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There is Divine intelligence behind every event in nature.

This was what Eliza George has been told. But as she tries to care for her bedridden grandmother, Jessica, while the terrible winter of 1817-18 overtakes the port town of St. John’s, she would rather not believe it.

It seems the George family has been cursed ever since Jessica tragically lost her lover, a respectable petty officer, forty years before. Cast out of her home and with child, Jessica is finally rescued by a Quaker family but her son, Michael, and granddaughter, Eliza, must forever live with the taint of being the objects of charity.

When Eliza discovers that the death of her grandfather all those years ago was no accident but the result of a duel, and that the culprit was none other than the governor of the colony of Newfoundland, the notion of Divine will takes the blackest of turns.

Can Eliza usurp the creator and make herself the instrument of her family’s retribution?
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CHAPTER ONE
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ST. JOHN’S, SEPTEMBER 1, 1777

JESSICA GEORGE

J

ESSICA’S FINGERTIPS SKIMMED THE OVERHEAD dogberries. The careless act was her attempt to be nonchalant, but the warmth of the berries merely fired her impatience. It would be a while yet before Matthew caught up. She couldn’t wait to tell him the news. 

A dragon-shaped cloud clawed the pale crescent moon. Jessica’s stomach twisted. It seemed a bad omen for night’s watcher to show so early in the afternoon. She wanted to turn and run downhill to where she knew Matthew would be making his ascent, but the farm at the crossroads below was known to some of his fellow officers. She knew she shouldn’t show herself there. Matthew had taught her to see them all—lieutenants, midshipmen, and seamen—as spies.

The sparsely treed meadows had been dotted with many blue jackets when Jessica had started her climb. Like scattered jays, they had appeared in groups or singly, their buttons shining like coins in the autumn sun. Before the spring, she would never have believed that one of those fine uniformed men could have been hers. The midshipmen had been numerous enough in the spring but with so many white-faced merchants’ daughters and tavern keepers’ girls, Jessica had thought herself beyond their notice. She could expect only casual insults. The blue jackets had either looked quickly away, or had glanced, nudged one another, and snickered. But Matthew, with his reddish-blond hair, his milk-white skin, and his stance prouder than the others, was different. 

She’d been squeezing a rag of its water, standing on the steps of the tavern. Matthew had stared at her for longer than the others, even slowing his gait as he passed. She’d thought his look insolent, like those of his peers, so she’d returned it with what she hoped was equal hostility. Twisting the rag harder, she’d kept her eyes upon him. The last muddy drops had fallen to the ground. 

Then she’d seen something she’d not been expecting—a trace of humour had spread over his ruddy face. He’d nodded briefly at her before going on his way. What had he seen in her? The Song of Songs had come into her mind. I am Black, but comely. Then her fancy had danced upon another notion; he must have spied some kind of nobility in her. Something inherited from her grandfather. Perhaps it was in her defiance, the placing of her feet on the ground. It was true that manners varied from one land to another. But those of true discerning see beyond mere differences in custom. The officer whose hair caught the sun was perhaps one such man. He might not know she was a great-granddaughter of a tribal chief from Guinea. How could he? But he had looked at her, looked properly, and had paid her some sign of respect.

She’d noticed him before, had seen him standing apart from his peers, as if unafraid of their judgment, unconcerned with their approval. The idea that in a swift gesture, a smile, and a nod, he had both singled her out and distinguished himself was a promise that acted swiftly upon her imagination. 

This had been the last day of April. How soon after had they begun walking the hills overlooking the city? How soon was he holding her skirts in his hands, swaying her one way and the other, and calling her his African princess? Love transcends sarcasm, explains any barb. Such talk was merely impatience, an attempt to reach too soon into her soul. She had felt the same. She’d said she was higher in rank than him because she’d once worked in the Governor’s house. They were turning ancient pages, illuminating the sacred texts. The Song of Songs had come to her again. Flocks of goats, teeth like sheep, neck like the tower of David. Such phrases had always burst the seams of common sense but now she had understood them. Love was too big to be held within logical comparisons. It over spilled the landscape, reached up to the clouds and scattered golden leaves in the sea. 

