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CHARACTERS

THE FINCH TRIBE

Luka Finch (13)

Emilia Finch (13) – his cousin

Maggie Finch, called Queen of the Gypsies – their
grandmother

Jacob – Luka’s father

Silvia – Luka’s mother

Lena (14) and Mimi (9) – Luka’s sisters

Beatrice (15) – Emilia’s sister

Noah (9) – Emilia’s brother

Ruben – Luka and Emilia’s uncle

Sabina (10) – Ruben’s daughter

Alida – a grey Arab pony

Zizi – a monkey

Rollo – a dog

Sweetheart – a brown bear

THE ROM

Mala Graylings – an old fortune-teller

GORGIOS

Henry Purefoyle – a lawyer

Humility Purefoyle – his daughter

Obedience Purefoyle – his daughter

Justice Purefoyle – his daughter

Faith Purefoyle – his wife

Elizabeth Murray – Countess of Dysart

Mrs Henderson – her companion

Mrs Skipton – her cook

Isaac – her black servant

Pastor Spurgeon – the Puritan minister of the

Kingston-Upon-Thames parish church

Coldham – a thief-taker for Cromwell

Maloney – a guard at the Stockhouse Gaol





THE STORY SO FAR . . .
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Luka and Emilia Finch are thirteen-year-old gypsy children who have spent the past two and a half weeks on the run, pursued by the thief-taker Coldham, a cruel man who hates gypsies and wants to see them all hang by the neck until they are dead. The rest of the Finch family are locked up in gaol, and if Luka and Emilia cannot find some way to save them, they will face the gallows in a matter of days.

Emilia has collected five of the six lucky charms that once belonged to a gypsy witch. Emilia wears the charms on a chain about her wrist – a golden coin, a tiny silver horse, a sprig of rue, a shell that gleams like a cat’s eye, and a lightning bolt forged from the heart of a falling star. The last charm Emilia needs to find is a piece of amber with a butterfly trapped inside. It belongs to the Graylings family, but no one knows where they are. All the children’s grandmother told them was that the Graylings gave up the gypsy roads and went to London.

In 1658, London is a dangerous city, filled with cutpurses and cutthroats, and stalked by the ever-present threat of plague. Not only must Luka and Emilia try to find one tiny jewel in that huge, crowded city, but they must try not to be seen, no easy task when accompanied by a monkey, a large shaggy dog, and an even larger and shaggier brown bear. For Luka and Emilia know that Coldham would not have given up the chase, nor Pastor Spurgeon, the zealot who threw their families in gaol. The pastor has friends everywhere, but most particularly in London.

Oliver Cromwell himself is in London, living in the palace of the king he helped to the scaffold. And the Lord Protector is ill, so violently and mysteriously that some believe only witchcraft could be responsible, or the secret hand of an assassin. With every day bringing Old Ironsides closer to death, the land is in turmoil. Cromwell’s spymasters are arresting anyone thought to be plotting against his rule; secret missives are flying across the Channel to the king-in-exile, Charles II; and everywhere people are wondering what will happen when Cromwell finally dies.

Time is running out, for Cromwell, for the Protectorate of England, and for the Finch family in gaol . . .





Falling Down
London Bridge

LONDON, ENGLAND

29th August 1658
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‘There’s London Bridge!’ Luka cried. ‘We’re almost there, at last!’

A great stone edifice loomed over them. Shops lined the street, each with houses piled on top, higgledy-piggledy with gables and windows and chimneys that filled the air with a brown haze of smoke. On one side of the cart, a man held up dead hens by their feet, shouting, ‘Get your chickens here, young and plump!’

Beside him a woman shouted, ‘Asparagus, fresh picked!’

‘Live eels-o, live eels-o!’

‘Rabbits, rabbits!’

‘Pots to mend? Kettles and pots?’

All around their cart, people were walking and talking, running and riding, shouting and cheering, hammering and haranguing. Above it all was the constant churning of the corn-mills built into the arches of the bridge.

Woken by the noise, Sweetheart stirred and sat up, straw surging away from her bulk. ‘Sssh, Sweetheart, down, Sweetheart,’ Emilia called. Grumpily the old bear lay down again.

‘Stupid old bear,’ Luka said. ‘I wish we didn’t have to drag her about with us everywhere.’

Emilia bit back a sharp retort. She knew they were both exhausted from the last few weeks of constant running and hiding, and weighed down with worry over their families. It was harder for Luka, though. She had all her faith invested in the magic of the chain of charms but Luka had no such comfort. He thought the fate of his family rested solely in his hands and, if he could not come up with some way to rescue them, they would all die.
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We’ll find the butterfly in amber, don’t you worry, Emilia promised her family silently. Somehow . . .

It was gloomy between the tall buildings, for the sun was already low in the sky, reminding them that yet another day had passed. Emilia had never much noticed the passing of time before – one day had always passed much like another, marked only by the changes in the seasons. Now she was acutely conscious of every minute, every hour. Each evening, as the sun set in bloody streaks in the west, it reminded her cruelly that her family was one day closer to their trial, one day closer to being condemned to death. Hurry, hurry, hurry, her heart told her, and her tired body tried to obey.

The cart passed under the heavy portcullis. Screeching birds wheeled overhead. Emilia looked up, only to recoil in horror.

Impaled on long sticks on top of the gate were a number of grotesque human heads, some no more than bone and gaping cavities, others still covered with rotting flesh, their long thin hair blowing in the breeze. The smell was foul. Emilia gagged, and pressed her hand over her mouth.

‘Come to London-Town for work, have we, sweetie?’ an impudent young man shouted. ‘I hear the Keeper of the Heads needs a hand. I could recommend you?’

One of his friends howled with laughter. ‘Bad choice of words! The Keeper of the Heads has too many hands up there already, and legs and feet too. Watch out one doesn’t fall on you!’

Emilia shuddered, and the young men laughed again. Luka urged the pony on, and Emilia gasped, ‘What did they mean? Hands are up there too, and feet?’

‘Traitors are cut into four, and a limb placed on every gate into the city,’ Luka said flatly. ‘Didn’t you know?’

Emilia shook her head.

‘That’s what would have happened to our friend the Duke if they’d caught him,’ Luka said. ‘Hanged, drawn and quartered.’

‘Aye, I’d heard that, but I didn’t realise . . . They’d have cut him in four?’

‘Eventually,’ Luka said dryly. He would have said more, but one look at Emilia’s face stopped him. ‘Don’t you worry,’ he said consolingly. ‘All our friends got away safely.’

Emilia thought of the Duke of Ormonde, and Tom Whitehorse, and the other friends they had made on their adventures, many of them working in secret to try to restore the exiled King Charles II to his throne.

‘Cromwell’s head will be stuck up like that one day,’ Emilia said, after a long moment. ‘They’ll dig him up and cut off his head and stick it on a stake.’

‘Milly,’ Luka said uneasily, half in protest, half in warning.

‘Not here,’ she said. ‘At the palace, where they cut off the king’s head.’

‘How can you say such things?’ he hissed. ‘Do you want to be taken for a witch? Hush your mouth.’

‘It’s true.’

‘Maybe so, drabardi, but watch what you say!’

Emilia shut her mouth up and did not speak again. Luka was right, she thought. She must learn not to blurt out the things she mysteriously knew to be true. She must learn when it was wise to speak, and when it was wiser to hold her tongue.

The cart moved out into sunshine, crossing a wooden drawbridge that rattled under the hooves of their pony. With nothing but flimsy wooden railings on either side of them, Emilia had her first view of London. It spread as far as the eye could see on the opposite bank of the river, narrow hovels of timber and straw leaning up against great churches and mansions of stone, which in turn jostled against warehouses and wharves with tall peaked roofs. The water of the Thames rushed through the arches, a long way below.

Then the view of the city was cut off as the cart moved into a narrow, dark tunnel, the buildings on either side leaning together and arm-wrestling for space.

The hair on Emilia’s neck prickled. ‘I don’t like it. Can’t we go back?’

Luka glanced over his shoulder. Marching quickly behind them was a company of soldiers.

He scanned the crowd anxiously and saw with a dreadful jolt of his heart the familiar bulk of Coldham the thief-taker some way ahead, searching the faces of the crowd, with more soldiers at his back. There was no way forward. There was no way back.

Luka seized their pack and slipped down from the cart, clicking his tongue to Zizi, who leapt to his shoulder.

Luka seized the ring in Sweetheart’s nose.

‘What are we going to do?’ Emilia whispered, slithering to the ground. Rollo leapt down behind her.

‘I don’t know,’ Luka said. ‘Hide? If we get into one of those shops maybe …’

People had begun to exclaim and point at the sight of the huge old bear. Some were frightened, and backed away from her, clearing a space around them. Luka and Emilia glanced around for somewhere to hide, but it was too late. Coldham had seen them.

‘There they are!’ he shouted. ‘Seize them!’

Dragging on Sweetheart’s chain, Luka dodged and weaved through the crowd, Emilia at his heels.

Hands seized Luka’s coat and almost dragged him off his feet. Zizi leapt out, clawing and biting. The soldier yelped and let go, and Luka ran on, Sweetheart lumbering behind him.

‘Stop or I’ll shoot!’ Coldham cried.

Everyone shrank back against the walls, or threw themselves down. There was nothing between Luka and the tense black mouth of the pistol but a span of air.

Luka somersaulted over the nearest shop counter. He landed with a thump and was on his feet in an instant. Sweetheart clambered after him, sending vials and bottles of precious spices crashing to the floor. A man in a white turban wrung his hands and wailed. Luka had no time to listen. He looked anxiously for Emilia.

A pistol shot rang out. Time seemed to slow. No matter how hard Luka tried, he could not force his body to move any faster. Then he was knocked flying by a big, hairy shape.

Rollo!

An instant later Emilia was diving across the counter, smashing all the bottles Luka had somehow managed to miss.

‘Hurt?’

‘Nay!’

‘Let’s get out of here!’

‘How?’

Luka glanced around wildly. He saw a long, dark, narrow room, the floor covered in smithereens of glass, dried leaves, flowers, bark, dust. The furious face of a dark-skinned merchant, and beyond, a small window out to the river, a trapdoor in the rush-strewn floor, and a ladder to the rooms above.

Luka ducked the merchant’s flying fist, then seized the handle of the trapdoor and hauled it up. Below, far below, torrents of water raged through the narrow archway.

He had time only to glance back and see Coldham framed in the dark wood of the shopfront. He had his pistol raised. Luka gulped and looked at Emilia. She shrugged, twisting her mouth in dismay, then jumped through the trapdoor, down, down, down towards the river. Luka heaved Rollo after her, and the big dog went tumbling down, howling in dismay. Luka crossed his arm protectively over Zizi, then jumped, his other arm dragging at Sweetheart’s chain. Sweetheart leapt too, a huge black shadow crashing down upon him.

Luka could do nothing but fall.

He smashed into the water, and was driven deep under the wild white rapids. The breath burst out of his lungs. Sweetheart hurtled after him, blotting out all the light and air. Luka saw her go past him in a burst of bubbles. He swam for the surface, feeling the remorseless drag of the tide on his body. His head burst free of the water, and was sucked down again immediately. He fought his way up again and managed a quick gulp of air.

Zizi scrambled up his body and perched on his head. Her weight, slight as it was, pressed him down into the water. Then Sweetheart burst out beside him, swimming strongly. Luka hauled on her chain and managed to grab her collar. She dragged him clear of the stone arches, water gushing all about. Desperately he looked for Emilia.

[image: image]

At first Luka saw nothing. Then he saw Rollo’s wet, sleek head, held high. Beside him was Emilia, struggling to keep her head above water, her hand on the dog’s neck. Sweetheart swam towards Emilia who grabbed weakly at the thick collar. The bear turned and swam for the far shore, the two children towed along behind. Rollo dogpaddled behind.

Gasping, shivering, water gushing from their clothes, the two children crawled out of the river still clinging to the collar of the huge old bear.

‘Sweetheart,’ Luka said hoarsely, coughing up river water, ‘I will never call you stupid again!’

Boatmen on the river lifted their oars and waved, laughing, while workmen on the busy wharves leant down and shouted at them in high good humour. Emilia and Luka ignored them, too busy trying not to cut their feet on the barnacles that encrusted the rocks.

‘What a good bear you are,’ Emilia said, letting Sweetheart haul her up the steep steps. ‘You saved us, you good girl.’

Luka patted her muzzle. ‘Just as soon as I can, I’ll get you a whole bucket of ale!’

Sweetheart’s eyes brightened at the word, and she surged up on to the wharf, looking around her for an inn.

‘I’ll have to get us some money first. We’re broke!’

They did their best to wring the water out of their clothes and hair. Rollo shook himself furiously, sending a shower of filthy water over them.

‘Rollo!’ Emilia cried. ‘Couldn’t you go and shake somewhere else?’

‘Criminy, but I’m cold!’ Luka exclaimed, rubbing his arms. ‘We’d better try and find some shelter, Milly. Night’s coming on.’

Emilia suddenly remembered her charm bracelet. Checking quickly, she was greatly relieved to find it was still safe upon her wrist.

‘Imagine if it’d fallen off into the river!’ she said.

‘Lucky!’ he said. ‘Zizi darling, stop shivering! I know you’re cold. We’ll try and find a fire somewhere where we can get warm and dry again.’

‘Where?’ Emilia asked.

‘I don’t know!’ Luka snapped. ‘I got us to London, didn’t I? And got us away from Pig-face. Let’s try and find somewhere to eat and sleep, and we’ll go looking for the Graylings tomorrow.’

They hurried along the wharf, damp and shivering. Everyone they passed turned to stare. Someone barged past Emilia, knocking her arm, and disappeared into the crowd. Emilia groped at her wrist in sudden suspicion.

The charm bracelet was gone.

Emilia gasped. Frantically she dragged back her sleeve and shook her arm. Her wrist was bare.

Her chest so tight she could not breathe, Emilia spun on her heel, searching the cobblestones behind her, looking all around her in case it had simply slipped off to the ground. There was no sign of it.

‘Luka!’ she cried. ‘My charm bracelet! It’s gone!’

‘What? But you just had it …’

‘That boy who bumped me …’ Emilia started forward a few steps, her eyes searching the gloom, but there were people hurrying everywhere, all of them looking the same with their pinched faces and dark coats. Emilia’s knees would not hold her. She sat down on the cobblestones and bent her face into her hands. Luka put a clumsy hand on her shoulder.

‘I told you to be careful!’ he scolded. ‘You should’ve hidden it away. These pickpockets can take a ring off your finger without you even noticing.’

Emilia could not speak. The shock was too overwhelming. Her brain could not begin to grapple with the consequences. Baba had trusted … all their kin had trusted … the charms were irreplaceable … how could they rescue their family now?

‘Nothing we can do,’ Luka said. ‘It’s gone now. No point blubbering about it. Come on, Milly, get up.’

Emilia only shook her head.

‘Come on, Milly.’ Luka tried to speak gently, but he was tired and damp and cold, and his voice was sharper than he meant.

Drying her face on her sleeve, Emilia got to her feet and trailed disconsolately after her cousin. She still could not believe her charm bracelet had been stolen. It had been so quick, so deft. Every few steps she put her hand up to check, just in case the bracelet had miraculously returned. But her wrist remained bare.

They turned into a main thoroughfare and trudged along it, wondering what to do.

Luka asked a few people if they knew of any gypsy folk but they shook their heads and hurried away. Miserably, Emilia thought it was no wonder. She and Luka were bruised and filthy and barefoot, and their animals looked thin and unhappy.

In the countryside, they would have knocked on a cottage door and offered to cut firewood, or tell a fortune, or fix a fence in return for food. There was no wood to cut in the city, no fences to fix, no kind farmer’s wife willing to exchange a cup of tea for some harmless gossip and a bright view of the future.

Luka and Emilia began to beg for help.

People pushed past them impatiently, muttering, ‘No, sorry.’ A beggar in a tattered Roundhead uniform yelled at them, and shook his walking stick at them. ‘Get out of here, this is my corner,’ he shouted. ‘Go beg somewhere else.’

A few streets later, they passed an inn. The smell of hot food wafted out the window, where a woman stirred a big pot on the fire. The smell made their stomachs growl.

‘Do you think they’d give us some food if Sweetheart danced for them?’ Luka said.

‘It’s worth asking,’ Emilia said hopefully.

Suddenly they were soaked with a deluge of filthy, stinking water. They gasped and cried out, then looked up. A red-faced chambermaid in a frilly white cap was shaking a chamber-pot at them from the window of the upper storey. ‘Get out of here, you filthy thieving gypsies!’ she cried. ‘We don’t want your kind round here.’

‘We weren’t doing any harm!’ Luka yelled back. ‘What did you do that for?’

‘Get out of here,’ she bellowed back. ‘Go on!’

Luka glowered at her, holding his arms out stiffly so the muck could drip down on to the cobblestones. The chambermaid snorted with laughter, and banged the casement shut. Luka looked round. Emilia knew he was looking for a rock to throw at the window. His eyes fell on the shelf just inside the kitchen window. There lay a tray of loaves cooling, and a small row of bottles. She waited for him to snatch something and run, feeling a weight of sadness like a stone in her chest. Her uncle Ruben had always said, ‘You can’t walk straight when the road is bent,’ but it seemed to her that the road of the Rom was always being twisted awry under their feet.

Luka heaved a deep sigh and turned away, scraping away the worst of the muck and throwing it on the ground. ‘Come on,’ he said. Quietly she followed him.

Silently they plodded on down the street, Zizi a shivering ball of damp fur on Luka’s shoulder, Sweetheart lumbering behind. Luka never normally walked in a straight and steady line. He always had to find the most dangerous and difficult route anywhere – over stiles and along walls, up a tree and down a vine, on the narrow edge of a gutter, or along a ridgepole. If he had to walk on flat ground, he would skip and run, turn cartwheels or walk on his hands. Luka was always in motion, always laughing and talking and whistling and singing at the top of his voice.

Not tonight.

Tonight he dragged his feet along like a donkey plodding round and round in a treadmill. Emilia followed, so worn out and weary she could have wept. Even Rollo slunk along, his tail between his legs and his ears drooping.

It grew darker. The streets began to empty. The wind nipped at their ankles and insinuated a cold finger down their necks. Something rustled behind them, and they edged closer together. Emilia kept her hand on Rollo’s back, her fingers deep in his fur, occasionally sniffing and wiping her eyes with her sleeve.

Then she saw fire shadows, leaping against a towering stone wall at the very top of a steep alley. She caught Luka’s arm and jerked her head towards it.

‘What is it?’ she whispered. ‘It looks like a campfire.’

They stood, hesitating, staring at the orange reflections.

‘Only one way to find out,’ Luka said at last, starting forward.

‘But what if –’

‘At least we might be able to get warm and dry,’ Luka said, and led the way up the hill.




The Cathedral

[image: image]

The campfires were built in the grounds of a ruin of a cathedral, surrounded by booths and barrows and makeshift huts where people sold beer and books and baskets of bread, and brown eggs and muddy potatoes, and green bunches of watercress, and broken tiles, and many other things beside. Chickens and goats and pigs rooted around in the mud, and half-naked children ran, laughing and screeching, through the maze of tumbledown stone and rickety timber.

There were too many fires to count, dotting the church grounds like scarlet will-o’-the-wisps. People crouched by the flames, roasting chestnuts or cobs of corn on sticks, or stirring an iron pot swung on a tripod.

Looming high above the seething, fire-lit crowd was the broken hulk of the cathedral, like a massive toppled giant, arms spread wide, its chest weighed down with a ramshackle tower, crosshatched all round with tatters of wooden scaffolding. The roof had fallen in at many places, and all the windows were smashed. The gaping holes flickered with more fire shadows, showing that people were living and working inside the building as well as all around its massive circumference.

Luka and Emilia sidled near the closest fire, tended by a woman as thin as a stick, in a long dress with a hem all bedraggled with mud, and a big grey apron that had a wooden spoon sticking out of its pocket. She was chasing after a snotty-nosed baby with a big cleaver in her hand, but to the children’s relief, only caught him by the back of his grimy petticoats and lifted him into a pen she had made out of a broken barrel, before going back to chopping up onions.

She snorted with grim laughter when she caught their expression. ‘Did you think I was having baby stew for dinner tonight, did you?’ she jeered in a high, shrill voice. ‘No, it’s cabbage soup again, worst luck.’

Her bright, shrewd glance flickered over them, the boy and his monkey, the girl in her ragged, grimy skirts, the shaggy dog and the great bulk of the bear.

‘Travelling performers, are you? Hard way to earn a penny these days. Guess that explains why you’re both so thin.’

‘We’re very hungry,’ Emilia said hopefully.

‘You and me both, dearie,’ she answered shortly and turned back to her chopping.

‘We’re cold too,’ Emilia said, hugging her arms about her. ‘Can we just warm ourselves by your fire for a bit?’

‘Suppose so,’ the woman said. ‘Don’t think you can go pinching anything off me, though. I haven’t got nothing to pinch.’

‘We wouldn’t steal from you,’ Emilia said indignantly. ‘We’ve just been robbed ourselves, and it’s a real mean thing to do to someone.’

‘Robbed, were you? Not surprising, a couple of country bumpkins like you.’

Emilia drew close to the fire. ‘We’re all wet too. We fell in the river.’

‘Lucky it’s August,’ the woman said, deftly sweeping the onion into a big pot. ‘Else you’d have caught your death. Go on. Draw up a pew.’ She nodded her head to a bit of broken seating that, when Luka dragged it closer to the light of the fire, showed itself to be indeed a piece of broken pew from the church. She drew back hastily as the two children came near, and said, ‘Just don’t come too close! Whoo-ee, you smell!’

‘Someone dumped a chamber-pot on us,’ Luka said.

She gave a snort of amusement. ‘Country bumpkins.’

Emilia sat down wearily and stretched her hands to the blaze. Her bare feet were bruised from the hard stones of the city streets. She glanced down at her legs. They looked as if she was wearing grey stockings that reached up to her knees.

‘How come the church is all wrecked?’ Luka asked, swinging Zizi down from his shoulder. He showed her to the baby who gabbled away, reaching for the little monkey with two very small, very dirty hands.

‘The Roundheads nicked the funds, to pay their troops.’ The woman threw a lump of lard into the pot and swung the pot over the fire. ‘It was hit with lightning, you know, close on a hundred years ago. The king was going to pay for it out of his own pocket, but then the war came.’

She threw a handful of roughly sliced cabbage into the pot, and then poured in a jug of rather brackish-looking water. ‘More than a thousand years it’s been here, they say, and look at it! Those Roundheads. No respect! You know they baptised a foal in the font? And chopped up the pews for firewood. It’s a crying shame, I say. Though at least it gives us somewhere to set up shop.’

Emilia let the woman’s voice wash over her. Although she was so tired her bones seemed to ache inside her skin, needle-sharp anxiety twisted inside her. I’ve lost the chain of charms, I’ve lost the chain of charms. Tears stung her eyes, and she blotted them away with her sleeve.

Rollo thumped his tail and nudged her with his nose, and Emilia patted his rough head. He laid it against her knee.

Luka gazed longingly at the pot, which was beginning to smell, if not exactly appetising, at least a little like food. Zizi gazed too, making a little mewling noise like a hungry baby.

The thin woman scowled and hunched her shoulders. ‘Warm enough yet?’ she said.

‘We need to earn some money,’ Luka said. ‘Do you think the people round here would pay us if our bear danced for them?’

The woman looked them over. ‘Maybe.’

‘She’s very funny,’ Emilia said. ‘Especially when she dances with the monkey.’

‘We could all do with something to laugh about,’ the thin woman said. ‘Heaven knows life has given us enough to weep over.’

Luka looked about him, making sure there were no soldiers about. ‘I wish I had my fiddle,’ he said unhappily. His eye fell on the barrel that the woman had been cutting onions on. He rapped it with his knuckles. It boomed in a deep, satisfying way. ‘Can I borrow your barrel? And some wooden spoons?’

She frowned. ‘What’s in it for me?’

