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			For James Holmes Gaffney,

			the world’s greatest dad

		

	
		
			I

			The tower clock on All Saints Church struck the quarter hour with a resonating thud. Connor Pendarvis, who had been leaning against the stone ledge of a bridge and staring down at the River Wyck, straightened impatiently. Jack was late. Again. He ought to be used to it by now—and he was, but that didn’t make his brother’s habitual tardiness any less aggravating.

			At least he didn’t have to wait for Jack in the rain. In typical South Devon fashion, the afternoon had gone from gray to fair in a matter of minutes, and now the glitter of sunlight on the little river’s sturdy current was blinding. It was June, and the clean air smelled like honeysuckle. Birds sang, bees buzzed, irises in brilliant yellow clumps bloomed along the riverbank. The cottages lining the High Street sported fresh coats of daub in whimsical pastel shades, and every garden was a riot of summer flowers.

			The Rhadamanthus Society’s report on Wyckerley had said it was a poky, undistinguished hamlet in a poor parish, but Connor disagreed. He thought the authors of the report must have an odd idea of what constituted poverty—either that or they’d never been to Trewythiel, the village in Cornwall where he’d grown up. Wyckerley was friendly, pretty, neat as a pin—Trewythiel’s opposite in every way. Connor had been born there, and one by one he’d watched his family die there. Before he was twenty, he’d buried all of them.

			All except Jack. And here he came, swaggering a little. Even from here Connor could see the telltale glitter in his eyes; it meant he’d recently downed a pint or two or three in Wyckerley’s one and only alehouse, the George and Dragon. But his thinness and the gaunt gray concavity of his cheeks stifled anything reproachful Connor might have said, and instead he felt that squeeze of pain in his chest that overtook him at odd times. Jack wasn’t even thirty yet, but he looked at least ten years older. The doctor in Redruth had said his illness was under control, so worrying about him made no sense. Connor told himself that every day, but it didn’t do any good. Fear for his brother was as dark and constant as his own shadow.

			“Don’t be glaring at me,” Jack commanded from twenty feet away. “I’ve brought yer ruddy letter, and there’m money in it, I can tell. Which makes me the bearer o’ glad tidings.” Producing an envelope from the pocket of his scruffy coat, he handed it over with a flourish. “Now, where’s my thanks?”

			“I’d say you’ve already drunk it.” But he said it with a smile, because Jack could charm the red from a rose—and because he was right about the envelope; it had a nice, solid heft that said the Pendarvis boys wouldn’t go hungry tonight in Wyckerley.

			“Open it up yonder, Con. Under the trees. Cooler.”

			“Are you tired, Jack?”

			“Naw. What I am is hot.”

			Connor said no more, and they ambled toward a clump of oak trees at the edge of the village green, opposite the old Norman church. But it was warm in the afternoon sun, not hot, and he knew it was the support of the iron bench under the oaks Jack wanted, not the cool shade.

			“The George is a rare friendly place,” he remarked as they went.

			“Is it, now.”

			“Oh, indeed. The ale’s fine, and there’m a gel who serves it called Rose. I think she fancies me.”

			Connor rolled his eyes. “Jack, we’ve been in the town for two hours. You can’t have made a conquest already.”

			“Can’t I?” He flashed a wicked grin. Only a year ago the white of his teeth would have lit up his healthy, ruddy-cheeked face, and the twinkle in his eyes could have compromised a nun. Now the skin stretched tight over the bones of his jaw, and his smile looked skeletal. Cadaverous. “She fancies me, see if she don’t. I telled ’er I’d come back tonight wi’ my little brother, and she could pick between us.”

			“Hah.”

			“Hah! Oh, ’tis a fine enough place even for you, yer honor. The mugs’re clean, and nobody spits on the floor. I’ll tell the men they must watch their coarse language, for there’m a barrister among ’em.”

			Connor snorted. Once he’d had dreams of becoming a lawyer, but they had died a long time ago. He would laugh when Jack called him “your worship” or “your honor” for a joke, but under the careless pose lay a regret so deep, he had stopped thinking about it.

			Under the trees, sunlight played on the grass in dappled patterns, shifting with the breeze. Connor stretched his long legs out, watching Jack do the same. Jack was taller, older, and until he’d gotten sick, a good deal stronger. When they were boys, he’d always been the leader, the caretaker. Now their roles had reversed, and they both hated it. Couldn’t speak of it. Ironic that, for the last few months, they’d even changed names.

			“So,” said Jack, spreading his arms out across the back of the bench, “how much have the Rhads coughed up this time?”

			The plain envelope bore no return address. Connor opened it and thumbed through the banknotes inside the folded, one-page letter. “Enough to cover the note of deposit I’ve just signed for our new lodgings.”

			“Well, that’s a relief for you, counselor. Now you won’t get pinched for false misrepresentation o’ personal fiduciary stature.” Jack chortled at his own humor; he never got tired of making up names for laws and statutes, the sillier sounding the better.

			Connor said, “I had to pay the agent for the lease of six months. Forty-six shillings.” It wasn’t Connor’s money, but it still seemed a waste, since they wouldn’t be in Wyckerley past two months at the most.

			“What’s our new place like, then?”

			“Better than the last. We’ve half of a workingmen’s cottage only a mile from the mine. We’ll share a kitchen with two other miners, and there’s a girl who comes in the afternoons to cook a meal. And praise the Lord, we’ve each got a room this time, so I won’t have to listen to you snore the glazing out of the windows.”

			Jack cackled, going along with the joke. There were times when he kept Connor awake, but it was because of his cough and the drenching night sweats that robbed him of rest, not his snoring. “What do they say about the mine?”

			“Not much. It’s called Guelder. A woman owns it. It’s been fairly—”

			“A woman.” Jack’s eyes went wide with amazement, then narrowed in scorn. “A woman,” he muttered, shaking his head. “Well, ee’ve got yer work cut out right and proper, then, ’aven’t ee? The radical Rhads’ll be aquiver wi’ joy when they read yer report this time.”

			Connor grunted. “The woman’s name is Deene. She inherited the mine from her father about two years ago, and she owns it outright, without shareholders. They say her uncle owns another mine in the district. His name’s Vanstone, and he happens to be the mayor of Wyckerley.”

			“Why’nt they send you to that un? The uncle’s, I mean. ’Tis bound to be far better run.”

			“Probably, and there’s your answer. The society hasn’t employed me to investigate clean, safe, well-managed copper mines.” No, but the selection process was still fair, Connor believed, if only because conditions in most Cornish and Devonian copper mines were so deplorable, there was no need to doctor reports or tinker with findings. Or pick a woman’s mine over a man’s in hopes of finding more deficiencies.

