                Chapter 1
Joshua Lock stabbed a grubby forefinger at the printed page. His lips tried to form the sound. “Supp..” He tried again. “Supp-or…” 

Bang! 

Joshua’s left fist struck the old tabletop with all the power his fourteen year old body could muster. The whole table jumped up from the stone floor, and the oil lamp, which had thrown a poor curtain of light over the open book, teetered to the point of falling over. He instinctively grabbed at it, and scorched his fingers on the glass.

One! 

The lamp wick smoked and the flame guttered. Joshua stood it back on its base and watched it light the dust that had risen from the gaps between the table boards. He blew on his burned fingers.

Two! 

His anger was dying. His grandfather had taught him the trick soon after his parents died. How to count up to ten before the anger consumed him and he lost control. Then, he had been angry all the time. Now, he rarely got past three.

Three! 

Joshua sighed. He felt stupid, for what had angered him was just a word. He looked at it again, squinting in the lamplight, and ran his finger under it on the page. Supp – something. The lamp flickered again as the door behind him opened and a draught caught the flame. He knew it was his grandfather; Joshua could hear the old man struggle to take a rasping breath, and the slow shuffle of his boots over the flags. He straightened on his stool.

“What is it, boy?”

Joshua pointed at the word. “I can’t read that, Abraham.” His grandfather picked up the book. The pages were yellowed and it had been printed on thin, cheap paper, so that the text was beginning to show through the back of each page. The end boards had been lost long ago; Joshua could never remember it having any, and there was no title page. Abraham raised it so that it was just a couple of inches from his face.

“Suppurate,” he said.

“What’s that mean?” Joshua was curious.

Abraham paused, thinking. “When a wound fills with pus. Means it needs a poultice.” He put the book down and put his finger under the word. “Look. Sup-you-rate. It’s not difficult.”

Joshua snorted. “It’s easy for you,” he said, annoyed with himself.

“You shouldn’t be reading in this light, anyway,” his grandfather went on. “Do you want to end up with eyes like mine? God made the daylight for reading and the dark for the Devil’s work.” 

Joshua shrugged. He did not much care, because he could not see himself ever being as old as his grandfather. But he obediently picked up the book and crossed to the shelf where it was stored, alongside the only other book in the Smithy. That was a Bible, heavy and leather-bound, with faded gold lettering across the wide spine. The word of God. Once, Joshua had enjoyed the stories it told, but he never looked at it now. God had taken his parents, he had been told, so why should he care what God said? He could go to hell. There was a piece of oilcloth on the shelf, and he carefully wrapped it around the book he had been reading, and left it alongside the Bible. He still had chores to finish.

It was quiet outside the cottage. Ice had begun to form on the surface of the water barrel, and Joshua stuck a finger into it, tracing a pattern and breaking the thin skin. His breath was steam in the cold air. He walked away from the Smithy and down a short track, to the meadow where a horse was grazing. He had left bundle of hay there earlier, under the hedge, and now he pulled it out and shook the new frost from it. The horse looked up as he walked towards her, calling, and eventually she ambled over. Joshua dumped the pile of hay on the ground in front of her, and watched as she took a mouthful and chewed contentedly. She was old now, and her coat grew thick at this time of year to keep out the cold. Joshua had been put on her broad back as a small child and led around, up and down the old pathways, holding tightly to her long mane. And when he was older, he had ridden bareback through the woods and meadows and imagined himself an armour clad knight of old, riding into battle with a long pointed lance, beating down enemies with a sharp sword and saving the lives of Kings and Princesses. Joshua patted the mare’s sway-back affectionately and made his way back to the cottage.

