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Prologue


1768: The Garnett Plantation, Jamaica

Above the trees, the sky pulsed with an eerie orange glow. Even the moon was tainted. Scuffed by clouds, it blinked like a bloodied eye over the turrets of The Salutation. The elegant plantation house straddled the hill above the estate like a great white bird, but tonight its wings would be blackened by fire.

Daniel pulled at the rag covering his nose and mouth and tried to call to the pale figure moving ahead of him on the stony path. Immediately his lungs filled with smoke. Around him, flames rippled through the undergrowth. The sparking threads shimmered like the golden lace of the parasol Mistress Isabella used to shield her ivory skin.

Over the crackle of scrub fire, Daniel was aware of the steady beat of the drums that had begun this night’s work. The sound was measured, deliberate, insistent. They all knew the old rhythms and the messages they sent. The secret had been carried across the ocean. It was a call to arms. He listened, alert to another warning pounding beneath his ribs.

Adanna.

The path leading to The Salutation rose steeply. His brother was just visible. The grey shirt that strained across Jon’s broad shoulders marked him out as he stumbled upward. Shadows flitted between the trees; many others were heading up to the Great House. Even if the alarm had been raised, there was a chance to take what they needed. To take what they were owed.

Gulping a breath, Daniel quickened his pace. Jon hadn’t thought to muffle his face to ward off the smoke. He was gasping and coughing when Daniel levelled with him. Lunging for his brother’s arm, Daniel pulled him round to face him and ripped the rag from his mouth.

‘You swore to me that Adanna would be safe.’

It was the only thought in his head. Adanna was everything to him. Their lives were bound together more tightly than the creeper winding around the trees edging the path.

Jon’s eyes slid to the top of the hill. Above them, the Great House was silhouetted against a crimson sky. The tall windows that gave a view of the lawn from the long wooden veranda glowed with a light too fierce for candles. Jon frowned. Was that guilt? Daniel was certain he saw it there.

‘You knew it was tonight and you didn’t tell me.’ He rasped down a breath before spluttering on. ‘It was agreed. You said… you promised that I would be given time to warn her—’

‘It was you who made promises.’ Jon wrenched his arm free, the sudden movement causing them both to lose their footing. In a moment they were falling together, tumbling downhill in a hail of pebbles. When they came to rest in a knot of limbs, Daniel was aware of a sharp pain. Blood seeped through the coarse cloth of his breeches where a stone had pierced the flesh. As he stared at the darkly glistening stain, calls echoed from the woodland above. The sound was harsh, guttural; almost triumphant.

What would they do to her?

He tried to scramble to his feet, but his brother caught him fast. Jon had always been stronger; he resembled their stocky, muscular father while Daniel had the grace and quick intelligence of their mother.

‘Don’t be a fool.’ The blaze that hissed and snapped around them brought an amber glow to Jon’s eyes. ‘Go back down. It’s too late.’

‘Too late for what?’ Daniel flinched as the yelping came again. ‘What are they doing up there?’

When Jon didn’t answer, Daniel twisted about. Above the treeline, fire rippled along the roof of The Salutation. One of the turrets was gilded with flames. The house servants slept in rooms directly beneath the eaves where the heat of the sun made the air thick as molasses.

‘It’s too soon!’ He tried to free himself, but his brother pulled him so close that their foreheads touched.

‘Listen to me.’ Jon spoke slowly. ‘You saw what Kemp did to Thomas this morning. We all watched a child beaten to death. And for what? For eating cane to fill his shrivelled belly. No, brother, it’s not a moment too soon.’

Daniel’s vision blurred. Unwilling to meet Jon’s eyes, he looked down. There was a jagged rip across the left knee of his breeches where a livid red gash split his skin. He was aware of a stabbing pain and just for a moment he wondered if he’d be fit enough to work. If he was lame, Driver Kemp would use the whip on him.

Instantly, he was disgusted by the ingrained fear. Kemp was dead. He had seen the man’s mutilated body hanging by the feet from a tree at the entrance to the path. His second, Riley, eyeless and broken, creaked beside him. It had been planned for weeks. The men had gone for them first. That was the message when the drumming began in the dark, and his brother must have known.

‘You passed the word to raise them.’ Daniel looked up. ‘You knew and you didn’t tell me.’ His voice was thickened by smoke and by the ball of misery rising in his throat. He knew he sounded like a petulant child. But he was not a child. He was a man, with a man’s responsibilities. Wildly, he stared up at the burning house.

The Salutation had many rooms. She of all people would know where to hide. All he needed to do was find her and make her safe.

‘Daniel!’ Jon shook him roughly. ‘Even if I’d wanted to, I couldn’t stop what’s happening tonight. Thomas died today, last week it was Martha and her unborn child. How many others have we seen murdered by Kemp or Riley, or by hunger? Have you forgotten Father?’

It was a ridiculous question. Their father’s death was seared into Daniel’s every fibre like the ‘G’ branded on his arm. The flesh had puckered and healed, but the memory of that day still burned.

Late last summer a fever had swept the Garnett Plantation, but Driver Kemp and Riley gave no quarter to the sick. Slaves were expendable. It was cheaper to buy fresh stock in Kingston than waste time and expense on the weak.

At first when Adam – their father – fell ill, he had tried to hide it, but soon he became too frail to work or even stand in the rows. Riley accused him of indolence. He gave Adam thirty lashes and then, as an example to all, he had him stripped where he lay and manacled his feet and hands so that he could not crawl into the shade or even scratch at the bites of mosquitoes. For the rest of the day, Daniel and Jon were forced to work on, knowing that their father lay suffering nearby. They were powerless to help; Riley and his men had pistols as well as whips, but worst of all, Riley had a vicious mind. When the bell rang to mark the end of labour, he smeared Adam in molasses and ordered that he was to be left where he was. That night Kemp and Riley kept watch on the rows where the enslaved men, women and children of the Garnett Plantation were housed. Inside those fly-blown shacks no one slept; they all knew that the cane rats feasted in the dark. When the workers went to the fields the next day, Adam was dead. It was not the fever that took him.

‘It cannot go on, brother.’ Jon released Daniel from his grip. ‘We brought the plans forward, that’s all. It’s better this way. The anger of the day makes us stronger. Besides…’ he stood up, ‘… you lost Adanna a long time ago; we all did.’

Furious, Daniel sprang to his feet. ‘They took her from us. Mistress Isabella wanted her because—’

‘Because she was finer than the rest of us,’ Jon interrupted. ‘You have been blind to so much. You’re clever, but you cannot see. Adanna was never for you. Forget her.’

Daniel’s bellow of anger was ragged with smoke. He lunged at his brother and tried to force his way past, but as they struggled, a man emerged from the trees. Halting, he swung a hessian bag around his head before tossing it to the ground.

Something pale tumbled out. At first, Daniel took it for a white cat, but then the man prodded it with a foot. A head rolled on the pebbles. Daniel saw that he had mistaken a wig – still partially attached to short grey hair with silver pins – for fur. Watery eyes peered up at him. Jewels glinted at the ears; the stump of the neck was ragged and wet.

‘Mistress Isabella will never cut my child again.’ The man spat on the horror. ‘I’ve taken her head to prove it to him.’ There was a fierce triumph in his voice.

Daniel stared at the woman who had taken Adanna to be her maid. Isabella Garnett, mistress of the Garnett Plantation, was cruel and spiteful, worse if anything than Oliver, her fat husband. He didn’t feel any pity, but his stomach churned with dread for the girl he had promised to protect, no matter what comes.

He heard Jon’s question from a distance. ‘What of the master? What’s become of Garnett, Luke?’

Daniel tore his eyes from the grisly trophy, amazed that his brother recognised the man before them. The Luke he’d always known was mild and gentle. A loving husband, a good father, a friend. This version of him was forged into something terrifying and new by the heat of his fury. What had become of him tonight?

What had become of her?

‘Dead.’ Luke glanced at Jon. ‘They had pistols up there but there were too many of us. There’s still plenty to be had at the house. They’re throwing everything out before the fire takes hold. We’ll need all we can. The Maroons want payment. The rebels won’t give us shelter in the hills unless we offer them something in return.’

