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      Bregetta bent to the fire and stoked the embers. The heat was barely enough to warm the room, fighting as it was the cold draughts from the gaps in the walls and the mouldy thatching of the roof. Her hands were red and sore from washing in cold water. She was seventeen and she felt like an old woman.

      ‘I need a drink, girl. I thought I told you to get in some drink for me.’

      Bregetta sighed and turned. Her mother’s pinched face peered up from the straw pallet in the corner, light slanting through broken shutters on to raddled cheeks and sunken sockets. The sight of her brought to Bregetta a wave of despair. And anger.

      ‘You know you’re not to drink rum, Ma. And besides, we’ve no money for it.’

      ‘No money!’ her mother squalled angrily, like the demanding child she had become. ‘And you workin’ at Will Tanner’s all hours of the night. No money! What does he pay you, then, but money?’

      ‘There’s not enough,’ Bregetta retorted stubbornly, and poked the embers savagely.

      ‘Your brother’d get me some drink,’ the old woman said slyly, and coughed feebly into her hand. ‘He cares for his old mother.’

      ‘If he cares so much why isn’t he here?’

      The old woman muttered something, subsiding on to the pallet She was old in life and hardship

      rather than years. Bregetta had no expectations other than to look like her one day. Life for them was a day-to-day battle to survive; there was nothing pretty about it.

      The room was squalid, though she tried to keep it clean. Outside she could hear the shouts and screams and other sounds of riotous humanity. They lived close to their neighbours, and their lives were interlaced, like the strands in a fisherman’s net. They were all poor and all hungry, and all angry. Some were emigrants, come for a better life, who had drifted into bad times. Some were sailors, spending their pay, while some were harlots, their hands held out for money. Some were convicts and ex-convicts, broken by the system, or seeking forgetfulness in the taverns and sly grog shops and brothels which littered that area of Sydney called the Rocks like pebbles on a beach.

      Bregetta’s mother had been a convict from the slums of London. Once in New South Wales she had married a free man, a draper. Bregetta’s father had made a place for himself in Sydney. He had worked hard and long, and they had become respectable. But when he had died her mother had slipped back into the old ways. They had lost everything. And now, in this year of 1838, they were struggling to survive with the other dregs in the Rocks.

      The Rocks occupied a narrow piece of land called Dawes Point, jutting out into the blue of Sydney Harbour. It was so called because of the rocky sandstone ridges and ledges which protruded from the peninsula. Lanes and alleys in the Rocks had a tendency to become steps up or tunnels through the rockface. Houses perched in precarious squalor on ledges, with roughly cut stairways leading to their doors. Sailors and convicts and harlots congregated here, making use of the numerous taverns and houses of ill-repute. It was said that the noise of the Rocks could be heard a mile out to sea on a still night. Oh, it was a place of gaiety. But it was a place of misery too, and danger, for life was cheap in some of the back rows and taverns, and men and women had been known to disappear without trace.

      A pounding on the door interrupted Bregetta’s thoughts and she started up, her eyes wide. A hand rattled the shutter, and Bregetta clasped her arms about herself. One never knew, in this place, who might come knocking at the door, and it was best not to take chances. But her mother was made of sterner stuff. She shouted out in her harridan’s voice, ‘Go on, get out o’ it! There’s nothin’ for you here!’

      ‘Open up!’ The voice was loud and harsh, the voice of authority. Bregetta grimaced and hurried to the door, unbarring it and peering out into the cold blustery day.

      Redcoats, three of them, and all with guns. The sergeant was tall with dark hair, and as stern as a judge. ‘Mrs Smith live here?’ he asked, in a rolling Scots accent.

      Bregetta nodded her head. ‘But she’s sick,’ she added, her voice husky with fright. ‘What do you want her for?’

      Redcoats meant trouble. Behind them she could see the neighbours peering from their doors and windows. A mangy dog came up to sniff at one of the men’s boots, and he kicked it, sending it off with a yelp. The sergeant stepped forward and pushed wide the door. Bregetta stepped back, angry and resentful, her brown eyes glowering at him beneath dark brows.

      Her mother was screeching from her pallet, and the sergeant, after one look around the room, told her to be quiet. Surprisingly, the old woman subsided. ‘What do you want?’ she asked in a petulant voice, but her eyes were afraid.