‘The pleasure of knowing you’re helping two poor little orphans,’ Emilia said.

The woman guffawed with laughter.

‘I’ll give you some of whatever we earn,’ Luka said. ‘But only if you give us some stew first, we’re starving.’

‘And what if all you get is stones and curses?’ she demanded.

‘Then you’ll get a fair cut of those,’ he answered at once, and she laughed again.

‘Fair enough, I suppose.’ The woman, whose name was Annie, gave them each a bowlful of the thin, tasteless stew, and they ate ravenously, then put the half-empty bowls down for the animals to share. It was not nearly enough, but it was better than nothing, and at least it was hot.

Then Luka dragged out a few of the barrels into the light, and sat, experimenting with Annie’s wooden spoons, enjoying making music again, no matter how primitive. Annie lifted the baby onto her knee, and sat and listened, nodding her head and tapping her toe. A few people nearby stopped and listened.

Sweetheart’s eyes brightened. She knew that music meant dancing, and dancing meant praise and tidbits, and plenty of ale. She rose ponderously on her hind legs and began to sway to the music. Then Zizi swung down and scampered over to meet her, holding up one tiny paw. Sweetheart bent down and took it, and the bear and the monkey danced clumsily together.

Round and round they went, one so great and heavy, the other so small and nimble; Zizi spinning and pirouetting and turning deft cartwheels, and Sweetheart trying to copy her. The watchers roared with laughter and applauded vigorously. Soon a large crowd had gathered, and coins were clinking into Luka’s hat.

Emilia stared into the fire, hearing the drumming as if from a great distance. She felt very light, almost as if she was not her own self, but merely the thin, crooked shadow she cast on the ground. Flames roared in her ears, filled her eyes.
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She saw the cathedral burning, flames as tall as the sky devouring the vast edifice of stone as if it were a pile of dry leaves. She saw the whole city burning, churches and palaces and shops and the narrow, huddled hovels of the poor, all consumed in a great conflagration that destroyed everything in its path. The stench of ash and brimstone was in her nostrils; she heard the sharp crackle and snap of the flames, and the shrill cries and screams of the dying.

Emilia shut her eyes. The boom-boom-boom of the drums filled her ears. She wanted to wrench her mind away from this dreadful vision of disaster, she wanted to bury her head in her arms and thrust her fingers in her ears.

Instead she thought of her family. Show me . . . she begged.

She saw Beatrice, her head locked in a metal cage. She saw her grandmother hunched over, the whites of her eyes quivering in the slit of her halfshut eyelids. She saw Noah coughing, coughing, coughing, a bloody rag held to his lips. She saw her uncles, holding him up so he could breathe. She saw her aunt, wan and filthy, trying to drive off a pack of rats so her starving daughters could eat. Then she saw the door of the cell open, and the shadow of the pastor fall upon the floor like an accusing finger. She saw Beatrice cringe back against the wall. As the scold’s bridle hit the stone, it clanged like a funeral bell. The shadow advanced on Beatrice, step by slow step, blotting out her legs, her body, her shoulders, her head within its dreadful cage. Again Emilia heard a clang, as if of a bell . . .

‘Wake up, Milly!’ Luka cried. ‘Look, we got quite a few coins, and I’ve bought us some bread and cheese, and a bottle of elderflower wine. Annie says we can doss down here for the night, and maybe earn some more in the morning …’

Emilia blinked and looked about her. The crowd had drifted away, and Sweetheart had her muzzle thrust in a large jug of ale, slurping it down with pleasure. Zizi was perched on Luka’s shoulder, cracking a chestnut with her sharp teeth, and Rollo was asleep at her feet. The only light came from the fire which had fallen into coals.

‘What’s wrong?’ Luka asked.

‘We’ve got to go on,’ Emilia said. ‘We haven’t got time to be sleeping. We’ve got to find the last charm.’

‘But it’s late. It’s black as the devil’s waistcoat out there.’

‘I’m just afraid that if we stop and sleep, we’ll lose our chance,’ Emilia said. ‘We really only have tomorrow to find the butterfly in amber, else we’ll never get back to Kingston in time. We still have no idea where to find the Graylings.’

‘But I’m so tired,’ Luka said, sitting back on his heels. ‘And we can make money here …’

‘We need to get out of the city,’ Emilia said. ‘Coldham will be on our trail.’

‘But the city’s so huge, how could he find us?’ Luka said, even though he knew as well as Emilia did that their menagerie made them conspicuous, and Coldham seemed to have friends – or at least fellow spies – all over the country.

‘I just know we need to get moving,’ Emilia said, and folded her arms firmly across her chest.

Luka sighed, and put his hat back on his head. He swung Zizi up to his shoulder. ‘Safer that way, anyway,’ he said.

‘You heading off again?’ Annie said in surprise, looking up from the coins she was counting in her hand.

‘You know us gypsies, we can never rest,’ Emilia said, attempting to smile.

Annie’s face turned hard. ‘Gypsies, are you? Better not have pinched any of my things.’ She bent and picked up her little son, holding him close as if she thought they might steal him.

‘We don’t want any of your things,’ Emilia said crossly. ‘We just want to find our kin.’

‘Have you seen any gypsies roundabouts?’ Luka asked, settling the pack on his shoulder.

‘Heard there’s a mortal lot of gypsies out at St Giles,’ Annie answered shortly. ‘That’s out west from here, in the marsh.’

‘Could you show us where?’ Emilia begged, and begrudgingly Annie drew them a rough map in the mud, keeping her son hitched close on her hip. She backed away when Emilia and Luka bent down close to see, but told them all she knew about St Giles willingly enough.

‘You’ll have to run if you want to get out the city gates tonight,’ she said. ‘They shut at nine, and I heard the bell toll eight some time ago.’

‘Thank you for letting us sit by your fire,’ Emilia said in a small, forlorn voice, and helped Luka haul Sweetheart to her feet. The bear had been quite comfortable by the fire, and did not want to leave. They had to tug hard on her nose-ring before at last she lumbered after them, complaining every step of the way.

The streets were dark and quiet and scary. Emilia was glad of Sweetheart’s bulk, and Rollo’s swift strength. A fog was rolling in from the river, smelling of frog slime and fish eggs. It bandaged their eyes and gagged their mouths. Walking through it was like a game of blindman’s buff. Only the clatter of Rollo’s claws on the cobblestones stopped them from bumping into walls or stumbling into potholes.

‘I see a lantern ahead,’ Luka said, peering through the mist. ‘It’s hung high. Do you think it’s the city gate?’

‘Could be,’ Emilia said. ‘Come on.’

They hurried forward, holding hands, Luka gripping Sweetheart’s chain and Emilia clutching Rollo’s ruff. Church bells began to toll the curfew. Luka and Emilia broke into a lurching run. The glow of the lantern was blurred by the fog, but by its indistinct light they could see a large wooden gate being dragged shut by the hunched shapes of two men.

‘Wait!’ Luka hollered. With Sweetheart lumbering along behind, and Rollo bounding ahead, they ran full pelt down the hill, Zizi clutching onto Luka’s flying hair with both paws, shrieking with glee.

The watchmen paused and stood aside, letting them run through before closing the gate behind them. They heard the bolts being slammed home.

‘That’s Coldham shut up behind us, at least,’ Luka said.

‘With any luck,’ Emilia answered. Without thinking, she put her hand up to touch her charm bracelet, only to feel her wrist bare and bony. She let her hand fall, and trudged after Luka, her heart aching.




The Cradle
and the Coffin
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St-Giles-in-the-Fields had grown up around a leper hospital, Annie had told them, which had been built out in the marshes to keep the lepers away from the city. But St Giles was the patron saint of beggars and cripples as well as of lepers, and so the church had a reputation for charity towards those who were stoned out of town elsewhere.

So of course gypsies ended up here as well, Luka thought to himself, with a bitter edge to his self-mockery.

As Luka and Emilia approached the crossroads at the outskirts of the village, they heard a sort of shuffling noise, like a beast turning in its corner. Then they heard a deep groan that made them jump. Rollo growled. Luka managed to get their lantern alight, and lifted it high.

He stifled an exclamation as the light fell upon a cage of iron bars, set on a low stone pedestal. Someone was crouched inside the cage. The lantern flame made his eyes gleam through the wild tangle of grey hair that covered his head and shoulders. He reeked of rotten fruit and excrement.

‘Why, it’s a couple of young children,’ the old man said. ‘What in heaven’s name are you doing wandering the streets at this time of night?’

‘What are you doing in a cage?’ Luka asked.

‘These are sorry days indeed, when saints are seen as sinners, and sinners as saints.’ The old man shook his wild head in sorrow.

‘Are you trying to say that you think you’re a saint?’ Luka said, unable to keep the scorn out of his voice.

To their surprise, the man in the cage smiled.

‘They called us all saints once,’ he said. ‘We were the Parliament of Saints, hallelujah! Less than six months we lasted. Then they threw us out of Parliament and gave our powers to Cromwell, who set himself up as king in all but name. And now see how far I have fallen, for no other crime than telling the truth. Jesus Christ shall return to rule as King of Kings, his saints at his right hand, and I shall be among them. Hallelujah! The year sixteen hundred and sixty-six shall mark his coming, for is it not in Revelations that six-six-six is the number of the beast? There will be fire, and plague, and war, and all those who have set themselves up as kings in Christ’s place shall be felled.’

Emilia said gently, ‘So it’ll happen soon, the great fire, do you think?’

The old man stared at her in surprise. ‘You, too, have seen the coming of the Lord?’

‘I’ve seen that there will be a fire,’ Emilia answered. ‘And that a king will come. I thought it was a real king, I mean an earthly king, but I could have been wrong. I do not understand most of what I see yet.’

‘Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings . . .’ the old man whispered. ‘Hallelujah!’

Luka took advantage of the old man’s sudden thunderstruck silence to say quickly, ‘Do you know St Giles well? We’re looking for some of our kin. By the name of Graylings. Mala Graylings.’

‘Mala?’ he mused. ‘Aye, I know that name. An old gypsy woman, a fortune-teller.’

‘Do you know where we can find her?’ Emilia asked. ‘We’ve come such an awfully long way.’

‘I’ve seen her at the Cradle and the Coffin many a time, when I have gone to preach against the evils of drink,’ he answered. ‘She used to tell fortunes there, in return for a sup of soup and some brandy.’

‘Is that an inn?’ Luka asked. ‘Where can we find it?’

The old man drew his shaggy brows together. ‘I could try and give you directions, but I warn you, it’s very easy to get lost in St Giles.’

‘If I let you out, will you show us the way?’ Luka asked.

‘And how do you propose to do that?’ the old preacher asked, rattling his bars, which were secured with a stout padlock.

Luka dug out his lock pick. ‘I knew this would be useful,’ he said with a quick grin to Emilia. He approached the bars cautiously, trying not to breathe in the stink. ‘Don’t think of trying anything,’ he warned the old man. ‘I might be young, but I know how to fight, and our animals are trained to kill.’

The old man peered at the dark hulk of the bear. Sweetheart was sitting back on her haunches, scratching her belly amiably, while Rollo was stretched out asleep, one ear flopped over his eyes. Luka and Emilia exchanged a rueful glance, and looked at the preacher who smiled at them.

‘I would do you no harm,’ he said. ‘Is not the little girl a saint as well?’

Luka snorted, but managed not to reply, while Emilia did her best to look saintly, folding her hands and casting her eyes up to heaven.

It took some time for Luka to open the padlock, for he was still not adept at manipulating the lock pick and the only light came from his lantern. The old man asked them their names, and told them that he was called Henry Burgess, but that most people called him Hallelujah.

‘Thank you, dear children,’ he said, crawling out of the cage. ‘When the King of Kings returns to rule over His earthly dominions, you too shall be accepted into the company of His saints. Hallelujah!’

‘I hope so,’ Emilia said politely. She and Luka helped the old man as, tottering, he led them into a dark maze of alleys and laneways, courtyards and cobbled squares.

‘Tell me, Mr Hallelujah, sir,’ Emilia said, ‘have you ever noticed this old fortune-teller wearing a . . . a stone, or a jewel? A little charm?’ For even though Emilia had lost her charm bracelet, she still hoped to find the butterfly in amber that belonged to the Graylings tribe. One charm would be better than none, she reasoned.

Hallelujah nodded. ‘Aye, indeed. A lovely little jewel, yellow as sunshine, except it had something in it, some kind of dead bug.’

‘Not a butterfly?’ Emilia was so excited she let go of his arm to clap her hands together. Hallelujah almost fell over, and she hastily put her hand under his skinny old arm again.

‘Aye, that’s it. Strange thing to have inside a stone. I wonder how it got in there. Indeed, God’s work is mysterious.’

‘Does she still have it, do you know?’ Emilia asked.

Hallelujah shook his wild, grey head. ‘I have not seen it for a long time. I daresay she pawned it years ago. Or perhaps she gave it to her daughter. I remember seeing her weeping one day, in great distress, for her daughter had run away.’

‘We heard her daughter had married a lawyer,’ Luka said hopefully.

‘I hadn’t heard that,’ Hallelujah replied. ‘But I don’t know her well. She thinks I’m a crazy loon.’

They did not talk much after that. Emilia and Luka were so tired it seemed as if they wandered in a nightmare. The air smelt of cinders and cesspits. Slimy things squelched under Emilia’s bare feet. In the thin ray of light from the lantern, she saw the damp, crooked walls of ramshackle houses, a rat dragging a dismembered hen, a runnel of green slime, the hand of a man lying dead drunk (or so she hoped), piles of old gnawed bones and filthy rags and scuttling cockroaches.

‘This is a fool’s errand,’ Luka muttered. ‘We could’ve been sleeping by the fire, getting back our strength. What are we doing wandering round this hellhole at midnight? We’ll be lucky if we get out alive.’

‘Sweetheart will keep us safe.’ Emilia’s voice shook, and she took a deep shuddering breath. She felt small and vulnerable. Her left wrist was too light and bare, the absence of her bracelet weighing her down as the charms had never done. Footsore, heartsore, and unutterably weary, Emilia trudged on.

The only light came from lanterns hung outside the doors of the inns, illuminating the shabby signs that hung above the steps. The inns all seemed to be called something black, like the Black Jack or the Black Lamb. One was called, oddly, the Vine and the Rose. Emilia had never seen a less rosy-looking place. Then Hallelujah led them into a dark square where the rickety wooden buildings all leant upon each other’s shoulders like melancholy drunks.

‘That is the Cradle and the Coffin just there,’ Hallelujah whispered. ‘It’s not a place for children.’

Luka lifted up the lantern. Its frail light wavered over a filthy, narrow building, with tiny horn windows and a door with planks roughly nailed over a hole at the bottom, as if it had once been kicked in. Lying in the doorway was a bundle of noisome rags. Then the pile of rags stirred, and mumbled.

The children inched closer, their breath tight in their chest.

It was an old woman. She looked about two hundred. Her skin was scrunched and spotted like old parchment, and two massive hairy moles sprouted from her chin and cheek. She half woke as the light shone in her face, and cracked open an eye like a toad’s, dark and protuberant between brown, leathery lids. She winced away and muttered something, showing rotten, diseased gums where only a few broken teeth remained. She wore three vivid skirts of different colours, and so Luka and Emilia knew at once she was a romni.
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‘Sar’sharn, Baba?’ Luka whispered the traditional Romany greeting.

At once the old woman cracked open her eyes. ‘Si’n Rom?’

‘Aye, we’re Rom. We’re looking for one of our kin. Baba Mala Graylings.’

She stared at them suspiciously. ‘What for?’

Emilia squatted down on the cobblestones. ‘Greetings to you, Baba Mala,’ she said softly. ‘We’re your kin, the grand-weans of Maggie Finch.’

‘So?’ The old woman hunched down again.

Luka had an idea. ‘Look, Baba Mala, I have a present for you.’ He found the bottle of elderflower wine, yanked free the cork and offered it to the old woman. Her face lit up, she seized the bottle and gulped down a few mouthfuls. She wiped her mouth with satisfaction, and said, rather indistinctly because of her lack of teeth, ‘What you want?’

‘We want to ask you about your amber charm, the one with the butterfly in it.’

The old woman spat. ‘Fancy took it.’

‘Fancy? Your daughter?’

‘Little snake.’

‘Your daughter took your charm?’ Emilia asked. ‘Where is she now?’

The old woman glanced at her sideways, then took another swig of the bottle. ‘Fancy gone.’

‘Where has Fancy gone?’

The old woman rocked back and forth, muttering. Her grey hair hung in rats’ tails, so thin they could see the bluish colour of the skin beneath.

‘Baba’s in gaol,’ Luka said. ‘We want to try and get her out. We were hoping you and your daughter could help us. The Smiths heard one of your family married a lawyer. Was that your daughter Fancy?’

‘Fancy thinks she’s too good for her poor old ma,’ the old woman said. ‘Stole my charm and my tarot cards, and ran off to marry a gorgio. Haven’t seen her in years.’

‘Do you know the name of the gorgio?’ Luka asked. ‘Is he really a lawyer?’

‘What you want her for?’ the old woman said. ‘She’s no good, I’ve told you that.’

‘We need the charm,’ Emilia said, at exactly the same moment that Luka said, ‘We need a lawyer.’

They made a face at each other, then Luka went on, ‘I don’t want to spend the rest of our lives afraid of being caught and dragged back to gaol. It’d be better if we could find some way to get them out legally – or at least, with the appearance of being legal . . .’

‘If you would tell us about your daughter?’ Emilia begged. ‘Did she really steal your charm? Why? What did she do with it? And did she really marry a lawyer?’

Mala snorted. ‘Much good it did her. As much good as it’ll do you. He’s as blue-nosed as they come.’

‘What is his name?’ Luka asked desperately.

‘Pure something or other. Pure by name and pure by reputation, I’ve heard,’ Mala said. ‘Not that I’ve ever met him. Too good for the likes of me.’

‘Not Henry Purefoyle,’ Hallelujah exclaimed, then whistled in astonishment. ‘He briefed the bench, I heard, that tried the king. Might even have put his name to the execution order. He married your daughter?’

‘Doesn’t know she’s a gypsy,’ Mala said. ‘Fancy got herself all dressed up like a fine lady, pretending to be a blue-nose too. She hasn’t been to see me for close on fifteen years.’

‘But she took the charm from you, the butterfly in amber? You’re sure?’ Emilia asked.

Mala nodded. ‘Aye, she took it, when she was not much older than you. I hope it brought her luck, is all I can say. I certainly haven’t had any since it was gone.’

Emilia sighed and looked at Luka questioningly.

‘I guess we should try to find her, if we can,’ he said. ‘We have only one day left before we need to head back to Kingston.’

‘I know where Henry Purefoyle lives,’ Hallelujah said unexpectedly. ‘He lives near Gray’s Inn, not so very far from here. It’s just off High Holborn Street, which leads from the crossroads where you found me. All the lawyers live round there, near the Inns of Court. You could be there in less than half an hour, if you walked swiftly.’

‘I’m so tired I don’t think I can walk another step,’ Emilia said, almost groaning at the thought.

‘It’s either walk out of this place, or spend the night sleeping on these disgusting stones,’ Luka said, getting up with fresh energy. ‘I say we get out of here, and make camp in a field somewhere. Then we can go and find this Henry in the morning. What do you say?’

Emilia’s words were swallowed by an enormous yawn. When it was finally over, she said, ‘Sounds good! As long as we find a field soon. All I want to do is sleep.’

‘And sleep and sleep and sleep,’ Luka said. ‘But not here! In a field under the stars. One with a stream so we can scrub away all this filth.’ He looked back at Mala, rolled once more in her stinking blanket. ‘I just can’t understand it,’ he said in a low voice.

‘She’s forgotten her roads,’ Emilia answered sombrely.




Obedience
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Luka and Emilia lay under a weeping elm tree in a small square abutted on all four sides by a road lined with large, gracious houses that all looked exactly the same.

It was a fresh and clear morning, with the promise of heat to come. Luka felt much better after a good night’s sleep in a haystack, a wash in a stream, and some bread and cheese. Emilia, however, was still drooping with misery over the loss of her charm bracelet.

‘At least we’ve found the lawyer’s place,’ Luka said. ‘Maybe he’d come and talk to the judges for us, and then we won’t need any good luck.’

‘It’s not just that, Baba trusted me! And the others too. How can I tell them I lost their lucky charms?’

‘Well, it can’t be helped,’ Luka said impatiently. ‘Stop sniffling and help me think what to do next. Should we just go up and knock on the door?’

Emilia looked across at the house doubtfully. ‘It’s very grand.’

‘Look, the door’s opening!’ Luka flattened himself in the grass.

Out came an elderly woman, sharp and upright as a fence post. Her dress and hood and folded hands were black, and under her stiff white face spread a stiff white collar. Her sharp grey eyes were set so close together, she had to peer down her long, bony nose to see her way. She walked as if her shoes hurt her.

Behind her, in descending size, came three girls, all dressed identically in severe black gowns with white collars and black hoods. The four of them turned one by one to the right and promenaded around the outskirts of the square, in single file, each one exactly three paces behind the other. Their skirts rustled, and their boots made little tapping noises on the pavement.

Luka and Emilia stared. They did not think much of these girls.

Then the middle girl trod on the hem of her dress and grimaced as it tore. She gathered up the trailing hem in her hand, revealing tight black button-up boots and black stockings with holes in them. Suddenly, as if feeling their gaze on her, she glanced at the square. Her eyes widened in astonishment. Sweetheart was peering out through the canopy of leaves. Although Luka jerked on the bear’s chain so she lay down again, grumbling, the girl continued to stare the whole time the four of them walked, single file, all the way around the park and back to their front door.

‘It is not so hot today, Aunt Grace,’ she said then, in a clear, refined voice. ‘May we promenade about the park a little?’

‘Very well, Obedience, but only for a few minutes. You girls are sallow enough as it is, I do not wish for you to get sunburnt.’

Luka and Emilia glanced at each other, stifling giggles, for the sun was just as soft and pale as lamb’s wool today. And what had she called the girl? Surely her name could not be Obedience?

Aunt Grace unlatched the gate and settled herself on the bench. The three girls walked demurely about the perimeter of the garden until they were out of sight, behind the weeping tree. Then the middle girl seized both of her sisters by the arm and dragged them forward. Three sets of dark brown eyes peered through the leaves at Luka and Emilia, Zizi, Rollo and Sweetheart.

‘Gypsy children!’ Obedience whispered. ‘Look! With a bear and a monkey! And what a lovely big dog!’
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Rollo beat his tail on the ground, and she bent to pat his head. ‘I wish we had a dog,’ she said enviously. ‘And imagine having a pet monkey!’

‘I do not think gypsies are permitted in the park,’ the elder one said. ‘We must inform Aunt Grace at once.’

The third girl said nothing, just stared and stared with her thumb in her mouth.

‘Don’t be such a spoilsport, Humility! When are we ever going to get a chance to see a monkey again?’

‘I could see a monkey any day of the week, if I wished to go to St Bartholomew’s Fair and hobnob with riffraff,’ Humility said. ‘But I have no desire to do any such thing, and neither should you, Obedience.’

‘We’re not riffraff,’ Luka said indignantly. ‘We’re your cousins.’

‘Cousins? How dare you?’ Humility said. ‘We do not have any cousins, and if we did, they would not be grubby little guttersnipes!’

‘Who do you think we are?’ Obedience asked in lively curiosity.

‘The children of the lawyer Henry Purefoyle, and the gypsy Fancy Graylings,’ Luka replied promptly.

The girls looked puzzled. ‘Henry Purefoyle is our father –’ Obedience began.

‘But you should call him Mister Purefoyle,’ Humility struck in.

‘But we’ve never heard of a gypsy called Fancy,’ Obedience finished. ‘Our mother is named Faith.’

‘What peculiar names you all have,’ Luka said. ‘Are you really called Obedience?’

‘They are not peculiar names, they are excellent, God-fearing Puritan names,’ Humility said, her nose even further in the air.

