

  [image: cover]



  


  
    [image: ]
  


  


  


  In 1679 the Caribbean was a dangerous and lawless sea. Jamaica, Hispaniola and the arc of islands known as the Caribees were variously claimed by rival nations
   notably France and England. The opposite shore, the Main or continental coast, was jealously guarded by Spain as the vulnerable frontier of her vast land empire in the
  Americas. Smuggling was rife. For years the island governments had made up for a lack of men and ships by deploying irregular local forces, which operated as little more than licensed brigands.
  They had acquired a taste for plunder, and  though officially the region was now at peace  these soldiers and sailors of fortune were prepared to attack any easy and lucrative
  target.
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  HECTOR LYNCH leaned back and braced himself against the sloops mast. It was hard to hold the little telescope steady
  against the rhythmic rolling of the Caribbean swells, and the image in the lens was blurred and wavering. He was trying to identify the flag at the stern of a vessel which had appeared on the
  horizon at first light, and was now some three miles to windward. But the wind was blowing the strangers flag sideways, directly towards him, so that it was difficult to see against the
  bright sunshine sparkling off the waves on a late-December morning. Hector thought he saw a flicker of blue and white and some sort of cross, but he could not be sure.


  What do you make of her? he asked Dan, offering the spyglass to his companion. He had first met Dan on the Barbary coast two years earlier when both had been incarcerated in the
  slave barracks of Algiers, and Hector had developed a profound respect for Dans common sense. The two men were much the same age  Hector was a few months short of his twentieth
  birthday  and they had formed a close friendship.


  No way of telling, said Dan, ignoring the telescope. A Miskito Indian from the coast of Central America he, like many of his countrymen, had remarkably keen eyesight. She
  has the legs of us. She could be French or English, or maybe from the English colonies to the north. Were too far from the Main for her to be a Spaniard. Perhaps Benjamin can say.


  Hector turned to the third member of their small crew. Benjamin was a Laptot, a freed black slave who had worked in the ports of the West African coast before volunteering to join their vessel
  for the voyage across the Atlantic and into the Caribbean.


  Any suggestions? he asked.


  Benjamin only shook his head. Hector was unsure what to do. His companions had chosen him to command their little vessel, but this was his first major ocean voyage. Two months ago they had
  acquired their ship when they had found her stranded halfway up a West African river, her captain and officers dead of fever, and manned only by Benjamin and another Laptot. According to the
  ships papers she was the LArc-de-Ciel, registered in La Rochelle, and the broad empty shelves lining her hold indicated that she was a small slave ship which had not yet
  taken on her human cargo.


  Hector wiped the telescopes lens with a strip of clean cotton rag torn from his shirt, and was about to take another look at the strangers flag, when there was the sound of a
  cannon shot. The noise carried clearly downwind, and he saw a black puff of gun smoke from the sloops deck.


  Thats to attract our attention. They want to talk with us, said Benjamin.


  Hector stared again at the sloop. It was obvious that she was closing rapidly, and he could see some sort of activity on her stern deck. A small group of men had clustered there.


  We should show them a flag, Benjamin suggested.


  Hector hurried down to the dead captains cabin. He knew there was a canvas bag tucked away discreetly in a locker behind the bunk. Pulling open the bag, he tipped out its contents on the
  cabin floor. There were some items of dirty linen and, beneath them, several large rectangles of coloured cloth. One had a red cross stitched on a white ground, which he recognised as the flag worn
  by the English ships that had occasionally visited the little Irish fishing port where he had spent his summers as a child. Another was a blue flag with a white cross. In the centre of the cross
  was a shield bearing three golden fleurs-de-lys. That flag too he recognised. It had flown on the merchant ships of France when he and Dan had been prisoner-oarsmen at the royal galley base in
  Marseilles. The third flag he did not know. It also displayed a red cross on a white background, but this time the arms of the cross ran diagonally to each corner of the flag, and the edges of the
  arms of the cross were deliberately ragged. They looked like branches cut from a shrub after the shoots had been trimmed away. It seemed that the deceased captain of LArc-de-Ciel
  had been prepared to fly whichever nations flag suited the occasion.


  Hector returned on deck, all three flags under his arm in an untidy bundle. Well, which one is it to be? he asked. Again he glanced across at the unknown vessel. In the short
  interval he had been below decks it had come much closer. Well within cannon shot.


  Why not try King Louiss rag, proposed Jacques Bourdon. In his mid-thirties Jacques was an ex-galerien, a thief condemned to the oar for life by a French court and who had
  GAL branded on his cheek to prove it. He, together with the second Laptot, made up their five-man crew. That way, our colours will agree with our ships papers, he
  added, shading his eyes to scrutinise the approaching sloop. Besides . . . if you look there, shes flying the French flag as well.


  Hector and his companions waited for the stranger to come closer. They could see someone at her rail waving his arms. He was pointing at their sails and gesturing that they should be lowered.
  Too late, Hector felt a prickle of suspicion.


  Dan, he asked quietly, any chance that we can get away from her?


  No chance at all, Dan answered without hesitation. Shes a ketch and carries more sail than us. Best heave to and see what they want.


  A moment later Bourdon was helping the two Laptots loose the sheets and lower the sails so that LArc-de-Ciel gradually slowed to a halt, and lay gently rocking on the sea.


  The approaching ketch altered course to come alongside. There were eight cannon on her single deck. Then, without warning, the little group on her stern deck parted to reveal someone hauling
  briskly on a halyard. A ball of cloth was being pulled aloft. A puff of wind caught it and the folds of cloth shook out, revealing a new flag. It carried no marks, but was a plain red sheet.


  Jacques Bourdon swore. Shit! The jolie rouge. We should have guessed.


  Startled, Hector looked at him. The jolie rouge, Bourdon grunted. The flag of the flibustiers, how do you call them  privateers? Its their mark. I shared a
  Paris prison cell with one of them once, and a right stinking bastard he was. Smelled worse than the rest of us gaolbirds all put together. When I complained, he told me that in the Caribees he had
  once gone two years without a proper wash. Claimed to have dressed in a suit of untreated cattle skins.


  You mean he was a buccaneer, Dan corrected him. The Miskito seemed unworried by the sight of the red flag.


  Are they dangerous? Hector wanted to know.


  Depends what sort of mood theyre in, replied Dan quietly. Theyll be interested in our cargo, if theres anything they can steal and sell. Theyll
  not harm us if we cooperate.


