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CHARACTERS




THE FINCH TRIBE

Luka Finch (13)

Emilia Finch (13) – his cousin

Maggie Finch – their grandmother

Mimi (9) – Luka’s sister

Beatrice (15) – Emilia’s sister

Noah (9) – Emilia’s brother

Zizi – a monkey

Rollo – a dog




GORGIOS

Tom Whitehorse – son of the Squire of Norwood

Pastor Spurgeon – the Puritan minister of the Kingston-Upon-Thames parish church

Coldham – a thief-taker for Cromwell

Lord Harry Morrow – a highwayman

James Butler, Duke of Ormonde – a Royalist spy

Nat – his servant


Father Plummer – a Catholic priest

Lady Mary Gage, of Firle Place

Master John Gage – her youngest son

Nellie – their cook

Simon – their gardener




THE ROM

Milosh – a smuggler






THE STORY SO FAR …
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Emilia and Luka Finch are thirteen-year-old gypsy children on a perilous journey to save their families from the gallows. The Finch family were caught singing and dancing for pennies in the marketplace, which is against the law now the Puritan general, Oliver Cromwell, rules England. They have only two weeks left before the travelling magistrates come to town. Only two weeks left to live.

Their grandmother Maggie, called Queen of the Gypsies because of her uncanny ability to tell the future, has told them to travel in search of their gypsy kin and beg them for their help – and for their lucky charms.


So far, Emilia has found two of the missing charms – the silver horse and the sprig of rue – but in order to win them, she had to give up Alida, the mare she had raised from a foal, and Luka had to give away his beloved violin. Sweetheart the dancing bear has been left with another gypsy family, the Hearnes, for safekeeping. This will hopefully make it much easier for the two children to escape Coldham, the thieftaker on their trail.

For the two children have found themselves caught up in a royalist plot to restore the young king Charles II to his throne. This is a dangerous business – Cromwell has spies everywhere, and he is not called ‘Old Ironsides’ because of his sweet and forgiving nature. Anyone caught plotting against Cromwell faces being hanged, drawn and quartered, the terrible death saved for traitors.

In company with a duke in disguise and his servant, a Cavalier-turned-highwayman, a Catholic priest, and the son of the local squire, Luka and Emilia are only one step ahead of Coldham and the Roundhead soldiers. Somehow they must evade capture, help the royalist duke escape, and still find the mysterious charm of the cat’s eye shell, which is said to give power over the forces of the sea and water …
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A boat slid over the dark waters of the bay, its oars making the occasional soft splash that caused Luka and Emilia to wince and shrink down, pulling the sail cloth further over their heads.

Towering above the little skiff were immense sea-faring ships, their hulks black against the great arc of starry sky. Their tall masts creaked as they rocked up and down on the waters of the harbour, and their rigging sang with a high, eerie sound. Occasionally a distant cry could be heard, or a shrill bosun’s whistle calling the passing hours of the night. Each sound carried a great distance over the water, and made the fugitives hidden on board the skiff acutely aware of the need for silence.

Luka clasped his tiny monkey Zizi in his arms, petting her so that she stayed still and silent, her wrinkled face anxious and wide-eyed. She did not like the rocking of the boat, or the creaking and groaning of the great ships, or the sudden unexpected slap of a wave that sent a spray of water over them. She clung to Luka tightly, and occasionally whimpered in fear.

Rollo did not like the boat either. He lay beside Emilia, his tail tucked between his legs, his thin body trembling under its thick, shaggy pelt. Emilia soothed him silently, and he pressed closer to her.


Also hidden under the tarpaulin were the Duke of Ormonde, the exiled king’s right-hand man; Lord Harry Morrow, Cavalier-turned-highwayman; and Father Plummer, a Catholic priest and co-conspirator. Rowing the boat was the duke’s servant, Nat, and Tom Whitehorse, the son of the Norwood squire, for the duke had thought they were the ones least likely to arouse suspicion.

Although Luka had someone’s elbow in the small of his back and someone’s boot wedged up near his ear, and he could scarcely breathe due to the smell of bilge water and bad breath and wet dog, he dared not wriggle or complain. They all knew the dreadful consequences of being caught in the company of the Duke of Ormonde, the most wanted man in the country.

Luka could not help wondering how he came to be here, in company with rebels and traitors. Personally he did not much care whether a king or a lord protector ruled the land, as long as he was free to play his fiddle and wander the roads, earning a penny here and a penny there, picking apples or harvesting hay, mending a broken gate or digging a ditch, feeling the sun hot on his back in summer and the snow tingling on his tongue in winter.

Except that his fiddle was gone, and he and Emilia were on the run, with little more than two weeks left to try to find some way to save their families. Luka took a deep breath and then another, forcing himself to relax. These Royalist rebels were helping them on their way, he reminded himself. He and Emilia could never have stolen a boat and sailed it this far by themselves. Soon they would dock the boat and go their separate ways. The Duke of Ormonde would find a ship and sail back to the impoverished royal court, in exile on the Continent. Lord Harry would go back to robbing coaches and drinking toasts to the king on the side of the road; Tom Whitehorse would go back to his father’s comfortable manor at Norwood; and the portly little priest, Father Plummer, would go back to his flock, worshipping in secret. Luka and Emilia would go on to find the other Rom tribes and beg them for their help in saving their families.

All they had to do was safely dock their skiff.

It was a mad and cunning plan, Luka thought, perhaps mad and cunning enough to work. The idea was to sneak in under the cover of darkness and dock their boat near one of the great ships. The duke and his servant would then hurry ashore, while the skiff pushed off and escaped to the east. The town was always filled with people embarking and disembarking from the many war and trade ships that docked there, and hopefully the Duke of Ormonde would be swallowed up in the crowd of sailors and merchants and soldiers, and be able to seek passage back to the Continent, where the young king waited, fretting for news and impatient for the chance to win back his throne.

The little skiff crept quietly in among the lines of the big galleons, its rowlocks muffled with lace torn from Tom’s shirt. Closer and closer to the great stone wharf it crept, and then Nat seized hold of a bow rope and hauled the boat closer.

The air smelt brackish, of seaweed and bilge water and old hemp ropes and the slops emptied over the side of the ships. All was still and dark. The boat bumped its bow against stone. The duke crept out and put his foot on a step. He turned and raised a hand in farewell. No one dared do more than nod their heads in response, or lay their hands on their hearts and bow. Tom held the boat steady as Nat scrambled to join his master on the shore, dragging with him a heavy leather bag. As they crept up the steps, Tom pushed the boat away from the shore with his oar. It made a slight scraping noise. Everyone froze. For a moment they all crouched, then Tom sighed and put his oar into the water, moving the little skiff away. The oars splashed, the sound only slightly louder than the sound of the rising tide. The Duke of Ormonde crept higher up the steps, and Nat heaved the bag up onto his shoulder with a little grunt of breath.
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‘Ahoy! Who goes there?’ a voice shouted.

A light kindled above them.

The Duke of Ormonde crouched down, and everyone in the boat lay still, hearts pounding painfully. Then Zizi whimpered and scrabbled to be free of Luka’s grip. Although he at once tucked her closer, shushing her urgently, the light shone out over the dark water and revealed them floating between two enormous, barnacle-encrusted hulls.

A soldier shouted, ‘Beware! Invaders! Call the alarm!’

Immediately more lights kindled all along the jetty. Voices cried out. A bell began to toll. The guards on the jetty came running, swords drawn. The light of their lanterns illuminated the two men crouched on the steps. The soldiers pounded down the steps towards them. The Duke of Ormonde turned and dived into the black, oily water. A moment later Nat splashed heavily behind him, weighed down by the bag.

In moments the duke was alongside the boat and was being heaved aboard by Luka and Lord Harry. Shots rang out. Water sprayed up where the bullets hit the harbour’s surface. Emilia gasped and crouched lower, burying her face in Rollo’s hairy coat. Nat was splashing desperately behind the boat. Luka held out an oar to him and managed to drag him and the bag on board. More bullets whined about them. Crouching low, Lord Harry seized the other oar and quickly they propelled the boat away. Within seconds the skiff was hidden behind the ranks of floating ships.

All the shore was alive now with lights, and pounding feet, and shouts.

‘Get us away,’ the duke commanded, his fine velvet cloak dripping all over the boards. There was no sign in his voice of the terror or desperation he must feel. His voice was soft, with a faint Irish lilt, and as light from the shore flickered over his face, Luka saw that the duke’s eyes were bright with determination, his shoulders square. Luka felt a reluctant admiration for him. He was a brave man, there was no doubt of that.


‘Father Plummer … where to now?’ the duke cried.

‘Arundel, if we can,’ the priest replied. ‘Let’s try and reach Middleton-on-Sea. From there, it’s not so far to Arundel.’

‘They’re on our heels,’ Luka cried, looking back at the harbour where a number of craft were being launched, heavy with soldiers, each casting a bright light with their lanterns held high.

‘Raise the sail,’ the duke ordered. ‘If we’re lucky, we’ll catch the tide …’

Emilia rubbed the gold coin hanging from the bracelet about her wrist. The charm had brought them luck before, she was sure of it. Light, luck, and magic …

A dawn breeze freshened off the coast. The sail, so awkwardly hoisted, billowed out. The boat sprang forward on the waves.

To the east the sky was changing colour, turning grey, then silver, then the colour of light through a rose petal. Below stretched mile upon mile of shimmering emptiness. Although the sea was in constant motion, it gave the illusion of utter stillness, utter oneness. Emilia stared at it, scared, entranced, tongue-tied. She had never seen the sea before. She had not imagined how vast it was, and how lonely. White-winged birds soared high overhead, occasionally uttering a wild shrill call. Clouds floated above, suddenly soft and insubstantial, as the sea turned to mercury. Where the sun was rising, the light was so bright it hurt the eye. Emilia looked back. Behind them raced half-a-dozen boats. Some had far more sails than their poor little skiff. She could see the heavy dark shapes of the soldiers, and the glint of the rising sun on their helmets.

Closer and closer came the soldiers’ boats. Luka and Lord Harry rowed as if possessed by demons, and Nat, wet through and shivering, hauled sails and tied knots and swung the rudder so that the boat leapt through the waves like a dolphin.

‘There!’ Father Plummer cried.

Nat brought the boat about, and they came racing into a small bay with a beach of stones and shingles. A small cliff rose above, crowded with cottages and a small church hanging precariously above the beach. The boat dashed onto the shingles, and Luka scrambled ashore, up to his knees in cold, swirling green waves, and dragged the boat up onto the beach.

Zizi gibbered and leapt up to Luka’s head, wrapping her tail about his throat, as the others jumped out of the boat. Emilia clung tightly to Rollo’s ruff as the big dog steadied her, helping her fight against the waves. As she stumbled on the shingles, Luka put his hand under her elbow, helping her up.

‘Run!’ the duke advised. ‘Head north. Follow the River Arun to the castle.’


‘What do we do when we get there?’ Tom cried, casting a despairing glance back at the soldiers’ boats swinging round the headland.

The duke glanced at Father Plummer and shrugged. ‘Pray?’ he suggested.





Gift Horses
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The shingle slithered away under Emilia’s feet, making it hard to run. She struggled up the beach, and scrambled over the rocks and onto a rough, stony track.

Beyond the small village were fields and woods. All the men were running ahead of her, the long-legged duke in the lead. Emilia was falling behind, the weight of her wet skirts hampering her stride. Hitching her skirts up about her waist, she glanced back but there was no sign of the soldiers yet. She took a deep, ragged breath and looked about her. A mob of horses was grazing contentedly in a meadow nearby. Emilia veered towards them, her fingers seizing hold of the charm of the silver horse that hung from the bracelet about her wrist. Already today, the golden crown had brought them luck. She had not yet had occasion to test the power of the silver horse.

‘Milly!’ Luka shouted, looking back. ‘Run!’

She fought to steady her breath, and climbed over the flint wall into the meadow. The horses lifted their heads and gazed at her. With her fingers clasping the charm tightly, she walked towards them, her left hand held out placatingly. The horses’ ears pricked forward.

‘Hey there, my beauties,’ she whispered. ‘Hey there.’

They did not wheel from her and run. Trying not to hurry, she walked closer, and closer, and at last reached out her hand and grasped a grey mare’s halter. ‘Whoa there,’ she whispered as the mare baulked, shaking her head. Emilia ran one hand over the smooth, dappled back, then led the mare towards the water trough, using its stone side as a mounting block so she could get on the horse’s back slowly and gently. The mare sidled, then settled as she felt Emilia’s weight on her back.

‘Come on then, my beauties,’ she cried, and dug her heels into the horse’s side. The mare broke into a smooth canter, taking Emilia rapidly across the meadow, and all the other horses galloped behind. The wall came at her fast. She leant forward, clicked her tongue, and tapped her heels. The mare rose and leapt the wall smoothly, and the rest of the herd followed.

At the sound of the galloping hooves, the men swung round in terror, the duke drawing his sword. Their utter surprise and joy when they recognised Emilia was almost ludicrous.

‘Get up, get up,’ Emilia urged, bringing the horses to a dancing halt beside them.
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‘But they have no saddle, no bridle,’ the duke cried, even as he grasped a halter and looked about for something to use as a mounting block. Luka was already astride one of the horses, Zizi clinging to the chestnut mane.

‘You’d look a gift horse in the mouth because it has no saddle?’ Lord Harry cried with a broad grin. ‘What would you rather have, saddle sores or a bullet hole in your back?’


As he spoke, he jumped up on the wall and leapt on another horse’s back. Nat bent and cupped his hands together for the duke to put his boot into, and in a trice the duke was up and mounted too. Nat then helped Tom up onto the back of a small bay mare, and then heaved the priest up onto the back of a portly roan mare. The priest almost fell off the far side.

‘I can’t ride,’ he cried.

‘Just hold on,’ Emilia called, already urging her horse forward. ‘They’ll run together as a herd, don’t you worry.’

The priest cast his eyes upward, made a hasty genuflection, and gripped the roan mare’s mane as she trotted after the other horses. Nat scrambled up onto the last horse, heaving the duke’s bag up before him, and kicked the animal into a canter.

Behind them they heard the loud bang of pistols, and the enraged shouts of the thwarted soldiers, racing after them on foot. Rollo barked loudly, and bounded on ahead.

Within moments they were safe over the hill and galloping hard towards the rising sun. To the north, the Downs rolled, smooth and bare, and to the south was the sea, brightening to blue as the sun lifted free of the horizon. A fresh, cold wind lifted Emilia’s black curls. She hullabalooed loudly, in pure joy, and Lord Harry shouted back, turning a laughing face her way.

‘You imp!’ he cried. ‘What Providence, finding a herd of horses just when we needed them! And not just any horses! Tame ones. Well-trained ones! Fast ones!’

‘The Lord is with us!’ the duke cried, and leant forward over his horse’s neck, urging it on even more swiftly.

The priest only moaned, bouncing around like a sack of potatoes.

Down the deep laneways the horses cantered, raising plumes of dust with their hooves. The countryside streamed past, lit with sunlight. Emilia was in the lead, her fingers clenched in her horse’s mane, guiding the mare with nothing but the pressure of her thighs and the occasional touch of her heel. The horses began to labour, and they slowed down to a trot.

‘Which way to Arundel?’ the duke called to the priest at a crossways.

Father Plummer managed to raise a hand to wave them forward, and almost fell off his horse.

‘My lord, this is madness,’ Nat said in an undertone, riding beside the duke. ‘The priest is leading you away from the sea! Why do you trust him? We should be finding a port, not galloping away from the sea as fast as we can.’

‘Father Plummer has kept us safe so far,’ the duke muttered back.

Nat snorted. ‘Safe! We’ve had Cromwell’s spies on our heels every step of the way.’


‘You think Father Plummer wishes to be caught? It may have been four years since the last Catholic priest was hung at Tyburn, but that doesn’t mean it’s no longer a capital offence to be a priest.’

Nat glanced back at Father Plummer, who was barely managing to keep his seat, and then gazed further back along the road. A long plume of dust some miles back showed the soldiers were in hot pursuit. Nat shook his head, and bent lower over his horse’s neck, urging it on.

They burst out of the long green tunnel of trees and Emilia suddenly exclaimed in wonder and astonishment.

Rising high on a hill above a medieval walled town was a great grey ruin of a castle. It dominated the horizon, dark against the soft blue of the sky.

‘Up … there,’ panted the priest, still clinging desperately to his horse’s mane, his robe flapping up to show his plump white legs bouncing up and down.

‘Are you sure?’ the duke cried. ‘There’s nothing there, it’s a complete and utter ruin. Cromwell’s man Waller had it razed to the ground.’

The priest nodded vehemently.

‘Onwards then,’ the duke cried, and they took the road towards the ruin.

To their right were green fields where sheep grazed. A shepherd shaded his eyes with his hand as he watched them gallop by, and a little further up the road a girl herding along a flock of geese drove them off the road, then stood among her honking, flapping, hissing charges, her eyes wide with astonishment at the sight of the riders bent over the necks of the sweating, labouring horses.

‘The soldiers will have no trouble tracking us down,’ the duke said grimly. ‘I hope you have a plan, Father Plummer.’


The priest was too busy coughing and choking on the dust to answer.

The road led through a formal gatehouse, gaping open to the sky, and up the smooth green slope of the ancient motte.

As his horse began to struggle up the hill, Father Plummer lurched forward and banged his chin on his horse’s mane. For a moment he wobbled alarmingly from side to side, his arms flapping, then he pitched sideways, landing with a heavy thump on the road.

‘Are you all right, Father Plummer?’ Emilia cried, swinging down beside him and helping him to his feet.

‘Of course, I’m fine,’ he answered, shaking out his long robes, his cheeks even ruddier than usual. ‘I just decided it would be kinder not to make this poor beast carry my bulk up this steep hill. I simply … aah … miscalculated how far it was to the ground.’


The duke swung down to the ground. ‘We’ll all walk,’ he said kindly. ‘Our horses are quite blown, it’d be cruel to gallop them up this hill.’

‘My thoughts exactly,’ the priest said, and tried without success to drag his horse’s head up from the grass.

‘Leave them to crop,’ the duke said. ‘It’s not as if the soldiers have not guessed by now where we’re headed.’

The castle was guarded by an immense barbican, its grey stones scorched and blackened. Within was a long hall, once beautifully panelled, but now so damaged by fire and water the ornate panels could hardly be seen. The wall to the back had been completely blown down, and they could see the sunlight bright on tall grasses and weeds, and another high stone wall.

‘What a shame,’ the duke said, looking about him. ‘This was once a great castle, one of the greatest in all England.’


‘It’s rather grim now,’ Tom said, bending over and trying to catch his breath.

‘Grim, grey and gruesome,’ Emilia replied, shivering a little as the cold shadow of the ruin fell upon her. She tilted back her head, staring up at the walls towering over her. To the south, most of the walls had collapsed into piles of rubble, but the castle was more intact to the west and north. A broken staircase climbed one wall, leading towards the tower heights.

‘Let’s climb up,’ Luka said. ‘We’d have a great view from the top.’

‘Where are you going?’ the duke called as they began to clamber up the steps.

‘Looking out for the soldiers,’ Luka called back.

The duke nodded and raised his hand, and Lord Harry called, ‘Be careful!’

Quickly and easily the two children scrambled up the ruined staircase. After a moment, Tom followed them, being careful to keep away from the crumbling edges. Emilia turned, smiling, and waited for him. Luka scowled and went on ahead, Zizi leaping before him.

‘They did a good job of wrecking the castle,’ Tom said, looking about him. ‘They must have blown it up with gunpowder!’

‘Why did they wreck it?’ Emilia asked.

‘The earls of Arundel are Catholics as well as Royalists,’ Tom said. ‘Besides, look at its position!’

They reached the top of the tower and stared around them. They could see for miles. To the west floated the Isle of Wight like a low blue cloud, with the tall, graceful spire of the cathedral at Chichester striking up in the middle distance. Before them lay the river valley of the Arun, and the thick beech woods of the park, and behind them the curve and dip and roll of the Downs, bare-crested and green. Eastwards they could see more rolling hills, rising to a round green hump and then falling down towards the sea.


‘How beautiful,’ Emilia said.

‘Look!’ Luka called. ‘Can you see the dust rising? Looks like a big troop, riding hard.’

They stared at the clouds of dust rising from the road.

‘They’re close,’ Emilia said.

‘We must inform my lord duke,’ Tom said, and began to make his cautious way back down the staircase, pressing close to the wall.

Luka rolled his eyes in exasperation. ‘By the time you get down, the soldiers will be here,’ he said. ‘Get out of my way!’

Pushing past Tom roughly, he bounded down the steps at top speed, sending loose stones rolling and crashing down to the flagstone floor a hundred feet below. Zizi leapt up onto Tom’s shoulder and gave his long curls a good hard yank, then scampered after Luka, shrieking with monkey laughter.

Tom scowled.


Emilia scrambled after them, giving Tom an apologetic look as she passed him. He threw her a furious, resentful glance, but did not try to mimic the gypsy children’s easy agility. It was a long way down.

‘So, what are we doing here?’ Lord Harry was demanding, pacing up and down. ‘Oddsblood, are we meant to defend the castle with nothing but our pistols?’

‘No, my lord,’ the priest said quietly. ‘Indeed, I would not be so foolish. We had to find some kind of hiding place, though, with the Portsmouth garrison hot on our heels.’

‘But every apple-john for miles around would have seen us galloping by,’ Lord Harry said furiously. ‘The blasted Roundheads will have no trouble tracking us down at all! They’ll be here any moment!’

