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For Mama

If you prick us do we not bleed? If you tickle us do we not laugh? If you poison us do we not die? And if you wrong us shall we not revenge?

—The Merchant of Venice by William Shakespeare
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July 1643.  Falkirk, Scotland

Castle Carronshore 

“Head down, arse up, Roddy!”  Colin reached as far as he could to help his little brother up the great oak that stood outside the kailyard.  “I’ve been waiting long enough.”

“I’m climbing as fast as I can!”  Roddy planted his foot on the branch below and grabbed Colin’s hand.

“Did ye bring them?” Colin had spent the early morning smelling fresh bannocks baking in the kitchens, his wame growling as fierce as thunder.

“Aye.”  Roddy reached inside his shirt and pulled out two.  “They’re nice and hot.”

Da was expected to arrive any day now according to the letter he’d sent Ma after his most recent victory against the Roundheads in Yorkshire.  Colin peered over the stone wall surrounding the courtyard.  In the distance, sheep grazed on the summer grass, their fleece recently sheared leaving them looking like naked old men with big pink bellies.  No sign of Da.

“Do you two laddies have something to confess?”  Ma stood below, her hands on her hips and a smile on her face.  The bit of sun that managed to slide between the clouds settled on her head, painting her hair golden.  “Mistress Mary says she made a dozen bannocks and there are only ten in the basket.”

Colin took a quick bite of his.  “We’re sentinels keeping watch for Da.  We need to be fed properly if we’re to do our job.” 

“In that case, I suppose ye do.”  She held out a jar of honey.  “But ye might want some of this to go along with yer loot.”

Colin handed his bannock to Roddy then scrambled past him.  “Stay here.  I’ll get it.” He jumped down from the tree, the taste of honey already on his tongue.

Ma handed him the jar and tousled his hair.  “Mind after yer brother.  Don’t let him fall.  Remember he’s not as big and braw as you.”  She smelled like the bonnie pink flowers she kept on the sill in the solar that reminded him of the cider the tenants delivered in early September.  “Yer father would be proud of how you’ve watched over us these months.  Almost a man, you are.”

“I’ll be fourteen soon.”  He felt like a man.  After all, he was at least an inch taller than her already.  Colin dipped his finger in the honey and stuck it in his mouth. 

“Don’t remind me, laddie.  I’m in no hurry to see ye grown.”  She kissed him on his cheek and turned to leave.  “Be sure to watch the weather.  There are storm clouds nearby.”

“Aye, Ma.”  Colin climbed back up the oak and settled on the branch next to Roddy. He drizzled honey on his bannock, then handed him the pot.  The sky grew darker as the minutes passed.  

“Did ye hear that thunder?” Roddy asked.

Colin shoved the last of it in his mouth, then shot up.  It wasn’t thunder.  “Look!”

A team of horses was making its way across the glen towards the castle, but the riders were not wearing the earthy tartans of Da’s men.  They were wearing redcoats.
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Colin’s pulse thrummed in his ears as the soldier’s grip tightened on the back of his neck.  He tried to unwrap the man’s fingers with his own, but he was already weak from struggling.  Next to him, Roddy fought like a hen ready to be plucked, the tips of his shoes scraping the stone floor in the grand entrance hall.  His spindly legs kicked furiously at the giant holding him off the ground, but even as they connected with the man’s shins, the soldier never flinched.

“Hit him again!  Make him yelp loud enough to force the traitor out of his rathole.” The voice of the Englishman holding Colin echoed off the stone walls, his breath reeking of onions and ale, the sleeves of his red doublet stained with old blood.

Roddy’s captor smacked him hard on the side of his head, and he screamed.  Colin stood helpless, his mother’s earlier words ringing in his ears.  But Da wouldn’t be proud now.

“Leave him alone!”  Colin dug his nails into the man’s leathery skin and was answered with a resounding slap to his face.  Boiling with fury, he never felt it.  

“Do that again and you’ll end up like her!”  The soldier swung Colin around to face his mother’s body, lying in the solar in a pool of her own blood.  Her shoes were missing and her stockings were torn, one in a bunch around her ankle.  Blocked by his father’s large leather reading chair, he couldn’t see her face, but he imagined it streaked with tears.  He tried to erase the images that burned behind his eyes of what the men had done to her before they killed her, but her muffled cries still rang in his ears.

The other soldier jerked Roddy by the hair, prodding him to let out another howl. 

“That should fetch us the cockard,” he said, sharing a wicked smile with the soldier who held Colin.  

Colin wasn’t sure what they meant until his father burst into the room.  The sleeve of his uniform was soiled, the torn lace hanging from his cuff like a long-legged spider.  When had he returned?

“Let go of him!”  His da lunged at the soldier.  

In a single heartbeat, the man pointed his pistol at Da and jerked his head towards his comrade.  “Get his weapons.”

The other soldier tossed Roddy aside and tugged Da’s dirk and pistol free.

“So you decided to crawl out of your hiding place after all.  You’re a bit too late for your wife, though.  Trista, was it?”

Da’s face fell as his gaze moved from the soldier to the blood seeping across the stones behind them in the solar.  “Don’t want that to happen to your boys, do you, Blackburne?”

Da’s eyes narrowed, and his tightened jaw worked back and forth.  His hand instinctively reached for the weapon on his hip that was no longer there.

The soldier cocked his pistol and steadied it at Da.  Colin could tell Da was fighting the urge to leap forward and rip out their throats, but the pistol pointed at his chest kept him back. 

“Let them go,” Da uttered between clenched teeth. 

Ping.  Ping.  Ping.

The ping of Ma’s beloved lantern clock, a wedding gift from Da, traveled across the room from the mantle, marking the passing of another hour. 

“That’s not the way this works.  You’ll answer to Fairfax first, and then we’ll see about your lads.”

A blade pressed against Colin’s throat.  The sharp sting of an open wound made him freeze.  Da’s eyes widened, and a flash of panic disappeared from his features as soon as it came.  “I’ll do as you say.  But if you lay another hand on my sons, you’ll have to kill me, and you won’t get the information you need, then, will you?”
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It had been hours since anyone had spoken.  They’d been thrown into the back of a cart, where Colin lay next to Roddy and Da, fighting his need to cry, to scream and curse.  His body trembled, teeming with grief and fear.  Ma was dead.  

He and Roddy rested their heads against Da’s shoulders, which bounced and rattled as the wheels traveled over the ruts in the road.  There was no comfort in it, though.  Colin’s muscles ached, his skin stung where the rope chafed his wrists, and sweat and dirt seeped into his small neck wound.  

Da shifted, nudging Roddy higher on his chest.  Roddy’s lips were shut tight and his eyes were closed, but Colin had seen that look before and knew he wasn’t sleeping.  He was likely just forcing himself not to cry. 

Colin could stand the silence no longer.  “Da?  Where are we going?” 

Da took a deep breath, and Colin and Roddy’s heads raised and lowered with it.  “England.”

England was far, and according to Colin’s friends back in Falkirk, it was a land filled with self-righteous pillicocks.

