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The Wife Of
Freedom


Part I

 


Chapter 1

 


“Civilization ekes its way slowly in,” said
the Baron de Boynton, Royal Governor of New Acton. His companion,
Major Pembroke—The Honorable Henry Pembroke, and therefore the only
one deemed worthy to greet the baron and fetch him back from his
travels—looked at him from under bored eyelids.

“Does it?”

“Perhaps oozes is a better
word.” The baron smiled and reined his horse toward the little inn
at the side of the road. “I understand they put on a good cut of
beef here.”

“We’re not even an hour
from Twin Rivers,” said Henry, drawing his mount to a stop, but not
following. The two soldiers accompanying them came to a halt as
well. The baron’s servant, a silent old man with the air of a
whipped dog, followed his master closely.

“They will have dined in
Twin Rivers,” said Boynton. “Whatever we get to eat will be old and
cold. Come, Pembroke, have a treat! They may be behind the times
here in the interior, but they still know how to put on a good hot
cut of beef, and a good hot pudding.”

“Yes, hot, I think, is a
good description,” said Henry, thinking more about the political
atmosphere than the warmth of the dish or the dreadful local
spices. He dismounted and joined the baron. “Sir, how long have you
been away from the interior?”

“A year. Give or
take.”

“Things have changed
some....”

“And how long have you been
here, Major?”

“Three months,
sir.”

“I’ve been governor of this
district for more than twelve years. The place changes because it
grows. You’ll get used to the ripples after a bit.”

Henry sighed and followed him into the inn.
He had already come to the conclusion that Boynton was an idiot,
except in the activity of making a profit from the district for
himself and the king. And for that the king had granted him a title
and lands. Henry was the fourth son of a duke, and had little
chance of receiving either, since men like Boynton had snatched up
all the excess lands in the previous generation. Henry was here for
the honor; the only thing a gentleman had left.

Not that he expected anything to come of the
rebellious talk that had come upon the locals. It was only talk.
What little action he’d seen had from rowdies who’d have done the
same, revolution or not. Little chance for valor here, in this most
backward of backward places. Henry was doomed to boredom, it
seemed.

Quiet dropped onto the dining room when they
entered. A score of men and a few women turned to watch as Boynton,
oblivious, crossed the room to address the landlord. Henry followed
lazily. The place looked clean enough, but as rough as everything
local seemed to be, and the patrons likewise, though perhaps not as
clean. They crowded around two long tables, but there was a small
and crooked private table near the kitchen.

Boynton’s servant wiped the table well, and
produced some linen napkins.

“Acton timber too dirty for
you?” called a voice. Neither Henry nor Boynton made any reaction,
but the governor’s servant fixed the speaker with a hard stare.
This caused some oo-ing and a bit of comment, but the chill in the
room warmed again, as people went back to their
conversations.

Boynton settled himself contentedly and
began to chat about traditions and rusticity and, indeed, Acton
timber, which was where the governor’s fortune had been made. Henry
nodded without listening, and waited for his beef. After a moment,
though, he realized that the governor had stopped speaking and was
now fidgeting.

“We’re surrounded by
treasonous louts,” muttered Boynton.

“Yes, sir,” agreed Henry.
He might have said I told you
so, but the beef arrived, and he was
hungry, and not interested in debate. The beef was as good as
Boynton said, though there was little enough of it, served with a
heavy portion of pudding and the two small bowls that seemed to
accompany everything here: a sweet sauce of hot peppers and a sour
one of grated horseradish. Both had a sting to them that would pop
your eyes out, and Henry did not make the mistake of sampling
either of them.

Boynton, however, was agitated and simply
pushed his food around the plate as he listened to what was being
said around him.

“Your beef is getting
cold,” said Henry.

Boynton threw down his fork and leapt to his
feet, paying Henry no mind at all. Now he advanced on a sloppy
little brute with stained fingers and a mop of black hair.

“Do you know who I am,
sir?” he demanded of the brute.

“Sure I do. Do you know
who I am?” The man
stood with his tricorn tilted back, head raised, and grinning
widely. If it weren’t for the ink stains on his hands and sleeves,
Henry would have taken him for a blacksmith.

“You are a filthy
insignificant little peasant whom I would not care to know,” said
Boynton.

“He’s right there, Jackie,”
said one of the onlookers to a ripple of laughter.

“I suppose he is,” said the
one called Jackie, and he pointed a thick finger at Boynton. “But
I do care to know
you, since you’re the biggest timber thief in all
Acton.”

Boynton sputtered, and now
anyone who hadn’t been listening before crowded closer, jostling
the table and making it impossible for Henry to eat.
Damned rustic place with a damned rustic
governor, he thought. He half wished they
would have their little revolution and roll the old blowhard in the
mud...except that then Henry would have to intervene. He’d rather
finish his beef first, so he sighed, rose, and picked up his
plate.

“Pardon,” he said to the
man who was pressing in behind him. The man looked like he had a
rude reply on his lips, so Henry bowed slightly and gestured to
offer the seat. The man reluctantly moved to let him out, and Henry
turned to the back of the room.

And there he saw a vision.

A young woman stood at the back of the room,
with an air of both anxiety and wistfulness that was...delightful.
Her rippling black hair was pulled back into the proper bun, but
loosely, as though it were only just kept in check. She seemed
uncomfortable in the plain gray homespun dress. She had wide dark
eyes, brown and deep.

She glanced toward him, and seeing him
staring, she straightened, dark eyes growing wider, and she
blushed. She almost smiled, but she glanced away quickly, blushing
deeper still.

He set down his plate on the nearest
surface, he had no idea where. Forget the damned titles and land.
And even honor. This was something worth pursuing.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


Mary Alwyn had hardy noticed the two
noblemen when they came into the inn. She’d been wool-gathering as
usual, as she’d watched her husband chat and argue.

Her husband, Jackie Alwyn, was a man that
any girl would like. Not tall, but strong, with fine curly black
hair, and eyes of a stunning blue that fairly glowed with passion.
A girl would think the passion was for her—at least that’s what
Mary thought before she married him. She’d thought it even as her
good mind told her that the passion was for Freedom. Or perhaps, to
be honest, simply for trouble.

Not that he didn’t love her, and not that
she didn’t adore him. Really she did. She rested her chin on her
hand and watched him, a squirrel of a man, bustling through the
tavern, effusive, friendly, and when he got to that poor nobleman,
as contrary as a goose.

Mary stood up to see better as the customers
gathered around the rising debate, if debate was the right word.
The nobleman was on his feet, blustering, and Jackie, well Jackie
was just doing as he did best, running words around the man in
loops.

Could it become an Incident? Something to
lead them to revolution and freedom? That’s what they were all
waiting for, but this was barely anything. Not even a man worthy of
Jackie’s eloquence. Was there a revolution at all, really? It had
come down to repeating things. Somehow dull and tense at once.
Would it ever change? Of course it would, but then she would wish
heartily to be bored again. But that seemed natural enough, to be
never satisfied, no matter what you had.

One man moved out of the crowd, she wouldn’t
have paid attention, but he stopped. She glanced at him. He was
staring at her. No, admiring her. And he was a pretty admirable
specimen himself, even if he was a royal officer. Tall, fair, with
expressive eyebrows and a mobile mouth. She glanced away quickly,
and tried to focus back on the little debate, but he was still
looking at her, and moving toward her.

She wasn’t much used to attention, though
she knew she had fine looks. She was a married woman, living in a
small village with an admired husband. She seldom got more than a
casual glance, and Jackie wasn’t one to pause much for anything,
even to admire his wife. This man looking at her.... Well, it
wasn’t dull.

She turned to the man as he approached. He
moved elegantly, as if the rough chairs and customers of the inn
were the guests at a lovely ball. He wore his uniform like fine
dress clothes, not sloppy or stiff like most soldiers. And he
smiled like she was a duchess.

“Madam,” he drawled, with a
silly little gesture and a deep bow. He gestured toward Jackie and
the other nobleman. “Might I ask if the man making a fool out of my
superior is Jackie the Freedom?”

“Yes,” she said. She’d
almost said indeed,
but a revolutionary wife shouldn’t put on airs. Besides, she was
sure any airs she came up with wouldn’t compete with those of the
courtesans this man was used to. Sweet and simple could be
charming. That’s what Mrs. Cress had taught her, anyway.

“Yes, I may ask? Or yes, it
is he?”

“It is he,” she said with a
smile. “But I didn’t agree you could ask.”

He smiled, took her hand, and bowed again,
dragging a foot back to make leg formally.

“Major Pembroke,” he said.
“At your service, marm.”

She curtseyed lightly.

“Mrs. Freedom.”

“Ah!” He stood up
straighter, but looked pleased. “An honor, marm. An honor to meet
Mrs. Freedom!”

“Mrs. Alwyn,” she corrected
with a sigh, bringing it back down to plain again.

“Yes, yes, of course.” He
became less courtly. They both turned to watch the debate, in which
Jackie had become quiet and polite and subdued as he drove the
nobleman to greater heights of apoplexy.

“And who is your friend?”
she asked.

“That is the beloved
governor of New Acton.”

“Boynton?” The fanciful
thoughts went out of her head. The governor. And an officer. And
with an officer came soldiers, didn’t they. And that meant the
situation was something after all.

“Major,” said Mary, not
taking her eyes from her husband. “Do you have troops
nearby?”

“We have an army stationed
at Twin Rivers,” he said as if she were a fool.

“No, I mean do you have
troops here? With you?”

“I have two soldiers
outside with the horses....” He spoke slowly, looking closely at
her. “Marm, do you expect an incident?”

“Incident?” she repeated.
Now she had alerted him. She turned back toward Jackie. He wouldn’t
mind. He was spoiling for an incident, and a few soldiers would
only make it more important. Mary’d been spoiling for it too, but
now she felt the tension and didn’t want it. Pembroke started to
move away, but she grabbed his arm. “If you bring them in, they
will have to shoot.”

He hesitated, and then bowed again. “Thank
you, marm.” He started to turn, but turned back. “Perhaps you had
better go home.”

“I’m not a gentlewoman,”
she said. “My place is here...whatever happens.”

“Indeed?” He seemed
genuinely surprised. “You are as gentle a thing as any I have met.”
With this he took her hand and made leg again.

“Please don’t bring trouble
in here,” she said.

He looked surprised, and glanced back at
Jackie and the governor and the crowd.

“I’m sorry, I thought it
was already here,” he said. Then, seeing the look on her face, he
smiled reassuringly. “I would not wish to cause you distress,
marm.”

The major bowed and then went and spoke
urgently to the servant, who looked alarmed and started to leave.
The major stopped him and spoke again. The servant nodded and
scurried out.

Is this it?
thought Mary. Both sides had jostled one another
for so long now, everyone was waiting for the break. All the
locals, anyway. The nobles seemed oblivious, like Boynton. Even a
little thing could snap it, and it would go up with a boom, and
they’d be at war. And Jack would be at the middle of it. Talking,
not shooting. He did have some old guns hidden in their house for
when the trouble came, like everyone, but Jack wouldn’t bother to
learn how to fire them. Mary went and learned herself, in case she
ever needed to show him how. People laughed at her, but they knew
why she did it.

What need for a gun, when
Jackie has the mouth he does? That’s what
people said. If he couldn’t fight them off with his words, he could
certainly rally others with words. But attack with a gun and you
are a mere soldier. Attack with words and it’s treason. And Jackie
didn’t care if they did hang him.

She moved closer, as the folk in the room
took to jeering at the nobleman. Boynton’s face was red. He and
Jackie were of a height and a size, and they looked like two bull
dogs facing off. Except if they were dogs, Jackie’s tail would have
been wagging.

“There is a flaw in your
logic,” Jackie was saying. “We’re to accept you have a right only
because you say you
have a right.”

“I have a right because the
king gives me that right.”

“And who gives the king the
right to say so?”

“God, sir! God gives the
king his right.”

“I could say that God gave
me the right to spit in your eye.” This aroused a laugh from the
audience. Boynton looked like he was ready to have a
fit.

“First treason and now
blasphemy!”

“Give ‘em a spit, Jackie!”
said someone. “Let’s try the theory out.”

“I’m a bit dry in the
mouth,” said Jackie, reaching his hand out. Someone put a pint of
ale in it, and Mary tensed as he took a drink, but then he turned
and caught Mary’s eye. He swallowed and smiled ruefully. “And my
wife would think it bad manners. But more, I don’t take that right
because I have a sense of scruple, which the king does
not.”

“By god, sir! You are
impudent!”

“The king is impudent,”
said Jackie seriously and he took another swig.

“I’ll see you whipped in
the public square for this.”

Jackie looked at him evenly. “See me? Too
weak to do it yourself?”

“He’d sprain himself
lifting the whip,” said the butcher’s boy. This brought on more
laughter and ridicule. In the meantime, the major stepped up to
Boynton and took his arm, whispering. Boynton shook him
off.

“Arrest him.”

“Not until you are safe
away, sir,” said Major Pembroke quietly. Boynton paused, and a look
of fear crept into his eyes as he looked at the faces around
him.

“I’ll see you whipped,” he
said, shaking a finger at Jackie, and allowing the major to escort
him out of the place.

“Roll ‘em both in the mud!”
came the cry from someone in the back of the room. People shoved
forward, buffing the two noblemen a bit, but no one laid hands on
them. After all, they could now see the two soldiers who had
entered the tavern quietly. Each stood at the side of the door,
bayonets affixed, but raised to the air. The four of them made
their exit, and the tavern crowd let out a loud cheer.

 


They rode the rest of the way back to Twin
Rivers at a fast pace. Boynton was in a sullen mood and pushed too
fast for the tired horses, but it wasn’t far, and Henry was in
love.

The woman was a delight, and better still
she was married. It was good for a young gentleman to have an
affair with a married woman. With proper discretion, it wouldn’t
ruin her. And this woman was attracted to him as well. Henry felt a
tingle recalling how she had taken his arm with a sweet gentle hand
and asked him to avert trouble, and he had, while her husband tried
his best to invite the trouble in. The upstart deserved to be
cuckolded.

On arrival in Twin Rivers, Boynton insisted
they call on General Vickson at once. The general, as usual, was up
and working as Boynton bustled in past the servant, complaints
already spilling from his lips.

The general’s long face showed no expression
as he listened to the governor’s tirade. He stood by his desk, a
paper still in his hand, and did not move until Boynton was
done.

“Who...was the upstart?” he
asked, glancing from Boynton to Henry.

“Alwyn, sir,” said Henry.
The general turned to Boynton again and tilted his head
forward.

“So Jackie the Freedom has
said to you what he’s said to pretty much everyone in the district,
and less than he’s published across the entire kingdom, and you
want me to arrest him?”

“The king has granted me
broad new powers, sir,” said Boynton. “He is withdrawing the usual
rights of his subjects here in the interior, and this is exactly
the sort of thing he wants stopped.”

“Yes, I received a missive
about it only today. We have broad new powers to assist us in our battle against
active treason. I didn’t see anything about the suspension of the
rights of the press.”

“The press? He’s a drunken
lout, who was inciting a mob.”

The general glanced at Henry, who gave him a
doubtful look from behind Boynton’s back. Boynton caught half the
exchange.

“I’m not asking you to hang
the man. I want you to give him a good public whipping and send him
home. As an example to those who listen to him.” He turned back to
Vickson. “It’s not out of line for public misbehavior.”

“And that’s not a matter
for the army.”

“It is if it is treasonous
misbehavior,” said Boynton. “And I make it a command. A royal
command.” He glowered his way out of the room, now out of steam and
unable to storm. The general sighed and shook his head.

“I’ll take a squad over to
Whitville tomorrow, sir,” said Henry.

“It’s a waste of time,”
said Vickson. “You won’t find him unless he wants to be found, and
he won’t want to be found. Quite frankly, we don’t want to find
him. Great new powers or not, the fact that the fellow thumbed his
nose at Boynton isn’t worth our time.”

“I’d like the experience,
though, sir. If I’m to serve here, I’d like a better idea of the
mind of these people.”

“A glutton for punishment?”
The general laughed. “It’s simple enough. You’ll find them stubborn
and a bit crafty.”

“Still, I ought to know
that for myself.”

“It isn’t a job for a
major.”

“But the governor himself
was offended. Can’t leave that to a sergeant without any
supervision.”

“True enough,” said Vickson
with a laugh. “He’d just as soon send me on the job.”

“And he is your
superior.”

“In name,” said Vickson
sharply.

“And in name only,” said
Henry, with a courtier’s bow. The general shook his
head.

“You’re a bit of a clown
yourself.”

“Only until I have
something more important to do.”

The general turned and looked seriously at
him. “You will have, before this is done.”

“Indeed, sir? I thought
there was little chance of war.”

“Not war. But there is a
much darker plot here, much more serious and organized than what
you see from the likes of Jack Alwyn.”

“I understood that Alwyn’s
writings did present a serious concern.”

The general shrugged. “Serious, but not
organized. He’s good at breaking things down, but he doesn’t build
anything up. He whips them into excitement. He’s the collie. The
herdsmen are elsewhere. In Tillytown, to be exact, setting up a
government.”

“Really? Then shouldn’t we
have troops in Tillytown?”