Even though he closed the door behind him, the cold air still trickled in where the timber had warped and there was a gap up to the frame. He hooked the piece of thin leather that served as a curtain up, across the window. The fire was almost out, he noticed, and if it died now the cottage would be chilled in the morning. That was bad for his grandfather’s chest, but bringing it back to life would mean fetching coals from the forge, and he decided he could not be bothered tonight. He looked into the iron pot by the fire which contained the remains of the vegetable stew they had eaten earlier in the day. It was cold and congealed, and Joshua poked at it with a spoon, but he could not bring himself to eat it. There was bread and some cheese in the larder cupboard, but if he ate that there would be no breakfast, so he left it. At least there would be meat tomorrow, for, with any luck, he planned to go hunting conies in the afternoon. Rabbit stew for supper. He could almost taste it already, and the thought made his stomach churn hungrily. He was used to that feeling. Joshua sighed. He would go to bed hungry. He went into the back room and lay down on the cot that served as his bed, but left his boots on when he pulled the blanket up over his head. At least his feet would be warm in the morning.
The Honourable John William Killen stood at the top of the staircase, on the landing that served all of the rooms on the first storey. It was a massive structure, with two wide wings which curved downwards into the hallway of Halcombe House. He laid his head on top of the right-hand banister rail and sighted along it. The polished wood was cool against his cheek. This time, he decided, he would go all the way down. 
Johnny had practiced for weeks when no-one was looking. He started low down, near to where the end of the rail curled to meet its final support, and had gradually moved upwards, one stair at a time, until he reached half-way. But today was a special day. It was his father’s birthday, and in honour of the event, dinner was to be served in the main dining room, and he would sit at the head of the table, below the huge portrait. That was an honour Johnny felt unworthy of, so he had decided that he needed to do something bold, something reckless; something daring. Something he believed would have made his father proud of him.
Johnny hitched his right leg up so that his calf lay across the rai,l and shifted his body so that he was half sitting on it. Years of polishing made the rail slippery, but that would help once he was moving. He inched his way slowly along to the point where the rail started to fall downwards. Now he could see the whole of the long banister curving downwards. It looked a long way! Perhaps he should start lower down. No. No, he had decided that he must do the whole thing. He steeled himself, and brushed away the lock of hair that habitually fell down across his forehead. Wriggled a bit further, and then he was moving! His body wobbled slightly as he accelerated and then he was whooshing down the rail towards the tiled floor below, and exhilaration flowed through his thin body as the adrenaline hit it. The journey, which took only seconds, seemed to Johnny to last minutes. He slid by pictures of relatives and ancestors whose stern faces seemed to stare with disapproval as he flew past them, and then suddenly he was at the end. The banister dropped him towards the floor and he landed feet-first, staggering for several steps and just managing not to fall, before forcing himself upright. And he smiled broadly, for though his heart was hammering he had done it. He had done it!
“I wish you wouldn’t, Johnny.” John’s grandfather had come out of one of the side rooms on his left and scolded him benignly. “It is all too easy to break one’s leg. Now let’s go and eat.”

Killen looked at him sheepishly. “Sorry, grandfather,” he said, but without much conviction, for he did not feel contrite. He had done it!

Roberts, Lord Halcombe’s manservant had lit the two large silver candelabra  on the dining table. There were two places laid, and Johnny walked slowly to his seat at the far end, which seemed to take an age. He touched the back of each chair he passed, and there were ten, for the table was extended to its full length. Before he sat down he walked the few extra feet to the end of the room. The harpsichord had its lid open, and he tapped at a few of the keys. John stared up at the huge painting on the wall behind his dining-place. It was a young man in the uniform of an Officer of Cavalry; bright gold braid on a dark jacket, a crested helmet on his head and in his hands a great, curved sword. Johnny had stared at the portrait a hundred times, but its magnificence always made his stomach twist into knots. His father was standing, moustached and smiling, his sabre in front of him, tip propped on the stump of a tree and his gloved hands resting on the pommel. The background was dark, brooding almost, but around his feet spring flowers bloomed in a coloured carpet that slowly faded backwards into the shade, and a willow tree sprouted on his right to frame him with its sad drooping branches.
Lord Halcombe seated himself heavily and rang a small silver bell. As he replaced in on the white linen tablecloth, the manservant appeared.

“We’ll eat now, thank-you, Roberts.”

The servant gave a small bow. “Very good my Lord,” he said quietly, and disappeared again. 

John Killen put down his glass. He was not allowed the best wine very often, but this evening the cellar had been searched for an exceptional bottle of claret to mark the occasion. 

“A toast,” his grandfather said. “A toast to William Grenville Killen. My son; your father.” They had both turned to the portrait and raised their glasses. It was odd, Johnny had decided, that he toasted a man he had never known, although he often had to toast the King, who he did not know either, and that was alright. Johnny thought his  grandfather had a watery look in his eyes as he took a draught from his glass, but he could not be sure, so said nothing. 

