet Nancy
left some scandal,’ said Charlie, ‘in her hometown.’

Patrick coloured and
Charlie knew he’d guessed right. Nancy had other women lovers
before Elizabeth Fitzgilbert.

‘Might she
have taken a man for a lover?’ asked Charlie. ‘Lord Gilbert? Or Mr
Fitzgilbert?’

Patrick shook his
head.

‘She wasn’t …
that way suited,’ he said. ‘She hoped to change it. Through prayer.
I daresay she would have married in the end. Perhaps unhappily.’
His face contorted in ugly distaste. ‘Elizabeth Fitzgilbert
murdered my sister. I’m sure of it.’

‘Then she must
have the silver thimble?’

Patrick
hesitated.

‘What does the
thimble have to do with it?’

‘Her master
thinks Nancy had the thimble the night she died,’ said Charlie. ‘It
was missing from her body.’

Patrick’s face appeared
to be working through several thoughts at once.

‘It isn’t
possible,’ he managed.

‘Why
not?’

‘Because I’ve
seen the silver thimble,’ said Patrick. ‘And the man who has it
couldn’t have killed Nancy.’

‘Who has the
thimble?’ It took every ounce of self-control for Charlie to keep
his voice level.

‘It was in his
hanging pocket,’ Patrick muttered. ‘When I followed you to the
bathhouse. I saw him take it out.’

‘Who?’ asked
Charlie, though he’d formed a good guess.

‘Nancy’s
vicar,’ said Patrick. ‘He has the thimble.’

‘You’re
sure?’

‘I … I believe
so.’ Patrick looked flustered. ‘I saw it only for an instant. I
assumed Nancy had given it to him to help cleanse her soul. It was
from her,’ he spat. ‘The witch woman.’

Charlie looked at
John.

‘The vicar
will be with Mistress Fitzgilbert on the death cart tomorrow,’ he
said. ‘If the thimble is where Patrick says, he will have it with
him.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Eighteen

‘You think the
vicar is the killer?’ asked John, as morning sunlight spilled
across the Thames. Clink prisoners were carted over the river at
dawn and they could hear the rumbling prison cart rolling
closer.

‘It’s
possible,’ said Charlie, who had learned not to prejudge a kind
face. ‘If he has the thimble he certainly has some explaining to
do.’

‘And if it
isn’t the vicar?’

‘Then it’s
most likely Elizabeth Fitzgilbert,’ said Charlie. ‘She’s always had
the best motive. I’ve got a few questions for her too,’ he
added.

‘How long will
the cart stop at Newgate?’

‘Long enough,’
said Charlie. It wasn’t the first time he’d questioned a condemned
prisoner on their way to Tyburn Hill. ‘Men and women to be executed
are slow to load,’ he added.

The cart rounded the
corner. A jumble of ragged people were clustered on top. There were
two armed guards and a customary black and white clad holy man at
the head of the cart. It was the bathhouse vicar.

He recognised Charlie and
smiled encouragingly. Then he broke from the cart and came
closer.

‘You are here
to give comfort?’ he asked. ‘She needs it.’

‘How is she?’
asked Charlie, his eyes roving the cart for Elizabeth. He caught
sight of her, pale and hunched, sat with three other
stunned-looking women.

‘Doesn’t yet
believe her fate. You wish to speak with her?’

Charlie
nodded.

‘She’s in a
low state of mind,’ said the vicar. ‘I think she believed God would
intervene. Go to her. I’ll be sure the guards don’t trouble
you.’

Charlie clapped him
firmly on the shoulder in thanks. As he did, he slid a light
pickpocket’s hand inside the holy man’s coat.

‘Will you
watch the pyre?’ asked Charlie.

The vicar’s eyes widened
in shock and Charlie quickly untied his hanging pocket.

‘I’ll be there
with her,’ he muttered, ‘but I don’t mean to watch.’

‘Better that
way,’ agreed Charlie, tugging the pocket free. He stepped back,
passing it to John. Then he moved towards the cart.

The wagon was loaded with
poor skin-and-bone wretches. Elizabeth was standing now, working a
Bible in her hands. She gave a gasp when she saw
Charlie.

‘Elizabeth,’
he said.

She made the ghost of a
smile and moved forward.

‘Come to set
me free?’ she asked. Charlie’s heart shrank at the tinge of hope in
her voice.

‘No,’ he said
regretfully.

She moved to the edge of
the cart, out of hearing of the other prisoners.

‘You wouldn’t
be here,’ she said, ‘if you understood the evil I’m capable
of.’

‘You and Nancy
were lovers,’ said Charlie. ‘I know it.’

Elizabeth’s hands
trembled.

‘The vicar
said that you thought Nancy possessed by the Devil.’

She nodded.

‘I do believe
that,’ she said. ‘We both were. If we were not …’ Unexpectedly, her
face reddened and tears sprang to her eyes. ‘If I were not,’
Elizabeth whispered, ‘how could she have made me feel … what I
felt?’

‘You loved
her,’ Charlie said simply.

Elizabeth wiped the
falling tears away. Her hands reached for the string tied round her
neck. She saw Charlie’s gaze follow her hands and drew them away
quickly.

He thought he caught the
edge of what the string held, tucked beneath her dress. It was a
flash of silver.

‘And sometimes
hated her too,’ she said haltingly. ‘Though we knew it to be wrong,
Nancy was the greatest happiness I ever knew on this earth. But we
knew, we both knew, it was the Devil …’ She stopped and took a
shuddering breath. ‘He made us do those terrible things. But I
loved her. God forgive me.’

‘Perhaps it
isn’t too late,’ suggested Charlie. ‘If I can find the silver
thimble it might help me find the killer. Nancy’s brother told me
the vicar had it.’

‘Nancy’s
brother?’

‘The
red-haired apprentice.’

Understanding dawned in
Elizabeth’s face. ‘That makes sense,’ she muttered. ‘The boy is her
brother.’ Her green eyes lifted to Charlie’s. ‘But how would her
vicar have the thimble? Such a thing isn’t possible.’

Guards were shoving extra
prisoners onto the cart now. Elizabeth was jostled out of view. She
pushed back to the front.

‘If the vicar
was Nancy’s killer,’ reasoned Charlie, ‘he might have taken it from
her body.’

‘No.’
Elizabeth was shaking her head. Her hand reached again for the cord
around her neck. ‘It isn’t possible,’ she said with surety.
‘Nancy’s brother was mistaken.’

‘What makes
you so sure?’ asked Charlie.

‘Because I …’
More prisoners pushed her aside. This time she was hemmed in tight
on all sides. Her face set itself in piety.

‘I leave my
fate to God,’ she shouted over the noise. ‘When Nancy died I
resolved to meddle no more in earthly affairs.’

Charlie realised
immediately.

She won’t
tell me like this. Not shouted from a prison cart.

‘You must have
some thoughts as to who murdered her,’ he urged. ‘Her killer came
from inside the house. They used a candlestick or something like
it. You can’t easily hide such a large weapon. The person would
have been known to you.’

Elizabeth’s eyes filled
with tears.

‘At least
confess,’ said Charlie. ‘Say you were her lover. They’ll hang you
instead of a burning.’

She shook her
head.

‘I won’t own
to something I’m innocent of,’ she said loudly. ‘I trust in God. If
he believes me innocent I’ll be saved.’ She looked uncertain
suddenly. ‘If my love for Nancy was evil,’ she concluded, ‘then I
must burn.’

‘God won’t
save you,’ said Charlie. ‘Please. You’ve never seen a
burning.’

But before he could say
more, the cart lurched and guards pushed him roughly
back.

Charlie backed away as
Elizabeth was hidden among the new crowd of prisoners. John stepped
to his side.

‘Is she
guilty?’

‘If she is,’
said Charlie, ‘she’s a good liar.’

John pulled out the
vicar’s hanging pocket.

‘Shall we find
out?’ he asked.

He let the pocket fall
open. Their faces dropped in disappointment.

‘It’s not
here,’ said John, eyeing the meagre contents of the pocket. There
were a few coins and a plain silver ring.

Charlie picked one
out.

‘Patrick
mistook,’ he said, disappointment flooding him. He’d pinned his
last hopes on some evidence in the vicar’s pocket. ‘It could
resemble a thimble from a distance,’ he added, dropping it back in
the purse.

‘How could you
mistake a ring for a thimble?’ protested John.

‘His sister
had just been brutally killed,’ said Charlie. ‘Patrick believes a
witch killed her. A witch who gave Nancy a betrothal thimble. He’s
probably seeing silver thimbles everywhere.’

Charlie watched the cart
lumbering slowly away. He called to the guard bringing up the
rear.

‘Give this to
the vicar!’ he called, tossing the pocket. ‘It fell from his coat.
He should take better care in future.’

The guard caught the
pocket and nodded, looking confused.

‘We wasted
time,’ Charlie concluded sadly, ‘on a wild goose chase. If
Elizabeth is innocent it’s too late to save her now.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Nineteen

‘Not going to
watsh the witch-burning then?’ slurred the silversmith, already
drunk.

‘No.’ Charlie
was on his third tankard of ale. He’d hoped it would help him
think, but it was having the opposite effect. Images of Elizabeth
burning were running through his mind.