“I think we should. Boynton
thinks the loyalists there will keep them under wraps. And truth be
told, we’ll march up there and grab them when we need
them.”

 


 



Chapter 3

 


Jackie was up all night writing a new
Freedom, as the political pamphlets he wrote were called. Mary
found him in good spirits in the morning at his writing desk,
unshaven and eyes both bright and bleary, a portion of his cold
pudding breakfast smeared his shirt. His last unstained shirt.
Well, old pudding wasn’t so bad to wash out.

Mary herself felt oddly bright. Perhaps
Jackie had not been in her bed, but her dreams had kept her from
being alone. And the dreams had not been full of Jackie. They’d
been full of that blasted officer. She didn’t think she’d slept a
wink, although she knew she must have.

Mary never held back her dreams. They were
just in her head, and belonged to no one but her, and for no one
but her to judge. So she let them stay, and she drifted through her
morning breakfast and dressing. It was some time before her husband
looked up from his papers.

“The Freedom to....” He
paused. He was running out of titles. Freedom to Speak, Freedom to Move, Freedom to Work, Freedom to Pray. Each pamphlet a
masterpiece of sedition, and everyone loved them because they were
so plain and true. Except the nobles, who hated them because they
were so plain and true.

“Freedom of Conscience?” he
said, not really looking at her. “But it’s more than that. To
Think. Sounds too...scientific. Philosophize.”

“Freedom to Dream,” said
Mary, before she’d even realized what she was saying.

“To Dream! Aye, one must
have the freedom to dream before one really has any freedom of
action. That’s what this is about. Now we dream, and then we can
act.” He bent again over his paper, pen scratching.

“Or not act,” she said
quietly.

She heard the sound of the gate, and then
the sound of the front door crashing open. Jack froze, and Mary
stepped quickly to the landing, but it was only Thomas the
butcher’s son. He raced up the stairs.

“The guard is comin’ for
ya, Jack,” he called.

“Already?” said Jackie with
a grin. He jumped up and poured sand liberally over his paper to
dry the ink, and grabbed his hat.

“What if they destroy the
Freedom?” said Mary, pointing to the pages on the table.

“It’s all in here,” he
said, tapping his head. Then he stepped lightly out the window and
went down the trellis as quiet as a cat. Tom followed him almost as
lightly.

To have such a rogue for a husband, and to
look to a boring nobleman for excitement. She shook her head and
poured the sand back in its box. Her head turned too easily. Much
too easily. She straightened the papers and tucked them in a case.
Put away the pen. Already she heard the gate, so she picked up her
sewing, and slipped down the stairs. The knock was more polite than
she expected.

It was always a debate as
to whether to let them in, or to stand on her rights and make them
knock it down. Either way, she could delay them while Jackie played
his game of strutting around in public, but never being caught
until the thing blew over...or until he was caught. A flogging didn’t matter,
if it got attention. His wife’s distress was not even noticeable to
him.

But as for the door, she’d better open it,
because Jackie’d never get around to fixing a broken one. Mary
pulled it open, looking harried, as if interrupted in her sewing.
It was Major Pembroke, standing with that nobleman’s ease, his head
cocked in deference and concern. Prettier in the daylight, yet.

“Major Pembroke,” she said
in a little bit of a gasp.

“Marm,” he said, removing
his hat. “Is your husband at home?”

“No, he’s at the
printer’s.”

“We’ve just come from
there, marm. He isn’t there. Nor is there anyone else. Not even the
press itself.”

“Oh, dear. They must have
moved it again, then.”

“Do you know where they
would have moved it to?”

“Won’t you come
in?”

His hesitation was almost invisible.

“Thank you, marm,” and he
stepped inside, shutting the door in the faces of the two soldiers
with him.

And all the time it was
going through Mary’s head: if you were going to be unfaithful, did
it really matter if you did it instantly? How many meetings was
appropriate before you actually succumbed? Wasn’t it
always inappropriate?
Shades of her childhood came back to her, when Mrs. Cress would
marvel at how “she didn’t even hesitate!” whenever Mary had jumped
into a mud puddle. And Mary could never understand how thinking
about it first could make a crime less serious.

“Are you sure your husband
is not at home?”

“Are you asking to find out
where he is, or for more personal reasons?”

His mouth widened in a pleased smile. A
pleasing smile. She took a deep breath as he leaned in.

“And what kind of personal
reasons would you mean, marm?”

She let the breath out and thought what an
idiot she was. And that if she was too forward, she’d drive him
away. But if he could be driven away with honesty, what good was
he? She didn’t know how to be coy, even if he did.

“Perhaps you’d better have
them search,” she said, snapping her mouth shut and stepping
back.

He smiled and opened the door. The soldiers
trundled in, glancing sidelong at her.

“Make sure he’s not hiding
here somewhere,” he told them. They tromped through the house. At
least she didn’t have to worry about that. Jackie claimed to have
the Freedom to Dream in his head, and she and the major were standing on the cache
of arms. The major stood very close to her, angled a bit away so as
to seem more decent. He seemed comfortable to let the silence draw
out for a bit. She stood primly, with her hands clasped before her,
eyes cast down. She noticed that the major had very fine boots. And
a fine pair of legs going into them. What you could see of her own
boots were scuffed. She slipped a foot back, more out of sight and
shifted her weight, tilting her head.

Then he spoke, his face much closer to her
ear than she expected. Not looking at her boots at all.

“Marm, tell me where to
have them search next.”

“What?” The proximity and
the words startled her and she stepped back to regain her balance.
She looked at him, and his face showed a sly
earnestness.

“Tell me where to send them
to search next,” he insisted.

And suddenly the logic flooded back into her
that they were there to haul Jackie away and beat him. She widened
her eyes and stared at him, and her face turned hot with a deep
flush.

“I cannot tell you that,”
she said.

He looked disconcerted, and then leaned in
closer and lowered his voice.

“I mean, where should they
search that would occupy them for some time?”

“I don’t know,” she said,
waving her hands in the air as the soldiers returned. “You’ve had
your search, now get out.”

The soldiers grinned at one another, as she
waved them toward the door, and they filed out. The major paused
and took her hand, bowing gently over it.

“Marm, I apologize,” he
said. “I did not wish to cause you distress.”

He kissed just the tips of her fingers,
which stopped her nervous gesture to push him out.

“And I regret any
misunderstandings,” he added, with an odd emphasis. He carefully
turned her hand over and very slowly kissed the palm of her hand,
so slowly, his breath tickled her wrist.

Then with a bow, he left.

 


Mary spent the whole day thinking about him.
In the evening Jackie came home excited and a little drunk. He gave
her a big happy kiss, and a clutch to her backside, but between the
drink and the fact that he hadn’t slept the night before, he was
out before she could get him undressed.

“Oh, Jackie,” she said. She
took two steps back and looked at him. He was always doing. Always
busy. Always two steps ahead of himself. And as a result he never
really was where he was. He was never there. And Mary, no matter how she
tried, could never seem to be any place but where she was now.
Could never really keep her mind on the future. A big puddle of mud
and her shoes pinched, and that’s as far as her mind naturally
went.

“I’ll be making a mistake,”
she said aloud. She reached out and took hold of his face, which as
rough and in need of a shave. Two days in need of it. He stirred,
and she held her breath, but he didn’t awaken. “Perhaps I wouldn’t
make the mistake if you were here,” she whispered.

He snorted and then began
to softly snore. She pulled back and brushed her hand over his face
impatiently, but she couldn’t tell if it was disgust or relief. It
wasn’t his fault, anyway. It wasn’t his mistake, it was
hers. The Freedom to
Fall, she thought. That was the first
Freedom Paper he’d written. You make your
own mistakes. You don’t need any help from any lords or
masters.

She turned away and took a little extra time
about washing herself, and thought about the here and now. She may
have had trouble getting her mind on the future, but she realized
she didn’t have any trouble at all getting away from the here. Her
mind wandered freely enough just now. And where it went was to him.
Major Pembroke.

She crawled into bed, her back to her
snoring husband, and slept alone with her dreams.

The next day, Jackie was gone before
daybreak, along with his papers. When the major returned, she
didn’t misunderstand, and she didn’t spend the morning alone.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


On the third day Henry decided to come later
in the morning, nearly midday. No need to risk that Alwyn would
still be there. But when he knocked, no one answered. He tried
again and no answer. It was awkward.

“Should we knock it down,
sir?” asked the sergeant.

“Do you think he’s
here?”

The sergeant shrugged, and Henry considered
if Mary would be angry over a damaged door. A woman came hurrying
out of a house across the street.

“They’re not at home,” she
said. “The door’s unlocked, if ye have to search.”

Henry nodded to his men to search, and went
to talk to the woman.

“How do you do, marm,” he
said. The charm didn’t work at all with this one. She just looked
at him suspiciously. “Can you tell me when they left?”

“When?” She was unprepared
for that question. Prepared to defend against where, but not when.

“Long time ago, or
short?”

“Long. More’n an hour, she
went off to the woods to dig, and he’s in and out all the time. Who
knows when he left or where he is. Flits about, he
does.”

“I’ve noticed.”

She gave him a sneering smile.

“I’m sure you
have.”

“Perhaps Mrs. Alwyn would
know where he is....”

The woman’s face got hard.

“Dunno where she
went.”

“You said into the
woods.”

“But I don’t know where.
She could have gone anywhere.”

“Thank you, marm.” He
turned away, and the woman came out through the gate after
him.

“You leave her
alone!”

“Marm?” He
turned.

“You just leave her alone,”
she said a little more quietly, looking him in the eye with
fierceness. She backed away, and went back into her
house.

She had pointed quite distinctly off toward
the stream earlier. He didn’t think he needed more from her. He
went back to his soldiers and gave them each a coin.

“I don’t feel like a
useless chase today,” he said. “Give the village a look, then have
yourselves a drink, and buy a round for anyone who might look
friendly. Then have another search.”

“Aye, sir.” The men weren’t
going to ask questions.

 


The day was warm and pleasant for autumn. A
good day for a ride in the woods, which was fortunate, because it
took him a while to find her. She was away from the stream, just
past the crown of a hill, squatting over a hole where she was
digging with her hands and a stick. Like a primitive, or a peasant,
and yet somehow all the more attractive. She glanced at him and
kept to her digging.

“You were meant for much
more attractive pursuits, marm,” he said.

“Don’t complain. I’m doing
this because of you,” she said shortly.

“Indeed,” he said in
surprise and bent to look more closely at the fibrous roots she
pulled from the ground.

“Barrenroot,” she said.
“Makes a tea to keep a woman barren.”

He felt his face grow warm at her bluntness.
Then he felt pleasure at the thought that she must be spurning her
husband’s bed for him, to fear pregnancy. But perhaps that wasn’t
it. Any child in this circumstance would be a complication, even if
Alwyn thought it was his. Henry’s child, even wrong side of the
blanket, would still be Henry’s child. A woman in her position had
to be practical in a way that he never would. And she was angry
with him because of it.

But it was a good sized pile of roots beside
her. She wasn’t planning on turning him away soon. He watched her
grub away in the dirt, like a servant, and he felt uncomfortable
leaving her to it. He glanced at his own clean hands, and
reluctantly squatted by the hole. As he gingerly reached to help,
she slapped his hand away.

“People will notice dirt
under the fingernails of a gentleman.”

“You are doing all the
practical thinking for us, aren’t you?”

“Not all,” she said, with
an almost suspicious look at him, that made him wonder what she
meant. “I’m almost finished. If you want to help, get the bucket
and fill it with water, so I can give these a rinse.”

“Your servant,
marm.”

When he returned with the bucket, he found
her marshalling her piles of roots and other bits of plants around
her basket.

“And what are rest of
these?”

“To cover the barrenroot,”
she said, but this time smiling. She pointed to some long thin
roots. “Horseradish....”

“The ever-present
horseradish.”

“This is the real thing,”
she said. “The wild Acton kind, hotter and more flavorful. That’s
the mock-ginger, or what we call lemonroot....”

She picked up a handful of her newly dug
barrenroot and dumped it into the bucket as she spoke. He took her
hands and pressed them into the water. She pulled back, but he held
her fingers and so she relented with a curious look. He pressed her
hands again into the cool water and began to slowly stroke away the
dirt. She didn’t move or make a sound, except that her breathing
seemed a bit more labored. He resisted kissing her, though it was
difficult with her face so close to his.

He took his time, working at each finger
separately, and she only swallowed and watched his hands, until he
finally pulled her hands from the water, and dried them, just as
carefully, with his own handkerchief.

She took a deep breath as though she hadn’t
been breathing all along, and rose to her feet, trembling. She
stumbled away, removing her apron as she went. She paused.

“Come,” she
said.

She led him to a grassy spot, and laid the
apron on the ground. He slipped his arms around her from behind and
kissed her neck.

“You needn’t fear getting
me dirty,” he said. “A gentleman may not get dirt under his
fingernails, but he can take a tumble from a horse
anywhere.”

He sat on the ground and pulled her to him,
and kissed her in earnest. They made love quickly and awkwardly
among the grass and brambles and leaves. Henry felt as though he
had picked a sweet wild fruit and now consumed it messily. Though
it made his heart pound with delight, he realized he didn’t like
the haste. He didn’t like being furtive, not to this extent.

Later as she lay back, looking at the sky,
he reached over and brushed her cheek.

“I’d like to see more of
you.”

“You’ve seen me every day
since we met.”

“No,” he said, tugging at
her bodice playfully. “I’d like to see more of you.”

She pushed his hand away, then pulled on his
shirt.

“Can I see more of you,
then?”

“Indeed.” He kissed her,
and then pushed himself up on hands and knees. “But we’ll need a
better meeting place. I can’t keep coming to your
house.”

“That’s why I came to the
woods today.”

She sat up and began rearranging her
clothing. He occupied himself with his own for the moment. Then he
held out a hand to help her up.

“A lady needs a boudoir,”
he said. “And I want to see you surrounded by lovely
things.”

“How do you propose
that?”

“I have a
house.”

“I can’t be seen going into
your house. It’s bad enough you coming into mine.”

“You won’t be seen. There’s
a back gate, and a high wall. It’s along the Hickam
Road.”

“The one with the
roses?”

“Yes, you know
it?”

“Mmm.” She bent to arrange
her basket of roots and herbs. “What sort of lovely
things?”

“A silk gown.”

“I once had a silk dress.”
She picked up her basket and coyly moved away. He snagged up the
reins of his horse and followed.

“Did your husband provide
it?” he asked doubtfully.

“No,” she said, laughing.
She spun to face him. “I was a little girl. We were Callers. We all
had bright dresses that billowed and flowed....” She stopped and
the joy in her face slipped away. She looked at him seriously, and
a little apprehensively. “We were Callers.”

“And what are
they?”

“Traveling people, mountain
people, who go from village to village and call the news.” She
paused and tilted her head. “Beggars.”

“Ah, I see.”

“Well, not really beggars.
We made a good living and worked hard for it. We sang, and called
the news, and played for dances, and carried letters, both written
and in our heads.”

“Minstrels.”

“Yes.”

“And members of His
Majesty’s postal service.”

“I suppose.”

“Nothing dishonorable in
that. A civilizing influence, if anything.”

She curtseyed. He took her arm and they
walked a bit further.

“And you all had silk
gowns.”

“Dresses,” she said. “And
it was only rough silk. Mostly wool actually. They spin soft wool
very fine down in Chirassa mountains, you know. So fine that it
isn’t very strong, so they ply it with silk.” She sighed. “It was a
lovely dress. Red and orange, with a little bit of blue. Mrs. Cress
thought it was indecent and she burned it.”

“Who is Mrs.
Cress?”

“My parents died of a
sickness when I was something around ten years old. Mrs. Cress took
me in. She was a Plain person, you know, the religious ones who
like to keep things simple and gray.”

“There are quite a few of
them around here.”

“Acton’s fair full of them.
They’re fine people if they would just smile a bit
more.”

He pulled her to a stop.

“I want to see
you smile more. I don’t
want you plain and gray. I love you, Mary.”

She did not reply, but after lowering her
head for a moment, she took hold of his shoulder and kissed
him.

They paused to discuss her normal days for
going to the market, and when she could best come to see him. Then
he mounted his horse and left her to make her way home alone.

 


 



Chapter 5

 


It was well after dark when Jackie climbed
back in the window.

“I’ve kept your supper
warm,” she said from her place, sitting in the corner next to the
fire, knees drawn up like a child.

“I’ve eaten,” he said, as
he went to the hearth and scooped up a bowl of sausage and
potatoes. “Ah, this has some spirit to it!”

“I dug some new horseradish
today,” she said, resting her head on her arms. He pulled up a
stool next to the fire and began to shovel in his supper, though it
didn’t slow his talking.

“I had a close call at the
tavern today,” he said, through a mouthful of sausage. “I had a
drink there while they searched the bookstore across the street. I
said hello to some loyalists in the back. Mr. Pitch and his
friends.” He sneered at the name. Pitch hated Jackie and Jackie
hated him. “I couldn’t go out the back because of them so I went
upstairs. But they came in faster than I expected, and Pitch sent
them straight upstairs, and I had to duck into a front room where I
couldn’t get out the window without being seen. Luckily Maisie
Winter was in the next room cleaning up, and when she saw me dart
in, she set up a scuffling sound like someone making to hide. So
they ran in there, and found her half under the bed. When they
pulled her out, she set to yelling at them for looking up a
respectable woman’s skirts while she tried to do the cleaning. I
was able to dash down the stairs and say a good day to Pitch, and
be off before he could shout through her racket.”

