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    For Emily and Ben, the original cheeky monkeys,

    May your names live forever.
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    Emilia and Luka Finch are gypsy children who camp out in the Great North Wood with their families in the time of Oliver Cromwell. Emilia shares a caravan with her fortune-telling grandmother Maggie, who is called Queen of the Gypsies; her elder sister Beatrice, who sings like an angel; and her younger brother Noah, who is blind and goes everywhere in the company of a big mongrel dog, Rollo. Emilia is a ‘wheedler’, having the ability to charm people and animals. She can call rabbits and hedgehogs to her hand, and gallops about on her dapple-grey Arab mare, Alida. Her cousin Luka plays the fiddle, and can turn somersaults and walk on his hands. He has a mischievous little monkey called Zizi, and shares a caravan with his parents and his two sisters. The other members of the Finch tribe include their uncle Ruben and his dancing bear, Sweetheart.


    The turmoil of the Civil War has made the roads dangerous, and so the Finch tribe rarely leave the Great North Wood. It is time for Beatrice to be married, though, and the Finch tribe need to raise some money for her dowry. Although Maggie hears an owl cry, an omen of death, the Finch family nonetheless decide to travel to the local fair to sing, dance and play their fiddles.


    What they do not know is that there is a new pastor in Kingston-Upon-Thames, a zealot who sees Beatrice singing outside the church and calls the constables to arrest her. Under the Puritan government, singing, fiddling, and dancing are all outlawed, and it is a hanging offence to be born a gypsy. In the struggle, a constable is accidentally killed. Accused of vagrancy and murder, both capital crimes, the whole Finch family is thrown into gaol. They have three weeks before the travelling magistrates come to town. Three weeks to live.


    Only Emilia and Luka escape back to camp, with the thief-taker Coldham and the town constables hot in pursuit. There Maggie waits, filled with foreboding. Being too old and crippled to escape, she charges Emilia and Luka with an urgent and dangerous task – they must travel to each of the gypsy tribes and beg them for their help. Once, Maggie tells Emilia, there was a gypsy witch who wore on her wrist a chain of six lucky charms. The witch gave each of her six children one of the charms as their lucky talisman, but ever since the chain of charms was broken, the gypsies have been dogged with misfortune. Maggie gives Emilia the first of the charms – a gold coin – and tells her to search for the other five – a silver horse, a sprig of rue called the herb of grace, a cat’s eye shell, a lightning bolt forged from the heart of a falling star, and a butterfly caught in amber.


    Luka, who is a matter-of-fact boy, thinks this story is a parable about the need to unite the six scattered tribes. Emilia, however, passionately believes in her grandmother’s tale of the six charms and is determined to find them all.


    Pursued by the thief-taker Coldham, and accompanied by Zizi the monkey, Rollo the dog, Alida the dapple-grey pony and Sweetheart the dancing bear, the two children set out on a daring journey, to bring together the chain of charms again . . .

  


  
    

    Up on the Downs


    EPSOM DOWNS, SURREY, ENGLAND

    13th August 1658
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    As dusk fell over the high, rolling Downs, Luka and Emilia crept out of a stand of trees and jumped over a ditch full of thistles onto a potholed road. At their heels lumbered a big brown bear, led by a long chain, and a slender dapple-grey pony, free of any rein. A big shaggy dog bounded on ahead, while Zizi the monkey clung to Luka’s shoulder as usual.


    ‘Come on, the coast’s clear,’ Luka hissed, looking from side to side. ‘Let’s get away from the road while we can.’


    ‘I’m dying of thirst,’ Emilia groaned. ‘And so is Rollo. Look how far his tongue’s hanging out. Couldn’t we have found somewhere to hide that had a stream or a spring or something?’


    She gestured to the shaggy dog by her side, who was panting heavily as he looked up at her with sad brown eyes.


    ‘Rollo’s tongue is always hanging out,’ Luka said. ‘Besides, it’s not my fault we didn’t have anything to drink. I got us food, didn’t I?’


    ‘Well, yes, but you left the bag open, remember, so Rollo got the ham and Sweetheart ate all the apples.’


    At the sound of her name, the bear looked around, her chain clanking, and Luka gave it a gentle tug so she would follow him again.


    ‘Stop whining and come on,’ he said. ‘Someone could come past at any moment.’


    ‘I’m not whining,’ Emilia said indignantly. ‘I’m just letting you know I’m hungry again.’


    She gave a little cluck with her tongue so Alida, her mare, stopped still beside a way-stone. Bunching her grubby skirts up about her knees, Emilia swung herself up onto the mare’s back and grabbed hold of the old bit of rope she used as reins.


    ‘You’re always hungry,’ Luka replied. ‘You must have hollow legs. No wonder Baba always complains about how much you eat.’


    ‘As if she never complains about you,’ Emilia retorted, urging Alida forward with a gentle tap of her bare heels. Behind her, the dog stood, one paw raised, looking about him rather forlornly.


    ‘Rollo!’ Emilia called. ‘It’s all right, boy. Come on!’


    As the dog followed her obediently, she said unhappily, ‘He misses Noah. He can’t understand where he’s gone.’


    Luka nodded grimly.


    He and Emilia had spent the afternoon hiding in the copse of trees, hot, bored and tortured by thirst. To the west lay the town of Epsom. To the north ran the road to London, and many carts and carriages had rattled one way or another all afternoon. There was a well beyond the town, the children knew, which was said to have miraculous healing properties so that people came from miles around to drink it. The children had no desire to drink the bitter water, or to go anywhere near the town, but the road had been so busy all afternoon they had not dared travel along it. A party of two children, a bear, a horse, a dog and a monkey was peculiar enough to be talked about for miles, and they knew that Coldham would not have given up searching for them, no matter how cleverly their gypsy kin had led him astray. Felipe, the Big Man of the Hearne tribe, had pointed Coldham in quite the wrong direction, but it would not take long for the thief-taker to realise he had been tricked, and he would be even angrier and more determined to catch them than before.


    It had been awful to lie still when their every instinct was to hurry on and find help for their families. Emilia had found it particularly hard, for she had nothing to do but think about the strange things she had seen when she had looked in her grandmother’s old crystal ball at Nonsuch Palace. Her words had caused Colonel Pride, the owner of the palace, to choke and fall into some kind of fit, and she and Luka had been able to escape. Luka thought she had been very clever, but what he did not realise was that Emilia had not chosen to tell the colonel that he was to die soon and that his decomposing body would be dug up from his grave and hung as a traitor’s on Tyburn Hill. Although the words had been spoken by her mouth, it was not Emilia’s brain that had framed them, and she found this very frightening. She was glad to be up, and moving again, to leave the memory of the prophecy behind her.


    On the northern side of the road stretched a patchwork of rolling fields, brown and green and tawny yellow, edged with stone walls and hedgerows, and studded with quaint timber and stone cottages, each in a little embroidered garden. As the light failed, smoke began to rise from the chimneys.


    To the west were many roofs, all clustered close about a village pond, with a little flint church raising its narrow spire to the heavens. The bell was tolling out now, marking the curfew, and lights were glimmering from numerous windows.


    On the far side of the road rose the great Downs. All afternoon Emilia had lain on her stomach, her chin propped in her hands, staring at them. They rolled up into the sky like the humped shape of a giant sleeping under a green counterpane. The shadow of clouds drifted over them and, as the sun had begun to set, they had slowly turned a strange, eerie purple. Now they were black against the translucent sky, and looked very lonely and mysterious.


    They hurried along the road, Emilia looking all around them for any sign of pursuit, and Luka keeping his eyes on the road. After a while he gave a joyful exclamation. There, near a bridlepath up to the Downs, was a loose circle of leaves arranged around a reddish-coloured rock, with an arrow formed of sticks pointing away from the road. The leaves were held down with little twigs.


    To anyone else, the muddle of old leaves and sticks would have looked like something blown together by the wind, but to the two gypsy children it was a signpost. The Hearne family had gone this way.


    Felipe Hearne – the father of the boy Beatrice was to marry – had promised he would leave a patrin for them, to show which way to go. The gypsies often left such secret messages behind for their kith and kin, to signpost a new direction, to warn of danger, or to pass on news of a friendly farmhouse where a hungry gypsy family might be able to barter for a bit of bacon or some potatoes. Although Emilia and Luka had not travelled the roads since they were little more than babies, they still knew the secret code of the patrins.


    ‘There’s no cover,’ Luka said anxiously. ‘Let’s just hope no one comes riding by.’


    Emilia touched her gold coin for luck.


    They left the road and followed the bridlepath, which soon began to climb steeply. Emilia dismounted and walked, to save Alida from having to carry her weight up the hill. Luka saw some deep ruts left by wheels in the grassy verge, and pointed them out to Emilia, who nodded eagerly. They quickened their pace, keen to catch up with the caravans before it grew too dark to see. It was scary being out in the dark by themselves, and both were eager to huddle by a fire, and eat some hot stew, and tell someone their troubles.


    The two children paused on the top of the Downs, the wind blowing back their hair. It felt as though they were on the top of the world. East to west, the Downs ran, with the land falling away sharply before and behind them. The sun was almost set, marking the horizon with carmine and gold, but all else was just shadowy dips and undulations, with the sharp spires of the churches and the tall poplar trees stabbing up into the darkening sky. Then Emilia turned to look back the way they had come, and gasped aloud, for there to the north was a false sunrise, a distant glare of orange light.


    ‘That must be London,’ Luka said beside her.


    Emilia was amazed. She could not begin to imagine how many candles and lanterns must be burning to make such a glow in the sky. She wondered how high they were, to be able to see so far.


    ‘I’ve always wanted to see London,’ she said.


    ‘Well, now you have,’ Luka said with a grin. ‘Come on, I can smell wood smoke. And stew! I’m starving!’


    ‘You’re always starving,’ Emilia said, and led Alida along the narrow bridlepath that meandered along the top of the Downs. The huge old bear raised her snout to sniff the air, then quickened her pace, almost knocking Luka over.


    ‘So is Sweetheart,’ he said.


    They saw the warm glow of a fire some way ahead of them, illuminating the dark outline of caravans. Stumbling from weariness, Luka and Emilia hurried forward, the animals pressed close about them. Dogs began to bark, and Rollo answered furiously.


    It was only a few nights since the two families had shared a feast on Thornton Heath, celebrating the betrothal between Beatrice Finch and Sebastien Hearne, but much had changed since then. Luka and Emilia could only hope the Hearnes would know how to get the rest of the Finch family out of gaol.


    A lantern was held high. ‘Who’s there?’ a man’s voice called.


    Luka cleared his throat. ‘It’s Luka Finch!’ he cried. ‘Jacob Finch’s son. And Emilia, my cousin.’


    ‘If it’s not the devils in the shape of children,’ Felipe Hearne called, laughter in his voice. ‘So you found your way to us!’


    ‘Come in to the fire, you poor things,’ said his wife Julisa, coming forward with her hands held out. ‘We were all so shocked when Felipe told us your news. Is it true? Are they really all facing the gallows?’


    Clutching Alida’s lead rein, Emilia nodded. She was, she found to her surprise, very close to tears. She was also unutterably weary. She let Julisa draw her in to the warmth of the flames, Luka close beside her.


    ‘Look, Mam, they’ve brought the bear!’ a little boy cried.


    ‘Will it play football with us?’ another demanded.


    ‘Not tonight, darling boy. Hush now,’ his mother said, rocking him on her lap.


    ‘Look, there’s the monkey too!’ sniggered a sallow girl of about fifteen called Nadine. ‘It’s a travelling zoo!’


    ‘Nice horse,’ her father Cosmo said, and ran an expert eye over Alida. Even muddy and exhausted, with her tail and head hanging, the mare’s beautiful lines were obvious. Felipe whistled in admiration and stepped forward to run his hand down the mare’s curving neck, and lift her lip to examine her teeth.


    The Hearnes were well-known horse-traders, which was a polite way of saying horse-thieves, and so Emilia drew Alida a little closer to her. Felipe took no notice, lifting her hoof and then expertly counting her ribs. When he saw that Alida had only seventeen ribs, one less than most horses, he glanced at his brother Cosmo meaningfully.


    ‘So, an Arab,’ Felipe said. ‘Out of Maja, is she?’


    Emilia opened her eyes wide in surprise. Maja had been her mother’s horse and was indeed Alida’s dam. Emilia’s mother, whose name was Elka, had died five years earlier, from the smallpox. She had given Maja to Emilia to care for, but Maja had been confiscated by Roundheads three years ago, when Alida was little more than a foal. They might have taken the filly too, but Emilia had hidden Alida in her own bunk, under a blanket. Cromwell had confiscated many fine horses, wanting to produce a new breed of light cavalry horses for his New Model Army. Horses like Maja and Alida, called hot-bloods since they came from the scorching desert lands of Araby, were particularly desirable for their speed and endurance. The horses of Araby had been made by God from the fierce desert wind, Elka had once said, because He wanted to make a creature who could fly without wings.


    ‘How did you know about Maja?’ Emilia demanded, keeping a tight grip on Alida’s halter.


    Felipe grinned, showing a mouthful of crooked teeth. ‘Your mother Elka was my cousin. I grew up with her. They gave Maja as part of her dowry when she married your father. She was a fine mare, descended from the great mare Baz, or so my father said.’


    Emilia knew the story, of course. Baz was a horse out of mythology, said to have been captured and tamed by the great-great-grandson of Noah. She was the root stock of all the horses bred by the Bedouins of Araby, famous for their fleetness, grace and beauty. Emilia had always liked knowing her Alida was bred from such magical stock.


    ‘Look at her dished face,’ Cosmo said. He was a thin, scraggy man with a hooked nose and bad teeth, who looked as if he had won a hard battle with smallpox, for his skin was badly pockmarked. Nadine had unfortunately inherited his nose. ‘Pure Arab, by the look of her. Who was her sire?’


    ‘A stallion owned by our local squire, Sir Hugh Whitehorse. Some ancestor of his rode to the Crusades and brought back some mares and a stallion, all greys. That’s where they get their name from, they say. They’re famous for their horses.’


    ‘So how did ye get a foal out of the squire’s stallion?’ Nadine demanded. ‘You must have snuck your mare in late at night.’ She sniggered.


    ‘Enough, Nadine,’ Felipe said sharply.


    She pouted and flicked back her hair, leaning to whisper something into Sebastien’s ear. He frowned and shook his head, moving away from her.


    ‘The Whitehorse family have been good to us,’ Emilia said defiantly to Felipe. ‘They let us camp on their land, and give us work. The squire knew my father and often had him up to the manor to play his fiddle for parties. They had an arrangement over the horses. The squire took any colts and left us the mares. One he bought from us, for gold! And another Papa sold at the market, when I was a baby. Alida I kept.’


    Felipe made an expansive gesture with his hand. ‘Come, sit down. Eat, drink, rest your bones. Do not fear, your horse is safe with us.’ He gave a sudden, flashing smile. ‘And your bear and monkey too.’


    Luka nodded and sat down by the fire. He was very hungry and the stew smelt good. Zizi crept down into his lap and snuggled up close to him, looking about with her round, bright eyes. After a moment Emilia sat down too, though she still looked cross and suspicious. Alida moved away a few paces, dropped her head and began to crop the short grass.


    Someone brought them ale and they drank thirstily. Sweetheart sat up expectantly and Emilia passed her the cup. The big bear drank it down to the dregs, burped noisily, and then wiped her paw across her snout and held out the cup, begging for more. That made everyone laugh, and some of the awkwardness eased.


    The others sat down by the fire too, and Sebastien leant forward, looking very anxious. Even though he had not known Beatrice before their betrothal, he had been much struck by her beauty and gentleness, and by the sweetness of her singing. ‘So what happened?’ he burst out. ‘Is Beatrice all right?’


    ‘Sssh, lad,’ his father said. ‘Let them eat, and then we’ll hear their tale.’


    Sebastien subsided reluctantly as an old woman eased herself down to the ground with many sighs and groans, and then waved her hands imperiously at the younger women, saying, ‘Go! Go! Stop gaping and get us some food, you idiots!’


    The stew was very good. Emilia could taste hare and mutton and some kind of bird, as well as lots of baby potatoes. She wondered where they had got the mutton.


    ‘I am sorry to hear about your family,’ the stooped old woman said. She wore a green striped scarf wrapped about her head, and had two large hoops in her ears. Her face was furrowed and cracked like old leather, and about her neck she wore a quantity of gold necklaces. More gold clanked on her wrists. Her skirt was brown and patched, though, and her blouse frayed at the collar. ‘What happened?’


    ‘We went to Kingston Fair, to earn us some gold,’ Luka said.


    ‘Not singing and dancing?’ Felipe said in dismay. ‘It’s a nest of Puritans there now, with Cromwell just across the river at Hampton Court. Best for our kind to stay away.’


    ‘You were the ones who told us about the fair,’ Luka said angrily. ‘Why didn’t you tell us it was a blue-nose town?’


    ‘I never told you any such thing,’ he said, frowning.


    ‘She did!’ Luka said, pointing at Nadine.


    Everyone looked at Nadine.


    She tossed back her hair. ‘I never thought you’d go to the fair! I thought everyone knew it was a Roundhead town. I guess you’ve been holed up in the Great North Wood too long.’ There was a faint shade of contempt in her voice that made Luka flush. He put down his bowl.


    ‘We’d have warned you if we’d thought you’d go to the fair,’ Felipe said, sounding troubled. ‘But your father said you’d be heading back Norwood way.’


    ‘We changed our minds,’ Luka said shortly. He was the one who had suggested visiting the fair and he could not help feeling as if everything that had happened was all his fault.


    ‘What are the charges?’ Cosmo said.


    ‘Singing in the marketplace,’ Emilia said indignantly.


    ‘Begging and vagrancy,’ Luka said.


    ‘Something about not having a licence,’ Emilia said.


    ‘And murder.’ Luka’s voice was husky. He still could not believe they had charged his mother with murder, when all she had done was hit a constable over the head with her basket. It was not her fault an ironmonger’s stall had fallen on him.


    ‘Murder!’ the gypsies all cried, and exchanged glances.


    Luka’s heart sank. ‘It wasn’t really murder,’ he said, and told them what had happened. They all shook their heads, though, and looked away.


    ‘Well, there’s nothing we can do then,’ Felipe said apologetically. ‘They’ll never pardon a gypsy involved in a constable’s death. Even if we tried to bribe the judge, he’d have no sympathy for us, and would just pocket the money and hang them anyway.’


    Emilia swallowed a sob and looked wildly at Luka, then back to Felipe. ‘Please, you’ve got to help us!’ she cried.


    ‘I don’t see how,’ he replied, and dropped his eyes.

  


  
    

    Gypsy Gold
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    ‘Gypsy gold does not glitter,’ Emilia’s grandmother had always said. ‘It gleams in the sun and neighs in the dark.’


    Lying still and quiet in the cocoon of her blanket, watching the firelight make strange patterns on the canvas that was flung over a stick above her head, Emilia remembered these words, and felt her anger and despair build. The Hearne family were as rich as any gypsy family could be. They had a whole string of horses quite as fine as Alida. They had plenty of gold on their women’s necks and wrists, and five caravans. Yet they planned to do nothing to help Emilia’s family. Nothing!


    They had soothed her with soft words and smiles, and promised to think on the problem overnight and see what solution they could come up with, but Emilia could tell by their eyes that they thought it best not to stir up trouble for themselves. Felipe, smiling, had asked Luka to play his fiddle for them, which he had done gladly, filling the night with his music, wild and fierce and heart-rendingly sad all at once. None of the Hearne family could play like Luka, and they demanded song after song until at last the fire began to sink into ashes and he laid down his fiddle, his hands shaking with weariness.