			He put the envelope in his pocket and clasped his hands behind his head, blinking up at the sky. He’d have no more afternoons to loll away on a bench in the sunshine after today—he hoped; even this brief hour of idleness was making him restless. If Jack weren’t here, he’d be settled into the new cottage by now, unpacked, outlining his report or scouting the neighborhood, maybe planning an article he had in mind for the Rhadamanthus Society’s monthly broadsheet. “Slow down,” Jack was always telling him, “stop and look about you every onct in a while. Sleep late, Con, have a drink. Take a woman.”

			Fine advice if a man had nothing better to do, or if he could look around at the wicked world and honestly say he wouldn’t change anything. But Connor wasn’t that man. Too much was expected of him—he expected too much of himself. Slowing down never crossed his mind unless Jack made an issue of it, and then it always took him by surprise. What a foolish way to squander your one short life.

			But the June afternoon was lazily spectacular, and he couldn’t deny that it was pleasant to sit in the shade while butterflies flickered in and out of sun rays slanting down through the tree leaves. In a rare mellow mood, he watched two children burst from a side door in the church across the way and run toward the green. A second later, out came three more, then four, then another giggling pair. Shouting, laughing, they skipped and ran in circles and tumbled on the grass, giddy as March hares. He’d have thought Sunday school had just let out, except it was Saturday. The children’s high spirits were contagious—more than one passerby paused in the cobbled street long enough to smile at their frolicking.

			Half a minute later, a young woman came out the same door in the church and hurried across the lane toward the green. The schoolteacher? Tall, slim, dressed in white, she had blond hair tied up in a knot on top of her head. Connor tried to guess her age, but it was hard to tell from this distance; she had the lithe body of a girl, but the confident, self-assured manner of a woman. He wasn’t a bit surprised when she clapped her hands, and every shrieking, skipping child immediately ran to her. What surprised him was the gay sound of her own laughter mingling with theirs.

			The smallest child, a girl of five or six, leaned against the teacher’s hip familiarly; the woman patted her curly head while she gave the others some soft-voiced command. The children formed a half circle around her. She bent down to the little girl’s level to say something in her ear, her hand lightly resting on the child’s shoulder.

			“Look at that, now, Con. That’s a winsome sight, isn’t it?” said Jack in a low, appreciative voice. “Isn’t that just how a lady oughter look?”

			Where women were concerned, Jack was the least discriminating man Connor had ever known: he liked all of them. But this time he’d spoken no more than the truth. This woman’s ivory gown, her willowy figure, the sunny gold in her hair—they made a most beguiling picture. And yet he thought Jack meant something more . . . something about the long, graceful curve of her back as she bent toward the child, the solicitousness of her posture, the kindness in it that took the simple picture out of the ordinary and made it unforgettable. When Connor glanced at his brother, he saw the same soft, stricken smile he could feel on his own face, and he knew they’d been moved equally, just for a moment, by the perfection of the picture.

			She straightened then, and the little girl skipped away to a place in the middle of the semicircle. The spell was broken, but the picture lingered, and the image still shimmered in his mind’s eye.

			She took something from the pocket of her dress—a pitch pipe. She brought it to her lips and blew a soft, thin note. The children hummed obediently, then burst into song.

			Do you know how many children

			Rise each morning blithe and gay?

			Can you count their jolly voices,

			Singing sweetly day by day?

			God hears all the happy voices,

			In their merry songs rejoices.

			And he loves them, every one.

			Smiling encouragement, her face animated, the music teacher moved her hands in time to the melody, and every child beamed back at her, eager to please, all wide eyes and happy faces. It was like a scene in a storybook, or a sentimental play about good children and perfectly kind teachers, too good to be true—yet it was happening here, now, on the little green in the village of Wyckerley, St. Giles’ parish. Mesmerized, Connor sat back to watch what would happen next.

			The choir sang another song, and afterward the teacher made them sing it again. He wasn’t surprised; smitten as he was, even he could tell it hadn’t been their finest effort. Then, sensing her charges were growing restless, she set them free after some gentle admonition—which fell on deaf ears, because the shouting and gamboling recommenced almost immediately.

			“Looks like a litter o’ new puppies,” Jack chuckled, and Connor nodded, smiling at the antics of two little towheaded boys, twins, vying with each other to see who could press more dandelions into the hands of their pretty teacher. Heedless of the damp grass, she dropped to her knees and sniffed the straggly bouquets with exaggerated admiration. Her way of keeping their rambunctious spirits within bounds was to ask them questions, then listen to the answers with complete absorption.

			Just then the curly-haired little girl, clutching her own flower, made a running leap and landed on the teacher’s back with a squeal of delight. The woman bore the impact sturdily, even when the youngster wound her arms around her neck and hung on tight, convulsed with mirth. But gradually the laughter tapered off.

			“She’m caught,” Jack murmured when some of the children crept closer, looking uncertain. “The lady’s hair, looks like.” Connor was already on his feet. “Con? Wait, now. Ho, Con! You shouldn’t oughter—”

			He didn’t hear the rest. Impulsiveness was one of his most dangerous failings, but this—this was too much like the answer to a prayer he’d been too distracted to say. He took off across the green at a sprint.

			No doubt about it, the teacher was caught. “It’s all right, Birdie,” she was saying, reaching back to try to disentangle her hair from something on the little girl’s dress. “Don’t wriggle for a second. No, it’s all right, just don’t move.”

			Birdie was near tears. “I’m sorry, Miss Sophie,” she kept saying, worried but unable to stop squirming. The music teacher winced—then laughed, pretending it was a joke.

			The other children eyed Connor in amazement when he squatted down beside the entangled pair. Birdie’s mouth dropped open, and she finally went still. The teacher—Miss Sophie—could only see him from the corner of her eye; if she turned her head, she’d yank the long strand of hair that was wound tight around Birdie’s shirtwaist button.

			“Well, now, what have we here?” he said, softening his voice to keep Birdie calm. He shifted until he was kneeling in front of the teacher, and reached over her bent head to untangle the snarl.

			“It got stuck! Now I can’t move or I’ll hurt Miss Sophie!”

			Around them the children had gathered in a quiet circle, curious as cows. And protective of their teacher, Connor fancied. “That’s right,” he agreed, “so you must hold very, very still while I undo this knot. Pretend you’re a statue.”

			“Yes, sir. What’s a statue?”