Sensing movement from behind, Jessica crouched and groped the leaves and grasses, tipping her basket and pretending to scoop some blueberries over the rim. The ritual was familiar enough but this time she begrudged the need to play-act. 

The ground trembled to the trot of hooves. Glancing up, she caught the sparkle of sunlight on polished buttons, saw Matthew’s face. The faint breeze whispered as though even nature recognized a secret. She glimpsed that habitual flicker in his expression, a beating of the eyelids when he looked sideways ― the look of a man distrustful of the world ― as he rode past her. The motion of his shoulders seemed ominous, a combination of carelessness and control, as though the rider were bragging about how easy it would be to bring this animal under his power should it become necessary to do so. Dust rose from the hooves as the horse took Matthew farther up the hill and behind a wall of trees. She envied the mare. Matthew was not ashamed of the contact between them. She told herself this was not fair. He’d told her many times that it was her reputation, not his, he was protecting. It made sense, of course. She would always have to work harder at virtue than any white woman. Too many people expected a general lack of propriety and conduct from her. They ignore their own faults and magnify hers and would pounce quickly enough on any chance to see this perception confirmed. 

Jessica quickened her pace, heart pounding. One late evening, not quite three months ago, Jessica and Matthew had climbed this same hill. Within a circle of silver birch, they had laid together, a band of stars shimmering like silk overhead. Matthew had been in a mood for talking then. He’d been babbling, hardly stopping for breath, his voice almost hoarse with too many words, urgently delivered. He would take her to see the whispering palms and exotic birds of the south, the long white beaches, and the turquoise ocean. Together they would drink waters that tasted not of salt but of honeysweet juices and tropical fruits. They would visit places so beautiful they burned the eyes and scorched the skin. Their lives would be a perfect fusion of their souls.

Quite suddenly they had begun to sing together, as though joined by the same current of thought:

Come all you young fellows that follow the sea

Way hey, blow the man down

Now please pay attention and listen to me

Show me the way to blow the man down

The next day she had danced in a dream. Matthew was inside her now, the scent of youth and sweet tobacco circling her, buoying her like a cloud as she had swept the tavern floors and cleaned the tables. Although she’d never seriously thought of planning for the future before, she found now that secret hopes were burrowing themselves into her soul. She began to believe in years of protection and love rolling ahead of the present day, of small fists beating against her breast. She started to think of a fine house somewhere, with rows of trees each side of a driveway and a red brick façade. She saw herself amidst soft cushions and armchairs, a growing tribe of children at her feet. 

Jessica came around the bend at last. As she caught sight of the animal’s tail, swooshing, scattering black flies, she felt a rising in her throat. How would Matthew react were she to give in to tears? She had never cried before him, and more than once he had seemed to derive joy from riding ahead while she walked far behind. She tried to imagine what he would do now if she gave in to her feelings. She tried to picture him jumping off his horse, proffering his handkerchief, bending to wipe away her tears. It would be a blessed moment indeed—but a surprise. It didn’t fit the world around her, was too at odds with the closing of summer with its pale blue sky, its hissing breeze, and spindly-legged insects. These details were an effortless match, however, with a growing distance between them. They suited a calming of the senses and a souring of love. 

But then he didn’t know yet. There was still plenty of reason to hope.

Her feet skipped more swiftly at the thought. Matthew and his horse had disappeared again as the path curved once more. They were reaching the elevated place far above the town where only the occasional rabbit trapper came. In another moment, the unwinding road revealed Matthew still mounted high on his horse. But this time he had turned to face her.

Something broke within her. Her feet let go. She scurried through the dust towards him, the basket bouncing against her side, berries spilling onto the path. Tears flowed already—it was too late to stop them. 

Matthew’s ruddy, open face showed alarm. His eyes narrowed. Reaching the horse, Jessica touched his warm spur, then his boot, willing a change of expression. 

“What’s this?” he said.

The horse turned, snorted, rebelling from Jessica’s closeness. She was obliged to back away while it circled. 

Matthew dismounted, the mare throwing up its head then fixing Jessica with its huge black eyes. Matthew looped the reins over the branch of a small oak, his movements jagged, flustered.

“I’m so glad you came,” she said.

“I said I would,” he replied. 

Sun caught the red in his hair and made her want to reach out and touch it, but her hand trembled and she held on to her basket with both hands.