He took another swig. A
clutch of stray puppies were racing around the tavern floor,
growling and worrying furniture. The landlord was half-heartedly
shooing them out.

John clapped Charlie on
the back, jolting him free of his thoughts.

‘Don’t take it
hard,’ said John. ‘There had to be one stolen thing you didn’t
find. You’d end up accused of witchcraft yourself if it wasn’t
so.’

Charlie managed a small
smile.

‘I’ll find the
thimble,’ he said.

‘Perhaps the
wife did it after all,’ suggested John.

‘Looks that
way.’ Charlie was playing the image of Elizabeth over in his head.
Straight-backed and sober. She wasn’t a soft woman. But was she
capable of murder? He tried to picture her wielding a weapon.
Smashing it into her lover’s face. It still didn’t fit.

The murder weapon. It had
always troubled Charlie.

A
candlestick? What else could have done that damage?

He replayed the scene in
his mind.

The window
was open. Fitzgilbert claimed Nancy never opened the
window.

The silversmith raised
his tankard and took a deep draft. It clanked against the various
wares strung around his neck. ‘Pass me the barrel so I might take
the dregs,’ he said to Charlie. ‘Waste not, want not.’

Suddenly Charlie realised
what had been bothering him about the missing thimble. And he knew
where to find it.

He turned to John. ’How
long until your fight?’

‘Long time,’
replied John. ‘Not till sunset. Perhaps later.’

‘We need to
get to Tyburn,’ said Charlie. ‘To save an innocent
woman.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Twenty

Elizabeth Fitzgilbert
stood tall on the pyre. Her eyes ranged the jeering crowd. Women
were crossing themselves, holding up their children for a better
look. The odd missile still flew her way, but mostly they’d been
used up on the bumping cart.

She was grateful the
bonfire was of a modest size. A neat fan of branches lifted her
barely a foot off the ground and allowed her husband to stand
almost by her side.

Fitzgilbert was a few
feet from his wife, staring out into the crowd. His ratty features
were frozen in shock, as though he expected at any moment to wake
from a dream.

At the edge of the crowd
she could see Lord Gilbert. His contemptuous expression was
softened by drink. A goblin-faced prostitute hung off his arm, a
barrel of wine tucked securely beneath her skirts. Lord Gilbert
felt obliged to show disgust for his daughter-in-law’s crime by
attending. But he’d brought the tavern with him.

‘Burn the
witch!’ shrieked a woman with a face full of boils. ‘Burn them
all!’

There was a murmur of
agreement.

Elizabeth watched as the
last convict was led to the scaffold. Nineteen bodies already hung
limp. The women had gone first, out of compassion. But the pyre was
being left until last. The executioner had a sense of theatre. He
knew the people had come to see the witch burn. Bets had been made
whether she’d survive the flames and fly to freedom.

Elizabeth looked up at
the sky. It was a sunny day. A few clouds scudding across the
heavens. In a sudden certainty, she knew what awaited
her.

She watched as the noose
was tightened about the criminal’s neck. The vicar stepped forward
on the scaffold, his face earnest, and put a comforting hand on the
condemned man’s arm.

‘Elizabeth.’
She turned distractedly. Her husband was looking at her devotedly.
‘I’m sorry,’ said Fitzgilbert. ‘For what I did.’

Elizabeth managed a
half-smile.

‘It was
arrogant,’ he said. ‘And cruel.’

His fingers twitched, but
he restrained himself from pulling free the snuff box. His eyes
drifted to Lord Gilbert, who was holding out his wine tankard for
his half-dressed companion to refill.

‘I told myself
I did it for your good.’ Fitzgilbert hung his head, shamefaced. ‘I
know now,’ he said, ‘it was my own guilt and shame I tried to
exorcise.’

Elizabeth slid out a cool
hand. It closed on her husband’s.

‘You wronged
me,’ she said. ‘But I forgive you.’

They were interrupted by
the loud sound of the trapdoor opening. The mob shrieked and
cheered as the convict swung.

Fitzgilbert stepped
towards his wife. He brought forth a small bag of gunpowder, which
he tied gently around her neck.

‘When the
flames get high,’ he said, ‘it will be over quickly.’

‘It shouldn’t
be allowed!’ shrieked a woman from the crowd. ‘Witches of good
families should not be spared the full burning!’

Fitzgilbert kissed his
wife and drew back, tears in his eyes.

The executioner began
making his way to the pyre.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Twenty-One

‘I know where
the thimble is,’ said Charlie as they raced west from Covent
Garden.

‘Where?’
John’s face was red with the exertion of running.

‘It was right
in front of us,’ said Charlie, weaving through the crowded roads.
‘The murder weapon too. And if I’m right, both will be at Tyburn
with her.’

‘It’s already
afternoon,’ panted John. ‘It’s a mile and a half away. Mistress
Elizabeth will be aflame.’

‘We have to
try.’ Charlie assessed the streets. ‘We’ll cut through Marylebone
village,’ he decided. ‘Less crowds. From there it’s only half a
mile on dirt tracks.’

John began to tire as
they reached Marylebone. Charlie settled into a steady jog. On the
outskirts of Tyburn they both realised it was hopeless.

The crowds were massed so
thickly round execution hill it would take an hour to wade through.
And high on the hill they could see twenty bodies already dangling
on nooses.

‘Come on,’
said Charlie, not willing to give up. ‘We can’t see the pyre. It
hasn’t been lit.’

’We’ll never
make it,’ said John.

‘We have to.
Elizabeth Fitzgilbert is innocent. I’ll not have her death on my
conscience.’

‘Why doesn’t
she protest her innocence?’ gasped John. ‘She let us think she was
guilty.’

‘Because she
thinks she has sinned against God. And will only believe she’s
forgiven if He saves her.’

‘Maybe He
will.’

‘It’s not been
His way so far,’ said Charlie, shoving through the
crowd.

He pushed past a burly
fishwife.

‘I’ve waited
since noon!’ she shrieked. ‘You’ll not cheat me of my view!’ She
lunged unsuccessfully at Charlie’s coat. Others in the crowd began
to turn and shout now, as Charlie and John bludgeoned their way
through. People formed ranks, barring their path.

Then a mighty cheer went
up.

Charlie felt his stomach
drop.

‘They’ve lit
the pyre,’ he said grimly.

A winding line of smoke
drifted up on the horizon. Charlie felt his blood turn to ice. They
were too late. Elizabeth was aflame.

He looked at the bank of
people crammed in ahead of them. At the smoke in the distance.
There was no way they could save her.

Horror coiled in Charlie.
Any moment now, they’d hear her screams.

Something splashed
against his arm. Then again. Charlie looked down
distractedly.

‘I don’t
believe it.’ He turned to John. ‘Rain.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Twenty-Two

Confusion rippled through
the crowd. Spatters of rain were falling faster now. Some of the
bystanders began to break away, covering their heads, heading for
shelter. As the crowd thinned, a pathway opened up. Charlie and
John made for the smoking pyre.

‘’Tis God’s
doing,’ Charlie heard a woman say.

‘That or
witchcraft,’ said a man. ‘But the executioner will get that pyre
burning. Rain or no rain.’

Yet the rain
will slow him down, thought
Charlie.

They made their way
through the people, some of whom were scattering in all directions.
Others were taking advantage of the weather to occupy a better spot
near the front.

John and Charlie
shouldered forward until the low mound of wood came into view. The
people were crammed in tighter here. Die-hard
execution-goers.

Charlie made out
Elizabeth’s tall body, strapped to the central post. The
executioner was at the base of it with a bellows, reigniting the
smouldering flames.

Charlie reached the pyre,
pushing aside a scrawny man and his enormous wife. Elizabeth met
his eye and her face flowered in hope.

The rain seemed to be
easing. People in the crowd began shouting for Charlie to get back
from the pyre. The executioner stood with his bellows still in
hand. He made towards Charlie, ready to push him back.

‘Elizabeth
Fitzgilbert is innocent!’ shouted Charlie. The executioner
hesitated. A few bystanders murmured uncertainly.

‘But the
murderer is here today!’ added Charlie, taking a gamble that the
drama of an accusation would work.

Several eyes swung to
Fitzgilbert at his wife’s side. His mouth worked comically. A few
other women were glaring at Lord Gilbert. His prostitute took a
considered step backwards. He lowered the tankard and his hand
moved to the heavy sword at his hip, drink-dulled eyes
wary.

The executioner stood,
temporarily forgetting his role to fan the flames. The fire sizzled
and began to die beneath the rain.

‘There was a
fair trial,’ he said. ‘You’ve nothing to prove what you
say.’

‘I have the
thimble,’ said Charlie, ‘stolen from the dead girl’s body. And the
weapon used to cave in her skull.’

A thrill went through the
remaining crowd. This was worth hearing.

‘Show me,’
demanded the executioner.

‘They’re both
here in front of us,’ said Charlie. ‘The killer holds the murder
weapon in his hands. But the thimble is no longer a thimble. It was
cut to make a ring.’

Elizabeth’s mouth was
moving in prayer.

‘Puritans give
silver thimbles for engagements,’ continued Charlie. ‘I couldn’t
understand how they could justify it. With a ring for the ceremony
as well. Then I realised. The thimble doesn’t stay a thimble. It
becomes the wedding band.’

