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PROLOGUE

March 1594

North Atlantic

The Terror Roared out of the night. White-tipped mountainous seas overwhelming the black horizon, tearing sailors from decks and ripping iron-hard sails from their masts. The White Dove, one hundred tons, thirty-four crew and a cabin boy, was struck broadside. Hurled into the trough’s maw and almost overwhelmed by the breaking water, the valiant ship attempted to right itself and claw up the face of the wave, although its helmsman had already been swept into the icy depths. Timber splintered. The ship’s death throes vibrated through the desperate survivors clinging to life with silent determination. Men of the sea did not cry out at their misfortune.

The storm struck eight days after the ships sailed from Dartmouth on the English south coast. White Dove and twenty-eight others had departed for the forty days’ windward journey to the Newfoundland fishing grounds, to return in August with their abundance of salted cod. Richard Sheriff, cabin boy and son to a fisherman father, wedged between fallen spars and tangled ropes that had saved him from being sucked overboard, screamed as the sharp talons of fear hooked into his mind. 

The ten-year-old had seen winter storms at home, tossing waves high on the cliff face and the castle at the mouth of the River Dart. A sea monster hurling its way skywards. He had begged his father to leave him ashore. Embarrassed him in front of the men gathered at the tavern. Let me stay with my sister, he had pleaded. Elizabeth, four years his senior, was now in service at the merchant’s house at the top of town. The sea is the mother you never knew, his father had told him. She will rock you to sleep with her gentleness, but we must hope she never scolds you.

He did not want the sea to be his mother, he insisted. The men around him laughed but his father’s voice was stern. They would sail for Newfoundland.

And now here he was: soaked and frozen from the brittle, cold Atlantic, surrounded by hundreds of rats swarming onto any solid surface, spray stinging his face. The ship was dying beneath his feet. Sobbing with terror, he squinted at his father crawling crab-like towards him, fighting the pull of the sinking ship. 

His father, bloodied, head cut, arm gashed, untangled him. Shouted above the wind’s roar: he must survive. Then the boy saw the rolling white water tumble from the foredeck. Heard the ship’s back breaking. He felt his father’s strong arms embrace him, his bearded face close to his. His last words bellowed against the howling wind. Live, boy! Care for Beth! Protect her! They rolled, pounded through the tumult. The ship was going down. A wave tore them apart. He choked. Kicked hard. Not knowing up from down. Blind. Finding strength he had never known, gasping, he broke the surface amid the flotsam, cresting an immense wave. He clung to splintered wood, sweeping aside ship’s rats. He raised a desperate arm at another ship, one that had turned, its damaged sails flapping, and was rescued.

The wild night exhausted itself hours later. The ship limped back to port, bearing the only crew member saved that night from the White Dove. Richard Sheriff swore never again to give the sleeping monster lurking below the surface the chance to drag him down into its savage maw.




PART ONE Pursuit





Chapter 1

February 1604

Totnes Town ForgeDevonshire

The Water Boiled, hissing its resistance to the heated metal plunged into it. Outside the forge’s warmth a cold dawn eased into the sky, ghosting the River Dart in early mist. Richard Sheriff pulled the forged blade free from the water trough under the watchful eye of Joshua Conway, fifty years old, owner and master of the town forge.

‘Aye, good enough, now scrape it, lad, get that scale off the metal,’ said Conway. ‘It’s a working man’s knife you’re forging there. Right now it’s brittle, so what do we do next?’

‘We temper it, Master Conway.’

The blacksmith made no reply. He had cared for Richard Sheriff since he was orphaned. Given him a trade. Taught him step by step to work metal: pitchfork tines, ploughshares, boat hooks and chains. Watched as the lad’s skill had grown so that he could finesse horse bosses intricate enough to please the local landowner for his prized mounts. Now the lad was being taught how to forge a working man’s knife. Durable, wooden handle, a decent tempered blade for farm labourer and fisherman. And if the apprentice could master the skill, that would free Conway to undertake other work to give the forge extra income. God knows they needed it. These days spent teaching his apprentice to make a knife were worth the patience required. 