‘They could have been worse,’ Obedience said. ‘We have friends called Meek, and Lamentation, and one called Tribulation.’ She giggled. ‘Imagine being called Tribulation!’

‘You are a tribulation,’ her elder sister said sternly.

Obedience laughed again. ‘What are your names?’

‘Emilia and Luka,’ they answered.

‘How heathenish,’ Humility said condescendingly. ‘Far more peculiar than ours.’

Luka scowled. He liked their names. At least they were apt. As far as he could see, Humility was not at all humble, Obedience was not at all obedient, and Aunt Grace was far from graceful.

‘What’s the little one called?’ Emilia said, smiling at the thumb-sucker.

Obedience grinned. ‘Justice.’

Poor little thing, Emilia thought. But she smiled and said, ‘I have a brother just your size, called Noah. And Luka has a little sister called Mimi. Are you always called Justice? Or do they have a love name for you?’

Justice did not reply, just sucked her thumb harder.

‘We call her Cherub,’ Obedience said. ‘And I’m usually called Beedee. We don’t shorten Humility’s name, though, she doesn’t like it.’

‘Humility! Obedience! Justice!’ Their aunt’s voice rang through the square. ‘What are you doing?’

‘Coming, Aunt Grace,’ Obedience sang. As her sisters hurried away, she bent and hissed at Luka and Emilia, ‘Come to the back gate in half an hour and I’ll let you in. I want to hear more about this so-called kinship of ours. I always knew there was a mystery about my mother!’
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Half an hour later, Luka and Emilia waited nervously outside the back gate. Obedience let them in with her finger at her lips. Like her sisters, she was a plain child, skinny and sallow, but her eyes were sparkling with such mischief Luka and Emilia felt a stir of kindred spirit.

‘I thought you could hide the bear in the shed,’ she whispered. ‘Will she make a fuss?’

‘Got any honey?’ Luka whispered back.

Obedience made a face and shook her head.

‘Anything sweet? Fruitcake?’

‘Not allowed anything sweet,’ Obedience whispered back. ‘Devil’s food.’

‘So I’m guessing no ale?’

Obedience snorted. ‘Of course not. We drink asses’ milk, or water.’

‘Even your father?’ Emilia was amazed.

‘Especially my father.’

‘Got any food at all? Fish?’

‘I’ll see what I can find. Wait here.’ Obedience pushed them inside a small, dark shed that smelt unpleasantly of the compost heap outside. She was back some time later with a string of fish, their scales gleaming softly in the dimness.

‘They’ll keep her happy for a while,’ Luka said. ‘And maybe she’ll sleep. We had a disturbed night.’

‘What’s it like having a pet bear?’ Obedience asked as they settled Sweetheart down on some sacks, attaching her chain to a hook on the wall.

‘Lovely,’ Emilia said.

Luka said gravely, ‘She saved our lives yesterday. If it wasn’t for Sweetheart, we would have drowned.’

‘Really?’ Obedience was fascinated. ‘And you have a monkey too. Isn’t she sweet? She looks just like a little baby . . .’

‘Only much hairier,’ Emilia said.

Obedience giggled. ‘What fun,’ she said. ‘Will she stay out here too, with the bear?’

‘No, she’d shriek and gibber until I came back,’ Luka said. ‘She always stays with me.’

Obedience looked dubious. ‘She won’t get into any mischief, will she? I mean, not that I mind, it’d be great fun to see her. It’s just that I’d be whipped if it’s discovered I’ve brought a monkey into the house. Though, mind you, I’ll be whipped if they discover you too.’

Luka assured Obedience that Zizi would stay close to him. ‘She does everything I tell her to,’ he boasted, which made Emilia roll her eyes.

The lawyer’s house was tall, dark and narrow, and smelt of soap. Obedience did not need to lay her finger on her lips to keep them quiet. Luka and Emilia were quite overawed by the heavy silence of the house. They tiptoed down the hall, Rollo’s claws clicking so loudly on the wooden floorboards that Obedience turned an agonised face towards them. She eased open a door and they ducked into a large, book-lined room, dominated by a huge desk covered in neat piles of paper. Framed documents were hung all over the walls, and there was a large glass case hanging near the fire in which dead butterflies of all colours and sizes were pinned.

A small fire flickered on the hearth. It brought warmth and comfort to the room, and Luka at once went to stand in front of it. Rollo flopped down at his feet, and sighed in contentment.

‘Father’s library,’ Obedience said in a low voice. ‘They’ll never look for me here, because they’d never believe I’d dare to come in. Father’s library is strictly out of bounds.’

‘So do you come in here often?’ Luka said with a grin.

Obedience grinned back. ‘All the time. I like to read Father’s books, and look at his maps. He’s hardly ever here, he’s always at Gray’s Inn, or at the palace.’

‘At the palace? How come?’

‘He’s a lawyer, you know,’ Obedience said. ‘He was one of those that prosecuted the tyrant Charles Stuart. His Highness is most grateful to him for his knowledge of legal matters, and relies on him greatly.’

‘So he’s one of Old Ironsides’s . . . I mean, the Lord Protector’s men?’ Luka had not realised this before, and it filled him with dismay. There goes any chance of him helping us, he thought.

‘Indeed, one of his right-hand men,’ Obedience said proudly. ‘Father is at the palace now, praying with the other councillors, for the Lord Protector has taken a turn for the worse. We are all very worried at this news, for if His Highness should die, will not the dreaded tyrant Charles Stuart seek to impose his oppressive rule on us again?’

Emilia and Luka did not know what to say. Obedience said, with an impish look on her face, ‘Do you not discuss politics? My mother says it is most impolite for a lady to talk about politics. Yet it is what all the men discuss, and so I cannot help think it must be interesting, since men get to do all the most interesting things in the world. Like going to university, and standing up in a court of law to argue. I’d like to be paid for arguing, instead of being scolded all the time. But enough of me. Tell me why you have conceived this strange notion that my mother is a gypsy? Indeed she is the most boring, godly woman you could ever imagine. She does nothing but sew, and reads nothing but the Bible, and even then only at random, to see what advice it gives her.’

Emilia opened her eyes, sudden excitement giving her new energy. ‘She foretells the future through the Bible? How?’

‘She lets the Bible fall open and whatever verse her finger falls upon is the one she acts upon,’ Obedience said. ‘She does not know I know about it. I’ve seen her do it late at night, when Father is out and I should be sleeping. He would not approve at all.’

‘Do you know much about your mother’s childhood?’ Emilia asked.

Luka fidgeted, the loud ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece reminding him of time scurrying away.

Obedience shrugged. ‘Nothing. That’s why I said she was a bit of a mystery. She never mentions her family, and neither does my father. I had always supposed she had a deadly dull, deadly respectable upbringing, just like ours, except that she never talks about it. Aunt Grace is always telling us about how good she was as a child.’

‘Do you know her maiden name?’

‘Grey,’ Obedience said. ‘Her name was Faith Grey. Could it get any more tedious?’

Fancy Graylings. Faith Grey. There was just enough of an echo for Emilia’s interest to quicken. ‘Have you ever seen her with a small yellow jewel, a piece of amber?’

‘Jewellery? My mother? Of course not! She will not even have buttons on her clothes in case anyone thinks she’s vain.’

‘It can’t be her,’ Luka said. ‘Come on, Emilia, let’s go. It’s a wild-goose chase. She isn’t Fancy, she doesn’t have the amber charm, and her husband isn’t going to help a couple of grubby gypsy brats. He’s more likely to turn us in. Let’s get out of here while we still can.’

‘But can’t I help?’ Obedience said. ‘If it’s legal advice you need, I know nearly as much as Father, really I do.’

‘We do need help. Our families are in gaol and, come Monday morning, are facing the court. We need to get them out!’ Luka replied.

‘Why are they in gaol?’ Obedience asked. ‘What have they done?’

In fits and starts they told her, trying not to reveal too much about their adventures. Obedience was enthralled with their tale, however, and asked so many eager questions they ended up telling her nearly the whole story.

‘There’s lots of things a lawyer could do to try to reduce the sentence,’ Obedience said, ‘but to get the whole family out of gaol, scot-free, and no record against them, that’s impossible. It’d take a miracle.’

Luka’s shoulders sagged.

Emilia put her fingers up to her wrist and was reminded once again, sharply, of her missing charm bracelet. ‘You must be able to think of something,’ she said unhappily. ‘You’re so clever, you know so much more than we do. Isn’t there something we can do to help our families?’

‘No, I’m sorry,’ Obedience said. ‘Unless . . .’

‘Unless what?’ Luka sat up eagerly.

‘You could apply to the Lord Protector for a pardon,’ Obedience said. ‘He’s been known to issue them occasionally. Why, my father drew up a whole swathe of pardons for His Highness only a couple of months ago. Look, there are copies here in his drawer.’

She slipped off the corner of the desk and rummaged through one of the drawers. ‘It was after the beheading of Charles Stuart’s old chaplain. He was arrested in June, you know, for sheltering the Duke of Ormonde when he was here in London.’

Luka and Emilia both jumped as if stung by a nettle, and exchanged a quick, horrified glance. Luckily Obedience did not notice, still looking through her father’s desk. ‘He was a silly old fool, really, Doctor Hewett. He used to ask his parishioners to remember an “absent friend” when he passed round the collection plate. Of course he was sending the money to the king! Anyway, he was arrested, along with about forty other Royalists, but Lord Cromwell ended up pardoning half of them. I think everyone in London was sick of watching people being hanged, drawn and quartered! Look, here they are!’

She came up flourishing a pile of thick parchment, affixed with large blobs of red wax in which they could see the imprint of a soldier on a horse.

‘That’s his signature! Look how shaky it’s got. He used to have a bold hand, Father says.’

Emilia and Luka looked at the parchment she held out with great interest. It was covered in close lines of ornate black script, which looked like the tracks of a worm with a bellyache. Down the bottom, in a different, frailer hand, was a large sprawling signature. The first part looked like a scandalised mouth, the second like a runaway stagecoach.

‘Well, I can’t see Old Ironsides pardoning a whole bunch of gypsies, so I guess we just have to break them out of gaol,’ Luka said. ‘Maybe we can burn the whole stupid place down, so that they think everyone’s dead, and won’t come chasing after us.’

Obedience did not know whether to be shocked, or admiring of Luka’s boldness. ‘I wish I could come with you,’ she said wistfully. ‘How I’d love an adventure!’

‘You’ll have adventures of your own, in time,’ Emilia said, then bit her lip, realising she’d again spoken of something she instinctively and mysteriously knew to be true.

But Obedience only sighed. ‘Most unlikely, I’m afraid.’

‘We really need to go,’ Luka said, bending to pick up his pack and swing it to his shoulder. ‘It’s been a complete waste of time coming here.’

‘Are you sure you haven’t seen a little amber jewel?’ Emilia asked anxiously. ‘It has a butterfly inside it.’

Obedience shrugged. ‘No, never heard of it or seen it. Why?’

Emilia rubbed her wrist unhappily. ‘It’s the lucky charm of the Graylings family. We thought your mother had it. I’ve been collecting the charms, you see, hoping they’d . . . well, it makes no difference now, I suppose. My bracelet’s gone.’ She tried to shrug as if she did not care, but it was impossible. ‘Someone took it.’

‘Oh no, really? The pickpockets in London are dreadful, I know. Was it very valuable?’

‘It was to me,’ Emilia said.

‘You need to go along to a fence,’ Obedience said.

‘A fence? What kind of fence? What on earth for?’ Luka and Emilia were utterly baffled.

‘A fence is someone who sells stolen goods,’ Obedience explained patiently. ‘The pickpocket doesn’t sell the goods himself. He takes them along to a fence, who pays him for them and sells them on for a higher price.

‘Where would we find this fence?’ Luka asked. Emilia was speechless, her spirits bounding with new hope.

Obedience made a face. ‘How on earth would I know? I daresay there are hundreds of fences in London, if not thousands. I wouldn’t know where to begin looking.’

Emilia felt a telltale prickling in her eyes and leant over Rollo, fondling his ears, trying to hide her expression. Rollo did not thump his plumy tail, as he would do usually. His eyes were fixed on the door, a soft growl rising from his throat. Emilia looked up and saw the door handle turning. She turned to the others, making frantic gestures. Luka at once swept up Zizi, Emilia grabbed Rollo by his ruff, and the three children scrambled behind the curtains, just as the door swung open.




Death in the Pot
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Emilia put her eye to the crack where the curtains did not quite close. She just hoped no one could see her.

‘I cannot understand it, His Highness seemed so much better on Thursday!’ A tall man in a long dark robe swept impatiently into the room. He had the same large, bony nose of Obedience’s Aunt Grace, with grey eyes under thick frowning brows.

Behind him came a woman in a severe black gown. Her hair was parted in the middle and smoothed back into a sleek coil. Its severity did nothing to detract from her exotic beauty. Everything about her was delicately formed, her skin was the colour of old ivory, and her hair and eyes as black as sable. Emilia had to bite back a gasp of surprise, for Mrs Purefoyle looked very much like Emilia’s own sister Beatrice. She nudged Luka, and he nodded, his face alive with sudden interest.

‘I thought we must be over the worst!’ Mr Purefoyle walked with quick, impatient steps to the fire and stood before it, scowling at the hearthrug. Emilia shrank down, her hand on Rollo’s muzzle to keep him quiet.

‘So His Highness has taken a turn for the worse?’ Mrs Purefoyle shut the door quietly behind her and turned, her hands folded before her.

‘Indeed, he is suffering exceedingly. None of us can understand it. This is not the way an ague normally runs. He has had the usual run of fever and sweating, and should now be recovering. Instead, though, he is in terrible pain. We are all nonplussed.’

Emilia gave a little shiver. She could not forget the witch Marguerita Wood, stabbing the little poppet of Cromwell with hatpins and laughing as she thought of the agony she was causing him. She glanced at Luka, and saw by his face that he was remembering the poppet too. They grimaced at each other.

‘Oh, sir, what shall become of us all if the Lord Protector should die?’

‘Are you so ill-named, my dear? Have faith. God has not yet finished with the Lord Protector.’

‘But sir, this illness of the Lord Protector’s is unnatural. You have said so yourself. I fear . . .’

‘You fear some secret assassin?’ Mr Purefoyle laughed. ‘My dear, the Lord Protector wears armour even to bed!’

‘Does he make someone taste his food?’

‘You think he is being poisoned? That is a dangerous allegation, wife!’

‘Sir, I must tell you . . . I prayed for guidance, and then, when I opened the Bible and laid my finger on the page, it fell upon the Second Book of Kings, chapter four, verse forty . . .’

‘There is death in the pot,’ her husband said heavily, his brows drawing together.

Emilia wondered if he knew every line in the Bible off by heart, that he could quote it so readily.

‘Aye, sir, that is what it said.’

There was a long silence. ‘So, wife, did you call upon the Bible again? What did it say?’

‘Ezekiel, chapter thirty-seven, verse three,’ she answered in a low voice.

‘Can these bones live?’ her husband murmured, much struck.

‘So you see, sir, why it is that I fear the Lord Protector may not survive this sickness of his. The Cavaliers must realise that their only hope of overcoming him is to kill him. They have failed in battle, and they have failed in countless assassination plots. Why would they not try poison?’

He stood silent, frowning down at the carpet.

Mrs Purefoyle came a step or two closer, raising her eyes to fix upon his face. ‘Sir, you are the master of this household and I know you have a care for us all. Still, I cannot help but think we must look to the future. What shall become of us if the Lord Protector dies? I fear more war. I fear . . . Oh, I fear what will happen if the king comes back!’

‘You may rest easy on that account, my dear,’ Mr Purefoyle said bitingly. ‘The king lost his head and his crown together, and his son has not the nerve or the money to start another war. I’ve heard he lives on charity, pawning his watch to pay for bread. How could he afford to raise an army? No need for fear on that account.’

He took a turn about the carpet, his hands clasped behind his back. ‘I must admit I am troubled by what the Bible has told you,’ Mr Purefoyle said at length. ‘You know I scorn such superstitious nonsense, but the Lord moves in mysterious ways and perhaps you are the unworthy instrument of his will. Indeed, the verses revealed to you are ominous. I think perhaps you are right, my dear, and we must put our house in order.’

‘I have heard, sir, that there are fortunes to be made in the New World. Perhaps . . . ?’

‘And leave all I have worked for here? I think not!’

‘As you see fit, sir. I know you will do what is best for us all.’ Mrs Purefoyle’s sleek head was bent, but Emilia saw how she clenched her fingers together.

Her husband was pacing the floor. ‘Poison . . . could it be? Certainly the violence of the Lord Protector’s last sickness . . . But who? None come near to him except his most trusted councillors . . .’

‘Was not Dr Bate once physician to the late king?’ Mrs Purefoyle said. ‘He was most loyal to his master then, I heard.’

‘There are many in this country who were most loyal to the king until he lost his head,’ Mr Purefoyle said acerbically. ‘You cannot suspect his doctor simply because he was once a king’s man!’

‘Will they not suspect everyone if the Lord Protector should die? Even you, sir?’ Mrs Purefoyle said innocently.

Emilia had kept her hands clamped close around Rollo’s muzzle all this time, trying to keep him quiet, but the conversation had gone on too long and Rollo was tired of it. He gave a small whine, and tried to shake his head free.

‘What on earth was that?’ Mr Purefoyle exclaimed.

The next instant the curtain twitched back, and the lawyer’s hand fell upon Emilia. She and Rollo were dragged out into the centre of the room.

‘What is this? A thief? A spy? Call the constables!’

Rollo barked furiously. He lunged at Mr Purefoyle, snarling. The lawyer seized a poker, whacking the big dog across the back. Rollo yelped, and Emilia clung to the lawyer’s arm, shouting, ‘Stop it! Don’t hurt him. We weren’t doing any harm!’

Luka flung the curtain back and ran to her rescue. Zizi leapt at the lawyer, biting his ear savagely. He yelled, and flung her away from him. Nimbly she landed on the back of the chair and sprang from there to the mantelpiece. Luka grabbed Emilia’s hand and ran for the door, Rollo bounding behind them. Zizi swung from the chandelier to Luka’s shoulder sending hot wax spluttering everywhere.

‘Stop! Or I’ll shoot!’ came a commanding voice behind them.

Luka opened the door with a crash. There was the sound of an explosion, and a lead ball slammed into the wood next to Luka’s hand. He sprang back, choking on the acrid smoke that billowed out from the flintlock pistol Mr Purefoyle held in his hand. The lawyer hurriedly poured another measure of gunpowder down the barrel, and rammed a lead ball wrapped in cloth after it. By the time the children had recovered from the shock, he had the short, snub-nosed gun pointing at them again, fully cocked and ready to fire.

‘Move away from the door,’ he said, his voice shaking with fury. ‘Faith, my dear, shut the door behind them. Sit there against the wall with your hands on your head.’

The children obeyed, white-faced and trembling. Smoke drifted about the room, making their eyes water.

The lawyer regarded them, the gun unsteady in his hand. ‘Why, I’ve heard about you,’ he said. ‘How many ragamuffin children can be running around the country with a dog and a monkey? I never expected to see the criminals Pastor Spurgeon described in my very own study!’

Luka and Emilia stared at him unhappily.

‘Faith, my sister will be having hysterics. Will you go and reassure her, and bring me back something to tie up these thieves? And be quick!’

‘Please, we’re not thieves!’ Emilia spoke quickly. ‘We’re just children. We don’t mean any harm.’

Mr Purefoyle snorted in disbelief.

‘Father, please!’ Obedience came out from behind the curtain, looking scared. ‘These are my friends.’

Her father was flabbergasted. ‘Obedience! What are you doing here? How dare you!’

‘I . . . I’m sorry. It was so cold. We wanted to sit by the fire.’

‘You brought them into my study? How dare you!’

‘I . . . they’re . . . they’re sort of long-lost cousins. We needed somewhere quiet to talk.’

‘Obedience, go to your room. I will deal with you later.’

‘Father, did you not hear me? I said they were my cousins. They’re not criminals. Please don’t –’

‘These filthy, raggedy gypsy children related to us? Have you run mad? Go to your room, I said!’

‘But Father –’

‘Do not argue with me or I’ll give you the whipping of your life!’ Mr Purefoyle was white with rage, the gun in his hand shaking violently.

Obedience did as she was told, casting an unhappy look at Luka and Emilia.

‘Please, sir, it’s true,’ Luka said.

‘Shut your mouth, boy, else I’ll take my belt to you as well.’

‘It’s true, really it is. Please, Fancy . . . Mrs Purefoyle! We came looking for you. We’re your kin, really we are. Maggie Finch is our grandmother.’

Mrs Purefoyle had been standing immobile, her eyes lowered, her hands set flat against the wall. At Emilia’s words they clenched. She gave no other sign of having heard.

‘Faith, go and get some rope. Hurry! I think we have ourselves some clever spies here. Who can believe those Cavaliers would stoop so low, using children to sneak about and spy for them!’

‘We’re not spies, sir, truly we’re not!’

Mr Purefoyle levelled the shaking gun at Luka and said in a dangerous voice, ‘One more word from you and I’ll shoot you!’

Luka and Emilia huddled together, their hands on their heads, their jaws clenched to keep back the words of pleading and protest. They did not think he was bluffing. Rollo whined and pressed himself against Emilia’s leg. She would have given anything to wrap her arms about him and take comfort from his warmth and strength.

In just a few moments Mrs Purefoyle was back with some kitchen twine. ‘It was all I could find, sir,’ she said, bowing her head.

‘Here, take the gun. If either of them moves, shoot them.’ Mr Purefoyle took the twine, and made a grimace of disgust at its thinness. In a moment he had bound Luka and Emilia together, pulling the knots uncomfortably tight.

Zizi was cowering in Luka’s lap, still frightened by the noise of the gunshot and the smell of the smoke.

‘If either of those animals moves, my wife will shoot them,’ Mr Purefoyle threatened. ‘Can you keep them under control?’

Luka and Emilia nodded their heads. Both were gazing imploringly at his wife, but she avoided their gaze, holding the gun with outstretched arms. It did not shake at all.

‘I will go and get the constables, my dear,’ Mr Purefoyle said. ‘I may be a while, it is still early and I do not know where they might be. Call Grace to come and help you guard them. I do not trust them not to escape, for indeed they are slippery and sly. Gaining entrance to our house by pretending to be related to us! I am surprised by Obedience. I had not thought her such a fool.’

‘She is young, sir, and naive. She has been much protected. What does she know about the trickery of this world?’

Mr Purefoyle sighed. ‘You are right, my dear. She is only a child. One cannot expect the wit and wisdom of a man to be found in the empty head of a girl.’

‘No, sir,’ Mrs Purefoyle answered as he went quickly out the door.

Mrs Purefoyle stood silently, listening. They all heard the sound of his footsteps going down the hall, and the front door opening and shutting. Then there was a long moment of silence.

Mrs Purefoyle heaved a great sigh, laid the pistol down, and picked up her husband’s pipe from where it lay smouldering on the mantelpiece. She sat down in the wing chair, stretched out her button-up boots, and puffed pleasurably at the pipe. Clouds of fragrant smoke rose up around her sleek black head.

‘So, you’re Maggie Finch’s grand-weans, are you? What in blazes are you doing here?’

They gaped at her in utter surprise.

‘I thought you’d blown it when you blurted out that you were kin of mine!’ She laughed and blew a smoke ring. ‘Fortunately, poor dear Henry never listens to anyone. He’s always so sure he knows what’s best.’

‘So you are Fancy Graylings!’ Luka cried.

‘There’s a name I haven’t heard in a long while! Fancy! What a name to give a girl in these times. I ditched that as soon as I could.’

‘What about your mother’s tarot cards, and her little amber charm?’ Emilia said coldly. ‘Did you ditch those as well?’

Fancy pursed up her lips in a soundless whistle. ‘I’ll be hanged! You two have been digging up some dirt on me. How do you know about that? Criminy, imagine if dear Henry had ever found out! No, I sold them just as soon as I could, and bought myself a Bible and a good black dress. You think I couldn’t see which way the wind was blowing?’

