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Prologue
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Lauffeldt Field, between Maastricht and Tongeren
2 July 1747, half an hour before the first gun
––––––––
[image: ]

The mist clings to the barley like a dying man’s breath.
I stand in the second rank of the Buffs, musket heavy as guilt across my chest, and try to remember what clean air tasted like.
––––––––
[image: ]

Eighteen years old, and I have already forgotten.
––––––––
[image: ]

My name is Thomas Wren, private soldier, number forty-seven in Captain Mallory’s company, and this morning I am going to die. I know it the way I once knew the smell of Mother’s bread on baking day: certain, deep in the bones. The difference is that bread rose warm and alive, and this certainty is cold iron.
––––––––
[image: ]

Behind me the regimental colors hang limp, the great red saltire on its yellow field already freckled with dew and last night’s campfire soot. Red for the King, they told us when we swore the oath. White turnbacks on the coat for purity, they said. I look down at my sleeves now: the white piping is the color of old bone. Grave-cloth white.
––––––––
[image: ]

I shift my feet in the stubble and feel something soft give way beneath my heel. A dead lark. Its neck is broken clean. One wing still flutters, though there is no wind. I think of Ruth chasing larks across the common with her apron over her head, laughing fit to split. She was twelve then. She is sixteen now, and I have not seen her in two years, two months, and nine days. I count them the way Papists tell beads.
––––––––
[image: ]

In the leather cartridge box at my hip lies the prayer book Mother pressed into my hand the night I left. The cover is cracked, the pages swollen with rain and sweat. Between the Psalms she tucked a single strand of Ruth’s hair, pale as summer wheat, tied in a knot with blue thread from her Sunday dress. I keep my right thumb on it through the leather, the way a drowning man keeps hold of a rope he already knows will not bear his weight.
––––––––
[image: ]

Across the field the French are waking too. I can see the glint of their bayonets through the haze, a steel hedge a thousand yards long. Their drums start, slow at first, then quicker, the devil’s heartbeat. Pas de charge. I have heard it in my sleep for weeks.
––––––––
[image: ]

Sergeant Gowen walks the rear of the line, vine-stick tucked under his arm like a schoolmaster’s rod.
“Steady, you bastards,” he mutters. “Anyone breaks, and I’ll shoot him myself.”
––––––––
[image: ]

His voice is hoarse. He has the flux, like half the army. We all stink. Shit and fear and black powder—that is the perfume of the Pragmatic Army this morning.
––––––––
[image: ]

A horse artillery piece limbers up on the rise behind us. The gunner captain raises his hand. I close my eyes for the first heartbeat since reveille and try to summon home.
––––––––
[image: ]

Just one breath of it.
––––––––
[image: ]

The cottage smells of woodsmoke and honey. Mother is singing low, the hymn about the sheep that was lost. Ruth’s laugh rings out sharp as a cracked bell when the cat steals a herring head from the table. Sunlight slants through the little window and turns the dust motes into slow golden bees.
––––––––
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I open my eyes.
––––––––
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The captain’s hand falls.
––––––––
[image: ]

The first cannon roars like the world splitting open, and the morning dies screaming.
––––––––
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I am still alive.
––––––––
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For now.
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Chapter 1
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Lauffeldt, 2 July 1747
The first volley
––––––––
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The gunsmoke rolls over us thick as curds, stinking of brimstone and burnt wool. I can’t see ten yards. I don’t need to. The French are close enough that I hear their officers screaming in a language that sounds like cats being skinned.
––––––––
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“Present!”
––––––––
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Sixty muskets come up together. My shoulder already aches from the weight. The lock of Ruth’s hair is twisted so tight round my trigger finger the skin’s gone purple.
––––––––
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“Fire!”
––––––––
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The world disappears in one white roar.
––––––––
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I feel the kick before I hear it, a mule’s hoof straight to the collarbone. My ears ring like the blacksmith’s anvil. Through the smoke I see the front rank of French buckle as if a giant invisible scythe has swept them. White coats turn red in streaks and splashes. One man keeps walking three more steps with his jaw shot away, tongue hanging by threads, and eyes wide and wondering. Then he sits down neatly, like a child told to wait.
––––––––
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“Make ready!”
––––––––
[image: ]

My hands move without me. Bite the cartridge (saltpeter and blood where I’ve cut my lip), spit the ball down the barrel, and ram it home with the rod that is already too hot to touch. Paper tastes of ash and piss.
––––––––
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Across the field a drummer boy no older than Ruth keeps beating though both his legs are gone below the knee. The sound is wet now, like chopping suet.
––––––––
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Mother’s voice drifts in, soft as thistledown:
––––––––
[image: ]

