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Chapter One

Cornwall, England, 1905

Phillip Bartholomew Singleton tripped over a
rock hidden in the tall grass and careened into the ring of
standing stones. He threw out an arm to catch his balance and
bashed it into one of the erect boulders that had been raised by
men thousands of years earlier. His elbow hit quartzite, and the
shock reverberated up his arm. He yelped and grabbed at the point
of pain, pivoted on his left foot, and fell into another tall pale
stone. More than fell. He drove his shoulder into it, and the
menhir, no taller than his own gangly six-foot-four frame, rocked
on its base. It began to lean.

“No. Oh no, no, no,” Phillip chanted as he
grabbed at the slab with both hands, hoping to steady it, the sharp
crack on his elbow forgotten. These stones were practically rooted
in the earth. They’d stood for thousands of years, maybe more, set
in place by an ancient people. It was impossible that a little bump
could—

The standing stone slumped to the ground like
a gray old man whose legs had finally failed him. There was no
powerful whump when boulder hit ground, more of a soft sigh
of surrender as stone reclined into grass.

Phillip stared at the felled slab, pushing a
hand through his unruly mop of hair.

“No, no, no, no.” If repetition of a mantra
could pray the stone back into its proper position, he’d spend the
night reciting his incantation. “Dear God in Heaven,
NO!”

The stone remained where it lay—where it
would continue to lie for the next few thousand years until the
Earth slowly covered it over and cradled it again in her bosom of
soil.

Phillip plastered his palms over his mouth,
holding back his horror as he too slowly sank to the ground. He’d
come down from London to Cornwall to research and write about the
corner of Britain he most admired, a land of crashing surf,
shipwrecks, and smugglers, of dark, dangerous mines riddling the
earth, and folk as hard as the very rock they hewed. This was his
first day exploring the countryside steeped in sumptuous layers of
history and he’d managed to destroy a small archeological
marvel.

Small was the operative word, he
consoled himself as he gazed around the ring of weather-worn menhir
that encircled him and back to their fallen comrade. It wasn’t as
if he’d knocked down Stonehenge or anything. There were many modest
rings of stone like this all over the British Isles. If he viewed
this incident in another light, he had simply become a part of
history, leaving his own mark on the stones in the great march of
time. That was rather exciting to ponder.

As he continued to sit and sneeze away pollen
from the many weeds growing rampant in the clearing, Phillip
removed his glasses to wipe his eyes, then rubbed his sore elbow.
He should unload the photographic equipment from his vehicle parked
on the road and document this moment. If he chose to use the
photograph in a travelogue, he never need mention his part in
reshaping the standing stones of Par Gwynear.

The sound of some large animal pushing
through the trees surrounding this open space seized Phillip’s
attention. Just as he’d scrambled to his feet, prepared to run from
whatever predator patrolled the countryside, a black-bearded man
pushed aside branches and emerged from the woods. He was nearly as
tall as Phillip but much bulkier across the shoulders, with the
solid build of his mining heritage. His sleeves were rolled to the
elbow, baring muscular forearms covered with dark hair, and he wore
no cap to hide the sheen of sunlight on his raven hair.

Piercing brown eyes skewered Phillip as the
stranger demanded, “What the devil are you doin’ here?”

Phillip had begun this adventure prepared to
be given the cold shoulder by the locals. This area was not known
for its hospitality, and he’d expected to have to work at gaining
the historical stories he craved. He’d come forearmed with
excuses.

“Oh, am I trespassing? I had no idea this was
private property. I thought this land was unclaimed and free for
tourists to wander. I heard about Par Gwynear Circle and came to
see the stones for myself and to make a photograph. I was about to
head back to my vehicle to get the camera.” He gestured in the
general direction of the road.

The surly man continued to glare at him, and
Phillip’s skin felt more sunburned than it already was from having
left his broad-brimmed hat in the auto. One thick chambray-clad arm
lifted, displaying an intriguing flex of muscles in the forearm as
the Cornishman pointed in quite a different direction.

“The road’s that way, and while this
ain’t private property, it’s not open for anyone to go bumblin’
about. These are wild lands, Mr…?”

“Phillip Singleton, recently a professor at
Cambridge, now pursuing my own research project.” Phillip walked
toward the stranger through a tangle of thorny undergrowth that
snagged his trousers. He reached to pull the fabric free and
stabbed his fingers for his efforts. After sucking away blood, he
extended his hand.

The man stared for just long enough to be
rude before taking it. He gave a firm clasp and hard pump before
letting go. “I’m Carne. As I said, these are rough lands, Professor
Singleton, full of snakes and other teasy creatures. A fellow might
get hurt and no one would find him till it was too late.”

Why did the cautioning sound rather like a
threat? Phillip swallowed a flutter of fear that tickled his throat
and gave Mr. Carne his most affable smile. “Yes, I can see the
sense in what you say. In future, I will find myself a local guide
to accompany me on my expeditions.”

One thick, dark eyebrow rose. “In
future?”

“I shall be in the area for several weeks at
least, but maybe as much as a month, gathering materials for a book
I plan to write about your delightful area of the country. In
fact,” he lowered his voice confidentially, “I hope to have it
published as an illustrated volume with photographs!”

The large man, who’d loomed near enough that
Phillip could smell the sweat glistening on his skin, did not
appear impressed, so Phillip continued.

“Did you know the average British citizen is
unlikely to travel more than a few miles from his home in an entire
lifetime? There is so much of our nation that remains unexplored
and unknown by the masses. Now that it is possible to include
photographic reproductions in a book, I believe this will be a
device by which people too poor to take holidays to far-flung
places may be able to experience travel vicariously.”

The man’s dark brown eyes continued to sear
Phillip like a Sunday roast. “Folks too poor for holidays ain’t
likely to buy a costly book. With photographs,” he echoed
mockingly.

Phillip might have been hurt if he weren’t so
used to others being unable to see his vision. He’d spent most of
his academic life dreaming of things his fellow university
professors had no interest in, but now he’d freed himself to pursue
the project most dear to his heart. A little scoffing wouldn’t
deter him.

“Perhaps you’d be willing to escort me to my
motorcar and help me carry my equipment here?” Phillip shaded his
eyes to check the angle of the sun. “At the moment, the shadows
cast by the stones will be stunning, but if I don’t make a picture
soon, the light will be gone. If you don’t mind.”

Carne pressed his lips together, and his jaw
flexed. The sight of that tiny ripple and the protruding bone under
rough beard sent a corresponding ripple through Phillip. He
suppressed the slight surge of attraction to the ruggedly handsome
Cornishman. He wasn’t here for that, and even if he were,
this man would likely beat him senseless if Phillip were to make
any indication of interest.

At last, Carne clicked his tongue and nodded
curtly. “Aye, I’ll help you get your photograph, but after this,
keep away from the wilder lands.” He gazed from under knit brows at
Phillip. “’Specially the coves along the seashore. The tide comes
in fast, and you might get trapped. Some have drowned that way.
’Tis said their spirits still echo in the rocky chambers.”

With this dire warning and rather eerily
romantic image, Carne headed back into the woods. Phillip followed
close behind him—too close, as a branch snapped back to deliver a
lashing blow across his face.

Phillip wiped away the sting and trudged on,
quite satisfied with the initial day of his exploration. By sunset,
he’d have the first photographs for his proposed book, and he’d
been berated and cautioned by a local man in a quaint accent
slathered like thick honey on bread, which made the experience feel
even more like an adventure. He grinned in satisfaction. The real
world was dirty, sweaty, painful, a little scary, and far away from
the safe, quiet rooms where he’d spent far too many hours of his
life tinkering with machines and daydreaming.

Now he was on location and actually following
his dream. He intended to revel in every minute of this working
vacation.

*

P[image: ]rofessor Singleton might be tall, but
his scarecrow body seemed cobbled together of poorly joined twigs
like a child’s homemade doll. Carne could snap his bones in two
with a twist of his fist. Not that he wanted to. It simply occurred
to him how fragile the city man with the gold-rimmed glasses was as
Carne watched him set up his tripod and camera.

Carne had a fascination for things like that
camera and the machine by the road. He’d spent a few minutes
looking over the motorcar, which was the first he’d seen up
close.

Singleton apparently forgot Carne after he’d
carried the tripod back to the clearing. The professor talked to
himself and peered down at the equipment, brows raised as if he was
surprised to find the camera, as if it had arrived from nowhere. A
couple of minutes showed he did seem to know what he was doing as
he expertly attached camera to tripod and adjusted the lens.

Carne had come to the stones intending to
drive off the stranger, but found himself gazing at the accordion
leather, brass, and glass contraption. “What sort of camera is
that?”

“A Zeiss. You might be surprised to hear
that, because they’re known for their microscopes.”

Carne bit back the retort that certainly he
was fair astounded to hear it, though he had no bloody notion of
who made microscopes and, truth to tell, wasn’t entirely certain
what a microscope did.

“I also have a Kodak, much cheaper, and I
could even carry it with no problem, but this is better for my
project.” He took a moment to beam at Carne, the sunlight
reflecting off his spectacles and hiding those bright gray eyes. As
he went back to work, he launched into a long explanation of wet
plates, dry plates, and nitrocellulose. He seemed particularly
excited about adjustable lenses.

Carne hadn’t known he wanted to hear a
history of photography, but it was more interesting than he might
have expected. The professor’s enthusiasm and ability to talk made
the world of cameras sound downright fascinating.

He stood and watched and listened until he
heard the far-off bell that reminded him he had a meeting to get
to. “You said weeks, but surely you plan to move along to the next
village sooner than that. There’s nothing to do round here. Nothing
hardly like entertainment.”

Singleton laughed, showing straight, very
white teeth. Could they be false?

“Somethin’ funny?” Carne asked.

“I don’t require entertainment,” he explained
and for some reason blushed.

Apparently, the stranger truly didn’t need
much to amuse him if he thought Carne’s words were funny.

“Not lingering in Par Gwynear, are you,” he
said rather than asked.

“Oh, just some exploration and interviews. I
would love to talk to people about local lore and legends.”

“Don’t ask too many questions,” Carne
said.

Singleton looked up from adjusting the lens.
“How will I find out what I need to know if I don’t ask questions,
Mr. Carne?” He brightened and added, “Ha. Cairn, Carne. Is your
name derived from ancestors living near a pile of rocks?”

Was that some sort of bizarre insult?
Probably not, judging from the earnest look on the professor’s thin
face and the way he waited for an answer.

“No idea.” Carne didn’t bother to explain it
was his first name. He wasn’t willing to share his surname,
Treleaven, with a stranger. “Professor, there’s no inn hereabouts.
You won’t find anywhere to lay your head down. Go inland a few
miles, you’ll get to—”

Singleton interrupted. “Not a professor any
longer. Mr. Singleton will do. And it’s no bother. I have gear in
my motorcar. One appreciates sleeping under the stars in weather as
fine as this.”

The man was an idiot, though as appealing as
a gangly puppy—a large one, perhaps some sort of wolfhound. All
right, idiot was the wrong description, for Singleton had a
brain jammed into his head. And he certainly had more than enough
money if he jolted about the countryside in a motoring car with
cameras for company.

Carne had taken a look over the mud-spattered
but elegant machine before seeking out the driver. The gear had
been piled on the leather seats. Luggage attached to the back of
the vehicle had only straps holding it place. A quick slash of a
knife, and the fancy brass-and-leather luggage would be gone. Would
that be enough to make the man retreat to his own world?

The former professor—why would a man give up
such an illustrious title once he’d earned it?—took off his
glasses, looked at them, and put them back on. “You seem determined
to make me move along. Why is that?”

“No reason.”

“I wonder if…” Singleton blushed again and
rubbed a bony hand over his chin. He was in need of a shave. A
haircut wouldn’t be amiss either. Funny that such a well-heeled
sort looked like a vagrant, though, come to think of it, that was
what he was, a wanderer. He seemed tongue-tied.

Carne, amused, said, “You’re wondering?”

Singleton started again. “I walked through
the village earlier, and everyone stared at me, and I received no
greeting, though I said good morning to anyone I saw.”

“Hm.” Carne wondered if this man always went
at things sideways or roundabout.

“I think if I had a local guide to pave the
way, it might help me secure interviews. I’d pay money for such a
position. Perhaps you know someone? Who might…um?” His gaze
skittered up and down Carne’s body. “You, perhaps?”

This might serve, Carne thought. He’d keep an
eye on the too-wealthy man, keep him out of trouble and make a bit
of money, which he sorely needed for food and to make a few minor
repairs on his boat, the Magpie—so he could eat later on as
well.

He could control this situation and make sure
none of the others caused this nosy stranger any harm. “Stay here
taking your photographs. I’ll return bye an’ bye.”

The stranger’s white teeth showed in a lovely
smile. “That would be perfect. I’m so glad you’re accepting my
proposition. All in all, this day is turning out to be
remarkable!”

His buoyancy was infectious, and, despite
himself, Carne almost returned the smile.


Chapter Two

Jermyn Trennick met Carne on the shell-strewn
path at the entrance to the Stoney Ground, a local public house
that was more private than most. Standing in front of the tavern
was a wheelbarrow, once red and now a dispirited gray and the
single wheel long gone. It was filled with rocks and seashells,
and, some nights, a patron sleeping off the Stoney Ground’s
brew.

“Who’s the outsider from up north trotting
about the place? Is he looking to buy land?” Trennick spoke in a
low whisper, glancing about to make sure he wasn’t overheard. He
desperately wanted to sell his four acres and, unlike other
villagers, had no aversion to strangers. If Singleton had run into
him during the stroll through town, the jug-eared, halfhearted
farmer would have hauled him into his house overlooking the fields
just beyond the ocean. There Trennick would have fed him, begged
him to stay—and then held him hostage until he opened his wallet
for the ramshackle old place.

“No, he doesn’t want to buy anything much.”
Carne nodded at the Mitchells, round-faced and grim father and son,
who’d ghosted around the scraggly hedgerow at the side of the pub.
“Wait a bit for the others and I’ll tell what I know.”

Within a few minutes, they’d all gathered
inside the private parlor, not that anyone would interrupt them in
the taproom. Gwalather pulled off his cap and rubbed at his hair
and impressive muttonchops. He caught Carne’s eye and nodded a
greeting.

Everyone else fell silent when Carne rose
except young Robin, who talked excitedly about the automobile,
wondering how many horses it had. Gwalather thumped his pint down.
“Lad, that’s enough about the machine. Give us a report,
Carne.”

Carne rose to his feet to help Bea distribute
the pints. The redheaded woman smiled and bumped his hip with hers
as a reminder of the fun time they’d had the other night. Since
being widowed, Bea owned the Stoney Ground and ran it better than
her shiftless husband ever had. Recently, she’d hinted she’d like
Carne to be more than an occasional companion in her bed. He was
happy with their arrangement as it stood and wanted no more than a
rare tumble. Sometime soon, a decision would have to be made, but
he didn’t have time to think about that right now.

Carne addressed Robin and the group of men
who comprised the heart of the Par Gwynear Salvage Concern—although
the entire village had a stake in the business. “Not much to say.
The stranger is some kind of a professor and no threat to
anyone.”

“He must have been in the past,” Roger
Peters, a large, devout Liberal-Labour man, grumbled. “A man can’t
get so rich without cutting a few throats.”

The others in the room nodded or muttered
agreement. Everyone knew and respected piracy unless it wore a mine
owner’s well-tailored suit.

“What’s he here for?”

When Carne explained Singleton’s project, he
was met with wide smiles and laughter.

“And you believe this balderdash?” the elder
Mitchell asked, his dour face not displaying a glimmer of
humor.

“Why not? Had a camera and took pictures of
the rock circle. I watched. The man knows what he’s doing.”

“A camera?” Robin perked up. “Do professors
make so much money they can ride around in motorcars and take
photographs?”

“He’s not actually a professor anymore,”
Carne began.

“Photographs!” Gwalather thumped the table
again, this time with a fist. “He sells photographs of free
traders, delivers them up to the authorities.”

“Aw, now,” Trennick protested. “The customs
men hardly be interested in such as Par Gwynear nowadays.”

