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Prologue

A flame snaked across the cracked flagstones, and as it sizzled along the fuse to the top of the powder keg, the captain and four of his crew covered their faces with their arms. Each gulped a lungful of air, their bodies braced. There was a blast of heat. Then orange flames momentarily lit the dungeon. The impact of the explosion flung the men back against the wall, scalding the breath from their bodies. A shower of debris and dust billowed around them, stinging their throats and nostrils. With hearts pounding louder than a blacksmith’s anvil, they waited, peering through the clearing smoke.The thick oak door hung crookedly on its hinges. Behind it in the black pit that was the prisoners’ cell, cries of terror and coughing were silenced by a shout.

‘We are friends.You have been freed. There is little time to get away before the garrison will be called out. Follow us!’

Men staggered out, their features hidden beneath matted beards and sores. Most wore some degree of naval attire, which had been reduced to rags. Despite the cold, all had been stripped of their jackets and boots, the officers as dishevelled as the deckhands.A few civilians also emerged, their silk or fine cambric shirts in tatters around bruised and whip-lashed bodies; the colour of their torn breeches indistinguishable after months of lying on filthy straw and rats’ droppings. They were a motley group, weakened by dysentery and starvation rations.

‘There is no time to lose,’ the captain ordered. He was shocked at their condition. Some seemed barely able to walk. He could not tell if any were wounded or incapacitated by infirmity or age.There were more prisoners than he expected, and it was his duty to save  not only the English prisoners of war, but also any Frenchman who faced the guillotine because of his birth. From his hasty inspection some could barely stand and were unlikely to be able to make the short dash through the port to the longboat.

‘God praise you!’Voices greeted them.

‘Save your breath for what lies ahead,’ the captain warned. ‘The greatest danger is still to be faced before you are aboard my ship.’

The strongest had pushed their way to the front, and these were given the spare daggers and cudgels the captain’s men had been able to carry.

‘Help the wounded where you can, but once the fighting starts, it will be every man for himself.’ It was not a decision the captain wanted to make, but too much depended on them getting quickly away. If he lost his ship, many more lives would be in peril.

Two of his men helped to support the wounded. The captain, seeing the terrified face of a youth not much older than his own eldest son who was clinging to the wall for support, hooked the lad over his shoulder.With his sword raised, he stepped over the bodies of the two guards, each with his throat cut. Their greatest danger was the steps to the entrance of the lockup. If the sentries came hurtling down them, both prisoners and rescuers would be trapped. They could all die.

The captain breathed easier that no alarm had so far been raised, but the explosion would have alerted the guards on the city walls. They would have only a few minutes to escape, unless his accomplice Monsieur Grande had created a diversion in the town.

Halfway up the steps he smelled the first taint of smoke in the air. As he flung open the door to the courtyard, an orange glow lit the sky behind the quay. The thud of running feet and the sound of voices raised in panic were headed away from them.The fire that had been set was next to the grain store, and if that burned down, the citizens would endure a winter facing starvation.

‘Keep to the shadows!’ the captain warned the prisoners. He stood at the doorway urging those lagging behind to catch up with the others. He also glanced anxiously along the quay. Lord Grande must not be far behind them. There were only two longboats to row out to their brigantine, and he could not afford to wait long  for his accomplice to board.Yet without him the rescue would have failed.

‘Hurry, my friend,’ he groaned as he sped after the prisoners.

The outcry and frenzy in the town had drawn many of the sailors from the quayside taverns, but there would still be some placed on watch on each vessel. In times of war, every furtive move was regarded as suspicious.

‘Halt. Who goes there?’ A command was barked out in French. ‘Halt or I shoot!’

Up ahead there was the sound of a scuffle and of a shot being fired. The captain could just make out the first of the prisoners climbing down the stone steps of the quay to a longboat. Others were fighting.

This could be disastrous.The captain felt his blood freeze. From out of a tavern a dozen soldiers appeared, half of them carrying muskets. Their officer had raised his sword aloft and was rallying more men to his side.

The captain drew his own pistol and fired at the officer, who went down, shot through an eye socket.

‘At them, men! For England and King George!’ the captain shouted. He was now in the thick of the skirmish and laying about him with his sword. He was slowed by the weight of the youth, who also hampered his movements.

A volley of musket fire brought down more prisoners, but it would take the soldiers more than a minute to reload, and some of the prisoners charged them, wielding cudgels against muskets now used as clubs.

There was little moonlight, but the glow from the fire not only lit up the sky but was reflected in the water of the harbour. Only fifty yards separated them from the longboat.

‘Give me the boy.’ A white-haired prisoner took the youth from the captain.

No longer restricted, he was now able to defend the backs of the stragglers. The fight was frantic and those left on the quay were outnumbered. Desperation reignited their failing energy when the stamp of booted feet from the direction of the town signalled reinforcements. But for which side? Had Lord Grande made it to the quay, or was it more French?

There was no way of telling. It was difficult to discern friend from foe, except for those soldiers in French uniform, who made easy targets. Several figures writhed or lay prone on the ground. Two more fell, slain by the captain’s sword. The cries of the wounded mixed with the pungent smell of sweat and blood.

One of the prisoners had fallen near the captain, a bayonet having laid open his cheek.A ragged companion hauled the injured man to his feet and half dragged, half supported him to the steps. Still the captain defended their backs, fighting off two men at once. The French had been gaining ground, but fortune held in that no alarm bell had been rung. That would have alerted the fort on the headland and they would have been bombarded by cannon fire when their ship sailed out of the harbour.

There was a splash of oars, warning that the first of the longboats was pulling away. They had only moments to stop the French raising the alarm. ‘Show these French dogs how an Englishman fights!’ The welcome rallying cry of Lord Grande sounded further along the quay, firing the captain’s blood. He defended the top of the steps as his men fled to the longboat. Lord Grande was finally at his side, but he was breathing hard, his face streaked with blood and smoke.

‘Go, my friend,’ the captain ordered.

There was sweat in his eyes and his sword dripped with blood as he ran through the last of the enemy and followed Lord Grande into the longboat.

There was no time to recover their breath, the oarsmen pulling hard to reach the shelter of the first hull, which would shield them from further fire from the quay. But the muskets had fallen quiet.

A glance back at the town showed several of the storehouses on fire. All available men were needed to fight the blaze. The white shape of Pegasus, the ship’s figurehead, reared above their heads and the dark hull of the brigantine rose out of the water. Whilst the men climbed up the rope ladders thrown over the side, the flap of unfurling canvas and the creak of the anchor being raised resounded about them. The ship was already moving by the time the captain swung his long legs on to the deck.

He raised his eyes to the headland, where the dark silhouette of the fort was another danger between them and the open sea . . . 

There was a deathly hush.

‘And did they escape?’ a young voice demanded.

‘Of course they did, numbskull,’ Nathan Loveday taunted. ‘Otherwise Papa would not be telling the story.’

‘I knew the captain was you, Papa,’ Joel shouted and gave his older brother an indignant shove.

‘And Lord Grande? Was that Long Tom, Papa?’ Nathan asked.

‘Lord Gregory Kilmarthen to you,’ laughed Captain Adam Loveday. ‘We could not have rescued the English sailors without him.’

‘But did the fort fire on Pegasus?’ Joel persisted. ‘How many battles have you fought in her?’

‘Those stories are for another night.’

‘One more story, Papa. How many times did you fight the French and how many émigrés did you rescue?’

