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Prologue


The Pastor adjusted his cassock. It was hot and itchy under the noonday sun. He knocked on the door again, harder this time. It was no surprise they hadn’t heard him, with all that was going on inside. He would wait before knocking once more.


His shaggie was tethered to a rail that ran the length of the house. There was a trough that the animal was drinking from. The sky was clear today, but Pine Ridge got more rain than Barkley. The house was on the outskirts of town. Half a mile or more between neighbours – a good, discreet distance. He pulled at his collar. He’d like to take it off but the Good Lord was watching. Always watching.


The Good Book felt heavy in the Pastor’s hand. He knocked again.


This time he heard movement from inside. Boards creaked and the door swung open. A large woman grimaced at him. She was sweating. Not just from her brow, but her arms were slick all the way from her rolled-up sleeves to her wrists. The sister.


‘You’ve got some nerve,’ she said.


‘I’m here to see Josie.’


‘I know why you’re here. Come to see if it’s got hooves?’


‘That’s—’


‘You’re not coming in. She doesn’t want you here.’


‘You can’t stop me,’ he said.


‘Oh yes I can.’ She planted a meaty fist on the doorframe. Her fingers were stained with blood.


‘If you insist on being unreasonable.’ He drew out a little pistol from his pocket.


She looked from the gun to his face. She went to shut the door, but he wedged his foot in the gap.


‘Go away!’ she bawled.


He pressed the pistol into her gut. Her eyes were as big as hay bales. If he fired, would she even feel it? He should have brought a shotgun.


She stepped back and let him in.


‘Carry both on you, do you?’ she said, nodding to the Good Book.


‘When necessary. Where is she?’


‘Upstairs.’


He got a foot on the first step before she pushed him out of the way. He followed her immense backside. A low moaning drifted down the stairs. The banister was broken. The wood had snapped there, and it bulged outwards in places. One of the uprights had broken off too. Looking at Josie’s sister ahead of him, it wasn’t difficult to imagine what had happened.


At the bedroom door she stopped. She opened her mouth. He still had the pistol and the Good Book in his hands. One or perhaps both made her keep her silence. She led him into the room.


‘Josie, girl, he’s here,’ she said.


Josie was lying in bed, the sheets pulled down below her knees. Her thin nightdress was coloured grey with sweat. It was damp against her; she was a slight girl. She looked up. Her cheeks puffed out and she growled at him.


He put the pistol in his pocket and went to her. He held out a hand, but she slapped it away.


‘You shouldn’t be here,’ Josie said. She panted between each word, dealing with the heat like a wool-wrangler.


‘I had to come.’


She stopped focusing on him. Her eyes glazed over and she cried out.


The sister huffed and puffed. She put a large pan of water on the bed. ‘If you got to be here, stay out the way,’ she said. She shooed him into a chair in the corner. It had one leg shorter than the rest, which caught him unawares every few minutes. He opened the Good Book. It was difficult to see the words in the gloom. The curtains were drawn, bathing the room in dull red light.


‘“Shall I bring to the birth, and not cause to—”’


‘You can stop that right now!’ the sister said. ‘Last thing this room needs is more hot air.’


He forgave her her blasphemous words. There was no helping a soul such as hers. Josie had liked it when he read. She would close her eyes with her head resting on the pillow. He could tell from her breathing that she wasn’t asleep. But Josie didn’t seem to be hearing him right now.


He skipped back a verse. It took all his concentration to focus on the words and not the noises around him. Who hath heard such a thing? Who hath seen such things? A high-pitched scream made him look. Josie’s knees were hitched up. Her sister was attending, making soft sounds that weren’t words at all. Josie wailed again and he went back to the Good Book. Shall the earth be made to bring forth in one day? or shall a nation be born at once? for as soon as Zion travailed, she brought forth her children. Children. He hadn’t thought on twins. Josie was too small for that, surely? The Good Lord had blessed him in so many other ways it wasn’t inconceivable. Shall I bring to the birth, and not cause to bring forth? saith the Lord: shall I cause to bring forth, and shut the womb? saith thy God.


