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Prologue

June 1791

 




The flame of the single candle flickered over the ravaged features of the man studying his ledgers. The once-proud figure was slumped and despondent. He threw down his quill and rubbed his hand across his eyes. The flame spluttered and died and the room became as dark as an abyss.

As Charles Mercer stared into space, unmoving, gradually the faint light from the rising moon penetrated the gloom. In Charles’s tortured state of mind the open pages of the ledgers on the desk became pale spectres. The ghosts of his ancestors stared at him from the open pages: the men who had all sat at this desk at the family bank and brought it to greatness. They pressed around him, condemning, accusing, judging his failure, until Charles felt that his head would explode.

Mercer’s Bank had risen to become the fifth most prosperous bank in the City. How could it all have gone wrong so quickly? How could his judgement have failed him when he had needed it most?

He reached for the brandy bottle and refilled his glass. The liquid splashed over his shaking hands as he lifted the glass to his lips and downed its contents. It burned in his  throat and scalded a trail to his stomach. He closed his eyes to savour the brandy’s warming breath and felt his optimism return. He was renowned for his business acumen, and astuteness in assessing an investment which could yield a high return. He was worrying in vain.

There was yet time to recoup his losses. Charles took a second ledger from a drawer in his desk, with the Loveday name written across it. So far ethics had stopped him from chancing the Loveday wealth; he had thought to protect his wife’s family. The Lovedays trusted him to invest their finances and bring a high return for their money.

Charles hesitated. Would his wife, Margaret, see the use of her brother’s money as a betrayal? She was proud, as were all the Lovedays. Margaret was also passionate about her family home, Trevowan. This venture could put it at risk and for that Margaret would never forgive him. And what of Amelia, so recently married to Edward Loveday, whose fortune was bound to the family? Her money had saved the Loveday shipyard and Edward still had the high interest on loans to be met. And Amelia was Margaret’s closest friend. Would this seem a double treachery on his part?

His torment increased. Could not this latest scheme bring untold riches? According to his sources it would. It was his last chance. His final bid to save his family from disgrace.

Still Charles hesitated, and eventually he pushed the Loveday ledger aside.

No, he could not risk it. What if he failed? His judgement, once so sure, was shredded with the memory of recent failures. If he did not use the Loveday money there was only one other honourable way for him.

He opened another drawer and lifted out a box inlaid  with mother-of-pearl. He unlocked it and opened the lid to stare at its contents for several despairing moments. Better that honour was served by his death - for that would atone for the ruin which was facing his bank - than he risk the Loveday money on one last investment to recoup his losses.

Then, with glazed eyes and fierce determination, he lifted out the silver powder flask. The pistol was cold in his hands as he primed it and inserted the bullet. He checked the flintlock system and took a steadying breath as he put the muzzle to his head. His hand was firm upon the trigger ...

There was a dull echoing click.

Charles Mercer’s head slumped on his chest, then with a snarl of pain he flung the pistol across the room. The powder was damp and it had not fired. Dear God, he had even failed to kill himself. Was fate truly against him? After failing so many investors, honour demanded that he took his life.

Or was fate finally on his side? He had been spared. Did that mean he could yet recoup his losses?

With renewed vigour, he reassessed the ledgers and also the papers of the investment in the South Seas. The company looked solid enough, and the returns would be enormous from the emerald and diamond mines in South America. The profits would be so high because many investors were still wary of such ventures, remembering the lost fortunes of the South Sea Bubble of seventy years earlier. But had not then the initial shares of one hundred pounds risen to the value of over a thousand before the bubble burst?

Excitement pulsed through Charles’s veins. His grandfather had invested and got out as the shares rose, and his grandfather had avoided the disastrous fall in prices  which ruined so many speculators. Charles Mercer was determined to do the same.

He opened the Loveday ledger and now saw this money as the means not only to save Mercer’s Bank but to make the Lovedays one of the wealthiest families in Cornwall.

Charles no longer paused to contemplate failure. He dare not. Too much depended on his success.




Chapter One

August 1791

 




From her point of vigil on the headland rock, Senara Polglase tipped back the hood of her long cloak, and lifted her arms as though to embrace the dawn. Her unbound brown hair streamed over her shoulders to her waist, and her body tingled with expectancy. Her intuition had not failed her.

The horizon glimmered in the blue and gold aura of the rising sun. Towards the east was a tiny speck, the white sails of a brigantine barely distinguishable from the white flecked crests of the waves.

She stood, patient as a sentinel, her cloak and skirts whipping around her in the breeze, until the ship turned into the Fowey estuary. Although she could not see the rearing figurehead of Pegasus, with its gilded hoofs, she knew she was not mistaken. Captain Adam Loveday had come home after three seasons at sea.

Happiness swelled her heart and, with the fleetness of quicksilver, she ran down from the headland to the shelter of the coombe where she lived with her mother and sister, Bridie. It could be hours before Adam would come to her, perhaps even a day or so. His first obligations were to his family, and from them Senara would always be an outcast.

She entered the sanctuary of the clearing. She did not mind the isolation, preferring its peace to facing the cruel tongues of a village. Her sister was a cripple with a twisted back and had been taunted all her life for her deformity. The one-room, dilapidated cottage which had once belonged to her grandfather had been transformed in the three years they had lived there. Gone was the sail which had weatherproofed the leaking roof. It was now thatched, and a second room built on as a bedroom for the women. That had been at Adam’s insistence, and had been the only gift she had accepted from him in the two years he had been her lover.

When Senara entered the stable and rubbed the nose of Wilful, the donkey, her mother looked up from milking their goat.

‘He be back then?’ Leah observed, knowing that the glow on her daughter’s cheeks would only come from one cause. Now round-shouldered, Leah remained slender, her face showing few lines despite the hard life she had led. Her grey hair was hidden under a linen bonnet which tied under her chin.

Senara nodded, her head lowered to hide her flushed face.

Leah straightened and rubbed her swollen finger joints. She was Adam Loveday’s housekeeper, although she did not live in his home within the shipwright’s yard. ‘Then I best ensure Cap’n Loveday’s house and linen be properly aired, and a meal ready for him. Though no doubt he be dining at Trevowan with his family this day. I’ll take Bridie with me to help. Or would you rather be there to greet him?’ Leah was rarely ruffled by anything life dealt her and had never judged her daughter’s relationship with Adam Loveday as wrong. Happiness was a rare commodity for the poor  and you took it with an open heart when it blessed your life.

‘That wouldn’t be right. Ten months is a long time; his feelings may have changed.’ Senara picked up the wooden pail of milk, and carried it past the garden that was fenced to protect the herbs and vegetables from the animals. Bridie was busy weeding with a hoe, her thin, adolescent body bent awkwardly over her task.

‘Cap’n Loveday loves you,’ Leah stated, following Senara. ‘You were a fool not to wed him when he asked.’

‘Our backgrounds are too diverse. He will one day marry his own kind.’

Leah studied her daughter. Senara was beautiful, with an oval face and high cheekbones. There was a sensuous sweep to her brows and tilt of her full lips. Such beauty was dangerous for a woman who was half-gypsy. Women became jealous and saw her as a rival, and men too easily desired her, believing her lowly status made her easy sport. Captain Loveday adored Senara and treated her with respect.

‘Cap’n Loveday’s twin brother did not wed his own kind,’ Leah provoked. ‘St John Loveday wed a tavern-keeper’s daughter.’

Senara rounded on her mother, and her green eyes flashed in a rare show of anger. ‘Meriel Sawle was a scheming fortune-huntress who married for money. She got herself with child to snare St John. Would you tar me with such a brush?’

‘No! You love Cap’n Loveday. Meriel Sawle, hussy that she be, never loved anyone but herself. It’s not the same.’

Senara glanced at Angel, the scarred mastiff that she had rescued from death after a bull-baiting. He lay in the sunshine, his legs twitching, making whimpering noises as he dreamed. When she walked on, Senara added, ‘I know  my place, Ma. It be here, not in any fancy house owned by the Lovedays. Besides, I’ve my trade as a potter and need to make more jugs before market day in St Austell.’

