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      … SATAN, HE WHO ENVIES NOW THY STATE,
      

      
      WHO NOW IS PLOTTING HOW HE MAY SEDUCE

      
      THEE ALSO FROM OBEDIENCE, THAT WITH HIM

      
      BEREAVED OF HAPPINESS THOU MAYST PARTAKE

      
      HIS PUNISHMENT, ETERNAL MISERY;
      

      
      WHICH WOULD BE ALL HIS SOLACE AND REVENGE,
      

      
      AS A DESPITE DONE AGAINST THE MOST HIGH,
      

      
      THE ONCE TO GAIN COMPANION OF HIS WOE.
      

      
      BUT LISTEN NOT TO HIS TEMPTATIONS …
      

      
      John Milton, Paradise Lost

      
   
      
      
      For Bro – a true swash-buckler

      
   

      I


      


       


       


       


      

      


      

      

         ‘PHANTOMS. – I WILL NOT CONCLUDE THAT THERE IS NO TRUTH AT ALL IN THESE REPORTS. I BELIEVE THAT ORDINARILY THERE HAVE BEEN SUCH APPARITIONS.’

         


         

      


      

      John Aubrey, The Natural History of Wiltshire


      

      It was always said that animals would never cross spilled blood. Mr Aubrey considered this, then tried to spur his horse forward

         one last time. Again the horse whinnied and backed away from the rampart of Clearbury Ring, its nostrils flaring with unmistakable

         fear. Mr Aubrey scratched his head, then swung down on to the frozen ground. It had to be a coincidence, of course. The sacrifices

         had been offered up a long, long time ago. There could be no blood now for his horse to smell. Nevertheless, as he had often

         found in the course of his studies, there were many ancient sites in Wiltshire which bore an evil reputation, and he doubted

         that all such reports could be merely credulous invention. For it was a constant maxim of Mr Aubrey’s that, in the study of

         the dim and uncertain past, even superstitions might hint at some truth.

      


      

      Why else, after all, was he standing where he was? Because he had heard a tale from the women in the village below, that on

         Yuletide ghosts might be seen on Clearbury Ring. And now it was Yuletide – the twenty-second of the month of December the

         year of our Lord, 1659 – and a bitter, freezing cold day it was too. Mr Aubrey shivered, then drew his notebook out from his coat. He studied

         it briefly. If his researches were correct, then the Druids would have gathered to make their sacrifices on this very date,

         drenching the soil with their victims’ blood, attempting to appease the wrath of their mysterious god. He studied his scribblings

         for the last time, then slipped his book away. He did not expect to see ghosts, of course. Village people were always timorous

         and gullible – they did not see, as he could, that their legend was doubtless nothing but an echo of the Druids’ ancient practice.

         And yet perhaps ghosts might be seen. Mr Aubrey peered into the darkness of the wood ahead. Perhaps they might. He braced

         himself. Whatever lay ahead, it was his duty, as an antiquarian chronicling his county’s past, to investigate it.

      


      

      He clambered up the outer rampart, then down into the ditch. As he did so, he became aware how still the trees were ahead

         of him. He passed into their shadow and, although he walked quietly, the snapping of twigs and the rustling of leaves seemed

         all of a sudden frighteningly loud. Mr Aubrey froze; he turned and glanced round. He could just make out Salisbury Cathedral

         through the trees, and saw to his surprise how it was perfectly aligned with the ancient hill town of Old Sarum, which rose

         hunched behind the spire on the opposite hill. He would have to make a note of such an interesting detail, Mr Aubrey thought.

         He reached in his pocket for his handkerchief, and tied a knot in it to remind himself. Then, his courage and his enthusiasm

         for research restored, he continued on his way, pushing through the brambles towards the centre of the Ring.

      


      

      He saw no ghosts. Instead, to his initial relief, the stillness which had enveloped him on his first entry into the trees was soon broken by the cawing of birds, and he began to observe

         them perched on branches, or wheeling overhead. He continued forward, and soon discovered a great flock of ravens gathered

         on what appeared to be the branch of a tree. Then Mr Aubrey realised that the birds were pecking at something; and as he stared

         at them, he saw one of the ravens swallow down a gobbet of flesh. The bird pecked again, and seemed to hold in its beak, for

         a second, a human eye. Mr Aubrey shrieked; he rushed forward, and the birds flapped reluctantly up into the air. The corpse

         could be seen quite clearly now. It had been left beneath a tree, an old man, stripped of all his clothes. Numb with horror

         and scarcely conscious of what he was doing, Mr Aubrey bent down beside the body. It was possible, of course, that the birds

         had inflicted most of the wounds: pecked out the eyes, certainly; punctured the skin with the points of their beaks; but the

         worst mutilations could only have been inflicted by a human hand. There were terrible slashes across the stomach, face and

         limbs; and yet there was a mystery, Mr Aubrey realised, for the wounds themselves seemed utterly dry. The flesh was blanched;

         it was as though every drop of blood had been drained away … and yet when he inspected the soil below the corpse, there was

         not a trace of blood – not a single splash.

      


      

      Mr Aubrey rose to his feet again. He removed his coat and draped it over the corpse. Unsure now whether he was shuddering

         with the cold or with his fear, he began to run, breaking through the branches and out on to the open fields beyond the Ring,

         screaming all the time for help as loudly as he could. Behind him, in the silent trees, the ravens began to settle again upon

         their interrupted meal. The coat did not impede their hungry beaks for long.
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         ‘AND NOT ONLY AMONG THE ROMANS AND JEWS, BUT ALSO AMONG

         CHRISTIANS, A LIKE CUSTOM OF OBSERVING DAYS AS EVIL IS USED, ESPECIALLY CHILDERMAS OR INNOCENTS’ DAY … WE DREAD TO DO BUSINESS ON CHILDERMAS DAY.’


         

      


      

      John Aubrey, Miscellanies Upon Various Subjects


      

      Robert Foxe had been with his father when the old man had been found. They had been riding across the fields that stretched

         below the hill. He had not been allowed to climb up to Clearbury Ring and see the corpse, but he knew that whatever his father

         had witnessed there, the sight had affected him badly. Captain Foxe, his son realised, must have been half-dreading, half-expecting

         further news. And now, eight days later, it seemed to have been brought.

      


      

      The trooper from the militia hurried across to his captain, and began to whisper into his ear. Only the faintest frown of

         surprise darkened Captain Foxe’s face. He muttered a short prayer beneath his breath, then reached at once for his sword and

         gathered up his cloak. As he strode to the door, he paused and glanced back. His son, naturally, was still sitting with Emily

         Vaughan. Captain Foxe smiled. He thought, as he often did, how like a brother and sister they seemed. Both were rosy-cheeked,

         fine-featured, with golden hair, Robert’s cropped short and Emily’s an untamed flow of ringlets and curls. They were holding

         each other’s hands, inseparable as they always had been, it seemed, since they had been born just days apart thirteen years before.

      


      

      ‘You are to wait here,’ Captain Foxe ordered them sternly. He brought out a coin from his purse. ‘You may send for a pastry,’

         he added, a note of vague apology in his voice. Robert took the coin reluctantly, and fingered it with distrust. It was growing

         late now – almost time for dinner. They were meant to be leaving for Woodton very soon. Despite his father’s gift, he had

         no wish to spoil his appetite: they had already bought provisions in Salisbury that day, and tonight Hannah, their servant,

         would cook them a goose. It was to be the most delicious meal they had ever had. His mother had promised him as much. It was

         to be his reward – his reward for attaining a scholar’s rank. Hannah had whispered the same promise in his ear. When they

         had left for Salisbury, she had added a kiss. She was very fond of Robert – he smiled at the thought – and he was fond of

         her.

      


      

      He wished, though, as he remembered how she had held him, that she were not quite so large. He did not like large women. Indeed,

         as he considered Hannah’s size, he realised that he had almost forgotten what she looked like when not on the point of giving

         birth. He offered up a quick prayer that she would not have had her baby while he was away in town. She had promised him before

         they left that she would not – for after all, didn’t she have his goose to prepare? – but when he had asked his mother, she

         had said that babies were sometimes hard to put off. This news had only confirmed his darkest suspicions, and all day he had

         been worrying that time was not on their side, that the baby was waiting, any moment, to be born. Robert watched darkly as

         his father left the room. He didn’t want a baby – he wanted his goose. He wondered if they would have to remain in Salisbury for long now. He sighed, suspecting that they would. For he had guessed

         at once on what business his father had been called.

      


      

      He waited until Captain Foxe’s footsteps had faded away, then jumped to his feet and turned to Emily. ‘We must go,’ he said.


      

      Emily frowned. ‘But we were told to wait.’


      

      Robert shrugged, then made a face.


      

      Emily stared at him a moment more, before she tossed her head and clambered off her stool. Robert realised that he was still

         holding her hand. He squeezed it. Together, they crept on tiptoes down the stairs.

      


      

      Outside the Council Hall, snow had muffled everything. The market-place was almost empty. Only a few dark figures could be

         made out slipping like ghosts across the square, or into the gloom of the adjacent streets. Robert searched for his father.

         He just caught him, a cloaked shadow, as he turned and disappeared towards the Poultry Cross. Captain Foxe’s footprints were

         clearly before them, leading through the otherwise undisturbed snow. Robert and Emily followed them.

      


      

      The trail, they soon realised, was heading towards the Cathedral. Robert stared up from his father’s prints. High above the

         snow-hushed town, the spire seemed almost a phantom of the mist, as insubstantial as the darkening clouds. Robert remembered

         something his father had told him – of a ghostly battle he had seen in the sky, he and countless others, on the eve before

         Naseby, when they had fought the King and destroyed his cause forever. And now, Robert thought, the Cathedral and the dark

         streets seemed as spectral as that vision in the clouds must have been. A ghost-haunted place. Unreal. He shivered; then returned his gaze to the footprints in the snow. He could barely make them out now, the street was so narrow

         and dark. Then, as they passed St Thomas’s, he saw from within the church the barest flickering of light. He turned aside

         and stared in through the doors. The candles could not have been lit to illuminate the building: they were far too tiny and

         delicate for that. There were people beside them, kneeling in prayer.

      


      

      ‘It is Childermas,’ whispered Emily.


      

      ‘Childermas?’


      

      ‘When Herod killed the babies in Bethlehem. The candles – they are for the babies, to remember them.’


      

      ‘Why?’


      

      Emily shrugged. ‘It is just what we do.’


      

      Robert looked at her, surprised. Emily’s parents were not like his own. Her father had fought against the Parliament – he

         was said to be almost a Catholic. ‘We,’ Robert repeated slowly. He glanced into the church again, at the figures bent before

         the candle flames. ‘So those people’ – he pointed at them – ‘they are worshipping according to the practice of your parents?’

      


      

      Emily shrugged again. ‘They must be, I suppose. If they have lit the candles, I mean.’


      

      ‘But … in a church …’ Robert frowned and shook his head. ‘It is forbidden, you know it is.’


      

      Emily smiled shyly. ‘Have you not heard, Robert? The King is coming back. That is what my father says.’


