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If I should fall in far-off battle,


Cannons roar and rifles rattle,


Thoughts fly homeward – words unspoken,


Valiant hearts are oftimes broken,


Love farewell.


– Love Farewell, John Tams/traditional










1.




I killed my first man today . . .





The air was hot, muggy with moisture, filled with flies. Emily had not known hot before she came to these swamps. Hot had once been pleasant summer days with the corn ripening gold in the fields. Hot had been the good sun and the rich earth, and the labourers scaring crows or bringing a harvest in; a picnic on the Wolds, with a blue, blue sky cloudless above. Hot was a fierce fire burning in the study when the world outside was chill. There must be another word for this all-encompassing heat.


Slowly she advanced, foot over foot through ankle-deep water. There was no sky here; the warp-trunked trees that clawed their way out of the muck on their knotted roots were jealous of the air above. Their overreaching branches intertwined like misers’ fingers until the light battered its way down to her through green on green. She was in the belly of the forest and it was eating her piece by piece with the lancets of mosquitoes and the questing suckers of great black lampreys that squirmed about her boots.


It was a wet, unrelieving heat that plastered her with sweat and then left the sweat in place there, un-drying and unable to leach out into air that was already saturated. It plastered her blouse to her skin, griming its crisp regulation white into grey. It pooled in the armpits of her red jacket with the gold stripes around the cuffs. How proud she had been when she was first given the uniform! Now she wanted nothing more than to lose it. It stifled her. It restricted the movement of her arms. The breeches clung to her legs. Water squelched in her boots with an unholy mingling of the swamp and her own perspiration.


Her fringe, cut short by those butchers that posed as military barbers, clung damp across her forehead, and still managed to be long enough to get into her eyes. She stopped and brushed it aside while balancing her gun awkwardly in one hand.


Abruptly she could not hear the others. She looked around, wild-eyed. To be lost out here, in this hell . . . she would never find her way back alone. Where Mallen should have been, there was no one. The dense, cloudy air of the swamp had swallowed him up, thick enough to shroud the trees only a few yards away. Where Mallen had been was now only the low-buzzing blur of a dragonfly with wings three feet across. It sparkled briefly, some fugitive ray of sun fracturing on its jewelled carapace, then went darting off between the trees.


To the other side . . . she saw Elise there, and felt such a rush of relief that she wanted to cry. The younger woman was fiddling with the strap of her helmet, trying to get the thing to stop sliding down over her eyebrows. Her gun was clasped between her knees. Elise looked up with the same panic Emily had just felt, spotted her and relaxed. She grinned, her teeth startlingly white in the green air, and began to make her way over.


Emily watched, knowing that she should disapprove, because this wasn’t the way they were supposed to do things. In truth she couldn’t care; no amount of training and procedure could brief you for these terrible swamps. Especially not Emily Marshwic, gentlewoman, who had never done a day’s work in her life.


Until now. Now she was rather making up for that.


‘Missing your fancy house, Marshwic?’ Elise asked in a husky stage whisper.


‘That’s Ensign Marshwic to you, soldier.’ But she couldn’t stop herself from grinning back. Right now she needed a bit of camaraderie far more than any privilege of rank.


‘Well, aren’t we full of ourselves.’ Elise was most of the way over to her, wading through the oily water, when they heard Mallen’s whistle.


Contact with the enemy.


Emily felt her heart seize up. What now? She could distantly see the line move forward, beyond Elise, who was now desperately fiddling with her helmet strap again, the crested steel wobbling as she tugged at it. Emily gestured for her to Come on, and began wading forward to keep her place in the line. She heard Elise splashing along behind her.


The air was so thick that the very geometry of the swamps, the pools and twisted trees, the ridgeways of roots, the rotten stumps, all loomed at random from the gloom around her. Her footing was uncertain: things squirmed beneath her tread, or the ground slid aside and gave way. Her progress was a series of stumbles that must be announcing her presence to every Denlander in the swamps. Elise, behind her, was even louder.


Emily reached a wall of arching roots that rose almost to her waist and took her bearings. Some kind of amphibian, slick and black, slid its four-foot length away from her into the water, and was gone.


There was a shot.


Elise, behind her, stopped still at last. The muted echo of the report died into the dank air.


Mallen whistled again. Attack!


‘Attack? Attack what? Attack the water? Attack the flies?’ Elise demanded.


‘Just attack!’ Emily knew the drill, and she hauled herself one-handed over the roots and splashed forward, hoping that she was still going the right way, that she had not been somehow turned around.


Another shot rang out, closer, and then a third in return fire. Aside from Elise, gamely blundering on behind her, there were no human beings in sight. It was a war between ghosts, a war in the next room. She wanted to shout at those unseen combatants: Where the hell are you?


Another two reports came from within the mist. Somehow she picked up her pace, despite the water and the mud, despite the weight of gun and pack and helm. Suddenly she was desperate to see this fighting, desperate not to be the one left out. Her comrades were shooting and dying somewhere amid this murk, but somehow she had broken the line. Now she had a loaded gun and the fighting was somewhere else.


She lurched on, tripping and stumbling and slipping, wrestling with footing that was constantly trying to betray her. There was a silver flare within the mist: she heard, through the dense air, the shrill searing scream of one of the Warlocks attacking, the hissing explosion of water turned instantly to steam. That moment’s incinerating light served as her beacon, for the enemy had no wizards of their own. She pushed on, fell to one knee – holding her musket up to keep it dry, just as she had been taught – and forced herself back onto her feet through sheer willpower. Simply moving was becoming an intolerable burden to her, each breath of the muggy air harder to inhale, every motion sapping the strength from her limbs.


She finally burst out into a cleared space where the ground was baked hard, where the crooked trees had been seared black all around her, the convolutions of their trunks and branches turned into rigid death agonies. A Warlock had been here only moments before, unleashing his incendiary magic. The fog was just now oozing back in, the water welling up to reassert its dominion. She put a hand near the fire-split wood of the nearest tree, feeling the heat radiating from it like an oven’s open door.


At the edge of that fire-scorched clearing where one of the King’s wizards had stood, she saw a twisted shape. The mist had begun shrouding it already; it might have been a contorted human body or simply a fallen tree – either way it was half ash now.


There was another flash and report from deeper within the swamps, and she lurched on into the fog, desperate to regain her own people and not be abandoned in this green purgatory. The swamp closed about her like a bad dream, clogging her throat and squeezing her heart with its thick gluey air. Attack, the whistle had insisted, but she had been pressing forward and then forward again, and had seen no enemies other than those conjured by her own fears from the mist.


And then she stopped, because she had taken seven steps, now, since she had last heard a shot, and she had no idea where she was. The walls of the swamp rose up on all sides. She was utterly alone. Even Elise was gone, left behind somewhere in that impenetrable murk.


The world seemed to spin all around her and, whichever way it spun, it was the same: the darkened air, coloured by the leaves that the light forced its way through; the twisted agony of the trees; the hundred thousand insects with their whine and buzz.


She took one slow step forward, already knowing that it was pointless for, no matter what direction she moved in, she was still lost.


Then she saw him. Between two trees and beyond a stand of fern, no further away than ten yards: the Denlander. A small bareheaded man with a bowl-cut of dark hair, he was serious-faced, almost neatly turned out in his grey tunic and breeches. He had his gun to his shoulder, squinting into the gloom, sighting along it at something.


Sighting at one of her comrades. It had to be.


She raised her own musket and looked along the barrel, focusing in and in on her target until it almost seemed she could poke him in the eye with it. She took another step, settling into a bent-kneed crouch for stability.


He registered her.


Just out of the corner of his eye first, and then he was looking straight at her, as she stood there with her gun pointing at his head, and he knew that he had been outmanoeuvred.


The swamp held its breath. She could hear nothing, not the flies, nor the sound of firing. The world had gone silent for her in that one moment.


Onto his face there came a lost expression, one of terrible peace and acceptance, and he looked her in the eye and she knew she could not do it.


She had never killed before. She knew it was not in her nature.


But her finger had been trained to pull a trigger, and it did so, independent of doubt or questions.


There was that dreadful heartbeat as the arc-lock spun and sparked and fire met the powder inside the chamber.


In the silence inside her head, the gun was louder than it should possibly be. The stock bucked hard against her shoulder. Smoke belched from the muzzle and chamber to mingle with the filthy air.


And he was gone.


In the blindness of the moment, she did not see his body pitch back into the water, the gun falling from his hands. Compared to the roar of her arc-lock musket, his death was a study in silence.


The gun, smoking hot, was so loose in her hands it was nearly lost in the water. She took a tentative step forward, and then another, her world narrowing, and narrowing further, until there were no overarching branches, no warped tree trunks, nothing but grey cloth stained with a darkness that could have been mud or blood, or anything really. He was there, half submerged, arms flung wide as though seeking some final balance. He had fallen into the dark, though. He was dead.


There came half a dozen shots, hard on each other’s heels, but she did not look away or reload her gun or check for the enemy – all the things they had taught her to do. Her eyes were hooked by the body of the Denlander. Head thrown back into the water, it was impossible to tell anything about him. Had he been old? Young? Handsome? Ugly? The roar and the smoke had erased his face from her memory, and now there was just this thing: this meat.


She dragged her eyes away from him by main force but there was only the clogged, claustrophobic vista of the swamp to take them to. The brooding trees had seen death a hundred times before, and the lapping water was greedy to receive the dead man’s blood. More shots, muffled, in the distance. A battle of the invisible; a war in the next room.


She bent over, reaching out to him as though he could be saved.


The whistle sounded again, Mallen’s whistle.


Retreat.


Emily straightened up instantly, but she thought she had misheard. Retreat? Surely not. We’re winning, aren’t we? Here, in this blighted square yard of the swamp, they were winning. She was alive and the Denlander was dead. How could it be time to retreat?


‘Emily! Marshwic!’


She turned to see Elise ten yards away and closing. 


‘Come on, we’re retreating. They’ve made a counterattack!’ the other woman shouted at her as she waded closer.


How do you know? Emily pushed the thought aside and turned towards Elise, forcing her boots through water that seemed thicker than ever. Behind her, no doubt, the carrion eaters of the swamp were already gathering.


‘We have to go!’ Elise insisted, gesturing frantically and nearly fumbling her gun.