He laughed and she reached out to wipe his
chin with a linen.

“I wish you wouldn’t play
games like that Jackie. There’s no purpose to it.”

“It distracts them from
Bowler and Cap’n Trent.”

“And you’re never
home.”

“Would you rather I stay
here and be caught right away?”

“No.”

“Then what would you have
me do?”

“Go aground.”

“Then I wouldn’t be home at
all.”

“But I wouldn’t have to
worry the whole time.”

“So then you could enjoy
your pastimes without me all day?”

Did he know? She pulled her knees closer and
twisted the linen, hoping he couldn’t see her well in the
flickering darkness.

“It’s not a joking matter,
Jackie,” she said hoarsely. He paused for a moment, watching
her.

“But it’s my hide!” he said
petulantly, like a child talking about a toy. She let out a
relieved sigh and rested her forehead on her arms. She shook a
little with a low laugh. He was only jealous that she could have
pastimes and he couldn’t if he were in hiding.

“All right, Jackie, play
your games. Enjoy your beating when it comes.” She turned her face
and looked at the coals.

“I won’t enjoy it,” he said
seriously. He stirred his food rather than eat it, and out of the
corner of her eye, she could tell he was watching her in a way that
made her uncertain again. Then he sighed and looked away
himself.

“I’ll stay out of their way
a bit more. Boynton doesn’t like it here, so he’ll be off again
soon enough, and when he goes, no one will care any
more.”

She sighed deeply. “Thank you, Jackie.”

“Do you want me to stop
being a revolutionary? Because the only way this will stop is if I
shut my mouth.”

“You can’t shut your mouth,
Jackie. You’d explode.”

“I would.”

She turned back to look at him.

“And it’s what I love about
you.”

“And it’s what gives you so
much misery. It’s like me and the horseradish.” He cleared his
throat and let out a cough as if some of it must have been stinging
him. Then he grinned at her and she thought of what a fool she
was.

He put down the bowl on the hearth and stood
up.

“Come to bed?”

He held out his hand, and his tone made it a
request, not a question. She lowered her head and then stood
up.

“To bed,” she
answered.

What Jackie lacked in charms he made up for
with enthusiasm, and sometimes a surprising gentle sweetness.
Honest, she told herself. Not practiced and mannered. He was very
sweet that night, and he kept his arms around her until she was
well asleep.

But soon after that she awoke, and he wasn’t
there. She heard the scratch scratching of his pen in the next
room. She usually found that amusing, or even a bit of an honor,
because usually it was something she had said that got him to
thinking. But tonight all she thought was of how easy it would be
to slip on her shoes and run off to see Henry. She passed some time
calculating how late she could return without Jackie noticing. She
realized that she was angry at him for leaving the bed, and she had
been many times before.

He’s just enjoying his
pastimes without me, she thought. She rolled over and pulled the blanket over her
head. Her mind could run off and stay as long as it liked, so she
let it, and she spent the night with the ghost of The Honorable
Henry de Pembroke.

 


The next day, Mary stayed home, since it was
not a usual market day, and they had not arranged to meet. She
stayed home and cleaned. She’d let the cleaning go for the past few
days—dreaming, like she had when she was young—but leaving the
cleaning was not wise in a house where a sloppy man like Jack Alwyn
lived.

She was sweeping the steps out front, when
she saw Martha Simple come out of Mrs. Tuttle’s house across the
street. Martha was as near a thing as Mary had to a sister, being
Mrs. Cress’s daughter. She was a thin, prim little thing, but in
her gray dress, she looked like a strong little rod of iron. She
came up the walk and stopped, and looked Mary over.

Mary realized that her hair had come loose,
and her apron was askew. Martha’s face registered that this was
confirmation of her worst fears. Mary smiled at her, and set down
the broom to open the door.

“Come in,” she
said.

She settled Martha in the kitchen and set to
making tea.

“Does the whole village
know?” she asked, her back still turned.

“No. Not yet. Mrs. Tuttle
has too much respect for Jackie to spread it behind his
back.”

“Think she’ll tell
him?”

“No! She’d be too
embarrassed. She hopes he’ll find out for himself, or you’ll come
to your senses.”

Mary balanced two cups in one hand and the
pot in another. Martha shook her head.

“Why don’t you use a tray?”
She sighed and looked pained. “You’ve reverted to your childhood,
haven’t you?”

Mary smiled and nimbly set down the cups and
pot.

“Perhaps.” Then when Martha
took a breath to speak again, she held up a hand. “Martha, I’ve
heard it all, haven’t I? Your mother has said it. You’ve said it.
The preacher has said it. The ladies of the town have said it. I’m
sure the king would have said it if he ever met me. Think about it,
think about it, think about it. Well, I’m not going to think about
it.”

She sat down and looked to see Martha was
distressed. Not the strong little rod as usual. Weary, actually.
Mary sighed. The poor woman had spent most of her childhood
worrying about Mary getting into trouble, protecting her from
herself at every possible turn. Even taking the blame once or
twice. But Mary couldn’t imagine her taking the blame on this one.
The very thought almost made her laugh.

“I am sorry, Martha,” she
said. “Don’t distress yourself. You have no control over this. And
I don’t know if I’m relapsing to my natural state, or if this is
just some odd gypsy moment. I love Jackie. And I love you. And I
fear myself. And I’m not going to think about it.”

“Then don’t,” said Martha,
trembling a bit. She pulled a slim little book from her shawl, some
sort of meditations, and laid it on the table. “Think of something
else for a bit.” She patted the book. “It’ll bring you back down.
Give you some calm. You know, you and Jackie are a match. You both
have minds that race too fast.”

“And here you thought you
had me safely married off,” said Mary. “Perhaps I should drink,
like he does.”

“Drink this,” said Martha,
patting the book and standing up.

“You know I won’t, even if
I try.”

The steel came back into Martha, and she
looked a little angry.

“Then I have something to
tell you that you haven’t heard before. That man will want Jackie
hanged.”

Mary stiffened and closed her eyes.

“If it comes to that, he’ll
be on the side that hangs him anyway. What difference does it
make?”

“You’re giving him a reason
to want it.”

“What difference would it
make to him? He couldn’t marry me. He’s the son of a
duke!”

“You know it’s true. Men
are not always rational.” She sighed and put out a hand. “I’m sorry
to be so harsh with you, Mary, but sometimes when you get so set in
your direction, you need a good pull.”

She left without touching her tea, and Mary
couldn’t stop shaking. Martha was wrong that Mary had never heard
it before. She’d heard it in her own head. She’d pushed it down,
like she had so many other things, like the desire to dance, or
wear silk.

But, if she had driven Henry to jealousy,
then she had already done it, quit him or keep him. A woman like
her could be a nuisance to a gentleman like him, if she didn’t have
a husband to keep her. Henry would want Jackie alive and well. She
put the thought to sleep, but it didn’t lie easy.

 


 



Chapter 6

 


Henry had his housekeeper furnish the third
floor bedroom of his house in the most ladylike manner she could on
a days’ notice. It made a fine little boudoir for her. The room was
private and pleasant, and away from the rest of the house. It
didn’t quite please him, though, until he had pondered a moment,
and realized he didn’t like to see it empty. Yes, she belonged
here, not in that plain little hovel.

Mary paused when she saw it and then smiled
at him, making his heart bounce. She took off her bonnet and sat
down at the fine dressing table he had provided. She looked over
the large mirror, and the set of very nice brushes and combs and
hand mirrors, and other odd little things that ladies like which
his housekeeper had provided.

“Do you like
it?”

“Of course.” She picked up
a hand mirror and studied the design on its back.

“Is there anything else you
would like?”

She turned and rested her arm on the back of
the chair as she looked seriously about the room. Even within her
plain clothing, she moved with grace. She pointed to the bed.

“If we can move that over a
bit, we’d have more space here.”

“Space for what,
marm?”

“I like space.”

“Then it shall be
done!”

She smiled and turned back to the mirror,
and raised her hands to take out her hair pins.

“Let me,” he said. He let
down her hair, and undressed her, and then himself while she
climbed into the bed. They made love in clean and comfort. Smooth
skin against smooth skin. No haste, no brambles, no anxieties, but
with sweet elegance.

And Henry wondered that she would ever want
to go home. But of course she would have to, and that grated at
him.

“Why did you marry him?”
Henry asked.

“Every woman needs a
husband,” she said, eyes closed, bare shoulders moving in a slight
shrug.

“You must have had
choices,” he persisted.

She opened her eyes and studied him a
moment, then she pulled herself up on one elbow.

“He was a smith,” she said.
“Not a good one. Not an artful one. If you wanted something nice,
you went elsewhere, but he was the only smith in our little town.
He had a shop right on the common, and he was already known for
writing things he shouldn’t, and saying what he shouldn’t to people
that he shouldn’t. But there wasn’t really trouble yet, so it
didn’t matter.” She settled back on her back, and stared at the
ceiling.

“He had just started to
court me, and we were walking along the common on a cold day, and
there was a wretched woman in the stocks for drunkenness. ‘Jackie,’
I said, ‘you’ve been drunker than that poor woman ever was, and
more offensive about it to boot. Why don’t you write about that?’
He said, ‘There’s a time for writing,’ and just went on into his
shop.

“Before I could form the
thought of what a hypocrite he was, he came back out with a hammer
and chisel, and cut the locks right off the stocks—and the hinges
too, for good measure—and sent the woman home. I had my letter box
with me, and he took it from me, and sat on the platform and wrote
out his first Freedom paper, Freedom to
Fall. All about how the king can get drunk
on his birthday and do foolish things and be cheered for it, but a
poor woman who’s lost her family can’t even dull her pains a bit.
Then he nailed it to the stocks, and went about his
business.”

“Then you fell in love with
his rashness?”

Her story wasn’t finished and she hushed him
with a wave as she stared at the ceiling.

“Then, the next day the
constable came to the shop. ‘Someone has desecrated my stocks,’ he
said. That’s the word he used, desecrated, but I suppose he thought
of them as temples of justice. ‘I need you to fix them.’ Jackie
told him that he wasn’t a smith any more, he was a printing press
maker, which the constable thought rather odd, because there was no
work at all being done in the shop, and the forge was cold, and
Jack was just scribbling away at a mess of paper. The constable
went elsewhere to have his stocks repaired.

“And, of course, he soon
learned that it was Jackie who did the desecration, but he had no
proof.”

“But the letter was
treason, and it was in his hand.”

“This is the interior.
Until recently nobody cared about a man writing out his opinion.”
She paused and looked narrowly at him. “And he’s certainly written
worse since, and you haven’t arrested him for it.”

“But this man was looking
for a reason to arrest him.”

“A bit of writing wasn’t
enough, not for an ordinary constable’s authority. In any case, it
was clear that the woman had escaped, so he brought her up before
the court again. Jackie’s shop had been closed since the day
before, and no one had seen him. It turned out that he’d been here
in Whitville, setting type all night for the printer. He’d talked
the man into printing a full, expanded version of his
Freedom to Fall, in return
for a hand-made printing press, which never did get made or
delivered.

“Jackie arrived back in
town just after the judge, and talked his friends in to
distributing the pamphlet. Then he marched into the courtroom and
proclaimed that he’d broken the stocks and chased the woman home
and it was no fault of hers. The woman was released, and he got a
day in the newly repaired stocks, and a good whipping. They told
him to spend the day thinking of the consequences of his rashness,
and he spent the day composing his next paper. Freedom to...
something about taking responsibility.”

”Freedom to Pay the
Price.”

“You’ve read
it?”

“No, but I know of it. It’s
said to be the most dangerous thing he’s written, since it
encourages people to die for a cause they don’t
understand.”

She studied him for a moment.

“I’m sorry, marm,” he said
with a formal nod. “In future, if I wish to talk politics, I’ll
take it up with your husband.”

She smiled and slipped out of bed and began
to dress. He sighed and shook his head.

“But I’m not clear on just
what made you love him. His boldness? Or the passion for his
cause?”

She shook her head. “Jackie is an optimist.
He’ll be smiling the day they hang him. None of it matters to
him.”

“Not even you?”

“That’s what the quiz is
about, then? Why I love him, and then why I would leave him for
you?”

“A man feels unsure of
himself in the face of so much admiration.”

She leaned forward and kissed him, and
pinched his ear.

“You take a look at Jackie
Alwyn and make a list of his flaws and then compare it to your
polished list of charms and see if you still feel unsure. Besides,
you’re a bit of an optimist yourself. You simply looked at me and I
was yours. Don’t bother with the doubts now. It’s too
late.”

He took her wrist and held it.

“Tell me about my charms,
then.”

She took a deep breath, and slid her knees
back up onto the bed, and crouched before him. He still held her
wrist, and her position was awkward, but she did nothing to change
it, only to move closer.

“You have a formidable
collection of them, and even though each in itself isn’t much of
anything, you marshal them all together to please me on all
sides.”

“All sides?” He let go over
her wrist and ran his hands down her back to take hold of her
backside, but she slapped his arms away and crouched a bit closer
as if telling him a secret.

“Surrounding me like an
army,” she whispered. “And you play games with me, and you make an
extra effort to always entertain me. And you always want me.” She
paused and put her hands on his shoulders and pulled back a bit to
look at him. “It frightens me a little.”

“Do you like to be
frightened, then?”

She paused, looking at him, and then seemed
to shake herself.

“No. But I like to be
wanted.”

She started to move off the bed again, and
he took hold of each wrist.

“I want to keep
you.”

“You can’t,” she said,
laughing at him. He laughed back and they wrestled a moment. “I
have to get home. Honestly, if I’m gone too long, even Jackie will
notice. He’ll think I’ve been imprisoned by the
Loyalists.”

“You have been,” said
Henry, and he pulled her back into bed with him. But she did need
to go home, so as much as he did want to keep her, he did not delay
her long.

 


One of the curious things Mary had learned
about Jackie when she married him was that he only drank when he
was happy. She sometimes thought that the only reason he drank at
all was because when he got excited his mind would race so fast
that neither his mouth nor his pen could keep up. He drank to slow
himself down. Or even, when he’d been working for days, to stop the
words and allow himself to rest.

On those occasions when he was unhappy, he
was quiet. He would walk or sit alone, or more often, go into the
smithy and make horseshoes.

When Mary came home, she heard the ringing
of hammer on steel in the smithy. Horseshoes. The door wasn’t open,
so it wasn’t because a horse needed to be shod. She went past the
smithy without looking in, and into the house. In the kitchen she
threw another log on the fire and stoked it up to roar and cover
the sound of the distant ring of the hammer. She wasn’t
successful.

She sat down and took up
Martha’s little book. Some meditation, yes? A calming of the mind.
But the book was clearly written by someone who had never sinned.
It concentrated on the dire consequences, which seemed to be
entirely spiritual. It wasn’t her spirit that was suffering, but
her ears at the moment. Even if it wasn’t loud, the distant
ting ting ting would drive
her mad.

“And besides,” she said to
the little book. “I don’t have a soul.”

She threw it aside. She got up and picked up
her basket and began to pull the packages out of it. Henry’s
housekeeper had done the shopping for her, and the woman had been
extravagant. But then Henry had paid for it.

Mary pulled out her frying pan and kicked
the rack into place before the fire and set the pan on it. She
stirred up the fire again and cut three big slices of bacon, and
then another for good measure. There, the hot sizzle would drown
out that blasted hammer. She threw in onions and potatoes and she
found some sweet hot peppers in the basket. Wrinkled from the
journey from the southern district, but still fresh, not dried. Now
those were a treat. She liked them better than the horseradish
Jackie was so fond of. She whacked them apart and threw them in,
seeds and all. She kept throwing things in until she had a tasty
jumble, glistening with color and heat. What did she need with
jewels on a comb, when she had a big black pan full of them?

And if nothing else, the aroma should bring
Jackie in from his anvil.

 


 



Chapter 7

 


The next day Henry stopped in at a bookshop,
looking for a collection of Alwyn’s Freedoms, but the seller
wouldn’t admit to carrying them. Henry considered threatening or
bribing, or going elsewhere, but decided it wasn’t worth the
trouble. He had spent too much time on Alwyn anyway. The search for
the man had become a stale joke. Even the locals were bored of
it.

“He’s not here,” they’d
growl at the first sight of a uniform. No longer did they come up
with stories of how he had just been there a moment before, and
they wouldn’t speculate on where he was. The soldiers had long
ceased to care. In their eyes, Alwyn had made a fool out of
Boynton. Who was eager to follow the orders of a fool? They didn’t
seem to think the chase had made a fool of Henry, and he was
grateful for that. Perhaps it was because Henry had been looking
with them. Or perhaps only that they knew he was making a fool out
of Alwyn with Alwyn’s own wife.

Still, Henry was finding the search an
increasing embarrassment, especially now that he didn’t need it any
more to see Mary. And worse, it put Boynton on his heels, yapping
like a little dog.

