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      Castle Keyvnor in deepest Cornwall was the perfect place to avoid being seen. The many nooks and crannies, spiral staircases, crenellated walls, and forbidding fortifications meant it was also a marvelous place for a game of hide and seek. Unfortunately, due to the somber nature of the gathering to sort out the Earl of Banfield’s successor, such a frivolous pastime would have to wait.

      Violet DeLisle shivered, and wrapped her shawl more closely around her shoulders. Current fashion that required high-waisted, bosom-exposing gowns left all ladies prone to catching a chill. She was sitting in the drawing room with her stepmother, half-sister, and various members of the Banfield clan. There was a fire in the huge fireplace, but the heat barely penetrated the soaring stone walls covered with tapestries.

      As usual, the women were waiting on the men of the family to make all the noteworthy decisions about the future of the unentailed parts of the Banfield estate. The gentlemen were currently attending a meeting with the family solicitor, Mr. Hunt. Her father’s interest in the matter was fairly peripheral, as the deceased dowager countess, Evelyn DeLisle was his aunt. Violet had no doubt that he would make his voice heard. He certainly liked the sound of it enough.

      Violet focused on her darning. She needed her woolen stockings more than she had anticipated in the draughty hallways, where the wind echoed with a keening sound that set her nerves jangling. And she was never one to fly into alt. She left that to her beautiful, fragile half-sister.

      A delicate sigh brought her attention from her work to the half-sister in question.

      “This is so dull, Violet. Why did Papa make us leave home for this? He could have come alone.”

      “We were expected to attend, Letty. And you must remember that you look very dashing in black.”

      “That is true… and I do have my new hat to show off.” Letty sat up, her blonde curls bobbing. “Mama said the Suttons might be coming. Their father is distantly related to the Hambly family. Have you heard from them?”

      “Me?” Violet tried to look uninterested.

      “You still write to Kitty, don’t you?”

      “Yes, I do.” Violet wrinkled her brow as if searching for the answer; she had already underlined the date in her diary in red ink, and mayhap adorned it with a flowery heart or two. “I think they might be arriving today, but I cannot be certain.”

      “All of them?” Letty clasped her hands to her bosom. “Dear Charles, too?”

      “Possibly.” She’d forgotten that Letty had met all three of the Sutton brothers in London during her first Season. “Charles? Don’t you mean Edwin? He is the oldest son.”

      “And the eldest son inherits everything. I am well aware of that, Violet, and I know my duty to my family.” Letty smoothed her skirts. “But Charlie is so amusing.”

      Violet almost stabbed her finger with her needle. Charlie? That was her special name for him! When had Letty decided she had the right to use it?

      The door to the morning room opened and the butler came in, bringing a fresh tray of tea. A footman with another tray containing glass decanters followed behind him.

      All the ladies sat forward expectantly as the hum of male voices drew closer and then overflowed into the room. Violet saw her father, and then the far more friendly face of her stepmother’s second cousin, Edwin. He made his way to her side.

      “Miss DeLisle. Violet, how very good it is to see you again. I missed you in Town this year.”

      He bowed over her hand and brought her fingers to his lips. His hair was brown, as were his eyes, and he was dressed with the neatness and propriety of a country squire. He had a quiet manner about him, which was very different to his far more handsome and high-spirited brother.

      “It is very nice to see you, Edwin. Is Kitty with you?”

      “I am sorry to say that she was unable to accompany us, being laid up in bed with a bout of, what I suspect, was imaginary influenza. She said to send you her love, and that you are very welcome to come and visit us in the spring.” He smiled. “In truth, we all enjoy your visits, so do come.”

      “I will certainly consider it if my stepmother permits,” Violet answered. The thing was, she could never accurately predict her stepmother’s desires. They seemed to swing wildly to and fro like a weathervane in a storm. “I always enjoy Kitty’s company.”

      After her father had met and married Mary Sutton, his second wife, straight out of the schoolroom, Violet had spent her summers at the Suttons’ country house with a variety of her stepmother’s extended family. She had practically grown up with Kitty, and regularly met her brothers when they returned from school. For the past two years, her stepmother had been focused solely on Letty’s upcoming debut, and had remained in London or at the DeLisle country estate. She’d loudly declared that Violet’s chances of catching a husband were exceedingly remote, and that she was tired of chaperoning a lost cause.

      In truth, compared to the agonies of enduring yet another Season under her stepmother’s disapproving and critical eye, staying at home in the company of her younger half siblings was a pleasure. Her oldest half-sister, Letty was eighteen now, and Mary, her stepmother, was six and thirty—only ten years older than Violet.

      “I didn’t realize your father was related by marriage to the Earl of Banfield,” Edwin remarked.

      Violet lowered her voice. “It is not a connection he tends to advertise, seeing as his aunt, the Countess of Banfield, became rather peculiar after the death of her only son and had to be locked away.”

      “Ah, yes. I’d forgotten about that.”

