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The King’s Shilling

15 April 1800 • 11 a.m. • Palace of Westminster, London • Ros’s POV  

The Thames stank of spring.

Not the soft, petal-laced breath the poets promised, but a wet, metallic reek—coal smoke, butcher’s runoff, and the sour sweat of a city that had forgotten how to sleep. It climbed the granite terraces of Westminster like a pickpocket, slipped through the open casement, and curled around my throat while I waited for the King’s men to decide whether we deserved to live.  

Rowan stood at my left shoulder, motionless in borrowed broadcloth. The coat was London-tailored, the sort that whispered respectability, but the cut could not hide the fact he had grown leaner on the road—bones sharper, eyes quicker, the sword-cane balanced against his calf like a second heartbeat. He had not spoken since we crossed the courtyard. Words cost extra here.  

Across the antechamber sat Eliza—Lady Eliza Ashcombe now that her father was ash in a canvas shroud—hands folded, spine straight, face pale as unused paper. She wore mourning black, but the collar was stitched with tiny white petals. Blackthorn. Her own sigil reclaimed.  

A clerk cleared his throat. “His Majesty’s commissioners will receive you presently.”  

Presently. The word hung like smoke. I tasted iron—my own blood where I had bitten the inside of my cheek to stay awake. We had ridden three nights to reach this moment, changing horses more often than names, and now the mile narrowed to a single doorway.  

The door opened.  

Inside, the Painted Chamber glowed like a jewel box—vaulted ceiling, saints and seraphs, and crimson benches that had heard every lie ever coined. A long table, green-baize-covered, bore papers arranged like battle lines. At its head sat three men in powdered wigs: Lord Grenville for the Foreign Office, Sir William Wickham for the shadows, and between them the Earl of Liverpool, Keeper of the Privy Seal, holding a small velvet cushion. On the cushion rested the paper crown.  

I had never seen it before, yet I knew it at once—vellum curled like a leaf, wax the colour of dried blood, ribbon crimson as the benches. The Act of Pardon. All we had to do was kneel and kiss the seal, and the mile would end.  

Liverpool lifted it, exactly as a priest lifts the Host. “Rowan Grey, Rosalind Grey, Eliza Ashcombe—approach.”  

Names that were not ours, yet we stepped forward. The floorboards creaked, loud as musket fire. I felt every eye in the chamber shift to us—peers, clerks, scribes, the whole machinery of mercy waiting to stamp us official.  

Liverpool began the ritual question: “Do you swear allegiance to His Majesty King George the Third, forsaking all foreign crowns, conspiracies, and outlawries whatsoever?”  

Rowan’s hand brushed mine—three quick taps: ready. We had rehearsed this moment in a thousand nightmares, but nightmares do not prepare you for daylight.  

I opened my mouth— 

The door behind us crashed open.  

A man strode in, cloak billowing like a sail caught in a crosswind. I knew the face before I knew the name—Lord Edmund Bray, leader of the reform faction, the man who wanted to end the war, expand the vote, and limit the Crown. He carried a rolled bill tied in red tape, and he carried it like a pike.  

“Forgive the interruption, my lords,” he said, voice ringing off the rafters, “but the people outside these walls would like to know why pardons are dispensed to fugitives while honest printers rot in Newgate for treason.”  

A murmur rippled through the chamber like wind across wheat. Wickham’s eyes narrowed—he had not invited the people’s champion.  

Bray advanced, uninvited, until he stood abreast of us. He smelt of printer’s ink and April rain. “I come bearing the Open Ground Bill—reform of Parliament, end of the war, and amnesty for all political offenders. If these three are pardoned, pardon the rest, or explain the difference.”  

The Paper Crown trembled in Liverpool’s hand.  

Wickham stood, smooth as glass. “Lord Bray, this is not the venue—”  

“Every venue belongs to the people when the people are hungry,” Bray shot back. “These three are symbols—make them citizens, or make them martyrs, but do not make them exceptions.”  

I felt the mile tilt beneath my feet. The pardon that had been our finish line now looked like a cage with velvet bars. Sign, and we become Crown property; refuse, and we walk out unforgiven, still hunted, still free.  

Rowan spoke for the first time in hours, voice low, meant only for me. “The blossom or the bullet, Rose?”  

Before I could answer, Bray turned to us—eyes bright as new coins. “Speak, citizens. Will you kneel for a crown that fits no head but a king’s?”  

Every breath in the chamber hung suspended.  

I looked at the paper crown—so small, so fragile. I looked at Rowan, at Eliza, at the doorway behind Bray where sunlight streamed in like an open road.  

I stepped back.  

One pace. Two. Enough to break the spell.  

“We decline,” I said, voice steady as loaded steel. “We have miles yet to walk.”  

