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            Prologue - London 1665

          

        

      

    

    
      Five years after his restoration to the throne, after a decade of glum Puritanism, Charles II leads his citizens by example, enjoying every excess. Many Londoners flock to the reopened places of entertainment: the cockpits, the brothels, the theatres—where for the first time women may perform onstage alongside the men.

      For some citizens, though, the wounds of the Civil Wars, which ended with the execution of Charles I in 1649 and the triumph of Oliver Cromwell and Parliament, have never healed. Especially bitter are radical Christians, those dissenters who enjoyed a brief tolerance under Cromwell and who are again persecuted. For them this liberated age has turned London into Babylon and many dream of an Apocalypse to purge the realm of sin.  Some do more than dream.

      With its rambling streets, its great mansions, its fetid tenements, London is a city of contrasts. There is not enough clean water; there is too much garbage, there are too many rats. Refugees from Holland and France live ten to a room beside the English, who resent them.

      The city is a labyrinth. At its centre sleeps a monster. When the time is right, that monster will wake. And it will want to feed.

      The monster is the Great Plague.
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        And I looked, and behold a pale horse; and his name that sat upon him was Death.

        Revelation of St John the Divine 6:8

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            1

          

          
            The Highwayman

          

        

      

    

    
      April 29, 1665. Tally Ho Inn, Great North Road, near London

      

      Just before he rode away, the captain said, “Good night, then,” and touched one blackened toe, setting Swift Jack gently swinging. It was a touch for luck, for sympathy, for memory. Not two weeks earlier he and Jack had been drinking together at this same inn, and he’d been boasting, had Jack, about the special ineptitude of the parish constables in failing to catch his scent.

      “Which is astounding,” he’d declared, “seeing as how I’ve not bathed since the coronation.”

      Captain Coke had laughed but cautioned, “Be wary, man. “’Tis a dead fox that steals too often from the same coop.”

      But Jack had scoffed—and now he swung from a gallows in Finchley, smelling even worse than he had in life.

      Heeling his mount to the trot, Coke thrust his nose deep into his scarf, seeking a hint of sandalwood. The fragrance, though, had long faded and the stench of death accompanied him for some distance. If this night’s work goes well, he thought, one of my first calls tomorrow will be on my parfumier.

      And why should it not go well? Everything pointed to success. Swift Jack had lived by his nickname always preferring a sudden action on whoever happened across Finchley Common, content whether he stole a shilling or twenty crowns. Whereas Coke planned—selecting a mark, not stumbling upon one; varying the ground across six counties. A highwayman rotting at a crossroads was a blessing too, for like a scarecrow in a field, it warned other road knights to keep away. They did, so Coke did not; while. seeing one villain swing made travellers a little less watchful for others. And since the coach that was his mark had a driver in front, a footman behind and the two men within, the less wary they were the better.

      Two men within and one woman. Tut, but she was lovely, the lady he’d studied earlier that evening while feigning a doze by the Tally Ho’s fire. She’d reminded him of Lavinia, his sister, dead these many years: the same graceful swan’s neck, same sharp sweep of nose, the same disdainful manner of looking down it at the antics of her two companions. He’d felt sorry for the woman, the boorish way the men had denied her request to press on while the light was yet strong, mocking her again when they’d at last called for their coach in the twilight and she’d pleaded that now they stay. The older man, her husband by how impertinently he’d pawed her, had demanded she show the other—his younger brother, perhaps, equally drunk—the necklace he’d recently purchased for her, had pulled it roughly from concealment when she’d demurred. Even in the dim light of the inn’s fire, the jewels had sparkled, and all the captain’s hunches about these travellers he’d followed from their marbled doorstep in St. James’s had been confirmed.

      He would take the necklace, of course. Its price would not only buy him perfume from Maurice of the Strand Arcade, it would also clear several of his debts and fend off some others. And yet perhaps he would find some way to convey to her, in their coming exchange, that he robbed her with the deepest regret. Their second exchange, he reminded himself. For their eyes had met as she’d followed her husband to the tavern door, while the captain had made a show of settling in, loudly ordering another tankard with a jest. She had glanced at him then, and he had smiled. She’d looked away, as modesty dictated, yet not before he’d seen a touch of interest quicken her almond eyes.

      At the thought of those eyes, he smoothed down his thick black moustache. She would not see it clearly, under silk as it would be. Still, he would know that he had looked his best.

      He flicked the reins and tapped Dapple’s left flank, directing the mare down the side path he’d discovered when he’d scouted the route earlier. It took him swiftly to the place he’d selected, the secluded vale where the coach would cross the Dollis Brook.

      As Dapple’s hooves splashed through water, Coke whistled the usual five notes. The same trill sounded in reply; all was well. The next moment the whistler spun onto the roadway like a whirligig. “The-the-they …? They …?” the boy called, his arms flailing.

      The captain smiled. The urchin he’d discovered the previous winter under a layer of snow, blocking his doorway, ribs poking through rags and his body one welt of sores, was rarely calm; but warmth, clothing and food had stilled some of the whirlwind in him. Dickon—a hard name to stutter out—was the best of partners, for he demanded no share of the profit; nothing more, indeed, than a place to curl up at the end of Coke’s mattress, the scraps from his table, the heat from his grate.

