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Prologue


Maria Island, off the east coast of Van Diemen’s Land


January 1826


Bart Harefield loved laughing at them. The ones who thought they had power. The ones who alighted from his boat without a nod or a glance. They were the ones who felt the carefully woven skein of half-truths tighten around them, choking their air of respect and reputation.


They did not know why it happened. They put it down to happenstance, a misunderstood word here or an odd look there. Then they stepped again onto the boat without any idea the agent of their downfall was piloting them over the pitted grey water. The officer sent away for a reputed affair with the daughter of an overseer. The reverend replaced thanks to rumours of his over-enthusiasm for a soprano in the convict women’s choir.


Harefield was particularly proud of his latest triumph: the commissary dismissed when the amount of rice and flour in the stores did not match the inventory. No one thought to look under the floorboards of the bosun’s hut for the missing supplies. And all it had taken was a whisper, which Harefield delivered to the Hatter along with a threat to withdraw supplies of contraband rum, a low mutter in the vicinity of a person known for gossip, a quick glance to check they weren’t being overheard.


None of them, from the commandant down, realised how completely they belonged to Harefield. He was the only person on Maria Island who could guide the little cutter through the sea’s worst moods, through scudding clouds and squalls, so that people and goods were able to continue passing between Maria and the larger island of Van Diemen’s Land it hung off.


With Harefield, things got done. Goods delivered, information traded, rumours started. Even better when the rumours were true, and profitable. Harefield kept quiet about the convicts he ferried over from the island to work on the commandant’s house in Orford, when the King would be expecting them to be working on roads and reservoirs. He would continue to keep the secret until it suited him to do otherwise.


On days like yesterday, though – when the wind stood the waves up in serried ranks and dared a sailor to try to smash through them – even a brave sailor like Harefield knew to stay in port, temporarily silencing the murmurings with which he crossed the water.


Harefield could read the sea. He had grown up on it. A boy with straggly hair and missing teeth grown to a wiry, pinched man whose childhood beatings had pushed him to master an element that was indifferent to force. He was no fool. And he would not be thanked for the loss of the small government cutter if he put to sea recklessly. The loss of a bosun was less of a problem. Flesh and muscle were easier to come by here than good timber and flax.


Those times he was stuck idle on the mainland because of maritime conditions could get dull – unless you had some reading. Harefield’s favourite cargo was letters. Most were mundane. They started and ended with ridiculous obsequiousness: ‘I have the honour to inform you’ and ‘your most obedient servant’. How any man could style himself thus, and remain standing upright from lack of hilarity, Harefield had no idea.


He forced himself to read them, though. Occasionally his persistence was rewarded. In recent times there had been one letter in particular. He’d been so entranced as he read it that he tipped his tallow candle over the page a little too far, sending a fat wax droplet onto it. It irritated him because he liked things clean. But it didn’t really matter. The intended recipient knew the letter had been read because Harefield himself had answered it.


On a piece of old parchment, he had scrawled: ‘I was very interested to hear of your plans. I believe those in authority would be even more so. I imagine they will also be fascinated to hear about a certain relationship that many would consider inappropriate. You may, if you wish, buy my silence, but I’m not certain you can afford it.’
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Today the wind was a little less wild and abeam than it had been the night before, and Harefield decided to set out on the five miles of water between Triabunna and Maria Island.


The wind had brought with it a blinding rain, which saw him nearly tipped into the ocean as he was trying to tie up to the dock on his arrival. That simpleton was standing there and made no move towards him, did not reach a hand down to help Harefield up the slippery ladder. ‘Too much to hope you’ve come to help,’ Harefield snapped, as if the fool was even capable of it. ‘I thought I’d come down and see the storm,’ stuttered Walter, almost backing into the ocean.


‘Well, I hope it devours you and leaves the rest of us alone. At least then you’ll be of some use,’ said Harefield, carrying a sack of letters up towards the commissary.


He delivered them only after having secreted the most interesting-looking. Then he went back to the dock, telling himself it was too much to hope for that the halfwit had unloaded the rest of the goods from the boat.


Perhaps the man had a small amount of sense, as he was no longer on the dock. Harefield decided that one of the bottles of rum, which was to go to the Hatter and from there to those who were thirsty among the convicts, should instead accompany him to his hut.


The rum was rather too pleasant, and Harefield woke as the sun was beginning to sink, sitting upright and panting from the remnants of an already forgotten nightmare. He pulled on his coat and went back to the dock, to check that the boat had not been dashed against it.


Lieutenant Holloway intercepted him. Harefield had nothing on this one, not yet – a man who wore propriety like a corset, stiff with judgemental efficiency. Might be worthwhile making something up, though. Especially given the pursed lips and lifted chin with which Holloway communicated his distaste for the ragged boatman sodden with sea water.


Holloway was leaving the outbuilding the commandant used as an office. ‘Harefield, you are going to the light, yes?’ he asked.


As well as keeping the penal station supplied, Bart Harefield was responsible for a small light on an outcrop near the island’s chief inlet, Darlington Bay. Whales liked to frequent these waters, and as a result so did whalers. It wouldn’t do to have one sail directly into one of the island’s striated cliffs; nor, since some were Yankee whalers, to bring the taint of Yankee republicanism too close to the convict station.


‘It would be a difficult trip now, lieutenant,’ said Harefield. ‘Not the weather for it.’


