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Author’s Notes and Acknowledgments


Picture a typical English landscape and it will probably look something like this: gently rolling green hills divided into neat fields, lined with high hedgerows and dotted with deciduous woodland.


But this “green and pleasant land,” as the poet William Blake so famously called it, is not natural. It is the product of man, and more precisely of landowners. Over the centuries the English countryside has been both hunted and fought over, foraged and farmed, burned and felled, divided and developed, to produce the landscape we know today: a crowded network of cities, towns, and villages with patches of agricultural land in between. And in a very few places, tracts of land are allowed to be natural, even though they still need managing. These are England’s commons and common woodlands, where the public is free to roam. Some of these areas fall within the boundaries of national parks or are owned by the National Trust, a conservation charity. Others give access and rights of way, and they form the backdrop to this, the fifth novel in the Dr. Thomas Silkstone Mystery series.


As usual I have taken my inspiration from a true story. Between 1604 and 1905 almost eleven thousand square miles of land were “enclosed” by Acts of Parliament in the United Kingdom. These acts became more numerous as the effects of the Industrial Revolution of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries began to take hold. Land once farmed and enjoyed by the community was fenced off to produce higher yields, and rents were increased. As a result, many peasants were forced away from their homes to seek work in towns and cities, causing huge disruption, dispossession, and discontent, which, in turn, culminated in major riots in the 1830s.


Otmoor is an area of land that lies to the north of Oxford, and my inspiration came from the resistance of its inhabitants to enclose it. Although the moorland was eventually enclosed, it took almost forty-five years, several attempts at sabotage, and many violent protests before the estate’s owner, the Duke of Marlborough, could achieve his goal. The people of Otmoor put up a courageous fight, often landing in jail and even risking execution, to preserve their rights, which, they seemed to have believed in all sincerity, were given to them by a mythical lady. Some even said the Virgin Mary had originally bestowed the land upon them. In their struggle they had much sympathy. The extraordinary account of their release from custody by an Oxford mob is well documented, as are numerous gatherings around the area that saw the deliberate destruction of scores of miles of fencing. In a handful of cases the military was called upon to restore order. A permanent police presence had to be maintained to keep the peace. The unrest continued intermittently for many years, eventually leading to the riots of 1829–1830. Finally, two years later, opposition to enclosure seemed to have melted away and the landowners in the area had their way.


In my research I have been helped and encouraged by the following people: historic firearms expert Geoff Walker, Ian Macintosh with his knowledge of fulling mills, and woodsman Jon Roberts of the Weald and Downland Open Air Museum. As ever, my thanks go to my editor, John Scognamiglio; my agent, Melissa Jeglinski; John and Alicia Makin, Dr. Kate Dyerson, Katy Eachus, John and Mary Washington-Smith, and Liz Fisher. Finally, I wish to acknowledge the love and support of my husband, Simon, my children, Charlie and Sophie, and my parents, Patsy and Geoffrey.




Thus, with the poor, scared freedom bade goodbye


And much they feel it in the smothered sigh


And birds and trees and flowers without a name


All sighed when lawless law’s enclosure came


And dreams of plunder in such rebel schemes


Have found too truly that they were but dreams.


 


—“The Mores,” John Clare (1793–1864)







Chapter 1


Oxfordshire, England


April in the Year of Our Lord 1784


 


Was that blood on his stockings? For the second time, or maybe the third, the gentleman had stumbled on the steep slope. Catching his buckled shoe on a slippery shard of flint, he had lurched forward.


His young assistant’s head darted ’round in shock as his master clipped his shoulder. “S-s-sir!” he stammered.


Cursing under his breath, the older man righted himself, tugging at his fustian coat. As he did so there was a clatter. An object fell from his pocket onto the stony ground below. Having a good idea what it might be, he peered down. And now, as he did so, he noticed that his worsted stockings, although thankfully not torn, were spattered dark red. A closer inspection, however, confirmed the substance was only loamy mud. What concerned him more was the fact that a few inches from his feet he spied the pistol. Mercifully, although fully cocked, it had not fired. Bending low to retrieve it, he secreted the weapon in his pocket once more and allowed a shallow sigh of relief to escape his lips. He felt safer with it about his person. It would be a deterrent, if one were needed, against any undesirables they might encounter. A quick glance up ahead reassured him that his assistant had not seen.


“Infernal stones,” cursed the gentleman out loud, making sure his complaint was heard by Charlton, his chainman. The freckle-faced young man turned ’round and nodded his red head in agreement.


Jeffrey Turgoose, master surveyor and cartographer, a man held in high regard by the rest of his profession, should have worn stout boots more suited to a woodland trail, although, admittedly, he had not anticipated having to make his way through the forest on foot. A series of unfortunate events had, however, necessitated it.


First and foremost, his employment, thus far spent in the service of Sir Montagu Malthus, the new caretaker of the Boughton Estate and lawyer and guardian to the late sixth Earl Crick, had been fraught with difficulties. Every time he had set up his theodolite in the estate village of Brandwick, he had been taunted by barefoot urchins or impudent fellows intent on disrupting his mission. There had been threats, too. In his pocket he carried the note that had been slipped under his door the other night. Beware of Raven’s Wood, it warned him. Heaven forbid that Charlton should see that! The boy would run all the way back to Oxford. Turgoose harrumphed at the very thought of it. No, it would take more than ignorant peasants and a badly scrawled warning from a lower sort to deter him. Nonetheless, such unpleasantness did, of course, rankle. He could not pretend otherwise, and it added to a certain miasma that seemed to hang low over Brandwick and its surrounds.


From what he had gleaned, there seemed to have been great ructions on the estate. Apparently, the death of Lord Edward Crick, swiftly followed by that of his brother-in-law, Captain Michael Farrell, had been most inopportune. They meant that the latter’s widow, Lady Lydia Farrell, had inherited Boughton. It was thought she was childless, but the reemergence of her long-lost young son and heir, thanks in no small part to an American anatomist by the name of Dr. Thomas Silkstone, had put a fly in the proverbial ointment. What’s more, it appeared that such upheavals had taken their toll on the poor woman and sent her quite insane. She was now safely ensconced in a madhouse, and Sir Montagu had installed a steward to take charge of the quotidian running of the estate.