‘I’m coming, I’m coming.’ Emily was out of breath, or breathing badly. A horror was now clutching at her, though she had not felt it arrive. There was a dead man on her conscience, which had once been so clear.


However has it come to this?


‘I swear—’ Elise began, then something red flowered on her pale shirt, stopping her in her tracks. The sound of the shot was an afterthought, a nothing. Elise stared at Emily with open mouth.


‘Oh . . .’


‘Elise!’


‘Oh, God, I . . .’ Her face white now, her blouse red, Elise was abruptly falling away. Emily ran to catch her, clutching for the woman’s hand. There was a dead weight on the end of it and the dead weight was Elise.


‘Come on!’ she shouted at the stricken woman. ‘Come on!’ Their roles cruelly reversed.


The whistle to retreat sounded again, now closer and more urgent.


‘Elise, come on!’


The Denlander sniper must be reloading, in the quiet moments between reports.


The lifeless hand slipped from her fingers. Emily looked about herself, desperately seeking the enemy, but there was no one, nothing but the swamp.


‘Marshwic! Move your arse!’ Mallen bounded past, bent almost double, his tied-back hair streaming.


‘But Elise . . .’


He paused for a brief instant, but Master Sergeant Mallen had seen death before. ‘Just come on!’ He was gone then, but he had left her some of his energy, his speed. Her skin crawled, and she went floundering after him, to get away from the two dead things in the swamp.


For some time later, Emily could set down nothing in her letter but I killed my first man today. Not because nothing else had registered, but because whenever she remembered holding that hand in hers, or the astonished expression on Elise’s face as the woman’s words were murdered in her mouth, her fingers began shaking, and she could not hold the pen.










2.




And when I returned to camp, I was, for a moment, so grateful that I would have given away everything I had, if I could but find who had rescued me from that dreadful place. I was so very grateful that the ordeal was over and that I had been spared.


Then the understanding came to me that, of course, it was not over: tomorrow or the next day they would desire of me to go and fight once more. I would be required to hunt the enemy amongst those terrible trees. When this realization came to me, I fear I began to cry, and could not stop.





The world had gone mad three years before, when revolution came to Denland. Casting off their loyalties, heedless of man’s law or God’s, a band of greedy, power-hungry men had risen up against poor half-witted King Dietricht. The streets of the capital were soon thronged with agitators, criminals and looters. Half the city had burned, and what had risen from the ashes called itself a parliament that needed no kings.


Denland had always played host to those philosophers, atheists and political dissidents who maintained that all men were fit to rule; and that, while the magic of the blood royal was undeniable, still a king’s head held no greater privilege of leadership than that of any other. The Denlander crown had ever been tolerant of such rantings and pamphletings. Let them talk, had been the policy. Talk does no harm.


But in just one night, that talk had honed itself to a headsman’s edge. In one night, the howling pack of malcontents and anarchists had stormed the palace, let in by traitors from the King’s own guard. Simple-minded Dietricht was shot down, his queen thrown from the highest window of the palace, his newborn son murdered in his cradle.


For the people of Lascanne, Denland’s southern neighbour, that bloody morning was like waking into a nightmare. For centuries the two nations had been siblings – sometimes rivals but always allies against the world. Now Denland, formerly so solid and reliable and plodding, had become a rabid dog.


Emily remembered reading it all in the newspapers. There had been a cartoon depicting the Denlander Parliament as a convocation of ravening beasts squatting amidst ruined walls. She remembered walking in Chalcaster, with everyone asking everyone else what would happen next. There had been no great patriotic bombast at the start. Nobody had quite believed it, as though an entire newspaper full of regicide and revolution could be laid at the door of a typesetting error or a printer’s poor sense of humour. But eventually the murmur had coalesced into two questions.


What are we going to do?


What are they going to do?


Because word had come creeping in. It was never quite something directly written in the papers, never something tacked up in the market square or announced by the Mayor-Governor, yet everyone became aware of it. Travellers muttered it on their way through town. Royal messengers let it slip as they paid for their inn rooms. Drinkers repeated it to each other over mugs of small beer.


The Denlanders were not content with remaking their own nation. The Denlanders would not stop until they had reworked the entire world in their own republican image.


There was a constant flow of news from across the border. Noble families were being disenfranchised or forced to swear allegiance to that hellish parliament of murderers. Every common man of Denland considered himself a king now. They had abandoned all their trades and labour, and were clamouring for more blood and more rebellion. They were joining the army, or else being drafted. Reports were contradictory, frightening, impossible, save that it was all happening just over the border.


And then everyone knew, almost on the same day, that the Denlanders were coming. Their Parliament, having cast off the God-given guidance of kings, knew that its artificial and tenuous rule could not last so long as Lascanne continued to hold out the example of a benevolent monarchy. For this new, cruel Denland to survive, they must shutter the lanterns of monarchy among their neighbours, lest that light show them the blood on their own hands. So said the papers.


Lascanne’s only possible response was to meet them at the broken ground of the border, and throw them back.


And then there had been the day when the army marched through. Emily remembered it well: all those gallant men in their red coats heading north for the border, to meet the rabble of the Denlanders. Who could not have believed that a few clashes would have finished it? Lascanne’s army had never been large, but they were brave, and they had right on their side. Emily could see even now the gleaming helms, the long column of cavalry, horses as proud as the men themselves. She could see the great dark lengths of the cannon, the marching pride of Lascanne’s infantry. Some had been local men, whose families had cheered and waved. Others had simply been youthful and courageous and smiling, and young girls had put garlands around them and embraced them. Alice – Emily’s younger sister and a constant trial to propriety – had even kissed one.


Emily had remonstrated with her, but not too hard. It was all patriotism, after all. So she had watched, along with her sisters Alice and Mary – and Mary already growing large with child then. She had watched with Mary’s husband Tubal, and with young Rodric who had talked so excitedly about one day himself taking the Gold and the Red: the King’s coin and the King’s uniform.


And that gallant host had marched away and gone north to win the war. And the papers had reported their brave deeds, the battles and the heroics. They had carried the war deep into Denland, during those early months, and everyone had assumed that would be it. When the wounded came home – when the increasing numbers of wounded came home – they were still predicting it would be over by the end of the year.


And the year came and went, and the papers grew less specific regarding precisely where the fight had been taken to, and the wounded grew more numerous, until there were new hospitals being built to take them – in isolated places where people wouldn’t have to see. And the following spring the recruiting sergeants were passing from town to town, talking of the joys of a life in the army, and how the war was almost won anyway. They had gone amongst the men of Chalcaster and everywhere else. They had commissions to sell for those with money, and honest soldiers’ uniforms for those without. They were not short of volunteers in those early days, and again the family had turned out to cheer, waving a flag or two for the lads who were bold enough to carry a gun in service of the King.


Mary had borne her child by then, and she had held little Francis to her breast as they cheered heartily away, secure in the knowledge that none of their family was going.


But soon enough after that had come a proclamation. It seemed that the patriotic goodwill evidenced in Chalcaster could not have been shared across the nation because, despite the best efforts of the recruiting sergeants, the tally had come up short. The King was deeply sorry to ask more from his beleaguered people, but the war had reached a critical stage. They could not give the world over to the murderers of Denland simply for want of a few more muskets. Regretfully, the King’s writ therefore demanded each household give up one of its menfolk to swell the ranks of the Red.


That was when the arguments started between Mary and Tubal.


Emily could barely remember the details now of what had been said. Looking back, all those words seemed just to have been grease on the wheels that had taken Tubal away from them. She had never thought of him as a grand patriot: a religious man, yes, and an industrious worker at his printer’s business in town. A soldier, though? Dark, wry Tubal Salander? Surely some mistake. And indeed, he had not seemed possessed of that fire to sign up that young Rodric had shown, who had tried twice to take the King’s coin despite being a year too young.


There had been something else eating Tubal right then. He had always been the man who seemed to know what was coming: when the weather would change, when prices would rise and fall. He heard things; he spoke to travellers and had odd sources of information.


And so Tubal took much of the money he had so diligently saved, and he sank it into a lieutenant’s badge. And he wept when the time came to leave his wife and son, but he marched off anyway. And everyone cheered as the new recruits and their bought-and-sold officers marched away to the training camps. Alice cheered, and Rodric cheered, though he complained bitterly that the war would be over before he was old enough to join up. But Emily and Mary did not cheer, and little Francis cried in Mary’s arms, a thin, high wail that cut across all the jubilation and enthusiasm of the rest.


Never mind, people had said to the hollow-eyed Mary. The war will be done soon. For all the rumour that the Lascanne army had been pushed back to near the border, these new recruits would tip the balance. How could those opportunistic brigands of Denland stand against the true men of Lascanne?


In the year after that there was a host of men’s jobs and tasks which went undone unless the women and the boys set to them. There were shortages, because the sea had become a hunting ground of warships, and the merchantmen could not get through. There were panics about spies and revolutionaries. In the capital, men were executed for plotting against the King. At the border itself, the war dug in, with neither side able to break the other’s lines, but both constantly trying.


And towards the end of summer the notices had gone up in Chalcaster market square, and all across the land. They were couched in many comforting words: yes, the war was being won; yes, victory was on the very horizon, only just out of reach. And, because of that, the King needed more from his loyal subjects. The King reluctantly, and because the Denlanders must be defeated if anyone was to sleep safely, required all men to give themselves into his service. Boys from the age of fifteen, men to the age of fifty, they were all required to present themselves to do the King’s will. Those with valuable skills would work and craft, forge and fit, to furnish materiel for the war. But most would simply march, because the Denlanders fought with the desperation of cornered animals and the weeds of their revolution must be uprooted entirely, lest they sprout anew.


Rodric had not been fifteen, not then, although men from amongst Emily’s servants had been taken. Rodric had fretted and kicked his heels and daydreamed of muskets and uniforms for the scant last months of his fourteenth year, while Emily had prayed for the end of the war.


And then Rodric had turned fifteen, and the sergeants had come again to find those boys whom time had delivered into their hands. And Emily had done all she could to prevent it, but she was just one woman, and the war was vast and fierce and it would not stop for her.


*


She was very young in her dream: barely more than a child. It was a false-waking dream, as it always was. She had started from sleep and looked around the bedroom she had shared with Alice back then. A noise had woken her, but only her.


