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Dedication

 


To Vic of IronHorse
Ranch


Chapter One

 


 


In the fields outside
London, September, 1665

Gentleman Jack urged
his black beast of a gelding into a faster gallop. They’d been in
this mad dash all afternoon and his poor horse sweated and foamed.
Flat against Striker’s neck, he glanced back with a frown. The air
was hot and dry. The pack of riders who chased him spewed clouds of
dust, hiding who they were.

He enjoyed adventure
more than most but this cut too close to the skin. As a highwayman
and London thief of the highest renown, being hunted by men with
the zeal of Puritans put him in a hellish pickle. Between the
furrowed fields and treacherous highways, he could not shake those
who threatened to burn his backside.

There must be a traitor amongst my men. Only a few of his fellows knew
he scouted the countryside for plumper pickings since the plague
had turned London sour.

As their leader, he
challenged danger and imperilled his life. He searched highway
crannies that would serve his men well whilst citizens of London
filled the countryside in this time of woe. It vexed him to the gut
one of his men should think otherwise.

His valiant steed was
losing strength and Jack growled as the pack drew closer. He must
lose them or suffer for it.

“I
cannot endure a Judas in my band,” he roared to the winds. “You
will know my fury very soon, now.”

He moved his
gaze above Striker’s ears where the highway sliced through a thick
woodland. As his horse galloped past the trees, he patted the
animal’s lathered neck. “To the Cock Inn you go.”

Striker raised his
head and snorted.

Jack stood in
the saddle, grabbed a low lying branch and scampered higher, where
the broad oak leaves were thick. As Striker thundered away, Jack
grinned. This reminded him of the old adventure when King Charles
hid in an oak tree while Cromwell’s New Model Army searched for him
after the battle of Worcester. He sighed. Such were the days of
long past.

Horses pounded closer. Jack pressed against the tree trunk
and tried to silence his heavy breathing. He hoped his black suit
would conceal him from view. He tipped his hat brim over his face
and faded into the branches.

The
pack of riders burst into the grove. A man raised his arm and the men halted,
causing a great plume of dust to obscure the highway. As the cloud
rose into the trees and made him want to sneeze, Jack pinched his
nose. Mayhap, he would recognize the dirty knaves.

The fellow pulled off
his wide brimmed hat to regard the low and the high of the trees.
The pale face that stared up was of Francis Stamp, Esquire, an
alderman in the district of London’s Lombard Street where merchants
and goldsmiths plied their lucrative trades.

Jack knew it well.
Before the plague wiped that section clean of citizenry, he had
plundered most of those tall, arrogant houses.

It seemed Stamp
was an unforgiving fellow whose sweaty face puckered in an angry
scowl. He thrust the hat onto his heavy periwig and snapped an
order to ride again. As they sped away, dirt of the highway fretted
and billowed.

Jack gave vent to a
sneeze.

After a long moment,
he began a slow descent to the ground, then stopped. More hoof
beats pounded against the path and he turned to see a great hulk of
a man headed alone in the direction of Stamp. Watching the abundant
mounds of flesh bang along the sides and rump of the grey, he knew
the man to be a straggler of the pack.

The poor horse looked
weary. Jack grinned.

He swung from the tree
and pushed the fat rascal out of the saddle. With a startled cry,
the gentleman fell with a thud to the ground. Jack laughed as he
slipped his feet in the stirrups.

He could do with
a drink. Gathering the reins, he headed deeper into the woodland,
his goal the Cock Inn where he would soothe his ruffled person and
his black beastie of a horse after the mad stir of the day. With a
dish of mum beer, he’d think very seriously which of his men had
betrayed him.

Jack blamed his
grandfather for this wicked business. James Hamilton, fifth Baron
of Pilcher was a fanatical supporter of Cromwell and a staunch
Calvinist. He had cursed Jack’s father for following King Charles
to France after the loss of Worcester. He cried to all and sundry
his son and the whelp who had sprung from his loins were dead.

Gentleman Jack
grimaced when he thought of those early years in Paris. Housed in a
mean corner of the Louvre, a dank part of the Tuileries, little
heat warmed those cold walls. They could not pay for warm clothes
or fire and Jack’s father had succumbed to the distemper of putrid
lungs. After his father’s death, Jack had lived in poverty with the
king’s men and scavenged the kitchens for food. He’d become a rat
that gnawed on others’ discards.

Now that Jack had lost
Stamp, his eyes drifted closed. His head bobbed. Voices intruded
and he opened his eyes. They neared a fork in the forested highway,
one leg heading toward London, the other to farmers’ fields. People
clogged the road as they fled the plague, a low moan of desperation
rising from their souls.

The gates of London
had been closed to all persons at the end of June, a ring of armed
guards making a bitter barrier where discontent billowed. No one
could enter or leave without a certificate of health signed by the
Lord Mayor. Being caged in a den of pestilence, the citizenry
sought every which way to escape.

Jack regarded the
crowded path. Many must have found a hole in the city walls or dug
a tunnel underground.

“London’s empty. Grass grows between cobblestones,” he heard
one cry out. “The lanes and houses are dead quiet. Not even our
Lord will stay within those dirty city walls.”

A thin fellow stood on
a box at the side of the road and jabbed his arm at the tree
canopy. “’Tis God’s justice against our wicked king, who plunders
women’s privities instead of honourably running the country with
Parliament.”

As Jack
meandered the wearied grey through the thick crowd, the world
became overloud with crying babies. Carts filled with cast iron
pots and pans, portmanteaux and caged chickens clogged the lane. A
rooster perched on a cage and boasted of his prowess. Curs argued
over a bone or piece of cloth. Children screamed and ran underfoot,
their parents scolding them for ill-behaviour.

He and the horse
trotted through the throng. As he reached the fork in the road, he
guided the grey at a leisurely pace to the right. He did not know
this road well but reckoned it would take him in the direction of
the Cock.