If that were not enough, Jeffrey Turgoose was encountering his own problems. First the cart that carried himself and his equipment became bogged down and stuck fast in the yielding ground leading up to the wood. For the past few months now man and beast had left their imprint on the sodden earth. Now the cartway was so beaten down by wheels and hooves it had become impassable. Not wishing to abandon his plans, the surveyor had continued with just one blasted mount that went by the name of a horse, although in reality it was just as stubborn as a mule. His assistant, Mr. James Charlton, had been forced to dismount and walk in order to lay the burden of all the paraphernalia of their profession on his own horse. Peeping out of one pannier were bundles of markers and a circumferentor, while the other was packed with measuring chains. A tripod was strapped to the saddle, along with some measuring poles, making the poor horse appear as if she had been run through with a picador’s lances.


Such unforeseen irritations had put the surveyor in a very sour humor. Was his mission not onerous enough? He was not accustomed to exercising his profession under threat from local ruffians, but such had been the villagers’ reaction to their presence, he had been compelled to take precautionary measures. The ignorant peasants were harboring the notion that the common land had been bestowed upon them by some mythical woman. “The Lady of Brandwick” they called her, and they all knew the legend. While still at the breast they were taught how, in the days before Bastard William invaded, a lady had ridden a circuit of the area from the edge of the woods to where the oxen could ford the river. In her hand she held a flaming brand and by her favor she gave the land to the villagers. That was how the parish came to be known as Brandwick, and that was how they came by their ancient rights. Or so they thought.


In fact, Boughton’s steward, the Right Honorable Nicholas Lupton, appointed by Sir Montagu as the new custodian of the estate, had indicated that he felt his own position was being compromised by such innate insubordination. The Chiltern charcoal burners, turners, and pit sawyers who labored in the forest all day were not known to be militant men, Lupton had told him, but since their livelihoods were under threat, since their cherished rights were in peril, there was no telling what they might do. Pointing out that there had been riots in other parts of the country where landowners had endeavored to enact similar measures, the steward had persuaded Turgoose to have a greater care for his own safety and that of his assistant. He had been persuaded by Lupton’s recommendation of a guard and guide, Seth Talland, an occasional prizefighter and an uncouth sort. The man seemed competent enough, and, as it turned out, he was most thankful for his presence. Apart from the threat of lurking highwaymen and footpads, there were gin traps, too, set about the woodland floor to deter poachers. There were still a few men in Brandwick who’d suffered a leg snapped in two by the iron jaws of such a brutal device. They never poached, or walked without a limp, again.


Lupton had told him there were upward of three hundred acres of woodland, and measuring the boundaries alone would take three days at a conservative estimate. He’d heard that in America they’d surveyed seventeen thousand acres in just over a sennight in Virginia. But they had not measured angles to the nearest degree, and their distances were to the nearest pole. Such slipshod work would not pass muster with Jeffrey Turgoose.


“W-would you r-rest, s-sir?” Charlton’s speech was always labored, and often the most frequently used words seemed to cause him anguish, yet he looked even more concerned than usual.


“A moment,” Turgoose replied, turning his back to the slope and looking down into the valley at Brandwick. A fading sun hung in a patchy sky, offering a less-than-perfect light. He was glad of his decision to bring his trusty old circumferentor instead of his usual theodolite. Akin to a large compass, it worked on the principle of measuring bearings. It would be particularly advantageous, he felt, in such a heavily forested area, where a direct line of sight could not be maintained between two survey stations, even though he could see the tower of St. Swithin’s Church clearly enough. He shook his head as he took in the view. He’d even heard of some of his colleagues having to survey land under cover of darkness, like fly-by-night poachers, such was the strength of feeling against enclosure.


Of course, Turgoose, too, had expected some suspicion and resentment. He was accustomed to that from those who had most to fear from enclosure, cottagers, mainly, and those who faced losing their livelihoods. A free rabbit for the pot or kindling for the fire had been the mainstay of many a paltry existence over the centuries. But times were changing. Land was a precious commodity, best managed by those who knew how to make it pay. So he and his assistant had been commissioned to plant themselves on Brandwick Common like unwelcome thistles, to record the mills and monuments, the wetlands and ponds, and the bridleways and tracks and paths made by feet that had trodden them freely since time immemorial.


To those ignorant peasants, he and his assistant may as well have been alchemists, with their strange equipment in tow. There was, of course, an analogy. Alchemists turned metal into gold, while he and his cohort were turning land into potential profit. That is what his client, Sir Montagu, wanted to do on behalf of Lord Richard Crick, Boughton’s six-year-old master.


Despite the hostility from the villagers, the surveyors had managed to do a good job thus far. The weather, although on the chilly side, had been fair, the sky clear, and their observations and measurements easily recorded. After the common land, they had turned their attention to the village dwellings, the market cross, and the church, all lying within the boundaries of the Boughton Estate. Precision and order could be imposed on this chaotic fretwork of man’s own making using that most noble of shapes, the triangle. Trigonometry was the answer to all humankind’s conundrums; at least that is what Jeffrey Turgoose had told Charlton and anyone else who would listen. After all, was it not Euclid, the father of geometry, who said that the laws of nature were but the mathematical thoughts of God? To that end, he had convinced himself that he was doing the Almighty’s work, and this confounded wood was his final task.


Up ahead, Talland, his scalp as bald as a bone, looked ’round to see what had happened to his charges. Set square as a thicknecked dog, he carried a club for protection, and a small sickle hung from his waist.


“All well, sirs?” he called back in a coarse whisper. Thankfully he was a man of few words, thought the surveyor.


“Well enough,” replied Turgoose. He gave Charlton a knowing look and proceeded to delve into his frock coat pocket. He checked that the pistol was still there. The youth did not suspect. Such knowledge would send him into paroxysms of fear. Instead Turgoose brought out a hip flask and took a swig.


Talland emerged from the lengthening shadows a moment later.


“I’ll make safe our way, sirs,” he told them. “I ’eard sounds from up yonder.”


Turgoose nodded, then turned his back and gave a derisory snort. “I’ll wager you have heard sounds, man,” he said to himself as much as to Charlton. “We are on the edge of a wood. There are foxes, squirrels, and all manner of creatures, not to mention the wretched charcoal burners and sawyers.” He shrugged, took another swig, then plugged the flask once more.


The old mare shifted as she stood and began to fidget under the weight of her burden. Charlton frowned at his master.