There was an awkward silence after the toast. Johnny wanted to broach a subject but was not sure how it would be received, so he thought for a while how best to start. His grandfather picked up a napkin to dab his mouth. It was white linen, and John noticed that when he put it down his lips had left a red stain, like blood on snow.

“Grandfather,” he began, “I’m old enough now,” he paused, not quite sure what best to say next, but Halcombe was silent so he plunged on, “and you did say you would write when the time came.” He looked at his grandfather pleadingly.

George Arthur Killen, Lord Halcombe, looked back at his grandson and smiled sadly. He knew what the boy was after, and while it was true that his fifteenth birthday was two weeks past, he was not yet ready. And Halcombe was not yet ready to lose him to the service of a country that had killed his father. He had mulled the excuses over for weeks, knowing that the boy would soon ask him to write the letter, requesting a recommendation to join a cavalry regiment.

“Have you decided yet,” Halcombe asked slowly, “which regiment you wish to join?”

“The Seventh.” No hesitation. “It’s Lord Paget’s.”

Halcombe nodded gravely. “A good choice.”

“You know him, don’t you?” Johnny asked.

Halcombe was non-commital. “Only slightly,” he said carefully. “I have met him once or twice, but he may not remember me.”

Johnny smiled at him. “Of course he will! When will you be able to write?”

Halcombe looked serious. “I think the Seventh will only take officer recruits who are over sixteen,” he said. “Perhaps it would be better if you were to wait until then.”

“I’m sure they would take me.” John refused to be dissuaded. “William Meacher joined the 33rd last year, and he was only fifteen.” 

Halcombe sighed. “The infantry are less particular, I’m told,” he said with distaste. “And in any case, there is plenty for you to do here on the estate. I need someone I can trust to keep an eye on matters if I have to travel away. And I am not getting any younger,” he added. “Who would take over if anything were to happen to me?”

Johnny scoffed at the thought. “You’re not that old, grandfather! And you have all the staff to help you. And anyway,” he added as persuasion, “You promised you would! Please…. will you write?”

Halcombe decided to drop the matter for now. “We’ll see,” he said vaguely. “Have you anything planned for tomorrow?” 

Johnny failed to notice the change of subject. “I thought I’d take The Tempest out again,” he said. “He’s getting much easier now, and I need to keep working him.” 

His grandfather nodded agreement. “He’ll make a fine hunter for next season. Now, off to bed with you. Goodnight, Johnny.”

He watched his grandson trot gaily across the dining room and out through the door. He was young for his age, Halcombe thought. Johnny’s slight build and poor constitution did not help matters. In that he was unlike his father, who had always been healthy and robust. Halcombe felt protective of him. He would not easily survive the hardships of a military career, even if it were cushioned by an officer’s more privileged lifestyle. And if he were sent to fight? Halcombe did not really want to think about that, but Napoleon’s seemingly unstoppable progress across Europe made that a likely event at some point.

Halcombe rose from the table and stood in front of the portrait. He looked up at the gaudily dressed cavalry officer with the fair hair and blue eyes. “Damn you,” he said quietly, under his breath. “Damn you.” There was an oval frame on the top of the harpsichord. Halcome had placed it there earlier, and now he picked it up and stared into the eyes of the picture it held. The portrait was a woman, young, fair haired, and, unusually, smiling. Halcombe had ordered the artist to paint her happy as that was what had first drawn him to her. Always a smile, he remembered, always laughing; happy. His late wife’s face looked back at him, and he put his right hand on the picture and trailed his fingertips gently along the contours of her face. “I’ll keep him close, m’dear,” he said to the likeness, “I promise.”
 
And clutching the portrait to his heart, he turned away from his dead son and went off to bed himself.  
Chapter 2
Smoke poured out of the open workshop doorway and, blown by a gentle breeze, turned wispy as it rose upwards.  It shredded through the winter-bare branches of an old chestnut tree that in better seasons threw shade onto the tiled roof of the Smithy. There was a noise of hammering from inside; not the ring of steel on steel but a flat sound, like driving a metal spike into timber.

