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Author's Note
George Frean was the real-life proprietor of the gunpowder mills. Research showed him to be a just and kindly gentleman and he is portrayed thus in the novel.

Anyone who trespasses on the powder mill ruins does so entirely at their own risk.

One
I
t
had
to be Rose Maddiford, didn't it?

Ellen Williams poked her severely groomed head out of the open door of her grocery and draper's establishment, and her neatly contained bosom exploded in a sigh of exasperation. A pall of dust had been lifted from the parched surface of Prison Road by the clattering hooves of the charging horse, and Ellen quickly shut the door against it, for she hardly wanted the insidious layer to settle on
her
goods and products! But she could not resist sidling into her immaculate window display and pressing her nose against the glass so that she might have a better view along the street towards the prison, not that she could see the bleak and daunting edifice from her shop in the centre of Princetown. Sure enough, the billowing cloud had come to a whirlwind stop outside the Albert Inn, loose stones scattering in every direction as the rider brought the stampeding animal to a violent halt. The creature reared in protest with a bellicose neigh, its forelegs pawing furiously at the air before it dropped swiftly on all fours once more. The figure on its back, however, kept its seat as if glued to the raging beast and proceeded to turn the demented steed in tight circles until its bunched haunches relaxed and with a snort of disgust the sleek young gelding bowed its head in submission. One long, shapely leg was swung over the hairy neck, two well-shod feet landed lightly on the ground, and taking the reins behind the foaming mouth, the rider led its mount, meek as a lamb now, towards the stables behind the Albert Inn, and out of Ellen's view.

The older woman pursed her lips, her grey eyes steely with disappointment that the moment had passed without grave mishap. Her sharp features instantly hardened into a forced smile as she realized that two gentlewomen who had paused to witness the feckless rider's progress had now turned their attention to her window and were staring at her from the other side of the glass. Ellen Williams was not about to lose a sale by gaping rudely at potential customers, and moving with as much grace as her short, stocky form could muster, returned to her station behind the counter, tutting reproachfully with her tongue.

Someone really ought to take that girl in hand! She and that fiendish monster on whose perilous back she galloped all over the moor, well, they were as bad as each other, in Ellen's opinion. What on earth did the girl's father think he was at, allowing her such behaviour? But then it was well known that Henry Maddiford, manager of the gunpowder mills three miles away at Cherrybrook, doted on his only child and had apparently done so ever since his dear wife had sacrificed her own life bringing her into this sinful world. And it hadn't done her any good, had it, being spoilt like that? Just
look
at the girl! Riding
astride
if you please! And beneath the full riding skirt, her legs were tightly clad in breeches as if she were a young man! Ellen had glimpsed them quite clearly as the hussy had dismounted, as if she hadn't seen them often enough before! And what rankled Ellen's sensibilities more was that the little madam had sewn the outrageous riding outfit from a distinctive material bought in
her
shop and which had been prominently displayed in
her
window, so that everybody would know she was prepared to serve the wayward wench!

Ellen's mouth wrinkled into a mean knot as the two women moved on down the street. Well, beggars couldn't be choosers, could they? She couldn't afford to turn down a sale, and Rose Maddiford
was
a good customer, for both groceries and material, and always sewing her clothes herself without using the services of one of Princetown's dressmakers. And she was a good seamstress, Ellen had to give her
that
. And she supposed that, for a lively and wilful young girl, living at the isolated powder mills â€“ slap in the middle of the great wilderness of Dartmoor and even lonelier than the grey community of Princetown â€“ was hardly ideal. Life wasn't always what you wanted, no one knew better than Ellen herself.

Her father had been a miner, his health broken as a young man by breathing in the choking air and dust deep beneath the surface of the earth, until the mine surgeon had told him if he didn't change his occupation he would be dead within the year. The re-opening in Princetown of the defunct prisoner-of-war depot as a convict gaol in 1850, revitalizing the remote, decaying village, had been his salvation. Once the convicts arrived, the settlement had begun to flourish again as no less than a hundred warders and their families were gradually drafted in. John Williams, his wife and ten-year-old daughter had opened up the grocer's shop with what meagre savings they had. They had worked every hour God sent and built up the thriving little business to what it was today, the beginning of September 1875. Ellen's parents had now passed on, leaving her comfortable, though not wealthy. But at what cost?

At first, it had been army guards, and soon afterwards army pensioners, and finally in 1857 â€“ when Ellen had been a fresh-faced girl of seventeen â€“ younger men from the Civil Guard who had constituted the armed escorts for the convicts labouring outside the massive prison walls, assisting the warders who worked both in and outside the gaol. The warders were usually older men, burly miners or farmers, used themselves to the harsh discipline of the moor. It was a condition of their employment that they lived in Princetown so that they could be quickly summoned to assist in a riot or to search for an escapee. But for their families it was purgatory, incarcerated in the forlorn town, fourteen hundred feet above sea level on the desolate moor, exposed to lacerating cold and deep snowdrifts in winter and miserable, rainy summers, imprisoned just as securely as the felons within the gaol itself. Any son of a warder would be off to better climes to make his own way in the world just as soon as he was old enough, that was if his entire family hadn't had so much of the place that they had already upped sticks and moved away somewhere more hospitable.

So where had that left girls like Ellen? On the shelf, of course. She hadn't been unattractive, she considered, but there simply hadn't been enough suitable young men in the restricted vicinity in which she had been trapped. They were always snapped up by any girl whose beauty easily outshone the common crowd.

Girls like Rose Maddiford!

Ellen's jaw clamped fiercely as the swirling jealousy threatened to choke her.

Ned Cornish looked up with a cheeky grin as he paused in his labours of shovelling the pile of steaming horse dung into the heavy wooden barrow. Stable work was all he had ever known in his young life. And if it meant he came into close contact with Rose Maddiford whenever she swept into Princetown and needed to leave that confounded animal in his care for a few hours, then he blessed the morning his father had deposited him at the door of the Albert Inn to do his first day's work at the age of nine, for his family needed his wages to survive.

That was years ago, and now he was a strong, bulky youth with a wicked sense of humour and an eye for the girls. His secluded room above the stables behind the inn had seen more than one maiden willingly deflowered. But Rose Maddiford was not amongst them, and never would be.

She came towards him now, her cheeks flushed with the exhilaration of the gallop across the moor, her bouncing ebony curls rippling wildly down her back in a shining cascade from beneath the apology of a hat that sat, somewhat askew, like a frilly pancake on the top of her beautiful head. Her slanting violet-blue eyes danced, and beneath the jacket of her riding habit her straining breasts heaved up and down above her slender, pliable waist.

Ned watched them. And smiled.

â€˜Good afternoon, Ned,' she greeted him in her habitually friendly manner. â€˜How are you today?'

Ned's heart beat faster. â€˜All the better for seeing you,' he answered truthfully, leaning on the handle of the spade to contemplate her willowy figure. She was of average height, but her slight frame made her appear taller than she was, and her halo of unruly hair gave her at least another inch.
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