      “I’m Sergeant Duncan. I’m after your son, Mrs Smith.’ But he was looking at Bregetta. His dark eyes were somehow compelling, and the girl could not look away. She knew that she was tall and slim, with hair like muted firelight and skin as pale as milk, speckled here and there with golden sun-kisses. She had been told she was beautiful often enough to believe it might be partially true, but even so the man’s stare was rude. Bregetta turned her back.

      ‘What has he done now?’ Mrs Smith muttered, drawing her thin blanket about her. ‘Been thievin’ again, has he?’ Her eyes seemed to blur with so many redcoats in so confined an area. ‘Just let me get me hands on him.’

      ‘Assault this time,’ the sergeant said in a voice as dry as old twigs. ‘He’s working his way up.’

      ‘Well, I don’t know where he is. We haven’t seen him in a week or more. That’s right, isn’t it, Bregetta?’

      The girl shrugged one shoulder, and continued to peel the potatoes into the pot at her feet. She heard the man move behind her, but still did not turn. She felt the hair at the back of her neck prickle as though his eyes could bore right through her.

      ‘Is that right... Bregetta?’

      His voice was soft and deep, reminding her of honey from a big jar, trickling over the lip, warm and golden. Sunlight through the trees.

      ‘As my mother says,’ Bregetta retorted, peeling a potato with particular care, ‘we haven’t seen him in a week or more. We haven’t any money, and he only comes back for that. He’s in bad company.’

      The old woman smacked her lips over her few teeth. ‘We’re poor,’ she said feebly, and now her eyes were sly. ‘We’ve nothin’, as you can see. Perhaps you could find it in your heart to be givin’ us a few—’

      ‘Ma!’ The girl spun around, furious, and her eyes snapped at the group by the door. ‘We take no charity from the likes of them!’

      The sergeant looked at her for a moment, and then he smiled.

      Bregetta had learned to mistrust the military, with cause. Most of them were only seeking to line their own pockets. They cared, she thought, for nothing and no one. The lower ranks were usually recruited from the same class as the convicts and then subjected to the military system’s unrelenting viciousness. A private who stole was given as many, if not more lashes than a convict who did the same. Most of them were as brutalised as their prisoners.

      Bregetta had seen soldiers in the streets, riding their horses as if they were in a race. They drank and swore and reeled about. They were wicked, most of them. Even the officers, who were supposed to be gentlemen, cared more for racing and gambling than keeping the peace. The only thing worse than a soldier was a policeman—who was probably an ex-soldier or an ex-convict anyway—and Bregetta wanted nothing to do with any of them.

      His smile had gone, as though he had read her opinion of him in her eyes. ‘Thank you for your assistance,’ he said with mockery, and bowed his head, a faint movement only, before turning his back. The door closed on them.

      Bregetta hurried to the window and unbarred the shutters, peering out. The redcoats had started back down the lane. The wind blew off the hat of one of the privates and, swearing, he pursued it, while some onlookers jeered or laughed as the fancy took them. That same gust of wind caught the shutter from Bregetta’s fingers and slammed it back against the outside wall with a bang like a gunshot. The sergeant spun around and, before Bregetta could duck inside, saw her. That same compelling feeling came over her under the gaze of his dark eyes. And then he smiled as though she amused him, and turned away.

      Bregetta closed her eyes. Behind her she heard her mother chuckle. ‘Bloody lobsters,’ she said, and then made a sound of derision in her throat. ‘Think they can come in here an’ do as they please. You’d better watch yourself, Bregetta. I seen him lookin’ at you, that sergeant. He’s got an eye for you.’

      Bregetta barred the shutters and turned back to the potatoes, angry with her mother and herself. Why had she gazed after him like that? Didn’t she know better? ‘I don’t know what you mean, Ma.’

      But the old woman only laughed again. ‘He’s a fine figure of a man. But he’s got a look about him...dangerous, girl! An’ I should know.’

      ‘You’re rambling again,’ Bregetta retorted.

      ‘Aye, well, I know what I know.’

      Bregetta turned suddenly. ‘Have you seen Jim?’