“Where shall we go?”

Matthew’s blue eyes scanned the meadow. The breeze shifted and he softened, his eyes meeting hers for the first time. 

“I haven’t long.” 

“We can sit under a tree.”

He nodded. While they moved off together, he took her hand under his arm. She was comforted by his warmth, although the gesture seemed more furtive than loving, as if by hiding a small part of her he might decrease his chances of them being discovered together. “It’s an important day. Everyone is abroad. Tonight, they’ll be celebrating on ship and in the taverns.”

She felt a bounce come into his step. She held his arm tighter. 

“What’s the occasion?”

“We were paid this morning.”

“Ah.”

A veil of trees gave them extra privacy now. She felt his arm relax over hers. Still, they hesitated. The horse, now some yards distant, snorted a protest. A lone dragonfly droned as it rose from the leaves and disappeared. Slowly, as though awaking from a dream, Matthew separated from her, stepped over the scrub into the meadow, and held out his hand for her to follow. She went after him into a hollowed-out section in the copse and sat down by his side. Another rebel tear touched her cheek. Jessica recognized the twist of the trunk and the circle of silver birch saplings. This was the very clearing within which she had lain with Matthew in that first rush of summer. It was over this space that the constellations had spread like shimmering silk. 

She quickly wiped the tear away. Matthew had not been so reticent then. The change in him was so gradual she was shocked now by the contrast of memory—a face ruddy with excitement rather than irritation, hands trembling as they roamed, and the breath of pure ardour infusing the commonest words and phrases—this way; we have time; wait a moment—with the poetry of feeling. What would she not do to see a return of that Matthew―the one she had known through May and June? 

“It will be too cold for this in a few weeks,” she said, picking at a piece of grass, allowing her finger to touch his.

He grunted and moved his hand away.

She tried to think of the right words but couldn’t. “Tell me about the celebrations,” she asked instead. “What will you do?” Her hand moved to his sleeve, stroked the fabric, and held first his wrist and then his hand. 

“Drink wine,” he said distractedly, “play cards for money—oh yes...” Pulling his hand from her, he dug his fingers into his tunic pocket, produced a coin and flipped it in the air. “Catch!” It landed heavily in her skirts, a silver crown, head of King George facing upwards. She picked it up and turned it on her palm. Four boxes with various coats of arms formed a cross on the reverse. Over again, the head of the king in profile. With his luxuriant hair, he looked oddly feminine. 

“That’s a lot of money to you,” Matthew said.

Before Jessica knew what was happening, she’d begun to cry, seriously this time, convulsions running through her, hot tears sliding down to her chin. Locking the crown tightly in her fist, she folded her head towards her lap. Through the fog of tears she sensed Matthew’s displeasure. 

“You have to calm down.” He rose to his feet. “Someone will hear.”

Jessica’s chest tugged hard with each sob.

“What on earth is the matter?” he hissed. He bent over her and yet seemed to back away at the same time, like a man examining a poisonous snake.

Sob by sob, she pulled herself together, wiping her face with her sleeve. She could hear the steady clomp of a horse’s hooves, faraway but approaching. Glancing up, she saw his urgent frown, the concern in his eyes. She gulped, gritted her teeth, and wiped away the tears this time with her hands. The coin dropped onto her lap again. 

“We’re in trouble, Matthew.” 

The approaching rider was closer now. Matthew turned and flinched as though dodging a bullet. A shadow passed over them both. A clearing in the thicket gave the intruder a clear sight. It was another young officer, fair like Matthew. Jessica shrank as the man stared coldly at her and then at Matthew, bouncing on his saddle and letting the reins slap on his horse. He looked away only when staring would have required him to crane his neck.

“Damn his blood,” hissed Matthew. “Azreal More. Of all people!”

“I’m sorry,” Jessica said. She supposed she’d meant sorry for shaming him before his fellow officer. 

“Sorry?” Matthew stared after the man. 

Jessica knew she had to reclaim his attention quickly.

“For the trouble...“

He stared down at her. His eyebrows knitted in incomprehension.

“Matthew, I’m with child.” 

The words had come in a breath, and, she realized, as an apology. The moisture of penitence now stung her eyes. 

“How could this happen?” His voice was brittle yet far away, like the ghost from a lost battle. 

