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            PART ONE

      The Eastern Edge




   
      
            
            Murkmere

      FIVE YEARS EARLIER

      The little girl was hiding in the long grasses that fringed the mere.
      

      She had never seen so much water before. She had never seen the way it changed as the sky overhead changed. And in this place
         the sky was huge and filled with birds. She was frightened of birds, though she had been taught that some were more dangerous
         than others. In the pocket of her pinafore was the rosemary she had picked from the kitchen garden to keep her safe.
      

      No one would miss her in the house yet. None of the servants ever came down to the mere. They were fearful of the mud and
         the deep, weedy water. In the nearest reed bed there was an empty nest, like a huge, upturned pudding bowl, from which grass
         stuck out untidily. She was bored now, and beginning to whimper to herself at the thought of braving the kitchens again, when
         she heard a voice close by.
      

      
         “Come along, do! I’m taking you home. Can’t you walk faster?”
      

      It was a child’s voice, impatient, bossy, and very clear, coming from over her head. She was too startled to be frightened,
         and the little girl who had spoken, who looked a few years older than she was and clutched a boy smaller than them both, stared
         down at her, equally surprised.
      

      “What are you doing here?” the older girl demanded, and at her tightened grip on his hand the tiny boy began to wail. He was
         wearing only a pair of breeches and a tattered shirt, and his chubby forearms were mottled from the cold. She was wearing
         a velvet coat, laced boots, and a bonnet, and her face was pink with heat and the effort of tugging him along.
      

      “Beg pardon,” whispered the little girl in the grass, knowing that she had somehow done wrong by being there.

      “The mere belongs to me. No one else must come here.” She glared down. “My name is Leah. What’s your name?”

      The little girl pulled back her left sleeve and held out her arm timidly. “Number 102.”

      Frowning, the girl called Leah studied the branded numbers, the scars still red and puckered. There was a long pause.

      “A number isn’t a name,” she said finally, dismissively. She nodded down at the little boy. “You’d better help me. Hold his
         other hand.”
      

      It sounded like a threat. The little boy’s hand was clammy and soft. As the girl took it, he looked up into her face with
         a dark, trusting gaze, and his wails quieted.
      

      “Where are we taking him?”

      “Home, of course,” said Leah.

      
         The three of them began to walk across the hard, sunlit mud. The boy toddled quite willingly now between the two of them.
         At the water’s edge the younger girl halted, the little boy clinging to her hand. She looked over his head at Leah, puzzled
         but not frightened yet.
      

      “We can’t go no further.” She saw the older girl’s face and her voice grew uncertain. “Can we?”

      Leah didn’t answer. She was looking over at the big untidy nest in the reed bed.

      “Is that where he lives?” said the little girl. Anything was possible in this strange country place. But it didn’t seem right
         that a tiny, tender boy should live there. She saw the gleam of the water and a little shiver of fear came to her in the sunlight.
      

      “I’ll take him. You stay here.” Leah was bending down and unlacing her boots, beginning to unroll her white stockings. “Don’t
         look, it’s rude.”
      

      Obediently, she looked away.

      Then suddenly there was a sound in the undergrowth behind them: a crashing and scrabbling like a large, bemused animal trying
         to find its way, then a plaintive female cry. “Miss Leah! Miss Leah!”
      

      Swiftly, Leah pulled on her stockings again and relaced her boots. The intent look in her eyes had vanished and her mouth
         turned down mutinously “That’s my nurse. She mustn’t know I’m here.”
      

      She lifted her skirts and ran away, past clumps of rushes toward the overgrown scrub. The other girl went on holding the little
         boy’s hand, their two palms sticking together. She 
         didn’t know what to do with him. In front of her the water glinted and sparked in the sun; the baked black mud was under their
         feet, and over their heads curved the vastness of the sky. It was all too big.
      

      So she led him away from the mere.

      The little boy knew his way home, then; he took her to a cottage. It was without a window and filled with smoke. The girl
         saw a moving mound of clothes by the fire, bright eyes looking at them. She was too frightened to move, although she’d left
         the door open. But the little boy ran straight across the earth floor, into the old woman’s arms.
      

      She kissed and cuddled him, and all the time she was racked by bouts of coughing. When he had wriggled his way into her lap
         contentedly and her crooning was done, she gazed at the little girl, smiling. Her face had been pitted by the pox, but her
         eyes were beautiful and still young. The little girl couldn’t smile back; she wasn’t used to smiling.
      

      She looked away. In the middle of the earth floor was a table, and spread out over it a cloak that shone in the half-light.
         When she looked closer she saw it wasn’t made from cloth, but from long, silver-white feathers, the softness of the feathers
         lying over the delicate, bony tracery of the barbs. She stared and touched her pocketful of rosemary, frightened yet curious.
      

      The old woman was watching her, the child still in her arms. “You like the swanskin?” she said hoarsely.

      The little girl shook her head, then nodded quickly.

      The woman smiled again. “You will not forget it,” she said. 
         The boy scrambled off her lap and began to play with a long wooden box, opening and shutting the lid.
      

      “Thank you for bringing my grandson back. What is your name?”

      The girl shook her head and whispered, “I don’t have a name.”

      “Everyone has a name,” said the old woman. “But some have to find it for themselves.” She coughed again, spitting into the
         fire.
      

      “You will find yours in the end, but only after a journey. It will take you far from here—far from Murkmere…”
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      I am the girl with no name. I have a number branded on my left arm, but no name.
      

      They call me Scuff, here at Murkmere. Soon after I was brought here from the Orphans’ Home in the Capital, they fixed on it,
         on account of my big shoes, which made me scuffle when I walked. I have almost forgot what the old woman said to me about
         a journey, for I never want to leave this place. And so I must be content with the nickname Scuff.
      

      I have a secret. A secret I must never tell.

      Once, when I lived in the Capital, I committed a crime. I did something so wicked I must never speak of it. If I did, they
         would come after me: the Lord Protector and his men.
      

      I think I did this wicked thing because of the ravens. I 
            remember them, those great black birds, their jarring cries as they shifted the air above my head. I think they made me do
            it, those Birds of Night. Ravens. In the Table of Significance it says they are the birds of Death.
      

      One spring day, Jethro, the steward, had to leave us alone at Murkmere to go to a funeral. By then I’d been at Murkmere five
         years or more, but that day my life changed.
      

      After Jethro had ridden away, Aggie and I couldn’t shut the gates. During the winter they had become stuck fast in the ridged
         earth.
      

      Aggie took her hand away from the rusty iron. She looked pale in the morning light, as if she hadn’t slept.

      “Leave them, Scuff. They won’t budge.”

      Overhead a herring gull laughed mockingly, but the rooks were silent in the beeches, where they had new nest homes. I fingered
         the amulet of red thread around my neck. “Jethro would want them shut while he’s away,” I said doubtfully. “Shall we dig them
         free? I could fetch spades…”
      

      Aggie shook her head almost angrily. “Who’s to come bothering us at Murkmere? We’re forgotten here.”

      I always did everything Aggie asked, because she had been kind to me from the moment we met. So I stopped pushing against
         the unyielding iron and turned to go back to the house. I’d mixed up sand and lemon the night before and had a day of pot-scouring
         before me. Scouring is tedious work, but I like to see pots and pans winking from their hooks.
      

      
         Aggie didn’t follow me, so I stopped. She was standing in the gap between the gates, staring wistfully out at the Wasteland
         road. I thought she followed Jethro in her mind, was missing him already: Jethro, our young steward, who was Aggie’s love.
      

      “Don’t you ever want to leave Murkmere, Scuff?” she said, surprising me.

      I looked out at the long road stretching away into the distance. All you could see was sky and marsh and standing water. The
         Wasteland was a wild place, and what might lie beyond it? Even standing between the gates of Murkmere, you could feel the
         thrum of wind in your ears, the thrum of dangerous space.
      

      I shook my head vehemently. “This is my home. Why should I ever want to leave?” Long-ago memories of the Capital stirred,
         but I pushed them away.
      

      Aggie sighed. “Sometimes I long…” She didn’t finish, but said, “Do you feel young still, Scuff, truly young still?”

      “I’ve never felt young.”

      “I did feel young once,” Aggie said. “But I don’t anymore, not nowadays. I feel old, as old as Aunt Jennet.”

      “Jethro will be back in three days to help you.”

      I didn’t know what else to say. We all worked too hard, and Aggie hardest of all. There were too few of us at Murkmere. Not
         enough villagers had joined us over the last three years, since the old Master had died. They were fearful of leaving their
         cottages open to vagabonds, fearful that the Lord Protector might suddenly decide to take the estate over and they would find
         themselves in his employ. Jethro said the 
         Protector could not do such a thing lawfully, but I reckoned that, being the most powerful man in the country, he could surely
         do what he wanted.
      

      “I wish I could have ridden with Jethro. I long to see somewhere else—another place than this,” Aggie said, all at once passionate.
         “But he said we shouldn’t go together in case anything happened to us. The Master made me official caretaker of the estate
         before he died, and so it’s my duty to stay. But I envy Jethro. I do, Scuff!”
      