‘I know,’ the priest replied. ‘The thing is, my lord, there is a secret passage here at Arundel that runs under the Downs.’


‘A secret passage!’

The priest turned towards the duke. ‘Aye, my lord. This is a very old castle, as you know, and it has seen many years of war and strife. It is a great, noble family that lived here, and one that has suffered terribly for its loyalty to Rome. They’ve lost their heads on the block, been locked up in the Tower and poisoned, they’ve had their castle knocked down …’

‘What has all this to do with secret passages?’ Lord Harry demanded.

Father Plummer looked grave. ‘For a family to remain faithful to the one true religion in such dreadful times, they must always keep one step ahead of their enemies. Many, many years ago a tunnel was dug, slowly and with great secrecy, so that the folk of the castle could escape if need be. Only a few people know about the passage. I am one of them.’

‘Why you?’ Lord Harry asked sceptically.


‘I’ve spent a great deal of my time in the last few years in one priest-hole or another,’ Father Plummer answered simply. ‘When Arundel Castle was besieged by General Sir William Waller, I was here. They knew I’d die horribly if I was caught, and so I was smuggled out of the castle, through this secret passage I’m telling you about. Only a few of us got out. There were more than a thousand prisoners taken, but most were freed in time, after they’d paid their fines.’

‘So you remember where this passage starts?’ the duke asked eagerly, looking about him.

The priest nodded, then shrugged. ‘I think so. It was dark, and all has changed so much. It was a most beautiful place, Arundel Castle. It saddens me greatly to see it all laid to waste.’

‘The soldiers are hot on our heels, man! Do you think you could stop blathering about times past and find this passage for us?’ Lord Harry said.

Father Plummer looked grave, but he nodded and made his way hesitantly out through the back of the hall and into the quadrangle beyond. The others all followed, looking about them with interest.

‘But it’s so huge!’ Luka whispered. ‘It’ll take hours to walk all over it. We haven’t a hope of finding the entrance to the secret passage if Father Plummer does not remember where it is.’

Both the Duke of Ormonde and Lord Harry were obviously worried too. The duke said nothing, but he looked pale and troubled, and kept looking back over his shoulder. Lord Harry cast suspicious glances at Father Plummer, and kept muttering under his breath about popish plots, and vile trickery, and foul Jesuits, while Tom lagged behind, looking unhappy.

Gypsies were often criticised for being irreligious, in an age when one’s religion meant everything, but even so Luka and Emilia found it difficult being in the company of a priest. Ever since the death of Bloody Queen Mary, priests and popery had been the devils most feared by the common people. Constant plots by the Catholics to overthrow or kill Good Queen Bess had caused a deep undercurrent of anxiety among those who could remember the last time a Catholic had ruled the land, when the smoke from the constant burning alive of Protestants had hung thick in the air. No one wanted to return to those times, and much of the hatred of Charles I had been caused by the fear that he was too Catholic in his tastes. Although Luka and Emilia had been raised with a certain scepticism towards the Church, as they had been towards all institutions of power, the fear and hatred of Catholics ran so deep that they too found it hard not to suspect the harmless-looking priest of some dark, hidden purpose.

Tom obviously felt the same, yet he made an effort to hide his feelings, out of politeness. Lord Harry, however, seemed to view the priest with such loathing that he could barely look at him. He muttered to Luka, ‘Damned pope-lover! Give them a finger and they’ll always take a hand. My lord duke is a fool to trust him.’

Luka could only hope Lord Harry was wrong.

Father Plummer led them up a steep, crumbling flight of steps into the most ancient part of the castle, a tall, round keep with walls that were ten feet thick. It was not so badly damaged by cannon fire, though neglect and the weather had worn away the stones, and weeds sprouted everywhere. Owls roosted in the rafters, and the floor was white with their droppings. Everywhere lay the little regurgitated pellets they coughed up, composed of the hair and skin and bones of the mice and birds they devoured, and the air was thick with the smell. Tom coughed, and covered his mouth and nose with his handkerchief, while Rollo went bounding forward, ears pricked forward, nostrils quivering with the joy of such rich odours. Zizi wrinkled her nose and leapt up to Luka’s shoulder, dusting clean her paws. Following along behind, holding up her damp skirts in one hand, Emilia could only wish she wore shoes.

Father Plummer bent and picked up an owl feather and tucked it away in his satchel. ‘Could come in useful,’ he said with a quick smile at Emilia, who stared at him in surprise.

From the windows, they had a glorious view down to the sea, and a not-so-glorious view of a troop of soldiers riding hard up the hill towards the castle. They had to find a hiding place fast.

‘Any ideas, Father Plummer?’ the duke asked, his hand gripping his sword hilt.

‘Somewhere round here,’ the priest muttered, and hurried on. They all followed after him, running down some slippery dark stairs and down into the bowels of the keep.

They came to a shadowy, low-ceilinged room, lit only by narrow slits in the walls. In the centre of the room was a well, covered with a half-rotten wooden cover, with an iron winch and handle over it.

At the sight of it, Father Plummer puffed out his breath in relief. ‘This is it,’ he cried. He leant over and dragged away the wooden cover, revealing a deep, black hole. A gust of frigid, stale-smelling air puffed out. ‘This is our way out!’





Down the Well
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They all stared down the well in dismay.

‘It goes down into the chalk on which the hill is built,’ Father Plummer said. ‘They carved a passage through under the castle, heading north. Nat, have you any more rope? We need rope.’

Nat flung down the heavy bag he carried over his shoulder and swiftly rummaged through, withdrawing a thick coil of rope.

‘Last time, they lowered us down on a bucket, but there’s no bucket here now,’ Father Plummer said rapidly. ‘I suppose we all must just slide down the rope.’

Nat quickly and efficiently secured the end of the rope about the iron winch that stood over the dark hole.

‘One problem I can see,’ Lord Harry said in a strained voice. ‘As soon as the soldiers search the keep, they’ll find the well with its cover off and our rope hanging down. They’ll simply follow us down.’

Everyone caught their breath in alarm.

‘No problem,’ Luka said nonchalantly. ‘I’ll come last. I don’t need a rope. I’ll untie it and drop it down to you, then just climb down.’

There were exclamations of horror and dismay all round.

‘But how can you climb down the well without a rope?’ the duke demanded. ‘You’ll slip and fall!’

‘If I do, just lower the rope down to me and haul me up again,’ Luka said. ‘But don’t worry. I won’t fall.’


‘He’s a monkey boy,’ Emilia said. ‘He can climb anything.’

‘Are you sure?’ the priest said dubiously. ‘The well is very deep and the water would be icy cold. I wouldn’t want a dunking in it.’

‘I’ll be fine,’ Luka said. ‘Emilia, I’ll get you to hang onto Zizi for me, though. She won’t like the dark or the smell, and I don’t want to have her strangling me with her tail.’

‘All right then, let’s give it a try,’ the duke said, with no sign of strain in his voice or bearing. They could have been deciding to climb down a deep, freezing-cold well for their own amusement, rather than to escape the cruel and barbarous death that would be the duke’s fate if he was caught. ‘But we must be quick! Father Plummer, you go first so you can show us the way.’

The duke kindled a lantern and handed it to the priest, whose hand shook so much the flame wavered. He nodded and let Nat and Lord Harry make a loop in the rope and secure it under his armpits. He then sat on the edge of the well, his chubby face pale, as the two men began to swiftly lower him down. The light from the lantern cast strange dancing shadows up the well, and Emilia shivered and put her hand on Rollo’s shaggy head.

‘What about Rollo?’ she asked.

The duke glanced at Lord Harry, one eyebrow raised.

‘Don’t worry,’ the highwayman said cheerfully. ‘We’ll lower him down too. He can’t be as heavy as this infernal priest!’

‘We’ll muzzle him so he does not howl,’ the duke said. ‘We don’t want him alerting the soldiers to our whereabouts.’

‘He won’t howl,’ Emilia said. ‘I’ll tell him to be quiet.’

The duke gave a small, strained grin. ‘I have no doubt he’d understand your every word, my little gypsy, but nonetheless, I’ll muzzle him. All right?’


Emilia nodded, though she hated the thought of Rollo being muzzled.

She was lowered down next, Zizi clinging to her neck, gibbering loudly in fear. The sound echoed weirdly round the well, and Emilia petted the little monkey’s soft fur, murmuring, ‘Sssh, sssh.’

Sssshhhhhhhhhh, ssssssssshhhhhhhh, hissed the echoes.

Zizi whimpered, and clutched so tightly to Emilia’s neck she could hardly breathe. Emilia loosened the little monkey’s grip and took a few deep breaths, trying to calm her own fear as the cold, dank darkness closed in around her. Emilia hated being shut up in small places. It was like being buried alive. She felt her heart pounding frantically against the bones of her chest, and heard its muffled boom against her eardrums. She shut her eyes and counted slowly, breathing in through her nose and out through her mouth.
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After what seemed a very long time, she saw the golden flickering glow of the lantern and then she came level with a very narrow slit in the slimy white walls of the well. Father Plummer was waiting for her there. He managed to swing her in, and then jerked sharply on the rope. At once it was hauled upwards again.

They were kind to her, and lowered Rollo down next, even though everyone left up the top must have been getting very edgy as the soldiers began to search the castle. Rollo had been wrapped in Lord Harry’s heavy cloak and muzzled with his kerchief, and he was struggling wildly. Emilia dragged him into the passageway and quickly unwound the rope from about his body, exclaiming over him and checking him for rope burns. As soon as she unmuzzled him, he began to whine, his tail tucked firmly between his legs, and she stroked his ears, murmuring endearments under her breath.


‘Keep him quiet,’ the priest whispered anxiously. ‘And the monkey too.’

Up in the guardroom, Luka was crouching by the stairwell, listening anxiously to the sound of heavy boots and loud cries coming closer and closer. The soldiers were in the keep already, he could hear them banging around and calling as they searched. Nat was the last to shin down, and Luka waited impatiently for the tug on the rope that told him the burly servant was safe inside the secret passage. He then struggled to untie it, finding the heavy knot more difficult to unravel than he had expected.

Boots sounded on the stairs. Luka wrenched at the knot and at last it loosened. He pulled the rope free and let it slither down into the darkness. He then carefully lowered himself into the well, pressing his bare feet against one damp, slippery side and his back to the other. Very quietly, he pulled the wooden cover back over the well, hunching down so he did not bang his head. His leg muscles trembled with the exertion.

Luka was just fitting the cover into place when he noticed something large and red caught on a splinter of wood, hanging out from the side of the well like a waving banner. His heart hammering with terror, he quickly grabbed it and dragged it back inside with him, dropping the edge of the cover down just as the soldiers came tramping into the room.

Moving very slowly, Luka began to inch his way down the side of the well. It was exhausting and terrifying, for the walls were so slippery he had to brace himself with all his strength to keep himself from falling. Once or twice his foot did slip, and he had to stop himself with a wild jerk.

Above him, the well cover was dragged back and a light shone down. Luka froze, pressing his back hard against the wall. The light did not reach him. He heard a murmur of voices, and then the wooden cover banged back on again. Sighing out his breath in relief, Luka slipped and jerked his way down to the opening in the wall, where eager hands reached out to grab him and draw him into safety.

Luka slumped on the ground, his breath coming in great gasps, his legs trembling uncontrollably. ‘That was close!’ he whispered.

Zizi leapt into his arms and Luka cuddled her close, then accepted a battered silver flask from the priest and took a swig. Liquid fire burnt down his throat and he gasped. ‘What was that?’

‘Brandy,’ Father Plummer replied, smiling.

‘Really?’ Lord Harry cried, and took the flask Luka was holding up and drank a mouthful himself. ‘And not just any brandy,’ he said with a grin, passing the flask to the duke. ‘The finest French brandy, begad!’

Luka scrambled to his feet, pleased his legs were no longer shaking so much, though he felt worn and strained in every muscle of his body. He held out a long, red scarf to the duke, who was taking another swig from the priest’s hipflask.

‘This was caught on the wooden cover,’ he said. ‘If I had not happened to see it, we would have been discovered for sure.’

The duke took it, frowning, and then passed it to Nat, who looked most startled and felt at his neck in surprise. ‘I’m sorry, my lord, it must have caught on a nail or something when I took the cover off the well,’ he said. ‘I didn’t feel it fall off.’

‘That’s not like you to be so careless, Nat,’ the duke said chidingly. Then he sighed. ‘Though it has been a long night, and a hard one. We’re all exhausted. We must all take care not to leave any clues behind us. Come, let’s have something to eat and rest a moment, then we’ll go on.’

It was a strange meal, squeezed together in a narrow passageway deep under the ground, with only the light of one lantern gleaming on the damp walls. Everyone’s faces looked strange and demonic to Emilia, even Luka’s, while Zizi looked like some imp escaped from hell. They ate great slabs of ham on stale bread cut with the highwayman’s knife, and apples and cheese, washed down with more brandy for the men and water for the children. Luka would have quite liked some more brandy for it made him feel very bold and brave, but the duke laughed and called it Dutch courage, and Lord Harry said it was too good to be wasted on children.

It was bitterly cold. Even cuddled up next to Rollo, with her shawl about her shoulders, Emilia could not get warm. The stone beneath her felt like ice, and a piercing-cold draught blew up from the well, so that she was glad to get up and stretch and get moving again, no matter how weary she felt.

On and on they walked, the walls pressing so close about them that Lord Harry often had to turn to squeeze his broad shoulders through. After a while the passage began to angle upwards, and the floor grew drier and not so slippery. Emilia could hear nothing but a dead silence, and see nothing but the pale curving walls a few paces ahead, lit by the lantern the duke carried. Then the path split into two. Everyone stared at Father Plummer, who sighed and muttered and crossed his breast before pointing to the right. On they went. Again and again the secret passage divided, and once the priest led them into a dead-end and they had to retrace their steps, worried and afraid.

After about two hours, the lantern began to splutter, and the light leapt up and down madly, then suddenly spat and went out. They were plunged into utter darkness. The only sound was their own laboured breathing.

‘What now, man?’ Lord Harry cried.

‘We must go on,’ Father Plummer said, his voice hoarse. ‘Let us tie ourselves together, just in case …’


‘Just in case of what?’

‘Just in case.’

‘Rollo can lead us,’ Emilia said. ‘He is used to leading Noah, my brother, who’s blind. Rollo has led us through darkness before.’

So Emilia went first, the rope tied around her waist, her hand resting on Rollo’s back. She found the rough warmth of his long coat very reassuring. On and on they went, stumbling with exhaustion, occasionally feeling a cold blast of air from some unseen opening in the passageway, and having the terrifying lurch of space opening up under their fingers. Rollo did not hesitate, though. He loped on steadily, and after an immeasurable length of time the ground beneath their feet began to climb. It was so damp and slippery they had to claw at the walls to stop themselves slipping and slithering back again. Soon Emilia was heartened to hear the unmistakable sound of the wind shushing through leaves, and then she saw a dim grey light seeping in from ahead.


Suddenly the ceiling of the passageway dropped sharply, forcing them all to their hands and knees. Emilia, as the smallest, had the easiest time. Poor Lord Harry could barely cram himself through. At last, scratched, bruised and panting, they found themselves squeezing out through a narrow crack into an old disused quarry cut into the side of the hill. Before them the land fell down precipitately to wide, rolling waters where a river wound in gentle, glimmering curves the colour of the falling twilight. Behind them was a steep road, and thick trees, and the rise of the Downs, dark against the sunset sky.

‘Amberley Castle is a few minutes back that way,’ Father Plummer said, rubbing his filthy face with both hands, and smiling wearily. ‘I remember we had a fine welcome there after the siege. It’s abandoned now, I think, but we can camp there the night, at least.’


‘Amberley? Is that all?’ Lord Harry groaned. ‘I thought we must have walked to Dover at least!’

‘I’m starving,’ Luka said, and Zizi jumped up and down on her shoulder, gibbering in agreement. Rollo whined and wagged his tail.

‘Dare we risk going to Amberley?’ the duke asked. ‘I know his Royal Highness sheltered there during his escape – he said it was truly lovely.’

‘It’s a ruin now,’ the priest said. ‘The Roundheads sacked it during the war. I do not know if anyone lives there now.’

‘Night is coming on,’ the duke said. ‘Let’s go and take a look, and see if there is anywhere we can rest. For I’m truly worn out after the day we’ve had.’

Emilia and Luka could only agree. Together they trudged along the dusty lane, following the others, and arguing quietly among themselves.

‘Why are we hanging around with this lot?’ Luka hissed. ‘If we’re caught, they’ll think we’re Royalists, and hang, draw and quarter us.’


‘They won’t do that to us, we’re only weans,’ Emilia said.

‘They’ll throw us in prison, and what use will we be to our family then?’

‘We’re getting along much quicker with them than without them,’ Emilia said. ‘We could never have sailed that boat up the coast by ourselves, or found the secret passage. We’d still be stuck in the New Forest, trying to get round Portsmouth. This way we’ve left Coldham far behind us.’

‘I suppose that’s true,’ Luka said unwillingly. ‘But why don’t we leave them now, and strike out on our own?’

‘Because we have no food or money left,’ Emilia said. ‘And I’m tired. My feet ache. My whole body aches! I just want to get somewhere safe, and sleep, sleep, sleep! And that priest knows an awful lot about this place. He might know where we can find the Wells family.’


‘What would a priest know about gypsies?’ Luka asked scornfully.

‘He might know an awful lot,’ Emilia said, stifling a yawn. ‘He knew about the secret passage.’

‘Only because he fled down it, leaving the rest of the castle to be taken prisoner.’

‘They would have killed him if they’d found him, and probably tortured him first,’ Emilia said. ‘He’s awfully brave, if you think about it. No one likes him, not even the duke, really. They all think he’s dangerous, somehow, because he’s a priest. I think he’s nice.’

Luka frowned. He would have much preferred it if he and Emilia could go off on their own and not get caught up in the affairs of these Royalist rebels. But he had absolutely no idea where they were, and he was so weary and footsore himself that he only sighed and shrugged and followed the others across the bridge and up the road towards the village.


An easy balm of late sunlight lay over the meadows below, turning all to gold. They walked slowly, uneasily, turning their faces often to listen for the sounds of the evening. Someone was cutting firewood with a regular thunk, thunk that rang out over the valley. Sheep baaed and cows mooed. The river sang softly between its banks, and rushes rustled secretively. Smoke was rising up from the forest, a straight thin line of grey that dissolved into the dusk.

The fugitives circled the village, taking advantage of the thick woods that clustered close about the houses, and then cut through to the castle’s grounds.

From a distance it was quite simply the prettiest place Emilia had ever seen. Small and dainty, built of stone, and surrounded by tall waving grass, it overlooked a stretch of blue water. A tall gatehouse guarded the manor house, and it was not till they were walking up the long drive that they noticed it stood open and unguarded, and honeysuckle strangled the heavy oak portcullis. Weeds stood high in the flowerbeds and sprouted between the flagstones. The manor house within the walls lay half in ruins, the roof of the great hall gaping open with blackened rafters, the mullioned windows cracked and cobwebbed.

‘Such a shame,’ the duke said, looking about him sadly. ‘Such a lovely spot. Think what it would be like on a peaceful summer’s evening.’

‘Is there anyone here?’ Lord Harry wondered, striding forward under the ancient portcullis. ‘It looks abandoned.’

‘The Roundheads took over the estate after Arundel fell,’ Father Plummer said. ‘John Goring, who had rented Amberley Castle from the Crown, was most loyal to the king. He went down to the inn there in Amberley and knelt before the whole parish and drank a toast to the prince. He said Parliament was made up of knaves and rogues, and no Roundhead would ever have his castle. So, of course, they came, took the castle and made a ruin of it, and drove poor John Goring away. I don’t know what happened to him. Maybe he was imprisoned, maybe he paid his tax and settled somewhere else. In the meantime, Amberley is abandoned.’

‘A crying shame,’ the duke said, and led the way up the long drive to the house.

Roses hung heavy over the front entrance, and the air was filled with the hum of bees and the scent of flowers. Emilia felt a great knot in her chest unravel. She had not even known it was there. She followed the others into the house, marvelling at the beautiful carved rafters. Rollo loped at her heels, his ears pricked forward.

Although the roof had caved in, and most of the rooms were filled with leaves and branches and mouse droppings, there was one room that was virtually intact, with a fireplace and a big old oak dresser and some chairs, and an oak chest with some moth-eaten quilts.

‘We can make camp here,’ the duke said, looking about him. ‘It’s protected from view. We could light a fire and cook something hot, and rest up for the night.’

‘If we had anything to cook,’ Nat said dourly. ‘I’d best go down to the village and see if I can buy some supplies.’

The priest frowned. ‘It’s a small village. It’d cause a lot of talk.’

‘Best not,’ the duke said with a sigh. ‘We’ve managed to shake off those soldiers. We don’t want to alert anyone to our presence.’

‘It’s dusk. The fish could be biting,’ Lord Harry said eagerly. ‘Luka, how about a spot of fishing?’

Luka’s eyes lit up. ‘All right.’

‘It’s a shame we don’t have Sweetheart,’ Emilia said, sitting on an oak settee and stretching out her hot, tired, dusty feet. ‘She’d catch us a whole string of fish.’

‘Who’s Sweetheart?’ the duke asked, amused. ‘Your sister?’

‘Our bear,’ Emilia answered.

The duke laughed out loud. ‘Of course! The only thing you two lacked was a dancing bear. I do suppose she dances?’

Emilia nodded. ‘And plays football.’

