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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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      “Mama says that once you appear at this ball, you will be “out”, but not ready to marry,” Melissa observed, a slight crease between her brows. “I thought “out” meant on the Marriage Mart.”

      She sat at Kerenza’s small dressing table and opened her notions box. They were sharing a bedroom; the house would be full of ball guests for the next few days. The first ones were due to arrive any moment. Her oldest sister Demelza, a recent widow, had arrived yesterday, complete with her twin daughters and their governess, but she didn’t count.

      Kerenza grinned at her sister. Melissa did love to have things clear in her head. “When I get to London for the Season, then I’m really “out”—once I’ve made my curtsey to the queen. My ball is the first step. Mama, though, believes a girl should have at least one Season before she thinks of marriage. To bring her up to snuff.”

      “I was glad of that,” Melissa said, the need for an explanation satisfied. “I have no wish to marry any time soon.” She began to plait the thick ribbons she was planning to use as a sash on her ballgown.

      “I do! When one is married, one has independence!”

      “One has a lord and master, you mean.”

      “Oh, pooh! If one chooses correctly...”

      Melissa gave her a strangely sad smile. “What is “correctly”?”

      “A man who is dashing and kind and handsome and rich! And with a title, obviously,” she added. “I’d like at least an earl. Wouldn’t you? Most of the dukes are old, and there are so few marquesses. But there are lots of earls. Surely one of them will propose?”

      Melissa raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything. She simply went back to her plaiting.

      What a pretty sash it would be! Three different greens, and the dress was to be in Pomona green, which would suit Melissa’s fair complexion and dark hair.

      White was so boring! Kerenza wished she could wear deeper colours. Pale pinks and yellows washed her out. Secretly, she yearned for a deep blue dress, to highlight her eyes, but debutantes wore white at their first ball. Or something very pale.

      Ah well, needs must. She examined her new long white satin gloves with satisfaction. Her first true pair of evening gloves, for her very first ball. At eighteen! She knew girls who had been out since they were sixteen. Her parents were so staid.

      One night before she was a proper young lady. She bit back a rueful smile. All of Mama’s lectures had failed to make her proper. She would try, though. An earl’s wife had to be proper. This ball was the ton’s first glimpse of her as an adult, and she had to make a good showing! Half of Cornwall and quite a few London guests were coming, and her success at her first Season would depend on their impression of her tomorrow night—and, for the guests who were staying, over tonight and the next few days.

      A grumble of gravel under carriage wheels. Kerenza flew to the window and peeked out; she couldn’t be seen spying on their guests for the ball. It was a luxurious coach, with wheels picked out in yellow and the top packed with luggage, but it had no crest on the door panel…

      “It must be Mr Muffet,” she said, disappointed. Trengrouse Hall would be full of noble guests for her birthday ball, but Mr Muffet was merely a business partner of her father. A widower, with one son, Percival, whom he was bringing to the ball. A Cit, of course, but her father’s friend. The son had been at Cambridge until last year, Mama had said, so he must be presentable, at least.

      She had a very vague memory of them coming to visit when she’d been in the nursery. So, before he’d been sent off to school. He’d run wild with the boys, of course. He’d be…what, Felix’s age? Twenty-one or -two?

      Something moved on the top of the coach. Good Heavens, it was a-an animal. Had some poor dog been left to travel all alone without any concern for its safety? That was monstrous!

      The brownish ball of fur unfolded and a dark-muzzled face turned up to hers while a tail curved around a bag. A monkey! They had brought a monkey! Oh, perhaps the monkey was a birthday present for her!

      What fun!

      Still, she’d have to have words with Mr Muffet about letting the poor animal travel up there, alone and no doubt frightened.

      Melissa had finished braiding. “Who is it?” She stood up, arranging her skirts neatly. Kerenza always felt like a positive shag-bag next to her. Who had time for neatness when there was so much going on?

      “The Muffets.”

      Melissa’s face lit up. “Excellent. Mr Muffet promised to bring me the newest edition of the almanac of moons and tides.”

      “Never mind that, they’ve brought a monkey!”

      Kerenza turned back to the window, just in time to see the monkey leap athletically from the coach top to the ivy which ran up the walls, as the elder Mr Muffet climbed down the steps and Father came out to greet him.

      Neither noticed the monkey.

      “Oh, my word!”

