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TUESDAY, APRIL 6, 1666


Through me you pass into the city of woe;

Through me you pass into eternal pain;

Through me among the people lost forever.








CHAPTER 1


I COULDN’T SEE.

The hood that bound my head was canvas, so my only light was what filtered through the weave. I gasped, drawing what air I could through the fabric. It stank of dried blood and stale sweat. I wasn’t the first prisoner to wear it.

The cart thundered down the road, bumping on the cobblestones, the wood rattling my bones. I lay in the back, wrists and ankles clamped in chains that jingled with the wagon’s rise and fall. My heart thudded, keeping time with each bang and shudder.

This was the third time they’d moved me since I’d been captured. I didn’t know where they were taking me. But then I didn’t even know why I’d been arrested.

It had happened yesterday, late afternoon—at least I think it was yesterday; I’d lost track of time in the jails. I’d been at Blackthorn with Tom, searching for the few copies of my master’s journals we hadn’t yet been able to find. I needed to replenish some of the ingredients I kept in the apothecary sash I wore hidden around my waist, so I left Tom hunting through the books upstairs while I went down to the workshop to refill the vials.

A commotion in the alley behind my shop drew me to the door. There was a small crowd two doors down, huddled around the crates behind Mr. Ralston’s grocery. I’d made it halfway there when a voice cried out.

“That’s him! The boy! He did it!”

Three men were on me in an instant. I recognized the constable, Mr. Pettiworth, but the other two were strangers. They grabbed my arms and lifted me bodily from the ground.

“Hey!” I’d cried, trying to pull away. “What are you—”

Someone cracked me on the head before I could finish. Dazed, I was carried into the streets, brought to our parish’s jail, and tossed in a cell. I huddled against the back wall, confused and scared, for only a short time before two new men arrived and hauled me out.

Again I tried to ask what was happening. This time, I got a club to the gut for my trouble. I’d obviously been accused of some crime, so I expected the men to cart me off to the courthouse. I almost welcomed it; at least someone there would tell me why I’d been arrested.

Yet I wasn’t taken to the courthouse. Instead, the men threw a hood over my head and carted me to a different jail. There I remained for several hours until I was moved once again. With the hood on, I couldn’t tell where. All I knew from the pinpricks of torchlight through the canvas was that it was the middle of the night.

I’d never been arrested before. I didn’t know what the procedure was, exactly. But I knew nothing about this was normal. And that scared me more than anything else.

They left the hood on in my new cell. I huddled in the corner until they moved me a third time—and by the daylight now streaming through the fabric, I could tell the whole night had passed since I’d been captured. They dumped me in the back of this cart, and now we were headed somewhere new.

I knew better than to ask where. I just lay there, breathing the stink through the canvas, until the cart was finally reined to a stop.

Strong hands grabbed me under my shoulders and hauled me out. I wasn’t expecting to be let go, so when they released me, I stumbled and fell.

I hit the ground hard. I could tell I was on dirt—little specks of earth and gravel dug into my fingers—but the hood still blinded me as to where I was.

A voice spoke, low and gruff. “Name?”

I heard paper crinkling above me; one of my captors handing over a letter. Then the gruff voice called out.

“Fleming! Packard! One for the cellar!”

Footsteps approached. I was hauled up by my arms again. These were different men from before—one of them smelled worse than the two who’d dropped me here, which was saying something—and they dragged me off without a word. I heard the cart creaking and the clopping of hooves as my old captors rode away.

The light coming through the canvas dimmed, and our footsteps began to echo. We were marching through a tunnel, or a gate. I stumbled as they dragged me and felt the dirt switch to stone under my shoes. Then the light all but vanished. We were inside, going down stairs.

I’d been ordered to the cellar, but it didn’t smell like a cellar. It smelled like a sewer. The stink of it overwhelmed everything, even the body odor of the man next to me. I gagged, praying I wouldn’t throw up. My hood was still on.

I heard voices cursing from below. Then the shouts suddenly broke into a roar, a dozen men jeering at once. It made me cringe, and I tried to tug away from my new captors.

They didn’t like that. The man on my left gripped me harder. The one on my right twisted my arm until he just about popped it from its socket. I cried out, my howls lost in the din.

The two men carried me into the screams. Then they shoved me up against a stone wall. One man held my arms high while the other locked manacles around my wrists. They did the same to my ankles, then tore off the hood and walked away. I blinked, the first time I’d been able to see since yesterday.

A single torch flickered across the room, hanging from a sconce on the wall. I could see steps going up—the steps they’d just dragged me down, the only way out of here. The center of the cellar gave proof to the stench I’d smelled: It was an open sewer. Waste and refuse floated in a thin pond of scum, draining from one low grating in the wall to another on the opposite side.

The reek hit me fully now that the hood was off. I couldn’t help it anymore. I retched. But my stomach was empty—they hadn’t fed me since the constable had hauled me away, not even a drink of water—so nothing came up but thin, sour bile.

“Don’t like the smell, eh?” a man said, practically in my ear. “Just wait till they bring the food!”

He cackled at his joke. The man was thin, with a leering smile and a gap between his teeth, which were chipped and rotted black. Like me, he was chained to the wall by manacles, four feet to my left. Next to him was another prisoner, half naked, curled in a ball and moaning. A dozen more men lay about the room, all shackled the same. A few strained to look me over. The rest just stared into the gloom.

