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			Prologue

			London

			August 1660

			The pages yellowed then browned, smoke creeping along their undersides until the corners began to curl in on themselves. Letter by letter, words – that no one was in any case close enough to read – were consumed. Lawrence, though, like so many others in the crowd, did not need to see the print to know what they said – words written over eleven years since, to justify the killing of a king:

			 

			. . . for their sakes who through custom, simplicitie or want of better teaching, have not more seriously considerd Kings, then in the gaudy name of Majesty, and admire them and thir doings as if they breath’d not the same breath with other mortal men . . .

			 

			At last the pages took light and John Milton’s words flamed high into the summer’s afternoon.

			As the books burned, the city’s executioner read out Parliament’s proclamation against the blind poet and his work, allowing for little doubt that should the authorities have been able to find the author of such sedition, they would happily have set him atop the pyre with his books.

			‘Where is he?’ asked Lawrence Ingolby, under his breath.

			‘Safe,’ said the man beside him, ‘for now.’ Andrew Marvell kept his voice low. ‘But the Council of State is at this very minute busied with drawing up a list of those to be exempted from His Majesty’s mercy.’ The Act of Free and General Pardon, Indemnity and Oblivion that had been put before Parliament within days of Charles Stuart’s agreement to return to England as King, enshrined within it his promise of clemency to his and his late father’s enemies. Or at least it enshrined a promise of clemency to some of them, for the young King had astutely, almost casually, allowed that some of those enemies should be excepted from his mercy, although ‘only such persons as shall hereafter be excepted by Parliament’. Major General Thomas Harrison had been the first to be excepted from that mercy, to be followed the next day by six of his former comrades, the most notorious of the regicides who had had the King’s father’s sacred head severed from its neck. More than forty names had been added the day after that.

			The numbers grew and the parameters shifted beyond those individuals known to have tried and ordered the execution of the King. Next was ordered the search for the executioners. John Thurloe, who had held all in his hands under Cromwell, was arrested, and put in the Tower, his blood called for. It seemed, though, that somehow he would avoid the rope, the disembowelling hook, the flames and the axe. Perhaps John Thurloe knew too much about the innocence or otherwise of those now in power. At first, some men believing the King’s promise of clemency had handed themselves in, only to be swiftly disabused of that notion. Others, seeing their fate or having guessed it in advance, fled to the continent or even the Americas. Almost daily, it seemed, the definition of guilt shifted, the list of those to be excepted from the royal mercy grew.

			‘John Milton’s name’s never on it?’ In his surprise, Lawrence had forgotten that it was not entirely advisable for he and Marvell to be seen talking together.

			Marvell grimaced. ‘I have worked night and day to persuade them to take it off. I think His Majesty, thank God, is of a mind to be gracious to those that did not have an actual hand in his father’s murder.’

			Ingolby raised his eyebrows. The apparent ease with which Marvell had managed to pirouette from staunch Cromwellian and firm upholder of the Commonwealth to ardent Royalist still rendered him almost speechless. It had been the work of days, hours perhaps, or even a moment for his friend to amend his language and keep his job, and perhaps, for all either of them knew, his head. The clamour for revenge from the Royalists returned to Parliament grew louder by the day and neither Lawrence nor any of his acquaintance knew where it might stop.

			Marvell flushed and raised his chin, avoiding Lawrence’s eye. ‘We all have a living to earn.’

			‘True enough,’ said Lawrence, turning away from the spectacle and readying himself to go back to his own employment, which lay waiting for him in half-­written depositions, indentures, articles of agreement and much else that was piled upon the desk and floor of his small chambers in Clifford’s Inn. ‘We can hope it’s only the ones that put the old King on trial that have to worry . . .’

			Marvell said nothing, merely shook his head.

			The fire crackled and spat and all around them was laughter and jeering as the pyre of forbidden books went up in flames, but something in Marvell’s look chilled Lawrence’s very stomach.

			Marvell affected to inspect a piece of ash that had landed on his collar as a woman selling peaches amongst the crowd passed close by them. He leaned a little closer to Lawrence and murmured, ‘You should leave London, now.’

			‘Me?’ Lawrence spluttered. ‘What have I done? I wasn’t twenty years old, still at home in Yorkshire, when the King was put on trial.’

			‘I know that,’ said Marvel, still inspecting his collar. ‘But there’s another list.’

			Lawrence looked at his friend as if he were mad. ‘The Council of State’s never going to bother themselves about me, Andrew.’

			‘You’re not listening,’ Marvell muttered, looking around him a moment before leaning in closer. ‘There’s another list, that the King and the Council of State know nothing about.’

			‘What?’ Lawrence’s mockery gave way to apprehension. ‘What kind of list?’

			‘One drawn up by an individual impatient that King and Parliament will not dig deep enough, and hell-­bent upon his own revenge.’

			Lawrence’s eyes were wide. ‘Who?’

			Marvell shook his head again.

			‘But you’re saying my name’s on it?’

			Marvell lowered his voice even further. ‘No. But Damian Seeker’s is. You must go back to Yorkshire, and you must take the captain’s daughter with you.’

			 

			The peach seller watched Andrew Marvell go off in one direction while Lawrence Ingolby went in the other. Ingolby would be returning, no doubt, to his chambers at Clifford’s Inn. It was too early in the day for the lawyer to repair to the Black Fox on Broad Street, where he had lodged for the last four years and where his young wife had been in the employ and protection of the landlady since first she had arrived in London. Marvell looked constantly to his left and right. Well, many nowadays had especial cause to look about them, lest they come under the scrutiny of those not quite convinced by their protestations of loyalty to the restored King. Marvell did right to take care.

