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      “Did you see the groom, Corie? His face all red and sweaty and his bulbous belly out to here? Lord, the way he was leering at Druella all through the ceremony with those little pig eyes! If I saw such a sight walking toward me on my wedding night, I’d fling myself out the nearest window!”

      Fling herself Lindsay Somerset did, quite dramatically, Corisande Easton thought as her best friend tumbled to the ground in a swirl of white petticoat and silky blond hair.

      Corisande’s smile widened as Lindsay lay still as a corpse with her slender arms outflung and her pink-stockinged legs askew in a most unladylike fashion. Only the slight rise and fall of her breasts betrayed her. Imagining what that awful termagant Lady Somerset would say if she saw her stepdaughter behaving so wantonly, Corisande shoved away the unpleasant thought and focused again upon Lindsay as the young woman began to recite in somber dirgelike tones.

      “Here lies dead a virgin bride, poor girl, wed to a man who resembled a pig. Perhaps if she’d been allowed to choose her own husband, she wouldn’t be dead, she’d be dancing a jig!”

      Corisande’s burst of laughter was joined by Lindsay’s as she sat upright and brushed damp bits of grass from her gray merino walking dress.

      It was good to hear Corisande laugh. Lately she’d been too serious by far, so many cares weighing upon her mind. So many things to do. So many local wrongs to be righted. Lindsay nonetheless was determined that their last afternoon together would be as lighthearted as possible, Corisande’s responsibilities forgotten if only for a short time.

      For that matter her own worries as well, Lindsay thought as she glanced out across Mount’s Bay, the water’s surface blinding in the brilliant sunshine that had finally broken through the fog.

      No, she simply wouldn’t consider the possibility that her stepmother might change her mind about allowing Lindsay to finally have her London Season. Her father’s second wife, Olympia, had been nothing short of despotic these past eight years since her marriage to Sir Randolph Somerset, but she couldn’t, couldn’t be that cruel. If Lindsay was forced to wait another year, she’d be twenty-one and well on her way to spinsterhood!

      “A brilliant performance, Miss Somerset, and an even more apt observation about the groom,” Corisande’s voice broke into her thoughts, her friend pushing a stray lock of auburn hair behind her ear as she grinned down at Lindsay. “He did have the look of a prize Truro pig, and with an unpleasant nature to boot, but you have to admit Druella Simmons seemed quite pleased with herself, no matter that the marriage was arranged.”

      Lindsay met Corisande’s smiling dark brown eyes, which were a color that Corisande matter-of-factly considered plain as Cornish mud but that Lindsay always assured her was quite lovely, especially with those amazing green tints. “Yes, I suppose Druella would be pleased to have captured a wealthy squire. She always claimed she would make the richest catch in the parish.”

      “No, I believe she said something about the whole county.” With the gift of a mimic, Corisande affected a lofty nasal tone that sounded just like Druella, a local girl who had long lorded it over other young women of her acquaintance just because her father was a baron, albeit an impoverished one. “And then, my dearest, dearest darlings, you must all come to my beautiful house in Devonshire for tea.”

      Lindsay gave a loud hoot of laughter. Yet her grin became a grimace as she shuddered, remembering how the groom had lasciviously pressed his girth to Druella’s slight frame after Corisande’s father, the Reverend Joseph Easton, had pronounced them man and wife at the small church wedding yesterday morning. The disgusting man had practically been drooling onto his boots!

      “Druella’s won herself a marvelous big house and hundreds of pounds a year, truly. Each night at bedtime she’ll likely wish she’d settled for less coin when that great white whale of a husband flops under the covers with her and demands his due!”

      Lindsay caught Corisande’s outstretched hand, her dearest friend’s own grimace melting into mirth as she pulled Lindsay to her feet. Arm in arm, they set out once more along the cliff, the strong late March breeze, laced with salt spray and smelling of the sea and the lush promise of spring, whipping their hair around their faces.

      Corisande was never shocked by anything Lindsay said or did, and Lindsay loved her for it. There had been so many times she had escaped the oppressiveness of her beleaguered father’s manor for the comforting chaos of the Easton parsonage where she could be herself without any fear of rebuke. Just as she had fled this morning, climbing out a dining-room window when she heard Olympia trumpeting her name from an upstairs bedroom.

      Heaven help her, she’d be damned if she spent her last day at home being lectured on the proper decorum for a young lady about to embark on her first Season! Not when her father’s elder sister, Winifred, Lady Penney, had no doubt been directed to torment her with the same rules and regulations once she reached London.

      Sobering at the thought, Lindsay sighed as she glanced at Corisande. “I know I’ve nearly hounded you to death, but it’s not too late for you to come with me. We’d have the most marvelous time! I’ll just tell Olympia”—even saying the woman’s name was distasteful to Lindsay, who had never once been able to call her father’s wife “Mother”—“well, I’ll tell her that you could be another chaperone for me in case Aunt Winnie grows weary of all the balls—”

      “You know I can’t go,” Corisande interrupted gently, trying not to be affected by the disappointment shining in Lindsay’s blue eyes.

      Cerulean blue, her wildly imaginative friend liked to call them, not out of vanity but simply because she enjoyed the sound of the exotic word upon her tongue.

      In fact, Lindsay Somerset didn’t have a vain bone in her body, an amazing thing considering she was one of the loveliest young women in Cornwall. Her flawless skin, waist-length blond hair that was practically white, and hourglass figure was the stuff of King Arthur’s legends. No, if anything, her only fault lay in her being too kindhearted for her own good.

      Lindsay had earned Olympia’s heated censure countless times when she had been caught taking food from the Somerset pantry to feed the parish’s hungry tinners and their families, or been discovered selling her own shoes to purchase coal to warm some unfortunate soul’s freezing cottage.

      Corisande’s causes had become Lindsay’s; Corisande couldn’t have wished for a friend more loyal and true. Yet Lindsay’s life would have been much easier under Lady Somerset’s roof if she’d been less caring. For that reason, for Lindsay’s sake, Corisande was almost relieved to see her go.

      “If you’re thinking you can’t go because you haven’t the money,” Lindsay began, clearly making one last valiant attempt to sway her, “I already told you I would share everything I have—”

      “It’s not the money,” Corie broke in again, though, in truth, as a vicar’s daughter she had virtually no coin to her name.