			A breathy laugh came from the music teacher. He could see only her profile and the smooth angle of her neck. She had cream white skin, the cheeks flushed a little from exertion or embarrassment. Her eyes were downcast; he couldn’t be sure what color they were. “The stone cross at the edge of the green, Birdie,” she said, amusement in her low voice. “That’s a sort of statue, because it never moves.”

			“Oh.”

			The snarl was stubborn, and Connor was as anxious as Birdie not to pull Miss Sophie’s hair. “Almost got it,” he muttered; “two more seconds.” Her pretty hair was soft and slippery, and it smelled like roses. Or was that the sun-warmed linen of her dress?

			“There are scissors in the rectory,” she said, speaking to the ground. “Tommy Wooten, are you here? Would you go and ask—”

			“Out of the question. I’d sooner cut off my hand than a single strand of this beautiful hair.” And if that wasn’t the most fatuous thing Connor had ever said in his life, he wanted to know what was.

			She sent him a twinkling sideways glance, and he saw the color of her eyes. Blue. Definitely blue. “Actually, I was thinking you might cut off the button.”

			“Ah, the button. A much better idea.”

			“Shall I go, Miss Sophie?” asked a reedy voice behind Connor’s shoulder.

			“Yes, Tommy.”

			“No, Tommy,” Connor corrected as the last strand in the tangle finally came loose. “Miss Sophie is free.”

			She sat back on her heels and smiled, first at him, then at the children gathered around; some of them were clapping, as if a performance had just concluded. Her laughing face was flushed, her hair awry—and she was so stunningly lovely, he felt blinded, too dazzled to take it all in. He remembered to take off his hat, but before he could say anything, she turned away to give Birdie a strong, reassuring hug.

			“Did it hurt?” the little girl asked her, patting her cheek worriedly.

			“No, not one bit.”

			She heaved a gusty sigh of relief. “Look, Miss Sophie, here’s what I was giving you.” She held out one bent daisy, the stem wilted, the white petals smashed.

			Sophie drew in her breath. “Oh, lovely,” she declared, holding the flower to her nose and sniffing deeply. “Thank you, Birdie. I’ll wear it in my buttonhole.” The child blushed with pleasure. Then she was off, eager to tell her friends about her adventure.

			Now that the drama was over, the other children began to wander away, too. Connor was still on his knees beside the teacher. “Thank you,” she said in her musical voice, and he said, “It was very much my pleasure.” They both looked away, then back. He put out his hand. She hesitated, then took it, and he helped her to her feet.

			She wasn’t as tall as he’d thought; it must be her fine, proud carriage that gave the illusion of height. That and her slimness. Disheveled after Birdie’s mauling, she busied herself with pinning up her hair, and the long sleeves of her gown fell back, baring her forearms. The angle of her bent neck intrigued him again, the sheer elegance of it. Watching her now seemed more intimate somehow than touching her had a moment ago.

			He ought to say something. “Your choir sounds like a band of angels,” he offered—a reckless exaggeration.

			She laughed, and the sweet, lilting sound made him laugh with her. “How kind of you, sir. We’re hoping that by the twenty-fourth of June, they’ll at least sound like human beings. Midsummer Day,” she explained when he looked blank. “Two very short weeks away.” Her clear blue eyes looked directly into his, interested, not coy. “Well,” she said softly, and started to turn.

			“I’m new to the village,” he said, to keep her.

			“Yes, I know.”

			“Do you live here?” Idiotic question; of course she lived here.

			“Oh, yes. All my life.” Just then one of the towheaded twins barreled into her. She staggered slightly, slipping an arm around his shoulders. The little boy leaned against her in a comfortable way and stared up at Connor curiously.

			“Shall I like Wyckerley, do you think?” he asked.

			“I’m not sure,” she answered after a thoughtful pause. “I suppose it depends on what you’re looking for.”

			“So far, I like what I’ve seen very much.”

			She smiled her ravishing smile, but it was impossible to tell if they were flirting or not. He was, but behind her friendly manners and guileless blue gaze might be simple courtesy. While he was thinking of something else to say, something to keep her from remembering that she was conversing with a total stranger in the middle of the village green, someone called her name.

			A man. Tall, good-looking, dressed in black, moving toward them from the direction of the church rectory with a long, vigorous stride. In his arms he held a blond-haired infant, wrapped in a blanket.

			Connor’s smile stiffened. He felt his face going numb.

			“Sophie,” the man called again, jiggling the baby playfully as he came. “Mrs. Mayhew’s here.” He came to a stop before them and gave Connor a friendly glance. The baby saw the music teacher and held out its pudgy hands, gurgling with happiness.

			Sophie turned to Connor. “Mrs. Mayhew is our organist.” A pause. “Well,” she said again. She appeared slightly at a loss.

			The tall man shifted the baby to one side and put out his hand. “Good afternoon. I’m Christian Morrell—I’m the vicar of All Saints Church.”

			Connor shook. “Con—” He covered the mistake with a cough. “Jack Pendarvis.”

			“Glad to meet you.”

			“Glad to meet you,” he echoed, without a word of truth. He felt bleak inside, and absurdly let down. Cheated, as if he’d been declared ineligible for a spectacular prize he’d set his heart on. But if lovely Sophie had to be married, it was good, he supposed, that it was to this friendly, forthright minister; and if she had to have a child, he was glad it was this healthy, happy, golden-haired infant.

			She was clapping her hands and calling the children, telling them it was time to go inside the church for the last rehearsal. Connor put his hat on and started to back away. Before he’d gone a foot, Reverend Morrell said amiably, “My wife’s gone off to Tavistock to buy a baby carriage. But did she take the baby with her? Oh, no, she left her with her inept and overworked papa, who’s been trying for three hours to write a sermon on the virtue of patience.”

			Connor’s laugh was much longer and heartier than the modest quip warranted. “She’s a beautiful child,” he said—truthfully this time. And the vicar was a fine fellow, and it was a fine day all around.

			“Isn’t she?” Reverend Morrell planted a kiss on his daughter’s apple cheek. “She’s perfect, isn’t she?”

			He seemed to mean the question seriously. Connor laughed again and agreed with him.

			The children had started to troop off toward the church. Birdie had Miss Sophie’s hand; the teacher had time to say, “Good day to you, Mr. Pendarvis. I hope you’ll like our village. Thank you again—for saving me—!” before the little girl pulled her away.

			He lifted his hat and watched her hurry up the church steps. In the dark doorway she paused, her ivory dress gleaming like an opal against the blackness behind her. She glanced back at him over her shoulder—and if he hadn’t known it before, he knew it now: they were flirting. Then, with a bewitching half smile, she was gone.

