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Dedication

To two of the “traitor angels” in my life—Lynn and Peter:

readers, writers, and beloved parents. 

Thank you for my beautiful childhood. 





                                                           Part

One

OUT OF THE DEEP

The mind is its own place, and in it self

Can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n.

—John Milton, Paradise Lost, Book I





One

“IN THIS EARTHLY LIFE,” MY FATHER OFTEN SAID to me, “we move with real or willful blindness. But only one way leads to true darkness.”

I puzzled over his words whenever I descended into the cellar. There the blackness was absolute, but I was accustomed to moving in the dark. That summer morning, I dipped a cup into a barrel of sand, listening to the grains sifting together against the vessel’s earthenware sides. Soon it would be time to sprinkle the sand across the pages covered with my father’s poetry, to prevent the ink from smearing, and thus to capture his words forever. As soon as I joined him upstairs, he would begin dictating to me, his story transporting my mind from myself into a strange and new world.

“Elizabeth!” our cook-maid, Luce, hollered down the cellar steps. “Your father’s waiting for you!”

“I’m coming!” I clapped the lid onto the barrel. Somewhere above me church bells were ringing, the sunrise chimes summoning farmers to their fields. The mingled scents from bins of potatoes and damp stone walls wafted to my nose, and beneath the thin soles of my shoes I sensed the unevenness of the packed dirt floor.

Every morning I visited the cellar without a candle because I wanted to understand how it felt to be my father—locked in an endless darkness, dependent on his other senses to survive. Some of my sisters thought I was mad; Mary despised the dark, and once she fetched an apronful of potatoes, she always raced back toward the slivers of daylight shining around the edges of the door at the top of the steps. Not me. I was my father’s daughter, after all, and night held no terror for us. Our fears were made of kings and nooses. 

Stop it. I couldn’t let my thoughts slither into that old, familiar pit again. Father was alive. As long as he did nothing to regain the king’s attention, he would remain that way.

I went up the stairs, trailing my hand along the wall for balance. In the kitchen Luce was stirring a pot that hung over the fire. Beneath her white cap, her lined face was flushed from the heat of the flames. She sent me an annoyed look.

“Have you been rummaging about in the cellar again without a candle?” she asked. “You’ll break your neck one of these days, Miss Elizabeth,” she went on without waiting for my response. “You’d best see to your father; he’s been asking for you.”

“Yes, Luce.” 

Although my stomach rumbled, I hurried to Father’s sitting room before breaking my fast. My shoes clacked on the bare floorboards—a poor man’s sound, for we didn’t have the money to buy rugs. Even the whitewashed plaster walls were a silent testament to the meager state of our family purse; they ought to have been covered with striped paper or the strips of fabric that the genteel poor used for decoration. Instead they were unadorned except for iron brackets holding cheap tallow candles.

Father sat by the window in his private sitting room, his chair turned so he could feel the first shafts of sunlight on his face. Silver strands glinted in his shoulder-length auburn hair and wrinkles scored his pale cheeks. He wore his usual clothes: doublet, breeches, stockings, and shoes with wide metal buckles, all in black, so unlike the greens, blues, and reds of the men who now sat on Parliament’s benches.

Once my father’s dress had been indistinguishable from that of the political leaders he used to work with. They had seemed so alike, these revolutionaries in their clothes of Puritan black, that my then-childish eyes couldn’t always tell Father’s colleagues apart.

But that was before the government collapsed and a king was placed again on England’s throne. Before the new leaders had called Father a traitor.

“Ah, Elizabeth,” Father said. “You have such a quick step, it must be you. Let me see you, daughter.”

Obediently I crouched before him and did not move as he ran his hands over my face, tracing the swell of my cheek, the length of my nose. I gazed at his pale blue eyes filmed over with a thin layer of white. His eyes never met mine, of course. If only he could see me, even once—then maybe he’d tell me the reasons behind my unusual upbringing. As a child I’d sat beside him on hundreds of mornings, at first learning to read and write; later mastering Latin, Greek, Hebrew, and Italian; then studying the great philosophers such as Plato and Cicero. My education was a replica of the lessons Father had given his students when he was a young teacher. His male students, for he had taught me as though I were a boy.

But I doubted he’d ever tell me anything, for I must be frozen forever in his mind as a toddler, which was how old I had been when the last sliver of vision in his right eye had darkened to black. I swallowed down my disappointment.

He dropped his hands into his lap. “I’ve been composing lines in my head for hours. Elizabeth, I think I’ve done it at last. This poem will be my masterpiece.”

I sighed. Not this impossible hope again. Father’s writing might be beautiful, but the story’s simplicity would surely prevent it from being well received, let alone considered a masterpiece.

I sat down at the writing table. “Of course your poem will be wonderful.” I shifted uncomfortably.

Father’s poem was a ten-book epic centered on the oldest tale of all: the origins of mankind. Satan and his band of angels attempt to overthrow God’s rule and are cast out of Heaven, so Satan decides to infiltrate Earth and corrupt its only human inhabitants, Adam and Eve—which he does, ushering evil into our fallen world forever. A straightforward tale, written in the English tongue, and utterly unlike my father’s earlier elegant Latin elegies and fiery political tracts.

“Let’s get to work,” Father said. “The minutes pass too quickly, and it won’t be long before your stepmother and sisters are awake and we’ll have no more peace for the rest of the day.”

Smiling, I dipped my quill into a pot of ink. These early hours, when Father and I were closeted in his study with only words for companionship, felt like coins clenched in my fist: valuable and rare. Since we had fled last year to this village, Chalfont St. Giles, to escape the plague in London, he had altered his writing habits; he used to write only during the winter, saying the cold stirred his creativity. Of late, however, he had taken to writing year-round and seemed determined to work on Paradise Lost constantly, regardless of the weather.