“Mind you don’t lean on the gate, Tom-lad. The hinge is nearly rusted through.”
––––––––
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I was leaning on that gate the day the recruiting sergeant rode into the village with his red coat bright as fresh slaughter and a purse that clinked like church bells. Ruth stood behind me, clutching her apron so hard her knuckles went white. Mother never cried, not once, only pressed the prayer book into my hand and said, “Bring it back whole, or don’t come back at all.”
––––––––
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I laughed then. I thought war was drums and glory and coming home a hero with silver in my pocket.
––––––––
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Second volley.
––––––––
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This time the French fire first.
––––––––
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The air fills with hornets. Something punches me in the left thigh, hard, spinning me half round. I look down stupidly. There is a hole in my breeches the size of a crown piece, and the wool around it is already black and shining. No pain yet, just a warm trickling.
––––––––
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Beside me Jem Hollis opens his mouth to say something, and the top of his head lifts off like the lid of a kettle. Pink-grey brains slide down his cheek in a lump. He stays standing a heartbeat longer, then folds straight forward, gentle as a prayer.
––––––––
[image: ]

I scream. I don’t know what comes out, only that it is not words.
––––––––
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The smoke clears for one heartbeat, and I see the Frenchman who shot me. He is reloading exactly like me, face black with powder, eyes ringed white like a badger. He looks as frightened as I feel. Our gazes lock. For a moment we are two boys playing the same terrible game.
––––––––
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Then the order comes.
––––––––
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“Charge bayonets!”
––––––––
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Sixty steel spikes drop level. The line surges forward, and I am running with it, limping on a leg that has begun to burn like the devil’s poker. The ground is already slippery. Men are down everywhere, some crawling, some kicking like upturned beetles. One of the Buffs has his guts snagged on a bayonet; he’s still trying to pull free. The French owner is dead, but the weight drags the living man to his knees, mewling.
––––––––
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We hit the French line at a stumbling trot.
––––––––
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Steel clashes. Someone drives a bayonet into my belly, and I twist just enough that it skids along my ribs, ripping coat and shirt and skin in one hot line. I smell my own blood, copper-bright. I ram my own blade forward and feel it go in, soft as stabbing a ham, up to the socket. The Frenchman gasps, a sound like letting air out of a pig’s bladder. His breath is sour wine and onions on my face. His eyes roll up white.
––––––––
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I try to pull the bayonet out, but it is stuck fast between ribs. I put my foot on his chest and heave. There is a wet sucking pop, and he falls backwards, taking my weapon with him.
––––––––
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I am unarmed in the middle of hell.
––––––––
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A horse screams somewhere close. Sabers flash. I drop to my knees in the barley and scrabble for a musket, any musket. My hand closes round one still warm from another man’s grip. The stock is slippery.
––––––––
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I look up.
––––––––
[image: ]

The French cavalry has come through the gap we never closed. Greys and chestnuts, brass helmets blazing. They ride straight over both lines, sabering as they come. A dragoon leans down, and the point of his sword opens a captain of the Scots Greys from collarbone to hip. The man’s coat peels apart like a red flower blooming.
––––––––
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I crawl between legs, hooves, and fallen colors. Someone steps on my hand, and bones crunch. I bite my tongue to keep from crying out.
––––––––
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And in the middle of it all I smell, impossibly, ridiculously, heartbreakingly, the ghost-scent of Mother’s beehives in June: warm wax and crushed clover and the faint sweetness of stolen honey.
––––––––
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I press my face into the bloody mud and sob like a child.
––––––––
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The battle has been joined for less than twenty minutes, and I already know I will never be clean again.
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Chapter 2
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The Morning They Took Me
Sevenoaks Weald, Kent – 18 April 1745
––––––––
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The blackthorn was in blossom, white as salt on the hedges, and the wind carried the first real warmth of the year. I remember that because it felt like a mockery.
––––––––
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I was up on the common before the sun cleared the ash trees, driving our two cows to the far pasture. The grass was still silver with dew, and every step soaked my legs to the knee. I had turned seventeen the month before and thought myself near enough a man, tall in the shoulder, hands already scarred from sickle and billhook. I whistled as I walked, some foolish tune I’d heard the carter sing, and the cows plodded ahead of me, flicking their tails at the flies that weren’t yet awake.
––––––––
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That was when I saw the red coats.
––––––––
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There were six of them, bright as fresh-spilled blood against the green, riding slow along the Tonbridge road. The sergeant sat on a big chestnut gelding, and the ribbon on his hat fluttered like a banner. Behind him the drummer boy beat a soft roll, nothing urgent, just enough to turn heads. People came to their doors all along the lane: old Goodwife Fuller with her mouth open, the blacksmith leaning on his hammer, and little children darting between legs like sparrows.
––––––––
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I should have turned the cows and gone the long way round by the brook. Instead, I stood like a fool and watched.
––––––––
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The sergeant drew
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