“Do ye think they plan to kill us?” Colin asked.  The words were hard to say, sticking in his throat like porridge without enough milk.

“Nay, laddie.”  Da’s voice was barely a whisper, his Scottish accent once again strong now that he was away from the Englishmen, who sat smugly on their horses out of earshot.  He tipped his chin down and kissed the top of Colin’s head.  “Don’t think of such things.”

He didn’t want to think of such things, but he’d seen what the men had done to Ma.  He pressed his eyes shut, praying the bloody images of her would disappear.  “Why did they do it?”

“Do it?” Da asked.

“Those things . . . to Ma.  She didn’t even have a weapon.  Ye told me before, ye never strike a man with yer weapon if they mean to do ye no harm.  She meant to hurt no one.”

Da was silent for a moment.  Colin could feel that he was shaking his head.  “I suppose they did it to hurt me.  We’ll never really know.”

And what about him and Roddy?  They’d taken her away from them too.  Colin couldn’t help but cry.  He wanted to be strong, but his thoughts wouldn’t let him.

Roddy lifted his head off Da’s chest, his eyes full of worry.  “Is she in heaven, Da?”

“Oh aye, she is.”

It felt good to hear Da say that.

“Can we pay her a visit?” Roddy asked.

Colin stared at his brother’s wide blue eyes and was reminded that Roddy was only a boy of ten.  He didn’t understand much beyond climbing trees and teasing the goats in their pens. 

Colin felt Da’s chest tighten underneath his cheek.  “Nay, laddie.  Ye can only go to heaven if God wills it.”

Roddy’s bottom lip popped out, quivering.  “When will God will it?”

“For you?  I pray not for a long time.”  Da spoke to Roddy quietly, explaining the truths about death and its finality.  Colin already knew most of what he said, having lost his favorite colt two years earlier to a cold winter when the stable door was left open.  They’d found the colt stiff at the edge of the river, his withered body covered in ice.  It was a hard lesson to learn then and an even harder one now.

Da wondered aloud, his voice wobbly.  “Yer mother deserves a proper burial.  Who will take her body to the kirkyard?  Who will ring the bell?” 

Colin prayed one of their servants would escape from his binds and find her body before the creatures gleaned it of all that made her human.  

“I always paid my tithes to the church.  Perhaps someone will take it into his heart and see to a decent grave.”  A tear escaped the corner of Da’s eye and landed on the collar of his black doublet.  “Och!  If I’d only come a few minutes earlier, I could’ve saved her.” 

Colin doubted that.  Ma had been dead long before Da made it home.  The first group of soldiers that had arrived that morning had been the ones to kill her.  The second group had only come to loot their property and use him and Roddy to get to Da.  

Shame and guilt filled his gut.  As hard as he’d fought, he hadn‘t been able to fend off the soldiers.  “I couldn’t protect her either.  I tried, but there were too many of them,” he explained in a small voice.

Da kissed the top of Colin’s head once more.  “I’m sure ye did, laddie.”
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They rode in the cart for days with only brief stops to rest the horses and find food and drink.  The soldiers had let them out to relieve themselves and eat, but they retied their hands immediately afterward.  Colin’s shoulders ached from being pulled back, and his wrists were rubbed raw and pink, especially across the bones.  Though it was summer, the drizzly nights and mornings kept them chilled until the late afternoon sun burned the dampness out of their clothes. 

Behind his closed lids, his mother’s face appeared, her smile warming his cheeks.  He knew she would say, Be strong, wee man.  Don’t give in to misfortune.  But he didn’t feel like a man.  He felt helpless.  And angry.

Colin cleared his throat, the sting of despair lodged like a hot coal.  Da mistook his sadness for thirst.

“Drouthy, are ye?  I’m sure we’ll soon stop for water.  Lay yer head, laddie.”

Colin settled deeper into his father’s chest, careful not to knock heads with Roddy.  “Are the soldiers Roundheads, Da?”

Da humphed.  “Aye. Fairfax’s men.”

Colin thought so.  They looked like the short-haired soldiers who had come the previous winter to warn Da to stay out of the uprising.

“Is that why they called ye a traitor?”  Colin wished he could scratch the itch on the side of his nose, but he rubbed his face on Da’s shirt instead.  “Did ye promise them you’d stop fighting?”  

“A promise is comfort for a fool.  They may have expected a promise from me, but I never gave one.”  

Colin knew Da would never stray from his principles.  His father had always said that was what made a man a man. 

But part of him wondered why his father would fight for King Charles when Colin’s own dominie taught that he was not a worthy man.  “Master McClellan says the king’s secretly a Papist.”

“He does, does he?”  The wagon rattled over a rut in the road and Da grunted.  “He’s nae a Papist, laddie.  His queen’s a Catholic, but he’s a Protestant.”

“And he has special powers.  He once blessed a silver sixpence, then gave it to a woman who was sick with the scrofula.  I heard she healed completely.  Master McClellan says it was the devil’s work, though.”

“I have no knowledge of such a thing.  But if the woman was cured, it sounds like it may have been God’s divine intervention.”

That’s what Colin had always thought, but he never dared argue with his dominie.  That could bring twelve good smacks on the palm with a switch of birch.  “Then why are the English against their own king?  Is it because they mind his Scottish blood?”

He did want answers, but more importantly, he wanted Da to keep talking, explaining, filling the empty spaces with words about the king or the war.  About anything but Ma.

Da took a deep breath.  “’Tis nae as simple as that.”

“Well, Master McClellan says he’s a tyrant who does as he pleases, and that’s because he’s been surrounded by flatterers since the cradle.  He also says he steals money from the Kirk for grand masques and—”

Roddy’s head lifted suddenly.  “Whores!  He also said he pays for his whores with the tithes from the good and holy people of Scotland!”

Colin sat up as best he could with his wrists bound and the rattling cart beneath him. “And he has a great taste for fineries.  I’ve heard he has tapestries so big, the palace walls cannot fit them, and artwork worth more than all the riches in England, Scotland, and Ireland together!”

“He wears robes embroidered with gold!” added Roddy.

Da’s eyebrows lifted.  “Yer dominie seems to have filled yer heads with nonsense.  Don’t forget he is a clergyman and does more than fine by the Kirk.  His reason for berating the king has much to do with his relationship to the Kirk and little to do with the facts, ye see.”  

Da didn’t seem upset by his and Roddy’s account of King Charles.  There was something in his eyes that said he’d heard all of this before.  Something that said he’d argued against this treasonous talk many times in the past, and now he was tired.

Colin stared at his father, waiting for an explanation.  If all of it was false, then what was the truth?  “So is the king a good man, Da?”

Again, Da waited to answer.  The lump in his throat gave a great bounce before he spoke.  “I pray, son.  Because my belief in him is what killed yer ma.”
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They reached a large estate in Yorkshire late in the afternoon.  The mizzle had stopped, yet a few clouds remained.  Colin hoped it was the end of their journey.  He could no longer stand the smell of their wet clothes and the gassy horses.  He needed to stretch his legs and run—all the way back to Scotland if he could.  His stomach growled, but he’d rather starve than eat another piece of hard black bread.  He vowed that after they returned home to Carronshore, he would never let that bread touch his lips again as long as he lived.