The words were defiant, but Leah could see behind them to the passion and vulnerability beneath. Adam Loveday was handsome and charming enough to turn the head of a princess. Yet could he bring her daughter lasting happiness? She shook her grey head and sighed, fearing the couple’s love was ill-fated.

 



Senara was not the only woman to witness the homecoming of the Pegasus. Meriel Loveday was also sleepless. Her expression was mutinous as she stared through the diamond panes of the window of her bedchamber in the Dower House at Trevowan. She was angry at not getting her way in an argument with her husband the previous evening. St John had refused to buy her a diamond and sapphire brooch she had admired in Truro. She had been married for three years, and the jewels and riches she’d envisaged would be hers by marrying a Loveday had not materialised. One would think they were paupers the way St John tightened the purse strings.

She glared at her husband’s sleeping figure on the rumpled bed. The rose-pink damask hangings were pulled back to reveal a handsome, well-built man, but there was no tenderness, only resentment in her eyes. Her blonde hair waved around her shoulders with sensuous abandon, and her full lips pouted with the invitation of a Venus. Yet Meriel, with her hourglass figure and beauty, was without passion, her emotions roused solely by ambition and the need to surround herself with riches.

Meriel now took for granted the expensive Turkish carpet, the red velvet curtains, and the elegant gilded walnut Louis Quatorze furniture imported from France.  Had she made an error in taking St John as her husband, even though she had been pregnant and given little choice by her brothers? Born the daughter of Reuban Sawle, the innkeeper in Penruan, she had set her sights on bettering herself in marriage. To many she appeared to have succeeded. She lived in an imposing grey-stoned, ten-room house which had been the home of the Lovedays before Trevowan House was built. Yet she remained discontent.

As the sky brightened, her stare returned to the triangle of sea visible from the window. She paid scant heed to the brigantine, her sails golden in the brightening sun. With Plymouth to the east and Falmouth to the west, this part of the Cornish coast was crossed by many ships.

A dog fox barked from the direction of the orchard which linked the dower land to that of Trevowan House. The sound made her shudder, and when her gaze returned to the sea this time the vessel came more sharply into focus. Her pout deepened and her eyes narrowed.


He owned such a ship. A smouldering rage flared in her breast. Adam had won his coveted prize, to captain a ship of his own. No doubt the black-hearted rogue was returning to reap a handsome profit from his voyage. Why could not St John be as successful? The fool of a man she had wed had even failed to turn a profit from the smuggling she had urged him to invest in. For all St John was Edward Loveday’s heir to Trevowan, he worked like a common labourer upon the land. That might have been necessary when they first married, but since then Edward himself had married a wealthy widow. The investments Amelia had made in the yard and on the estate should have released St John from his toil. Except Edward insisted that St John prove himself as a worthy heir to the estate.

Meriel folded her arms across her chest, and her foot,  in a crimson silk slipper, tapped with frustration. It would never have crossed her mind that, by her family forcing their marriage, she had been part of St John’s fall from grace. Neither would she admit that she encouraged his wastrel and spendthrift ways, which Edward so frowned upon. Brought up by a miserly father, Meriel had vowed that every luxury would be hers once she wed. She was not a woman who lowered her expectations. Her eyes sparked with malice. If it wasn’t for Adam, St John would be the undisputed heir to both estate and yard, but St John’s twin was the favoured one now.

She dug her nails into the flesh of her arms. How she hated Adam Loveday. Yet once she had loved him with all the blind passion of youth. Although he was the younger son, without expectation of a fortune, his dashing looks, and the air of wildness and danger that surrounded him, had captivated her. Even when Adam had become betrothed to his French cousin Lisette, Meriel still believed she could win him. Her beauty had enslaved many men, and for Adam she would have sacrificed the wealthy marriage she had planned to marry the pauper son. That had been when Adam was in the navy - during a leave when, betrothed to another or not, Meriel had set her heart on winning him. And had succeeded, or so she thought. Then he had rejoined his ship.

Her dreams had shattered. Disaster struck. Her father had insisted that she wed Thadeous Lanyon, an ugly toad of a man. With Adam at sea for several months, her only hope of escape had been to seduce St John.

Her silent laughter was cruel and bitter. How easy that had been! There had been triumph in the power her beauty could wield over men. Yet it had proved a hollow victory, for she had found no joy in her marriage.

A spasm fringed with pain circled her heart. The  brigantine had disappeared from view when it entered the Fowey. Was it his ship? There was a momentary soaring of her spirit and excitement heated her blood. Then she swallowed against an overwhelming sense of loss.

The emotion caught her unawares. She ground it down and reminded herself that the love she had once felt for Adam was long dead. She hated him now. Hated him with a vengeance for spurning her. She brushed at a tear which formed in the corner of her eye. A tear which mocked her hatred, her resolve, and the power over men which she saw as her right.

 



An hour later Edward Loveday broke his fast alone in the pale oak-panelled dining room at Trevowan. A copy of the Sherborne Mercury was open beside him on the century-old, solid oak table. The long table had been set for four at one end and the early sunlight was reflected in spears of light on the silver-lidded tureens on the serving dresser along the far wall. Edward’s eleven-year-old stepson, Richard, had eaten and gone to feed the farm animals, a task he relished. Edward would miss the lad when he returned to his studies, boarding at Winchester School.

The sound of a stick tapping on the floorboards diverted his attention from the herring he was eating. Elspeth Loveday limped into the room, carrying her tricorn riding hat.

‘Good morrow to you, sister. You are abroad early.’

‘You have forgotten the hunt rides out from Lord Fetherington’s at ten. A day in the saddle would do you good, brother. You spend too long cooped in your office at the shipyard.’ Despite an injury to her hip some years earlier, Elspeth never missed an opportunity to ride to hounds. Having not married, her five mares were her  passion and she fussed and cosseted them as though they were her children.

In her early fifties and five years Edward’s senior, Elspeth was a doughty and stalwart woman, her thin face often pinched with the pain of her injury. It was only the waspishness of her tongue which marred Edward’s pleasure in her company.

This morning she was dressed in her favourite navy velvet riding habit, which was worn and shabby with use. Her dark hair was dressed simply in a chignon, with two grey streaks arching back from her temples. She looked pointedly at the empty place opposite Edward.

‘Amelia still abed? Is she unwell again?’

Edward had been worried about Amelia’s health. Usually his wife rose with him, but for the last month she had been tired and pale, and kept to her bed until late morning. She had been acting strangely of late, her manner abstracted as though her mind was elsewhere. Did she miss her life in London?

‘I took the precaution of summoning Dr Chegwidden,’ he stated.

Elspeth ran a finger along the gilded frame of the portrait of their parents, painted when the couple’s seven children were between the ages of twelve and six months. She tutted at the light smear of dust on her finger, then lifted the lid of a tureen and spooned some coddled eggs on to a plate.

‘Better to allow the Polglase wench to tend her. Her balm for my hip is a miracle, far better than Chegwidden’s blood-letting and purges.’

‘Competent as Senara Polglase may be, she is quite rightly ill at ease attending us when Chegwidden has been the family physician for years.’

‘Poppycock!’ Elspeth snapped. ‘It is the health of your  wife we must put first, not Chegwidden’s feelings. Though I sometimes wonder if the old leech-purveyor possesses any. He puts me through torture with his blisterings and noxious poultices which strip the flesh raw.’

Edward smothered a tart retort. Elspeth could be a martinet at times, but despite her acidic tongue she had the welfare of the family at heart. Following the death of his first wife when the twins were born, Elspeth had run his household for twenty years.

‘I have nothing against the balms and tinctures you procure from Senara Polglase to treat your horses or the family of any minor ailment,’ he informed her. ‘They always seem to work.’

‘Indeed they do. Look how she cured Richard’s cold ...’

Her sharp voice faded into the background as Edward allowed the words to wash over him as he had done during so many of her tirades over the years. He saw himself as a progressive man, and did not have the same faith as Elspeth in ancient gypsy lore.

‘... so I shall send for Senara then.’ Elspeth lifted the handbell on the table to ring for a servant.