      “Even with such a sad end to his journey?” I’d lowered my voice, although there was no need. There was no one to hear that
         the steward of Murkmere was away to attend a certain funeral. But we had our story ready for anyone who should enquire: that
         Jethro had gone to market early. Aggie bit her lip. “You’re right. How can I feel envy at such a time? Jethro is devastated
         by the death of Robert Fane. In truth, Scuff, I don’t know what will happen to the cause now.”
      

      It always made me nervous when Aggie talked of the rebels. Secretly I hoped that now their leader had been killed they would
         cease struggling against the Protectorate, and on the Eastern Edge at least we could all lie easier in our beds.
      

      We began to walk back to the Hall together in silence. Weeds had grown in the spring warmth and tough young grass sprouted
         from the potholes of the drive. We had to walk on the verges, past the sheep grazing on the rough parkland. Aggie shook her
         head at the weeds, and at the growth of creeper covering the front of the house.
      

      “Everything’s even more overgrown than it was when the 
         Master was alive,” she said, twisting her hands together. “It’s so hard to keep this place going.”
      

      “You do very well,” I said. I didn’t like to see her low-spirited, she who was so warm and generous and kind. “We wouldn’t
         want the old days back again, any of us.” She smiled at that and tucked her arm into mine, and I was happy.
      

      “See, Scuff. You’re nearly as tall as I am now and filling out a bit, I declare! You’ll never be as fat as I am, though.”
         She was not fat, but big-boned. “How old are you, do you think?”
      

      “They reckoned I was ten when Mr. Silas bought me at the Home, so may be I’m fifteen now, or thereabouts.”

      “Then we should give you a proper name,” Aggie said. “You can’t be Scuff forever. You need a name to suit a young lady!”

      “I shall never be that. Scuff does me very well.”

      “Our girl with no name. Orphan Number 102, from the Capital.” She saw my face. “You need never go back, Scuff. You live here
         now.” For a moment she looked wistful again. “If only Leah were here too.”
      

      Jealousy pierced me suddenly. Whenever Aggie talked to me, Leah would somehow come into the conversation. Leah was the late
         Master’s daughter, who had run away from Murkmere the night he died. She had left Aggie with the responsibility of managing
         the estate. Nothing had been heard of Leah since she disappeared, almost three years ago.
      

      I was glad when she went. I’d always thought her a spiteful, unkind girl; I was frightened of her too. I never understood
         why Aggie cared for her so much.
      

      
         Jethro had left in a spring shower, and now another came, a mist of drops too fine to wet us. We began to run the short distance
         to the Hall. We’d not bothered with hats and cloaks earlier. Aggie was laughing and trying to cover her bright hair, which
         always curled wild in the damp.
      

      A shaft of weak sunlight pierced the mist and touched the house, and we were in a green world.

      Murkmere. A safe world.
      

      So I thought, then.
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      Later, on the same day that Aggie and Scuff had struggled in vain to close the gates of Murkmere after Jethro’s departure,
         three figures in traveling capes were riding purposefully along the Wasteland road toward the neighboring village. Occasionally
         the wind would tweak aside a cape flap to reveal the dark gray uniform of the Militia beneath, with the distinctive emblem
         of the Eagle on the jacket pocket.
      

      The leader, a middle-aged man called Mather, with cropped iron-gray hair and cold eyes, was in the Eastern Edge on an important
         mission, sent from the Capital by the Lord Protector. He had brought the two youths with him to gain experience. One was the
         Lord Protector’s own son, Caleb Grouted. The other was Mather’s bodyguard, Chance.
      

      Chance hunched further into his rain-spattered cape and glanced at Mather. Three years ago, in the Capital, 
         Mather had plucked him from the Highgallow Orphans’ Home as being likely material for the Militia. He never showed any emotion,
         did Mather, yet Chance longed to impress him above everything, to see that stony face lighten with approval. Chance burned
         to become more than a mere bodyguard: he wanted to be accepted as an officer—as one of Mather’s men in the Special Interrogation
         Branch, of which Mather himself was chief. All Chance needed was the opportunity to prove himself to Mather, but so far it
         hadn’t happened.
      

      The Wasteland gleamed in the waning light as their horses shied and jittered on the stony road. All Chance could see on either
         side were pools of still water, yellow-green sedge, wind-bent trees. All he could hear was the wind moaning about his head.
         How he missed the Capital, with its maze of narrow streets and secret alleyways, its crowds and clamor!
      

      A sudden clattering made his horse start so that he had difficulty in preventing it from bolting. If it hadn’t been for Mather’s
         impatient eye looking around on him, he might have been glad to bolt himself. Eerie white shapes had suddenly risen with great
         commotion from a pool close to the road. Swans. Chance recognized them from those he had seen on the ornamental lakes in the
         Capital. He touched his free hand to his amulet, an iron locket at his neck, and tried to remember what it said about swans
         in the Table of Significance.
      

      Swans were an omen, he was sure of that.
         
      

      [image: art]
      

      As they neared the Lawman’s hut, which stood at the entrance to the village, Chance felt a thrill of anticipation. The Lawman
         might well hold the information they needed to succeed in their mission; he knew Mather would not hesitate to prise it from
         him if necessary.
      

      The hut looked deserted, its watch panel shut fast. Clearly the Lawman was not expecting any strangers. Behind it, nondescript
         cottages straggled away into the mist and rain. On a rough patch of enclosed land, sheep eyed them incuriously, then went
         back to pulling at the tufty grass.
      

      Mather dismounted and tethered his black horse to a broken fence. “Rouse him, Lieutenant,” he said curtly to Caleb Grouted.

      A grin flickered over Caleb’s handsome face. Nipping down from his own horse, he went smartly over to the closed door of the
         hut and rapped on it with his pistol.
      

      “Open up, Lawman!” There was the sound of startled movement inside, something heavy knocked over, then a querulous, suspicious
         voice. “Who is it?”
      

      “Officers of the Special Interrogation Branch of the Militia!” shouted Caleb with relish.

      There was a shocked silence on the other side of the door, then a bolt slid back. An older man stood blinking at them in fright.
         Behind him Chance could see the Records table, with a bread roll and half-eaten piece of cheese lying on top; a tankard had
         fallen on its side so that ale dripped darkly to the floor.
      

      
         “Forgive me, good Sirs. We have so few travelers along this road…”
      

      Mather moved smoothly forward. “It is always best to be on your guard, Lawman—to keep careful watch. No doubt you have heard
         of the recent death of the rebel leader, Robert Fane?”
      

      The Lawman nodded quickly, his rheumy eyes widening.

      Mather came close, keeping his voice low yet heavy with menace, as he looked down on him. “The rebels may be quiet at the
         moment, but soon they will appoint a new leader and gather their forces. The Lord Protector will want his loyal subjects to
         be on their guard. His people look to their Lawmen for security—reassurance. It would be a shame if your retirement had to
         come early.”
      

      The Lawman wrung his hands together. “Forgive me…,” he began again, but Mather cut him short.

      “I trust that in other areas you fulfill your duties. You keep the records of persons in this village, alive or dead?”

      He looked up at the rolls of parchment stacked neatly along the shelves. “I see you do. I hope they are up to date.”

      “Indeed they are, Sir,” said the Lawman tremulously, clutching the withered herb amulet at his neck.

      “We need to go back five years. To the household of the Murkmere estate, as it was then—when the late Master of Murkmere was
         still alive, before his daughter ran off.”
      

      Caleb Grouted swaggered over to the shelves and stared up. “These arranged in date order, Lawman? They’d better be.”

      The Lawman’s hand was trembling as he pulled down the 
         correct parchment. “There has been much coming and going at Murkmere since then, Sirs.”
      

      “And, no doubt, you have recorded all of it,” Mather said grimly. He had picked up the Register of Visitors from the Records
         table and was turning the heavy vellum pages to stare at the Lawman’s cramped writing. “We shall look at that roll first,
         then we shall investigate the more recent records to see if our quarry has escaped us or is still there to be ensnared.”
      

      Chance could see the glitter in Caleb’s eyes as they both crowded the Lawman, breathing hotly down his neck while he split
         the sealing wax and spread the roll open on the Records table.
      

      “What name should I look for, Sir?” The Lawman fumbled for his spectacles.

      “Not a name.” said Mather. “This girl has no name. You are to look for a number.”

      His business successfully completed, Mather strode to the door of the hut. Chance, about to follow Mather out, heard the Lawman
         let out a moan. He glanced back.
      

      Caleb was slapping his hand along the shelves. Carefully ordered rolls of records toppled down under the onslaught like a
         house of cards; old parchment curled and cracked as it hit the floor, wax seals split open. As a final gesture, Caleb wrenched
         a map from the wall. He glanced at it, then crushed it into his cape pocket as he trampled and kicked his way to the door.
      

      
         Tears ran down the Lawman’s face. It had only taken the young officer a moment to ruin the work of centuries.
      

      That’s Caleb Grouted, thought Chance. A quick worker. He almost admired him.
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      Miss Jennet doesn’t love me.

      To her, I am the little illiterate orphan girl from the Capital, someone to be saved by education. So she does what she considers
         her duty by me, as former schoolmistress to the village. For the past three years she has taught me to read and write and
         talk in proper grammar, and I’m truly grateful for it. She’s an excellent teacher. It’s strange that though she’s so impatient
         in other things—desires the house clean and tidy and well run, and often raps our knuckles if it is not—in her teaching she
         has infinite patience. She doesn’t teach Doggett: Doggett says she’ll stick with what she knows already; she’s fearful of
         the blasphemy in book-learning.
      

