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Prologue




Waterloo, Belgium, June 18, 1815

 


John Freemantle felt every burst from the
cannon as a jolt through his breastbone. At least the blasts no
longer tore through his eardrums; his ears had been ringing for
hours now, muting the roar into something almost manageable. His
horse, a big bay possessed of considerably more battlefield
experience than its rider, bore the noise stolidly, with no more
sign of discomfort than the occasional twitching of an ear.

The British and their Belgian allies had been
under heavy fire for most of the afternoon. In Freemantle’s
opinion, “heavy fire” made it sound more civilized than it really
was. The term did not adequately convey the experience of facing
down cannonade while enormous iron balls ripped through the ranks,
leaving bloody pieces of men wherever they struck. The senior
officers seemed unfazed by the carnage, but John Freemantle was
only twenty-five and had not long served as aide-de-camp to the
Duke of Wellington, and it was all he could do to feign calm.

The pounding crashed to a halt, and
Freemantle would have stumbled if he had not been mounted. The
battlefield was not quiet, not by any means, but the relative
silence was as abrupt as being doused by cold water.

“Prepare to receive cavalry!” came the
shout, and Freemantle, wrenching his nerves back under control,
looked about for the Duke. His Grace was for once near at hand, and
moreover actually headed toward the position of relative safety his
rank demanded he assume. Freemantle spurred to his side, and the
square slammed closed around them, infantrymen three ranks thick.
The outermost rank knelt with bayonets at the ready, and that was
the real reason for the superb effectiveness of the infantry square
formation against a cavalry charge. Horses could not be made to
leap into bayonets.

A bugle call pierced Freemantle’s ringing
ears, and then the square was surrounded by the thunderous rush of
men on horseback. Freemantle experienced it only as a movement of
air and a shuddering of the ground. He could see nothing but the
scarlet-coated backs of the men guarding him.

The wave crashed against the infantry
squares. The ground shook under Freemantle’s feet.

And the charge broke, as it had broken eleven
times before. The men within the square, Wellington and his
aides-de-camp, were as safe as it was possible to be on the
battlefield of Waterloo. For a long time afterward, the only sounds
outside the square were of swords clashing and men screaming. Then
the French cavalry retreated for the twelfth time, and the
artillery resumed.

Wellington swatted aside the broad red
infantry backs at once, ignoring the entreaties of the aides who
wished he would not so expose his person to danger. No one could
possibly replace him, as his subordinates pointed out again and
again, but the Duke paid no more attention on this occasion than he
had on any other. He was invariably to be found riding along the
lines, demonstrating to the men his calmness and composure, giving
terse orders and the rare word of encouragement. Wellington was not
a demonstrative man, and had not the gift of inspiring his troops
with words—but he was right there with them, in the thick of the
fight, and his men respected his courage as they did his skill.
Sometimes, Freemantle reflected, that respect went farther toward
encouraging battle-weary soldiers than warm words would have done.
He did appreciate why Wellington so publically scorned attempts to
keep him safe.

He judged the men to be in need of
Wellington’s encouragement at the present moment. The British force
had never been strong to begin with—“my infamous army,” Wellington
had once said bitterly in Freemantle’s hearing—and after the day’s
pounding by Napoleon’s troops, they were in a sorry state indeed.
Between injuries, deaths, and desertion, the line along the ridge
was stretched nearly to breaking. An entire Belgian brigade had
fled in panic, the British cavalry had destroyed itself in a
useless charge on the French line, and General Blücher’s Prussian
reinforcements, promised the night before and sorely needed, were
still nowhere to be seen.

Freemantle followed the Duke back onto the
open field as other aides emerged from their own infantry squares.
Wellington’s staff re-gathered itself around him, eyeing the
battlefield and shaking their heads.

“If the Prussians do not come, there is no
way we can hold until nightfall,” Canning muttered, and Freemantle
gave his fellow aide-de-camp a startled glance. No one had dared
say it quite so bluntly before now.

“They will come soon.” General Muffling spoke
unhappily. He somehow managed to appear at Wellington’s side, like
a drooping-mustached Greek chorus, whenever anyone raised the
question of the missing reinforcements. Muffling was Blücher’s
liaison to Wellington, and he had been predicting the imminent
appearance of said reinforcements since first light, over and over
in almost exactly the same phrasing, while the sun rose high and
men died under fire and the hopes of their comrades dwindled.
“General Blücher attacks the Emperor’s flank down in the village,
but once that skirmish is won, then...then, surely...”

He trailed off. No one nearby gave him any
aid in completing his sentence.

“Well, gentlemen,” the Duke said, as though
offering commentary upon an inconvenient rain shower, “they are
hammering us hard, but we will see—”

He got no further. Something caught his
attention—his aides turned to follow his gaze—and a British officer
on a black horse came tearing down the ridgeline, mud spraying from
each striking hoof. He waved as he rode, screaming something over
the sound of cannonade, words no one could possibly hear. The Duke
raised a hand in acknowledgment.

The black charger skidded to a halt, and the
rider nearly fell from the saddle as he saluted. Freemantle
recognized him, though his face was drawn and splattered with mud:
a staff officer named Kennedy.

“My lord,” he gasped. “La Haye Sainte—the
farm—fallen. Overrun. The French pursued our men—engaged Von
Ompteda’s battalion—destroyed it. The whole battalion, my lord. Gap
in the center of the line.”

Wellington did not hesitate. “I shall order
the Brunswick troops to the spot. Go and get all the German troops
you can, and all the guns you can find.” Kennedy saluted and
wheeled his horse, and the Duke swung to his aides. “Canning, my
compliments to Colonel von Butlar, and the Brunswick Corps is to
advance to the center immediately. I shall join them there. Gordon,
my compliments to Major Norcott, and I wish a small detachment of
the 95th to go into the forest and retrieve those
Belgians who retreated so precipitously a short time ago, as their
presence is desired to reinforce the center. Freemantle!”
Freemantle barely had the chance to touch his heels to his horse’s
side before Wellington was galloping away from him.

 


Gunsmoke hung thick over the crossroads that
had once been defended by Van Ompteda’s battalion, and Freemantle
winced to see the pitiful stratagems being employed to fill the gap
in the line. As Wellington rode up, officers from all over the
ridge made for him, and their reports were identical to a man. The
center had suffered the heaviest of Napoleon’s heavy fire since
early that day, and so many of their men were now dead or injured
that—even with the Brunswick troops supporting them—they would be
unable to hold their positions in the event of another French
attack. And the French would attack; it was only a matter of
time.

“The Prussians must come,” someone
muttered. “If they do not—”

“I am not saying I mean to retreat,”
another officer said, speaking the word aloud for the first time,
“but the line may break, and we must decide what to do if it
does...”

Wellington ignored that, turning to greet yet
another officer stumbling toward him. “How do you get on,
Halket?”

“My lord, we are dreadfully cut up,” the man
said simply. “Can you not relieve us for a little while?”

Wellington paused one beat. “I fear, sir, I
have no one to send.”

“Surely,” Muffling said weakly, “surely it
cannot be much longer before General Blücher... ”

“But until that time,” Wellington said, “it
is impossible.”

There was silence among his officers. Even
the noise of the artillery seemed to be faltering. Freemantle
strained his ears—everyone was straining their ears—trying to
discern if there were drumbeats mixed in with the musket fire. Was
the French infantry preparing to march?

“Very well, my lord,” General Halket said.
“Then we will stand until the last man falls.” He turned to gaze
where everyone was gazing, at the crossroads hidden from sight by
swirling dust and smoke, from which a column of French troops would
doubtless shortly appear.

“Damn me,” Wellington said softly. Freemantle
gaped at him, for that was more emotion than anyone had ever seen
the “Iron Duke” betray, on the battlefield or off it. Wellington
stared into the smoke, heedless of Freemantle’s eyes, lips moving
slightly as though working out a complicated sum in his head. He
reached the solution, examined it for a moment with distaste, then
nodded once. When he turned to Freemantle, any trace of uncertainty
had vanished from his face. “My compliments to General Burnley,
Lieutenant Colonel. Tell him if you please that I am in desperate
want of troops not yet battle-weary, who can join the fight upon
the left so that I may move some of my men to plug the gaps in the
center. It would seem the Prussians are delayed, and therefore—” He
paused only for a fraction of a second. It would scarcely have been
noticeable to anyone who knew him less well than did an
aide-de-camp. “—therefore the General is ordered to bring up his
special battalion.”

“Yes, sir!” Freemantle snapped a salute,
clapped his heels to his horse’s side, and clung tight.

The animal shot away from the ridgeline, up
the Louvain road and toward the Forest of Soignes, and Freemantle
did everything possible to encourage its speed, making good use of
good road while he had it. To enter the forest, he must turn off
the road, and then he must slow the horse to a saner pace.
Maddening, but if the animal broke a leg on the uneven ground, the
rider would be lost, and thus also the message, the battle, the
war, the kingdom—

The forest closed over his head like a
shroud. The ground still shook from the artillery a couple miles
off, but it was a dull, meaningless sound under these thick green
branches. He might have entered an entirely different world.