      “They come,” Coke reassured the boy, passing down the crust and cold chop he’d saved for his ward from his supper at the Tally Ho Inn. The boy started to cram them between teeth as ramshackle as an ancient cemetery’s stones, his eyes moving their opposite ways under a thatch of wheat-blond hair. “So to your place, Dickon.”

      The falling, the spit, the darting eyes all halted. “Cap’n,” the lad said, briskly pulling up his mask, continuing to eat under it, moving away to the appointed tree, the one before which, if all went well, the coach would halt.

      As the two of them settled into the gloom at the forest’s edge, minutes passed with nothing but birds in the trees and the flick of Dapple’s grey ears. Then sound arrived on the night-still air: the squeak of iron-shod wheels in road ruts, the snort of a horse. Closer the carriage came, closer, and then he heard something else.  A cry? A woman’s, sure. Were those two bullies teasing her as they had in the tavern? Well, I will pay them a little for that, he thought, pulling up his mask till only his eyes showed under his hat’s wide brim. No lady as pretty as she should be made to cry. He’d not been able to stop his sister’s tears, when all was taken from them. But perhaps he could halt this lady’s for a time.

      With a cluck of his tongue, the slightest tap of heel, he moved Dapple to the highway’s edge. The mare stood as quiet as ever, a grey wraith in the near darkness. The coach ground nearer. There was a splash as wheels spun through the brook. A horse neighed and then the vehicle rounded the corner.

      The captain licked his lips. This was the moment. From the saddle holsters, he drew both his pistols and half cocked each. Then, as the coach arrived level, he pulled the hammers full back. “Stand and deliver!” he shouted. “I am Captain Cock! So you know not to fool with me.”

      But the coach did not stand. The driver did not whip it on, nor did the horses bolt; they just turned wide eyes to him as the front of the vehicle passed by.

      Now that, thought the captain, is a first.

      In his three years of robberies, many things had happened to him. He had been whipped, foully cursed, had shit thrown at him and, on three occasions, ball discharged. But he had never till this moment been completely ignored.

      He kept his pistols levelled as the vehicle slowly rolled on. But no shutter rose from the windows, and the rear was unoccupied. The footman who had clung to it when the carriage departed the inn was no longer there. Perhaps he was within, readying a blunderbuss.

      Coke could now see across the roadway to Dickon, his eyebrows high in puzzlement above his mask.

      “Stand, curse you!” Coke cried. “No one move. The first who does takes a bullet.” He thought of the pretty lady inside, did not like to fright her so. She wouldn’t take one, of course, none of them would—for Captain Cock did not load his guns with more than powder, something only he and Dickon knew. He might yet dance the hempen jig as a thief the way Swift Jack now did—but William Coke would never be hanged for a murderer. He had killed enough in the late, deplored wars and wanted no more phantoms stalking his dreams.

      But those in the carriage did not know his secret. And they were still ignoring him, the carriage continuing on. “Stand!” he shouted once again, spurring Dapple to the front of the coach. “I mean it, fellow!” he yelled, aiming his pistols at the driver. The man did not react, did not start at all. Even in the gloom, Coke could see the man’s eyes were open, though they did not move, nor did he lift his chin from his chest. Then, the horses, at no one’s bidding, halted, and in a moment Dickon was at their heads, taking their bits, crooning.

      It was the only sound in the vale. Shaking himself, Coke uncocked and holstered one pistol, slipped from the saddle, put one foot and hand onto the carriage. “Rest easy,” he growled, though the driver still showed no will to resist him. Indeed, as Coke swung himself up to the bench, the man did not acknowledge him in any way. He had seen men thus frozen with terror when he’d been a real captain. This was nothing like that, and for the first time that night, he felt the chill on his skin.

      And then he saw why the driver did not move, why the coach had advanced so slowly. For the reins were wound tight about the man’s chest, passing through a bar beside him. Coke tugged the knot—and the whole came apart, the reins slipping, the man sliding toward him. Coke put out a hand to steady him, met wetness, could not help the shove away. As the coachman fell off the bench, his head lolled back, and for just a moment Coke saw the wound, like a screaming extra mouth, under the chin.

      The body tumbled off, and struck a carriage stanchion before crumpling onto the ground. The horses jerked at the distinct snapping of bones.

      “Ca-Cap’n, what?” Dickon cried.

      “Keep their heads!” commanded Coke.

      The horses calmed to weight and whispers. And in the near silence that ensued Coke heard a bugle, a hunting call, followed by the yelp of a dog. The animal was still far enough away if it was coming for them, which the next moment he believed it was. He had been discovered, should flee straight. But he could not. Not yet.

      He swung himself off the coach. With one foot on the running board, one on the door handle, he pressed an ear to the window—glass, the latest in fashion. The man within spent near as much adorning his transport as he did his wife. There were leather curtains beyond and not a sound emerged through them. “Do not,” he began, then had to cough to clear his throat. “Do not move if you value your lives,” he continued. Thrusting the pistol ahead of him, he jerked open the door.

      The interior was dark. Thus, before sight it was scent that took him. It wasn’t the first time he’d smelled this odour. He had hoped never to smell it again and hadn’t for so long he thought he might have forgotten. But he had not—the stench of guts, freshly pierced, was such a distinct one. As ever, as here, it was overlain with the iron tang of blood.

      It took him back, that special savour. He was on a battlefield, which one he did not know. They were all different and they were all the same, blended now by near two decades. Men had died swiftly and in silence, slowly and with great noise.

