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PROLOGUE


 


The Bath road, east of Bristol, 26 July 1643


 


Jonas Crick cursed softly as his shoe snagged on a raised root.


He glanced down instinctively, and then he glanced back along the road. It was empty, save for the phalanxes of trees standing on either side of the thoroughfare, and the darkness was so impenetrable, it was fit only for thieves.


Crick allowed himself a small smirk. ‘Lost you, you fat old bastard.’


And then a crack, like a muffled pistol. No: a snap. A branch under foot.


Crick’s pulse quickened. He swallowed back a jet of throat-singeing bile, and shrank into the darkest part of the road’s edge. He opened his eyes wider to draw in any chink of light that might be had, feeling the sting of the cool air. But nothing emerged from the gloom. No winged demon or fanged ghoul. No creeping enemy with sharpened blade and blackened heart. Only stillness. Enveloping, suffocating stillness. He glanced up through the heavy canopy above, catching the movement of clouds as they scudded in vast, charcoal smears across the night sky. There seemed to be no moon at all.


Another sound sent manic prickles racing across Crick’s skin. He tensed, willing himself to become one of the trees, until with a rush of relief he realized that it was just the hoot of an owl. He let out a huge breath as he stepped back out on to the road and swore harshly, thumping a thigh with his balled fist.


The blow when it came was not heavy, but sharp, precise. Even as the pain settled between his shoulder blades, he could sense the power leaching from his limbs. He lurched forward wordlessly, a dull ache spreading through his body as the sound of drums began to thrum in his skull. Staggering sideways suddenly, he managed to turn to face his assailant. What little breath he had caught in his throat.


‘Hello, Jonas,’ the man’s voice said evenly. ‘Or should I say Judas?’


‘We have failed,’ Crick managed to murmur, the words sounding eerily distant to his own ears. ‘Bristol has fallen. It is over.’


The big man grunted his amusement. ‘No, Jonas. The plan has not failed. It is merely altered. We shall await his next move.’ The dark shape of his shoulders bunched as he shrugged. ‘Perhaps Gloucester? Or even London? An opportunity will present itself, be sure of that.’ He chuckled deeply, and the sound seemed to reverberate in the darkness. ‘But you shall never know of it. A shame.’


Jonas Crick stared up at the large form looming like a cliff face before him. He made to respond, but his mouth simply flapped open and shut like a landed trout, no words reaching his lips. A dread cold trickled down his spine, spreading out like icy talons to coil about his arms and legs. His face was suddenly numb. And then he was falling.










CHAPTER 1


 


Lawford’s Gate, Bristol, 27 July 1643


 


Dawn was only a few minutes old when the scarred and battered gates groaned open.


A single face peered out from behind the studded oaken barrier, like a mouse venturing from its hole, nose tilted up as if to sniff the sulphurous air, eyes wide and alert. It was the face of what had once been a young man, now turned black and haggard by a night spent in hell. A night illuminated by fire and the dragon-breath flashes of musketry and ordnance, its silence shattered by the screams of the wounded and the sobs of the dying.


Gradually, the head grew a neck, shoulders and torso. The buff-coated body – dressed in what had once been the finest quality – was as black as the face, caked in the grime of powder smoke and sweat. The man edged further out until his shabby form was free of the gate’s protection.


And the noise began.


It started as a low thrum, like a distant thunderclap bounced among the dark Mendips that loomed to the south. But far from fading, this thunder grew, gathered power, hostility, until it shook the pockmarked walls and charred timbers of Bristol as though some gigantic beast had been sent by God Himself to devour the city.


The man at the gate winced and shrank back. His ears still rang as though crammed with chiming church bells, but now they were overwhelmed by the collective voices of his enemies. They were the voices of demons, laughing, jeering, grotesque. Tones made hoarse by a night screaming their Cornish war cries into air clogged with black powder and roiling smoke. And now, as the streets still stank of rotten eggs and burning timber, those Cornishmen – finally victorious with the surrender of these last desperate rebels – craned from windows and doorways, spilled from the mouths of narrow alleys and lined the muddy streets, all determined to give the departing rebels the farewell they felt was so richly deserved.


The man whispered a short prayer, took a deep breath, straightened the dishevelled tawny scarf at his waist, and peered back over his shoulder. Beyond, within Bristol’s beleaguered inner sanctum, massed ranks of pale, moon-eyed faces clustered together like a vast flock of sheep. He tried to meet as many of the frightened stares as he could, and injected his tone with a bravado he did not feel. ‘Steady now. Do not let the dogs smell your fear.’


‘Colonel Fiennes, sir.’


Fiennes looked to his left, where a hollow-cheeked junior officer clutched his horse’s reins in a trembling fist. He took the leather straps and forced a smile. ‘Thank you, Masterson.’ He glanced back at the exhausted defenders. Soldiers and townsfolk together; not just men, but women and children too. His people. They had been finally overwhelmed, pushed back into this last enclave until there was nowhere left to make a stand. There had been no other choice in the end, and he thanked God for giving him the wisdom to spare their lives. It did not have to end in slaughter. This was not Germany. He swallowed hard, suddenly wondering if Westminster would see it that way.


And then he gave a curt order for the gate to be thrust wide, a final gaping breach the Royalists had failed to make themselves, and the defenders surged forth, abandoning the town they had held at such a high cost.


Colonel Nathaniel Fiennes, Parliamentarian governor of England’s second largest city, clambered up on to his creaking saddle, and urged his whickering mount into the muddy street, hot tears pricking his eyes.


 


The lieutenant weaved along the street for twenty jelly-kneed paces, shouldering his way through the baying mob, cannoning from surly musketeer to glowering pikeman like a saker ball fired down a narrow alley, until he spied a sturdy-looking water trough. He staggered to it quickly, studying his feet to keep from tripping, slumped against the cold stone, and vomited. For a moment the nearest soldiers, dressed in an array of coat colours that reflected the eclectic nature of the king’s army, turned harsh glares towards him, ready to damn his eyes – or worse – as the acidic stench singed their nostrils, but quickly turned away as they recognized him as an officer. The lieutenant did not care, for sweet relief had come with the violent evacuation of his stomach.


‘Praise God and Jesus and everyone else,’ he hissed through sore throat and gasped breaths. ‘Praise God indeed.’ He wiped a dangling tendril of mucus from the end of his long nose and straightened tentatively, still propped by an elbow against the trough, and peered between the shoulders and heads of the crowd. The throng was convulsing now, lurching forward as if with one mind as the defeated Roundheads marched sullenly past. A hail of insults, threats, spittle, stones and mud greeted them, a final gauntlet for the trudging enemy to run. Penance for their collective treason.


Gulping down another jet of bile, the lieutenant managed to straighten, determined to witness the end of Parliamentarian resistance in this grand old city. The head of the column was made up of officers, all mounted and straight-spined, though each with an expression as black as Bristol’s walls. The lieutenant had never seen any of these men in the flesh, but he knew their names right enough. It would be Colonel Fiennes at the very front, with his brother, John at his side. Popham would be there too, flanked by the brightest lights of the bloodied garrison. Brave souls all, followed by the exhausted ranks of fighting men, and many women too, sooty faces flashing between the clamouring bodies of the lieutenant’s own army. Despite himself, the lieutenant felt a pang of respect for these crestfallen people. They had been beaten, it was true, but the cost to the king’s army had been huge. Even now, a day following the truce, the dead of both sides were still being retrieved from streets and houses.


‘Get back eastways, and keep yer arses away!’ a hulking musketeer three or four paces from the lieutenant bellowed suddenly, shying a clump of dried mud at the column.


‘Tell yer Parly-mant!’ another bawled, waving his musket aloft like a club. ‘Keep its fackin’ nose out, less’n it wants it chopped off !’


‘Run away, boys! The king’s lads’ll give ye another batterin’!’


Men pushed through the crowd then, brandishing their scarred tucks to clear a path through the heaving mob. The lieutenant’s natural empathy for the departing rebels made him wince at this, for he knew what was to come. The Royalist soldiers wanted recompense for their troubles. Regimental pay was an undependable thing at the best of times, and it was generally accepted that a victorious army would take as much reward in plunder as through legitimate means. These forbidding warriors were part of the army’s Cornish contingent, judging by their accents, and the lieutenant knew that they more than anyone else would want to extract a high price for their pains. He had witnessed their assault at first hand, had been there in that charnel house of an alley known as the Christmas Steps, when the snarling men of Kernow had launched themselves at the desperate defenders. Through the self-induced – and never more welcome – wine haze, the lieutenant had ricocheted from one dying man to the next, screaming for his mother and weeping for himself, as whistling shot carved up the air all around. It had been a nightmare. A living nightmare.


The lieutenant looked on helplessly as the grim-faced Cornishmen waded directly into the Roundhead column, pushing and shoving the cowed rebels, snatching purses, rummaging in pockets, emptying snapsacks on to the road in the hope of finding something precious. Swords and daggers were taken, hats plucked clean off flinching heads, pipes, tobacco and coin spirited clean away.


‘St-stop that!’ the lieutenant bleated, though he could sense how feeble he must sound. The protest earned him not a single glance. The world suddenly spun. He vomited again.


‘Get away!’ a new voice echoed about the lieutenant’s swirling skull, and he forced himself to look up. ‘Get away, I say! Damn your skin and bones, I shall run each of you through myself !’


Abruptly, the lieutenant saw him: a huge man atop a huge horse, filthy from the grime of battle but nonetheless dressed in finery. He was narrow-faced, almond-eyed and long-nosed, with flowing coke-black hair that cascaded from beneath a wide, feathered hat in a veritable explosion of curls.


