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            Prologue

         
         “A thousand thousand years ago—” Will said.

         
         “Just say a million,” Martin said. “Why do you need to make it sound so fussy?”

         
         Will glared at him. It was high summer and his face was more freckle than not-freckle, his hair hadn’t been trimmed since
            term ended, and Martin was frankly having a hard time taking him seriously.
         

         
         “I’m telling you a story,” Will said, with more sniffy impatience than any thirteen-year-old had a right to. “You can do your
            boring maths lesson later. A thousand thousand years ago,” he said pointedly, “dragons swooped and dove through this very
            valley. The hills were sharper then, more like mountains, like teeth and claws sticking out of the earth. And where today
            we see lakes, back then were only the bones of the animals the dragons feasted upon.”
         

         
         “That seems exceedingly unlik—”

         
         “Hush. In fact, it was getting to be a problem. There were very few small animals left for the dragons to eat. Those who could
            leave had long since fled, and those who could not had been eaten. The dragon council convened, and for five days and five
            nights they deliberated.”
         

         
         This, Martin suspected, was a metaphor, and not a subtle one at that. Will’s parents and whatever other grown-ups were living
            (Living in Sin, according to Father) at the Grange had run out of money again. They certainly ought to be sitting up at night,
            figuring out what to do about things. Otherwise they weren’t going to be able to afford Will’s school fees. The last time
            this happened, Father paid a few of the Sedgwicks’ bills and he had been none too pleased about it. Martin got the distinct
            feeling that most of the Sedgwicks weren’t very pleased about it either, but he couldn’t quite figure out why.
         

         
         “For many years,” Will went on, in his most pretentious storyteller voice, “these hills have been our home.” Martin realized
            that now Will was voicing the verdict of the Dragon Tribunal or whatever he was on about. “But now we will need to seek a
            home elsewhere.”
         

         
         Martin didn’t like the direction this story was heading, so he ignored it for a bit. If he lay back against the grass, he
            could drift a little. Climbing to the top of the tor had left him winded and sleepy, and maybe if he shut his eyes he could
            pretend he was just bored with Will’s story rather than bone tired. Will worried too much. So did Father, in his way. He would
            be excessively cross when he discovered that Martin had once again slipped out past his tutor and the woman whose entire purpose
            in life was to chase him around with vials of revolting tinctures (he refused to call her his nurse—he was not a baby and
            he wasn’t sick, even though his lungs didn’t always work right and never would because he was Delicate).
         

         
         “Then, from deep beneath the ground, so deep it was more a vibration than a noise, the dragons heard a shout.”

         
         Martin opened an eye. He had expected this story to end with the dragons finding a new home and the Old Ways being lost. Mysterious
            shouts were new. “What was the voice shouting?” he asked.
         

         
         “They couldn’t tell, that’s how eerie and ominous the sound was. It was just—” He got to his feet and stomped his booted foot
            next to Martin’s head. Now Martin opened both eyes and looked up at his friend. Will’s face, usually distracted and slightly
            ridiculous, was—angry?
         

         
         “Will?” Martin sat up too quickly, and was punished with a coughing fit. Will was on his knees beside him in an instant, a
            hand in the middle of Martin’s back, just resting there.
         

         
         “I’m fine. Hay fever,” he lied. “What happens next?”

         
         “I suppose we’ll bring you home for a dose of—”

         
         “In the story, you pillock.” He had learned that word from Will and felt very worldly using it.

         
         “Oh. Well, deep from within the ground, the sound came closer. Slowly, slowly, the vibrations began to shake the dragons,
            from the feet up. And the noise became louder and louder so the dragons let loose with their own fearsome shrieks just to
            drown it out. And then one of the dragons, one of the smaller dragons who wasn’t supposed to be there, noticed that the ground
            was getting hotter. He tried to tell the elder dragons, but they were too busy throwing tantrums to hear him. It got so hot,
            the small dragon’s feet began to hurt, so he perched on the branches of a nearby rowan tree. Still, the ground got hotter
            and hotter, so hot the adult dragons started to catch fire.”
         

         
         “I thought dragons breathed fire. Shouldn’t they be fireproof?” Honestly, Martin expected better from Will’s stories.

         
         “This was eldritch flame. The dry grass caught fire, and the dragons caught fire, and all the hills, from peak to peak and
            along the valley of bones—it all went up in flame.”
         

         
         Martin stared, waiting for the next part, the happy ending that Will always finished up with. “Then what?” he asked, his voice
            a whisper.
         

         
         “They all died. Even the little dragon, because he couldn’t fly very far yet. That’s why there aren’t any dragons anymore.”

         
         “But—Will, that is not a good story, I’m sorry to say. What was the voice? What was it saying? Was it the devil, come from
            hell? It had better not be, because that’s—that’s—cheating.”
         

         
         “No, it wasn’t any of those things. It was just the way the story ended.”