‘If we were living in happier times, I’d insist on coming and playing a game with you all,’ the duke said. ‘As it is, I can only be grateful she’s not here. That monkey is enough trouble!’

Zizi bared her teeth at him and jumped up and down, shrieking. Luka picked her up and cuddled her. ‘She’s not any trouble!’ he said defensively.

‘Of course she’s not,’ the duke replied, a smile lingering on his mouth.

‘She gave us away to the soldiers at Portsmouth,’ Tom muttered.


Luka rounded on him. ‘It wasn’t Zizi who gave us away, it was you, making so much noise with your oars!’

‘Boys, boys!’ the duke said, holding up his hands. ‘No arguing, please. Let’s set to and make this place a bit more comfortable, so we can rest tonight, all right? Harry, you and Luka go and catch us some fish, and I’ll see if I can’t get this fire going. Nat, could you see if you can find a broom? This room could do with a good sweeping!’

As he spoke, the duke took off his heavy velvet cloak, flung it over the back of the settee and knelt by the fireplace, rolling up his billowing sleeves and looking about for a hearth brush. Luka decided he was liking the duke more and more every day. Although he was quick to take command, the Duke of Ormonde did not sit around and expect to be waited on, and he had given himself the most unpleasant job, for the fireplace was full of dust and ashes and cobwebs and broken birds’ nests. It was not how Luka had expected a duke to behave.

‘I’ll go and look through the garden,’ Emilia said, though she was so tired all she wanted to do was sit and stare. ‘There might be some berries or fruit.’

‘I’ll go with you,’ Tom offered, and she smiled at him wearily.

‘Don’t be seen,’ the duke warned them. ‘We’ve managed to escape the soldiers, thanks to Father Plummer here. Let’s do nothing to draw their attention again.’

‘In the morning we’ll try to find a safe passage to France for you, my lord,’ Nat said. ‘Maybe from Brighton.’

‘Like His Highness,’ the duke said meditatively. ‘He found a ship there, that carried him away safely.’

‘I have a better idea,’ Father Plummer said, looking up from his rosary which he had been quietly fingering.


‘Is that so?’ Lord Harry said, with a hint of a sneer. ‘And what might that be?’

‘Smugglers,’ the priest said calmly. ‘They know all the secret ways in and out of the country. They’ll get you out without anyone being the wiser. For a price, of course.’

Emilia’s heart missed a beat. ‘Smugglers,’ she breathed. Gypsy Joe had told her that the Wells family, their kin that owned the cat’s eye shell, had turned their hands to smuggling.

‘Aye, smugglers,’ said Father Plummer. ‘There’s a gang of them I know, operating out of Rye. Surly, swarthy, suspicious fellows, but bold, very bold. It’s quite amazing what they get away with. They’re called the Owlers and, sometimes, the moon-cursers. They love the dark, you see, and curse the nights when the moon is bright. They can see in the dark like a cat, I’ve heard.’

Eyes like a cat, Emilia thought. Her gaze flew to Luka, and saw the same excitement mirrored there.
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‘I think I’ll be leaving you here,’ Lord Harry said apologetically the next morning as he shrugged his coat on.

The Duke of Ormonde looked up. ‘Really?’

‘Aye. If I head due north from here, I’ll find myself up near Guildford again, not far from where I grew up. I have a desire in me to see my old house, see what sort of shape it’s in.’ He glanced at Emilia. ‘I have a sister there too, who I have not seen for some time. I think I should look in on her too.’

Emilia smiled at him in pure joy. He grinned back, rather embarrassed.

The duke nodded in understanding. ‘I have a longing in me for home too,’ he said. ‘Though I hardly know where home is any more.’ He looked about him at the warm stone glowing in the early sunlight, overgrown with roses and honeysuckle, and sighed.

So Lord Harry bid them all farewell, and went tramping off into the early morning mist that shrouded the Downs. Although Emilia was very sorry to see him go, she was glad that he was at last returning to make peace with his sister Anne, whose husband had died fighting on the side of the Roundheads. Emilia thought it very sad that brother and sister should be kept apart because of an argument over who should be king. Lady Anne was struggling in desperate poverty, and Lord Harry was holding up coaches and robbing people, when they could be looking after each other. It just did not seem right. So Emilia waved goodbye eagerly, sending all sorts of good wishes to Lady Anne and her old serving-woman, Martha, before she followed the others in the opposite direction, towards the coast.
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The South Downs Way ran right from Amberley’s doorstep, giving them broad views and soft turf to walk on. Emilia felt as though they were on the top of the world, for the land fell away towards the sea on one side and down into the Weald on the other. The air smelt sweet, of sunshine on thyme, and bees hummed happily in the goldenrod. Starlings swooped everywhere, shrieking raucously, and mimicking the sounds of the farmlands. It was impossible to be worried or unhappy on such a beautiful day, and Emilia strode out gladly, sure that they would soon find the Wells tribe, and beg them for their shell charm and their help in freeing her family. Surely the Wells could not refuse to help?

The small party of travellers passed the high green hill of Chanctonbury Ring, and Father Plummer told them that a hoard of gold was said to be hidden there somewhere, and sometimes the ghost of an old white-bearded Druid was seen searching for it.

‘If I was not in such a hurry, I’d stop and have a dig for it,’ the duke said. ‘I could do with some gold in my pockets!’

‘Me too,’ Luka said fervently.

‘There’s hardly a hill round here that doesn’t have some such story to it,’ the priest said. ‘I remember as a boy my brothers and I used to go searching all the time, and once we found some flint arrowheads, and another time an old coin, but never the treasure we wanted.’

Nat stared at him. ‘You grew up near here?’ he said gruffly.

‘Not ten miles from here,’ Father Plummer replied.

‘Then you know the way to Brighton?’

‘Well, yes.’

‘My lord, we should go to Brighton,’ Nat said. ‘It will take us days to walk to Rye, and our chances of being caught grow every moment you spend on English soil.’

‘I suppose that’s true,’ the duke said.

‘My lord, I do not think that is a good idea at all,’ Father Plummer protested. ‘There’s a garrison of soldiers at Brighton, and every ship is examined closely. A small, out-of-the-way harbour would be much less dangerous!’

The duke bit his lip, obviously undecided. ‘Let us get to Brighton and see how the land lies,’ he said at last.

Father Plummer looked distressed, but said no more, leading them on at a brisk pace that even the duke had trouble matching. Tom limped behind them, trying his best not to show how much his feet were hurting in his tall boots.

Some time later, Emilia felt the ground thrumming faintly beneath her feet. Rollo looked back and growled softly.


‘Someone’s coming!’ Emilia cried. ‘Riding a horse hard!’

‘Hide!’ the duke ordered, and they all looked around in a panic, for the Downs rolled before them, sere and bare. Luka spied some gorse bushes down the hill, and scrambled down towards them, Zizi clinging to his shoulder. They all raced after him and threw themselves to the ground.

Peering through the prickly branches, Emilia saw a soldier galloping a big bay along the top of the Downs. He was bent low over the horse’s neck, and the bay was blowing hard. They watched him pass, and then, some distance along, turn his horse and plunge down a path towards the sea.

‘He’s heading for Brighton,’ Father Plummer whispered. ‘A messenger, maybe, carrying news of you, my lord.’

They got up and climbed slowly back up to the bridlepath, everyone anxious and despondent.


‘We’ll go on, just in case,’ the Duke of Ormonde said. ‘We’ll try for Hastings, or Rye.’

Father Plummer nodded and led the way.

As they walked, they ate berries from the brambles. By noon, though, they were all hungry, and by the coming of dusk, hungrier still.

‘I could eat a horse,’ Tom grumbled. ‘Doesn’t anyone have anything to eat?’

‘Not a crumb,’ the duke replied.

‘I must admit I’m feeling rather faint,’ the priest said, mopping his brow. ‘My stomach prefers to be fed on a regular basis.’

‘We can tell,’ Nat said dryly.

Emilia had been fingering her charms as she walked, more from habit than intent. She was playing with the tiny silver horse when she heard a rustle under a bush. She bent and picked up a hedgehog, snuffling through the leaf litter. It curled tight, turning its spines to the world. With her other hand she picked up another.


‘Luka!’ she called. Her cousin looked round. Face glowing, Emilia showed him what she carried in her hands. Gypsies loved hedgehogs, both because they were delicious when cooked in the coals, and also because they were secretive, wily, prickly creatures that could kill a viper, rather like gypsies themselves.

‘Hedgehogs!’ Luka cried. ‘Oh, Emilia! You truly are a gule romni!’

‘They just crawled straight into my hand,’ Emilia said. ‘Do you think we could risk lighting a little fire, just enough to bake them?’

The duke looked dubious. ‘You want to eat the hedgehogs? Aren’t they a bit prickly?’

‘Sweetest meat in the world,’ Luka said.

‘We’ll take your word for it, I think,’ the duke replied.

‘No, really,’ Emilia said. She told him the old story about the king who wanted to eat the best and most delicious meal in the land, and how the poor Rom had brought him a hedgehog from the woods. All the merchants with their lambs and suckling pigs and milk-fed calves had laughed at him and mocked him. Until the king ate the baked hedgehog and declared it the sweetest of all meats. Then the merchants were angry and killed the gypsy, so that no one would know that his meal had been the best. And after that the Rom kept the secret to themselves, and that was why no one but gypsies knew just how delicious hedgehogs were.

The duke smiled. ‘Well, I must admit I wouldn’t mind a bit of a rest. I’m not used to walking so far. How about we light a little fire, here under this bush, and you can make us some of your gypsy tea and show us how to bake a hedgehog.’

‘All right,’ Emilia said happily. Luka quietly dispatched the hedgehogs for her, knowing how much she hated having to kill anything, then lit a small fire under the brambles while she rolled the hedgehogs carefully in clay from one of the dew ponds. She thrust the clay balls into the heart of the fire, then put their saucepan on to boil. They all sat about the fire, enjoying the comfort of its blaze, even though the evening was very warm and still, and sipping at their bitter tea, made from thyme and dandelion leaves, which was all Emilia could find.

Then Emilia dug the hard-baked balls of clay out of the coals and smashed one open with a rock. Deftly she peeled the clay case from the hedgehog. Since the spikes and the skin stuck to the clay, they came away easily too, leaving a small amount of soft white flesh. Emilia and Luka ate some with great enjoyment, then offered it to the others. Nat declined, looking very dour, but the priest said he was hungry enough to try anything and ate a mouthful. His face lit up.

‘Why, it’s delicious!’ he cried, and took some more.


After that, they all shared the last hedgehog, down to the very last scrap.

‘It may be tasty but there’s not much to it,’ the duke said rather mournfully, watching Rollo crunching up the few small bones, which was all that was left. ‘And I can’t imagine a farmer trying to round up a herd of hedgehogs.’

‘No,’ Emilia said. ‘They’re always an unexpected gift of the hedgerow.’

‘Well, I’m grateful to the hedgerow,’ the duke said. ‘I feel much better with some food inside me. Shall we go on? This is not much of a campsite.’

‘Dangerous to camp up here,’ Father Plummer said. ‘Soldiers use this bridlepath too. No, let’s push on a while longer. I know somewhere we might be able to stay, though it’s some way ahead.’

‘I hope it has a bed,’ the duke said.

‘It has about forty,’ the priest said with a smile. ‘And very comfortable beds too, with feather-filled mattresses and down quilts and pillows, and silken testers …’

The duke got up. ‘Lead on, my dear sir! Lead on!’

They walked on into the evening, filled with fresh energy. As they walked, Father Plummer told them more about the place where he hoped they would find shelter.

‘It belongs to a Catholic family I know, down at the foot of Firle Beacon. It’s a lovely old house, though rather fallen on hard times now. I do not know if they will shelter us or not. It is owned by a very young man, Sir Thomas Gage, and I do not know him at all. I knew his father, though, the second baronet, who died during the war. The family have had to steer a tricky course not to have the house and estate confiscated. There is little mercy for those who are both Royalist and Catholic, as you know.’

‘They do not swear the oaths?’ the duke asked.


Father Plummer shook his head. ‘Lady Mary is determined to raise her children in the true faith. They pay the fines, and keep to themselves, and so far they’ve been left alone. Perhaps because the present baronet is still so very young. He was only twelve when his father died. I did not know him very well, but I knew his cousin, Colonel Gage.’

‘Oh yes, I know,’ the Duke of Ormonde said. ‘He relieved the siege at Basing House, didn’t he?’

‘Aye, that’s right. Six months the Marquis of Winchester had been under siege, and they were in desperate straits. Colonel Gage took a hundred men and they disguised themselves as Roundheads, and broke through to Basing House with food and ammunition. They then escaped by night and headed back to Oxford, swimming their horses across the Kennet and the Thames.’

Tom made an appreciative noise, and the priest went on: ‘Oh, but it’s a terrible tale, the story of the siege at Basing House. The marquis’s younger brother betrayed them, and was made to execute all his friends and accomplices. But still the marquis would not break. Two and a half years they were under siege, and things got so desperate Cromwell himself came down to try and take the house.’

‘Two and a half years!’ Luka exclaimed. ‘That’s most of the war.’

‘Aye, indeed.’ The priest was quiet for a while, and then he said, in a low voice, ‘When Basing House was lost, it was the end for the king, and the end of the war. Nothing could stop Cromwell then.’

The duke sighed, a stricken look on his face, but then he squared his shoulders and strode on, only his deep frown showing his distress at the thought of the civil war that lost his king his throne.

‘So Old Ironsides beat the marquis?’ Luka asked.

‘Aye, he and his big guns.’


Luka was immediately interested. ‘What guns?’

The duke spoke then, for the first time in some miles. ‘I heard his largest gun fired shot weighing around sixty pounds.’

‘Criminy! That is a big gun.’

‘Cromwell tried other things too. I heard tell they burnt wet straw mixed with sulphur and arsenic upwind of the house, to try and choke them all out.’

‘Did it work?’

‘The guns did, in the end. The marquis utterly refused to surrender. They say he scratched Love Loyalty in Latin on every single pane of glass in the house with a diamond. And it was a big house.’ The duke’s voice was very sad. ‘But the Roundheads broke down his walls in the end, and then ran amok. They killed most of the people inside …’

‘Including six priests!’ Father Plummer said angrily.


‘… and those who were not killed were dragged out, some of them naked. There were many great men, the historian Thomas Fuller, the king’s architect Inigo Jones. It was said that the marquis himself was found saying his rosary in a bread oven, but I think that was a lie.’

The priest snorted. ‘I don’t believe it for a moment!’

‘The Roundheads plundered the whole house. It was a rich place, filled with artworks and silver and gold plate, and jewels, and tapestries, and fine furniture. They looted the lot, then put the place to the torch. Twenty hours it took to burn down to the ground.’

The duke’s voice was bitter and angry, and Emilia wondered if he had known the marquis, and perhaps even been friends with him.

‘What happened to the marquis?’ she asked.

‘He was sent to the Tower. They took his sons away to be brought up as Protestants, which would have been the cruellest thing to a faithful Catholic like the Marquis of Winchester. He lost everything.’ The priest’s voice trembled.

‘They call him the Great Loyalist, though,’ the duke consoled him. ‘He never lost his honour. That has to mean something.’

There was a long silence. Emilia’s eyes stung with tears. She thought of the poor old broken man, locked up in the Tower, his family taken away, his wealth lost, his house burnt to cinders, the glass on which he had inscribed his defiance smashed to smithereens.

‘And the king wonders why none of the Catholics will rise for him,’ Father Plummer murmured.

The duke sighed heavily.

They came to a rough track that led down into the valley below, and stumbled down it, hanging on to each other to stop from sliding. Below was a deep country lane. They made their way along it in the dark, crossing a wooden bridge and tramping through moon-silvered fields and orchards until at last they saw lights shining out over a park.

‘There is Firle Place,’ Father Plummer whispered. ‘They will be locked up tight and wary. They are known to be Catholics. Do you want to wait here while I go and knock on the door and see if they will shelter us?’

Gratefully Tom, Luka and Emilia lowered themselves to the ground, groaning at their tired, aching legs. Rollo flopped down beside Emilia, his eyes fixed hopefully on her face. He was very hungry. Zizi went roaming off into the trees and came back a few minutes later with a half-gnawed apple which she gave to Luka. He took a huge bite and passed it to Emilia, who then passed it on to Tom. In moments it was all gone.

‘What will we do if they don’t let us in?’ Tom said, dragging off one boot and rubbing his stockinged foot.


‘Find a haystack,’ Luka said. ‘I’m guessing you’ve never slept on a haystack before, though, have you? You probably can’t sleep without silk sheets and satin counterpanes.’

‘I’ve slept in lots of uncomfortable places since I’ve been with his lordship,’ Tom replied angrily. ‘We’ve been on the run for days now!’

‘What are you doing with the duke?’ Emilia asked, trying to change the subject. ‘I was never more surprised than when I saw you in that secret room!’

‘My father’s been in contact with the duke for some time,’ Tom said after a moment, sounding rather sulky. ‘They’ve been trying to coordinate an uprising against Parliament, but it’s been very difficult. So many of those who are loyal to the king have been captured and imprisoned, or had all their land taken away so they have no money to help.’

‘So is your father one of the Sealed Knot?’ Emilia asked excitedly.


‘Ssssh!’ Tom hissed. ‘You shouldn’t say such things aloud!’

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘But I had no idea. I mean, he’s a nice old man, your dad, but not at all what I’d expect one of the Sealed Knot to be like.’

‘He is nice,’ Tom said, mollified. ‘But he’s getting rather elderly now, and he suffers from gout, and so many of his friends have been killed or thrown off their land. They don’t do much, the Sealed Knot, but get together and talk and argue and drink toasts to the king, without ever actually making any decisions to take action. Which is why some of us younger ones wrote to the king and begged him to let us raise the rebellion for him. That’s what the duke is doing here. He came to talk to us, and to the older men, to see if we could not all work together. If we are to rise for the king, it has to be coordinated properly, else we’ll fail like everyone has failed before.’

He sighed.


‘So you’re in the Sealed Knot too?’ Emilia was most impressed.

‘We call ourselves the Action Party,’ Tom said, warming up beneath her obvious admiration. ‘Not that we’ve managed much action yet, but we will.’

‘And so was the duke staying with you, at Whitehorse Manor? We didn’t see any sign of him.’

‘He came the night you all went off in your caravans. He’d been in London, but Cromwell’s spies were onto him and he had to flee. We took him in but they must’ve followed him, because somehow they knew he was with us and came and searched the place. We barely managed to get him away.’

‘Let me guess, you were hiding him in the best bedroom, and ordering all the best food and wine to be taken up to him,’ Luka said acerbically.

‘Where else were we meant to put him?’ Tom cried indignantly. ‘In the pigsty?’


‘It might’ve been safer.’

‘He’s the Duke of Ormonde!’ Tom said in a furious whisper. ‘He’s the king’s right-hand man. We couldn’t hide him in a pigsty.’

‘Of course not.’

Tom peered at Luka suspiciously, but could not see his face in the darkness. ‘We don’t have a priest-hole or anything like that at Whitehorse Manor,’ he said defensively. ‘And all our servants are king’s men, loyal and true.’

‘Of course,’ Luka replied, and there was no mistaking the mockery in his voice. ‘Yet somehow Cromwell’s spies knew where to go!’

‘Well, yes,’ Tom answered, sounding unhappy. ‘I don’t know how they found out. I’d been riding out to a few of my father’s old cronies, taking messages for the duke, and then I went into Kingston-Upon-Thames, to talk to Gerard Winstanley, and saw the pursuivant there …’

‘Who?’


‘The thief-taker. That Coldham fellow that was at the inn in Salisbury.’

‘No, I mean, who did you go to talk to in Kingston? Was that when we saw you?’

‘Yes, that’s right,’ Tom replied. ‘I went to see Gerard Winstanley, but they had already seized him and thrown him in gaol. He’s one of those odd Levellers. You know, the ones who think that all men should be equal. Winstanley has a lot of influence, and I thought, if I could only talk to him…’

‘I thought the Levellers fought with Parliament?’

‘They did, but they’ve turned against Cromwell now.’

‘Only because they don’t think he’s gone far enough with his reforms,’ the duke said, surprising them from the darkness. They had not realised he was listening. ‘The Levellers thought Parliament would dismantle the whole of the existing social structure and remodel it to their tastes. But of course Old Ironsides is not such a fool. So the Levellers are now trying to bring him down too.’

‘I thought that if I could just persuade them to join with us …’ Tom’s voice trailed away.

‘The Levellers would never join with us,’ the duke said, sounding sorrowful. ‘They hate the king and all he stands for. It was a brave but foolish thing to do, young Tom. Cromwell’s spies would have been watching Winstanley, as they watch everyone that disagrees with them. I very much fear you may have brought the pursuivant down upon us.’

‘I only wanted to help!’ Tom cried. ‘My father and all those other old men just sit around and wring their hands and do nothing! It’s been eleven years now. If we don’t act soon, we’ll never be able to bring the king back.’ His voice rang out ardently.

‘Quietly now, young Tom,’ the duke said. ‘You mustn’t blame your father. You’re too young to have seen the horrors of the war. You think all you need do is raise your standard and the whole country will rise to support you. Unfortunately, we’ve seen this is just not true. Most people just want a quiet and peaceful life now.’

‘But how can you change things if you don’t try?’ Tom argued.

The duke sighed. ‘You can’t, of course. And if more thought like you, well, then the king would be back on his throne, and I wouldn’t be on the run, like a hare with the hounds after me.’ He looked towards the house. ‘I wonder where Father Plummer is,’ he murmured. ‘He’s been long enough. And Nat? Where has Nat got to?’