      I am a little frightened of Miss Jennet, but I long for her praise. Most of all I long for her love, but that is all for Aggie,
         her niece.
      

      All the same, by the evening of that spring day Miss Jennet was pleased to see the pots shining on the kitchen walls. “You’ve
         done well, Scuff,” she said.
      

      I smiled, and a little glow lit in my heart. A dog lying before the fire wagged his tail at the sound of her voice. They’ve
         grown fat and soft with Aggie’s spoiling, the guard dogs of 
         Murkmere that were once so fierce and ready to eat any stranger.
      

      “I think that your job is done for today, Scuff,” Miss Jennet said. “You can rest now.”

      Rest! With vegetables to be picked from the kitchen garden before daylight faded, and water to be brought in from the pump
         in the stable yard and heated, and supper to be cooked. Pease pottage tonight, and all that shelling!
      

      Aunt Jennet was smiling, though: it was a little joke. She knew as well as I that there was no rest for anyone.

      But then her smiled faded. She said, “I think I will take a little rest also,” and sat down at the table. Her face sagged
         into little folds about her chin, so that she looked old. Miss Jennet is as thin as a whip and as brown as tanned hide, but
         I don’t believe she is an elderly woman. She always refuses to do any less work than we do.
      

      I brought her a cup of water. Her brown face was white. She raised the cup to her lips, then her hand drifted down, the cup
         tilting, the water spilling; and she was suddenly crumpled on the flags at my feet.
      

      I didn’t know what to do. I knelt down. I was trembling, for I remembered a dead woman in a cellar long ago. In the end I’d
         had to go up into the street by myself, and that was when they’d caught me and put me in the Orphans’ Home.
      

      But Miss Jennet opened her eyes, and I was safe in Murkmere again. “I’ve not eaten much today,” she murmured. “There hasn’t
         been time. I was sorting… carrying… Don’t tell Aggie.”
      

      
         “You must get to your bed,” I said in a fluster. “I’ll help you.”
      

      To my surprise, she did not protest. She leaned on me, surprisingly heavy, and I helped her from the kitchen, upstairs to
         her chamber, past all the closed doors of those rooms we no longer used. It was beginning to grow dark, and a wind was rising
         outside; I lit a candle and closed the window.
      

      “It’s chilly in here,” she said, shivering, as she climbed on her bed.

      “I’ll light a fire,” I said.

      “No, it’s too much bother. Bring me an extra coverlet from the linen cupboard. That will warm me.”

      The cupboard was vast, lined with shelves that were piled high with sheets, quilts, old pillows, and scented with crumbling
         sprays of dried lavender tied with wisps of silk. The linen was Doggett’s responsibility: she did the washing, ironing, and
         darning. Her stitches were exquisite: she’d been lady’s maid to Miss Leah until Miss Leah had disappeared three years ago.
         She was as eager for Miss Jennet’s good word as I was, and a jealous girl. I did not trust her, though Aggie did. Aggie still
         called her by Leah’s name for her—Dog—though with Aggie it was said with affection. She is indeed like a little dog that will
         nip you when you think you have made friends.
      

      “What are you doing?” Doggett’s voice. Always there when not needed.

      “Fetching a quilt for Miss Jennet.” I could feel my heart beating. It was so hard to stand up to Doggett. “She’s not well.”

      “Not well?” I was surprised to see that Doggett looked 
         taken aback, shocked even, her little eyes darting here and there as if for reassurance. “I’ll go to her.”
      

      “There’s no need. She’s comfortable, and sleeping now.”

      “I’ll take her some supper later, then. Shouldn’t you be in the kitchen, preparin’ it?”

      “I will be soon,” I said meekly, and I went.

      When I delivered the quilt to Miss Jennet, she said, “You’re a good girl, Scuff.”

      “Not good,” I said in a low voice, thinking of my secret crime and suddenly longing to tell it to Miss Jennet this very moment.

      “Very good.” She smiled and stretched out her hand. I took it, the palm hard in mine but the fingers surprisingly, disconcertingly,
         frail. I thought she must be ill indeed to be so soft with me. I left her shortly afterward, once I’d seen her lie back beneath
         the warmth and close her eyes; and I hurried back along the passage, through the growing shadows to the back stairs, for I
         didn’t want supper to be late.
      

      Even as I reached the top of the stairs, I heard the noise funneled upward from below: dogs barking, running feet.

      It was so strange in the usual quiet of Murkmere that I stood rooted to the spot. And then Aggie was running up the stairs
         toward me. She was breathing fast, her hair tumbling down.
      

      “Scuff! There are three men—soldiers, I think—riding down the drive!”

      I stared at her and caught her fear, and my hand went to my mouth. She pulled me over to the window, and we looked out into
         the fading light. We couldn’t see the men’s faces, but 
         they were in uniform and they rode highstepping black horses. These men were important, and they looked set on important business.
      

      Aggie turned to me, her eyes frightened. “Whyever can they be coming to Murkmere?”
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      The light was waning when the three soldiers reached Murkmere Hall. The stable yard was deserted; a solitary pony whinnied
         from one of the dark stalls.
      

      They dismounted in the gathering shadows and tethered their horses to iron hoops in the wall. Mather kicked at the weedy cobbles.
         Chance watched his lip curl and knew what he was thinking. Mather liked control and order. He was used to immaculate stables,
         grooms standing to attention, lackeys with flaring torches.
      

      “We’ve surprised them,” said Caleb Grouted with satisfaction. “That’s how we want it, isn’t it, Chief?”

      Mather cocked his gray-stubbled head to the frenzied barking inside the house. “Not for long, I fear, Lieutenant.”

      He began to walk over to a back entrance, a plain but imposing wooden door set in the stone. “It seems the Mistress of Murkmere
         employs neither ostlers nor groundsmen. One wonders if she runs the whole place with four-legged servants.”
      

      Caleb sniggered, but then he looked up at the blank façade of the house with its shuttered windows, and some of the 
         swagger left him. He touched the amulet of egg-sized amber beads around his neck. “We’ll demand supper and shelter before
         we start our questioning, eh, Mather? My father would expect hospitality from Miss Cotter. After all, she’s managing this
         estate for him.”
      

      “Yes, indeed, Sir,” said Mather drily. He nodded at his bodyguard. “Try some vigorous knocking, Corporal Chance.”

      Chance was strong, and his gauntleted hands sounded like hammer blows on the wood. The dogs’ barking grew muffled, as if they
         were being shut away. All the same, it took some time before the door was opened, and they saw a girl standing before them,
         holding a guttering candle in a pewter holder that quivered in her hand.
      

      She is frightened, Chance thought, and a pleasant feeling of power stole through him. She was a little younger than he was, short but stiff-backed
         and comely, with a startling mass of red-gold hair standing out around her shoulders. He’d never seen hair that color, not
         even in the Orphans’ Home where he’d been brought up, so he stood and stared while she stared back at the three of them, speechless
         and biting her lip.
      

      “Corporal!” Mather spoke harshly behind him. Hastily, Chance stepped to one side.

      “Forgive the intrusion, Miss Cotter,” said Mather.

      “You know my name?” said the girl in astonishment.

      “Special Officer Mather at your service.” He saluted her, and the girl flinched. “We didn’t mean to alarm you. It’s late,
         and we’re weary, and we’ve traveled from the Capital the 
         past few days. May I introduce my junior officer, Lieutenant Grouted? You will know who he is, of course.”
      

      Chance was not introduced. The girl looked at Caleb, as if dazed. “You are the Lord Protector’s son, Sir?”

      Caleb bowed his head, his eyes bright with excitement and anticipation.

      Caleb is sure to be the one to question young Mistress Cotter, thought Chance. He would merely get the servants. If only I could discover the girl who is Number 102, he thought.
      

      Mistress Cotter was very pale. “Please, Sirs—forgive me. We’re so unused to visitors here now. We only keep a small household,
         but if you’d care for a simple supper and a bedchamber, then I can offer you both.” She hesitated, and her voice trembled.
         “I’m afraid my aunt won’t be able to greet you. She’s unwell and has taken to her bed.”
      

      “We need not disturb her,” said Mather.

      The girl looked beyond them, at the horses. “We’ve no ostlers. You’ll wish to rub down and feed your mounts, no doubt. There’s
         hay in the storeroom.” She gestured across the twilit yard.
      

      “Chance will tend them,” said Mather.

      When Chance had finally finished in the stables, it was almost dark. The lantern Miss Cotter had brought him flared in the
         wind as he made his way to the back entrance.
      

      He stepped into a passage and wondered which way to go.

      “Sir?” A girl, pudding-faced and wearing an apron, stared 
         eagerly at him from a doorway. He recognized her accent at once. How could he not? The Capital was in his very blood. He tried
         to see if she had a brand mark, but a serge sleeve covered her wrist. “Let me show you to Miss Leah’s old parlor, Sir,” she
         said.
      

      In the small, dank room to which she brought him, he found Mather and Caleb alone, gulping wine and trying to warm themselves
         before a spitting fire—by the look of it, only recently laid and lit. The bare windows gave them a dismal view of the darkening
         mere.
      