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         It was hot—by God, it was hot—and the ground beneath him was rough and dry. In his head sounded a steady, rhythmic pounding.
            Martin felt that while it was unlikely that a sinister menace was about to spring up from the earth and consume the last of
            his race, he couldn’t quite rule it out.
         

         
         When he opened his eyes, there were neither unnatural flames nor shrieking dragons, but there was not much of anything else
            either. It was dim, but even that faint light was enough to make him squeeze his eyes shut. His head was—really very bad,
            no use mincing words. All of him was bad, but his chest and his head were unspeakable.
         

         
         “Damnation,” he rasped, those three syllables taking all the air from his lungs. “Will,” he managed a moment later, because
            hadn’t Will just been telling him that terrible story?
         

         
         There was the sound of chair legs scraping across a stone floor, and then a cool hand on his forehead. “Sweetheart,” said
            Will, because he was an idiot with no sense of self-preservation.
         

         
         “Don’t,” Martin said, and batted Will’s hand away. Or at least he tried to. He must not have been successful, because the
            end result was that now Will was holding his hand. Their fingers were intertwined and Martin lacked the strength, physical
            or mental, to disentangle himself. Besides, Will’s hand was cool and familiar, and he was aware he was holding on to it like
            a lifeline.
         

         
         “Do you know where you are?” Will asked.

         
         No he bloody well did not know where he was. “Thousand thousand years ago,” he mumbled.

         
         Beyond the pounding in his head, he heard a vial being unstopped, then felt a cool hand on his cheek, followed by the unmistakable
            foulness of willow bark tincture in his mouth. He tried to spit it out—dignity was quite beyond him—but Will stroked his hand
            down Martin’s throat and made a truly regrettable soothing sound, and Martin did not know whether to try to recoil or to purr
            like a cat. Before he could decide, he was asleep.
         

         
         When he woke, the room was brighter, and that was unfortunate in every way, because it turned out that light was almost as
            ghastly as whatever was happening on the left side of his chest. For lack of anything better to do, he opened his eyes slowly,
            trying to make them adjust. Maybe the pain in his head would distract him from everything else. After he got one eye a third
            of the way open, he could make out the rough wood frame of the bed he lay upon. Beyond that were a pair of bare windows, clouded
            and cracked. Above his head was a ceiling crossed with dark wood beams. He was vaguely aware of a fire crackling somewhere
            behind him. When he breathed tentatively through his nose, careful not to strain his lungs, he could tell that it was a wood
            fire, not coal. On the one hand, he was more than a little alarmed to find himself in a totally unfamiliar place; on the other,
            this was certainly not his aunt’s London townhouse, nor was it Lindley Priory. Relieved to have established that, he let his
            eyes drift shut again.
         

         
         The next time he woke, it was once again dark. Somehow he had managed to roll onto his side. From this position, he could
            see a fire burning high and bright in a stone hearth. Before the fire was a plain, straight-backed wooden chair, and in that
            chair was Will Sedgwick, fast asleep, his mouth slightly open, his hair a disgrace, his jaw covered in highly lamentable stubble.
            He wore a coat of some rough brown substance that might once, much earlier in its lifetime, have been called wool. Martin
            was surprised to discover that he had been expecting a much younger version of Will. This was not the Will of long-ago summers,
            of hillside rambles and multiplying freckles. This Will was tired, haggard, and very pale. Martin strongly suspected that
            he was all of those things too. Good to know, he supposed. He certainly felt haggard and wrung out, but he also could not
            remember a time when he hadn’t felt that way.
         

         
         There were hands on his shoulders the next time he woke, and then another hand on the small of his back, lifting. Martin attempted
            an “unhand me” but it came out a sad mumble.
         

         
         “Need to get you sitting, love,” Will said, because he was the stupidest man to ever live and had never guarded his tongue,
            not once in his life.
         

         
         “Shut up,” Martin said.

         
         Will didn’t take his hands away, even after hauling Martin upright. “I’ll shut up as much as you like after you have a swallow
            of this.” He held up a vial.
         

         
         Martin ignored this. “How long have I been here?”

         
         “Just under a week.”

         
         “Not my aunt’s house,” Martin said, forgetting that he had already worked out the reasons for which this hovel could not have
            anything to do with Lady Bermondsey.
         

         
         “No, not your aunt’s house.” Will was now smoothing hair off Martin’s forehead. It felt good, which was not permitted. Martin
            shrank away from his touch.
         

         
         “Promise me you won’t send for her.”

         
         That made Will frown. That was appropriate, if slightly belated, because he ought to have been frowning minutes ago instead
            of petting Martin like a cat. “I can’t do that.”
         