‘No more questions, Joel.’ His mother stood by the bedroom door. ‘You should be asleep by now.’

‘Now you heed your mama,’ Adam warned.‘Or she might order me to walk the plank for keeping you up so late. Good night.’

When Senara joined him in the drawing room shortly afterwards, he broke through another moment of reverie to smile at her.

‘You miss those days, do you not, my love?’ Senara always knew what he had been thinking.

‘I am older now and have more responsibilities at home.’

‘And if this truce with France does not hold, where would your heart lie then?’

He drew her down on to his lap and kissed her. ‘My heart is always with you and my family here at Boscabel.’

‘Until Long Tom or government duty calls,’ she returned, unconvinced but surrendering herself to her husband’s fierce embrace.




Chapter One

January 1802

‘Dry your tears. Head up, shoulders back and do not look behind you.’ Amelia Loveday addressed the occupants of the carriage and squared her own shoulders. As the coach rolled away from the house that had been their family home, she bit the inside of her lip to control its quivering at the uncertainty that lay ahead of them. Her pallor showed her pain and shame at this latest scandal to strike their family. She had vowed that she would be the mainstay of the refugees and now made her voice firm. ‘Trevowan is lost to us. But we have a new life and a new future awaiting us. And we will hold up our heads with pride.’

The sunlight shafting through the window deepened the lines around her eyes and she swallowed against the rush of memories: not least her arrival here fifteen years ago as the bride of her second husband, Edward Loveday. She would not give in to the fear that churned in her stomach. Beneath a black bonnet sporting a curling black plume, the shock of recent events had leached the last of the autumn tints from hair that was now snowy white.

She studied her stepdaughter-in-law, the youngest and latest mistress of Trevowan. Although Felicity was locked in her own silent grief, she sat ramrod straight and was braced against whatever challenge fate now threw at them. Her blond hair and delicate features were hidden behind the veil of her widow’s weeds and in her arms she cradled her dispossessed baby son, once heir to the family estate. Felicity had been mistress of Trevowan for only four years, and in that time not only had she produced a son, but also a  daughter, born eighteen months earlier. With her ten-year-old daughter, Charlotte Barrett, by her first marriage, and a rebellious and wilful fourteen-year-old stepdaughter, Rowena, as her responsibility, she was the more financially insecure of the two women in the coach. And upon her fell the greatest shame, that her husband St John Loveday had gambled away his inheritance and family home, then shot himself.

Amelia’s chin creaked a notch higher. She would not allow her own shame to crush her spirit. Since her marriage to Edward, she had learned to weather scandal and speculation. It had been a shock to learn how unconventionally the Loveday men acted in their role as gentlemen. Outwardly they appeared perfectly respectable as the owners of a large estate and profitable shipyard. Yet beneath this veneer they consorted with smugglers, rogues and privateers. Edward had always held himself above common gossip. Neighbours could tittle-tattle until their voices failed, but he believed in family loyalty, and that had carried him through any adversity.

Such challenges made the weak weaker and the strong stronger, Amelia reminded herself. Dear God, let her remain strong!

The coach turned a bend in the drive and Trevowan was in view through the window. A cloud had passed over the sun, and the natural stonework of the house looked grey and mournful.The tall chimneys and gables stood protective as a citadel on top of the cliff, an edifice to the fierce Loveday pride. Amelia blinked rapidly to dispel a wayward tear. What was done was done. There had been recriminations enough against St John in the last weeks. They solved nothing. He was dead, and if there was eternal life, he was facing the judgement of three generations of men who had been master here before him. In the hundred years since the house had been built, each of his forebears would have laid down his life and withstood any sacrifice to ensure the financial stability of Trevowan. In pursuit of his own selfish pleasure, St John had brought the estate to ruin in less than a decade.

‘It is so unjust,’ Rowena pouted, her blond brows drawn down in a rebellious scowl. ‘I do not want to leave Trevowan. Cousin Tristan said it could remain our home.’

‘Where is your loyalty to your father, child?’ Amelia rounded on  the girl verging on the brink of womanhood. ‘Tristan Loveday deliberately set out to ruin him. We will not live on his charity.’

‘Aunt Elspeth is,’ Rowena glowered, too self-centred to see beyond her own deprivations.‘I do not understand why we have to live in a cottage instead of the comfort and splendour of Trevowan.’

‘It is different for Elspeth.’ Amelia refused to be drawn further. She did not comprehend her sister-in-law’s motives, but Elspeth was too formidable a woman to be swayed in her decision, and was also a law unto herself.

‘Amelia, to be fair, Tristan only bought up St John’s debts from others.’ Felicity’s loyalty to her late husband had been sorely tested during the last year of their marriage and she could not conceal her bitterness. ‘St John squandered his inheritance in his own self-gratification. At least Trevowan has remained in the family and not been taken over by strangers.’

‘I cannot see the merit in that.’ Amelia could no longer contain her anger. ‘There was malice behind Tristan’s motives. He wanted Trevowan for himself. He never forgave the family for his childhood of poverty and squalor.Yet his grandfather turned his back on Trevowan and took to a life of crime.Walter Loveday was disowned for his misdeeds and was the family’s darkest secret. And his ghost has come back to haunt us with a vengeance in the shape of his misbegotten grandson.’

Felicity flinched at the violence of Amelia’s outburst, and unable to halt her condemnation, the older woman struck her clenched fists on her knees as her anger continued to burst forth.‘Tristan was born a guttersnipe and now, despite his gentleman’s airs, he retains the morality of a ne’er-do-well. I will not be beholden to such a cur. Our circumstances may be greatly straitened, but we will live with dignity and pride.’

‘And the price of your moral high ground is to live little better than peasants in a cottage.’ Rowena voiced her own hostility. ‘Why can I not go and live with Uncle Adam at Boscabel? He said I could.’

A shuddering sigh emerged from beneath Felicity’s widow’s weeds and she placed a hand to her brow. ‘Like your parents, you have no thought for anyone but yourself. Adam has his own family to provide for and a busy shipyard to run.’

‘He would not have offered if he had not meant it,’ Rowena retaliated.

‘Is this move not difficult enough?’ Amelia interceded, having regained control of her outrage.‘Let us not quarrel. It would not be right to expect Adam to support us. We will live comfortably enough with only two servants. And you, young miss, think too much of yourself and not enough of others.Your place is with your sister and brother.’

‘They are babies!’ Rowena remained mutinous. ‘I do not want to live with babies and old women.’

The fine cord that girdled Amelia’s patience again snapped. ‘You will learn respect for your elders and your family and mend your selfish ways. Or do you intend to end up like your mother?’

There was a shocked gasp from Felicity. ‘You are too harsh, Amelia.’

‘I speak the truth. The woman was selfish and self-seeking. She married St John for his money and encouraged her husband in his extravagance and wastrel ways. She brought humiliation and shame to us all. Is that what you want for Rowena? The girl must learn to curb her wild blood.’

Rowena tossed back the blond curls that tumbled over her shoulders, her eyes flashing with fury. ‘I am not Mama. I am a Loveday. I know what that means.’

Felicity held her baby son closer to her chest in a defensive gesture. ‘Mayhap Rowena would be better served in Adam’s household. She needs a strong man to control her.’

Rowena grinned smugly, sensing triumph. The smirk was quickly wiped from her face as Amelia retaliated. ‘The minx can wind any man around her scheming finger, including Adam. Her place is with her sister and baby brother.’