“It isn’t their fault they don’t understand,” I said. I sneaked a look at him, even though I knew he couldn’t see me. “Sometimes I don’t, either, Father—understand why you’re educating me, I mean.”

“Someday you’ll learn my reasons,” he said. “Until then, you must trust in me.”

“My faith in you will never be shaken,” I assured him, but he shook his head.

“Untested faith is not faith, but ignorance,” he said. “I wouldn’t wish such an easy but meaningless existence for you.” He took a deep breath. “Now we must plunge into Satan’s world.”

Then he spoke in such a rush I couldn’t think; could only cling to his words and scribble them down. “His ponderous shield / Ethereal temper, massy, large and round,” he dictated in a breathless gasp, slicing the air with his hand to signal a line break. My fingers flew across the page. I recognized these verses; he was revising a section he had written last winter. By this point, Satan has escaped from the flaming lake and is moving toward the shore. The shield he wears on his back looks as big and bright as the moon a man would see when peering through a telescope at the night sky. Then Satan calls his band of rebel angels closer to hear his plans to invade God’s newest creation, Earth.

My quill paused on its journey across a page. Whenever we worked on this section, I found myself wondering about the man looking through a telescope, whom my father called a “Tuscan artist.” Why make this man a citizen of Tuscany when Father was writing in English for the English populace?

Before I could puzzle over it further, I realized my father had stopped speaking. As usual he had dictated about fifty lines in a thunderous cascade, then halted without warning. He sat with his head bowed, lost in thought.

I recognized the dismissal. It was time to fetch his morning meal. Hastily I sprinkled sand across the pages and left them to dry on the writing table before leaving the room. As I stepped into the kitchen, my sister Mary thrust a bowl of stew into my hands. “Eat up, for pity’s sake!” She ran anxious fingers down the front of her bodice, smoothing imaginary wrinkles. “Betty said we could go into the village to buy bread, and if we time things properly, we may bump into Mr. Sutton. He usually goes for a walk in the early morning.”

I groaned and dropped onto a stool. Francis Sutton was the squire’s son and, for reasons I couldn’t understand, he seemed to think he was irresistible to all the females in the village. “Then I’ll tarry, so we can avoid him.”

“Elizabeth!” Mary flung herself down beside me. Our sisters, Anne and Deborah, watched wide-eyed from their stools next to the hearth. “Don’t be so heartless! You know I can’t go alone, and Deborah has to finish mending the table linens.”

She didn’t say why Anne couldn’t accompany her—she didn’t have to. Unbidden, my gaze slid over to my eldest sister. She had stood, and one hand gripped the seat of her stool for support, the whiteness of her knuckles betraying the effort it cost her to remain upright. Every evening when I helped Anne change into her nightdress, I saw the uneven lengths of her legs, the muscles wasted and spindly, the flesh ghost white. As always, I had to look away, my eyes stinging.

“How can you be so cruel about Mr. Sutton?” Mary wailed. 

“I was teasing.” Partly. “I can’t go anyway—I have to bring Father his food.”

“I’ll do it,” our stepmother said in her quiet voice that always reminded me of water running in a creek bed, clear and clean but icy cold. Betty brushed past me to pick up Father’s tray from the table in the middle of the room, where Luce was chopping vegetables.

Saying nothing, I studied my stepmother from the corner of my eye. A white cap covered the red hair she had scraped into a bun. Her thin face was set in the habitual expression of distaste it assumed whenever she dealt with me.

Quickly I turned my attention to my stew, trying to ignore the bitter taste rising in the back of my throat. As soon as the door closed behind Betty, Mary grumbled, “You know she’ll take credit for the stew, Luce, although you cooked it.”

“Hush.” Luce wiped her hands on her apron. “There may be bad blood between you girls and your stepmother, but you still ought to show her respect.” She trudged to the back door, stopping to glance at me. “I’m checking the pennyroyal in the garden. I don’t want you saying nasty things about Mistress Milton while I’m gone, do you understand?”

I hitched a shoulder in halfhearted acquiescence, pushing around the carrot slices in my bowl with my spoon. Fine. I wouldn’t utter a word about Betty. But I would think about her. Her narrowed eyes watching me slip from the house once darkness descended, dressed in boys’ clothes, a sword gleaming silver at my side. As soon as she had married Father three years ago, she’d learned that I practiced sword fighting every night, and had since I was a small child, at Father’s command. What she didn’t know was why. In fact, none of us did but Father. When I pressed him once for an explanation, he squeezed my hand. Elizabeth, a veil covers the world, obscuring our sight, he replied. I’m training you to keep it safe or to cut it—only time will determine which you must do. All I could think was that his plans must involve his political past—and whatever he intended me to do sounded terribly important. And this had made my heart swell with pride. 

Mary’s plaintive voice interrupted my memories. “Elizabeth, I have to find opportunities to see Mr. Sutton. You know how Father says he hasn’t any money for our dowries, even though he keeps dozens of expensive books. It’s up to us to secure our futures.”

Suppressing a sigh, I surveyed my sisters. It was like looking at reflections of myself: chestnut-brown hair that peeked out from beneath white caps, freckles sprinkled across their noses like spices in milk, identical blue eyes. Only a couple of years apiece separated the four of us—Anne was twenty, Mary nearly eighteen, I sixteen, and Deborah fourteen—and between our similar appearances and our Puritan garb of cheap linsey-woolsey, we were often lumped together as “the Milton daughters.” I was all too aware, however, how different I was from my sisters. Just because I had no inclination for romance, though, didn’t mean my sisters should be denied.

Besides, eventually we would all have to be married off—or we’d be dependent on our relatives or the almshouse to survive. Each option turned my stomach, which was why I rarely let myself think about the future. I set my bowl down with a clatter. I wasn’t hungry anymore.

