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To the firefighters of London




Some Persons in this Book


John Grey – Me. The narrator of this sorry tale of deceit and duplicity, a lawyer of several years’ standing but still, for reasons that need not concern us now, willing to undertake dangerous and poorly paid work spying for . . .


Henry Bennet, Baron Arlington – Secretary of State for the Southern Department and government spymaster, a man vain enough to wear a glossy cosmetic patch on his nose, responsible for detecting and preventing the treasons of men such as . . .


Monsieur Peidloe, Robert Hubert, Peter Smith and Ebenezer Jones (some of which names may actually be their real ones) in order to protect the interests of his royal master . . .


King Charles II – who has been restored to the throne these six years, and whose devotion to duty I am beginning to doubt in view of the time he spends horse racing, yachting and consorting with his various whores (Catholic and Protestant) and in view of his poor choice of advisers, including my Lord Arlington and Arlington’s protégé . . .


Sir Thomas Clifford – who does not affect a nose patch of any sort but does own a blond wig, which is almost as ostentatious, though less reprehensible than his adherence to False Popish Doctrines, unlike . . .


Anthony Ashley Cooper, Lord Ashley – as good and staunch a Protestant as you are likely to meet and, I think, one of the few honest men surrounding the King, as is . . .


Mr Joseph Williamson – Arlington’s wise and little-appreciated deputy, who is second in my trust only to . . .


Will Atkins – my clerk and loyal servant, whose only faults are that he sometimes thinks he is my mother (who is another person entirely) and that he chides me both for my very moderate consumption of wine and for being careless enough never to have married . . .


Aminta, Lady Pole – my childhood friend, now a distinguished London poet and playwright and the widow of . . .


Roger, Viscount Pole – about whom the only good thing I can say is that he is dead, once secretary to my stepfather . . .


Colonel Payne – who formerly served under Cromwell and earned in the process enough money to purchase the manor of Clavershall West, which was more than sufficient inducement for . . .


Mistress Payne, formerly Mistress Grey, that is to say my actual mother – to marry him, thus gaining for herself the large house and deer park that she had coveted all her life and which was formerly occupied by . . .


Sir Felix Clifford – bankrupt cavalier with no discernible morals, distant kin of Sir Thomas Clifford, father to Aminta, Lady Pole, and very close friend – worryingly close friend – of my mother’s in the year or so before I was born, which is a matter of continuing concern for . . .


me, John Grey – whose already troubled sleep will shortly be disturbed by the ringing of bells and the shouts of ‘Fire!’




Prologue


Dawn broke, just before midnight and much too far to the south. At first it was just a faint pink underscoring of the starry black. Slowly it grew, broader, higher, redder, bleeding up into the sky.


Bateson (it was generally agreed he had never possessed or needed a Christian name) watched and thought it looked promising. Very promising indeed. He rubbed his hands and turned to his newest volunteer.


‘See over there, Jem?’ he said. ‘That’s the first thing that God created, that is. Fire.’


Jem frowned. He made no claim to be a theologian, but he’d once been made to write out the first page of the Bible as a punishment. ‘I thought it was Light that God created first?’


‘One and the same, lad,’ said Bateson, extending a large and calloused hand towards the shimmering, rose-coloured streak. ‘Light and fire? One’s every bit as good as the other.’


Jem nodded. Bateson’s word, amongst the firefighters of Clerkenwell, was law – both Civil and Canon. The Bible was mistaken. God had delayed creating light until he’d sorted out fire.


‘They told me how we’d wasted our money,’ Bateson continued. ‘Told me how we’d never have a fire big enough here in Clerkenwell. Men with buckets, they said. And a few brass water squirts. That’s all you need, they said. Plus long hooks to pull down the burning buildings what sadly can’t be saved, even by us. That’s how fires have been fought ever since . . . ever since there were fires and firefighters like us to fight them. But see that pretty, dancing glow over there . . . ? Now we’ll have a chance to show the lot of them – the Mayor, the aldermen, the magistrates, the King, the Duke of York – we’ll show them just what the Beast can do. My Beast.’


They both turned in respectful silence to the machine beside them, the machine that rose at least a foot above their heads, the epitome of modern, seventeenth-century engineering. There it was with its vast, shining wooden reservoir, its leather hoses, the pair of elegantly curved, brass-bound pumping handles, and the four great iron-shod wheels on which it would, now it had finally been summoned, roll down towards a grateful City.


‘That,’ said Bateson proudly, ‘is progress. That is modernity. That can do the work of sixty ordinary firemen with leather buckets and brass squirts.’