      She had to get that monkey before Father saw it! He’d never let it run free on the estate. If she didn’t get it safely corralled, he’d say she couldn’t have it.

      Kerenza ran as fast as she’d ever run—at least, as fast as she could run, now she was in long skirts—out of the bedroom, down the stairs: one flight, two, three.

      Father and Mr Muffet were in the hall. She changed course with a gulp and headed down the servants’ stairs, coming out in the kitchen and banging straight into the scullery maid.

      “Miss Kerenza!” the cook scolded.

      She tossed a “So sorry!” over her shoulder and went out the back door, through the scullery and into the stable yard, then round the house widdershins until she came to the front steps.

      The son was supervising the removal of their luggage from the coach.

      “Mr Muffet!” she gasped. He turned, and for a moment she was distracted. He must be quite close to her age, she knew, but he seemed older. And very well dressed. A Pink of the Ton, if he hadn’t been a Cit.

      Those Hessians were blinding where the sun hit them.

      He wasn’t handsome, and nowhere near as tall as her brothers, but his face had something to it. She wasn’t sure what; but although he barely had a nose at all, he wasn’t ugly.

      A perfect bow, too. She curtsied, habit taking over. “I’m afraid you have the advantage of me,” he said.

      “Oh, I’m Kerenza Trengrouse.”

      He bowed again. “Lady Kerenza. I’ve met your other sisters in London, and you resemble them in beauty.” He smiled, but it was gentle rather than flirty, and he looked a little nervous. “It’s an honour to meet you.”

      He drew breath to keep going with the pleasantries. “Felicitations–”

      “Yes, never mind that. The monkey got away!” She pointed up at the ivy, where the animal was still clinging, apparently calm, surveying the scenery.

      His gaze followed her gesture, and he said something under his breath.

      “How did that get here!”

      “On the top of your coach. Didn’t you mean to bring it?”

      “Bring it! I should say not.” So it wasn’t for her. What a shame. “That animal’s been nothing but trouble since Prinny gave it to us.”

      Why on Earth would the Prince Regent give the Muffets a monkey? A sign of Royal favour? It was very odd, even for Prinny.

      “What did you give him in return?” she asked, considerably curious. What would be thought an appropriate gift? Of course, it being the Prince Regent, it would have to be something expensive.

      “I’m sorry?” He was distracted by the question, but surely he’d thought of it before?

      “If the Regent gives one a gift, one must give something in return.” Surely everyone knew that? Yet Mr Muffet looked shocked.

      The monkey hooted at them, and he frowned up at it, waving the question aside.

      “I’ve got to get it down,” he said. “Before it disturbs your family. I beg of you, don’t tell Father it’s here. I was supposed to make sure that it was safe and sound before we left.”

      He sounded troubled. Mr Muffet was a kind man, but a stern father. And he held the very considerable purse strings.

      “Why didn’t you?”

      “I thought I had.” He concentrated on the monkey, as if willing it down. It ignored him. “I need fruit. I don’t suppose you have any bananas?”

      “Bananas?” No-one ate bananas. Why would they? The red fruit were stodgy and unappetising, although she had once had a banana fritter which was crispy and nice once salted.

      “They’ve been the best thing to entice her down. Berries will work, though.”

      “We have strawberries. I’ll get some.”

      Back around the house and into the kitchen.

      “Mrs Lovell, could I have some strawberries, please?”

      “What mischief are you about, Miss Keri?”

      “None at all! I’m trying to stop mischief!” Monkeys were mischievous, weren’t they?

      The cook didn’t seem to believe her, but Joe the scullion shyly handed her a bowl of strawberries. She smiled dazzlingly at him, and ran back.

      But when she arrived at the front steps, neither Mr Muffet nor the monkey were anywhere to be seen.
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      Percival hated this baboon. Hated it.

      She was like an old fox: wily and cunning and far too smart for an animal. He took off his hat and tilted his head back to get a better look at her.

      There she was, grinning down at him and hooting, clinging to the ivy as securely as if she were sitting in a chair.

      Why the Prince Regent had given his father a baboon, God alone knew. His father had no idea. A gift from the Regent was supposed to be a sign of royal favour, and it was true they’d applied for Letters Patent for their tin manufactory, since they supplied the Army with a good deal of its eating and cooking equipment, and wanted to safeguard the innovative enamelling process his father had invented. It was much longer-lasting than the German version.

