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Chapter One



‘Throw it to the dogs!’

   Drained of colour, Tyler Cadell stared at the woman watching him, horror etched deep on her face.

   Livid with rage he struck out with a booted foot sending a small ebony table crashing against the wall, a crazed shout echoing after it.

   ‘Do it . . . do it now!’

   ‘You can’t mean that  . . .’

   His eyes hard as blue granite, he lowered his voice to a menacing whisper. ‘I mean every word. You feed that monstrosity to the dogs! Do as I say or by Christ I’ll do it myself and throw you in after it!’



Huddled beneath a hedge, shawl drawn tight against the lancing rain, Garnet Cadell sobbed as memories trod relentlessly through her mind.

   The letter had said Tyler would be home in one week’s time. His business in India now finished he had a few things to settle in London and then he would be home.

   Tall, fair haired and blue eyed he had swept her off her feet the night they had met at the Commissioner’s Ball in Mariwhal. For a year he had paid court to her, calling at her parents’ bungalow on the hill that overlooked the bustling Indian town, ever polite, ever the gentleman. There had been no hint at all at that time, no pointer to the cruelty that was the very core of Tyler Cadell. They had been married there in India and a few months later her parents were dead of typhus.

   Her loving gentle parents. A long-drawn sob rattling through her chest drowned the sound of a snapping twig.

   She had not been allowed to return to Mariwhal to bury the two people she had loved most in the world, to see where they would lie together, to whisper them a last goodbye. ‘I cannot allow you to take the risk, my love, perhaps in a year or so, once I can be certain all danger of infection is passed.’

   Why couldn’t he have let her return to that town while the infection was rife? That way would have been easier, that way he could have taken what he really wanted from her much sooner and she . . . ? She would have been at peace with her beloved parents.

   A sudden flurry of wind caught at the hurrying drops of rain flinging them needle sharp against her face, but deep in the misery of her thoughts she did not feel them, nor did she hear the soft tread of a boot.

   Three days! Three days was all it had taken for Tyler to put her on a boat for England. He would follow as soon as he could, meantime Raschid would take care of her.

   And he had taken care of her. A sob she could not hold back spilled into the dark silence, and once more the soft tread of feet was masked. Raschid, Tyler’s Indian manservant, had cared for her as a father might, seeing to her every comfort on that long voyage back to England, then on to the Midlands and her father’s childhood home. The home where her own child had been born, her beautiful dark-eyed child.

   ‘You’ll get nothing but the influenza sitting there in this weather.’

   A foot hitting sharp against her thigh brought terror flooding back.

   ‘No!’ A scream piercing the rain-swept night, Garnet was on her feet, her thin frame hurling itself forwards. ‘I won’t let you . . . I won’t let you kill my baby!’



‘Tyler, my dear, you must try to forget, you cannot go on grieving this way, you are making yourself ill.’

   ‘Mrs Benson is right, Cadell.’ Arthur Benson nodded agreement with his plump wife. ‘All the fretting in the world won’t make no difference. The past be over and done with, heed what I says and let it go.’

   ‘You are both very kind and I know you mean well  . . .’

   Rising quickly from his chair, Tyler Cadell strode to the window, his back turned to the industrialist and his wife, his shoulders holding just the right amount of tension.

   ‘We knows what you ’ave been through, it was an ordeal would ’ave killed a lesser man, but you survived it and now ’ard as it is you must get on wi’ life.’

   ‘I have my business—’

   ‘Oh ar, lad, you has that,’ the older man interrupted, ‘but you know what they say about all work and no play, they makes dull companions.’

   His head lowering slightly, the taut shoulders dropping a little, Tyler smiled to himself as he caught the woman’s sympathetic murmur.

   ‘I apologise.’ The huskiness in his voice reached that perfect level, just clear of heart-break. ‘My company is not fitting for kindness such as yourself and Mrs Benson have shown since—’

   Breaking off, a dramatic half-stifled sob finishing the act, he was hard pressed to keep the smile hidden as Winifred Benson bustled to his side.