Jem nodded. This assertion too was difficult to contradict. Forty, sixty, a hundred – who could say? The Beast had never been put to the test. They had saddle-soaped the leather, polished the wood, scoured the bright yellow metal, oiled the axles with handfuls of thick, clinging grease – but until tonight it had been a thing to admire and wonder at. Until tonight there had been no fire worthy of it.


Somewhere, not too far off, a muffled church bell had started to toll. It was the call to arms for the remaining Clerkenwell firefighters – those who lived further out in the parish.


Bateson should have been cursing and swearing, demanding to know where the missing men were, threatening to hang the last to arrive, urging them on towards the distant fire that seemed to be growing by the minute. But he was displaying a strange, almost frightening, charity towards them.


‘It must be quite a big one if they’ve called for the Beast,’ said Jem conversationally. ‘I mean, they’ve sent all the way up to Clerkenwell for us to come and help the City volunteers.’


‘City firefighters? Couldn’t piss out a lump of damp coal in a china pot. Of course they’ve sent for us.’


Bateson looked southeastwards again towards the City and shook his head. His countenance was intended to convey wistful sadness but, for all that, inwardly he rejoiced and his heart was exceeding glad.


‘So, should we fill the tank up and go and help them?’ asked Jem.


‘Fill it up? Fill it up? You haven’t done this sort of work before, have you?’


‘No, sir,’ said Jem meekly.


‘What sort of work have you done exactly?’


It was the question Jem had learned to dread. It was the question he hoped nobody would ever ask him.


‘Transportation, Mr Bateson sir,’ he said.


‘Carter?’


‘Yes, sir. Until recently.’


‘Well, that’s useful. Now we’re having to move the Beast. And it must have been pleasant enough work for you. I’ll wager you’ve seen every county in England.’


‘No, sir. Our work was mainly in London.’


‘Still, you were out on the road, meeting all sorts of folk. Gossiping. Telling a merry yarn.’


Actually, thought Jem, he had met only one sort of customer and they hadn’t been very talkative.


‘Yes, Mr Bateson sir,’ he said, hoping to terminate the conversation without his new employer backing away in abject terror, as people often did when he was more specific about his previous job. He artfully offered Bateson the opportunity to change the subject back to his incompetence – a small price to pay. ‘So we don’t need to fill up with water then?’ he asked.


‘How much do you think that mighty engine weighs when empty?’ asked Bateson.


Jem considered carefully, measuring the great bulk of the wooden cylinder with his eye and converting that stupendous volume into tons and hundredweight and pounds and ounces. ‘A lot?’ he hazarded.


‘Precisely. A lot. And how much do you think it would weigh full of water?’


‘A shit of a lot?’


‘Even more than that, lad. If we had the horses to shift it – and we don’t – the leather harnesses would snap like pack thread as they took the strain.’


Jem whistled between his teeth. ‘So we fill it when we get to the fire, then? Well, there’ll be no shortage of what we need in the City tonight.’ Jem nodded in the direction of the New River Head – Clerkenwell’s famed cistern, into which the New River discharged the health-giving waters of Hertfordshire for the benefit of any Londoner who would pay to avoid drinking the Thames. For over fifty years water had flowed peacefully ’mid verdant fields, all the way along the New River to Clerkenwell, then gushed through the elm pipes that ran ever downwards from the New River Head into the City, splitting over and over again into smaller lead quills that took the water right into people’s homes. Not to a nearby pump but, marvellous to relate, actually into people’s homes. Now, on a Sunday night, the stopcocks controlling the flow would be wide open, and water would be flooding down to London, filling each householder’s own small cistern for the many tasks that would require water on the following morning.


Bateson coughed and, for a moment, looked uncharacteristically embarrassed.


‘Water’s off,’ he said.


‘Off?’ said Jem.


‘What are you? Mr Echo? Yes, it’s off. It’s not running. The pipes are dry. Every blessed one of them.’


‘But . . .’


‘But why? Is that your next question? The reason, Mr Echo, is that one of the Directors has, in his great wisdom, turned the stopcocks in the pumping house and gone away with the key.’


‘He’s turned it off the same night we have a fire?’


‘Well, to be fair to the man, I doubt if he actually knew there’d be a fire tonight. They’ve sent somebody out to find him and retrieve it. When they do, doubtless we’ll get the taps turned on smartish. In the meantime, the water stays up here in Clerkenwell. Every last drop of it.’


‘So, what are we to do?’


‘Well, I don’t know if you’ve ever been to the City, Jem, but when you get there you’ll see this big wet thing, near a quarter of a mile wide and a couple of hundred miles long. It’s called the Thames and has all the water in it that you’ll need. Not even the Beast can drink the Thames dry.’


‘But . . . ?’ Jem paused and looked at Bateson.


‘But what? Is that your entire question or is there anything to follow?’


