On 18 June 1815, Napoleon Bonaparte won a narrow victory
at the battle of Waterloo. Europe was immediately catapulted
into uncharted territory.
Bonaparte left the Duke of Wellington’s defeated army in
Brussels and marched his own troops to Ostend. Those who
survived the two-day ordeal forcibly boarded English transport
ships waiting for Wellington’s men.
Sailing past the English blockade under false colours,
Bonaparte landed five thousand men in Folkestone. With the
navy in tatters, many thousands more were soon to land in
Cornwall where – after generations of brutal oppression by the
English – the Cornish had little choice but to let them pass
unchallenged. Promised sovereignty, it did not take the Cornish
long to realise they had been betrayed.
By Christmas, the king and the prince regent were both
dead, and Bonaparte had placed his younger brother, Jérôme,
on the throne of England.
Imprisoned in the Tower of London, the Duke of Wellington
remained there for more than a year.
In March 1817, he disappeared.

PART ONE
Isles of Scilly,
Cornwall, 1817
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H

ester killed her first man at Castle Bryher. It happened
after she ran down Shipman Head and scrambled home
across rocks laid bare by the retreating tide, a pair of grouse in
one hand and the pistol at her waist. Tall and built on generous
lines, she slithered across heaps of bladderwrack, ran swiftfooted up barnacle-crusted steps of granite and clattered into
the stillroom on the ground floor of the tower, her light brown
cheeks flushed with the effort. Spirals of hair sprang free of a
frayed green linen headscarf knotted at a rakish angle, and the
wide hem of her oldest muslin gown was sodden, scattering
sand across flagstones swept only that morning. Papa always
said the stillroom had been used for centuries as an armoury
but the curving walls were now neatly whitewashed and hung
with copper pans kept at a liquid shine by Hester’s house
keeper, Catlin.
Sitting at a vast scrubbed table littered with neat heaps of
gathered herbs and stacks of bowls, Hester glanced up from the
cleaning of her gun just as Catlin herself came in. Those longdead Royalist soldiers had left behind more than their initials
scratched into the ceiling joists: once or twice in a generation,
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a child like Catlin Rescorla would still be born to an island
family with hair the rust-red of last year’s heather and the dark,
expressive eyes of the Stuart kings. She eyed the two dead birds
and the oil-smeared cloth, looking every inch as warlike as her
long-dead mainland ancestors must have done.
Hester was instantly contrite. ‘I’m sorry, Cat. I’ll clean up.’
Catlin wiped pale, freckled hands on her apron with
brisk impatience. ‘Miss, why couldn’t you have stripped the
piece down in the gunroom where it belongs?’ She sat down
and bent her head over the pestle and mortar, grinding dried
geranium petals.
‘Because then I would have been on my own,’ Hester replied.
They both spoke in Cornish, a habit ploughed so deep that
English would have seemed unnatural.
Catlin didn’t look up from her pestle but the set of her
shoulders softened. Strands of dark red hair curled loose around
her face, escaping the black bombazine cap she’d worn since the
news came that Tom had died at the battle of Waterloo. Silence
stretched between them, making a mockery of long-ago nights
falling asleep beneath the same ancient crewel-work coverlet,
whispering of seal-maids and the souls of drowned sailors.
‘I don’t know what you mean by it, anyway,’ Catlin said at
last, without looking up from the task of pouring a stream of
whale oil into her bowl. ‘You ought to know better than to be
crawling up Shipman Head with a pistol. What’s got into you?’
Hester stared down at her hands, her fingers grimy with
gunpowder and oil. ‘Papa has written to Mr Williams again.’
It was her duty to marry well, but in truth she’d been relieved
when Buonaparte’s escape from his island prison and the
outbreak of war put an end to negotiations with the Sierra
Leonean tea merchant. Now, eighteen months after the defeat
and the Occupation, Papa had decided it was time to secure
her future.
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Catlin shrugged, unsympathetic. ‘Mr Williams seemed a
kindly enough man to judge from that letter you got, and he’s
black like yourself, and well educated, and he’s got money,
too. Your papa says he’s built a fine house in Freetown with
coconut palms in the garden, whatever they might be. Africa’s a
long way, but what would you rather – some English nobleman
with nothing in the bank and all his friends sneering at you?
Such a husband would think he’d made you a gift of his title
even as he got his soft hands on all your fortune, miss.’
‘Do you really think I want some minor squire to get his
hands on everything my father worked for?’ Hester demanded.
Despite Papa’s naval honours and a veneer of respectability
acquired in the eyes of those in power, the colour of his skin
had barred his entry to the halls of the Exchange. This had
not prevented him instructing a broker with Abolitionist
leanings to make a series of spectacular investments. Prize
money earned capturing French ships had given birth to the
sort of fortune that led mothers of marriageable sons from
Penzance to St Austell into appallingly transparent attempts to
conceal their disgust at Hester’s lineage. The notion of marriage
into any such family, or even to kindly Mr Williams of Sierra
Leone, was insupportable. ‘Listen, Cat – no wife has time to
paint, let alone to shoot grouse. I’d rather be single forever.
It’s hardly as if I should be destitute.’ Hester was immediately
sorry, knowing that Catlin would have given anything to be a
wife rather than a widow.
Catlin shook her head, funnelling the geranium oil into one
green glass bottle after another. Silence reigned again, and for
so long that Hester was almost glad to hear heavy footfalls in
the passageway. Wiping her hands on the skirts of her gown,
she stepped round the table to meet the trespasser in Catlin’s
undisputed domain. The door flew open with such force
that Hester put out her arms to stop it. It was no ordinary
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islander but Papa himself, collapsing against the doorframe and
bleeding from his mouth. He clutched at his belly, his white shirt
blooming crimson. He dropped to his knees, trying to speak.
Catlin ran to him but Hester flew backwards, taking up her
reassembled pistol.
‘Nne—’ Papa choked, falling to his knees, thick dark blood
seeping from one corner of his mouth. Catlin screamed.
‘Nne m o!’ Papa cried again, his meaning unintelligible to
Hester. Scrabbling at the table, her fingers closed around a
cartridge and with a swift jerk she bit off the end and tasted
the bitter burn of gunpowder before forcing the live cartridge
down the barrel of her gun. As she lit the powder, four white
French soldiers surged in, a rush of filthy blue jackets, old sweat
and foul breath. Hester fired, and the first man she had ever
killed dropped to the flagstones at her feet, leaving heaped grey
brain matter seeping from the shattered remains of his skull.
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H

ester huddled at the stern of a stolen oyster-boat, spraydrenched and rigid with disbelieving grief. God alone
knew where the soldiers meant to take her. Why had they
come? Papa had feared the French would garrison Scilly as
the Parliamentarians had done hundreds of years ago. Acting
under Wellington’s final orders in 1815, Admiral Comey had
destroyed Star Castle on St Mary’s as what was left of the navy
limped across the Atlantic, leaving Castle Bryher as the obvious
target. And so now they had come and Papa was dead. At least
if these men meant to kill her too, surely they would have done
it by now? After twelve hours at sea the violent shivering had
settled, but every time Hester closed her eyes she saw her father’s
blood in a dark shiny puddle on the flagstones and the French
soldier’s brains splattered up the whitewashed wall. If Catlin
were still alive, she would be furious about the mess. Hester
couldn’t begin to comprehend that Catlin might also be dead,
for surely Papa could not really be gone. Disjointed memories
flickered through her mind like moths seeking candlelight. In
the days before Papa’s naval duties were confined to manning
Castle Bryher, whenever he came home on leave she would
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run away from her lessons with Cousin Jane and tease him
into playing at Trafalgar. Assembling the island children, Papa
would re-enact his finest hour in the great hall, or sometimes up
on Shipman Head Down. You shall be the Belle, Hettie, moving
up to attack the Scipion. We gave them a time of it! Catlin, you
are the Victory. Move up to fire your guns at the Mont Blanc,
and now have at poor Levillegris. That’s the trick, Jacca, the
poor man went down honourably. And then in her mind she
saw Papa again; she’d cradled his head in her lap as he died.
Bang, bang, you’re dead. Now get up. He could not get up;
he would never get up. She’d left him dead, his sightless eyes
staring up at her. Nne – what had he meant by that? Nne m o!
What had he been trying to tell her? They were not words in
English, Cornish or French, but some other language from his
own unspoken past; in not understanding her own father’s last
words, Hester felt torn from her sense of self, just as she had
been forced from her home – she was no longer Miss Harewood
of Castle Bryher, but a rootless, unprotected creature.
The youngest soldier had the tiller – just some seigneur’s son
learning at speed that there was more to sailing than it had
appeared when his papa’s manservant crewed the day-yacht.