A child, only eight or nine years old, stood ready at the firepit. Richard nodded at the bellows boy. ‘Tom, not too much heat. Give it a steady blow. Watch the colour of the coals – when they turn bright orange then ease off.’

Richard gripped the cooled blade with tongs and eased it into the coals. The gradual heating of the blade allowed the cutting edge to stay harder than the spine. The bellows boy’s face was a study in concentration, eager to please. Richard gave him an encouraging smile.

‘We’re learning together, Tom. Watch the dance. Don’t let the flames get too high.’

As the child pulled down on the bellows bar, increasing the coals’ glow, Conway stood on the other side of the firepit. ‘Get the heat up slowly, Richard.’ There had been mistakes in the past. A blade that turned blue in the heat was over-tempered and would have to be rehardened and the entire process started again. That was a costly error in time and fuel.

Richard worked the blade into the firepit, waiting until the coals changed the blade’s edge to a light straw colour. ‘Steady, Tom,’ Richard warned the child. ‘A little more now.’

The flames remained constant. A purple hue tinged the blade’s spine as Conway stepped away and eased closed the forge’s door. The breeze had picked up from downriver. Even a slight increase from a draught could affect the heat in the coals. Joshua Conway had a lifetime of experience and made Richard temper the blades before dawn when the air was at its stillest.

Satisfied that he had achieved the right colour, Richard pulled the metal free of the firepit and laid it on the anvil. Conway always insisted that no blade to be tempered should be quenched when it came from the fire, but left to cool in the air. Then the colour along the edge could be checked. Richard raised his head, his concentration momentarily broken. He sought affirmation with a glance at Conway, who nodded. His apprentice was always absorbed in his work. A sign that meant every touch, smell and sight of the metal being forged came as naturally to him as breathing. 

A couple of years before, Richard had helped Conway with a new fire cage for the beacon that stood on the Kingsbridge road a mile above the town. The Queen of England had reigned for forty-five years and England was never stronger than when she had died the previous March. The beacon had been lit by the county’s principal landowner, Sir Edward Seymour, and watched by a crowd of hundreds. The flames fought their way through the cage as the townspeople mourned the loss of their queen and celebrated the coronation of the new King, James I.

Joshua Conway had turned to his apprentice. ‘That beacon will be lit to warn of danger or in celebration. It’s a testament, lad, a part of your heritage.’

‘Our heritage, Master Conway,’ Richard had replied.

Conway checked the blade. Once cooled, it would be cleaned with abrasive sandstone and then sharpened. He was grudging in his praise, but when given, it was genuine. ‘Another few months with me keeping an eye on you, and I reckon you’ll be a knife maker in your own right. The extra money will help get us through next winter.’

Richard’s pride glowed. ‘But the real money is selling to the merchants, Master Conway. They would spend handsomely for something more elaborate than a fisherman’s blade.’

‘Aye, well, don’t get ahead of yourself. Fancy knife making needs a wealthy sponsor to buy what’s needed to make it fancy. You stick to making an honest knife. A wooden handle, horn if someone’s prepared to pay extra for it. Blacksmithing puts the food on the table, not blade making.’ He reached for a cloth-covered iron lock and key on the workbench. ‘Get this up to the jail and fit that door we measured last week. We’ll finish the blade when you’re back. And don’t linger up there. I reckon there’ll be trouble brewing by ten o’clock and they’ll want any agitators locked up.’ He thrust the lock into Richard’s hands. ‘And they’ll need that to keep them under lock and key, won’t they? Then get yourself back here and finish what you started.’

Richard wrapped the lock in the cloth and pushed it into a satchel. ‘The hanging?’ he asked.

‘Aye, the hanging. Poor wretch.’