“Did you ever think that
he’s leading us on this merry chase to distract us?” Henry snapped
at him one day. “The more time our troops chase this silly clown
around the village, the less time they have to look for
contraband.”

“If you’d catch him, you
wouldn’t waste any time,” said Boynton, unswayed, and he went to
Vickson with it. The general wasted no time arguing. He simply gave
Henry a look of rebuke that made him blush. Henry regretted having
volunteered to make the effort when he’d had no particular interest
in success. His consciousness of that made him blush as
well.

“Find him or drop it,” said
the general shortly.

So Henry marched four troops into the
village and searched everywhere at once, and had no better luck
than before, because apparently Alwyn had spent the day back in
Twin Rivers, where the troops had come from. Henry returned, still
stinging from Vickson’s look, and Boynton’s bluster, but glad at
least that the farcical chase was over.

That evening he came home to find a small
package waiting for him. He pulled open the paper and found the
book of Alwyn’s Freedoms. It was a cheap and poorly bound thing,
accompanied by a note.

“Sorry to have missed you,”
it said, and was signed Jackie the
Freedom.

These Alwyns get under your skin, he
thought. Both of them. Good god, he was doing the world a favor by
forcing Mary to chew barrenroot, and prevent them from
breeding.

Then he blushed at the crudeness of his own
thoughts. Mary, who looked to him for a little gentility in her
life, did not deserve that. Yes, she had drawn him into it, but
only because she was fair drowning in the situation.

He took the book into his
parlor, and began to read it that evening. The first,
Freedom to Fall, wasn’t up
to the fiery reputation. Aside from the treasonous comparisons to
the king, it was really just a pitiable plea to allow the people to
be weak. Henry found it amusing and pathetic. The repeated attempts
to assign the same weaknesses to the gentry was merely
annoying.

Where the first was limp,
though, the second was a sharp as a knife. Freedom to Pay the Price was a call to
be strong, an instruction book on how to take strength from the
weaknesses in the first essay. “A person already in the mud need
not fear falling,” it said. Pembroke ascribed the sharper, angrier
tone to the fact that Alwyn himself had just felt the lash before
writing it. This wasn’t a man laughing off a beating. This was a
man angry about it.

And, Henry thought, a man determined to
hang. Henry recalled the brave lift of Mary’s chin when she’d told
him of Alwyn’s likely glee at his own execution, and felt a burst
of fury at the man. Of course, Henry’d have to catch him. It was
his duty. And it would be best for all involved to catch him at
something less than full treason, but more serious than thumbing
his nose at Boynton. It would save the man from hanging, and
transportation or imprisonment would do fine to get Mary free of
him.

Mary would much prefer that, wouldn’t she?
Henry felt a touch of doubt, but he thought of her sweet wistful
expression, and knew he had to bring her up from that life. He owed
her a life of gentility and silk. He couldn’t do much yet, but
soon.

 


It was a week later that Henry stood with a
box in his hand, as Mary entered the boudoir. The weather was
turning cool, and her face was flushed to a lovely pink that most
ladies could not achieve with any amount of powder and rouge. She
looked at the box, and then at him with her dark brows raised.

“A silk gown is proving
difficult,” he said apologetically. “It would require you to go for
fittings.”

“Then what’s in the box?”
she said, standing on tiptoe. He held it high to tease her for a
moment, then he lowered it.

“Well, it’s silk,” he
said.

“It is a gown,” she said, and she pulled
it out.

“A nightgown.”

“It isn’t as though I could
wear it anywhere but in this room anyway.” She held it up and then
spun around, fluttering it through the air. “This is what I wanted
the space for.”

He took a breath and stepped forward, the
cool silk swept over his hands as he reached for her.

“One day I’d like to see
you in a fine silk gown, with me, everywhere but in this
room.”

“No,” she said. She stopped
and looked at him, with warning and a little fear, “we don’t talk
about ... possibilities.”

So instead he took her in his arms and
kissed her. Then he sat and watched her undress and slip the thing
over her head. He tried again, casually, to bring up the subject of
the future, but she firmly turned the subject away. It put her in a
sweet melancholy that he couldn’t quite comfort her out of, so he
let it drop.

But still, as she lay so sweetly in his arms
to be comforted, his doubts slipped away. She had made her choice.
She was his.

 


Governor Boynton sometimes attended the
daily meeting of officers with General Vickson. Therefore Henry was
in attendance on the day when Boynton received a letter, urgently
delivered by a tired soldier. Upon reading it, the governor rose
and addressed them all.

“They have a cavalry now,”
he said, throwing away the missive in disgust.

“What, sir?” said Henry,
raising an eyebrow.

“In the south, that demmed
Captain Trent has organized them into packs of raiding
horse-pirates.”

General Vickson picked up the missive and
glanced at it. He sighed, but read further and frowned more
seriously.

“You’ve put it aptly, sir,”
he said. He turned to the assembled officers and addressed them.
“While it has been much noisier up here in the midlands, they’ve
been listening down in the plains.”

“We’ve heard that the
herdsmen down there have been losing livestock off into the wilds
at a remarkable rate,” said Henry.

“That was preparation,”
said Vickson. “Now we’re losing herdsmen at a remarkable rate.
Captain Trent arrived about three months ago, and the rumor that he
was a pirate when he was at sea seems born out. He has indeed
organized the herdsmen into units of thieves. Now that the harvest
is in, they are raiding the estates of loyalists and nobles, taking
supplies and the best horses, and goods of all kinds.”

“Well, they’ve shown their
nature now,” said Boynton. “They’re just a band of
thieves.”

“I beg to differ, sir,”
said the general. “They’re not stealing riches, but provisioning an
army. Governor Lord Ashton asks our assistance, and the king
commands it.”

 


They took three armies with them, leaving
one behind under a junior general who was not of the quality. That
left Henry nearly his equal, in moral stature anyway. Boynton, of
course, left too, because Twilletsburg in the south was a much more
cultured place, and the autumn grew cold.

Henry watched them go with a mixture of
foreboding and eagerness. With the harvest done, there was more
time for discontent among these noisy woodlanders. And with the
army so slim, they were bound to feel themselves stronger. They
would see an opportunity for trouble, and suddenly so did
Henry.

Opportunities...possibilities. Much as Mary
refused to think of them, his own mind was full of them. He’d never
been an ambitious man, and these days, even seeking honor seemed
pointless. But Mary had kindled something in him, a desire to be
worthy, to live up to exactly what he was. Acton was a shame to the
kingdom, and any nobleman had a duty to set it right. It wasn’t
just the rebels. There were too many fools above him. His father
chided him for settling in as a major, when the son of a
duke—albeit the fourth son—should rise much higher.

Now all those lectures struck home. His
father was right. A nobleman should rise as was natural. He’d show
his honor as a useful aide to General Phillips, and soon be a
colonel in earnest. Vickson had left behind a remarkable library of
military history and tactics. Henry would return to his studies and
prepare. And unlike the others around, he would take some
intellectual interest in the local sedition. If one was to succeed
against these people, one had to understand them.

But there was Mary, too. And just as
suddenly and vividly as he realized he wanted real honor, he knew
he wanted her as a wife. The realization stung; the two did not go
together. It was fine to dream of keeping her when he had no
ambition, and why not? He was a fourth son with little chance of
gaining title or land. She had natural grace, and she admired real
manners. She would do for a soldier’s wife.

But would she do for a general’s wife? For
the son of a duke? He could not imagine presenting her to his
mother. A common law wife, perhaps. He wouldn’t have to bring her
home, but she would be more than a mistress.

 


After much looking, Henry made a friend of a
loyalist bookshop owner who agreed to acquire for him as much of
the rebellious material as possible. The man also provided him with
two small books. One described a peasant rebellion that had been
put down easily, and the other detailed the slave revolt in
Tantaline, and how it had succeeded.

“The rebels would like to
get a hold of that one,” said the shopkeeper, indicating the little
volume called The Disaster of
Tantaline.

“They don’t have it
already?”

“Don’t think so. It’s rare.
And it isn’t in favor of the bloody Tantalese
savages....”

Henry glanced up and saw Mary across the
street, looking maddeningly humble in that wretched bonnet.

“Sir?” said the shop
keeper.

“Oh...thank you very much,”
he said, barely looking at the man. “These will be very useful.
Have them delivered to my house as soon as you can.”

He left the store and looked around, and saw
her again. She was walking toward the common with a plain little
stick of a woman. They weren’t saying much, which meant they knew
one another. He couldn’t very well speak to her in front of the
woman.

Instead, he watched them as they carried
their baskets to the common and sat on a bench. Mary was so
graceful, it was painful to see her in those plain clothes. He
tried to imagine her in the fashionable silk he had promised her.
And yet, even in cotton, she was admirable.

“Pretty thing, isn’t
she?”

The voice came from startlingly close to his
elbow. Henry turned and found, standing just behind him, Jack
Alwyn.

“Why, by my troth, it’s The
Freedom! Here by my side, after I’ve looked everywhere.”

Alwyn sidled forward a step to be even with
Henry, his eyes on the common as if they were together watching his
wife.

“Strange you didn’t find
me,” he said companionably, “since I’ve been
everywhere.”

“But never where I
was.”

“And you with all those
soldiers, too.” Alwyn raised his eyebrows but didn’t look away from
his wife. “Funny that no one else had trouble finding
me.”

“Ah, but you wanted others
to find you, just not me.”

“Oh, but if you’d found me,
my wife would have missed your company.”

The man’s face didn’t betray anything but a
tad of slyness. Did he know? Or had he merely noticed Henry’s
interest?

“And you, sir, missed a
sore backside.”

“Sore?” Alwyn turned and
studied him, face twisted into a sneer. “Have you ever been
whipped, major?”

“I was caned once or twice
at school, as disobedient should be.”

“Aye, they cane children.
They whip men and dogs.”

“When a beast goes beyond
control....”

“Spoken like a true
aristocrat.”

“Yes. I am.”

Alwyn turned to face him squarely, head
tilted, arms crossed. He looked Henry up and down and spoke
lightly.

“You’d better watch for the
beasts, Mr. Pembroke. They might cower and whine, or they might
leap up and tear out your throat.”

“Such a dog will get his
neck stretched.”

“When you catch him, Mr.
Pembroke. But it isn’t so easy out here. There’s space. A dog’s
likely to run with the wolves.”

“Or simply run and hide
from the lash in the first place.”

The man only smiled and shook his head.

“A man has no duty to take
the lash when it’s offered. It comes often enough as it
is.”

“That’s the difference
between a gentleman and a scoundrel,” said Henry, tired of the
discussion. Before he could turn away, Alwyn’s eyes seemed to
brighten like a terrier spying a rat.

“No, the difference is that
a gentleman keeps his skin as pure and unmarked as a baby no matter
what he does,” he said, tipping forward as he launched into speech.
“Ordinary folk, man and woman both, we have our hides striped to
the day we die. I’m not afraid of a beating, Pembroke. If I was, I
wouldn’t say the things I do, nor write them and put my name to
them. I’ve got plenty of marks across this body, and I’ll most
certainly receive more before all is done. And all for speaking my
mind and no more offensively than you or your king speaks about me.
Nothing comes against you for it, but for us, you mark us for life.
Like a brand. Like you own us, well you don’t own me, and I’ll wear
the marks on my body as proof.”

“You seem more fond of the
stripes across your arse than you are of your wife.”

Alwyn seemed in such a rebellious fury, that
Henry half-expected the man to strike him, but Alwyn only rocked
back as if he’d lost his balance. He gaped, at a rare loss for
words, and Henry took advantage of this to bow.

“For her sake, you should
control your tongue. Good day, sir.”

 


Mary saw Henry stalking away, full of high
dignity, like every nobleman or loyalist who had an exchange with
Jackie, and she started to smile. Then she looked at Jackie and her
smile faded a bit. One look at his face, and it was clear he’d lost
in the exchange. That didn’t happen much. Mary bid goodbye to
Martha and went over to him.

When he saw her approach he gave her with a
funny look, almost guilty. She tilted her head at him.

“Jackie?”

“I’ve been too long at the
printers today,” he said, looking at his ink-stained hands, even
though he’d only been there a morning. Sometimes he’d be there for
days.

“Well, come home then,” she
said.

“I can’t,” he said, looking
down. “I realize I’m not home much, but...it’s a meeting.” He
lowered his voice a bit. “It’s important.”

“Then you have to go,” she
said straightening his collar. “Just be careful. You know they’d
like to catch you at one of those meetings.”

She kissed him, and he put his arms around
her and kissed her back. It was so sudden, that she stiffened in
surprise, and the instant he felt her stiffen, he let go.

“It’s in Grundine,” he
said, shrugging and shuffling back. “I’d better get
going.”

“Take care,” she said,
reaching a hand out, but he had moved out of reach. He nodded and
smiled, and went.

Mary went home and put away her shopping,
and then busied herself with a bit of housework. When she was sure
Mrs. Tuttle was busy serving supper, and not able to spy, she left
and headed for Henry’s house.

 


 



Chapter 8

 


There was a bell she could ring at the gate,
if she came unexpectedly. Then she waited at the back of the
garden, in case there was someone she shouldn’t meet in the
house.

Henry himself dashed out, looking extremely
handsome in his shirtsleeves. He kissed her before she could say
anything. Then he took her basket, and kissed her again before she
could speak.

“How long?” he
asked.

“I can spend the
night.”

He kissed her again more slowly, and then
whispered to her.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Where is he?”

She pulled away and looked at him. She knew
why he was asking. He’d been hinting, though she hated to think
what the hints meant. For a long silent moment they stood. Then she
averted her eyes.

“In Milford,” she said,
with a sigh, as if resigned. He kissed her again, and they started
to move up the path. But he stopped her again.

“Wait here. I have some
people to get rid of.”

You mean people to
tell, she thought.

 


He asked her only once more, and she told
him again a place where he’d find no rebels. He didn’t ask again.
He must have thought Jackie was telling her the wrong place. Or
perhaps he didn’t blame her for lying, but she didn’t believe that.
The fact that he’d asked in the first place meant he believed she
would tell him. He had to believe she was in sympathy with
him—against the revolution. And why shouldn’t he? She’d kicked over
Jackie’s bed eagerly enough. Well, he’d stopped asking, so she
didn’t have to think about it.

Jackie was away from home more, and it was
clear the neighbors knew, so Mary spent more time in Henry’s house,
in her little boudoir, with him or alone with the pretty things
he’d brought.

The one thing she couldn’t do any more was
look into the mirror. She looked beautiful, and for some reason the
beauty seemed wild and frightening to her.

“That isn’t me,” she
thought. “Or maybe it is. Maybe it’s what I really am.” It was what
Henry wanted. And she wanted it to, perhaps even more than he, but
she didn’t want to see it. She didn’t want to see from another’s
eyes. She didn’t want to know what she was.

 


The Incident came, in the south. The
additional troops arrived, and marched on a town with the old
Acteran name of Tibol. The royal troops were many, and the
intention was to overwhelm the outlaws and rebels that had made the
town something of a base. The outlaws fired and fled quickly enough
to cause surprise. The troops fired back and in the confusion only
managed to shoot one of the townspeople. There ensued a short riot,
but by this time the officers had got control back of their troops,
and while many were clubbed, no more were shot. In the process, the
town hall managed to burn down. No one was really certain how that
happened, but it was easy enough to blame His Majesty’s troops.

Jackie certainly blamed
them, although he refused to outright lie and say they started it
on purpose. They brought the chaos that led inevitably to the fire,
he said in his Freedom from
Terror. He laid out the events leading to
the incident as crimes committed by the king and his noblemen. He
put every bad thing that had ever happened in the interior down to
the king, including the conquest of old Acteron by the king’s
ancestor, and the blockade of “rich chocolate” from Tantaline, in
favor of the flavorless but over-priced mud from the king’s own
plantations.

Freedom from Terror
was banned by the king’s order before it even made
the press, but that didn’t stop it from great success and a wide
distribution. Few press operators in New Acton had any concern
about the king’s decrees, except perhaps to print them along with
the pamphlet as an advertisement. Most of the royal troops were in
the south, discovering how difficult it is to defend a wide area
from a spontaneous set of many tiny armies.

Those troops that were left in the midlands
did not have time to chase after printing presses. The sudden
increase in the activity of the Committees of Freedom was more than
enough to keep them running off their feet.

And Mary spent a lot of
time pretending that time didn’t exist, dancing with her eyes
closed so she wouldn’t see her reflection, feeling the light tickle
of the silk nightdress against her buttocks, her belly, her
breasts. Knowing that everything changed daily, but remembering the
words of the old woman in the village where they had got the
wool-silk dress. No past, no future, only
now. All is in the place between. Mary was
in the place between.

And then one day she wasn’t.

“I’ll be away,” said Henry,
suddenly.

“Where?” she asked, but
only in surprise, not for an answer. Before he could turn to her
she added, “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to ask.”

“With luck I’ll be back
Friday.”

He kissed her, and she watched him pack.
Then he kissed her again, and lifted her up.

“I can’t resist those
eyes,” he said. He pulled off his jacket. “But we must be quick.
I’ll need my sleep, and I’ll be leaving early.”

