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Clime of the unforgotten brave!
Whose land from plain to mountain cave,
Was Freedom’s home, or Glory’s grave.


George Gordon,
Lord Byron, 1788–1824




For Liam, Brandon, Brett and Fiona.
May they never forget the pioneers, adventurers
and convicts who struggled so valiantly to bring
prosperity and freedom to Australia.




Also by Tamara McKinley


LANDS BEYOND THE SEA





AUTHOR’S NOTES


This story of the Collinsons, the Cadwalladers and the Penhalligans is a work of fiction set against the backdrop of historical fact. The mention of the Brisbane River is an anachronism, for it wasn’t discovered until some years after the story ends, but I used the name deliberately to give the reader some sense of the geography of the tale. Likewise with Balmain, which wasn’t granted until 1800.


The raids conducted by Tedbury and Pemulwuy are documented in the history books, as are the Irish uprisings and the so-called ‘Rum Rebellion’ against William Bligh. The rebel leaders, Johnston and Cunningham, and the unfortunate Fitzgerald and Paddy Galvin were historical figures, as were Father Dixon, Major Johnston, and the ‘Flogging Parson’, Marsden.


I have used certain words throughout the story which in these enlightened times are rightly considered racist and derogatory. They are included because they were part of the language, and reflected the shameful attitude of the time. I would like to make it clear that no offence is intended.
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PROLOGUE: THE CRY OF THE CURLEW


Brisbane River, 1795


Dawn had yet to lighten the sky, but the group of eight horsemen was already on the move. Edward Cadwallader looked up. The moon remained behind a thick layer of cloud. It was a perfect night for killing.


They made little sound in the stillness of the scrub, for the horses’ hoofs and jingling harness had been wrapped in hessian, and the men knew better than to talk or smoke. It was a familiar routine – but Edward felt the excitement he always experienced in the last few moments before an attack. The thought of what was to come enhanced his impatience.


His gaze trawled his surroundings. The escarpment rose on either side, rearing in jagged peaks from the scrublands. Dark boulders and stands of trees offered deeper shadows, and the horse beneath him twitched as something skittered through the undergrowth. Edward’s hands were firm on the reins, but he was tense for their destination was close. A single sound might give them away.


He glanced behind him at the men who followed him willingly on these night forays, and acknowledged his grizzled sergeant’s grin with one of his own. He and Willy Baines had joined the New South Wales Corps at the same time, and had once shared an army prison cell. The older man had stood with him in the dock during their trial for violating a woman and had helped him celebrate their victory – they knew each other’s thoughts and understood each other’s blood-lust, and although the class divide was great between them, Edward looked upon him as his closest friend.


He peered into the darkness ahead, his night-sight keen after two hours in the saddle. His men could all be trusted to keep their mouths shut when they returned to Sydney. Dispersals were not something to discuss openly, even though they were becoming ever more frequent, and it was common knowledge that the blacks were being forced off the much-needed land. But the less the public knew about the military methods of clearing them out, the better – and, after all, who cared?


The Hawkesbury had already been cleansed, and although the renegade Pemulwuy was still on the loose, Edward was convinced that it would be just a matter of weeks before he and his son were rounded up and shot. Now his task was to clear the last of the Turrbal from the Brisbane River.


These were exciting times, and Edward was at the heart of them. During his years of exile in the wilderness, he had learnt much, and had discovered how thrilling it was to hunt down the black men. His reputation and the high regard in which his men held him had filtered down to the authorities in Sydney Town. Despite his questionable record, he had been promoted to major, responsible for ridding this area of the black vermin with an assurance from the general that his banishment would be shortened by two years. Life was good, and he was looking forward to returning to Sydney so he could make his fortune and build a fine house that would be the envy of every man.


Thoughts of having a white woman once more heightened his excitement. The gins stank, and often fought like cats – but he enjoyed a challenge. Nevertheless, although he had found the black velvet exotic, he preferred the scent of white flesh.


He brought his thoughts back to the job in hand. There would be time enough to think about women after it was done. Now he would need all his wits if they were to avoid an ambush. The blacks might be ignorant savages, but this was their territory and they knew it far better than any soldier, no matter how well trained.


The patrol advanced silently through the scrub, alert for hidden warriors in the shadows. As the sky lightened to a storm-laden grey the tension mounted. This was the most dangerous part of their journey for they were within a mile of the camp.


Edward drew his horse to a halt and swung from the saddle. He waited for the others to join him. ‘You know what to do?’ His voice was barely a whisper.


They nodded. It had been planned in great detail several days before, and they knew they would have free rein with any women they captured.


‘Prime your muskets,’ ordered Edward, ‘and remember, there are to be no survivors.’


‘What about the piccaninnies and gins?’


Edward eyed the newest recruit – a thin, bright-eyed young trooper, with a dishonourable service record and a penchant for native women. His expression was grim, his eyes cold as he reinforced his authority. ‘Gins breed, and piccaninnies grow up to breed. I don’t care what you do, or how you do it, but I want nothing left alive after tonight.’ He glared at the trooper, gratified to see fear spark in his eyes.


The youth’s pale face flushed.


Edward turned back to Willy Baines. ‘We’ll do a recce first,’ he murmured, ‘just to make sure they’re still there.’


Willy scratched the stubble on his chin. None of the men had washed or shaved in four days: a native’s nose could pick up the scent of soap or pomade a mile off. ‘They should be,’ he replied. ‘They’ve been coming here for centuries, according to my spies.’


‘You and your spies, Willy. How do you persuade the myalls to tell you so much?’


Willy shook his head as they moved away from the others. ‘They may look black to us, and I’m damned if I can tell one from another, but tribal differences linger, and for a flagon of rum or a bit of baccy, the right man will tell all he knows.’


Edward put his hand on the other’s shoulder. ‘They’re a mystery to me, Willy, and the only good myall is a dead one. Come on. Let’s go and see what we’ve got.’ They left the others priming their muskets and made their way carefully through the last of the undergrowth to the water’s edge. The river was shallow and meandering, the reeds and overhanging trees giving perfect cover on this moonless night. The two men lay on their bellies, their heads just above the long grass as they regarded the sleeping encampment.


The young single men, who made up most of the warriors, lay in a rough, protective phalanx round the women, children and elderly. Most slept on the ground, but there were three or four gunyahs – grass and eucalypt shelters – in which the Elders rested. Dogs stirred and scratched, and wisps of smoke rose from cooled campfires as old men hawked phlegm and babies whimpered. Edward smiled as he took in the sight before him. The Turrbal had no idea of what was to come.


Lowitja stirred from sleep and instinctively tightened her hold on her five-year-old grandson. Something had penetrated her dreams, and as she opened her eyes, she heard the mournful cry of a curlew. It was the call of the dead spirits – the sharp, haunting note of souls in torment, a warning of danger.


Mandawuy struggled in her tight embrace and would have cried out if she hadn’t put her hand over his mouth. ‘Quiet,’ she ordered, with the soft firmness he had learnt to obey instantly. He sat, silent and unafraid, as his grandmother’s amber eyes stared beyond the encampment. What could she see? he wondered. Were there spirits in the clearing? Could she hear their voices – and, if so, what were they telling her?