The special battalion was encamped a good way
in—an inconvenient distance at the present moment, but it would
have been worse to have them nearer by. They could not be trusted
to restrain themselves with a battle clashing before them, and
would turn on their allies if lacking other prey. The Duke had made
it plain that he did not intend to use them unless he had
absolutely no other choice, and that in the meantime they were to
be kept sufficiently far away that the rest of his army would not
be hampered in the execution of its duty. It was particularly
important to keep them from frightening the cavalry and thereby
reducing its effectiveness. Horses did not like the members of the
special battalion.

Few of Wellington’s generals or aides-de-camp
liked them either. Wellington himself liked them least of all,
considering them to be the most infamous part of the infamous army
with which he had been provided. His Grace would have far rather
relied on the Prussians, Freemantle thought, and wished the
Prussians had come in time.

The bay stumbled and Freemantle lurched
forward, narrowly avoiding being thrown headfirst over its neck.
The horse snorted and plunged, but regained its balance before it
fell to its knees. “Easy,” Freemantle said, “easy, whoa—” The horse
stopped its forward stagger and stood, quietly enough but
trembling.

Freemantle swung out of the saddle, heart
pounding. No rabbit holes met his swiftly searching eyes—thank God
for that at least—but what had caused the stumble?

He ran a hand first down one foreleg and then
the other, listening with all his might to the wood that surrounded
him, trying to hear anything nearer than the distant rumble of
canon. Were there enemy here? Had someone hit his mount with a
missile meant for him? He could find no sign of actual injury to
the bay.

He picked up the animal’s left foreleg, and
saw the problem at once: a stone wedged between shoe and hoof.
Freemantle fumbled for a knife. He could not linger here—every
moment was precious—but for that reason, he could not grudge the
delay to pry out the pebble, or he would be forced to race the
sands of time on an increasingly lame mount.

With every instinct screaming at him to
hurry, and the forest all around watching him with cold intent
eyes, he set to work. Carefully, taking care not to damage the
tender hoof any further, he probed with the blade.

The stone hopped out. The bay blew a breath.
Freemantle led it forward a few steps, and it put its feet down
strongly. No lasting damage, thank heaven. Freemantle swung himself
back up into the saddle, and the horse moved forward without
hesitation or complaint. Freemantle, still unable to shake the
sensation of eyes watching from the shadows beneath the trees, set
his mount trotting once more.

The bay kept the pace easily until they were
nearly upon the clearing where the special battalion was
encamped—and then it checked again, shaking its head and snorting.
Freemantle fought the animal’s fear with both hands tight on the
reins, keeping its head pointed toward Burnley’s camp through the
exertion of every muscle in his body. The horse shook and reared
and struggled. Cannon fire could not disturb its calm, but it
shrank from the unnatural things beyond the trees.

A few moments later, Freemantle could smell
them too—an odor more like a swamp than a stable—and at that
moment, a red-coated sentry stepped out to challenge him. “From the
Duke,” Freemantle said. “Message for General Burnley.” The sentry
at once stepped aside, pointing to a man in officer’s livery who
stood a short distance away. Behind him stretched crudely cleared
swathes of forest, trees cut down to make and to make room for
three enormous corrals with slatted fences ten feet high.

The smell grew, and it took something
perilously close to cruelty to keep the horse from bolting. Here
actual eyes of actual monsters watched through the slats of the
corrals, and the bay knew it. General Burnley looked up, saw
Freemantle’s struggles, and raised his voice in an effortless
bellow for men to come and hold the Colonel’s mount. Actual men
rather than special battalion members came running in response to
the order, Freemantle was glad to see. One grabbed the horse’s
bridle and the other two tried to calm it as it reared in ragged
circles.

Freemantle did not dismount so much as fall
from the saddle, but it didn’t matter. He turned the slide into
something that at least landed him on his feet, and Burnley did not
seem disposed to comment on his lack of grace. “What news,
Colonel?”

“It goes badly,” Freemantle said, and rapped
out the rest of Wellington’s message.

General Burnley whipped around, calling for
aides and shouting orders. “All right, lad,” he added, “you’d
better get back, and tell His Grace I’ll have them there directly.”
It took two men to hold the horse still enough for Freemantle to
get himself back in the saddle, and the bay shot away from the
clearing like a bullet from a rifle.

Freemantle was only too glad to put the
unnatural air of the special battalion behind him. He gave the
horse its head and damned the consequences. Brush flew by in a
streak of muddy green, and tree branches whipped at him from all
sides, but the bay somehow managed to make it out of the forest
without snapping a bone on any of the obstacles within. It burst
onto the road with a leap, and pounded toward the ridge and the
bellowing cannons as though making for the place it most wanted to
be.

Freemantle found himself plagued by nightmare
visions of what he would find on the other side of the ridgeline.
He imagined cresting the hill to find the line broken and his
countrymen slaughtered, a line of French infantry bayoneting the
last few who could no longer offer any defense. The scene etched
itself so plainly before his eyes that he was almost surprised to
find it not true when he reached the ridge. The French infantry had
not yet advanced. The British were still holding. Wellington was
where Freemantle had left him, and the Iron Duke swung to look at
him with no more than a mildly inquiring expression.

“They’re coming,” Freemantle said.

Wellington nodded once, as though the
conversation concerned a dinner invitation.

The French guns roared, paused, roared again.
Freemantle, following Wellington as the Duke rode from the center
to the left, thought he could catch in the moments of relative
silence a faint drumbeat carried in the air behind him. He turned,
straining his ears, straining his eyes.

He was not imagining it. The drumbeat from
the Forest of Soignes grew louder, more distinct, resolved itself
into a definite infantry beat.

And they came.

Out of the wood, through the trees, and down
the road, huge slavering things marched in something approximating
formation. The flesh of their faces hung slack off the bone, and
drool trailed from the corner of the mouths they could not
completely close. Their overlong arms and thrust-forward necks
strained at the fabric of a simplified private soldier’s uniform. A
mockery of the uniform, it had been called by some.

Most of them carried muskets. It was in fact
easy enough to train them to fire, for they had proven not much
more stupid than the average raw recruit. None, however, bore a
saber or bayonet. Their primary weapon was instead a large
battle-axe, two-headed and spiked like something salvaged from
Britian’s savage past, for the special battalion was at its best in
close combat. Its members were primitive, resistant to discipline,
and incapable of learning sophisticated tactics, but they could be
taught to slaughter anyone not wearing a red uniform, and to mostly
refrain from slaughtering anyone who did.

General Burnley led them on foot, but managed
to preserve a certain grim dignity even while marching like a
common soldier. The special battalion was coming up on the left
flank. Wellington turned and barked an order to get the remnants of
the cavalry out of there.

The cavalry went to reinforce the desperate
men at the center crossroads. Wellington followed their progress
through a spyglass, and his lips turned upward just slightly at the
corners. He slapped the spyglass into Freemantle’s hand and moved
to give another order, and Freemantle lifted it to his own eye,
curious to see what Wellington had seen.

It was astonishing how much the set of a
man’s shoulders and the tilt of his head could tell you. Even with
the spyglass, Freemantle could not read anything as specific as
expressions, but he saw the shift in posture move from man to man,
all along the center of the ridge, as the cavalry came to reinforce
the position. The men in the center had considered themselves under
an inevitable sentence of death a moment ago. Now they glanced over
their shoulders at the horses and straightened as though they still
had a fight left in them after all.

The reaction of the men on the left was even
more dramatic. Positioned as they were, they could not see what
manner of reinforcements approached from their rear, but they heard
the drums and the marching feet, and some caught a glimpse of the
flag. The words ran through the ranks of exhausted men like wind
through a ryefield: “Reinforcements have come.”

The French artillery chose that moment to
crash to a stop. The relative silence rang in Freemantle’s ears,
more deafening than the noise. He made out a drumbeat, slightly out
of cadence with the British one behind him. The French infantry
advance.

He heard his name in the Duke’s distinctive
bark, and hastily kneed his horse to follow Wellington higher up
onto the ridge. The Duke put out his hand for the spyglass, and
Freemantle handed it over.

Even without it, Freemantle could see clearly
enough. This high up, the visibility almost qualified as good, and
even through the powder smoke that still hung densely over the
valley, Freemantle could discern precisely which French troops were
marching over the churned mud. The Emperor, expecting imminent
victory, had sent in the Garde.

The Imperial Garde was the elite of the elite
of Napoleon’s troops, distinctive by their height and the bearskins
that were part of their campaigning uniforms, usually held in
reserve until the moment of victory and partially for that reason
never defeated. The day was traditionally as good as won when the
Garde took the field, and certainly the rest of the French troops
assumed this would be the case at Waterloo as it had been so often
before. They cheered as the tight columns passed, a wave of sound
that started faint but grew into a crescendo from every part of the
valley.