    Emilia had sat and watched, Zizi curled asleep in her lap, occasionally scrubbing surreptitiously at her eyes. When Luka came and picked up his little monkey, cuddling her up to his neck, she could not meet his eyes, her feelings were so raw. They gave her a blanket and said she could share a tent with some of the other girls, including Nadine, for whom Emilia had conceived a strong dislike. Sweetheart had drunk a bucket of ale and was now snoring by the fire, while Rollo was curled up in the crook of Emilia’s knees, his nose on his paws. She did not know where Luka was. He had gone off with Sebastien, and Emilia could only hope he was doing his best to persuade Beatrice’s betrothed to break her out of prison. Somehow.


    Now the older gypsies were sitting round the fire, smoking their pipes and telling tales, as was their custom. Emilia should have been feeling warm and comfortable and safe, with a belly full of stew and a buzz from the ale in her blood, but she felt as desolate and lonesome as she had ever felt. Not wanting anyone to see, she shut her eyes and pretended to sleep, as Felipe told the old story of Marko and his piebald horse, Sharatz.
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    ‘As you all know, my weans, Marko was the son of a fairy queen and a dragon, and so was no ordinary boy. He could find no horse to carry him, and was always on the lookout for a good steed. He’d pick the horses up by their tails and swing them round his head, and then shake his head and go on his way. Until, one day –’


    ‘– one day he found a horse he couldn’t swing about his head,’ piped up the smallest of the Hearne family.


    ‘That’s right, Whitby, my lad. And that horse was blotched and spotted all over, black on white, like no other horse Marko had ever seen. And so –’


    ‘– so he said, “That’s the horse for me!”’ cried a little girl.


    ‘Am I telling this tale or are you?’ Felipe said sternly, and the children subsided back onto their mothers’ laps. ‘Now, where was I? Oh, yes. So he found this spotted horse and named it “Sharatz” which means “piebald”, and for one hundred and sixty years it was his closest friend and companion, sharing wine from the same cup and bread from the same plate.’


    ‘Urrgh,’ the little girl said.


    Felipe ignored her. ‘They used to call Marko “a dragon mounted on a dragon” for Sharatz was worthy of his master’s love. He was so swift he could outrun the wind. Sparks of fire flashed from his hooves, and he breathed blue flame from his nostrils. The very earth cracked beneath his feet, yet he ran so smoothly that Marko could sleep peacefully on his back. In battle, Sharatz would kneel at just the right moment to save Marko from an arrow, and rear up on his hind legs to save him from a sword swipe. He trampled the enemy beneath his feet and bit off the ears of their horses. He could bound into the air as high as three lances set one upon the other, and bound forward as far as four lances laid down end to point on the ground.’


    There was a soft sigh from the children. Felipe stopped to have a swig of his ale.


    ‘You’ve forgotten the end,’ the boy Whitby said, yawning and rubbing his eyes as his mother fondled his wiry black hair. ‘You can’t forget the end.’


    ‘Hold your horses, I was just wetting my whistle,’ Felipe said. His little joke made the children laugh, and he drank another mouthful and then said, ‘Well then, Whitby, my boy, since you know the story so well, how about you tell us the end?’


    ‘All right,’ Whitby said, flushing with pleasure. ‘Well, they say that Marko and Sharatz are asleep under the mountain, waiting for the time when they will be needed again. Every now and again Marko wakes and looks to see if it’s time, for his sword is slowly but surely rising from its sheath, and when it is fully drawn, it will be time.’


    There was a little round of applause, and Felipe cried, ‘Bravo!’


    ‘Well done, boyo,’ his mother said, and carried the little boy away to tuck him up in his bed.


    For a moment all was quiet about the fire, as the mothers put the small children to bed, and a few of the men replenished their pipes and their mugs of ale. Emilia, lying with her eyes shut, heard the wind rushing over the Downs, soughing through the grass and causing the canvas to flap.


    ‘Have you heard,’ Cosmo said, ‘the tale of the Wild Hunt?’


    ‘Not for a while,’ Felipe replied, and the old woman gave a little cackle and sucked noisily on her pipe.


    ‘It’s on a night like this, when the wind tears across the sky and howls through the valley, that you might see the Wild Hunt,’ Cosmo said. ‘It is led by Herne the Hunter, and is well known in these parts. Why, Good King Harry is said to have seen him many times, racing through the forests of Windsor.’


    Someone laughed and made a wry comment about the trustworthiness of King Henry the Eighth. Cosmo paid him no heed, but went on, lowering his voice in such a way that Emilia could not help feeling a little thrill.


    ‘Herne the Hunter is dressed all in deer skins, with a helmet on his head made from a stag’s skull. A large horned owl flies before him, and a band of wood-demons rides behind him. Their horses are all coal-black, with fiery red eyes, and smoke gushes from their nostrils as they race through the forest, faster than the wind, a pack of hellhounds at their heels. It is said that the sight of the Wild Hunt means death.’


    ‘Or at least death to one of your wives,’ someone called. ‘How many times did you say Good King Harry saw the hunt?’


    The old woman chortled. Cosmo gave a grimace and drank down his ale, saying sourly, ‘I just hope you don’t see old Herne riding out one wild night, Burke. Then you won’t be so bold.’ He tapped out his pipe and leant forward, saying in a meaningful voice, ‘And if any of you weans wonder why it is our name is so like that of Herne the Hunter, well, think on this. Who else do you know that rides on horses faster than the wind?’


    There was a little sigh from the children, and quite a few rolled over in their blankets and went off to sleep, imagining themselves galloping over the woods on night-black horses with fiery eyes and breath that gushed like steam.


    ‘If we’re telling horse tales tonight, have you heard about the Cavalier that vanished right in front of the Roundheads’ eyes?’ Felipe said. ‘I tell you true, I had this tale from an old gypsy from the west, who said he heard it from the Cavalier’s own wife’s maid.’


    ‘Must be true then,’ Cosmo said.


    ‘Truer than your mouldy old tale of the Wild Hunt,’ Felipe replied with a wry grin.


    ‘So tell us the tale,’ the old woman said.


    ‘A Cavalier was fleeing from a battle where the king’s forces had been most severely routed, with the Roundheads hot on his heels. They chased him all the way across country and were close enough to loose an arrow into his shoulder as he galloped up the driveway to his manor house. They saw the doors to the great hall swing wide open, and the Cavalier galloped straight through them and into the hall. Yet when the Roundheads came bursting in a few moments later, there was no sign of him, no sign at all. There was nowhere the horse could have gone, just an old oaken staircase up one side, and a few doorways into parlours and halls and suchlike. He simply vanished into thin air.’


    There was an impressed silence.


    ‘Must’ve had one of those priest-holes,’ the old woman said.


    ‘A secret panel or door,’ Cosmo said.


    ‘Or a trapdoor in the floor,’ another said.


    ‘So the Roundheads thought. But though they tapped and probed and ripped down panelling all over the place, and camped out in the hallway for days, they found no sign or sound of the Cavalier or his horse. Just a few drops of blood on the steps. Nothing more.’


    ‘Mmmm, good story,’ the old woman said. ‘Nice to hear a new one.’


    There were a few little sighs and rustles, as everyone stretched and yawned. Quite a few people said ‘Goodnight’, and crawled into their tents or climbed up their steps into the caravans, ready for sleep.


    ‘So are all the weans asleep?’ Felipe said, after a long while.


    ‘Think so,’ the old woman said, and she clambered with a groan to her feet and came over to the tent where Emilia lay quietly, the other young girls pressed close about her, all breathing quietly. She lifted up the edge of the canvas sheet and looked down at Emilia, who lay still. She felt Rollo stir and lift his head, and growl softly in his throat. ‘Sssh, sssh, all’s well,’ the old woman said, dropping the canvas and stepping back to the fire. Rollo put his head down again. ‘Snug as a bug,’ the old woman said to the men.


    ‘So, Felipe, what are we to do?’ Cosmo said. ‘The whole Finch family, locked up in county gaol!’


    ‘It’s bad,’ Felipe said. ‘And us connected to them through the betrothal! It could not have come at a worse time. Janka, what do you think? Is there anything we can do to help them?’


    Emilia jerked at the sound of the old woman’s name. She had heard it before, from her grandmother. Old Janka wore the charm of the Hearne family, Maggie had said, a galloping silver horse.


    ‘What can we do?’ Janka replied, sitting down again with a great protesting of her joints. ‘We don’t have the kind of money it would take to get all of them out of prison, and if we did, the Finch family certainly couldn’t be paying it back, they haven’t two pennies to scratch together.’


    ‘I’ll wager that’s why they took the risk of going into town in the first place,’ Cosmo said. ‘To raise the dowry.’


    ‘There’s not a magistrate in the country who would accept such a bribe anyway, with the noise it would raise,’ Felipe said. ‘You know Cromwell has tried to clean up the courts, such as he can.’


    ‘It’s a shame, but we’re best keeping our noses out of it,’ Janka said.


    ‘But Janka, they’re our kin. That girl Emilia is the daughter of my cousin, and Beatrice and the blind boy too.’


    ‘Show me a gypsy who’s not kin somewhere under the skin,’ Cosmo said sourly. ‘Are we to risk our necks for every Rom in the land? We’d be dead long ago. No, keep ourselves to ourselves, I say.’


    ‘A betrothal is as binding as blood,’ Felipe said. ‘That girl, Beatrice, she is like my daughter now. Would you be leaving Nadine to rot in gaol?’


    ‘Of course not,’ Cosmo said angrily, ‘but Nadine’s not in gaol, thank the stars. If you’re worried about the betrothal, hitch Sebastien to the skinny little sister, and then at least you’d get the horse. She’s a beauty, isn’t she?’


    ‘Indeed, she is,’ Felipe said in a soft caressing voice.


    Emilia was under no illusions that they were talking about her. It was Alida, her dapple-grey mare, who brought that tone into the men’s voices.


    ‘We could do with a new brood mare,’ Cosmo said. ‘The blasted Roundheads keep taking all our best horses, and half the time they don’t come through with the money they promised. Which is why we’d better win tomorrow, Felipe!’


    ‘Don’t worry, we’ll win,’ Felipe said. ‘Russet is the best filly in the whole county, no one can outrun her. Unless, of course, the Lord Protector shows up with that mare he took from me last summer. She was the best horse I’ve ever had. Do you remember Sorrel, Cosmo? Riding her was like reclining on the wind. You can’t beat those hot-bloods.’


    ‘I bet that grey filly has a motion on her like that,’ Cosmo said. ‘She has to be almost pure Arab with that dished-in face and the lines of her.’


    ‘Pure, I’d say,’ Felipe said. ‘I wonder if the little girl has any idea what she’s worth.’


    ‘Probably not.’ A woman’s voice spoke for the first time. ‘But I can tell you one thing, you men. That little girl loves her horse, and at the moment it’s the only thing she’s got left to love. So don’t you go trying any of your tricks on her, do you hear?’


    ‘Julisa, you wrong us, truly you do!’ Cosmo’s voice was mocking. ‘We’re merely admiring the horse from afar.’


    ‘Make sure it stays from afar,’ Julisa said.


    ‘Now, now, Julisa, there’s no need to scold us, we have no designs on the horse or the girl,’ Felipe said. ‘You know we’ve set up this race for tomorrow, and we’re just anxious. These two weans could not have come at a worse time for us. The last thing we want is the attention of the constables. This is to be a big race, there’s gold riding on it . . .’


    ‘Horseracing, and gambling, no wonder you don’t want any constables nosing around.’ Julisa’s voice dripped with scorn.


    ‘That’s right. We don’t want to end up in gaol.’


    ‘And you called the Finches fools!’


    ‘Well, at least we’re not planning on horseracing through the middle of Kingston,’ Felipe said, exasperated. ‘It’s a private race between gentlemen . . .’


    Julisa snorted.


    ‘. . . and if my Russet wins, not only will I gain a very large bag of gold, but Lord Berkely is bound to offer to buy the mare from me, and I’ll be able to ask a good price for her. Come, Julisa. You know times have been hard. Do you think I’d take such a risk if I didn’t think the rewards were worth it?’


    ‘Felipe, please, can’t you cancel the race? They threw the whole Finch family into gaol because they sang and danced in the marketplace. What will they do to us for horseracing and gambling? There’ll be the very devil to pay if we aren’t careful!’


    ‘Oooh, blasphemy, Julisa! Be careful! A Puritan may be listening,’ Cosmo teased.


    Julisa expelled her breath in exasperation. ‘There’s no talking to you men, you always do just what you want and damn the consequences.’ Her skirt swished on the grass as she walked away.


    ‘Poor Felipe! What a nag you’re wedded to. They have a scold’s bridle in Kingston, you should take her along –’


    ‘That’s enough, Cosmo!’ Janka spoke sharply. ‘Julisa is right to be concerned. I think you should cancel this race too, if the countryside is crawling with Puritans. It’s just too dangerous.’


    ‘I can’t, Mama,’ Felipe said shortly. ‘The bets are all laid, and if I back out I’ll be forfeit. I can’t afford to call the race off. We’ll set lookouts all round, and make sure we have warning of any constables approaching.’


    ‘Very well then,’ Janka said, and groaned as she struggled to her feet. ‘I’m off to my bed. There’s a damp mist rising and it makes my poor old bones ache. Don’t you boys drink too much. You want to be bright-eyed and clear-headed for that race of yours tomorrow!’


    The old gypsy woman climbed laboriously up the steps of her caravan, her bracelets rattling, then Felipe stood too. ‘I’m for my bed as well. It’ll be a hard race tomorrow, and dirty too, with all the rain we’ve had.’


    ‘Not just because of the rain,’ Cosmo said. ‘We need to win that race, Felipe.’


    ‘I know,’ his brother said.


    ‘Bad luck to have those brats arrive on our step just now,’ Cosmo said. ‘Do you think they’ll bring trouble on their heels?’


    ‘I’m afraid so,’ Felipe said. ‘Lucky I ran into that thief-taker yesterday. Else those weans would have brought him right up to our campfire, and at the very worst possible time!’


    ‘Best send them on their way,’ Cosmo said. ‘First thing in the morning.’


    ‘How can we?’ Felipe said. ‘They’re only weans.’


    ‘They’re thirteen, not three,’ Cosmo said. ‘Don’t be soft, Felipe. They must have other kin they can go to. We can’t afford trouble. Send them on their way, and concentrate on winning us that race!’


    Felipe grunted in reply and shut his caravan door. As Cosmo made his own way to bed, Emilia drew her knees to her chest and sobbed quietly into her arms.

  


  
    

    The King’s Head


    [image: image]


    While Emilia lay weeping in her rough blanket, Luka was stumbling along through the darkness with Sebastien.


    Zizi was huddled inside his jacket, fast asleep, and Luka could not help wishing that he was asleep too, rolled in a blanket by the fire. He felt sure that Sebastien was his best hope of enlisting help from the Hearne family, though. He had seen the look on Sebastien’s face when he had heard Beatrice was imprisoned. Luka had no intention of giving up just because the Hearnes were too scared to help out. All day, while he and Emilia had been hiding out in the wood, he had been turning over plans in his head. All of them were wild and improbable, but Luka was sure that, in time, he would come up with a strategy that would work.


    So far Sebastien had already given him a few ideas. He had inundated him with questions about how the Finch family came to be locked up and what Luka planned to do.


    ‘Break them out,’ Luka had replied. ‘Somehow. We’d be safe once we got back to the Great North Wood. It’s huge, and we know it like the back of our hands.’


    ‘But how do you plan to get them out?’ Sebastien wanted to know.


    ‘No idea,’ Luka had to admit.


    ‘What you need to do is get your hands on the keys to the cells,’ Sebastien said.


    ‘Well, yes, I’ve thought of that, strangely enough,’ Luka said. ‘But firstly, how am I meant to get hold of the keys –’


    ‘Steal them,’ Sebastien said.


    ‘How? The gaol’s above the local ale house, there are people there all the time. And then I thought of ambushing the innkeeper on his way home, but what if he doesn’t carry the keys with him? I’d have to break into the ale house and there are guards on duty all the time, and the nightwatchman patrolling the streets too. It’s right in the middle of town.’


    ‘Nick the keys during the day, have copies made of them, and put them back again,’ Sebastien suggested.


    ‘That’s easier said than done.’


    ‘No, listen. This is what you do. You make some kind of diversion, like shouting “Fire!”, and then duck in and grab the keys. You’ve got to have some candle wax that you’ve softened over a flame and kept warm in your hand. You grab the keys and press them one by one into the candle wax until you have a clear imprint. Then you put the keys back before anyone realises they’ve gone.’


    Luka frowned. It sounded risky. ‘Then what?’ he asked.


    ‘Then you take the pieces of wax to a smith you can trust, and get him to cut the keys for you. It’s quite tricky. If they don’t do a good job, then the keys won’t work and you’ve gone to all that trouble for nothing. You’ll only have one chance to do this, so you’ll need to go to an expert, I think.’


    ‘I don’t know any experts,’ Luka said.


    ‘You want to go to the Smith family, they’re the best,’ Sebastien said. ‘You must know them?’


    Luka nodded. ‘I’ve heard of them. My Baba knew them years ago, and I think her cousin married one.’


    ‘They’ll probably help you, then, since you’re kin,’ Sebastien said.


    ‘Like your family was willing to help?’ Luka said bitterly.


    There was a short silence. Then Sebastien said, ‘I’m sure my father would help if he could. It’s a bad time right now. I’ll talk to him tomorrow, after the race – he’ll be feeling a bit easier then.’


    ‘The race?’ Luka asked.


    ‘Aye!’ Sebastien exclaimed in excitement. ‘We race on the Downs up here, have done for years. Parliament’s outlawed it now, of course, but we still do it, on the sly. Used to be we did it every spring, but now we set a different date all the time, and only those in the know hear about it. You’ll have to come and watch, it’s great fun.’


    ‘I don’t know what we’ll be doing,’ Luka said. ‘If you won’t help us, we’ll have to go and find someone who will.’


    ‘Don’t go rushing off,’ Sebastien pleaded. ‘I’ll talk to my dad after the race. If we’ve done well, and made back some of our money, well, then . . .’


    ‘I thought you were doing well for yourselves,’ Luka said, surprised. ‘I thought the Lord Protector couldn’t get enough of your horses.’


    ‘He can’t. The only problem is, half the time we don’t get paid for them. The Roundheads just requisition them, for God and country, they say, or else they pay us a down payment and give us a deed promising the rest later. And because horseracing is illegal now, we can’t even hustle up some money that way. Times are tough for everyone, and we’re feeling the bite just like everyone else.’


    ‘I see,’ Luka said. He did not speak for some time after, thinking things through. He was remembering the night of the betrothal, and how all the Hearne women had been heavy with jewellery, with bright scarves and skirts, and how the men had brought out fine wines and talked expansively of the good times they were enjoying with the Lord Protector’s favour. Had it been all talk, he wondered, to pique the Finch family’s pride and make sure they offered a good dowry for Beatrice? If so, it had worked. Jacob had been determined not to sell Beatrice cheap, and it was partly because of their need to fulfil their dowry promise that they had gone to Kingston-Upon-Thames in the first place.


    ‘Don’t get me wrong,’ Sebastien said. ‘We haven’t had any trouble of the other kind thanks to the Lord Protector’s interest. We haven’t been stoned or chased with dogs for a long time. People know our horses are good. Too good sometimes! Cromwell took my dad’s best mare last summer, and has already had a foal from her, we’ve heard.’


