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				ABOUT THE BOOK

				Autumn, 1646. The First Civil War is over, and England licks its wounds. But the killing is not yet done.

				William Falkland, former favourite of King Chalres turned reluctant investigator for Oliver Cromwell, seeks his missing family. Time and again his hopes are destroyed. Then a figure from his past catches up with him – Cromwell is not finished with his intelligencer. Summoned to London, Falkland is introduced to a young man of letters – a polemicist and pamphleteer by the name of John Milton. His cherished sister Anne has vanished, apparently abducted by supporters of the king.

				Falkland’s task – to identify the culprit and return Anne unharmed – will lead him to a brutal murder buried in the maelstrom of the War, to a ruined Lincolnshire manor house, and to a secret that must be snuffed out at all costs.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				PRAISE FOR S.J. DEAS

				‘A deliciously atmospheric read . . . This wintering army, oppressively non-moving, trapped by snow and ice, contains more than enough drama and action to fill a whole series of books’ For Winter Nights

				‘I take my hat off to the author for his ability and desire to portray all of this horror and dirt . . . Highly recommended’ Parmenion Books

				‘A page-turning novel, unpredictable and suspenseful, haunted by intriguing twists and turns . . . The characters are vividly portrayed, three-dimensional and convincing’ Historical Novels Review

				‘Vivid and atmospheric . . . A very enjoyable and refreshing read that gave you a new understanding of the time and the New Model army and how it was anything but united’ Reality’s A Bore

			

		

	
		
			
				

				For poets and lovers and dancers, and for everyone who wonders why the devil gets the best lines.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				‘What if the breath that kindled those grim fires,

				Awaked, should blow them into sevenfold rage,

				And plunge us in the flames; or from above

				Should intermitted vengeance arm again

				His red right hand to plague us?’

				John Milton, Paradise Lost

			

		

	
		
			
				

				INTRODUCTION

				I had foot-slogged my way for six months across half the country and back again. I had found nothing except a numbness, and the stale dregs of straw-strewn taverns in the villages I passed. Uxbridge, this one, I think.

				‘I’d wager she got bored and run off with some other fellow.’

				Six louts sat around a table together. I did not see which of them said it. They were watching me, listening to me foul drunk on watery beer, wine-slurred and moon-faced, waxing loud of my missing Caro, ranting and railing at the smoky air and the vicissitudes of a fickle and heartless fate. I had barely noticed their presence in the tavern until that lucid moment. I saw them now. They were laughing.

				She wouldn’t do that. Not my Caro.

				They looked back at me as I turned, and their laughing fell off their faces. Among all the things I am, I am a large man and a soldier, and have been so for too many years. I have killed men, and I have seen men die. As I took a step towards them they rose from their table and bunched together, ready to stare me down.

				‘What did you say?’ I could tell from their eyes and their exchange of glances which of them had spoken.

				‘I said I’d wager your wife tired of your talk and has run off with some other fellow, you sot.’ He stood across their table from me – given courage, perhaps, by the knowledge I would have to pass through his friends to reach him. I did not feel so inclined. I raised my foot and smashed a kick into that table, slamming it into him. He howled, as did I, a roar of such fury and despair that I could not imagine it was my own. I would have jumped after him and pulled him out and beaten him half to death, I think, but instead I staggered 
and fell, unbalanced by drink as I was. I floundered to find my feet and a boot connected with my ribs, and then another. I barely felt them. I stumbled against the wall, almost fell into the fireplace, and lurched a drunkard’s punch at the nearest of the men who now set upon me. Another and another. I lashed with my feet. I try, now, not to imagine what a sight I made, flailing limbs, the mournful snarls and howls of a pitiful fury. Perhaps I gravely injured a stool or two before they had me. The air filled with shouts, a thick cloying smoke of them. The men seized me between them. They carried me out to the street and held me up, and beat me and beat me again. Blow after blow. I felt them in the distance. I saw the fists fly at my face, knuckles clenched, bloody and raw from the blows before. I remember most clearly of all the moment before my eyes closed. The spittle-flecked, twisted faces. The fist like a knuckle of ham.

				It was not the last. I felt a handful more, like the shake of distant drumbeats through the air, but I was no longer among them. I had taken myself to another place and another time. I was in my house. My empty home, and where once had been laughter and smiles and movement, now was cold, still air. The table stood bare, and I sat alone. The pans were neatly hung in the kitchen, the blankets folded in the closet. There were clothes in the dresser. Old dresses my Caro had once worn. In the room where our son John had slept, I found shirts and smocks I had never seen before. They were years old, but already for a boy taller than the lad I remembered. He would be starting to grow traces of his first beard now. He would be almost a man, old enough to pick up a pike or a musket. Old enough to fight. In a corner beside my daughter’s bed I found an old cloth doll. Discarded. The girl I remembered had loved that doll. She’d taken it everywhere, but it was a child’s toy, and she would be sixteen years now, and all childish things long forgotten.

				Six years since I had left them for the King’s banner. Outside, snow lay heavy on the ground, but no one had lit a fire in these hearths for months. I ran my hand through the dust by the fireplace where we had once sat, and my fingers came back thick with it. I wrapped myself in blankets and lay on the bed that my Caro and I had once shared. I shivered myself to sleep, and in the morning I left again and did not come back.

				In the place and time from which I had come, in the summer evening outside an Uxbridge tavern, the men beating me had gone. There were others looming over me now, faces in soldiers’ coats; and then I slipped between them to the past once more, and they were Cromwell and Thomas Fairfax. They would force the King to terms before the year was out, they said, but I no longer cared. My home had abandoned me. My family had waited as long as they could, but I had not come back in time. I had tried to tell myself, in all the days that followed, that I would find them again. That they would be alive. They had left our home with a quiet determination, with no sign of haste or fear, and my Caro was strong and wilful. One way or another she would survive. I told myself she had found some haven where she and Charlotte would be safe from marauding soldiers, where my son would find good honest work and never wear a soldier’s coat as I had done; but it was a fragile hope, and somewhere I had lost it.

				Did I throw it away? Did I simply misplace it? Did it quietly slip into the dark one night as I slept? I couldn’t say, for at first I didn’t notice it was even gone.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 1

				I opened my eyes and strained to see. There was no window in the cell where I found myself, but somewhere there was candlelight, and it was enough to show that I was alone. I heard the heavy tread of boots on stone coming closer. My head pounded. I was not, I will confess, at my best. I tried to recall how I had come to be in this place, and found I could not entirely be sure.