The monsters of the special battalion were
not particularly suited to defensive fighting. No one, including
Freemantle, had expected them to hold the left flank, and
they did not. But they came screeching over the ridge instead,
howling and brandishing axes as tall as men, and the French
Garde—said to know how to die, but not how to surrender—took one
look at this terrible vision and broke.

“The Garde is retreating!” It was shouted all
over the battlefield, in triumph by the British and in horror by
the French. The rest of Napoleon’s infantry stopped, gaped, then
turned and likewise fled for their lives. The French cavalry
squealed and trampled, trying to get away from the monsters. The
monsters pounded after them, huge and bloodthirsty and completely
unfatigued, leaving gore and destruction wherever they passed.

Leaving, too, some fair bit of consternation
in the British ranks behind them. It took fast talking and firm
handling to keep the British troops who had gotten a good look at
their new allies from sprinting away in the opposite direction. No
one but the Iron Duke could have managed it, but Wellington rode
hard up and down the lines, visible and shouting, and soon enough
had them organized to join the monsters’ pursuit of the French. By
then some isolated fire had resumed from the French side, but
Wellington acted as though he did not care. “Forward and complete
your victory, my lads!” His voice pierced the chaos. “Look, they
fly before us! See them off our land!”

“For God’s sake!” Freemantle heard someone
else shout in exasperation. “Don’t expose yourself so!” He turned
his head in time to see a horseman come pounding past. The man
reined up beside Wellington, and Freemantle saw that it was Lord
Uxbridge, the Duke’s second in command. Uxbridge’s words were lost
in the surrounding noise, but his gestures suggested he was
attempting to persuade the Duke of the need for some caution.
Wellington shrugged him off, as he had shrugged off all other
similar arguments that day. Uxbridge persisted, and Wellington
seemed to answer tersely, then made an obvious gesture of
impatience and drew his mount an exaggerated step backward. He
turned from Uxbridge to continue the coordination of the
pursuit.

A sound like the snapping of a tree branch
hit Freemantle’s ears, and he looked over just in time to see the
red stain blossom and spread fast on the white cloth of Uxbridge’s
trousers. Wellington swung around in the saddle, catching his
second before he could slide to the ground, holding him with one
arm as Freemantle struggled through the press toward them.
Uxbridge’s face had gone the color of whey. “By God—” he said in
hoarse surprise as Freemantle reached them. “I’ve lost my leg.”

White fragments of bone poked from the
mangled hole that had been his knee, stark against the dark blood.
“By God,” Wellington said, “so you have.” Uxbridge’s eyes fluttered
closed. “Freemantle—” the Duke commanded, and Freemantle reached to
take his limp burden. “See to him,” Wellington said, already
turning to the job still to be finished. “Get him behind the
lines.”

Freemantle summoned a couple of soldiers with
a snap of his fingers, and with their aid managed to ease Uxbridge
off his mount. As they turned for the relatively safe ground where
the wounded were being tended, he paused to take one last look at
the battlefield. The road that led out of the valley, the route
back to France, was choked with a sickening swarm of fleeing
humanity. Nightmarish things pressed close at their rear, hacking
through their back ranks.

 


It was well into the evening and the light
was fading before General Blücher’s long-promised Prussian
reinforcements emerged from the red setting sun.

But Wellington’s troops no longer had any
need of their aid. By the time the Prussians arrived on the ridge,
the French army was thoroughly routed, and England’s monsters were
observed making for a steadfast square of Gardes who put up such a
passionate defense that they must surely be guarding something
worth capture—the Emperor himself, perhaps, or at least the
Imperial Eagles.

Freemantle, now returned to Wellington’s
side, watched the special battalion at its work and supposed he
ought to be thanking God for its presence. Somehow, the words would
not come to his lips. Wellington turned abruptly from the massacre,
and for the second time that day Freemantle could read his
expression. Only for a moment: then the helm of the Iron Duke came
down.

 


 



Chapter 1




Hartwich, Kent, June 17, 1815

 


The pocket watch arrived on a day when
nothing much else was engaging Elizabeth’s attention: no parties or
social calls to prepare for or recover from, nothing but gardening
or letter-writing to occupy a young lady’s morning. Or fancy-work,
of course, but Elizabeth avoided needles and embroidery frames
whenever she could.

Truth be told, she did not much care for
letter-writing either. To her mother’s despair, she had no liking
at all for any occupation that required her to sit still. She went
for long walks every day an optimistic outlook could deem the
weather fine; she climbed trees as frequently as she thought she
could get away with it; she spent as much time as possible
gardening or dancing, for those were the only two activities
vigorous enough to please her while still being proper enough to
please her mother. As recent days had been rather full of conflict
with her mother over her chosen pastimes, and as there was no ball
conveniently available, Elizabeth had elected to spend this
particular morning in the garden and thereby avoid a quarrel. When
Bronson brought her the parcel, she was pruning roses and only a
little bored by the fine June day.

More accurately, she was bored by the rose
garden. The day pleased her greatly, for it was of the sort whose
fineness no one could dispute. No more than a handful of fluffy
clouds marred the sky, the sunshine was not so very hot, and
Elizabeth therefore expected to have no need of the usual coaxing
or subterfuge to obtain permission to go walking later. But the
canopies and marble statues of the garden could not long hold her
interest—she had observed them so many times before, after all—and
its high hedges prevented her from seeing anything that lay beyond.
She might know that her father’s house nestled among rolling
hills, that it was possible to glimpse the sea from the top of the
tallest, that the second-tallest was covered with a sweep of
white-blossomed apple trees, and that beyond the orchard lay the
estate of Mr. Carrington—but she could see none of these
things. For all her five senses could inform her, the entire world
might have been made up of hedgerows, fencing, and rose
blossoms.

Elizabeth was lost enough in her daydreams of
sea and hills to clip the head off a perfectly healthy rose. She
muttered in vexation, bending to scatter the petals lest she add
yet another complaint to her mother’s ever-growing list. A
shadow fell over her, and she straightened quickly, stepping to one
side to hide the evidence of her mistake—but it was neither her
mother nor her aunt who had pursued her into the garden. Instead,
she found herself face-to-face with Bronson, the old butler. His
eyes glanced down at the scattered petals as though he knew exactly
what she had been doing, but he said merely, “This came for you,
Miss Elizabeth,” and handed her a parcel wrapped in brown
paper.

It was about six inches square, and not
particularly heavy. The direction was written in a clear, bold
hand. There was nothing remotely remarkable about it...except its
presence, for Elizabeth could not think of anyone who was likely to
be sending her a parcel. No one of her close family was traveling.
Nor was there an imminent occasion that merited a gift, Christmas
being more than six months away and her birthday only three months
gone. She had the irritable feeling that this was going to be one
of those transgressions against decorum that sent her family into
fits of agitation over her behavior. Even though she had not sought
this particular impropriety. Elizabeth sighed.

“Has my mother seen this?” she asked.

“No, miss,” Bronson replied in a tone so
neutral no one but Elizabeth could have heard the faint humor in
it. “I took the liberty of bringing it straight to you, without
acquainting Mrs. Barton of its arrival. I thought it might perhaps
be from a young gentleman.”

“Undoubtedly that is it,” Elizabeth replied.
She reminded herself that she must not speak as though she had
tasted curdled milk. A normal young lady of seventeen years did not
react so to a mention of her presumptive suitors. She thought she
managed the correct tone when she added, “Thank you,” for Bronson’s
eyes twinkled. He bowed and turned back for the house. Elizabeth,
frowning once he was out of sight, used the pruning shears to
attack the twine.

The plain brown paper proved to cover an
equally plain brown box. Within the box was a small bag of red
velvet. Elizabeth could not help but marvel at the quality of the
material, even as her fingers hastened to undo the drawstring
mouth.

The velvet bag contained a golden pocket
watch, complete with a chain and fob. Elizabeth stared at it. Then
she turned the brown paper over, to confirm that it was indeed her
name written there. It was; but that only made her confusion worse.
There was no note included, so she was no further along in
discovering the sender. And to this question had been added
another—who in the world would send her a gentleman’s watch?

It wasn’t new, but the gold of the casing and
chain shone brightly, well-polished and well-cared-for. By looking
closely she could see a few small scratches, but she could tell
they were honorable wounds, signs of long service. Engraved on the
casing were a sequence of intricate vines, flowers, hourglasses,
birds, something that she thought might be the sun, and some others
that appeared to be only abstract etchings. The fob was not
engraved, but the chain felt pleasingly solid as she ran it through
her fingers.

The watch itself, Elizabeth reflected, also
had a strangely solid feel. Now that she had it in her hands, it
seemed heavier than it ought, and for that matter, considerably
larger than was customary. Its ticking was somehow discordant, as
well. Was it too fast, perhaps? Elizabeth opened the watch to see
if it was keeping proper time.