‘Sorry, Mr Bateson, I thought you might want to interrupt me again. As is your right. But we’ll need to go all the way down to the river to fill the Beast up.’


‘On the contrary, Jem. Just think. What’s at the end of London Bridge?’


‘An inn?’


‘Yes. But what else?’


‘Houses?’


‘Yes, but what else?’


‘Streets?’


‘Yes, but what else?’


‘The heads of traitors on poles?’


‘Who will help us put out the fire?’


‘Probably not.’


‘Just so that London does not burn down before you guess correctly, at the northern end of London Bridge there is a waterwheel. Its purpose is to pump water up into the City, just as the New River brings it down. It doesn’t taste as sweet as New River water, but Thames water’s fine for putting out fires. You just have to dig up a pipe, knock a bloody great hole in it, grab a bucket or two and fill up the tank. Then you put the fire out and wait for the praise that will be rightly yours and mine and all the other volunteer firefighters’. The innkeepers will force you to drink their finest ale and the girls will do anything you ask them to do, and teach you some things you haven’t even thought of, you being still quite young and innocent.’


The educational side of the work was something that Jem had not previously considered.


‘We’d better go then,’ he said. He looked round the as yet empty yard. ‘When the others arrive, of course.’


‘Plenty of time,’ said Bateson, with the strange and wholly unprecedented patience that he had been showing ever since the bells had started ringing. ‘The others have been sent for. They’ll come in their own good time. Ben’s knocking them up, in a polite and considerate way, just in case they haven’t heard the church bells ringing. Plenty of time. Those girls won’t be going anywhere.’


At least he hoped there was plenty of time. Bateson had been eager not to start too soon. If he arrived early then the fire would scarcely have got going – it would be a waste of the Beast’s wondrous capability, a travesty of what its maiden outing should be. Of course, he was equally aware of the dreadful danger of waiting too long: when they got there the fire might have already gone out. The departure time, the speed with which they proceeded – these were important decisions, not to be taken lightly. He looked at the horizon and was dismayed to see that the glow in the sky already seemed, to his expert gaze, to have diminished a little.


‘It’s getting bigger,’ said Jem. ‘That’s for sure.’


Bateson laughed at his new assistant’s inexperience. ‘Trick of the light,’ he said. ‘It’s nothing, that one. The Great Fire of 1666? No such luck.’


The Beast trundled onwards through the dark streets, six horses straining at the shaft, a dozen or so human attendants bearing torches to light its way. Ahead, as if in answer to Bateson’s silent prayers, the red glow was spreading. Definitely spreading. This was a fire worth going to. They pressed forwards, guided by the light in the southeast, and before long they could smell the smoke and hear the sharp cracking as still the distant flames gorged themselves on walls and floors.


There was a steady trickle of traffic heading in the other direction – tired people with smoke-blackened faces, dressed in whatever clothes they had been able to find in the dark, on foot and carrying hastily gathered bundles. From them Bateson learned that the fire was hard by London Bridge. Bateson had studied the combustibility of all parts of the City and knew that the houses down there were wattle-and-daub hovels that would burn like tinder after the long dry summer. The lanes were narrow. The nimble flames would leap from house to house with alarming speed and dexterity.


‘Well, it’s easy enough to tell which way we should go tonight,’ said Walter to Jem, pointing to the glow ahead of them.


Walter was a little more senior, having volunteered to be a fireman a few months before. He’d actually put out a small fire, though not one to which the Beast had been invited.


‘I know the route into the City well enough,’ said Jem unthinkingly. ‘We’re heading straight for London Bridge. I used to come this way a lot at night.’


‘What were you doing then?’


Jem cursed his overeager tongue. ‘I was in charge of a cart,’ he said.


‘Carrying all sorts of things, I suppose?’


‘No, just one sort of thing,’ said Jem. ‘Same every night.’


‘At night? Why not during the day?’


‘There were reasons.’


‘What reasons? Why would you just carry things at night? Unless . . .’ Walter put his head on one side, as if thinking. This usually proved very little, but there was a danger even Walter might accidentally hit on the truth.


Jem took a deep breath and looked around. Nobody was paying much attention to him. Best just to tell Walter quickly and swear him to silence. ‘Look,’ he whispered. ‘I’ll explain if you promise not to tell anyone . . .’


‘Of course I won’t,’ said Walter. ‘Cross my heart.’


So Jem told him.


‘A Dead Cart?’ yelled Walter, at what was probably the top of his voice.


Jem looked around again. Everybody was now paying a great deal of attention to him. But none of the team was quite as close to him as they had been a couple of seconds ago.


‘It wasn’t easy to find work during the Plague Time,’ Jem said as the others backed away. ‘I didn’t have much choice.’