      Her mother’s eyes shifted, but she said, ‘No,’ firmly enough, and Bregetta believed her. Her brother Jim had been wild even before her father had died. Her mother said he reminded her of her own brother, and he’d died badly, in a fight in Clerkenwell.

      Jim had been running with a bad crowd. At first, he had only got into the sort of mischief that could be excused as a boy’s high spirits, but lately he had become much worse. Bregetta knew he had been breaking into houses and stealing. And now it seemed he had graduated to beating people up.

      Bregetta sighed. The thing of it was, he was such an engaging boy. Sweet of tongue, and kind to his mother—when he thought of her. Which was less and less often, it seemed. But there was a recklessness in him which no amount of talking seemed able to exorcise.

      Bregetta cooked their meal, and, after helping her mother to eat, stacked up the few dishes. Then, by the light of the single candle, she brushed her long hair and pulled on her good green gown.

      She was a beautiful girl, lovely of face and figure, and with a nature that was both sweet and gentle. She was not particularly vivacious, and mostly kept her own counsel, which was what Will Tanner liked about her. She helped out in his tavern at night, and was not likely to make trouble by fraternising and flirting with the customers, or pocketing the profits.

      There was a soft knock on the door, and Bregetta moved to let Molly in. The plump smiling face was welcome. Molly Field sat with her mother until Bregetta came home, and Molly’s husband Teddy walked with Bregetta to the tavern. They were old friends of Bregetta’s father, fallen upon hard times like themselves. These were bad times in Sydney, times of economic depression and little employment. Bregetta was grateful for their friendship and their help, even if her mother did call them pious bores.

      ‘How is she?’ Molly whispered, eyeing the slumped form in the corner.

      ‘Well enough. Some soldiers were here today.’

      Molly glanced away, and Bregetta knew she had already heard the news. There were no secrets in the Rocks. ‘What did they want?’ she asked.

      ‘Jim. He’s in more trouble.’

      Molly clicked her tongue and shook her head. The rather untidy bun at her nape almost tumbled down, the grey-streaked hair framing her round face. ‘It’d be best for both of you if he went away for good, my dear.’

      ‘Ma would never hear of it.’

      The old woman stirred restlessly, peering at them through the gloom. ‘What are you two jabbering about?’ she muttered. ‘Can’t you see I’m tryin’ to sleep?’

      Molly gave Bregetta a speaking look and patted her arm. ‘Teddy’s waiting outside. You’d best get going if you don’t want the sharp edge of Will Tanner’s tongue.’

      Bregetta smiled, and slipped out into the cold darkness. It was bitter tonight. The wind from the harbour whipped up the narrow alleys and lanes, bringing with it the tang of the sea. Shivering, Bregetta pulled her shawl tighter about her shoulders.

      Teddy stepped out from the shadows and took her arm. He was a huge man, over six feet, with the build of a fighter and dark hair turning to grey. No one would dare to harm Bregetta with Teddy at her side. He had been on the whale boats when he was young, but now he was too old for that life and made do instead with some work in the shipyards when he could find it. Enough to feed and clothe him and his wife, and keep a roof, such as it was, over their heads.

      ‘Hear the soldiers were here today,’ he said, shifting the clay pipe in his mouth.

      Bregetta smiled to herself. ‘So they were. Ready to break down the door if I refused them entry.’

      ‘After your brother, were they?’

      ‘Yes. Not that they’ll get him. He’s too sly for them. He knows Sydney as well as he knows the sound of Ma’s voice.’

      ‘Perhaps it’d be better if they did. You’d be free of the worry of him.’

      It was what Molly had said. They must have been discussing it between them before they came.

      ‘He’s my brother,’ Bregetta sighed. ‘Whatever he does he’s still my brother. I can’t believe he’s bad. Just... foolish.’

      Teddy said nothing, but she knew he thought her blinded by her love for the boy. Perhaps she was. She remembered him as he had been as a child, not as he had become as a man.

      ‘You met the new sergeant,’ he went on after a moment. ‘I’ve heard he’s hard, but fair enough if there’s injustice done.’

      Bregetta sniffed. ‘Can they be fair? At least you knew where you stood with Davis. If you had a coin or two to slip him as a sweetener he’d look the other way, and if you didn’t you took your chances.’