      “Well, don’t dare tell me it’s because you wouldn’t fit in,” Lindsay said with reproach, her beautiful sky-blue eyes flashing now. “You’re so pigheaded, Corie Easton!”

      “Like you,” Corisande said with fondness.

      “Maybe so, but you’re worse. Complicated, uncompromising, and full of the silliest notions. Like only pretty girls should go to London. You’re pretty, Corie, prettier than most no matter—”

      “And you’ve always been far too generous when it comes to judging your friends,” Corisande cut in, the back of her hand brushing against the pale, grooved scar bisecting her cheek as she swept windblown hair out of her eyes. Wanting to change a subject that didn’t bother her nearly as much as Lindsay thought it did, she added, “London is no place for someone like me. I wouldn’t know what to do with myself there.”

      “You could have fun. See new things, meet new people, have wonderful adventures—oh, I can’t wait to get to London!”

      Corisande was glad to see that excitement now lit Lindsay’s lovely face, her friend’s eyes dancing with anticipation. Lord help her, if Lady Somerset did anything now to thwart Lindsay’s dreams, Corisande couldn’t say what she might do.

      At the very least, she’d give that insufferable woman a tongue-lashing sure to straighten her sausage curls, something she’d longed to do for years, although Lindsay had prevented her every time. Lindsay simply loved her father too much to make his life any more miserable than it already was, again giving little thought to herself.

      Just as Lindsay was doing now, insisting that Corisande accompany her even though she knew that Lady Somerset would never approve. If Corisande stepped one foot into that coach, Lady Somerset would have just the ammunition she needed to cancel the entire journey. Corisande’s friendship with Lindsay had always been a thorn in the old bat’s side, Corisande’s zealous determination to help the parish’s poor and needy hardly a pastime Lady Somerset considered suitable for a baronet’s daughter.

      At least she agreed with the woman on that score, Corisande thought as she glanced at Lindsay, her friend’s eyes fixed expectantly to the east, as if she could see the roofs of London all the way from Cornwall. Not because helping those less fortunate than herself wasn’t suitable for Lindsay, but because she finally had the chance to do something for herself. To make her own dreams come true.

      When she’d told Lindsay that only pretty girls should go to London, she had meant merely that Lindsay with her peerless blond beauty was born for such a glittering world, a fact Corisande didn’t begrudge her in the least. How could she? To experience life outside of Cornwall was all her indomitable friend had ever wanted to do. Just as staying in Cornwall where she was needed was what Corisande wanted to do. God knew, she had plenty of responsibilities to keep her busy, and with times being so harsh thanks to this damned interminable war with Napoleon and now America, too—

      “Don’t, Corie. I know that look on your face.” Lindsay’s voice held fresh reproach as she squeezed Corisande’s arm. “You’ve got that tiny little frown between your brows, and I won’t have it. You’re not supposed to be thinking about all the things you have to do.”

      “I wasn’t,” Corisande fibbed, although it was hard to forget that the cutter Fair Betty was due to drop anchor at a secluded cove near Porthleven harbor late tonight, which meant she would be busy helping to oversee the landing and dispatching of smuggled tea, silk handkerchiefs, and brandy until the wee hours of the morning

      “Yes you are! There’s that frown again!” Lindsay blurted out, looking wholly exasperated. “You promised me, Corie. We were just going to enjoy ourselves this afternoon. No thinking about the villagers’ problems or the tinners’ problems—”

      “I know, or their children’s grumbling bellies.”

      “Or worrying about your father.”

      “Or wondering whether poor Frances has been chased from the house yet by one of Estelle’s pranks.”

      “Or whether your two other sisters are behaving themselves.”

      “And least of all,” Corisande said wryly, her temples beginning to throb, “wondering if the king’s excisemen might be on the prowl tonight when we’ve a ship coming in from Roscoff.”

      “That, the very least of all!” Lindsay rolled her eyes heavenward as if realizing the impossibility of a carefree afternoon. Then, just as suddenly, a wide grin broke over her face. “I know what we’ll do.”

      Corisande watched, bemused, as Lindsay hoisted her skirt and clambered on top of a large lichen-covered rock. Once settled, she patted the place beside her.

      “I know you don’t like to sit still for very long, Corie, but let’s rest here a while. I want to talk about husbands.”

      “Husbands?”

      “Exactly. And we already know what kind we don’t want.”

      “No lecherous-eyed pigs for one,” Corisande quipped as she bunched a handful of her own frayed woolen skirt and climbed up next to Lindsay.

      “Or disgusting white whales.” Lindsay gave a light laugh, only to become serious suddenly. “And I’ll have no man, ever, who would allow my stepmother to govern our lives.”

      Corisande wasn’t surprised by the steely determination in Lindsay’s voice. Lady Somerset might have finally decided that it was time Lindsay found herself a husband, but Lindsay had her own ideas as to what sort of man she wanted to wed.

      “Someone Olympia couldn’t intimidate,” Lindsay continued softly. “Someone who wouldn’t hesitate to stand up to her.”

      “That rules out most eligible bachelors, I would imagine,” Corisande said half under her breath, unfortunately voicing a sad reality for Lindsay. Her stepmother had an uncanny gift for making grown men wilt like thirsty potted plants in her presence.

      “Oh, no, I’ll find him,” came Lindsay’s fervent response, her eyes meeting Corisande’s. “I damned well won’t marry until I do. I swear it—in fact, we both should swear!”

      “Lindsay, what…?” was all Corisande managed to say as Lindsay jumped to her feet and hauled Corisande up beside her, both of them nearly toppling from the rock. Laughing, they regained their balance, Lindsay grabbing Corisande’s hands as she faced her.

      “Say it with me, Corie. Neither of us can wed anyone less than the man of our dreams. Ready?”

      Corisande felt foolish, but she nonetheless decided to play along, never ceasing to be amazed by her more romantic-minded friend’s antics. “All right. Neither—”

      “You have to really believe it,” Lindsay cut in, exasperated, as if guessing Corisande’s thoughts. “Otherwise our pact won’t mean a thing. You don’t want to end up with a husband like Druella’s, do you?”

      Corisande knew she would never allow such a dreadful thing to happen, oh, no, not to herself. For Lindsay’s sake—who could say what sort of undesirable character Olympia Somerset might wish for a son-in-law?—she squeezed her friend’s hands and shouted with her at the top of their lungs after Lindsay counted to three, “Neither of us can wed anyone less than the man of our dreams!”