      Was the baboon a sign that Prinny was well-disposed towards the idea?

      And had Papa given the Regent a gift in return? Would Papa have known that etiquette. The thought that they’d been inadvertently rude made his stomach twist.

      At the thought, he lost his concentration, stopped staring at her, and the bloody animal screeched and leapt, right over the carriageway and onto the lawn which stretched in all directions.

      Lord, it was fast!

      Percival took off after it, thankful for all the days he’d spent tramping over his friends’ fathers’ fields, pretending to shoot birds as a gentleman should; at least his wind was good.

      The baboon headed for a copse of trees by a stream, to the right of the main drive. She liked to get high; perhaps she felt safer. How in damnation’s name had she got onto the coach? He’d locked that stallion stall! The cook’s boy was supposed to feed her through the iron bars which went from the chest-high oak partition to the ceiling. The boy must have opened the door.

      His boots weren’t made for running in, and his valet would have his head for getting them so dirty. But the trees were close, and he glimpsed the baboon leap into an oak tree.

      Oh, no. Last week she’d got hold of unripe acorns, and it had upset her stomach in a terrible way…the smell…

      He had to get her down. If only Lady Kerenza had brought the strawberries in time!

      No, that wasn’t fair. She had positively run to the kitchen, despite running being forbidden to young ladies.

      Percival slowed as he reached the oak, smiling involuntarily at the thought. Kerenza Trengrouse hadn’t given the impression of a proper young lady. She was beautiful, though, and would probably set London alight when she made her come-out.

      He’d been lucky it had been her, and not one of the more starched-up Trengrouses. Locryn, the eldest son, for example. He was stiffly polite, but very aware of his rank, which made Percival sharply conscious of his lower social position. The next few days would be a trial; having to perform to the ton who would all be looking down at him and his father, no matter how kindly they smiled at him. Lord, he hated that condescending kindness!

      He had to make this visit a success for his father’s sake.

      His father was determined to make a man of the ton out of him, and any deviation from the strictest rules of society were treated like a mortal sin. Father had even made him read etiquette manuals meant for young women, so he’d know what they would expect of him!

      He had to show that all the money and energy Father had poured into his education had been worth it. He might not be a nobleman, but he could act the gentleman. Once he got this bloody animal locked up.

      

      This was not a good tree. The bark was scratchy and it had those hard little fruits which made her sick. But at least she was off the ground and could look down on the-man-who-locked-her-up.

      He was searching for her. Hah. He tried to be the troop leader, but she knew better. The older man was his troop leader. They smelt alike, so they were family. He was just the junior, with no power. She would not obey him.

      He kept looking. She would let him find her. He wouldn’t climb this tree to get her. He always made other people do that, and he was alone.

      She chittered insults at him.

      Let him come close enough, and she would show her scorn.

      

      The baboon clung grimly to the branch, chittering at him. What he needed was a net.

      Cornwall had an abundance of fishing boats. Surely there’d be a net somewhere on the estate?

      The problem was, he couldn’t take his eyes off the animal or she’d escape. A monstrous vision of her riding on one of the earl’s prize sheep, as she’d done to his father’s deerhound only last week, made him wince.

      Perhaps Lady Kerenza would find them. If the lawn hadn’t been so well kept, they would have left a trail, but it was shorn smooth. He might be stuck here all night, while his father animadverted to the Earl about his wild ways and incompetence.

      Total libel. Compared to his fellow students at Cambridge, he’d been a pattern card of good behaviour. That was one way he didn’t act like a gentleman. No carousing or wenching.

      The baboon hooted. He held out his arms to the animal and made crooning noises.

      “Come on, missy, come on down…”

      Not a chance. That animal despised him, he was sure.

      The problem was, his father wanted him to act as if he were fifty instead of twenty-two. It was only through brandishing the Ackerman’s Repository magazine that he’d convinced his father that pantaloons were à la mode, and only older men wore knee breeches during the day.

      It wasn’t easy to know about fashion when one hadn’t been born to it. His father couldn’t advise him. His friends at university—he shuddered to think of how they’d have ragged him should he have asked. It was all observation, research and employing a top-flight valet and tailor.

      As if encouraged by that thought, the baboon pissed straight down onto him. He ducked fast enough to escape it on his face, but the foul liquid sprayed right across his shoulders. On his new Bath superfine! The baboon laughed—he would swear it was laughing—and jumped right into the next tree while his head was down.