‘I’m here, my lord,’ came a soft voice. ‘I’ve been scouting around. These Catholics usually have a close eye kept on them. I wanted to make sure we were not walking into a trap.’

‘What would I do without you?’ the duke said. ‘I’m so weary I can barely keep my eyes open, and yet you’ve walked quite as far as me today, and still have the energy to go scouting.’

‘That’s my job,’ Nat said gruffly. ‘Besides, I like my life. I want to live to see more of it.’

‘Hear, hear,’ the duke replied.

They were all silent after that, too tired and anxious to talk. Emilia fingered the charms hanging from her bracelet. She had three now. The gold coin and the silver horse were familiar and reassuring under her fingers. The last of them, the rue flower, felt strange. It troubled her with its memory of the witch of Beaulieu and her dreadful poppets, which had stunk of all things rank and poisonous. The charm of the Woods had the power of all growing things, her grandmother had told her, plants that heal and plants that kill. It seemed a dreadful thing to Emilia that Marguerita Wood was using her power in order to hurt. She hoped the rue flower she carried was not tainted with that evil.


A rustle in the bushes nearby jerked Emilia out of her reverie. She realised she had almost fallen asleep.

‘It is I, Father Plummer,’ whispered the priest. ‘All is well. Lady Mary will feed and shelter us. Come along inside.’






Firle Place
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All Emilia could see of the house was a steep roof and tall chimneys against the starry sky. The curtains were all resolutely drawn, allowing only a faint gleam of light to escape.

Father Plummer led them round to a side door, which stood ajar, the room within dark. Quietly they all slipped through the door, which was firmly shut and locked behind them.

Light from the hallway slanted through the doorway, showing the silhouette of a woman standing by the window, a bunch of keys in her hand.

She sank into a deep curtsey, and then beckoned them forward, holding one finger to her lips.

As Emilia stumbled across the soft carpet, her legs aching all the way up to her hips, she received no more than an impression of a richly appointed room, with gilt-framed paintings on the wall, beautifully carved wooden furniture upholstered in brocade, and a sideboard laden with silver and crystal. Then the woman led the weary travellers into a wide, richly carpeted hallway filled with light from a tall candelabra.

The lady wore a bell-shaped skirt of a deep, bright blue that rustled loudly as she walked, and her soft brown hair was done up in an elaborate knot at the back of her head. When she turned to glance curiously at them, Emilia saw that her face was worn and tired, and her hair was turning grey at her temples. A long ornate necklace hung about her neck, with a dark jewel that flashed with sudden, unexpected blue as the light caught it. She gave them a reassuring smile, but again held her finger to her lips, and they did their best to be quiet as they followed her into a great hall in the centre of the house.

At first glance it seemed to be full of people. Emilia blinked her tired eyes against the brightness of the candles and looked around her. Standing with his back to the huge fireplace was a tall middle-aged man in a long brown robe, who bent his head gravely. Above the fireplace was hung the most enormous pair of antlers Emilia had ever seen, spanning a good six feet in length and as thick as her waist. On either side hung ancient tapestries which, to Emilia and Luka’s intense delight, showed circus scenes, with jugglers and harlequins and acrobats spinning about over the heads of leopards, camels and peacocks. Luka showed Zizi an embroidered monkey, and she leapt up and down and gibbered in delight, drawing the attention of everyone in the room.


‘A monkey!’ a boy cried and came forward eagerly from a group gathered at the far end of the room. He was about sixteen, with a thin face and large dark eyes under thick brows. He was richly dressed, with lace at his wrists and velvet edging his full-skirted coat, though a catapult stuck out of his bulging pockets, and there were grass stains on his fine woollen breeches.

‘Watch out, John, it’ll bite!’ cried a fat woman in puce-coloured silk, with an even fatter spaniel on her lap, which at once bounced up onto his four short legs and began to bark shrilly.

Rollo lunged forward, barking in his deepest, gruffest voice. The room resounded with the noise.

‘Aunt Letitia, please control that dog!’ Lady Mary ordered, while Luka and Emilia together flung their arms about Rollo’s neck and held him back. ‘Do you want to alert the whole household?’

‘Oh dear, oh dear, ssshh now, Clemmy, there’s a good doggie,’ the fat woman said, clasping the furious spaniel to her ample bosom. ‘Come to mama now. Oh dear, oh dear, he will not be quiet! He doesn’t like that big bad doggie, does he now?’

Luka wanted to protest indignantly that Rollo was not a bad doggie, but there was too much noise. The children of the house were laughing and shouting, Zizi was leaping up and down and gibbering, the spaniel was strangling itself in its desire to get down and fling itself at Rollo, while Rollo himself was saying just what he thought of overfed lap-dogs.

It was pandemonium.

‘Here, give him to me!’ said John, seizing the spaniel by the scruff of the neck and heaving him away from the fat woman, who clapped her hands together and said, ‘Oh no, be gentle! Poor Clemmy! Oh, no! Don’t be so rough!’

‘He’ll be fine, Aunt Letitia, stop fussing,’ the boy said impatiently and took the spaniel out of the room, still yapping over his shoulder, its round, watery eyes almost bulging out of its head.

Aunt Letitia moaned and flung herself back into her chair, tears welling up in her own protuberant eyes. Tom grinned and said, in a low, malicious undertone to Emilia and Luka, ‘Ever noticed how much pets look like their owners?’

Emilia at once realised that he was having a gibe at Luka as much as at the old lady, but since Luka thought his monkey was perfectly beautiful he did not bridle at all, but gave a quick absentminded smile, looking about him in interest. So Emilia said, in mock affront, ‘Are you trying to tell me I look like a horse, Tom?’ and had the satisfaction of seeing him flush and try to stammer a quick apology.

The Duke of Ormonde, meanwhile, was begging pardon for the noise and trouble, but Rollo just yawned widely, then sat himself down with a thump in front of the fire and proceeded to scratch himself thoroughly.

Luka could not help grinning.

‘I am so sorry, my lord duke,’ Lady Mary said. ‘I should have thought to have Clement taken out first. I did not know you had a dog in your party too, else I would’ve made sure he was locked up.’

‘A dog and a monkey,’ one of the young women said, clapping her hands in delight. ‘Isn’t she funny? Look how sweet she is in her little skirt.’

Zizi jumped up and down on Luka’s shoulder, shrieking, and then made an extremely rude noise with her lips. Everyone laughed.

‘Ssssh, darling girl,’ Luka said, and took Zizi into his arms, petting her. ‘Try to remember your manners.’

‘I, too, should remember mine,’ Lady Mary said, smiling. ‘My lord, you are welcome here. Please, may I introduce my aunt, Mistress Letitia Chamberlain.’

The fat woman struggled to her feet and managed a very squat curtsey, her hands fluttering about her in confusion. ‘Oh, my lord duke, it is an honour, an absolute honour, we have heard so much of you but never did we think we would have the pleasure of your presence here –’

‘And this is my cousin-in-law and our chaplain, Father George Gage,’ the lady in blue continued, ruthlessly ignoring her aunt. ‘I am sure you knew my husband, Sir Thomas Gage. These are our children. I hope you will forgive them, they are not used to a monkey in the house!’

The Duke of Ormonde bowed and answered politely, and Lady Mary went on, in her quiet, confident voice, ‘Let me introduce you to them, though I do not expect you to remember them all! This is my son, Sir Thomas, who inherited the title from his father.’


‘I was so sorry to hear of your father’s untimely death,’ the duke said, bowing. Sir Thomas, who could not have been more than eighteen, bowed back and murmured a polite response. He seemed rather shy and awkward. Emilia thought it must be difficult to be made a baronet when you were only twelve.

Lady Mary went rapidly through the other children, who were called Hannah, Jane, Mary, Agnes and Anne, then introduced the other boy, John, as he came back into the room. He grinned at them in such a friendly way that Luka at once took a liking to him.

His mother said, with a twinkle in her eyes, ‘John, darling, the Duke and his friends must be absolutely starving. Do you think you could slip down to the kitchen and see if there’s anything in the larder for them to eat? I don’t want to ring the bell, as I really do think it’s best if we keep the Duke’s visit as quiet as possible.’


John grinned back, and said, ‘I think I can manage that, Mother. It won’t be the first time I’ve snuck into the larder!’

He disappeared again, and the Duke of Ormonde introduced the rest of the party, and gave the Gage family a very quick explanation for what he was doing with three rather disreputable-looking children, a dog and a monkey, as well as the more usual retinue of a servant and a priest.

‘I do thank you for taking pity on us and offering us your hospitality,’ the duke concluded.

Lady Mary looked troubled. ‘I do hope you will not take offence if I tell you frankly that I wish you had not knocked on our door. The Sussex militia are very punctilious and they watch us closely, and take any opportunity to raid us and make our lives unpleasant. If they should find you here …’

‘They do not know we are in this area,’ the duke replied, looking very uncomfortable. ‘We came by a secret way – there is no possibility they could have followed us, or seen us.’

‘Are you sure?’ Lady Mary asked. ‘For I have managed to keep my family safe since my husband died, by doing nothing to incur the wrath of the Parliamentarians. I could not refuse you entry, I know my husband would have wished me to offer you shelter, but the danger you bring down upon us…’

‘I beg your forgiveness,’ the duke said, ‘but I promise you none know we are here and I will gladly vouch for the loyalty of all in our party. Father Plummer, you know, and young Tom Whitehorse here is as trusty a lad as you could hope to meet.’

Tom glowed with pleasure.

‘Luka and Emilia here have as little desire as I do to be caught by Cromwell’s men,’ the duke went on, ‘and Nat has travelled with me all the way from Holland and faced more dangers than I could tell you, all of his own accord. He could easily have stayed back at the king’s court, snug as you please, eating, drinking and playing cards like all the others …’

‘Not me, my lord, you know I don’t hold with gambling,’ Nat said stolidly.

Lady Mary smiled. ‘Nor do I. Well, you are welcome, all of you, and we must just trust in Providence to keep us all safe.’

John came back into the room then, bearing a tray of food and drink which they fell upon gladly. There was cold roast pheasant, a veal and ham pie, some fresh bread and a jar of some pale green fruit preserve that was utterly delicious, as well as a large jug of apple cider which he heated for them with a red-hot poker from the fire.

While they ate, the duke told their story to the Gage family, to the accompaniment of much sighing, groaning and exclaiming.

‘What an adventure!’ Lady Mary said.


‘To think what danger you were in!’ Aunt Letitia cried, clasping her pudgy hands together. ‘It makes my heart palpitate, just thinking of it!’

‘The Lord God had his hand over you,’ Father George said.

‘I am very perplexed, though, as to what we can do to help you,’ Lady Mary said. ‘We are not allowed to travel freely, you know that, and can go no more than five miles from home without permission. So even though I would like to give you horses, or even my carriage, I promise I would not be helping you, particularly since tomorrow is Sunday. We observe the Lord’s Day here, in keeping with the Puritans, to avoid stirring up any trouble. The local garrison suspect us of having a chapel here, you know, and watch us closely to make sure we are not worshipping in secret.’

The Duke of Ormonde nodded, a deep frown on his face. Luka and Emilia exchanged gloomy glances. The Puritans, they knew, were very strict about the Sabbath. Puritans were not permitted to cook or clean or wash their dishes, or cut wood, or even make their beds. Once upon a time everyone had been allowed to relax and enjoy their one day of rest in the week, as long as they attended church services first, but now any kind of activity at all was forbidden on the Sabbath. You could not even shave your chin, or clip your toenails. There was no help for it. They would all have to hide out at Firle for at least another day, until the Sabbath was over, for anyone seen travelling on a Sunday would be pulled over and questioned, and quite probably arrested.

‘You will have to stay hidden all day,’ Lady Mary went on. ‘Luckily most of the servants live in the village and will not come to work on Sunday, but we do not want anyone to see you on the terrace or in the garden, and wonder about you.’

‘Personally, I shall be glad of a chance to rest,’ the duke replied, though his frowning look did not lift. Emilia guessed he was anxious to be gone, and fretting at yet another delay, just like she and Luka were.

‘I wonder …’ Lady Mary murmured.

‘What, Mother?’ cried John.

‘It is market day in Hastings on Monday. Why do I not apply for permission to take a cartload of produce to the market? I could send Simon with a note for the colonel now. He’s at Glynde, the next village along, and will still be awake. Simon can pretend his horse cast a shoe, or something to explain why he’s so late. I think it will work well, Colonel Morley knows we have been hit hard by the Royalist fines.’

‘That’s an excellent idea,’ the duke said, smiling.

‘We have plenty of apple cider to sell, and there are some late cherries we could pick,’ Lady Mary continued. ‘I had been planning to make jam with them, but we could sell them at market instead. And people are always willing to buy our greengages, there are some ripe already, the weather has been so warm.’

‘Greengages?’ Luka asked in lively curiosity. ‘I’ve never heard of such a fruit.’

‘That is greengage jam you are eating there,’ Lady Mary said, twinkling at him. ‘It is our specialty. It is a little green plum, rather sour, that one of the Gages brought back from France some time ago, and managed to grow in our orchard. He lost the label, though, and so had no idea what it was called. His gardener called it a greengage, for want of anything better, and the name stuck. They’re too sour to eat off the tree, usually, but they make a tasty jam or pie, and my husband’s grandmother had a recipe for greengage wine that is utterly delicious and quite intoxicating.’

‘I eat them off the tree,’ John said.

‘Aye, and make yourself quite sick on them too,’ his mother replied, and tousled his hair affectionately.

‘But, Mary, if we ask for a licence to travel to Hastings, the garrison there are bound to check the cart to make sure we’re not trying to smuggle back any books or papers from the Continent,’ Father George said, frowning.

‘Aye, of course they will, but will the local militia check the cart before we leave? I doubt they’ll trouble themselves. I suggest the duke and his companions hide out in the copse of trees by the road, though, just in case Colonel Morley sends his men. Simon can stop the cart in the middle of the copse, so no one sees the duke climbing in, and then he can stop again somewhere outside Hastings, so the cart is clean when it actually gets to town.’

‘It sounds very risky,’ Father George said.

‘It sounds like an excellent idea,’ the duke said. ‘Anything which saves me from having to walk the twenty miles to Hastings! I don’t think I’ve ever walked so much in my life as I have these past two days.’

‘Nor I, my lord,’ said Tom in heartfelt tones.

‘It’s good for you,’ Father Plummer said cheerily. ‘Why, when I was a lad around here, we thought nothing of a twenty-mile tramp over the hills.’

‘I wish I could,’ John said enviously. ‘I’m not allowed anywhere!’ He turned to Lady Mary. ‘Please, Mother, please, can’t I go too? I could drive the cart! Please.’

‘You know you can’t,’ his mother replied, sounding troubled. ‘They would never allow it. You know the rules. No further than five miles.’

‘That’s not even to the edge of the village!’ John cried. ‘It’s not fair.’

‘I know, darling, and I’m sorry. I wish it was not so.’

‘I’m sick of being stuck here all the time,’ he burst out. ‘It’s so boring! Why can’t I go?’


‘You know why, John. Please do not argue with me any more.’

He jumped to his feet. ‘It’s not fair!’ he cried passionately, and ran out of the room.

Lady Mary looked at the duke apologetically. ‘I’m sorry,’ she murmured. ‘He is only young. He finds all the rules and restrictions on us very galling.’

‘Well, so do we all,’ said Agnes. ‘But what are we to do?’

‘Stay home and tend our land and try to preserve what we have,’ Lady Mary replied, her smile weary.

‘And hope for better days,’ Sir Thomas answered. He was a slim, grave young man who had spoken barely a word all evening, but listened closely to all that was said with a line of trouble between his brows.

The duke obviously felt compassion for the young baronet, inheriting his land and his title so young, and with so many younger brothers and sisters to care for, for he smiled at him sympathetically and said, ‘May they come soon!’

‘I’ll drink to that,’ Sir Thomas answered and raised his glass. ‘To the return of the king!’ he cried.

‘To the king!’ everyone chorused, and drank deeply.

Even Luka, who until recently had not cared one way or the other about the king, drank too. All this Royalist fervour was catching, he thought to himself rather sourly.
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Luka and Zizi slept together that night in a four-poster bed with rich blue brocade curtains, and so many pillows and bolsters they threw most of them onto the floor. The bed was big enough for Emilia and Rollo and Tom and the duke and his servant Nat too, Luka observed, and so soft he thought he would never be able to go to sleep.

But he was asleep almost before the thought was finished, and he slept for more than twelve hours, waking halfway through the next day with a sudden sinking of his heart and a conviction that he should be somewhere, doing something.

But then he remembered where he was, and that today was Sunday, and he had nothing to do but eat and rest and wait for Monday to come. He and Emilia had had a low, hissed conversation about this last night, and both had thought they would much rather wait for the cart than set off once more on foot. It was thirty miles or more to Rye, and not only did the two children have no idea how to get to the seaside town, they had no idea how to contact the smugglers once they were there.

Luka pulled on his breeches and tucked in his shirt; then, even though it was not cold, he put on the shabby old shooting jacket that had once belonged to Lord Harry’s brother-in-law. Everything about Firle Place was so rich and luxurious, he thought he should make the effort to look respectable. He even washed his face and hands and tried to get a comb through his curls, laughing at Zizi who was mimicking his every movement, solemnly splashing her little paws in the bowl of water and rubbing her face, and then pretending to comb her soft fur.

‘Darling girl,’ he said affectionately. ‘Come on. Do you think we dare risk going in search of food?’

He opened the door cautiously, only to find John perched on a chair outside, reading a massive old book.

‘At last!’ John cried, jumping to his feet. ‘I thought you were going to sleep all day!’

‘We walked about a hundred miles yesterday,’ Luka said. ‘And sailed a boat and galloped some horses. We were tired!’

‘Lucky ducks,’ John said enviously. ‘I wish I’d been with you. I’d have shot those soldiers with my father’s pistol. I’d have dug a pit for them to ride into, or strung up a net to fall on their heads.’

‘Criminy, I wonder why I didn’t think of that!’ Luka said. ‘I guess I didn’t have a net to hand.’

‘Well, you can’t think of everything,’ John replied, grinning.

‘Any chance of some food?’ Luka asked. ‘I’m starving.’

‘I’m not surprised, it’s practically dinner time,’ the other boy replied. ‘Mother says I have to keep you all out of sight, just in case, so I’ve smuggled some food up to my laboratory. We should be safe there, no one ever goes in there.’

‘I’ll just tell Milly,’ Luka said, and went to the next door down and put his head inside the door. Emilia was still asleep, her black hair spread out on the pillow. Rollo lay curled in the crook of her knees, his nose on his paws. He opened one eye as Luka looked in, then closed it again. He was tired out too.

‘Come on, sleepyhead! You going to lie in bed all day? Come and get some grub.’

Emilia yawned and rolled over. ‘Minute more,’ she mumbled.

‘There’s bacon,’ John said.

At once Emilia sat up. ‘Bacon?’

‘Uh-huh. And still quite hot. I’ve got a chafing dish in my laboratory that I use for my experiments, and I put the bacon in there to keep warm. I can scramble some eggs for you too if you like.’

‘Eggs too?’

‘Fresh-laid.’

‘All right. I’m coming! Just give me a minute.’

As she flung aside the bedclothes, burying a protesting Rollo, Luka shut the door.

‘What about that other boy?’ John said. ‘The one with all the blond hair. Better call him too.’


‘I suppose so,’ Luka said unwillingly. John moved along to the next door and tapped lightly on it. After a minute or two, a sleepy voice called, ‘Coming!’ and then a very tousled fair head looked round the door. John explained about the bacon and eggs, and within minutes, a yawning, heavy-eyed Tom joined them. He was barefoot, being unable to squeeze his swollen, blistered feet back into his boots, and nearly as shabby as Luka with his torn, grubby shirt. Luka could not help liking him better that way.

Emilia and Rollo came out, the big dog wagging his tail, one ear pricked forward, the other folded back.

‘He wants some bacon too,’ Emilia said. ‘He’s very hungry!’

‘Even after all that pie I saw you feeding him under the table last night?’ John teased.

‘He’s a big dog,’ Luka said. ‘He eats a lot.’

‘As much as you, almost,’ Emilia said.


Luka grimaced at her, then forgot her teasing as John opened the door and led them into a messy room crowded with all sorts of fascinating things. There were glass jars full of shells and stones and seed pods and fossils, while books were crammed into the bookshelves and piled higgledy-piggledy on chairs, the table and the floor. There were some fragile bird skeletons, a snakeskin, what looked like a rat’s skull, and an enormous yellow tooth that could only have come from a dragon.
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When the children exclaimed over it, John looked pleased. ‘That’s one of the best things in my collection. Come on, I’ll show you what else I’ve got.’

‘I’d rather you showed me the bacon,’ Emilia said wistfully. ‘It smells scrumptious.’

John laughed, and busied himself getting them some breakfast, talking virtually nonstop. By the time the children had eaten, they knew that his mother had given John the laboratory to try to keep him happy at Firle Place, since he was not permitted to travel overseas or go to school. He spent most of his time fossicking in the woods and on the Downs, and had a fine collection of old flint heads and some ancient coins that he had found in some Roman ruins. He was most interested in Emilia’s charms, particularly in the old coin, and showed her his collection, none of which was gold.

John also had a prism hanging in the window, which sent rainbows spinning round the room when he moved it into the light, and a pendulum which he set to swinging, and showed Luka how to measure his pulse by its regular motion. In a tray on the windowsill, he had various pieces of bread growing mould, and another tray in which he was propagating a variety of different seeds. Luka thought he knew all about the fruits and seeds of the field and forest, but John told him all sorts of things he had not known – for instance, the seeds of the sycamore tree could be carried so far by the wind that they had been known to land on the deck of a ship hundreds of miles out to sea.