         
         Oh, Martin knew that face. It was the face of Will having a moral quandary. There was no use talking to him when he was in
            that sort of state, too profoundly in love with the idea of the moral high ground to actually get anything done. Something
            useless, like—fondness, maybe—swirled around in the vicinity of Martin’s heart. “Fuck off,” Martin said, for lack of any better
            ideas. He was almost positive he heard Will laugh. “And open the window, will you. It’s sweltering in here.”
         

         
         When he woke the next time, blessedly cool air wafted across his body. The pounding in his head had diminished enough to let
            him think somewhat cogently. This was not London. The only sounds from outdoors were the hoots and shrieks of owls and the
            wind agitating bare wintry branches. He also knew that it wasn’t Cumberland, although he would have been hard-pressed to say
            how he knew he wasn’t home. Nor was it Will’s house, because Will didn’t have a house—he barely had a pair of trousers, judging
            by the looks of him. Will had taken him somewhere, and Martin didn’t know whether to be grateful or to be outraged that Will
            had walked away from his life to sit in a—hut, or whatever this place was—playing nursemaid to his dying childhood friend.
         

         
         Martin sighed. Good lord, he was tired of dying. He had been dying for over twenty years now and was slightly appalled that
            even consumption didn’t seem to have finished the job. Whatever illness had prompted this little rural interlude had been
            worse than usual, however. He had the wrung-out and ragged feeling that only came after a long, brutal fever. But now he could
            fill his lungs partway and was aware of something resembling hunger, so he supposed he’d live to see this whole revolting
            cycle through from the beginning.
         

         
         He closed his eyes and went back to sleep.

         
          

         Two truths were dawning on Will Sedgwick.

         
         The first was that he had, very possibly, almost certainly, kidnapped Sir Martin Easterbrook. He hadn’t meant to—in his defense,
            he had had a lot on his mind—but he was aware that a magistrate, or, really, anybody with a functioning brain, would take
            one look at this situation and know precisely what to think. But Martin had been wavering between unconsciousness and delirium,
            and the doctor said he needed country air, so Will had done the only thing he could think of. He knew exactly what the papers
            would make of it: Invalid Baronet Kidnapped by Disgraced Sailor. Never mind that they had been friends for fifteen years.
            Never mind that they had grown up together. Never mind that Will, during his more maudlin moments, thought Martin might be
            his other half, the true north on his compass, the person his soul reached for like a plant to the sun—
         

         
         The second was that Martin was going to die. That part really shouldn’t have come as a shock. For six months, Will had assumed
            that Martin was already dead, foolishly reasoning that nothing short of death would stop Martin from answering Will’s letters.
            He thought he had gotten used to the idea of Martin being dead. But it turned out that suspecting somebody was gone was quite
            different from the prospect of watching them slip away, cough by cough, under one’s own care.
         

         
         Martin was going to die in a one-room gamekeeper’s cottage, under an assumed name, and with no company but Will. This, Will
            supposed, was no worse than his dying in a garret or an alley in London, which was likely what would have happened if Will
            hadn’t intervened (he was resolutely thinking of it as intervention, not as assault followed by kidnapping) so in that sense
            he hadn’t done Martin any harm. But they were already in Sussex, and Will had already deposited half the contents of his coin
            purse into the coachman’s outstretched palm, when it occurred to him that he really should have brought Martin to his aunt.
            So what if his last coherent words had been a plea that Will not bring him to his aunt? The fact was that he had a relation
            who could pay for doctors and seaside asylums and whatever else one was meant to do with a consumptive. Will had four shillings
            and a bottle of laudanum, and barely enough self-control not to drink it himself.
         

         
         On a good day Will barely felt competent to manage his own life, and being responsible for another person’s—the most precious
            person’s—was daunting at best. He was not in the habit of eating regular meals or keeping predictable hours, but now he had
            to keep track of Martin’s medicines and make sure he drank and ate a few times a day. And Martin fought him every step of
            the way, as if Will’s ministrations were an annoyance, as if he wished Will had left him to rot in London.
         

         
         They had a few things going for them, at least. The cottage was well stocked with oats, which was fine since a thin porridge
            was all he could get down Martin’s throat. He’d need to go to the market soon, but he couldn’t leave Martin alone yet, and
            he barely had enough coin to buy a round of cheese, but that was a problem for the future. There was enough firewood to last
            them through the winter, but if Martin’s fever didn’t break soon, they wouldn’t be needing it that long. If the worst happened,
            he’d have to write to Martin’s aunt to pay for the funeral expenses, but by then Martin would be in no position to complain
            about it.
         

         
         At that thought, his eyes got prickly and hot. He stepped outside, hoping the cold air would clear his thoughts. It was almost
            dawn, the first rays of feeble winter sunlight just beginning to fade the night sky to the southeast. The cottage was nestled
            into the edge of the Ashdown Forest, with an open stretch of heath and meadow before it. In the spring it would probably be
            properly pretty, but now, only two weeks past the solstice, it numbered among the grimmer landscapes Will had ever seen. When
            he went back into the cottage, Martin was shivering again. Will could hear the sound of his chattering teeth all the way from
            the door. He hastened to the bed, grabbing the vial of willow bark tincture on the way.
         