      “There, that should do it,” Lindsay pronounced as the wind carried away their words. Grinning from ear to ear, she looked quite pleased with herself. “It will be our secret.”

      “Secret? They probably heard us all the way to Arundale’s Kitchen.” Thinking sourly of the tin mine that had earned such a name because of the hot, moist air at its deeper levels, Corisande turned to jump off the rock, but Lindsay caught her arm.

      “Oh, no, we’re not done yet. You have to close your eyes and pretend he’s standing right in front of you, just as you imagine him to be—”

      “Lindsay!”

      “Come on, Corie, it will be fun. Here, I’ll go first!”

      Lindsay closed her eyes and tilted her face upward as if she were looking at someone. “Oh, Corie, he’s so handsome.”

      “Of course he’s handsome, silly.” Corisande gazed wryly at her beautiful friend. “But that isn’t the most important thing. What kind of man do you want him to be?”

      “A valiant man, an adventurer,” Lindsay murmured dreamily, making Corisande smile to herself. “Someone who’ll show me new places. Grand, exciting places! There’s so much more to the world than Cornwall. I want to see it all! I want to experience things I’ve only read about in Papa’s books!”

      Corisande felt a twinge of sadness, but quickly stifled it. She’d always known Lindsay might one day leave Cornwall and not return. If that meant her dear friend would be happy, she would simply have to bear it.

      “He’ll want me with him, of course. Always by his side.” Lindsay hugged her arms to her breasts. “And we’ll be hopelessly, deliriously in love. Nothing will be more important to him than our life together…” Sighing deeply, she opened her eyes and smiled at Corisande. “Your turn.”

      Corisande squeezed her eyes shut, feeling that her ideal man was going to seem bland as paste next to Lindsay’s—which in truth was fine with her. Trustworthy, dependable. A companion to help her, nothing more. She could not yet envision his face, but it mattered little if he was handsome or not—

      “No fair keeping it to yourself, Corie. You have to say what you want aloud,” Lindsay urged with impatience.

      “Well, I’d want a man who cares about the things I do,” Corisande began firmly, starting with what mattered most to her. “Someone who’s willing to work side by side with me to help ease the lives of those around us.” She threw a small smile in Lindsay’s direction. “Now that you’ll be busy traveling the world, of course. And he must care just as much as I do about righting wrongs. God knows, there’s enough injustice in this parish to make the angels weep—”

      “But what of love, Corie? Wouldn’t you like for a man to just sweep you off your feet?”

      Corisande was taken aback, but she should have expected such an unsettling question from Lindsay.

      To be that much in love with someone? Her father had deeply loved her French-born mother, which was probably why he’d become an eccentric shell of a man at her death eight years ago. The same vicious fever that had claimed Adele Easton had taken Lindsay’s mother as well. While Sir Randolph had remarried, much that he must rue the day, Joseph Easton had not. No, Corisande wasn’t sure at all if she wanted a love that could bring such pain. In fact, she didn’t want to fall in love with anyone, something she hadn’t even told Lindsay. Just thinking about her father…

      “I’d certainly have to respect a man first before I would ever marry him,” she answered, skipping over the topic of love altogether. “He would have to be honorable, selfless—”

      “Sounds dull as a saint.”

      Corisande gave a small laugh as she opened her eyes. “Well, not so dull that he’d be afraid to take chances. Fair trading’s no occupation for the faint of heart.”

      “And you’re certainly not the woman for any fainthearted man, no matter what you say,” Lindsay said with a snort. She released Corisande’s hands and jumped nimbly to the ground. “You’d have suitors buzzing around you like honeybees if you’d just learn to curb your temper.”

      “And you might have been happily married several times over if you’d settled for a husband of good Cornish stock, but no, only a bold adventurer with a daring gleam in his eye will do!” Corisande countered, jumping down next to Lindsay. They both stared at each other for a long moment, then burst out laughing.

      “I’d say we’re done with making secret pacts for the day, wouldn’t you?”

      Corisande nodded, looping her arm through Lindsay’s as they set out once more along the cliff.

      “So I’ll be twenty going into my first Season,” Lindsay said with a jaunty toss of her head. “Better that than some foolish green goose of a girl who doesn’t have a clue what she wants.”

      “So I’m known for my temper.” Corisande gave a nonchalant shrug as she looked out across a sunlit Mount’s Bay. “At least it’s helped me to get things done.”

      Just as she’d be venting her legendary spleen first thing tomorrow morning, Corisande thought to herself. She’d already decided to ride out to Arundale’s Kitchen as soon as she saw that Lindsay was happily settled in her coach and bound for London.

      She doubted she would get a wink of sleep tonight with Oliver Trelawny’s ship due in from Brittany and then Lindsay leaving so bright and early, but the news she’d received only a few hours ago fairly screamed for her attention.

      This time that damned mine captain, Jack Pascoe, had gone too far, cutting the tinners’ wages by a full half because they’d fallen behind in their work due to bad weather. Was the man mad? How did he expect the tinners to feed their families, to clothe and shelter them on what had already been a mere pittance?

      A pity it wasn’t the mine owner who’d be the target of her tongue-lashing. It was clear from worsening conditions that the new Duke of Arundale possessed the same ignoble qualities as his recently deceased father.

      Corisande had itched for three years to tell that miserly old bastard what she thought of a man who could pay his workers so little that they were forced to live with their families in wretched hovels…but the weasel had gone and died. Now she would just have to save her choice words for his son the duke—if only he’d show his face in Cornwall. In fact, she dreamed of the day—

      “Corie, you’re frowning again!”
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      “I say, Donovan, your scowl could wake the dead. Buck up, old man! Things could be worse, you know. Father could have named a bride for you in his will rather than granting you a choice.”

      Nigel Trent, Duke of Arundale, realized his attempt to put a good face on the situation had failed completely as his younger brother’s scowl grew blacker. So black that the owlish-looking solicitor at Donovan’s right seemed to shrink in his chair, the poor man nervously adjusting his spectacles.

      “Uh, perhaps, Your Grace, I should leave the library to allow you and Lord Donovan some time to discuss—”

      “Good idea, Wilkins,” came a low growl that seemed to make the very draperies shiver. “And you can take that damned will—”

      “Yes, yes, you’d best leave us,” Nigel intervened, though the slight little man was already halfway across the room, his precious documents hastily snatched from the desktop and clutched protectively to his chest. As the door closed behind Wilkins, Nigel leaned back in the polished leather chair that had been his father’s until two short months ago and studied his brother, who had lunged to his feet and now stood at the wide bow window with his back to the room.