Edward took the bell from her, and exasperation harshened his voice. ‘You will not! Chegwidden will examine Amelia. Her health is precious to me. I would rather entrust it to an educated physician who has practised for forty years than to a woman who can barely scrawl her name.’

Elspeth peered at him over the top of her pince-nez. ‘Who was it saved Adam’s life when he was shot whilst riding to Trevowan, and left for dead? It was Senara, not that fool Chegwidden. He would have made a cripple of your son.’

Edward looked away from the forthright glare. That  was a time he preferred not to dwell upon. They had never discovered the identity of the assailants who had attacked Adam. At least Adam’s near-fatal injuries had healed the rift between St John and his twin. His sons had been at loggerheads with one another for as long as he could remember.

He sighed. ‘Chegwidden will make his examination. If Amelia has not improved after a day or two, then by all means send for the Polglase woman.’

 



Dew still sparkled on the grass as Edward Loveday rode out of the stableyard, surrounded by outbuildings set at right angles to the three-storey house with its tall chimneys and high gables. Once past the protection of the wooded hill behind the house, a sharp wind from the sea sabred through him. The sunshine was already fading behind gathering clouds. It would rain within the hour. He rolled his shoulders against the twinges in his joints. At six-and-forty he was beginning to judge the weather more by the ache in his shoulders and knees than by the colour of the sea and sky

His thoughts returned to his wife. He had never expected to find love again with such intensity of happiness. Cornish winters could be hard for those not bred to them. Though it rarely snowed, the storms, constant rain and mists plagued the lungs. Amelia jested that after being used to the noisome smogs of London, where she had lived during her first marriage, Cornwall was as invigorating as a physic. It had certainly made her son, Richard, more robust - though that could be due to the exercise of constant riding, his love of helping with the farm animals, or sailing Adam’s old dinghy in the cove.

Three years ago, when Amelia and Richard first came to Cornwall, Richard had been a sickly child. Now he  thrived. So why was Amelia ailing? She was a dozen or so years younger than himself, and should expect to enjoy good health yet awhile.

To ensure Amelia returned to full health he would insist that they attend a London physician. With Adam due home at any time, Edward could entrust the running of the yard to him while Pegasus was in the dry dock having the barnacles scraped from her hull.

After a three-mile ride, Edward had reached the brow of the hill overlooking an inlet of the River Fowey. Below him was the sprawling shipyard, and cluster of a dozen labourers’ cottages which formed a hamlet. A small distance from the other houses was the extended cottage, Mariner’s House, where Adam lived. There was also the Ship kiddleywink, a tavern which also sold general goods. And Amelia had built a schoolhouse for the children, which also served two nearby villages.

The grate of saws and ring of hammers accompanied Edward’s arrival. A score of men were working on the scaffolding cradles around the ships being built. A cutter, constructed to the new lines designed by Adam, would be launched in a month. Her narrow lines would race through the seas, sleek as a porpoise, and she would carry three masts and a jib for greater speed. She had been commissioned by Thadeous Lanyon, ostensibly for his new trading company, but Edward guessed the cutter would be used as often in Lanyon’s smuggling runs. She was to be named Sea Sprite and her hull, at Lanyon’s insistence, had been painted black to blend in with the night sea. She would be faster than any revenue ship yet afloat.

Another keel was having the outer planks nailed to the skeletal ribs, and rose up like a giant mammoth’s carcass. Piles of cut planks lay each side of the vessel. The  carpenters were painstakingly measuring and trimming each plank to create the tightest fit before drilling and securing it to the ribs. The sight brought an ironical twist to Edward’s lips. This was to be a revenue vessel which would one day be a match for Lanyon’s ship.

A third, smaller, cradle held the keel of a fishing sloop, but work had been abandoned on this, for the men were needed in the dry dock where a naval frigate was being refurbished after an Atlantic storm. Edward wanted the work completed so that the dry dock would be free on Adam’s return.

The yard prospered. Yet three years ago, before his marriage to Amelia, Edward had despaired that he would lose the yard to meet his debts. Even now, he needed loans to cover the extensive cost of materials needed for an expanding yard. His experienced eye scanned the work in progress, and it was several moments before he noted the brigantine riding at anchor in the river channel beyond the bank of the yard.

Her sails were furled and a long boat was tied to the jetty Edward’s handsome face lit with pleasure and he spurred his gelding, Rex, to a canter. The ache in his limbs was forgotten as he leapt to the ground. Adam ran forward to meet him from where he had been listening to the overseer, Ben Mumford, explaining the latest developments in the yard.

Edward could not stop his grin of pride as he regarded the broader shoulders and mahogany sheen to his son’s face, after months in the West Indies and the old colonies of America. Adam’s long black hair was caught back in a ribbon, and tendrils had escaped and curled around his lean, handsome face. There was a heavy gold hoop in his ear and several days’ growth of beard on his cheeks.

‘Hail, the adventurer returned from the sea,’ Edward  grinned, and slapped his son on the back. ‘Or is it Blackbeard himself? You look like a veritable pirate.’

Adam scratched his beard self-consciously. ‘I intended to shave and change before coming to the house. I would not want to scare the ladies. Neither had I wished to present myself to you in such a manner, sir.’ He spread his arm wide to encompass the yard. ‘I was diverted. Mumford has told me that the order book is full for the next year.’

‘I have no complaints.’ Edward surveyed his son from top to toe. Apart from his broader shoulders, there was greater strength in the bronzed forearms which showed beneath the rolled-up sleeves of his shirt. Also his voice had a deeper maturity. There were white lines around his blue-green eyes where he had squinted against the glare of the sun. And a greater knowledge was within their depths. He was a man who was now his own master, his hands firmly on the tiller of his destiny.

‘The family are all well, I trust?’ Adam walked with his father towards the stone-built office, raising his hand several times in greeting to any worker he recognised.

‘We will all be the better for seeing you. Ten months is a long time away, my son. How was the voyage?’

‘Without serious mishap and profitable enough to keep my investors happy. We unloaded at Bristol and my agent expects a good price for the cotton. For the next voyage I should be able to put up a third of the price of the cargo myself.’

‘The higher the investment the greater the risk,’ Edward was moved to caution.

‘Everything in life is a gamble.’ Adam smiled, showing white even teeth. ‘And I do not intend to be on the high seas all my life.’

Edward chuckled. He doubted that the wildness which  drove Adam to seek adventure had yet dissipated. ‘There is work aplenty for you here, but I expect for some years your mistress will remain the sea. It is in your blood.’

‘For the moment it is good to have my feet on land which does not leap and caper like a March hare,’ Adam grinned. ‘We weathered several storms. Pegasus rode them out as though they were no more than a squall.’

‘You designed her well.’

‘She was well tested and not found wanting. She was built by fine craftsmen.’ His pride was in the workmanship, not his own design. ‘Now, sir, if you will excuse me, I shall make myself presentable.’

He hoisted the sea chest to his shoulder and proceeded to Mariner’s House. The limewashed building stood apart from the other dwellings and work sheds. Adam deposited his chest on the wooden floor of the narrow hall and entered the bow-windowed parlour. Though spartanly furnished with worn, comfortable leather armchairs, a mahogany round table and sideboard, and books lining a recess by the fireplace, he welcomed the peace and privacy it brought him. The parlour was his favourite room with a commanding view of the yard and the river beyond. Trevowan was the home he loved, but it would never be his, and Mariner’s House within the yard was a haven from the family turmoil caused by his twin. It had been one of the shipwright’s cottages and had been extended before Adam moved in, with a parlour, a study, kitchen and two further rooms above. The smell of a rabbit turning slowly on the spit over the kitchen fire made him realise how hungry he was. It was over a month since he had tasted fresh meat. He could hear movement in the kitchen and soft voices.

Against reason his heart pounded harder and when he leaned against the doorframe his disappointment was  hidden. He watched Leah Polglase roll out an oval of pastry while Bridie, with her tongue peeping between her teeth, concentrated on peeling an apple for the pie.

Leah looked up and dropped the rolling pin with a clatter on the flagstone floor. ‘My, Cap’n Loveday, you fair gave me a turn. How long you be standing there?’