   ‘You have no need of apology my dear, Mr Benson meant only that too much of one and too little of another don’t be good for a man; work and grief be right, they have their place, but they needs be balanced if a body is to keep his right mind. It has been two years, though to you it must seem forever since your wife and little one was took. But like Mr Benson says that be in the past and hard though it be you must pick up your life again.’

   ‘I have no life without my loved ones  . . .’

   If the strangled swallow caught in his throat, Tyler Cadell congratulated himself. Each performance got better, he was as good an actor as Sir David Garrett.

   Tears rolling down her ample cheeks Winifred sniffed loudly, fumbling in her pocket for a handkerchief.

   This was the opportunity he had waited for, a God-given chance, but he must play it carefully.

   Brows drawn together, a look of abject apology on his face, Tyler turned quickly taking the podgy hands between his own long-fingered ones.

   ‘Forgive me, I didn’t mean for my grief to touch you. I would not give unhappiness to so caring a person, to . . . to one who has been like my own dear mother. How can I tell you –’ he raised the hands to his lips, kissing each one in turn, ‘– how can I show you the remorse I feel?’

   ‘We ain’t asking for no apology.’ Arthur Benson’s florid features broke into a smile as he watched his wife’s hands being kissed. ‘All we asks is that you picks yourself up and gets yourself out once in a while.’

   Eyes glittering with a forced film of moisture, Tyler looked deep into the woman’s eyes. She was a fool like her husband, but she could be a useful fool! Still holding one hand he lowered the other, releasing it against her skirts. Then, the faintest trace of a smile touching his mouth, he brushed a tear with his forefinger as he whispered, ‘I will enter the world again . . . if you will guide my path.’

   The evening had been a triumph. The exact amount of pathos. His smile broad and open, Tyler Cadell slipped the shirt free of his body, throwing it carelessly across the bed. Nothing worked so well with a woman as a man fighting to suppress his tears, to hide his emotions. Winifred Benson had reacted as he knew she would, she had fallen for his lies . . . and she would go on falling for them for just as long as it suited him! She would dance to his fiddle as others would, as his housekeeper must dance.

   Undershirt following shirt across the bed he stared at himself in the long cheval mirror, at the tall lean body, muscles rippling in the fine shoulders and taut legs. He had cut a dashing figure in the regiment and on the polo field, there were times he almost wished he had not given up his commission, but retiring on the pittance of an Army pension, where every penny would need to do the work of two was not to the taste of Tyler Cadell. So when he had been introduced to the Wintons and their quite pretty daughter he had seen the chance of a vastly more acceptable way of life and had grabbed it with both hands. Garnet had been so easy to woo. Left in England at a school for young ladies, then joining her parents in Mariwhal and being introduced to a handsome Guards officer resplendent in scarlet and gold uniform who paid her the kind of attention she had never been paid before, she had been only too happy to accept his proposal of marriage. Her parents had gladly given their consent. But that was not all the Wintons had given. This house, their tea plantation, together with a thriving spice importing business and of course the lucrative business of supplying metal goods to the Armed Forces of the Crown.

   Smiling at the reflection in the mirror he bowed slightly.

   ‘Congratulations, Mr Cadell,’ he said aloud, ‘you have done well, you have done very well.’

   But he was not finished. There were fresh fields to conquer, fresh games to play; and the playing was about to begin.

   Taking the freshly laundered night-shirt laid ready for him he slipped it over his head then touched a hand to the face that had months ago lost the last traces of the heat of the Indian sun. No, it showed no trace. He leaned nearer, peering closely in the mirror. A few lines at the corners of the eyes caused by the glare . . . but that could happen in any country, it was the colour of his skin, the deep tanning effect of constant sunlight he did not want; but it was gone . . . all gone and with it any fears.