 


When Mary came home, she heard the ringing
of the hammer in the smithy. It wasn’t the loud ring of horseshoes.
She paused, and then heard the sound of a rasp. She went and pulled
open the door. Jackie made a quick move to cover what he had been
working on, but when he saw it was her, he moved aside and went
back to filing at a bit of metal.

“What are you
making?”

“Gun parts.”

She came closer, and found he had a box of
odd bits of metal.

“Can you make them by
hand?”

Jackie put down the rasp.

“I may not be artful, but I
am good with metal,” he said. “These are better than mill
made.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean
you personally, Jackie.”

“It may take me longer than
a mill, but I can be as precise. And this is good steel, it won’t
blow apart in the lock, like so many of the cheap guns we get from
smugglers.” He paused and looked doubtful. “Do you think I should
be making bayonets instead?”

“I don’t know,
Jackie.”

“Any of it is more useful
than horseshoes.”

He sighed and sat on the anvil, brushing
aside hammer and rasp and looking at the ground in dejection. She
looked down at the pile of springs and hammers—tiny pieces of
war—and felt suddenly the rush of time.

“Jackie?” she said and
swallowed hard. He looked up at the tone of her voice. “Major
Pembroke is going somewhere tomorrow morning, and he won’t say
where. He packed his kit for three days, and...he hopes to be back
Friday.”

Jackie looked at her for a moment, then got
up and grabbed his jacket. He didn’t ask how she knew. Mary stood
stiff and blushing, but he wasn’t looking at her, even when he
paused at the door.

“He leaves in the morning
with troops?”

“I don’t know.”

He shrugged on the coat and was gone.

 


She paced the house, not
thinking, although her mind seemed abuzz. When her feet and ankles
got tired, she sat down, but she could hardly stand being still, so
then she was up again. She tried to do housework, but she couldn’t
carry anything through. She tried thinking about herself and her
situation, but the thoughts wouldn’t stick. It was
out there that had her
mind, and she didn’t know what was happening out there. Jackie
left, and Henry left, neither with a real word, and she wouldn’t
know what would happen until one of them came back. Would
only one come back? If it
was, it would be Henry. Unless it were real war. If there were
bloodshed, it might be neither would come back. And then she’d
never know, because no one else would talk to her.

It was like that for a long time, more than
a day. She might have slept, but she wasn’t sure. But her feet, and
her ankles and knees and hips and back hurt. And it was cold in the
house. She didn’t know what day it was. Who would tell her? It was
early morning, she thought. She grabbed a shawl, and started down
the road across town.

“Mary!” exclaimed Martha,
on opening the door.

“I’m cold,” said Mary, and
she came in without waiting to be asked, and sat by the fire.
Martha stood a moment, looking at her.

“Have you heard from
Jackie?” she asked.

“No,” said Mary.

“Or from...the other
one?”

Mary shook her head and shrugged. She
wondered if Martha had any war news, but she didn’t ask. Martha
brought her some broth, which Mary left alone.

“And what day is
it?”

“Friday.”

Whatever had happened must have happened by
now. So it was just waiting now. Mary dozed off. She didn’t know
how long she’d been asleep, when she heard the voice of Martha’s
husband Peter.

“...they were gone by the
time the soldiers got there,” he was saying. “All of them, and they
managed to get most of the arms and supplies out too.”

“Thank God for their
welfare, but I wish they’d left the guns,” said Martha. “War is bad
business.”

Mary had managed to get to her feet, and
came across the room on wobbling legs. She stopped at the door to
the kitchen.

“Jackie?” she
said.

“He’s fine,” said
Peter.

“There was no
bloodshed?”

“None.”

“And Jackie’s
home?”

Peter paused. “No, he went on to
Tillytown.”

Mary pulled her shawl closer. “Well. What’s
he got to come home to?”

She turned and left the house, heading
straight down the street. Martha followed.

“Mary?”

“Thank you, Martha,” she
called back over her shoulder, and then she turned and walked
backwards. “You’ve been good to me. I will say a prayer of
thanks.”

She turned away, and began the long walk to
Henry’s house, and her little boudoir. No past, no future, it was
all she had at present. And at present no one was hurt.

Now that Jackie knew,
secrets didn’t matter, and yet sore feet and all, she still walked
around to the back and came in through the rose gate.
Only a decent woman goes in through the
front, she thought, but it wasn’t even an
unhappy thought. Just honest, like letting out a corset.

The old woman let her in, and took her ratty
old shawl like she was a lady at the front door. Mary smiled at
her, but the woman didn’t smile back.

“Has Major Pembroke
returned?”

“Aye, but he’s off to the
camp talking to the general.” She looked Mary over. “You’d best
have a bath.”

“I must look a
fright.”

“Aye.”

The water wasn’t as hot or plentiful as it
might have been, by the size of the tank built by the stove, but to
bathe in a tub, rather than a basin, was luxury enough. It was the
smell of food that was difficult, as she bathed in the kitchen,
with only a little screen for decency. She cleaned up quickly, even
weary as she now was, and dried and dressed, she came out sniffing
the air.

“I could use a bit to
eat.”

“I’ll bring you
something.”

Mary went upstairs changed into the silk
nightdress, and wrapped herself in a blanket and sat down, and she
was asleep before the food ever came. It was dark when she awoke to
the sounds of doors and voices below. She sat up, groggy, and
managed to have her head clear by the time Henry came in. She
shuffled across the room to greet him, tucked in her blanket like
an old woman, and kissed him as he paused by the foot of the bed.
He touched her shoulder, but otherwise merely looked at her,
something between surprise and concern on his face.

“I must look a fright,” she
said again, shuffling quickly back toward her chair, which was
nearer the fire.

“You look ill.”

“It’s been a difficult
three days,” she said looking back at him over her shoulder.
“Jackie knows.”

“And how did he
react?”

“I don’t know, he’s gone
off.” She sat in the chair. Now was the time to find out if Henry
had really wanted her married after all, or if scandal was too much
for him. He stood for a very long time, leaning on the bed post. A
funny look came in his eye.

“Where?” he said. “Where is
Jackie?”

“I can’t tell you
that.”

“But you did, didn’t you?
Twice.”

“You kept
asking.”

“And you lied.”

Mary sighed. They looked at one another, too
hard for lovers. If Jackie didn’t throw her out on the street,
Henry was about to. She gathered the blanket and prepared to
rise.

“Yes,” she said. “I lied to
you.”

“You deceitful little
bitch!” He sprang forward, and she cringed back, but he only cuffed
the top of her head. He grabbed her arms and pulled her up. “How
did you know about the raid?”

“I didn’t.”

“You told him about it,
didn’t you?”

“I told him you were
leaving in the morning and you’d packed your kit for three
days.”

“You’re a spy!” He shoved
her away from him, and she grabbed the bed for support. She looked
at him and felt oddly unafraid, as if, somehow, they were just
having a conversation.

“No, I didn’t spy. I just
told him what you let me see yourself.”

For that he did slap her, hard enough to
make her lose her balance. She caught the headboard to stop herself
and blinked at him. He paused and looked more off balance than she
was, inside.

“Why did you come back
here?”

“I wanted to.” The words
came out before she thought. If she had thought, she might have
said it was because this was the only place left, but it wouldn’t
have been true. She simply wanted to.

“You wanted to, like a
little slut?”

“Yes.” Might as well be
honest about it, she thought, righting herself. Don’t cover it up
with genteel words. Plain like a revolutionary.

“I thought you...,” he
began sharply, but he let the words dwindle, and she could see
she’d confused him, but she couldn’t help that. Then he gathered
himself and his anger and snapped angrily. “I thought I could make
a presentable woman out of you, but breeding tells, doesn’t
it?”

“I suppose.”

“You’re lower than common.
You are a
beggar.”

“Now I am,” she said, and
she turned toward her clothes, the only thing she had left. He took
her arm.

“You have no morals at
all.”

“I won’t give up my husband
to the noose, nor any others.” Her answer sounded not at all
defiant, and wasn’t meant to be. Just plain, like she was informing
him of the one moral she had left, her only standard.

He gave her a hard shake, as if to pull her
out of this calmness. He knocked her hand away from her pile of
clothing.

“You aren’t leaving,” he
said close into her face. “A spy can’t be trusted.”

He propelled her down the
hall, shouting for the servants, while she thought,
is he going to hang me? And then, why not? What better have I
to do?

But all he did was drag her back to the room
and shove her into the linen closet. And then the old woman locked
the door. Mary stood in the middle of the room a moment, staring at
the mostly empty shelves, lit only by the moonlight coming through
the small window. The room was too big to be a closet. It had
probably been built as a dressing room; there was a small couch,
worn and disused, and a space for a dresser in the corner. The only
other feature of the room was a modern invention: a stove pipe that
came up through the floor from the room below, and out through the
ceiling. A way to warm a room with no fire of its own.

Mary wrapped herself in several linens and
curled up on the couch and went to sleep. She didn’t dream much,
and what dreams she had were of lying on a couch and waiting.

 


 



Chapter 9

 


Mary was awakened by the sound of hammering.
There was light from a lantern. She sat up to see one of the
manservants nailing the window shut. But there was also a tray of
food on one of the shelves. The old woman hadn’t forgotten. She
started to jump up, but the man took her shoulder.

“Stay put,” he warned. She
sat back on the couch and brought her knees up to her chin, until
the man finished pounding in enough nails to keep Jackie in
business shoeing horses for a year. When he left, locking the
door—and chaining it too, from the sound—she fell upon the food.
Bread, a bit of cheese, and some cold soup. All stale, but the best
she’d ever tasted, she would swear.

Then she sat on the couch, wrapped in a tent
of linens, and she rubbed her knees and ankles and feet. It would
be a good time for Martha Simple’s meditations, but she couldn’t
remember them. Well, nobody cared that she was here, she could
meditate on that. And care or not, they wouldn’t know, would they?
They’ll all think she’d run off with her lover. Which she had,
actually. Not much point in thinking about anything else. There
wasn’t anything else, was there? Just this room now. She lay on her
back and watched the light creep across the ceiling, and listened
to the little sounds of the house. And she didn’t think she was
particularly unhappy.

She spent the next two days like that,
watching the air move, eating when they gave her food. She’d had a
moment of real joy when they’d finally brought a chamber pot in the
morning. But other than that, it was watching the air, and
listening to the faint activities of the house below.

On the second night—or was it the
third?--she was a bit chilly, so she went to stand by the pipe, and
she realized that she could hear some voices come buzzing up the
pipe from the room below. They weren’t clear, but she made out
words, and then with practice she made out more. Something started
rising inside her. It was like having a book. It was like having a
pipe into the outside world. The world was bigger than the room
again. There were other things outside herself again.

The room below was a parlor, the upstairs
parlor, she thought, but she hadn’t seen much of the house outside
her boudoir. She heard a lot of housekeeping chatter, but it was
also a place that Henry met people. Officers. She couldn’t make out
much of what they said, and she didn’t understand what she did make
out. Or it wasn’t important. But if she listened long enough she’d
get better at it. That was the thing to do. She was determined; she
would listen until she heard something important.

Eventually, she did. It was late, and she
was tired. Henry had been in and out. There had been a lot of
discussion. The District Council had declared itself to be a
government now, but they’d been forced out of Tillytown. Bowler was
forming an army north of that city. The royal command believed that
there was something important to happen at Markham. That “the whole
treasonous lot of them will be there.” She thought they meant the
new government, or some part of Bowler’s military command.

And last night there had been noise outside.
Crashing, shouting, some shots, but mostly glass breaking. And
she’d seen a fire from her window.

Mary sat back when things went silent in the
parlor. She crawled to her feet and grabbed the last of her bread.
She weighed the soup bowl in her hand. It was a heavy bit of
crockery. Stoneware. Not like the cheap thing they used for the
chamber pot. The mug was thin metal, and the spoon was wood. No,
the bowl was the most useful thing. And the sheets.

The buzz of voices called her again. There
were a number of them in a blur. She crouched close, holding her
ear as close as she possibly could. Already both ears and her cheek
with tinged red from burning. But the voice of Governor
Boynton—sweet Governor Boynton who bellowed like a mule—came more
clearly than most.

Still, the conversation came erratically.
They were discussing Markham again. The problem of marching troops
all the way there without alerting the rebels and scaring them off.
But the problem was solved.

“...two merchant ships up
river,” said Boynton. “...look like spy ships, but they’re full of
troops...packed in like slaves.”

There was more blurred discussion. Mary held
her ear closer, burning it. It was difficult, but she learned two
more things, that the troops in Twin Rivers would march toward
Tillytown and Bowler on Monday, and serve as a distraction. On
Monday night, the two ships would lift anchor and sail downstream
to Markham, and empty their cargo on the old city. And then they’d
capture the heart and brains of the revolution.

Mary held the cold tin cup against her
stinging ear, and waited for the noise in the streets to start
again. She made a rope of sheets, and wrapped the bowl up in
another sheet. She took the corners of that sheet, to hold it like
a sling, and when there was a commotion nearby, she swung the heavy
bowl at the window, smashing glass and wood alike. She took the
bowl from the sheet and whacked away the bits of pane and wood that
still stuck to the sash.

She threw the rope of sheets out the window
and climbed out, cutting her hands and her thigh, but not badly.
She climbed down, and fell in the bushes and mud. The mud was cold,
and a little slick with frost. She got up and wrapped herself in
the heaviest sheet, and stumbled barefoot down the path she had
taken so many times. No point in running. She’d only stumble or
slip and hurt herself, and the journey’d be that much slower.

And Mary took to the road to Whitville.

 


 



Chapter 10

 


The journey was long and tiring. And
painful, although she was immune to that now. She was burning
inside. All of her just cried out to get where she was going, and
then it would be done.

It was late, but traffic passed her. A
carriage and two wagons of goods headed for Twin Rivers. Loyalists
fleeing the rabble? She’d have smiled but she committed her mind to
remembering what she’d heard. Horsemen galloped back and forth in
both directions.

She had a moment of confusion when she got
to Whitville, wondering who she should tell. Then she saw the town
hall was lit up. There’d be someone there.

The hall was warm, and the air stung her
feet and face. She wandered in and stood a moment. The place was
full of townsfolk, mostly men, all standing and talking. They were
involved in their talking and no one paid her any mind. Some of
them were lined up for something going on up on the platform.
Signing into the militia? She didn’t know. There was an avid
discussion around a table to her right. Mr. Reynolds, the printer,
seemed to be doing something official there. Barton, the cloth
merchant, was talking to him.

She wandered closer, and then stopped. There
was Jackie, sitting next to Reynolds, scribbling at something. He
was looking back and forth from another paper, so he must have been
copying. He didn’t look up.

“They killed six last
night. Six!” said Barton.

“It wasn’t the army, it was
the loyalists,” said Reynolds.

“What is the difference?
They’re shooting us down. And burning houses. I’m not waiting for
them to come here. I’m taking my gun and going down
there.”

Jackie looked up from his paper in
annoyance.

“If we keep running out and
shouting and waving guns around one at a time, they’ll keep
shooting us one at a time.”

“Then we should
all go!”

“That’s what we’re
preparing to do,” said Reynolds. Jackie just rested his head on his
hand, and went back to scribbling. He looked tired.

“We can’t wait for Bowler,”
said Barton more quietly, struggling a bit to contain his
impatience. He turned away, and his eye fixed on Mary. Then, like
he’d found a place to put his excess energy, he charged at her. He
placed himself to block her view of the men at the
table.

“You, get out,” he said,
his voice lowered, so the others wouldn’t hear.

“I have something to tell
you.” Mary’s throat was dry from breathing the cold air, and
because she hadn’t actually spoken in several days. Her voice came
out nearly a whisper.

“I don’t want to hear it,
and he doesn’t need to hear anything from you. Not now.”

Mary swallowed and made and effort to speak
loudly. “But he does,” she said clearly, and those nearby turned to
listen. “You all do,” she nearly shouted.

Conversation stopped, but as they all turned
and saw who was speaking, a wave of whispers went around the room.
And there were a lot of glances toward Jackie, who sat and stared
at her. She stumbled forward to better be heard by all.

“There are two ships full
of soldiers on the River Mark,” she said. “They’re packed in solid,
like slaves, waiting to attack Markham on Monday night.”

“And how did you come to
know this?” said Reynolds, standing up, with a cautious glance at
Jackie.

“I heard it through a
stovepipe,” she said, and she glanced around. All she saw was
suspicion and doubt. “He locked me up! He said I was a spy, and he
locked me in the dressing room, and I listened at the pipe that
came up from the room below. It was the parlor and they talked
there!”

“And then they let you out
to tell us?” said someone off to her left.

“I broke the window and
climbed out.”

“None of your lies for us,
whore,” said Barton. “We know where you’ve been.” No one else said
anything. They had only listened out of respect for Jackie. Jackie,
who sat there, still and stunned. And silent, though his mouth was
agape. Not Jackie The Freedom now.

“Out with you,” said
Barton, who took hold of her arm and started to shove her to the
door. Someone else took her other arm and pushed too.

“Wait!” Jackie’s voice
stopped them. “What are you doing? Are you mad?”