Lowitja listened to the cry of the curlews. There were many more now. It was as if the spirits of the dead were gathering, their voices coming together in a wail of distress that pierced her heart. Then, from out of the grey of a new dawn, she saw ghostly shapes twist among the trees. She knew who they were and why they had come.


They would have to hurry: the camp was stirring. Edward and Willy melted back into the deeper shadows and returned to the waiting men. They found them alert, the hammers of their carbines cocked. The fun was about to begin. ‘Mount up.’ Edward caught his horse’s reins and swung into the saddle. ‘Walk.’


The line moved forward in practised precision until the men were almost in sight of the camp. Edward nudged his horse in front as they halted once again. The excitement was almost tangible as he raised his sword and the first rays of the sun lit the blade in a blinding flash. He held it there, anticipating the moment, relishing the suspense.


‘Charge!’


As one, they kicked their mounts into a gallop. The animals strained, nostrils distended, ears flat to their heads as the men who rode them whooped, yelled and urged them on.


Lowitja was mesmerised by the appearance of the Spirit People. In all her thirty years she had never seen them so clearly, and at first she thought the distant thunder was born of a sudden summer storm. She drew back from the visions, her hands automatically tightening on Mandawuy as she noticed the dogs’ hackles rising, and heard the birds cry with sharp alarm as they flew in a storm of beating wings from the trees.


As the thunder grew louder, the rest of the clan were shocked from sleep. Babies and small children cried as their mothers snatched them up. Warriors grabbed spears and clubs, and the elderly froze as the dogs barked with furious intent.


The thunder was nearer now, the air full of it, and the earth trembled beneath her. Lowitja’s fear brought her to her feet. Now she understood why the Spirits had come to her, why they had warned her. She had to save Mandawuy. She forced every ounce of strength she possessed into her legs and arms, clasped her grandson to her and ran.


Thorns snatched, branches whipped, roots threatened to trip her as she raced through the bush. The thunder of horses’ hoofs and the shattering crack of gunfire ripped through the air behind her, but she didn’t look back, didn’t stop running.


Mandawuy made no sound as he clung to her, arms and legs twined round her, tears of terror hot on her skin as the screams, shouts and gunfire echoed in the clearing.


Lowitja’s heart was pounding, her chest ached, her legs and arms grew leaden as she wove through the bushes with her son’s only living child to uncertain safety.


They crashed through the flimsy gunyahs and scattered the smouldering fires into a blizzard of scarlet embers. The first volley of lead shot had flung men, women and children into bloody heaps upon the ground where they were trampled by the charging horses. As screams rent the air, and the more agile ran, the sport was on.


The dogs scattered as women clutched children and men scrabbled for spears and nullas. The elderly tried to crawl away, or sat with their hands over their heads in a pathetic attempt to ward off the swords. Small children stood in frozen terror as the horses bore down to trample them into the dark red earth. Some of the younger, fitter men tried to defend their fleeing families, but they had no time to throw their spears or wield the heavy wooden nullas before they were hacked to pieces.


Edward’s blood-lust was up as he wheeled his horse in a tight circle and fired his second shot into an old woman cowering by the remains of the fire. He reloaded swiftly as he watched her collapse into the flames. He would waste no more lead on her – she would be dead soon enough.


He continued to load and reload until the barrel was too hot to touch. When he could fire no more, he used the carbine as a club, wielding it left and right to smash skulls and break necks, to bring down those who couldn’t run fast enough, and finish them off with his sword. His horse was lathered, its eyes rolling as gunyahs caught fire and smoke filled the clearing. The air was filled with the stench of burning flesh and eucalyptus, the smoke thick and black, making eyes water and throats close.


Two of his men had dismounted and were chasing a couple of women, who had fled into the trees. Willy was making short work of some children and the others were occupied in cutting down three warriors who had raised their spears in defiance.


Edward wheeled his horse in tight circles as he chased two youths and brought them down with a single slash of his sword. The blade was red with their blood, his uniform splattered, the flanks of his horse sticky. But he hadn’t finished – his lust was not satisfied – and he sought another victim.


The girl was on the far edge of the clearing. She had almost reached the trees – but her progress was slow for she had already felt the cut of a sabre. He could see the bloody gash on her shoulder, the black flesh gaping like an obscene pink mouth.


He kicked the horse into a gallop and raised his sword. ‘She’s mine, Willy,’ he yelled, as his friend also spied her.


She glanced over her shoulder, eyes wide with terror.


Edward raced past her and blocked her escape.


The girl froze.


Edward beheaded her with one blow, then raced back to the clearing to discover what the others had left for him.


[image: image]


Lowitja remained hidden in the sheltering branches of the tree, high above the forest floor. She clung to Mandawuy and kept him quiet by suckling him as the carnage raged in the distance. She heard running feet below her, the crack of guns, the terrible screams of the dying – and shed silent tears as she smelt burning flesh. She could only imagine the horror of what was happening to her people, could only pray to the Great Spirit that some would survive this day.


Yet the silence, when it came, was even more terrifying. It weighed heavily on the air, laden with a darkness that, to Lowitja, seemed endless. She waited through the night, her body trembling with the effort of keeping Mandawuy in her arms and her perch secure on the high branch. She dared not fall asleep.


The sun was a thin pale line on the horizon when she clambered down with the precious child on her back. With his little hand clasped in hers, she was poised for flight as she headed back cautiously to the clearing. She feared what she would see, dreaded what she must face. Yet the Ancestor Spirits were calling to her, leading her to the killing fields so she could witness what the white man had done and pass on that knowledge.


She stood on the edge of the clearing, not yet brave enough to enter this place of death. The camp was silent and still – and in that silence she could hear the whispers of long-dead warriors who had come to fetch the people of the Eora and Turrbal and take them to the spirit world. Wreaths of smoke drifted upward in the windless dawn and hung in shifting, ghostlike trails over the scattered cooking pots, mangled bodies and broken spears.


Lowitja stood with her grandson and shivered. No one had been spared – not even the smallest child. She could hear the hum of flies, and see the dark clouds hovering above the shattered bodies that lay trampled into the ground. They already bore the marks of the scavenger crows, and the dingoes that had come in the night to fight over the fresh carrion. Soon the goanna would come, with its sharp teeth and claws, the insects and grubs to make short work of what remained.


Lowitja regarded the killing place and knew that her people were gone. The prophecy of the Spirit Dreams and in the throwing stones had been fulfilled. She would never return to this place, but would move further west towards Uluru. It was a long, dangerous journey for a lone woman – and it would take the rest of her life to complete it – but Uluru was her spiritual home, and she would rather die trying to get there than remain here among the white savages.


She picked up her grandson and kissed him. He was the last of the full-blood Eora – the final link between her, Anabarru and the great ancestor Garnday. He must be guarded well.





PART ONE


Sea-Changes
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The Atlantica, July 1797


George Collinson stood on the plunging starboard deck, telescope to his eye, scanning the heaving swell of the Southern Ocean. It was early morning, but the sun barely pierced the scudding clouds. Gulls shrieked and the wind cut through his coat and sea-boots like a whetted knife as the Atlantica’s sails took the strain and the rigging protested.