‘Leave them unmolested!’ Prince Rupert of the Rhine snarled again, laying about the nearest men with the flat of his long, glittering sword. Most of the looters scattered immediately, fearful of the young general and his near mythical reputation. The king’s nephew was known to be brave, reckless and utterly ruthless.


‘But m’lord!’ one brazen plunderer wailed. He stood his ground before the prince’s mount, clutching a snapsack close to his chest as though it were a newborn babe. ‘These is ours by rights!’


Rupert swept his blade downwards in a flashing diagonal arc. The flat connected with the Cornishman’s helmet, felling him like an elm in a gale. ‘Anyone else?’ the prince dared his surly troops. ‘The terms are clear. They march away unmolested.’ He stood in his stirrups, raising the sword with deliberate menace. ‘Make me break my word, and I will stretch your necks!’


The lieutenant gave a wry smile as the looters evaporated as quickly as they had appeared. He coughed briefly, spat a gobbet of sour-tasting spittle into the trough, and turned away. ‘Bloody animals.’


‘Can you blame them? It was a bad fight.’


The lieutenant looked up in surprise. He was standing before the charred ruin of a house, around which were gathered dozens of infantrymen. They wore red coats, most faded to a pale pink, in the main. Some sucked on clay pipes, others chewed scraps of desiccated meat or inspected new wounds, while many sharpened tucks that had been battered and blunted in the assault. He felt his pulse quicken with a stab of apprehension. He had lived through the storming of Bristol, a hard, bloody, terrible fight, and yet – compared to these men – he knew that he was yet as green as April grass. These were veterans, men who had fought together through this summer of blood and survived. They had charged up that lonely hill at Stratton, and had stood shoulder-to-shoulder at Lansdown. Some might even have been on that vast killing ground beneath the ridge at Edgehill. Their faces were lined and weathered, their expressions implacable; they had the easy nonchalance only experience could give. And they were terrifying.


But in the midst of this pack of human wolves, sat on his haunches against the worm-eaten door frame, was the man who had spoken. He was the most fearsome man of all. It was all the lieutenant could do to keep from gasping, such was his shock at looking into that face. It was the narrow, hollow-cheeked face of one accustomed to hardship. A face that might have been handsome once, but which now carried the telltale lines and divots of a lifetime spent in battle. A face that lacked its left eye, that space – and most of the left side – now consumed by swirling, mottled scar tissue, as though the man had dipped his head directly into flame.


The lieutenant returned the scarred man’s stare as he casually rose to his feet. ‘But the terms . . . sir?’ The lieutenant was uncertain as to what manner of man he addressed. The scarred man was tall, filthy and ragged. He had long hair the colour of raven feathers, tied at the nape of the neck, and a woollen coat of the same shade. His lean torso was protected by a sleeveless doublet of dark yellowish hide, split diagonally by the broad leather of a baldric. The lieutenant’s father had warned him of men such as this. Land pirates, brigands turned soldiers, men without morals who sought only blood and plunder. This man fitted the mould perfectly, but for his boots and sword. The former were clearly expensive; supple leather, lovingly cut and stitched, then blackened and stiffened at the rigid tops to protect the thighs as though he were a cavalryman. His sword was more impressive still. A long, broad blade sat tight in its scabbard, swirling basket hilt blooming like a bouquet of silver flowers from the snug throat, a gleaming ruby-coloured garnet winking at its stout pommel. It was not the weapon of a common footpad.


The man lifted a hand to worry at the scabby edges of a recently healed wound that ran horizontally across his forehead in a livid pink line. He smiled kindly enough, though the older scarring mutilating his eye socket pulled taut, turning the expression ugly. ‘They lost many friends, sir. Hundreds, by my reckoning. That’s a deal of scores to settle, wouldn’t you agree?’


‘I suppose, sir,’ the lieutenant muttered, deciding this frightening fellow had the bearing and speech of a man accustomed to command. He would err on the side of caution until he knew better.


‘No matter,’ the tall soldier said. ‘Their fear for the prince outweighs their greed.’


The lieutenant nodded, felt his guts lurch again, and doubled over, coughing up a stream of bright bile that spattered his boots.


‘Bumpsy bloody stripling.’


It was another man who had spoken, though the sound was more a deep croak than a human voice. The lieutenant forced himself to look up, ignoring the world as it swam before him. The new speaker, leaning against a blackened wall some three or four paces to the pirate’s right, was not what he had expected at all. He had never laid eyes on such a – such a what? The lieutenant did not know how to describe him. He was dressed as a warrior, swathed in a suit of grey, with the hilt of a dirk protruding from the top of each of his long boots, and a sword hanging at his waist. But that sword was improbably short, deliberately cut away and reshaped for an owner who could have been no taller than four feet. The lieutenant’s first impression was of a child. But then he saw the eyes, bright with wisdom, yellow like those of a cat. And he noticed that the skin of the imp’s face was as creased as old bark and as tough as the baldric from which the toylike blade dangled.


‘Sir?’ the tiny fellow rasped again, the hint of challenge in his bright eyes.


The lieutenant realized he was staring, slack-jawed and wide-eyed. ‘Beg pardon,’ he muttered, blinking quickly to regain focus. He was immediately embarrassed to have apologized to an enlisted man, but something in the grating tone and twinkling menace of the gaze had extracted the words from him before he had time to think. The dwarf smirked, an expression of pure evil to the lieutenant’s eyes, and he turned quickly to the man he had taken to be in command.


‘Bumpsy, sir?’ he said, recalling the original insult.


‘Mister Barkworth implies the wine carried you through . . . Ensign?’


‘Lieutenant, sir,’ he corrected, forcing himself to straighten. ‘Lieutenant Thomas Hood. Lately of Slanning’s, but imminently—’ He stopped short as a dozen invisible daggers jabbed at his guts, the wine twisting his innards to knots.


The tall man shot a sideways glance at the voice-throttled dwarf, producing a jagged-toothed smirk from the latter. ‘You are, are you not, in your cups, Mister Hood?’


Hood felt his cheeks burn. ‘Was, sir. No longer.’


The scarred face smiled its grimace again, his lone grey eye piercing the younger man like a lance through a hog. ‘There’s no shame in it, Tom. The taking of a city is a terrifying ordeal, and no mistake. And the officers lead the charge, yet they are no more shot-proof than the next man. None would blame you for drowning your fears before you faced the guns.’


Hood nodded. ‘Kind in you to say, sir.’


‘And a sympathetic commanding officer would doubtless pat your back and fill your cup before plunging into a breach.’


‘I’d like to think so, sir.’


The tall soldier stooped, plucking a wide-brimmed hat from the ground and propping it on his head at a slight angle. When he looked at Hood again, the grey eye seemed to flash silver. ‘Sadly for you, Mister Hood, I am not a sympathetic man.’


Lieutenant Thomas Hood felt his jaw loll. ‘C-Captain Stryker . . . sir?’


The fearsome man in black stalked forward and offered his hand. ‘Well met, sir.’


Hood took it and winced as his fingers were crushed. ‘Sir.’


‘Welcome to Stryker’s Company of Foot, Mister Hood. Your new family. Fight well and we shall be friends.’ He released Hood’s hand, glowering in a manner the lieutenant’s father would have branded demonic. ‘Drink after battle in future. If I see you at the wine barrel before a fight again, I’ll drown you in it myself.’


 


Bristol smouldered through the night. Buildings were smoking shells, the carcasses of homes and livelihoods. Ravens and kites circled endlessly, their beady eyes scouring the savaged land for the remnants of the fleshy feast upon which they had gorged in the hours following the slaughter.


Roads – strewn with the dead less than a day before – were still stained dark where blood had pooled in the ruts. It was summer, and the rain had been thin enough, but it had been constant, falling in diagonal blankets that filled the narrow streets and turned the ground to a morass. And those viscous thoroughfares, which yet bore the ragged gullies carved by thousands of scrabbling shoes, had also retained the flotsam of battle in a macabre parody of the Severn shoreline just a few miles to the west. Twisted spurs jutted from the mud, severed and abandoned beside broken dirks and buttons, buckles, scabbards and shot. Glinting litter to gladden any magpie and sadden any heart.


The city was quiet. The crows of the victors, matched in their volume by the melancholy wails of desperate citizens, had waned like the watching moon. Soldiers – ebullient and vengeful in the hours after the truce – had felt the excitement of assault drain away, replaced in equal measure by the stark reality of a long butcher’s bill and acute, throbbing exhaustion.


Captain Innocent Stryker stooped a touch to clear the lintel of a tavern in Bristol’s broken heart. He removed his hat and stepped inside. The shutters at the windows had been blown or smashed clean off during the assault, but still the gloom was immediate, oppressive, and his single eye took several moments to adjust. Gradually the light won out, aided by a couple of stinking tallow candles at the taproom’s far corners and the chinks from some unseen light above, battling to leak between the floorboards in thin beams.


The room was busy. Men clustered in groups to brag of the fight, compare wounds, share in one another’s relief and toast fallen comrades, for they were the lucky ones. Near a cold hearth at one end, half a dozen fellows in yellow and white coats rolled dice and growled at the numbers, spitting oaths and slapping backs as fortunes spun with the carved bone cubes. A man with a mangled nose perched on a low stool, fiddle nestled against his bandaged chin as he played a lively reel. His mate, a red-haired monstrosity with arms like culverins, danced an ungainly jig, face ruddy and eyes glazed, ale slopping haphazardly from the pot in his big paw.


Stryker pushed his way to the counter, finding a spot that was not soaked in beer to prop his elbow, and turned back to squint into the room. The men largely ignored him, officer though he was, but the few to catch his eye dipped their heads in acknowledgement. He did not care. This was where he wanted to be, well away from the polite congratulations of fellow officers and the snide machinations of the army elite. Even now, he suspected, the gainsayers would be whispering. They would gather in the corridors of power, both here and at Oxford, the king’s new capital, and recount the butcher’s bill with macabre relish. Losses had been heavy, and Prince Rupert’s jealous rivals – of which there were many – would be making merry with that fact.