Spittle flecked his downy chin as he shouted panicked orders
that no one had the skill or inclination to obey. Hester could
have done better herself – far better. Stationed on a remote
archipelago with a long history of harassment by Dutch
pirates, Captain John Harewood had made sure his daughter
knew how to sail a small craft, but it was best her captors had
no notion of it. Numb, Hester dug her fingertips into the flesh
of her arms, forcing herself to stay awake, not knowing how
she would bear having no notion what had happened to Catlin,
to her entire household.
The mist lifted a little as they neared the mainland, and
Buonaparte’s ships loomed across Mount’s Bay like a string
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of sinister dark pearls. No English or Cornish ship could sail
beyond the stranglehold of the blockade, and neither could trade
be done. Buonaparte must be such a vengeful man: not content
with winning a war, he clearly meant to grind the British Isles
into starved submission. Beyond the blockade, the mainland
was gloomy with fog, green and purple moorland just visible
behind the port of Marazion, a cluster of slate-roofed cottages
glittering with lamplight visible only in snatches when one of
the ships manoeuvred.
Hester watched Marazion swing away to the east – if the
French had hoped to make landfall in the shelter of Mount’s
Bay they would be disappointed. The wind was blowing from
an odd quarter and they were still much too far west. These
useless French soldiers had no hope of navigating the wild,
rock-strewn waters around Gwennap Head. Futile rage swept
through her, and then disbelief. How could Papa have left her
alone to face this? How could he really be gone? She’d barely
begun on his portrait: most of it was just red chalk; her paint
brushes were still drying by the sink in the scullery. It had been
so very hard to get him to sit quietly indoors to be sketched.
Now he would never move again save the slow sinking of his
flesh into earth, into bone. He’d always hated so much to be
still. Hester sat and watched rain and spray dripping from the
sails and realised that not only were the soldiers arguing again,
their voices sharp with exhaustion, but that she was now the
topic of disagreement.
The oldest soldier spoke first, his hard gaze slithering from
Hester to the rest of the men. ‘You must be out of your mind,
Dubois. Ney said to take her straight to headquarters. If you
want to risk poking a finger in that kind of wasp’s nest, be my
guest. You know what Ney’s like, expecting orders obeyed to
the last letter at the best of times. For the love of Christ, he’s
got the Duke of Wellington.’
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Hester stared firmly at the billowing mainsail. Please God
she’d banished any hint of understanding from her expression.
Wellington himself was on Bryher. Casting a quick glance at
her captors, it was clear they hadn’t the smallest suspicion that
after eleven years of Cousin Jane’s careful tuition, she spoke
fluent French. She fought a crazed desire to laugh, thinking
how provident it was that poor, genteel Jane hadn’t lived to
see her charge taken as an unchaperoned prisoner into the
company of four strange men.
‘Look,’ snapped one of the other soldiers – Dubois, she sup
posed – ‘are you really suggesting we let that lazy rat’s bastard
at the garrison just sit back and take all the glory? De Mornay’s
the one who’ll either guillotine the slut or send her up to London
so that King Jérôme and Joséphine can watch someone else do
it, not us. It’s Harewood’s brat. They’ll want to make him pay
for Trafalgar. She’s worth making an example of.’
‘Hasn’t Ney done that already? We left Harewood dead.’
The seigneur’s son at the tiller spoke right over Hester’s head.
‘Aye, as she left Boisson.’ When Dubois glanced at Hester
his face was blank, an expression she recognised and which
sent fresh tendrils of fear creeping down her spine. Nobody
on Bryher ever looked at her so – as though she were less
than human, a creature with no soul – but on the mainland
it happened often. Papa had always quickened his step when
they passed such people, hurrying Hester away with one
arm round her shoulders. Dubois shrugged. ‘Think about it.
We can take the little bitch to de Mornay at the garrison and
get nothing for our pains, or we can earn ourselves a pretty
penny in Bristol.’
They meant to sell her. It was hard to breathe, as though
someone with long, cruel fingers had their hands round
her neck, crushing her windpipe. Hester forced herself to
watch raindrops dripping from the mainsail, silvered by the
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early evening light. She must not allow them to realise she
had understood.
‘Well,’ said the seigneur’s son, breaking a long, considering
silence, ‘how much do you think we’d get?’
‘More than we’ve got between us as it is. There’s plenty of
black-market slave-traders in Bristol if you know where to look.’
The other soldier nodded. ‘He’s right. We can just say she
died or drowned herself. Who’s going to care?’
Hester repressed a wild urge to call out to Papa for help,
knowing now that she must escape or die trying, that she must
conserve what remained of her strength. The wind rose again,
and dark clouds crept across the sky from the east. Was that
small bay Lamorna Cove? Even if these men could be trusted
to reach the great stone quay at the western reach of the bay
without drowning them all, where might she be safe? The
moment she set foot on land, every last scrap of sand, earth and
moorland belonged to the Earl of Lamorna. There was a new
earl, too – that scandalous boy who had sailed with Papa on the
Belle and then left the navy to join Wellington’s staff in Spain.
Hester forced herself to steady her breathing as she weighed up
the options: before Buonaparte had escaped his island prison
and set Europe alight with another war, Papa had gone to
London on naval business, and she’d spent the winter of ’14 at
Nansmornow, the ancient seat of the Earls of Lamorna. She’d
never met the new earl – Papa knew him, of course, but he’d
run away to sea at such a young age, afterwards joining the
army, that she had never chanced to meet him at Nansmornow.
The Lamornas were allies – of a sort. For so many reasons,
Hester preferred not to recollect those frostbitten mornings,
the sidelong glances of the Lamorna servants, ice on the
windowpanes, and the Lamornas’ friends – women in fussy
silk gowns not quite daring to meet her eye, or staring when
they thought she did not attend. Lord Lamorna – Mark – had
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died not long after Waterloo, they said, of a fever contracted
as he searched the battlefield for the corpse of his estranged
eldest son. But by the grace of God, that son had survived what
should have been mortal wounds and was now the earl, a littleknown quantity. Hester had seen his name in The Times in the
weeks after Waterloo: he was the messenger who had failed
to reach Wellington with news that the allies had changed
sides. Typical Wellington, Papa had said, frowning down at
the newspaper. Always first to lay the blame at someone else’s
door. Shabby of him to let it get out that it was Crowlas who
didn’t reach him, poor lad. Lady Lamorna herself would be in
London at this season, the great house Nansmornow cloaked
in dust-sheets, but in any case the Lamorna estates were far
too close to what Hester had left behind. The French would
look for her at Nansmornow, surely. Even if by some miracle
she escaped these soldiers, Papa’s manumission papers and the
codicil confirming her own freedom were locked in his desk
in the library on the top floor of the tower at Castle Bryher.
Papa had never once left home without them. The Abolitionists
might refuse as much sugar in their tea as they like, Papa used
to say. The whole economy is bound up in the iniquity of it.
The truth was, she could be kidnapped by anyone from Land’s
End to the Highlands, disappearing without trace into a slave
trade that had diminished, but survived underground. Hester
pressed her hands to her face in a useless attempt to smooth
away rising panic: the men simply ignored her.
The bright cluster of lights was now no more than half a
mile away, and Hester realised she was looking at the little
row of fishermen’s cottages above Lamorna Cove. Dead ahead,
the water was black, ruffled: there was going to be the hugest
gust, and no one save herself gave the smallest sign of having
noticed the danger. Hester watched the young rifleman grip
the tiller with his cold-reddened fingers insultingly close to her
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face. If he didn’t turn into the wind they’d go over. It happened
so fast, a movement more natural than breathing: Hester
snatched the tiller, forcing it hard over, smashing them away
from the wind instead of into it as the gust hit the sails. The
mainsail bulged horribly just as the young lieutenant turned on
her. He was too late: the wind was everywhere, and in a blur
of spray the oyster-boat heeled over and Hester cried out at the
shock of the cold water. She screamed and went under; a slew
of silver-grey bubbles spewed from her mouth and nose. Swim.
She remembered Papa holding her by the waist, teaching her
how to kick in the shallow waters of Rushy Bay. The sodden
gown swirled around her legs, dragging her down. In her mind,
she heard Papa’s voice. Swim, take courage.
Hester gasped, her face streaming. She clutched the rudder as
it bobbed and floated. The upturned hull was just yards away
but there was no sign of the French, any of them. She heard a
man crying out, hidden by the bulk of a wave that crashed over
her own head a heartbeat later, his cries punctuated by silence as
he went under for longer and longer each time. They deserved
to drown. Gasping, Hester wrenched herself around, muttering
a prayer as she clutched at the floating rudder; nothing but
shouldering waves everywhere she looked, grey and cold, and
she must not get cold, she must not give up.
The silence was enormous, as if everyone in the whole world
had drowned save her. Hester swallowed a salty mouthful of
seawater. She clung to the rudder, watching those lights at the
water’s edge. Surely someone at Lamorna would help her? Half
a mile. No more than half a mile. She could swim half a mile.