‘Adam!’ Bridie’s elfin face lit with pleasure as she hobbled towards him with her arms outstretched.

‘Bridie, that be no way to greet Cap’n Loveday,’ Leah said with horror.

Adam laughed and lifted Bridie high, then pretended to sag under her weight. ‘Our little turnip has sprouted.’ He spun her round until she squealed with pleasure.

Leah shook her head and wiped a surreptitious tear from her eye. Adam was the only person outside her family to treat Bridie like any other girl, ignoring the deformity of her twisted shoulder and leg, and showing her affection. Bridie worshipped him. ‘How be I able to teach her the proper respect due you, when you treat her like that?’

When he set her down, Bridie stepped back and, raising the side of her skirt, dipped into a wobbly curtsy. ‘I knows how to be respectful to Cap’n Loveday, but I forgets when I bain’t seen him for the longest age.’ She then rubbed the side of her face which was reddened from his beard. ‘What you growed that hair for? Makes you look fearsome.’

‘A cutthroat razor and a stormy sea do not make merry companions.’ He rubbed the stubble. ‘You do not think it improves my visage?’

She pulled a face. ‘I don’t know nothing about no vizzy what you do call it, but you be more handsome without that hedgepig nesting on you.’

Adam roared with laughter, then swept her a mocking  bow. Over her head, he winked at Leah, who was clearly appalled at her daughter’s audacity. ‘Then I shall remove the hedgepig. I cannot have my favourite girl thinking me a sight to frighten the devil.’

‘Your pardon, Cap’n,’ Leah said, flustered. ‘I don’t know where she gets such a wayward tongue. They be a beating for her when she gets home and no mistake.’

‘Do not beat her for her honesty.’ Adam knew that Leah would never raise a hand to her daughter. ‘Father said I looked like a pirate. Now if there is hot water I will make myself presentable.’

When Leah brought the water to him in his bedchamber, Adam could not stop himself asking, ‘How is Senara?’

‘She be well.’ There was no embarrassment in Leah’s regard, having long ago accepted that Adam and Senara were lovers. ‘No doubt you hoped she’d be here today. That bain’t her way.’

Adam had always found it hard to accept Senara’s stubborn streak where their relationship was concerned. She was content to be his mistress, but refused to flaunt her position. While Adam applauded her discretion and respected her too much to make her the cause of gossip, it made being alone with her difficulty. Yet it also added a mysterious quality to their loving, the moments all the more special. Except that the impermanence irked him. He loved Senara, but until now she had refused to wed him. It was time that changed. Before he again took to sea, he was determined to court her, and with such ardour that he could not fail to win her consent.

That it would bring censure from his father he was prepared to accept. The hardest hurdle would be convincing Senara.




Chapter Two


By the time Adam was ready to join his family, the weather had changed. An earlier shower had been replaced at midday by hot sunshine. The rapid changes of weather, and the way it altered the mood of the sea and land, was part of the enchantment of the county. He loved this land, and like many a true Cornishman, there was a part of his heart which regarded it as a separate kingdom from the rest of Britain.

After weeks cramped on his ship, Adam had mounted his gelding, Solomon, and ridden for an hour across the moor. The crag-peaked tors were interspersed with the deep channels of coombes, the purple of heather and saffron of gorse, the sanctuary of rabbits fleeing from Solomon’s hoofs. He even startled a small herd of roe deer to flight.

When Adam passed the ancient circle of stones, with the tall monolith under whose protection he and Senara had first made love, the memory increased his longing for her. He was tempted to visit Senara before returning to Trevowan. Yet he knew that once in her arms he could not bear to drag himself away. The reunion must wait until later, and he veered Solomon towards Trevowan.

Gradually the countryside became less wild and isolated. Cattle and sheep grazed the fields of the scattered  farms and in the distance the tall chimney and engine house of Traherne mine were silhouetted against the skyline. Further along the coast were other mine housings, long unworked, the roofs stripped by gales and the walls crumbling.

The sight of his birthplace, majestic on the cliff top, filled Adam with pride. The tall chimneys and high gables rose towards an azure sky. Trevowan House stood imposing as a citadel against the violent storms which buffeted it from the channel in the winter, but this was no hostile fortress. The ivy which trailed over the west wing softened its contours, and the glass in the mullioned windows now glowed golden in the sun’s rays.

A familiar ache gripped Adam’s chest as it did whenever he had been long from his home. Trevowan beckoned like a beacon, for ever a part of him, yet for ever denied him: it would be St John who inherited the house and estate Adam loved.

He pushed aside a twinge of jealousy. His twin was the elder by three minutes; by a twist of fate—which the Caesarean birth had played upon Adam—it had been St John lifted first from their dying mother’s womb. His full lips thinned as he regarded the weathered stone of the three-gabled house with its golden lichen covering the shingled roof. No other place could move him as Trevowan did, and there was a persistent voice within him which maintained that Trevowan was part of his destiny.

At least not all was lost. Adam had set out to prove to his father that he was the son worthy of inheriting the shipyard. To that end during his voyages, both as a midshipman and lieutenant in the navy, he had studied and drawn all types of vessels, and the way they were constructed. The sleek lines of the Pegasus had been his own design. She was the largest vessel ever built in the  Loveday yard, and paid for by the legacy left to Adam from his great-uncle Amos.

If Trevowan was Adam’s mainstay, the Loveday yard was the tiller and rudder. He was born to be a shipwright. Although he had chosen to spend some years at sea as a merchant adventurer to establish his own fortune, it would be the yard which would anchor him on shore.

Yet it was wrong to deny St John his right to possess Trevowan. In the last two years his twin had been more diligent in his work and interest in the management of the estate. He had also curbed his gambling. During Adam’s last visit home there had been a lull in the rivalry between them. St John was at pains to be pleasant when in his company. Adam suspected it was more to please their father than from any love for Adam on St John’s part. But easy-going by nature, Adam had no wish to be at constant odds with his brother.

He was level with the circular fountain of Neptune, the sunlight sparkling like polished crystal in the falling water, when barking broke out from the back of the house. Scamp, his own dog, in a streak of black, tan and white tore across the grass towards him. Hot on Scamp’s heels was Faith, Richard’s dog. Both came from the same litter which had been saved by Senara from drowning, after being tossed into the River Fowey in a sack. He dismounted to ruffle the long spaniel ears of the crossbred dogs and waited as the older wolfhound, Sabre, shambled towards him at a more dignified pace. There was no Barnaby to greet him: the old spaniel had died during his last voyage. Their welcome over, Scamp and Faith shot off across the fields and Sabre flopped down in the warmth of the sunlit courtyard by the fountain.

Adam threw Solomon’s reins to Jasper Fraddon, who had been drawn by the dogs’ barking.

‘Welcome home, Cap’n.’ A face as lined as the bark of an ancient oak creaked into a smile.

‘How are you, Fraddon?’ The groom and gamekeeper grew yearly more bow-legged and stooped. ‘And how is Winnie?’

‘We be fine, Cap’n. The wife be cooking up a mountain of dishes all morning once we heard you’d docked.’

Adam marched into the house. The sound of his boots rang on the black and white sun design on the marble floor of the hall. The smell of beeswax on the oak staircase and the scent of lavender, rosemary and rose petals in a large bowl on an Elizabethan chest were a familiar welcome.

He paused, as he did on his return from every voyage, to feel the essence of the house around him. Portraits of several generations of ancestors lined the curving staircase, their fixed gazes silently questioning his absence. He swept his tricorn from his head and executed a mocking bow, his voice low with homage. ‘The prodigal returns. Try and keep me away. Trevowan will always draw me back.’

The family were assembled in the Green Saloon.

At his entrance, Richard cried out, ‘Adam, at last you are home! Wait until you see how well I sail your dinghy.’ He flung his arms round him, and as Adam hugged him he looked over the youth’s head to the others.

Elspeth rapped out, ‘Richard, a gentleman does not deport himself in such an unruly manner. You should shake hands with your brother.’

