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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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      JULY, 1815

      Charles Goddard, Earl of Westholm, ran up the steps at Whitehall and made his way to Lord Castlereagh’s office.

      It was guarded, as always, by his secretary: a sharp-faced middle-aged man named Boniface, who was better than a troop of dragoons at keeping unwanted visitors away from the Foreign Secretary.

      Boniface nodded and waved Charles through; a rare honour, and significant. Castlereagh must be anxious about this latest dispatch. Scovell, his lordship’s top codebreaker, was still in Belgium, so this message must have come through their agents somewhere else. Thus the need for Charles and his ‘ciphering genius friend’.

      Castlereagh was, as always, going through papers at his desk, dressed impeccably despite the heat and the smell rising from the Thames. July in London was unpleasant, even in the seat of power.

      He rose to shake Charles’ hand. His lordship was a harsh man to those he considered beneath him, especially the working class, but Charles, being a peer himself, was always accorded correct etiquette, despite being impoverished enough to need an actual job in government. Charles wasn’t quite cynical enough to think that was only because he had a vote in the House of Lords, and was thus useful to the government in getting bills passed.

      “We have a new intercepted message,” Castlereagh said, “and my lot can’t make head nor tale of it. I think it’s in Russian. But it was intercepted here, in London.”

      “Did it come via the Russians?”

      “No. Via a new courier, an importer of lace. You know, the market for French lace has ballooned since peace was declared.”

      Yes indeed. Imports of French lace and brandy and other items had been illegal for more than a decade, since Britain and France had last been at peace. The ton still wore French lace, of course, bought from smugglers or at astronomical prices from Swiss middlemen.

      “Why think it’s Russian, then?”

      “They’ve been up to something. Stalling the peace negotiations. Could be the French, of course. They’re agitating about the occupation, threatening resumption of hostilities. I’m leaving on Friday for Paris to push the treaty along, and I want to know what’s in that dispatch by then.”

      Since Waterloo and Napoleon’s arrest, the major powers had been locked in treaty talks in Paris. They weren’t going well.

      “How did it come?”

      “Our man managed to copy it while the courier was knocked out by drinking too much free brandy.” Castlereagh shrugged and gave a moue of distaste. His lordship accepted the less honorable elements of espionage, but he didn’t like them.

      “Addressed to?” Charles asked.

      “No address. The courier delivered it to a warehouse. Obviously a meeting—but it had so many people coming and going from it that day that it could have ended up anywhere.”

      “So we need to break it.”

      Castlereagh nodded. “We need to break it.” He handed over a heavily sealed packet of papers. “Can you get your fellow onto it?”

      “Yes, but he’s in the country for the summer. It may take a day or two.”

      “Fast as you can. Meet me Friday at Dover if you can’t get it before then. You yourself, mind, not a courier. I need to know who in London has been having secret correspondence with—well, either our enemies or our supposed friends. I’ve lived long enough to know that wartime alliances break apart rapidly once peace comes. We can’t trust any of them.”

      Perhaps not even their own people. It was disturbing.

      “You think it’s this Augustine?”

      “It could be. I would like to know who he is.”

      Augustine was a name their agents had heard in the wrong circles: supposedly, an English traitor high up in the government. These things were usually exaggerated, though. Probably no more than a lowly clerk.

      Castlereagh picked up his pen in dismissal, and then paused. “It’s deuced odd that this fellow of yours doesn’t want pay. Are you sure he can be trusted?”

      Charles grinned. He’d worked hard to keep his code-breaker’s identity secret, declaring that, without that, no code-breaking or inventions of new ciphers would happen. “My fellow is the child of a British peer. As loyal to the Crown as you or I. And definitely not in need of pay.”

      Castlereagh let out a sigh, and relaxed. Charles could just about hear him think, Ah, one of us chaps. If only he knew.

      “Well, then. Off you go.”

      As he headed down the steps towards St James’s, Charles felt his heart grow light. Out of the city, on government business.

      If he rode, he’d be with Melissa by tomorrow.

      

      The wonderful thing about being a lady of quality was that one didn’t have to understand why people said the things they did—one just had to know the approved response. It was a great comfort.

      Melissa Trengrouse nodded as her sister Kerenza’s best friend, Katie Kelynack, said, “Isn’t it exciting? I’m so looking forward to this ball!”

      “Oh, so am I!” Kerenza agreed. “I wish it were tomorrow, instead of next month!”

      Why anyone would look forward to a ball was beyond Melissa, but Katie and Kerenza had been in what her mother called ‘a tizzy’ about it for months.

      The three of them were arranging flowers; an occupation Mama thought of as ladylike. Melissa was aware she had a reputation for always producing beautiful centrepieces; it was easy enough, if you just followed the Golden Mean. Art was so often about mathematics.

      “It will be a big affair,” Melissa said. There. That remark was unexceptional. Sure enough, it sent Katie and Kerenza into a litany of who was coming, who wouldn’t be coming and why, and what they were planning to wear. Kerenza would be turning eighteen, as Katie just had, and they were both off to London this year for their first Season. Perhaps Mama would agree to let her stay home this year, since the family focus must be on Kerenza.

      She would ask.

      

      “No,” Mama said, looking up from her accounts in the morning room. “Absolutely not. Kerenza is merely there to become known and to acquire a little town bronze. She is not seeking a husband. You, on the other hand…” Mama regarded her with a dissatisfied frown. “You’re good looking enough. You received—how many offers, in your first Season?”

      “Seven.” Seven men pawing at her hand and beseeching her with big eyes. She shuddered at the thought of marrying any one of them.

      “And your second Season?”

      “Four.”

      “And refused them all. Well, that was all right when you were younger, but it’s time you chose a husband and settled down. You’re twenty now. Females must marry, Melissa. It’s the only way we gain any independence.”

      “But we do not gain independence, Mama. Instead of our father having power over us, our husbands have that power. We have no rights!”

      “Lud, don’t start that again. The world is as it is, and one must do the best one can within it.”

      That sounded logical, and yet it had a fallacy at the heart of it. “That presumes the world cannot change. But it can.”

      Mama tapped her quill on the ledger. “Perhaps it may. Not enough in our lifetime to make a difference, however. Deal with the world as it is, and choose a husband this Season. Or your father and I will choose one for you.”

      Cold settled in the pit of Melissa’s stomach. Was this what panic felt like? The idea of marrying. Of being touched all the time. Of having no right to say no…that was terrifying. Her stomach roiled with nausea.

      Mama looked back at the accounts, and sighed. She always had trouble with them.

      “I’ll do those, Mama,” Melissa said. She could take refuge in the calmness of numbers. That would help. If she kept thinking about marriage, she would start to cry and rock and…other things which did not befit a lady.

      “Oh, thank you!” Mama got up from the table.  Melissa sat down, her water spaniel Argos at her side, as always. She picked up the quill and ran it down the first column of figures as Argos laid his head on her thigh, his warmth comforting. The world faded away as the numbers danced for her, bright and clean-edged. She sighed, and relaxed, and was only vaguely aware of her mother leaving.

      She could rely on numbers. And on Argos.
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