      

      ‘No.’ He broke away from her angrily. ‘The time of kings has passed away. There will never be kings in England again.’


      

      ‘Do not worry.’ She hurried after him, and took his hand again. ‘My father will look after you. Just as your father has looked

         after us.’

      


      

      Robert did not answer her. Instead, he stared back down the street towards the Cathedral Close. His father, passing here,

         must have seen the candles as well. He was a kind, a tolerant, a compassionate man. He would not have stopped to interfere.

         It was true, he had fought in the war, but only for the right to worship as he wished; it was no business of his, he had always

         told Robert, to prescribe how others should worship in turn. Yet for all that, Robert thought, he served as Commissioner in

         the local militia and it must have disturbed him, at the very least, to see the laws being flouted so openly. He had seemed

         much distracted, the past few days. Robert had assumed it was memories of the body he had found. But then he remembered something

         his father had said, as the corpse was being borne away. ‘The times are cracking,’ he had whispered, barely above his breath.

         What had he seen in the horror of the old man’s wounds? A foreboding of the rumours that even Emily had heard, of the King’s

         return, of the overthrow of everything he had fought for and believed? Suddenly, tracking the footprints, Robert felt afraid

         for him – and of what might lie waiting beyond the Cathedral doors.

      


      

      For he could see now how his father’s trail led without deviation across the expanse of the Close. Together, he and Emily

         advanced carefully, since there were no shadows of buildings to conceal them now and, as they crossed the snow, the clouds

         thinned and were stained with a sudden, weak red. The snow, reflecting the dying sun, seemed almost to shimmer beneath the

         unexpected light, but there was no one to see them, not a soul abroad, and they reached the Cathedral doors unobserved. Emily

         shuddered, and clasped her companion’s arm. ‘Robert,’ she whispered, ‘I don’t like it here. Please, let’s not go inside.’

      


      

      Robert understood her fear. He could feel it himself; it was almost palpable in the gloom of the nave. But then, from beyond

         the choir-screen, he heard the sound of voices, and he wanted to know what his father had found. As they crept down the aisles,

         he had to force his way against the terror almost as though it were a gale, and the further they went, the greater the terror

         grew. Not until they had continued along the entire length of the aisle did they see Captain Foxe, for he was standing in

         the Lady Chapel, the Cathedral’s easternmost and oldest point. Two ministers were hunched together by his side.

      


      

      Robert tried to peer into the Chapel’s darkness; and as he did so, the terror rose and grew within him so that he felt almost

         ready to suffocate. He swallowed, then choked. Captain Foxe glanced round; Robert froze; he clasped a pillar, breathing in

         deeply, and at length his father turned back again. Emily was clutching on to Robert in turn, her eyes wide, her face unbearably

         pale, and he could feel her body shaking against his. She had been right, he thought; he wished they had not come. But even

         in the grip of his terror, he wondered what it was which could reduce him to such fear; and so he began to stare again, to

         try and penetrate the dark.

      


      

      His father and the two ministers were still standing with their backs to him, staring at something which lay at their feet.

         Captain Foxe bent down to inspect it more closely. Still Robert could not see what he was looking at, but when he turned round

         to look up at the ministers, there was an expression of revulsion and pity on his face.

      


      

      ‘Who would – who could – do such a thing?’ he murmured.


      

      One of the ministers shook his head. ‘And in the Cathedral itself.’


      

      ‘Most cruel anywhere,’ replied Captain Foxe. But Robert knew that he too would be feeling the shock of sacrilege, for he loved

         the Cathedral with a deep and secret passion, despite what he had often affirmed – that all places must be equally holy before

         God. After a long while staring at what lay before him, he rose to his feet. ‘And you found her?’ he asked, addressing the

         minister who had spoken before.

      


      

      ‘Not more than half an hour ago. Naturally, I sent for you at once.’


      

      ‘And before that, do we know when anyone was last about here?’


      

      ‘I was, an hour ago,’ said the second minister. ‘I was lighting the candles …’


      

      ‘Good,’ said Captain Foxe, interrupting him. ‘So we can be certain that the body was deposited during the half hour after

         that.’

      


      

      ‘Deposited?’


      

      ‘Yes,’ said Captain Foxe shortly. ‘These wounds’ – he crouched down again – ‘they are not fresh. She was not killed here.

         Feel her. She has been dead these several hours now.’

      


      

      ‘Then you think … but … oh no. Oh no.’ The minister wiped his brow with his sleeve. ‘What is happening, Commissioner?’ he

         whispered. ‘If the poor soul was not killed in the Lady Chapel – then why was she brought here? What does it mean?’

      


      

      ‘That,’ said Captain Foxe slowly, ‘is what we need to find out.’


      

      ‘Do you think …?’ Again, the minister’s voice trailed away. He swallowed. ‘Could this be …?’


      

      ‘Sorcery.’ His companion completed his question, then just as decisively answered it. ‘There can be no doubt about it. To mutilate a body – any body – but especially one such as this – it is sorcerer’s work. See! What can these

         wounds be, but the glutting of the thirst of malignant spirits? Oh, dread – oh, mighty dread! The Evil One is abroad in the

         Cathedral tonight …’

      


      

      ‘No!’ Captain Foxe only rarely raised his voice, and the two ministers must have known of his reputation for calmness, for

         they both stared at him in the utmost surprise. ‘No,’ Captain Foxe repeated, less vehemently now. ‘Please’ – he addressed

         his appeal to both men – ‘we cannot allow talk of this kind to go beyond these walls.’

      


      

      The minister he had interrupted began to frown, and Captain Foxe lowered his voice still more. ‘You know,’ he whispered urgently,

         ‘how dangerous a fear of the black arts can be. It unsettles the multitudes, who in their superstition and cruelty will always

         seek to find witches on which to blame their own sense of sin. For it is rarely, if ever, the true sorcerers who are burned,

         but only poor old women who are guilty of nothing, perhaps, beyond seeming a little crazed in their wits.’ He bowed to the

         first minister. ‘I know, sir, that you agree with me on this matter, for we have discussed it before.’

      


      

      The minister glanced at his colleague, then inclined his head. ‘It is true,’ he acknowledged, ‘that I dread the effect of

         the news of this crime.’

      


      

      ‘But you would not deny,’ exclaimed the second minister indignantly, ‘that this must indeed be the work of a sorcerer, for

         who but the Evil One could inspire such a work of horror – such an abomination – as this?’

      


      

      ‘I would not deny it, sir,’ agreed Captain Foxe. ‘Indeed, it appears exceedingly probable. And yet that is my very point,

         for so hellish, so brazen is the crime that I would not see lonely old women being harried for the fault, when our adversary is clearly a man of deadly cunning and skill.’

      


      

      ‘You said a man,’ asked the first minister. ‘You have certain proof of this?’


      

      ‘I do, sir.’


      

      ‘Then this is not the first such murder you have come across? There has been a previous one?’


      

      Captain Foxe’s rugged, handsome face, which could seem almost simple to those who did not know him well, appeared suddenly

         drained and impenetrable. ‘I would like to ask you first,’ he said eventually, ‘before I say anything more, the obvious question

         – have either of you seen a stranger in the Cathedral today? He would needs be well built. A strong-looking man.’

      


      

      The first minister swallowed. ‘Needs be?’ he asked.


      

      ‘On the evidence I have witnessed,’ Captain Foxe replied. ‘In the previous case.’


      

      The first minister swallowed again. He shrugged. ‘I have seen no one,’ he said.


      

      His colleague, though, as he thought, began to frown. ‘I remember,’ he said at length, ‘that there was a man I saw this morning

         about this very place.’

      


      

      ‘This very place? You mean here, the Lady Chapel?’


      

      ‘Yes. But he had nothing with him, no bundle.’


      

      ‘Describe him,’ ordered Captain Foxe.


      

      ‘It is difficult.’


      

      ‘Why?’


      

      ‘It was dark. His eyes, though, I remember his eyes. They were piercing, exceedingly bright. And his clothes …’


      

      ‘What of them?’


      

      ‘Gaudy, again, like his eyes, very bright. It struck me that they seemed curiously old-fashioned, for he had the appearance of one of the old Cavaliers, those who fought for the King in the war. I assumed that he was someone returned from

         abroad, perhaps on the seditious rumours current in the air, that the Commonwealth is shortly to be overthrown.’

      


      

      ‘Possibly,’ was all that Captain Foxe replied. But he appeared very troubled by what the minister had said, and did not attempt

         to conceal his unease.

      


      

      ‘You have heard reports of such a man, then?’ the minister asked him at length.


      

      ‘Possibly,’ said Captain Foxe once again. He continued to stare at the body by his feet. ‘A man dressed and bearded very like

         a Cavalier was seen last week,’ he murmured softly, ‘by Clearbury Ring.’

      


      

      ‘Clearbury Ring?’ Both ministers seemed scarcely to recognise the name.


      

      ‘There was an old man found there last week as well. Mr William Yorke – a scholar and antiquarian from my own village. He

         had taught Latin and Greek to my son. I knew him well. He was dead though, when I saw him last. He had been murdered – very

         horribly.’

      


      

      ‘May the Lord have mercy on us all!’ exclaimed the first minister. ‘Why had I not heard of this before?’


      

      ‘The details have been kept secret on my own instructions.’


      

      ‘May I ask why, Commissioner?’


      

      Captain Foxe grimaced, and glanced down at his feet again. ‘For the same reason,’ he said at last, ‘that we must conceal the

         news of this death as well.’

      


      

      ‘No!’ The minister began to wring his hands and his voice, when he spoke again, was almost a wail. ‘Not signs of sorcery again?’


      

      ‘So it appeared.’


      

      ‘And what were they, these signs?’

      


      

      ‘The wounds, the … mutilations … they were very similar to those inflicted on this poor soul.’ Captain Foxe crouched down.

         ‘Identical, indeed. Violent cruelties – and the body, like this one, drained of all its blood.’

      


      

      Emily had started to shudder. Robert turned and held her as tightly as she was clinging to him; he could feel her silent tears

         scalding his cheeks. ‘We must take her to a physician,’ he heard his father say, ‘so that we may have her injuries exactly

         determined. Poor child. Poor child! May the good Lord receive her innocent soul.’

      


      

      Robert stared hurriedly back around, as his father spoke the word ‘child’. Captain Foxe had risen to his feet again, and was

         nestling a little bundle in his arms. ‘A cloak,’ he whispered, ‘please, sir, your cloak.’ One of the ministers unfastened

         his mantle; he handed it across; as Captain Foxe raised his tiny burden so that it could be wrapped in the cloak, Robert and

         Emily caught their first glimpse of the murdered child. They both gasped. It was a baby; no, too small even to be a baby –

         as small, Robert thought, as one of Emily’s old rag dolls. Its face was blue and its arm, as it hung from over Captain Foxe’s

         hand, seemed almost purple. The fingers were so tiny that Robert could barely see them; and then, when he looked closer, he

         realised that each one had been snapped, so that they were bent backwards across the hand. He heard Emily cry out, ‘No, no,

         no!’; and then he heard a second noise in his ears, a second sob of mourning and fear. It was himself.