Chastened, Richard slunk to the window seat and fidgeted with the fringing of the green velvet curtains. St John had moved to stand behind Meriel’s chair, a proprietorial hand on her shoulder. There was no warmth in his eyes when he remarked, ‘Father says your voyage was profitable.’

‘Tolerably. You look well, St John.’ Adam bowed to Meriel, who inclined her head in curt acknowledgement. He passed by her to kiss the cheeks of Aunt Elspeth and Amelia, seated together on a padded settle.

The greetings of his family over, Aunt Elspeth eyed him sternly. ‘You return brown as a field-hand, and what is that nonsense in your ear?’ She flicked at the gold hoop with her finger. ‘Lord, you look like a gypsy brat. It is not the correct attire of a gentleman.’

‘Adam looks well enough.’ Edward smiled with pride and indulgence as he wound the ormolu clock on the marble fireplace.

Amelia laughed. ‘I think Adam looks very dashing. Did not his grandfather always wear a gold earring? He does in his portrait.’

‘Papa was a law unto himself,’ Elspeth sniffed.

‘And you admire Adam the less for being the same?’ Amelia chided.

Elspeth gave a dry laugh. ‘I suppose not. But the days are gone when it was acceptable for a gentleman to be a buccaneer. These are more civilised times.’

‘Not so civilised if you are living in France,’ St John observed. ‘Since the National Assembly abolished all titles and privileges of the nobility, the peasants continue to attack their châteaux.’

Elspeth energetically rapped her stick on the floor. ‘I will not have politics discussed tonight. What the French do amongst themselves is their affair, not ours.’

Adam ignored her command. ‘Later I would have all the latest news. What happens in France should concern us all. Insurrection is contagious. We would not want the same happening here.’

A gong sounded from the rear of the hall. Elspeth rose stiffly. ‘I forbid talk of politics over dinner. It agitates the  spleen and gives rise to evil humours in the body.’ She took Adam’s arm as they walked to the dining room. ‘Forget not that we once decided to rise up against our anointed King, and it brought sorrow to every family in the land. Our cousins in Helston were killed to a man: a father and son fighting for Parliament and another son died for his King.’

Edward surveyed the diners as the soup dishes were cleared by the short, rotund Sarah Nance and her equally plump sixteen-year-old daughter Molly. The dining room was bathed in a peach light from the sun, which reflected off the crystal drops of the central chandelier. Elspeth had become quite pink with excitement as she quizzed Adam about his voyage. St John had been polite, though there was little warmth in his regard of his brother. Edward, who had great affection for his own brothers, Joshua and William, was at a loss to understand the antagonism which had always been between St John and Adam. Meriel had hardly spoken. The woman was sulking over some matter, for usually she demanded to be the centre of attention. There was an over-bright glitter in her eye whenever her gaze fell upon Adam, which disturbed Edward. He was aware of the rivalry which his sons had once shared over this woman before St John had wed her.

Lines furrowed his brow as he noted that Meriel was ignoring her husband. Had they quarrelled again? Her moods were vexing, and he was glad she no longer lived under his roof but in the Dower House on the estate. His attention turned to his stepson. Richard was flushed with excitement as he hung on every word Adam related. The youth’s adoration of Adam amused Edward. The boy was a fine lad, still rather shy, but he had his mother’s gentleness.

Edward’s gaze returned to his wife seated at the far end  of the table. Amelia was listening intently to the conversation, but her pallor was disconcerting. There were times when her stare became abstracted, her concentration wavering, which was unlike her. A rainbow sphere darted from her cheek to the pale wall panelling as she twirled her crystal goblet which was catching the evening sun. His fear mounted that she was sickening for something.

Amelia saw Edward’s worried gaze and forced a reassuring smile. She struggled to appear at ease in the company of her family. She had barely touched her beetroot soup before it had been taken away, and now the pungent smell of the jugged hare in its rich gravy, potted pigeon with pickles, and roast lamb was making her queasy. She sipped delicately at her wine, but as she tried to concentrate on what Adam was saying, to her horror the portraits on the walls began to swerve and dip unnervingly before her gaze. A strong hand touched her arm and Adam’s face blurred.

‘Amelia, are you unwell?’ Adam asked with concern. Immediately Edward was beside her.

‘I do feel a trifle faint.’ She dabbed at her neck with a lace handkerchief, unable to meet her husband’s gaze. ‘It is warm in here and the excitement of your return, Adam . . . There are some smelling salts on the mantel. They will revive me.’

Edward waved the phial under her nose. ‘Perhaps you should lie down, my dear.’

She shook her head. ‘No, it was but a momentary weakness. Please do not worry.’ Amelia rallied her spirits, unwilling to spoil Adam’s homecoming with her misgivings. Suddenly a wave of nausea overwhelmed her. With a cry she pressed her napkin to her mouth and staggered from the room. Edward hurried after her.

Amelia knew she would never make the privy at the  back of the house and staggered across the hall to the front door. She gripped the warm stone wall of the house for support and vomited over a bed of marigolds. Edward put his hand round her waist. When she straightened from her bout of nausea, she leaned weakly against him. He led her to the Neptune fountain and wetted his handkerchief in the cool, splashing water and pressed it to her brow.

‘I will send for Chegwidden again,’ Edward insisted. ‘Did his ministrations or physics not help you this morning?’

‘Young Dr Chegwidden attended me. His father was indisposed.’

‘Simon Chegwidden is a naval surgeon,’ Edward looked shocked. ‘It is hardly appropriate that he attend upon you.’

‘He has left the navy. He is taking over his father’s practice. Dr Chegwidden took his wife’s death badly when she died last year and his own health has suffered. Simon Chegwidden was most solicitous, and better-mannered than his father. There is no need to send for him. He did not tell me anything which I have not known this past month.’

She hesitated and stared across the gardens and hard-packed earth of the tree-lined drive before continuing. ‘I am with child, Edward, but I have this fear that all will not be well. I should have told you that I miscarried a daughter the year before my late husband died.’

Amelia kept her head buried in his shoulder. In the last two years she had been fretful that she had been unable to conceive a child, while Edward had accepted long ago that the twins would be his only progeny. Now a grandfather to St John’s Rowena, he did not regard another child as a necessity, but rather as an added blessing. Gently, he stroked her auburn hair, his fears  for her welfare overriding all else.

‘Does Chegwidden believe you will miscarry?’

‘He said there is no reason I should not carry a child full term. But the sickness persists though I am now past my third month.’

He kissed her hair as he strove to conceal his own fears for her welfare. Edward had lost one wife he adored in childbirth, and was tormented that he could also lose Amelia. His love for her made him hold her close, and when he led her into the parlour, he had controlled his emotions. ‘You must take every consideration of yourself. Do you wish to lie down instead of rejoining us at the table?’

‘Chegwidden advised that I rest at every opportunity. But I have not the patience to make of myself an invalid. Though for the sake of the child . . .’

Her uplifted gaze was filled with such anguish that he held her tighter, his murmur impassioned: ‘This time all will be well, my darling.’ His eyes screwed shut in a fervent prayer.

She relaxed and pulled back from him, her smile tremulous. ‘I am being foolish. I will take some tea in the parlour until you have finished your meal and can join me.’ Her smile faltered. ‘Are you not pleased, Edward?’

‘I am delighted.’ He hid the fear which overrode his joy. His emotions were again under control when he left her. Assured that she was comfortable, he rejoined his family.

‘What ails Amelia?’ Elspeth demanded, when he returned to the dining room. She signalled to Sarah Nance to bring Edward’s plate, which had been taken away to keep the food hot.

‘It is nothing untoward,’ Edward began, then found himself grinning as he explained, ‘It appears I am again to become a father.’

‘I knew the filly was breeding. Saw it in her eyes.’ Elspeth chuckled. ‘Glad to hear it.’

Adam leapt to his feet and congratulated his father and was joined by St John.

Meriel remained seated and in a state of shock. The words droned like a demented hornet through her head. Amelia was with child. This was what she had feared ever since the wedding. She had prayed that Amelia would not conceive. A son would have a claim to the Loveday money, for did not Edward support his brother the Reverend Joshua Loveday with a substantial allowance? Edward would not leave a third son unprovided for, and a daughter would be given a large dowry which would further deplete the Loveday fortune before St John could inherit his father’s wealth and estate.