      “I do not think interrogation is appropriate here,” said Mather in a low voice to his trainees when the girl had left them.
         His cool, intelligent eyes regarded them. “When I have the opportunity I shall ask Miss Cotter straight out if she has ever
         or indeed still employs a girl from the Capital bought from the Gravengate Home. Only then shall we know if we have our prey
         within our grasp.”
      

      “I believe I’ve spotted her already, Sir,” said Chance quickly. Out of the corner of his eye he watched Caleb glower. “Shall
         I fetch her, Sir?”
      

      “Wait, Chance,” Mather said. “You are too impetuous. It is best to tread softly through the forest when you are a hunter;
         then your quarry is all unaware.”
      

      After a long wait and several jugs of the wine, which was watered down and oversweet, they were ushered into a cold, dimly
         lit dining room by a lanky footman in a wig. The curtains had not been drawn against the black windows, and Miss Cotter, who
         was already waiting for them at the head of the table, made no move to do so. She had changed into a 
         green silk skirt and her hair was piled on her head in a glowing mass that seemed to drain the color from her face.
      

      Chance was placed at one end of the table. At the other, Caleb Grouted sat on Miss Cotter’s right side and Mather on her left.
         The footman served them with soup and a cold ham joint accompanied by a mess of peas. “Thank you, Jukes, you may go now,”
         said Miss Cotter with quaint dignity.
      

      The maid, whom Miss Cotter called Doggett, cleared their dishes, and when she went out, Chance heard whispers in the passage:
         another female voice. His ears were sharp: for years as a child he had listened in fear for the whereabouts of his tormentors,
         the guardians of the Home in the area of the Capital known as Highgallow. He fingered the broad iron band that he’d had forged
         to hide the brand mark on his wrist, and waited.
      

      Miss Cotter scarcely touched her food. “It must be inconvenient for you to leave the Capital and come to such distant parts,
         Sir,” she said with an effort to Mather. “A contrast, indeed.”
      

      “You have visited the Capital, Miss Cotter?”

      She shook her head.

      Caleb leaned toward her over the table. He had downed too much wine and his eyes were glassy. “So you’ve not heard the news
         from the Capital? And it concerns Murkmere Hall!”
      

      “No, Sir.” A strange look crossed her face: eager, yet fearful.

      “You’ll be glad to hear that my cousin, Miss Leah Tunstall, heir to this very property, has been found. Three long years it
         took, but we’ve got her!”
      

      She gave a little gasp and seemed to grow paler still.

      
         “But you need not fear for your livelihood, Miss Cotter. I think it will be a long time before Leah Tunstall comes home to
         her inheritance.”
      

      “Why?” she began, her eyes wide. “What…?”

      Caleb sniggered into his wine. “She’s not in her right mind. My father has her under his protection.”

      “So she has survived!” breathed the girl. Then she looked at Mather in supplication. “Surely she should come home?”

      “You can be assured that the Lord Protector will do his best for her,” said Mather stiffly. “He is her uncle by marriage,
         is he not? I hear he has the best doctors to treat her.”
      

      “She’s sick? What’s the matter with her, Sir?”

      Mather hesitated. His hand brushed the amber at his neck. “She has delusions, so I gather. Some sort of religious fervor has
         taken hold of her during her period of privation. She must have been homeless for almost three years. She believes she is
         one of the avia.”
      

      “The avia…,” The girl whispered it.

      Mather regarded her carefully. “The doctors think that she may have presented early symptoms at Murkmere. It would certainly
         explain her extraordinary disappearance from here the night of her father’s death.”
      

      A shiver ran through Chance. He’d always been frightened of the old legend of the avia. He’d never known whether it was true
         or not. In the story a group of men and women had desired to fly like the Gods. As punishment, the greatest of the Gods—the
         Eagle—made them half-human, half-bird, forever trapped between two forms.
      

      In the Home, Chance and the other orphan children had 
         been told that what had happened to the avia would happen to them if they didn’t respect authority. For the children, authority
         meant the Guardians of the Home. All his years there, Chance lived in constant dread of the ultimate punishment.
      

      Caleb Grouted leaned forward and brushed Miss Cotter’s hand. She withdrew it at once. “We’ll look after Leah, never fear,
         Miss Cotter. We won’t let her go until she’s cured of such delusions.” He sniggered again and drained his glass.
      

      Doggett brought in cheese on a china platter. As she offered it to him, Chance held the dish so she could not leave. “Who’s
         out there?” he whispered amid the talk at the other end of the table. “There’s another girl in the kitchen, ain’t there?”
      

      When dinner was over, they returned once more to the damp parlor, this time with a decanter of port and a bowl of nero leaf
         brought in by Doggett. Miss Cotter departed upstairs to oversee the preparation of their chambers.
      

      Doggett set down the tray and bent to poke the fizzling fire. As she turned, her eyes met Chance’s. It was a sign, he knew
         it was. The other female must be out in the kitchen alone, now that the footman had been dismissed. He followed Doggett from
         the parlor, mumbling that he needed the privy.
      

      Two steps along the passage, and he’d caught up with Doggett. She turned and beckoned. He knew he’d judged her correctly:
         there was treachery in her slant-eyed glance. She was less stupid than she looked, and thought there might be reward in it.
      

      
         With a growing sense of triumph, he followed her.
      

      Through a swinging door and into the kitchen quarters, Doggett disappeared, gesturing toward another door. There was a sound
         from within: the swilling of water from a bucket.
      

      He pushed open the door and went straight in. There was a single candle burning on the table in the center of the room and
         flickering light from the dying fire. At the clip of his boots on the stone floor, the girl in the shadows at the sink turned
         her head. She was younger than he was, small and slightly built, with long brown hair half hiding her face.
      

      He went up to her without preamble and stood over her.

      His shadow was huge on the wall. Her sleeves had been rolled to the elbow for washing the dishes; her hands and forearms were
         in the water.
      

      “My name is Corporal Chance. We’re here by order of the Lord Protector.” Chance spoke clearly, so there would be no likelihood
         of her misunderstanding, but he knew she’d recognize his accent all too well. “We’ve been sent to find a girl who was in the
         Gravengate Orphans’ Home five years ago.”
      

      He could hear her frightened breathing. She didn’t move her hands from the water.

      “The girl will have a number, a branded number. We know the girl was brought to work at Murkmere and is still here.”

      A sound escaped her, an intake of breath.

      Chance didn’t want to pull her fragile arms from the water, to use physical force, for that would be too easy, too quick.
         He wanted to savor his triumph.
      

      
         But suddenly the girl seemed to capitulate of her own accord. She stood away from the sink, lifted a trembling, reddened hand
         to brush the hair from her face and gazed up at him in mute appeal. Her eyes were enormous and shone with fear in her shadowed
         face.
      

      Chance looked down into her eyes. This was his moment, his victory. He could almost hear Mather’s words of praise. This was
         the girl for whom they were looking, he was absolutely certain. There was about this slight, bedraggled girl a dark, secretive
         aura that spoke to Chance of his own past: of endless running, stinking hide-holes, and then the Orphans’ Home, with its pain
         and misery. He remembered the little boy who had sobbed in the loneliness of the night. She could not hide her past from him,
         when he’d suffered it all too.
      

      Chance looked into her eyes and saw his secret self, and was afraid.
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      He was standing so close to me, I thought he must hear my heart banging. I prayed for Mr. Jukes to come. I looked up at him,
         but my eyes weren’t working properly: I couldn’t focus on his face. He was staring down at me. I caught the sharp smell of
         his sweat. I waited for him to grab my wet forearms and see the branding.
      

      But he didn’t move. He stood stock-still a moment, then 
         he dropped his gaze, muttered something and turned on his heel. The kitchen door banged behind him, and I was alone.
      

      I finished washing the dishes, but I couldn’t stop trembling. He didn’t come back. Neither of the other soldiers came for
         me. I didn’t understand why. All the same, I waited until the men had left the parlor before I dared clear the glasses and
         damp down the fire. I don’t know why I still bothered with my duties when I knew I was doomed: out of habit, perhaps. I didn’t
         see Doggett, nor anyone else.
      

      Later I crept up the stairs to my chamber and sat on the bed in the darkness, without undressing. I knew Aggie would come
         eventually. By now she would know why the soldiers had come.
      

      It seemed a long time before the soft knock came on my door. There was a whisper of silk over the floorboards, and shadows
         jumped on the walls. She set down the candlestick on the chest and sat on the bed next to me, shivering, pulling her shawl
         close around her. Her voice was low and urgent.
      

      “Scuff, you’re right. They are looking for you. Mather told me as much tonight after supper. He said it casually enough—was
         sorry to trouble me, but he knew a girl from a certain Home in the Capital had worked here, was still here, according to the
         village records. He’s been sent to find you.”
      

      A chill of terror ran over me. “What did you say?”

      “I said we’d had many kitchen maids at Murkmere in the old days of the Master, but that the Lord Protector had since taken
         away all but our most loyal servants, and the tenant farmers and shepherds. It wasn’t exactly a lie, was it?”
      

      
         We looked at each other. She was biting her lip. “But why—why are they looking for you? What have you done? There must be
         some mistake. I know it can’t be so very bad. I know you, Scuff.”
      