      


      

      He had expected his father to be angry. They had broken his direct instructions, after all. But Captain Foxe said nothing

         to them; instead, he handed his tiny burden across to one of the ministers, then walked from the Chapel to the pillar where the children were hiding. He gathered them in his arms; and as they shook, so beneath the protecting

         folds of his cloak, he sheltered them.
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         ‘I FLED, AND CRIED OUT, DEATH;


         

         HELL TREMBLED AT THE HIDEOUS NAME, AND SIGHED


         

         FROM ALL HER CAVES, AND BACK RESOUNDED, DEATH.’

         


         

      


      

      JOHN MILTON, Paradise Lost


      

      The journey back to Woodton was bitterly cold. But if they shivered, Emily and Robert, as they rode behind Captain Foxe’s charger,

         it was not the wind which reached deepest into their bones. Emily stared resolutely at the track ahead of her, Robert all

         about him at the bleak, dark snows of Salisbury Plain, but both were thinking of the killer, how he might be ahead of them,

         behind them, anywhere that night. As the winds shrieked, Robert imagined he was hearing a baby’s dying wail; as the burial

         mounds of ancient kings loomed ahead of them off the track, he flinched, lest their shadows be those of lurking fiends. Even

         Captain Foxe, who had been promoted from the ranks for his courage in the war, and was a byword amongst his men for bravery,

         seemed unsettled by their journey on that night.

      


      

      They began to draw nearer to Woodton – but between them and home there was first Stonehenge, and as they approached it, Captain

         Foxe reined in his horse, peering ahead as though expecting some danger to be awaiting them there. Emily and Robert both halted

         as well; their eyes by now were adjusted to the dark, and they could easily make out the giant stones, black against the screaming eddies of snow. Captain Foxe rested his palm upon the handle of his pistol; then, as though suddenly embarrassed,

         he smiled back at the children and, shaking out his reins, spurred his charger on. As he cantered forward, Emily followed

         him.

      


      

      Ever more looming now, the ancient stones rose out from the dark. Robert stayed where he was, and wiped at his brow where,

         despite the cold, a sweat had formed. He gazed up at the stones with surprise, for he felt, as he had never sensed before,

         how malignant was the circle’s mystery, how implacable and blank, as though some monstrous secret lay veiled behind it, which

         might not, perhaps, be yet altogether dead. He remembered the terror which had filled him in the Cathedral: like the echo

         of some violent theme, he felt it again now. Suddenly, there was silence: the sound of hooves on the snow, the wailing of

         the wind, all dropped away, and he imagined he was alone, for everything else seemed absorbed by the stones and their stillness,

         all the world. He forced himself to turn. He called out his father’s name. Captain Foxe looked round. He too had been gazing

         at the circle; his stare was very wide, and his skin so pale and tight across his bones that his face seemed like a skull.

         ‘I felt it!’ Robert screamed at him above the wind. ‘I felt it too!’ But his father only shook his head, and urged his horse

         on. Then he cried out suddenly, and pointed. Robert and Emily stared into the snow as it was blown into their faces. Dimly,

         through the gusts, they could make out a lamp. It was approaching them.

      


      

      Captain Foxe spurred his horse on once more. Robert heard him shout something, but his words were lost on the gale.


      

      ‘It is Father!’ cried Emily suddenly, her voice light with relief. She shouted his name, waving her arms, and as the horseman drew level with her, she reached out for him. Robert could

         distinguish Sir Henry Vaughan clearly now: his thin, handsome face, his old-fashioned Cavalier’s beard and moustache. He swept

         up his daughter from her pony’s back, and hugged her tightly, so tightly indeed that he seemed almost to be convincing himself

         that she was truly in his arms. Robert wondered what news there was, to have persuaded Sir Henry to ride out on such a terrible

         night; for that some dread was haunting him could easily be read in his face. He kissed Emily once more, and settled her back

         on her horse; then he turned to Captain Foxe, and beckoned him aside. He began to whisper in a low, urgent manner; Robert

         couldn’t hear what was said above the screaming of the gale, but as he watched his father, he saw him start, and shake his

         head, and grow very pale. Sir Henry did not speak for long; Captain Foxe asked him some further questions and then sat, head

         bowed in silence, frozen in his saddle. He seemed to whisper a prayer; then he turned to Emily and Robert, and beckoned them

         on. Robert thought that he had never seen his father’s face set so angry and grim – unless, perhaps, in the Cathedral that

         same afternoon.

      


      

      Captain Foxe glanced round at him. ‘Robert.’ He reached out to stroke his son’s hair. ‘We must always trust in God to fulfil

         His ways,’ he murmured, as though to himself. Then he turned in his saddle again, staring directly at the road ahead. Woodton

         lay beyond the next ridge. ‘You must guard your mother closely tonight,’ he said. ‘I may have much to do, and she will need

         you by her side.’

      


      

      Robert waited. ‘Will you not be with us when Hannah cooks the goose?’ he finally dared to ask.


      

      ‘There will be no goose.’

      


      

      Captain Foxe said nothing more and, as they approached the brow of the ridge, he began to ride faster again. The full horror

         of what he had said only gradually registered with Robert. No goose? No goose. And to be told so abruptly. It was not his father’s usual habit to dispense his decisions in such a brutal manner. What could

         have happened? He wondered again what news Sir Henry had brought to his father. Robert looked for them both; they had passed

         into the small wood which lay ahead of them on the track. Calling out to Emily to do the same, Robert dug in his spurs. Beneath

         the bare, dank boughs, they cantered through the mud.

      


      

      Following the path which brought them out of the wood, Robert reined in his horse. Ahead of him he could make out the hearth-fires

         of Woodton, but Captain Foxe and Sir Henry had both turned aside from the path, and were heading towards a gateway in an old,

         decaying wall. Beyond it, Robert knew, lay Wolverton Hall, where a Cavalier lord had once lived; but he had been killed in

         the war, and his seat had lain deserted ever since. Robert called out to Emily, and together they followed their fathers down

         the track; they had thought they would be ordered back, but Captain Foxe seemed scarcely aware of anyone now, and Sir Henry

         did not even look round, and so the four of them together approached the wall.

      


      

      Behind it, entombed beneath snow, lay the old gardens. Emily and Robert had sometimes played in them; but both their fathers

         had discouraged them and, indeed, the children had observed how little any of the villagers spoke of the place, still less

         visited it. Robert’s father, as Commissioner for the district, might by rights have settled in the Hall, but he had preferred

         to return to his old home after the war; and everyone, it seemed, was content to see the estate fall into decay. Even Robert and Emily,

         while exploring the grounds, had never dared to penetrate the house; why, Robert couldn’t say; save that they were only young

         and had been influenced, perhaps, by the whisperings of their elders, although they were neither of them naturally cowards

         in their play, and delighted, indeed, in exploring deserted ruins, enjoying the pleasure that they found in their fear. But

         there would be no pleasure felt that night, Robert knew, no pleasure at all – for his fear was damper and colder than the

         snow, and reached deep into the very marrow of his bones. And Robert remembered what the minister in the Cathedral had said,

         that the Devil was abroad; and he thought of the Dark Spirit not as he had been taught to do, enthroned amongst Hell flames,

         but as a god of ice, beneath whose touch all the world must grow chill. He stared before him and prayed, but it did not comfort

         his spirits, for the chill seemed on his soul and his words could not rise up to God; and so Robert thought then – which as

         a child he had never felt before – how he was lost amidst the vale of Mortality.

      


      

      Emily made a face at him. ‘You look even gloomier than you did before,’ she said. ‘It frightens me, Robert, when you look

         so solemn.’ She rode up closer so that she could shelter beside him. ‘Can you tell what has happened?’

      


      

      But Robert shook his head. And indeed, despite the sudden despair he had felt, there was nothing he could see which he immediately

         understood. The snow-storm was abating now. Ahead of them, a stretch of level ground which must once have been a lawn extended

         as far as the house; the snow was much churned up with tracks. Directly before the empty doorway of the house, a group of some six or seven men was gathered. Robert recognised one

         of them as Mr Gerrard Webbe, who preached universal salvation to the villages about Salisbury, calling for the levelling of

         privilege and wealth so that the oppressed might establish a heaven on earth. Once, though, in the days before the war, he

         had been a surgeon; and sometimes, as he went from place to place, Mr Webbe would still be called on to minister to the sick.

         Robert suddenly wondered in what capacity, whether as a surgeon or a man of God, he was serving now; for as Mr Webbe knelt

         with his back to him in the snow, Robert was unmistakably reminded of how his father had knelt in the Cathedral, head bowed,

         gazing down at the body of the murdered child. As then, so now, the view was obscured; but Robert felt, with a sudden shudder

         of certainty, that he scarcely needed to see what Mr Webbe was examining. Another person was dead: the killer – the sorcerer

         … whatever he might be … the demon – had killed again. And at the same moment as he understood this, he realised how clearly he could see all that lay before

         him; he gazed up at the front of the house, and saw how every window was illumined by candle flames, so that a patchwork of

         shadow and gold lit up the snows.

      


      

      ‘Hannah,’ he cried aloud.


      

      He had not meant to speak. His father turned in his saddle, and frowned. He opened his mouth, as though to ask Robert a question;

         but then his frown deepened still further, and when he did speak it was to order his son away. Robert went without complaint;

         indeed, with relief. He had no wish to break his father’s commands a second time. He glanced back at the candles again – and

         then thought of Hannah: imagined her dead; her belly ripped open for the life inside. He did not want to believe it, but he did – for he was certain now whose baby they had seen, scooped

         up in his father’s arms; and he remembered the anguished cry of the Cathedral minister, his despairing question, ‘Why?’

      


      

      As Robert looked about him, they passed out from the gardens, and left the candle flames behind. All was black again. Suddenly,

         a fresh eddy of snow scudded across his face. The wind screamed through the trees, but he could only hear, not see, the boughs

         as they creaked; and beyond them, no matter how terrible the gale, the stones would be standing silent on the plain. Robert

         shivered; and when Emily met his gaze, not asking any questions now, he could think only of how he did not want her to be

         dead as Hannah was: her bright eyes to dim – her plump, soft body to turn cold and blue like the snow. He reached out to squeeze

         her arm, but at their backs the wind continued to moan; and when Emily whispered that she was scared, Robert could think of

         nothing comforting to say.

      


      

      Emily’s father was riding ahead of them, and it was he who broke the silence at last. He did not speak of the scene they had

         just left, but when he mentioned that Mrs Foxe was staying with Lady Vaughan, Robert knew for certain that it was Hannah who

         was dead. Only a terrible tragedy could have persuaded his mother to leave her home on such a night; certainly, nothing else

         could have persuaded her to stay with Lady Vaughan, who always reduced her to a state of nervous over-awe. Robert’s mother

         had worked as a servant in Salisbury before her marriage, whereas Lady Vaughan was the wife of a gentleman. Mrs Foxe could

         never forget this; not even though her husband and Sir Henry were the best of friends, not even though, since the war, all the world was turned upside down, the small made great and the great made small.