Joshua  pushed the horse’s left hind foot off his knee and straightened up from where he had been crouched, beneath its belly.  He brushed filings from the hoof trimming off the leather apron he wore to protect his legs, and looked down critically at the animal’s foot, at the bright metal clenches where the shoe-nails had been turned over and rasped away, at the edge, where the outside wall of the foot met the shoe and had been neatly rasped smooth, and at the line of nails, all in a row and showing around a third of the way up the foot. It was a good job, he thought. The big bodied cob stepped sideways, putting its weight on the hind leg as if testing the fit of the shoe Joshua had just applied. Then, seemingly satisfied that all was well, the horse rested its opposite foot. The animal’s owner, the parish priest, a stout young man recently arrived in the area, was standing to one side against the rough stone wall and nodded his satisfaction. He put a hand inside the folds of the black woollen cloak he wore over his cassock and drew out some copper coins. Joshua would take anything from a fat clergyman, so Abraham stepped forward,  a wheeze in his chest, and accepted the payment graciously.
As a child, Abraham Lock had worked in the mines. He escaped before the dust poisoned his lungs, early enough to have a future, and had set up as the local smith. Thanks to his experience of repairing the tools and equipment with which the miners made their poor living, and with the horses that pulled the coal carts along rails, and spent their whole lives underground, he had been moderately successful. Very early on he had seen the advantages that men who were educated enjoyed. They were shown more respect by the mine owners and were often given less physically demanding jobs that were rewarded with higher pay. To that end, Abraham had taught himself to read and write, skills which made him popular with the local gentry, who could provide him a written description of articles they wished made or repaired, in the knowledge that they would most likely receive exactly what they asked for. Unfortunately for Abraham, his son had no desire to follow this path, and had been illiterate as a consequence. One of the periodic bouts of fever that raged through the countryside had killed both son and daughter in law, but an unexpected joy in his pain was that he and his grandson had become closer in grief, and the boy had shown an increasing interest in words and numbers. Abraham had spent much time teaching Joshua from the few books he had, and the boy had had shown a surprising aptitude for the work.

Abraham took the priest’s payment thankfully, for money was tight. The war with France had stopped virtually all trade with continental Europe, and the hardships the merchants felt gradually filtered downwards. When they spent less money, fewer people were employed, food prices fell and agriculture, with all its related industry, suffered too.

The priest retrieved his black, broad-brimmed hat from where he had placed it alongside the forge, hoping that the heat might drive some of the damp from it before he resumed his journey. The weather was cold.  It was early February, and the grey afternoon sky suggested more snow was on its way, though the ice of January was thawing. And though a few patches of snow remained in sheltered woods and copses, in many places the early spring flowers had begun to push green shoots out of the wet ground.  The priest led his horse out into the daylight, and made as if to climb on, but there was no mounting block outside the Smithy. So Joshua legged him up into the saddle, grunting a little at the man’s weight, and wiped his hands on his apron afterwards. The priest failed to thank him, believing the courtesy his due. He clapped his heels into the horse’s sides and the cob, a little reluctantly, trotted off. Joshua stared after the man. Bugger you, he thought unkindly, though he dared not say it out loud.
Joshua went back into the Smithy and raked through the coals in the forge, dragging the unburned fuel to one side, for there would likely be no more business that afternoon and no need to keep the fire hot. His grandfather came over and stood beside him.

“I’ll be away shortly,” the boy said, without looking up. 

Abraham nodded. “Where are you going this time?” Joshua had taken to walking out when work was short.

“Over to the Combe. We need something for the pot, and there’s a warren I haven’t tried yet.”

His grandfather was warning. “You take care then. His Lordship’s gamekeepers have been busy of late.  I hear they caught someone from the next village over at Mile End, and he’s for the magistrate.”

Joshua smiled.  I’m always careful,” he said on his way out.
“That was what Our Lord said to Pilate. And the weir will be flooded,”   Abraham reminded him loudly, but he was gone out the door.
At the back of the stone cottage, Joshua kept a hob polecat in a timber hutch with barred front. He opened the door and peered in. The polecat uncurled itself from its bed of dried grass and chirruped in anticipation. Joshua picked it out gingerly because it had not been fed that day, and a stray finger was as good a meal as any. He tied a string lead around the polecat’s neck and stuffed the animal carefully inside his heavy wool coat, before collecting a canvas knapsack from inside one of the outhouses. The he strode away, down the muddy track that led to the village.

 John Killen ran down the grand staircase into the wide expanse of tiled hallway at its foot. He took the steps two at a time, flushed with enthusiasm, for lessons were finished for the day and that meant time for the more important things in life; for riding, and hunting, and fishing. The huge paintings, hung on ochre walls, of ancestors whose deeds he knew off by heart, still seemed to stare down on him with disapproval, but now he stuck his tongue out at them irreverently as he skated across the floor at the foot of the staircase before running down the first corridor to his left. The maids would have to scrub at the marks his boots left on the tiles, but that was their job.