“Oiy
then,” a growly voice hollered from the side of the road, “go no
further or I shall shoot you dead.”

Bloody hell. Stamp’s
men had turned around and found him.

Jack dug in his spurs
and the grey bolted into a run. People scattered. Dogs snapped at
the grey’s fetlocks. A pistol fired.

Surprised to his
bones, Jack ducked down, near the horse’s neck. Roars of rage and
hoof beats thrummed behind him as he dashed from the woodland, the
highway filled with potholes and people’s leavings. A body lay in
the tall grass. Its odoriferous stink floated over the road.

As he galloped from
the pack, their voices harsh and full of ire, folk ran in
confusion, the way made more dangerous with ploughed furrows across
the highway. He rounded a bend crammed with families and their
goods but did not slow down. A bonfire burned furiously in a large
pothole. The smell of roasting meat brought to mind he hadn’t eaten
since breaking his fast that morning. His mouth watered.

Shadows grew long and
folk began to settle for the evening. They rolled their carts onto
the grassy verge and set up tents or spread out blankets and
huddled together. Deeper into a field, women scraped oats from the
stalks into aprons or baskets.

Men, women and
children jumped out of the way as the pack of men pursued Jack. He
urged the grey toward the bonfire. He swerved around mankind, pits
and ruts in the road. “Out of the way, you fools. Out of me
way.”

Jack glanced over his
shoulder, knowing if he didn’t get through this press he’d be
caught in Stamp’s snare and hanged. He was not ready to die just
yet, nor did he want to kill anyone at the moment. “Out of me way.
Move!”

He headed for the
fire, ready to swerve toward the field where the women gathered,
when suddenly a burning blanket waved hot fire over the path.

Flames swept across
the rug as a man swung it over his head, around and about. “You go
too fast. Think of the women and children.”

Jack charged toward
the smouldering blanket. The roar of Stamp’s men pummelled the
highway. Heat from the bonfire singed Jack’s ears. He forced the
grey at breakneck speed onto the field as the fellow dropped the
rug and dived off the road.

From somewhere to his
left, arrows twanged. Jack flattened against the horse when one
sang overhead. A lad of about ten with a makeshift bow stood tall
and belligerent on a grassy knoll.

Jack cast a glance
behind him. Horses suddenly reared, shrieking in terror of the
fire. Drawn swords glimmered in the late afternoon sun while great
brimmed hats and plumed feathers fell into the smoke and
flames.

Stamp shouted his men
down, his voice harsh and grating. He viciously whipped his horse
and the other horses around him in an attempt to gain control.

His nasal cry hurtled
over the mass of people. “I’ll get you, Gentleman Jack. Have no
fear of that, and then I shall see you slowly tortured to
death.”

 


 


* *
*

 


 


Twelve-year old
Erasmus T. Muddiman walked along the highway, assured that
somewhere ahead they’d find an inn or tavern. Charles-pup sniffed
every stone and tuft of grass. Winnie and Reginald walked with him
while his ten-year old brother lagged behind.

“Where are we going?” Desiderius complained. “I’m hungry as a
bear and me legs are tired with these money bags hanging from me
middle. I must rest.”

Erasmus sighed. He
could not bring himself to yell at his impudent brother. His brains
were filled with the death of their parents from the plague only
two days hence. Tears welled. He shook his head to make them go
away. “We shall find an inn to spend the night and have a good
supper.”

He regarded the
darkening world. Shadows extended across the road and night
creatures began to awaken. Truth be told, he feared sleeping under
the open skies. Beasties skulked across the land, looking for young
flesh like theirs; his brother’s, Winnie and Reginald’s.

“What makes you the scholar of the world?” Desiderius chided.
“You never sat on the great chair at Paul’s School. I did. I’m
smarter and stronger than you.”

Erasmus swung around and walked backward. “I was
press-ganged, no thanks to you, and learned of the world first
hand. I was on the ship of sail, the London when she blew up in the Thames Estuary,
and walked back home. Remember?”

Desiderius frowned.
His eyes filled with tears. “I didn’t mean for you to get
press-ganged. I miss Mamma and Dad. Why did they leave us? I don’t
want to be alone.”

“I
know not why they died but we have each other.” Erasmus coughed,
trying not to weep. He would stand strong before his brother. “But
they are gone. Don’t talk of it, again. Inns and taverns are along
highways, like this one.”

“Some highway,” Reginald said. “The holes are big as a cart.
Once it gets too dark, we won’t be able to see where we’re
going.”

“Aye,” Winnie agreed. “We could fall through to the other side
of the world and be lost forever.” Her blue eyes widened. “That
would be very bad.”

Erasmus grinned. “You
are a merry droll, Mistress Udall. What should we find on the other
side of the world? Will the trees and flowers be different? What
sort of men will we meet?”

Through a stand of
trees, lights twinkled. Desiderius pointed. “Look.”

Erasmus’ heart thumped
with joy. They’d found an inn. He adjusted the rolled blanket
across his back that held his clothes and walked faster. The road
soon curved around the trees, their leaves rustling in the breezes.
As shadows lengthened, the air cooled. The sooner they reached the
safety of an inn and people, the better they would be.

A downtrodden path
veered off the highway, littered with castoff goods. As they neared
a fine inn with song floating from the open leaded windows, Erasmus
spotted a tall man standing next to a grey horse, his shoulders
slumped with exhaustion.

“I
recognize the fellow,” Reginald said.

“Who
is he?” Desiderius demanded. He pulled a sharpened stick from his
quiver and nocked it into his bow.

Erasmus stopped
him with a firm hand. “Nay, ’tis the fellow running from the pack
of men at the bonfire. We will help him.”