				The boots stopped at the door to my cell. I heard voices outside.

				‘He’s a surly bastard. Are you sure you want him?’ I thought I had perhaps heard that voice last night.

				‘Not greatly, but I have my orders.’

				The second voice I knew better, though it was one I had not heard for nigh on six months. A deep, syrupy baritone, almost musical. A voice I had once imagined belonged to a thespian or a minstrel or to some courtly fool too cowardly ever to fight, but I had long since learned the error of that impression. It was a voice I had not wanted ever to hear again. Henry Warbeck. Cromwell’s man.

				The air around me stank. I could not imagine a more noisome reek. Animal filth, rank and foul.

				A bar lifted on the other side of the door. Reluctant iron hinges squealed open. Two men stood in silhouette against the light outside, one making way for the other.

				‘Hello, Falkland,’ said the syrupy voice. ‘Dear Lord but you smell rotten.’

				‘Warbeck,’ I croaked. ‘Am I in hell, then, and the devil has sent you?’ I tried to rise and found my legs too unsteady. The dim world of the cell around me seemed to swim and shimmer. I managed as far as hands and knees and then had to stop. I feared I might vomit. It was a shameful thing for Warbeck to see me like this.

				‘Grief, Falkland. Do you even know where you are?’

				‘Uxbridge, I think.’

				Warbeck hissed his disgust. He turned to the guard who had opened the door. ‘Get him out of here.’

				The guard hesitated, torn perhaps between the authority in Warbeck’s voice and some sense of other duty – or so I thought until I saw Warbeck reach to the purse on his belt; I understood then that the hesitation was simply an invita­tion. I heard a jangle of coin. I staggered to my feet. I would not, I told myself, have some jailer drag me out of here. I would walk on my own.

				The guard came in. He took my arm. I flinched, ready at once to shake him off, but I sensed an unexpected gentleness in his hand, and so I let him steady me. I have been in more than one jail in my time, and I have never come to expect kindness. The soldiers who supervise Cromwell’s prisons are taught to view their charges with scorn, that their prisoners are somehow lesser men and less godly, though in truth they are simply less lucky.

				‘Mister Falkland, is it? Come on then, Mister Falkland.’ The guard helped me to the door. Warbeck uttered a grunt of disdain and turned away ahead of us.

				‘You need a bath, Falkland,’ he said.

				I had imagined myself, until now, to be in some prison built to cage men, but as I walked through the door I saw this was not the case. Four more low stone rooms opened onto either side of this dingy corridor. On one side the doors were closed, but on the other they were open. The first room was empty, save for a covering of muck and straw, but in the next lay a sow, suckling a litter of pigs. They could not have been more than a few days old.

				‘Yours?’ I asked the guard, whom I began to suspect was no guard at all.

				‘Aye.’ He sounded proud, as I suppose any man would be to have such a treasure.

				Warbeck opened the door at the end of the corridor. Brilliant light flooded in, far too bright. I squeezed my eyes shut and cringed, feeling my way blindly as the guard helped me on. I knew when we crossed the threshold. The sunlight was bright and warm. A glorious English summer’s day in this year of Our Lord sixteen forty-six.

				We left the pig-farmer’s sty, and my ‘guard’ was, I think, more than happy to see the back of us. Warbeck had come on horseback. He had brought a second mare, and I am ashamed to say that my first dismal efforts to mount the animal were comical at best, I who was once a cavalryman under Prince Rupert himself. When Warbeck had finished pouring scorn with his eyes and I had finally settled myself in the saddle, he led us to the centre of Uxbridge, to a tavern of some size. He walked me in through a back door – I was at least able to dismount without sprawling across the stables – and took me upstairs to a room, and, shortly, to a bath. I suppose I might have considered myself fortunate he didn’t simply hurl me into the nearest pond or brook. I have done the same and worse with drunks in my time.

				I sank into the lukewarm water. I was still intoxicated, yet I was no longer so far gone as to feel no shame. I had made a fool of myself the night before, and I had paid for it in bruises and a bloody lip. I was lucky it had not been worse. Warbeck might ask me, as indeed might any man, what had brought me to Uxbridge. He might ask me why I had drunk myself stupid and then entered into a fight with a man I’d not laid eyes on until an hour before, a man too well equipped with friends.

				I cupped my hands and lifted the water to my face. It was already murky. I stared as best I could at my own reflection, trying to understand what nature of man looked back. Hollow, haunted eyes. Straggly hair, half of it grey around the sides of my head. Not much on top. The beginnings of an unkempt beard, untouched for nigh on two weeks now.

				Behind me, the door opened. I recognised the tread of Warbeck’s boots from my pigsty prison.

				‘Are you sober yet, Falkland?’

				‘What do you want, Warbeck?’ He’d pulled me from a prison cell before, a darker one than today. Back then it was Newgate, where I’d been due to hang, just another royalist soldier to be rid of, but Warbeck had taken me away. He’d stuffed me in a carriage with a sack over my head, all the way to Parliament, and now here he was again.

				‘Cromwell wants you.’

				 That was all that had saved me from Newgate. Cromwell had heard of me. I had had a use.

				‘I have more pressing things,’ I said now.

				‘You can tell him that yourself, Falkland. Once you’re fit to meet him.’

				‘I have a family to find. Tell him to go to hell.’ I heard the emptiness of my words, and perhaps Warbeck heard it too, for he didn’t reply at first. I sank a little deeper into the tepid water and closed my eyes. I heard him breathing, slow and steady and, when I listened closely, with a slight rasp. Warbeck wasn’t entirely well. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but he’d been this way since we’d first met. I’d had a hood over my head at the time, and the rotten reek of his breath lingered in my memory.

				I heard him open his mouth. The wet smack of his lips. I knew what would come next. Threats. Something to remind me of how little he cared for someone who had once fought for the King. But he surprised me.

				‘Your family weren’t waiting for you when you reached your home in Launcells, then?’ he asked.

				‘It’s a truth I’ve learned in the long years of this war,’ I said, ‘that a man should never have hopes, for nothing so crushes him as the dashing of them.’

				Warbeck waited a heartbeat or two. I heard his breathing change. ‘If that’s your answer, Falkland, I’ll be very happy to take any money you might have to pay for your incarceration last night. Otherwise you can go back where I found you. It’s a nice enough sty for a pig, I suppose. There might be a magistrate from St Albans come by in a couple of weeks, but I dare say they won’t wait that long. Another couple of days and they’ll kick you onto the streets penniless and ragged and covered in filth. Is that what you want?’

