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PROLOGUE



Near Black Brook, Staffordshire, 16 January 1643


It was a good place for an ambush.


The road was turned to swamp by a night-long deluge, making the going desperately slow, while at its flanks grew thick forests shrouded in a mist that made the great trunks appear as sentries guarding an otherworldly realm.


Indeed, it was a very good place for an ambush.


Three men, waiting expectantly in the murky half-light beneath the bough of an ancient oak, glanced at one another. They had all heard the distant rumble of wheels and hoofbeats cut into the dawn. Finally the coach was here. Finally they could set about their work.


The tallest of the three, a middle-aged man of impressive stature and pallid, warty complexion, swallowed hard. He was not a man given to anxiety, but this assignment had burrowed its way beneath his skin like a tick.


He forced himself to study the bend in the road, anxious for the coach to appear, but was startled as one of the advancing horses whinnied from the depths of the gloom. He thumped his thigh viciously, angry at his own timidity, and glanced again at his companions. Like him, they were prepared for the morning’s work: black-clad, heavily armed and resolute.


‘Ready?’ he hissed, running gloved fingers quickly over the firing mechanism of his musket. ‘Remember,’ he added, neck sinews convulsing in a violent spasm as he spoke, ‘the Lord guides us. He sends our fire true and deadly. We do His work. We cannot fail.’


The others nodded, fingering their weapons.


His confidence growing, the leader strode out from the shelter of the oak and approached the edge of the road. The ground sucked at his boots, though he was thankful the sleety rain had finally abated.


As he took up a kneeling position, chilling damp immediately stabbing at his knee, he silently praised God for giving him the foresight to use firelocks instead of matchlocks. He cocked the weapon; there would be no telltale match light for his prey to spy in the darkness.


More sharp clicks nearby told him that his men had made their own weapons ready.


The leader stared back at the road, his body tense as he waited for the coach to appear. It was close now, and he knew the sound of bouncing wheels and pounding hooves would be thunderously loud, but he could hear only the rushing of blood in his own ears.


And then, like a ghoulish apparition, the coach-horses finally materialized from the darkness, their eyes floating like something conjured by witchcraft, nostrils flaring as they pumped gouts of swirling steam into the air around their heads. And there, careening along in the wake of the furious animals, was the prey.


‘Now!’ the tall man snarled, squeezing the firelock’s well-oiled trigger. It eased back smoothly, as he knew it would, and the dawn was shattered by the scream of a dying horse.


The second and third muskets cracked into life, their leaden balls whipping across the short range before the coach driver had time to react, and slamming into the terrified animals, sending blood spraying into the grey air and across the sodden road. The horses stumbled, fell and rolled, and the coach clattered across their broken bodies, throwing the driver and the roof-stacked baggage skyward.


The vehicle itself seemed to take flight for an instant, gliding almost serenely above the bullet-riddled beasts, but then it crashed down in a symphony of splintered wood, sliced chains and shattered axles. The wheels came away as though the coach was no more than a child’s toy, speeding madly into the undergrowth at the road’s verge, and the carriage, now simply a large box, hit the ground, skidding across the mud, spinning once, twice, until it left the road and slammed into the trunk of a gnarled tree.


The tall man stood up, discarding his spent musket and reaching for the spare that was slung on his back. ‘Tom!’


‘Sir!’ the response came from somewhere to the rear.


The leader did not look back, but called over his shoulder as he began to run towards the battered carriage, ‘See to the driver! Micky!’


‘Aye, Major!’ the second man replied.


‘With me!’


As he reached what was left of the vehicle, the tall major cocked and levelled his second firelock, pointing it at the deeply scratched door. ‘Out!’ he called.


Nothing stirred. No voices called, nor figures emerged.


‘Shall I?’ Micky asked, eagerly.


The major nodded. ‘Bring him out.’


Micky, a stocky man whose eye level did not even reach his superior’s shoulders, raised his musket and stepped forward carefully. He shoved the black barrel through the window of the coach, and called again. Still no response. Micky leaned in, poking his head through the frame to inspect the dead passenger within.


The shot that followed almost immediately was more like an explosion within the confines of the coach. From several paces away, the major saw only the bright orange flash, followed by a black pall of smoke that billowed manically out of the windows, rising quickly to mingle with the bare branches of the surrounding oaks. And with the smoke came Micky’s heavy torso, flung back with so much force it was as though God himself had slapped him.


The major looked on in disbelief and horror as Micky came to rest in the sopping grass and rotten bracken, his face a mess of torn flesh and gushing blood.


The major raced forwards. He yanked open the battered door, wisps of dirty smoke still playing around him, and shoved his musket into the gloomy interior, pulling the trigger as he did so.


The ball thudded home, tearing a hole in one of the empty seats. Of the passenger, there was no sign.


The major had made great efforts to cleanse his language since the true faith had cleansed his soul, but now he screamed his fury to the dawn in a stream of oaths. He cast down the empty firelock, twisting away to snatch up Micky’s still-loaded weapon, and bolted into the dense forest after his quarry.


He kept his step artificially high to avoid tripping on the winter debris, praying aloud with each breathless moment, beseeching Christ to forgive his failure and show him the path his enemy had taken.


And there, some twenty paces ahead, lumbering like a terrified bullock between bent trunks and beneath the grabbing claws of branches, was the man he had come to kill. The fat, sweating, despicable, Popish excuse for a man he had dreamt of dispatching for so long.


But, to his surprise, he saw a second person in the misty distance. A slighter, hooded figure, gripping a pistol in one hand. The other hand tore at the fat man’s bulky arm, urging him on, forcing him deeper into the mist’s protection.


The major wondered then at Tom’s whereabouts, for he had but a single shot, and could not hope to take down both fugitives. But the report of a musket somewhere to his left told him that the young man was still busy making an end of the coach driver.


He would have to choose which of the two fleeing figures was to die. The thought rankled, for, though the fat man was his intended target, he dearly wished to put a bullet in Micky’s killer.


He resolved to place duty before vengeance. He halted, levelled Micky’s firelock, and finding his target along its slim barrel, pulled the trigger.


For a moment the fugitives vanished in the cloud of smoke that belched from the musket. But the major knew his business and was confident of the shot. As the scene cleared, he thanked God for His providence. Only the thinner figure was weaving its way further into the safety of the wood.


‘Driver’s a dead’un, Major,’ a voice broke into the tall man’s thoughts.


The major turned, seeing Tom emerge from the trees to his left. ‘Well done, lad.’


Tom frowned. ‘You get him, sir?’


‘I did. Praise the good Lord, I did.’


Tom squinted as he scanned the scene before them. He saw the distant figure disappear into the depths of the forest, his form gradually swallowed by the mist. ‘There were two?’


‘Aye, there were. Romish coward had a bodyguard.’


‘Shall I go after ’im?’ Tom asked eagerly.


The major scratched a wart on his pointed chin. He shook his head. ‘We shan’t catch him now. Let him go. Our work today is done.’ He turned away.


Tom stared after him. ‘Today, sir?’


‘Sir Samuel gave us two targets,’ the major replied, not looking back. ‘Lazarus is no more. Now we must locate the other. Fetch the horses, Corporal.’





CHAPTER 1



Cirencester, Gloucestershire, 2 February 1643


It was perhaps three hours after midnight, and the town was still and silent.


The sky was crammed with thick, grey clouds and the earth was ankle-deep in snow. The scant moonlight danced brightly on the sparkling white blanket, illuminating streets and rooftops with an ethereal glow.


And gliding like a wraith in that strange half-light, shoulders hunched, eyes keenly attentive, was a tall, cloaked man. He moved swiftly along the outside of the town’s ramshackle defences, tracing the path of the ancient walls, the legacy of a long since fallen empire, rows of densely packed streets always on his left, fields and hills rising away to the right. He was wary of patrols, acutely aware of the fatal consequences capture would bring.


At length he came to a halt where the crumbling walls had been built up with new stone and topped with wooden stakes to form a makeshift palisade. This, he remembered, was where the road from the south-west pierced the town limits. He stared into the darkness for several moments, until he was able to discern the road from the fields at its flanks. There was a pile of rubble near by, left over from the day’s frantic rebuilding, and the man dropped down and scrambled towards it on hands and knees. Here, in this place of relative concealment, he scrutinized the road, eyes straining to distinguish its path, until his gaze settled on a group of shapes some three hundred paces away. It resolved into walls, buildings, rooftops. A farm.


‘There she is,’ he whispered.


The man waited for a few moments, ensuring there were no movements on the exposed ground between his hiding place and the distant buildings, before breaking forwards again.


He ran beside the road, following it away from the town walls, praying silently, desperately, that he would not be seen.


He reached the farm’s outer wall, dropping with his back against it, chest heaving rhythmically, yearning for his nerves to calm. Footsteps crunched through the brittle snow close by. They were shockingly close, the other side of the wall, and he held his breath sharply, gritting his teeth as icy air needled labouring lungs.


The steps seemed to be heading away from his position, but, then, in a moment of utter terror, he heard voices to his right. They had circled round, and were now on his side of the wall. Like ghostly apparitions, their bodies gradually resolved from the darkness just a few paces away. There were half a dozen; soldiers all. Lord Stamford’s men. They stood chatting, a couple leaning on the very wall he was crouched beside. He smelled the smoke from their pipes, heard their inane banter.