			Without shifting her gaze, the peach seller suddenly grabbed at the wrist of a young thief whose hand had darted into her basket. She turned it firmly before placing two plump fruits into the upturned palm and telling the child to be gone. As the boy ran off with his booty, she left Lawrence Ingolby to his business, for now, and set her course after Andrew Marvell. The peach seller was not entirely fooled by the Whitehall under-­secretary’s volte-­face of loyalty, but then she had never been entirely convinced of his commitment to the Republican cause, either. As she went after him she was forced to concede that he was getting better at this, at moving discreetly without drawing undue attention to himself. Everyone learns, when their life is at stake. Even so, she had been at this business for longer than he and was not so easily shaken off. He was going to see Milton, she was sure of it. She followed at a distance as he walked unhurriedly away from the crowd around Old Bailey and out through Newgate. She quickened her step in time with his when he turned up Giltspur Street. Smithfield. There had been rumours already that Milton was holed up somewhere in Smithfield. The blind poet had certainly been hiding himself somewhere since May, when it had become clear even to him that the Republic could not hold and that the Stuarts must return. She wondered if he could smell the smoke of his own burning books over the reek and fear of the animals at market.

			Marvell was almost at Pye Corner when she saw him suddenly pull up short, hesitate and then turn back down towards Holborn. Beyond him, coming down the street towards her, were two officers of the King’s Regiment of Guards. She arranged her hood better around her face as she approached them with her basket. The nearer of the two – she recalled him from Brussels – waved her away, and she continued up the street. She glanced down in time to see Marvell disappear around the corner of St Sepulchre’s, whose bell was ringing the half hour, reminding her she had an appointment of her own and must leave the poet to his wanderings.

			 

			Roger L’Estrange sat in his cabinet in the little house that backed onto Palace Yard. It wasn’t much, but it would suit his purposes, for now. There was such a clamour for places at Whitehall that he had been lucky to make good a claim to anything at all. The little house was convenient, after all, for the chamber of the Commons, and the MPs over whom his pamphlets and arguments were increasingly bringing him influence. He was not yet quite as successful as he would like to be in persuading others to his views, but then, as his grandmother had been wont to say, there was more than one way to skin a cat. Here, L’Estrange was close enough to the royal presence to make himself familiar, whilst being far enough away from the noise of court life to get on with his business unimpeded. The King’s heart was too soft for his own good, and too inclined to forgiveness. Parliament, which had no heart at all, was too taken up with its own interests. Many who had profited from and enabled Cromwell’s regime would be let off the hook, for no better reason than that they had the right friends. And some, that ought even now to be languishing in the Tower of London awaiting trial for their treason, had fled altogether. This didn’t trouble L’Estrange as much as it might have done – they would be apprehended and dealt with by the proper authorities, in time. His own interest, though, was another thing altogether. His interest went beyond that of the established authorities. His interest went beyond dealing with those who had sat in judgement on the King and signed their names to his death warrant. His interest was in the others, in those who had not been amongst the men of power, and so believed their deeds to have been unremarked or forgotten. Roger L’Estrange was determined to find them and to lay bare their secrets.

			He glanced up from his list, his pen paused a little above the paper so that a drip of ink fell upon it without his noticing. He was sure he could detect the slightest hint, just a ribbon, of smoke in the air. Not the smoke of sea coals and a hundred Whitehall fires, but of pages curling and burning, calfskin bindings crackling in the flames. It gave him satisfaction to think of that smoke curling under the doors of those who fancied they might hide themselves from retribution. The moment was broken by the tentative knock of his clerk on the door.

			‘A woman wishes to see you, sir.’

			‘What kind of woman?’

			‘A peach seller.’

			In any other gentleman’s house, a woman selling peaches would not have got beyond the kitchen at best, but L’Estrange’s servants knew that this was another sort of house. A moment later the peach seller had been shown into his cabinet and the door closed behind her.

			He didn’t invite her to sit. ‘Well?’

			She made her report. There had been a significant crowd there at Old Bailey, at the first burning of Milton’s books. One or two printers and booksellers amongst them, in fact, had been keen to show their support for the new regime by handing over any of the condemned works that might be lying about their stores or presses.

			‘Hmmph.’ L’Estrange knew that the most obdurate amongst the Republican printers would not have been there. They would be dealt with, come time. Roger’s patron, Henry Bennet, had promised him the post of Surveyor of the Press, perhaps more. In the meantime, there was other business to be attended to. ‘And who amongst his friends was there? Marvell? Davenant?’ The latter had been loud, the former persistent, in their pleas on the blind poet’s behalf. In Cromwell’s time, Milton had used his influence to save Davenant from the executioner, and the playwright, now in his pomp, was determined to repay the debt. As for Marvell, what he did not owe to Milton he owed to Cromwell. L’Estrange was unconvinced by the turn in Marvell’s loyalties.

			‘Marvell was there,’ his informant told him.

			Roger felt a little jolt of satisfaction.

			‘Alone?’

			‘No, he was talking to a lawyer friend of his. Lawrence Ingolby.’

			‘The name means nothing to me. Should it?’

			The woman appeared to be considering. He found her irritating, but most of the female intelligencers he knew had abandoned their trade, now that the King was back, and there was not a large pool to choose from. ‘I don’t believe so. He’s a lawyer at Clifford’s Inn, and was pupil to a man named Ellingworth, who was radical in his views. Ellingworth left for Massachusetts shortly after Cromwell’s death, but Ingolby seems to have shown no inclination to go with him. A coming man, they say.’

			‘“A coming man.”’ L’Estrange smiled. ‘The best kind – not inclined to offer trouble to the prevailing authority. And what did they speak of, Marvell and this Ingolby?’

			‘Of John Milton,’ she said.

			‘And?’

			‘Marvell knows where he is but didn’t tell Ingolby. Just that he was safe, and that he was fighting to get him off the list of names excepted from the King’s mercy.’

			‘Did they speak of anything else?’

			There was the slightest pause before she said, ‘No.’

			He regarded her closely. ‘You’re certain?’

			‘Nothing within my hearing.’ He would have pressed her more closely on that but now she was telling him how she had followed Marvell and where he had gone.

			‘Smithfield?’

			She nodded. ‘He turned back quite suddenly when he saw two of the King’s Guard approaching. I’m all but certain he was on his way to see Milton.’