She wouldn’t let the sea beat her. She could not.
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C

ome on, come on, come on. Waiting in darkness for the
explosion, the Honourable Kitto Helford pressed himself
against the wall of the quay house at the top of Fore Street.
Newlyn after the last bells was a ghost town. At this time,
there was no crowd to be lost in, only the rain and the night
and the blasted fucking Occupation. It was so unnaturally
quiet: Kitto felt watched at every moment, but it was hardly
as if he didn’t have a guilty conscience. Seawater swirled about
his ankles, inches above the cobblestones, aching cold against his
skin. It was birdwitted to have attacked on a spring tide with
a full moon hanging against the night like a huge silver penny
and seawater washing up into the streets of the town, and he
should have told Harry Simmens as much. Kitto was starting
to think that maybe Harry didn’t have the ear of the Cornish
resistance after all. In truth, it was rather difficult to imagine
Mr Gloyne, who ran An Gostel as well as the circulating library
in Penzance, looking on tonight’s work with any degree of
approval. In fact, Kitto had last seen Mr Gloyne engaged in a
very unwarlike game of chess with his brother at Nansmornow.
Well, Crow could go to the devil and take any coward with
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him who refused to fight the French. Harry had given him half
a meat pie when he’d eaten nothing for days. A ticket to the
guillotine in exchange for not even a whole meat pie. The night
cracked wide open, ringing with the dull thud of an explosion
that Kitto felt through the soles of his boots. The sky turned
a filthy shade of orange. Above the din of granite smashing
against cobblestones he heard breaking glass and men shouting
– and the thin, far-off wail of a child. It ought to give the French
something to write home about, a damned enormous hole
blown in the seaward wall of their garrison. Seawater foamed
about his shins as he sprinted alone down Fore Street. Mount’s
Bay lay to his left like black glass. There was no wind, and
a sprinkling of lights bled gold across the still waters: cabin
lamps lit by bored French blockade-ship captains screwing
the girls of Newlyn, Penzance and Marazion. The fishermen
might be forced into idleness, but their daughters, wives and
sisters were hard at work instead. The frigates loomed like
ghost ships, their sails white in the moonlight. There was only
one penalty for breaching the blockade: a hail of grapeshot.
Doubtless there was only one lesson for blowing a hole in the
French garrison, too, taught by Madame Guillotine.
Fore Street was too near the garrison. There were men
shouting in French, louder all the time. Even being out past
the last bells was enough for a trip to Bodmin Assizes. He’d die
there of gaol-fever before the French ever sliced the head from
his shoulders. He had to get away into the open moorland
between Newlyn and Paul. After nearly thirteen years of Papa
letting him do much as he pleased, Kitto knew every last
gorse bush from Lamorna to Penzance, and up on the moor
the bastards would have no chance with him. He scrambled
up a steep, twisting alley, leaving the bay behind him but not
the thunder of heavy footfalls or the shouting. They were
on his scent.
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Kitto surged uphill, his lungs burning. Why in Christ’s name
had he ever thought that throwing in his lot with An Gostel
was a good idea? Freedom for Cornwall, yes, but he’d be no
use to the rebellion dead or on a convict ship. The French were
catching up: he had to hide. The houses crammed along the
alley had shuttered their windows – no one wanted to draw
the eyes of a French night-guard. All but one, a single, blessed
oblong of brassy lamplight. The Star and Crown. Its doors
were barred for the night, but now he saw John Jenkins passing
up kegs of brandy and ale from the cellar trapdoor open to the
street, his daughter reaching down from the taproom window
to take each one, her fingers bright with gold rings.
Hearing heavy footfalls around the corner, Kitto reached
out, snatching the nearest of the kegs, holding it tight against
his chest like a life-raft, the reek of brandy raking the back of
his throat: better to be transported for stealing than to die on
the scaffold for insurrection. The soldiers were now more than
a few paces behind him. At a cry from the girl, John Jenkins
turned, looking from Kitto to the keg in his arms and then
at four infuriated French soldiers in sweat-stained blue jackets
backing Kitto hard up against the whitewashed stone bulk of
the Star, one pushing him against the wall so it hurt to breathe.
‘My lord?’ Jenkins was very still in the moonlight, watching
him, his fleshy face slack with shock.
There was no answer, nothing to say. He’d never see home
again. He’d never reach Nansmornow, never taste those cakes
of Nessa’s that he’d dreamed of ever since he fled Lamorna
House and left London behind.
‘Now then,’ the guard said, in French. The fingers digging
into his throat stank of raw onions, and the guard smiled. ‘And
what exactly do we have here?’
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T

o Arkwright’s mind it was all wrong. In the Star, every
bastard in the place stared at the pair of them, Boney’s
blue-jackets included. They all looked away too damned
quick before taking their hats off to Crow. Even one of the
Frenchies tipped his old-style tricorn but that didn’t mean shit.
Arkwright had been in enough tight corners to smell rot, and
my lord Crow had picked up the scent, too, not that anyone
who didn’t know him might tell. My fucking lord. Christ.
It was nine o’clock in the morning, and every man in the tavern
wound up with the promise of bloodletting, just like a pack
of hounds kennelled before the chase. It was the French that
had done it, sitting at the best table, the one before the fire:
Arkwright had spent long enough working in Crow’s stables
to know the Cornish called Lieutenant de Mornay ankenedhel,
the monster. A small man with yellow, ratty teeth, de Mornay
ruled Cornwall from the garrison at Borlaze with a bloody fist,
all right; he sat as judge to decide the fate of men who had
once belonged to Crow himself. Now here they were, both
men in the same tavern, the deposed lord and the interloper. It
felt as though the air was about to shatter like glass. Arkwright
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watched Crow leaning on the bar in his long black coat, cool
as you please, not watching, just waiting. If it were down to
Arkwright, they’d go straight to Nansmornow to look for the
boy. But when was it ever down to Arkwright? Thirty years a
soldier, twenty-five a spy, and Crow wasn’t the first arrogant
young aristocrat he’d had to take orders from, and nor would
he be the last – first Lord Crowlas, now the Earl of pissing
Lamorna. Grant would be wondering what the hell they were
up to, sitting on his arse in that Belgravia mansion, but Grant
could fuck himself for a start and never mind the young Helford
brat: coming back to Cornwall meant he could speak to Nessa.
It was time: he should’ve done it before they left for London.
She’d be in the old nursery, doing the family’s sewing, mending
collars and sheets with those stitches so small you couldn’t see
them, such clever fingers she had. He pictured her looking up
at him, smiling. What are you doing up here, Joe Arkwright?
Jenny wouldn’t have wanted him to be a single man forever.
‘Brandy, Jenkins,’ Crow said, high in the instep as ever.
Arkwright prayed to a God he had never really believed in that
there would be no trouble. They didn’t need this. Not now.
Jenkins wiped two glasses with a folded cloth; then he wiped
the bar itself before setting out the glasses and pouring from
a tin decanter. Nervy. His hand shook and brandy splashed
the bar. Arkwright surveyed the taproom: weatherbeaten lads
in oiled sheepskin surtouts staring out of the window at the
blockade running along Mount’s Bay. Bloody hell. Bloody
Cornish. You couldn’t trust any of them. Word was the local
guerrilla forces had blasted a hole in the French garrison
only last night, that some stupid fucker had been arrested
– probably hanged already. Fire-setters, dealers in gunpowder.
Where did they think it’d get them, aside from Bodmin gaol
and the scaffold? The two Frenchies were hard at hazard at
the best table, near the fire, and Lieutenant de Mornay with his
20

false lights

pockets to let, to judge by the look on his face. Crow sighed;
he leaned across to take the decanter from Jenkins, pouring
two neat glasses, pushing one along the bar. Arkwright took it,
drinking. Brandy burned the back of his gullet: the good stuff.
Something was getting through the blockade, then, thanks to
the Gentlemen of the free trade, even if half Cornwall starved
because no one could fish. Some of the Cornish had their uses.
Jenkins cleared his throat. ‘I wonder, my lord, if you might
attend my mother, sir? She hasn’t got long, and said as she
hoped she might get your blessing before she passes. I didn’t
think it would be possible, sir, at this time of year, when your
lordship would be in London as a matter of course, but as
you’re here?’
Crow knocked back his brandy, and poured another. ‘It would
be my pleasure. She was always very kind when I was a boy.
Wait here, Arkwright. Have another drink.’
Arkwright watched him follow Jenkins through a door
behind the bar, to the manner born. Noblesse oblige seemed
to come more natural than the other virtues. Nothing to
remark on, unless you knew like every man in the tavern save
the French that Jenkins’s mother had been dead fifteen years.
Arkwright pushed away the glass. Crow drank too much, like
the young fool he was. Arkwright had seen it all before. No
one could drink as much as that and hold his mind together,
not after seeing what they had seen, doing what they had done.