The heated exchange set Felicity’s daughter Charlotte crying, and she sat huddled beside Rowena sobbing uncontrollably. Her weeping also set the toddler,Thea, wailing in distress, which added to the tension in the coach. Amelia drew the youngest girl on to her lap and attempted to distract her from her tears.

Felicity battled to stem her own fears as she tried to calm her daughters, and her voice shook. ‘Amelia, I think you have said enough. Accepting a new life is not going to be easy for any of us.’ 

She stifled the tears threatening behind her veil. She was frightened that she had little financial security for herself and the children. It was different for Amelia, who had an income from the rental of London properties that were in trust to her son Richard from her first marriage. With her marriage settlement to Edward she had also safeguarded the money she had inherited from her parents.This money had enabled her to purchase Reskelly Cottage, which was large enough for all the dispossessed women.Amelia had also sold to Adam this coach they were travelling in and the four horses, and had purchased a pony and trap, which was awaiting them at the cottage for their use in the future.

Realising that in her anger towards her husband she was being ungrateful when Amelia had been so generous, Felicity rallied her spirit. Her shoulders straightened and her lips set in a determined line. She had known before her marriage that St John had a reputation for gambling, and a shrewd lawyer had set up a trust fund to provide for Charlotte from the estate of Felicity’s first husband. It would provide a modest annual income of one hundred pounds.

Despite her resolve to be strong, a shiver gripped her body, and to regain control of her emotions she kissed the brow of her son. They were not penniless, for fortunately it was only the house and grounds that had been lost in payment of the debts; the family had kept the contents. The furniture that was not required had been sold and the money would ensure that they could live in modest comfort. It would not be easy but it would be bearable.At least they could continue to hold their heads high amongst their own society.

The journey continued in an uneasy silence for the two miles to Reskelly Cottage, which was set on the side of a low hill overlooking Trewenna village. The January sun had disappeared behind Trewenna church and the air carried the chill of winter. As they made their approach, Felicity lifted her veil to view their new home. Half of the front of the limewashed cottage was covered with ivy. It was larger than she had expected, with several windows facing them. Above the slate roof, smoke rose from its three chimneys, proclaiming a welcoming warmth within. Once the building had been two cottages, but the last family who lived there had knocked the two into one larger residence, which, with its five  bedrooms, dining room, parlour, kitchen and morning room, made it more than adequate to house the Loveday women and children.

Although their circumstances were much reduced, Jenna Biddick had come with them from Trevowan as their general and nursery maid.There was also another female servant, Edna, who did the cooking and cleaning, and her husband, Mo Merrin, who acted as groom, gardener and general manservant for all the heavier work.

As the family alighted from the carriage, the servants assembled to welcome them. Jenna, in immaculately starched mobcap and apron, dipped a curtsy, not a single dark hair out of place. Mo whipped off his red woollen cap with work-grimed hands and tugged his greasy forelock. He was thickset, with fox-coloured hair and whiskers and a ruddy complexion. He wore a creased smock and breeches. His slouching manner was graceless, though he seemed eager to please. Edna was slight of build, her narrow cheeks spangled with pockmarks, and her thick dark brows joined on the bridge of her beaked nose. Her mobcap was askew and tufts of frizzy hair straggled around her temple and neck. At the approach of the women she wrung her hands in nervous anticipation, as though some calamity was about to befall her. Both the Merrins were in their thirties. They had married last year, but had fallen on hard times when Mo’s fishing sloop had capsized and sunk during a November gale. Fortunately he had been rescued, but with the loss of the sloop he had been deprived of his livelihood. Edna, who had always had a fear of the sea, had pleaded with him to take work on the land. Before her marriage she had worked in the kitchen of a tavern in Fowey and was an accomplished cook.The Merrins had a room behind the stables, and Jenna shared a room with Thea and baby George in the attic of the house.

Jenna, plump and hearty, who had served the family for twenty years, came forward to take the sleeping baby from Felicity. ‘The furniture has been arranged as you instructed and the bedrooms made ready for you. Edna has prepared a pie and pottage that will restore your spirits and can be served when you are ready to dine.’

‘I will examine the rooms first,’ Amelia insisted. ‘Rowena and Charlotte should go and explore the garden.Through the trees over  there it leads down to a stone ford over a stream. That is how the cottage got its name. Reskelly means “ford by the grove”.’

‘I have no wish to explore a boring garden.’ Rowena tilted her nose in the air. ‘It is so childish. I shall walk down to the village.’

‘Then take Charlotte with you,’ Felicity instructed.

Rowena flounced away in the direction of the church. Her great-uncle Joshua was vicar at Trewenna church and lived in the rectory with his wife Cecily. She was hoping to win her great-aunt and uncle to her side so they would support her wish to live with Uncle Adam at Boscabel. His estate and also the shipyard at Trevowan Hard were only a mile from the village. It was not as though she would never see her half-brother and sister again. Amelia could be so unreasonable at times. Rowena’s stride was long and purposeful, forcing Charlotte to run to catch her up.

Amelia linked her arm through that of her daughter-in-law and paused a moment on the threshold to survey the village and its dozen cottages, the whole dominated by the church. ‘It will be pleasant to be so close to Joshua and Cecily. I daresay my husband’s brother will find us some good works to perform within his parish.’

Felicity watched Jasper Fraddon turn the coach. He tipped his hat in salute to her as he flicked the whip for the two pairs of matched bays to proceed.‘Will you miss your carriage, Amelia? You were never one to ride out.’

‘Adam paid me a good price and was insistent that we can use it whenever we wish. However, we have the pony and trap to visit neighbours. What do you think of the cottage?’ She forced more enthusiasm than she was feeling into her voice.

‘It seems very pleasant. I lived simply in a small house in Falmouth before I married St John. But then there were but the two of us. Now we are six, and that is without your youngest son Rafe, who is away at school. Richard, your eldest, is a man now in the navy; how will he regard the change in our circumstances?’

‘Naval life will keep him for long periods of time from our new home. He is of marriageable age and will want his own establishment one day.’

‘He is indeed fortunate. But when we are all gathered under one roof, we must take care that we do not step on each other’s toes.’

Amelia frowned at any hint of dissension that could lie ahead.  ‘A home is where the family lives. It is not the bricks and slate and it would be foolish to judge it by its size or style. This will suit us very well, and we have the furnishings, household goods and ornaments from Trevowan.’

The younger woman gasped and put her hand to her mouth. ‘My dear Amelia, I did not mean to sound ungrateful. I am indeed moved by your generosity in providing us with a home and independence. I thought you would prefer the comfort of a London house.You still have friends there from your first marriage.’

‘I have no love for the noise of the city now. Cornwall is convenient for when Richard docks at Plymouth when he is home from the navy. And Edward would have wanted Rafe to grow up in Cornwall with his half-brother and cousins. But it will be some months before either of my sons joins us. And in the meantime we have our own future to build. No doubt there will be challenging times ahead - but when did a Loveday ever fail to conquer a challenge?’




Chapter Two

A week later, when the new owner arrived to claim Trevowan, he came alone on horseback and without baggage. The day was overcast and traces of the morning mist still lingered to bring a chill dampness to the air and veil the surrounding hills and trees. Even the thin trail of smoke rising from one of the tall chimneys was sluggish and unwelcoming. No housemaids appeared to greet their new master and there was no groom to tend to his horse.The fields were bare of livestock. Obviously the beef herd had been sold, and he could discern no sheep on the far ridge beyond the house where they would normally be grazing.