         
         “Time for a dose,” he said, trying to keep the panic from his voice. He laid a hand on Martin’s forehead and found that it
            was once again hot. His fever had been coming and going since they arrived, usually climbing as evening approached and abating
            during the night. But it was morning, and Martin’s forehead was hotter than it had ever been.
         

         
         Martin turned his head away with a petulant little noise. Will tried to convince himself it was a good sign that he was being
            fractious even now. “Sorry, love, but you need to.”
         

         
         “Let me die in peace,” Martin rasped. It might have been comically theatrical if Will didn’t believe Martin meant it. The
            effort of speaking brought on a coughing fit, so Will took out his handkerchief and wiped the blood from the corner of Martin’s
            mouth.
         

         
         “Some other time,” Will said, and poured a spoonful of the tincture into Martin’s mouth. Martin swallowed, then coughed and
            swore. Will soaked a flannel in vinegar and started bathing Martin’s forehead. Maybe this was it. Maybe this was their last
            hour. Everybody had one, sooner or later. He tried to make peace with the idea of Martin dying here, in this cottage, of this
            being the end to a friendship that had lasted most of their lives. He had made peace with a lot of things lately, and was
            starting to suspect that his idea of making peace was other people’s idea of expecting the worst, but that might merely be
            a semantic difference.
         

         
         “If you’re going to sit there,” Martin said, his voice rusty with disuse and weak from lack of air, “at least tell me a story.”

         
         Will almost dropped the cloth. That was the first thing Martin had asked for in the last week, unless one counted “fuck off”
            and “let me die” as requests. “What, you’re not going to ask nicely?” he murmured.
         

         
         Martin opened his eyes long enough to raise an eyebrow and cast Will a baleful glance. “William,” he sighed. “Really.” And
            just the sight of Martin looking scornful and bored warmed Will’s heart a little bit. Maybe everything would be fine.
         

         
         Never in his entire life had Will been able to refuse anything Martin requested, so he launched into a tale of evil wizards
            and kindhearted ogres, of princesses who carried swords and merchants with enchanted ships. It was nonsense, and likely would
            only pass muster with a highly feverish audience. But as the sun crept higher in the sky, Martin dozed, and when he woke his
            fever was gone.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Martin didn’t know if it was the sound of Will’s voice or the fact that it meant Will was nearby, but listening to him read
            aloud was soothing in a way no tinctures or balms had ever been. Even now, when Will was reading a thoroughly mad novel about
            villainous doctors hell-bent on grave robbing and vivisection, his voice acted like a snake charmer’s flute.
         

         
         As Martin listened, he looked out the window at this landscape that was neither strange nor quite familiar in its gentle near-flatness.
            Martin could, he supposed, ask Will where they were. But what mattered more was where they weren’t: not near anyone who would
            try to browbeat or control Martin—for his own good, of course—nor anyone who thought Martin’s illness was an excellent excuse
            to politely take away his choices and his freedom, to delicately turn the key in the lock.
         

         
         And yet. He didn’t think he had come willingly to—to wherever they were. He wanted to know where they were, but more importantly
            he wanted to know how they had gotten there, but he was afraid he wasn’t ready for the answer to that quite yet.
         

         
         He became aware that Will had left off reading. “Don’t stop,” he said. “At least not on my account.”

         
         “Your eyes were shut,” Will said. He sat in the chair beside Martin’s bed, his booted feet a heavy weight on the mattress.
            Martin could almost sense the heat pouring off Will’s body. Will had always run hot. “I thought you might have fallen asleep.”
         

         
         “I’m paying perfect attention,” Martin lied. His fever may have broken, but his mind was the hollowed-out husk it always was
            after a fever. It had been two years since he showed the first signs of consumption, which he had acquired in circumstances
            he strongly preferred not to think about, but before that he had a lifetime of frail health and weak lungs and ill humors
            and whatever else the physicians and apothecaries decided to call it. By now Martin knew the lay of the land. “I want to know
            what happens to the poor man.” When Will didn’t answer, Martin opened his eyes and found Will looking at him curiously, his
            hair tumbled across his forehead in a way that made Martin’s fingers itch to brush it back.
         

         
         “Which poor man?” Will asked carefully.

         
         “The man who—he lives in the Alps and has an overbearing father.”

         
         Will closed the book. “I think we’ll leave the rest of this novel for when you’re more lucid,” he said, his mouth twitching
            in a badly suppressed smile, “but I will always cherish the description of Victor Frankenstein as an overbearing parent.”
         

         
         “You’re mocking an invalid. Shame on you.” But just that short conversation had drained Martin and he already felt his eyelids
            drooping. “Later,” he said.
         