Crow stepped back into the taproom. There was something
up. Arkwright knew that look: blank, dead-eyed. It usually
ended badly. Jenkins poured another glass of brandy, but
instead of tossing it straight back, Crow leaned against the
fireplace, closer to the blue-jackets than anyone else dared get.
Idiot. Fucking idiot.
‘We’re here to look for thy gallows-bait brother: what are
you buggering about in this shit-hole for?’ Arkwright spoke
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in a back-alley dialect of Portuguese that would have been
unintelligible to any respectable citizen of that nation. ‘What in
the name of the devil’s cunt are you doing?’
Crow smiled, replying in the same tongue, but with all the
fluid, archaic grace of the deposed Portuguese king. ‘Is that my
gold in your pocket or not, old friend?’ He turned to the French
soldiers, speaking now in French. ‘Hazard tonight? Do you
know what, gentlemen, I’ve a fancy to play. Might I presume to
join your table? Lieutenant de Mornay, is it not?’
Arkwright drew up a bar stool. It was going to be a
long night.
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S

even miles from Newlyn, the ancient hall of Borlaze crouched
in a dripping, leafy valley as remote as it was beautiful. Dark
and dry, the cellar was still home to the remnants of the late
Sir John Pendarves’s legendary collection of claret – and now
Kitto, who was reduced to staring at shadows as he waited
to meet a shameful death. Led through the parkland with his
wrists bound, he’d seen the leathery remains of Sir John and
his wife hanging in separate iron cages from an oak tree in the
grounds. No one dared cut them down, and next it would be
his turn. In the morning he’d be driven down the lane in an
open cart: the French would take him all the way to Bodmin,
to the scaffold in the market square where jumbled old houses
collapsed forwards on to cobbles hidden beneath generations of
horseshit and sullen crowds gathered to watch the executions.
No one sold saffron cakes before a killing nowadays. The
thought of it turned Kitto’s bowels to water – and all because
Crow had made him so angry he couldn’t stop walking. Not
only Crow. He remembered the green silk of their stepmother’s
gown puddling on the floor in the drawing-room, emeraldbright in the light of dawn, Louisa’s fingers trailing on the rug
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as she arched her back, Crow’s head between her pale, slender
legs. He’d backed out of the drawing-room before either of
them noticed his presence, and had not stopped walking for
almost a month. Pa had been dead less than two years: it was
a betrayal, and the truth was Kitto would rather die than live
beneath the same roof as Crow and Louisa again. Now that
he was about to get what he wanted, he wished he’d been a
little less rash. He heard footfalls in the stone-flagged passage
outside: the French. It was time to stand up and meet them
on his feet. The door opened, and a guardsman he’d not seen
before leaned in the doorway.
‘It’s your time, thief. He’s come for you.’

The late Lady Pendarves’s drawing-room windows were
swathed in brocade curtains that made it seem as though
twilight had come hours early even though it was only late
morning. The walls were papered with hand-painted swallows
frozen against a shade of green like a ripening bruise, and for
what felt like two thousand years he shared the long, dark
drawing-room with a pair of silent French infantrymen, their
stained and worn blue jackets bright in the gloom. As if from
a long distance off he heard the doors opening, rusted hinges
groaning. The militiamen admitted no blue-jacketed French
lieutenant but Crow himself – tall and hollow-cheeked, his
greatcoat splashed with mud and boots thick with dust. Kitto
had last seen his brother in London a month ago; how in
Christ’s name had he come to be back in Cornwall? Pure cold
shock robbed him of all speech, mingled with a sense of relief
so acute that it ballooned into overwhelming shame.
True to form, Crow offered no explanation. His gaze
travelled around the respectable drawing-room, resting on
the two guards and finally settling on Kitto himself. ‘Well, this
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is quite the Cheltenham fucking tragedy.’ He spoke in hardedged, savage Cornish. ‘Do you have any idea how long I had
to play their flyblown whoremaster of a lieutenant at hazard
before I won enough to ruin him? Get up. We’re leaving.’
There was little point in wondering how Crow had known to
come. Crow always knew. Stunned into silence, Kitto followed
him from the drawing-room, half expecting the soldiers not to
allow it, to be taken back to his prison, but they only stood at
ease, watching with disinterest.
The entrance hall passed in a blur of waxed floorboards and
light shafting in through mullioned windows. Crow walked on
with swift, violent speed, the tails of his black greatcoat flapping.
Another two French soldiers stood guard at the front door, one
idly picking at the faded silk wall-dressing with his jack-knife.
Crow walked past them and down the sandstone steps and
Kitto stopped, unable to go further without saying his piece.
The overgrown parkland spread out before them, mid-morning
sunlight catching the seed-heads of grass left long unscythed.
‘I’m not coming with you.’ Had he really walked southwest through the tail end of winter, rain-drenched, hungry and
frostbitten, only for Crow to march him back up to London
like a common vagrant?
‘Indeed, are you not?’ Crow paused as they neared his
hatchet-faced groom, Arkwright, who held two geldings in
the shade of the chestnut tree with a military efficiency that
made Kitto ache with envious longing. ‘Doubtless you’d prefer
execution’ – Crow spoke with his black brows arched high,
looking so extraordinarily like their father that Kitto had to
turn away – ‘but until your twenty-first birthday you will
do exactly as I ask, a prospect I find just as exhausting and
unsatisfactory as you appear to.’
Kitto replied in an undertone. ‘Only because you’re so
irredeemably bloody about everything.’ It was the least of all he
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wanted to say. He looked up and saw a flicker of scorn distort
Arkwright’s passive features, and was instantly ashamed of his
cowardice. Why could he not just tell Crow the truth? I saw
you with our stepmother.
‘Now listen to me. Cornish independence is the least of
our concerns, boya do you understand?’ With the Cornish
endearment on his lips, Crow sounded almost gentle. ‘Who do
you think you are, An Gof or Baron Audley? It’ll go the same
way as it did in 1497, and you’ll end with your head rotting on
a pike for everyone on London Bridge to gawp at.’
‘And what must I do instead?’ Kitto almost shouted.
‘Nothing?’ His stomach lurched: he’d gone far beyond what
was permissible or even wise.
Crow’s eyes took on a cold, unpleasant light – greyer and more
forbidding than the Helford River in February. His expression
otherwise froze with incredulous disbelief that anyone under
his authority might address him in such a fashion. ‘What must
you do, indeed?’ He spoke with deceptive lightness. ‘I strongly
advise that you leave such questions for your elders and betters
to decide. But you will listen to what I have to say to you on
that head at Nansmornow, not here.’
Kitto thought better of remarking how very much he was
looking forward to that particular interview.
Crow stood back to let him mount up. ‘You’re starting to
make me sorry I took you as my winnings instead of ten thousand
ducats. I would be so grateful,’ he went on with devastating
courtesy, ‘if you could possibly avoid arrest between here and
London. I find my nerves quite shattered by the experience.’
Kitto’s relief that he really wasn’t going to face the guillotine
or the gallows after all was swiftly followed by the chilly
realisation that Crow was always at his most dangerous when
he became sarcastic.
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row galloped hard along the clifftop from Borlaze to
Lamorna, restraining the desire to halt the horse and clout
his brother into the following week. Louisa had been right
about Kitto; he’d been left far too much with the servants.
The boy had spoken pure Cornish before ever he mastered
English; now he was setting fucking gunpowder for An Gostel,
or for some idiot claiming allegiance to them. An Gostel had
more sense. The blame for this lay at the door of a dead man.
A barrel-fevered liberal to the last, Papa might have started
out believing that children were tabulae rasae, innocent minds
to be moulded by rational discussion, not born to have the
sin beaten from them. He had ended rarely bothering to exert
himself on behalf of either of his legitimate offspring, in any
respect, and happy to let Roza scrub in the laundry-room of
his own house. Crow knew very well that he’d done little better
once he’d taken their father’s place. Kitto was beyond hope,
but as for Roza, their half-sister, no blood of his would spend
her life in service: there would be a decent marriage for her, and
she should have her own hearth to tend and her own children
to care for, not someone else’s.
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The moors tumbled away inland, disappearing into a
stubborn grey mist that had drawn as low as the heather.
Land fell away to the sea below, and creamy surf crashed
against rock, against flat wet sand. Crow didn’t even have to
look across at Arkwright to sense his unspoken disapproval,
and Kitto exuded sullen fury in the saddle behind him. Crow
vowed to school that mutinous expression from his face before
long. He and Arkwright were meant to be planning a string
of attacks on Buonaparte’s so-called imperial fucking postroads and the mint at Faversham, not chasing down the length
of the country for an errant child. How was he supposed to
function? Crow knew he was nowhere near a battlefield, but
surrendered to the familiar rush of violent emotion that in the
past he only felt on going into action. The urge to fight or to
flee now might overpower him anywhere from a tavern to a
crowded drawing-room with no clear path to the door, and so
it was now.