Three Roundhead soldiers guided their cart to the stables in the back and dragged them out of the bed. 

“You’ll keep your mouths shut,” one said, slicing off their binds and tossing them aside.  The pain of the blood rushing back into Colin’s hands burned to his fingertips.  Roddy squeezed his eyes shut and let out a soft whimper.

A tall, broad-chested soldier stepped forward and ran his hand down the sleeve of Da’s doublet.  “So you’re Gavan Blackburne.  No hodden grey for you, I see.”  The soldier tilted his head to the side, admiring Da’s fine black coat.  “How does it feel to know your coin is helping to drench English soil with English blood?”

Da slapped the soldier’s hand away.  “How does it feel to know yer a traitor to the King of England?”

The soldier raised his fist and pulled it back to strike, but another soldier stepped in and caught the punch in his big meaty hand.  He had eyes like a hound’s and a gut so round, it looked as if the buttons on his red coat would pop off should he sneeze.  “I’ll take them from here, Kitts.”  He turned back to Da.  “Follow me.”

Colin followed behind, staring at a dark stain on the back of the large man’s sleeve.  It could have been blood, a remnant from combat on the battlefield.  But considering the man’s girth, Colin imagined the spot had more to do with bilberry pie than heroism.  

They walked through the servants’ entrance of the grand home to a large parlour decorated with portraits of men with carefully coiffed dark curls and pointed beards.  

“Where are we, Da?” Colin asked.

“Wheesht,” whispered his father, his index finger at his lips.

A man called out from another room.  “Bring him in here, Peters.”

The corpulent soldier, Peters, turned towards Da.  “The lads will wait here.  Go through that door.”

Da leaned down to Colin.  “I’ll be right in there.”  He pointed to a set of thick wood doors.  “I’ll hear ye if ye holler.”

A bearded man with brown shoulder-length hair stood in the threshold of the room, a glass of something golden in his hand.

“I’ll mind Roddy,” Colin whispered back.

Da patted him on the shoulder.  “I know ye will, laddie.”

With that, Da disappeared into the room.

Peters asked, “Are you hungry?”

“Yes, sir.  We haven’t eaten anything but hard black bread for days.”  Colin motioned his thumb towards his brother.  “Roddy thinks he chipped a tooth.”

Peters patted his protruding gut and nodded.  “I’m hungry too.  I’ll go back in the kitchens and see what we have.”

“Looks like he should forego a meal or two,” Roddy suggested under his breath.

Colin elbowed him.  “Wheesht.  He’s offering us food.”

“What if the English eat frogs’ brains and horseflies?” Roddy asked.

“Then we’ll eat them too.  Now hush.”

It took only a minute for Peters to return with a meat pie and a hunk of cheese.  He set the plate down on the game table and started to walk away.  “I’ll be back with some stepony.”

Colin was so thirsty, he would drink it even though he knew it would never be as good as his mother’s.  If she had it, she’d mix in extra sugar for him and Roddy.  Roddy stuffed an enormous piece of pie into his mouth and reached for another.  

“Slow down or you’ll get sick!” Colin barked.  He took a bite and it tasted so good, he thought he might cry.

Peters reappeared and placed a pewter pitcher and two mugs in front of them.  “Here you go.  I’ll be back in the kitchens.  Don’t make a fuss or I’ll have to set you straight.”

“No, sir.  We won’t,” Colin insisted.  Roddy’s face was hidden behind his upturned mug.

They finished half of the meat pie and took turns taking bites from the hunk of cheese.  Roddy lay back on the divan with his mug resting on his stomach like the drunks at Gertie’s Pub back home.  Colin took a deep breath, then spoke.  “I could use a soft bed next to a fire right now.”

He wanted to add with Ma brushing the hair away from my face and singing ‘O Can Ye Sew Cushions’ at my bedside, but he didn’t.  He couldn’t. 

Shouts from inside the hidden room startled him and Roddy, whose swollen belly tightened, spilling what was left of his stepony on his shirt.  

“So you raised arms against us!  You were at Adwalton Moor!”

Colin edged over to the wall just outside the room where his father and the bearded man were.  He peeked through the crack in the door but could see only the back of Da’s doublet.

“You were there, Fairfax.  You tell me.”  Da’s voice sounded strong and sure, but the disappearance of its Scottish brogue and burr made him sound almost like an Englishman.

“You received the missive, Blackburne.  The command was quite clear, as I recall, for you and the others to stay out of the uprising.”

“I read it.  Did you expect me to abandon what I believe in my heart for some threatening words on parchment?” 

“I do not remember giving you the choice to disobey my orders.”

Colin had never heard anyone speak to Da like that.

“I don’t answer to you.”

“Come, come, Gavan.  Are we not old friends?”  The man spoke in a tone Colin knew would upset Da.  Condescending, sarcastic.  “Last year, the embarrassment at Hull—”

“Embarrassment?  ’Twas treason!”  Da shifted forward and slammed his hand down on Fairfax’s desk.  Colin jumped at the noise.  “Hotham refused the king entrance into the city, for God’s sake!  The last I heard, Yorkshire was a part of England.”

“Regardless, ’twas my understanding you agreed to withhold all funding for Royalist causes.”

“Never.  I stand by my decision to support the man whom God has blessed with royal blood.  ’Tis his divine right.  You cannot deny him his throne.”

“There is enough opposition to do just that.”

“You’d better hope you’re right, Fairfax.  For if you’re wrong, you’ll surely lose your head.”

“And you, Blackburne?  What will you lose?”

Da slammed his hand on the desk again.  “You know damn well what I’ve lost!  And your men are responsible!”

“I’ll have you know, those were not my orders.”  There was a short pause.  “But you have more to lose, do you not?”

Colin’s stomach tightened.  He wanted Da to fight back, say something full of fire.  He’d seen Da argue before.  He’d even seen him beat a man until he begged for forgiveness.  But Da said nothing.  His head dropped and Colin knew that this time, Da was the one who had been beaten.

Fairfax rubbed his forehead.  “This is your last chance to name the other lairds.”

Da squared his shoulders.  “You want me to turn my back on my own countrymen?  Never.”  Colin couldn’t see his face, but he imagined his lips drawn tight and his brow furrowed.

Fairfax leaned forward, his eyes narrowed.  “Do you not see your fate in front of you, Blackburne?”

“My fate is in God’s hands.”

Fairfax stood and pressed his fingertips into the top of his desk.  “No.  ’Tis in mine.” He studied Da for a moment, then shouted for the guard.

Colin hurried back to the parlour, heart racing, and plopped down on the seat next to Roddy.  

Peters rushed back into the room, wiping crumbs from his mouth on his sleeve.  “Milord.”