    ‘The Roundheads took Emilia’s mother’s mare too,’ Luka said. ‘And didn’t give us a penny.’


    ‘May they pay for their shame,’ Sebastien said, a ritual curse of the gypsies.


    Luka nodded, feeling oddly comforted.


    All the while they had been talking, they had been walking along the top of the Downs. Now they saw the lights of the town down in the valley, and Sebastien turned and began to lead the way down the steep slope.


    Luka hung back. ‘Where are we going?’


    ‘To town,’ Sebastien said. ‘The night before the race, we slip down to the inns and give the wink to a few of the locals. They know what it means when we gypsies are in town! It means there’ll be more of a crowd for the race tomorrow, and better odds offered.’


    ‘Isn’t it a bit of a risk?’ Luka said.


    ‘In case the constables get to hear of it? Well, maybe somewhere like Kingston, where they’re all blue-nosed Puritans, but down in Epsom they like a drink and a gamble as much as the next man.’


    Luka hesitated. ‘I don’t know.’


    ‘You’re not worried that the constables from Kingston are still after you, are you? They’d have turned back as soon as they reached the parish bounds, I promise you. They’ve got other things to worry about other than a snotty-nosed gypsy boy.’


    ‘I’m not snotty-nosed,’ Luka said indignantly.


    ‘Only because it’s summer.’


    ‘Well, everyone’s snotty-nosed in winter,’ Luka said, following Sebastien down the track.


    ‘Speak for yourself.’


    ‘I guess you never get lice or fleas either.’


    ‘Certainly not. But then I don’t hang around with bears or monkeys.’


    ‘Zizi doesn’t have fleas!’ Luka said indignantly. Then he grinned. ‘I can’t swear for Sweetheart, though,’ he admitted. ‘She scratches a lot.’


    ‘It must’ve been fun growing up with a pet bear,’ Sebastien said.


    ‘She’s a funny old thing,’ Luka said. ‘My uncle Ruben has had her since she was a cub. I don’t know what I’m going to do with her. She makes us so conspicuous. I know you say the constables will have given up the chase, but that cold pig of a man, he’s out to get us, I know he is. As long as we’ve got Sweetheart, he’ll be able to track us down easily.’


    ‘Well, you can always leave her with me for a little while,’ Sebastien said consolingly. ‘As long as she doesn’t unsettle the horses too much.’


    ‘That’d be great,’ Luka said gratefully. ‘Just till we can get everyone out of gaol.’


    Sebastien did not reply, and Luka saw by his face that he did not think they had much chance of rescuing his family. Depression settled over him.


    They were passing the church, and Luka was able to see Sebastien’s face by the light of the lantern which hung before the gate. It cast a soft, blurry, orange glow into the mist, which swirled about the legs of the two boys. On either side of the gate were tall yew trees, massive and dark and smelling of death. Through the gate, Luka could see the square shape of the church tower, with a little steeple on top. Next to the church was the cemetery, with lots of old, mossy gravestones rising unevenly from the black ground like crooked teeth.


    In unspoken accord, the two boys quickened their pace. They turned into a broad white road, cut into the chalk of the Downs. On either side was rolling parkland. Luka could see a grand house with many shining lights set well back from the road.


    ‘Aye, that’s one of the reasons why we come here to race,’ Sebastien said. ‘There are so many big houses about. That one is called The Durdans and is owned by Lord Berkely. He has a fine stable and will probably have a horse in the race. We should see some of their men at the inn, to tip them the wink. Never you fear. They’re no Puritans! Come on, this mist is awful. Let’s go have an ale and warm ourselves by the fire.’


    The two boys hurried on down the pale road. Sebastien bent and picked up a lump of chalk, and stowed it in his pocket, saying with a grin, ‘Just what I need.’


    ‘How come?’ Luka asked.


    ‘You’ll see,’ Sebastien answered.


    Epsom was a sizable town, with a broad high street lined with a great many shops and houses crammed higgledy-piggledy together. The street led them to the village green, with a large pond in its centre.


    ‘Is that the well with the water everyone wants to drink?’ Luka asked.


    ‘Nay! That’s up on the Downs, another ten minutes’ walk past here. That’s just the pond. Come on, we’ll go to the Spread Eagle first, that’s where the gentlemen of the town tend to drink. Then we’ll head to the King’s Head up the road.’


    Warm light and the buzz of conversation spilled out through the doors and windows of the inn. Luka began to hang back. He could not help feeling wary of showing his face in company.


    ‘I’m not stopping here anyway,’ Sebastien said. ‘The likes of me aren’t welcome here!’ He kept close to the wall, in the shadows, then took the lump of chalk out of his pocket and rapidly drew something on the wall. Curious, Luka bent to see. It was a picture of a running horse.


    ‘Anyone who sees that will know to be up on the Downs come morning,’ Sebastien said with satisfaction. ‘Come on, let’s go up the King’s Head now. I need an ale!’


    The other inn was far noisier, with lots of laughter and music. Once again Sebastien sketched the shape of a running horse on the wall, taking care not to be seen. Luka asked him if he was worried about being caught by the town watch, but Sebastien just laughed. ‘No, of course not!’ he answered. ‘This just makes it more mysterious and exciting for the town folk. They think it appears by magic!’


    He put the chalk away and rubbed his dusty fingers on his breeches, saying, ‘Brrr! It’s cold tonight. Let’s get that ale before we head back up the Downs.’


    Luka would not come in, though. He had had a few too many narrow escapes in the past two days. He shook his head and said he would wait outside with Zizi in the dark alleyway that ran down the side of the inn.


    For the next ten minutes, Luka cursed himself for a fool as he waited out in the chilly mist, getting crosser and colder every minute. But then, as he heard the clip-clop of a horse’s hooves approaching down the high street, he was glad of his caution. For as the horse stopped outside the inn, and the rider dismounted and gave his reins to the ostler with a curt nod and a tossed coin, Luka recognised Coldham’s burly shoulders and heavy, coarse-featured face. He shrank back into the shadows, his arms crossed protectively over his sleeping monkey, his heart beating so hard he felt it would suffocate him.
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    Coldham went into the inn, and the ostler led the horse away to the stable, passing so close to Luka that he could have reached out his hand and stroked the horse’s steaming flank.


    Luka tried to decide what to do. He wanted to run away as fast as he could, but he was not sure he could make his way back to the gypsy encampment by himself in the dark. Besides, Luka feared for Sebastien. Coldham had proved himself a nasty, mean man with a hatred of gypsies that ran deep, though Luka did not understand why. He was sure it was not safe for Sebastien to be in the same inn as Coldham, nor was it safe for Luka himself. Once Coldham heard there were gypsies in the area, he would be on their trail again, of that he was sure.


    A window scraped open a few feet along the alleyway. Luka’s chest tightened. He peered through the darkness. He heard the soft thud of feet landing on the cobblestones, and then the stealthy movement of someone creeping along towards him.


    ‘Sebastien?’ he whispered.


    The footsteps stopped.


    There was a moment of tense silence. Luka crouched back down, his heart thundering. Then he heard the footsteps start up again. A dark shape passed him, then stopped at the end of the alleyway, staring up and down the street in evident fear.


    Luka could not help exclaiming aloud in surprise, for he recognised the long fair curls that hung down below a soft, feathered hat, and the pale, aquiline profile of the face that turned from side to side, illuminated faintly by the light of the lantern hung above the inn’s door.


    ‘Tom!’ he cried. ‘Tom Whitehorse. What do you do here?’


    The boy in the feathered hat jumped as if he had been stuck with a pin. He spun round, his breath coming fast between his teeth. Luka took a step towards him, so that the light fell on his face.


    ‘Luka?’ the boy said faintly. He stepped back and put a hand against the wall to steady himself. ‘What are you doing here?’


    ‘I asked first,’ Luka said. His tone was not exactly friendly, although he had known Tom Whitehorse all his life. It was hard to be friends with a boy who lived in a grand manor house with a hundred servants to look after his every need and desire, and every toy and sweetmeat he ever wanted given to him at the raising of a finger, when you lived in an old caravan with a leaky roof, and had to share a bunk-bed with your two sisters if you did not want to sleep on the ground. Tom Whitehorse had never been hungry, or so tired from labouring in the fields his whole body ached, or shivering wet and cold with a coat so full of holes the wind cut through like a knife. He had never been chased out of town with stones, or cursed for his swarthy skin, or had his dinner kicked into the fire by constables when he was so hungry his stomach felt like it was flapping against his spine.


    ‘I . . . I’m here visiting friends,’ Tom said.


    ‘So how come you’re sneaking about in a dark alley in the middle of the night?’ Luka said sceptically.


    Tom glanced back over his shoulder, then looked at Luka angrily. ‘I fail to see how that is any business of yours,’ he said icily.


    ‘Fine,’ Luka said. ‘Pardon me for barging in on your private business.’ He stepped back into the shadows, his jaw set, feeling the familiar anger that Tom Whitehorse always seemed to arouse in him. ‘Go on,’ he said sarcastically. ‘The coast’s clear. No one’s around to see you’ve been drinking in a common ale house. Run on home to Mummy.’


    ‘I, at least, can state with certainty that, whatever my business, it is honourable and honest, which is more than anyone can say for you,’ Tom retorted furiously.


    ‘Criminy, why do you always talk like you’ve got marbles in your mouth?’ Luka cried. ‘Talk straight, man! Are you trying to say you think I’m up to no good? Then just say so, and I’ll punch your teeth in for saying it!’


    Tom took a deep, ragged breath. ‘For heaven’s sake, be quiet!’ He looked about him nervously again, then hissed, ‘I’m not going to brawl with you in the street, Luka, so don’t even try to provoke me. I cannot think what you are doing here, but I really don’t care. Just keep out of my way, all right?’


    Then, with one last glance up and down the street, he pulled up his cloak about his face and ran down the empty street, disappearing into the mist.


    Luka stared after him, cross and puzzled, then glanced back at the inn. He could not think of a single reason for Tom Whitehorse to be climbing out of an inn window in Epsom on a misty evening. Unless . . .


    His mind was just coming up with a few possible, if unlikely, reasons, when he heard more footsteps approaching stealthily along the alleyway. Once again he stiffened and drew back into the shadows.


    ‘Luka?’ came Sebastien’s whisper. ‘Are you there?’


    ‘I’m here,’ Luka whispered back, and showed himself.


    ‘Let’s get out of here! There’s some nasty-looking brute nosing around, asking after gypsy brats, and bears and monkeys and dogs. He’s got to be after you and Emilia!’


    ‘That’s Coldham, the man I was telling you about,’ Luka said rather shakily. ‘I saw him arrive.’


    ‘Lucky you didn’t go in, you’d have been caught for sure,’ Sebastien said, leading the way down the road at a run. ‘I slipped out the back as soon as I heard he was asking after gypsies. I don’t think he saw me.’


    ‘But others did, didn’t they?’ Luka said, feeling cold with dread. ‘They’re bound to tell him the gypsies are up on the Downs.’


    Sebastien nodded. ‘I’m afraid so. Come on, duck through here, it’s a short cut.’


    ‘We’ll have to get away,’ Luka said.


    ‘Aye, I think so. First thing in the morning.’


    Luka shook his head. ‘No, now. I’ll wake Emilia as soon as we get back to the camp.’


    ‘All right,’ Sebastien said, sounding troubled.


    ‘I’ll have to take Sweetheart,’ Luka said. ‘If we leave her with you, Coldham will know we’re not far away.’ He could hardly manage to get the words out, what with the effort of running uphill in the dark, and the dreadful cold fear in the pit of his stomach.


    ‘Don’t go running off just yet,’ Sebastien said. ‘Hide out for a while, and wait for him to go. If he’s so keen to follow your trail, he’ll be after you in a couple of hours anyway. If you hide out, I can talk to my dad and see if he can’t do something to help you get Beatrice and the others free. And my mum will give you some food and stuff. And then when you go, you can leave Sweetheart with me and get along faster.’


    ‘All right,’ Luka said. ‘Do you know somewhere where we’ll be safe?’


    ‘I know just the place,’ Sebastien said. ‘Come on!’

  


  
    

    Three Chains
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    Emilia was woken from sleep by the sound of Rollo growling softly.


    Her eyes were swollen and gritty from crying, but she prised them open and stared around, her heart thumping painfully in her chest. Mist floated along the ground, in pale ghostly wisps that swirled about the caravans.


    Then a hand reached down out of the darkness for her.


    Emilia stifled a scream.


    ‘Ssssh,’ Sebastien said. ‘It’s only me.’


    He looked round as a few people shifted and murmured in their sleep, and waited until all was quiet again before turning back to Emilia, who was sitting up, holding both hands to her chest as if afraid her heart would bang its way right through her ribs. ‘What’s wrong?’ she whispered.


    ‘We saw the man who’s chasing you in town,’ Sebastien said. ‘It’ll only be a matter of time before he finds his way up here. I’ve got a place where you can hide until he’s gone. Luka’s there now.’


    ‘All right,’ Emilia said, and pulled her bag towards her. The frying pan tied to it clanked, and Sebastien shushed her again. Emilia nodded. ‘Sorry,’ she hissed as she pulled her skirt on over her chemise and wrapped her shawl about her shoulders.


    She crawled out of the makeshift tent, Rollo close behind her, and followed Sebastien as he tiptoed through the campsite. A great shape loomed at her out of the mist, and she caught a whiff of the familiar scent of damp bear. ‘Sweetheart?’ she whispered.


    The bear moaned in response, and lifted one paw to swipe at her affectionately. Emilia patted her shoulder.


    ‘Sweetheart was easy enough to find, she was sleeping so close to the coals of the fire I thought she’d singe her fur,’ Sebastien whispered. ‘But I couldn’t find your mare, Emilia, she seems to have wandered off. Did you tie her up?’ There was acute anxiety in his voice.


    For answer, Emilia pursed up her lips and whistled softly. At once her mare came trotting out of the darkness, ears pricked, tail raised high like a white silken banner.


    ‘She comes when you whistle?’ Sebastien was impressed.


    ‘I raised her from a foal,’ Emilia answered. ‘She’s better trained than most dogs!’


    ‘And you never tie her up?’


    ‘Never.’


    ‘Aren’t you worried about her being stolen? She’s a fine mare.’


    ‘I’ve put a charm on her to keep her from straying, and another to keep her from being stolen.’ Emilia looked over at Sebastien, who was walking beside her along the top of the Downs, Sweetheart ambling behind. ‘Do you not do that?’


    Sebastien shrugged. ‘Sometimes, I guess. I know my grandmother does, if we have a particularly fine filly or colt. My father’s not really one for charms, though.’


    ‘My mother taught it to me, and she was one of your family.’


    ‘Maybe she learnt it from my grandmother too. How does it go, this charm?’


    Emilia could not tell from his voice whether he really wanted to know or if he was just humouring her, as Luka did when she spoke of spells and charms. But she answered him seriously, saying in a hushed voice, ‘You must cut a lock of your own hair and plait it into the horse’s mane, underneath, where it cannot be seen. And you say, “Stay thou, stay here, thou art mine! Three chains I have, to bind thee to me; one is the wind, one is the sun, one is the earth beneath thy hooves. Where I goest, so must thee; where I stayest, so stayest thee.”’


    Emilia took a deep breath, and then went on, in the same low, hushed, awed voice, ‘Then you gather up a little earth from under the hoof of its left foreleg, and take some hairs from its mane and tail, and three drops of its blood, and you sew them into a little bag with some grass, or straw, and bury them somewhere deep, where it will not be dug up by a dog or a badger. As you bury the bag, you say, “A straw, a hair! May you never be hungry. May he who steals you die; like the hair and the straw, may he go into the ground, never to come out. Earth, these things I give to you, may this horse be strong and fleet and tireless, and forever mine.” ’


    ‘And you did all this? You buried this charm and spoke this spell?’


    Emilia nodded and then, realising he could not see her in the darkness, said, ‘Aye.’


    ‘You think that’s why she never strays?’


    ‘And because she knows who feeds her,’ Emilia said practically.


    ‘Maybe I should try that charm on our horses,’ Sebastien said. ‘For taking our mares, and giving us nothing but bits of worthless paper in return, is stealing, don’t you think?’


    ‘Aye,’ Emilia agreed.


    They walked on in silence for a while, Sebastien’s eyes on the path, which floated before them in the darkness like a pale, undulating ribbon. To the south the Downs fell away very steeply, and it was dangerous to wander them at night, when the ground could suddenly dissolve into emptiness.


    All was quiet. Even their footsteps were silent, muffled by the mist that flowed up around their waists like water. Emilia shivered. Everything was strange and dreamlike; the fog stroking her cheek with pale, clammy fingers; the wind keening softly in her ear; the Downs rolling away, empty and unchanging. She thought she heard someone walking behind them and snapped her head around, but she could see nothing save drifting mist, and, after a long moment, turned back and strained her eyes to see Sebastien, walking only a few paces ahead.


    ‘Where are we going?’ she whispered, as much to hear a human voice as to satisfy her curiosity.


    ‘I know one of the stable-lads at The Durdans, which is a big house down near the town,’ Sebastien answered. ‘It was he who told me this Coldham fellow was asking after some gypsy children, and covered for me so I could get out without him seeing. The stables there are enormous, and there are lots of outhouses and other places where you’ll be able to hide. No one will look for you there, and it’ll be big enough for all of you, even Sweetheart.’


    The path forked, one leading straight on into the darkness, the other tumbling and falling down the steep slope towards the lights in the valley below. Sebastien turned to follow the path down the hill, tugging on the bear’s chain so she followed him. Stumbling in her weariness and fear, Emilia followed him as fast as she could, Alida picking her way daintily behind her, Rollo running on ahead, nose to the ground.


    She was relieved when they reached the familiar landmarks of the valley – road and ditch, hedgerow and trees – all looming up out of the mist and dropping away in turn, so that Emilia knew she was moving forward and not merely walking on the spot.


    Down in the valley the mist was so thick she could see barely a foot in front of her. Sebastien was hurrying so fast she was afraid she would lose him, and so she kept breaking into a run, bruising her feet on the stones of the road, and once turning her ankle as she stepped into a pothole. She caught her breath with the pain, and limped on, tears smarting her eyes. Then Sebastien turned and came back, and lifted her up onto Alida’s back, all without saying a word. She smiled at him in thanks, even though he would not be able to see her face in the dark, and, comforted, let him lead her.


    After about ten minutes, a tall iron fence rose up before them, with grand gates surmounted by a shield. Sebastien did not go up to the gates but led the bear and the horse on down the road. Emilia gazed through the railings at a long house with tall chimneys and rows of windows, some of which still showed a light, even though it was well past midnight. Idly Emilia imagined what it must be like to live in such a house. She imagined room after room, with high ceilings and lots of furniture, and wondered what people did with so many rooms. Tom Whitehorse had once told her that his father’s manor had one room for eating breakfast, another room for afternoon tea, one for dinner when it was just the family eating, and yet another for when they had guests. There was a banqueting hall to eat their dessert in, and a room for the men to smoke their cigars in, and yet another room to arrange flowers in. Emilia had not known whether to believe him or not. It seemed an awful lot of work, having to walk from one room to another every time you decided to do something different.


    She was almost asleep on Alida’s back when they turned down another lane and came to a small gate set in a high wall. Sebastien rapped on it gently with his knuckles, and almost immediately it swung open.


    A boy in the leather gaiters and rough coat of a stable-hand stood on the other side. He put his finger to his lips, and jerked his head for them to come in. Emilia had to duck her head to avoid knocking it on the lintel.