‘Crow!’ Kitto spoke with such sharp urgency that he reined in.
‘What?’ He turned in the saddle to face his brother and
instead saw a dead rifleman looking back at him, his jaw
nothing but bare white bone and half his face bloodied and
blackened by the cannon blast that had killed him. Crow stared
at the black embroidered frogging on the rifleman’s dark green
jacket, the three rows of pale buttons: every detail stood out
with terrifying clarity.
‘Crow?’ The rifleman had gone, and in his place Kitto stared
at him as though the head had just been blown clear from his
shoulders. He slid from the saddle, running to the cliff-edge.
‘There’s someone drowned on the beach.’
‘For Christ’s sake.’ With great effort, Crow forced himself
to breathe steadily, to remember that he was in Cornwall,
not Spain or France, and dismounted, following his brother
to a cliff-edge fringed with seagrass tossing in the wind. Kitto
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was right. Down where sand met the black, seaweed-covered
rocks littering Lamorna Cove, a sodden heap of pale cloth
lay in the shallows: an unmistakably human form. It was all
they needed, but this was his land, and whoever had washed
up dead on it was now his concern, adding to the limitless
weight of responsibilities already borne. ‘Arkwright, let’s get
down there.’
‘She’s moving, milord.’
Only Arkwright could readily obey an order and still make
one feel like some idiot of a subaltern. Shoving past him, Crow
ran the rest of the way, skidding down the steep, root-strewn
path that led to the beach. By the time he reached the girl she
had struggled to her feet, perhaps at the sound of their voices,
most assuredly not dead. She was tall and statuesque, her skin
a rich, deep golden-brown. Sodden muslin and linen petticoats
clung to the strong curves of her body; the fine curls of her
hair had started to dry, to spring away from her shoulders, the
colour of wet sand. Staggering against cold waves, she swayed.
She could hardly stand, clearly at the limit of her endurance.
Frigid water plunged over the top of Crow’s boots; he had
walked in to meet the girl without thinking of it. Her breasts
heaved with the sheer exhausted effort of moving, her skin
speckled with goosebumps.
‘Let me help you,’ he heard himself say. ‘Has there been a
wreck?’ Crow’s gaze flickered across the bay but he saw nothing
save cresting waves and the looming ships of the blockade.
How had this girl survived the sea? How had she not drowned?
Was she a servant, a runaway slave, even? The trade might be
forbidden on English soil, but not slavery itself. And rogue
traders still took on water and supplies at Bristol even though
their business was technically forbidden. It was possible. Or
perhaps she was just one of the sailmaker’s daughters from
St Endellion. Whoever she was, she should not have been
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walking out of the sea. It took every last scrap of resolve to
keep his eyes on her face, away from her body.
‘I wrecked them. They’re dead.’ Her chest heaved, breasts
straining against her bodice. Each word that fell from her lips
was polished and glasslike. This was no sailmaker’s daughter.
‘They killed my father.’
Crow reached out to steady her, taking her arm. ‘Who did?
Who was your father?’ Without thinking, he watched the
beach and the row of cottages above it, searching for any sign
of movement. He didn’t trust Kitto’s captors not to send men
after them.
‘The French soldiers,’ said the girl, as though he was stupid.
‘They killed my father.’
‘Hester!’ Kitto called out, running along the beach towards
them. ‘What’s happened?’ He turned to Crow, impatient. ‘It’s
Miss Harewood.’
All Crow could think of was Captain John Harewood
passing him a sextant on the deck of the Belle, long ago, the
cold, bronze weight of it in his hands. The loss was so stunning
it was hard to find words. In the end, those he reached for were
inadequate, he knew: ‘Of course. Your likeness hung in your
father’s cabin all the years I knew him, but you’re very much
changed.’ And the French really were on Bryher, thirty miles
from the mainland. Why?
‘I’m sorry, Hester,’ Kitto said, ‘I’m so very sorry.’
‘Get back to the horses and stop being so damnably familiar,’
Crow said to him in Cornish. ‘Mount up behind Arkwright –
she’s riding with me. You’ve a lot to answer for when we get to
Nansmornow.’
Kitto departed with an expression that would have driven
Crow to swift retribution had his former captain’s daughter
not been watching with disarming candour. She shuddered
again as Crow took off his greatcoat, settling it around her
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shoulders. They progressed a clutch of halting paces up the
beach before her legs gave way. He crouched at her side as she
heaved and vomited a mouthful of green bile on to a heap of
bladderwrack. Unthinking, he held back her sodden hair; she
was rigid with mortification. She couldn’t seem to stop shaking:
she was in a state of exhaustion, of profound shock. How far
had she swum? A girl, swimming. It was next to impossible,
but here she was.
‘They’re hunting me,’ she said. ‘They mean to sell me.’
‘They will not,’ Crow said. ‘It’s going to be perfectly all right.’
Hester Harewood stared at him. ‘They thought I couldn’t
understand, but I did. The newspapers were wrong. The Duke
of Wellington isn’t in Scotland at all. He’s at home. He’s on
Scilly – Marshal Ney has him prisoner at Castle Bryher. I beg
you, Lord Lamorna, but it’s nothing to smile about.’
Wellington. He was still alive. A rush of victorious relief
was swiftly followed by the realisation that a dispatch en
clair would be far too risky, and that useless lump of flesh
Colquhoun Grant would be unable to break a cipher. Alone,
Crow could have ridden hard back to London in just over a
week. But he was not alone. He looked down at the shivering
Miss Harewood. Drops of seawater clung to her eyelashes, but
once again her forthright expression put him forcibly in mind
of her father, his first captain and commander. From women his
own age, he was used to coy smiles and an averted gaze. Miss
Harewood thoroughly unsettled him.
‘You’re coming back to London with me.’ All Crow could
do was hope she wouldn’t give him any trouble.
She stared at him, incredulous. ‘Am I, indeed?’
‘Yes.’ Crow reached for his hip flask and contented himself
with a scalding shot of the 1811 Le Courvoisier, before holding
the flask to Miss Harewood’s lips. ‘Yes, indeed you are.’
Somewhat to his surprise, she didn’t protest against the
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cognac, but took a swallow and straightened herself to her full
height, tall and queenly in a sodden gown, and Crow could not
escape the notion that he had met his match.
‘Take another drink, my lord,’ said Miss Harewood. ‘You
look as though you need it.’
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he sky boiled with clouds and silvery droplets clung to
the scalloped edges of hedgerow leaves as they rode up
out of the woods at Lamorna, nearing the barley fields. Crow
led the way, with Hester in the saddle before him. Faced with
Arkwright’s broad, serge-clad back, Kitto listened to the
faint crash of surf away to the east, dreading the return to
Nansmornow still more now that Hester Harewood would
be there. Even if she didn’t actually witness Crow dispensing
justice, she would soon know about it; he felt sure that the
mortification of her knowing he had been hauled over hot coals
was going to be worse than whatever Crow actually planned
to do. Kitto knew that his crimes were significant. He’d left
London without a word to anyone. He’d blown up a French
garrison and, worse, been caught. And now Crow was going
to make him suffer for doing what he himself did not dare.
On top of it all, Crow was guilty of screwing their father’s
wife even as he played unquestionable lord and master. It was
sickening. Whatever happened, Kitto vowed to give as good as
he got: he was fourteen, not four, and though he had no mother
to shield him from Crow’s ire, neither could he go running to
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his wet-nurse complaining of the injustice. He pushed away
a long-ago memory of sitting on Nessa’s lap to shell peas into a
bowl, his half-sister Roza laughing as she spooned blackcurrant
preserve into his bread-and-milk, tracing the shape of a face.
Doubtless they’d both be on Crow’s side, anyway: he was lord
and master, and they had little choice.
Before they reached the village of Nantewas, Crow reined in
and dismounted outside the tavern. ‘Miss Harewood, I’ll take
you to Nansmornow as soon as I’ve attended to my business
here.’ Kitto was startled to hear him speak with as much
consideration. ‘You’ll be quite safe with Arkwright.’
‘Just as you desire, my lord. I’m absolutely in your debt,’
Hester replied with chilly courtesy. ‘If you wish me to freeze
half to death whilst you conduct your affairs, then so I must.’
For a bare half-moment, Crow paused, then recovered
the wry, commanding demeanour that had once made Kitto
obey even an unspoken request. ‘Forgive my stupidity, Miss
Harewood. Please, allow me to assist you – the tapman’s wife
will find you dry clothes.’
‘Whether she likes it or not, I suppose.’ Hester took his
outstretched hand, ignoring the amused tilt of Crow’s mouth –
almost a smile – and dismounted with an inelegant flurry; Kitto
supposed she’d had little enough practice in the saddle when it
was said one could walk the length and breadth of Bryher in
less than an hour. Crow steadied her, but merely bowed, and,
without appearing to notice Hester’s flustered countenance,
turned to Kitto. ‘Come.’ There was little choice.