‘You did have the choice of not coming and working with us afterwards,’ said one of the men very reasonably.


‘I don’t do it now. It’s . . . it’s like seasonal work,’ said Jem. ‘They lay you off once the Plague’s over. Until the next one anyway.’


‘So,’ said Walter, who was not noted for being quick in any sense, ‘you loaded dead bodies onto the cart and took them to the plague pits? You touched their puss and sores with your hands?’


The gaze of a dozen or so men turned from Jem’s face to his hands. For a moment Jem glanced at them too.


‘Yes,’ said Jem, instinctively rubbing his palms against his breeches.


‘Enough!’ growled Bateson, turning round from his position at the very front of the machine. Walter, he thought, failed to qualify as the least intelligent member of the team only when they had a horse that was especially slow on the uptake. ‘If he’d caught the Plague he’d have been dead for over a year. And he can’t go back to his old job even if he wanted to. I need him. I’m beginning to think we’ll need all the men we can get.’


He was glad that the Beast would have its rightful chance to show what it could do, but was worried that he didn’t have enough men with him. Four to work the pumps. Two to hold the hose. Six – better still, eight – to look to the refilling of the cistern with leather buckets. Four, maybe more, to use the great iron hooks and pull down burning walls. Two at the very least to watch that the fire didn’t work its way round behind them while they laboured and cut off their escape route. One, if at all possible, to help rescue the trapped women and children. That made . . . He had only ten fingers and had used them all up. Hopefully there would be men there already – albeit merely City firefighters – who might lend a hand.


A burning wisp of something floated down from the dark sky and settled on the ground not far off, where it smouldered and turned from orange to dark red to grey.


‘Wind’s getting up,’ said Bateson, with a worried glance at the rags of scudding, moonlit cloud. ‘Come on, men, more speed. God has finally vouchsafed unto us the fire we have all prayed for.’


‘Time to stop praying then,’ muttered Jem. But the noise of the fire was already so loud that nobody heard him.


The lanes narrowed as they approached the bridge. The old half-timbered houses leaned out towards them from both sides of the street, as if trying to clutch them as they passed under their crooked, jutting upper floors. When the road was straight for a few yards it wasn’t too bad, but manoeuvring round corners took time. The Beast’s builders had not felt it necessary to give it a tight turning circle. Several times their way was blocked completely by loaded carts, pushed by householders desperate to get their goods away safely, and only explicit and personal threats of violence served to give the great machine the priority it deserved.


The hot, acrid smoke was getting thicker. Jem could feel it singe his nostrils as he breathed it in. Behind the dark, unlit and largely abandoned buildings silhouetted in front of them, the sky glowed fiery orange and vermillion. Over their heads, rising higher and higher in the superheated air, drifted burning sparks the size of dinner plates. They needed to find where the water pipes were, and quickly. A man with a heavily loaded wheelbarrow was approaching. His nose and mouth were covered with a scarf to protect them against the smoke. Hopefully he’d know.


‘Pipes?’ responded the man, lowering his scarf a little. ‘They’re under your feet. But there’s no water in them. We’ve had nothing from the New River all night.’


‘I know that. But the waterwheel by the Bridge . . .’


The man shook his head. ‘Look down there,’ he said, not unkindly.


Bateson squinted. ‘You mean . . .’


‘That fire you can see over there is London Bridge burning down. The waterwheel’s made of wood. So work out for yourself why there’s no water in the pipes.’


‘Shit,’ said Bateson. ‘Where do I get water then?’


‘Well,’ said the man. ‘If you go a bit further you’ll come to this big wet thing . . .’


‘So, I’ll have to fill up the machine directly from the Thames?’


‘If you’d like water, that’s all there is. There were men with chains of buckets, bringing it up and chucking it onto the houses – not that it made any difference. They’ve all run off now.’


‘Cowards,’ muttered Bateson.


‘No, they just needed to save their own goods before their houses burnt down too. I’ve rescued what I can from my place, so I’m off to my cousin in Holborn. There’s no fighting it, good sir, not with this wind. The water was turning into steam in midair. If I were you I’d just save that nice new machine of yours. Wait until you’ve got a fire that’s small enough for it. There’s nothing to be done. Not down there.’ He took up the handles of his barrow again.


‘Stay, my good man! Now all of us are here, we can protect your own home and those of your neighbours. You look strong. We’ll need help with the pumps.’


‘My house – or my landlord’s house, as I now prefer to think of it – is a heap of glowing ashes. My landlord may feel that the house is no longer in the state it was when I signed the lease, and I’m not planning to hang around to pay dilapidations. If you wanted my help, you should have been here an hour ago. Anyway, if I come with you, I’ll have to leave this barrow here in the street. I doubt it will still be full when I return.’