He closed the Good Book, his thumb marking his place. Perhaps he’d chosen the wrong chapter? Talk of shutting the womb was not appropriate. He took his thumb out of the book. He mopped his brow with the cuff of his cassock.


The heat was unworldly. With the light and the animal-grunting the room seemed to spin. He held his head in his hands, but it didn’t stop. The noises became worse: guttural curses, heavy moans. The Pastor tried to block them out. He curled in on himself, the Good Book wedged hard against his chest. This was a vision of his judgement. He should have known there would be no forgiveness for what he’d done. Condemned for a fiery eternity. Words he’d spoken so often in church were now his own fate. He begged for the Good Lord’s mercy. He was met with screams.


Piercing, hungry screams. He risked a glance. The sister was holding the child, smeared in blood, its little legs and arms flailing. She wrapped it in cloth and passed it to Josie, who smiled weakly down at her baby. He fell off the chair onto his knees. He clutched the Good Book between his hands and shuffled to the bedside.


‘I knew it would be a boy,’ Josie said. She ran a finger gently across his forehead and down his nose.


‘A boy,’ he said.


Her hair was flattened by sweat, the normal bounce of her dark waves gone. She looked beyond him. Her smile was not for him, or anyone.


The sister opened the curtains. Bright sunlight blinded him. Tears came but he didn’t weep as the Good Lord washed hotly over him. He’d been saved by his son.


‘He shall be called Obadiah,’ he said.


The sister snorted. ‘He’ll be called no such thing.’


‘Call him what you will, wench. Before the Good Lord, his name will be Obadiah. His servant.’
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Bryn watched the other wagon crawl along the track. He was squinting, but he couldn’t see the driver, not properly. It didn’t get closer and it didn’t get further away. It stayed the same size. The roof canvas blurred into the ground as the yellow earth rose to the horizon. Bryn licked his lips and tasted salt. A speck settled on his hand, then circled, like it was searching for a good spot to sit. Won’t find one out here. Not here. Not in this wagon. That one over there, maybe.


He didn’t swat at the speck. He only had to wait, and not long. The wheel he was sitting over hit a rock and everything bounced. The speck flew out beyond the canvas curtain. Bryn went back to watching the other wagon.


‘There’s women,’ John said. ‘Two of them. Isn’t that something?’


It was, but it didn’t need saying. Saying it made it somehow less true. But John was staring at him. ‘Two of them?’ Bryn said.


‘Two.’


There were four of them sitting on crates in his wagon: Bryn, John, Silas and George. Four men, and two women in the other wagon. Bryn took a slug from his water-skin. The feel of it in his mouth quickly became a memory. He plugged the top, pushing until his fingertips turned white. John was still staring.


‘You’re married?’ Bryn said.


John’s face screwed up all sour. ‘Why’d you have to say a thing like that?’ He sat back, resting his head against the canvas. It stretched behind him, changing colour, making a dark halo. Saint John. He belched under his breath and loosened one of the buttons around his gut.


The other wagon disappeared as they went around a bluff. Bryn counted the seconds. At seventeen he could see their animal and at nineteen he saw the full wagon. The sun was sharp and his eyes started to water. The spring air was so thin the light cut right through, but he still looked out. He was bored of John’s face and his large gut, bored of the profiles of Silas and George, the patchy royal blue of their jackets, the tapping of their boots on the wooden boards.


For something else to count he marked the bushes they passed. Short and full of thorns, they seemed angry at being alive. They covered the ground in muted explosions, not the full covering of grass in a field. Bryn struggled to picture grass or ground that was anything other than yellowed and cracked; it stretched out for miles. The bushes were everywhere. When the land fell away from the track, so did the bushes. They clung to the bluffs, so high it hurt Bryn’s neck to count them, but he did. He was peering up, the count at ninety-two, when the Lieutenant pulled up behind the wagon on his courser, his pistol drawn.


‘Gentlemen, you are all dead,’ he said.