Inside the Wink, the taproom was heaving but an empty space
formed around them, Crow’s furious and wholly unexpected
presence driving the starved men of Lamorna close to the
whitewashed walls. No one could fish beyond the blockades,
a boundary respected by neither mackerel nor pilchard. Mr
Trewarthen must be as good as giving away his brandy: it was
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all run by the free-traders, anyhow. Crow stood for a moment
in silence, taking note of each face: Will and Eddy Simmens,
Tom Gwyn, all four of the Chirk brothers. Everyone. To a man,
they stared at Hester, too; Crow followed their gaze with an
expression of incredulous fury, and Hester was instantly spared
scrutiny as everyone from the Simmenses to the Chirks found
somewhere else to look. It was so quiet that Kitto heard Eddy
Simmens’s belly rumbling. Lantern-jawed Tom Gwyn shifted
on his stool, and the muffled scrape of wood against sawdustscattered flagstones rang out, excruciatingly loud.
‘First of all,’ Crow said, in Cornish. ‘You will all immediately
forget that you have seen the child of Captain Harewood here
today.’ He glanced across at Mr Trewarthen, who was wiping
down the counter. ‘Jôwan Coth, send for Anne, and have her
bring dry clothes for Miss Harewood.’
Hester was conveyed, expressionless, into the back room,
leaving a trail of seawater. After a month of separation, Kitto
found it extraordinary to witness the speed at which Crow’s
orders were obeyed. The moment the door had closed behind
Hester, Crow turned back to the rest of his men. They were
all, without exception, utterly focused on him, whether they
were staring down at their shoes like the youngest Simmens or
facing him directly, like Tom Gwyn. The men of Lamorna were
one with Crow, sensitive to the slightest change in his mood;
Kitto wondered why he had never noticed this before, and then
realised that it was because there had been a time when he
had shared the bond and been part of it. He’d faced Crow’s
displeasure before, but never for long, always so appalled to
fall from his brother’s favour that he would have done anything
to regain it. But Crow was no hero after all, and Kitto knew it.
He might no longer crave his brother’s approval, but in truth
one felt the cold beyond Crow’s inner circle.
Crow’s gaze travelled around the taproom, taking in each
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man. ‘I’m only going to ask this once: where the bloody fuck is
Harry Simmens?’
Kitto felt the hairs on the back of his neck rise. How did he
always know everything? He said, ‘Crow, stop it. Newlyn was
nothing to do with Harry.’ A lie so blatant that John Chirk
visibly winced even as he stared out of the window, and Crow
clouted him almost without bothering to turn and look. His
ears rang with the pain, blood filled his mouth, and still they
all looked away. He wanted to die.
Jôwan Coth came in again – Mr Trewarthen to Kitto, ‘It
might be that Harry’s out the back, your honour. I’ve not seen
him today.’ Harry Simmens was eighteen, and had not long
married one of the Trewarthen girls. ‘Folk are lying low, your
honour. The valley’s been thick with the French these last few
days. Antsy, they’ve been, ever since the garrison at Newlyn
went up in flames.’ Mr Trewarthen directed a fleeting glance
at Kitto, who swallowed rising nausea. Had his own failed
mission led Occupation troops to the rest of the rebels?
With a curt nod, Crow stepped back, allowing Kitto to
proceed before him. There was no choice but to go behind the
bar and push open the door leading into the house. They hadn’t
waited long in the neatly swept kitchen-parlour before Mistress
Trewarthen herself came in carrying a child he didn’t recognise:
a grubby-faced girl born long after he’d gone to Eton. She was
so thin that her fingers resembled dry sticks. They were swiftly
followed by Hester who, with an air of one whose patience had
been severely tried, was now clad in brown leather shoes, thick
stockings, and a dry gown of bilge-green serge that skimmed
her ankles in a way that even Kitto could see was indecent.
The distinct sense of want was a shock: Kitto had spent a
significant portion of his youth beneath Mistress Trewarthen’s
well-scrubbed kitchen table with various Trewarthen children,
but those shelves in the nook by the fireplace were empty now
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– there was no bramble jam to slather on fresh bread, and no
fresh hot sardines fried in butter. Mistress Trewarthen’s face
was slack with lack of food. At the sight of Crow, she dropped
into a curtsey. Crow made a slight bow to Hester and, with one
look at the child, he dropped a handful of silver crowns on the
scrubbed table.
‘You will be pleased, I’m sure, to await me outside, Miss
Harewood,’ Crow said.
Hester gave frosty thanks to Mistress Trewarthen for the
clothes, and left them. Kitto knew he was for it the moment
she’d gone.
‘What do you want with Harry, my lord?’ Mrs Trewarthen
said with a swift, purse-lipped glance at the door Hester had
just closed behind her. ‘Grateful as I am for the coin, I’m sure.’
‘It’s all right, mistress.’ Harry followed her in, flicking a
relieved but faintly scornful look in Kitto’s direction. He’d not
said a word. Harry had no right to look at him like that. ‘What
can I do for you, your honour?’
Crow looked Harry up and down. ‘You can do your
own damned shit-work, for a start. Feel free to get yourself
guillotined, stirring up the French like a wasp’s nest, but use my
brother again and never mind the French, I’ll hang you myself.’
Harry turned to Kitto. ‘Nice to see you know how to keep
your mouth shut.’
‘Shut yours, boy,’ Mistress Trewarthen said. ‘I don’t know
what manner of nonsense you’ve been up to, but ten to one
Master Kitto said nothing about it.’ She nodded at Crow. ‘You
know what my lord is like, Harry. He knows everything, and
so more fool you.’
‘The boy wanted to help us,’ Harry said, whining, sly. ‘At
least he wanted to fight for his own country, his own kinsmen.’
Crow smiled, and Kitto longed to disappear. He knew that
look. ‘My brother was also starving, I expect, not having the
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wit to think of taking any money on a journey from London to
Cornwall. But of course,’ Crow went on, ‘for every French life
you take, they’ll have ten Cornish.’
‘The English near crushed us, but the French swore oaths
they didn’t keep, and we’ll make them pay for it.’
‘Will you hell, Harry. Be more careful, and use your head.
The French aren’t going to grant Cornwall to the Cornish no
matter what they promised. They’re clinging to every mile
of British soil. You’re on a fool’s errand if you think other
wise.’ He leaned over to light a cigarillo from the tallow lamp
on the windowsill, and went on in Cornish. ‘Does anyone
actually in An Gostel’s command know what you’ve talked my
brother into?’
Harry flushed brick-red, and said no more, and Crow watched
him with that cold, steady grey gaze for so long that Kitto knew
Harry would be wishing himself dead.
‘Doubtless the boy and his friends have windmills in their
heads,’ Mistress Trewarthen said in Cornish. ‘But if you were to
lead us, my lord, everyone would follow. The whole of Cornwall
would follow you, indeed, and then perhaps there might be a
chance of chasing the French into England, where they deserve
them. And I would lose no more sons, my lord, because it’s two
now I’ve had killed, as you know, one hanged by the English
and one shot by the French, and all for free-trading when I
don’t know how else we’re meant to feed ourselves. Word is
the soldiers went up to Nansmornow.’ She broke off a piece of
bread for the little girl, who clutched at it with skeletal fingers.
Crow bowed. ‘I was taught never to fight a battle I couldn’t
win, good mistress.’
Kitto followed him to the door: he could do nothing else.
When they reached it, Crow looked over his shoulder. ‘The
soldiers will be gone soon, don’t worry.’
He turned and went outside and mounted up without even
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looking at Kitto. Saying nothing to anyone, Crow spurred
the mare, ignoring even Hester: he and Arkwright seemed to
understand one another with little need for speech, and Kitto
knew that whatever they found at Nansmornow, it would be
his fault. Wind shifted the great drifts of daffodils on either
side of the lane, their bright heads bobbing with incongruous
cheer. Leaving the cliffs and the sea behind, they rode up to the
west gate of the great house to find the iron gates swinging on
their hinges, a window in the lodge-house broken and gaping.
Crow dismounted, walking towards a pale shape lying across
the carriage drive.
‘Gelert!’ Kitto ran after Crow and crouched at Gelert’s side,
running one hand across the old Dalmatian’s bony head. Bred
to run alongside the carriage for miles, trained to protect, he
was dead, half his flank a bloody mess. Someone was here that
shouldn’t be. Blindsided by grief, Kitto stroked Gelert’s ear just
how he’d liked it, hoping that the end had been quick. Then,
not daring to whistle, Kitto clicked his tongue behind his teeth
and Gil came streaking out from the rhododendrons to cower
at his side, old Gelert’s litter sister.