      Then he came, the one who always did when something carried Coke back, some sight, some sound, some … scent.

      Quentin.

      They had served together as officers in Sir Bevil Grenville’s regiment for over a year, had laughed, got drunk, saved each other’s lives. Were as close as comrades could be. Yet the shot that had erased Quentin’s features had erased the memory of them too. Mouth, eyebrows, ears, chin, all wiped away, as if Quentin had become a fresh canvas awaiting an artist’s brush. Quentin had moved one hand before the ruin, seeking what? The other hand had held in his own guts, the source of the unforgettable, ineradicable smell.

      Sinking against the door frame, the captain closed his eyes, until he remembered that nothing was as terrible as what went on behind them. So he opened them again.

      At least the three figures before him had faces. With eyes accustoming to the gloom, he could see those now. And seeing, he lowered his pistol, uncocked it, for even if it had had ball in it, you could only kill someone once.

      The walls of the carriage he’d glimpsed in the tavern yard had been primrose but now were mainly red, the colour splashed like a painter’s carelessness. The open door had let some blood flow out, but still more pooled among the limbs and entrails of the men, the two of them lying together upon the floor as if embracing.

      At least the dead lady was whole, and upright upon the bench. Her cream gown was pinkened now, as if it had been washed with a courtesan’s scarlet dress. The source of the stain was a deeper patch of crimson above her heart. Of the three in the coach, she was the only one with her eyes shut. For that, Coke was grateful.

      Noise startled him. He turned fast—to Dickon’s eyes focused on the horror. “Do not,” began Coke,  too late.

      “No, no, no, no, no!”

      “Out, Dickon,” Coke ordered, and the boy collapsed, sobbing, onto the roadway.

      When Coke turned back, something struck him. This slaughter was not as random as he’d first thought. He’d seen men—aye, women too—torn apart by cannon, hacked by sword, split by pike thrust. This was different. This was more like the killing shed on his father’s estate. Within it, there was a place for every part of a pig, for every part would be used. And in this carriage, parts had been…  placed. Even the blood looked like it had been channelled.

      These people had been butchered.

      He thought the wars and all he’d seen in them had long since hardened his guts. He was wrong. He lifted his scarf just enough to vomit down the inside of the carriage door.

      The horn sounded again, more than one dog this time. Nearer. They had to get away. But first, something had to come from this carnage. Setting the gun upon one bench, he reached both his hands around the lady’s neck, feeling under her dress for the clasp of her necklace. It was hard to undo, and he had to lean close. As he did, he glanced up.

      The lady’s eyes were now open.

      He tried to jerk back, but his fingers became entangled in the chain and this delayed him just long enough for the woman to wrap her hands around his wrists. Her cold touch froze him, though the fierceness of her grip would have held him anyway. “Lady, I—I will help you.”

      He couldn’t tell if she heard him. Nothing showed in her eyes, bright with the last of life. Her blue lips moved, soundless. “What is it, lady? What?”

      “Pale horse,” she whispered, “Pale horse.”

      The light in her eyes died with her. Her grip slackened; her fingers released him. But his hands were still on the chain, and as the bugle sounded a third time, too close now, he said, “Forgive me,” and tore the necklace from her neck.

      Then he was out of the coach, pulling the whimpering Dickon to his feet, shoving him toward his tethered horse. Coke turned back to the carriage, grabbed the driver’s whip. “Yah,” he cried, flicking the tip of the leather between the lead horses’ ears. The beasts, reacting to voice and crack, took off at once, and a few moments later Coke was astride Dapple. Pausing only to cram the necklace deep into his coat pocket, he heeled his horse into a gallop, taking the same faint deer path through the woods that Dickon had, just as the horn sounded again, close now, very close.

      They were halfway across Finchley Common, still travelling at speed by the light of a rising and gibbous moon, when Coke glanced down and saw just one of his holsters filled. He’d left one of his matched pistols in the coach.

      But there was no going back.
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      A few minutes earlier

      What was strange about the footman’s corpse was that it appeared to have been arranged after death.

      Pitman did not think the man had moved himself: that in the act of dying, he would so spread out his arms and cross his ankles in imitation of the Crucifixion. He himself was a devout man, but he doubted even he’d have the will to assume such a pose with life fleeing so fast. In his brief examination before he remounted and heeled his horse again in pursuit of the coach, he saw that the footman’s head had been near severed. One stroke, he’d wager. By an axe or perhaps a cleaver.

      Behind him, the bugle man sounded. Brass brayed, the hounds gave tongue and Pitman flinched. The rule of silence he’d imposed on these men who’d insisted on accompanying him from the Tally Ho Inn on this pursuit had now been violated. A warning for those ahead justified it. Perhaps they were right. A man who killed once like that might kill again.

      A man like Captain Cock?

      He looked to the mount beside him. “All right, lad?” he asked, leaning down to touch his son’s arm.

      Josiah jerked up. “Did you see him, Father?”

      “I saw him.”

      “His eyes were … his eyes.” The boy closed his own, too late to trap the tears. “I wish I had not come.”

      I wish so too, thought Pitman, squeezing his son’s arm. But Bettina had insisted. With three daughters pulling her skirts and two more, by the feel, on the way, she had enough on her plate. “Get him out from under my feet, Pitman,” she’d said. “There’s never any danger. You say the thieves always come as meek as lambs.”