			A long, long moment went by before he realized Reverend Morrell was watching him. The vicar had a look of resigned amusement on his face that seemed to say this had all happened before. “Sorry—should I have introduced you?” he wondered dryly.

			Connor looked away, abashed. But why pretend? “Reverend,” he said candidly, “I very much wish that you had.”

			The minister smiled. “Will you be stopping here for long, Mr. Pendarvis?”

			He made a vague gesture. “I’m not really sure.”

			“Well, in any case, Wyckerley’s a small place; you’ll likely be seeing Miss Deene again.”

			“Yes, I—” He stopped short. “Miss Deene?”

			He nodded, shifting the squirming baby to his hip. “Miss Sophie Deene.”

			Connor battled a sinking feeling. “By any chance, does her mother own Guelder mine?”

			“Sophie’s mother? Oh, no; Mrs. Deene passed away many years ago.”

			Thank God for that, he thought irreverently. Another relative, then. “Her aunt,” he guessed, “or an older sister—”

			“No, no, Sophie owns Guelder.”

			“Sophie—Miss Deene—owns the mine?”

			“Owns it, runs it, does everything but go down in it with the miners. We’re very proud of our Sophie.”

			Connor murmured something, tried to put some life into his sickly smile. Past the vicar’s shoulder, he gazed across the green at the dark church door. A minute ago he’d thought an angel had passed through it. Oh, bloody, bloody hell. In the blink of an eye, the girl of his dreams had turned into the enemy.

		

	
		
			II

			Do you know how many children rise each morning blithe and gay?

			Sophie shook her head, trying to get the song out of it. Her pony’s plodding hoofbeats kept time to the childish melody, and the voice in her brain wouldn’t stop singing it.

			That was what she got for letting Christy talk her into being children’s choir precentor for the third year in a row. She ought to have told him no, she couldn’t do it again because she didn’t have time. But of course she’d said yes, and of course it wasn’t the vicar’s fault. She’d agreed because she loved doing it. Loved everything about it, especially the children. Her life might be getting more cluttered and hectic every day, but somehow she’d always find time for the children.

			Do you know how many children—

			“Oh, stop it,” she told herself, inadvertently slapping the reins across Valentine’s rump. The pony veered right, bumping the gig over the ruts in the old Tavistock toll road. “Whoa, Val,” she called, steering him gently back to the center.

			Her shoulders ached; she sagged back against the seat, yawning. How lovely to be going home early for a change. One advantage of being choir precentor was that she had to leave Saturday afternoons free, for practice, which always ended by five o’clock. No point in going back to the mine that late; there was no second core on Saturdays, and she could as easily do her paperwork at home. But tonight she wasn’t going to do anything. Nothing. She might even go straight to bed, eat dinner there, and read herself to sleep. Ah, lovely.

			But first she’d have to have a sit-down talk with Mrs. Bolton about housekeeping matters for the week, meals and so on. And the garden needed attention badly . . . but that would be pleasant, not really work at all. Her pile of mending kept getting higher—she ought to do that in bed instead of reading. Or maybe she should write letters; she was so behind in her correspondence, it was a wonder any of her old school friends kept in touch with her at all anymore.

			Then she remembered: she’d promised Mrs. Nineways, the churchwarden’s wife, that she’d come up with a plan by church tomorrow to ensure that the annual rummage sale on Midsummer Day was a success this year—unlike last summer’s embarrassing failure, when the parish ladies had grossed a piddling two and a half pounds for a whole year of church programs.

			Do you know how many children—

			“Judas!” she swore—but kept the pony on the track this time. They were trotting past the turnoff to the lane that led to Guelder, and in the distance she could see the chimney stacks, high and black against the twilight sky, belching clouds of white steam into the air. Her father had named the mine Guelder after the roses his wife loved to grow. Sophie loved the name, and the flower, because they were all she had left of the mother she’d never known. And even though it was the cause of her fatigue and the root of all her serious problems, she loved the mine as well, because it had been her father’s last gift.

			He’d given it to her on the night he died. Almost two years had passed since then, but her satisfaction in the faith he’d shown in her with that last loving act was still as strong and sweet as ever. When she was lonely, tired, overwhelmed by the weight of responsibility for so many people’s lives and livelihoods on her twenty-three-year-old shoulders, her father’s faith kept her going.

			“You’re as smart as any woman I ever met, Sophie, and almost any man,” he had told her regularly; told her so often, in fact, that eventually she’d come to believe it. Taken it for granted. Some might call that conceit, but Sophie preferred to think of it as pride. Her cousin Honoria said she was too proud. “Pride is a sin, Sophia, and don’t forget, it goeth before a fall,” she was fond of warning, with her lips pursed like two prunes. But Honoria’s sourness came from discontent with her own life, which to Sophie seemed empty and pointless beyond bearing, so she tried not to hold it against her.

			Sometimes it was hard to believe they were related at all, so different did Sophie think—or hope—she was from her cousin. Uncle Eustace Vanstone owned Salem mine, but the thought of Honoria having anything to do with Salem, much less managing it in her father’s stead, was ridiculous. She’d consider it beneath her, not to mention undignified and unladylike. Eustace was the mayor of Wyckerley, not all that exalted a position in the grand scheme of things, but Honoria took it seriously, almost as seriously as she took her role as daughter of the mayor. She considered herself, except for Lady Moreton at Lynton Great Hall, the highest-ranking female in the district. Sophie could have argued that Reverend Morrell’s wife outranked her, Anne having been a viscountess before her marriage to Christy. For that matter, Sophie could even argue (if she cared about such things, which of course she didn’t) that she herself preceded Honoria, because her father, when he’d lived, had been older, better educated, richer, and more of a gentleman (in her opinion) than Uncle Eustace would ever be. Truth to tell, the only thing Honoria had on Sophie was age, and since they were both still spinsters, that wasn’t exactly a distinction.

			Not that Sophie gave such things a second thought.

			Instead she thought about the man on the green this afternoon. Memories of him had been drifting back with almost the same frequency as “Do you know how many children.” Jack Pendarvis. A Cornish name, and she’d caught more than a trace of Cornwall in his accent. Was he visiting someone here? She didn’t know of any Pendarvises in the parish. She wished she’d been able to think of a way to ask him his business. But she hadn’t been very articulate. Neither had he.