			‘Hmm,’ L’Estrange mused. ‘I’ll have a search party sent to Smithfield.’

			She picked up her basket and made to leave, but he held up a hand. ‘Not quite yet, if you please.’

			She stopped. ‘I have nothing more to tell you.’

			‘But I have something to tell you, or to give you. Sit down, please.’

			The woman’s expression was wary, but she sat.

			‘I believe you were still on the Continent when Richard Cromwell was brought down by the grandees of his own army?’

			‘I was,’ she said. ‘But the news was not long in reaching me.’

			‘Nor me,’ he said. The news of the collapse of the Protectorate had been a golden moment in L’Estrange’s life.

			‘And were you aware that John Thurloe was removed from his post as director of the usurping regime’s espionage at the same time?’

			‘To be replaced by the regicide Thomas Scott, I understand.’

			She was well informed. Good – it would save time.

			‘Thurloe,’ he continued, ‘remains in the Tower. I and others have made efforts to have him excluded from the King’s mercy, but our pleas appear to have fallen upon deaf ears, and he is unlike to be tried for his life.’

			Her views on the likely fate of John Thurloe were impossible to gauge. He continued to his point. ‘Thomas Scott is also in the Tower.’

			Some surprise flitted across her face. ‘I thought he had fled England,’ she said, ‘got himself abroad.’

			‘Yes, he had. As far as Brussels, where he became acquainted with how greatly the affairs of the world have turned.’ Scott, who had bragged of his part in the murder of the King, had been taken in the Spanish Netherlands. There he had misconceived, or been encouraged to misconceive, the meaning of the King’s language in the Act of Oblivion. L’Estrange’s voice hardened. ‘Thomas Scott was “persuaded” to return home. They’ll all be caught in the end, one way or the other.’

			‘And what will happen to him?’

			L’Estrange sniffed, as if he were being asked about the fate of a kitchen boy who had not come up to the mark. ‘Thomas Scott’s name is on the King’s death warrant, whereas John Thurloe’s is not. Scott seeks to bargain for his life. He thinks to obtain mercy in exchange for information, but he has spoken too often of his pride in his part in the murder of God’s anointed. His information will not save him.’

			‘And yet?’

			‘And yet,’ he said, ‘what has been extracted from him is of use to us.’ He indicated the paper in front of him. ‘This is a list of names of those who were in His Majesty’s circle in exile and whom Scott asserts spied for the Protectorate. Traitors, in other words.’

			She glanced towards the paper but he had made sure to shield it with his arm. ‘Other than those we already knew of?’ she asked.

			‘Some of those whom we already knew of were dealt with as their names were discovered. Others that were turned once have been turned again, and now spy for us. They are the fortunate ones. The names on this list, however, Thomas Scott’s list, are of those he claims have got away with their treachery to His Majesty and who have sought to blend back into a retired life, or even one of influence, now that His Majesty has returned.’

			She frowned. ‘Scott may well have made it up, this list of names. Out of spite, or to gain himself time, or mercy.’

			He nodded. She really was quite intelligent. ‘That is my concern. I have no desire that the innocent should be punished because of one man’s malice. I am too closely associated with powerful men to be able to go where I would need to or ask the requisite questions to establish the truth or otherwise of what Thomas Scott has said.’

			He saw that she understood.

			‘But I am not,’ she said.

			‘Precisely.’

			She put out her hand, clearly expecting him to give her the list, but he held it back from her. ‘I think it’s best that you focus your attentions on one subject at the time. You are less likely to raise suspicions that way.’ He wrote one name and a set of dates on a small piece of paper and handed it to her, along with a purse. ‘Find out where this individual was between these dates, what he was doing, who he was in contact with. Write to me when you have done so – not here, but to the safe house I have indicated. That being done, I will send you further funds, and the next name, and the location of the next safe postal drop. You do not need to come here again.’

			She took the paper in one hand, glanced at it a moment then handed it back to him with a nod. The purse she put in the small bag hanging from her own girdle. She picked up her basket and went to the door. ‘Goodbye, Mr L’Estrange,’ she said.

			He blew sand across the words he had just written at the top of the paper.

			The Winter List

			‘Farewell, Lady Anne,’ he said.

			Roger L’Estrange was still looking at the list of names, wondering how long it would take her to work through it, establish the truth or otherwise of what Thomas Scott had said, when his clerk again knocked on his door.

			‘What now?’ he said, with some impatience.

			‘Godric Purvis is here, sir.’

			‘Purvis?’ Roger inspected the clock on the wall. He had spent longer talking with Anne Winter than he had intended to. ‘Let him in.’

			Purvis came in, wiping his mouth on his sleeve, a ripe peach dripping juice onto the fingers of his right hand. L’Estrange felt his annoyance kindle.

			‘Where did you get that?’

			Purvis glanced at the fruit in his hand. ‘There was a woman, as I was coming through the yard . . .’

			L’Estrange wondered if he had misjudged Purvis. He preferred that his agents knew nothing of each other. Clearly, Purvis had had no suspicions of Anne Winter, but he was not confident that she would have had none of him. No matter. ‘Come in,’ he said. ‘And close the door behind you. I don’t need half of Whitehall knowing my business.’

			A glint of interest appeared in Purvis’s eyes.

			L’Estrange explained to Godric Purvis what was to be expected, any day now, from the King’s Act of Indemnity and Oblivion, of the debate raging in the corridors of Whitehall over whose names should be on the condemned list and therefore excepted from King Charles’s unfathomable mercy. The paltry seven names on the list to begin with had been an insult to the martyred King’s memory. But the list was growing, and if L’Estrange had any say in matters, it would continue to grow. Purvis nodded. Everyone in England knew who the most notorious regicides were.

			L’Estrange took out his pipe. He did not offer one to Purvis. ‘But there were two involved,’ he continued, ‘that had a very hand indeed in the murder of the King but whose names are not known.’ He watched Purvis for a moment and saw a spark of understanding then a smile creep across the lips. He had it.