He paused.

‘On the
wedding day they slice off the top,’ he concluded, ‘and make it a
ring.’ He gave a small smile. ‘Waste not, want not.’

Charlie
pointed.

‘Her killer,’
he continued, ‘was in love with her. He had Nancy’s ring in his
hanging pocket. But he couldn’t resist wearing it for Elizabeth’s
execution.’

Charlie stepped towards
the vicar.

‘He has the
ring,’ said Charlie. ‘On his wedding finger. And he carries the
sacrament.’ Charlie pointed to the large metal cross the vicar was
holding, its base flat and heavy like a candlestick.

‘That was what
he used,’ continued Charlie, ‘to murder Nancy.’


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Twenty-Three

Confusion rippled through
the crowd. Spatters of rain were falling faster now. Some of the
bystanders began to break away, covering their heads, heading for
shelter. As the crowd thinned, a pathway opened up. Charlie and
John made for the smoking pyre.

‘’Tis God’s
doing,’ Charlie heard a woman say.

‘That or
witchcraft,’ said a man. ‘But the executioner will get that pyre
burning. Rain or no rain.’

Yet the rain
will slow him down, thought
Charlie.

They made their way
through the people, some of whom were scattering in all directions.
Others were taking advantage of the weather to occupy a better spot
near the front.

John and Charlie
shouldered forward until the low mound of wood came into view. The
people were crammed in tighter here. Die-hard
execution-goers.

Charlie made out
Elizabeth’s tall body, strapped to the central post. The
executioner was at the base of it with a bellows, reigniting the
smouldering flames.

Charlie reached the pyre,
pushing aside a scrawny man and his enormous wife. Elizabeth met
his eye and her face flowered in hope.

The rain seemed to be
easing. People in the crowd began shouting for Charlie to get back
from the pyre. The executioner stood with his bellows still in
hand. He made towards Charlie, ready to push him back.

‘Elizabeth
Fitzgilbert is innocent!’ shouted Charlie. The executioner
hesitated. A few bystanders murmured uncertainly.

‘But the
murderer is here today!’ added Charlie, taking a gamble that the
drama of an accusation would work.

Several eyes swung to
Fitzgilbert at his wife’s side. His mouth worked comically. A few
other women were glaring at Lord Gilbert. His prostitute took a
considered step backwards. He lowered the tankard and his hand
moved to the heavy sword at his hip, drink-dulled eyes
wary.

The executioner stood,
temporarily forgetting his role to fan the flames. The fire sizzled
and began to die beneath the rain.

‘There was a
fair trial,’ he said. ‘You’ve nothing to prove what you
say.’

‘I have the
thimble,’ said Charlie, ‘stolen from the dead girl’s body. And the
weapon used to cave in her skull.’

A thrill went through the
remaining crowd. This was worth hearing.

‘Show me,’
demanded the executioner.

‘They’re both
here in front of us,’ said Charlie. ‘The killer holds the murder
weapon in his hands. But the thimble is no longer a thimble. It was
cut to make a ring.’

Elizabeth’s mouth was
moving in prayer.

‘Puritans give
silver thimbles for engagements,’ continued Charlie. ‘I couldn’t
understand how they could justify it. With a ring for the ceremony
as well. Then I realised. The thimble doesn’t stay a thimble. It
becomes the wedding band.’

He paused.

‘On the
wedding day they slice off the top,’ he concluded, ‘and make it a
ring.’ He gave a small smile. ‘Waste not, want not.’

Charlie
pointed.

‘Her killer,’
he continued, ‘was in love with her. He had Nancy’s ring in his
hanging pocket. But he couldn’t resist wearing it for Elizabeth’s
execution.’

Charlie stepped towards
the vicar.

‘He has the
ring,’ said Charlie. ‘On his wedding finger. And he carries the
sacrament.’ Charlie pointed to the large metal cross the vicar was
holding, its base flat and heavy like a candlestick.

‘That was what
he used,’ continued Charlie, ‘to murder Nancy.’

 



 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Twenty-Four

‘It’s a lie!’
The vicar’s face was an angry mask.

The executioner was
moving towards him.

‘See the
bevelled edge,’ said Charlie, as he pulled the ring roughly from
the holy man’s finger. ‘The uneven top. It’s been cut.’

The vicar gave a
high-pitched laugh. He held the sacrament closer to his
body.

‘How could I
do such a thing?’ he said.

‘You fell in
love with Nancy,’ said Charlie. ‘She confided in you her
relationship with Mistress Fitzgilbert and you convinced her she
was possessed by the Devil. You went to the Fitzgilberts’ house to
perform an exorcism on Nancy. You threw open the window,’ continued
Charlie, ‘to let out the demon. And you had with you the murder
weapon. The sacrament. A large cross with a heavy base. You would
have found it easy to conceal the weapon.’

The vicar had
paled.

‘It’s not
true,’ he said. ‘Every holy man has a sacrament. And this is a
silver ring, no more. Without the top no one can say …’

Charlie opened his mouth
then shut it again. He flicked a glance at Elizabeth.

It’s up to
you now, he thought, I’ll not tell if you don’t want it.

There was a pause. Then
she spoke.

‘I have the
top,’ said Elizabeth. ‘It’s around my neck.’

A shocked murmur rippled
through the crowd.

Elizabeth nodded to her
husband. He untied the pouch of gunpowder from around her neck.
Then he drew up the cord from beneath her dress. Attached was a
domed silver medallion with the studded cross.

Fitzgilbert tugged it
free and handed it to the executioner, who fitted it to the top of
the ring. He held it up to the crowd triumphantly. Shouts rang
out.

‘And how comes
she by such a thing?’ accused the vicar loudly. ‘How does Elizabeth
Fitzgilbert, a married lady, have part of a wedding ring for
another woman?’

‘It’s no one’s
concern,’ interjected Charlie, ‘if two women exchange tokens of
affection. Girls are fond of such practices.’

A few women in the crowd
were nodding. One lifted a lock of hair tied at her neck and kissed
it. The tide had turned firmly in Elizabeth’s favour.

‘But you,’
Charlie pointed at the vicar, ‘killed an innocent
woman.’

The cleric pursed his
lips. His face reddened.

‘I never went
to murder her,’ he whispered. ‘It was never my intention. I went to
save her soul.’

‘But you
couldn’t?’ guessed Charlie. ‘You couldn’t make Nancy stop loving
her mistress?’

‘She was
saying disgusting things,’ spluttered the vicar. ‘Things about
Elizabeth. It was the Devil. He was speaking through Nancy. And I
had to make her quiet. I had to …’ He squeezed his eyes tight shut.
‘I struck at the demon,’ he said. ‘But it was Nancy who
fell.’

‘You didn’t
just want to quieten a demon,’ said Charlie. ‘You wanted to black
out Nancy’s beautiful face. You were so ashamed she’d tempted you.
And you were angry that your exorcism had failed.’

‘She was a
demon taunting me,’ said the holy man. His voice was tight with
rage. ‘I can hardly say what happened. I just … I just kept hitting
her.’

His eyes slipped across
to Elizabeth.

‘Mistress
Fitzgilbert,’ he pleaded. ‘You must tell them. It was for Nancy’s
own good. The Devil was in her. You know that.’

He gestured to the
crowd.

‘Tell them,’
he said, ‘that the Devil possessed you both. But now he has been
driven out and you commit yourself to God.’

Elizabeth was staring at
him, grief burning in her green eyes.

‘I can save
you,’ nodded the vicar. ‘From your unnatural desires.’

Elizabeth’s lips parted.
She stood a little straighter.

‘Untie me,’
she said quietly. The executioner came towards her and cut free her
hands. Elizabeth stepped from the pyre.

Then she turned and
addressed herself to the crowd.

‘My maid
Nancy,’ she announced, ‘was the best sort of girl. With a blameless
love for her friends. And this man,’ Elizabeth raised a hand to
point, ‘murdered my Nancy. Whom we all loved.’ Her voice faltered
and she drew a gasping breath. In the crowd women were wiping away
tears.

‘I implore the
justices,’ concluded Elizabeth, ‘to hang him for his
crime.’

The request was caught up
in a whisper. Then it raised to a chant. And soon the assembled mob
were baying for the vicar’s sentence.

‘String him
up!’ shrieked a balding laundry woman.

The prison guard stepped
forward and clapped a burly hand on the vicar’s
shoulder.

Elizabeth turned to her
husband. Fitzgilbert stepped forward clumsily and embraced his
wife.

She extricated herself
after a moment and turned to Charlie.

‘You came to
prove my innocence,’ she smiled. ‘You’re a better man than you
pretend.’

‘I came for
the silver thimble,’ he said, ‘and my fee.’

Elizabeth took a step
closer to him.

‘Do you still
believe God doesn’t like London?’ she asked.

‘We’re not in
London,’ Charlie pointed out with a grin. ‘Tyburn is outside the
City. But I’ve a new manner of understanding miracles,’ he added.
‘And if I’m ever in need of one, I’ll come to you.’
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 Chapter Twenty-Seven

St
Petersburg , The Winter
Palace, 1789

 


The day I killed the
Cossack was when it all began. If I think carefully, I can trace
everything back to that slave market in St Petersburg - an illegal
affair trafficking mostly Persians and Kurds foolish enough to
cross the badlands of Khiva.