“Very well,” I said. “I’ll accompany you.”

Mary squealed and flung her arms around my neck. “You’re a darling! Let’s be off at once. Deborah doesn’t mind doing the washing up—do you, Deborah?”

“Actually—” Deborah began, but Mary had already seized my hand and pulled me from the house. I couldn’t help laughing as we practically flew through the gardens, the strings of our caps fluttering behind us. Mary jerked open the gate and we started down the dirt road. I glanced over my shoulder. The sun had risen behind our small brick cottage, turning the structure into a black mass rimmed with gold. I could faintly make out the white oval of Anne’s face; she had managed to hobble to the door to wave farewell. I waved back and caught the gleam of her smile before Mary tugged on my hand again, forcing me to follow her.

“Let’s head for the woods,” she said. “He often walks there.” She aimed a warning look at me. “And do keep a civil tongue in your head, won’t you?”

“That won’t be easy,” I said, and then laughed when she looked horrified. “Mary, I spoke in jest! Naturally I’ll be polite to him!”

“One never knows with you,” she muttered, then smiled and slipped her arm through mine. “He’s so charming, isn’t he? And such a learned gentleman—he just finished his university studies at Oxford, and I daresay his father will give him his own estate when he gets married.”

Inwardly rolling my eyes, I listened to Mary chatter as we walked along the road. Fields feathered out on either side of us. Among the sheaves of wheat I glimpsed the white flashes of the farmers’ shirts as they moved among the rows of crops, which looked straggly and withered even to my citified eyes. Our steps kicked up clouds of dust. I coughed, trying to ignore the burning in my throat. This so-called Year of the Devil, 1666, was certainly living up to its name. So far we’d suffered through a virulent plague that had spread through London like wildfire, and a year-long drought, which had desiccated the countryside until the leaves and grass were as brittle as parchment.

“This dust is unbearable!” I sputtered.

Mary grabbed my arm. “Don’t complain!” She cast a nervous look at the sky, still flooded with pink and yellow at this early hour. “We don’t know what else could happen if . . .”

She let the words trail off, but she didn’t need to complete her thought. I understood. If we angered God, he might have another disaster in store for us: a new wave of the plague, perhaps, or repetitions of the comets that had blazed across the skies two years ago and frightened so many Londoners half out of their wits—for some believed that falling stars were evidence of God’s displeasure with us.

I shivered. “I won’t say anything else.”

As we neared the woods, I breathed in the rich, loamy scent of soil.

“I wonder if it’s possible to calculate the age of these trees,” I said. “They must be very old to have grown so tall.”

Mary made an impatient sound in her throat. “What does that matter—there he is!” she interrupted herself, pinching her cheeks to force color into them. “How do I look? I ought to have changed clothes!”

“Why?” I asked, peering through the interlocking tree branches. Francis Sutton was striding across the field toward us, whistling a jaunty tune I didn’t recognize. Like most of the well-to-do gentlemen in Chalfont, he wore sober clothes of black wool. Despite myself, I had to admit he was handsome, with his fair hair and wide-set eyes. “Mary, all of our gowns are brown or green! Mr. Sutton is hardly likely to be more smitten with you if you wear one color instead of the other.”

“Hush. No! Laugh as though I’ve said something amusing.”

Dutifully, I burst into gales of laughter. Mary threw me an exasperated look. “Try not to sound as though you’ve lost your reason. Oh, he’s coming! Be quiet.”

“With pleasure,” I said, and subsided into silence.

Francis wove between the trees toward us. His teeth flashed white in a broad grin. “Miss Mary, what a lovely surprise. They say there are no rays more brilliant than the sun’s, but truly, your smile puts the sun to shame.”

Was he really so addle-brained that he believed such ridiculous compliments would capture a girl’s heart? I glanced at Mary, who had blushed to the roots of her hair and was giggling as Francis leaned over her proffered hand to kiss it. Hmm. Apparently these sorts of pretty words did work.

Francis straightened and nodded briskly in my direction. “Miss Elizabeth.” His tone was flat.

I jerked my head in the barest suggestion of a nod. “Mr. Sutton.”

He turned to Mary. “And what delightful set of circumstances has placed us in each other’s path on this fine morning?”

I tried to hold in my laugh, but this made the trapped air burn in my chest and set off a coughing fit. As I doubled over, wheezing, tears smarting in my eyes, I heard Mary saying, “You must excuse my sister. She’s . . . er . . . not accustomed to polite company.”

“So it would seem,” Francis murmured. “Speaking of company, that reminds me of interesting news I just heard in the village—your family should expect company of your own today.”

“What do you mean?” Mary asked. “We haven’t received word of any visitors.”

“Nevertheless, you have one. A man—he’s a foreigner, so I don’t presume to call him a gentleman—this man, as I say, arrived at the Rose Inn last night. He said he planned to rest so he could present himself favorably to your father when he calls upon him this morning.”

“What could a foreigner want with our father?” Mary asked. “He’s merely a poet.”

“He didn’t use to be,” Francis said gently, and heat rushed into my cheeks. He was right, of course. Once Father had been the most important political writer in the land. His revolutionary tracts had made him both reviled and adored throughout Europe. He believed that countries should be ruled by the people, not monarchs, and that religion had no place in government. Some seventeen years ago, after civil war had swept across our country and Mr. Oliver Cromwell had assembled a new government, Father had been a logical choice for Latin secretary, the official in charge of diplomatic correspondence with other countries. After the government had crumbled, though, Father was branded a traitor to the nation. Only his frail health and the intervention of several of his friends kept his neck out of the hangman’s noose.

I looked at Francis. “Are you certain this foreigner came here to see our father?”

Francis nodded. “He said he wished to visit upon the man they call ‘the notorious John Milton.’”