They looked at him as if he were mad. He
stood up, glanced restlessly about, and stepped out from behind the
table.

“Don’t you see what you
have in your hands?”

“I can see exactly what she
is.”

“This woman throws off
steel bonds like they are water!”

“Are you drunk,
Jackie?”

“I will be as soon as I can
find a bottle,” he said. Then he turned and looked at her again,
not like she was his wife, but like she was something awesome,
something new. “She had respectability, like any good little
servant in a great house. Respectability. As strong a bond as they
make in this world. And yet she threw it off without a thought,
because she desired something else.” He turned and looked around,
and snatched away a bottle from someone and took a deep
drink.

“Now she had lust and
luxury, but did she stay with those bonds? No! She betrayed her
lover’s plans to me. She did—she told me about Grundine. Was it
because she’d changed her mind? No, again. She went right back to
him, because that’s what she wanted. And he, the fool, thought he
could lock her up and keep her, but you can’t hold her with any
kind of bond. She went right through the walls with no thought for
the body.”

He grabbed one of her bloody hands and
displayed it for all to see.

“She may be a whore, but
she’s the Whore of Freedom! This freedom knows no bounds. This
freedom is invincible, gentlemen. This freedom will save our
necks.”

“All I hear is of a woman
free to betray and betray again,” said Barton. “If she’s so free,
what’s to stop her from betraying us?”

“Because she will never
betray freedom.”

“She’s got you inside out,
Jackie. You don’t know how long she had the wool pulled over your
eyes. From the day she met him, Jackie.”

“And what day did she meet
him, Barton?”

“On the first day that
Pembroke came looking for you when Boynton was after your
hide.”

“Pembroke didn’t come
looking for me. He was looking for her. They’d met the night
before.”

There was a pause as all digested this.

“My god, Jackie, you’re
cold. You knew? And
you gave her to him...?” said Reynolds.

That got under his skin. He flushed and
turned hotly the printer.

“She was not mine to give!
Have you paid no attention at all to any of the Freedom Papers
you’ve printed? Sell my wife as a spy? Or sell anyone?”

“I’m sorry, Jackie,” said
the printer quickly. “I was out of line. It’s only that you’re
taking this so strangely.”

“I take it this way or make
a liar of myself.” Jackie set the bottle down and looked haunted. A
murmur of commiseration went around the room, and Mary half wished
they’d throw her out the window. But no one touched her now. Jackie
sighed and brushed his hair back and stood straight. He glanced at
her.

“Two boats of soldiers in
the River Mark,” he said.

“We’ll get the council out
of Markham. And the goods,” said Barton.

“That’s how they win,” said
Jackie.

“How does that give them a
victory?”

“They exist and we cringe
away, just because we see they exist. They need do
nothing.”

“So you propose we let them
attack us.”

“No, I propose we don’t
cringe away, whether they do or not.” He shrugged. “I propose that
we sink their boats.”

“How?”

“I don’t know! I’m not a
boat builder.”

“If they’re the spy boats
we heard about, they’re merchant boats,” said Thomas, the butcher’s
son. “They won’t have many cannon aboard.”

“They might if they are the
big lake traders.”

“No, he’s right,” said
someone else. “That’s why they thought they were spies on the
ships. No sign of arms.”

“Their subterfuge will be
their undoing.”

Mary closed her eyes, forgotten. The sound
of discussion swirled around her, and she was like a piece of
furniture, to be stepped around and ignored.

It did seem like the room was swirling.
She realized that she had not had any sleep for three days, not
real sleep. Just a mad fever. Like Jackie with a speech in his
head. Just like Jackie. She smiled a little and let the lamplight
hit her eyes. She felt a hand on her arm.

“Jackie is my hero,” she
said, turning and opening her eyes to see the plain face of Martha
Simple.

“Jackie is hero to a good
many.”

“Not because he saved me.”
She was too tired, and it was like she was drunk. Giggling. Or
maybe it was because it was over and no one had cast her into the
mud. “It’s because I like to be like him.”

Martha cocked her head in surprise. “If by
that you mean following your own light regardless of the
consequences, then you may have succeeded.”

Mary shrugged. Her shoulders hurt. She’d had
them hunched for so long, and now they hung loose, relaxed. She’d
never been this relaxed.

“I am content,” she said to
Martha. The woman still had tight hold on her arm, and Mary
realized that she was keeping her from falling down. “I am
tired.”

“You should go home
now.”

“I have no home.” She
shrugged again.

“Then you will come home
with us,” Martha guided her away. “Peter, come. Mary needs a
bed.”

Her husband frowned.

“Don’t you think she’s had
enough of beds?”

“Peter, hush!”

But Mary was giggling. She would have made
her own joke to answer, but Martha wouldn’t have seen the humor.
She’d only be hurt.

There was a light snow outside, not enough
to stay on the ground but enough to give a tingle and fresh smell
to the air. The ground had enough frost and wet to give a sting to
her feet, though. Martha noticed when Mary stopped to hold one foot
and then the other in the air.

“Peter, give me your
mittens,” she said. Peter growled about mud. “Please, Peter, we’ve
nothing for her feet.”

“All right, but she won’t
walk on my mittens.”

He handed his mittens to his wife, and then
scooped Mary up to carry her, while Martha put the mittens on her
feet.

“I can walk barefoot. I got
here, didn’t I?”

“We don’t live far,” said
Martha. “And a bit of struggle is good for the soul.”

“Aye,” said
Peter.

 


Mary stayed for several weeks with the
Simples, recovering. She was surprised how much she needed to
recover. She slept and ate, and fussed at the bandages and
ointments Martha put on her hands and feet.

Peter didn’t approve of her, but he accepted
her, as someone lost. That’s how he put it, and she liked it that
way. The Simples both reserved real disapproval for those who were
not lost, but sinned anyway. They were concerned and confused about
events, like many in their community. Prime on their list of
sinners was indeed the king and his ministers, but revolution
seemed so prideful. There was no sin in obedience, and it was a
virtue to deny one’s self, and how could one take up arms? But the
king did proclaim himself equal to god, and that was not something
to sit with.

Mary heard a lot about self-denial those
weeks. She had no money, and no possessions, and not even clothes,
because she would not go back and take them. She left it all for
Jackie. Freedom has a price, and he was right about the kind of
freedom she had found. Instead, she worked for the Simples to pay
for her keep, and a set of clothing. They’d have given it to her
for free, but they were delighted at her industry. Their price,
instead was to read to her from spiritual texts all day. Deny the
body everything was the main subject.

Mary nodded and worked harder, because her
body liked to work. She had burst forth in freedom, and she could
make what she wanted, and what she wanted was to make the beds. And
sweep the floor, and bake the bread, and all in all out-simple poor
Martha.

She wanted to be useful,
and to carry out the plan her will insisted upon, she had to be a
crackerjack housekeeper. She worked until she could only fall into
bed exhausted. She worked until Martha Simple had nothing to
do but read her
texts.

And when she felt she could keep up this
kind of work, she went to Martha and told her she was leaving.

“I’ll need a few things,”
she said. Some fine foolscap, very fine, for writing a letter. And
a set of clothes. “But not this dress,” she said, gesturing down to
the gray dress she had borrowed. “It’s too good.”

“No, it’s fine,” said
Martha. “You’ve worked for it....”

“I can’t wear it. I feel
like I’m in disguise as someone respectable.”

“Then what kind of dress
were you wanting?” Martha looked as though she was afraid to find
out.

“Something a scullery maid
would wear on her day off. A clean scullery maid.”

Martha seemed happy with that. Mary felt a
bit deceitful about it. Martha thought she had Mary safely back in
the box her mother had worked so hard to put Mary in. That had been
the problem, of course. Mary’d been neatly folded and pressed, and
Henry had come along and loosened the catch. And then out popped
Mary. She was a Mary-in-the-box. All on springs. There was no point
in trying to put her back in. And there was no point in telling
that to Martha. There was Jackie’s Freedom to Hope, and Martha had
that right just as much as anyone.

Once she had the dress, Mary sat down and
wrote herself a very fine letter of recommendation for a job as a
maid. The letter purported to be from a fine family in the south
who had suffered some misfortunes, and thus had to release the
servants. She laid in some heavy blame on revolutionaries for the
misfortune. She added some description of how this mere maid had
bravely stood with her mistress and shown her loyalty to the crown.
Some indication of injuries to her hands to explain the thin
scars.

When she was done, she sat back and admired
her fine handwriting. She did have very fine handwriting. She
wondered if her admiration for it was related to her instant
admiration for the very elegant Major Pembroke. She decided it did.
And that it was just as likely to get her into trouble, if she
wasn’t careful.

But freedom said not to be too careful.

 


* * *

 



Part II

 


 


Chapter 11

 


The difficulty with the Battle on the River
Mark, as it came to be known, was simply that they had no cannon
anywhere near Markham, cannon being a rare commodity on the rebel
side at the time. General Bowler needed all the cannon they had to
hold the line north of Tillytown, and perhaps retake the city.

The other difficulty was that no one in the
little ragtag army they called the Ship Sinking Committee had any
idea how to sink a ship. They had plenty of powder and shot, but
they were reasonably certain that the hull was too thick for even
the heaviest barrage of musket fire. And while it seemed that it
should be possible to drill a hole in the side, they didn’t know
what kind of tool they’d need, nor how difficult the actual
drilling would be. Besides, they’d have to drill below the
waterline, and the water was too cold for anyone to survive a dive
under for long.

Finally Jerome Seaton, a quiet man with a
bit of scientific reading and an unconventional turn of mind,
suggested that they float boats of powder down to the sides of the
ships and shoot at them. After a great deal of debate as to how to
get the little boats to come up against the big boats, they decided
a boat full of men, rowing up and tying a package on to the rudder
would be noticed, but a bit of flotsam on the river might not.

It was a pity the Loyalists didn’t have a
chance to observe the experimentation on the idea, because they
would have found it comical. The rebels soon discovered that the
river currents were not going to cooperate, and they had to send a
troop down river to recover the precious powder that had floated
away.

Seaton’s mind wouldn’t let go of the idea,
however, and he came up with a new idea to go with it. Tethers.
Float the powder down on a tether, and hold that line from the
other side of the river, so that the tether itself would catch on
the rudder. They practiced a bit up river, but in the early morning
hours of that Sunday, this plan worked. They blew the rudder clear
off one ship, and started her to slowly sinking, although not with
the gaping hole they expected. The second ship was less damaged,
but it was enough to make her steering difficult, and when she
raised the anchor and tried to navigate out, she almost immediately
ran aground.

Eight royal soldiers died, three in the
bottom of the ship, and the rest were shot during the exchange of
fire afterward. Both captains had the presence of mind to surrender
quickly, when they saw what appeared to be a large army on either
bank of the river. It turned out that more than half of that army
were really onlookers who had been attracted by the activity in the
night.

The third difficulty of the battle was that
they had no place to put the prisoners. The debate on what to do
with them took some time to resolve, but it was ultimately decided
to strip the men of everything useful, including coats, hats and
belts—but not boots, because that was finally determined to be
inhumane—and sent them marching unarmed back to Twin Rivers.

Seaton was universally elected as General of
the Mark River Brigade.

 


* * *

 


If you were to be a spy, you needed somebody
to tell. General Bowler was not interested in a female spy, which
wasn’t a surprise to Mary. She had met Bowler before, and he was a
very traditional man. She did manage to talk to Bowler’s
intelligence officer, a Colonel Romick. He made her wait, and then
asked her to come back the next day. When she did, he met her with
a sigh, and then he smiled and shook his head.

“He thinks women have too
frivolous a mind for the work?” asked Mary.

“I’m afraid so.”

“Did you tell him who I
am?”

“I don’t think that would
improve matters.”

“Frivolous
and unreliable. I
see.”

“He’s ordered me to send
you home.”

“I don’t have a home,” said
Mary. “The war is my home.”

Romick smiled and raised his eyebrows.

“Then I could send you
anywhere, couldn’t I?”

“If Freedom is our cause,
then you don’t have to do what he says, and you can send me
anywhere, regardless.”

“That sounds like your
husband.”

“Mmm,” she said, looking
away.

“How good is your
memory?”

“I was a Caller when I was
a girl. I could memorize a whole year’s worth of news from a
village, put it in a song, and remember where to take
it.”

“If that’s how you remember
this, be sure you don’t sing the song aloud.”

“I don’t sing much any
more.”

They discussed what information was most
useful, and ways to get the information back. Colonel Romick wasn’t
impressed with Mary’s plan to gain work as a maid in the house of
someone important. Location, he said, was more important than
position. She might learn something by spying on an important
person, or she might not. And the time it would take for the
information back could turn that kind of information useless.

The most valuable information was the actual
number and location of troops and supplies. A woman might wander
freely among such troops in many guises, or even count them as they
moved along the road. Such information would remain valuable, even
when it took time to get to its destination.

So Mary wandered....

 


* * *

 


Marcus Sheridan, the printer, sat in his
shop, eating his lunch and wondering when he would have to pack up
his press and run. Now that the revolution had an army, there would
be a battle line, and Whitville, it seemed to him, would be on the
wrong side of it.

And then in walked Jackie Alwyn with a
bundle of paper under his arm. He had at least a week’s growth of
beard, and his eyes were dark and hollow. He had mud on his boots
and stockings, and had probably been walking a good bit. He stood a
moment and looked wearily at Sheridan.

“Jackie, you look terrible!
Come sit down.”

Jackie came forward and put the papers down
on his desk.

“I need you to print
this.”

“Of course, Jackie. Another
Freedom?”

“And I need you to print it
all. Don’t change anything.”

“Since when have I ever
changed anything of yours?”

“Bayles wouldn’t print all
of it. He revised it. And he was probably right, but I want it
printed whole.”

Jackie sat down on a bench,
then rolled to his side and curled up on it. Sheridan shook his
head and glanced over the first page. The title was
Whore of Freedom.

“Jackie, Bayles is right,”
he said.

“Just print it,” said
Jackie, without even opening his eyes.

Sheridan sighed and read it through. It
wasn’t just about Mary. It was about breaking barriers and sinking
ships on the River Mark when you have no cannon. And finding
heroism in the darkest places. Sheridan could see why Bayles
printed part of it. And it was beautifully written, although a bit
painful to read.

“It doesn’t make either of
you look good, Jackie.”

“Neither of us are
good.”

“And it throws question on
the morality of the revolution.”

“It’s their
morality.”

“Not just
theirs.”

Jackie sighed and sat up. “That’s why I let
Bayles print it the way he wanted. But I need somebody to print
this.”

“Are you trying to punish
yourself or her? I can’t tell which by reading it.”

“It’s just the truth.” He
stood up. “I’m going off to the army, I’ll probably be dead before
you see me again, so don’t argue with me. Just print
it.”

He came forward, and started rifling in his
pockets, pulling out coins here and there. He dropped them on the
desk.

“If you don’t think anyone
will want to read it, then here. It’s all I’ve got. You can have
anything in the house you want. I won’t be coming back.”

There were several gold coins, and it was
probably enough to pay for paper on a small run.

“People will want to read
it,” said Sheridan. “Especially your enemies.”

“Well, then, let
them.”

“All right, Jackie. I know
better than to argue with you. I’ll print it.”

“You promise?”

“As long as you promise me
the chance to print the next thing you write.”

“Won’t be a next thing. I’m
a soldier, not a writer now.”

“You don’t strike me as
much of a soldier.”

“None of us
are.”

Jackie wouldn’t take his money back, but he
did eat the rest of Sheridan’s lunch for him. Then he left.

 


* * *

 


The rumors about how Henry’s mistress had
betrayed the ships on the Mark spread wildly. His social position,
combined with the fact that he had taken what would seem reasonable
precautions to prevent her escape, prevented him from losing his
commission altogether. He was, however, disgraced, and now a
captain. A captain no one listened to. A joke.

But it was the memory of that blank look on
her face that haunted Henry. He went over it and over it, and it
all came back to that. He had ascribed to her some feeling, even
love, but she had no feelings. None at all. At the end she claimed
some loyalty to the husband whose bed she betrayed, but that was
too cold to fathom. It was an excuse for further betrayal. Betrayal
of Henry.

And that’s all it had seemed at the time, a
betrayal of his love. Just then it was nothing to the crown or his
honor, only a failed attempt to catch some rebels, nothing
irretrievably damaged. He hadn’t even been sure she’d said
anything, intentionally or not. She’d hated politics, he thought,
and there she was waiting for him when he came home. But his doubts
made him ask, and she admitted it! Straight out, with a proud lift
to her chin, and no shame at all. And when he’d tried to shake
feeling into her, she’d only looked at him blankly. Unafraid.
Unfeeling. He realized she’d had no feelings for him at all. That
was a shock, and that made him behave foolishly. He hadn’t thought
about the ramifications. He’d only been angry, and ashamed, and
yes, frightened.

It was fortunate that
Alwyn’s Whore of Freedom
was not published until after Henry was
disciplined. The prurient interest caused it to outsell the edited
version, The Battle on the River
Mark.