      By the time he turned around to look, she had disappeared.

      He hated the blasted thing!

      

      Heheheh.
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      Kerenza felt rather foolish, standing in the forecourt with a bowl of strawberries while the footmen unloaded the Muffets’ luggage.

      Where could they have gone?

      Bryok, one of the footmen, said over his shoulder. “If you’re looking for the young gentleman, he took off into the copse like the hounds of hell were after him.”

      She grinned, and then pulled her face into repose. Really, Bryok needed to learn some decorum! He’d grown up on the estate, though, and was one of her brother Ives’ cronies.

      So they’d gone to the oak copse. Unusual to coppice oaks, but Father was doing it for the boatbuilders in Swain Cove. He was letting the ones on the house side grow tall, though, to give a better outlook from the library.

      She set off across the lawn, careful to avoid the sheep droppings. The flock had been all over here yesterday, getting the lawn in a fit state for visitors, and the gardeners’ boys hadn’t been yet to gather the dung for their muck heap.

      It struck her, for the first time, how many interlocking activities were necessary to create an estate like Trengrouse Hall. How intertwined the Hall was with the lives of locals—not only the ones on the estate, but further afield, in nearby villages. She’d never properly considered it before, although of course she knew about it all. Perhaps Mama was right, and she wasn’t ready for marriage. The thought of presiding over a place like this made her nervous; not a feeling she often had.

      Grateful for the shade, she paused under the first tree and listened. Nothing.

      “Mr Muffet?” Was that someone moving around in the copse? ‘Mr Muffet!’

      Percival Muffet emerged from behind a coppiced oak, ducking under a long curved bough. He looked tired and dusty and oddly…wet.

      “There you are!”

      He seemed appalled to see her; rather affronting, really. “Oh, Lady Kerenza. You shouldn’t have come all this way. The dam-dreadful animal has run off even further.”

      “Perhaps we can entice him back with these?” She proffered the bowl.

      “Her. It’s a female.” He sighed and took the bowl. There was a definite odour about him. What on Earth had happened? “Perhaps. Still, we shouldn’t be here. Alone, I mean.”

      He was right, of course. It was dreadfully fast of her to be in a wood with a man who wasn’t a member of her family. She waved that off.

      “The welfare of the monkey is more important. Besides, who will know? Let’s call her name.”

      The man looked absolutely blank. Really, these people should not be in charge of any animal!

      “She does have a name, doesn’t she?”

      Rather shamefacedly, Mr Muffet shrugged. Kerenza bit back a smile. He looked like a schoolboy who had been lectured.

      “Feel free to name her yourself, my lady. If you left it to me, I’d call her the Devil’s daughter.”

      She did laugh at that. “Oh, dear. As bad as that? Where does she come from, do you know?”

      “Arabia. She’s a hamadryas baboon.”

      A baboon.

      “Not a monkey?”

      They turned and walked back into the copse, side by side. “Like a monkey, the keeper who delivered her said. But not. Something about no tail.”

      “What does she eat, apart from berries?”

      “Everything. She’s like a goat. Worse than a goat! Grass, fruit, our gardener’s precious new dahlias, beetles, the horses’ hot mash, my father’s Sunday roast beef—anything and everything she can get her hands on. But for Heaven’s sake don’t feed her underripe acorns. They have a…a deleterious effect on her digestion.”

      Kerenza began to laugh and then couldn’t stop. “Oh, you poor things! Still, that makes it easier.” She stopped to consider. “I think I shall name her Genevieve.”

      “Genevieve?”

      “There was a particularly gluttonous governess we had once, Miss Genevieve Turbot.”

      

      This girl was teasing him mercilessly. Percival fixed her with a stern gaze.

      “She cannot possibly have been named Miss Turbot!”

      She gurgled with laughter. “No. Her name was Talbot. But she ate so much fish that Lion christened her Turbot.”

      “Perhaps we should call the baboon Turbot, then.”

      “No! On no account. She’s a beautiful animal and she deserves a beautiful name.” Looking up into the tree above them, she crooned, “Don’t you, Genevieve?”

      Good Lord, the animal was there! How had she done that? It felt like magic.

      “Poor Genevieve,” Lady Kerenza said. “You’re cold and lonely and hungry, aren’t you?” She took the strawberries from him and held them out. In the same tone, she said, “If you could back away, Mr Muffet, I think I can coax her down.”