‘I am sure that the Lord Mayor would compensate you . . .’


The man laughed, then, having breathed in more smoke than he intended, simply coughed the remainder of his contempt for the City authorities.


Bateson, grim-faced, turned to his team. He straightened his back and held his head high. ‘Press on, lads,’ he said. ‘Press on down to the river. We’ll show them what the Clerkenwell men can do.’


‘Good luck,’ said the man, setting the heavy cart in motion again. ‘The fire’s in Pudding Lane and the wharves by the bridge. Lots of tar and oil stored down there. It’s all burning up nicely for you.’


‘Where’s Pudding Lane?’ Bateson called to the retreating figure.


‘Straight ahead. Just follow the smoke.’


They followed the smoke. When they finally got sight of the river, the scene in front of them was lit, almost like day. The whole of the north bank of the river seemed bathed in a flickering orange glow. Only the south bank, on the far side of the broad stream, was cool, dark and untroubled, though the windowpanes of the low houses sparkled with a borrowed light. The dirty, fast-flowing water rippled yellow and brown and crimson. All of the houses at the north end of London’s only bridge were in flames. The shape of the great waterwheel could still just be made out, a bright glowing circle, like a dying Catherine Wheel. But the biggest and reddest flames issued from the riverside warehouses. Clouds of dark, oily smoke elbowed each other in their race up into the sky.


‘Pitch for waterproofing the ships,’ said Bateson enviously. ‘Timber. Coal. Everything a young, ambitious fire could ever dream of.’


‘Who’s putting it out, Mr Bateson sir?’ asked Jem, pulling down the scarf that was covering his mouth.


‘Just us apparently,’ said Bateson.


‘Thought so. Didn’t see anyone else, but it seemed best to ask. Where’s Pudding Lane?’


Bateson waved his hand vaguely towards the middle of the inferno.


‘Shall we fill the cistern then?’ asked Walter. ‘We can take buckets down to the river.’


‘We’re still too far from the fire and from the water. We’ll need to get the engine closer to both.’


‘Closer to that?’ said Walter, indicating the blazing wharves. Unquestioning though he usually was of Bateson’s commands, even he could see a problem. From here, over a hundred yards away, the heat already wrapped itself around you like a blanket. You could taste the cinders on your tongue.


‘That hose can squirt water twenty yards,’ said Bateson, the sweat pouring down his scarlet cheeks. ‘Maybe thirty if the wind is right. You can’t take the horses any closer than we are. God alone knows why they haven’t bolted already. You’ll have to push the machine from here by hand. At least it’s downhill to the river. You’ll need to use the ropes to slow it down as you get to the water though.’


‘What?’ asked Walter.


The noise was growing. A deep-throated roar as one building after another and its contents were consumed. Jem wondered, even if they could get close enough, even if they could refill the tank nonstop, whether they could make any difference to anything. But Bateson thought otherwise. His face had taken on the colour of the fire. His eyes were feverish and bright. His hair was grey with ash. He had become, as far as was possible, a physical part of the conflagration.


‘I said, down to the water,’ yelled Bateson. ‘As close as you can get it.’


Then, through the smoke, a small group of dejected men appeared bit by bit, plodding towards them. They were covered with smuts of soot and their fine coats were singed by the fire. Their lace cravats were askew. One had lost his hat. The hat of another was gently smouldering, unnoticed by its owner. But they retained a sense of their own importance.


‘You, sir! Is that the Clerkenwell engine?’ demanded the man in the smoking hat.


‘It is, sir. And who might you be?’ asked Bateson.


‘Sir Thomas Bloodworth. Lord Mayor of this City. You took your time, I must say. We sent for you almost two hours ago.’


‘We came as fast as we could, my Lord.’


Bloodworth took from his pocket a large silver watch and pointed to it as proof of their tardiness. ‘Not fast enough by an hour at least. We could have still used your machine even five and twenty minutes ago, but now . . .’


They all turned, with a sense of awe, towards the vast sheet of fire, towering above them. A hundred machines would scarcely have been equal to the task, and they had one with no water in it.


‘We did our best, sir. Can’t do more. How many men do you have fighting the fire now?’


‘None,’ said the Mayor. ‘Not a single blasted one. Nobody will stay once the fire nears their own house. Those whose houses are close but not already burning are packing their goods. Those further off wait and watch – they won’t come with me for fear that they won’t be able to return in time to save what they can. Those safe outside the City walls say I have no jurisdiction to call upon them.’


‘The London fire engine?’


‘It caught fire. The buckets that filled it were all leaking anyway. Leather buckets, left in the church tower for years to dry out and crack . . .’


‘Well, we’re here now, sir.’