			Smiling, unconsciously touching her hair, she remembered how he’d touched it, so gently, and how he’d stared at her. His eyes were an interesting shade of gray, and the dark pupils gave them a fierce look, intense and a little unsettling. But his mouth when he smiled was beautiful, and he hadn’t even tried to hide his admiration. Sophie was used to men admiring her; it didn’t embarrass her unless they went too far, said idiotic things or behaved like donkeys. Jack Pendarvis . . . she couldn’t imagine him saying or doing anything silly. Telling her he’d rather cut off his hand than a single strand of her hair . . . that was gallant, she decided, not silly. How handsome he was, with his jet-black hair and lean, clean-shaven face. Who could he be? Strangers in Wyckerley were almost unheard of. He spoke like a gentleman, but his clothes had looked a trifle rough. Perhaps he’d been traveling. Yes, of course; obviously. “Do you think I’ll like it here?” he’d asked—which must mean he was staying. So she’d see him again.

			Lovely.

			She slowed the pony for the tight turn between the pitted granite gateposts flanking the carriageway to Stone House. The gravel drive needed tending; the edges were blurred and weeds were shooting up in the center of the wheel tracks. Thomas did his best, but the hard jobs were too much for him; nowadays the grounds and the stable were all he could manage. She wasn’t poor—exactly; she could have hired an odd-job man to pull weeds out of the driveway or paint the shutters, trim back the China roses before they ate up the whole house. But she never seemed to have time. And she was turning every penny Guelder earned back into deeper excavations.

			It was a risky strategy, one her uncle strongly advised her against. But Eustace’s conservative approach didn’t suit her. Sophie thought of herself as her father’s child: she valued boldness over caution, action over speculation. If she failed . . . oh, but why think about failure? There were degrees of success, but for Tolliver Deene’s intrepid daughter there could never be failure. She really believed it.

			She was tired, so she halted Valentine at the bottom of the steps rather than taking him around to the stable. Sometimes she put him up herself, especially if Thomas was having one of his bad lumbago days. Tonight, though, she couldn’t work up the energy.

			Maris waved to her from the open doorway while Sophie was tying the reins to the post. “I’ll go an’ fetch ’im!” she called. Sophie nodded, and Maris turned and disappeared to find Thomas in his lair over the carriage house and tell him his mistress was home.

			Inside, Sophie stripped off her gloves and threw them on the hall table. Standing before the speckled mirror while she repinned her untidy hair, she tried to see herself as a stranger might see her. A stranger like Jack Pendarvis. But it was useless; all she could see was her own face, to which she was certainly no stranger. She heard Mrs. Bolton’s heavy tread climbing the stairs from the kitchen. “It’s only a cold salad tonight unless you want to wait,” the housekeeper announced, after a perfunctory greeting. “I can make a chop, but it’ll be late; I’ve only just got back from Gerald’s.”

			Gerald was her unmarried son; she visited him every week, Friday night until dinner on Saturday, and cleaned his house and made most of his meals for the coming week. She always came back exhausted and irritable, and Sophie had learned to stay out of her way until Sunday at the earliest.

			“Oh, a salad sounds just right,” she assured her. “I’m too tired for a big meal anyway.” Mrs. Bolton said, “Hmph,” and Sophie lost the heart to ask if she could have it in her room. “I’ll go and change, then come back down and help you.”

			“Hmph. See you’ve got grass stains on that white skirt. They’ll never come out, you might as well start cutting it up for ribbons right now.”

			“I can get ’em out,” Maris claimed, clumping toward them from the back of the house, all five feet, eleven inches of her. “Skim milk and starch powder, nothing to it.”

			Mrs. Bolton scowled at her. “We’ll see,” she said darkly, and headed for the kitchen.

			Maris grinned, showing her crooked teeth. She was carrying a glass. “Here, whyn’t you take this outside and watch the sun go down. Take yer shoes off and just set. I can bring supper out in the garden if you want.”

			“Oh, Maris.” She’d made her a glass of cold orange tea and honey; it tasted like heaven. Maris was the day maid; she went home to her family every night. Mrs. Bolton was the one who slept in, in a room off the kitchen in the basement. Sophie frequently wished it was the other way around. “Well, maybe I will,” she decided. “I can be snapping the dead heads off the rhododendrons.”

			“Hmph,” said Maris, mimicking Mrs. Bolton. “I was pretty sure you wasn’t going to stick yer feet up and do what I told you to do—nothing.”

			They rolled their eyes at each other and parted.

			Sophie’s mother’s garden was lovely for over half the year-round, but it was never more beautiful than at the warm twilight end of an early June day, when thousands and thousands of roses bloomed in a mad riot of color, climbing the old apple trees and covering the hedgerows, creeping past the borders and overtopping the roof of the garden house. A dozen other flower species were at their peak now, too, but the roses ruled supreme by virtue of exuberance and sheer numbers and their overpowering perfume. Half swooning from the fragrance and the beauty, Sophie sat down on the painted wooden chaise by the garden house and swatted away a bee that wanted a taste of her orange tea. “Hullo, Dash,” she said, and the black cat curled up on the sun-warmed flags roused himself to twitch an ear at her. The lightest of breezes shook down a cloud of loose florets from the acacia bush; they landed on Dash’s neck, startling white against glossy black, but he didn’t even notice. “Should’ve named you Dashless,” she told him, lying back on the chaise and closing her eyes. “Dashfree. Undash.”

			Mine problems closed in on her as soon as she allowed her thoughts to drift. Copper prices had dropped again at Thursday’s ticketing, as they had been doing for months. Overspeculation and the war in the Crimea had put an end to the days, five years ago or so, of fabulous profits. Guelder was a small mine compared to the Devon or Fowey Consols, and one of the few in the county owned wholly by an individual, without shareholders. Well, except for Lord Moreton, who had made a modest investment when she’d needed cash badly. The handwriting was on the wall, though; Sophie didn’t need Uncle Eustace telling her it was time to advertise for adventurers—moneyed speculators. Since his alternative was unthinkable—that she sell Guelder to him and take up the infinitely more feminine pursuit of husband-hunting—she was going to have to come up with a workable plan for a stock offer soon. How much should a share cost and how many should she sell? She had two lawyers, and each was telling her something different.

			Eyes closed, she put her glass down on the flagstones and folded her arms across her middle. The worst would be having to give up her independence, her sovereignty, she thought, yawning. She’d have to answer to others. Guelder had been her father’s mine, nobody else’s. He’d never sold pieces of it to strangers. Even in the leanest times, he’d held on one way or another, by abandoning risky pitches or laying off miners until the copper standard rose and prices improved. Dickon Penney, her mine agent, was forever telling her to sell off shares; but he wasn’t the one who would have to deal with the consequences, was he? Meetings every month at the coinage in Tavistock. Relinquishing shares and declaring dividends . . . a quarterly settling of the mine’s accounts, maybe even bimonthly . . .