The specially prepared meal to mark Adam’s homecoming lost all taste as Meriel focused on her resentment. Elspeth was watching her. The old harridan wore that pinched look of disapproval she so often favoured.

‘I think on this occasion the men may bring their port into the parlour,’ Elspeth announced. ‘Amelia has been left too long on her own, and this is an occasion for rejoicing.’

Meriel put a hand to her brow. ‘If you would all excuse me, I have the headache and shall return to the Dower House.’

She was subjected to a condemning glare from Elspeth, who declared, ‘Pass Meriel the smelling salts, St John. We cannot have her deserting us. I would have thought she had more sense of family unity than to allow the headache to deprive us of her company. For the sake of good manners one is expected to endure such afflictions.’

Meriel scowled behind her napkin before she rose from  the table. The old dragon never lost a chance to deride her. ‘We know you are a martyr to the pains which afflict you, Aunt Elspeth. Though sometimes to retire from company would relieve us from suffering the sting of your ill humours.’

‘My sting is but a flea bite compared to the blistering society you will give to any who does not pass muster.’ Elspeth hobbled to Meriel’s side. Her frail, willowy figure as she leaned on her cane was deceptive. She was a formidable woman. Her once striking looks were thinned by years of duty and her sentimentality soured by spinsterhood. Above her hooked nose her unblinking stare was as all-encompassing as a hawk when she continued, ‘Your false airs do not impress us. No gentlewoman wears her emotions on her sleeve. I doubt not that Amelia’s news is a grief to you. You have not conceived in recent years. Do not take your barrenness to heart. Rowena is a delightful child.’

‘St John expects a son.’ The tartness in Meriel’s voice raised Elspeth’s eyebrows.

‘I see no lowering of his regard for you. We are blessed when the Lord sees fit to bless us.’ Elspeth’s expression softened as she stared into the parlour. ‘Oh, how charming! Rowena has been brought over from the Dower House.’

In the presence of Rowena, Elspeth showed rare compassion. Elspeth often visited and gave lavishly to the parish orphans. She had a patience with children—and her mares—which did not extend to adults.

Meriel resented the aunt’s interference in Rowena’s upbringing. Rowena had won an unconditional acceptance by the Lovedays, which she herself had yet failed to achieve.

Everyone fussed around Amelia congratulating her.  Three-year-old Rowena was sitting on the end of the chaise longue on which Amelia reclined. Her dark curls fell over her face as she played with a doll. She hugged it to her with her right hand; her left remained at her side, the all but useless arm which had been damaged at birth hidden by the long sleeve of her dress.

Meriel flounced to the far side of the room ignoring Amelia and her own daughter. She picked up and examined a shepherdess figurine which was amongst several others Amelia had brought with her from London. As anger and frustration ground through her she felt like hurling it at the huge turquoise and gold Chinese vase on a pedestal in the corner of the room. That she had been unable to produce a son was a personal failing. It made her vulnerable, her position at Trevowan insecure. She was not used to accepting failure for it depleted the power and position she craved.

The parlour, with its faded Chinese wallpaper of strutting peacocks and blue velvet drapes, which were bleached with pale stripes by the sun, was the cosiest but least grand room at Trevowan. Meriel’s expression remained sullen as she watched Adam place a red coral necklace, which he had brought back from his voyage, around Rowena’s neck. Rowena cried out in pleasure and scrambled up, her arm held out for him to pick her up. She kissed him, then wriggled to be put back down so she could proudly show everyone her new treasure. St John fingered it, and there was a possessive jealousy in the way he lifted Rowena to kiss her cheek, before sending her to the kitchen where the maid would take her back to the nursery. St John doted on his daughter.

Meriel looked into the large Venetian looking-glass over the marble fireplace. Its gilded frame was carved with vine leaves and grapes. Covertly, she studied the  twins reflected in it. St John was an inch taller than Adam’s six foot, and her husband was heavier in build, although his labour on the estate had thinned the waist which had once begun to thicken. They did not look like twins. St John had lighter hair and had inherited the classical features of his father. Adam was angular of face with black hair. Yet his striking looks were sensuous and masculine in a way which set women’s hearts fluttering. There was an untamed air about Adam, and a twinkling in his eye which was irresistible.

Still angry with St John after yesterday’s quarrel, Meriel watched Adam through lowered lashes. There was a self-possession about him, whereas St John could appear merely arrogant. A spark of the love she had felt for this man since a young girl flickered in her heart, and was rapidly doused. It mocked the irony of her marriage, for she had never loved St John. Thadeous Lanyon had wanted to wed her and she had panicked. Adam was away at sea. To escape marriage to Lanyon, she had seduced St John, who had been in competition with Adam all summer to win her affections.

Believing Adam was as much in love with her as she was with him, she expected on his return that he would continue as her lover, despite her marriage. The twins had always been rivals. Instead he had turned from her in horror and her love for him had turned to hatred.

The emotion writhed and twisted like a nest of vipers in her breast. She had plotted Adam’s downfall and had failed. Adam had risen higher in his father’s regard. The yard which provided the wealth of the Loveday fortune would go to Adam.

Remembering, her hatred intensified. The yard should be St John’s. His inheritance had been halved and that she could not tolerate. Outwardly, she pandered to Edward  Loveday’s demand for a reconciliation between the twins. She had learned patience and greater stealth since her marriage. She might have failed once in her scheming to prevent Adam inheriting, but she would succeed. Upon that she was determined.

 



The undercurrents running through the family reunion were not missed by Adam. Since St John had married Meriel the atmosphere at Trevowan had had an edge to it. He was used to friction when Elspeth’s sharp tongue scythed the air with recrimination. But this was more incisive, like a termite lodged in the wainscoting, its gnawing silent and insidious but totally destructive.

Adam could guess his father’s concern for Amelia. It was obvious that St John still resented the loss of the yard, but at least he was prepared to be amiable in front of their father. Meriel was more beautiful than ever. Yet her false smile did not reach her eyes, and knowing her from childhood, Adam recognised the danger signs. She was bored and ill content. Her beauty now left him unmoved. He had tasted the power of her seductive wiles, and also seen the depths of her cold-hearted calculations. Her presence within his family troubled him.

The Lovedays were not saints. His ancestors had been buccaneers, smugglers and notorious rakehells. Most had sown their wild oats in their youth, then settled down to an orderly mid-life. So why did Meriel continue to disturb him? Was it because she was a Sawle—a family of rough hot-heads any man would be unwise to trust?

He shrugged off his unease. St John remained besotted with her. Judging by the expensive silk of her gown and emerald pendant and earrings, her husband indulged her notions of grandeur. A dissolute nature governed St John. Meriel would encourage his worst excesses, and manipulate  his weaknesses to ensure her own will prevailed. Therein could lie disaster.

Adam sat in an upholstered chair and attempted to lighten the mood in the room. ‘The comforts of home are sorely missed whilst I am at sea. Even now, if I close my eyes, I feel as though my body is still swaying to the rise and fall of the ship.’ He frowned as he realised that not all the family were gathered as he had expected.

‘Is Aunt Margaret not down from London this summer? She never misses her seasonal visit.’

The lines deepened about his father’s eyes and for a moment he looked strained before answering. ‘We expected her as usual ten days ago. There has been no word.’

Adam leaned forward. ‘There is nothing wrong, is there?’

Elspeth tapped the silver top of her cane with a fingernail. ‘That ingrate Thomas has been causing his mother no end of misery since you sailed. Got some notion that he will be a playwright. He has left the bank. Your Uncle Charles is furious. He disowned him. Margaret has been distraught, and who can blame her?’

Adam let out a surprised breath. ‘I knew Thomas was not happy working in the family bank, but I never thought he would go against his duty.’

‘Margaret blames those poets and ne’er-do-well actors he has been mixing with,’ Elspeth snapped. ‘It is a disgrace. At four-and-thirty, Thomas has shown no sign of marrying and settling down. And now this!’