  There was a clatter and slap of canvas as the strangers vessel came up into the wind. Her helmsman must have carried out the manoeuvre many times and was obviously an expert for he deftly
  laid the ketch alongside the smaller LArc-de-Ciel. Hector counted at least forty men aboard, an uncouth assembly of all ages and shapes, most of them heavily bearded and deeply
  tanned. Many were bare-chested and wore only loose cotton drawers. But others had chosen a ragbag of clothes that ranged from soiled lawn shirts and canvas breeches to seamans smocks and
  broadcloth coats with wide skirts and braided cuffs. A few, like Jacquess former cell mate, were dressed in jerkins and leggings of untanned cattle skin. Those who were not bareheaded
  displayed an equally wide range of hats. There were brightly coloured head cloths, sailors bonnets, tricornes, leather skull caps, and broad-brimmed hats of a vaguely military style. One man
  was even sporting a fur hat despite the blazing heat. A few hefted long muskets which, Hector was relieved to observe, were not being pointed at LArc-de-Ciel, nor were the deck guns
  manned. Dan had been right: the buccaneers were not unduly aggressive towards a ships crew that obeyed their instructions. For the present the mob of ill-assorted strangers were doing no
  more than lining the rail of their vessel and looking appraisingly at LArc-de-Ciel.


  The slightest thump as the hulls of the two vessels touched, and a moment later half a dozen of the buccaneers dropped down on LArc-de-Ciels deck. Two of them carried
  wide-mouthed blunderbusses. The last man to come aboard seemed to be their leader. Of middle age, he was short and plump, his close-cropped reddish hair turning grey, and he was dressed more
  formally than the others in buff-coloured breeches and stockings, with a purple waistcoat worn over a grubby white shirt. Unlike his fellows who preferred knives and cutlasses, he had a rapier
  hanging from a shabby baldrick. He was also the only boarder wearing shoes. The heels clumped on the wooden deck as he strode purposefully to where Dan and Hector were standing. Summon your
  captain, he announced. Tell him that Captain John Coxon wishes to speak with him.


  Closer up, Captain Coxons face, which at first sight had seemed chubby and genial, had a hard set to it. He bit off his words when he spoke and the corners of his mouth turned down,
  producing a slight sneer. Hector judged that Captain Coxon was not a man to be trifled with.


  I am acting as the captain, he replied.


  Coxon glanced at the young man in surprise. What happened to your predecessor? he demanded bluntly.


  I believe he died of fever.


  When and where was that?


  About three months ago, maybe more. On the river Wadnil, in West Africa.


  I know where the Wadnil is, Coxon snapped irritably. Have you any proof, and who brought this ship across? Whos your navigator?


  I did the navigating, Hector answered quietly.


  Again the look of surprise, followed by a disbelieving twist of the mouth.


  I need to see your ships papers.


  Theyre in the captains cabin.


  Coxon nodded to one of his men who promptly disappeared below deck. As he waited, the captain slipped his hand inside his shirt front and scratched at his chest. He seemed to be suffering from
  some sort of skin irritation. Hector noticed several angry red blotches on the buccaneer captains neck, just above the shirt collar. Coxon gazed around at LArc-de-Ciel and
  her depleted crew. Is this all your men? he demanded. What happened to the others?


  There are no others, Hector replied. We had to sail shorthanded, just the five of us. It was enough. The weather was kind.


  Coxons man came out from the cabin door. He was holding a sheaf of documents and the roll of charts that Hector had found aboard when he, Dan and Bourdon had first set foot on
  LArc-de-Ciel. Coxon took the papers and stood silently for a few moments as he read through them while absent-mindedly scratching the back of his neck. Abruptly he looked up at
  Hector, then thrust one of the charts towards him. If youre a navigator, then tell me where we are.


  Hector looked down at the chart. It was poorly drawn, and its scale was inadequate. The entire Caribbean was shown on a single sheet and there were several gaps or smudges on the surrounding
  coastline. He placed his finger about two-thirds across the parchment, and said, About here. At noon yesterday I calculated our latitude by backstaff, but I am unsure of our westing. Twelve
  days ago we saw a high island to the north of us, which I took to be one of the windward Caribees. Since then we could have run perhaps a thousand miles.


  Coxon stared at him bleakly. And why would you want to go due west?


  To try to reach the Miskito coast. That is where we are headed. Dan here is from that country, and wishes to get home.


  The buccaneer captain, after a brief glance towards Dan, looked thoughtful. What about your cargo?


  There is no cargo. We came aboard the ship before she had loaded.


  Coxon gave another jerk of his head, and two of his crew opened up a hatch and clambered down into the hold. Moments later, they reappeared and one of them said Nothing. Shes
  empty.


  Hector sensed the captains disappointment. Coxons mood was changing. He was becoming annoyed. Abruptly he took a step towards Jacques Bourdon who was loitering near the mast.
  You there with the brand on your cheek! Coxon snapped. Youve been in the Kings galleys, havent you? What was your crime?


  Being caught, Jacques replied sourly.


  Youre French, arent you? A ghost of a smile passed across Coxons face.


  From Paris.


  Coxon turned back towards Hector and Dan. He still had the sheaf of papers in his hand.


  Im seizing this ship, he announced. On suspicion that the vessel has been stolen from her rightful owners, and that the crew has murdered her captain and
  officers.


  Thats absurd, Hector burst out. The captain and his officers were all dead by the time we came aboard.


  You have nothing to prove it. No certificate of death, no documents for transfer of ownership. It was evident that Coxon was grimly satisfied with himself.


  How could we have obtained such papers? Hector was getting more angry by the minute. The bodies would have been put overboard to try to stop the contagion, and there were no
  authorities to go to. As I said, the vessel was halfway up an African river, and there were only native chiefs in the region.


  Then you should have stopped at the first trading post on the coast, sought out the authorities, and registered the events, countered Coxon. Instead you set sail directly
  across to the Caribees. It is my duty to regularise the matter.


  You have no authority to take this ship, Hector insisted.


  Coxon treated him to a thin smile. Yes I do. I have the authority of the Governor of Petit Guave, whose commission I carry on behalf of the kingdom of France. This vessel is French. There
  is a branded convict aboard, a subject of the French king. The ships papers are not in order, and there is no proof of how the captain died. He could have been killed, and the cargo sold
  off.


  So what do you intend to do? Hector asked, choking down his anger. He should have realised that from the start Coxon had been trying to find an excuse to seize the vessel. Coxon
  and his men were nothing more than licensed sea brigands.


  This vessel and those found on her will be taken to Petit Guave by a prize crew. There the vessel will be sold and you and your crew will be tried for murder and piracy. If found guilty
  the court will decide your punishment.


  Unexpectedly, Dan spoke up, his voice grave. If you or your court mistreat us, you will have to answer to my people. My father is one of the old men council of the Miskito.


  Dans words seemed to have carried some weight because Coxon paused for a moment before replying. If it is true that your father is of the Miskito council then the court will take
  that into account. The authorities in Petit Guave would not wish to anger the Miskito. As for the rest of you, you will stand trial.