A dungeon, I thought. This isn’t a jail. It’s a dungeon.

Why was I here? For that matter… “Where am I?” I said.

“You mean you don’t know?” The man beside me laughed. “You’re at the gates of hell, boy. They brought you to Newgate Prison.”






CHAPTER 2


NEWGATE… PRISON?

Impossible.

Newgate was notorious. The worst of London’s criminals were held here, a house of thieves and killers. Full of tiny, cramped cells, with barely enough room to stand and move.

Except I wasn’t in a cell. They’d taken me to the dungeon, the rough cellar beneath the jail keeper’s house.

This was where they kept prisoners condemned to die.

Panic rose in my chest. “But I haven’t even had a trial,” I said.

“What’s a trial going to do?” the man next to me crowed. “By the time you see the magistrate, it’s already over!”

He said it like it was some grand joke. Except he was right. Nearly every trial ended with the same verdict: guilty. After all, if you hadn’t done the crime, why would you be in a courtroom?

I yanked desperately at my chains. The iron bit into my wrists, leaving my skin raw and red. “I have to get out of here,” I said, frantic. “Help! Help!”

The man chained beside me thought I was the funniest person he’d ever met. “Ain’t no one going to help you down here, boy.”

“But I haven’t done anything!”

I didn’t think he could have laughed harder, but he did. “Of course you didn’t! None of us have! I didn’t murder that lady at all. And ol’ Butcher John here”—he nudged the moaning body chained next to him—“he didn’t kill eight people! Did you, John?”

John groaned, trembling on the stone. He had no shirt or shoes, and his breeches were soaked, whether with sweat or waste from the sewer, I didn’t know. There were blotches all over his skin. At first, I thought they were birthmarks, but now I saw they formed a rash. Some of the blotches were bumpy, some flat. I understood now, too, that his trembling wasn’t from cold. It was the shaking of a man with high temperature.

I recognized what he had right away. Master Benedict had taught me about it long ago. “That’s jail fever,” I said breathlessly.

The man next to me nodded. “Well, we’re in jail, ain’t we?”

“That’s deadly!”

This sent him into a new fit of laughter. “The fever ain’t going to be what kills you, boy! Ha-ha-ha!”

I couldn’t think. I couldn’t think. “The king will get me out of here,” I said mindlessly. “He won’t let me die. He’ll save me.”

“The king! Ha-ha-haaaa! Hey, lads, good news! Merry ol’ Charles is coming to visit!”

The rest of the dungeon joined in mocking me. “Tell him I need new stockings!” one of the prisoners shouted, and soon they were all calling for something. I sat against the wall, trying to cover my ears, shaking like a leaf.

The dungeon thundered with their laughter. It was so loud I almost missed the clomp of footsteps on the stairs. It sounded like a troop of armored men.

The jailer, I thought. Coming with guards to shut us up.

But it wasn’t the jailer. I saw that when the boots first appeared on the steps. And my heart leaped.

I knew those boots.

They were fine, black leather, normally polished so they’d shine, though today they were spattered with mud. The breeches above them were black, too, as was the man’s silk shirt and waistcoat. The twin pistols he wore in his belt offered the only splash of color, with their pearl handles and finely engraved steel. A patch covered his left eye, an angry scar running from underneath it to the corner of his lip, twisting his mouth in a permanent half scowl.

This was the King’s Warden, Lord Richard Ashcombe, right-hand man to His Majesty, Charles II. Most people found him terrifying. I don’t think I’d ever been so happy to see anyone in my life.

He stormed down the stairs. Two of the King’s Men followed him, the royal emblem emblazoned on their tabards. The prisoners chained with me quieted, watching with startled curiosity as the jailer scurried behind them, protesting.

“You have no right.” The jailer squeezed between the King’s Men to argue with Lord Ashcombe. “This is my domain. I have the papers of transfer right here.”

He stuck the letter he was holding in Ashcombe’s face. Ashcombe plucked it from his fingers and handed it to the nearest King’s Man. “Keep this.”

The soldier tucked the paper into his belt.

The jailer protested. “That’s official business,” he said. “You can’t confiscate it.” He tried to grab it back.

The second King’s Man put a hand on the jailer’s chest. “You should rethink your choices, mate,” the soldier said.

The prisoners loved every bit of this. “Stick ’im with your sword!” one called out.

Lord Ashcombe continued down as if he’d never been interrupted. For the jailer, this was one humiliation too far. “I haven’t even been paid for the boy’s keep,” he said. “I don’t care who you are—you’re not taking him anywhere.” And he grabbed Lord Ashcombe by the arm.

Big mistake.

Lord Ashcombe swung round. At first, I thought he was going to knock the man’s hand away. Instead, he swept his arm around the jailer’s elbow, pinning it against his chest. Off balance, the jailer stumbled, wheeling to face the King’s Warden, almost as if they were dancing.

Then Lord Ashcombe rammed his forehead into the jailer’s nose.

The crack echoed in the dungeon. Blood poured from the jailer’s broken nose over his lips. Lord Ashcombe released the man, and the jailer crumpled to his knees.

There was no fine swordplay here. That was a brawler’s move, brutal and efficient. And the dungeon thundered with the cheers of every prisoner.

They shouted and called like they were watching a fight at the bear pits. They cheered even harder when the King’s Men drew their short swords and stepped forward, ready to finish the fool who’d dared to manhandle their general.