‘Of course it’s not the bloody weather for it! That’s why we need it lit. If I do not see a glimmer from the headland within an hour, I may decide to visit your hut, see what I find there. I know that the commandant is myopic when it comes to some of your activities, but I assure you I am not.’


Holloway didn’t see the glare Harefield gave him from under the sodden felt brim of his hat. He turned, went to his hut to get rags and oil, and started the long trudge to the painted cliffs.


The light was housed in a square box of glass lenses designed to magnify passing shipping. This apparatus sat high, on top of a rickety latticework structure so it could be seen from as great a distance as possible. It required a long ladder to ascend, and a steady head to lean out and insert your hand through the base to coax the lamp into lighting.


The clouds were allowing only a glimmer of sun to seep through to the surface of the grey sea, and even that small ration had dwindled as the afternoon had worn on.


Halfway up the ladder Harefield heard a voice calling his name. He looked down, unable to resist a grin when desperation stared back at him from a familiar face. Desperate people were lucrative. This one, though, would have to wait.


He hauled himself up the ladder bit by bit. But the wind must’ve been stronger than he thought, for the ladder wobbled. He cursed, gripped onto the light’s frame. It didn’t help. The ladder shifted again and again.


When he looked down, he saw that the wind wasn’t responsible. The expression on the face looking up at him was grim now, perhaps a little frightened, but resolved. And the brows were drawn together in concentration as the hands around the ladder pulled again.


Finally it lost contact with the light’s frame and came plummeting down, with Harefield on it. The impact of hitting the ground knocked the breath out of him, and a snap accompanied by a jolt of pain told him that something had broken. But no one would be allowed to pull him down like that, not with impunity. He staggered to his feet, realising as he put weight on his right ankle that it had made the noise, but determined to give an answer for the insult.


He knew he must be careful in this low light if there was to be a scuffle. The cliff edge was very near and did not announce itself. His attacker, he saw now, was holding an axe. It was down, though, at the end of a slack arm that was having trouble lifting it. There was no delaying – Harefield knew that hesitation was death.


He lunged, knocking his attacker to the ground, falling heavy on the arm with the axe in it, sending the weapon flying. Grinning as a pleasant prospect suddenly occurred to him. Before he could take things further, though, he heard movement behind him. He turned his head and saw the flash of a bright line of metal, the edge of the rusted axe as it was hoisted – not as well as he would have done it, but well enough to be effective – and arced down towards him. He feared the edge was aimed for his throat and ducked, only to receive a blow on his shoulder. He felt such huge and deep pain that he tried to appease the person with the axe, wanted to utter an assurance that whatever grudge there was, he would attend to it. ‘Leave my head,’ he tried to say. He was shaken out of speech by two other great blows, and had an impulse to shout, ‘That’s not a square way to behave.’


But before he could even gurgle out the words, a final blow split his shoulder. By the time he hit the vicious rocks below the cliff top, he was well and truly dead.


Later, a convict sent by Holloway spotted Harefield’s body, which looked to be the victim of a fall. Only when a party had worked their way around to the cliff’s base was it found that the bosun’s right arm hung by a filament of flesh, that there were deep axe wounds in his shoulders, and that he had already been dead for several hours.




Chapter 1


Bass Strait, between Sydney and Hobart Town


February 1826


Of things that couldn’t be trusted, the ocean sat at the top of Hannah Mulrooney’s list. And on her third visit for the day to the bucket in her cabin, into which she had emptied her stomach countless times on this journey, she confirmed its place there. The sea had not the decency to announce its intentions, all blue innocence followed by grey temper, slapping the hull of the ship, making its displeasure known, eloquent in its threat.


There was no fire to boil a kettle on, not on this flimsy collection of planks they insisted on calling a ship, to which Mr Monsarrat had casually agreed to trust both their lives. Even if there had been, it would have been more efficient to pour the tea directly into the bucket.


Hannah had thought she was done with ocean voyages. Certainly she expected to make the occasional journey down the river from Parramatta to Sydney and back again. But the river was more predictable than the ocean, and she had made her peace with it. This heaving mass of peaks didn’t seem to care, though. It simply did its very best to impede the progress of the brig Cyprus as it slowly picked its way through the wave-littered expanse which separated Van Diemen’s Land from the rest of God’s green earth and its creatures.


I was born on one island, she thought. Crammed into the hull of a ship on another, exiled to a third. I truly should not be asked to deal with a fourth.


To the north, somewhere in the vastness they had left, her son rode or sang or swore or prayed or slept, but did not write – had suddenly stopped answering the letters she poured into the silence. Helen, the convict servant, sat by the fire in Parramatta, hopefully with her daughter, Eliza, still playing nearby and not reclaimed by the orphan school.


Mr Monsarrat needed her, however – he had said so, repeatedly, even when he was not in fear of receiving a scolding. And Hannah was grateful for the extra day he had managed to negotiate in Sydney, when he’d called on Harcourt’s Auctioneers, depositing with them some jewels, in fire-damaged settings but with their value still intact. The jewels, which she hoped to never see again, would be sold off at the earliest opportunity, their proceeds to await her return and to be used to set her son up in colonial respectability. The thought of giving him the news for a moment quelled the low hum of fear which rose and fell with the waves. When she found him.


If, she thought, the sea doesn’t decide that I have traversed it too many times, that it is time to claim me.


There was a knock on the door of her small cabin. She shared it with the maidservant of one of the officers aboard, a surly girl who was hardly there anyway. Hannah, in contrast, rarely left.


‘Come in, eejit of a man.’