He did not move, praying the soldiers would fail to notice him in his shadowy place. He allowed air into his lungs again, for fear they would burst, but kept his breathing shallow, lest he send plumes of vapour into the air like a hideous beacon.


The soldiers did not spot him. He heard them speak of the large force encamped a mile away from the hastily bolstered walls of this newly garrisoned farmyard, but they were not expecting the enemy to be sneaking about on this side of their pickets.


The soldiers left, heading towards the farm’s central cluster of buildings, and the ghostly figure was finally able to edge out of his protective shadows.


He reached the farm’s first structure, flattening himself against its wattle and daub wall, then edging carefully to peer out beyond the gable end. Satisfied there were no more patrols, nor common folk abroad that might accidentally catch sight of him, the figure took his first steps into the dangerously exposed area between the farmhouse and its outbuildings.


A screech startled him before he had taken a dozen strides, and his stomach twisted violently, but no soldiers burst from secret hiding places, no priming pans flared, no halberds sliced at his head. As his pulse settled, and the prickling of skin began to fade, he realised with a gush of relief that the sound was not human. Perhaps a fox, perhaps not, but certainly not the alarm his anxious mind had conjured.


Pulling the long cloak tighter about his shoulders, the man set forth once again, this time at a run. His goal was up ahead, less than twenty paces away, and the sooner he reached it the sooner this damnable mission would be complete.


A stout barricade was the target. The farm sat adjacent to the south-west road and, on hearing of the enemy’s return, Stamford’s men had decided that it would make the most logical place of defence. They had erected a barrier of stakes and wagons and bushels, of old fences and of commandeered furniture, and, as an attacking force spent their energy against its dense strength, the defenders would pour fire upon them from the walls and buildings of the farm complex.


He reached the makeshift barricade without obstruction and studied the tightly packed array of objects which comprised it. Presently his eyes fixed upon a large cart, stacked full of mouldering hay. It was wedged at the very centre of the temporary defensive work.


The vehicle had been destined for the town the previous evening as dusk had closed in. But the soldiers manning the ever-growing barricade had stepped into the road, unbridled the two scrawny oxen, and ignored the driver’s pleas.


‘Please, sirs!’ the old man, bent and withered by age, had spluttered through a wracking cough that sent large globules of spittle to rest on the settling snow. ‘Please, sirs, have mercy! She’s me livelihood! I’ll perish without her to carry me wares.’


The sentries had been deaf to his appeal, stating in surly tones that the rickety vehicle would be used for the good of the town. He had grasped at their sleeves, begged them to relent, but they just thrust him aside.


The old man had wept. ‘Jus’ let me warm these old bones while the snow falls,’ he had pleaded. ‘Let me find shelter in the town, sirs!’


The sentries had growled and cursed their displeasure at the old fool’s ramblings, for no pilgrims were to be granted freedom of the town while the great army threatened its very existence, but it was snowing hard and they had no wish to stand and argue when they could be warming their hands at the farm’s hearths.


‘I swear I’ll not see mornin’ else!’ the old man had whined, though the sergeant in command was already stalking back to the shelter of his billet, thinking of the plump whore waiting within.


‘I want you gone by this time on the morrow!’ he had barked over his shoulder at the cart’s driver. ‘Dusk on the morrow, you old palliard, hear me?’


The snowfall had faded since then, and the carter had found an inn. But after the tired oxen were led away by a spotty stable-boy, the carter had not slept and had taken only small beer. Instead of resting, he sharpened the dirk hitherto concealed within a filthy boot, and rather than sheltering from the foul weather, he had waited for the dead of night and crept out into the snow once more.


The man was not old. Nor was he infirm, though it had pleased him to give that impression to the sentries. He was a man of war; a petardier.


Now, as he crunched his way across the last few paces and climbed up into the cart, burrowing his way beneath the damp, snow-encrusted hay, nostrils overwhelmed by the ripe stench of putrefaction, the petardier knew that the wheels of victory had been set in motion.


He almost pitied the rebellious townsfolk.


Almost.
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Captain Innocent Stryker, of Sir Edmund Mowbray’s Regiment of Foot, was not a pious man. Indeed, he was not sure he believed in any higher power than a loaded gun and a keen blade. But today he prayed. He prayed for a white flag. He yearned to see it flutter tentatively from the town’s beleaguered walls, a grimy symbol of the citizens’ submission. But, as he watched the black funnels of smoke thicken as they rose from the defenders’ belching artillery to smudge the pale horizon, he knew that God would not answer his prayer.


One of Stryker’s officers came to stand at his shoulder. A man whose fluff-covered upper lip was at odds with his confident bearing and weather-beaten skin. Andrew Burton might have still been in his teens, but he had seen more fighting than most witnessed in a lifetime. His right arm was withered, propped close against his ribcage within a tight leather sling, the shoulder shattered months earlier by a pistol ball. ‘Men are ready, sir,’ Burton said, glancing back at the ranks. ‘It’s past noon. Will we advance, do you think?’


Stryker removed his hat, fiddling with the once bright feathers at its band, careful to have them in good order for the inevitable assault. Somehow it was important. ‘Imminently, Lieutenant.’


Burton stared at the earthworks hedging the town. ‘I had hoped we might pound them a while,’ he said wistfully.


‘Aye,’ Stryker agreed. Royalist ordnance had softened the town’s resolve during late morning, the damage becoming increasingly visible amid the low rooftops, but here, at the southwestern entrance, the defences were left unscathed. ‘It seems the prince will require an escalade.’ He regarded the younger man with interest. ‘Frightened?’


Burton’s neck convulsed as he swallowed thickly. ‘Aye, sir.’


‘All is well then,’ Stryker said. ‘You’ll not get yourself killed for misplaced bravery.’


‘Sir?’


‘The colonel did not promote you so that you could dash away your life against this damned town’s barricades. Caution, Andrew. There’ll be time enough for valour, lad, but you must choose your moment.’


Lieutenant Burton nodded solemnly, and paced back to the men at his command. Stryker frowned slightly. His protégé had proven himself more than once since joining Stryker on their suicidal mission to arrest Sir Randolph Moxcroft in the weeks after Kineton Fight, and had been rewarded for his bravery and rapidly increasing skill, but a streak of recklessness had also shown itself. Burton was now second-in-command of the company. Stryker needed a man with a level head as much as he needed one of stout heart.


The drums rolled.


They rumbled low and ominous across the snow-blanketed fields, lingering in echo as they climbed the white summits of hills beyond.


Stryker studied the nearest buildings. They were not within the town’s dilapidated walls, but outside, straddling the road. It was, he had been told, a small farm known as the Barton. It was there that the defenders would stage their first attempt to repel the closing horde. By the look of the old Roman walls that surrounded the town, he imagined the Barton would be the most difficult obstacle. Once they were beyond it, the town would quickly fall. He wondered whether the inhabitants had had the good sense to bury their valuables and flee into those high, sheep-crowded crests. Somehow he doubted it.


‘Capital of the Cotswolds,’ Captain Lancelot Forrester said as he came to stand at Stryker’s side. All but Colonel Mowbray had dismounted for the day’s action, the horses corralled at the rear by the dour wagon-master, Yalden.


Stryker’s thin lips twitched in amusement as he acknowledged Forrester. ‘Not much to crow about, is it?’


‘Perhaps not,’ Forrester agreed, absently fingering the gold trim of his blood-red sash.


Stryker frowned. ‘Should you not be with your lads?’


‘They’re neat, tidy and ready for the off, old boy, worry not!’ Forrester exclaimed brightly. He had been with Stryker and Burton on that terrible mission the previous autumn, had shared those same dangers and carved his own swathe though the hellish barricades of New and Old Brentford. His reward had been the posting of his choice, and the death of Mowbray’s fourth captain in a skirmish outside Banbury had provided a vacant position serving with his old comrade.


Stryker stared down the line of pike and musket to cast an appraising eye over his friend’s new command. ‘A good group, Forry. You’ve done well with them.’


‘Kind in you to say,’ Forrester said simply, though his big cherubic face became a little pink. He hastily rummaged in the snapsack slung at his shoulder, eventually plucking out a short, tooth-worn clay pipe.


Stryker’s lone brow shot up. ‘You lost the game, Forry.’


Forrester glanced at the pipe. ‘I did, I did. And I had not forgotten the forfeit.’


‘No sotweed for a month.’


Forrester propped the pipe stem in the corner of his mouth. ‘The chirurgeon prescribed it for reasons of health.’ He pulled a hurt expression. ‘You would have me give up tobacco, to the detriment of my lungs, for a little game of dice?’


Stryker laughed and turned back to point towards the Barton. Forrester followed his companion’s gaze as he touched a smouldering length of match to the pipe bowl, eyes resting on the walls of stacked clods and stout barrels that formed the deep works. Those works were crowned by a palisade of sharpened stakes, behind which would doubtless be as many immovable objects as the townsfolk could gather. He remembered this method of defence from that terrible day west of London where the men of Holles and Brooke had proved so damnably difficult to shift.


‘Bloody waste to dash them against those works,’ Stryker said bluntly.


Forrester sighed, cheeriness eroding. ‘I’d prayed we’d avoid a climb.’