    She peered around in the darkness. They seemed to be in some kind of yard, with buildings looming on all sides. Alida’s hooves clopped on the cobblestones, much to the stableboy’s alarm. He hurried them across the yard and in through a big door, split horizontally across the middle. Inside, it was black as pitch.


    ‘Sebastien?’ came Luka’s voice. ‘Is that you? Have you got Emilia?’


    ‘Luka!’ Emilia cried in relief.


    ‘Ssssh!’ said the stableboy.


    There was a scrabbling noise, a scrape, scrape, scrape, and then the flare and hiss as the sulphur match caught alight. The stableboy hastily held it to a candle, which flickered into flame. He blew out the match and stowed it away carefully in its box with his tinder and flint.


    ‘You owe me,’ he said to Sebastien. ‘If we’re caught . . .’


    ‘We won’t be caught,’ Sebastien assured him. ‘It won’t be for long. Besides, the whole house will be up on the Downs today, watching the big race, you know that.’


    ‘Your horse had better win,’ the boy said bad-temperedly. ‘I’ve put my whole month’s wages on her.’


    ‘She will,’ Sebastien said with the same easy confidence. ‘Dicky, this is Emilia. I’m betrothed to her sister, which sort of makes her kin.’


    ‘My mother was your father’s cousin, and your grandmother was my grandmother’s cousin, which definitely makes us kin,’ Emilia said. She was still upset and angry that the Hearne family had done so little to help them.


    ‘Right,’ Sebastien said. ‘I knew it was something like that.’


    Dicky nodded his head at them and muttered a greeting under his breath. He looked at them with intense interest, his eyes wide as he took in the sleepy-eyed bear, yawning behind one massive paw, the big shaggy dog, and the monkey peeping out of Luka’s shirt.


    ‘Thanks for hiding us,’ Luka said.


    ‘It’s fine,’ Dicky said. ‘This place is a rabbit warren. You’ll need to lie low, though. Old Matthew, the head groom, is as fierce as a lion and as sharp-eyed as an eagle, and he’ll have my hide if he finds you here.’


    The children nodded, and Dicky gestured with the hand that held the candle, so shadows leapt about the walls. ‘There’s plenty of straw to sleep on,’ he said, ‘and I dug out some old blankets. They’re a bit smelly, but I guess you won’t mind that.’


    Emilia opened her mouth to protest, but Luka gave her a warning glance and she closed it again. Dicky had some reason for his comment, rude as it was. After all, they were both very grubby after two days on the run, and the combined smell of bear, horse, dog and monkey was already rather overpowering in the small stable.


    Dicky had pumped them a bucket of water, and had a battered tin cup for them, not too dirty, and some bread and cold mutton which Emilia guessed was his own breakfast.


    ‘Blow the candle out when we’ve gone,’ he said. ‘Old Matthew will come looking if he sees candlelight, and besides, it’s dangerous with so much straw about.’


    Emilia and Luka nodded.


    Sebastien yawned, and then covered his mouth hastily with his hand. ‘I’d better get going,’ he said. ‘I’ve got to climb back up the Downs again, and it’s really late. Try and get some sleep, and I’ll come and get you when the coast is clear.’


    ‘All right. Thanks a lot,’ Emilia and Luka said, and he grinned and gave them a friendly wave before going out.


    ‘Don’t forget about the candle,’ Dicky said as he followed, pulling the door shut behind him.


    Emilia and Luka looked at each other.


    ‘Coldham was in the village?’ Emilia asked.


    Luka nodded. ‘Asking after us. He’s hot on our trail.’


    ‘They won’t tell him where we are, will they?’


    ‘I hope not. I think we should get going, though. As soon as it’s light enough to see, we’ll sneak out of here and get on the road. We’ll head to the New Forest, we’ve kin there.’


    ‘We can’t,’ Emilia said.


    ‘Why not?’


    ‘The charm of the silver horse,’ she said. ‘That old woman, Sebastien’s grandmother – she’s got it. I didn’t have a chance to ask her for it.’


    Luka gave an impatient gesture. ‘It’s just an old charm, Emilia,’ he said. ‘It’s not going to help us get our family out of gaol. Only people can do that. And the Hearne family made it quite clear that they’re not going to help us. So we’ve got to get moving, try and find someone who can help us. Maybe the Wells family, down south, or the Smiths.’


    ‘We can’t go without the silver horse charm,’ Emilia said, feeling the now-familiar tightening of anxiety in her chest. ‘Baba said –’


    ‘But we don’t have time to be hanging around and hoping they’ll give us their charm,’ Luka said impatiently. ‘We only have till the end of the month to get them out. That’s when they go up before the magistrates, and you know they’re always quick about hanging once they’ve passed sentence.’


    Emilia’s chest tightened so much that she could not speak.


    Luka saw her face, and said roughly, ‘It’s all right. We’re going to get them out. I’ve got a plan of sorts already. You snuggle down now, and try and get some sleep. We’ve a long way to go tomorrow.’


    Emilia huddled her shawl about her and curled up in the straw, pressing her knees to her chest. Rollo lay down in the crook of her knees, sighing heavily. Luka spread one of the blankets over her, and said, ‘Don’t you worry, Emilia, we’ll get them out.’


    She nodded, and cradled her head on her arm. Luka blew out the candle, then she heard the rustle of the straw as he lay down himself. Then there was no sound but the snoring of the bear and Alida’s occasional snort or sigh.


    Emilia lifted her free hand and rubbed the gold coin that dangled from the chain about her wrist. As she rubbed, she wished with all her heart. She wished they would find a way to set her family free.
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    The sound of the door being opened woke Luka from a deep sleep. At once he sat up, fumbling for his knife, his heart pounding. The stable was filled with a thin, grey light, enough for him to see dimly. His eyes flew to the door. Sebastien was just slipping in. Luka groaned aloud in relief and dropped his knife.


    ‘I thought you were the constables!’ he said. ‘You gave me such a fright.’


    Sebastien did not smile. He looked white and strained. ‘You’d better get up,’ he said. ‘You need to come back to the camp.’


    ‘Why? What’s wrong?’ Even as Luka spoke, he was gathering up their belongings. Emilia sat up sleepily, her hair all over her face. Rollo sat up too, and yawned mightily, showing all his teeth.


    ‘The man that’s after you, he showed up at the camp this morning with the local garrison,’ Sebastien said. ‘He wanted to know where you were, and when we said we didn’t know, the soldiers requisitioned all our horses, every single one of them.’


    ‘No!’ Emilia was shocked. ‘All those beautiful horses?’


    ‘Aye. Every one. And not a penny did they pay.’


    ‘I’m so sorry,’ Luka said helplessly. Even though he knew it was not really their fault, he could not help feeling guilty. Zizi looked at him anxiously, then cuddled her thin arms about his neck, crooning softly. Luka put up his hand and stroked her fur.


    Sebastien looked grim. ‘My father wants to see you, right away.’


    ‘But why? He’s not turning us in to the constables, is he?’ Emilia cried.


    ‘He wouldn’t do that.’


    ‘Not even to get his horses back?’ Luka demanded.


    Sebastien did not answer. He looked troubled.


    ‘We’re not going,’ Luka said. ‘Even if your father doesn’t intend to turn us in, that Coldham fellow is probably hanging around waiting for you to lead him straight to us. He didn’t follow you, did he?’ he asked in sudden alarm.


    ‘No, of course not,’ Sebastien said.


    ‘Are you sure?’


    Sebastien bit his lip.


    ‘Come on, Emilia, let’s get out of here!’ He swung the bag onto his shoulder and turned to face Sebastien. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘But we can’t take the risk. If we get locked up too, there’s no chance to help our family. All of us will hang, or be transported. I’m not going to let that happen.’


    ‘My father doesn’t want to turn you in to the constables!’ Sebastien cried. ‘He wants your horse, for the race today.’


    ‘He wants Alida?’ Emilia put her hand protectively on her mare’s withers. ‘But why?’


    ‘She looks fast,’ Sebastien said.


    ‘She is fast,’ Emilia boasted. ‘No other horse can catch her!’


    ‘Good,’ Sebastien said. ‘Because if we don’t have a horse to race today, there’s going to be trouble. Big trouble. There’s money riding on this race, and we can’t afford to forfeit.’


    ‘I’m sorry for that,’ Luka said, picking up Sweetheart’s chain. ‘But it’s too much of a risk.’


    ‘No. Wait.’ Emilia turned to Sebastien. ‘Will your father promise to help us if I bring him Alida? And will your grandmother give me her charm, the charm of the silver horse?’


    Sebastien’s brows drew together. ‘Her what?’


    ‘The charm she wears, the charm of the silver horse.’


    He shrugged, looking sullen. ‘I don’t know. She may. I can’t speak for her.’


    ‘If your father promises to help us, and if your grandmother gives me her charm, I’ll help you today,’ Emilia said. ‘Otherwise Luka and I walk out of here now, and do not come back.’


    Sebastien clenched his fists, his jaw thrust forward.


    ‘Alley-oop!’ Emilia cried, and at once Sweetheart reared up onto her hind paws, snarling, raking the air with her claws. Sebastien took a few quick steps back.


    ‘Don’t even think you could take Alida from me,’ Emilia said through her teeth. ‘We’d fight you if you tried, and we’ve got Sweetheart, and Rollo too.’ She said another word and Sweetheart came down ponderously onto all fours.


    Sebastien held up both hands. ‘Of course I wouldn’t steal her from you,’ he said, trying to joke. ‘I know all about your magic spells, remember?’


    ‘But Emilia, it’s too dangerous,’ Luka protested. ‘Coldham will be there, for sure, looking for us. He won’t give up that easily, you know that.’


    Emilia frowned. ‘We have to get that charm,’ she said. ‘It’s important, I know it is, Luka. And if we help them out of a spot of trouble, they’ll be more willing to help us, surely?’


    ‘It’s your fault that the soldiers came,’ Sebastien cried.


    ‘No, it’s not,’ Luka said. ‘It’s his fault, Coldham’s fault. We didn’t ask him to chase after us . . .’


    ‘. . . and persecute us,’ Emilia flashed.


    ‘We’ve got to go, Milly. Forget the charm.’


    Emilia shook her head. ‘No. Baba told me to get it. I’ll go, and I’ll race Alida for them and win them their bets, and then I’ll come away with you. You stay here, with Zizi and Sweetheart and Rollo. Without them, I’m just another gypsy girl. Coldham won’t know who I am. Even better! I’ll wear Sebastien’s clothes and look like a boy. He’s looking for a girl in pink skirts, not a boy in breeches.’


    ‘And what am I supposed to wear?’ Sebastien cried indignantly.


    ‘Nothing,’ Emilia said. ‘You’ll stay here with Luka. You’re a . . . a . . .’ She did not know the word she wanted.


    ‘A hostage,’ Luka said.


    Emilia’s eyes lit up. ‘Aye, a hostage. In case I don’t come back.’


    ‘And what are you going to do then, kill me?’ Sebastien said sarcastically.


    ‘If your father turns Emilia over to Coldham, who wants to hang her, then I’ll see you into the hands of the constables too,’ Luka said, his voice hard. ‘We’ll see how he feels about having one of his kin facing the gallows!’


    Sebastien looked taken aback, then angry, but he began to strip off his clothes when Emilia told him to, wrapping one of the blankets around him against the chill. Ordering the boys to turn their backs, Emilia dressed quickly in his breeches and shirt and jacket, all of them much too big for her, then twisted her hair up into a rough knot that she jammed under his cap. She could not help feeling rather odd and vulnerable without her skirts. The breeches seemed to show far too much of her legs even though they were so baggy. She gritted her teeth, though, and pretended not to care. Sebastien, it was clear, did care. He looked both surly and affronted, but did not say anything more, sitting down in the straw with the blanket wrapped around him.


    Luka divided up the bread and mutton, then said, his voice coming unevenly, ‘Be careful, Emilia. Any sign of trouble, just get out of there, all right?’


    ‘All right,’ she said. ‘See you later.’


    ‘When should I start to worry?’


    She shrugged. ‘I don’t know. This afternoon? Dusk? I’ll be back as soon as I can.’


    As she led Alida out into the courtyard, she heard Luka turn back to Sebastien and say, ‘I don’t suppose you have any cards on you, do you? It’s going to be a long day.’


    Outside, the fog still hung low over the buildings. Emilia looked about her cautiously, then when she was sure no one was watching, led Alida across the courtyard to the gate set in the wall. She led her through, then used a watering trough as a mounting block. Turning Alida’s head towards the Downs, she urged her forward. The fog was so thick, they could not go any faster than a walk, for the road was rough with stones and potholes. Emilia had plenty of time to marshal her arguments.


    She tried hard not to be afraid. No matter how many times she told herself that Coldham would have given up and gone away, a sharp twist of anxiety in her stomach needled her. Emilia breathed deeply and slowly, and rubbed the gold crown between her fingers for reassurance.


    They reached the steep path up to the Downs, and Emilia slipped off Alida’s back and led her. The chalk path was slippery with dew. Everything was still and quiet. No birds called, no dogs barked. The mist pressed close about them.


    Then, unexpectedly, Emilia stepped out of the mist and found herself on a broad spine of green land which rose before her out of a vast sea of cloud. The sky above was clear and blue, the mist below was white, and where it rose in soft, billowing peaks, it cast shadows of an intense and vivid blue. As far as Emilia could see, this landscape of clouds stretched, building palaces and temples in the sky, all gilded with the rising sun.
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    Emilia stood and stared for a long moment, awed and humbled, her eyes unexpectedly hot with tears. Then Alida nudged her with her nose, and gave a soft enquiring whinny. Emilia vaulted back onto the mare’s back and kicked her into a canter, so that together they flew along the narrow isthmus of land as lightly and fluidly as if the mare had wings, and this airy construction of air and water was their natural element.


    All too soon they had crested one of the rolling undulations of the hill, and saw below them the rough circle of caravans around the ashes of the fire, and the men and women standing about, some weeping, some shouting, some sitting with their heads in their hands.


    As Alida galloped down the hill towards them, her pale mane and tail flying, her ears pricked forward, everyone turned to watch. Felipe lifted his face from his hands, then stood up and took a few eager steps forward. Janka, the old woman, clapped her hands together joyfully. Cosmo took his pipe from his mouth, and narrowed his eyes in quick calculation.


    Emilia brought her mare to her usual abrupt halt, Alida tossing her head and prancing as if aware of all the eyes upon her. Emilia looked at Felipe.


    ‘I am very sorry about your horses,’ she said. ‘May they pay for their shame.’


    Felipe nodded curtly.


    ‘Sebastien has said that you want my Alida, to run in the race for you,’ Emilia said. ‘You are my kin, and you are in trouble. I would be happy to do what I could to help you, except that we came to you in the time of our great trouble and you turned your faces from us.’


    Felipe frowned and looked away. Cosmo chewed on the end of his pipe, his hands in his belt, his eyes measuring the distance between him and Emilia. She had stopped Alida well away, however. She could wheel her mare about and escape before Cosmo, or any of the other gypsies, came within reaching distance of her.


    ‘It is dangerous for me to be here. Coldham and his soldiers could be close by, hiding under the cover of the mist. I could have slipped away and gone, and you would have had no chance of winning this race of yours. But I have come with my Alida, despite the danger, because you are my kin, and because I wish to make a bargain with you.’


    Felipe’s eyebrows shot up. He and Cosmo exchanged glances, and a smile creased Cosmo’s pockmarked skin. Emilia knew what they were thinking. They were horse-traders, used to making canny deals, and she was nothing but a little girl. All around the campfire there was a sigh as everyone relaxed and smiled.


    ‘First, before I run this race of yours, I want the little silver charm that your mother Janka wears,’ Emilia said.


    There was a murmur of surprise. Janka put her hand up to her neck and closed it about something that hung there, inside her shirt. Felipe looked at her and raised his brow.


    ‘What do you know of the horse charm?’ Janka demanded. ‘It’s ours, it belongs to our family, it’s our luck.’


    ‘Yet your luck has gone,’ Emilia answered. ‘And with it, your horses.’


    ‘Do you think the little charm will make your horse run faster?’ Felipe asked. From the tone of his voice, Emilia could tell that he was like Luka, and set more store by his own wits and strength than any power a small silver trinket could have.


    She turned her eyes to Janka. ‘Ever since the chain of charms was broken, the gypsies have suffered hard times, you know that.’


    Felipe snorted, but Cosmo was frowning and rubbing his thumb over the tattered rabbit’s foot he wore at his belt.


    ‘You want to keep my charm?’ Janka sounded furious. ‘Not just wear it for the race?’


    Emilia nodded. ‘At least until my family is free,’ she said pleadingly, and wished she could control her voice better. One must never show weakness when bargaining, she knew.


    ‘Absolutely not.’ Janka folded her arms.


    ‘Then I’ll be on my way,’ Emilia said, and wheeled her horse about.


    ‘Wait, wait!’ Felipe cried. He turned to his mother. ‘It’s only a little thing, you have much better jewels. Give it to the wean, if she wants it so bad.’


    ‘It’s the charm of this family!’ Janka cried. ‘Given to me by your father after his mother died.’


    ‘We are all kin,’ Emilia said. ‘Our caravan is our family, and the world is our caravan.’


    The old woman scowled, and held on tight to her charm, but Felipe went to her and spoke softly in her ear. She shook her head obstinately, and he whispered some more. After a little while, she shrugged and said something crossly. He answered soothingly. Emilia’s heart lifted as she saw Janka shrug once more, then reluctantly pull something over her head and give it to her son. Felipe turned to Emilia and held it out on his hand.


    ‘So?’ he said. ‘You have the charm, we have the horse.’


    Emilia shook her head. ‘It’s not so simple,’ she said. ‘I also want your promise to help us free my family from Kingston gaol.’


    Felipe’s hand closed over the charm. ‘What sort of help?’


    Emilia did not like to say she did not know. So, her brain racing, she said, ‘We must get them out before the magistrates sit at the beginning of next month. Before then, we’ll try to get help from the rest of our kin. We’ll ask them – and you – to come to meet us in Kingston by the last day of the month, and we’ll tell you then what we need you to do.’


    Felipe and Cosmo glared at her, and then put their heads together, muttering furiously. Emilia waited, so tense that Alida fidgeted and danced, curving her neck. She could always sense what Emilia was feeling.


    Cosmo turned back to her. His face was hard and cold. ‘Who are you to try and bargain with us? You are nothing but a worthless girl. Your family is imprisoned, you have no money, you wear borrowed clothes. How dare you try and tell us what to do?’


    ‘Fine,’ Emilia said, and spurred Alida away.


    Alida, as always, moved as smoothly and lightly as the wind through a meadow of grass. Emilia was surprised. Her heart was so heavy, she felt sure it should have acted as weights upon her mare’s legs.


    ‘Wait!’ Felipe called again.


    Emilia drew Alida to a halt at the very crest of the hill.


    ‘The day is running away,’ she said coldly. ‘You are wasting my time. If you want me to stay and run this race for you, I need to know now. Otherwise, I’m for the road.’


    Cosmo laughed. ‘Girls don’t race,’ he said. ‘If your mare is to run today, I’ll be on her back.’


    Emilia shook her head. ‘She’s my mare.’


    Cosmo leant in towards Felipe and whispered. After a long moment, Felipe nodded his head.


    ‘Here’s a bargain for you, little girl,’ Cosmo said mockingly. ‘You take my mother’s charm, and you race for us today. If you win, you get to keep the charm, as long as you need it, and we swear to help you if we can.’


    Emilia’s heart leapt with joy.


    ‘But you must leave us with some kind of surety. That seems only fair. So if you race for us today, and win, you have our precious family charm and our promise of help, but we get to keep the mare. Agreed?’