He bent to the head and ripped away the diamond earrings.

‘I don’t need these. Take them, my pockets are full.’ He offered them to Jon and jerked his head at the house. ‘There’s plenty more where these came from, if you’re quick enough.’

Catching the head by the curling ringlets of the wig, he stuffed it into the sack and swung it to his back once more.

‘I’ll see you at the bay then. Make it sharp. The Maroons won’t wait long.’

‘Wait!’ Daniel caught Luke’s arm. ‘What about the house servants? Adanna. Is she…?’

‘You mean that girl the mistress dressed in her cast-offs?’

Unable to speak, Daniel nodded.

‘Then she’s dead with the rest of them.’ Luke shrugged. ‘No one can serve two masters. Anyone in The Salutation tonight was our enemy.’

Daniel felt his brother’s arms lock around him. A single gunshot cracked the night. Moments later a volley of shots sounded from below. Instantly the drumming stopped.

‘They’ve raised the militia,’ Jon said softly over his shoulder. ‘Go on down, Luke. Gather your family and run to the bay.’

‘You’d best take your own advice. They’re on to us.’

Turning from the brothers, Luke skidded away down the shingle path.

Daniel struggled to free himself. ‘Why didn’t you tell me it was tonight? Didn’t you trust me?’

There was a pause before Jon answered.

‘It wasn’t you I didn’t trust.’ He bundled Daniel about to face him. ‘Mother is weak. She needs you now. And Pearl, what of her? Would you abandon them? One of us must help them. The only reason I’m going up there is to take something to pay our way. Luke is right, the Maroons won’t shelter us for free. Find Mother and Pearl, and lead them to Kirtle Bay. It’s been arranged – boats will be waiting. I’ll join you as soon as I can.’

A flare exploded in the sky, bleaching the woodland with sudden cruel brightness. Daniel screwed his eyes shut against the brilliance. After a moment, he heard a sigh.

‘Go to her then, if you must. I won’t stop you.’ Jon loosened his grip. ‘All I ask is that you think of the future, not the past, brother.’

Daniel opened his eyes. Jon had taken a step back, leaving the way to The Salutation clear. Face hidden in shadow, he pointed at the stony track. ‘You were a boy until this night, but now you must be a man. Up or down, it’s a hard path. I’ll not force you. You must decide. And then you must live with your conscience.’

Above them the broken backbone of The Salutation was blurred by smoke and flames. Even at this distance they could hear the dreadful groan of the timbers as fire engulfed the building. The acrid scent of charred wood filled the air. No one could survive the madness and the fury.

‘She’s dead with the rest of them.’

But his mother and Pearl lived. They needed him. Daniel swallowed ash and made the choice that left his heart a blackened cinder in the blaze. He could barely form his next words.

‘I’ll… I’ll go down.’

Jon reached out to smudge away the tears that streamed down his brother’s face. ‘Mother kept your secret all this time. Now you can repay her. Guide them to safety before it’s too late.’ Their eyes locked. ‘If nothing else, do it for Adanna.’

Mute with misery, Daniel nodded.

‘Save me a place on the boat.’ Jon’s voice was muffled by the strength of their embrace and the rough fabric of their shirts.

‘Take these.’ Something small and hard was forced into Daniel’s hand – the jewels from the severed head.

‘Use them to pay the boatman if…’

Unwilling, or perhaps unable, to finish, Jon released him and turned swiftly away.

As Daniel watched his brother begin again on the path leading up to the Great House he knew, with the certainty that told him the sun would rise every day, that it was the last time he would see him.



Gunshot maddened the dogs. They barked and strained at their tethers as Daniel ran through the quarters. Most of the crudely built shacks were already deserted, their plank doors swinging wide to reveal tiny cramped spaces. Some stragglers remained – mainly the old, the lame and the sick. A woman limped past carrying a crying baby in her arms, and a young man, his body twisted beyond use by Kemp’s punishment, was slumped in a doorway.

Daniel ran on, hardening his eyes and his heart to the tragedies unfurling around him.

‘Think of the future, not the past.’

Jon was right. He had to make sure that Pearl and his mother were safe. Moonlight cast a sickly glow over the dusty path and the shabby abandoned cabins. The crack of gunshot was nearer now and lights bloomed overhead, blanching everything to bone. In one of the sudden flashes, Daniel saw a brother and sister just a little older than Pearl outlined at a doorway. They didn’t know what to do or where to go. When another flare went off, they cowered into the shadow.

He paused. ‘Do you know the way to the bay through the fields?’

The boy nodded, his eyes huge with fear. Daniel knelt, awakening new pain from the deep gash in his knee. He tried to smile.

‘Clever lad. Now, take your sister’s hand and run. When you get to the bay there will be people ready to help you. Give the boatmen this.’ He pressed one of the earrings into the boy’s palm and folded his little fingers tight about it.

‘Will Father be there?’ The girl stared at him.

‘Yes.’ Daniel hoped that the doubt didn’t show on his face. ‘He’s waiting for you. Go!’

Gripping his sister’s hand, the boy began to walk. After a few faltering steps, the pair broke into a run. Neither looked back.

Daniel loped on until he reached a shack at the furthest end of the row. Relieved to find it deserted, he wheeled about determined to go straight to the bay. Surely his mother and Pearl were there already? The workers of the Garnett Plantation knew exactly what to do and where to go if the rising came.

‘It wasn’t you I didn’t trust.’

What did Jon mean by that? As Daniel ran, he realised with a furious conviction that his brother must have been talking of Adanna. But she would never betray them. The only person who had committed an act of betrayal was him. Finally, the grief he had stoppered inside since parting with Jon burst through. He halted on the track leading to the cane fields as a choking sob wracked his body.

A small hand crept into his. The tiny girl looked up and the light of another flare revealed her face. He was torn between relief and anxiety. Why was Pearl here and not at the bay?

Tugging hard, she led him into the overgrown thicket beside the path. In the milky light Daniel made out a shape huddled at the foot of a dogwood tree.

‘Ah! You found him. Good girl.’ It was his mother’s voice. She looked up and he saw that her lean face was tight with pain. Immediately he felt a pang of guilt. At thirty-seven, Sarah was old for a field labourer and a wound on her leg, caused by Riley’s baton, had made her lame. His brother was right. They needed him.

‘Where’s Jon?’ It was as if she heard his thoughts. Her eyes strayed past him into the gloom.

‘He’s gone to the house. He said he’d meet us at the bay,’ Daniel replied, with a certainty he did not feel.

‘And Adanna? Did you—’ His mother’s question was cut short by a new volley of shot.

‘There’s no time.’ He held out a hand. ‘The Maroons won’t wait. We have to go.’

Sarah struggled to rise, gasping with pain at the effort. It was over a mile through the cane fields to the bay and then a scramble down the cliff to the sands. Daniel swallowed and turned to Pearl. ‘Can you walk very fast?’

When she nodded, he forced a smile. ‘That’s good. I want you to follow me and stay close. Don’t let me out of your sight, do you understand?’

Pearl nodded again. Daniel looked anxiously at his mother, who was supporting herself against the tree.

‘I’ll carry you on my back.’

Sarah snorted. ‘You will not. I’ll shift for myself, child. You’ll take Pearl, not me.’

He knew her too well to argue. Instead, he took her hand and drew her from the tree.

‘Can you do this?’

‘Until I have a choice.’ Sarah winced as she took a hesitant step. She met his eyes and he saw the truth.



Green-tinged flames flickered at the edge of the field ahead. The escaped workers had set light to the cane to destroy the crop and to block the way of the militia. Daniel looked back. Lanterns bobbed like fireflies through the rows.

They had to keep moving. He started off again, with Pearl riding on his shoulders. At two years old she was light as a bag of goose down. He felt her flinch at the savage barking of the dogs, but it was the gunfire that told him their pursuers were not taking prisoners.