         
         “Wait,” Will said. “Let me give you more medicine before you’re asleep. Getting willow bark tincture down your throat while
            you’re sleeping is a harrowing experience.”
         

         
         As Will brought the little bottle over, Martin noticed that it was nearly empty. He had the distinct sense that he ought to
            get better before that stuff ran out or Will would start committing highway robbery. And Will would be a terrible highwayman—all
            flustered apologies and not a bit of bloodlust—so he mustn’t let that happen.
         

         
         “What are you smiling about?” Will asked.

         
         Martin shook his head and opened his mouth for the spoonful of tincture, his hands still too shaky to manage the job on his
            own. Almost as soon as he swallowed, he felt sleep overtake him. “That’s it, love,” Will said, kissing the top of his head.
         

         
         This was going to be the death of him. He had survived this latest illness only to be murdered by casual affection. Will was
            the sort of person who could kiss your head and call you love and have it mean nothing other than friendship. Martin knew
            perfectly well that Will spoke that way to dogs and old ladies. The problem was that Martin was the sort of person who could
            go a twelvemonth without touching anyone besides the physicians who came to do his bloodlettings. The conversion rate was
            terribly unequal, like pounds to francs, which led to Martin cherishing all those touches, all that blasted sweetness, hoarding
            it all in his heart like a dragon jealously guarding its treasure. Which was fine, perfectly fine, God knew he had been doing
            that for years upon years, but he didn’t want Will to actually notice. That was a degree of awkwardness that Martin didn’t
            think he could face, and he didn’t think Will could either.
         

         
          

         Just before sunrise on their eighth day at the cottage, Will got up from the chair where he had been trying and failing to
            sleep, shrugged on his coat, and slipped out the door. His breath clouded the air and the ground beneath his boots was crisp
            with frost. The sliver of moon was barely visible beyond the clouds in the night sky, and Will thought nothing had ever been
            so still or so dark.
         

         
         Purely for the sake of doing something, he split a few logs and gathered kindling, then paced a couple of times around the
            perimeter of the cottage. There was a flat piece of earth that looked like it had once been a potato patch, and where, if
            he allowed himself to think more than a few days into the future, he might think to plant carrots or turnips.
         

         
         “And who might you be?” said a woman’s voice. Will looked up to see a plump woman standing on the other side of the garden
            gate, her head covered in a scarf and a basket looped over her arm. On the way here, Will hadn’t seen any houses between the
            London road and the cottage, and he hadn’t been able to leave Martin long enough to explore. He was almost startled to discover
            that they were near human habitation, that they weren’t on a desert isle, just him and Martin, marooned, alone.
         

         
         “Will Sedgwick,” he said. His voice was hoarse with fatigue. He couldn’t be sure, but he didn’t think he had slept since the
            previous morning.
         

         
         “Are you the new gamekeeper?” she asked, more an accusation than a question. “The manor has been shut up for years. Can’t
            say I know what the new owner wants with a gamekeeper, unless they mean to catch poachers, and that won’t go over too well,
            let me tell you.”
         

         
         “No,” said Will, startled. “Nothing like that. The cottage is being let by an invalid who needs the country air. As far as
            I know, the manor is still unoccupied,” he added, which was true, if not precisely honest.
         

         
         The woman gave him a long look, but something in her posture eased. “Hmph. And you’re tending this invalid yourself?”

         
         “Yes,” Will said, with the sense that he was walking into a trap, although he couldn’t guess what the trap might be.

         
         “You look like you’re ready to keel over. It’s not men’s work. Is he your brother or your gentleman?”

         
         Will blinked. “Pardon?”

         
         “Are you his manservant? I’m trying to figure out how a man your age finds himself looking after an invalid.”

         
         “He’s a friend.” When she continued to regard him levelly, he bristled. “I know what I’m doing, all right? I’ve done it before.
            I nursed my mother, and she had the same illness he has.” It was true—he did know how to nurse a consumptive, and he also
            knew that there wasn’t much to be done beyond getting food and water into them, keeping them warm, and hoping for the best.
         

         
         “And what would that be?” the woman asked, stepping closer.

         
         “Consumption, by the looks of it,” Will said.

         
         Now that the woman was nearer and the sun higher in the sky, Will could see she wasn’t as old as he had previously thought.
            Certainly not forty, for all she was swathed in shawls and scarves like a village witch. “You’ve been nursing a consumptive
            on your own for how long?”
         

         
         Will needed a moment to add up the days. “A bit over a week. But he’s doing much better now,” he protested.

         
         “And what are you eating?”

         
         “Tea and porridge,” Will said, trying to keep up with the interrogation. “He can’t really eat much more than that.”

         
         “But you can, you daft child. Daisy!” she called, cupping her hands to her mouth to make a funnel. “Get over here!”

