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  ‘In London . . . being able to navigate the streets isn’t just considered knowledge, but is formally called “The Knowledge” . . .’


  DAN STONE, NATIONAL GEOGRAPHIC MAGAZINE


  ‘Knowledge without integrity is dangerous and dreadful.’


  SAMUEL JOHNSON


  DRAMATIS PERSONAE


  THEOPHILUS GREY —An honest linkboy, known about London as ‘Philo’.


  GARNET HOOKE —A lawyer’s clerk, very cunning, who has raised Philo to serve him.


  NATHANIEL PAXTON —A surgeon-apothecary, kindly and humorous.


  PHILO’S CREW


  FRANCIS ‘FLEABITE’ LEADBITTER—The youngest linkboy, with the fiercest temper.


  DANIEL ‘DANDY’ DODDS—A linkboy much admired for his angelic features.


  WILLIAM ‘LIPPY’ WHITTLE—A linkboy distinguished by his sturdy frame and hare-lip.


  ‘FETTLER’ BEN THOROUGHGOOD—Servant to Garnet Hooke.


  VALENTINE ‘VAL’ BRODY—An Irish linkboy often employed to guide sedan chairs.


  CHRISTOPHER ‘KIT’ MALTMAN—A reformed thief turned linkboy.


  PHILO’S FRIENDS


  SUSANNAH QUAIL—A young pedlar of rosemary and information.


  TOBY MACKETT—A pot-boy.


  HOUSEBREAKERS


  SCAMPER KNAGGS—The leader of his gang, savage but sorely misled.


  COCKEYE MCAULIFFE—A footpad recently returned from foreign parts.


  GUGG WORRIS—The youngest of the gang, and the most foolish.


  JEMMY JUKES—A thief felled by a mysterious stroke of ill-fortune.


  THE HELLFIRE GANG


  NOBBY COCKLE—A dangerous footpad.


  BEANS O’NEILL—A cunning footpad.


  HELLCAT NAN DOOLEY—Beans O’Neill’s woman, a veritable harpy.


  HIGHWAYMEN


  CIVIL JOE CONSTANTINE—A highwayman renowned for his elegance.


  DAN LAWLER—A highwayman much given to aping Civil Joe’s mode of dress.


  HULKS DOUGHTY—A very large highwayman.


  LAMPLIGHTERS


  JOSIAH BILLINGS


  BLUFF BOB CROW


  SUNDRY FOLK


  HENRY FIELDING—The Bow Street magistrate, and Garnet Hooke’s client.


  SIMON EDY—An addled beggar.


  ARCHIBALD DUNCUFF—A pawnbroker.


  HENRY BAMBRIDGE—A watchmaker.


  DERBY SINNOCK—A young ne’er-do-well.


  BLACK JENNY JONES—A notorious thief.


  OBADIAH ‘CHARLEY’ HURLOCK—A feeble parish watchman.


  JASPER ‘JUNKS’ LECOURT—An ostler at the George Inn.
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  CHAPTER 1


  OF A REMARKABLE


  LINKBOY & HIS ENCOUNTER WITH A THIEF


  Philo hurried along Turnstile Alley, heading for the George Inn.


  It was past midnight. Recent showers had turned the street into a swamp, so Philo took care to avoid the drain that ran down its centre. Instead he stayed close to the mean little shops on his left, which were full of secondhand furniture and household goods. The overhead signs creaked and groaned as a stiff breeze punched its way along the narrow passage, tugging at the flames of Philo’s torch. Then a shutter slammed open, and someone dumped the contents of a chamber-pot out of a second-storey window.


  Philo cursed under his breath. The nightsoil had missed him by inches. Glancing up, he recognised the round-shouldered silhouette of the locksmith who lodged in number nine. Philo could identify every person living in that house because he was familiar with all the residents of Turnstile Alley. He knew their names, their occupations, and their habits.


  It was his job to know.


  ‘You, there! Linkboy!’


  Philo stopped short. For a moment he thought that the locksmith had called to him. Then he realised that he’d been hailed by a shadowy figure shuffling down the street in his direction.


  ‘Will you light me to the Turk’s Head?’ the gruff voice continued. ‘There’s a baubee in it for you.’


  Philo frowned. A ‘baubee’ was a halfpenny – but only to people who understood thieves’ cant. Raising his torch, he peered into the darkness with eyes like chips of blue glass, trying to make out the face of the man approaching him. Philo’s own face was long and pale and expressionless, crowned by a mop of wild, dark curls and a broad-brimmed hat of felted wool.


  Philo was proud of his hat. Though it was stained and battered, he thought it gave him a measure of dignity.


  ‘I fear I cannot help you, sir,’ he replied. ‘I’ve an errand to run.’ This was quite true. He had been hired to carry a message to the George Inn by a man too drunk to deliver it himself. But even if he hadn’t been otherwise engaged, Philo would have turned down this latest offer of work. A person who used thieves’ cant was unlikely to pay up at the end of a trip – and Philo had no wish to lose the fourpence he’d already earned, escorting people through the murky streets of the parish.


  As he measured the distance between himself and the man closing in on him, Philo considered his options. Though barely twelve years old, he was tall for his age, and nimble. He was also familiar with every escape route in the neighbourhood. And the torch in his hand could be used as a weapon, if he had to defend himself.


  Luckily, however, it didn’t come to that. Philo was about to retreat when the man who’d addressed him suddenly emerged from the darkness. Though Philo recognised his long, bony head, with its wall-eye and thatch of greasy grey hair, he had to think for a few seconds before he could put a name to the face – which belonged to his early childhood.


  Cockeye McAuliffe. That was the name. Cockeye McAuliffe was back. He’d been transported to the colony of Virginia for theft, some five years earlier. Now he’d returned to London, and was probably stealing again.


  But Philo wasn’t alarmed. Though Cockeye might have been a thief, he wasn’t a footpad. He didn’t attack people on the streets. Cockeye’s specialty was housebreaking; he’d always run with a crew of experienced lock-pickers.


  ‘Do you know Jemmy Jukes?’ asked Cockeye, drawing so close that Philo had to step back a pace. Cockeye had rotten teeth and bad breath. There was also something sinister about his low, grating, whispery voice that made Philo think of a dry branch scraping against a slate roof.


  ‘I know Jemmy,’ said Philo. Jemmy Jukes was another housebreaker. He lived on Dyott Street, drank at the Turk’s Head tavern, and was fond of snuff. Philo knew a lot about Jemmy, even though they’d never exchanged a single word, because Philo did more than just guide people through dark alleys. His team of linkboys was like a flock of sparrows, ranging far and wide to collect tiny seeds of intelligence that they could carry back to their master. Such intelligence was worth money to a large number of people: thief-takers, magistrates, churchwardens, bailiffs.


  ‘Have you seen Jemmy Jukes on the streets tonight?’ Cockeye demanded, his restless gaze flitting from window to window. When Philo shook his head, Cockeye explained, ‘He was to meet me at the King’s Arms, but never did. I’m inclined to think the worst, for there’s something strange abroad.’ Cockeye dragged his attention back to Philo, then lowered his voice even further. ‘Has aught been troubling you in the byways hereabouts? A lurking shadow? A foul stench?’


  ‘There’s foul stenches aplenty in London,’ said Philo, checking to see that no one was creeping up behind him. Cockeye’s jittery manner was making him nervous.


  ‘Aye, but a foul stench that follows you? Like a faithful dog?’ Cockeye grimaced, wiping the sweat from his jaw. ‘Something’s amiss,’ he added. ‘There’s a curse on these streets. I’ve felt it, like a chill. You should mind how you go, boy.’


  Before Philo could answer, Cockeye loped off, his shoulders hunched and his head down. Philo stood for a moment, staring after him. Was Cockeye drunk? He didn’t look drunk.


  Perhaps his spell in Virginia had driven him mad.


  Philo made a mental note, then hurried on his way. He didn’t have far to go. The George Inn lay just off Castle Street, down a passage that led to Long Acre. One of the ostlers working there – a fellow called Junks LeCourt – was owed three guineas by an old-clothes dealer named Aeneas Sterne. Philo had been hired by Mr Sterne to convey his apologies to Mr LeCourt. ‘Tell him I don’t have the chink,’ Aeneas had told Philo, slurring his words as he fumbled in his pocket. ‘Tell him he’ll have it next week, on my honour.’


  Philo doubted very much that Junks LeCourt would accept this apology with good grace. The ostler was a short-tempered man who kept bad company. It was likely that he would ask one of his highwaymen friends to retrieve the debt from Mr Sterne. But as someone who prided himself on doing a good job, Philo was determined to locate Junks and deliver Mr Sterne’s message, no matter how poorly it might be received.


  He was emerging onto Castle Street when a shrill voice hailed him from somewhere to his right.


  ‘Philo! Wait!’


  Glancing around, Philo spotted a pair of bobbing torches over by the rear gate of the Red Lion Inn. Both torches belonged to members of his crew – one to Lippy Whittle, the other to Fleabite Leadbitter. Philo identified the two boys at once, despite the darkness. Fleabite was very small, with red hair that gleamed like copper in the torchlight, while Lippy’s big, sturdy, shambling frame was as recognisable as his oversized Quaker’s hat.


  ‘We just saw a fight outside the Red Lion,’ Fleabite announced. Only eight years old, eager to learn, as quick as a fox and with a temper as fiery as his hair, he had been bought from a married couple who’d been training him up as a pickpocket. Philo’s master called him an ‘indentured apprentice’, having paid a five-pound bond for him. But it was Philo who’d recommended Fleabite as a likely linkboy.


  In Philo’s opinion, Fleabite was too good to end up in a prison hulk – or on the end of a gallows rope. Fleabite sparkled like a diamond, as bright as his own hair. And Philo had always known that the boy would make back every penny Garnet spent on his upkeep.


  ‘’Twas a rare set-to,’ Fleabite went on cheerfully. ‘I didn’t know the big cull, but the small one was that gingerbread-baker who keeps a shop by the almshouses in Broad Street. The big cull gave him a good basting – didn’t he, Lippy? A quick bout of handy-blows, then he picked up a stool and—’


  ‘Did you find no custom at the Red Lion?’ Philo interrupted. Though he was talking to Lippy, it was the younger boy who answered.


  ‘We might have done, if a Bow Street constable hadn’t chased us off.’ Fleabite paused for a moment, scowling at the memory. ‘Called us rogues and vagrants, the clunch!’


  ‘But we’ve pulled in fourpence between us, so far,’ Lippy added. At thirteen, he was older than Philo, though not as quick. Thanks to his hare-lip, his missing front teeth, and his thick, barking voice, he had never been able to hold down a respectable job selling nuts or mackerel. Instead he’d been reduced to begging on the street, until he’d grown big enough to work as an unlicensed porter. Then Philo had befriended him, and had discovered that Lippy possessed a truly startling visual memory. Everything that Lippy saw he remembered in vivid detail, right down to the number of buttons on a coat.


  It was Lippy’s memory that made him so valuable.


  ‘Where are you heading?’ asked Philo, as he scanned the neighbouring houses. One belonged to a brass-founder, another to a Frenchman. A third looked vacant. Philo raised his eyebrows; had the cabinet-maker from number twenty moved out?


  ‘We thought to assay the George Inn, next,’ said Fleabite. But Philo dismissed this suggestion with a grimace.


  ‘Go to the Blue Bell,’ he proposed. ‘I’m bound for the George myself. And there’s a punch club at the Blue Bell tonight.’ Before Lippy could do more than nod, Philo added, ‘Have you seen Jemmy Jukes lately?’


  Fleabite and Lippy exchanged looks. Then they shook their heads.


  ‘I just spoke to Cockeye McAuliffe,’ Philo continued. ‘He asked me if I’d spied Jemmy on my rounds.’


  ‘Cockeye’s back?’ said Lippy.


  ‘He is,’ Philo confirmed, as Fleabite peered up at him with knitted brows.


  ‘Who’s Cockeye McAuliffe?’ Fleabite wanted to know.


  ‘A housebreaker,’ Philo replied. ‘One o’ Scamper’s crew, back from a spell in Virginia. You was barely breeched when he left.’ Tapping his chin with one finger, Philo let his gaze drift down the street, alert for any passing trade. ‘I’ve a notion Cockeye was foxed,’ he continued, ‘though I’ll own he didn’t look it. He spoke very strange. Told me he feared for Jemmy, and asked if I’d been troubled by a lurking shadow, or a foul stench.’


  ‘A foul stench?’ Fleabite echoed. ‘That would be Lippy.’ He laughed and ducked as Lippy aimed a blow at his ear.


  ‘He warned me there’s a curse on these streets, and said I should be wary,’ Philo finished. ‘You’ve not seen aught to disturb you hereabouts?’


  ‘No more than usual,’ said Fleabite.


  ‘Only the fisticuffs,’ said Lippy, jerking his thumb at the Red Lion.


  Philo grunted. As leader of his crew, he felt responsible for his friends’ safety – especially if some sort of threat was roaming the parish.


  ‘Well . . . keep your eyes open,’ he said at last. ‘And watch for the rest o’ Cockeye’s gang – Jemmy Jukes, or Scamper Knaggs, or Gugg Worris. Take note o’ the street they’re on. For if a house comes to be stripped close by, we’ll know who did it.’


  ‘I’ll remember,’ Lippy promised.


  ‘Aye, aye, Captain!’ said Fleabite.


  They saluted Philo, then broke away from him. Philo set off down Castle Street. He was still pondering his curious encounter with Cockeye McAuliffe; the more he thought about it, the odder it seemed. Why had Cockeye been searching for Jemmy Jukes in Turnstile Alley, when they’d agreed to meet miles away, at the King’s Arms? And why had Cockeye urged Philo to be careful? Housebreakers were hard men, without a hint of sentiment. Why would Cockeye be concerned about the welfare of a strange linkboy?


  ‘Unaccountable,’ Philo murmured. He knew that many people would have dismissed the incident, but he couldn’t. His master had always warned him to disregard nothing. ‘A word of gossip might be the link between one story and another – between a purse and a thief, or a debt and a payment,’ he’d told Philo. ‘If you look at each fact alone, it might mean very little. But step back, and regard them altogether . . . and you may see another picture entirely.’


  Philo felt sure that his meeting with Cockeye meant something. But he also knew that he wouldn’t be able to decipher it without further information. So he tucked the little incident away in his head, confident that one day he would stumble upon the key to the mystery.


  Then he turned his attention to the George Inn, up ahead.


  CHAPTER 2


  HOW THE MYSTERY


  OF JEMMY JUKES ONLY GREW MORE PUZZLING


  The Blue Bell Inn looked like a giant theatre. It was built around a cobbled yard, with rooms opening off galleries that were stacked one on top of the other over the stables and coach-house. A narrow passage led from the yard into Dirty Lane, past the glowing windows of the parlour and taproom.


  Philo could smell stale beer and roast mutton as he stood by the taproom door, waiting to be hired.


  He had come straight from the George Inn, where he’d found Junks LeCourt playing cards. The ostler had received Mr Sterne’s message with a sneer, and had given Philo nothing extra for his trouble. Philo had then gone in search of more customers, but the George had been disappointingly quiet. Even the pot-boy had been dozing behind the bar. So Philo had moved on, hoping to catch a straggler from the punch club that was held at the Blue Bell every Monday evening. Though most of the club’s members left around midnight, he knew that some gentlemen preferred not to be hurried.


  Standing in the bitter wind, Philo could see no trace of Lippy or Fleabite. He concluded that they must have been hired by the earlier rush – and wondered if he had missed his chance. There wasn’t a lot of noise coming from inside.


  He was about to turn tail when a man emerged from the parlour door and stood for a moment, peering into the gloom. With the light behind him, the man’s face was hard to see. But Philo recognised his red satin waistcoat.


  It was Nathaniel Paxton.


  ‘Aha!’ Mr Paxton suddenly spotted Philo. ‘A spindle-shanks with a flaming torch! Would you be Theophilus Grey, by any chance?’


  ‘Aye, your honour.’


  ‘The landlord of this establishment mentioned you were out here. He tells me you are the only honest linkboy in London.’


  Philo was amused, but didn’t smile. He rarely smiled. ‘I’m not the only one, sir,’ he finally answered. ‘Belike there’s a dozen more.’


  ‘Well, the last time I walked home from an alehouse at this late hour, I fairly broke my neck on a pothole,’ Mr Paxton confessed, ‘so I’d be obliged if you would light my way tonight, Master Grey.’


  ‘That I will, Mr Paxton, sir.’


  Mr Paxton looked startled. ‘Have we met?’ he asked Philo.


  ‘Nay, your honour. But I know who you are. You’re the workhouse surgeon. You live in Parker’s Lane.’


  ‘You know where I live?’


  Philo nodded. ‘I know where most folk live, hereabouts.’


  ‘Indeed?’ Mr Paxton stepped forward, squinting into the unsteady glare of Philo’s torch. ‘And would that be because your patrons are often too drunk to find their own lodgings?’ Before Philo could answer, the surgeon said, ‘Be assured, Master Grey, that I am not too drunk to remember where I live. So do not think you can guide me down a dark alley into the arms of a thieving scoundrel!’


  Though Philo was taken aback, he didn’t even blink. ‘I’d not do that, sir.’


  ‘For I warn you, I have a lancet. And I keep it well sharpened.’


  Philo studied Mr Paxton’s face, which didn’t look like the face of a homicidal maniac. It was pleasant enough, with compact features, good teeth and a scrubby jaw. The surgeon’s hazel eyes had a gleam in them that told Philo not to take him too seriously.


  ‘I’ll mind that, your honour,’ Philo cautiously replied.


  ‘Good! Shall we go, then? It must be desperate late.’


  ‘The last watchman cried one o’clock, sir.’


  ‘One o’clock! The deuce! ’Tis high time I went to bed!’


  ‘Aye, but . . .’ Philo trailed off, glancing over his shoulder. Then he took a deep breath and tried again. ‘An’ please your honour, the quickest run to Parker’s Lane from here is through Middlesex Court. Which is by way o’ being a dark alley.’


  ‘Is it?’ Mr Paxton seemed quite unconcerned. ‘That don’t signify,’ he said with a shrug. ‘For should we meet with any cut-throats, you must let ’em pummel you while I make my escape. I believe such a plan will answer well enough.’


  Philo stared at Mr Paxton, who raised his eyebrows. There was a moment’s pause.


  ‘I spoke in jest,’ the surgeon said at last.


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘’Tis a little late for jokes, I dare swear.’


  After another short silence, they set off together along Dirty Lane, with Philo keeping three steps ahead, his torch held high in front of him.


  ‘What else do you know about me, Master Grey?’ Mr Paxton asked suddenly. ‘Are you aware that I was in the navy, for a spell?’


  ‘Nay, your honour.’ Philo tucked this tidbit into the mental box where he kept all his other Parker’s Lane intelligence.


  ‘The absence of a wig should have alerted you,’ Mr Paxton went on. ‘Naval men don’t favour wigs, which are apt to blow off in a gale.’ He thought for a moment. ‘Do you know I attend the Lying-In Hospital, when occasion demands?’


  Philo shook his head, then turned into Middlesex Court. It was a passage barely wide enough for three men to walk abreast, dark and damp and choked with refuse. It smelled strongly of urine. ‘I do know you drink at the Bull’s Head, on Great Queen Street,’ he volunteered, causing the surgeon to halt for an instant.


  ‘Bless my soul!’ muttered Mr Paxton. Then, with a crooked smile, he set off again. ‘You are perfectly right. I have been frequenting the Bull’s Head. But when I heard of Mr Coverdale’s punch club, I thought to widen my acquaintance with the other taverns in this quarter.’


  ‘Mr Coverdale makes a famous punch, sir.’


  ‘And one deserving of its fame.’ Mr Paxton frowned as Philo stopped abruptly. ‘What’s toward?’ asked the surgeon.


  Philo pointed. Prone on the ground ahead of them, barely visible in the light of Philo’s torch, a man lay blocking their path, dressed only in a mud-splattered shirt and breeches.


  ‘Blood an’ ’ounds!’ Mr Paxton cried, starting forward.


  Philo pulled him back. ‘Wait.’


  ‘But—’


  ‘This may be a fetch. He may be lying on a pistol.’


  ‘He may be leaking bile!’ Mr Paxton protested. ‘And I am a surgeon!’


  Philo, however, stood firm. He had recognised the man on the ground, whose grey hair was close-cropped, and whose scalp bore a distinctive sickle-shaped scar.


  Someone had made off with Jemmy Jukes’s scratch-wig.


  ‘Please wait here, your honour. I know this cove. He’s a prig, sir. A housebreaker. He can’t be trusted.’ Philo darted forward before Mr Paxton could stop him, sliding to a standstill just inches from Jemmy Jukes. But the fallen man didn’t move a muscle.


  Philo gave him a tentative prod with one foot. ‘He’s alive, your honour. He’s breathing.’ A swift, surreptitious kick assured Philo that Jemmy was dead to the world. ‘He seems to have fainted.’


  ‘Let me see.’


  Jostled aside, Philo stepped back to let Mr Paxton examine Jemmy, who was as limp as a hung pheasant. When turned, Jemmy proved to be plastered with filth, but there was no sign of a wound. There wasn’t even a drop of blood. While Mr Paxton squatted beside his patient, pressing and kneading with a practised hand, Philo kept a sharp lookout for any footpads who might be lurking in the shadows nearby.


  ‘No obvious cuts or contusions,’ the surgeon remarked. ‘No broken bones or fever. It may be apoplexy.’ He glanced up at Philo. ‘Do you know where he lives?’


  ‘Dyott Street, your honour. He’s a long way from his ken.’


  ‘Long or no, he must be moved. We cannot leave him here like a dead dog.’


  Philo wasn’t so sure about that. A ruffian like Jemmy Jukes wouldn’t have thought twice about leaving them in the street. But Mr Paxton clearly had a surgeon’s instincts – and it was Philo’s job to keep him safe.


  ‘Let me light you home, your honour,’ said Philo. ‘Then I’ll tell the watch. Old Charley will pass down Drury Lane soon enough.’


  ‘The watch!’ Mr Paxton made a scornful noise. Philo didn’t blame him; most of London’s watchmen were elderly, if not downright infirm. It was commonly said that they called the time only to warn wrongdoers that they were approaching.


  So Philo made another suggestion, acutely conscious that they were lingering too long in one place. It wasn’t a wise thing to do after dark – especially in the streets around Covent Garden. ‘The parish searcher lodges nearby,’ he said. ‘Belike Charley will fetch her out for us.’


  ‘The parish searcher!’ Mr Paxton exclaimed. He sat back on his heels, squinting at Philo with a quizzical look. ‘May I remind you, Master Grey, that the parish searcher is charged with identifying cause of death, for the bills of mortality?’


  ‘Aye.’ Philo knew that well enough.


  ‘Our unfortunate friend is not dead,’ the surgeon pointed out, ‘and therefore has no need of a parish searcher.’ Jumping to his feet, he added, ‘We must take him to the workhouse infirmary. Come. ’Tis close enough.’


  ‘But—’


  ‘Oh, aye. You’re carrying a link. I forgot.’ Mr Paxton hesitated. His gaze shifted from Philo’s burning torch to the nearest dwelling, which was a narrow house three storeys high, with a façade blackened by dirt and damp. ‘I shall rouse some neighbours,’ he declared – much to Philo’s dismay.


  ‘An’ it please your honour . . .’ Philo cringed at the thought of what Mr Paxton would face if he started waking people in Middlesex Court at one o’clock in the morning. ‘The lady living there must be eighty if she’s a day, sir, and palsied,’ he warned. ‘And her maid is stone-hearted.’


  ‘Next door, then?’


  Philo shook his head. ‘Don’t go bothering Mr Weddle, sir. He drinks so much of an evening, belike he’ll knock you down.’


  ‘I see.’ Mr Paxton sniffed, then surveyed the house directly opposite, which had a blank stone front and tiny windows, like a castle keep. ‘What about there?’ he asked, pointing.


  ‘Mr Ecklin’s civil enough,’ Philo conceded, ‘but his wife’s so starched, she wouldn’t lift a finger for a sneak like Jemmy. Not at this time o’ night.’


  ‘The deuce!’ A grudging laugh escaped Mr Paxton, who was apparently torn between amusement and annoyance. ‘Do you know everyone in this lane?’


  ‘I have to know ’em.’


  ‘Then what is your advice? To whom should we appeal?’


  As Philo opened his mouth to answer, he heard the distant cry of a watchman. ‘There’s old Charley,’ he said with relief. ‘We should both of us fetch him, sir, for he’ll not come at my bidding.’


  The watchman’s name was Obadiah Hurlock, though he was often called Charley, like every other watchman in London. Philo knew him well enough. He was a parish pauper who lodged in Salutation Court. Every night between nine o’clock and sunrise, wearing an oilcloth greatcoat and armed with a staff and a lantern, he would stump around St Giles parish, calling the time. Once in a while some drunken reveller would snatch off his moth-eaten wig. Occasionally a brace of street urchins might throw dung at his back, then run as he shook his fist at them, his jowls quivering.


  As far as Philo knew, Hurlock hadn’t caught a criminal or prevented a theft in all of his years on the beat.


  ‘You, there! Watchman!’ Mr Paxton cried, erupting into Drury Lane. Philo kept pace with him, casting a suspicious eye up and down the street as they approached Hurlock. It was so dark that Philo couldn’t be sure how many people were about; all he could see were a few glowing windows, and several pools of light where householders had recently mounted oil-lamps over their doors, in obedience to a city decree.


  ‘A man has been injured,’ Mr Paxton informed Hurlock. ‘He is lying in that court, over there. We must carry him to the workhouse at once.’


  ‘Wha . . . ?’ Hurlock stared at the surgeon in dumb amazement. Philo could tell from his resentful expression that he wasn’t keen to help.


  ‘’Tis none other than Jemmy Jukes, Mr Hurlock,’ Philo coolly observed. ‘And if it becomes known that you turned your back on Jemmy – why, his fraternity may take issue with you one dark night.’ He cocked his head at the watchman, who spluttered, swallowed, and flapped his mouth speechlessly. ‘I’ll carry your staff and lantern, sir,’ Philo added. ‘We’ll not leave ’em behind.’


  ‘Come,’ Mr Paxton said. ‘’Tis already gone one, man – bestir yourself!’


  The watchman had no spine to speak of. Instead of arguing, he grudgingly surrendered his staff and lantern, then followed Mr Paxton into Middlesex Court. Soon he and the surgeon were struggling up Drury Lane, with Jemmy Jukes slung between them and Philo preceding them, a light in each hand. Philo could hear the watchman wheezing like a pair of bellows. When Mr Paxton started to pant, Philo thought about swapping places with him. But before he could suggest it, he turned a corner and bumped into his friend and colleague Kit Maltman.


  There was no mistaking Kit. Even in the unsteady light of his torch he was unmistakeable, with his wizened build and knock knees. His fleecy brown hair was so luxurious that it seemed to be sucking the life out of him, and the hardship of his early years was written all over his face, which was marred by a broken nose, jagged teeth and pockmarked skin. Only a pair of large, dark, thoughtful eyes saved him from looking like a goblin.


  ‘Oh!’ said Kit. Philo said nothing. He saw that his friend was with the rector of St Giles, who was probably on his way to a deathbed. As Philo stepped aside to let them both pass, he signalled to Kit; two jerks of the chin meant ‘come’, a stamp of the foot meant ‘soon’, and a flapping motion with the bent right arm meant ‘workhouse’.


  Kit nodded. The rector didn’t even do that. He ignored Philo, grimaced at the watchman, and touched his hat to Mr Paxton – who responded by bowing clumsily from the waist. But neither man paused to exchange a greeting.


  Philo deduced that they knew each other, but weren’t great friends.


  ‘This way, your honour,’ he told Mr Paxton, upon reaching Crown Alley. ‘Down here, then left into Vinegar Yard. We’ve not far to go, sir.’


  Leading the way past a shuttered gin-shop, Philo decided that he would request his halfpenny as soon as they reached the workhouse. Otherwise, he might not receive a second payment for the trip to Parker’s Lane.


  CHAPTER 3


  SHOWING HOW


  PHILO’S RARE TALENTS RECOMMENDED HIM TO MR PAXTON


  The workhouse entrance was in Vinegar Yard, opposite a cookshop. Built of solid oak, the imposing double doors were studded with iron bolts and framed in stone. Trapped behind them were at least two hundred paupers, living the kind of life that Philo preferred not to think about. Some cooked and some cleaned. Some toiled away at thankless tasks like breaking stones, or unravelling rope, or winding silk onto bobbins. Some were too ill to work.


  An inscription was engraved over the entrance, but Philo couldn’t read it. He had never learned to read.


  Almost everything he knew about the workhouse had come from his friend Dandy Dodds, who had been raised as a parish orphan. Dandy had so often talked about the beatings, the poor food and the long days that Philo was determined to avoid the workhouse at all costs – even if he had to join the navy. Sometimes, late at night, he would lie awake and admit to himself that a life of crime would be preferable to a life on parish relief, though he had always been proud of earning an honest livelihood. But it won’t come to that, he would think, unless I’m blinded, or crippled, or too ill to mind what I do. Philo had decided to make his way in the world – and the workhouse wasn’t a part of his plans.


  So he turned his back on it, both physically and mentally, distracting himself by trying to remember the name of every person who lived in Vinegar Yard. There was John Fern, the tailor. There was Meg Sample, who kept a chandler’s shop. There was Toby Mackett’s mother. Toby was a pot-boy from the Maidenhead Inn, and an honorary member of Philo’s crew; every Tuesday, Dandy Dodds would pay a visit to the Maidenhead Inn, where he would collect a payment from Toby and give him, in return, a written report from Philo’s master. Toby would then deliver this report to a local thief-taker, who would use the information to claim various rewards posted for goods stolen around the parish.


  ‘Philo!’ A familiar voice suddenly interrupted Philo’s train of thought. It belonged to Kit Maltman, who was hurrying up the lane with his oversized coat billowing around his ankles. All of Kit’s clothes were too big for him. The points of his neckerchief reached his navel, the ragged lace on his cuffs covered his hands, and his leather breeches had to be cinched in at the waist with a piece of rope.


  Philo’s wardrobe looked far more respectable. He kept his stockings well darned, his shoes well buffed, and his buttons well polished, because appearances were important when it came to attracting business. Months of hard work had gone into the purchase of his black fustian breeches and blue stuff coat, which was only a fraction too short for his long, lanky figure.


  ‘Hollo, Captain! What’s toward?’ asked Kit. ‘I’d lay odds there’s no chink to be had from the workhouse.’


  ‘I’m waiting,’ said Philo.


  ‘For?’


  ‘Paxton. The sawbones from Parker’s Lane.’


  ‘Aye. You was with him earlier.’ Kit nodded. ‘But what ails Jemmy Jukes?’


  With a shrug Philo answered, ‘We found him in Middlesex Court. Not a mark on him. Paxton says ’twas apoplexy.’


  ‘He’s dead?’


  ‘At death’s door.’ Philo got straight to the point, fixing his friend with a gimlet eye. ‘What I want to know is: was he out upon the mill when he was settled? For I saw Cockeye McAuliffe not a half-hour earlier, and that within shouting distance.’


  ‘Cockeye McAuliffe?’ Kit echoed. ‘Is he back?’


  ‘Aye.’


  ‘Hmm.’ Kit frowned.


  When it came to the thieving fraternity, there was no opinion Philo respected as much as Kit Maltman’s. Only six years earlier, at the age of five, Kit had begun working for Cockeye’s gang of housebreakers, climbing through windows to open doors. He was still famous, in certain circles, for escaping from a house by climbing up its chimney. But he’d grown too big for the job, and would have begun picking locks, if he hadn’t fallen ill with prison fever when he was eight years old. The housebreakers had promptly abandoned him, and Kit had been reduced to begging for crusts. That was when Philo’s master had taken him in.


  It was Kit’s knowledge of his former cronies that made him so useful. That was why Philo wanted to ask him about Jemmy Jukes.


  ‘Jemmy was out upon the mill, I’ll be bound,’ said Kit. ‘Stripping houses is his game. But he don’t work alone – he’ll have been with the rest o’ that crew. Scamper Knaggs, or Gugg Worris. They’ll know what befell him.’ After a moment’s hesitation, Kit added, ‘If Cockeye was about, then it’s likely he’s rejoined Scamper’s gang. For they were all quite thick, before Cockeye was roasted.’


  ‘You don’t think Cockeye dinged Jemmy?’ Philo asked.


  Kit shrugged. ‘Jemmy never peached on him, far as I know.’


  ‘If Jemmy is ill, it might be a plague picked up from Cockeye,’ Philo mused. ‘They say you cannot trust foreign air.’


  ‘Were there boils on Cockeye? Or cankers?’


  ‘Not so much as a rank sweat.’ Hearing the sound of bolts being drawn on the doors behind him, Philo lowered his voice. ‘You’d best whip off now. Why not visit Coal Yard? It should be busy a few hours yet.’


  ‘I’ll do that,’ Kit agreed. He darted away just as the workhouse door swung open. When Mr Paxton emerged, looking tired and dishevelled, he spotted Kit’s torch disappearing down the lane.


  ‘Who was that?’ he asked.


  ‘A friend,’ said Philo.


  The surgeon gave a grunt, jamming his cocked hat onto his head. His hair had come loose from its riband; it hung around his face in ragged brown wisps. ‘Did the watchman leave?’ he inquired.


  ‘Aye, your honour. Some time ago.’


  ‘With all haste, no doubt. And who can blame him?’ Mr Paxton heaved a weary sigh. ‘What a chapter of chances! This place has me in its thrall. No sooner do I leave than I am back again.’


  Philo said nothing. But he fixed the surgeon with such an inquisitive look that Mr Paxton said, ‘I secured our friend a bed in the mortuary.’


  Philo suppressed a shudder. ‘He’s dead, then?’


  ‘Not yet. But there was no other place for him. They’ll send for his kin, betimes.’


  ‘He has none that I know of.’


  The surgeon shrugged. Then he started off down Vinegar Yard, heading east. He was a small man, so his stride wasn’t long; Philo quickly caught up with him. As they walked together in silence for a few minutes, Philo scanned the shadows for possible threats.


  It wasn’t until they reached Crown Alley that Mr Paxton finally remarked, in a distracted voice, ‘Apoplexy can occur when blood is effused into the substance of the brain from a blow to the head. But I saw no evidence of such an injury.’ He subsided for a moment, then began to mutter about worms and ‘strumous disorders’.


  ‘Can you cure him, your honour?’ Philo queried at last. He was genuinely interested.


  ‘What – that Jukes fellow?’ Mr Paxton gave a sudden, mirthless laugh. ‘I doubt it. There’s little can be done for a victim of apoplexy. There’s little can be done for most of my patients. I could not save my own wife from a hectic fever, so what hope can I offer anyone else?’


  Noting the surgeon’s compressed mouth, Philo added another nugget of intelligence to his mental store: Wife dead. Hectic fever. It was clearly a tender point for Mr Paxton, and Philo was wondering whether to offer his condolences when a movement ahead of them caught his eye.


  They had already reached Shorts Gardens, and were now walled in by aged, half-timbered buildings that leaned drunkenly into the street. Philo, who knew at least half of the people inhabiting these buildings, soon realised that the two men emerging out of the darkness were from farther afield. One of them was a stunted, raw-boned, ginger-haired bully called Nobby Cockle, who’d been branded on the hand for killing a man in a fist fight. The other was Beans O’Neill, whose lean, gristly frame had been wrapped in an oversized greatcoat that was probably lined with concealed pockets. Though he claimed to be a gaming-house doorman, Beans – like Nobby – belonged to a notorious crew of footpads called the Hellfire Gang, who were commonly seen drinking at the Fox alehouse on Drury Lane. Both men were big drinkers. And both were very, very dangerous.


  Philo’s heart skipped a beat. He knew that he had to act quickly. While the two men might not have been out on the prowl, they were never entirely off-duty; a satin waistcoat in a darkened lane was bound to spark their interest. So before they could even register that Mr Paxton’s coat was silk-lined, Philo said in a loud voice, ‘Hollo! Nobby Cockle! You was being talked of in the Turk’s Head tavern earlier!’


  The two men froze in their tracks. Without giving either of them a chance to speak, Philo breezily added, ‘Jemmy Jukes is in a stupor – found on his face not far from here. Cockeye wants to know where you was, Nobby.’


  Nobby’s jaw dropped. Beans said, in a voice like the scratch of iron filings, ‘Who is that? Do I know you?’


  ‘The devil a bit!’ Nobby cut in. ‘I never laid a finger on Jemmy Jukes!’


  ‘Where’s Cockeye now?’ Beans demanded. Seeing Philo shrug, he exclaimed, ‘We never left the Fox all evening! You tell Cockeye he can ask the landlord!’


  ‘I’ll tell Cockeye, by damn!’ growled Nobby, then stormed off down the street. After a moment’s hesitation, Beans followed him – though not before shooting a furious glance over his shoulder.


  Philo seized Mr Paxton’s arm, and was relieved when the surgeon didn’t baulk or ask questions. Together they plunged into Drury Lane, moving at a rapid pace but not actually breaking into a run. Rats skittered out of their way as they hurried past Brownlow Street, where the bathhouse was still open. Philo saw light spilling from its windows.


  ‘You diverted them,’ Mr Paxton said at last.


  Philo nodded.


  ‘They were footpads?’ the surgeon continued, keeping his voice low.


  ‘There’s not a stitch on their backs that was bought with honest coin,’ Philo answered. ‘All the fraternity come out at night.’


  ‘Like owls on the hunt?’


  Again Philo nodded. By this time they were level with Turnstile Alley, which was now full of happy people. Philo deduced that they must have poured down a back passage from the Red Lion Inn.


  ‘What if those ruffians discover that you misled them?’ Mr Paxton asked, as if he was really concerned.


  Philo dismissed the idea. ‘They didn’t see my face.’


  ‘How do you know?’


  Philo paused in mid-stride, then swung around to address the surgeon. ‘Can you see my face, sir?’


  He knew that, with his broad-brimmed hat and raised torch, his features were cast into deep shadow. It was one reason why he wore a hat.


  ‘Well . . . no,’ Mr Paxton admitted. ‘I cannot.’


  ‘There’s few folk pay any heed to a glim-jack. You’ve no cause to fear for me, your honour,’ Philo assured him, before setting off once more.


  They reached Parker’s Lane soon afterwards. Mr Paxton lived towards the east end, near Shelton’s School, in a solid, handsome building of brick and stone. There was a linen-draper’s shop on the lowest level; Mr Paxton occupied the rooms above it.


  As he produced a key to the front door, Mr Paxton said, ‘Would you consider a permanent appointment, Master Grey?’


  ‘Sir?’


  ‘I have regular rounds at the workhouse. Every Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday I leave there shortly after six o’clock. By which time it is quite dark, at this time of year.’ The surgeon regarded Philo with a measuring look, then added, ‘If I was to give you a shilling a week, would you light me home of an evening? On those particular days?’


  For a moment Philo was speechless. But he recovered quickly enough. ‘Aye, your honour! With all my heart!’ he exclaimed.


  ‘Here is the shilling in advance.’ Mr Paxton produced it from some hidden pocket. ‘You may deduct the penny I owe you.’


  Philo nodded eagerly, extending his open palm. Mr Paxton laid the shilling in it, saying, ‘Did you ever work in a gentleman’s house, Master Grey?’


  ‘I, your honour? Nay, your honour.’ Philo whisked the coin away before the surgeon could change his mind. ‘I’ve never been aught but a glim-jack, sir.’


  ‘Indeed? I would have thought otherwise. You have a nimble tongue in your head.’


  Philo understood exactly what Mr Paxton was talking about. He knew that he didn’t speak like a normal linkboy – and he knew why, too. It was because, from the age of six, he had been raised by a gentleman named Garnet Hooke.


  But Philo didn’t explain this to the surgeon. If there was one thing that Garnet had taught Philo, it was that you didn’t just give away valuable intelligence.


  You either kept it or you sold it.


  CHAPTER 4


  CONCERNING


  PHILO’S CREW, MR GARNET HOOKE, & THE COLLECTING OF INFORMATION


  Garnet Hooke paid two shillings and sixpence a week for a single furnished room in Cucumber Alley. Like his other expenses, it was funded not only by his own income as a lawyer’s clerk. but also by the earnings of Philo’s crew – all of which went into a common pot. The room itself contained a tester bed with brown curtains, an iron stove, a gate-legged table, an oak chest and an assortment of chairs. Every wall was covered in bookshelves stacked with journals, ledgers and printed texts.


  Because it was the front room on the first floor up, the windows were large and generous, with deep sills. On these sills were arranged Garnet’s bottles and jars, labelled in his spiky handwriting. His razor, pint-pot, vinegar vial and wig-stand were kept on the chest. His pens and paper lay scattered across the table, which also supported various cups, plates and cruets.


  Garnet spent most of his time in this room, sitting up in bed. He was there, as usual, the day after Philo met Mr Paxton, propped against a pile of bolsters and wrapped in a dressing-gown of faded blue silk that made his skin look yellow. On his head was a cap shaped like a turban, and sliding off the end of his long, thin nose was a pair of steel-rimmed spectacles that hooked over his ears.


  He was reading aloud from The Public Advertiser, in a low, precise, wheezy voice.


  ‘Stolen on Saturday last from Elias Tilbury in King Street, Seven Dials, a scarlet montero cap lined with white fur, a steel pencil-case engraved with a star emblem, a silver watch with a brown chain and pinchbeck seal, and a French small sword, with silver clamshell decoration on the guard. If offered to be pawned or sold, stop them and the party and give notice to Mr Henry Fielding or the said Elias Tilbury and you shall receive three guineas reward from Mr Tilbury aforesaid.’


  Garnet paused and coughed, then looked up. Around him, listening hard, were all seven members of Philo’s company. Some were perched on chairs. One was sitting on the floor. Kit Maltman was leaning against a bookshelf, while Ben Thoroughgood – ‘Fettler Ben’ – was tending to the stove. Philo wished that Fettler would stop fidgeting. There was no need to keep poking the fire; what on earth was he trying to prove? Five years before, when he’d been selling oysters in the street, Fettler had known the byways of St Giles so well that, after only two chance meetings with him, Garnet had gone straight to his grandparents and taken him off their hands (for a fee). Lately, however, Fettler had become a kind of quasi-nurse, mending Garnet’s clothes, emptying his chamber-pot, mulling his wine, trimming his wicks and sorting his laundry. He even slept in Garnet’s room, on a straw palliasse, in case Garnet should need medical assistance during the night.


  Philo thought it a terrible waste of hard-earned skills, though Fettler didn’t seem to care. In fact the ten-year-old was starting to behave as if he owned the place. Having taken custody of the matches, the candles, the lamp-oil, the sewing needles and the key to Garnet’s linen-chest, Fettler seemed to think himself a cut above the other boys – despite being taunted for becoming ‘a damn lady’s maid’. Philo was withholding judgement. As long as Fettler Ben remembered who was really in charge, Philo had no objection to being ordered about when it came to food or coals or dirty linen.


  Philo himself was sitting on Garnet’s bed, leaning against a foot-post. His eyes were glued to Garnet’s face, with its hollow cheeks, bloodless lips and skin like parchment. Only Garnet’s bright, black gaze was as vigorous as a young man’s; the rest of him looked sixty, though he was a good fifteen years younger. Beneath the impact of that gaze, Philo always felt as if he were up before a magistrate’s bench.


  Over by the stove, Fettler murmured, ‘Three guineas! That’s a handsome reward.’ Then, as the others studiously ignored him, he flushed from his receding chin all the way up to the roots of his lank, black hair. Everyone knew that rewards were out of bounds. By collecting rewards, you became known as a thief-taker, and would soon lose every source of intelligence open to you.


  ‘I seem to recall your mentioning that the doorkeeper at the Hoop gaming house had a new montero cap,’ Garnet said to Dandy Dodds, who was sitting in one of Garnet’s bow-backed chairs, his feet barely brushing the floor. Dandy was only nine years old, and small for his age. Thanks to his modest size, wispy blond hair, artless blue eyes and round red cheeks, he was welcome everywhere, by everyone, and never suspected of anything. That was why Garnet had taken him in.


  ‘I didn’t see the cap myself,’ Dandy replied, in his high, piping voice. ‘I heard of it from Dick Groundwell. He’s an usher at the Hoop.’


  ‘What colour was the cap?’ Garnet inquired.


  Dandy shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’


  ‘Then find out,’ said Garnet. ‘You must go there tonight for custom, Daniel – see what you can see.’ Shaking out the newspaper in his hands, Garnet began to read from it again.


  ‘Stolen from the premises of Abraham Figtree, apothecary at Holborn, one half-pound weight of tea in a white stone jar painted blue, three gallons of oil, a copper saucepan with a wood handle, two silver spoons marked “1 oz”, a glass vial with a silver lid, and a Turkish tobacco pipe of leather and gold wire, tipped with ebony. If offered to be disposed of, stop them and the party and give notice to Mr Henry Fielding and you shall receive a guinea reward.’


  ‘A Turkish pipe!’ Lippy Whittle exclaimed. ‘I saw Gugg Worris smoking a pipe like that yesterday!’


  Kit pricked up his ears. ‘Gugg Worris? He’s one o’ Scamper’s gang. Runs with Jemmy Jukes.’


  ‘Jemmy was left for dead last night in Middlesex Court,’ Philo volunteered. ‘Not a mark on him. I picked him up myself.’


  ‘You picked him up?’ said Garnet, peering at Philo over his spectacles.


  ‘I was with Mr Pax—’ Philo began.


  ‘Wait. If we’re to hear this, you must begin at the beginning. Let me finish these advertisements before you make your daily report.’ Garnet looked around the room. ‘Does anyone wish to comment further on the robbery at Holborn?’


  There was a brief silence. At last Fleabite spoke, from down on the floor.


  ‘I’ve seen a dead snake in a glass bottle at that Holborn shop,’ he announced.


  Kit smirked. Fettler rolled his eyes. Garnet eyed Fleabite for a moment, as Philo held his breath. But Garnet didn’t unleash the blistering scorn that such a remark would usually have drawn from him – perhaps because Fleabite was the baby of the group.


  ‘Very well,’ said Garnet. ‘Let us proceed.’ He then read aloud an advertisement for a lost dog called Muff, which had disappeared in the neighbourhood of Bloomsbury Market. Only when he was sure that no one in the room had seen the dog, nor heard any gossip about it, did Garnet ask Philo to make his report. ‘Quick as you can, Theophilus – ’tis a good way past noon.’


  Philo took a deep breath as he marshalled the facts in his head. Garnet liked a clear, linear narrative with no detail left out, so Philo began with his first job of the night. He had gone straight to the White Hart Inn, to meet the coach from Grantham. There he had been hired by a woman called Dinah Bugg, who was visiting her sister in Tower Street. Dinah had brought three children with her, and seemed to be fleeing from her husband.


  ‘What of the children?’ Garnet queried. ‘What do they look like?’


  He took copious notes as Philo described each child. Garnet was always interested in children, because he passed regular reports to the churchwarden in charge of relief for the poor. And since some people who applied for parish relief claimed to have extra offspring – even though the children they presented to the churchwarden weren’t really theirs – Garnet tried to keep a thorough record of every child who lived in the parish.


  ‘After that, two gentlemen on Castle Street wanted to go to Sam’s Coffee House,’ Philo went on. ‘One was a law clerk, the other an army ensign.’ He gave Garnet their names and addresses, before adding, ‘I didn’t linger at Sam’s. Everyone there was deep into supper, and the theatres were letting out. So I went to the Royal, and Mr Barnwell hired me to light his way.’


  A smile tugged at the corner of Garnet’s mouth. ‘And is there any news from Mr Barnwell?’ he asked drily.


  ‘He’s still smitten with Kitty Clive,’ Philo answered, causing a general snicker. Everyone knew about John Barnwell, a merchant’s son who seemed to spend most of his time (and money) lurking around the Theatre Royal, in pursuit of its most famous actress. ‘But she threw him off last night, so he wanted to drown his sorrows,’ Philo continued. ‘That’s why I took him to the Crown and Sceptre.’ He described the message he’d delivered to the George Inn, then explained how he had met with Cockeye McAuliffe on the way. ‘Cockeye asked me if I’d seen Jemmy Jukes. He said Jemmy had missed a meeting.’


  ‘Did he indeed?’ Garnet murmured. ‘And where was this?’


  ‘Turnstile Alley.’ Philo waited as Garnet scribbled in his ledger, then added, ‘Cockeye feared for Jemmy – or so he claimed. He warned me there was something strange abroad. Some lurking shadow—’


  ‘Seems to me he was covering his tracks,’ Kit interrupted. ‘Jemmy was found unconscious in Middlesex Court, you said. If you saw Cockeye in Turnstile Alley—’


  ‘Then there may be a link,’ Garnet finished. ‘How very interesting. But rather than proceed straight to this matter of Jemmy Jukes, I should like to hear your full report, Theophilus. From the George Inn you went . . .?’


  ‘To the Blue Bell. And met with Mr Paxton there.’ Philo then described their encounter with Jemmy Jukes, their trip to the workhouse, and their narrow escape from the footpads. ‘Mr Paxton has asked me to light him home in a regular way,’ he finished. ‘Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays at six o’clock, for a shilling a week. I’ve said I would.’


  ‘I should think so!’ exclaimed Valentine Brody. For the first time that day, Val looked impressed. As someone who worked exclusively with the Irish chairmen, he never lacked for repeat business. Sedan chairs were very popular in London; a lot of people ordered the wood-and-leather boxes on a regular basis, as an alternative to hackney cabs, and the chairmen who carried them were always – quite literally – run off their feet. So Val thought himself superior to the average linkboy, and had held himself a little aloof since joining Philo’s company a year earlier, at the age of ten. He even wore a kind of livery, similar to a chairman’s, and sometimes donned his dead father’s wig. What with the wig, and the gold trim on his coat, and his sulky mouth, and his slightly scornful manner, Val hadn’t endeared himself to the other boys. But he was useful. Philo understood that. Sedan chairs were popular with lovers and debtors; you could draw the curtains on a sedan chair and no one would ever know who you were, except the chairmen and their linkboy. This meant that Val’s arrival had given Garnet a whole new source of intelligence, much of it quite valuable to the local bailiff, who was always chasing debtors.


  So whenever Val sneered at Lippy, or gave himself airs, or took a day off to visit his drunken, widowed mother, Philo didn’t object.


  ‘A shilling a week!’ Garnet exclaimed. ‘What a generous offer! Almost excessive, in fact. What else can you tell me about Mr Paxton, Theophilus? I know he arrived in this neighbourhood about six months ago.’