      A massively broad back stiff with tension, Nigel noted, sighing to himself. In that respect, Donovan had changed little. Nigel had seen him take such a stance in nearly every encounter with their father, an iron-willed, hard-gambling, blustering titan of a man who had done his damnedest to rule every aspect of his sons’ lives.

      But while Nigel had succumbed to the late Duke of Arundale’s domination, unashamedly taking the easier path to afford himself some peace, Donovan had confounded his father’s wishes from the moment he could talk.

      That is, until now. The old bastard had finally won, and, at least in this matter, Nigel couldn’t say he wasn’t glad. The dukedom was at stake, after all.

      “So I’m to bloody wed.”

      Nigel met Donovan’s deep brown eyes—nearly black, really, depending on the light—and wondered again at the changes in his brother. Donovan was a big man, nearly a full head taller than Nigel, but his four years as an officer under Wellington had left him leaner, harder, lending him a most forbidding air, well, at least when he was angry.

      And he was furious now. No wonder poor Wilkins had fled. Nigel had half a mind to retire from the library, too, until his brother had calmed himself, but he might as well be done with the unpleasant business now that it was started.

      “Yes, Donovan, as the will clearly states, you must wed. If you want your inheritance. I had no hand in this matter, mind you, it was all Father’s doing, but I think it’s for the best. As you know, Charlotte and I remain childless, and if anything should happen to me—you being the heir presumptive, of course, it’s damned important that the Arundale line continue—”

      “Perhaps, dear brother, if you could stomach sharing your wife’s bed more often, that problem could easily be remedied.”

      It was a cruel cut, Donovan knew as he turned back to the window, an uncomfortable silence descending upon the room. Nigel hadn’t chosen his bride, an endlessly whiny young woman of bland intellect, sour breath, and formidable fortune. Their father had chosen her seven years ago, just as he had attempted three years later to choose a “suitable” bride for Donovan once it became clear that Nigel was having difficulty producing an heir.

      But Donovan had escaped that fate by taking swift leave of the country to fight against Napoleon in Portugal and Spain, the Peninsular War as good an excuse as any to keep him far away from England and Arundale Hall. Until he’d received a letter saying that the duke had died, and that Donovan must return home at once to settle important matters of the estate.

      So he’d come, because he needed money. The devil take it, he needed money! If it was only himself he had to worry about, he’d leave this bloody house and never return, and on his way out the door tell Nigel, his disagreeable wife, and that damned Wilkins to hell with his inheritance if he had to wed to obtain it! Yet then he might never find Paloma, his personal funds nearly depleted in the search—

      “I say, Donovan, that comment was uncalled for.”

      Forcing down his anger, Donovan glanced at Nigel—at the strained expression on his face, at the hint of jowls developing around his jawline and the noticeable paunch around his middle.  His brother, only one year his senior, looked much older than his twenty-eight years. “But true. It’s no secret that you’ve sired four bastards in Hampshire County while your beloved wife remains barren as a brick—”

      “All right, old man, enough! At least you have a bloody choice, which was more than I was granted! Perhaps things might have been different…” Nigel didn’t finish, but rose abruptly from his desk to face his brother. “Father’s will stipulates that your bride must be a country-bred girl of good family—”

      “I heard.”

      “Not your sort of woman admittedly—”

      “But bound to be a good breeder.”

      “Exactly. Now, if you’re in agreement that we proceed, I’ll call Wilkins.”

      It was all Donovan could do to force a nod, his anger rising as Nigel walked stiffly to the door.

      A country-bred girl. Leave it to his father to make such a final ridiculous demand. Donovan had spent many a London Season evading just that sort of marriage-hungry miss as well as any scheming provincial mother eager to make her daughter a highly placed match.

      In fact, he scorned the institution of marriage. It was a farce, a sham. Why would he ever want to wed after watching his parents’ marriage—another loveless arranged affair—grow colder by the year? Several of his friends had stumbled down that same wretched path while he’d been away at war, the damned fools marrying for purely mercenary reasons or caving in to family duty.

      Good God, he was no blather-brained romantic, but didn’t anyone of his station marry for affection? What about shared interests or a common passion? How many times over a good bottle of brandy had he sworn that he’d rather remain a bachelor than have some unwanted marriage thrust upon him and his life become a hell on earth?

      A cynical bachelor to boot. He’d long been convinced that the only happiness one could hope to find was well outside the bounds of matrimony. Nigel with his mistresses was perfect proof—along with their mother, who had created quite a scandal five years ago when she fled to Italy with the wealthy count who still shared her bed. Now Donovan was being sucked into the same miserable pit as everyone else he knew, and there didn’t seem to be a damned thing he could do about it…

      “If you’re ready, Lord Donovan, we’ll continue.”

      Donovan left the window, but he couldn’t sit. He paced back and forth across the library as Wilkins in his high-pitched tenor drone began to reread the will. Nigel simply sat slumped in his fine leather chair and looked glum.

      “Does he have to go over all that again?” Donovan demanded, feeling more each moment like a caged beast with not even a faint hope of freedom. He came up beside Wilkins’s chair so suddenly that the little man jumped, sweat beading his pallid brow. “Show me what I have to sign, and let’s be done with it!”

      “But—but, my lord, there’s the matter of the house in Cornwall—”

      “What house in Cornwall?” Donovan looked to Nigel, who now appeared almost as uncomfortable as the solicitor.

      “Father bought property in Cornwall a year or so after you left England. A tin mine there has been quite profitable for us.”

      “Quite profitable,” parroted Wilkins.

      Donovan glanced from one man to the other, an inkling rising like sour bile in his gut. “All right, a tin mine in Cornwall. What in blazes does this news have to do with me?”

      “Simple, Donovan,” Nigel said with a small sigh. “The house and surrounding estate is yours outright once you’ve agreed to abide by Father’s will, while the substantial monetary portion of your inheritance and a fifty-one percent share in the mine—the controlling share, mind you—shall be yours once we see you properly wed.”

      A heavy silence hung in the room once more, Donovan staring incredulously at his brother. “I’m to live in some godforsaken house on some godforsaken land in Cornwall?”