St John chuckled. ‘On her last visit Aunt Margaret had her eye on a match between Thomas and Lady Traherne’s sister, Gwendolyn. Perhaps she is hunting higher game for Thomas in London. Aunt Margaret is a passionate matchmaker.’

Elspeth shook her cane at St John. ‘This is no matter for levity, nephew. That Margaret has not come to Cornwall makes me fear that all is not well with the family in London.’

‘Her departure may have been delayed,’ Amelia reasoned. ‘There has been much rain of late, making the roads hazardous. Do you agree that is most likely the case, Edward?’

‘It is possible.’ Edward forced himself to appear unconcerned for he did not want Amelia worried. But he was ill at ease. Nothing in all her years of marriage had delayed Margaret’s annual visit to Cornwall. His last visit to London had been six months ago. Many of his business affairs were handled by Charles Mercer’s bank, and also those of Amelia. He had been shocked to see the change in Charles since Thomas had walked out. Charles was drinking heavily and in other ways his behaviour had been erratic. Edward had attributed his manner to the pain Charles must be feeling at his son’s conduct. God knows he himself had suffered similarly over St John from time to time.

‘Margaret will be here in a day or so,’ Elspeth declared. ‘Amelia is right: the rain will have made travelling difficult. None of us is getting any younger to endure such long journeys.’ She rang for Sarah Nance to bring them in tea.

Edward did not have Elspeth’s conviction. Charles’s strange behaviour troubled him. What worried him more was that Margaret was to have brought with her a draft for the moneys earned on Amelia’s investments. The expansion of the yard had devoured Amelia’s annuity. The money was needed to meet debts for the next delivery of timber, and the brass fitments for the cutter once it was launched. He could, of course, request that Lanyon paid  a further instalment but he did not want any speculation to spread that the yard was in trouble. Competition was high amongst the many small shipbuilders in the area. Adverse speculation could make a nervous owner cancel a vessel waiting to be built, and place their order elsewhere.

He had another month before the repayment was due on the loan. There was no need to panic yet.




Chapter Three


It was dusk when Adam left his family, refusing their invitations to stay the night at Trevowan. He preferred the independence he had at his house at the yard. Scamp came with him as he cantered along the cliff top, the dog chasing across the fields on the scent of rabbits and foxes. The ever-present pounding of waves upon the granite rocks of the coast was a sonata Adam never tired of hearing.

At the crossroads leading to the Fowey inlet Adam turned away from the yard and skirted the edge of the moor with its craggy leviathan outcrops of rocks on the horizon. Finally, he would be reunited with Senara. The sky was free of clouds and the moon was full. It was bright enough to light his way as night masked the landscape.

In the wood which bordered the Polglase cottage a badger scurried across his path. To his right was a fast-flowing stream, its water gurgling over boulders, and the occasional croak of a frog accompanied his ride. When the trees thinned into a clearing protected by a rock outcrop, a cottage was outlined in the moonlight. The amber light of a single candle was visible through the square of an unshuttered window.

There was the smell of smoke and burning charcoal in  the air from the pottery kiln at the rear of the building mingling with the sweet scent of wild honeysuckle which Senara had grown around the cottage door.

A bark from the mastiff within was taken up by the higher-pitched chorus of Charity, another dog from Scamp’s litter. Scamp padded up to the door and barked. It was opened and he disappeared inside. Adam swung down from the saddle. The pale outline of three thatched beehives was new since his last visit. As he eased Solomon’s girth, a tawny owl flew by his head to alight on a fence post. Its single eye marked it as a new member of Senara’s animal infirmary. Any injured animal found by her was always treated and many survived. Adam stabled Solomon and rubbed the nose of Harriet the goat, who peered over the top of her pen at him.

Without hearing a sound, Adam turned, sensing Senara’s presence. Through the stable doorway he saw a cloaked figure emerge from the woods, sylvan in its silent step.

‘Senara . . .’ His voice was husky with need.

They gazed at each other across the moonlit space for several heartbeats. Tall, slim and dressed in green, with her brown hair flowing loose to her hips, she was indeed a spirit of the woods—ethereal, magic. With the moonlight pearling her features, Senara was more lovely than he remembered. She gave a joyous cry and ran into his arms, the sprite transformed to a woman of earthly passion.

From her observation place by the open door Leah smiled with resignation at the lovers. They were well suited, yet she could not but believe the union was ill-fated, and would lead to heartbreak for her daughter. She closed the door, knowing they would want their privacy this night.

‘Oh, Adam, my love . . .’ Senara began, the rest of her  words smothered by the ardour of his kisses.

She clung to him, light-headed with desire. His lips trailed along her neck and she breathed in the scent of him, the smell of soap on his skin and the pleasant musky tang of orris root he favoured. Beneath his jacket, she could feel the hardness of muscle. Then coherent thought deserted her as his lips were again upon hers and their senses were caught in the maelstrom of their reunion.

She took his hand and led him to the hayloft of the stables. There he threw his cloak over a pile of sweet-smelling straw, which had earlier been strewn with rosemary, lavender and honeysuckle, in anticipation of this moment. They were again locked in each other’s arms as he drew her down beside him. This had long been their trysting place, for Senara would not come to his house in the yard. Neither would she allow him to provide her with a house of her own away from her family.

Moonlight streamed through the tiny window above them, bathing the naked lovers in an opalescent light. Ardour was a millrace in their blood, their passion rising to a tempest which, even at its height, was never without its tenderness and reverence. The exultation of sighs faded with breathless wonder. The scudding of twin heartbeats calmed, and the sweat cooled on their glowing, satiated flesh.

Adam levered up on one elbow to smile down at her. He could smell on her skin the lavender and calendula soap which she made herself, and the wild rose petals she had rubbed in to her hair. No woman of his class, with their overpowering perfumes and pomanders, smelled as sweet and enticing as Senara did to Adam. This night he had been captivated by her all over again.

In their passion Senara had pulled free the restraints of his hair ribbon and his black hair fell around his shoulders,  the gold earring glinting in the moonlight. It also revealed the contours of honed muscle which sculpted his upper body and flat stomach. At four-and-twenty, he now had a maturity in his powerful form. The pale light reflected the sparkle in his sea-green eyes and the roguish flash of white teeth.

Senara touched the rough outline of the crescent-shaped scar on his cheek which he had received when saving Bridie from an assault by ruffians. There was another scar on his shoulder and thigh from the attack which had almost killed him, and also the slash of a sword wound on his arm. They were old familiar scars attesting to his courage, and she was relieved that her inspection revealed no new ones.

‘You have lost none of your buccaneering looks, my love.’ She fingered the earring. This was how she loved him most.

‘Indeed, so Elspeth commented earlier. She did not seem so well pleased.’

‘Being half gypsy, it is the adventurer who won my heart, for I can never be the equal of the son of a gentleman.’

He expelled a harsh breath loaded with impatience. ‘Have I ever treated you as less than my equal? I love you, Senara. It is time you put these foolish notions aside. I want us to marry before I sail again.’

A look of intense pain flickered across her lovely face. ‘This is the only way. I’ll bring disgrace to you if we wed. Your world is not my world.’

‘My world is empty without you beside me. I care not for the opinion of others. My family and society have accepted Meriel. They will accept you.’

Her eyes remained shadowed, their stare unwavering and resolute. ‘And you must accept that I want none of  that life. Has society accepted Meriel? Towards your family they appear to, for the Loveday name is an old and revered one, but behind your backs, they gossip and whisper. They see Meriel as a fortune-huntress. And what of her own kind? The villagers laugh at her haughty airs. She is an outcast amongst them too.’

He sat up and looped his arms over his knees. ‘You will live at the yard and none will mock you, or they will know my wrath. Better still, you will sail with me as my bride.’

‘Then you would be mocking fate, for are not women considered ill omens upon a ship?’ She rested her head on his shoulder. ‘Besides, what would I do to occupy myself on a voyage? I am fulfilled by my work here. I could not be idle and be content.’

‘Am I selfish to want you at my side?’ he challenged. ‘Is that not how it should be between lovers?’