      I say it because it is usually true, Pitman had thought. And from all reports, Captain Cock would be especially gentle. His politeness to women; just one driver injured in a dozen robberies, and that because he’d gone for a gun he’d laid down. The captain hadn’t even shot him, just cracked him atop the skull with his own pistol.

      But now—this body, the head near off? What’s happened, Captain? Have you gone mad at last? Like so many who fought in the Troubles, then or later?

      A horse’s muzzle nudged up on his other side. “I’ve dispatched riders ahead, by different ways,” barked Colonel Wingate. The local magistrate was a corpulent man, but he sat his horse easy, as befitted one of Cromwell’s lobsterbacks. He raised a hand to wipe road mud from a claret-reddened cheek. “Holcolme. Mill Hill. Totteridge.” He gestured. “Constables will be roused. Citizens mustered. We’ll catch this murderous swine. Have no fear.”

      He dropped back again, more comfortable with men of his own class and household, no doubt. Pitman glanced again at his son, weeping openly now. Josiah was rarely so wordless.

      Pitman shook his head. His son’s talkativeness back at the inn had led to this large accompanying party. Tending to their mounts, the boy had blabbed their purpose to a stable lad: the taking of the notorious Captain Cock. Within minutes, a large group of locals, sober and less so, had mobbed Pitman at his table. Their spokesman, this same Colonel Wingate, had informed him that only two weeks earlier they’d had the nabbing of Swift Jack, aye, and his hanging too, and they were damned if any thief-taker from London should trespass on their prerogatives.

      Pitman had had but one recourse. He’d sat back, picked up his tankard and told them plain that he would not stir a foot unless they swore that the twenty-guinea reward for taking the highwayman would be entirely his. Otherwise, the men could proceed without him. Uncertain how to do so, they had grudgingly accepted his terms.

      Even then, he had taken his time, partly in the hope that many would get too drunk to ride but mainly because he was certain his man was still somewhere on the premises. Indeed the captain could be among the pressing crowd, eager to hunt himself down. He had a reputation for just such bravado.

      Now, as they reached a downward slope and he urged his horse to more speed upon it, Pitman sighed. This noisy mob. The corpse. Not how he’d meant this affair to go. Not when it began so well.

      Back in the crowded inn, he had not hoped to single out his quarry—but he had easily spotted the man’s mark. Captain Cock had a distinct modus operandi. He struck rarely and richly. A coach would be leaving later that evening, its owner Sir Griffith Rich, well-known firebrand of the king’s party. His driver and footman, though large men, would not deter the bold captain; while the pretty wife, suffering the rough jests of her far older husband and his brother, would entice any gallant knight of the road near as much as the jewels around her neck.

      Would have enticed me once, he’d thought, wondering how she would look, naked by candlelight. Not as an ordinary man did, with casual lust. He’d smiled. Well, not entirely like an ordinary man.

      “Have you sniffed him out, Father?” his son had asked, mistaking the smile for confidence.

      “I’ve narrowed him down to three, Josiah, lad.” He’d held up the sketches he’d made. “He will be one of these, I reckon.” It wasn’t true. There were a dozen candidates, more; former soldiers, hard men with steel gazes not unlike his own. He’d suspected Captain Cock for a military man from the reports, though he may have appropriated the rank.

      His sketching stopped him drinking too much ale, calmed him too. It was a practice from before the war, when he’d thought to apprentice to an engraver. He had drawn the men as he’d waited for the coach to leave. He’d also sketched the lady. And her necklace; although seen briefly, it was hard to forget.

      When the coach set out, he had not warned the member of Parliament. The party was well protected—an armoured lure, giving Pitman his best chance in a long while of a large reward. Besides, if there was a man in the realm he would wish a little discomfited, Sir Griffith Rich, the MP, was he. Not because the man was an ardent Royalist—Pitman had fought them in the wars and beaten ’em too. No, because of the type of Royalist he was—a Tory of the High Church who would harass and condemn any who chose to worship differently and worked ceaselessly in Parliament and out to secure their prosecution. Those, indeed, like Pitman and his wife.

      Lord, let Captain Cock crow over him a little first, he’d prayed as they set out a few minutes after the coach. Then let me take him after.

      Now, with his horse splashing through a little brook, Pitman prayed differently. Lord, he muttered, let me take this man before anyone else dies.

      They came upon it suddenly, the second corpse, while they still dripped with water. This one was not arranged, Christ-like, but was a heap at the side of the track. The coach driver, by his livery. “See to him, some of you,” he called, kicking his horse on. It was a huge beast he’d hired, which was necessary, for so was he, but it showed some speed now, as if also eager for this chase to be done. Perhaps it too could see in the twilight, as its rider did, his fellows up the long hill ahead, pulling the coach toward the summit.

      The quarry was in sight. The horn sounded again. Men and hounds gave tongue. “Hi ya!” cried Pitman, setting heels to flank.

      Perhaps the brass call succeeded. Perhaps the hill had sapped the coach horses, or they were less urgent since no driver snapped his whip between their ears. But the animals slowed from canter to walk. A hedge stood alongside the highway and the front horses made for it, to halt and nibble unchastised.

      Pitman was among the first to draw level, and the very first off his mount. “Stay back,” he shouted, his bellow cutting through the babble. “Hear me! I am an officer of the law and I will not be hindered. Allow me to proceed.” He was an officer of the law, but not in this parish; he operated here under no one’s jurisdiction but his own. Yet his size, bearing and the large pistol he now cocked gave him authority enough.