‘It’s not far.’ He tried to sound confident, but his mother was painfully slow. He turned to offer encouragement, but Sarah wasn’t there. Several yards behind, a shadow lay across the path.

Releasing Pearl to the dust, he ran back, knelt and raised his mother to a sitting position. ‘You must try, please,’ he urged again. ‘We’re almost there.’

‘I can’t go any further.’ She glanced at Pearl. ‘Take the little one to the bay.’

‘I won’t leave you.’ Daniel stood up. The lights were even closer now and the baying dogs were excited, sensing their quarry. He tried to pull his mother upright, but she struggled against him.

‘Go now, Daniel!’ Her voice was firm.

‘I won’t. I can’t.’ He could hardly say the words. Pearl clutched his leg and he felt the living heat of her body through the shredded cloth of his breeches. It was that more than anything that made his next choice.

His mother smiled at the terrified girl. ‘You go with your brother now.’ Her eyes met his. ‘Take Pearl… and live.’

She spoke again gently. ‘You two must live on for us, for our blood.’

A dog barked. A chorus of answering howls rose into the night.

Without allowing himself to think, Daniel snatched Pearl up and swung her to his back. He turned and blundered into the cane, eyes blinded by tears. From behind he heard his mother begin to hum an old lullaby. It was one he remembered – she had sung it to him and to Pearl.

He held the little girl tight and ran from his second betrayal. When gunshots split the air, he forced himself not to look back.








PART ONE Inheritance






From The London Courant, 30th January 1776

NEWS come in from the American Colony – A PROCLAMATION given by His Excellency the Right Honourable JOHN Earl of DUNMORE, His Majesty’s Lieutenant and Governor General of the Colony & Dominion of Virginia and Vice Admiral of the Fleet.

As I have ever entertained Hopes, that an Accommodation might have taken place between Great Britain and this Colony, without being compelled by my Duty to this moste disagreeable, but now absolutely necessary Step, rendered so by a Body of armed Men unlawfully assembled, firing on His Majesty’s Tenders, and the formation of an Army, and that Army now on their March to attack His Majesty’s Troops…

… I do require every Person capable of bearing Arms, to resort to His Majesty’s STANDARD or be looked upon as Traitors to His Majesty’s Crown and Government…

… And I do hereby further declare all indented Servants, Negroes or others, (appertaining to Rebels) free that are able and willing to bear Arms, they joining His Majesty’s Troops as soon as may be, for the more speedily reducing this Colony to a proper sense of Duty to His Majesty’s Crown and Dignity.






Chapter One


New Year’s Eve, December 1781: New York

Daniel stared into the flames dancing in the hearth. Unlike most, he found it hard to take pleasure from a warming fire. The flickers of red and gold brought back too many memories and a pain that still, after all these years, twisted his heart. If he had kept his promise and Adanna had lived, she would be thirty. Older than him by a year, she was always one step ahead until… until…

He closed his eyes and tried to listen to the music. What would she make of him now? Would she be here with him and with scores of British army officers and their wives? On balance, he thought not.

The pitted road to freedom from the charred remains of the Garnett Plantation had led him and Pearl to a place that even Adanna’s girlish sorceries could never have predicted. Opening his eyes, he reached to the mantel for his wine glass. Catching the firelight, the silver buttons on the white cuff of his uniform glittered.

During the long and bitter struggle to retain America, the British had invited formerly enslaved men – those who had escaped from sugar estates on the islands and from the cotton fields of the south – to join the ranks of their army. The King himself had promised freedom in return for their loyalty. Five years ago, Daniel had answered that call and had proved himself worthy both on the battlefield and as a shrewd advisor. But now the time was coming when the King would have to honour his part of the bargain.

The buttons on Daniel’s cuff seemed to wink mockingly.

The final notes of the country song lingered for a moment and then the cheerful group gathered around the harpsichord applauded the young officer. Acknowledging their appreciation with a shallow bow that combined both pleasure and embarrassment, he swapped places with a plump, pretty young woman, who began a lively tune.

From his place by the hearth Daniel studied the guests invited to celebrate the turning of the year at Major Fitzallen’s temporary residence. Every man present was in dress uniform, their scarlet jackets and buttons glowing in the candlelight. The women – the handful of wives who had insisted on accompanying their husbands across the ocean when they were sent on the King’s business – had put on their finest gowns. Jewels twinkled in their hair, from their ears and at their throats. Later there would be dancing in the large but sparsely furnished space. The Fitzallen’s New York townhouse had been requisitioned by the army and in consequence had more of the camp about it than a home.

Tonight’s merriment was a diversion. In the coming days difficult decisions would have to be made. Some of those present would return to England, others would fight on to an uncertain, untidy end.

Daniel knew the veterans were uneasy. He searched the room for Major Fitzallen and found him seated in a high-backed chair beyond the fire, deep in conversation with three of his fellow commanders. The serious set of the men’s faces told him everything.

He watched the Major, alert to any sign of pain. The crippling leg wound that confined his friend to a chair had been sustained four years ago on the eve of the disastrous second Battle of Saratoga.

Under cover of darkness, Major Fitzallen had ridden with Daniel to a ridge high above the Hudson River to spy upon the massing Patriot forces. The lights of the camp fires that twinkled across the plains below were numerous as stars fallen from the sky. It was obvious that the day would go against them; the British were outnumbered and outflanked but there was still time to warn the commanding officers and avoid a bloody massacre.

In desperate haste, they had abandoned caution and taken the most direct route back to the lines. In a moonlit glade of gnarled white oaks shots had rung out. The Major’s horse had reared, throwing its rider into the twisted roots of a tree. Daniel’s skill as a marksman ensured that the Patriot scout who had ambushed them would never rejoin the rebel forces, but Fitzallen lay trapped, his legs crushed by the weight of his dying horse.

After freeing the Major’s mangled body, Daniel had strapped him to his back and then, lashed together, they had returned to the British lines on one sweating, panting mare. The perilous journey took them through four miles of dense, Patriot-infested woodland, but most dangerous of all was the arrogance and obstinacy of the British generals who refused to accept Daniel’s warning of inevitable defeat.

Edward Fitzallen never forgot Daniel’s bravery that night – both in the face of danger and in the face of his sneering superiors. But although Daniel saved Fitzallen’s life, he could not save the thousands who fell or were terribly injured in a battle that proved to be the turning point in the war.

As for the Major, the encounter left him a changed man. His left leg was broken so badly in the fall that part of the shattered bone had burst through the skin. Even now, he wore a bandage and walked with a cane. He tried to disguise the pain, but Daniel knew him too well to be deceived.

As he watched him now through the New Year crush, he hoped Mr Jessop was right about London. The regiment’s gloomy doctor maintained that the Major’s last hope lay on the far side of the Atlantic.

‘Do you think Edward looks tired?’

Daniel turned at the softly spoken question. Elizabeth Fitzallen had dressed with great care. The blue gown suited her pale complexion and her hair had been curled and powdered by an expert hand.

Most people in the room would not have noticed the shadows beneath her eyes, the rouge applied to her cheeks, the gape of the dress at her shoulders or the fact that the carefully arranged lace fichu could not disguise a throat strung like a violin.

Daniel pointed to the Major. ‘He’s talking to General Cley. That would exhaust anyone.’

Elizabeth laughed. ‘You are quite right. My husband has introduced me to many dull creatures, but Cley is the most tedious man I have ever known. Poor Edward. Come, sit with me.’

Leading Daniel to a couch set before a tall window, she watched her husband fondly. A mischievous smile crept to her lips.

‘I must tell you about the time when… Oh!’ Whatever she was about to add about General Cley was instantly forgotten. Instead, she pointed her fan over his shoulder at the misted glass.

‘Snow!’

In the islands it never snowed. In fact, Daniel had never known true cold – the sort that made your bones feel as if they might shatter – until he came north. Winters here were hard, brittle and long. Despite the heat of the room, he shivered and pulled at the braided collar of his uniform.

‘Go back to the fire, Daniel. You do not have to sit with me.’ Elizabeth smiled. ‘I am quite well.’