“Take Blackburne and his lads to the stables.  They will sleep there tonight and travel north in the morning.  Shackle their legs so they cannot escape.”
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Da kicked a pile of clean hay against the far wall of an empty stall, forming a bed with just enough space for Colin and Roddy.  The last thing Colin wanted was to sleep another night with horses whinnying till all hours and stinking up the place.  It had been five nights since he’d slept in a real bed—his bed—warmed by a brazier and covered with clean linens.  His ma had always seen to that, but that was before.

“That man said we’re headed back north in the morning.  Do ye think they’re sending us home to Scotland, Da?”

Da shrugged off the question and patted the pile of straw next to him.  “You and Roddy settle on this stook.  ’Tis clean.” 

Colin lay down next to his brother.  The stable was dark and humid, and mostly quiet except for the occasional creak of old wood or the scrape of a hoof across dirt.  It looked as if it had recently been mucked, so in truth, it didn’t smell that bad.  He inhaled the pungent sweetness of the fresh hay, knowing the stench of the horses was soon to come.

Roddy yawned and turned his back to Colin for warmth.  Colin wrapped his arm around him.  “You’ll be fine, Roddy.  Da and I will care for ye.”

Once Roddy’s breathing slowed, Colin tried to reposition himself, but his fettered ankle jerked Roddy closer, waking him.  With a few pats to his back, Roddy fell back asleep.  Colin wondered what his little brother remembered from the days past.  Would he remember Ma with her fair hair and freckled nose, chasing them inside before it rained?  Or would he only think of her lying still on the floor with her missing shoe and bloodied stockings?  Colin blinked away the tears threatening to fall.  It would be better if Roddy forgot her altogether.  Remembering hurt too much.

Colin turned towards voices in approach.  The swaying light of a lantern appeared in the distance.

The soldier, Kitts, who had admired his father’s coat, stepped out of the darkness.  He hung the lantern on a hook and pulled down the fall front of his breeks, pissing on a post not too far from where they rested.  The stablehand stumbling behind laughed, then followed suit. 

Kitts fumbled with the buttons on his breeks.  “Enjoying your stay with the horses, Blackburne?”

Da’s voice was soft but clear.  “I can’t say that I am.”

“Well, you’d better get used to it.  As of tomorrow—and for the next seven years—you and your lads are the new stablehands at Appleton Hall.”

Da sat straight up.  “My children and I are servants to no one!”

“But you are.  ’Tis servitude or death.”  Kitts lifted Da’s black doublet off the stall door and brushed the dust from the fabric.  “And I believe I’ll keep this.  You won’t be needing it anymore.”
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Chapter 2
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August 1643. Yorkshire, England

Appleton Hall

Emma flung the basket of raspberries to the ground and ran past her flustered maid, who seemed unsure whether she should pick up the little red clusters or follow after her. 

“No running, Miss Emma!  ’Tis unbecoming!”

Emma lifted her skirts almost to her knees and hurried towards the jingle of harnesses and the clop of hooves.  It had to be Father.  He was already a fortnight overdue to return home.

But the sight that greeted her when she reached the front drive was neither Father on horseback nor his elegant black coach pulled by its bay Shires, but two horse carts filled with rubbish and greying burlap rags. 

Emma’s shoulders dropped.  

“Miss Emma!  There you are!”  Hettie, her maid, huffed with each step she took, her big bosom stretching the fabric of her gown.  “I have told you running is indecent.  Your lady mother would—”

“My mother is not here.  And if she were, I doubt she would even notice me running!”  She likely wouldn’t notice her at all.

“She would.”  Hettie leaned closer.  “And she would not appreciate your lifted skirts either, child.  Neither would your governess.  Now come along.”

Emma begrudgingly took Hettie’s outstretched hand and started towards the house.  What was the point of behaving when no one was around to see it?  Now, if Father were home, she would do her best to prove the perfect little lady.  He was worth the good behavior.  She brushed away a loose lock of hair from her cheek, then turned for one quick look back at the carts.  Two heads popped out from underneath the rags, and Emma stopped in her tracks.  A fair-haired boy about her age, perhaps younger, and an older one with dark, wavy hair stared back at her.  With words Emma couldn’t hear, the older one brushed bits of straw and dust from the younger one’s shoulders.

“Look, Hettie!”  Emma pointed at the wagons.  “Who are they?”

Hettie shaded her eyes with her hand.  “Cretins, they are.”

They certainly looked it, covered in filth and straw.  But there was something in the older one’s face and the way he hugged the younger one around the shoulders that told her he was worth knowing.
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The sky was fringed with pink, indicating it was almost time for Hettie to enter Emma’s bedchamber to prepare her nightclothes.  Emma stood with her nose pressed to the window, hoping the strange boys would leave the stables and make an appearance soon.  She’d been waiting for the good part of an hour now, but no one had entered or exited through the open doors.

“What are you doing, child?”  

Emma spun towards her maid’s voice.  Hettie stood in the threshold with her hands firmly planted on her abundant hips.  “I told you to keep from the windows.  There is nothing—”

“I want to know why those boys are in our stables.  Do you know, Hettie?”

“They’re likely there to clean them.”

“Did Father get them at the Mop Fair?”  On occasion, Emma was permitted to accompany Father to York in search of a new kitchen maid or land labourer at one of the hiring fairs in town.  It was a thrilling adventure with crowds of people dressed in lovely gowns and fancy hats.  But ever since the soldiers had settled there, she hadn’t been allowed to return.

“I have no idea from whence they’ve come.  But we need someone.  Raymond left for Pickering to care for his mother.  She’s taken ill and there’s no other family.”

“Does Father know about this?”

“Milord told him to go.”  Hettie pulled Emma’s nightgown out of the dresser and laid it on the bed.  

“So they are the new stablehands?”  Emma turned back to the window, wondering why Father would hire boys instead of a grown man to handle the horses—especially his destrier, Prince.  The only one who could handle that horse besides Father was Raymond, and even then, he had often found himself cornered in his stall, confronting Prince’s large black muzzle and pinned ears.  

Emma concentrated on peering through the branches and leaves of the large oak that stood outside her window.  Why couldn’t it be winter so the tree would be bare?  It would be so much easier to spy on the people down below.  

Finally, movement.  Three large men she had never seen before emerged from the stables.  Two of them appeared to be soldiers, and the other man, a partially-dressed servant of sorts.  They didn’t seem to be getting on.  The servant was fighting his way out of the soldier’s grip.  In a flash, the other soldier punched the servant square in his face.  He was large, but the blow felled him to his knees.  Emma gasped.

“No!”

Hettie ran to Emma’s side and squinted through the glass pane.  “What is it?” 

Appleton Hall was usually a quiet place.  The only time anything of interest happened was when someone came to visit, which was hardly ever. 

“The man in the black coat struck the servant.  Did he do something wrong?”

“I am not sure.”  Hettie’s brow crinkled, her sad blue eyes concerned.  “But only Milord can enforce discipline.”

Through the slits between her fingers, Emma watched the awful man strike the servant a dozen more times, while the other soldier pinioned the servant’s arms behind him.  “Can you make him stop?”