Hugh Llewelyn Monsarrat opened the door slowly, cautiously. He was well over a foot taller than her, and her employer besides, but they both knew she would not have displayed such timidity had she been at his door.


‘I’ve lost count, my friend, of the number of times I have told you you’d be better off on deck. Fixing your eyes on the horizon can help with the sickness, you know. And fresh air, well, it’s a commodity we’ve both been deprived of in the past. I for one intend to avail myself of as much of it as possible.’


‘You can tell me all you like,’ she said. ‘But if I allow you to tempt me up onto the deck, to breathe great lungfuls of fresh sea air, what happens if I’m taken by a wave and find myself breathing in great lungfuls of sea water instead? Will your fine words save me?’


Monsarrat shrugged. ‘In any case, it’s as well you’ve not taken my advice,’ he said. ‘Your temper would probably pollute the atmosphere. Better it bounces off the walls in here, harming no one.’


She narrowed her eyes, stood and reached for the waist of her skirt, where a cleaning cloth habitually rested. Her weapon, though, was absent, very possibly being applied to a Parramatta skillet at this moment.


‘I am joking with you, of course,’ said Monsarrat. ‘Trying to, anyway . . .’


‘Well, I’m glad to see you deprive yourself of that fresh air for such a noble purpose,’ she said. ‘Perhaps you should take yourself back up onto the deck for more of it.’


Monsarrat smiled. ‘Hobart Town is near: we are entering Sullivans Cove. I thought you might wish to see your salvation come into view.’
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A remarkable woman, Hannah Mulrooney, Monsarrat thought as they made their way up the ladder towards the deck. Highly intelligent, perceptive, kind, practical. But a God-awful temper on her when she was in any way constrained, whether by an injured ankle, or a rough sea.


And one was now putting pressure on the other. He knew she tried not to think of her healing sprain, was working on the principle that if she completely ignored it, the ligaments would mend themselves out of sheer humiliation. She was applying the same principle to the frayed edges of her mind, still jangled from her near-immolation in Parramatta at the hands of a murderous woman. But both tasks were harder to do on a pitching sea, and more than once Monsarrat caught her as she stumbled.


He had not been entirely joking about the wisdom of her remaining confined below, and he would be as delighted as she to see her once again restored to the more trustworthy land. He could not help feeling grateful that she had subjected herself to the ocean, though – facing a terror, which she hid in irritability, to accompany him. They both knew he needed her if he was to have any hope of accomplishing his task.


It was a task whose nature had not been made entirely clear to Monsarrat. Yes, there had been a murder in the remote penal settlement of Maria Island. Monsarrat had heard little of the place. It was either mentioned as an afterthought, a colony too small to think much of, or it was whispered of – an ocean fortress which held a mysterious prisoner who’d been given immunity from death.


But the person whose murder Monsarrat was being sent to investigate, the circumstances of his dispatch, and why the crime was sufficiently sensitive to warrant help from Sydney, had not yet been revealed.


It was unusual for a commandant to send for help over such a distance. And the only assistance Ralph Eveleigh, Monsarrat’s superior on the governor’s staff in Parramatta, had given him was snuggled in a blue velvet box in his trunk. Monsarrat would have preferred a detailed brief, but would have to make do with the gift of an ornate magnifying glass, a spare one Eveleigh had been given and passed to Monsarrat.


They were still a little too far out to see Hobart Town clearly but Monsarrat could make out the British flag on one of the hills of their island destination on their port side. He saw Mrs Mulrooney glance at it, then frown and look away. It was a design she had seen flying over her own dead.


Used to the encompassing glare and unapologetic heat of Parramatta, Monsarrat could not help feeling that he had been taken back across the oceans to Plymouth. This place had the same low sky, and even on the summer’s morning a piercing wind scudded up the river and found its way inside his coat.


While it was an outpost, Hobart Town was a well-developed one. Slabs of pinch-windowed, honey-stoned buildings, warehouses of the chief merchants, found themselves reflected in the harbour, or those sections of it which weren’t obscured by the hulls of boats. Small craft swarmed between the larger brigs, with their cargoes of wool or flour or fish. Men called between boat and dock, ropes were thrown, and the occasional splash announced that someone had been less than cautious in the throwing. Empty carts lined up near the dock to swallow cargo, full ones to disgorge it. Some of those who should probably have been handing crates ashore were disappearing around corners with women who had artfully pulled down one shoulder of their dresses. And behind the town sat the megalith of a mountain, like a divine presence, almost too big for the landscape.


The boat, when it docked, was still being rocked from side to side by wavelets fed by the river wind, worsening Mrs Mulrooney’s temper as she was hauled ashore by a young sailor and then tripped on a protruding nail, which she no doubt felt had been put there specifically for the purpose.


Monsarrat, engaged in helping the muttering woman to her feet, failed to notice immediately the man who had approached them. He wore a brown jacket, with the seam attaching one of the sleeves to the shoulder slowly unravelling. It was impossible to tell whether his neckerchief was clean – Monsarrat always told himself such things shouldn’t matter, but could never resist checking – as it was black and tucked in to a grey shirt, which might once have been white. The man did not introduce himself, or smile, or raise the broad-brimmed hat on top of his head. He simply stopped a few feet from them, standing with his arms crossed, staring. Monsarrat felt oddly offended. The man was probably a former convict. Surely, in a world which viewed them as animals, their only hope was failing to behave as such. ‘Good morning, sir,’ Monsarrat said, in a more clipped manner than he’d intended. ‘Can I help you?’