True enough, the free traders were all but
gone from the shores of Cornwall—that was until Gwalather and
others made contact with some rather shady gentlemen who were
apparently French but sometimes seemed to speak a language that
didn’t sound anything like français to
Carne. These men needed a place to offload their goods and paid the
Cooperative to carry certain duty-free items up the coast to
Penzance. This unregistered cargo was only a portion of what the
ship carried. After dropping anchor near Par Gwynear, the ship
would continue on to its legal destination.

“We could break his photographic plates,”
Mitchell Junior suggested. “I’d do that.”

Gwalather nodded solemnly.

“I don’t think he’s the type to be scared
off,” Carne said, then wished he hadn’t, because the grumbling
started up immediately.

“That has to mean he’s not just some mild old
professor, don’t you think?”

“What sort of professor has one of those
automobiles? Is he some kind of earl or something?”

Carne had to say the next part carefully.
“Listen. We can’t keep driving people off.”

“No, we can’t,” Trennick agreed in his reedy
tenor.

“Why not?” Mitchell growled and exchanged a
look with his son. The pair was like a team of oxen, a little slow
and dull, but deadly with their horns if provoked.

Carne looked at Gwalather and the Mitchells
in turn, the hardest to convince about changing direction. “We
might consider exploring other sources of income in the
future.”

“Aw, listen to him. Exploring other
sources of income.” Mitchell senior said the words in a
falsetto. “You been reading too many books again, Carne. And what
can you mean? Fishing, you think? Pilchards are gone more’n ten
years past. And the mines around here are over and done with. A
furze factory perhaps, producing woven gorse shrub coats for the
masses, you think?”

Carne knew Mitchell needled him on purpose,
which helped him keep his temper in check. He constantly thought
about what legal business the village could do with the mine
gone and fishing scarce, but had yet to formulate a plausible
scheme. This growling about Singleton worried him, though he could
hardly imagine a man here who’d do the man bodily harm. So he
listed his barely formed ideas.

“If this professor publishes his book, with
some pictures, maybe we could draw tourists to visit. That’d be a
start. Or maybe look into building something like the cloth mill
you joke about. Or a fish cannery. Yes, the pilchards are gone, but
I hear the French like all different sorts of fish and sea
creatures.”

Mitchell snorted. “The Frogs like fishy
fish.”

Carne had had enough, yet he managed to keep
his voice even. “If you’re going to mock what I say, why should I
bother?”

Mitchell raised his hands and leaned back in
exaggerated defensiveness. “No offense, Treleaven.”

“We got enough to worry about with another
shipment coming soon,” Gwalather interrupted. “I say if the
stranger gives us trouble, we tip this professor and his noisy
motorcar and camera into the sea. Make it a permanent answer with
no messy traces.”

Everyone but Gwalather and Carne laughed.

Carne said, “He’s hired me to be his guide.
I’ll keep an eye on him. Keep him out of the way.”

Gwalather stroked his iron-gray muttonchop
with a hand gnarled by a tin-cart accident years earlier. “If he
stays out of our business, we should be just fine. Just fine.”

Mitchell said, “My boy is as good as anyone
at mayhem.”

That was certainly true, Carne thought.

Mitchell Junior’s round face shone with
pride, and he sat up straighter. “We could do it by stealth or
otherwise, Tas. He must have some money on him, and those cameras
would fetch a—”

“Hell. No.” Carne leaned forward, palms flat
on the table, hoisting himself most of the way off the bench. “Keep
your bloody hands off him and off every single thing he owns, or
I’ll come after ’e. Steal so much as an apple from him, and I’ll
see ’e suffer.”

Everyone fell silent and eyed him. Carne
occasionally growled, but he never barked or bit.

The flash of temper already dissipated. He
dropped back onto the bench, ready with an answer for the surprised
looks he got. “Don’t be fools. If we hurt a man like that, how long
before the authorities come nosing around? It’s clear he’s got
connections and wealth, so how long do you think? My guess is about
five minutes.”

“True, true,” the others muttered.

But that fact hadn’t been the reason Carne
had lost his temper with the Mitchells. He felt protective of
Singleton, and that peculiar emotion was almost as unwelcome as the
man himself.

*

Phillip leaned against the hood of the German
motor vehicle he’d purchased from his friend Geoffrey in Truro and
watched the sky turn all manner of colors rarely viewed in the
city. There, the sun disappeared behind buildings with only an
orange glow to mark its passing and streetlights quickly took up
the banner of light, casting their more unearthly glow. Here in the
country, he knew, the world around him would become pitch-dark
absent the sun. He daren’t linger much longer, waiting for Carne to
return.

He adjusted a strap on his luggage, checked a
third time to make certain all his camera paraphernalia was safely
in the backseat, then decided he could wait no longer and
reluctantly began the process of starting the vehicle. He prayed
the engine wouldn’t betray him, though it hadn’t so far on his
journey. Still, a motorist was taking his life into his hands
traveling country roads not meant for modern contraptions.

He should’ve left the automobile in the city
and rented a horse and cart for this trip on dirt roads. But the
romanticism of driving cross-country in his new vehicle was too
enticing to pass up. He’d regretted it a few times already—when
rains fell, when local drivers made crude gestures, and as he
watched the supply of petrol he’d bought in the city of Truro
slowly dwindle. If he hadn’t calculated usage correctly, he might
truly kick himself for driving so far from where petrol was
available. For the rest of his time spent near Par Gwynear, he’d
have to rent a horse or use his own two legs.

The engine started smoothly. Phillip hopped
into the driver’s seat and set off down the bumpy road toward the
village. He hadn’t gone more than a quarter mile before he spotted
a large figure silhouetted by the glorious sunset, walking toward
him.

Phillip grinned and coasted to a stop as he
neared Mr. Carne. “I’d begun to think you weren’t going to
return.”

“Said I’d be back. I’m a man of my word.
Thought over your offer. I’ll introduce you to some folks.” Carne
was nothing if not succinct.

“Capital! With your stamp of approval, people
are going to be much more willing to tell me tales of their
ancestors.”

Carne shrugged his big shoulders. “Wouldn’t
count on it.”

“Climb on in,” Phillip invited. “Have you
ever ridden in a motorcar before?”

“Never.”

“No need to be afraid. It’s not much
different from riding on a train.”

“Never did that either,” Carne said as he
opened the door and slid onto the seat.

“Oh. Of course.” Phillip realized it was
possible this man might not have traveled as far as Truro, which
was only a few hours north. How strange to live in modern times and
remain so isolated. This was nearly like discovering some lost
tribe in the jungle. He didn’t need to travel to Africa or China or
any foreign land to uncover a self-contained civilization. These
Cornish were going to be a treat to study. He already adored their
dialect, the archaic words and rolling cadence.

Phillip revved the engine and rolled down the
road, sneaking a look at his rider’s reaction. If Carne was nervous
about riding in a mechanical contraption, he didn’t reveal it in
his expression.

“I’ve just purchased her from an old friend
in Truro,” Phillip informed him. “She was manufactured in Germany
by Daimler-Mercedes. I’m told she can reach up to forty miles per
hour or more, but of course I haven’t been able to test that. It
would take an uninterrupted stretch of good roadway. On these
country lanes, she can go no faster than a horse and cart.” He
chuckled. “In fact, I probably should have taken that mode of
transportation, but then think of the adventure I would’ve
missed.”

“Quite an adventure if it breaks down on a
deserted road,” Carne said. “Hardly practical.”

“No, it isn’t.” But Phillip refused to have
his good spirits repressed. “I plan to park her for the duration of
my time here. Perhaps you could direct me to the nearest livery
stable?”

The dark head shook. “None in these parts.
Folks mostly walk. Those that own a nag are generally using
it.”

Phillip started to realize how foolish he’d
been in assuming there’d be any of the amenities he was used to in
this tiny village. No inn. No livery, certainly no garage. And only
his limited supply of petrol for the auto. How in the world would
he get around?

“Do you have a horse? One I could
rent. With a cart to carry my equipment?” He glanced over at Carne
and smiled.

A flicker of something—was it annoyance?
frustration? amusement?—flitted in the man’s eyes. “So happens I’ve
both of those.”

“Naturally, I shall pay you,” Phillip
promised. “Both for your guidance and for the rental of your horse
and cart. Isn’t it wonderful when things turn out better than one
had hoped? A remarkable coincidence that I should encounter a man
who has everything I need.”

He fell silent and wished he’d phrased that a
little differently. Likely Carne didn’t hear the double meaning,
but Phillip certainly did. Mr. Carne—he should probably learn the
man’s full name—had the dark hair and sun-bronzed complexion, the
muscular body, black beard, and the piercing brown eyes of
Phillip’s romantic ideal. Phillip didn’t consider himself too
particular about appearance. The few lovers he’d had were of
varying types. It was their personalities which drew him. However,
if he were to choose purely by looks, Carne’s rough laborer aspect
was most attractive to him.

But he shouldn’t be thinking in such a way.
This wasn’t the sort of man he could philander with. It was readily
apparent Carne was a man’s man—and not in an I want to rub cocks
together sort of way. If Phillip made any overture, he might
not only lose his guide and conveyance but would probably get his
nose punched. So he would be friendly but not overly friendly to
his guide here in Par Gwynear.

“You just bought this vehicle, then?” Carne
asked.

“Yes. I traveled from London to Truro by
train, intending to see a friend I hadn’t in years. From there I
planned to hire a cart for the rest of my journey. My host was
preparing to depart for America and was selling some of his
things.”

“Just a few trifles like a German
motorcar.”

Phillip could no longer see Carne’s
expression in the darkness, but the sarcasm was clear. “This
automobile is only two years old but was originally imported by a
Lord Barrington, who sold her to pay off gambling debts. Geoffrey
can’t resist beauty, and…well, look at her.”

“It is a fine piece of machinery,”
Carne admitted.

“More than that. A lovely piece of
engineering. Cogs and pistons and belts and pulleys are
machinery. The exquisite orchestration of moving parts under this
vehicle’s bonnet is nothing short of poetry. Listen to her
hum.”

“’Tis a song.” Carne’s teeth flashed.

Phillip’s stomach gave a little flutter at
the quick smile. Oh Lord, but this was a handsome man. How Geoffrey
would admire his magnificence. Only perhaps not these days, for
Geoffrey had eyes for only one—the greatest love of his life. The
man for whom he was changing, selling assets, and moving
permanently to New York, was an American with no title or great
wealth. Geoffrey had met him quite by chance at an event they both
attended. Remarkable how love could drastically alter one’s life.
Unfortunately for Phillip, that change had been for the worse the
two times he’d allowed his heart full reign.

“Watch out!” Carne yelled.

Phillip snapped to attention and swerved to
avoid an animal that had flashed past in the blink of an eye. A
deer, perhaps? He had no time to identify it as he fought the
polished wooden wheel under control and got the car going straight
again—over a rut that jolted the frame and made his teeth clack
together.

He cleared his throat and tried to pretend
he’d been in control the entire time. “Where exactly are we going,
Mr. Carne?”

“There’s a public house in the village.
Perhaps the owner, Bea, could put you up for the night. Or…” Carne
paused.

“Yes?”

“My house is nearby. If you cared to park
behind, it’d be a safe place to keep your motorcar. There are some
as might be interested in taking a look at the engine and perhaps
tinkering. ’Tis best to keep it out of sight.”

“Oh yes. I hadn’t thought of that. It would
be wise.” Phillip nodded. “I could pitch my tent in your yard, and
I’ll be there, ready to go whenever you are, in the morning.”

“If you’re set on living rough, then yes. But
fact is, I have an extra room in the house. ’Twas my sisters’.”

Phillip’s interest perked. This was the first
personal detail Carne had offered. He remained in his family home.
“Where is your family now?” he asked gently, in case they’d all
expired.

“My tas drowned at sea. Mam died a year
after. My two sisters moved away from Par Gwynear with their
husbands, so I’m left with the house and my father’s boat, the
Magpie.”

“Ah.” Phillip nodded. “I’m sorry to hear of
your parents’ death. It is awful to lose a loved one. My own dear
sister died young.” He didn’t add that his parents were dead to
him, or, to be more precise, the opposite. Phillip was dead to
them. They acknowledged his existence as little as possible since
he’d proven such a disappointment in their eyes.

“I should be happy to make use of one of your
extra rooms. Thank you so much for the invitation.”

“Turn here.” Carne gestured to a side track.
“It’ll be even bumpier than the road, so drive slowly.”

Phillip obeyed, inching down rutted grooves
in tall grass. He saw no house ahead, and it abruptly occurred to
him that he’d placed his trust in a complete stranger, a dark,
scowling, much-stronger-than-him stranger. Carne had said earlier a
man might disappear in these parts and no one would be the
wiser.

A stone house loomed out of the darkness.
“Right here will do,” Carne instructed.

Phillip quickly cut the wheel to steer around
the side and park. He swallowed hard as he pulled the auto to a
stop and wondered what he’d do if Carne pulled some sort of weapon
like a knife on him. Weapon? Ha! All the man needed were those big
fists. He could easily beat Phillip to a pulp.

A dark night in a strange place plus a very
vivid imagination added up to all sorts of harrowing fantasies.
Phillip forced himself to calm down as both he and Carne got out of
the vehicle.

“Welcome to my home, Mr. Singleton,” Carne
said. “And by the way, my surname is Treleaven.”


Chapter Three

Carne had lived in the modest whitewashed
stone cottage his entire life, alone in it for the past four years.
He’d ceased noticing what his house looked like, except when
something needed urgent repair. When he lit the lantern and light
struggled to reach the corners, Carne saw the place as Professor
Singleton might. This well-heeled, educated Londoner had probably
never set foot in a workingman’s home. He must be aghast at the
crooked door that sagged on its hinges, the threadbare carpet worn
through to the stone floor in spots, the rough-hewn wood furniture
built to last through generations, the fogged window glass. The
dwelling was humble, to say the least.

“What a quaint home!” Singleton exclaimed and
didn’t sound as if he meant poor and dingy in place of
quaint.

Carne shot a look at his guest to make sure
he wasn’t teasing, but the tall man, whose head neared the ceiling,
seemed sincere. Singleton gazed around with a wide grin on his
face. “Just as I imagined it!”

“You imagined my house?”

“I only meant it’s exactly what I thought the
interior of a cottage should look like. When I was a boy, I used to
read stories, histories, really, of the Cornish coast, the
shipwrecks, the mining, the piskies and buccas and knockers, all
the local flavor. I was enthralled.” Singleton removed his
spectacles and wiped the lenses with a handkerchief. “Over the
years, I forgot my boyhood fascination. My friendship with the
fellow I mentioned from Truro during my student days renewed my
interest as he shared his own tales from the area.”

He placed the glasses on, and they
immediately began to slide down his rather large nose. He
impatiently pushed them up. “But it wasn’t until I’d graduated
university, taught there for a few years, and decided I wasn’t
particularly good at or happy with teaching that I began to plan
this—well, I like to think of it as an expedition, exploring the
British Isles rather than undiscovered lands. If my project here in
Cornwall goes well, I’d like to travel to other overlooked corners
of our land. You see…”

Carne stared at his visitor in amazement. The
man didn’t hesitate to offer facts, thoughts, opinions, and even
personal feelings to a complete stranger. He was like a child in
his candor and exuberance, which was both refreshing and somewhat
alarming. Didn’t Singleton know it was dangerous to tell a person
too much about himself, that some people might take advantage of
his openness?

Apparently not, for Singleton babbled on
while Carne helped him carry the camera equipment and baggage into
the house and install it in his sisters’ old room.

“To me there’s nothing more intriguing than
tales from human beings’ collective past. I don’t mean the dates
and battles from history lessons, but personal stories of people
long dead. This brings history to vivid life and reminds us that
people change very little despite any advancement in terms of
society or technology. Love, lust, desire for power, comfort,
home—all these needs never change, do they, Mr. Carne, er, that is
Treleaven.”

Carne set down the heaviest trunk and faced
his guest in the small room his sisters had shared for so many
years. “Not a good teacher? You have lecturing down pat.”

Singleton turned red right to the tips of his
ears in the way only fair-complexioned men did. “I’ve talked too
much. Sorry. It’s a bad habit when I’m feeling nervous.”

Carne glanced at the lumpy bed, the rug his
sister Liza had braided, the window that hadn’t been washed since
his sisters left home. “Not much to fear here.”

Singleton dipped his chin and smiled as if to
himself. “No. Not much. Only the master of the house.”