Memories banished from everyday life were keen and clear in this dream. She remembered the hard, bitter feel around the house that centred on their father. He had spent a long time struggling with the world – born a gentleman with a grand old family name to support, and eaten away at by a succession of gnawing failures. Lost opportunities, lost respect, lost reputation, and the family money dwindling, each doomed venture swallowing it like the sea, and giving nothing in return. He had gone from a kind and loving man to a source only of harsh words and silences. He was desperate. Even so young, Emily had known that. She had understood that her father’s rivalry with just one man had brought him to a pass where he became almost a stranger to his own family.


And now she crept from her bed, because there had been a noise, a strange noise, like a knock at the door at an hour too late for visitors. And she stole downstairs, bare feet on the chill steps, listening for a repetition of the sound she had only heard as it startled her out of sleep. In all the house she was the only soul awake.


And there was a strange new smell, as she reached the foot of the stairs. It had been faint there, but her nose wrinkled at it. She followed it through the silent, cavernous rooms of the house – so much grander in dreams than in reality – until she encountered the closed door of her father’s study.


And by then, her adult mind had caught up with where this dream was taking her, and some part of her was trying to hold her back. Once was enough, but the child in the dream did not know what was about to come. Even though the weight of horror attached to that door was palpable, still her hand reached for the handle.


‘Father?’ she heard her own voice, and when the door swung open, that scent flooded her nostrils. It was a harsh, almost sweet smell, a burning smell, but nothing akin to woodsmoke or tobacco. It branded itself in her mind even as it drifted in grey curls from the muzzle of the pistol still clutched in her father’s hand.


Seeing his face, she woke, and it was not the hole in his temple that jackknifed her up, sweating and shivering, but the final expression he had turned towards her and all the world. Fixed on his face was an unutterable look of betrayal that he was at last brought to bay like this.


The dream had come upon her as the capstone to a confused turmoil of a night full of wild imaginings. She had been lying awake since long before Poldry ever knocked at the door of her chamber, which came two hours before dawn.


‘Ma’am,’ he murmured. ‘It’s time, ma’am.’


‘I know.’ Her voice came out just as a croak, and she forced the words out louder before the old man had to repeat himself.


‘Shall I send Jenna in to dress you, ma’am?’ came the respectful voice from the other side of the door.


‘I’m sure she’ll be busy with Alice. I’ll manage, Poldry.’


As she heard him retreat down the corridor, she forced herself muscle by muscle to get out of bed. A year ago she would have had a girl dress her as a matter of course, but the war had no patience with such excess. Most of the maidservants were working in the factories or the fields now, keeping warm the places of those absent men until they could come back. It was no great hardship that Emily must dress herself.


She chose a sombre, plain outfit that seemed to suit the occasion, and contorted herself like a fairground acrobat to do up at least some of the hooks at the back. Sloppy, perhaps, but she would have her cloak to wear against the pre-dawn chill, and it hid a multitude of sins.


Around and below her, Grammaine was coming alive. The old house – the Marshwic house for five generations – creaked as the fires began to warm it. She heard the feet of servants, the clatter of the kitchen. It all seemed so normal.


She went to her window and stared at the shutters a long time before she threw them back. That cured her of any idea of normality. The moon was down by now but the sun had not even begun to touch on the east, and the world outside her window was as dark as she had ever seen it. Across hills invisible in the blackness, she saw the sparkle of Chalcaster – the lamps and torches of a scatter of early risers and late-nighters, nightwatchmen and thieves. In the unrelieved dark that surrounded it, she could have plucked it from its setting and worn it as a tiara.


Distantly, echoing from hill to hill, she heard the sound of the locomotive as it pulled away from the Chalcaster platform and began its long progress to Allsmere, thirty miles away. An owl took up the call and carried it on soundless wings over the house.


There were lamps being lit in the rooms below now, and shutters being thrown back. The fire’s heat spilled out into a leaching fog that stole its warmth and light away at once. Emily was abruptly aware of the chill seeping into her room, touching her skin through the dress.


I am not ready for this. She did not want to go down and face what must happen but, if not her, then why would anyone else? She was about to turn away from the window when she saw, deep in the night fog’s haze, a scatter of lamps approaching along the Chalcaster road. She strained her ears but heard no sound of horse or man. Still, who else could it be? They were coming at last.


She closed the shutters carefully, as though prudence could put off the inevitable.


She paused with her hand on the door handle. The world with its cares and woes was waiting for her.


In the kitchen, Alice was scolding over how the maid had arranged her hair, a vexation welcome for its familiarity. There was the smell of the porridge oats over the fire, and she heard the rough, throaty voice of the miller’s wife murmuring about money. The stout, callused woman was at the door as Emily descended, coin in her hand and three loaves on the table drowning the cooking porridge with the scent of fresh bread.


‘Thank you!’ Emily called after her, but the woman was already bustling off into the night towards her cart and her other customers. It had been hard on her when her husband took the Gold and Red, but like all of them she managed.


‘Will you look at what this clumsy girl has done with my hair!’ Alice demanded. She had their father’s golden locks, while both her sisters had their mother’s darkly shining red, and she was altogether too aware of her striking looks. The war to Alice was merely an inconvenient rationing of suitors, as though the Parliament of Denland had set out purposefully to keep her from making a decent match.


‘Alice, leave the poor girl alone,’ Emily said.


Alice scowled at her. ‘Well, just look at me.’ She eyed her sister speculatively. ‘Better than you, though. At least my gown suits the occasion.’


‘Red? It’s not very tasteful,’ Emily said.


Alice stuck her tongue out. ‘Well, I think it’s patriotic, thank you very much. I want to impress the soldiers. When are they coming, anyway? They’d better not be late.’


‘They’re not coming because of you,’ Emily pointed out. ‘And they must be almost here. I saw their lights from upstairs. Cook, are you ready?’


‘I don’t know as I’ll ever be,’ replied their long-suffering cook, who did the work of three these days. ‘Which means, I s’pose, I’m ready as I’ll get.’


‘Where’s Mary?’


Cook indicated the front door with a jerk of her head.


‘In this cold, with the baby? She must be touched in the head.’ Emily went to the door and opened it a crack, feeling the chill course past her ankles. Sure enough, the eldest Marshwic sister was out by the stables, a tall, shrouded shape caught by the light cast from the house.


‘Mary, come in at once. You’ll catch your death!’ Emily shouted to her. She saw a pale flash as Mary turned her face towards the house. Beyond her, the lanterns of the approaching men were weaving hazily through the mist.


‘Mary, come on. Neither waiting nor watching will help them come any sooner.’ Or later, Emily added to herself. If it would, we’d both be standing out there.


She saw her sister turn and walk slowly back to the door, her face solemn. The baby clutched at her cloak with both tiny hands, its little red face screwed up against the cold.


Emily cast a glance about Grammaine’s spacious kitchen, seeing her whole life arrayed around it. Her sisters, Mary withdrawn and Alice fussing; Cook at the hearth and Jenna working at the imagined slight to Alice’s hair. There was Poldry, too, coming down the stairs in his shabby coat that he would never change until it fell apart altogether; while outside, she knew that Grant would be feeding a horse and getting it ready to travel.


Just one missing.


‘They’re at the gate, ma’am,’ said Poldry. He had stopped three steps from the bottom, his customary little pulpit from which he ordered the other servants. The station gave him a curiously sombre look, like a minister conducting a funeral. Emily and Mary exchanged a look of shared strength.


There was a knock on the door, and Emily knew that nobody else would open it. The task was left to her.


And there they were as she opened the door to them. Behind them, horses steamed and stamped in the cold and dark and, when the glow of the lanterns from the kitchen fell across them, it was as though they had not seen warmth or light for a long time. Here were a dozen serious-faced men on the move before the sun was, with pack-straps cinching their cloaks, and their crested helms tipped back. In that light, with only the night behind them, they could have been of any age, or from any time. They were soldiers only, with everything else stripped from them.


But closer study of each face in turn showed her many things. She saw eyes that were wide, a lip that trembled, pale faces, and all of them so young. Had any of them used a razor more than once? Had they sweethearts, these lads, or had the woman that kissed each goodbye been a mother, watching her son recede into the darkness?


In the lead was an older man, squat and unshaven in stark contrast to his charges. She recognized his face from two weeks before, preaching to these same young faces in Chalcaster Square.


‘Miss?’ he said. ‘All ready, miss? We need to be going.’


‘Won’t you come in for just a few minutes, Sergeant Pallwide? We’ve some porridge warmed up, and some bread, and you and your men have a long way to go. I’m sure a second breakfast won’t keep the uniforms from fitting.’ It was a well-rehearsed speech, and her smile no less. A few more minutes was all it meant. Just a few more minutes.


The sergeant’s face split wide in a grin. ‘Well, that’s mighty kind of you, Miss Marshwic. Mighty kind. That’s the sort of kindness that puts fight in a soldier’s belly when he needs reminding of what he’s fighting for. Hear that, lads? You’ll remember this place when you’ve a Denlander in front of you.’


He was first into the kitchen with a jaunty step and a too familiar nod at Alice, but he was too old and too plain for her, with his stubble and his lines. She was already looking beyond him at his recruits.


Emily could name about half of them: field labourers and farmers’ sons, the second children of tradesmen, lads whose hands had been trained and apprenticed for peacetime. They looked awkward and clumsy in their uniforms, gangling and unfinished, fruit picked before its time. They filed in, half grateful and half embarrassed. None had seen the inside of a fine old house like Grammaine, unless while running errands or making deliveries. They murmured ‘Miss Marshwic’ to her and ‘Miss Marshwic’, more warmly, to the preening Alice, and ‘Mrs Salander’ to Mary. They bobbed their heads in automatic respect and stood in the kitchen as though they had no idea what they were doing there.


And how true that is. ‘Come . . . come along, Cook.’ Emily felt her voice quiver as she spoke, suddenly on public display. ‘We mustn’t keep Sergeant Pallwide or his men waiting.’


They were not men, of course; would not be for two years or more. Cook began serving them with bowls of porridge, thick slices of buttered bread, mugs of hot broth. The sergeant gave her a smile.


‘Mind if I light up, now we’ve settled, miss?’ he asked.