*

Despite the hour and the chilly wind funnelling up the Dart, crowds were already gathering on the High Street. Stalls were being set up amid the smell of cooked pies in baskets; a dog whelped from a kick as it sniffed too closely. A brazier glowed, its coals soon to roast chestnuts. Richard crossed the street, shouldering his way through the gathering spectators. Most had come from nearby villages. The Castle Arms alehouse already had men spilling into the square, their boots and cloaks mud-caked from having walked the miles to get to the hanging.

The smell of fresh bread assailed him. He had not yet had breakfast, given Master Conway’s insistence on blade making before dawn brought the inevitable breeze upriver. His mouth watered and he thought of buying a pie or a small loaf before fitting the lock. But the lock was important. It needed to be done and then he could turn his back on the ugly sight that was soon to take place. By then the atmosphere would have taken on a mixture of awe, grim anticipation and the sense of a festival gathering. The Candlemas candles had only just burned out; these crowds now showed little of the solemnity that had marked the holy day. They had come for a spectacle. A fiddle player struck up a tune; a drummer beat out a repetitive rhythm on his tabor; notes from a penny whistle fluttered across the gathering. Men and women danced a jig. Cackling laughter pierced the air. There would be enough drunkenness to contend with once they had stretched the poor woman’s neck. 

Richard turned his back on the crowds, went down a narrow passage and up steps leading to the town walls that would take him to the guildhall jail. Nothing more than three windowless cells with straw bedding secured by plank and batten doors, it was known as the Darkhouse: in Richard’s mind, the most loathsome of places for a prisoner to be kept. He shifted the weight in his satchel. A fortnight after forging it, the ward lock felt heavier. 

The constable on duty nodded at him. A local blacksmith posed no threat to the prisoner he guarded. Richard had previously measured the door needing the replacement lock. As he worked away, he heard the whimpering of the condemned woman from the adjacent cell. Forcing himself to concentrate on the job at hand, he urged himself to hurry so that he could get back to the forge and leave this place of death. Agnes Cleve was a homeless woman, a common sight in the parish, particularly where the soldiers drank. Seen as a perpetual offender, guilty of petty crime, begging and prostitution, now she was going to be hanged. As anyone with a conscience knew, the Poor Law discriminated between the deserving and undeserving and according to the ill-thought laws she was a vagrant. That she had remained in the parish for so long was only because some townspeople took pity and gave her scraps. But then her child, an infant, was found dead. The court accused her of its killing and sentenced her. Only God knew the truth. The mite likely died of hunger. But the woman was a blight on the town and there were enough voices raised against her.

The lock fitting was more difficult than he anticipated but after a final test he was satisfied. He bagged his tools in time to avoid the half-dozen constables and their soldier escort who arrived to take the woman to the gallows. One constable gestured him away from the door. Stepping back he watched as two men went into the cell and dragged the distraught woman from the darkness. She struggled, hysteria giving her strength, and the men tried to restrain her.

‘For pity’s sake give her some ale!’ Richard cried. ‘Dull her mind to what awaits her.’

A soldier snarled at him: ‘None of your business, smithy. Get your arse back where it belongs.’

Two men grabbed the woman by each arm. One of them laughed cruelly. ‘Waste ale on this? I’ll dull her senses for you.’ His fist punched the side of the woman’s head. Her legs gave way.

Richard hurled himself at the men. His sudden attack caught them by surprise. His tool bag swung, sending one of them flying. The woman dropped to the ground. Richard fought hard, ignoring the flurry of blows striking him, drawing blood and curses. He didn’t see the raised musket. And then came the shattering pain. Before he fell unconscious the last thing he heard was the dull finality of the key tumbling the metal wards of the new lock into place.




CHAPTER 2

River Dart Devonshire

The Rowing Boat’s prow pushed through the river’s mist-laden shroud, which parted to reveal only the few yards ahead. There was scant danger of being struck by larger vessels since the river had silted up the year before. Flat-bottomed boats were used for trade, but tonight, with no wind for their sails and the camouflaging mist, sailors would not risk poling their vessels in case they ran aground on one of the shifting mudbanks.