Lord Ashcombe raised a hand to stop them. “If you kill him,” he said, “he won’t be able to tell us where the key is.”

Bleeding quietly, the jailer dug in his pocket and held it up.






CHAPTER 3


THE KING’S MEN UNLOCKED MY manacles.

The prisoners kept cheering as I was released. It was strange; I’d barely been there five minutes, but they already thought of me as one of their own. It lightened their hearts to see a fellow captive go free.

The man beside me was actually jumping up and down—as high as he could, anyway, with irons clapped to his ankles—laughing like a madman. “Tell the king we love him!” he said. “From me and ol’ Butcher John both!”

The other captives shouted their own requests, some vulgar, most a plea to let them out, too. Lord Ashcombe ignored them all. He watched silently as his men brought me over, limping.

“Thank you, my lord—” I began.

He cut me off sharply. “Say nothing.”

I shut my mouth. Was he angry with me? It was impossible to tell. His gruff manner and that scar on his face meant he always looked as if he was one annoyance away from drawing his pistols and giving everyone a piece of his mind.

The bloodied jailer slunk off, tail between his legs, as the King’s Men helped me up the steps and out of the dungeon. The guards on duty all watched, but no one tried to stop us. They’d heard that conversation and wanted no part of it.

We exited the prison into the courtyard, leaving Newgate’s stone towers behind. I couldn’t describe the relief I felt at seeing the sun again—to say nothing of breathing fresh air. Yet it wasn’t until we left the main gate and reached the street that I truly felt free. It was like noticing for the first time that everyone else seemed so… well, normal. As if being stuck in that prison was a worry that had never crossed their minds.

Just like I’d believed until a few minutes ago. And I still didn’t know what I’d done wrong.

I wouldn’t get any answers soon. Two more of the King’s Men waited with the horses. They’d brought my own mount, Blossom, for me to ride. I recognized her right away: her chestnut coat, the white socks on her hind legs, the star on her forehead. But, most of all, her curious, intelligent eyes.

She nickered when she saw me. Tom’s midnight-black warhorse, Lightning, was waiting next to her, and my heart leaped again as Tom stepped from behind the horse’s hindquarters. As usual, Tom was wearing the feathered, wide-brimmed, silver-trimmed hat the king had given him last month. He’d taken to dressing more fashionably overall to match it; today he had on an embroidered waistcoat with silver piping.

The worry that lined his face melted away when he saw me. He wrapped me in a bear hug.

“You stink,” he said.

I laughed, almost giddy.

Tom put me down and spoke seriously. “I thought they’d killed you. We went looking at the jail, but you weren’t—”

“Silence,” Lord Ashcombe said.

Tom quieted as quickly as I had. Lord Ashcombe mounted his horse, and Tom swung himself into his own saddle. With time only for a quick hand of comfort on Blossom’s neck, I got on, too. She snorted, shaking her head. I guess I really did stink.

My whole body ached so badly I practically flopped over my saddle. Then we were off. Lord Ashcombe set the pace, twisting through the streets, barely giving the traffic time to get out of our way. Even if the King’s Warden hadn’t told us to keep quiet, there was no chance for Tom and me to talk. I just gripped the reins and prayed I wouldn’t fall off.



We rode straight for the Palace of Whitehall, keeping our breakneck speed until we reached the stables. As the grooms stepped forward to take our horses, Lord Ashcombe called a pair of servants over to attend to me.

“Clean him up,” he said.

The servants escorted me into the palace, politely avoiding crinkling their noses at my stench. Tom and I had been living here for a month now. When we’d first returned to London, the king had installed us in the parlor of one of his knights, Sir Thomas Killigrew. After we’d foiled the Covenanter plot against His Majesty, we’d been ordered to remain at Whitehall—though Sir Thomas’s objections had finally had their effect, and we’d been moved.

Our quarters were now a small room on the second floor that I was pretty sure was a repurposed linen closet. Sally, whom the king had made his ward, was still living at Berkshire House, staying in much nicer quarters on the edge of Saint James’s Park. Though frankly, it didn’t much matter where we laid our heads, because we’d all been kept busy.

As there wasn’t room in our quarters for a tub, the attendants escorted me to the servants’ bathing area instead. After a pair of maids filled the tub with buckets of heated water, the men stripped me down, dunked me under, and scrubbed at my skin with a giant sponge. I found the whole thing mortifying. At least the maids were gone.

By the time they finally let me out, my filthy clothes had vanished, replaced by freshly pressed togs brought down from my room—and blissfully, a plate of fruits and pastries. Too starving to be polite, I guzzled down an entire pitcher of water, then stuffed my face as I dressed, trying not to leave sticky smears all over my shirt. When I was done, the attendants returned me to Scotland Yard, near the stables.

Lord Ashcombe was still there, giving orders to the King’s Men. Tom waited by the stalls, running a brush through Lightning’s coat and rubbing the blaze on his horse’s forehead. He hurried over when he saw me.

“Are you all right?” he said.

I nodded, shaking soapy water out of my ear. “I even feel sort of human again.”

“How did you end up at Newgate? We looked everywhere for you.”

I waited to explain until Lord Ashcombe had dismissed his men and joined us. I told them how the constable had seized me in the alley behind Blackthorn, then how I’d been moved from jail to jail, until they’d finally shackled me in that dungeon. “I still don’t know why,” I said, confused.