Chapter Two

 


 


Covered in dirt,
Gentleman Jack leaned against the lathered grey. He raised an
eyebrow, noting the Cock remained open for business. After another
Mayoral Proclamation in July, patrons were to be served food and
drink at the door. Only after producing a certificate of health
from the examiner of the Parish could a poor, hapless soul enter an
inn.

Flies swarmed over
piles of mouldering goods left unattended, whilst its owners
feasted inside the tavern. The publican’s back to Jack, he calmly
stood at the portal and lit lanthorns against the night. There
seemed to be no fear of the plague at this jolly inn as unchecked
mirth burst into the night.

“I
see the Lord Mayor’s edict doesn’t extend beyond London’s
walls.”

The innkeeper
turned around and scowled. “Nay, it does not, nor does it stand
within the walls. Too many dead.” He raised the torch. “I see a
knave to the very heart darkens me door. You’ll put me a-foul of
the sheriff.”

Jack shrugged.

“If
you were anyone else, I’d invite you in for a good joint of beef.”
His puckered face eased and a smile quavered upon his lips. “You
seem to be in a troublesome brew.”

Jack tried a smile but
he was too tired. “Eh, Roger, I’ve need of your quick hand. There’s
a rogue amongst me fellows, and the magistrates nip at me tail.
Thought my cunning to switch horses would have done the trick, but
alas.” He knocked a thumb over his shoulder where a rolling dust
cloud boiled purple in the distance. “Stamp’s in a pet and he’ll
soon kill his horses in this mad pursuit.” He swept his hand down
the grey’s neck. “This one is finished.”

Roger sucked air
through rotting teeth. “Your vainglory of a black beast pranced
into me stable and settled cosy as if he owned the place. Now, you
want me to take another?” He regarded Jack and the grey horse,
whose head drooped. “That’ll be two shillings.”

Jack grinned. “What
Roger, you take from me when I’m in the most need? You’re a prating
coxcomb, you are.”

“I
run a business in a world filled with distemper. Don’t know what
the morrow will bring.”

Jack gazed at the
fellow with a rise of impatience. He paid well the good men of the
district for their kindness and loyalty. It would put him in grave
dudgeon if they became greedy.

“Come along, Roger, we’ll both swing from the gibbet if we
don’t hide this horse and settle me in a disguise. We’ve only a
moment to spare. The alderman who leads the pack is a determined
man.”

Feet pummelled
the path toward him, gravel crunching underfoot. Jack turned to see
young ’uns. “What’s this, children running amok? Where are your
parents?” A dog barked, then sniffed his ankles.

“They’re dead,” announced a lad with yellow hair. He stood not
a foot away from Jack whilst the others halted behind him. “Erasmus
T. Muddiman, at your service.”

A smaller lad with
dark hair stepped beside Erasmus. “I am Desiderius J. Muddiman.” He
shook a makeshift bow and rattled his quiver. “We will keep you
from being hanged.”

“I
shall not be hanged,” Jack said quietly even as his heart thundered
in his chest.

“You
will,” said a girl with curly black hair, “If’n you do not listen
to us right this very minute.”

The publican’s eyes
were round in the torchlight. His regard slowly moved to Jack. “I
think you best listen.”

The lad, Erasmus, took
the grey’s reins. “We’ll need to hide this one.”

“And me black
beastie.” Jack pointed at the younger lad. “Go to the stables and
get Ned. He’ll take the horses into the forest where stands a
ruined priory. Its undercroft is large enough to hide the horses
well.” He opened his purse and dug out a coin.

The publican handed
Erasmus the torch. “You’ll need this.”

“I
will go.” A tall lad took the torch, his golden eyes filled with
caution. “Erasmus, you stay with Winnie.”

The two lads removed
the rolls from their backs and handed them to the lass; then
started to walk toward the stables.

The yellow-haired lad
kept a watchful eye as the girl took Jack’s hand. “Me name is
Winnie Udall. Let us go inside for a dish of ale and a nice
supper.” She gazed at the innkeeper. “We’d also like a chamber for
the night.”

Roger rolled back on
his heels. “You would, would you?” He gave Jack a wide grin, his
scraggly face crinkling. “Give me your coat and hat.”

Jack removed the
articles and tossed them to Roger. “Oiy then, lads!”

The boys with the
horses turned.

Roger flung the
coat to the lad with the bow and arrows. “Take this with
ye.”

“What will you do with me hat?” Jack did not like the gleam of
desire in the innkeeper’s eyes.

“I’ve always liked this hat. Beaver, isn’t it?” He pushed it
onto his head. “’Tis now mine but this froth of feathers must go.”
He snatched them from the brim.

Hoof beats pounded in
the darkness.

“Have it then,” Jack said.

“Come.” Roger stepped into the tavern.

At the threshold, Jack
stopped mid-stride. The stink of tobacco juice and mashed food in
the floor rushes mingled with burning coffee and spilled ale. The
welcome was noisy as an apprentice riot and most curious after the
quiet fear of death that stalked the land. With a grin, he stepped
into the inn.

Men and women enjoyed
their food while talking in voices filled with tenuous hilarity.
They pulled at their pots of ale and sucked at wooden cups of
watered aqua vitae, a strong drink. Men with greasy fingers pinched
the working maids as women scolded one another across the trestle
tables.

Roger thrust an old
coat and battered felt hat into Jack’s hands as the girl and boy
pulled him across the common room to a table near the hearth. “We
shall sit here,” Erasmus said.

Jack swung his legs
over the bench. Erasmus pulled off his neckerchief whilst the girl
wound it about Jack’s neck. The small dog jumped onto the bench
next to Erasmus and sat on his haunches as if ready to be
served.

“I
shall return,” Winnie said, her voice a child’s melody that hinted
at a woman’s richness.

Horses thundered
closer. Jack tried to calm his rapidly beating heart. Suddenly,
someone from behind him—the girl—pulled the hat off his head. With
a wet rag, she wiped his face, neck and forehead. The coolness
against his hot skin was glorious. He breathed deeply and nodded as
Winnie pushed the hat back on his head and scrambled onto the bench
beside him.