I stiffened. “The notorious Milton” was the name by which my father was known throughout Europe to his political detractors, those who decried his ideals of revolution and parliamentary government.

So this foreigner was an enemy.

Mary’s eyes met mine. In the green-tinted shadows cast by the trees, I could see she had gone pale. “Elizabeth—” she started to say, but I was already moving. The trees whipped past, slender black lines that I had to weave around until I reached the fields. The rippling golden grasses slapped my skirts, and a few farmers turned to call a greeting to me as I rushed by them. I didn’t stop to answer.

By the time I reached the road, I was running. 





Two

THE ROSE INN WAS A RAMSHACKLE WOODEN structure that stood in the middle of the village. From the front steps, I cast a wary glance over my shoulder. The dusty lane seemed deserted; the sprinkling of wooden houses were quiet, their shutters open in a futile attempt to catch a soothing breeze. No servants foraged in the gardens for salad greens; no children played jacks in the road. The villagers must still be breaking their fast before beginning their day’s work. Thank goodness we Miltons and Francis were early risers; there’d be fewer people to witness what I was about to do. I couldn’t have gone home to warn Father, of course—given his weak health, I wasn’t sure what this piece of news might do to him. No, dealing with the stranger would have to be up to me.

Taking a steadying breath, I pushed the door open and stepped inside. The dining room was empty, the scarred wooden tables cleared from last night’s supper. Tobacco smoke still laced the air, pungent and sickly sweet. The candles in their wall brackets were unlit, leaving the weak beams of sunlight straggling through the windows as the sole source of illumination.

For a moment, I stood still. Once I confronted this foreigner, there could be no turning back. I would have gone to a man’s inn chamber, unchaperoned, and that alone was enough to blacken my reputation forever, if anyone learned of it. Through the walls, I heard men’s laughter. Old Tom, the proprietor, and his cook, no doubt, chuckling over a shared joke as they carried bottles of sack up from the cellar.

The sound pulled me back to myself. I had to get out of there before someone saw me. I crept up the winding stairs, wincing when they creaked. The men’s laughter seemed to reach up the steps after me. I quickened my pace until I was nearly running.

Along the second-floor corridor, the doors to each of the four rooms were closed. I pushed the nearest one open. The curtains hadn’t been drawn, and enough light flowed through the window for me to see the neatly made bed. No bags, no spare boots lying on the floor, no water gleaming in the basin on a side table. Nobody was staying in this room.

The next chamber was empty, too. Sunlight pushed through the closed curtains, leaving the room in half darkness. Someone had draped two brown leather bags across the foot of the bed, and a black velvet doublet, the cuffs trimmed in lace, lay on top of the wooden clothespress. My heart beat faster. This must be the foreigner’s room—I couldn’t imagine the Rose had any other guests; visitors rarely came to our small village, and those who did tended to be fellow Puritans, who wouldn’t have dared to wear lace.

I slipped into the room, pulling the door closed behind me. Where could this foreigner be? I had to figure it out, and fast, before he had a chance to go to my family’s home and trouble Father. After all these years of political exile and creeping poverty, my father deserved to live out his final years in peace. And I’d be cursed before I let anyone bother him.

Maybe the foreigner’s possessions would give me a clue as to where he’d gone. I rifled through his bags. Inside the first one was a peculiar-looking cylinder. It was about a foot long, its worn leather surface stamped with a gold filigree design. One end was capped with a curved piece of thick glass. What sort of instrument was this? I’d never seen anything like it.

Sounds of footsteps wafted from the stairs—someone was coming.

I shoved the instrument into the bag, then spun around to survey the room, checking one final time to make certain everything was in place.

I ran my hands up my arms. Through the woolen fabric, I could feel the hard length of the knives I strapped to my forearms every morning, a practice my father had insisted on years ago, although he’d never told me the reason. Now I was glad for his caution. No matter how the foreigner reacted when he found me in his room, I’d be ready for him.

The footsteps stopped outside the chamber door.

I darted to the wall, to a spot where I’d be concealed once the door swung open. Better see if he was unarmed before I announced my presence.

My pulse thundered in my ears as I watched the doorknob turn. A shadowy figure entered the room, the door whispering shut behind him. He carried a candle, its flame licking gold fingers across his face. In the muted dimness, I caught the impression of a dark eye and the smooth curve of a cheek. I didn’t recognize him—it had to be the foreigner. He set the candle into a holder on the table beside the bed.

Then he straightened and stood with his back to me, his head cocked to the side, as if listening. He wore no hat. His hair fell to his shoulders; it was raven black and straight, too real looking to be anything but his own. Strange. I would expect any man wealthy enough to travel to another country would sport a shorn head covered with a wig of flowing curls, like a nobleman. Perhaps foreign fashions differed from ours. His midnight-blue doublet didn’t look foreign, though, merely rich, for it glittered with an intricately stitched pattern in silver and red threads. When he raised his hand to brush his hair out of his eyes, a gold band inlaid with a red stone on his index finger winked at me.

“I can hear you breathing,” he said.

He knew I was in here!

“You can help yourself to anything you like, of course,” he continued, keeping his back to me. He sounded pleasant, as if he were discussing nothing more troubling than our recent drought. “But I feel compelled to warn you that I’ll hunt you down and retrieve what belongs to me. It’s a matter of pride, you see. I don’t mind your robbing me when I can’t reach my sword”—he nodded at his bag, and I spied the tip of something silver gleaming from beneath it—“but I can’t permit you to hold on to my possessions.”

Either he was out of his wits to make such lighthearted comments when he believed he was being robbed—or he relished the prospect of tangling with a criminal.

“Why would I want to steal from you?” I asked quietly.