  ‘Ah . . .’ Philo mentally reviewed the information he’d collected. ‘He used to be in the navy.’


  ‘Indeed?’ said Garnet, scribbling away.


  ‘Sometimes he works at the Lying-In Hospital,’ Philo went on. ‘He had a wife who died of a hectic fever.’


  ‘Mmph.’


  ‘He seems very . . .’ Philo trailed off, unable to find the right word. Kind? Generous? Honourable? None of these words would be well received by Garnet Hooke, who would probably find them suspicious. According to Garnet, human beings rarely did things for noble reasons. There was usually a selfish motive hidden away somewhere.


  While Garnet peered at him, pen poised, Philo racked his brain before lamely concluding, ‘Mr Paxton seems very prodigal with his chink. And his time.’


  Garnet nodded, coughing. He had a bad cough that always left him blue-faced and gasping for air.


  Philo waited for Garnet to recover, then added, ‘I’m keen to know what befell Jemmy Jukes. And I’m keener to know who was there when it befell him. ’Tis a rare puzzle.’


  ‘Belike he was beat to a todge,’ said Val, ‘by Cockeye, or Scamper.’


  But Philo shook his head. ‘I told you, there wasn’t a mark on him.’


  ‘I’m keen to know why a parish surgeon would pay a shilling for work that could be got for tuppence,’ Garnet broke in. His voice was weak and hoarse, but his gaze was as sharp as a needle. ‘It likes me not, by damn. There must be a cause. You should assay to smoke it out, Theophilus. Mark me, now – you should keep your ears pricked and your eyes wide. For I do not trust this surgeon. And we’ve good cause to keep our true business veiled from public sight.’


  ‘Aye, Mr Hooke, sir,’ said Philo. Then he delivered the rest of his report.


  CHAPTER 5


  WHAT PASSED


  BETWEEN PHILO AND A YOUNG FEMALE FRIEND


  After his meeting with Garnet, Philo went straight from Cucumber Alley to a pawnshop on Monmouth Street.


  He took Fleabite with him.


  ‘Wait here,’ he told the younger boy, on reaching the shop’s threshold. ‘When I return, I want to hear what you’ve seen.’


  Fleabite pouted, but didn’t argue. His blazing red hair was so memorable that Philo had decided to leave him outside, while he himself slipped quietly into the shop without attracting attention. Like every other customer, Philo was there to exchange a small package for an even smaller sum of money. In his case, however, the package didn’t contain a watch, a ring, or a pair of candlesticks. Instead it contained Garnet’s weekly report to Mr Henry Fielding, the Bow Street magistrate, who paid Garnet a regular fee for information about London’s criminals.


  It was secret information, so it had to be disguised as pledged property – much as the fee had to be disguised as a loan. An hour or so after Philo’s visit, one of Mr Fielding’s constables would make an appearance at the pawnshop. While pretending to check the register for stolen goods, he would collect Garnet’s report and deliver next week’s fee. Then the pawnbroker, whose name was Archibald Duncuff, would pocket the fee until Philo called for it again, seven days later. And so the cycle went on, week after week.


  Luckily, Archibald was an honest pawnbroker. He never took more than a ten-per-cent cut of Mr Fielding’s payment, and could be counted on to keep his mouth shut. In fact he hardly talked at all. He was a tall, sour, raw-boned man with eyebrows as thick as hedges, and a wig that kept sliding off his shiny bald skull. It was his wife, Bridget, who liked to gossip. This worried Philo, because he didn’t want people prying into his affairs. He didn’t want anyone knowing where he lived or what he did with himself. So he was thankful to find, when he entered the shop, that Bridget was talking to another customer.


  ‘Poor fellow,’ she was saying. ‘They took his tools, his scales, his silver – even his roll of velvet cloth!’


  ‘Gracious heaven.’ The customer shook her head sadly. Philo recognised her as a laundress from Two Brewers Yard, very small and stooped, with a face like a ball of crumpled linen. ‘First the apothecary, then the silversmith. It scarce seems possible.’


  ‘What’s befallen this city?’ Bridget lamented, folding her plump, red arms across her ample chest. ‘As false as hell, some folk are. Alack o’ day.’


  Seeing the pawnbroker beckon to him, Philo slipped past the two women and hurried to the back of the shop. Here the walls were lined with shelves, all piled high with clothes and tools and clocks and jewellery and silver plate. A child’s doll sat on the counter next to a jug and a hatbox. Though the afternoon was sunny, the shop was so dim that the pawnbroker had lit a lamp.


  ‘Whose ken got milled?’ Philo asked him in a low voice, jerking his chin at Bridget.


  Archibald frowned. ‘Eh?’ he said gruffly.


  ‘There was a silversmith robbed last night. Who was it?’


  Archibald gave a shrug, as if to deny any acquaintance with crime. Then he took Philo’s package without bothering to glance at its contents. ‘Three shillings,’ he droned. ‘I’ll not offer more.’


  When Philo nodded, the pawnbroker reached for a pen – because Philo always took a pawn ticket away with him, even though he didn’t need one. It was all part of the pretence. While Archibald was writing, Philo glanced back at Bridget, who was clicking her tongue and shaking her head.


  ‘I tell you, I’m a-fretting on our own safety, with such desperate ruffians about,’ she moaned. ‘What if this here shop is the next one stripped? For the watchmen are all of ’em blockheads, and the constables not much better . . .’


  ‘Here.’ The pawnbroker handed Philo three shillings, which Philo stuffed deep into his breeches. On his way out of the shop, Philo noticed John Fern, the tailor, coming in. Fern carried a bundle that looked like bedclothes, and Philo made a mental note of it.


  Life must be hard for John Fern, if he’d been reduced to pawning his bedclothes.


  Fleabite was lounging near the pawnshop door. On catching sight of Philo, he gave a start and said, ‘I saw the rector pass by. And Mr Bambridge, the watchmaker. And a wigmaker with hair all over his clothes—’


  ‘Was there powder on him?’ Philo interrupted.


  Fleabite shook his head.


  ‘Then he may have been a hair picker. You’ll always see powder on a wigmaker, hair or no.’ Standing in front of the pawnshop’s leadlight window, Philo glanced up and down the street. Though chilly, it was very dry and bright, so there were a lot of people about. Philo recognised about three-quarters of them, and could name at least half. ‘What can you tell me about that cull?’ he asked Fleabite, cocking his thumb at a figure across the road. He often played this game with his friends, especially when he was training them up. Garnet had taught it to him.


  According to Garnet, there was no detail so minor that it didn’t count when you were mapping a city.


  ‘He has a porter’s knot on his shoulder,’ said Fleabite, peering at the man in question. ‘So he’s a porter.’


  ‘What class of porter?’ Philo pressed. ‘A Fellowship porter? A ticket porter?’


  ‘A ticket porter. He has a pewter badge.’


  Philo nodded, but hadn’t finished. ‘Is he waterside or uptown?’


  ‘Uptown,’ said Fleabite.


  ‘Why?’


  ‘He’s carrying a dainty parcel, not whipping sacks off a river-barge.’


  ‘Good.’ Satisfied, Philo made a sharp right turn and headed up Phoenix Street. Picking his way through a swamp of manure and rotten food scraps, he kept his eyes peeled for anything that Garnet might find useful. Behind him, Fleabite tripped along quite happily, dodging porters and sedan chairs.


  ‘A mix-metal’s shop was milled last night,’ Philo remarked, as they turned into Browns Gardens. ‘I want to find out where, so keep your ears pricked.’


  Fleabite gave a snappy salute. ‘Aye, Captain.’


  ‘Susannah might know,’ Philo went on thoughtfully. ‘I’ll ask her.’


  ‘Are we going to see that maunder?’


  ‘She’s no maunder,’ Philo said sternly. ‘She sells, she don’t beg.’


  Fleabite wrinkled his nose, but didn’t comment. Together they plunged into the passage known as Lloyd’s Court – which was more like a tunnel than a lane, and so narrow that Philo had to squeeze past a poulterer who was heading in the opposite direction. The poulterer was holding a dead grouse in each hand, but even so, Philo kept his own hand firmly over his pocket until he was well clear of the alley. It paid to be careful, since the thieves of St Giles were renowned for their cunning. He knew of one woman who’d sat in a church with two fake arms propped across her stomach, while she robbed her neighbours with her real ones.


  At last they emerged into a wider, sunnier street that led straight to the church of St-Giles-in-the-Fields. Though the fields themselves were long gone, there was still a churchyard, surrounded by a big iron fence. And set into that fence was the Resurrection Gate, which was a massive stone structure with a picture of the Last Judgement carved onto its lintel.


  It was here that Susannah Quail could be found, from dawn till dusk, in all weathers. She was nine years old and as frail as a cobweb, with bleached skin, hands like a chicken’s claws, and pale, silky hair. It seemed to Philo that she must have been born in her draggled blue skirt and oversized stays, for he had never seen her in anything else. During the summer she sold fresh rosemary for a penny a bunch; in winter, the rosemary was dried. And because her patch was at the church gate, the churchwarden passed her regularly.


  That was why Philo visited her every Tuesday, with Garnet’s report to the churchwarden tucked into the palm of his hand.


  ‘Susannah Quail!’ As soon as he hailed her, Susannah thrust a spray of rosemary in his direction.


  ‘Fine rosemary, sweet and dry!’ she chirruped. ‘Here’s rosemary, penny a bunch!’


  Crossing the freestone pavement, Philo caught a whiff of corruption – and realised that there must be an open poor-hole in the churchyard. Poor-holes were dug for paupers’ remains, and were never covered until they were full. Even in winter they made their presence felt.


  ‘Phew! There’s a stink!’ he said loudly. ‘I’ll have a sprig o’ your wares to guard my smeller!’


  With a placid smile Susannah deposited her rosemary into his outstretched hand – together with the churchwarden’s three-shilling payment. In return, she took Philo’s report. It was always the churchwarden who paid extra for the rosemary that was given to Philo. Garnet was never made to foot that bill.


  ‘How do you fare, Susie?’ Philo asked her. He was satisfied that no one could overhear their exchange – except for Simon Edy, the beggar, who was simple in the head and therefore of no account. Simon stood on the other side of the gate, hung with canisters full of bread, cheese, matches, books, and meat for his dog. He wore three coats and four hats, one on top of the other.


  He was muttering something about the devil, which Philo ignored.


  ‘I’m well enough,’ Susannah replied, as she tucked the report into her basket. ‘Which is more than I can say for poor Margaret Mears.’


  ‘Oh, aye?’ Philo paid close attention, because he always came for more than money. Thanks to the widespread use of rosemary in sick-rooms, Susannah was a mine of information about the health of the parish. ‘Is she poorly, then?’


  ‘She’s dead.’


  ‘Dead!’


  ‘Of the bloody flux. Her children are on the parish now.’


  Philo clicked his tongue. ‘God ha’ mercy.’


  ‘Her neighbour, the cow-keeper, is ailing. He’s a-bed with the gripes – or so his landlady says.’ While Susannah reeled off her sick-list, Philo committed each name to memory, thankful that Fleabite was listening too. It was a very long list.


  But although it was a long list, containing two cases of dropsy, one case of the King’s Evil, several agues, two deaths from whooping cough, and a recovering pleurisy patient, Philo didn’t hear anything that sounded like Jemmy Jukes’s complaint. And when he described Jemmy’s symptoms to Susannah, she shook her head.


  ‘There’s nobody I know in a stupor,’ she remarked. ‘Sounds to me like a faery stroke.’


  Philo blinked. ‘A what?’


  ‘A faery stroke. Such as you’d get from the Little People.’ As Philo stared at her, Susannah continued in her tiny, tranquil voice, ‘There’s an Irish fae called the Amadan Dubh, or Black Fool, that can stop you in your tracks with one touch.’


  ‘And we’ve a rare lot o’ boglanders in this parish,’ Fleabite interposed, his blue eyes bright with interest. ‘Could they have brought their elfin folk with ’em?’


  ‘Mr Paxton calls it apoplexy,’ said Philo. He preferred not to discuss the cunning arts; it was a subject that made him deeply uncomfortable. On the other hand, he respected Susannah’s medical expertise, which she’d gained from endless discussions with sick-room attendants.


  ‘Aye,’ Susannah agreed, ‘it could be apoplexy. Or hemlock. Or grass-pea.’


  ‘Herbs?’ said Philo, frowning.


  ‘Poisons,’ Susannah corrected. ‘But hemlock kills you quick, and grass-pea takes years.’ She fixed her mild grey gaze on Philo, then lowered her voice. ‘Some folk bring a stupor upon themselves, to commune with the spirits. And some o’ them never come back to earth afterwards.’


  ‘Aye – well – that’s not Jemmy,’ Philo assured her, before hastily changing the subject. ‘Have you heard aught of a gutted silversmith’s ken? It happened last night, I’m told.’


  ‘’Twas the Cornishman in Hog Lane,’ Susannah replied. ‘I don’t know his name.’


  ‘Chenoweth,’ Fleabite piped up, earning a satisfied nod from Philo.


  Then a piercing scream slashed through the air.


  ‘Philo! Phi-i-i-lo!’


  Whirling around, Philo saw Lippy Whittle charging down Denmark Street. Lippy’s nose was bloody. His shirt was torn and his hat was crooked. He bounced off an angry pie-man, staggered, reeled, then righted himself, still stumbling forward. Kit Maltman was just behind him, all flapping coat and wild hair.


  ‘Blood an’ ’ounds,’ Philo muttered. He hadn’t seen Lippy or Kit since leaving Cucumber Alley; Garnet had sent them straight to Soho Square, where the landlord of an illegal gaming house was being pilloried. Garnet always liked to keep a close eye on pillory crowds. People got so excited, as they threw eggs or offal or brickbats at the wretch trapped in the stocks, that they would become careless with their possessions. Scores of pickpockets would descend on the tightly packed mob, and Garnet liked to collect their names, which he could then sell to thief-takers and magistrates.


  ‘Lamplighters!’ Kit wailed, as he swerved towards the church. Fleabite gasped. Philo shot a quick look at the church doors.


  They were open.


  ‘How many?’ he demanded. ‘Kit? How many?’


  ‘Two.’ Kit’s answer was a breathless squawk. Lippy was slowing. His bloody nose and staring eyes had already scattered the few passers-by who’d displayed any interest. Even Susannah was backing away.


  Philo pointed at the church. ‘In there!’ he barked.


  Fleabite blinked. ‘But—’


  ‘You too! Now!’ Philo pushed Fleabite through the gate, but grabbed Lippy as he pounded past. ‘Wait. Give me your coat.’


  ‘Wha—?’


  ‘Take mine! Quickly!’ Philo swapped hats as Lippy shrugged off his coat. Kit had already vanished into the church. No sooner had Philo shed his own coat than Lippy snatched it away and dived past him.


  Philo just had time to pull on Lippy’s blood-spattered garment when two familiar figures burst into view. They paused for an instant before spotting Philo.


  ‘There!’ one of them shouted. ‘There’s the sneaking cur!’


  Philo turned and bolted.


  CHAPTER 6


  AN ACCOUNT OF


  PHILO’S BID TO ESCAPE TWO RUFFIANS LONG KNOWN TO HIM


  The lamplighters working around Soho Square didn’t think much of Philo’s crew. They accused all linkboys of being dishonest, claiming that the streets would be safer once every building in London was ablaze with oil-lamps. According to the lamplighters, linkboys were a dying breed who weren’t dying fast enough.


  The linkboys called the lamplighters lollpoops, though not to their faces.


  Philo had never let the lamplighters trouble him, until they’d started spitting on his company from the tops of their ladders. Even then, he’d told his friends to ignore the taunts of numbskulls like Bluff Bob Crow and Josiah Billings. Bluff Bob was a leering, pockmarked jackass of nineteen, with no parents, no sweetheart, no education and no permanent address. Was it any wonder that he found his only pleasure in tormenting those who were smaller and smarter? Joe was even worse. He was twice Bob’s age, with a sly manner and a permanent sneer. Philo knew for a fact that he beat his wife, so when Joe had started spilling oil on any linkboys who passed beneath his ladder, Philo hadn’t been surprised. And he’d managed to persuade the other boys that they shouldn’t retaliate, since it would only make things worse.


  But then the lamplighters had started smearing manure onto snuffers and linkstones, and Fleabite had lost his temper.


  Linkstones were still common in the city, especially near theatres and taverns, where linkboys had been rubbing charred bits of linen from their torches for several hundred years. The cone-shaped snuffers were even more common, since without them it was hard to extinguish a flaming link. Fleabite hadn’t been the first linkboy in St Giles to shove his torch into a snuffer that was coated with manure. But he had been the first to take revenge. Hoisted up on Lippy’s shoulders, he’d filled dozens of street-lamps with water, dampening their wicks and adding greatly to the workloads of people like Joe Billings and Bluff Bob.


  The lamplighters had reacted violently. They’d gone straight out and dusted ten snuffers with black powder. Luckily, a heavy rain had soon washed the powder off – though not before Dandy’s right arm had been singed in a small explosion. And when an outraged Kit had slapped goose-grease on some of the lamps around Soho Square, Philo had decided that enough was enough.


  ‘This has to stop,’ he’d told his crew. ‘You could kill someone, greasing cross-bars like that, and then you’d hang for it. I’ll not have you dangle for the likes o’ Joe Billings.’ In response to the loud protests of his company, he’d added, ‘Leave those culls to me. I doubt there’s an honest lamplighter in London – they’re all of ’em filching or fleecing. If I can get the worst of ’em shopped for it, they’ll not trouble us again.’


  But Philo had yet to devise a plan for gaoling Josiah Billings. And now the lamplighter was heading straight for him, with Bluff Bob trailing behind.


  Philo had to think fast.


  Darting back into Lloyd’s Court, he tried to lose his pursuers in the maze of alleys between the church and Seven Dials. It didn’t work, though; the lamplighters kept pace with him. He couldn’t seem to shake them off. By the time he’d reached Browns Gardens, Philo thought that he must have lost Bluff Bob, who wasn’t pounding along behind Joe anymore. But then it occurred to Philo that the two men might have split up deliberately. What if they’d decided to form a pincer movement?


  The idea had barely crossed his mind before he burst into Monmouth Street and came face to face with Bluff Bob. Quick as lightning, Philo dropped and rolled when Bob lunged for him. Then Josiah Billings caught up. But Josiah was running so hard that he couldn’t slow down in time; he collided with the other lamplighter, giving Philo a head start. While the two men disentangled themselves, Philo charged across the road, knowing that he had only a few seconds’ advantage.


  He almost lost this advantage in another alley so narrow that one stray pig was enough to block it. When Philo saw the pig ahead of him, he took a running jump and barely cleared its back. The pig’s startled squeal followed him into Little Earl Street, where he glimpsed the familiar face of a passing churchwarden. The churchwarden gaped at him, but Philo couldn’t afford to stop and explain. The lamplighters were gaining on him too quickly.


  Philo wondered if they’d trampled the pig in their eagerness.


  By this time he was pouring sweat and gasping for air. But his pursuers were no better off – and in any case, he had a plan. Instead of diving into another dingy side-passage, he put on an extra burst of speed. His next left turn was so abrupt that he skidded in a puddle of sludge, and nearly fell. He only managed to right himself because someone grabbed his arm.


  ‘Thank you!’ he said with a gasp, then shook himself free, knowing that he had to reach his destination before Joe Billings turned the corner behind him. There were all kinds of obstacles in his way – carts and potholes and strolling gentlemen. But Philo didn’t let them slow him down. Though he had to duck under the belly of a standing horse, he covered the last five yards with seconds to spare, hurling himself into the Golden Key tavern just in time.


  The Golden Key was no gentlemen’s haunt. Its taproom was dark and crowded and full of smoke. It smelled of beer and sweat, and the floor was sticky. Philo paused for a moment to scan the place, busily flipping through a mental checklist. Then he threw himself at the bar and wriggled through a press of customers.


  ‘Mr Woodman? Mr Woodman!’ he cried.


  Bill Woodman was the landlord. Philo knew a lot about him – and about his establishment. Mr Woodman bought his beer from the Woodyard brew-house. He was a widower, with a son in the navy and a daughter married to a cordwainer. He didn’t like Irishmen, he was feuding with his next-door neighbour, and he adored his two-year-old grandson (who was quite ill at present, according to Susannah). Mr Woodman looked like a bulldog, all shoulders and jowls. His wig was the colour of tobacco stains.


  He was standing behind the bar, and swung around to glare at Philo.


  ‘Who’s that?’ he said. ‘What do you want?’


  ‘’Tis Walter, sir! Your grandson!’ Philo exclaimed. ‘Your daughter sent me—’


  ‘Why? What’s amiss?’ All the colour drained from the landlord’s face. ‘Tell me, damn you!’


  ‘He’s mortal sick. Your daughter wants you there—’


  ‘Jack! Custom!’ yelled the landlord. For such a heavy man, he moved with astonishing speed. Before he had even finished calling for his pot-boy, he’d torn off his apron and was halfway across the taproom floor.


  But Philo waited. Even though he could see the pot-boy coming, he waited until Mr Woodman was actually outside before slipping behind the bar and heading for the hatch in the floor. This hatch was heavy, but not too heavy for Philo to lift. He flung it back and scurried down eight wooden steps into the cellar, which smelled so strongly of spirits that he had to hold his breath.


  There was a lamp in the cellar. Philo saw it at once, thanks to the light pouring in from upstairs. Although the lamp wasn’t lit, this didn’t matter; Philo always carried his tinderbox, with a flint and charred linen inside. So he snatched up the lamp and hurried past a great stack of casks, heading for the tunnel that simply had to be there.


  And sure enough, it was.


  Philo kept a tally of every tavern supplied by the Woodyard brew-house. There were at least twenty of them, all joined to their supplier by a network of underground passages. The beer was rolled through these passages in perfect safety, away from the crime and chaos above ground. But although Philo had heard about the network, he didn’t know its exact layout. He had to hope that he could find another exit before someone found him. Now that he was trespassing, it wasn’t just the lamplighters he had to dodge. It was Mr Woodman’s staff as well.


  Philo kept his ears pricked as he fumbled to light the lamp. Since no one seemed to be following him, he could only assume that he’d managed to slip downstairs unseen. Perhaps the whole taproom had been watching Mr Woodman’s exit. But any second now, Mr Woodman’s pot-boy would spy the open hatch, and wonder what it meant. He might even send someone after Philo, though it probably wouldn’t be a patron. Why let loose a drunkard in your master’s cellar? And the pot-boy couldn’t chase Philo himself, because it would mean leaving the bar unattended . . .


  Philo halted for a moment at the brick-lined mouth of the tunnel, which was low, black and slimy. Then he took a deep breath and plunged in. Though he didn’t mind the dark, he hated underground spaces. He always felt suffocated in cellars and crypts. So he moved along as quickly as possible, telling himself that the rats down here were no worse than the rats above ground.


  Suddenly he heard a far-off rumble, and he realised that someone, somewhere, was rolling a barrel down a passage.


  Quickening his pace, he waved his lamp from side to side, looking for an escape route. The air smelled of beer and mildew. The floor was sticky with mud. At last he came to a T-junction. But as he stopped to peer down the tunnel to his left, a voice came echoing out of the tunnel to his right.


  ‘Who are you?’


  Philo gave a start and spun around. A man had emerged from the darkness, carrying a lamp that was almost identical to Philo’s. In the glow of this lamp Philo could make out a pale, stocky figure in a leather apron and shirtsleeves. Though Philo racked his brain, he couldn’t put a name to the man’s face; it was the smell of sour mash that told Philo he must be looking at a brew-house worker.


  Fearing that he was going to be challenged, Philo blurted out the first lie that sprang into his head. ‘Have you seen a little dog?’


  The man frowned. ‘What?’


  ‘A dog came down here. A spaniel called Muff. It belongs to the Earl of Walegraves.’ As the man’s jaw dropped, Philo added, ‘There’s a half-guinea reward.’


  ‘I’ve seen no dog.’


  ‘It escaped from the Golden Key.’ Philo jiggled his lamp, hoping that it would be recognised. Then he pointed down the nearest tunnel. ‘I’ll check this one. Where does it lead?’


  ‘To the Black Moor’s Head, but—’


  ‘Muff! Come, boy! Here, Muff!’ Philo gave a piercing whistle, then dodged all further questions by hurrying off towards the Black Moor’s Head. He began to run as soon as he’d turned the next corner. It wasn’t easy, because of the darkness and the muck underfoot, but he managed to reach the cellar of the Black Moor’s Head without doing himself any serious damage. One minute he was careening down a damp, smelly tube, the next he was standing in a wider, brighter space full of sacks and barrels.


  Peering around, he saw a rough wooden staircase leading up to a closed hatch. There was also a very small, high, barred window. Philo took one look at this window and knew that he would never get through it. So he took a deep breath, blew out his lamp, and concealed himself behind a stack of casks, right near the bottom of the staircase.


  Then he began to bark like a spaniel.


  It was a risky plan; he knew that well enough. He was afraid that the brew-house worker might hear his noisy barking before the people upstairs did. Though he’d made sure that he couldn’t be seen from the window – or from the hatch – he would certainly be visible to anyone appearing at the mouth of the tunnel. And what about the lamp? Would that be returned to its rightful owner? He wasn’t a thief. He didn’t want to be gaoled for stealing a three-shilling oil-lamp.


  Suddenly the hatch above him creaked open. He fell silent as a voice said, ‘Can you hear it?’


  Another voice said, ‘No.’


  ‘I swear, I heard a dog.’


  ‘You’re drunk.’


  ‘I’m not.’


  Philo gave another yip.


  ‘There! I told you!’ the first voice exclaimed.


  ‘Hang it!’ growled the second voice – and the light was suddenly blocked. Philo heard stairs creaking and the sound of heavy breathing. He saw a shadow move across the freestone floor. But he waited until the intruder’s footsteps had crossed to the other side of the cellar before he jumped to his feet and ran upstairs, leaving the lantern behind him.


  ‘Hollo!’ someone squawked. For a moment Philo was blinded by the light at the top of the staircase. He didn’t stop, though; he didn’t have to. He knew the layout of the Black Moor’s Head.


  ‘The dog!’ he cried, batting aside a couple of hands. ‘Did you see it? Where did it go?’ Before anyone could reply, he added, ‘It came up here! I saw it!’ Then he staggered out from behind the bar, casting around frantically as if he’d dropped a diamond on the floor. ‘’Tis the Earl of Walegraves’s dog! There’s a half-guinea reward! It came up here, I tell you!’


  All around the taproom, customers pricked up their ears at the sound of ‘half-guinea’. ‘I did hear a dog,’ one of them said. Another began to whistle, as a third suggested, ‘Look under the tables! It might be there!’


  In the flurry of movement that followed, Philo was able to dodge the spluttering landlord, weave his way between a couple of booths, and rush out the door, pointing and shouting. ‘I see it! Here, Muff! Good dog!’ But there was no dog in Castle Street – just a scattering of surprised faces, which turned towards Philo as he darted across the road and threw himself into the dark little passage known as Earls Court.


  From there it was just a hop and a skip to Cucumber Alley. Philo made it in about a minute and a half, even though he had a stitch in his side.


  By the time he stumbled up the stairs to Garnet’s lodgings, he was ready to kill someone.


  CHAPTER 7


  CONTAINING A


  DIALOGUE ABOUT THE HARM DONE BY SUPERSTITIOUS BELIEFS


  The clear day had turned into a clear night, bitterly cold. Standing outside the St Giles workhouse, his coat buttoned up to the neck and his hands tucked into worsted mittens, Philo reviewed the day’s events, trying to decide what he should do now.


  He regretted losing his temper that afternoon. On arriving home after his dash through the Woodyard tunnels, he had stormed upstairs to the garret room that he shared with his company. There he had found Kit staunching Lippy’s bloody nose with an equally bloody rag – and the sight of their relieved expressions had filled him with rage. He had let fly at both of them, using some of Garnet’s choicest insults. How could they have been so stupid? What had they done to aggravate the lamplighters, after he’d specifically warned them to back off? ‘We can none of us ply our trade in Soho now! Not if we want to keep our heads on our shoulders!’ he’d stormed. ‘You jingle-brained nincompoops!’


  Kit had borne the blame without flinching, but Lippy had begun to protest. Bluff Bob had seen Lippy in the pillory crowd and thrown an egg at him, then turned away just as someone’s brickbat had come sailing through the air, straight at his head. Bob had blamed Lippy for the brickbat and had hit him in the face. Then Kit had rescued Lippy with a kick to Bob’s shins.


  ‘We did naught but run!’ Lippy had insisted, over and over again, his voice thickening as his nose swelled up. At last Philo had calmed down. But the problem remained.


  How were they to deal with the lamplighters?


  Philo picked slowly through the store of intelligence in his head. Bluff Bob and Josiah Billings worked for a man who hired out oil-lamps from a shop near the church of St Giles. Bluff Bob currently lived at the Fountain alehouse. Josiah Billings lived in Orange Court, off Drury Lane, close to the Fox alehouse.


  How was this useful to know? How could it help?


  Philo heaved a sigh, his breath hitting the frosty air in a white cloud. He was at his wits’ end, and his feet were freezing. What’s more, Mr Paxton was late. Philo had started to wonder if he should knock at the workhouse door when it suddenly swung open, and Mr Paxton himself appeared.


  ‘Ah! There you are.’ The surgeon’s smile was a little frayed around the edges. He looked tired and dishevelled, and there was blood on his neckcloth. There may have been some on his coat too, but it was such a dark shade of grey that no stains were visible. He carried a leather bag in one hand and a cocked hat in the other. ‘Come,’ he said, pulling on the hat. ‘A trifle brisk, is it not? I need a tot of rum.’


  ‘Rum, your honour?’ Philo was startled; for some reason, he hadn’t associated Mr Paxton with hard liquor. By this time the surgeon was striding down Vinegar Yard, so Philo scampered after him, swerving to avoid a dead cat on the road.


  ‘Aye, rum should answer well enough.’ The surgeon’s voice was flatter than usual. Before Philo could suggest a likely place to buy spirits, Mr Paxton asked, ‘Have you parents, Master Grey?’


  Philo blinked. ‘I have not, your honour.’


  ‘My commiserations. When did you lose them?’


  ‘Uh . . .’ Philo hesitated, wondering how much he ought to reveal. At last he said reluctantly, ‘I lost my mother six years ago. She died o’ consumption.’


  Mr Paxton gave a grunt. ‘And how did you fare thereafter?’ he inquired.


  ‘Well enough, sir.’ Philo had been lucky. With her dying breath his mother had entrusted him to Garnet Hooke, their neighbour, whose laundry she’d washed before her health failed. At the time, Garnet was already falling ill; having been discharged by his employer, he had decided to build up a profitable network of agents – and had chosen Philo as his very first one.


  Though Garnet was not the warmest or most affectionate of guardians, he had always been lavish with his praise when he thought that Philo deserved it. And as Philo’s skills had developed, Garnet had become less demanding.


  ‘There’s folk enough who’ve helped me, over the years,’ Philo added, thinking of Garnet’s painstaking memory games. ‘I’ve naught to complain of.’


  ‘I was hoping you would say as much.’ Turning into Crown Alley, Mr Paxton added, ‘Two children lost their mother in the workhouse this evening. It has brought me as low as a cinder-wench. I need rum. Or brandy. Where should we obtain it?’


  ‘Ah . . .’ Philo tried to think of a respectable tavern in their immediate neighbourhood. None sprang to mind.


  ‘There?’ said Mr Paxton, pointing towards a cluster of lights up ahead.


  ‘Nay, your honour. That’s a common gin-shop. You’ll not find rum in that rowdy house.’


  ‘Gin will suffice,’ the surgeon declared. Then he seemed to have second thoughts. ‘Unless you’ve a taste for something else, Master Grey?’


  ‘I, sir?’ Philo gaped at him.


  ‘You’d bespeak me damned ungracious, if I was to drink alone.’


  Philo never touched liquor when he was working – and rarely did it when he wasn’t. For one thing, Garnet didn’t approve. But small beer was as weak as water.


  ‘An’ it please your honour, I’d be grateful for a drop o’ small beer.’


  ‘Small beer it is,’ said Mr Paxton. ‘Where is the best small beer to be found hereabouts? You must know that, being so well informed.’


  ‘We should go to the Blue Bell,’ Philo answered. He felt safe suggesting the Blue Bell. It was a respectable house, and it wasn’t too far out of their way. Besides, Mr Paxton had been there before.


  So Philo headed for the Blue Bell, asking questions to distract the surgeon from any other low boozing-kens they might encounter along their route.


  ‘How is Jemmy Jukes, your honour? Did he ever wake up?’


  ‘What? Oh. That fellow.’ Mr Paxton sighed. ‘I cannot tell you. He is no longer at the workhouse.’


  ‘He died, then?’


  ‘He was fetched away this morning, still alive. He may have died since.’


  ‘Who fetched him?’


  ‘Again, I cannot tell you. I was not there.’


  Philo pondered this curious piece of information. Who would have bothered to come for Jemmy Jukes? He had no family in London, and his cronies were the same men who’d once abandoned Kit, when Kit was too ill to work.


  ‘Did he ever wake up, your honour? Did he ever talk?’


  ‘I believe not.’


  ‘He must have been wheeled away, then. On a cart or a barrow. Or carried in a chair.’ Philo decided that Valentine should make inquiries among the Irish chairmen. If Cockeye or Scamper had come to collect Jemmy from the workhouse, then they might have been responsible for knocking him out in the first place. ‘Belike those who settled Jemmy took him off to finish the business,’ Philo added gloomily, speaking more to himself than to the surgeon.


  But Mr Paxton heard. He studied Philo for a moment. ‘You see a different world from most of us, do you not?’ he said at last. ‘A far grimmer one, on the whole. Who raised you after your mother died? Not the parish. You’re no parish lad.’


  ‘Look! There’s the Blue Bell!’ Philo dodged this question by gesturing with his torch as they turned a corner into Dirty Lane. He was relieved when Mr Paxton didn’t press him for an answer. Instead the surgeon picked up his pace, saying, ‘Hey dey, here’s a warm welcome! We need thawing, you and I. Come – Mr Coverdale will have a fire burning.’


  The inn’s taproom looked very cosy, with its shining windows and open door. The babble of happy voices and the smell of hot sugar made Philo feel wistful. But he shook his head. ‘I’ll wait here, sir. Saves snuffing my link and lighting it again.’


  ‘Ah.’ Mr Paxton hesitated, then shrugged. ‘I’ll not be long,’ he promised, before plunging inside.


  Philo watched him go, wondering how badly the man needed a drink. It was a test, of sorts. In Philo’s estimation, Mr Paxton was too decent to leave his linkboy standing in the bitter cold for an hour while he himself threw back dram after dram of liquor. Others might, but not Mr Paxton – unless the surgeon had trouble stopping when he started. Navy men were notorious tosspots, and Mr Paxton may have picked up the habit while serving his King and country. If that were so, Philo might have a long wait ahead of him.


  But I’ve been well paid for it, he reminded himself, as his thoughts turned back to the lamplighters. It would be impossible to prosecute Josiah Billings for striking Lippy. There wasn’t a linkboy in London who could afford the price of an arrest warrant, let alone all the other fees – for drawing up an indictment, for swearing it in, for the doorkeeper, for the justice of the peace. It always cost a fortune to bring any kind of action against anyone. So the only way of getting Joe Billings and Bluff Bob off the street would be to have someone else prosecute them. And that would only happen if the two lamplighters were up to no good.


  Philo thought that they probably were. The reputation of lamplighters was hardly better than that of linkboys. How many lamplighters had found themselves in front of the Bow Street magistrate’s court, over the past few years? At least a dozen that Philo could recall.


  ‘Master Grey!’ Mr Paxton’s voice startled Philo out of his reverie. The surgeon was approaching him, tankard in hand. Before Philo could speak, the vessel was thrust under his nose. ‘Your small beer,’ said Mr Paxton.


  ‘Oh . . .’ Philo stared at the tankard in astonishment. He couldn’t believe that Mr Paxton was behaving like a common pot-boy. ‘Th-thank ’ee, your honour.’


  ‘Drink up and we’ll head home.’


  Philo drained the tankard, grateful that the beer inside it wasn’t cold. The last drops were trickling down his throat when Mr Paxton said, ‘So who did have the raising of you, Master Grey? You was about to tell me.’


  Philo hiccupped. With his belly full of the surgeon’s beer, he knew that he couldn’t dodge the question any longer. Not without being ungracious.


  ‘A gentleman took me in, your honour.’


  ‘A gentleman?’ the surgeon echoed. ‘What gentleman?’


  ‘He was a lawyer’s clerk before he took ill.’ Philo refused to provide a name; Garnet was always adamant about that. ‘He’s a very wise man, your honour. Very learned.’ As Mr Paxton opened his mouth, Philo said quickly, ‘Where is your bag, sir? Did you leave it inside?’


  ‘By my fig!’ the surgeon exclaimed. He grabbed Philo’s tankard and rushed back into the Blue Bell, returning some twenty seconds later with his doctor’s bag. By that time, Philo had formulated at least a dozen of his own questions to keep the surgeon occupied for the rest of their trip back to Parker’s Lane.


  The most successful of these questions concerned Jemmy Jukes.


  ‘Did you ever hear of a faery stroke, your honour?’ Philo asked.


  ‘A what?’


  ‘A faery stroke.’ Seeing the surgeon frown, Philo explained, ‘I’ve a friend who spoke to me of faery strokes, when she heard about Jemmy. She said there’s elfin folk that can fell you with a touch. And she should know, being the daughter of a cunning woman.’


  ‘Pshaw!’ Mr Paxton made a scornful noise. ‘I hope you put no faith in such nonsense?’


  Philo hesitated. He didn’t like to say ‘yes’, but he couldn’t say ‘no’, either. Not after what he’d seen going on in Garnet’s room.


  Mr Paxton glanced at him sideways. They were crossing Drury Lane, which was busy with coaches and sedan chairs and chattering knots of people, all heading for the theatres and coffee-houses around Covent Garden. Philo was keeping an eye out for his own crew, but couldn’t see any of them. The linkboys he passed were mostly bedraggled loners with makeshift torches.


  ‘Let me tell you where such nonsense can lead, Master Grey,’ the surgeon continued crisply. ‘I knew a man once, when I was a boy, who became convinced that his infant daughter had been taken by what Cornish folk call the pobol vean. The Little People. Seeing her become fretful and wizened, he decided that she was no longer his child – that a changeling had been left in her place. So he summoned the local faery doctor. And do you know what that pig-widgeon advised him to do?’


  ‘Nay, sir.’


  ‘Why, to beat the child! And make it suffer such torments that the faeries would come to its rescue, and restore his true daughter to her rightful place!’ As they entered Parker’s Lane, Mr Paxton grimaced and asked, ‘Do you know what happened then, Master Grey?’


  Disconcerted by Mr Paxton’s fierce tone, Philo shook his head.


  ‘The child was crippled. Crippled and made an idiot.’ Mr Paxton paused. He seemed to be waiting for a comment. But when none came, he concluded, ‘Such ignorance has no place in an age such as ours. These are enlightened times – or so we’re told. We should not tolerate the dark lies of old superstitions.’


  Philo wasn’t sure how to respond. At last, mindful of Garnet’s need for intelligence, he said, ‘So you was raised in Cornwall, your honour?’


  Mr Paxton didn’t reply. He had stopped in his tracks, and was staring down Parker’s Lane towards the figure hovering outside his own front door. Peering in the same direction, Philo saw that the figure was small – no bigger than a child – and wearing a long gown.


  ‘Here’s business,’ the surgeon muttered. Then he stepped forward, raising his voice. ‘Hollo! Who’s that? May I help you?’


  The figure turned with a start, revealing a girl’s face lit by the glow of a rushlight. Philo judged her to be about thirteen or fourteen years old, but small for her age, and worn down by work. She was dressed in a cap, a shawl and a short gown over a draggle-tailed petticoat.


  ‘Does Mr Paxton live here?’ she quavered.


  ‘I am Mr Paxton.’


  ‘Oh! Sir!’ Her expression was instantly transformed from one of acute anxiety to one of intense relief. ‘Mrs Bambridge sent me, your honour. Her husband’s taken bad, sir – very bad. She says to come at once, an’ it please you.’


  ‘I see.’


  ‘Poor Mr Bambridge don’t move nor speak. He’s still as death. But there’s no fever.’ Before the surgeon could do more than glance at Philo, the girl added, ‘He was felled like a tree, sir, for he dropped his spectacles. Yet there’s not a mark on him.’


  CHAPTER 8


  HOW PHILO


  STUMBLED UPON ANOTHER STUPEFIED CITIZEN


  Goldsmith’s Alley lay just off Coal Yard, which was always busy until the early hours of the morning. It was a neighbourhood full of gin-shops and drunk women, and though Philo didn’t like it much, he knew it well because he did a lot of business there. He knew, for example, that a carpenter owned three of the houses on the east side of Coal Yard. He knew that a former brandy-smuggler kept an illegal gaming house near the old lock-up. And he knew that Henry Bambridge, the watchmaker, had a shop on Goldsmith’s Alley.


  What Philo didn’t know, before arriving at the shop, was that Mr Bambridge had recently taken in a lodger – and that the lodger was Hellcat Nan Dooley.


  It was Hellcat Nan who answered the door when Mr Paxton knocked. Philo was startled to see her. The last he’d heard, she’d gone to live in a distant parish. Yet here she was, back again, and he’d had no inkling of it – even though she was cursed with a notorious temper. It amazed him that she hadn’t already made her presence known by breaking someone’s head, or throwing someone out of a window. She was always doing things like that, though she’d never been gaoled for it. People were too frightened to run the risk of offending her a second time by taking their complaints to a justice of the peace.


  She was a big, sturdy woman with wild black hair and a flushed face. As soon as he laid eyes on her, Philo began to rethink his position on Mr Bambridge. If Hellcat Nan was living in the watchmaker’s house, then her sweetheart, Beans O’Neill, might be living there too. And if Beans O’Neill was living there, then . . .


  ‘Are you the surgeon?’ Nan demanded, in a harsh, strident voice.


  ‘Of course he is!’ another voice cut in. It belonged to Mrs Eliza Bambridge, a grey-haired, middle-aged woman in a lace-trimmed bed-gown with a shawl thrown over it. Philo glimpsed her through the open door, and recognised her immediately – even though she was tearful and trembling, and as white as her nightcap. ‘Mr Paxton – oh, Mr Paxton! Whatever shall I do?’ she cried.


  ‘Hush. Where is he? Let me look at him.’ The surgeon moved forward, then paused for an instant to glance back at Philo. ‘Will you wait, Master Grey? Or are you wanted elsewhere?’


  ‘I’ll wait, your honour.’ Nothing less than a golden guinea would have lured Philo away, now that he had seen Hellcat Nan. He had come at Mr Paxton’s request, even though the little maidservant – whose name was Peg – had offered to light the surgeon to Goldsmith’s Alley. But Peg was a feeble creature, shivering with cold in her thin gown and her ragged shawl, and Mr Paxton hadn’t wanted her guiding him back home.


  ‘I’d feel safer with you, if you can spare the time,’ Mr Paxton had told Philo. Lowering his voice, he’d added, ‘Mr Bambridge lives in a very dubious quarter, as I have discovered to my cost. You would oblige me with your company.’


  So Philo had escorted Mr Paxton to the Bambridges’ house, never thinking that Hellcat Nan would be waiting for them on the doorstep. When Nan stepped back to let Mr Paxton enter, Philo grabbed Peg’s arm.


  ‘Nan Dooley,’ he murmured. ‘Does she lodge here?’


  The maid nodded. She had a witless look about her, thanks to the way her mouth hung open.


  ‘For how long now?’ Philo asked.


  ‘These three weeks,’ Peg replied, just as Nan said sharply, ‘Get inside, ladybird, and stop flirting with that glim-jack!’


  So Nan had been on the premises for three weeks. Philo pondered this as the door slammed shut in his face. Hellcat Nan wasn’t a footpad, but she mixed with footpads. Her lover was Beans O’Neill, whose attentions Philo had dodged just the night before . . .


  In Philo’s experience, footpads and watchmakers didn’t mix. They were like foxes and rabbits, or cats and birds. Had Nan been living with the Bambridges for a mere three days, Philo might have concluded that she was there to burgle them.


  But three weeks? Three weeks suggested something else. To Philo, it suggested that Mr Bambridge was a receiver of stolen goods.


  Moving sideways, he peered through the shop window. It was an old leadlight window, because the building itself was an old one, half-timbered and top-heavy. Through the little panes of uneven glass, Philo had a distorted view of the well-lit interior. Mr Bambridge was lying face-up on the floor, fully dressed, his thin legs in their black stockings and buckled shoes poking out from beneath Mr Paxton’s crouching figure. Mrs Bambridge was stooping over Mr Paxton, wringing her hands. Hellcat Nan was taking a swig from a bottle. As for little Peg . . . where had she gone? To fetch something?


  The surgeon carefully examined his patient from head to toe. Then, with Nan’s help, he lifted Mr Bambridge and carried him out of the room, with Mrs Bambridge bringing up the rear. After they had vanished, there was nothing left for Philo to look at, since they’d taken their rushlights with them.


  So he turned and surveyed the street, which was long and narrow and very ill-lit. There wasn’t an oil-lamp from one end to the other. Most of the passers-by were groping along in the darkness, using only the feeble glow from windows and doors to guide them. As a result, Philo couldn’t see enough to identify the few people who were out and about. The only person he recognised was Shambles Sam, the beggar, because of his distinctive, lurching gait.


  As Philo watched Sam turn down Lyons Court, something else caught his eye. Another figure was lumbering out of the same narrow passage – a huge, hulking shape wrapped in a hooded cloak. It was so big that Philo wondered, for an instant, if he was looking at a bear that had escaped from the custody of a bear-leader. But it moved with too much stealth and purpose to be an animal, despite its strange, misshapen silhouette . . .


  Philo felt a chill run down his spine. He was relieved to see the dark form turn left towards Lewknor’s Lane. If it had headed in his direction, he would have been hard put to stand his ground.


  He didn’t take his eyes off its retreating silhouette until it had disappeared. Then he glanced towards the north end of Goldsmith’s Alley, where a flickering flame had appeared in the distance. Philo watched the flame draw closer, aware that another linkboy was approaching. He was delighted when it proved to be Dandy Dodds. Dandy was on his own, trotting along quite cheerfully even though he was under-dressed. He wore no hat on his wispy blond curls, so his ears must have been like blocks of ice. His nose and cheeks were red with cold under their coating of soot.


  When he saw Philo, he grinned. ‘Hollo, Captain!’ he said, his breath emerging in a white cloud. ‘How’s trade?’


  ‘Fair.’ Philo beckoned him over. ‘Did you see that . . . that thing?’


  ‘What thing?’


  ‘The strangest creature . . .’ Philo hesitated, then shook his head, dismissing the vague sense of dread that still clung to him. ‘What news?’


  ‘I just spied Brimstone Moll afoot, with all her baggage. She was heading east down Broad Street, pushing bolsters in a barrow.’


  Philo frowned. ‘Filching ’em?’


  Dandy cocked his head and screwed up his nose. ‘She looked nervous,’ he had to concede. ‘But there must be threescore people saw her on Broad Street, and she’s a cunning wench. Belike she was removing to another lodging-house.’


  ‘So late in the evening?’ Before Dandy could reply, Philo answered his own question. ‘No doubt she owes rent. Where’s she been lodging – Rat’s Castle?’


  ‘Aye,’ said Dandy, and Philo gave a snort. Rat’s Castle was a notorious, run-down inn on Dyott Street, crawling with thieves and cut-throats who sublet their rooms to other thieves and cut-throats. Jemmy Jukes and Scamper Knaggs both lived there, as did a great number of dog-skinners, shoplifters, silk-snatchers and freebooters. So anyone trying to dodge a rent payment was in peril of losing their lives. ‘If she’s burning the ken, no wonder she’s doing it in the dark,’ he murmured. ‘We must find out where she goes.’


  ‘Kit will know more,’ said Dandy, eliciting a grunt from Philo. Kit Maltman was well acquainted with Dyott Street, because those of his old cronies who hadn’t been hanged or transported could still be found in the neighbourhood. It was an area that Philo didn’t know as well as he should have. Few of its inhabitants ever had the money – or the inclination – to hire a linkboy. They did most of their work in the dark.


  ‘Have you seen aught o’ the lamplighters?’ Philo asked Dandy, who shook his head. ‘Well . . . stay watchful. Where are you heading, Dandy?’


  ‘To Lewknor’s Lane.’ Dandy cocked his thumb, which was poking out of a fingerless glove. ‘I just left a band o’ drunk porters at an alehouse in Coal Yard. They had me take ’em to three boozing-kens, one after the other, but they’re settled in now.’


  ‘How much did they pay you?’


  ‘A deuce.’ Smiling, Dandy tossed a twopenny bit in the air. Philo caught it with a lightning-fast reflex, then flipped it back into Dandy’s open palm


  ‘Off you whip, then,’ said Philo. ‘And if Lewknor’s Lane don’t yield naught, try Great Queen Street.’


  ‘Aye aye, Captain,’ Dandy replied, then gasped and ducked away. It took Philo a split second to realise that someone had emerged from the shop behind him.


  Turning, he saw Mr Paxton standing there.


  ‘Who was that?’ asked the surgeon, his eyes on Dandy’s retreating figure.


  ‘A friend,’ Philo mumbled.


  ‘I’d no notion you had a company at your command, Captain Grey.’ When Philo flushed, Mr Paxton continued, ‘Here I thought you a common linkboy, when you’ve a company of footsoldiers under you! It behoves me to treat you with more respect.’


  ‘Nay, sir – ’tis naught but foolery—’


  ‘Lead the way then, Captain. Home again, an’ it please you. And let us hope no one awaits me there, with yet another tale of woe.’


  They struck out for Parker’s Lane, both of them wrapped in thought. Philo was cursing himself for being so careless. At this rate, Mr Paxton would soon know more about him than he knew about Mr Paxton. Garnet was right. The surgeon was far too interested in Philo. Why should a gentleman concern himself with a common linkboy? It couldn’t be from pure kindness. There had to be some hidden motive.


  ‘That watchmaker is suffering from the same complaint as Jemmy Jukes,’ Mr Paxton suddenly observed. ‘Their symptoms are identical.’


  Surprised, Philo glanced over at his companion, who was staring at the ground.