  Coxon again slipped his hand inside his shirt front and scratched at his chest. Hector wondered if the itching was what made the man so irritable. I need to know your name, the
  buccaneer said to Hector.


  My name is Hector Lynch. The hand stopped scratching. Then Coxon said slowly, Any relation to Sir Thomas Lynch?


  There was a wariness in the mans tone. His question hung in the air. Hector had no idea who Sir Thomas Lynch was, but clearly he was someone well known to Coxon. Hector also had the
  distinct impression that Sir Thomas Lynch was a person whom the captain respected, perhaps even feared. Alert to the subtle change in the buccaneers manner, Hector seized the
  opportunity.


  Sir Thomas Lynch is my uncle, he said unblushingly. Then, to increase the effect of the lie, he added, It was why I agreed with my companions that we sail for the Caribbean
  without delay. After we had brought Dan to the Miskito coast, I intended to find Sir Thomas.


  For an alarming moment Hector thought that he had gone too far, that he should have kept the lie simple. Coxon was staring at him with narrowed eyes. Sir Thomas is not in the Caribees at
  this time. His estates are being managed by his family. You didnt know?


  Hector recovered himself. I was in Africa for some months and out of touch. I received little news from home.


  Coxon pursed his lips as he thought over Hectors statement. Whatever Sir Thomas Lynch meant to the buccaneer, the young man could see that it was enough to make their captor reconsider
  his plans.


  Then I will make sure that you are united with your family, the buccaneer said at last. Your companions will stay aboard this ship while she is taken to Petit Guave, and I
  will send a note to the authorities there that they are associates of Sir Thomass nephew. It may stand in their favour. Meanwhile you can accompany me to Jamaica  I was already on my
  way there.


  Hectors mind raced as he searched Coxons statement for clues as to the identity of his supposed uncle. Sir Thomas Lynch had estates on Jamaica, therefore he must be a man of
  substance. It was reasonable to guess that he was a wealthy planter, a man who had friends in government. The opulence and political power of the West Indian plantation owners was well known. Yet
  at the same time Hector sensed something disquieting in Coxons manner. There was a hint that whatever the buccaneer captain was proposing was not entirely to Hectors advantage.


  Belatedly it occurred to Hector that he should put in a good word for the Laptots who had proved their worth on the trans-Atlantic voyage.


  If anyone is to be put on trial in Petit Guave, captain, he told Coxon, it should not be either Benjamin here, nor his companion. They stayed with the ship even when their
  previous captain had died of fever. They are loyal men.


  Coxon had resumed his scratching. He was raking the back of his neck with his nails. Mr Lynch, you need have no worries on that score, he said. They will never be put on
  trial.


  What will happen to them?


  Coxon brought his hand away from his collar, inspected the fingernails for traces of whatever had been causing the irritation, and wriggled his shoulder slightly to relieve the pressure of the
  shirt on his skin.


  As soon as they are brought to Petit Guave, they will be sold. You say they are loyal. That should make them excellent slaves.


  He looked straight at Hector as if to challenge the young man into raising an objection. I believe your uncle employs more than sixty Africans on his own Jamaican plantations. I am sure
  he would approve.


  At a loss for words, Hector could only stare back, trying to gauge the buccaneers temper. What he saw discouraged hope. Captain Coxons eyes reminded him of a reptile. They
  protruded slightly and the expression in them was utterly pitiless. Despite the balmy sunshine, Hector felt a chill seeping deep within him. He was not to allow himself to be deceived by the
  pleasantness of his surroundings, with the warm tropical breeze ruffling the brilliant sea, and the soft murmuring sound as the two ships were gently moving against one another, hull to hull. He
  and his companions had arrived where self-interest was sustained by cruelty and violence.
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  COXONS tatterdemalion company wasted little time in securing their prize. Within half an hour
  LArc-de-Ciel had been cast off and was bound for Petit Guave. Hector was left on the deck of the buccaneers ketch wondering if he would ever see Dan, Jacques and the others
  again. As he watched the little sloop grow smaller in the distance, Hector was uncomfortably aware of Coxon standing not ten feet away and observing him closely.


  Your shipmates should reach Petit Guave in less than three days from now, the buccaneer captain observed. If the authorities there believe their story, theyll have
  nothing to worry about. If not . . . He gave a mirthless laugh.


  Hector knew that Coxon was goading him, trying to get a reaction.


  Unusual, isnt it . . . the captain went on and there was a hint of malice in his voice, that Sir Thomas Lynchs nephew should associate himself with a branded
  convict? How does that come about?


  We were both shipwrecked on the Barbary coast, and had to team up if we were to save ourselves and get clear, explained Hector. He tried to make his answer sound casual and
  unconcerned, though he was wracking his brains to think how he could learn more about his supposed relative, Sir Thomas Lynch, without arousing Coxons suspicion. Should the buccaneer
  discover he had been hoodwinked, any hope of reuniting with his friends would be lost. It was best to turn the questioning back on his captor.


  You say you are bound for Jamaica. How long before we get there?


  Coxon was not to be put off. You know nothing of the island? Didnt your uncle speak of it?


  I saw little of him when I was growing up. He was away much of the time, tending to his estate  that at least was a safe guess.


  And where did your spend you childhood? Coxon was probing again.


  Fortunately the interrogation was interrupted by a shout from one of the lookouts at the masthead. He had seen another sail on the horizon. Immediately, Coxon broke off his questioning and began
  bawling orders at his crew to set more sail and take up the chase.
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  AMID ALL the activity Hector sauntered over to the freshwater butt placed at the foot of the mainmast. It was only a few hours to sunset yet the day was
  still uncomfortably hot, and a pretence of thirst was an opportunity to move out of Coxons earshot.


  Whats Jamaica like? he asked a sailor who was drinking from the wooden dipper.


  Not what it was, replied the man. He was a rough-looking individual. The hand which held the pannikin lacked the top joints of three fingers, and his nose had been badly broken and
  set crooked. He smelled of stale sweat. Used to be a grog shop at every corner, and harlots on parade in every street. Theyd stroll up and down in their petticoats and red caps, as
  bold as you like, ready for all kinds of fun. And no questions asked about where you got your silver. The man belched, wiped the back of his hand across his mouth, and handed Hector the
  dipper. That changed when our Henry got his knighthood. Things went quiet, but its all still there if you know what to look for, and hold your tongue afterwards. He gave Hector
  a sly look. I reckon that even though hes Sir Henry now, he still looks after his own. His sort will never be satisfied, however much hes got.


  Another titled Jamaican, and a rich one, Hector thought to himself. He wondered who this Sir Henry might be, and if he had any dealings with his uncle. He took a sip from the
  pannikin.