Carne pointed a thumb at his chest. “Me? Why
would you be fearing me?”

Now Singleton laughed. “I must admit, it
occurred to me as we rode through the darkness to your house that
I’d placed all my trust in a man I’d only just met. Not a wise
course of action in a strange place. I’ve been told often that I
behave too impetuously—most recently by the university staff when I
gave my notice at Cambridge on a whim, in their opinion.”

“You are rash,” Carne said bluntly.
“But no harm will come to you beneath this roof, I swear.”

He found the professor’s utter honesty
endearing. It certainly wasn’t a quality he was used to in a man—or
woman, come to that. Nobody he knew talked like this Phillip
Singleton. A stirring of…Carne didn’t know what, but something he’d
never felt before, made him uneasy. He backed toward the door.

“I’ll leave ’e to unpack. Suppose you’re
hungry? I’ll see what’s in the larder.”

“Capital! Add meals to my bill, and thank you
very much, Mr. Treleaven.” Singleton beamed at him so brightly,
Carne had to look away.

“Call me Carne,” he muttered before escaping
the room to turn the fish he’d caught earlier into dinner.

*

Singleton must have calmed down, because he
didn’t chatter through the meal, which was a pity. The more Carne
heard, the more he could report back to the others in the
Concern.

The former professor did seem to watch Carne.
Every time Carne glanced his way, he met those bright gray eyes.
Singleton’s gaze seemed fixed on Carne’s shoulder. Carne craned his
neck to check his shirt, which seemed clean on that spot, or at
least no dirtier than any other part of it. But then Singleton
seemed to be staring at his mouth. Carne stealthily wiped his lips,
which made the other man abruptly look away and…redden. Even in the
dark room, Carne could see those cheeks flush.

A strong suspicion hit Carne, but he didn’t
want to acknowledge it.

He’d met a sodomite once, a superior snobbish
fat gentleman who wore too much scent, too many rings, and clothes
that were too tight. That gent had come to deliver a purse to the
village, so no one had been eager to treat him badly. Even after
he’d handed over the money, no one had attacked him because he also
wore a gun. But the disgusted murmurs started the moment he’d left
the Stoney Ground. Nancy. Sod.

Singleton was nothing like that man—except
they each had more money than Carne could ever earn in a thousand
years of fishing.

Yet instead of a superior air, Singleton
behaved more like an eager child, and he seemed cleaner than the
fat man. Come to think of it, he might be better washed than any
man Carne knew. When Singleton had passed Carne to come into the
house, there’d been a scent of petrol and smoke, but not sweat or
grime. How could an active man stay so clean? Singleton must have
bathed in the ocean.

Carne rubbed his mouth again. That earnest
gaze had returned to his face, and it seemed to make his skin
itch.

“Stop it,” he said.

“I beg your pardon?”

“You’re staring at me. Stop.”

“I am? Unintentional, I assure you.”
Singleton murmured another apology and tilted his head back. For a
gawky man, his throat seemed rather elegant, which wasn’t a word
Carne often thought about anything or anyone.

Singleton stared up at the ceiling, and after
a few seconds, started speaking about beams and roofs. “I don’t
know enough about thatched roofs or any other for that matter. Such
an essential part of life, and one knows so little of their
production. I should see if I can discover a thatcher and determine
if the method has altered over time. The small things in the world
are so important and get lost without anyone taking note of
changes.”

Carne picked up his spoon and ate another
bite of his fish stew. He understood now that his quick temper had
made the man nervous, and now he felt a little guilty, as if he’d
slapped an eager pup—a purebred variety of animal far above Carne’s
class.

“Didn’t mean to snap at you, sir,” Carne
grumbled when Singleton fell silent on the matter of trusses and
rafters and shifted his attention down to the tabletop, quickly
moving his gaze from the ceiling as if avoiding what came between,
which was Carne.

“I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable,”
Singleton said, addressing the chipped cup that held his portion of
stew. “I stared because you are a person with a sort of magnetic
attraction.”

“Here now! Stop.” He tapped the table and
realized he imitated Gwalather’s most annoying mannerism. He curled
his fingers into a fist. Singleton’s gaze came up and fixed on
something over Carne’s shoulder.

He’s no threat to me, Carne thought.
Physical or otherwise. I could break the fellow in half.

He softened his voice. “Mr. Singleton, you’d
best not say another word. You don’t know me. You don’t know what
I’d do if you admit to wanting that sort of thing.”

Singleton’s eyebrows went up, and for the
briefest moment, he met Carne’s eyes. “I said nothing about
wanting anything in particular. I’m attracted to beautiful
art. I’m attracted to the views of the ocean. I’m attracted to
daffodils. I can admire from afar.”

“Daffodils,” Carne said and, despite himself,
smiled. “You’re daft.”

Singleton’s answering smile was entirely too
powerful.

“I’d best tidy this now.” Carne hauled
himself to his feet and grabbed up the cups and spoons.

“May I help?”

“No, I’m particular about my washing up,”
Carne lied. He did not want the man standing near him.

Singleton meekly stayed in his seat at the
small table and didn’t say a word. Earlier in the day, Carne had
wondered if the jabbering man could be quiet, and the answer was
yes, far too silent, in fact.

Singleton folded his hands on the bare wood
and watched Carne, but his attention seemed less direct now. He
didn’t track him with the concentration of a hunter sizing up prey.
If Carne hadn’t been so very aware of Singleton and
his…predilections, he might not have noticed. When Carne stood at
the sink with his back to his guest, his spine seemed to crawl as
if that scrutiny brushed his skin.

Singleton cleared his throat, and Carne
damned near dropped the plate he was drying. “I should make some
notes,” Singleton said. “I’ll do my work in the room you assigned
me. I don’t want to get in your way.”

“Nearly done,” Carne told him. “Off to bed
when I finish this.”

“Oh, of course.” Singleton sounded mildly
dejected. Surely he didn’t expect an invitation? No, of course
not.

If Carne woke early enough, he might look
through some of his guest’s belongings still out in the motorcar,
see if he really had packed for a long trek about the country. Then
Carne could give the Concern a more complete report.

Hell.

He grimaced at the realization he was at it
again, trying to change the reality of a thing to make himself
comfortable. Just as he’d prolonged his arrangement with Bea simply
to keep himself from sinking into loneliness, even as he’d known
she wanted more from him for a time now.

Sometimes he could justify just about
anything to himself. He wanted to look through Singleton’s fancy
leather cases because he was curious about a man so unlike any
others he’d ever met.

Carne hung up the dish brush and the tea
towel. He went outside and dumped the wash water.

When he reentered the cottage, Singleton
still sat at the small table. The single light gleamed on his hair,
the gold of his glasses, and glowed on his folded hands.

A sodomite, Carne reminded himself and
shivered when he realized he wasn’t disgusted. Could a man catch
that sort of fever? He had no one he could ask, except perhaps
Singleton himself. Carne imagined the enthusiastic and thorough
lecture he might receive. When he realized he was grinning at the
thought, he muttered, “Night.”

He hurried into his room and shut the door,
hard.


Chapter Four

Despite his friends’ laughing assurances
otherwise, Phillip fancied he read people fairly well. He’d seen
the hostility in the villagers earlier that day, and he could have
sworn he’d seen the fire of hunger in Carne Treleaven’s eyes.

Before meeting his beloved American, Geoffrey
had been dangerously open with his desires and approaching men.
Geoffrey swore a few men who shared their taste for other men ran
away more quickly than anyone else and cursed more loudly than the
indifferent blokes. Perhaps Carne’s interest was real, as was his
desire to quash it.

Phillip would respect the slammed door for
the rest of his stay. He wandered into his room, reminding himself
that he wanted to write notes about his day’s work and plan for the
next day. For a time, he lost himself in examining the maps he’d
carefully composed in London, a detailed picture of ships lost off
the coast and another of known smugglers’ hideouts from the
previous century, as well as all known stone circles and ancient
signs of groves in the area. He wished he could see again the map
he’d been forced to leave behind in the university archives, a
treasure map on faded and crumbling parchment. How wonderful if he
found a previously undiscovered circle during this
journey—or buried treasure. Either would be equally as
marvelous.

After he blew out his lamp, Phillip sprawled
on the narrow bed. His thoughts returned to matters of the flesh.
Such a nuisance to be plagued by unasked-for desire, yet even
unfulfilled yearning contained a splendid whisper of excitement and
longing and…imaginings. He imagined creeping into Carne’s room—and
he imagined being beaten to death by his offended host.

He rolled onto his side. And then onto his
other side. He should have slept soundly now that he lay in a bed.
Perhaps he’d forgotten how to be comfortable.

No. It was likely Carne Treleaven’s presence
only yards away. The rooms were smaller than a pantry in Phillip’s
house. If he listened hard, he could hear the other man’s deep,
even breaths.

His best friend accused Phillip of lusting
after what Geoffrey called “uncultured, lower-class specimens. A
rough lot of lads,” but that wasn’t true. Phillip had no
particular preference. In the previous year, he’d felt a spark of
interest in a hulking bearded don at the university, a slender
young lecturer, as well as a kindly porter. Phillip decided he had
an unfortunately randy nature.

Geoffrey probably got that notion about a
preference for rougher men after Phillip revealed the troubles he’d
had when he was seventeen and he’d acted on his attraction to a
stableman in his parents’ employ. Young, silly, romantic Phillip
imagined the two of them going away together, traveling, buying and
breeding horses picked out by the stableman, who did have a way
with the animals. In love, he’d imagined the man wanted more from
Phillip than having his prick sucked. And so the fellow did. He
also wanted to be paid for his silence, which Phillip refused to
do.

At least the stableman hadn’t proven to be a
liar. He’d announced his threat to tell Phillip’s family and then
carried through on it.

Phillip wouldn’t be a fool again. And,
really, hadn’t he despised gentlemen who took advantage of
subservient men? Gentlemen who used money, threats, or influence to
get their desires quenched by lower-class men were far worse than a
blackmailing stableman trying to get ahead in the world in any way
he could. Phillip swore he would never do such a thing again, take
advantage of someone of lowly birth. Besides, as he told Geoffrey,
he would much prefer his encounters to include a meeting of minds
as well as flesh. That would be ideal.

He’d thought Carne interesting and
intelligent, but, no, enough. He’d content himself with admiring
from afar. No attempts to seduce the daffodils.

As for that physical nagging need, he had a
good left hand. Funny how he’d been taught to write and eat
right-handed, but no one had attempted to retrain him for
this use. He smiled into the dark and allowed his hand to
slide under his smalls for a good grasp on a cock that had spent
too much time awake and alert of late.

“Go to sleep, you,” he muttered and gave
himself a hard tug. Just right. He slid his hand up and down. His
fingers had been hardened by photography and now would grow even
tougher working on the motorcar and living outdoors. His rough skin
scraped deliciously against his member. And he could more easily
imagine that Carne touched him, rubbed with increasing fervor.

Carne’s shoulder would firmly come down,
holding Phillip in place. His lips would skim Phillip’s mouth,
pause for a kiss, then move down, that mouth, oh, so demanding and
eager and—Good Lord, the orgasm hit quickly, harder than he’d
expected. Phillip barely had time to raise his other arm so he
could bite down on the fleshy part of his thumb. He must hold back
the cry. A savage growl emerged instead. The moment the jerking and
spasming came to an exhausting end, he felt a twinge of
embarrassment at his own eagerness. He carefully wiped his spending
on his own clothing.

If you heard that, please don’t grow
angry, he silently asked his host. Sleep came soon after, deep
and satisfying.

Phillip woke suddenly and aware he wasn’t
alone. Papers rustled. He didn’t feel alarmed because he knew who
it was even before he opened his eyes to pale morning sun through
the smeary window lighting the room.

“I say, Mr. Treleaven. What are you doing?”
Phillip fumbled for his glasses and sat up.

Carne rose from a crouch by Phillip’s trunk.
He didn’t hold anything, but Phillip was fairly sure of what he’d
heard.

“You won’t be able to read any of my papers
because I use a sort of writing I invented myself.”

Carne was dressed in shirtsleeves that had
been folded back. His forearms showed cords of muscle and…drat,
Phillip was staring again. He shifted his attention to the papers
that lay in a neat pile. Since he’d left them strewn, he knew he
was right and Carne had been looking through his things.

“Why’d you do that?” Carne asked.

“Eh?” Phillip had lost track of what they
were talking about

“Why invent a writing? What’s wrong with the
usual sort?”

“It’s a shorthand.”

“A what?”

“It allows one to write more quickly than
usual.” He bit back the desire to demonstrate or explain more. Just
because someone asked questions didn’t mean they deserved answers,
especially when the person was poking amongst one’s belongings.

“I have very little of value, Mr. Treleaven.”
There were his cameras, of course, but their case lay undisturbed.
“Why are you snooping about my possessions?”

“I, ah, I was curious.”

The confession caught him off guard. He’d
expected Carne to deny he’d touched Phillip’s things or maybe say
something about cleaning up the room for his guest. Curious? Well.
Phillip couldn’t condemn a man for his own most besetting sin.

He almost climbed out of the bed when he
recalled he wasn’t dressed in anything but drawers, and Carne’s
nearness in the small room had had an effect on him, as well as the
usual morning greeting from his body. So he remained under the
covers and waited for more from his host.

Carne folded those impressive forearms over
his equally impressive chest and continued. “You claim you’re only
interested in gathering histories from local folk, but forgive me
if I have my doubts. Round here, we don’t much trust
strangers.”

Phillip clasped his own far more spindly arms
around blanket-covered legs. “I understand this area has a long
history of being at odds with the Crown. Back in the days of the
free traders, they couldn’t be too careful. But such illegal
activity ceased long ago.”

He stopped speaking abruptly as it occurred
to him that might not be the case. There might well be a reason
Carne had warned him not to explore the vicinity. Could it be that
the days of smugglers hiding goods from customs agents was not
completely a thing of the past after all?

Phillip quickly glossed over both his pause
and Carne’s transgression. “I understand your concern. After all, I
have no credentials but my word to offer you. You may look at any
of my books, papers, or maps you care to. I have nothing to
hide.”

Carne—No. Treleaven. Phillip ought to think
of him by his surname as was proper—grunted and had the decency to
duck his head a little as if embarrassed. “That’s all right.” He
quickly changed the subject. “There’s food laid out on the table.
Where do you wish to be guided today?”

“You’re sure I won’t be a bother? You don’t
need to be out on your fishing boat?”

Carne shook his head. “Said I’d do your
bidding these next days, and so I shall.”

Phillip caught a breath as he imagined all
sorts of bidding he’d like to do, but he maintained his composure
and didn’t crack a smile.

“The shore, then. That’s what I’d like to see
as soon as the tide is low enough that we can explore the cove and
its caves.” He glanced at the window and judged it a fine day.
“I’ll want plenty of time and bright sunlight in order to capture
my photographs. After that, if you might introduce me to some of
your friends whose families were smugg—I mean traders, I’d greatly
appreciate it.”

Carne moved toward the door. “I’ll meet you
outside when you’re finished eating. I’ve chores to attend to.”

Once Carne and his powerful presence left the
room, Phillip was able to breathe again. He hopped out of bed, took
care of his morning needs, dressed in his patched trousers and
unraveling sweater, then went to learn what sort of breakfast a
Cornishman ate.

It seemed strange to move around another
man’s house without his host there, but it did give Phillip a
chance to do a little poking of his own and examine a few items he
could hardly pick up and study in front of Carne. The main living
area included seating around a fireplace and a table and chairs
that would occupy another room in a larger house. That was the
entirety of the house: just one large room, a kitchen, two
bedrooms, and a loft upstairs where Phillip imagined Carne had
slept as a boy underneath that thatched roof.

Phillip’s attention zeroed in on a roughly
framed watercolor someone had done of the Treleaven family. He
studied the depiction of parents, sisters, and Carne produced by an
amateur artist. The painting wasn’t good but showed a sort of
closeness between family members the formal oil portrait of Phillip
with his parents—which used to hang over the fireplace in the
parlor but probably no longer did—hadn’t even attempted to portray.
They’d all stood stiffly as soldiers forced to share the same
regiment. As soon as Phillip grew old enough and after they’d had
their vague feeling about him confirmed by Gavin, his parents were
relieved to muster out Phillip.