      “But you don’t,” I said, desperate. “You don’t know me at all.” I shuddered as I thought again of my dark life in the Capital—the
         cellar, the Orphans’ Home, the ravens, the blood. I’d told Aggie so little. “It was wicked what I did. They track down and
         punish criminals however young they be. In the end, all criminals must face the justice of the Ministration.”
      

      “They dispense no justice! You’ve told me yourself about those dreadful prison ships and the houses of correction!”

      “And I will face worse than that,” I whispered, twisting my icy hands together. “I will face the death penalty, certain sure.”

      She looked shaken. “I wish you’d tell me what you did.”

      I fingered the red thread amulet around my neck. “It’s best you don’t know. Then if they question you, you won’t have to lie.”

      “I suppose I must believe you,” she said uncertainly. “Mather has shown me a search warrant signed by the Lord Protector himself.
         He says that because of the recent unrest and rebellion in the country, the Ministration is tracking down all criminal elements
         for public punishment. You—a criminal element! How can I believe it?”
      

      “It’s the truth.”

      She thumped the mattress. “I wish Aunt Jennet wasn’t sick! She’d send these men packing without more ado.”

      “You mustn’t tell her!” I cried out, and Aggie put her hand across my mouth.

      
         “Mather has asked me to give him a list of all those who work here. I’ll have to give it to him tomorrow. I won’t include
         you, but they may well search the estate. You should hide until they go.”
      

      I shook my head. “They’ll find me. I must leave tonight.” I thought of the vast dark space beyond the gates and shivered:
         I had never got over my fear of open places.
      

      She read my mind. “You can’t venture into the Wasteland, it’s too dangerous. No, you must stay here.”

      “But where can I hide where I won’t be found?”

      She gave me a quick hug. “I’ll protect you, don’t fear. I always have, haven’t I?”

      I gazed at her hopelessly. This was not Mistress Crumplin’s bullying or Miss Leah’s frightening tempers; nor was I any longer
         a small girl who could be sheltered from mistreatment by an older, more confident ally. In my spirit, I’d already surrendered
         to the soldiers; I knew there was no escape from my fate. It would be a just punishment: I deserved it. If I did not suffer
         it now, I would surely suffer it in the hereafter. I’d prayed often enough for forgiveness from the Almighty, but clearly
         He had not granted it to me.
      

      But Aggie was more robust than I. “I do know somewhere you could hide,” she said suddenly. “But you must be brave enough to
         stay there all alone until the soldiers go.” She looked at me so anxiously that more to pacify her than anything else, I nodded.
      

      “Quickly, then!” She jumped up from the bed, and lit my candle with hers. “Put on warm clothes. I must too. It will be cold.
         I’ll return in a moment.”
      

      
         Then she was gone. I began to move about in a trance, collecting clothes from the closet: my cloak, a lined bonnet, boots.
         When Aggie came back, she carried an unlit lantern in one hand; in the other was a basket in which lay a clay bottle of water,
         a loaf of bread wrapped in a cloth, and spare candles. “Hurry!” she hissed, giving me the basket. “The soldiers are dead to
         the world. Let’s go before they wake.”
      

      I blew out my candle and followed her trustingly through the silent house. We knew our way so well down the back stairs to
         the kitchen quarters, it only needed the occasional fingertip touch to guide us in the darkness.
      

      In the kitchen Aggie lit the lantern from the dying embers of the fire, then she led the way to the door that opened into
         the vegetable garden. I was too agitated to think clearly, but Aggie was calm. She’d realized that if we went out through
         the stable yard, the soldiers’ horses, restless in their strange quarters, might whinny and give us away.
      

      I do not like night in the countryside. It is a wild time, a time for animals and birds—those that wake then—to hunt and kill.
         Only in the city is night for the people, and then, only the very worst of humankind, those that are animals in everything
         but name. I came to life as we went out through that door into colder, damper air, and I clutched Aggie. “Do we have to go
         outside?”
      

      “There is no other way,” she whispered, and she took my arm. I could feel her trembling. She is as scared as I am, I thought.
      

      “But the Birds of Night…?” Even as I spoke, I heard an owl hoot far away.

      
         “They’ll not harm us. I’ve walked the night before. Try to think only of good things, Scuff. It will keep evil at bay.”
      

      She has a stronger amulet than I have. It is made of amber and has more power to protect. But when the owl’s hoot came again, closer, it sounded not threatening to me, but mournful, the crying of a soul lost in
         darkness.
      

      The cloud was thick above us, hiding the moon and stars. The black bushes seemed to press closer, always just beyond the lantern
         light. Then, clinging together, we were beyond the overgrown garden, out into open space where there seemed to be more light,
         as if the earth had stored it up during the day and still held it.
      

      All this time I hadn’t asked where we were going. But now I knew.

      The old square watchtower stood at the top of a rise, amongst a knot of black trees. I’d never dared enter it, for I’d always
         heard such stories of horror from the servants. It was a damned place: it still held the Master’s ancient books that should
         have been destroyed for the blasphemies they contained. Miss Jennet had wanted to use them to teach me to read, but I’d been
         too frightened: I couldn’t add more sins to my great one. So I’d pleaded with Miss Jennet, and she had sighed and given me
         Aggie’s old state-approved readers instead. I knew that Aggie, like Miss Jennet, had turned away from orthodox religion, but
         she always let me take Devotion with the estate tenants.
      

      In the old days the servants had whispered another story too: of a worse blasphemy committed by the Master. He had 
         had a flying machine built, which still lay in one of the top rooms.
      

      I hung back, forcing Aggie to stop. “I can’t hide there!”

      “You must! They’d never think a servant girl would dare go in. Mather is well aware of its reputation locally. They’ve told
         me they plan to search the house tomorrow, and the cottages.”
      

      “But I’ll be alone!”

      “You want to die?” She grabbed my cloak, and half crying with fear, I let myself be dragged up a boggy path to the edge of
         the copse.
      

      Beyond the trees the tower loomed darkly. The Master had needed an elevator to take him to the top and the old winches still
         stood at the bottom of one of the square walls. A cold wind tore at the chains that ran up to the black windows, scraping
         them against the brickwork and making them jangle and groan like live things. Once, when I’d first arrived and knew little
         of the blasphemy the tower contained, I’d escaped from the kitchen to admire the Master’s elevator system. Now I thought it
         held his spirit in its tortured movements, and I shuddered.
      

      Aggie led me around one side of the tower to a wooden door. She took a brass key from the pocket in her cloak and fitted it
         into the keyhole. The door scraped open and she pulled me after her into an empty, windowless place. The air smelled of stone
         and wood and age.
      

      “You needn’t go up,” said Aggie, her voice suddenly too loud. She held her lantern out to show me a flight of wooden 
         stairs that led from one corner to a denser darkness above us. “You’ll be safe enough down here.”
      

      I looked around at the leaping shadows, my heart sinking, while she set down the lantern and the basket. “I’ll come back for
         you when the soldiers have gone.” She bent and lit a candle at the lantern, and the flame showed her anxious face. “I’ll lock
         you in, Scuff, and keep the key next to my heart. They’ll have to break the door down to get in.”
      

      I swallowed hard. There was nothing I could say. She was risking so much for my sake. Already she was at the door, slipping
         through the gap to brave the night with her single candle. I heard the wood protest as the door scraped shut, and then the
         click of the key turning. I stood alone in darkness, my feet in a pool of lantern light.
      

      The air of the tower was thick and warm around me; the darkness pressed on my eyeballs. I could hear nothing from outside,
         none of the sounds of night. For a moment I was too terrified to move, thinking of the cellar with the dead body beside me.
         Then I picked the lantern up. The shadows fell away and there were no bodies.
      

      I wanted to creep into a hole to hide, as I had done all my life. At last I crawled into the dusty space under the stairs,
         pulling the basket after me.
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      Chance had woken early, with tears on his face.

      He was lying on a pallet in an unfamiliar passage. Mildewed 
         wallpaper on the walls, faded rugs on floorboards; beyond him, a landing with closed shutters.
      

      The door to Mather’s bedchamber was still closed, and a draft blew damply beneath it. When Chance tried to bury his cold face
         in the blanket he’d been given the night before, the wool had the same bitter, salty smell.
      

      When he unfastened the shutters, he saw that yesterday’s wind from the sea had brought a mist with it overnight. This morning
         the mist had settled over the parkland, blurring the outlines of the massive oak trees just coming into leaf and turning the
         new green world back to gray. But even in the mist that girl won’t escape us, he thought. Mather won’t let her go as I did.
      

      It took most of the day for the three of them to search the house and the cottages of the frightened farmers: a cold day,
         with the mist playing strange tricks on them, furring up their eyeballs so they couldn’t see, and muffling sounds, indoors
         and out, so it seemed.
      

      Mather checked the list in his hands for the umpteenth time. Miss Cotter’s handwriting was legible and bold. Mather had checked
         everyone on it in his usual thorough way, questioned each person himself, forced the women to show him that they had no branding
         scar. The estate workers knew nothing of an orphan girl. The household—if you could call it that—of the Hall itself appeared
         to consist of Miss Cotter, the young maid Doggett, and two older footmen, apart from the aunt and the absent steward. And
         surely Miss Cotter could not be dissembling. Why should she risk all she had for the sake of a criminal?
      