“No, child.  ’Tis the way of things.”
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Two days passed before Emma had the chance to steal off to the stables and investigate the newcomers on her own.  Flora, her governess, was upstairs translating letters from French to English for Emma’s mother, who was fluent in French but claimed she could no longer see the small script.  She complained her eyesight was not what it once was, at least not for matters up close.  However, Emma often noticed her looking out the window, admiring the birds that flitted from one end of the garden to the other.  She seemed to see them clearly.

Father insisted her eyesight had little to do with her mistakes managing the household finances.  Until recently, when Father took the responsibility from her and gave it solely to the house steward, their arguments about her ineptitude, as Father called it, echoed from downstairs.  Mother called him a tyrant.  Father called her incapable.  The real loser was the house steward, who would be sitting at his desk, scribbling notes alongside endless columns of numbers, when Mother would storm into the room and sweep the ledger from the desktop, leaving the poor steward speechless.

But her mother and Flora were not her concern at the moment.  Her maid was.

Emma inched her head around the threshold of the front parlour.  Hettie sat with the other maids, completing the needlework on the last of the men’s shirts for the parish church in Bilbrough.  The maids were settled next to the windows at the moment, bent over their nimbly working fingers.  It was a rare occasion when neither Hettie nor Flora was right by her side, and Emma was ready to take full advantage of it.  She reached into the cloth bag she’d filled with sugared almonds, plucked one out, and popped it into her mouth.  She hoped the boys would love them as much as she did—and that no one would miss them from the dish on the parlour sideboard.  

She took one last peek at Hettie before she scurried outside, past the gardens and towards the stables.

Light streamed through the open door, exposing thousands of dust motes and floating bits of straw.  It was quiet except for the infrequent snorts of the horses or the clop of a horseshoe on the hard-packed dirt.  Emma inhaled deeply.  She liked the smell of horses and bales of hay during Lammastide.  It made her think of simple things like dipping her feet into the River Wharfe and searching for downy black corncrake chicks found in the tall grasses of summer.

“Is anyone in here?”  Her voice echoed off the wood-beamed roof.  

The dark-haired boy she’d seen in the cart dropped down from the loft ladder and landed perfectly on his feet.  “Who are you?”

“Emma Hardcastle.  Who are you?”  

He paused.  His gaze traveled across her face and gown, then after a few careful steps forward, he spoke.  “Colin.  Colin Blackburne.” 

“Are you our new stable boy?”

“I am the son of Gavan Blackburne, Laird of Carronshore.  Nae a stable boy.”

“Then why are you in here with the horses?  Dressed like that?”  Emma pointed at his shirt and breeches, both covered in smeared stains.

“Why don’t ye ask yer father?  He’s the one who did this to us.”

That didn’t make sense.  Father wasn’t even here.  He was off on a campaign—or so her mother said.  “My father did no such thing.  He helps poor people like you.”

“We’re not poor!”  Colin tugged on his linen shirt, haphazardly tucking it into his breeches.

Emma wasn’t sure of the proper thing to say.  Father would tell her to remain humble and gracious.  Mother would tell her never to engage in conversation with those who are lowly.  But they’d looked hungry when they arrived at Appleton, and she had a bag of sugared almonds at her side.

“Here.  They are for you and the other boy.”  She held out the little blue sack, then shook it.

“What is it?”

“Sweets.”  She shoved the bag at him once more.  “Go on.  Take it.”

Colin reached for it tentatively.  

The little blond boy scuttled down the ladder from the loft and rushed to Colin’s side.  “I want one!”  He bounced up and down with excitement, obviously impatient with Colin’s hesitation.  Colin peered into the bag, then at Emma.  

She couldn’t help but smile at his wide-eyed expression.  He had long black lashes, and his eyes were the dark grey of a stormy winter sky.  

“Do you like sugared almonds?” she asked.

The blond boy clapped his hands together.  “We love them!  Don’t we, Colin?”

Emma stared at the boy, then up at Colin.  She was about to speak, but he cut her short.

“He’s my brother.  Roddy.”  Colin nudged Roddy’s shoulder.  “This is Emma.  She’s the viscount’s daughter.”

Roddy gave a quick nod, then reached into the bag.  “Will ye bring us treats every day?”

“If we have them, I will.”  She’d have to figure out how to visit the boys without anyone knowing about it.  She hadn’t seen her mother in almost a week since she’d decided to take her meals in her room.  Or Flora, who retreated to her own chamber as soon as Emma’s lessons were finished.  It was Hettie who kept a watchful eye on her every move.  

“Won’t you have some, Colin?” she asked.

“You and Roddy can share.  I’m not hungry.”

But he looked hungry.  His mouth twisted to the side, and his glance dropped to the ground.  Emma sighed.

A slight commotion sounded in front of the stables.  A man was trying to soothe an angry horse with brief shouts and quick commands, but it didn’t seem to be working.  “Whoa!  Whoa!”

Emma and the brothers jumped back to let the restless horse and the stablehand walk the straight path to the back stalls.

“That’s Prince!  My father must be here!”  She tossed one last almond into her mouth and turned to leave.

“Wait!”  Colin held out the bag.  “You forgot these.”

“Keep them!”

Father was home.
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Chapter 3
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Colin watched Da struggle with Prince’s reins.  “In all my years, I’ve never seen a horse as ill-tempered as this one.” 

Prince nipped at Da twice and reared up, almost knocking him to the ground in front of the viscount.  Da opened the stall gate that was marked with a plaque bearing the horse’s name in gold lettering and led him in.  Prince bucked, clipping Da in the shoulder, then shuffled backward until his large black hindquarters bumped the far wall.  He startled once again and snorted just above Da’s head.

“Stay still, ye devil.”  Da tied Prince’s reins to a post and unfastened the saddle. 

“Do ye need help?”  Colin stood just outside the stall.  He had never seen Da unable to master a horse.

“Ye laddies stay back.  This one is sour with ride.”  Da reached up to detach his bridle, and Prince jerked his head high out of reach.  “Stop yer fussin’ or I’ll get the twitch.”

“Are ye going to brush him?”  Colin hoped his father would let him do it.  Prince was beautiful—black as night and at least eighteen hands high.

“I’ll let him settle a bit, then we’ll see.”  Da wrestled off Prince’s bridle and set it aside.  He stepped outside of the stall, scratching the back of his arm.  “Come here.  Both of ye.”

Colin had bites from the fleas on his arms too, but they weren’t a bother at the moment.  He and Roddy followed Da out into the sunlight.  “I saw ye speaking with a lassie earlier.  Who was she?”

Roddy smiled.  “Her name is Emma.  She’s real nice.  She brought us treats.”

“She looked as if she might be the viscount’s daughter.”

“She is!  She says he’s a good man too.”

Colin remembered Da mentioning that Thomas Hardcastle, Viscount Pontefract, was a soldier and one of Fairfax’s men, so he doubted he was a good man.  “Pigs may whistle, but they have an ill mouth for it.”

Roddy’s nose crinkled in question.

Colin leaned back against a tall crack willow.  At almost four years younger, Roddy never seemed to understand anything.  “It means ’tis highly unlikely.”