No whales had been sighted for days, and as they already had several barrels of the oil and salted meat in the hold, with whalebone enough for hundreds of corsets, the American captain, Samuel Varney, was debating whether to return to Sydney Cove. They had been at sea for six months and the crew was restless.


The Atlantica was a blue-water whaler out of Nantucket, Massachusetts. Not for her the short season of the bay-whaler that worked close to shore, but the wild oceans off Van Diemen’s Land and New Zealand, where a ship’s company could expect to be away from civilisation for months. She was well appointed, with three masts, a blunt bow, a square stern and seven boats hanging over the bulwark. An ugly brick try-works stood behind the main mast, the cauldrons above furnaces that would be fired up to boil the blubber from their next catch. The captain and his officers were quartered aft, the specksioneers – the harpooners – assigned bunks in compartments they called steerage. The rest of the crew slept forward, and amidship lay the hatch that led down to the vast hold where the cargo, stores and two thousand feet of spare rope were kept.


George grimaced as the sleeting rain and icy spray drenched him, but he kept his eye on the telescope, watching for the tell-tale spume or flash of tail-flukes that would herald the start of the hunt. These southern waters were usually teeming with Right whales at this time of year, and for every catch there was a bonus to his wages.


Almost an hour later the cry went up. ‘Portside! Whales one league!’


George turned swiftly, and adjusted his telescope. His heart raced and his mouth dried as he homed in on the unmistakable flukes of several black whales. The hunt was afoot – now the excitement could begin.


Captain Varney shouted orders from the afterdeck, his booming voice carrying above the wind as he spun the wheel and turned the blunt bow to port. Sailors scrambled to adjust the sails and rigging, and George joined the stampede to the boats.


They were more than thirty feet long and pointed at both ends so they would ride high in the water at bow and stern. Two hundred fathoms of manila rope lay coiled in each boat, and the twenty notches in the loggerhead marked the number of whales caught in the past six years. Samuel Varney favoured a five-man crew in each boat, so that when the harpooner left his oars the numbers were even on both sides. The sixth thwart at the bow had been hollowed out to take the harpooner’s thighs so he was steadied as he threw the barbed weapon.


George clambered into the first boat that was already being lowered into the water. He had been sailing with Samuel Varney for three years and had become a skilled headsman, and as he took his place at the stern and grasped the steering oar, which had a ponderous sweep of at least twenty-five feet from its leather strapping, he felt the familiar thrill. The race was on to see who’d be the first to reach and harpoon a whale.


With the single sail raised to catch the wind, the men pulled on the oars as George encouraged them to greater speed with every oath he knew and steered them towards the nearest of the sleek leviathans. The other steersmen were just as vociferous, their shouts rising above the sound of the sea as they raced for the prize.


George’s boat inched ahead. They were close now – close enough for the boat to be cut in half should the great beast thrash its tail. Close enough to see its eye, to feel the turbulence of the water around it. Approaching head on and slightly to its lee, they could feel the pitch and swell of its passage through the water. One flick of those mighty flukes and they would be lost.


‘Get ready!’ George yelled at the harpooner.


The man drew his oar immediately and stood, wedged at the bow, harpoon poised as he measured his aim.


‘Now!’


The barbed iron spear plunged into sleek black flesh.


‘Fast fish!’ yelled George to the other boats. They would know they had lost the race, and would wait, out of danger, until after the kill.


The whale reared out of the water, to thrash in a boiling turbulence that threatened to capsize them. Rope hissed through iron rings and over the loggerhead as it dived.


George swiftly changed places with the harpooner. He grabbed a lance and waited. It was his task to kill the beast now it had felt the prick of the harpoon.


The whale was fathoms below them, but as it rose again in an explosion of water, it surged forward, hauling the boat behind it. ‘Peak oars!’ shouted George, exhilaration taking him over. ‘We’re in for a Nantucket sleigh ride!’


The oars were peaked, and water was thrown over the harpoon rope, which was whipping so fast over the loggerhead it was at combustion point, hauled in and let out as the creature dived, rose to the surface, and hurtled through the water in an effort to escape the barb.


George bided his time – and after almost an hour the black whale showed signs of tiring. It surfaced slowly for air, the plume from its blowhole not as high or as strong, its speed slackening. George struck – and the lance was buried deep behind its eye.


A spray of blood shot from the blowhole.


‘Red flag!’ yelled George. ‘Hold fast.’


The whale’s death-throes sent it into a final mad dash, hauling the boat behind it. Its great tail thrashed as it rolled and floundered in a frenzy of agony. Blood sprayed them all and turned the broiling sea red. The boat was tossed on the heaving waves, the men inside her hanging on for their lives as the water in the bottom reached almost to their knees. George could do nothing but pray that the harpooner was as skilled as he was with the steering oar, correcting the boat’s lie as it followed the crazed convolutions of the mortally wounded beast.


Then slowly, inevitably, the black leviathan lost the battle. With one last spray of blood it rolled over and was still.


‘Fin out! Haul her in!’ George signalled urgently to the other boats.


They had followed the chase but had stood well off once the whale had been harpooned, for it was the most dangerous part of the enterprise and a man could be swept to his death in a moment of carelessness. Now they would lash it with ropes before it became waterlogged and haul it back to the Atlantica, where the blubber would be boiled down to extract the oil, the bones cleaned, the meat salted and packed into barrels. Tomorrow they would head back on the long journey to Sydney.


Sydney Cove, July 1797


George was standing on deck, enjoying the warmth of the sun and drinking in the sights and sounds of Sydney Town, when he felt a meaty hand on his shoulder. It was Samuel Varney. ‘Save your money, boy,’ he boomed, his accent resonant with the drawl of Nantucket. ‘Whores and rum should be only fleeting acquaintances. Put it in the bank, that’s what I say.’


George had had the same lecture at every port they’d visited over the past three years, and apart from a couple of incidents ashore when rum and lust had got the better of him, he’d heeded the advice. ‘My bank balance is doing just fine, Cap’n,’ he replied, with a grin.


Bright blue eyes flashed in Samuel’s wrinkled, weatherbeaten face as he scratched his thick white beard. ‘I have no doubt of it, son,’ he growled. ‘Got a good head on your shoulders for a young ’un.’


‘Not that young,’ George protested. ‘I’m twenty-three.’


‘Ha! You’ve a way to go before you’re as old as me – but you’ll do, boy. You’ll do.’ Samuel had salt water in his veins, and knew more about the sea than most. He was also the ultimate businessman, and his fleet of five whalers and two sealers traded from the southern Arctic to the Spice Islands and across the Atlantic. He had hired George as a raw deck-hand, and as he’d gained experience and grown to love the nomadic, but tough life on a whaling ship, Samuel had taken him under his wing. They had recognised in each other an understanding of the sea and commerce, and the joy of the chase. George had blossomed under his guidance.


He stood beside his mentor as they smoked their pipes in companionable silence and watched the last of the whalemeat and oil being offloaded. A consignment of salt beef and pork was already on the wharf, and the barrels of precious rice, tobacco, tea and spices that they’d brought from the Spice Islands and Batavia were already being carried to the government warehouse. It had been a profitable trip, and George had already planned what he would do with his share of the takings.