         
         A minute later a girl appeared from behind a hedgerow. In one hand she carried a brace of hares, and Will now understood why
            her mother had been worried about poachers being caught. “Mum?” she asked.
         

         
         “This fellow here, Mister—”

         
         “Sedgwick,” Will supplied.

         
         “Mr. Sedgwick is staying here, at the old gamekeeper’s cottage, and he needs a maid of all work. You start tomorrow.”

         
         “But Mum!” she cried, imbuing the single syllable with all the outrage a girl of about fifteen is capable of.

         
         “Off with you. Tomorrow morning. Be there before dawn. Now take those—” she gestured at the hares “—and dress them for supper.”

         
         The girl sulked off.

         
         “I’m afraid I can’t pay a maid’s wages,” Will admitted, his face flushing.

         
         “Didn’t think you could. The fact is that I need a man around the house, fixing the roof, splitting logs, helping Daisy catch
            the pig when it gets loose. Can you mend walls and fix barrels and that sort of thing?”
         

         
         “Yes,” Will said. After a childhood spent in a house that seemed always on the verge of collapse, followed by his years at
            sea, he could fix almost anything.
         

         
         “Good. And,” she said, lowering her voice to an ominous tone and leaning in, “the girl has too much time on her hands. The
            ostler’s been making eyes.”
         

         
         “I see,” Will said, unconsciously imitating her tone and her posture, so they were effectively whispering in one another’s
            ears.
         

         
         “Keep her busy a few hours a day, and she can come back in the afternoon with a loaf of bread and a pot of whatever I’m making
            for supper. You look like you could use feeding up,” she said, casting a critical eye over Will’s form. “You or your friend
            touch her, I will kill you.”
         

         
         “Yes, ma’am,” Will said, startled.

         
         “Good.” She nodded and left in the direction her daughter had gone.

         
         Will was very aware that he had just been manipulated, but he was also aware of something like relief. For a week, he had
            felt like the only person in the world who wanted to drag Martin back from the brink of death. Even Martin—especially Martin—seemed
            disinterested in his own fate. Having someone to help, even an obstreperous child, would be worth something.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         “I swear to God I will not let another spoonful of that putrid nastiness pass my lips,” Martin said, and, really, it was good
            to hear him sound like his old self. After two weeks in the cottage, Martin could shuffle around on unsteady feet and wasn’t
            coughing half as much as he had been when they arrived. “I haven’t had a fever in over a week and I’m hardly coughing up any
            blood at all. No more medicine.”
         

         
         That was just as well, because they had run out of the paregoric the day before. “How about some potato soup?” Will asked.
            He had already ladled some into the cup on the hopes that Martin would want it.
         

         
         “Promise it’s not gruel,” Martin said, but Will saw him eying the mug greedily.

         
         “On my honor.” Will sat on the edge of the bed and held the cup to Martin’s lips.

         
         “I’m not a baby,” Martin protested.

         
         “Only acting like one,” Will murmured, earning himself a glare. “Is your hand steady enough to hold the cup?”

         
         With a roll of his eyes, Martin held up a mostly steady hand. Will helped him wrap it around the cup, keeping his own hand
            around Martin’s just in case. It was slow going: Martin’s grip was shaky, and Will needed to brace a hand at the back of Martin’s
            neck in order to get the job done. Finally, though, Martin took a sip of the broth and swallowed, then groaned. “That was—well,
            if it’s possible for potato soup to be ambrosial, it just was.” He looked up at Will with a rusty, familiar smile and Will
            knew he ought to be glad to see it—Christ he was glad, he was so glad he could hardly believe it—but the sight of that grin on Martin’s face suddenly made him want to take
            Martin by the collar and shake him. For the past two weeks, after finding Martin and dragging him off to the country, Will
            had tried not to be angry. But the healthier Martin became—healthiness being measured in relative terms—the harder it was
            for Will not to be furious with him. How dare Martin let himself get to death’s door, how dare he let Will think he was dead?
            How dare he act like his life didn’t matter, not to himself, not even to Will?
         

         
         Martin, however, was utterly dependent on him; now wasn’t the time for a fight. But Martin Easterbrook had been able to detect
            Will’s less gentlemanly turns of mind for well over a decade, and when Will saw Martin’s eyes narrow, he knew he was caught
            out.
         

         
         “Out with it, William.”

         
         “No. I’m going to be a good friend,” Will said virtuously.

         
         Martin lifted the cup to his mouth again, this time by himself, and regarded Will over the brim. “You’ll feel better if you
            get it out. Like lancing a boil.”
         

         
         “No, that’s you. You’re the one who feels better after saying every wicked thing that pops into your mind.”

         
         “Which is because it’s an excellent practice,” Martin said. “Come now. Either tell me why you’re cross or we’re going to spend
            the rest of the evening in terrible awkwardness.”
         

