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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.
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