As if he had read the young man’s thoughts, Samuel pointed to a large plot of land at the western end of the quay. ‘A man could build a fine warehouse there,’ he rumbled, ‘should he have the wherewithal and a mind for trade.’


‘My thoughts exactly,’ replied George. ‘In fact, I have a meeting with the port committee this afternoon to discuss purchase of the lease.’ He looked at the old man, noting the salt-stained cap, knitted tunic, rough canvas trousers and stout sea-boots. No one would have guessed that Samuel Varney was a very rich man. ‘But it would be profitable to all concerned if a certain whaling captain agreed to deposit his merchandise there so the best price could be gained through my store.’


Samuel roared with laughter. ‘He’d be a fool to turn down such an opportunity.’ Then his face grew serious. ‘But can we trust your manager? Running a store single-handedly could bring temptation if the owner is rarely ashore.’


‘Matthew Lane has a wife and eight children to feed. He’d be foolish to cheat me.’


Thoughtfully, Samuel stroked his beard. ‘If you get the land, you got a deal,’ he said finally. He took George’s large hand in a crushing squeeze.


‘Now I’d better get ashore and prepare for the committee meeting,’ said George, wrinkling his nose. ‘I need a bath, a shave and a haircut.’


‘Will you visit your family afterwards?’ the older man asked.


George nodded. ‘It’s a fair way out to Hawks Head Farm, but my mother would never forgive me if I didn’t make the journey.’


Samuel’s eyes twinkled. ‘Has she forgiven you for leaving the land?’


George dug his hands into the deep pockets of his trousers. His departure had caused his parents a great deal of anxiety, but once he’d seen his first whaling ship he’d known where his future lay. Despite his mother’s protests, he’d been determined and eventually had persuaded her it was right for him to go. ‘Not really,’ he admitted. ‘But I think she’s realised I wasn’t meant to be a farmer, and Ernest is quite happy to run the place without me as long as I keep investing in it.’


The blue eyes regarded him steadily. ‘Your tone is light, my boy, but I sense you’re still troubled by the events that took your family out to the Hawkesbury River.’ He paused as George broke eye-contact, then went on, ‘I’ve heard the rumours, son.’


George stared beyond the cove to the little wooden house on the hill. The memories were as clear as if it had all happened yesterday, the shadow they cast still present after four years. Yet Samuel was right: it was time to confront them.


‘It was the worst year of my life. Ernest was engaged to Millicent,’ he began haltingly. ‘She’d survived the horrors of the Second Fleet and Mother had taken her in because they came from the same part of Cornwall.’ The words flowed more easily as he described how Millicent had been seen fleeing after an argument with his sister Florence only to be raped by Edward Cadwallader and his cronies – and how she had found the courage to take them to court.


‘My sister ran away rather than admit she had played a part in what happened that night, but I doubt her testimony would have made any difference. The trial was a farce. It destroyed Millicent and rocked the very foundations of our family,’ he said bitterly.


‘Edward’s father, Jonathan Cadwallader, the Earl of Kernow, told the court that he and my mother had had a liaison. He used a letter from her to blacken her name and accuse her of revenge for being spurned. Her friendship with Millie, who had been dismissed from his household many years before, merely strengthened his argument. And with the accused standing firm with their false witnesses the case was dismissed.’


George clenched his fists. ‘My father knew of what had happened between Mother and the earl – it was why we came to Australia – but because it had been made public, it meant my poor mother had to tell me and Ernest.’ Despite the warmth of the day he shivered. ‘Millicent’s suicide and Florence’s disappearance led my father to the brink of losing his faith in God, and my mother to despair. Ernest was intent upon revenge. His rage turned him against everyone who loved him.’


‘I can understand why your family moved out to the Hawkesbury.’ Samuel looked towards the little shack on the hill. ‘The memories here would have been too much for them.’


‘It was their salvation. Ernest threw himself into working the farm and Father put his energy into founding a mission.’


‘And for your mother, Susan?’


George’s smile was soft. ‘She’s the daughter of a Cornish fisherman, and has a will of iron. She might bend, but will never break.’


‘Yet she must fret over your sister,’ muttered Samuel. ‘Has there been any word from her over the years?’


George shook his head. ‘Florence has always been a law unto herself, and we’ve had to accept we’ll hear from her when she’s ready to return.’ He took a deep breath and felt the sun’s warmth again, the memories dispelled for now.


‘I know your visit home will give them solace, and will surely lift their spirits,’ Samuel told him.


‘From the tone of my mother’s letters, it seems there is hope for the future. Ernest is courting the eldest daughter of a neighbouring farmer. She’s a couple of years older than him, but a nice girl by all accounts. According to Mother, she’s plump, homely and as skilled about the house as she is with the stock.’ He shot a glance at Samuel. ‘Sounds like a match made in Heaven, if you ask me.’


‘I suppose it won’t be long before some damn female gets her claws into you too, young ’un. Take my word for it, boy. Women ain’t nothing but expensive trouble. And I should know – I’ve had three wives and none of ’em proved worth a damn once the courtin’ was over. Couldn’t even give me children.’


George laughed. ‘I’m having too much fun to think of marriage,’ he replied, as he knocked the dottle from his pipe. ‘A woman would have to run pretty fast to catch me – and as for children . . .’ He shuddered. ‘God forbid.’


‘We’re all caught eventually, son,’ replied Samuel. ‘Sooner or later we fall for a pretty face and a well-turned ankle, and our brains desert us.’


‘Not me,’ said George, cheerfully. He slapped Samuel on the back, stuck his hands into his pockets and whistled a sea shanty as he strode down the gangway to the quay. Life was perfect just as it was. The last thing he needed was a woman to disrupt it.


Sydney Town, August 1797


Eloise battled to control the sickness that had plagued her throughout the seven months of her first pregnancy, and avoided her reflection in the dressing-table mirror. She knew she was drawn and pale, and that her green eyes had lost their sparkle. ‘So much for blooming,’ she said, her voice coloured by the lightest hint of her German ancestry. ‘I look and feel half dead.’


Edward Cadwallader’s lips fleetingly touched the nape of her neck. ‘It won’t be for much longer,’ he said, then checked his appearance in the mirror and preened his moustache. ‘Our son is merely making his presence felt.’


Eloise watched him move towards the fireplace. ‘We do not know it is a son,’ she reminded him.


‘Cadwalladers always have sons,’ he said impatiently. ‘And hurry, Eloise, the governor doesn’t like to be kept waiting. You’re still in your nightshift.’


‘Go without me,’ she said. ‘I’m not well and my condition will explain my absence.’


‘Self-pity is hardly an excuse,’ he snapped. ‘Get dressed.’


Eloise faced him. ‘I have no wish to attend the governor’s party,’ she said. ‘You will enjoy it far more if I remain here.’


‘You are my wife and will do as I tell you,’ he shouted.


Eloise refused to be cowed. Her father, Baron Oskar von Eisner, had shouted at her and her sisters ever since she could remember, and she was used to such hectoring, but he’d never forced his will as unkindly as Edward did. ‘I am carrying your child,’ she said calmly. ‘The pregnancy has not been easy and I do not feel well. The governor will understand the reason for my absence.’