The twenty-four-year-old woman pulled the oars with an experienced stroke, her shawl gathered around her shoulders, warming her neck against the clinging river mist. The child from the forge lay curled asleep in the stern, oblivious to the river’s chill, the boat’s rise and fall in the swell and the rhythmic scrape of the oarlocks his lullaby. The boy had run nine miles on an uneven track from Totnes to Dartmouth with his message, driven on with the promise of an extra penny from his employer if he got to the downriver port in good time. He had reached her house as the mist settled on the river. Despite the urgency, she had given the child food and drink; his hands, coal-smudged from his life at Totnes forge, blackened the coarse bread.

Elizabeth Sheriff’s strength came from a lifetime of hard work and from the added resilience needed to deal with her younger brother’s scrapes. Finding trouble forged his life as surely as his blacksmith’s hammer beat hot metal into shape. And now he was in jail. Another two hours would see her at the end of the twelve-mile river journey when she would face his employer’s displeasure and discover the seriousness of her brother’s crime. She raised the oars, wiped her dripping nose, and pulled the damp shawl over her head. Taking up the stroke again, she hoped they could swiftly settle whatever trouble her brother was in, then she could catch the turning tide home.

*

It was night by the time she reached her destination. The boy woke as the boat scraped along the quayside. He jumped clear and tied the mooring rope as Elizabeth shipped the oars. 

‘Tell your master I am here,’ she told him. She gathered her skirts and stepped ashore, watching as he ran across the bridge to the other side, disappearing into the veiled darkness. On her side of the river a cobbled street rose through the town lined with tall timber-framed merchant houses, home to men whose wealth came from wool and trading with continental ports. She walked to the foot of the hill, where the mist stubbornly clung to the lower part of town. Soft candlelight from a first-floor window illuminated an ornate plaster ceiling. Another sign of wealth. Totnes merchants were men of influence and power who protected their prosperity, trading as they had always done, not only with France, Portugal and Spain but as part of the national defence network, sending sailcloth, timber, cheese, ale and cider to English naval bases. These merchants liked stability in their town. Law and order kept their profits safe. The bailiff and constables dealt with people who caused trouble, and she prayed her brother had done nothing to cause offence or injury to any of these influential men. Keeping trouble at bay was to their benefit. Sixteen years ago, they had raised money to equip fighting ships to strike against the Spanish armada that threatened their trade. They habitually held their purse strings tight, so the fact that they had been prepared to finance such an expensive enterprise was warning to anyone local posing a threat to their well-being or livelihood. Such a person could find themselves at the end of a rope. She made a silent plea to the Almighty that her brother’s outspoken ways or physical strength had not caused injury to anyone of importance. To anyone at all. 

A lantern approached through the mist from across the river. A scuff of boot leather and then the man bearing the light emerged. Thirty yards away, and he was already berating the night’s coldness and the woman waiting for him.

‘Elizabeth, your brother causes vexation, and I am the man who pays the price.’

Joshua Conway strode past her. She quickly caught up with him.

‘I sent him to the jail to fix a new lock and key and two hours later, he is incarcerated. And I have lost two shillings for the lock and not a penny for the work for it to be fitted.’ He wiped a sleeve across his nose and took a breath. ‘You know there was a hanging,’ he said, his voice tinged with sadness.

She was breathless, maintaining his pace. ‘Yes. Tell me what he’s done. Has he hurt anyone?’

‘Only me and a constable, damn him. I have lost good money and now a hard-working smith. No one spoke for the condemned woman except your brother. He saw her being taken. From what I was told he attacked the constables after one of them struck the woman. Some soldiers restrained him, but he punched one constable, who is still in the infirmary. And then they beat Richard with their musket butts. His arm was broken. They threw him in the Darkhouse without a crust of bread or a jug of ale.’

They were two-thirds up the cobbled street, dimly lit from first-floor windows. The ominous sentinel of the castle at the top of town loomed into the night sky, towering above the guildhall and its jail. 