‘Prayed?’ Stryker said, failing to keep the surprise from his tone. ‘Hardly a religious man, are you?’


Forrester smiled weakly, pipe smoke wreathing his round face. ‘No, I’m not. But when faced with imminent death, one’s thoughts do turn to one’s saviour.’


Stryker kept his tongue still, though he could not help but agree.


‘The good news,’ Forrester added, forcing brightness back into his voice, ‘is that they’re seriously under strength.’


Stryker knew that was true, and knew that he should have been elated by the news, but the prospect of witnessing the town’s inevitable demise was not one he relished. Once the Royalist force had breached the Barton and the ancient walls beyond, they would give no quarter to those inside. He let out a heavy breath that obscured his face in roiling vapour. ‘Why do they not surrender, damn them, and save us all a bloodbath?’


‘Parliament heartland, Stryker. The good citizens are misguided souls, harbouring rebel sympathies. Every man-jack of ’em. The whole shire’s rife with it.’ Forrester chuckled blackly. ‘Like French-welcome in a bawdy-house.’


Stryker turned to him. ‘The townsfolk will fight?’


Forrester nodded slowly, ruddy cheeks bright. ‘No bloody doubt about it. When they turned the prince away last month they declared they would die for the True Religion.’ He blew out his cheeks at the thought of the day’s almost inevitable bloodletting. ‘They’re ready for the slaughter, Stryker. Now Stamford’s buggered off with most of his men to Sudeley Castle, and he’s mired in snow and mud. They’ll never make it back in time. So the town has what’s left of his force bolstering the walls, while the streets ’ll be lined with pitchfork-wielding peasants.’


Stryker shook his head. ‘God’s teeth.’


Forrester shrugged. ‘Worry not, Stryker, we’ll be warming our arses by their hearths in short order.’


‘It’s not the assault that worries me most, Forry, but what follows.’ He looked back to the settlement and the buildings huddled within, remembering well the horrors inflicted on so many similar towns and villages in Germany and the Low Countries. ‘Bloody town.’


Cirencester had grown rich from its wool, and sat between Charles’s new court at Oxford and his hotbed of support in Wales and Cornwall. It was a fat, juicy apple crying out to be plucked. But if its wealth and geography made it a logical prize for the Royalist army, a forthright defiance of the king had made Cirencester a personal target for their commander, Prince Rupert. So he had brought a horde to its walls. Stryker knew the price to be paid for defying men like Rupert of the Rhine. By dusk, so would the folk of Cirencester.


‘Bloody, bloody town.’


Cirencester was surrounded. Prince Rupert held a large division of horse, dragoons and foot, of which Mowbray’s men formed only a fraction, before the town’s south-west entrance. There were several units further out on the Stroud road, and, Stryker knew, more bristling companies to the east. On the road leading south-west towards Bristol, Lord Wentworth had three companies of infantry, one of dragoons and one of light cavalry, while to the north-east, in the direction of Sudeley and Winchcombe, the Earl of Carnarvon led a similar number. It was a force to be reckoned with.


The Royalist artillery had pounded away with little reply as the assault troops moved into position, gnawing at the defences, reducing them to nothing more than a display of pitiful insolence. If the attackers were able to force their way inside the town, it would be short work, Stryker knew, for the remains of Stamford’s troops would be spread pathetically thin manning the perimeter of the town while patching up the myriad breaches in the fortifications.


‘And all the while Robert the Devil intends to gallop straight through the main gate,’ Forrester’s well-educated tones startled Stryker from his thoughts.


‘You read my mind,’ Stryker said grimly, taking the pipe from Forrester and inhaling deeply. Carnarvon would lead an assault against Spitalgate to the north, while, according to the orders hammered out by Rupert’s drummers, the prince would take his cavalry directly through the Barton and on into the town. The strategy baffled Stryker, for, though entering Cirencester by the south-west road was the shortest route to the town’s heart, a cavalry charge against the only heavily fortified point in the relatively weak perimeter seemed futile.


‘You try and teach prudence to the youth of today,’ Forrester went on, snatching back the tobacco-filled clay stem and twitching his head at Lieutenant Burton, ‘and our good commander proves himself entirely devoid of the stuff.’


Stryker’s laugh was more like a bark. ‘Aye, the prince has a way about him. They won’t expect him to make for the front door.’


‘The surprise alone’ll win him the day, I’d wager. He’s mad, Stryker. Quite mad.’


‘But you’re glad he’s on our side,’ Stryker replied.


Forrester slapped his friend on the back. ‘I thank God for it daily!’


‘And I thank Him for the two of you, though I can’t comprehend why, what with all your whining!’


Forrester’s face turned cherry red with embarrassment as Prince Rupert of the Rhine reined in behind the officers. The young General of Horse seemed like a giant atop his great stallion, an impression only enhanced by his russetted armour and thick buff-coat. The portly captain stared up at King Charles’s nephew, snatching off his hat in rapid salute to reveal sandy hair that only made his cheeks appear more livid. He stuttered the beginnings of an apology, but the prince stopped him with a great bellow of laughter. ‘At your ease, Captain Forrester! We will indeed make for the front door, as your one-eyed compatriot so eloquently put it.’


Stryker met the prince’s gaze. Rupert seemed to be fidgeting in his saddle, such was his unbridled excitement. ‘May I ask as to your plans, General?’


Rupert offered another beaming grin, his neat white teeth bright beneath the sliding nasal bar of his Dutch-style pot helmet. ‘Plans, Stryker? I plan to toast a great victory this evening. Find me after! We’ll share a bottle, if the God-bothering stiffs ain’t poured every drop o’ drink in the Churn!’


‘After, sir? We attack soon?’


‘We do, we do. Carnarvon strikes to the north even now. We’ll take the southern entrance while their heads are turned.’


Stryker frowned. ‘Beg’ pardon, General, but the southern defences are stout. Do you not require infantry to first clear that barricade? We—’


To Stryker’s surprise, the young prince’s eye twitched a conspiratorial wink. ‘They say I use sorcery, Stryker.’ He indicated the giant white poodle that stood, as ever, beside his horse. The dog had been a gift from Lord Arundell during the prince’s time in an Austrian prison after the battle of Vlotho in 1638, and was now Rupert’s constant shadow, even joining its master’s often death-defying cavalry charges. ‘They say Boye, here, is my familiar. Would you countenance such puritanical drivel?’ Rupert laughed at the notion, though his sharp features hardened a fraction of a second later, his eyes darkening with a steely seriousness. ‘Well today, Captain, I mean to show ’em some real magic! Look to the barricade!’


In moments the prince was gone, galloping away down the line, Boye in tow, to find his famed cavalry.


The drums sounded again.


Stryker turned to Forrester, noting the sheen of sweat that had already crept across his fellow captain’s plump jowls despite the oppressive cold. ‘That’s our order to advance.’


Forrester upturned his pipe, letting the still smoking contents litter the snow, and shook the proffered hand. ‘Godspeed. I must see to my own lads. Once more unto the breach an’ all that, what?’ He stared back at the Barton, perhaps imagining the rows of muskets that must wait behind the piled wall. It seemed almost inevitable that those muskets would repel the cavalry charge with devastating ease, leaving the task of assault to his infantrymen. ‘Rather wish there were a breach to assault.’


Stryker shrugged. ‘Watch the barricade.’


Forrester shot him a wan smile. ‘I’ll watch it. By God, I’ll be watching nothing but.’


Stryker set his jaw, determination puckering the ragged tissue that covered his long-shattered eye socket. ‘Fare you well, Forry.’ He turned away. ‘Sergeant!’


A tall man appeared from where he had been waiting patiently some distance behind the officers. His sinewy frame and weather-hewn face marked him as a seasoned winter campaigner. ‘Sir!’


Stryker craned his neck up to look into the sergeant’s face. ‘Make them ready, Will. He’ll send in his beloved horse first, but we’ll sweep behind right enough.’


‘’Bout bleedin’ time,’ Sergeant William Skellen murmured.


‘What was that?’


‘Men’ll have a grand old time, sir,’ said Skellen, his voice suddenly finding clarity in the crisp air. ‘Armed and eager, Mister Stryker.’


Stryker jerked his head back towards the ranks of brown-coated infantry, pike files bristling, musketeers blowing on match-cords to prick bright holes in the gloomy day. ‘Get on with it then, Sergeant.’


Skellen gave a curt nod and turned away.


‘And Sergeant?’


Skellen looked back. ‘Sir?’


‘Try not to come back dead.’


The sergeant grinned ferociously, showing stumps of mottled amber. ‘Never did yet, sir.’


The first cavalry units began to move. Of the four thousand men at Prince Rupert’s disposal, the majority were harquebusiers, and they surged forward, raggedly at first, but soon forming into a great wave of armour and hooves as the charge gathered momentum.


Stryker watched the horsemen go, and he felt the land shake beneath his tall boots. He wished he could be in that great assault. But, as the elation of battle prickled along the nape of his neck and quickened his pulse, he bit it down savagely, forcing himself to focus on his own command. He knew them for hard, confident men, men who had followed him into the terrors below the ridge at Edgehill and had survived. Fifty-three musketeers, thirty-six pikemen, two commissioned officers, two sergeants, three corporals and two drummers: Stryker’s company. Ninety-eight men that would take on the entire rebel army if he asked it of them.