He glared at her. ‘You may speak to the baron in that manner,’ he said, ‘but you will find that I cannot allow disobedience.’


Eloise maintained her outward calm, but her heart was thudding. His manner told her that he was indeed a very different man from her father. ‘It’s not disobedience, Edward,’ she said, in a tone she hoped would mollify him, ‘merely common sense. If I should faint or be ill, there will be a scene, and I’m sure you would wish to avoid that.’


Edward eyed her. ‘I should have known a German frau would have an argument for everything.’ He strode across the room and opened the door. ‘We will discuss this on my return. I expect you to be dressed and waiting for me in the drawing room, regardless of the hour.’


As he slammed the door Eloise flinched.


Then frustration boiled over. She picked up her hairbrush and threw it as hard as she could at the wall. It fell with a thud to the floor, and Eloise sank on to the dressing-stool. Edward was wearing her down, slowly but surely, and she dreaded his return, knowing it would bring a battle of wills that she was fast losing the strength to fight.


She sat in the ensuing silence, listening to the creaking of the house they had rented on the edge of the town. It was small and draughty, the rooms cluttered with bags, trunks and boxes awaiting the day when their house in Watsons Bay was finished. They could have used some of the rooms above her father’s hotel on the quay, which Eloise would have preferred, but Edward had refused the offer and they had moved in here after their wedding.


She felt the walls crowd in as the silence lengthened, and when the baby moved inside her, she placed her hands over her belly and fought the tears that would undermine what was left of her confidence. How she longed for her sisters’ company, for the good heart of her father, and the comfort of familiar surroundings – for more than her husband’s dismissive lack of sympathy.


A log shifted in the grate and sparks flew up the chimney. Eloise watched the wood smoulder as she took stock of her situation. Her father’s title meant little here, his building of the successful hotel on the quay distancing him even further from the rigid class-system of this British outpost where tradespeople were frowned on. Her marriage to the heir of the Earl of Kernow had given her a certain cachet in Sydney society, and although she had been well educated in Munich and her English was only slightly accented, she knew she was still regarded with suspicion in some quarters. Eloise had had to harden herself to the artful slights and disingenuous smirks, become expert at ignoring the petty snobbery of some women – but she had few defences against her husband.


They had been married for less than a year, but Edward’s constant sniping and dictatorial manner had taken their toll – yet Eloise clung fiercely to the belief that she was not at fault: his true character had emerged within weeks of the wedding ceremony, and he bore little resemblance now to the man he had been when he’d courted her. He was often absent, discouraged visits from her family, sought nothing less than perfection in her bearing, and was increasingly moody and belligerent.


She pulled the silk wrap more closely over her nightshift as she remembered the heady days of his courtship and saw them with the clarity that could only come with hindsight. Her naïvety had been her downfall, for she had never before encountered such sophistication, and had been all too easily impressed with his impeccable manners and winning ways – blind to the man behind the glamorous uniform and the English title he would inherit.


She stared, unseeing, into the flames. She should have followed her initial instincts and refused his suit when he’d first approached her – even then she had sensed darkness behind the dazzling smile. But it had added spice to his courtship and she’d been easy prey to his charm. She’d thought she had fallen in love. Yet love was what she’d witnessed between her parents – it grew deeper, provided solace, security and friendship, a sense of well-being that bound two people and shielded them from the world.


Eloise was forced to accept that what she’d experienced in the heady days of their whirlwind romance was infatuation. She had lived in a fantasy world, believing she had found her prince and that they would live happily ever after – and for a few weeks it had seemed that her dreams would be fulfilled, for their coming child had been conceived during the first month.


Her sigh was deep as she felt an aching sense of failure. Edward’s warmth and attentiveness had soon cooled as she’d grown large and debilitated by her pregnancy. Now his drinking concerned her, his temper was unpredictable, and she could feel only relief at his prolonged absences. It had become obvious that he no longer loved her – and she wondered if he, too, regretted their marriage.


She stood up and began to dress. She must learn to live with Edward’s fault-finding and disregard of her well-being. The die had been cast: she was tied to him for the rest of her life, and all she could do now was hope that his mood would improve once the child was born. Her fingers fumbled with the strings of her petticoat as she tried not to think of what might happen if it proved to be a girl.


Edward realised he was late for the governor’s party, but it was to be an informal gathering so there was little urgency. His black mood and frustration had been soothed by the whore in the room above the tavern. For weeks Eloise hadn’t been a proper wife – what else could she expect of him?


As his horse ambled along the dirt road, he breathed in the scents of the night that were so different to those of the north and took stock of all he’d achieved since his return to Sydney. His release from exile had come earlier than he’d expected and he and his men had sailed into the harbour in November 1796. The ship that had carried them north was as battered and unkempt as the men as they’d unloaded the horses and depleted stores, for great changes had come about during his absence. With the right to hold treasury bills now instead of the promissory notes that could only be exchanged for goods at the government stores, he and his fellow officers had increased their wealth accordingly.


He had extended his estates by buying the land grants of emancipated convicts, who had little enthusiasm for farming, and trade was brisk with the sea captains, whose goods he sold to the colonists at vast profit. The rules for the use of convict labour had been relaxed, and now he and the other officers not only had a monopoly on the wholesale trade and ruling positions within the colony but a host of servants, fed and clothed by the government, who cost him nothing.


Edward felt a glow of satisfaction. His exile was over and his fortune grew daily. The house at Watsons Bay was almost finished and he was about to become a father. He had arrived. Nothing and nobody would stand in his way – least of all his father. One day he would regret the part he had played in Edward’s expulsion from Sydney after that damned woman had taken him and his colleagues to trial. His mood darkened again. His father had had to get him out of a tight corner, and the humiliation still infuriated him.


As the lights of Government House twinkled in the distance his thoughts returned to Eloise. He had been in Sydney only days when he’d received an invitation to dinner at the German’s hotel. It had come as a surprise for he had only met the so-called baron once when he’d gone there for a drink. Although the man was hardly his social equal, Edward had had nothing better to do that night, so he had accepted. The dull evening had been transformed from the moment he’d been introduced to the baron’s eldest daughter.


Eloise had the clearest green eyes, fringed with golden lashes, in an exquisite face framed by a tumble of pale curls. She was tall, reaching almost to his shoulder, but her figure was slight in an ice-blue gown, her décolletage as flawless as alabaster. There were diamonds at her throat and in her ears, and a perfect white rose held back her hair. The impact she’d made on him had been akin to a blow in the gut, and Edward had found it hard to speak. They had exchanged the usual small-talk and she had moved on, silken skirts rustling, back straight, glorious hair streaming over her shoulders in ripples of spun gold. He had never desired a woman so much, and knew he had to have her.


He had pursued her relentlessly, employing his charm and reining in his impatience as she’d steadfastly refused him even the most chaste kiss. Yet he’d found the pursuit exhilarating, for Eloise was ice and fire, and the challenge she presented irresistible.