      
         “This girl must have left Murkmere,” said Miss Cotter, shaking her head.
      

      Mather was used to interrogating; he reveled in it, the thrill of the chase. In the end he always broke the protesting men
         and women who claimed innocence. He was too clever for them. But now Miss Cotter held his gaze and her eyes were clear. He
         could not detect a lie within them.
      

      “What is the girl supposed to have done?” said Miss Cotter.

      Mather did not like being questioned; he frowned. “That is highly confidential, I’m afraid.”

      “You may have to extend your search to the Wasteland, Sir. It swallows many a criminal.”

      They were standing in the stable yard. It was afternoon and the mist was beginning to lift, but the clouds were thick overhead
         and the light gloomy.
      

      “We must leave before the daylight goes,” said Mather. He was weary of investigating damp little hovels. The prospect of hunting
         through the Wasteland, or the squalid little village where he had interrogated the Lawman, was tedious in the extreme.
      

      He beckoned to the two young men. “Saddle your horses.” Then he clicked his heels and bowed abruptly to Miss Cotter. “My congratulations,”
         he said dryly. “You seem to run your household with remarkably few staff.”
      

      The girl didn’t blink. “We all help each other. It’s not I but my aunt who runs the house, in truth.”

      “Then I hope your aunt recovers soon.”

      “Thank you, Sir, she is much better. Indeed, she is rising for dinner, I believe.”

      
         Mather had heard of the fearsome reputation of the aunt, who at one time had been Chief Elder in the village. It would be
         the last straw to encounter her at the end of this unsuccessful day. He didn’t like women at the best of times. “I’m glad,”
         he said stiffly, and made for his own horse with haste.
      

      But he’d return, he thought. He’d return with extra men before the steward was back. He’d take them by surprise, at night.
         Then he’d know for sure whether the girl, Number 102, was still there.
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      I don’t know who she was: the woman with me in the cellar, who died.
      

      I don’t believe she was my mother. But it was she who had brought me there, stayed with me in the dark and damp. She fed me
         and clothed me and wrapped me in blankets, yet I sensed I was a burden to her. Sometimes she took me up into the street in
         my little hooded cloak, and I would blink at the daylight, at the throngs of people, the tumult. She never let me venture
         forth by myself: it was too dangerous, she said. In the streets of the Capital there were statues with eyes that would see
         me; birds that would carry off the tasty morsel of a tiny child; soldiers who would shoot a stray little girl. So I stayed
         hidden in the cellar until one morning when I awoke and she didn’t, and I knew she must be dead.
      

      It was a long time ago. It was before I committed my crime. I was at the Orphans’ Home by then.
         
      

      
         [image: art]
      

      In the end I must have dozed through the night in the watchtower. When light came eventually from somewhere above me, I had
         to move out of my hole because of the pain in my arms and legs.
      

      A long day followed the long night. I was back, tucked in beneath the staircase, and dozing again, when I heard the key turn
         in the lock outside. It wasn’t Aggie, but Doggett. She looked all around, then she saw me in the light from the open door
         and gave a great giggle.
      

      “You look like a mouse in there, Scuff! You can come out. The soldiers have gone. Aggie sent me to fetch you.”

      She sank down on the bottom step of the stairs and spread her skirts, pretending to catch her breath, as if it was such an
         effort to come for me.
      

      I didn’t come out at once: I could scarce believe I’d escaped.

      “Come on, stupid!” she said, impatient. “Aggie is preparin’ the supper tonight. We are to have a feast, she says, but with
         what, I don’t know. And why we should celebrate, I don’t know neither.”
      

      It was still daylight: a windy evening, with shreds of gray mist blowing between the trees. As we went down the slope toward
         the Hall, Doggett looked at me with her sly, sideways glance. “What was it you did, Scuff?”
      

      I stared back at her, startled.

      “Your crime,” she said impatiently. “Come on, I know those soldiers were lookin’ for you. Number 102, they said.”

      She seized my left arm, dragging the sleeve back to expose 
         my scar. “You forget I come from the Capital too. I know all Homes brand their orphans. They’re too useful to lose. And I’ve
         seen your mark before, though you always try to hide it.”
      

      I couldn’t say a word. Eventually she had to give up pestering me with her questions; I thought she sulked.

      But as we reached the stable yard, she said, “Those two young men—they was good-lookin’, wasn’t they?” I was astonished to
         see a dreamy look on her plump, sallow face. “I wish they could have stayed longer. One was the Lord Protector’s son—fancy!”
         She flicked her greasy plait and smiled. “I’m going to find myself a husband one of these days. I’ll leave Murkmere—go back
         to the Capital!”
      

      “You can’t! What will Aggie do?”

      “She’ll manage.”

      “I’m never leaving Murkmere,” I said, and I haven’t forgotten the pitying look she gave me then.

      “You think you’re safe here?”

      “Aggie will protect me, I’m sure she will,” I said.

      “Aggie pretends we are her friends, that we’re all equal here. But we can never be more than servants to them, Scuff. They’d
         sacrifice us if they had to.”
      

      We were merry at supper: it was the relief, I think. Certainly for me, it was. And Aggie had baked a cheese and leek pie,
         which we finished between us. “Better than Miss Jennet’s cat’s piss soup,” Doggett said to me in an undertone.
      

      Only Miss Jennet was grave. “I wish I’d been up and about when the soldiers came,” she kept saying, for Aggie had told 
         her—but not why they had come. “I can’t understand why they should be investigating us after all this time. The Lord Protector
         sent them, you say. Were they suspicious of Jethro’s absence?”
      

      I sang to her after supper to distract her. Since Aggie had taken over the running of Murkmere, I often sang. Tonight I sang
         “So Sing Success to the Weaver,” for Miss Jennet had been a spinster herself once and it was her favorite song. All the same,
         her worried frown came back when I’d finished.
      

      We cleared the supper dishes and Aggie went to lock and bolt the outside doors, which was usually Jethro’s task at night.
         I could hear her quick, light footsteps echoing through the darkness of the Great Hall as she made her way past empty tables
         and dusty tapestries to the big double front doors.
      

      In the kitchen I bade Doggett and Miss Jennet goodnight, took a tallow candle, and went to my chamber. The wind was up, rattling
         the windows, and when I went to fasten them more securely, I saw the night sky was filled with stars. The wind had blown the
         mist away. I must say my prayers, I thought.
      

      But as I knelt on the hard floorboards by my bed and clasped my hands together in the familiar way, the words wouldn’t come
         I fingered the red thread amulet around my neck and tried to picture Him—the great Eagle head in the room with me, rearing
         out of the dim tallow light. But what could I see in the black eyes? Anger. Blame. Contempt. He would never forgive me for
         what I’d done.
      

      
         A knock at the chamber door made Him vanish. Miss Jennet came in as I rose from my knees. She had not yet undressed for bed,
         and her eyes looked very wide awake.
      

      She set down her candle on the chest by the door, and said in a low voice, “Dog has told me why the soldiers came to Murkmere.
         They came for you, didn’t they?”
      

      I nodded dumbly, shocked at Dog’s betrayal.

      “Don’t blame Dog,” said Miss Jennet, as if she knew what I thought. “I only had to ask in the right way. She’s not good at
         keeping secrets. Both you and my niece are better at that.”
      

      “I’m sorry…,” I began miserably, but she raised a hand. “Did you really think you could keep such a thing from me? Haven’t
         I the right to know? We’ve lived with each other these past three years.” She seemed reproachful, sorrowful, rather than angry.
      

      “What I did was a sin,” I faltered. “I could never bear to tell it…” I never had the courage, I thought, and looking at her shadowed face now, my courage failed me again.
      

      “I don’t mean that,” she said, sighing. “I don’t want to know what you did. It’s safest that none of us knows. I mean not
         telling me why the soldiers had come here.”
      

      “We didn’t want to worry you,” I said. “You were poorly.”

      She twisted her hands together. “I thought it was Jethro whom they’d come about, Jethro whom they suspected. Never you.”

      “But the soldiers have gone. Why does it matter?”

      “You think it’s over so easily?” She shook her head. “You poor, foolish child. They’ll be back. I’ve heard of that man 
         Mather. He’s merciless in hunting out his victims. You may have hidden from him this time, but next time he’ll find you. Then
         we’ll all be in trouble.”
      

      I sat down on the bed, my hands to my face.

      “I’ve never been to the Capital,” she said quietly, “and never want to. In such a place committing a crime must be easy enough,
         though surely your tender age should be considered. But the Lord Protector is ruthless in his efforts to cleanse the country
         of those he perceives as possessing criminal potential, particularly at the moment with all this unrest.”
      

      “I’ve not told anyone here of my crime, ever,” I whispered. Nor of my past before it, for I wanted to forget. “You’ll all be innocent of the knowledge.”
      

      “That’s as may be, but the very fact that we are sheltering you makes us complicit in your guilt. Do you not see that if you
         stay here, then Aggie is in danger, let alone the rest of us? And Aggie is my responsibility, the only child of my late sister,
         and I’ve brought her up as mine own.”
      

      You love her. “What will they do?”
      