      The lights were muted about them. Sydney was not very well lit, and this part of Sydney was worse than the rest. The narrow alleys were mostly dark and reeking, and drunken men and women swayed in the shadows, already beginning their Friday-night debauch. The Rocks was full of such sights, but Bregetta had learned to ignore them. Will Tanner’s tavern was in a relatively better part of Sydney, in lower George Street. He held with no whores and troublemakers in his establishment, and he threw out any who tried to bluff their way in. The soldiers went there, and the merchants, and the more respectable emancipists, mingling with labourers and tradesmen and sailors. Will held games of chance in the backrooms, after the doors were closed, and paid off the proper authorities so that there was never any trouble. He received his spirits at cheaper prices than others because he knew who to bribe. And because he knew secrets about people they didn’t want known to others.

      Bregetta had only come to work for Will through Madeleine. Madeleine was her best friend, really her only friend, from childhood. Madeleine had lived with Bregetta’s family when her own parents were taken in an influenza epidemic. When she was young Madeleine had always been there. And she was still there, helping out. She had found Bregetta this job with Will. She had married Will a year ago—escaping her work as a presser in a steamy laundry and the poverty which still held Bregetta fast—and wheedled him into letting Bregetta serve at the bar, for an hour at first, and then, when he’d seen her worth, two nights a week, and now it was every night. The money was sufficient, though hardly generous—Will was too mean for that. But Madeleine helped with food; sometimes there was left-over pie, or some apples, or some eggs... There was always something. Once she had even paid for a doctor to come to Bregetta’s mother.

      George Street was wide and grand, compared to the place they had just left. Bregetta felt she could breathe deeper here. Will’s tavern was of solid stone, of two storeys, with a veranda jutting out halfway down its face. It was squeezed in between two warehouses. Lights shone from the windows, and voices were raised in friendly argument.

      ‘Here we are,’ Teddy said, and opened the door for her. The atmosphere inside was warm and smoky, gaudy and gay. Men laughed and shouted and drank. Behind the bar, Will shouted back at them, his little blue eyes swinging over the company greedily, as if assessing the night’s profits. He saw Bregetta at once and beckoned her over.

      ‘You’re late,’ he said. She didn’t reply, just hurried to fill glasses, wiping her hands on the apron she hastily tied about her trim waist. The men at the bar eyed her as greedily as Will took their money. But she only smiled at the jests, or ignored the coarse requests, and after a while they left her alone. She was kind and beautiful, and they loved her. But Bregetta had something which set her apart from others in her situation; she was like the ladies in their carriages, beyond their reach.

      Teddy sat down in the far corner, crossing his arms over his massive chest and puffing on his pipe. He would wait until Bregetta was finished and then walk with her back to the house and her mother. He had been her father’s friend, and he sometimes felt as if he was acting as a proxy in that role for his daughter. No harm would come to Bregetta while he lived—he owed his friend that much.

      The girl was lovely. If things had turned out differently perhaps that loveliness would have been enough to snare her a rich merchant, someone to boost her up the social scale. Perhaps her father had had something like that in mind, for he had made certain that the girl and her brother received some education, and made sure that she in particular never ran wild with the other children. He himself had come from humble beginnings, but the draper’s shop had done well, and it was not beyond the bounds of possibility that Bregetta and Jim would do better.

      Teddy sighed, and knocked out his pipe. But it had not turned out that way after all. Bregetta’s father had died still a young man, and she had been thrown back on to the care of her rackety trollop of a mother. The money had soon slipped through her careless fingers, and the shop had been lost. Instead of moving up the social scale, Bregetta was sinking down—fast.

      Teddy looked across the rapidly filling room at the bar. There was Will Tanner, sly and nasty but the cleverest businessman in Sydney, always staying just the right side of the law. He would be worth a fortune one day, and trust Madeleine to have attached herself to such a one! He had never liked Madeleine. Oh, she was pretty enough, but so sweet that she reminded him of syrup...cloying, sticky syrup. The falseness was in her heart, where Bregetta could not see it. The girl was so enjoying her role as Lady Bountiful that she couldn’t let a moment go by without doing something for which Bregetta had to thank her. And Bregetta thought her an angel, and could not see that underneath all Madeleine’s friendship there lay a hard core of sour jealousy. For Bregetta had something Madeleine could never acquire—a basic goodness of heart. So thinking, Teddy re-lit his pipe and stared into the smoke-filled room.