‘Yes, so you are. At least your men won’t run off to Clerkenwell, I suppose. Not yet. And your engine? Where have you positioned it?’


They peered into the smoke that was now swirling along the river bank.


‘Must be over there by now, sir.’


Then they all heard the sound, the one that none of them would ever forget to their dying day; muffled, it is true, by the many other sounds, but still unmistakable as that of a large object entering the river.


‘What was that?” asked Bloodworth.


‘Could be all sorts of things, my Lord. But hopefully not what I think it was,’ said Bateson.


The smoke parted enough for them to see the river again. The Beast was still afloat, but had started to drift slowly with the current towards Gravesend and the sea. It looked smaller than Bateson remembered it; but the empty chamber, brightly polished and well caulked, kept it bobbing in the tide. Then, mercifully, the smoke billowed in front of them again.


After a short while Walter reappeared.


‘I see you managed to get the engine close to the water,’ said Bateson. ‘Well done, lad.’


Even the horses, had they been present, would have detected the danger in Bateson’s voice and backed away, ears flattened, nostrils flaring.


‘Thank you, Mr Bateson,’ said Walter, his fingers massaging the soft, warm cap he held in his hands. ‘We did our best, sir. And, as you so often tell us, you cannot do more.’




Chapter One


I am uncertain what has woken me: the harsh smell of burning or the incessant pealing of bells or the pounding at my door. I rub my eyes and, from my bed, try to look out of my window. It is still night-time but there is a glow in the sky that suggests morning cannot be far off. A glow in the east.


‘Yes?’ I call out. ‘What is it?”


‘Fire, Mr Grey, sir,’ says Will, cautiously opening the door. The dim recesses of the room are lit feebly by his single, flickering candle. ‘There’s a fire in the City. Big one.’


I rub my eyes again and sit up. My clerk is in his nightgown, bare-legged but awake and alert. I think he may have been up for some time.


‘Yes, of course,’ I say, though I have no idea what fire he is talking about.


‘Are you all right, sir?’


‘I’m fine, Will. Why shouldn’t I be?’


Will says nothing.


‘Will, if I want to drink a bottle of wine of an evening, it’s nobody’s business but my own.’


‘Two bottles, sir.’


‘Does that make it your business?’


‘No, sir.’


‘If I’m ever drunk in court, in front of a judge, to the detriment of my clients, that will be your concern.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘But I’m not in court. I’m in my own chambers in Lincoln’s Inn. I work hard, Will. Since the Plague ended, my clients have returned, and a satisfying number have chosen to sue each other. I have in no way discouraged them. The realisation that death may strike at any time has caused many of them to rewrite their wills. I have advised them on how to bring joy or despair to their surviving kin through the simple expedient of a well-drafted codicil. The tread of feet on my staircase is never-ending. I should be permitted, once the last of them has departed and paid you my fee, to drink a bottle of wine.’


‘Yes, sir. The empties are still on the table if you’d like to count them.’


‘All right, two bottles. No more of this, Will – you’re making my head ache.’


I do, of course, understand that the throbbing I can feel has little to do with Will. And actually my head is much less painful now than it was last month. That too was my fault. I need no reminder, but still I touch my cheek gently with my fingers and feel the hard edges of the scar that I shall probably bear for life. My fingers move slowly up my face until I can use them to massage my temples. Then, with a great effort, I slowly swing my legs over the side of the bed and stand. As I do so, Will holds out, quite unnecessarily, an arm to steady me. I ignore both him and the gentle swaying of the floor and walk over to the open window. I clutch the sill with both hands and remain there for a moment, trying to take in everything in front of me. The sleeping city is dark, except for the terrible red glow in the distance. The air is cool but the sharp smell of fire is unmistakable. There is the distant crack of burning timber and there are unaccustomed cries in place of the usual night-time silence.


‘It started over by the Tower, sir,’ says Will. ‘Pudding Lane. Now London Bridge is burning. The waterwheel’s gone. It’s the biggest fire for a very long time – bigger even than 1654.’


‘Who says?’


‘Nightwatchman, sir. Called up at three o’clock. He remembers 1654 very well. You would still have been at the University then, sir. He says there’s no water from the New River to fight it – the French have turned off the supply.’


‘The French? Why would they want do that?’


‘Because we’re at war with them, sir.’


‘He should be attending to his duties, not gossiping with you.’


‘I think they get lonely, sir. Out all night. Nightwatchmen, I mean, not the French. Never met one who wouldn’t stop and tell a body some news.’


‘And they’ve been ringing the church bells?’


‘Yes, sir. For over an hour. They’re calling for men to help fight the fire—’


‘I’d better go then and see if I can help.’