			‘The executioners,’ said Purvis.

			‘Exactly. Or more precisely, one of them – the one who wielded the axe.’

			Purvis nodded, then started to voice his ideas. Ideas straight from the coffee houses, from the draughty alleyways around the Inns of Court and Chancery. But L’Estrange had his own idea about who had been the heavily disguised man who had swung the axe before an astonished crowd on that freezing cold January day in 1649 and severed the head of England’s anointed King from his body. He knew who it had been, he was certain of it. He told Purvis.

			Purvis narrowed his brows and frowned. ‘Are you sure? Is he even still alive? I’ve heard of him all right – but no one has seen him for years.’

			‘Oh, Damian Seeker is alive all right.’ He could feel it. His hatred of the man crawled beneath his skin, the years, the defeats, the humiliations, the plans he had laid so carefully that Seeker had found out. Roger would have been much further advanced in his career, stood much higher in the King’s counsels – where for the moment he did not stand at all – had it not been for Damian Seeker. ‘Others might be fooled but I am not. And wherever on God’s earth he might be, I will have him found and I will have him brought to justice.’

		

	
		
			One

			Whitehall, London

			Two years later. October 1662 

			Samuel Pepys was strolling down King Street, musing on a ditty he had heard that morning from one of Lord Sandwich’s clerks. He would sing it to his wife tonight, when they were alone. He was considering whether he should cut down to the right and take a boat downriver, to enjoy his dinner at home as he had said he would, when a dunt on the shoulder jolted him out of his reverie and almost into the path of an oncoming butcher’s boy.

			‘Good Lord!’ he said, stepping swiftly one way as the butcher’s boy deftly stepped the other and a well-­set man with a close-­cropped brown beard and a ruddy complexion mumbled something that might have been an apology. Pepys was still brushing at the shoulder of his jacket when something in the other fellow’s gait caught his eye. ‘William?’

			The man stopped.

			‘William Briar!’

			Now the fellow turned and after a moment’s puzzlement, a look of recognition dawned on his face, to be followed by a smile.

			‘Sam Pepys? Surely not! When in the world did you grow so fine?’

			‘Or you so clumsy?’ said Sam, embracing his old friend before taking him by the arm. ‘But we are a mere step from the Dog – come, let us get a bit of dinner there and you can tell me all your news. What on earth has brought you back down to London? I thought we had quite lost you to the north.’

			‘Would that you had,’ said Briar, and then in response to Sam’s look of astonishment he tapped the flap of the leather satchel that was slung across his body. ‘Business,’ he said. And then, his voice lowered, ‘With the Duke of Buckingham.’

			Sam had not expected this. News touching the interests of the Duke of Buckingham was not the sort of thing a prudent man would bandy about anywhere in London, still less within the very gates of Whitehall itself. He too lowered his voice. ‘With Buckingham?’ he said, sending an involuntary glance to William’s satchel.

			‘Some plans he has had me draw up, pertinent to his forthcoming duties as His Majesty’s lord lieutenant in the north,’ said Briar. His tone suggested that further talk of the duke and his business would be unwelcome.

			Sam did not need a second hint and it was with some relief that he led the way through the door of the Dog. ‘But it is quite marvellous to see you again, William,’ he said, when they had secured a table in the snug. ‘I had all but given you up for dead.’

			‘I have been in York little more than a year, Sam.’

			‘Indeed. Which is a year longer than I could stomach it, I am sure.’

			William took a moment to send a glance from Sam’s fashionably shod feet to the lately purchased hat on his head. ‘I don’t doubt it. You appear to have become a man of fashion.’

			‘Oh, hardly that,’ said Sam, colouring, ‘but one must take care to secure one’s position, and much depends on the face one presents to the world.’ Then pausing a moment to take in the sober brown suit of his companion, he coughed. ‘In London, at least. For my actual self, I am as I ever was.’

			‘I’m glad to hear it,’ said William, great warmth in his brown eyes.

			They were a good hour and a half in the Dog, washing down their dishes of bacon and beans with first one and then another bottle of sack. Sam relayed which plays he had been to see lately and warned William most strenuously against A Midsummer Night’s Dream. ‘Do not even consider wasting your time on it – not two lines of sense together in the whole thing.’

			William interjected that he had no interest in the theatre, and was determined to be on a boat for Hull the very minute his appointments in London were finished. Sam shook his head in dismay, then prattled on, of his service for my Lord Sandwich, of his prospects at the Navy Office, of his happiness and tribulations with his wife. And then he stopped.

			‘Oh, my dear fellow, I am so sorry. I have let my tongue run on so, where I should not.’

			Briar smiled. ‘It does me good to hear of your happiness, Sam.’

			‘And yet, it was thoughtless of me, and I hope it will never be said of me that I would cause pain to a friend.’

			William shook his head. ‘Never.’ He pushed a solitary bean around his now empty wooden platter. ‘I see you have heard my history, though. I suppose it has been round all the offices.’

			Sam did not attempt to deny it. William Briar’s betrothal to the pretty daughter of a York cooper and then her jilting of him at the altar in favour of another man had been news amongst the offices of Whitehall for a day, two even, until new and better wonders had taken its place.

			‘And she did marry this other fellow, I suppose?’ ventured Sam.

			William nodded.

			‘Then may she long rue her folly.’

			William gave a tight smile. ‘Don’t say that, Sam. All in all, he’s a decent enough sort that she has married. Honest. A stonemason.’

			Sam pushed out his lip. ‘You’re a better man than I, William. I would have had her up for breach of promise.’

			‘Oh, I thought of it, at first. Threatened all sorts, but my lawyer persuaded me that none would benefit from such a course but him, and so I thought better of it.’

			‘An honest lawyer?’ said Sam. ‘Then I would counsel you to stay in York, for you will find precious few of the sort in London! Ah, wait. Of course – Lawrence Ingolby.’

			William smiled. ‘I have lost a wife but found a friend, and over time I think I may have done better by the bargain.’