      Nothing loath, he moved away—but not too far. That animal had bitten one of the stable boys, and he couldn’t let any harm come to Lady Kerenza.

      It looked like some allegorical painting: the beautiful young woman, holding a bowl of strawberries up to a wild animal. The fruit almost glowed in the shade of the oak, and Lady Kerenza’s face was like a Madonna’s. Perfect.

      A pang pierced his heart. Perfect, and untouchable for one from his background. No matter how gentlemanlike he appeared, he wasn’t gentry and never would be. Let alone nobility. He shouldn’t even be gazing at her like this. He couldn’t look away.

      Slowly, with Lady Kerenza’s warm voice luring her, the baboon came down the tree, and then jumped straight into the girl’s arms, wrapping all four limbs around her and burying its dog-like face in her neck.

      “There. You’re all right now. Have a strawberry.” She turned until she could see Percival clearly, over the top of the baboon’s head. In a quiet, soothing voice, she said, “Her breath would knock a ploughman over! I shall get her some mint to chew.”

      He moved forwards to take the burden from her, but the baboon—Genevieve, for God’s sake!—raised her head and bared her teeth, chittering nastily.

      “No, no, my sweet,” Kerenza said soothingly. “It’s all right. Mr Muffet will just walk beside us.”

      “She’s too heavy for you!”

      “Nonsense! She’s mostly fur. No heavier than a two-year-old child, although she is a little long. I’ll be fine. Let’s take her to the old dairy.”

      

      The girl smelt of lemons. She had brought berries. She was a friend.

      This was better than pissing on the-man-who-locked-her-up, although that had been funny.

      The girl might take her to her troop leader, and she could go home. She clung tighter and glared at the male.

      

      As they walked back across the lawn and around the side of the house to the outbuildings behind, Percival prayed devoutly that no one would see. It wasn’t just the baboon—although bringing a wild animal to a house party was completely beyond the pale. He was dirty, dusty, his boots were scratched, he was damp and smelly, and he was sure his cravat was crumpled.

      If only he could bolt! He shouldn’t even be with Lady Kerenza. They hadn’t been formally introduced. He had no idea how she’d known who he was. Then he realised—their coach would be the only one arriving without a crest on the panel. Rather downputting.

      Anyone meeting them would probably think he was a servant. An upper servant, of course, in these clothes. The earl’s secretary, perhaps, or a damned music teacher.

      He couldn’t abandon her. What an amazing girl she was! That gown, of the finest muslin, was being scratched and dirtied by the Devil’s daughter, but she seemed totally unconcerned. Her hair was half fallen, her cheeks flushed, and there were patches of sweat on the back of her gown. He shouldn’t notice them.

      They made her feel more like a real person. Instead of a Madonna in a painting.

      She led him to a small stone building half-sunken into the ground. The door was closed, but not locked, so he opened it for her and they passed in. A plain stone room with stone troughs along one side. Some wooden crates stood in one corner, with a pile of potato sacks on top.

      “Papa’s herd has outgrown this dairy, so he built a new one,” Lady Kerenza explained over her shoulder. “Can you spread those sacks in a sink for me, please?”

      Once he’d hurried to do that, she lowered the baboon into the nicely padded trough, emptying the last of the strawberries in her lap.

      “Better not leave her the bowl. Mrs Lovell would have my neck if she broke it. Now, we’ll need water and some blankets; this place is designed to be cold, so she’ll be freezing in here without a snug bed. And some more nourishing food, too.”

      “How are we going to explain all this to your parents?”

      Astonishingly, she giggled.

      

      He was funny!

      “As if we’ll tell them anything! My word, if they knew half of what we all get up to!” She shook her head. “No. Definitely not. It would embarrass your father and serve no useful purpose. You can tell him once the party is over and you need to take her home. She’ll be fine here until then.”

      Mr Muffet hadn’t expected that. He blinked, and then slowly his mouth pursed in an admiring smile.

      “You’re a marvel!” he said. He took her hand and kissed it, with quite an air. Was he a flirt? Or even a rake? No, she couldn’t believe that. He wasn’t good-looking enough to be a rake.

      Then he looked up at her over her hand, and she revised that opinion. Not classically handsome. But what eyes! Greyish and deep and full of charm. A small thrill went through her, which was not right.