“Wh-what if there’s s-someone up there, s-sir?” he asked. Turgoose noted that when his assistant was anxious, the register of his voice went even higher than usual. Dropping the flask into his pocket, the surveyor shook his head.


“Then Talland will deal with them,” he reassured the chainman, even though he did not feel entirely secure himself. This was no way to carry on: three men, and a mare that should’ve been boiled down for glue a long time ago. His was a most burdensome and precise task, so why had he been made to feel like a cut-purse or a scoundrel going about his business?


As they breasted a small ridge, Talland, who had momentarily been lost from sight behind a screen of spiky gorse, came into view once more. The prizefighter had made it to the trees and was entering the wood through an avenue of tight-packed hawthorns. If need be, he would clear a path for them to follow a few paces behind.


The beeches were still naked after one of the longest winters in memory. Crows’ nests clotted their bare branches and russet leaves still patterned the woodland carpet. Crunching over castoff acorn caps and husks of beech mast, the small party proceeded at a tolerable rate. They wove through green-slimed trunks and past thickets as tangled as an old man’s beard. By now they had left behind the birdsong and the caw of the crows, although the odd pheasant would let loose a throaty call. All the while they were heading deeper and deeper into the woods.


Turgoose’s plan was to determine the apex of the hill in the wood and then take measurements using the church tower as a fixed point. The task would have presented its own challenges had he been operating in clear conditions, but with the fading light the execution of such an undertaking would rightly be considered sheer folly by many of his fellow surveyors.


Moments later the party found themselves progressing along the narrow avenue of hawthorns. Underfoot it remained muddy, but Talland had found a serviceable path that, judging by the lack of vegetation, seemed to be in regular use. They were forced to travel in single file, with Charlton leading the horse first. They had journeyed perhaps a mile into the woods when the mare’s ears pricked and she came to a sudden halt. The young man tugged at her leading rein.


“Come on, old girl,” he said firmly. Instead of obeying the command, however, she began to backstep, forcing Turgoose to retreat.


“What goes on?” he called from the rear.


“She’s afraid, sir. . . . S-something tr-troubles her.”


Turgoose tutted and, seeing a row of dried-out stalks at his side, he broke one off near its root and thwacked the mare’s hindquarters.


“Get on with you,” he cried.


The shock had the desired effect and the horse moved at once. It was Charlton who was now reluctant to budge.


“Well, man?” asked Turgoose impatiently. “What is it now?” Passing the horse, he drew up alongside his nervous assistant to find him squinting into the distance.


“’Tis T-Talland, s-sir. I’ve lost s-sight of him.”


Turgoose strained his eyes in the woodland gloom.


“Talland,” he called. “Talland.”


They waited in silence for a reply. None came. Charlton’s expression grew even more fearful. He started to say something. His mouth opened and he tried to form a word. His tongue jutted out and he grunted, but his master cut him off.


“We’d best catch up,” said Turgoose in his no-nonsense fashion. He did not want to betray his own unease at the prospect of losing their guard. If they were waylaid by an unruly mob here, they would have little chance of assistance from any quarter. He barged forward, past Charlton, intent on finding Talland, only as he did so he heard something crunch beneath the thin sole of his shoe. It was definitely not a twig. He glanced down. The carcass of a dead raven, or rather part of a carcass, lay under his foot. Its head was the only recognizable feature that remained intact. The rest of its body, save for a few feathers, was nowhere to be seen. The surveyor’s nostrils flared in disgust as he scraped the sole of his shoe on nearby leaves.


“What time is it?” he barked, looking up to see the young man’s anxious face.


Retrieving his watch on a chain from his pocket, Charlton flipped open the cover.


“Almost f-five of the clock, sir.”


“We must press on.” There was an urgency in the surveyor’s voice. “Talland! Talland!” he called.


They quickened their pace in the direction where they had last seen their guide. Without him they were lost. They were too far into the woods now to retrace their steps. The old mare was happy to oblige at first and hurried her pace, too, but then slowed again, becoming agitated after only a few yards. The trees were pressing in around them, their branches twisted into grotesque shapes against the sulfur yellow of a dusky sky. A mist was rising from the woodland floor, making it harder to find their footing as the gradient began to climb again.


“Talland. Talland,” Turgoose called. Still no reply, but a noise.


“Wh-what . . . ?”


They stopped in their tracks to listen. They heard footsteps heading toward them through the undergrowth. Talland reappeared.


“All clear up ahead, sir,” the guard shouted to Turgoose.


Charlton edged forward, tugging at the mare’s leading rein, but she refused to budge. Seeing that the young surveyor was having difficulty with the horse, Talland offered to lead her.


“Let me, sir,” he said, walking over to the mare and taking her by the rein. He began to walk on ahead once more.


Despite the fact that Talland had endeavored to clear it, the path grew narrower and the trees’ gnarled fingers still reached across it. To make matters worse, the mist was thickening and made visibility poor. In his mind Turgoose determined that they should abandon this foray altogether. He would inform Talland of his decision. Before he could do so, however, he felt the whip of a twig lash his cheek, and the stinging sensation momentarily robbed him of his breath. He gasped and let out a sharp cry.


“S-sir!” came Charlton’s plaintive voice from behind him.


“A scratch! Nothing to worry about.” Turgoose rubbed his cheek and felt the syrup of warm blood on his fingers. Talland, a few paces up ahead with the horse, did not even bother to look ’round. They set off once more. They had gone only another few paces, however, when, from somewhere nearby—it was hard to tell where—there came a shuffling and the sound of cracking twigs.


“S-sir, d-did . . . ?”


“Yes, I heard it, Charlton,” snapped Turgoose. Suddenly he found himself feeling very slightly afraid. Perhaps they were being watched by the villagers, mocked silently as they braved the woods. Or worse still, a highwayman. He would give the villain anything he wanted: his pocket compass, his silver flask, even all his equipment. But he digressed. He gathered his courage and tried to dismiss his fears. He looked up ahead. The horse’s rump appeared now and again through the trees, but Talland seemed to be powering on regardless of his charges’ much slower pace.


“S-sir. We must g-go back,” Charlton whined again.


“You’re probably right,” conceded Turgoose. “We shall try again tomorrow.”


“Y-yes, s-sir,” answered the youth, his shoulders heaving in a sigh of relief.