         It was Captain Foxe, after all, who had saved the Vaughans from being utterly beggared after the war, for Sir Henry had been

         a tireless partisan of the King, and might have had his property confiscated had not Captain Foxe pleaded his cause. Although

         it was never spoken of by his parents, Robert knew this, because Emily had told him everything; and in truth, his mother had

         no cause to be timid, for Lady Vaughan had always shown her the utmost affection and respect. Robert knew it was she who had

         refused to discourage Emily from playing with him; and for that alone, he would always honour her.

      


      

      And indeed, when he arrived at the Vaughans’ house to discover his mother folded in Lady Vaughan’s embrace, his sense of gratitude

         was reinforced, for although his mother’s face was white and pinched with grief, he knew that without her neighbour’s comforting

         she would have been paler still. Lady Vaughan surrendered her; Mrs Foxe’s relief at seeing her son was very evident, but he

         saw her flinch when he was offered supper and, although she encouraged him to eat, Robert knew she was thinking of the goose

         they would never now have cooked. She said nothing, however, about Hannah, and continued silent as they returned to their

         home; only once Robert’s horse had been stabled and he held her in his arms, did she at last start to talk. She confirmed,

         what he had almost forgotten needed confirmation, that it was indeed Hannah who was dead. All day, Sir Henry and a group of

         villagers had been searching, ever since the alarm had first been raised that morning – at which point Hannah had already

         been missing for several hours. Not until after sunset had the body finally been found. Robert asked if it was the candles which

         had first drawn the search party to Wolverton Manor; but his mother looked blank. She had heard no mention of candles. Robert

         let the matter drop.

      


      

      Mrs Foxe rose at length and drew out her Bible. She hugged it to herself; then began to turn the much-thumbed pages, like

         someone lost who is scanning a map. Together, she and her son studied them for several hours. Mrs Foxe could not read, but

         she knew the words of scripture almost by heart, and those parts she could not remember she would narrate as she saw fit.

         In this way, she found a gradual balm for her grief; and for Hannah, the servant who had also been her dearest friend, a tribute

         of tender and heartfelt love.

      


      

      It began to grow late. At length, as they sat there together at their reading, Robert and his mother were joined by Mr Webbe.

         Mrs Foxe rose to greet him, but he gestured her to sit down. Gently, he kissed her on her brow. ‘ “He that is without sin

         among you,” ’ he murmured, ‘ “let him first cast a stone at her.” ’ Mrs Foxe stared up at him, then reached for the Bible

         from Robert’s lap, to find the place where the verse could be found. But she did not need her son to read the story to her;

         she knew it well enough; for she had quoted it often in defence of Hannah who, like the woman brought before Jesus, had been

         taken in adultery. Mrs Foxe spoke the verses again now, and when she repeated Christ’s words of forgiveness and hope, Mr Webbe

         joined with her: ‘ “I am the light of the world,” ’ they proclaimed together; ‘ “he that followeth me shall not walk in darkness,

         but shall have the light of life.” ’ Mrs Foxe began to smile. ‘She has reached her journey’s end, Mr Webbe,’ she said. ‘My Hannah and her child, they are at rest now, with Him whose company is Peace-after-life.’ Then she turned to

         Robert, and hugged him tightly. She was still smiling. But down her cheeks, tears were flowing in silent tracks.

      


      

      [image: image]


      

      

         ‘… A PROWLING WOLF,


         

         WHOM HUNGER DRIVES TO SEEK NEW HAUNT FOR PREY,

         


         

         WATCHING WHERE SHEPHERDS PEN THEIR FLOCKS AT EVE


         

         IN HURDLED COTES AMID THE FIELD SECURE,

         


         

         LEAPS O’ER THE FENCE WITH EASE INTO THE FIELD!’

         


         

      


      

      John Milton, Paradise Lost


      

      Captain Foxe joined them later that same night. His face was perfectly blank. He kissed his wife, and then his son; but he

         said nothing of what he had been doing, nor of what success his investigation might have had. He caught Mr Webbe’s eye, though,

         and almost imperceptibly shook his head; Robert, observing this, doubted his father had discovered much. Mr Webbe, who rarely

         spoke a word when the spirit of the Lord was not upon him, only shrugged; he rose and, crossing to a dark corner of the room,

         rolled out a bedding mat. He had no need to ask if he could stay. He was an old acquaintance of Captain Foxe’s; how old, Robert

         had never presumed to ask, but he knew the two men had served together in the army, and doubtless had shared much. For the

         purposes of his own curiosity, he wished that Mr Webbe would sometimes be less close; but it was the preacher’s habit of silence,

         Robert knew, which did most to recommend him to Captain Foxe’s good opinion. Mrs Foxe too, when she woke the next day, would be glad of Mr Webbe’s company. For he was a good man; and gifted, she believed, with prophecy. He

         would help as he had already done, to guide her through the courses of her bereavement and grief.

      


      

      Robert, as he lay in bed later, wished that he too could be so comforted. For unlike his mother, he had found little solace

         in the scriptures they had read; he had seen the Devil’s mark stamped too clearly on the world, and its print had seemed more

         terrible than any mark of God. That night, although he lay with his eyes closed for many hours, sleep would not come to him,

         and the shadow of darkness lay thick on his soul. He tried to picture Hannah in his mind as Mr Webbe had described her, one

         amongst the company of saints; but instead, he could see her only as a mess of stinking corruption, and her dead baby too,

         slung upon the dunghill to be the blowflies’ meat; and he dreaded to think how feeble was life, that could be reduced so easily

         to rottenness. At length, he rose from his bed, for he had found it impossible to banish such imaginings from his mind; he

         lit a candle and turned to his Greek, but as he read, he came to a passage describing the fall of Troy, and how Hector’s baby

         child had been flung from the walls to be fed upon by dogs, and he could not bear to read the poet any further, and so he

         tossed the book aside. He rose to his feet again, for he knew that he needed to escape the closeness of the room and walk

         his nervous humour away. As he crossed to the doorway, he wondered if his parents at least had obtained their rest, and he

         turned back to look. His mother was asleep, and he was glad to see it, but the place beside her was empty, and he saw that

         his father’s riding-boots were gone. Robert was not alarmed, for it was often his father’s habit, when oppressed by a matter of business, to sleep barely at all – and the business before him

         now, it seemed likely, was as great as any he might ever have confronted.

      


      

      As he returned to the doorway, Robert noticed that Mr Webbe’s place was empty as well, and when he looked through the window

         at the stable doors, he saw that two of them were hanging open, and the horses were gone. Folding his cloak about him, he

         hurried outside. The snow was no longer falling, and the clouds had been blown away so that the sky was lit a crisp, cold

         blue by the blaze of the stars. Robert gazed up and down the village road, but he could neither see nor hear his father, although

         the snows gleamed as blue as the sky and the crunch of his own footsteps was loud in the air. He walked down the road until

         he was past the village, and approaching the wood; an owl called out once from the bare boughs of the trees, but otherwise

         the world seemed wholly embalmed beneath the snow. Robert reached the first line of trees, and called out his father’s name;

         then Mr Webbe’s. Again, no reply but the screeching of the owl. Robert sighed and turned – he was growing cold. He began to

         walk back.

      


      

      Then, as he left the trees, he heard the distant sound of hoofbeats ringing through the air, and stared back down the road.

         From the shadows of the village, he saw a horseman emerge. The rider was cloaked in black, with a hood pulled close so that

         his face was obscured, and his horse, like his cloak, was a deep, coal-black. At the first sound of the hoofbeats, Robert

         had begun to run along the road; but when he saw the horseman, he immediately shrank back into the trees, and the nearer the

         horseman approached the faster he retreated, stumbling through the undergrowth, his heart beating louder and louder in his ears. At the point where the road first plunged into the trees,

         the rider reined in his horse. The path forked there, Robert knew – there was a track to the left, which led to Wolverton

         Hall. He dropped to the ground and froze, sheltering behind the branches of an old toppled elm. Then, slowly, he raised his

         head above the trunk again.

      


      

      The rider was still sitting perfectly motionless, a cowled silhouette against the burning stars. Robert imagined all the wood

         must be pulsing with his heart, so loudly was it beating now, and he placed a hand on his chest to try to calm himself. As

         he did so, the rider looked round. He sniffed the air; the hood he wore fell fractionally back, and the light of the stars

         caught his face. He wore a thin beard and moustache, much like Sir Henry’s; but in all other respects his face was like no

         one’s Robert had ever seen before, and the merest sight of it filled him with disgust. It was deathly pale, with not a hint

         of colour in either the cheeks or lips; the mouth was thin and very cruel; the nose nothing but nostrils, the flesh around

         the bones having rotted utterly away. But it was the eyes which revolted and astonished Robert the most, for they were at

         once as piercing and silver as the brightest moon, and yet utterly dead, and he wondered what manner of thing might possess

         such a stare, and he shook his head, for he did not care to know. Then he shuddered, knowing that such eyes had seen him once

         before, and he prayed silently with all his soul that they would not see him a second time now, defenceless as he was, alone

         amidst the trees, on so cruel a night.

      


      

      Robert held his breath. The rider pricked his horse forward a few paces and sat still again for a few moments underneath the trees. Still Robert did not breathe. He thought he would expire. Then the rider turned suddenly and, with a

         clattering of iron on frozen mud, the horse cantered away down the opposite lane – the lane which led towards Wolverton Hall.

         Robert waited where he was, sheltering behind the branches of the tree. Minutes passed until, very cautiously, he rose up

         to his feet. He looked about him; then he crept out past the trees and back on to the path. It was empty, although the trail

         of hoofprints was clear in the snow. Robert wondered if he should follow them. Not for long, though. He turned round and,

         his teeth chattering, began to run towards Wolverton, and the safety of his bed.
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         ‘… ONE OF THE BANISHED CREW,

         


         

         I FEAR, HATH VENTURED FROM THE DEEP, TO RAISE


         

         NEW TROUBLES …’

         


         

      


      

      John Milton, Paradise Lost


      

      The next morning, when his father had still not returned, Robert went to visit Emily, and told her all he had seen. As he finished,

         she shook her head. ‘No, no,’ she complained, ‘you are missing things out.’

      


      

      ‘What things?’ he asked.


      

      ‘You said you had seen the horseman before. But you haven’t said anything at all about that.’


      

      ‘Oh.’ Robert closed his eyes, then smiled guiltily. ‘But I am not meant to tell you. Father swore me to keep it quiet.’


      

      ‘Even with me?’


      

      Robert smiled again.


      

      Emily mimicked him. She paused. ‘Anyhow,’ she said, ‘it is too late now. I know you have a secret, and if you will not tell

         me then I shall bother you until you do.’

      


      

      Robert considered this point for a few moments.


      

      Emily wrapped her arms round his neck. ‘Well?’ she asked.


      

      ‘I should not,’ he said at last.


      

      ‘Of course not,’ she replied.


      

      ‘It was last week,’ he said, after another pause. ‘The Winter Solstice … ’ – he frowned – ‘the feast-day of Yule.’


      

      ‘Where were you?’


      

      ‘Can you not guess?’


      

      ‘Why should I?’