			‘But he is in town just now too – I took my dinner with him only the other day.’

			‘I know. I had hoped to travel back up with him, but His Grace’s business made me miss other appointments, and now I must wait an extra day to make them up before I can return to York.’

			William’s other appointments being at Custom House quay, at the eastern end of the city and not far from the Navy Office, Pepys suggested they might take a boat together from Scotland Dock. They had got perhaps halfway across Scotland Yard when a figure emerged from the back door of the small house Sam knew to be occupied by Roger L’Estrange. He felt his mouth contort at the very thought of the man and was about to express his views on the journalist to William Briar when he realised that William had stopped and was staring after the figure who’d come out of L’Estrange’s house.

			William called after the person now going quickly down the passageway towards the gate leading back out onto Whitehall, but aside from a momentary glance and a brief hesitation in the step of the other, his calls appeared to go unheard. He called again, but this time there could be no doubt that he was positively ignored.

			‘What’s the matter?’ Sam asked of William who was now in a state of some consternation.

			‘That fellow, I know him from York, but he’s ignoring me.’

			‘So it appears,’ said Sam. ‘Perhaps he owes you money?’

			William made no reply, and looked to be on the point of following after the other when another acquaintance came upon them and assured William that whoever it was he thought he might have seen, the man’s name was Godric Purvis, and certainly not that which William had been calling.

		

	
		
			Two

			Northumbria

			Anne Winter sat by the turret window of the house high on the cliffs. Below her, the cottages and inn clustered about the harbour braced themselves against the malevolent storm. The wind rattled the panes in the windows, hurling bullets of hail against them with such venom that it was a wonder to her they didn’t splinter in her face. Far beneath, grey waves crashed against rock, breaking, only to fall back and come again.

			Anne’s fingers were cold, a bloodless white to their tips. If Grizel came in, she would chide her and ask what point there was in her having set and lit the fire if Anne would not sit by it? The discarded core of an apple lay browning on the small console table by her empty armchair and the letter arrived in the night from London lay open on the hearth where she had left it. She took a long drink of her wine and set the glass down again to watch its red surge and fade in the crystal where the candlelight caught it.

			In her mind, she went over again the words of L’Estrange’s letter. He had opened with a commendation of the report she had lately sent him from Edinburgh and his satisfaction with the outcome of her investigations there. Anne took no pleasure in his praise – the more pleased he was with her information, the worse it would be for someone else. The icy tentacles of his interest found their way to the far reaches of His Majesty’s kingdoms. Edinburgh had not been far enough away for his targets to escape him, just as Northumbria was not far enough away, and still less was York, and to York she must now go. There, on the hearth, appended to his paragraph of praise, was the name of the next man L’Estrange would have her investigate. Anne had known this name would be added to her list, eventually. She had had her own suspicions, long before now, but she had stashed them away, and hoped she would never have to confront them. Thomas Faithly.

			 

			York, England, some nights later

			The flames of the fire Lawrence had made amongst the ancient broken tombs gave off a good warmth, but as darkness had fallen the sky had begun to dot with stars that signalled a hard frost. On the last few miles of his journey northwards, he had increasingly detected the smell of snow in the air. He tightened his arm around his wife’s shoulders.

			‘You sure you’re warm enough?’ he asked.

			She lowered the pewter cup of burned wine from her lips and laughed. ‘That is the fourth time you have asked me.’

			‘I know,’ he said, ‘but if you should catch cold or take a fever . . .’ He gestured towards the swell of her stomach, visible beneath her heavy wrappings.

			‘I will not,’ she said. ‘This is a Yorkshire child, through and through. Were you and I not both raised on the moors? The cold is its birthright. Just think – there is no child heartier than our Lizzie.’

			‘That’s true,’ he said, ‘but Lizzie was a summer bairn.’

			She put up a hand to stroke his face. ‘This winter child will be even stronger. I know it. Besides, these furs you have brought me from London would keep me warm on the top of Mickle Fell.’

			He grinned. ‘They’re good, aren’t they? London is awash with furs since the Russians came to town. Sam Pepys is full of talk of the great spectacle they made.’

			She laughed. ‘Sam is always full of talk, about everything.’

			Lawrence was silent a moment and she gave his hand a squeeze. ‘Do you miss London, your friends?’

			He shook his head. ‘Nah. This is the place for me. I’m in London plenty, anyway, though I hope to be there a good deal less once Thomas’s case is done with. And I have friends enough to do me here – Thomas, William Briar . . .’

			‘I thought William might have travelled back from London with you.’

			‘He’d hoped to, but there’s that much building going on at Whitehall it was taking him much longer than he’d planned to see the people he needed to see. He was as keen as me to get home, but Buckingham’s business held him up. He was planning to get the next boat for Hull.’

			‘And what about Jed Penmore – did he truly like the town?’

			‘Oh, aye. No worries there. Knows what an opportunity looks like, that one. He’ll make his mark. Took to the place like a native.’

			‘And you think he’ll do well at Clifford’s?’

			Lawrence thought about his clerk. ‘He’s a bright enough lad, just needs a bit of polish. If he really thinks to get taken on by Sir Thomas, he needs to be at the Inns for a while. I’ll send him back down to Clifford’s in January and if all goes well, Thomas’ll be in possession of his estate and looking for help with the management of it by the time Jed’s finished down there.’ He heaved a sigh. ‘And for me, well, I’d be better with a younger lad that I can train from the start. It’s time Jed was off – twenty’s a good bit older than most lads are when they arrive at the Inns.’

			‘You were older when you first went.’

			He squeezed her and nuzzled into her neck. ‘Special case. I had a fortune to make for myself, so I could marry you.’

			She smiled to herself as she poked a stick into the embers. ‘You had not a groat in your pocket when you asked me.’

			‘No, I didn’t,’ he said. ‘But you said “Yes” all the same, didn’t you?’