      “Aggie will certainly lose Murkmere,” said Aunt Jennet grimly. “It’s her livelihood, and ours. We’ll be destitute. The villagers
         will never accept us back. They think of us as the enemy now that we manage Ministration land. Why do you think so few joined
         us when the Master died? They’re suspicious and frightened. We have some friends there still, it’s true, but there are plenty
         that will betray us for money.”
      

      She sat down on the bed at a distance from me, and her voice was harsh. “But that’s the very least. Worse could happen if
         the soldiers return and find you with us. We could be 
         taken to the Capital and imprisoned. We could all die, in the end.”
      

      I had a horrible, sick feeling in my stomach, which might have been the meaty stink of tallow in the room, but I knew had
         been caused by what she said. “What do you want me to do?”
      

      “Do you always wait for other people to tell you what to do?” she said, in sudden anger.

      I hung my head. “I suppose you want me to leave?” I said, from under my hair.

      “I don’t want it, but I can’t see any alternative.”

      A little gasp escaped me. “But this is my home.”

      “You’ll find another.” Her voice shook suddenly.

      “But where?” I said, desperate. “Where can I go?”

      She put a sealed parchment on my lap. “Listen, child. Leave at first light. Take food with you, and water. Go to the address
         I’ve written on the outside of the letter. Relatives of mine—a cousin and her husband—live in Poorgrass Kayes, at the rivermouth.
         They will take you in and give you employment. I’ve written requesting as much, but saying nothing of this matter. I’ve given
         you an excellent reference.”
      

      Beneath my hair I stared at the paper, and the seal caught the candlelight like a drop of blood. “Is Poorgrass far from here?”
         I brushed my hair aside and looked up at her pleadingly, hoping for a change of heart. My heart sank as I saw her resolute
         expression. She had risen from the bed and was pacing about the chamber, her gaunt shadow leaping before her.
      

      “It has to be far from here, don’t you understand? You don’t want to be arrested, do you?”

      
         I stared back down at the paper, gulping. There was a long silence broken by the sound of her restless footsteps, while I
         tried to master myself. At last I asked in a tiny voice, “How do I find this place?”
      

      “Follow the river, don’t go by road. There’s a causeway through the marshes—the old river road. Follow it all the way to the
         river mouth. Pray you find it, and let’s hope there’s a god somewhere to hear you.”
      

      I touched my amulet, for she wore none. Her eyes met mine, and I thought I saw pity in them. “You are braver than you think,
         Scuff. But remember—on your journey—know your friends.”
      

      “Can I say goodbye to Aggie?” I whispered.

      Her face froze.

      “Please, I beg you.”

      She shook her head violently, and wheeled around to the door, jerking her shawl over her shoulders.

      My voice cracked. “Won’t you say goodbye to me, Miss Jennet?”

      She paused, half turned as if to speak; I saw her eyes glitter with tears as she took her candle, then she hurried from the
         room.
      

      I wouldn’t let myself cry: it was only the tallow that made my eyes smart. I wouldn’t let myself think either, in case I thought
         of the fearful things that might be waiting for me in the Wasteland, and of my unknown employers in the port, when—and if—I
         ever reached it. I moved stiffly about the room, collecting my warmest shawl, my cloak, and my bonnet, and laying them on
         the foot of the bed ready for first 
         light. In the pocket of the dress I’d made from old curtains, the letter crackled. I wondered whether to undress or not: I
         couldn’t seem to make up my mind.
      

      I was still standing, undecided, when from below the dogs began to bark again.
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      My heart rose in my throat as if it would choke me. They have come back for me, I thought. There is nothing I can do, nothing;
         and I did nothing.
      

      It must have been only moments later that Aggie burst in, wild-eyed, fully dressed but disheveled, as if she’d hastily thrown
         more clothes on top of those she already wore. “What are you doing?” She saw my cloak and shawl on the bed. “Put those on,
         hurry!”
      

      “Miss Jennet…”

      Aggie spoke rapidly. “She’s gone down to speak to the soldiers. She’s asked Jukes and Pegg to take you to the door in the
         boundary wall, the door near the tower.” I stood, rigid with fear, as she threw the cloak around me, then the shawl over my
         head. “Quick, Scuff! I must get back to Aunt Jennet.”
      

      “What will she say to the soldiers?”

      “Nothing about you,” she said sharply. “She has a speech all ready, and she’s taken two dogs with her to protect her.” She
         tugged hard on my arm, pulling me back into life. “Come on!”
      

      The soldiers were at the front of the house, so we fled down the back stairs, as we had the night before. There were 
         some sconces still left lit. The dogs that slept in the scullery were howling with frustration, clawing at the other side
         of the old wooden door as we ran past, into the kitchen.
      

      Jukes and Pegg loomed out of the shadows by the dying fire. Jukes, already wrapped in his cape and without the footman’s wig
         he insisted on wearing each day, was a stranger with straggling hair and unsmiling face. Pegg, short and burly, glowered beside
         him at the interruption to his sleep.
      

      “You have the key?” said Aggie urgently, above the clamor of the dogs.

      “Aye, Miss.” I saw it in Jukes’s hand, a great rusty piece of iron. “I hope it turns, Jukes. That door’s not been unlocked
         for years.”
      

      “I’ll do my best, Miss,” he said, lugubrious; while Pegg, always a rude, uncouth man, scowled at me as if I was scarce worth
         the bother of saving. Shaking his head at the folly of it all, he turned to the back door that led out into the stable yard,
         with a brusque gesture indicating I was to follow.
      

      “Come, girl,” said Jukes, jerking his head at me as he went out after Pegg.

      I stared at Aggie, full of fear. “They’ve no lantern!”

      “The men would see it. They’re out by the main gate as well as at the front. More have come this time.” She saw my hesitation.
         “Go, Scuff!” She pushed me out of the door.
      

      I caught her hand. “Goodbye, Aggie.”

      She wrenched her fingers away. “No time…” The door shut behind me, I was out in the stable yard, and the black figures of
         the two men were striding away over the cobbles, the wind lifting Jukes’s cape. I thought I’d be left alone in the 
         dark spaces; I fled after them, clutching my amulet. But a thread of red cotton was so frail against the powers of darkness,
         so easily broken.
      

      After a moment I could see the stars shining in the heavens, like tiny golden beads. The round moon hung above the rise on
         which the tower stood and filled the night with a soft white light, so that nothing—tree, bush, or blade of grass—had shadow.
         To our left I could see the flare of torches: the other group of soldiers had left the main gates to search the grounds.
      

      “Mr. Jukes!” I ran to his side as he quickened his pace up the track to the copse of blowing trees. “They will see us!”

      He made no answer. He’s doing this for Aggie, I thought, otherwise he’d leave me to face them on my own. He must hate me for putting the household in such danger.
      

      Jukes and Pegg skirted the dark ring of trees. Across a patch of rough ground, pitted with night-filled hollows, was the high
         stone wall that ran around the boundary of the Murkmere estate. It stood in shadow, but they knew the whereabouts of the door
         and made for it without hesitation. Jukes felt for the keyhole; I could hear him fumbling as he tried to fit in the rusty
         key.
      

      At last it was in, and he managed to turn it with great effort. Then, with Pegg’s help, he struggled to draw back the bolts,
         top and bottom. They too were rusty and wouldn’t slide.
      

      “No chance,” Pegg muttered.

      A sound made us start around. Across the stretch of moonlit grass Aggie was running toward us, without cloak or hat, 
         her hair streaming in the wind. She held her skirts in both hands and her petticoats fluttered wildly. “I had to warn you!”
         she gasped as she reached us. “They’re putting men at every exit from Murkmere! It won’t be long before they’re here!”
      

      “We can’t move the bolts, Miss Aggie,” Jukes said.

      “Can’t we lift her over the wall? We must!”

      “Too high, Miss.”

      I knew he did not want to help, and Aggie knew it too.

      But what he said was true: even tall Jukes couldn’t lift me high enough.

      Lights flickered among the distant trees. “They’re here already,” I whispered.

      “You must go to the tower!” said Aggie. “I’ve the key here.”

      “We’ll be spotted, Miss,” said Jukes, but he took it.

      “Not if you approach it from the other side.” She pressed something warm and round into my hand. “My amber—take it, Scuff.”

      “I can’t!”

      “Take it—you have more need of it than I.”

      Then she was gone. Blindly, I put her amulet around my neck. Pegg grunted, “Come on, then,” and the three of us began to steal
         along in the shadow of the wall. The shouts of the searching men carried to us on the wind, the crashing in the undergrowth.
         Light flared among the trees.
      

      Somehow we made it to the tower unseen, each of us taking it in turns to cross open ground to the doorway. Once there, the
         noise of the men seemed farther away.
      

      Into the tower again, the door open a crack, squeezing through one by one into darkness. Inside, I couldn’t hear the 
         wind, only our breathing, my heart pumping. “Lock the door,” said Pegg.
      

      I heard the scratch of metal in the darkness, the click of the key turning. Above us the darkness was lifted by a softer gray
         tonight: moonlight shone through an arched window; below it was the black band of the stairs.
      

      “We must go up,” said Jukes.

      We reached the landing, and I followed the men into a large room. Through a great glass door at the far end, the night sky
         was spread in its glory; a million stars glittered and danced around the glowing lamp of the moon, so that I thought I’d faint
         at so much strange expanse of beauty, so much space.
      