And almost dropped it. The inside of this
pocket watch was like the inside of no other she had ever seen.
Instead of one face, it had four small ones, two crowded on one
side and two on the other. One of these did look like a proper
watch face, though its hands were not moving. The second had both
an inner and an outer dial, with miniscule numbers running all
around it. The third face was even more complicated, comprised of
eight dials nesting within each other. And the fourth—Elizabeth
stifled a gasp and brought the watch closer to her eyes. Could she
possibly be seeing this? The fourth displayed tiny images—and they
moved, flickering in and out of sight even as she stared at
them.

“Elizabeth!”

That was her mother’s voice, piercing the air
like a particularly shrill gull, and her mother’s figure followed
the sound, visible through a gap in the hedge as she hastened over
the lawn to the rose garden. Elizabeth clutched the pocket watch to
her breast, then shook her head at herself. She cast about for
another hiding place.

“Elizabeth!”

The querulous note in Mrs. Barton’s voice
seemed more pronounced than was customary, and she was moving at an
unusually quick pace. Elizabeth had not a moment to lose. She
snatched off her bonnet, shoved the pocket watch and its velvet bag
inside, and kicked the brown paper under the nearest rosebush.
“Coming, mamma!” she called. Catching up the pruning shears with
her free hand, she went to meet her mother as a good daughter
should.

Mrs. Barton did not seem to notice the
unusual courtesy. “I have been looking all over for you, and
here you are out in this hot sun—and without your bonnet! You will
ruin your complexion, I declare you will—”

“I only thought to feel the wind in my hair,
mamma,” Elizabeth soothed. “I am finished in the garden and was
just returning inside.” She hoped her mother would turn and
accompany her, back toward the house and away from the telltale
brown paper. To her relief, Mrs. Barton did just that.

“Your hair will be a fright by the time you
get there; do you never think of these things, Elizabeth? Have you
forgotten that Mrs. Wilton is to call this morning? And that she
brings her husband’s nephew?”

Elizabeth bit back a sound of annoyance. “I
am sorry, mamma. I had forgotten, or I would not have been
gardening.” This was true. If she had remembered Mrs. Wilton’s
incipient visit, she would have taken care to be out walking, as
far from home as she could reasonably get.

“Well, go and tidy yourself now, at once. Put
on your new muslin, and I shall send Sarah in to do your hair. Make
haste, child, make haste!”

“Yes, mamma—” Elizabeth chose to interpret
this instruction as permission to run in an unladylike manner. She
darted into the house, ignoring her mother’s despairing wail about
her hoydenish ways and clutching her bonnet to her so that Mrs.
Barton would not notice how it bulged.

Elizabeth thanked her stars that she chanced
to encounter Bronson as she pounded up the stairs. He stepped
smoothly aside, and she paused to stop and whisper, “I have left
the wrapping paper in the garden. Will you please go and tidy it,
and please, Bronson, do not tell—”

“Leave it to me, miss,” Bronson assured her,
and Elizabeth flashed him a smile and ran up the second flight of
stairs to her bedchamber.

She had barely enough time to hide the pocket
watch in the drawer containing winter underclothing before Sarah
arrived to assist her in changing her gown. A simple morning dress
would never do to wear before company, of course—even Elizabeth had
to admit that—but she grudged the time it took to don her new white
muslin. She supposed she should be grateful that it was of a simple
enough line not to require a long corset and the fuss that
entailed, but she still had a hard fight to keep from betraying her
impatience at every step. And when the muslin was donned, she must
sit still while Sarah combed and arranged her unruly curls. She had
hoped for a few minutes between the maid’s departure and the
guests’ arrival to examine the pocket watch again, but she heard
voices below while Sarah was pinning up the last lock of hair.

Elizabeth made her way down the stairs as
sedately as a young lady ought. Whether that sluggishness was due
to reluctance for walking away from the pocket watch and its
secrets or to reluctance for entering Mrs. Wilton’s company, she
could not have said. She opened the door to the drawing room just
as Mrs. Wilton and her nephew were invited to sit, which at least
gave her mother and aunt no opportunity to criticize her appearance
or caution her regarding deportment. But it also meant that all
heads swiveled to watch her as she entered, and her chances for
playing an unobtrusive role in the conversation were reduced to
nothing.

Mrs. Wilton’s nephew rose. The ladies
remained seated. Elizabeth made a curtsy to the room as a whole.
“Forgive me for keeping you waiting,” she said.

“Miss Elizabeth,” Mrs. Wilton greeted her,
without any discernable warmth.

Something in the tone stiffened Elizabeth’s
back. Mrs. Wilton might have been addressing a child, which
Elizabeth certainly was not. She was of an age to be “Miss Barton,”
in fact—but her father’s sister lived with the family and indeed
was in the room, and it was she who claimed that title. Still, that
did not give Mrs. Wilton the right to say “Miss Elizabeth” as
though speaking to a schoolgirl.

“It is a pleasure to see you, ma’am,”
Elizabeth replied as politely as she could. “I hope you are
well.”

Mrs. Wilton sniffed. “Tolerably so, Miss
Elizabeth, thank you. Perhaps you remember my nephew Charles?”

Elizabeth turned obediently to the young man
who had risen, and made a second curtsy. He bowed, in a manner more
theatrical than correct. As he straightened, she was able to
observe the dashing cut of his blue coat and the dazzling starched
whiteness of his cravat. He had folded it into that most
complicated design known as the ballroom—indicating that either he
had taken the time to become proficient at executing such a piece
of nonsense, or that he had attempted the fold on numerous cravats
that morning before getting one right. Mr. Wilton saw the direction
of her gaze, assumed her approval, and beamed. Elizabeth stifled a
sigh.

“Indeed, Mr. Wilton, it has been too long,”
she said, and moved to take a seat.

“Allow me.” Mr. Wilton swung around, took a
chair from the small table, and set it with a flourish beside his
own. Elizabeth looked with longing at the far corner of the sofa,
but seated herself in the chair.

“Since my nephew has recently attained his
majority,” Mrs. Wilton said, “his uncle and I thought it time he
favor us with a proper visit. He is to inherit, you know.” Indeed,
that was something everyone knew, all three parts of it, for Mrs.
Wilton had mentioned it in every conversation for six months. “We
are paying calls throughout the neighborhood. It is only right that
my nephew becomes acquainted with my neighbors, since they will one
day be his neighbors.”

Which meant, Elizabeth interpreted, that Mrs.
Wilton and her nephew were making the rounds of every family who
had a daughter approaching marriageable age, to decide if there
were any worthy of being offered an alliance with the House of
Wilton.

From her corner, Elizabeth’s aunt spoke with
her usual grimness. “Are you finding your visit to the country
congenial, Mr. Wilton, after the dissipations of Town?”

“Indeed yes, Miss Barton,” Charles Wilton
assured her. “I am finding the company in Hartwich even more
charming than I remember from my boyhood visits.” He looked
significantly at Elizabeth as he spoke, and she kept herself from
rolling her eyes by an extreme force of will. Two floors above
nestled a mysterious pocket watch in a plush velvet bag. For that
matter, outside the window birds chirped and a soft breeze blew.
And here she was trapped in a drawing room without even the
consolation of interesting conversation.

“That is very kind of you to say, sir,” she
said. Her mother looked at her sharply.

“But—if I may ask, Miss Elizabeth—why do I
have the good fortune to meet you here? Why is a lovely young lady
such as yourself not making her curtsy to Society?”

“I am not yet of an age to do so, Mr.
Wilton,” Elizabeth replied, keeping her eyes cast down. Let him
strike her off his list as too young, and then he could go about
interviewing other eligible young ladies and she could go back to
the pocket watch.

“My daughter is only just seventeen, sir,”
her mother explained. “We did think of this year’s Season, but next
year, her cousin Lily will be of an age to join us, and it will be
merry indeed for the girls to have each other’s companionship.
Unless, of course...” Mrs. Barton trailed off innocently, and
Elizabeth gritted her teeth.

The conversation chirped along around her,
and she returned her thoughts to the pocket watch, trying to
construct from memory what the picture on the fourth face had been.
A dark street, overlaid with fog...and within the fog, a shape
moving...what sort of shape? Something quite large, she thought,
and—

“Miss Elizabeth?”

Elizabeth jerked herself back to the drawing
room and lifted her eyes to Charles Wilton’s. “I beg your pardon,
sir?”

“I said, it must be very quiet here for a
jolly young girl such as yourself. Town will make your head spin
next year.”

“Indeed, sir, I am certain it will,”
Elizabeth said. Her mother cleared her throat.

“Only, I suppose, if you are fond of
diversions,” Mr. Wilton went on, a little uncertainly. “Perhaps you
are one of those studious young ladies who do not care for
dancing...?” He glanced toward Elizabeth’s aunt, obviously a
studious old lady who did not care for dancing.

“Elizabeth? Studious?” Her mother laughed.
“Oh, but that is a very good joke, sir. She is a most lively girl
indeed, and likes nothing better than to dance. Do you not,
Elizabeth?”