  ‘It cannot be a coincidence,’ Mr Paxton went on. ‘Shallow breathing, flaccid muscles, skipping pulse, no fever, no contusions, no palsy . . .’ He shook his head. ‘The only difference lies in the fact that Mr Bambridge wasn’t plastered with filth. I was able to see a smear of blood at his throat – the merest pinprick, I assure you. But he broke his spectacles when he fell, so whether a fragment of glass scratched him, or whether the wound came from some form of sharp instrument, used to introduce poison into his body—’


  ‘Poison?’ Philo interrupted. He stopped short. ‘You think he was poisoned?’


  ‘Not with any poison I know.’ Mr Paxton kept moving as he talked, his eyes still on the ground. ‘Whether ’tis poison or a distemper, there has to be a connection between these two men. Where did you say Jukes hailed from?’


  ‘Dyott Street,’ Philo said, hurrying to catch up again.


  ‘Dyott Street? Then they’re hardly neighbours.’ Suddenly Mr Paxton halted, so abruptly that Philo almost ran into him. The surgeon spun around. ‘Do you know?’ he said sharply.


  ‘Your honour?’


  ‘You must know. You know everything about everyone.’ Placing a hand on Philo’s shoulder, Mr Paxton stooped to peer into his eyes. ‘What connects Jemmy Jukes and Mr Bambridge?’


  Philo gaped. ‘Your honour—’


  ‘Are they acquainted? Tell me.’ The surgeon’s grip tightened. ‘If this is poison, there is a murderer at large. And if this is plague, the city is in peril. The whole city, Theophilus!’


  Philo was confused. He didn’t know how to respond. Intelligence was valuable, and shouldn’t be given away like alms for the poor – but how much harm would it do, if he dropped a few hints?


  ‘I’m in peril, damn you!’ the surgeon cried. ‘I’ve touched both men!’


  ‘Sir – your honour . . .’ Philo took a deep breath, trying to choose his words with care. ‘Jemmy’s a prig, sir. A thief. I told you.’


  ‘Ah! Of course.’ Mr Paxton jerked upright. ‘You think he might have robbed the watchmaker?’


  ‘Nay.’ Philo spoke bluntly. ‘I would have heard. But Mr Bambridge . . .’


  ‘What of him?’


  ‘I cannot be sure—’


  ‘Aye?’ Mr Paxton was beginning to sound impatient. ‘Tell me!’


  ‘Mr Bambridge might be a fence, sir. A receiver o’ stolen goods.’


  Mr Paxton’s eyes widened until they were almost popping out of his skull. ‘The deuce!’ he exclaimed. ‘You think so? Why?’


  Once again, Philo hesitated. He didn’t want to answer. But this time he didn’t have to, because the surgeon suddenly released him, flapping a hand to dismiss the question before surging forward.


  Philo followed him.


  ‘A fence! Why not?’ Mr Paxton muttered. ‘’Twould fit – aye, for plague or poison. Indeed. Indeed. What if the other fellow came to him with stolen plate?’ He seemed to be thinking aloud, his brow furrowed and his free hand clamped to his chin. ‘I must pursue this matter. I must consult my friends and my books. And you, Master Grey – will you pass me news of any other cases you might stumble upon?’


  Philo took a deep breath. He could almost hear Garnet speaking inside his head: Ask him how much he’d be willing to pay. But Philo knew what would happen if he mentioned money. He would look like a common street-hustler – like the parasites who demanded payment for pulling off gentlemen’s boots in coaching inns. And Philo didn’t want to lose Mr Paxton’s respect.


  So he glanced away as they turned into Newton Street. And at that very instant, he spied a familiar figure melting into the shadows across the road.


  ‘You’d be rewarded for your efforts,’ Mr Paxton went on briskly. ‘But I’d have to insist that you spend your reward on good victuals. Fried fish. Ox cheek. You’re too thin for your height. You need fattening up for the winter, or you’ll perish. Heed me on this, for I am counselling you as a medical man. And I’ll not charge you for the advice.’ All at once his tone shifted. ‘What’s amiss? What do you see?’


  Philo dragged his gaze away from the mouth of Star Court and hoarsely replied, ‘N-naught, sir. A passing fancy.’


  But he was lying. Because he had spied Bluff Bob Crow, the lamplighter, passing in front of a gleaming window with a ladder on his back.


  CHAPTER 9


  A DISCOURSE


  BETWEEN PHILO AND HIS CREW CONCERNING THE ODD BEHAVIOUR OF CERTAIN ROGUES


  ‘He saw me, but he didn’t recognise me,’ said Philo. ‘I’m sure of it. He saw a linkboy with a gentleman and he slunk away. I’d lay odds he was out upon the mill.’


  Philo was sitting on his bed, which he shared with Dandy and Fleabite. Though it was close to noon, he had only just risen; his hair was in a tangle and his feet were bare. All around him, members of his company were scattered like nutshells. Lippy was propped against the windowsill, his nose still blotched and swollen. Val was rolling up his palliasse. Fleabite was draped across the second bed, his skinny arms wrapped around a bolster. Dandy was perched beside Fleabite, trimming his toenails with a clasp-knife that belonged to Kit. And Kit had planted himself on the sea-chest, which was the only other piece of furniture that could be squeezed into their cramped lodgings.


  It was a damp and dingy space, tucked under the eaves like a swallow’s nest. The canvas that had been nailed across the roof-beams as a makeshift ceiling was spotted with black mildew. The windowpanes were cracked. The door was warped. The floorboards were unsealed. But the rent was only one shilling and threepence a week, and the bugs would have been far worse in a cellar.


  ‘Could Bluff Bob have been engaged in a living-room jump?’ asked Kit. He was referring to a common trick employed by burglars, who would pretend to be lighting oil-lamps when they were actually using their ladders to rob upstairs rooms.


  ‘Belike he was hiring out his ladder for a living-room jump,’ said Philo. ‘Else why be there, at that hour, so far from his beat?’


  There was a murmur of agreement from everyone except Valentine. Kit said, ‘He was turning into Star Court?’


  ‘Aye. So if there’s a notice in The Public Advertiser tomorrow, about a ken stripped around Newton Street, we’ll have something to sell.’


  ‘But unless Bluff Bob took a share o’ the plunder, there’ll be naught to roast him with,’ Val pointed out. Then he added, reluctantly, ‘Though someone might peach on him, of course.’


  At that instant, Philo decided to visit the Fountain alehouse, to see what Bluff Bob might have stowed under his bed. But he didn’t reveal his plans to the others. He was sure that they wouldn’t approve.


  Walking into the Fountain would be like walking into a lion’s den.


  ‘There’s something else I need to know,’ he said. ‘If you hear of anyone fallen into a stupor, like Jemmy Jukes, tell me.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Fleabite. He was a great one for asking why. Most of his friends had got out of the habit, since Garnet didn’t encourage it.


  ‘Jemmy’s not the only one struck down – there’s been another,’ Philo explained. ‘We might have the makings of a plague, or so Mr Paxton says.’


  ‘A plague?’ Fleabite echoed. Around the room, heads jerked up and hands stopped moving. Dandy dropped the clasp-knife.


  ‘Plague or poison,’ said Philo. ‘Mr Paxton don’t know which, yet.’


  ‘Who’s the other case?’ Val queried.


  ‘Bambridge. Watchmaker.’


  ‘Oh, aye.’ Kit nodded. ‘Goldsmith’s Alley. Drinks at the White Hart.’


  ‘I think he’s a fence,’ Philo declared, then explained why. His crew listened intently, before agreeing that the signs were all there. No honest watchmaker would have allowed Hellcat Nan Dooley to stay in his house for three minutes, let alone three weeks. And a watchmaker would be well placed to melt down any gold or silver plate that fell into his hands . . .


  ‘If Bambridge is fencing for Beans O’Neill, he’ll be doing it for the rest o’ the Hellfire Gang,’ Kit observed.


  ‘Aye, and who’s to say he isn’t fencing for housebreakers like Scamper as well?’ Philo caught his breath suddenly. Turning to Kit, he asked, ‘How well does Jemmy Jukes know Brimstone Moll?’


  ‘Brimstone Moll?’ Kit frowned. He had always been Philo’s main source of intelligence about people like Moll Wapshot (who mixed with the kind of housebreakers responsible for raising Kit). Though Philo had seen her flouncing around in her taffeta cape and silk-trimmed hat, he had never once observed her shoplifting – which was her speciality, according to Kit. She would also pretend to faint in crowds, while her light-fingered friends picked the pockets of those who rushed to help her. And she liked to steal wet linen, too.


  But it was her ability to charm children that had earned her the devilish nickname ‘Brimstone’. In the eyes of those who knew her habits, she deserved to go to hell for tricking parcels off young apprentices, or luring toddlers into alleys to rob them of their clothes. There was even talk that she’d played a part in abducting children for slavery on tropical plantations.


  She always got away with her crimes because little children made such poor witnesses.


  ‘I know Moll never used to run with Scamper’s crew,’ Philo went on, when Kit didn’t answer. ‘But if Jemmy’s been lodging in Rat’s Castle, and Scamper with him, they must have passed her on the stairs, sometimes. Would she have taken up with any of ’em? For she’s left Rat’s Castle, and I’m wondering if her leaving had aught to do with Jemmy’s fate.’


  Kit narrowed his eyes. ‘Did you say Brimstone Moll has left Rat’s Castle?’ he exclaimed.


  ‘Aye.’ Dandy nodded. ‘Last night I saw her wheeling a bundled barrow on Broad Street.’


  ‘Well, last night I saw Stoat Grocott at the top o’ Hog Lane, burdened with cloak-bags,’ Kit announced. As Philo racked his brain, trying to recall what he knew about Stoat Grocott, Kit continued, ‘Stoat’s been lodging in Rat’s Castle, Captain. And now he’s hopped the twig. What’s going on up there to drive ’em all out?’


  Philo and Kit stared at each other. In the sudden silence, even Lippy looked thoughtful. Then Fleabite observed, ‘Brimstone Moll came here last night.’


  Every head in the room snapped around.


  ‘What?’ said Philo.


  ‘I saw her,’ Fleabite explained carelessly. ‘Going out as I was a-coming in.’


  ‘When?’ asked Kit.


  Fleabite shrugged. ‘Early. I was first home. Lippy arrived next.’ Rolling onto his back, he added, ‘Mr Hooke was still awake. I saw his light burning.’


  Philo frowned, pondering this curious coincidence. Then something else occurred to him. ‘I saw the strangest creature in Goldsmith’s Alley last night,’ he observed. ‘’Twas like a bear, but human. At least, I think it was human . . .’ It crossed his mind that he might have spotted the very ‘lurking shadow’ against which Cockeye McAuliffe had warned him – but then he dismissed the idea. Cockeye was hardly a reliable source.


  Suddenly the door swung open and Fettler Ben stepped into the room. He wore a loose shirt covered in stains and scorch marks. His hair looked greasy. There were dark circles under his eyes.


  ‘Grub,’ he said, thrusting a wooden bowl at Philo. The bowl was piled high with chunks of bread. ‘Mr Hooke says you can come in now.’


  As the rest of his crew jumped on the bread like starving puppies, Philo raised his voice to address Fettler. ‘Bad night?’


  ‘Long,’ Fettler replied. ‘I had to give him laudanum for the cough.’


  ‘And there was some late business, too, I hear,’ said Philo, his gaze locked on Fettler’s. The two of them remained perfectly still for a moment, while the others jostled and argued and stuffed their mouths with bread and dripping.


  ‘You’d better ask Mr Hooke about that,’ Fettler said at last. He sounded cagey, and Philo knew why. Though Garnet Hooke often received visitors, he didn’t talk about all of them. Those who came during the day usually wanted him to write letters or petitions, for which he was paid a tidy fee; he often mentioned these visitors when asked how he earned a living. But the ones who came at night mostly wanted other things – charms, spells and recipes – for which Garnet asked no payment at all, unless (as he put it) he had to ‘supply any item or ingredient for which it seems proper to be recompensed’.


  For Garnet was a professional cunning man, frequently consulted about missing property, curses, ailments and affairs of the heart. Not that he actually claimed to have magical powers. According to Garnet, he simply passed on whatever information he could extract from a well-stocked library of sorcerers’ texts. ‘If I pretended otherwise, I could be prosecuted for defrauding people by the false exercise of skill in witchcraft,’ he would say, with a sly look. ‘A man cannot be gaoled for giving advice to a friend.’


  Philo, however, knew there was more to it than that. Garnet’s reputation was partly founded on his uncanny ability to uncover the names of secret lovers, unknown thieves or anonymous vandals. As Garnet himself had once said, with a twinkle in his eye, ‘Every soothsayer should have an army of spies at his command.’ He was clever enough to wear several hats, all of which fitted neatly into one another. By writing letters and petitions, he was kept well informed about people’s affairs. By running a band of linkboys, he collected further intelligence. And he used all this information in his role as diviner, which gave him access to even more information.


  He rarely discussed this kind of business with Philo, who had always shied away from such things – much as he shied away from the books on Garnet’s shelves. Like Garnet, these musty volumes were impenetrable and mysterious, full of ancient knowledge that frightened Philo. Even Susannah unnerved him sometimes, when she talked about the cunning arts. Her mother had been a noted faery doctor, consulted by many of the country folk marooned in London, so Susannah and her sisters were well versed in subjects that Philo preferred not to think about.


  After the death of Susannah’s mother, some of her customers had turned to Garnet for help.


  ‘Are you not hungry, Captain?’ Fleabite asked, reaching for the last piece of bread in the bowl. Philo slapped Fleabite’s hand away, then picked up the bread and shoved it into his own mouth as Fettler Ben turned to go.


  ‘Hold up!’ said Val, giving the chamber-pot on the floor a nudge with his foot. ‘You’d best take this with you.’


  ‘Not I,’ Fettler retorted. ‘I emptied it yesterday. The duty is Fleabite’s.’


  ‘That it is not!’ Fleabite yelped, spraying crumbs everywhere. ‘’Tis Lippy’s!’


  Lippy squawked in protest. ‘Sunday is my day! Every Sunday I toss the pot!’


  ‘Which should not be your burden,’ Val drawled, ‘when there’s one here who scarce brings a penny into the house.’


  Philo’s mouth was so full of bread that he couldn’t speak. He chewed frantically, desperate to head off what he saw was coming. For weeks now, Val and Fettler Ben had been bickering about Fettler’s contribution to the common purse. Though it wasn’t a sore point for anyone else, Val kept harping on it, claiming that a person who earned his keep by making beds and sweeping floors should not baulk at any domestic task, however humble, that would otherwise be done by those engaged in more ‘profitable’ work.


  ‘You want me to empty the jockum-gage?’ Fettler growled.


  ‘If it’s all you’re fit for,’ Val retorted.


  ‘Dugh—’ Philo jumped up with such urgency that he choked on his food. He was still bent double, hacking and gasping, when Fettler seized the chamber-pot.


  ‘Then I’ll empty it,’ Fettler said calmly – and flung its contents straight at Val.


  The whole room froze. Before Val could do more than gasp, Fettler threw the empty pot straight at his head. Val ducked, then roared with outrage. The pot hit the wall, but didn’t shatter. Kit launched himself at Val, trying to block the punches that Val was already throwing.


  ‘Enough!’ croaked Philo. He stepped in front of Fettler, who had pounced on Kit’s clasp-knife.


  ‘I’ll cut out his tongue!’ Fettler screamed, as Philo grabbed his arm. ‘I’ll teach him to stubble it!’


  Val’s blows were raining down on Philo’s back, but he couldn’t defend himself. He was too busy slowly, painfully turning Fettler’s wrist, trying to loosen the younger boy’s grip on the clasp-knife. Then Kit called to Lippy – who waded in, at long last.


  Even Val, who had been trained by Irish chairmen, couldn’t compete with Lippy Whittle in a fight. Lippy yanked him off Philo’s back as if he were a flea. Hurled against a wall, Val lost his wig. He started forward, but Lippy barred his way. That was when Fettler dropped the clasp-knife.


  ‘Get it!’ Philo yelled at Dandy, trying to make himself heard above all the noise. Fettler was bawling into his face, telling him that if he didn’t put a gag bit on Val, Fettler would do it for him.


  Then a sharp voice cut through the commotion. ‘What is amiss here?’


  It was Garnet, propped on a cane in the doorway. He wore his blue dressing-gown over a linen nightshirt. There were slippers on his feet, but his cropped head was bare. He was wheezing from his climb.


  Silence fell.


  For a few seconds Garnet scanned the room, his face devoid of expression. Then his dark gaze fastened on Philo, whose stomach turned over.


  ‘You live like pigs in a sty,’ Garnet observed at last, with icy contempt.


  ‘Fettler threw the pot at me!’ Val was soaked in urine and red with anger. But when Garnet peered at him over his spectacles, any further words seemed to wither on Val’s tongue.


  ‘Benjamin?’ said Garnet.


  Fettler Ben swallowed. He opened his mouth, then closed it again.


  ‘Take off your coat and clean up that mess,’ Garnet continued. As Fettler began to kneel, Garnet added, ‘Clean it with your coat, Benjamin.’


  Philo winced.


  ‘Theophilus?’ Garnet crooked his finger. ‘A word, an’ it please you.’


  Philo followed him downstairs with a heavy heart, not daring to glance back at the others. It was like a walk to the gallows. Garnet’s slow pace made it even worse; he finally stopped on the next landing and turned to Philo with a look of such disdain that Philo cringed.


  ‘You’re none of you fit to live under a civilised roof,’ said Garnet.


  Philo hung his head, knowing better than to mumble an apology.


  ‘You’ve disappointed me,’ Garnet went on. ‘You call yourself a captain, but you’ve no more command over those simpletons than a mule has over its master.’


  ‘Sir—’ Philo began, then flinched as Garnet’s eyes widened in disbelief. There was no going back now, though; before Garnet could skewer him with another well-timed insult, Philo asked, ‘Why did Brimstone Moll Wapshot come here last night?’


  Garnet hissed.


  ‘’Twasn’t Ben who told me,’ Philo hastened to add. ‘Fleabite spied her.’ Knowing that intelligence was far more valuable to Garnet than anything else, Philo continued to offer it up like a sacrifice to a vengeful god. ‘She’s removed from Rat’s Castle, sir, along with Stoat Grocott. And Jemmy Jukes has disappeared. And there’s a fence in Goldsmith’s Alley who’s afflicted the same as Jemmy was. Sir, you always say to mind the smallest matter, lest we miss something big. Well, there’s mischief brewing on Dyott Street – I’m sure of it. So I was a-wondering what Brimstone Moll might have wanted from you.’


  Philo stopped to take a breath, his eyes glued to Garnet’s face, which gradually assumed a thoughtful look. Finally Garnet murmured, with obvious reluctance, ‘She wanted a charm. For protection.’


  ‘Against what?’


  ‘A devil.’ Hearing Philo gasp, Garnet added drily, ‘That was her phrase, not mine.’


  ‘A devil!’ Philo exclaimed. ‘What kind of devil?’


  ‘The kind that troubles folk of feeble wits and little education.’ Garnet stared down his nose at Philo. ‘What else have you to tell me?’


  ‘Ah . . .’ Philo racked his brain. ‘I saw Bluff Bob Crow in Newton Street, last night. With a ladder. We should check the Advertiser tomorrow.’


  ‘Indeed. I shall make a note of it.’ Garnet’s gaze was like a drill-bit. At last he said, ‘Well – you have your uses, certainly. Go. Tell the others to report as soon as they’re presentable. And Theophilus . . .?’


  Philo waited, his heart in his throat.


  ‘Don’t disappoint me again,’ Garnet warned. Then he began to stump downstairs, and Philo flew in the opposite direction like a mouse freed from a trap.


  CHAPTER 10


  WHAT HAPPENED


  WHEN PHILO WENT TO CONSULT SUSANNAH AGAIN


  Val and Fettler arrived late at the gathering in Garnet’s room, looking sullen and well scrubbed. The two of them sat down quietly, in an atmosphere of subdued strain, as Philo was making his report. Garnet had decided to wait until everyone was present before reading out newspaper advertisements. So it wasn’t until after the last report had been delivered that he finally picked up The Public Advertiser.


  ‘Gracious heaven,’ he said, ‘what a generosity of incidents! I haven’t seen so many robberies since the end of the last war. You’d think this city was full of discharged soldiers.’ He clicked his tongue and began to read aloud.


  ‘Stolen from the premises of Robert Coppinger, glass-grinder, in Nottingham Court, three ounces of silver, a vial of mercury, two fine sconce glasses, a diamond-tipped cutter...’


  Listening to Garnet work his way through a long list of burglaries and street thefts, Philo kept an ear cocked for anything that might have occurred near Middlesex Court, where Jemmy Jukes had been found. In the end he decided that three burglaries on Monday night could well have involved Jemmy: the one in Nottingham Court, another in Hanover Street, and a third in Wood’s Yard. He discounted a violent robbery in Castle Street because Jemmy was a housebreaker, not a footpad, and didn’t make a habit of assaulting people.


  At the end of the meeting, after Garnet had collected the previous night’s fees, everyone received their afternoon instructions from Philo. Lippy and Dandy were given the job of making new torches. Kit was told to pay a call on any of his friends living around Dyott Street who might know what was going on in that neighbourhood. Fleabite and Fettler were sent out shopping, while Valentine announced that he was expected at a boxing match.


  Philo let Val go, but not before taking him to task on the doorstep of their lodgings.


  ‘When you come back,’ said Philo, fixing Val with a hard blue glare, ‘I’ll not hear another word against Fettler. Mark this, Val – I’m not trifling.’


  ‘He insulted me!’ Val hissed.


  ‘You insulted him.’


  ‘For good reason! He is a dead weight! He pulls in next to naught, yet receives no less a share than the rest of us—’


  ‘Listen to me.’ Philo stuck a finger through Val’s buttonhole and jerked him forward, until they were nose to nose. ‘We all put into the common pot for our beds and clothes and victuals. And each receives an equal shot of what’s left, after Mr Hooke’s portion—’


  ‘Aye – though I earn thrice Ben’s takings!’


  ‘And I earn double yours,’ Philo said flatly. ‘If you mislike it, Val, you need but whip off when the pleasure takes you—’


  ‘Indeed I may!’


  ‘—which you would have done long since, had you a choice in the matter. For make no mistake, Val – I know well enough how you’re placed. If your chairmen cronies had been willing to share the burden of your rent, we wouldn’t have you with us. You’d be carousing with them every night, if they wanted a kid about while they were bussing their blowens.’ Philo watched Valentine’s face fall. It was a fair, freckled, heavy face that never saw enough sun or sleep; noticing the scars on it, Philo heaved a sigh and said, ‘There’s some in our company who don’t give you your due, for the reason you’re Irish. Fettler’s one of ’em – I know that. And it likes me not, Val. I’ve a mind to stop it.’


  Valentine grunted, his muddy green gaze slipping sideways.


  ‘But you must help me in this, and cease giving yourself such a parcel of airs,’ Philo continued. ‘Do you understand? Else you’ll not prosper.’


  With a nod, Val muttered, ‘And tell Fleabite to leave my wig alone.’


  ‘I’ll do that.’ Fleabite was always pretending to feed and delouse the wig, which he’d named Quibble. Once he’d even tied it to a string and taken it for a walk. ‘But you must stop calling him Captain Queernabs,’ Philo warned.


  ‘I will,’ Val promised, then set off for the Bear Garden. Philo headed in the opposite direction, towards St Giles’s church, pondering what he’d learned that morning. He was beginning to sense a vague and rather ominous pattern, like a spider’s web. Cockeye McAuliffe had stopped him in the street, looking for Jemmy Jukes, and had mentioned that something strange was wandering the parish. Jemmy Jukes had then been found senseless just a few blocks away. Other inhabitants of Rat’s Castle were moving house in the middle of the night. One of them had asked Garnet for protection against a ‘devil’. Meanwhile, Jemmy’s fate had also befallen Henry Bambridge, a suspected fence, who was very possibly housing a footpad called Beans O’Neill . . .


  What did it all mean? And did it have anything to do with the sudden plague of thefts affecting the parish?


  It was a grey, gritty day, with swirls of bitter wind that kept tugging at Philo’s hat and flapping the skirts of his coat. At the Resurrection Gate, Susannah had wrapped herself in five grubby shawls, one of which she had fashioned into a kind of hood. She was squatting on the ground, and smiled up at Philo as he approached her.


  ‘Rosemary, sweet and dry! Penny a bunch!’ she trilled.


  ‘I didn’t come for that.’ Philo hunkered down beside her, speaking softly. ‘Would you do me a service?’ he asked. ‘There’s a farthing in it for you.’


  ‘Keep your farthing,’ Susannah replied. ‘What’s the service?’


  ‘I need you to go to the Fountain, in King Street,’ said Philo. ‘’Tis close by—’


  ‘I know it.’


  ‘There’s a cull lodging there named Bob Crow. I need you to pass him a message, if he’s in the house.’ Philo took a deep breath, mentally rifling through his store of intelligence about the lamplighters. ‘Tell him . . . tell him Josiah Billings needs him at the Fox, on Drury Lane. Now. Tell him that. To his face. Go to his room and do it. Then wait to see if he leaves, before you come back.’


  Susannah studied Philo for a moment. She had the strangest eyes – misty yet penetrating. ‘Will you sell my rosemary while I’m gone?’ she said at last.


  Philo hesitated. He had been planning to follow her – at a discreet distance – so as to be on hand when Bob left home. But he understood her concern.


  ‘I shall,’ he promised, ‘though I’d not hoist your hopes too high, if I was you.’


  Susannah smiled again, before repeating the message Philo had given her. Then she placed her basket in his hands and limped away, dragging her foot slightly. Philo was startled. He hadn’t been aware that Susannah was lame. Watching her go, he realised that he had never actually seen her on the move before. During the three years of their acquaintance, she had always been parked in one spot – this spot, by the doors of St Giles-in-the-Fields.


  It occurred to him that for someone who prided himself on his knowledge of the city, he knew far too little about Susannah Quail. He had never met her two older sisters, nor visited her lodgings on New Street. He had never inquired about her missing father. Though he was aware that her dead mother had been a cunning woman, long confined to bed with dropsy and many other ailments, they had never actually met. Philo had simply heard about her from Susannah, who sometimes spoke – rather eerily – as if her mother was still watching over her.


  As Susannah’s slight, shuffling figure disappeared into Lloyd’s Court, Philo found himself wishing that her mother was around; it seemed to him that her sisters weren’t looking after her properly. Reflecting on the shabbiness of her clothes, he pulled a copper coin from his breeches and slipped it into her basket.


  ‘Aye, send her away,’ a hoarse voice suddenly intoned. ‘Send her far away from all harm and wickedness . . .’


  Looking around, Philo saw Simon Edy at his usual post, on the other side of the Resurrection Gate. Simon stood as stiff as a ramrod, his little dog panting beside him. In a city full of bad smells, he repelled even the charitable folk who passed in and out of church; they would cover their noses as they tossed him their coins.


  ‘She’s devil’s meat,’ Simon continued, staring straight ahead. ‘The devil’s about. He’d take her soon as look at her. We’re none of us safe from the devil.’


  Philo grimaced, wondering how Susannah put up with such nonsense. To drown Simon’s rantings, he raised his own voice to cry his wares, copying Susannah as best he could. ‘Rosemary, sweet and dry! Rosemary, penny a bunch!’ The street that fronted St Giles’s church was largely empty, save for a few scurrying figures who had their shoulders hunched against the wind-blown grit in the air. Shutters were banging on the houses opposite. At the mouth of Lloyd’s Court, wet linen was suspended high above the cobbles; it danced and swayed with every gust.


  ‘The devil will come for you all!’ Simon exclaimed, as loudly as if he were addressing an entire congregation. ‘He’s close! I’ve seen him! He will look you in the eye and freeze the blood in your veins! For every sinner will feel his touch!’


  ‘Rosemary, sweet and dry!’ Philo bawled, even more loudly. ‘Sweet herbs for clean air! Buy a bunch of the invalid’s friend!’


  ‘No herbs will drive the devil away!’ Simon warned. ‘Plant ’em by your door and he’ll come for you, betimes!’


  Philo felt like punching the mad old fool. ‘Sweet dreams from sweet rosemary! A pinch in the pot for your good health!’ he roared, then spotted a lady hesitating under the Last Judgement. She was a middle-aged woman in black- and-white mourning clothes, who had just left the church through its western door. Philo thought that she was probably from Soho Square – one of the few gentry still living in that neighbourhood.


  As he sketched a respectful bow, she grimaced and covered her nose with one hand. Clearly, she had caught a whiff of Simon Edy.


  Suddenly Philo realised why Susannah had never shifted her pitch.


  ‘Rosemary, your ladyship? ’Twill ward off evil vapours,’ he suggested, triggering another harangue from Simon.


  ‘’Twill not ward off the devil! Old Scratch will take you, sweet or no!’


  ‘On my honour, your ladyship,’ Philo added, lowering his voice and placing a hand on his heart, ‘this might look like a cheat, but I didn’t put that fellow here to tickle the pennies out o’ your pocket.’


  ‘’Ware the devil – for he is living among us!’ Simon bellowed. ‘You’ll fall like a stone, and lie like a corpse!’


  Hearing this, Philo gasped. Something clicked in his head. He barely noticed as the lady paid him. He was too busy flipping through his mental ledgers.


  Didn’t Simon Edy live in Rat’s Castle?


  ‘Tell me about this devil you saw,’ Philo said at last, when the lady had left them, carrying a bunch of rosemary. ‘Simon? Tell me where it was.’


  Simon gaped at Philo, as if he’d never been addressed by a human being before.


  ‘Simon!’ Philo spoke more sharply. ‘I need to know. Where is the devil? Does it live in your lodgings? Have you seen it there?’


  Simon shrank back, wide-eyed. ‘He’s always been there. ’Tis Hell’s gatehouse.’


  ‘Is that why folk are leaving Rat’s Castle?’ Philo pressed, drawing closer.


  ‘They go and they never come back.’


  ‘Aye, but what’s driving ’em?’


  ‘The devil.’


  ‘What devil?’ As soon as Philo grabbed Simon’s arm, the dog started growling. Its hackles rose. It lurched to its feet.


  So Philo stepped back again, releasing Simon. ‘What does the devil look like? Simon? Can you remember?’


  ‘The devil is everywhere. You cannot hide from the devil.’


  ‘Why not? Tell me!’


  But Simon couldn’t tell – or wouldn’t. He raved on about devil’s meat and devil’s claws until Philo gave up. There was no talking to Simon. All he could do was preach.


  By the time Susannah arrived back, Philo was at the end of his patience.


  As soon as he spotted her emerging from Lloyd’s Court, he ran to intercept her, glad to get away from Simon’s ceaseless drone. ‘How do you endure it?’ he asked, before she could even speak. Glancing back at the beggar, he added, ‘’Twould drive me to Bedlam.’


  ‘He don’t waste his breath on me,’ Susannah replied. Then her gaze drifted down to the basket in his hand. ‘You made a sale.’


  ‘Aye.’ Philo was impressed that she’d noticed so small a reduction in her stock. But he didn’t want to waste any time. ‘Did you speak to Bob Crow?’


  ‘He’s gone.’


  ‘Where?’ Inwardly, Philo cursed his luck. His plan had been to send Bluff Bob straight to the Fox alehouse, while at the same time discovering from Susannah exactly which room the lamplighter was occupying at the Fountain. Then it would have been a simple matter of finding the right window, climbing up and peering in – if only to see whether any stolen articles were scattered among Bob’s possessions. But Bob was already out, and there was no telling when he might come back.


  ‘The landlady said Sussex,’ Susannah went on – then grabbed her basket as Philo nearly dropped it.


  ‘What’s that?’ He thought he’d misheard. ‘Sussex?’


  ‘He has family there.’


  ‘In the country?’ When Susannah nodded, Philo exclaimed, ‘Are you telling me Bob Crow has left London?’


  ‘This morning.’


  Philo couldn’t believe his ears. He staggered a little, trying to absorb this extraordinary piece of information. Susannah watched him for a few seconds.


  ‘Is it good news or bad?’ she finally murmured.


  ‘Good. Very good.’ With Bluff Bob gone, there was only Josiah Billings left to deal with. ‘Did you find out why he left? Did the landlady know?’


  Susannah shook her head. ‘She didn’t care, for he paid his quarters.’


  ‘Well . . . thanks, Susie. I am in your debt.’ Philo was about to leave when something else occurred to him. ‘Oh – by the bye – has Simon said aught about a devil on Dyott Street?’


  ‘Simon’s devil is everywhere. Perched on every shoulder,’ Susannah pointed out.


  ‘Aye, but lately . . .’ Philo trailed off, wondering how to phrase his next question. At last he said, ‘Have you formed a picture of his devil? Of exactly where it lives, or what it looks like?’


  Susannah’s gaze drifted away from him, coming to rest on the soot-streaked bodies of the damned souls carved into the Resurrection Gate. ‘Simon’s devil lives in every heart and home,’ she said softly. ‘’Tis dark and famished and deaf to all pleas. It prowls the streets at night. Sometimes it hides in the poor-hole.’


  Philo shuddered. He glanced towards the church, with its looming steeple, its grey vestry house and its overcrowded graveyard. ‘But is it real?’ he demanded. ‘Is it something you might come across lurking in an alley, like a footpad or a mad dog?’


  ‘It could be,’ said Susannah. Lifting her calm eyes to his face, she added, ‘Why are you asking about devils, Philo?’


  ‘No reason. A maggot in my brain,’ he answered. Then he hurried away, feeling slightly unnerved.


  It was time to talk to Garnet.


  CHAPTER 11


  OF AN UNEXPECTED


  VISIT FROM A HOUSEBREAKER, AND WHY PHILO WAS SO TROUBLED BY IT


  Philo arrived back home just in time to see a man in a brown riding-coat slip out the front door. The coat was long and generously cut, with three capes and a high collar, but it wasn’t ample enough to conceal the fact that its owner was carrying a parcel. Nor was the man’s cocked hat pulled down low enough to hide his face. Philo took one look at his heavy black brows, swarthy skin, plump cheeks and shifty green eyes and instantly identified Gugg Worris.


  Gugg Worris – a known housebreaker – was coming out of Philo’s house with a parcel tucked under his arm.


  ‘Hi! Stop!’ Philo charged down Cucumber Alley, yelling at the top of his voice. Heads popped out of windows. An oyster-seller turned to look. A horse shied and a dog flinched.


  Gugg jumped like a rabbit. He looked so guilty that Philo screamed, ‘Stop! Thief!’ It was a cry that lured several people out of their houses, though not in time to help Philo. When he threw himself at Gugg, there was nobody close enough to block the backhand that landed on his jaw.


  ‘Gaah!’ Philo dropped to one knee, still clinging to Gugg’s coat. The housebreaker shoved him off with a boot to the chest. It was a glancing blow, but it was enough to floor Philo. Then Gugg jerked away and ran off towards Queen Street, as Philo rolled onto his stomach, coughing and groaning.


  ‘Theophilus!’ Garnet’s voice suddenly thundered down from an upstairs window. ‘Theophilus Grey! Come inside at once!’


  ‘Gugg . . . thief . . . can’t . . .’ Philo tried to protest, but eventually trailed off. By this time a neighbour had joined him; Philo looked up to see the button-maker from down the alley, who clicked his tongue and shook his head as he helped Philo to his feet.


  ‘Theophilus?’ Garnet continued. ‘Upstairs, if you please. The man merely wanted a letter written.’


  Dazed, Philo picked up his hat and staggered into the house. His chest hurt and his jaw felt numb. His beautiful coat was smeared with muck. His hat was dirty.


  He was still trying to brush it clean when he reached Garnet’s room.


  ‘What have I told you about jumping to conclusions?’ said Garnet, who was leaning against the doorjamb. For a moment he studied Philo over the tops of his spectacles, his gaze shifting from Philo’s muddy knees to his trembling hands to his tousled curls. ‘We must hope that this will serve as a lesson to you.’


  ‘But Gugg, sir – he’s a thief—’


  ‘He was not thieving. He was here for advice.’


  ‘Belike ’twas a fetch! To lift something without your knowledge!’ Philo sounded almost as breathless as Garnet did, thanks to his bruised ribs. ‘Gugg had a bundle, your honour—’


  ‘With a jug in it.’ Garnet took a step backwards. ‘Come inside. I refuse to discuss my business on the stairs.’


  Obediently Philo entered the room ahead of Garnet, who closed the door behind them. It was very warm, thanks to the blazing stove. Philo saw at once that Fettler was missing – as was one of Garnet’s bellarmine jugs. These curious vessels, made of stoneware and decorated with bearded faces, were kept high on a bookshelf out of Fleabite’s reach. Garnet had collected them from various taverns over the years, to make the protective charms known as witch-bottles.


  Every so often one of them would vanish, to be replaced (eventually) by another. There were now only four jugs, instead of five.


  ‘Gugg wanted a witch-bottle?’ Philo demanded, rounding on Garnet.


  ‘He did not. He wanted a sprite-trap.’


  Philo frowned. ‘A what?’


  ‘A sprite-trap.’ Garnet pronounced the words with amused contempt. ‘For catching hobgoblins, or some such thing.’ With a snort, he shuffled towards his bed, discarding his slippers on the way. ‘He paid a handsome price for the jug, which will be needed to put the sprite in, once it’s trapped. You can do more with a witch-bottle than curse witches, I’ve discovered.’


  Philo was overwhelmed by a sudden sense of profound unease. He had always found Garnet’s room an uncomfortable place, thanks to all the dusty books and eerie-looking objects scattered about. But never before had he felt as if he were caught in some kind of lair, with an unholy creature lurking just out of sight, in the shadows.


  ‘Help me, will you?’ said Garnet, who was slowly climbing into bed. ‘Give me your arm.’


  There were two mattresses stacked on the bed – one stuffed with horsehair and one with feathers. Philo had to steady Garnet as he clawed his way up onto the feather mattress. Garnet then collapsed against a pile of bolsters, his chest heaving.


  Philo waited until Garnet was comfortable before attempting to speak.


  ‘Mr Hooke,’ he began, ‘Gugg Worris lives in Rat’s Castle. Brimstone Moll lives there too – or did, until last night. And both have sought you out since yesterday, wanting charms.’


  Garnet nodded. ‘I’m listening,’ he said.


  ‘Stoat Grocott also left Rat’s Castle last night. And Simon Edy, the beggar – he’s been raving about devils.’


  Garnet coughed. ‘Simon always raves about devils.’


  ‘Aye, but he told me about the devil’s touch. How it makes a man fall like a stone and lie like a corpse.’ Philo waited, but there was no reply. So he continued, more urgently. ‘’Tis what befell Jemmy Jukes, who also hails from Rat’s Castle. Something’s desperate wrong on Dyott Street. And if aught’s amiss there, it may spread. Like a plague. It should be stopped before it does, surely?’


  ‘I shall make a note,’ Garnet replied. He didn’t sound the least bit concerned, so Philo tried another tack.


  ‘Sir, what if Brimstone Moll had good cause to seek a charm from you? What if . . . what if . . .’ He faltered as he met Garnet’s steady gaze, then took a deep breath and blurted out, ‘What if there is a devil?’


  For a moment Garnet stared at him. In the sudden silence, Philo heard the distant sound of bells ringing and street-vendors shouting. At last Garnet drawled, ‘If there is a devil, then we are fortunate. Belike it will mean more business for me.’


  ‘Aye, but—’


  ‘You’ve no cause to trouble yourself about such a parcel of rogues,’ Garnet continued calmly. ‘For they would not spare you a moment’s thought.’


  ‘Aye, but a devil might. What if it troubles other folk? Honest folk?’


  ‘I’m persuaded devils don’t trouble honest folk, Theophilus. Are we not assured in the scriptures that it is their delight to punish dishonest folk?’ Garnet’s tone was grave, but there was a glint in his eye. ‘You are honest enough to escape their clutches, I feel sure.’


  Philo didn’t. And he was equally doubtful about his crew. ‘Sir, if Brimstone Moll has a charm, and Gugg too, could you not . . . ah . . .’ The sight of Garnet’s raised eyebrow made Philo stall briefly, but the thought of Kit and Fleabite stiffened his resolve. Clearing his throat, he said, ‘You should give us a charm. For protection.’


  Garnet’s lips twisted, as if he’d smelled something bad. ‘Cold iron will usually suffice,’ was his chilly response. Then he settled back into his pillows and closed his eyes.


  Philo recognised a dismissal when he heard one. Any further discussion would simply annoy Garnet – and Philo didn’t want to do that. He was wary of Garnet’s tongue – and he also nursed an abiding sense of gratitude towards Garnet, who had saved him from the workhouse after his mother’s death. It meant that he felt obliged to meet Garnet’s high expectations.


  So he turned and left the room, massaging his jaw and wondering where he was going to find cold iron for his entire company. Would a handful of nails answer? Perhaps they could be bent at the tip, and worn on a string around the neck . . .


  ‘Captain!’ Suddenly Kit hailed Philo from the bottom of the stairs. Philo waved him up, trying to recall the nearest (and friendliest) nailer. He also wondered how much seven iron nails would cost. They were usually about a shilling a pound.


  I should ask Susannah what to do, he thought. She might know.


  ‘You’re back betimes,’ he said to Kit, then added, ‘’Twas wise to leave Dyott Street before dark, no doubt.’


  ‘What happened to you?’ asked Kit, eyeing Philo’s dirty coat and bruised face.


  Philo shrugged. ‘Naught. A trifle.’


  ‘Was it the lamplighter?’


  ‘Come upstairs – we need to talk.’


  Upstairs, in their garret room, they found Lippy and Dandy still toiling over the new torches. Linen tow had been wrapped around the heads of six wooden shafts, which were being doused in the pine pitch that Lippy had already heated up downstairs. The room stank of hot resin.


  ‘Fleabite not back?’ Philo asked, wincing at the pain in his jaw.


  Lippy shook his head. ‘Who pummelled you?’ he demanded. ‘Bluff Bob or Joe Billings?’


  ‘Neither,’ said Philo, adding, ‘Bob Crow has left London.’


  Everyone stared at him. Then Dandy burst into applause.


  ‘Huzzah!’ he cried. ‘You did it, Captain!’


  ‘Not I. Bob left this morning.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Lippy.


  Philo shrugged. ‘Who knows? We can only pray he’ll not return.’


  ‘There’s a deal o’ folk hooked it, these last few days,’ Kit remarked. Dropping onto his bed, he looked up at Philo and murmured, ‘Rat’s Castle is empty. Bolted shut. There’s not a soul left that I could see.’


  Philo frowned. He had passed Rat’s Castle just a handful of times in his life, and on every occasion there had been people spilling out of the big old house, which had long ago fallen on hard times. The ground floor had for years been a popular place to buy cheap grog; the free-and-easy on the next floor generally offered singing, dancing and almost inedible suppers. A bed cost twopence a night, while for a shared bed the charge was just one penny.


  ‘Did you go in?’ Philo asked.


  ‘I told you, the front door was bolted.’ Kit held Philo’s gaze, his expression sour. It had been several years since Kit’s last unauthorised entry into a locked building, and he didn’t like to be reminded that he’d ever made a habit of climbing through windows. ‘I stopped at the Turk’s Head,’ he went on. ‘Said I was to meet a friend at the Castle, and what had befallen it? But no one would talk. So I went to the Maidenhead.’


  ‘And spoke to Toby Mackett?’ Philo interrupted. Toby was one of their go-betweens.


  ‘Aye.’ Kit lowered his voice. ‘Toby’s not so well informed, but he’d heard whispers. Folk are saying there’s a new uprightman among the fraternity, and that he’s a rare ding-boy.’


  Kit often returned from Dyott Street spouting more thieves’ cant than usual; after talking to his old friends, he found it hard to shake off. But Philo was aware than an ‘uprightman’ was a leader – and that a ‘ding-boy’ was a violent bully.


  ‘Word is that this new head-cully has taken over Rat’s Castle,’ Kit went on, ‘and flushed everyone out by putting the fear o’ the devil into ’em.’


  ‘The fear o’ the devil?’ Philo said sharply. ‘What do you mean by that?’


  ‘Well – ’tis not the fear o’ God,’ Kit pointed out.


  ‘Oh. Aye.’


  ‘Mr Fielding would pay well for news of a fresh arch-rogue,’ Kit concluded, absentmindedly scratching his arm. ‘I’d lay odds Garnet will want to know more.’


  And Garnet wasn’t the only one. Philo wanted to know more, too. He wanted to know if the new arch-rogue was actually a demon.


  ‘Did Toby tell you aught about this cove?’ he asked Kit. ‘What he looks like? Where he comes from?’


  Kit shook his head. ‘Nix,’ he replied. ‘The fraternity don’t talk much outside the trade. All Toby’s heard is rumours.’


  ‘If we could get into Rat’s Castle—’ Lippy began, but wasn’t able to finish. Philo and Kit both turned on him, cutting him off in unison.


  ‘Are you addled?’ Kit said sharply, as Philo exclaimed, ‘Don’t be a fool!’


  Lippy subsided, looking hurt.


  ‘When an uprightman bolts the door against you, ’tis wise to take the hint,’ Kit added, in a more kindly tone. Then he said, ‘What’s for supper? Does anyone know? I’m gut-foundered . . .’


  As the discussion turned to cooking, Philo pondered his next move. A new presence had arisen on Dyott Street – he was sure of it. But was this so-called ding-boy a man or a devil? Brimstone Moll thought it a devil. So did Gugg Worris. It didn’t make sense, though; why would a devil attack Henry Bambridge the watchmaker?


  Unless, of course, there was no connection. Perhaps it was pure coincidence that a plague like a faery stroke had struck down two men while a new bully was moving into Rat’s Castle.


  ‘Captain?’ Lippy was speaking to him. ‘Captain!’


  Philo blinked, then shook off his reverie. ‘Aye? What?’


  ‘Who dinged you, if not the lamplighters?’


  ‘Oh . . .’ Philo hesitated. If he mentioned Gugg Worris, he would have to explain what Gugg had come for. And if he did that, then the whole subject of demons would be given a good airing. Philo wasn’t sure that he wanted to mention demons just yet – not until he’d talked to Susannah about protective charms. What was the point of frightening Dandy and Fleabite out of their wits, unless he had something with which to reassure them?


  ‘’Twas a misunderstanding,’ he said cagily.


  Then Fettler burst into the room, carrying cheese and cabbage, and Lippy instantly forgot all about the bruise on Philo’s jaw.


  CHAPTER 12


  IN WHICH,


  AFTER SEEKING HELP, PHILO WITNESSED A PERPLEXING DISAGREEMENT


  ‘There are wicked sprites everywhere,’ Susannah observed. ‘In Wales and Cornwall and Scotland. Why should they not live in London?’


  ‘Aye, but . . . at Rat’s Castle?’ said Philo. They were skirting St Giles’s pound, which was a large brick box with no roof, set smack in the middle of the wide, triangular space where Oxford Street met Tottenham Court Road. Behind the walls of the pound, pigs were grunting and dogs whining as they waited for their masters to find the money to retrieve them. But the cage next to the pound stood empty; no one had been imprisoned there for a long, long time. People were more likely to be put in the stocks, these days.


  ‘They say there’s a clurichaun in the cellars of the King’s Arms,’ Susannah informed Philo, ‘so why not an amadan dubh in Rat’s Castle? They’re both flash cribs.’


  ‘A clurichaun?’ Philo glanced down at her. ‘What’s that?’


  ‘An Irish fae. A surly drunkard. The ruin of many a landlord.’ Turning into Banbridge Street, Susannah continued placidly, ‘If an alehouse is always changing hands, there’s bound to be a clurichaun drinking away the profits. Clurichauns are like bed-bugs – they’ll not leave a place where there’s drink to be had, and how can a tavern keep trading without a full cellar?’


  By this time they were in the very heart of the warren that Kit Maltman called the ‘Holy Land’. It was an unsettling place, with more drunkards per square yard than the Fox tavern. Many of the houses were falling down. If you weren’t a local, people glared at you. The place was full of dead-end courts and blind alleys, none of which Philo had fully explored. Every pedlar was selling things that had been stolen or scavenged: windfall fruit, laces and buttons, scraps of fabric.


  Philo usually tried to avoid the area. But he had agreed to accompany Susannah because she’d insisted on it. When asked about the usefulness of iron against demons, she had thought for a moment before agreeing that iron was effective, providing it had been forged on a cold anvil. ‘If you can be sure o’ that, you’ll be safe enough,’ she’d said, ‘though I have something better.’ She had then picked up her basket and taken Philo’s hand, guiding him away from St Giles’s church, towards High Street. ‘What you need is a sprig o’ St John’s wort, gathered at midnight on St John’s day,’ she’d told him, as she limped along. ‘I’ve a good portion left o’ my mother’s supply, but keep it under the bed. You’ve time enough to collect it before dark.’


  Knowing that Susannah lived close by, Philo had decided that a quick detour wouldn’t delay him too much. Besides, he was keen to see her lodgings. But the further down Banbridge Street they went, the more reluctant he became. Though the street itself was no worse than many others, with its grimy shops and clutter of hawkers’ carts, the courts and alleys leading off it were lower than any Philo had ever seen. They were like open sewers, narrow and dark and choked with sludge; the people living there were so abject that they hadn’t even hung their washing out of the windows – perhaps because they had no clothes to spare. Philo was so used to dodging the drip-drip-drip of overhead laundry that its absence unnerved him.


  ‘So you think there is an amadan dubh at Rat’s Castle?’ he said, following Susannah into Horseshoe Yard. Here a new brew-house had been erected beside the old tavern, which was all sagging lintels and bulging walls. The whole yard smelled of porter-vats.


  ‘I cannot tell you,’ Susannah replied. ‘It could be all manner o’ wicked faery folk: a bwbach, or a far darrig. . .’


  ‘But do they all wield the stroke?’ asked Philo.


  Susannah shrugged. ‘Some do. Some don’t. If my mother was alive, she could tell you.’ After a moment’s hesitation, Susannah glanced up at him shyly and said, ‘I’ve heard that your master has a hundred books, and can read Latin. My mother used to claim that all the most ancient lore was wrote in Latin. Does your master have no St John’s wort to give you, Philo?’


  ‘My master . . .’ Philo began, then trailed off. How could he explain Garnet’s wisdom, which was so detached and calculating? ‘My master doesn’t like me to talk about him,’ Philo said at last. By this time they had plunged into a passage so narrow that they couldn’t walk abreast in comfort; he had to fall behind Susannah as they squeezed between two fenced yards, which soon gave way to solid walls, and finally to a handsome door flanked by stone pillars.


  ‘That’s our chapel-of-ease,’ Susannah remarked. ‘’Tis a great comfort, having it so close.’


  She turned a corner, then stopped at another door that opened onto a long, dark passage smelling of sour milk. At the end of this passage was a rickety wooden staircase leading to the floor above; beneath the staircase was a set of stone steps down to the cellar.