			The moon was up now, bright in the dark sky and lighting the long sweep of frosting grass that stretched down before them to the black cold waters of the Ouse. Around their feet, where in springtime a carpet of green would be studded with yellows and purples pushing up to meet the sunshine, all was crisp and bare. Above them the ruins of St Mary’s Abbey spoke of an old magnificence. ‘If I can make my mark at the quarter sessions, and show my face down in Westminster Hall from time to time, well, one of these days, when they’re appointing new justices . . .’

			‘Lawrence,’ she breathed, ‘the assizes. You aim to be a judge?’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Why not indeed? You will make a success in this.’

			‘With you beside me I will.’

			She laced the fingers of her gloved hand into his and he pulled her up, to start for home. ‘You would have made a success of your life whoever you’d chosen.’

			He’d said she was mad, when she’d declared they should celebrate his homecoming from his six weeks in London with a moonlight supper in the abbey grounds, but there had been magic, not madness, when he’d looked in her eyes. Manon was naive about so much of the world, but in the matter of him and her, he had come to learn that she was always right.

			Their house was towards the top end of Fossgate, elevated from the waters of the Foss and on the other side from the hall of the Merchant Adventurers. He’d given a great deal of thought, when first they had come to York over two years ago, at the height of the hangings and beheadings of the regicides, to exactly where they should set up their home and he his practice. ‘Most of my clients will be merchants, and the thing that makes merchants more nervous than anything else is the thought of losing money. Supposing he gets bad news down at King’s Staith, then what does he do? He runs up to the Merchant Adventurers’ Hall with his bad news, thinking to get help from his friends. And as they tighten their grip on their purses, his friends will tell him to get himself a lawyer, and to lose no time. So off he’ll run, out into the street again, and what will he see?’

			Manon had smiled. ‘He’ll see the house of Lawrence Ingolby, lawyer, on Fossgate.’

			Some might have wondered how it was that a young lawyer of no family had the means to buy such a property, and Lawrence did nothing to disabuse those who voiced their assumption that it had been his patron, Matthew Pullan, who’d provided the funds. Matthew had helped, of course, with furnishings and draperies not needed at Faithly Hall, but the actual money had been waiting for them with the Liverpool agent of Manon’s father. All through the years of the Protectorate, Damian Seeker had stashed away most of his income against the possibility that one day the Stuarts might return. As it became clear to him that that was what was happening, he had taken what he needed of it to make a new start, far across the Atlantic ocean, and the rest he had left for his daughter. There had been enough for Lawrence and Manon to take the house on Fossgate, with two full storeys and an attic. ‘We’ll need the attic, for the servants,’ Lawrence had said.

			‘You’ve thought it all out, Lawrence,’ she’d said.

			Lawrence’s face had become very still then. ‘I’ve thought everything out, Manon, my whole life. It’s the only way to do it.’

			They were making a good life in that house on Fossgate, with its door the colour of ferns in summer. She loved that door, and so did he: their own front door, to their own house. Now, Lawrence reached out a hand to lift the brass bear’s head knocker that he wasn’t quite so keen on, but that she had insisted upon the minute she’d seen it. Before he had rapped a second time, the door opened to reveal his clerk, Jed Penmore, waiting for him.

			‘Let us by, Jed – we’re like to freeze to death out here.’

			Jed stepped back and pointed to the door of Lawrence’s business room. ‘You have a visitor, a client,’ he mouthed.

			‘What, tonight? We’re only just back from London.’

			‘That’s what I told him, but he insisted you would see him. In your office.’

			Manon gave him a peck on the cheek as she took the basket and headed towards the kitchen. ‘Who is he then, that can’t wait till morning?’ he asked Jed.

			But Jed was bundled aside before he could reply.

			‘Just off a Dutch boat at King’s Staith! Foreigner – at this time of night!’ The portly woman of indeterminate age who’d presented herself a few inches from Lawrence’s face was aglow with disapproval.

			Lawrence uttered an oath under his breath, and leaned towards her. ‘Madge, if I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times: you steer clear of my clients, and you mind your own business, there.’ He pointed down towards the kitchen.

			‘Hmmph,’ Madge muttered as Jed turned her by the shoulders back in the direction of her proper domain. ‘You see if I’m not right.’

			Lawrence glared at Jed, who mumbled his apologies for his grandmother. How it was that, not a fortnight after taking on the young man to train for his clerk, he had somehow also found himself saddled with Jedediah Penmore’s harridan of a grandmother remained a mystery to Lawrence, but saddled he was. Manon, within the space of an afternoon, had become inexplicably devoted to the woman and there was no getting rid of her. At least she could cook, that was something.

			When Jed returned from the kitchen, Lawrence handed him his hat and muffler. Now he lowered his voice. ‘Is he foreign, this new client?’

			Jed shook his head. ‘English. Says his name’s Horace Appleton.’

			Lawrence paused for a moment in the act of hanging up his cloak.

			‘Right, well, you get up to the parlour and see to it that the mistress has enough coals for the fire, then you can get off out to the Golden Lion or somewhere, give you peace from your grandmother a while.’

			‘Will you not need me to make a note?’ asked Jed.

			Lawrence shook his head as he handed the young man some coins from his pouch. ‘I know this Appleton,’ he said. ‘It’ll be something and nothing. You get yourself on out for the evening. Tell your friends all about London.’

			Jed didn’t need telling again. Once his clerk had disappeared Lawrence went to open the door to his office. A man, heavily wrapped in winter travelling clothes and with his back towards the door, was bent over the fire, rubbing his hands. Lawrence stepped into the room and closed the door behind him. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘“Horace Appleton”. And I thought you were still in Holland.’

			Andrew Marvell turned around, unravelling a heavy black muffler from about his neck. ‘I am,’ he said.

			Lawrence Ingolby knew for certain that he was looking at a man of flesh and bone and not a spectre. ‘Are you indeed? Then what’s brought you here tonight, to York?’

			Marvell paused in the midst of divesting himself of his outer garments. He looked at Lawrence, then at the door, then back at Lawrence. His voice was very low. ‘The old business,’ he said.