It was as Tristan Loveday had expected, but it still left a hollow feeling in his gut. Trevowan had become a mausoleum to his forebears and the vibrancy that had pulsated here had fled its proud heritage. It was over a quarter of a century since he had last regarded this as his home, when he had run away in disgrace at the age of fourteen.

He tethered his horse to an iron ring by an old stone mounting-block and noted that in a distant field he could hear men at work. At least the labourers from the tied cottages were about their duties. He saw two men digging out a ditch and a youth driving a pregnant sow back to her sty after foraging in a wood. Behind the cow byre on the top field another two men were loading the soiled straw on to a handcart to spread on the nearest fields. A rhythmic thud proclaimed that another unseen workman was chopping wood.

The estate workers depended on their jobs here to keep a roof over their families’ heads and Tristan knew he could rely on their  co-operation if not their loyalty. But would he still have the senior servants who would efficiently continue to run the estate? He would not put it past Adam to lure them away to make life more difficult here. Tristan had no experience of land and farm management. Most of his life he had lived in cities and made his money in trade. He did know that a profitable estate needed a bailiff as manager who knew how to get the best from the soil and the men working under him. He had sent word that all tenants and servants would be kept on, but realised that some would prefer to take work from an original family member if it were offered to them. The Lovedays had always treated their workers well and earned their loyalty.

His sharp stare turned upon the house, where the front door was closed but not locked.The sound of his top boots resounded loudly on the black and white marble of the entrance hall and the wooden floors, now bare of carpets, as he walked through the empty house. There was no smell of cooking drifting from the kitchen or any sign of domestic life. The walls showed the marks of mirrors, paintings and placement of furniture, all of which he remembered clearly.Their absence was a shock.Without the furnishings that had given the house so much of its character, the place now felt more like a corpse, the life’s blood sapped from its arteries.

Tristan shrugged at such a fanciful notion. An infusion of new blood was about to resurrect it.The furniture had not been part of the debt and held no sentimental value to him. The house and estate that George Loveday, his great-uncle, had been so proud of were what mattered. He did not want to be reminded of his two years spent here as the outcast poor relation, reclaimed from the gutter and barely tolerated. They had not been happy years.

The echo of ghostly laughter, of boys’ voices raised in rivalry, memories of men brash in their comfort and sense of place were embedded in these walls. The whispers in his mind continued to mock him. Interloper! Outcast!


His chin jutted forward and his head tilted to regard the carved plasterwork of the ceiling. ‘No interloper,’ he proclaimed. ‘No outcast. I am master now!’

‘You can call yourself master, but it takes a special man to follow in the footsteps of those who ruled here before you.’ A spate of  scornful laughter spun him round and he regarded the black-clad figure of an elderly woman standing on the curve of the stairs.

He swept his high-domed beaver hat from his short dark curls and bowed with extravagant mockery. ‘Dearest Aunt Elspeth, so you did not fly the nest with the rest of my kin?’

‘Apart from the children, they were incomers. I was born here. I always thought it would be where I took my dying breath.’ The skin of her face was moulded so finely to her skull that few wrinkles blemished her countenance. There was no spare flesh either upon the slender form, which was clad in a severe mourning gown, and her grey hair was pulled tight in an uncompromising bun. She had never married, and Trevowan had been her home for over six decades. For more than twenty of those years she had ruled the household with a rod of iron, until her widowed brother Edward had married Amelia Allbright.

‘I vowed to turn no member of my family from their home,’ Tristan replied stiffly.

‘And why would they wish to live upon the benevolence of the man who as good as murdered the true master of Trevowan?’ Aunt Elspeth never pulled her verbal punches, and those words struck his solar plexus as forcefully as a hammer blow.

He held her accusing stare and shrugged off the insult. It was no less than he expected. ‘And God speed to you, dear aunt.You never give quarter in any jousting of words or contest of wills. Our conversations will certain not lack vibrancy.’There was an ironic lift to his brow as he stretched his lips into an insincere smile.

‘I am glad you have not lost your caustic repartee.’ There was a gleam of appreciation in her stern eyes.

‘Since you are here, you clearly do not feel that I am an unworthy wretch who has brought shame and ruin to our kin. Should I be grateful?’ he challenged.

‘I know you for what you are.’

The old woman’s capacity for a tongue-lashing had not diminished since he had last faced her wrath. Despite all his wealth and success, it was still within her power to mentally reduce him to the wayward child who was tolerated upon sufferance.

She leaned heavily upon a silver-topped ebony walking cane as she slowly descended the stairs. Over the top of her pince-nez her  stare swept across his caped greatcoat, pausing a moment upon the large emerald stock pin, the cost of which would have kept her horses in feed for several years; then travelled over his moleskin breeches and the Italian leather of his boots, all made in the very latest mode and of the finest quality by his London tailor and bootmaker.

‘Fine clothes do not always a gentleman make,’ she clipped out.

Her cool gaze lifted to his face, noting the ebony eyes under fine arched brows, the Roman nose and firm cleft chin.‘Except for that chin, you have the Loveday looks and now sport fine feathers.You repaid our kindness with deceit and treachery.Your parents, not us, were responsible for you being born in the gutter.You showed your cowardice by running away instead of defending yourself. No man of honour would have so struck the hand that fed him by seeking our ruin.’

Anger heated his blood, but he had long ago learned the peril of losing his temper. He was no longer the child to be criticised and condemned.

‘I more than repaid my debts to the Lovedays,’ he returned with a patronising smile. ‘The merchant ship I commissioned to be built saved the family yard from ruin.’

‘And your vengeance brought my nephew to take his own life when you used deceit and trickery to steal our home.’

The smile did not waver as he parried the barbs of her censure. ‘If that is what you believe, why are you still here, old woman? Or did they abandon you to my charity so you could be their spy?’

Elspeth drew herself to her full height, and over the top of her pince-nez her forthright glare fixed him with her scorn. ‘You have a twisted view of the world. St John is dead because of your vengeance. Did you hate us so much?’

His full lips parted as he unleashed his mockery. ‘A weak man who was a wastrel took his own life rather than face the consequences of his failings. I have nothing to answer to any man for. Had I not bought up his debts, the banks and his creditors would have foreclosed on his loans months ago.’

Their gazes locked, assessing and accusing. To his surprise, his aunt gave a slight nod of acceptance.

‘St John was all that and more,’ she commented. ‘But your conduct will be judged by many as profiting from your family’s misfortune. Not a good way to establish your reputation in the county.’ Her expression softened and her tone changed to resignation. ‘In truth you have little to thank us for. We all should have been more understanding.You were judged on the circumstances in which you were found - an orphan surviving in the gutter in the most squalid part of the city.You were as wild as a moorland colt and should have been brought more gently to the saddle. We expected too much from you and I did not have the maternal instincts that you deserved.’

With a start, Tristan realised that this was Elspeth’s way of apologising, but he continued to be suspicious of her motives.

Her manner remained uncompromising as she proceeded. ‘If, as St John confessed, you were innocent of the crimes of which my father believed you guilty - consorting with wreckers, who are the scourge of our coast - you should have stood up for yourself. I thought you would have fought tooth and nail for your right to be accepted.’