  ‘You should have brought your link with you,’ Susannah joked, as she disappeared beneath the floor. Philo hesitated for a moment, waiting for his eyes to adjust. He didn’t want to break his neck.


  ‘Who else lives in this house?’ he inquired. But Susannah didn’t hear him. She was talking to the girl who had met her at the bottom of the stone steps – a thin, stooped, fair-haired girl wearing a frayed white cap and several shawls. Philo judged this girl to be about fifteen, despite her drawn face and hunched shoulders.


  ‘You’re home betimes,’ the girl said. Then she looked up and caught sight of Philo. ‘Who’s that?’


  ‘Theophilus Grey,’ Susannah replied.


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘This is Nell, my sister.’ Before Philo could say ‘hello’, Susannah turned back to Nell. ‘Philo needs a sprig o’ wort. He’s afeared one o’ the Unseelie Court might be living in Rat’s Castle.’


  ‘Rat’s Castle!’ Nell echoed. Her voice was thin and exhausted, her eyes dazed and bloodshot. ‘That’s close by . . .’


  ‘Have you seen aught hereabouts that you might call a demon?’ Philo asked. ‘Or witnessed any signs of one?’


  Nell shook her head as Philo joined her. The cellar was a low, windowless room lit by two candles. One of the candles stood on a table piled high with ruffled muslin; Philo could tell from the scattered bobbins, thimbles and scissors that a seamstress had recently been at work there. The other candle had been placed on the dirt floor, beside a large palliasse covered in cloaks and blankets. There was no fireplace. There wasn’t even a brazier.


  In one corner, on an empty butter cask, a girl with a blank white face sat rocking back and forth, humming to herself.


  ‘That’s my sister Jane,’ Susannah remarked quietly. While she crouched beside the palliasse, feeling around underneath it for something, Philo removed his hat. He felt very uncomfortable.


  ‘Have you seen the demon?’ Nell asked him.


  ‘I have not,’ Philo answered. ‘But I’ve heard folk speak of it.’


  Nell turned to Susannah, who had found what she was looking for. ‘Could it have been summoned by magic, Susie? There are black hearts enough on Dyott Street . . .’


  Suddenly Jane made a honking noise. Philo jumped. Susannah scrambled to her feet again, holding a bunch of dried herbs.


  ‘How much o’ this do you want, Philo?’


  ‘Ah . . .’ Philo’s gaze flitted around the room, from the damp stone walls to the cluttered table to the girl in the corner. ‘I’ll have tuppence worth,’ he said.


  Susannah smiled. ‘You’ll not pay for it.’


  ‘I shall.’


  ‘You cannot.’ Before Philo could protest, Susannah explained, ‘Herbal charms must be paid for in silver or not at all, lest the charm fail. And I’ll not take a shilling from you, Philo.’


  Philo was reluctant to accept any kind of gift from Susannah. She had little enough to call her own. But at last he said, ‘There’s seven of us. And an extra sprig for Toby, since he works at the Maidenhead. I’d be heartsore not to pay, though . . .’


  ‘And I’d be heartsore if any one o’ your boys fell foul of an amadan dubh,’ Susannah rejoined, causing Nell to gasp in alarm.


  ‘An amadan dubh!’ she cried. ‘Angels and ministers of grace defend us!’


  Jane stopped humming and began to whimper. Susannah told Nell, ‘There’s no knowing what the creature is, at present. All we know is, it wields the faery stroke.’ As Nell went to comfort the distressed girl in the corner, Susannah turned back to Philo. ‘I’ll keep my ears pricked. The folk hereabouts do naught but gossip.’


  ‘Thanks, Susie.’ Philo accepted a bunch of dried wort, tucking it between his coat and his shirtfront. Then he asked, ‘Who else lives in these lodgings?’


  ‘A slew o’ McCauleys. Margaret Mears used to, but now that she’s dead, her children have gone to the workhouse.’


  ‘A fellow called Stoat just took Margaret’s room,’ Nell volunteered.


  Philo rounded on her. ‘Stoat Grocott?’ he said sharply.


  ‘Aye.’


  ‘Stoat came from Rat’s Castle,’ Philo informed Susannah. ‘If you can find out why he left, we’ll be closer to knowing what’s amiss there.’


  ‘I’ll do my best,’ Susannah promised. Seeing Philo retreat to the bottom of the steps, she followed him, still clutching a handful of the St John’s wort. ‘Are you going now?’


  ‘I must.’ Philo paused for a moment. Though he was anxious to get away from the cold, dingy room, it pained him to think of Susannah living with no fireplace or bedstead, burdened by a sister who couldn’t seem to talk. No wonder Susannah was out at all hours, in all weathers. ‘Take care,’ he warned her. ‘Don’t seem too curious. For these are heartless folk, who don’t like their business talked of.’


  Susannah smiled and nodded. ‘I’ll tread very light,’ she assured him. Philo could believe it. With her wispy hair and cloudy eyes, she looked as insubstantial as thistledown.


  ‘Goodbye,’ he said to Nell, who nodded wearily. He didn’t bother speaking to Jane. The last he saw of Susannah was her little white hand waving farewell in the shadows.


  Outside, the light was fading. Philo had to pause for an instant and consult his mental map. Instead of retracing his steps, he decided to push on towards Dyott Street, since it was the fastest route home. And he wasn’t too worried about what he might encounter there. For one thing, it wasn’t dark yet. And for another, he had a bunch of St John’s wort stuffed down his coat.


  So he headed straight for Banbridge Street, turning left instead of right when he reached it. Lamps were already being lit inside some of the shops; a butcher was putting up his shutters. Most of the doorsteps had been cleared by a sudden drop in the temperature, though half a dozen barefoot children were still clustered around the pump-well near the Rose and Crown. As Philo turned into Dyott Street, he saw a woman with a willow-switch rounding up her pigs for the night.


  Rat’s Castle stood on the corner of Ivy Lane. It was a big stone building under a steeply pitched roof, with generous windows and a grand entrance. But many of the windows were smashed or boarded up. Pigeons were nesting in the gutters. There were scars where copper downpipes had been ripped off the walls.


  Philo rarely passed the house, since there was no telling what might happen in its immediate vicinity. A chamberpot might land on your head. A mad drunk might attack you with a cleaver. Normally the whole place was lit up and seething with customers; music could always be heard leaking from the upstairs windows while screaming women spilled from the front door. Now, however, the building was silent. Its windows stared blankly. Even its chimneys weren’t being used, despite the chill in the air.


  Philo paused for a moment to survey the grim façade, wondering what was going on behind it. Then he moved on, anxious not to arouse anyone’s suspicions. He was drawing level with Ivy Lane when a yelp of protest caused him to turn his head.


  It took him half a second to recognise Scamper Knaggs, who was arguing with Nobby Cockle halfway down the lane.


  ‘. . . can’t . . . tried . . . no better off . . .’ Scamper muttered, his voice so low that only one word in ten was audible. He was easy to identify because he favoured an ancient, full-bottomed wig like a rat’s nest, which he’d bought for threepence on Holborn Street. According to Kit, Scamper wore this wig so that people wouldn’t recognise him when he didn’t wear it – for example, when he was jemmying doors. Under the wig, Scamper’s face was puffy and pale, with small, forgettable features: squinty little eyes, a blob of a nose, a mouth like a smudge of jam.


  That mouth was now flapping away as Scamper pleaded with Nobby. Though Philo couldn’t hear much, it was obvious that Nobby was upset, and that Scamper was trying to placate him. The ginger-haired footpad held a fistful of Scamper’s neckerchief, while Scamper kept throwing his hands in the air, as if to show that he was unarmed. Though Scamper was taller than Nobby, the footpad was compact and well muscled, like a bulldog, whereas Scamper was flabby and middle-aged, with a paunch that strained the buttons of his waistcoat.


  When Nobby shoved Scamper against the wall of Rat’s Castle, Philo braced himself for the worst. But Nobby didn’t punch Scamper. Instead the footpad stepped back suddenly, releasing Scamper’s neckerchief.


  ‘Damn your eyes, you snivelling coward!’ Nobby spluttered. Then – to Philo’s astonishment – he shoved a small bundle into Scamper’s arms, before stalking off down Ivy Lane.


  For a few seconds Scamper didn’t move. Propped against the sooty wall, he clasped Nobby’s bundle to his chest, breathing heavily as he stared into the shadows. Finally he straightened up, adjusted his wig, and turned towards Dyott Street.


  When he caught sight of Philo, he stiffened.


  Philo didn’t linger. He ducked and took off, hoping that Scamper hadn’t seen his face. Not that Scamper was a violent man; as a housebreaker, he didn’t normally attack people. But Philo wasn’t about to take any chances. He pounded past the Turk’s Head and swerved into Hampshire Hog Yard, hoping to dodge any possible pursuers among its coaches and barrels and straw-bales.


  Only when he’d reached Broad Street did his feel safe enough to slow down. And as he threaded his way through the crowds, heading back home, he puzzled over what he’d just seen.


  Nobby had been threatening Scamper – yet it was Nobby who’d surrendered his bundle to the housebreaker. Why? What business had united them in the first place? They were from different gangs, pursuing different targets; the Hellfire Gang trawled the streets, while Scamper’s gang plundered houses. It was all very odd.


  Philo didn’t know what to think.


  CHAPTER 13


  CONCERNING A


  ROBBERY IN WHICH THE HELLFIRE GANG MAY HAVE BEEN IMPLICATED


  That night it snowed. The ashy flakes began to descend at around seven o’clock, when Philo was escorting a furrier home from the White Hart Inn. By the time the theatres let out, there was slush building up on the cobbles, and the flurries of snow meant that Philo had to keep ducking under overhanging eaves to save the flame on his torch.


  Weather like this was generally bad for business, because people tended to stay by their firesides. Philo played it safe by hanging around Covent Garden, where he was finally hired by Mr Rowe, a retired ship’s captain, who had been enjoying himself at The Beggar’s Opera. Mr Rowe was a stout, cheerful, prosperous-looking man wearing a white wig, a small sword, and lots of shiny blue satin under his black greatcoat. Having spent several hours drinking porter (and throwing oranges at the stage), he was in rowdy mood, and insisted on singing ‘Let Us Take to the Road’ at the top of his voice as Philo guided him back home.


  ‘Let us take to the road;


  Hark! I hear the sound of coaches,


  The hour of attack approaches—


  To your arms, brave boys, and load. . .’


  Luckily, the streets were almost deserted, so Mr Rowe didn’t cause too much offence. Philo managed to steer him all the way to New Broad Court without attracting more than a couple of glares and a single muttered insult. But as they turned into the court, someone lurched out of the shadows and threw himself at Mr Rowe.


  ‘Hoi!’ Mr Rowe cried.


  Philo’s reaction was lightning-fast. He had suffered more than one such assault in his life, and he knew what to do. Mr Rowe was still fumbling for his sword-hilt when Philo lashed at the attacker with his burning torch, almost setting the man’s hair alight. But at the very last instant, Philo pulled back.


  He had spied dark blood on a white shirt.


  ‘Help me . . .’ the stranger croaked, hanging off Mr Rowe’s collar. Then he slid to his knees.


  Philo grabbed Mr Rowe and cried, ‘Stay! Don’t draw. He’s hurt.’


  ‘What the deuce . . .?’ Mr Rowe stared down at the wounded man, who had pitched over onto the cobbles. Philo quickly scanned the court in which they stood. It was lit by a single oil-lamp, and appeared to be deserted. But there were shadows enough to hide in.


  ‘He’s been robbed,’ said Mr Rowe, swaying slightly as he tried to focus.


  ‘Aye.’ Philo had noticed that the wounded man was wearing only a shirt and breeches. Squatting down beside him, he quickly assessed the damage. There was a nasty cut on the man’s temple, which had bled so profusely that it took Philo a moment to recognise the face under the gore. It was a familiar face, with fine features and good teeth.


  Philo gasped. ‘’Tis Mr Storer!’ he exclaimed.


  ‘Who?’ said Mr Rowe.


  ‘The actor.’ Philo jumped to his feet. ‘He lives nearby, sir – his wife may be at home—’


  ‘Fetch her, then, for the love of Christ!’ Mr Rowe gave Philo a shove, then drew his sword with a flourish. ‘I shall mount first watch!’


  Philo darted across to Mr Storer’s lodgings, which were directly above an upholsterer’s shop. Feeling anxious about Mr Rowe’s safety, Philo hammered on the locked door and closed shutters of the narrow brick house, yelling for Mrs Elizabeth Storer.


  At last a window slid open above his head. ‘Who is it?’ a woman demanded. ‘What do you want?’


  ‘Mrs Storer!’ There was no mistaking Elizabeth Storer, who was an actress with a striking crop of frizzy red hair and a deep, sonorous voice. ‘Mr Storer has been attacked!’


  ‘W-what?’


  ‘Across the way, an’ it please you!’ Squinting up at her, Philo had to blink away the snowflakes that were falling into his eyes. ‘He’s been robbed and beaten—’


  ‘Oh, my lord!’


  ‘Ma’am—’


  ‘Wait there! Don’t move!’


  Mrs Storer wasn’t dressed for the snow. Philo saw this at once when she burst out of the house. She wore a flimsy silk dressing-gown over her stays and petticoats, and her bare feet were shoved into a pair of list slippers.


  By the time she reached her husband, these slippers were sopping wet.


  ‘Oh, no! Oh, no!’ she wailed, falling to her knees beside him. Philo was relieved to see the man’s eyes open in response to her voice.


  Mr Rowe said, ‘He’s alive!’


  ‘Aye, but this snow will give him his death,’ Philo muttered, glancing around. He saw that Mr Maxwell, the upholsterer, had followed Mrs Storer out of her house. Mr Maxwell was fully dressed and solidly built; Philo took one look at him and bawled, ‘Hi! Mr Maxwell! Over here!’


  ‘There were two of ’em,’ the injured man croaked. His head was now cradled in his wife’s lap. ‘But I saw only one.’


  ‘Hush. Don’t speak,’ his wife sobbed. Then she spotted the upholsterer. ‘Oh, Mr Maxwell! Please help us!’


  ‘He was a skulking, wizened fellow,’ Mr Storer continued. ‘The bottom part of his face was covered, but he wore a gold earring in his left ear . . .’


  Philo inhaled sharply. Mrs Storer, meanwhile, was trying to lift her husband – without success. He was a dead weight. It was Mr Maxwell who finally sought Mr Rowe’s help in carrying the injured man back home. Soon a little cluster of people was shuffling along, supporting the actor as gently as possible.


  Philo went ahead, lighting their way. He was wondering if Beans O’Neill might have been responsible for the assault. Though wasted in appearance from years of hard drinking, Beans O’Neill was a dab hand with a bludgeon, and blackhearted enough to use it. He also wore a gold earring in his left ear. But Philo couldn’t be sure that Beans was the culprit; a lot of landed seamen wore earrings.


  Philo didn’t reveal his suspicions to the Storers. For one thing, he might be wrong – and for another, such intelligence was valuable. Garnet wouldn’t want him blurting it out on the street.


  I must find out if Beans is living with Hellcat Nan, thought Philo.


  ‘They took my burgundy coat with the silver buttons,’ Mr Storer groaned, as he was carried through his own front door. ‘And my black silk waistcoat, and my gold signet ring . . .’


  ‘Hush. You mustn’t talk.’ Mrs Storer, who was holding her husband’s feet, suddenly rounded on Philo. ‘Fetch a doctor!’ she exclaimed. ‘Hurry!’


  ‘Ah . . .’ Philo hesitated on the threshold. He had a duty to his client, who was trying to wrestle Mr Storer up a flight of stairs. ‘Mr Rowe, sir—’


  ‘Aye, go! Go! I’ll be here a few minutes yet.’


  So Philo took off for Parker’s Lane, having decided to fetch Mr Paxton. There was a physician who lived slightly closer, but a physician would cost more – and besides, Mr Storer needed his wound stitched. Who better to do that than a naval surgeon? To Philo, Mr Paxton seemed the obvious choice.


  It was pure coincidence that they ran into each other on Drury Lane, just a few seconds later.


  ‘Mr Paxton?’ said Philo, pausing to squint up the street. He had spotted a small man with a doctor’s bag passing under an oil-lamp. Though the man’s head was bowed, something about his gait was familiar. ‘Is that you, sir?’


  Mr Paxton looked up. He wore kid gloves and sturdy jackboots, as well as a worsted muffler that was wrapped around his neck right up to his chin.


  ‘Theophilus!’ he exclaimed. ‘Well met!’


  ‘Your honour—’


  ‘I was just this moment thinking, If only Master Grey were lighting me home – and now here you are! You must have the gift of fore-speaking.’


  ‘Sir, you’re wanted in New Broad Court,’ said Philo. ‘A man was robbed—’


  ‘Injured?’


  ‘Mr Storer, sir. The actor. He was hit on the head.’


  Mr Paxton heaved a sigh. ‘Very well,’ he said. ‘Lead on.’ As Philo started retracing his steps, the surgeon added, ‘What a dangerous place this city has become. I just left a lying-in at the hospital, and the midwife who attended me said she had been robbed on her way there. A midwife! It beggars belief.’


  ‘What was taken?’ asked Philo, who knew that Garnet would want a list.


  ‘Naught but a knife. A consecrated knife.’ Mr Paxton made a scornful noise, halfway between a snort and a snicker. ‘She was loath to cut the babe’s cord without her consecrated knife. ’Tis a common fault among midwives.’


  Philo grunted. ‘Did she see the thief?’


  ‘She said he was as dark as a gypsy.’ Struck by a sudden thought, Mr Paxton peered at Philo. ‘Have you any notion of who he might have been, Master Grey?’


  ‘Nay, sir.’ There were any number of swarthy men in London; Philo needed more than that to identify him. ‘But I may know who nailed the actor. Did you visit Mr Bambridge today?’


  ‘I did,’ said Mr Paxton, his voice emerging in great gusts of white steam. ‘He’s not long for this world, I fear. Still as limp as a wet rag.’ Before Philo could inquire further, the surgeon continued, ‘I also spent many hours leafing through books, trying to identify any poisons that might induce such symptoms, but to no avail. There remains only my friend Winthrop, who has a particular interest in exotic poisons. I shall consult him tomorrow.’


  ‘Will you be visiting Mr Bambridge tomorrow, as well?’ Philo cut in. They were about to turn into New Broad Court, but suddenly the surgeon halted.


  ‘Why do you ask?’ Mr Paxton studied Philo with narrowed eyes. ‘What is your interest?’


  Philo hesitated. He was about to do something that Garnet wouldn’t like; he was about to give away information. But he could see no other way of getting what he wanted. ‘I’m thinking that one o’ the men who nailed Mr Storer might be lodging with Mr Bambridge,’ he said at last.


  ‘And why would you think that?’


  ‘Because his mort is living there, your honour. Nan Dooley. You saw her last night.’ When Mr Paxton nodded, Philo was encouraged to add, ‘This cull is a footpad, sir – one of the Hellfire Gang. Lean and long-shanked, with an earring in his left ear. And I was a-wondering if . . . ah . . .’


  ‘If I would watch for him when I return to Mr Bambridge’s lodgings?’


  ‘Aye, your honour.’


  ‘Well . . . I am expected there tomorrow at noon. So if I happen to spy this rogue – what’s his name?’


  ‘O’Neill, sir. Beans O’Neill.’


  ‘If I happen to spy him, I shall report back to you.’ By this time the surgeon was stamping his feet to warm them. Yet still he lingered. ‘Is there aught else I should be looking for, in that house?’


  ‘A burgundy coat with silver buttons, a black silk waistcoat and a gold signet ring,’ Philo answered promptly – before it occurred to him that, with such information, Mr Paxton could easily apply for any reward that might be posted. Dismayed, he began to stammer, ‘If you – uh – c-could you . . .’


  ‘What?’


  Struck dumb, Philo cursed himself. How could he have been such a fool? Intelligence was valuable. How had Mr Paxton tickled it out of him?


  ‘If I see any of those articles, I’ll tell you,’ Mr Paxton remarked, watching Philo very closely. ‘And you may claim any reward on offer.’


  Philo caught his breath. It was as if the surgeon was reading his mind.


  ‘I shouldn’t like it known that I was informing on my patients,’ Mr Paxton continued. ‘And I should be loath to deprive you of your living, Master Grey. For that is how you earn a good shot of your daily bread, is it not? By collecting reward money?’


  Philo coloured. He stared at the surgeon, feeling like a grouse that had been flushed from a thicket. This was what came of being careless. This was what happened when he didn’t guard his tongue every moment of every day.


  Though he didn’t collect reward money directly, Garnet was paid a cut by the thief-taker who did collect it. And this wasn’t something any of them wanted generally known.


  ‘Not that your daily bread can be too generous a portion, by the look of you.’ Mr Paxton shook his head as his gaze raked Philo from head to foot. ‘You must live on nutshells and bacon rinds.’


  Philo wanted to defend Garnet, who always made sure his crew ate a dinner of some sort, even when their takings didn’t quite cover his rent and his medicines. But Mr Paxton had already moved away.


  ‘Come,’ he murmured. ‘We’ll freeze if we stand here.’ He turned into New Broad Court just ahead of Philo – who caught up seconds later. Nothing else was said until they arrived at the Storers’ lodgings; then, as he was knocking on the door, Mr Paxton glanced down at Philo and asked, ‘Will you wait for me, Master Grey? Or have you other business to attend to?’


  ‘Mr Rowe’s still here, sir,’ Philo mumbled. ‘I promised to light him home.’


  The words had barely been uttered when Mr Rowe himself yanked open the door. He looked flushed and sweaty, as if he’d just come from an overheated room.


  ‘Hollo!’ he exclaimed. ‘Are you the doctor?’


  ‘Surgeon-apothecary. Nathaniel Paxton.’


  The two men bowed, but Mr Paxton had to catch Mr Rowe, who nearly toppled onto his face.


  ‘By damn!’ Mr Rowe spluttered, righting himself at the very last moment. ‘’Tis a heavy sea!’


  ‘A little fresh air will work wonders,’ said Mr Paxton. Then he turned to Philo and lowered his voice. ‘Is this Mr Rowe?’


  ‘Aye, your honour.’


  ‘Go, then. Come back if you can. Otherwise I shall see you tomorrow night, at the workhouse.’ The surgeon spoke more loudly to Mr Rowe. ‘Pri’thee, sir, where is the patient?’


  ‘Up there,’ Mr Rowe replied, flapping his hand at the staircase. Then he stumbled past Philo, into the night.


  Philo was about to follow him when the surgeon said, ‘Wait!’ and began to unwind his grey wool muffler. ‘Here. Take this.’


  Philo blinked. ‘What?’


  ‘I know you have no waistcoat, Theophilus. No neckcloth. No greatcoat. You’ll perish.’ Mr Paxton offered him the muffler. ‘Take it. Please.’


  ‘Nay.’ Philo retreated a step. ‘The link keeps me warm.’


  ‘You’ll ease my conscience.’


  ‘I’m no beggar, sir,’ Philo said stiffly. ‘I’d not take the clothes from your back.’


  Then he hurried off to intercept Mr Rowe – who had already become entangled with a horse-trough.


  CHAPTER 14


  OF AN UNEXPECTED


  AND HIGHLY UNWELCOME VISITOR


  Philo never did get back to Mr Paxton that night. After leaving Mr Rowe at his lodgings, he was hailed by a printer called Fry, who wanted an escort home to Covent Garden. Then a drunk gentleman at the Rose tavern paid Philo a penny to fetch his friend from Tom’s Coffee House. On delivering this friend, Philo was immediately hired by two plasterers, heading for the Crown and Sceptre on Drury Lane. And from there he accompanied a staymaker to the watch house, where she went to report the theft of three linen sheets by a fellow lodger.


  Business finally dropped off as the temperature plunged. But it was too late, by then; Mr Paxton would already have returned to Parker’s Lane. Philo didn’t know whether to be sorry or relieved. On the one hand, he couldn’t help liking the surgeon, who was clever, amiable, and always pleased to see him. But Mr Paxton’s bizarre acts of generosity unsettled Philo. To offer up his muffler in a snowstorm – to pay a shilling a week for a guide he could have got for threepence – why? What were his motives?


  When Philo arrived home, just before dawn, he didn’t thaw himself by Garnet’s stove. Instead he went straight to bed, where he lay pretending to sleep as his friends made their way in, one by one. It took him a long time to drop off. Hours after the other boys were unconscious, Philo’s mind was still buzzing; he kept thinking about Susannah, and Beans O’Neill, and Gugg Worris, and the lamplighters. He fretted about St John’s wort and witch-bottles. He wondered if he might have offended Mr Paxton, then decided it was probably a good thing if he had. Conversations with Mr Paxton always seemed to end with Philo spilling valuable intelligence. Perhaps it was better that they didn’t talk from now on.


  If Garnet ever heard about Philo’s last slip of the tongue, there would be hell to pay.


  At last Philo fell into a restless sleep, which was filled with dreams of pursuit. He woke with a start, much earlier than usual. Fleabite’s feet were digging into his side. Dandy was snoring in his ear. Glancing at the window, Philo judged from the angle of the light that it was between ten and eleven o’clock in the morning.


  He quietly used the chamber-pot, then combed his unruly hair and wrangled as much as he could of it into a ponytail, tied with a frayed ribbon. Getting dressed was just a matter of pulling on his coat and shoes. There was nothing in the water jug and nothing to eat in anyone’s pockets, so Philo headed downstairs, in search of tea and toast, or perhaps a hard-boiled egg.


  He wasn’t expecting to see Josiah Billings at Garnet’s door.


  For an instant Philo thought that he must be dreaming. He couldn’t believe his eyes. There stood the lamplighter, with his stork’s neck and his cleft chin and his greasy auburn hair hanging loose. His teeth looked like a sparse collection of dirty tombstones, leaning this way and that. He was unshaven, and beneath the stubble his face was the colour of raw tripe.


  Josiah’s jaw dropped when he spotted Philo.


  ‘Wait!’ he barked, raising a hand.


  But it was too late. Philo had already hurled the water jug at him. As Josiah ducked, fending it off with his forearm, Philo launched himself downstairs, determined to protect all his sleeping friends on the top floor. His plan was to drive his head into the lamplighter’s belly.


  Instead he collided with the small of Josiah’s retreating back.


  ‘Oof!’ The lamplighter fell like a stone, landing with Philo’s weight across his legs. This impact knocked the air out of both of them. But as Josiah struggled to rise, Philo reared up again, casting around for a weapon.


  Then someone seized Philo’s collar.


  ‘Stop! Theophilus!’


  It wasn’t Garnet who’d grabbed him. Garnet was leaning against the nearest doorjamb, wrapped in a dressing-gown and screeching like a rooster. Philo suddenly realised that Fettler Ben was the one almost choking him to death.


  ‘This is Josiah Billings!’ Philo squawked. ‘He’s a lamplighter!’


  ‘He is consulting me, you fool!’ Garnet snarled. ‘Now leave him alone!’


  Dazed, Philo staggered to his feet. Josiah, meanwhile, was croaking out an appeal, supporting himself on one arm while he shielded his face with the other.


  ‘Truce!’ he pleaded. ‘Truce, for pity’s sake! I didn’t come here for you! I didn’t know you was here! I was told about the cunning man in this house – no one said a word about glim-jacks!’


  ‘My apologies, Mr Billings,’ said Garnet. ‘Benjamin, help him up.’


  ‘I don’t want to cause trouble!’ Josiah moaned. ‘I’ve trouble enough! I came about the spriggan! The spriggan is all I’m fretting on!’


  ‘The spriggan?’ Philo was confused. ‘What’s that?’


  ‘’Tis our common peril.’ By this time the lamplighter was upright again, surrounded by shards of the shattered water jug. He looked sweaty and shaken. ‘We must settle our differences, for we cannot fight on two fronts.’


  Philo glanced inquiringly at Garnet, who sighed and said in a low voice, ‘Mr Billings has been threatened with a spriggan—’


  ‘By a spriggan,’ Josiah interrupted.


  Garnet shook his head. ‘Hardly that. You’ve never seen it.’


  ‘Aye, but Scamper has! I told you!’


  ‘Scamper Knaggs?’ Philo broke in. He glared at the lamplighter. ‘You’ve been running with that crew?’


  ‘Never before!’ Josiah insisted, twitching with suppressed nerves. ‘Scamper came to me. He’s caught fast. The spriggan has dropped Jemmy Jukes, and will kill us all if we don’t serve it.’


  ‘But what is a spriggan?’ Kit demanded, from high above them. Looking up, Philo saw him at the top of the stairs, barefoot and rumpled. Clearly the noise of smashing crockery had roused him from his bed.


  ‘A spriggan is a deadly Cornish creature, much given to thievery and mischief,’ Garnet replied smoothly. ‘Or so my texts would have us believe. A very troublesome sprite.’


  ‘’Tis a soldier of the Unseelie Court,’ the lamplighter added in a trembling voice. ‘It steals children and spreads disease. It guards the faery hoard. That is why it wants more treasure.’


  ‘More treasure?’ Philo was confused. He looked to Garnet for guidance, but Garnet’s face was an unreadable mask.


  ‘Treasure for the faery hoard!’ cried Josiah. ‘Why do you think I came? I’ve no kin in the countryside! I cannot flee like Bob Crow! I must defend myself!’ Seeing Philo’s blank expression, he exclaimed, ‘You should guard your own backs, or you’ll be thieving for that devil soon enough!’


  Philo was stung. ‘I’m no prig,’ he snapped.


  ‘You think I am?’ Josiah scowled at him. ‘All I ever did was drink with Gugg Worris, and buy a few knick-knacks from his friends. Now they’ve threatened me with a faery stroke if I don’t give ’em ladders! They’ll not stop till they strip the whole city.’ His gaze shifted to the higher landing, where Kit had been joined by Lippy, Fleabite and Val. ‘You wait,’ he warned them. ‘They’ll have you guiding fuddled gentry straight into their open arms, if you don’t find ways o’ fighting that spriggan.’


  ‘Seawater,’ Garnet interposed. ‘As I told you before, Mr Billings, the old lore recommends seawater. And turning your clothes inside out. Both methods have proven effective against spriggans in the past.’


  The lamplighter frowned. ‘I thought you said cold iron was the cure?’


  ‘Cold iron is regarded as poisonous to inhabitants of the spirit realm,’ Garnet agreed. ‘But I’ve found no reference to its effect on spriggans.’ Watching the lamplighter descend towards the street, he called after him, ‘If you find iron efficacious, would you apprise me of the fact, sir? You’ll save lives if you do.’


  ‘I’ll assay it . . . don’t hold me to the pledge, though . . . belike it won’t fadge . . .’ Muttering excuses, Josiah disappeared through the front door – leaving a strained atmosphere behind him. Philo was in shock. Garnet was breathing heavily. Even Fleabite was silent, having sensed the tension in the air.


  Then Garnet began to issue a series of orders.


  ‘Benjamin – clean up that mess. Christopher – I want everyone dressed and reporting to me betimes. Theophilus . . .’ He pointed into his room. ‘A word.’


  Philo obeyed the gesture with a heavy heart. He knew that he was about to endure the full force of Garnet’s disapproval. Sure enough, Garnet slammed the door behind them both. Then he stared at Philo with eyes as dark and threatening as the hole in the muzzle of a gun.


  ‘This is the second time you’ve attacked one of my customers,’ he said, each word bitten off sharply like a piece of thread. ‘I’ll not have it happen again. Is that clear?’


  Philo desperately tried to defend himself. ‘Sir, ’twas a lamplighter – and I’d just risen—’


  ‘And left your brain abed? Is that what you’re telling me?’ Garnet paused, continuing only when Philo didn’t respond. ‘What ails you, Theophilus? ’Tis naught but humours and vapours with you, of late.’


  This question galled Philo, who was goaded to rejoin, ‘Did you hear what Joe Billings just told us?’


  ‘I never allow the ravings of a bottle-headed clunch to trouble me,’ Garnet replied. ‘I would recommend that you follow my example – in this as in all else.’


  ‘But there is a devil!’


  ‘A spriggan.’


  Philo blinked. ‘You believe it, then?’


  ‘I believe that Mr Billings believes it.’


  ‘And he is not alone!’


  ‘Of course not. There are too many fools in this world.’ Garnet pronounced the word fools with disdain, skewering Philo with his gimlet eye. ‘Fools convince other fools. Clever men depend on it.’


  Philo was confused. ‘What do you mean?’


  Garnet didn’t answer. He waited. Soon Philo realised that something was expected of him, and began to reassemble his scattered wits. ‘Do you think people are using this spriggan?’ he inquired at last. ‘To – to make other people do things?’


  ‘What do you think?’


  Philo tried to concentrate. Susannah had certainly believed that a demon could be living at Rat’s Castle – but Susannah was only nine years old. Was he letting her fears cloud his judgement? Could the spriggan be no more than a rumour, cleverly devised by the Dyott Street gang?


  Garnet began to look impatient. ‘Only yesterday Christopher told us about a new force in Dyott Street,’ he reminded Philo. ‘And this morning I was approached by a lamplighter who claims that some occult threat has driven him to crime—’


  ‘—which would explain the plague of thefts,’ Philo concluded. ‘All the prigs are running scared. They’re busy filling someone’s coffers.’ Philo thought fleetingly of the encounter he’d witnessed between Nobby Cockle and Scamper Knaggs. Had Nobby been delivering his plunder to Rat’s Castle? Was Scamper acting as an agent for the new uprightman? ‘But that don’t mean there’s no spriggan!’ Philo burst out. ‘What if the new uprightman is a spriggan?’


  Garnet’s lip curled. ‘You’d believe a man like Scamper Knaggs?’ he asked.


  ‘Belike I would not – if Gugg Worris wasn’t so scared,’ Philo retorted. ‘Sir, these are hard folk. I saw Nobby Cockle yesterday, passing a bundle to Scamper. Do you think a mortal soul could wring such an offering out o’ the Hellfire Gang?’


  ‘Fools are easily frightened,’ Garnet drawled, then started to cough. He coughed and coughed, while Philo waited for him to draw breath. At last, when the coughing had subsided, Philo said through his teeth, ‘I saw Jemmy Jukes. And Mr Bambridge.’


  ‘The fact that two men have fallen ill—’


  ‘Aye – with an illness that’s confounded a surgeon!’ Philo caught himself shouting, and quickly lowered his voice. ‘Mr Paxton cannot account for it. He has consulted his books, and can find no poison or distemper that would cause such a complaint.’


  ‘Indeed?’ Garnet’s eyes narrowed. ‘And when did you discuss this subject with Mr Paxton? You made no reference to it yesterday.’


  ‘I saw him last night. A cove got nailed in New Broad Court, so I had to fetch a surgeon.’ Convinced that they had strayed too far from the topic of spriggans, Philo promptly returned to it. ‘All I want is for our crew to be safe, Mr Hooke. If there is a chance that something might be out there on the street . . . sir, we must protect our boys!’


  ‘You are their captain, Theophilus. You must protect them.’ Before Philo could answer, Garnet lifted one eyebrow and said, ‘In fact I hear that you’ve already tried.’


  Philo blinked, then swallowed.


  ‘Some kind of herbal protection, I gather?’ Garnet went on delicately.


  Philo didn’t know what to say. The previous evening, before setting off to work, he had distributed Susannah’s gift among his crew. Had Fettler Ben reported this to Garnet? Or had somebody else mentioned it?


  ‘Who told you about St John’s wort?’ Garnet inquired, his gaze locked on Philo’s. ‘I know I didn’t recommend it.’


  ‘Because there’s naught you do recommend!’ Philo exclaimed. ‘Not to us! What should we use? Iron? Seawater? Should we wet our clothes? Should we turn ’em inside out?’ As Garnet began to massage the bridge of his nose, Philo took a step towards him. ‘What charm did you give to Brimstone Moll? What did Gugg need for his sprite-trap? Why won’t you tell me?’


  Garnet took a deep breath. ‘I prefer not to tell you because if I do, you will feel safe, and then you will let your guard down,’ he said, his words as sharp and precise as a steel blade. ‘It is a mistake to put your trust in aught but your wits and your instincts. Charms will not protect you, Theophilus. Nor will swords, nor seawater, nor consecrated knives. What will protect you is—’


  ‘Consecrated knives?’ Philo interrupted, stiffening. ‘What do you mean? Why would anyone need a consecrated knife?’


  ‘For a sprite-trap,’ Garnet answered coolly. ‘Though why you should be interested—’


  ‘A midwife was robbed last night, near the Lying-In Hospital. She said a man as dark as a gypsy took her consecrated knife.’


  There was a brief silence as Garnet absorbed this information. At last Philo said in a strangled voice, ‘Gugg stole the knife. On account of what you told him.’


  ‘I had deduced that.’


  ‘So what are you going to do? Gugg stole the knife. Joe Billings has turned housebreaker. They’re your customers, sir – will you peach on ’em or no?’


  Garnet took a deep breath. But he didn’t have to answer, because at that instant someone knocked at the door.


  ‘Who is it?’ he rasped.


  ‘Kit, sir. We’re ready, an’ it please you. All but Dandy – he’s following behind, being so hard to rouse.’


  ‘Come in,’ said Garnet.


  Philo opened his mouth to protest, then shut it again. He kept his eyes fixed on Garnet while the rest of the crew filed in – all except for Dandy Dodds, who appeared a little later. Everyone sat down quietly in their usual seats. At last Garnet murmured, ‘To answer your question, Theophilus, I shall give the matter some thought. Thank you for bringing it to my attention.’


  Then he reached for The Public Advertiser.


  CHAPTER 15


  HOW PHILO SET


  OUT TO WARN HIS FRIENDS ABOUT THE DEMON THIEF


  Philo didn’t say much during the next hour or so. He kept his mouth shut while Garnet was reading out advertisements – even though one of them mentioned a burglary in Star Court the previous Tuesday night. Philo was convinced that this theft had somehow involved Bluff Bob Crow, but remained silent. It was Kit who remarked, ‘That’s where you saw Bluff Bob, Captain! With his ladder!’


  ‘Aye, but Bob’s left London,’ Fleabite piped up. ‘Philo told us, remember?’


  ‘Which don’t mean he’ll not come back,’ said Val.


  Still Philo didn’t speak. He now knew that the lamplighter had probably been forced to take part in a robbery engineered by Scamper Knaggs. But he also knew that Garnet must be aware of this, so he didn’t comment. Nor did he have anything to say about the remarkably high number of advertisements that Garnet had to plough through. Why there were so many seemed obvious to Philo; he assumed the reason was obvious to Garnet as well, so he didn’t bother pointing it out.


  When Philo made his report, he kept it concise. He mentioned the incident on New Broad Court, but said very little about his conversation with Mr Paxton. He also mentioned the midwife’s consecrated knife, but didn’t air his opinion on who might have stolen it, or why. He was waiting to see what Garnet would say about the lamplighter’s visit. It was obvious to Philo that the whole crew was anxious about what they’d already heard – and he’d decided that, if Garnet didn’t say anything, he would do it himself. In private, if necessary.


  It wasn’t until the conclusion of the last report that Garnet suddenly observed, ‘Before we finish, I want to discuss what you heard this morning, on the stairs. You may recall that yesterday Christopher told us about a new arch-rogue on Dyott Street. According to Josiah Billings, this rogue is not a creature of flesh and blood, but a member of what our Irish friends like to call the “Unseelie Court”.’ He glanced at Valentine, who was sitting in a corner, looking gloomy. ‘Myself, I think it likely that someone very cunning has devised this threat to enrich himself. But Theophilus is concerned that there may be some truth to the rumour. He believes you can all be protected with an amulet, or similar gewgaw. Hence his reliance on St John’s wort.’


  Philo flushed as everybody looked at him. ‘There’s two men dropped like stones for no clear reason,’ he mumbled.


  ‘Which is to say, we don’t yet know what settled ’em,’ Garnet replied. ‘All we know is that the streets are not as safe as they once were. To no manner of purpose do we ask ourselves where the greatest peril lies. Whether the threat is a spriggan or a desperate footpad, there is no better shield than nimble feet and a quick wit. I don’t want you thinking you’re safe. Because the worst dangers are always those that are not anticipated.’


  ‘But as a precaution—’ Philo began, before Garnet cut him off.


  ‘A precaution? Theophilus – do you know what many of these books contain?’ Garnet waved a hand at the shelves surrounding them. ‘Stories and rumours and the ravings of peasants. I am a conduit; I cannot pledge to the truth of what I read. When people come to me with a sore tooth, I tell them to take a new nail, make their gums bleed with it, then drive the nail into an oak. When they come to me with thrush, I tell them to take a frog and put its head in their throat until the frog dies. These are not my solutions. They are simply what people want to hear. As I keep telling you, there are too many fools in the world.’ He gazed at Philo, his eyes as bright as embers in his bleached death’s-head of a face. ‘Do you really believe that a scribbled chant or a sealed bottle will protect you from aught that could do you harm?’ he said. ‘I do not. For I’ve seen no proof of it.’


  ‘Yet folk still come to you for help,’ Philo objected, his thoughts swerving towards Susannah.


  ‘Aye. Well . . . I can’t stop ’em – and don’t charge ’em for aught but supplies, as you all may claim if ever challenged on it in court. But every one of those people is a noddy.’ Garnet glanced around the room. ‘I hope you do not count yourselves among them.’


  Slowly, one by one, the boys shook their heads, until only Philo hadn’t submitted. For a moment he sat studying his hands, his stomach churning. Then he looked up at Garnet and said in a tight voice, ‘If we paid you for a charm, would you give it to us?’


  Garnet’s jaw muscles clenched. ‘You want to spend your shot of the takings on something utterly worthless?’ he said at last.


  ‘I don’t,’ Val chimed in.


  ‘Nor I,’ said Fettler.


  No one else spoke. Kit was still staring at the floor. Fleabite looked fretful.


  Garnet continued, ‘I don’t accept payment for advice, as you know. I’m like a chandler; I sell only bottles and herbs.’ Then he began to cough until he was blue in the face. When he finally caught his breath, he turned to Fettler and wheezed, ‘Fetch me the Spanish licorice.’


  It was a dismissal as plain as a slap. Philo stood up and headed straight for the door. He was so furious that he felt numb, as if his blood had turned to ice.


  He was halfway downstairs when Kit caught up with him.


  ‘Philo—’


  ‘I need to do something.’ Philo tried to steady his voice. ‘I’ll not be long.’


  ‘Where are you going?’


  Philo turned his pale gaze on Kit, who flinched slightly. ‘I’m going to warn Susannah about the spriggan. And Toby Mackett.’ Philo was also going to warn Mr Paxton, but he didn’t want to say so. ‘They should be told exactly what’s amiss.’


  Kit caught his breath. He flashed a nervous glance over his shoulder.


  ‘There’s no shame in being careful,’ Philo added under his breath. ‘If Mr Hooke takes your wort, you should go and buy an iron nail.’


  Then he headed straight for Goldsmith’s Alley, hoping to intercept Mr Paxton there.


  It was nearly noon. The sky was low and grey, and the streets were still sodden, though the snow had melted long since. Having left home without his hat or his mittens, Philo clenched his teeth and tried to ignore the cold. He did this by distracting himself. Two sedan chairmen were passing; he mentally checked off their names, addresses, wives, children and favourite haunts. He did the same for a butcher, an apothecary and a coachman. But then his mind began to wander. He found himself fretting about his crew. If the streets were becoming more dangerous, maybe he should start pairing people off – Lippy with Fleabite, Dandy with Kit. It would halve their takings, but it would protect both them and their patrons.


  He arrived at Mr Bambridge’s shop just a few minutes after the clocks had struck twelve. The shop was shut, its shutters tightly bolted. Goldsmith’s Alley looked even more dismal than it had in the middle of the night. The ditch running down its centre was clogged with filth. The houses were old and decrepit, with hardly a straight line among them. Every wall was sooty, every painted shop-sign dulled by smoke and rain.


  Philo took up a position opposite the watchmaker’s house, since he didn’t want to knock on the door. As he stood waiting for Mr Paxton to appear, he rehearsed what he was going to say. Not too much – just enough to warn the surgeon that investigating these mysterious stupors might put him in peril of his life.


  Susannah Quail and Toby Mackett deserved the same consideration. Like the rest of Philo’s crew, they had to know exactly what they were up against. Philo didn’t want Susannah wandering around by herself at night, when there was a possible spriggan on the loose. Besides, he wanted to ask her if she knew how a spriggan might be dealt with. Could spells be cast that would destroy the creature?


  If it did exist, it couldn’t be allowed to remain in London. Not on Philo’s patch, at least.


  Suddenly the Bambridges’ front door opened. Mr Paxton backed out of it, talking earnestly to a shadowy figure who stood on the threshold. Philo identified this person as Mrs Bambridge, though he was startled by the change in her. She looked yellow and haggard. Her hair was a bird’s nest. Her dark gown swamped her body, as if she’d shrunk.


  She closed the door as Mr Paxton turned on his heel. The street wasn’t busy, so he saw Philo at once. ‘Master Grey!’ he said with a grin. ‘I almost mistook you, in broad daylight.’ Then his grin faded; he tapped his jaw with one finger. ‘Did someone beat you?’


  Touching his own face, Philo realised that Mr Paxton had noticed the bruise left by Gugg Worris. ‘’Tis naught,’ Philo mumbled. ‘A misstep.’


  ‘A misstep into a closed fist. Aye – I’ve seen many such.’ But Mr Paxton didn’t pursue the matter. Instead he cocked his head and asked, ‘What can I do for you, Master Grey? Did you come to inquire after Mr Bambridge? He took some water this morning, and his eyes moved, so there is cause for hope.’


  ‘Nay . . .’ Philo hesitated, glancing up and down the street. A woman was standing on a doorstep nearby, watching them with frank curiosity. Though he didn’t know her, she had the bad colour and unkempt appearance of an avowed drunkard.


  ‘I saw no sign of our friend with the earring,’ Mr Paxton continued, lowering his voice to a murmur. He looked younger than he did at night, when fatigue and deep shadows added years to his face. ‘Nor of Mr Storer’s missing clothes.’


  Philo shrugged. He hadn’t been feeling too hopeful; if his suspicions were correct, the stolen articles had probably been taken straight to Dyott Street.


  ‘I did, however, see my friend Winthrop this morning,’ Mr Paxton continued. ‘We discussed Mr Bambridge’s condition, since Winthrop is something of a chemist, with a particular interest in poisons.’


  ‘Oh, aye?’ Philo’s interest was piqued. ‘What did he tell you?’


  ‘Something quite remarkable.’ Mr Paxton hesitated, then glanced around. ‘Before I continue, I need to know: is there a cookshop in this quarter that you would recommend?’


  Philo gaped at him, then groped around for an answer. Coal Yard was full of cookshops, none of them respectable. ‘The closest is up on Broad Street,’ he said at last. ‘Mrs Maine’s, on the corner o’ Drum Alley. You’ll get a good shin o’ beef there.’


  ‘Excellent! I’ll hold you to that.’ Mr Paxton jerked his chin. ‘Come.’


  ‘Your honour . . .?’


  ‘I’m hungry, and don’t wish to discuss my business in the street. You can join me for dinner, Master Grey.’


  ‘But—’


  ‘As my guest, of course.’ By this time the surgeon was already heading north, towards Coal Yard. He didn’t look back – perhaps because he realised that the lure of fresh information (and boiled beef) would drag Philo after him, like a fish on a line. But Philo didn’t walk with the confidence he felt at night, when he had a torch in his hand. Instead he stayed three steps behind Mr Paxton, acutely conscious of the contrast between his shabby, hatless figure and the surgeon’s snowy stockings, lace-trimmed cravat and silver-plated shoe-buckles.


  ‘My friend Winthrop is a physician,’ Mr Paxton remarked, as he turned into Coal Yard. ‘Do you know him? He lives near Clifford Inn, and does much of his work at St Bartholomew’s Hospital.’


  Philo shook his head. He rarely made it as far east as Clifford Inn, let alone St Bartholomew’s Hospital.


  ‘I went to him in the hope that he might have encountered some reference to a paralysing poison,’ Mr Paxton went on, ‘for he has a well-stocked library. But he had not.’ As Philo’s heart sank, the surgeon glanced at him and said, ‘Yesterday, however, Winthrop encountered another case identical to Mr Bambridge’s.’


  Philo gasped, then increased his speed until he’d caught up with Mr Paxton. ‘Another?’ he echoed. ‘Where?’


  ‘At the George Inn, off Long Acre. ’Twas an ostler who works there, by the name of Jasper LeCourt.’ As Philo stopped short, Mr Paxton did the same. ‘You know him, do you not? I thought it likely.’


  Philo did know Jasper – or ‘Junks’, as he liked to be called. Junks was the stablehand who liked to gamble with highwaymen. Specifically, he kept company with Civil Joe Constantine and his crew, whose speciality involved robbing people at gunpoint on quiet, country roads. Civil Joe himself didn’t often pass through the parish of St Giles. He tended to lodge in Snow Hill and Smithfield, though he never stayed anywhere for long. But he was so notorious that he needed no introduction, no matter where he went.


  Three times he had been tried for highway robbery – and three times he had escaped the gallows.


  ‘Aye,’ said Philo, slowly and thoughtfully. ‘I know Junks LeCourt.’ Suddenly he spotted someone else with a dubious reputation – a fellow named Derby Sinnock, who always seemed to be hovering in the vicinity when people were robbed, though he’d never been charged with anything. Derby looked innocent enough; he was a willowy youth with a hangdog appearance, all sad brown eyes and drooping posture. But he was with Black Jenny Jones, and Philo definitely didn’t trust her. She often paired up with pickpockets to plunder pedestrians in a variety of imaginative ways: blinding them with pocketfuls of dust, then pretending to help them; pushing heavy, round whetstones down the street, then jostling those who had leapt aside; using counterfeit wounds to attract a crowd of concerned citizens with deep pockets.


  She was a squab of a woman, short and fat and middle-aged, with apple cheeks and a toothless smile. When Philo spotted her bustling past Mr Paxton, he immediately glanced over his shoulder. And the sight of Derby Sinnock told Philo everything he needed to know.


  ‘Move,’ he muttered, giving Mr Paxton a prod. As the surgeon stumbled forward, Philo said in a loud voice, ‘Jenny Jones and Derby Sinnock! There’s naught for you in this gentleman’s pockets!’


  The names alone were enough. Nothing else was needed to repel two thieves who relied on stealth for their success. Derby Sinnock immediately peeled off, swerving into a nearby court. Jenny Jones lingered just long enough to scowl at Philo. Then she, too, drifted away.


  Without breaking his stride, Mr Paxton began to laugh.