Elizabeth said, “Indeed, sir, I do enjoy a
dance.”

“Perhaps I can prevail upon my aunt and uncle
to give a ball,” Charles Wilton said, leaning toward her, “and
perhaps you will consent to dance with me upon that occasion?”

“I would be most happy to, sir.” Elizabeth
shifted to avoid the tickle of his breath on her neck. “It is very
kind of you.” During her campaign to convince her mother to delay
her entrance into Society one final year—and she was still rather
surprised Mrs. Barton had fallen for the argument that Elizabeth
wished to wait for Lily; Elizabeth and Lily were not so great
friends as all that—she had thought of the reprieve as representing
twelve additional months of freedom. It had not occurred to her
that her mother would not wait for a triviality such as her
presentation in London to commence a search for an eligible young
man. But Mrs. Barton was not one to deny herself any of the fun
accorded to a mamma with a marriageable daughter, and Elizabeth had
therefore spent many tedious mornings since her seventeenth
birthday trapped in a drawing room with some coxcomb or another.
Now, nodding her head without listening to the anecdote Mr. Wilton
was telling, she had to repress a shudder at the idea of an entire
Season surrounded by men like him. And then what?
Decades upon decades of drawing rooms and embroidery stretched out
before her.

Mr. Wilton paused, looking at her with eyes
like a good-humored dog. Elizabeth inferred it was time to make
some reply. “How diverting, sir,” she said.

“I am glad you think so!” Mr. Wilton leaned
forward. “That’s nothing compared to what happened to a man I know
out in Surrey...”

Elizabeth had a sudden savage wish that she
had been born to a family of good breeding but no fortune, so she
might be “reduced” to marrying a second or third son, a soldier who
would whisk her off to foreign places. To the East Indies, say—or
the West Indies, she wasn’t particular. But her thirty thousand
pounds restrained her as effectively as a butterfly in a net, and
Charles Wilton laid out before her all the details concerning his
friend’s recent purchase of a horse.

“And what do you think of that, Miss
Elizabeth?”

“Very droll indeed, sir.”

Perhaps when she did enter Society next
year—if she got that far, if she could dodge the advances of her
mamma’s parade for that long—she might contrive to entangle herself
with such a young officer. It could not be very hard to do; she had
read of such things in novels. Or to be precise, she had not read
them herself. It was one unladylike habit her mother did not need
to worry over. Her elder cousin Mirabelle had read them out loud,
and Elizabeth and Lily had listened. It had been, Elizabeth
thought, preferable to attempting conversation with
Mirabelle. Hearing all the novels meant she knew how the story
went. A young lady goes to London for her first Season and is swept
off her feet by a dashing young man, but he proves faithless or
disreputable or both, and sometimes the young lady is ruined. Or
sometimes she merely makes an “unfortunate alliance.” Elizabeth
thought an unfortunate alliance a perfectly acceptable price to pay
for the chance to see something more of the world than the
walled-in gardens of fine houses.

“Elizabeth,” her aunt said in a
freezing whisper, “Mrs. Wilton asked you a question.”

Elizabeth started. “Oh, I beg your pardon.
I...I cannot think what is causing my mind to wander so. It must be
the heat, or perhaps I am coming over poorly...”

No one in the room was fooled. Well, Charles
Wilton, perhaps; Elizabeth sensed it wouldn’t take much to fool
him. But her mother and aunt knew she never took ill, and Mrs.
Wilton’s lips pursed as she repeated, “I wondered if you would join
your mother and your aunt when they take tea with me on
Friday.”

“Thank you, ma’am, I should be most happy
to.” Elizabeth attempted to give the impression of enthusiasm, but
there was not much that could be done to repair the tatters of the
visit. Elizabeth was of two minds on that. She was in many ways
relieved to have Mrs. Wilton taking her departure, and if she had
shaken off Mr. Wilton’s interest, so much the better. But as she
took note of the agitation on her mother’s face and the anger in
her aunt’s eyes, she became abruptly uncertain if the victory won
over the Wiltons was worth the punishment she was sure to catch
once they were gone.

Her aunt waited only until the sound of the
closing outer door proclaimed the Wiltons to be out of earshot.
“Your manners, Miss Elizabeth Barton, do no credit to your
family.”

“I am sorry, ma’am,” Elizabeth replied as
evenly as she could. “I am unaccountably distracted today.”

“A fine day you have picked for it,” her
mother exclaimed. “Before Mrs. Wilton, of all people! She is a
force to be reckoned with in this neighborhood, as you very well
know! She pays us the compliment of bringing her nephew to meet
you—and he is to inherit, Elizabeth, you know that! You could
hardly find any better match! Here close to home, too! But no, you
must go and be sulky and probably you have put him off for all
time!”

Elizabeth devoutly hoped so. She wished her
mother would have done with the scolding and move on to the
punishment, so that she could escape to her room.

“I never heard of such an inconsiderate girl!
You have no regard for my feelings at all!”

“I do beg your pardon, mamma,” Elizabeth
said, steadily still. “I did not mean to insult you. Or Mrs.
Wilton, for that matter. I find my mind wandering today. Perhaps I
had better lie down before dinner...”

“I am certain your time could be more
usefully occupied,” her aunt said crisply. “In such a way as might
train it to keep attention where attention belongs. Sit with me,
Elizabeth, and read to me while I wind yarn. That will be much
better for you than lazing about your bedchamber.” She resumed her
seat, took up Hannah More’s Practical Piety, and held it
out. “Now, miss.”

There was no escape to be had. Elizabeth,
longing to be anywhere else, resumed her seat in the hard chair and
opened the book. Her aunt took up a skein of gray yarn and began to
wind it. Bees droned against the window.

And this was her other option. Either
she married some handsome featherhead like Charles Wilton and spent
her days making insipid conversation as the mistress of his house,
or she declined all suitors until Society deemed her “on the shelf”
and thereafter wound yarn year upon year. She fixed her mind on the
thought of the disreputable and dashing young officer and resolved
to borrow Mirabelle’s novels at the first opportunity, so that she
would be well versed in the techniques used to secure such a man
when the opportunity presented itself. It was the only escape route
she could discern.

Her aunt allowed her to cease reading only
when it became time for dinner. Elizabeth followed her to the
dining room with downcast eyes and an outward show of meekness, and
sat down to endure the interminable courses and still more
maddening conversation—the latter mostly conducted mostly by her
mother and her aunt, with her father occasionally interjecting
comments that showed him to have not been listening. Elizabeth
managed to keep her tongue in check until the chairs were at last
pushed back and the family made ready to remove to the drawing
room. Then, taking care to speak politely, she announced her
intention of enjoying the remainder of the day out of doors.

Her aunt sniffed. “Mind you keep to the path,
Elizabeth, and do not run about. You’ll disgrace us all if Mrs.
Carrington or Lady Anderson sees you with mud on your ankles and
your face red like a farmgirl’s. Really, John—” She turned to her
brother. “—I do not see why the girl should be permitted to run
wild like this. There is no need for her to be gypsying over the
countryside; she ought to take her exercise nearer home. When I was
a girl, a turn in the garden was enough for me, as you very well
know, and I never stayed out of doors above half an hour. I would
be ashamed to tan my skin in the sun and wind—” Elizabeth backed
through the door before either of her parents could command her to
restrict her movements to the garden, ran upstairs to snatch her
bonnet and reticule and the pocket watch in its bag, and escaped
for the orchard.

 


 



Chapter 2




Hartwich, Kent, June 17, 1815

 


On the other side of the orchard,
conversation over port had thus far dwelt exclusively upon hunting
and the business of estate management. Understandable enough,
William Carrington thought, as the three participants other than
himself—which was to say, the three participants who were indeed
participating—consisted of an elderly gentleman with an extensive
estate, a middle-aged gentleman with a great love of hunting and an
extensive estate, and a young gentlemen with a great love of
hunting who would someday inherit an extensive estate. William had
little to contribute on either topic, for he was not himself in
line to inherit anything, and he had never been overly fond of the
hunt even before he lost the use of his right arm. In any case,
there was room in his thoughts for only one subject. He kept
waiting for his father, his brother, or his brother-in-law to
broach it, but they did not. Apparently, it did not interest
them.

Or perhaps they avoided the word “Belgium”
deliberately, out of some misplaced sense of delicacy. If that were
the case, he ought to introduce the topic himself; but he couldn’t
be sure, and moreover, he rather thought he had made enough of a
fool of himself for one day. He had pounced upon his brother-in-law
almost before Sir Henry had descended from his carriage to ask if
there were news in the London papers from the Continent. There was
not—or at least, no news more recent than that which had already
filtered into Kent—and Sir Henry had raised his eyebrows at
William’s urgency.

“Well.” William’s father set aside his
napkin, setting aside with it the problem of roof repair upon which
he had been expounding. “Perhaps we ought to join the ladies, hey?”
He scraped back his chair, and his son George and son-in-law Henry
followed suit. William trailed behind them across the passageway
and to the drawing room.