  Wouldnt mind getting a taste of those harlots myself, he observed, hoping to strike a comradely note. We were more than six weeks at sea from Africa.


  No whoring this cruise, answered the sailor. Port Royal is where the strumpets wag their tails, and the captain stays clear of that port unless hes invited in.
  Nowadays he carries a Frenchys commission.


  From Petit Guave?


  The deputy governor there gives them out already signed and the names left blank. You fill in what you want and then go a-hunting, just as long as you let him have a tenth of any takings.
  Used to be much the same in Jamaica until that bastard Lynch started interfering.


  Before Hector could ask what he meant, he heard Coxons steps on the deck behind him, and the captains voice snapped.


  Enough of that! Youre speaking to Governor Lynchs nephew. Hell not wish to hear your opinions!


  The sailor glared at Hector. Nephew to Lynch, are you! If Id known, Id have pissed in the dipper before you drank from it, and with that he turned and stalked
  away.
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  HECTOR BROODED on the sailors information throughout the two days and nights it took to reach Jamaica. The pursuit of the distant sail had been
  abandoned when it became clear that there was no hope of catching the prey. Each night the young man bedded down on a coil of rope near the sloops bows, and by day he was left alone. Any
  buccaneer who came his way either ignored him or gave him a black look so he presumed that his alleged relationship to Lynch had become common knowledge. Coxon paid him no attention. When dawn
  broke on the third morning he was feeling stiff and tired and concerned for his own fate as he got to his feet and looked out over the bowsprit towards their landfall.


  Straight ahead, Jamaica rose from the sea, high and rugged, the first rays of the sun striking patterns of vivid green and dark shadow across the folds and spurs of a mountain range which reared
  up a few miles inland. The ketch was heading into a sheltered bay where the land sloped down more gently to a beach of grey sand. There was no sign of a harbour though beyond the strand was a
  cluster of pale dots which Hector presumed were the roofs of huts or small houses. Otherwise the place was deserted. There was not even a fishing boat to be seen. Captain Coxon had made a discreet
  arrival.


  Within moments of her anchor splashing into water so clear that the rippled sand of the sea floor could be seen four fathoms down, Coxon and Hector were being rowed ashore in the ships
  cockboat. Ill be back in less than two days, the buccaneer captain told the boat crew as they hauled up on the beach. No one to stray out of sight of the ship. Stay
  close at hand and be ready to set sail as soon as I return. He turned to Hector. You come with me. Its a four-hour walk. And you can make yourself useful. He removed the
  heavy coat he was wearing, and handed it to the younger man to carry. Hector was surprised to see the curls of a wig sticking out of one of its pockets. Underneath his coat Coxon was wearing an
  embroidered linen shirt with a ruffled front and lace at the cuffs. His stockings and breeches were clean and brushed and of fine quality, and he had changed into a new pair of shoes with silver
  buckles. Hector wondered at the reason for such elegant clothes.


  Where are we going? he asked.


  To Llanrumney, was the brusque reply.


  Not daring to ask an explanation, Hector followed the buccaneer captain as he set off. After so many days at sea since leaving Africa, the ground tilted and swayed beneath the young mans
  feet, and until he found his land legs it was difficult to keep up with Coxons brisk pace. At the back of the beach they skirted around a small hamlet of five or six wooden huts thatched
  with plantain leaves and occupied by families of blacks, usually a woman with several children. There were no menfolk to be seen and no one paid them a second glance. They came upon the start of a
  footpath which led inland, and very soon the hollow, open sounds of the sea had been replaced by the buzzing and chirping of the insects and birds in the dense vegetation on either side of the
  trail. The air was hot and humid, and in less than a mile Coxons fine shirt was sticking to his back with sweat. At first the track kept to the bank of a small river but then it branched off
  to the left where the river was joined by a tributary stream, and here Hector saw his first native birds, a small flock of bright green parrots with yellow beaks which flew away with quick wing
  beats, chattering and scolding the intruders.


  Coxon stopped to take a rest. When was the last time you saw your uncle? he asked.


  Hector thought quickly. Not since I was a boy. Sir Thomas is my fathers oldest brother. My father, Stephen Lynch, died when I was sixteen and afterwards my mother moved away and
  kept in touch only with an occasional letter. At least part of that statement was true, he thought to himself. Hectors father, of minor Anglo-Irish gentry, had died while Hector was
  in his teens, and his mother, originally from Galicia in Spain, could well have returned to her own people. He did not know what had happened to her since he had been locked away on the Barbary
  coast. But one thing was sure: his father had never referred to anyone called Sir Thomas Lynch, and he was certain that Sir Thomas was nothing whatever to do with his family.


  Rumour has it that Sir Thomas is seeking to be reappointed as governor. Do you know anything about that? said Coxon. He had begun scratching again, this time at his waistband.


  I havent heard. Ive been away from home too long to keep up with family news, Hector reminded him.


  Well, even if he was already back on the island you wouldnt find him at Llanrumney . . .  again the strange name. He and Sir Henry never saw eye to eye on
  anything.


  Hector seized his opportunity to learn more. Sir Henry . . . ? Whom do you mean?


  Coxon gave him a sharp glance. There was mistrust in his look. Youve not heard of Sir Henry Morgan?


  Hector did not answer.


  I was with him when he captured Panama in seventy-one. We needed nearly two hundred mules to carry away what we took, Coxon said. He sounded boastful. Panama silver bought
  him Llanrumney, though he fell out with your uncle who accused him of false accounting of the spoils. Had him sent as a prisoner for trial in England, but the old fox had powerful friends in
  London, and hes back here now as lieutenant governor.


  The buccaneer captain stooped down and removed a shoe. There was a patch of blood on the heel of his stocking. A blister must have burst.


  So it will be in your best interests to be discreet until we know his mood and what is our own situation, he added darkly.


  It was another several hours of hot and weary walking before Coxon announced that they were almost at their destination. By then the captain was limping badly, and they were making frequent
  stops so that he could attend to his oozing blisters. A journey he had predicted would last four hours had taken nearly six, and it was almost nightfall before they finally emerged from a patch of
  woodland and into an area of cultivation. The native vegetation had been cleared back here and, in its place, field after field had been laid out and thickly sewn with tall green plants like giant
  stalks of grass. It was Hectors first sight of a sugar plantation.


  Theres Llanrumney, said Coxon, nodding towards a substantial one-storey building situated on the far slope so that it looked out over the cane fields. Off to one side were
  various large sheds and outbuildings which Hector took to be workshops for the estate. Named it after his home place in Wales.