Bryn blinked. John didn’t move.


‘About time,’ Silas said.


‘If even a speck farts his way across this verandah of yours, I expect four trained muzzles on it. Clear?’


‘Yes, Lieutenant,’ they said.


‘Bryn, give me your water-skin.’


‘Lieutenant?’


‘Your water-skin, boy. Think of this as a hold-up.’ The Lieutenant grinned at his own joke. He tipped his hat up with his pistol, in the style of a bandit. Bryn didn’t grin. He handed over his water, suddenly thirsty. The Lieutenant turned his courser and headed down the track towards the other wagon. The courser’s shiny, taut rump became smaller and smaller.


Bryn picked up his rifle. The others didn’t. That was fine by him. If a muzzle did go poking out of the wagon it would be his and he wouldn’t be rubbing down the Lieutenant’s courser that night or any other for a while. That animal was a biter.


He had to roll up his sleeves – his uniform was too big. His cuffs had to be folded over three times before he could see his wrists. The jacket bulged down his body but not in the way John’s did. It was heavy, but Bryn didn’t get so hot. George had stitched up the hem on Bryn’s trousers for him. He had tripped in front of the Lieutenant when they were loading the wagon. The others didn’t laugh. They didn’t help him up either. The Lieutenant gave the order in between questioning the space left in the wagon and chivvying John to haul quicker: ‘Stitch those hems, George.’ Bryn couldn’t meet George’s eye when he handed the trousers over. Not trusted to stitch his own hems. Bryn returned to his bush-counting, this time ready for any ambush.


*


‘You know the best part about this posting?’ Silas said. He crouched between Bryn and John and draped his arms out the back of the wagon. ‘We won’t see another gun-toting prick the whole eight months.’


‘Just you pricks,’ John said.


‘Just you pricks,’ Silas said. ‘And it’s no great surprise. Who, being in charge of his faculties, would want to come out here?’


‘Someone must do, otherwise there wouldn’t be a garrison,’ Bryn said.


Silas scratched at his stubble. Everyone else had stubble and everyone else scratched their faces a lot. ‘Not true. Fort Wilson, if I can call it by its proper title, is pre–emp–tor–ary.’


‘Where’d you overhear that?’ John said.


Silas spat out the back. ‘When we was loading. We’re there in case something worth being there for turns up.’ Silas spat again. How did he have that much spare? ‘Which suits me. I’ve been doing just that my whole life.’


Bryn didn’t understand, but the wagon went quiet after that so it must have meant something. Three of them stared out the back as the sun went down. The land turned pale, almost white, and the stars came out. The Lieutenant appeared in the dusk a few hundred yards away. He took his time coming up to the wagon. Bryn let him get to within ten feet before thrusting his rifle forward. The Lieutenant came closer. Shaking his head, he tossed Bryn’s water-skin in the back and then rode ahead.


*


Their wagon stopped. Bryn rubbed his numb backside. Another day on the crate and there would be nothing but bone.


John woke up and stretched. ‘Think there’ll be a bar this stop?’ he said.


Silas whistled. ‘This ain’t no one-bar town. You got your pick. How do you like them, Bryn? Buxom? Blonde? Or like I do – cheap?’


John put his hand daintily over his heart. ‘Bryn Marvington is not the kind of fellow to frequent a bawdy tavern. He has a preference for farming stock. Isn’t that right, Marvington?’


The others laughed. Bryn was ready to punch John’s wobbling face, but instead he just said, ‘That’s right.’


It was his fault for telling John about Gloria. He and Bryn had shared a tent during their last posting and one night John had wanted to talk. Normally he fell asleep with his boots still on, but he’d started sharing and didn’t want to stop. All kinds of things about his wife and the women he’d bought and the places he’d drunk and the men he’d killed. John only remembered two men – both because they had red hair. ‘Do you think that’s unlucky?’ he’d said. Bryn hadn’t known. He’d felt John squirming beside him. It seemed to matter a lot to the burly soldier. John had been in battles. Bryn hadn’t.