It would have been churlish to refuse, and so she watched him take out a well-used clay pipe and stoke it with weed one-handed. She wondered if that was a skill he had learned with a gun in his other hand. Soon the sweet, fragrant scent was shouldering the aroma of the bread and porridge out. Emily caught Mary’s look, and knew that her sister was remembering the last time anyone had smoked inside Grammaine, while their father still lived.


There was a footstep above her, at the top of the stairs, and Poldry moved down into the crowded kitchen to allow room. Emily caught her breath as her brother Rodric came down the stairs, one careful step at a time.


How handsome he looks, was her first thought. He wore the uniform well, better than any of them: standing tall and straight in that red jacket, the brass buttons shining like the gold braid at his cuffs. His knee boots were polished to any sergeant’s satisfaction and he carried his gleaming helm in the crook of his arm, as if to balance the brass powder flask on the other side.


He looks like a general or a prince. Emily stepped back, and back further as Rodric descended, as though his neat brightness would scorch her. There was a set, determined look to his face. He had worn the same serious expression when he was learning his algebra or Classics. It was the look of someone taking care to avoid making mistakes.


When they saw him, a little cheer went around the young recruits gathered there, and Emily saw then that Rodric would be a hero to them: the young gentleman not afraid to take up a musket and defend the King. He would be a splendid soldier, an officer, a great man.


And she wished he did not have to go.


At the foot of the stairs he nodded to his fellows, saluted the sergeant. Cook bustled over to him with his breakfast, and he laid his helmet on the kitchen table to accept it.


‘I’m not too late, am I?’ he enquired, his voice sounding a little unsteady. Emily wondered how long he had been sitting, in his uniform, in his room, drawing together the courage to face his new life.


‘You take your time, lad,’ the sergeant told him. ‘We can hardly grudge you that, what with this fine hospitality your sisters’ve given us.’


Rodric nodded. His serious expression persisted as he ate, as though he was still somewhat unsure of what was happening around him but determined not to show it.


‘Sergeant,’ Emily spoke up, ‘might I speak with you before you leave?’


‘You may speak now, miss, if you will.’ Pallwide had finished his pipe and stowed it carefully inside his jacket before good-naturedly elbowing his way through his charges to get near to her. ‘What can I do for you, miss? Got a message for someone at the front?’


‘I have, yes.’ She pressed the sealed missive into his hands. ‘It’s for Lieutenant Tubal Salander at the Levant front. That’s where you’re going, isn’t it?’


‘Certainly is, miss. I’ll see he gets it. Your sister’s husband, miss?’


‘That’s right, Sergeant. Oh – and Sergeant?’


‘Miss?’


‘You will . . . look after him, won’t you? Please.’ She swallowed, then got the words out as quickly as she could. ‘If anything happened to him, Sergeant, I don’t know what we’d do here. Please will you make sure he’s all right?’


Sergeant Pallwide gave her another broad grin. ‘I’ll make sure he’s put in my company, miss. I’ll keep an eye on him, never you worry. War’s not got much puff left in it, anyway. We’ll all be back looking for work ’fore the year’s out.’


She knew she should leave it at that but she wanted somehow to wring further assurances from him, to demand that he keep Rodric safe from all harm when the only way that could happen was if Rodric never left at all. Abruptly she felt a sob building up inside her and she turned away to hide it.


She turned back sharply at a touch to her elbow, to find Rodric standing there.


‘Em, thank you for not making a scene. I thought . . . when my papers came you might do something . . .’


She just waited quietly, not trusting herself to speak.


‘Something unpatriotic,’ he finished, ‘because you didn’t want me to go. So . . . thank you for understanding.’


‘And with that, young master, it’s time we were about,’ the sergeant put in from a respectful distance.


It was true. The young recruits were handing their bowls back to Cook, thanking her, giving a brave smile all round for Alice’s benefit.


‘I’ll be all right,’ Rodric promised her.


Feeling time slipping away from her she embraced him fiercely. ‘See that you are. I’ll never forgive you if something happens to you. Never!’


He slipped out of her arms to bid farewell to Mary and Alice. The soldiers were filing out of the door under the watchful eye of their sergeant. Rodric went last, accepting some final admonition from old Poldry, before turning at the door to look back at his past, his family, all that he had ever had.


‘Watch out for me,’ he told them all. ‘I’ll be back.’


Then he was gone, and only Sergeant Pallwide was left. ‘Much thanks, Miss, Miss and Mrs. I shall make sure your old man gets the letter, Mrs Salander.’ He retreated with a nod of his head, and they could hear the young soldiers mounting up on their assortment of army-requisitioned mules and nags outside. Grant was fetching Rodric’s riding horse out, a king of beasts amongst beggars. How would it fare, Emily wondered suddenly, in the swamps of the Levant front? Too late now to ask that question.


The three Marshwic sisters clustered at the door and watched the sergeant and his recruits ride off into the mist, until only the blurred light of their lanterns identified them in the dark.


I thought you might do something unpatriotic . . .


The time for such action was past. She was Emily Marshwic, of good family, with a public dignity that even old matrons approvingly remarked on; nevertheless she had done her level best to hold the King’s orders at arm’s length. Without Rodric’s knowledge, against his express wishes, she had tried her utmost to fight his drafting. She now had no more fight to give.


After the recruiting sergeants had drummed up all the actual volunteers they would get, and the proclamation had gone out that each household, high or low, must give up one of their own to take the Red, she had protested vehemently. She had gone and spoken her piece to the officers and the officials, and they had nodded and explained how important it was that this war was won quickly. Then Tubal had robbed her arguments of any force by purchasing a commission, and she had looked a fool, and her sister Mary had become a widow-in-waiting.


And when the order had come to her house that those retainers who had served the Marshwic family for so many years – whose families had grown with the Marshwics for generations like vines to a tree, and who claimed Grammaine as their home – must leave her, she had protested. She had refused, in fact. She had held out for two weeks until Mr Northway, the Mayor-Governor of Chalcaster, had come to her door with his odious smile and undertaker’s clothes, and explained things to her. He had said – and all the while his eyes twinkled with cold humour – that there were mills and workshops and farms that were critically undermanned, now that the men were at the front. He showed her the King’s sealed order dissolving contracts of service, allowing men like himself to take what they wanted. He made a great, ingratiating play of remorse, threatening to leave the three sisters all alone in Grammaine like mad recluses, and then magnanimously relenting. ‘You may keep your old man there, he’s surely not fit to work in the factories, and it would be criminal to leave three such vulnerable women without protection, so I’ll leave your groundsman too, although I’m risking royal displeasure by showing you that much favour.’ And he had smiled with a broad and lipless mouth, cold as a reptile. ‘You shall have a maid and your cook – at least until the next decree is passed to me. Can I say fairer than that? I don’t think that I can.’


And he was not a fair-minded man, that much she knew. The Marshwics and Mr Northway had a twisted history together, in which their own fortunes had only withered as he had leeched off them; until they were impoverished in all but history and memories, and he governed Chalcaster and grew fat.


Yet still, when the sergeants had come that last time and found that Rodric was now their lawful prey – when her brother was formally invited to grace the war with his presence – she had gone to Chalcaster, with a foul taste in her mouth, to plead with Mr Northway.


It had been no small sacrifice on her part to throw herself on the mercy of such a creature as he. It was widely known around Chalcaster that the man had bought his post, greasing every palm from here to the capital to ensure his own slick rise into fortune. To most it was just another example of the politics of power. The King’s justice would find Mr Northway out eventually, they said, but until then they just shrugged and sighed. For Emily – for the Marshwics of Grammaine – it was far more personal than that. Going begging to the man, going cap in hand in search of a charity she knew would not be extended, was like stabbing at herself with a knife and seeing which part of her would hurt most.


There were men standing at the doors of the town hall in Chalcaster: two soldiers in red that royal decree had not seen fit to request for the war effort. They carried glaives with broad blades, which clanked together to bar her way as she tried to simply walk between them.


‘Let me in. I have business with the Mayor-Governor,’ she bade them with as much authority as she could manage. They exchanged leering looks.


‘Bet you have, miss, I just bet you have,’ one said. ‘Only thing is, miss, he’s busy, see? Got a lot on, what with the war to run, miss. You wouldn’t understand, but it’s a difficult business.’


Emily had drawn herself up, as far as that went, and clutched at her purse furiously. ‘I fully understand that the business of a war, soldier, is a complex matter,’ she told him, making her ‘soldier’ every bit as much of an insult as his ‘miss’. ‘I also understand, however, that as Mr Northway only has a small – one might say insignificant – part of it to himself, I am sure he can spare me a few minutes. Kindly go and tell him that Emily Marshwic awaits his pleasure – if that is the right word.’


Mention of her name changed their expressions. She thought at first it was because the Marshwics represented a good old stock that went back forever, but then the soldier said, ‘Oh, right, miss. We got special orders about you Marshwics. I reckon you’d better go straight in, miss. He’s looking forward to seeing you.’


The two men exchanged knowing looks, but they lifted their glaives and she swept between them before they could change their minds, or decide to humiliate her any further.


And then she had been standing in front of Mr Northway’s polished desk, like a schoolgirl up before the master for truancy. The man himself, the loathsome Northway, was bent over a ledger, counting some minutiae. When she had entered he had given her a look that put her in her place and then, his eyes following his finger down a column of figures, made some calculations on his abacus and jotted a few notes, all with the air of a man with time to spare, war or no war.


‘Now.’ He had closed the ledger with a snap. ‘Why did I think I would be seeing you so soon?’


Mr Northway’s dour style of dress made him look not dignified but as morbidly patient as a vulture. His hair had receded into a widow’s peak over a high forehead, though the scholarly dignity it lent to his face was sabotaged by a mouth wide and mobile with mischief. His eyes were deep-set and piercing, but blinked furiously in mock emotion whenever he made some particularly bare-faced statement. He had spent perhaps near four decades on this earth, and in that time he had certainly been busy with self-advancement.


‘If you know why I am here, Mr Northway, then you might save me a great deal of explanation,’ Emily said.


‘My dear Miss Marshwic.’ Northway folded his hands across his belly. ‘Emily, in fact – I presume, on the basis of our long acquaintance I may call you Emily?’


‘As always you presume entirely too much, Mr Northway.’


‘You may nonetheless call me Cristan.’


‘Alas, that is a kindness that I cannot avail myself of.’