The dusty square bore a
resemblance to other livestock markets in Russia. There were
enclosures, merchants shouting their wares and buyers haggling,
examining the goods. A good deal of vodka was being drunk and a few
traders were filling their bowls from a cauldron of cabbage soup
bubbling over a wood fire. Despite the sultry heat of the St
Petersburg summer, most buyers wore thick fur-lined leather coats
and boots.

In contrast, I was
dressed in Turkoman rags that barely covered my body, with a metal
cuff heavy around my neck and chains at my wrists and
ankles.

The fellow slaves in my
consignment were similarly clothed and bound, heads bowed low with
the discomfort of their bonds, bodies wasted from their weeks
dragged starving through the Russian countryside.

In the middle distance
stood the fate of many people trafficked here. The magnificent
Winter Palace was being extended for Catherine the Great; the boxy
Hermitage annexe wrought brick by brick from the sliding marsh. Her
Imperial Majesty had ended slavery. But she doesn't involve herself
in building works. This square palace, with its endless gold
columns and bride-cake green-white façade, is built on the bones of
spent slaves, flung carelessly into the foundations.

Even now if I close my
eyes I can see and feel that fateful day as if it's happening all
over again. A bushy-bearded man steps forward and ushers our little
group into a fenced enclosure. He wears a tricorn hat with red fur
edging, jammed down low over his greasy dark hair. This is the man
who bought us, the unseen buyer who paid the dead-eyed Khiva
tribesman who herded us to the city gates. At his side stands a
giant Cossack with a plumed turban, a studded-leather jerkin and a
whip in his hand.

'Let's see what we have,'
says the fur-hatted merchant in heavy St Petersburg Russian, with a
humourless grin, 'in our Kurdish soup.' This is a derogatory term
for a job lot of slaves bought cut-price from Khiva - like the
cheap stew made in Kurdistan, where each ladle holds differing
amounts of miscellaneous meat.

The slave merchant shoots
a dark smile at his Cossack henchman.

'Those pig-ignorant
slave-hunters wouldn't know if they caught Empress Ekaterina
herself,' opines our owner with a sneer. 'My last batch had two
Russians, worth fifty roubles each.' He eyes us greedily,
assessing, whilst the Cossack stares stoically at the Winter
Palace. 'Mostly Kurds,' he decides, disappointed. 'Perhaps some
Persians if we're lucky.' He points. 'Separate those at the
back.'

The Cossack moves among
us, driving the slaves apart. He looks resigned and I wonder how he
came to this position, hired muscle for a slave buyer.

Our owner's eyes land on
me.

'Well, well,' he says,
licking his lips. 'What have we here?'

I've tried my best to
disguise myself, spreading mud over my skin, matting my long dark
hair and arranging it over my face, but there's no hiding my
height.

The owner lifts a chunk
of tangled hair, and I blink, scowling.

'Could be something,' he
decides, turning to his hired thug. 'See the eyes? Blue-grey.' He
spits on his finger and rubs away a little of the dirt on my upper
arm.

'Dark, but not too dark,'
he says. 'What think you? An African half-breed?'

'Too light. Maybe
Moorish,' says the Cossack. 'The eyes are too savage to be
Russian.'

'Maybe,' decides the
owner. He prods his sharp stick into my chest.

'You,' he barks. 'Where
from?'

I mutter a few words of
frightened Kurdish. He shakes his head.

'Kurdish,' he says
contemptuously. 'Hardly worth the chains that hold her. She's only
good for the street brothels.' He indicates towards the back of the
market. 'Put her in with the other whores.'

They drag me along, the
chain weighing around my neck, my hands bound, to a stinking shack
partially roofed with mouldering reeds. A door of sticks is dragged
open and the stench of despair wafts out. A huddle of frightened
girls look up as I'm pushed to the ground and fastened to a metal
hoop on the floor.

The door shuts and I
begin to free myself, working fast. I reach up, tugging a hidden
lock-pick from my filthy hair. I unlock my chains and the manacle
at my neck, rubbing my wrists in relief as the restraints
fall.

The other slaves are
watching me shed my bonds, their eyes like saucers. I scan the
little hut and my eyes land on a single scrawny man, huddled in the
corner. Without his rigid aristocratic clothing, he reminds me of a
soft pink crab slipped from its shell. His head was once
close-cropped for a wig, but now his hair grows out untidily in
clumps of black and grey, to match his unshaven face. Bare knees
are drawn up to his chin, the naked legs ageing and liver-spotted.
There is a deep bruise on his cheek just below his haunted eyes. My
heart aches for him.

I drop to the ground near
where he sits.

'You are Gaspard de
Mayenne?' I ask. He flinches, features twisted between confusion
and fear.

'Who are you?' he
whispers, his gaze trying to reconcile my light-coloured eyes to
skin that isn't white enough to fit, in that way Europeans
do.

'My name is Attica
Morgan,' I say, speaking in French. 'I'm an English spy. I'm here
to rescue you.'


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Twenty-Eight

In my experience, men
offered rescue by a woman fall in two camps: those who refuse the
possibility and those who try to take command of the escape
themselves. To my relief, Gaspard is in the first group; these are
the ones who cause the least trouble.

He makes a little half
laugh, then stops when he sees my expression.

'You have the wrong
person,' he says. 'I was exiled here by King Louis XVI. I'm of no
use to the English.'

'Revolution is in
England's interest,' I explain. 'We like what you're doing in
France. Your pictures. We want you to keep doing it.'

Gaspard considers this. I
wonder how much of his spirit has been broken in his hard months of
slavery.

I move to unlock his
chains but he pulls away, eyes furious.

'No!' he hisses. 'I don't
need your kind of help. They will blind me and worse.' My thoughts
flick back to the mutilated people in the market. Slaves who tried
to run. Gaspard's eyes burn with boundless terror.

'Even if I could return
to Paris,' says Gaspard, 'the King would boil me alive as a warning
to others who seek democracy.'

It's then I notice a
raised ring of branded flesh on his ribcage, ill-concealed by
tattered slave garments. The Bastille guards must have tortured him
before sending him to Russia. He sees me looking and rearranges his
rags.

I grip his thin wrists
tightly and look straight in his eyes.

'France is closer to
change than its King wants you to think,' I say steadily. 'Your
rescue will show the French people they needn't be afraid. I give
you my word as an Englishwoman. You will be free and you will be
safe. I have done this many times.'

I've been unlocking his
chains as I speak, and they fall to the dusty ground. His mistrust
fades and he starts shaking, tears running down his
cheeks.

'It's true?' he whispers.
'The French people might have liberty?'

I nod.

'What about the others?'
he manages, swallowing a sob. 'The other slaves. The things they do
to them ...' He is trembling. I hold his shoulders.

'Every last one of you,'
I promise, 'will have your freedom today.' Quickly I start
unchaining the other girls, careful of their injured wrists and
bruised necks. They are Kurdish and I speak to them softly in their
own language. Without chains they seem even more
vulnerable.

I snatch a glance at the
low sunlight slicing through the rickety door. Our means of escape
will come soon. I work faster. There are more slaves here than I
thought possible. But at last each sits unbound on the dirt
floor.

There's a sudden flare in
the far distance, visible even through the slats of our wooden
door. Flames, the sound of gunfire. It's time.

I throw open the door.
The slave merchants have been thrown into panic, believing their
illegal trade is being raided. We've worked to give the illusion
our limited troops are from the Palace and large in
number.

I kneel and move aside a
little dirt on the ground. My knife is where I buried it last
night, before I hid myself in the wagon of kidnapped Kurds
disguised as a slave.

I grip the dark-wood
handle and pull the curved blade free. This is a Mangbetu knife,
smooth black and deadly, awarded only to the deadliest fighters of
the African Congo. I feel its reassuring weight in my hand and
slide it into the back of my rags.

The traders are wildly
freeing their captives, anxious to avoid arrest. Chains and
manacles fall to the ground with a heavy clanking. Ropes are cut,
fences kicked down. Unshackled slaves are staring around
themselves, unable to comprehend what's happening.

Behind me the slave girls
are watching the chaos.

'This is your chance,' I
tell them, pointing to a building at the top of the hill. 'Go. Any
slave who gets inside that church is promised sanctuary. Her
Imperial Majesty decreed an end to servitude. By tomorrow night
I'll get you on a fur-trade boat bound for Hamburg.'

There's a fraction of a
pause. Then Gaspard remembers something of his revolutionary self.
He grabs hold of two girls by either hand.

'
Vite !
Vite !' he cries,
dragging them forth. As soon as they exit the hut, something
changes. Their faces become determined, their movements certain.
They flee as a pack, heading for freedom. It's like a dam breaking.
Every slave is running hard, like a tidal wave moving uphill in the
direction of the church.

I hear a cry. One of the
girls has fallen, her leg caught tight in a slave-snare. It's only
a simple rope-trap, but she's panicking. Other slaves are
stampeding near where she lies.

I run to her. Falling at
her side, I begin slicing through the trap.