   But had the fears gone . . . truly gone? Throwing back the covers and slipping into bed he reached for the lamp stood on his night table turning the flame down until its dull gleam lit only the immediate area of his pillows, hesitated as he saw the shadows rush forward, their incandescent shapes hovering like dark phantoms. If the fears had gone why the nightly reluctance to extinguish the lamp completely, why this dread of what those circling shadows might hold?

   They held nothing!

   Annoyed with his thoughts he blew out the tiny flame killing the last of its light, but the thoughts clinging to the edges of consciousness were not so easily got rid of.

   It had had to be done!

   The child had had to die!

   With his eyes shut hard against the menacing shadows he dismissed the threads of guilt trying to weave together in his mind.

   To allow it to live would have meant the end of everything he hoped to have, no . . . everything he intended to have. It would have been a blight on his life, a drawback to all he had gained, to that which was yet to be gained. He had done the right thing, the child was better dead; that way it brought him sympathy, the kind that would open many doors.

   Nobody knew, except for Florrie Wilkes and she would not tell, not unless she wanted to end her days on the gallows and that is how it would be by the time Tyler Cadell told the courts his story. A woman who had harboured her mistress in a love affair with her Indian manservant then deliberately destroyed the fruit of their union, had cold-bloodedly thrown the body of a child to the dogs.

   There would be no question in the minds of the jurors, those twelve good men and true. Tyler’s mouth curved in a cynical smile. They would not doubt the word of a man so devastated he could not bring himself to mingle in society, a man who despite the heart-break could not bring himself to have his wife’s name blackened or the memory of an innocent child ostracised, but instead had lived with the misery of the knowledge of what she had done to him, lived in silence and in pain.

   Yes, with the child dead his way was clear.

   Gritting his teeth against the tortured scream echoing in his memory he turned his face into the pillows.

   The child was gone, his wife had not been seen for two years. Tomorrow he would consult a lawyer. It was time for Tyler Cadell to take a new wife.



‘You shouldna’ ’ave fetched ’er to the camp, the bringing trawls naught but trouble in its wake  . . . !’

   Loud and condemning the words carried on the damp night air reaching inside the gypsy caravan. Setting a blanket over the girl she had sponged then dressed in a rough calico night-gown, Hepzibah Kane rose to her feet, her black skirts rustling as she flung open the door. Standing on the uppermost of three steps that reached to the rain-sodden ground she stared at the men sitting around a blazing fire set between the grouped caravans, its dancing flames flickering over their wooden bodies giving life to painted roses, movement to carved leaves and branches.

   ‘We welcomes no gaujo to our midst, to let one lay its head in a gypsy camp, an’ that one a juval, be askin’ for misfortune. We all be of the same mind.’ The man cast a quick glance at the faces of the men listening in silence. ‘Tek the woman to where you found ’er, tek ’er now afore the mornin’ sun finds ’er ’ere.’

   ‘I teks no warning from you, Lorcan Nash, if warning be the meaning of your words.’

   Hepzibah listened to the answer come from her son, heard the quiet iron of his will and was proud.

   ‘I was elected leader by the Kris, and while I be first man it will be done according to what I say and I say that woman or any other being, whether Romany or gaujo, that be in need of help will find it here in this camp.’

   ‘Then it might be as you should no longer be first man!’ Ringlets of dark hair highlighted by the leaping flames, Lorcan Nash stepped forward, a swagger in every line of his lean frame.





Chapter Two



From her place on the steps of the caravan built with her son’s own hands, Hepzibah Kane drew her shawl tight about her. This was not the first time Lorcan Nash had spoken those words but tonight her inner sense warned the final challenge was close, a challenge that her son must accept and defeat or he must leave the camp for good, for he would not live with the shame that losing to Nash would bring to him.

   From the night-shrouded caravans a host of people drifted closer to the circle of firelight, women grouped behind the men, heads close together as they whispered.

   The shadows no hindrance to her keen eyes, Hepzibah scanned the faces of the Kris, the heads of each family who together formed the council of elders responsible for the every-day running of this small community and who had elected her son their leader. But each face was impassive, showing no sign of interest or favour.