      “My father is all too conscious of it because his own sister, my cousin Claire’s mother, was committed to Bedlam. He’s always been terrified that one of us will exhibit the same traits, and was distraught when my mother provided him with three daughters and no heir.” Violet sighed. “When he heard there was some discussion about the next Banfield heir, and the distribution of the unentailed estate, he suddenly became very interested in attending the reading of the will.”

      “An astute man.” Edwin glanced around the crowded room. “It seems that everyone wants a piece of this particular pie. My family is also related to the Banfield clan, which is why my father is here. I’m not sure why he had to drag us along with him, though.”

      “That’s exactly what Letty said to me earlier.”

      Violet peered around Edwin and discovered Charlie chatting away to Letty and one of the Priske family. He looked nothing like his older brother, having black hair, blue eyes, and the dashing manners of a pirate. He had been an engaging scamp as a child, and hadn’t changed much. She knew from Kitty’s letters that he drove his older brother and father to despair with his inability to settle down or find some meaningful occupation.

      “As you can see, Charlie is in fine fettle for a man attending such a formal occasion,” Edwin remarked.

      Violet jumped and felt herself blush. “I do apologize. It was very rude of me to gawk at your brother while I was speaking with you.”

      His smile was wry. “It’s all right; I’m used to it. Charlie draws everyone to him like a moth to the flame.”

      He never sounded at all bitter, rather resigned and full of admiration for his charming brother.

      “I know how that feels,” she confessed. “Letty has the same effect on men.”

      “Indeed. She is rather beautiful.” He looked wistfully at her half-sister.

      “Are you one of her court?” Violet asked lightly. To her surprise, the idea of him at Letty’s feet somehow disappointed her.

      “She has no idea that I exist. I’m far too old for her,” Edwin chuckled. “I’d be surprised if she can remember my name.”

      “You are only two and thirty, and you are the heir to a viscount. Trust me. In their quest for a suitable husband, Letty and my stepmother have made a study of every unmarried peer of the realm—and their heirs. They have even written detailed lists.”

      “With a face like that, she could marry as high as she wishes.”

      “And she has an excellent dowry,” Violet added. “As you know, my stepmother brought considerable wealth into our family.”

      She hoped no one around them could hear their frank discussion. Over the years they’d gotten into the habit of treating each other as best friends rather than distant relatives. She hadn’t realized that he’d developed a tendre for her half-sister… Charlie was grinning away at Letty, who had raised her perfect chin to look deeply into his eyes.

      “Do you want to go and speak to him?” Edwin asked.

      “To Charlie?” Violet remembered her manners. “Not at all. I’d much rather talk to you.”
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      Edwin doubted that, but he was accustomed to being used as a means to secure an introduction to his brother. He had hoped that Violet’s childhood infatuation for Charlie might perhaps have dimmed by now—seeing as she’d watched him charm his way through several London Seasons, leaving a trail of devastated femininity in his wake. But she still seemed enamored, which left him in a somewhat difficult position.

      “Is everything settled about the estate and the will now?” Violet asked.

      “You jest. That was just the preliminary skirmish as all the gentlemen present took stock of one another and jostled for position.”

      “I’ll wager my father was busy, then.”

      He placed her hand on his sleeve and they promenaded around the large room.

      “He… had some opinions, and was quite willing to express them.”

      “You should go into the diplomatic service, Edwin. You would be such an asset.”

      He sighed. “I’d quite like to be allowed to do something. I hate sitting around, waiting for my father to die.”

      “Especially when he is hale and hearty and might live to a hundred.”

      “And I care very deeply for him. What am I supposed to do?”

      “Learn about the estate?”

      “I spend a considerable amount of my time attending to the various holdings. It is very interesting but, as my father has the final say on all matters, I am only allowed to offer an opinion.” He blew out a frustrated breath. “I’m thinking of running for Parliament.”

      “That is an admirable idea. You would do splendidly!”

      “Thank you.” His smile was wry. “Although I don’t think my father would approve of my choice of party, he would still support my candidacy.”

      She patted his sleeve. “Perhaps if you became a Member of Parliament, you could manage one of the minor properties in the constituency you represent. Then you would have a home and a purpose.”

      “Something far away…” Edwin mused, and then paused to look down at her. “What an excellent notion!”

      She blushed, her porcelain skin touched with color.

      “When the young Dawn with fingertips of rose lit up the world,” he murmured.

      She blinked at him. “I beg your pardon?”

      “From Homer’s Odyssey,” he hastened to explain. “Merely a classical observation.”

      “As opposed to a silly compliment. You are terribly sweet to me.”

      Sweet… Edwin found an answering smile somewhere. He didn’t want to be sweet. He wanted to be tall, and dashing, and handsome like Charlie. He wanted Violet to look at him as if he was the only man in the world. But she loved his brother. Of course she did. Charlie was infinitely lovable.

      The Earl of Banfield entered the room, surrounded by his family. At least two of his daughters spotted Edwin and started purposefully toward him. Luckily, just at that moment, the butler appeared and announced dinner. Seeing as Violet was still beside him, he ignored the approaching horde, defied protocol, and smiled down at her.

      “Shall we go in to dinner together? We haven’t had the opportunity to discuss Lord Byron’s latest epic poem yet.”
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