A maid walked by with
a trencher of meats and two pitchers of ale, her brown hair falling
from her cap. He grabbed a roasted hare and a pitcher.

“Thanks to you, sweet maid.” He gave her what he considered
his most charming smile. “I’ve been waiting for this. Why did it
take so long to serve me?”

“What?” the maid winked at him, her face open as if she wanted
to greet him properly with a lusty kiss. The trencher wobbled
across her arm. “This here’s Master Taggart’s table, not yours.
Now, off with you afore I clobber you over the head with this other
pitcher.”

Jack laughed and
broke the hare into pieces, handing parts to the young ’uns.
Erasmus broke off a piece and gave it to the little cur, his pug
face in a big smile. Jack bit into the roasted hare. His eyes
closed with the beauty of its taste.

He smacked his lips
and drank deeply of the ale. “What’s your name?”

The maid snorted and
flounced away. A fellow at a nearby table, his periwig askew,
shouted, “That there’s Bess and always ready for frolic if you care
to know. She’s a mad, merry slut, she is.”

Erasmus leaned
over the table to Winnie whose eyes had widened. “Do not listen to
his wicked talk, lass.”

She swallowed. “’Tis
hard not to.”

Erasmus faced Jack.
“You will be gentle and hold thy bawdy tongue in front of the
lady.”

“Indeed.” Jack chuckled and bit off another piece of hare. At
any moment, Stamp and his men would barge through the door. His
mouth was dry and he drank from the pitcher. “Bring cups, sweet
Bess, and another trencher of meat.”

Bess nodded. She set
the pitcher on a table, showing her nicely rounded tail. Men rubbed
their hands and smacked their lips.

She knocked a
fellow across a thin shoulder blade. “Don’t be a-slobbering over
the fare, ye piglet. Something’ll get caught in your gullet and
you’ll keel right over. We’ve enough death about us this
summer.”

The man grinned. His
tongue lolled like an old cur’s. “Aw, good Bessie, come and give us
a kiss and a toss.”

Bess slapped
away his hand that had worked its way up her skirts. “Away with
your brawling, Hugh. I’ve no time for a bit of lusty play, and
never with you. You aren’t me type. Once this dirty Plague is done,
I’m off to London where I belong, and I’ll wed a nice
candlewick-maker if he isn’t dead.”

“But there’s
nothing left in London town,” Hugh cajoled. “It’d be better for me
if you sat down here, on me lap. We could rock and scuttle the
night away.”

Bess slapped his
hand away, again, and laughed. “Not with you, I won’t.” She
retraced her steps back toward the table where Jack sat drinking
from the mouth of the pitcher. She placed her hands against the
board and leaned over, showing him cleavage and most of her ample
breasts. Jack noted the lad’s eyes a-goggle.

“But
I might do right with a different fellow.”

The floor shook with
the thunder of horses, and Bess cried, “Pox on it, Uncle. Is it the
magistrates come to haul you away for the inn being open?”

Roger stood near the
coffee cauldrons, steam rising from their spouts. He looked at the
door with a gloomy face. “Nay, it is not.”

The feasting rabble
gasped when the front panel burst open and men filled the doorway.
Swords drawn, their faces were grim beneath a coat of dust.

Bess staggered back
with a yelp. The trencher of meats thumped onto the table,
unsettling the board that wobbled upon the trestles. Erasmus and
Winnie grabbed pieces of hare and a gently roasted pullet. They
tore meat with their fingers. The little dog barked.

Jack pulled Bess onto
his lap. He put one arm around her and sent kisses about her cheek,
her earlobe and snuggled against the hollow of her neck. She melted
against him.

“Bess, me pretty maid, as you see trouble’s afoot,” he
whispered. “I ask you to be of gentle spirit, for the fellow seeks
to do harm in this merry inn.”

Roger moved cautiously
from the boiling cauldrons to his oak chair near the kitchen door.
“Who gives you leave to draw swords in me inn?”

“Looking for the highwayman they call Gentleman Jack,” one
answered.

The men walked slowly
around the tables to regard the feasting patrons. They toppled hats
off heads with sword points, took up pitchers to sniff their
contents and ran lecherous fingers across the backs of wenches.

“Didn’t know the Mayor unblessed the proclamation that allows
food and drink be served in a tavern,” one tall man remarked to
Roger. “Why do you dare it?”

“We
aren’t in London. The Lord Mayor’s word means nothing to
me.”

“A
ring of armed guards surrounds the outlying area to keep the plague
from spreading. Your inn falls within that boundary.”

“Do
you see armed guards here? Have you seen them protecting the
countryside? Nay. They are dead.” He frowned. “Only the most hearty
survive.”

The tall fellow bent
down so their noses almost touched. “Have you seen the highwayman,
the one whom we seek?”

“And
how would I know? Who’s this man? What does he look
like?”

“Well, publican,” the man sniffed and gazed about, “he’s what
the ladies call the suave rogue of the highways with dark hair and
pale eyes. Gentlemen say this villain is of royal blood, and will
frolic with women born high or low. He robs from fair maids and
fine aristocrats, saucy sluts and fellows down on their luck.” He
glared at Roger. “Have you seen him? He may have come in only
recently, for we’ve been dogging him much of the day, and we’re so
very close.”

Stamp stepped forward.
Lips curled in a snarl, his gaze moved methodically from one patron
to the next. “I can feel him near us. I can taste his villainy. His
falseness lies in this chamber.”

Bess shivered but Jack
did not know if it was his touch as he fondled her breast or the
cruel presence of the alderman.

Stamp walked slowly
from table to table, his glare steady as he studied each individual
with sharp suspicion. When he came to Jack’s table, he stared
fixedly at him. Jack drank heavily from the pitcher, Bess silent on
his lap.