Crow was the first of them back in the saddle. ‘Mount up,’
he ordered, glancing back at Arkwright, questioning. Hester
had gone very still. Arkwright shrugged and Gil whined,
breaking away to trot off along the carriage drive. In wordless
agreement, they followed her, and something shifted away to
the far left, just at the tail of Kitto’s eye. Something not right.
Kitto turned to look, and Crow said, ‘Arkwright.’ A warning.
They hung from a branch of the tallest, oldest chestnut: three
long shapes, twisting a little in the wind; and Kitto felt a queer
rushing in his head, sure that the earth would have melted away
next time he lifted a foot from the ground. The horses’ hooves
sounded out like drumbeats, or perhaps it was just that the
rest of the world was drained of sound. Three hanged corpses,
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heads lolling at unnatural angles. Closer now. No. Nessa,
hanging there from a tree – his foster-mother, his wet-nurse –
wearing her favourite blue-and-white-striped gown. One other
swung in a smart blue jacket hanging open to show a naked
belly slit from groin to gullet, the gaping wound black with a
shifting mass of flies. Old Mr Gwyn, who had been butler since
Papa was a boy, bayoneted and strung up. The third body was
clad in nothing but a little shift fluttering in the wind, her pale,
naked legs bloodstained. The head hung forward, a tangle of
black hair. Roza. His half-sister. Mounted behind Arkwright,
Kitto felt a great shudder pass through the groom’s vast frame,
but the man made no sound. With an odd sense of detachment,
Kitto recalled that even before they’d left for London, the
servants’ hall had been hot with gossip. Dour Arkwright had
been courting Nessa Carew, bringing her snowdrops. Wild,
scattered thoughts chased one another, leading nowhere. Crow
would skin him for listening to below-stairs gossip. Roza and
Nessa and Mr Gwyn were swinging; they had been hanged;
they were dead. Arkwright’s bride-to-be was dead because of
him. The hem of Nessa’s gown had dropped; he pictured her
forehead puckering into a frown as she threaded her needle.
Roza had been murdered, his own half-sister, and it was his
fault. They were all dead and it was all his fault, and Hester
had seen it. She sat very still, her gaze following the gentle
movement of the hanged corpses as they twisted, shifted by a
rising sea-wind. Kitto felt as though he were falling through the
earth, plunging past layers of earth and rock.
Crow dismounted in one swift movement. ‘Don’t go into the
house, and wait here till I come back.’ He drew his pistol.
Arkwright drew his knife and, guessing with horrified, icecold detachment that he meant to cut them all down, Kitto slid
from the saddle behind him, while Crow ran up the broad steps
to the front door. Without a word, Gil nudged at Kitto’s hand
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with her muzzle, licking his fingers, but even that brought no
comfort. He’d as good as killed them all himself the moment
he’d lit that gunpowder in Newlyn. This was retribution.
Arkwright rode closer, stood up in the stirrups, and reached up
to begin sawing at the rope that had strangled Roza. She’d not
been given the quick release of a broken neck: her face was so
swollen and disfigured with the effects of a slow and agonising
death that he couldn’t bear to look and yet he must: this was
his penance. If he’d not blown up the garrison at Newlyn, Roza
would be folding sheets in the laundry-room. Hester’s hands
shook as she passed Kitto Crow’s canteen, and until then Kitto
hadn’t realised he was even making a sound. His own hand
shook so hard that brandy slopped down his wrist.
‘Go on.’ Hester held the canteen to his lips, and brandy
burned his mouth. He handed it back, eyes streaming, and
there was the first pistol shot, muffled, from inside the great
house. One, two, three, four.
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n the woods, Hester sat up in the dark, breathing hard. Sleep
brought only dreams of hanged corpses. When Arkwright
cut Roza down, she had landed with a sickening, skin-splitting
crunch that echoed in Hester’s mind even after a week. Heart
racing, she searched the moonlit clearing for Crow. For seven
days she’d sat in the saddle before him, breathing in the faint,
salty scent of his body, his black-clad arms hemming her in
on either side as he held the reins. Crow was so monstrously
high-handed with everyone including herself and so frigid in
his manner towards Kitto that she’d often itched to slap his
face, but she had to pray that she was safe under his protection.
One still heard of black men, women and children being taken
on the streets and bundled into ships in the old slave ports –
Bristol, Liverpool; it was a possibility. The thought of being
enslaved sent a wave of fresh horror sliding down Hester’s back
as she remembered the scar around Papa’s neck, the puckered
and silvery flesh. She would have a chain around her own neck,
an iron collar. She would be stripped, beaten, sold for the best
price. Papa had never, ever spoken of his childhood on that
Jamaican plantation, or how he had managed to join an English
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warship. And with the blood of four Frenchmen on his hands
Crow was now in just as much danger of being taken prisoner
by the French as she was herself. Could she really trust him
not to use her as a bargaining chip if they were caught? Either
way, now he was gone and Kitto nowhere to be seen either.
She was alone in the dark woods with a sleeping Arkwright –
habitually dour and silent, the broad-shouldered groom was an
even more uncertain proposition than Crow himself.
‘Roza!’ Kitto’s voice rang out from somewhere within the
tangle of trees, and Hester pulled Crow’s coat tighter around
her shoulders. She was not the only one dreaming, then. If the
rumours were true, Roza had been not only a laundry-maid at
Nansmornow – the daughter of Crow and Kitto’s murdered
nurse – but also their half-sister. Roused into wakefulness with
liquid speed, Arkwright crouched by the campfire’s heap of
glowing embers, shouldering his musket as he whistled to Gil,
who returned to his side, meek as a lamb. Arkwright laid a
hand on the Dalmatian’s haunches, but he didn’t look at Hester.
‘What’s the matter?’ she whispered. ‘Where are they?’
Arkwright shrugged, shoving life back into the unwilling
fire with the heel of his boot. ‘Nothing for you to mind,
miss.’ Gil curled up at his side, her black-dappled coat bright
in the moonlight.
Hester got to her feet, letting Crow’s coat fall to the ground.
‘I’m going after him.’
‘Not if you’ve any sense. His lordship’s already gone.’
Kitto’s voice rang out again, first calling for Roza, then Nessa.
‘Well, he hasn’t got very far. Let me by!’ She stepped past
Arkwright, ignoring his expression of long-suffering forbear
ance. Stepping away from the fire wearing only her own
muslin gown, still stiff and salty with dried seawater, she was
breathless with cold, but Crow’s greatcoat was far too big and
heavy to walk in. The thick woollen abomination lent by that
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sour-faced woman from the inn at Nantewas would doubtless
have been warmer, but in her own clothes Hester felt less like a
vagabond hunted by Occupation troops and just a sliver more
like Miss Harewood of Castle Bryher. Irritated, she brushed
away a recollection of the delightful sense of feeling small
for the first time in her life when Crow insisted she wear the
greatcoat as they rode: it would not do now. Pushing her way
out of the clearing through wet undergrowth that caught at the
hem of her gown, she followed the sound of Kitto’s voice and
saw him, a moonlit figure walking with the slow, eerie pace of
the sleepwalker. At almost the same time, a tall shape melted
from the dark mass of trees: Crow. How could he move like
that, so quietly? Hester watched in horror as he turned Kitto
around with one hand on his shoulder, giving him a swift, brisk
shake, hissing something at him in Cornish of such a depraved
nature that she didn’t understand more than half.
‘He was sleepwalking! How could you not see that?’ Buoyed
by her own daring, Hester ran forwards and took hold of
Crow’s arm. ‘Leave him alone – really.’ It clearly cost Crow
some effort not to remove her hand by force, which sent a
shiver of righteous satisfaction through her. Abruptly woken,
Kitto stared at them both, breathing hard, his face very white
in the moonlight, black hair hanging in his eyes.
‘It’s all right, Hets,’ he said, falling back on an old nickname.
‘You’d do better not to cross him.’ His voice shook with
suppressed emotion. What had gone wrong between them? It’s
a crying shame my brother’s not here on leave, Kitto had said
at Nansmornow, that Christmas before Waterloo, he’s a right
one and game for anything, Hets. He sailed under your father’s
command, too. You should meet him one day.
‘Is the sermon done?’ Crow asked, clearly at the limit of
his patience. ‘Only I’d prefer not to alert every French raiding
party within twenty miles to our presence.’