He bent to examine a small table encrusted
with seashells under a plate of glass. A horribly ugly thing, but
he could imagine the two little girls crafting it for their mother
with the help of their brother to do the woodworking. Next, he
drifted to the single shelf on which stood no more than a dozen
books. What a contrast to his own vast library. Phillip thumbed
through an extremely worn copy of Gulliver’s Travels and
paused at the signature inside the front cover: To Carne, May
you travel as far as you wish, but always return home safely. Love,
Mam and Tas.

Unexpected tears prickled, and Phillip
quickly dashed them away as the door opened and sunlight and Carne
entered the cottage. He replaced the book on the shelf and
turned.

Carne stared at him, then at the table. “You
haven’t eaten yet?”

“I was waiting for you to return. I thought
we might share the meal.”

“I ate a bite before tending to the animals,”
Carne responded.

“I’m not usually one to take so long getting
ready for the day.” For some reason, it was important to Phillip
that Carne didn’t think him an idle man who would be happy to
lounge in bed half the morning. “Your sisters’ bed was too
comfortable, especially after spending the previous night wrapped
in a blanket and tarpaulin on my way down here from Truro.” Phillip
moved to the table and sat, simply inhaling the delicious fried
smells. Fish again—of course, they were right on the ocean—and
eggs, toast with some sort of preserves smeared across it.

Carne leaned against the stove to watch him
devour the lukewarm breakfast. “So you’ve truly slept outdoors, not
stayed at inns?”

“Just one night,” Phillip admitted. “And not
by choice, if I’m being truthful. Camping sounds more
exciting than it actually is. I barely got a wink of sleep what
with stones prodding me through the tarp and the cold seeping into
my bones.”

Carne’s lips twitched. “A little chilly for
your lovely picture of ‘sleeping under the stars.’ Lucky you
weren’t drenched.”

“I was. With dew when I woke in the
morning.”

And now Carne laughed, a marvelous rich
chuckle. Phillip was happy to join in and laugh at his own expense.
What a delightful way to start the day.


Chapter Five

By the time they got all of Phillip’s
equipment loaded in Carne’s wagon, drove as near the shore as
possible, then carried the camera bags and tripod down the steep
drop to the beach, it was nearly noon. Carne had told him they
couldn’t have arrived sooner anyway as the tide was only just
ebbing to its lowest point, revealing the caves.

Caves! The word alone had Phillip so
excited he’d jump up and down and clap his hands if he were alone.
Since he was a boy, he’d dreamed of seeing the pitted coastline
with its caverns leading inland. They’d sometimes served as hiding
places for open-seas pirates or smuggled illegal goods brought by
foreign ships, or for men on the run from the law. The sea caves
were more exciting to Phillip than a personal tour of Buckingham
Palace given by King George himself would have been.

Phillip inhaled the rich, salty aroma of the
sea and the fishy scent of creatures stranded by the low tide. On
his left, surf rolled in relentlessly—a calming, repetitive swoosh.
On his right, the cliff rose high, its stony outcroppings twisted
into all sorts of fantastical forms. For a moment, Phillip merely
stood taking it all in. He stared at the far misty edge of the
horizon where sea met sky and watched the swelling waves in their
shifting hues of gray, green, and blue. Forever and forever, and
forever again… Wasn’t that a line from some poem he’d read? If
not, he must hurry and write it down.

Carne had trudged on ahead, and Phillip
hurried to catch up. His new brogans, sturdy for hiking rough
terrain, crunched over shells and pebbles with every stride. He
stared at the back of the Cornishman’s shirt, which seemed
stretched to its limits across those wide shoulders. Then his gaze
strayed to the rear of Treleaven’s trousers, too loose to properly
display anything. Phillip nearly clicked his tongue in
disappointment.

Carne abruptly stopped. “Here’s a large
zawn.”

Phillip tore his attention away from his
guide’s backside to fix it on the open black maw that appeared in
the rock once they rounded a bend of the beach. Puddles of water
and strands of seaweed decorated the sandy floor of a space that
rose high above his head. The open entrance was well lit, but it
was impossible to tell how far back the cave went. It grew dark
under the overhang very quickly.

“Ohh,” Phillip breathed.

Carne frowned at him, then at the cave. “What
do you see?”

“A cave! An actual Cornish cavern. Does it
fill up at high tide?”

“Not right up, but enough so’s a man couldn’t
stand. He’d be sucked out to sea by the pull of a breaker.”

Together they entered the rocky cathedral.
Phillip craned his neck to look straight up at the damp granite
overhead. A drop of water landed on his cheek.

“Are there any particular tales connected to
this cave? Someone who was trapped and drowned, perhaps? Or loot
hidden to protect it from government agents and perhaps a showdown
when they followed the smugglers here?” He voiced the tales he’d
read.

“It’s only a great pit in the cliff. Not a
cavern as it goes no more ’an a few yards,” Carne said. “No tales
of ghosts or pirate gold or anything. If you want to take a
photograph, best set up quick. There be other places further down
the strand to see before the tide returns.”

“No hurry. We may come back as many days as
it takes to capture the images I need.” But Phillip moved to set up
his tripod.

It was going to be difficult to capture it
all: the cave, the strand at low tide with just a hint of wave
rolling in to show how near the sea was. How wonderful if he could
somehow create a panoramic view by joining together different
shots. If motion picture cameras could capture moving images, there
must be a way to create a still picture that encompassed the full
range of human vision from edge to edge.

Carne handed him the camera he’d taken from
its box. “How will you know if you’ve got anything? Don’t you need
to take the plates someplace to process them?”

Phillip attached the camera to the tripod and
screwed on the lens while explaining the procedure to Carne. As he
talked, he continued to look from one feature of the landscape to
the next, figuring out how he might best portray the full grandeur
of it all. And he must absolutely find the exact right way to light
a particular grouping of stones that looked rather like a mermaid
reclining on the beach.

They spent the next hour or perhaps longer
setting up and taking shots at this location. Phillip moved the
tripod numerous times and tried different aperture settings to
allow just the right amount of light. He also went as far as he
could into the fissure. As Carne had said, it was only a large pit
in the rocks. Ah well, perhaps the next stop would be an actual
cavern one could explore. Carne had brought along two old miners’
caps, so evidently he had a place in mind.

“The next place is a ways from here, not
allowing much time to spend in the cave,” Carne warned at last.

“Yes. All right.” Phillip hurriedly
disassembled the camera.

It was a long walk down the shoreline,
especially bearing the burden of equipment. The sun shone
delightfully at the beginning and bore down with beastly pressure
by the end. Phillip had taken Carne’s cue, leaving his jacket in
the cart and rolling up his shirtsleeves. Still, his shirt clung to
his sweating body by the time they reached their destination.

“It’ll be dark inside. Can’t use your
camera.”

“I wish I had some flash powder,” Phillip
said.

“But maybe take a picture of the entrance.”
Carne indicated an opening in the rock much smaller than the other.
A man would have to stoop to go inside. Phillip was game to put on
the rustic miner’s hat with its candle on the bill and crowd inside
to walk where smugglers had once walked.

He leaned the tripod against the cliff wall
far from the water’s edge. Carne piled the camera and lens boxes
beside it. Best to tour the cavern first so as not to eat into
their precious time of low tide. Picture-taking could happen
after.

Phillip glanced at Carne and froze. The man
had removed his sweaty shirt and tossed it with the equipment. He
wore only a thin vest that showed every eye-popping muscle in his
arms. The material was so thin, Phillip could nearly see Carne’s
skin through it as well as the swirl of dark hair on his chest
above the scooped neck. The Cornishman stood with hands on hips,
looking out to sea, black hair blowing in the breeze, his
beautifully sculpted lips enhanced by moustache and beard.

Phillip’s mouth went dry, and he swallowed
hard.

Carne glanced at him. “Thirsty? Here.” He
handed over a leather flask of tepid water, which Phillip
gratefully drank. “Easy, now. That has to last us the walk back.
Ready to go in?”

Phillip nodded and tried desperately to stop
thinking about how they would be very close together in the
confining darkness of the cavern. Bumping into each other, no
doubt. His skin tingled at the thought. “I’m ready.”

“Then, in we go.”

*

Carne had brought Professor Singleton to
visit two spots that would make him feel he’d seen something
special, but which held no significance to anyone in Par Gwynear.
The cove where the Concern actually received and stored contraband
before moving it to its final destination was not too much
farther.

Phillip had been correct; there actually
were caves some villagers’ ancestors had used when they
needed to hide from the law, or any other enemy. Mitchells’s
great-great-grandfather had set up quite a cave dwelling around the
next outcropping from here. He’d outfitted his rocky kingdom finer
than his family’s house. But that site Carne would never show
Phillip. Generations later, it was still considered Mitchell
territory and not to be trespassed on.

Now, as he squatted and waddled into the
low-ceilinged cavern, the stench of fish enough to choke a man, the
small glow of their headlamps barely illuminating the space, Carne
allowed Phillip to go first so he could feel more like an explorer.
There wasn’t anything the man could trip over or fall into in the
narrow tunnel. The man’s gangly body telescoped down to fit into
the tunnel. Imagine if such a tall man had to work the mines.

“My, it is close in here, isn’t it?”
Singleton sounded breathless.

Carne would’ve been happy to back out. He
hated tight spaces. But his employer walked on. Carne grew
distracted watching Singleton’s arse move underneath his trousers,
and more distracted by the fact he was staring at another man’s
backside and feeling vaguely aroused.

After a bit, the professor glanced over his
shoulder. Carne’s beam struck his eyes, making them glow. “It’s
very damp. Not really conducive to storing anything is it?”

“Gone far enough?” Carne asked.

“Not if there’s a larger space up ahead where
we might straighten up and look around.”

“There isn’t. Small lads like to play here
sometimes, but it’s not fit for a grown man to stand in.” He shone
his light on more wet rock and squirming and scuttling sea
creatures in tide pools.

“Such a place could hardly be useful to
smugglers.” Singleton sounded as disappointed as a boy receiving a
prayer book for a Christmas present.

“Nope.” Carne grinned. He’d have the
professor on his way soon enough, once he’d realized there was
nothing interesting to see around here. Funny the thought didn’t
please him as much as it ought to. He wouldn’t have minded spending
a couple of weeks in the man’s company. Singleton was certainly an
interesting fellow.

Another yard or so along, the cavern narrowed
to where they would’ve had to crawl on hands and knees. Singleton
conceded, and they turned to exit the way they’d entered.

Almost immediately, Singleton’s light went
out, leaving him to feel his way blind. “Sorry. Could you light it
again?” he asked.

“My matches are too damp. They won’t strike.
I’ll have to go in front.”

Carne pushed past the other man’s body in the
far too narrow space. Their shoulders bumped. Carne turned, and his
chest, stomach, and groin rubbed against Singleton’s as he squeezed
past. He had to rest a hand on the man’s waist and tilt his head so
his own light wouldn’t flicker out. These acrobatic maneuvers
served to get Carne into the lead, but also left him with a
ridiculous erection. He’d felt a bulge in Singleton’s trousers, and
his own cock had responded to it. The smell of the man’s sweat
seemed suddenly stronger than the smell of the sea, and Carne felt
an unaccountable urge to inhale Singleton’s manly scent.

Definitely too close quarters in this
place.

“Mr. Treleaven?” Singleton’s voice echoed
oddly in the rocky chamber. “You needn’t fear I’ll do something to
disgust you.”

“I don’t,” Carne snapped, then reflected that
perhaps that the apologetic tone Singleton used meant he hadn’t
noticed Carne’s response.

No such luck.

“I expect simple friction, no matter what the
cause, might explain our bodies’ response and—”

“Yes. That,” Carne said. “We’d best be on our
way before the tide comes in.” He hurried to lead the way back out
to sunlight and open air.

He wanted to apologize to Carne, or perhaps
curse him, but he wasn’t sure what he could say or even why he was
upset.

Business, Carne reminded himself. He
was going to be paid for his time, and he must keep Singleton
happy. Not just to earn his pay, but to keep the man from wandering
off into danger.

“Perhaps we should go to the public house.”
He’d let the others see Singleton wasn’t a threat. Better still,
he’d stop spending so much time alone with him.


Chapter Six

Carne tried not to run. And really, what
could he be running from? He wasn’t easily embarrassed, at least he
never had been in the past. For some reason, Phillip Singleton
unnerved him and made him feel…not inferior, never that, for the
odd gentleman treated him like a friend rather than a member of
another class, but unsettled somehow.

He walked quickly along the shore and winced
as sand filled his shoes. If he were alone, he’d haul them off and
roll up his trousers.

“The water is the most remarkable color,”
Singleton called from behind him. He obviously felt not the
slightest tension. “I’m reminded of the green of the
Caribbean.”

Carne slowed his hurried footsteps and turned
to face him. “You’ve been there?”

“No, but I’ve seen paintings. Someday,
perhaps, I’d like to visit. And you would like to travel.” He spoke
as if he knew—it wasn’t a question.

Carne sped up again, moving away from this
man who seemed to know his thoughts. Or, worse, he had been spying
on him somehow.

“Don’t grow upset. I saw your copy of Swift.”
In another mind-reading moment, Singleton called after him. “From
your parents.” He trotted and caught up with Carne. “You must miss
them a great deal. I could comprehend so much in that one
inscription. So very many things—that they knew you, they loved
you, and knew you longed to travel, although clearly they hadn’t
understood the book to be a satire, but that they—”

“Dammit. Just stop.”

“Oh, I’m sorry to remind you of their
loss.”

“No, not that. Stop paying so much
attention.”

Instead of growing insulted, Carne broke into
a grin. “I told you I found you interesting.” He pushed up his
glasses. “Once I become fascinated by something, I find it
difficult to shift my focus, but I shall endeavor to do so if I’m
making you uncomfortable.” He glanced over his shoulder at the
cave. “What happened in there—the physical arousal, I mean—it is
nothing to be ashamed of or worry over. Truly.”

“Oh, and are you an expert in that sort of
thing as well? A professor of lusts?” Carne fell silent, wishing he
hadn’t been so sharp with the man—or spoken the word lusts
aloud. Business, he reminded himself.

“Why are you angry?” Singleton sounded
curious and still too calm.

“Stop observing me all the time,” Carne
muttered, and once again, that unsettling embarrassment filled him.
What a stupid explanation for such a disconcerting feeling.

“I’ve told you, it’s all a matter of…”
Singleton waved a hand. “Daffodils. Admiration on my part for
something I cannot have.”

“Does that mean you’re admitting that sort of
interest? In me?”

“Why would I do that?”

Carne was satisfied for several seconds—until
he realized that Singleton only said he wouldn’t admit the
interest, not that he didn’t hold it.

He hoisted the camera box he carried and
bounded along the path up the cliff, pausing when he caught sight
of Mitchell the younger walking on the shore near his family’s
cave. The young man spotted Carne and raised both hands in a
signal. Don’t come this way. Something strangers should not see
here.

Damnation, this was unexpected. What was
Mitchell up to, and why hadn’t Carne been told of it?

In order to keep Singleton from looking back
down at the water and spotting Mitchell, Carne addressed the
professor, who puffed up the steep path behind him. “Enough
photographs today to satisfy you?”

“Enough of those two locations. I’d hoped you
would show me more tomorrow, perhaps something with a little more
historical significance.”

Carne didn’t reply as he heard one short and
two long whistles floating faintly on the breeze, signaling All
clear.

Mitchell must have stowed whatever he didn’t
want Singleton to see. Or maybe it was Carne he hid it from. He’d
be doing his father’s bidding whatever that was. And perhaps
Gwalather’s, as the trio seemed nearly inseparable.

Worry nibbled like a rat at the edge of
Carne’s mind. He’d felt something off about Gwalather and Mitchell
for the past several months. Now he feared they might be involved
in some clandestine business beyond his control that might bring
trouble to the village.

But he couldn’t dwell on that as he led the
way toward the Stoney Ground, determined not to apologize for the
dinginess of the village or the neglected exterior of the public
house. Carne trudged up the path quite a ways before realizing
Singleton had stopped on a bluff overlooking the water. He squinted
at wheeling gulls and slowly pivoted on his heel, hand raised to
the brim of his battered cap.