He entered to hear his sister Caroline’s
voice raised in a complaint. “And the Duchess is giving a ball! Has
given it, by now, for that notice in the paper was many days old. I
really do not see why I should not have accompanied Christopher to
Belgium. I should have enjoyed myself greatly with all the other
officers’ wives.”

“Will you have some coffee, William?” Mary
cut in, rather obviously passing over her father and her husband to
distract William’s mind from the subject of Belgium. She held the
coffee cup toward his right hand, and he reached without comment to
take it with his left. Mary flushed and looked away.

Mary was Lady Anderson, wife of Sir Henry
Anderson, and Caroline was Mrs. Palmer, wife of Lieutenant
Christopher Palmer. Before William Carrington and Christopher
Palmer had been brothers-in-law, they had been brother officers;
but the Lieutenant had returned with their regiment to the
Continent when Bonaparte escaped from exile, and William, who had
left the Peninsula with his right arm dangling as limply as the
sleeve that encased it, had not.

There was no hope of discussing openly the
happenings on the Continent with Caroline in the room, for she was
in delicate condition and must not be upset with worry over her
husband. William therefore took his coffee cup over to the window
and out of the circle of conversation. His father’s estate spread
before him, green and golden-brown against the dark blue sky.

He tried to focus his attention on the
richness of those colors. On the taste of real coffee, sweetened
with cream. On the smell of earth wafting through the open window.
On the soft-voiced conversation behind him, concerning the everyday
trivialities of country life. Under the brass-hot Spanish sun, he
had dreamed about this. He had wanted nothing but to make it back
to this. He ought now to devote at least a portion of his attention
to this, rather than allowing his thoughts to always wander back to
the warfront.

But perhaps he could be forgiven for
considering the warfront the only matter of any real importance.
Napoleon had burst the bonds of his prison. The monster who had
cast a shadow across William’s childhood was once again on the
march. When news of his escape had reached the shores of Britain
back in early spring, William had only just surfaced from his
latest relapse, and to his fever-drenched mind it seemed to him
inevitable that Bonaparte should have escaped. Bonaparte was like
nothing so much as one of those menacing dark things out of a
country tale, the sort that haunted the wood and followed in your
footsteps and could not be killed...A few days later, William had
shaken his head sternly at himself for even entertaining such
nonsense, but supposed it was an understandable delusion for a man
in the grip of fever. After all, he could literally not remember a
time when Bonaparte’s name had not stood for everything Britain
must fear.

William had been only two years old when
Napoleon seized power in France, and he remembered his boyhood as
being conducted to the beat of the war drums on the Continent.
Napoleon had gobbled France, Italy, Germany, and the Hapsburg
Empire; stripped lands from Prussian and Austrian control; waged a
bloody invasion in Spain; and left at last only Britain standing
fast against him, alone and with the knowledge that the tyrant
schemed to cross the water and hang the tricolored flag on
Buckingham Palace as well. William had always known that Napoleon
plotted the destruction of England; and William had always known
that at sixteen, he would enter the Army and help bring about the
madman’s downfall.

Well, he had entered the Army. But he had not
seen so very much combat on the Peninsula before receiving the
wound that ruined his right arm and his military career, and though
Napoleon had indeed been defeated not long after, William had not
been present to aid in the defeat. Worse, Britain’s victory had not
lasted even a year, and Napoleon now again held France in the palm
of his hand. He had marched into Paris three months ago without
firing a single shot. Without needing to fire a shot,
because not one Frenchman lifted a hand in opposition. Since then,
he had reassembled most of the force that had allowed him to
conquer Europe before.

William tightened his left hand around the
coffee cup, then forced himself to relax it. He would have clenched
his right hand instead had the muscles been willing to obey him.
His scarlet-coated brothers, and their Dutch and Prussian allies,
would face Bonaparte’s fanatic French in a drawn battle sometime
soon. Sometime very soon—the cannons might be firing even now. But
William Carrington, worn and weak from his winter’s illness,
strength gone forever from his right arm, could do nothing but sip
coffee in a drawing room and beg his London brother-in-law for
news.

The ladies behind him had moved on from balls
in Belgium to social matters nearer home. “Charles Wilton has come
to visit at last?” Lady Anderson said. “I do hope to catch a
glimpse of him at some Assembly or another. I declare I had begun
to doubt his existence, all these years we have heard of him and
never seen his face.”

“Mrs. Wilton pledged to bring him to call one
morning this week,” Mrs. Carrington said. “We must be content to
wait our turn, of course. With all my daughters so advantageously
married, there is not so much to interest him here as there might
be elsewhere.” William could not see her, but he could tell from
her voice that she was smiling first upon Mary, then upon Caroline,
and then at the portrait of Frances.

“Has he been long in the neighborhood?” Mary
asked.

“He only arrived yesterday,” Mrs. Carrington
said. “Today his aunt took him to call upon the Bartons at
Westerfield.”

“Better him than me,” George muttered,
suddenly close beside William. “From all I hear of that young
dandy, he’ll find something to like in Elizabeth Barton’s
impertinence, and perhaps then her mother will cease foisting the
chit on the rest of us. You’d think she was some cottager’s brat,
the way she romps about.”

“Does she?” William said without much
interest. He had only recently grown well enough to be dragged into
company, and he could not remember Elizabeth Barton doing anything
so very noteworthy at last week’s Assembly. “I hadn’t noticed.”

“Well, you haven’t been obliged to dance with
her, now have you? Pretty enough, I grant you, but I assure you the
elegance goes no deeper than her skin.” There was a pause. “Thirty
thousand pounds, of course,” George added, in an overly hearty
tone. “There is that.” He appeared to have belatedly remembered
that he ought to be encouraging his brother to meet young
ladies.

William tried to clench his right hand again,
but of course could not manage it. The fingers would curl a little,
but most of their dexterity was gone. He had not been obliged to
dance with Elizabeth Barton or anyone else because he could not
manipulate his right arm sufficiently to dance a quadrille.

There was in any case no point in clenching
anything, for George was right. George would inherit the estate and
Thomas had the family living. The girls were all provided for. And
a soldier unable to soldier...had best find an heiress to marry.
All three of his sisters had offered to have him visit their
establishments, that he might meet new young ladies at their local
Assemblies. Mary had indeed spent the entirety of dinner insisting
that he come along when she and Henry and the children departed
Hartwich after their annual visit. William found himself unable to
imagine an heiress willing to marry a third son without a
profession, an easy jesting manner, or the ability to lead her onto
a dance floor, but he also found himself lacking the energy to make
much of an argument. He had made noncommittal replies instead,
until Mary mercifully dropped the subject.

He was now saved from answering George by
their mother’s voice proposing a game of cards. The party commenced
a debate concerning the merits of lanterloo versus speculation, and
William excused himself.

 


He ended up wandering through the orchard
more because he had picked a direction at random than because he
found within himself any great interest in apple trees. He ought to
be interested, he thought. It was the finest sort of summer day; he
ought therefore to be charmed by the cloudless sky and the scent of
grass and earth. He tried to summon the appropriate feelings of
appreciation, but they would not come. It was as though there were
swaths of gauze bandage layered between himself and the rest of the
world, making it impossible for anything of that world to actually
touch him.

After a while he stopped trying, and gave in
to the images that never ceased to haunt his mind’s eye: dust and
blinding sun and troops drawn into formation. British troops might
be formed into ranks even now. They might be facing the French
across a Belgian battlefield even now. The cannon might be booming
even now...He was so far lost in thoughts of Spain and Belgium that
the white streak at the corner of his vision startled him badly,
and he jumped to face it.

It proved to be nothing more alarming than
Elizabeth Barton flying down the hillside, skirt held up above her
knees with both hands, bonnet hanging by its strings down her back
and curls streaming out behind her, reticule looped over her wrist
and swinging from side to side. Well then, William thought, perhaps
the ballroom elegance was indeed only skin-deep. He smiled at the
sight—then stopped, surprised at the odd feel of that expression
upon his lips. He couldn’t remember the last time he had smiled out
of genuine amusement rather than politeness. The swaths of gauze
seemed to shift slightly, allowing an instant’s gust of wind to
touch his skin.

He watched Elizabeth skid to a stop, plump
herself down on a fallen tree, jump up again, shake a shawl from
her shoulders, and spread it out underneath her before resuming her
seat. She loosened the strings of her reticule and pulled out a
man’s pocket watch, and the swaths dropped back into place. A love
token? Most likely. William sighed to himself and turned away.

A branch snapped under his foot, and
Elizabeth’s head came up like a deer’s. “William!” Then she
colored. “I mean, Ensign Carrington.”

He had been intending to lift his hat and
walk on, but this greeting startled him so much that he answered
without considering the demands of proper manners. “William, if you
like. It was ‘William’ and ‘Elizabeth’ before I left.”