  They found their way along a cart track cut through the cane fields, seeing no one until they were close to the house. Coxon seemed cautious, almost furtive, as though he wished to conceal his
  arrival. Eventually a white man, apparently a servant for he was dressed in a simple livery of a red jacket and white pantaloons, stopped them. He looked at them doubtfully, the buccaneer captain
  in his sweat-stained garments, Hector barefoot and wearing the same loose cotton shirt and trousers he had worn aboard ship. Do you have invitations? he asked.


  Tell your master that Captain John Coxon wishes to speak with him privately, the buccaneer told him curtly.


  Privately will not be possible, answered the servant, hesitantly. Todays his day for Christmas entertainment.


  I have come a long way to see your master, snapped Coxon. Im an acquaintance of long standing. I need no invitation.


  The servant quailed before the testy edge to his visitors voice. Sir Henrys guests have already arrived and they are in the main reception room. If you would wish to refresh
  yourself before meeting them, please follow me.


  Hector had been standing with the captains coat over his arm. It was evident that he was thought to be some sort of attendant and was not included in the invitation into the house.
  Ill be introducing my companion to Sir Henry, Coxon announced firmly.


  The servants glance took in Hectors workaday costume. Then if youll allow, Ill have him given something more suitable to wear. Sir Henrys gathering
  includes many of the most important men on the island, and their ladies.


  They followed the man to a side entrance of the main building. Tethered in front of its long sheltered porch were a dozen or more horses, and off to one side stood a couple of light, two-wheeled
  open carriages.


  The servant showed Coxon into a side room, telling him that water and towels would be brought. Then he led Hector to the rear of the building and into the servants quarters.


  I took you for an indentured man like myself, he apologised.


  Whats that?


  The servant, evidently an under-steward, had opened a cupboard and was sorting through some clothing. He found a pair of breeches and turned to face Hector.


  Indentured? he said, sounding surprised. It means pledged to serve your master in return for the cost of your passage out from England and your upkeep while youre
  here.


  For how long?


  I signed for ten years, and still have seven years left. Here, try these breeches on. They are about the right size.


  As Hector pulled on the garment, the under-steward managed to find a short waistcoat and a clean lawn shirt with a frilled neck and wristbands. Here, put these on too, he said,
  and this broad leather belt. Itll hide any gaps. And heres a pair of shoes that should fit, and stockings too. He stood back and looked Hector over. Not
  bad, he commented.


  Whom do these clothes belong to? Hector asked.


  A young fellow came out here from England a couple of years back. Was intending to become an overseer, but he caught a flux and died. The servant gathered up Hectors old
  clothes and tossed them into a corner. Forgot to ask your name, he said.


  Lynch, Hector Lynch.


  No relation to Sir Thomas are you?


  Hector decided it was wiser to be vague. Not as far as I am aware.


  Just as well. Sir Henry cant abide Sir Thomas . . . or his family for that matter.


  Hector saw his chance to learn more. Does Sir Thomas have a large family?


  Big enough. Most of them live down near Port Royal. Thats where they have their other properties. He paused, and his next words came as a shock. But this being so
  near Christmas, Sir Henry has invited a few of them this evening. They came by carriage, a full days journey. And one of them is quite a beauty.


  Hector could think of no escape as he was led back to where Coxon was waiting. The buccaneer captain had cleaned himself up and put on his wig. He looked more of a gentleman and less of a
  brigand. Taking Hector by the elbow, he led him aside and whispered harshly. Once we step into that room, you are to hold your tongue until Ive found out Sir Henrys
  temper.


  The under-steward brought them before a pair of tall double doors. A buzz of conversation could be heard coming from the other side, and the strains of music, a couple of violins and a virginal
  by the sounds. As the servant was about to pull open both doors, Coxon stopped him. I can manage that myself, he said. The buccaneer captain eased open one door and quietly stepped
  inside, pulling Hector behind him.


  The room was thronged with guests. They were mostly men, but there was also a scattering of women, many using fans to lessen the stifling atmosphere. Scores of candles were adding to the
  lingering heat of the day, and although the windows stood open, the room was uncomfortably warm. Hector, who had seen the lavishly decorated salons of wealthy Barbary merchants, was surprised by
  how plainly this reception room was furnished. Although it was some thirty paces long, its plaster walls were bare except for one or two indifferent paintings, and there were no carpets to cover
  the hardwood floor. The room had a raw, unfinished look as though the owner, having constructed it, had no further interest in making it comfortable or attractive. Then he saw the sideboard. It
  must have been forty feet in length. It was covered from end to end with refreshments for the guests. There were heaps of oranges, pomegranates, limes, grapes and several varieties of
  luscious-looking fruit unknown to Hector, as well as massed arrangements of coloured jellies and sugar cakes, rank upon rank of wine bottles, and several large basins of some sort of punch. But it
  was not the array of exotic food which caught his eye. Every one of the platters, salvers and bowls holding the food and drink, as well as the ladles, tongs and serving implements beside them,
  appeared to be of solid silver, and if they were not of silver, they were made of gold. It was a breathtakingly vulgar display of bullion.


  No one in the gossiping throng had noticed their entrance. Hector felt Coxons hand on his elbow. Stay here until I come to fetch you, and remember what I said . . . not a word to
  anyone until I have spoken with Sir Henry. Hector watched the captain make his way discreetly through the assembly of guests. He was heading towards a group of men in the centre of the
  gathering. They were standing talking to one another, and it was evident from the space that had been left clear around them, the richness of their dress and their self-confident manner that they
  were the host and his chief guests. Among them was a tall, thin man with a sallow, almost sickly complexion, dressed in a plum-coloured velvet gown with gold trimming and a full-bottomed wig. He
  was talking to a fat, red-faced colleague in vaguely military attire who had several decorations pinned to his chest and wore a broad sash of blue silk. All the men in the group were holding
  glasses, and from their manner Hector guessed they had been drinking heavily. As he watched, Coxon reached the little group and, sidling round until he was next to the taller man, whispered
  something in his ear. His listener turned and, on seeing Coxon, an expression of irritation crossed his face. He was either annoyed at being interrupted or angered by the sight of Coxon. But the
  buccaneer stood his ground, and was explaining something, speaking rapidly, making some sort of point. When he stopped, the tall man nodded, turned and looked in Hectors direction. It was
  clear that whatever Coxon had been saying, it concerned Hector.


  Coxon pushed his way back to where Hector waited. The buccaneer was flushed and excited, perspiring heavily under his wig, the sore patches on his neck prominent against the paler skin.
  Sir Henry will see you, he said. Look smart now and follow me. He turned and began to lead Hector into the centre of the room.


  By now the little exchange had attracted the attention of several guests. Curious glances followed the newcomers progress, and a path opened up for them as they walked forward. Hector
  felt himself light-headed as well as awkward in his borrowed clothes. With chilling certainty he knew that his deception was about to be exposed.