It wasn’t true. Elizabeth Fitzallen was as frail as her husband. In the last weeks the flesh had melted from her body like wax from a candle. Daniel knew that Pearl feared for her mistress. He smiled and hoped his eyes did not betray him. ‘I am very comfortable where I am and happy to watch this fine celebration with you.’

‘Forgive me for asking, but I imagine this…’ Elizabeth gestured at the room with her fan, ‘… must be…’ She frowned and began again. ‘That is to say, I imagine that you and your sister never…’ She stopped, embarrassed. ‘I am sorry. I did not mean to be gauche or impolite and I did not mean to pry.’

Through the panes of the window Daniel saw the lights of a carriage travelling along the street below. Flurries of snow seemed to be pulled in its wake. The frond-like flakes reminded him of cane flowers battered by the wind. Elizabeth Fitzallen was a good woman, but she could never understand what he and Pearl had endured. He shook his head.

‘Our lives were very different.’

The Fitzallens had shown them nothing but kindness, respect and gratitude. But they were unusual. Daniel knew he was a subject of gossip among many of the officers and their wives. Some were jealous of his relationship with the Fitzallens, others thought it preposterous that a black man should be allowed to move among them as an equal. He could count the number of his friends in the room tonight on one hand: the Fitzallens and Lieutenants Crawshaw and Murray who had fought alongside him at Saratoga and during the long and chaotic retreat to New York.

Once here, he had chosen to live by the docks because it was where other Black Loyalists who fought for the British were quartered. But it was not right for Pearl and he had been glad when the Fitzallens offered to employ her as a companion to Elizabeth. In truth, they treated her more like their child. Pearl was safe in their house and in their company.

Daniel envied her ease. The Black Loyalists regarded him with suspicion. He looked like one of them, but they knew he was different. Caught between worlds, he no longer belonged to his own past. At night, he muffled his ears to their songs because the ghosts they raised were too cruel and too bitter. Like him, the Black Loyalists all dreamed of sailing to England where the King would reward them. Unlike him, they were not officers.

Elizabeth spoke again. ‘Does Pearl ever speak of the past?’

‘Thankfully she remembers very little of the estate. She was so young.’ Daniel shook his head. ‘I am not so lucky. Our lives were harsh and the regime was brutal. Many thousands still suffer.’

Unable to find an answer, Elizabeth put down her fan and rested a hand on his. She looked back to the window. Snow was falling more heavily now and the street beyond the glass was obliterated.

‘I was born here in New York. Did Edward ever tell you that?’

‘I thought you came from England, with Edward…’ Daniel corrected himself, ‘… with Major Fitzallen.’

‘It was such a long time ago.’ Elizabeth reached to a low table for her wine glass, but her face creased with pain.

‘Here, let me.’ He passed her the wine, trying to blank anxiety from his expression. She took a sip and closed her eyes.

‘My father was originally from the county of Buckinghamshire, but he came here as a young man, married and established a trading company. The house where I grew up was not far from this street. When he and my mother returned to England on family business, I went with them.’ She opened her eyes and smiled. ‘I had never met my English relatives and I thought them very grand. I was seventeen when I met Edward at a country dance. He was in his uniform. I’d never met anyone like him. My parents disapproved of his calling, but he is my first and only love.’

Her eyes strayed again to the Major. There was such an aching tenderness in her gaze that Daniel felt like an intruder. Embarrassed, he turned away. Unbidden, his own first love came into his thoughts – Adanna, bold, brilliant, beautiful; buried with his heart in the ashes of The Salutation.

‘We were married soon after and vowed never to be parted.’

Daniel was grateful to focus on Elizabeth’s story.

‘At first, I missed this city and my friends, but now I yearn to leave. It has been too long.’ She winced and altered her position. ‘Moving with the army has been a trial. I have lived in so many places since I returned to America with Edward that I cannot remember their names.’ She smoothed the fabric of her dress. ‘When I was a girl the size of this land excited me, but now I have seen too much of it. Recently I have often dreamed of the rose garden I planted in Windsor. There is safety and a little world in those old brick walls and narrow paths. I fear that…’

Her eyes glassed with tears. Instinctively, Daniel reached for her hand to stop her naming that dread.

‘You will see your garden again soon.’

Elizabeth’s skin was cold and paper-like. He squeezed gently and her bones seemed to fold in his grasp.

He tried again. ‘We sail in a few weeks. It won’t be long.’

She nodded. ‘We will be the first to leave, but not the last. The war is lost. Edward never speaks of it to me, but I know him too well. Freedom is a genie – once the bottle is unstoppered it can never be forced back.’ She paused. ‘You of all people know that better than anyone.’

Daniel took both her hands in his and rubbed gently. ‘You are cold; perhaps we should go nearer to the fire.’

‘You saved his life.’ Elizabeth’s voice rose a little. ‘For that alone you will always have my gratitude, but in these last few years you and Pearl have become very important to us. Edward values your advice beyond all others.’

‘Then I must be grateful too.’ He held her hands a little tighter. ‘If it hadn’t been for the Major, we would not be sailing to England and to a new life.’

‘And I pray it treats you well, Daniel.’ He felt her body stiffen next to him at a new wave of pain. When it subsided, she took a square of embroidered cotton from her sleeve. She coughed into it, folded it quickly and tucked it away, but not fast enough to prevent Daniel seeing dark spatters of blood on the cloth. She turned to face him, her sad eyes searching his face for signs of discovery.

‘I am so glad you are to sail with him… with us,’ she corrected herself. ‘My parents were Quakers. Some of our servants were black, but they were not slaves. My father thought it an abomination. There are many in England who feel the same, although I cannot pretend that your new life will be easy. Edward and I have always believed that men – and women too – should be equals. The colour of your skin means nothing to him. He sees your heart, Daniel, but there will always be those who are blind.’

She watched her husband and the men beyond the hearth.

‘I fear for him. The journey will be hard. He is not a young man and six weeks at sea…’ A new coughing fit stopped her. She produced the cotton square again, not troubling to hide it this time. Daniel knew she was dying, but he marvelled that her thoughts at such a time were all for her husband.

‘My first and only love.’

Masking his sadness, he spoke firmly. ‘We will all be with him on the voyage.’

Elizabeth nodded. ‘Good Dr Jessop has assured me that by March I will be… quite ready.’ She shivered. ‘No. It is Edward I must think of. The wound never healed properly.’

Daniel recalled a recent conversation with Jessop who feared that amputation would be the Major’s best and last option. He wondered if Fitzallen knew that. He tried a positive reply. ‘Jessop is confident that a surgeon in London will be able to help. He says he trained with someone who is very skilled – a Scotsman, I believe.’

The only thing Daniel knew about Scotland was that it was north of England and that it produced brave and sensible men. His friend Lieutenant Murray was a proud Scot.

‘Mackintyre, is it?’ Elizabeth cast for the right name. ‘No, Mackintosh. That’s the man. I believe he has served the royal household, so I am quite sure…’ Her words were choked by another spasm, the most violent yet. As she struggled to fill her lungs, Daniel sprang up to shield her from the room until it passed. At last, she sat back, a fine sheen of perspiration on her chalk-white face. The circles of rouge on her cheeks now looked strange, grotesque almost. A parody of health.

A look passed between them and Elizabeth smiled sadly.

‘I am very much afraid that you will have to remember that surgeon, Daniel. Edward is so bad at names.’ She moved the cushion at her back and sat straighter. ‘Now, could I trouble you to bring me a glass of lemon water?’

Daniel made a small bow and turned quickly away, glad that she could not see his face. He picked a path through knots of chattering guests and waited for two officers to fill their wine glasses. The food laid out on the long mahogany buffet was simple, but plentiful. The Fitzallens were always generous hosts.

He reached for a jug and was about to fill a glass when he became aware of the conversation taking place next to him. It was obvious that the officers at the buffet had already helped themselves to many glasses of the Fitzallens’ wine. The taller of the pair had discarded his wig and stuffed it into a pocket. The trailing ends hung grey and a little frayed over the golden braid and now his scalp glowed through thinning sandy hair. He spilled wine on the cloth as he filled his glass.