‘I knew when I was beaten.’ His obsidian eyes hardened. ‘Your father made it clear that he expected me to go the same way as my grandfather - a rogue and a thief. He assumed I must be guilty of working with the wreckers that night, when in truth it was his precious heir. My protestations of innocence would have fallen on already condemning ears.’

The old woman had the grace to look shamefaced. ‘My father did not want reminders of the wild blood that could be a curse in our family.’

Tristan still had come no closer to learning why his aunt was here. His stare was belligerent. ‘Have you alone chosen to continue to live at Trevowan?’

‘I am too old to wish to be cast from my home.’

Tristan inclined his head. ‘Where are the other estimable ladies and their brood residing? At Boscabel?’

‘Adam offered them a home, but they have taken a cottage on the edge of Trewenna village.’

‘And you did not wish to accompany them?’ he repeated with cold calculation.

‘I do not relinquish my right without a fight.’ The gauntlet was thrown down.

He gave a slow, lopsided smile. ‘I have no intention of fighting you, Aunt Elspeth. Yet what does my illustrious cousin Adam say about your defection, or is it as I speculated earlier: would they use you as their spy in my camp?’

When she limped down the remaining stairs, Tristan noted that the knuckles gripping her cane were white from her inner turmoil and pain. Even so, her tone lost none of its scorn. ‘I weary of the rivalry that for too long has threatened to tear my family apart. Whilst I live at Trevowan there is a means to build bridges. A family feud is the last thing we need.’

‘Noble sentiments, but Adam has made it clear he regards me as the cuckoo in the nest. He will never rest whilst I am master here.’

She limped towards the winter parlour, looking back over her shoulder to ensure that he followed her. ‘Are you staying to dine? The servants were allowed to make their own choice as to the master they served. Sarah Nance has cooked my meals, and her daughter Kitty acts as maid. My bedchamber and adjoining parlour are furnished, as is the winter parlour for my comfort. Adam is proud and he is angry at his twin’s death. I take no sides. I want this as my home and place my trust in you that you will allow me to keep at least two of my mares.’

He followed his aunt and saw that a fire had been lit in the winter parlour and that it was furnished with a sofa, two armchairs, a table and four dining chairs. The Chinese wallpaper with its peacocks was as he remembered, but the blue window hangings and red and blue carpet were more recent. A decanter and glasses sat on a side cupboard.

‘You are welcome to keep all your mares. Though I notice that your leg seems to pain you. Are you still able to ride?’

‘It is an old hunting accident.’ She dismissed her injury as unimportant. ‘The day I give up my horses is the day they nail down my coffin.’

Tristan admired her courage, for the lines of years of pain were etched around her mouth and eyes. She would never admit to any frailty or weakness. He asked,‘Are there grooms to tend them? The place looks deserted.’

‘The elder Tonkin boy is acting as stable-lad. Jasper Fraddon trained him well.’ She sat by the fire and gestured for Tristan to be seated opposite her.

He continued to stand. Her information was not unexpected. ‘New servants will be engaged and a housekeeper employed. I will not be taking up residence here for some time.’

Elspeth raised a questioning brow, and when he did not elaborate further, she added, ‘Then all the better that a Loveday remains in residence. The work on the estate must continue if you wish for a harvest next summer. I will act as housekeeper for as long as you have need of my services.’ At his nod of acceptance, she went on,‘It would also be more practical and less of a burden upon your finances if my possessions were moved to the Dower House.’

He paced the room, head bent and his hands clasped behind his back.When he next regarded her, he was frowning.‘If you live here, you are my responsibility. It disturbs me that you will be alone apart from the servants.You are used to your family around you.’

‘They have always been a boisterous brood, which can be wearisome at times. I am content to keep my own company and I will have my mares.’ She guarded her expression. Just as she thought she had won her place here, his change of manner filled her with apprehension.

The rigid set of his body was uncompromising. During his time here as a child, Elspeth had certainly shown more love and tenderness towards her horses than to her young charges. Curtly he informed her,‘I would be failing in my duty, as I am sure my cousin would be the first to remind me, if your safety was in question.’

Her head shot up and she leaned on her cane, pushing herself upright to regard him. ‘It is inconceivable that I would be at any risk within my own family home.’ Anger blazed from her eyes and her frail figure trembled with outrage. ‘A maid of all work will be ample for my needs at the Dower House and she will live in. I assume Dick Nance, the present gamekeeper, will continue to patrol the grounds of a night as a safeguard against poachers. I had also intended to keep a dog both as a companion and to deter intruders. Squire Penwithick has a two-year-old deerhound bitch that injured her leg and is no longer able to hunt. She will suit me very well. Does that satisfy you?’

He considered her words for a long moment and with each second her heart raced faster, fearing his rejection. It made her more defensive, and in a burst of indignation she brandished her walking cane.

‘The estate workers are loyal to me.They would defend me with their lives, and I am no cowering nincompoop to lie shaking in my bed at the first sound of a floorboard creaking. My father taught me how to shoot a pistol. I am not afraid to use it on anyone so reckless as to attempt to break into my home.’

A reluctant grin lifted the corner of his mouth. ‘I do not doubt that you are a formidable adversary, but with respect, Aunt, you are no longer young, and that makes you vulnerable. Are you sure you would not be happier living with Adam? I will not be residing here for many months, as I have several business interests to attend upon before I make my home in Cornwall.’

Her stare was forthright and unwavering. ‘As an old woman, I demand the right to die in my family home.’

‘Very well. I would be happier if you lived in the Dower House until I take up residence. I will inform you of any work to be carried out to the house and when the new furniture and furnishings are to arrive. Also a new gardener will be employed who will landscape the grounds. I expect no interference with any of the work I instruct to be carried out.’

Her lips clamped shut. She had not expected changes to be made. Trevowan was a comfortable home set in pleasant surroundings.

‘I daresay you will wish to put your own seal upon the property,’ she snapped. ‘Though in my opinion, restrained elegance shows a man’s breeding more potently than the lavish extravagance of a parvenu.’

His eyes narrowed. She had clearly hit a nerve. He flung back with venom, ‘I will endeavour not to let the guttersnipe indulge in a gaudy and crass display of wealth and bad taste.’

She permitted her lips to stretch into a smile. She had won her battle to stay, and though praise was not something she lavished lightly, she knew when it was due. ‘Despite all that has happened, I am pleased that you have prospered over the years. For what it is worth, my father died regretting that he had driven you away. We  last heard after St John’s funeral that you were staying in Truro.Will you join me to dine? And do you wish a bed made up?’

‘I will dine with you after I have spent an hour or so with the servants and tenants. And I shall inspect the house before I leave to ascertain its requirements. But I have taken a room at an inn for this evening in Launceston and will take the post-chaise to London tomorrow to attend to business matters.’ He bowed curtly and marched from the room.

Elspeth sat back in her chair and let out a shaky breath. The encounter had taken more out of her than she had expected. She believed that a grudging respect had formed between herself and the new master of Trevowan.

 



Tristan walked through the upstairs rooms, where an occasional bed or heavy chest or table had been left and some of the faded hangings remained at windows of little-used chambers.The master bedroom still contained the ornate canopied bed, a new addition since his great-uncle’s day. He doubted it was to Adam’s taste, and neither was it to his, and it was too large to be of use to the women in a cottage. He would have it moved to a guest room.

As he descended the sweeping staircase to the hall, a man appeared from the servants’ quarters at the rear of the house. From his sturdy brown breeches and jacket Tristan guessed he was the overseer or manager. A pimply youth hung back behind him.