‘Money has changed hands. He’ll not go in the bailiff’s book if we can get him out tonight. I’ve seen to that. But he’ll need to be kept away from the town for a while. He draws trouble to him like filings to a magnet and the constables will have an eye out for him now. They’ll need little excuse to keep him shackled.’

He shook his head. ‘I was your father’s closest friend, and I swore if anything happened to him, then I would do what I could to keep an eye on you both. Aye, well, I have done that these past ten years. Done my best. Took your brother in to give him work.’ He glanced at her. ‘Kept him away from the sea.’

They reached the guildhall and its high wall that stood between them and the jail.

‘He has added to his list of misdemeanours and unpopularity, and that reflects poorly on me.’

‘Master Conway, we are grateful for you being my father’s true friend and for extending that promise to me and my brother. But I have no money to pay for a doctor.’

‘It was a clean break. I’ve paid the doctor to splint it and I’ve bribed the constables and ensured the bailiff has some fine brass bosses for his horse’s bridle. If Richard can be taken from the town tonight, no more will be said.’ He placed a compassionate hand on her arm. ‘Elizabeth, he is no good to me with a broken arm. You must take him home and keep him there until he is healed. Then I can take him back into the forge. But first you must calm his anger.’ He saw her quizzical look. ‘He wants to go to Sir Edward and take the issue of the hanged woman further. It is an injustice he cannot remedy. It will not go well for him if he does so.’

She nodded. Last year her brother had refused to join Sir Edward Seymour’s militia and had been roundly admonished for failing to serve and protect the town. But regular soldiers were billeted and trained on the Longcause close to the forge, so there was no reason for a militia to be formed other than to boost Seymour’s vanity.

‘Take me to Richard,’ she said.

*

Once inside the guildhall grounds, the night jailer escorted them to the jail along a narrow outside passage overshadowed by St Mary’s Church. Those prisoners permitted to see the sky once in a while would wash and exercise in this meagre yard. The jailer led them to three hefty plank-and-batten doors, behind which were cells little better than a cave. Windowless, dank, furnished only with straw. The Darkhouse lived up to its name. The jailer heaved one door open. The stench of fouled straw, not cleaned from previous inmates, made Elizabeth gag. She covered her face with her hand. As Conway stepped inside, his lantern cast its light on her brother lying crumpled in the corner. He was in a pitiful state. His face bruised and cut, an eye closed and swollen. There was dried blood on his scalp. His forearm looked to have been bound tightly with a piece of cut leather and then splinted with two stout pieces of flat wood, bandaged to restrain the arm.

‘Help me,’ Conway said to the jailer.

The man grunted but knew better than to argue with a man who was a linchpin of the community. He passed his lantern to Elizabeth and helped drag the barely conscious prisoner to his feet. Conway and the jailer each took one of Richard’s arms and hauled him into the chill night air. Once they had propped him against the wall, the jailer undid his prisoner’s leg irons and stepped back, reclaimed his lantern and stood waiting. Conway pressed a coin into his hand.

‘Will you help me get him to the river?’ said Conway.

‘And leave my post?’ He shook his head and turned away. ‘There’s a handcart outside the church the grave diggers use.’

*

Conway and Elizabeth got her brother into the cart. He was slipping in and out of consciousness. By the time they reached the quay, the boy was waiting at the boat with a bundle of Richard’s clothing and had already placed a lantern on the stempost at the bow. It was unlikely others would travel upriver by night but when the trees closed in and blackened what light remained from the darkening sky, it was better to show caution. Revived by the fresh air, and with their help, Richard clambered unsteadily into the boat. Twisting his body around, wincing from the pain of his bruised ribs and broken arm, he said, ‘Thank you, Master Conway. I’m obliged. Next time, I’ll look out for the soldier behind me.’

‘Next time I won’t be able to get you out of the Darkhouse.’

Conway pushed them into the running tide. Elizabeth dipped the oars.