‘Apparently, he’s taking the black with him. Old Fitzy made him a lieutenant to bend the rules. Only officers are eligible, but that still doesn’t mean we’ll be out of here before summer and that’s if we’re lucky.’ The man swayed and drawled again. ‘Lucky bastard! I’d give my sister’s virtue in exchange for a passage home.’

The other officer, smaller with thick dark hair made greasy by pomade, reached for a pie. ‘There’s the irony. It’s not even his home.’ The man crushed the pie into his mouth before continuing through a crumbling cascade of pastry and meat. ‘I hear he comes sniffing around this house every day like he owns it.’

The fair man nodded, spilling even more wine. ‘Washington had the right idea at the beginning of this. He didn’t want negroes in the ranks, so why did we take them in?’

Daniel concentrated on the dark wine stain spreading through the cloth. The aroma of the cloves scattered on the hearth suddenly came sharp and strong along with the other scents of the room: sweat beneath perfumed oils, the mustiness of fabric stored in camphor chests, brandy fumes.

‘Because we were scraping the barrel, my friend.’ The smaller man belched and carried on. ‘Did I ever tell you about my grandfather? He inherited a cotton plantation in the south of this Godforsaken land and he even went over to see it once. Do you know what he said?’

‘I do not, sir.’ The other man shook his balding head slowly and stupidly. Propping himself against the table, his companion grinned.

‘He said they were sly, lazy and thick as horse shit.’ Reaching for his glass, he raised it with a wink. ‘And that, my friend, is why Washington didn’t want them in his army. Besides, Master George needs slaves to work his own estates.’

His attention wandered as three young women entered the room.

‘Now what do we have here?’

Over the man’s oily head, Daniel saw that Pearl was one of the neatly dressed girls making their way to the harpsichord. She was notable among them because her skin contrasted so strongly with the pallor of her simple muslin gown and the white cloth turban that bound her hair. He recognised the other girls as Dora and Susannah, two of Elizabeth’s maids.

Dora sat at the instrument and glanced shyly round the room. Then she lowered her head and set to work. She was an unexceptional player but once her hesitant fingers established the melody Pearl and Susannah began to sing.

Immediately the babble of conversation died away. Both girls sang beautifully, but it was Pearl’s clear soaring voice that brought a shiver of joy to everyone present. Surprised, Daniel almost forgot the conversation he had just overheard until the taller of the men in front of him nudged his oily companion and whispered loudly, ‘And now the sister. Christ! What next, a talking dog?’

The small man shrugged. ‘’Tis a pleasant sight. Don’t they say brown meat is sweetest? I’d give her a try – in the dark, mind.’ He swung his glass at the pretty tableau and wine splashed everywhere. Swaying, the man tried to dab at the mess, but as he flailed about, he realised that Daniel was standing close by.

‘Ah.’ His eyes slid to his companion.

Placing the jug back on the table, Daniel drew himself to his full height, which was not inconsiderable.

‘I believe you have been discussing me, gentlemen. And my sister.’

His voice was constricted by fury. The words a hiss of menace. He had always been aware of the insults that followed him, but they were never spoken openly to his face. It was shocking to hear these officers discuss him with such casual, arrogant contempt.

From the far side of the room, Pearl’s crystalline voice rose and fell with the harpsichord. The purity of it served to stoke his anger. How dare these men insult her? He clenched his fist ready to strike, but instantly felt a restraining hand on his arm. Leaning heavily on a stick, Elizabeth moved to position herself between Daniel and the drunken officers. At the same moment, he was aware that Lieutenants Crawshaw and Murray had come to stand at his side.

Elizabeth studied the men’s flushed faces. When she spoke, there was no trace of frailty in her voice. She was, once again, the wife of their commanding officer.

‘My husband will hear of this, Bannister.’ She turned to the small dark man who seemed to have shrivelled in her presence. ‘You too, Turner. I will not allow our friends to be slighted under our roof. I suggest you leave now and go somewhere more suited to your low company. I have asked Crawshaw and Murray to escort you down to the hall.’

Daniel watched the men slink through the room, his friends herding them to the doorway. Only when they had gone, did Elizabeth loosen her grip. She opened her fan and batted it about.

‘In truth, I am finding it a little hard to breathe in here. Perhaps it is because the air has become foul?’

Glancing at Pearl, she smiled.

‘Your sister has been blessed with an extraordinary talent. When she has finished, will you bring her to me in the parlour? We must discuss her needs for the voyage and for London.’








Chapter Two

As the lantern swayed, the pool of light rolled around the cabin slicking the curved wooden panels with an oscillating glow. Experience had taught Daniel that ginger root was a remedy for seasickness, but in this confined, airless space where the walls shifted with both the swell of the ocean and the swing of the candles overhead, his stomach churned.

It was not only the movement that sickened him.

A stench of decay filled the tarry air as Mr Doyle unwrapped the bandage from Edward Fitzallen’s leg. The Major groaned in the narrow bunk as the ship’s surgeon carefully freed the last of the fabric.

Doyle shook his head a little too vigorously, dislodging the black ribbon that tied his neat sandy queue. Steadying himself against the roll of the ship, Daniel bent to retrieve it from the boards and in doing so caught sight of the Major’s leg. Immediately he wished he hadn’t. Chronic disease had eaten the dry shrivelled flesh to the bone, but now a raw and pus-weeping sore had opened over the knee. Even worse, the blackened skin above the lesion was fringed with livid purple veins. The mottling disappeared upward beneath a crumpled linen shirt hemmed with Elizabeth’s neat sad stitches.

Daniel had seen gangrene many times before. It took the lives of nearly as many soldiers as bullets fired in battle. He looked away. The Major’s grey cloak swayed from a hook on the cabin door like the ghost of the man who had worn it.

The surgeon tutted and dropped the soiled bandage into a bucket beside the low wooden bunk. More a shelf than a bed, it was suspended from chains attached to the wall. Fitzallen’s only comfort was the thin, straw-packed mattress to which he had retreated two weeks into the voyage.

Doyle looked up and studied the Major’s visitor with pale, watery eyes. Even though he was just a little older than Daniel, his freckled skin was already lined by salt.

‘I’m sorry.’

Accepting the black ribbon, he retied the stub of hair. ‘This should have been dealt with weeks ago, months even.’ He glanced back at Fitzallen, whose face was sheened with perspiration, eyes moving fitfully beneath closed lids.

‘It is good that he sleeps. A mercy.’ Doyle frowned. ‘It’s a wonder to me that he walked aboard.’ Turning from the bunk, he opened the large brass-bound box he had brought into the cabin. He lifted a tray of stoppered glass phials and sifted beneath it through rolls of bandage.

‘This, I think.’

He selected a thick white clump and, bracing himself against the roll of the ship, cut a strip to length with a thin silver blade. ‘It’s clean at least. I’ll try this, too.’ Replacing the knife, he took a glass bottle from the tray and splashed clear liquid on the fabric.

‘Alcohol.’ Doyle replaced the stopper. ‘Although at this stage it would probably be better to pour it down his throat.’

‘Is there nothing else you can do?’ Daniel watched the surgeon begin to bind the wound, seemingly oblivious to the moans of his patient.

‘Beyond prayer, no. The leg should have been amputated. No point in that now, the disease has spread too far and his blood is poisoned. There.’ He tied a final knot. ‘I fear the Major will be dead long before we reach London.’

Daniel glanced anxiously at the bunk. Had Fitzallen heard that? Like all the medical men he had known in the army, Mr Doyle was curiously detached from his work.

The ship’s surgeon studied his patient and reached into the box again. ‘If he wakes, I can offer something for the pain, but that is the best I can do now.’

He pushed a tiny green glass phial into Daniel’s hand. Catching the brass rings set into the ends of the box, he straightened up and squeezed awkwardly to the narrow doorway. ‘I’ll leave you now. I have others to see. Two of the ladies have complained of a persistent headache, although it is my belief that if they took a little more air above deck and a little less ratafia below they might cure themselves.’ Doyle nodded at the phial. ‘Laudanum, if he needs it. No more than five drops. Give him water if he thirsts, but hold his head high; you don’t want to drown him.’