    Emilia could only stare at him, aghast.

  


  
    

    Filthiness and Folly
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    The iron door to the cell grated open. The guard loomed in the doorway, holding a tray. He was a big man with a smashed nose, ears like red cabbages, and hands like overcooked steaks.


    Mimi and Sabina screamed and shrank back against Maggie, their grandmother, who put her arms around them. Mimi’s mother Silvia looked up dully. Since she had inadvertently caused the death of a constable, causing the charges against them to include murder, Silvia had been sunk in a bewildered misery and apathy, a stark change from the busy, cheerful woman she had always been.


    ‘Now, now, no need for shrieking,’ the guard said. ‘I’ve brought you some breakfast. Aren’t you hungry? It’s not much, I’m afraid, the cook here is mean, and takes the best stuff for himself, but it’s better than nothing.’


    He shut the door behind him with his shoulder, and set the tray down on a rickety table.


    The two little girls stared at him from the shelter of Maggie’s arms. The guard smiled, showing a mouthful of crooked, discoloured teeth. ‘Come, am I so scary?’ he said. ‘I’m not going to hurt you. Look what I’ve brought you.’ He shoved his hands into his trouser pockets and brought out two beautifully made little rag dolls. He offered them to Mimi and Sabina, but they shrank back and did not go to him. After a moment, he turned and gave them to Beatrice, saying apologetically, ‘It’s my face, it scares them.’


    Beatrice smiled wanly, and took the dolls to the little girls, who pressed them close. Although they were cousins, not sisters, they were alike enough to be twins with their skinny arms and big black eyes. Sabina was ten and Mimi a year younger, and they were tired, bored, scared and fretful. It had been hard work keeping them entertained over the past two days, and the women had long ago run out of stories and games, or the heart to tell them.


    ‘I’m guessing you didn’t sew them yourself,’ Maggie said to the guard as she got stiffly to her feet. She was a thin scarecrow of a woman, with a face that was all nose and eyelids. She spoke around an empty pipe that she kept clamped between her wrinkled lips, occasionally taking it out and staring at it as if she hoped some tobacco may have materialised there miraculously.


    The guard grinned. ‘Not I!’ he said. ‘That’s my wife’s handiwork.’


    ‘She’s a fine seamstress,’ Maggie said. ‘Not like me.’ She gestured down at her ragged skirts with one hand, and the guard grinned again. ‘I can throw a meal together, though,’ she went on as she bent over the tray and examined the food there. ‘Not like this cook of yours. He calls this a meal?’


    ‘I’m afraid so,’ the guard replied.


    Maggie screwed up her face. ‘No wonder everyone in this gaol gets sick,’ she said. ‘Not one of us got a wink of sleep last night listening to the coughing of that poor man next door. Can’t they get a doctor in to him?’


    The guard looked as apologetic as was possible for someone with his face. ‘Doctors cost money,’ he said.


    ‘That they do,’ Maggie said. ‘Tell me, is this wife of yours as good a cook as she is a seamstress?’


    ‘Indeed she is,’ the guard said proudly.


    ‘You’re a lucky man.’


    ‘I know it.’


    ‘I’m guessing she’s a fine housewife too, and has a little garden where she grows herbs and vegetables for the table?’


    ‘She does,’ the man agreed, sounding a little puzzled.


    ‘And I can tell she’s a kind-hearted woman, just as you are kind-hearted bringing in our lasses these lovely little dolls.’


    ‘The very best of wives,’ he said.


    ‘Do you think this wife of yours could be sparing a little pottage for our lasses? They’re only little, they don’t eat much. And for our laddie too? For they’ll be sick, for sure, if they eat this maggoty stuff.’


    The guard gulped. ‘I’m not sure I’m allowed . . .’


    ‘No need to tell anyone,’ Maggie said. ‘Just a nice bit of stew, with some potatoes in it, or a bit of bread and cheese. It won’t be for long. We go up before the magistrate come the end of the month, and then we’ll be out of your hair.’


    The guard gulped. He knew as well as Maggie did that the gypsies faced the gallows. He looked back at the little girls, now playing happily with their dolls, and said, ‘I’m sure a bit of stew won’t do any harm.’


    ‘You’re a good man,’ Maggie said warmly. ‘Tell me, what’s your name?’


    ‘Maloney, ma’am,’ he answered, and then reddened, for one did not call a tattered old gypsy woman ‘ma’am’.


    ‘And your good wife?’


    ‘Jenny.’


    ‘Give Mistress Jenny my thanks for the dollies. It’s hard on the little ones, being locked up in this bad place.’


    ‘Indeed it is,’ Maloney agreed, looking sad.


    ‘Tell me, do you have girls of your own, to be knowing so well what my little ones would like?’


    The guard’s sad look deepened to real grief. ‘We did,’ he said. ‘But they died. Two years ago now. Mary, my eldest, would be eight now, and the little one, Annie, she’d be six.’


    ‘Oh, that’s hard,’ Maggie said sympathetically. ‘There’s nothing harder, is there, than losing a child? Have you and your wife had no more, to comfort you in your grief?’


    He shook his head. ‘We’ve tried, but . . .’ His voice trailed away, then he squared his shoulders and said gruffly, ‘But I mustn’t be standing here, chitchatting like some old gossip. I’ve work to do.’


    As he turned to go, Maggie stretched out one of her thin, clawlike hands to him. ‘If you’d like, you can bring your wife in to see me,’ she said in a low voice. ‘I can tell her if there are to be any more weans for her and, perhaps, help her have another.’


    He shot her a quick glance from under his heavy brows, and said, ‘You can do that? Truly?’


    ‘I can try,’ Maggie said.


    ‘All right,’ he said eagerly. ‘It’d have to be late, I wouldn’t want the pastor or the warder to know.’


    ‘Good idea,’ Maggie said. ‘Let her wrap her shawl about her head, so no one knows she’s come to the prison.’


    He nodded and went out, shutting the door behind him. Beatrice had time only to turn to her grandmother with a questioning look before he was back, thrusting a little package wrapped in paper into her hands.


    ‘For the little ones,’ he said. ‘So they don’t go hungry.’


    As he went out again, Maggie opened the paper. Inside were two hard-boiled eggs, a crust of brown bread, some cold bacon, a wedge of cheese and two small red apples.


    ‘That must be his own lunch,’ Beatrice said wonderingly, surprised at his kindness.


    ‘It’s better than some cold, maggoty porridge, that’s for sure!’ Maggie sat down again, beginning to peel one of the eggs. ‘Come here, my darling girls,’ she crooned to Mimi and Sabina, breaking the egg in half. ‘Are you hungry?’


    ‘Wasn’t it dangerous, offering to tell his wife’s fortune like that?’ Mimi’s elder sister Lena said curiously as she came across to demand a portion of the food for herself.


    ‘I don’t think so,’ Maggie replied. ‘What can they do to me? Lock me in prison, threaten to hang me?’


    ‘They could burn you as a witch,’ Beatrice said, a tight knot of anxiety in her throat.


    ‘Well, yes, there is that, but I thought it worth the risk.’


    ‘But . . . why?’


    Maggie held up the bread and cheese, which she had broken up into small portions for them all. ‘At least he may bring us some better food,’ she said, ‘if he feels sorry for us. And I need to think of the future too.’


    ‘The future,’ Beatrice said, hopeless misery in her voice. ‘What future?’


    ‘Whatever future I can salvage for us,’ Maggie said. ‘I may not be able to save myself, or my sons, or even you, but the little ones? Will they truly hang the little ones? And if they don’t, where are they to go? Who will look after them? My kin, I hope, but these are bad times for the Rom. I have to grasp whatever straws I can find.’


    Understanding dawned in Beatrice’s eyes. ‘You think . . . you hope . . . that he . . .’ She gestured towards the door.


    ‘No harm in planting a few seeds,’ Maggie said. ‘Besides, we all need hope in our lives. Even a prison guard deserves that.’


    Beatrice sat down with her tiny wedge of bread and cheese as her grandmother tried to coax Silvia into eating some of the hard-boiled egg. She mulled over what her grandmother had said. She wished she could be so optimistic. Her mind flashed to Emilia and Luka, and to her betrothed, Sebastien, and though she wanted desperately to believe that they could help her and her family in some way, she could not think how. Beatrice could see no hope at all in the future. No hope at all.


    [image: image]


    Luka and Sebastien, at that very moment, were talking about Beatrice. Sebastien wanted to know everything about her. So Luka told him about how Beatrice had practically raised Emilia and Noah by herself, even though she was not much older than they were, and how she had taught herself to sew so she could get work up at the manor, helping the seamstresses, which paid better than the usual gypsy method of helping out at harvest time and making baskets and other trinkets. Sebastien already felt a warm glow of interest in his young wife-to-be. Luka wanted to stoke this blaze even higher, so he told many tales of Beatrice’s sweetness of temper, her practical good sense and her gentleness. He did not even have to exaggerate very much, for Beatrice was indeed very sweet-tempered, if rather too prone to dissolving into tears for Luka’s taste. He thought to himself, with a private grin, that he was glad he was not having to burnish Emilia’s character. It would have been much harder to do so with every appearance of sincerity.


    ‘It is a crime that such a sweet and lovely girl should be locked up in prison,’ Sebastien cried. ‘What evil has she done? What wrongdoing?’


    ‘They said we were begging, but we weren’t, we were performing for our pennies,’ Luka said righteously. ‘You’ve heard Beatrice sing, don’t you think it’s worth a handful of gold to hear her?’


    ‘Indeed,’ Sebastien said. ‘She sings like an angel.’


    ‘Maybe that’s why the pastor had her locked up,’ Luka said. ‘He hates anything beautiful or joyous, he hates people to be happy. He wants us all to be as gloomy and miserable as he is.’


    ‘I don’t understand these Puritans,’ Sebastien said. ‘If they want to go around with long faces, wearing nothing but black and feeling utterly miserable, let them. But why do they have to make everyone else miserable too? What do they care if we want to sing and dance and make merry?’


    ‘Makes no sense at all,’ Luka said, and lifted Zizi so he could cuddle her under his chin, taking comfort from her little nuzzle of affection and the softness of her fur.
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    While Luka and Sebastien were filling in the long hours of the day with idle conversation, Pastor Spurgeon was writing letters. He wrote swiftly and strongly, filling page after page with sloping black letters that flowed from his pen with utter assurance and certainty. Every now and again he signed his name with a flourish, then sealed the letter with red wax and set it in a neat pile of other letters to be franked.


    He wrote to people he knew all around the country, admonishing them, exhorting them to greater efforts, rallying them to his cause, and informing them of the great work he was doing to rid his parish of those treasonous and heathenish elements that sought to undermine the Great Work, like termites chewing at the foundations of a house.


    And so you can see the clear meaning of the verse in which the Lord Our Father declared the great end and design of his mission, Pastor Spurgeon wrote fluidly, namely, not that he should ‘condemn the world; but that the world through him might be saved’. The first inference is very sweet and comfortable, and known to us all, in that ‘He that believeth is not condemned’, that is, he who entrusts his lost and ruined soul into God’s hand, although he be a sinner, and a great sinner, he must be absolved and acquitted. God, as his Surety, has paid the debt, and obtained the discharge under the hand of justice.


    Pastor Spurgeon scattered sand on the page, to dry the ink, dipped his quill into the inkpot, and drew another page to him.


    The second inference, he wrote, is very terrible and awful; and you have it in the understanding of the words, ‘He that believeth not, is condemned already.’ For which there is a very relevant reason given, in the close of the verse: ‘Because he hath not believed in the name of the only begotten Son of God.’ What this so clearly means is that not believing is therefore a capital crime chargeable upon all gospel hearers. Not only is he condemned in the eyes of the Lord, he is condemned already, for endless eternity.


    Pastor Spurgeon paused for a moment, thinking of the godless Egyptians that he had discovered singing and dancing and begging in the marketplace. He remembered the black-haired girl, her feet bare beneath her skirts, the sun warm on her smooth skin, her sweet voice singing of the rapture of love.


    He could not forgive her for her beauty.


    Pastor Spurgeon wrenched his attention back to his page, read over what he had written, and then added, writing so strongly his nib tore the page, Therefore know that those who deny the word of God serve the Devil in filthiness and folly, and for them there can only be one just punishment for their sins, and that punishment is death.

  


  
    

    The Silver Horse
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    The silver horse was no larger than the first knuckle of Emilia’s smallest finger. With all four hooves lifted in a gallop, its tail was lifted high like a banner, and its mane flew in the wind. It was warm from lying against the old gypsy woman’s skin.


    Emilia cradled it in the palm of her hand, staring at it through a swimming haze of tears. Then, her fingers trembling, she hooked the charm onto the golden chain she wore about her wrist, next to the ancient coin her grandmother had given her.


    ‘An Arab mare in return for an old piece of junk,’ Felipe said in an undertone to his brother. ‘It doesn’t seem fair.’


    Cosmo rubbed his hands together. ‘As long as both parties come out of an agreement happy, that’s all that matters.’


    But Emilia was not happy. She felt as if her heart was breaking. She had helped Alida struggle out of her mother’s womb, she had helped the tiny filly stumble to her feet and find her way to her mother’s side, and she had fed the filly her first handful of grain. Girl and horse had never been separated since. Both were orphans, their mothers cruelly wrested from them. Emilia had thought she would rather die than give her mare away.


    Yet if she did not give Alida up, she would have no chance of freeing her family. Emilia believed in the story of the six lost charms with all her heart. Felipe Hearne might think the little silver horse a piece of worthless junk, but Emilia knew that its worth was incalculable, mysterious and unexplainable. To have refused the bargain would have been to have lost all chance of adding it to her chain of charms, and to Emilia, this would have been like condemning her family to death.


    ‘Now, my wean, it’s time to get ready for the race,’ Felipe said, his voice surprisingly kind.


    ‘It’s ridiculous to let her ride the mare,’ Cosmo said. ‘She’s nothing but a child, what does she know about horseracing? She’s our mare now, I should be the one riding her.’


    ‘No,’ Emilia said angrily. ‘You want to win, you have to let me ride. She’s used to me. No one else has ever ridden her.’ Tears spilled down her face, and she wiped them away.


    ‘She’ll have to get used to me eventually,’ Cosmo said. ‘If she’s as good as you say, we’ll be running her whenever we can, to try and earn back some of the gold we’ve lost today, thanks to you.’


    ‘It wasn’t my fault,’ Emilia protested. ‘Did I take your horses away?’


    ‘You led that Coldham man to us,’ Cosmo said implacably. ‘If it wasn’t for you, he’d never have bothered us.’


    Emilia’s tears ran faster. She took a sobbing breath, to say something furious, but Felipe dropped his hand on her shoulder. ‘Come, child, no need for tears. You’ll upset your mare, and we want her happy and eager for the race. It’s a shame you’ve already galloped her this morning, we don’t want her to be tired. I’ll get her some of my special oats and molasses, and you have a bowl of hot soup and a sup of ale. Nothing heavier, we don’t want you weighed down. Cosmo, leave the child be. You’ve no time to be schooling the mare today anyway, and you’ll have plenty of time to get used to her once Emilia’s gone.’


    ‘All right then,’ Cosmo said ungratefully, ‘but I’d better be giving her some coaching. We don’t want her thrown at the first corner.’


    ‘Alida wouldn’t throw me,’ Emilia cried. ‘I haven’t had a toss since I was a little girl!’


    ‘What, last week?’ Cosmo said.


    She glared at him, fists clenched.


    Felipe laughed. ‘Come now, Cosmo, stop teasing her. Emilia, I know you think no one could ride Alida as well as you, but Cosmo’s right. It’s a tough course. Let him lead you round it slowly, and tell you what he knows.’


    Reluctantly Emilia agreed. Cosmo cupped his hand for her foot, and threw her up on the mare’s back, then led her away from the encampment towards the racetrack, which had been marked out on the hillside.


    The sun had burnt off most of the mist, so that the Downs were bathed in warm sunshine. Here the slope was not so steep, falling down in a broad sweep towards the valley. Cosmo led Alida around the course, which was shaped like a skewed horseshoe, and was one mile and four furlongs long. The track rose and fell along the undulating flank of the Downs, then climbed steeply to the top of the hill. Emilia could see that the ascent would be hard work at a full gallop.


    ‘You must lift your weight off the horse’s back,’ Cosmo told her. ‘Stand up in your stirrups and lean forward over her shoulders, so she can run freely. The further forward you lean, the easier it will be for her. How is your balance?’


    For answer, Emilia lifted her feet and set them upon Alida’s narrow back, then stood up, balancing easily as the mare walked forward. Then she bent and laid her hands on the mare’s shoulders and did a handstand, her feet pointing straight into the air. Alida, used to Emilia’s tricks, did not even twitch an ear.


    Cosmo snorted. ‘The idea is to be as streamlined as possible, to offer no resistance to the wind,’ he said. ‘You won’t win this race standing on your head.’


    ‘You must admit my balance is good, though,’ Emilia replied sweetly.


    ‘I hope it’s good enough,’ he answered sourly.


    Emilia did a neat somersault, her feet landing where her hands had been, and sat down again.


    After the crest of the hill, the track curved down to the left, falling steeply at one point and dropping into a muddy patch. Cosmo showed her where the ground was firmest, and warned her that many horses slipped and fell here.


    ‘That won’t matter to me,’ Emilia said. ‘They’ll all be behind me.’


    To her surprise, that made Cosmo grin and give Alida a friendly slap on the rump. ‘Let’s hope so,’ he said, sounding quite sincere.


    Past the mud, the path swept down and around, falling another fifty feet, before straightening out for a stretch and then rising gently to the finish line.


    ‘Sit down hard here,’ Cosmo said. ‘Drive her home. If you must, dig in the spurs.’


    ‘I don’t wear spurs!’ Emilia cried.


    ‘You will be,’ Cosmo answered. ‘And I expect you to use them, and the whip, if you need to. Remember, our bargain depends on you winning this race.’


    ‘Alida’s never been spurred,’ Emilia said unhappily.


    ‘Then she’ll leap all the more at their touch,’ Cosmo said. ‘Now, she’ll be full of oats, watch her at the beginning, don’t let her dance or fight the bit too much. Hold her steady, and get her off fast. If you can get out fast, you won’t be eating the other riders’ dirt.’


    Emilia nodded her understanding.


    ‘Remember, horses have two blind spots,’ Cosmo continued, ‘directly before them and directly behind them. She’ll be wanting to look behind her, to see who’s on her tail, but you mustn’t let her. Keep her head steady, and let her know you’re doing the looking for her.’


    Emilia nodded, although she was not at all sure how she was to do this.


    ‘I just hope you know your horse as well as you say you do,’ Cosmo said as they turned back towards the gypsy encampment. ‘You’ve never raced before, you don’t know the stresses it places on you and the horse. Did you know a horse can lose up to twenty-five pounds during a race like this?’


    Emilia did not know. It seemed an awful lot. She patted Alida’s neck apprehensively, and the mare twitched an ear towards her.


    ‘Alida will tire easily on this course,’ Cosmo went on. ‘These hills are tough on any horse, and she’s still only a filly. You’re going to have to judge how much strength she has left in her, and how blown the other horses are, and whether they have any heart left in them. You’re going to have to know, instinctively, the right moment to spur her on for that final desperate effort, and yet not ruin her by whipping her on too hard.’


    Emilia’s heart sank down to the pit of her stomach.


    ‘Can you do all that?’ Cosmo demanded, turning his pockmarked face up to hers, his eyes squinting against the sun.


    ‘I don’t know. I hope so,’ Emilia said. She was beginning to wish she had just ridden on with Luka, and not made this devil’s bargain with Sebastien’s family.