‘Cap’n Stryker, sir?’


Stryker had to twist his head to see the speaker, who had approached on his blind left side. ‘Aye.’


‘John Reece, sir,’ the man said. He was a fresh-faced fellow, of lean frame and fair hair that crested his narrow head like a straw bird’s nest. ‘Musketeer in Trevanion’s.’ He clutched a wooden ale pot as though his life depended on it, raising it in ragged salute. ‘And we were with you, sir. At the Steps.’


Stryker’s mind darkened at the memory. What a fight it had been. Prince Rupert’s ambitious assault had seemed doomed to fail. His huge army, spearheaded by experienced infantry brigades, had stormed Bristol on three sides, hammering and tearing at the defiant rebels on the walls. But those rebels, inferior in number, had been staunch and undaunted, and their courage proved as resolute as their aim. From the blazing walls a hail of shot had poured down, smiting hundreds of the king’s best men, wounding and killing a sickening number of his most promising commanders and dissolving morale as though it were a pillar of salt in a flood. And yet somehow a determined squad had found a way over a thinly guarded section of wall, and their escalade, unlike the rest, had been completed unscathed. Stryker remembered the shouts of amazement as – stone by stone, timber by timber, barrel by barrel – the defences had crumbled, torn away by the unexpected storming party from within the city. The cry had gone up, excited, shrill, blood-freezing. A breach. A goddamned breach! And they had surged; swarmed forward into that small but crucial crack, forcing their triumphal way into the burning streets and spreading in all directions like a wave through a rock pool.


Stryker’s company had been in the forefront, reaching a dark alley, treacherously steep and claustrophobically narrow, down which the defenders had scurried. He shuddered at the memory of plunging into those hellish depths on the heels of the enemy, bathed in flame and flayed by lead. The rebels had made their last stand in that bloody place, a place Stryker now knew to be called the Christmas Steps, and the passage had become a moonlit charnel house. Eventually the human dam broke, the tide of vengeful king’s men bursting through by sheer weight of numbers, and the city had fallen. But at such cost, by God.


It was all done with now, though. Bristol was in Royalist hands. Finally, painfully, the great port had capitulated. Like a bulbous black canker, poisonous and festering, it had perched between the king’s heartlands of Wales and the south-west, a symbol of rebel defiance and a hub of their power. The canker had been cut away by Prince Rupert’s knife, cauterized by the joined armies of Cornwall and Oxford. It was a great victory, Stryker knew. And yet he could not feel a victor’s joy. He felt only a sense of despair. Of emptiness.


‘So you were,’ Stryker said eventually, pretending to remember the man and his courage. ‘And how fares your colonel? Shot in the leg, was he not?’


Reece’s face visibly drooped. ‘Dead, Captain.’


Stryker swore softly. It was always a terrible blow to lose a competent officer, but the identity of this particular casualty made it doubly worse. Stryker had served with the Cornish forces in the weeks before its amalgamation with Hertford’s Western Army, and he knew that the men from the deepest corner of England revered their commanders with a zeal that was unmatched.


The tapster slid a pewter cup towards Stryker, followed quickly by a blackjack of strong beer. He filled the cup and lifted it to his lips. ‘Trevanion.’


Reece nodded and took a long swig of his own drink. ‘An’ Colonel Slanning’s mortal wounded too, sir.’


Stryker shot the young musketeer a hard stare. ‘You’re certain?’


‘Not dead yet, thank the good Lord, but we hear he’s dire poorly.’


And that, thought Stryker, could spell the end of the grand Cornish army, as sure as any defeat on the field. ‘I pray he survives.’


Reece took another deep draught. ‘Was all so glorious after Stratton, sir. We marched up that bloody hill and drove those bastards off like they was an army of chil’en.’ He offered a wan smile. ‘But then so many fell at Lansdown, cut down and left to rot. Our beloved Sir Bevil among ’em. And good General Hopton blinded so cruelly.’


Stryker nodded bleakly. Sir Bevil Grenville had been one of the most charismatic men he had ever served with. His bravery and ambition at Stratton had been the driving force of that most unlikely of victories. A pole-axe had split his skull at Lansdown, while the Royalist general, Sir Ralph Hopton, had been caught in an explosion after the battle and was still laid low by his wounds.


Reece sighed. ‘Fortune’s turned against us, sir.’ He glanced around the taproom. ‘We can all sense it. Trevanion now gone, Slanning on his way.’


A hollow feeling formed deep in Stryker’s guts, for he knew what the musketeer was intimating, even if it could never be uttered. The Cornish had had enough. Their triumphal march east had not been inspired by loyalty to the monarchy, but by devotion to their local leaders. And those men had been gradually whittled away. Morale would surely follow. He tilted back his head and drained the cup, letting the welcome taste of beer ease his troubled mind.


‘The miserable,’ a new voice cut across him, ‘have no other medicine but only hope.’


Stryker turned. Reece had gone, melted back into the mass of bodies from whence he had come, to be replaced by a different visage altogether. This face was round and red-cheeked. It carried none of the telltale marks of campaign and disease that others bore, yet Stryker knew that its owner was no less a veteran than himself. He tried to smile, but failed. ‘Shakespeare?’


Captain Lancelot Forrester’s cherubic faced creased in a warm grin. ‘Of course!’ He moved to Stryker’s side, removed his battered hat, and ruffled his thinning sandy hair with a chubby hand. ‘Though dear William was wrong in this instance.’ He caught the tapster’s eye. ‘Ale, sir, and make haste about it!’ When cup and coin had been exchanged, Forrester took a swig, wiped his lips with a grimy sleeve, and belched. ‘You are an elusive fellow, old man.’


Stryker frowned. ‘Where I said.’


‘You said the White Hart.’


‘I said the Two Boars.’


Forrester shrugged, evidently deciding it was not worth an argument. ‘Well, we’re both here now, so we can commence the long overdue toast.’ He drained his cup, peered into Stryker’s blackjack, and waved at the tapster again.


The man sidled across to the two officers. ‘Sirs?’


‘More ale, my good man,’ Forrester demanded. ‘The most potent brew you have. A jug a piece, and no short measures!’ Satisfied, he glanced at Stryker. ‘Let us drink to him, for it has been a long time coming.’


‘I’m in no mood for it, Forry,’ Stryker said, immediately regretting the gruffness of his retort.


‘And I’m in no mood for your woes, old man. Not today.’


Stryker looked up from his newly replenished blackjack, and, for a fraction of a heartbeat, felt as though he might launch himself at the man before him. He was in a mood blacker than Bristol’s singed walls, made darker still by drink and grief, and no man spoke to him in such a way. But almost as quickly, a rush of remorse washed through his veins, shaming him utterly. Lancelot Forrester had fled his aristocratic upbringing as a young man, choosing the allure of a mercenary’s life; one of whoring, drinking and fighting. Thus, his path had crossed with that of Stryker, and they had learned their trade in the Low Countries, fighting for the Protestant League against the combined forces of the Counter-Reformation. He had fought alongside Stryker all over Europe, witnessed the same horrors at Edgehill, and faced the same dangers in this new kind of war. There were not many men who might address Stryker thus, but Forrester was one of them.


Stryker offered a resigned nod. ‘Very well.’


Forrester lifted his cup as he beamed. ‘Then we’ll drink to Lieutenant Andrew Burton of Sir Edmund Mowbray’s Regiment of Foot. A callow youth he enlisted, a true warrior he departed. May he rest in peace.’


‘Aye,’ Stryker echoed, drinking straight from his blackjack, entertaining the forlorn hope that the liquid would somehow assuage his guilt. It did not, and his mind whirled with the image of young Burton on that blood-soaked hill in north-east Cornwall, a glistening hole in his forehead where a pistol ball had entered. The lieutenant had been his protégé, his friend, and, though he had not fired that fateful shot, Stryker nevertheless felt culpable.


‘And may his murderer rest in pieces!’ Forrester added, indulging in a prolonged draught and belching again. He grinned wolfishly. ‘Young Andrew would have been in the thick of it, eh? Wading through the blood and smoke with the rest of us.’


That was true, thought Stryker, and he let slip the ghost of a smile. 


‘By the by,’ Forrester went on, ‘the giant will be with us soon, I fear, so drink up before the thirsty bugger asks to share ours.’


‘I told him to see to the men,’ Stryker said.


‘And it is done, by all accounts,’ Forrester replied brightly. ‘So Mister Skellen tells me, leastwise, though he probably lies. Still, my greatest hope is that he has discovered a cache of tobacco somewhere betwixt Devizes and here, and it will be about his person when next we meet.’


Stryker took another swig. ‘They say the King comes to Bristol.’


‘Joy of joys,’ Forrester muttered. ‘Here to awe the townsfolk with his regal majesty, no doubt. What will be his next move, d’you suppose?’


‘Next move?’


‘I’ll stick a groat on the capital.’ Forrester answered his own question before Stryker could think of a reply. ‘A dash to London, and victory by Christ-tide.’


‘Precisely what we were saying last year,’ Stryker chided, ‘was it not?’


Forrester blew out his ruddy cheeks. ‘I suspect it was. God’s nailed hands, but I hope I’m right this time. Do you know how long it’s been since I donned the garb of Caesar?’


‘I believe you’re about to tell me, Forry,’ Stryker replied resignedly, knowing full well that an attempt to avoid Forrester’s tales of his days in the theatre was an utterly futile gesture.


‘Near a full two years! Can you warrant such an outrage? Two years of slogging about the damnable countryside, when I was born to tread the boards. The Candlewick Troupe will have missed my skills tremendously.’