      

      ‘It was on the fields below Clearbury Ring.’


      

      ‘Clearbury Ring.’ Emily hugged herself. ‘Where your tutor was found.’


      

      Robert inclined his head.


      

      ‘What had you been doing there?’


      

      ‘Riding. I was with my father. We were practising.’


      

      ‘And so that was where you saw him?’ Despite her solemn expression, Emily’s eyes began to gleam. ‘That was where you saw the

         horseman?’

      


      

      ‘He was in his saddle … ’ – Robert paused – ‘in his saddle,’ he continued, ‘not moving, just watching us. He was in black

         again, just like last night, with his hood pulled low across his face. That was how I recognised him yesterday night, when

         I saw him coming from the village – that was how I knew I had to run.’

      


      

      ‘But why?’ Emily hugged herself again. ‘What had he done the first time, to frighten you so much?’


      

      Robert wondered. ‘I am not certain,’ he said at last. ‘He sat where he was for a long while – then he rode down towards us, and galloped past.’

      


      

      Emily looked disappointed. ‘And that was all?’


      

      ‘Yes.’


      

      ‘Where was the terror in that?’


      

      ‘But you have not seen him, Emily. For if you had … ’ Robert paused. He remembered the crawling terror he had felt, like lice

         across his skin, and knew that he could never hope to explain. ‘I did not want to continue with the riding after that,’ he

         said finally, ‘but my father insisted – even though he seemed unsettled as well. And then, not long after, we heard shouting,

         and a man came hurrying down the hill waving at us. He was screaming there had been a murder, a body found in the centre of

         the Ring.’

      


      

      Emily said nothing for a moment. Then she swallowed. ‘Your tutor?’


      

      Robert nodded.


      

      ‘Who was the man who had come running down the hill?’


      

      ‘Mr John Aubrey. A scholar, from Broadchalke, on the other side of Salisbury.’


      

      Emily narrowed her eyes. ‘And what had he been doing on Clearbury Ring?’


      

      ‘My father asked him that immediately, of course.’


      

      ‘And?’


      

      ‘He said he was interested in ancient monuments.’


      

      Emily frowned. ‘Why?’


      

      Robert shrugged. ‘Because …I suppose that some people are. Mr Aubrey had gone to Clearbury Ring because he was looking for

         ghosts. They are meant to appear on the feast-day of Yule.’

      


      

      ‘Why?’ asked Emily again.


      

      ‘Because the day was sacred to the pagans who lived upon the Ring. They killed people as a sacrifice to the anger of their god.’

      


      

      ‘Just like your tutor was killed.’


      

      Robert paused. ‘Perhaps,’ he said at last.


      

      Emily stared at him, her eyes very wide. ‘And Mr Aubrey … ’ She hesitated. ‘Does your father think he might be guilty of the

         crime?’

      


      

      ‘No, I don’t think so. No, no, I am certain he doesn’t.’


      

      ‘So who does he suspect?’


      

      Robert’s stare was unblinking. ‘Only the one,’ he said finally.


      

      Emily leaned forward. ‘And last night, Robert,’ she whispered, ‘the horseman you saw … you are certain – quite certain – it

         was the same man?’

      


      

      Robert turned from her. He crossed to the doorway and gazed out at the road, as it wound through the village up towards the

         wood. He closed his eyes. ‘Quite certain,’ he said at last.

      


      

      Emily joined him. ‘When will your father be back?’ she asked.


      

      Robert shook his head.


      

      Emily reached to hold his cheeks and met his stare. ‘The tracks you saw him leave,’ she whispered with a sudden tense excitement,

         ‘they will melt with the snow.’

      


      

      Robert shrugged. ‘Doubtless.’


      

      ‘So …’


      

      ‘So?’


      

      ‘We should follow them now.’


      

      Robert looked away again; but he did not disagree.


      

      Emily pointed at the sun. ‘Midday,’ she said. ‘It will not be dark for several hours yet.’ She took his arm. ‘We shall not

         go far. We will only follow the tracks.’

      


      

      ‘Only?’ Robert made a face. But although he felt uneasy, he did not protest, and indeed the excitement of their quest, and his sense of its possible value to his father, made

         him hurry as he climbed with Emily up to the wood. He showed her the spot where the horseman had stopped. She studied it.

         ‘Look,’ she said, pointing. There was a trail of hoofprints, still clear in the snow. Emily took Robert’s hand, then she glanced

         up at the sun again. ‘Not too late,’ she murmured. She began to run. ‘Come on.’

      


      

      They followed the trail as far as they could. They lost it shortly before the gateway to Wolverton Hall: the snow was very

         churned up there from the evening before, and it was impossible to distinguish all the various tracks.

      


      

      ‘Well,’ whispered Emily, ‘I suppose we should go back.’ She gripped Robert’s hand, and squeezed it tightly. ‘For remember

         what we saw yesterday, when we followed your father’s trail.’

      


      

      Robert nodded. He too wanted to turn. But as though frozen to the ground, both children remained where they stood. Then Emily

         walked forward and Robert followed her. Dread tasted sickly and sweet in his mouth and, as he drew nearer to the gateway,

         he began to feel it in his blood, lightening his stomach and the bones in his legs. ‘Emily,’ he called out. But she did not

         stop; and he knew she must be feeling as drawn as he was.

      


      

      Stillness hung deathly over the gardens as the two children crossed to where Hannah’s body had been found. There was nothing

         there now; brushing away the snow, Robert imagined that he could see brown stains upon the frozen soil, but he did not care

         to inspect too closely, and he and Emily both rose and hurried on. ‘The stables,’ said Emily, as they rounded the house. ‘Surely,

         if he came here, that is where his horse is going to be.’ At first they had hopes of discovering something, for a covered cart was standing in the yard, and although it was unhitched

         it must have been drawn there recently, for its paintwork was still fresh and its ropes unfrayed. Robert and Emily peered

         in through the back: but there was nothing there, save only a scattering of dirt. This disappointment was succeeded by an

         even greater one, however, for when they turned from the cart, they saw that the snow around the stables was undisturbed and

         the stalls themselves were rotten with disuse. The odour of damp wood hung thick in the air; and the mud across the floor

         was slimy with moss. Emily made a face. ‘Eeugh!’ she exclaimed. ‘No one has been in here for many years.’ She held her nose

         as she stared round at the dripping stalls again, then back at Robert. ‘What about the house?’

      


      

      Robert frowned. ‘What about it?’ he said at last.


      

      ‘If he came here at all last night, then that is where he will be.’ Again, she glanced round and up at the sun, which hung

         pale above the ridge of a western hill. ‘Do you not think?’ she asked.

      


      

      ‘I suppose so,’ agreed Robert reluctantly.


      

      Emily shivered. But the glint of excitement was unmistakable in her eyes. She should not have said it, Robert thought. They

         would not then have had to go inside – there would not have been any challenge to their pride. But it was too late now. He

         looked up at the house. Every window was black. ‘It may still be light outside,’ he murmured, ‘but in there …’ And then he

         remembered the candles, how they had been placed by the windows the night before – and he realised that someone must have

         been inside to have lit them all.

      


      

      They crossed the stable-yard to the rear of the house. When Emily pushed at a window frame, the wood snapped and crumbled at once. As quietly as they could, they clambered through. The room inside smelt worse than the stables,

         thick with mould, and dampness, and rot. They could feel weeds beneath their feet as they crept forward, and hear the crunch

         of frozen animal droppings; ahead of them loomed the skeletons of chairs, their fabric hanging like tatters of skin, and feathery

         to the touch with spiders’ webs. Emily looked around. ‘Eeugh!’ she said, pulling an even worse face than she had done before.

         ‘No one could live here.’

      


      

      ‘Then why are you whispering?’ Robert asked.


      

      ‘Eeugh!’ she repeated, more loudly this time. She bent down, and picked up a broken piece of wood. ‘Eeugh!’ she cried out

         again several times, as though challenging the darkness. But although her voice echoed, there was no other reply. Emily flung

         the piece of wood through the nearest door.

      


      

      There was a clattering, and the sound of china smashing. Both children scurried through to see what was broken. The light

         was much dimmer; even so, they could just make out the shattered fragments of a vase. Robert stared about him in amazement.

         Crockery and ornaments were everywhere. The house, he realised, must have been left utterly untouched – for almost fifteen

         years it had stood abandoned, and yet not a single thief had dared to pilfer it, not a single beggar had sheltered in its

         rooms. And then suddenly, he heard Emily whispering to him. ‘Robert, come quick, through here, there’s a light!’

      


      

      She was in the next room and Robert hurried through to her. He realised they were standing in the hall. An oaken stairway

         rose ahead of them; it was still imposing, although spiders had woven the tapestries silver and fungus was oozing like sores from the wood. At the summit of the stairway stretched a gallery, where portraits could be made

         out dimly on the wall. Only one was lit so that the face could be seen; four candles, in a row, had been placed before it

         on the floor. ‘No,’ Robert whispered. ‘No.’ But though he wanted to shrink back, he had to make sure.

      


      

      ‘What is it?’ Emily hissed.


      

      He pointed; then began to climb the stairs.


      

      ‘Robert!’


      

      She wasn’t following him. He glanced back at her; her face, in the candlelight, seemed very pale. ‘Can you not see it?’ she

         whispered. ‘There are no other footprints – none at all.’ He looked down at where he had trodden, across the floor and up

         the steps; the trail was perfectly clear; for all around it, the dust and mould remained thick and undisturbed. Robert ran

         to the top and looked down either side of the gallery – again, his footprints were the only ones to be seen. And yet someone

         must have lit the candles – very recently too, for the wax had barely begun to flow. Robert looked up at the portrait, gazing

         at it in horror – and yet not in utter surprise. For he knew the face at once – he had seen it cowled and deathlike, the night

         before. It was the same man … there could be no mistake.

      


      

      Robert stared at it a moment more; then shuddered violently, and turned and ran. As he did so, two of the candles were knocked

         to the floor, and in the sudden gloom, he almost fell down the stairs. He crashed into the side of the wall. As he struggled

         to regain his balance, he saw a cloaked form approaching him. It had risen from the darkness of the floor below, and was climbing

         the stairs. ‘Emily,’ Robert screamed, ‘Emily, are you there?’ But the blood was pounding in his ears, and he couldn’t hear what she said – if she said anything at all. The figure was on

         him now. He thrashed out blindly – he struck it once – and then it seized his arms. ‘Robert.’ He froze. ‘Robert,’ he heard

         again, ‘in the name of our dear Lord Jesus Christ – please!’

      


      

      He looked up into his father’s face. Captain Foxe smiled. ‘You are safe,’ he said.


      

      Robert half-laughed, half-sobbed. He hugged his father as tightly as he could.


      

      Captain Foxe lifted his son up in his arms, and clasped him in turn. ‘What was it?’ he asked. ‘What was it made you scream?’


      

      Robert turned and pointed at the portrait on the wall. His father inspected it briefly; then glanced round. Mr Webbe was just

         behind him; Emily was folded in the preacher’s arms. The eyes of the two men met, and a shadow crossed the faces of both.