“Likely so we couldn’t find you until your trial had already begun,” Lord Ashcombe said. He told me that as soon as Tom had discovered I’d been arrested, he’d hurried back to Whitehall to tell Lord Ashcombe, and Lord Walsingham, too: the king’s spymaster and, secretly, my new master as well.

“By the time we arrived at the first jail,” Ashcombe said, “no one knew where you’d been sent. It took a full day and a pair of Walsingham’s agents to track you down.”

His mention of the courts chilled me. “Why would I be on trial? For what charge?”

“Murder.”

“What?” I stared at them. “I didn’t kill anyone!”

“No one here believed you did.”

“But… why would anyone accuse me of murder?”

“For very good reason,” Ashcombe growled. “Come with me.”






CHAPTER 4


LORD ASHCOMBE LED US INTO the Wood Yard. He made for the beer buttery, but instead of going inside, took us down a wide set of stairs into the cellar underneath.

I shivered, and not just because it was cooler underground. Going down those steps made me remember every second I’d spent in Newgate. But there were no chains here to bind me. It was just a storage area for the upstairs, beer casks stacked all over, with three prep tables in the center.

Two of those tables had something on them, covered by a heavy cloth. One of the King’s Men, standing watch between them, nodded to Lord Ashcombe, moving aside as we approached. The light was dim down here, so it wasn’t until we got close that I realized what we’d come to see.

There were bodies under those coverings. I could make out the silhouette of their shapes under the linen, the cloth sticking up at the heads and the toes.

I paused. Murder, I thought. I’ve been accused of murder. Were these the people I’d supposedly killed?

“They were found in the alley behind your home,” Lord Ashcombe said.

He pulled back the first cloth. Underneath was the body of a man approaching his sixties. All his clothes had been removed, showing skin of pallid white. He had a bit of a belly. And there was a stab wound in the center of his ribs.

There was no blood; the man had died hours ago. The wound was clean, with smooth edges. A wide dagger, or a short sword, had been plunged into his chest. From the angle, the strike had gone straight to his heart.

“Do you recognize him?” Lord Ashcombe said.

I’d barely glanced at the man’s face; my eyes had been drawn straight to the wound in his ribs. Now I looked more closely. He had a beard, dark, like his hair, and his eyes—

I gasped.

“That’s Mr. Sinclair!” I said. It was the beard that had thrown me off; I’d never seen him with one before. “He owns the confectionery next door to Blackthorn.”

“Is there any reason why someone would think you had a grudge against him?”

“No.” My heart sank. “He was always kind to me.”

Tom was just as dismayed to see the man lying there. When Master Benedict had first taken me in, Mr. Sinclair gave me a free candy every Sunday. After Tom became my friend, Mr. Sinclair had extended his bounty to him, too. A little Christian charity on the Lord’s day, he’d say, and drop the sweets into our palms with a wink. “He made me smile,” I said sadly.

“Did he have any enemies?”

None that I could think of. “He left when the plague broke out. I didn’t even know he was back in town.”

I looked to Tom. He shook his head; he hadn’t seen the man, either.

“Why on Earth would anyone kill him?” I said. “Why would anyone think I killed him?”

“Apparently,” Lord Ashcombe said, “because he stumbled upon you committing the other murder.”

He nodded toward the second body. I drew back the cloth to take a look.

And suddenly, I couldn’t breathe.






CHAPTER 5


I STARED AT THE CORPSE on the table.

This one was a boy. He was older than me, about seventeen or so. He had red hair and a stocky build, with close-set eyes and a sloping brow. Half his face was a mess, the flesh on the left side a writhing, twisted mass. The same was true of his neck, shoulder, and arm.

He’d been burned sometime in the past, but that wasn’t what had killed him. There was a small wound above his breastbone. An exit wound, by the way the flesh protruded. I bet that if I’d turned him over, I would have seen the same gash as on Mr. Sinclair, a wide blade entering from the back. Yet even if I hadn’t seen the wound, I’d have known he didn’t die from the burns. Not just because they were healed.

Because I was the one who’d burned him.

“Wat,” I whispered.

This was the boy who’d been apprenticed to the Cult of the Archangel. The boy who’d murdered my master.

It was no wonder why anyone thought I’d killed him. If I’d seen him again, I very well might have.

Tom was as stunned as I was. I looked up at Lord Ashcombe, who nodded; he’d recognized Wat, too. But then he wasn’t likely to forget—after all, his missing eye and the scar on his face were the boy’s handiwork.

“Have you seen him since?” Lord Ashcombe asked quietly.

Tom and I shook our heads. “You told us he’d fled London.”

“He had,” Ashcombe said. “I don’t know where he ended up. But I stopped looking for him when the plague struck. I assumed he’d gone for good.”

So had I. It made me think of what Lord Walsingham had told me. Always question your assumptions, apprentice. Failure to do so leads to complacency. And complacency is often fatal.

How right he’d been. Here was Wat lying dead on the slab. I stared at the body, thinking… I didn’t know what. That Wat had taken away the first man who’d ever cared about me. That the boy deserved what he’d got. That he deserved worse even than this.

“How do people say I killed him?” I said.

