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Chapter One
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Cornwall 1795

William Landers had given a lot of thought to the hangman’s noose, and what it must feel like around your neck. What went through a person’s mind? A feeling of inevitability and a hope for salvation? A strange desire for it all to be over? Maybe an overwhelming feeling of regret for the things you’ve never done.

For the first time ever, Will had a clear idea of how those people must have felt. As someone who had always prided himself on being in charge of his own destiny, a power far greater than he was controlling his life, and he had never felt more doomed. 

He stood looking out of his bedroom window. In the far distance he saw the beacon go out on the cliffs. It was used to guide ships into shore, and usually when it went out, it mean someone was trying to confuse the captain, so the boat would miss its turn and hit the rocks, resulting in a wreck. The local bootleggers and thieves would then ransack it and be off with the cargo, before the drunken crew had a chance to even realise what was going on. It was dangerous and reckless, but Will knew of the poverty in Port Merryn and the neighbouring towns and villages, and the extreme lengths people often had to go to feed their families.

There was a knock on the door. He told the person to come in, and he caught their reflection in the window. It was Edward Pascoe, his oldest friend. Edward was the accountant to the local wealthy landowners these days, and a respectable married man. But Will remembered when they were at Harrow, and what a scallywag he could be. Even now his palms bore the scars of several canings.

‘I thought you’d gone missing,’ Edward said, sitting upon Will’s bed, reaching under his waistcoat and adjusting the waistband of his britches. Despite only being thirty, middle-age weight had started to creep up on him.

‘I needed a breather,’ Will said, turning from the window and sitting beside Edward. ‘I find it all a bit much. Let Eliza enjoy the attention.’

‘She’ll make a fine wife. Half the men in that room envy you. Even we married ones’

Will looked at Edward in surprise.

‘I thought you and Dorothy were devoted.’

‘We are. But Eliza Cunningham....the most beautiful girl in the county...’

Will laughed and reached into his pocket for his cigarillo tin.

‘Don’t let Arabella hear you say that.’

‘Arabella’s a child.’

Will lit his cigarillo and took great pleasure from inhaling the acrid smoke. It filled his lungs, and as he exhaled, he relaxed for the first time that evening.

‘You won’t be her favourite honorary uncle if she hears you speaking like that.’

‘I’ll live,’ Edward chuckled. ‘I’ve actually sought you out because Bob Fettle came to my office yesterday. He knew I’d be coming to the party tonight, and he gave me this to give to you.’

From the pocket of his waistcoat, he took out a piece of paper folded in two. Without opening it, Will guessed who it was from. Bob Fettle was dogsbody to Wilbur Kenney, the town solicitor; but he was also the cousin of Jed Harris, Will’s brother-in-law.

He opened the letter and as soon as he saw his sister’s beautiful sloping writing, he felt a sense of longing to see her...sad that she wasn’t here to witness his special night. Maybe if he’d had Evelyn to support him, things might have seemed a little easier.

––––––––
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Dear Brother Will

I hope this finds you well. I heard about your engagement to Eliza. You will make each other very happy. I am writing with sorrow in my heart because Freddie is sick again. The fits happen more often now, and the last time it happened, he was asleep for a day afterwards. There is a doctor in Truro – Doctor Pengelly, who has new methods to treat fits, but it is expensive. Please help in any way you can, dear brother. I am begging you.

Your loving sister

Evelyn

Will folded the letter back up and put it in his pocket.

‘I didn’t read it,’ Edward said. ‘Is it from Evelyn?’

‘Freddie is ill again. She wants to take him to a doctor in Truro.’

‘Well, your father isn’t going to help.’

‘I will have to find some other way of helping. Damn Father for demanding to know what I spend every penny on.’

Edward laughed and patted Will on the shoulder.

‘You’ll think of something, old chap. You always have been the most resourceful man I know.’

Edward got up and left the room, and Will knew he should go with him, but he still couldn’t face people yet. He finished his cigarillo and thought about his sister. Five years ago, Evelyn was banished by the family for falling in love with Jed Harris, the son of a local farmer. He’d been working at Trengrove House, and they’d grown close. Her pregnancy brought great shame upon the family, and she’d been thrown out by Abraham, their father. Not only had she taken up with a pauper, at the time she had been betrothed to Adam Crosby, the son of one of Cornwall’s most successful mine owners. Abraham lost face to his peers and he vowed to never forgive her.

Indeed, Will’s engagement to Eliza was a sort of pay-off for this. Eliza’s father, Philip was the richest man in the county, and as she was an only child, all his fortune would one day be hers, which meant that eventually Will would be far wealthier even than his father. Ironic, really, seeing as wealth and status meant very little to him. For Will, this marriage felt more like a punishment for his acts of rebellion over the years.

Stubbing out his cigarillo in the ashtray on the nightstand, Will looked at himself in the mirror. He looked tired. His eyes always gave away how he was feeling, and they were not the eyes of an excited future bridegroom. His eyelids were heavy, and faint circles sat beneath them. Strands of his chestnut brown hair were escaping from the black velvet bow holding it back low on his neck, and he wished he could just undo it and let his hair fall naturally. He hated anything that restricted him.

But he had no choice. Tonight wasn’t about anything he wanted, and he was expected to put on a front. So, he splashed his face with the water in the wash-bowl, fixed his hair and straightened his coat. It was time to put on the face of the devoted son and eager fiancé. It was only for a few hours more, then at least life could go back to normal for a while.

The ballroom of Trengrove House was packed with Cornwall’s elite. The Landers were one of the county’s most revered families – owing the biggest boatyard, and several mines; and Eliza Cunningham’s beauty was almost the stuff of legend. This was the event everyone had wanted to attend, just so they could boast about how they’d been invited. Will found most of the people insufferable. There was nothing to them. They’d achieved nothing, just had the good fortune to be born rich.

‘Where the hell have you been, boy?’ Will turned around to find his father waiting for him. As ever, he looked furious, his large nose red from too much port, his jaw clenched. Will felt he had been making his father angry since the day he was born.

‘Well?’ Abraham demanded.

‘I felt a little nauseous, Father. I went to get some air.’

‘Well for God’s sake go and speak to your fiancé, you’ve barely acknowledged her all evening.’

Eliza was in the corner of the room, hardly looking starved of attention. Several young men were talking to her, and she was holding court quite happily. Even though Will had known her all his life – she had been Evelyn’s best friend, and he would often watch them in the garden playing, while he was stuck in the nursery with the governess, but tonight it was like he was seeing her properly for the first time. She was exquisitely beautiful, unusually tall and thin as a whippet, not needing corsets to squeeze her in. Her jet black hair complemented her olive skin, which she didn’t try to disguise with powder, as many girls would. Her blue eyes twinkled as she laughed with all the men around her, and Alex felt he didn’t deserve her. What sort of husband would he make? Not the one she should have. That was for sure.