      


      

      ‘Who is he?’ Robert asked, still gazing at the portrait. ‘I saw him last night.’


      

      Again, Captain Foxe met Mr Webbe’s eye; then he nodded. Mr Webbe set down Emily, and climbed the stairs; he heaved the painting

         down from the wall. As he did so, he shuddered, and held it as though its very touch might poison him. Neither he nor Captain

         Foxe spoke a further word; and Robert’s question hung unanswered in the damp and mouldy air.

      


      

      They left the house through the open front door. There were a couple of troopers standing on the lawn, Robert saw; they saluted

         Captain Foxe, and then one of them waved with his arms, beckoning to something in the darkness behind the house. Robert heard

         the faint clopping of horse hooves, and a rumbling of wheels; there were more shouts, and then the cart which he and Emily had seen before emerged from round the house. Captain Foxe stood

         watching its progress across the lawn; he nodded to his troopers, and gestured with his arm towards the gateway in the wall.

         He watched the cart pass; then he frowned and turned, and stood for a moment frozen in thought. He studied the front of the

         house, barely visible now in the twilight gloom.

      


      

      ‘Robert … ’ He paused. ‘Yesterday – you never saw poor Hannah – and yet you knew at once, it seemed, that it was she who was

         dead.’

      


      

      ‘Yes,’ his son agreed.


      

      ‘How?’


      

      ‘It was the candles.’


      

      ‘Candles?’


      

      ‘Yes. The candles in every window of the house. It made me think of the dead child we had seen. I did not know for certain,

         but I suddenly feared that the baby had been torn from Hannah’s womb.’

      


      

      ‘Why?’


      

      ‘It was Childermas,’ said Emily suddenly. ‘When we remember the slaughter of the Innocents. I told you that, didn’t I, Robert,

         when we saw the candles lit yesterday?’

      


      

      Captain Foxe glanced at her briefly, then turned back to his son. ‘But why should you associate that with Hannah’s murder?’

         he asked.

      


      

      Robert swallowed, not wanting to answer. The darkness suddenly seemed very cold again.


      

      ‘Robert,’ his father coaxed him.


      

      ‘It was the same, wasn’t it?’ he blurted out at last. ‘Like with Mr Yorke. The way he was killed. Like a sacrifice.’


      

      Mr Webbe furrowed his brow. ‘Sacrifice?’ he asked in his low, soft voice.


      

      ‘Yes.’ Robert turned and appealed to his father. ‘You remember? You must do. Just like Mr Aubrey said. A sacrifice must be

         offered on the feast-day of Yule. Well, it was. And now a child has been killed on Innocents’ Day.’ His voice trailed away.

         ‘Anyway,’ he continued weakly, ‘that was how I knew. I just remembered what Mr Aubrey had said.’

      


      

      ‘Yes,’ said Captain Foxe slowly. ‘You remembered what Mr Aubrey had said.’ He pondered in silence for a moment; then glanced

         across to Mr Webbe. ‘Perhaps we should see what else he might have to say.’

      


      

      Mr Webbe made no reply.


      

      Captain Foxe shrugged. He reached for Emily’s and then for Robert’s hand. Together they trudged through the snow, meeting

         no one on the track, towards the blessed flickering of the village lights.
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         ‘THESE LOOKS OF THINE CAN HARBOUR NAUGHT BUT DEATH; I SEE MY TRAGEDY WRITTEN IN THY BROWS.’
         

      

         
         Christopher Marlowe, Edward II

         

      
      For the next three days, Captain Foxe was absent again. When he finally returned, it was late at night, and his household had
         to rise from their beds to greet him. Mrs Foxe and Robert found him sitting by the doorway, pulling off his boots. He looked
         exhausted and tense; he was streaked with mud, and his clothes were sodden through. At the sight of his wife, however, his
         face lit up and he reached up to fold her in his arms. ‘How I have missed you, my dearest love,’ he whispered softly. ‘I have
         kept you much in my thoughts, as a comfort to my soul, for there is great evil abroad, and devilry.’ He closed his eyes and kissed her; then he turned to his son. ‘Would you care
         to go fishing tomorrow?’ he asked.
      

      
      Robert stared at him in surprise.

      
      Captain Foxe smiled. ‘Would you care to go fishing?’ he asked a second time.

      
      Robert nodded slowly. The promise had originally been made to him as a reward for his achievements in Greek; he had assumed
         – in the wake of Hannah’s death – that the fishing trip had gone the way of the goose. He nodded again, very fast. He did
         not want his father changing his mind.
      

      
      But Captain Foxe, having given it, kept to his word. He had a meeting, he told his son as they set off early the next morning,
         with a man whose stretch of river was famous for its chub; the man had personally insisted that Robert should come and try
         out his luck. Captain Foxe did not say who the man was, nor what his interest in him might be; and Robert knew better than
         to pry. But he observed his father’s set expression, and the brace of pistols in his belt; and he doubted it was fish his
         father hoped to catch that day.
      

      
      They travelled by way of Salisbury. Captain Foxe had business there; he apologised to his son, and insisted it would not delay
         them very long. Outside the Council Hall, he dismounted, and was pleased to see two of his men come hurrying towards him immediately.
         ‘We’ve found him, sir,’ said one of them. ‘We’ve got him round the back with Sergeant Everard.’
      

      
      Captain Foxe nodded. ‘Excellent.’ He ordered his men to follow him, and led the way round the side of the Council Hall. They
         entered a yard where the soldiers’ horses were quartered and, in its very rear, a covered cart. It had been brought there three days before, when Captain Foxe
         ordered its removal from Wolverton Hall. Two men were inspecting it. One, to judge by his clothes, was a driver or stablehand;
         the other wore the uniform of a militiaman.
      

      
      Captain Foxe smiled. ‘Samuel!’ he called out.

      
      The militiaman glanced round. He answered Captain Foxe’s smile, then stood to attention. ‘This is our man, sir,’ he said with
         a wave of his hand. ‘He’s the one who sold the cart.’
      

      
      The journeyman scowled and shrank back. ‘I haven’t done anything wrong,’ he muttered.

      
      ‘No one is saying you have,’ replied Sergeant Everard pleasantly. ‘The Captain here just wants to have a word with you, that
         is all.’
      

      
      Captain Foxe, meanwhile, had wandered to the front of the cart. He reached out beneath the awning, and ran a finger along
         one of the boards, then held it to the light. ‘Mud.’ He frowned and, turning back, inspected below the covering again. ‘A
         great deal of mud.’ He stared at the journeyman. ‘How did it get there?’
      

      
      The man shrugged uneasily. ‘That was what he wanted taken.’

      
      ‘Mud?’

      
      ‘Well – soil. Earth. In boxes. Some of it must have spilled.’

      
      ‘Why did he want earth carried?’ asked Sergeant Everard.

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ said the journeyman, clearly surprised that it should be considered any of his business.

      
      ‘And this “he” – what was his name?’

      
      Again, the man shrugged.

      
      ‘He must have given you a name,’ said Sergeant Everard disbelievingly. ‘Where he was staying, at least, where you could contact
         him.’
      

      
      The journeyman shook his head. ‘He just paid in coin, and I took it. I barely had a look at him.’

      
      ‘But could you remember his face?’, asked Captain Foxe urgently. ‘If you saw him now?’

      
      The journeyman shrugged yet again. Captain Foxe, suddenly losing his patience, took him by the arm and dragged him across
         the yard. The journeyman began to shout angrily; but Captain Foxe merely tightened his grip. ‘I want to show you something,’
         he said quietly; and the journeyman, sensing something in his captor’s tone, allowed himself to be led into the Council Hall
         without further complaint. ‘Here,’ said Captain Foxe, unlocking the door to a small, paper-littered room and crossing to the
         far corner. ‘Was this the man who bought your cart?’
      

      
      He lifted a purple cloth to reveal the painting which Mr Webbe had removed from Wolverton Hall. The journeyman studied it.
         He shuddered suddenly, then shook his head.
      

      
      ‘You are certain?’

      
      The journeyman shook his head again. ‘The man I saw, his beard was very curling and thick.’

      
      ‘Might it not have grown since this portrait was painted?’

      
      ‘No, sir – the face is quite different. And the man I met with – he was dressed very strange – like a foreigner, sir. Didn’t
         speak like an Englishman at all.’
      

      
      This news startled Captain Foxe. He continued to frown, and stare at the portrait.

      
      The journeyman glanced at the picture again nervously. ‘Can I leave now?’ he asked.

      
      Captain Foxe waved his hand. The journeyman muttered an exclamation of relief and, turning on his heels at once, clattered
         down the stairs. But Captain Foxe barely heard him go; he continued to study the painting, his frown deepening, his knuckles
         whitening as he clenched his fists. At length, he bent down, and turned the portrait to the wall. He swathed it in its cloth;
         then he shut the door on it, and secured the padlock on the bolt.
      

      
      Robert sat hunched by the river bank. He felt oddly unsettled, which annoyed him, for by rights he should have been feeling
         pleased with himself. He had only been fishing for half an hour, and already he had caught more than enough for his family’s
         supper – two plump chub, laid out neatly on the grass. He sighed and shifted, and glanced about him. All was calm. The river
         flowed by with a glassy quiet, the bare-boughed trees were still beneath a silver sheen of frost. To Robert’s right lay the
         grey-stoned tower of Broadchalke church, and beyond the trees thin plumes of smoke wisped from the village hearth fires, rising
         almost straight into the clear blue sky. It was a scene of wondrous, hushed beauty; and yet still Robert felt uneasy, and
         he did not know why.
      

      
      He inspected his hands. They looked clean enough; but even though he had washed them again and again, he still seemed to feel
         the dirt behind his nails and on his skin. He wished he had never clambered on to the cart. It was as though the filth it
         had been carrying had clung to him. He bent down to wash his hands again, then dried them on the grass of the bank. He closed
         his eyes; and at once, he imagined that the dirt was still on his skin, thickening, feeding, like some living thing. He looked
         down in horror – but saw that his hands were as clean as before. He shook his head and sighed, then rose to his feet. As he
         did so, he heard the clattering of hooves on distant stone.
      

      
      Robert clambered up the frozen mud of the river bank. A lawn stretched away from him, and at its far end stood the Old Rectory,
         the Broadchalke home of Mr Aubrey, who two weeks before had found the corpse on Clearbury Ring. Robert crept forward, using
         bushes and trees as cover, until he had reached the stables by the side of the house. He peered out at the yard, and saw his
         father standing with Mr Webbe. They had their backs to him, and were greeting the horseman who had clearly just arrived. Robert
         recognised him at once. He frowned. What was Colonel Sexton doing here? He was an important man: in command of the militia
         for the entire county and beyond. Clearly, Robert thought, his father’s business was more urgent than he had ever dared to
         think.
      

      
      He watched as the three men crossed the yard, and passed through a low door into the house. Robert scurried after them, then
         crept along the side of the garden-facing wall. He had gone half-way when he passed a large window and, peering in, saw the
         glow of a fire. He watched as his father walked into the room; then Colonel Sexton and Mr Webbe. A fourth man rose from a
         chair, where he was surrounded by books and stacks of papers; as he was introduced to Colonel Sexton, Robert recognised Mr
         Aubrey.
      