“The claim,” Lord Ashcombe told us, “is that you found Wat lurking around the back of your shop. You confronted him, and when he turned to run, you chased him and stabbed him in the back. Sinclair supposedly heard the fight and came into the alley. To stop him reporting your crime, you killed him, too.”

“I wouldn’t have harmed Mr. Sinclair for anything,” I protested.

“I know. As for Wat, if you’d seen him, you’d have shot him. You wouldn’t have used a knife.”

I wasn’t sure I liked Lord Ashcombe’s cold assessment of how I’d have taken my revenge. Probably because he was right. Still, it was a relief to have him believe me. He could vouch for me at my trial.

As it turned out, he could do much more than that. “We need to ensure there isn’t any doubt at all,” he said. “We have to show you didn’t kill either of them. Fortunately, we can prove exactly that.”






CHAPTER 6


“HOW?” TOM SAID, SURPRISED.

“Examine the bodies,” Lord Ashcombe said.

Tom recoiled, horrified by the thought. I wasn’t all that keen on it, either. But my years with Master Benedict had exposed me to the dead plenty of times. His remedies hadn’t always saved our patients, much as we might have wished otherwise.

In this case, however, I wasn’t sure what I was looking for. If I’d been with Master Benedict, I’d have looked for signs of infection or disease. And indeed, Wat did have a boil on his calf. A cat scratch that got infected, I thought. I could still see the claw marks on his skin. I shook my head. Wat had once been an apothecary’s apprentice, too. He should have known to get it treated. Made me wonder just what he’d been doing since he’d fled.

But Wat’s more immediate problem had obviously been the stab wound in his back. There were the usual scrapes and scratches on his hands, but I didn’t think they were defensive marks. His knuckles lacked the bruising that would have come from being in a fight.

With Mr. Sinclair, the knife had entered from the front. I lifted the body enough to see that he, too, had an exit wound. And Mr. Sinclair had no defensive wounds on his hands at all. Just some freshly burned skin, likely caused by hot sugar dripping on his fingers.

“They were killed by the same blade,” I said. “A foot long and two inches wide at the base. A long dagger.”

Lord Ashcombe nodded. “The wounds tell us the murder weapon. Anything else?”

“No defensive wounds meant they either knew their killer, or he surprised them.”

“Yes. And?”

I thought about it. “The blades went straight to the heart. One thrust, no hesitation. The killer knew what he was doing.”

“Yes. And?”

I was running out of things to tell him. I studied the corpses again. “When the body dies,” I said, “blood settles at the lowest point. The discoloration on these two says that Mr. Sinclair lay on his back, but Wat fell on his side. His left side.”

“Does any of that prove you didn’t kill them as the witness claimed?”

“No. If I’d chased Wat, I’d have stabbed him from behind, just like that. And if Mr. Sinclair had confronted me, he knew me well; he wouldn’t have expected an attack. But…”

“Go on.”

“I’ve never stabbed anyone,” I said. “Surely I wouldn’t be so good at it.”

“So you might claim. But you’re an apothecary’s apprentice. You know anatomy. You’d know exactly where to aim.”

“I guess.”

“So what are you missing?”

By now I was at a complete loss. What the witness claimed was obviously a lie, but it was plausible. How was I supposed to prove I wasn’t the one who’d killed them?

Neither Tom nor I had the answer. “I’m sorry, my lord. I don’t know.”

“Move the bodies,” Lord Ashcombe said.

I wasn’t sure what he was asking. I’d already moved the bodies to examine the wounds.

“The limbs,” he said. “Move the limbs.”

Puzzled, I did as he asked. I took Wat’s arm and bent it at the elbow. Then I did the same for Mr. Sinclair.

At least I tried to. Mr. Sinclair’s arm wouldn’t budge. I had to strain against the stiffness to make it move even the slightest—

Startled, I looked up at Lord Ashcombe. “The time,” I said. “The time.”

“Explain.”

Lord Ashcombe knew what I was getting at, but Tom didn’t. “A few hours after death,” I said to him, “the muscles of the body begin to stiffen. Once half a day has passed, it’s hard to move them.”

“And then?” Lord Ashcombe said.

“After a further day, the muscles loosen. Mr. Sinclair was murdered yesterday; his limbs are rigid, as they should be. But Wat’s are loose. So either he died only a few hours ago—which we know isn’t the case—or he died at least a day before Mr. Sinclair.”

Lord Ashcombe nodded, satisfied. “And thus we know our witness is lying.”

“So we can tell this to the court!” Tom said.

“We can do much better than that,” Lord Ashcombe said. “Come with me. The spymaster has brought us a guest.”






CHAPTER 7


LORD ASHCOMBE ESCORTED US INTO the palace. As glad as I was that we had concrete evidence I hadn’t killed Wat and Mr. Sinclair, butterflies still fluttered in my stomach. It was one thing to have your friends know you were innocent. Getting a court to believe it was something else.

We headed to Walsingham’s office. I’d spent a lot of time in this room over the last month. It wasn’t much to look at: just a windowless space with a few paintings on the walls, a desk, a side table with a couple of chairs, and a bookshelf. Despite the mounds of paper and letters delivered to the spymaster at all hours of the day, his office was always tidy. Today was no exception, a neat stack on his desk, the inkwell atop it.

The chessboard on the side table was the only luxury here. The board was made of cherry and ebony, each square bordered in silver. The pieces were especially nice: white jade from the Orient, and African obsidian. The spymaster had been playing me twice a week, every Monday and Thursday, like clockwork. It had taken me several games just to get over my fear of dropping a piece and having it shatter.