When the surgeon had gone, Daniel took a candle from a box on the panelled wall and lit it from the lantern swaying overhead. He blew out the lantern and, reaching to the railed shelf above the bunk, he retrieved a broad-based pewter chamber stick into which he pushed the single candle.

The light in the room was kinder now. He slipped the phial into a pocket and sat cross-legged on the boards. Waves pounded against the hull beyond the bunk, the steady beat reminding him of drumming from many years ago. The rhythm and the memory led him to words his mother had taught him, a prayer in her own tongue. An ancient appeal to the gods to accept the soul of a warrior had been quietly murmured by the men and women on the Garnett Plantation when one of their number died. Daniel’s mother had been born far from the islands and that whispered entreaty had been an act of defiance and remembrance. Although he didn’t understand all the words, he had felt their meaning.

He rested his head in his hands, fingers raking through his cropped dark hair. Unlike the other officers on board the Audentior, he never wore powder or a wig.

If Doyle was right, and Daniel had no reason to disagree with the surgeon’s blunt prognosis, the future was uncertain. He knew no one in London.

At a rasping cough, he looked up and was surprised to find Fitzallen staring at him. He was mistaken about the cough. The throttled laugh came again. ‘I swear that man’s breath will kill me before my blood does the job.’ Fitzallen’s voice was surprisingly firm as he continued. ‘Bloody leech. Army, navy – they’re all butchers.’

Daniel smiled, but then he realised Fitzallen might have been awake throughout the surgeon’s visit.

‘You heard what he said?’

‘Of course I did.’ A sudden heel of the ship filled the cabin with the alarming groan of massive timbers. The bunk swung heavily on its chains and bumped back against the wall where trickles of water seeped through the lime-washed planking. Fitzallen gasped. He tried to sit up, but the effort defeated him. Grey with pain, he fell back on the coarse striped pillow.

‘I’m not a fool and neither are you. We both know this is a battle I cannot win.’

‘Doyle gave me something.’ Daniel pulled the phial from his pocket. ‘Laudanum. It will ease the pain.’

Fitzallen shook his head. ‘I have something I need to tell you and for that I need my wits.’

‘Water then?’ Daniel reached for the pitcher stowed beneath the bunk. Pouring a stream of brackish liquid into a tin mug, he held it to the man’s cracked lips. Fitzallen gulped greedily, draining it to the bottom. His skin was cold and clammy to the touch, but when Daniel tried to pull up the rumpled blanket, Fitzallen stopped him.

‘I’m burning. Molten lead is running in my veins.’ He pushed the blanket away. ‘Where’s Pearl?’

‘She’s sewing in the women’s cabin.’ Daniel was relieved that the four English women on board had made Pearl something of a pet. He suspected it was as much for poor Elizabeth’s sake as her own goodness. The army wives of New York had known how much Elizabeth doted on her pretty companion.

‘Does she sing for them?’ Fitzallen grimaced as the vessel lunged forward.

Daniel nodded. ‘They enjoy listening to her and she is content in their company.’ He didn’t add that he was glad Pearl had found a circle of protectors. A ship was no place for a fifteen-year-old just coming into her beauty. He had seen the sly looks of the crew when they took air together on deck and he had heard the muttered obscenities.

‘She brought my dear Lizzie such comfort in those last days.’ Fitzallen smiled sadly. ‘I wish I could hear her.’

‘I’ll bring her to you now. I know she would be happy to see you.’

Daniel made to stand up, but Fitzallen caught his arm. ‘Stay. I need to discuss your future and there’s little time left. We’ve both seen what happens at the end to the minds of men when…’

He didn’t need to say any more. Daniel swallowed back words he knew to be a lie and turned his attention to the candle stub. He picked at the nubbled wax that had spilled to one side and watched the light dance on the studded wall of the cabin. He found himself wondering what happened to a flame when it was extinguished.

‘You could have abandoned me and saved yourself that night at the ridge.’

Daniel looked up. ‘And in the years since you have more than repaid me, sir. You gave me a chance to prove myself when others saw no further than the colour of my skin.’

‘I am the lucky one.’ Fitzallen gestured to the mug and Daniel helped him drink again. As he held the man’s head, he saw that bruise-like mottling had begun to spread from the Major’s shoulder to his neck.

Pushing the water away, Fitzallen clasped Daniel’s hand. ‘I have a confession to make. I questioned the sanity of allowing men like you to fight for the Crown. I did not believe that former slaves would feel any loyalty to our cause; quite the opposite in fact. I thought you might be spies sent to betray us. But I was wrong and I saw that early on. You opened my eyes, Daniel. It was a fortunate day when you came into the regiment. At first, I admired your courage, but then I came to value your intelligence, your judgement and your heart. The commission was a small thing in return for my life. My only regret is that it will come to an end before I can make sure that my debt is paid in full.’

‘There is no debt.’ Daniel gripped tight. ‘If it wasn’t for you – and for Elizabeth, who was a good, kind woman – we would not be travelling to England and to a new life.’

Fitzallen frowned. ‘I hope you will not be disappointed.’

‘I will be free. That is a good beginning.’ The candle flame flared for an instant, making Daniel’s shadow huge on the studded wall. ‘My hope is that the King will keep his promise to me and to others like me and that in England we will find dignity and a home.’

‘You will find more than that. I promise you.’ Fitzallen released Daniel’s hand and pointed to the corner of the cabin. ‘Bring that box to me, please.’

The familiar rectangular chest was small, bound with metal and secured with leather straps. During the long campaign it had contained maps, plans and correspondence.

‘Open it and bring out the first papers you find.’

Bewildered, Daniel did as he was bid. The scent of cedar rose as he lifted the lid. A folded document tied with black ribbon lay on the top of an ordered pile of papers. Taking it out, he showed it to Fitzallen.

‘This one?’

Fitzallen nodded. ‘That is the will I dictated yesterday to Captain Benson. You and Pearl will always have a place in England. It will be your legal right set out in the document in your hands. When I die, my estates and interests will go to you.’

Dumbfounded, Daniel stared at the folded paper. ‘But I cannot… surely, you cannot—’

‘I’ll do exactly as I wish,’ Fitzallen interrupted him. ‘These are the last commands of a dying man. My poor frail Lizzie carried so many babes, but none of them lived. I have no direct heir. We spoke of this before she died. It was her greatest wish and hope to see Pearl settled and you also.’ He smiled at Daniel’s confusion. ‘You saved my life, man. This is the best way I, we, can repay you. My only regret is that my impending death has speeded matters to an early conclusion. I had hoped to introduce you to our circle and to ensure that my wishes were understood.’

Fitzallen gestured at the document in Daniel’s hand. ‘My family has been successful in trade for three generations. Despite my commission, as the eldest son I have retained a significant interest. This will pass to you. Read it and you’ll understand.’

Loosening the black ribbon, Daniel unfolded the page. His hands shook a little as he gazed at the close-packed lines written in a slanting script. According to the will, he and Pearl were to inherit the bulk of Fitzallen’s substantial estate with just a few small bequests and keepsakes entailed for friends and distant family members.

Fitzallen continued. ‘There aren’t many in the lower ranks who are literate – still less among the Black Loyalists. That marked you out from the start. I never thought to ask it until now, but who taught you to read?’

Utterly amazed, Daniel looked up from the paper. The question had caught him off guard. ‘I learned many years ago. A… friend on the estate helped me. It was dangerous for both of us. If anyone found out—’ He halted, unwilling to say more. Even now, so many years later, the secret times when Adanna had taught him the alphabet, and then, slowly, to put it together so that he might read and write like her were too painful to recall. He worshipped her memory, but like a holy relic, he locked it away.

He stared at the document. ‘Your generosity touches me deeply, but I… we cannot accept so much.’

‘You will and you must. If not for me, then for Elizabeth, who will not be happy with me in the next world if I do not secure your future in this one.’ Fitzallen paused. ‘I have one request.’