No sooner had Turgoose decided to call to Talland, however, than up ahead he heard the horse let out a loud whinny.


“What the . . . ? Talland?” the surveyor called. There was no reply.


Charlton stayed rooted to the spot, his legs planted by fear. His body, however, began to shake violently. Turgoose shot the sniveling wreck of a youth an irritated look. He may have been his master, but he was not a soothsayer. How was he to know what had happened to Talland up ahead, any more than the chainman? Naturally the surveyor feared he had been ambushed, waylaid by the mob, but he must not show his own trepidation to Charlton. He appeared circumspect.


“Wait here,” he said.


“S-sir?” His assistant looked at him with baleful eyes, as if pleading not to be left alone. His master, however, was adamant. Charlton was more of a hindrance than a help. Nevertheless, as he started to walk toward where he had last seen Talland, he remembered the pistol. He patted his pocket. It was still there. He turned.


“If it makes you feel any safer, take this,” he said, plunging his hand into his coat and placing the firearm in the youth’s palm. He closed Charlton’s fingers ’round the walnut grip.


The chainman’s eyes bulged as if he had just been handed a poisoned chalice or dubbed with a mariner’s black spot.


“You’ll not need to discharge it, I’m sure,” his master reassured him, “but if you are threatened, just point it at anyone who challenges you. They will take fright and run.”


Charlton, looking down at his hand, his mouth wide open, swallowed hard.


“Y-yes, sir,” he said.


Satisfied he had gone some way to relieving his assistant’s anxiety, Turgoose turned and resumed his quest to find the guard. “Talland!” he called.


Within seconds Turgoose had disappeared from Charlton’s sight and had located the prizefighter a few yards ahead. He was struggling with the mare. The old horse had stumbled into what seemed like a deep ditch and appeared unable to extricate herself. Talland was tugging at her rein, trying to coax her out, but she was reluctant to oblige.


“A sawpit, sir,” he explained, pulling at the horse. “Woods are full of ’em.”


Although he appreciated the difficulty that the situation presented, Turgoose found himself smiling. It was a minor inconvenience compared with the ambush he had envisaged.


“I must fetch Charlton. He will help you,” he told the guide. He turned back to retrace his steps. How relieved his chainman would be, he told himself, rustling back through the bushes once more. He could see him now, still visibly shaking, his back to him, but only a few feet away. His gangling body was framed by thick foliage. The surveyor opened his mouth to call to him, but before he could make a sound, the youth twisted ’round violently, his eyes wide in terror. Suddenly a high note split the air, a semiquaver of a shout, a warning perhaps. It was followed a heartbeat later by a shot, a single report that sent a murder of crows scattering above the trees. There was an odd gurgling sound, as if a new spring had bubbled its way above ground, a rustling of leaves, and a dull thud as Jeffrey Turgoose hit the strew of the woodland floor. Then silence. This time the dark stains that spattered his worsted stockings were not just mud. They were most definitely blood.




Chapter 2


Had he not known what horrors lay within its walls, Dr. Thomas Silkstone would have surmised this magnificent building was a bishop’s palace or the Lord Mayor of London’s residence. The fine, towering façade of Bethlem Hospital was surrounded by pleasant avenues of trees and shrubs that afforded a place of recreation for those of its patients well enough to enjoy them. Yet, despite its pleasing aspect, the edifice before which he now stood held only trepidation for him. Somewhere inside those thick walls with their grand pediments and colonnades, Lady Lydia Farrell was held captive. Taken against her will and certified insane by a corrupt physician on the orders of her late brother’s guardian, Sir Montagu Malthus, she was a prisoner. Thomas had not set eyes on her for almost two months. Despite repeated requests and letters to the hospital’s principal physician, Angus Cameron, his efforts had drawn a blank.


Once more Thomas found himself proceeding toward the grandiose entrance. He had lost count of the number of visits he had made. Glancing up he saw the familiar elaborate carvings depicting melancholy and raving madness on either side of the door. At this point he always found himself seized by the same sense of deep unease that he had experienced when poised on the threshold of Newgate Jail. This institution may have called itself a hospital, but care and compassion were seldom prescribed.


Proceeding through a grand central door and down a hall that opened out onto a great central staircase at its end, Thomas was directed into a reception office. There, behind a high desk, sat an officious clerk with bulging eyes. Thomas noted that they were probably a symptom of goiter, but the man’s brusque manner did nothing to solicit empathy. Thomas had encountered him on several previous occasions, but the man had never endeared himself to him. Yet again the doctor felt himself tense. His efforts to see Lydia had never taken him beyond this point. He had always been refused admission. Judging by the clerk’s familiar expression of contempt, today would be no different.


“Yes?”


“I am come to see Lady Lydia Farrell,” Thomas heard himself say for the umpteenth time, knowing the fellow was fully aware of his intentions. His voice sounded thin and hollow, as if it belonged to someone else, and the words scratched in his mouth.


With the supercilious air bestowed on him by his modicum of authority, the clerk looked down a list in a ledger before him. He cleared his throat but said finally, “I regret, sir, her ladyship remains indisposed.”


These regular encounters had degenerated into a type of pantomime farce, with each man having his set lines and gestures. After the first shake of the head, Thomas would move forward and repeat his request. The clerk would lean backward, blink—slowly because of the size of his eyes—and look vaguely indignant; then the doctor would sigh heavily and retreat, admitting defeat once more. Only on this occasion it was different. On this particular morning the clerk conveyed a further message to Thomas. “Her ladyship is indisposed, and furthermore I am to tell you, Dr. Silkstone, that you will no longer be allowed within the hospital grounds until further notice.” His words were haughty and deliberate. He was clearly a willing messenger.


Thomas dipped his brows. Unprepared for such a rebuke, he felt his normal self-control tested to its limits. “I demand to see Dr. Cameron!” he said firmly. “Fetch him, if you please.” He slapped the desk. The clerk’s bulging eyes registered an affront, but he withdrew, leaving the doctor to pace the room. Suddenly, from a low door at the side, two men in hospital livery marched in. Approaching the doctor, but without warning, they grabbed him by both arms.


“What is the meaning of this?” Thomas asked indignantly.


The clerk reappeared, his eyes seeming to protrude even further from their sockets. “Orders, Dr. Silkstone,” he said, barely able to hide his satisfaction. “You must be escorted from the premises.”