He seemed to be pure concentration, vibrating
with it, the way he did when he looked at the ancient stones…or at
Carne. Had he seen a ship at anchor or someone moving cargo on the
beach? Perhaps the Concern’s expected shipment had arrived early
and Carne had somehow missed hearing the warning bell. But no, that
was impossible. The entire village would be bustling with activity
if a ship had come in.

Carne trotted over to the professor and
scanned the shoreline. Nothing was there except breaking waves. He
breathed in and out several times, calming his racing pulse. “What
exactly are you looking at, Mr. Singleton?”

“Everything. Nothing in particular. It’s a
beautiful, utterly wonderful sight.” Singleton waved a hand,
swooping it through the air. He made that gesture often, as if he
were some kind of guide on a tour or the traveling magician who’d
once passed through the village. Singleton indicated everything
from the small, nearly hidden harbor to the battered houses perched
on the steep hills up and down.

Of course. The view. Carne hardly noticed it
except sometimes during a sunset when the water turned orange and
gold. For several heartbeats, he stood next to Singleton and saw it
anew. Home. A fierce and lovely spot. His throat squeezed
shut tight enough it hurt to swallow, a sensation he decided must
be love.

Occasionally a traveler wandered over a hill
on the very bad roads and also fell in love with the sight. The
village’s complete lack of hospitality usually drove off even the
heartiest traveler within a day or, rarely, two.

This Singleton might take more time.

Singleton set down his case and pushed up his
glasses in a way Carne already knew meant he was back to business.
“I need to take this picture. It shall form the frontispiece of my
book.”

A picture in a book that people might read?
That wouldn’t do. Carne’s idea of the professor’s book possibly
bringing tourists to the area warred with the Concern’s need for
privacy in order to carry on its business. One or the other would
eventually have to win.

“Later, sir.” He heaved up the case
containing the camera and other gear, surprised again by its
weight. Singleton must have some good muscles on that thin frame.
What would it feel like to run his palms down those arms? And that
flat belly… Carne felt mildly dizzy as if imagining a launch from
the top of the bluff into the sky, off into thin air. He’d had this
sort of thought about other men now and again when he lay in bed
indulging in self-abuse, especially toward the end of such a
session, though he hadn’t really acknowledged it to himself. But
here, out in the open on a sunny day, standing next to a person who
he strongly suspected might welcome such touches… He might as well
throw himself off the edge and expect to fly. It would be that
reasonable.

Bea. That’s the ticket. Think of Bea and her
sweet breasts and her big smile and…and—

Singleton was unscrewing a leg of the tripod
to pull it open.

“No. Now isn’t the time,” Carne said curtly.
He had the camera, and instead of arguing, he simply turned and
walked down the path, away from the view.

“You’re angry again,” Singleton noted when he
caught up with him. “Or perhaps you have a prickly nature. I
suspect the second. Therefore I shan’t grow offended when you are
rude to me, because what would be the point? I might as well tell a
feral cat not to hiss.”

Carne couldn’t help it. He gave a startled
laugh, then parted his lips and hissed.

Singleton smiled. In the sunlight, his
glasses flashed. “I wish I had a scrap of fish to help tame you,
although I suspect you’d be tired of fish, hmm? Then some lovely
raw meat. Just for you.”

God in heaven, that last sounded entirely
obscene. Carne glanced at him, but he didn’t leer in return or wink
or do anything loathsome. He wore that amiable smile as they
strolled along the rough path. Or perhaps that absent-minded look
was a smirk on Singleton? Carne didn’t dare examine him
closely.

“Tell me about the people I can expect to
meet in your public house,” Singleton said.

“There is Bea Pollard. She’s a widow and the
owner of the Stoney Ground. And a good friend. A very good
friend.” He shot a glance at Singleton to see if he understood.

Singleton beamed back. “And any others?”

“Jermyn Trennick might be there.” He’d best
not allow Trennick to talk to Singleton, or he might try to sell
his farm as a vacation home for the wealthy man. “And Frank
Mitchell and his son, um, Frank.”

“Surely he must be called Secundus or
Junior?”

Did anyone ever call the Mitchells anything?
“No. They’re both usually called Mitchell. Anyway, they’re more
likely out on their boat.” He knew at least Mitchell the younger
was on the shore, since he’d spotted him there.

“There is James Gwalather.” He particularly
wanted to keep Singleton away from that dour man. “And Roger
Peters, who’s interested in politics. Also Robin Hammett is usually
around.”

“Are they all fishermen? Are there any
ex-miners as well? Ah, but I should like most of all to meet anyone
who works on the sea in any capacity. I can’t tell you how grateful
I am that you have agreed to help me. I know that I would have
continued to meet nothing but obdurate silence without your open
sesame! Stoney Ground indeed.”

He burbled on as if they were walking into a
garden party. Perhaps that was what he’d expected. That could be
how Carne approached it as well. A happy hail-fellow-well-met sort
of an event. They could go about their business and keep the man
happily occupied as long as he wanted to stay in the area. This
would give them the practice they needed to hide out in the open.
The world might intrude into Par Gwynear more often in these modern
days, and they’d best adopt a new method to deal with outsiders, as
Trennick was fond of repeating.

Carne didn’t expect that members of the
Concern, most of whom had already gathered at the Stoney Ground for
an afternoon ale, would take to any conversation with Phillip
Singleton.

He’d rarely been more wrong.


Chapter Seven

Over the course of a single day, Phillip had
made a thorough study of his newest preoccupation and decided Carne
had more than one secret buried deep. He wished he could dig down,
oh so carefully, pry him open, and then, with soft brushes, gently
expose and extract the treasures. The method worked on burial
mounds, after all, not that he’d ever had the opportunity to be on
any archeological dig.

He’d tried blunt questions. He’d attempted
hints. He’d even made shrouded lewd suggestions in case the secret
might be a preference for men’s companionship in bed. That had been
mere wishful thinking on his part, but the more time he spent with
the man, the more uneasy Carne appeared. A man unused to nerves,
Phillip suspected. Perhaps he was also unused to the idea of a
bedmate with a penis. More wishful thinking.

That mention of Mrs. Pollard. Carne had
seemed rather defiant about his relationship with the tavern owner.
Defiant and a little worried.

It amused Phillip to think Carne might
consider him some sort of threat. Even as they walked side by side
talking of the village, he noted how that broad body contrasted
with his own. Though they were not so different in height, Phillip
was far thinner. He often forgot to eat and, until recently, had
spent much of his time bent over books or his writing. But even
when he gorged, he never gained weight. Geoffrey had once said
Phillip must burn every scrap of energy he took in by thinking
constantly.

Perhaps some of Carne’s jumpiness might be
related to sexuality. Phillip hoped that was the case. But also he
seemed reluctant to volunteer many details about his fellow
villagers. He seemed almost as closemouthed about them as they were
about themselves.

Before they entered the inn, Phillip decided
to go for the direct route. “Do you suppose any of your friends and
neighbors know firsthand about smuggling?”

Was that a flinch? “The war with Bonaparte
ended a lifetime ago,” he said easily. “New trade agreements with
the French dried up that particular source of income.”

Carne’s answer seemed so practiced and
smooth. He pushed open the weathered gray door to the public house.
In a markedly loud voice, he said, “I’m sure my friends can share
stories their fathers told them of the old days, Mr.
Singleton.”

Phillip stepped into a room that probably
hadn’t changed in several centuries. It might not have been cleaned
in nearly that long as well. The scent of old fires, tobacco, ale,
humans, mixed with the tang of the ocean pleased him, as did the
scarred wooden tables and benches and mismatched chairs.

After his eyes adjusted, he saw the place
wasn’t all dirt and dust. A fire had been laid in a swept fireplace
but not lit. Not so entirely neglected after all, merely very old.
He wondered if there were any noteworthy treasures tucked into any
dark corners, a carving or even ancient scrawls left by customers
who had long ago been laid to rest in the graveyard or lost at sea.
He adored the treasures of royalty and mythology as much as the
next explorer, but he also appreciated the signs of an extinct way
of life. The vanished mundane intrigued him.

He stopped examining a smoke-darkened wall
and focused on the faces staring at him. No smiles—other than one
rotund man in the corner whose grin displayed a few gaps, half
rising from his seat to nod in greeting. The rest stayed glued to
their benches and chairs and glared as if Phillip were a bad dream
come true. He recalled a room full of colleagues waiting to hear
his talk, fully prepared to jump up and object to his latest
theories. Academic life had been full of vicious rivalries. So,
apparently, was this pub.

Carne stood near him in the middle of the
room and introduced each occupant. This did indeed feel more like a
meeting than a casual drink. As he greeted each person in turn,
Phillip went over Carne’s list. Two were absent, and one proved to
be a Frank Mitchell. The Mr. Mitchell glaring at him had a round
face that might have been any age between twenty-five and
fifty.

“Mr. Frank Mitchell the father or the son?”
he asked cheerfully.

Now Mitchell’s glare grew even stormier.
Apparently, he didn’t like Phillip knowing anything about him. What
had Carne told these people? No, they’d been shy of Phillip even
before.

Phillip gazed at Mitchell and cocked his head
to show he listened for an answer.

“Father,” Mitchell grunted.

“Ah, so good to meet you,” he said. It was
something of a relief to turn at last to the happy man. “And are
you Mr. Trennick or Mr. Gwalather? Or perhaps some other man
entirely?”

Laughing, the man rose at once, hand
outstretched to shake. “Trennick. Pleased to meet you, sir.”

The moment the handshake ended, Carne led
Phillip to a table in the middle of the room and sat him down far
from Mr. Trennick. It seemed he was to avoid the one friendly face
in the room.

A chair scraped, and Mitchell the father came
to loom over Phillip.

“How do you know our names?” Mitchell the
father snarled.

Phillip smiled up at him. “I asked Mr.
Treleaven to list some the gentlemen I might meet.”

“He wrote down our names?” Mitchell’s hands
formed into fists. “You let him write down our names,
Treleaven?”

“No. No, I didn’t.” Carne rose from his
chair. He put a hand on Mitchell’s shoulder and leaned forward.
“Calm yourself,” he murmured. And in an even lower voice muttered
something that might have been harmless.

Interesting that the moon-faced Mitchell
became so very upset. This visit grew more exciting with each
passing minute. “No lists except in here.” Phillip tapped the side
of his head, dislodging his glasses. As he straightened them, he
went on. “I have an excellent memory. Especially for names and
dates. Comes in dashed handy during examinations.”

That did not seem to mollify Mr. Mitchell.
Clearly there was going to be no winning this one over, so Phillip
turned his attention to some of the others.

“Mr. Trennick,” he called across to the other
table. “What do you do for a living?”

“My people was farmers, sir. I own ten good
acres just waitin’ for someone with a hankerin’ to till the soil.
I’d do it m’self but for my back.” The round man rubbed at his
spine.

Carne snorted, suggesting either the back
injury was invented or the acreage wasn’t so fruitful. But Phillip
encouraged Trennick with a few questions about his place. He knew
the best way to win over a negative group was to get people talking
about things important to them.

Sure enough, within minutes, Trennick had
joined them at their table to continue painting a glowing picture
of his land and suggest a gentleman might build himself a summer
home close to the balmy beach. He was quickly joined by Roger
Peters, who was more than willing to chime in with his opinions
about wealthy landowners versus small holders.

“The rich would buy up the world and push the
poor onto the fringes. We should cling to what’s ours, not sell it
off to them, Trennick!”

“As if you wouldn’t sell your own hovel in a
heartbeat if someone offered you a hundred pounds.” Bea Pollard
plunked glasses filled with chocolate-brown stout in front of all
the men. Then she stayed there with hands on hips and her gaze on
Phillip.

He was just as eager to study the woman Carne
apparently bedded. Bea was a buxom redhead with a pretty face worn
by life to harsher lines. She grinned at Phillip, and he smiled
back. A nice woman who’d been through some hard times, he guessed.
A comfort to cuddle with, but did she arouse strong passions in
Carne? He’d hadn’t mentioned her as if she were the love of his
life.

“Pay no heed to these cakeys. They’ve more
opinions between the pair of ’em than a leopard has spots.” Bea
moved a little closer and leaned in so Phillip could smell her body
and a hint of perfume. “Is the ale to your liking, Mr.
Singleton?”

He took a sip and tried not to grimace at its
potency. “Very fine, Mrs. Pollard.”

She squeezed his shoulder before moving away.
Interesting. Was she trying to make Carne jealous or expressing
interest in a strange man in their quiet village?

“You should come to my place for dinner.”
Trennick talked over Peters, who continued to drone on about his
liberal agenda. “Me wife bakes a nice stargazy pie.”

“A what now?” Phillip continued to sip the
thick stout and decided it wasn’t so bad after all.

“You’ve never heard of stargazy pie? ’Tis a
fish pie made with pilchards—well, no more since they’ve gotten
rare. Right tasty, it is. Comes from Mousehole.”

“From where?”

“Village not too far from here. Long ago,
when all the villages depended on the yearly catch to survive the
winter, it was nigh on Christmas and the pilchards still hadn’t
come. One brave soul, Tom Bawcock,
braved dangerous seas to go out and search for them. Story goes he
brought back a catch large enough to feed the entire village, and
they made one great pie large enough for all to share.”

“Communal sharing. No
landlords or mine owners,” Peters intoned. “That’s my point.”

“The feast is still
celebrated on the twenty-third of December around these parts,”
Carne added.

“Why is the pie
called stargazy?” Phillip asked. “Because the fisherman navigated
his way by the stars?”

A youth who’d entered
the pub hurried to join the table and the conversation. “The
pilchards is baked whole with their heads up out of the crust like
to gaze at the stars.”

“More fish food,”
Phillip muttered to himself. “Remarkable.”

“Remarkable,” the boy
repeated Phillip’s word and accent, trying out the sound. He gazed
at Phillip intensely as if he rarely saw anyone from beyond the
village. Likely he didn’t. “Where’s your motorcar, sir?”

“Oh, I left it at Mr.
Treleaven’s house where I’m staying. I haven’t enough petrol to
drive it all around. And what might your name be?”

“Robin Hammett. At
your service, sir.” The youth half bowed while offering his hand to
shake. “That contraption. I’ve never seen the like. If I could
ever…that is, if you have the time, I’d give anything to have a
ride. Bet she flies like the wind.”

“Not on these roads.”
Phillip smiled as he clasped the lad’s hand. “Honestly, I’ve only
owned her a brief time, so I haven’t had the opportunity to really
give her a go on a good road. I’m looking forward to it, though. It
should be a ripping good time. And I’ll certainly give you a ride
before I leave.”

He’d made another
conquest. Phillip could tell from Robin’s shining, worshipful
eyes.

“Have another, Mr. Singleton?” Bea was at his
elbow offering a fresh glass of stout, and Phillip realized he’d
drained the one in front of him.

He also realized his head was getting a
little muzzy and his stomach was rumbling. It had been a long time
since breakfast. If he didn’t have something to eat soon, he might
pass out from the strong drink. He wondered if Mrs. Pollard served
stargazy pie.


Chapter Eight

Things could’ve gone much worse, Carne
decided as he sat back and watched Singleton make friends with
Eldred the grocer, Jacobs the part-time constable, and nearly every
man in the tavern. Mitchell still sat in his corner, brooding, but
the rest of the villagers wandered over to be introduced and visit
for a bit.

Phillip Singleton was a charmer, no doubt of
that. Carne had to wonder if the man hadn’t been practicing his
winsome wiles on him, for the professor seemed adept at getting
most anyone to talk about themselves.

Carne had thought him odd at first, perhaps
eccentric, but with bright smiles and understanding nods, the
stranger broke down the villagers’ habitual reserve. Soon they were
sharing gossip about families, feuds, ailments, peculiarities, and
tales from their mining history. Thank goodness no one was drunk
enough to speak of the Concern and its business.

“Professor,” Robin nearly shouted to be heard
above the other chattering voices. “Carne told us he met you up at
the standing stones. You should be careful going there.”

“Why is that?”

“Piskies.”

“Magical sprites. I should love to see them,”
Phillip said.

Robin shook his head. “Nay, they’re not to be
trifled with. Their tricks be mostly harmless, but they don’t much
like people coming into their circles or other secret places.
They’re liable to lead you astray, so if you hear laughter like a
child’s, never try to follow it.”