The book did not mention Henry by name, but
gossip made it clear enough to anyone who cared to know. Grotesque
cartoons appeared in the newspapers back home. Although they were
most vicious toward the Alwyns, it was terribly embarrassing to his
family. If his father had been any less important than he was, or
any less stubborn, it might have meant ruin. But the newspapers,
even the liberal ones, declined to identify him, and the Crown
Princess Helena made a point of being seen with the old Duke, who
had heretofore been a political opponent of her “feminine ideas.”
Society nodded its head at the Princess’ political wisdom, and kept
the scandal to a loud whisper.

And Henry was left with nothing but a
burning desire to get his honor back. But there was no hope for
that. He was ignored, even shunned, and he had nothing to do but
brood over it. And now that no one listened to him, he was forced
to listen to everyone else, and he listened with a newly wise and
cynical ear. He was sure the war would last longer and be more
bitter than even Vickson thought. These people of Acton didn’t have
normal feelings, and no honor at all. Mary had taught him that. And
then there was Alwyn’s bizarre reaction to her infidelity—he went
and glorified it in print!

 


* * *

 


Every day on the docks a woman with a black
shawl stood and watched the boats unload, all day. They called her
the Humming Widow, because she hummed little snatches of a lilting
tune as she stood. If anyone approached her, she asked them, “Is my
husband on that boat?”

No one could get her name or the name of her
husband from her. She’d simply gaze blankly and say, “He’s on the
Saranow. Is that the Saranow?”

The Saranow had gone down only two months
earlier, in one of the fierce lake storms. Clearly she was mad, and
everyone was kind to her, but everyone left her alone, as she
wandered along the docks. Then after a week or so, she vanished,
perhaps gone elsewhere to search, or perhaps reality had finally
made it into her head.

No one noted that she had only been on the
docks for the week when the troop ships came in from Coronden.

 


 



Chapter 12

 


The royal command concentrated its efforts
on Bowler. Henry could see that this was because they understood
him. He was a conventional soldier. They paid little mind to the
spontaneous and disorganized little armies that popped up all over
the woods in the north. Henry was given the thankless task of
chasing them around the woodlands. They harassed the King’s troops,
and Henry harassed them back.

“They are criminals,” he
told his men. “Do not treat them with the respect due to
soldiers.”

His men, who were the dregs of the
army—whoever the command thought they could spare—took this as
permission to be abusive, but Henry didn’t stop them. Why should
he?

Then one day, as Henry stalked in late to
General Phillips’ meeting of officers, as he always did now, since
no one cared what he did, the major turned to acknowledge him, and
said, sharply but quietly so as not to interrupt, “You’re going to
Milford.”

Henry bowed in assent and sat, and prepared
to brood in boredom. But then he realized they were talking,
indirectly, about why he was going to Milford. An urgent report
claimed that the rebels were going to attack Silbrooke from behind
the lines. The command knew it was false, and they were discussing
whether it was meant to cover some move of Bowler. That had nothing
to do with Henry. Henry was to take his troop to Milford and arrest
the informant who had passed on the false report.

The command thought the report was false
because it they couldn’t see how an army of rebels could get behind
the well defended lines north of Silbrooke. But that was Bowler’s
army who couldn’t swing around unnoticed. They didn’t think about
the little “committee armies” who made pests of themselves up in
the woods. That was left to Henry, and Henry knew their tactics.
That bookworm, Seaton, who sat up above Markham and controlled the
wilds upriver, had come up with a tactic that worked well in small
matters, and it seemed to Henry, that would suit the attack on
Silbrooke. Further the rebel General Houseman, King of the Ponds,
tended to take up anything that Seaton did, and do it in a bigger
way. And Houseman was in a good position to carry it off.

Henry knew better than to try to argue his
case before the command, but they paid so little attention to what
he did, did he need to? The only thing he really needed was the
cooperation of his men.

Once they had marched out of Twin Rivers, he
gathered them and addressed them.

“Gentlemen,” he said,
although they were not all gentlemen and he doubted if many of them
would even qualify as loyalists. Just forty men the command felt it
could spare. “We are not going to Milford. The commander is wrong.
The rebels are coming around the point, and up again to attack
Silbrooke from our side.”

The lieutenant nearly laughed.

“And how will they get past
the point guard?”

“One at a time.” He paused,
and then went on. “Subterfuge, gentlemen. They’ll split up and
skulk through the woods like deserting peasants trying for home.
And then they’ll form up again on the other side.”

“And what’s to stop them
from just deserting and going home?”

“I’m sure some of them
will, but if it is a risk their commanders are willing to take,
their morale could not be as bad as we’ve heard.”

“And what if it isn’t a
risk their commanders are taking at all? Why should we trust your
judgment over our commander’s?”

Henry took a deep breath. “Because I’ve
learned from my folly, and the commander has not. You gentlemen
know this as well as anyone. We’ve learned first hand what cunning
things these people are. They are not simple rustics who march
straight into our hands. And what harm is it to try? We are left
behind anyway, in search of a mere liar who couldn’t even fool
anyone. And if it is folly, then the shame will lie with
me...again. You’ll simply have a story to tell, which will be more
interesting than the tale of a march to find a simple liar, who has
probably run away by now.”

“It would mean breaking
orders,” said the lieutenant.

“I break the orders. You
simply follow mine.”

“Aye, but it’ll still be
breaking orders,” said the sergeant. “We’ll have to discuss
it.”

“Then discuss it.” There
was an awkward moment while they stood and stared at one another,
before he realized he was to move out of earshot. He blushed and
stalked off. He stopped at the fence at the edge of a field, and
watched the cows. The cows looked back at him with those soft brown
eyes, and he wondered what treachery hatched inside their bovine
heads. Who’s to say a cow couldn’t be cunning if a peasant could?
Was a cow noble? No, a horse was noble, and that was what gave the
animal a right to have spirit. Spirit without nobility was a
danger. It meant peasants skulking through the woods and cringing,
or smiling, to your face, all the while fingering a dagger for your
back.

He heard the soldier’s voices behind him. A
bit of ribald laughter and a good deal of talking. Then the voices
quieted, and he heard their boots on gravel. He waited until they
were close to turn and greet them.

They were not in ranks, as they came looking
grim and doubtful, they stopped and crossed arms and tilted heads,
looking for all the world like a mutinous bunch of pirates who’d
come to question the captain’s division of the loot.

It was the sergeant who spoke.

“If we go with ya, it’ll be
because we believe ya,” he said. “And to make us believe ya, you
have to give us some absolute honesty. How did she come to know
about the boats?”

Pembroke took a breath in surprise. “I do
not know. I locked her up before I had learned of it myself. The
only servant who was allowed near her was a solid family retainer
who had hated her from the start.”

“And you didn’t tell
her.”

“No, sir, I tell you
honestly. I did not know she was spying on me, but I knew who her
husband was, and I took great care in speaking with her. Once I
understood how treacherous she was, I locked her up, and as I said,
that was before the information about the Mark came into my house.”
These men were more intent than his superiors had been. But then,
they wanted the truth, and his superiors had simply wanted an
admission. “I allowed no one to discuss anything near her door, all
meetings were a floor away....”

“The stove pipe,” said a
soldier. “They say she listened at the stove pipe and even burned
her ear doing it.”

Henry paused to consider. He had not
bothered to read any of the accounts, and so had not heard this.
But it made some sense.

“Boynton was standing by
the stove when he informed me,” he said slowly.

“He has a right loud,
ringin’ voice,” said the sergeant. A grin broke across his face,
and across the faces of several others. There was no love lost
between these men and the governor. Boynton’s bluster would save
him.

“I thank you, gentlemen,”
he said, bowing. “I have puzzled over this point
myself.”

More grins broke out, as the two lieutenants
looked uncomfortable with this expression of disrespect.

“I think, then, we are with
you,” said one of them.

“We are,” confirmed the
sergeant. “We’re off to guard the Silbrooke bridge, and pick us off
a few revolutionaries. We’ll be heroes, won’t we?”

“I hope so,” said
Henry.

With that they formed up lines as proud as
any troops in the Royal army. Henry mounted and rode alongside, and
hoped that this handful of men could face down such a large number
of undisciplined troops.

 


 



Chapter 13

 


Mary might have liked wandering, except that
it left her too much time to think. She didn’t need a load of
memories and thoughts just now. She tried to fill up the time with
plotting and scheming, but her wild plans of sabotage were
unrealistic, and they seemed to mock her desire to do something
useful. But those thoughts were so attractive, she half wondered if
she wanted someone to catch her and lock her up. And what would
that do for her? Well, it would give her some stability, and if
Jackie was right about her, it would give her a chance to plot her
way back out again, wouldn’t it? Or perhaps she just felt guilty,
and if they caught her, they could hang her and be done with
it.

But those were only dark thoughts, and as
close as she allowed herself to think about her situation.

 


Through the cold of winter, she worked her
way southward, criss-crossing the midlands to gather what
information she could. When she came to Twilletsburg, she stopped
and rewrote the letter of recommendation to say she’d come from a
loyalist family in the north rather than the south. Then she
introduced herself by the name of Mary Black, and got herself a
position as a maid-of-all-work in the household of the King’s
Chandler, a Mr. Heddibrooke. He wasn’t really an important person,
but his position gave her access to information on the supply and
cargo of ships coming in from the lakes, and even some reasonable
access to the docks, as she was often the one to deliver his
lunch.

Between the work of being a maid and being a
patriot, she had more than enough to keep her busy from waking to
sleeping. And to tell the truth, she found herself satisfied.

Mrs. Heddibrooke turned out to be her
greatest asset. The woman had a little dog, who was wont to chase
off whenever he saw a cat, or rat, or bird, or shadow, or anything
that looked anything like any of the above. Mary spent a lot of
time around the docks, ducking in and out among the crates and
barrels, calling “Peebles! Peebles! Come here, Peebles!”

If anyone ever caught her where she should
not be, they simply laughed at her plight, and said they hadn’t
seen the little pooch.

The other good thing about Mrs. Heddibrooke
was that she was a social climber. Not in any terrible, pushy way.
She was an older woman, and had a certain status from that alone,
so she liked to be in the middle of things. Important people often
came to dine, or to tea, and because there was a shortage of male
servants, Mary sometimes got to serve the gentlemen their after
dinner sherry. Not that she heard anything of much use—Romick had
been right about that—but she got to know more about who did what,
which gave her a clearer picture of who and what to watch out
for.

It was here that she first
heard about The Whore of
Freedom. Gentlemen would not talk about
such a thing in the presence of ladies, but a servant was
invisible. They made great fun of both her and Jackie, and she
thought it was just like Jackie to lay them both open to such
ridicule.

Governor Lord Ashton was a frequent visitor,
although he lived in Torquon, a large city further out. Like
Governor Boynton, he seemed to like to spend his time in the
civilized atmosphere of Twilletsburg. He wasn’t much like Boynton
otherwise, being more graceful and tactful. Mary didn’t like him
much anyway, not from the first time he blocked her way in the hall
and smiled at her. Lord Ashton was nearly as good looking as Henry,
but he wasn’t...nice. Henry, unpleasant as he had got in the
end—and she couldn’t blame him there—used charm and courtliness to
get his way. Lord Ashton, though very well mannered, seemed to
think his very existence was sufficient charm, at least for a maid.
To tell the truth, he seemed to her a well-mannered bully with a
roving eye. And having seen him change his face from one group of
people to another, she thought he was sneaky to boot.

She did have a moment, however, between the
washing and wringing out of some fine clothes that Mrs. Heddibrooke
didn’t want to trust to the washerwoman, when she considered the
opportunity of being the paramour of the governor of Acton Bay. She
was getting lonely, after all, but two thoughts settled her against
it. One, it was too risky. While everyone tended to overlook women
as possible spies, fallen women were the notorious exception. She’d
heard it herself, the Whore of Freedom was out there seducing more
secrets out of unsuspecting noblemen. As the governor’s mistress,
she would be under immediate suspicion.

The other reason, though,
was the big one. She was sure Lord Ashton had absolutely no
interest in pleasing her. She was just a maid. Odds were she’d never even succeed in
becoming his mistress. The very thought of trying made her feel
cheap. But I am cheap, she thought. Although I only do what
I want. That’s freedom.

And she didn’t want to, so she laid the
silks flat to dry, and went on about her work as a maid.

 


It was on the very same day as she had had
these thoughts, that Lord Ashton came to tea. He was smiling and
full of himself.

“I am returning to
Torquon,” he said.

“Are you sure that’s safe?”
fluttered Mrs. Heddibrooke. She was good at fluttering, and seemed
to have turned it into a social profession. It made everyone feel
smarter, or braver, or at least more interesting.

Lord Ashton, however, lost his smile.

“Of course it’s safe!” he
snapped. “That’s why I am going. To prove it to all those idiots
who won’t stick their ground and stay home.”

“But it’s so close to the
bandits. It’s ... it’s the frontier!”

“No, my dear, it is a
charming old city, and a center for the army. Nothing is safer. As
a matter of fact, it is so safe, I’ve sent for my wife to come and
live here.”

Now this came as a surprise to Mary, who was
quite certain that Lord Ashton was courting a widow named Lady
Wottering. She also lived in Torquon, and was one of those who did
stick, because she didn’t visit Twilletsburg very often. Mary had
only served her twice at tea, and had formed the uncharitable
opinion that she was a good match for him.

And all the time he had a wife, who lived
somewhere else.

“She’s coming to live at
Torquon?” said Mrs. Heddibrooke, if not surprised by the wife, at
least by the plan. “All the way from home?”

“Of course she’s coming
from home,” said Lord Ashton with a show of thin patience. “I’ve
told her to, and she’s no fool. She knows it is safe if I tell her
it is.”

Mary had noticed that the loyalists referred
to the Agritaine coast as home, even if they had been born in the
interior. She poured the tea and wondered why they didn’t just pack
up and go home, then.

“It’s awfully brave of
her.”

“Really, Mrs. Heddibrooke,
it’s that kind of talk that panics people. It’s what I’m trying to
combat. And when my wife moves into our house there, it should calm
some heads and get people to return.”

“I’m sorry Lord Ashton. You
are right, it really is the patriotic thing to do.”

“Unfortunately, we are
short of servants in Torquon. Many are those who panicked and fled,
and others are needed for the war effort. And I received a letter
today that Penelope has refused to bring her maid into a
war.”

Well, that made the Lady Ashton sound a
little less like the human doily that Mary pictured. She set out
the sandwiches, as Lord Ashton smiled quickly at her.

“And that’s what I’ve come
to talk to you about,” he said. “My wife needs a lady’s maid, and
she’d have to be quite comely, since she’ll likely have to double
as a parlor maid.” He gestured to Mary.

“Oh, no,” said Mrs.
Heddibrooke. “Mary has had bad experiences in the war up north. I
couldn’t make her go.”

“Nonsense. I’ve just told
you it’s safe as houses.”

“I’ve no experience as a
lady’s maid,” said Mary, picking up her tray. Lord Ashton paid no
attention, and kept speaking to Mrs. Heddibrooke.

“She would do
marvelously.”

“I will not make her do
what she doesn’t want to. Mary?”

“I’ve no experience as a
lady’s maid, missus,” said Mary, with a slight curtsey. “Will that
be all?”

“Oh, yes, of
course.”

Mary curtseyed again and left the room.

 


Mary did not think about Lord Ashton’s
offer, even if Torquon offered its own opportunities to spy. She
didn’t want to be a lady’s maid, since as far as she could tell, it
involved waiting hand and foot on some simpering noblewoman. And
she liked the Twilletsburg docks. She wondered sometimes if she
might like to go to sea.

Two days later, however, she had reason to
reconsider her affection for Twilletsburg. She was slipping through
one of the warehouses at the docks, counting small barrels of shot,
when she heard footsteps coming from the entrance.

“Come here, Peebles,” she
called softly. She looked around, as if looking for the dog, but
listened for who was coming. Only one set of footsteps that neither
sped up nor slowed, though whoever it was must have heard her. She
called again for the dog, and stepped out from behind the barrels
to look. It was Danvers, the man who was supposed to be her new
rebel contact, since the last one vanished. He had a stern and
inquisitive look on his face, but then he saw her and
sighed.

“You shouldn’t be here,”
she said quietly, before he could speak.

He looked surprised. He furrowed his brow
and finally said, “I should be where I must be.”

“But you have to be above
suspicion,” she said, and she was about to say more, but she saw
the odd look on his face as he considered.

“Can’t be helped,” he said
curtly. “I have many risky responsibilities. Now hurry along with
your business. Report to me on Tuesday as usual.”

“Yes,” said Mary. “I’m done
here.”

She dropped a quick maid’s curtsey and
hurried out of the warehouse.

The thing was, Danvers hadn’t been the
slightest bit nervous. It was one thing for a maid to wander about
a warehouse, looking for a lost dog, but for a man in wartime? If
he didn’t belong there—and he had led her to believe he did
not—he’d be noticed. If he were noticed, the game would be up. He
should be nervous.

Mary hurried through the streets until she
found a woman selling fruit from a cart. She bought a peach, and
spoke low.

“I don’t trust Danvers,”
she said.

“I don’t either,” said the
fruit seller.

“I’ve told him quite a
lot.”

“About what?”

“What goes in and
out.”

“But not who else you talk
to?”