‘I want to make wings like the sycamore seed and see if they will carry me too,’ John said eagerly, ‘but Mother won’t let me, she says it’s too dangerous. I tried once, and jumped off the top of Firle Beacon, but all I did was crash down and sprain my ankle. Mother says I was lucky I didn’t break my neck! She’s forbidden me from trying any more, but I’m sure I could work out how to make a flying machine, if she would just let me. I haven’t got any money, though, to buy all the materials myself, and although I keep experimenting with different types of wings, so far nothing has flown that well.’

He began to show Luka all the different types of flying machines he had built, and crashed, over the past few months, but Emilia grew restless and sat down to play with his collection of shells and stones, some of which were very beautiful. Zizi sat and played with her, raising them to her eye and peering inside, and then shaking them as if expecting something to fall out. Tom looked through the books on John’s shelf, and cried out in surprise. ‘Isn’t this book banned?’ he said. ‘I’ve heard of it, vaguely, but I’ve never seen one before.’

John glanced over. ‘Lots of my books have been smuggled over from the Continent,’ he said. ‘Uncle George mainly tries to get books on religion, you know, lives of the saints, and things like that, but sometimes Mother lets me get books on science and medicine. I’d like to be a doctor, you know, if I can’t be an inventor.’

Emilia thought she had never met a boy who could talk so much. He spoke very fast, with lots of dramatic stresses and flourishes, so that one could not help but be caught up in his enthusiasm.

‘This is the very best thing I’ve ever got, though,’ John said, showing them a long black tube mounted on a stand near the window. ‘It’s brand new. We only got it a few weeks ago. They smuggled it in with some books for Uncle George, and some French silk for mother and the girls, and Mother paid a fortune for it. Come and have a squint through it.’

‘Why? What’s it for?’ Luka bent and put his eye to the end of the tube. Then he gave an exclamation and jumped back again.


Tom and Emilia crowded round. ‘What? What is it?’

‘I saw … no! Can’t have.’ Luka bent and put his eye to the tube again.

‘It’s a telescope,’ John said, pleased with the excitement he had caused. ‘You can see faraway things through it as if they were close. I have another one, not nearly so good, but I really wanted one of the new ones so I could see the stars up close, and so Mother arranged to get me one for my birthday …’

‘You can see stars up close?’ Luka looked up at him, utterly thrilled. ‘What do they look like?’

Emilia took her chance and shoved him away, putting her eye to the telescope. All she could see was a green blur.

‘All different. Some are big and white, some are all in clusters, some are sort of whirly and pink …’ John answered.


‘Stars aren’t pink,’ Emilia protested, looking up from the telescope.

‘Some of them are,’ John argued. ‘The planet Mars is red as a ruby. And you should see the moon! You can see mountains and seas on it …’

As Luka exclaimed in amazement, Emilia put her eye to the telescope again. She swung it around a bit, and fiddled with the knobs, and then caught her breath as she suddenly saw a bird perched in a tree, preening its feathers. She looked up and stared through the window, but the tree in which the bird sat was right across the garden and she could see nothing but a mass of waving green leaves. She looked through the telescope again, and she could see the bird as clearly as if it sat on the windowsill. She sighed. ‘It’s magic.’

‘It’s not magic, it’s science,’ John said scornfully. He began to rave on about how the new science was exploding all the old fears and superstitions, but Emilia had stopped listening. She played with the telescope a while longer, then reluctantly let Tom have a go, and went back to playing with the shells. Suddenly she caught her breath and was unable to take another. She felt as if someone had caught her from behind and was squeezing her so hard her ribs would crack.

‘Lu … Luka,’ she managed to say, and showed him what she held in her hand. It was a small, round shell, a shiny greenish colour, that looked uncannily like a cat’s eye.

‘Oh, I’ve got a couple of those,’ John said, rummaging through the jar of shells. ‘It’s the shell of a sea snail. My uncle brought them back from overseas, he thought I’d like them for my collection. They’re quite rare, apparently.’

Emilia turned it over in her hand, finally able to breathe again. Zizi tried to snatch it away from her, and she jerked her hand away, closing her fingers over the shell.

‘You can have it if you like,’ John said. ‘You can make it into jewellery, apparently. My uncle said some of the fishergirls in Spain wear them as charms, to avert the evil eye. Superstitious rubbish, of course, but they are quite pretty, I suppose.’

Emilia nodded and very carefully stowed the snail shell away in her purse, which she wore hanging down inside her skirts. Her head was all in a whirl. Would this cat’s eye shell count, or did she have to get the one that belonged to the Wells tribe? Would they be prepared to swap one cat’s eye shell for another? Was it just coincidence that John should have the very shell she needed, or was this part of some greater plan, some providence that was guiding her and Luka’s steps?

She did not say a word to the boys, who were busy examining John’s experiments. Luka looked as if he would have been happy to stay in the laboratory all day, but Emilia had had enough. Rollo, as if sensing her thoughts, got up and went to scratch at the door, whining.


‘I need to take Rollo out,’ she said. ‘He must be bursting! Is it all right if we go out into the garden?’

‘Come on, I’ll take you out the back way,’ John said. ‘We’ll go out onto the Downs, we’ll be out of sight there. Here, I’ll grab my old telescope. It’s only little. We’ll see if we can spot some hawks.’

He opened a drawer and pulled out a smaller black tube. Luka took it from him eagerly, putting it to his eye and shouting with excitement as the map on the opposite wall sprang towards him in sudden sharp detail. He turned this way and that, and looked up at the ceiling and down at the floor.

‘Tom, I can see right up your nose,’ he exclaimed. ‘Your nose hairs are as big as tree trunks!’

‘Are not!’ Tom cried and went out in a huff.

Luka laughed and followed him, the telescope still to his eye, John guiding him by his shoulders so he did not bump into anything. Emilia, following along behind, put her hand down through the slit in her pocket and fingered the little bump hidden in her purse, wondering and wishing.
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That night, when all was dark, Emilia slipped out of bed and went to the door, her bare feet making no sound on the soft carpet. Rollo followed her, his tail wagging against her legs. She opened the bedroom door and looked up and down the hall, then quietly went down the stairs and through the silent, sleeping house till she came to the door where they had first entered the house. It was locked, but Emilia had seen where Lady Mary had hidden the key and it was the work of a moment to unlock the door and step out into the night garden.

The air was soft and warm, and smelt of the lilies growing in pots on the patio. Emilia wandered under the trees, the grass soft under her feet, enjoying the silence and the stillness. She quite liked John, but he never stopped talking, and never sat still for more than a moment.

It was not only John’s relentless energy that had driven Emilia out into the night garden. She found the soft luxury of the house stifling. Everything was so fine and precious, she dared not touch anything, and she was constantly catching Rollo’s tail to stop him smashing a piece of fine china or knocking over a lantern. Emilia was not used to big, grand houses. They made her feel clumsy and out of place, and she much preferred the quiet, dark garden, and the heathery smell of the wind off the Downs.


‘Maybe I could bring a pillow and blanket out here and sleep under the stars,’ she said to Rollo, lying under a big beech tree and gazing up at the night sky. Rollo beat his tail gently against the ground, and put his head on her lap. ‘I suppose I shouldn’t leave the house all unlocked, though,’ she said with a yawn. ‘Just a few more minutes and I’ll go in.’

It was so comfortable under the tree, though, that Emilia must have slipped into sleep. She woke some hours later, feeling cold and stiff, and sat up, yawning and rubbing her eyes.

‘Better go in,’ Emilia said to Rollo, and got up, stretching her arms high over her head, then making her way back to the dark, sleeping house. A flash of light made her pause. She stood still, staring at the house, and saw the flash come again. Someone was signalling from an upstairs window with a lantern, opening and closing its shutter rhythmically. Flash, flash, flash, went the light, on and on and on.


Emilia tried to fix in her head which window the light was appearing in. Why would someone be signalling? Who were they signalling to? Surely it was dangerous to draw such attention to the house when the Duke of Ormonde was hiding there? Worried and upset, she crept back inside and went up the stairs, Rollo pressed close to her legs. A stair creaked under her foot, and she froze, but nobody stirred. She went along the corridor, bending and looking through every keyhole or under the door, looking for a clue as to which room the light was in, but all was dark.

She hesitated in the corridor for a moment, not knowing what to do. She had to tell the duke, she knew, but the house was so peaceful, and she was shy of rousing him. In the end, she woke Luka and he was alarmed enough to kindle a lantern and go to the duke’s room straightaway.

‘Someone was signalling!’ the duke exclaimed when Emilia told him what she had seen. ‘You’re sure? There must be a traitor in our midst! Nat! Nat! Wake up! We must get on the road at once.’

For the next ten minutes there was wild confusion as everyone got dressed and threw their belongings together. Father Plummer had dragged his robe on askew, and his short hair stuck up everywhere, but he was the first one ready and chivvied Nat along mercilessly as the duke’s servant methodically folded and packed all the duke’s fine silk shirts.

‘He won’t care if his shirts are crushed in the Tower of London, my good fellow!’ Father Plummer cried. ‘Just throw them in any old how, and let us be on our way!’

Lady Mary was very unhappy at the idea someone in her household had betrayed them. ‘But nobody knows that you are here except Simon and dear old Nellie, who’s as faithful as they come,’ she protested. ‘And it can’t have been Simon, he has his own cottage near the gatehouse.’


‘What of this Nellie?’ the duke demanded.

‘I’d stake my life on her faithfulness,’ Lady Mary cried.

John said stoutly, ‘Nellie is mad about the king, sir, she is always talking about the good old days and how the country’s gone to rack and ruin since Old Ironsides took over. Why, she even has a handkerchief dipped in King Charles the Martyr’s blood!’

This made Emilia feel quite queasy. ‘You mean the old king, whose head was cut off?’

‘Aye. She and her sister went up to London to see the beheading, and they mopped their handkerchiefs into his blood after it was done.’

‘Your cook went to see the king beheaded?’ Tom was revolted.

‘They wanted to show him at least someone in the crowd would weep at his passing.’

‘That’s so sad,’ Emilia said.

‘Aye. Nellie said it was a dreadful day. She had not really believed they would do it. The executioner was hooded, and wore a wig and a false beard, so no one would know who it was that killed the king.’

‘Very well, your Nellie may be loyal, but what of the other servants?’ the duke asked impatiently.

‘They do not know – and not because I don’t trust them. I would vouch my life on their faithfulness. I have, many times! If they wished to betray us, they could’ve, over and over again.’ Lady Mary wrung her hands in distress.

‘Aye, but perhaps I’m a greater prize than you and your jewelled crosses and prayer books.’

‘Oh, I do not know! I hope it was no one in this house. How can I be sure? Of course, the servants must know that there are visitors, no matter how quiet we’ve kept you – but would they suspect who you really are? How could they?’ Lady Mary turned to her son in her distress, and he comforted her, though his face was white with shock.


‘Perhaps the very fact we kept ourselves so quiet raised their suspicions, who can tell?’ The duke turned to Nat. ‘We must be on our way at once. The soldiers could be here any minute!’

Nat nodded and heaved the duke’s bag onto his shoulder.

‘Are you ready?’ the duke asked the children, and they nodded, feeling frightened. ‘Good. Then let us go!’

Father Plummer led the way down the stairs in a rush. One by one they ran from the side door and into the shrubbery, keeping low. Emilia could see nothing in the early morning mist, but John went with them, to show them the way to a hiding place in the wood at the far end of the property. For once he was quiet and solemn, much to Emilia’s relief. Her heart was hammering so loud she thought the others must hear it.

She glanced back at the house. The windows were still dark, but smoke drifted from the kitchen chimney, and somewhere a rooster was crowing. Firle Beacon rose high against the brightening sky, like the humped shoulder of a sleeping giant. As the small party hurried through the little gate at the end of the garden, they heard the sound of horses’ hooves drumming along the drive. John turned a white, scared face back towards them, and led them at a run into the wood.

They tramped through the trees, bending double to squeeze through the undergrowth, until they reached the road again. Here the land dipped, and there was a little section of road that was hidden from view, filled with mist like a cup overflowing with milk. Emilia, Luka, Tom, the Duke of Ormonde, Father Plummer and Nat each found a bush or tree to hide behind. Everyone was very afraid.

‘No one will betray you, my lord,’ John said to the duke. ‘I promise you that. Wait here and Simon will bring the cart for you and take you to the coast as planned.’


The Duke of Ormonde nodded, his jaw set hard with tension.

John bent and whispered to Luka and Emilia, crouched together under an alder bush, ‘I might be seeing you two later, all right? But if I don’t, well, good luck! I hope you get your family out of prison.’

‘Bye, John!’ Luka said. ‘It was grand meeting you. I hope you get to invent something one day.’

John nodded and grinned, then bent and pushed something into Luka’s hand. ‘Hope it helps,’ he whispered, and then he turned and disappeared into the woods. With shining eyes, Luka held out his hand so Emilia could see what he held. It was the little telescope.

About an hour later, when the sun was up and the mist dissolved, a cart came trundling down the road, driven by Simon the gardener with plump Nellie the cook up on the seat beside him. The cart stopped in the little dip, and at once the six companions went running out and scrambled up into the back, Emilia dragging Rollo up behind her, his sharp claws scratching her legs. It was a large cart, and laden with barrels and sacks and baskets, but Simon had arranged them all so that there was quite a large space in the middle, covered by a canvas tarpaulin. They were all able to squeeze in and drag the tarpaulin over their heads, though they were uncomfortably squashed.

Simon clicked his tongue and slapped the reins on the rumps of the two big, dapple-grey carthorses so that they began to haul the cart along again.

‘I don’t know what those soldiers were doing, rampaging through the whole house this morning at the crack of dawn, and turning everything upside down,’ Nellie said in an unnecessarily loud voice. ‘Ill-mannered louts! Lucky all was in order. My poor lady has had enough grief in her life without being turned out of her bed in her nightgown.’

The fugitives hiding in the cart all exchanged quick glances.


‘They weren’t too pleased to find young Master John hiding in the cart, were they, Simon?’ she went on. ‘If Lady Mary had not been so obviously upset and angry with him, I think they would have suspected her of trying to smuggle him out of the country. Poor lad! Why shouldn’t he go to market if he wants? A boy deserves a bit of fun every now and again.’

Emilia and Luka glanced at each other, grinning. They were not at all surprised at this piece of news.

The cart rattled on, turning onto the main highway. Emilia wriggled about a bit until she could get her eye to a gap in the barrels, eager to see where they were going. She saw the Downs, high and green on her right, rolling down to lush squares of fields and meadows, separated by neat hedgerows and the occasional stone wall. The road dipped down to a valley and they crossed a bridge over the Cuckmere River, and then, some time later, passed the huge white figure of a man carved into the steep hillside, a long stick in either hand. This, Nellie informed Simon, was the Long Man of Wilmington.

‘When I was a lass, my granny told me that there was once two giants, one here on Windover Hill, and the other over on Firle Beacon. They fell out, and got to throwing stones at each other, and this one here was killed. That’s where he fell, that big figure. Close on two hundred and thirty feet long, he is. My granny always insisted there used to be another figure on Firle Beacon, but I never seen him.’

‘My granny used to tell me there’s a silver coffin buried under the Long Man, and a gold coffin buried under Firle Beacon, with old lords from Roman days in them,’ Simon said in his slow, gruff voice, ‘but I never seen them either.’

‘Master John says there are old tombs up there from the very olden days, older even than the Romans. He calls them “barrows” and says he’s found bits of old weapons there. The nasty, dirty things that boy brings into the house! I wonder his mother lets him.’

‘Aaar,’ Simon agreed, and lapsed into silence once more.

Nellie, however, talked virtually nonstop all the way to the coast. By this time, the stifling heat and the rattling of the cart had made them all feel quite sick, and they were glad to stop and get out and stretch their legs, and once their stomachs had settled, have some of Nellie’s delicious ham and veal pie. Simon had drawn off the main road onto a lonely stretch of beach, where seagulls hung over the empty sea, crying sadly. After they had eaten, the children walked up onto the headland and exclaimed at the view. Before them lay the sea, blue and tranquil, stretching away to low clouds on the horizon. To the west, tall white cliffs towered all along the coast, skirted with rocky beaches. A strong breeze blew their hair back from their faces.
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‘Hang tight, little monkey girl,’ Luka said, holding Zizi close. ‘I don’t want you falling over the cliff!’

‘I’d like to climb that one,’ Emilia said, pointing to an immense high cliff further down the coast. ‘You’d feel like you were at the top of the world.’

They looked at Pevensey through Luka’s telescope, and decided it was too dangerous to try for a ship to France there, as there was a double line of soldiers marching into the town, rifles on their shoulders.

‘They must know I’m nearby,’ the duke said, his fair brows drawn close together. ‘But how?’

‘Covering their bets, I’d say,’ Father Plummer said.

‘And how does a priest of Rome know such gambling talk?’ Nat said, looking very dour and suspicious. ‘Odd sort of a priest, I’d say!’

‘I was not always a priest,’ Father Plummer replied serenely.

‘Let us not argue among ourselves,’ the duke reprimanded them. ‘We must stick together if we are to get out of this trap alive. Come, let us try for Hastings. Perhaps the soldiers will not be searching for us so far east.’

They were all reluctant to get back into the cart, but it was still some miles to Hastings, and so they crawled back in, and let Simon cover them up with the tarpaulin again. The duke and the priest were still discussing in low voices what to do once they got to Hastings. Nat was all for finding a ship heading across to France, while Father Plummer insisted it was too dangerous, and their best bet was to contact the smugglers out of Rye. They were still arguing about it when they heard Nellie say, in a bright voice, ‘Ooh, look, there’s Hastings coming up ahead. And isn’t the road busy, Simon! We’re not the only ones going to market today!’

Everyone fell silent. Through the gap in the barrels, Emilia saw the road was indeed busy with the usual traffic of market day – carts piled high with barrels and boxes, mules loaded with chicken crates, and flocks of geese being herded along by girls. Women walked briskly along in the dust, baskets on their arms, white bonnets shielding their faces from the sun. A boy carried a piglet under one arm, and another carried a huge basket of fish up on one shoulder. Freshly caught eels squirmed from big hooks hung from an iron staff carried by a man with a narrow face and a leather waistcoat. Another man pulled along a handcart with a big sign on it, showing someone having a tooth wrenched out of their head with a pair of pincers. There was a lot of dust and noise, but everyone was in a good mood, and Emilia wished she was out there too, walking along with Rollo at her heels instead of crushing her legs with his weight.

Simon turned off the road a little closer to the town, and went up a side road, pretending one of his horses was going lame. He pulled up the cart under a spreading beech tree, where it was hidden from the road by a hedgerow.

‘God bless you, my lord!’ Nellie whispered. ‘Give the sweet king a kiss from me!’

‘I will, Nellie! Or at least, I’ll tell him you said so. Give my thanks to your mistress,’ the duke responded, then they all scrambled out of the cart and hid behind the hedgerow. Simon, who had been pretending to dig a stone out of the horse’s hoof, turned the cart around and went back to the road, joining the throng with none the wiser.

The six companions went quietly along the road, walking on the other side of the hedgerow, keeping a close look out for any farmer or shepherd. It was bright daylight, and they felt very exposed so close to the town. They came to the top of the hill, where a huge oak tree cast a dense shade over the grass, and there they stopped and looked down to Hastings.

It was a small, picturesque town, built in a sheltered valley between two high hills, and facing the English Channel. On the western hill, a ruined castle stood, still raising one impressive rampart against the blue sky. Tall black wooden sheds were erected all along the shingles, and most of the boats had been drawn up high on the beach, nets rolled on their decks.


‘That’s the first Norman castle built on English soil,’ the duke said, sounding sad, ‘and look at it now, all in ruins and half in the sea.’

‘Tell me, Luka, what can you see?’ Father Plummer asked.

Luka was staring down at the town through his telescope. ‘It’s swarming with soldiers,’ he said. ‘Quite a few are looking through all the carts going into town, and more are examining the fishing boats. I can see more patrolling the market square.’

The duke sighed. ‘I’d heard Cromwell was keeping a close eye on the ports, but this is ridiculous. All right. It’s early yet. Let’s cut across country to Rye and see what we find there. I knew it was too good to be true that there was no walking to be done!’





The Mermaid Inn
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Emilia trudged along the edge of a field, the hem of her skirt brown with dust that rose up in little puffs every time her bare feet hit the ground. It was hot, and she was parched. She longed to sit by a stream and dangle her feet in the cool water, and splash her face, and drink till she could drink no more.

‘Look how far Rollo’s tongue is hanging out,’ Luka said with a laugh. ‘It’s practically dragging on the ground.’

‘He’s thirsty too,’ Emilia said.


‘He shouldn’t slobber so much,’ Tom said. ‘It’s such a waste of water.’

‘It helps keep him cool,’ Emilia said crossly. ‘You try being so hairy! You’d be hot too.’

‘I’m hot enough, thank you very much, without having to wear a fur coat,’ Tom replied. ‘Isn’t this the hottest August ever?’ He was a far different boy than the one they had encountered at the Kingston Fair, having shoved his long leather boots in his pack some miles back, so that he walked barefoot like Emilia and Luka. His once-white shirt was fraying where he had torn loose the lace; his long fair hair was wind-tousled, and he had lost the feather from his big hat.