				I had taken a beating. I hurt. I was missing my purse. I had nothing. In truth, I’d had very little to begin with. I hoped I’d given the rest of them a bruise or two to remember me by. I feared I had not.

				‘Get yourself dressed, Falkland,’ Warbeck said, after another moment of silence.

				‘How did you find me?’ I asked.

				I heard him hawk up a gob of phlegm and spit it to the floor. ‘It wasn’t hard. I’ve known whole companies of militia stumble more quietly through the kingdom than you do. A blind deaf mute on a lame mule might track you down.’

				He left, his boots tapping across the floor. I sat in the filthy bath, drifting through the torture of the last months, my futile wanderings from one failure to the next, and it was only when the water was cold enough to make me shiver that I was able to pull myself away. I scrubbed myself clean, though the dirt clung to me with the tenacity of despair. I dressed, and immediately I stank again. My clothes were filthy too. When I stumbled out, Warbeck was waiting with a pitcher of milk and a hunk of stale bread. I drank the milk and felt my stomach churn, sour and unwelcoming. The bread was as hard as wood. I should have saved the milk to soften it, but Warbeck was in no mood for further delay. He grimaced at my sorry state and hurried me outside. A fresh pain stabbed between my eyes, while I screwed up my face against the brightness of the sun. It was as well that I had once been a cavalryman and knew my way to mounting a horse almost in my sleep. At least this time I didn’t fall. Warbeck led us on, and my mare did as all horses will do if not otherwise steered, and men too: it followed. I dozed as the sun rose through the morning, slumped on the animal’s back and grateful for Warbeck’s silence, my mare vexing him now and then when she stopped to snatch a mouthful of whatever passing vegetation caught her fancy. I did nothing to hurry her along. I barely noticed the lanes and villages through which we passed.

				By the middle of the day my head had begun to clear. I chewed at that piece of bread a while, and gradually became aware that we had not reached the fringes of London as I had imagined, but were in fact deep in the countryside with hills all around us. I drew alongside Warbeck.

				‘Where are we going?’ I asked him.

				Warbeck gave me a look as if mildly surprised to find me still alive. ‘To Cromwell, Falkland. Was that not clear?’ He turned his head away. I supposed he meant to lapse into silence; then a smirk crooked his lip. ‘Do you know how things have changed since the winter, Falkland? Or has it all passed you by?’

				I knew a little, but will admit I had not paid much heed to the affairs of King and Parliament these last few months. I had a notion that the war was coming to some end, although whether in victory for one side or the other, or simply the petering out of a country steeped in exhaustion, I had little idea. It wasn’t my war any more. I’m not sure it ever was.

				‘The King has come to terms.’ Warbeck couldn’t resist a little smugness. ‘You know this could all have ended eighteen months ago? At the tavern where we took your stink and tried to wash it off.’ He sniffed and wrinkled his nose. ‘Without much joy, it seems. The King sent the Duke of Richmond there to negotiate a peace. The arguments lasted almost a month, I believe, but the King asked too much. He’ll rue that. He should have given more when he had the chance. Now he has nothing.’ Warbeck spat, and there was a vicious glee to his words. Perhaps he thought to rile me for all the years I’d fought for the royal standard, but he should have known me better. I was only glad to have an end to it.

				‘Is the King back in London?’ I asked.

				Warbeck let out a little sigh and shook his head. ‘The King is in Newcastle. He surrendered to the Scots a month ago, and now cosies up to them while making new demands. Parliament has yet to agree the terms of his return.’

				‘So men still fight?’

				‘Fight? Hardly. Prince Rupert holds Oxford. His surrender is a formality. Fairfax and Cromwell have the city under siege.’

				Thomas Fairfax. Black Tom, as I had known him. ‘He still commands the New Model Army then?’ I had wondered, after the events of the winter, whether Cromwell would tolerate him.

				‘That he does. There are no other armies left for the King, Falkland. Hopton surrendered back in March and there have been no battles in the field since then. Exeter fell in April, Newark in May. It’s done. Over. Your king has lost.’ My king. Always my king; but I found I could muster no energy to argue.

				Cromwell was camped outside Oxford then, was he? That explained why we weren’t riding for London.

				‘If it’s all done and finished, Warbeck, why bother with me? What do you want?’ I could think of nothing I wanted from him in return, nothing from Cromwell, nothing from any of them. Not one of them could give back these last futile years.

				‘Seeing you as I found you, I wonder very much the same,’ sniffed Warbeck. ‘Perhaps Cromwell will take a look at you and realise he has made a mistake this time.’

				I no longer had a penny to my name. What little I owned, I had lost in that Uxbridge brawl. I could not, I realised, remember the face of the man who felled me.

				‘You may find him in a good mood, though,’ Warbeck chuckled on. ‘His daughter Bridget is about to marry Henry Ireton.’

				The name was familiar. ‘Edgehill?’ I asked, but that wasn’t it. Some other battle, and it took another moment before the name sank deep enough. Ireton had been at Naseby, when Cromwell and Fairfax and the New Model had given the King his most bloody defeat. Prince Rupert had charged Parliament’s left wing and completely broken it. I remembered that charge. I had been a part of it. Ireton had been there, and we had captured him for a time, although the crazed uncertainty of that day made me view everything I remembered through a fog of doubt.

				‘Naseby,’ I muttered.

				‘He was with Cromwell at Gainsborough in ’forty-three, too,’ mused Warbeck. ‘And at the siege of Bristol last September.’ He bared his teeth in what was perhaps meant as a smile. ‘You might even get to see him, if that pleases you.’

				I could not say that it did.

				We rode on through fields and lanes. Warbeck lapsed into silence again, and I found I had nothing to say and no questions to ask. These last six months, since that bleak, lonely Christmas in Launcells, I had searched for where my Caro might have taken our children. I had looked in all the places I could think where she might have sought refuge, and I had found not one trace of her. Towns and cities ravaged by war and siege, those I had found aplenty, but nothing more. Slowly my searching had turned into some­thing else. It was as though my life before I marched with the King to Yorkshire, years ago now, had ceased to exist, or had been an illusion, some trick planted in my memories that had never truly been real. I was, I realised, as lost as they.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 2

				I was not best pleased, on the morning that followed, to find myself again amid the encampment of the New Model Army. We rode through its outer sentries and perimeter before midday, yet I was already hungry after our early start. This was no monstrous city of tents as I had experienced once before, but more resembled the camps I had come to know while fighting for the King; spread out as it was, the sheer size of the New Model was not so apparent. Fairfax’s army of Parliament was no doubt scattered in a multitude of commands and companies about Oxford, barring escape to the last of the King’s ministers. Farms and barns had been commandeered, and I saw clusters of tents here and there. In the distance, towards the city, I saw a single narrow column of smoke. There was no sound of gunfire, no far-off crack and pop of muskets, no smell of burned powder in the air. Soldiers basked in the sun in their shirtsleeves; others cleaned their muskets or sharpened their knives, or whittled at wooden figures and played idle games of stones and dice. There was no urgency to their manner. If this was a battle, it was an uncommonly peaceful one.