			She heard footsteps on the stone terrace and sat up, amazed to realize she’d been dozing, actually sleeping in her chair. Maris would be pleased. She turned around to tell her—and saw her uncle coming across the terrace, taking the two steps to the grass in one bound. A few months ago he’d hurt his knee in a riding accident, and he still carried a gold-handled cane; but since his knee was healed, it was only an affectation now. He thought the cane made him look more mayoral. Sophie stood up, brushing white petals from her skirts, and smiled a greeting.

			He didn’t smile back. “You’ve forgotten, haven’t you?”

			“Forgotten what?”

			His sleek, handsome face was so severe, it looked carved out of marble. He was one of the local magistrates, and she’d seen him make prisoners tremble in the dock with that face. “Dinner,” he said shortly. “Tonight. Robert Croddy is coming.”

			“Oh, bother. You’re right, I did forget. I’m sorry.” There went her quiet evening alone. She hoped Uncle Eustace was interpreting the disappointment she couldn’t hide as regret that now she’d be late to his dinner party.

			He stood with his legs spread, holding the cane in both hands behind his back, exactly like a London bobby. “I’m not surprised; I thought you might. It’s why I stopped here before going home.” Salem mine was a few miles north on the Tavistock toll road; Uncle Eustace lived in Wyckerley—as befitted the mayor—and Sophie’s house was on his way home.

			“I don’t know how it could’ve slipped my mind. I—I’ve been looking forward to it all week.” She thought his shrewd eyes looked skeptical. “You go along. Tell Honoria I’ll be there in one hour.”

			“Ha. Three is more like it.”

			“No,” she said with a smile, “you’re mixing me up with your daughter.” Honoria could easily take three hours to dress for a simple family dinner. “An hour, I promise, and I’ll have Thomas drive me in the carriage.” This was a concession: she’d much prefer to drive herself in the gig, but Eustace hated it when she went “haring about” alone, especially after dark.

			He nodded grudgingly. “But you’ll still need longer than an hour. Robert Croddy is coming.”

			“Yes, you mentioned that.” She sent him a humorous look, but he wouldn’t smile back. Slipping her arm through his, she began to walk with him around the path to the front of the house, where he’d tied his big bay horse. “Why don’t you try to marry Honoria off to Robert instead of me?” she teased.

			She felt him stiffen. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

			“Well, you might have better luck. Or doesn’t she think he’s rich enough?” He wouldn’t respond, but she thought that was very likely it. Robert had an interest in Uncle Eustace’s mine; he was eligible and unattached, fairly sophisticated—being from Devonport, a metropolis compared to Wyckerley—and comfortably off, a successful brewer’s son. But that was probably his fatal flaw for Honoria: she couldn’t see herself married to the son of a beer maker.

			There was nothing really wrong with Robert Croddy; when her uncle threw them together, Sophie always found his company agreeable enough. But Eustace wanted her to marry Robert, and that was an entirely different thing. Sophie didn’t want to marry anyone, not for a long, long time. Her life was much too interesting just now to throw away for the dubious reward of a husband.

			“Try to arrive by eight,” Uncle Eustace said sternly as he untied his horse.

			“I will.” She gave his hard cheek a kiss, and he finally eked out a smile for her. She had a thought. “Are you still looking for a mine agent to take William Ball’s place?”

			“I am,” he answered, seating himself on his horse, drawing on his riding gloves.

			“So you haven’t hired anyone yet?”

			“Not yet. Why?”

			“Nothing, I only wondered. I saw someone in the village today, a stranger. I thought he might be your new man.”

			“No, couldn’t be. I’ve not even advertised for the post yet.”

			“Oh.” She backed up so he could turn his horse.

			“Eight o’clock,” he reminded her, settling his hat on his head. It was a tall, citified hat; he’d bought it last year in Exeter, and he was inordinately fond of it. She always thought it looked out of place in the country, especially when he wore it on horseback.

			“Eight,” she echoed. “I’m really looking forward to it.”

			Her shoulders dropped once he was out of sight. Dejected, she went inside to change. So she could go out again.

		

	
		
			III

			On Monday morning Connor walked the mile and a half from Wyckerley to Guelder mine and applied for work. A man named Andrewson, the captain-at-grass, asked him a few questions—where he’d worked last, whether he wanted tribute or tutwork—and told him to wait in the countinghouse until Miss Deene came. Connor sat in the mine office’s tiny anteroom for twenty minutes, staring at ore samples on shelves against the wall, staring at the closed door to the inner office, drumming his fingers, thinking Miss Deene didn’t put herself out much getting to work on time. After five minutes more, he got up and walked outside.

			Guelder looked typical of the majority of small mines he’d observed lately, no worse than most, better than a few. It was situated on a denuded upland, the ground barren all around, with grass sprouting through mud and rumble and a half century of mineral waste brought up from the bowels of the earth and left where it lay. The entrance was small and undramatic, just a ladder sticking up from a hole in the middle of the attle-strewn clearing, covered with an open trapdoor and a makeshift roof to keep the rain out. Twin chimney stacks towered over the engine house, from which the sound of the machines pumping out water from fathoms below was low, monotonous, and never-ending. Chains, pulleys, bell cranks, and winding machines littered the ground, and stacks of timber and enormous coils of rope on wooden platforms. The dressing area was partially under-roof, and from here he could see the children and “bal girls”—women, most of them miners’ wives—cleaning and dressing the ores. The first core began at eight o’clock, so there were no miners about now, only grass workers and machinery men, and the drivers of mule-drawn carts full of rock and metal and the crude implements used to unearth them.

			Over the crest of the hill that wound down to the toll road, a different sort of vehicle came into view, a jaunty, yellow-wheeled cart pulled by a pretty gray pony. A bright red feather waved from the driver’s dashing straw hat. Watching the cart draw near, Connor leaned back against the mine office’s clapboard side and jammed his hands in his pockets, trying not to be seduced by the beguiling frivolity of the sight, the charming unlikeliness of it in such homely surroundings. But it wasn’t easy. He’d been thinking about Miss Sophie Deene for a day and a half. This morning he thought he’d finally banished the last outlaw impression of her as an attractive woman rather than as the owner of one of the copper mines he’d committed himself to investigate. Now here she was, handing the pony cart’s reins to Andrewson and jumping gracefully down to the ground in the muddy mine yard, and it was impossible to think anything at all except that she was beautiful.