      He walked up to the coach, gripped the door handle, took a breath, then opened the door just enough to admit the muzzle of his weapon.

      He did not expect to see Captain Cock, like his namesake, crowing on a seat inside. But what he did see he did not expect either.

      Three bodies. All on the floor, two men as close as lovers. The woman on top of them both, on her back, arms flung over her head as if reaching for the other door. The stench made him gag, and he shoved his sleeve against his mouth.

      “What is it, man? Let me past.”

      It was the colonel behind him. But Pitman had obeyed men like him too often, for too long, during the late king’s wars, and with the realm at peace, he was no longer a soldier. “One moment,” he said curtly, not moving, blocking the interior with his bulk. He knew he had only a few moments, and he must use them, for he noticed things that others didn’t. It was why he took more thieves than anyone else.

      He breathed the stench again. Blood, pierced gut, a woman’s fragrance—primrose. Some other smell also, sweet-foul? There, sliding down the door, yellow and thick as a custard. He reached a finger. The vomit was still slightly warm. He doubted it had come from any of the corpses: no yellow disturbed the pure crimson of their clothes.

      Unlike the men, the woman had not been gutted. A single stab through the heart had done for her. So a different blade, the men’s wounds different too from the cleaver that had killed the footman. An array of weapons, then? A butcher’s set of tools? A surgeon’s?

      He looked at the woman again—at her eyes, half open. At her neck. He noticed an abrasion there, a scrape not caused by a blade. He reached a finger to a droplet of blood. He pulled the top of her gown slightly down. He had seen her display the necklace to the MP’s brother, and so to half the tavern.

      It was gone.

      Anger came. So you killed her, Cock? Then robbed her, or t’other about? Did she give you much of a fight?

      The noise had faded behind him. Not disappeared, it was still in his ears. He heard the colonel demanding entry again as if calling from another county. But Pitman did not shift. There were other things here. He’d seen them in his first glance.

      In the corner of one bench was a pistol. He picked it up, raised it into the little light. It was fine, with a brass plate showing Parket of London had made it. One of the victim’s or— Then he saw the two letters carved into the butt.

      CC. Captain Cock.

      The weapon was uncocked. A sniff of the barrel showed it was also unfired. Pitman shoved it into his large pocket. Then he looked up, at another thing he’d noticed.

      A scene was painted on the panel above one of the benches. Men walked with women beside a river, beneath willows and a sky that had once been cornflower blue and was now as red as a sunset that would gladden any shepherd. Yet something else marred the tranquility. Red numerals. Latin ones.

      He was not an educated man, could read only haltingly his own language. But he recognized numbers. Even Roman ones.

      XII.XII.

      “I insist, sirrah” came the voice again behind him, accompanied by tugging now, “I am the local magistrate and I insist.”

      Pitman was about to admit the colonel. Until he realized that there was one last thing he’d nearly missed, mainly because it was red, and so much there was red. It rested in the blood-flooded mouth of one of the men lying on the floor, the very recently deceased member of Parliament, Sir Griffith Rich.

      With difficulty because it was slick and wedged between teeth, Pitman plucked it from the man’s mouth. A stone, some kind of quartz. He pocketed it as well. Then, just before he backed out of the carriage, he did something he knew he would later struggle to explain. He wiped the Roman numerals off the panel.

      Pitman had blocked the entire doorway and the man behind had to step off the running board to allow him out. “Well, sir?” the colonel snapped. “Will you now let me see?”

      “Let me caution you first—”

      “Caution, pish!” replied the man, shoving past. “I’ve been in more battles than you’ve had—”

      As the cry came, the first hoarse half prayer, Pitman went to Josiah, who stood with his face pressed against his horse’s neck. “Mount, boy.”

      “Should I not see, Father?”

      “Nay, you should not.” He helped his son up into the saddle. “Let us go home.”

      

      A few hours’ rest, if no sleep, in the stable of the inn, and they left at the first hint of light. An hour’s ride brought them to Cripplegate Without and the farrier’s where they’d hired their mounts. Cripplegate itself was just being unbarred, so they passed through and walked into the City down Wood Street. Halfway along it, the pavement before some especially handsome merchants’ houses was being washed down. This did not stop a man—drunk, no doubt, despite the early hour—from lurching out of an alley, preceded by his vomit. He collapsed onto the ground, moaning. Pitman and his son stepped around him. As they neared their home, church bells began to toll, the first summons to Sunday worship. Pitman could distinguish among them the distinct bass tones of Old Toby, which stood in the tower of St. Leonard’s, their parish church.

      The smile that always came  at this sound of home went as he turned the last corner into Cock Alley and paused before their dwelling. We’ll have to return to a single room and a poorer parish, he thought, if I don’t take another thief soon.

      They climbed to the first floor. She was awake, of course. One girl at her breast, two more round her feet. Ten years after Josiah, certain that God had withdrawn that blessing, Grace arrived. Then Faith, then Imogen. Blessings in abundance, and two more on the way.

      “Success, Pitman?” Bettina asked.

      He shook his head, too tired to speak. She sighed, and took the children into the only other room. The door closed softly on their son’s renewed weeping.