  ‘Ah, Captain . . .’ he spluttered, shaking his head and grinning from ear to ear. Suddenly he slapped Philo on the back, so forcefully that Philo almost lost his balance. ‘What a treasure you are! I owe you a dinner! Come – show me this cookshop, and we’ll exchange our news. Else someone will doubtless steal my bag while I’m eating my beef . . .’


  CHAPTER 16


  AN INTERVIEW


  IN A COOKSHOP, FOLLOWED BY A MEETING ON THE ROAD


  Mrs Maine’s cookshop was just around the corner, in a cellar beneath a confectioner’s house. It was dark and overheated, with a low ceiling and a brick floor, and could be reached only by a staircase so steep that it was almost a ladder. Though half the tables were empty, the place still seemed crowded.


  The smell of roasting meat made Philo’s stomach growl.


  Mr Paxton paid Mrs Maine at the front of the shop, before joining Philo by the spits in the rear. Together they selected their cuts of meat, which were served up by a sweating cook who basted his pork, mutton and beef with an old rag drenched in fat. Then, after each collecting a dab of mustard, a hunk of bread and a handful of fresh marigold leaves, the two of them sat in one of the booths, where a stained cloth covered the table.


  By this time Philo was almost faint with hunger; it seemed a long time since the mouthful of bread he’d swallowed for breakfast. He couldn’t concentrate on anything except the food, and was so busy packing it into his mouth that at first he didn’t notice what Mr Paxton was doing. Eventually, however, he looked up to see the surgeon watching him with an expression that was hard to read, but seemed to consist mostly of pity.


  Philo flushed. ‘There’s something you should know,’ he said, after swallowing a mouthful of pork.


  ‘A good many things, I would hazard,’ Mr Paxton replied. ‘Commencing with Jasper LeCourt’s history.’


  Philo hesitated. He regarded the surgeon with a measuring look that must have been sharper than he realised, since Mr Paxton raised his eyebrows and said, ‘What’s amiss?’


  Philo was on the point of saying that he couldn’t be bought with a pork dinner, but finally decided not to. Mr Paxton didn’t deserve it. He had given Philo an important piece of intelligence at no cost, and if he was hiding something, Philo couldn’t imagine what it might be.


  ‘Junks LeCourt is an ostler, and stablehands like that know when coaches are hired,’ Philo said at last, in a low voice. ‘They know who’ll be in ’em, and what kind o’ luggage they’ll be carrying. So they’re useful to rank riders.’ Seeing Mr Paxton’s puzzled frown, Philo translated. ‘Knights o’ the road, that is to say.’


  ‘Highwaymen?’


  ‘Aye.’


  ‘Gracious heaven!’


  ‘Mr Paxton, sir . . .’ Philo took a deep breath, aware that he was about to take a very big step. He glanced around the smoky room, making sure that no one could overhear him, then leaned forward and said softly, ‘That ostler was settled as a warning to a rank rider by the name o’ Civil Joe Constantine. I’m sure of it, same as I’m sure Mr Bambridge was a warning to the footpads who use him as a fence, and Jemmy Jukes was a warning to the other housebreakers in his crew.’ As Mr Paxton’s mouth fell open, Phil hurriedly added, ‘There’s a new arch-rogue in this parish demanding plunder. If he don’t get it, more folk will fall like Junks.’


  ‘But this is unconscionable!’ the surgeon exclaimed. When Philo scowled, he quickly lowered his voice. ‘Someone must be told. Mr Henry Fielding, at the very least. He is the Bow Street magistrate—’


  ‘I know that.’


  ‘Of course. Of course you do.’ Mr Paxton took off his hat and began to run his hands through his dishevelled brown hair. ‘’Tis as we thought, then! A poison of some sort! And applied through the skin, I’m persuaded.’


  ‘Your honour—’


  ‘There were several nicks on LeCourt. Winthrop told me so. One of ’em must have been fresh—’


  ‘Please, sir!’ Philo cut him off by thumping on the table. As the surgeon blinked, Philo continued solemnly, ‘There’s folk who say this is the work o’ something strange, your honour. Something unnatural.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘They’re calling it a spriggan, sir.’


  ‘A what?’


  ‘Shh!’ Philo motioned for the surgeon to speak more quietly, conscious that the cook was watching them. ‘A spriggan is a Cornish sprite,’ he murmured. ‘They say it wants treasure for the faery hoard, and can drop a man with one touch.’


  Mr Paxton rolled his eyes. ‘What a parcel of todge,’ he said.


  ‘There’s a good number believe it. And one who claims to have seen it too.’


  ‘Aye – for the sole purpose of spreading fear,’ Mr Paxton retorted. ‘This tale would have been devised by the arch-rogue, surely? To impose his will? A clever notion, by my fig. For who would go to any magistrate with complaints about an imagined creature?’


  Philo swallowed. He now realised, beyond all doubt, that Mr Paxton would think him a fool if he did what he’d come here to do. But there was nothing for it; he couldn’t back down. So he took a deep breath and croaked, ‘Sir, what if the arch-rogue is the spriggan?’


  Mr Paxton looked at him for a moment, but didn’t speak. The expression on his face was subtle and complex; Philo couldn’t tell what he was thinking.


  ‘I came to warn you, sir,’ Philo went on doggedly. ‘Belike ’tis the work of a villain, as you say, but if something unholy is roaming the streets, you should take care on your rounds at night.’ Unable to meet the surgeon’s steady gaze any longer, Philo fixed his own attention on the tabletop. ‘I’ve heard St John’s wort is a good defence. And iron forged on a cold anvil. And seawater. And turning your clothes inside out—’


  ‘Theophilus.’ Mr Paxton’s quiet tone made Philo glance up. ‘You shoulder too much weight, lad. Don’t concern yourself with my wellbeing – I am not a member of your company. I am a grown man, and you are not. It seems to me you are too much imposed upon; do not add me to your dependants.’


  Phil didn’t know what to say. So he took his last scrap of bread and mopped up his gravy with it.


  ‘The question before us is not what we must do to protect ourselves, but what we must do to protect the city,’ Mr Paxton continued. ‘I said before that Mr Fielding should be told . . .’ He paused as Philo shook his head energetically. ‘Why not, pray?’


  ‘There’s naught to tell him.’ Philo cringed at the thought of what would happen if Mr Paxton went to the Bow Street magistrate. Word would get back to Garnet, no doubt, and there would be hell to pay. ‘You can name no poison, and the folk afflicted won’t talk. Not to a magistrate, for they’re all of ’em rogues. Besides, they’re too scared o’ the spriggan.’


  ‘And you? What do you fear?’ Sitting back against the hard wooden settle, Mr Paxton pushed away his half-empty plate, his eyes on Philo. ‘Do you fear the man who raised you? Is that why you’re so careful and calculating? Does he beat you, this lawyer’s clerk?’


  ‘Beat me?’ Philo exclaimed, startled. Then he remembered the bruise on his jaw. ‘Never. He’s never laid a hand on me.’


  ‘I’m glad to hear it.’


  ‘Your honour, I told you this in confidence, for your own sake – not to spread about the town like a plague. But I swear to you, the proper people will learn of it at the proper time. That will happen.’


  ‘I see.’


  ‘Please, sir, don’t pursue this alone. Or you may cause offence among the wrong crew.’ To emphasise his point, Philo cocked a thumb at the door. ‘Like those two in Coal Yard. You didn’t twig, because you didn’t know ’em. They’d have got you into a desperate scrape, if I hadn’t been there to fend ’em off.’ Having finished his meal, Philo rose abruptly to his feet. ‘I must go now. Thanks for the victuals – ’twas fine grub, and I’m grateful.’


  ‘One more thing before you go,’ said Mr Paxton, who hadn’t stirred. ‘If I was to spread this news about town, would you suffer as a consequence?’


  Philo hesitated. He didn’t flinch or grimace, but something must have shown in his face, because the surgeon nodded slowly and declared, ‘Very well. I’ll stay mum, for the present.’


  ‘Thank ’ee, your honour.’ Relieved, Philo edged out of the booth – then paused as something occurred to him. ‘Will you need me tonight, sir?’


  ‘At the workhouse? More than ever, wouldn’t you say?’


  ‘Aye, sir. Thank ’ee, sir.’


  Philo escaped from the cookshop as quickly as possible, concerned that he’d lingered there too long. His next stop was supposed to be the Maidenhead Inn, where he intended to have a word with Toby Mackett. After that, he would proceed to St Giles’s church. But as he turned west, towards the parish almshouses, a sharp movement made him glance down the road just in time to see Fettler Ben duck into White Hart Yard.


  The White Hart was a coaching inn, and it was busy. Even as Philo paused to consider his next move, a post-chaise began to emerge from the yard’s entrance, drawn by four horses. There was a post-boy guiding the left-hand drawing horse at the very front of the team. Philo knew him. He also knew what a tricky manoeuvre it was, threading a carriage through an alley. There was no chance he would be able to edge past – or that Fettler would be able to come back out that way for some time.


  But White Hart Yard had more than one exit. So Philo dashed down Broad Street, dodging the post-chaise, and took the first left-hand turn into Drury Lane. Sure enough, he quickly arrived at the second passage into White Hart Yard, which was squared-off and narrow, with a ceiling that sagged under the weight of the inn’s two upper storeys.


  Fettler was hurrying down this passage, but stopped when he saw Philo.


  ‘Are you looking for me?’ asked Philo, folding his arms. When he saw Fettler flap his mouth like a landed fish, he knew exactly what was going on. ‘You was sent to dog my tracks,’ he added, noting that Fettler was wearing a borrowed coat. Fettler’s face had been smeared with soot, and he wore one of Garnet’s stockings as a neckerchief. Philo could only assume this was meant to be a disguise.


  ‘Mr Hooke’s orders—’ Fettler began.


  ‘I know.’ Philo felt strangely calm. He even sympathised with Fettler, who looked as if he was on the verge of tears. ‘You’re not to blame.’


  ‘You’re to blame!’ snapped Fettler. In his usual fashion, he was defending himself by going on the attack. ‘Why storm off like that? Mr Hooke didn’t know where you went!’


  ‘I went to warn Toby and Susannah—’


  ‘And decided to have dinner on the way?’ Fettler gave a snort. ‘Was that the surgeon I saw with you?’ When Philo nodded, Fettler said scornfully, ‘A man like that wouldn’t eat with a glim-jack, save he had some fetch in mind. You’re being gulled, Philo – that’s what I think. Mr Hooke thinks so, too.’


  ‘Mr Hooke always thinks so.’ Stepping aside to let a porter pass him, Philo remarked, ‘You can go home now, Fettler. I’m off to visit Toby at the Maidenhead. We should none of us spend too much time on Dyott Street, if we can avoid it.’


  Fettler frowned. ‘Aye, but Mr Hooke—’


  ‘Will know where I’ve been. I’ll tell him myself. I’ve a deal to tell him.’


  Still Fettler seemed reluctant. He began to pluck nervously at his borrowed coat. ‘Mr Hooke gave me orders. He’ll not like it if I disobey.’


  ‘You’ve been flushed, though.’


  ‘Aye. But I must follow you, still.’


  Philo heaved an impatient sigh. ‘Well, then follow me!’ he snapped, and turned on his heel. He could feel his temper rising. Though Garnet sometimes told one member of Philo’s crew to shadow another, it was usually done for training and assessment. When Fleabite had first gone out on his own, Philo had trailed him across the parish, later reporting to Garnet that Fleabite was a ‘born glim-jack’.


  But this was different.


  Philo knew that he could have dodged Fettler. He didn’t want to, though, because Fettler didn’t deserve it. He didn’t deserve the kind of punishment that Garnet would dish out once he discovered that Fettler hadn’t done his job.


  So the two boys walked on together without speaking, side by side. It wasn’t until they reached Dyott Street that Philo at last broke the silence between them.


  ‘Do you have that herb I gave you?’ he asked, stopping short.


  Fettler nodded.


  ‘Mr Hooke didn’t take it?’


  Fettler shook his head.


  ‘Good.’ Philo wasn’t about to drag one of his boys up Dyott Street without some form of protection. His own sprig of St John’s wort was sitting in his pocket – as was Toby Mackett’s share. Even so, Philo had to take a deep breath before turning the corner. It almost surprised him to see the notorious thoroughfare looking so calm and inoffensive. He’d half-expected a monster to be sauntering about.


  The Maidenhead Inn stood close to Broad Street, in front of a small yard. It was a gracious stone building, three storeys high, with dormer windows in the attic and a triangular pediment over the front door, held up by stone pillars. From the front, the inn looked more like a manor house than a St Giles hostelry – though the view from the yard was less impressive. At the rear, the inn bristled with protruding wooden box-like structures, including a half-submerged cellar and a couple of sheds. A favourite haunt of country waggoners and dealers in milled flour, the Maidenhead always had a dusty look about it, even on the wettest days.


  When Philo pushed the front door open, his entrance blew chaff and meal across the flagstone floor.


  Toby Mackett was generally to be found in the taproom, which contained a bar, a fireplace, and a lot of wooden booths. At first Philo couldn’t see him, because the atmosphere was so smoky. It was Fettler who pointed to a white apron in the distance.


  ‘There,’ he said.


  Philo nodded and made for the bar, where Toby was unloading empty tankards from a tray. Though quite small for someone who had just turned fourteen, Toby was a valuable pot-boy because he was so quick and tireless, with agile hands and a talent for mental arithmetic. He had bouncy brown hair, a pasty complexion and huge grey eyes fringed with thick dark lashes.


  When Philo touched his shoulder, he turned with a start. ‘Philo?’ he said.


  ‘I’ve something for you,’ Philo began – then broke off as his gaze shifted.


  In a booth across the room, almost hidden by smoke, Scamper Knaggs was sitting opposite Cockeye McAuliffe.


  CHAPTER 17


  OF AN UNFORTUNATE


  COINCIDENCE, AND WHY IT PUT PHILO IN GREAT PERIL


  Neither of the housebreakers had even glanced up at Philo. They were tucked against the wall, their heads bent, deep in conversation. Cockeye was running his hands through his hair while Scamper scowled into a pint-pot, his wiry wig perched crookedly on his scalp.


  Philo grabbed Toby’s arm and said, ‘Outside.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘Now.’ Philo began to retreat, but Toby resisted. He was holding an empty tray.


  ‘What ails you? Philo? I’ve work to do . . .’


  ‘Come here.’ Philo dragged Toby behind the front booth, where they couldn’t be seen from Scamper’s table. Fettler joined them a moment later.


  ‘What is it?’ Toby demanded, as he gestured towards an empty glass. ‘I have to collect the dead-men—’


  ‘You told Kit about a new arch-rogue in Rat’s Castle,’ Philo said in a low voice.


  ‘Aye . . .’


  ‘People are saying it might be a spriggan. That’s a kind of demon.’


  ‘I know,’ said Toby.


  ‘You know?’


  ‘I just heard Scamper Knaggs speak of it.’ Toby pointed. ‘He’s back there—’


  ‘I know he’s back there!’ Pushing Toby’s hand down, Philo hissed, ‘What did he say?’


  ‘He was complaining that they couldn’t get rid of their guest – their “devilish guest”. He was angry because the trap didn’t work.’ Toby’s grey eyes searched Philo’s face. ‘He was cursing your master, Philo.’


  Philo blinked. ‘Mr Hooke?’


  ‘Saying he’d led them a merry dance, what with his red threads and consecrated knives. Saying ’twas no more a sprite-trap than a mouse-trap.’ Toby glanced quickly over his shoulder, then put his mouth to Philo’s ear and whispered, ‘He promised Cockeye he would have a stern word with Mr Hooke.’


  Philo glanced at Fettler, who was looking very worried. So was Toby, who asked in a hesitant voice, ‘This spriggan – does it wander?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ Philo confessed. ‘But if it does, I’ve something here that will guard against it.’ He pulled a sprig of dried herb from his coat. ‘Susannah Quail gave this to me.’


  ‘What is it?’ Toby demanded, as Philo placed the twig in his hand.


  ‘St John’s wort. Iron is good for protection too, but it must be forged on a cold anvil.’ Philo gave Toby’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze, his gaze flitting towards the back of the room. ‘I cannot stay. Keep your ears pricked. I’d like to know what those ken-millers have to say about Mr Hooke.’


  Toby nodded. Then Philo made for the front door, with Fettler close at his heels. But even as Philo reached it, the door swung open, and he found himself confronted by a tall figure wrapped in a bulky greatcoat. Under a cocked hat streaked with tallow-wax, two moss-green eyes widened as they met Philo’s.


  Philo recognised those eyes. He’d last seen them in Cucumber Alley, after being kicked in the chest.


  ‘You!’ Gugg Worris cried in disgust.


  He lunged. Philo bolted. He hurled himself towards the kitchen – because Gugg was blocking the front door. Threading his way between the bar and the booths, Philo worried that Scamper or Cockeye might grab him. But he was too quick; they’d barely registered that something was wrong before Philo had passed them by, leaping over a dog as he went.


  He flung an empty chair onto the floor behind him, then slammed into the dark, greasy kitchen. Here he almost collided with a kitchen-maid, who jumped back with a shriek. His mind was working furiously; he knew that there was a rear entrance leading into Maidenhead Yard, so he pounded past the huge, roaring fire, jumped over a basket of cabbages, and charged out the only door he could see. Sure enough, it opened onto the yard. And since the yard opened onto Dyott Street, Philo headed back in that direction.


  But he wasn’t fast enough. As he rounded the eastern corner of the building, he spotted someone waiting up ahead. Cockeye McAuliffe was blocking the Dyott Street exit. Unlike Gugg and Scamper, who were still crashing through the kitchen, Cockeye had gone the opposite way.


  As Philo slid to a halt, Cockeye grinned slyly, beckoning with one finger. Then Gugg burst through the kitchen door. Philo had about two seconds’ grace. Spinning around, he galloped straight for a wagonload of flour-bags sitting in one corner of the yard, directly behind the parish school on Plumtree Street. Using the hub of one wheel as a foothold, he threw himself up onto the wagon, climbed its stack of flour-bags, and heaved one of them off the pile. It fell like a boulder, landing on the ground just a foot or two from Gugg Worris – who had been running to intercept him.


  The bag split, throwing up a dense cloud of flour. Gugg and Scamper both barrelled into this white mist as Philo jumped onto the roof of the school. He could hear them coughing and sneezing, but he didn’t pause; he couldn’t afford to. The roof was a single plane, propped at a shallow angle against a sheer brick wall that shot up another two storeys. Philo knew that he wouldn’t be able to scale that wall quickly enough to dodge his pursuers. So he headed for the nearest chimney.


  It was a big, square, brick chimney, and it wasn’t smoking. It didn’t even smell of smoke. Part of it seemed to have been lopped off, and the tufts of green sprouting from its crumbling mortar suggested that it hadn’t been used for some time. Peering into it, Philo could see a patch of murky light at the bottom – which wasn’t far away. For about half a second he weighed up the flue’s length, width and stability, before deciding in its favour. Though tall for his age, he was very thin. He thought that he could probably fit down the shaft.


  So he lowered himself into the chimney, feet first. With his hands clamped to its uneven rim and his legs dangling, he hesitated for a moment, wondering if he’d made a bad choice. He could hardly breathe, and his nose was no more than an inch or two away from the damp black brick in front of him. But the sound of Gugg’s furious shout gave him all the motivation he needed. Gasping with fear, he relaxed his grip on the top of the chimney.


  Whomp! Down he went, about six feet or so. He landed heavily on a bag of coal, which was being stored in what appeared to be an unused fireplace. The impact left him grazed and winded, but not badly hurt. Though he’d scraped the skin off his knuckles and torn a few holes in his stockings, he hadn’t snapped any bones.


  The space into which he’d fallen seemed to be a storeroom. It contained a lot of wood and coal, a few broken chairs, a broom, a bucket, a mop and a loose collection of framed slates. The only window was shuttered, the only door firmly closed – though not locked. When Philo turned the handle, it yielded to his pressure.


  So he flung the door open, and found himself staring at a sea of boys’ faces in a large, well-lit room.


  Some of these faces were dirty, some clean; some were dark and some were fair. Philo recognised a number of the boys, though they were all very young. Lined up on long benches, they sat facing a desk and a book-cupboard.


  Behind the desk was a young man dressed in black, whose jaw dropped when he spotted Philo.


  ‘What the—?’ he spluttered.


  Philo knew this gentleman. He was Mr Bramwell, Master of St George’s parish school. For a split-second Philo toyed with the idea of offering an explanation, then decided not to bother. Instead he stumbled past Mr Bramwell, heading for the exit.


  ‘I say! You there! What do you think you’re doing?’ Mr Bramwell’s outraged voice followed him into the open air – where Philo turned left instead of right. He knew that the housebreakers would be running to intercept him on Broad Street (if they’d decided to chase him at all), so rather than take the quickest route home, he chose the longest and most roundabout. By losing himself in the back-end of Bloomsbury, he hoped to shake off even the most dogged of the gang, who were bound to lose interest sooner or later.


  After all, he’d done nothing but call Gugg Worris a thief in public.


  Wending his way towards Great Russell Street, Philo stopped worrying about his own neck and started fretting over the safety of other people. Fettler Ben, for instance; had he got away? He’d had plenty of time, because the housebreakers had been concentrating on Philo. But what if Fettler had been stupid? What if he’d hung back to defend his captain?


  And then there was Garnet Hooke. Scamper Knaggs had threatened to have a ‘word’ with Garnet. What did that mean, exactly? In the past, Garnet had always been shielded from rebuke by the fear that he might lay a curse on someone. But what if Scamper’s crew weren’t scared of a cunning man who couldn’t deliver what he’d promised?


  And why hadn’t he delivered? Could it be because the new uprightman wasn’t a spriggan after all?


  As he hurried past the handsome buildings on the western end of Great Russell Street, Philo was acutely conscious of all the foul alleys that lay just behind them. He felt as if the stately façades were strung together like a dam, holding back a swirling tide of dark, noxious sludge. On reaching Tottenham Court Road, he headed towards the pound with great caution, his ears pricked and his eyes peeled. He kept hiding behind carts and coaches and sedan chairs, flitting from one to the other as he plotted a course for Hog Lane. From there, it was just a few blocks to Seven Dials – and Philo always felt safe in Seven Dials. It was his neighbourhood; he knew it better than anywhere else. There were any number of bolt-holes in Seven Dials where he would be welcome.


  Firstly, however, he had to make a quick detour. Susannah still had to be told about the spriggan – and Philo wondered if he should also mention the failure of the sprite-trap. Would that mean anything to her? On Denmark Street he scanned the faces streaming past, conscious that he was heading back towards the Maidenhead Inn. But he was sure that Scamper’s crew would have given up, by this time. It had been a good half-hour since Philo’s escape through the chimney.


  With the spire of St Giles looming over him, Philo fought his way through a mob of Frenchmen before emerging into the open space in front of the church. It was quite busy, thanks to a hurdy-gurdy player stationed near the entrance to the livery stables. But Philo didn’t even glance in that direction. He was too busy staring at the Resurrection Gate, where Susannah Quail was talking to a couple of men.


  One of the men was Gugg Worris. The other was Scamper Knaggs.


  It was an appalling sight. Susannah looked so small and fragile next to the large, menacing housebreakers. Phil’s head was in a whirl. How could he possibly defend her? He glanced around in search of a weapon, but saw only cobbles and cabbage-stalks.


  ‘Hoi! Scamper Knaggs!’ he cried, hoping to draw the men away. At least a dozen heads snapped around – Scamper’s among them. Gugg glanced up too. Then he grimaced, and started towards Philo.


  Scamper Knaggs, however, didn’t budge.


  Philo plunged into the crowd of people to his right. All of them were clustered around the hurdy-gurdy man, who was playing ‘Beggar Boy’. Weaving between their closely packed bodies, Philo headed for Lloyd’s Court, mentally cursing Toby Mackett. Toby must have told the housebreakers about Susannah Quail; there was no other explanation for their sudden appearance outside the church. Scamper must have heard about Philo’s meeting in the tavern with Toby, who must have told Scamper – under duress – that Susannah had given Philo some St John’s wort . . .


  From Lloyd’s Court, Philo took the tight little passage that doubled back into the livery stables. He knew that Gugg was somewhere behind him, but couldn’t leave Susannah alone with Scamper Knaggs. So he pressed on, finally emerging into the stable yard. Here a dozen or so hackney coachmen kept their horses and carriages, though there wasn’t any sign of them so early in the afternoon. Most of the stalls and coach-houses were empty. Philo’s gaze swept the whole yard, alighting on a range of objects: a rake, an axe, a scattering of straw-bales, a rusty coach spring, a splintered axle-tree. An ostler was chatting to a waterman at one end of the yard, but they hadn’t noticed Philo.


  Checking behind him, Philo saw no sign of Gugg Worris. Though he knew he didn’t have much of a head start, he lingered long enough to snatch up the nearest straw-bale, which he threw across the narrow mouth of the alley he’d just left behind. Then he grabbed a pitchfork and laid it in front of the straw-bale, with its prongs pointing at the sky. Finally he made for St Giles’s church, hoping that Gugg would leap over the straw-bale and tread on the pitchfork.


  Even if the housebreaker’s boots were too thick for a metal prong to pierce, he was bound to get whacked in the face when the pitchfork’s wooden shaft flipped up.


  Philo wished that he could borrow something from the stables before he went to face Scamper Knaggs. The axe, for instance, would have made a handy weapon. But he didn’t want to be charged with theft, so when he emerged from the stable yard, he was empty-handed.


  It didn’t matter, though. One look at the Resurrection Gate told him that Scamper had disappeared.


  And so had Susannah.


  CHAPTER 18


  CONTAINING SEVERAL


  NEW MATTERS NOT EXPECTED


  Philo stood frozen with shock. The hurdy-gurdy was still wailing nearby, as people clapped along to the strains of ‘Prince Rupert’s March’. There was a lot of noise.


  ‘Susannah?’ Philo shouted. He pushed past a giggling knot of kitchen-maids, heading towards the church. Simon Edy was there, along with his dog. The sexton was emerging from the vestry house. But Susannah had vanished.


  ‘Susannah Quail!’ Philo wondered if Simon knew what had befallen her. Surely she hadn’t been abducted? In broad daylight? In front of such a large audience?


  ‘Philo?’


  He recognised Susannah’s voice at once; it was coming from behind him. Whirling around, he saw that she was over by the entrance to Lloyd’s Court, basket in hand.


  His relief was profound but short-lived. He had other things to worry about.


  ‘Where’s Scamper?’ he exclaimed, rushing towards her. He was listening for a distant roar of pain that might signal Gugg’s encounter with the pitchfork – but it was hard to hear anything through the drone of the hurdy-gurdy. ‘What happened? Where are you going?’


  ‘To look for you,’ Susannah replied. She seemed startled when he grabbed her hand and began to pull her away from Lloyd’s Court. ‘Are you all right, Philo? Is that flour in your hair?’


  ‘Scamper Knaggs. The man in the cheap wig. You was just talking to him—’


  ‘He asked me about the wort I gave you. He wanted to know if I’d got it from your master.’


  ‘From Mr Hooke?’


  ‘I told him I hadn’t.’ Susannah spoke patiently as she limped along behind Philo. ‘He seemed angry. He asked why Mr Hooke hadn’t given Gugg any wort, if it was so good against spriggans.’


  Philo grimaced, glancing towards the stable yard. Gugg still hadn’t appeared. ‘He mentioned the spriggan?’


  ‘And pressed me for advice. I said I had none.’


  ‘I’m sorry Scamper came to you,’ Philo muttered. ‘’Twasn’t my doing. Someone gave him your name.’ He paused for a moment, still eyeing the entrance to the livery stables. ‘Where did Scamper go?’ he said at last. ‘Did he set off after me?’


  Susannah shook her head. ‘He went to speak to your master.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘He said your master had used him falsely.’


  Philo swore under his breath. Dragging his gaze away from the stables, he fixed it on Susannah. ‘You should go home,’ he said. ‘They might come back.’


  ‘They’ll not hurt me,’ she assured him. ‘Why should they?’


  ‘They’re rogues, that’s why.’


  ‘I cannot abandon my post, Philo, or I might lose it.’ She smiled up at him, her tone as mild as milk. ‘I am not a seamstress. I cannot earn my daily bread at home.’


  ‘Aye, but—’


  ‘You’re the one being chased. You’re the one who should leave.’ Susannah removed her hand from Philo’s and gently patted his arm. ‘Don’t trouble yourself on my account. I have a strong charm to protect me. It works well, or I’d not be here now.’


  Philo hesitated, torn between his concern for Susannah and his concern for Garnet Hooke. Both were frail and slow and undefended. But Susannah had the church within reach; Garnet’s bed offered no such sanctuary.


  ‘Run to the church if Gugg bothers you again,’ he advised her. Then, as the hurdy-gurdy fell silent, he heard the unmistakable yelp of someone in pain.


  ‘Ah – ah – that damn moon-curser! I’ll tear his head off!’


  Philo saluted Susannah and dashed back up to Broad Street. (He wasn’t about to take the shorter route home, because it would have taken him past the livery stables.) At the almshouses he turned right, and was soon careening down King Street towards Cucumber Alley. By this time it was raining – a fine, misty rain that turned the dusting of soot and flour on Philo’s clothes into a kind of thin paste. He was tired and cold, and the rain trickled down from his hatless head into his collar. When a friendly bookbinder hailed him, he couldn’t dredge up the energy to reply. He just raised his hand as he veered into Queen Street.


  He heard Garnet’s cough before he’d even arrived at his lodgings; it sounded as if Garnet was hacking up bits of lung. A quick scan of the alley told Philo that Scamper Knaggs was nowhere in sight. Neither were any of Philo’s team. But when he pushed open the front door, he heard someone calling to him – and he looked up to see Fettler Ben huddled outside Garnet’s room.


  ‘God ha’ mercy, Captain, I’m glad to see you!’ Fettler exclaimed. He was still wearing his feeble disguise, and hadn’t yet cleaned the soot off his face. He must have come straight from the Maidenhead Inn. ‘They didn’t snap you? I thought they must have, when I saw Scamper—’


  ‘Where is Scamper?’ Philo interrupted, from the bottom of the staircase. He’d barely finished speaking when he heard a raised voice behind Garnet’s door.


  ‘In there,’ Fettler said, pointing. ‘I tried to stop him, but Mr Hooke wouldn’t let me.’


  Philo was already bounding up the stairs, two at a time. When he reached Garnet’s room, he put an ear to the door and listened intently, trying to make out what was being said. But Garnet’s voice was little more than a hoarse wheeze; it was possible to distinguish only one word in ten.


  ‘. . . bait...gold...tempting. . .’


  ‘’Tis the lure at fault, then – not the trap?’ Scamper’s response was loud and clear, and edged with menace. ‘When the spriggan comes, it will be caught?’


  ‘...book...claim...faery hoard...’


  ‘Well, I hope so.’ Scamper tone was sceptical. ‘For if that gold don’t work, you’ll see me back here. And I’ll not be alone.’


  Philo didn’t wait to hear more. Grabbing Fettler’s sleeve, he pushed the door open and burst into Garnet’s room, where Scamper Knaggs was standing by the window, his wig askew and his arms folded. It was very warm and stuffy. Scamper’s face was damp with sweat, as were the armpits of his brown buckram coat. He smelled of ale and old cheese.


  Garnet was sitting up in bed, his chest labouring, his eyes bloodshot. His face looked grey; his nose was as sharp as a pen. The sight of his shaking hands caused Philo’s heart to sink. Though Garnet had been ill for as long as Philo could remember, he wasn’t usually this ill.


  ‘Theophilus.’ Though Garnet could barely force the words out, his gaze was hard enough to make Philo wince. ‘I don’t believe I invited you to join us.’


  ‘That’s the lad I spoke of,’ Scamper announced, before Philo could answer. ‘The one with the wort.’


  ‘Hmm.’ Garnet pulled a sour face. ‘As I may have observed, Theophilus seems to be following his own path. I was not the source of that herb.’


  ‘’Tis a good ’un, though?’ asked Scamper. ‘For spriggans?’


  Garnet shrugged. Then, quite unexpectedly, he broke into verse.


  ‘St John’s wort doth charm all witches away


  If gathered at midnight on the saint’s holy day


  Devils or witches have no power to harm


  Those that gather the plant for a charm.’


  As Philo stared at him, drop-jawed, Garnet smiled crookedly. ‘The old lore recommends it. That is all I can tell you,’ he finished.


  The housebreaker pondered this, scowling. At last he demanded, ‘Would it shield me, if I was to attack a spriggan?’


  Garnet spread his hands. ‘The old lore would have it so,’ he replied. ‘But I’d not attempt it without a good weapon and a staunch lieutenant.’


  ‘Do you have any wort?’ Scamper wanted to know.


  ‘I do.’ Garnet hesitated before adding hoarsely, ‘’Twill cost you tuppence.’


  ‘That it will not.’ Scamper narrowed his eyes, which were small and mud-coloured. Though his face was doughy and white, like suet, there was something strangely forbidding about it. ‘You’ll give it to me free of charge, in recompense for our failed trap. And if the gold don’t work as bait, I’ll come back here to take the rest o’ your stock.’


  As the housebreaker glanced towards the nearest windowsill, with its load of bottles and jars, Philo stepped forward, glaring at him. Fettler clenched his fists. But Garnet waved them back weakly.


  ‘I cannot prevent you from taking my herbs,’ he told Scamper, ‘but I would advise you not to use them. Such things can be very . . .’ He paused for an instant, regarding the housebreaker with a gleam in his eye. ‘. . . very dangerous to the uneducated,’ he finished, then turned to Fettler and croaked, ‘Fetch my St John’s wort.’


  While Fettler Ben scurried to obey, Philo watched Scamper like a hawk, alert to his every move. But the housebreaker didn’t so much as raise an eyebrow. When he finally received his measure of St John’s wort, he snatched it from Fettler Ben without a word of thanks, heading for the door in what looked like a fit of bad temper. Even so, he refrained from making any more threats – to Garnet, at least.


  To Philo he said, on his way out, ‘You’d best keep a civil tongue in your head, my young glim-jack. Gugg don’t fancy being called a prig to his face. I’d stay out of his path, for the present.’


  Philo was tempted to retort that he wasn’t so easily frightened. On reflection, however, he decided not to. He didn’t say anything until he heard the front door slam.


  Then he turned to Garnet and growled, ‘What are you going to do?’


  Garnet began to cough again. He coughed until tears leaked from his eyes. Finally, after gulping down a few mouthfuls of air, he responded to Philo’s question – though not with an answer. ‘Why were you at the Maidenhead Inn?’ he rasped.


  Philo glanced at Fettler Ben, wondering if he’d had time to make a full report. Or had this nugget of information come from Scamper Knaggs? ‘I went to warn Toby about the spriggan,’ said Philo. ‘And to give him some o’ Susannah’s wort.’ As Garnet expression became steely, Philo burst out, ‘Didn’t you hear Scamper? He believes in the spriggan! This is not some clever lay designed to fill his pockets!’


  ‘Not his pockets, perhaps.’ Before Philo could protest, Garnet added wearily, ‘I’d prefer it if you didn’t go about robbing me of business by distributing free herbs. Was that why you met with Mr Paxton? To give him some of your wort?’


  Philo glared at Fettler, who coloured and looked away.


  ‘You should have sent Fleabite to follow me,’ Philo muttered. ‘Fettler’s not quick enough. I flushed him on Broad Street.’


  ‘Francis has gone with William to buy fish for dinner.’ Garnet choked back a cough, then gasped out, ‘Though I gather you’ve already dined – at Mrs Maine’s cookshop, no less. Shin of beef, was it?’


  Philo ignored this sharp little dig. ‘Mr Paxton told me there’s been another case like Jemmy,’ he declared, ‘and ’twas none other than Junks LeCourt.’ Seeing Garnet frown, Philo finished, ‘Belike the spriggan’s taken aim at Civil Joe Constantine’s gang o’ rank riders. So there’ll be even more treasure for the hoard.’


  Garnet was hooked. He could always be distracted by an offer of information. ‘Have you confirmed this?’ he asked.


  Philo rolled his eyes. ‘Why would Mr Paxton lie about it?’


  ‘You tell me. You claim to know him.’


  ‘I know him well enough to believe what he says.’


  ‘You don’t know him at all,’ Garnet snapped. ‘Do you know he spent time in a debtor’s prison?’


  Philo blinked. At last he said, ‘Who told you that?’


  ‘Daniel did. Six months ago.’ Garnet groped feebly for the ledger that was lying open on the bed beside him. Laying a claw-like finger on one of the scribbled entries, he rasped, ‘Daniel was listening to the linen-draper on Parker’s Lane, and heard her express doubts about her new lodger. He was a surgeon whose drinking had driven him to penury. He’d pawned his instruments before being gaoled for debt. But an old friend had rescued him, and a spell in the navy had improved his prospects. The linen-draper was inclined to give him the benefit of the doubt.’


  Philo swallowed, trying to absorb this news. It was startling, but not unheard-of. Many a decent gentleman had ended up in a sponging-house. ‘I don’t remember that . . .’ he admitted.


  ‘I didn’t recollect it myself, until I consulted my records.’ Garnet flipped the ledger shut. ‘So you see – you don’t know Mr Paxton as well as you might think.’


  Philo was barely listening. ‘Belike he took to drink after his wife died.’


  ‘No doubt.’


  ‘It don’t mean he’s a liar.’


  ‘It does mean he’s a stranger,’ said Garnet. He was watching Philo from beneath drooping eyelids, his head lolling against a pillow. ‘You don’t know him, Theophilus. Remember that. Knowing anyone takes time. Trusting anyone should take even longer. Ask yourself: what does he want from me? That is the question that should always be uppermost in your mind.’


  Suddenly Garnet exploded into a fit of coughing that turned him grey, and made him gasp like a drowning man. Philo stood by helplessly, wondering what he should do. He was relieved when Fettler said, ‘Laudanum, sir?’


  Garnet nodded. Then he turned back to Philo. ‘Go to the George Inn. Satisfy yourself that Mr Paxton is telling the truth about Jasper LeCourt. If he is, I’ll send word to Mr Fielding.’


  ‘Aye, sir.’


  Worried and confused, Philo turned to leave. But as he opened the door, Garnet called to him, ‘Theophilus! Don’t fret about those housebreakers. They’ll not hurt you, for fear of offending me.’


  Philo paused for a moment. ‘Are you sure o’ that, sir?’ he rejoined. ‘I’m inclined to think they’re doubting your power to curse ’em, now that your trap’s failed.’


  ‘Perhaps my trap is failing because there is no spriggan to catch,’ Garnet drawled. ‘Mr Knaggs may be dense, but the possibility is bound to cross his mind sooner or later.’ Closing his eyes, he concluded, ‘Have no fear, Theophilus. You’re far too quick to be caught out, no matter who – or what – might be chasing you.’


  He was swigging down his laudanum by the time Philo closed the door.


  CHAPTER 19


  HOW PHILO


  ESTABLISHED THAT MR PAXTON WAS TELLING THE TRUTH


  When Philo emerged from his lodgings, he moved slowly and cautiously, fearful that Gugg Worris might be lying in wait. But there wasn’t a soul to be seen on Cucumber Alley. The rain was much heavier now, and had driven most people inside. Even the beggars had vanished.


  So Philo hunched his shoulders, pulled his hat down all the way to his nose, and set a course for the George Inn. He hugged the side of the street, trying to shelter beneath overhanging eaves and second storeys as the thoughts tumbled around in his head. Perhaps it would be wise to check his facts before acting on them. He owed Garnet Hooke so much, and had known him for so long; was there any real cause to doubt him? Mr Paxton, on the other hand, was a virtual stranger. For all that he was so generous and amiable, was he indeed worthy of Philo’s trust?


  Up ahead, a figure suddenly turned into the alley from Great Earl Street. Philo recognised Kit at once, though his wild mop of hair was plastered to his hatless skull. Kit was eating whelks out of a rag. When he spotted Philo, he quickened his pace.


  They met up outside a milliner’s shop.


  ‘Where did you go earlier?’ were the first words out of Kit’s mouth. ‘And what happened to your stockings?’


  ‘I was waylaid by Gugg Worris. He’s nursing a grudge.’


  Kit grimaced.


  ‘But that’s not the worst of it.’ Philo began to describe what had happened in Garnet’s room. ‘Scamper’s as scared as anyone,’ he finished. ‘This never was his lay. He’s seeking help.’


  ‘So—’


  ‘So whose lay is it?’ Glancing uneasily over his shoulder, Philo remarked, ‘Belike ’tis no lay at all.’


  ‘Mr Hooke thinks it is, and he’s a cunning man,’ Kit pointed out. Then he offered Philo a whelk.


  Philo shook his head, making the raindrops fly off his hat-brim. ‘I’ve had my dinner.’ Seeing Kit’s look of alarm, he added, ‘You’ve not missed yours. I dined early. Can you think of any prig in London wily enough for such a scheme as this? A scheme that’s fobbed even a fox like Scamper Knaggs?’


  Kit hesitated. Philo could tell from the absent look in his eye that he was running through a mental list of names.


  ‘Civil Joe Constantine?’ Kit finally suggested.


  ‘I doubt it.’ Philo explained that he was on his way to the George Inn, to check on Junks LeCourt. ‘They say he’s been felled by a faery stroke. If he has, I’d lay odds someone’s trying to scare Civil Joe.’


  Kit snorted. ‘Good luck to ’em,’ he said through a mouthful of whelk. ‘Civil Joe don’t scare easy.’


  ‘A real spriggan might do it.’ Philo and Kit looked at each other for a moment. Then Philo observed, ‘Mr Hooke thinks his trap likely failed because there is no spriggan. Though he told Scamper to try a different bait.’


  ‘What should we do, Captain?’


  ‘I don’t know.’ Philo could feel the cold rain soaking through his shirt. ‘Mr Hooke has promised to tell the Bow Street magistrate. Not that Mr Fielding can do aught against a spriggan. Nor against an uprightman, come to that – not unless someone decides to prosecute.’


  ‘The Duke o’ Bedford might,’ said Kit. ‘He owns a good portion o’ this parish.’


  It was Philo’s turn to snort. ‘Oh, aye. The Duke o’ Bedford. I can just see Mr Fielding applying to him about a demon on Dyott Street.’ As Kit wiped his wet face, Philo felt a pang of guilt. ‘You should get out o’ the rain. I’ll be back shortly.’


  ‘Let me come with you,’ Kit offered. ‘Lest you fall in with Gugg Worris.’


  ‘Gugg Worris couldn’t keep up with me,’ said Philo, his thoughts flitting briefly to the pitchfork at the livery stables. Then he patted Kit on the arm and headed for Castle Street, trying to marshal all the facts he’d collected about the George Inn.


  The inn’s landlord was a morose man with a wife but no children. He employed three post-boys, a pot-boy, three chambermaids, an ostler, four grooms, a boot-boy, a housekeeper, a cook and a couple of general servants. It was such a busy establishment that its stabling required a separate yard. Philo was sure that Jasper LeCourt would be found somewhere near the coach-house, but decided to try the taproom and parlour first – because the pot-boy, Ephraim, was an acquaintance of his.


  Sure enough, Ephraim was clearing tables in the parlour, wearing an apron and wielding a wet rag. At sixteen, he already had the kind of height and width that made him invaluable when dealing with angry topers. Though he was a good-natured youth, with a sunny, open face and springy blond curls, his broken nose, missing teeth and scarred chin marked him as someone who never backed away from a fight.


  ‘Hollo!’ he exclaimed cheerfully, on spotting Philo. ‘What’s toward, moon-curser?’


  ‘I came to see Mr LeCourt,’ Philo responded. ‘Where can I find him?’


  Ephraim straightened, tossing his rag across his shoulder. ‘Junks is very ill, at present. You’ll find him in his room above the coach-house. But he’ll not speak to you.’


  ‘Oh, aye?’ Philo tried to sound concerned. ‘What ails him?’


  Ephraim shrugged. ‘Some foul distemper. I’ve not laid eyes on the man since yesterday. Why did you want to consult Junks? I didn’t know you was acquainted.’


  Philo did a quick mental inventory, which yielded the perfect answer. ‘Mr Sterne has charged me with giving him money, to pay off a debt.’


  ‘Not the famed three-guinea debt! But poor Junks is lying in a stupor!’ Ephraim burst out laughing. Then, with a guilty glance around the room – which was dark and smoky and filled with the smell of beer and boiled cabbage – he pulled a solemn face and said, ‘He’s oft talked o’ that debt. But from what I hear, he’s not fit to take charge of it. You’d best give the money to me, and I’ll convey it to him when he’s well again.’


  Philo grimaced. ‘I cannot,’ he said. ‘Though I don’t doubt your honesty, I undertook to deliver the sum into his keeping. Mr Sterne was very particular. Belike I should return the money to Mr Sterne, and tell him what’s amiss—’


  ‘Nay, nay!’ Ephraim cried. ‘Return the money? Junks would gut me, if ever he heard! He’s been waiting for it this twelvemonth, and would be loath to let it go.’


  ‘If I cannot lay it in his hand, I shall come back later,’ Philo insisted, before bidding the pot-boy a hurried goodbye. But instead of retracing his steps towards Cucumber Alley, Philo headed in the opposite direction. Though he didn’t have a plan in mind, he wanted to know more. So he made his way through a steady drizzle to the coach yard, where the George Inn’s stables were to be found.


  Unlike the inn itself – which was a handsome building four storeys high, with galleries stacked around an inner court – the inn’s stabling was just a collection of small, mean structures, all propping each other up like drunkards. Manure was piled everywhere, among bales of straw and broken cartwheels. Philo identified the coach-house easily, thanks to the post-chaise that occupied its lower level. An external staircase led to the floor above, which had a rickety look about it. Two tiny windows peered out from under the thatched eaves like a pair of spectacles shaded by heavy eyebrows. Smoke poured from the crooked chimney set above them.


  Philo swiftly surveyed the coach-house, then looked around the yard. There weren’t many people about. A groom was leading a horse across the cobbles. Two post-boys were sitting on a sack of oats just inside the stable door. They were smoking as they watched rain drip off the eaves.


  ‘Where may I find Mr Jasper LeCourt?’ Philo asked one of the post-boys, who was a squat, ill-featured youth in a grubby wig and ragged livery. Though Philo knew quite well that this young man was called Steward, he wasn’t sure if Steward knew his name.


  ‘What’s your business with Junks?’ Steward inquired, removing the pipe from his mouth.


  ‘I’ve a message for him.’


  ‘He’s up there.’ Steward waved his pipe at the top floor of the coach-house. ‘But he’ll not hear you, no matter how loud you speak.’


  ‘Why?’ said Philo.


  The post-boy didn’t answer. And when Philo followed his gaze, he saw that Steward was watching a man who had just begun to descend the coach-house stairs – a tall man wrapped in a long black riding cloak. As this man hurried towards them, his cloak flapping open, Philo caught a brief glimpse of what lay beneath: a green velvet coat, an embroidered silk waistcoat, a lace cravat and a small sword. Beneath his cocked hat (which was trimmed with a sodden scarlet plume), the man’s face was strong and ruddy, with high cheekbones, thick brows and hazel eyes tinged with yellow.


  Philo recognised the face of Civil Joe Constantine.


  ‘You! Bill Steward!’ The highwayman’s voice was like a trumpet blast. Ignoring Philo, he marched straight up to the post-boys and addressed Steward as if the two of them were alone in all the world. ‘What befell that ostler? Tell me.’


  Steward shrugged. ‘I didn’t see,’ he replied, his expression wary and sullen.


  ‘Then what did you hear?’


  Steward glanced at his mate, who said, ‘One o’ the grooms found Junks in the stables this morning. Flat on his face like a dead man.’


  ‘Did he speak? Did he say aught?’ Civil Joe demanded.


  Both of the post-boys shook their heads.


  ‘Was anyone seen here last night? A stranger?’


  This time Civil Joe’s question seemed to confuse the post-boys, who exchanged glances again. Then Steward growled, ‘There’s never no shortage o’ strangers at a coaching inn.’


  Civil Joe made an impatient noise between a snort and a sigh. ‘’Tis a particular set o’ strangers that interests me,’ he declared, before describing – in precise detail – Scamper Knaggs, Gugg Worris, Jemmy Jukes and Cockeye McAuliffe. The Dyott Street gang.


  Philo recognised them instantly, though the two post-boys clearly didn’t.


  ‘I saw no one like that last night,’ Steward mumbled. ‘But I was abed, for a good portion of it.’


  ‘The doctor said ’twas apoplexy that felled Junks,’ his friend added, peering up at Civil Joe through his pipe-smoke. ‘He said there wasn’t a mark on him that would account for it, so ’twas likely a rupture of the vessels—’


  ‘’Twas an attack.’ Civil Joe spoke sharply. He kept shifting and fidgeting, as if his barely suppressed anger was making his muscles twitch. ‘’Twas an attack,’ he repeated, spitting the words out, ‘and there will be reckoning – mark that. A hard reckoning.’ He paused for a moment, breathing heavily as he glared around the yard. Then he swallowed and made a visible effort to calm himself. ‘You’ve witnessed naught here that troubles you, of late? Strange shadows . . . odd noises . . . peculiar scratches or footprints, as if left by some unseen creature?’


  Steward looked at Civil Joe as if he were mad, then slowly shook his head again.


  ‘What manner of creature?’ asked the other post-boy. But Civil Joe dismissed this question with an impatient wave.


  ‘None that exists,’ he muttered. ‘A faery tale. A lie. I’ll teach ’em to lie to my face, by damn . . .’


  He stormed off, his hand on his sword-hilt. Philo watched him intently, but knew better than to follow him. Only when the billowing black cape had disappeared from sight did Steward remark sourly, ‘I always thought that cull as mad as Bedlam. Unseen creatures! Does he think a rat dinged Junks?’


  ‘That doctor who came here was university-trained,’ his friend observed. ‘A physician. Cost all o’ two guineas. He wouldn’t have missed a wound.’


  Philo said nothing. Instead he walked away, his head in a whirl. So Civil Joe didn’t believe in the spriggan! That was bad news for Scamper Knaggs. Civil Joe’s crew was a fierce one, well armed with pistols and accustomed to using them. Scamper was simply a housebreaker, equipped with little more than picklocks and jemmies. He would not fare well against rank riders – unless, of course, he had a secret weapon.


  Unless the spriggan really did exist.


  Scamper must have threatened Civil Joe to his face, Philo thought, as he hurried back to Cucumber Alley, else Joe wouldn’t have known where to look for a culprit. He wasn’t surprised. Scamper was desperate. He was so scared of the spriggan, he wouldn’t have baulked at threatening King George himself. But Civil Joe wasn’t just any thief. He had once been acquitted of holding up three coaches in quick succession, with a single pistol and no help. He was the scourge of Hounslow Heath, yet hadn’t faced justice for most of his crimes because no one could be found who would prosecute. If anyone was a match for a monster, it was Civil Joe Constantine.