Everything came to a standstill: the dragon’s claw cloud held off from the moon; a warbler halted in mid-flight and dropped with a flutter onto an exposed twig. How could this happen? he had said. The helplessness of the question was infuriating. Yet she could not afford to be infuriated; he held the power to lift her to happiness or dash her into despair.

“What are we going to do?” she whispered.

He stood up, shoulders sagging like he was a boy far from home.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said, still gazing off at his fellow officer. A smile—sad and tired—edged the corners of his lips.

“What doesn’t matter?” Relief and joy hovered in the air around her, uncertain but ready to descend.

He turned quite suddenly and smiled. “We will just have to deal with it, the two of us.”

A hundred questions pushed into her mouth at once, blocking them all from expression. 

Matthew sat down beside her again and took her hand. “But we’ll have to be patient. I’ll need permission from my commanding officer. It may take some weeks.” His breath was as soft as it had been in the early times; she gazed again at the youthful down that ran along the curve of his ear. “How long do we have?”

He picked up the crown that had fallen from her lap and turned it in his fingers.

“About six months, I suppose, but it will start showing soon.”

“Then we have a little time.” He opened the hand of hers he held and placed the coin on her palm. “I will see you here on Sunday next if not before.” He closed her hand over the coin and then gave a mock yell as she threw her arms around him.
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MATTHEW JOB

T

HAT EVENING, JESSICA CEASED TO EXIST. SHE had been with Matthew in spirit sure enough when he sat down under the creaking beams of the wardroom; she’d dominated his thoughts and senses so completely at the card table, that the jokes of his fellow officers had seemed mere alien babble. All he could think about, all he could feel, as hands slapped backs and shoulders nudged shoulders, was Jessica’s fingers stroking his sleeve, Jessica’s sobs racking her body, Jessica’s soft voice, and then that awful joy as she flung her arms around him. 

A determined shove had called him back to reality, to the lantern swinging overhead, the boards creaking drowsily. He’d laughed with the others at a joke about the wild women, the tavern wenches, who’d be ready for their pleasure in town tonight. 

It felt that he’d broken free. But as soon as silence fell, Jessica’s fingers had come upon his sleeve again. He had no tavern wench, no one whose association with him might make him only mildly ashamed. He had Jessica, lower than any tavern wench, lower than any servant. Jessica pregnant. Jessica expecting. Jessica expecting things of him.

Her fingers had seemed to stroke his wrist loosely at first. Then they had circled and caressed with a little more pressure as, during the first round of Faro, Matthew had lost twelve pennies. He’d stepped out of a game to act as banker for a spell and the stakes rose to shillings. The wine flowed freer. He felt the sting of it on his tongue, the warmth in his belly. The laughter rose in pitch. Manly arms were thrown over shoulders intimating a different kind of contact they hoped might await them beyond the tables and the ship. Matthew’s entrails shrank and the pressure of Jessica’s imaginary fingers encircled and pressed around his wrist like a manacle.

Something was happening slowly within the hubbub. With the sting of wine on his tongue, the numbing of his senses, the clink of coins on the table, the tick-tock motion of “Your win, my win,” “your win, my win,” with the slap of card upon wood, a cocoon was growing around Matthew. The fingers around his wrist were still there, but they no longer bothered him. 

For the moment he was neither player nor banker. He emptied two cups of wine in quick succession. The movements of the harbour—the tapping of a rope, the creak of joists—wove a soft percussion through the wardroom. Soon nothing outside the navy was real; the navy allowed for only present rank and future ambitions. Jessica George receded into a dream, a pleasant and exciting frolic that had darkened into a minor nightmare in the moments before waking. 

He was glad he had treated the girl kindly today. He had given her a crown, after all, promised comfort and hope. No one actually expected a midshipman with the Royal Navy to marry the women they found in port, even if race or birth made such women eligible for marriage. Most women knew this, and it was Jessica’s peculiar misfortune that she seemed to expect more. He thought of her strange, grotesque delusions of nobility, her insistence that her grandfather had been a tribal chief, her pathetic assumption that emptying the chamber pot of a Governor conveyed elevated rank upon she who performed the task. 