   ‘Could be the time ’as come when you should step aside, give way to a better man,’ Lorcan Nash sneered, ‘that better man bein’ me, unless o’ course there be another wishin’ to mek the challenge, in which case I’ll be glad to tek ’im on in due course.’

   ‘Every last man in this camp be a better man than you and a snake would prove a finer first man. But make your challenge Nash, and let the fates decide the outcome, as for myself this is what I give for your chances.’

   At the murmur of voices, Hepzibah watched her son spit into the fire, and saw the look of fury that crossed the other man’s face.

   ‘Wait!’

   Her voice rang clear bringing a silence that gave no ease to the tension that bound the two men in a ring of steel.

   ‘Once made the challenge must be followed through, that be Romany law; who emerges as victor be as it may, but first man can only be elected by the Kris, that too be Romany law.’

   Coming down the last of the steps to stand in the circle of light she stared into the sneering face.

   ‘So then, Lorcan Nash, before the words are said, remember, a barking dog meks no kill.’

   Amid the murmurs of the women and the nods of the men, Lorcan Nash grinned.

   ‘If it be that by delay you thinks to save your son from dishonour, Hepzibah Kane, then I pities you for it be a bitter cup of shame you’ll drink from.’

   Throwing the black shawl back from her head, Hepzibah stood proud, the light of the fire lending a coronet of blue to hair still the colour of a raven’s wing, flames turning the jet of her eyes to gleaming crimson.

   Sharp and clear as the notes of a ringing bell her words reached every ear. ‘I will never know shame from my son, and you will never bring content nor pride to this camp.’

   His grin becoming a derisive laugh, Lorcan Nash threw a look to the listening men.

   ‘How like a juval . . . how like a woman! So let the son prove whether the words of the mother hold any worth for I says her lies!’

   Grasping her son’s arm, restraining him as he lunged at the laughing face, Hepzibah stared for a moment into the fire and when she again looked at Nash her eyes glowed like the logs themselves.

   ‘You doubt the words of my tongue  . . .’

   Every other voice suddenly stilled, the shadows seeming to press closer as if they also would listen.

   ‘. . . you query the truth wrapped in them, then listen again, Lorcan Nash, and this time you need hold no doubts. Before the third night of the second rising of the full moon the wagon of Lorcan Nash will be given to the flames!’

   ‘No!’ Skirts and hair flying a young woman thrust her way through the ring of people, dropping to her knees before Hepzibah. ‘Take back the words,’ she screamed, ‘take them back!’

   ‘The words fly on the wind,’ Hepzibah shook her head, ‘they cannot be called back.’

   ‘Get back to your mother!’ Lorcan Nash’s face had lost its sneering grin, a pallor visible as he hauled the young woman to her feet. ‘I need no wench to plead for me an’ I sets no store by the ramblings of a woman.’

   ‘Then you be a fool!’ A second, older woman stepped from the assembled group, light from the camp fire glinting on strands of silver spread through her dark hair.

   ‘You should set store for everyone here knows the words of Hepzibah Kane be ones we all should mark.’

   Pushing the girl aside she faced Hepzibah and this time her words were accompanied by a look of pleading.

   ‘Take back the words, lift your curse from the last o’ my chavvies, the only one of my children left to me, take back that which ye ’ave laid upon my son.’

   Flickering and dancing the flames darted fingers of light over Hepzibah’s face, playing on eyelids closed for a moment and when they opened showed eyes that shone with a light that owed nothing to the fire. Her gaze travelling beyond the shadows her body trembled slightly then she was speaking again, her voice strangely flat and calm.

   ‘The way o’ man’s life be written upon ’is forehead at the second of ’is entering into the world and the time of ’is leaving be set alongside. As it be marked so will it be done. For Lorcan Nash it be written, before the third night of the second rising of the full moon  . . .’