      ‘Will?’

      Will Tanner, short and stout, turned crimson as his wife slipped in beside him, laying her delicate, white hand on his brown arm. ‘Maddy?’ he whispered. ‘You know I don’t like you down here.’

      The girl smiled. She was delicately pretty, with long fair hair and blue eyes slanting up, and lips so red it was as though she wore rouge on them. And if one of her legs was shorter than the other, causing her to drag it slightly, that was just part of her fairy-like charm. He loved her, and, though she had told him she loved him as much, he did not believe her. She had wed him for his money and the care he could give her, and that was how it should be.

      ‘I was bored up there, all alone. I’ll just talk to Bregetta a minute.’

      He would have liked to refuse her, to send her back to the richly furnished quarters he had had made for her above stairs, where she could not be touched by his harsh realities. But she was looking at him with that pleading look, and he knew he could refuse her nothing. One of the customers guffawed, and Will turned with a narrow look. Madeleine slipped past him to Bregetta’s side. The two girls exchanged an amused smile.

      ‘How’s your ma?’ Madeleine whispered, picking up a glass and beginning to wash it in the bucket set aside for that purpose.

      ‘Poorly.’

      Madeleine nodded. She did not need to be told about Mrs Smith. She had known her since she was five and Bregetta was four, and they had played together then lived together. They had remained friends when Mr Smith had died, and Bregetta had moved to the run-down cottage in the Rocks while Madeleine had gone to work in the town in her hated, steamy laundry. And they were still friends, though Madeleine had moved up into the comfort of being Will Tanner’s wife, and Bregetta had become his employee.

      ‘And your brother?’

      Bregetta stiffened. ‘He’s not come back, to my knowledge. Have you seen him?’

      Madeleine shook her head. She and Jim had been sweethearts once. Bregetta had thought Madeleine might marry him. But then fortunes had turned sour for the Smiths and Madeleine had drawn away from Jim, just shut herself off from him as though she’d been no longer in love with him. Bregetta had felt sorry for Jim and had pleaded his case to Madeleine, but the other girl had just laughed and shrugged and said, ‘But, Bregetta, you’re asking me to commit suicide!’

      Bregetta knew that Madeleine was much harder and stronger than her fragile exterior led one to believe. That she had pursued and caught Will Tanner was amazing in itself, but it had only been part of Madeleine’s grand plan. When they were children she had wanted so many things. Bregetta, who had no ambition, was drawn along in the wake of those dreams, pleased to be allowed to be a part of them, however minor.

      For her part was always minor. Madeleine would be a royal princess. Bregetta would be her lady-in-waiting; Madeleine would be the squatter’s wife, Madeleine would be the governor’s wife, and Bregetta would always be two steps behind, the serving-girl. Madeleine would be the one to wear diamonds and pearls in her hair, and Bregetta the one to brush that hair until it shone. But Bregetta knew that Madeleine would never forget her, no matter how high she climbed. She was good and kind, and it hurt when people always seemed to like Bregetta so much better than Madeleine.

      ‘Maddy.’ Will was anxiously beckoning his wife. Madeleine gave Bregetta a speaking look.

      “I’ll have to go. He can’t bear me to be down here too long. He wants me to lie on the chaise-longue upstairs, like a lady,’ and she smiled a secret smile.

      Bregetta wondered what it would be like to be allowed to lie on such a piece of furniture as often as one liked. Then Madeleine touched her arm and turned away. Will whispered something to her as she passed, and her face lightened. She smiled into his round ugly features and deliberately brushed her hip against him as she went by. His colour deepened so much that Bregetta was sure he would have an apoplexy.

      It was late when they finally closed. Bregetta smiled tiredly at Teddy, and they went out together. The wind had died, and the air was cold and still, catching her warm breath out of her mouth. She shivered and hugged her shawl closer about her. A woman screeched in one of the alleys, and there was laughter. A riderless horse plunged wildly, careering away towards the foreshore. Bregetta tried not to think of Madeleine with envy, but it was difficult. And she knew she had much for which to be grateful. She did not say anything of her feelings to Teddy—she knew he disliked Madeleine. He did not understand her.