“Your win, my win,” said the dealer. It had grown rather tense around the table. But this helped Matthew, gave clarity to his thoughts and ease to his conscience. It made him realize that Jessica, with her king-turned-slave ancestry knew more than most how fortunes ebbed and flowed. She also must know, as everyone around her knew, that midshipmen always disappeared into the mists of time. 

She could not really expect him to stay. And he had been kind to her. He had been gentle. How many of His Majesty’s servants of the sea deserted their lovers in such a way? Matthew, almost alone of his kind, would be remembered fondly for generations. All it required was a sudden transfer, rumours of a skirmish at sea with some emissary of the revolutionary war to the south, or perhaps a suspicion of fever and death in foreign parts. And his ship would be leaving in a few weeks if he could hold her off until then. 

Even if she came to find him, he could deny all knowledge. He had almost promised her marriage but, thank goodness, had held off from using the precise words. And there was something else, something about Jessica that seemed to invite disaster, even to want it. If he disappeared from her life, he would merely be fulfilling a predestined pattern. And, at least for this night, he could pretend that nothing had been revealed and nothing vowed. And night, while it lasts, can swallow up everything― past, present, and future. My win, your win. What did anything really matter?

As oblivion thickened, the ambient music of the wardroom gave way to a more tangible performance.  Luke, the blind musician, hunched in the corner over his hurdy-gurdy. His husky voice rose then fell, burying itself in the wheeze and the strings. What is a man, after all? the thought came to Matthew unbidden. He is not just one. He is multitudes. Tonight, he could be, for the sake of imagination, the fine and upright midshipman Jessica believed him to be. Matthew played with this idea, and it was delicious. He saw himself as a husband and father by distance, sending home his pay, scrimping and working hard for promotion. Although he had never been able to perceive such a man in himself until now, he suspected it was possible. And how admirable he would seem to others. The scales were tipping yearly against the injustice of slavery. Anger was rising against the accumulated harms committed against Black people. To marry and father as his imagination postulated would make him a pioneer of morals! The idea made him sit more upright while he watched a new game commence. He would not rule out such a course tonight. For the moment, his future splintered into two, both of these selves—rogue and martyr—dancing like shadows into some theoretical future. Neither mattered now as neither were yet real. In the growing tumult of laughter and wine, the slapping cards, and the chant of “Your win, my win,” “your win, my win,” life was a rapier shimmering in the sun: beautiful, exciting, and dangerous. 

“Who’ll play another round?” snapped Hawkins, an acting lieutenant and one of the guests from the Steward. His cupped hands claimed the pile of coins in the table’s centre. Someone moved behind Matthew and sloshed more wine into his cup, refilled his neighbour’s and moved on. “You,” said Hawkins, “ginger hair!” 

All eyes fixed on Matthew. 

Matthew felt the ghost of Jessica’s fingers again and took a quick gulp of wine. “How much?” he said, then drained his cup.

“Six this time,” grinned Hawkins. “I feel lucky.”

“Or generous!” yelled Hodge, a frog-eyed midshipman from Matthew’s own ship.

“Lucky and generous. I feel both!”

There was a rumble of laughter and Matthew nodded. Chairs scraped against the boards as watchers shifted for a better view.  Luke began a new ballad, his voice more prominent this time:

May all you young fellows that follow the sea

Way hey, blow the man down

Now please pay attention and listen to me

Show me the way to blow the man down

An arrowhead dug its way into Matthew’s heart. The song was an unhappy coincidence. The surprise awakened strands of feeling—guilt, regret, fear, and love—each contradicting the other yet all entirely real. He was lying beneath the stars once more, feeling the pulse of the woman beside him, sensing how her hair mingled with the grasses. Matthew had to steady himself. He pulled off his right glove and laid it on the table and slipped his fingers into his waistcoat pocket. He extracted a bunch of shillings. He dropped one...two, three, four, five, six...into his waiting palm, shoulders bent now like a miser, then placed them in the centre of the table. 

The officer who’d filled his wine came into view as he filled Hawkins’s cup. It was Azreal More—the same blasted man who had stared at them through the birch circle this afternoon, the same damned cur who was widely believed to be about to receive the commission of full lieutenant. Matthew hadn’t noticed More arrive tonight but his presence came upon him now in ugly waves of sickness. The feel of Jessica’s hand on his wrist returned. There was a witness. The two of them had been seen together. Jessica had been crying. How very select were the circumstances that could have led to such a scene?