He pushed at the panelled oak door with its ornate brass handle that led into his grandfather’s study. It was slightly ajar when he reached it, and muted voices came from within the room, but his momentum sent him skittering through as he tried to slow down. The three men around the huge desk looked up, slightly startled, as he went in.

“I’m sorry, grandfather,” he started, contrite.

Lord Halcombe smiled. “Come in boy, come in.” He beckoned Johnny over to the desk.  The boy knew the two men who stood the other side of it; one short and stout, the other tall and thin. The Head Gamekeeper, and the Estate Manager. The keeper, Trollope, offered Johnny something between a bow and a nod and smiled at him, though the boy noticed he held his cap nervously in front of him as if expecting a dressing down for some error. But the Estate Manager, who had a touch of arrogance about his manner, ignored Johnny completely, and turned back to his grandfather.

“As I was saying my Lord, we seem to be suffering more from the depredations of these poachers, and if you would let me…..”

Lord Halcombe interrupted. “Yes, yes, Perkins,” he said tiredly, “you’ve told me all this before.” He looked the Estate Manager in the eye. “And I’ve told you, I will not have those damned man-traps anywhere on my property. I’ve heard tell of them catching children, severing a limb even, and I will not be a party to that event. You will just have to do your best without.” He picked up a sheet of paper that had slipped to one side of the desk and stuffed it unceremoniously beneath a large grey pebble balanced precariously on an untidy pile of more loose papers. “And if that’s all, gentlemen, I’ll bid you good day.”

The two men nodded at his Lordship, and left, the Estate Manager stalking imperiously from the room while Trollope hovered behind him, an anxious satellite, who stopped to close the door politely behind them. Halcombe turned to Johnny who was studying the carpet intently. “Well, m’boy,” he said, smiling slightly, “what did you say you were planning for the afternoon?”

“I’ll be taking The Tempest out,” John said in a serious voice, to show his grandfather that this was to be no frivolous undertaking. Halcombe pursed his lips in thought. The Tempest; the horse he had bought for Johnny’s birthday several weeks before, had proved to be a handful, even for a horseman of the boy’s undoubted talent. It was entire, a stallion, and it was in his mind that castration might make it more tractable, more amenable to discipline, though Johnny had immediately seen the horse’s temperament and manners as a challenge and would no doubt object to having it gelded.

Halcombe smiled. “So you’ve not given up on the animal yet?” 
Johnny shook his head determinedly. “He just needs more time, grandfather, and more work. I spend too much time on lessons instead of being out there.” He waved his hand in the general direction of the stable-yard. “And what use are lessons when I could be schooling the best hunter in the Shire.” 

Halcombe sighed. When it came to his grandson, he found it difficult to be objective. And there was no doubt that the boy was a fine rider, and improving all the time. He nodded. “Very well.”

The boy smiled and turned to go, but his grandfather called him back. “Whereabouts will you be going, Johnny?”

Johnny was still grinning. “Oh, just down to the Combe, through the fields.” The woods were several miles away and the pastureland would give him a chance to see how the horse galloped. Perhaps he would find a windfall. Then he might find out how the horse leaped!
Halcombe watched his grandson leave with happiness in his heart. Ever since the boy’s father had died he had treated the child as his own, hoping the boy might grow in his father’s image. He was a quiet boy, that was true, but friends had assured him that was normal for one who had lost both parents at so young an age. Halcombe, with no wife to help him, had done his best. He ensured his grandson was tutored in the usual subjects; the arts, the sciences and languages, but he knew in his heart that it was horsemanship that the boy both excelled in and loved, and in swordsmanship and shooting that he took most interest and pride. Halcombe was glad of it. Even though he realised that these, the arts of war, might take Johnny far away from home in troubled times, he had prepared him as best he could. And in any case, he had promised his late wife that he would not let the boy go. 
He stepped across to where a tall bookcase stood against the wall and pulled at a tasselled cord which hung alongside it. Less than a minute later, his manservant entered the room and bowed. 

“Tea, I think, Roberts,” Lord Halcombe said, “and I’ll take it in the drawing room, if you’d be so kind.”