Soon Eloise’s defences had tumbled and they had married at the end of January, just two months after their first meeting. He’d been right about the fire, for their union had been joyous and he had desired her more than ever when she’d told him shortly afterwards that she carried their child.


Edward’s hands tightened on the reins. Love had played no part in his pursuit of Eloise. Possession of her beauty had spurred him into marriage, but now even his desire was sorely tried. The endless nausea had kept her in bed, and when she rose, she wandered about in her nightshift. The stench of sickness and the sight of her bloated body disgusted him, and he was put out when she would not accompany him to social gatherings. He wanted his beautiful, slender Eloise to show off at parties and dances where he could bask in the envy he saw in other men’s eyes.


He nudged the horse into a gallop, determined not to dwell on his wife’s shortcomings, or his lack of patience with her. When a marriage was at a standstill, a man had to seek comfort somewhere. Eloise should count herself lucky he didn’t demand his conjugal rights.


The Cape of Good Hope, September 1797


The Empress rolled like a sow as she ploughed through the heavy seas. The storm had hit as they left South Africa and only a few passengers remained well enough to emerge from their cabins.


Alice Hobden could barely stay on her feet as she was tossed about in the tiny cabin. Two years of battling malaria in the heat and dust of Cape Town had taken its toll, and she wondered if she had made a mistake in insisting she was well enough to travel. But the thought of Jack waiting for her in New South Wales had reinforced her determination to be with him. It had been almost another year before she could book passage on a ship going so far east, and now that she was on her way to him she was damned if she’d give in to self-pity and nausea.


She glanced at her companion, a middle-aged woman with a whining disposition and an irritating voice, who was sailing to New South Wales to be with her husband who was in the military. She was asleep, and Alice sighed with relief as she pinned up her thick fair hair. She had spent most of the day tending Morag, and had earned nothing but complaints for her trouble.


Alice shivered as she tried to keep her balance. It was a bitter night and the last thing she wanted was to be out in it, but if she was to get this second flock of merino sheep safely to Jack she had no choice. She checked the money belt that had never left her even during the worst fever attacks. It was hidden beneath her clothes, and although it was much lighter than it had been when she had started out from Sussex, it still jingled satisfy-ingly on her hip as she adjusted her dress and petticoats. As she pulled on her travelling cloak she squared her narrow shoulders. Her precarious situation might be tough and frightening, but if Jack could survive the hulks and the transport ship, and still look to the future, she had no right to complain about rough seas.


Without warning the ship reared and plunged violently with a shudder that ran through her timbers. Alice was thrown on to the narrow bunk. Her head hit a wooden beam with a thud, and she slumped, dazed, against the pillows. It was as if that blow had knocked all the energy out of her, for suddenly she felt too tired to move. As her stomach churned and her head throbbed, she closed her eyes and turned her thoughts to more pleasant things.


Sussex seemed very far away, and she couldn’t help but yearn for it. The farmhouse had been her home for almost fourteen years, and she’d looked around it on that last day knowing she would never see it again but hoping she would carry its memory with her, so that when she was lonely and frightened – as she was now – she could gaze at the thatched roof that drooped low over the tiny windows and be comforted.


She smiled as she remembered the limewashed daub and wattle walls, the stone floor worn by almost two centuries of tramping feet. Her own footsteps had echoed on those flag-stones, and the lingering scent of smoking fires had remained in the cold ashes of the vast fireplace and in the oak beams of the ceiling. Sooty smears marked the walls above the candles, and wax hung like icicles from the iron sconces – a reminder of dark winter nights when the wind had howled outside and the early lambs were brought in to be warmed by the fire.


Alice clung to the sides of the bunk, and let her thoughts drift up the narrow, rickety stairs to the bedroom beneath the thatch. The floor dipped towards the front wall and the small window with its iron latch. It was almost as if some part of her remained in Sussex, for as she was tossed about she could see the Sussex Downs folding one upon another as they towered over the ploughed fields and lush pastures. Black-faced sheep grazed beneath a threatening sky, but between the clouds, the sun’s rays cast a golden haze over the hedgerows.


Now Alice hardly noticed the roll of the ship for she was lost in the view over the fields to the meander of water that flowed beneath the stony bridge, gurgling over the chalky bed until it rushed past the hamlet of Alfriston to the sea. She could see the ancient church tower and more thatched roofs clustered on the riverbank, and hear the bells calling the parishioners to evensong.


A tear seeped through her lashes as she recalled those last few moments. She’d left the house, not wanting to be there when the new owner arrived, and had hurried down into the yard. The cob had stood patiently by the fence, his nose deep in the lush grass, tail swishing against the worrisome flies that always seemed to come with the summer rain. His brown coat was shaggy, his legs short, back broad – and even though he possessed a devilish temperament, Alice loved him.


‘No more eating, Bertie,’ she’d said, as she fitted the bit and bridle, sorted out the reins and placed a blanket on his back. ‘You’ll be too fat to walk if you’re not careful, and we’ve a fair way to go.’


Bertie had shown her his yellow teeth, and she’d given him an affectionate pat on the neck, then led him to the tree stump so she could clamber on to his back. Anything of worth had been sold, and that included her saddle. But Alice had known how to ride from the minute she could sit unaided; the blanket would suffice.


Another tear rolled down her face as she saw her past self lean down to open the gate. She’d left it to swing behind her as she’d dug her heels into Bertie’s sides and coaxed him out of the yard. She had looked straight ahead – for her future now lay far beyond the horizon.


Alice smeared away the tears and blew her nose. Poor Bertie was penned with the other horses on deck, and must be wondering what was going on. She clambered out of the bunk, adjusted her clothing and, after taking a deep breath in an attempt to quell the mixture of excitement and terror that frequently assailed her, she staggered to the door.


She had embarked on an adventure so daring she could hardly believe it was happening – yet here she was, at thirty-five, on her way to a new life in a new world. As she pushed the door open and was lashed by the rain and spray, she was reminded that her situation was all too real.


The ocean heaved and the decks were awash as they bucked beneath her feet. She had to cling to anything she could find to keep from being swept overboard. Her cloak was soon soaked, dragging heavily on her shoulders as her skirts and petticoats were whipped into a frenzy, then moulded to her legs in sodden folds.


She made slow, unsteady progress along the deck until she reached the smallest of the horse pens, guarded by a young marine who had orders to shoot any horse that threatened to stampede. The eight animals were standing splay-legged, heads drooping, coats darkened with water. She patted Bertie as she met his disgruntled gaze, gave him a handful of oats and left him to it. He was a tough old thing – he’d survive.


Her hair was torn from its pins and strands stuck to her face as she turned sideways on to the wind. It was like trying to resist a battering ram, and she was wondering if she’d ever reach the sheep pens when she was startled by a voice in her ear: ‘You shouldn’t be out in this.’


Alice blinked against the rain. ‘I have to see to the sheep,’ she yelled back.


He grimaced, took her arm, and they stumbled along the deck until they found dubious shelter in the lee of the captain’s cabin doorway. ‘Thank you,’ she panted, pushing back her wet hair.


‘My pleasure,’ he replied, with an almost mocking bow. He studied her from head to foot. ‘Henry Carlton, at your service, ma’am.’