			She didn’t wear white today, but she was just as fresh and fetching in a stylish tartan skirt, green blouse, and red kid boots. Connor tried to feel sullen, tried to sneer mentally at the impracticality of those little boots, the silly feather in the girlish, oversize hat. But no luck again; one look around at the men nodding or lifting their caps to her in the yard told him he was exactly the same as all of them: bewitched.

			Andrewson was saying something to her, gesturing in Connor’s direction. She threw him a brief glance and went back to her conversation. Hadn’t she recognized him? Pushing away from the shadowed wall of the countinghouse, he moved toward her.

			The wide brim of her hat hid him until he was nearly beside her. When she looked up, she started slightly, and then her lovely face lit up in a smile only a blind man wouldn’t know was glad. “Why, it’s Mr. Pendarvis,” she said wonderingly, while pretty pink color stole into her cheeks. It tantalized him to see that she was flustered. He almost offered her his hand before he remembered himself. He pulled off his own hat, a heavy felt miner’s helmet, and said, “Good morning.” It was hard not to smile back, hard to bear in mind that everything had changed since the afternoon he’d untangled her hair from Birdie’s button. They weren’t enemies—not yet—but they would certainly be adversaries, she unwittingly, and so he’d damn well better keep his head.

			Andrewson scratched his chin, puzzled. “Didn’t know you knew him,” he said to his employer. “He never said.” She looked at the grass captain in perplexity. “This is the one I just told you about, Miss Deene. He’s here wanting work in the mine.”

			She turned her head on her long neck by slow, subtly incredulous degrees. The pleased smile faltered, lost its charming self-consciousness. If disillusionment had a color, it was the shade of slate-blue her eyes turned behind her thick lashes, like a cloud-shadow moving across a clear, deep pool. “Mr. Pendarvis, you . . . you’re a miner?”

			Connor felt hot blood rush to his cheeks, at the same time he became exquisitely aware of his loose-fitting pants and dirty gray smock frock, his heavy, mud-caked boots, his graceless hat. There was no mistaking her tone or her look, and her disappointment was as sharp and clear as a slap in the face. “Yes, I’m a miner,” he said through his teeth. With enough disbelief in his voice to insult, he said, “Don’t tell me you’re the owner of Guelder mine.”

			It was her turn to blush. Her posture, already finishing-school perfect, stiffened, and she grew an inch. Her chin went up; she had to reach for the brim of her hat to keep it on. “Yes, I am,” she said, and it was a shock to hear chilliness in the warm, melodic voice that had been haunting him since Saturday. “Would working for a woman pose a problem for you, Mr. Pendarvis?”

			“Not necessarily, Miss Deene.” He let his eyes travel down her elegant body and slowly, deliberately, back to her face. “I expect it depends on the woman.” Tension held their gazes, stretching, pulling tighter—until Andrewson cleared his throat and muttered, “Well, now.”

			Then they both looked away, and Connor told himself to calm down. What the hell did he care what Miss Sophie Deene thought of him? She was pretty; once they’d flirted with each other. That was all. He’d better relax, because interests much more vital than his almighty dignity were at stake. But pride, Connor had been told a hundred times, was his biggest weakness, and she’d made the mistake of wounding it. When that happened, his most natural defense was aggression.

			At least he’d made her angry, too—a childish but satisfying consolation. “Will you come into my office, please?” she said, regal as a queen, and his only regret was that she turned and sailed away before she could see his carefully careless smile.

			Her cramped office was dominated by an enormous battered oak desk piled high with papers, books, and little bags of copper ore assays. Shelves on every wall bulged with more papers and files, books, maps, boxes, and sacks. There was no rug on the plank floor, no curtain at the one dusty window; the only feminine touch he could see was a jar of wilting wildflowers on a small table, under a pen-and-ink drawing of a white-haired man with a mustache. The late Mr. Deene?

			She took her hat off and hung it on a hook on the back of the door, then went behind the desk and sat down in a huge, squeaky leather armchair on wheels. She looked so dwarfed and out of place in her aggressively masculine surroundings, Connor grinned at her. Up came the chin. She folded her hands on the desktop and stared at him down the short length of her perfect nose. “Have a seat,” she offered with studied politeness, and even though it was more of a command than an invitation, he sat down in the room’s only other chair, a shabby ladder-back with an uneven leg, directly in front of her desk. “So you would like a job. Is it tribute or tutwork you’re seeking, Mr. Pendarvis?”

			“Which are you offering, Miss Deene?”

			“Neither, until I’m satisfied with your qualifications. What experience do you have?”

			“I’ve told all of this to the captain.”

			Her nostrils flared ever so slightly. “Well, now you can tell it to me.”

			He had to stop baiting her; Christ, he wanted a job. He dropped an ankle over one knee and folded his arms, sliding down a little in the chair. “I worked for the Fowey Consols at Lanescot for seven years, four years at Wheal Lady in Redruth, and at Carn Barra for another four.”

			He could see her adding it up. “You’ve been a copper miner for fifteen years?” She kept the dismay out of her voice this time, but he thought he could still see it in her eyes.

			“Copper or tin; I’ve worked both since I was twelve. Oh, and lead once at Portreath, back in ‘fifty-three. Forgot to mention that.” Although this was Jack’s history, not his, he found it surprisingly easy to lie to Miss Sophie Deene. It felt like evening the score.

			“When did you leave Carn Barra?”

			“Six months ago.”

			“And since then?”

			“I’ve not worked at all.”

			This was the tricky part, since he didn’t look like a sick man. Staring her straight in the eye, he said steadily, “I left because of ill health.”

			Her guarded look lifted. “I’m sorry.” She said it as if she meant it. “Do you mind if I ask the nature of your illness? Only because—”

			“It was my lungs, an infectious fever. The doctors thought it might turn consumptive, and told me not to work underground for half a year.”

			Compassion softened the corners of her mouth; just for a moment he saw again the sweet-faced girl on the village green. “I’m sorry,” she repeated.

			“No need to be. As you can see, I’m fine now. Fit and able-bodied, Miss Deene, and ready to work.”

			He was, but Jack wasn’t. Jack’s lung fever was indeed tubercular, and the last doctor had said he’d kill himself if he went down in a mine again. Even with that, his chances of reaching middle age were barely even. It was a cruel and bitter sentence, but Jack had come to terms with it. It was Connor who couldn’t.

			“As is happens,” Sophie said carefully, “there’s to be a setting next week for pitwork in a new excavation. I’m aware that one of the gangs could use an extra man. That is, if tribute work interests you, Mr. Pendarvis.”