‘The Candlewick Troupe will have been closed down like the rest.’


Forrester shook his head angrily. ‘Bloody Puritans. It is worth winning this war, if only to oust them and their dour ways.’


‘How fares your company?’ Stryker asked, deftly steering the conversation in an alternative direction.


‘They’re well, Stryker.’ Forrester shrugged. ‘Well as can be expected after such tribulation. Lost a dozen on the Steps alone. You?’


‘Fifteen.’


‘Jesu! We’ll have no men left if this keeps on. Rupert’s tactics are successful, I grant you, but, zounds, they’re damnably dear. And where do we find replacements? Seems every lad of fighting age is either enlisted, dead or turning Clubman.’


‘Aye.’ He had encountered the same obstacles. Recruiters worked feverishly in town and village, swelling the ranks of Cavalier and Roundhead alike with any man able to heft a pike. Bribes, promises and threats were all fair tools in the battle to keep an army from withering away. And now a third faction was growing with each passing month. The Clubmen – those who took up arms to protect their homes and livelihoods from marauding soldiery of any allegiance – were beginning to look like an army in their own right. He wondered how long it would be before their influence was truly felt.


‘Though I hear you have one replacement,’ Forrester remarked pointedly.


‘Thomas Hood.’


‘It’s about time, eh? More than two months since—’ he hesitated. ‘I am sorry.’


Stryker waved him away. ‘No matter. I needed a lieutenant.’


Forrester’s round, blue eyes narrowed. ‘But did he need you?’


Stryker looked up sharply. ‘What have you heard?’


‘That you frightened the very bones out of his body this morning.’ He drank deeply, offering a wry smirk when his gaze returned to Stryker. ‘And ain’t spoken with the poor lad since. He may benefit from poor Burton’s demise, but it was not of his doing.’ He turned suddenly. ‘Aha! Sergeant Skellen, well met indeed. Have you—?’


A gigantic man had stridden into the tavern. He was of lean, tough frame, like an ancient tree, with long, powerful arms and huge hands. His eyes were heavily hooded, sepulchral in their deep sockets, and his hair closely shaved, through which a myriad of tiny white scars could be seen, criss-crossing his scalp like the lines of an old map. He was a head taller than anyone else beneath the gnarled beams of the Two Boars, and he moved across the room with a languid, almost predatory confidence. Stooping briefly under the lintel before straightening with a nod in Forrester’s direction, he held up a small, brown object between thumb and forefinger, proffering the captain a black-toothed grin. ‘Took a while to find the good stuff, sir.’


Forrester clapped his chubby hands together. ‘Then let us pack our pipes and drink the smoke, damn your sluggish ways!’


‘Where is Barkworth?’ Stryker asked as Sergeant William Skellen approached, handing Forrester the plug of sotweed.


Skellen shrugged. ‘Got ’imself into a scrap with one o’ the Cornish. Happy as a dog with three pizzles, sir.’


‘And the men?’


‘Settled, sir.’


‘In their cups?’


‘Well and truly, sir. Old Seek Wisdom’s ranting at ’em with every swig.’


Stryker offered a rueful smile. Seek Wisdom and Fear the Lord Gardner had joined the company as preacher shortly after the Battle of Stratton two months earlier. He was eccentric – some said insane – but Stryker liked him. He often wondered if his haranguing of the men was more for his own amusement than to save their mortal souls. ‘If he comes in here, you have my permission to shoot him.’


‘Right you are, Captain,’ Skellen said, his face serious. ‘Beer here!’


‘As for Hood,’ Forrester said quietly, as Skellen dealt with the tapster, ‘it will get better, Stryker. He comes well recommended, and will do well for you. I’m told he is competent.’


‘That is not—’


‘It will get better!’ Forrester exclaimed suddenly, slapping Stryker between the shoulder blades. ‘And we will continue our glorious ways!’


‘Glorious?’ Stryker echoed bleakly. ‘How many died for this wretched place?’


‘You know it needed to be done as well as I, Stryker,’ Forrester said, wagging a reproachful finger. ‘We have the West. Finally, we have it. Now we shall surge into Parliament heartland and make a road of rebel bodies for Charlie to stroll across. All the way to the capital. Come now, old friend. They cannot beat us! The Prince has them running like frightened kittens, and we have swept all before us since Stratton, have we not?’


Stryker was unconvinced. ‘Aye, well, things change quickly in war, as well you know.’


‘No no no. The king’s name is a tower of strength, as the Bard would say! More victories await us, Stryker. The rebels scatter like mice, and we will catch them one at a time, if needs be. An army of tomcats!’ He dropped his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. ‘And then you will have your way.’


‘Oh?’


‘Come now, old man, I’m no fool. You are London-bound, for that is where your heart lies.’


Skellen peered down at his captain. ‘She still there, sir?’


Stryker nodded. ‘Aye, the last I heard.’


Forrester chuckled. ‘Seething, I shouldn’t wonder.’


Stryker did not doubt it. He had been assigned to aid her. Had planned to travel direct to London in the earliest weeks of the summer. But the campaign in the west had shifted, become more dangerous, more bitter, more bloody. Priorities had changed, though he knew Lisette would not understand. ‘Her mission foundered when Hopton was wounded.’


‘Perhaps now you’ll be unleashed, eh?’ Forrester suggested.


‘Perhaps,’ Stryker agreed, and hoped his friend was correct. For that was truly where he wanted to be. London.










CHAPTER 2


 


London, 1 August 1643


 


Lisette Gaillard peered out from the depths of her heavy hood as the wherry rocked. It was a wide, stable boat, but one of her fellow passengers – a fat, shiny-faced man in a scarlet robe – could not seem to sit still for more than a matter of seconds without feeling the need to shift his huge rump. Thus the vessel lurched like a warship in a storm, great waves of brown Thames water slopping over the bows to dampen shoes and spirits alike.


Lisette whispered a vicious oath beneath her breath, a silent hand snaking to the hilt of a dirk within the voluminous folds of the cloak, but she knew she could not challenge the plump fool. No one would recognize her here, of course, but London was still the capital of her enemies. Parliament’s headquarters, its heartland. The vipers’ nest. A knife-wielding Frenchwoman would not go unnoticed. She stifled a smile at the thought, nevertheless.


‘Blackfriars!’ the waterman called suddenly, lifting his oars from the river. He leant back to rest briefly while the vessel slid gently to its berth.


Lisette stared out across the water, scanning the shoreline for danger. There was none, and, as the wherry touched the submerged shore, she waited her turn while the rest of the passengers rose to alight. The fat man stood, a catastrophic motion that caused the boat to rock wildly, and she gripped the damp timbers to steady herself, but soon he was on the stairs, puffing and grunting his way up the slick wedges of cut stone. Lisette – last off – shuffled forwards. She lunged for a cold ring of iron that dangled from the dank staircase, letting it take her weight as she steadied herself, and twisted back to toss the waterman a coin. He nodded his thanks, wiped his long, glistening nose with a crusty sleeve, and pushed off towards Southwark. Lisette Gaillard watched him go, crossed herself beneath the concealing cloak, and scuttled quickly up Blackfriars Stairs to street level.


She moved swiftly, keen to keep out of the prying gaze of surly apprentices or Parliamentarian troops. They roamed the streets in these dangerous days, eager to spy out men – and women – who might say or do something that marked them as Royalist. Lisette was not unduly worried, for her training made her hard to track and harder to fight, but this was the very epicentre of the rebellion. The place where the enemy was strongest and most numerous. Plenty of Londoners would harbour sympathies for the king, she did not doubt, but those voices had been hushed, at least for now.


Moving up to a large stone building that had once been part of the old Dominican friary, Lisette made for an alley on its far side. She plunged into the narrow thoroughfare, thankful for its protective gloom, and scuttled its muddy course, skirting a stick-toting child terrorizing a small dog, a couple of large women squabbling over some trivial matter, and the outstretched legs of a prostrate drunk. And then she was in full daylight again, bathed in late summer sun, and enveloped by London’s chaos.


It was still early, yet already the city broiled with life. There were bustling shops and slant-walled homes, and squawking peddlers, barrow-boys, servants and well-to-do personages with their noses thrust up at the clouds. Piles of dung looked like small, steaming islands in the vast ocean that was the road, their stench stinging the eyes in the balmy heat. Above, and looming like God’s own sentinel, was the grand edifice of St Paul’s Cathedral, and Lisette made straight for it, glad that she might use the vast church to plot her course. She had been in this cursed place since June, but, preferring to spend much of her time amongst the less salubrious, and, by turns, less closely watched neighbourhoods on the Surrey side of the river, she still struggled to grasp the infuriatingly intricate web of London’s streets and alleys. Best, she had decided, to keep the city’s landmarks at the forefront of her mind. To travel directly south from Smithfield would take her to the safe house on Pie Corner, while aiming for the spires of the Tower would, regardless of the road she chose, ultimately lead to the little gilder’s premises beside Custom House that was used to pass messages between the king’s agents. St Paul’s, though, was the greatest marker of all, and she knew that keeping the big, squared-off tower to her left would guide her on to Carter Lane, which was where the latest rendezvous would take place. 


Lisette saw Christopher Quigg long before he noticed her approach, and the fact irked her immediately. She could accept that some of the king’s agents had been thrust into this life without prior knowledge or training, but still their amateurish nature astonished her. Quigg was not the worst – not by a long stretch – but he remained an ill-judged conscript for the world of the spy. Nor, she reflected as Quigg loitered conspicuously beside a small pie-seller’s stall, was he a good choice if his recruiter had been aiming for one who might blend in with the folk on London’s busy streets. He was of average height and build, which, at least, was of benefit, but the rest of him left a great deal to be desired. His face had been ravaged by smallpox, the skin pitted so deeply it was as if an army of mice had feasted on his cheeks, chin and neck. His teeth were all but rotted away, leaving empty discoloured gums with which to chew, and his nose was severely canted to one side. But most startling of all were his eyes. They positively bulged. Great chestnut and white orbs, shot through with fine tentacles of livid scarlet, seemingly exploding from his pitted forehead as though there were simply no room in his skull.