Phillip nodded very deliberately, taking
Robin’s caution with a drunken man’s seriousness. “I always thought
fairies a charming notion.”

“They’re no mere notion.” Bea had stopped
pretending to be busy and pulled up a chair along with the rest.
“My granfer nearly drowned from a piskie leading him into a bog.
Took him hours to get free of the muck.”

“Yer granfer was too fond of drink. That’s
why he ended up facedown in the mud one night,” Mitchell called as
he downed yet another glass of ale.

Carne would’ve smiled at irony, except he was
too annoyed with Mitchell to feel any humor toward him. Whatever
the younger Mitchell was up to down at the cove certainly involved
his father and likely Gwalather too, since the man was missing from
his usual spot in the tavern.

All had a good laugh at Bea’s grandfather’s
expense, then each went on to tell his own tale of a brush with the
other side.

“Heard a knocker the day afore the great
cave-in at Dolcoath,” old Tom Kenneth who hadn’t spoken till now
burst forth. “I wouldn’t go down the next day, and it saved me life
for certain.”

“Knockers. Those are the spirits of dead
miners who warn of an impending collapse.” Phillip showed more
knowledge of their folklore.

“Aye. Our ancestors warn and protect us with
their tap-tapping,” the aged one said.

“’Tis true,” Peters agreed. “My own father
heard knockers more than once.”

“And was there a cave-in every time?” Phillip
asked.

“Well, no, but he heard the tapping all the
same. Maybe warning him of a different sort of disaster.”

Singleton seemed about to pursue this line of
thinking further but closed his mouth. Likely he didn’t want to
annoy any of his newly made friends by challenging their beliefs.
Clever man.

Attractive man. A voice from nowhere
whispered in Carne’s mind, startling him straight in his seat. No.
That wasn’t right. If anything, Singleton was a gawky scarecrow of
a man, certainly not classically handsome. Besides, Carne
appreciated women. Women like Bea Pollard, who was tickling his
calf with her foot under the table. He admired her generous breasts
and her…generous nature. Aye. Men were not attractive. Women were.
Why in the world did he need to remind himself of this?

He bolted from his seat and excused himself
to go out to the privy. He needed a break from being near the
professor. Carne was used to spending hours alone, and he’d hardly
had a minute to himself all that day.

Outside, he was able to breathe again. The
heat of midday had subsided, and shadows were growing longer. He
didn’t want to face another night of sharing his house with
Singleton, but he could hardly give him the boot now. Let the man
enjoy the fellowship in the pub awhile longer. He could gather his
tales—if he’d remember them later. Singleton seemed on his way to
being quite drunk. Maybe he’d pass out immediately after supper,
and Carne wouldn’t have to think of him again until morning.

Gwalather rounded a bend in the path and came
stumping toward the pub, his scarred hand curled near his stomach
as he always held it. Carne went to meet him.

“Where’ve you been?” he asked shortly.

“No business o’ yours. Last I knew, this was
a free country.” Gwalather started past him.

“I saw young Mitchell down at the cove. What
was he doing?”

The gnarled man stopped and gave him a hard
look. “What d’ye suppose? Young men and their maids find private
spots on the shore.”

“He weren’t with a girl. ’Twas doing
something else.” Or maybe Carne was wrong and imagining secret
meetings and conspiracies where there were none. There was little
more than sighting Mitchell and a niggling feeling in him to
suggest something wrong. Yet, Carne had learned to listen to inner
warnings, which sometimes kept him from harm.

“How should I know? You’d do best to stop
worrying about what we’re up to and put yer mind to gettin’ that
stranger on his way.”

“He’s harmless.” Carne repeated what he’d
told the elder Mitchell. “Only wants to hear old tales and take his
photographs of the pretty scenery. That’s all.” He gestured behind
him. “In there now, listening to stories of the wee ones and
knockers and Jack the Giant Killer. His head’s full of fancies more
than facts.”

Gwalather glowered. “You took him to the cove
today?”

“To see a couple of harmless spots.” He
seemed to be repeating that word a lot. “Do you think I’m a fool?
I’d hardly show him where we store cargo.”

“Best keep him away from the shore entirely.
If I catch him poking about on his own, it’ll be my turn to
deal with him as I see fit.”

Carne bit his tongue. Likely Gwalather was
only talking tough, but Carne didn’t like the threat to the
innocent professor.

“Well, he’s not here to cause us trouble,” he
repeated. “A bit of a fool, that one, actually.” Carne didn’t
believe that for a moment.

“An agent of the crown would hardly be likely
to march in all scowls and accusations, would he? He’d hide his
nature and pretend to be a bumbling dobeck to gather information.”
Gwalather snorted his disgust and carried on to the tavern.

Carne hated to admit the man made sense. But
he felt himself a fairly good judge of character and couldn’t
detect an ounce of deception in Phillip Singleton. The man was who
and what he said he was.

He used the privy, then returned to the
tavern, only to walk into a hullaballoo. Everyone was singing a
drinking song at the tops of their voices, and they’d taught
Singleton so he could join in on the chorus.

I ’ad ’er, I ’ad ’er, I did

I ’ad ’er, I ’ad ’er, I did

I ’ad ’er, I did:

It cost me a quid

Going up Camborne Hill coming DOWN

They all hit the final word hard—Robin’s
tenor, Peter’s bass, Trennick’s off-key warble, and Phillip’s quite
lovely baritone.

“Good Lord,” Carne muttered as Phillip leaped
to his feet and held up his hands for quiet.

“Listen, listen, listen my friends. I want to
take your ph-phonograph, I mean photro…your pic-shure. Will you let
me set up my cambra and all come outside? Better lighting, y’see. I
want you all to be in it.” He opened his arms as if he’d hug
every one of them to him.

At their corner table, Gwalather and Mitchell
looked up sharply from their discussion and shot disapproving
glares at the others.

“Bad enough he knows our names,” Mitchell
began, but he was interrupted by Robin, stumbling toward the
door.

“A picture? Truly?” Robin knocked over a
stool. “A picture? Of us?”

“Ain’t never had my likeness captured.” Old
Tom got up from his seat quite spryly. “I’d like that.”

Everyone else was tipsy enough to happily
agree and troop after Phillip toward the door.

He slung an arm around old Tom. “You won’t be
able to see it d’rectly. I must take the plates back to…back to…and
prosheth them. But I promise to mail you your likeness. And you’ll
be in my book along with your story about those, um, knockers.”

Carne intercepted them before they reached
the door. “Maybe that’s enough photos for today. I don’t think it’s
the right time for—”

“Shhh.” Singleton put a finger to his lips
and peered owlishly at him. “It’s all right. They want to. Will
you…?” He trailed off and leaned into bandy-legged Tom, who leaned
back, propping him up.

Carne opened the door to usher them outside.
“Will I what?”

“Help me. Will you help set up and take the,
um, pic-shure?”

“Aye. I can do that.”

The entire process was like gathering straw
in a wind storm. By the time Carne had gotten the camera assembled,
the group had begun to scatter. He got them together and with the
sun lighting their faces properly. But Phillip was clearly too
drunk to operate the thing. Carne had watched and assisted him at
the seashore, and now he followed the operation as best he could
recall.

When he’d focused and viewed the group upside
down under the hood of the camera, he stepped aside and called.
“All right. No more moving now. Everyone smile and…hold.”

Carne squeezed the shutter release and
counted. He expected there might be blurring or squinting or silly
expressions, but even if the image came out horribly, he’d done it.
He felt rather proud that he’d taken a photograph.

Now he could get Phillip home, fed, and put
to bed, hopefully, before he passed out.

He began to pack up. “We should probably be
moving on, Mr. Singleton.”

“Oh no. I told everybody I’d stand the next
round,” Phillip whined. “They’re counting on me.”

“They’ll be here tomorrow and the next day
and the next. And so will the ale.” Even if you won’t be.
“Best come with me now, sir.”

In the end, after loading the camera and
Phillip’s abandoned coat and waistcoat into the cart, Carne had to
put his arm around his guest’s back to guide him to the wagon.
Alcohol fumes wafted from Phillip as he continued to babble. His
back was hot and his shirt damp with sweat against Carne’s bare
forearm. The masculine odor and feel of him were so different from
Bea’s feminine softness. Yet it had surprisingly the same effect on
Carne, a stirring in his groin and cock that he couldn’t control.
He wished he could let go, and he wished he could hold on.

Phillip rolled his head toward him and gazed
at Carne from far too close. “Thank you. You’ve been an excellent
guide. This is the best day I ever had. It was extraordingary and
re…markable.”

“Remarkable indeed.” Carne softly repeated
the professor’s favorite word as he looked into those remarkable
gray eyes.


Chapter Nine

The cart hit a bump, and Phillip came back to
himself from a lovely, hazy dream of laughter and dancing. A pirate
king, a fisherman, the salty flavor of man came to Phillip, and
then, with the bump, the taste turned sour.

He realized he’d slid down the seat and his
head rested against a solid form. The hard muscle under his cheek
had to be Carne’s shoulder. If only Phillip’s stomach and head
hadn’t turned rebel, he’d enjoy this moment.

Another bump, and all thoughts but one
vanished.

“We need to stop,” he said.

“We’re nearly home,” Carne said too
cheerfully.

“Stop. Now.”

Carne must have heard the urgency, for he
pulled the cart to a halt. “You don’t hold your liquor, do you, Mr.
Singleton?”

Just the word liquor brought a burn to his
head and throat and…

“Oh no.” Phillip stumbled off the cart and
into the soggy ditch.

A day and evening that had started with such
promise apparently would end with misery in the muck of a ditch. He
heaved until he supposed he’d lost everything he’d eaten since he
left London.

“I should never drink,” he croaked.

“Here.” A hand appeared next to his face,
holding a bottle.

“No more.” Phillip cleared his throat and
winced. “Please.”

“It’s water.”

He took the bottle and tasted it. Pure lovely
water with only a hint of salt. After rinsing his mouth, he
greedily drank.

“Don’t gulp it,” Carne said. “It’ll come back
up.”

Phillip handed it back and straightened. “The
world is sh-spinning, but my stomach no longer wants to turn itself
inside out.”

Carne laughed.

Phillip twisted, carefully, to glare at him.
“What is so terribly amusing, Mr. Treleaven?”

Carne stood too near him. “You were sounding
properly pickled and now you could be sober.”

“Hardly,” Phillip muttered. “I shall never
drink again. You are my witness.”

The man laughed again, a deep rumble that
soothed Phillip. His large hand grasped Phillip’s elbow. “Come on.
Let’s get you home now.”

Home. Gracious, that sounded pleasant.
Phillip wondered what in his life constituted his home. The library
in the Antiquarian Society? His club in London? Perhaps as he
settled to write this book, he’d buy a house. Yes, he might buy one
in a village near London so he could easily access the resources he
needed. He wished he’d held on to his uncle’s townhouse in the
city, with its lovely library, but that house seemed haunted to him
and he’d been too sad to stay for long.

And he’d like a house just a bit farther
outside the center of the city, a property with trees and more than
a tiny garden.

Phillip stumbled over the ground near the
road, distracted by the picture of the large house he could buy,
perhaps in Wimbledon. Though, really, he’d prefer a cottage with
whitewashed walls, dim windows… He formed a picture of a larger
version of Carne’s house with room for books and a real garden.
He’d want a place his Cantabrigian friends might visit. They’d
discuss their studies over tea in the garden, but no ale. God, not
ale.

The thoughts were more pleasant to consider
than the dizziness that still seized him.

“Easy,” Carne murmured.

He must have groaned aloud. “I’m not going to
be sick again,” he reassured Carne. “There’s nothing left.”

“Poor professor.”

“You must call me Phillip,” he insisted.
“When one has witnessed a scene such as the one in the ditch, I
think first names are de rigueur.”

“Day who?”

“Proper social behavior.” He risked opening
his eyes and looking around. The clouds pinked by the light of a
nearly set sun heaved a little, but that might have been due to the
ride over the bumpy ground.

After a short drive, they stopped in front of
the cottage. Carne jumped down and trotted over to Phillip’s side,
but Phillip had already managed to climb down. “I think I shall
live,” he said.

“Good,” Carne replied.

“I’m not certain I agree at the moment.”

They went into the cottage. He walked into
his room, took off his glasses, and collapsed on the bed. He must
have slept, because when he next opened his eyes, the cottage was
entirely dark.

He sat up, seized by a dreadful thirst. His
throat and head hurt, and for a moment, he wondered if he’d
contracted an illness, until he remembered what he’d done in the
pub. He groaned with mortification.

Something creaked and rustled. “Are you all
right?” The voice came from the chair in the corner.

He put on his glasses and made out the shape.
“Carne?”

“Uh, yes.”

“Were you doing a death watch?”

“No. Though maybe I mean yes. I knew two men
who succumbed after drinking too much.”

“That’s awful.”

“’Twas.” Another creak and rustle.

“Were they close friends?”

“Naw. One was a drunkard who keeled over
having a fit, and the other a fisherman who choked. I saw poor
Chappy’s fit. So, then, Professor Phillip, if you’re still alive, I
can go to my own bed.”

“I suppose you’re not up for a chat this time
of night.”

That low rumble of laughter. “What do you
want to chat about?”

“I think I remember what I did last night,
but…”

“Tonight. Only hours ago now.”

Phillip rubbed at his face and muttered an
oath.

Carne seemed to settle back into the chair.
“Wonderin’ if you did anythin’ daft?”

“I’m rather certain that I did. I-I tend to
become a bit too friendly with my fellow humans when I’ve had a
single drink.” He groaned again. “I love the species and don’t try
to hide it.”

Carne’s laughter was a warm caress. “You
didn’t do anything to make anyone teasy. That is annoyed.”

So he hadn’t attempted to kiss Carne, then.
That was a relief. He recalled something else humiliating. “There
was that disgusting interlude in the ditch.”

“Not a cause for anger.”

Phillip waited for him to say more, but after
a great loud yawn, Carne only said, “Need water? ’Tis next to the
bed.”

His eyes had adjusted to the faint moonlight
illuminating the room, and when he spotted the mug, Phillip drained
it immediately. He was greedy for Carne again, for his company, and
tried to think of a way to stall him from seeking his bed.

“Since I’m employing you, I give you leave to
sleep as late as you wish. No need to worry about this late
hour.”

“Very good, m’ lord, but I have errands
unrelated to your worshipful self’s needs.”

Phillip laughed. “That’s put me in my place.
Very good.”

“Such a peculiar man.” There was only a hint
of amusement in Carne’s voice now. “I forget myself over and over
with you. You’re as informal as can be.”

“Too true.” Phillip dropped onto his back on
the bed. “I do know how to behave myself and did for most of my
years at Cambridge. I can be as stodgy a fellow as you could ask
for.”

“What’s it like, then?” Carne actually moved
the chair closer to the bed. In the small room, that meant he was
close indeed. Phillip could hear the soft sound of his breathing.
“I mean the work. You didn’t do anything strenuous with your body,
only your mind. Why would a man leave a plum position like
that?”

Phillip wished he had more water, but didn’t
want to say such a thing for fear of losing Carne’s presence. “I
was a scattered sort of a lecturer. A student could merely
introduce a tangent, and then the lecture would go well over time.
I think I told you I was held back by my duties, but in truth, I
could have pursued my research in the field under the university’s
auspices. Ha, I’d have had some students to help with the research
as well.”

“Someone else to cart your equipment?”

“Exactly. I knew you were an astute
fellow.”

“If they’d let you wander the countryside,
why not remain a part of the university?”

“I have always been a part of some school or
another since I was a child. I wanted to explore the world outside
academia. To find out on my own where I fit without the presence of
my university looming over my plans and dreams.”

“Dreams.” Carne sounded disgusted. “They
don’t pay for dinner.”

“Ah, that is due to my uncle. He and I were
good friends.” He broke off, still not able to speak easily of his
beloved relative who’d died two years earlier. The existence of his
uncle, a confirmed bachelor, had reassured Phillip that desire for
another man could dwell in the most admirable of gentlemen.

During a long-ago visit, his Uncle Downlaw
had discovered young Phillip weeping. When Phillip brokenly
confessed to unnatural inclinations, his uncle had told him he
should feel no shame. Some men were simply born different. Phillip
had understood without Downlaw saying it that they were both of
that special sort.

“Have you fallen asleep?” Carne
whispered.