Suddenly strong fingers
seize my upper arm. I stagger as I'm pulled around to see a
familiar face: the outsized Cossack guard from the slave sorting. I
twist, breaking from his grip, step back into a low fighting
stance, my long black blade in my hand.

The Cossack grins,
revealing large white teeth. He tilts his head appraisingly,
closing in. 'I knew there was something different about you,' he
says in Russian, moving forward. 'We heard tales about a girl spy.
I didn't believe it until now. You're going to fetch a fine price
in Moscow.'

Out of the corner of my
eye I can see the girl pulling at the half-cut rope around her
ankle. I bring the blade low, pointing upwards as the Cossack
closes in.

He taps his thick studded
armour.

'Blades don't pierce
military leather,' he says, lunging to take a heavy hold of my arm
again.

Suddenly his face twists
in shock. He lets out a strange strangled cough.

'Mangbetu knives do,' I
say, turning the blade to slice his lung as his eyes
bulge.

The Cossack drops
silently to the floor, blood filling his airways. I look back to
the slave girl sprawled in the dirt, mouth open in silent
horror.

I move back to her side,
slash free the snare, pull her up and give her a hard
shove.

Her ankle is twisted, and
she gasps in pain.

'I can't do it.' The
girl's starved and battered body is giving way. Her eyes are fixed
on my bloody knife. 'I can't fight like you. They'll find me
...'

I take her face in my
hands.

'Look at me,' I say,
speaking in Kurdish. 'Do you believe me when I say I don't break my
promises?'

She glances at my
blood-soaked hands.

‘Yes.’ She
swallows.

'You will survive this,'
I tell her. 'I promise. I see it in you. Get to the top of the
hill, and your freedom awaits.' I spin the gore-flecked knife. 'I
will cut down anyone who tries to stop you.'

She runs, limping towards
salvation.

I shield my eyes, and see
Gaspard has reached the safety of the church door. He turns, sees
me and shouts something. I can't hear the words but his expression
is unmistakable.

Hope, that emotion he'd
so carefully guarded against, was in full bloom. I live for that
look. It's what keeps me going through all the hard business of
spying for the English.

Little did I know, in
under two weeks, his face would look very different.

Gaspard would be lying
dead in the Bastille prison, a diamond between his lips.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Twenty-Nine

London
, two
weeks later

It's good to be back in
London. The trees surrounding King's Cross are in blossom. I can
smell the sweet-grass meadows that lead to Camden Village. My
family's town residence, a great red-brick hall awarded to my
ancestors by Henry VIII, is resplendent in the sun.

Today I'm dressed for a
wedding: a white silk dress embroidered with dainty violets.
Beneath a little purple hat, secured at a tilt, my curled dark hair
is elaborately styled with jewelled pins. My shoes are satin,
pointed, with a small heal. Strings of pearls conceal yellow ghosts
of manacle bruising to my wrists and neck.

I made the hour's walk
here from the squalid Wapping docks, drinking in the lively
industry of blacksmiths and papermakers, the press of girls with
baskets of wares on their heads, a scent of fresh bread and pies in
the air. So unlike the other wedding guests, I haven't arrived in a
gilded carriage. As I ascend the grand steps to the house an
unfamiliar servant in gold-frogged livery is in the hallway making
space on the portrait wall.

He's straightening an oil
painting of my stepmother, the first Lady Morgan - a rapacious
socialite who died many years ago.

Next in line is the
picture of my mother. A bright turban frames her dark-skinned face
and she holds a narrow spear. Mamma never did get to England, but
my father made sketches and had her commemorated in
oils.

Hearing my approach, the
servant looks down from his half-ladder.

'A sad story there, I'll
be bound,' he says, noticing me looking at my mother's portrait.
'They say she's why Lord Morgan drinks the laudanum. You are here
for one of Lord Morgan's wedding guests?' he adds.

Of course, he assumes me
a courtesan. It's hard for the English to see an unaccompanied
woman in finery and come to any other conclusion.

'I'm Attica Morgan,' I
reply. 'Lord Morgan's daughter.'

The servant overbalances
slightly then rights himself, pulling my mother's portrait askew.
He looks from her to me. A wild blush creeps up his neck and across
his face. He tries to bow, and the ladder jerks
dangerously.

'Please,' I say, moving
towards him, 'don't fall on my account.'

'My apologies,' he says.
'Miss Attica. I didn't know ...'

He pronounces it A-ttica,
the way the English do, which could be correct for all I know. My
name means 'of Africa' - perhaps an attempt to connect me with my
heritage. I've never minded my mixed blood because I can look like
many different people. I could be, say, a Jewess or a Spanish
dancer or an Italian heiress or a coal-eyed beggar girl. This is a
great advantage for a woman who travels in disguise.

'It's a common mistake.'
I smile at the servant. 'No one can quite agree if I'm illegitimate
and I never could sit still for portraits. That's the only one of
me.' I point to a mischievous-looking girl sat on my father's
lap.

This discomforts him
worse than before. He begins leaning from foot to foot.

'Your shoes are the new
Lady Morgan's choice?' I observe, taking in the little gold
heels.

'Yes.' He smiles in
relief, having found a better subject than my scandalous
existence.

'I'll see if I can't put
in a word,' I say, 'to get you something for standing about in.' I
wink at him as I walk, past up the remaining steps and
in.

The dark interior closes
around me as if I'd never left. The smell of beeswax polish, the
richly coloured walls and oil paintings, the feeling of never
belonging.

Garlands of flowers are
festooned all around today, and there's a hum of modernity.
Servants are polishing glassware rather than tarnished old
chalices. The wedding breakfast is fashionably understated. No huge
sides of game or suckling pigs. The new Lady Morgan's influence is
like a breath of fresh air.

I'm eyeing the small
crowd, trying not to listen to the whispers about my father's new
wife - an American slave-abolitionist, who has already scandalized
London with her lack of English decorum.

'Attica!' I hear a
high-pitched voice and realize the Spencer sisters have seen me.
It's too late to beat a retreat. They close in, ribbons and bows
flapping.

The older and younger
siblings are almost identical, with fish-like blue eyes and mousy
hair, sculpted upwards into precipitous waxy towers. As usual they
are dressed for determined husband-hunting. Single men are giving
them a wide birth.

'We have someone who is
mad to meet you,' enthuses the older sister.

I scan the room for a way
out. Likely one of their greasy cousins has come of age.

The younger Spencer
sister makes some frantic beckoning into the crowd. A rather
silly-looking blonde girl is the target of her wild
gesticulating.

'This is her!' announces
the elder, proudly, stepping back so her friend might get a full
view of me. 'Attica Morgan, the escaped slave.'


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Thirty

London society can barely
breathe in the fetid air of its own stale gossip, yet I'm
perpetually surprised by how resistant everyone is to forgetting my
origins.

If you believe the
rumours, my brilliant father, Lord Morgan, sailed away from his
acrimonious marriage into the arms of an African princess. She was
captured by slavers whilst pregnant with me, and my father was
tricked into thinking her dead. His laundanum haze followed. Some
years later I docked at Bristol, a glowering little beast, so they
tell it, who refused to speak a word of English and bit the first
Lady Morgan's jewelled hand.

My recollection is rather
less straightforward. Nevertheless, it's true I arrived in England
as a small girl, to an estate of horrified relations and
servants.

I have a similar
sensation now, as a girl with solid blonde curls pasted to her
forehead makes towards me, cooing as though I'm a monkey in a
cage.

'Amelia
is mad to meet
you,' says the older Spencer sister, taking the blonde girl's arm.
'We've told her all about your daring getaway.'

'I thought she'd be
darker,' says Amelia, sounding disappointed. 'She could pass for
Spanish. Do you speak any English words?' she asks, speaking slow
and loud.

'Attica is frightfully
clever,' says the oldest Spencer quickly. 'You would hardly know
her mother was a savage. She is a translator of languages, isn't
that right? You were helping the Russian ambassador.'

She glances around the
room. Several young men look away in panic.

'I don't know how you can
stand such dry work,' she says. 'How do you find time to
embroider?'

'It's not as dull as it
sounds.' I keep my tone impassive. 'Though I must admit my
needlework has suffered.'

'You must
apply yourself,' cautions the younger Spencer, her blue eyes wide.
'You will never catch a husband if your sewing is poor.'

Her sister elbows her in
the ribs, and the younger reddens, realizing her
blunder.

'Are you very sad,' she ventures, in a strange babyish voice,
'that your wedding didn't go ahead?'

'No,' I say, 'I cannot
say I am.' The relief, the sheer relief, of escaping the bonds of
wedlock. I can still call it to mind now, like a waterfall of gold
washing me clean. 'I thought England had no slavery,' I tell them,
'until I learned about marriage.'

They all laugh a little
too loudly. The new Lady Morgan has, after all, just become my
father's legal property.

'Very good,' says the
blonde girl approvingly. 'Don't get glum about it.' She gestures to
a table where the remains of hot buttered rolls, tongue, eggs and
ham are being cleared away. A large bridal pie with cornice-like
fluting is being brought forth.

'Perhaps you will get the
slice with the glass ring in it.' She holds up two crossed fingers
inches from my head, her features scrunched earnestly.