				We passed through one camp to another and the next, pausing a while as Warbeck dispatched a messenger ahead of us. I had a sense we were traversing the north of Oxford. We carried on this way for several miles, moving from camp to camp, each one never quite out of sight from the next. It was a strangeness, as we did, to see every soldier in the same Venice Red. Under the King I had grown accustomed to many different companies assembled all in their own colours, each matched to the Lord who commanded them. Parliament had been the same way until early in ’45, when they’d created the terror of the New Model and endeavoured to make everyone the same; but even come the winter of that year Fairfax had struggled to realise his ambition. Now it seemed that he had succeeded. Everywhere we went each man looked like every other, until I had no notion of the size of this army save that it seemed endless.

				We came in the early afternoon into an area of open parkland. There were a greater number of tents and soldiers here than I had seen in the other camps. Warbeck moved through them and drew us to a halt before an old manor house that wore signs of recent battle. Cannon shot had savaged its walls, and one of its small towers was burned out. Warbeck dismounted and beckoned me to do the same. We started towards the house, but we had barely taken a step when we were startled by a soldier running from the tents, waving his hands and urgently calling on us to halt.

				‘Sirs! Sirs! I beg you, keep away!’

				I regarded the man. He seemed very earnest in his fear and, I thought, more concerned for our safety than for his own. I looked the manor over. It did not strike me as being on the point of collapse.

				‘’Tis a most wicked spirit inside!’ the man exclaimed.

				‘Fie on your spirits!’ snarled Warbeck. ‘Where’s Cromwell?’

				‘The gatehouse, sirs.’ The soldier beckoned; Warbeck and I led our horses in his wake to a much smaller house, little more than a pair of rooms one atop the other with a few tiny windows.

				‘Cromwell billets here now, does he?’ Warbeck shrugged. It would have been unthinkable in the King’s army for the King to occupy so mean a residence, or for any of the Lords and Princes who served under his command to do so; but then this was the way of Parliament’s New Model, where Lords would serve commoners, and peasants command Princes. As a man who had once been the son of a lowly tenant farmer, I saw little in it one way or another, but I had served many Lords who saw a very great deal.

				Warbeck banged on the door and entered without waiting to be summoned. For my part I found myself distracted by an unexpected verse etched into the gatehouse stone.

				Much suspected by me,

				Nothing proved can be,

				Quoth Elizabeth prisoner.

				I had no notion what to make of it, but it struck me nonetheless, and I was staring at it when Warbeck returned through the door, glowering with tight-clenched fury.

				‘Falkland! Would you tarry so to attend your king?’

				I did not remind him that Cromwell was no king, nor did he consider himself remotely as such; I did not say it, but it was in my mind as I hastened to follow.

				My first sight of Oliver Cromwell had perhaps been at Edgehill or Naseby, or some battle in between where we had both happened upon the same field, but I would not have recognised him there. My first sight of his face had been in Westminster, in a vast and gloomy space that had made him seem small. Here he was again, in a very different setting, four stone walls pressed around us, yet once again he sat behind a desk between an ink pot and a pile of parchment on one side, and a bible on the other. He was dressed as I remembered him, in a black gown and a wide collar of stark white, though here he struck me more a soldier than I remembered, and reminded me less of a scarecrow. I had seen him at other times, dressed for battle, and quite a sight that had made; but here he carried more the air of a scholar, or even perhaps some medieval alchemist. His nose and chin both remained as large as ever, and his hair still hung unkempt around his shoulders.

				‘Falkland.’ He was sitting on a farmer’s stool and staring at the piece of parchment in front of him with a fierce and studious concentration. He didn’t look up, but his voice was exactly as I remembered it, with a nasal quality as if spoken from the back of his throat. ‘I will be with you shortly.’

				I saw a hat on a peg behind me, and a soldier’s coat.

				Abruptly, Cromwell put his parchment down. He tapped the pile as if warning it that it was not forgotten, and that it should not misbehave while his attention was elsewhere. His eyes fixed on my own. ‘You stopped to read the words on the wall outside, Falkland?’ He cocked his head and then smirked as I began to stutter an answer. ‘Oh don’t look so surprised. Everyone does. Queen Bess wrote them when her sister Bloody Mary kept her a prisoner here.’ His glare transferred to Warbeck. ‘Do you know why all my soldiers are sleeping in tents in the fields and not inside Woodstock Manor? Because they have declared it haunted.’ His eyes flicked between us. ‘Perhaps that’s a mystery for you, Falkland. What ghost haunts that manor? A very human one, I greatly suspect. Shall I employ you to exorcise it?’

				‘Employ a minister,’ I suggested.

				‘What denomination do you recommend?’

				‘Perhaps you should ask that of your ghost.’

				Our eyes met and we stared one another down a few moments before Cromwell again tapped a finger to his pile of parchment. ‘This is the end, Falkland. The King has written his permission to the governors of all his garrisons to surrender. It is only a matter of days now.’ Even he, it seemed, couldn’t resist a little sense of triumph.

				‘You see, Falkland,’ needled Warbeck.

				‘Congratulations on your victory, sir.’ I offered Cromwell a mocking salute. ‘I can tell you from the very depths of my heart, I am grateful without reservation for an end to this war. I long since lost any care for who might wear the crown of victory. Did you bring me here to crow of your triumph? If so then you can consider it done, and I will be gone.’ I made no move, though. Cromwell, corvine as he could appear, was not a man given to crowing.

				‘I need you to find someone who has gone missing.’ The look he gave me was pinched and sour. I waited for more, but Cromwell was not forthcoming. I felt my lips press together. A cold fury shivered my whole being.

				‘You will find others more suited to such a task, I assure you.’ I was shaking.

				‘Is the name John Milton familiar to you?’ Cromwell, if he had noticed it at all, paid no heed to my discomfort.