“Yer right, laddie.”  Da leaned in to Colin.  “When petticoats woo, breeks may come speed.”

“What did you say?” Roddy asked.

Colin was ready to explain when Da spoke.  “I said stay away from the lassie.  She spells nothing but trouble.”

“I have no interest in her.”  Colin crossed his arms.  Even though she promised to return with more sweets if she had them, he’d likely never see her again.  “She’s . . . but a child.” 

“That she is.  But nae for long.”

[image: A picture containing sitting, clock, meter, cat

Description automatically generated]

“Blackburne!”

Colin stopped raking hay and turned towards the great estate to watch the stable master, Billings, make his way down the garden steps, something red and gold dangling haphazardly in his hand.  Billings slipped, his arms swinging wildly, then regained his balance before falling.  Colin smiled as Billings tugged down his waistcoat, then continued walking.  By the time he reached the stables, he was red-faced and as bitter as a June berry.

He spoke directly to Da.  “Lord Stillingfleet and his family will be arriving tomorrow for a week-long visit.  He will likely bring a coach and two, as well as two or three other horses.  Make sure the stalls are mucked and ready to accommodate his lot.”

Colin noticed Da’s jaw tighten.  He wasn’t used to being told what to do.

“Oh.  And wear this.”  Billings threw a crumpled red and gold doublet at Da.  “’Tis the livery of the manor.  It will make you look . . . respectable.”  Billings turned on his heels and left.

“I’ll be damned if I ever put this on.”  Da tossed it on the ground and stepped back inside the stables.  “Who the hell does that bampot think he is?  Respectable?”

Colin picked it up, brushed it off, then followed.  Da was seated on top of a hay bale, shaking his head.  Colin spoke softly.  “Here.  You should wear it.  ’Tis nae worth the trouble if you don’t.”

Colin had watched Kitts and the other soldier beat Da the day they arrived at Appleton Hall.  At one point, Kitts had him pinned to the ground with his forearm across his neck.  Da had managed to wrestle both soldiers off and put up a good fight, landing a few sharp blows to their jaws and guts.  But then Kitts had grabbed him from behind and whispered something into Da’s ear, making him surrender.

Colin nudged the doublet towards him once more.  “Here.  Take it.”  
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“That doublet suits you.”  Billings, pumped up with authority, joined Colin and Da at the gate entrance to the paddock later that evening.  “I believe you are the first Scot to wear it.”

Colin felt Da bristle at his side. 

“State yer business, Billings.”

“Mind the manner in which you speak to me, Blackburne.  You are my subordinate.  Your life will prove much easier if you keep that in mind.”

Colin wasn’t sure how much more of this disrespect Da would take before he did something that would surely land them all in big trouble.

Da took a slow, steady breath.  “Yer purpose?”

“Lord Pontefract just received word that others, soldiers, will arrive either tomorrow or the following day.  This will put a strain on the stables since Stillingfleet will also be here, so leave the mares in the paddock overnight and keep the stallions separate in their stalls.  Understand?”

“Even an eejit could understand that,” Da said.

Billings shut his eyes and rubbed his temples.  “Then I will return tomorrow to check the condition of things.  And have your lads clean themselves up.  They can wash in the river.”

“How generous of ye.”  Da lifted the lever of the gate and cracked it open just enough to slip inside.  “Since yer in such a kind mood, would you be willing to get me a Bible, so I may read the Scripture to my bairns at night?  I need to remind them there is still a God.”

“You read?”

Colin held his breath.  Of course they could read.  Billings clearly forgot who they were and where they came from.

“I will see what I can do.  Goodnight, Blackburne.”

Colin didn’t dare speak.  He was sure Da would only snap at him no matter what he said.  When they were done bringing in the horses from the paddock, Colin headed to the barn to find Roddy.

He found his brother scooping oats into some buckets.  “We can’t be late to supper.  I heard there might be mutton in the stew tonight.”  For the past three nights, it had been pottage and bread, so he didn’t want to miss the chance to finally eat meat again, and Roddy sometimes dawdled. 

“Give me but a minute.”  Roddy jammed the scoop into the oats.

Colin grabbed one of the full pails.  “I’m going to brush down Prince and then we’ll go.”

He had to hurry now that the sun had made its way behind the treetops, and it would soon be too dark to be able to tell mane from tail.  Prince turned to face him as soon as he entered the dimly lit stables.  Colin hung the bucket of oats on a nail, then slowly edged inside his stall.

“That’s it, now,” he whispered.  At first, Prince jerked away, sidestepping Colin’s reach.  After a few seconds, he patted Prince’s neck with a careful hand and the horse let him.  “Would ye care for a song?”

Prince blinked his eyes slowly as if in response.  Colin hummed the tune of ‘Maggie Lauder’ while he brushed the dust from his coat.  With each stroke, the horse’s eyelids dipped lower, his coat now gleaming, his mane and forelock untangled.  He was a prize destrier, no doubt.  

“Colin?”  Da called to him in barely a whisper, concern present in every line of his face.

Colin stopped humming.  Prince dipped his head in submission, and Colin smiled.  “He’s a fine horse, Da.  Don’t ye think?”
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Colin sat up and scratched the back of his neck.  The fleas in the hayloft had nibbled on him all night, leaving his skin covered in tiny red dots.  Roddy hadn’t fared much better with the marks dotting his face and neck like the pox.  But he slept like a babe now, curled into a ball of skinny limbs and dirty clothes.  There was no need to wake him.  The sun was only an orange sliver above the horizon, and the birds lay quiet in their nests.  Colin tucked his shirt into his breeks.  It seemed like the start of just another day—except it was his birthday.

Da was already below with the horses, the click of his tongue urging them out of the stable and into the paddock.  There was work to do and Colin was eager to help, if only to keep his father from taking another beating.  He had never seen Da at a disadvantage in an argument or a fight until the day they’d arrived at Appleton Hall.  He thought Da was bound to teach those two soldiers a thing or two, but after a good part of the thrashing, he’d watched Da’s face fall and sink into surrender.  

But he didn’t want to think of that on his birthday.  He was fourteen and Da needed him more than ever.  ’Tis good for a man that he bear the yoke in his youth.  That was what his parents had always said.  He would try to remember that passage from the Bible each day as he felt the soreness in his shoulders from mucking the stalls or the sharp pangs of hunger in the middle of the night.  

Quietly, he climbed down the ladder in search of the rake and shovel.  It would be wise to get the stable clean as early as possible since he was unsure what time the viscount’s guests would arrive.  But the tools weren’t where he’d left them the night before.  And now that he bothered to look, the stalls were already mucked. 

Da entered, swiping his hands on his breeks.  “There ye are.  Another year older, looking more like a man every day.”  

“I would’ve mucked the stalls, Da.  Ye needn’t do something like that.”

“’Tis yer birthday.”  Da waved him over.  “Come.”  Da grasped both of his shoulders and squeezed.  “I have nothing for ye, son.”

“I’m too old for wooden whistles and soldiers now.”

“Aye.”  Da smiled down at him.  “But are ye too old for a hug from yer da?”