 


Dr. William Carruthers had never known his protégé so dispirited. Despite the fact that he could not see the frustration on Thomas’s face, the scowl on his lips, or the furrow on his brow, the old anatomist could hear the drawers being rifled and the cupboard doors being slammed in wrath.


“You were refused entry again?”


He knew there could be no other reason for Thomas to exhibit such uncustomary ire. He had tapped his way to the laboratory with his stick to investigate the noise and found the young doctor gathering his equipment with undue haste. Thomas paused as he packed his medical case.


“Worse, sir,” he replied, pausing to look up. “This time I was thrown out of the hospital like a common criminal.” His voice trembled slightly as he spoke, not with weakness but with rage.


Carruthers shook his head sympathetically. “So what will you do now, dear boy?”


Not usually one to abandon any goal, Thomas took a deep breath. “It is useless trying to gain access to Lydia by conventional means,” he said enigmatically. He reached for a reference book from the shelf, sending dust motes dancing about the room, and dropped it into the case.


“Ah!” Dr. Carruthers raised a finger, certain that his protégé had formulated another plan. “So you will approach the conundrum by an unconventional route. What other means do you propose?”


Thomas shrugged his shoulders and continued packing his case. There was nothing scientific in his methods of dealing with Lupton or Sir Montagu Malthus. He only wished there could have been. Had they been tumors, he would have cut them out long ago and been rid of them both. As it was, there seemed no logical way of dealing with these Machiavellian charlatans who had so blighted his beloved Lydia’s life and, therefore, his own.


“I shall simply go to Boughton and see if I can persuade Nicholas Lupton of the error of his ways before I confront Sir Montagu,” he told his mentor, securing the stopper on a bottle of iodine.


“So you believe Lupton is Malthus’s weak spot, as it were?”


Thomas detected a note of skepticism in the old anatomist’s voice. He nodded to himself and paused in thought for a moment. “I do. I refuse to believe that there is not a shred of humanity within him. He befriended her ladyship and her son, and the young earl’s affection for him was clear to see. Call me naïve, but that surely counts for something.”


Dr. Carruthers nodded. “It is good to know that even after all the betrayal you’ve suffered, you can still see goodness in everyone.”


Thomas looked up suddenly, slightly taken aback by the observation. “It is the only way forward,” he replied.


The old anatomist clicked his tongue. “This is such a ghastly business, dear boy,” he said. “So removed from the tenets of our vocation.”


Carruthers’s words pulled Thomas up short. His mentor was right, of course. He had not traveled more than three thousand miles, leaving his family home in Philadelphia, to endure the hostility and suspicion of an enemy nation, only to throw away all the vast knowledge he had gleaned on some vengeful quest. How different, how ordered and logical his life had been up until the day Lydia had walked into his laboratory. She had pleaded for his help to uncover how her brother, Edward, the sixth Earl Crick, had died, and he had found himself incapable of resisting her entreaties. She had turned his methodical, organized world upside down. It had been a world of clear delineation. There had been boundaries: sickness and health, life and death. If a tooth was decayed, it was removed. If a foot was gangrenous, it was amputated. But in this new and unexplored realm, nothing was so straightforward. Contagion spread, arteries leaked, infection set in, and prognoses were harder to give, let alone remedies. But of one thing he remained sure. He would not allow the corruption of others around him to infect his own beliefs and principles.


He walked over to Carruthers and laid a hand on his shoulder. “Primum non nocerum,” he declared.


The words of affirmation from the Hippocratic Corpus brought a smile to the old man’s lips.


“Quite right.” Carruthers nodded and clapped his hands as if spontaneously applauding Hippocrates himself. “Never forget you must first do no harm, dear boy.”


“I shall not, sir,” Thomas assured him.


Returning to his case, the young doctor was about to resume his preparations for travel when Mistress Finesilver, the anatomists’ peevish housekeeper and cook, arrived at the open laboratory door. She sucked in her cheeks and took a deep breath as she handed a missive to Thomas on a salver.


“A message came for you not two minutes ago, sir,” she told him with an unthinking curtsy.


Opening the seal, Thomas read the letter. It was from Sir Theodisius Pettigrew, the Oxford coroner and his most powerful ally in his battle against Sir Montagu.


“Well, young fellow?” Carruthers tapped his stick impatiently.


Thomas looked up. “It seems, sir, that I will need to break my journey in Oxford before I reach Boughton.”


“Oh? And why might that be?” asked a baffled Dr. Carruthers.


“Sir Theodisius wishes to see me urgently,” he replied. “There’s been a murder on the Boughton Estate.”




Chapter 3


There had been a hanging at Oxford. Or, more precisely, three. After breaking his journey in Amersham, Thomas arrived in the city shortly after eight o’clock in the morning, to see a stream of people flowing from the gates of the castle. Some women seemed most distressed and in need of comfort. He shot a look into the courtyard as his carriage passed and saw that the gallows had recently taken the weight of three men. They still hung from the crossbeam like limp rag poppets. Yet the mood among the spectators was not one of raucous celebration, as he had so often witnessed at Tyburn. Those who came away from watching the gruesome spectacle seemed more solemn and reflective. There were those who seemed even angry, the scowls on their faces speaking of some great injustice. A few hapless souls clustered ’round the dead men’s feet with cups to catch any sweat that might drip from their corpses. Thomas knew they believed the secretions contained healing properties. He turned his head away with a mixture of despair and disgust.


The carriage set him down in the High and he ordered his baggage to be taken to the Jolly Trooper, where Sir Theodisius had booked him a room. From there he made his way to the coroner’s office. It was only a short walk, and after the rigors of the journey he felt as stiff as a wrung-out rag and was glad to stretch his aching limbs.


Ushered into his office by the coroner’s familiar sneezing clerk, Thomas found his old friend chomping his way through a pear, the juice squelching down his chin.


“Silkstone, my dear fellow! How good to see you,” Sir Theodisius called through his mouthful, then in a more measured mood, added, “But at such a testing time.” He gestured to the chair in front of his desk. “You have heard no word of her ladyship?” The coroner frowned as he spoke and cocked his head. He and his wife, Lady Harriet, had remained childless and regarded Lydia with an affection that would have been shown to their own daughter. He had already gleaned from the aggrieved expression on the young doctor’s face that she was not faring well in Bethlem.