  By the time the two men had reached the centre of the room, the babble of conversation was lessening. A hush had spread among the nearest spectators. The late arrival of two unfamiliar faces
  must have been some sort of diversion, for people were craning their necks to see what was happening. Coxon came to a halt before the taller man, bowed, and announced with a flourish:


  Sir Henry, allow me to introduce to you a young man that I took from a merchant ship recently. The vessel was stolen from its rightful owners and was in the hands of the thieves. This is
  the young mans first visit to our island, but he comes with excellent connections. May I introduce Hector Lynch, nephew to our esteemed former governor Sir Thomas Lynch who, no doubt, will
  be in your debt for the rescue.


  The tall man in the plum-coloured coat turned to face Hector, who found himself looking into the pale eyes of Sir Henry Morgan, lieutenant governor of Jamaica.


  Lynch, did you say? Sir Henrys voice was surprisingly thin and high pitched. He spoke with a slight slur, and Hector realised that the lieutenant governor was tipsy. He also
  looked very unhealthy. The whites of his eyes had a yellowish tinge, and though he must have been in his late forties, he did not carry his years well. Everything about him was gaunt  his
  face, shoulders and legs, yet his belly was bloated and jutted out unnaturally, straining the lower buttons of his coat. Hector wondered if Morgan was suffering from some sort of dropsy, or perhaps
  the effects of regular heavy drinking. But the eyes that looked him over were bright with intelligence, and speculative.


  Byndloss, did you hear that? Morgan was speaking to his military-looking colleague, evidently a drinking companion to judge by the familiar tone. This young fellow is Sir
  Thomass nephew. We must make him welcome to Llanrumney.


  Didnt know Sir Thomas had any more nephews, grunted Byndloss rudely. He too was drunk. His complexion was on its way to matching his red uniform jacket. Hector sensed a stir
  of unease from Coxon beside him.


  A junior branch of the family, the buccaneer captain explained swiftly. His tone was obsequious. His father, Stephen, is the youngest of Sir Thomass
  brothers.


  Then how come hes not been out to visit us before? Some Lynches must think themselves too grand for us? observed Byndloss petulantly. He took another drink from his glass,
  spilling a few drops down his chin.


  Dont be so prickly, Sir Henry Morgan chided his friend. This is the Christmas season, a time to put aside our differences, and of course for families to get
  together. Turning to Hector, who had still not said a word, he added in that high voice, Your family will be delighted by your arrival. I am pleased that it should have taken place
  under my roof. From his greater height he looked out over his guests, and called out, Robert Lynch, where are you? Come and meet your cousin Hector!


  Hector could only stand helplessly, paralysed by the certain knowledge that his deception was about to be exposed in public.


  There was a stir at the back of the gathering and a young man shouldered his way forward through the crowd of onlookers. Hector saw that Robert Lynch was about his own age, a round-headed,
  pleasant-looking fellow dressed fashionably in a brocade vest tied with a buckled girdle. His freckles and round grey-blue eyes gave him a remarkably boyish look.


  My cousin Hector, did you say? Robert Lynch sounded eager, yet puzzled.


  He stepped into the circle surrounding his host, and looked closely at Hector. He seemed baffled.


  Yes, yes. Your uncle Stephens son . . . he landed unexpectedly just this morning, with Captain Coxon. Morgan answered, and turning to Hector asked, Where did you say
  you are from?


  For the first time at that gathering, Hector spoke. His false identity was about to be exposed, and he knew he could no longer maintain the deception. Theres a misunderstanding . .
  . he croaked. His throat was dry from nerves.


  Morgan checked, his eyes narrowed and he was about to speak, when Robert Lynch announced in astonishment, But I dont have an uncle. Two aunts, yes, but no Uncle Stephen. No one
  ever said anything about a cousin Hector.


  For a long, unpleasant moment, Sir Henry Morgan said nothing. He stared at Hector, then switched his gaze to Coxon, who was rooted to the spot. Hector and all those in earshot tensed, awaiting
  an outburst of rage. Instead Morgan let loose a sudden, ringing neigh of laughter. Captain Coxon, youve been taken in! Youve swallowed the gudgeon, every last morsel. Sir
  Thomass nephew indeed! Beside him, Byndloss let out a guffaw and, waving his glass, added, Are you sure that hes not Sir Thomass son and heir?


  A wave of sycophantic laughter washed around them as the crowd of onlookers joined in the mirth.


  Coxon flushed crimson with embarrassment. He clenched his hands by his side and swung to glare straight at Hector. For an instant the young man thought that the buccaneer, his face working with
  anger, was about to strike him, but Coxon only snarled, You will regret this, you little swine! and turned on his heel. Then he stalked out of the room, followed by the hoots of
  laughter, and someone calling out over the heads of the crowd, Hes Sir Hector, you know.


  Like a good host, Morgan turned back to his friends who were still smirking at Coxons humiliation, and they took up their former conversation. Pointedly, Hector was ignored. Awkwardly he
  stood there in his borrowed clothes, uncertain what he should do next. He feared to follow Coxon in case the buccaneer captain might be waiting for him outside the door.


  While he stood there hesitating, a sharp rap on his elbow made him jump, and a female voice said playfully, I would very much like to meet my new cousin. He turned to find himself
  looking into the mischievous smile of a young woman in a light evening cloak of turquoise satin. She was a couple of inches shorter than himself, and no more than seventeen years old. Yet the shape
  of her body was accentuated by a tight bodice whose low neckline was only partially covered by a lace-trimmed gorget to reveal the curves of full womanhood. Involuntarily Hector found himself
  reflecting that women ripened in the Jamaican climate as early and seductively as the islands exotic fruit. Her dark brown hair was arranged so that it tumbled down to her shoulders, but she
  had left a fringe of curls to frame the wide-set blue eyes which now regarded him with such amusement. In her hand was the fan which she had used to attract his attention. I am Susanna
  Lynch, Roberts sister, she told him in a light, attractive voice. Its not often that a relation appears from nowhere.


  Hector found himself blushing. Im sorry, he began, I meant no disrespect. Lynch truly is my family name. The deception was forced upon me to protect myself and my
  friends . . .


  She interrupted him with a quick grimace. I dont doubt it. Captain Coxon has a reputation as a ruthless man, always eager to advance himself. In him you have made a dangerous
  enemy. Someone you had best avoid in future.


  I know almost nothing about him, Hector confessed.


  Hes a ruffian. He used to consort with Henry Morgan in the days when harrying the Spanish was permitted. But thats against government policy now, largely thanks to the
  efforts of our uncle. Here she smiled teasingly. Men like Coxon still hang around on the fringes, waiting to snap up anything that has been overlooked. There are plenty
  who would help him.


  I gather that sometimes includes Sir Henry.