				‘It is not,’ I said.

				‘I pulled you from Newgate last year, Falkland, because I believed you were a man of conscience. You showed that to be true. You were a King’s man once, and then you were mine, but I do not believe you have much loyalty to either, and hold a great deal more to simple, honest truth. Do those words strike you as fair?’

				I nodded. My loyalty to anything other than William Falkland and his wife and children had long withered to nothing. I felt suddenly tired to my bones. ‘Whatever it is that you want me to do, I’m quite sure you can find someone better suited to do it.’

				‘But I am not, Falkland. John Milton is a polemicist, a pamphleteer, a wordsmith of the highest order. In this 
war, he has spoken stridently for Parliament. His words carry weight and influence. Some weeks back his sister 
Anne disappeared. It’s quite apparent she has been taken. Abducted. It is assumed in London that—’

				‘Have there been any demands? A ransom?’ I will admit a pleasure in interrupting this occasional scarecrow who would soon, by all appearances, be the master of England.

				‘No, Falkland, there have not.’

				‘Then she was probably robbed, raped and murdered.’

				I had silenced, for a moment, even Cromwell.

				‘It is what happens in war,’ I said, without much gentleness. ‘I am sorry to say it, but you are a soldier too and so you know the truth. For my own part I have seen it too many times. War does not breed men to gentleness.’

				For a long time Cromwell looked at me and I found I couldn’t read him at all, couldn’t tell whether he regarded me with pity or with anger; and I realised, as I returned his gaze, that I had spoken as much to myself as to him. I had been speaking of my Caro, of my John and my Charlotte. The walls between which I stood shimmered from a sudden tear. I looked away. I could no longer meet Cromwell’s eye.

				He allowed the moment to pass, and quietly resumed. ‘It is assumed in London, and widely and loudly spoken by Milton himself, that Anne has been taken by supporters of the King who are determined to silence him. True or otherwise as that may be . . .’ He shook his head. ‘Look around you, Falkland. This war is finished. The King is finished. He is brought to terms and no force in Heaven or Earth can change what must be. But I would have an end to it sooner rather than later. I do not need a man of any cloth or colour firing the blood of either Roundhead or Cavalier, not until this is done. Another week, Falkland, or perhaps a month, and Oxford will capitulate. That is the last of the King’s armies of any note, but there will remain recalcitrant strongholds. I couldn’t even tell you how many, up and down the country. A quiet surrender and an end to recrimin­ation is preferable to a bloody storming of each. The King is in Newcastle with the Scots. I cannot stop the wolves in London from baying for his blood, but I would ask them to bay quietly, at least, for they already know I will not let them have it. It is a delicate time.’

				He rose and went to stand at a window, basking in the sunlight from outside as if it might wash away the grey that always seemed to shroud him. He had his back to me now, but that didn’t stop him. ‘I require a man of conscience again, Falkland. I require someone who can move among the supporters of both King and Parliament with equal ease. I require someone who is competent. Above all I require a man who will not be bought, who places his own integrity above petty politics, who has no axe to grind of his own. I require a man I can trust, and that is you, Falkland.’

				Perhaps he meant to flatter me with such words, but I barely felt it. I had already decided I would not help them again.

				‘I would appreciate a quick resolution.’ Cromwell hesitated, then moved from the window and returned to his stool. ‘If it’s royalists, then bring me their names as discreetly as you can. If it’s not, then you may bring me their heads if you prefer. You may go.’ He had already returned his attentions to his parchments.

				‘No,’ I said.

				I wasn’t sure that Cromwell even heard me. Certainly he showed no sign of having done so; and when he looked up a moment later, I think his surprise was that I was still there. That I had been dismissed and yet remained standing before him.

				‘No,’ I said again. ‘Find someone else.’

				Warbeck growled behind me. A soldier, doubtless he was not used to men rejecting an order from his master, but Cromwell I knew to be cut from a different cloth. As a member of Parliament he would be more accustomed to those around him being disagreeable. He watched me for a while, and then let out a long sigh.

				‘Your family, is it? I did hear you were still looking for them.’ He shook his head, not waiting for an answer. ‘You believe them to still be alive?’

				‘I must,’ I told him. I could not, even in my darkest moments, contemplate otherwise. The notion was incom­prehensible, even if I had lost all hope that I would ever find them.

				‘Indeed, how could you not?’ He raised an eyebrow. ‘I’m sorry to hear it, Falkland.’ He leaned forward. ‘Nevertheless there—’

				‘No.’ For the second time I interrupted him, and this time Oliver Cromwell did not take it so mildly. He jumped to his feet and banged his fist against his desk, and for a moment we eyed one another like two bullocks in a field, sizing each other up. I did not flinch. Perhaps he found me more disagreeable than I had supposed. Or perhaps he objected to my interrupting him – certainly I would not have escaped painful and violent censure for such behaviour towards the King. Was that what Cromwell saw himself to be now? I had thought not, but men can change. This victory in Oxford would bring unprecedented power to Parliament, and thus to its leaders.

				Slowly, Cromwell resumed his seat. ‘Falkland, when we met after Warbeck saved you from the noose in Newgate, I was signing letters to the mothers and fathers of the men who died at Naseby and Abingdon and Bristol. Do you remember?’

				I did. It had struck me as uncommonly odd at the time to see a commander of a great army concern himself with such a detail. Certainly the King would have left trifles of condolence to his commanders – but then Cromwell was, I had come to understand, a man of details.

				He was waiting for me to speak, as if that memory might jog something into motion, as if I would come to some great revelation without having to have it held up in words before me. When no such epiphany came, he gave a little shake of his head.

				‘I know who my soldiers are. I know who fights in my companies and regiments. I know their names. I know their homes. I send letters to their families. Falkland, your son—’

				‘My son?’ My fists clenched at my sides. I took a step towards Cromwell. I felt Warbeck tense behind me. ‘What do you know of my son?’ Caro would have kept him to the house if she could, but would he have escaped her and run away to war? To join Hopton’s glorious sweep of Devon in ’43? Would he have been taken and conscripted into one of the militias as so many young lads were? I’d seen boys younger than my John in Crediton in the winter, defeated royalist bands swept up and devoured. It wasn’t uncon­scionable that my son had become a part of this monster New Model. He could have been in that camp not a hundred yards from me, and I would not have known.