      What is this place? What infernal magic did the Master conjure here? But I was too frightened to dwell on my old Master’s certain damnation; my palms were wet with the prospect of my own.
      

      Jukes stood by the glass, staring down. “See how close the men are?” he said nervously to Pegg.

      I went cautiously toward him, past a desk on which dust glowed luminous in the moonlight, past curious cabinets, glass surfaces
         that gleamed. As I came to the window, I gasped, and for a moment I thought I’d fall straight out, straight down to where
         the soldiers would soon come. A ragged line of light—torch flames torn by the wind—was moving toward the tower, along the
         boundary wall.
      

      A clatter made me jump. Behind us, Pegg had opened a drawer in the desk and was examining a small pistol in his hand. “The
         Master’s gun’s still here. Still loaded too.”
      

      
         The men were nearly at the tower, as if they knew we sheltered there. “Are those rifles they’re carrying, Mr. Jukes?” I said,
         my voice high and strange.
      

      Jukes nodded briefly. “Look at that, Pegg.”

      Dark shapes slunk low around the soldiers. “They’ve brought dogs!” I whispered.

      “They’ve followed our scent. Be sniffing us out next,” muttered Pegg, moving to Jukes’s side, the pistol still in his hand.

      “But they’re not in uniform,” I said hesitantly. “Can they be soldiers, Mr. Pegg?”

      “What else? Night maneuvers. Don’t want to be seen, do they?”

      “There be a whole lot of them,” said Jukes, his voice shaking. He added dourly, “The law will have its way in this country,
         sure enough. What she did”—he jerked his head toward me—“must have been wicked indeed that so many of them be eager to get
         her, Pegg.”
      

      “I never meant this to happen,” I said. “Please go—look to yourselves.”

      “Too late,” growled Pegg. “If we leave now, we’ll be savaged by the dogs or shot by them soldiers most like. Accomplices,
         they’ll call us. We’re harboring a criminal.”
      

      “We’ll be taken to the Capital, up before the Lord Protector himself,” Jukes said, his lanky frame quivering.

      “And all for a kitchen maid,” said Pegg.

      Below us they began to hammer on the outside door. My heart almost stopped.

      The two men stared at each other. Pegg looked down at 
         the pistol in his hand. “I’ve a little notion that might work, Jukes.”
      

      Jukes eyed the pistol apprehensively. “You’ll be in worse trouble if you use that on them.”

      Pegg shook his head; his teeth bared in a ghastly smile. “They want the girl, right? Well then, we shall give her to them
         nice and easy and not be seen ourselves.”
      

      And his right hand swung to point the pistol direct at me.
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      The group of men who surrounded the tower began to thump their sticks on the ground in triumph. Earlier the dogs had sniffed
         a bodice taken from the missing girl’s bedchamber, and minutes ago they had picked up the same scent in the grounds by the
         wall. Now they were going mad around the tower, panting and straining on their leashes: tough, rough-haired mongrels with
         sharp noses and even sharper teeth. She must be in there, the girl they were after.
      

      Not long until the door was down. Even solid oak couldn’t bear up against pickaxes.

      In the dark and from a distance, it is easy to mistake a stick for a rifle. But soldiers do not carry sticks, and these men
         were not soldiers. They were rebels.
      

      The leader of the group of rebels, a young man called Titus 
         Molde, bent to feel for the dagger he always kept in his boot, and smiled to himself. He wasn’t expecting any trouble, but
         it might be handy. He had spotted the two men with her and didn’t know if they’d let her go easily. Number 102. At last they
         had found her. It would make all the difference to the morale of the cause, so badly damaged by the death of Robert Fane.
      

      And he’d be glad to be out of this place. It made Titus Molde uneasy: the trees like ghosts in the moonlight, the whining
         of the wind. He was used to working in the night, of course, but he didn’t like it. He wasn’t devout anymore, but at times
         he regretted he’d ever cast away his amulet.
      

      Something flickered against the full moon. A large bird, neck outstretched. His hand went up automatically to his throat,
         to the place where his amulet had been. What could it be? What Night Bird had that wingspan—or was it a trick of the moonlight?
         And now another bird was following it, and another: a whole flock of great, white, long-necked birds, swooping low over the
         dark blowing trees of the copse and flying through the wind toward the men.
      

      Then Titus Molde smiled again, at his own stupidity, as he realized what they were.

      But the men in charge of breaking down the door looked up at the white birds flying against the stars, muttered together,
         and put down their axes uneasily. Those holding torches shifted closer together, the ring of men around the tower beginning
         to break up. The dogs, sensing the tension, were barking, hackles up, and from far away in the Hall there 
         came an answering howl from the imprisoned guard dogs of Murkmere.
      

      “What are they?” said one of the men, looking up at the great heavy birds and rubbing moon-dazzled eyes.

      “An omen,” said another.

      The youth standing next to him gave a frightened moan. “What do they mean in the Table of Significance?”
      

      It was time to stop this, thought Titus Molde. He strode over. “They’re swans, can’t you see that? Wild swans. They breed
         in the Wasteland.” These recruits from the city!

      Unfortunately, the local men were down at the gates. The birds made no sound, no cry, as they circled beneath the moon. The
         wind buffeted the men’s ears and hissed through the undergrowth around them.
      

      Then there was a crash from far above their heads, from the top of the tower. Something fell through the air. Nerves on edge,
         the nearest men leapt back. One of them held the object up, turning it gingerly this way and that in the moonlight. “Broken
         glass,” he said. “She’s trying to break the window!”
      

      “We’ll be waiting for her if she jumps!” said another man.

      “Be sure to catch her, then,” said Titus Molde. “I want to take her back to the Capital in one piece.”

      Another crash from above, and another, and then something invisible came hurtling through the air, followed by a lethal rain
         of smaller pieces. The men dodged back, but one brought his hand to his face with a cry of anguish and took it away, black
         with blood.
      

      
         “We could try shouting up to her,” someone said to Titus Molde.
      

      “She’d never hear, not with this wind,” Molde said. He hesitated, then yelled over to the men at the door, “Hurry up with
         that, can’t you?”
      

      More shards of glass fell, the smaller ones blown in all directions by the wind. The men on the grass drew back hastily; those
         at the door of the tower pressed themselves against the wood for protection. They waited speechlessly to see what would happen
         next, mesmerized by the dark hole that had been the great window at the top.
      

      Then they gave a low groan of amazement and fear. Something extraordinary was appearing out of the darkness up there, something
         inhuman—like a giant moth, with an eerie glow to the vast, furled wings. And even as they thought it a moth, the pale wings
         uncurled and they saw it was a bird.
      

      It had not yet flown out. It perched, swaying, on the very edge of the hole.

      And in its claws it held a girl.

      Too frightened to care about losing their quarry, the men clutched at their amulets, letting the dogs loose.

      Only Titus Molde knew what he was seeing. He’d heard about the flying machine that had been fashioned long ago by the late
         Master of Murkmere. It had never flown, so far as he knew. Was the girl so desperate she was trying to escape them in such
         a risky contraption? Something so fragile, so amateurishly built, could only crash. She’d fall through the wind to her death
         on the hard earth.
      

      This went through his mind in a flash. A voice inside his 
         head screamed protest, then he was running toward the tower, shouting upward into the mocking wind, “Stop!”
      

      Even before the word was torn from his mouth, the birdmachine had moved suddenly forward, had lurched over the edge.

      The men below stood, transfixed. They held their breath. Alone among them their leader moved, gesticulating wildly, screaming
         something inaudible above the barking dogs.
      

      The bird thing did not fall immediately. As if there was some impetus pushing it from behind, it went horizontally through
         the air for a short way, holding its height, the wind beneath its wings. Then it slowed. It seemed to judder in the air, hanging
         stationary but quivering, for a second.
      

      Titus Molde shut his eyes. He felt air press on his forehead as something flew heavily over his head. He ducked involuntarily;
         the men behind him cried out.
      

      When he looked around, black wings had blotted out the moon. The wind was full of birds. The swans were all about the men
         in a turbulence, beating the air so that the screams of the men were muffled by the thump, thump of wings. The men cowered down, shielding their eyes.
      

      Titus Molde fell flat on the grass, protecting his face with his hands. His heart was banging in his chest: he knew that swans
         could kill a man. He heard the swans attack the contraption, beat it to the ground.
      

      He lay motionless until he thought the vile birds had gone. He was full of fury and humiliation. He was the leader and he’d
         done nothing to prevent the girl’s death. He’d been too scared, without an amulet. Scared of birds that had no sinister significance
         in the Table, were no doom-laden omen.
      

      
         The wind rattled the bare branches in the copse and lifted his hair. The dogs had fallen silent. His men would not get up
         from the ground until he did. He’d best stand up and go over to the debris left by the shattered machine, the dead body in
         the midst of it all.
      

      But when he raised his head and looked up, there was nothing to see. Beneath the empty stars his men lay huddled on the ground:
         pathetic bundles of rags and spent swagger, sticks at all angles, useless. A couple of dogs nosed at them and whimpered.
      

      The swans must have flown away into the night. But neither, on the stretch of moonlit scrub before him, was there any sign
         of the flying machine.
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