She felt a spark of interest as she looked at his handsome face. ‘Alice Hobden,’ she replied.


‘Delighted to meet you. Where are these blasted sheep?’


‘Below deck. It’s warmer down there – and drier,’ she added ruefully, as she plucked at her sodden clothing.


‘They must be important for you to risk your life for them,’ he bellowed, as they were flung against one another.


Alice’s face was hot with embarrassment as she tried to disentangle herself and regain some composure. ‘They are,’ she replied breathlessly. ‘They represent every penny I own.’


He held her steady, his grey eyes filled with amusement as she reddened. ‘Are you sure you need to go down there?’


‘It’s obvious you’ve never been a farmer,’ she retorted, as she took in the expensive clothes and bejewelled neck-pin. She remembered him coming aboard at Cape Town with several servants in tow.


‘But I am a gentleman,’ he replied. ‘Please, let me assist you.’


‘I can manage from here,’ she told him, ‘but thank you.’


He pulled his cloak collar up to his chin and went back into the storm.


Alice giggled as she watched him go. There was little doubt that he’d been flirting with her – and she was flattered, for he was attractive in looks and manner. Then she berated herself for behaving like a silly girl and made her precarious way down the narrow ladder to the crew quarters.


The stench of vomit, penned animals and cooking hit her and she covered her nose as she stumbled through the swaying hammocks to the pens. It was gloomy down here, with only the glimmer of lanterns and the dancing glow of the fires in the two brick ovens to give light. But at least it was warm, and as they’d become used to her presence, the sailors took little notice of her.


The off-duty men were either asleep or playing cards and drinking. The cook was shovelling pans of food in and out of the ovens as he shouted orders to his assistant, and the young officers were noisily involved in a game of dice. Most didn’t look old enough to have left the nursery, she thought, as she watched where she stepped, avoiding a dubious patch on the floor, but that was probably a sign that she was getting older.


The two rams were penned separately, she didn’t want them fighting, and the eight ewes were on the other side, packed into a corner next to the officers’ sleeping quarters. Their initial skittishness had been tempered by the conditions, and now they stood with their woolly heads jutting through the railings, bleating as they swayed with the motion of the ship.


As she checked them all, she found, thankfully, no injuries, no infections and no letting up of their appetites. She’d had the devil’s own task in haggling down their price – she couldn’t lose them now. She changed the straw bedding, then replenished the water container and feed troughs. They were a worthy surprise gift for the man who waited for her.




 2


Uluru, September 1797


The corroboree was almost over, and as Lowitja sat with the men she had grown tired of hearing the same arguments. The white man had decimated the southern tribes and was rapidly spreading north and west, but there was still a reluctance to fight back. Too many of their people had either given in to the white man’s ways, or moved out of their territories to avoid conflict, leaving the fight to a handful of warriors who couldn’t hope to win against such an onslaught.


‘I have seen them,’ she said, breaking into the discussion. ‘They kill young and old and use warriors from other tribes to hunt us down.’


‘We are fighting our traditional enemies,’ interrupted Mandarg, a young man of the Gandangara tribe. ‘The Wiradjuric are always trespassing on our land and stealing our women. With the white man’s help, we can be rid of them.’ He glared across the circle to the two Wiradjuric tribesmen, who glared back.


Lowitja eyed Mandarg, remembering him as the boy who had once sat at the same campfire with the Eora when they had united against the marauding Wiradjuric. ‘The laws tell us that enmity between us is taboo at the corroboree,’ she reminded him. ‘If we can meet in peace here, our traditional enemies can become our allies,’ she went on. ‘It is the only way to be rid of the white man.’


Mandarg snorted, the arrogance of youth clear in his eyes. ‘I have always respected your wisdom, old woman, but to ally with the Wiradjuric is to break the sacred laws of my tribe.’


There was a mutter of agreement from around the circle.


‘You will have no tribe if you do not stand with the warriors Pemulwuy and his son Tedbury to fight this enemy.’


‘Leave war to the warriors,’ he retorted. ‘The white man cannot be defeated, so we will use him to vanquish our enemies.’


Lowitja rose painfully to her feet. Her joints were aching after sitting cross-legged for so long, and she’d heard enough nonsense for one night. ‘Mandarg,’ she said softly, ‘you are a fool. It is only when the Spirits send the white owl that you will know the truth and accept that I was right. But by then it will be too late.’


She heard the soft pad of his feet as he followed her away from the fire. When they had reached the darkness, she turned to him. ‘I have spoken enough,’ she said. ‘Your destiny is already written.’


Mandarg’s fear was evident in his stance. The arrogance had drained away, and she was reminded of the little boy who had once sat wide-eyed at her feet as she’d told stories of the Evil Ones. ‘Wise woman, you speak in riddles,’ he said. ‘Tell me what you have seen.’


‘You are young, and the blood of the warrior stirs so hotly within you that you cannot see the truth,’ she murmured. ‘But age will bring the wisdom you seek.’


He was clearly still puzzled, and Lowitja relented. ‘You will have a long life, Mandarg,’ she said, ‘a life that will see many changes, and take you into the company of men who will try to influence you – but the death of a woman will open your eyes to your destiny.’ She smiled up at him. ‘The Spirits will never leave you, even when you do not listen to them, and they will send a sign with the white owl when it is time to return to the true path.’ She left him, a solitary figure silhouetted in the moonlight.


When she returned to her own campfire, she was just in time to bid farewell to Mandawuy. At seven he was a sturdy child, with an inquisitive mind and a serious demeanour, and tonight he would go with the Elder and the other uninitiated boys to the sacred learning place at the foot of Uluru. His long preparation for manhood had begun, and she felt sad that soon he would no longer need her.


She followed their winding progress through the gathering until they were lost to sight, knowing she must accept the ancient ways of her people and allow others to take over his education. Mandawuy would stay with the Anangu Elder now until the corroboree was over, and learn of the sacred stories that surrounded this special place. He’d listen as the wise old man taught him the secrets of the creation of Uluru and Kata Tjuta, then described the progress of the Rainbow Serpent whose winding wake made the rivers spring up – and learn of things forbidden to her by her womanhood.


Lowitja poked a stick into the embers of the fire and watched the flames as they danced in the soft wind that blew across the outback plains. After the massacre, her Great Ancestors had called her to Uluru where she and Mandawuy had been made welcome by the Anangu people. They had given her shelter and taken in her grandson as one of their own – and that had concerned her, for Mandawuy was not of the Anangu.


Her joints complained as she struggled to her feet. It was time to seek advice from the Spirits. Turning from the fire, she walked until the sounds of the camp faded and the soft night enfolded her. The Spirit Stars lit her way as she followed the well-worn tracks through the trees towards Kata Tjuta’s soaring mounds. This was a male Dreaming Place and she was forbidden to enter its caves and canyons, worn by time and the Totem Spirits, but her destination was the waterhole that lay to the east.


The silence was profound as she cast the stones on the sacred red earth, and from that silence came the distant drone of a didgeridoo. The vibration of its primal music sang in rhythm with her heart, drawing her back, back to Dreamtime and the Ancient Ones who would guide her on what she’d come to realise would be her final journey.