‘Ensign Chase!’ Stryker bellowed at a stocky, full-bearded fellow stood at the front of the company. ‘Hold that bloody colour high, man! Let ’em see who they face!’


Chase had not been Stryker’s ensign long, but he knew his business well enough. With a powerful heave, he lofted the banner as high as he might, so that the square of red taffeta caught the breeze, its pair of white diamonds flickering taut and proud.


The dense swathe of horse was a hundred paces away now, charging inexorably towards the ominously robust barricade. The Royalist infantry units to Stryker’s flanks began to move. Colonel Mowbray was out in front, standing tall in bright stirrups, proudly urging his regiment to the fray. In turn, Stryker sucked air deep into his lungs and bellowed, ‘Forward!’


The men of Sir Edmund Mowbray’s Regiment of Foot took their first steps towards Cirencester.


‘They have artillery, sir,’ Burton, away to Stryker’s left, chirped uncertainly.


Stryker snorted. ‘They dragged their culverins over to pound Sudeley Castle. And their best crews, to boot. What they have left are half a dozen small pieces. Don’t sound a deal more than drakes. It is not their guns you should fear, Lieutenant, but their bloody muskets poking at us from beyond that barricade.’


Burton’s brow creased in consternation as he assessed the grim task ahead. ‘Our horse will never break that.’


Stryker understood what he meant. It seemed as if the cavalry and infantry would take it in turn to hammer uselessly upon the thick barricade, only to be shot at by jeering defenders. And yet something in Rupert’s nervous energy had infected him, made him dare to share in the young general’s confidence.


‘Have faith, Lieutenant.’


Burton briefly sketched a crucifix across his chest with his left arm, the right hanging uselessly in its strap. ‘I do, sir. I do.’


Stryker grinned. ‘Not in God, Burton. In Rupert.’


‘Sir?’ Burton seemed baffled.


‘I believe the general has something hidden up one of those long sleeves of his.’


Burton said something in reply, but Stryker did not catch a single word for, in a single great, ear-splitting, earth-shuddering second Cirencester vanished from view.


It was a matter of moments before the cavalry hit home. But they did not blunt their blades against the earthworks or hurl pathetic insults up at the men safe behind the palisade. Instead, the horsemen whooped and cheered and screamed their thanks to God. They stood high in their stirrups and vanished into the red flame and black smoke that billowed about the Barton.


‘Fuck me,’ Sergeant Skellen said quietly from somewhere behind Stryker.


‘A petard,’ Stryker breathed. He was as astonished as every other man in the company.


‘How the blazes did ’e get a petard in there?’ Skellen replied.


‘Magic,’ Stryker replied softly, staring ahead. A mighty explosion had reduced the barricade to a jagged mass of gigantic splinters. And between those great, raw stakes streamed the exultant Royalist horsemen.


The company had slowed in the aftermath of the explosion, amazement breaking the usually measured stride, and Stryker blinked himself back to the duty at hand. He turned quickly, facing the stunned ranks as his tall boots kicked up the churned snow. ‘Prince Rupert’s in the town, lads! Do we join him inside?’


The men cheered and the sergeants growled. Stryker drew his sword, a fine weapon of Spanish steel, with a swirling half-basket hilt to protect the hand and a pommel decorated with a large, crimson garnet.


In less than a minute they were at the farm, following in the wake of the horsemen, searching for men to kill. But there were none. The defenders had fled with Rupert’s exultant cavalrymen slashing at their backs. Those that remained were dead, blown to pieces by the initial explosion, and Stryker stepped over scorched limbs and splintered weapons as he led his company on.


Cirencester was a vision of hell.


Bodies lay strewn in the streets, twisted and broken, blood freezing in pools beneath them, faces describing final, horrific moments. Some were clearly soldiers, the unfortunates Lord Stamford had left behind, but it was clear that many – rough-hewn clubs or kitchen utensils still clutched in stiffening fingers – were ordinary folk. Butchers and coopers, tanners and merchants. These were common men sucked into a war against their own kind. And not just men; to Stryker’s right, emerging into view as he turned his head repeatedly to make full use of his one remaining eye, was the body of a woman. Stryker felt little sympathy, since the blood-gleaming scythe, held tight in a grotesquely curled hand, spoke plainly of her willingness to defy the Royalist attackers. But her waxen features and golden hair reminded him of Lisette. His stomach turned.


This lapse angered him, and he swore bitterly. ‘On!’ he snarled, and the company surged forwards, picking their way across the obstacles of rubble and flesh. It soon became clear there were no enemies to confront. Rupert’s lightning charge had had the desired effect. The soldiers and townsfolk manning the initial defences had fallen back into the muddy streets that scored the town, narrow tributaries of the impressive marketplace at Cirencester’s heart, a gigantic cobbled spider in a web of roads and alleys.


Hooves sounded, the ground vibrating beneath Stryker’s feet, and from the direction of the town centre, a place still hidden from Stryker’s view by Cirencester’s close-cropped buildings, came the cavalrymen who had inflicted such damage in that opening assault. This time, though, those men were not yelling in victory, nor standing triumphantly in their stirrups.


A harquebusier came near. One gloved fist gripped a long cavalry sword, blood tracing its way in gleaming beads from tip to hilt, while the other snapped expertly at his mount’s reins, jerking the beast’s muscular neck round to regroup with his troop. Stryker hailed him, but the man paid no heed, absorbed as he was in the moment.


He knew the horseman would probably hear nothing above the rush of his own pulse, a rhythmic, persistent waterfall flowing hard within his skull, but Stryker wanted information. He reached up to take the horse’s bridle in a cold hand. The animal responded by turning fractionally towards him, and the trooper’s face instantly clouded.


‘Damn your pox’n ballocks, you bliddy plodder!’ the trooper snarled, his right arm instinctively lifting the long sword in furious reaction.


‘Captain Stryker! Mowbray’s!’ Stryker barked quickly, hoping his action would not result in a cleaved scalp.


The trooper faltered, blade easing to his side. ‘Pardon, Cap’n, sir.’


Stryker did not know whether it was his rank that had cooled the horseman’s ire, or his name. Nor did he care. ‘No matter. What news, man?’


The trooper stared down at him, chest heaving as he regained composure after what had evidently been a hot fight. ‘Buggers are ’oled up good ’n proper, sir.’


‘Holed up? They have barricades?’


The trooper snorted ruefully. ‘Harrows, sir. Big buggers, stretched ’cross all the roads into the square. And plenty else. Bastards are on the thatches an’ up the church tower. Shootin’ at our fuckin’ heads, sir!’


‘Jesus,’ Stryker whispered, releasing the bridle. Forrester’s assessment of pitchfork-wielding peasants might have been accurate, but they were peasants ready and willing to fight. And fight hard. A harrow may have been more typically seen on a farm, but the heavy, spiked chains were lethal barriers for horses to negotiate.


‘Mowbray’s!’ Another voice snapped sharp and crisp above the din of the milling Royalist infantry. ‘Mowbray’s, to me! Form up!’


Stryker saw it was his commanding officer, Sir Edmund. The armour-clad colonel had finally managed to negotiate the dense mass of men still pouring from the direction of Barton Farm and was now cantering his grey gelding to the head of his regiment. The silver-streaked auburn of his hair and beard shone bright above the dark-coated infantrymen, a beacon his men might follow. The colonel would never consider the fact that his appearance, and pale horse, would also draw the eye of a potential sniper.


‘Cavalry are stalling, sir!’ Stryker bellowed at Mowbray.


Sir Edmund caught the familiar voice and scanned the mass of men for sight of his second captain. ‘Stalling? Why? We’re goddamned through!’


‘Chained harrows, sir!’


Mowbray paused as thoughts raced through his mind. He fixed Stryker with a hard stare. ‘Take your boys, Captain!’ He pointed to where the cavalryman had come. ‘Take ’em down that road and find those harrows. The general has cutters, but he’ll need covering fire!’


The sharp reports of musket fire carried to Stryker’s ears as he led the way. The road curved to the right, and, as it finally began to straighten, the company saw the full horror of their task. Up ahead was the marketplace, the vast parish church of St John looming beside it. It was here that the rebels would make their final stand. And it was here that they had draped their vicious harrows from one side of the street to the other.


Stryker saw Prince Rupert standing tall in silver stirrups, bellowing orders, desperate to break through the unexpected obstacles. If Mowbray was right and the prince’s men had brought cutting tools, then they would probably make light work of the harrows, but how could they hope to get close enough to conduct the task?


Muskets coughed from the thatched roofs all around, spitting deadly venom down on the attackers. The range was far enough that their bullets did not find a mark, but it kept the Royalists at bay.


‘Musketeers!’ Stryker ordered, and the men wielding primed long-arms hastened to the front of the company. ‘Get up to that bloody harrow and give fire! The horse’ll deal with the chains if you cover their heads!’


The montero-capped musketeers surged forward, splitting to the left and right of the street, until they were up against the harrow. From there they aimed their weapons into the great open space that was the marketplace, finding targets amongst the wooden barricades and up in the windows that looked out upon the town centre.


Prince Rupert surged forward, waving his own men on, for they knew their work would be unhindered as soon as Mowbray’s infantrymen opened fire.