“It seems I am forbidden to see her ladyship,” Thomas replied, seating himself on the edge of the chair.


“Malthus?” asked the coroner, wiping his juice-spattered chin with a napkin.


“I can think of no other reason, sir,” conceded Thomas.


Sir Theodisius nodded. “He is tightening his grip,” he muttered cryptically, eyeing the bowl of fruit that sat on his desk.


“Your note spoke of a murder,” said Thomas, still unaware of the circumstances of his summons. His own eyes settled on the fruit. He noted that one of the pears was overripe and a dark brown stain of mold was blooming on its skin.


Sir Theodisius paused to frame his reply, fingering a goblet of claret on his desk with his sticky fingers. “Yes. Murder. A most distressing affair,” he said. “An old friend of mine, as a matter of fact.”


Thomas showed his concern. “What happened, sir?”


The coroner relaxed into his chair and sighed deeply. “’Tis a long story, Silkstone.”


“I shall not leave until I hear it,” replied the doctor, dipping his brows.


“Then you’ll be needing one of these,” the coroner said, reaching forward and pouring out another glass of claret. He pushed it across the desk to Thomas, then took another gulp of his own, as if he needed the strength it gave him to continue. “Great changes are afoot at Boughton,” he began.


“Changes?” Thomas leaned forward in his seat.


Sir Theodisius heaved his frame closer to Thomas, his elbows on the desk. He lowered his voice. “An Act of Enclosure was lodged at the quarter sessions last month.”


“Enclosure?” Thomas repeated. The implications of such an act were not entirely familiar to him. Even so, he knew it would involve the fencing off of much of the Boughton Estate. His mind flashed to the common land, with its vast acreage that was home to cattle, geese, and pigs; the wetlands, too, around Plover’s Lake. He thought of the beech forests that skirted the village of Brandwick and covered the surrounding hills, and he thought of the people who relied upon them. Such land, held as it was by the community, bestowed its bounty without charge, or stint as it was known. He knew it to support many a man and his family. At this time of year, the woods would be singing to the sound of saws as the beeches were pollarded, their branches cut for firewood and their canopies thinned so that animals could graze on the growth below.


“This will have a most detrimental effect on all those who live on the estate and in Brandwick,” Thomas ventured.


The coroner’s shoulders suddenly shook in a mocking laugh.


“My dear boy, ’twill change everything. It means that Sir Montagu is applying to take control of the whole area, to use the land for his own profit.”


Thomas paused for a moment, digesting the unwelcome news.


“And he can do this with the sanction of the law?”


Sir Theodisius nodded. “Young Richard is his ward. Malthus argues that he is acting in his best interests and that enclosure is necessary for economic improvement. Remember he is a lawyer, too. His case will be watertight.”


The coroner’s logic made perfect sense to Thomas. Sir Montagu’s estate near Banbury bordered Boughton at its northernmost reach. It was as if a fog had suddenly lifted to reveal the lawyer’s real intentions. The man’s machinations were even more far-reaching than Thomas had ever envisaged. He had always believed that the enmity Sir Montagu had shown him was purely personal, that it was entirely due to his American citizenship. He had never imagined that there was some greater plan for the control of the Boughton Estate. Yet here it was, evidence that his adversary had set his sights on a bigger prize.


Thomas looked at the coroner incredulously. “So this is why he wanted Lydia put away, to add Boughton to his own lands and profit from their annexation.”


“Exactly so,” said Sir Theodisius, nodding. He took another gulp of claret.


“And he would make the young earl his puppet while . . .”


“. . . while the Right Honorable Nicholas Lupton holds sway on his behalf.”


Thomas shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “And this act will give him even more power.”


“Indeed,” said the coroner with a nod. “The common land and the woodlands where parishioners are allowed to roam freely will be fenced off and become exclusively part of the Boughton Estate. The villagers will lose their rights to graze their cattle, to gather firewood, to catch rabbits—” He broke off, shaking his head in tacit disagreement with the policy.


Thomas was aware of the new thinking in agriculture. He had seen for himself the puny cattle and the bare-worn grass of the commons. He knew from inspecting Boughton’s own ledgers that the common harvest never yielded as much as those crops planted on estate land. He’d heard landowners argue that the soil possessed by many in common was neglected by all and that greater efficiency and productivity could be achieved only by taking complete control of it. And yet he was also aware that such progress came at a price and the poor would have to pay for it.


“Will there be no compensation?”


Sir Theodisius heaved his great shoulders. “Some landowners are fair. Tenants are granted allotments in return for giving up their parcels of land, but you know as well as I, Silkstone, that fairness and decency are not words in Montagu Malthus’s vocabulary.”


Thomas thought of Brandwick’s poor cottagers, the people whose meager homes he had entered on so many occasions to treat their various ills. Their misfortunes were often brought on by their wretched living conditions. Lydia had made it her goal to improve the lot of her tenants, but now Malthus, it seemed, wished to reverse their fortunes. He appeared intent not on mending their roofs and repairing their windows, but on driving these people out altogether.


“But surely the villagers will protest?”


Sir Theodisius raised a brow. “If they do they’ll end up dangling at the end of a rope like the peasants this morning.”


The image of the three lifeless bodies strung up from the gallows resurfaced in Thomas’s mind. “They were hanged for protesting?”


“Arson. They set fire to a hayrick, and I doubt if they’ll be the last to resort to such violence.”


“And you fear the same will happen at Boughton?”


“I fear it has already started.”


“Your friend’s murder?” asked Thomas.


Sir Theodisius raised his hands and rolled his eyes in a gesture of despair. “Jeffrey Turgoose was his name. Known him since Eton. Fine surveyor with a practice here in Oxford. I saw him last month. Told me he had been commissioned to work at Boughton, asked to make a preliminary map of the whole estate before the posting of the Act of Enclosure.”


“So that Sir Montagu knows just how much land he would control?” interrupted Thomas.


“Exactly so, but Turgoose was having trouble—I knew that much.”


“Trouble?”


“The villagers resented his work. Jeered and taunted him and his chainman as they went about measuring. I dined with him one evening. Told me his surveying chains had been sabotaged.” The coroner paused to slurp more claret. “He was mapping the woodland when he was shot.”