She was a goddess, but to Will she was a trap. A cage that would finally hold him down and stop him living his life as he wanted. His independence had always been his most treasured possession. He’d had none of the weight of inheritance upon his shoulders like Percy. Will was the spare. The forgotten one, and he’d hoped he could remain a bachelor. But that was not to be. So, he had no choice but to play his part – people were watching. His fiancé was talking animatedly to other men, and it didn’t seem appropriate.

‘Eliza, dear,’ he said, stepping in between her and Miss Wylie, her companion. As Eliza was beautiful, Miss Wylie was unfortunate looking – even taller than Will, with a rather manly jaw and light blonde hair that looked like straw.

‘Will, my beloved,’ Eliza beamed, grasping his hands and smiling sweetly. ‘I thought you had abandoned me.’

‘I needed to take some air.’

‘A splendid idea,’ she smiled. ‘I shall take some air with you.’ She linked her arm through Will’s and guided him away.

‘Do you want me to come?’ Miss Wylie asked, sounding rather desperate. Eliza looked round at her.

‘No,’ she said. ‘Will and I shall be scandalously alone. You can retire for the night if you wish. Goodnight Davinia.’

‘Goodnight Eliza,’ she smiled sadly.

They went out into the gardens, and without the eyes of everyone he knew upon him, Will relaxed a little. Once again Eliza became one of his oldest friends. The girl who liked to escape her governess and go rambling through the bushes with him and Edward. She would always climb trees better than Will. He was afraid of heights, but Eliza would scale the branches to the top. It had been such a shame when she’d blossomed in womanhood and her father had tightened the reins. She’d been forced to conform, and Will hoped that wild girl was still in there, somewhere.

They made their way to the ornamental gardens, near to the maze. As they sat on the so-called love-seat, Eliza sighed and stuck a finger in her ornate hairdo, scratching her head.

‘What a dreadful evening,’  she said. She looked at Will. ‘Not because of you. Just all those horrid people.’

Will dared to laugh.

‘I thought it was just me who felt like that.’

‘Dear God, no. Lady Fulworth was actually giving me suggestions for suitable governesses for our daughters.’

Will felt that noose tightening. Children.....another thing he’d dared not think about.

‘You haven’t got a cigarillo, have you?’ she suddenly asked.

‘I didn’t know you smoked.’

‘I’ve been smoking those things since finishing school. We had a gardener who used to sneak them in for us.’

Will took his tin from his pocket and lit two, passing one to Eliza. She took a deep inhalation, letting out a sigh of satisfaction as she exhaled.

‘That’s better.’

Will was pleasantly surprised by her small act of rebellion. She was still fun, and maybe life wouldn’t be too bad with her. Even if he found it impossible to feel any desire for her.

‘Your stepmother is talking about a spring wedding,’ she said. ‘No doubt she will take it upon herself to organise it all.’

‘It will give her no greater pleasure. The quicker I am away from her and living in Jayson House, the better, as far as she is concerned.’

Eliza looked at Will with a strange expression, furrowing her brow. It caused a small crease to appear in her forehead – bringing home the fact that at twenty-eight, she was an old bride.

‘Do you know, it feels like I haven’t spoken to you properly in such a long time? Are you still doing your good works?’

‘I try, but it isn’t easy. So much is stacked up in favour of the likes of us, Eliza. I spoke for Isiah Parry at the Assizes, last week, trying to point out that since he had his accident, he has been incapable of making reasonable decisions. They took no notice of me whatsoever and now he is on a filthy holding ship in Plymouth Harbour, waiting to be transported to the New World. I doubt he will even survive the journey. If you’re poor, it’s as though you’re guilty of the crime of being born.’

He realised the intensity of his speech, and he looked at Eliza, feeling a little foolish.

‘I’m sorry, you don’t want to be hearing about such things.’

‘On the contrary. You are going to be my husband, and I want to know about your life.’

Will wanted to tell her about Evelyn, but he didn’t know if he could. Eliza was a kind girl, but Will was sure she wouldn’t want any contact with her future sister-in-law. Evelyn would bring shame by association – despite them once being as close as friends could be.

Before he could answer, they were both disturbed by a giggle that came from nearby. Will recognised it straight away.

‘Excuse me, Eliza,’ he said, standing up.

‘Who is it?’

‘My sister.’

‘Oh dear, I’ll come.’

Will and Eliza left the ornamental gardens, and Will headed to the maze, from where the giggle had come. Fortunately, the moon was full and cast good light, and he could clearly see what was happening. A couple were walking along the narrow entrance to the maze. One of them was Arabella. She was as tall as Will, and as slender as Eliza. Most recognisable were the loose, chestnut curls that hung down to the middle of her back. Like Will, her hair was thick and wild, and much to the annoyance of Raine, their stepmother, Arabella was refusing to start dressing like a lady and fix her hair in an elaborate style.

She was walking arm in arm with a young man in a dark frockcoat, and from the muscular build and short, curly hair, Will guessed it was Harold, the son of Lord Tomlin. 

‘Arabella!’

Both young people froze on the spot, not turning around.

‘I know it’s you, Bella,’ Will said.

Arabella and Harold both turned at the same time. Harold at least had the decency to look embarrassed. Arabella just covered her giggle with her gloved hand.

‘Sorry Mister Landers,’ Harold said earnestly, quickly decoupling himself from Arabella and striding towards Will. ‘We were all in here earlier on, playing a game, and Arabella thought she had lost her earring, so I said I would help her find it.’

Will walked past Harold and up to his sister. She quickly switched to the coquette, hunching her shoulders and pouting her rosy pink lips, looking at him with fake remorse in her big brown eyes.

‘Don’t be angry dear brother.’

Will pushed her hair behind her ears on both sides, and there were two pearl earrings perfectly fixed in place. He turned and looked at Eliza.

‘Can you take Arabella back to her room?’ he asked her.

‘Of course,’ she smiled. “Come, Arabella!’

With a sulky pout, Arabella pushed past Will, deliberately knocking him with her shoulder. She joined Eliza, and they headed towards the house. Will waited until they were out of earshot, and approached Harold. He was a good half a head taller than Will, but he looked genuinely afraid. It was no doubt the ‘Landers stare’ a trait inherited by all four children from their father. All the more effective in Will and Arabella as they were the ones with Abraham’s huge, dark brown eyes.

‘W-We were just going for a walk...’ Harold uttered.

‘You think it’s appropriate to walk alone in the dark with unaccompanied young women, do you?’

‘I’m sorry, sir. Please don’t tell your father.’

‘And why shouldn’t I? What were your intentions toward my sister?’

‘Just to talk. She is by far the most beautiful girl in the whole of Cornwall.’

‘I doubt you have seen every girl in Cornwall, Harold, and even if you have, and you wish to pursue my sister, there are the proper ways of doing so. Now, be off with you. I won’t tell my father on this occasion, but if I catch you with Arabella again, I will.’