      “It’s a handsome house, actually, Donovan—well, in need of a little repair, I’ll admit, but not anywhere as bad as you make it out to be.”

      “Near the fishing village of Porthleven,” Wilkins chimed in, peeping over his spectacles. “Well, a small seaport, really. Quite a charming spot—”

      “It could be on the bloody moon for all I care!” Donovan roared, his fist crashing down upon the desktop. “I thought I’d be given a town house in London at the very least. That’s where all those silly little country chits go to ogle prime marriage stock, isn’t it? Am I to find a wife or not?”

      “That’s the very point of it, Donovan. Father was certain you’d be distracted in the city—all those bored Society wives looking for a discreet dalliance or some such amusement. Just the sort of woman you’ve always favored, and so you can see, far too much of a temptation. So Father decided that you should make your choice in Cornwall. The Season hasn’t quite begun, after all. If you leave soon, you might be able to catch some willing beauty still at home packing her trunks.”

      “If I leave soon…” Donovan muttered to himself, feeling as if he had walked straight into a great yawning trap that had been meticulously prepared for him from the moment he’d last defied his father. Meeting Nigel’s eyes, he said in a dangerously low voice, “You knew I wouldn’t be able to refuse, didn’t you? So you’ve avoided your foul-smelling wife and enjoyed your damned mistresses, knowing that one day Father would have me exactly where he wanted—”

      “Surely an officer’s infrequent pay hasn’t kept you in the style to which you’re accustomed,” Nigel cut in, his voice grown as low as Donovan’s. “Even when combined with the paltry allowance Father’s been sending you all these years. Face facts, Donovan. A man of your station needs money to live properly, or you might as well have been born a pauper. Marrying is a small price to pay for such security, wouldn’t you say?”

      Donovan said nothing, thinking that his elder brother had learned well at his father’s side. Too well.

      But Nigel didn’t know about Paloma, and Donovan planned to keep things that way. Nor did Nigel realize that Donovan cared absolutely nothing for security or the proper way in which a man of his station should live.

      All he cared about was that he gained his inheritance so he could continue his search. And that somehow he would escape the trap that was fast closing in around him. He had only to think of a way…

      “Father’s will meets with your approval, then?”

      Donovan nodded grimly.

      “Good. Wilkins has the agreement fully prepared. You’ve only to sign.”

      Donovan did, then threw the pen upon the desk and strode for the door.

      “I’ll have a carriage brought round for you first thing in the morning.” Nigel’s voice carried after him. “You should arrive in Cornwall within a few days—”

      “I’m leaving now,” Donovan ground out without turning. “My horse suits me fine.”

      “As you wish. I’ll send the servants I took the liberty of hiring for your household after you, then.”

      Donovan stopped at that, and half spun to eye his brother narrowly. “You hired servants?”

      “A butler, of course. Fine fellow named Ogden. He can double as your valet until you’ve a chance to hire your own man. A few others too. A cook, a housekeeper, just enough to get you started. A family agent has been living in the house and seeing after our business affairs, doing bookkeeping and the like, but he’ll have cleared out by the time you arrive.”

      “Oh, yes, my lord, Henry Gilbert should have cleared out his things several days ago. No worries there,” Wilkins squeaked helpfully. “He’s taken a small residence just down the road if you have need of him.”

      So Nigel and his bespectacled lapdog had seen to everything, Donovan thought, incensed. Even down to hiring servants—no, bloody spies. Paid to watch him. Paid to see that he honored his agreement.

      Hell and damnation, he wouldn’t be surprised if the whole lot of them planned to troop into the master suite on his wedding night just to observe the proceedings!

      “Wedding night…” Donovan said through gritted teeth, deciding he’d best leave before he began throwing things—starting with Wilkins.

      “What was that, Donovan?”

      Glaring at his brother, Donovan said not another word as he left the room and slammed the door behind him.
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      “Estelle, no feeden that mongrel under the table now! I won’t have it, I tell ‘ee—Linette, have ‘ee a notion to eat your eggs while they’re nice an’ hot or is it your plan to just push them round your plate? An’ where’s Marguerite? Marguerite!”

      “She’s still sitting in front of the mirror, Frances. Where else would she be?” Corisande answered as she hurried down the stairs and into the cozily warm kitchen where the Eastons’ long-suffering housekeeper stood shaking her head, her hands fisted at her thick waist.

      “Front of the mirror, is she?” came the disapproving reply in a rustic Cornish accent as thick as clotted cream. Frances’s wrinkled face creased into a frown. “I’ve never seen a young girl, comely as that one or no, spend so much time fixen herself up for the day. ‘Tes wicked, I say, an’ her being the good parson’s daughter!”

      “Well, if not wicked, at the very least it’s a sorry waste of time.” Thinking of how she’d bolted from bed upon waking and thrown on her clothes, barely taking a moment to run her fingers through her disheveled hair and wind it into a bun at her nape, Corisande added over her shoulder—good and loud enough for her fifteen-year-old sister to hear upstairs—“I imagine Marguerite will find herself scrubbing the breakfast dishes if she doesn’t come down soon, won’t she, Frances?”

      “Ais, so she will, an’ this evening’s too,” the housekeeper agreed heartily as Corisande reached across the table for a piece of barley toast. In too much of a rush to sit down, she shot a warning look at her youngest sister as the impish nine-year-old tossed a bit of fried bacon to her panting mutt, Luther, then tried to cover her action with an all too engaging grin.

      “Estelle…”

      The grin faded, big hazel eyes pleading. “But he’s hungry, Corie. Just look at him, poor dog. All ribs and whiskers.”

      Luther was a sight, Corisande agreed, a small wiry-haired creature of indeterminate breed who peered expectantly at her toast through a spiky fringe of gray hair. “Maybe so, but you heard Frances. You’re to listen to what she says—and Linette, since you’ve obviously no interest in your eggs, why don’t you fetch Marguerite?”

      “You know she won’t come,” Linette answered with a matter-of-fact shrug. A thin, gangly child just turned twelve with the delicate features of their mother and the auburn hair all the Easton girls shared—well, except for Marguerite, whose locks bore a deeper hint of red—Linette pushed away her plate in disinterest. “Not until she’s brushed her hair two hundred strokes.”