“No. I didn’t tell him I
knew anyone else. And I don’t think he knows my name.”

“That’s good. I’d say you
should clear out, then.”

Mary stood and bit into the peach. It wasn’t
quite ripe.

“What if I go to
Torquon?”

“Talk to the son of a Mrs.
Hingle.”

“Thanks.”

Mary returned home, and went straight to
Mrs. Heddibrooke.

“I think I’d like to learn
to be a lady’s maid,” she said.

As it turned out, Lord Ashton had not yet
found a suitable maid for his wife, perhaps because he had not
really looked. After much pestering, Mrs. Heddibrooke had agreed to
take on the job, so he’d left it in her hands and run off again to
Torquon. He did not stay to greet his wife, who was due in only a
day or two, but perhaps he had preparations to make.

Mary had few preparations of her own. The
only thing she had to pack was the coded letter she’d intended to
give to Danvers, and that was already tucked in her garter. She was
glad enough to be leaving so soon.

 


 



Chapter 14

 


If you were looking for a definition of the
phrase “a fine woman”, Lady Ashton would suit as an example. She
was older than Mary, but too young to be considered a matron. She
was attractive in a way that had as much to do with her grace and
style as her natural looks. She had a nice smile, and a sweet set
of dimples, and she was not stingy with either of them. And she
looked absolutely out of place on the Twilletsburg dock.

Mary had no idea of fashion, and what the
subtleties meant, but it was clear enough that she was as different
from the loyalist ladies of the interior as Mary was. Her clothes
had a different shape to them, waist higher, lines simpler. The
color—a royal and patriotic gold—was pale and brighter at the same
time. Fashionable or not, she seemed aware of being out of place.
To tell the truth, she looked a little lost.

On the morning she arrived Mr. and Mrs.
Heddibrooke greeted her formally. They offered her hospitality for
the night, but she shook her head.

“I understand it is not far
to Torquon,” she said. “I would just as soon get there
tonight.”

“Oh, but you look so
tired,” protested Mrs. Heddibrooke.

“I’ve been traveling for so
long, I’d like to get it over with all at once. And since Roland
isn’t here, I’m sure that’s what he wants as well.”

As it happened, that was exactly what Lord
Ashton had arranged. There was a carriage and six carts waiting,
along with an escort of eight soldiers. Lady Ashton took only time
to had an early lunch with the Heddibrookes, before she set
out.

As the drivers and soldiers organized the
caravan, she and Mary settled themselves into the carriage. Lady
Ashton was a friendly person, and they soon began to chat.

“I don’t have any
experience being a lady’s maid,” said Mary.

“Ah, well, I don’t suppose
that matters,” said Lady Ashton, arranging her skirts. “I don’t
expect I’ll need my hair done in the latest fashion out
here.”

“I’ve never done anyone’s
hair, in or out of fashion. Except for my own.”

“And it’s lovely,
Mary.”

“Thank you, miss. I mean,
my lady.”

“Mum.”

“Oh, thank you,
mum.”

Lady Ashton sighed, and looked out the
window of the carriage. They were, at last, moving.

“Are you a local
girl?”

“No, mum. I’m from up
north.”

She looked a little disappointed. “Even so,
I suppose you know more about the locality than I do. You can still
be my guide.”

“The idiot leading the
fool?” Mary had let that pop out before thinking, but Lady Ashton
only looked at her in amazement, and then laughed.

“I do hope you’re not an
idiot, Mary, or I will certainly wind up the fool.”

“I’m sorry, mum. It’s an
old saying out here.”

“I thought as much. I like
you, Mary. Don’t try to be too formal. I’ll let you know if you
step too far.”

“Thank you, mum. Where I
come from, we’re not used to formality.”

“Formality can be a
dreadful bore,” said Lady Ashton. “Of course, used properly, it
adds something to life. A kind of grace....”

“Elegance.”

“Yes, exactly.” She tilted
her head again, and started to say something, but changed her mind.
Instead, she rearranged her skirts again, and settled her hands on
her lap. “If you’re to be my guide, we have to do a bit of
talking.”

It turned out that Lady Ashton was not
completely ignorant of the interior. In fact, her brother had
founded the estate to which they traveled. Lady Ashton called it a
farm, which probably described it well compared it to the fine
estates back in the east. Mary’d heard a few things about Torquon
in her spying, but she really couldn’t tell Lady Ashton much about
society, or any womanly concerns. But still they talked for a very
long time.

“You know quite a lot of
politics and the war for a young woman,” said Lady Ashton, as the
dusk began to settle.

“It’s the political place
in the middle of a war,” said Mary. “That’s all anybody talks
about.”

“I’m glad to hear that
Torquon is so safe. I know it’s wicked of me to doubt my husband’s
word, but he is so concerned about the appearance of safety, it
makes me wonder about the reality.”

“It’s a center for the
army. It seems to me it would have to be safe, guarded on all sides
by so many professional soldiers.”

“And as I understand it,
what they are guarding against is a batch of disorganized
bandits.”

“You could say
that.”

“I wonder that they haven’t
caught them yet.”

“Well, it’s a big country.
They may guard well all of Torquon, but all around is vast wild
country. A lot of places to hide.”

They were moving through the hills along the
river now, where the cottonwood trees crowded around. Between the
hills and the trees, it seemed darker, scarier. Lady Ashton, though
she seemed assured by Mary’s words, watched the scenery go by with
some apprehension. Mary was about to say more in assurance, but
then there was the sound of gunfire, and not that far away. Lady
Ashton stiffened, as the carriage jerked almost to a halt.

She and Mary looked at one another as the
carriage then sped up much faster than before.

“Mary? When you say there’s
wild country all around, did you mean that we are going through
some of it to get there?”

“Yes, mum,” said Mary,
bracing herself against the rocking of the carriage. “A
bit.”

“Oh, dear.”

There were more shots. The carriage bumped
and twisted, and the women bumped with it. Lady Ashton seemed a
little breathless and couldn’t seem to find anything to hang on to.
Mary reached out and took her hands.

“Don’t panic, mum,” said
Mary, herself mainly worried about stray bullets. “That’s probably
just the soldiers scaring off someone suspicious. Bandits don’t
often come this side of Torquon. And even if it is bandits, they
won’t shoot us on purpose.”

“Only by accident?” said
Lady Ashton, raising her eyebrows and attempting a
smile.

“Aye,” said Mary with her
own nervous grin. “Remember, they consider themselves soldiers, not
bandits.”

The carriage came to an abrupt halt, and
Lady Ashton let out a squeal of fear as it jerked and swayed. There
was a sound of men’s voices outside.

“They’ve caught us,” said
Lady Ashton.

“Yes,” said Mary. She held
up her hand to quiet Lady Ashton so she could listen. The voice
shouting the most orders sounded familiar. She placed her hand on
her lap, right over the note hidden in her garter. This might be
the best opportunity to pass it on. She didn’t know if she could
trust her new contact yet, and if she could pass it on directly,
why make him go through the danger to deliver it?

“Ah, this looks like a
likely carriage. Check there.”

Yes, it was definitely Captain Trent. Would
he recognize her? Would he say anything? The door was yanked open,
and a roughly masked face looked in.

“It’s a pair of ladies,”
said the soldier over his shoulder.

“Come on, ladies, out of
the carriage,” called Trent.

Mary bent and slipped the note from her
stocking. Lady Ashton disembarked slowly, because there were none
but ruffians to help her down. As she hesitated, Mary glanced over
her head at the masked men. Trent stood, unmasked, in a large
seaman’s bonnet more plumed and fancy than Lady Ashton’s. His face
showed impatience, and he stepped forward to take the lady’s
wrist.

“Quit dithering,” he
roared. “You’re not at a ball!” He pulled, and the man closest to
her caught her around the waist to bring her down without dropping
her in the mud. Lady Ashton, however, went into a panic.

“Help! Mary,
help”

It was a perfect opportunity.

“Leave my mistress alone!”
she cried, and she leapt right out of the door onto Trent. She just
managed to stuff the note into his collar before another of his men
hauled her away. “She’s a lady, you ruffians. Let her
be.”

“You’re a cat,” said the
man who had grabbed her away, and he began to fondle her. She
shoved back at him. “Don’t think I didn’t see you flashing a leg at
us!”

“Let them go,” ordered
Trent. “We are soldiers of the revolution, not thieves and
rapists.” He slipped a hand into his pocket, and she thought he had
the paper in it. He locked eyes with Mary. “We are soldiers
of Freedom.”

He emphasized the word in such a way that
she thought he must have recognized her.

“And they’re ladies, not
whores,” he added, looking straight at Mary, with a sly grin. He
recognized her all right.

“What are ladies doing
traveling in a military caravan?” asked one of the
rebels.

“It isn’t a military
caravan,” said Lady Ashton. “I’ve come a long way to be with my
husband, and these are all my things.”

“And who is your
husband?”

Mary grabbed her arm to distract her.

“He’s a Captain Blake,”
said Mary quickly. The rebels looked disappointed, and Lady Ashton
looked surprised. But then it dawned on her why they had asked. She
pulled herself together.

“Yes, I am Mrs. Blake, and
if you are wondering at the size of the caravan, it’s only because
Lady Ashton was kind enough to lend me some resources.”

“You’re friends with the
governor’s lady, then?”

“I’ve only just met
her....”

Mary thought for a moment that Lady Ashton
was saying too much, but then she realized that the Ashton crest
appeared on many of the trunks, and even on the carriage. Well, if
worst came to worst, she could probably talk Trent out of keeping
the woman as a hostage, but she would rather not take any chances
on revealing her true self to the woman.

While Lady Ashton was preoccupied, Mary
glanced around. The soldiers who had accompanied them were on their
knees at the front of the caravan. There were a great many rebels,
and the sheer number must have prevented a real fight.

No one was looking at Mary at the moment, so
she turned to Trent, and nodded the end of the caravan, where there
was a cart full of shot and supplies, and then she turned back to
attend her lady and keep her out of trouble.

“May we return to the
carriage?” asked Mary, once they had finished searching it. They
were allowed to do so, and as soon as they were back in their
seats, Lady Ashton leaned forward to speak. Mary put her finger to
her lips.

“It’s all right now, mum,”
she said. “Best not to say anything while they’re still
here.”

Lady Ashton sat back, and after what was
really not a very long time at all, Trent himself pulled open the
carriage door and leaned in.

“Ladies,” he said, sweeping
off his bonnet. He was a very handsome man, with long fair hair and
a lush old-fashioned mustache, and expressive hazel eyes, although
you couldn’t see the eyes in the dark like this. “I will leave you
your escort, but I’ve taken their arms and horses. They can sit on
the carts, or go on foot as you choose.”

“Thank you,” said Lady
Ashton stiffly, sitting back away from him.

“And you were telling the
truth, this caravan was full of lady’s things. We’ve messed them up
a bit, but you’ll find them mostly still there. Although I have to
say that if that last cart was yours, you are a most peculiar
lady.”

He bowed and shut the carriage door. Lady
Ashton looked at her with eyes wide.

“What did he mean by
that?”

“I don’t know, mum,” said
Mary. “Perhaps our escort had brought along a cart of military
supplies. It wouldn’t be unusual.”

“Oh, dear. Are we safe, do
you think?”

“Yes, mum. That’s Captain
Trent himself, the head bandit. I don’t imagine there’d be others
around and not with him.”

She sat back and the carriage began to
move.

“This does not bode well
for my visit to the interior,” said Lady Ashton with a
sigh.

“I don’t suppose it does,”
said Mary. “But it should be less exciting in Torquon.”

“I suppose this is really
just a reminder of what the rest of the world is
suffering.”

Mary held her tongue. What the rest of the
world was suffering was so far beyond this little bump in the
road.... But she didn’t think Lady Ashton had meant to imply that
they had just suffered the worst either. It was a kind sentiment,
and a lady like her probably had no way of knowing what went on
with everyone else.

 


 



Chapter 15

 


Torquon was not a big city, but it was well
located. It nestled against a navigable river, and straddled a
smaller one. Good roads went off to the north, and into the plains,
and down around the great Acton Bay. She had heard someone make a
joke that it was the gateway to the interior of the Interior. It
seemed true enough.

The Grand Oak River was the best way to get
anywhere in Acton, as it poured along the eastern boundary of the
whole district, from north to south. It filled the lakes, and then
poured out of them, down to the bay. And the bay opened up into the
sea. To the east of this seaway were mountains and desert, a large
natural barrier between the interior, and the coastal homeland of
Agritaine. The seaway was the only way to get there, really.

But eventually, if you wanted to enter the
interior, you had to head west from the water, and there you had to
count on the ancient roads of Acteron, now updated and improved by
the king’s engineers. One of the best locations from which to
strike out on those roads was Torquon. That’s why it was the center
for the southern army. It was the location to which new troops and
goods were delivered, before they headed out to their ultimate
destination.

Not a bad place at all for a spy.

Mary’s particular situation was not so
conducive to spying, however. As a lady’s maid, she spent a great
deal of time in Lady Ashton’s presence, and the lady was not
interested in the army. But Lady Ashton was not demanding, and Mary
did manage a share of spying on the side.

The biggest obstacle to her spy work was
that Mary actually did enjoy being in Lady Ashton’s presence. There
were few other servants, and none that lived in the house, except
for the governor’s man, who came and went and took no interest in
the ladies, or the running of the house. Lady Ashton felt that she
was “roughing it”, and wasn’t particular about the care of the
house. She insisted that it be left to the housekeeper, who came by
days, and wasn’t a friendly sort. Mary took care of her clothes,
and attended to her activities, which seemed mainly to be gardening
and painting. And when it came to those, Lady Ashton was not averse
to putting on an apron and digging into the work herself.

The house was small, but it had a lovely
solarium, and this was the first place that Lady Ashton made her
home. She and Mary spent a good deal of time putting the neglected
plants back to order. Mary had never been able to pull herself away
from playing with dirt.

“Look, look,” said Lady
Ashton, on one of those early days in the solarium. “This pepper
here. It’s my brother’s prize and ruin.”

Mary came closer to see a long thick pepper,
already a bright red. Lady Ashton picked the biggest of them and
held it up.

“It’s very sweet, and it
doesn’t take long to get to a full flavor.”

“Is it hot at
all?”

“Yes, very hot, to my
taste. Although I understand it isn’t so much to you
locals.”

Mary grinned and picked up the pepper. Even
uncut, it had an aroma.

“How did it ruin your
brother, mum? If you don’t mind my asking.”

“I wouldn’t have mentioned
it if I minded. The main reason is that it’s a short season pepper,
and tolerant to some cold. You can grow it up north.”

“That sounds like the prize
part.”

“But it was his ruin,
because the other growers didn’t want other districts growing
peppers. So they petitioned the king to take his trade grant away
from him. Roland—Lord Ashton—interceded and the king let Terrance
keep the grant, with oversight from Roland, but Terrance had lost
interest when he couldn’t breed his lovely little peppers. So he
sold out. Now he’s breeding lemons in the Sabatine. Or, no,
somewhere near there. I don’t know. I’m hopeless with
geography.”

Mary examined the pepper a bit longer, while
Lady Ashton continued her round of the plants. It would have been
marvelous to grow her own peppers back home. Another vile crime of
the king, eh? Jackie’d have a whole freedom paper to write on that
one. She’d have to get some seeds from these peppers, and take them
north with her one day. The best of contraband. The most important
supply.

“I could make a nice relish
with this,” said Mary.

“I’ve been warned about
your people’s relishes.”

“Oh, cut out the seeds and
it isn’t bad at all.”

Lady Ashton considered for a moment. “All
right then. I’m about to do some sketching. Help me arrange the
plants into something attractive, and then go clean up and make me
your relish. I think I might like to try something local. They say
your sauces have been handed down since the days of old
Acteron.

“Yes, mum.”

They set up a few plants, and Lady Ashton
took up her sketchbook. Mary picked a few more peppers and went off
to the kitchen, where the old lady tolerated her to use one knife,
one pan and one spoon. And Mary had better clean them all up right
afterward. Even so, the old woman revealed she liked a good relish,
and Mary was quite good at making them.

 


* * *

 


It was said that General
Seaton—a quiet man, awkward in speech and even more so with a
pen—had become remarkably eloquent since Jack Alwyn had joined his
little army. Indeed, it was noted that everyone in General Seaton’s army had
acquired a new way with words. Common soldiers, some barely
literate, sent home letters to their wives that blossomed with
poetry. Coordinating missives from the officers to one another
sparkled with clarity. Letters from the general to other commanders
fairly rang with rhetorical power.

“Seaton’s beginnin’ to
sound like Jackie Alwyn, wouldn’t you say?” said recipients with a
grin.

The one person in that entire army that no
one had heard a word from was Jackie Alwyn himself.

Mr. Honor Bayles—a publisher in Twin Rivers
before the war, then in Tillytown and then Markham, as the battle
line moved—missed Jackie’s writing dearly. Jackie could and did
write anything a publisher needed. But most of all, Jackie could
write with the kind of fire that made even those most weary of
controversy sit up and read and argue, and buy newspapers.

So, when he’d heard nothing from Jackie in
so long, he finally took it into his own hands to ride up and talk
to the man.
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