Quigg finally spotted Lisette when she was half a dozen paces away, and hailed her heartily. She walked straight past, leaving the bulbous eyes to strain in her wake, wet lips flapping mutely. Eventually she ducked into an alley, turned, and doubled back, reaching the bewildered spy before he could speak. The knife she held beneath her sleeve was pressed firmly at Quigg’s side.


‘Hush your breath or you will feel it leak between your ribs.’ 


Quigg winced, blinked like a great toad and nodded. ‘My apologies, mademoiselle,’ he muttered hoarsely. ‘It is all rather new to me, truth told.’


She removed the blade and cast him a withering gaze. ‘Let us go somewhere more private to speak.’


Quigg nodded again, though she had already walked away.


 


They reconvened beside a cartload of purple plums. The heady smell – earthy but sweet – filled the space all around, lingering in the warm breezeless air and overcoming some of the Thames’ stench of putrefaction.


Lisette Gaillard breathed deeply, letting the plums take her back to France. How strange it was that the place could invoke such longing. Normandy had been the scene of so much horror for her, such grief, that at one time she had vowed never to return. Yet here she was, revelling in memories conjured by overripe fruit. 


‘Mademoiselle?’ Quigg asked tentatively.


Lisette waved him away. ‘No matter. I have been here all summer with no success. I grow frustrated.’ Stepping close to whisper, she leaned in, all the while raking her gaze along the road for signs of trouble. ‘I did not wish to threaten you before, Monsieur Quigg. But, you understand, a Frenchwoman in London brings suspicion, for she may be Papiste.’


Quigg nodded. ‘Understood.’


‘A woman alone in London earns the suspicion of the Puritans, for they accuse her of harlotry.’


He nodded again.


‘And a woman in a heavy cowl, bearing concealed weapons, earns the suspicion of the Roundheads, for she may be an enemy of their cursed Parliament.’


Quigg swallowed nervously, big eyes darting to the floor. ‘I shall be more discreet in future.’


‘Bon!’ Lisette flashing her sweetest smile. ‘If not, I will slice off your stones and toss them in the Thames.’ She watched Quigg’s face, gnarled as the apples in the cart, convulse briefly before continuing. ‘Now, I understand she has been moved.’


‘Just so,’ Quigg chirped, clearly relieved to have the subject turn to business.


Lisette swore harshly. ‘I have been gone three weeks. Three goddamned weeks, and they move her.’


‘Beg pardon, madame, but might you have been meeting your friend?’


‘Friend?’


‘The one you said was coming. The captain. Strider, was it? Strifer?’


Lisette tensed at the name. She gritted her teeth. ‘Stryker. No, he has not come.’


Quigg’s insect eyes widened further. ‘But I thought he was coming to help us. To rescue the girl.’


Lisette felt her cheeks flush, and hated herself for it. ‘Well, he is not.’


Quigg looked at his boots again. ‘A shame.’


‘Indeed. Forget Stryker. I have.’


‘Then why no contact? I thought you might be dead. Caught out by some enemy patrol.’


‘An ague,’ Lisette said simply, though in truth the sickness had laid her very low. There had been moments as she sweated on her palliasse in the Surrey safe house, digging desperate fingernails into her griping guts, when she had expected to expire with her very next breath.


‘You are recovered?’ Quigg asked.


‘Oui.’ She grasped Quigg’s sleeve suddenly. ‘Where did they take the girl?’


‘Some old monastic building up beyond Moor Fields.’


‘Certain?’


Quigg nodded firmly. ‘I watched ’em leave. Followed the lot of them up through Cripplegate with me own eyes.’


And what eyes, thought Lisette. ‘The lot of them? How many?’


‘The girl, obviously,’ Quigg replied, gnawing the inside of his mouth as he spoke. ‘That pasty-faced colonel . . .’


‘He’s a general,’ Lisette corrected.


‘And a score o’ soldiers in black coats. Seems a lot of steel for one lass.’


Lisette ignored him. Quigg did not need to know the identity of the girl. ‘But why? Why move her now?’


Quigg shrugged. ‘Getting twitchy, I reckon.’


Lisette frowned at the unfamiliar word. ‘Twitchy?’


Quigg reached back into the cart, plucking a plum from the heap and sending others tumbling in a purple avalanche. He bit into it, wincing as the tart juices hit his tongue. Before taking a second bite, he looked down at Lisette. ‘There’s been a lot o’ bad news for Parliament coming out of the West Country. Heavy defeats, ’specially at the hands of the Cornish, who they seem to fear beyond all logic. And William the Conqueror’s army smashed over at Devizes. Now Bristol’s fallen, by all accounts.’


‘I heard as much,’ Lisette said. She kept her expression blank, but her heart was racing. Bristol. That was where he had last been. She and Stryker had not spoken directly for weeks, but her contacts within the Royalist intelligence network provided reasonably accurate information as to his whereabouts whenever she made the request. He had been with Hopton’s army in the west since April, chasing the rebels from Cornwall and Devon into Somerset, Wiltshire and beyond. The battles of Stratton, Lansdown and Roundway had, by all accounts, been bloody affairs, and she had thanked the Holy Mother for Stryker’s continued survival. But Bristol was different. Rumours had reached the capital. Rumours that whispered of fire and carnage on a new scale. Even now, it was said, the tattered and humiliated Parliamentarian garrison were on their way back to London, hounded and mocked by the country folk along the way, losing men by the hour to the twin enemies of gangrene and camp fever. A sudden pang stabbed at her guts. Maybe Stryker had been one of those to fall in Bristol’s narrow streets, stripped naked and stacked with the rest of the corpses to turn black in the summer sun. The image brought cold dread to her mind, and she shuddered involuntarily. She forced the feeling away. God damn Stryker. He had abandoned her, left her here to face this cursed city. He had broken his word.


She blew out her cheeks, clearing her thoughts. ‘What are you saying, Quigg?’


‘The people fear for their very lives, madame,’ he replied in hushed tones, ‘for they see the King’s gaze turning back to London. The war is lost, they say. The rebellion will be smote once and for all, Parliament dissolved again, but this time for good. The people are terrified, and every day comes news of more lives lost. The women want their husbands and sons back. The merchants want peace in which to trade. They want an end to it.’


A sudden thought struck Lisette Gaillard. ‘Pamphleteers.’


Quigg stared, eyes bulging. ‘Mademoiselle?’


‘Pamphleteers, Quigg,’ she replied urgently, stepping closer. ‘Printers. Do we have any in our pay?’


Quigg considered the question, spat the plum stone on to the muddy road, and nodded slowly. ‘One or two I could name.’


‘Do not name them, for God’s sake,’ Lisette hissed earnestly. ‘Pick the best. Take me to him.’ For the first time in months, she felt hope surge within her, for she had had an idea. An idea that would finally bring this miserable mission the success she so craved. She almost laughed aloud, because in the heart of this most rebellious city, she was going to start a rebellion of her own.


 


Hartcliffe, near Bristol, 1 August 1643


 


‘Stryker’s boys here!’ bellowed the tubby man, red coat straining about his ample gut. He pointed at the nearest of a chain of ramshackle houses. ‘On this row.’


‘All of us, sir?’ a musketeer asked incredulously, earning a venomous scowl for his trouble.


‘All, you cheeky beggar!’ Quartermaster Richard Kinshott snarled. He leaned back, craning his oak trunk of a neck to inspect the tumbledown homes. ‘Reckon you’ll get—’ He was thoughtful for a moment, scratching the wiry tuft of russet hair that served as a beard in his near chinless face. ‘Half a dozen in this’n.’ He snatched a stump of chalk from behind a hairy ear and scratched six vertical lines on the door. He repeated the action with the next house, and the next, until a woman came bustling angrily from within one of his targets.


‘Six?’ She spat the word. ‘Six soldiers in my home, sir?’ The portly quartermaster ignored her, and she grasped at the tail of his coat, furious.


Kinshott rounded on her. ‘Have a care, Goody, or you shall have a dozen ’neath your roof !’


The woman was mortified. ‘You cannot—’


‘Cannot?’ Kinshott mocked, placing hands on broad hips. ‘Well my apologies, your ladyship, but I can do as I damn well please. To your pots, for you have extra mouths to feed this eve.’


Anger turned to worry as the woman’s weathered face seemed to age visibly. She fiddled nervously with her coif as her gaze drifted across the red-coated horde that had descended upon her village. ‘But, sir—’


Kinshott cut her off with a raised palm, his watery, dark-green eyes drifting beyond her shoulder to settle on the open doorway of her home. ‘Your boy’s a strapping lad, ain’t he?’ He brandished a malicious grin as the silhouette of a young man slunk rearward into the gloom. ‘How many years? Sixteen? Slot straight into a pike block, I’d wager.’


‘Thirteen years only, sir,’ the woman replied defiantly. She stepped back, positioning herself between the quartermaster and her home. ‘A boy. Just a boy.’ She forced a smile. ‘I will make pottage, sir.’


Kinshott beamed again. ‘That’s the spirit. For good King Charles and his fighting lads!’


‘Ho, Dick!’


The quartermaster spun on his heel. ‘Sir, to you, Stryker.’


Captain Innocent Stryker lifted his hat in deference. ‘Quartermaster Kinshott, sir. Well met. Do you have me a choice billet?’


‘I do, sir, I do,’ Kinshott declared proudly. ‘The finest I could find.’