      “Well, she’ll find her hair’s soon to fall out of her head if she keeps on.” Frances shoved Linette’s plate right back in front of her. “An’ you eat now! Your papa will think I’m not feeden ‘ee proper—”

      “Corie, I miss Lindsay.”

      Linette’s soft statement couldn’t have brought the clamor in the kitchen to a more sudden halt. As Frances sighed and turned back to the hearth while Estelle’s expression fell, her whining hound momentarily forgotten, Corisande gazed thoughtfully at her younger sister.

      “We all miss Lindsay, sweet. I can’t believe she’s been gone three days. It feels like forever.”

      “Well, she’d be here right now, having breakfast with us and laughing and telling us wonderful stories, if only she hadn’t gone to London.” Linette raised her small pointed chin, her eyes filled with angry hurt. “Things will never be the same, you know. She might never come back.”

      “And if she doesn’t, then it will be because she’s found something that makes her very, very happy. I can’t believe that wouldn’t please you, Linette—and you know what else I think would please you?”

      Linette shook her head, her gloomy countenance clearly saying that she doubted anything would make her feel better.

      “We’ll read her letters together, you and I—”

      “And me!” chirped Estelle.

      “Yes, and Marguerite, too, if she wants to join us. Lindsay said she’d write as often as she could—so it will be almost like she’s here with us, don’t you think?”

      Linette’s nod was slow in coming, a grudging smile even slower, but Corisande could tell when she gave her a hug that Linette was somewhat mollified. Yet Linette’s face broke into a full-fledged grin when Marguerite suddenly swept down the stairs, only to stop dead in her tracks beside the kitchen table when she realized everyone was staring at her.

      “What are you looking at, Linette Easton?” she demanded of the sister with whom she’d once spent so much time and who now seemed more a pest than anything else since Marguerite had turned the ripe old age of fifteen. Linette merely began to giggle, pointing at Marguerite’s head.

      “I said what—”

      “‘Tes your hair, girl,” Frances interrupted, looking quite pleased with herself as if to say “I told you so.” “You’ve brushed it so much that it’s standen on end an’ flying round your head! Any more an’ I swear you’d have found yourself gone bald altogether!”

      Her pretty face reddening at the laughter bursting around her, Marguerite’s hands flew to her hair as she sought to smooth it down.

      “Ais, there ‘ee go, now take a seat with your sisters an’ be quick! You’ve only got a few moments to eat before you’re due at the church school.”

      Marguerite did as she was told, but not before yanking upon Linette’s braid as she passed her sister’s chair and deliberately stepping on Luther’s bony tail, which set the little dog to yelping.  Estelle scrambled so fast to comfort him that she knocked her plate to the floor with a crash. As the kitchen erupted in squabbling and confusion, Frances’s voice rising once more above the unholy din, Corisande took a last bite of toast, downed half a cup of weak tepid tea, and fled down the hall.

      Not surprisingly, the door to her father’s study remained closed, Joseph Easton so far removed from the daily workings of his daughters’ lives that such commotion rarely made him stir from his reading and sermon preparation. Corisande rapped on the door as she always did each morning, and had done since her mother died.

      As always, there was no welcoming call for her to enter, which hurt, even if she should have long ago gotten used to her father’s unintentional neglect.

      Everything had changed during those wretched few days eight years ago when the fever had struck the vicarage like a heavy gale. Corisande had suddenly been thrust by necessity into the role of virtual head of the household at the tender age of eleven, which had given her cares and responsibilities far beyond her years. Thank God Frances Hodge, a widow who’d lost her husband to a mine accident many years before, had agreed to come and help, working as their housekeeper more out of the goodness of her heart than for the paltry sum Corisande could afford to pay her.

      And she’d stayed, bless her, Corisande thought as she opened the study door, Frances’s stern command for Marguerite and Linette to cease their quarreling rivaling any general’s as it carried down the hall. Yet the debacle in the kitchen was forgotten as Corisande’s attention once more flew to the sole occupant of the small shuttered room. Her father sat at his desk with head bent and a book spread out before him, the flickering light of a candle falling like gilt mist upon his silvery hair.

      Joseph Easton’s hair had turned white as Christmas snow shortly after his beloved wife’s death, his once broad shoulders long since sagging under an invisible burden, and his step the slow, uncertain shuffle of a man twice his age of forty-two. Thankfully his mind had remained unclouded, at least in matters of books and the Bible, and the pulpit still rang on Sundays with the power of the Word.

      If not for that, he would surely have lost his parish. Along with his white hair had come an eccentric streak that had emptied the pews as if the devil himself stood grinning at the altar with his tail twitching and fork in hand—at least until the superstitious parishioners grew accustomed to their parson’s unintelligible mutterings, moonlit stints at gardening, and late-night visits to the graveyard.

      Another quirk of character was that Joseph Easton preferred his study to remain shuttered like a cave, Corisande forever longing to throw open the windows to fresh air and sunlight. But she never did, respecting the strange, remote existence that her father’s life had become.

      “Papa?”

      He started, as always, her soft query jarring him out of his private world as surely as if she had shouted. For a moment, he seemed bewildered, then a fond smile came over his still handsome face.

      “Ah, Corisande. Are you on your way?”

      The same question, repeated too many times to remember, but even so the words warmed her heart. He uttered them so full of trust, for even in his unfortunate state did he know that Corisande had done everything she could to save his parish for him and keep a roof over their heads—paying visits to his flock as her mother had once done so selflessly, seeing that the church school and the parish poorhouse ran smoothly, attending to details of christenings, burials, and weddings and ensuring that the church register and parish accounts were properly kept.

      Only within the last three years had Corisande begun to do more, involving herself in the dangerous smuggling of contraband goods for the benefit of the entire parish, and if her father had guessed her involvement, he’d given it no voice. Yet whenever there was boiled beef on the table, or fragrant quality tea in the pot, or a bit of brandy for him to enjoy by the fire, he’d look at her with silent knowing in his eyes and a hint of concern mixed with pride. It was all she needed to keep her going, more resolute than ever to continue doing what she believed was right.

      “Yes, Papa, I’m leaving now. I’ve much to do today.”

      “Godspeed, then.”

      Two familiar words, and he turned away, absorbed once more in his book before Corisande had closed the door. She, too, was already preoccupied with her own affairs, her step determined as she grabbed her cloak and left the house. Luther’s high-pitched yapping and her sisters’ hilarious giggling followed her outside into a glorious sunlit morning.