‘All out!’ the Lieutenant called. They all stepped down gingerly. Bryn’s legs were so stiff his knees felt locked straight. The wind pushed his baggy uniform tight against his shins and ribs. The air was fresh, like ice in his lungs after the fuzz of riding under canvas with three other men. He gulped at it until he felt cold from the inside out. They were high up on a bluff looking out over miles of pearly scrubland. The track they’d climbed wound gradually down and out of sight. Bryn couldn’t recall going up. His head felt heavy and his eyes were gritty. He had to turn away from the view. He wasn’t good with heights.


‘Tents up,’ the Lieutenant said. ‘Bryn, take Lester.’ He handed Bryn the courser’s reins.


‘But I—’


The Lieutenant was already walking away. Bryn yanked hard on the bridle, which Lester didn’t like. The courser stamped at the ground and flicked his head, wrenching Bryn’s arm. He almost lost his grip. He glared right into the beast’s big black eye. He led Lester away from the tents and dropped the reins. Someone had already unloaded the hobbling posts, so Bryn picked them up. Lester twitched with the urge to bolt. He was struggling against years of training; dropped reins meant a Lester-statue. No other option. Somewhere in that long head of his he knew he should be half a mile away.


‘Can’t do much about that, can we?’ Bryn said. Lester nipped at him, but it was half-hearted. If the courser had really wanted to, he could have taken a few fingers. Bryn dug two holes in the hard-packed dirt, drove in the hobbling posts, then looped Lester’s reins over. He went back to the wagon for the feed and the brush. The tents were up and a fire going. The breeze cooled the sweat on his forehead and he shivered. He busied himself brushing whilst Lester ate from the nosebag.


The man who drove the wagon, Travis, came over, leading their shaggie. He was shorter than Bryn but twice as broad. It was all muscle by the looks of it. Travis hobbled the shaggie and strapped on a nosebag.


Bryn was rubbing down Lester’s back legs when the courser decided to shit. The sound of it hitting the ground was like a series of quick slaps. He waited for Travis to make a joke, but the squat man just patted the shaggie and went over to the fire. Bryn finished up and followed him.


There was a pot over the fire with beans in it. Dried meat was passed around. Everyone except John and the Lieutenant were sitting as close as they could. It got cold out here, much colder than at home. Gloria would be at a hearth with her four brothers – her mother was bedridden. She would be warm. There’d be conversation and smiles and games. Bryn chewed his meat and took his bowl of beans without a word. George handed him an extra bowl and motioned to John. Another chore. Just because he was the youngest. Just because he didn’t sigh when he sat down or rub his back when he stood or complain about his knees. He took the bowl over, pretending that someone would do the same for him if he wanted to waste time staring at nothing. There was nothing to see but scrub and dirt and stars. And a camp.


Bryn passed John the food and stared down at the small orange light of the other wagon’s fire. His stomach suddenly dropped to somewhere around his ankles. He took a step back.


‘Long way down, isn’t it?’ John said. He hadn’t touched his beans.


‘Three paces and you’re gone.’


‘Easy as that.’


‘That’s what bothers me,’ Bryn said.


‘Still, two women.’


Bryn left him to whatever thoughts those women were conjuring. The others were rolling tobacco. Bryn didn’t smoke, but he joined them. He liked the smell.


‘Does this farm-girl have a name?’ George said.


‘She does.’


George laughed. Smoke came out of his nose.


‘Tell us about her,’ Travis said. Bryn looked at each of them, trying to find a smirk. But they were calm by the fire, loose faces and tired eyes. Even Silas was still. They just wanted a story. So Bryn told them about Gloria. Her brothers. Her sick mother. Her father, with his hands the size of spades and just as rough. Their farm.


‘What do they keep?’ Travis said.


‘Woollies mostly. And some neats for milk.’


Travis nodded.