Stamp smiled, his face
like a snake’s. “Could you be the thief we seek? Is this a den of
villainous folk you frequent?”

“What does he speak of, Cousin?” Winnie asked. “Doesn’t he
know the world’s gone to the heavens and we shall surely follow? Me
head aches terrible.”

Jack awkwardly patted
her back. “Nay, little ‘un. Soon, you will seek thy bed and be fine
as fettle on the morrow.”

He regarded Stamp,
whose narrowed eyes were dark beads in a thin face. Jack licked ale
from his lips. “I’ve been here an hour’s past, as this lovely wench
and me charges will agree.” He pulled Bess tighter in his embrace
and kissed her plump cheek. “Isn’t that so, me pretty maid?”

Bess gazed into his
eyes. She cleared her throat and opened her mouth as Roger pushed
through the tables. “This is Richard, and me niece’s betrothed,
whose heavy arm at an anvil will smith anyone’s horse. He’s come in
after a hard day’s work more than an hour ago.” He smiled at Bess.
“Isn’t that so, girl?”

Bess looked first at
Roger then at Jack. There was mischief in her smile. “Aye, Uncle.
This fool smith of mine sweats and heaves like no other, this I’ll
vow. No one can bear the smell of him and his forge but me, and
there’s another vow for you.”

Stamp backed away with
a grunt. He did not look convinced, and he turned to one of the
men. “Go to the stable and see if there are any horses all done in
and sweating mightily.” He swung around to glare at the patrons who
silently watched and licked grease from their lips. “We’ll know
then if the dirty scoundrel is in this inn.”

The front panel
crashed against the inner wall of the tavern. A lad staggered into
the open doorway. His ruffled, dark hair hung in tangles above an
open collar. He carried a bow made from a stout stick. A quiver of
sticks hung from his shoulder.

“Robbed. I’ve been robbed by that knave of the highways. All
I’d left in this scurvy world’s gone.” He fell to his knees and
sobbed boisterously into his hands.


Chapter Three

 


 


The common room
exploded with loud voices. The patrons pummelled Stamp’s men with
food scraps and ale cups as they clamoured from the inn.

Jack cocked his
eyebrow and regarded the young ’uns who had befriended him. He
fondled the hilt of his dagger. They were cunning but he wondered
what game they played.

The girl, Winnie, sat
near him, her wild dark hair bursting from her cap. Her wide blue
eyes looked innocent but during these times of woe and terror, a
witch’s brew could easily lurk in their depths.

His hand itched to
grab a hank of her hair and bend her head back, exposing her young
neck to his blade. He’d force Erasmus to tell him the truth of why
they had singled him out. Even as Stamp harassed the wretch on the
floor, his sharp eye continued to scan the common room.

Stamp grabbed the
sobbing lad and hauled him to his feet. “What goes on here? Have
you seen the dirty knave?”

The lad Desiderius
only sobbed louder.

Stamp gave him a mighty shake. “Do not be a
snivelard. Are you sure it was the highwayman? How long ago? Which
way did he go?”

Jack grinned. The lad
kept his head down, blustering loudly into his shirt.

The alderman shook him
again. “Stop this now, you damned, silly gel, or I’ll give you a
blow to the head. Which way did the villain go?”

“Stop, stop!” Desiderius cried. “He got me on the road from
London. That’s all I know.”

The tall boy—Jack
could not remember his name—appeared in the doorway, his face
filled with fear. He pointed into the darkness. “He went back
toward the bonfire. The poor folk who run from the plague are in
grave peril.”

Stamp let go of the
lad, who dropped onto the trampled floor rushes. He stepped over
him and dashed from the tavern. Merriment bubbled in Jack’s gut,
for the hunt was on, again.

Suddenly, the common
room rang quiet as the men sped away from the Cock Inn. With an
impudent grin, Bess passed her hand down Jack’s coat. “Could you be
the cheating blade they seek? Your hair is dark and your eyes are
pale, good sir. If I go to the stable will I find a horse all
lathered and sweaty?”

“You’ll find nothing.” He ran his fingers down her arm,
caressed her calloused knuckles. “But I’ve a true gift for thee, if
you want it.”

Reginald and
Desiderius worked their way through the crowded chamber to the
table, their grimy faces full of grins.

Jack waggled his
brows. “Another pitcher of ale if you will. Me new friends will
join me in a fine feast.”

The smaller
fellow adjusted the quiver across his back and plopped onto the
bench, then set his elbows on the table. His eyes lighted when he
saw the meats. With a wicked grin, he grabbed a portion of hare
from the trencher and tore into it. Soon, his cheeks bulged. “’Tis
good. Haven’t eaten in a long time.”

Bess gained her feet
and moved away. Her plump backside swayed and bespoke of wondrous
things. Desiderius’s head came up, strings of hare hanging from his
mouth.

Reginald laughed.

“Do not watch
her lewd behaviour,” Erasmus again ordered Winnie. “’Tis not
seemly.”

She grinned. “As
I said, ’tis hard not to.”

Jack laughed as
Erasmus wagged his head. “This pestilence has brought out the
verily wickedness in men.”

“Do not play the
parson, Erasmus,” Reginald calmly remarked. “We must survive the
best we can or perish.” He grabbed meat from the trencher. “A
moment or two of pleasure to forget should not be
denied.”

Erasmus’ face was
grim. “I don’t want to go to the devil.”

Jack demanded, “Who
are you? Why have you latched onto me?”

Erasmus gazed at him,
his young face filled with intent. “Our parents are dead. We need a
new family to guard and protect us.” He waved his hand. “This is me
family, now; Reginald, me young brother and dear friend, Winnie,
whom I shall marry one day.” His glare dared Jack to challenge him.
“We shall not be separated.”

Jack nodded.

The lad leaned
forward. “It seems you need a family, too.”