      Pitman walked toward his horsehair sleeping chair, then went past it, to the book on the window ledge. He drew Cock’s pistol from his pocket and set it down before lifting the Bible. It fell open to his touch, as it always did, to the same page, for he had had this copy since his time with the Ranters, that mad sect of drinkers, cursers, smokers, and dancers he and Bettina had run with for a time after the wars. Ranters were much taken with this book especially, for the Revelation of St. John the Divine was the most sacred of all texts. Indeed, it supported one of their fundamental beliefs, for it spoke of the imminent end of the world. With that so near, the Ranters reasoned, why face it wearing clothes?

      Revelation 12:12.

      As soon as he traced the verse he knew it, as he knew many of them, by heart:

      “For the devil is come down unto you, having great wrath, because he knoweth he hath but a short time.”

      He stared at the window before him, not seeing through it. He had something else in his pocket, but he was too tired to remember what it was.
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      When he walked into the yard, there was a crowd around the well. He did not wish to wait and he never had to, for as soon as he was spotted, the cries began: “Why, look! Look! It’s Abel Strong!” In a moment, they were all pressing round him. They knew not to jostle him, but their hands hovered near his smock.

      He jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “It’s there, good neighbours,” he said. “Just inside the arch.”

      He continued to the well as the crowd ran past. Behind him, the scrapping began for the bounty he’d brought. Meat fell from his cart to the ground but was snatched up, wiped down. Nothing ever went wasted in Carrier Court.

      Strong smiled as he lowered the well bucket, hauled up the water. They loves a butcher in St. Giles, he thought. No one minds how much water I pours over me. No one says nothing. He closed his eyes and let the cool liquid flow over himself.

      The blood from the shambles covered him. So he kept dipping, hauling, pouring.  The red water ran off him, onto the flagstones, into the gutter channel. A baby sat beside that, abandoned while the meat rush was on; she laughed at the flood, trying to stem it with skinny fingers.

      As Abel scrubbed his smock with the stiff brush he always carried, he ran over the words again, trying to make them into a song. He’d always liked songs; they was easy to remember. Some of these words was hard to fit, though. Big words. Each had a colour and he matched them as he said each name.

      “ ‘The first foundation was ja-sper,’ ” he sang. “ ‘The second stone is sa-ph-ire. The third, that’s chalc-chalc-chalc-e-dony.’ ” He paused. He liked the sound of that one.

      “ ‘A chalc-chalc-chalc-e-dony’s quartz,’ ” he continued. “ ‘Could be gre-een, could be blu-ooh. Could be a tiger’s eye, aye,aye.’ ”

      He liked that too. The tiger was a fierce beast, it was said. Could tear a carcass apart swifter than he could, and he was as swift as a butcher got. Perhaps I’m part tiger, he thought, and laughed. The baby looked up, laughed too. She’d found some scrap in the gutter and waved it about. He waved his brush back at her.

      A last bucketful, a final good scrub, and he was done. Clean and shivering, still dripping, he walked to the stairwell. He passed children on the stairs, sprawled with kittens and puppies. He frowned. He didn’t like animals. Perhaps it was his trade. He hated cats special.

      He hadn’t noticed her in the mob, but he heard her following him up the stairs. She caught up at their door. “’Allo, Little Spot,” he said, not looking. He heard her giggle as he pushed into the room.

      “That’s Dot, not Spot—you know tha’.” The girl followed him in and he saw that she had the baby from the gutter on her hip. She set her down by another on the floor and the two babes began to struggle for whatever the one still held.

      He waited for the question that always came: “Save somethin’ special f’r us, did ya, Mr. Strong?”

      He made a little show of searching under his apron. Then he pretended to startle as he slowly pulled out a bone, watching her eyes widen. “A mutton leg,” he said, handing it to her, observing her bend a little under its weight. “Straight in the pot, now.”

      He and Little Dot, her two sisters and their mother shared one of maybe five rooms in the whole of Carrier Court with a fireplace that still worked. Some of the other rooms held ten—fifteen, if the inhabitants was Irish or gypsy. Mrs. Queek, Dot’s ma, always had pots on the go, cooking for others. The coins from that, and the little he handed over each week, kept them separate from the crowd.

      Dot stepped past the two babies on the floor, lifted a lid on a cauldron near as big as her and crammed in the haunch. “Ma, you should see what Mr. Strong ’as brung us,” she called. “It’s an ’hole sheep.”

      She laughed again. But all that came from the other side of the hanging blanket was a groan. Dot’s smile vanished. “Our ma’s not well, Mr. Strong. Not well.”

      “Is she not?”

      Another blanket separated out his side of the room. He stepped behind it now. Nothing much there except the cot, a basin, other clothes hung on a hook.

      He stared at them, till her voice came. “Are you ready for us, Mr. Strong?”

      “Wait.”

      He pulled the apron over his head, hung it on a hook. The room was warmer than most because of the fire, but still he shivered in his wet clothes. Still, he wasn’t ready to change. Not quite yet.

      He sat down on the cot. “Come,” he said.

      A hand appeared, her pale face above it. “Will ya ’ave a look at ’er, Mr. Strong? ’As a terrible headache, she says. And the sweats.”

      “Afterwards.”

      She moved closer to him. “You’re all wet.”

      “Don’t matter.” He patted his thighs.

      She giggled, then sat on him. “Ooh,” she said, wriggling a little. “Lucky the fire’s goin’.” She put one arm around his shoulder. With her free hand, she pushed a hank of wet hair from the forehead she then began to stroke. “Which one?” she asked.

      “You know which one.”