‘Cut that bloody chain, goddamn you! Cut that bloody chain!’ Rupert thundered, eyes wild, sword tip tracing manic circles above his head.


The musketeers gave fire. It was no ordered volley, but then this was not open battle. It was hard, vicious street fighting that required nothing more than guts and brutality.


Sure enough, the rebel fire seemed to ebb in the face of this new assault. Perhaps Mowbray’s men had found their marks, or perhaps the enemy snipers possessed little skill and ancient weapons.


The harrow was cut. The chains fell. Rupert and his horsemen surged through like avenging angels. They fanned out, picking off the easiest prey first, leaving the bulk of the rebels at the centre of the open ground.


‘A gift for us, is it?’ Sergeant Skellen droned to Stryker’s right.


Stryker ignored him. He ran forward, jumping the pile of cut chains that had been hitherto so formidable. He shouted at his men, and knew they were at his back as he burst through to sweep the final defenders aside. But those defenders did not know when they were beaten, and they strode out from behind their makeshift shields – wagons and barrels and table-tops and wooden chests – to meet the Royalists, and Stryker’s men, bolstered now by Mowbray’s other companies.


It might have been the fair-meadow below Edgehill, or the barricades of Old Brentford, or the killing fields of Lützen. It was always the same. Always melee; always chaos. Pick a man, bring him down, move on. Cut, thrust, parry, slash. The natural rhythm of men groomed in warfare.


Skellen was there. Stryker could not see him in the mass of snarling faces and slashing weaponry, but he heard his guttural roar and knew the halberd would be scything a path through the enemy for others to follow.


A woman was on her knees, cradling a man’s head in her blood-drenched hands, and Stryker stepped over her, deaf to her wails. A youngster came at him, no more than a boy, toting a thick table leg that had already seen action, judging by its scarred surface and bloody sheen. Stryker ducked the wild swipe, ducked the reverse swing, and jammed the ornate hilt of his sword into the lad’s mouth. He heard teeth smash, felt the wet spray of fresh blood course across his fingers, saw the boy fall to his knees. Stryker cursed, for a bloody hilt was no aid to effective swordsmanship. He kicked the boy in the face, and moved quickly on.


Mowbray’s men enjoyed massively superior numbers and already the defenders were beginning to thin. Many lay where they had fought, while others took flight into the surrounding alleys, only to be tracked down like foxes by Rupert’s huntsmen.


‘You men!’ A shout came from somewhere to the rear, and Stryker turned to see Lancelot Forrester, red-faced and sweating like a roast hog, hailing a group of his men. ‘Get up in that fucking church, Tobin! Clear out those blasted snipers!’


The day was won. Rupert’s vast force had ultimately swamped Cirencester’s courageous but outnumbered defenders, and, from the moment the Barton’s barricade had been blown, their victory was assured.


Some of the conquering soldiers were already looting. Stryker saw one of his own pikemen lay down his weapon and crouch beside one of Lord Stamford’s fallen men. Ordinarily he would not frown upon the practice of emptying a vanquished enemy’s pockets, but the fight had not finished, and he suddenly felt a surge of anger. He strode over and kicked the pikeman hard in the ribs, snarling a furious rebuke.


All around them Cirencester began to burn. Some of the houses had been subjected to grenadoes, the small incendiaries tossed through windows and doors where snipers were suspected. Other buildings were fired as a simple means of instilling terror into the townsfolk. Stryker stared at the fires, watching the burgeoning flames lap indiscriminately at thatch and beam.


The rebel came unseen from the direction of the church, darting out from its shadows, across the marketplace and barrelling into Stryker, sending them both to the hard cobbles. Stryker was first to recover, but found he was without his sword, for his grip on the slippery hilt had failed him. The blade went skittering away and he had no time to retrieve it, for his assailant was quickly on his feet, holding out a broad-bladed knife, teeth bared in a grimace of pure hatred.


The man was young, his body thin, his clothes those of a peasant, and fury had transformed him into a formidable opponent.


He came at him in a series of arcing swipes, and Stryker swayed out of the weapon’s reach, stepping ever backwards. But luck was not on his side, and his heels met, perhaps inevitably, with a prone body. His balance gone, Stryker was sent tumbling backwards, clattering on to the ice-cold cobbles for a second time. The townsman was instantly upon him, stabbing down with all the force he could muster.


Stryker was not heavily muscled like some of his pikemen, but he was stronger than most. He fended off the wild young man, gripping at wrists and at the throat, scrabbling at eyes, anything to put the man off his killing stride, but one stab made it through his desperate defence. One blow, clean and hard, found the flesh of his left shoulder. He felt the blood pulse warm and steaming down his arm, and for a moment he thought he saw death approaching, but the youth, even in his second of triumph, had frozen. His eyes were locked on the wound he had inflicted, and his hands were rooted at the blade’s hilt, unable to draw it from his victim.


‘Never seen blood before?’ Stryker hissed, and launched upwards, pulverizing the man’s face with his forehead. The blow sent fresh pain streaking through Stryker’s own skull, blurring his vision, but the weight suddenly lifted from him and he was able to scramble to his feet. When the mist cleared, he saw the youth was lying flat on his back, nose gushing crimson, eyelids fluttering feebly.


‘Christ’s robes, Stryker!’ Forrester appeared at Stryker’s side.


Stryker followed his friend’s gaze, only to find a pair of iron shears protruding from the flesh of his shoulder. ‘Not pitchforks, Forry,’ he said quietly, jerking the unlikely weapon free with a wince and a fresh spout of blood, ‘but you weren’t far off.’





CHAPTER 2



The final defenders of Cirencester fled south and east in the direction of Cricklade and Lechlade, Byron’s troop of horse close at their heels. The unfortunate folk left behind in the broken settlement scuttled like rats from the terrier of Royalist retribution, seeking shelter behind barred doors and deep within cellars.


Stryker stood in the marketplace, surveying the scene. Already discipline was dissolving. The Royalists, revelling in the heady mix of victory and promised riches, were breaking ranks to form gangs that would seek ale and plunder. The cavalry were long gone, galloping into the streets and lanes to find easy kills and easier treasure, but many of the infantry, slower and more tired as they were, had not yet disappeared.


He stooped to retrieve his sword, blood gleaming in wet streaks from tip to hilt, and raised it high, bellowing into the rapidly dispersing throng. ‘Stryker’s! Stryker’s!’


The sergeants and corporals within earshot followed suit, bawling oath-laden threats to the soldiers standing close, and gradually the light of bloodlust and greed began to fade from those red-ringed eyes as pikemen and musketeers acknowledged their officer.


Feeling he had but a few moments before thoughts would turn back to pillage, Stryker stalked into the mass of weary men that marched to his command. They were battered and bloodied, chests heaving with exhaustion. They had been part of a great victory, and he was never more proud of them. ‘You deserve ale and food, lads!’


‘And loot!’ an unidentified voice chirped from within the mass of brown-coated infantry. The words were greeted with a low cheer.


Stryker nodded. ‘Aye, loot too!’


Another cheer, heartier this time.


‘But,’ he continued, his one eye meeting the gaze of each of his men in turn, ‘do not allow just reward to become unjust revenge. Any man murders when blood’s cold, or takes a woman against her will, you shall have me to answer to.’


Will Skellen, standing a full head above any other in the company, strolled up to Stryker’s side and glowered at the milling soldiers. He was leaning, lazy and relaxed, against his halberd, but the threat was clear in his glinting dark eyes and the pole-arm’s scarlet stained shaft. Flanking Skellen was his fellow sergeant, Moses Heel, the bullock-shaped Devonshire farmhand who prayed as hard as he fought.


‘Now,’ Stryker shouted into the crowd, content the implication had been understood, ‘enough of care! Be gone!’


‘How quickly nature falls into revolt when gold becomes her object,’ said a voice on Stryker’s blind side.


The latter did not turn to look at his friend. ‘Henry the Fourth.’


Captain Lancelot Forrester brayed. ‘Got to offer up an easy one now and again, Stryker!’


‘Shakespeare was in the right of it,’ Stryker said absently, still watching his men melt into the alleyways leading away from the marketplace. ‘I had hoped, after Brentford, that the prince might have seen sense. It does not help our cause to destroy everything to cross our path. With every town sacked, we turn countless folk against our cause.’


‘The cropheads will sack their conquered towns too,’ Forrester replied. ‘Mind you, though, we’ve all heard the tales.’


There were rumours of the more pious elements in Parliament’s ranks recruiting none but the godliest men. Those men, it was said, proved more courageous, more chivalrous and more disciplined than their Royalist counterparts.


‘Stories,’ Stryker replied. ‘Nicely embellished to put the fear of a vengeful Christ into our rakish Cavaliers.’


‘Aye, well. Good thing that gutter-mouthed sergeant of yours had the good sense to follow you into the king’s service.’ Forrester had raised his voice so that Skellen would hear.


Stryker agreed.


The sacking continued into the night. Gangs of soldiers roamed the cobbled thoroughfares, cramming pockets and snapsacks with what loot they might, bellies full with the bounty of ransacked kitchens, heads foggy with plundered ale.


Having spent the early evening propped on a low stool receiving the ministrations of Mowbray’s chirurgeon, George Whorlebatt, Stryker paced into the crisp night – shoulder bound tight beneath grimy bandages – and made his way back towards the billet chosen by Sir Edmund for his officers.