“Do I now?” Jack
could not imagine these young ’uns capable of protecting him. They
would be a millstone about his neck and get in the way of his
business to destroy his Presbyterian grandfather, who tried to
cheat him of his inheritance by giving much wealth to a distant
relative.

His fingertip found
his birthmark, a purple goblet that began at his collarbone and
dipped toward his chest, the base turning red as if blood flowed
from the Lord’s cup. It marked him a papist, and a malignant. He’d
fought this battle with his grandfather for many years, and it had
become wearisome.

“Now, I ask you, milord. What put you on the run?”

Jack sucked in
his breath, then he scoffed. “Why do you call me milord? Do I look
like a Peer of the Realm?” Jack laughed but truly the lad’s keen
eye unsettled him.

Erasmus
continued to stare and Jack’s thoughts returned to the spring afore
the pestilence ravaged London town. Walking up the lane with his
cousin, Michael, they saw a pretty lass and her servant on a
balcony, shaking out a counterpane. Heavy dust motes drifted all
about them, fell on their shoulders and plumed hats, and made them
sneeze. They laughed and sported with the ladies, told them to
leave their toil, come down and give them a kiss.

Later that night, Jack
had stolen into Stamp’s house and took that kiss, and a few other
items, but had not returned since. He never told the girl his name,
or of his nefarious profession, but within the next few weeks, the
alderman had begun his pursuit.

Someone played the
knave with his good name, spoilt his task to climb out of the
penury in which he’d been forced. With a new enemy in his midst, it
would take longer to achieve his goal.

Jack regarded
Erasmus’s clear eyes filled with questions. If the lad joined him,
he had a right to know. He pressed his fingers to the bridge of his
nose. “Let us say I vexed the man.”

Erasmus blinked. “You
are a bold one and a high person in workman’s clothes, but a high
one in truth.”

Bess returned with a
new trencher of pasties, a dish of eels, and a pitcher of ale.
“’Tis the last of it. The kitchen is closed.” The food plopped onto
the board where Erasmus and the others dug in.

Jack stiffly climbed
off the bench and stood. He took Bess’ hand, then bowed to Erasmus.
“I shall see you on the morrow.”

 


 


* * *

 


 


Fresh breezes wafted
from the open window in their curtained alcove and voices
penetrated Erasmus’s sleep. A bird’s wing fluttered into the
rafters, feathers and grasses falling on his head. He opened his
eyes to a bright dawn.

Uncomfortable after sleeping with three others in a narrow bed, he
groaned and tried to roll onto his side. As usual, Desiderius
snored terrible. Reginald’s elbow pressed into his ribs. Winnie’s
nose was flattened against the wattle and daub wall. Charles-pup
lay at her feet, his mouth in a grin.

Even as he had been
squeezed beyond bearing, he had slept better since leaving London.
Meeting Gentleman Jack made him feel safe.

The below common room
grew louder by the moment. Erasmus struggled to sit and wiped the
sleep from his eyes. Groans and moans followed as Reginald and
Desiderius stirred.

Winnie sighed and
turned to Erasmus. “’Tis time?”

Erasmus nodded. “We
cannot lose Jack.” He scooted to the edge of the bed and swept
aside the curtain where several alcoves ringed the chamber, some of
the curtains shut or opened, their lintels made of compass timber.
Goods were piled high with little room to move about. He shoved
their sleeping rolls out of the way and sought the privy pot.

An hour later
after breaking their fast with cold mutton pasties and a cup of
ale, Erasmus emerged from the Cock. Winnie stopped dead in her
tracks and stared at the chaos, the grounds full as if those who
ran from the plague and could not go another step. Tents were
pitched and boiling cauldrons sent strange smelling steam into the
air.

Someone knocked a
football against his foot. Desiderius threw his bow and quiver on
the grass. “Oiy then, I shall beat you in a match.” He grabbed the
ball. “Let us begin.”

Erasmus groaned. His
brother would be useless, now.

Winnie pointed. “Isn’t
that Gentleman Jack down the lane?”

He stood in the
sunlight with Bess and two horses, the grey and the black beastie.
Jack’s smile was soft as he discoursed with the maid.

“Shhh,” Erasmus
scolded. “Do not say that name. ’Tis dangerous.”

Reginald kicked a
stone and watched it sail over piled goods, then clunk into the
dirt. Dust scattered. “Let us find out what the day will bring. I
want a roof over me head until we can return to London.”

“We cannot go
back to our house on Watling Street, for ’tis owned by St. Paul’s
School.” Erasmus kicked the stone where it had landed and watched
it veer close to Jack’s big horse.

“Oiy, I’ll break your neck if you hurt Striker,” Jack
hollered.

“Humble apologies.” Erasmus lowered his eyes, ashamed to the
gut. He’d have expected this from his brother,
Desiderius.

Tears clouded his
vision. He was only twelve. He wanted to be a lad, again, and study
at St. Paul’s School, continue as an apprentice with Mister Hodges,
their physician, if he were still alive, go to the Royal Society
and see an experiment.

With Reginald and
Winnie at his side, they approached Jack. The money sacks tucked in
his mother’s pockets that were tied around his waist and down his
legs, caused the cloth to roll, the coins to clink. Each of them
carried one upon their persons, the money emptied from his father’s
chest after he had died. As he neared Jack and Bess, Erasmus knew
they must secure what they had in a safe place. The money would
help them to begin, again.

Jack handed the reins
of the grey to Bess. “I promised you a gift.”

She looked up at
him, her cherry lips plump from many kisses. “I cannot ride a
horse.”

“’Tis for your dowry with the candlewick-maker.”

Bess’ eyes widened.
“What if the plague’s done him in? What then?”

Jack released
her hand. “You may keep him but don’t sell it in London, not at
Bartholomew Fair or the stockyards. The fat fellow who owns this
will have the constables watching.” He smiled. “Don’t want to dance
the Tyburn jig, do you?”