I assumed we were going to meet the spymaster, so I was surprised when we found the room empty. Lord Ashcombe went around Walsingham’s desk and turned to us.

“Be absolutely silent,” he commanded.

We both kept quiet as the King’s Warden reached beneath the painting that hung behind the spymaster’s desk. There was a barely audible clack. Then the wood paneling on the right swung open.

Tom and I looked at each other in surprise. I’d had no idea that door was there. It wasn’t unusual to have secret passages in places like this, built for the servants to move around behind the scenes without disturbing their masters. But something told me this wasn’t intended for the help.

The secret door moved without a sound. Clearly, the spymaster kept it well oiled. Lord Ashcombe motioned us inside.

I went first. The passage was wide enough for only a man of slight build; Tom had to angle his body to fit. Ashcombe lifted a candle overhead, lighting the darkness. He waved me forward.

Wooden joists stuck out from the stone walls, making us duck and weave our way down the corridor. We made it about thirty feet before Lord Ashcombe tapped Tom on the shoulder. He shadowed the candle and pointed. I peered through the darkness to see.

A couple of yards ahead, a pinprick of light glinted in the wall. I crept forward to discover it came from a peephole. I pressed my eye against it and looked through.

The peephole gave a decent view of the room beyond. I saw a parlor, with a carved settee and upholstered chairs, plus a deck of cards left spread out on a side table. A woman with graying hair and gnarled hands sat awkwardly on one of the chairs. Her dress marked her as a commoner: decently tailored, but nothing fancy.

The woman rubbed her knuckles nervously. She kept looking about the room in awe—and maybe a little fear. It wasn’t until she turned my way that I recognized her.

I straightened in surprise. Tom took a peek; then the King’s Warden led us back to Walsingham’s office.

He closed the secret door to the passage behind us. “You know her?” he said.

“She lives across the way,” I said, “on the other side of the alley. She’s a seamstress.” I couldn’t remember her name. “Is she the witness?”

He nodded. “Is there any reason she would have a grudge against you?”

“No. Well… not really. She moved here from Portsmouth, I think, about three years ago, to live with her sister. She did complain to Master Benedict a few times after she arrived. She said the smells from our workshop were foul. And she didn’t like our pigeons. She said they kept… er… making a mess on her linen, when she hung it out to dry.”

“Nothing else?”

“She yelled at me and Tom once, when we were playing out back.”

“I remember,” Tom said. “She hit me with a spoon.”

“But that was what, two years ago?” I said. “Hardly worth framing me for murder.”

“That’s not why she did it,” Lord Ashcombe said.

“You already know the reason?” I said, surprised.

“Walsingham worked it out.” Lord Ashcombe walked to the office door. “Return to the peephole and watch. And don’t make a sound.”






CHAPTER 8


TOM AND I HURRIED BACK through the passage. There we huddled, heads together, spying. The woman remained seated, still rubbing her hands, until the door opened. Then she sprang from her chair.

Alexander Walsingham, spymaster to His Majesty, entered the parlor carrying a small folder. Lord Walsingham was a fairly plain man, lean, not too tall, very soft spoken. The first time I’d met him, I’d remarked on how he wasn’t the sort of fellow one would remember—which was a rather good attribute in a spy.

The same couldn’t be said for Lord Ashcombe. As he followed the spymaster in, the woman gulped. I could already see she was regretting her choice to get involved.

I had no doubt Walsingham saw it, too. His manner was pleasant, designed to put the woman at ease. “Good afternoon, Mrs.…” He trailed off, as if he couldn’t recall her name. He opened the folder, reading it from a paper inside. “Bagley.”

I had no doubt that was a ruse, intended to make her think she wasn’t important enough for Walsingham to remember. In the whole time I’d known him, the spymaster hadn’t forgotten a single thing.

“Yes, my lord, that’s me, Elinor Bagley,” she said.

“I am Lord Walsingham. This is Lord Ashcombe, Marquess of Chillingham. Please have a seat.”

She sat down nervously. “Did I do something wrong, my lord?”

“Of course not.” Walsingham sat in the chair next to her, folder on his lap. Lord Ashcombe remained by the door, expression neutral. “It’s just that we understand you witnessed the terrible murders behind your home yesterday. One of the dead was a known criminal, wanted by His Majesty for treason. Our king has asked for an account before the trial commences. May I offer you some wine?” He held up a glass from the tray on the side table.

“Ooh, yes, my lord. Very kind.”

In the passageway, Tom and I glanced at each other. I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised that Walsingham could play different roles so well, but I’d never seen this side of him. He’d always been so stolid, even awkward, every time we’d met. I hadn’t imagined he had it in him to be that smooth.

The spymaster sat back comfortably, prompting her to do the same. “So,” he said, “please tell us what you saw.”

“Oh, well, it was a terrible business, just terrible,” Elinor said. “I’d started stitching a new dress when all of a sudden I see this boy lurking out the back. Now, I keep a good watch, I do, because you never know who’s around, do you? Too many criminals these days, I say.”

“I quite agree.”

She nodded. “So I see this boy, right? And straightaway I can tell he’s up to no good, just from the way he’s skulking about the houses. Then I knows it for sure, because I see his face is all burned, as if he’s been in a fire, like. God’s punishment, I’d reckon.”