‘Mr Loveday.’The thickset, ruddy-faced man bowed respectfully. ‘Isaac Nance at your service, sir. We did not know when to expect you. Winnie Fraddon, who was the cook, and her husband Jasper, the head groom, have left to work at Boscabel for Captain Loveday, and one of the maids went with the womenfolk to Trewenna.’ He turned to the youth. ‘This is my youngest lad, Jeb. My eldest, Dick, be gamekeeper but he be helping out in the turnip field, which they be harvesting. We’ll need an old hack purchased, though, if you want the crop taken to market.’

‘All that will be dealt with.As will other necessary purchases and procurement of servants.You would serve me well by writing a list. My visit is short, Nance. Send your lad to summon what servants there are to the stables. We will talk as I inspect the grounds. Miss Elspeth will be my eyes and voice in my absence.’

As soon as they set foot outside, Tristan said without preamble, ‘How do the tenants and families in the tied cottages view the present changes? I want honesty, Nance, not some polite answer you think I want to hear.’

The bailiff cleared his throat, obviously uncomfortable at being so forthright. ‘The truth be they were shocked at first, especially with the master dying so tragically.The tenant farmers are the same families as when you visited here as a youth, and of course my family, the Tonkins and the Holmans are in the tied cottages and work on the estate. Cap’n Loveday gave instructions for work to continue as normal until we received instructions from you.’

Tristan studied the man who had been newly employed as manager when he was here as a child. Isaac Nance coloured under Tristan’s scrutiny and scratched the two days’ growth of stubble on his chin. George Loveday in his time would never have countenanced his overseer being unshaven.

Tristan was sharp in his warning. ‘I do not expect any standards of work to fall, even though there is mourning for my late cousin. The estate fell heavily into debt under his management. I expect it to prosper, and that will mean changes. But I have a large purse where necessary expenditure is needed. I also demand high standards.There is a certain amount of refurbishment needed to the house, and during this time I trust your good wife will provide cooked meals for the workmen, who will sleep in the grooms’ quarters in the stables. I will not be in residence for some time.’

They had walked to the nearest paddock, and Tristan stopped and surveyed the fields. The mist had disappeared but the clouds were low and oppressive; a light drizzle formed droplets in his hair and settled on the fine wool of his greatcoat. ‘My great-uncle always said that this was good soil, and I expect high yields. The land was wasted on a beef herd. My cousin was too indolent. Employ more labourers; there are enough men out of work from the closure of the mines. I want six fields put to the plough this year. The price of corn is high, since the war with France. Where the ground is less productive on the high slopes, we will graze it with sheep. How many do you suggest?’

Nance rubbed his chin, taking time to weigh up his answer.Too many suggestions he had made in the past to St John had been  disregarded.‘In the old days we had as many as two hundred. I’d say eighty to a hundred would be a good number to start with, and of course a full-time shepherd.’

‘We will start with a hundred. There was a time in my great-grandfather’s day when the flock at Trevowan yielded good-quality fleeces. That will happen again. The old shepherd’s hut will need repairing, and I leave you to employ a hard-working man.’

Since the men and families were coming in from the cottages and the fields, Tristan returned to the stables. An hour later he departed Trevowan leaving a stunned group of tenants under no illusion as to what was expected of them and the estate in the future.

Dick Nance whistled under his breath.‘Don’t know what Cap’n Loveday will say about all these changes.’

His father shot him a warning glare. ‘What Cap’n Loveday says is none of our concern. I doubt they will dare call the new master guttersnipe to his face once he be in charge here. And unless I miss my guess, Cap’n Adam Loveday has met his match in that cousin of his.’




Chapter Three

The next morning, a few miles from Trevowan, the golden shards of the rising sun burned brightly in the sky as the giant orb appeared above the eastern tor. The wind-bent trees were stunted and twisted silhouettes on the horizon as the first skylark rose from its nest, its pure notes interspersed by the ring of steel pounding relentlessly upon steel. An early mist continued to swirl around the top boots of the two men facing each other in a macabre ritual that would lead to a momentary lowering of a guard and the delivery of a death thrust.

Neither opponent felt the chill breeze that blew in from the coast; their linen shirts were damp from the sweat of their exertion and clung to their shoulders and arms. Their muscles were honed from hours of practice and an uncompromising need to succeed, whether within their work or during combat. They were evenly matched, neither prepared to give ground or cede mercy.The next frenzied clash of blades sent curious rabbits scurrying back into their burrows, and two pairs of boxing hares broke apart to speed towards the safety of their forms.

The mournful coo of a wood pigeon carried on the wind. The sound of laboured breathing and the breath misting before the duellists’ set features were testimony to the rigours of their battle. Their hair was streaked in dark tendrils to their temples, and eyes sharp as machetes were riveted upon their adversary. They broke apart and circled, teeth clenched as they drew respite breaths. The lull was momentary and the air crackled with menace and lethal intent. Each stood with his knees bent and his free hand resting upon his hip, weapon poised with perfect balance as he assessed his  opponent and his next jab and counterattack. Then, with the speed of striking hawks, both men lunged, parried and riposted with deadly precision. When steel sliced through the linen of a full sleeve, a drop of scarlet blood smeared the blade.

‘Concede, blood is drawn!’ the older of the two declared.

‘A paltry graze of no significance.’

‘Would you rather I skewered your gizzard?’

‘’Twas but a lucky strike!’ the younger, slightly leaner man rapped out with scorn. ‘Your strength fails.Your prime is past.You are as blown as a quarry nag.’

The piercing intensity of the hazel gaze narrowed, a warning many a lesser adversary had not heeded before he received a mortal blow. Fashionably shorn straight hair framed the swarthy complexion, and despite the deep breaths being drawn into his lungs, he remained as dangerous as a cobra rearing up from its coils. ‘Not so blown that you will leave this field to brag of your success.’

His antagonist merely laughed, and with the litheness of a panther leapt aside, his own blade arcing to skim past the guard and slice through the folds of a stock. A gold pin fell to the ground to be trampled underfoot and lost.

‘You are fast, but not fast enough.’The swarthy complexion was cast into shadow as the older man circled, placing his back to the sun. His white teeth flashed in a crooked smile, whilst his eyes remained predatory, preparing for the deft flick of the wrist that had disarmed many an adversary. Then his palm jarred from the impact of the basket-weave sword hilts locking together. As both men disengaged and sidestepped, the edge of his sword nicked his opponent’s ear lobe and a dark lock of hair fluttered to the grass.

Blood mingled with the sweat that ran down the tendons of the younger man’s neck as he taunted,‘You’ll pay for that, old man. I’ve spared you until now.’

‘And you will eat your words, insolent whelp.’

Sweat streaked both their faces but neither man was prepared to give any quarter. From the height of the sun and the growing weariness in his aching muscles, the older man guessed that they had been fighting for the best part of a quarter-hour without pause. He must indeed be turning into a greybeard, for not so many years ago his sword would have been pressed against an opponent’s heart  within the pace of a half-dozen parries. A duel fought on rough ground was a far cry from an hour’s sword practice in the comfort of a long gallery. His lungs, which were struggling to regain their breath, now felt that they had been scalded by hot pitch. His survival instincts kicked in at the intensity of the next cut, thrust and parry and briefly he regained supremacy. Then, as he sidestepped, his foot caught in a tussock.The glint of sun bouncing off steel momentarily blinded him, and he stumbled. Before he could recover, the cold edge of his opponent’s sword point pricked the skin of his throat.