    He shrugged. ‘So do we all.’


    They arrived back at the gypsy encampment, which was a hive of activity, and Cosmo lifted Emilia down. ‘At least you’re a light little thing,’ he said as he put her down on the ground. ‘I just wish I knew you were strong enough.’


    ‘I’m very strong,’ Emilia assured him.


    ‘Aye, for your age perhaps, but you’ll be riding against grown men. You must watch out for them.


    They’ll be as desperate to win this race as we are. Not just gold but reputations ride on a race like this. Do you understand?’


    Emilia nodded.


    Cosmo gave her a little push. ‘Go and eat, rest up a bit. I’ll look after the mare.’


    Emilia was feeling so keyed-up and nervous she could not eat. She put down her bowl after only a few mouthfuls, and followed the other gypsies as they went over to the racetrack, getting ready for the races. They set up makeshift stalls to sell their produce, which mainly consisted of cures for various horse ailments, or home-woven baskets and chair bottoms.


    Already many people had turned up, milling about in their excitement and placing bets with each other. Many were local farmers, or servants, some of whom hung around the gypsy girls, flirting with them. Most were far more interested in the horses. There was a great deal of disappointment at the news of the raid on the gypsy camp, for it necessarily meant fewer horses to be raced. Felipe made much of the disaster, turning down the corners of his mouth, shaking his head, shrugging his shoulders and turning his gaze up to heaven. It did not seem to affect the amount of gambling done on the race, however, for Emilia saw him take a heavy purse from a burly-looking man with very thick, bristling eyebrows and a red scarf, behind the caravans when no one was looking. When Felipe saw Emilia watching, he flickered her a quick wink and pocketed the purse quickly.


    To Emilia’s surprise there were a great many gentlemen in the crowd too. Some were there with their horses, and stood around giving last-minute instructions to their jockeys, who were generally thin young stablehands in livery. None of them were as thin and young as Emilia.


    Others were there to watch, but Emilia saw that they spent a great deal of time huddled in little groups, talking in undertones. Quite a few of these men wore their hair in the long curls of the Cavalier, and had large buckles on their shoes and feathers in their hats. They had a harried look about them, and glanced constantly around them, as if fearing eavesdroppers.
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    One in particular caught Emilia’s eye. A tall, blue-eyed man with broad shoulders and an aquiline nose, he was dressed in a green velvet coat that had definitely seen better days. It was worn at the elbows and collar, and had been rather inexpertly mended along one seam. His tall boots were worn too, but carefully blackened and polished, and the lace at his wrists, though darned, was very clean. Although no longer young, he was a handsome man and moved with the upright briskness of a soldier. It was not his soldierly manner that caught Emilia’s attention, however, nor his shabby dress, but the contrast between his very black hair and his fair brows and lashes. Emilia had seen men before with brows much darker than their hair colour, but she had never seen anyone with such black hair who did not have eyebrows to match. It intrigued her. The attitude of the other men towards the black-haired one was also interesting. They acted towards him with great deference, despite his shabbiness, and hung on every word he said.


    Emilia saw the burly man with the red scarf bring a tray of wine and fine crystal glasses, and pour it out for the little group, bowing deeply to the man in green and passing him his glass first. They all raised their glasses in a silent toast, looking south towards the far-distant sea, then drank deeply, some obviously in the grip of strong emotion.


    Fascinated by their behaviour, Emilia stepped closer, wondering suddenly if they were Royalists plotting the return of the king. It occurred to her that a horserace would be the perfect cover for such a meeting. One of the problems that Royalists had in furthering their plans was that any large gathering of people was banned. All the mail was opened and searched, and even letters written in code were not safe, as Cromwell had expert code-crackers among his staff. So it was very difficult to organise meetings where sympathisers could be introduced and plans made for action. A horserace was the perfect excuse, since people of all kinds came together, and mingled, and talked, and notes could be passed from hand to hand as easily as money. A sharp watch was kept out for the constabulary, and even if the racetrack was raided, the penalty was usually no more than a fine and a reprimand, while the punishment for treason against Parliament was death.


    Emilia had hated the Roundheads ever since they had killed her father, and she had a natural distaste for the puritanical views of those who ruled the country, as it contradicted everything she thought most good and beautiful about life. So she came closer and closer to the Cavaliers, hoping to catch a word or two.


    Suddenly her eyes widened in surprise. Standing there, talking urgently to the lords, was a boy she knew well.


    ‘Tom Whitehorse!’ she cried. ‘What are you doing here?’


    His head snapped round, with a look of fear and horror on his face that she did not understand. He stared at her, not recognising her in her boy’s clothes.


    The gentlemen swiftly looked her up and down, frowning, then nodded curtly to Tom and stepped away.


    ‘Thomas, my boy, we will talk further later,’ the black-haired one said.


    ‘But, my lord!’ There was anguish in Tom’s voice.


    ‘Later. When you have had a chance to catch up with your friend.’ The lord smiled, nodded meaningfully, and walked away.


    Tom stared at Emilia in angry consternation.


    ‘It’s me,’ she said. ‘Emilia Finch. Don’t you recognise me?’


    ‘Emilia!’ He was incredulous. ‘What on earth are you doing here?’


    ‘I’m racing,’ she said.


    ‘You can’t race, you’re a girl.’


    ‘Not today,’ she said coolly, indicating her breeches with a wave of her hand. She was beginning to regret accosting him.


    He looked scandalised. ‘Surely you’re jesting.’


    ‘No. I’m entirely serious. If I were you, I’d be putting money on me and Alida, because we’re going to win this race.’


    He put up his eyebrows. ‘I’m not here to gamble,’ he said.


    ‘No? Then why are you here?’


    He flushed and bit his lip. ‘Visiting friends,’ he said shortly.


    ‘That man in the velvet coat? But he’s old enough to be your father. Surely he’s no friend of yours?’


    ‘Friend of my father,’ Tom said, his flush deepening.


    Emilia opened her mouth to ask more questions, and he said quickly, ‘He too is visiting in the area. We are staying at the . . . at one of the big houses around here. I’m . . . ah . . . I’m staying only a few days. My host is racing one of his horses today, and we’ve come to watch.’


    Tom waved his hand towards an elderly man in an ornate mulberry coat who was leaning lightly on an ebony stick with a silver knob, as he talked earnestly to the black-haired lord. Neither was paying any attention to the horses.


    ‘Surely he’s not racing himself!’ Emilia said.


    ‘Of course not. His groom will be riding the horse.’


    ‘Of course,’ Emilia said mockingly. ‘How could I be so stupid? Gentlemen do not ride their own horses.’


    Tom stared at her, in half a mind to be affronted, then suddenly grinned. ‘Not in a race they want to win, anyway,’ he admitted.


    Emilia was relieved to see him smile. She could not understand why he had been so fidgety and uncomfortable with her, when they had known each other for years.


    ‘I’d better go,’ she said. ‘My race starts soon. Wish me luck!’


    ‘All right, good luck!’ he said.


    She waved her hand at him and went back to find Felipe and Cosmo. When she turned around a few moments later, Tom was gone.

  


  
    

    Devil’s Bargain
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    ‘Where have you been!’ Cosmo cried. ‘The race is about to begin. Come quickly! I’ve got your mare bridled and saddled and raring to go! I’ve given her a good slug of my special brew, and there’s no holding her now.’


    ‘Why, what’s in it?’ Emilia demanded.


    Cosmo moved his hand from side to side. ‘A bit of this, a bit of that. Come on! I’ve found a pair of old boots for you that should fit all right, and I’m lending you my own lucky whip. I’ve won more races than I can tell you with that whip.’


    As he spoke he was leading her quickly through the crowd, until they reached the start of the racetrack, where half-a-dozen horses were milling, held in check by their trainers. Felipe was there, his hand on Alida’s bridle. The mare was sidling and dancing, not liking the unfamiliar taste of the bit in her mouth, or the weight of the saddle on her back. Emilia would not put on the boots, which were wickedly spurred, or take the whip, which made the Hearne men angry with her. She was adamant, however. She had never used such instruments of control on Alida before, and she would not start now.


    In the end Felipe just shrugged. ‘No time for this. Put her up!’


    Cosmo threw Emilia up into the saddle, and she took a moment to familiarise herself with the stirrups, which at first felt quite odd, after a lifetime of riding bareback.


    ‘They give you much more control,’ Cosmo told her. ‘Remember what I told you! Use them!’


    Emilia’s mouth went dry and her mind completely blank. She could not remember a thing Cosmo had told her. Sensing her panic, Alida reared. A few of the grooms seated on the other horses jerked their elbows at her and grinned. Emilia felt a hot flush burn up her cheeks. She brought Alida down sharply, and took the reins into her left hand, so that she could touch the lucky charms at her wrist.


    First she rubbed the coin, the golden crown. The crown is for light and luck and magic. It’s why they call me the Queen of the Gypsies . . . Maggie had said.


    Then Emilia touched the little silver horse, galloping through air.


    The charm of the running horse . . . It is silver, the moon metal, and has the power to charm all the beasts of field and forest, the charm to wheedle that you have, my darling girl.


    Tears stung her eyes at the remembrance of her grandmother’s words.


    ‘Are you ready?’ Cosmo demanded.


    ‘Yes,’ she cried.


    There was a roar from the crowd as Felipe undid his red kerchief and held it high. Alida shied at the sound, but Emilia forced her to the starting line, keeping her knees hard against the mare’s sides. The boys around her were tense and focused, leaning low over their mounts’ necks, yet holding them back firmly. The horses trembled with eagerness, dancing and cavorting, throwing their heads up and down, snorting through their flared nostrils.


    Emilia dropped one hand to stroke Alida’s satiny neck. ‘Run like the wind, my darling girl,’ she whispered.


    The flag dropped. The horses took off. Emilia found herself jostled on all sides. Whips cracked in her ears. Someone elbowed her sharply in the side. She cried out and flinched. Alida’s stride faltered, and the big bay to her right drew ahead. Gritting her teeth, Emilia leant forward, urging Alida on. As the mare’s stride lengthened, she remembered what Cosmo had said, and stood up in her stirrups, lifting her weight clear of the saddle, leaning so far forward she was in danger of banging her chin on Alida’s neck which plunged up and down below her. Most of the horses fell behind. She felt Alida’s head twitch the reins as the mare strove to turn her head, but Emilia held her firm. Ahead of them, the bay mare sent great clods of earth flying back, hitting Emilia in the face and showering her with mud. Emilia fixed her gaze on the track beyond the mare, and drove Alida forward.


    ‘Fly like the wind, my darling,’ she murmured. ‘Fast as the hot desert wind. God made you to fly like an eagle.’


    Alida responded to her voice, her hooves seeming barely to touch the ground as she surged ahead, her nose at the bay mare’s tail, then at her heaving withers, then racing past her rigidly held head, her white rolling eye. As Emilia galloped past, she felt the sudden unexpected sting of a whip across her face as the rider beside her lashed out. Although she gasped aloud, she did not falter, only lifted herself higher in the saddle so that Alida could begin the hard, heartbreaking gallop up the steep rise of the track.


    Alida’s breath gasped in her throat. Her nostrils flared red as she struggled to suck in air. Emilia felt her hooves sinking into the soggy ground. ‘Come, my darling, my beauty,’ she whispered. ‘Fly for me.’


    She could hear hooves thundering up behind her, could feel the earth shake. ‘Please, darling girl, please . . .’


    Blood was running down her face, and the salt of her sweat stung in the whip cut. Emilia ignored the pain. Alida was faltering. Her heart was pounding so loudly Emilia felt sure she could feel it between her knees. Above them was the green curve of the hilltop, and the blue arc of the sky. Emilia imagined them taking flight into the sky, spreading wings of golden and silver light, and launching off the top of the hill. ‘Come on, darling, come on . . .’ she panted.


    Alida leapt forward, touched the hill’s crest lightly with one hoof, and then surged on down the broad sweep of the track. Emilia’s heart leapt into her throat. She risked a quick glance back. The other horses were galloping down upon her, eyes rolling, chests heaving. Sweat and mud scudded their coats. Some, she saw, were failing badly. They were no threat. But there were two, the big bay mare and another fleet-footed chestnut, bearing down on her at incredible speed. Their riders had their teeth bared in mirthless grins and were wielding their whips cruelly. Emilia just had time to see the blood that ran down the bay mare’s sides before she had to look forward again, sensing a change in Alida’s stride.


    Ahead of them was the bend and the muddy stream. Emilia shifted her weight forward, bent to one side as the mare took the curve, and then lifted herself high over Alida’s neck as she soared over the ditch, landing nimbly on the far side and accelerating as the track once again began to climb. She heard the thud of hooves behind her, then a heavy thump. Once again she risked a look behind her. The bay horse had taken the corner too fast, and had slipped in the mud and fallen. The air was filled with the dreadful sound of her screams, as her rider whipped her savagely, trying to make her rise again. Emilia could see at once that the mare had broken one of her legs.


    The chestnut mare came past at a canter, took the ditch at the far side, and broke once more into a gallop. The groom riding her drove his spurs into her side, and she leapt forward, her chest labouring, foam flying from her grimacing mouth.
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    Her breath rasping in her chest, Emilia looked no more. She fixed her eyes upon the finishing line, where Felipe stood with his red kerchief held high, flapping in the wind. ‘Now, Alida!’ she whispered. ‘Run like you’ve never run before.’


    The mare did her best to respond, but she was exhausted. Her hooves rose and fell more and more slowly, her breath wheezed in her chest. With every touch of Alida’s hoof to the ground, Emilia felt the shock of it run up her body and through to her arms, clinging so tightly to the leather reins. Behind them came the relentless rhythm of the other mare’s hooves, slowly but inexorably gaining on them. Then Emilia heard the panting breath, and was flecked with the flying foam as the chestnut galloped up on her inside. Beside her, the other groom rose and fell steadily, his eyes fixed ahead, his whip flailing mercilessly.


    Emilia took a deep breath and sighed it out, relaxing her desperate grip, giving the mare her head. ‘Please, Alida,’ she whispered. ‘Fly for me!’


    Her mare made one last great effort. Her muscles bunched beneath Emilia’s mud-spattered skin, the rhythm of her hooves quickened. For a moment dapple-grey and chestnut were poised, neck to neck, then Alida stretched out, and raced through the finish line, a scant hand span ahead of the chestnut.


    The crowd went wild, throwing up their hats and waving their kerchiefs. Emilia drew Alida up and slipped down to the ground, her legs barely managing to hold her up. She pressed her face against Alida’s shivering skin and let the tears well up. Everything was a roar. She was so dizzy, she feared she might faint. Dimly she heard Felipe crowing with triumph, and calling out, ‘Pay up, my fine gentlemen! What a race! And against such odds! Who would have thought that little grey mare had it in her? Pay up, my dear fellows.’


    Cosmo slipped his hand under Emilia’s elbow. ‘Steady, lass,’ he whispered in her ear. ‘Swoon on me now and we may have your secret discovered. Here, have a sip of this.’


    ‘What is it?’ she whispered.


    ‘My special brew,’ he answered, then, when she turned her face away, said with a laugh, ‘peach brandy, you little fool.’


    She drank, and felt a sudden shock of warmth and giddiness. She clung to Alida and, when the giddiness had passed, found she could stand again, and turn to receive the excited congratulations of all those mobbing around her. Her hand was shaken so vigorously, she feared it might fall off, and Alida was petted and praised extravagantly. One man offered Felipe a bag of gold coins for her there and then. Another snarled that the gypsies had cheated, once again, which made Cosmo finger his dagger and hiss, ‘What did you say?’


    Emilia tried to lead Alida free of the crowd, wanting to look her mare over and check she had not hurt herself in any way, but she could not get away.


    Suddenly she heard a high, shrill whistle. At once Felipe’s and Cosmo’s heads whipped round, and they stiffened. Then Cosmo had seized Alida’s bridle and was forcing her through the crowd at a great pace. Felipe was holding out his hand and demanding his money in a low, urgent voice, and then went hurrying away towards the gypsy encampment. Turning her head from side to side, Emilia saw that every single gypsy in the crowd was extricating themselves as rapidly. Fear jumped in her throat.


    As soon as they were free of the pressing mass of people, Cosmo turned and threw her up into the saddle. ‘Get out of here, Emilia,’ he said. ‘Take Alida, and get to wherever it is that you and your cousin have been hiding. Tell Sebastien we’ll meet him on the road, all right?’


    Emilia nodded, too scared to speak.


    ‘Make sure he brings that mare with him,’ Cosmo warned. ‘Else I’ll curse you myself.’


    ‘The Rom don’t curse the Rom,’ Emilia managed to say.


    ‘They do when they steal their horses. That mare is mine now, lassie.’


    ‘Only until I give you back the silver charm,’ Emilia protested, and then saw by his face that he did not expect her to live long enough to return the charm. Her heart sank, but there was no time to say more. He had slapped Alida across the rump, and the poor, exhausted horse went stumbling away across the Downs, Emilia so weary and sick she was swaying in the saddle.


    Cries of alarm rang out from the crowd. Emilia looked back. Marching along the top of the Downs was a company of Roundhead soldiers, the sun glinting on their helmets and pikes. At their head, striding out impatiently, was a tall, burly-shouldered man wearing a brown buff coat, a metal gauntlet on his left hand. Emilia’s heart jolted. Coldham!


    He raised his face, scanning the crowd, and then saw her. For an instant, their eyes met. Then he raised his arm and bellowed a command. Soldiers broke into a run, pounding along the Downs towards her. Emilia dug her heels into Alida’s side, and the mare broke into a heavy-footed trot.


    Emilia risked another look over her shoulder, only to see Coldham seizing the reins of a horse that had been about to run a race. It was fresh and full of vim. As Coldham swung his heavy bulk into the saddle, cursing to find his stirrups much too short, the horse reared and sidestepped, almost toppling the big man from the saddle.


    Throw him! Emilia pleaded silently. Toss him off!


    The horse bucked wildly. To Emilia’s intense pleasure, Coldham was thrown to the ground. She kicked Alida forward, urging her away from the racetrack, as Coldham, cursing, picked himself up from the ground and endeavoured to mount the horse again. When Emilia next glanced back, he was in the saddle once more, with two grooms holding the horse steady while he adjusted his stirrups.


    Emilia looked about her feverishly for some way of escape. She knew Alida was exhausted and could run no more today. Even if she could urge her into a gallop again, Coldham would be on her heels in moments, and she would lead him straight to the stable where Luka and Sebastien were hiding. She had to shake him off somehow.


    Beyond the gypsy encampment, the path led along the top of the Downs for some distance, before forking and turning down towards the town. The Downs were bare and empty and wind-scoured, falling away steeply on either side. There was not a tree or a rock for miles. If Emilia was to hide, she would have to get down into the valley. But Coldham would catch up with her long before she reached the downhill path. She had to get away now. So Emilia took a deep breath, then turned her mare’s nose towards the steep drop to her right.


    Alida baulked. The drop was almost perpendicular in parts, the ground slippery from yesterday’s rain. Emilia patted her neck. ‘I know, darling girl, I know,’ she said. ‘But you can do it, I know you can!’


    Alida’s skin shivered. She turned her ears one way or another, and put forward one hoof, and then stepped back again. Emilia murmured to her softly, and glanced back at the racetrack.


    The soldiers hustled men this way and that, ordering some to go home, detaining others for questioning, arguing with others. More soldiers had gone to the gypsy camp and were throwing their belongings about, searching the caravans in their usual fashion. Six more had seized horses and were following Coldham as he galloped at full speed towards Emilia, his mouth stretched in a grin of triumph.
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    ‘Come on, Alida! Down!’ Emilia cried. Alida shuddered all over, then bunched her muscles and leapt over the edge, as daintily as a cat.