'What good fortune that
would be.' I keep my face perfectly neutral.

'You know you really are
rather pretty,' she continues, encouraged. 'Those grey eyes are
quite striking, and not all men would mind such a tall woman.
Perhaps another suitor can be found.'

'Unfortunately, we
African brides eat our husbands on the wedding night,' I say. 'So
it is a hard match to make. Would you excuse me?'

I make them a brilliant
smile, curtsey and vanish into the crowd, leaving them wide-eyed in
shock. I'm making my way to the servants' door when a hand tightens
on my arm.

I turn around and find
myself looking directly into the dark brown eyes of Lord Pole. I
feel as though the warmth has been sucked out of the
room.

How much does my scheming
uncle knows about what I did in Russia? I wonder.

Lord Pole is dressed in
the clothes he wears to Whitehall: a medieval-style bear-fur
collar, long black robes, a square felt hat, like a scribe might
wear.

A thousand thoughts race
through my head. 'No dress coat,' I ask, 'for your own brother's
wedding?'

'I've come from urgent
business,' he replies, watching the wedding crowd with thoughtful
expression He frowns as a servant hands us each a dainty glass of
red wine and a plate of bridal pie.

Besides being my uncle,
Lord Pole is one of the most important men in English intelligence.
He is keenly aware that, matched to the right husband, I could get
into all kinds of drawing rooms and bedrooms. But so far his plans
to have me married to the enemy have been averted.

His dark eyes are
surveying the room again. We are all outcasts, us in the low
business of espionage, and Lord Pole is no exception. His long nose
and swarthy features are courtesy of his German father - a Bavarian
count whose scandalous lineage Lord Pole dedicates his life to
nullifying. The rest of his time is spent plotting, an activity at
which he is masterly.

'As if your father's
African wife wasn't scandal enough for one family,' he says, more
to himself than me, 'now he weds an American heiress and it isn't
even for her money.'

'Be sure not to follow
his example, Uncle,' I say. 'You risk a happy marriage.' I take
small mouthful of pie. It is made of the traditional offal and
oysters, and loud with expensive spices, a nod to my father's
generation, whose artifice and grandeur are now out of
favour.

'I think the new Lady
Morgan will be good for him,' I conclude. 'Less
laudanum.'

Lord Pole hands his
untouched plate impatiently to a passing servant.

'It's bad luck not to eat
the pie,' I say.

'I don't believe in
luck.'

There's a girlish shriek
in the corner. One of the Spencer sisters is holding up a grubby
glass ring, a symbol she'll be next to marry. Lord Pole's
expression clouds in disapproval.

'I imagine you're looking
forward to your own wedding one day soon,' he says, returning his
attention to me.

'I hadn't considered it,'
I say, careful to stop the tremble in my hands. 'I am told I
provide a useful service to my country.'

'Yes.' He lifts his glass
and swallows the contents. 'Become indispensable in the active spy
network. That has been your game, has it not?'

'It isn't a
game.'

Lord Pole locks eyes with
me suddenly. It's an arresting, disconcerting sensation to be the
sole focus of that calculating gaze.

'Don't think I don't know
of the plots that were made to abort your wedding last summer,' he
says. 'Very convenient that a mysterious fortune came into the
hands of the bride who took your place.'

'I don't know what you're
talking about.'

His dark brows knit
together.

'Do not forget the
service this country did for you, Attica. You arrived as legal
property of a plantation. We turned a blind eye.'

'Because you saw my
potential to marry the right man and spy on him,' I fill in. 'Or is
it usual to train English girls in code-breaking and
lock-picking?'

Lord Pole smiles but I
see his fingers curl tighter. He hates for anyone to see his
machinations at play.

'We only capitalized on
your father's irresponsible beginnings,' he says, 'letting you into
the cigar rooms, allowing you to cavort with his maps and
instruments. I took the chance to gain you an advantage. Yet you
squander it.'

He gives me a long
look.

'The reprieve
your father negotiated you was supposed to end with one mission.
It's true your abilities are exceptional, but we never meant you to
become a crusader .' He waves his hands to signal the inexplicability of it
all.

'You are afraid your pawn
is not behaving as you expect,' I observe. 'I have been proving too
useful in the field.'

'You have surpassed
expectations,' he admits. 'Yet I've been hearing things. Your
obsession with breaking up slave rings has compromised your
neutrality. You were supposed to bring Gaspard back to France, not
release two hundred Kurds into the bargain.'

I have a sudden queasy
feeling that he's been waiting for me to slip up.

'What does it matter?' I
say. 'I brought Gaspard to a safe house, as was asked of
me.'

'A woman's
usefulness will always be different to a man's. You are a year from
spinsterhood, at which point your value will plummet. It's time
your more female qualities were put into service.'

'What of my feelings on
the subject?' I manage to keep my voice perfectly
steady.

I've a terrible
prescience Lord Pole is formulating something that will be
difficult to evade.

'Ah! Feelings,' says Lord
Pole, more to himself than to me. 'Yes. You young people seem to
have so very many of them.'


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Thirty-One

My heart lifts as I see
the familiar hotchpotch buildings of Whitehall. Barefoot children
with baskets of quill pens and reeds of cheap ink are pestering the
wigged and waistcoated men entering parliament. Street stalls fry
pancakes and sell pea soup by the pint from a cluster of tankards
swinging on chains. A bird-catcher sits, emptying a net of chirping
goldfinches into a small wooden enclosure.

I approach him, dip a
hand in my purse and hand over a shining guinea. His eyes widen,
and his hand stretches out uncertainly.

'Let them all fly away,'
I say, closing his hands around the coin.

He nods rapidly, opening
the cage with a disbelieving grin. Clutching the money tight to his
chest, he walks away, unable to stop smiling.

The birds take flight.
They streak past me, black, red and gold, as I turn my attention
back to the grand Whitehall buildings.

Tacked against the
turreted wall of Westminster Palace is a threadbare canopy over a
cauldron of hot green peas. A man with one eye and a single tooth
stirs it with a long stick.

I move towards him,
smiling.

'Hello, Peter,' I
say.

'Attica!' He beams,
treating me to the full view of his sole tooth. 'Those lyin'
bastards said you was dead. Where've ya bin then, girl?' Peter
leans over his tepid wares and grasps both my hands in his wizened
old claws.

'Russia.' I grip his
hands in return.

'Ah.' His eye lifts
skyward, considering. 'That's north of Oxford, is it?'

I hide a smile.
'Yes.'

He tilts his head, taking
in the new scar, running deep, just below my jawline.

'Robber got ya?' he
suggests.

I touch it with my
fingers, feeling the long track of raised red. It feels like it
belongs to someone else.

'Something like that,' I
say.

He leans back,
assessing.

'Well, you've looked
worse,' he concludes. 'Least you've some meat on your
bones.'

He's referring to my
training in Sicily, in preparation for which I'd spent far too long
running in forests with logs on my back, so as to pass for a
boy.

In the months that
followed, my knife was so rarely from my hand, the palm muscles
began to atrophy in the shape of the handle. By the end, those
still alive could slash five different arteries in thirty seconds -
abdomen, wrist, throat, thigh, chest - and no one ever deduced why
a boot to the groin affected me so much less than my fellows. The
final test was two sleepless weeks, hunted by assassins. Then
fighting blind-fold, waist-deep in cold water. Two of us graduated
- that is to say, lived.

Peter had been the first
familiar person on my return. I'd lost so much weight my jaw
jutted. My face held the burning gaze of what the Italians call
'blood on the soul'.

'I'm different now,' I
remember telling Peter, looking at him with pupils blown wide from
exhaustion.

He'd considered this for
a long moment before heaping a ladle of peas into a tankard and
pushing it into my hands.

'Drink this,' he'd said,
looking at me steadily. 'Nothing's happened to you, girl, that hot
peas and a good night's sleep won't fix.'

I still think about that
sometimes.

'Good to have you back,'
Peter says now. 'They're a savage lot Scotland way, so I hear.' He
sniffs and wipes his nose on his sleeve. 'It's not the same without
you here,' he continues, with a glance at Whitehall. 'They bin'
sayin' I can't empty me slops into the gutter.'

'I'll talk to them,' I
promise. 'Is Atherton inside?'

‘Yes.’ His
face turns wary at the name. Peter holds up a warning finger,
eyeing the surging parliament men behind me.

Peter waits for his
moment before stepping aside, motioning me behind his smoking
cauldron. At the back of his stall is a hessian curtain; to all
appearances it covers nothing but wall, but as I lift it,
immediately beneath me is a set of old stone steps.

Whitehall's secret
entrance. Once used by the King to smuggle in his mistresses, in
these times of espionage it is employed for a different purpose. I
descend into torchlit gloom, turn a corner, and open another
curtain into an underground room. The dark explodes into
light.

This is the society of
the Sealed Knot. We lie, steal, deceive and risk summary execution
so upstanding soldiers and generals might win wars and medals
publicly. They are the closest thing I have to a family.

And after almost a year
in Russia, I've come home.


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Thirty-Two

In the Sealed Knot's
labyrinthine headquarters, candelabras and candles burn along every
wall, illuminating the carved wood-panelled ceilings. Large tables
are lined with men, maps and papers of every kind.