      Back at the cottage Molly had been dozing by the fire, and she sat up with a start. Bregetta’s mother was asleep, snoring loudly. Bregetta thanked the Fields and closed and barred the door. She sank down on the chair beside the fireplace, warming her hands at the embers, and easing her aching back and feet. Will had given her a couple of coins, and she slipped them into the pocket she had sewn into her petticoat. They would pay for the rent at least, and perhaps some wood for the fire. She closed her eyes and wondered if this was all life had to offer her. Where was her Will Tanner? Where was her man, who would love her and worry if she were down among the riff-raff when she should be upstairs, reclining on a chaise-longue?

      Strangely, it was the soldier’s face she thought of then. The sergeant who had come about her brother and looked at her with his dark, dark eyes and his quiet smile.
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      Rain woke Bregetta, pattering on the roof and dripping through into the corner with a steady, miserable consistency. Bregetta rubbed her eyes and began the business of re-lighting the fire. She set a pot over it at last, searching for the tiny pouch of precious tea Madeleine had given her and adding a little to stew in the water. Apart from rum, her mother’s favourite drink was tea. The old woman stirred now, as if aware of Bregetta’s movements, and watched her with sleepy eyes.

      ‘Did you see Maddy last night?’ she croaked when Bregetta had helped her with her morning ablutions and then straightened her clothing.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Fine girl, that Maddy.’ The old eyes were sly, seeking to hurt. ‘Why couldn’t you have married Will Tanner? He had an eye for you at one time, before Maddy came along and dug her hooks into him. You should’ve hung on to him while you could.’

      Bregetta shrugged. It was true that Will had admired her once. But she had thought him coarse and ugly and sly, and could not bring herself to encourage him. Madeleine had had no such scruples, and had gone all out to capture him. And look at her now! Perhaps Bregetta had been a fool, as her mother told her so often.

      “I’ll get us some more wood today,’ was all she said.

      Her mother muttered. ‘That Molly’s a bore. Went on and on about your father. What am I supposed to do about it? He’s dead and buried, and we’ve had our share of bad luck since.’

      Mostly through her mother’s frittering, Bregetta thought, but again said nothing. She put on some of the pease to heat, and broke some of the coarse stale bread. It was dry and hard, but there would be nothing else until next week, unless Madeleine...

      Outside the rain continued, soft and constant against the roof. At least it would be washing the alleys clean. The stench of the open drains had made her gag when she had first come here. But she had grown used to them, and hardly noticed them now, except at the very height of summer.

      The knocking on the door startled them both, and their eyes met, not, after all, dissimilar. Was it Jim? Bregetta bit her lip. The knock came again, firmer this time, and she knew it was not. She rose and lifted the bar, then opened the door a crack on to the cold miserable morning. Her face lost what colour it had.

      ‘Sorry to trouble you again,’ said the sergeant.

      The black eyes slid over her untidy, unbrushed hair and down over the green gown she had not yet troubled to change. Her face, pinched and pale with weariness, creased in a frown.

      ‘What do you want?’ she asked sharply.

      The dark brows rose. ‘Can I come in?’ he said. The rain was dripping off his hair and his red jacket. The two men behind him stood huddled together under the narrow eaves, looking miserable. She had no choice and stood back ungraciously. He came in, but this time his companions stayed out in the silent lane. She closed the door.

      He seemed big in the small space. Bregetta saw him looking in distaste about the damp, crumbling room. It made her even angrier—did he think they lived here by choice?

      ‘What do you want?’ she repeated. Her mother was eyeing him from the pallet, her wrinkled face yellowed by the harsh sun and hard living.

      Raindrops dripped from his hair. He wiped one off the end of his nose. His eyelashes, absurdly long for a man, were clumped together. ‘Your brother,’ he retorted. ‘The man he assaulted has died.’

      Bregetta caught her breath, and she heard her mother moan.

      ‘It’s a hanging offence now,’ he added softly.