			A setting was an auction, when miners bid for the pitches they wanted to work, and instead of a wage they earned a percentage of the value of the ore they dug. It was a subterranean lottery, riskier than tutwork—which was merely driving shafts and sinking levels, clearing the way for the tributers—but sometimes it could be much more lucrative. A man could strike a lucky pitch and do pretty well for himself. Or he could lose his shirt. Usually he just eked out a living, and a hard one at that.

			But it was nice of her to offer. Connor hadn’t expected it. But ore extraction was a complicated skill requiring years of experience—experience like Jack’s—and Connor’s entire underground experience consisted of four months of tutwork in all of two Cornish copper mines. If he tried to bluff, he’d likely be found out for the novice he was in about two days.

			“I appreciate it,” he said truthfully. “But I haven’t the money to lay out for my share of the grinding and dressing.”

			“The mine could lend it to you in advance of your earnings.”

			He smiled thinly. He was familiar with that ruse. “At what percent, Miss Deene?”

			She narrowed her eyes at him. “At zero percent, Mr. Pendarvis. It’s a free loan with a three-month term, payable in full.”

			Unusual. Most owners were only too glad to advance capital to miners in need, at prodigious rates that kept them beholden to the company indefinitely.

			“Thanks,” he said, “but I’ll stick with tutwork. It’s what I do best.” Slow, plodding, molelike labor; it took some skill, a lot of sweat, and no imagination. He loathed it. As she watched him speculatively, he found himself almost wishing she didn’t believe him—that she was thinking he didn’t look like a man who would cheerfully spend his whole life burrowing holes in the ground so people like her could grow rich on his sweat and blood.

			“Very well,” she said slowly. “Tutwork, then. What tools do you have?”

			“Pick, shovel, wedges.”

			“Blasting tools?”

			“Sledge, borer, claying box. Cartridges and fuses.”

			“Can you buy your candles?”

			“I’d need a subsist,” he lied. “Two pounds would see me through until payday.” Candles were a miner’s biggest expense, running to roughly a tenth of his earnings.

			She nodded. “One of my tutmen lost his partner and has been working alone for the past two weeks. I should think you could team up with him. I pay five pounds for a fathom, and I pay my men every—”

			“Five? I’ve never worked for that. I earned six guineas at Carn Barra.”

			Then you should’ve stayed there, she wanted to say, he could tell by her eyes; it was fascinating to watch her trying to hold on to her temper. She sat back in the squeaky chair, deliberately relaxing her stiff fingers over the leather-covered arms. “Carn Barra is four times the size of Guelder, Mr. Pendarvis. It’s owned by a consortium. Until a year and a half ago, it brought up ore that sold at the coinage for three, sometimes four times the price of my copper. If I could pay my men more, I would, but as it is . . .” She trailed off, giving her head a little shake, as if thinking, Why am I telling him this?

			She stood. “Five pounds per fathom, that’s my wage, and if I hire you, you’ll have to subscribe to a list of mine regulations. Once you sign, there’s a twenty-shilling penalty for nonfulfillment of your contract. I don’t know what the practice is at Carn Barra, but here—”

			“Carn Barra has contracts,” he said pacifically, getting up, too. “With penalty clauses. Only it’s thirty shillings for nonfulfillment, not twenty.” Jack had coached him well.

			Slightly mollified, she went to a bookcase beside the window and took a sheet of paper out of a box on one of the shelves. Using the window ledge for a table, she bent over the paper and began to scribble on it with a fountain pen. Connor went closer, watching dusty sun shafts light up the copper strands in her blond hair. Her fragrance was roses again, subtle as a whisper, barely there. He liked her flounced skirt; it had a bustle in back, a silly little bulge, charmingly useless. Her green blouse had long, loose sleeves, and she kept pushing the right one up so she wouldn’t get ink on it. He noticed the tiny hairs on her forearm were golden, like the hair on her head. He wanted to see if his hands could fit around her trim little waist.

			She straightened, turned—and started; she hadn’t known he was so near. She held the piece of paper up to her bosom, like a shield. “I’ve decided to employ you,” she said briskly, “on a conditional basis. If you agree to the terms of the labor contract, you can start immediately.”

			“Conditional? Based on what?”

			“Based on what your last employer has to say about your work.” She tapped the form against her chest with one fingernail, but when he followed the gesture with his eyes, she dropped her hand to her side. “You’ve no objection to my writing to the mine captain at Carn Barra, have you?”

			“Why? Don’t you believe me?” Neither of his last two short-term employers had bothered to check his—Jack’s—references.

			“It’s not a question of believing you.”

			“Isn’t it?” She was singling him out, he was sure of it. She’d hire any man who looked able-bodied, who would sign her labor contract and take five pounds for every backbreaking fathom he dug for her. He went a step closer, and although she didn’t give ground, everything about her seemed to shrink from him. Two days ago she’d twinkled her eyes at him, smiled up into his face like an angel. Today she acted as if his miner’s garb had a bad smell. “Isn’t it?” he repeated, moving even closer, closer than was allowed, not only by courtesy but by everything she believed ought to keep them apart, the wide, gaping social void she was sure separated them. “Are ee sartin it isn’t only that ee wants t’ put me in my place, Miss Sophie?” he asked softly, nastily.

			During the endless minute they glared at each other, he had time to notice that the top of her head came up to the bridge of his nose, and that the clear blue of her irises turned smoke gray when she was angry. And that he could make her blush by looking at her mouth.

			“It’s customary,” she said, enunciating carefully, never taking her eyes from his.

			He could imagine them standing by the sunny window all morning, each waiting for the other to back down. He lifted his hand toward her. She didn’t move, but her face froze—until he pinched between his thumb and forefinger the paper she was still holding to her breast. He took it from her, then held out his other hand. Another second crawled by. She laid the fountain pen on his flat palm, taking pains not to touch him.

			She’d made notations on the form, filling in his name and the date, the wage she was offering, the term of their agreement—two months. He used the windowsill, as she had; without reading the fine print, he signed the contract at the bottom: John Lawrence Pendarvis.

			“I want a copy,” he said as he handed it back.

			She nodded coolly. “Stop in after the first core, and I’ll see that it’s waiting for you.”

			“Thanks.”

			She was glad to put some distance between them, but she made a point of not hurrying back behind her desk. She found a key inside the little netted purse she’d earlier thrown on the desktop, and used it to open the kneehole drawer. From it she took another key, and used that one to unlock a large steel safe behind her chair. Distracted again by the bustle, Connor didn’t notice what she was rummaging around in the safe for until she turned and held out two
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