‘How much further?’ Emilia wanted to know. ‘We’ve been walking for hours and hours and hours.’

‘Only three,’ the Duke of Ormonde said, glancing back over his shoulder. ‘It can’t be far now.’


‘It wouldn’t be nearly so far if Father Plummer didn’t keep making us go the long way round,’ Tom grumbled.

‘Better safe than sorry,’ the priest panted. His round face was tomato-red. He fanned one hand in front of his face, and whooshed out a great gust of air. ‘Can’t wait to wet my whistle at the Mermaid Inn!’

‘How are we to get in contact with these mysterious smuggler friends of yours once we get there?’ the duke wanted to know.

Father Plummer winked. ‘You just leave that up to me, my lord!’

Nat scowled, and cast the priest a suspicious look, and dragged his feet as if reluctant to leave the comparative safety of the countryside, which slumbered under the hot afternoon sun, the fields bare except for the great mounds of hay. Occasionally a dray lumbered past, pulled by large carthorses with shaggy forelocks hiding their eyes, and then the six travellers all scrambled behind the hedgerow.

It was late afternoon by the time they came to the little walled town of Rye. Built on a high hill between two broad rivers, the town seemed to float in the evening haze as if it were built on clouds. Beyond lay flat green fields and marshes, and to the south lay the sea, all burnished and bright, as if painted by someone dipping a brush into gold leaf. The rivers were gold too, and the sky the colour of ripening peaches; and the old red houses with their steep roofs and tall chimneys seemed to bask peacefully in the sunset warmth.

Passing under the old arched gateway, Emilia felt as though she was stepping back in time. The streets were narrow and cobbled, with little low houses leaning wearily against each other like old men napping on a bench. Emilia half expected to see ladies in tall hats with veils and knights in heavy armour, like she had seen in old church windows. Instead there was just the usual crowd of people in the plain rough clothes of country folk, some wearing the heavy black of Puritans, but most dressed in homespun brown, carrying strings of fish, or baskets of fruit, eggs and vegetables. The streets ran up and down the hill as if they followed ancient goat tracks, instead of being built for horses and carriages, and were made of such small, uneven cobblestones that it hurt Emilia to walk on them. She picked her way carefully, turning her feet to fit the longer bricks that lined the verge so that she was walking sideways like a crab. Tom put his boots back on.

‘Just up here,’ the priest said. ‘Here we go. This is Mermaid Street. We want the inn, just up the road. That’s the smugglers’ hideaway. We can get a bed there too, and a halfway decent meal.’

‘How do you know so much about smugglers, Father Plummer?’ Emilia asked.

He twinkled at her. ‘I grew up near here, remember. Why, I was a lad of only six the first time I saw the moon-cursers go by. I held a gate open for them and they tossed me a coin, my first ever money all my own. My father used to buy brandy from them, and my mother French silk. Everyone I knew did business with the smugglers, and there’s few houses hereabouts that don’t have secret tunnels or rooms in which to hide the contraband.’

‘Surely you do not approve of smuggling?’ Nat said in a very cold voice.

Father Plummer turned to him. ‘I’ve come in and out of England with the Owlers half-a-dozen times in recent years,’ he answered in a low voice. ‘They ask no questions, as long as you’re willing to pay, and they don’t mind what contraband they carry, as long as there’s gold to be had for it.’

‘I’m contraband, am I?’ the duke asked sweetly, and Father Plummer laughed.

‘But sssh, now!’ the priest said softly. ‘Spies and customs men everywhere, and soldiers too. This port will be watched like all the others. I doubt they will have expected you to get so far so fast, though, my lord, and so let’s hope they’re not looking for you here. Keep that monkey hidden, though, Luka, just in case.’

Luka nodded. He had Zizi tucked up snug in his jacket, and she was fast asleep.

‘Do not call me “my lord” here,’ the duke said softly. ‘I am plain Mr Butler, remember.’

‘And I am plain Mr Plummer,’ said Father Plummer.

‘And I’m never anything but plain Nat,’ said Nat, looking so dour the children did not dare giggle.

At the high end of Mermaid Street was the inn, an ancient building with white plaster walls reinforced with old ship timbers, and a uneven thatched roof that jutted out over the street. Its windows were small, and fitted with diamond-paned glass so thick and old it could not be seen through, though it allowed the warm golden light from the lanterns inside to shine out into the dusk. A picture of a mermaid hung above the door.
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They pushed open the door and went inside. A narrow, dark passage led to the back of the inn, where they found a long, low room with heavy beams, and a fireplace at one end, already burning high with flames that danced oddly blue. A heavy oak bar ran most of the length of the room, and a man in an apron was there, polishing glasses.

He nodded at them. ‘You look thirsty. What can I get you?’

‘Some ale would go down well, I must admit,’ the duke said, ‘but I’m also interested in hiring some rooms for the night. Have you any free?’

The innkeeper nodded. ‘Once upon a time, you’d have been lucky indeed to get a room for the night without a booking, but now the river’s silted up and Parliament’s brought in a tax on beer, we’ve rooms to spare. I’ll show you up later and you can take your pick.’

He had a soft, rolling voice, and a wry way of speaking that reminded Luka so much of his father that he felt tears prickle his eyes. He blinked them away and looked around him. They were not the only people in the room. A few old fishermen nursed mugs of ale along the bar, and two men sat near the fire, their greatcoats tossed over the backs of their chairs, small glasses of golden wine before them. Nearby sat a group of other men, farmers by the look of their boots.

From the corner of his eye, Luka saw the priest slide his hand into his pocket and bring out the owl feather he had picked up at Arundel Castle. He twirled it in his fingers nonchalantly, then dropped it on the top of the bar, saying cheerfully, ‘Can I suggest the beer? They make the best for miles around. And the dinner’s pretty good too. I had a nice haunch of roast mutton last time I was here.’

‘Beer and roast mutton sound exceedingly good,’ the duke said.

The innkeeper nodded and poured some foaming amber liquid into big silver tankards, sweeping up the coins the duke paid him into one big hand. Luka picked up his mug and gulped down a grateful mouthful, as the priest led them to an inglenook by the fire, chattering genially all the way. Luka glanced back at the bar, but the innkeeper was busy serving some other fishermen who had come in on a blast of cool, salty air. The owl feather was gone.

The beer was stronger than he was used to, and it went straight to his head. He saw Emilia blink as she drank, and put down her cup rather unsteadily.

‘That’s no small beer,’ she said.

The priest laughed. ‘No. Not at all. Round here they think watering down the beer encourages the plague. You won’t get a Rye fisherman to drink Adam’s Ale, and maybe they’re right. The water’s not so pure, I think.’

Luka drank another great mouthful. He felt his weariness and anxiety melt away, though the room began to seem oddly long and distorted, and wavered before his eyes.

The priest was in an expansive mood. ‘You know, the monks used to make beer, using the foam off the top of apple cider, and then it was the woman’s job, like making butter and jam. Since they’ve started fermenting hops, though, it’s now men’s business. I wonder why? Maybe because there’s money in it? Anyway, did you know Good Queen Bess was very partial to her beer? I’ve heard she and her ladies used to drink more than a pint for breakfast, and the queen used to send couriers ahead of her wherever she travelled, to taste the beer and make sure it was drinkable. If the couriers thought it was not up to scratch, she would order barrels sent down from London to her.’

‘Nice job,’ the duke said, leaning back in his chair. ‘Official beer-taster to the queen. I might apply to my dear Charles for a similar position.’

The priest shot a warning glance at the duke, though he chatted on genially with no change in his voice. ‘Shakespeare’s father was an ale-taster, did you know? They used to pour some of the ale upon their bench and sit on it, and by the time they had drunk a pint or two, they would know if too much sugar was in the ale because their leather breeches would stick to it!’

That made everyone laugh so much, Luka almost forgot the warning look that had preceded it. By now they were all feeling very merry, and then the innkeeper brought them a fine meal of roast mutton and potatoes, with a scoop of green baby peas and a fresh jug of beer. They ate and drank and laughed, stretching their weary, dust-caked feet out to the fire.

‘My lord, I do not like this,’ Nat hissed to the duke, looking more austere than ever. ‘We should be finding a ship for you, not sitting and listening to a drunk fool’s tales. Let me go and see if I can find a ship to France for you, my lord. Every minute we sit and drink and gossip is another minute the soldiers grow closer to you.’

‘Oddsblood, Nat, let me eat my dinner and rest awhile,’ the duke said irritably. ‘Plummer has things well in hand. Did he not guide us safely here?’

Nat looked sour. ‘You may say so, sir, but all I can say is we’ve had the soldiers on our heels every step of the way.’

‘Not today, thank God,’ the duke said, leaning back in his chair and gulping another mouthful of beer.

Once the innkeeper had cleared away the dirty plates, the two men sitting nearby leant over and said genially, ‘Fancy a game of cards?’

Luka, Emilia and Tom exchanged excited glances, wondering if these were some of the smugglers, making contact. They did not look much like smugglers, though Luka had to admit he really had no idea what smugglers would look like. These two men were both clean-shaven, with light brown hair cropped below their ears in the fashion of the day, and tall boots that came above their knee. They wore long dark coats with lots of buttons and large cuffs turned back at the wrist, and both had swords which they had unbuckled to sit down, and which now leant against their greatcoats. They looked more like respectable tradesmen or landowners than smugglers. Certainly they did not look much like gypsies.

‘You know I do not care much for cards,’ Nat said to the duke, only just managing to remember not to call him by his title. He got to his feet abruptly. ‘I’m sure Mr Plummer here will be glad to play, though. I will go out and see about that business of ours.’

The duke nodded his head. ‘Good. Thanks, Nat. Don’t be late back.’

‘No, sir,’ he said, and went quickly out into the street. Father Plummer watched him go with a quizzical look, but then turned back to the card game with every sign of enthusiasm. Luka thought to himself that he was indeed most unlike what he had expected a priest to be.


The children did not play, of course, but they watched the four men and listened to their conversation with great interest. At first it was mainly about the weather, and the game, and the cards they were dealt, but after a while it turned to politics, as it always did.

‘So what news of London?’ the duke asked, apparently idly, as one of the strangers dealt out another hand.

‘I heard the Lord Protector has been very sick,’ replied the shorter of the two men, named Harrison. ‘They’ve been praying for him in the city.’

The duke dropped his hand of cards. ‘Saying prayers for him!’ he repeated incredulously. ‘You don’t mean they think he’s going to die!’

‘Old Noll will never die,’ Father Plummer said cheerfully. ‘Play your hand, man!’

But the duke could not. Blood had rushed to his face, and his hands were shaking. He put them under the table so the two strangers would not see. ‘The Lord Protector?’ he said. ‘Dying?’

Harrison shrugged. ‘I heard it from a carter yesterday. He’s been sick as a dog ever since his daughter died, so sick he could not even make her funeral. They say he is utterly prostrate with grief.’

‘He’s been sick before, though, and recovered,’ the other man, Deloney, said.

‘He’s tough as they come,’ Father Plummer said. ‘More beer?’

‘What’s wrong with him?’ the duke demanded.

‘Some kind of ague,’ Deloney said.

‘No, that’s what he had before,’ Harrison said. ‘I’ve heard he’s racked with pain in his back and bowels, pain so intense he screams with it.’

Luka remembered the little poppet of Cromwell in the hands of the witch of the New Forest, pierced with a long hatpin, and how, gloating, she had twisted it deeper into the cloth body. He shuddered, and looked at Emilia, who was very pale.

The duke stood up. ‘I’m sorry, sirs, you must forgive me. I find I’m feeling unwell. I must retire to my room. Thank you for the game, I’m sorry to give it up so early.’

He walked away quickly, and Father Plummer made a profuse apology and followed him, jerking his head at the children to come too. They got up and scurried after him, looking at each other in surprise. Surely the duke could not be so upset at the news Cromwell was ill?

As soon as they were in the privacy of their rooms, though, they saw the duke was not upset, but filled with joy and jubilation. ‘I must get back to my king!’ he cried. ‘We must make preparations! If Cromwell is ill, if Cromwell is dying … what better time for us to come back to England? Father Plummer, I must sail tonight! Will you come with me? Where is Nat? Oddsblood, but I hope he has found a ship for me!’

He danced a few steps of a jig, then tried to compose himself. ‘I must find Nat,’ he said. ‘Where could he be?’

‘I’ll go and find him, my lord!’ Tom cried. ‘Oh, please, let me!’

‘We’ll go too,’ Luka said. ‘We need to take Rollo out anyway.’

‘Very well,’ the duke said. ‘Have a care, though. Rye is not the place for children to be wandering about at night. Miss Emilia had best stay here.’

‘As if!’ Emilia cried as soon as she was outside the door. ‘I’m not staying here all by myself. I’ll be quite safe with you two.’

‘And Rollo,’ Luka added.

Rollo barked loudly, as if he quite agreed.





Down to the Strand
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The three children ran down the steps, the big shaggy dog loping at their heels.

In the hallway they collided with a small, dark man with a hat pulled down low over his eyes. He was wearing a long black coat and tall black boots.

Emilia, who had been in the lead, cannoned into him first. He had been standing so still, looking through the glass pane in the door that led into the public bar, that she had not even seen him.


‘Oh, sorry!’ she cried, and put up her hand to support herself. The sleeve of his coat was damp.

‘Where are you off to in such a hurry, missy?’ he asked, staring down at her with black eyes that glinted in the light from the lantern on the table.

‘Just taking our dog out for a walk,’ she said.

‘It’s dark out. Shouldn’t go out after dark, missy.’

‘We won’t be long,’ Luka said, and pushed past him, Tom on his heels. Emilia followed them, but turned at the door to glance back at the stranger. When he had turned his head to watch them troop past, she had seen, she thought, a strangely glowing earring hanging from his ear. It had been no more than a glimpse, but it made her curious.

The man smiled at her, showing a mouth of rotten teeth. ‘Not much of a moon tonight, remember, missy,’ he said in a low voice. It sounded like a warning.

She nodded, and went out into the night. A lantern hung by the front door, but beyond the narrow street was filled with darkness. The boys had already turned and were running down the lane, and she ran after them. A strange sort of exultation filled them all. They leapt and bounded, careless of the uneven cobblestones. Cromwell is sick, maybe dying, Emilia thought. Did the witch of the New Forest do that? Is it magic?

‘Which way?’ Luka cried.

‘Down to the Strand,’ Tom called back. ‘Father Plummer showed us where the ships are, this afternoon, remember? Straight down this hill.’

They reached the bottom of the hill and slowed, panting. Zizi had struggled halfway out of Luka’s coat and was looking about her curiously. Luka lifted her so she sat on his shoulder, and gave her an affectionate pat. ‘Stay close, monkey girl,’ he whispered. ‘I don’t want you getting lost.’

The great bulk of the Strand Gate loomed before them, half in ruins. They slipped through, looking about them. Down on the quay all was quiet. A watchman made his rounds with a lantern on a hook. The ships bobbed up and down on their moorings. There was no sign of Nat.

The children did not want to be caught by the watchman, so they crouched in the shadows until he had turned the corner. They then slipped out and prowled up and down the quay, looking at all the boats. Some were dark and quiet. Others had lights in their windows and the sound of voices coming from the cabins. They could not hear Nat’s gruff tones. They hesitated, wondering what to do, then walked the length of the quay again. Some of the voices were speaking in a foreign language. They did not recognise it.


[image: image]




Rollo growled softly, and they quickly crouched behind a big pile of bales on the wharf. It was the watchman making his rounds again.

‘Down, boy,’ Emilia whispered, and obediently Rollo lay quietly till the watchman had gone.

‘What should we do now?’ Tom whispered.

Luka shrugged. ‘Go back? It’s very odd. Where can Nat have gone?’

An icy hand suddenly clutched at Emilia’s heart. ‘You don’t think he’s gone to inform the constables, do you?’

‘No!’ Tom cried. ‘Why, he’s the duke’s own servant!’

‘It wouldn’t be the first time a servant has betrayed his master,’ Luka said. ‘Besides, remember how he left his scarf in the guardroom at Arundel? If I had not seen it …’

‘We were all in a rush,’ Tom said. ‘Anyone could have dropped something.’

‘I suppose so,’ Luka said.

‘If you’re going to suspect anyone, I’d suspect Father Plummer,’ Tom said. ‘He’s not at all like a priest!’

‘No,’ Luka agreed, ‘but he wouldn’t want to act like a priest, would he, really? He’s obviously in disguise.’

‘But brandy in a hipflask,’ Tom said, shaking his head. ‘And gambling in an inn.’

‘And knowing all about smugglers,’ Emilia put in.


They stared at each other, feeling uneasy.

‘There’s another thing about Nat,’ Emilia said, voicing something that had been troubling her vaguely all evening. ‘He says he doesn’t approve of gambling …’

‘Well, it is rather puritanical,’ Tom said, ‘but not all Royalists like drinking and playing cards, you know.’

‘Aye, of course,’ Emilia said. ‘It’s just … well, the first time I saw him, it was up at Epsom Downs, you know, that day I was riding in the race.’

‘So?’

‘Well, I saw him there, putting money on the race. He gave Sebastien’s father the heaviest purse! Yet he says he doesn’t approve of gambling.’

Luka and Tom thought about this.

‘It does seem odd,’ Tom said, ‘but it probably doesn’t mean anything. Maybe he was putting on a bet for the duke.’


‘Or maybe he doesn’t want anyone to know his secret vice,’ Luka said with a grin.

‘Maybe,’ Emilia said. ‘It just makes me feel uneasy. Like we shouldn’t have left the duke.’

Tom got up, looking worried. ‘Let’s go back. There’s nothing happening here.’

They climbed the hill back up to the inn, and were relieved to find Nat had returned.

‘But where were you?’ Tom cried. ‘We looked all over the quay, and it was quiet as anything!’

‘I walked back the other way,’ Nat said. ‘I wanted to have a bit of a scout around, to make sure all was well.’

What other way? Luka thought. It was a straight line from the inn to the quay. He would have had to go right round the whole town.

‘I wanted to stretch my legs,’ Nat said, as if reading his thoughts.

Zizi gibbered in derision.

‘Good news though!’ the duke cried. ‘Nat has found me a ship, leaving for France on the dawn tide.’

Tom cried out in relief. ‘Oh, thank heavens! I’m so glad. Are you sure it’s safe?’

‘Quite sure,’ Nat said. ‘The ship’s captain was perfectly willing to take on some extra passengers – for a price.’

‘My purse is as thin as a beggar’s dog,’ the duke said ruefully. ‘I could have done with winning some coins tonight.’

Nat frowned, and shut his lips together firmly, turning away to get out the duke’s nightshirt, which he hung by the fire to warm.

‘Best get off to bed, children,’ the duke said. ‘I know I’m unutterably weary, and this is my last chance to sleep in a real bed for a while.’

Emilia glanced at Father Plummer, who was standing quietly by the fire, his round face worried.

‘Did you hear from the smugglers?’ she asked.


He shook his head. ‘No, but it’s early yet. Midnight is more their hour.’

‘I hope they don’t come scratching on my door,’ the duke said. ‘I plan on being fast asleep! Nat, will you wake me with plenty of time?’

‘Certainly, my lord.’

‘I’ll say my farewells to you now, then,’ the duke said, smiling at the children.

‘Please, my lord, may I not come with you?’ Tom cried.

‘Tom, you know how much I need men to help. But you are so young, and I do not want to bring grief to your family …’

‘Please?’ Tom cried.

He shook his head. ‘I’m sorry, Tom. Go home and look after your father, and wait for news. With the glad tidings I’ve had tonight, perhaps it will not be so long till we meet again!’

Emilia could not help thinking how sad it was that the illness of one poor old man was greeted with such delight.

‘Luka, Emilia, I wish you all the best,’ the duke said then. ‘I hope you succeed in freeing your family. I’m sure all will be well for you. At least you are in the right place to find your kin, if they really are the smugglers Father Plummer knows.’

‘I’m sure they are,’ Luka said. ‘Thank you.’

‘Well, then, goodnight,’ the duke said. ‘Let us have one last toast to the king, with our friend Father Plummer’s excellent French brandy. To the king!’

‘Let him come home soon!’ Tom said, his voice breaking.

Luka, swallowing a mouthful of liquid fire, hoped it was the brandy that brought a mist before his eyes and a choke to his throat. He would hate to think he had become a Royalist.

They went to bed, so tired they could barely stumble to their rooms. The bed seemed to rock beneath Luka, as if he was on a great ship at sea and not on solid land. He closed his eyes and felt himself sink down into sleep like a deep, dark ocean swimming with strange fish.
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Beatrice stroked back Mimi’s curly black hair, softly singing a lullaby. The little girl shut her eyes, cuddling her rag doll to her cheek.

The cell grew quiet as Beatrice sang, and even the incessant coughing of the sick man next door died down. Everyone listened in intense pleasure, for Beatrice’s voice was clear and warm and golden as sunshine, as sweet as the air in springtime. She sang on, dropping her voice towards the end, hoping Mimi was asleep at last. But when she had finished, the little girl opened her eyes sleepily and said, ‘More.’

‘All right,’ Beatrice said, though her voice was hoarse. She began to sing a beautiful old love song:

‘In the middle of the ocean,

There shall grow a myrtle tree

If ever I prove false, my love,

To the boy that loves me.’

Suddenly there came the sound of bolts being drawn back, and the iron door was flung open. Beatrice flinched as light poured in over them, and lifted her arm to shield her eyes.

The pastor stood in the doorway, his shadow pointing like an accusing finger. His face was white and rigid with rage.