‘Doubt it,’ the man said. ‘I’m here to help you, though. At least, help you into Marley’s office. After that, you’re on your own.’


‘And Marley is who?’


The man snorted. ‘You’ve obviously not been to Van Diemen’s Land before,’ he said. ‘Richard Marley. Comptroller of convicts here. Wants to see you – that is, if you’re the governor’s man from Sydney?’


‘Yes,’ Monsarrat said wearily, bending to pick up Mrs Mulroony’s shawl from where it had fallen as she tripped. ‘Yes, I’m the governor’s man from Sydney.’


And he really should have found out Marley’s name, he chided himself. He had been told only that he was to report to the Van Diemen’s Land comptroller of convicts for further instructions. That somebody would meet him. There had been no time to ask more, the fastidious Ralph Eveleigh being in a tearing rush to bundle them onto a boat. But placing one’s reliance on such vague directions, even when they came from one of the least vague men in the world, was probably unwise.


‘Come on, then,’ said the man. ‘And bring your missus, if she is up to it.’


Mrs Mulrooney opened her mouth, but Monsarrat caught her eyes and shook his head. No point making corrections until they knew whether such scruples would serve them.


He had expected a small carriage or horses to be waiting, but none seemed to be. Instead, the man led them on foot around to the eastern shore of the cove, to a dun-coloured slab of a building on which no creativity had been lavished, with small black windows which would surely struggle to admit any of the light frugally dispensed through the low clouds.


The man stood aside when they reached the door. ‘Second floor. He’s expecting you.’


Or at least expecting someone. Monsarrat found it hard to believe that, as a ticket-of-leave convict, he himself fitted satisfactorily into that expectation. He knocked on the door of the first office at the top of the stairs, Mrs Mulrooney dragging herself up behind him.


The man inside, who had been reading a document which appeared to be some sort of list, looked up. He took off his pince-nez glasses, massaged the bridge of his nose, stared and waited.


‘Mr Marley?’


The man nodded.


‘Hugh Monsarrat, sir. I believe I am expected.’


The man said nothing, raised his eyebrows.


‘From the governor’s office in Parramatta, sir,’ said Monsarrat. ‘You sent for me.’


‘Ah,’ he said. ‘Yes, come in. Your servant may wait downstairs.’ Again, Mrs Mulrooney opened her mouth to object, but Monsarrat turned and raised his eyebrows at her, an apology and entreaty. You are not a servant to me, he thought, but you’d better pretend to be one right now.


‘As her footfalls, made heavy by irritation as well as her injury, receded down the stairs, Monsarrat took the seat Marley gestured towards.


‘Apologies for not meeting you off the boat,’ he said. ‘Quite a task, this. Comptroller of the uncontrollable.’


Monsarrat was amazed at this confession, as to an equal. ‘Yes, I imagine it would be. I have known commandants of small penal settlements who find the same.’


‘And this is no small penal settlement, Mr Monsarrat. I am what stands between the convicts and the civilised.’


‘Surely, sir, some of them are civilised. Some of those who have finished their time.’


Inwardly, a more cautious Monsarrat said, ‘Don’t argue with him, you idiot.’


‘They’re amongst the worst. Redeemed? Delirious, most of them. They see things through the same false medium as ever – a medium they cannot understand, any more than they understand us. Under such circumstances, outrage is to be expected from time to time.’


He doesn’t know I am one of the damned, thought Monsarrat. He can’t, not if he is speaking like this. For the present Monsarrat decided to hold off on enlightening Marley that the man was conversing with someone who had viewed the world through that same false medium. ‘I’m sure, though,’ Monsarrat said, ‘that a man with as many calls on his time as you have has not invited me from New South Wales merely to discuss the obdurate nature of convicts.’


‘No, indeed. Although the obdurate nature of one convict in particular may become relevant,’ Marley said. ‘I have asked you here, in point of fact, in relation to the murder of a man who might have run foul of that very delirium of which I spoke. Fellow nearly had his arm severed at the shoulder by an axe before being thrown over a cliff. He was found in the shallows, rolling back and forth between some rocks.’


Monsarrat had shared a small penal settlement with several people capable of wielding an axe. But to share a small island with someone who had actually picked one up to do such damage so brutally – that was a different matter. How did I let myself be put in this situation, he wondered, of being brought in to identify the culprit? It seemed to him pure chance that people in power had decided he was a superior detector. Thank God Hannah was with him!


‘I stand ready to assist,’ he said. ‘I must ask, though, would somebody familiar with Van Diemen’s Land and Maria Island not be better equipped to deal with the matter?’


‘Perhaps, but because this death occurred in a place so far removed from civilisation, it can hardly lay claim to being part of this outpost. Even I received word of it a full week after the event. When the murder takes place on a small island, and the victim is the only free man there with the skill to steer a small boat through high seas, getting word to Hobart Town can take some time.’
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Maria Island, Marley told Monsarrat, had around three hundred convicts. But it had one prisoner who figured above all others.


‘His name is Thomas Power,’ Marley said. ‘And I suspect it was he who killed the bosun.’


‘Thomas Power?’ said Monsarrat. ‘Surely not the revolutionary?’


Marley thumped the desk, a move so sudden that Monsarrat started backwards.