‘I miss you so much that there are times when I feel but half alive,’ she countered. ‘But that is part of life. Why can things not remain as they are? Nothing can change our love. Here I can live with dignity. I know my place as Meriel did not.’

‘Then you cannot love me as I love you.’ His exasperation exploded. ‘I want you always by my side and openly in my bed. Not this stealing moments of love like a thief in the night. You deserve better, as do I. I am not ashamed of you.’

‘How can you doubt my love?’ she disputed before his words of devotion could sway her. ‘You are being stubborn, the rich man expecting to get his own way. I can never fit in to your world, so pray let the matter be.’ There were tears in her eyes and she turned away.

Her words were unjust, but he battened down an angry response, and put his hands on her shoulders to draw her round to face him. The tenderness in his voice was teasing  and persuasive. ‘It is you who are being stubborn. I love you. My life is hollow without you to share it.’

He wiped the tears from her cheek with his thumb and kissed the damp trail they had made. She closed her eyes and swallowed against the emotion which was cramping her throat.

Wilful blew through his nose as he contentedly pulled at the hay in his manger, and Harriet bleated softly, rustling the straw with her hoofs as she settled for the night. There was an air of peace and tranquillity in the stable which had become their lovers’ bower. Senara’s body glowed with the warmth of Adam’s lovemaking. Here she felt safe and secure, and at one with her world and lover.

‘Please, let us enjoy each other while we can,’ she pleaded. ‘In a few weeks you will be at sea again. That is your life and this is mine.’

She put her hand to his face and drew his head down to kiss her. Loving him more than she loved life itself, it would be so easy to agree to marry him. Her greatest joy was to be in his arms, or just simply in his company. But that was only a small part of his world. She had been hurt by a previous lover, a handsome captain in the army, who had shown her the prejudice and persecution his kind were capable of once their love paled. That experience had left her wary of all men, and she had fought her attraction for Adam for many months before finally yielding to him. But always there was a shadow in her mind. Her gypsy blood gave her a sense of knowingness. Twice she had dreamed of Adam walking out of a church with his bride. The face of the woman at his side was indistinct, and she was convinced it was not herself. To marry him would be to tempt providence.
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As the family continued to fuss over Amelia and her condition, Meriel’s discontent increased. In the privacy of the Dower House parlour, she ranted at St John. She was seated by the oriel window in a high-backed rocking chair and was struggling with some needlepoint. It was a genteel occupation which Elspeth insisted that she master. The light was fading fast as storm clouds gathered on the horizon. The wool knotted and she flung the hand frame on the floor, her patience frayed.

Out at sea lightning flashed, illuminating her angry face, and the delicate Sheraton furniture crowded into the room.

‘I knew it was an ill day when Edward married,’ Meriel fumed. ‘That brat when it is born will take even more of your inheritance. Is it not bad enough that Adam has stolen the yard from you?’

‘Hardly stolen, my love. Father decided to split the yard and estate in his will,’ St John reminded her with sarcasm. He was stretched out on the day bed in moleskin trousers and shirtsleeves after a strenuous day mending fences on the estate. He was in no mood for Meriel’s recriminations which always roused his own anger and frustration at the injustice of Edward making Adam heir to the shipyard. He had never forgiven his father for halving the property he would one day inherit. His resentment festered against Adam, who could do no wrong in his father’s eyes. St John dismissed his own incompetence as a shipwright and ignored Adam’s skill and flair for design. He saw his father’s decision as a sign of favouritism towards Adam. His father had ordered that there be a reconciliation between them. Outwardly, St John played the dutiful son, but he was determined to find a way to regain his entire inheritance. He could afford to bide his time, for Edward was only in his mid-forties and in robust health.

‘There are times when I despair of you, St John. And what of this child? Do you not realise how it will be a blight upon our future?’ Meriel stood up and kicked the needlepoint across the floor.

At seeing the angry colour on her cheeks, St John sighed. Her temper was a daily trial. ‘You upset yourself unduly, my sweet,’ he attempted to appease her. ‘As for the new child, it could be a girl.’

‘Which will be given a handsome dowry, no doubt.’ Her antagonism flared and she regarded her husband with disdain. He was so weak at times. She paced to the hearth and drummed her fingers on the mantel, which was crammed with exotic vases, gilt candlesticks and porcelain figures. ‘Sometimes I wonder if I have married a man at all. Adam has taken your birthright now Edward has named him heir to the shipyard. My brothers would not let such injustice go unavenged. Clem and Harry are but simple fishermen, whilst you have been educated and have a position in the world.’

‘The Sawles rule by brutality,’ St John sneered. ‘Clem served a year in Bodmin Gaol for assault. Is that anything to be proud of?’

She spun away and continued to stride around the room, kicking a footstool and an embroidered fire screen from her path. ‘My brothers are men to be reckoned with.’ Her hands clenched and she thumped a side-table. A Venetian glass vase of gillyflowers wobbled precariously. Her hand raised to sweep it to the floor, but she checked herself. The vase was a favourite of hers and her temper had cost her too many pretty objects in the past. Her eyes glittered as she looked around the room, surveying the landscape paintings, fine furniture and expensive ornaments that she had acquired. She hankered for so much more. There should be a full-length portrait of  herself, which St John said they could not afford. And she wanted the ceiling plastered with a cherub motif depicted in gold. St John had laughed at the idea, saying it would make their home look like a bordello. That had sent her into such a fury that she had not spoken to her husband for a week.

Once she had been desperate to escape the drudgery of her life at the Dolphin Inn, and had suffered her father’s beatings when their wills crossed. Yes, her family were brutal at times, but she admired their strength. The Sawles had forged their own kind of power. They thumbed their noses at the law on their smuggling runs and, if any defied them, they ruled by the threat of their fists. Few men would be foolish enough to cross the Sawles.

St John watched with trepidation as his wife worked herself into a frenzy. When thwarted she was a virago, hurling both objects and accusations at him. At the same time she excited him. Now her eyes blazed with an incandescent light. The sight of her breasts straining against her bodice as they rose and fell roused his desire. Too often he had suffered her indifference and been denied her embrace. When the flame of angry passion transformed her into a woman of fire, her beauty was entrancing.

He was more in love with her with each year. When she chose to grant him her favours, she was unlike any other woman he had made love to. That she was calculating and scheming, he knew to his cost. But he was bewitched by her, and life was intolerable when he held out against her wishes. Though she could be cruel and cold, he found it impossible to deny her anything if it was in his power to give it to her.

‘I was planning a visit to Truro. Lord Fetherington has  invited us to dine on Monday.’

Her fists unclenched and she looked at him through lowered lashes. Her swift mood changes could still take him unawares, but he was reassured by her slow smile.

‘And there is that divine brooch I saw in Truro,’ she said. ‘You are not going to be so mean as not to buy it for me this time?’

Sinuous as a cat she moved towards him, her expression now inviting. He braced himself against displeasing her.

‘My purse will not stretch to the brooch. But I had thought you in need of a new pelisse and perhaps a hat.’ When her smile turned sullen, he added, ‘And of course a new gown would be appropriate. You are seeing more of Roslyn Traherne of late. I would not have my wife appearing dowdy in society. It pleases me that Lady Traherne has taken you under her wing.’ St John had recently had a streak of luck at the gaming tables and he felt that he could be generous. He caught her arm and drew her down beside him on the day bed.

Meriel pouted. ‘I have been honoured by her Ladyship’s interest.’ There was a sarcastic ring to Meriel’s voice. At first she had been delighted when Lady Traherne had shown an interest in her. It was some months before she realised that Roslyn demanded constant praise and attention which was lacking from her family. Her husband, Sir Henry, was absorbed in making a profit from his mine. Since she had produced two children—one the necessary son and heir to continue the family line—he paid her little attention. It was rumoured he had a mistress in Truro, and his wandering eye often enticed local girls, or married women, to indiscretion. Lady Traherne’s friendship with Meriel was because her Ladyship desired a companion who was lavish in her compliments and whom she felt  she could manipulate to her wishes.
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