      
      The four men took their places at a long oaken table. Kneeling outside, Robert made himself as comfortable as the cold would
         allow. Then he pressed his ear to the window-pane.
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         ‘MY GREAT GRANDFATHER, WILL: AUBREY, AND HE WERE
         COUSINS, AND INTIMATE ACQUAINTANCE. DR. A.’S COUNTRY-HOUSE WAS AT KEW, AND
         J. DEE LIVED AT MORTLAKE, NOT A MILE DISTANT … AMONG HIS MANUSCRIPTS, WERE SEVERAL LETTERS BETWEEN HIM AND JOHN DEE, OF CHEMISTRY AND MAGICAL SECRETS.’
         

         
      

      
      John Aubrey, Brief Lives

      
      ‘I trust,’ said Colonel Sexton, leaning forward in his chair, ‘that you have brought me to this place for a purpose. I will
         not conceal from you that I was reluctant to come. There are great disturbances abroad in the Commonwealth, of which none
         of you yet can have any idea.’
      

      
      ‘There are lives at stake,’ replied Captain Foxe shortly, ‘perhaps many lives. It is my hope today that we may attempt to
         save them.’
      

      
      ‘Then that is purpose enough,’ said the Colonel. He nodded, and gestured with his hand. ‘Proceed.’

      
      ‘I believe,’ said Captain Foxe, after a lengthy pause, ‘that there is a great residue of evil which waits in the darkness
         of the long-forgotten past, in the stones, and tombs, and ancient places hereabouts, which may seem to be silent and yet,
         for our sins, is sometimes not.’
      

      
      Colonel Sexton stirred uneasily. ‘Perhaps you are right,’ he muttered, ‘but such considerations are scarcely the business
         of a militiaman.’
      

      
      Captain Foxe ignored the reproof. ‘You have read my report, of course,’ he asked, ‘on the murders committed these past two
         weeks?’
      

      
      ‘Of course.’

      
      ‘And you recall the dates, and their significance?’
      

      
      Colonel Sexton waved his hand disdainfully. ‘Fancy, as I have warned you before, the merest fancy …’

      
      ‘No.’ Captain Foxe spoke quietly, but with such cold intensity that he froze his superior’s words upon his tongue. Both men
         stared at each other; and for a moment they seemed like blocks of ice, lit only by the flickerings of colour from the fire.
         ‘She was a child, sir,’ whispered Captain Foxe at last, ‘unborn, ripped from her mother’s womb – an innocent, murdered on
         Innocents’ Day. And then my son’s tutor – an old man killed when the year itself is nearest death, on the Winter Solstice,
         the feast-day of Yule. Fancy, sir? No. Such coincidences are more than mere coincidence.’
      

      
      Colonel Sexton met his captain’s stare. ‘What, then,’ he asked at length, ‘if not coincidence?’

      
      ‘You know, sir, full well.’

      
      ‘You have proof, Captain, beyond the mere fact of these murders and their dates?’

      
      ‘Of witchcraft, sir? Of the worship of demons and blood-steeped, ancient gods?’ Captain Foxe glanced across the table at Mr
         Aubrey. ‘I do.’
      

      
      ‘Then produce it. For you know full well, Captain, and have often argued so yourself, what terror the charges of witchcraft
         can inspire, and what persecutions of the innocent, whom we are charged to protect. Be very careful before you press your
         accusations. I beg you, John.’ Colonel Sexton leaned forward. ‘Be wary what you say.’
      

      
      ‘You are right, of course, sir’ – Captain Foxe bowed his head – ‘to counsel caution. But I am certain of my case. For you
         see – I would never have spoken of witchcraft to you, had I not known already who the murderer was.’
      

      
      ‘You know?’ The Colonel stared at him in disbelief. ‘How?’
      

      
      ‘The cloaked rider we saw by Clearbury Ring – my son has since seen his face and has identified it with an authenticated portrait
         of the man.’
      

      
      ‘And who was it?’

      
      Captain Foxe swallowed. He glanced at Mr Webbe. ‘Sir Charles Wolverton,’ he said.

      
      There was a sudden silence, save only for the crackling of the fire.

      
      ‘Impossible,’ said Colonel Sexton at last. ‘Quite impossible.’ Despite himself, he ran his hands through his hair. ‘Sir Charles
         has been dead these past fifteen years.’ He jabbed a sudden finger at Captain Foxe. ‘You, John, your company, you reported
         him dead.’
      

      
      Silence settled on the room again. Then Mr Aubrey cleared his throat. ‘I count myself a not unenterprising historian of these
         parts,’ he said hesitantly, ‘and yet, alas, I must confess it – I have never heard of any Sir Charles Wolverton.’
      

      
      ‘You were young,’ answered Captain Foxe shortly, ‘before the war broke out – otherwise you would certainly have heard of him.
         But since the war, his name has been buried. Men do not speak of it. No, sir, please …’ He raised his hand, seeing that Mr
         Aubrey had reached for his pen. ‘Do not make notes, for the oblivion which has descended upon Wolverton’s memory was all too
         well-deserved. And yet, in truth, why should I stop you? For now his name, like his body, walks abroad once again.’
      

      
      ‘And how can this be, Captain,’ asked Colonel Sexton ominously, ‘that Sir Charles has risen from his grave?’

      
      ‘Because, sir’ – Captain Foxe glanced at Mr Webbe, then bowed his head – ‘he was never laid in it.’

      
      ‘What?’ exclaimed Colonel Sexton.
      

      
      ‘The fault was mine.’

      
      The Colonel glanced round in surprise, for it was Mr Webbe who had spoken. He did not meet Colonel Sexton’s stare. Instead,
         he sat hunched over the table, gazing distantly into the depths of the fire. ‘I would not be a judge over a fellow man,’ he
         murmured at last. ‘I would not condemn, and kill in cold blood. For what was it I had been fighting against, if not the power
         of the King’s men to commit such crimes? How could I have been so wicked and arrogant as to judge what was sin, and what was
         not?’
      

      
      ‘How indeed, sir?’ Colonel Sexton spoke with icy restraint. ‘Even though Sir Charles Wolverton was rumoured to have satisfied
         his lusts through torture and vile cruelties – yes, even against children, as was later discovered. Would you not call that
         sin? And yet what are you telling me?’ He stared at Mr Webbe in disbelief. ‘That you had the man, and then set him free?’
      

      
      Mr Webbe continued to stare into the fire. ‘I did not know then what was later proven true,’ he whispered in a distant voice.
         He buried his face in his hands. ‘I did not know.’

      
      Captain Foxe reached out to touch Mr Webbe on the arm. ‘The fault was with us both.’

      
      ‘Then explain yourself, Captain.’

      
      Captain Foxe met Mr Webbe’s stare; he breathed in deeply. ‘You will remember, sir,’ he began, ‘how at the end of the war,
         I and my men were ordered to Salisbury.’
      

      
      ‘Naturally, for it was I who sent you there.’

      
      Captain Foxe nodded; then he turned to Mr Aubrey, to explain to him. ‘The armies of the King had been scattered – and yet
         their power to inflict mischief had not been utterly destroyed. It was therefore the responsibility of myself and my men to disarm those Cavaliers who were still
         at large, both in Salisbury and in the countryside surrounding the town. We duly arrived; and yet the rumours were so conflicting
         and confused that we could not be certain where to start our search. Then Sir Henry Vaughan, whom I had known from before
         the war, was brought unexpectedly before me, streaked with dust and gashed with wounds. He had always been a loyal partisan
         of the King, and had fought throughout the war in a unit of horse, Sir Charles Wolverton’s regiment, in which he had served
         as the second-in-command. He had long sought to restrain the viciousness of his superior; but now, with the war ended, he
         had abandoned the attempt, for Wolverton’s cruelty and rage had grown worse with defeat, and he and Sir Henry had at last
         come to blows. Sir Henry had escaped; and he urged me to pursue Wolverton at once, for he was afraid that his commander might
         be plotting some revenge.
      

      
      ‘Sir Henry had fled Wolverton and his men by the London road, not far from Stonehenge and Wolverton Hall. Accordingly, I headed
         to the same place as fast as I could; Mr Webbe was with me, and twenty other troopers, all brave, good men. There was a trail,
         easily distinguished, leading across the Plain, and so we followed it at once; it took us, not surprisingly, to Wolverton
         Hall. We found the house deserted, however – and then suddenly, from the distance, we heard the muffled beating of a drum,
         and saw a plume of heavy smoke. It was rising from Woodton: my own village, and Sir Henry’s. I felt a numb horror seize me,
         and my heart began to quicken with the rhythm of the drum, for the beat was sounding faster the closer I approached. I was
         riding forward as quietly as I could by now, for I had ordered my men to surround the village without being seen. But no one
         observed us – for the simple reason that no one was abroad who could have done. The approaches to Woodton were wholly empty;
         as were the outer limits of the village itself. We were thus soon in our positions in a circle round the square.
      

      
      ‘That was where I found the villagers. They had been herded together in a panic-stricken huddle. A great bonfire was raging,
         and along either side of it gallows had been raised. Wolverton and his men were gathered on horseback by the fire; one of
         the horsemen was beating the drum and, when it had reached its climax, Wolverton raised his hand and began to address the
         weeping crowd. He told them that they were accursed, that they and their village were to be utterly destroyed. In revenge
         for Sir Henry’s betrayal, and for my own treachery towards the King, the men were to be hanged and the women condemned to
         the bonfire’s flames. There were screams and cries of despair at these words, but Wolverton only closed his eyes and smiled,
         as though indulging himself in some profound pleasure which the terror of his victims was arousing in him. ‘Those two whores
         first,’ he cried, opening his eyes again and pointing towards the flames. Two women were dragged forward. They had refused
         to scream or plead for their lives, and so it was only when I saw their faces that I realised who they were. ‘No!’ I cried,
         galloping forward. ‘No!’ My men at once followed my lead; they burst from their hiding places and surrounded the startled
         Cavaliers, but I had no concern save to rescue my wife, to rescue her and Lady Vaughan from the threat of the flames. Mr Webbe
         rode to join me; and it was he who fought with Wolverton, who had crossed to prevent me from saving the women. The Cavalier guarding her and Lady Vaughan, I killed in my rage; Mr Webbe merely wounded his adversary.
         Wolverton was left in the mud, clutching at his side; and as we began the process of disarming his men, I was content to leave
         him there. It was my hope that, untreated, he might bleed to death.’
      

      
      ‘But he did not,’ said Colonel Sexton.

      
      ‘No,’ said Mr Webbe. He shook his head, still staring at the fire. ‘He did not.’

      
      ‘What did you do with him?’

      
      ‘What we did with the others – stripped him of his arms and money.’ Captain Foxe shrugged. ‘Then Mr Webbe and I escorted him
         to the coast. There was a ship at Portsmouth, bound for the port of Lübeck in Germany; we put him aboard it, and paid his
         passage. There was no chance he could have slipped ashore again – his wound was very bad. And when he arrived in Germany,
         he would have been possessionless, moneyless, one of God’s poor – those poor whom he had formerly despised so much.’
      