Conway’s parting words followed them. ‘They’ll probably hang you.’

*

The River Dart needed skill to navigate as it meandered south to the sea, especially in darkness. In places, hidden sandbanks pushed the current aside and the unaware might find themselves suddenly deep in the reed beds and mud. Those like his sister who knew the river understood its fickleness and Richard was confident her skill would pilot them to her cottage. The rocking of the boat and the rhythmic grind of the oarlocks lulled him, easing his pain.

The slow journey to Dartmouth was one of quiet despair. His sister glared and then shook her head. Was that in pity or anger? he wondered. The darkness of the river engulfed them, overhanging trees, bare branches arching over the water swaying from the freshening wind, silent accusers of his misdeeds.

Dreamlike, he let his unbroken arm rest over the side, fingers loose in the undulating swell of the boat’s wake. Water yielded when it was calm but could change as quickly as his temperament. He had a better understanding of fire, having learnt to harness its power that enabled him to heat iron and bend and shape it to his will. And if the coals flared and spat, he knew how to control it. He was its master, unlike his temper when faced with injustice.




CHAPTER 3

The Fishermen’s Cottages at Dartmouth’s Bears Cove were cramped and huddled, spilling south along the river towards Warfleet Cove. A nearby mill stood upstream of Elizabeth’s house, offering scant protection from the north wind that swept down from the desolate moorland twenty miles upriver. Richard Sheriff stood outside his sister’s cottage, a place they’d managed to hold on to since their father’s death aboard the White Dove. He looked across to the opposite bank, watching the lone ferryman begin his journey from Kittery Point on the Kingswear side.

‘Stay out or come inside,’ his sister called. ‘The cold, Richard! For pity’s sake.’

Richard stooped beneath the lintel and closed the door behind him. It had been six weeks since his sister had brought him downriver. The pain in his broken arm had nagged day and night, as persistent as the chill wind across the harbour, until one day the pain settled into a dull ache, as dull as the boredom of being confined in a town for which he held scant affection. Its only blessing was that his sister lived there.

There was little for him to do. Each day, when Elizabeth returned to her duties at the merchant’s house, he would make his way along the waterside to watch those craftsmen who had remained after the fishing fleet had set sail for Newfoundland. The yards were quieter now, but sufficient skilled labour remained to give the injured blacksmith a diversion. Dartmouth was one of the few ports where shipwrights and carpenters, as well as sawyers, smiths and caulkers, exercised their skills to build and repair maritime projects, while the town warehouse supplied canvas, cables, rope, and anchors. 

The Bears Cove gun fort, built more than seventy years ago into the thirty-foot cliff, was a few hundred yards from Elizabeth’s cottage. Unable to work, Richard still needed to pay his way. Feeding two instead of one was an added burden on his sister. Gambling and drinking with the soldiers stationed at the fort were a distraction from his own idleness, and he always made sure he drank less than the indolent men. Staying sober bettered his chances of winning at their card games. 

The stone wall artillery blockhouse was a place as inhospitable as the dank two rooms he shared with his sister. The fort housed a small detachment of soldiers who spent a listless time supposedly guarding the narrow stretch of water between their riverside and the opposite Kingswear bank. The gun fort’s three-foot-thick walls kept out the seeking wind but did little to retain the warmth from their brazier. There were never more than a half-dozen soldiers on duty, rotated each month with those who relieved them, bringing their own rations for their tour of duty. It was an unenviable posting. There was little to do in the town and the cramped fisherman’s inn had scant welcome for soldiers. The fort was a secondary defence a mile upriver from the castle at the mouth of the Dart. Invasion scares from Spain had faded, but the castle was still manned by men ready to put their backs into a windlass in the gun tower and raise an underwater chain across the river to stop enemy ships entering the deep-water harbour. The Bears Cove men knew therefore there was little chance of an enemy passing the castle, and this was reflected in their boredom and lack of interest in their duty.