The wind is getting up – not exactly a gale, but strong enough. It is blowing in from the west. If Will’s talkative nightwatchman is to be believed, then the fire will be edging towards the Tower of London and away from us. It still seems reassuringly distant, anyway. And however big it grows, it cannot possibly trouble us on this side of the massively thick city wall, not here in comfortable, lawyerly Lincoln’s Inn.


‘They won’t be expecting gentlemen to go and fight the fire, sir. Just tradesmen and labourers and the like. Anyway, it can be dangerous work.’


‘Good,’ I say. ‘That’s the sort of work that would amuse me.’


I rub my temples again, hard with the palms of both hands. It dulls the ache for a moment. What was I saying?


‘Are you sure you’re all right, sir?’ says Will.


I do not reply, nor do I glance at the bottles on the table. I breathe in the night air. The wind carries to me the scent of burning wood and pitch and other things I cannot identify. I need to get my breeches on and find my coat and stockings and shoes, which are somewhere in the candle-dim room.


‘Why not wait until it is light, sir?’


‘Because I’m going now,’ I say.


‘Of course, sir. One of your stockings is on the chair and one is in the fireplace, sir.’


I say nothing.


‘Is it because of her, Mr Grey?’ asks Will, retrieving the stocking from the ashy hearth.


‘Who?’ I say.


‘My Lady Pole,’ says Will, though we both know he doesn’t need to answer my question. It’s unlikely to be because of my mother or Lady Castlemaine.


‘Why should my going out have any relevance to Lady Pole?’ I ask, taking the proffered stocking from Will’s respectful hand.


‘No reason. But you’ve accepted more work from Lord Arlington in the last few months. The sort of work you’d have been wiser to turn down . . .’


‘I still fail to see what that too has to do with Lady Pole.’


He looks at me, perhaps taking in the livid red mark on my cheek.


‘She hasn’t visited you lately. Even though she’s back in London.’


‘I haven’t invited her,’ I say.


‘That would be why then,’ says Will.


Well, he’s wrong there. The lack of an invitation never stopped Aminta Pole doing anything.


‘Anyway, she’s busy writing plays,’ I add.


‘I went to see one of her comedies – before they closed the theatres because of the Plague last year.’ Will pauses to see if I’ll ask which one. When I don’t, he adds very cautiously: ‘The African Prince.’


‘The Moroccan Prince,’ I say.


‘So it was. I hope you don’t mind me mentioning it. Under the circumstances . . .’


‘Had you not mentioned it, your discretion would have done you credit. But you don’t need to account to me for your pleasures, any more than I need to account to you for mine.’


Will finds my hat, brushes it on his sleeve and hands it to me.


‘I’d always hoped that the two of you would marry,’ Will continues, showing he has in fact considerably less tact than he imagines. ‘You and Lady Pole. Now she’s a widow and you had a second chance of proposing to her. Which you decided not to do. For very good reasons, I’m sure. But you always seemed to like each other. And your families approved. Your mother likes her very much indeed. And her father, Sir Felix, always says . . .’ Will glances at me and realises that, however many of my relations he brings into the discussion, it will change nothing. ‘Not that it’s any of my business, of course, sir.’


‘That’s right,’ I say. ‘It isn’t. Not yours. Not my family’s. Not her family’s. Just my business and hers. I’m going out, Will. I may be a long time.’


‘Do you go to Lord Arlington, sir?’


‘I’m not looking for any more work from Lord Arlington,’ I say. ‘Not until the scars have healed from the last job he gave me.’


‘It was at least a clean wound, sir. That sort of scar does heal.’


‘Yes,’ I say. ‘That sort of scar does.’


I enter the City through Ludgate, passing under the statue of Queen Elizabeth, who looks down unconcerned at the stream of people leaving her capital by moonlight and heading out into the country. When this street was last this crowded, they were fleeing the Plague. Now, only a year later, they are fleeing again. There are no guards on the gates. They too have gone. The crowd presses on unchecked, tripping over itself in its haste.


‘Where’s the fire?’ I ask one man.


He lowers the scarf over his face. ‘Fire? Lord bless you, sir, it’s everywhere. I live just down by the bridge. When it started I moved my goods to my brother’s house in the next street, thinking that safe enough. Now his house is in flames too, and the next three streets beyond. They say it’s the French, sir. They started it with fireballs. There are gangs of men out now hunting for them. I hope you’re not French at all yourself, sir. It wouldn’t be safe to go that way if you are.’


‘I’m not,’ I say.


‘Well, you look normal, but I thought I’d ask anyway. No offence. But I’d still come away, sir. There’s nothing for you in the City. Dear old London is lost, and there’s naught to be done about it.’


‘Do they not need men to fight the fire?’


