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St George’s Fields, London

21 June 1801  

1 

Petals were falling before the first stone flew.

White-black petals, bruise-purple at the rim, shaken from the clipped branches every coster now wore in his cap.  They drifted across the sun-bleached grass of St George’s Fields like tiny accusations, settling on the polished breastplates of the Horse Guards, on the cracked leather of reformers’ shoes, and on the cracked knuckles of the weavers’ wives who had carried their children twenty miles to be here.  Somewhere among them Lark Blackthorn stood barefoot, toes curling into the dust, feeling the heat travel up through the earth and into her blood.  

She had not meant to arrive shoeless.  The crowd had stolen them—one minute she was laced into stout boots, the next she was lifted on a surge of bodies and set down again with only the memory of leather.  It was that kind of day.  The city had been humming since dawn, a low, delicious growl that started south of the river and rolled northward like a tide, collecting apprentices, dockers, discharged sailors, and the printer’s devils who ran beside them with ink still freckling their cheekbones.  By ten o’clock the fields looked as if the whole of London had tipped itself upside-down and shaken.  

And at the centre, the portable press.  

It squatted on its trestles like a small black cannon.  A sheet had already been pinned to the board beside it—large, reckless lettering shouting PEACE & BREAD & NO CROWN.  The ink was barely dry, yet men were folding the broadsheets into paper boats and launching them across the stagnant pond, where they rocked among the lily pads like a tiny rebel navy.  Children chased them, snatching at the soggy sheets, and every time a boat capsized they screamed with delight, as though sinking a tyrant.  

Lark’s heart beat against her stays.  She had helped set that type an hour ago, fingers flying between boxes of lead, her hair tied back with a blackthorn sprig snatched from the heap beside the compositor’s stone.  Rowan had been on the inking roller, sleeves rolled to the elbow, forearms roped with effort and smudged the colour of midnight.  They had not kissed.  Not once.  Three months of counterfeit deaths and scaffold dreams had taught them the economy of touch; a glance lasted longer than a kiss, and a kiss could undo kingdoms.  So she had handed him the next line of type without meeting his eyes, and he had taken it without letting their fingers brush, and both had felt the spark travel up their arms like gunpowder.  

Now the spark was everywhere.  

A woman beside Lark began to sing—low, wordless, a lullaby turned marching tune.  Others joined, and the sound spread outward in concentric rings until the whole field seemed to be breathing together.  Somewhere a drum picked up the pulse.  The guards’ horses stamped, sensing the swell, and the young cornet at their head—barely shaving yet—lifted his sabre too soon, the blade catching a shaft of sun and throwing it back like a threat.  

Lark felt the moment tilt.  She had lived on tilted moments for three years; they were her native climate.  But this one felt different—larger, slower, as though the day itself had grown heavy with sap and might split open.  She searched the crowd for Rowan and found him at the press, sleeves now rolled to the shoulder, a blackthorn spray tucked behind his ear like a drunk pirate’s rose.  He was arguing with a man in a torn coat who kept jabbing at the proof.  Even from here she could read Rowan’s body: the set of his feet, the forward lean that meant he would not budge.  He looked feral and gentle at once, a combination that always made her stomach lurch as if she had missed a stair.  

A gust of wind lifted the petals again.  They whirled between her and the sky, and for an instant everything went white—no soldiers, no banners, no future, only the taste of blossom on her tongue.  When her vision cleared, the cornet had advanced.  His horse stepped onto the open grass like a chess piece moved by an invisible hand.  Behind him the other riders formed a shallow crescent, bright metal scales on a blue cloth dragon.  

The singing stopped.  

Into the hush dropped the voice of the cornet, young, reed-thin, carrying farther than it deserved: 

“Disperse. By order of the King.”  

A laugh answered him—single, bright, unmistakably female.  It came from Lark’s own throat before she knew she had released it.  She felt the sound leave her body like a bird she had been cupping too long.  Heads turned.  The cornet’s horse sidled.  Lark stepped forward, toes curling into the trampled grass, and lifted her empty hands.  

“We have no king,” she said, not loudly, but the field had gone so quiet that her voice carried like a bell.  “Only ground.  And it is open.”  

A ripple ran through the crowd—part fear, part exhilaration.  Somewhere someone cheered.  The cornet flushed the colour of his tunic.  He raised his sabre higher.  

“Last warning.”  

Behind him the first musket clicked into position.  The sound was small, almost delicate, like a knitting needle dropped on slate.  Then another, and another, until the whole front rank bristled with a hedge of steel flowers.  

Lark’s pulse hammered at her collarbones.  She felt, rather than saw, Rowan shove through the press of bodies toward her.  He moved like water finding its level, elbows sharp, head low.  The blackthorn behind his ear had lost half its petals; the rest clung stubbornly, white flags in a black storm.  When he reached her, he did not touch her—too public, too loaded—but his shoulder brushed hers, and the heat of him poured through the thin cotton of her gown.  

“Time to go?” he murmured, eyes still on the soldiers.  

“Not yet,” she whispered back.  “They’ll fire into the crowd if we run.”  