			 

			It was a short time later, the fire blazing and the key turned in the lock, that Andrew Marvell was warmed up enough and ready to tell his tale. He poured himself a second glass of wine from the jug Lawrence had gone himself to fetch.

			‘You know I have been abroad these past several months?’

			‘What I know is the Corporation of Hull’s none too happy their commissioner isn’t at Westminster, representing their interests.’

			Marvell manifested a touch of injured pride. ‘The town of Hull might do well to remember that there are higher interests than its own.’

			Lawrence was tempted to remark that the town of Hull paid Andrew’s wages, but he held his tongue. Instead he said, ‘They might be more understanding if they knew what those higher interests were.’

			Marvell gave him one of his direct, meaningful looks. ‘That’s what I’m here about. I was sent to the Low Countries several months ago, to conduct certain matters on behalf of his lordship the Earl of Carlisle.’

			Lawrence waited.

			‘I journeyed first to the Hague where, as you know, George Downing is in residence and conducts our relations with the Dutch on His Majesty’s behalf.’

			‘Oh yes,’ said Lawrence, ‘the unimpeachable Mr Downing.’

			Marvell coloured. Downing, like himself, owed his early advancement to the patronage of great figures in Cromwell’s Protectorate. Unlike Marvell, Downing had begun the process of saving his own skin long before the Republic had gasped its last, and had commenced his betrayal of his former cause and comrades as soon as it became clear that the Stuarts would regain their throne.

			‘I do not claim to like the man,’ said Marvell by way of defence, ‘but “he must needs go, that the Devil drives”.’

			‘Aye, well, if anyone’s the Devil, it’s George Downing,’ said Lawrence.

			Marvell bit his lower lip. ‘I fear he may prove to be.’

			‘Out with it, Andrew.’

			‘Well, as you know, many of the regicides excepted from the King’s mercy and his Act of Oblivion are suspected to have fled abroad.’

			Lawrence said nothing and so Marvell hurried on. ‘With some few exceptions, most notably Thomas Scott, early attempts to track down or entrap them down proved unsuccessful.’

			Lawrence lowered his voice and measured his words carefully. ‘These are not nothing, these men you seek, Andrew. These are not nobodies. By their very nature, those that the King will not forgive for their role in his father’s death are able men.’

			Marvell swallowed. ‘I know that, Lawrence, and I . . . I do not . . .’

			Lawrence wondered if Marvell was going to claim he did not seek them, but his visitor moved on. ‘They are not nobodies, and that is why it was resolved last year that it should fall to George Downing to find them.’

			‘Aye, and he did, didn’t he? He found them and betrayed them. Shipped them back to England to be put to death without a trial.’

			Marvell was now looking at the floor. ‘I believe there was a trial, though . . .’

			But Lawrence wasn’t having it. ‘That wasn’t a trial. All they did was confirm it was them, before they executed them,’ he said in disgust.

			Marvell was a little hoarse. ‘I do not claim that there is any honour in what he does, but in my position . . .’

			Lawrence relented. ‘I know, Andrew. It’s not safe for you to go against him.’

			All Marvell’s accustomed pomp was gone from him. ‘I am under instruction to travel the Netherlands on our nation’s business, and I am to listen in taverns and coffee shops, ingratiate myself in places where our English exiles are known to be.’

			‘And you pass on to Downing what you hear, and Downing hires mercenaries . . .’ said Lawrence.

			Marvell gave one slow shake of his head. ‘There was a rumour that Downing suggested assassination of any regicide they came across but he was told that the King would not countenance it. Even I trust Downing little more than you do and I only pass on to him information that might tend to our nation’s economic interest, or that hints at a threat to His Majesty’s person. As I go about the King’s legitimate business, I watch for strangers on market days in small Dutch towns, I observe who comes and goes at certain inns. And in the town of Vianen I heard something that caused me to leave that very night and come here.’

			Lawrence waited, feeling his breathing grow heavier, becoming more conscious of the silence in the air between them, the crackling fire, the happy noises from the floor above them.

			‘It concerned,’ another glance at the door, another lowering of the voice, ‘it concerned your wife’s father.’

			Any tiny flutter of hope that might have begun to stir in Lawrence died. Seated on a stool facing Marvell, hands planted on his knees, he drew a heavy breath and summoned what resilience he could. His wife’s father, Captain Damian Seeker, feared intelligence handler and army captain in the service of Oliver Cromwell. He had left England not for the continent but for the Americas shortly after the Protector’s death. ‘What’s he done?’

			Marvell stared at him. ‘Done? My dear fellow, I have no idea what he might lately have done and, with all due respect to your lovely wife, I have absolutely no wish to find out.’

			‘I don’t understand then.’

			Marvell put down his glass and leaned closer to Ingolby. ‘As far as I am aware, only two people in England know where Damian Seeker is.’ He raised his glance briefly to the ceiling. ‘One of them is upstairs,’ he lowered his gaze to meet Lawrence’s eye, ‘and I am looking at the other one.’

			Lawrence shook his head. ‘I love you like a brother, Andrew, but I’m not telling you where he is.’

			‘And I’m not asking you to. But something came to my ears in Vianen that you need to know. Someone’s looking for him.’

			Lawrence relaxed. ‘Still?’

			Marvell nodded. ‘There are men in positions of power now who will not let go their grievances, and one of them nurses a grievance against Damian Seeker.’

			Lawrence puffed out his lips. ‘I daresay there’s more than one – I mean, he didn’t exactly go out of his way to make friends, did he?’

			‘Ahem, no. I believe that circle was fairly small.’

			‘More like a dot,’ observed Lawrence. ‘Anyway, you’re always welcome here, Andrew, but none of this is news, and certainly not worth your slipping over here from Holland, in disguise, to tell us.’

			‘I haven’t finished.’ Marvell looked aggrieved. ‘There is a man in London, a writer and stirrer of controversies, called Roger L’Estrange. Did you ever come across him?’