Bryn explained what they grew. What was good and what was bad. How Gloria had a good eye for the weather. She was good with shaggies – they didn’t need a courser, though she’d always wanted to ride one. If he became an officer he would take a courser back and let her. No one laughed at the idea. They nodded as if that was a sensible thing to do. He described their house: big, with a lot of bedrooms. But it would never be his and Gloria’s – not whilst her brothers were still around. No, he wanted to build a house for them. And their children.


‘Where do they go, those dreams?’ Silas said.


The fire was going out, but only Bryn seemed to notice. He put on one of the logs from the pile, which scattered some of the embers. They watched it take, then blacken, then crumble. No one said a word the whole time. Bryn’s story was enough.


Bryn shared a tent with George and John. He slept in his uniform, pulling the thin sackcloth blanket high over his face. It smelled of damp cellar. The ground beneath him was cold and relentless. He tossed and turned, trying to get comfortable.


‘You get used to it,’ George said.


John was still outside, staring down the bluff.


‘I don’t want to.’


‘Better hope they have feather mattresses at Wilson then.’


‘I’ll build them if not.’


‘I’ll take a double,’ George said. He got ready to bed down. He was older, but it was difficult to say how much. His skin was dry from too much sun and there were lines near his eyes. His teeth were yellow but not rotting. He couldn’t be that old.


‘Do you have a wife?’


‘Never did own a woman. Didn’t want them owning me, either,’ George said.


‘John has a wife.’


‘Lucky John.’


‘I think so,’ Bryn said.
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They broke camp. Travis took his seat, the Lieutenant mounted on Lester and the rest of them climbed into the wagon. They were rolling down the track before the sun was fully up. Bryn rubbed his arms and legs, trying to get some warmth in them. This early he was glad of the closeness beneath the canvas. He’d be cursing it before midday.


They passed the other wagon. John leaned out the back, desperate to see the women. The others were curious too but all they saw was canvas and a free-grazing shaggie. John waited longer than the others; he was sitting on the edge of his crate. Bryn hadn’t heard him come into the tent the night before. He had black rings under his eyes.


‘Ladies do like their beauty sleep,’ John said.


Silas snickered. Then he started laughing, a braying noise that shook him, and he didn’t stop until he was almost crying. John watched the track. He was leaning on his rifle, his chin resting on his hand. He looked six years old.


It took most of the morning for the other wagon to catch up. John kept his vigil the whole time. Silas needled him in the ribs, but he didn’t respond and Silas grew bored. At midday they stopped and got out and without a word headed in different directions. Bryn put a large bush between him and the wagon. He unbuttoned. There was a hole in the ground a few feet ahead of him. He toyed with the idea of pissing in it. But it was likely a husht hole and he didn’t like the notion of angering a husht. That must be bad luck. Instead, he was careful to relieve himself a good distance from the hole. He had to stand with his feet wide apart because of his baggy trousers. The thick string he used as a belt was slipping. He grabbed at it, though his other hand was still on his prick. He shook, then managed to sort out the string before it came undone. He tried to ignore the two little blotches on his trousers. No one would notice, but he knew and that was worse.


On his way back to the wagon he stretched his legs. His buttocks were sore already. He hoped Fort Wilson was close. But it was supposed to be in the mountains and he couldn’t see mountains. The horizon was as flat as a tablecloth. His neck was starting to get hot. His skin burned quickly – though at home that was only in the summer. Here he would burn all year round. He stood in the thin shadow cast by the wagon. Travis was tending the shaggie. It needed a lot of water in this kind of heat and no wonder: shaggies were like coursers wrapped in winter blankets.


In the wagon they passed around dried meat. Bryn’s jaw ached after the first mouthful. It was like gnawing on a log and his teeth seemed to rattle in his gums. But his stomach welcomed it.


Silas pulled out his pack of cards. George groaned. ‘I’m not losing any more smoke,’ he said.


Bryn felt the wad of tobacco in his jacket pocket. He didn’t mind losing. Even though he didn’t smoke, the others had insisted he buy in with it. He liked cards. It passed the time better than counting scrub or staring at the other wagon. They all took it more seriously than he did. Bryn didn’t really understand the rules. Sometimes you picked up cards from the wagon bed, other times you put them down, but Bryn rarely knew the difference. Occasionally he won, though he didn’t understand how. Silas wasn’t happy when Bryn won.