The familiar bubbling
chatter of plans and schemes surrounds me. Servants move about,
pouring wine and brandy punch, putting down plates of meat and
bread. The air is fuggy with pipe smoke and intrigue.

Naturally, the dirty
underhand war of intelligence is staffed by those who polite
society shun. There's no one here without a scandal to tell, a
price on his head or a court martial to run from. Though no
recruitment was more shocking to our sensible German King than
mine, so I'm told.

I pass through and a few
faces turn to me, eyes wide. I raise my finger to my lips and head
to a corner where a little knot of men are huddled over a large
book. As I approach I can hear them, arguing loudly about a wager
that should be paid out.

I put my hand on the
shoulder of the nearest - a dark-haired man with nut-brown skin and
an expensive fencing sword at his hip.

'You should have bet
higher, Emile,' I say.

He whips around. His face
makes a strange contortion.

'Attica!' He grabs me in
a bear-embrace. I wince. Emile fled from France to England after a
fight with the wrong man; his upper-body strength is vicelike. Like
me, he grew up with a gypsy camp, so we share a common language and
have always been favourites to one another.

The other gamblers are
welcoming me home now, delight on their faces. These are my
friends, my comrades. Besides fencing champion Emile, there's a
highwayman, an excommunicated young priest and a
playwright-turned-forger. Like me - the tawny-skinned illegitimate
daughter of an English Lord - they are all outcasts with
extraordinary talents useful to England's underground secret
service.

'I thought you were
dead!' Emile admonishes. 'The last German ship docked on
Thursday.'

'I knew you bloody
Hellfires would run a bet,' I say, 'so I spent a night in Southwark
instead of coming straight. Only narrowly made it to my own
father's wedding.'

I eye the open book over
his shoulder.

'Congratulations, Emile,'
I grin, 'I knew you'd take the longest odds.' I wag my finger at
the rest of them. 'And you all should have more faith,' I admonish,
smiling. 'Since when did some cold water stop me getting
home?'

The assembled spies
laugh, enjoying the joke.

I look to a tapestry
hanging at the back which everyone is pretending a little too hard
isn't there. The way to Atherton's door.

'He's in there?' I ask,
nodding to it. The mood instantly changes.

'Ye-es,' ventures Emile.
'But he's in a foul temper. Something's happening in France.
Missing diamonds or some such. People are turning on the Queen.
You'd think Atherton would be happy,' he adds with a confused
shrug. 'We've spent a lot of manpower trying to bring King Louis
down.'

I glance to the tapestry.
The power of life and death lies beyond. No one goes through
without good reason. Or, more likely, bad reason.

'Best I find out more,' I
decide, breaking away from the group. 'You can buy me brandy from
your winnings later,' I toss over to my shoulder to
Emile.

I slip underneath the
tapestry. A spiral staircase is on the other side, and I ascend to
another part of Whitehall. Atherton's office is the clandestine
bridge between secret spying and public politics.

His door is at the top of
the stair, and I turn the handle without knocking.

As it opens, I'm greeted
by the familiar sharp smell of sealing wax. This is the heart of it
all, where it all happens.

The most
illegal of legal things in England.

Forged pardons,
authorizations, safe passage in every language are issued from
here. Maps and city plans, stolen and duplicated from the four
corners of the earth, are rolled and filed.

The room is filled with
smoke and at first I can't see Atherton. My heart beats faster.
It's been almost a year since I saw him last. We wrote to one
another whenever we could, but I know there are things he wouldn't
tell me by letter.

The haze clears and there
he is.

Atherton. Sitting behind
the same desk. Wearing the same blue and gold naval coat, his thick
brown hair is just as unruly.

A rush of emotions hit
me.

His shaggy head is
lowered, deep in concentration, fiddling with a tiny brazier of
burning coals. Floating before him, like dancing angels, are three
paper lanterns, bobbing in the air. Each belches a trail of black
smoke, rather ruining the celestial effect.

I watch him reach out a
long finger and tap one of the hovering lanterns. It lifts
gracefully, propelled by the heat of the brazier burning on his
desk. Atherton's lanky frame is twisted awkwardly on his chair and
twin walking canes rest against his withered legs.

'If you must play with
fire, Atherton,' I say, 'you should find an office with higher
ceilings.'

He looks up confused,
then his face changes.

'Attica?' He stands with
effort, his light green eyes lit with joy, a smile stretched across
his narrow face. 'Those bloody French have mastered the hot air
balloon,' he explains. 'King Louis tests them with convicts. They
got one halfway across the English Channel before it mercifully
combusted.'

Something like relief
catches in my throat to find him so unchanged. I half run at him
and we hug tightly and for too long because there's no one
watching.

'I thought you were
dead,' he says.

'How could I be?' I say.
'I promised you I would return.'

'You'll stay?' He slides
his hands from my shoulders, takes my hands in his. 'Longer than a
week this time?'

I feel my heart squeeze.
My eyes settle on his wedding ring.

'I can't,' I say, shaking
my head.

'For a few days, at
least.' Atherton makes the disarming smile I love, his green eyes
tilted up, straight mouth drawn wide.

We're staring into one
another's eyes, my hands still on his shoulders and his on mine. If
we were reunited lovers, we would kiss now, I think.

Could we?
Just once? I picture Atherton drawing
closer, see myself doing nothing to stop him.

A blaze of flame behind
us shocks me into my senses. One of his lanterns has caught on
fire.

'Your flying balloons
need more work,' I tell him, moving to extinguish the flames.
'Shouldn't you use silk, instead of paper?'


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Thirty-Three

Once I've extinguished
Atherton's air balloon experiment, I take in his office.

It's different to how I
remember it. It was once full of fashionable furniture, Chinois
style, all red and gold and looping shapes. But things have been
cut down, altered, removed. His old desk is still here, though -
heavy black, with a scattering of different-sized drawers at the
front, painted with gold-lacquered flying birds, willow trees and
rivers from a far-flung land he'll never see. But bolted solidly to
the top are two wooden handles, rough-hewn things for a cripple to
grip at.

On the wall is a portrait
of him five years ago in the Navy, before his illness began,
standing tall in his admiral's uniform and tricorn hat. I wonder
how he can bear to have it here still.

'Your office looks
awful.' I grin, knowing he'll appreciate my honesty. 'Couldn't you
have kept your limbs working a little longer?'

He laughs. 'It's been a
long time since you decorated,' he says, smiling back at me. 'I
became bored of good taste.' The smile fades away. 'You've been
gone a long time, Attica,' he says. I see in his face a little
snatch of how it must feel to be stuck here with someone you care
for far away.

'That doesn't change
things,' I say, squeezing his fingers.

I drop my hands down to
hold his, reluctant to move apart.

'How are you?' I
ask.

'Good and bad,' he
admits, shifting his twisted legs. 'The rubber stoppers you got me
come in useful on Whitehall's waxed floors. Fortunate those
Caribbean pirates never found you.'

He gives me a mischievous
glance.

'How did you
...?'

'How did I know you
risked your life to steal them? Let's just say it's my job to know
things.' He taps his nose.

Atherton plants his palms
on his walking sticks and shuffles with difficulty to his desk.
When his condition first deteriorated he told me in no uncertain
terms not to treat him like a cripple. I've always respected his
wishes, but it's not always easy.

I wander around the
office, taking in the changes. I reach up to a little cabinet, all
little-gold-leafed drawers. It bears all the markings of one of
Atherton's puzzle boxes.

'You've altered the
pattern?' I guess, reaching up and pressing on a gold-leaf. It
recedes into the wood.

'I've made a few
improvements.'

I nod, pushing in a few
other sections in sequence. I only just duck in time, as a drawer
shoots free, sending a whirling blade winging across the
room.

'Very good,' I enthuse,
noting how far it has lodged in the wall.

'The spring is a great
deal stronger,' agrees Atherton, pleased.

I move to the opposite
side of the room, where the blade has embedded, twanging menacingly
with the impact.

'Anything else?' I ask,
prodding it.

'Oh yes!' Atherton's
schoolboy energy always lights him up when speaking of his
inventions. He one a drawer and then another, hidden
inside.

After a moment's frowning
search, he removes what look like some little pieces of wood. Their
tips are coated in a yellow substance.

I look closer, then grin
at him.

'They work?'

Atherton sits back
proudly. He lifts one.

'Self-lighting
fire-sticks,' he says. 'Drag them against any rough surface and
they will fire on their own.' He picks one up carefully and drags
it against the edge of his desk. It flares. 'Instant flame, and you
can hide them in all kinds of places you couldn't fit a
tinderbox.'

I stare at the fire,
transfixed. 'I don't believe it.'

'They fail if you get
them wet, mind,' says Atherton, blowing it out. 'I'm still working
on how to fix that. Perhaps a different mix of chemicals at the
tip.'

We share a smile; two
strange people who love ciphers and mechanics.

I didn't realize quite
how much I'd missed Atherton.

'You must at least stay
long enough to drink with me,' he decides. He manoeuvres himself to
his desk with impressive dexterity and using the wooden handles he
opens the largest of his drawers.