“Shot?” echoed Thomas. The word rang out across the room. “And you think one or more of the villagers killed him?”


“Malthus thinks so. He looks on each and every man, woman, and child as guilty. He’s enforcing a curfew, and until the murderer is caught, the entire village will suffer.” The coroner’s eyes had settled once more on the bowl of fruit.


“And you, sir? Who do you think is responsible?”


Sir Theodisius shrugged and reached for the moldy pear.


“A vengeful villager, a highwayman—I believe the woods are plagued by them. . . .” The coroner’s voice trailed off as he considered the options.


“I see,” said Thomas. He knew that Sir Theodisius was looking to him to uncover the perpetrator of this heinous act. Moreover, until the surveyor’s murderer was apprehended, the people of Brandwick would continue to endure their new master’s wrath. The killing offered Sir Montagu the perfect excuse to run roughshod over the whole community. “And you wish me to conduct a postmortem on Mr. Turgoose?”


The coroner was studying the moldy pear as it lay in the palm of his hand; then, without warning, he closed his fist ’round it and squeezed. It squelched in his hand, so that the juice oozed through his fingers, leaving behind a mushy pulp. He looked up at Thomas, who had been observing him with a strange fascination.


“His body arrived this morning,” he said.




Chapter 4


Sir Montagu Malthus received Gilbert Fothergill in his study at Draycott House, near Banbury. His clerk’s arrival from London just as the light was fading could not have been more fortuitous, coming as it did at the end of a meeting with the neighboring landowners. Of course there had been some expectation that the good news would arrive that day, but the way in which the little man entered the room, flourishing this most important scroll, proved, in the lawyer’s opinion, rather a coup de théâtre.


Nor did Fothergill arrive a moment too soon. Talk had inevitably turned to the murder of the Boughton surveyor three days before. Sir Montagu had shaken his head and said he was doing all in his power to apprehend the vile peasants who had carried out such a villainous crime. It was an unwelcome diversion from the matter in hand, so when the clerk arrived from London, his mood lightened.


Present that afternoon was the elderly and ailing Sir John Thorndike, whose estate bordered Boughton, along with Lord William Fitzwarren, the owner of three thousand acres in Northamptonshire, and the Earl of Rainton, whose lands also fell within the proposed, but as yet most secret, scheme. Another landowner, Sir Arthur Warbeck, who happened to be Brandwick’s magistrate, was also present. Nicholas Lupton had ridden up from Boughton Hall that morning.


Fothergill had clearly not expected such a reception. Never a man given to showing his emotions, he nevertheless managed a gracious, if slightly awkward, nod of his gray goat-wigged head as the gentlemen rose and applauded his entrance.


“Bravo!” guffawed Lord Fitzwarren, a ruddy-faced man and the loudest of them all.


“Hear, hear!” echoed Rainton and Lupton in unison.


Sir John Thorndike, however, remained seated. His heart condition was growing steadily worse. Nevertheless, he still managed to raise his glass of sack to Fothergill.


Sir Montagu stood to pat the bemused clerk on the back. It was the first time he had shown such a gesture of appreciation to Fothergill in more than thirty years’ service.


“So, gentlemen,” he began, “we have successfully reached the first milestone in our exciting journey.” He was beaming as he scanned the assembled faces for shows of appreciation.


“But there are many more hurdles to jump,” butted in Lupton, continuing the traveling analogy.


Sir Montagu threw him a disapproving look. There was no love lost between the two men. It suited the lawyer’s purpose to have Lupton in place at Boughton as his temporary steward, but he was not showing himself to be the man of vision Sir Montagu had originally thought. Rather too egotistical, he felt, although time would tell.


“But we shall overcome them!” exclaimed Fitzwarren, as bullish as ever.


From his seat, Sir John nodded. “Indeed we shall, but it will take time.”


Rainton concurred. “’Twill be another year until the act is passed, at the earliest.”


Sir Montagu was clearly irked by his companions’ wavering. “But it will be passed. Of that there can be no doubt, and in the meantime, we can enlist the support of more backers, gentlemen. Do you not see? We cannot fail in our endeavors.”


Rainton, however, seemed unconvinced. “And what of the objectors?”


Lupton shot an anxious look at Sir Montagu, who parried the question. “A minor setback.” He nodded dismissively.


Rainton snorted. “You call the murder of your surveyor a minor setback?” he retorted, casting around for support from his fellow landowners.


Sir John nodded and looked pointedly at Sir Montagu. “The villagers obviously hold you responsible for depriving them of their beloved Lady Lydia and stepping too hastily into her shoes,” he said plainly, adding: “There is a general ill feeling at Boughton and in Brandwick.”


“’Twas ever thus among the proletariat,” sneered Fitzwarren, coming to the lawyer’s rescue.


Sir Montagu’s nostrils flared as he shot a look of disdain at the ailing old knight.


“Those responsible will be made an example of; I can assure you of that, gentlemen,” he said, adding: “And, of course, Lupton, as my steward, will see that order is kept on the estate and in the village.”


“So you are the proverbial whipping boy?” said Rainton, fixing a look of cynical amusement on Lupton. The steward’s expression remained neutral, even though inwardly he acknowledged he would be the one to bear the brunt of the villagers’ wrath.


Before he could answer, Sir John piped up. “Speaking of boys, where is young Crick?” he croaked. “Where are you hiding him, Malthus?”


Sir Montagu straightened his back and sniffed. “Not hiding him; merely shielding him from harmful outside influences, sir.”


“Does that include us?” Fitzwarren quipped before bursting, once more, into a fit of laughter.


“May we see him?” asked Rainton, ignoring his colleague. “After all, it is he who will ultimately benefit from our scheme.”


The lawyer thought for a moment. Lydia’s son had been made a ward of the court of Chancery, and he was his guardian. “Very well,” he said, pulling the bell cord. A few seconds later his butler was taking instructions to bring in Richard Crick. Before the young earl arrived, however, Sir Montagu had a word of warning for those assembled.


“This matter must be treated with the utmost discretion, gentlemen. If word gets out, I needn’t remind you that all hell will break loose.”


Lupton raised a brow. “’Tis bad enough now. There is general disquiet among the villagers about us raising rents.”


Rainton concurred. “The lower sort could prove a great thorn in our sides. There have been riots at Fritwick.”


