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      The Trengrouse Ball…one magic night in a Cornish summer. Music, dancing, flirting and laughter. And deception, abduction, love and loss. New attractions, new hopes, and old flames rekindled. For some, a culmination. For others, a new beginning.

      The Trengrouse Ball series follows the lives and loves of the Trengrouse family: eight grown children of the Earl of Trengrouse, each of whom is searching for the life they need; each battling their own fears but hoping for happy ever after.

      After the Trengrouse Ball, their lives will never be the same again…
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          AUGUST 1815

        

      

    

    
      He was coming. Beatrice smoothed her skirt down and pushed a hairpin more firmly into place. A deep breath, and she moved to the gate.

      Captain Trengrouse surged up the road from the cove, thumping his wooden crutches into the ground at each step, his buff jacket straining over his arms. His left breeches leg flapped below his knee at each step. She should really offer to sew it up for him; the pin he used to secure it came out so often, and she knew he hated that.

      Perhaps he felt it drew more attention to his missing leg.

      How could she phrase this? She had planned the conversation over and over, but still, there were no words which felt anywhere near acceptable.

      He neared the gate, and she pulled it open. His face was flushed from the climb up the road; his black hair still wet from his daily swim. So handsome. She tried not to notice, but he was impossible to ignore. She had even had a most improper dream about him.

      “Thank you.” He swung in and began to head for the house. She had to say something now.

      “Captain.”

      He turned back, attentive good manners on show.

      “Lady Beatrice? I’m at your service.”

      “If you’d come and sit with me a moment?”

      “Of course.”

      They went to sit in the bower – a wooden seat under an arch of roses at the side of the yard. The heavy scent enveloped them. It was a romantic spot, and she wished fervently that they were there for romance instead of-

      “Captain.” Another deep breath. “When your mother suggested that you come to stay with us, naturally we were delighted…” At least her mother had been delighted. She had been… wary.

      “It was very kind of your mother to invite me.” Oh, that voice. So smooth and deep, like chocolate. Breathe, Beatrice.

      “Yes.” She met his eyes, knowing that her own showed her worry. For the first time, because a lady never revealed any concern in public. “Captain, we simply can’t afford you.”

      He blinked and sat back. “I don’t-”

      “My mother is on a very small jointure. My inheritance from my grandmother is also small. We live…simply.”

      Frowning, he pushed his crutches to the side as if to concentrate better. “Your mother is the Dowager Countess of Mannering!”

      “Yes.” Beatrice bent her head, feeling the embarrassed blush rising on her cheeks. How mortifying this was. “My mother’s dowage is based on her dowry, which was…small.” Her parents had married for love; wonderful, except where finances were concerned.

      “Your father must have made provision.”

      She shook her head.

      “My father knew that my brother would take care of Mama.” And so he would have. Just as he would have provided her with a decent dowry. But the carriage accident had taken both father and brother in one fell swoop.

      “But the current Earl…”

      “The current Earl is my father’s cousin. He had no finances of his own, and he has five daughters.” The mealy-mouthed, tight-fisted old, old bastard. He had virtually thrown them out. If Mama’s godmother hadn’t left her this house, they would be homeless.

      Captain Trengrouse drew in a deep breath and sat right back. “So I am a drain on your resources.”

      Her mother insisted that a man recovering from an almost-deadly wound needed meat. Every day. Before he had come, they had existed on fish from local fishermen and home-grown vegetables. And even then, they’d barely got by.

      “I’m sorry-”

      Holding up a hand, he half-laughed. There was a bitter note to it. “There is a simple solution, Lady Beatrice. I shall pay for my lodgings.”

      It was like being slapped. She reared back in affront. How dare he! Offer her money as though she were a common innkeeper!

      Perhaps he saw that in her face. He leaned forwards, speaking earnestly. “I meant no offense, my lady. But…” His hand touched his left knee. “I’ve improved so much since being here. My doctor was right – sea bathing is a good cure for my…for me.”

      Now it was his turn to colour with embarrassment. Mortifying for him, too, to have to admit his weakness. The poor man. If it was doing him good to live quietly with them here in Semper House, to bathe every morning in the sea, to sit each night and read in their parlour while her mother embroidered and she played her pianoforte…

      She sighed. “Very well, Captain. But I have no idea what I should ask of you.”

      He grinned. The sudden change in his face was startling. She’d never seen any sign of humour before; he had been uniformly grim and dour. It transformed him. She couldn’t resist smiling in return, and her heart beat faster. Ridiculous.

      “When I stayed at the Golden Hind in Portsmouth, it cost me eight pounds a week, and the food is definitely better here. Not to mention the company. Ten, perhaps?”

      Ten pounds! There had been a time in her life when ten pounds meant nothing. A new fan. An embroidered petticoat. Now it meant so much. Be calm. Act like a lady.

      “Thank you, Captain. Perhaps…” Could she bear him handing money over to her? She felt sick at the thought. “Perhaps you could give that to Mrs Marrak.”

      His grin shifted into an understanding smile. “Of course. Thank you.” Hesitating, he cleared his throat. “It means a great deal to me, Lady Beatrice. I’m genuinely in your debt.”

      Concentrate on that. Do not, at any point, consider that you’re now in Trade.

      “And perhaps we don’t need to mention this to my mother…? Or to yours?”

      He actually had the gall to laugh! And then waved his hand. “Don’t worry, Lady Beatrice. I’d never tell either of them!”

      Her mother and the Countess of St Aubin were peas in a pod, and had been friends since girlhood.

      “Including not telling your mother our…circumstances.”

      He looked surprised. She had been, too, when she’d found out that her mother hadn’t revealed their situation to her oldest friend.

      “I couldn’t bear that people knew!” Tears had flowed down her mother’s face, a thing she’d only ever seen once before, when their beloveds had died. “I couldn’t bear it, Beatrice!” So she had promised not to tell anyone of their acquaintance. She hoped telling the captain didn’t break that promise.

      “Certainly.” The captain’s voice was soft, and understanding.

      “Well then.” Beatrice rose to her feet, trying to stiffen knees which were shaky with relief. “We can go on as before.”

      He hoisted himself upright, using one crutch for balance. “Yes,” he said, an odd dry note in his voice. “Just as before.”
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      That poor girl!

      He hadn’t had any idea things were so bad. Petroc stumped up the stairs, his crutches in his right hand. He gripped the handrail firmly with his left and hoisted himself up, using the railing as a crutch. It was laborious, but safer than trying to go up using the crutches themselves, as he’d discovered soon after his return to England, when he’d tumbled down a staircase at the inn.

      Fortunately, everyone had assumed he was drunk.

      He wished he had been, but on doctor’s orders he’d had no more than a glassful of wine with dinner. And not even that since he’d come to Swain Cove, since the ladies didn’t drink wine with their meals.

      Of course! He’d thought they were on some reducing diet, but the truth was they couldn’t afford wine. And yet the dowager had offered him some damn fine brandy on his first night.

      It was Cornwall. Smugglers galore. Grinning to himself, he made it to the top of the stairs and headed for his room. He collapsed into the chair and stared at the strangely naked bed. Where had the eiderdown gone?

      Some household matter, probably. Perhaps they were airing it. It was a lovely day. He’d enjoyed his swim, rather than endured it as he had the first few weeks.

      Lord, he’d been eating the family out of house and home for three weeks now! He’d better hand
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