At last he had indicated for her to sit, and she did so with poor grace. Northway looked down at his hands, grimaced briefly, and looked back at her with his slightly mocking smile. ‘I do wish you would realize that I am not in any way your enemy.’


She considered retorting Except insofar as I am an honest woman, but felt that would be descending into mere abuse and get her nowhere. ‘You were no friend to my father,’ she noted, managing to bring her tone down to the merely accusatory.


Northway sighed. ‘You are not your father, any more than I am mine, Miss Marshwic. Mine was a bootblack polishing the boots of the lowly – and a petty criminal besides. I feel that, regarding both professions, I have at least moved several rungs up the ladder.’


His office was lavish by any standards. The stacks of ledgers jostled with marble statuettes and gold candlesticks, busts and fine paintings. There were gilts and velvets and rich dark woods in evidence everywhere she looked. She knew it well, for it had been her grandfather’s once – who had kept it in a far more spartan manner – and should have been her father’s.


‘You know why I am here,’ she reminded him, but he was not to be deflected.


‘Your father and I fought like cats in a sack, I know. We were not friends by any definition, or not at the end. We disagreed on everything. If I admit that, Miss Marshwic, you surely must admit that I did not kill him.’


You destroyed him. You did everything you could to ruin and discredit him so as to obtain this post. She said none of it, though. What would it serve? ‘You know why I am here,’ she repeated. ‘Have we not given enough?’


Northway’s lips twisted, and he shrugged. ‘You have heard the news about the war, surely, Miss Marshwic. You have heard that it takes a great many soldiers to secure a country as large as Denland. The broadsheets and the ballad papers are full of such accounts. You must have heard that we need to keep pouring soldiers into Denland until they finally reconsider their warlike and republican ways.’


‘I have not heard that they need my brother, Mr Northway.’


‘Every man from fifteen to fifty, so the order runs. One imagines such precise numbers were put in by some poetic-minded clerk, does one not? A little too convenient otherwise.’ He sighed again, the paragon of humanity. ‘What do you want me to say, Miss Marshwic?’


‘That my brother need not go for a soldier,’ she declared outright.


‘Special dispensation, is it?’ He leant back in his chair, putting his hands together as if in prayer. ‘There is such a thing, but not for him.’ As she made to interrupt, his hands stopped her. ‘I have such dispensation, as do some few of my remaining staff who are men. The rest are women, or will be replaced by them. I have no further dispensation to make, Miss Marshwic, and I am not going to commit treason by twisting an order from the King.’ Again she had tried to speak but his words ground over her. ‘Oh, I know what you would say. What view does the King take on embezzlement? On petty bribes and sleights of local justice, and all the other things they say of me in the marketplace? I say to you that he takes a very different view of those things than he does on a man stinting him when his war orders come.’ Without warning, he was standing, leaning over the desk, too close for comfort. ‘What do you want me to say, Miss Marshwic? That I have always done as I wished here in Chalcaster? Consider it said. That the King’s wishes trump my own? That also. That the war fought on the front is not the war reported in the papers, and a near-victorious army does not need so much recharging with raw recruits? There: I’ve said it. I have never lied to you, Miss Marshwic.’


‘The war . . .?’


‘You are an intelligent woman, Miss Marshwic. You do not need such things stated: you need only to consider matters.’ He left a pause there for her thoughts to drop into, as he sat down. ‘But I fear consideration has not been your strong suit, of late. You storm into my office with all the righteousness of your good family behind you, and you demand. Out of the privilege of bloodline, you demand.’


‘I would entreat . . .’ she found herself saying, disgusted by herself for leaping so quickly to such words, but knowing only that this was surely her chance to save Rodric.


But he had cut her off with a wave of his hand before she could pawn herself. ‘The King demands too,’ he stated flatly. ‘For my part, Miss Marshwic, entreaties from you might suffice, but I could not be moved against the King’s will, even for honey.’ His smile soured as she watched, becoming something venomous. ‘Though you make it easier for me: you give me only vinegar. I would hope you might believe me if I said that I wished matters had not fallen out like this. But I am sure you will ascribe the worst of motivations to me. Let me take the responsibility from you, then. Let me put on the mantle of my office and simply tell you that your brother must take the Red, must go for a soldier. There. It is law now, and cannot be undone.’


She finally stood, and to her horror there was a moment in which she had no control of herself. She might have done anything. She might have wept before him, begging for Rodric’s life as though he were facing direct execution. She might have lunged at Mr Northway and stabbed him to death with his own letter-opener.


But propriety reasserted itself neatly before she could do anything foolish, and she was left standing opposite him, holding her purse like a tiny shield before her, impotent and frustrated.


If I were a man, I would have struck him. That seemed the proper response. A true fighting hero of Lascanne would have no time for a worm like Northway. If the impulse had come to her a moment before, then perhaps she would even have acted upon it, but now she just stood, prim and proper, and he sat there and leered.


‘One day,’ she told him, knowing how weak the words sounded, ‘the King shall learn what a creature you are.’


‘He knows I am his servant,’ Mr Northway declared smoothly.


‘You are a thief and a villain, and I will cheer when they hang you.’ And the words were out, what she had thought – surely what everyone thought – about him, but that nobody ever dared say. For a moment the room had balanced in silence, and his face was utterly without emotion or expression, and she did not know what he might do next.


Then Mr Northway’s broad smile returned, as cold-blooded as ever. ‘Why, Miss Marshwic,’ he observed, ‘always pleasant to know that I am in your thoughts.’


There were a dozen civilized apologies welling up inside her: the things she knew that society expected her to say to plaster over her breach of etiquette. She fought them down stubbornly.


For his part, he plainly had not expected them from her. ‘I am sure it makes this easier for you, to blame me and hate me for this. You have my permission to do so.’ He rose smoothly then, and made a short bow, never taking his eyes off her. ‘I think we are done here, Miss Marshwic. You know the way out, I believe.’


And now, days later, she could only watch Rodric ride away, and reflect on how she had tried and failed, and would never know whether she might have somehow won, had she bent more before the world.


The lamps of Sergeant Pallwide and his boys were finally lost in the night, in the fog, before she turned away from the door. Alice had gone long before, and Jenna had taken the baby upstairs, but Emily and Mary had stayed until all light – all hope – had gone. Soon afterwards, in the east, there arrived the faintest leaden grey that was the first grim herald of the dawn.


In the east and the north lay the Levant front, the swamps and dense forest that some small but vital stretch of the war was being fought through. There went Rodric and his fellows, to encounter the Denlanders, to fight a war the newspapers claimed was as good as won. With that thought, the words of Mr Northway came back to her. What did he know of it? Or was he just putting his knife into her, for her rudeness and her refusal to pretend he was anything other than her enemy?


‘I am sure Tubal will look after him,’ Emily said, her voice sounding hollow even to her own ears.


Mary sniffled. ‘My poor Tubal, he could never look after himself. I don’t think he would ever have got dressed or eaten a warm meal in his life without his mother and me to help him. I wish he would write more, Emily. It has been almost a season since his last letter.’


They went in at last, to a kitchen as cold as the night outside. Cook stoked up the fire and grumbled, because these days she had to fetch her own wood as often as not. Old Poldry sat at the table with folded hands and a mournful expression that set his moustache drooping. When he looked up, she saw a tear caught in the wrinkles beneath his eye.


‘Forgive me, ma’am,’ he said, rising stiffly. ‘I wish I could go with them, the young lads. I’d go in a moment, if they asked me.’


He had been a soldier in the last war, three decades ago, fighting overseas against the Imperial Hellics and their Grand Army. He had survived that, she reminded herself, and he looked back on it all quite fondly. Surely they were all worrying themselves over nothing.


But, when she returned to her room, it was the harsh words of Mr Northway that stayed with her.










3.




We have stopped fighting for now, for a five-day rain has set in. Five days is Master Sergeant Mallen’s guess, at least, and all here seem to accept his word as a divine truth.


I have yet to lay eyes on any Warlocks, but the camp is full of word of them: the King’s special servants bound to him in blood. I do not want for stories of their powers and the use they put them to in battle. I have tried to imagine how it must be: to stride through this gloomy place wreathed in flame; to sear away the fog and murk of the swamps with one’s very being; to carry no musket or pistol but to make one’s own hands weapons of war; to be a weapon.


It must be wonderful to be lifted thus above the common lot of humanity. Not, it seems to me, for the ability to destroy, nor even for the righteousness that must come from bearing the King’s mark, but merely because with such power comes control over one’s own destiny. Surely it must, for what use would such power be if its possessors are as confused and impotent as the rest of us?





Emily found Mary standing outside with a very small axe in her hand, staring down at a log.


‘What on earth are you doing there?’


Her elder sister looked up with a worried expression. ‘I’m trying to chop wood.’


‘What are you trying to do?’ asked Emily, incredulous.


‘Chop wood,’ Mary repeated hopelessly. ‘It’s just that Cook’s always complaining about having to cut the wood as well as her other tasks, so I thought I would help her. Besides . . .’


‘Besides what?’ Emily looked down at the log in front of Mary, which bore a very small incision, as that of a surgeon preparing to operate. ‘Is this it? How long has it taken you to do this?’


‘The best part of an hour, I’m afraid,’ said Mary. ‘I don’t think I have the knack of it. But I need to learn.’


‘Why? Why do you need to learn?’


Mary gave her a sad smile. ‘Think, Emily. Surely you must have thought of this. When we’ve won the war at last, what happens to all those heroes that come back? Do you think they’ll be content to go back into service, or to be mere tradesmen’s apprentices? The country will love them. They won’t want to go back to drudging, after the way they’ve fought. They’ll all be far too proud and war-like.’


‘You worry too much,’ Emily told her.


Mary essayed another hack at the wood, but the weight of the axe fell short and she failed to mark it at all. ‘Then there’s the women,’ she said.


‘Let me try.’ Emily took the axe away from her sister before she hurt herself, and tried a practice swing. The unfamiliar weight seemed so overwhelming on the way down, but the blade simply bounced back off the wood, leaving just a tiny scar far from where she had been aiming.


‘The women who’ve been doing men’s jobs,’ Mary continued, now free to philosophize. ‘Do you think they’ll all be happy going back to being maids and scrubbers and schoolmistresses? Everyone has different lives these days.’