“No, no. I was thinking about my uncle.”

“The one who supports your dreams?”

“In a manner of speaking. He left me well
off.” He sighed. “And he would be annoyed that I mentioned that
fact to you. He disliked conversations about money.”

“Was he a stodgy sort?”

“Not at all. He, ah, he understood me.”

“And what does that mean?”

Phillip thought Carne knew full well what it
meant. Did Carne want to engage in battle about Phillip’s desires?
But that didn’t seem to fit the man who’d helped him all day,
including that episode in a ditch.

Phillip said, “My uncle never showed anything
but the most decorous behavior with me, but he was another like me.
His acceptance of me was a balm on a sore spirit.”

And his uncle’s restrained behavior and
advice taught Phillip discretion. Which he most definitely was not
showing at the moment. He resolved to shut up.

“So he was a man who liked…who didn’t like
women?” Carne sounded curious rather than confrontational.

“He liked a great many people.”
Phillip was tired of the sexual desire coursing through him when
near Carne, and he had grown even more tired of defining anyone by
their hungers. “He was popular in society, with a pattern of
generosity to charities. When my Uncle Downlaw died of a wasting
disease, hundreds of people attended his funeral.”

“I’m sorry,” Carne said. “I can tell you’re
offended. I’m trying to understand.”

“What? Why? Do you think I might
explain to you why I was designed in this manner? I have no notion.
I should tell you this, Carne, I am not sorry about what I am or
who I desire.”

He shook his head, which barely ached now.
Yet his spirits had sunk. That might have come from thinking of his
uncle—and no doubt drinking too much and growing sick. “No, now I
must beg your pardon. You are a wonderful host, and I have
abused your hospitality more than once. Now I’m being abominably
rude. Please do excuse me.”

He waited for Carne to leave the room, but he
didn’t.

“Earlier.” Carne began. He moved in the
chair, which creaked under his weight. “Earlier today. I thought
about what it would be like. To be. What you and I might do.”

“Oh.” Phillip let out a long ragged breath.
Suddenly, the desires he’d dismissed minutes ago seemed vitally
important. “You are curious. Perfectly natural.” He wished his
voice hadn’t cracked. “Have you ever done anything with a man, or
perhaps, when you were young, with a boyhood friend?”

“God, no.” The revulsion was clear, and
Phillip flinched. “But then again, I’ve never met anyone like
you before.”

“Oh.” That might be the only thing he was
capable of saying now. What a strange long day this turned out to
be. “What would you like?”

“I think… I’m not sure…” He fell silent.

“What?” Phillip whispered into the dark,
which wasn’t so complete any longer. He could see the slump of
defeat in Carne’s shoulders. Or perhaps he was merely leaning
toward Phillip.

“I think I want to lie down with you. And
maybe we’ll just go to sleep,” Carne added hastily. “But if you
don’t mind.”

In answer, Phillip moved to make space on the
bed, which was luckily quite wide, as both of Carne’s sisters had
shared it. “This is your home, after all.” He tried to add a bit of
humor, but it didn’t work because he could hear his own breath and
heart racing, and he could feel the bed shake as Carne sat and
pulled off his boots.

Phillip wished he could smell himself to make
sure he didn’t reek of ale or worse. But his worries dissolved when
Carne stretched out on his side facing Phillip. This was more than
he’d even hoped for, the culmination of his recent fevered
dreams.

And if he didn’t frighten Carne or disgust
him, more might come. He inched forward. He’d planned to let Carne
lead the way, but he couldn’t bear to allow so many inches to
separate their bodies. The dizziness coursing through him had
nothing to do with the drunkenness of earlier and everything to do
with the scent of salt and smoke and the heat of the man he nearly
touched. Carne’s chest rose and fell at a rate almost as rapid as
his own.

Phillip couldn’t bridge the last inch—that
must be Carne’s choice. He whispered, “If anything more than this
companionable rest occurs, I shan’t be disappointed, I assure
you.”

Rest wasn’t a truthful word at the moment.
With his arm twisted above his head and the other under his body,
he wouldn’t be comfortable, but that didn’t matter.

Something moved, and a hand brushed the front
of his trousers, up and down. “You’re lying,” Carne said.

“Carne,” Phillip whispered. “I don’t mind if
you conduct experimentation with me. But I might…”

He didn’t want to finish the rest of the
thought because he didn’t want to appear to be the tenderhearted
fool he’d been in the past. I might just fall in love with
you.

Having known the total immersion of a heart
consumed by love, Phillip feared its overwhelming power. He could
be casual, and had been so with several partners. He thought
particularly of Geoffrey. Yes, it was possible to begin and end a
physical relationship without breaking any hearts. But was that
sort of simple gratification sufficient? He wasn’t sure if that’s
all he wanted for the rest of his life.

He closed his eyes and waited for Carne to
decide the next move.

“Might what?” Carne asked, in a regular
voice.

“Enjoy myself,” Phillip said and opened his
eyes. A small gleam in the dark told him Carne smiled. Good.


Chapter Ten

Carne must have drunk too much as well. His
appetite should have been quashed by the sight of Professor
Singleton vomiting in the ditch. But even as he’d led the poor man
back to the cart, he’d been aware of the slender form under his
guiding hand.

After he’d put the cart away, he’d paused in
the doorway of Phillip’s room, examining the man who sprawled on
the bed. He looked uncomfortable, and his pale cheeks had seemed
too flushed.

Carne hadn’t meant to settle in the chair,
but, after he’d pulled off Phillip’s shoes and gotten him a mug of
water, he sat for just a minute to examine the sleeping figure that
seemed very still, especially for such an active, almost twitchy
sort of a man. Shouldn’t a drunken man snore? He leaned close to
the parted lips. Phillip didn’t stink of sick. His breath came slow
but even.

He might be like Donald the fisherman,
though, and choke and die with too much drink. Carne stayed, kept
the light burning and watched over his visitor. He should have been
embarrassed staring at a man as he slept, but he didn’t think
Phillip would mind. He’d been so forgiving when he’d discovered
Carne snooping through his papers. Phillip was the most forgiving
sort of man Carne had met. So exotic, too.

That was the appeal of women, the strange
otherness of them. Their soft and round forms—different and smaller
than his own—made him feel strong. He examined Phillip’s body, with
those well-maintained fingernails and clean limbs. The professor
was composed of sleek lines, at least when he lay so still, and his
body seemed nearly as exotic as a woman’s.

Enough contrasting him with Carne’s usual
bedpartner. Bea deserved better than this sort of game, especially
when she didn’t come out the winner.

That horrendous realization made Carne blow
out the lamp, then shrink down in his chair. But he didn’t leave
the moonlit room. When Phillip snorted and started awake, Carne
didn’t excuse himself right away and then…he simply didn’t want to
leave. The intimacy of the dim, hushed room made him confide things
and take liberties he never would have in the light of day.

He lay facing the long, lean professor,
bodies only inches apart. Carne’s heart thundered as he dared to
reach out and touch hardness, his fingers tentatively traveling the
length of the ridge in Phillip’s trousers. Phillip made a small
sound, and it fanned Carne’s small burning glow of interest into a
raging fire. He wanted to hear more yearning whimpers, to give this
man reason to gasp and sigh and groan. He needed to feel more than
a vague hardness through layers of fabric. The next step was to lay
bare Phillip’s member and explore it flesh to flesh.

In the dark, Carne struggled with unfastening
Phillip’s trousers. The other man’s hands quickly joined his to
unbutton and remove the barriers of material between them. Phillip
lifted his hips, and Carne pulled the trousers down nearly to his
knees.

There was just enough light that Carne could
make out the pale length of Phillip’s erection, standing as upright
as one of the menhir in a stone circle. He touched the warm flesh,
vibrating with life, and scraped his fingernails down the length,
earning another quiet murmur from Phillip. How delightful that
sound, as satisfying to hear as any of Bea’s soft mews. This wasn’t
so very different after all—the act of giving pleasure to another
human being. Carne grew less nervous and more assured in his
movements. He knew what he enjoyed when he handled himself, so he
merely applied those movements to Phillip.

First he took a moment to cradle Phillip’s
sac, weighing it in his palm and lightly squeezing. Next he slid
his fingers over the man’s erection, sampling the smooth texture of
skin over hardness. At last, he wrapped his fist around the base of
the shaft and pulled slowly up to the tip.

Phillip’s foreskin had retracted, and the
rounded head was already beaded with moisture. Carne’s own cock
seemed to swell even harder in an excited solidarity. As he slid
his fist down, then up again, he ached for Phillip to mirror his
movements, but didn’t know how to ask. Or even if he truly wanted a
stranger’s touch upon him.

Oh hell, why pretend. Of course he
wanted it. He’d gone this far, Why not gain the full experience?
This was a once-only chance to try something new. No one would ever
know what had transpired between them tonight.

You’ll know, and it will change you forever.
Do you think you’ll still be interested in Bea after this?

He ignored the whisper and focused on the
task at hand. In hand, more precisely. He grasped the meaty
weight of the Phillip’s cock and continued to pump with even
strokes while Phillip rocked his hips slightly in approval.

“Let me… May I touch you as well?” Phillip’s
voice was gravelly and lower than usual. The rumbling sound swelled
Carne’s desire. He nodded, and a moment later, Phillip had loosened
his trousers and had a hand down them.

A shock to feel the heat and warmth of a
man’s strong fist wrapped around his erection. Such a shock that
Carne thought he might release too quickly, not only from the touch
but from whose touch it was. He calmed himself by drawing a long
breath and attempting to focus on what he was doing to Phillip. If
he allowed himself to become too aware of his own mounting
excitement, that would be the end of it.

He stopped reveling in Phillip’s rubbing of
his cock and opened his eyes to watch Phillip’s face, the grimaces
of pleasure produced by Carne’s massaging hand. Their gazes locked,
drawing them somehow closer, though their heads never left the two
pillows.

In the darkness, Carne couldn’t read
Phillip’s emotions but saw the gleam of his eyes, and that was
enough. He felt connected to this man in a way he’d never
experienced before. Their hands on each other’s members stroked
together now, reminding him of how men must work together when
sailing a boat, understanding each other’s needs and fulfilling
them. This mutual act of trust was akin to that, as he and Phillip
tugged and stroked and breathed together.

When it happened, when Phillip went still and
gave a strangled groan and warm fluid shot from his cock to land on
Carne’s fist, Carne felt deep satisfaction, nearly as much joy as
if the orgasm were his own.

Phillip’s steady massage of his shaft,
coupled with those feelings, was enough to trigger Carne’s own
release. Carne lost control and groaned more loudly than he’d ever
needed to during sex. He’d never have believed mutual pleasuring by
hand could provide more powerful sensations than having his cock
buried in heat and wetness.

He squeezed his eyes shut as the sensations
coursed through him. Good God, if a simple hand job could set off
such an explosion, what would Phillip’s mouth on his cock be like?
Or…the other thing two men did together.

Carne could hardly bring himself to imagine
sodomy. That went beyond the pale. The entry of another person’s
rear channel, be they male or female, was a perversion of nature’s
law. Man’s law too, punishable by fines and prison time. Not that
breaking the crown’s laws had ever been a problem for Carne
before.

If he was being honest with himself, he
was already imagining the act: Phillip’s long, smooth back
below him, the rounded curves of his buttocks lifting slightly, the
dark cleft between them, and the…the entrance. He swallowed hard,
thinking of how different it might be from plunging into a pussy.
Not as wet, tighter, even constricting. What else? Would he
actually enjoy it? He was desperate to find out. But for now…

He drew his attention back to the cock losing
girth in his hand. Phillip had released Carne’s, and now Carne did
the same, laying Phillip’s limp member against his belly and wiping
his hand on the tail of his own shirt. He wiped up his own
spending, and then he wasn’t sure what to do next, so he lay there
feeling awkward.

“You see,” Phillip whispered. “No harm done,
and we both enjoyed it, I believe.”

Carne nodded. “’Twas interesting. Different
from…” He left the thought unfinished. “But I don’t think we should
do it again.”

Even as he said it, his mind whined
why? So long as Phillip was staying at his house, he should
take advantage of the opportunity. For he’d never have another like
this, certainly not with any man he knew in the village. Not that
he’d be at all interested in any of them.

Face by face, he pictured every man he knew.
Nothing stirred below his waist. But one glance at Phillip’s
eyelashes fanned against his cheekbones, and Carne felt the
quickening of interest again. What was it about this particular man
that affected him in ways he’d never imagined possible?

Bright eyes glittered in the darkness as
Phillip opened them. “We won’t repeat it ever, if you don’t want
to.” Was that disappointment in his voice? It was wrong of Carne to
hope so.

He took a breath, then spoke in short bursts.
“Well, maybe. So long as you’re here. If you wanted to. We could
conduct other experiments. I suppose.”

Now teeth gleamed as Phillip gave him a broad
grin. “I should enjoy that. And I’ll make certain you do too.”

A hundred different thoughts and feelings
warred inside Carne. Part of him wanted to stay there, sharing the
warmth of the bed with Phillip, but a larger part of him needed to
flee before he utterly lost himself and became a person he no
longer recognized. What was he turning into? If he wasn’t Carne,
who was he?

“I should go.” He tucked his cock away and
threw back the covers.

He was half out of bed when Phillip stopped
him with a quiet, “Carne.”

“What?” He didn’t turn to look but heard
Phillip sit. Then a hand rested on his back.

“I understand your need to be alone right
now. But if you wanted… That is if you don’t feel it’s too
intimate, maybe we could exchange a kiss?” Phillip sounded so
hopeful, it worried Carne. He wouldn’t want the man to begin to
have feelings for him. Bad enough that it seemed Bea had developed
some. It wasn’t Carne’s intention to hurt anyone, yet he seemed to
keep encouraging emotions he couldn’t return.

He wanted to turn around and press a quick,
hard kiss to the professor’s mouth. What would it feel like? How
would his lips be different from a woman’s, and how would they be
the same? What would he taste like? Stale alcohol, most likely,
Carne reminded himself. But, more important than the physical
sensations, what would kissing signify? It would be another step.
Carne didn’t want Phillip to imagine there could be anything deep
between them, and a kiss…well, a kiss represented entirely too
much.

Carne shook his head. “I’m sorry, truly, but
I don’t think I can do that.” He got off the bed and hurried toward
the door, where he paused. He felt cowardly running off. That
couldn’t be the last word spoken between them. “As I said, don’t
worry about rising early. We can view whatever sights you wish
tomorrow, and I can introduce you to the oldest woman in Par
Gwynear. Mavis’ll have some tales to tell. Good night.”

Carne closed the door behind him, then stood
there, allowing all the conflicting feelings to wash over him. He
was far too drawn to Phillip Singleton and too eager for more
experimentation. If he didn’t take care, his common sense would be
lost, washed away as if by a storm.

He needed to plant his feet on solid ground
and live up to the name his parents had given him. Carne. Rock. An
immoveable thing that even Phillip Singleton couldn’t manage to put
off balance and tip over.


Chapter Eleven

Rumbling in Phillip’s stomach woke him the
next day. He felt as cavernous as the spot he and Carne had visited
at the cove. And no wonder, as he hadn’t eaten since yesterday’s
breakfast. They’d been too busy at the shore to think about lunch,
and in the tavern, the hearty stout had unfortunately taken the
place of both teatime and supper. Ale that he’d lost to the ditch,
so yes, his poor stomach had every right to grumble.

But that wasn’t the only reasoned he felt so
unsettled and empty. His encounter with Carne the previous night
had fulfilled Phillip yet left him wanting so very much more. All
too well he recognized the signs of his heart softening, and that
mustn’t happen. He’d barely survived the two times he’d fallen head
over heels in love.

One had been Gavin, the stableman he’d been
too young to understand was merely having a good time with him. The
other was a university colleague Phillip had carried on with for
more than a year before the man had sworn to change his nature and
devote himself to the woman he planned to marry. After spending
countless precious hours together, he’d walked away from Phillip as
if their affair had meant nothing and never communicated with him
again.

After that, Phillip refused to allow himself
to confuse sex with love. He and Geoffrey had been friends and only
occasional lovers. Other dalliances were of an even briefer nature.
He must school himself to think of Carne the same way, for
absolutely nothing was going to come of this
experimentation. It was an adventure for Carne, no more, no less.
Something he’d refuse to remember as soon as Phillip had gone.