‘Who did you sell them to?’ It was all Emilia could do to frame the words.

‘I sold them to Lady Elizabeth, the Countess of Dysart, out at Ham House. I knew she had a liking for such things. She came from Richmond once or twice to consult my mother.’

Fancy got up and knocked out the pipe in the hearth, then stood before the case of dead butterflies. ‘It’s meant to be our lucky charm, that amber pendant,’ she said, putting out one finger to touch the fragile wings of one of the butterflies. ‘It’s got a butterfly suspended in it, you know, a crushed-up little thing, grey as a moth. That’s how we got our name, you know. From the Grayling butterfly. The Grayling angles its wings when it is resting, so it leaves no shadow. It makes them very hard to catch.’

Like you, Emilia thought. How well you have camouflaged yourself amongst these Puritans.

‘But what do you care? Is that why you came to find me?’ Fancy put the pipe back in its stand, then stood over them, her mouth twisted. ‘Criminy, but my heart was in my boots when I saw you lot. I just knew my wicked past had come back to bite me on the bum!’

‘Our family’s been thrown in gaol,’ Luka said angrily. ‘We heard you had married a lawyer, and were hoping . . .’

She laughed. ‘You thought Henry would help you get them out? He’s more likely to press the judge to a harsher sentence. Nay, no help for you here, weans.’

Luka said fiercely, ‘Well, you’d better help us get away then or we’ll tell him everything. We’ll make him believe us! And we’ll tell him how you robbed your own mother and left her to starve on the streets. We can tell him where to find her so he can ask her himself!’

‘What, the old hag’s still alive?’ Fancy’s beautiful dark eyes narrowed in calculation. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘I’ll let you go, though it means Henry will be very angry with me, but I want your word of honour you’ll never come back and bother us again.’

‘You have it!’ Unlike you, our word actually means something!’

‘No need to get nasty,’ she said, rising to her feet and coming quickly to untie their bonds. ‘These are dangerous times, especially for a young girl with no one but a half-crazy old crone to look after her. Do you blame me for wanting to be safe and comfortable? Henry’s one of the most powerful men at court. You think I could ever have lived in a house like this if I had not married him?’

‘Meanwhile, your poor mam is sleeping on the streets,’ Emilia said.

Fancy frowned. ‘Well, she wasn’t sleeping on the streets when I left her. She made a good enough living telling fortunes.’

‘Until you stole her tarot cards.’

‘Think of them as my dowry,’ Fancy replied. She stepped back and regarded them thoughtfully. ‘Now, how will you manage to escape me? I know! I went out to fetch Grace, finding it all too frightening, and while I was gone you got loose and snuck out the back door.’

‘Sounds possible,’ Luka said, rubbing his wrists and getting stiffly to his feet.

‘Very well then. I’ll go and distract Grace. You two get out of here fast. And don’t think of going back on your word – if all goes according to plan, we’ll be leaving here soon anyway. I’ve had enough of dreary old London! I think we should try our fortune in the New World.’

‘That would be wise,’ Emilia said deliberately. ‘I think you have some of your mother’s second sight, Fancy. For you were right. Cromwell will die very soon, and then the king will return. He will seek a bloody revenge on all those who helped his father to the scaffold. He’ll have Cromwell’s body dug up and hanged on the gallows, then he’ll chop Cromwell’s head off and stick it on a spike in front of the palace gate. I’ve seen it, and I know I speak true.’

‘Oh, that husband of mine is a fool!’ Fancy whispered. She opened the door, laid her hand against her forehead, and ran out calling in a fading voice, ‘Oh, Grace, I think I’m going to swoon! Those dreadful gypsy children. My heart’s all a-flutter!’

Luka swung his pack on to his shoulder. ‘Right! Let’s get out of here.’

‘I wish we could say goodbye to Beedee,’ Emilia said sadly. ‘She was nice.’

‘And clever,’ Luka said approvingly. He glanced about, ensuring they had left nothing behind, then, on an impulse, snatched up the thick sheaf of parchment Obedience had shown them from the desk and stuffed it into his pack too. Then they bolted out the back door and across the small yard to fetch Sweetheart who, bored by her long, lonely wait, had made a great mess. As they hurried out of the shed, Sweetheart for once pushing ahead of them in her eagerness to be gone, they glanced up at the house and saw, with a leap of their hearts, Obedience leaning out one of the windows, waving madly.

They grinned and waved back, then ran away down the street, their animals bounding after them.




Rough Justice
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The two children ran till they were out of breath.

‘We should try and get on a boat to Kingston,’ Luka panted, pausing in the shade of a tall house to wipe his face with his kerchief. ‘We’ll get along much faster that way. We’re really running out of time now. They go up before the magistrates the day after tomorrow, and after then it’ll be too late.’

Emilia nodded, her face sombre. She knew that her family would all be hanged the same day as the magistrates passed sentence on them. This was so the magistrates could see justice done before they travelled on to the next town, and the next assizes. The faster they got through each assize, the sooner the magistrates could get home. It was a rough sort of justice, and left little room for a change of heart.

‘We need to get my bracelet back first,’ she said.

Luka looked troubled. ‘We can’t, Milly. We just don’t have the time. It’s a long way to Kingston from here, even if we get a boat.’

‘We have to at least try,’ Emilia said. ‘Let’s just ask if anyone knows where we can find one of these fences. We may get lucky.’

‘Fair enough,’ Luka sighed. He knew how much the charm bracelet meant to Emilia.

But though the children trudged the back-alleys and laneways of London for almost two hours, they had no luck. They were shown numerous gold necklaces, bracelets, lockets, rings, earrings and jewelled combs, but no one they asked had ever seen a dainty gold chain hung with five mismatching charms. At last Luka said gently, ‘I’m sorry, Milly. We can’t wait any longer. If we want to catch a boat up the river, we need to go now, before the tide turns.’

‘But my bracelet . . . all the charms . . . we went through so much to find them! Was it all for nothing?’ Her voice wobbled.

Luka patted her arm. ‘None of it was for nothing. We’ve got powdered fish-berries to drug the guards, and a lock-pick to open the cell doors, and big, strong men coming to help us. And don’t forget those pardons I nicked! We’ll have no trouble saving our families now. Maybe it was the luck of the charms that helped us get all those things, I don’t know. We certainly do seem to have had Providence on our side.’

‘Until now.’ Emilia wiped her eyes on her sleeve.

‘Come on, let’s just get to Gallows Park now, and start laying some plans.’

‘Shouldn’t we stop at Richmond first?’ Emilia said. ‘Isn’t that where the countess is, who bought the butterfly in amber?’

Luka shrugged. ‘I don’t remember. Besides, it’s getting late, it’ll be dark soon. We don’t have time to stop now, Milly, we need to get to Gallows Pond. Tomorrow is the last day of the month, and our last chance to save our family.’

‘But Gallows Pond is in Richmond Park,’ Emilia said. ‘That’s why I remember about the countess. I realised at once that her house must be close to where we’re all meeting.’

‘But Gallows Pond is right at the end of Richmond Park, near Kingston, don’t you remember?’ Luka said. ‘The park is huge! And we really don’t have time to go wandering about looking for some countess whose name we can’t even remember.’

‘It was the Countess of Dysart,’ Emilia said. ‘I remember because it sounds like dessert. And her house is called Ham House. They sort of seemed to go together, like honey and ham.’

‘It can’t be called Ham House!’

‘It is.’

‘What is it, some kind of pig farm?’ Luka said.

‘Would a countess have a pig farm?’

‘Why not? Anyway, who cares? We haven’t got time to be going around asking. Don’t forget our own pig-man. He’ll still be on our trail. And there’s not a hope we got through London unnoticed, leading our dearest Sweetheart around by the nose. Every street caller for miles around will be talking about the two ragamuffins with their pet bear.’

‘But, Luka –’

‘Don’t go on about it, Emilia! We’ve got an awfully long way to go, and not much time. Let’s just get to Gallows Pond, and meet up with our friends, and think about how we can best get everyone out of gaol. Can’t you see that’s the best plan?’

Emilia set her jaw stubbornly, but did not argue anymore, following Luka through the hot, crowded streets to the river. They found a boatman who was willing to take Maggie’s gold earrings in return for some food and drink, and a berth on a boat heading west along the River Thames to Kingston. It was a relief to sit down and stretch out their dusty feet and lift their faces to the breeze. It had been a long day, full of alarms and apprehensions.

Soon the sun set into clouds as high as castles, and an early dusk settled over the countryside. The water was purple-grey, and rocked under the prow of the boat, parting and falling away in two long white curves. Emilia’s head was heavy. She sighed, yawned, and let herself rest her head against her sleeping cousin’s arm. In moments, she was asleep.
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Emilia’s grandmother came to her in a dream. Maggie was ragged and filthy, her grizzled hair full of straw, her back hunched with pain. She seemed to be trying to warn Emilia of something. She waved and pointed over Emilia’s shoulder, and mouthed words. Watch out . . . he comes . . .

Emilia woke with a jerk. She sat up, and looked about her anxiously.

All was dark. The only light came from their lantern, which shone like a red star in the night. Far behind them were the lights of other boats, casting fiery ripples across the river. The only sound was the splash of the water against the hull, and the ceaseless melancholy call of frogs in the reeds.

The men rowed on in the darkness. Luka was curled up beside her, Zizi huddled against his neck. Rollo was snoring softly at her feet.

Emilia looked back at the other boats. One was far bigger than the others, and alight with flaming torches which glanced off the metal of many helmets and pikes, dazzling her eyes. Emilia bent and shook Luka roughly awake.

‘Wha . . . what is it?’ he mumbled.

‘Soldiers,’ she whispered. ‘Coming up fast.’

Luka was up at once, swinging his pack onto his shoulder and scooping up Zizi, who clung to his coat, blinking her big round eyes. ‘We have to get away!’ Luka said, scanning the great stretch of black water with worried eyes.

The steersman had turned his head and was looking back towards the soldiers’ boat too. He cursed under his breath. ‘Just our luck,’ he grumbled softly to the oarsmen. ‘When we’re carrying illegal passengers too!’

‘You think they’ll stop us and check?’ one of the oarsmen whispered. ‘But why?’

‘Any chance of raising more revenue for Old Ironsides,’ another said sourly. ‘They’d fine their grandmother for sucking eggs if they could.’

‘There goes our profits!’ said another.

‘You could steer towards the bank and let us sneak ashore,’ Luka suggested, keeping his voice low. ‘The soldiers need never know we were here.’

‘Good idea,’ the steersman whispered back. ‘They’d only make us put you ashore anyway. Better douse that lamp.’

Luka did as he was told.

At once there was a shout from the soldiers’ boat coming up behind. ‘Hey! Lights! No sailing without lights!’

They ignored the shout, quietly steering the boat in towards the south bank of the river. Luka scrambled to his feet, and went to rouse Sweetheart. The clank of her chain and her mumble of discontent sounded very loud across the water.

‘Stop, I say! Stop in the name of the law,’ a voice cried.

Emilia sucked her breath in sharply. She knew that voice. Coldham! Her legs trembled and almost gave way beneath her. She could not believe he had found them again! Did he never give up? She wondered where he had picked up their trail again. They had tried to get aboard the boat without arousing suspicion, but Sweetheart was hard to hide, and maybe their very haste had attracted attention.

The boat bumped gently into the bank. Luka jumped across first, Zizi clinging to his shoulder, and coaxed Sweetheart to follow him. The huge old bear refused sulkily, and he dragged hard at her chain, till at last she obeyed, landing with a loud splash. The tilt boat rocked wildly and Emilia almost overbalanced. An oarsmen caught her and steadied her.

‘I order you to pull over! Light your lantern, else I’ll shoot!’ Coldham shouted. The light of the flaming torches reached hungrily across the water towards them, the soldiers’ boat drawing closer and closer.

‘Don’t shoot!’ the oarsman called back. ‘The lamp’s gone out. We’re trying to light it again. Give us a chance!’

Emilia flashed him a smile, then scrambled down onto the bank. Reeds crackled under her feet.
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‘Who goes there? Are you unloading passengers? Light your lamp!’

‘Hold your horses, we’ve almost got it fixed,’ the oarsman called back, bending over the lamp and pretending to tinker with it. Rollo had jumped down behind Emilia, and together they crept up the bank and into the shelter of some trees, where Luka was waiting impatiently for them. They heard the boats bang together, and the shout of voices and the thunder of boots on wood. They ran away from the river, trying not to blunder too loudly in the darkness.

‘There’s someone there!’ Coldham shouted. ‘Men, get ashore! They could be our fugitives!’

‘There’s no one there,’ the steersman said. ‘We just pulled up to fix our lamp. It must’ve been a rabbit.’

Coldham snorted. ‘A big rabbit!’

Soldiers began to search through the bushes, carrying flaming torches. Emilia could see Luka’s face clearly as he turned back to look for her, strained and white and streaked with dirt. His eyes glittered. He laid his finger on his lips and beckoned her away from the river.

The soldiers were making so much noise that the two children did not trouble to move quietly. Speed was more important now. They ran through the copse of trees, Sweetheart smashing aside the bushes with her bulk, and found themselves facing a high stone wall. They turned away from the torches, running along its length and came to a set of high iron gates. Gilded spears glittered in the wavering torchlight. Luka had the gate open in a trice, and they slipped through, shutting it quietly behind them.

They were in front of a grand house, an upper window lit warmly with candlelight. A formal garden of clipped hedges surrounded a wide stone path, lined by pots of dark, triangular trees and white statues posing in strange attitudes. The forecourt was surrounded on all sides by high walls.

‘I seen them, sir, Mr Coldham, sir!’ a voice called from the wood. ‘This way!’

Luka and Emilia pressed themselves flat against the wall. Their pulses raced, thundering in their ears. Sweetheart crouched beside them, for once as quiet and still as they could wish. Rollo stood, tense and expectant, his head turned back towards the gates. Emilia put her hand on his head, warning him to keep quiet.

‘You saw them?’ Coldham’s rough voice grated on their ears.

‘Sir, I saw two skinny little shadows, running fast this way,’ the soldier said. ‘There was a dog too, I’m sure of it, and . . . something big that had to be a bear.’

‘I knew it. They can’t have got far. Go in and rouse up that house, make sure they’re not hiding in the grounds.’

‘Oh, but sir . . .’

‘What?’ Coldham snapped.

‘I’m not sure we should do that, sir. That’s Ham House. It belongs to the Countess of Dysart, sir.’

Emilia and Luka’s eyes met in sudden joyous astonishment.

The soldier gabbled on. ‘The countess is a regular firebrand, sir. We tried several times to requisition the house, but she gave us the rough side of her tongue and had us driven off, then had the gall to complain to Old Ironsides himself. The Lord Protector was much taken with her and told us not to bother her again, even though her father was one of the late king’s oldest friends.’

‘I’ve heard of the Countess of Dysart,’ Coldham said slowly.

‘The Lord Protector used to be here all the time before he got sick, sir. They say she’s a great favourite of his.’

There was a short silence, and then Coldham said, ‘Very well. We shall not disturb the countess unless we have to. Search the woods, and take special care to examine the ground. That bear will have left a trail. I doubt whether our gypsies will dare go near the house, anyway. They know they’ll be turned over to the law if they are discovered.’

‘Aye, sir.’

‘Don’t let them slip through your fingers, or I’ll have your guts for garters,’ Coldham said menacingly. ‘Do you hear me? I want those brats, and I want them now!’




Ham House
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At last they heard Coldham’s heavy tread moving away.

‘Now you’ve got to admit that’s weird,’ Emilia whispered, ‘us landing right outside Ham House.’

Luka pressed his finger against his lips. He jerked his head and quietly they began to move around the perimeter of the forecourt, keeping close to the wall. Zizi was frightened, and clung to Luka’s ear, her tail wrapped tightly round his throat. Luka soothed her with a gentle pat.

‘So we go and find the butterfly charm?’ Emilia pleaded. ‘Since we’re here?’

‘Sounds like the house is the safest place to be at the moment,’ Luka muttered back.

Emilia kept close to her cousin, almost treading on his heels. She was frightened at the strange chance that had brought them here to Ham House. It seemed too uncanny to be mere coincidence. Luka put out one hand and took hers, gripping it comfortingly.

Soon they were close enough to the great house to see it clearly. An elegant building, three storeys tall, it was built of mellow red brick edged with stone. Smoke rose from its tall chimneys.

They crept to the right, not daring to climb the steps up to the grand front door. A narrow passageway led them to a yard, surrounded by dark buildings. A dim light shone from one or two narrow windows at ground level, so that the two children were able to see well enough not to stumble over a rake left leaning up against a wall.

Peering through one of the glowing windows, they found themselves looking down into a cavernous, fire-lit kitchen, where a fat old cook was busy kneading bread at a long table. She looked soft and kind and comfortable. A boy sat at the other end, scouring pans with sand. At first Luka thought his face was hidden by shadows, but then the boy laughed, showing a flash of white teeth, and Luka realised with a start that the boy’s skin was black as a chimneysweep’s.

Holding Sweetheart’s chain tightly so it did not rattle, Luka crept further along the wall until he reached the other lit window. Emilia crouched beside him and together they gazed down into a stillroom, the place where the ladies of the house prepared the jams, pickles, soap and medicines for the household.

A thin woman was bending over a bench, writing on a parchment with a quill. She was well past forty, with gingery hair pulled back tightly, and a long, supercilious nose. Around her neck she wore a very large cross on a chain.

‘The countess?’ Luka mouthed to Emilia, who shrugged.

‘I thought she was meant to be beautiful,’ she whispered back.

‘No accounting for taste,’ Luka said.

They watched as the woman took the parchment she had just written on and held it up to the light. To the children’s surprise, it was quite blank. She then held the parchment over the flame of the candle that stood at her elbow, and slowly, brown squiggly lines appeared. The woman frowned and pursed up her mouth in dissatisfaction. She pushed away the inkwell, which looked as if it was filled with water, and pulled another towards her. Very carefully she mixed a spoonful of gritty grey powder with a few drops of liquid out of another jar, wrinkling up her nose with distaste as she did so. Then she trimmed her quill and dipped it in the resulting liquid, and wrote on another piece of parchment. Again no marks appeared on the page.

‘She’s making invisible ink,’ Luka whispered to Emilia. ‘I wonder why? What would a countess want with invisible ink?’

Just then they heard a sound behind them, and jumped to their feet, pressing their backs defensively to the wall.

It was the black-faced boy, a lantern in one hand. His eyes round with indignation, he opened his mouth to yell.

‘Sssh!’ Luka hissed. ‘Don’t shout. There’s soldiers about.’

Obligingly the boy shut his mouth, though he looked at them with great suspicion.

‘There’s nothing to fear from us,’ Luka said. ‘We’re . . . we’re . . .’

‘We’re here to see the countess,’ Emilia said quickly. ‘We . . . we’ve got news for her.’

Luka grimaced at her, but the words acted like magic on the boy. He nodded his head, looked about him covertly, then beckoned them into the house. With Sweetheart plodding along behind them, her claws clacking on the floor, and Rollo pressed close to Emilia’s legs, the five of them followed the black-skinned boy into Ham House.

‘What did you say that for?’ Luka hissed into Emilia’s ear. ‘Now we’re in the suds!’

‘Any better ideas?’ she hissed back. ‘At least he didn’t yell the place down.’

The boy looked back at them inquiringly. They said no more, following him down a steep flight of steps and into the kitchen.

‘Mercy me!’ the cook cried. ‘What’s all this, Isaac?’

‘Found ’em in the yard,’ the boy replied. ‘Said they’ve a message for her ladyship.’

In the light of the tallow candles set here and there about the kitchen, Luka was able to see the boy properly for the first time and realised, with a start of surprise, that the blackness of Isaac’s skin was his natural colour, not just a covering of soot or dirt. Luka had often been mocked for the darkness of his skin, but this boy made him look merely caramel coloured. Isaac’s eyes were as round and black as sloes, his skin was the colour of elderberries, and his hair was as thick and curly as an unshorn sheep. Luka could not help staring.

Isaac scowled at him, then made a dreadful face, screwing up his eyes, waggling his hands behind his ears and sticking out his tongue, which was quite startlingly pink. Luka grinned, and after a moment Isaac grinned back.

‘A message for the countess!’ the cook cried. ‘Heavens above! At this time of night? What is my lady up to now?’ She shook her head and laid down her rolling pin. She caught sight of Zizi, riding on Luka’s shoulder, and gave a little scream.

‘No, please, you must be quiet,’ Luka said. ‘There are soldiers hunting for us! If they hear you, all will be lost.’

He came into the kitchen, one hand on Zizi to keep her close, and Rollo pushed past him, eager to investigate the delicious smells of this warm, dark room. Emilia came in too, and then Sweetheart followed ponderously after her, lifting her snout to sniff the air.

The cook’s eyes opened round as shiny new coins, but she clapped one fat, floury hand over her mouth and said nothing.

Luka shut the door behind them, and quickly drew the curtains across the windows. ‘We must see the countess at once,’ he said, enjoying the air of intrigue he was creating.

The cook looked distressed. ‘But it’s so late . . . she’ll be in bed . . .’

‘It’s a matter of life and death,’ Luka said. Emilia frowned at him, and he shot her a quick, laughing glance.

‘But . . . the bear! I can’t take a bear in to see my lady!’

‘Sweetheart’s quite tame,’ Emilia said reassuringly. ‘If you give her something to eat, she’ll just lie down and have a snooze by the fire.’

‘But . . . a bear! A bear in my kitchen!’

‘Do you have any bread and honey?’ Emilia said encouragingly.

‘Well, yes, but . . .’

‘That’ll do just fine.’

The cook hobbled across to the dresser and took down a ceramic pot, cut some bread and spread it with honey. Emilia gave it to Sweetheart, and she gave a little moan of pleasure and gobbled it down, then licked the honey off her claws, looking around for more.

‘Goodness, how much will she eat?’ the cook quavered.

‘She is hungry,’ Emilia said. ‘So are we, I must say.’

The cook looked at her suspiciously, but cut several more slices, spread them with honey, and gave them to Luka and Emilia. They gobbled them as fast as Sweetheart had, though Luka fed Zizi the last of his. She ate it daintily, holding it in both paws. The bear got up, complaining, and Emilia quickly passed her the honey pot. Sweetheart grinned, sat down by the fire, and dipped her paw into the pot.

‘She’ll be happy for hours now,’ Emilia said.

The cook put her hands on her hips and glared at her, but Emilia gave her most sweet and winning smile. Against her will, the cook’s lips twitched. ‘Horrid child!’ she said. ‘Remind me of my son, you do. He was always wheedling bits of food out of me too. I suppose you want something for the dog as well?’

‘Rollo would love it if you had any scraps to spare,’ Emilia said. The dog wagged his tail at the sound of his name, and looked up at the cook with beseeching eyes. She laughed, and got him a big bone out of the pantry.

‘Well, I guess you can leave the dog and the bear here,’ the cook said, as the two animals settled down happily to eat. ‘But I warn you, if that bear so much as twitches a claw, I’ll be screaming so loudly every soldier in the county will hear me.’

‘Don’t do that,’ Emilia said hastily. ‘Just say, “Down, Sweetheart!” and she’ll sit down, I promise you. She’s very tame, and quite harmless.’

‘Mmmf,’ the cook said. ‘Harmless is as harmless does. Well, Isaac, I guess you’d better go get Mrs Henderson. She’s in the stillroom.’

Luka stiffened. ‘Who’s Mrs Henderson?’

‘She’s my lady’s second cousin, and her companion, and believe me, you don’t get in to see the countess at this time of night without running Mrs Henderson’s gauntlet first,’ the cook said.

It was not long before the door opened, and Mrs Henderson came in quietly, followed by Isaac. It was the ginger-haired woman with the heavy cross about her neck.

‘Gypsies, I see,’ she said, looking Emilia and Luka over with shrewd grey eyes. ‘Eating our good honey.’

‘Aye, ma’am, I’m sorry, ma’am, they were hungry, you see, and I just . . .’ The cook rushed into speech but fell silent when Mrs Henderson raised her hand.