      ‘He’s not been here,’ her mother said in a breathless voice. ‘He’ll not come back now. He’ll be off into the bush, or on the first ship he can find.’

      Sergeant Duncan looked sceptical. Bregetta turned to the fire and stirred the pease, her heart thumping unpleasantly. A hanging offence, he had said. Jim, hanging by the neck. She could not bear it, and jumped with fright when he spoke again, directly behind her.

      ‘I’ll need to speak to you again,’ he said. ‘Do you have an occupation?’

      Bregetta looked at him over her shoulder. Her dark eyebrows rose. ‘I work for Will Tanner,’ she said. ‘What did you think I did?’ she asked, though it was plain enough what he had thought.

      ‘At the tavern in George Street?’ he said with a frown. ‘I know it.’

      The dark eyes slid over her again, and self-consciously she smoothed her auburn hair back behind her ears. He watched the movement, and she felt the colour come into her cheeks. ‘Who,’ she began, ‘was the man my brother…?’

      ‘Murdered?’ he asked deliberately. ‘A soldier. Not a very good one, perhaps, but a soldier doing his duty. He had just been paid, too, so he had money on him. It was a callous act.’

      Bregetta’s eyes slid away from his, unable to believe it.

      ‘That’s why I am in charge of the matter, instead of the police. It’s military business.’

      Bregetta shrugged. It didn’t concern her what uniform a man wore. They were all as bad as each other.

      ‘You’ll let me know if you see him?’ The question was ironic; he knew she wouldn’t.

      Bregetta nodded without looking at him. The pot was steaming, and she began to pour the tea into the mugs. He watched her quick fingers. ‘I would offer you some’ she began in a hard voice, but he cut in.

      ‘That would be very welcome.’

      She wondered, for a moment, if she dared to refuse. But she met his eyes again and knew she would not. He could retaliate easily enough. Charges laid against her, lies told. It was easily done. And yet there was something else, too, something in his face that brought that prickling feeling to her nape again. And she knew she did not want to refuse.

      Bregetta added tea to a third mug with jerky movements, slopping it. She glanced over to her mother and saw that she had fallen into a doze, lulled by the rain. ‘What of your companions?’ she asked sarcastically.

      The sergeant smiled faintly. ‘They can wait. They’ve nothing else to do. That’s one of the benefits of being a sergeant.’

      He took the mug, and his fingers brushed hers. She looked at him in the glow of the fire, the lean brown face with its piercing dark eyes and long dark lashes, those thin smiling lips above the strong stubborn jaw and chin. She had never felt so uneasy before with a man. This was not Will Tanner with his coarse, sly wit, nor Teddy, stern and kind like a father. This was someone totally beyond the realm of her experience.

      ‘How old are you?’ he asked in a deep, soft voice.

      Bregetta looked down at her mug. ‘I am seventeen,’ she said.

      ‘And respectable,’ he said with a touch of mockery. ‘I can tell. I’ve seen enough of the other sort.’

      Bregetta eyed him warily. ‘I haven’t seen you here before,’ she murmured.

      ‘I’m new to the York Street Barracks, up from Bathurst. If you were used to Sergeant Davis’s ways you’ll find mine different. I don’t take bribes, and I don’t ask favours just because I happen to wear a red coat. And I don’t drink on duty, and neither do the men I have in my charge.’

      ‘Apart from tea,’ Bregetta muttered.

      The thin mouth curved into a smile, and he sipped the hot tea, his hands clasped about the mug. He looked frozen to death, she thought. He was probably soaked from the rain. Before she knew what she meant to do Bregetta had asked him for his jacket. He looked surprised, and then slowly he set down his mug, and slowly began to unbutton his jacket, never once taking his eyes from her.

      Bregetta busied herself stoking the fire again, and took the jacket when he handed it to her, laying it over a stool to dry. It was old, but well-kept, with neat darns in places and clean of stains, which was more than could be said for many a soldier’s uniform she had seen. The jacket began to steam before the heat of the fire.

      Bregetta sat down again, taking up her own mug, and sipping the tea. It was only then that she dared to look up at him. He was looking into the fire, and she let her eyes run over him at will. Broad-shouldered and strong-armed beneath the white shirt, he looked as if he could hold his own in
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