      Mr Muffet was not to be trifled with. It wasn’t fair to him to flirt with him. He was totally unsuitable.

      Which was a shame. But really: imagine being called Muffet!

      

      This was not a bad place. It was dark and she had berries. Then a large one came, a male, with food. Good. She would stay here for a while.  Perhaps the-girl-who-smelt-of-lemons would bring her troop leader, and she could go home.
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      She contrived with Bryok to smuggle Mr Muffet into the house, and then confided in him about the baboon.

      Bryok was solid. He grinned, but that was fair.

      “Miss Melissa will know what’s best for the animal,” he suggested.

      That was true. Melissa knew all kinds of things you wouldn’t expect.

      “No. We have to keep this as secret as possible. Imagine how embarrassed the Muffets would be if it got out! The Prince Regent would be furious!”

      The mention of royalty sobered him. “Right you are, Miss Keri.”

      Was she never to be called ‘my lady’ by the servants? She grinned internally. Not by Bryok when she was enrolling him in a mischief, at least.

      “I must get myself presentable before the rest of the guests arrive. You take the blankets and food out, and tell the kitchen Mr Muffet brought–” What could he have brought which wouldn’t be scandalously rude? There was no animal which fell within the bounds of polite society. “Oh, don’t tell them anything! Get some of Ives’ old blankets from the boat locker.”

      “Yes, miss.” He was openly teasing now. “I mean, yes, my lady.”

      “And don’t you forget it, my lad!” She bit her lip to stop laughing out loud, and snuck up the servants’ stairs to her room, feeling no more than ten years old and about to be scolded by her governess.

      Lud, that had been fun!

      Now to make herself presentable.

      

      When she entered the drawing room twenty minutes later, there were both Mr Muffets, and the younger one had cleaned up nicely.

      Now for the charade.

      She knew his father already, since he came to the Hall often on business.

      A stern and solid man, conscious of his social position and never putting himself forward in company, no matter how many times he’d visited. Full of rectitude and rules. Poor Mr Muffet.

      Other guests had arrived; she knew some, but not others, so the introduction to her Mr Muffet was neatly sandwiched between others.

      He bowed neatly, with no sign they’d already met. Reining himself in to protect her reputation. A wash of relief made her smile weak.

      “Mr Percival Muffet.” Her mother presented him, but her brother Lion cut in.

      “Percy, Mama. Don’t saddle him with Percival!”

      

      “Not much better,” Mr Muffet said, raising his eyebrows.

      “Val is better,” Melissa interjected. “Connotations of valour and being valiant.”

      He bowed to Melissa. “Thank you, Lady Melissa. That would be better.”

      Mama laughed. “Mr Val Muffet. Mr Muffet, Lady Kerenza.”

      Val. Much better than Percival. Sir Percival in the stories of King Arthur had always been such a prig. She hadn’t realised that he and Lion were acquaintances. Mr Muffet must have gone to Harrow. Being called Endellion was a burden to her brother—no wonder he’d offered Mr Muffet a nickname. In their schooldays, Lion would probably have just called him ‘Muffet’. Boys did that.

      She dipped her best curtsey. “Mr Muffet.”

      “Lady Kerenza.”

      And then on to the next one, the Earl of Merryam and his mother Phoebe, the countess. They seemed nice—the earl was only a few years older than she was, and was tall and handsome. If her mother hadn’t had that rule about being too young to marry, she’d think he’d been invited as a matchmaking ploy. Which wouldn’t have been bad at all. He really was very handsome. And an earl.

      But, listening to the conversation, sipping tea genteelly as a young lady should, she realised that he and her mother had charitable enterprises in mind, and he had been invited, apparently, so they could plan a Poor School in Soho.

      She had to stop thinking that this party was about her. Her birthday had provided the excuse for the ball, but everyone coming would be here with their own plans and priorities, and she would be the least of their concerns. Look at her sister Delmelza in her widow’s weeds, pale and thin, venturing into company for the first time since her husband’s death. Or Melissa sliding backwards out of the room; she’d had her limit of company and would make off to the library. Charles Goddard followed her; he was the Earl of Westholm and had some important work in the government in which he used Melissa’s skill with languages quite often, although Kerenza wasn’t supposed to know about that.

      Yes, they were all going about their business and not thinking about her.

      That was rather freeing.

      

      “Lady Beatrice, may I present Mr Val Muffet. Mr Muffet, Lady Beatrice Marlowe.”