‘I cannot see that her ladyship would have any objection to you dispensing alms to the poor and needy,’ she said curtly. ‘Her ladyship is most charitable. Perhaps, however, it would be better if beggars are kept outside next time.’

Blood rushed to Luka’s face. He would have spoken angrily if Emilia had not gestured to him silently.

The cook bowed her head. ‘Aye, ma’am.’

Mrs Henderson regarded Luka. ‘I believe you have a message for her ladyship? Give it to me.’ She held out an imperious hand.

‘I’m sorry, ma’am, but . . . it’s for the countess only.’

She stared at him coldly.

‘The countess will want to see us,’ Emilia said. ‘Really she will.’

‘It is almost midnight.’ Mrs Henderson folded her arms, looking very stern.

‘The countess is not asleep,’ Emilia replied, thinking of the candlelight glowing in the upstairs window.

A flicker of expression crossed the companion’s face. ‘Very well. I will go and ask her pleasure. Mrs Skipton, please arrange to have these children thoroughly washed and brushed in the interim. I cannot bring them into the countess’s presence in such a state.’

‘Aye, ma’am.’

As soon as Mrs Henderson had gone, the cook bade Isaac pump some water into the sink, and seized a great hunk of brown soap and a scrubbing brush. The two children shrank back in dismay, but she had no mercy. She washed and brushed and scrubbed them until their hands and feet and faces were red and clean as boiled lobsters. She even managed to comb out Emilia’s hair, though she had a handful of knots the size of a kitten by the time she had finished.

‘Your clothes!’ Mrs Skipton threw up her hands. ‘They’re nothing better than rags! How can I send you in to see the countess dressed like that?’

‘It’s all we have,’ said Luka, offended, but Emilia laid her hand on his arm and said, ‘I have my other skirt in the bag, remember? And surely Mrs Skipton can find you a better shirt than that?’

The cook went off to find Luka some clothes, and Emilia said to Isaac, ‘I’ll get changed in the other room, all right?’ He nodded, and she took the lantern and their bag into the stillroom at the end of the corridor. She was very curious indeed to have a closer look.

It was more like a laboratory than a stillroom. Emilia had spent time in the stillroom at Whitehorse Manor in Surrey, so she was familiar with much of the usual apparatus, such as bowls and mortars, scales and measuring spoons. This room had many other apparatus as well, large glass bowls connected with glass tubes, seething with liquids, as well as rows of jars filled with odd-coloured powders and fluids, instead of the usual dried herbs and flowers and berries.

On the bench below the window were piles of parchment, scraped back till they were almost transparent with age, and numerous quills and penknives, as well as a row of inkwells filled with foul-smelling liquids. There was also a letter. When Emilia examined it in the light of the lantern, she saw it had been written on twice, once in the usual way, with dark ink and a steady flowing hand, and once again, crossways, in small tiny cryptic symbols that looked nothing like any other writing Emilia had ever seen.

She put the letter back, feeling frightened. Hurriedly she changed out of her rags into her good skirt, made with layers of pink flowered fabrics. The very lowest layer was of shabby red velvet, and had been added only a few weeks earlier by her sister Beatrice, who had sighed and exclaimed over how fast Emilia was growing. Remembering Beatrice sitting on the caravan step, her dark head bent over her sewing, brought a quick sting of tears to Emilia’s eyes, but she gulped them back, tied her grandmother’s gauzy scarf over her curls, and dug out her grandmother’s heavy crystal ball.

It was in Emilia’s mind that the Countess of Dysart had a liking for all that was secret and strange. She made invisible ink in her stillroom, and had letters with clandestine messages written in code. She had bought the old gypsy woman’s tarot cards, even though such curiosities could have her branded a witch if they were discovered. She had consulted Mala the fortune-teller several times. Already a plan, a way of wheedling, was forming in Emilia’s brain, and she thought the more gypsy-like she looked, the better.

Just then the door opened. The cook stood there, looking both angry and frightened. ‘Out of here now, you naughty girl, what do you think you’re doing?’

‘Just getting changed,’ Emilia replied innocently.

‘Don’t let Mrs Henderson catch you in the stillroom! Come on, out you come.’

Emilia came out willingly, and the cook shut the door firmly behind her and scolded her all the way back to the kitchen. There Luka was waiting for her, looking quite unlike himself with his curls all damp and combed back, and a clean shirt and breeches. He was even wearing a pair of stout black shoes with buckles on them. Sitting on his shoulder, Zizi was sniffing his hair and wrinkling her nose in distaste.

‘Zizi doesn’t know who you are, now you smell all clean and sweet,’ Emilia laughed.

Luka scowled. ‘Of course she knows who I am, she just doesn’t like the smell of that soap!’

Just then Mrs Henderson opened the door, looking down her nose at them as if they were two particularly large and loathsome cockroaches. ‘The Countess of Dysart will see you now.’




The Countess of Dysart
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Carrying a lantern, Mrs Henderson led them into the great hall.

This was very long and grand, and huge, gloomy paintings covered every wall.

They followed Mrs Henderson down the hall and through tall doors to a magnificent wooden staircase, the panels of its balustrade carved with shields and swords, great wooden urns of fruit held aloft at every turn. The ceiling was decorated with ornate garlands of leaves and flowers, and plaster busts of generals and emperors stared down from above the doors.

‘Don’t touch anything!’ Mrs Henderson snapped as Emilia put out a wondering finger. Emilia snatched her hand back.

At the top of the staircase was another long hall, as ornately furnished as the room below. Mrs Henderson led them through so fast that Emilia could get no more than an impression of hugeness and richness. Then they came through an enormous pair of carved wooden doors into a room that made all the others seem plain and simple in comparison.

Candles blazed from an elaborate candelabra hanging from the richly decorated ceiling. Candles were also lit on the white marble fireplace, which was carved all round with gilded vines and grapes and cherubs. More cherubs straddled twisted columns, and the towering walls were hung with richly embroidered tapestries. An ivory cabinet was set against one wall, and the chairs were upholstered in gold-embroidered white satin. Mirrors in heavy gold frames hung on the garlanded walls, and everywhere Luka and Emilia looked there were paintings, and china pots, and silver boxes, and delicate gilded tables, and embroidered velvet footstools with clawed feet, and coy, naked cherubs.

Reclining on a chaise longue before the fire was a white-skinned, red-haired woman in a magnificent blue silk gown. Pearls hung about her neck and from her ears. More pearls decorated the bodice of her gown. She shared the long, supercilious nose of her cousin, Mrs Henderson, and her eyes were large, dark and heavily lidded.

‘The gypsies, your ladyship,’ Mrs Henderson said in a disapproving voice, then hissed, ‘Bow, you mannerless dolts!’

Luka and Emilia were so dazzled by all the richness and luxury about them they did not at first respond. Then Luka snatched off his cap and bowed deeply, and Emilia bobbed a curtsey. Zizi bobbed up and down, screeching.

‘Quite a carnival,’ Lady Dysart said in a very high-bred, bored-sounding tone. ‘Now, what in heaven’s name are two gypsy children and their monkey doing in my drawing room at this late hour? Anne says you have a message for me?’

Luka cast a wild look at Emilia, all inspiration gone.

Emilia nodded. ‘Aye, my lady. But first you must give to me the butterfly in amber that you bought from the gypsy Fancy Graylings fifteen years ago.’

Whatever the countess had been expecting, this was not it. Her arched eyebrows shot up in surprise. ‘But why on earth should I do that?’

‘Because if you give me the butterfly in amber, I will tell your fortune,’ Emilia said. ‘I think it is a fortune you will want to hear.’

There was a short silence. Emilia could tell the countess was intrigued.

‘Anne, bring me my jewellery box. The small silver one,’ Lady Dysart said at last.

Mrs Henderson bowed stiffly and went out a door at the far end of the room. She returned a short while later, carrying an ornate silver box. The countess took the box and rummaged through it with long white fingers laden with rings. She withdrew a pale golden orb strung on a long chain. It was about the size of a man’s thumbnail, and was marred with something crooked and dark inside. The countess coiled the chain about her fingers and let it dangle, so that the amber pendant swung back and forth.

‘Do you know how amber is made?’ the countess said, not taking her eyes from the golden stone.

Luka and Emilia shook their heads.

‘Amber’s meant to be magic, you know,’ she went on. ‘It’s an ancient, enchanted stone, and was once worth more than gold. I’ve been fascinated by it ever since my tutor told me the ancient Greek myth about how amber came to be.’

Mrs Henderson folded her hands with a longsuffering expression, but the children loved to be told stories and listened intently. Even Zizi sat quietly on Luka’s shoulder, her round black eyes fixed on Lady Dysart’s face.

‘Phaeton was the son of Apollo the sun god. Every day he watched his father driving the sun-chariot across the sky, and he longed to whip along the wild sun-horses himself. One day he persuaded his sisters to help him steal his father’s chariot. He harnessed up the horses and set off across the sky. But of course he lost control, and the horses bolted.’

The countess turned the amber pendant over and over in her fingers. ‘The sun-chariot raced so close to the world that fires blazed up here and there, thought to be the first volcanoes. In Africa the chariot came so close that all the people there were burnt black, like my boy Isaac. It seemed the whole world would be destroyed. But Zeus, the king of the gods, struck Phaeton dead with a thunderbolt instead. Phaeton’s body fell down beside a river, and his sisters were turned into poplars along the riverbank. As they wept over the dead body of their brother, their tears fell into the river and became amber.’

‘That’s sad,’ Emilia said after a moment.

‘The Greek myths are always sad.’

‘Is it true?’ Luka asked.

‘True? Of course not. Only in the way of so many old stories, in that they illuminate the truth. For amber is indeed made from the tears of long-ago trees. It is sap, turned somehow to stone.’

‘How did the butterfly get inside it?’ Luka asked.

Lady Dysart smiled briefly. ‘Once, a very long time ago, that butterfly’s feet were caught in the sticky sap. It struggled and struggled, but could not get free. Slowly the sap oozed down over it and trapped it, and then the sap slowly, over many more years, turned into amber. The butterfly is still inside it, trapped forever.’

The children were enchanted and repulsed at the same time.

‘The Greeks called amber elektron,’ the countess continued dreamily, ‘which means “the sun”. Amber is always the colour of the sun, whether it is pale yellow like the dawn or orange-red like the sunset. And also because when it is rubbed, it gives off sparks of light.’ The countess took a fold of her silken gown and rubbed the amber pendant, then slowly approached her finger to it. The children jumped as a bright spark flashed from the pendant towards her finger. ‘No wonder so many people thought amber was magical,’ the countess said. ‘It’s certainly beautiful.’

Emilia nodded cautiously. Mentally she prepared herself.

‘So the question is, what would two raggle-taggle gypsies want with my amber pendant?’ Lady Dysart asked.

‘It’s the lucky charm of the Graylings family,’ Emilia replied. ‘They’ve had nothing go right since it was sold.’

‘So you’ve come to buy it back? But what, then, of my luck? In these perilous times, I need all the good fortune I can get.’

‘If you wish me to tell you your fortune, you must give me the amber pendant.’

Lady Dysart’s smile faded. ‘But I paid good coin for it. No, no, I need more than just the lies of a fortune-teller in return for my lucky charm.’

‘I do not lie, I tell true!’ Emilia said indignantly.

‘So they all say.’

Emilia had not expected Lady Dysart to bargain so hard. The countess was surrounded by luxury of all kind, and her fingers were laden with gems. Emilia had hoped she would think of the amber pendant as no more than a worthless trinket, a curiosity.

But it seemed the countess would not give up her trinket so easily.

Reluctantly, Emilia held up her grandmother’s crystal ball.

‘If you give me the amber pendant, I’ll give you this,’ she said. ‘It belongs to my grandmother, the Queen of the Gypsies, the greatest fortune-teller in the land. It is very old, and has great powers.’

Lady Dysart leant forward eagerly, the amber pendant falling from her fingers. ‘Let me hold it.’

So Emilia passed her the crystal ball and the countess cupped it in her hands and looked down into its cloudy, twisted heart. Emilia bent and picked up the amber pendant. It was warm in the palm of her hand. She held it up to the candlelight. It glowed softly golden, the colour of afternoon sunshine. Emilia could see clearly the crooked shape of a trapped butterfly within, its wings bent. Emilia rubbed her thumb over it, her mouth curving.

She may have lost her charm bracelet, but at least she now had the butterfly in amber! That was some consolation, at least.

‘Will I be able to see things in it?’ Lady Dysart asked, turning the crystal ball round and round.

‘If you have the eye,’ Emilia replied, sliding the amber pendant into her pocket. ‘It takes time to learn how.’

‘You are young, then, to be telling fortunes,’ the countess said, sounding rather sulky. ‘What can you know of life?’

‘Sometimes I think far too much,’ Emilia said wearily. ‘But you are right. I am young. I only began to see things a short while ago. Baba says that is how it comes, when a girl is growing into womanhood. Lately . . . well, maybe I’ve grown up fast. I’ve seen . . .’ Her voice faltered. ‘I’ve seen too much,’ she went on, very low.

‘You must teach me!’ the countess ordered.

‘I cannot,’ Emilia replied. ‘We must not stay. There are soldiers after us. We would not want to bring them down on you. And we . . . we are needed elsewhere.’

Luka nodded and moved his feet restlessly, wanting to be gone.

‘How then am I meant to learn?’ the countess said crossly.

‘It is not something that can be taught, like cooking a hare,’ Emilia said. ‘My grandmother always told me just to look into the ball, to empty my mind, to see what visions came. Sometimes nothing comes, sometimes things I cannot understand.’

The countess gazed down into the ball longingly.

‘You said you had a message for her ladyship,’ Mrs Henderson said. ‘What message?’

Emilia glanced at Luka. They did not say anything.

‘You knew enough of the Countess of Dysart to know that we would give you audience at such a declaration, even though it is past midnight and you are naught but raggle-taggle gypsies.’ She spoke sternly, her hands clenched tight about each other. ‘I want to know what you know, else I shall make sure those soldiers beating our grounds with their flaming torches know that you are here. Her ladyship was right. These are perilous times. We cannot take any risks.’

‘We don’t have to tell you anything,’ Luka cried. ‘We offered you news in return for the amber charm, and she wasn’t interested. She had to take our Baba’s precious crystal ball. Emilia shouldn’t have done it. The charm’s not worth that much.’

‘Tell us what you know, or I’ll call the soldiers!’ Mrs Henderson snapped back.

‘And risk having them search your house? I don’t think so,’ Luka said.

Lady Dysart and her companion exchanged a quick glance. There was a long silence.

‘Let us begin again,’ the countess said sweetly. ‘I find I am most curious to have my fortune told after all. How about I cross your palm with gold, my dear? Is not that the usual price? Anne, find me a gold coin.’

‘We’d rather have safe passage out of here,’ Emilia said.

‘Though we wouldn’t say no to gold,’ Luka put in quickly.

The countess smiled. ‘You tell me all you know, and I’ll give you some coin, and make sure you don’t fall into enemy hands.’

‘Shake on it,’ Luka said and spat into his palm and held it out.

Lady Dysart regarded him in horror, then laughed, spat in her own palm and shook hands with him. ‘My education is growing in leaps and bounds tonight,’ she said to Mrs Henderson, who looked most disapproving.

‘So, what news? What could you possibly know that would interest me?’

Luka said bluntly, ‘Cromwell is dying.’

The two women regarded him scornfully. ‘We’ve had reports of the Lord Protector’s illness for weeks,’ Lady Dysart said. ‘So far he seems to have survived. I have no doubts he shall continue to thrive.’

‘He will be dead before the week is out,’ Emilia said.

‘How can you be so sure?’ Mrs Henderson regarded them intently. ‘Is this more of your hocus-pocus, or do you have inside information?’

Emilia found the visions she had had deeply distressing. She did not answer.

‘You have seen this, with your second sight?’ Lady Dysart demanded.

Emilia nodded.

‘What? What have you seen? Will he truly die? What will happen then? You must tell me!’

‘I have seen the king ride across London Bridge, regaining his throne without a drop of blood,’ Emilia said reluctantly. ‘They will throw flowers for him, and the fountains shall run with wine.’

‘What else? What else?’ Lady Dysart demanded.

‘Cromwell will be dug up, and hung on the gallows at Tyburn, and afterwards his head will be cut off and stuck on a stake on the palace roof. All those who signed the king’s death warrant will be pursued and punished. Only a few will escape.’

The two women stared at her, bolt upright, white-faced.

‘The king? The king returns – with no battles, no bloodshed?’

‘In time,’ Emilia said faintly. Talking about it made the vision come back, so that her eyes swam and her stomach lurched.

‘You know this? You’ve seen it?’

‘Many times now.’

‘Praise the Lord,’ Mrs Henderson breathed, clasping her hands together. ‘Elizabeth, my dear, all we have worked for . . . within reach at last.’

‘If we believe her.’ Lady Dysart stared at Emilia as if trying to see within her skin. ‘They are clever, these fortune-tellers, they always tell you what you want to hear.’

‘I speak true.’

‘Then tell me what is in my future,’ Lady Dysart said passionately. ‘Tell me what you see, and I’ll judge whether you lie or not.’

‘I need the crystal ball,’ Emilia said.

The countess passed it to her, and Emilia cupped the crystal ball and stared down into its cloudy depths. ‘You must be patient,’ she said slowly. ‘All that you have dreamt of is within your grasp, but you must wait, else all shall fail.’

‘All that I have dreamt of?’ Lady Dysart’s dark eyes gleamed.

‘Aye. If you can wait, the Protectorate will crumble of its own accord and then the king shall return.’

‘And I?’

‘You shall be a duchess, the most powerful and sought-after woman in the land. The king himself shall wait on your word, and the whole land bow down before you.’

‘A duchess!’ A look flashed between the countess and her companion.

‘Aye. Your husband will be the king’s most trusted man. Your house will be the centre of the royal court.’

‘A duchess,’ the countess breathed.

Emilia drooped her head. She did not want to say any more. There was not only wealth and power in the countess’s future, but grief and loneliness and death. But Lady Dysart had heard enough. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes glowing.

‘We must pack up, we must go,’ she said to Mrs Henderson. ‘I want to catch the next boat to the Continent. His Majesty must hear the news only from me! We must be there to urge caution and prudence. All may be lost if he moves too soon. Anne, go pack my bags. And bring me my writing desk. I must write tonight to my husband, explaining where I am going. And to Dr Bate too! He must not fail us now!’

Emilia had heard the name of Dr Bate before. She was too tired to wonder where. Luka, however, remembered and cast the countess a curious look. Lady Dysart was said to be a great favourite of Cromwell’s, and Dr Bate was known to be his doctor. He wondered very much what the two could possibly have to correspond about. He wondered even more when Lady Dysart added, ‘Bring me my special ink and my cipher, too, Anne. No Roundhead spies must read what I write tonight!’

‘What about us?’ he prompted. ‘You promised you’d help us get away from here.’

She had forgotten he and Emilia were there. He saw her start, and cast him a swift assessing look from under her heavy lids.

‘We’re gypsies,’ he said. ‘We don’t care who is king. As long as we get safe away from here, no one will ever need know what we’ve seen or heard.’

She smiled, her eyes brilliant with excitement.

‘Anne, call Isaac,’ she said. ‘Find some way to smuggle these young friends of ours past those soldiers. And get them a coin! No one can say the Countess of Dysart does not keep her promises!’




Leaving No Shadow
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The sound of fists crashing on the front door resounded through the house.

‘Too late!’ Mrs Henderson said, lifting back a fold of the curtain so she could peer outside. ‘They’re on our doorstep.’

‘Anne, take the children down to the back stairs then you make sure all is safely packed away,’ Lady Dysart said, rising quickly to her feet. ‘We don’t want any of our secret correspondence falling into Roundhead hands!’

‘Aye, my lady,’ Mrs Henderson said. She hustled the two children out the far door and into a long gallery of dark-panelled wood where huge portraits in heavy gilt frames lined the walls. The light from her lantern fell upon one painted face after another, leaping up out of darkness and then sinking back into obscurity. Then they were hurrying down a bare, cold back staircase, and into the kitchen again.

Sweetheart was snoring by the fire, Mrs Skipton was snoring in her rocking chair, and Rollo was snoring at her feet.

‘Nice for some,’ Mrs Henderson said. ‘Come on, rouse up the zoo. I don’t want you being found here.’

The knocker was being pounded emphatically again and again. Then they heard it being opened, and the sound of angry voices.

‘Peters will not be pleased to be called from his bed,’ Mrs Henderson said in satisfaction. ‘He’s an expert at stalling. Come on, we want no sign that you’ve been here. Isaac! Take the children and show them the back way out through the garden.’

Isaac had been lying, half-asleep, in front of the fire on a small straw pallet. He sat up and rubbed his eyes, then got up, with a glowering look at the children. Emilia screwed up her face in apology.

Sweetheart was even crosser than Isaac. Luka had to tug hard on her nose chain before she would even get up, and the big bear grumbled loudly as she followed him up the stairs. Emilia quickly stuffed her grandmother’s scarf into the pack and swung it onto her shoulder. It was considerably lighter without her grandmother’s crystal ball, and this cost her a sharp pang. She hoped Baba would not mind.

‘If you are caught, do not think to buy your way free with anything you have seen or heard here,’ Mrs Henderson warned. ‘The Countess of Dysart has friends in high places. She will be believed ahead of a dirty little beggar girl.’

‘I’m not a beggar,’ Emilia replied, chin held high. ‘I’m a gule romni, and a drabardi – which is much better than waiting hand and foot on some rude lady like you do!’

To her satisfaction, Mrs Henderson’s face reddened angrily. Emilia tossed back her hair and went running up the stairs, Rollo at her heels. Lantern light filled the great hall to her left. She paused, listening.

‘I tell you, we found bear tracks in your forecourt. How do you explain that?’ Coldham was shouting.

‘Have you escaped from Bedlam?’ the butler asked scornfully. ‘You drag me from bed at this hour of the night to tell me there’s a bear in my garden?’

Emilia grinned and followed Luka down the passage towards the side door. Isaac was crouched near the archway, listening intently. He looked around as she came out, and put his finger on his lips. Emilia nodded. Treading as quietly as they could, the three children hurried through the outhouses and came through another archway in the south wall.

Although the moon was hidden behind fat-bellied clouds, they could still see the dim shapes of hedges and pathways and trees, the whole laid out in a formal pattern that stretched for acres.

First, there was a wide, flat lawn. Then, a formal garden of narrow gravel paths, laid like a labyrinth in concentric loops about a sunken square, and dissected by four straight avenues aligned with the points of the compass.

Beyond the labyrinth was a wall, with a gate through to what looked like an orchard. ‘You can get out that way,’ Isaac whispered.

‘Where does it lead?’ Luka whispered back.

‘Cross-country, it takes you to the Richmond road,’ he whispered back. ‘Kingston’s about three miles to the south.’

They grinned at him in delight. ‘Thank you!’ Emilia whispered, and Luka shook his hand enthusiastically. Isaac’s face broke into a wide smile, his teeth gleaming white against the blackness of his skin. Then he lifted his hand in farewell, and disappeared back into the darkness.

‘Come on,’ Luka whispered. ‘Let’s go.’

Luka and Emilia were about halfway across the lawn when they heard the door onto the terrace open. Light spilled out, and the sound of angry voices. They took to their heels and ran, encouraging Sweetheart along with muttered curses and pleadings. Rollo ran before them, swift and grey as a wolf, while Zizi clung to Luka’s neck with both paws.

They reached the shelter of the first hedge just as Coldham and a group of soldiers came out of the grand back door and onto the terrace. They crouched down, holding their breath, trying to keep the animals quiet and still.

‘Men, I want you to search every inch of the grounds,’ the thief-taker ordered. ‘Those brats are here somewhere. I want them found!’

‘Aye, sir!’ the soldiers replied. Holding their flaming torches aloft, they raced down the steps and spread out, advancing towards the labyrinth.