Harold rushed off back in the direction of the house, but Will didn’t follow. He stood in the confines of the maze. Behind him was the house, and Eliza and his family, and all what his stifling future held. In front of him was that dark and puzzling maze – the perfect place for stolen kisses and promises that would never be kept. Will closed his eyes, and for a second he was there again – Arabella’s age and just as curious about the world of love. 

With a sigh, he opened his eyes and turned and walked back to the house and his responsibilities. His thoughts returned to the present. Arabella was going to need a companion soon. Now Eliza was about to be married, Arabella was indeed going to inherit the mantle of most beautiful and eligible girl in the county. There would be many suitors, and the last thing Will wanted was her ending up in the same situation as Evelyn. To lose one sister was heartbreaking. If he lost Arabella as well, it would feel like he had no one.
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Chapter Two
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Will had never heard of this Doctor Pengelly in Truro, even though it was the nearest city. But that didn’t matter. What was important was that he went to see him. Freddie had been a sickly child from the moment he was born. Edward’s wife Dorothy said it was probably due to Evelyn being kicked out by their father. Dorothy was convinced babies could feel things in the womb. Maybe she was right. Who knew?

The worry of it all caused Will to sleep little. It wasn’t just the worry of Evelyn and Freddie. He kept thinking about what Eliza had said about them having daughters. It was obvious that there would be great expectation on Eliza to provide heirs to the Cunningham fortune. The thought of any sort of intimacy with Eliza caused a cold knot of fear to form in Will’s stomach, and he wished there was some other way of reproducing. 

By the time the bright, autumn sun started to shine through the gap in the curtains, Will decided to give up on sleep and instead bite the bullet and ask his father for money. Will had a generous yearly allowance that was left to him from his mother’s estate; but even so, despite being thirty years old, he was still expected to produce receipts on a quarterly basis, to show where the money had gone. Just so Abraham could cling onto that little bit of control.

Will got up and went to the window, slightly pulling the curtain aside and blinking out the sun. His father was on his morning constitutional around the grounds. This morning would be extra pleasurable for him, because the servants would be busy cleaning up from last night’s festivities, and Abraham would be able to bark his orders at them, telling them what they were doing wrong

Sometimes Will would look at his father and wonder what had happened to make him so bitter. He’d had a rich and comfortable life. His father, Jacob, had founded the boatyard and bought the two tin mines the family owned. Abraham had been educated at Harrow, and at twenty-one, had been married to Estrella de Grimaldo, a cousin of the King of Spain, and a renowned beauty. She had given him four children – two of them boys; and although she gave her life in childbirth, so Arabella could live, within six months he had been married to Raine Redmond, the widow of one of his friends. It was hardly a difficult life, and yet Will had no recollection of ever seeing his father laugh heartily or be genuinely happy.

Even though the sun was bright, the temperature was cold, and Will put on his coat to go into the garden. To make a statement that he was not like his father, he made a point of saying good morning to the gardeners, and thanked them for cleaning up after his party. He asked where his father was, and discovered he was in the ornamental gardens. He appeared to be lost in his own world, standing staring at the fountain in the middle of the pond. 

‘Father?’ Will said.

He glanced at Will. Doing nothing to hide his annoyance at being confronted by his son.

‘What is it?’ he snapped.

‘Can we speak?’

Abraham nodded and headed for the love seat. Alex sat beside him and found himself trembling with the same trepidation he’d felt at three years old whenever he was forced to speak to his father.

‘What do you want?’ Abraham asked.

‘Why do you presume I want something?’

‘Because you usually only talk to me when you want something.’

‘I’m sorry you feel that way. The first thing I wanted to talk to you about was Arabella. I think she needs a companion. She is starting to attract attention from young men, and I worry about her reputation.’

‘You are probably right. She is seventeen now, and I noticed last night, several young men looking at her. I will speak to your step-mother about it.’

‘I was wondering if we could ask Eliza to do it.’ Will knew the sort of monster Raine would choose for poor Arabella. He wanted her to have someone nice who would look out for her and be a friend.

Abraham nodded in contemplation.

‘Very well. She will soon be part of the family I suppose.’

‘Thank you, Father. The other thing....well, it does concern money, I’m afraid.’

‘Go on.’

‘Well, I proposed to Eliza with grandmama’s ring. I would like her to have something new. Something that symbolises our union. Our two families joining together.’

‘Like what?’

‘I was thinking of a necklace with a precious stone. Maybe a garnet, her birthstone. If she wore it on our wedding day, it would be symbolic.’

Will was speaking in a language that was abhorrent to him. He hated anything to do with flaunting his wealth, but they were words that would appeal to his father; and a little compromise would hopefully be worth the pay off.

Abraham nodded.

‘That sounds reasonable. I can contact Carter’s in Hatton Garden.’

‘I’d like to do this myself. Please Father. I want the gift to be personal to Eliza.

Abraham looked at him, raising an eyebrow, and Will felt himself shrink slightly. Was he really that transparent?

‘You want more money from me? Isn’t your allowance enough?’

‘Not to create a necklace for my fiancé, no...’

‘Well I’ll allow you to make enquiries, but I want proof of all correspondence before I give you a penny.’

‘Thank you, Father.’

Will stood up, feeling if he stayed any longer, an argument would ensue, and that wouldn’t solve anything.

‘You’re not keeping secrets from me, are you?’ Abraham suddenly asked. ‘You haven’t got a girl into trouble or something?’

Will gave a spontaneous laugh at the incredulity of the suggestion.

‘No,’ he chuckled. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to laugh. I’m faithful to Eliza, and that’s why I want to buy her this necklace.’

‘Right....well, like I said. Make your enquiries and tell me what they say.’

Will wasn’t surprised that he’d reached a dead end with his father. Abraham was such a difficult man, and he always thought the worst of Will. That was why he kept so much of his life a secret from him. The biggest one being that he visited Evelyn whenever he could. He couldn’t abandon his sister when her only crime had been to fall in love with someone she shouldn’t. He gave her money when he was able to; hating to see her live in poverty on a run-down farm, when she and Jed and Freddie should be enjoying the Landers riches like the rest of them.

Will took Bessie, his favourite horse, and rode to Narwen, the neighbouring village, where Evelyn lived. What Abraham also didn’t know was that Will paid the five shilling a week rent on their cottage. Jamie Couch, another of his oldest friends, was the son of Old Mogg, the rent collector, and each week, Jamie would take the money from Will and give it to his father, so Abraham wouldn’t know. There was no way Will would ever risk his sister and nephew becoming homeless if Jed didn’t manage to grow any crops for a whole season.

Narwen was a busy village, and one of those places Will had been told never to visit when he was a boy. As he grew up, his natural curiosity had got the better of him and he’d ventured there, discovering it was the sort of place people went to have fun – especially the sailors when they came to port for a while and needed to let their hair down before setting off on another long sea voyage.