  She gave him a sharp glance. You are quick on the uptake. I heard Morgan say that you only landed this morning in Jamaica, yet youve already sniffed out a few truths.


  Someone told me that Sir Henry Morgans preferences still incline towards his former buccaneering friends.


  Indeed they do, Susanna said casually. Hector had to admire the young womans self-confidence, for she did not bother to drop her voice. Henry Morgan is still as
  gold-hungry as ever. But he is now on the governing council and a very powerful man. Hes someone else you should be wary of.


  With every moment Hector found himself appreciating much more than Susanna Lynchs self-confidence. The way she stood before him, with her eyes boldly seeking his, left no doubt that she
  was deliberately calling for his attention. She was a very alluring young lady, and knew it. With a pang, Hector realised that he had never before had an opportunity to engage closely with a young
  woman so obviously on display. He realised that he was succumbing to her good looks and, without wishing to, falling under the spell of her provocation.


  Then Im at a loss as to what I should do next, he admitted. I feel stranded. I dont know anyone in Jamaica.


  She gave him a calculating look, though there was softness in it. No one at all?


  My friends were despatched to the French colony at Petit Guave, and I need to try to join them.


  One thing is for certain. You should get away from Llanrumney as soon as possible. Youll get no sympathy in this place. She thought for a moment, then treated him to a quick
  smile which made his heart race. Tomorrow Robert and I return home  we live on the opposite side of the island, near Spanish Town, not far from Port Royal. You can travel with us, and
  from there continue to Port Royal itself. Thats the best place to find news of your friends, or even a ship that will take you to rejoin them.


  


  THREE
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  THAT NIGHT Hector found it almost impossible to get to sleep. The friendly under-steward arranged a cot for him in the servants quarters, but
  keen yearnings for Susanna Lynch kept the young man awake for several hours, and when he opened his eyes soon after dawn, her image was the first thing in his mind. Dressing hurriedly, he went to
  find someone who might be able to tell him where she could be found. To his delight the under-steward told him that the carriage belonging to Susanna Lynch was already prepared. She and her brother
  Robert were to set out for home shortly, and word had been sent that Hector was to travel with them.


  Will they breakfast with Sir Henry first? he asked, impatient for his first sight of Susanna that day. The indentured man gave a world-weary laugh.


  Sir Henry and his cronies were up drinking until well past midnight. My master will not be out of his bed much before noon.


  What about Captain Coxon? Wheres he? Hector asked. He had a sudden, vivid recollection of the furious expression on the buccaneers face as he had left the party.


  Disappeared last night, after you made such a fool of him. I suppose he went back to his ship with his tail between his legs. The servant grinned. Hes an arrogant
  blackguard. Likes to let everyone know what a hard man he is. Cant say I would want to be in your shoes if he ever gets his hands on you.


  Someone else said much the same to me last night, admitted Hector, and talking about shoes, shouldnt I be returning these borrowed clothes to you?


  You can keep them.


  Wont your master find out?


  I doubt it. The rum has been rotting his brain for a long time now. When he was campaigning against the Spaniards some years back, he and his friends blew themselves up. They were sitting
  carousing in the wardroom of a Kings ship, and some drunken fool dropped his lighted pipe into a scatter of loose gunpowder on the floor. The explosion split the vessel into matchwood. Sir
  Henry was only saved because he was sitting at the far side of the table.


  Thanking the man for his kindness, Hector made his way outside to find that one of the carriages he had seen the previous evening was already standing before the front door of the main house.
  Is this the Lynches carriage? he asked the driver who, by the look of him, was another indentured servant. But before the man could answer, Susanna and her brother stepped out
  on the porch. Suddenly Hector felt his stomach go hollow. Susanna had chosen to wear a loose gown of fine cotton, dark pink, with short sleeves. It was open at the front to reveal a bodice laced
  with ribbon, and her grey skirt was looped up at one side to show a matching satin petticoat. Her hair was held back by a ribbon embroidered with roses. She looked ravishing.


  Her brother greeted Hector cheerfully. You caused quite a stir yesterday evening! Im told that the fellow you discomforted is an utter scoundrel, and well deserved to be put in his
  place. Always creeping about and trying to ingratiate himself. My sister tells me that your family name really is Lynch.


  Its a happy coincidence which I was obliged to turn in my favour.


  Well, no harm done. Susanna tells me that you will travel with us, so Ive arranged an extra horse for you.


  To his chagrin Hector saw that a groom had appeared from behind the house, leading two saddle horses. But Susanna came to his rescue. Robert, you are not to deprive me of Mr Lynchs
  company. It will make the journey pass more agreeably if he joins me in the carriage, at least for the first few hours.


  As you please, Susanna. His horse can be attached to the carriage until needed, answered her brother meekly, and Hector could see that Robert usually gave way to his sister.
  Susanna Lynch climbed into the carriage and took her seat. Come, sit beside me, Hector. After all, we are cousins, she said invitingly, and gave a throaty chuckle which sent
  Hectors mind reeling.


  The road was very bad, little more than a dirt track which, after passing a neighbouring plantation, climbed inland by a series of tight curves on to a spur ridge covered with dense forest. On
  either side grew immense trees, mostly mahogany and cedar, smothered with rope-like lianas and other climbing plants. Some showed the pale flowers of convolvuli, others hung from the branches in
  shaggy grey beards. Here and there was the bright crimson or yellow blossom of an orchid. A profusion of ferns and canes sprouted between the massive tree trunks, forming impenetrable thickets of
  greenery above which hovered butterflies of extraordinary shapes and colours, dark blue, lemon yellow and black. In the background was the constant chatter and calls of unseen birds, ranging from a
  flutelike whistle to the harsh cawing of crows. All this Hector barely noticed. For him the first few hours of the journey passed in a daze. He was acutely aware of the nearness of Susanna, her
  warmth and softness, and the jolting of the carriage which occasionally brought her knee in contact with his, a contact which, if he was not mistaken, she occasionally allowed to linger. Her
  brother rode on ahead so they were left alone to their conversation, ignored by the driver seated on the box in front of them. In this heady atmosphere Hector found himself pouring out his life
  story, telling his companion about his days in Barbary, the time he had spent as a prisoner of the Turks, his escape, and how he came to be aboard LArc-de-Ciel.


  It was as they crossed the watershed and began to descend the farther slope and the forest began to thin out in more open woodland that he finally thought to ask her, Why did Captain
  Coxon bring me to Llanrumney?


  Susanna replied without hesitation. Knowing Coxons reputation, I would say that he was trying to curry favour with Henry Morgan. As you already know, Sir Henry is at odds with my
  uncle who is expected to return here for a second term as governor. Morgan is always looking for ways to gain advantage over Sir Thomas, whom he sees as his rival. The fact that a nephew of Sir
  Thomas was found aboard a stolen ship could have been useful in his power struggle. Coxon would have been keen to deliver you into Henry Morgans hands so that it could be shown that the
  Lynch family stooped to robbery on the high seas.