      At least they were in a better mood, she was glad to hear.  She wondered what silly antic Estelle had performed to make Linette and Marguerite cease their incessant warring—maybe balancing a spoon on Luther’s nose or some mischievous prank concocted to torment Frances. The latest had been a big hairy brown spider in the mixing bowl, plopped right on top of a yeasty-smelling mound of rising dough. How Frances had screamed…

      “Just as I’ll be screaming if I can’t find that scoundrel Jack Pascoe,” Corisande muttered, walking into the small stable that flanked the Easton parsonage. A loud nickering greeted her; Biscuit, their hardy piebald pony, bobbed his head eagerly as if he knew he was soon to be forging across the heath to Arundale’s Kitchen.

      And why shouldn’t he think they were heading to the mine? Corisande thought irritably, hoisting the worn leather saddle onto the pony’s swayed back. She’d only gone there three mornings in a row, looking for that damned mine captain so she could give him a fair-sized piece of her mind. Each time he’d been nowhere to be found, probably gone down one of the shafts to purposely avoid her, the despicable bastard, and no doubt smug as a snake at his cleverness.

      Nor had she been able to find the Arundale family’s agent, Henry Gilbert, when she’d gone to that Tudor monstrosity of a house where he resided. The sullen housemaid who answered the door had said only that Gilbert wasn’t there—hiding from her, Corisande was certain, the ferret-faced agent as spineless as Jack Pascoe was cunning. Henry Gilbert was the one, after all, who’d given Pascoe free rein to run the mine as he saw fit, and his orders, being the family agent, no doubt had come straight from the Duke of Arundale.

      “Yes, Biscuit, maybe we’re wasting our time going to the mine after Pascoe,” Corisande contemplated aloud as she scratched the pony’s whiskered chin, his breath blowing warm on her hand. “Maybe we should find Henry Gilbert—before he gets a chance to hide in a wardrobe or under the bed, and brighten his day with a show of Cornish temper. It may not help matters much, but at least I won’t feel as if I’m going to explode. What do you say?”

      Biscuit’s obliging snort made her smile, but it faded as she mounted and kicked the animal into a trot, the pony’s bumpy gait—ensuring a jarring ride at best—only adding fuel to the fire.
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      “Is there anything else you’d like to see this morning, my lord? The rest of the grounds, perhaps? The village of Porth—”

      “That bloody mine wasn’t enough entertainment for one day?” Scowling, Donovan dismounted from his steel-gray stallion while Henry Gilbert slid from his sweaty mount. The rail-thin Arundale family agent nervously shifted his feet and looked as if he wanted to flee the stable at first opportunity.

      And right now Donovan wholeheartedly wanted the loathsome fellow out of his sight. Ignoring Gilbert for the moment, he led the snorting animals into their stalls, the cavernous stable empty but for these two horses and a big ill-kempt gelding whose dull brown coat looked sorely in need of a good grooming. That chore would have to wait as Donovan eyed again the anemic, long-nosed scarecrow who’d been attending to his family’s business affairs in Cornwall.

      In truth, he couldn’t fully blame Gilbert for what smacked of his late father’s doing; the man had been paid to follow orders after all. But for the agent to have granted such power to a mean-spirited tyrant of a mine captain because he was too lazy to attend to the day-to-day workings of the mine himself—good God, it sickened him!

      “Get yourself something to eat at the house and then ride back and see to it that a new mine captain is hired by noon,” Donovan grated, Henry Gilbert bobbing his head in acquiescence. “I’m giving you a chance to set things right, Gilbert, or believe me, you’ll be close behind Jack Pascoe in finding yourself without a job.”

      “I understand, my lord. Implicitly.”

      “Good. Choose a man from among the miners, someone they respect. Be sure I don’t see Pascoe on Arundale property again.”

      “Yes, yes, of course, my lord.”

      “And restore the miners’ pay to its previous level until I’ve a chance to go over the books thoroughly—then we’ll talk about raising it further.”

      “But—but, Lord Donovan, shouldn’t His Grace be consulted—”

      “If this damned mine is half as rich as my brother said it was, Gilbert, surely there’s enough coin to properly pay the men whose blood and sweat have made it so profitable, is there not?”

      This time the cowed agent bobbed his head in time with his prominent Adam’s apple. “Anything else, my lord?”

      “Yes. Is there grain to be found in this parish?”

      “Only at famine prices—but of course there’s flour aplenty at the house if that concerns you—”

      “Not for me, man! The miners can’t work if they have no bread, and from the looks of some of them, I’d swear they haven’t eaten a sound meal in days.” Donovan’s hard gaze bored into the agent. “No thanks to the pittance they’ve been paid of late.”

      “And which will be righted at once, my lord, just as you’ve ordered!” Henry Gilbert began walking backward to the entrance of the stable, giving no heed to the steaming piles of horse dung squishing under his feet. “You wish the miners to have grain, then?”

      “Buy enough bushels so that every man has a decent share to take home to his family.”

      “It will cost, my lord—”

      Gilbert didn’t finish, his eyes growing round as serving platters as Donovan tugged off his coat and threw it over a post, then grabbed a shovel from against the wall and advanced toward him. With a sharp intake of breath, the man turned on his spindly legs and fled while Donovan sank the shovel into a pile of dung and musty straw, muttering under his breath, “Blasted fool.”

      It appeared that the stable was as much in need of attention as everything else around this dismal place, he thought mutinously, heaving his ripe-smelling burden into an empty stall.

      It might have been dusk last night when he’d arrived at his Cornwall estate, but there had still been enough light for him to see that the huge house his father had bequeathed to him was in a sorry state of disrepair. Crumbling chimneys, cracked windows, a vast overgrown lawn—and inside, enough dust to choke a man, faded furnishings fit for no more than firewood, and two slovenly housemaids who had been hired in Weymouth by Henry Gilbert before he’d taken up his employment in Cornwall. One woman was as plump as a sausage and the other was passing pretty but had a hard, calculating look and reeked of cheap cologne.

      It had been disheartening and maddening, especially since Donovan had seen his welcome as a smug otherworldly message from his father—marry fast, and the quicker he’d have the funds to improve his miserable surroundings. He didn’t give a damn about the house or the surrounding estate, and he thought he’d feel the same about Arundale’s Kitchen, too, as he’d been told the place was called, until he’d ridden out there with Gilbert just after sunrise, wanting to see the rest of the trap that his father had contrived for him.