				Cromwell fixed me with a steady eye. ‘Nothing, Falkland. But there are men and even women to whom I have given the duty of keeping such records.’ He glanced at Warbeck as he said this, and I had the sense of a secret exchange between them. ‘I will have them help you. John Falkland, is it? If he has become a part of the New Model then likely as not they will find him. Even if someone has heard of him . . . And if I find him . . .’

				He did not need to say any more. If they were to find my son, they would like as not find my Caro, for John would know to where she had fled, and his sister too.

				Cromwell returned to his papers. ‘Milton’s sister was married to Thomas Agar. He disappeared at the start of the fighting, some years ago. There were two sons by her first marriage and a daughter by Thomas. Find out what became of Anne Agar, Falkland, and I will see what can be done. I am, as I think you will agree, not without resource.’

				I was being dismissed once more, and this time I had no retort. I backed away and turned. Warbeck held the door as I blundered out into the sunlight. I did not quite know what I had done or to what I had agreed, save that I had searched for six months for my children and I had not found them, that in my heart I had quietly given up all hope, and that Cromwell now, of all people, had offered me a new crumb of it; and though I thought I knew better, I also knew that I could have only one answer, as he must have anticipated from the very start.

				Warbeck leaned in to me. He was shorter than I and had to crane his neck to hiss into my ear.

				‘You understand your choice, Falkland? You have the resources of Parliament if you help us. Or I can take you back where I found you.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				CHAPTER 3

				We left shortly after. Lord Fairfax was on his way to Woodstock Manor, and while there were few things upon which Warbeck and I might share a view, ‘Black Tom’ Fairfax was one of them, for in Crediton we had both given him reason to regard us as other than friends. We rode the way we had come, through the scattered camps around the north of Oxford and then east towards London. We stopped at the same coaching inn as before. There seemed to be a change in the air. The day was glorious summer, a sweet warm breeze, butterflies and birdsong. The fields around Oxford, even here where the fighting lingered, were green. Cattle grazed in their pastures. I saw orchards of apple and pear trees, fields of wheat and barley and, I think, corn and the vines of hops. The country was ready to feed itself, and the landscape no longer bore the scars and marks of war. There were no deserter soldiers prowling the roads, bandits and footpads and highwaymen. It was absurd, perhaps, to think such things – the country was surely the same England I had known these last few months, wounded and often hostile – yet in that afternoon of travelling through the shire of Oxford, I found a little peace within myself.

				We eased our weary bones from the backs of our horses and sat ourselves down inside the inn to a welcome cup of ale and a slab of what I suspected was the same stale bread we had eaten in Uxbridge – although I will admit that after a long day with a hungry belly I was not inclined much to care. Warbeck, while I ate my fill, studied his fingernails, then unbuckled his boots and eased free his feet. I ached, and I had still not quite shaken myself free from the aftermath of Uxbridge, and so as we finished our meal I thanked Warbeck for his hospitality and declined the offer of a place by the hearth and a cup of wine. I took myself to my bed. I tried to close my eyes and will myself to my dreams – a soldier learns to sleep when there is sleep to be had – but for once they eluded me. I found myself staring at the rafters above, seeing my Caro as I had seen her last, waving farewell both to me and to her father. She had worn a cheery smile, but I knew she must fret, watching her men ride to war. Our children had not come, unable to bear seeing me go. I wondered, as I lay in that inn, what had gone through their heads. I closed my eyes and thought of the scent of Caro’s hair when she stood close to me, of the feel of it between my fingers when she pressed against my chest. I am not ashamed to admit that I wept a little, staring up at those rafters. Cromwell, damn the eyes of that man, had given me a sliver of light, and yet I could not shake the memory that he had done this once before, and that it had come to naught.

				We rode into London on the next afternoon, an early start and a long ride that left us both weary. I shuddered a little as we passed down the Tyburn Road from the gallows on the corner towards Newgate. The road was a busy one, loud with raucous conversation and the tuneless singing of carters, and of drovers herding animals into London for slaughter, but Warbeck turned south and left the crowd before we reached Newgate itself and its bedevilled prison. I thought at first that he meant to lead me to Parliament, but instead we rode through fields past Charing Cross and St Martin’s church. I was, I will admit, surprised and a little heartened to see that Charing Cross still stood. I had seen so many towns with their market crosses torn down by Puritans in the name of their peculiar version of God.

				A little way past St Martin’s Lane, Warbeck turned into an estate of houses of recent construction. He reined in his horse outside a tavern on the west side of Rose Street, the Bucket of Blood, but then paused. We could both clearly hear, not at all far away, the hubbub of some crowd out on the streets towards the river. I thought perhaps it might be a riot or some other gathering of the mob, but the shouts that rose above the general noise weren’t cries of anger and protest, but of joy and excitement. Ignoring Warbeck, I kicked my mare into motion once more and pushed on towards the sound. I did not know this part of London – indeed, I knew very little of the city – but it was clear that we were among men of influence and wealth. The very houses themselves spoke of it with their size and many windows.

				I turned left at the end of Rose Street, following my ears. Very soon I passed a church and its yard, surrounded by yet more houses, and entered onto the outer edge of some great open space – a market square perhaps, but larger than any I had seen before – around which were arched colonnades. On the south side were a number of sheds and stalls selling fruits and vegetables. Two Puritan ladies in severe – yet I fancied expensive – dresses hurried past me as I entered. In the middle part of the square a stage had been set, and a masque was being played out, complete with scenery. I had never seen such a thing done out in the open like this, yet I could hear barely a word of the players’ speech over the din of the crowd. Around the edges, musicians and dancers vied with the masque to court the favour of the onlookers at the fringe. I supposed there must have been more than two hundred persons congregated around the square, though the press of the crowd was light save at its heart before the stage. The clothes of the watchers spoke of prosperous men.

				A carriage crossed the far side of the square in front of two of Cromwell’s cavalrymen. I could not make out the arms on the side.

				‘The King took offence to the condition of Long Acre and the houses that surrounded it,’ Warbeck sneered as he drew alongside me and caught my look. ‘He granted the Earl of Bedford a licence to build a piazza in an Italianate style.’ If words could burn, those last from Warbeck would have set a torch to every house around us.

				‘What are they celebrating?’ I asked. I had lost track of the days again and wondered if there was some festival I had forgotten.

				‘What do you think, Falkland? Victory. They’re celebra­ting the King’s defeat. The city’s been making merry ever since he fled Oxford for Newcastle.’