   ‘No!’ The girl screamed again throwing herself forward beside Nash’s mother; her face was twisted with anger but it was fear held the uppermost note as she shrieked. ‘Tis not true, tis said only to protect her own, her knows Lorcan will defeat him in the challenge, her knows Judah Kane be no match, for that reason her lays that curse, to keep—’

   The screams of the girl being dragged away by two older women broke the silence that had settled over the group as Hepzibah had spoken. Now, muttering between themselves they watched the women stood within the circle of firelight.

   The wild cries of the girl floating back from the shadows penetrated the dream-like trance and once more Hepzibah spoke, this time with her usual penetrating look, the flat monotony of her tone completely gone.

   ‘Hepzibah Kane lays no curse.’ Her words were for the woman who moments before had pleaded with her, but a shiver of breeze carried them to every ear. ‘Tis the hand of fate guides the way of Lorcan Nash, there be none here has the changing of that.’

   A sob broke from the lips of the other woman stood by the fire and her head dropped forward on to her chest. Pulling her shawl over her head she turned away, speaking not a word as she climbed into her caravan.

   Glaring at the man who had as good as branded him a coward Judah handed his mother to the stool kept beside their wagon, before stepping back to the rim of the blazing fire, the reflection of the flames ringing his head with a gleaming halo as he faced the man who challenged him.

   ‘So, Nash  . . .’ Clear and firm as those of his mother his words reached every corner of the listening camp. ‘. . . you wish to be called first man, then make your challenge now, speak the words, for such be the right of every man here. Say it now, as for the others they will do as all true Romanies do, honour the victor and follow his lead.’

   ‘There’ll be another night, Judah Kane!’ His mouth twisting, Lorcan Nash spat out the words as though each one was poison on his tongue. ‘A night when no fire nor light of moon shows what might be waiting.’

   ‘What might show you.’ Judah’s voice rang with contempt. ‘That be your way, the way of a snake; but then I knows your way well as does every man here, as does the widow Korjyck. Wait in the dark, strike from behind, that be the choosing of Lorcan Nash. Then wait for me as you waited for Korjyck, but be sure you’ve paid your tributes to the god you follow before you try your hand, for that will be the last night you will strike any man.’

   His glance travelling over the faces of the watchers, Judah’s voice rose.

   ‘The acceptance of the challenge will be met from any who cares to make it. Tonight it was not offered, but should it be you of the Kris desire Lorcan Nash be leader then I will step aside now. Let each man make his sign.’

   It took only a moment for the first man to answer. Rising to his feet he lifted one hand in a slow deliberate movement then slashed it horizontally through the air, his voice loud as he answered. ‘This be the choosing of Clee Tuckett.’

   One by one the rest followed, each denying Nash, each choosing the leadership of Judah. Only Lorcan Nash made no reply. Hate swirling like a cloak about him he stormed away, merging into the night shadows.

   They had made their choice. Hepzibah took her smoke-blackened kettle, filling it from the leather water jack hung on the side of the wagon. Her son would remain as first man but how long would it be before Lorcan Nash tried again, how long before he carried out the threat he had made this night? She could find the answer in the cards, consult the crystal, but her powers had been given to serve others, she must not use them for herself.

   Hooking the kettle over the glowing embers as the last of the men drifted away to sleep she fetched her son’s blanket from the caravan. While the gaujo woman slept inside he could not make his bed beneath it, he would rest with old Ned Sproat.

   Taking the blanket, Judah watched his mother brew a can of tea. Had he done the wrong thing in bringing that woman here, would it bring discord to the camp? But in bringing her he had followed the Romany way: refuse not your hand to any man or creature that be in need. Was that not the age-old rule, had it not been followed from time beyond memory?

   ‘Your conscience be troubled.’ Hepzibah handed him a tin mug filled with hot tea.

   Squatting on his haunches, Judah stared at the remnants of the fire.

   ‘Should I have forgotten the teaching?’ he asked quietly. ‘Should I have left the woman where I found her?’