‘Do you now concede, or will your blood run upon this ancient moor?’There was no mercy in the avenging gaze that glinted along the metal of the blade.

For a long moment, whilst every muscle strained with the tension of the battle, each man assessed the other for signs of weakness, then in an instant the atmosphere changed. One combatant winked and the other grinned.

‘I concede, but I was careless to stumble. It showed my lack of practice. But do not let this triumph go to your head, cousin. I will have my revenge upon you next time.’ Japhet Loveday held his hands up in supplication. ‘And I will have the devil’s own work explaining this gouge on my neck to my dear wife. Gwen will suspect I have succumbed to a fit of palsy whilst shaving.’

Adam Loveday lowered his sword and rubbed his own ear lobe below a gold earring. His long hair was tied back in a black ribbon and the fine linen of his shirt clung uncomfortably to his skin. ‘Heavens knows what Senara will make of yet another cut. There are only so many accidents I can blame on work in the shipyard.’

‘Yet we are agreed they must be shielded from knowledge of our practice, cousin?’ Japhet insisted.

‘We both have sworn enemies who we have vowed to call to account for their treachery against us.’

Japhet nodded.‘When the time is right, they will both pay. Until then, let our wives believe that we are industrious about our work when we leave our beds at such untimely hours for sword practice.’

Adam straightened his waistcoat and shrugged into his jacket before picking up the pint flagon of cider that he had brought with  him. He removed the stopper and drank deeply before passing it to his cousin.

Japhet pulled on his own jacket and greatcoat and wiped the sweat from his face with a kerchief before taking the flagon. ‘I have waited many years to bring to justice the man who laid false evidence against me so that I was banished from this land and my reputation destroyed.’

‘Do you plan to kill Sir Pettigrew Osgood?’ Adam asked, although he believed the answer was a foregone conclusion. The Loveday pride would never countenance such treachery without demanding retribution.

‘That would be too easy. Society and custom has sadly moved on from such barbaric revenge. But Osgood will pay for his treachery.’ Japhet took a long drink of cider before he returned the challenge.‘And what of our cousin, who has so grievously wronged you?’

Adam ran a kerchief over his sword, then placed the blade in his scabbard and tied it behind his saddle. It was some moments before he replied, for the subject was one he had considered for many weeks. ‘Although I hold Tristan Loveday responsible for my twin’s death, I will not avenge St John by killing our cousin. His actions were devious and underhand, but he acted within the law. I will show the world the blackguard for what he is. A life for a life destroys the killer as well as the victim, but I do not intend that Tristan will enjoy the fruit of his treachery.’

The two men’s eyes locked in silent conspiracy. They had made their vows to stand side by side to overcome their enemies. The Lovedays were again united, loyalty to their own their greatest strength. In the past it had made them invincible.Yet this time their enemy was also one of their kin.

Adam mounted his horse and waited until Japhet swung into the saddle of the three-year-old colt. The horse was impatient to continue its morning gallop and exercise. Adam studied the bay appreciatively. Like all the horses from his cousin’s stable, it was a fine thoroughbred.

‘When is your first race?’

‘Next month at a local meeting. I’ve entered three races, with two three-year-old mares and a two-year-old colt. I need at least  two of them to be placed, if not actually to win, to make my mark as a breeder. Too many in the sport will be expecting me to fail.’

‘And it will give you great pleasure to prove them wrong.’ Adam grinned. ‘How is the new trainer’s performance at Tor Farm? Is he all you had hoped?’

‘He’s something of a rough diamond but he seems to have a way with the horses that gets the best from them.Though his reputation is not untarnished from some dealings he had in his past, and the horse world is a tight fraternity.’ Japhet gave an ironic laugh. ‘Not that I would condemn a man whose reputation is not all it should be. I judge by results. We will need to produce some spectacular finishes to overcome the prejudices that both our reputations bring to the sport. There must be no hint of any scandal or underhand exploits, or that will be the end of my future as a horse breeder of any note.’

‘Your Arab stallion Emir Hassan will produce top-class foals. They will not be able to ignore you.’

Japhet shrugged.‘That is some years in the future. I have my own reputation to redeem first. Many will remember that I was transported for highway robbery before they recall that I was pardoned after the convict ship sailed for Sydney Cove. But that is what makes the challenge all the more interesting. I will breed a future Derby winner and they will all choke on their prejudice.’

Adam frowned. ‘And we both have to live with the scandal surrounding St John’s death and our loss of Trevowan. Many will see all our kin as tarred with the same wastrel’s brush. I have already had one customer asking to look at the shipyard’s books to confirm that it is free of debt before they agree to pay the first instalment on their ship.’

‘It is not the scandal that troubles you,’ Japhet said heavily. ‘We have weathered many such in the past. It is losing Trevowan, is it not? I fear that was inevitable once St John allowed his fever for gaming to control his life. At least it is not entirely lost whilst a member of our family is still its master. Whatever you think of Tristan, he is still a Loveday. He shares our great-grandfather’s blood. And if the stories are true, Arthur St John Loveday was by far the greatest and most ruthless rogue of us all. As children we revelled in tales of his exploits.’

Adam remained tense, his voice edgy. ‘Yet many people today would consider that Great-Grandfather lived in a less civilised age, when buccaneers ruled the waves and the gentry still governed their land liked medieval barons. They expect more from today’s generation.’

Japhet snorted. ‘Ah, those were the days, dear boy. Society and custom have sadly moved on. But beneath its prim and proper air, every family has its skeletons and dark secrets.’

 



As Adam Loveday rode to the shipyard, he was a man mentally at war with himself. He prided himself on his fairness and lack of hypocrisy and lived by the family code of loyalty. But loyalty, as he had recently found to his cost, could be a two-headed coin.

A cold and deadly rage consumed him. He could not sleep and neither could he concentrate on his work. Every hour of every day his anger was relentless, grinding like millstones in a remorseless ache. He was angry with his twin for gambling away his inheritance. He was furious that St John had been too proud and stubborn to come to him for help, and he was outraged that his brother had then taken his own life. For as long as Adam could remember, he had been at loggerheads with his twin. Their childhood fights had turned to youthful rivalries that had continued throughout their adulthood.Too often St John had goaded him with his gloating that he was the heir, until Adam lost control of his temper. How could his brother have been so reckless and foolish - so self-centred? Adam did not see his death as taking the only honourable course. It was the coward’s way, leaving his family to bear the shame of his disgrace. Even so, St John’s life had been tragically short.

Adam closed his eyes against a rush of pain. His twin may have been the bane of his life, and on countless occasions he could cheerfully have throttled him for his selfishness. Yet now he was dead there was a void that could not be filled. Strangely, Adam felt incomplete, and his grief was sharper than when he had mourned his father.

All that anger was now channelled upon the man he believed responsible for his twin’s death. And that was the problem. For over twenty years he had been led to believe that Tristan had betrayed his family’s trust. Yet on his brother’s death Tristan had been  vindicated by St John’s confession. His twin, not Tristan, had been the one who had brought dishonour to their name. St John had lied and deliberately turned the family against their kin rather than face the consequences of his own wicked actions on the night of the shipwreck.

Undeniably, Tristan had been wronged. Was it any wonder that he had carried a grievous hatred against his family, and sworn to return and prove that he was not only their equal but also the better man?