‘Is there anyone who has not heard of the man? That he should achieve such fame off the back of his crimes against the Crown of Great Britain is simply . . . appalling. Were his name to fade into obscurity, he would probably count that as a far worse punishment than incarceration. But no, the Whiggish newspapers in England – as well as troublemakers in other countries – continue to write about him. They place inhuman pressure on Lieutenant Governor Arthur to be kind to him. Yet these scribblers on the other side of the seas are safely insulated from the reality of the truth by leagues of ocean.’


Monsarrat could not help feeling a shiver of excitement at the prospect of meeting Power, a man he had read about in the London Chronicle, as well as reprinted passages from the London papers in the Sydney Chronicle, which he tried to peruse after Ralph Eveleigh was finished with it.


Power was an Irish nobleman, who had lent his strategic skill and charisma to the cause of freedom in Colombia and Venezuela with Bolívar himself, and then returned to Ireland with the military skills he had learned. He had taken a seat in the House of Commons, waking up some members who had been asleep for decades with his fiery speeches, and had become the leader of a failed attempt to wrest his country from the grasp of Britain.


He was lucky to have survived, but the authorities feared making a martyr of him. Best not to turn him into St Thomas by pulling him apart with horses (quartering, as they called it) and hanging and eviscerating him.


They tried to tilt his halo by offering him a bargain: they would give him a ticket of leave, freedom of movement and being his own man in a country district of the colony, in exchange for his promise not to escape. Other politicals had accepted those terms, happy to exchange untarnished heroism for food and comfort and nights at the inn. Power said he would prefer to keep open the option of escape if by some chance it was ever offered to him. So he was tucked away on a remote fragment of rock, in the hope that he would diminish in the world’s memory.


Marley growled, ‘You might remember, Monsarrat, that Power gained a special notoriety after he refused to take his freedom: two of his accomplices, transported with him, were offered a ticket of leave each, in exchange for a promise not to escape. The same offer was made to Power, who said he could not, in all conscience, make a promise he did not intend to keep. Men in London and Dublin who would cheerfully have attended his hanging decided he was clearly some sort of a man of honour.’


Power had been on Maria for well over a year now, but resolutely refused to abandon the Irish rebel stance he had adopted when he and his followers had attacked a fortified police barracks in Cork and were rounded up.


‘The fellow’s a showman – he did it to burnish his image,’ Marley said. ‘The best way to punish him is to remove his access to adoration, to erase him from the public memory. That’s why, Mr Monsarrat, we did not simply leave this matter to the local constabulary. We need somebody discreet. Somebody who can be relied on to avoid Power’s blandishments.’


‘I can assure you, Mr Marley, I am reasonably resistant to blandishments.’


‘I am glad to hear it. Until we know what we’re dealing with, any intrigue surrounding the name Thomas Power must be avoided at all costs.


‘You will also need to make sure others there are not in his thrall. There were rumours that Power had the run of the island, that he was dining nightly with the commandant of the place – stable enough fellow called Brewster. Not as stable as I would have hoped, though, for he was indeed entertaining Power. Such is the diabolical nature of the man, you see. He is able to charm almost anyone.’


‘But not you, sir,’ Monsarrat could not resist saying.


Marley sat straight in his chair, raising his chin defiantly. ‘Certainly not,’ he said. ‘Power is now confined to his cottage and is not allowed beyond the small yard outside. More space than many prisoners are given, and more than he deserves. He is no longer able to treat the island as his private kingdom.’ Marley lowered his sturdy and opinionated voice. ‘And this is another reason we asked for someone from Sydney. Not a local gossiping constable. It would be a wonderful convenience to the lieutenant governor if it were discovered that Power were responsible for this crime.


‘We could find someone to prove he did it if we wanted, but the world and even elements of the Commons, let alone Ireland, would not accept it unless the evidence were overwhelming. For that reason it is important I offer you no inducement of any kind and no promise of preferment if you find he is indeed the one. Now, I believe he had some motivation, but we will need more than that. Essentially, if this darling of the radicals were found a common murderer, it would be a wonderful thing for certain powerful men in London, let alone for His Excellency and myself.’


Monsarrat left the office with every display of politeness. And yet he felt annoyed. Try to find Power guilty, please powerful men in England? The powerful men in England could be damned! They were the sort of men who would consider him dregs. As for pleasing Marley . . .


On the other hand, what if Power were the killer?


I must clear my head, thought Monsarrat, of all I know. As impossible as it is, I must be delivered to Maria Island as a clean slate, a blank page. A man of good will.




Chapter 2


‘Bounced around in a cart for the better part of the day, and then another boat? Another island dangling off an island dangling off an island?’


Monsarrat had been dreading Mrs Mulrooney’s reaction to the next stage of their journey.


‘I know, I know – it’s not your favourite mode of transport. I promise, though, it will be a short trip. Your agreement to undertake it is yet another testament to your fortitude.’


Mrs Mulrooney glared at him for a moment, then sighed and sat down on the bench in the scullery where he had found her, attempting to teach appropriate tea-making procedure to the Orient’s cook.


‘I don’t blame you for it, Mr Monsarrat, and I’m sorry for my temper – no, I am, although do not expect to hear me say it again. Padraig has not answered any of my letters for some time. And I worry, you know, about Helen and little Eliza.’


Monsarrat could sympathise. He, too, found his thoughts were returning to Parramatta. In his case, though, they by-passed his comfortable cottage and landed in the third-class penitentiary of the Parramatta Female Factory, where a convict called Grace O’Leary awaited her imminent freedom.