On the edge of the village was The Cornerstone, a huge inn that Will was far too familiar with. As he rode past, he saw Kitten, the young general help, out front, sweeping up some broken glass. Kitten was alerted by the sound of Bessie’s hooves, and he turned and looked at Will. It wasn’t even midday, but already his pretty face was dirty and sweaty from all his chores.

‘Morning Mister Will,’ he said in his thick, local accent. ‘You comin’ in for some refreshments?’

‘Maybe later, Kitten,’ Will said. ‘I have some business to attend to first.’

‘Right you are.’

Will rode on through to the main strip of the village. It was bustling full of local people. Men stood around outside The Dog and Duck drinking ale, women haggled with the men on the stalls that sold everything from apples to exotic-looking fruit that had clearly not been grown on these shores. Will was sure they’d been brought via some ship sailing from the tropics that had got wrecked.

Will was just leaving the main strip to head towards Evelyn’s farm, when he was stopped by Ned Crow, the village blacksmith.

‘Mister Will! Mister Will!’ he called, shuffling out from the smithy. He was seventy if he was a day, and Will was surprised a man so old could carry on working.

‘Are you alright, Ned?’

‘I be worryin’ so, Mister Will.’ He wiped his filthy hands on his even dirtier leather apron. ‘It be my grandson Jude. He’s been caught stealin’ apples from the orchard at Penworthy House. Alf, the gardener reckons he’s gonna tell the master if I don’t give ‘im free shoes for a year. He be bleedin’ me dry, but it’d be better than seeing my Jude swinging from a gibbet. Please, I be beggin’ ye Mister Will, have a word with him. Try and get him on the straight and narrow. He’ll be in The Cornerstone later on. He spends all his time there. I reckons he’s got his eye on Lottie the barmaid.’

‘I’m not sure he’ll listen to me, but I can try.’

‘Ah, you’re a saint, Mister Will.’ He patted Bessie. ‘I’ll be givin’ this old lady free shoes for as long as the Lord wants to keep her around.’

‘There’s no need for that, Ned,’ Will laughed. ‘I will speak to Jude in The Cornerstone later on.’

Will rode up to Lewevy, where all the farms and workers cottages were located. Evelyn and Jed lived in the largest and best-kept one, but it was still a hovel compared to the luxury Will was used to. Washing was hanging on the line outside, blowing in the cold wind. Moss was growing in between the stone cladding, and Will knew how damp the house got in the winter.

He knocked on the door and it was opened by Leah, Jed’s younger sister, who lived with them.

‘’Ow do,’ she said in that surly way girls of that age seemed to communicate in. Arabella was no different.

‘Is Evelyn in?’

‘Come in.’

She walked off, and Will followed. This cottage was one of the few places where Will felt tall. The ceilings were low, and wherever he went, he feared banging his head on a beam. Freddie was asleep on a rather battered velvet couch. It had come from Fenchurch House, which belonged to the Wildes, friends of the Landers. When there was a fire, Will persuaded them to stay at Trengrove House while the repairs were done, just so the local people could go in and take what had not been destroyed; and he’d ensured the couch had gone to Evelyn.

‘Will!’ Evelyn was at the range, stirring something in a large pan. She put down her wooden spoon and rushed to her brother, pulling him into a hug. She felt so thin. And not slim like Eliza or Arabella, but malnourished. Will could feel her bones beneath her flimsy cotton dress.

‘I got your letter.’

‘I didn’t know if you would. I passed it to Jamie, and he said he’d give it to Bob Fettle to give to Edward as he was going to your party.’

She pulled away, holding her brother by the shoulders. She was two years younger than Will, but she was ageing quickly. There were creases around her sapphire blue eyes, and her dark curls were beginning to go grey.

‘Look at how handsome you are,’ she smiled. ‘Eliza is a lucky girl.’

Will laughed and took his tricorn off.

‘I fear not many people would agree with you, but you always did love me blindly.’

‘Come, sit. I shall make you some peppermint tea. Freshly picked from the garden.’

They sat at the rickety table, while Leah went outside to do her chores. Will looked over at Freddie. With his fluffy blonde hair and plump cheeks, he looked like an angel. It was impossible to tell quite how ill he was.

‘How is he?’

‘He sleeps so much the day after he’s had the fits. Tomorrow he will be back to his normal self.’

‘So, this doctor, how did you hear about him?’

‘Jed was in The Dog and Duck, and Eugene Dommet was in there saying about how a doctor from Truro came to see Gus Rowan up at Bellamy House. Apparently he had convulsions like Freddie, but this Doctor Pengelly has developed some medicine that stops the convulsions completely.’

‘But the Rowans are fabulously wealthy.....’

‘I know.’  She reached across the table and grasped Will’s hand within her skinny fingers. ‘If you can help in any way. I’m desperate, Will. I’ll do anything. Even go and beg to Father, myself.’

‘I don’t think he would allow you in the house. I will go and see this Pengelly. See if we can come to some arrangement.’

‘Thank you. I just want my son strong and healthy. Is that too much to ask for?’  

‘Of course not. I only wish Father would open his heart to you again.’

‘I’ve given up on ever reconciling with that man. I want Freddie to be raised where he’s healthy and free.’ She looked down at her hands, picking the skin around her nails. ‘We have been making plans....’

‘Yes?’

‘We want to go to the Americas next year.’

‘The Americas! Why?’

‘Apparently it is a free world. Class doesn’t matter. We can start again as tobacco farmers.’

‘It sounds like nothing more than a pipe-dream, Evelyn. It would cost hundreds of pounds for you all to go to the Americas.’

‘But it would mean no more living hand to mouth. We could afford proper medicine and doctors for Freddie....’

‘But I’ll never see you again.’

‘Maybe one day you and Eliza could come and see us. It apparently takes three weeks to get there in good weather. But you could stay for six months, or a year, or forever.’

‘Father would never allow that. I don’t know what to say. I want you around. I’d miss you. I’ve been thinking of all sorts of ways Jed could make more money. Maybe when I move into Jayson House, you could all come and live there too. In the grounds. Jed could be head gardener.’

‘And I would still run the risk of seeing Father and Percy and Raine, and my life would be hell. I want a fresh start, Will. I want Freddie to grow up in a place where he won’t be treated badly because he’s poor.’

‘I understand. But let us get him well, first. I shall visit this Doctor Pengelly in Truro. Find out more about this medicine.’

‘I knew you would come good for us, brother dear. You are a true saint.’

For once Will didn’t feel like going to The Cornerstone. It was usually one of his favourite places to be. He far more enjoyed the company of the villagers than spending his time at home with his family. But this evening, he could have done with the silence of his room, so he could digest everything Evelyn had said to him. But he had made a promise to Ned Crow that he would speak to Jude about his behaviour, and Will was a man of his word. He’d decided to offer Jude a job as a gardener at the house. Raine was obsessed with turning it into the grandest and most ornamental garden in Cornwall, and they couldn’t have enough gardeners. And at least it would give Jude a profession and keep him out of trouble.