‘Except us.’


‘We will, too. You’ll see.’


‘And so you’re learning to chop wood,’ Emily noted. ‘You’re right, there is an art to it. I think it might be easier if you got down on your knees and just chipped away until you cut through. How many of these were you wanting to cut?’


‘Grant said that Cook needs two dozen of them cut into something called billets before luncheon,’ Mary said. ‘Perhaps if we both held the axe, that would work better.’


‘That sounds like a sure recipe for injury,’ Emily decided. ‘I don’t want them putting my leg on the fire.’ She handed the axe back to Mary. ‘Is there anything you need from Chalcaster? Poldry’s going to take me in so that we can buy provisions, or at least whatever we can. Last week the market was almost bare. Everything’s going to the war. We will have to tighten our belts.’


‘Ma’am?’ Jenna had come round the side of the house to find them. Emily expected the girl to stare, seeing the two elder Marshwics about such a task, but she seemed already full of astonishment over something else. ‘If you will, Mrs Salander, ma’am, there’s a girl at the door.’


Emily stood up. ‘Please be more specific, Jenna.’


There was a peculiar look on the maid’s face as though laughter was bubbling inside her, just below the surface. ‘I really don’t know what to say, ma’am. You should come see for yourself. It’s mighty queer.’


That promised a diversion at least. Emily and Mary followed Jenna to the kitchen, where the maid’s behaviour was adequately explained.


There was indeed a girl at the kitchen table, lounging in a quite indecorous manner with a half-eaten apple in one hand. At least, from her face, Emily took her for a girl. It was not wholly clear.


Someone had dressed her up in uniform, just as though she were a soldier. She had the red braided jacket exactly like a fighting man, and shiny black boots and white breeches that showed her off scandalously, as though she was a stockinged actress in some louche revue. There was even a silvery helm with a swept-forward crest beside her on the table. Her coppery hair was cut short, and her green eyes crinkled with amusement as she saw Emily’s obvious shock.


‘Good morning. Mrs Salander and Miss Marshwic, I take it?’


Emily approached her cautiously. The girl had a sabre in a polished steel and brass scabbard, slung beside and behind her in the style of a cavalryman.


‘Emily Marshwic at your service . . .’ she began uncertainly. There was little in her books of etiquette to cover this. ‘Miss?’


‘Soldier-at-Arms Penny Belchere of the Royal Messenger Corps at your service, Miss Marshwic,’ the girl informed her, with a sharp salute.


‘Messenger Corps?’


‘That’s right, miss,’ Belchere said cheerily. ‘On account of all the men in the Messenger Corps sent to be lancers at the Couchant front, they’re taking in us ladies now. Anything for the war effort, eh, miss?’


‘I suppose so . . . soldier.’ Emily exchanged a wide-eyed glance with Mary and gave the woman another look over. She was no older than Alice and looked like someone from a mummers’ company, some tragic heroine playing at being a boy in order to follow her lover. ‘Then to what do we owe the pleasure?’


‘Message for you, miss,’ Belchere explained around a fresh mouthful of apple, producing a sealed parchment from within her jacket.


‘Is it from the front?’ Emily asked eagerly, thinking of Rodric, who had last written to say that his training was complete and that he was heading for the Levant in earnest.


‘No, miss, more important than that.’


As the girl handed the paper over, Alice descended at last from her beautifications upstairs and stopped in astonishment on seeing the apparition that had invaded their kitchen.


‘Why good lord, Emily, what on earth is it?’ she said, not without some cruelty. ‘Is it a costume party?’


Belchere gave her a very sharp look indeed, but Alice couldn’t care less. ‘Or is it the theatre?’ she asked. ‘We could do with a little relief. Things have been awfully dull here recently.’


‘Miss . . . Soldier Belchere has brought us a message.’ Emily held up the note, only to have it snatched from her by her sister.


‘Will you have tea, perhaps, before you go on your way?’ Mary was asking Belchere politely, but Alice had the letter open by then and let out such a squeal that Emily thought perhaps it contained a dead spider. Alice’s expression was pure rapture, though, and she held the note as though it reported the surrender of the whole Denland army.


‘Don’t keep us in suspense, please, Alice,’ Emily remonstrated. She could hear urgent running feet above them. Drawn by Alice’s shriek, Poldry came down the stairs as though ready to repel invaders.


‘Alice, just tell us,’ Mary insisted, but Alice was waltzing herself around the kitchen, clutching the letter to her breast.


‘Who is this young chap, ma’am?’ asked Poldry, whose eyes had grown no sharper with the years.


‘I am hoping that Alice can now enlighten all of us,’ said Emily meaningfully. ‘Alice, if you please?’


For once, though, Alice seemed speechless. All she could do was hand the letter over to Emily to read.


‘“To the daughters of the Honourable Gareth Marshwic at Grammaine House”,’ she read. ‘“Take note, one and all, that by royal decree you are hereby invited to Deerlings House on the last day of autumn to celebrate the great advances that His Majesty’s forces have made against the wicked inhabitants of Denland.”’ That explained Alice’s mad excitement, for sure.


‘A dance,’ she said hollowly.


‘I suppose our social calendar has been a little vacant,’ said Mary weakly. She and Emily exchanged glances of equal weariness. ‘I fear it will be somewhat weighted in favour of us ladies.’


‘No, you don’t understand,’ insisted Alice. She grabbed the note back from Emily. ‘By royal decree, you see. Royal decree.’


Emily started, ‘It doesn’t necessarily mean—’


‘But it does. Look, there’s the seal and everything!’ Alice said. ‘It’s the King. The King is coming to Deerlings House!’


‘I can’t imagine why he would do such a thing,’ Mary said uncertainly, ‘with the war to occupy his time.’


‘If I might speak,’ Soldier Belchere said, ‘it’s not beyond the bounds of possibility. The King feels greatly for the privations besetting his subjects. He considers it his duty to travel the country and restore the morale of his people.’ She reeled these words off like a speech learned by heart. ‘So he may be at Deerlings. Who can say?’


Alice had forgotten her dislike of the messenger. ‘The King! The King, Em! And he won’t be alone. There will be lords and knights and officers and soldiers and . . . men!’


‘Alice!’ Emily said, with an embarrassed glance at the grinning Belchere, but her sister was too transported to hear her.


‘I will require a new gown, of course,’ Alice declared.


‘We cannot afford new gowns,’ Mary objected. ‘You will have to trust to your own skills, and work with one of your old dresses.’


‘But we must have new gowns, all three. We cannot turn up at Deerlings looking like urchins!’ Alice declared, as though this was a matter beyond argument. ‘Mary, we will be before royalty! We cannot turn up in three-year-old fashions, patched and stitched as best we can.’


Mary looked to Emily for moral support, but her sister was already frowning thoughtfully.


‘If you are to have a new gown,’ she said slowly, ‘you must not spend another penny between now and the ball.’


‘Yes, of course!’ Alice agreed readily.


‘And I shall do the same, for I think this time you are right, and we will definitely need new gowns.’ Emily felt an echo of Alice’s excitement rising inside her. The King himself coming so near – or even the faintest chance of it. She would be a fool not to grasp the opportunity.


‘Thank you for the message, Soldier Belchere,’ she remembered. ‘Please, take some refreshment before you go, and I’m sure Poldry here can find a coin for you.’


After the messenger’s departure, Mary cornered her, looking betrayed. ‘Where will this money come from, Emily?’


‘We will have to save and scrape.’ Emily found it hard to meet her sister’s eyes. ‘In this, though, Alice is right. The honour of our family is at stake: we must put on a good show, or no show at all.’


Mary’s lips moved, and Emily knew that she had been about to argue the case for the latter, but seen it for a lost cause.


‘The honour of our family will not feed us,’ she complained softly. ‘It will not repair the roof, or pay for medicine if Francis falls ill. Or will you have me go to our tenants and tell them their rents have gone up because Alice must go to meet the King. That is the honour of our family, Emily: looking after those who depend on us – and those whom we depend on. And now, with so many missing husbands and sons, will this idle pleasure of yours and Alice’s take food from their mouths?’


‘We have always managed,’ Emily tried weakly.


‘Yes, because I have always sat with the books and planned where each penny must go. And now I must go back to them and find some magical store of money, or find what essentials are not so essential after all, just so that we may go dancing.’ And she stormed off without giving Emily a chance to answer.


*


Mary had spent several days closeted with the accounts, moving beads on her abacus and imaginary money in her head, before finally naming a sum that could be sacrificed to the dressmaker’s. The price for this had been her own polite refusal of the invitation. She had never been one for dancing, she said, and she did not want to either leave Francis or travel with him. Emily and Alice had exchanged guilty looks and shuffled their feet slightly. With her husband gone, and all the burdens and stresses of Grammaine on her shoulders, Mary had become a master at hiding her true griefs. It was impossible to know how she felt as she made her announcement in a businesslike tone and packed them off with funds to Chalcaster.


As Emily climbed down from the buggy in the market square, she spotted a blind man begging there. He sat with his back to a wall, holding out a cap with a stolid, grim patience. He had a long coat wrapped about him, but within it, his shirt was a soldier’s issue. A leather band covered up his eyes.


‘Poldry, a coin.’


The old servant took out their purse, lighter than Emily would have liked, and found a penny for the man.


Alice tutted. ‘Emily, if we are to present ourselves to the King . . .’


‘You do not even know that he will come to Deerlings,’ Emily hissed at her, scandalized, for the girl had spoken quite loud enough for the beggar to hear her. ‘And this man is here now. He has fought for his country.’


‘And will you give away our funds to every supplicant until we have nothing?’ Alice retorted.


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Emily told her. ‘Why must you always exaggerate . . .?’ But, even as she said it, her eyes were roving the square. There were fewer market stalls than she remembered and, of those she saw, even fewer had the wares she might have expected. Little food, she noticed, and many vendors seemed to have simply brought in a jumbled haul of possessions in the hope that someone might desperately need old shoes, grimy clothes or battered furniture. And plenty of people in Chalcaster seemed suddenly to have lost all idea of what they really needed or wanted, instead staring at the detritus of other people’s lives as though it was impossible to know what preparation the future might require. They were mostly women, those who tried to sell, as well as those who picked over it all and did not buy. Women and old men, and in amongst them were the veterans.