‘Your forbearance is remarkable,’ he said. ‘Don’t frown at me, dear friend – I mean it. If it’s any consolation, I imagine it will be several weeks before we return. Time enough to enjoy the feeling of solid ground beneath your feet.’


‘As long as they’ve tea there,’ she said, ‘I will be right enough. Flour, butter and sugar would also go a long way towards improving my mood.’


‘Well, while I can’t promise Maria Island will provide you with everything on your list, it does seem to have an intriguing man caged up there, so I’m sure it will provide us both with an interesting experience.’
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In the end, Mrs Mulrooney resolutely refused to take to the sea again that day. Not, she told Monsarrat, without some time for a woman to come to terms with the situation. She had, after all, been carted over rutted roads on the journey south from Hobart Town, and could not be expected to deal with a turbulent ocean so soon.


It was as well, then, thought Monsarrat, that the cutter which would ferry them to Maria Island had not yet arrived in the little inlet with the small village of Triabunna on one of its shores, so he was able to settle her at the inn there.


The boat materialised a short time later as Monsarrat watched from the porch of the inn, its sail slacking and snapping according to the whims of the wind, its nose dipping and rising enough to tell Monsarrat that they were not in for a peaceful crossing. As its skipper brought the boat into the dock, the reason for the delay was evident. A man in the black coat and white bib of a magistrate sat on its rear bench, gripping on, looking from side to side as though he expected attack from under the water. He was avoiding looking behind him, though – the boat’s gunwales were closest to the water thanks to the man’s girth, which would have been impressive in London and was even more so here, where corpulence was rare.


His dumpling face was stippled with evidence of a childhood bout of the pox, and overlaid with small red lines which told of more recent bouts with rum. His eyes, though, even darting in panic, rested on the shore, the water, the sky for long enough to give Monsarrat the impression a certain corner of the man’s brain retained the ability of calm assessment, cordoned off from the anxiety which was consuming the rest of him.


He seemed to relax as the boat was tied up to the dock, but walked stiffly ashore, his eyes fixed on the door of the pub.


Monsarrat was tempted to let him walk past, to be another man among the inn’s many who were here for trade or whaling or any number of other purposes. But the opportunity to talk to someone who had recently been on Maria Island was too great. He stood suddenly to get the man’s attention, and bowed. ‘Forgive me, sir, but you have come from Maria Island?’


‘Yes, well, it would be difficult to imagine where else I could have come from,’ the man said, not slowing as he made his way in towards the warmth behind the inn’s doors.


‘I am sorry to bother you, sir,’ Monsarrat said. ‘But I am bound there myself, you see.’


The man stopped. ‘I do apologise for my discourtesy,’ he said. ‘Sea journeys always put me in a bad frame of mind.’


‘Yes, I happen to know someone of the same temperament,’ said Monsarrat. ‘Please don’t trouble about it.’


The man held out his hand. ‘Henry Ellison,’ he said. ‘I have the honour to occupy the position of visiting magistrate to Maria Island, and a great many other places in Van Diemen’s Land.’


‘Ah. So you will have been exercised, I’m sure, by recent events,’ said Monsarrat. ‘Forgive me, I don’t speak out of prurience. I’ve been sent from Sydney to investigate the slaying of the bosun on Maria Island.’


‘Oh! Marley told me they were sending someone from the governor’s office.’ Ellison was silent for a moment, and then said, ‘May I suggest that you join me? I find myself in need of port, and would be most amenable to continuing our conversation once I have one in front of me.’
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‘I must say, it’s odd,’ said Ellison.


‘Odd?’


‘That Marley felt the need to send for assistance from Sydney. Not that I begrudge your presence, sir.’


‘Indeed. But my understanding, having spoken to Mr Marley, is that the case is somewhat delicate.’


‘Ah, yes. Thomas Power. They will do anything to avoid publicity being attached to that name, unless they are able to proffer unassailable proof of his complicity in a crime worse even than the high treason he was sent here for.’


‘Like murder.’


‘Yes . . . like murder.’


‘Were you on the island when it occurred?’ said Monsarrat.


‘No,’ said Ellison. ‘I only visit every month or so. Deal with anything a little bit thornier than a fistfight or the theft of rations. Not this thorny, though.’


‘You’re acquainted with Power?’


‘Oh yes. He used to have more freedom than he does now, you know. Used to enjoy company, conversation. Quite a charming fellow, actually. And whether you believe his revolutionary leanings are right or wrong, the man certainly has the courage of his convictions.’


Monsarrat was surprised. True, magistrates could be a diverse group – back in Parramatta their number had once included the humane Samuel Cruden, the corrupt Socrates McAllister, and the zealous and unyielding Reverend Horace Bulmer. But to hear a legal officer do what Marley proclaimed some gentlemen did, and gloss over the treason which had sent Power over here – that was extraordinary.


‘You admire the man?’ Monsarrat asked.


Ellison straightened, squared his shoulders like a schoolboy who had suddenly remembered he was supposed to be paying attention.


‘Oh, I don’t admire the attempt of an uprising he was involved with in Ireland. Though there is some suggestion that he was among the voices calling for moderation. And in any case, the man has honour. I suppose you know he was offered a ticket of leave in exchange for a promise not to escape, and he refused?’


‘But surely that means he is intending to escape?’ said Monsarrat.