‘They do indeed sir,’ he says. ‘But if you go they will still have only one. The City firemen are fled and the Clerkenwell men stand by the Thames abusing each other for reasons I cannot tell.’


‘Is the Lord Mayor not on hand directing affairs?’


‘He would if he had anyone to direct. The dry season . . . the wind . . . the lack of water . . . ill fortune . . . it’s too big for anyone. When the wind drops, the fire will die down, as all fires do. Or it will reach some broad thoroughfare and not be able to leap across. Or perhaps all London will burn to the ground. Who can say what God’s will may prove to be? Come away now, sir. Have some care for your own life.’


I look towards the glowing horizon. ‘It’s my life,’ I say, ‘and I’ll take as much or as little care as I wish.’


‘Oh, I see. Well, in that case, you’re going the right way,’ he says.


For a while I follow the backstreets, avoiding the fleeing carts and the wagons. Though not a Londoner by birth, I know the City well. In my work for Arlington, obscure alleyways often serve me better than more frequented routes. Tonight the fire lights up even the narrowest and deepest of lanes with a strange crimson radiance. I have no need of a lantern. I turn a corner close to St Paul’s and almost trip over two of my fellow citizens. The one who isn’t dead looks up at me in alarm.


‘Can I help in any way?’ I ask.


The dead man does not respond but the living one jumps quickly to his feet. His face too is covered with a scarf, as tonight’s fashion seems to be. His clothes are covered in smuts. Both things suggest he has come from the fire, but the panic I glimpse in his eyes relates to something else. He is holding an object in his hands, but before I can see exactly what it is, he backs away into the shadows, then he turns on his heel and runs. There seems little point in calling out to him to stop – if he had really wished to remain and be questioned then doubtless he would have done so.


I look at the figure sprawled across the road. Already a thin layer of ash is covering his body. His stillness, the awkwardness of his position, the hurried manner of his friend’s departure – these things have already informed me he will not rise again of his own accord. But, dead though he is, he may still have something he wishes to tell me. I kneel beside him, exactly as his companion had been doing when I interrupted him, and place a hand on his chest. There is no heartbeat, but there is a great deal of warm blood from a very large wound – too large a wound for a sword or dagger to have made, but which in the shadows and under the ash I had not noticed.


This is not the first time that I have, in the course of my work, crouched beside a dead body. I have seen men with their throats cut and men stabbed through the chest and through the back. I have seen men shot. I have seen men strangled. I have seen men so slashed by cavalry sabres that they should not have been alive, and yet they were. Wounds as large as this tend to be made by a musket ball leaving the body. I examine his chest more closely, then roll him over and observe the much smaller wound in his back. Yes, shot from behind without doubt. Now I look at it, probably a pistol ball rather than a musket ball. Perhaps I should have paid more attention to what the other man was carrying. I allow the body to return to its former ungainly position. He is, or perhaps I should say was, a tall man, dressed in a wool suit – of a rust colour under the pale ash – and yellow stockings that are still bright. He has a broad-brimmed hat, which lies close by. One hand is flung forward, the other clenched tight, close to his body. His face, like his now-vanished companion’s, is much blackened with smuts of soot and there are burn marks on his clothes. He too has come from the fire and probably in haste. Now he lies peacefully waiting for the flames to catch him up again.


And it may not be long before they do so. If I am to discover more then I must work fast. I pull out his two pockets. One has a blue velvet purse with a few coins in it – also still warm from his recently living body. If this was a robbery, then I have interrupted it just before the work was complete. I place the purse in my own breeches. It may help identify him or it may not, but it will certainly not be there in an hour’s time if I leave it where it is. The other pocket is empty. It is odd that he has come out with so little, but perhaps he had reasons for carrying nothing that might identify him, or perhaps his now absent companion is looking after his other possessions for him. I regard him again, lying slantways across the road. He is too large to carry, and in any case I have nowhere to carry him to. He must bide where he is for the moment. Apologetically I wipe my bloody hands on his breeches and say a brief prayer for him. Then I stand. I have done what little I can for a murdered man in a burning City.


When I find a magistrate, I shall report this. I do not expect to find one soon, but turning the next corner I come face to face with just such a person. Unfortunately, a group of Londoners has found him first, and I think they have plans to kill him very soon.




Chapter Two


My magistrate seems surprisingly unconcerned to be threatened by half a dozen armed ruffians, but whether he is wise in that view remains to be seen. His back is against the wall, but he stands defiantly facing them. One of the gang has drawn his sword. Two of the others have rough cudgels, raised, ready to strike. There are, I realise, many reasons why I cannot just pass this by. I must speak to these people tactfully; but, before I do, I think I may draw my own sword. It often helps.
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