The Cornerstone seemed busier than ever that evening. It was the biggest inn for miles around, with twenty rooms upstairs for weary travellers on their way to Truro. The bar area was so big, it usually became divided, with one end populated by the local men who would come in for a quiet pint after working all day. The other end was where the visitors usually gathered, and seeing as they were often sailors, the noise would be unbearable. A babble of voices speaking indecipherable languages, and giggles from the girls who were employed to keep the men entertained, and the money coming in.

Will gravitated to the local end. The men would nod at him and tip their hats, giving him that silent respect due to his status and the fact he was always on their side. He spotted Saul Smith at the bar. Saul was the manager of Landers’ Boatyard, and Will had known him all his life. Abraham would take young Will and Percy to the yard to show them what would one day be theirs; and whilst Percy enjoyed lording it over the workers, Will had gelled with young Saul, who was the same age as him. 

Saul spotted Will and gave him his usual shy smile. He had a handsome, angelic face, and a head of wavy dark blonde hair. For all the time he’d known him, Will had found him to be someone who had a calming influence. If Saul ever did get troubled by anything, he never let it show.

‘How you doing?’ he asked, as Will joined him at the bar.

‘I’ve been to see Evelyn.’ Will knew he could trust Saul. He was as solid as a rock. ‘Freddie is not a well child. He needs to see a doctor. Apparently, there is a man in Truro who can heal him. I have no idea how much doctors cost. Father just calls out for Doctor Swinson when we’re unwell and deals with the payment.’

Saul gave a wry smile and sipped his grog from the pewter mug.

‘You’ll be needin’ to know these things. You’ll be living in Jayson House, soon.’

‘I don’t even want to think about that,’ Will shivered.

‘What can I be getting ye’?’ It was Tom, the landlord. He was a huge, hulking brute of a man who made Will feel like a midget. But his appearance was deceptive. He was a gentle giant, and one of the kindest souls Will had ever encountered.

‘Just the usual grog, Tom.’

Tom looked over his shoulder and leaned onto the bar in a conspiratorial manner.

‘Only we ‘appen to have two crates of the finest West Indian rum,’ he said quietly, mischief glinting in his eyes. Clearly the rum had been obtained illegally. Not an unusual occurrence at The Cornerstone.

‘Go on then,’ Will laughed. ‘I’ll have some.’

‘Anyone asks, it’s grog.’

Will winked and tipped his hat.

‘Your secret’s safe with me, Tom.’

Tom went off to fetch the drink, while Will rummaged in his pocket for some coins. 

‘What brings you here?’ Saul asked. ‘Business or pleasure?’

‘I bumped into Ned Crow on the way to see Evelyn, and he asked me to come here to have a word with Jude. Apparently he’s getting into trouble.’

Saul looked over Will’s shoulder and nodded.

‘I’d get in there fast if I were you.’

Will turned around. Indeed, Jude and his friends were seated around a table. On the lap of one of them was Polly, one of the serving girls, and standing talking to them all was a stranger. He stood out in this room of pasty-faced people in their drab clothes. He was tall and rangy, with shaggy dark hair, his clothes black, his skin tanned. The boys were all looking up at him, enthralled by what he was saying. Will got a bad feeling about him. Despite being thirty years old, and living in Cornwall most of his life, Will had never met a real-life pirate. He’d only heard whispers about them or met the people who smuggled things for them. But there was something about this stranger that told him he was finally in the presence of one of these very dangerous men.

‘Captain Ethan O’Rourke.’ Tom put the mug down with Will’s rum in. Will turned to look at him.

‘Huh?’

He nodded in the stranger’s direction.

‘Just come in. Boat got damaged so he’s staying here while it’s fixed. Right crew he’s got with him. Still, gotta be grateful....’

Tom’s eyes wandered down to the rum, and Will suddenly had that flash thought of the hangman’s noose. Not that he would be hanged for drinking stolen rum; but still, he shouldn’t be drinking it. But it smelt so aromatic and sweet, he couldn’t resist it.

He put the coins on the bar.

‘Thanks Tom.’

He took a swig. The dark rum was delicious – the best he had ever tasted. His mouth was flooded with sweetness, then came the burn at the back of his throat.

‘Another, please, Tom,’ he said, before straightening his coat, and weaving his way through the crowds to Jude’s table. O’Rourke was regaling them with some tale, waving his hands about, and Will saw that every finger had a silver ring on it. No doubt each one stolen from whoever he had beaten or murdered to get his hands on their loot.

Will had never seen Jude Crow so animated. Normally his podgy face wore nothing but a sullen expression. But today he looked like the child he really was – eyes glistening with excitement, mouth open in awe.

‘Jude, can I have a word?’ Will said. Jude ignored him, and the only person to look at him was O’Rourke. Their eyes met, and Will was taken with how striking he was. Like an exotic bird in this dull, dull village. He was handsome in an unconventional way, his aquiline nose and pointed jaw softened by big, almost sad looking hazel eyes. But the air of malevolence that emanated from him was chilling. Will got the feeling he had done unspeakable things in his lifetime.

‘You alright there, pal?’ His accent wasn’t local. Will couldn’t place it at all. English...maybe Irish. It was hard to tell. 

‘I want to speak to Jude.’

‘Do you, now? Well maybe Jude wants to talk to me.’

That sounded like a challenge. Will had to quell his temper. There was nothing he hated more than visitors to this town thinking they could take over.

He looked at Jude, who had finally realised he was there.

‘Oh, ‘ow do, Mister Landers. Captain O’Rouke was just tellin’ us about the West Indies. It’s sunny for half the year apparently, and there’s snakes that if they bite you, you’re dead.’

‘I am perfectly aware of what the West Indies is like, thank you, Jude.’

‘You been?’ O’Rourke asked. Will looked at him and he was smirking. It rankled Will that he had him down as some naïve yokel who had never left Port Merryn.

‘No, but my uncle has a plantation in Kingston, Jamaica.’ He returned his attention to Jude. ‘Your grandfather asked me to speak to you.’

Jude looked to O’Rourke, as if wanting his permission to leave, and Will became concerned. If Jude Crow came under the influence of someone like Ethan O’Rouke, then his fate was sealed. He would end up hanging.

With a tut, Jude stood up and followed Will to the quieter side of the inn. There was a snug where Will often held his impromptu legal advice sessions – the only chance he had to put his law degree to good use.

Will sat at the table and Jude slumped down opposite him, folding his arms in a petulant manner. Even from here, Will could hear O’Rourke’s cackling laugh, and it went right through him.

‘Now, what’s this about you stealing apples from Penworthy House?’ he asked.

‘I didn’t do nuffin’.’

‘I’m not going to tell the master, but your grandfather is worried about you. Why did you steal them?’