Silas dealt out the cards. It was good to have numbers that went together. Bryn was glad the numbers didn’t go too high. His hand seemed fine. George was leaning back against the canvas, watching. Bryn showed him.


‘Hey! No helpin’,’ Silas said.


George just shrugged. Tobacco wads were placed in the middle. Bryn let the others go first – it helped him remember what to do. Silas put down a three and a four and a five, all different colours. So they were putting down. Bryn followed with an eight and a nine. They went round and more cards were added. The wagon lurched and some of the cards slipped. John looked at him. It was his job to set it all right. He leaned over and knocked the deck.


‘Damn it, boy, be careful!’ Silas said, cuffing him round the ear. It made a hollow sound, like a drum was hit very close to him. He righted the deck and straightened the other cards. John was staring intently at his hand. George had his eyes closed. It was Bryn’s turn. He put down a seven next to his eight.


‘Don’t do that,’ John said.


‘He already has.’ Silas leaned forward.


‘Pick it up, Bryn.’


‘Like hell! He’s already gone,’ Silas said.


Bryn looked from one to the other.


‘Pick it up.’


‘Don’t you touch that card.’


Bryn reached out. Silas took out his knife and slammed it into the seven. George was awake now. The knife handle quivered. No one said anything as Silas laid down his six, stealing everyone else’s runs. The knife stayed there the whole game.


*


Bryn woke. His mouth was dry. He’d dozed off with his head against the canvas. The sound of heavy hoofbeats had woken him. John and the others were looking forward, though they couldn’t see what was going on. But they could hear.


‘Off the track,’ the Lieutenant said.


‘Sir?’ Travis said.


‘Get off the track.’ There was a pause. ‘There, over that ridge. And quickly!’ The Lieutenant thundered past the wagon. ‘Red-coats,’ he called. Then he got smaller very fast. He was pushing Lester hard.


Everyone picked up their rifles. Bryn and John peered out the back, though that was no help. The wagon swung round and headed towards the ridge. Travis hurried the shaggie as best he could, but the going was rough. Bryn bounced on the crates, jolting his back.


‘Out,’ Travis yelled. They didn’t argue. They followed beside the wagon and pushed when it would help. Bryn couldn’t see anything ahead but the other wagon was getting closer. It left the track and angled towards the ridge. Bryn still couldn’t see the red-coats. The ground started to rise. The shaggie slowed; Travis flicked the reins. It wasn’t a mountain, but Bryn wasn’t hauling those crates. One of the wheels caught on a rock. John called them over.


‘Ready and . . . lift.’ The four of them managed an inch, which was enough.


Bryn had to move quickly to get out of the way. His trousers caught under his feet and he fell. George helped him up. Bryn could see brown smoke far ahead of them on the track, as if it was on fire. That’s what it looked like: smoke. But it wasn’t. It was dust. A lot of red-coats made that kind of dust.


He scrambled up the rise. ‘We have to go faster,’ he said.


‘There is no faster,’ Travis said, though he flicked the reins again.


The other wagon was starting on the rise. The Lieutenant was already at the top, his eyeglass trained on the cloud of red-coats. Bryn couldn’t make out individual riders yet. They still had some time. He ran towards the other wagon. He heard his name called, but no one followed him, not even John. He skidded down the scree, his arms flailing for balance. Thorny bushes snagged his trousers. He was breathing hard and his legs wobbled when he reached the wagon.


‘Faster,’ Bryn said between gulps of air. The driver turned to him. It was a woman.


‘You don’t say?’ she snapped. She was older – maybe the same age as his mother. Her hair was a mess, tumbling about her face. She spat and focused on the reins. Their shaggie was bigger, but that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. Its teeth were bared; its nostrils flared and then shrank and then flared again.


‘Where’s your rifle, soldier?’ the Lieutenant said. Bryn looked back at their wagon. ‘And what good are you without it?’