    Down they slipped and slithered, rocks rattling around them. Emilia leant back, one hand on the reins, the other held aloft to help keep her balance. The mare’s hooves skidded on the wet chalk. She spun, and lost her footing, and slid some way on her side, Emilia only just managing to whip her leg away in time. She clung to the saddle desperately, afraid for a moment that the mare was out of control and they would both end up at the bottom of the cliff, broken into pieces. But then Alida recovered her footing, and bounded first one way, then another, across deep crevices in the hillside. Her hind hooves slipped again, but she made an immense effort, the muscles in her hindquarters shaking. Then, nimbly, she leapt towards the valley floor and landed safely, cantering away into the woods.


    Emilia glanced back. At the top of the Downs stood Coldham on his stiff-legged horse, who was utterly refusing to follow Alida down the steep hill. No matter how hard Coldham whipped it, and dug in his spurs till the blood ran red, the horse would not budge. Emilia laughed, and waved her cap joyfully as she disappeared into the trees.


    She knew she had not gained much time. It would not be long before they found another way down, and then they would be searching for her. So Emilia slipped off Alida’s back and seized her bridle, running alongside her so the exhausted mare did not have to carry her weight. Together they ran through the forest, trying to take care not to step into any boggy patches that would leave a clear imprint behind them.
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    Emilia had travelled to the manor house in darkness and mist, and she had no clear idea of where to go now. But she had been raised to absorb directions and distances and to note key landmarks almost unconsciously, as no gypsy ever likes to be lost. Even as she ran, she was remembering their journey, and calculating which way to go. It was not very long before she had reached the road and recognised the high iron railings on the far side.


    Her heart was pounding, and her breath came in great, ragged gasps. She did not think she had ever been so worn out. Alida was exhausted too, her head hanging, her hide matted with mud and sweat. They took a minute to catch their breath and look up and down the road, before daring to leave the shelter of the trees.


    Emilia could only be glad that the road was so badly rutted and marked with hoof prints and wheel tracks that no one following them could possibly be sure which ones belonged to her and Alida. She hurried along the road, her heart beating so fast it hurt her ribs, and then, thankfully, left the main road and went up the side lane to the little gate where they had been admitted the night before.


    The gate was locked.


    For a moment Emilia was overwhelmed with panic. She was so very tired, and frightened, and worried, she did not know what to do. It was broad daylight, and someone could come down the road at any minute and wonder what a ragged gypsy was doing loitering outside Lord Berkely’s house. She took a deep breath and rubbed her lucky charm between her fingers, an action which always calmed her, then looked around her.


    At the end of the lane was a small copse of trees, backing onto a field through which ran a burbling stream. Emilia led Alida through the gate into the field, and let her drink her fill from the stream. She quenched her own thirst, then washed her hands and face. Feeling much better, she led Alida into the shelter of the trees, took off the saddle and bridle, and hid them under a bush. She rubbed the mare down well with a twist of long grass, feeling Alida relaxing under the slow, regular motions of her hand. Soon the nervous twitching of her hide calmed, and she dropped her head and began to crop the turf. Emilia took off her coat – or rather, Sebastien’s coat – and draped it over the mare, for the wind was brisk and Alida had sweated heavily.


    She let Alida graze while she lay on her stomach and watched the road. A few carts went clopping past, and a boy with a herd of pigs, taking them into the forest to scrounge for dropped acorns. A few minutes later a group of gentlemen rode by, all frowning and silent, then a cart driven by a man Emilia had seen up on the Downs, with four other men crammed in. They were arguing among themselves, and looked most displeased with their morning’s sport. Then along trudged a group of farmers that Emilia also recognised from the racetrack. There was much low, murmured conversation between them, and Emilia guessed they were discussing the race, and the raid by the soldiers. She was too far away to hear what they said, but it was clear from their faces they thought they were lucky to get away with so little trouble.


    The road was then empty for some time. There was no sign of Coldham, or the soldiers. Emilia was not sure what to do. She did not want to risk being seen, but she could not hide in this wood forever. Besides, she was starving.


    So she got up, dusted herself off and gave Alida a reassuring pat, before running back down to the gate to try it one more time. It was still locked; so, with a quick glance at the road, she clambered up the wall and lay down on the warm coping stone at the top, looking out onto the stable-yard.


    All was quiet. Most of the outhouses and stables around the yard were obviously deserted, and Emilia thought Lord Berkely had probably, like so many others, lost much of his stable to the depredations of the Civil War. Emilia slipped down over the wall and ran across the yard to the stable where she had left Luka and Sebastien.


    The door stood ajar.


    Gently Emilia pushed it open and stepped inside.


    No one was there.


    Emilia stood frozen, looking about her in shock. Where were Luka and Sebastien, and Sweetheart the bear, and her brother’s dog Rollo, and dear little Zizi the monkey? Where could they be?


    In the shaft of sunlight slanting in through the door, motes of dust floated peacefully. Straw was piled up in one corner, and Emilia experimentally nudged it with her foot, uncovering what was unmistakably a pile of bear droppings. The sight of it was a relief, since it showed her that Sweetheart had at least been here, and Emilia had not somehow gone to the wrong place. She kicked the straw back and looked around for some clue as to where Luka may have gone. Behind the door, she found two straw stalks laid one over the other in the shape of a cross. She was examining them thoughtfully when she heard the sound of voices approaching.


    Emilia looked about her rapidly. There was nowhere to hide except under the straw, and Emilia had no desire to crouch in a pile of bear manure. She glanced up and saw that a thick crossbeam ran the length of the stable. It was high off the floor, but Emilia was able to climb up the back of the door, using the studs as footrests, then reach out and grab a giant hook which hung from the beam, and quickly swarm up it. She lay down on the crossbeam just as the door below her swung open and Coldham stepped inside.


    The hook was still swaying slightly, and he absent-mindedly reached up and stopped it with his hand so it would not knock his head. Then he stood, looking around him.


    ‘As you can see, there is no one here,’ an aristocratic voice said in a tone of long-suffering. ‘These stables have not been used in months. I utterly refute this wild accusation that I, Lord Berkely of The Durdans, would be responsible for harbouring vagrants and criminals.’


    Stepping into the stable behind Coldham was a tall, lean, elderly gentleman with a pale, powdered face, a head of thick, dark curls that hung down to his shoulders, and a very fine coat of mulberry velvet. He leant lightly on an ebony stick with a silver knob, and carried a silver snuffbox in his left hand. With a dexterous flick of his thumb, he opened the box and then, shaking back the heavy lace at his wrist, took a pinch and held it to his nostrils, delicately inhaling.


    Coldham ignored him, staring around the stable with narrowed eyes. Emilia clutched the crossbeam with her damp palms and prayed no one would look up.


    Behind Lord Berkely were a thickset, bowlegged man in his middle years, dressed in brown wool and leather, and a straight-backed, high-nosed individual clothed all in black. He looked as if he could smell Sweetheart’s dung. There were also a number of Roundhead soldiers, in their characteristic plain uniform. They busied themselves poking through the straw with their pikes.


    ‘I would like to know, sir, who has laid such a charge against me?’ Lord Berkely said coldly. ‘It is completely baseless, and is, indeed, slanderous. I shall be speaking to my lawyers.’


    ‘Our sources are always reliable,’ Coldham said, in his harsh, unpleasant voice. ‘We know the dirty gyps have been here. We just want to know where they are now. You’d better tell us, else it’ll be the worse for you.’


    ‘My dear man, if I had any idea where these gypsies of yours were, I would tell you so, naturally. I have no desire to have my silver stolen. I have little enough left as it is, thanks to your damn Royalist tax. I can assure you I know nothing about any gypsies, however, apart from the horse-traders up on the Downs. And I know you are already acquainted with them.’


    Coldham looked disgruntled. ‘We know what you’re up to,’ he said. ‘Don’t think you can hoodwink us!’


    Lord Berkely raised one perfectly shaped brow. ‘My dear fellow, I have no desire to . . . ahem . . . hoodwink you, as you so very colourfully say. I am nothing but a poor country gentleman going about my daily business. I desire nothing more than peace and quiet.’


    ‘We know about your guests, we do,’ Coldham said.


    ‘But of course you do. They were up on the Downs with me this morning, when you saw fit to apprehend me, and threaten me, in such a deplorable way. Like myself, Mr Butler has an interest in horseflesh, and was most interested to see what new stock the horse-traders had for sale. If we had had any idea that an illegal horserace was being run, we would not, of course, have ventured anywhere near. But how could we have known?’


    Emilia was listening very intently, and she thought Lord Berkely had made a very slight hesitation before uttering the name of his guest. She wondered if Mr Butler was the black-haired man in green velvet to whom Tom Whitehorse had been speaking. If so, Tom had called him ‘my lord’, yet here was his host referring to him as ‘mister’. It was all very odd and intriguing.


    ‘You just keep your nose clean, my lord,’ Coldham said threateningly, ‘and know we’ve got our eyes on you.’


    Lord Berkely looked bored. ‘Yes, yes,’ he said. ‘We know you Roundheads suspect any man who doesn’t care to crop his hair of plotting to overthrow your Lord Protector. Well, I’m an old man and prefer the fashions of my youth to this ugly modern craze of wearing nothing but black, and practically shaving your head bald. As far as I know, you can’t yet arrest a man for long hair. Now, if you don’t mind, I must get back to my guests. Hudson, please show this man the way out.’


    At once his servant stepped forward, inclining his head briefly, and gestured out the door. Coldham stood glowering for a moment, then turned on his heel and marched out, followed by the soldiers.


    There was a long moment of silence, then Lord Berkely said, in a much altered voice, ‘It is no longer safe for the duke to be here, Matthew. We must get him away. As soon as those bloody blue-noses are gone, will you have my coach brought round? There’s a safe house in Salisbury I know of, we’ll get him there, and see if we can arrange safe passage for him back to France.’


    ‘Aye, my lord,’ Matthew said. ‘You can count on me, my lord.’


    ‘I know, old friend,’ Lord Berkely said. His thin, blue-veined hands gripped the silver knob of his walking-stick tightly. ‘That it should come to this!’ he burst out. ‘The Duke of Ormonde, forced to travel in disguise like a common criminal, driven from one safe place to another, and hounded by . . . by the likes of that dreadful man Coldham! What has the world come to?’


    ‘Hush, my lord,’ Matthew said. ‘Don’t be getting yourself into a state. All will be well. We will get the duke away safely, don’t you fear.’


    ‘At least he can go back to the king and tell him there are still men loyal and true in England, ready to rise up and die for him!’ Lord Berkely’s voice quavered with emotion.


    Matthew looked troubled, but he nodded his head and said, ‘Aye, my lord, but don’t be saying such things where anyone can hear you. I don’t know what you were thinking, taking the duke up to the Downs. What if he had been captured?’


    ‘It was a risk we had to take,’ Lord Berkely said. ‘How else was he to meet and talk with those who feel the way we do? It would’ve been far more dangerous to invite them here; you know there are spies everywhere.’


    ‘Aye, I do, my lord, which is why we must be careful to keep a still tongue between our teeth. I’ll go and make sure that Roundhead rogue is got rid of, and you go and tell the duke what we plan.’


    Lord Berkely nodded and turned to go. On an afterthought, he turned back and said, ‘What of these gypsy children Coldham was after? They’ve not been here, have they?’


    Matthew frowned. ‘I cannot tell you, my lord. I have not seen them. But something in this stable stinks to high heaven, and it’s not good, clean horse manure, that I know. If Coldham was not such a fool, he would have known that for himself. And one of my lads is missing, and it’s not like young Dicky to take off without leave.’


    ‘You fear he may have been taken by the gypsies?’ Lord Berkely exclaimed.


    ‘I think it’s more likely he’s been helping them hide out,’ Matthew said. ‘I saw him hanging about with one of those gypsy lads from the horse-traders just last night, down at the King’s Head. It was he who told me about the race today.’


    ‘I see,’ Lord Berkely said. ‘So they may well have been here after all?’


    Matthew nodded. ‘Though they’re gone now, thank the Lord!’


    ‘What luck!’ Lord Berkely exclaimed. ‘Imagine if Coldham had found them here! He could’ve demanded a search of the whole place. Imagine if he had gone through my lord duke’s luggage! Or found my secret papers! I feel sick at the thought of it.’


    ‘I’d burn your papers, my lord,’ Matthew said bluntly. ‘You heard what that Coldham said, the place is being watched. Best not take any risks.’


    ‘You’re right,’ Lord Berkely said. ‘I’ll do it now.’ He took a few limping steps to the door, then turned back to say, musingly, ‘I wonder what these children have done, to have a thief-taker on their trail.’


    ‘Nothing good, I’d warrant, my lord,’ Matthew said. ‘Don’t you worry about them now, they’re long gone. Though I’ll have the hide of young Dicky when he turns up, I will, bringing such danger down upon us.’


    His words faded away as he followed the lord out of the stable and into the empty yard. Emilia, still clinging to the crossbeam, dropped one hand so she could rub the golden crown hanging from the chain about her wrist. It seemed Luka and Sebastien had had a lucky escape indeed. She wondered how they had got away, in broad daylight, without anyone seeing, when Sebastien was wearing nothing but a blanket and they had with them a dog, a monkey and a bear. That was not luck, that was pure magic!
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    Luka did not think it was either luck or magic that had seen them escape. He thought it was all due to his own quick thinking.


    Dicky had been the one who had seen his master being interrogated by the Roundhead soldiers at the racetrack and then escorted home to The Durdans. He had run back cross-country, arriving out of breath and incoherent only a few minutes before Coldham and his party. Once Dicky had managed to stammer out what was happening, Luka had leapt to his feet and thrown all their belongings back into their bag. Sweetheart had been asleep and he had had to tug very hard on her chain before she had at last, grumbling, got to her feet and consented to follow him.


    ‘They’ll see us if we go out the side gate,’ Luka said, his brain whirring like mad. ‘What other way out is there?’


    Dicky shrugged. ‘Apart from the front gate? There’s the gate onto the kitchen yard, I guess, where the tradesmen bring in their carts, and the rubbish gets taken out to the pit . . .’


    ‘The rubbish? Who takes it? How?’


    ‘It gets loaded up on the cart,’ Dicky said, uncomprehendingly. ‘Then, when Old Martha – the cook – can’t stand the smell any more, one of the pot-boys takes it up to the chalk pit, up the road a way. They dump it there, everyone does.’


    ‘Is there any rubbish to be taken out now?’ Luka demanded.


    ‘Bound to be,’ Dicky answered. ‘No one likes taking it out, it stinks to high heaven. Sometimes the rag-and-bone man will come and take it all, but he doesn’t come that often, only –’


    ‘That’s how we’ll get away,’ Luka interrupted. ‘We’ll hide in the cart, and you’ll drive it out the gate. No one will know we’re there!’


    ‘Me? Drive the rubbish cart?’ Dicky exclaimed, wrinkling his freckled nose.


    ‘Me? Hide in a rubbish cart?’ Sebastien echoed.


    ‘Aye! It’s perfect. How else are we going to hide Sweetheart? She’s so big, she’s impossible to conceal. And if anyone sees her, they’re going to talk, aren’t they?’


    ‘But we’ll stink,’ Sebastien said.


    ‘Better than being caught,’ Luka said.


    ‘Well, this Coldham fellow doesn’t want me,’ Sebastien said. ‘I don’t see why I need to hide in a rubbish cart.’


    ‘You think he won’t arrest you too?’ Luka said. ‘He arrested my little sister, and she’s only nine. Besides, do you really want him to find you when you’ve got nothing on but a smelly old blanket?’


    That had been the clinching argument. Half hobbled by his blanket, Sebastien had got up, prepared to do as Luka ordered. After demanding Dicky tell him where else they could possibly hide, the gypsy boy quickly arranged two stalks of straw in a secret message to Emilia, then sent the stableboy to lock the side gate so that no soldiers could take them by surprise.


    Then the three boys hurried through a maze of yards and old outhouses until they reached the back of the house, where the kitchen garden was laid out in neat squares and rows, humming with bees and smelling sweetly of sun-warmed thyme and rosemary. Sebastien, clutching his blanket around him, crouched behind a glasshouse with Sweetheart, who was being decidedly cranky, while the other two scouted on ahead, Zizi riding on Luka’s shoulder as usual, and Rollo running at his heels. They found the rubbish cart, parked behind an old shed and filled with a collection of filthy rags, broken china, worn-out shoes, stinking soup bones, ashes and other bits of rubbish. It was not as bad as Luka had expected, since the dogs and the chickens got most of the leftover food, and the vegetable peelings and tea leaves were thrown in the compost nearby. He and Dicky managed to heave most of the stuff off, before the groom went hurrying to get the little fat pony that normally pulled the cart, and Luka whistled for Sebastien and the bear.


    Sebastien did not come, though, and since Luka could hear the distant shouts of the soldiers as they began to search the grounds, he felt very anxious. He went running back, hoping desperately that Sebastien had not been captured, only to find Sweetheart raiding the beehives amidst a cloud of furious bees, while Sebastien tugged angrily at her chain. There was an angry red swelling on one cheek, and another on his ear.
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    ‘Sweetheart!’ Luka roared, seizing the chain.


    Sulkily the bear came away, her paws and muzzle sticky with honey, while bees zoomed after them, buzzing furiously. Sebastien dragged his blanket up over his head, trying to protect his face, only to be stung on the backside. It was all he could do not to howl in pain.


    While Dicky scrambled to harness the pony, Luka pulled a reluctant Sweetheart up onto the cart, Sebastien trying to push her up from below. Then, holding their breaths, the two boys pressed in beside her while Dicky hurriedly piled the rubbish all around them. Zizi utterly refused to be covered by garbage, and so Dicky put her at his feet and dropped his jacket over her. She kept lifting up the corner of the jacket and peeping out, exclaiming in her liquid monkey language, and Dicky kept having to push her back under again. No one challenged him as he opened the gates and drove the cart out, Rollo bounding along behind. In fact, everything around the kitchen and outhouses was unusually quiet, though they could all hear shouts from the stables.
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    ‘They knew exactly where to look,’ Luka whispered to Sebastien. ‘Someone must’ve told them where we were.’


    ‘They must’ve caught Emilia,’ Sebastien whispered back.


    Luka’s heart sank, but he said, ‘Emilia would never have told them where we are. No, it’s someone else. Some traitor. I bet it was Tom Whitehorse. He saw me last night. He must’ve followed us back to The Durdans.’


    ‘Who?’ Sebastien sounded a bit sick. The smell was overpowering and the cart was jolting about horribly on the rough road.


    ‘This boy I know from back home. His father’s the local squire, and he thinks he’s pretty special. He gives himself all kinds of airs and graces. He’s got these long fair curls, and wears this big hat with a feather in it like a Frenchy.’


    ‘Oh, him. I saw him in the inn last night.’


    ‘Did you? Well, that proves it. It must be him. No one else knew where we were.’


    Sebastien made a gurgling noise in his throat that could have been a sound of affirmation or nausea. Luka, who was beginning to feel a bit queasy himself, fell silent, brooding over Tom Whitehorse’s infamy, and worrying over Emilia. He hoped she had not been caught, and that she would find the patrin he had made behind the door, and understand it.


    After ten minutes of banging and bouncing that made the two boys feel quite ill, the cart at last pulled to a halt. Dicky hauled away the rubbish, letting in a flood of blessed fresh air. The two boys crawled out, Rollo bounding around them and barking in his excitement.