A tall man came to stand at Stryker’s flank. ‘Couldn’t swing a bleedin’ dwarf in there.’


‘Mind your tongue, Skellen, you gangling clodpate,’ Kinshott bawled. ‘The King arrives in Bristol, so the likes o’ you must make way.’


‘Aye, mind your tongue,’ Stryker agreed.


Skellen cast a glance back over his shoulder, winking at the company’s shortest man, Simeon Barkworth.


‘Permission to see if we might swing a lanky sergeant in there, sir,’ Barkworth croaked. He might have been tiny, but he was one of the best fighters under Stryker’s command. Former bodyguard to the Earl of Chesterfield and member of the feared Scots Brigade before that, Barkworth had enlisted with Stryker’s company after the Battle of Hopton Heath, and he had already shown himself to be an able man. But his fiery pride and powder-keg temper had proven a dangerous combination on many an occasion in recent months, and Sergeant Skellen took unholy relish in goading the little man.


‘Denied. Enough of this.’ Stryker looked back at the quartermaster. ‘Thank you, Dick. It will serve nicely.’


Kinshott nodded and, with a final, mischievous smirk at the crestfallen woman, bustled away to secure more quarters for the men of Sir Edmund Mowbray’s Regiment of Foot.


Stryker turned to the woman, who stepped back involuntarily under his Cyclops gaze. He was accustomed to the reaction. ‘Goodwife, we thank you for your hospitality.’ He offered a low bow. ‘My men are rough-hewn, but they require only food and shelter. We carry no fever, and will pay you all respect. Upon my honour.’


She swallowed hard, peering up at Stryker. ‘Honour, sir? Soldiers have no honour.’ Her mouth hardened. ‘They are a plague on us.’


‘My word, madam.’


The hostile gaze left him and raked across the men who gathered along the road. ‘And I suppose you’ll tell me you keep no women of the . . . lewd sort?’


Stryker smiled as kindly as he could. ‘No, Goodwife, I will not. We have many. But they are yet in Devon, with the tail of our baggage train. You have my word that your home and family will be safe.’ He set his jaw. ‘But we shall rest here, that is decided.’


 


The hue and cry went up almost as soon as Stryker had taken his seat. Even as the sweet relief of rest surged up and down his weary legs, he was compelled to rise again.


He had selected the defiant goodwife’s home for his own quarters, letting her bustle around the small ground-level room as he and five of his most senior men unslung baldrics and bandoliers. Skellen was there, with his second sergeant, Moses Heel, and Simeon Barkworth. Ensign Chase, the company’s standard bearer and most junior officer, had joined them, speaking in hushed tones with the newest recruit, Lieutenant Thomas Hood. Stryker was glad the pair were beginning to forge the beginnings of comradeship, for he had been remiss in his dealings with Hood since the young man joined them. He had needed a new second in command to replace Burton, and complained continuously to Colonel Mowbray upon the subject, but when one had been forthcoming, his reaction surprised even himself. It was as if Hood’s appearance had triggered the grief Stryker had carried since Burton’s death, and he found it barely tolerable to so much as meet Hood’s eye, let alone fulfil the excitable officer’s enquiries about Edgehill, Hopton Heath and Stratton.


Stryker had been staring at the large cauldron rocking gently above the soot-shrouded hearth when the door rattled, a heavy fist belting it from the roadside. It was a struggle to tear his gaze away from the dancing steam, but the beating became more insistent.


‘What is it?’ Stryker snapped, as Skellen moved swiftly to open the door.


On the road, shifting his weight from one foot to the next in agitation, was Harry Trowbridge, one of Stryker’s best musketeers. ‘Enemy, sir.’


‘Where?’


‘Out on the tree line to the east, sir.’


Stryker followed Trowbridge’s outstretched arm, his lone eye settling quickly on the place, perhaps a hundred paces beyond the last of Hartcliffe’s modest buildings, where a large group of his men were beginning to gather. The road through the village ran away to the east, and his men seemed to be peering into the cluttered foliage hugging its wooded northern verge. ‘How many?’


‘Hard to say, sir. Score?’ He shrugged apologetically. ‘They’s in green.’


All at once the crackle of musketry reached Stryker’s ears, and he pushed past the anxious redcoat and out to the road. He followed the sound, bounding along the cracked mud of the village’s main thoroughfare, passing a couple of the regiment’s wagons and several frightened-looking locals. Skellen and a dozen of his men were at his heels, all squinting to assess the burgeoning engagement, though they could discern little beyond the pall of smoke that thickened with every shot loosed. There was no breeze at all, and the gritty gouts from each weapon simply roiled around their masters like stinking haloes.


Eventually Stryker was able to make out a few of his redcoats around the periphery of the acrid cloud. Some stood, others knelt, but all were focussed on the opposite side of the road, where large trees provided cover for this unknown and unwelcome force. They were firing, reloading and firing again. All the while bright tongues of orange licked the air from amongst the trees, illuminating the enemy hiding places for the briefest of moments.


The first soldiers Stryker encountered were his pikemen. He had twenty-five of them in the company, nearly a quarter of the fighting force, but at this moment they were an irrelevance. The skirmish was chaotic in its rhythm, with men firing their weapons as and when the long-arms could be brought to bear, but still the lead flew with a consistency that made his pikemen sheer away like a flock of sheep in the face of a rabid dog. They were impotent in this scene, unable to reach an enemy obscured by trees, and unwilling to charge into the hail of bullets.


He turned, his gaze falling on Sergeant Heel. ‘Get them formed up!’


Heel, the bullock-shouldered Devon man who had traded Bible and plough for sword and halberd, spun on his toes to engage the pikemen. ‘Form up, you lazy bastards!’


The men began to shift, jockeying for position within four short lines, morion pots adjusted, tucks swept clear of shuffling legs. In seconds they had formed a small square, the block of man and spear that made them appear as a gigantic, malevolent hedgehog.


‘But do not advance till you have my word, Moses,’ Stryker added, as he plunged into the smoke. ‘You hear me?’


‘Right enough, sir,’ Heel bellowed at his back.


Stryker had marched across countless battlefields, breathed deeply of the sulphurous air that such places produced, and stormed more burning, smoke-veiled towns than he cared remember, but, even after so many years, those evil humours of war still blistered his eye and throat. He screwed up his face, straining to make sense of the obscured fight amid the yellowish, roiling fog, until, as if dropped there from on high, Skellen appeared before him.


‘Will, get them into some order.’


Skellen knuckled the upturned fringe of his Monmouth cap. ‘Right, you tardy-gaited bravos!’ he snarled, transformed by action into some demon in this unholy mist. ‘On me, and make it lively!’


‘Stand your ground!’ Stryker bellowed, as his men began to step back from the more advanced positions on the road. He craned his neck left and right as Skellen continued to bellow orders, fretfully scanning the ground in the grim expectation of discovering red-coated bodies. To his relief, he saw none, but that would not remain the case if the situation went unaltered for much longer.


‘All yours, sir!’


Stryker had to twist his entire head to see the speaker, as the voice had come from his blind left side, but saw that Skellen had arranged the musketeers into two broad ranks.


Stryker moved to the end of the line, wincing involuntarily as the air pulsed beside his face. Somewhere behind, he heard a thump as a musket-ball met a doorpost. ‘First rank only!’ he roared. ‘First rank, I say!’ He drew his broadsword, held it aloft so that all might see the ornate Toledo steel and know it was him, and swept it downwards in a scything arc. ‘Fire!’


The world seemed to crack in half. The noise was ear-shredding, reverberating about Stryker’s chest like the beat of a thousand drums, and he had to take a step back to steady himself. But it had been exactly what was required. A single, thunderous volley at close range. All at once a gust of fresh air swept down from the village, funnelled first between houses and then between ancient trunks. It dispersed the powder smoke as though it had never been there. The view was abruptly, starkly clear. Green-coated bodies moved amongst the trees, sure enough, but Stryker could see that they were falling back in the face of an organized onslaught that had evidently been unexpected.


‘Hold your fire!’ he snarled at the remaining ranks. He turned to the waiting pike block. ‘Sergeant Heel! Get them into those bloody trees!’


But even as he saw the great, tapering, razor-tipped shafts of ash fall to chest-height so that they might charge the green men beyond the roadside, Stryker knew that his pikes were not needed. The cacophonous volley, coupled with the terrifying image of the advancing pike block, had worked its magic. Less than a minute had passed since the muskets had rent the air, yet already there was no return fire from within the tangled branches. Indeed, the rebels showed only their backs.


 


The ambushers scattered like sparrows before a buzzard. Their dark green coats melded superbly with the lush summer woodland, but their movements could be seen well enough, as so many blurs against lichen, branch and trunk. Stryker watched as the enemy soldiers plunged deeper into the foliage, scrambling to save their skins like a herd of hunted deer, but he called for his own men to hold their position. It was tempting to race after the fleeing rebels, to put them to the sword as they had been put to flight, but he did not know what was beyond the wood. Perhaps these men were not a terrified and isolated unit, but the bait in a bold Roundhead trap. He doubted it, but that did not mean he was interested in finding out. Some of his men strode between the gnarled trunks, fanning out into the shadowy world to ensure there were no remaining threats within musket range of the road, and Stryker let them wander, but most he ordered to stay back.


‘Where’s Barkworth?’ he asked of the nearest men. One pointed to his right, further along the line to the eastern extremity of the village. Sure enough, out on the far side of the musket line, he saw a diminutive figure dressed in grey, holding a short sword and spitting unintelligible oaths. 


‘Sir?’ Barkworth rasped as he came running back towards his captain.


‘You’re the fleetest of foot, Simeon.’


Barkworth grinned, displaying a mouth full of mouldering, crooked teeth. ‘I am, sir.’