He heaved a sigh, as if he found all of this tiresome. “I may be unversed in English social customs, but surely I haven’t been such a boorish guest that the innkeeper sent an assassin to my room to dispatch me. Therefore, you must be a thief. Take what you please, but remember I’ll find you by nightfall.”

The man was brave, I had to concede that much. I wrapped my hand around my wrist, in case I needed to unbutton my cuff and pull my knife free.

“I’m not here to rob you,” I said.

He turned around. I started in surprise. He was younger than I had thought, perhaps seventeen or eighteen. His skin had been painted olive by a stronger sun than ours, and his brows were black slashes. His face was handsome enough, I supposed, and it was made up of strong angles and lines; there was no softness to him. He wore no powder on his cheeks; no cerise tinted his lips. Despite the finery of his clothes, this was no harmless fop.

My fingers tightened on my cuff. A twist of the fabric and the knife would be in my hand. “Why do you seek Mr. Milton?”

His expression remained impassive. “I’ve come here at his command.”

Impossible. These days, my father had no dealings with foreigners. I glared at the boy.

“You’re a liar.”

He rolled his eyes. “You’re a trusting sort of person, aren’t you.” Turning away from me, he busied himself at the clothespress, removing clothes and tossing them onto the bed.

With one smooth movement, I unbuttoned my cuff and slid my knife free from its bindings. Its wooden handle, reassuring and familiar, dug into my palm.

“No,” I said slowly. “I’m not a trusting sort of person.”

Something in my voice must have alerted him, for he swung around, his gaze falling to the blade in my grasp. His face tightened, but he didn’t say a word.

“My father has endured hell,” I said. “After the king was crowned, my father spent months in prison and was threatened with execution. He’s an old man of seven and fifty years, and he’s been stone-blind for the last fourteen of them. He has nothing left but his writing and his family. Whatever business you have with him, you’ll tell me first, because I won’t permit anyone to trouble him.”

He murmured something under his breath, then shook his head as if to clear it. “Your father . . . Then you must be Miss Elizabeth Milton.” 

How had he guessed which of Father’s daughters I was? A chill skittered down my spine. I opened my mouth, to protest or confess I don’t know which, but the answer must have been etched on my face because the boy continued, looking deadly serious, “Your father sent my master a letter. Mr. Milton’s mixed up in a dangerous scheme, and he intends to drag both of us into it with him.”

I fought the urge to laugh. My father would never involve me in something that could harm me. “You sound as confused about the English tongue as you are about our social customs. It’s true my father once wrote revolutionary political tracts, but these days he focuses on classical poetry. He isn’t part of some sort of scheme.”

The boy glanced again at my knife. “Your father’s letter is in my pocket. May I retrieve it for you or will you slash me to ribbons first?”

Wonderful, I’d been saddled with a jester. Silently I hitched a shoulder in permission. He reached into his breeches pocket, and I stepped closer. His expression gentled as he looked at me. “I’m not reaching for a weapon. I’d never hurt a lady.”

A lady. This boy must have thought I was an idiot, if he believed I would swallow such ridiculous flattery.

He slipped a piece of paper from his pocket. “It’s in Italian. Shall I read it to you or do you want to take it to your father for translation?”

“I can read it.” I snatched the paper from him. By the glow of the candle, I was just able to make out the words.

The letter was dated 10 April 1666, some four months ago. The addressee was Signor Vincenzo Viviani of the Via Sant’Antonino in Florence. I recognized the careful handwriting as Deborah’s, but the missive must have come from Father, for none of my sisters knew Italian. Both Mary and Deborah had been trained to read aloud to our father in different languages by sounding out the words but without any understanding of them. Father must have spelled out every letter for Deborah to copy. The paper shook in my hands. He hadn’t trusted me enough to dictate the letter to me, although I spoke Italian fluently. For some reason, he had kept this correspondence a secret from me. 

There must be a good explanation for Father’s actions. I knew it in my bones.

But my chest still felt tight as I began reading.

Most illustrious and excellent Signor Viviani—

The time has come at last to immortalize our portentous secret. Years ago, I toiled to hide our clues in such a way that they would not disappear as a result of the ravages of time but could remain concealed forever. As you know, we cannot destroy the object that has brought us so much despair and heartbreak, but also the everlasting joy that comes with intellectual exploration.

For reasons you know all too well, I believe that the world isn’t ready for the knowledge we would impart to it. Do not fear that our secret will slip into the hands of those who would destroy it—only learned men who are familiar with the intricacies of my life (and thus, who must be lovers of liberty, as we are, my dear Signor Viviani) will be capable of stringing together the clues.

To that end, I must ask that you send your young man to England posthaste. He and my daughter Elizabeth shall become guardians of our secret, as we always intended, and they must understand the grave task with which we entrust them before the Good Lord summons me from my earthly home.

I am your most humble and grateful servant,

John Milton

My head whipped up. What? Deborah must have been mistaken in her dictation . . . or perhaps my father was sliding into senility. Maybe the years of blindness and pounding headaches had finally eroded his grasp on his wits. My throat tightened. Poor Father. It was a wretched end for the man whom many had heralded as the greatest political writer of our age.

“Are you convinced?” the boy asked.

I started. I’d forgotten he was there. He was leaning against the wall, his posture relaxed, but the tightness around his eyes betrayed him. He was as anxious as I was.

“Yes, you’ve come at my father’s invitation.” The words felt sharp as knives as they traveled up my throat. Why hadn’t Father told me of this stranger’s impending arrival? And why had he summoned him in the first place? There was no “portentous secret,” and even if there was, my father wouldn’t have joined forces with an enemy to protect it.

Unless my father had been lying to me for months.





Three

I LOOKED AT THE FOREIGNER. IN THE HALF DARKNESS, his eyes gleamed, catlike. I knew nothing about him, not even his name. But I had to respect my father’s wishes, even if I didn’t understand them.