He groaned as the Audentior pitched sideways, crushing his leg against the ship’s wall. Daniel went swiftly to help him. ‘Listen to me.’ Fitzallen patted Daniel’s arm as he tried to move him to a more comfortable position. ‘I know the name Garnett has a bitter meaning for you. If you are willing, I would give you a new name. The substance of my will does not depend on this, but it would please me to think of you and Pearl as the children we did not have. Will you take my name, Fitzallen, as a reminder of us?’

For a moment Daniel could not speak. Any attempt was choked by a leaden mass rising in his chest. At last, he managed a muffled reply.

‘It would be an honour, sir.’ He could think of no other answer. To refuse at such a time would be unforgivable. Besides, Fitzallen was right, Garnett was not his true name. It was a sign of ownership.

‘It is settled then.’ The Major smiled weakly. ‘I am very glad, Daniel Fitzallen.’

After a silence filled only by the creaking of the ship and the thud of the waves, he nodded at the document in Daniel’s hand. ‘Would you bring Captain Benson and Mr Doyle to me now? The captain must write your acceptance into the will in the presence of a witness. For all his faults, Doyle is a gentleman and – as we have heard – scrupulously honest. Benson will be ready. He is a good man; we have discussed this.’

Drowning beneath waves of unfathomable emotions, Daniel was relieved to go to the door. He turned when Fitzallen called again.

‘One last thing.’ The dying man glanced at the chest beside his bunk. ‘There is something at the bottom there, beneath the papers. The leather coin pouch is for you, the letter is for my brother, James. When you arrive in London put it into his hands yourself. I have made my intentions very clear so that there will be no mistake. You are my heir, Daniel. You and Pearl will have a name, a place and a home in England.’






Chapter Three

Fat-bellied clouds pressed overhead, their grey hides pierced by the steeples of churches visible across the stinking brown river. Filled with smoke and the metallic stench of industry, the air was also thickened by a downpour that came in waves of such ferocity that the churches were occasionally veiled from sight along with the naval ships tethered in rows across the Pool.

Despite the deluge, the docks teemed with life. Alongside men newly disgorged from the bowels of His Majesty’s navy, the quay was choked with wagons and carrier carts. Blasphemies fell like the rain as drivers steered their horses through the mob. Nimble as rats, porters scurried between the drays trundling barrows piled high with goods and possessions. Street hawkers bawled out a pitch for their wares, and women, whose painted faces and garish costumes needed no vocal advertisement, sidled beside the huge black ships, winking and beckoning at sailors just come ashore with coin in their pockets and an urgent inclination to spend it.

Carried down the estuary, an east wind whistled through the cat’s cradle rigging of the ships and rattled the spars, and, above it all, the discordant bells of London tolled for midday.

Daniel huddled Pearl to his side as a large leather-bound trunk thumped down on the greasy stones beside them. It tilted for a moment and then toppled flat into a puddle next to a smaller trunk delivered earlier by the same navy man.

‘That’s the lot.’ The scrawny sailor waggled his dripping hand like a fish. It took Daniel a moment to realise that this was a sign.

‘Here.’ He dug beneath his cloak into a pocket and produced a coin. The amount was evidently acceptable as the man nodded. Grinning, he shot a furtive glance at Pearl. ‘Good luck to you both.’ But as he made his way back up the springing wooden gangplank to the deck, Daniel heard him mutter, ‘You’ll need it.’

The massive sides of the Audentior rose and bumped against the quay with the swell of the river. The ship’s wide-studded timbers glistened in the rain and rivulets of water tumbled from the ropes and furled sails that loomed above them. The three-masted frigate had been their home for the last six weeks, but although it had carried them to a new life, it also carried their sorrow. Major Fitzallen had died mid-crossing and his body had been buried with full honours at sea. Now their entire world was packed into the two trunks beside them.

‘What do we do now?’ Pearl swiped at her face. The filthy water left dark smears across her nose and smuts on her wool-mittened fingers. Rain trickled from the brim of her plaited straw bonnet – a gift from Elizabeth – as she gazed anxiously at the crowd.

She had seen so much in her fifteen years. Daniel suspected that memory had drawn a veil across her early life on the Garnett Plantation and much of the fearful, turbulent time that followed their escape. He was glad to have seen her grow in confidence and assurance under Elizabeth’s care. Tall like him, Pearl was fresh as a spring bloom just beginning to unfurl.

Now, she pressed closer, excited and perhaps – although she would never admit it – overwhelmed by the noise and the tumult. In truth, even he was a little shocked by the chaos. Scanning the jostling quayside, he was surprised to see numerous men and women whose skin and features spoke of lands far from London.

‘So many people. I thought New York was the greatest city I’d ever seen, but this…’ Pearl’s eyes widened. ‘I never imagined such a place. Where do we go?’

A wagon loaded with timber rumbled perilously close, splashing more dingy water over her cloak and the hem of her dress.

‘Hey!’ she called sharply to the driver. ‘Watch where you’re going!’

She stepped forward intent on attracting the man’s attention, but Daniel pulled her back.

‘Look at me!’ Outraged, she pointed to the strip of rose-strewn cotton below her cloak and above her boots. The pretty fabric was now sodden and grey. ‘This dress is ruined. I wore a good one today too, for luck.’

Daniel’s amused grin angered Pearl more than the clumsy driver.

‘If you think that’s so very funny, I suggest you look at your own attire, dear brother.’ Wrinkling her nose, she folded her arms and turned her back on him.

Looking down, he saw she was right. His own cloak was also spattered with grime.

The years they had spent living in the hills of Jamaica with the Maroons had been hard. The outlaws expected everyone to play their part. Even Pearl – a tiny child at the time – had been no exception. Daniel marvelled that hardship had never tarnished her fundamental optimism and tendency to see good in people. Except, it seemed, for careless wagon drivers.

‘Well, what do we do now?’ She didn’t turn to look at him.

‘I’ve arranged to meet Captain Benson. He said he would help to settle us.’ Blinking away the rain, he looked back up at the empty deck of the Audentior. He felt in his pocket for Fitzallen’s letter and searched the crowd again.

‘He will be here somewhere.’

Releasing Pearl, he went halfway back up the gangplank for a better view, but it still was difficult to see through the rain and the surge of the crowd. For a moment, he thought he caught sight of Benson through a gap between two wagons.

‘My, but here’s a nice little puss. What’s your name then, sweetling?’ The voice was strident and coarse.

Daniel looked down. Two brightly dressed women were circling Pearl. One of them leaned forward and took the girl’s chin between her fingers. Pearl’s eyes sought his.

‘Fresh in town, are you? We know someone who’d very much like to make your acquaintance, don’t we, Kat?’ The woman turned to her gaudy companion. ‘Just look at her. Butter wouldn’t melt, but you know what they say?’

‘Hot as a furnace for it, Dol.’ The other woman nodded and the damp green feather drooping from her tattered wig waggled like a fisherman’s lure. Wrinkling her nose, Pearl drew back as she bent close.

‘All alone, are you, my little tawny plum?’

There was no mistaking their uniforms. Daniel sprang down the ramp.

‘And what do we have here?’ The first woman took a step back and looked him up and down, her black-rimmed eyes sly and insinuating.

‘They must come as a pair, like fire-dogs.’ She shrugged, allowing the red bodice of her sullied dress to slip a little, revealing more of her damp crinkled breasts. Greyish powder had settled in the grooves. She winked.

‘You her squire then? I reckon she snares you a mint. We don’t see many such as you turned out so fine.’ She clicked her fingers under his nose. ‘Business brisk, is it?’

‘I believe you are mistaken.’ Pearl raised her chin. ‘My brother and I have just arrived in London… from America.’

Daniel gripped her shoulder and pulled her away. He wanted nothing more than to steer Pearl into the crowd, but that would mean leaving their trunks unguarded. Instead, he tried to be civil.

‘Leave us, please. As my sister says, you’re mistaken.’