‘Oh, not a bit of it,’ said Ellison, rather quickly. ‘He simply says that he does not recognise the right of the state to constrain his liberty for doing what he did, so he intends to refuse any kind of bargain which might legitimise his sentence. No, I think he is quite content on Maria Island. Well, perhaps content is too strong a word, but he is well aware of conditions at places like Macquarie Harbour, knows he has a comparatively comfortable imprisonment. I’d be amazed if he tried to escape, particularly when you look at the question of where he would go. America, yes. Or to South America perhaps, where he has a name in places like Colombia and Venezuela. But we’re a long way from anywhere here, Mr Monsarrat.’


Another man was approaching them, dressed in sturdy canvas, a neckerchief and a broad brimmed hat tied underneath his chin with some rough cord.


‘Ah, Jones,’ said Ellison. ‘Thank you for making the journey as comfortable as possible under the circumstances.’


‘My pleasure, sir,’ said Jones, in an accent of rounded consonants which sounded like they might have come from Cornwall. ‘I am hoping for better weather tomorrow.’


He turned to Monsarrat. ‘Jeremiah Jones, sir. I assume you’re the man from Sydney? The one I am to convey to Maria Island?’


‘Yes. How long will the trip take, do you think? I’m not concerned about heavy weather, but my housekeeper deplores it.’


‘I’ll tell you a secret, sir,’ said Jones. ‘All of us do. We just get used to it. But no one relishes sailing into a wave which is taller than the commandant’s house, and there are a few of them out there today. Might take some hours to cross in these conditions, and they’ll feel like days to your housekeeper. Best, I think, to leave the sea to exhaust itself. And there is usually a cup of tea awaiting me in the kitchens here. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll avail myself of it.’


Ellison seemed delighted to have a companion to drink port with, even though he was the only one doing any drinking. After his third glass, he said, ‘Do you think, Mr Monsarrat, that a good revolutionary needs charm? I used to believe that the most defining characteristics of the revolutionary, or of anyone who manages to convince a large number of people of something, were intelligence and conviction. Now, though, I wonder if it is not a magnetic capacity to attract volunteers.’


‘Well, I imagine intelligence and conviction are necessary,’ said Monsarrat. ‘But that magnetic capacity you mention might help a fellow bring people along with him.’


‘Quite right, too. I’ve not much of it myself . . . No, no, please don’t object, it’s the truth. Might be why my wife, God rest her, did not feel compelled to come when I made these trips.’ He laughed at his self-disparagement. ‘But Power – he is one of those people, you know, who seems to be able to say precisely the right thing at the right moment. If he wasn’t a revolutionary he could have been prime minister, especially with his high birth.’


‘Yes, I’ve heard he’s some sort of nobleman.’


Ellison nodded. ‘A baronet. Has a wife and seven children waiting for him in a castle in southern Ireland. Was a Member of Parliament, too, at the time he led his attack in Cork. Tried to plead the Irish case there but, well, you can imagine the good it did him.’


‘I understand there was some sort of friendship between him and the commandant.’


‘Well,’ said Ellison, ‘I’m not sure Brewster has what you might call friends. But it suited him, for a time, to entertain the man. And Power couldn’t have refused if he’d wanted to. Brewster doesn’t allow refusals to pass without retribution.’


Ellison picked up his port, drained the rest of it in one gulp, and stood, wobbling slightly on the way up.


‘I fear, Mr Monsarrat, that I’m going to have an even more uncomfortable journey back to Hobart than usual, given the state my head will be in tomorrow. I do apologise if I’ve rambled, but it’s been a pleasure to pass the evening with you. Those of us who spend our lives surrounded by convicts appreciate some intelligent conversation.’


Ellison turned, and then turned back so quickly he almost fell. ‘Oh, I imagine they’ll accommodate you in the cottage they keep for my use,’ he said. ‘Mind the floorboards in front of the hearth. They’re a little rotten. And take care not to anger the geese.’


‘The geese?’


‘Yes, you’ll see.’


And he tottered towards the stairs, leaving Monsarrat wondering how he was to conceal his own past crimes, investigate those of someone else, avoid falling under Power’s enchantment, and placate both the geese and Mrs Mulrooney.
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‘They’ve tea, don’t trouble yourself about that,’ said Jones, deftly avoiding even the smallest of watery ridges in deference to one of his passenger’s naked alarm. ‘The stores are well run. The last storekeeper was told to leave – thought to be dishonest. Not sure who he was going to trade stolen goods with. The wombats don’t have anything anyone wants.’


Jones looked at Hannah Mulrooney, gave what was clearly intended to be a comforting smile, which brought her no comfort at all – anyone who felt the need to smile like that knew something quite alarming was in prospect.


This was correct, as it turned out. The arms of the bay had been providing them with a measure of protection. But the sea’s height was increasing as they inched further out, and when the bow poked out from behind the protection of a crumbling grey arm of land, bristling with blackened tree stumps, the full force of the ocean hit them.


Hannah knew she looked terrified, and realised her white hands were clenching the bench. Now this is not the way you behave, she told herself. You can’t have the man thinking you’re a silly weak woman. You might need him to think well of you before this is out.


He did seem to believe she needed some distraction. ‘Missus, would you do me a service?’ he said to Hannah. ‘There’s an oilcloth under the bench there. It has a new dress for the commandant’s wife, and a new shirt for her brother. I’d as soon not see them soak – would you mind holding them on our way over?’


As she clutched the parcel, she determined to visit her place of greatest comfort. ‘Have they a well-appointed kitchen, there?’ she asked.