Colin fell towards him and rested his head on his chest, his da’s heart beating hard through the red and gold doublet.
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“Colin!”

Emma’s voice rang across the pasture.  She was headed towards him with a boy at least a foot taller, the sunlight bouncing off his golden hair.  He was dressed in a dark blue riding jacket and black breeks.  As he got closer, the intricate lacework on his collar spoke of his noble standing.

“Did you not hear me calling you?”  Emma brushed a brown curl from her rosy cheek.  She held a book in her outstretched hand, her blue eyes shining bright.  “Here.  Mr. Billings gave it to me.”

Colin reached for the tattered black book.  “The Bible?”

“He said your father asked for one, and I told him I would bring it to you myself.”

That was surprising.  Billings didn’t seem like the type of man who would let a wee lassie—especially the daughter of the lord of the manor—carry out a task meant for him.  Or anyone else, for that matter.  “Billings told ye to come down here to deliver this?”

“Well, not exactly.  I told him Alston wanted to go riding and I would walk him to the stables.  I took the Bible from his hands and headed out the door before he could tell anyone.  Flora and Hettie are probably looking for me at this very moment.”

Colin had no idea who Flora and Hettie were, but he assumed the lad looking just as confused as he was must be Alston.  “Thank ye.  I’ll be sure to give it to my father.”

Colin nodded at them both and started walking back up the hill.

“Wait!  You have not been introduced.”  Emma pulled Alston by the hand to catch up.  “Alston Egerton, this is Colin Blackburne.  He works with the horses, but he is not a stable boy.”

Colin took a deep breath, remembering their first encounter when he snapped at her for questioning his servitude.  He was a stable boy and she knew it.  

“I need a horse saddled.  A mare.”  Alston looked down as he spoke.

“Ye didn’t arrive on yer own horse?”

“Mother wanted me to ride in the carriage with her.”  Alston fidgeted.  “For company.  And protection.”

The lad stood as tall as Colin and had features that were already sharp and chiseled.  He had to be a couple of years older.  Maybe more.  But his hands showed no sign of the calluses of a seasoned rider.

“Aye.  For protection.”  Colin waved him forward.  “Follow me to the stables.  I’ll get yer horse ready for ye.”

It took only a few minutes to saddle Joy.  She was the mildest mare at the estate, and one who would never throw her rider.  Colin figured she was likely the only one Alston could manage.

“Will you ride, Emma?”  Alston held his riding crop and the reins in his hands, tangling and untangling them.

“Flora would never allow it.  I have my lessons in French now.  You go on.  I have to get back or I will surely be scolded.”  Emma flung her hand in no particular direction.  “Go on.” 

As soon as Alston was out of earshot, she spoke.  “Father says the Egertons will be here for a week or so.  Perhaps tomorrow we can all go down to the river and look for newts.” 

Colin humphed.  He couldn’t imagine her, in her silk gown and perfectly coifed hair, touching a newt.  Nor could he see Alston with one of the slippery, wiggling creatures in his hand.  It might send him running.  “My da says I should stay away from ye.”

“Fine.  Then stay here.  I shall have all types of adventures without you.”

There was definitely some appeal to going down to the river.  He and Roddy walked there every morning to get water for the horses, but they’d never had the time to explore much.  “Fine.  I’ll go.  And Roddy too.”

That wide smile spread across her face once again, her blue eyes round and filled with mischief.  Colin shifted, unsure if he was doing the right thing.  His father’s warning rang through his head. 

Emma reached out and touched him, her hand on his bare forearm.  He stilled.  “I nearly forgot!  Here.”

She pulled a small pouch from a pocket in her skirt.  “For you and Roddy.  Hold out your hands.”

She dropped four small gingerbread shapes into his open palms.  Two had been broken in half, but the other two, a pig and a hen, were perfectly intact.  He mumbled a few words of gratitude, but she’d already gone.  She’d given him a birthday gift, even if she didn’t know it.
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The next day before noon, Colin, Roddy, and Da stood in front of the massive home with Billings as three soldiers arrived.  A hard lump lodged in Colin’s throat when he recognized the tall, muscular one as the soldier Kitts.  He hated that man.  And he knew his father did too.  But when he stole a quick glance at Da’s face, the grim, hard line of his mouth was absent.  Instead, he seemed resolved.

Kitts dismounted with the others and brushed the dust from his coat.  He took one long look at the four of them, then reached into a small velvet bag and flicked a threepence in Da’s general direction.  “For your troubles.” 

It landed on the hard-packed drive with a thud, King Charles’s profile facing up.  No one moved.

Kitts stood with his chest pushed out, a smirk slithering onto his face as he tugged at the fingertips of his gloves.  His eyes scanned Da, taking in the scarlet doublet of the manor.  “If I didn’t know better, I might mistake you for an Englishman.”

Da met Kitts’s gaze, then turned his head and spit on the ground.  “I am no more an Englishman than ye are a soldier.”

Colin fought back a smile, thrilled his father’s voice didn’t lose its Scottish brogue for Kitts.

The fire that spread throughout Kitts’s face was obvious.  Red splotches instantly bloomed across his cheeks and clenched jaw. 

In a flash, Billings shot between Kitts and Da and ran two fingers inside his shirt collar, stretching his neck forward like a goose in flight.  He turned to Kitts.  “He will be dealt with later, Captain.  You can be sure of it.”

Da shrugged off the threat.

With two snaps, Billings motioned for Da and whispered something through clenched teeth that Colin couldn’t hear.  Then he cleared his throat with authority.  “Remove the bags for these soldiers and take the horses back for grooming.”

Da’s lips stretched tight as he unstrapped each of the bulging bags from the sweaty stallions.  With them slung over his shoulders, he grabbed the reins of the two bays and started towards the stables.  “Get the sorrel, Colin.”

Colin had hoped to linger long enough to catch a scrap of information about the war from the soldiers.  His father wouldn’t discuss it, insisting he knew little if anything about the Royalist progress since leaving Scotland.  But Colin needed to know if the king’s army was winning.  If the Roundheads’ bloody bodies lay on the battlefields by the hundreds.  If his mother’s death was not in vain.

“Colin!  The sorrel!”

Colin sprang to attention at hearing Da’s command and took the reins of the remaining horse.

Roddy bent to pick up the threepence now covered in a fine layer of dirt.  Da dropped the heavy bags to grab Roddy’s shoulder.  “Leave it.”
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“We’re here!” Emma announced, snapping Colin out of his thoughts.  He rested his shovel against the barn and watched Alston trail behind her like a lost pup.  “Are you ready to look for newts?”

Roddy skipped up to her, absolute delight painted on his sun-kissed cheeks and in his broad smile.  “Have ye anything for us today?”

“Roddy!”  Colin wanted no part of Roddy’s begging.

“Actually, I do.”  Emma slipped a picture attached to a small round stick out of the waist of her skirt.  A hare was drawn in different positions on both sides of the parchment.  “Here.”

“What is it?”

“A moving picture.  Watch.”  She spun the stick back and forth between her palms, and the hare seemed to hop up and down with the motion.