The children crept along the path, keeping their heads down, and hoping Sweetheart would stay low too. If she reared up on her hind legs, she would be seen above the hedges. Luka kept a tight grip on her nose-chain, dragging her snout down close to the ground.

‘Sir! Sir!’ a soldier shouted. ‘Look here! Surely that’s a bear print, here in the gravel?’

Emilia’s pulse jerked. Luka seized her hand and, backs hunched, they hurried on. Coldham shouted, ‘Spread out! They can’t have got far!’

Emilia sucked in a panting breath. She groped for her charm bracelet, only to be once again reminded sharply of its loss. Biting her lip, she slid her hand into her pocket and found the smooth lump of amber. She thought of the long-dead butterfly imprisoned in its heart, the butterfly that cast no shadow with its wings. Help me, she wished with all her heart. Hide us, keep us safe.

Torchlight probed through the leaves. Soldiers came running. Luka ducked sideways, finding a sudden slit in the hedge. He dragged Emilia to her knees just as the soldiers went charging past. They passed so close that the children were able to see each other’s faces clearly in the light of their torches. It seemed impossible that the soldiers did not see them, but they ran on past and disappeared.

‘Follow the bear prints,’ Coldham ordered. He was only a few feet away. ‘See, there’s one, heading that way. Those gypsies can’t be far away!’

They listened as his footsteps crunched on the gravel, closer and closer and closer, the red wavering light staining the leaves above them. Then Coldham was standing right on the other side of the hedge. His boots were so close to Emilia she could have stretched out her neck and licked them. She ducked her head down, knowing that it was often the gleaming whites of the eyes that gave away those who hid. Her heart thumped so loud she thought the thief-taker must be able to hear it.

Coldham stood silently, listening. But the wind was blustering now, rattling sticks together, causing a shutter to bang, ripping leaves from branches to blow in tiny black whirlwinds along the ground. Rain splattered down.

Seconds passed. Minutes.

Coldham grunted, and walked on down the path. The torchlight faded away.

‘Lucky he didn’t look down,’ Luka whispered. ‘We were right at his feet. And how could he have missed Sweetheart? Even if he didn’t see her eyes gleaming red, you’d think he would’ve been able to smell her. She stinks!’

Luka rose cautiously to his feet and risked a look over the top of the hedge. The soldiers’ torches were gusting out into smoky red ribbons on the far side of the labyrinth. He could see their elongated shadows stalking along the wall. He nodded at Emilia, who rose stiffly to her feet. Her knees hurt, and she bent and dusted off the little bits of gravel embedded in her skin. Together they crept along the path, looping round till they met the next avenue, leading straight out of the labyrinth towards the orchard gate.

They grinned at each other nervously. It seemed too good to be true. Keeping close together, they crept along the avenue, one on either side of Sweetheart, Rollo at their heels. They came at last to its end and peered around warily. All was dark. The only sound was of low rumbling thunder and the wind in the trees.

The two children glanced at each other. Hedges curved away to either side. Luka nodded. Together they darted across the broad expanse of gravel, straight towards the gateway.

‘There they are! Get them!’ Coldham shouted. He had been standing concealed in the shadow of the hedge, only a few paces away. They heard the unmistakable click of a pistol being cocked.

The children raced on, breath sobbing in their throats, but Sweetheart spun around, swinging her great claws at Coldham.

‘No!’ Emilia screamed.

Coldham fired.

Sweetheart bellowed in pain. Coldham quickly reloaded. Luka tried to pull the bear away. Ignoring Luka’s dragging arm, Sweetheart leapt forward, just as Coldham fired again. The bullet buried itself deep in the bear’s breast. Sweetheart yelped. Another soldier fired, and then another. Bullets seemed to come from every direction, whining cruelly. Black smoke swirled all around them. Sweetheart roared, twisting about, looking for something to rent with her claws. Again Coldham fired, at point-blank range. Sweetheart cried aloud, and fell with a crash that sent up a cloud of dust and gravel.
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Coldham cried out in triumph. This time he pointed his pistol straight at Luka.

Luka dropped Sweetheart’s chain and ran, yelling at Emilia to follow. He put up his hand and wiped his cheek. His fingers were wet and sticky. It was Sweetheart’s blood, he realised, which had sprayed across his face. Tears stung his eyes. Never had he seen anything so dreadful, so final, as the great bulk of his uncle’s beloved bear collapsing to the ground.

A dark tangle of twigs sprang at him. Luka ducked and twisted, running full pelt through the orchard, his arms up to protect his face. He heard heavy feet pounding along behind him, harsh panting, a cry. Then a steel hand seized his collar and brought him down. Luka kicked out, rolled over, and was up once more and running. Again he was dragged down. Coldham held him down, a knee heavy in his back, his gauntlet hard and cold across Luka’s mouth.

He heard Emilia scream. Rollo sprang forward, barking furiously. Coldham was knocked away from Luka, tumbling onto his back. Luka scrambled to his feet, trying desperately to see what was happening in the darkness. All he could hear was Rollo snarling, and the grunts of the thief-taker as he sought to hold off the big dog. Then the steel gauntlet flashed and the dog yelped as he was knocked flying.

‘Rollo!’ Emilia cried.

Luka ran full speed at Coldham, knocking him to the ground again. Then he seized Emilia’s hand and pulled her away, crying, ‘Run!’

With Rollo leaping beside them, they ran through the orchard, dodging under the branches and scrambling around the tree trunks. There was no time to do anything but run, for Coldham was back on his feet in an instant, sprinting after them. He was fast for such a big man, driven by fury. In only a few strides he had Luka by the shoulder and hurled him down to the ground. Zizi shrieked and leapt for Coldham, clawing and biting at his face. He swept her away as if she were no more than a fly. Dazed and bruised, Luka tried to roll to his feet but Coldham had his boot on his back, driving him into the ground. Emilia crouched beside him, sobbing, trying to drag the thief-taker down by the leg. He seized her by the hair, pulling her up.

‘Thought you’d made a fool of me, didn’t you?’ Coldham panted. ‘I’ll show you!’

He gave Emilia a blow across the ear. She cried out in pain, and at once Rollo gave a bloodcurdling snarl and leapt for Coldham again. The thief-taker had no time to reload, so shifted his grip on his pistol, using it like a club to beat the big dog around the head. Rollo did not seem to notice, his teeth clenched in Coldham’s leg. Coldham tried to kick him away, all the time shouting for reinforcements.

Panting, his mouth full of earth, Luka tried once again to twist free. He heard Zizi gibbering with rage from somewhere in the trees above him. Then the orange, flickering light of torches fell upon him. He could see each blade of grass outlined, like a mighty forest at sunset. Boots came running at him out of the darkness, too many pairs for him to ever fight. He lay still, closing his eyes, trying to gulp air past the boulder that had lodged in his throat.

‘Well, you two led me a pretty chase, but I got you in the end,’ Coldham gloated. ‘I always get my quarry in the end. Pastor Spurgeon will be pleased. So too will Cromwell’s spymaster. He’ll have some questions for you both, I think. He’ll want to know everything you know. If I were you, I’d be quick about telling him.’

‘But we don’t know anything,’ Luka said, his voice choked.

Coldham snorted. ‘Likely story. Haven’t you lot been gallivanting round with spies and traitors for the past two weeks? In it up to your necks, you are.’

‘We’re just children,’ Emilia said. She gripped Rollo’s ruff, holding the growling dog back. Her black eyes stared up defiantly at Coldham through a tangle of wild black curls.

‘Old in sin,’ he said, and jerked his head at the soldiers. They lifted Luka to his feet, and went to drag Emilia up as well. Rollo snarled and lunged for them. Coldham loaded his pistol.

‘No, no, please don’t shoot him too! He won’t bite, I promise!’

‘That’s for sure,’ Coldham responded and raised his pistol.

‘Go! Go, Rollo!’ Emilia cried and, grabbing a fallen apple from the grass, she hurled it with all her strength into the darkness. Rollo bounded after it, his ears cocked. Emilia seized all the apples she could find, heaving them after the dog, shouting, ‘Home, Rollo, go home!’ Tears flowed down her face, and she wiped them away angrily, throwing apples until she could find no more in the grass. ‘There, he’s gone,’ she wept. ‘He’s gone. You can’t kill him too. Oh, Sweetheart, darling Sweetheart! Why did you have to shoot her?’

Coldham huffed out his breath in exasperation.

‘See if you can’t find that dog and kill it,’ he said to two of the soldiers. ‘And there’s a monkey round here somewhere too, I want it shot as well. You lot, go back to the house and turn it inside out. These two were not here for a polite call, they had some purpose in coming here to Ham House and I want to know what it is. You, go and get rid of that bear.’

‘What am I meant to do with it?’ the soldier said blankly.

‘I don’t know, dump it, make a rug out of it, you think I care?’

Emilia pressed the back of her hand to her mouth.

‘What do you want us to do with these two?’ said the soldier who was holding Luka, shaking him roughly.

‘I’ll take them back to gaol,’ Coldham said. ‘Where’s that other miserable brat we caught in London? Tie them all up together!’

To the children’s horror, a soldier dragged forward Tom Whitehorse, his hands bound before him. He was pale and dishevelled, with a bruise on his cheekbone and a nasty stain seeping through the grubby linen of his sling. His blue eyes met theirs unhappily.

‘Tom!’ Luka cried. ‘What happened?’

‘I have been misapprehended and mishandled most grievously!’ Tom said in his most aristocratic tones. ‘My father will be most displeased when he hears of this miscarriage of justice! I demand . . .’

‘Shut your cake hole!’ Coldham snarled. ‘You were caught red-handed pawning a ring which belongs to a spy and a traitor. You’ll be lucky to keep your head.’

‘You are mistaken. I know nothing of any traitor. I was in London on my father’s business . . . ’

‘With the Duke of Ormonde’s signet ring in your hot little hand,’ Coldham sneered. ‘Well, what a fine haul I have tonight. I should be rewarded richly for this!’

‘Curse you, Coldham!’ Emilia flashed. ‘May your name be forgotten!’

‘And gag them too, will you? I’ve had enough of that little witch’s curses!’




By Fire Struck Down
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Thunder grumbled. Leaves battered their faces. Luka, Tom and Emilia stumbled through the dark, the rope about their wrists biting cruelly into their skin. The other end of the rope was tethered to Coldham’s stirrup. He rode ahead of them, a looming shadow among shadows.

The night was so black it was as if they had been blindfolded as well as gagged. Not a star or a candlelit window could be seen anywhere, only the red glaring eye of the lantern hung from Coldham’s saddle. Emilia felt more desperate and miserable than she had ever felt in her life.

All their hopes of rescuing their families had been turned to ash. She and Luka had travelled so far, and faced so many dangers, for nothing. Tomorrow they would all be dragged before the magistrates, and by the sounds of it, a quick hanging was the best she and Luka could hope for. Better to be hung than sent to London to face Cromwell’s spymaster. Emilia had heard all the stories about John Thurloe, who was said to have a special room at the Tower of London where he interrogated people suspected to be spies and traitors. No one ever said exactly what he did there, but from the way people shuddered and winced, she guessed it must be something dreadful. And Emilia had seen the severed heads and decomposing limbs of such traitors displayed upon London Bridge. It was impossible not to feel cold with fear at the possibility of such a death.

She grieved too for their darling animals, for the inert lump of shaggy fur that had been Sweetheart, and for Rollo and Zizi, who could not possibly understand that anyone would wish to hurt them. She imagined Rollo returning to look for them, and being met with a soldier’s bullet. She imagined Zizi’s small brown body tumbling down from the trees to lie cold and still in the grass. She imagined the soldiers laughing and joking as they dragged Sweetheart’s body over the gravel. It seemed so cruel, so pitiless. Emilia could only weep silently, unable to even gasp or sob because of the gag binding her mouth. She wiped her face on her sleeve and stared at Coldham’s thick shape, for the first time in her life feeling real hatred.

On and on they staggered, the hard stone of the highway hurting Emilia’s bare feet. Rain lashed their faces. Thunder muttered constantly, like an angry housewife complaining about her chores. Every now and again, lightning flickered along the rim of the sky. It had grown suddenly cold.

A high wall ran down the length of the highway. Behind that wall, Emilia guessed, was Richmond Park. Somewhere in that park was a small circle of caravans drawn up near a pond. Their friends would be there, huddling into their bunks, listening to the howl of the wind and the hammering of the rain, wondering where she and Luka were, worrying about what had happened to them. Once again tears mingled with the rain on her face. She and Luka had been so close to reaching their friends, a matter of only a few miles. Yet here they were, trussed like goats, being dragged to their doom.

A spark of anger lit in her. I will not let him win, she thought to herself. I must not let him win.

The sky was torn apart by lightning. In the sudden illumination – so bright it hurt the eye – Emilia saw the township of Kingston-Upon-Thames lying in the dip of the valley. The river was wild with whitecaps, trees bent from the waist as if dancing a drunken reel. Glancing back she saw Luka’s face, down-turned, his eyes cavernous with misery, and Tom, staggering with weariness.

Seconds later all was darkness again. Coloured dashes sizzled against her eyelids, the after-image of the lightning flash. Emilia clenched her fingers about the rope, trying to ease its spiteful bite into her skin. I won’t let him win, I won’t, I won’t.

Into the town they stumbled, bent against the driving rain. An overturned bucket rolled, clanking, along the road. Suddenly it was dragged up into the air and sent spinning into a wall. Thatch was torn away from a roof and blown away in a shower of broken stalks. A chicken went tumbling overhead, claw over beak in a ruffle of feathers, squawking in terror. In a second it was gone, whirled away into the night. Emilia’s wet hair whipped about her face. Her skirts were blown sideways, flapping wildly. Coldham’s mare tossed her head nervously, and the thief-taker dragged hard on the bit, forcing her forward.

What can I do? Emilia thought in despair. I’m bound and gagged and tied to that man’s stirrup. Another minute, and we’ll be at the gaol. Another minute, and our last chance is gone.

The thief-taker drew his horse into the shelter of a shop-front, shading his eyes from the rain as he scanned the wild sky. Tom edged close to Emilia, fumbling for her bound hands with his own. For a moment their fingers were entwined tightly, then Tom stepped away, leaving Emilia clutching a coil of something cold and hard, something made of metal. In the next white blaze of lightning, she glanced down at it, her heart singing with hope. It was her charm bracelet.

Her eyes flew up to meet Tom’s. He nodded slightly, and gave a little gesture with his hands. Emilia felt as if a lantern had been lit beneath her breastbone, filling her with warmth and light. She smiled radiantly, though of course Tom could not see it, and pressed her clasped hands to her chest.

Coldham dragged them onwards. Fumbling in the darkness and the rain, Emilia managed to drag the amber pendant out of her pocket and wind it about the bracelet so the small yellow stone hung next to the others. Lovingly she ran her thumb over the charms, thinking of what each meant to her. Strength, intuition, compassion, clear-sightedness, courage, the power to change. Emilia looked again at Coldham, hunched on his horse like the picture of Death in her grandmother’s tarot cards, and felt pity pierce her.

The serrated edge of the lightning bolt was sharp against her fingers. Emilia sawed it desperately, back and forth, against the rope that tied them to Coldham’s saddle. She felt a few strands fray and part, and kept on sawing away, hoping against all likelihood that the edge was sharp enough to cut right through the rope.

Around the next corner was the Hand and Mace Inn where her family was imprisoned. A low, rickety building with a steep thatched roof and a few tiny mullioned windows, it had a single door onto the street with a lantern hung above it. The lantern swung crazily in the wind, sending shadows flittering all over the street.

Lightning zigzagged. The mare reared in terror. Emilia dragged at the rope tied to Coldham’s stirrups. The girth broke, and the big man lurched sideways, lost his balance and crashed to the ground. The mare reared again, then took off, bolting into the darkness. Both Luka and Emilia were still tied to the stirrup, and had been jerked off balance by the sudden jolt. Luka was up in a moment, yanking away the gag and trying desperately to free his hands. Coldham was almost as quick. He staggered up, shouting in fury, and raised high his left fist, encased in its heavy steel glove, and swung it at Luka’s head.

Emilia flung out her bound hands. No! she screamed silently. I won’t let you hurt anyone ever again!

Lightning flashed from the thunderous clouds. It struck Coldham on his steel gauntlet. For a second he stood, sheathed in an eerie blue light that sizzled between ground and sky. Thunder roared. Then the lightning recoiled. Coldham was flung away, smashing against the far wall.

Emilia swallowed painfully. Her legs trembled and her heart pounded. She took a few steps towards the thief-taker. Smoke was creeping out of his boots, and from his hair. His gauntlet lay some twenty feet away, smoking. His eyes were wide open, staring at her blankly.

‘Is he dead?’ Luka whispered.

Emilia shook her head helplessly, shivers running all over her. She had cursed Coldham at Horsmonden. ‘With fire you fought, and so with fire shall you be struck down.’ Never had she thought it would come so dramatically true. Shakily she put up one hand and pulled down the gag, taking great gulps of blustery air.

Suddenly Coldham laughed.

The three children jumped as if stuck with a pin. They clung together.

Coldham laughed again, and lurched to his feet. Luka and Emilia cringed back, but he paid them no heed. He was looking up at the sky, lifting his arms up, crying aloud.

Lightning flashed again, over Kingston Hill. Luka and Emilia flinched, but Coldham turned his face towards it, his eyes and mouth wide open, gulping mouthfuls of the thunder-charged air. He flung away his pistol and his dagger, dragged off his helmet and his dark red coat and threw them away from him, ripped away his shirt. Half naked, he began to run. One leg seemed stiff. He lurched and stumbled and weaved from side to side, but did not stop, chasing after the lightning that flamed along the horizon.
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Emilia watched him go, shivering with cold and uncontrollable terror.

‘What . . . what just happened?’ Tom asked.

‘I don’t know,’ Luka said. ‘But it means we’re free now. The pig-man’s gone! Come on, let’s get out of this rain!’ He drew Emilia under the eaves of the inn’s roof, Tom pressing close behind, then ran back out into the tempestuous rain and scooped up Coldham’s helmet and coat, his weapons and the steel glove. ‘Could come in useful!’ Luka said with a flash of his old grin, and guided Emilia down the passageway. She was as ungainly as a golem.

A clatter from behind. The three children spun around, gasping in terror. A huge hunched shadow leapt towards them. The crazily swinging lantern caught the eerie green glow of two sets of eyes. Emilia shrieked. The very next moment the two-headed monster was upon them, whining and wriggling and leaping with joy. Two huge, muddy paws thumped on Emilia’s chest, and her face was washed thoroughly by a large, slobbery tongue, while a skinny little creature leapt for Luka, arms outstretched. He received her rapturously. ‘Zizi!’

‘Rollo! Stop it! Yuck!’

‘You found us! Clever monkey girl!’ Zizi cuddled into Luka’s neck, crooning and patting his face.

‘Rollo must have followed our scent,’ Tom said. ‘What a clever dog.’

‘The best, the cleverest dog in the world!’ Emilia hugged Rollo close.

Gladly the three children ran down the passageway, Rollo bounding ahead of them, tail wagging. Emilia was almost giddy with relief. She had dreaded having to tell Noah that his dog had been shot.

The stable was a low, rickety building behind the inn. Every board rattled, and the thatch rustled as if it were alive with rats. Shoved in one corner of the stable was a single gypsy caravan. The other had been chopped up for firewood. All that was left were a few carved panels, a broken wheel, and a pile of gaudily painted tinder. There was no sign of the family’s big cart-horses either, and Luka guessed they had been sold to pay for their family’s incarceration. It made him angrier than ever at the injustice of the justice system.

Luka kindled their lantern, and they huddled into Maggie’s caravan wrapping patchwork quilts around them. Tom was white and sick-looking, and fresh blood stained his sling. Emilia did what she could to staunch the wound, and wished she could kindle a fire and make him some hot tea. It was too dangerous, though, so she contented herself with crumbling some willow leaves into cold water and giving him that, and binding his wound with cobwebs.

‘My charm bracelet,’ she whispered. ‘You found it for me.’

Tom nodded. ‘The duke had asked me to pawn his ring for him, to pay back Gypsy Joe for some of the damage to his inn. So I went to London on my way home, thinking it would be safer to pawn it there than in some small town where I might be noticed. A man brought in your bracelet to sell while I was there. I recognised it at once. I didn’t think the duke would mind if I used some of his loot to buy it back for you. What happened to it? Did you lose it?’

‘It was stolen.’ Emilia hid her face, carefully hanging the butterfly in amber from one link and fastening the chain about her wrist again. ‘Oh, I can’t believe I got it back again. Thank you so much!’

‘Now, that’s too uncanny a coincidence,’ Luka said. ‘The thief bringing it into the very same pawnshop as Tom? I’m beginning to believe in your lucky charms, Milly!’ Although he grinned as he spoke, there was not the usual mocking tone in his voice. She smiled at him rather shakily.

With Zizi cuddled in his lap, Luka turned the pack out onto the table and arranged their loot in neat rows. There was the sheaf of papers with Oliver Cromwell’s own signature on it. There was the half-empty bottle of powdered fish-berries. There were the copies of Coldham’s keys and the lock pick Old Man Smith had made them. There were Coldham’s handcuffs, his clothes and helmet, his steel gauntlet, and his weapons. Luka was most pleased by these, and spent some time examining the pistol, and trying to determine how it worked. It made Emilia sick and nervous, seeing the long-muzzled gun in her cousin’s hands, but eventually he laid it down.

‘We’re going to have to rescue Dado and everyone by ourselves, tonight,’ Luka said, looking inside Coldham’s cartridge pouch. ‘We dare not risk being caught again, and besides, it’s the perfect night for it – it’s raining cats and dogs and no one will be around to see us.’

Rollo looked up at the word ‘dogs’ and beat his tail against the floor. Giving him a quick pat, Emilia nodded.

‘The best plan would be to get into the inn, and drug the ale, and hope that it knocks all the guards out cold. Then we could just creep in, and let everyone out, and get away without anyone being the wiser.’ He busied himself pouring the powder into the barrel of the gun, as he had seen Coldham do earlier, then shoved the musket ball in with the little ramrod.

‘I doubt that it’ll be that easy, though, and besides, it doesn’t solve the problem of stopping the constables from chasing after us once they realise everyone’s gone. I’m thinking I’d better dress up in Coldham’s clothes and pretend to be a soldier. I’ll say I’ve brought pardons from the Lord Protector.’

‘But won’t they read the pardons?’ The plan, Emilia thought, was as full of holes as her petticoat. ‘They’ll see they’re not for our family.’

‘I’m hoping the night guards won’t be able to read too well.’ Luka tapped a small amount of powder into the priming pan, and then half cocked the lock. ‘It’ll be late, hopefully they’re already half befuddled with ale, and if we’re lucky, we’ll have got some of the sleeping drug into them. Besides, look at all the words on these things! Some of them are so long they take up half the line. No one but a pettifogger could possibly know what they mean.’

‘But what if they ask Old Ironsides why he freed everyone?’ Tom asked.

‘Cromwell’s going to die, maybe even this very night,’ Luka said. ‘Emilia’s seen it and you know she sees true. Once he’s dead, there’ll be no one around to know whether he pardoned our families or not. Besides, once he dies, everything’s going to be in such turmoil no one’s going to worry about a few poor gypsies.’

‘No, of course not,’ Emilia said. ‘Do you think they’ll be suspicious of you turning up on their doorstep at this time of night?’

‘It was the storm, sir,’ Luka said, dramatically wiping his brow. ‘Trees falling down all over the place, rivers breaking their banks and flooding the road, branches falling on my head. I’m lucky to have made it here alive!’

‘What if they guess it’s all a trick?’

Luka handed her the pistol. ‘Then you’ll just have to come in and rescue me!’




The Mace and Hand Inn

KINGSTON-UPON-THAMES, ENGLAND

31st August 1658
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It was long past midnight. Luka and Emilia crouched outside the small window by the back door, rain lashing their backs. They had left Tom to rest in the caravan, though he swore he would come after them if they were more than half an hour.