‘I daresay the commandant and his wife do. The rest of us, we cook our own food. Not that they are uncharitable. When I arrived a few weeks ago, I was invited to dine with the Brewsters. The doctor is there once a week, and Magistrate Ellison whenever he’s over. I suppose it’s the isolation, you see. You wouldn’t believe how it affects people, for good or ill, when they’re cut off from the rest of civilisation.’


‘Oh, I think I would,’ said Hannah. ‘You see a lot of odd behaviour then, on Maria Island?’


Jones looked out to sea for a moment. ‘People are different when they think they’re not watched. Or when they think those doing the watching don’t matter.’ He turned to her and smiled. ‘Now, you’re not to worry about the voyage,’ he said, as the cutter’s nose pierced a wave, which broke over the boat, dousing them efficiently enough that Hannah thought Monsarrat would have to remove his jacket and wring it out once they landed. ‘We’re nearly there, look.’ Jones nodded ahead through the air which still shimmered slightly with suspended droplets of water.


The dark shape of a considerable island with notable peaks and coastal cliffs crouched on the horizon, sway-backed and brooding, its arms stretched out in front of it, its middle providing shelter for a small crescent of white sand, almost perfect but for the grey, wooden tongue of the pier which protruded out from it. It looked too credibly a place where murder might occur.


‘That’s Darlington,’ said Jones.


Hannah squinted, saw a utilitarian, rectangular two-storey building, a few smaller outbuildings, and some cottages slightly further up the hill, which rose at the back of the bay.


‘Darlington? Behind those trees the other side of that building, you mean?’ Monsarrat asked.


‘No, nothing behind the trees, except more trees,’ said Jones. ‘That’s all of it. Unless you count the commandant’s house, and Ellison’s cottage. They’re over there.’


He pointed to a hill which rose on the southern side of the bay, from which two buildings had unimpeded views of the entire settlement.


‘The island itself is fifteen miles long. There’s room to build more,’ said Jones in tones of amusement.


Now they were close to the dock, Hannah felt her reason returning, and with it a question.


‘Were a soul to wish to get a letter out, how would they do it?’


‘I can take one for you, missus,’ said Jones. ‘Put it on the coach to Hobart with the others. And if I miss the coach, Magistrate Ellison will mind the mail until the next one arrives. He likes to see it anyway – look at the convict letters for any criminal or rebellious sentiments.’


‘Only the convicts’ letters?’ asked Monsarrat.


‘Oh yes, he wouldn’t dream of opening anything else.’


‘In that case, would you be kind enough to take a letter for me?’ asked Monsarrat, looking almost embarrassed when Mrs Mulrooney smiled at him. If he was writing to Grace O’Leary, he knew she’d be willing to swim back to Triabunna with the letter in her teeth. Grace was a far better prospect than that vapid Stark woman of Parramatta he had once been enamoured of, a woman Monsarrat had considered marrying until it became apparent that her hunger for social advancement would never be satisfied by a former convict.


Jones managed to avoid another drenching and gain the small bay, tying the boat to a ladder which led up to the dock.


While the wind had been a bother on the crossing, the day was clear, the low clouds of Van Diemen’s Land having lifted, so Hannah and Monsarrat had no trouble seeing the three people who were walking down past the buildings towards their landing place.


One was wearing a red coat, almost a copy of the ones Hannah had seen each day in Port Macquarie, but with black facings instead of buff ones. Probably the commandant, judging by the fact that he was striding ahead. His coat was missing a button, something Port Macquarie’s commandant would never have countenanced. He was a small man, thinning dark hair and thick eyebrows, and almost swamped by the expansive red fabric, but walking with his shoulders back so that his rounded belly was thrust forward, a smile on his face as he made his way down the dock.


Just behind him was a woman about the same height, plainly dressed in faded muslin, and she was an exceptional sight for such a remote place, her face almost perfectly symmetrical, grey intelligent eyes rolling curiously over the visitors, honey curls escaping undisciplined from her bonnet. It seemed miraculous to find such a creature here, an unadorned beauty in a place of squalls and rough men.


Hannah had almost resolved to tell Monsarrat off later for staring, but she took pity on him. This woman was a vision of possibility. Apart from her height, she looked very much as Grace O’Leary would had she enough food and a respite from the brutality of Parramatta’s Female Factory.


Trailing behind both of them, looking around him, was a taller, broader man, younger than everyone else. His long dark hair was not tied back, and his cravat was loose. He did not wear a coat and his waistcoat was buttoned unevenly. At one point he became so engrossed in the path a pelican was making across the water that he nearly walked off the side of the wharf, and had to be pulled back and gently admonished by the woman.


The officer held out his hand before he reached the small group, propelling it into Monsarrat’s grasp. ‘I have to say, I am relieved Marley is taking this seriously,’ the man said with an economical smile. ‘Calls for more than the usual amount of tact, you know. Certainly more than the average constable out here possesses. And a man of Governor Darling’s staff – when I heard, I was gratified. I knew things would be brought to a satisfactory conclusion. We named the town after him, you know. Darlington. Do you think that helped?’


Monsarrat had to remind himself that the governor’s name was no longer Thomas Brisbane, but Ralph Darling, a man Monsarrat had yet to meet: Darling had stopped in Van Diemen’s Land on his way to take office, and had only reached Sydney as Monsarrat left. In fact Monsarrat could be considered ‘a man of Governor Darling’s’, but when should he admit that he was a ticket-of-leave man, if at all?
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