“You’re welcome to visit our house, sir,” I said. “I can bring you to my father now.”

“Then we can leave straightaway—I’ve just come from settling my account with the innkeeper.” Fleetingly I remembered the men’s laughter through the walls. So that had been this boy and Old Tom, chuckling while they exchanged coins.

The boy bowed slightly from the waist. “I’m Antonio Viviani, assistant to Signor Vincenzo Viviani, court mathematician to the Grand Duke of Tuscany. My master and I are cousins—distant cousins. I need to gather my things,” he added, glancing at the bags on his bed. 

Tuscany. Was this Viviani related to the Tuscan Artist in Paradise Lost? Oh, who cared anyway? Father had deceived me. His stupid poem could molder into dust, as far as I was concerned.

In silence I waited while Viviani threw his clothes into his bags. Together we crept outside. Early-morning sunlight had burnished the dirt road with gold. In silence we trudged along its edge. Maybe the letter had been a mistake, written during one of Father’s hideous headaches when pain blunted his reason. This Viviani could leave England on the next boat bound for Calais. And my father could continue to survive, forgotten.

“Your desire to protect your father is admirable,” Viviani said, breaking into my thoughts. “Although I”—he hesitated—“I don’t understand your . . .”

He trailed off, but I knew what he was trying to say. No doubt he thought I had reacted to his arrival with unwarranted vehemence. If we’d been an ordinary family, I would have agreed with him.

“You know about the recent war in my country?” I asked.

He nodded, his expression remote. I could imagine what he was thinking—the same thing that so many foreigners had thought when England descended into war some twenty years ago. They had called us barbaric, for we had done what few nations had dared to do: we had beheaded King Charles the First for dissolving Parliament and unleashing a civil war on us.

“My father’s voice was one of the loudest supporting the king’s execution. He even wrote about it in The Tenure of Kings and Magistrates, a month after the king was beheaded, trying to persuade others that the execution had been just.” I kept my gaze trained on the fields, unable to look at this stranger and the condemnation I would surely see on his face. “That was seventeen years ago, and by then he had become the most celebrated political writer in the land. After the king was killed, Mr. Cromwell asked my father to serve in the new government.”

From the corner of my eye, I saw Viviani nod. “I’ve heard of England’s rebellion.”

“The new government lasted only a decade before it fell apart,” I said. “Then Parliament invited the dead king’s son to return from exile in Europe. And my father was condemned as a regicide. Parliament meant him to be the twentieth and final man to be hanged for the crime of killing a king.”

“Yet he still lives.”

For a moment, I couldn’t speak. The memories were too sharp. All at once I was a girl of ten again, terrified and bewildered, living with my maternal grandmother and wondering what had become of my father. He’d gone into hiding right before the old king’s son had returned to our shores in 1660, and for months we’d awaited the dread news that he had been found and arrested.

When King Charles the Second rode triumphantly into London, my sisters and I stood in the street while the crowds cheered and threw flowers onto the cobblestones. Never had I seen such a man: a giant at six feet tall, about thirty years of age, with black hair curling to his shoulders and skin as dark as a Spaniard’s. His silver garments dazzled my eyes, which were accustomed to years of Puritan black and brown.

Behind him rode another man in sumptuous garb, his long face framed by light brown hair. He blew me a kiss. I raised my hand to wave at him, but my grandmother’s fierce whisper stopped me. The man was the second Duke of Buckingham, the king’s dearest friend since childhood, she told me, and if I valued my father’s life I would do well not to catch his attention, even if it was with something as innocent as responding to a blown kiss in the street.

Blinking hard, I forced the images back. Those chaotic days were long past, the regicides and suspected traitors dead or gone, except for my father, escaped to new lives on the Continent or in the New World. All I could let myself care about was the fact that we were alive. As long as we remained anonymous, we would stay that way.

“Yet he still lives,” I repeated at last. “He had influential friends who lobbied for leniency, arguing that a blind poet posed no threat to our new king. After his name was removed from the death list, he returned to me and my sisters from wherever he’d been hiding in the city. He never told us where he’d gone. Soon after, the king’s men came for him. He was imprisoned for three months.”

I tensed, waiting for the inevitable comments—Your father deserves his blindness, for that is God’s punishment for his revolutionary past. His antimonarchy stance might be pardonable, but his approval of the king’s execution is not. They were remarks I’d heard countless times before.

But Viviani said nothing. His hat’s brim shadowed his face, so I couldn’t see his expression, but I heard the thoughtfulness in his tone when he finally spoke. “Your father has suffered greatly. I understand why you’d wish to protect him from anyone whose intentions you don’t know.”

“Th-thank you,” I stammered.

We’d reached my family’s cottage. Without a word, I ushered Viviani into the hall. The whitewashed plaster walls and bare floorboards must have told him we were poor, but his lip didn’t curl in derision. Instead he stood by the door, waiting.

“My father’s probably in his sitting room,” I told him. “I’ll take you—”

Footsteps clicked in the corridor. “Elizabeth? Who is this man?”

Recognizing the sharpness of Betty’s voice, I stifled a sigh and turned. Betty stood in the doorway, her arms crossed over her chest. “This is Signor Antonio Viviani,” I told her. “He’s the assistant to the mathematician of the Grand Duke of Tuscany. Father has invited him here as our guest. Signor Viviani, this is my father’s wife, Mrs. Milton.”

Viviani’s arm brushed mine as he swept off his hat and bowed to my stepmother. Her eyes flickered over him, widening as she took in his fine clothes.

“I apologize for the simplicity of our home,” she murmured. “We weren’t expecting you, Mr. Viviani.”

He straightened. “Mrs. Milton, I realize my appearance must be a surprise. As I wasn’t certain of the reception I’d receive when I arrived last night, I sought lodging at the village inn, but now I see my fears were unwarranted, as you’ve welcomed me so graciously.”