‘I came to help,’ he said.


‘Take this and count off the riders you see.’ The Lieutenant handed him the eyeglass.


Bryn ran up the ridge. John and the others were now at the top. He covered one eye. He hadn’t used an eyeglass before. His father had one, but it wasn’t for Bryn to play with. It wasn’t a toy. He moved it too quickly and the earth became a blur. His hand shook. The Lieutenant was doing his best to encourage the shaggie up the slope. The woman swore at him. Bryn blinked. His eye stung. He managed to find the track and steadying his hand, he lifted the glass until he saw the riders.


‘Five,’ he shouted.


‘First rank. Call when you see the second.’


Bryn focused on not moving his arm. He tensed every muscle. He wanted to see how the wagons were doing, both of them, but he waited. He wasn’t going to foul this up too. Forgetting his rifle – what kind of soldier did that?


‘Ten!’


He could make out faces now. Not clearly; they were pale drops on top of red coats. He didn’t want to see details. Beards. Different coloured eyes. Tired faces covered in dirt that branched in wrinkles. He’d rather close his eye than see that.


‘Fifteen.’


And there were more coming. A lot more. He kept his hand as still as he could and risked a glance at the Lieutenant who was pulling at the shaggie. They were almost at the top. Travis was easing their wagon down the other side. A little further and they would be hidden from the track.


‘Twenty-five!’


‘What happened to twenty?’ the Lieutenant said. Bryn handed back the eyeglass. ‘Guide this shaggie downhill.’


Bryn made a grab for the bit, but the shaggie was quicker. It nipped at his fingers and caught his pinkie. He cried out at the pain, balling his fist. He readied to hit the damn animal.


‘Don’t you dare!’ the woman said.


He pulled the shaggie towards where the bushes cleared. Behind him he could hear the gnashing of teeth – the animal had a taste for him.


‘Who would hit a poor defenceless animal like that?’


‘Defenceless?’ he said. He wrenched at the bit and the shaggie shook its head.


There was a loud crack, like gunfire. He looked up, thinking the red-coats had caught them. But it was the wagon: something had broken. It pitched at an angle and the woman screamed as she was thrown from the seat. He saw a flash of her white petticoats. The wagon lurched. It hung for a moment, then crashed down on its side. There were cries from beneath the canvas. The shaggie buckled.


Bryn heard two snaps, like twigs. The animal whinnied as it went down. Bryn stared at its watery eye. It thrashed its front legs and gave a low moaning sound. Bryn was vaguely aware of the Lieutenant rushing down the slope. At the edge of his vision he saw people climbing out of the wagon. He couldn’t look away from the animal. It was dying. Its long lashes blinked as it tried to focus. Bryn felt a hand on his shoulder. He looked up at the Lieutenant.


‘Step away now, Bryn.’


The shaggie moaned again, louder this time. As the Lieutenant pulled him away he saw the shaggie’s back legs. They were a mess of bone and blood and splintered wood.


‘You’ll need to do it quickly. They’ll hear,’ the Lieutenant said.


There were three people – a man and two women: the older woman who had sworn at the Lieutenant, and a younger one. She could have been Bryn’s age. She didn’t look at him or the shaggie but off towards the ridge. The shaggie’s noise didn’t seem to bother her. Bryn jumped every time it moaned. The man was very pale. His skin looked like paper and in places it was scarred and cracked. Half his face was missing.


Bryn tried to turn away, but the Lieutenant stopped him.


‘Just a Walkin’,’ the Lieutenant whispered.


Bryn looked up at the officer. His jaw was set, his eyes forward. He didn’t like it either, Bryn could tell: a Walkin’ alone with two women.


The Walkin’ stepped forward. ‘Shouldn’t be me. I just scare the animal.’ It had the voice of a man; maybe a little flat.


‘No time to argue it,’ the Lieutenant said. He handed the Walkin’ his knife. The older woman looked away, her hand to her mouth. She didn’t have to worry about the young girl, who didn’t even flinch when the shaggie moaned in pain. Bryn didn’t like the way she was staring at nothing in particular.