      
      ‘And may yet,’ said Mr Webbe, ‘for our sins.’

      
      There was a brief silence. Then Colonel Sexton suddenly scraped back his chair. ‘No,’ he said brusquely, as he rose to his
         feet. ‘I do not think so.’
      

      
      Captain Foxe stared up at him angrily. ‘You have no reason, sir, to doubt what we have said.’

      
      ‘Not the facts you have given me; but the interpretation you have put upon them, yes, John, I do. For instance’ – he began
         to pace across the floor – ‘you have said that your son glimpsed Sir Charles’ face, and then recognised it again when he saw
         a portrait of the man. But when would that portrait have been painted? Before the war, at the very least. Twenty years ago?
         Twenty-five, perhaps? Sir Charles, if he were indeed still alive, would be an old man by now.’
      

      
      ‘That is true,’ said Mr Webbe slowly, as his face brightened. But Captain Foxe frowned, and shook his head. ‘Then whom did
         my son see?’ he asked. ‘What other theory can you possibly have?’
      

      
      ‘One which your own confession now makes certain.’ Colonel Sexton reached inside his coat, and drew out a sheaf of papers.
         He dropped it on to the table. ‘This is a deed of inheritance. It establishes the right of Edward Wolverton, son of the late
         Sir Charles, to those properties and lands held by his father, and left unconfiscate by Parliament.’
      

      
      ‘But Edward Wolverton is dead.’

      
      ‘It would seem not.’

      
      Captain Foxe glanced at Mr Aubrey. ‘But …’ He swallowed, and turned to look up at the Colonel. ‘I found him,’ he whispered
         violently. ‘All of Wolverton’s children – I found them. You remember, sir. They were dead, all dead.’
      

      
      ‘Their remains were’ – Colonel Sexton swallowed, and then he too lowered his voice – ‘very much decayed.’

      
      Mr Aubrey stirred uneasily. ‘If you wish,’ he said, half rising, ‘I can leave …’

      
      ‘No, no,’ said Colonel Sexton as brusquely as he could, ‘we need not discuss this matter any further, for your own words,
         Captain, have established that Edward must surely be alive. These papers’ – he held them aloft – ‘were drafted in and sent
         to us from the city of Prague. That is why they were brought to my attention – it was felt that such an origin must brand
         them a definite fraud. But now, since we know that Sir Charles was in Germany after the war, and was clearly joined there
         by his son at least, we can be confident that the papers are genuine indeed.’
      

      
      Silence, doubtful and uneasy, fell on the room.
      

      
      ‘Who was it, then,’ Captain Foxe asked at length, ‘whom Robert saw, cloaked in black, with a face which seemed to be that
         of Sir Charles?’
      

      
      ‘Why, John, it is obvious – Edward, his son.’ Colonel Sexton brandished the papers. ‘For we know he was planning to return
         to England.’
      

      
      ‘But has anyone else seen him, apart from Robert?’

      
      ‘No. He must be lying low. He has an agent, though, who has been very active for him.’

      
      Captain Foxe frowned. ‘A foreigner? Very pale, with a large, black beard?’

      
      ‘You have seen him?’

      
      ‘The man who bought the cart to transport the soil …’ Captain Foxe had been speaking almost to himself; as his voice trailed
         away, so his frown deepened and he closed his eyes. He seemed to be rehearing an argument beneath his breath. Then suddenly,
         he clapped his hands together, and leaned back in his chair. ‘It makes no difference, Sir Charles or Edward Wolverton – the
         man must be seized. He was seen heading towards Wolverton Hall. Where else can he be but skulking in its cellars? I need your
         permission, sir, to flush the rat out from its lair.’
      

      
      Colonel Sexton shook his head. ‘Edward Wolverton has done no wrong.’

      
      ‘He has killed two people.’

      
      ‘You have no evidence for that.’

      
      ‘We have evidence of witchcraft.’

      
      ‘But I repeat, Captain – none to connect it with Edward Wolverton.’

      
      ‘Is he not his father’s son?’ Captain Foxe brought his fist crashing down; then he leaned across the table. ‘Do I need to remind you, sir, of what we found in the cellars of Wolverton Hall? The books, the drawings, the …’ – he swallowed
         – ‘the … other … evidence … of … unspeakable rites?’ He paused to control himself; then leaned back in his chair. ‘Such a
         man,’ he whispered, ‘would pass down to his son not only the poison of evil in his blood, but also his teachings, his books,
         his hellish beliefs.’
      

      
      Colonel Sexton sighed, and shook his head; but as he did so, Mr Aubrey lifted up his hand. ‘If I may just add …’ he said nervously.

      
      ‘Yes?’

      
      ‘These Wolvertons – they would have lived, you think, in the city of Prague?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ said Colonel Sexton impatiently, glancing down at the papers. ‘What of it?’

      
      ‘Prague is a most notorious place. A man raised there, especially by a father such as you paint Sir Charles to have been,
         would have had many opportunities to study the black arts. I know this, sir, because I have a book …’ – he rose excitedly,
         and searched through his shelves – ‘yes, here it is – here – just have a look at this …’ He removed the book from its place,
         and smoothed out its pages. They were covered with a strange, hand-written script, which Mr Aubrey pointed to with pride.
         ‘Incomprehensible!’ he boasted. ‘Utterly incomprehensible. A script which has defied my every effort to translate.’
      

      
      Colonel Sexton shook his head in bemusement. ‘But what has this to do with Prague?’

      
      ‘Because’ – Mr Aubrey took a deep breath – ‘I had this from my great-grandfather, Mr William Aubrey, who was the cousin and
         confidant of Dr John Dee – you have heard of him, no doubt? – the great astrologer to Queen Elizabeth? – who travelled to Prague – and brought many books back.
         You see, sir?’ He pushed the book forward. ‘It illustrates a woman in a bath of flowing blood …’
      

      
      ‘Enough!’

      
      ‘But it is proving my point, how in Prague …’

      
      ‘I have told you, sir – enough!’

      
      Mr Aubrey fell into a reluctant silence. He stared reproachfully at Colonel Sexton, then reached for his books and placed
         them back on the shelf. No one spoke as he returned to the table. He opened his mouth once; then closed it again and sat hunched
         in his place.
      

      
      Colonel Sexton sighed. He rubbed his eyes; then began to pace slowly up and down in front of the fire. ‘I should not be telling
         you this,’ he said at length, addressing Captain Foxe in a low, sombre voice. ‘I fear, though, it will be common knowledge
         all too soon enough. The Commonwealth is collapsing, John. Parliament, it is said, will shortly be dissolved. The army is
         preparing to march upon London.’ He paused. ‘The King waits in Holland to be restored to his throne.’
      

      
      Captain Foxe shrugged. ‘As he has been waiting these eleven years now.’

      
      ‘Do not be naïve.’ Colonel Sexton rounded the table to meet his deputy’s stare. ‘You know full well what I mean. If the King
         is restored, John – then so are all his men.’
      

      
      ‘That is not certain,’ said Captain Foxe obstinately.

      
      ‘No. But it is probable.’

      
      ‘All the more reason, then, why we must act at once.’

      
      ‘I cannot allow you into Wolverton Hall.’

      
      ‘Why not, sir?’

      
      ‘I have told you.’

      
      Captain Foxe narrowed his eyes. ‘Because the King’s men may be returning, and you are afraid for your post? As I remember, sir, you used not to be so scared of Cavaliers.’
      

      
      The blood had at once left Colonel Sexton’s face. He clenched his fists; then, very slowly, unclenched them again. ‘I would
         not have taken that,’ he whispered, ‘from any other man.’
      

      
      ‘Of course not, sir.’ Captain Foxe bowed his head. ‘So I have your permission then, do I, to enter the house?’

      
      A smile, very faint, flickered on Colonel Sexton’s lips. ‘You always did ride your luck, Captain.’

      
      ‘Yes, sir.’

      
      ‘But it is not luck altogether, I think. The Spirit of the Lord watches over you.’

      
      ‘He watches over us all, sir.’

      
      Colonel Sexton smiled faintly again. ‘And if you find nothing?’ he asked at length. ‘If Wolverton Hall is empty – what then?’

      
      Captain Foxe glanced at Mr Aubrey. ‘We shall still not be wholly lost,’ he said, ‘God willing.’ He turned back to face his
         superior. ‘It may be, sir,’ he explained, ‘there will be a further trail we can follow. That is why I asked that we should
         have our meeting here, and have free discussion before Mr Aubrey so that he may learn what we know about the author of the
         crimes, and be equal with us in our pursuit of the fiend, whose evil otherwise may overwhelm us all.’
      

      
      ‘Otherwise, Captain?’ asked Colonel Sexton, ‘otherwise? So Mr Aubrey’s presence is truly that important? I agreed to your request that he be in attendance with us, but without understanding
         why, for I was content to trust to your good sense, and thought the reason for it would soon become clear. It has not, though.’
         Turning to study Mr Aubrey, who sat sulking in his chair, the Colonel frowned. ‘I still do not see how he can help us,’ he murmured. He turned
         back to Captain Foxe. ‘And yet you tell me he will lead us to Wolverton?’
      

      
      ‘He may, should we require him to.’

      
      ‘How?’

      
      ‘He is a chronicler of Wiltshire’s monuments.’

      
      ‘Why should that be of any concern to us?’

      
      ‘I told you before, Colonel. We are hunting evil – and there is evil waiting in the monuments hereabouts. Is that not so,
         Mr Aubrey?’
      

      
      Mr Aubrey shrugged, and twisted, and scratched at his head. ‘It is possible,’ he stammered, ‘in a sense, I suppose. There
         is much uncertainty on the matter. I really couldn’t say.’ But he began to nod to himself; and at once it was as though the
         motion of his head was shaking up his ideas, so that when he spoke again, he seemed barely able to keep pace with his thoughts.
         ‘The antiquities are so very ancient,’ he explained, ‘and so few records of them survive, that it really is very difficult
         to say… and yet I think – yes, I really do – that if one surveys them on the spot, and interprets what legends and old stories
         say – and allows one’s speculations free wing – then … yes … one could argue – please don’t smile – that they were used by the priests of terrible gods – by the Druids, perhaps – as places of sacrifice – in
         dark groves, or beneath the shadow of stones – to spill out their victims’ living blood.’
      

      
      Colonel Sexton frowned. ‘As the blood of victims is being spilled out now?’

      
      Captain Foxe shrugged. ‘We know that Wolverton was a sorcerer, and worshipper of evil spirits.’

      
      ‘But the girl – the tiny baby – she was left in the Cathedral itself.’

      
       ‘In the Lady Chapel, I believe?’ Mr Aubrey turned to Captain Foxe for confirmation; received it; then continued. ‘The Lady
         Chapel was the first part of the Cathedral to be built,’ he explained. ‘Why was it started there? We know – from the old records
         – how churches were often built on ancient pagan sites. It is a theory I offer – with humble submission to better judgements
         – that the Cathedral itself was built on just such a site.’
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