‘Get into that damned forest and see what they’re about. Have they retreated far, or do they linger close?’


‘I will, sir.’ Barkworth’s sharp yellow eyes narrowed as he scanned the deeper forest. He pointed with his sword. ‘Might like to ask him a few questions while I’m gone, eh?’


 


The rebel had not fallen far from the road, and that was his undoing. A near miss from a Royalist musket-ball had caused him to lose concentration and his foot had snagged an exposed tree root. The fall, it seemed, had knocked the wind from him, and by the time he recovered his senses, Stryker’s advance party had reached a point beyond his hiding place, cutting off his escape.


‘Richard Port, sir,’ the man, who looked to be in his early twenties, had replied to Stryker’s first question. ‘Musketeer, Purcell’s Foot.’


Stryker glared down at the captive. He knew that the circle of redcoats hemming in the kneeling Parliamentarian must have been a formidable sight, and he set his jaw, hoping his glowering expression and glinting grey eye would cow the fellow as it had so many others. He placed a hand on the swirling metal of his sword-hilt, leaving it there as a reminder of violence held, for now, in check. ‘Purpose here?’


‘Luring us in, sir,’ Lieutenant Thomas Hood had spoken at Stryker’s right hand, and he shot his subordinate a hard glance.


‘No, sir, not that!’ Port cried suddenly. ‘Never that!’ He had been stripped of his weapons and held his good right hand up at Stryker in supplication. The wrist of the left had been damaged in the fall, and he let that lie across his lap. His cap was lopsided, his eyes round as newly cooled musket-balls and his skin slick with a cold sweat. ‘An accident is all. No design, sir, ’pon my life.’


‘What lies beyond these trees?’ Stryker asked.


‘Another road, sir,’ Port bleated. ‘Just a little track. We are a patrol out of Keynsham, sir. Stumbled into your force, and—’


‘Thought to bloody our noses.’


Port offered an apologetic shrug. ‘Aye, sir. But nothing more sinister. There is no more than two score in our whole unit!’


Stryker kicked him in the chest, flinging him on to his back, leaves billowing in all directions like fine ash before the breath of bellows. Port cried out, curled into a ball like a woodlouse, and began to rasp breathless prayers into the earth. But the Royalist captain was astride him in a heartbeat, kicking his injured left arm free and placing his boot heel directly on the wrist.


Port’s scream was shrill and desperate.


Stryker eased his weight on to the boot, feeling the rebel’s pinioned limb sink into the ground until the soil was compact enough to resist. The wrist began to audibly crack.


‘Please!’ Richard Port squealed like a piglet at Smithfield. ‘Please, sir! I beg you!’


But Innocent Stryker could not relent. He knew he should, and yet it was as though his leg would not heed his conscience. In that moment he felt like a cooking pot left too long over a flame. All the darkness of recent weeks, the anger, the melancholy, the guilt and the abject, spiralling sense of loss bubbled to the surface in a great torrent. He had to hurt, as he had been hurt.


‘Sir,’ a man muttered at Stryker’s back. It might have been Skellen, it might have been Heel. He did not care.


‘Once more, damn your hide! What is your purpose here?’


‘An ambush, sir!’ Port wailed, eyes glistening. ‘Nothing more! ’pon my son’s life, nothing more!’


Son. The very mention of the word thrust a lid on the cauldron, a jug of water on the flames beneath. He met Port’s wide gaze, lifted his boot, and stepped back. Christ, but what was he doing? He took a deep breath, shook his head, and addressed the captive again. ‘Is there a larger body of men in this area, Musketeer?’


‘No, sir,’ Port murmured, lying on his side now, clutching his agonized wrist to his breast as he gasped like a drowning man. He forced himself to look up into Stryker’s face, his breaths heavy, laboured. ‘A chance raid. Ill-judged as it were, God forgive us.’


Stryker heard the approach of rapid footsteps and turned to see a newcomer reach the group. ‘What say you, Simeon?’


Barkworth panted from the run and his constricted voice rasped like a whetstone on a new blade. He glanced with interest at Port, then looked back up at his commanding officer. ‘There’s a track beyond the trees, Cap’n.’ He pointed to the north, where the forest was thickest. ‘Half mile that way. Nothin’ there now, so the buggers are long gone. No great army, though, sir.’ He glanced again at Port. ‘Just these sorry bloody greencoats.’


‘Got more than they bargained for,’ Lieutenant Hood put in.


Stryker ignored him, looking instead at Ensign Chase. The standard bearer had been quietly taking account of the aftermath of this most hectic skirmish. ‘Bill?’


Chase had evidently left the company flag out on the road with the rest of the men, for he held a naked blade in one hand. With the other he scratched at his wiry brown beard. ‘Just two, sir. Both theirs.’


Stryker nodded his thanks before scanning the assembled faces for his most senior non-commissioned men. ‘See to the dead, Sergeant Heel. Skellen, truss this one up and bring him back to the road. We’ll let Quartermaster Kinshott find a wagon.’


Richard Port peered up at his captors nervously. ‘Sir?’


‘You’re for Bristol, fellow,’ Stryker replied. ‘You can beg the King for mercy.’ He nodded at Skellen.


Skellen lent his ferocious halberd against a nearby elm and stooped to hook a gloved hand round Port’s tensed arm. ‘Up you get, son.’


The rest of the group began to pick their way back to the road. Stryker was forced to skirt a dense thicket of bracken, the route bringing him close to Thomas Hood, and he heard the younger man chortle at something Ensign Chase had said.


‘Stand the men down, Lieutenant,’ Stryker snapped, cutting short their shared jest, ‘and be sharp about it!’


Hood swallowed hard, casting his eyes to the ground. ‘Aye, sir.’


Stryker instantly regretted his tone. Indeed, he regretted the very words themselves. He raised a hand in his new subordinate’s direction. ‘Thomas, I—’


‘Christ on His Cross!’ The raging blasphemy echoed through the trees like a pistol shot. ‘Come ’ere, you fucking little bastard!’


Stryker and the men at his flanks turned as one to gaze upon a scene engendering such surprise that they simply stood and stared. William Skellen was on his backside in the dirt and leaves, knees hauled up to his chin, huge hands cradling his right leg at a point midway up the thigh. Even from this distance, dark tendrils of blood could be seen oozing between his gloved fingers. He rocked back and forth like a bedlamite, hooded eyes fixed upon the trees to the north and cursing.


And already some way off, leaping bracken and weaving branches like a deer with a green hide, Musketeer Richard Port made good his escape.










CHAPTER 3


 


Bristol, 3 August 1643


 


Stryker leaned forward to pat the sleek neck of Vos, his sorrel-coloured stallion, as he and his eight companions trotted steadily through the Frome Gate and into the battered city. Vos whickered contentedly, his right ear twitching slightly in time with his master’s hand, and Stryker muttered something soothing as they drew closer to the heavily armed guards milling malevolently beyond Bristol’s walls. The place was clearly nervous, the sentries watchful and suspicious, and Stryker wondered if the king’s arrival had set them on edge. An attack on Bristol now, however unlikely, was indeed something of which to be mindful. If the enemy could wrest back control of England’s second city while the sovereign was inside, then that might end the war at a stroke. He was glad to be quartered out in the relative calm of the countryside.


The time had slipped by without incident since the skirmish on Hartcliffe’s hitherto sleepy roadway. Stryker had taken pains to be pleasant to the folk of the village and had enjoyed his hostess’s simple but comfortable home. Indeed, the delights of a home-cooked meal, rather than the charred remains they were normally given, was something to be savoured. Thus, when the summons had arrived, he had been most reluctant to leave the pleasant billet. Colonel Mowbray, however, had been clear that no dissent would be tolerated. Stryker had had Vos tacked and made ready for the ride.


‘Still, old man,’ Captain Lancelot Forrester chirped at Stryker’s right side, ‘there are advantages to being back on the road.’


Startled, Stryker glanced across at his friend. ‘You read minds, Forry?’


Forrester ran a gloved hand along the coke-black mane of Oberon, his big gelding. ‘It is quite clear from your expression that you would rather not make this journey.’


Stryker raised his lone eyebrow enquiringly. ‘For the sake of argument, what are these so-called advantages?’


‘It does no good for a soldier to sit around on his arse for days on end.’ Forrester craned his torso forward, saddle creaking in complaint, to peer across at the fellow riding on Stryker’s left flank. ‘Besides, we may thank the good Lord above that Sir Crannion, here, has been offered a task to which to set that maudlin mind.’


William Skellen chose to ignore the remark and instead kept his dark eyes fixed on a place in the middle distance. Forrester’s point was well made. Skellen had bemoaned his injury almost constantly since the unseen blade had entered his flesh in Hartcliffe Forest. It occurred to Stryker that Richard Port evidently had more about him than the innocent terror he had seemed to exude. The concealed knife, a small thing but sharp as the finest poniard, had torn a neat little hole in Skellen’s lower thigh. He had been lucky, for he had not sensed the fateful movement of Port’s arm, nor made moves to avoid it, and the weapon might have been a great deal bigger, the blow more damaging. But that did not make the furious sergeant grateful.


‘You’re right, Forry,’ Stryker said, loudly enough for Skellen to hear, ‘the whining scold seems to have finally found his peace. I was beginning to wish the devious greencoat had run him through, for my ears hurt so.’


‘Forgive me, Sergeant, but why are you here?’


Skellen, Stryker and Forrester turned as one to look upon one of their party who rode a handsome piebald beast some yards behind. It was Sergeant Major Cornelius Goodayle, and, though he made the remark in good humour, it was a reasonable enough question. The group was made up of the regiment’s eight company commanders, less Colonel Mowbray himself. Lieutenant Colonel Baxter led the way, followed by Goodayle and the half-dozen company captains. Skellen dipped his head in acknowledgement of the regiment’s third most senior man, and answered with due deference. ‘Protection, sir. We was attacked two days back. Ambushed. Roads ain’t safe. My job, as I see it, sir, is to keep m’ captain’s skin intact. Sir.’