‘Singing!’ he hissed. ‘You profane our presence with singing? What must we do to teach you to keep a proper silence?’

‘I was only singing a lullaby,’ Beatrice stammered. ‘To put little Mimi to sleep.’

He stood over her, staring down at her. She dropped her eyes and drew her shawl closer.


‘You must beware of the first approaches of sin,’ he said in a low voice. ‘This sin of vanity and frivolity brings down your soul from the doors of heaven and makes it wallow like swine in a beloved dunghill. I have come here today, I thought, to give succour to a dying soul, but now I see I was brought here to teach you the wages of sin. Get up!’

After a moment, Beatrice got up, her legs trembling beneath her. She turned one frightened glance towards her grandmother, who laid her finger on her lips, urging her to be still and meek.

‘Come with me,’ the pastor ordered.

Beatrice dared not protest. Gently she pushed away Mimi’s clinging hands, and followed the pastor out of the cell.

‘Bring her to the warden’s room,’ he snapped at the guard, who seized Beatrice painfully by the elbow and marched her down the hall, following the pastor’s black-robed form. It was quiet and dark in the hallway, the only light cast by a lantern on a table outside the cells, and another in the innkeeper’s room at the far end of the corridor.

This was a large, comfortable room, with big easychairs padded with embroidered cushions, a roaring fire, a small table set with wine glasses and a decanter, a big desk littered with scrolls of paper, a pot stuffed full of quills, ink pots, blotting paper, books and ledgers, and a bowl filled with reeking pipes and lumps of half-burnt tobacco. The innkeeper looked up in surprise as the pastor glided in, his hands folded before him.

‘Dead already, is he?’ he asked.

‘Not yet, Mr Riley,’ Pastor Spurgeon answered coldly. ‘He is at peace with himself and his Lord, though, and I expect he will breathe his last in the early hours of the morning.’

Riley sighed heavily. ‘We’ll have the whole lot down with the fever, no doubt, and none left for the assizes, if we’re not careful. Last thing I need is another enquiry into dying prisoners.’


He saw Beatrice shrinking in the hard grasp of the guard, and said, ‘What’s this? One of the women prisoners causing a disturbance, hey?’

‘Indeed,’ Pastor Spurgeon replied. ‘I trust you will allow me to discipline her as I see fit.’

The innkeeper shifted in his chair, but said ingratiatingly, ‘For sure, for sure.’

‘I was only singing a little lullaby,’ Beatrice said desperately. ‘Indeed, I was doing no harm.’

The pastor regarded her with cold eyes. ‘Did your father never teach you to keep a still tongue in your head?’

‘Well, if it were just a little lullaby,’ Riley said. ‘No harm done.’

The pastor fixed his burning eyes upon the innkeeper, who shrank back. ‘Do not let this woman’s beauty and false innocence trick you,’ he warned. ‘Women have a thousand ways to entice you, and ten thousand ways to deceive you. So I warn you, Mr Riley.’


‘Yes, yes, just so,’ he replied, not looking at Beatrice.

Pastor Spurgeon held out his hand. ‘Give me the key to your cupboard.’

Riley jostled his hand in his pocket and pulled out a bunch of keys which he gave to the pastor who unlocked the cupboard and flung back the door. Beatrice at once shrank back, her legs almost giving way beneath her, for inside were hung a wide range of whips and flails, studded iron gauntlets, manacles and chains, thumbscrews and other iron contraptions whose use she could only guess at. The pastor selected one and brought it to her. The guard had to hold her steady, for she was weeping and pleading with him, incoherent with fear.

‘Open your mouth,’ Pastor Spurgeon ordered.

Beatrice at once clamped her mouth tightly shut.

He frowned, and ordered the guard to force her mouth open. This he did. Helplessly, Beatrice tried to squirm away as the pastor fitted a heavy iron bridle over her head, with a long iron bar that he forced into her mouth, clamping down her tongue. In seconds it was locked into place.

‘I’ve never heard of the scold’s bridle being used for singing,’ Riley said dubiously.

The pastor ignored him. ‘You will thank me for this, I promise you,’ he said to Beatrice. ‘Vanity is the vilest of all sins, and using one’s tongue to entice and enchant is the most abhorrent of things to our Lord Christ. Our tongue should be used only to pray to him and praise him.’

Beatrice could not have spoken even if she had wanted to. The iron bar gagged her cruelly. She stared at him in utter bemusement, unable to understand why anyone could do such a thing to her, or indeed to any woman.

‘Leave her in it for the night,’ the pastor told the guard, ‘but let her eat and drink in the morning, and again in the evening. Otherwise she must wear it at all times.’

The guard looked at the innkeeper, who flapped his hand and said, ‘Of course. Do as he says.’

Beatrice made her way unsteadily back to her cell, unbalanced by the heavy weight of the iron contraption locked about her head, her tongue throbbing with pain. The guard opened the door for her and ushered her in, and Beatrice’s eyes met her grandmother’s. Maggie’s eyes opened wide in horror, but she said nothing until the door had been locked again. Then she crawled towards Beatrice, tears running down her face.

‘Oh, my darling, my darling girl, what have they done to you?’





Long Past
Midnight


RYE, EAST SUSSEX, ENGLAND
24th August 1658
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Rollo growled, deep in his throat.

Emilia swam up out of a fathomless darkness, trailing the tatter of a terrible dream. She lay in the bed, her heart pounding, and tried to remember where she was. Memory was slow to come, and all the time Rollo growled like a miniature thunderstorm, warning of danger.


Emilia sat up, and swung her feet out. Rollo was sitting by the bed, staring at the door. She got up and tiptoed over to the door, listening intently. After a moment, she opened the door and put her head out.

She could hear the low murmur of voices.

It felt very late. Long past midnight. With Rollo nudging her, Emilia went out into the hallway and listened at the door next to hers. She could hear the voices more clearly, but not enough to distinguish many words. ‘No more,’ she heard, and ‘cost’. ‘Soon’ or maybe it was ‘moon’. ‘Regret’, and ‘blood’, or maybe ‘mud’, and, quite clearly, ‘he should die’.

Emilia’s heart was hammering so hard it hurt her rib cage. She put her hand on Rollo’s head to steady herself, and he whined and licked her. Luka, she thought, and went in search of her cousin.

He was sharing a room with Tom, on the opposite side of the corridor. His door was unlocked, and Emilia was able to run across to the bed, and shake him awake, without any difficulties.

‘Whaaaat?’ he mumbled.

‘Luka,’ she whispered. ‘Voices. Next door. I’m afraid.’

He sat up and rubbed his eyes. ‘What?’ he said again.

‘Voices. From the priest’s room. I’m afraid…’

‘Is he plotting something?’ Tom’s low voice came from the other bed.

‘I think so. He said “blood” and “he should die”.’

‘Did he mean my lord duke?’ Tom sounded wide awake, and full of vengeful fury.

‘I don’t know. I couldn’t hear much. But I’m worried …’

Tom was up in a trice, pulling on his boots and groping for his dagger. In a moment, Luka stumbled out of bed too, scrubbing at his head, and lurching about looking for his breeches. Zizi screeched and leapt onto his head, dragging at his hair so that he yelped.

‘Sssh!’ Emilia hissed. ‘It’s late!’

They crept down the hall together and listened at the priest’s door. They could hear little, and Luka was all for going back to bed, but Tom turned the door handle and flung open the door.

‘What’s going on?’ he demanded.

The priest was sitting up in bed dressed in a voluminous nightgown, his sparse hair sticking up from his head. On the end of his bed sat the small, dark man Emilia had run into earlier. Without his big hat, he was revealed as being about forty, with short black curly hair, a blue chin, a big nose, beetling eyebrows, and narrow, suspicious black eyes. One boot was crossed over his knee, and he held his big hat in one hand. In the other he held a white owl feather.

‘Sssh!’ the priest said irritably. ‘What are you doing up at this hour? Come in, come in, if you must. Shut the door. Milosh, these are the children I was telling you about.’

‘Milosh!’ Luka cried. ‘That’s a Rom name.’

‘Is that so?’ the small, dark man said. ‘And how would you be knowing that?’

‘We’re Rom too,’ Luka said. ‘At least, I am and Emilia. Tom’s not. He’s just a boy.’

Tom shot him a look, but said nothing.

‘You have our owl feather,’ Emilia said. ‘Are you a smuggler?’

‘Who, me? How can you say such a thing? I’m a businessman.’ Milosh smiled slowly, showing his dreadful teeth. ‘A businessman who just happens to prefer the night hours.’

‘The hours when most good children are asleep,’ Father Plummer said acidly.

‘You woke me,’ Emilia said. ‘You scared me. I heard you say something about “blood”, and someone dying.’


Father Plummer and Milosh exchanged quick glances. ‘You have sharp ears,’ the smuggler said.

‘What were you talking about?’ Tom demanded. ‘What are you up to?’

‘We were just talking,’ Father Plummer said. ‘I showed the owl feather, Milosh heard about it and came to see what I wanted. He could not come earlier; those friendly gentlemen we were chatting to earlier were excise men. Besides, Milosh prefers to test how strong a man’s heart is, and turn up on the end of his bed when he’s asleep!’

‘Yours is ticking along well, old friend,’ Milosh said, and grinned again.

‘I heard you say someone must die,’ Emilia said, fondling Rollo’s ears. The big dog was sitting with his head on her knee, and she drew comfort from his warmth and closeness.

Again the exchange of glances.

‘I fear treachery,’ Father Plummer said. ‘Things don’t smell right to me. I would like the duke to abandon this idea of a French ship and sneak out of the country on one of Milosh’s boats. No one knows this coast like Milosh.’

‘No one,’ the smuggler agreed complacently, twirling the white feather.

‘But he won’t. The duke is not used to intrigue. Look at his hair! Emilia spotted he was a fake at first glance and she’s only thirteen years old.’

‘But smart,’ Emilia said, in a fair copy of Milosh’s smug voice. He opened his eyes at her, and showed a glimpse of black teeth.

‘Aye, very smart,’ the priest agreed. ‘Smart enough to know something smells fishy?’

Emilia hesitated. ‘Maybe …’

‘How about a priest that drinks French brandy and plays cards for money?’ Tom jeered. ‘How fishy is that?’

The priest hid a smile, casting his eyes down modestly. ‘No man is perfect.’


Luka huffed out his breath. ‘What? You suspect Nat of treachery?’

‘I do. I have done since Arundel. Maybe even earlier. But the duke is a good man, and trusts those that declare they are trustworthy. Me? I’ve been on the run since I was twenty and discovered my vocation. I’ve been betrayed by men I thought of as brothers, and hunted high and low and in and out, till I cannot remember a day I slept easily. So I am not so trusting.’

Luka and Emilia exchanged unhappy glances. ‘But why have you not accused him?’ Emilia burst out. ‘If you think Nat is a traitor? Why?’

‘I suspected you and your cousin too,’ the priest said, smiling genially. ‘And young Tom here. I’ve even wondered about the duke once or twice. Perhaps he wants to be caught, so he can betray the confidences of all he has met these past few weeks.’

‘No!’ Tom cried.


‘Maybe,’ the priest said. ‘It would not be the first time, believe me. Either way, I have no proof, only suspicions, and I have those always. Why accuse and turn the duke against me? He trusts Nat.’

‘So you plan to kill him.’ Tom spoke flatly.

‘Who, me? I’m a priest in the service of our Lord Jesus Christ,’ Father Plummer said. ‘It is a sin to murder! No, no. I merely suggested to our friend Milosh here that, if Nat was planning some kind of treachery, perhaps it would be best to nip it in the bud, as it were. Drag him off before he took the duke wherever he plans to take him tomorrow.’

‘But much as I wish to oblige my old friend, I said it was impossible. There’s a garrison of soldiers installed up at the old Ypres Tower, keeping a close eye on the town, and these excise men trying hard to appear like normal travellers. It’s too risky. In the town, at least. Once we’re on the water, it’s a different story,’ Milosh said.

As he turned his face to look from one to the other, the light of the candle caught suddenly at his ear lobe. It gleamed green and strange, like a cat’s eye in the darkness, and Emilia exclaimed aloud.

‘What do you wear there, in your ear?’ she asked.

The smuggler put up a dirty hand and fingered his earring. ‘Why, that’s my good luck charm,’ he said. ‘It’s old, very old. Belonged to my great-grandfather and then my grandfather and then my father and then me. Older still, maybe. It brings in clouds to cover the moon, or rain to hide our tracks, or high seas to hide us from the lanterns of the excise men. I’d never be parted from it.’

‘Oh, but please,’ Emilia said, knowing she was doing this all wrong. She was very tired, though. ‘Please, can’t I have it?’

‘No,’ Milosh said, scowling. ‘It’s not just a pretty trinket for a wean to beg for. It’s magic, a charm, a talisman. It has meaning.’

‘I know,’ said poor Emilia. ‘But truly I need it. Please?’


‘No,’ he said and got up, slapping his hat on his thigh before drawing it down over his head. He looked at the priest. ‘Your cargo’s chosen another route. You have no need of me now. I’ll be going.’

Both Emilia and Luka jumped to their feet, begging him to stay and listen, but he would not. He cast them a look through narrowed eyes, and went out, shutting the door quietly after him.

‘Stupid!’ Emilia said. ‘Stupid, stupid!’ She banged herself on the side of the head.

The priest regarded them with a quizzical expression. ‘Now, that was odd. I had not marked you as a vain and frivolous child, Emilia. Why on earth would you ask Milosh for his earring?’

‘It’s magic,’ Emilia said miserably. ‘It’s part of a charm bracelet that was broken up long ago. My Baba told me to find them and join them together again. I have found three, but I need the other three before we can rescue our family.’


[image: image]




Luka was angry with her. ‘Forget the stupid charms! We could have asked Milosh for practical help. We’ll need horses to get away, and the smugglers have ponies, a whole herd of them, which they use to carry their goods through the countryside. And they’ll know how to hide from the constables, and maybe even how to break into the prison. There was so much I wanted to ask him, and you had to ruin it all with your craze over these stupid charms. They’re not magic, Emilia! It’s just stupid old-fashioned superstition.’

‘It is not!’ Emilia cried, bursting into tears. ‘How can you say that! The charms have saved us again and again.’

‘Like when?’ Luka said scornfully.

‘Like when Lord Harry rescued us from Coldpig!’

‘That wasn’t the charms, that was just luck!’

‘No, it wasn’t!’

‘It was, Emilia. You’ve got all crazy about these so-called lucky charms and forgotten what we’re really meant to be doing. What’s important is rescuing our family –’

‘You … think … I … don’t … know … that …’ Emilia was so distraught she could barely speak.


‘That’s enough, children. Come, it’s very late and you are both exhausted. Do not fight like this. We’ll leave another owl feather for Milosh tomorrow, and explain it all to him. He’s a gypsy too, I’m sure he’ll understand it all.’ Father Plummer sounded quite bemused, as if he did not at all understand what all the grief and trouble was about.

Emilia had tears pouring down her cheeks. ‘How … can you … say … how …’

‘It’s complete rubbish, Emilia! And you lost us our chance of asking for real help! I’ve humoured you this far, but never again. Never!’ Luka was in such a rage he could not sit still, but leapt up and paced back and forth.

Emilia stared at him, in utter despair, then she jumped up and dashed for the door. Rollo got up to follow her, but the door slammed on his nose. Tail drooping, he looked back at Luka who kicked at the priest’s bed. ‘Stupid girls!’


‘Go to bed,’ the priest said. ‘It’ll all feel better in the morning. Go on. To bed! I’m so exhausted I’m all befuddled, and I’m far older than you. Go on. You can make up in the morning.’

‘I don’t want to make up,’ Luka said. ‘Emilia’s nothing but a silly little girl.’

He went out and banged the door loudly. The priest and Tom looked at each other, then Tom shrugged and went out too, Rollo at his heels. The big brown dog whined outside Emilia’s door and scratched the wood, but there was no answer.

‘Come in with us,’ Tom said, and went into the bedroom he was sharing with Luka. The gypsy boy was lying in bed, his back to the door. Zizi was enfolded in his arms, but she peeped over his shoulder and showed Tom her sharp yellow teeth. Tom sighed, undressed and got into bed.

‘We’ll work it out in the morning,’ Tom said to Rollo, who beat his tail once or twice against the rug, but looked very mournful. ‘Go to sleep,’ he told him, and obediently Rollo lay down and put his head on his paws. He did not shut his eyes.

Tom did, but he did not sleep for a very long time.

[image: image]




Emilia woke very early, feeling utterly miserable. She lay for a while, sniffling, too unhappy to get up, too unhappy to go back to sleep.

There was a soft tap at the door. She sat up but did not speak.

The door opened. It was Tom.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked.

She shook her head.

He bit his lip. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘It’s almost dawn. I heard the duke get up and go out. I think we should follow him, make sure everything’s all right.’

She nodded her head, and slid out of bed. He hesitated, his hand on the knob. ‘Do you really believe those charms of yours are magic?’

She nodded again, and bent her head to look at the bracelet clasped about her thin wrist. Three charms hung from it, gold and silver. She put up her other hand and clasped the golden crown.

‘But … how?’

‘They just are,’ she said, her voice thick. She pulled on her skirt and was ready to go. ‘Where’s Rollo?’

‘Out here. He slept with us. It was Rollo that woke me, whining at the door.’

‘Good dog,’ Emilia said, and caressed the dog’s rough head. He gave a little whuff and licked her hand.

Luka was waiting out in the corridor, his hair standing all on end, his coat askew. He did not look at her, and so she did not look at him.

‘Come on,’ Tom said unhappily.

The three children went down the stairs and out the front door. They saw the black shapes of Nat and the duke moving quietly down the street and followed them at a distance. Down at the quay, a small boat was bobbing up and down, a man hunched at the oars. There was no sign of the watchman. Nat and the duke climbed into the boat, and the oarsman began to row. The children watched from the shelter of the great Strand Gate as the boat disappeared into the darkness.

‘They must be rowing out to a ship at the mouth of the river,’ Luka whispered. ‘The river’s too silted up for them to sail in any more, Father Plummer said.’

‘Let’s go up there,’ Tom said, pointing at the church spire, silhouetted against the fading darkness. ‘You’ll be able to see for miles from there.’

Silently the other two followed him up the lane to the church, built on the hill’s highest point. It was still dark, but the horizon was rimmed in silver. The church door was unlocked, and they slipped inside, trying to be as quiet as mice. Rollo’s claws clicked on the stone floor, and Emilia put her hand on his shaggy ruff.

It was a small church and it took only a moment to find the steep and narrow steps that led up to the ramparts. They went up in single file, Tom leading the way. Luka and Emilia had still not spoken to each other, or even so much as glanced at each other.

From the battlements around the spire, they could see for miles, across rolling fields and rustling marshes and winding river, all slowly lifting out of the darkness as the sun warmed the edges of the world. The sea glimmered faintly to the south, and they could see a great ship waiting at the mouth of the river, its masts dark against the sky. Luka stared at it through his telescope.

‘They’re pulling down a flag,’ he commented. ‘I wonder why?’


‘Let me see,’ Tom commanded.

Rather unwillingly, Luka passed him the telescope. Tom put it to his eye, and stared through it for quite a while.

‘Why, that’s Cromwell’s flag they’re pulling down,’ he cried. ‘See the Irish harp?’

‘What? What do you mean?’

‘Cromwell had a new flag designed, with a harp in the middle, for Ireland,’ Tom said impatiently. ‘Don’t you know anything! The dear old Union Jack, banished like everything else. He truly is a Crumble-and-Ruin!’

‘No, I mean … that ship? It’s flying Cromwell’s flag?’

‘Aye! It’s gone now. They’ve rolled it and put it away.’ Tom lowered the telescope, looking sick and white. ‘It’s a trap, isn’t it? That’s one of Cromwell’s navy ships, not a merchant boat bound for France. The duke is heading straight into a trap.’

Luka grabbed the telescope and scanned the river. ‘There’s the duke,’ he groaned. ‘Their little boat is halfway down the river.’

‘Nat did this,’ Tom cried. ‘Father Plummer was right, he is a traitor!’

‘But what can we do?’ Emilia sobbed. ‘Is it too late? Can we save him?’

‘Come on!’ Luka slammed the telescope closed, and took the steps down at a run, the other two close on his heels.

They ran to the Mermaid Inn. The innkeeper was sweeping the front step. Luka seized his sleeve. ‘Get Milosh!’ he cried. ‘Now! We need him.’

The innkeeper stared at him, then narrowed his eyes in sudden suspicion.

‘Please,’ Emilia said. ‘Truly, it’s important. We would not ask if it wasn’t.’

The innkeeper nodded. ‘All right. It had best be important!’

‘It is!’ Emilia cried. ‘It’s life or death!’


Tom was already leaping up the stairs, two at a time. He reached the priest’s room and, finding it locked, banged on it furiously.

‘Wha-aaat?’ a sleepy voice asked.

‘Father Plummer, you were right!’ Tom cried, heedless of who might be listening. ‘It’s a trap! Nat is a traitor! The duke is heading into a trap!’

The door swung open, and the plump little man peered out, his sparse hair standing all on end. ‘You sure?’

‘Aye,’ Luka cried. ‘He’s right. We saw!’

The priest dragged on his shoes. ‘We need Milosh!’

‘He’s coming,’ Emilia reassured him, leading him back down the stairs at a run. Rollo bounded before her, and almost knocked the innkeeper off his feet as he came hurrying out of the taproom.

‘What is all this?’ he demanded. ‘It’s not even dawn!’

‘Please,’ the priest said. ‘Our friend is in grave danger. We need the Owlers, and we need them fast.’