Stryker stalked quickly across the marketplace. Marauding gangs of soldiers quarrelled over plunder, their language ripe and threats deadly. The intermittent smash of a splintered door or shattered window rang out as new loot was discovered, while raucous tones drifted from the taphouses as men toasted their victory again and again.


It was ever thus. Townsfolk, instilled with a courageous heart and a preacher’s zeal, would believe themselves indestructible. They would gather behind their walls and shout oaths to their enemies and prayers to their God, and genuinely begin to feel that they could, through some divine power, repel an army. But then that army would come, and it would not be a host of demons, dissolving amid the citizens’ projected piety, but men. Real men with real cannon and real muskets and real blades, and they would prick the self-righteous bubble, breach the walls and burn the town. Stryker had seen it many times, and now it was happening in his homeland.


He glanced in on stores and homes, many with their doors caved inwards, splintered by savage boot heels and the butts of muskets. Several were illuminated, their insides glowing orange where small fires were taking hold, and he could see the destruction within. Nothing of value was left: tables were upended and cupboards flung open, their innards disgorged haphazardly across bloody floorboards. Chairs – used to batter open strongboxes and locked doors – were smashed into a myriad jagged shards and shelves were swept violently clean.


Passing one such smallholding, Stryker drew close to a group of men – perhaps five or six – gathered at the street’s edge to rifle through a large chest. It was lighter out in the open, for the debris-strewn road was bathed in the glow of the smouldering town, and one of the group had evidently had the forethought to drag the prize from within the dishevelled building.


Stryker took a wide berth as he reached the men. He understood their behaviour, had partaken of it in younger days, and knew that they would be dangerous to engage, strong drink and plunder transforming them from soldiers to a pack of wolves. He drew his cloak tight, dipping his head so that the brim of his hat cast shadows across his face.


One of the men looked up. ‘Hold, cully.’


Stryker ignored him, though he felt his pulse gather pace.


‘I said,’ the man repeated, the threat in his tone unmistakable as he stood, moving sideways to block Stryker’s path, ‘hold.’


The man was big, as tall as Stryker, and broad of shoulder and neck. Stryker did not recognize the uniform, but then many in the king’s ranks were merely clothed in what they had stood up in when they first enlisted. Even so, a lack of regimental recognition did not prevent Stryker detecting the danger the man presented. The aggressor was clearly muscular, and the gleam in his dark eyes had at least a modicum of intelligence. Most ominously, the broad, bucktoothed grin was that of a man supreme in confidence.


Stryker met the bucktooth’s gaze levelly. ‘None of your concern. Out of my way.’


‘Oh, I thinks it is, cully,’ the bucktooth said in low tones. He was close enough for Stryker to smell the stench of wine on his breath. ‘I thinks it sore is, an’ no mistake.’ He ran small eyes from the feathers at Stryker’s hat band down to his tall cavalry boots. ‘Got a pretty penny, I’d say. Turn out yer pockets. You’ll pay a toll to me an’ my fedaries.’


‘I’m in a rare black mood,’ Stryker said slowly, making to move past, ‘and wish only to press on.’


A thick-fingered hand jerked up to press against Stryker’s sternum. ‘Makes not a fig o’ fuckin’ difference to me, General,’ the bucktooth growled. ‘Every man for ’imself tonight.’


The rest of the group were standing now, revelling in a confrontation.


‘Last chance, you beef-brained router,’ Stryker said, lifting his chin slightly so that his features were bathed in the smouldering building’s glow.


The bucktooth’s beady eyes widened in sudden alarm as he gazed into a face he had never before seen, yet instantly recognised. An unmistakable face, narrow and feral, its ragged patch of swirling scar tissue appearing demonic in the livid orange light.


‘I—I’m sorry, sir,’ was all he could say as he stepped quickly out of Stryker’s path.


Stryker turned to the rest of the looters, who stared at him with slack expressions. ‘Anyone else?’ he snarled. ‘You have the advantage of numbers, gentlemen. Do you wish to be as courageous as your friend, here?’


To a man, the looters shot wide-eyed glances at the buck-tooth. The big soldier simply stared at his boots, all trace of bravery long gone, shoulders sagging as though he were a giant set of empty bellows.


Stryker removed his hat, rearranging the feathers carefully, before returning it and flattening down his crusty coat. ‘I thought as much.’


‘Find his company commander,’ Lancelot Forrester said as he inspected the spur of an upturned boot.


Stryker glanced up from his tankard of small beer. ‘To what end?’


Forrester was seated opposite Stryker at the low table, and his small teeth gleamed white in the guttering candle glow as he grinned wolfishly. ‘Gauntlet the insubordinate bastard.’


The friends, along with four of Colonel Mowbray’s other company captains, were in a small room above the Golden Goose taphouse. It was a good building to occupy, overlooking the marketplace and at a relatively safe distance from any of the town’s fires. Mowbray had commandeered the entire building for his officers’ billets, and the captains, as befitted the dignity of their rank, would share the group of smaller rooms on the first of three floors. They had congregated in one such room to share a drink, toasting their collective survival.


‘I probably would,’ Stryker said, considering the idea. Making the bucktooth’s own company whip him with gloves filled with musket-balls was a tempting punishment. ‘But he did not know who I was at first.’


‘You’re too lenient,’ Forrester said, turning his attention back to the long, black boot.


‘If he’d decided to take me on, things would have been different, I assure you.’


‘I do not think anyone doubts that,’ said a tall, willowy man as he strode into the chamber, the candle flames casting shadows over a head of tight, golden curls and severely crooked nose.


‘Captain Kuyt.’ Stryker stood hurriedly to greet the most senior of Mowbray’s captains. His four comrades stood too, snatching off hats in salute.


First Captain Aad Kuyt went to the nearest table, lifted a pewter goblet and drained its contents, letting a small belch escape between thin lips. ‘Sit, gentlemen,’ he said, his voice smooth in confidence but distinct in origin. His tone was similar to that of Prince Rupert, but more pronounced, its source more definitely rooted in the Netherlands. ‘Sir Edmund informs me we are to follow the general to Gloucester.’


Stryker stared up at him. ‘Follow, sir?’


Kuyt sighed deeply before continuing. ‘Prince Rupert wishes his army to be—’ He chewed the inside of his mouth as the most apt word proved elusive. ‘Fast.’ The word ended up being uttered more as a question than a statement.


‘Flying,’ another voice interceded. It was Bottomley, the regiment’s third-ranked captain. Bottomley was vastly corpulent, with yellow-bagged eyes and milky skin that seemed to glow against the coke blackness of his thick hair and neat whiskers. ‘I overheard the colonel speaking with Lieutenant-Colonel Baxter. Prince Rupert means to have a flying column moving across the Midlands with stealth, attacking before the enemy’s made its defences properly stout.’


Kuyt offered a slight bow. ‘Thank you, Job. A flying column. And to have speed, Rupert must ride. He cannot wait upon infantry. So we follow his wake.’


‘And Gloucester is his next target?’ Stryker asked.


‘Aye,’ confirmed Kuyt. ‘He will take his horse and dragooners nor’-west at dawn and call upon the town to surrender. Some foot are to form rearguard. Some must stay.’


‘We go,’ said a man sat on a three-legged stool in the room’s far corner. Lettis Fullwood was newly commissioned, and as the regiment’s sixth captain, was the lowest ranked of the company commanders. The man, in his mid twenties, had a sickly countenance of sallow skin and dense pockmarks. ‘Sir,’ he added, immediately looking abashed.


Captain Kuyt nodded. ‘We go. Gloucester first, and then perhaps Bristol. Blunt Bob has been made aware, so your mounts will be prepared by sun-up.’


Stryker thought of Vos, his giant sorrel-coated stallion, and felt a mighty sense of relief that Blunt Bob was overseeing his care during their stay in this precarious town. Vos was an excellent horse, one that had been with him for many years. True, he had been captured by Captain Tainton in the killing ground of Shinfield Forest the previous autumn, but had been discovered, to Stryker’s great joy, tethered with other captured mounts in a barn at the eastern edge of Old Brentford, after that fierce battle had finally ended.


‘So tonight we round up our lads,’ Kuyt went on. ‘They must be ready for our march.’


Stryker rubbed rough fingers across his prickly chin. ‘No easy task.’


Kuyt shot him a hard look. ‘Problem?’


‘No, sir, but you have been a soldier as long as I.’


‘Longer,’ Kuyt corrected.


Stryker dipped his head. ‘So you will know that to deny a man his right to plunder is to invite trouble.’


‘Then you will inform Prince Rupert that his infantry cannot do as they are ordered?’


Stryker stood up, wincing as his shoulder twinged at the sudden movement. ‘No, sir. Of course not.’


Kuyt nodded curtly, eyes flicking to each man in turn. ‘Then you have your orders, gentlemen.’


Forrester was bent forward, red-faced, hauling at the long sleeve of leather swathing his lower leg. ‘Damn these new boots! I’ll see to the men as soon as I can get this ill-fitting bloody thing on to my foot.’


‘It’s those enormous calves,’ Stryker said, seeing the others stifle smirks.


Forrester glared up at him. ‘Enormous due to muscle, Stryker! Too much cursed marching!’


‘Oberon does all your marching, Forry,’ Stryker said, keeping his face blank. ‘Poor beast.’