A football soared
overhead and landed on the path behind Jack and Bess. The horses
whinnied and pranced. Desiderius ran after the rolling ball.

“Halt,” Jack cried.

Desiderius skidded in
the dirt, scattering pebbles. “I must get the ball. We’re
winning.”

Erasmus rolled his
eyes.

Fondling the hilt of his dagger, a dirty grin spread across
Jack’s face. “’Tis time to join my family, young sirrahs, where you will learn the
skulduggery business.”

Ice filled his pale
eyes. He grabbed Winnie and pulled her against him, his dagger
gleaming in the sunlight.

Erasmus stopped
breathing as his heart thundered in his chest. “What are you
about?” Terror engulfed him. “Do not hurt her!”

Jack grinned and
tipped her head, exposing her young neck. “Hear me well.” He sent
his gaze to each one of them. “You will learn my business and you
will never betray me.”

The blade danced along
Winnie’s ear. “Or I shall slit your throats.”


Chapter Four

 


 


Camberwell Manor, Thames Valley, October 1665

Anne St. Warre sat in
the parlour near the window and embroidered a pastoral scene of a
deer and her doe. As she plied her needle, she smiled, for her
thread twists made the leaves look as if they were about to unfurl
into summer foliage. She knotted several coloured threads into buds
and flowers. Their petals burst open under a warm sun.

Footsteps thumped up
the stairs. Anne raised her gaze to see her mother and father walk
across the landing and come into the parlour. Father’s brow
furrowed. His aging face showed the years of strain he’d suffered
trying to entertain a young wife. Mother followed, who huffed one
sigh after the other.

Anne groaned, for
their carriages did not display good tidings. She put aside her
embroidery and stood, giving them each a small curtsey. “Mamma,
Father.”

Edmund St. Warre,
Viscount Claimore waved a hand. “Sit down, Daughter. We bring thee
happy tidings.”

Anne frowned.

While the plague raged
in London and Westminster, the king and his Court resided in
Oxford, forcing her parents to remain idle at their country manor.
Newssheets and pamphlets came daily by carrier, reporting of the
Court, London and the plague but these stories only made their wait
more intolerable. With the world filled with public distemper, no
friends or acquaintances would venture across the countryside to
their manor. Her parents were weary of inactivity.

They never asked Anne
to join them, their only daughter, and generally stared through her
as if she were not in the chamber. No laughter spiked through the
manor corridors. Meals were fraught with sadness and heartfelt
sighs.

Father pulled a stool
next to her hardback chair and took her hand.

Anne’s heart sank.
This was apparently the culmination of all those whispered words
behind curtains and half-closed doors. When they heard her
footsteps, they abruptly halted their discourse or slammed a door
shut.

Father’s fingers
nervously played with hers. “We come to tell you, dear
Daughter…”

Anne groaned.

Clouds filtered across
the window, darkening the parlour. Mamma stood and lit candles.

“You are to be
married to a Whitehall gentleman, Geoffrey Edward Hamilton,
Esquire, kin to Lord Thomas Hamilton, Fifth Baron
Pilcher.”

Pilcher. What a
horrid title, and it sounded wicked. Her betrothed was probably
quite old, a stinking lout with black teeth, pocked skin and
decayed manly parts. She grimaced.

Anne pressed her lips
together, annoyed she had become no more than a pawn of men’s
money-boxes. “’Tis the first I’ve heard of this.” She could not
keep the anger from her voice.

Father regarded her
with a frown. “I shall tell you more.”

“You should have
been married years ago, afore you turned twenty.” Mother kneaded
her hands. “Now that you are five and twenty, ’tis a wonder anyone
younger than forty would want you.” She regarded Father. “How did
we allow this to happen, Husband?”

Anne knew how it had
happened and she was glad of it. Generally, the daughter of a peer
must do her duty and be weighed down with suckling babes when still
young but her parents had forgotten about her, left her unattended
at the manor or to her own devices at Whitehall. Now, they came to
roost in their parlour, trying to correct their misadventure. It
drove her stark mad to think what little choice she had.

“Have you met him? Is he a filthy rogue? Is he a king’s man?”
she demanded.

Her aging father sent
a sad gaze beyond her shoulder. “Little has come from enquiries
about the fellow. He seems a quiet sort, even a bit dull and foggy.
He has apartments in Whitehall. He’s a spruce blade who likes
satin, lace and feathers. The only intemperance that marks him is
he plays cards for high stakes.”

She’d be tied to a
beggared fool. “I shall not live in debtor’s prison.”

Father stood and
paced. “It won’t come to that. We will protect you.”

Anne was not
convinced. “How, when I shall be the property of my husband, to do
with as he pleases?”

“By allotting
his yearly income in small amounts, given twice a year, on Lady and
Michaelmas days.” He stroked his whitened Vandyke beard.

Anne lowered her eyes.
The arrangement sounded too complicated and the coxcomb would still
be her husband. He could keep her in rags and locked in a closet,
never allowed out-of-doors. No one would scold him for his
abuse.

“Mister Hamilton
won a merchant ship in a wager last spring and was to fit her for
sail when the plague hit. If she sails, the rewards should bring a
goodly profit.” Her father stopped pacing. “That’s what our lawyer
told me. I know nothing of a merchant’s business.”

Mother regarded her
with a critical eye. “Even with your ginger hair, you are too
handsome,” she stated, her dark eyes warring between pride and
fear.

“’Tis dangerous for you to wander Whitehall’s corridors where
rascals wait for new flesh to plunder.” Father patted her cheek.
“You need a strong protector.”

Anne sighed. “When is
it to be, then?”

“You’ll be in the marriage bed with ribbons and sack posset,
and flinging the stocking by Christmas.”