Sir Montagu smirked. “As I said, I am fully aware of the antipathy of the common horde, dear Rainton, but it is up to us to remove that thorn by fair means or foul.”


For a moment there was silence as the gentlemen contemplated the implications of Sir Montagu’s words. Then their host lightened the mood as the young earl was announced. The boy, dressed finely and his unruly curls now tamed by a ribbon, stood at the doorway flanked by his nursemaid. The kindly looking matron, Nurse Pring, who had previously been in Lydia’s service, gently pushed her charge forward into the room. He turned back to look at her, but she flapped her hand at him and he took a few paces forward.


“Your lordship, I would like to introduce you to some friends of mine,” Sir Montagu told the boy, softening his tone.


The child pursed his lips and a look of apprehension settled on his face.


“They would like to be your friends, too,” Sir Montagu told him, holding out his hand.


Sir John’s eyes widened. “How like his mother he is!” he exclaimed, staring at the young earl’s chestnut hair and large eyes.


Sir Montagu chose to ignore the remark. “We have been discussing business,” he told his bewildered charge, hooking him close to him.


The boy’s expression remained unsettled, his gaze darting from one man to another until he finally settled on Nicholas Lupton’s familiar face. He let Sir Montagu’s hand drop and hurried over to him.


“Mr. Lupton!” he cried, tugging at the steward’s sleeve. But Lupton looked slightly abashed and fended him off in a jovial, but firm, manner.


“No, sir. You are a young man now. Gentlemen do not behave in such a way.”


Fitzwarren laughed loudly at this remark, the others sniggered, but the collective smile was soon wiped off their faces by the child’s next remark.


“Where is my mamma?” he asked, looking up at Sir Montagu.


The lawyer shifted uneasily. “Why, sir, you know your mamma is unwell and in a hospital.”


“But when will I see her again?”


There was an awkward silence. “When she is fully restored.”


“But when will that be?” The boy stamped his foot as he spoke.


Offended by such behavior, Sir Montagu nodded to the nursemaid.


“Your lordship,” she called harshly. “That is quite enough. Come here now.” She slapped her skirts.


The child looked at Lupton, who stared back icily, giving him not a crumb of comfort. It was then that the young earl’s eyes filled with tears and his face reddened.


“Now!” repeated the nursemaid, ignoring her charge’s sobs.


With heaving shoulders the child dragged his feet over to the door.


“Send him to bed,” instructed Sir Montagu. The woman curtsied and was walking out of the door when the lawyer called her back once more. “And no supper!” he barked. She acknowledged his order with a nod, took the boy’s hand, and pulled him from the room.


The men listened in an uneasy silence to the child’s pleas as he was dragged upstairs once more. It was Sir John who spoke first: “He has his mother’s good looks,” he said.


“But no manners,” ventured Fitzwarren with a snort.


“’Tis hard for him,” said Lupton, sympathy softening his tone. “He found his mother after all those years and now she has been taken from him again.”


Sir Montagu frowned and upbraided his steward. “Tush, tush, Lupton! Do I detect sentimentality?” He was aware that Lupton had become fond of the boy, and, he dared say, of Lydia, before the steward’s treachery had been revealed and he had slipped so effortlessly into the role of estate manager.


Lupton cocked his head. “No, sir, but—”


“Good.” Sir Montagu cut him off abruptly. “After all, the boy will benefit from this scheme in the long run,” he pointed out. He was ringing the servants’ bell once more.


“And what will become of Lady Lydia?” chimed in Sir John.


Sir Montagu’s lips twitched. “You always did have a soft spot for her, didn’t you, John?” He recalled the time that he had offered his old friend Lydia’s hand in marriage if he were to assist him in his plans to fend off Thomas Silkstone.


“You say she has gone quite mad?” asked Rainton.


Sir Montagu twisted his head and nodded warily. It was clear he suddenly felt that his authority was being challenged.


“Quite,” he replied firmly.


“So there is no possibility of her recovery?” pressed Sir John. Sir Montagu knew exactly what he was driving at.


“Even if she does recover, she no longer has any say in matters concerning the estate,” he said emphatically. He turned to address everyone else in the room. “Your investment will be perfectly sound, I can assure you, gentlemen.”


When the butler appeared at the door, Sir Montagu called for glasses to be recharged, endeavoring to lift spirits. The sack poured, he proposed a toast.


“Gentlemen, to our future success,” he cried.


Each one eyed the others, drawing on their mutual strengths, and in that moment their confidence seemed to return. They were entrepreneurs, pioneers, men of vision at the dawn of a new age of industry and invention. The power lay in their hands to use as they saw fit. And, as with all worthwhile endeavors, there would be those who would fall by the wayside and be trampled underfoot. The way ahead would be strewn with difficulties, but their power weighted the odds very much in their favor. The men raised their glasses high.


“Our future success,” they echoed.




Chapter 5


Great Tom was tolling ten as Thomas walked under Wren’s pepper-pot dome and up to the doors of the Christ Church Anatomy School, Oxford. Within moments the familiar shock of hoarfrost hair that belonged to Professor Hans Hascher appeared to greet him. The professor, a native of Saxony, had been most helpful in his dealings with Lydia’s late husband, Captain Michael Farrell. He had put his own laboratory at Thomas’s disposal as the young anatomist had tried to prove Farrell’s innocence.


“It’s good to see you again,” said the Saxon, lunging forward and kissing Thomas enthusiastically on both cheeks in the continental manner. His English, although understandable, was heavily accented.


“And you, Professor,” said the doctor, taken slightly aback by the effusive welcome. “Although I am sorry it is a postmortem that reunites us,” he added.


Hascher tilted his snowy white head. “And not a pretty sight, I fear,” he groaned.


Without ceremony he led Thomas into a small room with high windows at the back of the school. While the light might have been adequate, the ventilation was not, and the stench so familiar to Thomas, though not yet nauseating, indicated that the unfortunate victim had already made his presence felt. The covered corpse lay on the dissecting table in the middle of the room. The two men approached it, and with a silent nod Thomas indicated he was prepared. The professor then pulled back the cloth to reveal the face of Jeffrey Turgoose, staring blankly up at the ceiling. His eyes were wide open and his features frozen in shock. Apart from a long, thin scratch on the man’s cheek, which seemed to have been recently inflicted, there were no other outward signs of violence on his face.
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