      Until he’d seen the careworn, expressionless faces of the tin miners as they hiked to work, some from as far as six or seven miles away, and more than he cared to remember with pallid cheeks gone hollow from scarcity of food.

      When he had questioned some of the men, he’d been met with stoic tight-lipped silence, until at last a brave few came forth with the wretched truth about their mine cap’en, as they called Jack Pascoe, a pock-faced, red-haired fellow as wiry as a bantam rooster who’d cut their wages by half—only the latest of his transgressions, apparently—and who cared nothing about the wives and children starving at home. Equal parts ambitious and cruel, Pascoe had long ruled his domain by threatening life and livelihood, the miners with no choice but to shoulder their lot or face utter destitution.

      So Donovan had quietly taken the bastard aside and told him to be off the property by noon, promising a full month’s wage if he left the mine without saying a word. Jack Pascoe’s watery blue eyes had filled with rage, but he’d nodded and stalked back into the countinghouse.

      Watching him, Donovan had taken perverse pleasure in undoing a part of what his father had done, and yet he knew as he sank the shovel under another pile of manure that he’d just as much been affected by the miners’ misery…

      “Don’t get yourself too affected,” Donovan muttered to himself, straightening just as Henry Gilbert suddenly reappeared at the entrance to the stable. Breathing hard, the agent gaped at him, then over his shoulder, and, clearly making up his mind, almost barreled straight into Donovan in his haste to reach the nearest stall—the same one where Donovan had just dumped a full shovelful of manure. “What the—?”

      “She’s coming right for the stable, my lord! Oh, cover me up, I’m begging you! She’s seen me and she’s got that look on her face—fit to kill, God help me!”

      “Who’s fit to kill?” Donovan demanded, but he got no answer as Gilbert burrowed like a frightened mole into the filthy straw and horse dung.

      Cursing, Donovan dropped the shovel and went to the stable doors just in time to see the most curious sight—an auburn-haired wench riding recklessly toward the entrance atop a black and white pony with the rolling gait of a foundering ship.  Her plain brown cloak flew like a sail behind her, her legs so long and the stout little pony so squat that the stirrups were bouncing uselessly, the irate rider’s feet skimming the ground.

      For Donovan could see that the young woman was furious. As if he weren’t standing there, she dismounted at a run and swept past him into the stable, dark eyes ablaze, her face flushed pink with indignation.

      “Where are you, Henry Gilbert? I saw you run in here, you sniveling rat! You’ll not hide from me again!”

      Donovan watched in bemused silence as she crisscrossed from stall to stall, kicking at the straw. A jilted mistress? Some local chit found herself in the family way and left to fend for herself? If so, Gilbert had clearly scorned the wrong woman. As she reached the last of the stalls, not having found her quarry, she lunged for a pitchfork resting in a corner.

      “Come out now and face me like a man, you worm! If you can have a hand in taking the food from a babe’s mouth, then you can answer for it, too!” With that, she jabbed at the straw in the closest stall, then the next, drawing nearer and nearer to where poor Gilbert lay huddled.

      “I’d suggest you show yourself, Gilbert,” Donovan advised dryly, thinking that whatever the man had done to inspire such wrath, he probably deserved it. “She’s got a pitchfork—”

      “Yes, I do, and I certainly don’t need your help, thank you very much!” Corisande said in exasperation, whirling upon the resonant male voice that had sounded behind her. She could see a tall strapping shape in the shadows, but the morning sunlight was so bright coming in from the stable doors that she couldn’t make out the man’s face. “Just go about your work, whoever you are, and I’ll tend to my own business!”

      She did, too, turning back to the stalls with a vengeance and stabbing the pitchfork into another heaping pile of straw as the horses added their nervous whinnying to the fray. Just as she came to the last partition, the pitchfork poised above a suspicious-looking lump that bore the rounded point of a man’s boot at one end, Corisande’s weapon was wrested from her so suddenly that she fell backward, crying out as a steely masculine arm clamped around her waist.

      “I think that’s enough, Miss—”

      “Easton. Corisande Easton!” came Gilbert’s muffled voice. “The parson’s daughter, God help us!”

      “And God help you if you don’t release me!” Corisande shouted at her assailant, wriggling and flailing her arms. Yet she shrieked full voice when she was swept off her feet into the air, her captor carrying her with long strides outside into the sunshine. Only then did she get a good look at his face, and his expression silenced her, the stranger scowling so deeply that she wondered with a rush of apprehension what he intended to do with her.

      She’d never seen him before, of that she was certain. The man was as swarthy and dark as a Gypsy, his wildly unkempt hair long at the neck and jet-black against the white of his shirt. So was the thick springy hair beneath her splayed fingers, the man’s massive chest as hard as stone and damp with sweat…

      “Oh…oh, my!” In horror, Corisande snatched away her hand. Her widened gaze jumped from her captor’s half unbuttoned shirt to eyes even darker than her own, so dark, in fact, that they appeared almost pitch-black.

      And they were trained full upon her, his quizzical scrutiny making her squirm, his scowl now but half as deep. With a near physical jolt, she realized how incredibly handsome he was, his stunning, lean-cut features the stuff of women’s dreams. She began to wriggle in earnest, feeling more uncomfortable and strange and altogether unsettled than she could recall in her life. Even her skin felt odd, her cheeks blistering hot, and here it was a cool spring day!

      “Please…let me down,” she croaked, becoming even more discomfited that her voice—her voice, for heaven’s sake!—had failed her.

      To her utter relief, her captor obliged, and the feel of solid ground helped to calm her racing heart. At least until she realized his hands still encircled her waist, strong hands, too, and massive like the rest of the man.

      She was considered tall by most standards—at five feet and nine she had Lindsay beat by three inches—and almost embarrassingly long-limbed, but now she was experiencing the rare sensation of looking up at a man instead of almost eye to eye. He was still staring at her, too, his hands a disconcerting heaviness at her waist, and…and, why the devil was he still holding on to her?

      “If you don’t mind, sir,” she began stiffly, grateful that her normal speaking voice had returned as well as a healthy dose of indignation. “Kindly release me this very instant. I’ve no idea what you’re thinking, but—”

      “I was thinking that it’s unlikely you’re Gilbert’s mistress as I first imagined, though if so, it wouldn’t be the first time a parson’s daughter has gone awry.”
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