Gasps cracked the silence. Liverpool’s face purpled. Wickham’s eyes became flint.  

Bray smiled—not triumph, but recognition. “Then walk them,” he said softly. “And count me among your footsteps.”  

Rowan bowed—not to the Crown, but to Bray. Eliza followed. I inclined my head only.  

We turned. The doorway waited, bright as a promise. Behind us the Paper Crown lay untouched, already yellowing in the spring light.  

As we crossed the threshold, I heard Liverpool declare, “Then let them be outlaws forever!”  

'Forever' sounded exactly like the wind off the Channel—cold, salt, free.  

We stepped into it, coats snapping, and the mile opened ahead—white petals waiting to be planted, crimson ones already blooming in my heart.
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The Paper Crown

15 April 1800 – 2 p.m.

Palace of Westminster to Wapping – Rowan’s POV  

We left Westminster by the river gate, boots ringing on wet stone like pistol hammers.

Behind us the Painted Chamber still thundered with outrage—lords demanding we be dragged back, clerks scrambling to save the dignity of ink. Ahead, the Thames lay the colour of old pewter, the tide running out fast enough to carry every lie ever told in that palace straight to sea.  

Ros walked half a pace ahead, spine iron, chin city-skyline sharp. She had spoken the refusal—calm as counting heartbeats—yet I felt the tremor in her shoulder when we stepped from shadow into daylight. Daylight was new territory for ghosts.  

Eliza followed, the veil of mourning now a banner. She whispered to the wind, “I renounce the name Ashcombe,” and the wind carried it south toward the scaffold where her father’s body had never quite cooled.  

We had no plan beyond movement.  

At the Privy Stairs a lighterman touched his cap—Irish eyes, Fagan’s cousin, owed us for a Channel favour. “Where to, Mr Field?” he asked, using the only name that still fit.  

“East,” I said. “Where the river widens and the Crown’s shadow shortens.”  

We climbed aboard. Oars bit water; London peeled back like wet paper—palace walls giving way to warehouses, then to timber yards, then to the open marsh of Wapping where the gallows once stood and the wind still carried a rope creak.  

Ros sat amidships, cloak tight, eyes on the far bank as if measuring escape vectors. I joined her, shoulder touching. For a long minute neither spoke; the river spoke for us—the slap of tide, the creak of oar, and the small wet gasp of a city breathing through its wound.  

She opened her fist. Inside lay a single blackthorn petal—white, but already blushing crimson where her nail had pressed. “I thought refusal would feel lighter,” she murmured.  

I took the petal and held it to the wind. It fluttered like a tiny white flag that had thought better of surrender. “Weight is just the mile arguing back,” I said. “We told it no. It’s obliged to answer.”  

Eliza watched us, eyes older than sixteen. “What happens when the mile runs out of road?”  

Ros smiled—small and fierce. “It becomes open ground. We keep walking.”  

The lighterman shipped oars. Ahead loomed the abandoned watermill on the Wandle—broken wheel still turning, buckets dry, gears groaning like old men remembering war. Lloyd waited inside, oil lamps already lit, and a portable press assembled on a stone bench that had once ground corn.  

He did not ask how Westminster had gone; he read the answer in our faces. Instead, he lifted a wineskin. “To renouncing pardons,” he toasted. “And on the paper crowns we’ll print instead.”  

We drank. The wine tasted of iron and apples—autumn in April, the taste of choices that keep their own season.  

Around us the mill breathed sawdust and ink. Rolls of paper waited, blank as unwritten histories. Lloyd patted the press—brass screws gleaming. “While ministers shout, we type,” he said. “What shall we mint tonight?”  

Ros pulled a folded sheet from her coat—Bray’s Open Ground Bill, still damp with river fog. “We give the people the speech Parliament will never print,” she said. “And we sign it with the only name that still belongs to us—Grey Patriots.”  

I felt the mile shift beneath my boots—no longer road but printing ink, no longer hunted but hunter of truth.  

Lloyd inked the plate, Ros set the type, and Eliza fed the sheets. I worked the lever—screws biting, paper gasping, words pressed deep as scars. With each pull of the handle I felt the Crown’s shadow shorten and our own lengthen.  

When the first proof dried, we held it to the lamplight—black letters on white paper, the open ground declared in ink that could not be unprinted. At the bottom, small but sharp, a single line: 

“Every mile is a choice, every choice a crime. Walk on.”  

Ros pressed the blackthorn petal onto the page, ink bleeding up its stem until the white turned wholly crimson. Then she closed the press again, sealing the petal forever between sheets of treason.  

Outside, the river kept running toward the sea, carrying away the afternoon’s refusal, carrying away the ghost of a crown that had never quite fit
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