Now why had he said that? It was true in one
sense—they had indeed called each other “William” and “Elizabeth”
once—but that had been before he left for Eton, not before he left
for the Continent. Quite a long time ago, back when childhood
manners were still acceptable. They had not had much occasion to
see each other since, so what on earth had possessed him—? Any
other young lady would have been offended at his presumption.

But then, no other young lady would have
started the conversation by using his Christian name in the first
place. He supposed it should be therefore no surprise that
Elizabeth smiled at his offer, looking both relieved and pleased.
“William and Elizabeth, then.”

“I apologize for startling you,” he
added.

“Oh, it’s no matter.” He noticed that she
kept her eyes on his. Not on his limp arm, not deliberately
everywhere else but his arm, and not modestly cast down. For a
moment he wondered at that—then he realized that although her
china-blue eyes were wide and innocent, her hands were moving, and
he understood that she was trying to hold his gaze so he would not
notice her tucking the pocket watch back into her reticule.

He tried to think of something else to say,
and ended up taking refuge in commonplaces. “I hope you and your
family are in good health?”

“Yes, thank you,” she said, “and you?” She
had gotten hold of the wrong corner of the reticule, and was
carefully easing the timepiece into fold of cloth that was not
actually the mouth of the bag. He contemplated telling her that,
but wasn’t quite sure how to phrase it.

“Well enough, thank you,” he said
instead.

“That’s good,” Elizabeth said. “Does that
mean we shall have the pleasure of your company in the Assembly
rooms, the next time there is a ball? You came so rarely into
company this spring, and we should all be glad if your health had
sufficiently recovered to allow you to—”

The pocket watch slipped through the loop of
cloth, landing rather obviously on the path at her feet. She
scrambled at once to catch it up, face very red now, but William’s
fingers closed over it first. He straightened, forcing a smile and
hoping it looked genial. “What’s this, then, Miss Elizabeth? The
token of some admirer?”

“Er,” Elizabeth said, cheeks the color of the
scarlet coat that hung in William’s wardrobe. Which seemed to
rather conclusively answer that question, at least until he held
the watch out to her and it fell open in his hand.

William stood still in the sunlight, staring
at it.

He realized later that those minutes were the
longest time he had spent not preoccupied with thoughts of
Napoleon since March, and the longest time he had gone without
thinking of his arm since he had first woken after the battle. For
the moment, he was oblivious to Elizabeth Barton’s presence as
well, able to focus on nothing but the impossibility in his hand.
He came back to himself when she laughed at his gape-mouthed
expression.

“That’s more or less how I reacted also,” she
said.

“Forgive me.” He handed it back to her. “What
on earth—?”

“I’ve no idea,” she said. “Someone sent it to
me by post, and I don’t know who or why or what it is.
You’ve...you’ve never seen anything like it either, then? Not in
London, or on the Continent?”

“No.” He shook his head.

“It was even more extraordinary a little
while ago,” she said. “This face here had images in it. Pictures
that moved. Truly.”

He stepped around to see better, but the face
she indicated was dark and lifeless. Still, the watch was
extraordinary enough without that detail. He stared at the
quiescent faces, focusing after a moment on the one that looked
most like it belonged to a watch. “Does the timekeeping part of it
work? I mean, can it be wound and set?”

“I don’t know yet.” Elizabeth flashed him a
smile and dug through her reticule. She pulled out a velvet bag.
“The watch came in this,” she said. “Perhaps there’s a key—” But
there proved not to be. There was no keyhole in the watch,
either.

“There must be some way to set it,” William
said, and, looking back on the scene later, he rather thought that
was the moment when he had sat down beside her, so enraptured by
the puzzle in her hands that he forgot how terribly he would
compromise her reputation if anyone came upon the two of them
sitting close enough to touch in a secluded corner of the
orchard.

Elizabeth turned the watch over and over,
examining it from all directions, running her fingertips over the
etched vines and flowers. “Oh,” she said in tones of surprise.
“Here—” She showed him dials running along the inside of the
casing, tiny things that she could only just manage to turn with
her fingernail. Turning them made the hands on the timekeeping face
move, but it did not make them start telling time. Nor did pressing
down the ornate stem above the “12,” nor the plain stem beside the
“3.” Similar dials changed the nested wheels on the second and
third faces, but similarly failed to set the wheels moving or
deliver any clue as to what they might be measuring. William found
himself reminded of the wheels of the water-driven mill he had seen
at Cheshire, but that was hardly a helpful comparison.

The fourth face had remained blank all this
while, no matter what they did. Elizabeth continued to insist it
had displayed images a short time before, and William tried to
believe her, an effort that became abruptly much easier when the
watch lit up in his hand.

“Look!” Elizabeth said, leaning so eagerly
forward that her curls brushed his shoulder. “That’s what I
meant.”

The fourth face displayed a fog-bound city
street, with carriages rattling to and fro in the foreground. A
gas-lamp burned through the fog, casting just enough light that
William fancied he could see shapes moving behind the carriages.
Large shapes. Indistinct, but somehow menacing.

Just as he thought the words, the scene
changed. Elizabeth exclaimed in surprise, and William hastily shook
his vision clear to study the new picture. This one was less
complicated, consisting of a meadow by a brook, with clouds and
grasses reflected in the water. It was a scene that could be from
any estate on the English countryside, and William was about to
comment to that effect when the image changed again, and now it was
a castle perched upon the crags of a mountaintop. A narrow winding
trail led down into the forest below, tiny specs of color moving
along it.

“Are those—could they be men on horseback?”
Elizabeth asked, and William squinted, holding the watch close to
his eye.

“I believe they are,” he said slowly.
“Elizabeth, I believe they are knights in armor.”

“Truly?” She leaned in again, and as he moved
the watch so that she could see, the mountaintop became an
embattled ship, dodging blasts of cannon-fire and riding heaving
waves so realistic his insides lurched. As they stared at the ship,
the fourth face flickered and went dark. Elizabeth shook her head,
blinking.

“Look!” she said then. “There’s writing
around the picture face. An inscription.” William brought it closer
to his eye. If there was a name, he could not decipher it, but the
rest of the inscription read, for service to the Empire.

A painful burst of light seared his eye as
the fourth face came back to life. William flinched, fumbling his
hold on the watch case, and it slipped from his grasp. He and
Elizabeth grabbed for it at the same time, and his fingers brushed
her knuckles at the same moment her palm touched the watch. She
managed not to drop it, but it was a near thing; she caught it by
closing her hand around it. Her thumb bumped the top stem,
depressing it briefly and then letting it spring back as she
shifted her grip.

The world had seemed to hold its breath for
that moment. The air had been momentarily colder, and the sunlight
had dimmed as though covered by a sudden cloud. William looked up
in reflex, but there was not a cloud to be seen. For an instant he
had not heard birds singing either, but he heard them now.

Elizabeth Barton stared at him with wide
eyes. “Did you feel that?” she whispered.

If she had not asked the question, he would
have thought it the first wave of a fever dream breaking over his
head. He was not sure whether to be relieved that this was in fact
not another relapse, but rather something perceptible to those
outside his own mind. “Yes,” he said, voice catching slightly in
his throat, “I did.”

She looked back down at the watch and got
slowly to her feet, thumb brushing over the top stem.

“Wait,” he said, rising with her, reaching to
lay a restraining hand on her wrist. “Don’t. I don’t think we
should—”

But she paid him no heed whatsoever. All her
attention was for the watch. He had never seen anything to match
the delight in her face as she fixed her eyes on the timepiece and
pressed the top stem all the way in.

And the bright June day turned into
night.

 


 



Chapter 3




London, August 27, 1885

 


For a moment, Elizabeth thought she was in a
thunderstorm, though no rain fell. Lightning lit up the sky in a
flash of blue-white, then was gone. It was followed by a crash of
thunder, deafening, just overhead. A sudden cold wind sprang up and
rushed over her, tugging her breath along with it.

“William—” she gasped.

“Here—” The wind tore the word away from her
ears, as it had torn the breath from her throat. But he was right
beside her, a vague source of warmth, and then a definite one as he
pulled her closer. “I’m right here.”

But where was “here?” Somehow, impossibly,
they were no longer in the orchard. The lightning flash had shown
her not trees, but high brick walls. The wind carried with it not
leaves, but sheets of paper, tumbling against her skirt and
plastering themselves there.

There was no second flash of lightning, but
there was a second boom of thunder. It shook the ground under
Elizabeth’s feet.

And it shook the ground again.

She couldn’t see, no matter how hard she
tried, but she knew that there was something enormous coming toward
her. It took another stomping, earsplitting step. For the first
time in her life, Elizabeth was too frightened to move. Beside her,
William drew a breath to say what she knew would be “Run!” and
tensed to drag her with him—

Something grabbed her arm and tore her from
William’s grasp.