Sydney Town, October 1797


The pains started during the night and Eloise woke to discover she was alone. A terrible fear washed over her, and as she waited for the next wave of agony to subside, she prayed that Edward was in the other room.


She got up, staggered out into the narrow hall and found him in the tiny parlour. ‘The baby’s coming,’ she gasped. ‘Go and get help.’


Edward’s eyes were bloodshot as he lurched to his feet. ‘I’ll send the maid,’ he slurred, knocking the brass bell off the table. ‘You’d better go back to bed.’


Eloise realised he would be of little help. ‘Meg,’ she gasped, as the girl appeared in the doorway, half asleep. ‘Run and fetch Widow Stott. Tell her it’s time.’ She put out a hand to halt her flight as another pain gripped her. When it had faded she was faint and trembling. ‘Then go to the hotel and tell my family. Hurry, Meg.’


‘Let me help you back to bed,’ said Edward, stumbling as he tried to take her arm. ‘Can’t have you dropping my son on the parlour carpet.’


Eloise grimaced at his coarseness and the stink of stale rum that assailed her. Thank heavens for Meg and Widow Stott. She took his arm, leaning on him heavily for support as they went into the bedroom. She sank on to the mattress with a sigh of relief, but there was little respite, for another pain was tightening its grip and her waters broke. ‘The pains are coming fast, and they’re very strong,’ she panted. ‘I hope the widow gets here in time.’


Edward backed away. ‘I’ll wait in the other room.’


‘Don’t go,’ she begged. ‘Not yet.’


He shook his head as he tried to maintain his precarious balance. ‘It’s woman’s work.’ His bleary gaze drifted over her, taking in the huge mound of her belly and the spreading stain on the tangled sheets. ‘I need a drink,’ he mumbled.


Eloise knew this was no place for a man – especially one who had made it plain that he found the business of pregnancy and birth repellent. She closed her eyes and battled to stem the fear of what was to come. She didn’t know what to expect, had no idea how long it would take, or how painful it would be – her mother had told her little, only that once the baby was born she would forget the pain. Tears of self-pity threatened and she dashed them away. Her yearning for her long-dead mother would never be fulfilled.


‘Eloise, darling,’ breathed Anastasia, as she flew into the bedroom some minutes later, their sister Irma following close behind.


‘I’m so glad you’ve come,’ Eloise panted.


‘How could we not?’ squeaked Anastasia, who had a propensity to become overexcited. ‘Papa’s in the other room, and he’s brought champagne to celebrate.’


Irma scurried round the bed, tugging at pillows and blankets, trying to bring order to the chaos. ‘Is it very painful?’ she asked fearfully. ‘You look flushed and uncomfortable.’


‘Yes,’ mumbled Eloise, ‘and you worsen it with pulling at the sheets.’


Irma’s face crumpled. ‘Eloise, really! I was only trying—’


‘Is widow Stott on her way?’ Eloise interrupted.


Before anyone could reply the door was thrown open and the widow bustled into the room, Meg trotting after her. ‘Go to your father,’ she ordered the girls, ‘and try to persuade Major Cadwallader to temper his drinking.’ She turned to Meg. ‘Hot water,’ she snapped, ‘and plenty of it, then towels and fresh sheets.’


Eloise smiled at the rotund little woman with gratitude as order was restored. Her bedding was changed, she was washed and a cold compress placed on her hot forehead. ‘Thank you,’ she breathed.


‘Bite on this when the pain is bad. It will also help when you need to push.’


Eloise shook her head at the proffered strip of leather. ‘I will breathe through the pain,’ she insisted. ‘It is the way in Germany, so my mother told me.’


The boot-button eyes studied her thoughtfully. ‘I don’t hold with these new-fangled foreign ideas,’ she muttered, ‘but it’s your birthing. If you change your mind, the strap’s here.’


Charles Edward Cadwallader was born at sunset the following day. His feeble wail barely disturbed the silence as Widow Stott bundled him in a towel and placed him in Eloise’s arms. ‘He’s a bit scrawny,’ she said, with a frown, ‘and that birth-mark is unfortunate, but I dare say it’ll fade over time. He’ll fatten up when he’s had a feed.’


Eloise looked at her tiny son and felt a love so powerful it took her breath away. She touched the delicate fingers and toes, counting each one and finding them a miracle. As his tremulous cry touched her heart she took him to her breast.


‘I thought I heard a cry,’ said Edward, as he came into the room. ‘Is it a boy?’


‘Yes,’ murmured Eloise, still lost in the wonder of what she’d done. ‘And he’s very hungry.’


‘You shouldn’t be doing that,’ he snapped. ‘It’s not seemly for a woman of your standing. I’ve engaged a wet-nurse.’


‘He’s my baby and my milk is best,’ she said, as tiny fingers clasped her thumb.


She could see that Edward was trying to curb his irritation in the presence of the widow. ‘Has he the mark of the Cadwalladers?’ he demanded.


Eloise drew back the towel to reveal the scarlet teardrop on the baby’s skin. ‘An angel’s kiss just below his heart,’ she replied, almost overwhelmed by his perfection.


Edward regarded his child. ‘Hmph,’ he said. ‘I expected a lusty son, not this puny creature.’


Eloise held the baby as tightly as she dared. She noted her husband’s disagreeable frown and felt his disapproval. How could she ever have thought she loved him? ‘He’ll grow,’ she said coldly.


Edward grunted. ‘I’m expected in the officers’ mess,’ he said, plainly eager to leave. ‘Your family is still here, so you don’t need me.’


Eloise heard the front door bang. She didn’t care if Edward never returned. This precious baby was all that mattered, and he had to be shielded from his father’s disappointment.


Aboard the Empress, November 1797


The storm had died and now the Empress was wallowing in what the captain called the doldrums, her sails limp on the masts as she floated listlessly on the Indian Ocean. The heat below had become impossible to bear, although the hatches were all open. The mood aboard had changed, the strict lines between the different classes of passenger erased in the camaraderie of making the best of things. Alice and the others from steerage had set up camp on deck alongside the wealthier travellers, sleeping under the stars and sweltering beneath canvas shelters during the day among the pens of chickens and geese. Food was shared, gossip exchanged and the offer of cooler clothing gratefully received by those who had not bargained on such heat.


Alice had stripped off her petticoats, stockings and boots and was sitting on a cushion in the meagre shade of a small sail, her bare toes peeping from beneath the hem of her thin cotton dress. She mopped the sweat from her face and watched some of the male passengers engage a trio of sailors in a game of cards. Children were running about getting in everyone’s way, and a gaggle of women chatted over their sewing in the shade of a sail that had been strung over the quarter-deck. Bertie seemed content enough, having been doused with a bucket of sea-water, but she worried about the sheep.


‘Good afternoon, Miss Hobden.’


The deep, melodious voice interrupted her thoughts and Alice looked up as a shadow fell across her legs. Mr Carlton was older than she’d thought, but the wings of grey at the temple merely enhanced his good looks. His shirt and breeches were immaculate, his hair and moustache smoothly brushed. How could anyone appear so cool and comfortable in this heat? she wondered, as she drew her bare feet swiftly beneath her skirt.
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