      He bowed. Lady Beatrice was a tall brunette with an air of quiet decorum. She curtsied and smiled. Over her shoulder, he caught the countess exchanging a meaningful glance with his father.

      Surely they couldn’t be matchmaking?

      Involuntarily, he looked for Lady Kerenza.

      In company, she sat quietly and didn’t put herself forward; it was as though she were a different girl altogether. Well trained, as he had been, but for a very different purpose. No doubt Lord Merryam had been invited on her behalf; these nobles liked to marry their girls off early.

      The thought gave him an itch inside; an urge to move which he couldn’t give in to. Lady Beatrice turned to speak with the Merryam countess, thank goodness, so he went to his father’s side, by the earl. Calmly, politely, he answered Earl Trengrouse’s questions about his time at Cambridge and his intentions now.

      “You’ve gone into the business with your father, heh, Val?” Lord Trengrouse said.

      Val. He did like that name. He cast a sceptical look at his father.

      “If he’ll let me, sir.” He’d been helping his father over the last year or so, since he’d come down from Cambridge. The war in France had meant they were working at full capacity, to supply the Army. It was satisfying to know he’d helped his country. But lately his father had been edging him out.

      “What! Why wouldn’t he?”

      Mr Muffet sat forward. “Now the war is over, we’re cutting production for a while, and I don’t need him. I’ve a mind to buy him an estate he can manage, my lord. No need for him to toil in the manufactory.”

      Lord Trengrouse laughed. “You make it sound like a salt mine! Does young men no harm to work. Mine do. Petroc’s Army, of course, and Locryn manages the estate side of things, but Lion runs our shipping, Felix is a mining engineer, and Ives will handle the transport of the tin now he’s finished at Oxford.”

      “You see, Father?”

      If only Father would let him do something useful. He’d rather be a fully-fledged Cit who achieved something in the world than a not-quite-gentry shunned by an entire district, even if working in the manufactory office was…less than absorbing.

      “It’s well and good for your sons, my lord. No one’s going to be calling them a Cit or a mushroom.”

      Lord Trengrouse laughed. “Those days are dying. More and more up-and-coming men are like you and your son. Self-made, and none the worse for that!”

      Father smiled sourly. “There’s not many of your mind, my lord, and well you know it.”

      “Nonsense!”

      His father’s eyes snapped. “Nonsense, is it? Then I suppose you’d be pleased if your girl over there were to take a fancy to marry my son?”

      Oh no. Lord Trengrouse took in a breath, but Val forestalled him. “As if Lady Kerenza would look twice at me, Father. Or marry to disoblige her family. It’s insulting to even suggest it.”

      Lord Trengrouse assessed him, his gaze keen. “I wouldn’t say an insult, lad. You’re of good stock.” His gaze flicked to Lady Beatrice and back. “For the right woman, you’d be a fine catch. But Keri has her heart set on a lord with a townhouse in London. And what she wants, she usually gets. She’ll probably bring home a duke!”

      “He’d be a lucky man indeed,” Val said. Of course she would bring home a duke.

      Father had noticed that glance at Lady Beatrice and fallen silent. Why on Earth would they think he might be suitable for her?

      Nodding, Lord Trengrouse laughed. “Lucky to know if he were on his head or his heels! Whoever marries Keri will be happy, but he’ll never know a quiet moment.”

      Exactly his impression of her. Wonderful, but impossible. Doubly impossible for him.

      His father launched into the story of visiting the Prince Regent’s menagerie in the Tower of London and being given a baboon. The other men laughed.

      “Just like Prinny!” Earl Trengrouse said. “Palming his problems off onto others.”

      “It’s true the cages were very small and dark. And full,” Val said.

      When they’d gone to collect the Devil’s daughter, he’d been appalled at the crowded, smelly cages and lack of light for the poor animals.

      Surely there were better ways to keep them? He’d written to Sir Anthony, the Head of the Menagerie, to suggest some changes and to offer his help, but had heard nothing back.

      Of course, most humans didn’t have reasonable living conditions. He said as much.

      Earl Trengrouse agreed, and the conversation became about politics in general and how much still needed to be done to stamp out slavery. His father listened, brows twitched together as though he disapproved of Val having any opinions at all. Well, he could lump it. He wanted me to be a gentleman? This is what a gentleman does. Concerns himself with things greater than the factory floor.