The Walkin’ edged towards the shaggie and the animal started to thrash, its head smacking against the ground. A wet sound. All the while its eye stared right at the Walkin’.


‘I’m sorry, Betsy,’ the Walkin’ said. He knelt beside the shaggie’s long neck. Its hooves flailed in the air and then it was still. Blood seeped past the Walkin’, slow as a lazy river.


‘Stay with them, Bryn.’ The Lieutenant picked his way back up the ridge. He hunkered down behind some bushes and then Bryn couldn’t see him. The girl stared at the dead shaggie. The toe of her shoe was just touching the blood. The Walkin’ and the older woman went to the back of the ruined wagon.


‘Wait,’ Bryn said. ‘Don’t do anything. They might hear.’


‘I’m Thomas. This is my wife, Sarah.’


Bryn looked from one to the other. ‘Wife’. The Walkin’ said ‘wife’. Bryn didn’t think that was allowed. And how would it work? Surely they didn’t . . . It wouldn’t . . . It would be disgusting.


‘Not many married Walkin’ where you’re from?’ Sarah said.


‘No.’


‘Us neither, but there it is. Better get used to it.’


‘And the girl?’ he said.


‘Our daughter, Mary.’


He stared at Thomas, wondering how it was possible. ‘There’s six of us,’ he blurted. ‘Travis, Silas, John, George, me, and the Lieutenant. Some are married.’


The woman dragged a crate from the wagon and sat on it. There were markings on the side, the same markings on the crates Bryn had been sitting on the last few days. He looked inside the canvas. It was much the same as the soldiers’ wagon: crates lining the floor, pots hanging at the far end, a hook in the top ring for a lamp – though no lamp hung there. But these three weren’t in the army. He’d expected to see pillows and blankets and candles and incense. That was how a woman was supposed to travel – if she travelled at all.


The Lieutenant had said to stay with them; that meant keeping his eye on all three. He wished he had his rifle. He checked back on the daughter, Mary. She hadn’t moved. He knew he should go over and talk to her. A dead shaggie was not right for a girl to see.


‘That’s not good,’ Thomas said.


‘What?’


‘Blightbirds.’


Bryn squinted; he had no talent for spotting birds. People would point and say ‘look’ and by the time Bryn was looking the birds were gone. But blightbirds were big and black and where there was one there was usually a dozen. He couldn’t count them this far off, but a dozen was a good guess.


‘Blightbirds are everywhere out here,’ Bryn said.


‘But when they’re curious, people get curious.’


The Lieutenant was still hidden on the ridge. The redcoats hadn’t passed, so maybe they would see the blightbirds, like the Walkin’ said.


‘Do you have a faith, Bryn?’ Sarah said.


He shook his head.


Thomas knelt down in front of her. They put their hands together and prayed. Sarah’s mouth moved, but Bryn couldn’t hear the words. Maybe they weren’t for his ears – the ears of a man without a faith. Secret words. Mary didn’t join them.


He looked over at the other wagon. The four soldiers stood in a line, rifles ready. Four against hundreds – they should be running. Leave the wagons, let the shaggies go and run as fast and as far as they could. But there was open scrubland all around – how far would they get, a mile? The coursers would catch them.


Bryn dropped to his knees. He put his hands together and he asked that the red-coats would keep riding. He didn’t know who he was asking – anyone that would hear him. He didn’t have any special words or secret ways of saying something.


‘Please, let them keep going. Let me and these people and John and the others live. Let me see Gloria again,’ he whispered. He said it over and over, the words changing sometimes but the message the same.


‘There’s no point,’ Mary said. He hadn’t heard her come close. When he looked up she didn’t meet his eye. She was staring at his chest. Right at his heart. He turned away, but she didn’t move.


‘Your parents are praying,’ he said.


‘He won’t hear you. Or them. He doesn’t listen.’


The girl walked past him, heading towards the ridge. She wasn’t even ducking or using the bushes or anything.
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