         
         The worst part of it was that he was right. “I was going to mention that you could have been gorging yourself on soup if you
            had come to me in the autumn, rather than camping in my brother’s attic like a madman,” Will said, the words out of his mouth
            before he could think better of it.
         

         
         “So I was living in Hartley’s attic,” Martin said in tones of academic curiosity. “I half thought I dreamed the whole thing up.”
         

         
         Will had to concede that Hartley’s attic wasn’t the most bizarre place Martin could have chosen as a refuge. The house had
            once belonged to Martin’s father, and Will could see how a feverish man might retreat to a place that had once been his
            home. But to choose an unheated attic over Will’s rooms seemed like courting a death wish.
         

         
         “A hair shirt would have been more to the point,” Martin added thoughtfully, absently handing the cup to Will.

         
         Will put the teacup down so he didn’t accidentally crush it in his hand. “Imagine how he would have felt to find your body
            in his attic,” he said.
         

         
         “Imagine how you’d have felt to find my body in this bed one fine morning,” Martin retorted. “We both know it’s only by chance
            that you didn’t. Kind of you to spare Hartley the drama, though.”
         

         
         Will drew in a sharp breath, because that’s precisely what he had expected every time he turned his back that first week.
            Every time he opened his eyes, every time he walked through the door, the first thing he did was check for the rise and fall
            of Martin’s chest. He still did.
         

         
         Perhaps sensing an advantage, Martin pressed on. “You can’t stop me from dying, you know. I have consumption. I’m going to
            die.”
         

         
         “Some people are cured,” Will protested. “And even those who aren’t can live for decades. My mother—” As soon as he spoke,
            though, he knew it had been a mistake.
         

         
         “Indeed, tell me more about how I can look forward to decades of increasingly severe illness. It’s utterly unclear what you
            hope to accomplish here. As far as I know you’re neither a necromancer nor a miracle worker. You could have let me die in
            peace.”
         

         
         “This again,” Will said, throwing his hands up. “You really are a bastard.”

         
         “Well spotted.” Martin picked up the cup and raised it in a mock toast.

         
         “You’re my friend,” Will said. “If you think I was going to leave you to die alone, you—” He really meant to say something
            like you’re sadly mistaken or you never knew me but what came out was, “You can go get fucked. Not everyone is as unrepentant an arsehole as you. You’re my friend, even
            if you seem to be intent on getting rid of me.”
         

         
         “Seem? You haven’t been paying attention at all. I’ve been trying to shake you loose for months. Why did you think I wouldn’t
            answer your letters?”
         

         
         Will knew from years of experience that Martin Easterbrook was a thoroughgoing lout when he didn’t feel well (which was often
            enough to make loutishness his basic personality, Will sometimes thought) and was even more of a git when he suspected that
            he was being treated like an invalid. Will knew this. But that didn’t stop it from hurting.
         

         
         Will clenched his fists. He didn’t want to fight—he hated it as much as Martin seemed to thrive on it. The middle of five
            sons, and raised in a house filled with quarrelsome adults, even a hint of disagreement made his skin crawl. Other people
            might like to linger on their differences, poking and prodding until they had aired all their grievances, but Will wanted
            nothing more than to smooth things over, bandage the wounds, and move on. He had to get out of the cottage before he said
            something regrettable. “I’m going for a walk,” Will said, reaching for his coat. “I’ll be back before dusk.”
         

         
         By the time he reached the village, his fury had subsided into a more familiar sorrow. He posted a letter for Hartley, drank
            a pint of ale at the pub, and then bought a loaf of bread and some cheese to take home as a weak effort at reconciliation.
         

         
         Before stepping through the cottage door, he steeled himself for the chance of finding Martin in distress or worse, but only
            after putting his hand to the door latch did he realize that this time he fully expected his friend to be alive. Martin was
            still pale, but had lost the grayish pallor of illness. His coughs had diminished in quantity and severity. His fever showed
            no signs of returning. Whatever crisis had been brought on by the idiot’s stay in a drafty attic had truly passed. Will had
            successfully nursed him through it. And while Martin might have preferred to have been left to meet his end alone, Will wasn’t
            going to be sorry for having intervened.
         

         
         He placed his parcels on the table and glanced up to find Martin looking at him with a faint blush and an expression that
            might have been sheepish on anyone else. Will raised his eyebrows.
         

         
         “Can we take it as read?” Martin asked.

         
         “Take what as read?” Will asked, shrugging out of his coat.

         
         “That I’m sorry to have met your generosity with my ill manners.”

         
         “I accept your first three words. The rest is rubbish and you can shove it right up your arse. You know perfectly well you
            saved me—”
         

         
         “We don’t talk about that,” Martin said, as he always did when reminded of those awful few months two years ago, when Will
            had returned from sea, shattered and broken.
         

         
         “Fine,” Will conceded. “But you realize you’re not dying at the moment, right?”