And there was something else; save for the song, the room went strangely quiet.

“Crowns,” said Azreal More, his eyes amused as he filled those cups which were raised towards him. “We’re betting crowns now, not shillings.”

“Since when?” Matthew said.

His lip trembled and a soft murmur swept through the company. An unwelcome tingle of sobriety and suspicion prickled the back of his neck. Were those really crowns Hawkins had scooped up when the last game was finished? Why hadn’t Matthew noticed the change? He looked from More to Hodge’s blinking frog eyes, to Acting Lieutenant Taylor, Hodge’s guest from the Triumph, then to Hawkins, who still shuffled the cards, but slowly now. The air seemed laden with conspiracy. They knew—some of these men knew anyway—that he was not rich or well-connected like so many midshipmen. His uncle had bought his place as a final gift—a last resort he would no doubt have called it—not as part of a never-ending investment. Uncle Jeremiah had sons and daughters of his own. Matthew was no one’s project now, and he relied, and would continue to rely, entirely upon his navy pay. Even without a wife and child clinging to his coattails he couldn’t afford to give away six crowns so lightly. 

“Since the last game when you were banker,” said Hawkins, laying the block of cards face-down on the table. “Looks like you haven’t been concentrating.”

Azreal More, who had now come full-circle with the jug, stood over Matthew. “Maybe he has something on his mind tonight.” He tipped the dregs into Matthew’s cup.

***
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The decision to challenge Azreal More was not sudden, though its rashness no doubt made it look so. Through the restless night that would follow, Matthew would have ample time to consider this. 

What actually happened was a stage-by-stage process: he looked up, caught More’s superior expression and something began to smoulder in him. It was not a violent eruption, but a slow escalation of thought and feeling. It was the contradiction that got to him initially, the fact that More could be both haughty yet insinuating. It seemed unfair, as well as infuriating, that a man might encompass both these characteristics at the same time. But even in the midst of his growing anger and distaste, he knew he had choices. He could ignore the man. He could go to his box and retrieve six crowns now and lay them on the table. Alternatively, he could ask Hawkins to accept his note of hand and get the money later in the event of a loss. He could even explain without serious loss of honour that he hadn’t understood the odds had grown so high. He could beg someone else to take up the challenge in his stead. He could do a number of things other than dig himself further into the hole that his question, “Since when?” had started. Those two words were the first steps down a forbidden road. They seemed to question the honesty of men carrying, or hoping to carry, His Majesty’s commission—and in time of war. In questioning the honour of his fellows, he had joined the treacherous ranks of the thirteen colonies to the south.

As his pulse beat along with the final notes of Luke’s song—Show me the way to blow the man down—all these options were still within his grasp. But the rustling interest around the table, the hostile glances, and, most of all, the one-sided smirk curling on the corner of Azreal More’s lips made every alternative slide. All he could think about was Azreal More upright in his saddle, his eyes gazing through the hedgerow as a man might stare at beasts of the field, More knowing all about Matthew, judging the baseness of his needs. All through the Matthew’s first months with the navy he had felt like a carthorse among pedigrees. More, with his cold blue eyes and his smile, had found him out.

Suddenly there was only one thing he could do. He sprung up from his seat. His hand retrieved the glove from his table. He pressed the glove into Azreal More’s chest, and a moment of unreality followed. 

Luke’s new song ceased on the first syllable. The wind went out of the instrument like the breath of a dying calf. Hawkins’s hand lay upon the upturned deck. A finger twitched. Azreal More’s blue eyes became shiny, but not with fear. Matthew’s own face twitched into a smile, a kind of apology. He hadn’t really meant it. At least he hadn’t really decided upon any course of action. It was too quick, too sloppy to be taken seriously, surely. But any hope that the gesture would be lost upon the company, or taken as a joke, was already gone. Silence was the perfect witness. Matthew had challenged Azreal More to a duel.

“I will be most happy,” More said. 

Matthew felt a sudden ache in his legs. He took a step backwards.