But the boy brought up in the gutter had reverted to type in his revenge. He was as slippery as a nest of serpents and as cunning as a pack of wild dogs. Adam could not regard him as kin. He was the enemy. The interloper. The outcast who had stolen by foul treachery the family home and as good as murdered St John.

That Tristan had probably saved St John from public disgrace by buying up all his debts,Adam refused to accept.The fact that he had also commissioned a merchant ship to be built in the shipyard, which had saved the family business from ruin, also added to Adam’s anger. He should be grateful, but how could he feel gratitude when Tristan had caused so much pain and suffering to those Adam loved, and now lorded it as master of Trevowan?




Chapter Four

Japhet was also deep in thought as he returned to Tor Farm. He never did anything without a purpose, and the sword practice was necessary if he was to bring to account the blackguard who had used bribery and treachery to ensure he was transported before he could receive his pardon. Following his return to England, after six years away from its shores, Japhet had expected to feel more at peace with himself. The years of transportation, though served not without their scars, had provided him with a far greater fortune than he could have achieved in England within the same time. He was now independently wealthy, and no one could say that he had achieved his success built upon his wife’s fortune. He had a home and property to enable him to obtain his dream of breeding thoroughbred racehorses. He had a wife he adored and two fine sons.

He shifted in the saddle as the familiar frustration blazed through him.The sense of fulfilment and peace he had expected on his homecoming continued to evade him. His past could not so easily be put to rest. He cared not about his reputation as a womaniser and rakehell, for those ways were behind him and could no longer give him pleasure or satisfaction. What gnawed at him was that he had spent a year in Newgate and been transported not because of a crime he had committed, but because of the jealousy of one man who had laid false witness against him. That betrayal had been compounded when on the brink of Japhet receiving his pardon that knave had bribed the turnkeys to drug him and take him on board a ship bound for New South Wales an hour before it sailed.

At the memory of those black days, Japhet’s eyes crinkled against the glare of the sun now high above the tree. It was the cowardice of Osgood’s revenge that enraged Japhet, and his fury was blistering in its intensity. The need to call the other man to account for his treachery almost destroyed his resolution to bide his time.

In a burst of outrage, his hands tightened over the reins, causing the colt to prance sideways. Japhet brought it quickly under control and forced his body to relax, but a growing need to confront Osgood continued to flay him. If he had not promised Gwendolyn that his priority on his return was to establish the stud farm and secure the financial future of his family, he would have pursued Osgood to the ends of the earth if necessary.

But he would never break his word to Gwendolyn. With thoughts of revenge burning through his mind, he knew his mood would not escape the notice of his wife. To delay his return he turned his horse toward Polruggan. Since his return, he had spent more time with Adam than with Peter.Throughout his exile he had regretted the rift between himself and his younger brother. The eight-year gap in their ages and the difference in their personalities had not made them close in his youth and early manhood. He had also found it hard to stomach his brother’s piety and sermons.To be fair to Peter, Japhet had seen the change in him since his marriage, and with a twinge of guilt that he had spent an hour of this day with Adam, he was determined to build more bridges with his sibling.

As he neared the parsonage he was surprised to hear childish squeals of delight. He dismounted and tethered his mare to a fence post before walking towards the garden at the side of the house. A maid was startled in sweeping the path and bobbed a hasty curtsy. Japhet put his finger to his lips to stop her announcing his arrival to her master. He grinned as he came upon Peter, demurely dressed in clerical black and Geneva bands, chasing his son round a mulberry tree. Michael was laughing and running as fast as his short legs would allow him. Bridie, the boy’s mother, was also joining in the game, though she was holding a red muffler in her hands, clearly intent upon putting it around her son’s neck against the chill of the morning.

Both parents swooped down on their son, but Michael giggled  hard as he ducked through his father’s legs and escaped. The boy’s cheeks were red from his exertions. Bridie and Peter collided. Unaware of Japhet’s presence. Peter grabbed his wife and started to tickle her. She was laughing hard and slapping at his hands to stop his teasing whilst Michael ran excitedly around his parents.

Japhet grinned at the happy family scene. This was a glimpse of the youth Peter, before piety and religious fervour had stripped him of his sense of humour and adventure.

Enjoying the merriment, he frowned when Michael tripped and started coughing.

Immediately the loving family atmosphere was broken and the couple drew apart. Peter scooped Michael into his arms.

‘Take him inside, my love.’ Bridie was fussing and anxious. The coughing had turned to a rasping in the boy’s chest.‘We should not have got him so excited.’

‘Children are tougher than you think,’ Japhet said, from his experience of two strong, rough-and-tumble sons.

Bridie took Michael from her husband. She smiled a greeting at Japhet, saying,‘Michael has a weak chest.We cannot be too careful.’

He thought she fussed too much, but then supposed that as the boy was an only child that was natural for a woman. Michael continued to cough as he was taken inside, and Peter looked worried. ‘He has had that cough all winter. It seems worse today.’ He turned his attention to Japhet. ‘What brings you to Polruggan, brother?’

‘With my work at the stud, I feel I have neglected you of late. I had hoped that an early visit would catch you before you were consumed by your parochial duties.’

‘You are welcome, brother.’ Peter grinned. Another bout of coughing from within the parsonage brought a return of his troubled look. ‘I should send for Dr Yeo. It will put Bridie’s mind at rest. I have to leave for Truro in an hour for a visit to the bishop. I will be away a couple of nights.’

‘I will not keep you. Gwen will wish to visit Bridie while you are away.’

 



The short visit had brought a return to Japhet’s good humour. It amused him how Peter and Bridie cosseted Michael, though the boy was a delightful child. His own sons had been toughened by  their years in Australia and had loved the wild and often hard existence they had lived. England now provided them with a life of ease compared to those days.

As he approached Tor Farm, he contemplated the changes he had already effected here. He noted that the doors to the newly built stables stood open and the mares and colts were grazing in the paddocks. One horse held his attention more than the others. The proud black head of Emir Hassan sniffed the air at Japhet’s approach. His flowing tail flicked up and his muscles rippled as he set off across the field at a canter towards his master. Japhet dismounted to stroke the stallion’s head. The Arab snickered, his eyes showing white at the corners. Blue and purple lights glinted along his sleek coat as he snorted and reared before turning to gallop around the perimeter of the fence.

The encounter filled Japhet with pride.The magnificent stallion was the future of his breeding stable. He walked his mount towards the yard and flung the reins at a young groom. Gwendolyn came out of the house and stood waiting for him. There was a look on her lovely face that warned him she had seen through his ruse. He should have known that nothing missed his wife’s concerned eye.

‘Another dawn ride, husband? The fifth in three weeks.’

‘I could not sleep. The horses need their exercise.’

‘With a sword strapped to your saddle?’ Her colour was high as she voiced her anger. Her features were striking rather than beautiful, but Japhet had known many beautiful women who had left his heart cold. Gwen had won his love by her courage and her faith that the character of a rogue and reprobate he showed to the world masked more noble sentiments beneath.That faith had saved him in his darkest hours and given him the strength to prove that she was right. Though there were times when he wished his wife did not know him so well.There was resignation in her eyes as she continued. ‘Are these meetings with Adam? I can guess their purpose.’

He shrugged and gave a reassuring grin. ‘Adam and I always practised our swordplay in the old days. It is a sport we both enjoy.’
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