‘I was ‘ungry.’

‘You know you could be hanged or transported for that?’

‘Well, I won’t be round here for much longer, anyways. I’m going to the West Indies with Captain O’Rourke.’

‘And what will you do when you get there?’

Jude shrugged.

‘Captain O’Rourke reckons I could do all sorts. I could even go onto America. We’re all gonna go. There’s nuffin’ for us ‘ere. I ain’t gonna work down the mine like me old man, or make horseshoes like granddad. I wanna sail the sea.’

‘You could join the Navy. I could put a good word in for you. Even go to the recruitment office with you.’

‘I ain’t fightin’ no wars neither. I wanna make money....for me.’

‘Well, how about I offer you a job? My gardener is in need of an apprentice. You’ll be out in the fresh air all day.’

‘Winter’s comin’.’

‘Well that won’t make any difference. We have crops that grow all year round. Thruppence a week and as much fruit and veg as you want.’

‘Well, Captain O’Rourke reckons his boat ain’t gonna be fixed for a while, so alright.’

‘Thank you, Jude. And I would keep away from Captain O’Rourke if I were you. I think he might be trouble.’

Jude shrugged again.

‘Well, trouble’s better than borin’.’

After hopefully drumming a bit of sense into Jude, Will planned on riding back home to Port Merryn, but he couldn’t settle. He kept thinking about what Jude had said about joining O’Rourke’s crew. Will had no aversion to law-breaking in minor ways, or turning a blind eye to necessary wrong-doings, but encouraging stupid young boys to join a pirate ship was beyond a joke.

He decided to stay on for a while. Jamie Couch came in and joined Will and Saul for a drink. It stuck in Will’s throat how much he loved the taste of the rum that O’Rourke had smuggled in. But he enjoyed the way it took the edge off things. He had spent every moment since proposing to Eliza, feeling more and more wound up like a spring. It was nice to see the world through that rosy glow only alcohol brought. It also gave him a courage that was purely artificial. He was becoming agitated. He’d wanted a quiet night, chatting to his two oldest friends, but the noise O’Rourke and his gang at the other end of the room was driving him mad.

‘He needs putting in his place,’ Will said, standing up and squaring his shoulders.

‘Sit down, Will,’ Saul said. ‘He’s dangerous.’

‘Ha! I’m not afraid of some Gypsy who thinks he’s a pirate.’ 

He managed to get away before Saul or Jamie could stop him. He weaved his way through the tables, glad to see Jude had gone home.

Will was lost for words when he came face to face with O’Rourke’s gang. They looked like a rag-taggle bunch of misfits he’d picked up on his travels around the world. One of them was a woman! She was stunning, with long black hair that hung loose and wild. She wore a white blouse and a black leather waistcoat. Alex had never seen a woman dressed like this before. Next to her was a black man wearing a battered, old Naval officer’s jacket. He was only the second ever black fellow Will had encountered. There had been a boy called Olayinka at Harrow, but he had been the son of a Nigerian prince. Will very much doubted that was the case with this man. Seated next to him was a man with a shock of white, blond hair, and a crazed expression on his face – like someone who’d seen a lot of horror in his life, and his wide eyes showed it.

Then there was O’Rourke, himself, and Will was rather shocked to see Kitten sitting on his knee, his arms around his neck. It wasn’t the first time Kitten had sat on a man’s lap – he was so delicate and beautiful, a lot of men couldn’t resist him. It wasn’t only because his real name was Christopher that he was called Kitten; it was also his fluffy dark hair and tendency to snuggle against anyone who’d let him. What surprised Will was that O’Rourke was so masculine and aggressive, he expected him to be groping one of the female wenches, instead of sitting there, his hand caressing Kitten’s knee.

‘Can I get you a drink, Mister Will?’ Kitten asked.

‘No thank you, Kitten.’

‘Jude called you Landers,’ O’Rourke said, narrowing his eyes with suspicion. ‘Not anything to do with the boatyard in Port Merryn?’

‘Yes, it belongs to my family.’

‘Well, you make sure you look after my Opal. She’s precious to me.’

‘Actually I wanted to speak to you.’

O’Rourke said nothing, just kicked out the stool in front of him, narrowly missing Will’s leg.

‘Sit down,’ he said.

‘No, outside.’

Kitten looked scared, and the other three all sniggered, clearly not used to their leader being challenged. O’Rourke nudged Kitten off his lap and stood up. The couple of inches he had on Will made no difference. Will wasn’t easily intimidated. Growing up with Percy as an older brother meant he’d had to learn to fight at a young age.

He walked out of the pub, noticing it had fallen silent, and all that could be heard was the click-clack of O’Rourke’s boots on the wooden floor. Will went into the yard and leant against a stack of empty barrels. He lit a cigarillo, and as he inhaled, the alcohol in his blood seemed to rush to his head and he felt even more emboldened.

O’Rourke stood beside him. Will noticed the earring in his left ear. An animal’s tooth hanging on a silver wire. O’Rourke tugged it.

‘Shark,’ he said. ‘Killed the bastard off the coast of Portugal. Fed us for a week.’

‘What are you doing here?’

O’Rourke looked at him, and for a moment, Will wondered how someone with such soft, kind eyes could be capable of such cruelty. His mother had always said the eyes were the mirror of the soul. Well, Will guessed in the case of Ethan O’Rourke, his long departed Mama would have been gravely wrong.

‘What’s it to you?’ he asked. 

‘I’m a friend to these people. They come to me for advice and guidance. I fear you may have more nefarious intentions.’

‘Like what?’

‘Well, what is your profession?’

‘I’m an exporter and importer.’

‘What do you carry?’

‘Goods. It’s none of your business.’

‘I’ve known the likes of Jude Crow all his life, and I don’t want him involved in piracy.’

O’Rourke laughed incredulously.

‘You think I’m a pirate?!’

‘Oh come on man. Your band of followers in there are no sailors. And there’s a woman!’

Without asking, O’Rourke took the cigarillo from Will’s hand and sucked on it.

‘I’m telling you, you’d want Lara on your side during a fight more than any man. She’s a wildcat.’

Will took his cigarillo back.

‘Well, how long are you going to be here?’

‘Depends on how long your folks take to fix The Opal....and the weather – winter’s coming, after all. But I’ll be gone eventually. Once I can get a crew together. Strong young lad like Jude would be an asset.’

‘Leave him alone. If I see you talking to him again, I will have a word with the Parish Constable.’

O’Rourke looked at him, and there was something so intense about his gaze, it disconcerted Will.

‘I’ll be sure to behave myself then.’

Will was relieved to see Saul appear in the doorway, a look of concern on his kind face.

‘Everything alright out here?’ he asked.

‘Everything is good,’ Will said, leaving O’Rourke’s side. ‘I was just letting Captain O’Rourke know the rules around here. He won’t be causing any trouble, will you, O’Rourke?’