‘I am cut to the quick,’ Forrester protested, though without conviction. Finally the boot jerked upwards and he grinned triumphantly. ‘There!’


The company commanders filed out of the room under the gaze of Mowbray’s First Captain. Stryker was last out, and Kuyt hailed him, compelling him to turn back. ‘I have one other task for you, Stryker.’


They were alone now, and Stryker raised his scarred brow. ‘Sir?’


‘There is a man here, in this building, we are safeguarding.’ His voice was low, conspiratorial. ‘He has been ordered to Prince Rupert’s billet. I want you to escort him.’


‘I don’t understand, sir. The general’s quarters are only a matter of three of four hundred yards away. Just across the marketplace.’


‘The man is important,’ Kuyt said simply.


‘And the town is dangerous,’ another voice suddenly interrupted from out in the corridor.


Stryker turned to the doorway, to see two men enter the room, neither of whom he recognized. The first was in his early forties, tall, square-jawed and bright-eyed. Golden hair fell from beneath the brim of his hat to his shoulders, thick, coarse and straight, like a straw thatch. ‘The name is Jonathan Blaze,’ he said in a loud, confident tone.


Stryker shook the proffered hand, noticing the swirling, mottled skin of the man’s fingers. ‘You deal in ordnance?’


Blaze grinned, bearing long, white teeth. ‘Keenly observed, Captain. I am a fireworker, yes. More than that. I deal in all types of explosive. Artillery, grenadoes, petards.’ With a small nod, Blaze indicated his companion. ‘My assistant Jesper Rontry.’


Rontry was a man of similar age to Blaze but of far smaller stature, with thinning, mousy hair above his ears, a completely bald pate and a disposition as dissimilar to his master’s as Stryker could imagine possible. He seemed sickly, frail, and flinched at every scream or crash coming from outside the tavern, while his eyelids were perpetually screwed down, as if he could not help but wince in the presence of such warlike men.


Rontry’s nose was pinched and red at the tip, made to run thick with sticky mucus by the cold. ‘Captain,’ he acknowledged, wiping a dirty sleeve across his upper lip. ‘I am pleased to make your—’


‘Enough of your twittering, Jes,’ Blaze interrupted suddenly, waving a big hand towards his assistant as if swotting a fly. Rontry dropped his gaze to the straw beneath his boots. Blaze stared at Stryker. ‘The prince would undermine any city that defies him. Blow their walls to kingdom come. For that he requires my expertise.’


‘Which is why you must keep him alive,’ Kuyt said.


Stryker glanced at his superior. ‘Escort Master Blaze to the general’s billet?’


Kuyt nodded. ‘Only that, Stryker. Then you may see to your men.’ He pulled a mildly apologetic expression. ‘It is a simple task, I admit, but I am a mercenary, Stryker. I do not easily trust.’


‘I’ll see him safe, sir.’


‘My apologies for dragging you from your duties, Captain,’ Blaze said, addressing Stryker as the trio crossed the debris-strewn marketplace, ‘but I am quite sure Jesper and I would not fair well on our own tonight.’


That was true, Stryker thought, as he looked at the booming-voiced fireworker. ‘The streets are not safe,’ he agreed. ‘After a storming, our men are akin to wild animals.’


‘It is not only the king’s men we fear, sir,’ Blaze replied.


‘Oh?’


‘Parliament’s supporters in the town would have me flayed alive if they could,’ Blaze explained, his wide face almost glowing with pride. ‘I am a wanted man, you know.’


‘A criminal?’ Stryker asked, Blaze’s haughty tone already beginning to grate.


He noticed Rontry wince.


‘Not a bit of it, Captain,’ Blaze said, evidently taking no offence at Stryker’s curtness.


‘A genius!’ Rontry blurted.


‘Hush, Jes,’ Blaze commanded, again making the swotting gesture at his assistant.


Stryker sensed that the way had been left open for him to ask Blaze about his supposed genius. He kept his mouth shut.


‘Master Blaze,’ Jesper Rontry began, his legs scuttling rapidly to keep pace with the taller men, ‘is an expert in his field. There are very few in the land as capable as he. Consequently the enemy would pay dear to be rid of him.’


Stryker thought back to the approach towards Cirencester, remembering all too well the daunting prospect of breaching the web of defences protecting the town’s south-western entrance. But those barriers had vanished in great tongues of flame and clouds of filthy smoke, the explosion ringing hours later in his ears. ‘It was you,’ he said suddenly, stride faltering. ‘You blew the barricades at the Barton, didn’t you?’


Blaze revealed those dazzling teeth again. ‘An odious task, I don’t mind telling you,’ he said. ‘Or do I mean odorous? Hid myself all that night in a cart full of rotting mulch with nought but the petard as company.’


‘I’d have stayed with you,’ Rontry interrupted.


Blaze wrinkled his long nose. ‘Bloody freezing it was.’


‘You placed a petard in a cart,’ Stryker said, for it was all beginning to make sense, ‘and left the cart against the barricade.’


‘Aye,’ Blaze nodded. ‘I’d already packed the thing full of black powder, so it simply remained for me to listen for Rupert’s trumpets, light the bugger and run like hell.’


‘Run like hell?’ Stryker repeated as they picked up the pace again. ‘That’s a brave act in itself, Master Blaze, for you might have found a musket-ball between your shoulders.’


Blaze casually picked grime from beneath his broad fingernails. ‘They’d be lucky to hit a man from forty yards, Captain,’ he said, a wry smile turning up the corner of his mouth. ‘By the time they realised what I was about, I was out of any effective range.’


Stryker touched a finger to his hat in acknowledgement of the feat. ‘Odious or odorous, Master Blaze, it worked us a miracle.’


‘You are most welcome, Captain,’ Blaze said, and Rontry, while saying nothing, looked like he might burst with pride.


‘We are here, sir,’ Stryker said after a short while. He pointed at a big stone building, once home, he presumed, to a wealthy member of the local mercantile class. Armed men in blue clothing guarded the door. ‘The prince’s headquarters.’


Blaze shook Stryker’s hand. ‘Thank you, Captain. Perhaps our paths will cross in the future.’


‘One never knows, sir.’


Stryker returned to the Golden Goose and stepped into its capacious taproom.


‘Sir,’ a voice snapped from the gloom.


It took a few moments for Stryker’s vision to become accustomed to the gloomier surroundings, but, sure enough, the man he had expected to see was standing, straight-backed and square-shouldered against the bar. Skellen had been drinking, for there was a wooden cup beside him, but he stood upright and looked sober. Around him were a handful of Stryker’s men, and he indicated that they should all follow.


Stryker shoved open the tavern’s heavy oaken door. ‘With me.’


‘Off for a stroll, sir?’ Skellen asked, his expression blank but his tone wry.


‘Don’t be so bloody impudent.’


‘Sorry, sir, but that’s what Cap’n Forrester said.’


‘Of course he did. We’re to gather the men. The Prince intends to march on Gloucester at first light.’


They were out in the street now, the glow of fires affording the night a strange luminosity. Skellen and Heel walked shoulder to shoulder with Stryker, followed by his standard-bearer, Ensign Chase, and two of his corporals, Tresick and Shephard.


‘Where’s the lieutenant?’ Stryker asked.


‘Ain’t seen ’im, sir,’ Skellen replied, almost too quickly.


Stryker shot him a hard glance. ‘Are you covering for him?’


Skellen fixed his gaze on a point just above Stryker’s shoulder. ‘’Course not, sir.’


‘Think carefully, Moses,’ Stryker said, turning to Sergeant Heel. He knew attempting to break through Skellen’s well-practised impassivity would be futile, but Heel was easier to coerce. ‘Where is Lieutenant Burton? If you lie to me, Sergeant, it will not go well for you.’


Heel swallowed thickly. ‘He’s over at some boozin’ ken near the abbey, sir.’ Skellen cast Heel a sour look, but the burly man from Tiverton shrugged helplessly.


Stryker glowered. ‘You saw him? How was he?’


‘Gage in his fist, an’ eyes like a couple o’ piss-holes in the snow, sir.’


‘I’ll deal with him later,’ Stryker said sharply, already striding away, the party corralled at the Golden Goose in tow.


The group strode out into the marketplace and immediately identified a group of soldiers from Stryker’s company gathered across the street. ‘You men!’


Heads turned at the sound of Stryker’s voice. ‘Sir?’ one replied.


‘Back to billets! We march at dawn!’


Stryker stalked away before the men could argue, and led his group to the nearest alley. They passed more men, ordering them back to their quarters and ensuring the message would be passed on.


When the alley opened out into a wider thoroughfare, they saw a large group of men, carts and horses. At first Stryker wondered if the looting had increased to a far more sophisticated scale, but then a voice he knew well emanated from the party. It was a gravelly tone, made coarse by London’s streets and laced with the possibility of violence.


‘Bob!’ Stryker shouted at the men around the cart. ‘Bob!’


At length, a heavy-jowled man with fat on his stomach and muscle on his arms stepped from the crowd. ‘Gabriel’s beard, Stryker, but this gaggle o’ lazy, piss-brained nanny hens are good for nothin’ but whorin’ and sleepin’, I swear it!’