      He closed his eyes. She began to sing:

      ‘The water is wide, I cannot cross o’er,

      And neither ’ave I wings to fly.

      Give me a boat that can carry two,

      And both shall row, my love and I.’

      The singing was high-pitched, trembling, sweet enough, even if she pronounced the words like any girl from St. Giles. Tiny grimy fingers continued to stroke his forehead. She sang the verse three times, just as he liked, and then she sang, “ ‘I leaned my back up against a young oak,’ ” so he could lean his back against the wall, while her hand on his face became another’s. One that was not grimy at all but clean, gentle to touch. And the voice?

      The voice also became another’s.

      “Mama,” he breathed, seeing her, though he did not open his eyes. Her hazel hair flowed over her shoulders within her nightdress. Her dark eyes filled with love as she sang the next verses. For him. Only for him.

      ‘I leaned my back up against a young oak,

      Thinking he were a trusty tree,

      But first he bended and then he broke,

      Thus did my love prove false to me,

      O love is handsome and love is fine,

      Bright as a jewel when first it's new,

      But love grows old and waxes cold,

      And fades away like the morning dew.’

      “And fades away like the morning dew.” He sang with her on that last repeated line. And though his mind cleared as the song ended and he knew where he was, still he wanted to linger with her. “Again,” he whispered. “Sing it again.”

      But someone was calling them away. He could see the sadness in her eyes as she rose from his lap. “Don’t go, Mama,” he said, reaching out. “Don’t go to him.”

      “I have to.” Her cool, clean fingers were on his lips now. “I must obey him.”

      “I ’ave to,” she said.

      Not her. The other had returned. He opened his eyes. Little Dot was standing at the blanket.

      “I ’ave to, Mr. Strong. Sorry, but Ma needs me. I’ll be back, don’t you fear.”

      She left. The blanket dropped  back. He heard retching, then groans from beyond it. He stood, stripped off his wet clothes, dropping the rough shirt, the hand-knitted stockings and the wool drawers to the floor. Dot’s ma would get to them in time. They would always be pink from his trade, he didn’t expect white, but lye took out the worst of the stains. She’d scrub ’em, hang ’em on the hedgerows along Tottenham Court Road to dry. Ready for his next time in the shambles. Sick or not, she wouldn’t want to let him down.

      He dressed. The feel of these fresh clothes was good. Nothing fancy. Dry. Better made.

      A hand reached round the blanket. “I’m back.”

      “Come, then.”

      She came, glanced up at him for a moment, then slipped little fingers under his doublet and began to hook it nimbly to the breeches.

      He gazed down at her. Fleas crawled in her hair. Finishing the last hook, she spoke again. “Will you look at ‘er now? She chucked, but I cleaned it up.”

      Silk on skin. Scratches on a shoulder, where a woman had raked him. Fleas on a girl’s head. He felt dizzy, swayed, steadied himself against the wall. “I will,” he replied.

      She left. He scratched at the grey stubble on his head, then set his broad-peaked hat upon it, covered himself with a grey cloak, tied a scarf around his neck and stepped around the blanket. “Let’s have a look,” he said, passing between Mrs. Queek’s crawling babies, now playing with kittens on the floor. Another litter? There were more cats in Carrier Court than rats. Toeing one aside, he put his hand upon the other blanket. “Mrs. Queek,” he called, “may I enter?”

      No reply. He tugged the blanket aside.

      Little Dot is right, he thought. Her mother is not well. The eyes, which flickered open as he bent over her, were sunk deep in her fever-red face. “I’m sick, sir,” she whispered. “Me bones are cold, but I’m sweatin’. And me ’ead—” she clutched it “—feels like someone ’as knives in there.”

      He had no need to bend any closer. She had a stench to her that he’d smelled before, years before. Her blouse was open—for the sweats, he supposed—and he glimpsed a small oval mark on one vast breast.

      He knew it was not a bruise.

      He was still holding the hanging blanket. Stepping back, he let it drop before retying the scarf around his lower face. Then he reached into a pocket and pulled out a silver half crown. Dot’s eyes went wide. He stooped to her, holding it up. “You know the apothecary’s next to the Maid in the Moon?” She nodded. “Run there and buy a bottle called Dragon’s Water. Give it your ma. Also buy some wormwood. That’s to burn on your grate.”

      “Yes, sir. Oh, thank you, sir.”

      She grabbed the coin, but he did not let it go, looked at the girl over it. She might be lucky, he thought. If she is not, what will I do? He looked a moment longer, then released the half crown, realizing that he knew. In St. Giles, there would always be a little girl willing to learn songs for meat.

      He turned at the door and spoke through his scarf. “Oh, and Little Dot?” he said.

      “Yes, Mr. Strong?”

      “Kill all the cats.”
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      May 10, 1665

      When the prompter’s whistle blew, everyone upon the stage froze.

      Is it me? Sarah thought. Oh God, let it not be me again!

      She looked at the other two players. Lucy Absolute’s mouth was already twitching, about to rise into the smile that would inevitably lead to the giggles to which she was so prone; while John Chalker, her John, her rock on the platform and beyond it, was staring at her, the huge and bushy eyebrows scarce seen in nature but affixed to emphasize his character’s bluster, now joining and parting like a signal whose import was obvious. It’s your line, they flashed. For the love of Christ, speak it!