  But Coxon had no proof of that, Hector objected.


  If the French at Petit Guave decide that your friends stole LArc-de-Ciel, then you too would be guilty of piracy, and Morgan could have you hanged. That would be a neat
  twist and give Morgan a great deal of satisfaction because it was Sir Thomas who brought in the death penalty for buccaneering. He said it was little better than piracy. Then again, perhaps Morgan
  would have you thrown in prison and held, to be used as a pawn when Sir Thomas returns.


  Hector shook his head in bewilderment. But it is Coxon who acts the pirate, not me.


  Susanna gave a snort of derision. The truth is of no consequence. What matters is the way the wind is blowing, who has the most power on this island, the most influence back in London, or
  the most money to lay out in bribes.


  She broke off her explanation as her brother Robert appeared alongside the carriage and reined in his horse. He was looking worried. Listen! he said, I think I hear noises
  in the woods, somewhere over to the left.


  Moments later came the sound of a gunshot, followed by whoops and shouts, and then the baying of dogs. The carriage driver hastily reached under his seat and produced a blunderbuss even as
  Robert pulled a pistol out of his saddlebag and began to load it. Hector, he said urgently, I think you had better get up on your horse in case we have to defend ourselves.
  Theres a sword in my luggage. I trust you know how to use it.


  Whats the trouble? Hector asked as he began to search for the weapon.


  No one lives in these woods, came the reply. I fear we might have run into a roving gang of maroons.


  Who are they?


  Runaway slaves.


  Hector paused as the shouts came again, very much louder and closer. Now there was also the noise of bodies crashing through the undergrowth. Unsheathing the sword that he found, Hector
  unfastened his horse from the carriage and swung up into the saddle. The disturbance seemed to be coming from behind the carriage, and he turned his horse to face back down the track. A minute
  later several black shapes burst out of the undergrowth and raced across the path before vanishing into the thickets on the opposite side. They were pigs, wild ones, led by a massive boar, its jaws
  flecked with foam. The boar smashed a gap through the undergrowth, and behind him scampered at least a dozen piglets, small dark hairy creatures, which disappeared equally suddenly from view. Then
  came an interval when the track was empty until, equally abruptly, a human figure sprang out onto the path. He was a tall, black man with long matted hair down to his shoulders. Barefoot and naked
  to the waist, his only garment was a pair of tattered loose pantaloons. In one hand he held a hunting spear, and there was a heavy cutlass hanging from a strap over his shoulder. He was some thirty
  yards away. He checked his stride and turned to face Hector. For a moment he paused, seeing the young man, sword in hand, the carriage behind him with its driver and the seated woman, a second
  rider armed with a pistol. There was no fear, only calculation in the black mans expression. Behind him half a dozen hunting dogs appeared on the track, running nose down and following the
  scent of the wild pigs. They also crossed the path and disappeared on the far side. But the black man stayed where he was, eyeing the travellers. Hector felt a cold spike of fear as a second, then
  a third black man appeared from the bushes. They too were armed. One of them held a musket. All three stood still, sizing up the travellers. Hector tightened his grip on the sword, the hilt now
  slippery with his sweat. Beneath him the horse, alarmed by the dogs and the wild-looking strangers, began to fidget nervously. Hector feared that the animal might rear up. If he was thrown to the
  ground, the hunters might take their chance to attack. He was also very conscious of Susanna in the carriage just behind him. She must be looking back, seeing the danger and aware that only he
  stood between her and the runaway slaves. For what seemed like an age, both sides regarded one another in total silence. Then a sudden burst of barking deep within the undergrowth broke the
  tension. The hunting dogs must have cornered their prey because the sound rose to an excited crescendo. The nearest black man turned and, raising his spear, waved his comrades onward towards the
  sound of the hunting pack. As suddenly as they had arrived, all three hunters vanished into the undergrowth.


  Hector found himself in a cold sweat of relief as he looked back at Susanna. She was slightly pale but otherwise remarkably calm. Her brother seemed to be the more shocked. I never
  thought there were maroons in this area, he said, and he sounded contrite. If I had known, I would have arranged an escort, or made sure we had travelled in greater company for
  safety. They were hunting well outside their usual territory.


  Those men looked savage, Hector commented.


  Thats how they got their name, Robert explained. The Spaniards called them cimarron, meaning wild or untamed. The first maroons were slaves whom the Spanish
  left behind on the island when the English took Jamaica from Spain. Now the maroons have gone native. Theyve established themselves in the roughest parts of the country, in areas too
  difficult for them to be rooted out.


  Mr Lynch was telling me that his best friend is also a native, a Miskito, Susanna intervened.


  Oh, the Miskito are very different, her brother replied. They are good allies to the English and the French, or so Im told. Besides, they are not found in Jamaica.
  They live on the mainland, and they hate the Spanish.


  Mr Lynchs mother is Spanish, warned Susanna.


  Im sorry, Robert replied, blushing. Nothing I say seems to strike the right note.


  Ive never heard of the maroons before, Hector hastened to assure him. They seem to live in much the same way as the first buccaneers . . . by hunting wild
  animals.


  Thats true, said Robert. Indeed my uncle told me that the buccaneers are named after the boucans, the racks on which they grill the flesh of the beasts they kill.
  Its a French word, the same which the Spanish call a barbacoa or barbecue.


  Im sure Mr Lynch finds all this fascinating, said his sister. But dont you think we should be getting on our way. If we stand here talking long enough, the
  maroons may return and find us here.


  Yes, yes. Of course, her brother replied. And then to Hectors chagrin he added, Just in case we do encounter any further trouble, perhaps it would be best if he kept
  my sword for the moment and stayed on horseback.
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  THE LITTLE GROUP travelled on and as if to make up for his lapse of judgement, Robert made a point of riding beside Hector. He chatted with the young
  Irishman in his friendly manner, explaining to him the more interesting features of the countryside as gradually the land began to slope downward and became more open until eventually they were
  riding through open savannah. He pointed out wild cattle grazing among the low bushes, and spoke enthusiastically about the fertility of the soil. What you do is purchase one hundred acres
  of prime Jamaican land and invest just four hundred pounds in half a dozen slaves and spades and tools. You have your slaves clear the ground, then plant and cultivate cocoa, and in the fourth year
  the crop will give you back your original investment. After that, if you are shrewd and your slaves have also set cassava and maize and built their own huts, you have no further expenses. Year
  after year your cocoa will bring in four hundred pounds back and maybe more. Everything is pure profit.


  But Hector could think only about Susanna riding in the carriage so close
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