  Philo couldn’t wait to tell Garnet about Civil Joe. He was even tempted to alert Mr Paxton, just to prove that his own theory about Jasper LeCourt had been the right one.


  But when he arrived home, Philo discovered that he would not be seeing Mr Paxton that night. Because Garnet had decided to send Lippy in his place.


  CHAPTER 20


  A NIGHT-SCENE,


  WHEREIN VIOLENCE ENVELOPED THE STREETS OF THE PARISH


  Philo stood outside Tom’s Coffee House. It was nearly midnight, and the coffee-house always closed its doors on the stroke of twelve, forcing dozens of gentlemen into the street. Philo was hoping that one of these gentlemen might need a linkboy. He thought it likely, since the night was moonless. And though Russell Street was well lit, the alleys leading off it were as dark as graves.


  So Philo waited by the coffee-house door, fretting about his crew. Since starting work that evening, he had spotted three people hurrying along Drury Lane with their coats turned inside out. Though one person might have been absent-minded enough to dress like that, it seemed too much of a coincidence that all three of them had made the same mistake. Philo could only assume that someone had been warning people about the spriggan.


  But even that hadn’t unnerved Philo as much as an encounter he’d had in Castle Street. He’d been escorting a midwife to a childbirth when he’d heard shouting, and the thump of heavy footsteps. His first thought had been to usher the midwife out of harm’s way. Then he’d spied torches in the distance, and had been reassured; thieves, he knew, tended to shun the light. Even so, it wasn’t until a knot of Irish chairmen had erupted out of the shadows that he’d felt truly safe. Though large and angry and armed with chair-poles, they were all Val’s friends, and their anger hadn’t been directed at Philo.


  They’d been searching for three footpads who had attacked a sedan chair, less than an hour earlier.


  A man called Niall Donohoe – who’d recognised Philo – had stopped to tell him the news. Spluttering with fury, his wig askew and his livery smeared with mud, Niall had warned Philo that the gang of thieves now roaming the parish must be ‘desperate’, since only desperate rogues would assault a couple of Irish chairmen just to reach the lady who’d hired them. ‘Thrown from the chair and robbed of all but her stays and petticoats,’ Niall had growled, his pockmarked face red with anger. ‘And Pat Murphy with a broke jaw, and Rab Riordan coughing up blood, poor lad. ’Tis an outrage, so ’tis.’


  ‘Did anyone see their faces?’ had been Philo’s only question.


  Niall had shaken his head. ‘Wearing masks, every man. But you must tread careful, and tell your boys the same. We’ve a mind to send young Val home, if we don’t come upon these rogues within the hour.’


  He’d then run off to join his companions, leaving Philo with a hysterical midwife. And now, standing outside Tom’s Coffee House, Philo was wondering if he should cut his losses and go looking for the rest of his crew. Fleabite was with Kit, but Dandy was all alone. And though Lippy was sturdy enough, he wouldn’t stand a chance against the bullies who’d brought down a pair of Irish chairmen.


  The trouble was that Philo didn’t know where any of his friends actually were. At six o’clock Lippy had been outside the St Giles workhouse, waiting for Mr Paxton – but that had been all of six hours ago. Since then, Philo hadn’t spotted Lippy once, though he’d been keeping a sharp lookout. Philo wanted to know how the surgeon had reacted, on being told that Lippy was taking Philo’s place. Had he been disappointed? Unconcerned? Suspicious? Philo himself wasn’t too happy about it, though he’d decided not to defy a man who could barely draw breath to speak – especially since Garnet had promised to warn the Bow Street magistrate about recent developments just as soon as he was strong enough hold a pen.


  Philo hoped that Garnet would recover. The prospect of losing him was unbearable; Philo always refused to think about it, even when the man was too sick to rise from his bed. But these bad spells never failed to leave Philo badly shaken, like someone trying to cross a plank over a precipice. And his sense of unease was heightened by the atmosphere in the streets all around him. There was something strange in the air. Something wrong.


  ‘By heavens, ’tis frosty!’ a loud voice suddenly blared. Turning, Philo saw three gentlemen emerge from Tom’s Coffee House: a stout naval officer in blue, a thin army officer in red and a very young man in pearl-grey silk. The young man had a pale, fresh, gentle face that seemed to glow in the torchlight. He wore a wig as white as thistledown, and his voice, when he spoke, was as soft as spun silk.


  ‘Are you coming my way, sir?’ he asked the naval officer, who clapped him on the back and said, ‘Not I. But take this linkboy – Saunders and I will sally forth with a rushlight.’


  ‘If you’re sure . . .’ the young man murmured.


  ‘Aye, we’re old campaigners, never fear.’ The naval officer patted the hilt of his small sword, as his craggy-faced companion smiled forbiddingly. They parted from their young friend with many compliments and professions of goodwill; after listening to them, Philo deduced that the young man’s name was Ignatius, and that the naval officer was his godfather.


  ‘I wish to go to New Inn, on Wych Street,’ Ignatius told Philo, who had never seen such a pigeon in all his life. Everything about the gentleman said rob me, from his silver buttons right down to his shy smile and gleaming white teeth. Normally, Philo would have taken a few short cuts to reach Wych Street, but since most of these short cuts involved dark alleys – and since he had a new-hatched chick like Ignatius under his protection – Philo wasn’t about to take any risks.


  So they headed down Russell Street, and would have gone as far as Drury Lane if Ignatius hadn’t suddenly remarked, in his quiet fashion, ‘Would it not be quicker to skirt the playhouse?’


  ‘Aye, your honour,’ Philo agreed. ‘If you’ve no objection to seedy, ill-lit passages—’


  ‘The sooner we get there, the happier I’ll be,’ said Ignatius, blowing on his chilled fingers.


  With a nod, Philo turned down Bridges Street, which was another broad thoroughfare, busy and well lit thanks to the presence of several taverns and gaming houses. But Philo had no sooner ducked into Little Bridges Street than he began to feel uncomfortable. This street was no more than an alley lined with pawnshops, and it led straight past St Mary’s burial ground. Philo didn’t like the playhouse quarter. It was a warren of a place, full of dead ends and bolt-holes and mean, unhealthy gin-shops. What’s more, it smelled bad, thanks to the graveyard it was wrapped around.


  He was within spitting distance of this graveyard when he suddenly realised that they were being followed. Though he couldn’t hear or see anything odd, he could smell tobacco in the air, consistently, as if a heavy smoker was trailing them.


  Up ahead, there was a right-hand turn. Philo wondered if someone was waiting behind that corner. ‘Sir,’ he whispered, ‘do you know the hole in the wall of St Mary’s burial ground?’


  ‘I do,’ Ignatius replied, lowering his own voice to match Philo’s. ‘Why?’


  ‘We must head for it, your honour, and then you must take the passage back onto Bridges Street.’ Before Ignatius could do more than gasp, Philo added, under his breath, ‘There’s someone at our heels, sir, and he don’t want us knowing it.’


  ‘The deuce!’


  ‘I’ll lure him away. If you lose me, stay on Bridges Street. Take it as far as the Strand – both streets are busy, even at this late hour, and well supplied with hackney coaches.’ Philo spoke calmly, because his mind was working so hard that he didn’t have time to feel scared. ‘Whatever happens, sir, keep running. Don’t stop for aught. I’ll guard your back.’


  ‘But—’


  ‘Please, sir. I’ve my link to protect me.’


  By this time they were rounding the next corner. Philo braced himself for a frontal assault, holding his torch in both hands like a sword or cudgel, ready to strike. But no one was waiting for them.


  ‘Now!’ he snapped, and bolted. Directly ahead of him, the crumbling wall of the burial ground had partially collapsed, leaving a hole that was commonly used as a short cut. Philo pushed Ignatius through this hole, then jumped after him and pointed out the Bridges Street exit, which was a narrow passage separating two shops. Thanks to the many oil-lamps in Bridges Street, Philo could see that the corridor was empty of lurking footpads. Anyone hiding there would have been silhouetted against the light.


  ‘Go!’ whispered Philo. ‘Run!’


  Ignatius ran. Though he stumbled once on a fallen gravestone, he made it as far as the passage without injuring himself. And that was when Philo abandoned him. Heading towards the Russell Court exit, Philo was keenly aware of the dark shadow now clambering through the hole that he himself had just used. The graveyard ploy had bought Philo only a four-second lead; whoever was chasing him had overshot the graveyard, but must have doubled back when he realised that he’d lost sight of Philo’s torch. Clearly, he was following the torch. Philo had been hoping that he might. Most footpads did, because they could never believe that any linkboy would willingly give up a halfpenny fee by cutting his client loose. But without a client to hamper him, Philo could outrun every footpad in London. He was quick, he was cunning, and he knew the neighbourhood better than he knew his own face. Weaving between the holes and grave-markers that made the burial-ground such an obstacle course, he decided that the mess of alleys in this quarter might just work to his advantage.


  He passed the chapel at a sprint, then reached Russell Court – which was utterly deserted. No help here, he thought. A right-hand turn would have taken him straight back to Bridges Street, but he was worried about endangering Ignatius. So he took a sharp left, and then another, trying to put a lot of corners between himself and the man behind him. Though Philo passed a handful people on his way, they were skulking, shifty-looking types who didn’t inspire confidence. One of them was so drunk he could barely stand. And one of them gave a malevolent chuckle when Philo ran past him, as if he knew what was happening and thought it a great joke.


  So Philo didn’t appeal for help. He just kept running.


  The next intersection was a tricky one. Philo knew that if he proceeded in the same direction, his pursuer would get a good look at him – and would see that Ignatius had disappeared. On the other hand, turning left again would take Philo straight back to the graveyard. So he turned right, into an alley that led him past a sponging-house and a chandler’s shop. Both were as dark as coal-cellars. No help here, either, he concluded. The Cheshire Cheese tavern stood just beyond the sponging-house, its door wide open, but even as Philo swerved towards it, he began to have second thoughts. The Cheshire Cheese wasn’t respectable. For all he knew, the footpad had actually come from there.


  I should have stayed on Russell Street, thought Philo, as he pounded past the Cheshire Cheese. I should have argued against the quicker route. By this time he was panting and footsore, and starting to flag. Turning left onto Drury Lane, he told himself that there would be no more short cuts tonight. But he was pretty sure that he had shaken his pursuer, who might have realised that Ignatius was gone. Glancing back over his shoulder, Philo could see nothing suspicious. And the few people left on Drury Lane looked decent enough. One man in livery was moving away from Philo. Another was leaning on a stick. As for the figure up ahead . . .


  ‘Lippy!’ Philo exclaimed. Lippy’s stumping gait was easy to recognise, as was his broad-brimmed Quaker’s hat. Though his face was in shadow, he raised it when he heard Philo’s voice – and immediately quickened his pace, so that they came together not far from the Russell-Street intersection.


  ‘Captain!’ Lippy gaped at Philo, who was staggering along, bent double and gasping for air. ‘What’s amiss?’


  ‘Lurker,’ Philo wheezed.


  ‘What?’


  ‘Near the burial ground.’ Philo explained what had happened as his breathing settled. He described Ignatius, and his own flight through the graveyard, before telling Lippy about the chairmen he’d met in Castle Street. ‘There’s not one of us should be alone tonight,’ he finished. ‘Come with me to find Dandy. Have you seen him?’


  Lippy shook his head. ‘But I saw Kit and Fleabite. By the White Hart, on Broad Street.’


  ‘When was that?’


  ‘Early. After I . . .’ Lippy paused for a moment, then took a deep breath before concluding, ‘After I left Parker’s Lane.’


  Philo shot him a piercing look. ‘After you left the surgeon?’


  ‘Aye.’


  ‘What did Mr Paxton say, when he first saw you?’


  ‘He said “ah”.’ Lippy’s thick voice was harder than ever to understand; he was mumbling into his neckcloth. ‘I told him I was there in your stead, and he said, “ah”.’


  ‘No more?’


  Lippy hesitated just a little too long before answering. ‘He wanted to see where we live.’


  ‘What?’


  ‘I had to show him,’ Lippy whined. ‘He said I could be reported to the Commissioners if I refused to take him where he wanted to go.’


  ‘The Commissioners?’ Philo spluttered. ‘What Commissioners?’


  ‘The Commissioners for the . . . the Licensing of Hackney Coaches and Sedan Chairs.’ Lippy recited these words with care, stumbling over some of the consonants. ‘He said Mr Hooke would lose his licence if I didn’t.’


  ‘Mr Hooke don’t have a licence!’ Philo exclaimed. ‘We none of us do! ’Tis the chairmen who need ’em, not us!’ Philo was suddenly furious at Mr Paxton for tricking Lippy Whittle, who had an in-built reverence for anyone older or smarter and tended to believe almost everything he was told. ‘He was gulling you, Lippy,’ Philo said through his teeth. ‘I wish I knew why.’


  ‘He gave me tuppence.’


  ‘Hah!’


  ‘He said he had news for you,’ Lippy offered.


  Philo opened his mouth, but before he could speak, a distant roar reached his ears.


  It was the sound of massed voices, raised in anger and defiance.


  CHAPTER 21


  HOW PHILO


  AND HIS CREW MET WITH ANOTHER CASUALTY OF THE DEMON THIEF


  ‘There!’ cried Lippy, pointing at a distant collection of dancing lights that had suddenly spilled onto Drury Lane. Some of the lights were lanterns and some were torches. The roar of voices was growing steadily louder.


  ‘Come!’ Philo said, and took off at a run. Lippy followed. As they dashed up the road, they were joined by other people who emerged from doorways and alleys to see what was going on. Philo recognised some of them, including Mr Rowe, the retired sea captain.


  But the two boys were faster than any of these men. Even Mr Rowe, with his head start, reached the edge of the crowd a few seconds behind Philo – who by that time was already hurling questions at every familiar face he could see.


  ‘What’s amiss? Where are you going? Who’s being chased?’


  ‘Philo!’ A shrill voice suddenly hailed him from the heart of the crowd, which was made up chiefly of Irish chairmen. Scattered among them were other Irish folk – porters and laundresses and watermen – together with the usual collection of London-born beggars and bullies who always turned up when there was trouble on the streets. All of them were waving lights, chair-poles or cudgels. All of them were in a ferocious mood.


  ‘Val?’ Philo scanned the torch-lit faces until his gaze snagged on Val, who was already pushing through the tightly packed bodies in an effort to reach him. It was like swimming against a tide, because the crowd was still moving; from its fringes, Philo could sense that something was happening in the vanguard, where most of the lights and chair-poles were concentrated. But he couldn’t make out exactly what was going on.


  ‘Philo!’ Val exclaimed breathlessly, on joining his friends. He looked sooty and dishevelled; his bloodshot eyes were gleaming with excitement.


  ‘What is this?’ Philo asked him. ‘What are you doing?’


  ‘Pat Murphy—’


  ‘Was nailed. With Rab Riordan. I heard it from Niall Donohoe.’


  ‘We’ve got Nobby Cockle,’ Val revealed, jerking his chin at the head of the crowd, which was pushing towards Broad Street. ‘We’re taking him to the watch house.’


  ‘Nobby Cockle?’ Philo’s mind began to race. ‘Do you think he did it?’


  ‘Rab gave one o’ the footpads a good pounding. They found Nobby hiding in a coster’s cart, crippled by a blow to the knee.’ Val flashed a fierce look over his shoulder. ‘He says he was robbed, but we don’t believe it.’


  ‘If Nobby Cockle is your man, he’s not the only one out on the prowl,’ said Philo. ‘I just dodged a lurker in Little Bridges Street.’


  ‘Belike ’twas Beans,’ Val suggested. ‘Or another one o’ the Hellfire Gang.’


  By this time the bulk of the crowd had already passed them, leaving only stragglers. ‘We must find Dandy,’ Philo declared, ‘and keep together while we do it. These streets are not safe.’


  ‘I saw Dandy not a quarter-hour ago,’ said Val. ‘We passed him outside the Bedford Coffee House.’


  ‘Then we must hope he is there still.’ Philo turned on his heel and began to retrace his steps. He was worried about Dandy, because the Bedford Coffee House was in Covent Garden – and Covent Garden wasn’t far from St Mary’s burial ground. Suppose Dandy was escorting another pigeon through the very same neighbourhood, and fell foul of the same rogue who had chased Philo?


  ‘Wait! Philo!’ Val called from behind him. When Philo looked back, he saw that Val was hesitating. ‘Rab’s a friend,’ said Val. ‘I thought I could—’


  ‘What?’ Philo interrupted. ‘Hang Nobby Cockle from a gibbet? There’s folk enough to do that, Val – I’d lay odds he’ll not last as far as the watch house, if your friends have their way.’ Before Val could reply, Philo added, ‘You’re a part o’ this crew as much as you’re a part o’ that one. And we need you. We need each other. This place has gone to the devil – I’ve never seen it so bad. Thieves and mobs and cut-throats—’


  ‘And Dandy’s out among ’em,’ Lippy said.


  ‘And Dandy’s out among ’em,’ Philo agreed – just as it started to rain.


  They all stood for a moment assessing the droplets, which multiplied quickly. Philo and Val exchanged glances. Heavy rain didn’t put out torches, but it certainly didn’t agree with them. And it greatly reduced the amount of business out on the street. Standing in the sudden downpour, Philo considered his options. It was past one and raining hard, and the parish was infested with footpads.


  He decided to cut his losses.


  ‘Home,’ Philo decreed, hoping that Dandy and Kit and Fleabite would be heading in the same direction. He thought it likely – at least if the rain didn’t ease soon. So he set off down Long Acre, with the other two close behind him.


  The rain was slushy and the wind bitter. Every house along their route was shut up like a fortress. There wasn’t a soul to be seen until they reached Cross Lane, where they were almost knocked over by a man who came charging down the street as if his life depended on it. Philo assumed, at first, that this man was trying to escape the weather. But the sound of frantic breathing – and the fact that he wasn’t trying to shield himself from the driving rain with a bowed head or a buttoned coat – made Philo stop and stare after him, eyes narrowed.


  ‘Who was that?’ asked Val, pausing alongside Philo. ‘Did anyone see his face?’


  No one had.


  ‘He looked scared,’ Val remarked nervously.


  Philo said nothing. He considered doubling back, but decided against it. There were three of them, after all, and each had a sturdy torch – though his own was flickering feebly, by this time. On reaching Castle Street, he paused at the corner, squinting through a thick curtain of rain. A distant oil-lamp was reflected in a growing puddle to his right. And to his left . . .


  ‘Kit!’ cried Lippy. ‘There, look!’


  Kit and Fleabite were splashing towards them, grim-faced and soaking wet. But their expressions brightened when they spotted Val and Lippy and Philo.


  ‘Captain!’ Fleabite exclaimed. ‘Are you heading home too?’


  ‘Aye,’ said Philo, then addressed Kit. ‘Have you seen Dandy?’


  Kit shook his head.


  ‘We need to get off the streets,’ Philo muttered. ‘There’s too much wickedness abroad tonight.’


  ‘Did you hear about Rab Riordan?’ Fleabite piped up.


  ‘I did,’ said Philo. ‘And I saw Nobby Cockle given the blame by a mob o’ Val’s friends. But Nobby’s not the only cut-throat out and about. I dodged another near Playhouse Passage.’ He crossed Castle Court, ahead of the others. ‘Where’s the watch?’ he asked fretfully. ‘I’ve not seen a single Charley since I started work.’


  ‘Charley Hurlock was pummelled earlier. We heard it from the doorman at that new gaming house on the Strand,’ Fleabite remarked.


  Philo shook his head in disbelief. It was too much; the whole quarter seemed to be plunging down a black hole. How was he supposed to do his job in such an environment? What if things didn’t improve the following night, or the night after that? How were they going to make a living?


  He was still wondering what to do when he reached Cucumber Alley, and saw something that brought him to a standstill. Heading towards him, down the alley, was a small knot of people: three men and a boy. The boy was Toby Mackett, from the Maidenhead Inn. He carried a lantern, and his dark hair was sticking to his scalp like grease. Philo was astonished. What was Toby doing in Seven Dials, wrapped in his pot-boy’s apron?


  He looks scared, Philo thought – then realised why. One of the men behind Toby was Civil Joe Constantine, the highwayman. The other two were his confederates, Hulks Doughty and Dan Lawler, who were carrying Civil Joe between them. Civil Joe hung as limp as wet washing, his eyes closed, his arms dragging, his head slumped onto his chest. He must have been a dead weight, because even Hulks looked unsteady on his feet, and Hulks was a big man, almost as wide as he was tall. The greatcoat he was wearing added to his bulk. Water was cascading off the point of his cocked hat, which sat crookedly on a skull the size of a small butter-churn. In front of him, Dan Lawler was supporting Civil Joe’s feet, which were encased in gleaming jackboots. Dan was smaller and slimmer than Hulks, with the long neck, beaky nose and narrow, sloping shoulders of a greyhound. Like Civil Joe, he always dressed in rich satins and velvets. But his clothes were now so dirty and waterlogged that they looked like rags.


  ‘Blood an’ ’ounds,’ Kit murmured. Philo hushed him, watching as the highwaymen and their escort shuffled right up to Garnet’s front door. When Toby knocked, Philo stepped forward – and the movement alerted Hulks, whose head snapped around.


  ‘Move on!’ Hulks barked, with infinite menace. But then Toby intervened.


  ‘Sir – please – that’s Philo,’ Toby squeaked. ‘H-he lives here . . .’


  ‘What’s toward?’ asked Philo, shielding Fleabite with his body. Hulks didn’t answer. Instead he gave the door several kicks: bang-bang-bang.


  ‘Toby—’ Philo began.


  ‘We hoped that M-Mr Hooke might be able to help Mr Constantine,’ Toby stammered. His big grey eyes were fixed beseechingly on Philo. ‘’Tis a faery stroke, you see – the spriggan got him . . .’


  Fleabite hissed. Philo said, ‘Where?’


  ‘That don’t concern you!’ rasped Hulks, who kicked the door again. Philo saw Toby mouth, ‘Rat’s Castle,’ and immediately understood what had happened. Civil Joe had gone to challenge Scamper – and the spriggan had punished him for it. Then the other two highwaymen must have carried Civil Joe to the Maidenhead Inn, where Toby Mackett had obviously told them where to find the nearest cunning man.


  ‘You saw the spriggan?’ Philo demanded.


  ‘We did,’ Dan croaked. Philo, who had been drawing closer to him, suddenly realised that Dan was trembling. The droplets of rain hanging off his nose and hat-brim caught the light as they shook.


  ‘Open the damn door!’ Hulks bellowed.


  Philo was about to protest, but before he could speak he heard Fettler’s muffled voice from inside the house.


  ‘Who is it?’ Fettler bleated. ‘What do you want?’


  ‘’Tis Philo, Ben! And some o’ Civil Joe’s company!’


  There was a stunned silence on the other side of the door.


  ‘They want to consult Mr Hooke,’ Philo continued. ‘They want a cure for the faery stroke.’


  ‘I’ll ask,’ said Fettler. He wasn’t about to open the door, and Philo didn’t blame him. But in case Hulks took offence, Philo tried to distract the man with questions – questions to which Philo himself wanted answers.


  ‘What did it look like? The spriggan?’


  Dan shook his head. Hulks growled, ‘Big.’


  ‘How big?’


  ‘Big! Tall! Hairy!’ said Hulks.


  ‘With a devil’s face,’ Dan whimpered.


  Feeling Fleabite’s free hand slip into his, Philo took a deep breath and licked his lips. ‘It had a face, then?’


  ‘Scarred. Twisted. With a muzzle like a dog’s,’ said Dan.


  ‘One touch. One.’ Hulk’s voice cracked. ‘Joe fell like timber . . .’


  In the pause that followed, the only sound was the splish-splash of rain. Then Philo heard something else – the patter of approaching footsteps.


  He turned just as Kit said, ‘Dandy!’


  Sure enough, Dandy Dodds was trotting towards them, torch in hand. His pace slowed when he saw the crowd gathered at Garnet’s door.


  ‘What the . . .?’ he began. Then he caught Philo’s eye and trailed off.


  Hulks was cursing under his breath. Suddenly he cried, ‘What’s keeping him? This will give us our death! Open the damn door, you jackass!’


  As if on cue, there was a clunk of bolts being drawn, and the door creaked open an inch or two. Philo saw a wedge of Fettler Ben’s face framed in the crack.


  ‘Mr Hooke’s not well,’ Fettler said hoarsely. ‘He offers his apologies. But he told me to give you this foxglove. You’re to make tea from its leaves and have your friend take it daily for a week. Or bathe him with it, if he cannot drink.’ Fettler offered up a small linen bag tied with a leather cord. ‘There’s to be no charge, Mr Hooke says.’


  Hulks stared at the bag for a moment, but couldn’t spare a hand to reach for it. So Toby stepped forward to grab it instead.


  ‘If this don’t work a cure,’ Hulks threatened, while the bag was being tucked into his breeches, ‘I’ll be coming back to ask why.’


  Fettler opened the door a little wider. ‘Mr Hooke says give it a week,’ he quavered, beckoning to the rest of his crew. Val immediately shot past him, quickly followed by Lippy, Dandy and Fleabite. But before Kit went inside, he glanced questioningly at Philo – who was holding back, his gaze on the pot-boy.


  ‘Toby,’ said Philo, ‘you wasn’t about to light these folk all the way to Snow Hill? They’d be better taking a hackney coach from the nearest stand—’


  ‘How did you know we were on our way to Snow Hill?’ Dan said sharply, cutting him off. ‘Are you a fore-speaker, like the cunning man?’


  Philo took a deep breath. ‘Nay, sir. I don’t need to be. Everyone knows Mr Constantine.’


  ‘Knows him and respects him,’ Kit added.


  Dan gave a grudging nod, apparently satisfied. Then Hulks demanded, ‘Where is the nearest coach stand?’


  ‘I’ll show you,’ said Philo, resigned to the inevitable. There was a coach stand at St Giles-in-the-Fields, by the livery stables; he could drop Toby back at work on his way to the church, then return via the widest, lightest streets available. ‘You’ll have to restore that lantern to your master, I dare swear?’ he asked Toby, who nodded. ‘Then let me help you. The streets are perilous tonight.’


  But Toby turned him down – probably, Philo thought, because he didn’t want to share the fee that he was expecting from Hulks. So Philo let him go, trusting that Susannah’s sprig of wort would keep the pot-boy safe.


  On his way upstairs, Philo asked Fettler if foxglove really was a cure for the faery stroke.


  ‘The books say so,’ Fettler replied with a shrug.


  ‘Then why did Mr Hooke not tell us earlier? When he first heard about Jemmy?’


  ‘You think he tells us everything?’ Fettler cracked a mirthless smile. ‘I’d lay odds he don’t believe it himself – else he’d have charged for the foxglove.’


  ‘But if the cure don’t work? What then?’


  ‘Then he’s got a week before Hulks comes back,’ Fettler said, as he disappeared into Garnet’s room.


  Philo wondered if he ought to tell Mr Paxton about the foxglove, before it occurred to him that he wasn’t supposed to be talking to Mr Paxton. Besides, he couldn’t imagine the surgeon having any interest in a cunning man’s cure.


  So he dismissed the idea and went in to join the rest of his company.


  CHAPTER 22


  A DISPUTATION


  BETWEEN MR PAXTON AND MR HOOKE


  Philo was awakened by a knock on the door. Rat-tat-tat! He roused himself from a deep, dreamless sleep just in time to see Fleabite tumbling out of bed. Sunlight was filtering into their room, but it wasn’t the bold, bright glare of midday. Philo judged it to be quite early in the morning – not much later than nine.


  ‘Who is it?’ he mumbled.


  Fleabite didn’t answer as he lurched to the door and yanked it open. Then he fell back with a start.


  ‘Good morning to you,’ a pleasant voice remarked from out on the landing. ‘I’ve been told that Theophilus Grey lives here.’


  Philo sat bolt upright. He recognised that voice.


  ‘If he is at home, would you tell him I have some news? The name is Paxton. Nathaniel Paxton.’


  Fleabite glanced speechlessly at Philo, who began to scramble out of bed. He had hung his wet shirt from a bedpost the night before, so he quickly dragged it on, then pulled his coat over it. Fleabite, meanwhile, was goggling at the surgeon in disbelief, his shirt flapping around his knees, his red hair sticking up all over his head.


  ‘You’re one of Master Grey’s company, I dare swear,’ Mr Paxton observed. ‘What is your name?’


  ‘Flea – Francis.’


  ‘Flea-francis? A most unusual name.’


  ‘Francis,’ Fleabite corrected. ‘I’m Francis. But folk call me Fleabite.’


  ‘He knows,’ Philo said grimly. ‘He’s sporting with you.’ Though his own hair was exploding off his scalp and his breeches were still draped across the sea-chest, Philo felt ready to face Mr Paxton. He buttoned his coat and stepped into the doorway. ‘You sported with Lippy too, did you not?’ he continued, addressing the surgeon. ‘I don’t thank you for it.’


  Mr Paxton ducked his head, his mouth twisting into a rueful half-smile. He looked very bright and brisk in his brave scarlet waistcoat and crisp white linen; his hair was neatly tied, his shoe-buckles were gleaming, and he wore a small sword under his coat. For the first time ever, Philo could actually imagine him in the navy.


  ‘I had to find out where you lived, Master Grey – else how was I to pass on my news?’ Before Philo could ask ‘What news?’, Mr Paxton forestalled him. ‘Mr Bambridge has fully recovered. In light of this, and of certain facts extracted by my friend Winthrop from a book written by Sir Walter Raleigh, we are convinced that the poison affecting Mr Bambridge is from South America.’


  Philo blinked. South America? He had heard of America; was Virginia in the north or the south?


  ‘The natives of South America use a poison on their arrows that paralyses the game they shoot,’ Mr Paxton went on. ‘Its properties appear to be very similar to those of the substance affecting Mr Bambridge and Mr LeCourt.’


  Philo took a deep breath. ‘Aye, but—’


  ‘’Tis a mercy they were not killed, for such poison can affect the contraction of the lungs. That is why it is so dangerous. That is why it cannot remain in the hands of whatever murderous fool presently has it.’ Mr Paxton’s gaze shifted slightly, to where Kit and Lippy and Val had all gathered behind Philo, dragged out of bed by the sound of a strange voice. After briefly scanning their faces, Mr Paxton turned his attention back to Philo. ‘You must tell me where this rogue is to be found, so I may hunt him down and secure the poison. I’d lay odds you know his whereabouts, Master Grey. You know everything about this parish.’


  ‘Your honour—’ Philo began, but didn’t get a chance to finish, because Fleabite interrupted him.


  ‘’Twasn’t poison,’ Fleabite said frankly. ‘’Twas faery stroke. Dan Lawler saw the spriggan.’


  Mr Paxton smiled down at him. ‘Nay, lad, I assure you—’


  ‘It felled Civil Joe!’ Fleabite insisted. ‘’Twas big and hairy, with a devil’s face!’


  ‘Mr Paxton – sir – you must stay clear o’ the spriggan’s lair, or you’ll not come back.’ Philo quailed at the thought of Mr Paxton stepping into Rat’s Castle. ‘Please, sir – three highwaymen were bested there last night, and one of ’em had to be carried away. Don’t think about going, I beg you.’


  Mr Paxton leaned forward and laid a hand on Philo’s shoulder. ‘I can make my own judgements,’ he said. ‘You are not responsible for my safety, lad.’


  ‘Aye, but—’


  ‘I was called out twice last night: to the scene of a violent robbery and an altercation at the watch house. Something must be done. Can you not see that?’ Mr Paxton locked eyes with Philo. ‘If any citizen of London witnesses a felony, he is legally obliged to apprehend the culprit – because we all have a duty to uphold the law. I believe it is my duty to stop these poisonings, as a citizen and as a medical man. Will you help me?’


  Philo hesitated, torn between the desire to speak frankly and the fear of what his company would think if he did. It was Garnet who saved him from having to reply.


  ‘Mr Paxton, is it?’ Garnet said breathlessly, from somewhere around knee-level, as he hauled himself up the last flight of stairs. ‘What an unexpected pleasure . . .’


  The strain of the climb showed on his face. Somehow he had found the strength to throw on his purple coat and his wig, though he was still wearing slippers. But with his grey complexion and hollow cheeks, he looked like a walking corpse.


  ‘You have the better of me, sir,’ Mr Paxton said coolly, removing his hand from Philo’s shoulder and placing it on his sword-hilt.


  ‘I believe I do,’ Garnet wheezed. ‘May I ask why you have come here?’


  ‘You may. Whether I answer or not will depend on who you are.’


  ‘My name is Hooke. I live downstairs.’


  Mr Paxton bowed. So did Garnet. Fleabite snickered, then yelped as Philo jabbed him in the ribs.


  ‘My interest in these boys extends to their guests—’ Garnet began, but was interrupted by Mr Paxton.


  ‘Ah! You must be the gentleman who had the raising of Theophilus. You must be the gentleman responsible for feeding and clothing him.’ The surgeon shot a quick glance at Philo’s skinny, bare calves, before turning back to Garnet. ‘I doubt not you have taught him his letters, it being no chore for a man of your education.’


  ‘Philo can’t read,’ Fleabite piped up. Philo gave him another jab, certain that Mr Paxton knew this already. The surgeon’s tone had had a sarcastic edge.


  Garnet said nothing, so Mr Paxton continued, ‘I came here because I need to know something. I need to know the whereabouts of the arch-rogue who is presently ’personating some sort of Cornish monster for his own enrichment. And I feel sure that Theophilus will be able to help me.’


  Mr Paxton spoke breezily, but there was hard glint in his eye. Philo saw it. He also saw the glitter in Garnet’s.


  ‘What makes you think Theophilus knows such a thing?’ Garnet inquired, as he shuffled onto the landing.


  ‘’Tis the boy’s livelihood, is it not? And yours too, I suspect. I’ll wager his business is your business, Mr Hooke.’


  Garnet smiled and said, ‘Business is founded upon the exchange of money, Mr Paxton.’


  ‘Ah.’ The surgeon nodded, as if he’d expected nothing less. ‘So you want payment for this intelligence?’


  ‘Boys must eat, sir.’


  ‘I’m glad you are aware of it. I’d a notion you were not.’


  ‘Three guineas,’ said Garnet.


  Philo hissed.


  ‘Three guineas?’ the surgeon echoed, aghast.


  ‘Mr Hooke—’ Philo croaked, but was silenced when Garnet glared at him.


  ‘You think I carry a sum like that in my pocket?’ Mr Paxton demanded. His cheeks were flushed. ‘I am a surgeon-apothecary, sir, not the King’s physician!’


  ‘Three guineas,’ Mr Hooke repeated.


  ‘So that is the price you would place on London’s safety?’ Mr Paxton’s tone was heavy with contempt. ‘Very well – three guineas. I shall go home and retrieve it. And I can only pray these boys will see the benefit, at least in some small portion.’ Storming downstairs, he brushed past Garnet, then stopped and looked back, craning his neck to peer through the bannisters. ‘I understand you, sir,’ he loudly declared. ‘You are failing in health. Without these children, you would have no daily bread. But what will they do once you’re gone? For I’d lay odds, as a medical man, that you have no more than six months left in you.’


  Philo caught his breath. He heard Lippy gasp and Kit murmur a protest.


  ‘I’m inclined to think you record much of what they tell you in writing,’ Mr Paxton went on, ‘and who is to accomplish that when you’re dead? These unlettered boys will have no means of doing so.’ He gestured at Philo’s crew. ‘You have condemned them to penury, to save yourself from the same fate. I find you repellent.’


  The sound of his clattering footsteps had died away long before anyone on the top floor thought to break the lingering silence. Philo felt as if he’d been punched in the gut. Even Fleabite was speechless.


  At last Garnet turned to Philo and said, ‘You told him where to find us?’


  Philo opened his mouth to deny it, then changed his mind. But Lippy came to his rescue.


  ‘I did, Mr Hooke. He warned me the Commissioners would hear of it, if I did not.’


  ‘The Commissioners?’ Garnet repeated.


  ‘Mr Paxton lied,’ Philo explained.


  ‘Because he is a liar.’ Garnet spoke with a studied indifference. ‘But since he has roused you all at such an unreasonable hour, you might as well dress. And after you have eaten, come down to my room. I’ll send Benjamin out for the newspaper.’


  ‘Sir—’


  Garnet held up his hand. ‘Keep it for your report, Theophilus.’


  ‘Sir, we cannot let Mr Paxton go to Rat’s Castle!’ Philo cried. ‘It will be the death of him – you know it will!’


  ‘As he so truthfully remarked, you are not responsible for his safety,’ Garnet retorted. He began to make his slow and painful way downstairs, as Kit tugged at Philo’s sleeve, drawing him back into their room. Philo was reeling. He had to sit on the bed. While the other boys quietly dressed themselves, Philo remained motionless, staring at the wall, his brain in a turmoil.


  Gradually, however, his agitated thoughts began to settle into a pattern, like tea-leaves at the bottom of a cup.


  ‘Captain.’ Kit finally gave him a prod. ‘You’d best stir yourself.’


  Philo blinked. Then he grabbed his friend’s arm. ‘Wait,’ he said. ‘Stay. I know what to do.’ Jumping up, he released Kit and hastily began to pull on his breeches. ‘All of you – listen. I know what to do, but I need your help.’


  ‘Why?’ asked Val. ‘What’s amiss?’


  ‘Everything is amiss. And it must be righted.’ Philo laid a hand on Val’s shoulder. ‘You need to raise the temper of every chairman you can find. Tell ’em to meet outside Rat’s Castle at noon, for that is where they’ll find the other men who settled Rab Riordan. Do you understand?’


  ‘Aye, but—’


  ‘Please, Val. Do you want Mr Paxton’s death on your conscience?’


  ‘I don’t,’ Fleabite suddenly remarked. As the others turned to stare, he added defensively, ‘I liked the cove. He cut a handsome figure – not like a doctor at all. I’d not want him felled by the spriggan.’


  ‘Then go to John Barnwell,’ Philo said, ‘and tell him that Kitty Clive is in danger. Tell him she is being held in Rat’s Castle against her will. After that, you must go to Robert Coppinger, in Nottingham Court, and tell him he will find his stolen sconce glasses and diamond-tipped cutter at Rat’s Castle—’


  ‘Blood an’ ’ounds!’ Kit exclaimed. ‘Philo—’


  But Philo wouldn’t let him finish. ‘I need a crowd. I need a big crowd outside Rat’s Castle to divert the folk inside.’ Turning back to Fleabite, he continued, ‘Once you’ve spoken to Mr Coppinger, go to Tristram Fry, the printer, in Russell Street, and tell him his daughter is in Rat’s Castle. Then go to Mr Coverdale, at the Blue Bell, and tell him the thieving pot-boy who absconded with his tankards—’


  ‘Is in Rat’s Castle!’ Fleabite finished cheerfully. ‘Aye, aye, Captain!’


  Philo rounded on Dandy, who had woken up at last. ‘Dandy, you’re to go to Middlesex Court. Tell George Weddle that his friend Matthias wants to buy him a drink at Rat’s Castle. Then tell John Ecklin that Fanny Hissop wants to talk to him at Rat’s Castle, and if he don’t come, she will visit Middlesex Court and speak to his wife. Then go to the George Inn, and tell Ephraim that he’s required at Rat’s Castle, to collect the three-guinea debt from Aeneas Sterne. And from there you must go to Princes Court, where you’re to tell Dinah Bugg that her friend Nancy, from Grantham, is staying in Rat’s Castle, with news of Dinah’s husband . . .’


  Philo continued to ransack his mental library, reeling off instructions as his friends listened, awestruck. Occasionally they would ask him to repeat himself. Once Kit pointed out, tentatively, that Lippy wasn’t a good liar – whereupon Philo promised that Lippy wouldn’t have to lie.


  ‘Lippy, you can take a farthing to Shambles Sam,’ Philo suggested. ‘Pay him to go to Rat’s Castle. Then tell Elias Tilbury, in King Street, that his stolen watch and his pencil-case are at Rat’s Castle – as I’m sure they are. Then tell the Storers, in New Broad Court, that they’ll find Mr Storer’s coat and waistcoat in the same place. After that, find Black Jenny Jones and Derby Sinnock. Describe the great mob that will be gathering on Dyott Street, and insist that the takings will be as good as the plunder in a pillory crowd—’


  ‘Philo!’ Kit protested.


  ‘But you’ll be watching ’em, Kit. So if they try to pick a pocket, you won’t let ’em.’ Philo then launched into a fresh set of targets for Kit. Mr Maxwell, the upholsterer who owned a house in New Broad Court, was to be told that a man who owed him rent was holed up in Rat’s Castle. John Fern, the broke tailor, was to be told that a business proposition awaited him in the same place. Meg Sample, the chandler from Vinegar Yard, was to be told that her errant husband was ill upstairs in Rat’s Castle, and needed money . . .


  When he’d finally finished, the others stood dumbfounded, exchanging worried glances. At last Kit mumbled, ‘All these folk – they’ll not take kindly to being gulled. Belike they’ll kill you, Philo, and hang you on a gibbet.’


  ‘Not unless they catch me,’ Philo rejoined. By this time he’d donned his shoes. ‘Do you all know what to do? Lippy? Fleabite?’


  ‘Aye.’


  ‘Aye.’


  ‘Go, then. I have to find Mr Paxton, but I’ll see you outside Rat’s Castle.’


  ‘And Mr Hooke?’ Kit said quietly. ‘What must we tell him?’


  Philo paused for an instant, his hat in his hand, his gaze on the floor. When he finally raised his eyes, they were pale and blank, like bleached linen soaked in too much laundry blue.


  ‘Tell Mr Hooke everything,’ he replied in a level voice, ‘but only after this is done.’


  Then he jammed on his hat and ran downstairs.


  CHAPTER 23


  IN WHICH PHILO,


  ON RECEIVING TERRIBLE NEWS, SET OUT ON A DANGEROUS ADVENTURE


  It was another damp, chilly day, with a brooding grey sky and no wind. Chimney smoke hung heavy in the air. Hurrying along Castle Street, Philo passed a hawker of hot chestnuts, but didn’t stop to buy a handful even though his empty stomach growled in protest.


  He was too busy looking for Mr Paxton, who had obviously made good use of his head start. Philo couldn’t see him anywhere. The surgeon wasn’t on Castle Street or Turnstile Alley. Philo was beginning to wonder if Mr Paxton had taken a longer route home – via the Blue Bell Inn, perhaps – when he turned into Parker’s Lane and saw the surgeon just ahead of him, walking briskly towards his lodgings.


  ‘Mr Paxton!’ Philo yelled.


  Up and down the street, startled faces swung towards Philo as he skidded to a halt just a few feet from the surgeon – who had spun around in surprise.


  ‘Theophilus?’


  ‘Please, sir . . . your honour . . .’ Bent double, with his hands on his knees and a stitch in his side, Philo tried to catch his breath.


  Mr Paxton waited calmly.


  ‘Please, sir,’ Philo said at last, straightening up, ‘I’ll take you to Rat’s Castle, but . . .’ He paused to cough before continuing. ‘ . . . But you must do as I say . . .’


  ‘Rat’s Castle?’ Mr Paxton interrupted. ‘Where is that?’


  ‘I’ll show you, sir, if you’ll listen.’


  ‘Of course I’ll listen. I always do.’ The surgeon studied Philo intently, one eyebrow raised. ‘Were you sent by Mr Hooke?’


  Philo shook his head. ‘Your honour, your clothes are too fine for our purpose. Do you have an older coat or ragged stockings? Is there aught you would freely abandon, at a pinch?’


  Mr Paxton blinked, then said easily, ‘I’d freely abandon every stitch on my back for the sake of the common weal. But if you’re hoping to disguise me, I believe I can accommodate you.’ He began to head home again, his voice floating back over his shoulder. ‘Come. I’ll need your opinion on my wardrobe.’


  When Philo realised that he was being invited into the surgeon’s house, he cast an uneasy glance at his own muddy shoes. The only gentleman’s residence he’d ever entered was Garnet’s; he didn’t know what to expect, or how to behave. So he hesitated awkwardly on Mr Paxton’s front doorstep, unnerved by the scent of lavender-water that filled the linen-draper’s shop on the ground floor. It was such a fresh, clean, pure smell that it made him feel mean and dirty.


  ‘Theophilus!’ Mr Paxton, who had gone in ahead of Philo, beckoned to him from the upstairs landing. So Philo stepped over the threshold and climbed to the first floor, where he found a door standing open and the surgeon nowhere to be seen.


  ‘Your honour?’ he said timidly.


  ‘In here!’ Mr Paxton cried. Philo followed his voice through the open door and into a large room that overlooked the street, just like Garnet’s. But it was a more gracious room than Garnet’s, with a higher ceiling and bigger windows, and it didn’t feel so cluttered. The walls weren’t lined from floor to ceiling with journals; they were hung with pictures. There was also a door that led to another room – a bedroom, to judge from the bedpost that was visible from where Philo stood. The furniture, though sparse, was of high quality. It included a portable writing desk, a glass-fronted cabinet, an inlaid book-cupboard, and a high-backed chair so richly upholstered that it looked like a throne.


  According to the clock on the chimney-mantle, it was after ten.


  ‘I’ll be with you in an instant!’ Mr Paxton called from the bedroom. Then a crumpled garment sailed past the bedpost, followed by another, and another. Philo deduced that the surgeon was raking through his linen-chest.


  When the door slammed shut, Philo was amazed. Mr Paxton had left him alone in a room full of treasures. The inkwell and candlesticks were small enough to be concealed up a sleeve – as were the shells and stones and bits of carved whalebone sitting in the unlocked cabinet. Philo was fascinated by this cabinet. It contained many marvellous things, all jumbled together like leftovers in a stew: a spyglass, a skull, a giant egg, a petrified seahorse, a rock shaped like a shell. There were tasselled pipes and ivory statuettes. There were half a dozen bottled creatures, white and flaking in baths of yellow alcohol.


  Philo didn’t dare touch anything, but he gazed in wonder. Then he began to examine the surgeon’s pictures, which were mostly drawings of strange people in foreign clothes. The single oil painting showed an exotic landscape at sunset, all green and gold, with a dark-skinned women in the foreground and stately ruins behind her. Philo had only ever seen oil paintings in shops, behind grubby panes of glass; he was astonished at how lifelike this picture was. When he stepped away from it, he felt as if he were gazing through a window at some distant land. Yet when he leaned close, he could see every brushstroke.


  On the chimney-mantel, beneath a gilt-framed looking-glass, stood a miniature of a lady. She had dark hair, green eyes and very red cheeks. Philo was studying her necklace, wondering if it was made of coral, when Mr Paxton emerged from the bedroom.


  Philo quickly put the portrait back in its place.


  ‘My late wife,’ said Mr Paxton, nodding at it. Then he spread his arms. ‘What think you? Will I pass muster?’


  He had changed into a worn brown coat with mismatched buttons, a pair of canvas trousers, and a waistcoat that looked as if it had been used to swab out guns. His head and neck were bare.


  ‘What?’ he asked, when he saw Philo frowning.


  ‘I was hoping you’d bring your hanger,’ Philo explained, ‘but people may think you stole it . . .’


  ‘My what?’


  ‘Your sword.’ Philo pondered for a moment, then shrugged. ‘It don’t signify. Would you object if I took your fire iron, sir?’


  ‘For what purpose?’ Before Philo could answer, Mr Paxton went on, ‘You may guide me to my destination, but I’ll not have you put yourself at risk. Though I shall need a weapon, you will not.’


  ‘The iron is for you, sir, as much as it is for me,’ said Philo. He took a deep breath, knowing that he had a difficult job ahead of him. ‘Cold iron is held to be a charm against the Unseelie Court. Likewise seawater, and a turned coat—’


  ‘Then I shall turn my coat and take the iron, for I’d not have you troubled on my account. Now – show me this castle, and if I judge its battlements too well fortified for one man to breach, I shall consult my friends, and return later to attack it in force.’


  ‘There’ll be no need for that, your honour.’ Unnerved by the surgeon’s martial language, Philo eyed him warily. Was he being serious or not? It was hard to tell. ‘I’ll get you in without a blow struck, but first we must pay a call.’


  ‘Then lead on, Captain! And here is your fee.’ Mr Paxton suddenly presented Philo with three golden guineas. ‘You’ll spend it wisely, I hope – not on herbals for Mr Hooke.’ Philo stepped back sharply. ‘Nay, sir, I’ll not take that.’


  ‘Please.’


  Philo shook his head. ‘We’ll need no more’n a shilling, and it won’t be for me. You should leave the rest here,’ he said firmly, then darted across the room to grab the fire iron. By the time Mr Paxton had put away the extra money and locked his door, Philo was already back on the street.


  Mr Paxton caught up with him as he turned into Drury Lane.


  ‘Tell me more about this spriggan. Did it speak to the fellow who saw it?’ Mr Paxton inquired.


  ‘I don’t know, sir.’


  ‘How did he describe the creature? What were his exact words?’


  ‘He said ’twas big and hairy, with a devil’s face.’


  Mr Paxton smiled. ‘You could say the same about most Irish chairmen.’


  Philo sniffed. He thought that Mr Paxton was enjoying himself too much. There was a spring in the man’s step and a sparkle in his eye; was he missing the navy?


  ‘Dan Lawler was scared, sir. Desperate scared,’ Philo pointed out. ‘A land-pirate like him don’t quake for no good reason.’


  ‘Was he drunk?’


  ‘He was not.’


  ‘How well can he see?’ Without waiting for an answer, Mr Paxton changed tack abruptly as Philo took a left into Brownlow Street. ‘Where are we heading, by the bye? And for what purpose?’


  ‘There’s a cull I know who lodges in Rat’s Castle. He can come and go as he pleases, for he is a fool, and people pay him no mind.’ Philo was keeping a sharp eye out for Fettler Ben. He had a notion that Garnet might have sent Fettler to track him, and he didn’t want Fettler put in peril just to satisfy Garnet’s need for intelligence. ‘You’ll be trading his duds for yours, which is why I asked you to change into old clothes,’ Philo continued, his gaze jumping from face to face as he scanned the crowds flowing past them. ‘The shilling is for the hire of his dog. You’ll need the dog.’


  ‘Bless my soul!’ Mr Paxton murmured. ‘So I’m to walk into Rat’s Castle as a resident?’


  ‘As quiet as you can, while the other residents are occupied. For they will be occupied.’


  ‘Indeed? With what, pray?’


  ‘With whatever can be contrived,’ said Philo. He had spied Kit Maltman, who was turning into Shorts Gardens. On nodding at Kit, Philo received a flurry of signals in return.