‘We’ll just have to risk it,’ Luka whispered. He drew out his lock pick and deftly unlocked the door, opening it just a crack to let Emilia slip through. She had changed into some old clothes and wrapped her ragged shawl over her head, hoping she was unremarkable as a moth.

The flagstones were cold and smooth under her feet. Emilia crept along and found herself in the doorway to the public bar. Two men were sitting at a table before a roaring fire, drinking tankards of ale and playing cards. The one facing Emilia was quite the largest and ugliest man she had ever seen. He looked as if he made a living wrestling bears. His nose had long ago been smashed to a pulp, and his ears were large and flabby and purple. His brown leathery hands were so huge the cards looked absurdly small and dainty in them, as if they belonged to a doll. His brow was so low and jutted out so far, she could not see his eyes. He was dressed in a rough sort of uniform, and a cudgel leant against his leg.

The other man had his shirt sleeves rolled up to his elbow, and a big ring of keys hung from his belt. Emilia guessed he was the warden.

‘At this rate, Maloney, you’re going to clean me out.’ The warden’s words all ran together, as if he had been drinking for quite some time. ‘You’ve got the devil’s own luck tonight.’

‘You’re not concentrating, sir,’ Maloney said. ‘You’d never have thrown out that six usually, Mister Riley.’

‘I keep expecting that sour-faced crow to come creeping up behind me,’ Riley said morosely. ‘It’s a sad day when I can’t even play cards in my own inn!’

‘He’ll be busy writing letters, like usual,’ Maloney replied. ‘You got to wonder who he’s writing to all the time.’

‘Writing reports on us all, no doubt, and sending them to that spymaster fellow, what’s his name?’ The warden’s voice was so slurred this came out as ‘wassissname’. He drained dry his tankard and banged it down on the table. ‘They say he’s got spies everywhere, that man, and you can’t drink a toast in your own home without him wanting to know why.’

While they spoke, Emilia was examining the two men and the room closely. She saw a jug of ale on the table with them, and a small barrel with a cork bung on the top of the scarred wooden bar. This was where the jug would be refilled, she guessed. The bar was about six paces away from where she crouched. She took a deep breath and crept across the open space, slow as a cat stalking a bird. It was quick, jerky movements that attracted the eye, she knew. At last she slid into the shadows behind the bar, and allowed her tense muscles to relax.

Once she was sure she had not been seen, Emilia got to her feet and risked a quick glance over the top of the bar. Both men were staring at the cards in their hands. Emilia slowly prised up the lid of the cask and tipped in the bottle of powdered fish-berries. She had to give the lid quite a hard tap to get it to close again, and crouched down hurriedly afterwards, her pulse hammering so hard in her ears it made her feel sick.

‘What was that noise?’ the warden said.

‘Prob’ly just a shutter banging somewhere,’ Maloney said. ‘Listen to that wind! It’s howling out there. I bet you this is one night our gypsy friends are glad to be indoors.’

‘Can’t understand them,’ Riley mumbled. ‘Why do they travel round the country like that, instead of settling down in one place like normal folks? It’s not natural.’

‘Guess they have their own ways,’ Maloney answered. ‘You sure you want to throw out that ace, Mister Riley, sir?’

‘Whoops! Guess not. Here, give it back. Thirsty, man? I’ll get us some more ale.’

Emilia heard a chair being pushed back, the sound of unsteady footsteps crossing the floor, then the pop as the bung was removed, followed by a low gurgle. Then Riley pushed the cork back in and carried his jug back to the table, pouring more ale into the tankards. The two men drank and talked desultorily, and all the while the wind shrieked and drummed on the roof like a giant having a tantrum. Emilia rested her head on her arms and waited.

It took about a quarter of an hour – and a few more tankards of ale – for Riley to pass out. He snored loudly, his head pillowed on his arms. Emilia waited for Maloney to grow drowsy too, but either he had not drunk as much of the drugged ale as the warden, or he was simply too large a man to be much affected. He arranged a blanket over Riley’s shoulders, then sat by the fire carving a little toy from a piece of wood.

Emilia was growing stiff and cold in her draughty hiding spot. She wondered how much longer Luka would wait before coming to the door. She wished she had some way to warn him that one of the guards was still alert. It would have been so much easier if they were both drowsy and confused.

The pistol was heavy in her pocket. It seemed to weigh on her very bones. Emilia wondered if she would have the courage to point it at a man and pull the trigger. Already tonight she had struck a man down with lightning. This seemed a dreadful thing, an astonishing thing, to have done. Emilia clamped her hand around her charm bracelet, as if it were a rabid dog that might break free of her control. It seemed to her that such power was dangerous.

She closed her eyes, her fingers walking a ritual path around the circle of charms, praying silently for this tempest to blow itself out, for her family to be saved, for peace to return to this war-torn land. A wish was a kind of prayer, she thought, a declaration of faith. So too were spells and curses. She had cursed Coldham, and by her words he had been struck down. Now it was time, she thought, to pour all that vehemence, all that intensity, into making a miracle happen. For surely a miracle was magic too.

An imperious rat-a-tat-tat sounded on the front door. Emilia jumped, and opened her eyes, but did not stop the circling of each charm until she had reached again the end and the beginning, the golden coin her grandmother had given her. She listened to the sound of Maloney opening the door, then heard Luka’s voice, demanding to be let in.

‘I have come from London, from the Lord Protector himself, with pardons for all who lie in Kingston Gaol tonight,’ he declaimed grandly. ‘I insist that you set free the prisoners at once!’

Emilia smiled to herself. She recognised the confident tone, that note of command. Luka was impersonating the Duke of Ormonde. She crept around the side of the bar so she could see him, and smiled again as she recognised the straight-backed stance, the squared shoulders, the lifted chin. He had his cloak flung back from his shoulder in exactly the duke’s way, one gauntleted hand on his belt, the other holding out the sheaf of rolled parchments.

Maloney seemed to take the sudden appearance of a damp and demanding young soldier at his door in his stride. He let Luka in, along with a great gust of icy rain, and shut the door hurriedly.

‘Yes, sir, right away, sir,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Come on up. I’ll unlock the cells straightaway and then record it in the ledgers. We don’t want any questions asked on the morrow.’

Luka frowned. ‘Certainly not,’ he said, maintaining his imperious tone.

‘Wha-a-at? Wha-a-aat’s going on?’ a slurred voice asked. The warden lifted his head from the table.

‘Nothing, sir. A soldier from London, about the prisoners. I can look after it.’

‘From London? About the prisoners? What does he want?’

‘It’s naught to worry about, sir,’ Maloney began, but Luka lifted high his scrolls and said, ‘I have here pardons from the Lord Protector. I insist that the prisoners be released at once.’

‘Pardons? From Old Ironsides! For a lot of dirty gyps?’ The warden snorted in derision. ‘Let me see!’

Reluctantly Luka passed the scrolls to the warden, who peered at them through first one eye, then the other.

‘Criminy, that there is Old Ironsides’s signature. Well, I’ll be damned.’ He began to laugh. ‘Isn’t that going to get the pastor’s goat? What a joke! He’ll be livid.’

‘I’ll go up and make sure all is in order, sir. No need for you to rouse yourself,’ Maloney said.

‘You must be joking. I want to see the old crow’s face. Come on, man, let’s go show him.’ The warden heaved himself to his feet, still clutching the pardons in his fist.

Luka fell back a pace, his face showing the same alarm that Emilia felt. The pastor! Here at the gaol? But it was well past midnight! What was Pastor Spurgeon doing here at this time of night?

Maloney said meaningfully, ‘You don’t want to upset the pastor, sir. Friends in high places, you know. How about you have another cup of ale, and we’ll get this business done nice and quiet, eh, sir?’

He poured the warden another cup of ale which he drank greedily, and before Luka had taken three steps, had fallen asleep again and was snoring like an arthritic spaniel. Maloney winked at Luka, who straightened his helmet and tried to look soldierly.

They climbed the narrow stairs, and went through a passageway lined with heavy iron-barred doors. The stink and the darkness made Luka’s muscles clench in dread, and sweat sprang up on his palms. He wiped them on his trousers nervously.

Maloney brought out the thick ledger. ‘I’ll just make a note of the pardons, sir,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Here, why don’t you unlock the cells for me, sir, it’s getting late and I’m sure you’re keen to go on your way.’

Luka nodded eagerly, caught the keys he tossed deftly and went at once to the door to the women’s cell. Behind him, Maloney wrote laboriously, the tip of his tongue sticking out one corner of his mouth, the quill looking like a down feather in his huge hand.

‘Maloney, what is all this about?’ The pastor’s voice sent a chill down Luka’s spine. He stiffened, his key turned halfway.

‘A soldier’s come from the Lord Protector, sir, with a pardon, sir, for the prisoners.’ Maloney spoke with great reluctance, shuffling his boots on the floor.

‘What? The Lord Protector has pardoned the prisoners? Impossible! He has no such right. Besides, why would he? It is his agent who has been gathering information against the prisoners, evidence of treason to add to those of vagrancy and murder.’

‘Maybe they’ve got friends in high places,’ Maloney offered.

‘A tribe of filthy gypsies? Don’t be a fool!’

‘Well, then, maybe this gypsy tribe’s been working for Cromwell all this time,’ Maloney said. ‘You know, travelling around, gathering information. I’ve heard the Lord Protector has spies in the most unlikely places. Maybe that’s why he’s pardoned them.’

‘I do not believe it. It’s a trick. Let me look at those pardons!’

Maloney held them tightly in his hand. ‘Well, sir, I’m not sure you have the authority to look over official documents such as these. Not being a magistrate yourself, you know. Mister Riley’s seen the pardons and says that they’re all right and tight. It’s just my job now to record the judgement in the ledger and let the prisoners go.’

‘Absolutely not. Those pardons are obviously a forgery.’

‘They’ve got the Lord Protector’s own signature on them, and his seal too,’ Maloney said. ‘No reason to think they’re fake. Besides, how could anyone get hold of a forged document like that?’

‘Give me those papers!’ The pastor could barely speak, he was so angry.

Maloney shook his head unhappily. ‘I would need Mister Riley’s permission to do that, sir, and I’m afraid he’s a trifle indisposed tonight.’

‘Where is the soldier that brought them? Let me interrogate him.’ The pastor made an angry movement, as if to push past Maloney, but found his way barred by the massive figure of the night guard. ‘What are you doing? Let me past!’

‘Just doing my duty, sir,’ Maloney said stolidly. ‘You are, after all, an officer of the church, not of the court.’

‘How dare you disobey me!’ Pastor Spurgeon shrieked. ‘Who do you think you are? I’ll teach you the inadvisability of defying me!’

He whirled about, seized a whip from the wall, and lashed out with it cruelly.

‘You’ll go to hell, all of you! The lake of burning brimstone opens up under your feet, the dreadful pit, the great furnace of God’s wrath, it’s gaping open beneath you . . .’

Maloney shrank back, covering his head with his hands. The pastor raised the whip high, laughing. Just then, Emilia ran forward from the stairwell and hit the pastor hard on the back of the head with the butt of the pistol. He crumpled to the ground, unconscious.

‘Thanks, miss,’ Maloney said, wiping the blood away from a cut above his eye.

‘I was trying to get up the courage to shoot him. I’m glad he came close enough that I could hit him instead.’
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‘Wouldn’t want to have to arrest you for murder,’ Maloney said.

Emilia grinned. ‘What should we do with him now?’ she wondered, bending over the pastor in concern.

‘Don’t you dare find him a soft cushion for his head,’ Beatrice cried hoarsely, limping from the cell. Luka stood behind her, his arm about Mimi’s thin shoulders, grinning broadly.

Emilia leapt forward with a cry of joy. Beatrice’s black hair was matted and wild, and her face was bruised badly about the mouth, but she was smiling. She embraced Emilia warmly. Something hard and heavy in her hand knocked against Emilia’s back. It was an iron muzzle, with a cruel curb to fit over the tongue. Emilia remembered her dream. She had seen Beatrice with this iron cage fitted over her head. She cried aloud in distress, and gently touched the dark bruises at her sister’s mouth.

‘Did he . . .’ she began.

‘Aye, he did,’ Beatrice said. Her beautiful voice was raspy. ‘For singing our Mimi a lullaby! So let us lock it over his head now and see how he likes it.’

Maloney laughed, and took the iron muzzle from her hand. ‘Serves him right,’ he said and knelt beside the pastor.

Half laughing, half crying, the sisters hugged each other close.

‘I cannot believe you’re here! It’s a miracle,’ Beatrice whispered. ‘And with a royal pardon, signed by Cromwell himself. How on earth did you manage it?’

‘It’s a long story,’ Emilia replied with a crooked smile.




The Stink of the Prison
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Back in the cell Maggie sat on the ground still, her back hunched like a buzzard.

‘Baba!’ Emilia fell on her knees before her grandmother, frightened by her frailty.

‘Milly, darling girl, you came,’ Maggie murmured in Romany. ‘Is all well?’

‘Aye, all is well. Look, Baba, we found all the charms.’ She showed her grandmother the bracelet, gleaming at her wrist.

‘Good, good,’ Maggie said. ‘Is the tale true? Do the charms have power?’

‘Aye. They brought us luck many times. Believe me, we needed it!’

‘You are safe, you are well, all is good. Come, you will need to help me. I cannot get up.’

Emilia and Beatrice tried to help their grandmother to her feet, but her bones were locked in place. Luka was just hurrying to help them when Maloney stepped forward.

‘Ma’am, can’t you stand? Here let me help you.’ He bent and lifted the old woman into his arms as if she was a little child. ‘We’ll have you tucked up in your own bed before you know it.’

‘There’s only one caravan left,’ Luka said to his mother. ‘They’ve sold the horses too, I’m afraid, I’ll have to see if I can find one to borrow.’

‘We don’t want to be nabbed again for horse-stealing,’ Silvia said, trying to smile. Once a pink-cheeked, plump woman, she was now gaunt and sallow, the long black hair she had been so proud of hanging in lank rats’ tails.

‘You can borrow my horse,’ Maloney said over his shoulder. ‘He’s sturdy enough to pull the caravan, as long as it’s not too far.’

‘We’ll go to Richmond Park, we have friends waiting for us there,’ Luka said. Maloney nodded and disappeared down the stairs, Maggie trying to hold herself upright in his arms, not at all pleased to be carried. Lena and Silvia stumbled after them, Mimi and Sabina clinging tightly to their hands, their dark eyes wide and fearful.

‘Where’s Noah?’ Emilia asked, looking around. ‘I’ve been so worried. I had a terrible dream . . .’

‘He’s in the next cell,’ Beatrice said. ‘He’s not been well. We heard him coughing all the time, but they would not let me go to him. It’s all been so dreadful.’

Luka had already hurried to the other cell and was unlocking it swiftly. He was almost bowled over by the press of men trying to get out. Apart from Luka’s father Jacob and his uncle, Ruben, there was a neatly dressed man with ink-stained fingers, a one-armed soldier, several thin shabby men with desperate eyes, and a number of filthy hedge-birds with wild matted hair and beards and stinking rags. Most of them barged past and ran down the stairs, almost trampling each other in their desire to get out, but the gentleman with ink-stained fingers bowed and nodded, and said, ‘I thank you. I will not forget this service tonight.’

‘Don’t thank me, thank Old Ironsides!’ Luka said irrepressibly, waving the pardons.

‘I’ll thank Providence,’ the gentleman replied, and went quietly but swiftly out of the cell. Luka rushed into his father’s arms.

‘Luka!’ Jacob cried. ‘I thought I heard your voice. I could hardly believe it was true. Let me look at you. Why, you’ve grown. Look how tall you are! But so thin.’

‘I need to get some of Baba’s stew into me,’ Luka grinned. He hugged his father fiercely.

Emilia had run straight past her uncles to kneel beside her brother, who lay on a pile of damp straw. The little boy was a ghastly shade of blue, with purple shadows under his eyes, and colourless lips. His eyes were shut.

‘He’s very ill,’ Ruben said. ‘We’ve done what we could for him.’

Beatrice and Emilia both knelt beside their brother, murmuring endearments, patting and stroking him. He did not stir.

‘We need to get him away from here,’ Emilia cried. Tears were hot in her eyes. Jacob nodded and bent to pick up the little boy, carrying him gently out of the cell. Noah’s head lolled sideways, and his arm hung limply. Beatrice and Emilia hurried after him.

Luka grinned when he saw the scold’s bridle locked on the pastor’s head.

Hopefully he’ll sleep all day, he thought, and by then we’ll be far, far away!
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Outside, the rain drummed down, turning the ground to mud. In the few scant seconds it took to run across the yard, Emilia and Beatrice were drenched through. The rain seemed to have woken Noah, for his eyes were open and he was turning his face from side to side. Jacob laid him down gently in the bunk.

‘You’re safe now, darling boy,’ Emilia wept, hugging him close. ‘We’ll have you well again in no time! Don’t you worry about a thing now.’

‘Milly?’ Noah whispered. ‘Where am I? What’s happened? Are you real?’

‘Of course I’m real,’ Emilia said. ‘You’re here in your own little bed.’

‘But . . . we were in the cell . . . I can smell it still . . .’

He groped out with one skeletal hand, his face turning anxiously from side to side.

‘It’s your clothes you smell,’ Emilia said. ‘Here, let me take them off you. There are some other clothes here in the chest.’

As she turned away, Rollo pushed past her, whining and wagging his tail so hard his whole body wriggled. He jumped up and put his paws on the bunk, licking Noah on the face.

Noah smiled. ‘Why, it’s Rollo,’ he whispered. ‘You’ve come back.’

‘Aye, darling, we’re all back, we’re all safe,’ Emilia said, gently undressing the little boy. ‘Everything is fine now.’

She and Beatrice together sponged away the worst of the filth with rain water, dressed Noah in a clean shirt and tucked him up warmly. Rollo whuffed with joy and leapt up onto the bunk, curling up in the crook of Noah’s knees, his nose pressed into the little boy’s hand. Noah, smiling, closed his eyes and let himself drift away into sleep.

Emilia smiled and sniffed, wiping her nose with the back of her hand. She turned to tend to her grandmother, sitting hunched in her rocking-chair. The big guard was waiting quietly on the step, and Emilia’s heart lurched in sudden terror. But he smiled kindly at her, and ducked his head inside the caravan to nod at Maggie.

‘Goodbye, ma’am,’ he said. ‘Thank you.’

‘Thank you, Maloney,’ Maggie answered. ‘For everything. And please, when the little one is born, bring her to see us in Norwood. I’ll make her a little blessing for you to hang above her cradle.’

His eyes lit up. ‘It’ll be a little girl then?’

She nodded wearily.

‘Oh, that’s wonderful news,’ he cried. ‘I can’t wait to tell Jenny!’

‘Well, you may as well go on home and tell her,’ Maggie said. ‘I’m afraid you’re out of a job, at least till they fill the gaol up again, which I guess won’t take them long.’

He shrugged. ‘I never liked being a guard anyway,’ he said. ‘I might turn my hand to raising sheep, like you suggested, ma’am.’

She nodded and leant her head on the back of the chair, her face all hooked nose and hooded eyelids in the soft glow of the lantern. ‘Wool will do well when the king comes back.’

He bent and seized her thin, claw-like hand. ‘We’ll name her Maggie,’ he said. ‘In remembrance for all you did for us.’

She crooked her mouth. ‘Better name her Jenny,’ she advised.

He grinned. ‘We’ll call the next one Jenny.’

‘And both very good names too,’ she said. ‘Goodbye, Maloney!’

‘Goodbye, ma’am,’ he said. The caravan swayed and rocked under his weight as he stepped down, and Noah sighed and murmured in his sleep.

Emilia gazed at her grandmother, thinking that the old woman never failed to surprise her. Maggie, without opening her eyes, said, ‘Go help the men harness up the caravan. I want to feel the road under our wheels again.’

‘Aye, Baba,’ Emilia said and jumped down the steps again.

The men were all busy getting the caravan ready to go, even though Maloney was begging them to wait for the storm to blow over.

‘What’s a little rain?’ Jacob scoffed. ‘It’ll wash away the prison stink.’

Luka was helping eagerly, his monkey back on his shoulder, her little paws gripped tight around his throat.

‘So where’s my Sweetheart then?’ Ruben asked. ‘She back at the camp?’

Luka and Emilia looked at each other. Slowly they shook their heads.

‘I’m sorry,’ Emilia said.

‘They shot her about a hundred times. There was nothing we could do.’

‘She saved us,’ Emilia said. ‘More than once.’

Ruben stared at them, grim-faced, then bowed his head and went on with his work.
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Slowly Emilia and Luka plodded along the muddy road, the cold wind plucking at their hair and clothes, carrying gusts of icy rain. Tom stumbled just behind, just as wet and bedraggled as the two gypsy children, for he had insisted on giving up his bunk in the caravan for Maggie and little Mimi. The other members of the Finch family trudged along before and behind, barely finding the strength to lift one foot after another.

It was almost dawn. The thin grey light showed a scene of utter devastation. Trees were uprooted, roofs had been torn off houses, and fallen branches lay across smashed walls.

‘This has been the longest night ever,’ Luka said.

‘It feels like it’s been years,’ Emilia said and yawned so widely her jaw cracked.

‘My legs don’t want to walk anymore.’

‘Me either.’

But they trudged on.

‘Will they be there, I wonder?’ Luka asked.

‘Of course they will,’ Emilia answered, smiling across at her sister who tried to smooth back her matted hair with one hand.

Hooves hammered the road ahead. Tense with fright, the children looked up. It was not Coldham riding towards them, though, or a troupe of soldiers. It was Felipe and Sebastien and Lord Harry, waving their hats and hullaballoing.

‘Here they are!’ Lord Harry shouted, drawing up his horse beside them. ‘We rode out to look for you, afraid you may have been hurt in the storm, but look at you! Hale and hearty and with friends, no less!’

‘This is our family,’ Emilia said.

‘We rescued them ourselves!’ Luka cried.

There was a glad hubbub, as quick greetings and explanations flew back and forth.

‘We were worried when we did not find you at Gallows Pond,’ Sebastien said. ‘So, is all well? You broke your family out of gaol yourself?’

His eyes scanned the crowd and found Beatrice, turning away, her shawl drawn up, ashamed of her dirt and dark bruises. Sebastien dismounted and strode quickly to meet her, calling her name in delight. A rosy bloom rose in Beatrice’s cheeks, banishing the tense whiteness of a moment before. Sebastien seized her hand, then said, ‘Come, let me put you up on my horse. You look worn out! We’ll soon have you warm and dry by the fire, eating some good stew.’

‘Thank you,’ Beatrice whispered, allowing him to lift her onto the horse’s back. In a moment, the others were mounted too, Luka up behind his mother, and Emilia clinging to Tom’s waist. The horses strode out smoothly, and Emilia sighed and let herself lay her cheek on Tom’s shoulder and relax.

Soon the travellers reached a gate, standing askew. The caravans turned through the entrance way, bouncing wildly on the rutted road. Although rain still fell in grey veils upon the horizon, the clouds had parted over their heads and a broad ray of sunlight broke through to shine upon the meadow.

A herd of deer lifted their heads to stare at the caravans. Rollo’s ears pricked when he saw a family of rabbits frisking about. Before Emilia could grab the big dog, he was hurtling after them, darting first this way, then that way, as the rabbits fled to their burrows.

‘He never catches one, I don’t know why he tries,’ Emilia said.

‘I wish he would. I’m starving!’ Luka said. ‘Do you realise we’ve only had a bit of bread and honey since yesterday?’

‘Oh, I realise. I was trying not to think about it.’

The road curved down into a small wood, where a thin ribbon of smoke curled up from beside a gleam of water.

Drawn up around a campfire were the familiar caravans of the Hearne family. Emilia smiled and waved as she recognised face after face. Gypsy Joe and Cosmo Hearne, smoking a pipe by the fire; Old Janka, scolding the younger girls as they washed their clothes in the pond; Sebastien’s mother, Julisa, cooking a mess of eggs and bacon over the fire; Milosh the smuggler, and all his men, lying rolled in blankets under the trees. And, there, joy of joys, was the round figure of Father Plummer, tucking into a large plate of sausages and fried potatoes.