				I turned away. The fighting had never come to London, though I knew of several London regiments who had marched to battle. The people here had never known the bite of siege, but they had felt the stranglehold of war nevertheless. The last winter had been long and bitter. The Thames had frozen in November and not thawed for four months. Without Newcastle coal to burn in their fires, many had simply frozen; although the air, at least, had been clearer. I suppose I understood their joy, a simple relief that it was all over, but I could not share it.

				‘Is it a trick, Warbeck? Will Cromwell keep his bargain?’ We led our horses back to the Bucket of Blood.

				‘You heard, Falkland. He made you no promise.’

				‘But—’

				‘He kept his last one, didn’t he?’ Warbeck shook his head, full of pity for me and my faithlessness. ‘We’ll take a little rest and sustenance,’ he said, ‘and get you some clothes that don’t smell like you slept in a pigsty. Then I’ll take you to the Milton house. It’ll be late by the time we get there, but the sooner the introductions are made, the better. When we come back, we’ll talk about your own business. I dare say you won’t let it be forgotten for an instant unless I promise otherwise. After tonight I’ll be leaving you to get on with finding Anne Agar while I attend to matters of my own.’

				We stabled our horses, although Warbeck instructed the stable hands to do no more than loosen their saddles and not to feed them much, as we would soon be leaving again. ‘If you have any desire to continue as I found you, the Bucket of Blood provides ample opportunity for both drunkenness and brawls,’ he told me. ‘There are bare-knuckle fights arranged here more nights than not.’ Inside the tavern Warbeck sent a lad scurrying to find clothes that might fit me, then sat me down with a cup of weak ale.

				‘I dare say I should tell you a little of John Milton before you meet him, since he’s what this is really about, and I suppose his name might mean nothing to someone who has spent little if any time in London these last few years. Milton is a strident voice for Parliament’s cause. He speaks with ardour and passion about many things, and Cromwell is not shy over showing his favour. He is resented by some, and loathed by many who took to the King’s standard. His opinions are uncompromising. He is not quite with Lilburne’s Levellers and their notions of freeborn rights, who would see kings abolished entirely, but I imagine he was happy enough when Parliament bowed to a petition for Lilburne’s release.’

				‘So he has enemies,’ I said. ‘But then what man who speaks with a public voice does not? Do they have names?’

				‘They surely do, but Milton will give you more than enough.’

				‘What about Anne herself? Or the rest of the family?’

				‘There’s the father,’ Warbeck said at last. ‘The elder John Milton. He’s not well, Falkland, and you’d do best to leave him alone. He was a scrivener and a very successful one. Anne was his oldest child. She had two surviving sons by her first husband, Edward Phillips. They are John and Edward. John’s the oldest. You’ll meet him and ask him a question or two, I dare say. He led the search for his mother when she went. She has a daughter too, younger. There is little more to say of any of them.’

				‘And what there is I’ll hear from their own mouths.’ I knew that Warbeck would colour every word and phrase to mean whatever suited him. To know the truth of any man’s story, one must hear it from his own mouth, in words of his own choosing. Warbeck, for example. How he spoke of Anne. Had two sons. Was his oldest child. ‘You think what I said to Cromwell is right, don’t you? You think she’s dead.’

				Warbeck made as if to protest, but we were interrupted by the arrival of a deliciously aromatic venison stew. We had not eaten since breaking our fast that morning, and I took my time over it, thick nubs of first-of-the-season carrot and onion with large chunks of juicy flesh, all served with a thick, meaty broth in a hollowed loaf of bread. It was a meal fit for a lord, I thought. There would no doubt be bowls of pottage for lesser men. I watched Warbeck chew on a piece of venison.

				‘I’d imagined you more the sort to eat as the servants do,’ I said.

				Warbeck made a face and shook his head. ‘I do not believe that one man should own another, but I see no reason they must eat the same.’

				‘Why does John Milton imagine his sister disappearing is not her own matter, born of her own affairs?’

				‘You wouldn’t ask if you’d met him.’ Warbeck snorted. ‘But don’t you want to hear that from his own tongue?’

				‘I do. And I will. But humour me. Do you think he’s right?’

				‘Edward Phillips died when Anne’s sons were both young. She married Thomas Agar later that same year. I’m told that Thomas and Edward were great friends when Edward was alive. Phillips was Deputy Clerk of the Crown in the Chancery Office. When he died, Agar took his position. Agar took up arms for the King in ’forty-two and hasn’t been seen since. Edgehill did for him, it seems. I see no enemies in Anne Agar’s affairs, and her boys are too young to have made any of substance. John Milton, on the other hand, makes enemies like rats make fleas. So yes, I do.’

				I could imagine any number of motives for the abduction of a family member of a prominent Parliamentarian, 
particularly at such a time, and all of them in the vein Cromwell had already described: to attack and threaten an enemy of the King. It vexed me. I will admit that I hoped for some­thing more obscure. Something to do with Anne herself and not her brother, so I might prove Cromwell and his suspicions wrong. In that regard I had nurtured a hope as we rode together that I might unravel something to do with her husband; but missing through four years of war was not a promising beginning.

				Warbeck was watching me. ‘Three things, Falkland,’ he said. ‘Three reasons for an abduction. For money, for influence or for revenge.’ He shook his head. ‘Three weeks and no demand for ransom. So it’s not money.’

				‘What about Anne herself?’

				‘What about her?’

				‘You were investigating her vanishing, were you not, until Cromwell sent you to find me so that I might do it instead?’ It was a guess. A shrewd one, perhaps, for I knew Warbeck to be a trusted intelligencer for Parliament’s cause. Warbeck’s hesitation told me I was right.

				‘There’s nothing to know,’ he said after a moment.

				‘But her husband declared for the King.’

				‘What of it?’

				‘Did that not vex her brother, this strident voice for Parliament?’

				Warbeck laughed now, and I saw I was showing my ignorance. ‘Milton and Thomas Agar were firm friends, by all accounts, and his folly for the King changed nothing.’

				‘And Anne herself? Does she side with Cromwell and Fairfax? Or is she dutiful to her husband even though he is gone?’

				‘I have no idea, Falkland. Find her and ask her yourself.’

				I was at the end of my patience. ‘How do you know she hasn’t simply found her missing husband and run away to be with him? How do you know she’s been taken against her will at all when no one has demanded anything for her release?’