  It seemed that John Fern had taken the bait.


  ‘And this contrivance will be of your own making?’ asked Mr Paxton.


  ‘’Twill, sir.’


  ‘Master Grey, you are wasted as a linkboy. Simply wasted,’ the surgeon remarked. But he didn’t sound amazed, or even amused. He sounded thoughtful.


  From Shorts Gardens, it wasn’t far to Broad Street – or to the northern end of St Giles’s churchyard. Philo cut through this churchyard to reach the Resurrection Gate. He didn’t know how he was going to persuade Simon Edy to hire out his dog and his clothes, but was hoping that Susannah might be able to help. He was also hoping that Mr Paxton would be able to pass himself off as Simon – from a distance, at least. Though the beggar was a little taller than the surgeon, he had a stoop that brought his height down. And they both had brown hair.


  Philo was relieved, when he arrived at the gate, to see that Simon was standing in his usual position, wearing his customary three coats and four hats. But where was Susannah Quail?


  ‘Where’s Susannah?’ he asked Simon. ‘Where’s the little girl?’


  Simon turned his bleary, bloodshot eyes towards Susannah’s pitch. ‘She’s gone to the devil,’ he replied.


  ‘What?’


  ‘Aye, poor lass. Gone. Gone. The devil took her.’


  ‘What do you mean?’ Philo’s voice rose sharply as his heart began to pound. ‘Where is she? Where’s Susannah?’


  ‘She’s in the devil’s lair. He’ll come for her, betimes.’


  Philo grabbed Simon’s arm. He was vaguely aware of the dog’s threatening growl, but he was intent on getting information out of Simon – by force, if necessary. ‘Tell me what happened! Tell me!’


  ‘Theophilus.’ Mr Paxton laid a cautionary hand on Philo’s shoulder. ‘The dog . . .’


  But Philo didn’t care about the dog. ‘Where’s Susannah, Mr Edy?’


  Simon was shrinking away from Philo’s touch. He rolled his eyes until the whites showed, muttering, ‘Poor lass. Poor lass. She’s devil’s bait.’


  ‘Devil’s bait?’ said Philo. ‘How? Why?’


  ‘Gold didn’t lure the devil. Nor chanting. Nor a lighted candle in a cleft stick.’ Simon lowered his voice as his dog began to bark. ‘She was put down there to spring the trap, so the devil would come. For devils take children wherever they can. I heard her cry, poor lass.’


  Philo was starting to shake. He found it hard to breathe as he tried to suppress a rising sense of panic. But he managed to croak out, ‘Where did you hear her cry? Where is she?’


  ‘Down the well. He’s been using copper wire, and a red thread, and a bellarmine jug. But none of ’em worked – not with gold, nor with chanting, nor with a lighted candle in a cleft stick . . .’


  Suddenly a terrible thought slashed across Philo’s brain. The bellarmine bottle. The sprite-trap. The consecrated knife.


  Gugg Worris had laid his sprite-trap in Rat’s Castle. He had tried to attract the spriggan with a magic spell, and that hadn’t worked. Then Garnet had recommended gold – but that obviously hadn’t worked, either. So Gugg must have decided that a child might succeed where the other baits had failed, since spriggans were known for abducting children.


  Philo reeled away from Simon. The fire iron fell from his hand. ‘Oh God,’ he whispered. ‘Oh God, oh God, oh God.’


  ‘What?’ said Mr Paxton. ‘Theophilus?’


  Philo ignored him. Susannah was tiny. Susannah was lame, and lived near Dyott Street. She would have been the obvious choice for Gugg; why, he had talked to her just the day before at the Resurrection Gate!


  And it was all Philo’s fault. If Philo hadn’t spoken to Toby, Gugg would never have singled out Susannah.


  ‘Christ!’ Philo shrieked, flinging his hat on the ground. He was clawing at his hair when Mr Paxton seized him by both arms and shook him.


  ‘Theophilus. What’s toward? Tell me!’


  ‘He took my friend!’ Philo choked, tears gathering in his eyes. ‘He’s using her as bait for the spriggan!’


  ‘Who is?’


  ‘Gugg Worris. The housebreaker. I don’t – I can’t . . .’ Philo was finding it hard to think. ‘He’s put her down a well . . .’


  ‘Where? Where is the well?’


  ‘At Rat’s Castle.’


  ‘Good.’ Mr Paxton straightened, releasing Philo. ‘Then I shall rescue your friend before I secure the poison.’


  ‘I’ll come with you.’


  ‘Aye – as far as the door,’ Mr Paxton replied. ‘But no further. You’re too young, lad. I’d not take a child into battle.’


  ‘I’m coming in,’ Philo said stubbornly.


  ‘Not with me.’


  ‘I’m coming in,’ Philo repeated. He looked up at the surgeon, his white face set like plaster, his eyes as hard as slate.


  And something about his expression made Mr Paxton fling up his hands in surrender.


  CHAPTER 24


  THE ARRIVAL


  AT DYOTT STREET, AND WHAT HAPPENED AFTERWARDS


  It was Mr Paxton who persuaded Simon Edy to undress. Watching the surgeon smile and joke and pat Simon’s dog, Philo deduced that Mr Paxton probably spent a lot of time cajoling his patients into parting with their clothes. Simon only agreed to part with his clothes after Mr Paxton had spent several minutes asking questions about the dog – whose name was Achilles. Mr Paxton thought it a ‘splendid name’, and declared that Simon’s habit of wearing several layers of garments was ‘very sensible indeed’.


  ‘But I shall need to borrow at least two of your coats, Mr Edy, and two of your hats, and your boxes, and your handsome Achilles,’ the surgeon coaxed. ‘’Twill be for no more than an hour or two, and you will earn yourself a shilling for the privilege of helping to save a little girl from extinction. What could be more noble? What could be more profitable? A man of foresight, like yourself, would not chaff at such an offer, I feel sure.’


  After a lot of banter like this, Simon allowed Mr Paxton to nudge him across Broad Street into Bannister’s Alley – where a deserted timber yard offered them plenty of dark corners. Here, in the collapsing remains of an old saw-pit shed, Simon reluctantly handed over most of his worldly goods: three of his hats, two of his coats, a swag of books, his canisters of meat and cheese, his shoes, his neckerchief, his outermost waistcoat. Off they all came, along with a very bad smell and a lot of fleas. Mr Paxton didn’t baulk, though. He bravely put on everything that Simon had discarded, and was soon transformed. Smeared with grime and splashed with street-sludge, he cut a convincing figure, though he was a good ten years younger than Simon and didn’t have the beggar’s drooping, bloodhound face.


  Even the dog looked confused, once Mr Paxton had finished.


  ‘If that dog knows its way home,’ Philo observed, watching the creature sniff suspiciously at Mr Paxton’s knees, ‘it will lead us straight to Simon’s ken, by way o’ Simon’s door.’ Turning to the beggar, who was pulling on Mr Paxton’s coat, Philo asked, ‘Do you have a key to your lodgings?’


  Simon stared at Philo blankly, as if he didn’t understand English. Once again, it was Mr Paxton who finally persuaded Simon to admit that he had no key because he required no key – not for the closet in which he lived. But Achilles knew the way. Achilles slept there too, defending it from the devil. Achilles was a good dog.


  ‘Dog is god, turned about,’ Simon remarked. ‘God is a very present help in times of trouble.’


  ‘Aye, that’s true enough,’ Mr Paxton agreed in his kindliest tone. ‘But will this dog show us the right path? Will he take us to Rat’s Castle, where you lodge?’


  By way of an answer, Simon reached into one of the canisters slung across Mr Paxton’s chest. Philo was surprised to see him produce an old Turkish slipper, very dirty and torn, which he waved at the dog.


  Achilles stiffened, his ears twitching. He was an ugly mongrel, squat and bow-legged, with a missing ear and a milky eye. Like a maggot, he had a white body and a dark head; his usual manner was sullen and brooding. But at the sight of the chewed slipper, he began to pant and bounce and wag his tail.


  ‘If you follow him, he will take you home,’ Simon declared, sounding almost like a man of sense. When he tossed the slipper at his dog, Achilles caught it and headed back towards Bannister’s Alley.


  Philo and Mr Paxton exchanged a startled look. Then Philo grabbed his fire iron and Mr Paxton grabbed his sword.


  ‘Wait for us at the Resurrection Gate!’ Philo instructed, concerned that Simon might set off after them. But the beggar didn’t move. He just stood helplessly, watching Philo run away.


  If Philo hadn’t been so busy worrying about everyone else, he would have worried about Simon.


  Luckily, Achilles didn’t seem to be in a rush. Though his pace was brisk, he moved at a steady trot rather than streaking ahead like a greyhound. Philo and Mr Paxton were able to keep up as the dog hurried past bricked-up windows and shadowy doorways.


  ‘Stay.’ Philo grabbed Mr Paxton before he could step out onto Church Street, which was wide and bright and scattered with people. ‘Give me your sword, sir, and keep your head down. For there’s folk here who likely know Simon.’


  The surgeon nodded, surrendering his sword. Then he plunged after Achilles. Philo held back for a few seconds; he didn’t want anyone thinking that he and Mr Paxton were together, since Simon Edy was always alone. People would stare if Simon appeared with a friend, and Philo didn’t want that to happen.


  He knew some of the faces in Church Street, but not as many as he would have liked. He didn’t even know the street very well. It was lined with three-storeyed houses, most of them shabby and mildewed. There was a chandler’s shop at one end of the street and a gin-shop at the other, but neither had signs hanging over their doors. Most of the people drifting around were ragged and listless, though the knot of children outside the chandler’s shop had enough energy to whistle at Achilles as he passed them. One threw a dry bone at him, but he ignored it.


  Then the same children spotted Mr Paxton, who was shuffling along in an attempt to imitate Simon’s gait, with his hat-brims pulled down low and his chin buried in his neckerchief. The sound of their taunts made Philo cringe. He was afraid that they might follow Mr Paxton, or pelt him with muck, or try to snatch off one of his hats. If they did that, there would be trouble.


  So Philo picked up his pace and drew attention to himself by shifting his grip on the small sword. Because it was an expensive weapon, it looked out of place in Philo’s hands. And when the other children saw it, they assumed the worst. Philo rounded the corner into Carrier Street pursued by a volley of shouts and catcalls, as several of the children accused him of being a thief. He thought they were probably McCauleys. There were about a dozen young McCauleys, all with the same buck teeth, savage squints and white-blond hair. The whole quarter was infested with them. Kit loathed the McCauleys.


  They were one reason why Philo tried to avoid Dyott Street.


  Garnet had once told Philo that some of the bigger, older buildings on Dyott Street dated back a hundred years, to a time when wealthy merchants had built fine houses on the outskirts of London. Rat’s Castle, he’d said, was one of these houses. Philo found it hard to believe. As he followed Achilles down the filth-choked passage known as Ivy Lane, he couldn’t see a speck of greenery – just grey slate and sooty brick and slimy black cobbles. The lane came straight up beside Rat’s Castle, joining Dyott Street opposite a lodging house. But Achilles didn’t get as far as Dyott Street. Instead he swerved to the left, darting through a gap in a fence where the palings had been stolen.


  Philo followed the dog into a small yard separating Rat’s Castle from another decrepit building that might once have been a coach-house. There were pigs in the yard, and a midden heap, and a tiny, barefoot child wearing a linen shift, but there was no well. The child stared dumbly, its thumb in its mouth, as Achilles sprang from the top of the midden heap onto the roof of a shed that was attached to the rear of Rat’s Castle. Philo decided that this shed had probably been built for storing fuel, or perhaps as a makeshift smithy. But whatever its original purpose, it now served as a kind of staircase for the dog. Achilles scrambled across its collapsing roof – which was full of holes – until he reached one of the Castle’s upper windows.


  Then he disappeared.


  ‘That’s our route,’ Philo said softly, assessing it from the base of the midden heap. He thought he could probably manage such a climb, as long as the roof didn’t give way beneath him. But he didn’t want to go in just yet. ‘Will you wait here, your honour?’ he asked Mr Paxton. ‘I’ve something I must do.’


  Mr Paxton was staring at the child in the linen shift. ‘Look at that poor lass,’ he muttered. ‘Chilled to the bone and not above three years old. What a sin.’


  Philo gave a grunt. He had other things on his mind. ‘You’ll not enter without me?’ he said. ‘Scamper and Gugg both live here, sir, and they believe there’s a spriggan.’


  ‘I’ll wait. Have no fear.’ Mr Paxton took the sword and the fire iron, which Philo had passed to him. ‘What is your plan for distracting the occupants?’


  ‘There should be a mob out front,’ Philo explained. ‘Ripe to tear the doors off their hinges once I tell ’em about Susannah.’


  ‘A mob?’ Mr Paxton repeated. ‘You’ve contrived to raise a mob outside this house?’


  ‘Aye.’ Ignoring the surgeon’s dumbfounded stare, Philo promised to return quickly. Then he dashed back into Ivy Lane, listening for the sound of raised voices. Had anyone arrived yet? He wasn’t sure of the exact time. It was such a grey day that he had trouble pinpointing the sun’s location – and there were no clocks striking anywhere in the neighbourhood. Beside him, the southern wall of Rat’s Castle loomed up like a cliff-face, three storeys high and punctured with generous windows. But the ground-floor windows were all boarded up where the glass had been smashed; there was no way of seeing inside.


  Stopping to peer around the corner into Dyott Street, Philo was relieved to see people milling about in front of Rat’s Castle. Among them were Valentine’s friends, the Irish chairmen. Val was there too, as were John Fern the broke tailor, and Charles Storer (with a bandaged head), and William Coverdale, the landlord of the Blue Bell. Mr Smart, who owned three houses on Goldsmith’s Alley, was heading up the street with another man – both of them bearing cudgels. Charles Storer had brought two friends along. Mr Weddle, from Middlesex Court, had also arrived, and was hammering on a shutter, calling for his friend Matthias in a loud, drunken voice.


  But there was no response from inside the house.


  ‘Val!’ Philo exclaimed, as he sidled up to Valentine. Though he kept his voice low, a couple of the chairmen heard him, and scowled in his direction. There were about a dozen of them, all wearing livery and carrying chair-poles. Their impatient air made Philo nervous.


  ‘Philo! At last!’ said Val. ‘What’s the plan? Who’s the target? We need direction—’


  Philo cut him off. ‘Gugg Worris took Susannah Quail. He has her in that house, down a well.’


  ‘What?


  ‘She’s bait for the spriggan. We must get her out.’ Ignoring Val’s astonished stare, Philo turned to the nearest chairman, whose name was Sean Callaghan. ‘Do you know Susannah Quail? The little yellow-haired pedlar from the Resurrection Gate?’


  ‘I do,’ said Niall Donohoe. ‘Sells rosemary by the bunch.’


  ‘She was taken. You’ll find her in that house, along with half the wealth o’ London.’ Pointing at Rat’s Castle, Philo scanned the broad, weathered faces turned towards him. Then he took a deep breath and declared, ‘There’s a villain in there who’s behind every piece o’ wickedness to befall St Giles this past week. Every theft, every wound, every unexplained stupor – and now this. A child put down a well for some devilish purpose, and no one . . .’ Philo’s voice cracked. He had to swallow before continuing. ‘. . . no one to help her. We must save her, Mr Donohoe. Please.’


  ‘Who’s the villain?’ asked Niall.


  ‘I don’t know.’ Philo decided that mentioning the spriggan would only complicate matters. ‘But Scamper does. And his crew likewise. They’re running half the rogues in London, by force o’ threats and blows. They’ve driven every soul from Rat’s Castle, as you can see . . .’


  ‘Aye, ’tis a mystery, to be sure,’ Sean broke in, ‘the castle being all shut up and dark as a grave. And the little girl’s in there, you’re saying?’


  ‘Put down a well,’ said Philo.


  ‘Ah, now, that’s wrong. That’s wicked.’


  ‘And every spoon and snuff-box that’s been hoisted in the parish this past week must be in there with her,’ Philo added, ‘for they’ve floored even Civil Joe Constantine, and will be running his gang soon enough.’


  ‘Civil Joe?’ said Niall, as his friend Tiger suddenly burst out, ‘’Tis the honest truth, Niall! I heard it from a Chick Lane hawker – they say Civil Joe caught a mortal blow last night, and hasn’t woken from it.’


  ‘Holy Mary,’ Niall muttered.


  Philo, meanwhile, had cast a quick glance at the gathering crowd, which was still loose and bewildered, but growing bigger. Meg Sample had joined it, along with Robert Coppinger and Elias Tilbury, both of whom had brought sturdy-looking companions with them – two porters, a post-boy and a footman, all armed to the teeth. Ephraim had come from the George Inn. John Barnwell was hovering about, looking confused. Shambles Sam was there, as were Tristram Fry, the printer, and Dick Groundwell from the Hoop gaming house . . .


  Then Philo spotted Kit, and waved him over.


  ‘We must raise a hue and cry,’ Niall was saying. ‘There’s folk enough here to do it.’


  ‘Aye, we can whip ’em up easy,’ said Tiger. ‘Sure, those lads with the shillelaghs look to be here for trouble.’


  ‘I’ll go behind the house,’ Philo offered, ‘and stop ’em sneaking out the rear.’ With a few surreptitious hand signals, he ordered Val to stay with the chairmen. Then he jerked his chin at Kit, and headed back to where Mr Paxton was waiting.


  CHAPTER 25


  MORE ADVENTURES,


  FOR WHICH PHILO WAS WHOLLY UNPREPARED


  ‘Ah,’ said Mr Paxton. He was standing where Philo had left him, at the base of the midden heap, with his sword in one hand and his fire iron in the other. ‘You have a comrade, I see.’


  ‘This is Kit, your honour. Christopher Maltman.’ Looking around, Philo noticed that the tiny child was gone. ‘What became o’ the kid, sir? Did you scare her away?’


  ‘I sent her off with Simon’s neckerchief wrapped around her. I shall give him another, of course.’ Handing over the fire iron, Mr Paxton attached his scabbard to the strap at his waist and remarked, ‘A shawl would have answered better, but I had none. What is that noise, Master Grey?’


  Philo turned his head. Sure enough, he could hear the muffled sound of raised voices coming from Dyott Street. ‘That’s our mob, your honour.’


  ‘The deuce! Already? Then we’d best show a leg.’


  Philo nodded. ‘If you was to go in first, sir, there’s not a soul would challenge you, looking the way you do,’ he said. ‘Then you could give us the all clear, providing no one’s about.’


  ‘With pleasure,’ said Mr Paxton. A glance at the midden heap made him add with a crooked smile, ‘Nay – not with pleasure. But with enthusiasm, certainly. May I trouble you for a helping hand?’


  Philo sprang forward to steady the surgeon, who found it hard to keep his balance as he scrambled up the midden heap. Rubble and manure kept sliding out from beneath Mr Paxton; Philo had to dodge several pieces of smashed crockery. But at last Mr Paxton reached the top, and hoisted himself from there onto the roof of the shed.


  ‘Take care, sir,’ Philo warned. ‘Test the joists before you put your full weight on ’em.’ He himself mounted the pile of rubbish without difficulty, and was soon perched behind Mr Paxton, staring at a window with no glass in it. Everything had gone except for the wooden frame, beyond which lay only blackness.


  Mr Paxton started crawling towards it as Kit joined Philo.


  ‘Sir!’ Philo whispered. When the surgeon glanced back at him, Philo proffered the fire iron.


  But Mr Paxton shook his head and pressed on, inching forward on his hands and knees until he reached the windowsill. Then he craned his neck to peer inside. Philo held his breath, braced for the sound of startled yell, or a pistol-shot – and was relieved when he heard neither.


  Mr Paxton then rose to his feet and climbed into Rat’s Castle.


  ‘Come,’ Philo whispered to Kit. They both wriggled after the surgeon, keeping low as they tried to avoid loose slates and gaping holes. On arriving at the window, Philo lifted his head to look through it.


  He saw a dimly lit room containing a bed, a pot, a candle and Simon Edy’s dog. Achilles was sitting on the bed, chewing his Turkish slipper. Mr Paxton stood on the other side of the room, cautiously pulling open a badly warped door.


  After a moment, he beckoned to Philo.


  Every creak of the floorboards made Philo wince as he and Kit crept over them. The room smelled bad. Its door opened into a long, dark passage, with a glimpse of stair-bannisters at one end, and a closed door – scarred with hatchet-wounds – at the other.


  ‘Follow me,’ Mr Paxton hissed, making for the stairs. He had to pass a lot of doors on the way, and every time he reached one he would stop and peer through it, his unsheathed sword at the ready. But the upstairs rooms were all deserted. What’s more, their occupants had left in a panic, to judge from the general disorder; Philo saw a puddle of sheets, a smashed plate, an overturned stool, a discarded stocking. He also saw holes punched in walls, suspicious red stains, crude charcoal sketches and scorch-marks on plaster. It was a battered, disturbing place, like a sacked fortress.


  ‘If there’s a well, it must be downstairs,’ he said under his breath.


  Mr Paxton nodded. When he emerged from the passageway into the stairwell, he whipped his blade back and forth, as if to clear a path through dozens of converging enemies. But there were no enemies. There was no one at all. Illumined by a generous bank of leadlight windows (with many missing panes), the stairwell contained only a heavy oak staircase, which was richly carved and badly worm-eaten. Some of the stairs were missing their treads, and those that remained creaked and groaned beneath the slightest pressure.


  Luckily, the noise of Philo’s descent was masked by the commotion outside. He could hear a man with an Irish accent haranguing the crowd, which was growing steadily more boisterous. Inside the house, silence reigned – and it was a silence that made Philo’s skin crawl. There was something about Rat’s Castle that chilled him. Perhaps it was the stale stench of tobacco and vomit. Or perhaps it was the knowledge that a dark spirit might be lurking nearby, not far from Susannah.


  The staircase stopped at ground level, where the front entrance opened into a great hall with a coffered ceiling. At least a dozen oak panels had been torn off the walls. Cobwebs hung in fluttering curtains. The fireplace smelled like a privy.


  ‘Scamper Knaggs! Gugg Worris! Come out here or we’ll be coming in!’ Niall Donohoe bellowed from the other side of the front door. When he started to hammer on it, his blows shook the foundations.


  ‘This way,’ Philo hissed, heading for the back of the hall. He wanted to get out before someone else came in. There were three entrances (not counting the staircase), but only one stood open – for the simple reason that the door had been wrenched off its hinges. Philo doubted that Scamper’s crew would be skulking in a room without a door. And when he checked, he saw that he was right. The room behind the hall was empty.


  It was a small room, lined from floor to ceiling with shelves and cupboards. A hatch in the floor told Philo that it had probably been built as a pantry or buttery, with a set of stairs down to the beer cellar. On seeing this hatch, Mr Paxton grunted.


  ‘The well . . .’ he breathed into Philo’s ear.


  Philo gave a nod. If there was a well, it had to be in the cellar, since there was no trace of such a thing in the rear yard. He wished that he had his torch with him. The ground floor of Rat’s Castle was dingy enough on such a dull day, with its shuttered windows and black wood and mouldy plaster. But the hole in the floor looked as dark as a crypt – and he didn’t like the idea of blundering around down there without a light.


  ‘What’s that?’ Kit suddenly whispered. ‘Listen . . .’


  Philo listened. At first he could hear nothing but the distant crowd. By concentrating hard, however, he finally caught the faint, muffled sound of somebody moaning – and his heart seemed to turn over in his chest.


  ‘Susannah?’ he hissed.


  ‘Shh!’ Mr Paxton flapped his hand, straining to make out where the noise was coming from. Philo realised that it wasn’t floating out of the hatchway. It was seeping from behind the door of a nearby cupboard.


  ‘Blood an’ ’ounds . . .’ he whimpered, horrified.


  Kit threw himself at the doorhandle, which turned on a pivot. But no matter how furiously he tugged and twisted, the cupboard door wouldn’t open.


  It had been locked.


  Mr Paxton tapped on it. ‘Susannah?’ he said quietly. ‘Is that you?’


  Though the muttered reply was impossible to understand, Philo heard enough to realise that he wasn’t listening to Susannah’s voice.


  ‘Who is that?’ Mr Paxton pressed his ear against the wood, keeping his own voice as low as possible. Philo, meanwhile, was gazing at Kit, his face twisted into a pleading expression. He knew that Kit had a passing acquaintance with the art of lock-picking – ‘dubbing’, as he called it. But Kit shook his head. With a couple of quick hand signals, he reminded Philo that he had no tools: no skeleton key, no centre-bit, no crowbar . . .


  ‘’Tis Jemmy Jukes!’ Mr Paxton suddenly spluttered. He turned to Philo, pale and wide-eyed. ‘In there, by damn! What’s to be done?’


  Philo thought for a moment. He wasn’t about to delay his search for Susannah just because a ruffian like Jemmy Jukes needed help. So he thrust the fire iron at Kit. ‘See what you can do with this,’ he ordered.


  ‘Philo—’


  ‘We’ll return directly.’ If Jemmy Jukes had been locked in a cupboard, there was no telling what might have been done to Susannah. Philo’s concern for her completely swamped his fear of the spriggan. He had to search the cellar. He had to find out what was going on.


  But as he moved towards the hole in the floor, Mr Paxton caught his arm. ‘Wait,’ said the surgeon. He stepped in front of Philo, his sword-blade flashing. Then he began to descend the short, rickety staircase that hung from the lip of the hatchway, every muscle as taut as a bowstring.


  Philo followed him. By this time Kit was already using the fire iron as a lever to open the cupboard door – and the noise made Philo sweat. He was convinced that someone in the cellar would hear, and would ambush Mr Paxton when he reached the bottom of the staircase. But Philo was wrong. There was no one at the bottom of the staircase. And the crack of splintered wood was nothing compared to the clinking and clanking that filled the cellar.


  It wasn’t as dark down there as Philo had expected. Though the room in which he found himself was as murky as the Woodyard tunnels, he could see a much brighter room beyond it, through an open doorway in the distance. What’s more, the clatter of metal on metal was coming from this well-lit room. Philo quickly realised that someone was in there, with a lamp or a candle, and that he (or she) was too busy shifting objects around to notice the shuffle of approaching footsteps.


  Mr Paxton gave Philo a nudge, then began to advance very slowly. Philo did the same, though his heart was pounding with such force that it made his whole body tremble. He was worried about the well. They were padding across a stone floor, which might easily have a well sunk into it. So he kept scanning the ground while Mr Paxton watched the doorway.


  But they didn’t fall down any holes. All they encountered on their trip across the room was a series of stone pillars, which were holding up the low, vaulted ceiling. Mr Paxton used these pillars to shield himself, scampering from one to the other with his sword raised. Together he and Philo drew closer and closer to the light – until at last they both had a good view of what lay beyond the threshold ahead of them. A lantern was sitting on the floor, shedding a golden glow over a small, hexagonal room with a pillar in each corner. There was another door opposite, opening onto darkness. There was also a flintlock pistol lying on top of a sea-chest. And in the middle of the room, gleaming and glittering, there was a heap of gold and silver: silver plate, gold snuffboxes, jewelled swords, silver shoe-buckles, gold watches, candlesticks, saltcellars, gilded frames – every imaginable luxury. For a moment Philo was dazzled. He caught his breath in amazement.


  But the treasure didn’t hold his attention for long. Because crouched over it, shovelling handfuls of plate into a jute sack, was a huge creature with a fur pelt, yellow fangs and a black, shiny, twisted face . . .


  Philo clapped his hands over his mouth to stifle the scream that had bubbled up. He jerked back instinctively. Then, from the top of the stairs, came an urgent cry.


  ‘Hurry, damn you! They’ll be in here, directly!’


  The voice didn’t belong to Kit Maltman. And the reply wasn’t an unearthly howl. Though thick and slurred, it was a perfectly comprehensible response – a tetchy man’s voice emerging from a monster. ‘I’ve two hands, not six,’ the spriggan growled. ‘Lend me one o’ yourn, if you’re so cursed anxious.’


  At that instant, several thoughts flashed across Philo’s brain. He realised that the spriggan in the next room must be human, despite its terrifying appearance. He also realised that someone was coming down the stairs at a run, so it wouldn’t be long before he and Mr Paxton were spotted. And that raised the question: what had happened to Kit? The new arrival must have passed Kit on his way downstairs, yet Philo hadn’t heard a single cry or thump.


  ‘For the love o’ Christ, Davy, will you hark to that racket?’ the newcomer continued. ‘They’re like to flay us all!’ Then he froze on the bottom step, sensing, perhaps, that something was wrong. Philo recognised him instantly. Even in the dim light, that wall-eye was unmistakable.


  It seemed that Cockeye McAuliffe was the man behind the spriggan ploy.


  ‘Haagh!’ Mr Paxton suddenly charged towards the staircase with a wild yell. Philo didn’t know what to do. Seeing Cockeye yank something from his waistband, Philo was about to rush after the surgeon when a shout from the next room stopped him. Whirling around, he spied the spriggan – Davy – lumbering through the doorway, a flintlock pistol in one hand. Davy was wearing what appeared to be a bearskin. His entire head was smeared with a black substance that made his pale eyes look like patches of clear sky in a thundercloud. He had no hair, no ears, no nose, and not much of a top lip. His teeth seemed permanently bared, long and yellow and sharpened to fearsome points.


  He glared across the room at Mr Paxton, unaware that Philo was skulking in the shadows nearby.


  Philo had to move fast. He pulled out his tinderbox and threw it as hard as he could. Though small, it had a sharp metal edge that cut Davy’s cheek. Davy roared and pivoted, waving his pistol. But Philo was already ducking past him, heading for the treasure in the next room.


  Bang! Davy fired his pistol wildly into the darkness, missing Philo by a couple of feet. By the time the smoke cleared, Philo was already squatting near the lantern, extracting a gilded sword from the treasure-heap.


  He was on his feet again, sword in hand, when Davy lunged at him with a furious bellow.


  CHAPTER 26


  WHAT PASSED


  BETWEEN PHILO AND THE DEMON THIEF


  Firing the flintlock again would have meant priming and reloading it, so Davy didn’t bother. He just hurled it at Philo’s head.


  Philo ducked and darted away. Speed was his only advantage. Davy had a longer reach and a stronger arm, but Philo was quicker. He skipped backwards as Davy plucked a cutlass from the treasure-heap. Philo dodged the first slash of Davy’s blade, then the next, then the next – because Davy was heavy and slow, like a bullock. When he charged, his weight worked against him.


  But Philo wasn’t a trained swordsman. He couldn’t lunge or parry, so he couldn’t risk being cornered. He had to keep moving. That was why he retreated towards the second door, even though a nasty smell was hanging over it. Mr Paxton wasn’t able to help; he was still busy with Cockeye McAuliffe. Philo could hear them shouting on the stairs.


  Ping! Davy’s blade bounced off the wall next to Philo’s right ear. Then, as Philo dashed into the adjoining room, Davy paused to pick up his lantern. This gave Philo a three-second lead. He used it to cast around for another exit, squinting through the shadows in search of a door or window or staircase or ladder – anything that might help him escape. At first there wasn’t enough light to see by. But Davy’s approach brought the lantern closer, illuminating a double row of rotting wooden partitions that divided the room into stalls. Philo couldn’t tell what these stalls were for. Casks? Servants? Animals? Whatever their original purpose, they had become a place to dump rubbish. As he ran past stall after stall, Philo glimpsed piles of rags, a frayed basket, dirty straw, food scraps, an old shoe, a brazier, a tankard . . .


  The smell grew worse and worse. It was the smell of smoke and brimstone. When Philo reached the end of the stalls, he could hardly breathe. But that wasn’t why he stopped. He stopped because there was nowhere else to go; in front of him was a blank stone wall, and behind him was Davy, who put down his lantern as Philo swung around to face him.


  That was when Philo noticed the strange claw attached to the tip of Davy’s left forefinger. It was very long, with a point as sharp as a needle. The moment he laid eyes on it, Philo knew what it was.


  He threw himself into the nearest stall, gasping with fear.


  Davy’s blade clanged against the patch of floor where Philo had just been standing. Inside his stall, backed up against a partition, Philo looked around frantically for a hiding place – an escape route – a shield. But he saw only a scattering of straw and a bellarmine jug. Even in the bad light Philo recognised this jug, though he didn’t have time to wonder why. He picked it up and hurled it at Davy.


  The jug bounced off Davy’s skull, smashing against a wall.


  ‘The mob!’ Philo shrieked. ‘They’ll kill you if you kill me!’


  Davy grinned. A few trickles of blood were carrying away some of the greasy, soot-black substance that was smeared across his skull. He had two dark holes where his nose should have been, and his eyes were lost in shadow. Looming over Philo, with his huge, furry shoulders and gleaming teeth, he looked so much like a monster that Philo’s strength almost failed him. There was only one way out, and that was between Davy’s legs. But Philo’s own legs had turned to water.


  He slashed at Davy’s left hand – and missed. Twice. Then his sword clashed against Davy’s blade, and was flicked out of his grasp.


  Philo screamed. He ducked and rolled. At the same instant, Davy dropped like a stone, clutching his right knee and howling in anguish.


  ‘Aaaargh!’


  Davy fell on his side, his head thumping against a partition. Philo peered past his writhing, roaring shape and saw Mr Paxton behind it, sword in hand.


  ‘That was your medial collateral ligament,’ the surgeon croaked. Though he had discarded all of Simon’s hats and canisters, his clothes were so ragged and his hair so wild that he still looked more like a beggar than a surgeon. ‘’Tis not a fatal wound,’ he went on breathlessly, ‘but I’ll cut your throat if you move again.’


  ‘’Ware the claw!’ Philo yelped. ‘On his finger!’


  ‘I see it.’ Mr Paxton laid the edge of his blade against Davy’s wrist. ‘Take it off or I’ll slice it off.’


  Though Davy had one hand clamped to his wound, he somehow managed to flick the curious attachment from his other hand. The sound it made when it hit the flagstones told Philo that it was a metal tube, hollow from base to tip.


  Philo reached over to grab Davy’s cutlass, which lay on the ground between them.


  ‘Don’t touch the claw,’ said Mr Paxton, wrapping his free hand in the skirts of his coat. Seeing him crouch down, Philo picked up his own sword and thrust its point towards Davy’s left eye.


  ‘Move and I’ll blind you!’ Philo said hoarsely.


  Davy moaned. His blood was pooling across the flagstones, soaking into the straw. ‘’Twasn’t my lay,’ he mumbled. ‘’Twas Cockeye’s notion . . .’


  ‘Where is Cockeye?’ Philo asked Mr Paxton, who had retrieved the claw and straightened up.


  ‘Do you mean that cowardly ruffian with the dagger? He ran.’ Mr Paxton was gazing in fascination at the tiny object nestled in the folds of his coat. ‘I could not stop him. I had to find you.’


  ‘But Kit – what about Kit?’ Philo demanded. Without waiting for a reply, he turned back to Davy and hissed, ‘Where’s Susannah?’


  Davy was grimacing in pain. ‘Who?’ he said faintly.


  ‘Where is she? Where’s the little girl?’


  ‘I don’t know what you mean!’ Davy cried, flinching away from Philo’s sword-point. Philo couldn’t help marvelling at Davy’s transformation; one small wound had turned the raging bully into a grovelling supplicant. ‘God save you, there’s no child here,’ Davy moaned. ‘There’s no one. Not a soul in the place – I scared ’em all off. Cockeye wanted it so.’


  Philo was desperate enough to use the sword. He actually raised it. But Mr Paxton brought his own blade up to catch Philo’s and said, ‘Stay, lad. Think. The trap was laid for this man. He’d know naught of it.’


  This made sense to Philo. Though distracted with worry and shaking like a palsied limb, he could see that the surgeon was right. ‘Where’s the well, then?’ he spat.


  Davy stared at Philo, the whites of his eyes glinting against his darkened skin. ‘What well?’


  ‘The well, damn you!’


  ‘There’s no well here,’ Davy whined.


  ‘There must be!’


  ‘Aye, but you had this from Simon, Theophilus.’ Once again Mr Paxton interceded. ‘Could he have been mistaken?’


  ‘Not he.’ Philo was convinced of it. ‘There’s a well here.’


  ‘If there is, I never saw it,’ Davy insisted. ‘I’ve not been out o’ this cellar since I set foot in the place.’


  ‘When was that?’ asked Mr Paxton, before Philo could speak.


  ‘Two weeks ago,’ Davy replied, then added defensively, ‘’Twas Cockeye’s lay! He said we could make our fortune!’


  ‘By frightening even his own gang, so you wouldn’t have to share,’ said Mr Paxton, who seemed to be thinking aloud. ‘But where did he find the poison?’


  ‘That was mine, sir – never his.’ Davy’s voice was growing weaker. ‘I had it off a cull in Virginny, as a gambling debt—’


  ‘American!’ Mr Paxton exclaimed. ‘I thought as much.’


  ‘So you was in America? With Cockeye?’ Philo asked Davy.


  ‘We took the same passage back to England. That’s when we first met.’


  ‘And you told him about the poison, and he saw your face, and devised a cunning plan.’ Mr Paxton began to nod as the pieces fell into place. ‘What befell you, by the bye? A fire, was it?’


  ‘Please, sir, ’twas a furnace fire,’ Davy whimpered. ‘It all but killed me – and now I’m no fit company for man nor beast . . .’


  But Philo wasn’t interested in Davy’s tale of woe. ‘Where’s Gugg?’ he snapped.


  ‘Gugg Worris? That slubberdegullion?’ By now Davy was talking through clenched teeth, rocking back and forth in obvious torment. ‘Ah . . . ah . . . Gugg whipped off. He’s gone . . .’


  ‘When the trap failed, he must have fled,’ Mr Paxton murmured. Then a distant rending noise caused him to grimace. ‘It sounds as if your mob is losing its temper, Theophilus.’


  ‘Someone must know where the well is!’ Philo was starting to panic. He waved his sword under Davy’s nose – or under the gap where his nose should have been. ‘Where’s Scamper?’ he cried, his voice cracking.


  ‘I don’t know!’ Davy retorted. ‘I’ve not seen him, nor any o’ the others! They don’t come down here. They’re too scared . . .’


  ‘What about Jemmy Jukes?’


  Davy stared up at him blindly. ‘Jemmy Jukes? Is he still alive?’


  ‘Why not?’ Mr Paxton countered. ‘Did you bring him back here to slaughter?’


  ‘Nay, sir, ’twas Cockeye brought him back. Cockeye didn’t want him in the workhouse, lest he talk on waking. Talking about the spriggan was all right – Cockeye wanted that – but he was afeared Jemmy might peach on us for other matters—’


  ‘Hah! So you knew he might awaken?’ the surgeon cried. Then he frowned as Philo charged past him. ‘Where are you going? Theophilus?’


  ‘I need to help Kit. There’s no well down here.’ Philo ran for the staircase, his head in a whirl. He was still holding two weapons, and he could hear the noise of the mob outside growing louder and louder as he ascended. When he stuck his head through the hatchway in the buttery floor, he could see no trace of Kit – or of Cockeye. But he noticed that the cupboard door was closed, despite the damage that had been done to its frame. So he guessed what had happened even before he rapped on it with a gilded pommel.


  ‘Kit? Kit Maltman!’


  There was a pause. Then a familiar voice whispered, ‘Philo?’


  ‘Aye! Let me in!’


  As the cupboard door creaked open, a sharp crack and a loud cheer made Philo jump. Frowning, he shuffled sideways to peer into the entrance hall – where someone had not only kicked a panel out of the front door but was driving his heel into another one.


  ‘What’s amiss?’ asked Mr Paxton. Turning, Philo saw him climb out of the cellar.


  ‘They’re breaking in,’ said Philo.


  ‘Should we admit them?’ asked the surgeon. But Philo didn’t reply. He was already brushing past Kit, eager to see what lay inside the cupboard.


  ‘When I heard Cockeye coming, I hid,’ Kit remarked. ‘’Tis a stroke o’ luck he didn’t want to hide in here with me, the noise being so bad . . .’


  ‘For the love of Christ!’ said Mr Paxton. He had joined Kit on the threshold of the cupboard, which wasn’t really a cupboard at all. It was more like an old-fashioned closet – a very small room without windows, containing a bundle of rags on a pile of straw. It smelled like a privy.


  Jemmy Jukes was stretched out on the rags, his eyes closed, his face grey.


  ‘This is unconscionable,’ Mr Paxton spluttered, covering his nose with one sleeve.


  ‘Someone left him here to rot,’ Kit observed. Philo gave him Davy’s cutlass, then crouched beside Jemmy and began to shake him.


  ‘Jemmy! Jemmy Jukes!’


  ‘Take care, lad, I beg you.’ Mr Paxton was still nursing the poisoned claw, but he sheathed his own sword before joining Philo at Jemmy’s bedside. ‘The poor man is in extremis. . .’


  This meant nothing to Philo. ‘Jemmy Jukes!’ he shouted, giving Jemmy a tremendous shove. When Jemmy’s eyes snapped open, no one was more surprised than Philo. ‘Where’s the well, Jemmy?’ he demanded. ‘Tell me and we’ll bring you water!’


  Jemmy’s jaw flapped a few times, but no sound emerged. Mr Paxton knelt down to feel his pulse.


  ‘The well! Where is it?’ Philo asked impatiently.


  Jemmy’s head rolled to one side. ‘No . . .well . . .’ he rasped.


  ‘A hole, then! A pit! A drain!’


  ‘ . . . privy . . .’


  ‘What?’ Philo bowed his head, placing his ear close to Jemmy’s mouth. ‘A privy, did you say? There’s a privy?’


  ‘Up . . . stairs . . .’


  ‘Upstairs?’ Philo had never heard of an upstairs privy. But Mr Paxton had.


  ‘A garderobe?’ he suggested. ‘This is an old house, and a fine one. There may be a garderobe built into the wall, with a chute down to a cesspit.’


  ‘Where?’ Again Philo shook Jemmy, who seemed to be falling asleep. ‘Which wall?’


  ‘West . . . first . . .’


  ‘First floor up?’ Philo sprang to his feet as Jemmy nodded, and was about to leave the room when Mr Paxton grabbed his arm.


  ‘I cannot abandon this man,’ said the surgeon. ‘He needs my help. And the fellow downstairs—’


  ‘May do as he pleases,’ said Philo. Davy’s fate was of no interest to him. He didn’t care about Jemmy, either. Susannah Quail was his only concern. ‘You stay here, sir. You’ll be safe enough, for my friends out there know who you are.’ He jerked his chin at Kit. ‘Come,’ he said, raising his voice above the mob’s resounding cheer as another part of the front door was kicked in. ‘West wall, first floor up. I’ve a notion where to look.’


  CHAPTER 27


  AN ACCOUNT


  OF PHILO’S QUEST TO SAVE SUSANNAH


  Philo reached the first landing just as the front door disintegrated.


  ‘Angels and ministers of grace defend us,’ murmured Kit, who was three steps behind him. ‘Do you hear that? They’ll tear the place down . . .’


  The noise was fearsome: shouts and cheers, clangs and crashes. Philo’s thoughts strayed briefly to the disfigured man in the cellar. What would the Irish chairmen do to him, if they got that far? But then Philo remembered the pile of gold and silver, and was reassured. A treasure trove like that was bound to distract even the most bloodthirsty Irishman.


  ‘I hope they don’t lose their wits and attack the surgeon,’ Kit went on, as he pursued Philo into the northern passage. ‘He don’t look like a gentleman in those duds . . .’


  ‘He might not look like one, but he sounds like one,’ said Philo. ‘Mr Paxton can take care of himself. He told me so.’ At the very least, Mr Paxton was better equipped than Susannah; though every bellow from downstairs made Philo wince, he kept reminding himself that Mr Paxton had been in the navy, and had probably seen a fair amount of action in his time. There was no point worrying about Mr Paxton.


  Susannah, on the other hand, would need all the help she could get.


  The western wall of Rat’s Castle lay to their left. Philo checked every room he passed – including Simon Edy’s – but saw nothing of interest until he reached the end of the passage. Here a door opened onto a very large room that spanned the width of the building. It would have been a bright and airy space, if so many of the windows hadn’t been boarded up, and if the stench of urine hadn’t been so strong. Most of the wall-panels had been torn away (for fuel, perhaps), revealing large expanses of damp grey stone. A massive fireplace stood opposite the door, choked with ash and bits of rubbish. There was a hole in the floor nearby, though someone had attempted to patch it with a cask-lid and a couple of nails.


  Everywhere he looked Philo saw stains and scratches, broken glass, nutshells, gnawed bones and candle-stubs. And in the western wall he saw an alcove the size of a sentry box, with a stone seat built into it.


  ‘There!’ cried Kit, pointing at the alcove. He started forward, then realised that Philo wasn’t following him. ‘Captain?’ he said, stopping to look back.


  Philo stood frozen to the spot. Suddenly he was terrified; the thought of gazing down a shaft and seeing Susannah dead at the bottom of it was so appalling – so unspeakable – that he simply couldn’t face it. He couldn’t even find his voice to call her name.


  It was Kit who yelled, ‘Susannah?’


  There was a long, tense pause. But just as Philo was beginning to despair, he heard a tiny voice like a mouse’s squeak. ‘H-hello?’


  The relief was so great that for a moment Philo felt dizzy. He had to bend over, gulping down lungfuls of air, as Kit dashed towards the alcove shouting, ‘Susannah Quail? Is that you?’


  ‘I’m here,’ the little voice croaked. ‘Who’s that?’


  ‘Kit Maltman! And Philo Grey!’


  ‘Philo . . .?’


  Philo dropped his sword and staggered over to the privy, which was a slab of stone with a hole chiselled through it. When Philo fell to his knees and thrust his head into the hole, he couldn’t see a thing. The shaft beneath it was pitch black.


  The smell was foul.


  ‘That chute must have been filled up long ago, or she would have fallen to her death,’ Kit remarked, edging out of the way to give Philo more room. The alcove was barely big enough for both of them.


  ‘Susannah?’ Philo’s voice was so hoarse that he had to clear his throat before continuing. ‘Are you hurt?’


  There was a brief silence. ‘I’m thirsty,’ she said at last.


  ‘We have to get her out.’ Philo jumped to his feet and looked around for a rope or stick. There was a stick near the alcove: it was leaning against the wall, and it had a copper wire wound tightly around it, as well as a length of red silk. Beside it stood a bellarmine jug that Philo recognised instantly.


  It was the same bellarmine jug that Gugg Worris had bought from Garnet Hooke.


  As Philo realised this, a series of images flashed across his mind – images that left him reeling. The jug downstairs had also been Garnet’s. For months it had sat on Garnet’s bookshelf, its misshapen face glaring down at Philo’s crew as they filed in and out. Then, about two weeks previously, the jug had vanished. Philo distinctly remembered noting its absence, days before Jemmy Jukes had surfaced in Middlesex Court.


  So how had the same jug ended up in Rat’s Castle, where Philo had been forced to throw it at Davy’s head?


  ‘Blood an’ ’ounds,’ he whispered. ‘Blood an’ ’ounds . . .’


  ‘Captain?’ said Kit. ‘What’s toward?’


  ‘I . . . ah . . .’


  ‘She’s not too deep. We could tie our coats together.’ Kit stared at Philo, who was trying to formulate a response. ‘Are you ill? You’re white as a dove.’


  Philo shook his head and shrugged off his coat. But instead of passing the coat to Kit, he returned to the privy and called down to Susannah.


  ‘Susie? I’ve a coat here – can you catch the end of it?’ Without waiting for an answer, he lowered his coat into the shaft, until both of his arms had been thrust down the privy up to his shoulders. The garment twitched a couple of times, as if Susannah’s questing hands had brushed against it. Then Philo felt a sharp tug that nearly jerked the left sleeve out of his grasp.


  He tightened his grip, praying that the stitches would hold.


  ‘Can you climb?’ he asked. ‘Have you strength enough?’


  ‘Climb?’ came the weak response.


  ‘I’ll pull, but you must push with your feet . . .’


  ‘There’s someone coming,’ Kit murmured into Philo’s ear. Then, as Philo leaned backwards, hauling Susannah out of the privy, Kit dropped his sword and fastened his hands around Philo’s coat. The two boys heaved with all their might, their ears tuned to the creak and snap of straining fabric.


  They ignored the sound of footsteps, which was growing louder and louder. But when Philo heard someone shriek, ‘Captain!’, he caught his breath.


  ‘That’s Dandy!’ said Kit. ‘Dandy! In here!’


  ‘She’s close.’ Philo could feel Susannah’s weight near the lip of the privy, stretching his coat to breaking point. ‘Catch her. Catch her now!’ he cried.


  Kit flung himself forward. When Philo saw him drawing Susannah’s left arm out of the hole, he released his coat and went to grab her other arm. Seconds later she was hanging over the privy seat, with her legs dangling down the shaft. That was when Dandy spied her from the door of the alcove.


  ‘Mercy!’ he exclaimed. ‘She is here! I thought it a fetch, to rouse the chairmen.’


  ‘Lend us a hand, for God’s sake!’ Kit barked. Dandy rushed to help, and together the three boys pulled Susannah onto the floor of the alcove, where she lay grimy and gasping, her tears making track-marks down her grubby face.


  She wouldn’t let go of Philo.


  ‘Was it Gugg?’ Philo asked her in a tight, harsh voice.


  She nodded.


  ‘Did he hurt you?’ was Philo’s next question.


  This time she shook her head. ‘I’m so thirsty . . .’ she quavered.


  ‘We must find Mr Paxton,’ said Philo. But even as he tried to raise Susannah, the thunder of massed footsteps reached his ears. It sounded as if a herd of cattle was stampeding down the passage towards them.


  ‘I was a-coming to tell you, there’s a mob of Irishmen heading this way,’ Dandy muttered. The words were barely out of his mouth before a knot of Val’s friends burst into the room, waving their chair-poles.


  Philo rose to confront them. ‘We found her!’ he cried. ‘Here she is!’ He was suddenly afraid that the wild-eyed chairmen – who had been shouting themselves into a frenzy – would forget who he was and set upon him as one of Scamper’s gang. ‘We pulled her out of the privy,’ he added, shooting an anxious look in Dandy’s direction.


  ‘We found her!’ Dandy confirmed, all rosy cheeks and round blue eyes. ‘She was down the privy and we pulled her out!’


  For an instant the looming pack of red-faced men stood staring at Dandy, absorbing what he’d just said. Then his innocent appearance had its usual disarming effect; they began to shake their heads and click their tongues.


  ‘Ah, poor lass!’


  ‘Sure, she looks perished!’


  ‘Acushla, ’tis a mortal sin, so . . .’


  The Irishmen all started talking at once. There were at least half a dozen of them in the room, and more were coming down the passage. Philo had to raise his voice to be heard over the din.