These were the worst examples, she knew: men who would not die and could not be returned to the fighting. The new hospitals were ruthless in sending men back to the war, if they could serve in any way at all. Here were men who could not march, who could not hold a gun, who could not see the enemy. They passed through the thinning crowd with their awkward, arrhythmic gaits, each man moving to a different drummer. Alice’s expression was one of nervous revulsion. Mary would probably have been frightened if she were here, seeing in these men her husband or her brother. Emily herself was surprised to find that they made her angry. She seemed to have been angry a great deal recently, in a way that her tutors would once have beaten out of her. It was not becoming, they would have said. But it is what I am becoming. These men were the victims of the Denlanders. They were husbands and fathers and sons whose only crime had been to love their country and their king. They had gone to the war to defend all they held dear, and the war machine of the Denlanders had ground them up and spat them back, ruined them for all time with its guns and its knives.


She found the thought came close to overwhelming her, and she clutched at the side of the buggy for support, her knuckles turning white with the effort.


‘I know,’ Alice agreed, misreading her reaction. ‘Why doesn’t Northway do something about all this? If these men are in need of help, he could deal with it. Isn’t that what he’s for? Why have them all out in plain sight?’


Emily knew she should reproach Alice over that, but the girl had dangled some attractive bait before her. Why wasn’t Mr Northway providing aid to the veterans? The obvious answer was that it would cost money, and he surely coveted every penny the Crown gifted him with, and squirrelled as much of it away for his own use as he could. And so these brave, damaged men must hobble and beg. It was easy to look at them now and see his leering face condemning them.


And he was culpable, surely . . . but Emily found the thought ringing hollow for all that. Mr Northway was wicked but he was not the war.


Her eye was drawn then to the Mayor-Governor’s offices, which dominated one side of the market square. Another two of his soldiers were posted at the door, and they had guns now in place of the glaives. She had been hearing stories of how harshly they dealt with many petitioners.


She weighed her purse – light enough, given the tight hold Mary had kept on the family accounts. ‘Alice, why don’t you go and commence negotiations with Mrs Shevarler,’ she suggested, with a nod towards the dressmaker’s.


‘Please tell me you are not going to exhaust any more of our funds this way,’ Alice said crossly. ‘Mary will be furious.’


‘Mary says that the honour of our family is about looking after those that depend on us,’ Emily pointed out. She was not at all sure that Mary would quite see things her way, but she got the words out smoothly enough. ‘And it will only be a little.’ The words rang hollow as she looked across the market square.


Leaving Poldry at the buggy, she set out, facing the impossible task of deciding who was in greatest need, and where her charity might benefit most. The more she looked, the more need there seemed to be: injured soldiers who had marched out whole and come back only in part; thin, grimy women who had no living and nobody left to support them – and their children, all too often. Emily slowed to a halt, feeling something harden inside her. She had so little to give: could she find even a penny for them all? And what would a penny buy them? She could feel a thought hovering over her, waiting for its moment: Surely they cannot all really be in need. Surely some are faking, are taking advantage of the kindness of others. And if some are, then why not most of them? Or all? Despite the evidence of her senses, how convenient it would be if she could adopt that thought: what a salve that would be for her conscience.


This must be how Mr Northway teaches himself to think.


All eyes, she was sure, were fixed upon her. The honour of her family was at stake. Closing her ears to Alice’s mutterings, she got her purse out and began distributing small coins almost at random, passing down the row of stalls trying to distinguish, via some hitherto unguessed-at sense, the truly desperate from the merely needy. The pennies fell from her fingers into the cupped hands, the bowls, the threadbare hats of her targets. She felt as if she was pouring them into a hole, into a bottomless darkness. Increasingly, she felt very much that Alice was right. She found herself with that thought in her head, as she was brought up short before another man with a band of cloth covering his eyes. She felt as though she was waking from a dream, only to find herself trapped in another one.


One more coin and then I go, but something was staying her hand, some odd intuition. The man before her had a palm out hopefully, but there was something amiss about his posture, a tension here that she could not account for.


‘Emily!’ Alice had finally reached the end of her fraying tether. ‘We’re here to be measured! You promised.’ And she was pushing forward, forcing Emily to step back. The blind beggar’s head shifted sideways, that sightless gaze fixing on Alice.


Everything happened so rapidly that she barely registered the events as they unfolded, only pieced them together in retrospect. As Alice remonstrated with her, the beggar lurched up, barged into her, then was off down a side street and away from the market. Alice let out a gasp of utter outrage, mouth open to deliver some acid comment, but then she let out a wail of dismay.


‘My purse!’


Emily had sometimes called her a thoughtless girl – and applied that label silently in her head far more often – but she herself did not stop to think at all. In an instant, her feet took her in pursuit of the thief, leaving her mind to catch up. She was still getting past the thought, He wasn’t really blind, when the fugitive turned another corner ahead of her. When she followed him round it, she had got as far as, Thank God I wore good shoes! Catching sight of him making another turn – his face a pale flash as he glanced over his shoulder – Emily pushed herself onwards determinedly. She was full of indignation that this man should come to her town and steal from her sister. The very fact of it was a slight against her family. What is Mr Northway doing that he cannot keep order on the streets?


And then she had him: the last turn he had chosen was a blind alley, and she almost ran straight into him as he tried to make it out ahead of her. Abruptly she was standing between him and his escape route. Only then did she finally reach the thought: What if this wasn’t a good idea?


They were both breathing heavily: she was not used to running, and he was a thin-limbed, half-starved specimen of a man. The blindfold had been pushed back up his forehead, revealing wild mad-looking eyes.


‘Get out of my way!’ he spat at her.


‘Give me my sister’s purse.’ The words had fallen into place during the chase. Now, confronting him, she was not at all sure they were wise, but they came out anyway.


He bared his teeth and, with an ugly jerking motion, he had a blade in his hand – just an old kitchen knife, marbled with rust. ‘Just leave it,’ he hissed. His voice quivered, and she thought there were tears in his eyes. ‘Just get out of the way.’


‘You’re a deserter.’ Again, not the most diplomatic remark to level at a man with a knife, but her mind was still rattling after the chase. She was very aware that this was not a part of town she had ever frequented.


‘What if I am?’ He made an abortive gesture towards her with the knife, perhaps hoping that she would leap back and give him enough space to slip by, but she seemed to be nailed to the spot.


‘My brother, he’s fighting in the war,’ she told him. ‘My brother-in-law, too. Why shouldn’t you do your part?’


She saw very clearly when something snapped inside him, and abruptly he was right in her face, her nose filled with the unwashed reek of him, his blade wavering at the edge of her vision. ‘I did my part!’ he snapped. ‘I was a year on the Couchant. I took my wound! Twice I took my wound! But they wouldn’t let me rest. They had to send me back, over and over. You can’t know. You can’t tell me what it’s like.’


She kept herself very still. He had the stolen purse in one hand, close enough that she could have just taken it off him, had she dared move. The knife was an abstraction she did not go looking for, in case breaking his gaze set it in motion. ‘Are you going to stab me, then?’


A great shuddering breath went out of him, and it took something with it, blunting the edge of his desperation. ‘I just want to go somewhere they won’t make me fight.’ His thin, wretched voice snagged and caught as it came out of his throat. ‘I’ve got nothing, just . . .’


Alice will never forgive me. She took a step back and to one side. She could not quantify what it was she felt: it was not pity exactly, and it was not fear either, for, throughout, she had not felt any of the terror this encounter should have brought with it. Almost, she thought, it was duty that gripped her: as if she was writing a page into the text of how a daughter of Grammaine should behave. Magnanimously, it seemed.


He stepped away from her, the knife still held between them, circling her as though she was the dangerous one who might attack him at any moment. If he had simply taken to his heels, then he might have escaped. He wasted too much time, though, picking his away around her.


There was a shout from along the street, and she saw the flash of a red jacket. Then the deserter tried to make his exit, springing into motion away from her, away from that pursuit. She turned to watch him put distance between them, and there was a sound like a sharp rap, nothing dramatic at all. Even as it registered in her ears he was already falling, his hands thrust forward and up, as though he was offering both purse and knife to some higher power. Then he lay stretched out on the cobbles, weapon and bounty spilled from his grip.


Only then, after it was done, did Emily realize that she had seen a man die.


Alice hugged her fiercely when she arrived. ‘How could you be so stupid?’ she shouted, and similar sentiments. The two redjackets – Mr Northway’s own doormen, she realized  – examined the body, and one reloaded his musket lazily.


‘All right, miss.’ The guard not attending to his gun nodded to her. ‘Looks like we were just in time, eh? His nibs’ll be glad of that.’


‘I was in no danger,’ she told him fiercely. ‘You didn’t have to shoot him.’


He frowned at her apparent ingratitude. ‘Law and order, miss. It’s our job. Can’t have thieves running all over, can we?’


‘But you could have caught him and locked him up.’


His face admitted no comprehension. ‘Saved ourselves the cost of a hanging, is all.’ He exchanged a glance with his fellow, eyes rolling, eyebrows raised. Practically written on his face was: These Marshwic women.


‘I shall have words with your master, the mayor!’ she snapped at them, a threat without any teeth whatsoever. ‘I shall go to his office right now.’ Her voice sounded thin and pathetic even in her own ears.


‘You’ll be waiting a while then, miss. His nibs is off somewhere on his own business. No idea when he’ll be back at his desk. Now, if that’s all, miss, we’d better find someone to come and clean up this mess.’


She watched as they sauntered off, almost barging into Poldry as he came wheezing along. For a moment an absolutely incandescent rage gripped her, not at them so much as at a world that she could not change or affect, strive as she might. ‘How could you, Alice?’ she hissed, knowing, as she spoke, that she was being bitterly unfair. ‘How could you go to Northway’s men?’


‘How could you just run off after him? I thought you were going to get . . . I don’t know what could have happened to you!’ Alice retorted hotly. ‘Emily, he was dangerous. He might have done anything.’


Anything was just about the last thing the deserter might have done, Emily considered hollowly. His options had been stripped away from him by degrees, until this – this miserable end – was all that was left for him.


She found that her heart was hammering away inside her, a belated response to all she had been through. She wanted to remonstrate with Alice some more, but she knew she would be in the wrong. Somehow, this time, Alice was the sensible one, even when she insisted that Poldry go and recover her purse because she did not want to be near the corpse.