    They were in a graveyard, the cart pulled behind the shelter of an ancient yew tree. Next to them was the little church with the narrow spire they had seen the previous night. The gravestones were half covered in grass and weeds, and Luka could see many of the church’s windows were empty of glass. Dicky led them inside at a run, looking about him anxiously.


    Inside, all was cold and dark and dank. Long pews stretched from side to side, thick with dust and cobwebs, and there was a dead bird lying amidst a litter of old leaves on the altar. Here and there stood statues with smashed-in faces, holding out broken arms to the shadows.


    ‘They kicked the vicar out,’ Dicky explained shortly. ‘Too High Church. Tried to stop them smashing up the stained glass and breaking all the statues. If he’d just kept quiet and tidied up a bit, they’d probably have let him be, but he preached against them and so they threw him out. The whole place has gone to rack and ruin since.’


    Luka looked around him sadly. Although he did not care much for church, he and his family usually went for form’s sake, to keep the old squire happy. Although Luka usually got very restless through the sermon, he had always liked seeing the sunlight striking down through the coloured glass, and hearing all the old stories, and singing the songs. This old, ruined church was eerie, but, he had to admit, an excellent hiding place.


    ‘Good on you, Dicky,’ he said. ‘May your clothes rip and wear out, but may you live on in good health and fulfilment!’


    ‘Thanks . . . I think,’ Dicky replied.


    Sebastien slapped him on the shoulder. ‘It’s an old gypsy blessing, you idiot. It’s always joy and sorrow with the gypsies, you know that!’


    Dicky had found some old clothes in the rubbish, which he gave to Sebastien to put on, as it was cold in the church. Then the stableboy ran off, eager to get back to the manor house before anyone noticed he was missing.


    ‘I’m hungry,’ Sebastien said, as he hurriedly dressed.


    ‘Me too!’ Luka said, crossing his arms over his stomach as he wandered about the church. There were shards of glass near the walls, crimson and blue and amber, and he stepped hurriedly away, not wanting to cut his bare feet. All around the walls were empty apertures, and he wondered what had once stood there, and whether they had been stolen or taken away for safekeeping. It was impossible to tell.


    It could not have been a very rich church at any time, he decided, being only small and built of rough local stone. Part of the roof had fallen in over the chancel, so light struck in, highlighting the brass plaques and what looked like old sepulchres.
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    Zizi had been confined in a smelly stable all day and was eager to explore too. She leapt all round the nave, clambering over the pews, and up onto the altar, then scurried all round the chancel. She climbed up into the belltower and set the old bells to donging, till Luka called her down urgently. Frightened by the sound she had unwittingly roused, Zizi came leaping down to sit on his shoulder, clinging to his ear, her tail wrapped so tight about his throat she half choked him. Luka soothed and petted her, and loosened her tail, but she did not leave his shoulder again. Rollo was happy to flop on the floor, tired after his run through the countryside, while Sweetheart sat quietly, licking her claws of every last bit of honey. Sebastien was feeling very sore and sorry for himself, unable to sit down, and his face swollen and purple. He cleaned off one of the pews and lay on his stomach, gloomily drawing in the dust with a bit of old stick.


    ‘How long do you reckon we need to wait?’ he asked.


    ‘I don’t know. Till it’s dark, probably.’


    ‘Till it’s dark! But I’m cold. And starving. And my dad will be so angry.’


    ‘He’d be angrier if you were in gaol,’ Luka answered.


    Slowly the light coming in through the fallen-in roof turned to orange, and then faded to violet.


    Once Luka said, ‘I hope Emilia is all right.’


    Another time Sebastien said, ‘My father’s going to kill me.’


    Otherwise there was little conversation. As the church began to sink into darkness, they grew quieter than ever. The only sounds were the wind riffling the dead leaves, and a scratching noise deep in the decayed stones that set both their nerves on edge. Then came a high-pitched squeaking from up in the belltower, and a rustling of leathery wings, as suddenly a thousand bats took to the air, swooping through the church and making the boys yell and Rollo bark loudly.


    At last all the bats had flown out of the broken windows into the night, and the boys subsided, their hearts hammering. They glanced at each other, ashamed of their panic.


    ‘Lucky I’m not a constable,’ came a voice out of the darkness. ‘I could hear you two yell a mile away.’


    ‘Emilia!’ Luka cried and jumped to his feet.


    His cousin walked up the church aisle, her mare stepping close behind, ghostly grey in the dusk. Luka ran to greet her, hugging her close, and Rollo wriggled and whined and leapt up to lick her face.


    ‘Thank heavens you’re all right,’ Luka said. ‘We thought you’d been nabbed.’


    ‘I thought you’d been nabbed,’ she replied, patting Rollo affectionately.


    ‘So you found the cross? I was afraid it’d blow away, or you wouldn’t see it.’


    ‘I saw it, but I didn’t know where the church was. Lucky it has such a tall spire.’


    ‘What happened at the races?’ Sebastien demanded.


    ‘Alida won,’ Emilia replied wearily, ‘and your dad pocketed plenty of gold, but then Coldham turned up with soldiers and we had to get away.’


    ‘He knew just where to go to find us,’ Luka said.


    ‘Aye. Someone must’ve told him where you were hiding out.’


    ‘Tom Whitehorse!’ Luka exclaimed angrily.


    ‘Tom? But . . . how could he have known where you were?’ Emilia asked, startled.


    ‘He was at the inn last night. He saw me as he was creeping out. He must’ve followed me and Sebastien when we went to the stable.’


    ‘But why would he . . .’ Emilia’s voice faltered as she suddenly remembered how Tom had disappeared after he had seen her, and how Coldham and the soldiers had appeared soon after.


    She told Luka, who cried, ‘See? It must’ve been him!’


    ‘But why would he tell? He’s known us for years.’


    ‘Who knows why? Maybe to get Coldham off his back. ’Cause it was after Coldham appeared at the inn that he climbed out the window, I remember now.’


    ‘Maybe,’ Emilia said hesitantly. ‘He seems to be in the thick of some Royalist plot. There’s some mysterious duke staying at the big house, and they were thrown into a panic when Coldham arrived, in case he discovered who he was. And he’s in disguise, this duke, he’s dyed his hair.’


    ‘How do you know?’ Sebastien said incredulously.


    ‘His hair was all black, but his eyebrows were still fair,’ Emilia said. ‘You know how careful you have to be, when you dye a horse’s coat, to make sure its whiskers are dyed too, else you’ll have a bay horse with white whiskers.’


    Sebastien grinned and shrugged, not wanting to admit he knew anything about dyeing the coats of stolen horses.


    ‘Well, this duke, he should’ve dyed his eyebrows and eyelashes too, and maybe stained his skin. He’s far too white to have such black hair. Anyway, I overheard the lord talking, and they were desperate to get this duke away before anyone guessed who he really was. And Tom was talking to him, at the races. So why would Tom go and get Coldham and the soldiers, if he knew how important it was to keep their business there secret?’


    ‘I don’t know,’ Luka frowned. ‘It’s a puzzle.’


    ‘Anyway, I thought I heard someone following me and Sebastien, from the camp,’ Emilia said. ‘When he brought me down to meet you.’


    ‘No one from my family would’ve told the constables,’ Sebastien said angrily. ‘Why would they? It did nothing but get our horses taken away, did it?’


    ‘I guess not,’ Emilia said, though privately she thought it far more likely that someone from the gypsy camp would betray them than Tom Whitehorse. There had been that girl, Nadine, who had kept smiling and tossing her hair at Sebastien, without him ever noticing, and Cosmo, who had wanted her darling mare, and Old Janka, who seemed to care for nothing but her own family and her own fortune. These were Sebastien’s family, though, and she did not want to accuse them when he had done so much to help them.


    She put her hand to her coat buttons. ‘Thanks for the clothes,’ she said, a little uncertainly.


    ‘Keep them,’ he said abruptly.


    She nodded, half-grateful, half-affronted at the implication he did not want them back after she had been wearing them.


    ‘You don’t have any food, do you?’ Luka asked.


    ‘Nay. Sorry. I’m starving too.’


    ‘My dad didn’t give you anything to eat even?’ Sebastien cried.


    ‘There wasn’t time,’ Emilia answered. ‘I’m sure he meant to. He gave me the silver horse charm, though.’ She held up her wrist for Luka, even though it was too dark for him to see clearly. ‘And he’s promised to come to Kingston by the end of the month, to give us what help he can.’


    ‘Oh, wonderful!’ Luka cried.


    ‘He said that? My father said that?’ Sebastien asked, surprised.


    ‘And Cosmo.’


    ‘And my uncle!’


    ‘Aye.’


    ‘But . . .’ It was clear Sebastien could not believe her.


    ‘I had to give them Alida,’ Emilia said in a muffled voice. ‘Not forever. Just until I give them back the silver horse charm, which I’ll do just as soon as Beatrice and Noah and everyone are free.’


    ‘You gave them Alida?’ Luka spoke very gently. He knew what the mare meant to Emilia.


    His understanding undid her. Too choked with tears to speak, Emilia could only nod her head. She felt his hand groping for hers in the darkness, and let him take it and give it a little squeeze.


    ‘But what use is the mare?’ Sebastien said. ‘We can’t get any foals from her in only a month.’


    ‘They’ll race her,’ Emilia said, sniffing and wiping her eyes on her sleeve. ‘No doubt they’ll run the poor darling to death over the next few weeks. They made a pot on her today. Your father was very pleased.’


    ‘I bet he was,’ Sebastien said. ‘He may be able to bribe the local garrison to give us back some of our horses if he got enough. Or he’ll go and buy some more. There’s the big horse fair coming up in Horsmonden in early September.’


    ‘He won’t have time to go to Horsmonden,’ Emilia said. ‘We made a deal. He has to be at Kingston by the end of this month. Though I don’t know where. We didn’t have time to set up a meeting place. Where would be a good place?’


    ‘Richmond Park is near Kingston,’ Sebastien said. ‘We often camp out there, especially now there aren’t any royal huntsmen to drive us out. The closest place would be Gallows Pond, which is near the Kingston Gate. I guess you won’t have any trouble remembering that name!’


    ‘No.’ Emilia gave a little shiver. ‘All right. Gallows Pond it is, near Kingston Gate, on the last day of the month.’


    ‘Well, then, I guess I’ll be seeing you there,’ Sebastien said. ‘Good luck.’


    Emilia rubbed the golden crown and smiled.


    ‘Wait!’ Luka cried. ‘Just one thing. The Wood family, from the New Forest. Know what happened to them?’


    ‘No. Sorry,’ Sebastien answered. ‘Haven’t heard of them in years. One got hanged, I think, for fortune-telling in Salisbury. I do remember that.’


    ‘What about the Smiths?’ Luka asked.


    ‘Oh, they’re at Horsmonden, at the cannon foundry there,’ Sebastien answered. ‘We see them every year when we go to the horse fair. Why? You going to go find them?’


    Luka nodded. ‘I’m sure they’ll be able to help us. We’ll go to the New Forest first, though, it’s closer. There must be someone there that can help us.’


    ‘Well, good luck,’ Sebastien said again, and stepped forward and took Alida’s bridle, preparing to lead her away. It was now so dark they could barely see the white blur of each other’s faces. Emilia was glad, for she was crying so hard she could hardly breathe. Alida baulked and would not go, dragging against Sebastien’s hand and turning her head to look for Emilia. The gypsy girl stepped forward and buried her face in Alida’s mane, sobbing.


    ‘She won’t come,’ Sebastien said. ‘Emilia! Your spell. The one you put on Alida. You’ve got to take it off. I don’t want to end up in the cold earth like your spell bag.’


    There was a long moment of fraught silence, Emilia struggling to catch her breath, then she said, very roughly, ‘Can’t take off the spell, for Alida’s still mine. I’m lending her to you, that’s all. But I’ll cut out the little charm hung in her mane, so she’ll go with you at least. Make me some light.’


    Luka scrabbled in his pocket until he found his tinder and flint, and lit the small lantern they carried hung to the strap of their bag. Yellow light flared up, illuminating Zizi’s small wizened face hanging over Luka’s shoulder, and Emilia’s grubby, tear-streaked face and swollen eyes. She scrubbed her cheeks with one hand, furious to be so revealed, and then took out her knife. Very carefully she ran her fingers through the mare’s silvery mane, and found the little plait of entwined white and black hair hidden beneath. Gulping back tears, she carefully cut it and stowed it away in her pocket, and then stroked Alida’s soft nose.
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    ‘Goodbye, darling girl,’ she said. ‘It’s not for long. Less than a month. Then I’ll come and get you. Don’t let them run you to death.’


    ‘We’ll take care of her,’ Sebastien said. ‘Don’t you worry. Horses are our business, remember.’


    Emilia nodded. ‘Tell your father and your uncle if they try and cheat me, I’ll curse them to the very ends of the earth,’ she said, unsmiling.


    ‘I will,’ Sebastien said, just as solemnly.


    She gave Alida one more pat, and then stood back, unable to help the sobs shaking her from head to foot.


    ‘Hey, Sebastien,’ Luka called out. ‘Remember you promised to take Sweetheart for me?’


    Sebastien looked dismayed.


    ‘Thanks so much,’ Luka said. ‘We’ll get along much faster without her. I’ll get her from you when we see you at Thornton Heath.’


    Reluctantly, Sebastien took Sweetheart’s chain into his other hand, and then, slowly, led the horse and the bear out into the night.


    Luka turned to grin at Emilia. ‘That’ll make sure he comes to meet us, as promised,’ he said cheerfully.


    She nodded.


    ‘You all right?’ he said.


    She shrugged.


    ‘Come on then,’ he said. ‘It’s just you, me and Zizi now.’


    ‘And Rollo,’ she said. The big dog wagged his tail, sending up a cloud of dust.


    ‘And Rollo,’ Luka agreed. ‘Let’s hope he catches us a rabbit, because I’m starving!’


    ‘Yesterday we feasted, today we starved . . .’ Emilia said.


    ‘Tomorrow we’ll feast again,’ Luka said.


    ‘I hope.’


    ‘With a bit of luck,’ Luka replied, hoisting the bag up on his back. ‘Ooof! I have to carry this now Alida’s gone. Criminy, it’s heavy.’


    ‘It’s a long way to the New Forest,’ Emilia said, following him out into the graveyard. Clouds blew over the sky, and the wind was full of secret rustlings that made her feel afraid.


    ‘Aye,’ Luka said. ‘Sooner we start walking, the sooner we get there.’


    Emilia felt in the darkness for the little silver horse that hung from her wrist, galloping endlessly upon the air. It had cost her greatly, winning this charm. She could not help wondering what sort of price she would have to pay for the charm of the sprig of rue, the bitter herb of grace. If they could but find it . . .

  


  
    

    T h e   F a c t s   B e h i n d   t h e   F i c t i o n


    Horseracing has occurred on the North Downs for centuries. James I (1566–1625) used to attend races on the Downs near Epsom, while staying at the palace at Nonsuch, and both he and his son, Charles I, were very interested in breeding horses for racing. Along with many other popular pastimes, horseracing was banned during the Commonwealth. Many instances of soldiers being sent out to break up illegal horseraces have been recorded.


    Cromwell was, however, as much interested in horse-breeding as the king he helped to the scaffold. He imported a number of Arab horses, then called Turks or Barbarys, and bought or requisitioned many others, in an attempt to breed up strong, fast horses for his light cavalry.


    Edward Hyde, the Earl of Clarendon, wrote in his famous histories that, in 1658, a meeting of Royalists was held at Banstead Downs, as Epsom Downs were then called, under the pretence of a horserace.


    The Royalist cause had been firmly stamped out in England, with suspected Royalist families being charged an extra ten per cent tax, which impoverished many old families, as well as numerous trials and executions. There were still those who longed for the return of royalty, however, and several underground resistance groups flourished, including the Sealed Knot, who had the sanction of King Charles II, and a rival group, the Action Party. In 1658, one of the king’s men, James Butler, the Duke of Ormonde, dyed his famously fair hair black and travelled through England in disguise, trying to raise support for a rebellion to restore Charles II to his throne. It is highly likely that he was present at the secret meeting on Epsom Downs.


     


    A Note on Gypsy Names

    English gypsies have a double nomenclature, each tribe or family having a public and a private name, one by which they are known to the gorgios, and another to themselves alone. Their public names are quite English, and are often chosen in an attempt to translate their private names from Romani.


    For example, the gypsy family, the Smiths, have a private name of Petulengro. In Romani, petali or petala signifies a horseshoe; the affix engro is derived from the Sanscrit kara, to make, so that Petulengro may be translated as a horseshoe-maker.


    Many other gypsy families chose aristocratic names, such as Marshall, for themselves. Gypsy scholars believe that the different tribes may have sought the protection of certain powerful families on their first arrival in England, and were permitted by them to stay in their heaths and woodlands, and so the families adopted the names of their patrons, as a way of explaining where they belonged.


    The Rom enjoy word play, and so many names are a play on either the sound or the meaning of a word. For example, the Lovel tribe adopted the name of an old and powerful English family, but not from any desire to win their patronage, but because their private name was Camomescro, which means a lover, or an amorous person.


    The names of the six tribes in the Chain of Charms are the names of real seventeenth-century gypsy families. The Finch tribe of Norwood, Surrey, were famous for their fortune-telling, and Samuel Pepys’ wife visited Maggie Finch to have her fortune told. The Wood family were wood-carvers and wagon-builders, and are said to have introduced the fiddle into Wales in the late 1600s, moving from their usual haunt in the south of England. The Hearne or Herne family may have chosen their name for its similarity to either ‘heron’ or ‘hairy’ – gypsy scholars are not sure. I, however, was struck by its similarity to Herne the Hunter, and since the Hearne family were famous for their horse-dealings, I like to think that is where they got their name from.


    There are many more than six gypsy families in England.

    



     


    The Herb of Grace – Book 3 in the Chain of Charms

    by Kate Forsyth


    15th August – 19th August 1658


    Luka and Emilia must travel to the New Forest to find the Wood tribe, whose charm is a rue flower, the herb of grace. Its power is that of plants and herbs – which can both heal and poison. On the way, the two children tangle with an impoverished widow, the thief-taker Coldham, a highwayman and a witch, and find themselves caught up in a Royalist plot to restore King Charles II to his throne.


    Also available from Pan Macmillan, the final books by Kate Forsyth in the Chain of Charms series:


    The Cat’s Eye Shell (May 2007)

    The Lightning Bolt (July 2007)

    The Butterfly in Amber (September 2007)

  

OEBPS/Styles/page-template.xpgt
 

 
	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	

	 
		 
	    		 
	   		 
	    		 
		
	



 
	 






OEBPS/Images/1405037792-image002.gif





OEBPS/Images/1405037792-image001.gif





OEBPS/Images/1405037792-image004.gif





OEBPS/Images/1405037792-image003.gif





OEBPS/Images/1405037792-image006.gif





OEBPS/Images/1405037792-image005.gif





OEBPS/Images/1405037792-image008.gif





OEBPS/Images/1405037792-image007.gif





OEBPS/Images/1405037792-image009.gif





OEBPS/Images/1405037792-image011.gif





OEBPS/Images/1405037792-image010.gif





OEBPS/Images/1405037792-image012.gif





OEBPS/Images/1405037792-publisherlogo.gif
MAUILLAN
e Moeriian Austrais





OEBPS/Images/9781741977257-cover.jpg
The






OEBPS/Images/1405037792-map.gif





OEBPS/Images/1405037792-Titlepage.gif
T CHAN = — @ CHARNS ™
ST ERET g
=

L4

SII.VER
HERSE