“They’ll fire us if we stay.”  

As if to prove him right, the cornet’s sabre flashed downward.  The front rank knelt.  The second rank levelled barrels.  A collective breath was drawn across the field—one lung, one hope.  

Then the press fired.  

Not a musket—the portable press.  A single sharp clap of its iron jaws, and a fresh broadsheet shot into the air like a startled gull.  It planed once, twice, then settled directly in front of the cornet’s horse.  The animal shied.  The cornet grabbed at the reins with his sabre hand, and the blade wavered.  On the paper, still wet, the ink shouted in letters two inches tall: 

WHEN PETALS FALL, CHOOSE OPEN GROUND.  

The crowd roared.  It was not a cheer, not a chant, but something older—an animal sound that came from the back of the throat of every person who had ever been hungry.  It rolled forward, carrying Lark with it.  She felt her feet leave the earth; she was swimming in bodies, in heat, in the smell of crushed grass and cheap soap and fear sweat.  Somewhere a child screamed, not in terror but in triumph.  The line of muskets wavered.  

Rowan’s hand found hers at last—no time for caution now.  His fingers closed over her knuckles, urgent, reassuring, as if to say, 'Remember, you have bones.'  She clung to the feel of them—long, ink-stained, and calloused from years of pulling press levers and climbing drainpipes.  The world narrowed to that grip and the drum of her own blood.  

Then the first shot cracked.  

It was not the disciplined volley the cornet had wanted but a single panicked spark.  The ball hissed overhead and buried itself in the trunk of an elm.  A shower of leaves descended like green confetti.  For a heartbeat nothing moved.  Then the second shot—closer—and a blossom of red opened on the sleeve of the man beside Lark.  He stared at it in mild surprise, as if someone had spilt wine on his cuff at dinner.  

After that, the world became noise and petals.  

The cavalry charged.  

Lark had seen charges before—had once watched Rowan haul a dragoon from his saddle with nothing but a curtain rod—but she had never been inside one.  It was like standing in the path of a landslide made of muscle and iron.  The ground shook.  Someone cannoned into her shoulder, and she staggered, almost losing Rowan’s hand.  He yanked her sideways, through a gap that opened and closed like a mouth.  They ran—not away but across, threading between horses and bodies, ducking under a banner that read NO KING BUT CHOICE.  A hoof clipped the earth beside her bare foot, spraying dirt up her leg.  She tasted it—grit and iron—and laughed again, wilder this time.  

The press went over with a crash.  She heard it—wood splintering, metal screaming—felt it in her spine like the death of a friend.  Rowan swore, a short, savage word she had never taught him, and pulled her harder.  They broke through the back edge of the crowd into the sudden quiet of the pond path.  Behind them the field heaved like a single wounded creature.  Muskets cracked in ragged salvos.  Over it all rose the thin, impossible sound of a woman still singing.  

They did not stop.  The path was rutted, strewn with lost shoes, broken bottles, and a child’s wooden sword.  Lark’s bare feet were barely noticed.  At the stile Rowan swung her over one-handed, his other arm already reaching for the next fence.  They crossed three gardens—leaping bean rows, trampling parsley—set off a dog that barked itself hoarse, vaulted a wall and landed in the alley behind the Birdcage Tavern.  The reek of stale beer and tallow closed around them like a curtain.  

Only then did Rowan push her against the brick and kiss her.  

It was not gentle.  It was teeth and breath and the taste of black powder, the kind of kiss that tasted of survival.  His hands framed her face, thumbs smearing ink across her cheekbones.  She tasted blood—his or hers, impossible to tell—and welcomed it, anchoring herself to the living hurt of him.  When they broke apart, they were both shaking.  

“The press?” she gasped.  

“Gone.”  His voice was raw.  “They’ll smash it to splinters.”  

“Copper’s still in the river.  We can dive for it tonight.”  

He rested his forehead against hers.  “Lark, we may not have tonight.”  

Footsteps pounded past the mouth of the alley—boots, many boots.  They pressed deeper into shadow.  A troop of guards jogged by, bayonets fixed, faces blank with the exhilaration of finally having permission.  One of them was humming a love song, horribly out of tune.  

When the sound faded, Lark became aware of the small things: the chill of brick at her back, the stitch in her side, and the way her toes were bleeding onto the cobbles.  Rowan noticed the blood at the same moment.  He knelt, as if the street were a cathedral, and tore a strip from his shirt.  The fabric was already streaked with ink and sweat; now it took her blood too, turning purple.  He wound it carefully, each revolution of his hands a promise.  When he finished, he stayed kneeling, looking up at her.  

“I threw the coin back,” he said quietly.  

She understood.  The King’s shilling—the offer of pardon, of rank, of silence—was delivered three nights ago under a white flag.  They had not discussed it.  They had simply looked at the guinea gleaming on the table between them, then at each other, and known the weight of metal against the weight of breath.  

“Good,” she answered.  “I would rather have your mouth than their money.”  

He rose.  The alley seemed smaller with him upright.  Somewhere beyond the tavern
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