         
         “That possibility has occurred to me,” Martin said about as primly as a man could while wearing a secondhand nightshirt.

         
         “Yeah, well, it’s occurred to me too. After I sat next to you for a fucking fortnight, trying to figure out what I’d have
            to do to afford a funeral.”
         

         
         “You needn’t—”

         
         “Needn’t have paid for a funeral? What should I have done? Left you here? Flung you into the woods?” Will buried his face
            in his hands. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t be having this conversation with you.”
         

         
         Martin was silent for a long while. “I prefer it,” he said. “I think about those things all the time, so it’s just as well
            to hear them out in the open. But, as you say, you probably won’t need to consider funeral expenses in the immediate future.”
         

         
         Will took out his knife and pared off a slice of cheese, then sat on the edge of the bed and handed the morsel to Martin.

         
         “Really?” Martin asked, holding the sliver of cheese. “First soup and now cheese. We’re living like kings in—where are we?”

         
         “Sussex,” Will said, and saw a glimmer of suspicion in Martin’s eyes. Before Martin could ask any questions, Will said, “Now
            eat your damned cheese.” For once, Martin did as he was told. Will smiled at the look of stunned pleasure on his friend’s
            face. “I bet you’re glad you didn’t die now. No cheese in hell.”
         

         
         The look of barely suppressed laughter on Martin’s face warmed Will’s heart. “Fuck off, Will. That is—that is—just give me more cheese and shut up.”
         

         
         They ate half the wedge of cheese and the entire loaf of bread. At some point Will shifted so he sat beside Martin, his back
            to the headboard. His belly was full, his friend was alive, and that was really all Will had ever wanted. Happy and sated,
            he put his hand on Martin’s leg. Just a companionable touch, nothing they hadn’t done a thousand times before. There was nothing
            to it, so he was surprised when Martin batted his hand away.
         

         
         “None of that,” Martin snapped.

         
         Will’s cheeks heated. He hadn’t meant anything pointed, anything particular. He hadn’t even realized that Martin understood
            Will was the sort of man who could mean anything pointed or particular by a touch. “I’m sorry,” Will said, and rose from the bed to sit in the straight-backed
            chair by the fire.
         

         
          

         Martin woke to the sound of a broom swishing across the cottage’s flagstone floor and furniture being dragged out of the way
            with more noise than he might have thought possible, given that the cottage contained about four pieces of furniture.
         

         
         He rolled over to see what had possessed Will to start this clamor when the sun hadn’t quite risen, but instead of Will, he
            saw a yellow-haired girl in a plain dress and apron, wielding the broom like it was a weapon.
         

         
         “What on earth?” Martin said, propping himself on his elbows. “What do you think you’re doing?”

         
         “I’m your maid,” she said. Spat, really. “He—” she pointed an accusing finger to where Will still slept on a pallet by the
            fire “—hired me.”
         

         
         “And I’ll fire you,” Martin said, “if you let that chair topple onto Mr. Sedgwick.”

         
         “Go ahead!”

         
         “What on earth,” he repeated. It occurred to him that perhaps his fever had returned, and that this entire scene was a febrile delusion.
         

         
         Will, finally alerted to the battle progressing mere inches away from his face, stirred. “Oh,” he said, sitting up. “This
            is Daisy Tanner. She’s been tidying up in the mornings and bringing us supper.”
         

         
         Which meant Martin must have slept through this uproar on previous mornings. He had wondered where the food had been coming
            from, and who brought clean linens, but he had been raised in a house staffed with an army of servants; he was used to things
            simply getting done. “She seems less than thrilled about it,” he observed. “Did you win her in a card game? Buy her off a
            pirate ship?”
         

         
         “My mother sent me here because she thinks the ostler is after me,” the girl said.

         
         “After—oh,” Martin said. “Well, is he?”

         
         The girl turned scarlet.

         
         “Do you want him to be? Are you after him? Is the ostler some kind of rural Casanova? In any event, this cottage is hardly
            larger than a stable stall. I daresay you can finish your work in under an hour and you’ll have the entire afternoon to get
            yourself seduced. Now, step outside for a moment while Mr. Sedgwick and I make ourselves decent. Neither of us are inclined
            to duel the ostler for your honor, I assure you.” He made a shooing motion until the girl left. When the door slammed shut,
            he turned to Will and raised a single questioning eyebrow.
         

         
         “I let myself get bullied,” Will said. “Her mother told me nursing invalids is women’s work.”

         
         “My God. And you listened to her?”

         
         “Don’t you feel healed by Daisy’s tender ministrations? By her womanly gentleness?”

         
         “Well, I suppose I ought to at least put on a pair of trousers and drag my weary bones from this bed so that child—Daisy,
            of all the foolishness—can clatter about.” Miracle of miracles, he actually got his legs out of the bed on the first try,
            and stepped into a pair of trousers with minimal effort. He was weak, as anybody would be after being
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