The soldiers knew nothing of Richard’s background but welcomed the distraction and the fiery liquid he now brought with him: flagons of brandy supplied by the ferry boatman from Kingswear. Using his winnings from gambling, Richard had begun to buy brandy, stolen or salvaged from ships wrecked on the inhospitable coast, and then sell it to the soldiers at a profit. Richard Sheriff’s reputation for standing up to authority in Totnes had spread downstream across the river to Kingswear, and the one thing that Devon smugglers admired was a man who flaunted authority and accepted the pain it could bring. His access to brandy was assured. 

That reputation, however, held little sway among the fishermen in his native town. He had kept his distance from them as they prepared the cod fleet in the deep-water harbour to undertake their yearly journey, the same voyage he had endured years before. Most of the fishermen had been on the other ships during his own ill-fated passage. By the time these men had returned, all those years ago, the boy had already been taken upriver by Joshua Conway and given a place at his Totnes forge. These fishermen saw little of the sole survivor from the White Dove, and during his infrequent visits to his sister in Dartmouth, they ignored him. The boy who had begged not to be taken to sea, and been the only one on his ship to survive, was a Jonah, best to be avoided. The years and good catches with fair winds had softened some men’s animosity and they might nod their head in acknowledgement of his greeting, but the only relief he got from the unfriendly stares of others was when the ships sailed. Now the harbour was empty except for a few small flat-keeled boats waiting to ferry goods up- and downriver.

Elizabeth lifted the lid on her cooking pot, glancing at him as he stood staring out of the window, his right hand rubbing the swathed arm. ‘It still hurts?’ she asked.

‘A little. Two more weeks and I’ll cut it free. Damned if I won’t.’

‘Then you’ll pay the consequences if it’s not healed.’

‘It’ll be healed,’ he said, still watching the ferryman’s slow progress through the window.

Wiping two bowls, she settled them on a spindly table. In the weeks that followed his arrest she had not raised the issue, preferring first to let his physical pain heal. ‘Richard, you must stop challenging the law.’

‘I was wondering how long it would take you.’ He shrugged. ‘Beth, the woman did not deserve to be hanged.’

‘The law said differently.’

‘And they were wrong.’

‘And last year? I had to pay your fine because Master Conway couldn’t risk being involved.’

‘I paid you back,’ he said simply, not wanting it to sound accusatory.

‘That’s not the point. You tried to stop the portreeve in his duties. He’s the town warden, Richard, warden of the wealthiest town there is around here. He has his duties.’

‘You weren’t there.’

‘That doesn’t alter your behaviour. You interfered.’

Richard’s offence had been to speak out against a woman being tied to the back of a cart and whipped up the High Street. Unable to pay her rent, she had stolen a skillet worth pennies and tried to sell it.

Richard faced his sister. ‘She didn’t deserve such a harsh punishment. Stripped to the waist. Humiliated and beaten. Portreeve or not, what man takes fourpence as payment from the Justice of the Peace for whipping a woman half-naked and dragged behind a cart? I’d have damned myself had I not spoken out. Beth, if any man laid a hand on you, I would do more than shout a challenge. I would kill him. There are times in life when you have to act and damn the consequences.’

Elizabeth sighed. She knew it would be futile to continue the conversation as surely as it had been many times before. She understood her brother’s passion. Their mother had died from sickness when he was a babe; their father, a hardworking fisherman who had paid a neighbour for their care until Elizabeth herself could look after her younger sibling, had drowned when Richard was still a boy. The two of them had no one apart from the other. Who cared for whom the most? She for him or he for her? The boy urged by his dying father to fight for his life so that he might protect his sister, forced to act older than his years. She knowing his childhood was blighted by the responsibility thrust upon him. Bonded by grief, they were helpless in their feelings for each other. She reached up and laid a hand on his face.

‘Come to church on Sunday. Gabriel Pryor gives a good sermon.’

‘There’s no church for me, Beth. Never will be. What God would take a widowed father from his children?’

‘There’s no answer to that. But we’re still together.’