Azreal More slipped a hand inside his waistcoat, pulled out his gold watch and chain, and stared at its face. “Let us not delay beyond the dawn.”
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CHAPTER THREE
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F

INGERS OF MIST ROLLED OVER DEADMAN’S pond, skimming the bank’s shattered-bone rocks. No drums beat along with this procession, no steady march of a dozen men. The only sounds Matthew heard were the suck of his boots sinking into the bog then pulling free. This merged with the hurdy-gurdy sea shanty playing lento in his mind: 

...way hey, blow the man down

Now please pay attention and listen to me

Show me the way to blow the man down

Hodge, his second, followed so quietly with his box of weapons that Matthew had to glance behind to ensure he was still there. In Hodge’s frog eyes, Matthew saw worry. He knew the worry should be his own and that only his numbness prevented this. Moonlight played like a veil over this high place, lifting, dancing, and settling again. It was all too easy to imagine he was dreaming.

When he had emerged from sleep to Hodge’s shake half an hour ago, his mind had been ablaze with images of frizzen spring, flintlock, and barrel. The pistol, its firing mechanism―a mystery of curves, bumps, and recesses―had loomed over his fevered sleep like a fiery mountain range. Once the dream had scattered, it had seemed incredible that he had given metal and polished wood such power, made it the landscape of his fate; the idea of the duel seemed too absurd to survive waking thought. His eyes had tried to blink it all away along with the dream vision of barrel hills and flintlock cliffs. 

Over the next ridge, his rival and second came into view. Like well-dressed scarecrows, they stood angular and motionless under the moonlight, Azreal More’s elbows merging with a wind-broken tree. Hodge scampered past Matthew in a semi-circle, cradling his box as though it were a baby, keeping more distance from him than seemed necessary. Matthew wondered if Hodge believed impetuosity to be contagious. Nevertheless, he stood well back as Hodge and the rival’s second, Taylor, discussed the situation. They were sure to make one last appeal to reconsider. Duelling anecdotes were laden with such attempts which, through the magic of open diplomacy and secret terror, were often successful. 

Matthew readied himself to weigh his dignity—or to seem to; he had in reality decided upon honourable withdrawal at the first opportunity. A bullet flying through his stomach, his ribs, his heart, or his loins was unthinkable outside the heat of battle. He had seen the rent a musket ball makes in a man’s chest. It had been an accident in training a month before his first sail. The mutant lips of the wound had sucked and blown like the mouth of some monstrous fish. The victim had whimpered, shivering, his eyes alive in disbelief. An officer had cradled his head, the cluster of veins in his temple the only sign that this calm veteran of the field was in any way disturbed. “Hush, lad, hush,” he had said as though talking to his own child. Someone murmured that they should put another bullet in him quick. But, of course, such an action, though it might have been a mercy, lay outside every proscribed law and commandment. What a harsh God we all served, Matthew had thought at the time.

This slow, convulsing death was what haunted him now—that the bullet should find its mark but fail to sever a life-sustaining artery; that it should sink close to, but not into, the chambers of his heart; that it should not cause instant death but rather leakage of blood and juices, a spillage of offal; that infection would set in; that flies would be attracted and lay their eggs; that he would be slowly eaten alive by a writhing mass of grubs.

He watched as Hodge pressed one last point with a gesture of his hand. His opposite nodded in response. More spoke slowly to his second, lifting his gaze momentarily, it seemed, to Matthew—a sign of accord.

Night lifted a shade. A breeze tugged warmly at Matthew’s sleeve. Relief was surely on the way. Everyone’s manner seemed to confirm it; something was being arranged. Perhaps this crisis might even precipitate a change in relations, an elevation in his esteem. One way or another they all would have come through the tribulation together. What better way to establish a new and better understanding between men? He still had the problem with Jessica, but if he could get through his most trying time, if God or Nature would guide him through, he would believe anything was surmountable. How many midshipmen left unsuitable women with child? And yet how few were shackled to their mistake? The willing comradeship of this vast and powerful organization to which he belonged must have protocols to deal with all eventualities. The hubris of success gave way to pity for Jessica; she deserved better, poor girl. Of course, he couldn’t marry her. Of course, she would have to deal with the problem alone. How, he wondered, had he come to possess such an overdeveloped conscience he’d needed to drink himself into numbness over the problem?
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