‘Course not, sir.’ O’Rourke was mocking the local accent. ‘I promise to be as good as gold from now on.’

‘Glad to hear it,’ Will said. He looked at Saul. ‘Come, Saul, let’s finish our drinks and I’ll be heading home.’ 
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Chapter Three
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It wasn’t unusual for Ethan O’Rourke to wake up sandwiched between a man and a woman, but it was unusual when the boy was the prettiest one. To Ethan’s left was Polly, one of the tarts who hung around the bar. She was a pretty enough red-head; but girls like her were ten-a-penny. Without clothes her body was skinny and pale and bony. 

On his right was Kitten. In all his travels around the world, Ethan had never seen a more beautiful boy. His hair was chestnut brown and silky and cut into shaggy layers. His features were soft, his mouth pink and pouting like a girl’s. And yet his body was tanned and muscular like a boy. Ethan remembered being in Italy once, and seeing paintings of beautiful boys made to look like cherubs and angels, and Kitten could so easily have been one of them. But there was something else. As he lay sleeping on his back, the autumn sun shining through the cracks in the curtains on his perfect face, Ethan couldn’t help but think there was something so familiar about the heart-shaped face, the distinctive big brown eyes and large but perfectly shaped nose.

Ethan turned onto his side and studied him properly. He was in need of a shave, and the stubble around his mouth on his chin gave the idea of what he would look like with a beard...... Landers! Kitten and that annoying prig Landers looked so alike it was astounding. However much he disliked a person, Ethan was never one to miss when someone was attractive, and as soon as he’d clapped eyes on Landers he’d thought how handsome he was in a sort of tortured poet way. But it had taken this long to see that Kitten was his double.

Sensing he was being watched, Kitten opened his eyes, blinking out the sun. He turned his head and looked at Ethan; and what started off as morning wood, turned into a full hard-on. Ethan found him so desirable, he wanted him again.

‘Morning, Captain O’Rourke,’ he said.

‘Morning, beautiful,’ Ethan said. 

He felt Polly move beside him. He wanted her gone. It had been fun fucking her last night, but his interest had waned.

‘Do you want us to go?’ Kitten asked, all wide-eyed and innocent. It was a front, of course. Ethan could still recall the bliss that came from being inside that exquisite mouth that knew exactly what it was doing.

Ethan put his finger to Kitten’s lips to shush him. He then turned onto his other side to look at Polly.

‘Time to get up, darlin’,’ he said. Polly grumbled and propped herself up on her elbows. Strands of her titian hair stuck to the dribble on her face, making her look like a straggly mermaid washed up on a rock.

‘Time to get up?’ she grumbled. ‘Where’s Kitten?’

‘Just here, but we got a bit of business to discuss. You better be goin’ though, cos Tom’ll wonder where you are.’

‘It’s my day at The Jolly Sailor in Lunar Bay,’ she said, sitting up and stretching, and Ethan’s dick got a bit harder as he watched her pretty little tits lift up. Maybe she could stay after all. She then let out a massive fart that made Kitten giggle, and the moment was lost.

‘I hope I pleased you last night,’ she said, walking round, putting on her clothes. ‘You’re the most ‘andsome man we’ve ‘ad round these parts in a long time.’

‘Well that’s very nice of you,’ Ethan said. ‘You earned your tuppence well.’

She smiled broadly, like it was the nicest thing anyone had ever said to her.

‘Thanks Captain O’Rourke. Maybe see ye later, Kitten.’

‘See ye, Poll.’

She walked out, and Ethan was glad to be alone with Kitten. He pushed him onto his back and ran his thumb across those rose-pink lips. His big dark eyes were bewitching, like he was staring into Ethan’s dark soul, and Ethan couldn’t comprehend how, just last night, he’d felt the same way when Landers had had the audacity to question him.

He stroked Kitten’s prominent chin – the bristles the only manly thing about him. Ethan couldn’t help but wrap his long fingers around Kitten’s throat, feeling his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed hard.

‘Where are you from, Kitten?’ he asked.

‘Dunno rightly.’ Kitten’s voice went up an octave as Ethan began to kiss his neck, tasting his salty skin – breathing in his faint, musky scent. ‘I were found on the doorstep of the Dog and Duck. Apparently they were gonna send me to an orphanage, but I was taken in by the Daggerts, and they raised me at Bodworth Farm till I was twelve....oh, Captain O’Rourke, that feels nice.....’ Ethan had moved down his body and was now swirling his tongue inside Kitten’s belly button, his cheek brushing the tip of Kitten’s cock. He was so young, a stalk went right up to lie on his stomach.

Kitten carried on trying to talk.

‘Then the Daggerts died within six weeks of each other, and I was taken in by Joshual Mann, the old landlord here. Then he went to live with his sister in Falmouth, and Tom Brown took it over and kept me on.’

He gasped in delight as Ethan took him in his mouth. Ethan liked to give pleasure as well as receive it. He had been like Kitten once – young and pretty and expected to do all the giving. When he’d met that one person who wanted him to feel good too, it had been a revelation.

He let go of Kitten, stroking him instead, just so he could gaze at him. He was so beautiful...his muscular chest glistening with sweat, his cheeks flushed, and those lovely eyes all dreamy. He was like a delicious feast waiting to be consumed.

‘Keep talking,’ Ethan said. ‘I like your voice.’

‘Well,’ he panted. ‘That were when I was about twelve, and I’ve been here seven years.’

Nineteen Ethan thought to himself as he took Kitten’s length in his mouth once more, at the same time reaching up and stroking his soft-skinned body. Ethan had been an apprentice on a merchant ship sailing around South America when he was nineteen. He spent most of his time below deck, entertaining the captain in his quarters. Being threatened with the whip if he said no.

He wanted more from Kitten. He stopped sucking him, and moved back up his body, laying on top of him. He wondered if Kitten had ever been fucked, or if his hands and mouth were all he ever offered.

‘You’re such a beauty,’ he said, stroking Kitten’s soft, fluffy hair. He lifted his hips, so their dicks were pressed together. Kitten gasped as Ethan thrust against him.

‘Is that nice?’ Ethan whispered.

‘Yeah.’

Kitten wrapped his arms around Ethan, and he felt his nails dig into his back. After weeks at sea, sailing from Portugal, Ethan craved affection. It was something hardly anyone knew about him, that sometimes he just wanted to be held close to another person, feeling their warmth and reassurance – even if they were being paid to give it to him. He knew he would never marry or have any sort of real relationship, so this was the closest he was ever going to get.

He moved faster as Kitten writhed beneath him, thrusting himself against Ethan, matching his rhythm. His hands moved down to Ethan’s backside, gripping it with a strength that came from being stocky and muscular.

‘Oh!’ His pretty mouth fell into the perfect circle as his head snapped back into the pillow. ‘Oh please, oh, Captain....’