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Arkwright watched in silence as they approached the
guttering campfire. Without a word to Crow or Hester, Kitto
sat down facing the flames, twining together the fingers of both
hands in a failed attempt to stall the trembling. Not knowing
where to look, Hester felt a burst of pity and instantly crushed
it, remembering how much Kitto had loathed the fuss his
stepmother made at Nansmornow when he fell from his horse
on Boxing Day. It was an insult to pity someone so proud
and so careless of injury. Crow crouched down at his side and
reached out, shielding Kitto’s hands with his own. ‘Drog ew
genam. You bloody young idiot,’ he said quietly. I’m sorry. The
tension drained from Kitto’s stance, softening the hard set to his
shoulders. Half a moment later, though, he jerked away, rigid
again with that suppressed emotion, and Hester sat down on the
folds of Crow’s coat. She looked away, ashamed of not having
done so sooner; it felt wrong to have witnessed such a private
moment, puzzling though it was. Aware that Crow had turned
away from his brother and was now sitting within arm’s reach,
she hunched herself into the smallest and warmest position she
could manage. In the back of her mind she saw Roza in the
frozen laundry-yard at Nansmornow, dark hair braided in neat
coils at the back of her head: Crow and Kitto’s illegitimate halfsister. What a messy, confusing family the Lamornas were, or
had been – not that Roza had ever been granted the protection
or privilege offered by their father’s name.
Oh, miss, you startled me.
It was just your singing, Roza. It was so pretty. I couldn’t
resist coming closer.
Just my little piece of nonsense, miss.
Hester pushed away another memory of Roza hanged, her
thick black hair caught up in the noose; she’d wished to pull it
free, as if that might comfort the poor girl. She waited for the
rhythm of Kitto’s breathing to slow as he slid back into deep
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sleep. Arkwright was silent, a dark hump half-illuminated by
the flames. The fire burned low, a clot of deep orange flames
shuddering in the darkness. She looked away at the precise
moment Crow looked across at her. They were so close. It
would be easier to trust him with her life if she could divine
even the vaguest notion of his intentions. She battled a startling
urge to reach out and touch him; two or three times, they
had awoken near a stream and he’d crouched at the water’s
edge to shave himself with a cut-throat razor, stripped to the
waist, revealing the extraordinary collection of tattoos on his
back, writhing blue-black patterns that ran from shoulder to
shoulder, from neck to lower spine. Now, though, his highboned face was dark with new beard; she had never once seen
a gentleman not clean-shaven. But then again, Crow was not a
very satisfactory gentleman.
‘I’m sure you don’t care, but when I stayed with your
parents at Nansmornow, Kitto never stopped talking about
you. You were a great hero to him then.’ Hester watched from
the tail of one eye as Crow swiftly concealed an expression of
unshielded distress. She had no notion what to make of that.
Did this arrogant and unkempt earl care, then, that his young
brother had once worshipped him? Papa had told her a little
of Crow – and he wasn’t unknown to her by reputation either.
Then Lord Crowlas, he’d absconded from Eton, stowing away
on Papa’s Belle. After five years at sea under Papa’s command,
he’d abandoned the navy and joined Wellington’s personal
staff in Spain. What boy would not revere such a brother –
first a runaway sailor, then a soldier in Wellington’s own inner
circle? ‘Surely there’s no cause to keep Kitto under such close
scrutiny, as though he were no more than five years old?’ She
spoke without giving herself the chance to think better of it and
hurtled on, horrified at the depth of her own daring. ‘Why must
you treat him as though he were a gazetted criminal?’
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Crow tossed a stick into the fire. ‘Because he is a gazetted
criminal. And don’t speak of my parents: you stayed with my
father. Louisa is not my mother. She’s been dead almost as long
as your own.’
‘I’m sure I’m extremely sorry.’ Hester longed to know
what crime Kitto had committed, but fell silent: she didn’t
trust herself to modulate her voice how one should when
addressing a man.
Looking away from her, Crow watched the flames, long legs
stretched out before him. ‘You know, last week I had to bribe
Lieutenant de Mornay not to hang him for insurrection.’
Hester stared at him. Even on Scilly, de Mornay’s name was
spoken with hushed fear and repulsion. ‘Insurrection?’
‘He blew a hole in the French garrison at Newlyn. I grow
unconscionably wary the moment he’s out of my sight, which
can only be my failing, you need not tell me.’ He had the grace
to look away, not to demand an apology or to draw attention
to the justice of his apparent severity with even a change of
expression. Hester held out her hands to the fire’s warmth.
There was little choice, then, but to put up with the glacial
atmosphere, as well as the discomfort of the journey and the
nauseating fear that at any moment they might be overtaken by
French troops. Each day had been a matter of hungry survival,
hunched in the saddle with Crow’s warmth behind her and the
rain in her face, of steeling herself to swallow charred rabbit
or squirrel meat. Stopping to buy provisions was out of the
question: descriptions of Hester herself and almost certainly
Crow would by now have circulated around every French
garrison from Penzance to London, and along every postroad. Even if they evaded capture, every day brought them
closer to London, a bald fact that until now Hester had only
looked at sidelong. When they reached it, what was to become
of her? She couldn’t avoid the question forever. She had no
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desire to stay with the Lamornas again, to face the stares and
whispering of Louisa’s patronising friends – those who counted
themselves Abolitionists were almost as bad as those who still
held African men, women and children as enslaved prisoners
on their profitable Jamaican estates.
‘Oh, don’t look so downcast,’ Crow said, surprising her. ‘In
all honesty, this is a damnable mess we’re in, and if the fault
is anyone’s, it’s mine. You might be a managing harpy, but I’ve
never known a woman so uncomplaining.’ He blew smoke into
the fire, looking sideways at her. Hester stared back. What on
earth had he just said? Cousin Jane had taught her that the
consequences of challenging a man’s opinion were misery and
shame at one’s pride and effrontery, not his rueful capitulation.
‘A managing harpy?’
‘Yes. But nevertheless, I can only be grateful to you, Miss
Harewood,’ Crow went on with devastating charity. ‘I’ve known
colonels make more more fuss than you about conditions
like this. You would have made an admirable soldier’s wife.
I promise you’ll be a great deal more comfortable as my step
mother’s guest.’
Hester looked down at her hands, propelled from shocked
gratitude at his surprising generosity of spirit to despair at
how little he understood the reality of existence for a girl with
brown skin, whether she had aristocratic relatives or not. Those
relatives had never acknowledged her and never would; neither
did she wish them to. He had no notion what her reception in
a grand London townhouse would be like: how could he? Fear
swelled in a dark burst of dismayed helplessness, driving her to
anger. ‘Does Lady Lamorna have no choice over the guests she
receives? Am I just to be thrust on her? I’m well provided for
– if you must know, I’ve no need of your charity, and I haven’t
the smallest desire to be anyone’s wife, which is just as well
considering I’m completely unchaperoned.’
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‘Why should Louisa object, when I’ve decided it?’ Crow
seemed not even to comprehend that his word might be
questioned by his stepmother, a mere woman in his household.
‘And whilst it’s true that you’re unchaperoned, that’s a
circumstance without the least importance when you consider
that no one save ourselves knows anything about it. London’s
no place for a woman living alone, Miss Harewood, not in
these times, even for a woman of your considerable means.’
Hester stared at him, trying to understand what it must
be like to have such absolute control over circumstance. ‘It’s
important to me.’ The words flew from her lips with far more
force than she had intended. ‘Honour matters just as much to
me, you know, even though I don’t have your lily-white skin.
And it would have been important to my father.’ Papa was
gone, truly gone. She was never going to see him again: she
hadn’t truly known it until this moment, as if under Catlin’s
care he might have made some sort of miraculous recovery.
For all Hester knew, Catlin was dead too. She was to be thrust
amongst strangers – aristocratic white people just like her
mother’s family who were so horrified by her very existence
that they had never admitted it, let alone written to her or
invited her to visit them, not that she would have wished to.
It was the very last thing she or Papa had ever wanted.
Saying no more, Crow shifted towards her and in one
instinctive, unquestioned and extraordinary moment she in
turn moved nearer to him, drawn in so that she sat against the
warmth of his chest as he leaned against an ash tree, one arm
drawing the blanket close beneath her chin. Her heart raced;
within moments, she felt both uncomfortably hot and cold.
‘If it’s honour that concerns you, I’ll guard yours, Miss
Harewood,’ Crow said quietly, even as he eroded it by holding
her so close. He was so warm, and the reassuring weight of his
arm melted away terror when she ought to have recoiled from
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it: instead she revelled for a moment in a shocking sensation
of drunken pleasure, just like that Christmas at Nansmornow
when Crow’s father had given her a second glass of champagne,
and she had never in her life tasted anything more exciting than
Mr Evans’s mild claret cup. How could she ever have imagined
then that Lord Lamorna’s long-absent son might hold her like
this, with her face pressed against the warmth of his shirt?
‘You should go to sleep,’ Hester said firmly. ‘You must be
tired. I’ll wake you if anyone comes.’ And even though she
could no longer see Crow’s face, she knew that he smiled.
Lulled by the heat of his body against hers, Hester could no
longer keep her eyes open. Before sleep came again, dark and
warm, she felt the lightest of touches against her forehead, his
fingertip glancing off her hair.
‘Vous pouvez dormir maintenant,’ he said quietly, and she
wondered why he had chosen to speak in French.

To be continued...
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