      She felt that familiar vacuum in her stomach. She looked out where she had just been seeking … what? The one gaze among so many that had unnerved her with its intensity. She could not find it there, nor rediscover the line she had lost in the faces that swam in the pit below her or shone like stars in the galleries above. The audience was rapt, set up by the prompter’s whistle and keen to know which player had failed and in what manner this player would redeem himself.

      She glanced left—a mistake, for she looked into the royal box where the king himself leaned forward. She had learned over her three years of playing that Charles was perhaps the swiftest appraiser in the house.

      A few seconds. A lifetime. Oh hell, she thought, forcing her gaze  from the king. Open your jaws and swallow me now.

      A last, desperate glance at her husband. John Chalker was renowned for his skill at extemporizing. But even he failed her now.

      “ ‘Good my lord. You tax me with ingratitude.’ ”

      There it was. Her line, sure. Clearly and precisely delivered by Williams, the prompter, from his nest, behind one wing, on which was painted a canalscape of Venice. As the stridently Welsh voice seemed to emerge right from the middle of the Rialto Bridge, some of the audience laughed, some hooted while all waited to see the culprit who would claim the line.

      “ ‘Good my lord. You tax me with ingratitude.’ ” Sarah declaimed, and discovered she knew what followed next.  “ ‘When you are the one who should be scolded.’ ”

      And on she went. There was laughter, a touch of applause, which she acknowledged with a curtsy. In his box, the king leaned back. And that other gaze, the one she’d sought and in the seeking lost her line? She felt it lift from her, like a pressing hand raised from her neck.

      Scene done, they swept from the stage. Thomas Betterton, the company’s leading actor, muttered, “Distracted by a beau, Mrs. Chalker?” as he passed her. But John drew her deeper into the offstage darkness and whispered, “What’s amiss, love? That’s the third time tonight.”

      Amiss? Where in the catalogue do I begin? The rumours in their old parish, with the first houses daubed in red warning? The murders of the member for Parliament and his family, brutal even for London, which had set the town on a roar? No. She’d settle for the most recent fear. “He’s back,” she said.

      Her husband stiffened. “Did you see him? Can you describe him to me?”

      “No. He’s in a box, I think.”

      “Royal?”

      “No. He …” She hesitated. “He is returned, that’s all I know. His gaze unnerved me.”

      Her husband’s two false eyebrows contracted into one. Even in the ill-lit shadows beyond the onstage candles, she could see his face flush dark. “You find ’im out, Sar,” he growled, “and I will ’ave words.”

      She took his hands in hers, drew his fingers to her mouth for a kiss. “John, it is my fancy alone. He, whoever he is, has done nothing but stare. I am an actress. I live to be stared at.”

      “Yet this is different. I’ve never seen you so thrown off.”

      “I know. I—” She broke off. Her husband’s protection was the reason she had been able to rise as an actress in the Duke’s Company without first lying back, the usual route to favour. But his temper sometimes made him punch before he thought. It had cost them before. “He may never approach. This may be nothing.”

      “Well, if it becomes something—”

      “I will tell you.” She released his hands. “Are you not on?”

      “Aye, and soon. I need my coat. Sir Fidget cannot walk out during High Mall without a superfluity of French lace.” He’d returned to his stage voice, as noble as any earl’s, but now resumed his normal voice—as hers, as most players from the streets not far distant from where they played, “I mean it, Sar. If you sense ’im among that crowd of fops and debauchers that will plague us after the play, you point ’im out to me. Never fear—I’ll be most subtle. I’ll dog ’im far from the playhouse before we ’ave our chat.”

      “Go on, you great goose,” she said, kissing him, shoving him away.

      He went. And she must too. The finale approached in three scenes and required a change of dress. Yet, for a moment she did not stir. Out there in the gloom, someone was still watching for her. She was not as gifted as her mother had been, the most cunning of the Cunning Women in their parish of St. Giles in the Fields. Betsy, on her best day, could probably have peered into the surface of a coffee cup and described the watcher’s clothes. Sarah was used to being admired. Indeed, she craved it—the men’s lust, the women’s envy, a monarch’s smile. But this regard had been different.

      Shivering, she went to change her dress.

      

      It was larger than usual, the mob that crowded in after the performance, for the king had stayed. The party had been forced to spread from the smaller area behind the stage onto the platform itself and down into the pit. The musicians, persuaded to take up their instruments again, had the more drunken in the crowd gathered before them, swaying to the notes, sometimes breaking into a jig or a sarabande as the tempo required. The girls who sold oranges were also there, and their busy hands moved under cloaks, provoking, enticing some men away to darker corners or even the back alley, where they could more discreetly conclude the full transaction. Some of the sisters of the stage, if not so brazenly conducting business now, were certainly setting themselves up for trade later.

      “Look!” cried Lucy Absolute, directing Sarah’s gaze to the opposite side of the stage. “Sir Charles Sedley is trying again to pass Mrs. Sanderson something. What could it be? Coin?”

      “Nay, Lucy. Mary’s never been bought for mere silver.”

      “You’re right.’Tis paper. An assignation, do you think? Or the deed to some property? The king’s been after her for all of a week now and we know Sedley is his pander. If Charles’s image in silver won’t open her knees, some of his land in Buckinghamshire might. Look how Old Rowley watches! His chin is so upon his chest he could catch flies in his mouth.”

      Both turned to regard the king—easy to do, since he dwarfed most of his companions. He was different from
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