Roddy’s eyes lit up.  “May I try?”

Roddy’s tongue peeked out from the corner of his mouth as he rubbed his palms together.  He dropped the stick a few times before he finally managed to infuse the hare with life.  “Is it witchery?”

“No,” she answered, the word long and drawn out.  “’Tis art.  That is what Father says.  You can play with it, but I want it back.  ’Twas a gift.”

“Fine.”  Roddy started to wander off to a copse of trees by the barn.

Colin called after him.  “Don’t ye want to hunt for newts?”

“Go ahead without me.”  Roddy settled on the grass with his back against a willow, singing or talking to himself.  A sure sign he was happy.

“Well, then.  I suppose it’s just the three of us.”

Colin only took a few steps before Emma stopped him.

“Let us go around the other side of the stable.  Then no one will see us.”

Colin bristled at her words.  She was obviously being duplicitous.  If he and Alston were found alone with her, only one of them would be accused of wickedness, and it wouldn’t be Alston.  “I think I’ll stay here.  You two go on.”

The look on Emma’s face told him he’d said the wrong thing.  She stepped forward and grasped his hand to pull him away from Alston’s eager ears.  Her grip was firm but her fingers were soft.  

“I need you to go with us,” she insisted in a whisper.  “Alston cares nothing for adventure.  He has even told me as much.”

“Well, I care nothing for trouble.”

“Please, Colin.  I have no one here to play with.  I am terribly bored.  No one ever lets me do anything.”

Her head and shoulders dropped, the toe of her slipper sliding back and forth in the dirt.  He had a horrible feeling something dreadful would happen down at the river.  It was only a feeling, but one that hovered on the edge of his consciousness like a ghost in the mist.  But her upturned eyes with their long black lashes made it difficult to deny her.  His father was right.  She would be nothing but trouble.

“Fine.  But not for long.  I must feed the horses.”

“We’re sure to be back in plenty of time.  Come, Alston!”  She waved him on and led the way behind the stables and beyond the pasture. 

“We will have to pass through the meadow.  Watch for the brambles.  And the nettles too.” Emma flicked her loose hair over her shoulder.  A strip of sunlight sliced through her curls, reminding Colin of his father’s mahogany desk back in Carronshore after it had been polished, revealing bits of red and gold in the grain. 

Colin glanced back at Alston, whose hands were raised to hip level, a clear look of distaste in his downturned mouth.  “How much farther?”

“Just past the tree line.”

The tall grass made the journey a bit cumbersome.  They lifted their legs high to navigate through, careful not to trample a corncrake or the mossy nest of a marsh tit.  Alston was mostly quiet except for the occasional complaint about the prick of the brambles, which stuck to his stockings and wool breeks.

They stopped at a curve in the bank that allowed them perfect access to the large grey rocks where newts liked to hide.  With her skirts gathered up, Emma lifted one stone after another, giggling when one of the creatures wriggled away from her grasp.

Colin smiled.  If fluttering butterfly wings made a sound, he imagined that was what they would sound like.  Alston stood back, plucking the leaves off a willow branch, disinterested in the beauty of the river and the treasures beneath its surface.

Colin slid aside a small boulder too heavy to lift, and three newts squiggled chaotically in search of cover.  He trapped one, its tiny body no larger than a penny, squirming to get free.  “I have one!”  He cupped it in his hands, water dripping through his fingers, and brought it over to Emma.  

“Let me hold it,” she said.  “Alston, look!”

But Alston crinkled his nose and shook his head.  Emma shrugged.

They continued to catch and release the creatures until Colin realized too much time had passed.  He insisted they return so he could attend to his duties, and after a few minutes of pouting, Emma agreed.  He coursed through the high grass in the haugh ahead of her and Alston, clearing a path until they reached the pasture where they parted ways.  

He watched them climb the small hill up to the large estate, Emma’s skirts now bedraggled and Alston’s breeks covered in brambles.  He laughed to himself, wondering how she would manage to explain the state they were in.

Colin sprinted towards the barn.  He had less than an hour to hurry back to the river to fetch water for the horses, race to the barn to fill the buckets with oats, then distribute them to the teams of horses that occupied the stables and paddock.  But he didn’t care about the work ahead of him.  He only cared that they had all safely returned from the river, and that his earlier harrowing thoughts about something bad happening had proven preposterous.
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It was different being at the river alone.  Quiet.  The solitude was a bit unsettling.  Colin kneeled on the damp ground and dipped the wooden bucket just below a trickling waterfall.  The current was slight, and since it was the end of summer, the water was fairly shallow.  A tiny kingfisher flew straight over the surface in an orange and blue blur, then perched on a low branch across the river not twenty feet away.  It dug its sharp beak underneath one wing to preen itself before settling into stillness.

Someone laughed and broke the silence.  Colin’s stomach tightened.  Tree spirits were sure to dwell here in the thick of the birch and willows.  He waited.  Could it be Ghillie Dhu?  He swallowed hard, ready for the long green arms of a faerie to wrap around him.

“’Tis called drinking smoke.  Have you ever tried it?”  He knew that voice.  It was worse than the spirit.  It was Kitts.  

Colin exhaled slowly, quietly.  Kitts stood just past two large willows, partially hidden by the underbrush, holding a smoking pipe in his hand.  Alston was with him. 

Alston shook his head.

“It has curative powers.  It can make a drunk man sober, awaken his brain and quicken his understanding.  Would you care to try it?”

Alston didn’t appear enthusiastic about Kitts’s offer, but he took the pipe in his hand anyway.  “What do I do?”

“You suck it.”

Alston placed the tip in his mouth and inhaled deeply.  His eyes bulged, then he coughed and choked.

Kitts laughed and patted his back.  “Not like that.  Open your mouth.”

“I am not sure I want to try it again.”  Alston braced his hands firmly on his knees, the barking coughs subsiding somewhat.

“Stand up.  I am going to show you how to do it.  Now open your mouth.”

Alston straightened and did as he was told, his mouth open and ready for instruction.  Kitts slid his finger inside.  “Suck.”

Colin’s heart pounded.  Alston hadn’t refused his finger.  They stood close, perfectly still.  Unease crawled over him like a thousand ants. 

“Not so hard.  That’s it.  A little softer.”  The words were drawn out, Kitts’s voice creamy.  

Colin shivered.  Kitts’s gaze was fixed on his finger in Alston’s mouth.  His eyes were half-closed, his lips parted.  

Colin’s stomach twisted.  He wanted to tell Alston to run, to hurry back to the estate where the others were most likely gathered in the parlour awaiting his return.  But he froze, crouched low, unable to move a single muscle.

They stayed until Alston received whispers of approval.  Kitts tapped the pipe on his palm.  “This is our little secret.  A pleasure we shall share only with one another.  Understand?”

The way Alston nodded raked Colin’s nerves.  It was reverent, dreamy.

After they left, Colin stared into the passing current, assuring himself nothing bad had happened.  At least, not to him.

d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
.t.d&u».w






d2d_images/image001.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