I had to bite the inside of my cheek to keep from laughing. How cleverly he had forestalled my stepmother’s protests over his arrival! I couldn’t figure him out, for each moment seemed to draw forth a different part of his character, as though he were made of many shifting parts—like the interior of the newfangled clocks I’d seen once, orderly on the outside, a mass of whirring gears and pieces within.

“I’m afraid you’ll find your accommodations somewhat rough,” Betty said, “but you’re most welcome to them. Elizabeth, he’ll take your room and you may share with Anne. Get him settled.”

“I must bring him to Father first.” And clear up this matter before it went much further. I jerked my head at Viviani, signaling for him to follow me. With each step I took, I felt his eyes boring into the space between my shoulder blades. Could he tell how unaccustomed my family was to visitors? How unsophisticated we were? And why did I care what he thought anyway?

In the sitting room, my father was perched in his usual chair, a brazier of burning coals at his feet to warm his aching joints. Behind him stood his most prized possession—a glass-fronted bookcase, its shelves crammed with leather-bound volumes. The books were a terrible extravagance, but one both Father and I had thought was necessary. They were like air to us.

“Elizabeth?” Father’s head turned in my direction. “Who’s with you? Those aren’t footsteps I know.” His voice held a note of fear, and I hastened to his chair, taking his cold hands in mine.

“A young man called Antonio Viviani is here,” I whispered. “He says you summoned him to England.”

Father’s weathered face split into a smile. “Viviani,” he said under his breath. “Thanks be to God.”

My mind whirled. “But . . . you always warned me not to enter into dealings with Catholics! Don’t you remember? You said their nations have grown too powerful and pose a terrible danger to England’s security. You told me their faith is the only one we mustn’t tolerate.”

“Don’t question me, daughter.” A dull red crept up Father’s neck. “This young man’s master and I have never met, but our task has tied us together for nearly thirty years.”

“But, Father—”

“You’re my child.” He gritted the words out, as though they were bits of gravel trapped in his mouth. He leaned forward, a signal that I was supposed to come closer. I brought my face so near to his I could see the tiny lines radiating from the corners of his eyes. “It’s your duty to obey me without dissent. To have you question me again in front of a stranger would grieve my heart.”

I reared back as though he had slapped my face. “Father, I beg your forgiveness,” I murmured.

He ignored me. “Sit down, Signor Viviani,” he said in Italian, “and tell me about your life in Florence. I’m most eager to learn about your experiments. Elizabeth,” he added, frowning, “surely your stepmother has need of your strong arms to stoke the kitchen fire.”

The dismissal was so clear I couldn’t pretend to mistake his meaning. Yet I remained kneeling at his feet and unable to move. This was horribly wrong. Not once had he shut me out. Until now. When he’d returned from prison, thin and exhausted, I’d sat with him in the evenings long after the supper dishes had been washed and while the candles burned low in their holders. I’d traced the shapes of the Hebrew letters his faltering fingers had written, and I’d parroted the Italian phrases he had taught me. I had been his special companion. No one else. And now he spoke to me as though I were no more than a serving girl.

Behind me, someone cleared his throat. From my crouched position, I whirled, nearly falling backward in my haste. Viviani stood by the window. There was something in his face I couldn’t make out; it might have been pity.

Shame burned my cheeks. “Very well, Father. I’ll leave you to your discussion.”

I rushed from the room, ignoring Viviani’s bow. Father’s voice floated through the open door after me.

“When I was a bachelor, I visited the Italian city-states myself,” he said in his impeccable Italian. He would share those stories with a stranger, when I ought to have been the one listening to his tales? “They are full of many wonders. Of all the cities I saw, I admired Florence the most for its elegance, not only the elegance of its language, but of its inhabitants’ wit.”

“It’s a most learned city,” Viviani agreed, but I barely heard him. A lever seemed to snap in my mind. Florence. Where this Antonio Viviani and his master resided and my father had stayed during the autumn of 1638—eight and twenty years ago. He’d said that a shared responsibility had bound him and Vincenzo Viviani for nearly thirty years. Did the origins of the supposed “portentous secret” date from this long-ago trip to Florence? And how, when my father seemed determined to keep his own counsel for now, could I convince him to tell me?





Four

AT THE END OF THE CORRIDOR, A LADDER stretched up to two loft bedchambers. Clutching Viviani’s bags, I climbed it one-handed. Well, there was one bright piece to the fact that my father and Viviani were closeted in his study, discussing whatever had been deemed too important for my ears: if Viviani had been following me, I would have given him quite an educational view up my skirts. Small favors, I supposed.

On the landing, both doors were closed. I slipped into my room, on the right. Even in the faded sunlight, it was obvious the room was a shabby box: the walls bare of decoration; the bed the old-fashioned sort with a wooden frame and a poor man’s mattress of straw, instead of wool or feathers.

I loved every inch of it.

This was the first place where I’d slept alone. Where I could fling open my shutters and stare at the stars pinning back the vast canopy of the heavens and wonder what secrets they concealed. Why did each constellation move around its center, but the stars within the grouping never rearranged themselves in a new order? And why couldn’t I see the golden chain from which our earthly home dangled, like a pendant on a necklace? The world was clothed in mysteries.

And I, as a mere girl, had no right to yearn to decipher them. Celestial matters belonged squarely in the realm delegated to men. Father had told me so, when I’d been a child and he’d regaled me with tales about his month in Florence and the time he’d met the infamous man called Galileo, who’d been under house arrest for thinking differently about the motions of the heavenly bodies than the Inquisitors in Rome permitted. If I’d been a boy, perhaps I could have become a natural philosopher, someone who studies the workings of the world and designs experiments. As things were, I had to content myself with gazing at the stars.