 


 


* * *

 


 


Anne’s eyes snapped
open. Dark as pitch in her curtained bed, she wondered what
snatched her from her dreams. She listened to the nightly sounds of
her chamber. Her maid’s deep breaths as she slept on her truckle.
Rats scurried in the wattle and daub walls, and coals hissed in the
hearth.

She rolled onto her
side, snuggled deeper into the warmth of her counterpane and tried
to shut her mind against the calamity that crept closer with each
moment. She sighed.

Not able to sleep, she
pushed the blankets aside and scooted to the edge of the bed. She
must take a quick ride or scream at the injustice of a woman’s lot.
She longed to do as she pleased, go where she would without
reprisal.

The floor was
cold, and she gasped. She scampered to her clothespress and dressed
in a skirt, front-fastened bodice, and set her feet into battered
latchet shoes.

Her maid
stirred, then sat up. “Mistress, what’s afoot? ’Tis still
dark.”

“I’m
off for a morning ride.”

“But
Mistress, ’tis not safe on the roads with the highwaymen and plague
folk wandering the lanes.”

“I’ll be going across the fields, not the roads. It’ll be safe
enough,” Anne said in a tone that brooked no further argument. “I
shall be back anon.”

When she reached the
out-of-doors, Anne breathed deeply. She hurried to the stables and
to the stall where her golden gelding, Aurelius, slept. Under a
dark moon, she took him to a low garden wall, scrambled to the top
of the stones, then swung a leg.

Anne gathered the
reins. She smelled the rolling damp of the river and listened to
the rodents scurry in the tall grasses. Mist settled along the
ground. Her breath vaporized before her. With a soft whisper and
gentle foot, she urged Aurelius slowly forward, and when they were
out of hearing range, Anne prodded him into a canter.

The cool breeze blew
against her, setting her free. She laughed, pressed closer to
Aurelius’ neck and sailed over a gurgling stream. They climbed the
short bluff and sped onward.

The land changed with
the onset of autumn. Warm September had given way to a much cooler
October, yet the plague still raged on Tower Hill in London.

Anne heaved a relieved
sigh when they came to a halt on the crest of a hill. With her
discontent eased, she gazed at the brightening world around her;
then she realized she’d come further than expected. She recognized
the below Kent Road, a busy thoroughfare far flung from her
father’s lands.

Harnesses
rattled and muted cries drifted uphill. A coach stood silhouetted
black against the dim dawn, the doors open, its passengers pleading
with the hooligans of the dark hours.

Highwaymen.

A pack of men on
horses pounded down the road toward the coach, a man’s harsh voice
shouting. Pistols fired. Men cried out.

Suddenly, horses
galloped in all directions. A devil on a black beast charged toward
her, his pale eyes fierce and his hair flying. His mouth in a grim
line, he shook a pistol at her.

Fear spiked through
Anne. She jabbed her heels into Aurelius’ flanks and flew from the
devil’s sight.

The thunder of hooves
pounded closer. She urged her horse to go faster. She tried to melt
into his side and become one with the vibrations of his
movements.

Pistol shots jolted
her. A harsh voice that promised cruelty and torture soared
overhead. Anne gazed over her shoulder. The highwayman rode closer.
Behind him came a band of men. His horse thumped against hers,
sending them up a hill and into thick woodland.

Fear darkened Anne’s
vision. She closed her eyes as they raced together at breakneck
speed through underbrush and over exposed roots. With a bark of
command, the man leaped onto the gelding behind her, his own horse
veering away from them.

Anne screamed in
stunned terror. The man pressed closer, moved his arm around her,
and took the reins. With his other arm, he held her fast. She
struggled against his strength until his arm slipped beneath her
breasts and squeezed.

His lips brushed
against her ear. “Be still, or we are undone.”

Anne’s eyes watered
and she sagged against him, bringing a rumbling chuckle from his
throat. He spurred the horse into a denser part of the woodland.
Branches grasped and snagged at them.

“Move your hair, wench,” the man growled. “I’m near to
blinded.”

She hissed but did as
she was told.

He pulled the reins,
abruptly halting Aurelius. He cocked his head and listened. Anne
froze at the sound of pounding hooves and gunfire that receded into
the distance.

The highwayman
chuckled. “We’ve done it, again, me honest steed and I.” His
breaths tickled her ear.

Anne gasped.
“What?”

“Shhh.” He clicked the gelding into a walk.

They travelled a
league or so before he halted at a dead tree stump with bramble
bushes lacing its girth. Its thorny fingers stretched into the
entrance of a pile of stones.

“Another monk’s cell, methinks, and not large enough for all
of us.” He slid off the horse and raised his arms.

She shook her head.
He’d have to kill her, first. “You’re beguiled, sir, if you think
I’ll come willingly into your arms.”

The man laughed. “And
you are misled, me dearling, for methinks you hold yourself too
high. I’m merely concerned with your safety, nothing more.”

Dawn cleansed the
stone grey sky. Treetops swayed in the morning breezes. Her
mother’s household was stirring. Anne would soon be missed.

She slid off Aurelius,
saddened to leave him behind. “I’ll be leaving now.”

The man clicked
his tongue. “Tsk, tsk, me girl. You must come with me.” He slapped
the horse’s rump.

Anne
gasped as her gelding thundered into the woodland.
What shall I do,
now? She
appreciated the highwayman’s clear eyes and black hair that curled
upon his shoulders but he was a filthy creature who could do her
grievous harm.

She hiked up her
skirts and ran.

Sprinting as if the
wind were at her back and the devil at her heels, she dived through
the undergrowth, tripping over bracken and stones strewn across her
path. She scrambled up a hill and bounded into a clearing.

Anne did not know
where she was or which way to go. Behind her, branches crackled
underfoot. With a shuddering whimper, she ran forward, and away
from the man who could cut her dead.

Out of breath, she
dashed toward the trees
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