Her shoes scrabbled for purchase, but found
none on the slick surface beneath her, and she went down, hard,
onto bruising cobblestone. She couldn’t catch her breath or find
her footing. She couldn’t do anything except fumble in the slippery
muck. There was someone above her, looming over her—someone she
could sense but could not see. Farther away, William called her
name in a tone of desperation, while the ground all around them
shook, and shook again, as something immense passed them by. The
jolts grew fainter and less frequent as the thing, whatever it was,
moved away.

A light flared, dazzling in the darkness.

“Get away from her!” William shouted, and
flung himself forward. The flame went out. “Unhand her, sir, at
once—”

“I don’t want to hurt you!” a second voice
snapped, but William did not wait for explanations. There was a
brief scuffle that Elizabeth could feel and hear but could not see.
She had just time enough to think again of gathering herself and
struggling upright, and then the fracas before her ended in a “oof”
of pain—from William, she thought with a jolt of sickness. The
flame flared alight again, a blinding glare that set Elizabeth’s
eyes tearing before it settled into a larger, duller gleam. A
lantern.

“I’m not trying to hurt her!” the voice
behind the light repeated. It was an old man’s voice—it had the
crotchety, creaking sound of an exasperated old man. “I’m trying to
save you both, you young fool! What on earth possessed to go
wandering about after curfew? And what the devil were you doing,
standing in the middle of the street?” The voice and the lantern
moved closer to Elizabeth, and the owner of the lantern crouched
down beside her. “You could both have been killed!” he continued.
“Don’t you know enough to get out of their—” The lantern shone full
on her face then, and the words broke off.

“...way,” he finished after a moment. “Well.
Well, I imagine...I imagine you don’t, in that case. I...presume
this is your first foray.”

“What?” was all Elizabeth could
manage.

“I have one too,” the man said. He
transferred the lantern to his left hand, and withdrew his right
into the darkness beyond the spill of light. He motioned in a way
Elizabeth thought was a fumble at his waistcoat—and then the right
hand reappeared, holding for her inspection an overly large golden
pocket watch. Lantern light gleamed softly in the crevices of
etching and scratches.

From the darkness behind the old man,
something screamed.

Elizabeth jerked and kicked and somehow got
enough purchase against mud and cobblestones to lurch upright. Her
outflung arm struck something warm and solid, and William seized
hold of her and pulled her the rest of the way up. The swinging
circle of lantern-light told her the old man was on his feet now
too. He slammed down the lantern’s shutter, dropping inky blackness
over them all, and then his hand met her shoulder with almost the
same force.

The brick wall bruised her back and knocked
the breath from her lungs for a second time, and between that and
his hand over her mouth, she could not possibly scream. “Hush,” he
commanded, his lips close to her ear. “Both of you.” Still pressing
Elizabeth to the wall with his body, he took his hand off her mouth
long enough to reach out and pull William to huddle with them. “It
will come back this way, and it mustn’t find us.”

The shriek came out of the darkness again,
somewhere in front of Elizabeth and to her right. It was nothing
like the thunder: this sound was unmistakably animal, a cross
between a man in pain and a bull enraged. There was one moment of
awful silence, then from the left came another crash that shook the
ground. Elizabeth, pinioned by the old man’s surprising strength,
found herself as frozen and helpless as in any nightmare.

Blue lightning seared her eyes again...and
this time, did not fade. A white-tinged half-light lit the sky
above the buildings—tall buildings; she could see them plainly now;
her earlier brief impression had been correct. They were in
a city. Around her was a city street—or more precisely a city
alleyway, strewn with broken things and filth. Over the old man’s
shoulder, she could see the entrance to the proper street and a bit
of the street itself, wider and cleaner and more evenly
cobblestoned. The sobbing roar had come from there, but she could
not see who or what had made the sound. Her view was cut off by the
dilapidated walls that rose all around her, more than three stories
high with chimneys even higher, their stacks straggling unevenly
against the sickly colored sky.

Above the chimneys, the nightmare came. It
came in the shape of a man, a giant out of a fairytale—except the
giant Jack found up a beanstalk had been made of flesh and blood
and so could be killed, and this giant’s skin shone copper like a
teakettle. It moved with heavy, jerking motions, and each time its
foot drove into the cobblestones, a jolt ran through them and
Elizabeth’s teeth chattered in her head. This monster would not
even feel a tumble down a beanstalk.

It took another step forward, and Elizabeth
could see its face. She bit her lip to keep from crying out in
horror. It had no mouth or nose, and somehow the blank impassive
countenance was worse than the ponderous thundering feet. From its
eyes streamed blue-white light, not unlike a lantern in some ways,
but so much colder and more remote, and strong enough to light the
whole sky.

“Shh,” the old man murmured. His hands
trembled as he held her against the wall.

From the street came another howl. Pain,
Elizabeth thought, it sounded like pain. She had been nearby when
one of the men who worked Mr. Carrington’s estate had broken his
leg—a bad break, ugly, the bones poking through the skin. She
remembered that two of his fellows had held him down for the
apothecary, and she remembered how he had screamed. She remembered
how heads had poked out of nearby windows in response to the
screams—and the windows of these decrepit buildings were lighting
up now, pale yellow squares that could not compete with the giant’s
streaming light.

The wall pressed cold and rough through the
thin fabric of her gown. William was a solid source of warmth
beside her, and the old man stood before them both, cloak spread
out as though he was trying to shelter them under his wings,
keeping them out of the monster’s sight or shielding their eyes
from whatever horror played out in the street. But Elizabeth could
see a small piece of that street, over the old man’s shoulder and
around a fold of his cloak. She could see the white-lit sky and the
giant’s impassive face, and she could not bear to hide her eyes and
not know.

So when the thing that had howled scrambled
to its feet and darted forward, she had a clear view of it. It was
more like a man than the great copper giant, but it was bigger than
any man had any right to be, with limbs mismatched to its height
like the drawing of a gorilla Elizabeth had once seen. The
yellowy-white flesh of its face drooped as though too large for the
bones. The monster was dressed in what looked to Elizabeth like
grave-clothes, and long matted hair swung over its shoulders. It
lurched toward the alleyway, dragging behind it something that
might have been an enormous bundle of rags or might have been
another creature like itself.

Then the entire sky blazed with a riot of
light and noise and fireworks, and the beast jerked, swayed, and
fell in a heap at the mouth of the alley.

“—now!” the old man hissed, jerking
her by the arm, and Elizabeth stumbled after him, ears ringing with
horror and the sound of cannon.

 


They ran straight into blackness, with
neither caution nor a speck of light to guide their way. Behind
them the sky flashed and the air shook with a noise that seemed to
pierce straight into Elizabeth’s brain, driving away all rational
thought. She skidded on the muck, stumbled against piles of refuse,
tripped on the hem of her gown, and could not even put out her
hands to steady herself, for the old man had one of them and
William the other. To a degree, this state of affairs was useful,
in that it did help keep her upright, but when she slipped or one
of them did, the twisting of her wrists made her eyes well with
pain.

The old man stopped so abruptly that
Elizabeth stumbled against him and William stumbled against her,
like actors in a particularly uninventive farce. “It’s all right,”
the old man breathed. “Safe now.” He reached toward one of the
buildings that loomed on either side, and knocked briskly: twice,
and twice again.

The door jerked open so violently that
Elizabeth’s heart jumped all over again. “Thank God,” a hoarse
voice muttered from the entryway. “We were about to send out a
search party.”

“That would have been imprudent.” The old man
hustled Elizabeth and William over the threshold and into the dark
and dank entryway, and the doorkeeper fell back with a hiss of
surprise. “No, it’s all right,” the old man said, “it’s all right.
They’re safe.” He shut the door behind himself with an air of frank
relief, and the sudden relative silence rang in Elizabeth’s ears.
“It’s safe,” he repeated. “Come inside.”

He led them down a corridor whose floor was
nothing but bare boards, whose walls were whitewashed and had seen
better days, and whose only light came from a single wavering
candle shoved into an old and battered sconce. Behind them, echoing
in the pauses between the muted thunder-claps outside, came the
sounds of a great many bolts shooting home. Then the flickering
candle-flame followed them, as the doorkeeper took it from the
sconce and brought it along. A cool draft rushed from a passageway
to the left, carrying with it a suggestion of a large open space.
The old man led them to the right, to a smaller room.

It seemed to be the sort of one-room living
space that housed the poorest of Mr. Carrington’s tenants, and it
was in a state of disorder that would have shamed any of those
hardworking souls. Dust and grime lay thick on the floor, and
cobwebs stretched unhindered in the corners of the doorframe. The
only furniture in the room appeared to be four straight-backed
chairs surrounding a rickety table. The tabletop would probably
also have been dusty and grimy, had it been visible, but it was
cluttered with dirty crockery and half-burnt candles—as well as,
oddly, a few things that looked like blacksmith’s tools. There was
a bookcase immediately beside the entryway, also piled with tools
and boasting only two books. The scant space between it and the
table was taken up by empty crates stacked one on top of the
other.

Elizabeth took all this in, her heart
hammering hard in her ears; and then her knees gave way.
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