				There had to be some evidence, I thought, something Warbeck had not shared, and I saw at once that I had again struck a chord. I found I had struck a chord in myself too – but, as fortune would have it, the boy sent to find clothes for me returned as Warbeck and I regarded one another. I did not like to ask from where these clothes had come, but at least they didn’t smell of filth and pigs. I withdrew to the stables, stripped and dressed again in baggy black breeches that hung loose to my knees, a plain shirt and a short, unstiffened jacket, black as well. I had seen men dressed this way out in the Covent Garden piazza, although most also wore a large lace collar which I, apparently, would not. Warbeck’s boy had also found me a short black cloak and a narrow-brimmed conical hat. Were it not for the battered tan soldier’s boots I wore and the mud-coloured leggings beneath, I would have looked quite unremarkable, a poor gentleman farmer perhaps, who could not afford a collar. As it was, with my boots, I imagined I must look like some yellow-footed crow.

				I was done when Warbeck came to join me. He readied our horses, and we rode eastward to Fleet Street, where the air took on a quite distinct tang of inks and of Dutch paper. As with the Tyburn Road, we quickly found ourselves pressed on all sides by the bustling traffic of commerce, and I will admit I was quite struck by it. I had visited London only twice before, and had hardly seen much of the city throughout my sojourn in Newgate. The other time had been with Caro’s father to pledge our arms to the King against the Scots, and I did not remember such a lively place. In my memory I saw quiet streets, a scattering of carriages and horsemen. Here men ran back and forth with energy and numbers I had not seen since I had been a cavalryman with Prince Rupert, drilling ourselves on the eve of fateful Naseby; but instead of pikes and muskets, the men here scurried with long, heavy rolls of paper over their shoulders, or else hurried, backs bent under bound bundles of pamphlets and polemics, their fingers stained dark with ink. It seemed that hardly a house here remained untouched by the flourishing growth of the presses which infested this part of London.

				‘It is a convenience to us to be so close by,’ Warbeck said. ‘As often as not, Milton will pass this way as he goes about his business. He has plenty of friends on Fleet Street.’

				‘And enemies?’

				‘Those too, I dare say.’ Warbeck chuckled at some joke he made for himself and chose not to share, and turned us north from the throng before we crossed the Fleet bridge. We followed the old city walls to Newgate. I shuddered as we passed through the gate itself and its new prison to one side.

				‘Old memories, Falkland?’ Warbeck goaded. ‘Milton’s house is beyond, a little past the Alders Gate.’ He reined in his horse and stopped for a moment, and I wondered if it was deliberate to do so right outside the prison arch. ‘Falkland, you try to ask it but you never quite do: I have no reason to imagine Anne Agar taken by royalists save that Milton himself is adamant. But I have no reason to imagine her taken by any other, and this is not Basing House or Scarborough, and there are no royalist looters roaming the streets for rape and robbery and murder, as you so indelicately put it. But I will say this: Anne did not disappear of her own free will. She was taken, and there is a witness to it, and John Milton is quite certain that those responsible are the King’s sympathisers.’

				‘Then I will find them and talk to them.’ I took a deep breath. In Warbeck’s mind it seemed that the case was already half solved. All that remained was to determine the royalists who had taken Anne and hold them to account. I vowed then that I would not make such a mistake as to think of Anne merely as ‘Milton’s sister’ or ‘Thomas Agar’s wife’. Perhaps Milton and Cromwell and Warbeck all had it right and she was a pawn in some dispute, but I saw no reason to assume this to be true. Why not a matter of the heart? Perhaps Anne Agar was simply weary of waiting for a husband surely dead, and had taken matters into her own hands. Perhaps she had found another?

				I found myself oddly disliking the thought and told myself I should not think it, and then saw I was a fool, for though I knew nothing of this Anne Agar, I did know that she was not my Caro, and I should not think of her as though she was.

				‘How far away are they?’ I asked.

				By way of an answer Warbeck set his horse to walk again along Newgate Street. The stench of that cursed prison seemed to follow as we left. The breeze, perhaps, or memories – I wasn’t sure. The streets narrowed and grew quieter. Timber houses were arrayed along them; with their dark, tar-covered beams stark against white lime-washed walls, they reminded me of the narrow cobbled streets of York. Although the houses seemed large compared to the cottages I had grown used to in Launcells, they were pressed together, some separated by tiny, dark alleys, others so close that even a child could not have squeezed between them; and they overhung the street with their upper storeys, casting those below into gloom and shadow. Their windows were tiny, of leaded glass, and several of the houses were of sufficient age that the great beams supporting them had warped and bent, here and there giving entire streets a sense of teetering rather like a band of drunken soldiers leaning upon one another. Now and then, through the alleys between the houses, I glimpsed open stretches of muddy ground. Dried dirt rose in puffs as we passed. It was not a rich part of the city built of fresh quarried stone, not like the houses of Covent Garden close behind the Bucket of Blood, nor ever would be. It was a place of craftsmen and tradesmen. It surprised me. I had expected at the very least a small manor house for any ‘strident voice of Parliament’.

				‘His wife’s family are from Oxford,’ Warbeck said at last. ‘The Powells.’ I wondered for a moment if that was why Cromwell had sent Warbeck to find me, that I might enter a city of royalists under Parliament’s siege, a man who had once fought for the King but was now Cromwell’s intelligencer. I dare say Warbeck would have relished such an irony.

				Perhaps he saw the roll of my eyes. He laughed aloud.

				‘Oh don’t fret, Falkland. When the King fled Oxford, he wasn’t the only one. The Powells shelter under John Milton’s roof now.’

				In sight of the old Roman Londinium walls, half their stone long since stolen, Warbeck stopped outside a house like any other, if perhaps a little larger. It was one of several that backed onto a small piece of common ground on which roamed chickens and geese. I thought I saw at least one pig.

				Warbeck hammered on the door. The man who opened it was slender and short. There was something oddly shy and girlishly fragile about his features, which stood in stark contrast to his pale, watery eyes as hard as diamonds. Both his hands were scarred, one from what I took to be a powder burn, the other traced with the fine, jagged white lines that were often marks of old knife fights. Here was a man who was a soldier. I stood taken aback, for I took him to be Milton himself and found I had imagined someone quite different; however, after an awkward moment of silence, he introduced himself to me instead as Peter Fowles, an acquaintance and friend of the family. He seemed acquainted with Warbeck too, and did not ask our business; rather he immediately led us inside through a narrow and windowless hall towards the heart of the house. This we traversed, and passed before the stair and out the back into a small yard set against the common ground. A man stood feeding his chickens there. He turned to face us as we came outside.

				‘John Milton.’ Warbeck tucked his hands behind his back and gave a little bow as though presenting a new recruit to a senior officer. ‘This is William Falkland.’
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