And Mr Northway will hear all about this from his men, no doubt, when he’s back from whatever seedy dealings he’s engaged in. She could picture his amusement all too clearly.


By then, Alice was practically tugging at her sleeve, wanting to leave the body behind, wanting to leave this mean, poor neighbourhood. Wanting, most of all and of course, to commission a new dress. The entire interlude had been nothing to her but a minor obstacle, now circumvented.


The seamstress was lean, dark Mrs Shevarler, and in days of recent memory she had been somewhat aloof whenever Alice was about. The girl demanded the sort of attention due a princess, and the Marshwic money was frequently insufficient to actually purchase anything. Left to her own devices, Alice could waste the best part of a day with fruitless measurements and viewing swatches of fabric. Emily was almost hoping for that brusque manner but this time Mrs Shevarler seemed delighted to see the pair of them. She clucked and fussed over Alice, bustling around her shop with desperate cheer as if to make up for the staff that she was lacking. Alice, for her part, took the chance to turn the tables, making a great play of how dusty it all was, how small, how mean. Emily rolled her eyes. And yet the shop did have an uncared-for air about it, and she reckoned that business here had probably been worse than poor for a long time. Most of Mrs Shevarler’s clientele had eschewed their local estates, and for those who remained, fine tailoring was not a priority.


Alice’s standoffishness did not survive the first bolt of cloth, and Emily was soon trying hard to share her sister’s enthusiasm. She felt that Alice had the right idea, somehow, to simply take joy wherever she could, no matter how shallow it seemed. The mills of Emily’s mind continued inexorably, though, grinding over and over what had happened at the market, and all the frustrations of life.


Poldry had gone off to buy provisions, or at least to try. Even with money in hand, there was no guarantee of that, these days. The demands of the war and the feeding of the army took a toll of the harvests, while there were fewer hands to bring those harvests in. Emily felt a terrible sense of strain, a pressure as great as the sky. She felt the iron hands of Denland prying and pushing, just a thin line of red being all that was holding the enemy back.


And so she let Alice chatter on because that way at least someone was happy, if just for a while. Emily’s own thoughts wallowed and struggled, emerging from the dark only when she was asked a question. When Mrs Shevarler raised the subject of money, for example – or at least made hints about just how grand these dresses were going to be – she stirred herself to begin some veiled negotiations. Alice, of course, wanted everything, and Emily knew how little they could afford to spend. And yet it seemed that Alice would get her own way, for once, because abruptly Mrs Shevarler was letting it all go for a fraction of the value, almost throwing her finest wares at them. For a moment Emily assumed it was because she was a craftswoman, recently lacking the chance to truly exercise her skills. Then she realized that the dressmaker must simply be desperate for money, with useless unsold stock cluttering her storerooms. It was a buyer’s market.


And, despite all that, Mrs Shevarler chattered on, doing her best to pretend that nothing whatsoever was wrong. She was a proud woman and, though she offered more and more value to entice just a few more coins from the Marshwic purse, there was still no suggestion in her voice or her bearing that she was seeking charity.


Then Poldry came by, long-faced and confessing that he had found almost nothing at market for them, and Mrs Shevarler changed entirely. In a voice far sharper and quicker, she was soon instructing Poldry on just where in Chalcaster he should go – where the locals themselves went for food. And, she added, while he was there, might he save her the journey . . .? And, although she would never normally ask for a down payment from her most esteemed customers – and here she had changed register again, adopting her superior voice for her superior clientele – she wondered if perhaps, if just perhaps . . .?


And Emily spared her from saying it, and asked Poldry to buy for Mrs Shevarler as well, in lieu of receiving money on account, and the awkward moment passed.


By then, Alice had decided on cut and cloth, and it was Emily’s turn. True to form, Alice found no great pleasure in watching her sister become the centre of attention, and she took the first chance to wander out of the shop and stand by the waiting buggy.


Emily was thus left trying to keep up a conversation with Mrs Shevarler, both of them clutching for the ragged ends of the life they remembered, and trying to work them into whole cloth. How was Mary? How was little Francis? How he must have grown by now! And as for Tubal, had they heard . . .? But no, they had not heard recently. He had proved to be abysmal at writing letters home from the front. And Rodric? Yes, he must be at the Levant even now along with his new comrades-in-arms. And what of Mr Shevarler? The dressmaker busied herself with the measurements, then went back over questions of colour and pattern and weave. Only then did Emily remember that Mr Shevarler had been killed in the fighting. He had signed up at around the same time as Tubal, and had gone off to the Couchant: the western front, which was where the great bulk of the fighting was taking place. His name had subsequently been sent back to his home town on the casualty lists. But Mrs Shevarler would never openly correct a customer, of course, and nor would she show weakness. And so she and Emily were bound together in that lie, that pretence, going on with their business as though there had never been any such man as Mr Shevarler. The absence of him seemed to grow and grow, until the dead man took up all the space in the shop, becoming impossibly conflated with the luckless deserter that Northway’s men had shot down just a few streets away. Emily began to feel claustrophobic and ill, and knew that she must leave immediately.


And yet if she just bolted from the shop, as she dearly wanted to, then she would expose their joint charade for what it was. And so Emily stood her ground and had herself measured, and agreed with whatever was suggested, and then she left.


When she finally got outside into the open air, there was a man talking to Alice, beside the buggy. It was a familiar enough sight, and proof that not everything had changed in this world.


‘Why, Alice, who’s this?’


‘Em, this nice man was just telling me some fascinating rumours.’


I thought the only rumours these days were war rumours. Emily looked at the man Alice was talking to, who was peering back at her, shading his eyes. He was lean and broad-shouldered, dressed in a long leather greatcoat stained and worn by both travel and time. His face had a few scars that could have come from fighting, one of them dividing an eyebrow in two. His moustache and beard were cut neatly short.


‘Perhaps you would care to introduce us,’ she prompted Alice.


‘The name’s Griff, ma’am,’ said the man. He was well-spoken enough, but seemed the sort of careworn character that Alice would not have deigned to look at before the war. Now she was starved of attention, and apparently anyone would do.


‘I hope my sister has not been annoying you with her talk, Mr Griff.’


‘Not at all, ma’am. She’s been kind to spend a few words on a poor traveller.’


‘I wonder that you have not taken the Red, under the King’s orders, Mr Griff,’ Emily said. ‘I’m sure a man like you would be a valuable asset to the war effort.’ Certainly this Griff seemed to have more intact limbs than most of the other men within sight, always excepting Mr Northway’s robust henchmen.


Griff tapped his nose conspiratorially. ‘We all serve in our own ways,’ he told her, with a smile that invited her to smile back.


All he got from Emily was a frown. She leant towards her sister and murmured, ‘Alice, would you explain to me what is going on? I’ve seen you cross the street to avoid men less shabby than this.’


Her sister made an exasperated expression. ‘Oh, you’re so shallow, Emily!’


‘Me? I am shallow?’


‘Well, really. Mr Griff, I hope you won’t mind me saying: I saw him eyeing the buggy, and I thought he was watching us, and so I did my duty and went out to ask him what business it was of his. Only, we fell to talking, and . . . may I tell my sister what you were saying?’


‘So long as it goes no further, miss,’ Griff agreed in a low voice.


‘Mr Griff has told me he is a servant of the King,’ Alice explained to Emily in an excited whisper. ‘Not in the way that all of us are, but a real one, travelling the kingdom as His Majesty’s eyes and ears. We must invite him home with us.’


Emily blinked. ‘We must not.’


‘Em, he’s met the King,’ Alice insisted.


Emily closed her eyes for a moment, feeling the events of the day suddenly building like a pressure in her skull. ‘Forgive us, Mr Griff, but we shall be leaving very shortly.’ And, true enough, she could see Poldry along the street, doddering along with a laden basket.


Griff gave that easy smile again. ‘Not at all, Miss Marshwic. It’s about time I was on my way, myself.’


‘Oh, but really—’ Alice started.


‘No, Alice,’ Emily snapped firmly. ‘I’m sure Mr Griff has plenty of important business to attend to.’ The stare she gave the man was pointed, and he made a brief bow and then set off, the smile still firmly in place.


Poldry arrived just then, with a meagre haul of bread and cheese, bacon and mutton, and he ducked into Mrs Shevarler’s shop to haggle over the dressmaker’s share. Alice had her arms folded tightly, her familiar indication of bad temper.


‘Why do you always find a way to ruin things for me?’ she demanded, in a fierce whisper.


Emily frowned. ‘Alice, you cannot simply invite some stranger into—’


‘A servant of the King—’


‘What would a servant of the King be doing here?’


‘Well, I don’t know,’ Alice snapped crossly. ‘Who do we know that has his hand in the King’s coffers every minute of the day?’ She sent a fierce look towards the Mayor-Governor’s offices across the market square. ‘And who knows what might have come of that, if we had shown Mr Griff some proper hospitality! Don’t you care about our family, Emily? About our prospects?’


‘Alice, that is exactly what I do care about.’ Emily fought to keep her voice down. ‘A strange man under our roof – what would people say?’


‘If there was even a chance he was a familiar of the King! How often does any man of quality pass through Chalcaster these days? Next to never! And yet you have just sent a decent-seeming man away as if he was a beggar – no, worse than a beggar! Apparently you have some regard for them.’


‘Alice, it is not appropriate for you to indulge yourself in this way.’


For a moment her sister stood rigid, with very real tears on her cheeks. ‘You don’t understand,’ she got out at last. ‘Emily, what do we have? A house and a name, and both too costly to keep. Mary married a tradesman because she was terrified of the poorhouse, and now he’s off to the wars – and Rodric too! How will we revive our fortunes if not by allying ourselves to a man of real standing? And will it come from you? No, you’re like a bee that buzzes in and out, defending us from all comers with the sting of your words, while Mary tries to gather honey. But if we are to ever be something more than we are now, it’s up to me to make it so. I am the only one who will restore the greatness of our family. And if I do, it will be in spite of you!’


Poldry came out then, blinking in the cold silence that had developed between the two sisters. He climbed up into the buggy and plainly decided his best choice was to give his attention entirely to the horses.


Leaving the town, Emily felt as though she had been driven out, as though she was an army that had been routed in a war.
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