Hand on hip, the woman in red swayed forward. ‘How about a little company then, ’ansome? We’d do you a good turn, wouldn’t we, Kat?’

Her bedraggled companion grinned, exposing blackened gums studded with stumps. She edged closer and patted Daniel’s arm with a broken fan. ‘Tell you what, I’d give you a free ride the first time.’

Pearl was unable to suppress a sudden snort of laughter. Alarmed, Daniel forced her swiftly behind him. He jerked his head along the quay. ‘You’ll find what you’re looking for that way, in the taverns.’

‘I’m happy with what I’ve found here. You’ve got a lovely face and a voice to match. Where’s that accent from?’ Dol reached up to brush a stained index finger along his cheek. His nose filled with the unpleasant scent of gin, sweat and cheap cologne. No wonder Pearl had backed away.

‘My old man always said it was lucky to touch a moor.’

Turning his back on the pair, Daniel attempted to shield Pearl from their hideous pantomime. He felt her body shaking with mirth as he stared down at the yellow-foamed gap between the ship and the quay.

‘Too fine for us, are you?’ Dol’s wheedling voice was suddenly shrill. He heard one of them hawk something up into her mouth and then felt an unspeakable pellet hit the back of his cloak. Dol continued with venom. ‘You won’t get a sniff of good English cunny this side of Michaelmas.’

Kat chimed in. ‘Not unless he finds himself a fucking black bunter in St Giles. Bad luck to the pair of yer. Come on, Dol, we can do better than this.’

Daniel held Pearl close as he watched the women strut away along the puddled quay. Business was not brisk.

Now Pearl laughed out loud. Her eyes danced above the mittened hands she clasped together beneath her chin.

‘They were English whores, weren’t they?’

Taken aback, Daniel opened his mouth to answer but nothing came out.

‘Really, brother. How could you think I didn’t know?’ Pearl grinned at his appalled expression. She waved after the women. ‘That’s what they’re always like. I’ve seen them in the army camps and when we first came to New York.’ Beneath the dripping rim of her bonnet, her large eyes were full of mischief. ‘Don’t be so shocked. I’m not a child anymore. They were quite the rudest whores I’ve ever seen, I’ll grant you that, but it might be because in London—’ Before she finished whatever she was about to say, Pearl wriggled free from his grasp and pointed.

‘Look! There he is.’

Captain Stephen Benson was not easy to mistake. Taller than most men, his distinctive red hair was caught in a long queue visible beneath his hat. Through a gap in the crowd, Daniel saw him walking away from the Audentior with another naval officer.

‘Sit there.’ He pointed at the larger of the trunks. ‘If anyone talks to you, be polite but firm. And don’t go anywhere with anyone, especially not those women.’

Pearl sighed and slumped down heavily. Folding her arms, she stared up at him. ‘As I told you, I am not a child.’

But you are, Daniel thought as he pushed through the mass. When he was within earshot, he called out to the captain.

Benson turned. His ruddy face broke into an easy grin that dissolved to a frown as Daniel joined him. The captain dipped his head and a stream of water poured from the valley of his plumed hat. ‘Forgive me, Lieutenant. My wife intends to greet me here. She is bringing our boys. In my eagerness to see them, I completely forgot our arrangement.’

Daniel smiled. ‘That is understandable. How long has it been?’

‘Two years.’ Benson turned to his companion. ‘This is my brother-in-law, John Faulds – also a captain in His Majesty’s navy. He brought me Caroline’s message.’

The younger officer made a slight bow in greeting and then, puzzled, he glanced at his relative. ‘And this is…?’

Benson laughed. ‘Two years have done nothing for my manners. This is Lieutenant…’ he paused for a moment and caught Daniel’s eye, ‘… Fitzallen. He travelled with me from New York.’

Daniel returned the bow. ‘And I still feel the world moving beneath my feet.’

‘It will pass soon enough.’ Benson patted him on the shoulder. ‘Two days at least for a landman. For myself, I am confident the motion will be gone before I greet my family.’ He looked back at the Audentior. ‘According to the Secretary of the Admiralty, it will be six months before my mistress requires my attentions again. Unlike you…’ He prodded the younger officer fondly. ‘Next week, is it?’

Captain Faulds grimaced. ‘We put out with the eastern fleet on Saturday next, if the weather changes.’ He made another shallow bow. ‘Excuse me, gentlemen. I am reminded that I should collect some documents from the warrant office.’

Benson smiled as he watched the young officer push through the crowd.

‘It is his first command and natural for him to be anxious. John has been so good to Caroline and the boys.’ He turned to Daniel. ‘Where is your charming sister?’

Looking back down the quay, Daniel was relieved to see that Pearl was still sitting on the larger trunk and that she was alone.

‘There.’ He pointed. ‘I have no wish to take your time, Captain, but I have a favour to ask.’ Reaching into his stained woollen cloak, he drew out the letter addressed in a spider-like scrawl to:


James Fitzallen, Esq.

7, Scandrett Street,

Wapping,

London



Shielding the ink from the rain, he showed it to the captain. ‘I have a message for Major Fitzallen’s brother. Edward… the Major asked me to deliver it to him by hand.’

‘Poor man.’ Benson shook his head. ‘It is a heavy responsibility you carry. I trust that you will describe our committal of his body as one of dignity and faith.’

‘Of course. I hope that will bring comfort to his family.’ Daniel studied the letter. The address was written in a frail, uncertain hand. He could not connect it to the man he had known. He swallowed. ‘It is also my intention to make them fully aware of the respect Major Fitzallen inspired in all men who served with him.’

Benson’s expression clouded. ‘I know he valued you, Lieutenant, and counted you as a friend. More than that.’ He paused. ‘I imagine the Major’s settlement will be a matter of some… delicacy.’

‘I believe so, but he told me that he has made his wishes very clear…’ Daniel indicated the letter, ‘… so that there might be no mistake.’ After consulting his heart, he added, ‘I cannot believe that the brother of the man I knew so well will be cut from different cloth.’

The captain seemed about to say something but instead he looked back along the quay at Pearl. They stood in an uncomfortable silence. Rain pelted their cloaks and streamed around their boots. At last Benson replied.

‘Let us hope that is the case. A word of advice, London is a cruel mother and many of her children have hardened their hearts in her care. I must warn you that, away from those who know you, it may be difficult to claim the place that is due to you.’

Daniel baulked at this gloomy warning. ‘But the King himself has promised—’

Benson raised a hand. ‘The King has made many promises. He promised to keep America and yet…’ His gaze locked on something beyond Daniel’s shoulder. Turning, Daniel saw a woman and two small boys in matching naval uniforms beside a smart black coach at the end of the quay. The boys called out, jumping and waving, while their mother tried to calm them with little success.

Benson swept off his hat and waved it above his head – an exultant signal to his family.

‘I have been promised six months with my wife and boys and I hope to God that is the truth of it. Two years is an eternity in a child’s life. I wonder if I will know them?’ He spoke quietly without taking his eyes from the joyful group. ‘And if they will remember me.’

‘I will not detain you.’ Daniel pushed the letter into the shelter of his cloak. ‘I merely wished to ask for your advice. I do not know London or its ways. Without Major Fitzallen, I am more adrift now than in all those weeks at sea. I do not even know where Scandrett Street is.’

At last Benson dragged his eyes from his wife and children. Daniel sensed his conflict. The captain was a good man, but at this moment his family took precedence over all.

‘I must go to them, Lieutenant, but this is my advice. First take rooms and then make your enquiries for Scandrett Street when you and your sister are settled…’ Benson smiled sympathetically, ‘… and dry. If you were to go direct to the Fitzallen house as you are, they would not open their doors. For now, go to the naval stores beyond the rails.’ He pointed the direction. ‘Ask for a man called Patrick Shersford, he’s an old comrade. Tell him that Stephen Benson sent you and that you require lodgings in a clean, Christian house.’

The captain swept his hat back onto his head, oblivious to the rain that had collected in its crown. Reaching for Daniel’s hand, he smiled encouragingly. ‘I wish you well, Lieutenant. I wish nothing but good fortune for both of you.’
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