      

      On the way to dress for dinner, his father paused outside Val’s door and took him by the lapel.

      “That Lady Beatrice…the countess tells me her family has fallen on hard times. Entailed estate went to a cousin after the father and brother were both killed in a carriage accident, and the cousin isn’t providing for her. No dowry to speak of.”

      Ah. That’s why he might be suitable for her. Because she was poor, and he was rich; or his father was. All this talk of an estate made more sense. A lady wouldn’t want her husband to be in trade. He could feel a comfortable but essentially meaningless life being wrapped around him like a smothering blanket.

      “Even so, Father. She doesn’t strike me as someone who’d settle for second best.”

      “If the countess and the earl think you’re good enough for her, then you are!”

      For such a normally hard-headed man, Father put far too much stock in what the nobility thought.

      “Let’s wait until she decides that, shall we?”

      “Hmph!”

      Father went into his room. For a moment, Val stayed motionless. He had no idea, none, what he could do to get out of all this.

      Perhaps he shouldn’t try. Lady Beatrice would be a good wife, he was sure, and she was certainly beautiful. A calm, quiet, poised beauty. He put away an image of a dishevelled, luscious Kerenza carrying the baboon out of the copse.

      Not for him. Not ever.

      

      She was cold. The-girl-who-smelt-of-lemons, the one who had called her by a name that was wrong, had gone long ago, and the-male-with-food didn’t stay.

      The food was good, but it was gone.

      It was cold. She looked up. Yes, this place was like the-place-that-smelt-of-horses where they had locked her up. The roof was just straw, tied together with more straw that she could easily chew through.

      She threw off the sacks and climbed up the rough wall easily. It was warmer up here, and it would be even warmer outside.

      She put her teeth to the straw and bit.
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      After breakfast the next day, Bryok caught Kerenza as she moved from the table.

      “Miss Keri…the…that package you asked me to look after for you has…been moved.”

      She froze.

      “A problem, Kerenza?” her mother asked.

      “No, no. I just forgot to tell Bryok that I’d taken a parcel up to my room.” She gazed meaningfully at him, and he nodded slightly.

      Her mother went out. “Where has it gone?” Keri whispered fiercely.

      “Honest to God, Miss Keri, I don’t know. I went to feed it this morning, and it was gone. There was a hole in the thatch.”

      The devil’s daughter was cunning. Those clever hands, and those clever eyes and teeth.

      “All right. I’ll deal with it,” she said. Bryok looked relieved, and began to gather the dishes from the table.

      This was the day of the ball. They had to find that animal now! Before the guests began arriving.

      Where would it have gone?

      There was always food in the stables, if you could get the lids of the oat bins open, and she had no doubt Genevieve could.

      She passed Ives and Val in the passageway to the kitchen. Ives was talking about going fishing in his smack. She glared meaningfully at Val.

      “But Mr Muffet said he wanted to see the stables this morning, Ives. Didn’t you?”

      At least he was quick-witted. “Yes, I did indeed. Sorry, Trengrouse.”

      “Day after tomorrow, then. I’ll wake you early.” Tomorrow they would all sleep in after the very late hours of the ball.

      “Do that,” Val said. Ives went off with a wave of his hand and she took Val’s arm in a firm grip, leading him down the passageway. “It got out, didn’t it? This is going to ruin Papa and me.”

      “Nonsense. We’ll find it quickly enough. The closest place to the old dairy with food is the stables. Let’s check there first.”

      
      When they got to the stables, he had time for only a brief glance. They weren’t alone.

      Lady Beatrice moved forward out of the dimness, smiling calmly.

      “Mr Muffet! Have you come to ride?”

      “No, no,” he stuttered. “Lady Kerenza was showing me, um–”

      “I wanted to show him Blackfoot’s new colt,” Kerenza cut in. A life-saver.

      Petroc Trengrouse was behind her. It looked like he was about to mount a grey horse. Good for him. Petroc, although they’d been friends as children, made Val feel like—well, like not much of a man. A soldier, wounded at Waterloo, and still valiantly carrying on his normal life. Next to him, Val didn’t make much of a show.

      Beatrice led them out, while he tried to make normal conversation with both of them. It was only a short walk to the paddock, where a young colt raced across the grass.

      “Look!” Kerenza cried. “Isn’t he adorable?”

      He was a fine animal. The three of them leant on
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