Ethan felt Kitten’s warm spunk shoot over his belly. The sound of his gasps and moans driving Ethan on to lose himself to that sweet oblivion, where all his troubles and responsibilities melted away for a blissful few seconds.

He fell upon Kitten, their chests heaving together, Kitten’s arms still wrapped around Ethan, their bellies and dicks stuck together with each other’s seed. Ethan rolled off him and got up, going over to the washstand, taking a rag for washing his face, and dipping it in the bowl of water so he could wipe the spunk off his belly. He threw the rag at Kitten to do the same, while he emptied his bladder into the chamberpot in the corner.

‘Have you got to be going back to Tom?’ Ethan asked.

‘Not for a while. Then I’ll have to go and sweep up, ready for openin’.’

Ethan got back into bed and lit his pipe, while Kitten got out to use the chamber pot. Ethan enjoyed the view. His body was perfect, with that broad back that tapered down to a tiny waist, and that exquisitely beautiful backside.

He came back to bed and sat beside Ethan, accepting a puff of the pipe.

‘So, Landers,’ Ethan said. ‘He the Lord of the Manor round here?’

‘His dad sort of is. You wanna know what evil looks like, you wanna see old Abraham Landers. He don’t care what he does. He’s kicked families out of their ‘omes cos they ain’t paid their rent for a week cos there’s been no harvest, or the sea’s been too choppy for fishin’. Old fella used to live round ‘ere by the name of Gubbens. He were a bit slow, like. He liked to sleep in the woods near Trengrove, the Lander’s house. Weren’t hurtin’ nobody. But Abraham got some of his men to go and set fire to Gubbens’ tent while he was still in it. He managed to get out, but they caught him like an animal and beat him to death. Then they dumped his body on Perkins Lane as a warnin’ that nobody was to trespass on their land.’

‘The young lads seemed to look up to Landers...’

‘Will is the nicest of the bunch. There’s four of ‘em. Percy’s the oldest, and he’s a right chip off the old block. Story goes, long before I came, when old Joshua had the place, he had this girl working here called Nell, and one night Percy and his cronies were in, and they all took turns on her in the bar in front of everybody, even though she said no. Then there’s Will, he’s the only one what cares about us normal folks, but I think that’s cos of what Abraham did to Will’s sister Evelyn.’

‘What did he do?’ Ethan took the pipe back.

‘She fell for Jed Harris. He’s a vegetable grower from up at Lewevy. She got pregnant. Abraham kicked her out and disowned her. They gets by if Jed has good crops, but it’s hard for ‘em. Will is the only one who bothers with her. I don’t think old Abraham even knows it, but us folk ‘ere do. Will also speaks up for people who’s up in front of the magistrate. I think he studied law or something.’

‘You said there were four of them.’

‘Yeah, the youngest sister is Arabella. She’s younger than me. Their mum died ‘avin’ her. Now Abraham’s married to this old witch called Raine. By all accounts, she’s a nasty bit of work, too.’

‘So they’re the richest family round here?’

‘No, that’ll be the Cunninghams. Mister Cunningham owns sugar plantations all over the West Indies, and tea plantations in India. Richest man in England, some reckon. Like all the tea we drink comes from ‘im.’

‘Does it, now? Boats come in often, do they?’ Ethan was never one to miss a potential opportunity.

‘All the big ships come into Lunar Bay ‘bout six miles down the coast. Anyways, Mister Will be marryin’ Eliza, Mister Cunningham’s daughter, soon. So Mister Will is gonna be richer than his old fella one day.’

Cogs started to whir in Ethan’s mind. He needed money, a lot of money if he was going to buy himself some land in the Caribbean and build a house, and maybe set himself up as a rum distiller. He was lucky to have reached thirty relatively unscathed, but things were going to get harder for him as he aged, and he wanted out of his life of piracy. If Will Landers was going to be fabulously wealthy, maybe he would be more than willing to pay for Ethan to keep his mouth shut about him seeing Evelyn. He was glad he’d got stranded in Port Merryn. It looked like it could be a place of great opportunity.

Kitten left, and a young maid came up with fresh water and a clean chamber pot. Ethan washed and dressed, and as he pulled on his black leather trousers and black silk, billowing shirt, he wondered if, while he was a resident of this town, he should dress more conservatively. It would be hard. He was flamboyant and liked to look different to everyone else; and he learned a long time ago from an old Dutch sailor he was serving under, that if you wore black, people would be scared of you, and you could get whatever you wanted. 

He looked in the grubby mirror on the washstand and realised he needed a haircut. Unlike most men of his profession, Ethan liked to keep his hair short. He was vain and he knew he was handsome and liked to make the most of it. He’d often relied on his looks and charm to get himself out of tight scrapes, and he had no intention of letting himself go.

The others were already in the bar when he went down to breakfast. They were seated around one of the long tables, eating the food Tom had prepared for them. Ethan sat next to Iggy, thanking Tom for the plate of eggs and bread, and the pint of beer that accompanied it. He was hungry after his night with Kitten and Polly.

Tom sat at the end of the table, close to Lara. He was a very impressive looking young man, with his sandy hair, beard and big muscles. His hands were the size of dinner plates and Ethan could only imagine the sort of damage he could do with them. Unfortunately, he only seemed to have eyes for Lara, so it seemed he was solely into women.

Even though the bar was empty, apart from them, Tom still leaned in close to Miles to say something, as if he was afraid someone else would hear. 

‘Right,’ he said quietly. ‘Young Albie from The Jolly Sailor in Lunar Bay said Tyler, the landlord’ll take six barrels of rum. Five guineas for the lot of them.’

‘Five guineas!’ That was a pittance to Ethan. ‘We could get double that somewhere else.’

‘Yeah, but it be October....stormy season. You get a freak tide, and water in them barrels, you can kiss goodbye to the whole batch.

Ethan knew he had a point. But Lunar Bay was six miles away. How were they going to get it there?

‘I’ll need a cart,’ he said.

‘And we’re gonna have to do it at night,’ Iggy said in his panicky way, his light blue eyes wide with fear. ‘The patrols are gonna see what we’re doing if they hear a cart.’

‘What you need is somebody they can trust and they think is honest,’ Tom said. ‘Somebody they won’t question, who could just be delivering goods to Lunar Bay.’

‘Well, that won’t be me,’ Solomon laughed, chewing on a matchstick. ‘I get stared at the minute I step outside the door.’

Lara fluttered her impossibly long eyelashes at Tom, flicking her raven black hair over her shoulder.

‘I could distract the patrol,’ she said in her Louisiana drawl. ‘Do you think I could distract them, Tom?’

‘I’m sure you could, my darlin’,’ Tom laughed. ‘But there are too many of ‘em. You need a farmer.....somebody from the village. They often take their wares to Lunar Bay at nightfall.’

‘Right,’ Ethan said. ‘We get a cart, we load it during the day
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