The innkeeper nodded. ‘Milosh is here. He spent the night in my stable. Why? What is wrong?’

‘Dastardly treachery,’ Father Plummer said darkly. ‘We need a boat, fast!’

‘But why?’ Milosh’s voice drawled from the doorway. Unlike everyone else, he was fully dressed, and his eyes were bright and shrewd.

Incoherently they told him the tale, Emilia tugging at his sleeve all the while.

‘Ship … pulled down flag … Cromwell’s harp … duke’ll be trapped … king’s business … must not be captured …’ they told him.

It was a sign of his quick intelligence that he grasped the meaning, and the urgency, at once.

‘We’ll need to run!’ he cried, and led them, not straight down the lane to the quay, but through a maze of backstreets and alleys until he was at the southernmost tip of the town, and scrambling down through gardens to the river. Here a boat was well hidden under low bushes. As the priest and the children scrambled on board, Rollo leaping after them and making the boat rock wildly, Milosh untied the boat and pushed it off.

‘Don’t you worry,’ he whispered, flashing a grin. ‘No one knows this river better than me!’





Treachery is Afoot
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Although the sun was slowly rising in the east, on the river all was still dark. The only sound was the rustle of the wind in the rushes, and the occasional splash. The tide was going out, and Milosh barely had to work at his oars to keep the little boat hastening towards the sea.

‘We have no hope of fighting a whole navy ship,’ he whispered. ‘We must get our friend the duke before he’s on board.’

‘But they are ten minutes or more ahead of us,’ Emilia said, clutching her hands together.


‘Aye, but I have a few tricks up my sleeve,’ he answered. ‘Am I not a Rom?’

She watched as he raised a hand and fingered the earring in his ear. A quick look flashed between them, charged with sudden understanding. Emilia slid her right hand down to grasp the chain about her left wrist. First she touched the golden crown, for luck and magic, and then the silver horse, and lastly, the rue flower. Help us, she thought. Hide us …

Mist rolled up from the river, obscuring them. Milosh manoeuvred the boat one way, then another, even in the darkness knowing the treacherous route between the sandbars.

They heard voices close by, cursing. ‘Just hit another sandbar! Bloody mist! Where did it come from? I can’t see a thing!’

Milosh and Emilia smiled at each other.

Thicker and thicker the fog rose, black-bellied and red-backed where the rising sun poured its molten heat upon it. Ahead of them loomed the great seagoing ship. Its masts seemed to rise out of cloud like those of a ghost ship. The river was invisible, but Milosh knew it so well he could row blindfolded, in black moonless nights or fog-bound mornings. The other boat did not fare so well.

‘Oddsblood!’ someone exclaimed. ‘Have we run aground again?’

Emilia covered her mouth so she would not laugh aloud.

Their boat came silently up under the great black hull of the ship. She smelt of seaweed and barnacles. It was an exciting, exhilarating smell, quite unlike anything Emilia had smelt before. It made her long to sail the high seas, to go to places no one had ever been before. She caught her breath, and in the dim grey light her eyes met Luka’s. She stared at him imploringly, unable to bear it if he was still angry with her. He stared back, then, tentatively, smiled.


Milosh seized hold of a wet, dripping, algae-draped rope.

Behind them they heard someone cry, ‘Ship ahoy! Where are you? Light a lamp or we’ll run aground again.’

‘We’re here!’ came a low voice from right above them. A lantern kindled, but the mist suffocated its rays so it was nothing but a fuzzy ball of orange hanging in the grey.

They heard the bump as the prow of the other boat bumped into the ship. Milosh drew a pistol, and cocked it. He passed it, hilt first, to the priest who shrank back as if it were a viper.

‘I am a man of peace!’ he protested.

‘And are we not at war?’ Milosh replied softly. ‘I need to hold this boat steady, and then get us away again. Take my pistol.’

Father Plummer took it and held it away from him with both hands.

Milosh slid the boat closer to the other. They were busy making fast, and calling for a ladder to be tossed down, and did not hear them approach.

‘Luka, Tom, you will need to tackle the other boat,’ Milosh whispered. ‘Be ready!’

The bow of their boat bumped into the stern of the other. The duke looked around in surprise, peering through the mist. ‘What was that?’ he asked.

Nat looked up, immediately suspicious. ‘Quick, my lord, up the ladder!’ he hissed. ‘I do believe treachery is afoot!’

This made Luka so angry he stood up, crying, ‘My lord, Nat is the one who has betrayed you! We’ve come to rescue you!’

‘Luka? What are you talking about?’

‘This is no merchant ship,’ he cried. ‘It’s a navy ship! Come away, quickly!’

The duke glanced up at the ship, taking an involuntary step away.


‘Don’t believe him,’ Nat said desperately, leaping to his feet. ‘He’s nothing but a filthy, lying gypsy, as trustworthy as a snake.’

‘How dare you speak so of Luka!’ Tom yelled and flung himself into the other boat. He knocked Nat flying. ‘You’re the snake! Treacherous cur!’
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Nat threw him backwards, and scrambled up again, drawing his pistol.

‘Nat! No!’


But even as the duke cried out in horror, Nat cocked his pistol and fired. Tom cried out and fell backwards, hitting the water with a great splash.

‘Tom!’ Luka cried and dived overboard, first sweeping Zizi off his shoulder with one hand. She had never been treated so roughly, and shrieked with terror, clinging to the bulwark with her tiny paws and looking everywhere for her master.

Emilia flung herself forward, searching the fast-moving black water with desperate eyes. ‘Luka? Tom?’ she sobbed.

Zizi leapt into her arms, gibbering anxiously, and Emilia cradled her close, sick with fear. There was no sign of the boys.

On the other boat, Nat had levelled his pistol at the duke. ‘Get up into the ship,’ he ordered, breathing heavily.

‘Nat!’ the duke exclaimed, his face white with shock and horror.

‘Climb up into the ship, else I’ll shoot!’


The duke glanced round him in desperation. The oarsman stood up too, reaching for the pistol in his belt.

Suddenly there was a loud explosion and a flash of fire. Nat jerked, cried aloud, and fell forward. At once the duke dived over the side. In a few swift strokes he was beside Milosh’s boat. A trembling and astounded priest, his hands and face blackened with smoke, dropped the pistol and bent to heave the duke aboard. At once Milosh dipped in his oar and sent the boat skimming away into the pre-dawn darkness. Bullets sprayed up water on either side, and splintered the boat as the oarsman behind them fired after them.

‘Luka! Tom!’ Emilia cried in despair.

‘The tide will have carried them this way,’ Milosh whispered. ‘Now hush! They’ll be after us in a moment.’

The ship was indeed alive with the sound of shouting and running feet and the sudden kindling of lanterns. They heard a great roar and then the whizz of a cannonball flying overhead. It crashed into the water behind them.

Desperately Emilia scanned the dark water looking for any sign of the boys. Zizi clung to her, frightened and bewildered, and Rollo cowered in the bottom of the boat, not liking the dreadful sound of the cannons that boomed behind them. The boat slid silently over the fast-running water, mist curling over its prow.

Joy suddenly filled Emilia like a warm golden light. She turned her face to Milosh, waving and pointing. He nodded and altered the boat’s course. Within seconds they were drawing up beside the two heads bobbing in the water. Luka was dogpaddling furiously, Tom lying unconscious in his arms. He looked up at them and opened his mouth to speak, but Milosh silenced him with a gesture. Hurriedly the duke and the priest dragged the two boys on board, then Milosh at once began to row with deep, powerful strokes that sent the boat racing across the water.

Zizi leapt from Emilia’s shoulder to Luka’s and petted him all over his face with her tiny paws, then seized his ear and tugged it sharply. He gathered her close and crooned to her, and she snuggled her face into his shoulder, crooning back. Emilia knelt beside him and clasped his arm with both hands, trying to show him without words how very glad she was to see him. Then she turned to Tom, lying in the bottom of the boat. His eyes were shut. There was blood on his shirt.

Emilia caught her breath in dismay. She looked at the priest who silently passed her his hipflask. She dribbled a little brandy between Tom’s pale lips and he swallowed, and then coughed. She sighed in relief as his eyelids fluttered then opened. He saw her face and smiled weakly. As he tried to speak, she shook her head swiftly and laid her finger on her lips. He nodded his understanding. Indeed, the sound of the boats in pursuit came clearly across the water.

Emilia carefully eased open Tom’s shirt. The material was stuck to the wound, but she was able to moisten it with some water and lift it clear. Emilia had never seen a gunshot wound before. It looked very ugly. She bit her lip and quickly unbuttoned her bedraggled petticoat and tried to tear it into strips. The material was too tough. The priest silently passed her a knife, and she was able to make a soft pad to press against the wound, and then roughly bind it into place. Tom looked sick and exhausted, and she gave him more brandy, then passed the flask back to Father Plummer. With a grim smile, he gulped a mouthful and passed it to the duke, who drank as deeply. Milosh had a swig as well, and then insisted on Luka drinking a mouthful, for he was shivering violently, the wind off the sea blowing against his wet clothes.


Their boat had slipped past the ship and was now out to sea, fighting big waves that rocked them violently. Tom bit back a groan. ‘Not far now,’ Milosh whispered. ‘Just let us get to the marshes, and they will never find us.’

The sun was above the horizon now, and the mist that had protected them was quickly evaporating. Emilia could see the ship behind them, still shrouded in grey, but ahead of them was a vast sheet of water, with black-headed seagulls soaring above it. Beyond were the rich green fields of the reclaimed marsh, shining here and there with waterways lined with rushes and sedge. Milosh sent the boat flying across the bay, and it slid into the green shelter of the reed beds just as the last of the mist dissolved and the navy ship sailed out into the daylight.

Milosh lifted his oars and turned back to look, lifting his hand to shield his eyes. Luka groped in his coat pocket and brought out his telescope, and put it to his eye. ‘Soldiers everywhere,’ he whispered. ‘Oh, look, there’s Nat!’

‘He’s not dead?’ Father Plummer cried in relief.

‘Alive and kicking,’ Luka said. ‘He’s got his arm in a sling.’

‘I’m glad I didn’t kill him,’ the priest said.

‘It’s a miracle you hit him at all,’ Milosh said. ‘I was afraid you’d get me!’

‘May I see?’ the duke said and Luka passed him the telescope. The duke stared at the ship for a long time, then gravely handed the telescope back to Luka.

‘I’m very grateful to you, my friends,’ he said with a shudder. ‘A minute more and I’d be clapped up in that ship’s stinking hold, on my way to London and the Tower. I can hardly believe it of Nat. He volunteered for this job! I guess he was a spy all along. No wonder I kept falling out of the frying pan and into the fire. He must’ve been betraying me every step of the way.’


The duke’s voice had grown so choked he could barely speak. He sat silently, his breath coming harshly as he sought to compose himself, then he said roughly, ‘I cannot thank you enough! You’ve saved me from a truly terrible death, and from torture too, no doubt. How on earth did you guess Nat was a traitor?’

Luka took the telescope from his eye long enough to quickly tell their tale, then went back to scanning the horizon behind them, though there was nothing to see but a high wall of rustling green reeds.

‘We could never have made it without Milosh,’ Emilia said, and the smuggler winked at her.

‘What is that thing you keep squinting through?’ he asked Luka in lively curiosity.

‘It’s a telescope. A far-seeing tube. It makes things that are far away look close by,’ Luka said, giving it to the smuggler.

Milosh held it to his eyes and exclaimed aloud in amazement. He examined the ship closely, then swept the telescope this way and that, looking at the birds, the marshes, the far horizon. ‘It’s magic!’ he cried.

Luka laughed. ‘No, it’s science,’ he said, sounding so much like John that Emilia wanted to pinch him. She forgave him the next instant as he said, rather hesitantly, ‘You can have it if you like.’

Milosh lowered the telescope and stared at him in incredulous joy. Then he narrowed his eyes in suspicion. ‘In return for what?’ he demanded.

Luka had the grace to flush. ‘In return for your help,’ he said. ‘We would never have been able to rescue the duke without you.’

Milosh waved his hand in dismissal. ‘I wanted my fee for smuggling him out of the country. No duke, no gold. So there’s no debt there.’

‘But Emilia and I need your help too,’ Luka said in a small voice. He glanced at his cousin. ‘And we need your lucky charm too.’


Milosh put up his hand and touched his earring.

‘Twice now you’ve asked me for my charm,’ he said, handing back the telescope and beginning to row once more, deeper and deeper into the marshes. ‘Why?’

‘It’s a long story,’ Luka began.

‘We have a long way to go,’ Milosh said, ‘and I like a good tale to help pass the time. Tell me everything.’

So Luka did. When he had finished, Milosh stared at him for a long moment. ‘But how do you expect me to help you, lad?’ he asked. ‘Where is this gaol?’

‘Kingston-On-Thames.’ Even as Luka spoke the words, he felt how far that bustling market town was from these vast, empty marshlands.

Milosh shrugged his shoulders. ‘We have no friends there.’

‘But you could help us? There’s only Emilia and me. How can we break our family out of gaol without help? You’re strong, you have ropes … ponies …’ Luka waved his hand, hoping for some kind of inspiration. Indeed, he did not know what he expected Milosh to do. In his most secret heart, he was still longing for an adult to come and tell him not to fret, that everything would be all right, and they would look after it all.

‘Kingston? Up on the Thames?’ Milosh shook his head. ‘I don’t know those roads. What would we do but risk running our own heads into the noose?’

‘Please,’ Luka begged. ‘My sister is only nine. Emilia’s brother is not much older, and blind. There’s my grandmother, and my mother.’

‘My sister,’ Emilia said, her heart feeling so bruised it was as if she had been kicked by a horse.

‘My father and my uncle, and little Sabina.’

‘We must save them. Please, please, help us.’

Milosh shrugged again. ‘What can I say? Of course I will help you, if I can. If the Rom don’t help the Rom, who will?’

Luka’s breath came out in a big sigh.

‘I head for London tomorrow night,’ Milosh said, ‘to take our loot to our customers. Tonight the ship comes from France, and we will load it up with our good English wool, and our good English duke …’ He flashed a smiling look at the Duke of Ormonde, who smiled back, rather ruefully.

‘… and we take off our cargo from the Continent. There are forbidden books for our Catholic friends here, and guns and ammunition for our foolhardy rebels, and brandy and gin and rum and silk and lace and gloves and jewellery, and most profitable for us at the moment, tea. Anyway, you can travel with me, you two. I know where the Smiths are. They’re at the foundry, in Horsmonden. They make cannons for me, which I smuggle out of the country …’

‘But surely that is treason!’ the duke cried.


Milosh shrugged. ‘The English cannons are the best in the world, and the Spanish pay well for them …’

‘But the English are fighting the Spanish,’ the duke said, horrified. ‘You are smuggling cannons to our enemies!’

‘Not my enemies,’ Milosh said, losing his grin. ‘Besides, what do you care? It just means the Spanish have better weapons to fight your Roundheads with, leaving less for you to kill.’

The duke shut his lips tightly together and said nothing.

‘With one behind you cannot sit on two horses,’ Milosh said, a saying Emilia and Luka knew well. ‘The Roundheads are your enemies, yes? So why do you care if they are killed by English cannons fired by you or English cannons fired by the Spanish?’

The duke could not explain but he looked unhappy still.


Milosh turned his attention back to Emilia and Luka. ‘The Smiths are a cold, hard, distrustful lot, not open and happy like me,’ he said.

Father Plummer snorted.

Milosh ignored him. ‘So I warn you to be careful. They will help if you have gold to give them – they care only for things made of metal, that family! – but not otherwise. I will not be able to stop there with you, I have appointments I cannot break. But I can take you almost to their doorstep. When do you plan to break your family out of gaol?’

‘We asked the Hearnes to meet us at Richmond Park on the last day of the month,’ Luka said, barely able to speak he was so full of hope. ‘At a place called Gallows Pond, near Kingston Gate.’

Milosh frowned. ‘The moon will be bright, curse it! Oh well, we shall just have to hope for bad weather.’ He put up his hand and rubbed his earring, and winked at Emilia.


‘So you’ll come, you and the Owlers?’

Milosh nodded. ‘If I’m not caught first and hung,’ he said, with a grin.

‘Oh, thank you, thank you!’ Luka cried.

Emilia pressed her hands together and stared at him hopefully.

He smiled at her and unclasped his earring. He offered it to her in the palm of his big, grimy hand. It gleamed iridescent green, with a slit of black just like a cat’s pupil.

‘It’s only a loan, mind you,’ he warned her. ‘I want it back.’

Emilia nodded. She knew it was too much to expect him to give it to her always. She slipped her hand into her pocket and drew out the cat’s eye shell John had given her. ‘You could make another earring out of this,’ she said. ‘Just to get you by till I can give you yours back again.’

He took it, thanked her gravely and slipped it into his pocket. Luka then slowly handed over the telescope. He was very sorry to see it go. Milosh, however, was very pleased. He spent so much time staring through it that the duke had to take over the oars.

‘I’ll take you to our camp for now,’ Milosh said, lowering the telescope, ‘so that my wife can tend the poor boy’s shoulder. He will not be able to ride with us, but I’ll make sure he gets home to his father safely. A rich squire, hey?’ He winked. ‘Maybe he’d like some of my French brandy?’

‘I’m sure he would,’ Tom said, smiling wanly.

‘You’ll be right as rain in a week or so, don’t you worry,’ Luka assured him.

‘I’ll see you at Gallows Pond then, too,’ Tom said. ‘You can count on it!’

‘Don’t go hurting your shoulder,’ Emilia said anxiously.

‘And risk missing out on the end of the adventure! Not on your life!’ Tom said.

‘I’ll see you all at Gallows Pond then,’ Milosh said. ‘When you hear the owl cry, you’ll know it’s me!’

‘The cry of the owl means death,’ Emilia said.

‘Not to those that make it, sweetling,’ he grinned.

She smiled back, so full of hope and gladness she felt her heart might burst. Very carefully she hung the round, green shell next to the rue flower. Four charms she wore now, and a real promise of help. And tonight they would set out in the dark hours of the night to try to find the fifth charm, and this time they knew exactly where to go. Surely the next charm would soon be hers?

A lightning bolt forged from iron. What powers would such a charm hold?

Something fierce and dark and hard, she thought. Something cruel.

She shivered in sudden fear.






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

Everywhere that Emilia and Luka travel on their adventures is a real place, somewhere that you too can visit. However, around these real places I have spun stories, like a spider wrapping up a bee caught in its web until little of the insect can be seen.

For example, Arundel Castle is just as I have described it, except that if you go climbing a rope down its well, I very much doubt if you will find a secret passage. There are rumours of a secret passage that runs from Arundel towards Amberley, which was apparently shut up after someone was lost inside. But no one seems to remember where the secret passage began or ended, and so I have taken the liberty of making it up as I liked.

Amberley Castle is now a very beautiful hotel, but it was indeed blown up during the Civil War. After the war it was bought by a James Butler from the commission of sequestered estates for 3341 pounds. Very little is known about this James Butler. I like to imagine it was James Butler, the Duke of Ormonde, but unfortunately this is unlikely. (Still, how many James Butlers could there have been?)

Similarly, Firle Place stands just where I have described it, at the foot of the South Downs, with Firle Beacon rising high into the sky behind it. It has been owned by the Gage family for over five hundred years. The second baronet died in 1654 and his two elder sons, Thomas and John, both succeeded to Firle in turn as the third and fourth baronets. In 1658 Sir Thomas would have been eighteen and his younger brother John sixteen, as I have described in the book. Sir Thomas died at the age of twenty in 1660, and his brother John inherited. I have no idea if Sir John was interested in science, but given his family history, it seems very likely.


Their relation, Colonel Sir Henry Gage, did indeed relieve the desperate siege at Basing House, and he did die later fighting for the king at Oxford. There is very little information about his family, however, apart from the fact that he had three brothers, all priests, and that one of them turned apostate and advised Cromwell on South America, before dying in Jamaica.

I have taken one other liberty with the story of the Gage family, and that is to have the greengage already growing in their orchard. There is some debate about when the Reine Claude plum was introduced into England – some accounts say in the mid-sixteenth century, others say it was in 1724, some say it was by the Reverend John Gage and some say it was by Sir William Gage. Once again, I have taken the date which best suited my purposes – primarily because I liked the story about the lost label. Also, greengage stones were found in the wreck of the Mary Rose, which seems to support the theory that this type of plum was already in England by the time this great warship of Henry VIII’s was sunk in 1545, a hundred and thirteen years before the time of Luka and Emilia’s adventures.

You can walk the South Downs way, like Emilia and Luka, and see the Chanctonbury Ring and the Long Man of Wilmington, and you can visit the Mermaid Inn at Rye, and hear many old tales about smugglers there.

The Cat’s Eye Shell

The cat’s eye shell is actually a sea snail called a Turban Shell – the glossy green species is from the Tapestry Turban, Turbo petholatus. They are widely distributed through the tropics but were rare indeed in seventeenth-century Europe. They were commonly used as a ward against the evil eye, probably because they do look remarkably like an eye.


Because the shells have a natural cabochon shape, they were easily set into jewellery, and were particularly popular with sea traders and sailors, especially in Britain.

The Telescope

Christian Huygens (1629–1695) was a Dutch scientist who developed new methods for grinding and polishing glass telescope lenses about 1654, when he was only twenty-six. With his new, powerful telescopes, he identified Saturn’s rings and in 1655 discovered Titan, the largest moon of Saturn. Huygens also invented the pendulum clock and wrote the first work on the calculus of probability.
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