‘Aye, and we were together before Father drowned. I’ll leave you to do the praying for both of us.’ 

‘What am I to do with you?’ she said gently. Her smile was as tender as her voice. ‘You’re a good soul, Richard Sheriff, and I could never turn my back on the love I have for you.’

‘And you’re more forgiving than I deserve,’ he said.

She smiled and pointed at his broken arm. ‘But remember, there is always a price to pay for the decisions we make.’

Richard watched as she finished laying the table. She was a plain woman, but the softness of her features and the pale grey-green eyes complementing a fair complexion held a certain allure and she had not lacked for men to court her. However, there was little choice of suitors in Dartmouth. Other than skilled tradesmen, those who pursued her were mostly local fishermen who wanted a woman to cook and mend and help with the repair of their nets. But being in service at the merchant’s house gave Beth independence, a freedom she cherished. She did not want marriage. She had no desire for children. Not yet, at least. And finally, the men had stopped pursuing her. There had been someone once, but he was long gone.

Richard embraced her, remembering once again how he, a terrified boy, had returned home from the cruel sea, angry at his father’s death and guilty at first for being the one who had not drowned. Yet he had found resilience in his survival. In that and in the last words his father spoke to his son: Live boy! Care for Beth! Protect her!

‘I know,’ she said, sensing his thoughts, her intuition as sharp as the keen river wind. She patted his shoulder She’d let the matter rest. Her brother’s pent-up frustration was understandable, being confined as he was. ‘Come and eat and we’ll talk no more about it.’ She smiled. ‘Tonight at least.’

Richard stepped back from the embrace and glanced out of the window again. ‘Wait a while. I’ll be back later.’

*

The rowing boat nudged the quayside. The ferryman tied off the boat and accepted Richard’s hand to help him step ashore. ‘All’s well then, Richard?’

‘Martin, do our friends still have supplies?’

‘Aye, stored and hidden heaven knows where, but happy to take your money. As happy as you are to take the soldiers’.’ He handed Richard a sack that concealed an earthenware jug.

‘The guards have nothing else to spend their pittance on,’ Richard said. ‘Better in my purse than theirs.’ His doublet flapped free in the wind, unfastened because of his bound arm.

The ferryman tossed what remained of the mooring line back into the boat. ‘You flap like a lame duck with a broken wing. Here…’ He pulled the younger man’s tunic so that the lower fastenings allowed his broken arm to peek through and be supported. ‘A couple of new fancy buttons, I see.’

‘I lost them in the scuffle in Totnes. Beth made them.’

‘Well, the sooner you get that damned thing off your arm the better. Then there’ll be no need to linger here with the dregs in that fort. You watch yourself with them. Drunken soldiers are worse than bad-tempered fishermen with empty nets.’

The ferryman turned back to his boat.

‘I take care, Martin, but they’re as bored as I am. We make agreeable companions. My sister has hot stew on the stove. You’d be welcome.’

‘Thank you, lad, but I’m off to my lodgings now.’ He hauled a sack of provisions from the boat and faced the open sea. ‘Wind’s turning. It’ll bring cold rain come dark. Aye, time to get in front of a warm fire. I’ll bid you good day.’

As they parted ways, a boat hove into view from upriver. It was small enough to be poled across shallow water but was aided by a sail. Despite the headwind coming in from the sea, its helmsman manoeuvred it with apparent ease across the breadth of the river. The boat appeared to be empty except for the man at the tiller.

‘Do you know him?’ said Richard, not recognizing the boatman.

Martin stared into the late day’s gloom. ‘Aye, I’ve seen him across the other side. He usually brings goods from the market at Totnes. There’s a stall over there he supplies. Don’t look as though he’s carrying anything, though. Boat’s high in the water. Who knows? He’s tacking to come this way.’ Martin sniffed and spat downwind. ‘Haven’t hired him to go back up and have another crack at them constables, have you?’ The older man grinned. ‘Well, it’s no concern of mine. I’ve Widow Harris waiting and she
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