Emilia flung herself upon them. ‘You’re here, you’re here!’

‘More to the point, you are!’ Father Plummer hugged her close. ‘We’ve been worried sick about you. What I was doing, allowing you out of my sight?’

‘When did you get here? Did you have any trouble?’

‘Not I! But I bet you’ve been having adventures!’

‘Wait till we tell you . . .’

‘And Joe! You’re here too. You could get away from the inn?’

Joe Wood, who had given up gypsy ways to become an innkeeper in Salisbury, gave Emilia a broad grin. ‘Those girls of mine can run the inn better than I can! Besides, I had itchy feet. It’s been a while since I travelled the roads. Seemed as good a time as any to see a bit of the world.’

‘Thank you so much!’

‘You’ve got some other visitors here too,’ Sebastien said. ‘A Big Man, in every respect. A smith, I believe, by name and by trade . . .’

‘What? Stevo Smith, you mean?’

‘He’s been very welcome, he’s fixed Mama’s best pot and sharpened all our knives,’ Sebastien said with a grin. ‘We might have to keep him.’

‘He’s brought his brother and sister with him,’ Julisa said. ‘Though we haven’t seen much of them, they’re very shy. The honey they brought is good though.’

‘Best honey in the world!’ Luka said with a grin. ‘I can’t believe they’ve come. I never thought Fairnette would leave her father.’

‘Is that the old man who keeps forgetting who he is? Oh, Mama made Nadine stay and look after him,’ Sebastien said. ‘She wasn’t best pleased about that!’

Luka laughed joyously. ‘Serve her right, the spiteful cat!’

Emilia suddenly had to sit down. ‘Everyone’s come, everyone,’ she said wonderingly.

‘Though in the end we didn’t need any of you!’ Luka grinned cheekily. ‘We rescued our families all by ourselves.’

‘Heavens be praised!’ Father Plummer said.

‘Come, come and be welcome,’ Julisa said. ‘What a night! We thought the end was nigh. You must be so tired and so hungry. Come sit by the fire, warm yourselves.’

As the Finch family wearily settled down on the ground, looking about them shyly, and being introduced to the crowd of well-wishers, Julisa came and pinched Emilia’s and Luka’s cheeks. ‘As for you, my weans, look at you! You’re skinnier than ever! Fading away to nothing. Come and eat!’

‘We can’t afford to feed them – Emilia’s horse has been eating its head off for weeks.’ Felipe smiled at them lazily.

‘Alida! Where is she?’

‘Over there, my wean, fat and well,’ he answered.

Emilia ran through the crowd, her skirts bunched up in her hands. A loud whinny greeted her, as Alida cantered out from under the trees, tail held high. Emilia flung her arms about her mare’s neck, smiling so broadly her cheeks hurt. She stroked the mare’s velvety nose, then seized a handful of mane and vaulted onto her back. ‘Come on, Alida, let’s run like the wind!’ The grey mare leapt forward. Emilia leant low over her back, hallooing in joy. Round the campfire they raced, leaping over logs and bundles, veering round groups of laughing gypsies, hooves drumming on the ground. The chain about Emilia’s wrist caught the sun, flashing golden. She turned Alida’s head towards the hill, and they galloped up the sunlit slope. When Alida soared over the crest, Emilia felt as if they could truly fly.
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The Last Charm

NORWOOD, SURREY, ENGLAND

13th September 1658
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The warm rays of the setting sun slanted through the trees, turning the leaves to the colour of old coins. The air had a new bite to it, the whetted edge of a year turning towards its end.

Emilia sat back against her grandmother’s knees, enjoying the gentle touch of Baba’s gnarled fingers in her hair as she plaited the wild mass of curls into smooth plaits, bound with vivid ribbons.

‘So our Beatrice is to be married tonight,’ Maggie said. ‘I will miss her pretty face about the place.’

‘Me too,’ Emilia said in a constricted voice. She thought she would never get used to the way joy and misery could be twined in the heart, like blond and black hair braided together. ‘But we’ll see them. Maybe now we can travel about again. We’ll go to Kent for the hop harvest and visit Fairnette and Van, and go to the horse fair and see Bea . . .’

‘Aye, I think we could do that now Old Ironsides is dead,’ Maggie said slowly, speaking around the pipe clamped in the corner of her mouth. ‘So, you saw true, my little drabardi. The Lord Protector died before the week was out, just as you predicted . . .’

‘Aye. But nothing else has come true . . .’

‘Yet,’ Maggie said.

Emilia smiled wistfully. ‘Will I still see true, now that I’ve given back the charms?’

‘It is your eyes that see true, darling girl,’ Maggie said.

‘And will it bring us bad luck, breaking the chain again? I had to do it, Baba. I could not take their lucky charms away.’

Maggie looked round the camp, where all their friends and family were laughing and working together. A rare smile warmed her lined old face. ‘It’s a chain of blood as well as gold,’ she said. ‘And that’s been mended now.’

‘The charms did bring us luck, Baba,’ Emilia said. ‘But when I think about that storm I conjured . . . and that lightning bolt . . .’ She shuddered.

Maggie went on binding her hair, not replying. Emilia thought about the tempest. It was the worst England had seen in hundreds of years, uprooting ancient oaks, demolishing houses, hurling cows high into the air, flooding rivers and streams.

And three days later the Lord Protector had died, on the seventh anniversary of his greatest victory against the king. The whole land was stricken with superstitious fear. Surely such a storm was a warning from God? Everyone stayed in their houses, their doors locked, in case of riots or uprisings, while in London the chancellors hurriedly crowned Cromwell’s third son Richard the new Lord Protector, even though he was said to be a mild, nervous man who much preferred pottering in the garden to ordering about armies and parliaments.

Emilia sighed. She knew how he felt. She had no desire to raise hurricanes and cast curses. All she really wanted was to wander through the forest, calling squirrels down to her hand, and tiddling a trout out of the stream for their supper.

‘I cannot help feeling sorry, about Cromwell, I mean. His family must be so upset, losing him so close after his daughter died, and his grandson too. I didn’t like him at all, of course, but it’s still sad . . .’

‘Aye. Any death diminishes us,’ Maggie said.

‘Everything will change now, won’t it?’

Maggie nodded. After a while, she said, ‘Life is all about change, my darling girl. Seasons come, seasons go; we love, and then we lose. We cannot have one without the other, I’m afraid.’

Emilia touched the golden coin hanging from her bracelet. Luck, magic, providence, faith – Emilia did not know its true name. She had seen it manifest in the lives of those around her, though, and she had seen what happened when it was lost. She did not want to take their luck away from those she loved. So, one by one, Emilia had given the charms back to those who had trusted her.

She had given Felipe back the silver horse that first day after the storm. She wanted no argument as to who Alida really belonged to. Felipe had taken it nonchalantly, but she saw him rub it with his thumb before he gave it back to his mother. She thought he would not dismiss its powers so blithely now. The Hearnes had agreed to waive their claim to a bride price in return for the promise of Alida’s first foal, which was why Beatrice and Sebastien were able to celebrate their wedding so soon.

Gypsy Joe had not wanted to take back the silver sprig of rue. Emilia understood why. For him, as for her, it would always be tainted with the bitter whiff of witchcraft. ‘Give it to Daisy,’ she said. ‘It’ll bring her luck.’

‘We could all do with a bit of that,’ Joe replied and tucked the charm away in his wallet.

She had found it hard to give Stevo Smith back his lightning bolt charm. He was so big, so hairy, and so grim, and she could not forget the story of how Van had come to be so dreadfully scarred. Stevo had taken it silently, with a curt nod of acknowledgement, and he wore it now about his neck, half hidden in the thick black hairs on his chest.

When she had given Milosh the smuggler back his cat’s eye shell, he had smiled at her and patted her cheek with his rough, dark hand, giving her the little shell she had given him, only two weeks earlier. ‘For you to hang in your ear like mine, darling girl,’ he had said. Emilia had smiled in true delight, seeing this as a gift not only from Milosh, but from poor, restless John, kept locked in a gilded cage. She could only hope that life would grow easier for him now too, and that he could be a doctor, or an inventor, or a botanist, whatever he wanted to be. She wore the earring now and often fingered it, loving its curious green glow, like a wide-open eye.

The butterfly in amber had gone back to London with Milosh, to be surreptitiously given to Obedience. A letter had arrived from her a few days later, sent care of the Squire of Norwood.

Tom had read it to them.

‘I do hope all is well with you. We are deeply distressed by the death of our Lord Protector, and prudence – or Faith – has dictated that we leave this poor, benighted country and try our luck in other lands. I write this in haste from the deck of our ship, for it will soon set sail and I do not think I can trust to the post from the New World. Aye, it is true! We sail for America this afternoon. It has all happened so fast, our heads are in a whirl.

      Here is a very odd thing I thought might interest you. There is a man sailing with us that my father is convinced was an old acquaintance of his, the pastor of Kingston-Upon-Thames. Is this not the man who was responsible for your family’s incarceration? You only called him ‘Fishface’ to me and indeed he does have a face like a fish, with pale, goggling eyes and practically no lips at all. He is very cold to my father, and denies they have ever met before, and indeed he has a different name from that which my father remembers. I would not mention it, except that he is much struck with my mother – who looks a lot like you, I’ve always thought, Emilia. He’s forever staring at her, and quizzing her about her background. My mother dislikes him very much, but I fear we shall see a great deal of him on this journey, and when we finally reach our destination of Salem, Massachusetts. It seems he is taking up the position of pastor there. I’m not looking forward to that!

      Thank you so much for the lovely little jewel that you sent me. It was clever of you to hide it in a book of sermons supposedly sent by my friend Lamentation. I’m guessing I should keep it hidden from both my mother and my father. Did it really belong to my grandmother? I didn’t even know I had one! It is a beautiful stone, full of sunshine. I do wonder how it came to have a butterfly inside, but I am sure I will find a book one day to tell me. I have strung it about my neck, next to my heart, in memory of you both, my dear cousins.

      Love, your not-so-obedient Beedee.

      PS The name of our new home, Salem, means “peace”, which all sounds very boring. However, I am hopeful we shall have some adventures when we get there!’

This letter had caused a great deal of discussion among the family. Everyone had feared the spectre of a vengeful pastor, yet no one had been able to discover what had happened to him after the night of the storm. He had just seemed to disappear.

‘He was probably so embarrassed at being found locked up in his own scold’s bridle that he felt he had to flee the country,’ Emilia cried.

Beatrice, for once, had no compassion. ‘Serves him right, the slimy snake,’ she said.

That had left only Coldham the thief-taker to haunt their nightmares. Yet his fate was the most strange of all. It seemed he had joined a pious group of religious dissidents, called the Society of Friends. Others called them the Quakers, for they were so shaken by their experience with the Inner Light that they often quivered and quaked all over. It seemed Coldham had become an inspiration to those who gathered in their meetings, seeming to be touched by God. Gerard Winstanley, the Leveller who had befriended Noah in prison, had heard Coldham speak, and had been greatly moved, to the extent that he went often to Quaker meetings in the hope of hearing this strange, crippled, lightning-scorched man speak.

The thought of this filled Emilia with wonder. She rubbed her thumb over the golden coin. Light, luck and magic . . .

‘Baba, are you sure?’ she burst out. ‘That I can keep your charm, I mean? You really don’t want it back?’

Her grandmother shook her head. ‘It’s yours now, Milly,’ she said. ‘I think you’ve earnt it, don’t you?’

Emilia could only smile joyfully, and give her grandmother a hug and a kiss.

As she skipped towards the caravans, shouts caught her attention. She glanced towards the clearing, and smiled. Romping along the grass like a cheeky cub, the ball tucked under her arm, was Sweetheart. The old bear was not as nimble as she once was. She limped where once she had galumphed. Uncle Ruben had found eight bullets in her hide, and thought it was a miracle that she had managed to survive. No one knew how she had got away from the soldiers, that night at Ham House; all they knew was that she had been terrorising households around Richmond for some days, stealing apples, smashing down beehives and begging for ale at the local inn. The news of a bear roaming around Richmond had taken some time to reach Norwood. By the time Uncle Ruben had got there, she was very cross and inclined to sulk. It had taken a whole string of fish and a small barrel of ale to restore her to good temper, and several more days for her to fully recover from the bullet wounds.

‘No doubt about it, she’s a tough old bear,’ Ruben said about thirty times a day.

Now Sweetheart roared with rage as Luka tried to wrest the ball away from her. She reared up on her hind legs, clasping the ball to her chest, while the men moaned and clutched their heads and entreated her to let it go.

Zizi leapt up Sweetheart’s great length, seized the ring in the bear’s snout and tugged it viciously. Sweetheart bellowed, and dropped the ball so she could grasp her sore nose with both paws. Zizi leapt after the ball, seized it in her tiny paws, and took it straight to Luka, as always.

‘Unfair!’ Ruben shouted. ‘Interference with the bear!’

‘All’s fair in love and war!’ Luka called back, running full pelt down the glade towards his goal, marked out with a couple of rocks. ‘Why do you think I always play with Zizi?’

‘Kick it to me!’ Van shrieked, jumping up and down, his hood fallen back, his scars forgotten.

Luka aimed a swift shot at him, and Van clumsily fielded the ball with his foot; then, as Ruben and Felipe and Tom converged on him like arrows, quickly kicked it through the goal.

Cheers erupted from Luka and Stevo and Father Plummer – playing with his robe hitched up above his knees – while Tom groaned and fell to his knees in the grass, banging his head. ‘I don’t believe it,’ he cried. ‘Zizi should be banned!’

Emilia smiled and went on to the campfire, where Beatrice was getting ready for her wedding, attended by the romni. Old Janka was binding back her long hair with a red scarf, and Julisa was tying up the sash of her embroidered skirts. Fairnette sat peeling potatoes nearby, with Noah curled up on a rug beside her, drinking a posset of herbs and honey she had made for him. The little boy was still thin and pale, but he was so happy to be back in the forest, with soft grass beneath his questing feet and Rollo by his side again, that a smile was never far from his lips. Gypsy Joe was busy with Father Plummer and Lord Harry, setting up the barrels of wine for the night’s festivities, while Mimi, Sabina and Lena were being taught how to stuff cabbage leaves with rice and herbs. Other women were plucking pheasants, skinning rabbits or slicing vegetables. The feast promised to be the best they had ever had!

A whole lamb was roasting over the fire, given to the gypsies by Sir Hugh Whitehorse in gratitude to Luka and Emilia for their help in rescuing the Duke of Ormonde and saving Tom’s life. He had also brought down a brace of chickens and a sack of potatoes, and a whole barrel of fine wine, which the men had already broached and declared an excellent drop.

Rather to the Finch family’s discomfort, Sir Hugh had offered them a rundown cottage in the village to live in, and regular employment on the manor farm. They had not wanted to offend him, when he had always been kind enough to let them camp out in the forest, but Jacob shook his head, and said, ‘Thank you kindly, sir, but I think we’ll stay where we are.’

‘But why?’ Tom said, obviously taken aback and disappointed. ‘Your caravans are so small, so dark. They leak when it rains. You’re hungry more often than not. Why would you not take a house when it’s offered to you?’

‘We’re Rom,’ Luka said shortly.

‘I don’t understand it,’ Tom said.

‘I don’t understand why you would stay shut up in a stuffy old house when you could be travelling where the wind takes you,’ Luka flashed back.

‘Well, when you put it like that . . .’ Tom laughed.

‘We’re wanderers on this earth. Our hearts are full of wonder, and our souls are deep with dreams,’ Emilia said softly, translating the words that had been engraved upon her heart since she was a baby.

Tom gazed at her in surprise. She grinned at him. ‘You wouldn’t like it, Tom. Well, not in winter, anyway.’

‘No, that’s for sure,’ he replied. ‘Well, Father says to tell you that you and your family are always welcome on our land.’

‘Could he put it in writing for us?’ Luka asked, in earnest despite his flashing grin.

‘Absolutely,’ Tom replied solemnly. ‘And I’ll get him to ask the pastor to put you in the parish records too. No more getting arrested for vagrancy!’

The sun had set, and a pleasing smell of roast lamb filled the clearing. Once the moon had risen, the wedding would begin. Sebastien and Beatrice would eat bread dribbled with their own blood and swear to live by the three laws of the Rom. Only then would the feasting and music and dancing begin. Emilia could hardly wait.

Milosh the smuggler and his men appeared as soon as it was dark, their long string of ponies walking as silently as cats on their muffled hooves. Milosh had brought gifts – a fine silken quilt for the married couple, embroidered in France; a cask of brandy for the groom’s father; a long, dark wig for Van, just like the king’s, as he had promised Emilia; a new crystal ball, not so large and clear as Baba’s lost one, but still round and heavy and full of promise; and for Luka, a new violin from Italy, sweet and curved and golden.

‘Milly told me about how you gave away your old one to Joe’s nephew, who hadn’t spoken a word since his father died,’ Milosh said with his crooked grin. ‘That was a good thing to do.’

‘But . . . it must have cost a fortune,’ Luka said, hardly daring to touch it.

‘I got it from a Spaniard in return for some cannon that Stevo gave me,’ Milosh said. ‘He wanted to get you something, to say thank you for all you’ve done for Van.’

Emilia cast a wondering look at Stevo, a dark hulking shadow at the edge of the merry group. He nodded his head to her, and she saw a brief flash of a smile from the midst of his thicket of beard.

Luka, speechless, clutched the violin to him, stroking its svelte shape; then he lifted it to his chin, drew the bow over its strings, and began to play. Never had he played so beautifully, a tune that made you want to weep and smile at once. Everyone fell silent, spellbound. There was only the firelight dancing in the leaves, the moonlight gleaming upon the water, the circle of rapt faces, listening as the music lilted and swayed and danced. Emilia swallowed a lump in her throat. She thought of her mother and her father, wishing they could be here to see Beatrice, so beautiful in her happiness. She felt a small hand grope for hers. It was Noah, tears bright in his sightless eyes.
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A new music wove its silver cadences into the violin’s cavatina, a long fall of warbling notes, then a high whistling crescendo. A nightingale had flown down out of the darkness and was perched on a branch above Luka’s head. Small and plain and brown, its throat swelled with the largeness of its song. Luka’s eyes were shining, his face full of joy, as he and his violin wrought their own kind of magic.

‘When your father Amberline played, the birds flew down out of the trees to listen,’ Maggie said softly.

‘I thought that was just a story,’ Emilia whispered back.

‘There is often more truth in stories than you know, darling girl,’ Maggie replied.

Emilia nodded, knowing this to be true.




The Facts behind the Fiction


There was indeed a great hurricane on the 30th August 1658, and many writers interpreted it as a harbinger for Cromwell’s death. Samuel Butler wrote:

‘Tossed in a furious hurricane,

Did Oliver give up his reign.’

After his death, his son Richard ruled for a short while, but so badly he was eventually hustled away, giving birth to the expression ‘Tumbledown Dick’.

King Charles II was playing tennis when he heard the news of Cromwell’s death. Twenty months later – on the 29th May 1660, the day of his thirtieth birthday – he rode back into London through cheering crowds, his throne and his crown restored.

King Charles II did indeed have the bodies of Cromwell and his right-hand men dug up, hanged in chains at Tyburn Hill, then hacked into quarters. It took the axeman eight blows to sever Cromwell’s mummified head from his body. It was set on a pole upon the roof of the palace at Whitehall, gazing at the spot where King Charles I had been beheaded, nine years earlier.

Two years later Cromwell’s head mysteriously disappeared. No one quite knows the truth, but one story goes it fell off in a storm and then was used as a football by some street urchins. It reappeared some years later as a curiosity in a circus show (but failed to make money) and was eventually sold. In the 1800s a parson bought Cromwell’s head for the princely sum of £200 (just to give you an idea of its value, you could have bought a house for about £50 pounds at that time).

There was some argument that the purchased head could not really be Cromwell’s, but it was ruled genuine as it had a wart above the right eye just as Cromwell did (Cromwell had famously demanded that he be painted ‘warts and all’, unlike most court portraits that flattered the subject). Some generations later, in the 1930s, the descendant of the pastor who had bought the head allowed extensive scientific examination of it which confirmed it was indeed the mummified head of Oliver Cromwell. It was subsequently given to Sidney Sussex College, Cambridge, where it was buried in a secret location on the 25th March 1960 – almost exactly three hundred years after the Lord Protector was first dug up.

Cromwell was not the only one to suffer the vengeance of the restored king. Charles II also arrested many of the men who had signed his father’s execution order. Most of them died the terrible punishment for traitors – death by hanging, drawing and quartering. A few escaped to Europe or to America but were hunted down by vengeful Royalists and murdered. Only a few of the fifty-nine regicides managed to escape.

Apart from this terrible and bloody vengeance, King Charles II worked hard to bring peace and prosperity to England. He did his best to work with his puritanical parliament, and allowed his kingly powers to be greatly curbed (Cromwell actually had more power in England than King Charles II ever had). Charles II rewarded those who had helped him, and did not punish those who had stood against him. For the rest of his rule, England was as peaceful as a land could be in those turbulent times.
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Meanwhile, no one ever wondered aloud what had caused the death of the Lord Protector, Oliver Cromwell. Yet at the time Cromwell’s sickness caused a great deal of puzzlement, for even though he was known to suffer from English malaria – called ague at the time – this was not a fatal illness, and many of his symptoms – especially the agonising pains and vomiting – were not consistent with ague. Many people were suspicious, and a few suggested that he had been the victim of witchcraft or poison.

Certainly, it was not the first time Cromwell had faced the danger of assassination. It had become clear to the Royalists that the only way the king could ever be returned to his throne was if Cromwell should die. One of the exiled king’s secretaries of state wrote at the time, ‘There will be little hope for the K to do much good in order to his Restoration until that villain be knockt in the head’, and Cromwell’s doctor, George Bate, wrote how Cromwell ‘never was at ease’ and was ‘suspicious of all Strangers, especially if they seemed joyful’. Cromwell wore armour under his clothes at all times, and was accompanied everywhere by bodyguards.

Dr Bate had been King Charles I’s physician, and after the death of Oliver Cromwell and the Restoration, became Charles II’s doctor too. He was also given a large sum of money by the restored king, and his family were rewarded with important jobs. A few years later a friend recorded in his diary that ‘Dr Bate died in London of the French pox and confessed on his death bed that he poisoned Oliver Cromwell . . . and his majestie was privi to it.’

Many people discount this alleged confession as a mere rumour, or perhaps spiteful gossip, but mystery still hangs around Cromwell’s death, and over the years many people have come up with different explanations for it, such as kidney failure. The truth is none of us will ever be sure – but I have always found the mysterious death of Oliver Cromwell, and the story of the ignored deathbed confession, intriguing. If Oliver Cromwell was to be assassinated, to clear the way for the return of the king, who better to administer the fatal dose than his own doctor? And certainly any unease over the death of the great dictator would be discouraged by those who benefited most from his death – the king and his exiled court.
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Similarly, the story of Elizabeth, the Countess of Dysart, is a fascinating one. It seems clear now that she was a secret agent on behalf of King Charles II, living in England during the time of the Protectorate and befriending Cromwell and his family and friends, while secretly sending news to the exiled court. It is known she wrote many letters in code, or with concealed messages written in invisible ink, and she worked on developing a new type of invisible ink that could not be easily discovered.

At the time of Oliver Cromwell, she was married to Sir Lionel Tollemache, but used her own title, which she had inherited from her Royalist father, who went into exile with the king. However, after the Restoration – and the death of her husband and his wife – she married the Duke of Lauderdale, one of the king’s most trusted councillors, and became a very wealthy and influential woman. There were many whisperings about her – that she had poisoned her husband or the duke’s wife – and that she was a witch. Certainly she was always very interested in the occult.

Interestingly, a portrait of her second cousin, Mrs Henderson, has the words ‘the celebrated poisoner’ inscribed upon it by some unknown hand.
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Author photo: Dani Rosair
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