But I knew, deep down, it would never be enough.

“Enough of this maudlin thinking,” I muttered. I grabbed my spare shift, gown, and nightdress from the clothespress, then hesitated over the stack of pages I’d hidden beneath them. The pages were covered with my drawings of the constellations. I couldn’t take the chance that Viviani would go through my things. Holding the stack of papers to my chest, I went to my sister’s room next door and knocked.

Anne’s dragging footsteps sounded from within her chamber. She opened the door, peering at me. “Wh-what—you—doing?” she asked, nodding at the clothing and papers cradled in my arms.

“Staying with you, but only temporarily,” I said. “May I come in?”

“Y-yes. B-b-b . . .” Her voice faded, the muscles in her throat working as she struggled to push the words out. They wouldn’t emerge, we knew, or if they did, they’d stream forth in an unintelligible garble. Frustration flickered across her face. She smacked the side of her head, and I caught her hand, my garments and pages falling to the floor.

“Don’t!” I said in a fierce whisper. “Don’t you dare hurt yourself! It’s all right,” I added as she started to cry. I grabbed her in a tight embrace, pressing our faces so close together I could feel the wetness of her tears on my cheek. “I understand you, Anne,” I managed to say despite the lump in my throat. “Please don’t be upset. I can understand what you’re saying, I promise.”

She made a low, distressed sound. As always, I wondered if her life would have been different if our mother hadn’t died after Deborah’s birth. Maybe our mother would have known how to help Anne learn to talk clearly or to read—at the least, she probably would have known how to comfort her. Our father didn’t seem to, but then again, we’d suffered so many losses after Mother’s death that he must have been overwhelmed. Six weeks after Mother died, our toddler brother, John, passed away from a fever, and only a few years later our father’s second wife and their baby daughter died, too. 

I pulled back in Anne’s arms, forcing a smile. “I’m sorry to trespass on your privacy, but I could hardly stay in my bed when there’s a man in it, could I?”

She gaped at me. “Ex-explain!”

“If you require explanation of why a man might be in a woman’s bed, then perhaps you should ask Betty for another lecture on how it is between a man and a woman.”

Anne looked horrified. Laughing, I wrapped my arm around her shoulders and helped her hobble to the bed. She started laughing, too. After I’d guided her onto the edge of the mattress, I picked up my clothes and papers.

“We have a houseguest,” I told her. “He’s come from Florence at Father’s invitation. And yes, he’s handsome,” I said quickly, knowing Anne would want to know. Her face brightened. “Probably, like most good-looking fellows, he knows it and is therefore insufferable.” I held up the stack of papers. “May I hide these in your clothespress?”

She nodded. “Y-y-you show.”

“You know I can’t show these to anyone but you. Everyone else would mock me.”

“We—we best.”

I kissed her cheek so she wouldn’t see the tears gathering in my eyes. “Yes, because we’re best friends. Forever, Anne.”

From the village the church tolled the hour, twelve slow notes that hovered in the air, each trembling before being swallowed by the next. It was time to fix the midday meal. I groaned, realizing I’d forgotten to buy bread from the baker. Betty would box my ears, no doubt.

“We’d better get to the kitchen,” I said.

As always, when Anne clambered down the ladder after me her uneven legs buckled. From a few rungs below, I kept a steadying hand on her backside.

In the kitchen, Luce stood at the table, slicing a loaf of bread—someone, probably Mary, had remembered to go to the bakery—and Deborah was arranging sliced beef and sweetmeats on platters. Mary was fussing with a bowl of salad greens. Betty was nowhere to be seen.

“There you are!” Mary exclaimed. “I was wild with worry when you went racing off. This foreigner doesn’t appear to be a bad sort, does he.” She tugged on my cap strings, which had come undone. “I went outside and peeked at him and Father through the window. He’s rather handsome.”

“I suppose,” I muttered. “Did you hear what he and Father were discussing—”

A sudden wild pummeling shook the back door in its frame. A man’s voice shouted, “By God’s grace, let me in!”

“Merciful heavens!” Mary flung the door open. Francis Sutton staggered into the kitchen. He wore no hat, and his blond hair streamed loose to his shoulders. Through the tangled strands, his face looked pale, his eyes frantic.

“You all must flee at once!” He whirled to Mary. “The king’s men were just at my home, asking for directions to your cottage. Whatever they want with your family, it has to be for a grave offense, for their party numbered at least a dozen, and they must have ridden all night to arrive here so early. I beg of you, begone from here before it’s too late.” 





Five

SHOCK BLEACHED THE INSIDE OF MY MIND BONE white. I stared at Francis, silently entreating him to repeat what he had said, as if hearing his announcement a second time would bring clarity.

The kitchen erupted in screams. Mary threw herself at Francis, shouting, “What’s happening? I don’t understand!” Deborah dropped the platter she’d been arranging. It shattered on the floor, flinging pottery shards and slices of beef everywhere. From her stool, Anne burst into tears. Luce stopped chopping vegetables, her knife raised in midstrike.

I stood stock-still. My thoughts were encased in ice, frozen on Francis’s earlier words. They didn’t make sense. The king’s men would hardly travel eight leagues from London merely to come to our cottage. Father no longer mattered to them; he was a grain of sand in a shoe, an irritant easily ignored. Unless the king had finally changed his mind—

Something seemed to burst within the left side of my rib cage, and I let out a choked gasp. It must have happened at last—what we had feared and half expected for years. The king had decided to execute Father for his revolutionary past. There could be no other reason for his men to travel such a distance.

I ran to the back door. Nothing but banks of pennyroyal and chamomile, shriveling in the heat, and Francis’s horse, gleaming with sweat and nosing at the grass. If the king’s men were coming from Francis’s
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