Goodayle smiled wryly. ‘If Captain Stryker requires a bloody bodyguard, Sergeant, then I resign my commission, for the roads really are too hazardous.’


Snorts of laughter followed, and Stryker saw fit to defend his man. ‘I gave him permission to come, sir. We languish in our billet, and Skellen is a man of action.’


‘And,’ Forrester added impishly, ‘he was bound to be murdered by his own men, such is his bellyaching of late. Stryker protects Skellen in this, not the other way around.’


‘It is Mowbray,’ someone said with sharpness, and the chatter died away. Baxter tugged on his reins to slow the group, and, sure enough, from amongst Bristol’s busy streets cantered a big bay horse upon which perched a small, well-dressed man with flowing russet hair and neatly kempt beard and moustache. Sir Edmund plucked the feathered hat from his head, waved it at his approaching officers, and absently glanced down to check that his royal-red scarf was neat and conspicuous about his gleaming breastplate.


‘Fastidious as ever,’ Forrester muttered quietly, though without a trace of malice. He was fond of the colonel, as were they all.


‘Ho there!’ Mowbray bellowed when he reached the group. ‘The men?’


A chorus of positive, if impatient, murmurs answered the colonel’s predictable enquiry, and he nodded happily. Stryker felt his own mouth begin to twitch in a private smile. Mowbray’s staccato movements and clipped speech never failed to put him in mind of the sparrows that had danced about his window as a boy. He cleared his thoughts quickly as the man who had founded and funded the regiment leaned forward purposefully in his expensive saddle.


‘I apologize for wrenching you all back to this poor city,’ Mowbray began, voice high-pitched and nasal but clear as a bell. ‘But I am come direct from Council.’


‘What is to become of our grand alliance, sir?’ one of the assembly asked in the accent of the Low Countries, and all eyes fell upon a pale-faced man of willowy frame and twisted, broken nose. Aad Kuyt, the regiment’s first captain, was a toughened veteran of the wars in his homeland, a professional soldier and one of the best Stryker had served with.


‘We came together as two armies,’ Mowbray answered promptly, placing the hat back on to his head with a light tap of his fingertips, ‘and we shall depart as two armies.’


Kuyt’s pale brow rose, forehead rippling beneath his thick blond curls. ‘We are to divide, sir?’


Mowbray nodded at the Dutchman. ‘Aye. The Western Army marches south and west with Prince Maurice.’


Kuyt exchanged a wary glance with Sergeant Major Goodayle, and the latter spoke, his deep tones incredulous. ‘They’re allowing the Cornish to leave? We heard some units had already departed, but not the entire force.’ Goodayle stretched his broad shoulders and rubbed a meaty hand across his chin. The stubble scraped loudly. ‘My God, but they’re our hardiest scrappers by far.’


Mowbray spread his palms. ‘And they would rather scrap in their own towns than in some far-away place. Moreover, Trevanion is killed; Slanning grievous wounded.’


Lieutenant Colonel Baxter blew out his thinly bearded cheeks. ‘That after Grenville fell at Lansdown.’


‘They haven’t the stomach for it any more,’ Mowbray went on. ‘His Majesty has two choices. He may let them march back through Devon, reasserting his dominance in that region, or he may force them to remain with the Oxford Army.’


‘And have them desert in their droves every night,’ Baxter agreed, removing his hat to expose thinning iron-grey hair and fanning his face with the brim, ‘till they’ve melted away to dregs.’


Stryker cleared his throat. ‘What of the rest, then, sir?’


Mowbray fixed him with a steady stare. ‘The Oxford Army – of which we are now a part – will march upon Gloucester.’


Stryker felt his heart pound harder against his ribs as he recalled Bristol’s dark streets lit by hellish, tremulous flame. ‘Another storming?’


‘Perhaps, Captain. Though the losses here seem to have set many a mind against another such course.’


‘A siege, then?’ Stryker asked, realizing he had been holding his breath. He let the air ease out through his nostrils as his pulse began to calm.


‘Starve the buggers out,’ Forrester added with relish.


Mowbray offered his clipped shrug. ‘It is not yet known. The Council was called to determine two things. Firstly, whether this grand alliance would part or march on to the next design.’


‘And second?’ Forrester prompted impatiently.


‘What that design,’ Stryker interjected, ‘should be.’


Mowbray let his intelligent eyes drift to his second captain. ‘You have it. The first decision was made with little fuss, as I have already recounted.’


‘And the second was not such a smooth voyage.’


The colonel’s pinched face cracked in a rueful smile. ‘Well put, Mister Stryker. The King’s chorus sings not in harmony but in grievous discord. One faction pushes for the subjugation of the Severn Valley, Gloucester being the final obstacle to that design.’ He glanced about at the black-tinged walls and lead-pocked buildings. ‘Rupert took this place in no time, and it is stout compared with Gloucester, by all accounts. I hear their garrison numbers no more than that of Cirencester, and we stormed that in half a day. But many others argue for a direct march upon London. They see Gloucester as a distraction.’


‘I can see their point of view, Sir Edmund,’ Goodayle boomed. ‘Before the spring, the rebels held sway across most of the west. Devon, Somerset, Dorset, Wiltshire.’ He counted each region on a thick finger. ‘They garrisoned Bristol, and sent the Severn Valley’s riches direct to Parliament’s coffers in London. But now what do they have? Stratton took care of Lord Stamford’s army, and Roundway destroyed Waller. The Roundheads are finished here.’


‘He’s right, sir,’ Stryker agreed, casting his mind back to that bloody hill overlooking Devizes where Sir William Waller’s forces had been utterly smashed by the famed Royalist cavalry. The last major Parliamentarian field army had been crushed without hope of recovery, placing the momentum firmly with the Cavaliers. ‘Gloucester is no longer the northernmost tip of a vast rebel heartland. It is a lone island in a sea controlled by the King. Why waste our time in its taking?’


‘Because with Gloucester we have control of the River Severn,’ Mowbray replied, ‘allowing us to supply Shrewsbury and Worcester from the port of Bristol. And because,’ he added with a half-smile, ‘it is populous and wealthy.’


Forrester snorted in amusement. ‘Tax the buggers till coins pop out their backsides.’


Mowbray nodded. ‘Precisely. So we must take the city, mop up the region, then look east.’


‘To London,’ Sergeant Major Goodayle growled.


 


 London, 3 August 1643


 


‘You have heard of the Peace Party?’ Christopher Quigg asked as he and Lisette Gaillard strode northwards along Fish Street. They had rendezvoused on London Bridge, hoping the crossing, tightly packed as it was with homes and businesses, would be teeming with the comings and goings of the day. Sure enough, the bridge had provided ample cover for their clandestine meeting, and quickly they were on their way into the city.


‘Naturellement,’ Lisette replied, unable to prevent the derision that coloured her tone.


He frowned. ‘You dislike a faction who would shift against the Parliament in their own town? I imagined you’d be their greatest advocate.’


Lisette looked up at Quigg. ‘I dislike a faction who would sue for peace, in any form. The rebellion must be crushed, not negotiated with.’ She saw the puzzlement in his expression. ‘You think me a hard woman, yes? You do not know me, monsieur. You have not seen what I have seen.’


Quigg shrugged. ‘And what have you seen?’


‘In,’ she rasped suddenly, hearing stentorian tones coming from beyond the street corner, some twenty paces up ahead. She snatched a handful of Quigg’s doublet and dragged him through the nearest open doorway.


‘What in God’s name is that stink?’ Quigg blurted angrily, unhappy at the manner with which the woman had manhandled him, and repelled by the vile air that greeted them. 


Lisette touched a finger to her lips, indicating the roadway with a jerk of her chin. Immediately the voice she had heard rang out again, louder this time, and Quigg’s bulging eyes widened with terror. Now the fool understood, she thought, for he could tell a sergeant’s bellow as well as the next man.


The squad marched by. It was a small unit, perhaps a dozen men in the distinctive egg-yolk-coloured coats of the capital’s Yellow Regiment. At their head was indeed a man who probably held a sergeant’s rank, for his gloved hand gripped the shaft of a well-maintained halberd. Lisette held her breath, almost gagging from the stench that had pervaded her nose and throat. She peered back into the gloom of the building, realizing by the stink that they were in a tallow chandlery. At the rear of the workshop she could see the startled face of a man who had been hefting a stack of candles from one bench to another. He stared at them with a mixture of confusion and fear. She pushed the hem of her long cloak aside to expose the hilt of a dirk that protruded from her boot. The man sank back into the shadows.


She looked up to see Quigg’s pocked cheeks rapidly flush. He was evidently struggling with the noxious smell too. But the patrol had no interest in the building or its occupants, and quickly their thudding progress fell to a whisper as they turned down a side alley and away. Lisette let the acrid air seep from her nostrils, releasing her white-knuckled grip on Quigg so that he might rush out into the open.


Lisette followed in his gasping wake, calling a word of thanks over her shoulder. She had no idea whether the chandler’s disappearance was an act of mercy or fear, but the effect was the same, and she thanked the Holy Mother for his silence.


‘Now?’ she asked as she reached Quigg’s side.


Quigg pointed to the street corner from whence the patrol had come. ‘Turn right there, on to Little East Cheap. It is a short way after that.’


‘Then let us make haste.’


‘We were speaking of the Peace Party,’ Quigg said as they rounded the corner. ‘You may not like them, madame, but they are the key to this scheme of yours, mark me well.’


‘They are up in arms?’
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