   Looking at him, the gleam of firelight touching his strong handsome face, Hepzibah was suddenly seeing a night more than thirty years ago; the night her man had been named first man. He had been strong and handsome as her son was now. He had known that to be leader of his people needed more than the strength of his arm, it needed strength of heart. Wisdom would come with the years but without knowledge that came from the heart and the strength of will to carry it through then leadership was not his right. The father had always weighed the wisdom of the head with the mercy of the heart, would his son do the same?

   ‘The day will be born soon,’ she answered softly, ‘if it be you thinks you was mistook in your action then return the woman to the place you found ’er afore the cock crows.’ Sipping her own warming drink Hepzibah sensed the hesitation in the figure hunched at her feet. She had answered as she should, the decision must be his alone.

   ‘P’raps it be I was wrong, could be that bringing a gaujo woman here will bring dissension  . . .’

   Taking a long-stemmed clay pipe and small leather pouch from the pocket of her voluminous black skirts, Hepzibah pressed tobacco into the bowl drawing a burning stick from the fire to light it.

   ‘. . . p’raps I should have talked with the Kris first, asked the elders what they thought  . . .’

   Puffing at her pipe, watching the smoke from it rise towards the moon-silvered sky, Hepzibah Kane listened to her son wrestle with his doubts. Wisdom of the mind, mercy of the heart, strength of will . . . Judah must find the way alone.

   ‘. . . but asking would have altered nothing  . . .’

   Teeth clamping on the pipe stem, Hepzibah felt the blood freeze in her veins. Being leader of his people, the head of the camp counted for naught with her, listening to the song of his heart was what she desired for her son.

   ‘. . . nor will I alter that which is done. The woman stays til she be well, and if because of it my wagon must travel alone then that is how it will be, I will not break with the law of the Romany even though the woman be not of our kind.’

   Rising to his feet he drew a knife from the sash bound about his middle passing the blade across the heel of one palm, his voice brushing the shadows.



‘Bound in blood Romany to Romany,

bound in blood brother to brother,

bound in blood to Romany law.’



   The time-worn words drifted into the night. Watching the tiny drops fall into the flames, blending crimson with crimson at the fire’s glowing heart, Hepzibah breathed her thanks to the powers she felt were watching. They had guided her son as, God willing, they would always guide him. Judah Kane had made his decision and sealed the same in blood, he would follow the true path people had followed since the birth of time; the food and shelter of his camp fire would be offered to all who needed it, he would uphold the ancient way, the way of the true Romany, the way of right.

   The pipe still held between her teeth she remembered what had been shown to her as she led that girl into the wagon. It had happened as it always did. Her mind, her very body had seemed to empty of all that was Hepzibah Kane, and in the place of lungs and stomach only a great all-filling breathlessness; but the heart remained, beating with a truth she felt throb in her soul, pulsing with the words, soundless yet clear as any bell, words that were none of her own. But there, in the dim light of the wagon’s lantern there had been no words, only the vision that floated before her inner eyes, a vision she should share with her son.

   Tapping the remains of precious tobacco from her pipe back into the tin she returned both to her pocket. Rising from the stool she glanced at Judah.

   ‘There be another blanket in the wagon, come fetch it.’

   Watching her step towards the caravan he frowned. ‘You knows I shouldn’t be stepping inside the wagon so long as the woman be there.’

   Already at the steps his mother turned. ‘I be at your side, think you one o’ they would say that Hepzibah Kane allowed aught that be unclean?’

   ‘All in this camp knows that be not so, as I myself knows. But to enter a wagon holding any unmarried raklie, save the girl be his own sister, be forbidden, that too is part of our law and I will not break it.’

   Having watched him walk away, taking his one blanket to the wagon of Ned Sproat, Hepzibah poured the last of the tea from the kettle, nursing her tin mug between her hands. The father and the son, they were of one blood, one heart. The honour of the first was bred deep in the bone of the other. Judah Kane would not dishonour the ways of the Romany, not even for his mother.

   He was worthy to be called first man.
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