'Sailor's finest,' he
beams, lifting out a battered bottle. Atherton's vice is the
filthiest of cheap naval rum, a throwback to his days warring at
sea with common sailors.

I lift a chair and seat
myself next to him. I lean forward and collect two glasses from
inside his drawer and fill them both much too full. The sugary tang
of strong alcohol fills the air.

Atherton takes one
appreciatively and we sit side by side, our chairs touching.
Through his large first-floor window I can see the pale stone of
Whitehall streets and buildings and down below the wigged men
hurrying to court.

He swigs deeply. 'Ah,' he
says happily, 'the taste of the seven seas.'

I sip, shaking my head.
The dark rum is as terrible as it ever was.

'This is why sailors die
so young,' I say, my eyes burning from the fumes tunnelling up my
nose.

'You'll appreciate it
when you're older,' he adds, enjoying my wincing expression. His
favourite thing is to joke about the age gap between us, which
seemed very great when we first met. Atherton tutored me in
code-breaking and lock-picking talents ten years ago when I was
thirteen and he was twenty-two.

I feel suddenly choked
with emotions and take a clumsy mouthful of rum to hide my
expression. I want to tell him how I dreamed of the moment I'd see
him again, almost daily, in Russia, gathering information for the
Crown. That even though he was far away, I knew he was doing
everything he could, helping me, keeping me safe, and that
knowledge made me happy. But somehow the words don't
come.

Instead, I say: 'I always
liked this view,' in a cold little voice that doesn't sound like
me.

Atherton eyes me sideways
and I wonder if he knows what I'm thinking.

'So what brings you back
to England? King and country?' he suggests.

'The usual reason. I've
come to ask for your help,' I say, sipping rum. I feel the alcohol
burn my stomach, a warm comfortable glow. 'I need papers. I
uncovered a trail of slave trading leading to Madrid. I think
there's a big market hidden there.'

He hesitates. 'You've
already been assigned. It's not my decision. Lord Pole's office has
higher authority.'

My eyes flick to
his.

'Since when did Lord Pole
involve himself in Sealed Knot business?'

'The man you rescued from
Russia, Gaspard de Mayenne, we think he's in danger,' he says
quietly. 'Lord Pole needs you to get him to Versailles.'

I'm looking hard at
Atherton, wondering what it is he isn't telling me.

'What business could
Gaspard de Mayenne have in Versailles?' I say. 'What did you bloody
schemers do?'

I'd forgotten, in English
intelligence there's no such thing as a simple rescue.

'Thanks to you, Gaspard
owes us a favour,' says Atherton. 'His daughter has a position in
the Palace, close enough to get to the Queen.'

'So you want this girl to
smuggle something in?' I deduce, sipping the bad rum.
'What?'

Atherton
hesitates.

'Have you heard about the
lost diamonds of Marie Antoinette?'


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 


 Chapter Thirty-Four

The
lost diamonds of
Marie Antoinette
.

I'm turning Atherton's
words over in my head. An image forms in my mind: a newspaper
sketch of extravagantly looped and tasselled gems. The description
comes back to me.

'Constructed from two
million francs' worth of diamonds and commissioned by the late
French King for his working-class mistress,' I say, reciting from
memory. 'When he died, his son wouldn't honour the debt. Marie
Antoinette refused a necklace of such vulgar provenance. It was
stolen, four years ago.'

'You've a good recall,'
Atherton says. 'A confidence trickster later convinced the jeweller
that Marie Antoinette had changed her mind, disguised a prostitute
as the Queen and stole the jewels. The thief was caught, and the
ensuring court trial became a national scandal.'

'Lèse-majesté,' I say, it
was all flooding back now. 'The Queen tried to convict not just the
thief but the jeweller, too. She accused him of disrespect for
daring to believe she would have met a man alone and at night. But
she lost the case.'

'It was all but decreed
by law that Marie Antoinette was debauched,' agrees Atherton.
'After that, the gossip was unstoppable. The ripples of real
discontent began back then. People thought that Marie Antoinette
was venal, vengeful. The jewels vanished. Rumours started up that
the Queen had taken them.'

'They're something of a
legend now, aren't they?'

'So people have been led
to believe,' he says. 'But whilst you've been in Russia, we've been
working to find the missing jewellery. We got hold of it in London,
before it was to be broken up and sold.'

'Impressive,' I admit.
'You tracked the necklace for all that time, through all the
smugglers and shadowy jewellers whose hands it must have passed
through. Wait until everyone thought it lost for ever. Then pounce.
So,' I pour him more rum, 'I imagine you plan to smuggle it back
into Versailles? Make it appear the Queen kept it all
along.'

'I'd forgotten how clever
you are at guessing plots.' He smiles at me over his glass. 'The
French King and Queen are hated. It will take only the slightest
push for the French people to revolt. A scandalous diamond necklace
appearing in Versailles,' finishes Atherton, 'is just the pressure
needed. Put the diamonds back, let the right servants see it ...'
He waves his glass to suggest the ease with which this could take
place.

'This is Lord Pole's
doing?' I say. 'He's still trying to stop the French King sending
troops to America.'

I can always smell my
uncle's schemes a mile away; they have a distinctly cold-blooded
reek to them. I picture Lord Pole, a spider in his web of intrigue,
making plans, weaving futures for the unwitting.

'He has a genius for
plots of this kind.' Atherton's tone is as disapproving as
mine.

'It all sounds very
interesting,' I admit, 'but I've saved Gaspard once. And there's a
slave-trading ship docked off Portugal that needs my
attention.'

Atherton rubs his face in
the way he does when he's exasperated.

'I don't have
a choice in this, Attica. Lord Pole has the highest authority in
the Sealed Knot.'He says it in a way that means: '
You don't have a
choice.'

'This is apprenticeship
level,' I protest. Humiliation is blooming.

'We didn't mean for you
to vanish into Russia and start organizing our embedded men without
permission,' he continues.

'I saw an opportunity. I
took it.'

'It was a daring and
brilliant mission,' says Atherton, 'in many ways a great success.
But there is more to freeing slaves than fieldwork. And if you
can't take orders ...'

I glare at him. I am so
tired of hearing how people should wait a little longer in
servitude whilst well-fed men decide their fates by warm
fires.

Atherton sighs. 'It's
Lagos slave docks all over again, Attica. You can't just go in
burning things down for your own agenda.'

'A youthful grudge, now
behind me.' I try for a winning smile.

'I took a chance on you,
Attica. Everyone knows women aren't suitable for active service.
You're proving them right.' He takes my glass, fills it, pushes it
back into my hands. 'If you complete this mission, they'll let you
back at the slave rings. Just prove you're willing to do as you're
told.'

'You'd have me playing
bodyguard? Those people in Russia have their eyes gouged out for
looking at the wrong person.'

I toss the rum back in
one, grab the bottle and pour myself another measure.

'I won't do it,' I say,
as the alcohol burns. 'It's taken years to get inside those slave
rings. I know Lord Pole. This is his way of putting me in my place,
making sure Lord Morgan's daughter doesn't get above
herself.'

'Maybe,' admits Atherton.
'But you know how clever he is.' There's a warning in his green
eyes that makes me snap to attention.

'He knows I'll refuse,' I
say, tracking Lord Pole's likely thought processes. 'I'll bet he's
put some penalty in place.' I drink more rum, feeling suddenly
confidant. 'There's nothing he can do to make me go to
France.'

Atherton has a strange
expression on his face, almost as though he's wincing.

'What?' I
demand.

'If you don't go to Paris
and deliver this necklace,' says Atherton, 'Lord Pole will have you
married off.'

I'm absorbing this when
something else occurs to me.

'The unrest in Paris,' I
say. 'Customs gates are on high alert. Lord Pole would have needed
someone trustworthy to smuggle the diamonds into
France.'

'I don't know who was
sent,' says Atherton. 'Why do you ask?'

A horrible feeling slides
into my stomach.

'Atherton,' I say, 'do
you remember my cousin Grace?'

'The chubby girl who
won't stop talking about politics? Small-pox scars?' He gestures
around the eyes. 'How could I forget?' His expression darkens. 'The
pair of you were absolute savages, digging forts in the tennis
lawns and stuffing that old cannon with goose feathers. Wasn't it
Grace that had you both using mud as warpaint?'

'She was absolutely
fearless,' I say, grinning. I'd forgotten Atherton had been around
back then. 'Grace kicked my slave terrors right out of me. I think
my father must have known she would. We were kindred
spirits.'

'Fortunate she grew out
of it all,' says Atherton with feeling. 'It's far harder, nowadays,
to bribe prison officials.'

'Grace is from a poorer
branch of the family,' I say, 'so perhaps she considered she didn't
have a choice. Her lack of nobility also makes her a natural target
for Lord Pole's nefarious schemes,' I add pointedly. 'Grace wasn't
at my father's wedding; I was told she was shopping for her wedding
trousseau ... In Paris.'

I feel suddenly uneasy
for my clever cousin.

'Grace does as she's told
now,' I say. 'If you had absolutely no conscience, you might
consider her an excellent choice to smuggle diamonds.'

We look at each other for
a long moment.

'No.' Atherton is shaking
his head. 'He wouldn't have. Not even Lord Pole would stoop to
that.'
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