			‘Not in person, but I’ve come across his pamphlets. “No Blind Guides”, against Milton – that was him, wasn’t it? Nasty stuff.’

			Marvell nodded. ‘I’ve had dealings with him myself on occasion, over his attacks on Milton and others. He is determined upon the office of Surveyor of the Press. He is not a pleasant man.’

			‘And what’s his interest in the captain?’ So few people knew of their true relationship that Ingolby never had occasion to use the phrase ‘Manon’s father,’ and so could not quite get it over his tongue now.

			‘I don’t know what lies behind it, but L’Estrange has a particular and very personal dislike for Damian Seeker. He has, it seems, spent the last year and a half seeding the idea that your father-­in-­law was the late King’s executioner.’

			Lawrence laughed. ‘What? And anyone’s listening to him? The size of Damian Seeker? If it had been him, folk would have known straight off. L’Estrange will never prove that.’

			‘Won’t need to,’ said Marvell. ‘People who think they saw one thing can be persuaded they saw something else, if told it often enough. L’Estrange aims at controlling the presses – there’s word of him bringing out a new news-­sheet. By the time he manages to get his hands on the captain, he’ll have managed to convince half the country that Damian Seeker was the man who swung the axe over the late King’s neck.’

			‘He’ll never find him.’

			Marvell looked him directly in the eye. ‘He’s utterly determined, Lawrence. Henry Bennet has just been named Secretary of State and has dismissed Joseph Williamson from his office. Williamson had charge of intelligence matters up to now and it’s doubtful that Bennet will be able to run the office without him, but L’Estrange is rumoured to have his eye on Williamson’s place. To produce the late King’s executioner would give him exactly the credentials he needs.’

			‘He’ll never find him,’ repeated Lawrence.

			Marvell continued to look at him from beneath heavy brows. ‘I’m afraid that what I discovered in an inn three nights ago in Vianen suggests he has been making progress. It seems that L’Estrange has at some point learned of the connection between yourself and the captain and has sent someone to York to look into it.’

			‘Who?’

			‘I don’t know. All I know is that they may well be already here.’ Marvell looked again towards the floor above, from which sounds of childish laughter were drifting to them. ‘You must take great care, Ingolby.’

			Lawrence sat perfectly still, digesting what his friend had said. Perhaps they had been foolish to think the danger of those past times was gone, that old resentments had died with the last cry of the first butchered regicide. After some moments of silence, he stood up and placed his hands on the mantelshelf, his back to Marvell. He was damned if he would let anyone damage the life they’d made here and would be damned for all eternity if he was going to let any harm come to his family. ‘I will, Andrew,’ he said at last. ‘I will take care. Thank you for coming to warn me.’

			Marvell got up and began swathing himself once more in his outer garments.

			Lawrence looked at him. ‘You’re not going now, are you?’

			‘I leave from King’s Staith before dawn. I plan to be back in Vianen before I am missed enough for word of it to reach George Downing in the Hague. And . . .’ he looked regretful, ‘it would not be good for either of us if I were to be found here.’

			Lawrence understood, but he made an effort to lighten things between them, arranging his face into the more carefree demeanour Marvell was familiar with. ‘But you can stay a half-­hour, can’t you? My clerk won’t be back till well after nine, and the old termagant in the kitchen goes to bed early. I’ll be skinned alive and fed to the neighbour’s cat if I let you go without getting you upstairs to show you to Manon. You always were a favourite with her.’ He grinned. ‘Though goodness knows why. And besides, you haven’t seen our treasure yet, have you?’

			‘Your treasure?’ stammered Marvel, a little put off by the sudden change of tone.

			Lawrence was beaming. ‘Our little Elizabeth, Lizzie. Sixteen months old and the cleverest little thing you ever saw.’ He opened the door and, with a brief look towards the kitchen, waved a hand for Marvell to follow him up the stairs. Marvell did, after hastily gathering up his wet hat and cloak.

			‘She – ahem – doesn’t take after her grandfather, does she?’

			Lawrence stopped and turned around, horrified. ‘What? Not a bit of it! Not a hair on her head like him. But come, come on.’ He bounded up the remaining stairs and threw open the door into a warm and homely parlour. ‘Look who’s come to see us, love, and to meet our little princess. She’s not sleeping, is she?’

			Marvell stepped tentatively into the room, then saw Manon Ingolby and felt his own face broaden into a smile. In the glow from fire and candlelight, Manon was the very image of the blooming seven months expectant mother, her face suffused with good health and happiness in place of what had always been a pale and wary beauty. She crossed the room to embrace him, kissing him on both cheeks and then, for all she was a good deal younger than him, stood back to appraise him in the manner of an indulgent aunt surveying a favourite nephew. ‘Oh my, Andrew, but you look well, and I am so pleased to see you here!’

			‘And I you, and so healthy and flourishing. Another happy event is expected, I take it?’

			Manon grinned and put a hand to her stomach as Lawrence put a protective arm around her shoulders.

			‘This woman, Andrew, this woman is every blessing a man could ever want, and the best mother a child ever had. And wait till you see our Lizzie.’

			Ingolby then crouched down to speak to something that appeared to be hiding behind its mother’s skirts. ‘Come on, love, I know you’re not shy. Come and meet your uncle Andrew who’s come from away over the sea just to see you.’ He bent down and lifted up the child, turning with a triumphant beam to present her to Marvell.

			‘Our Lizzie. Have you ever seen such an angel?’

			Marvell looked, speechless, from one besotted parent to the other, then back upon the plainest child he had ever set eyes on. A small, pointy face, wisps of hair of an indeterminate brown, her father’s dun-­coloured eyes as opposed to her mother’s sapphire blue, and none of the comfortable fat to be expected of a sixteen-­month-­old baby. All in all, she had none of her mother, and all of her father. She was a woodland thing, the small image of Lawrence Ingolby. That was, until she caught him in her look, and it was a look that went straight to Andrew Marvell’s marrow, because he had last seen it more than six years ago, in the visage of the child’s grandfather, Damian Seeker.
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