“No doubt.”

“Anyway, this boy goes up to the back of that apothecary, which always used to give off those terrible smells, thank goodness that’s done with—”

My blood grew hot. The smells were “done with” because the Cult of the Archangel had murdered my master.

“—and he starts fiddling with the lock. Like he’s trying to open it, but he doesn’t have a key. You see?”

“I do,” Walsingham said.

“So,” she said, really getting into her story, “just then the door opens, and that apprentice boy comes out. Christopher Rowe is his name.” She said it slowly, like she expected him to write it down. “And he sees the burned boy, and his eyes go all wide-like, and he says ‘You! You killed my master! I’ll get you for that!’ And the burned boy starts to run away, but Christopher Rowe chases him down and stabs him in the back, just as you please.”

“Terrible. Go on.”

“Then John Sinclair, the confectioner, comes out and says, ‘What’s all this commotion?’ And he spies what Christopher Rowe has done, and he says just that: ‘What have you done? You murdered him! I’m calling the constable.’ And Christopher Rowe shouts, ‘I can’t let you do that,’ and he stabs poor Sinclair, right in the chest.”

Listening to this was infuriating. Not just because it was utter lies, but because I knew exactly what she was doing. The dialogue was ridiculous—but told to a court, it would oh-so-conveniently explain not only what I’d done, but what I was thinking, too, so I couldn’t possibly claim any kind of self-defense. It would be her word against mine. And who would believe an accused murderer?

“Well, of course I was shocked,” Elinor continued. “But I was scared that Christopher Rowe would see me, and come to murder me, too. So I hid in my room until he was gone. Then I went and got the constable, and they arrested Rowe right away. And let me tell you, my lord, I feel so much safer now with him off the streets.”

I must have started muttering, because Tom put a hand over my mouth.

“That’s quite a story,” the spymaster said. “I’m glad you weren’t harmed.”

“Very kind of you, my lord.”

“What was it you said you did again?”

“A seamstress, my lord,” Elinor said proudly.

“Wealthy, are you?”

“Oh, no, my lord.” She seemed a little startled by the question. Walsingham had a way of throwing you off-kilter—a fact I’d become well acquainted with since I’d entered his service. “Not at all. Just a simple woman, I am.”

“Times have been hard, with the plague.”

“Aye,” she said. “I’ve not two pennies left to rub together.”

“Really? Then what is this?”

Walsingham held up a necklace. Even from the secret passage, I could see sparkling jewels set in heavy gold.

Elinor turned pale. “Wh… where did you get that?”

“In a jewelry case, in your house. Your room, in fact.”

“What were you doing in my room?”

“Looking for something like this.” Walsingham spoke quietly, even as his questions drilled into her. “Why would you say you’re poor when you own such a thing?”

“I—it’s not—you—” She glanced at Lord Ashcombe, standing by the door. “That was… my mother’s,” she said finally. “She died three years ago, which is why I came to London. To help my sister. I didn’t mention that because I still think of it as hers. I’d never sell it, you see.”

Elinor seemed rather pleased with her answer. She even relaxed a bit as Walsingham nodded. “I understand completely. Could you sign this, please?”

He placed a paper from his folder on the table beside her. Then he dipped a quill in ink and held it out.

She eyed the paper cautiously. “What’s that?”

“Just a document attesting that this is, in fact, your necklace. We’ve had a rash of burglaries of late. We need you to swear this isn’t stolen goods.”

Elinor looked hesitantly from the paper to the spymaster to Lord Ashcombe. Walsingham’s quick change of direction had thrown her for a loop. She wanted to refuse, but if she did, she’d be all but confessing to theft. Hand trembling, she took the quill and signed her name.

“I appreciate your cooperation,” Walsingham said. “You may arrest her now, Marquess.”

Lord Ashcombe unfolded his arms and stepped forward.

Elinor shrank back in terror. “Arrest me? For what?”

“Treason, of course.”

“Treason?” Her voice squeaked. “I never done no treason! I never said nothing against the king!”

“You stole His Majesty’s property,” the spymaster said quietly. “That is, by definition, treason.”

“No! That necklace belonged to my mother! She left it for me! I signed your paper! I swore it—that necklace is mine! Anyone who says otherwise is a liar!”

“You would call me a liar?” a deep voice said. “That is treason.”

And Charles II, King of England, Scotland, and Ireland, entered the room.






CHAPTER 9


WALSINGHAM STOOD AS ELINOR bolted from her seat. “Y-your Majesty!” she stammered.

The spymaster addressed him much more calmly. “Sire. Are you certain this necklace is yours?”

The king made a great show of examining it. “Indeed I am,” he said. “These very jewels were stolen from Berkshire House a month ago.”

Walsingham turned back to Elinor. “So. His Majesty says this is his. You signed a document that claims it is yours. I wonder: Whom do you think the courts will believe?”

Elinor turned deathly white as she realized how soundly she’d been trapped.

“Really, Walsingham,” the king said, sounding bored. “I don’t have time for this. Simply take her to the Tower of London and have her hanged.” He turned to leave.

The seamstress flung herself at his feet. “No! Please, sire! Please! I didn’t steal anything, I swear it! A man gave the necklace to me!”

“Preposterous. Why would a man give you such a gift? No, no. It’s the rope for you, I’m afraid.”