  ‘She needs water!’ he exclaimed. ‘She’s thirsty!’


  ‘Sure, she must be,’ the Irishmen all agreed, suggesting that she should drink a drop of small beer, or a nip of brandy for her nerves. A flask made its way towards Susannah, who was now on her feet, still clinging to Philo’s arm. But when she tried to move, her dragging foot caused another uproar; one of chairmen insisted on carrying her downstairs. Philo soon found himself in the rearguard of a noisy procession, along with Dandy and Kit and a very confused-looking John Barnwell, who was searching for his sweetheart, the actress Kitty Clive.


  ‘I thought Kitty was here,’ he kept saying. ‘I thought Kitty was in the well.’


  ‘Nay, sir, you misheard.’ Philo felt a pang of shame, but quickly stifled it. He had other things to think about. ‘’Tis the child needed rescuing, not your lady.’


  ‘Which must come as a great relief to you, sir,’ Kit added brightly, ‘Miss Clive being safe, and no more in peril than the Queen of England. That must set your mind at ease, and fill your heart with joy.’


  ‘I . . . ah . . . true . . .’


  Downstairs, the hall was in a state of chaos – and Philo soon worked out why. Someone had discovered the treasure trove. People were waving their arms, jabbering excitedly about gold and silver. Charles Storer and his friends were heading for the cellar, along with several other folk who had come to retrieve their stolen property. From his elevated vantage point, Philo spotted Black Jenny Jones and Derby Sinnock sneaking after this group, drawn by the promise of wealth lying in great heaps underground. It occurred to Philo, as he descended the great oak staircase, that every single soul in the hall was there because of him.


  It was a discomforting thought.


  Mr Paxton had left the buttery. He was now standing near the shattered front door, talking earnestly to William Coverdale – the landlord of the Blue Bell – and to Tristram Fry, the printer from Russell Street. Between them, Mr Fry and Mr Paxton were supporting Jemmy Jukes, who was barely conscious. But when the surgeon spied Susannah, borne triumphantly in Niall Donohoe’s arms, he broke away from Jemmy and crossed the room, where he met Philo at the bottom of the stairs.


  ‘Is that the little girl?’ Mr Paxton asked Philo.


  ‘Aye, sir.’


  ‘Well done.’ Noting Susannah’s bewildered expression, the surgeon added, ‘I think she needs a word of comfort.’


  ‘Will you take charge of her, your honour?’ Philo begged, as he was bumped and jostled by a crowd of eager chairmen. ‘She says she’s not hurt, but—’


  ‘She must be affected,’ Mr Paxton finished. ‘I agree.’ Then he began to shout like a man accustomed to the howl of an Atlantic gale. ‘You, there! I am a surgeon! Let me through!’


  Philo watched the crowd part as Mr Paxton made his way towards Susannah, whose pale, frightened face relaxed a little at the sight of Mr Paxton’s reassuring smile. She’ll be all right in his care, Philo thought, knowing that he should have felt better because of it. But he didn’t. He felt battered, as if his heart had dropped down to his stomach and his guts had been tied in knots.


  Turning away, he suddenly found himself face-to-face with Valentine.


  ‘What’s all this talk about a pile o’ plunder?’ Val demanded. ‘Is it true?’


  ‘True enough,’ Philo mumbled, pulling on his coat – which he’d managed to rescue before it fell into the privy. Though some of its seams were starting, it was still in one piece. ‘Where’s Lippy? And Fleabite?’


  ‘We all went our separate ways, searching for you,’ Dandy volunteered, from somewhere near Philo’s elbow. ‘This is a big house.’


  ‘They’ll be back soon enough when they hear o’ the gold,’ Val remarked, with a greedy look in his eye. ‘Where is it?’


  ‘In the cellar.’ Philo grabbed Kit, who was hovering nearby. ‘Fetch a constable. We need a constable here, for these folk will start to fight when they see the hoard downstairs. And they’re like to string up any one o’ Scamper’s crew they might come upon, in addition.’ As far as Philo was concerned, fetching a constable was all he could do for Davy; his fleeting concern was soon overlaid by other worries. ‘Val – I want you and Dandy to mind Mr Paxton. Stay close. And when you see Fleabite, tell him to scour this place for Simon Edy’s boxes. Mr Paxton dropped ’em somewhere, and he’ll want to give ’em back. Oh – and tell Fleabite to find my hat, if he can. ’Twas knocked off in the cellar, I think. My tinderbox will be close by, too—’


  ‘Where are you going, Captain?’ Kit interrupted. He was gazing at Philo with a concerned expression on his face. ‘Is aught amiss?’


  Philo hesitated. He knew that he shouldn’t be leaving – not while Susannah still needed him. Not while the constable hadn’t been fetched, and Rat’s Castle was still swarming with Irish chairmen. But he also knew that if he stayed, he would be of no use to anyone.


  His mind was elsewhere, struggling with something he could barely comprehend.


  ‘I have to go,’ he insisted. ‘I have to consult Mr Hooke.’ To Val he said, ‘Make sure Mr Paxton don’t forget his fire iron.’


  Then he hurried outside, bound for Cucumber Alley. By the time he reached Broad Street, he was running like someone pursued by a spriggan.


  CHAPTER 28


  THE TERRIBLE


  CONSEQUENCES OF WHAT PHILO LEARNED AT RAT’S CASTLE


  Philo met Fettler Ben on the stairs outside Garnet’s room. Fettler was carrying a covered chamber-pot down to the street.


  He stared in dismay at Philo’s filthy coat. ‘What happened to you?’ he asked.


  Philo didn’t answer. He stormed upstairs, brushing Fettler aside like a cloud of gnats. Garnet’s door was standing open, so Philo marched straight through it. He found Garnet in bed, propped against a tower of pillows and scratching away in a journal that lay open on his knees.


  Garnet looked up and stopped writing. He studied Philo over the tops of his spectacles. At last he said drily, ‘You’re late for our morning convocation.’


  Breathless from his run and choking with anger, Philo couldn’t speak at first. But at last he managed to croak out, ‘You sold a bellarmine jug to Cockeye McAuliffe!’


  Garnet didn’t even twitch. He kept staring at Philo, who added, ‘You talked to him – you must have! What did he tell you?’


  Garnet closed his journal, marking the place with his quill pen. ‘What did he tell you?’


  ‘Naught. But I’ve been to Rat’s Castle. I saw the jug. I saw both jugs.’ Philo’s mind was working furiously. ‘Did you tell him about spriggans? About faery strokes?’ When Garnet didn’t respond, Philo shouted, ‘Was this his lay, or yours?’


  ‘Do you think I would collude with a scabby clunch like Fergus McAuliffe?’ Garnet’s tone was one of lofty disdain. ‘He came here to make inquiries. I answered them.’


  ‘And sold him a witch-bottle!’


  ‘He asked for one, so I gave it to him.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Because he paid for it,’ Garnet replied coldly. ‘Where are the other boys?’


  Philo ignored this question. He was shaking with fury, but managed to blurt out, ‘What else did he want? Advice about spriggans? What they look like? How to make one?’


  Garnet heaved a sigh. He began to knead the bridge of his nose, as if Philo was giving him a headache by being so tiresome. That was when Philo lost his temper.


  He picked up Garnet’s pint-pot and hurled it straight at its owner, who ducked just in time to avoid it.


  ‘Answer me!’ Philo yelled. ‘How much did you know?’


  ‘Know? Know? I knew naught, you stupid creature! How could I?’ Red flags were flying in Garnet’s cheeks, and his dark eyes flashed a warning. Anger had suddenly taken years off him. ‘McAuliffe had heard of faery strokes, and wanted to hear more. He asked me if a spriggan could be caught in a witch-bottle and released when the seal was broke. When I told him it could, he bought a jug from me—’


  ‘Then you must have known!’ Philo interrupted. ‘As soon as Joe Billings spoke o’ the spriggan, you must have realised!’ He squinted at Garnet, trying to comprehend how anyone could be so detached – so furtive – so lacking in common decency. ‘How could you know and not tell us?’ he spluttered. ‘How could you recommend a sprite-trap when you knew it wasn’t even going to work?’


  ‘Such things never work,’ Garnet said through his teeth. ‘I believe I’ve made myself quite clear on that point. I simply give the fools what they want.’


  ‘Gugg used Susannah Quail to bait his trap!’ Philo shouted. ‘He stole a consecrated knife to build it! Three people are at death’s door, the streets are a battleground, and you could have stopped it! But you didn’t!’


  ‘Nonsense.’


  Staring at Garnet, Philo felt as if his heart’s blood was being wrung out of him. For the first time, he was seeing the real Garnet – and what he saw made a mockery of all the days he had spent at the man’s feet, treasuring every word that fell from his barbed tongue. ‘You knew and you didn’t care,’ Philo murmured, stunned that he could have been so wrong about so many things. ‘You kept it to yourself.’


  ‘I had my suspicions, Theophilus,’ Garnet countered. ‘But suspicions are very far from certain knowledge.’


  ‘Then why did you tell Hulks that the foxglove would take a week to cure Civil Joe?’ Philo narrowed his eyes. ‘I’ll tell you why. Because you knew the poison wouldn’t kill him. Cockeye must have told you its properties – belike when you was discussing faery strokes, and he wanted to match the poison to a likely creature.’ As Garnet shook his head, Philo hissed, ‘All you care about is chink. There are thieves more honest than you – at least they admit to being thieves!’


  ‘Mind what you say, boy,’ Garnet ground out. Then his breath caught, and he began to cough. He coughed and coughed while Philo stood unmoved. At last the coughing eased, and Garnet croaked, ‘Benjamin!’


  ‘He’s downstairs,’ Philo said grimly. ‘He cannot help you.’


  ‘Fetch me the Spanish licorice.’


  ‘Fetch it yourself.’ Philo folded his arms. His face was white and his eyes were as pale as a wolf’s.


  Garnet studied him for a moment, intently and with calculation, before wheezing, ‘Would you have me speak or no? For I cannot do it without my tincture.’


  There was something in his gaze – a kind of ironic challenge – that infuriated Philo. On the other hand, Garnet was right. He couldn’t talk while he was coughing.


  ‘Tell me the truth, and I’ll fetch your draught for you,’ Philo said. When Garnet nodded, Philo retrieved the little vial of Spanish licorice from the windowsill. Garnet received it with a grunt, then swallowed a few mouthfuls and sank back onto his pillows. He looked old again, and very sick. His eyes were closed.


  ‘Did Cockeye ask you about spriggans?’ Philo demanded. ‘Did he ask you what they look like?’


  Garnet nodded. ‘And what they smell like.’


  ‘What do they smell like?’


  ‘Foul. Sulphurous.’


  Philo thought of the brimstone stench in the cellar of Rat’s Castle. Cockeye must have contrived it, somehow. ‘What else did he ask?’


  ‘Naught,’ said Garnet, then changed his mind with a cough. ‘Stay – he asked me if an apothecary might be tempted to toy with the black arts. I told him I couldn’t answer with any certainty. Whereupon he asked if a necromancer might preserve dead creatures in glass jars—’


  ‘Blood an’ ’ounds!’ Philo was hit by a sudden memory of Fleabite sitting on the floor just a few feet away, talking about a dead snake in a bottle. They had been discussing the robbery at Abraham Figtree’s shop. ‘Why, that must have been part o’ the same fetch!’ Philo exclaimed. ‘We know ’twas Scamper’s crew that robbed the apothecary on High Holborn last week, for Gugg was seen with the stolen Turkish pipe. Belike Cockeye claimed to have found the witch-bottle there – and opened it after, hoping to trick the rest of his crew . . .’ With a gasp he realised what else this meant. ‘And you must have known,’ he said flatly, glaring at Garnet. ‘The instant you heard about Fleabite’s dead snake, you must have recalled Cockeye’s question. Yet you said not a word.’


  ‘You flatter me, Theophilus.’ Though Garnet’s voice sounded like a squeaky hinge, it managed to convey a fair amount of scorn. ‘My powers of penetration are not so keen, I assure you.’


  But Philo didn’t believe him. ‘You said not a word,’ he repeated, almost in wonder. Gazing down at the wizened body in the bed, he thought of the many times Garnet had poured contempt on the people he monitored: the footpads, the beggars, the drunkards, the gamblers, the housebreakers, the unfaithful husbands. ‘You always told me you made an honest living. And I believed you.’


  ‘It being the truth.’


  Philo shook his head, overwhelmed by a terrible sense of desolation. ‘You let us all suffer while you sat back and watched,’ he said. ‘You may not be a thief or a coiner, but you’re a false, hard-hearted rogue. And I never knew it. I never knew . . .’


  Garnet’s eyes fluttered open again. There was a menacing glow in their depths. Before he could speak, however, Fettler Ben entered the room.


  On spying him, Garnet sat bolt upright – so abruptly that Philo jumped, and Fettler nearly dropped the empty chamber-pot in his hand. For a moment Philo thought that Garnet must be having a fit.


  ‘Where are the other boys?’ Garnet snapped. ‘Did you send them to Rat’s Castle?’


  He was addressing Philo, who saw Fettler’s eyes widen. Rat’s Castle was a place they tried to avoid.


  ‘I had to,’ Philo insisted, more for Fettler’s benefit than for Garnet’s. ‘I had to save Susannah—’


  ‘From what?’ Garnet inquired.


  ‘From the depths of a privy! And from the spriggan too, though ’twas naught but a man – a man with a poisoned claw—’


  ‘And you left your friends in the company of this man?’ Garnet interrupted, his gaze boring into Philo. ‘At the mercy of his poisoned claw?’


  ‘Mr Paxton is with them—’


  ‘Ah! Mr Paxton. Of course. Somehow I deduced that Mr Paxton might be involved.’ Garnet’s voice dripped with venom. ‘’Twas Mr Paxton, I dare swear, who urged you to attempt this scheme?’


  ‘He did not,’ Philo retorted. ‘He tried to stop me.’


  ‘By joining you on your quest? How persuasive.’


  Philo knew it was pointless arguing with Garnet about Mr Paxton. So he assured Fettler, ‘The others are safe enough. Val’s friends are there, and the rest o’ the mob won’t trouble ’em—’


  ‘The rest of the mob?’ Garnet broke in. ‘You raised a mob, Theophilus?’


  Fettler looked alarmed. ‘What mob? Where? Not at Rat’s Castle?’ he exclaimed.


  Philo suddenly felt as if he were under attack. And before he could answer, Garnet unleashed another broadside.


  ‘So you raised a mob to trap a dangerous man in a dangerous place, then left your crew guarding Susannah so you could . . . what? Take me to task for keeping my own counsel?’ Though Garnet’s voice was still weak, he spoke with a precise and concentrated malice. ‘It seems to me that you have abused our trust. It seems to me that your loyalties are divided.’


  Looking at Fettler’s confused expression, Philo suddenly grasped what was going on. Garnet was trying to defend his own territory with every weapon he could muster. He didn’t want Philo converting Fettler Ben.


  ‘After all, this surgeon has put himself out to win you over, has he not?’ Garnet went on. ‘Feeding you – flattering you – rewarding you with unmerited payments. No wonder your allegiance has shifted. But we must ask ourselves – can a man serve two masters?’


  At that very instant, the truth dawned on Philo. It hit him with such force that he took a step backwards.


  He realised that Garnet was afraid of him.


  ‘Clearly Mr Paxton has some scheme in mind for you, Theophilus. The question is: what? Does he wish to make you his servant? His valet? His footman? I think not. Benjamin here would be better equipped. Nay . . .’ Garnet shook his head. ‘’Tis my belief that Mr Paxton wants to take charge of our business. From what he said this morning, it is quite clear that he has made a study of it, and is determined to wrest the reins from my hands by every means in his power – from calling me “repellent” to befriending the leader of my crew. No doubt his next gambit will be to offer you an education. But please recall that promises are like piecrust, and that you do not know this man. You do not know this man.’


  Though Garnet was addressing Philo, he was really talking to Fettler. Philo understood that. He understood that he was witnessing the first manoeuvre in a long campaign to win the hearts and minds of Philo’s friends.


  It was a campaign that he had no desire to witness; the thought made him feel close to despair. So he took a deep breath, looked Garnet straight in the eye and said, ‘You’re not afraid o’ Mr Paxton, sir. You’re afraid o’ me.’ Without waiting for an answer, he continued, ‘If you think I would ever turn the others against you, Mr Hooke, then you don’t know me and never have. I’d not fight you, sir. I owe you too much. But you don’t trust me anymore – and I don’t trust you. ’Tis better we part.’


  He stood waiting for a response, his eyes fixed on the worn, sickly, familiar face in front of him. But Garnet’s expression was blank. He seemed lost for words – speechless with shock, perhaps, or with something more complicated. It was Fettler who cried, ‘You’re not leaving us, Captain?’


  Philo swallowed. ‘I must.’


  ‘But—’


  ‘I’ll collect my baggage and find new lodgings, then send you the particulars.’ Philo paused to glance at Garnet, who still didn’t speak – though his colour was deathly. His silence pained Philo, but it also came as a relief, since Philo didn’t have the energy to wrangle with Garnet. He felt suddenly exhausted, and desperately hungry. He needed to get away and think. He needed to make some decisions.


  ‘What’ll I tell the others?’ Fettler protested.


  ‘You’ll not have to tell ’em a thing,’ said Philo. ‘I’ll tell ’em myself, when I see ’em – for I shall see ’em. Fleabite has my tinderbox.’


  The thought of Fleabite made Philo waver, for an instant; he knew that he had to leave before he changed his mind. So he turned and made for the stairs, half expecting Garnet to call him back. It didn’t happen, though. Garnet didn’t even fling a threat at his retreating figure.


  All the same, Philo glanced over his shoulder when he reached the door. ‘Don’t think you can punish me for this,’ he warned, pinning his ice-blue gaze on Garnet. ‘You’ll not succeed if you try.’


  Then he went upstairs to pack his belongings. He packed his comb and his clasp-knife, his Sunday shirt and his mother’s coral cross. He also retrieved the guinea he’d kept hidden behind the canvas pinned over the roof-joists.


  He didn’t start crying until he was on King Street, heading for the Maidenhead Inn.


  CHAPTER 29


  A SURPRISING


  INSTANCE OF LOYALTY AND AFFECTION


  Philo spent the afternoon with Toby Mackett, who made up a bed for him in the Maidenhead’s beer cellar. Though Philo had offered to pay for an attic bedroom, Toby had scoffed at the idea. No one would notice a spare body among the casks. Why, Toby was the only living soul who went down there for days on end! But of course Philo wouldn’t be able to stay for very long, the pot-boy had added, with a questioning look. Then he’d asked what Philo was planning to do, now that he’d broken with Mr Hooke. Was he going to remain a linkboy?


  Philo didn’t know. Though he had told Toby about his ‘disagreement’ with Garnet, he hadn’t provided any details, and was afraid that Toby might think he had stolen something – or worse. If he’d been feeling stronger, he might have unburdened himself to Toby, who was honest and kind. But Philo didn’t feel strong. Garnet’s betrayal had shaken him to the core. Wandering around in a daze, he was able to do nothing that afternoon but eat hot chestnuts and ask himself, over and over again, why it mattered so much. Garnet had always been a stern businessman, impatient of sentiment and keen to make money from any ploy that wasn’t downright illegal. He had always viewed the world with detachment, observing without sympathising, studying people as if they were gears in a clock. Yet Philo had thought himself the exception. He’d believed that Garnet liked him. Trusted him . . .


  Now he knew that he was just another gear. Another tool. Garnet was not so much a father-figure as a puppet-master, and the thought made Philo physically ill. He was sitting on a bench by the taproom door, nursing a queasy stomach and mourning his early days with Garnet – which he now saw in a far murkier light – when the sudden flare of a nearby oil-lamp brought him back to the present, reminding him that it was getting dark.


  It was Saturday night, it was getting dark, and Mr Paxton was scheduled to leave the St Giles workhouse at six o’clock. Would he expect a linkboy to meet him? Would Lippy remember to do it? Would Garnet allow him to do it? Poor Mr Paxton had been left at Rat’s Castle to manage as best he could – and Susannah Quail had been left there with him. Casting an anxious glance at the darkening sky, Philo thought to himself: I shouldn’t have gone off like that. I should made sure they were both all right.


  A short time later he was heading down Vinegar Yard, carrying a makeshift torch that had been thrown together out of wood and rags and pitch obtained from an oilman in Broad Street. The torch had been lit on the Maidenhead’s kitchen fire, and burned so crookedly that he had been forced to wrap his hand in a piece of sacking to protect himself from falling embers. But it was a perfectly functional torch, and it wouldn’t be needed for very long.


  Philo didn’t know, in fact, if it would be needed at all.


  As he drew closer to the workhouse, he was surprised to see not one but four jets of flame flickering near its entrance. Four linkboys were gathered there, all huddled near the front door. On approaching them, Philo recognised Lippy’s Quaker hat, Kit’s stunted silhouette, Dandy’s gleaming curls and Fleabite’s white, freckled face. For an instant Philo paused, wondering if he should leave before they spotted him. But then Dandy pointed, and Fleabite gave a yip, and all at once Philo was surrounded by eager bodies which he had to shield from his flaring, spitting torch. ‘’Ware!’ Philo exclaimed. ‘You’ll burn yourselves . . .’


  ‘Who made that?’ Fleabite demanded.


  ‘I did.’


  ‘Oh.’


  ‘At short notice.’ Embarrassed, Philo cleared his throat and said to Fleabite, ‘Is that my hat?’


  ‘Aye! And your tinderbox.’ Fleabite reached up to jam the hat on Philo’s head. ‘We thought you would come for them, but you didn’t . . .’


  ‘I couldn’t,’ said Philo. He took a deep breath. ‘I’m sorry. What news from Rat’s Castle?’


  ‘You’ve not heard?’ Fleabite waited for a moment, but when no one else seemed eager to tell the tale, he launched into it with relish. ‘The chairmen found one o’ Scamper’s crew down in the cellar, and were carrying him to the pillory in Plumtree Street when two constables stopped ’em. So he was took to the Rotation Office instead. But in the meantime, there was a terrible disagreement about the treasure—’


  ‘Until Mr Paxton stepped in, with Mr Storer,’ Dandy interrupted. ‘They stood over that treasure with their swords drawn till Kit returned with another constable.’ As Philo thanked Kit with a nod, Dandy remarked in his placid way, ‘That Mr Paxton is a dab hand with a sword. And brave, withal. I can see why you’d want to enter his service, Philo.’


  Philo blinked. ‘I’m not working for Mr Paxton,’ he protested.


  ‘Mr Hooke said you was,’ Lippy piped up.


  ‘Mr Hooke is a liar.’ Philo’s voice cracked. Seeing Kit and Fleabite exchange glances, he quickly changed the subject. ‘What befell Susie? Is she well?’ he asked Kit.


  ‘Far as I know. Mr Paxton took her home to her sisters.’


  ‘Good,’ said Philo, thinking that he would visit her in the morning. She deserved that – and more. She deserved an apology. ‘What about the rest o’ Scamper’s crew? Where did they go?’


  Kit shrugged. Then Fleabite asked, ‘Where did you go, Captain? I was certain you’d pawned your things, but Fettler said you’d taken ’em elsewhere!’


  Philo swallowed. ‘I had to,’ he replied. ‘And don’t call me Captain. I’m not your captain now.’


  ‘You are,’ said Kit.


  The others all murmured in agreement. Scanning their solemn faces, Philo felt close to tears. ‘I told Mr Hooke I’d not turn you against him—’


  ‘We’re your crew, Philo, not his,’ Kit broke in.


  ‘Aye, but—’


  ‘How can we feel comfortable in his house if you cannot?’ Kit’s dark gaze held Philo’s. ‘You’re our captain. We trust you. Whatever he’s done that’s stuck in your craw . . . well, we’d choke on it too, I dare swear.’


  ‘Where you go, we follow!’ Fleabite declared stoutly.


  ‘Lads . . .’ Philo shook his head and took a deep breath before continuing. ‘I cannot read. You know that. And whenever there’s a full moon or heavy rain, ’tis the written reports that pay our quarters—’


  Kit cut him off. ‘If we have to starve, on occasion, we’d be no different from most glim-jacks. And we all have chink put aside.’


  ‘I have a shilling!’ Lippy exclaimed.


  ‘Aye, but you’d fare better with Mr Hooke,’ Philo argued. He felt dazed at the thought of running a crew without Garnet’s support. ‘He’ll make you captain, Kit, I’ll wager.’


  ‘You’re our captain!’ squawked Fleabite, who was beginning to sound upset. Philo racked his brain for words of comfort, but before he could speak, Kit addressed him in a firm, grave, quiet tone.


  ‘Mr Paxton gave Mr Hooke half a year. What’ll we do subsequent to that, without you?’ The others nodded as Kit finished, ‘You’re the king o’ the linkboys. The rum-glimmer of St Giles. There’s no one to match you on these streets – least of all Mr Hooke. You always know what to do, Captain. We shall fare better as your crew.’


  At that instant, the workhouse door creaked open. Mr Paxton stepped through it, then paused when he spotted the cluster of linkboys in front of him.


  ‘Well,’ said the surgeon, ‘a guard of honour, no less! I’m flattered, of course, but I don’t know if I have the funds to pay for this.’


  ‘We’re not all here to light you home, sir. Some of us came to find our captain.’ Fleabite spoke in such a friendly way that Philo was startled. Then he realised that Fleabite must have had some dealings with the surgeon at Rat’s Castle – and that the two of them must have got along quite well. ‘Did you visit the Bow Street magistrate, sir?’ Fleabite went on to ask. ‘You was intending to . . .’


  ‘I did not, as it happens. But I am determined to pay my respects on Monday, when I shall provide him with a detailed account of what happened in Dyott Street. I feel he should be properly informed.’ Mr Paxton fixed his tired, bloodshot gaze on Philo and said, ‘Am I to understand that you will be lighting me home, Theophilus?’


  ‘Aye, your honour – an’ it please you.’


  ‘Take my link, Captain.’ Kit kindly traded his torch for Philo’s, adding in a low voice, ‘Where are you lodging?’


  ‘The Maidenhead. But not for long.’ As he moved away, Philo muttered a few quick words of reassurance. ‘I’ll come to you – look for me – I shall resolve this . . .’


  He trailed off as Kit signalled ‘good luck’, and didn’t speak again for several minutes. Walking beside Mr Paxton, he was so preoccupied that he failed to notice how quiet the surgeon had become until a sudden exclamation yanked him out of his reverie. Mr Paxton had narrowly missed stepping in a pile of horse manure, and was thanking God for his lucky escape.


  ‘I’m sorry, sir,’ said Philo, stopping short. ‘I should have seen that and given you fair warning.’


  ‘You do seem unusually abstracted.’ After a brief pause, the surgeon asked delicately, ‘Might it be because, as I couldn’t help overhearing, you are homeless at present?’


  Philo heaved a sigh. ‘Aye, no doubt.’


  ‘You have left Mr Hooke’s service?’


  Philo nodded.


  ‘I rejoice to hear it,’ Mr Paxton remarked. ‘You deserve better.’


  ‘Mr Hooke raised me—’ Philo began, then thought better of trying to explain the sense of loss – and obligation – that tormented him. He fell silent, as did Mr Paxton. Together they trudged along, each of them lost in thought. It was a milder night than usual, and the streets were busy, but Philo didn’t pay much attention to the torchlit faces streaming past. He was too distracted.


  At last Mr Paxton said quietly, ‘If I was to offer you work, Theophilus, would you undertake not to discuss it with another living soul?’


  Philo stared at the surgeon in surprise. By this time they had entered Drury Lane, where the flow of pedestrians kept stalling them in their tracks.


  ‘Aye, sir. I’d keep mum,’ said Philo, wondering if Mr Paxton was about to make a confession of some sort. A secret wife? A gambling debt?


  ‘I have a friend in the Admiralty,’ Mr Paxton murmured, his expression unusually solemn. ‘He works for the Lords Commissioners.’


  Philo waited. But after a brief pause, Mr Paxton changed his mind. ‘On reflection, we should discuss this in a quieter spot,’ he said.


  Obediently Philo turned into Meeting House Court, a narrow little dead-end passage frequented only by Quakers and cheesemongers. It was empty, as usual, and as quiet as a country lane. Philo led Mr Paxton to a dark corner between two blank brick walls, then stopped and gazed inquiringly at the surgeon – who looked quite solemn in the unsteady light of the torch.


  ‘You impress me as a child of remarkable penetration,’ Mr Paxton said at last. ‘I believe I can trust you, now that you have thrown off the yoke of that dubious fellow Hooke. But you must understand that this is no common secret. And I doubt I’d be entrusting you with it if you were not . . . shall we say, in need of a better life?’


  Philo blinked. He barely recognised Mr Paxton’s voice, it was so earnest and low-pitched.


  ‘You’ve heard of the Jacobites, I dare swear?’ the surgeon continued.


  ‘Aye, sir.’ Philo was aware of the Jacobites, who wanted to place the Young Pretender, Charles Edward Stewart, on the throne of England. Several years previously, just after the death of Philo’s mother, there had been a Jacobite uprising. Philo vaguely remembered cheering in the streets, after the Battle of Culloden. ‘What about ’em?’ he asked.


  ‘There is a certain house off the Strand where a number of well-born Jacobites live. The Young Pretender was recently seen there.’


  Philo gasped. ‘Lord!’ he exclaimed, then glanced around guiltily.


  ‘It need hardly be said that His Majesty’s government is very concerned about this house and its occupants. There are plans afoot to place an agent among the household staff.’ Mr Paxton hesitated, as if he was having second thoughts about the wisdom of saying so much. But then he took a deep breath and plunged on. ‘My friend was informed about these plans, and was asked to nominate a suitable candidate. Not being a man who moves in any but the most exalted circles, he applied to me for suggestions.’ The surgeon considered Philo for a moment. ‘Naturally, you sprang to mind.’


  Staring up into Mr Paxton’s lively, pleasant, unexceptional face, Philo felt as if he couldn’t quite get it into focus. Though utterly familiar, it also seemed suddenly quite strange.


  Mr Hooke was right, he thought. I don’t know this man.


  ‘Are you a spy, Mr Paxton?’ he whispered.


  Mr Paxton shook his head with a smile. ‘In the past, I must confess, I did collect the odd piece of intelligence for my friend in the Admiralty. A naval surgeon is well placed to do so, being often in foreign ports. But I am now landlocked, and those days are over.’ He laid a hand on Philo’s shoulder, stooping so that they were eye to eye. ‘Be assured, however, that I am well acquainted with the skills required to succeed in such employment – and you have them in abundance. What’s more, they are skills worth their weight in gold. You are a valuable creature, Master Grey. You should be aware of that.’


  Philo’s spirits sank like a stone. ‘So Mr Hooke was right. You did want something from me,’ he said.


  ‘What? Nay! I’ faith, I did not!’ Mr Paxton abruptly straightened, releasing Philo. Even in the poor light, Philo could see him flushing. ‘I have always thought you a lad of too many parts for such a humble occupation! And I raise this matter now only because you find yourself stripped of your livelihood. I do not fish for agents in the street. You do me wrong.’


  Philo mumbled an apology.


  ‘No doubt Mr Hooke’s upbringing has blinded you to all nobler motives,’ Mr Paxton continued, then paused, and seemed to collect himself. ‘But I cannot blame you for it,’ he added kindly. ‘What could be more natural? Nevertheless, you must consider my offer. It is well meant, and will be of great benefit to you.’


  Philo, however, was already shaking his head. ‘Nay, sir. I cannot.’


  ‘For what reason?’


  ‘My crew . . .’ Philo’s voice roughened; he had to swallow before repeating, ‘My crew, sir. They – they depend on me.’


  ‘Ah,’ said Mr Paxton. He nodded, quietly remarking, ‘I understand.’


  ‘I cannot abandon ’em.’


  ‘Then what will you do?’ the surgeon asked.


  Philo looked away, staring off into the darkness. He thought about his friends. He thought about Garnet, and Susannah, and Mr Paxton. He thought about the mysterious man from the Admiralty. Then something seemed to spark inside his head.


  ‘Mr Paxton,’ he entreated, ‘would you help me, sir?’


  ‘In any way I can,’ Mr Paxton promised.


  Philo looked up, his pale eyes suddenly bright with inspiration. ‘Please, sir,’ he said, ‘would you write a letter to Mr Fielding and tell him I’m leaving Mr Hooke’s employ . . . ?’


  CHAPTER 30


  BEING AN ACCOUNT


  OF EVENTS THAT OCCURRED SOME THREE MONTHS LATER


  It was a Saturday night, and Saturday nights were always busy.


  At six o’clock Philo had escorted Mr Paxton home from the workhouse. On arriving in Parker’s Lane, they had settled down in the surgeon’s parlour so that Philo could make his usual report on a silk merchant called James Bourdieu. Mr Bourdieu often entertained foreign visitors by taking them on a tour of the bathhouses around Covent Garden. Philo had been asked to collect information about these visitors for Mr Paxton’s friend at the Admiralty, who was especially interested in Mr Bourdieu’s French associates. There was some concern that Mr Bourdieu might be working as an agent for the French East India Company.


  ‘You must understand that the French East India Company is a tool of that puffed-up land-grabber Joseph Dupleix, the Governor of French India,’ Mr Paxton had explained to Philo. ‘He is an inveterate foe of our own East India Company. Hence the Admiralty’s interest in Bourdieu’s dealings with foreign men of business.’


  Philo didn’t know anything about India. But he did know that England had been at war with France recently. So he was happy to keep an eye on Mr Bourdieu’s foreign friends, who would often get quite drunk and refuse to go home with Mr Bourdieu. Only a week earlier, Dandy Dodds had spent a whole night escorting a Dutch exporter from one establishment to the next, starting in Hummum’s bathhouse and ending in Lewknor’s Lane.


  The Dutchman hadn’t said much, because his English wasn’t good. But Philo had dutifully reported his movements to the Admiralty.


  After Mr Paxton had scribbled down Philo’s latest news, they had spent an hour working their way through the alphabet. Mr Paxton was teaching Philo to read, partly to give Philo an excuse for entering the house, and partly because both of them thought it a good idea. Though Mr Paxton wasn’t much of a teacher, they were making progress. Philo had memorised every one of the alphabet’s twenty-six letters, and was able to copy them out. But he hadn’t yet learned how to combine them into words.


  By half-past seven, Mr Henry Fielding, the Bow Street magistrate, had arrived. He always came in the same sedan chair, with curtains drawn against prying eyes, and it was always carried straight through the front door before being deposited at the foot of the staircase. From there, Mr Fielding would ascend to Mr Paxton’s rooms, while the two chairmen went outside to join Valentine McCourt for a smoke. The climb often left the magistrate wheezing; he had weak lungs, and told his wife that he consulted Mr Paxton every Saturday because of his asthma.


  In fact, he came to hear Philo’s weekly report on the state of the parish.


  A middle-aged man with a hooked nose, a prominent chin and a slight paunch, Mr Fielding always wore very long waistcoats and an old-fashioned, full-bottomed wig. Though Garnet had tended to make contact with the magistrate only through Archibald Duncuff, the pawnbroker, Philo had always known what Mr Fielding looked like because the man was such a prominent local figure. Philo had often seen him in the streets around Covent Garden – though he had never expected the magistrate to notice him. It had therefore come as something of a shock when, on first being introduced to Philo, the magistrate had recognised him instantly. ‘You’re the linkboy with the coterie,’ Mr Fielding had remarked, with a piercing look. ‘I’ve seen you directing your boys, much as I direct my Bow Street constables. I’ve always thought you a likely lad.’


  He had been persuaded to meet with Philo because of Mr Paxton’s letter, which had been full of praise for Philo’s skills and honesty. Mr Paxton had also pointed out that since Garnet Hooke’s intelligence came mostly from Philo, and since Philo was no longer working for Mr Hooke, Garnet’s future reports would not be as full or as accurate. Mr Paxton had concluded his letter by offering Philo’s services – and the services of his four loyal friends – at a reduced rate. And Mr Fielding had jumped at the prospect. Even a lack of written reports hadn’t bothered the magistrate, who preferred face-to-face contact. ‘The eye is a window to the soul,’ he’d once remarked, ‘and as long as we have a private place to meet, I welcome any opportunity of winnowing the wheat from the chaff in person.’


  The wheat on this particular Saturday night was Philo’s latest intelligence about Scamper’s gang. Though long gone from Rat’s Castle, they were still drifting around its immediate neighbourhood. Gugg had last been seen scavenging for scraps in Bloomsbury Market, while Fleabite had spotted Scamper Knaggs scurrying along Hog Lane with a suspicious-looking bundle under his arm. Only Cockeye seemed to have vanished altogether; Kit had heard that he was in Plymouth.


  As for Jemmy Jukes and Davy Andrews, Mr Fielding already knew where they were. Davy had been sent back to Virginia on a convict ship, while Jemmy was tottering around the St Giles workhouse, not fully recovered from his stupor. According to Garnet Hooke, even Civil Joe Constantine continued to suffer from the poison’s aftereffects. Garnet knew this because the highwayman was still consulting him. And Mr Fielding knew it because Garnet was still feeding the magistrate scraps of intelligence.


  ‘I gather that Mr Hooke is in receipt of much chairmen’s gossip,’ the magistrate had observed, ‘but I suspect that the bulk of his information comes from a more dubious source. Indeed, if he were not so careless of his patients’ privacy, I would be tempted to have him charged for defrauding by the false exercise of skill in witchcraft or conjuration.’


  Philo sensed that Mr Fielding would have liked to hear more about Garnet’s divining business. The magistrate had a clever way of questioning Philo without appearing to do so. But informing on Garnet Hooke wasn’t a part of their agreement, so Philo had never blabbed. He felt guilty enough about Garnet.


  That was why he gave Fettler a cut of Mr Fielding’s fee every week. Philo wanted to demonstrate that, instead of forcing Garnet out of the arrangement, he had simply reversed it; now Philo was the one distributing the money, instead of Garnet. Philo didn’t want Garnet to die a pauper. He especially didn’t want Garnet hating him. It was unwise to offend a cunning man, even if that cunning man didn’t necessarily believe in his own curses . . .


  After scribbling down most of Philo’s report, Mr Fielding had left the house at eight o’clock. Fifteen minutes later, Philo had followed him into the street, taking care to slip out quietly when no one else was around. Philo had then lit his torch and gone looking for business; he’d escorted a butcher from Lewknor’s Lane to the White Hart, a gunsmith from the White Hart to the watch house, and a couple of drunk brewers from Coal Yard to Turnstile Alley. But towards midnight he had headed for a tavern called the Black Boy and Sugar Loaf – because it was here that he met with a certain Mr Bishop every week.


  Mr Bishop had heard about Philo through Mr Paxton’s friend at the Admiralty. Philo understood that Mr Bishop worked for the Secretary of State, but knew little more than that. He was even beginning to doubt that Bishop was the gentleman’s real name. All Philo knew about Mr Bishop was that he paid well, and that he had a truly astonishing memory. While Mr Paxton and Mr Fielding had to write down what Philo told them, Mr Bishop never did. He couldn’t, because their meetings always took place during their regular trips from the Black Boy and Sugar Loaf to the hackney stand beside the church of St Clement Dane.


  Mr Bishop was very punctual. He unfailingly left his tavern on the stroke of twelve, expecting Philo to be waiting for him. Tonight was no different. Philo had barely caught his breath before Mr Bishop appeared, sniffing the air as he pulled on a pair of gloves. He was pale, slim and soft-spoken, with small brown eyes and slender hands. Framed by a crisp, white wig, his face was curiously smooth and ageless; he could have been anything from twenty to forty.


  He never raised his voice, and rarely changed his expression, which was usually one of good-humoured detachment.


  ‘Ah,’ he said, on spotting Philo. ‘Well met. I should like to go to the Strand.’


  ‘Aye, your honour.’ Touching his hat, Philo set off down Stanhope Street – which had been carefully chosen for this particular job. It had no gin-shops or coffee-houses along its entire length, so it was always quiet in the early hours of the morning. More importantly, it was well supplied with exits; Philo could turn off it in any direction without straying too far from his route. And he’d had to do this more than once, because Mr Bishop didn’t want to be overheard. Apparently it was vital that there be no suggestion of a ‘secret meeting’. After his regular Saturday-evening punch club, Mr Bishop could hardly be blamed for hiring a linkboy to walk him to a hackney stand. It was the kind of thing anybody might do. But to ensure that no one eavesdropped, it was Philo’s job to keep well away from other people.


  He had once proposed that they simply fall silent whenever they found themselves within earshot of anyone else. Mr Bishop had dismissed the idea. There could be nothing more suspicious, he’d said – and the last thing he wanted was to arouse suspicion. To the casual observer (someone inside a house, for instance) they had to look as if they were discussing the state of the roads, or the price of gin.


  So Philo often found himself ducking down side streets with Mr Bishop, as if he was terrified that every other pedestrian might be a footpad.


  ‘Have you seen aught of John Caryll?’ Mr Bishop inquired, as they passed the shuttered pastry shop on the corner of Peter Street.


  Philo nodded. ‘Twice on Thursday evening, at the Crown and Anchor. Then again the next day, outside a house in Butcher’s Row. He tapped on the door and whistled an air before being admitted.’


  ‘And the air was?’


  ‘“Highland Laddie”.’


  ‘Was it indeed?’ Mr Bishop rarely sounded so interested. ‘Which house?’


  ‘The one on the east corner of Ship Yard.’


  Mr Bishop grunted, apparently pleased with this reply. He had told Philo to keep his ears pricked for Jacobite tunes, and to watch out for Jacobite symbols such as oak leaves, acorns or white roses. If Philo ever heard anyone use the words ‘Let it be done’ as a greeting – if he ever saw anyone passing his glass over water before toasting the King – he was to tell Mr Bishop. Philo was also to convey any intelligence he might pick up about a certain house, a certain tavern and a certain printer’s shop. The printer in question was suspected of publishing Jacobite pamphlets, while the tavern was probably hosting a Jacobite drinking club. As for the house, it was where the Young Pretender had been staying.


  According to Mr Bishop, increased activity at known Jacobite haunts might mean that a plot was being hatched to overthrow the King.


  ‘An’ it please you, sir – there’s a fellow heading this way,’ Philo softly observed, before nudging Mr Bishop into Clare Street. As it happened, someone was ambling towards them down this street, too, but it didn’t matter. All Philo had to do was take a sharp right into George Alley.


  ‘Did Mr Caryll keep any company at the Crown and Anchor tavern?’ Mr Bishop continued, after a brief pause. ‘Did he arrive or leave with anyone?’


  ‘He did,’ said Philo, and began to describe the gentleman in a low voice as they splashed through a puddle. On arriving at Holles Street, he had a choice of three routes to take – and two of them were blocked by dim silhouettes that troubled Philo.


  Could the man from Stanhope Street have retraced his steps?


  ‘That gentleman with Mr Caryll might have been George Osborne,’ Mr Bishop remarked thoughtfully. ‘He edits the True Briton, which Mr Caryll sponsors. It is the most inflammatory rag . . .’


  While Mr Bishop mused and muttered, Philo crossed Holles and plunged into an alley. But when he reached the next cross-street, he stopped short.


  ‘Wait,’ he said, peering around the corner. Sure enough, their Stanhope Street friend had backtracked once again, and was hovering off to their right, at the end of the road. Up on Vere Street, to their left, someone else was doing the same thing. ‘We’re being drove,’ Philo whispered, retreating a step.


  ‘What?’ said Mr Bishop.


  ‘We’re being drove,’ Philo repeated. He fixed his gaze on the alley ahead – New Inn Passage – and saw at once what was going on. At the end of this passage lay New Inn, one of the inns-of-court. Its entrance was a narrow doorway with a big, empty garden beyond it. And the porter would be fast asleep, at this hour.


  ‘They want to drop us with no warning,’ Philo went on, sensing an ambush. ‘A hue and cry is our best defence.’ He raised a hand to knock on the nearest door.


  But Mr Bishop caught his arm. ‘No fuss,’ he murmured. ‘We’ll go back.’


  ‘If we do, they might risk a direct assault.’ For a split second Philo considered the streets all around them – and suddenly it was as if a signpost had popped into his head. ‘Do you trust me?’ he asked, peering up at Mr Bishop.


  ‘Of course.’


  ‘Then come. Don’t speak.’


  Philo took a deep breath before moving briskly across Haughton Street into New Inn Passage. Here, outside a one-storeyed tobacconist’s shop, he shoved his torch into Mr Bishop’s hand and swung himself up onto the windowsill. ‘I’ll need a push,’ he said, reaching for the little shelf above the window. Mr Bishop obeyed, giving Philo’s backside a great shove. Two seconds later, Philo had cleared a low brick parapet and was on the roof.


  ‘Link!’ he croaked. ‘Hurry! While they still can’t see us!’


  Mr Bishop passed up the torch before grabbing Philo’s free hand, which was stretched towards him. As Philo braced himself, Mr Bishop placed one foot on the windowsill and one on the wall beside it, hanging off Philo’s arm as if it were a rope. For an instant Philo thought that his arm was going to be yanked out of its socket. But Mr Bishop was amazingly spry, and sprang up to grab the parapet like a man who’d spent years climbing topmasts.


  Soon he was scrambling over the roof with Philo, heading for the two-storeyed building next door.


  Philo was familiar with all the houses along New Inn Passage. He knew that the two-storeyed bookbinder’s shop was jammed against the three-storeyed rear walls of numbers nineteen and twenty, New Inn. He also knew that the houses encircling the New Inn garden, being joined together, offered an unbroken route to Wych Street. So he used the bookbinder’s house as a stepping-stone to the roofs of New Inn – which, though quite steeply pitched, were studded with multiple chimneys to cling to, and handy parapets that would break any fall.


  ‘Stay close,’ he hissed, after hauling Mr Bishop onto the roof of number twenty. What with the darkness and the chimney smoke, it was very hard to see; Philo was worried that Mr Bishop might tumble to his death if he strayed too far from the torchlight. But Mr Bishop continued to surprise him. Having pulled off his shoes, the man padded along the rooftop in his stockinged feet like a cat, making far less noise than Philo. It was only when they finally reached Wych Street that Mr Bishop put his mouth to Philo’s ear and said, ‘How are we going to get down?’


  Philo didn’t answer. So far, they had been keeping to the west side of the roofs, away from the garden, where someone might have spotted their torch. But on reviewing a mental map, Philo realised that they would have to risk being seen if they were to use the dormer windows set high over the main entrance to New Inn.


  He put a finger to his lips, ducked down low, and led Mr Bishop back towards the garden, passing two chimneys and scrambling over another low parapet that separated one building from the next. From there he scuttled along a narrow terrace – bent almost double – until he reached a sash window that he pried open with his clasp-knife. Having escorted many a drunken lawyer home, he knew that all the inns-of-court chambers were reached by common stairwells. And he was pretty sure that the window in front of him led to one of these stairwells.


  Sure enough, he soon found himself climbing over the windowsill onto a landing, where he blackened the plaster with smoke from his torch. Once Mr Bishop had joined him, it wasn’t long before they were both on the ground floor, peering through a half-open door across a vast expanse of dimly lit gravel. Somewhere out there was New Inn Passage.


  ‘I can’t see them,’ Philo whispered.


  ‘Nor can I,’ said Mr Bishop, who was pulling on his shoes.


  ‘Quick! Before they come back!’


  It was barely six steps to the main entrance. Philo covered this distance in the blink of an eye, then darted through a covered passage into Wych Street. But Wych Street wasn’t lively enough – not that early in the morning. Philo had to keep his pace brisk and his mouth shut until they were close to the Angel Inn, which was still noisy despite the hour.


  He only relaxed when they reached the broad, bright, busy Strand, where oil-lamps gleamed and hackney coaches were rattling to and fro.


  ‘Well,’ said Mr Bishop. He had stopped in front of St Clement’s churchyard to adjust his wig. ‘I must congratulate you, Mr Grey. That was as neat a ploy as ever I saw. May I ask if you recognised any of those gentlemen?’


  ‘I did not, your honour.’


  ‘I’m afraid I did. And I must offer my apologies.’


  ‘Sir?’


  ‘Rooftop escapes are an unfortunate consequence of my patronage. It is not the first I’ve undertaken, nor will it be the last. One grows accustomed to such detours.’ Mr Bishop drew out his pocket watch, checked the time, and gave a satisfied nod before once again fixing his mild gaze on Philo. ‘Should we continue this discussion next week, in less distracting circumstances?’


  For a moment Philo stared at Mr Bishop. Then he began to laugh. He laughed so hard that he couldn’t speak. All he could do was nod in reply.


  He was still laughing when they reached the hackney stand in front of the church.


  GLOSSARY


  Basting – a beating


  Belike – perhaps; maybe


  Bespeak – testify to


  Betimes – early; before the usual time


  Blowen – girlfriend


  Breeched – when a small boy graduates from frocks to breeches


  Burn the ken – vacate a lodging without paying the rent due


  Bussing – kissing


  Chink – money


  Clunch – clumsy, awkward, clownish fellow


  Cordwainer – someone who makes shoes from fine, soft leather


  Cove – man


  Crib – dwelling


  Cull – man


  Dead-men – empty glasses


  Deuce – twopence; the devil


  Ding – to knock down


  Fadge – do, or suit (i.e. it won’t fadge – it won’t do)


  Fetch – a trick


  Flash crib – thieves’ haunt


  Foxed – drunk


  Duds – clothes


  Glim-jack – linkboy


  Grub – food


  Gull – to trick


  Gut – rob


  Gut-foundered – hungry


  Handy-blows – fisticuffs


  Hook it – to leave; to run away


  Hop the twig – to leave to run away


  Jockum-gage – chamber-pot


  Ken – dwelling


  Ken-miller – housebreaker


  Land-pirate – highwayman


  Lay – a scheme, an enterprise


  Lollpoop – lazy, idle drone


  Lying-in – childbirth


  Maunder – beggar


  Mill – to rob or steal


  Mill, upon the –housebreaking


  Montero cap – cap with flaps that can be drawn down to cover the ears


  Mort – woman


  Nail – to rob or steal


  Nix – nothing


  Noddy – idiot


  Peach – to inform on


  Pig-widgeon – fool


  Prig – thief


  Quarters – rent


  Roast – to arrest


  Rum-glimmer – exceptional linkboy


  Scrape – a distressing predicament


  Settle – to stun or knock down


  Shopped – arrested


  Slubberdegullion – worthless person


  Smeller – nose


  Snap – to catch


  Strip – to rob


  Stubble it – hold your tongue


  Todge – mash


  Tosspot – drunkard


  Twig – to comprehend


  Vapours – hysteria


  Whip off – to leave; to run away
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