Stryker grinned at Robert Yalden, or Blunt Bob as he was known to the men. Sir Edmund Mowbray’s regimental wagon-master was famously short-fused and impressive in a fight, and, to Stryker’s mind, one of the colonel’s most wisely picked staff officers. ‘Where are the horses, sir?’


‘Satan’s stones, man, am I your bloody mother?’ Yalden snarled. ‘Am I?’


‘No, sir,’ Stryker said quickly, ‘but you are the most knowledgeable and efficient wagon-master in the entire army.’


‘Well fuck me backwards if your nose ain’t covered in my dung!’ He pointed a gnarled hand in the direction of a large building of timber frame and low roof. ‘Old storehouse. When we got here it was full o’ tallow candles and dragoons. Now the candles are in the lads’ snapsacks, and the store’s full o’ horses!’


‘And the dragoons?’


‘Out on their ear.’ Yalden patted his sword-hilt. ‘Took some persuading, but they saw sense.’


‘Thank you, Bob,’ Stryker said, as Skellen smirked in the background.


‘Sir to you!’ Yalden snarled.


‘Sir,’ Stryker replied with a wry smile and turned away, leaving the wagon-master to berate his unfortunate subordinates. ‘I mean to check on the horses,’ he said to his men. ‘Rest of you go out into the town. Warn the men they’ll deal directly with me if they’re not ready to march by sun-up.’


Stryker covered the fifty paces to the storehouse in short order, passing at least half a dozen homes whose doors had been flung open so violently that pale wood had been exposed where the hinges were ripped away. Skellen was at his heel, as Stryker knew he would be. A scream rang out from somewhere nearby. It split the air with its startling pitch, sharp and blood-curdling. There were many screams that night. Screams of the wounded, of the frightened and of the angry, and neither man paid any heed.


The storehouse’s rectangular frontage stretched out before them. At its centre was a wide doorway, large enough for a cart to pass through. Yalden, as always, had chosen well.


Flanking the doorway were four of Mowbray’s musketeers, grim-faced and watchful.


‘Captain Stryker and Sergeant Skellen,’ Stryker announced as he drew close.


The musketeers stepped aside, one of them unlocking the great door as the pair passed.


The temporary stable was wide and long, but its low ceiling and ripe stench made it feel suffocating. Skellen followed Stryker into its depths, staring about the gloomy building. There were somewhere in the region of thirty horses tethered to the upright beams of the walls. Greys and blacks and bays and chestnuts. All standing nervously, all staring at the newcomers.


‘Strange,’ Skellen murmured at Stryker’s side. ‘They’re not eating.’


Stryker looked at the untouched hay strewn around the beasts. ‘You’re right.’


‘Somethin’s spooked ’em.’


Stryker moved further into the long room, caution ringing like church bells in his mind. At the far corner was a small table, piled high with various items of tack. ‘Where’s the stable hand?’


Skellen looked at him. ‘Not somethin’ Blunt Bob would have forgotten, is it?’


Stryker shook his head. And, as he moved deeper into the musty room, he noticed a leg jutting out from behind the table. He ran forward, crouching down beside the prone form of a young lad, a deep gash glistening at his temple. He removed his glove and felt for a pulse at the boy’s neck. It was there, faint but steady. ‘Sir!’ Skellen said, urgency inflecting his voice.


Stryker stood, looking across the room to where the sergeant pointed. There was a door set into the wall, presumably leading to some kind of antechamber. The door was ajar, and, from beyond it, low voices could be heard.


‘Alert the guards, Will,’ Stryker ordered and, as the sergeant quickly obeyed, ran to the door and pushed it open. What he saw took him utterly by surprise. There in front of him was his own horse, Vos. The huge, red-coloured stallion was being coaxed through the antechamber to another door that, Stryker now saw, opened out on to the street beyond.


‘He won’t go, Saul,’ the coaxer was saying. ‘Won’t move a blinkin’ muscle.’


‘What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?’ Stryker said, striding by Vos’s muscular bulk to accost the yellow-coated man who gripped his bridle.


The man simply gaped, and another spoke for him. ‘None o’ yer goddamned business!’


Stryker spun to his left to see a second man dressed in yellow step into his field of vision. This, he presumed, was the one named Saul. ‘It is my goddamned business,’ Stryker said, keeping his tone level, ‘because it’s my goddamned horse.’


The yellowcoats glanced at one another, each searching the other’s face for a response, but Stryker had seen enough. The guards at the front of the building were obviously unaware of the yellow-coated intruders, while the unconscious stableboy and use of such a furtive exit route told him only one thing.


Stryker hammered his fist into the first man’s chin. The man released Vos’s looped reins, and, though it felt to Stryker as though he had punched an anvil, went crashing on to the messy hay.


Stryker turned immediately on the one named Saul, lashing up at the man’s meaty midriff with the sharp toe-end of his boot. It connected in a dull thud, hard and fast, and Saul doubled forward with a howl of agony and surprise. When he straightened, his face was a mask of rage. One hand remained pressed to his injured guts, a knife appearing in the other. ‘Come, sir,’ he challenged, crouching slightly like a cat about to pounce.


Stryker advanced quickly, hoping Saul had lost some of his wits with the blow, and moved a hand to the tacky shark-skin grip of his sword-hilt. The blade, his most prized possession, hung from its long scabbard, inviting him to reveal its lethal edge, but the room was small, especially so with the huge stallion stood patiently at its centre, and Stryker could not be sure that its length would prove help not hindrance.


‘Stick ’im, Saul!’ the first man, sitting up now, screamed, voice high and desperate as he hurried to regain his feet. ‘Hew ’n punch the fucker!’


‘Get off yer blasted arse, Caleb, and help me!’ Saul snarled, lunging forward as he finished the sentence.


Stryker was ready for the attack. Saul had struck high, as Stryker knew he would, aiming the dagger for the exposed windpipe, and Stryker twisted away, performing an about-turn on the balls of his feet. He finished behind his attacker, and kicked savagely at the yellowcoat’s broad back. Saul careered into Vos’s solid flank, bouncing off the horse as though he had run into a tree.


As Saul went sprawling on to the hay, Stryker turned his attention to Caleb, noticing how alike this pair were. Both had broad, flat noses and thick auburn beards. Both were of stocky frame, but significantly shorter than Stryker.


‘Not going to help your brother, Caleb?’ Stryker said. He glanced back at Saul’s inert body. ‘He’d be glad of the assistance, I think.’


Caleb looked from Stryker to Saul and back to Stryker. A small whimper escaped his mouth, a whimper that became a bellow of rage. He leapt forward with the fury of a wounded bull, and Stryker had to react rapidly lest he be trampled by the crazed yellowcoat. This time he drew his long sword. It might not have been effective in a duel, but now it would most certainly suffice. He would not even have to deliver a stroke.


Caleb ran straight on to the blade, the expensive Spanish steel piercing his clothing and flesh with little difficulty. Stryker was forced to use all his strength to keep a grip on the hilt, and he leaned in, putting his full weight behind the weapon. For a moment it seemed as though Caleb would keep coming, run through the sword and place meaty hands around Stryker’s throat. But then, as if time itself slowed, his momentum dwindled. It was as though he waded through slurry. And then he stopped. Stopped and sagged. The light faded from his pale blue eyes and the breath wheezed its way through the fresh hole in his chest.


For a moment man and corpse stared at one another. Caleb was gone, but Stryker could not take his eyes from the man he had killed. The yellowcoat was hanging on the blade, blood blooming in all directions where the weapon had entered. He was held up only by the strength in Stryker’s hands.


‘Captain!’


The warning was almost too late, for Saul had regained his wits and was bearing down upon him from the other side of the room. There was no time to pull the sword from Caleb’s broad frame, so Stryker released it, twisting away to face the new assault, and thanking God his assailant had lost his dagger during their first altercation. He ducked below Saul’s heavy punch, and rammed his own fist low and solid into the stocky man’s guts. Saul was unhurt, but it made him step back a pace, and Stryker followed him, unyielding, aggressive.


Saul doubled over in a great bellow of anguish as Stryker kicked him in the balls, then grasped his shoulders in a grip of iron, lifting a knee savagely into his face.


He howled as blood sprayed in a fine mist from his shattered nose, then he was stumbling backwards, reeling from the attack, retreating from an enemy that seemed unable to relent. Hands were at his shoulders again. He was being propelled rearwards, step by inexorable step, halting only when something hard met the small of his back. Then his eyes, fixed though they were on Stryker’s narrow face, seemed to glaze.


Stryker looked down, staring at the trio of long iron prongs that filled the space between their bodies. Tattered pieces of Saul’s intestines hung from their sharp points like some implement used at a city shambles.


‘Thank you, Will,’ Stryker said, acknowledging Skellen’s timely intervention. ‘I owe you one.’


The sergeant jerked the pitchfork free. ‘I’ll add it to the list, sir.’


Stryker let Saul’s body drop to the floor and cast his eye across the carnage of the room. Vos still stood, impassive and immovable, but all around the horse it looked as though a petard had been ignited within the small chamber’s confines. Caleb’s body was slumped near the stallion’s front hooves, the sword still protruding from his sternum, blood escaping in a thick lake to stain the hay. Stryker walked across to the dead man and bent to grasp the basket-hilt of his sword, placing a boot against the already stiffening shoulder. ‘Hew and punch.’
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