Charles, a great fan of the theater, really seemed to be enjoying playing this role. I admit, I was rather enjoying it myself.

“It was a bribe!” Elinor wailed. “He paid me to say I saw the murders!”

The seamstress was so desperate she didn’t realize she’d just confessed to a different capital crime. Fortunately for her, no one cared about that. “Who paid you?” Lord Ashcombe said.

“I don’t know.” Elinor recoiled as Lord Ashcombe loomed over her. “I swear, I don’t! I never saw his face! He came yesterday morning and threatened me. He said there were going to be two murders in the alley, and I was to tell the constable I saw the whole thing. He said I had to blame it on Christopher Rowe. He told me exactly what to say, and that if I didn’t say it word for word, he’d gut me in the street like a fish!”

“Then how did you end up with the necklace?” Walsingham asked.

“The man gave it to me. He said he punishes his enemies, but he rewards his friends. I didn’t want to take it, I swear. I was scared!”

No one believed she didn’t want the necklace. I doubted she’d even been threatened. But she wasn’t really important anymore. “Describe the man,” Lord Ashcombe said.

“I can’t,” the woman said, weeping now. “I couldn’t see nothing of him. He had a big cloak, and gloves, and a mask. It was one of those golden masks, with the big smile.”

Lord Ashcombe frowned. “Smile?”

“Like onstage.”

Charles looked surprised at that. “You mean the Muses? Thalia and Melpomene? The masks of comedy and tragedy?”

“Yes.” She forgot to say “sire.” “But just the smiley one.”

The king exchanged a glance with the others.

“Please, sire.” She begged him, her forehead to the floor. “Don’t kill me.”

The king was growing tired of her groveling. Fortunately for her, Charles was well known for his mercy. “I will spare you on two conditions,” he said. “First, you must recant your statement. Swear to the magistrates that Christopher Rowe had no hand in any murder.”

“Of course, sire, of course.”

“Second: The moment you have done this, you will leave London. You are hereby banned from the city. I expect you out by the end of tomorrow.”

“But… I can’t go back to Portsmouth. I don’t have anyone to—”

Charles leaned over her, all humor gone. “Portsmouth, Plymouth—you may go to Patagonia for all I care. If my men see you again, your life is forfeit.”

He waved her away. At Lord Ashcombe’s command, two of the King’s Men entered the room and hauled her off, blubbering. Straight to the courthouse, I hoped.

As for Walsingham, he turned toward the peephole. “At your convenience,” he said softly.

Tom and I bolted from the secret passage.






CHAPTER 10


IT TOOK US A COUPLE of minutes to find the parlor. Even after a month, the palace was still a maze to us.

By the time we arrived, Charles’s humor had returned. He stood by the card table, idly flicking through the deck, a smile playing about his lips. “Odd’s fish, Christopher. Even when you don’t do anything, you find trouble.”

My face grew warm. “Sorry, Your Majesty. Thank you for saving me.”

“Nonsense. I’d have pardoned you regardless of the court’s decision. I can’t lose my most promising new spy, now, can I?”

I thanked him again, anyway. So did Tom.

“Indeed. Well, I am certainly pleased to have some of my jewelry back. Walsingham?” He held his hand out for his necklace.

The spymaster hesitated. “May I hold on to it for a while, sire? It may prove useful in our investigation.”

“Oh? Very well. Just don’t lose it again.” He clapped his hands together. “Now I must make for the Theatre Royal. Killigrew is doing a new production of The Parson’s Wedding. If we dawdle, I’ll be late.”

“No one’s starting the play without you,” Lord Ashcombe pointed out.

“That’s true, isn’t it? In that case, let’s have some wine.”

“By your leave, sire,” Walsingham said, “Christopher and I will join you momentarily. We have some business to discuss.”

“As you like. But be warned: We shall drink only one bottle. If you don’t hurry, you’ll have none.” He turned to Tom. “Have I ever told you the story of how I escaped from Cromwell’s clutches?”

“No, sire,” Tom said, pleased. Actually, he had—twice. But Tom would happily listen to the king reciting the alphabet.

“Ah! Well, it starts at the Battle of Worcester…”

Tom walked out with the king. “Keep me informed,” Lord Ashcombe said to me and Walsingham, then followed. Walsingham closed the door after them, then turned to look me over.

“Your captors did not injure you, I hope?” he said quietly.

Truth be told, I was still feeling a little worse for wear. My muscles ached from being carted about the city, my wrists stung where the manacles had chafed the skin, and my skull throbbed where the brutes had whacked me—twice. And I was beyond exhausted. Not only had I not slept a wink in jail, I’d barely slept at all the whole past month.

But at that moment, safe in the palace, the ordeal over, I felt so relieved, I was practically giddy. “No, my lord.”

As usual, Walsingham changed the subject abruptly. “That was interesting, wasn’t it?”

More horrifying than interesting, I thought. I thanked him for having Elinor’s home searched. “How did you know she had the king’s necklace?”

“I didn’t,” he said. “The Raven’s ploy—and we can be assured, I think, that this masquerade was the Raven’s doing—his ploy to keep you away from us until your trial began backfired on him. It allowed my agents time to discover who the witness against you was. Once I had her brought here, since she’d obviously either been threatened or bribed to bear false witness against you, I had her home searched for evidence. The necklace was something of a surprise.”
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