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  The streets of London were thronging with people, as always when it was hanging day at Tyburn. Hawkers were peddling food and drink as well as broadsides detailing the crimes of those soon to suffer. The well-to-do were climbing up to the seats they had rented in Mother Proctor’s pews. Pickpockets and cutpurses were plying their trade in full view of the fate that awaited them. On the balcony of Tyburn House sat the Sheriff, overlooking the scene, splendid in his wig and robes of office. And above it all loomed the infamous Triple Tree, the towering triangular gallows of London.


  Jack Blackstone, better known as Blackjack, the highwayman, manoeuvred his horse through the crowd, occasionally chasing some of the more idle spectators out of the way. Jack Blackstone made a point of always attending hanging days at Tyburn, for professional reasons. For he usually knew at least one of the prisoners about to be hanged, often more than one. They were his colleagues and his rivals, after all. Offering moral support, while his professional acquaintances passed into eternity, seemed like the right and honourable thing to do.


  But today, Jack had not come to Tyburn merely to wish some old acquaintances Godspeed on their last way. No, today Jack was here on a mission. For among the six men and three women to suffer for their crimes on this summer day in the year of the Lord 1751 was Eliza Colson, the love of Jack’s life.


  Eliza had been found guilty of “stealing in a public house” as the judge at the Old Bailey had put it. For a string of pearls and a purse full of gold had gone missing at The Rose and the Thorn, the inn where Eliza worked as a maid.


  Unlike Jack, Eliza didn’t have a criminal bone in her body. She hadn’t been responsible for the theft, for the landlord of The Rose and the Thorn was known to occasionally help himself to the valuables of his guests. When he was about to get caught, he had hidden the loot in Eliza’s room to pin the blame on her. And so Eliza had been arrested, tried, found guilty and sentenced to die in his stead.


  Jack patted the saddlebags, which concealed two loaded pistols. He would deal with the treacherous landlord later. But today he was here to save his Eliza from the gallows or die trying.


  [image: pinstripe]


  A commotion at the head of Tyburn Road announced that the carts with the condemned had arrived. Jack pushed his way to the front of the crowd just in time to see the City Marshall and the Under Sheriff jointly leading the procession to the execution grounds. Next came the prison chaplain of Newgate, mumbling prayers and Bible verses. The hangman John Thrift and his assistants followed, then a troop of musketeers, constables and javelin men on horseback escorting the three carts with the condemned, already sitting on the rough wooden coffins in which they would soon be buried. If the anatomists didn’t get them first, that was.


  The first cart bore two sodomists and a burglar Jack was vaguely acquainted with. The second cart bore an elderly man found guilty of returning from transportation, the rapist who had been terrorising the women of St. Giles and a horsethief of Jack’s acquaintance, who nodded to him and would have waved, if his pinioned hands had let him. Eliza was in the third cart, together with Sarah Dean, a pallid girl found guilty of murdering her bastard child, and Mary Whitby, who in her prime had been the most skilled pickpocket in all of London. Alas, her prime was long past.
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