Phillip threw back the covers and forced
himself to stop thinking about what had taken place beneath the
blankets last night. This was a new day, with a chance to meet
someone with tales to share. He hopped out of bed, grabbed hold of
the post while his dizzy head straightened, then went to wash,
dress, and find Carne.

The man was gone. Not just out of the house,
but completely gone from the premises. He’d left a note explaining
he had business to take care of and would be back shortly. Phillip
scrounged up something to eat, then sat and read the battered copy
of Gulliver’s Travels while he waited.

At midday, Carne arrived. Phillip spotted him
from the window, walking up the path with that long swaggering
stride of his. He truly looked like a sailor, wearing a navy
peacoat with the collar turned up.

Phillip went to the door to greet him. Carne
didn’t quite meet his gaze as he said good morning.

“Sorry to be so long. I had a cold frame to
repair for someone, and Bea needed me to fix her door.”

Phillip nodded. The phrase seemed ripe with
sexual innuendo, but likely that was because Phillip disliked the
idea of Bea putting her hands on Carne.

“With the fishing so scarce, I’ve taken to
repair work around the village to make ends meet.” Carne snorted.
“Not that I get paid in anything but vegetables and more fish.”

“Ah, the ubiquitous fish, both your bounty
and your curse around here. One must get quite tired of eating
fishy dishes,” Phillip teased as he followed his host back into the
house. “So, tell me more about this old woman I’m going to meet
today.”

“Bea’s great-grandmother, Mavis Purdy. She
often forgets what she’s doing and who she’s talking to, but her
memory of the past is sharp as can be.”

“I look forward to meeting her.” And to
spending another day with you. Phillip kept up his jolly
inconsequential chatter to help set Carne at ease, and soon the man
was able to meet his gaze again.

Rather than harness the horse to the cart,
Phillip and Carne between them carried the camera equipment to a
house at the edge of the village.

Mavis Purdy, probably never a large woman,
had shriveled with age until she resembled nothing so much as the
shrunken heads from Borneo at the Natural History Museum. Her
wrinkles had wrinkles, but her eyes, buried deep in their folds,
were bright and sparkling. She welcomed them inside, and after
Carne introduced Phillip as Professor Singleton, she proceeded to
call him Isaac for the duration of their visit.

“Aye, indeed I do recall those days,” she
answered Carne’s question. “Of course I do. Me father was an
important man everyone relied on. He and his crew outwitted the
customs agents more than once.” She scowled at the term customs
agents, and Phillip thought she might spit on the floor for
emphasis.

“What did your father and his crew trade?”
Phillip bit the tiniest corner off the stale biscuit she’d given
him and leaned in to listen.

“He exported wool for local shepherds—to
avoid the taxes, y’see. And brought in all manner of things; china,
silk and cotton from the orient, brandy from France. They used to
say brandy flowed like water through Par Gwynear to all of
Britain.” She squinted at Phillip. “Would you like some tea to dunk
your biscuit, Isaac?”

“Don’t bother, Mrs. Purdy. I’m much more
interested in hearing about your father’s adventures.”

“One time my tas and his men set up cannons
on the cliffs, fired down on a revenue cutter patrolling the area,
and drove her off. Another time, he and his crew boarded that same
ship and fought with muskets and knives to reclaim the cargo those
king’s men had took from ’em.”

“A real pirate,” Phillip said.

“A free agent,” Mavis corrected.

“Yes. Of course.”

She went on to tell a tale of how her
father’s crew had hidden loot on a nearby island before selling it,
and of a particularly relentless revenue agent who’d disappeared,
never to be seen again.

Then she rose from her chair and showed
Phillip a few items around her little dwelling that had come from
those long-ago ships. A picture of an oriental garden with peacocks
embroidered in satin thread hung on one wall. A brass urn resting
on an elephant’s back stood beside the front door and held a cane
and several umbrellas.

“Treasures from the east.” Mavis smiled,
displaying her few remaining teeth. “But as for those gold coins, I
never seen ’em.”

“Gold coins?” Phillip asked.

“Me mam swore my tas be holding back. Never
said why she thought it, but whenever he be gone, she’d search for
the gold.”

After that, Mavis’s conversation began to
ramble into odd directions, and Carne suggested it was time they
leave so she could rest. Phillip got Mavis to pose for a
photograph, a nimbus of light shining through her scanty white hair
and the complex patina of age upon her face. He though it would
turn out to be remarkable.

Once outside the cottage, Carne said, “Ignore
the part about the hidden gold. Mavis’s mother was a bit loony
toward the end and imagined all manner of things.”

Phillip said, “Um, that story about firing
the cannons down onto the revenue cutter. I believe I’ve read
before. The Carter family in Prussia Cove. The eldest son, John,
set up a battery of cannons to fire on the revenue cutter
Faery.”

Carne smiled. “Aye. I promised Mavis would
share a lot of tales. Didn’t say they’d all be strictly true. She
confuses her family’s history with other local stories. Wouldn’t
have surprised me if she threw a piskie or two into the stew.”

Phillip laughed and then pushed Carne gently
on more current events to see if his answers would change.

“I’ve read that during the Peninsular War,
when smuggling was at its peak, entire villages of people would be
involved. Fishing and smuggling were Cornwall’s two main sources of
revenue.” He waited for Carne to grow nervous again, but the man
gave a half nod. “With tax regulations easing, the need for free
traders ceased. But tell me honestly, Carne. Has it died out
completely?”

Carne’s face could have been carved in stone
as he allowed not a flicker of expression to cross it. “I’m not
sure it has in other villages. But you’d have to ask them.”

Phillip suspected this was said to get him to
hare off to other parts of the coast. A day or so ago, he would
have supposed that Carne wanted him gone because he asked too many
questions. Now he thought their grappling in the dark the night
before made Carne wish him leave. The way he’d fled afterward might
once have embarrassed Phillip. Now it simply made him sad. Carne
had been so needy.

He gazed out over the water. The cry of gulls
reached him on the breeze. He could take pictures for weeks and
years, interview every old and young person he came across, and
he’d never be able to convey the beauty of the scene or the
stubborn silence of some of the residents.

A woman with a basket on her arm caught sight
of them and tramped through the tall grass toward them. The buxom
Bea Pollard.

Carne caught Phillip’s gaze, then hurried to
her. What did that blank look mean? Stay still? Follow if you
must, but don’t tell my lady we’ve groped in the dark?

Phillip considered drawing near enough to
hear their greetings, but he was not so ill bred as to eavesdrop on
a conversation that wasn’t about the weather. They seemed entirely
serious, as if they might be discussing a grave illness.

Carne walked back to him. “Mrs. Pollard
requires my help with another repair. Would you come with us to the
inn?”

“No, thank you.” He had no desire to watch
their intimate manner. He could already imagine Carne’s warm smile
directed at Mrs. Pollard, and that was more than enough.

“You should return to the cottage.”

Phillip adjusted the strap to the carrying
case on his shoulder. “I wonder why you treat me like a small child
who can’t be trusted to venture out on his own.”

Carne’s brows rose. “Do I? Surely not.”

Phillip decided not to argue. After all, he’d
been drunk as a fiddler the night before, so perhaps he had given
the impression he needed a keeper. Since he had to haul his
equipment anywhere he went, going out on his own wasn’t easy. He
gave a nod. “Fine. I’ll return to the cottage and take a look at my
notes.”

“I should return in the next hour or so.”

“I shall see you then.” Phillip turned and
walked off without looking back. He didn’t want to watch those two
dark heads bent together, speaking in low voices, as they walked to
the inn.

After he lugged his tripod and cases to
Carne’s house, he intended to simply transcribe his notes from the
meeting with Mavis and perhaps match her tales to others he’d
jotted in his notebook. His memory for details meant he could do a
rough sketch of the coastline and perhaps mark the spots they’d
described. He had notes from that treasure map he’d not been
allowed to remove from the university archives and wished he could
see it again—proof positive that at some point in history there’d
been real buried treasure in Par Gwynear. He wanted to tell Carne
about that map, offer it up like a child eager for approval. A gift
to win his gratitude? Bah, not likely.

Impatience bubbled through him, and Phillip
found it difficult to concentrate on the old stories. His
beautifully focused aim seemed to have shifted. He pushed back from
the table where he worked on the map and walked around the cottage,
examining each detail as if hunting for something that would
reassure him that his endless preoccupation with Carne wasn’t a
waste of his time and energy.

He didn’t find any sort of reassurance.

He stood in the doorway of his room and
looked at the rumpled, abandoned bed, recalling the details of the
late-night session with Carne. That had only been a few minutes in
his life. He wouldn’t, couldn’t, allow a fast, nearly silent
interlude to undermine his goals. Carne, with that lopsided smile,
seemed to have turned into Phillip’s ideal of physical perfection,
but he’d be damned before he’d try to earn Carne’s attention again.
He had no interest in anyone who ran away from him once that thirst
for release had been quenched. Nor did he want to lie on a bed
imagining the touch and gasps and… His breath stuttered, and his
hand crept to the band of his trousers.

No, he would not. Phillip turned away from
the room.

He didn’t want to waste plates on unnecessary
photographs, so he’d go now and scout the next batch of pictures.
Phillip knew there must be a cave beyond the places Carne had taken
him yesterday. Not the site described in the old treasure map from
the archives, this other well-described spot Phillip had read about
was the scene of a bloody fight between some locals and lawmen
trying to arrest a wanted criminal hiding there. Any book about the
area should include mention of the spot and a photograph.

After a long walk cross country and a
slippery clamber down the side of the bluff, Phillip reached the
beach. He walked past the fissure and the small cavern Carne had
showed him, then around the bend, sloshing through the water in his
impatience to get to the cave even before the tide had fully
receded.

There it was! Just as he’d guessed from his
reading. A large black mouth of irregular shape, open wide as if
ready to swallow him whole. Phillip shivered in eagerness and a
little fear as he walked inside.

The drip, drip of water echoed in the
cave, and outside, the hush of the waves grew quieter. He stood,
his eyes adjusting to the dark. A gleam of sunlight picked out
something in a far corner that looked like wood with writing on it.
Heart racing with excitement at the possibility of actually finding
something, Phillip made his cautious way over, avoiding stones and
saltwater puddles.

Several broken packing crates lay on the
floor, pushed into the far corner, up and away from where the water
might enter. The wooden crates looked old, but not decades old. He
tilted his head and rubbed a finger over the broken seal on one of
the crates. French words he could almost make out if they weren’t
so faded and it wasn’t so dark. Phillip cursed himself for
foolishly forgetting the miner’s cap in the cottage. What an idiot
for coming so ill prepared. He wouldn’t be able to explore very
deeply into the cavern. He leaned over and squinted, trying to read
the printing on the seal.

“What the hell be ye doing here?” A large man
with a face round and pale as the moon loomed toward him out of the
darkness. His glare and scowl were hardly welcoming.

Phillip’s pulse hammered, but he caught his
breath and kept his composure.

“How do you do? You’re Mr. Mitchell, I
believe.” Phillip straightened and held out his hand. “I met your
father yesterday, and you look more like brothers than father and
son. I’m Mr. Singleton.”

Mitchell’s face darkened, but he gave
Phillip’s hand a brief shake. “You’re the one bought everyone and
his cousin drinks last night. Why’d you do that?”

To get them all to like me and open up
about the secrets of this place. “I enjoyed the company. And
others joined in buying drinks.” He smiled. “Since you missed it,
I’d be glad to stand you a drink—later on, of course.”

His own stomach twisted in protest, but he
wouldn’t be fool enough to touch alcohol at the moment.

“No,” Mitchell said. “You also took a
photograph, I hear.” He might have accused Phillip of stripping off
his clothes and dancing on a table in the pub. Perhaps he always
talked to people as if he were a hellfire preacher condemning a
sinner.

“Yes, and I plan on taking more.” Phillip
tried to be as polite and enthusiastic as possible.

“Ah.” Mitchell adjusted the cap on his head,
taking it off and resettling it on his dark, well-greased hair.

“I’m writing a book, you see. It’ll be about
the area and will include pictures of the stone circles I find. And
I’m getting some marvelous stories about smugglers.”

“And I ask again, what the hell be you doing
here? Where’s Carne?”

*

Bea brought Carne a cup of tea and watched
him replace the chair’s leg.

This was hardly the emergency he’d expected
when she’d begged for his help at the inn. There was a laundry list
of repairs needed, but none that would keep her from opening that
day and he’d already been there once that day to repair the hinges
on her front door.

“Isn’t this cozy? The two of us working
together to make the Stoney Ground ready?”

He dropped the nails he held. “Bea,” he said.
“You know I’m supposed to keep my eyes on that visitor of ours. You
said you needed a word.” He drew in a long breath and let it out
before continuing. “It’s best to get the words said and done so I
can go back to guarding the stranger.”

Coward, he thought. He’d run away from
Phillip’s request for a kiss, and now he felt more than ready to
flee Bea’s hints, again. Had he always been so lily-livered when it
came to affection? He’d grown used to his lonely life, dammit.

Bea sat down on another chair and heaved a
great sigh. “Don’t go all prune-faced, my love. I do have something
urgent to discuss. A marriage proposal.”

“What?” He put down the hammer carefully and
then recalled this subject had come up before, as a joke. “Are you
talking about Roger Peters’s nephew, Jackie?”

“Maybe I am.”

“He’s years younger than…” He realized what a
hole he might be digging and quickly added, “than I am.”

“Only eight years younger than I am.”

She’d joked about robbing the cradle last
time Jackie Peters’s name had come up. But she didn’t smile
now.

“So,” he said. “Um. So…” And even those
throat-clearing sorts of words and sounds failed him.

“He came by last night and helped me clean up
and close. It was quite a long night for me. You and your charge
left just at sunset. He’s not a bad sort. He’s not you, of course.”
Her grin seemed so familiar and warm, he found he couldn’t resist
returning it.

“I-I don’t love him. Not like I thought I
could…” She smile faltered but didn’t vanish. She had too much
pride, and he knew she’d never ever admit first to her affection or
treat it as anything other than a joke.

The moment had come. They’d been here before
with other men who’d courted her. The last time she’d mentioned
Peters’s nephew, she hadn’t seemed as serious. Or perhaps he hadn’t
seen himself clearly. Phillip had forced him to face a sort of
passion that just about terrified Carne. And then that request, a
simple thing, a kiss, would have been too much. Not like his time
with Bea, which was comfortable. Why would he want to let go of
comfort?

He still might pull her back. If this
conversation echoed others in the past, he’d make a joke about
Jackie Peters. She’d laugh and launch herself at him. They’d hug
and kiss. And everything would fall back into place. No promises
made. No words of love exchanged, and they’d settle into contented
moments, nearly enough to banish the loneliness again.

He could easily do it again—oh so gently push
her away from plans that didn’t include him. In the past, he’d
managed without adding promises. But as he looked into her open
face, he realized his friend Bea deserved better

He must stop being a weakling, because it was
unfair to her. Unfair to Jackie Peters. Unfair to himself.

“You don’t love Jackie Peters now, but might
you come to love him?” he asked softly, no mockery in his
voice.

She blinked, wet her full lips, and looked
down at her hands. “I don’t know,” she whispered. “Why do you
ask?”

He wanted to look away as well, speak without
looking at her, but he wouldn’t be a coward for once.

“Because he is a good man, and you deserve a
man who loves you so much he’d risk humiliation twice.”

She gave a bitter laugh then. “Yes, and we
don’t want any humiliation, now do we? Oh my God, I’m such a…” She
buried her face in her hands.

“I don’t think anyone here deserves it.” He
picked up the hammer and put it down again. “What I mean is I hope
you don’t feel humiliated by the time we have had together.”

“Have had.” She looked up. Her eyes were
red-rimmed but dry. “Don’t think I can’t hear you saying good-bye
in that. You bastard.”

He rose to his feet. “Bea, I don’t think I
can love you the way you deserve.”

“It’s about you, is it? Nothing to do with
me?” She put her hands on her hips. “I’ve been an idiot waiting for
you to see the light. An honest-to-God fool.”

“No one who hopes for love is an idiot,” he
said softly.

“Oh stop trying to make me feel better.” She
gave a strangled laugh, or perhaps a cry. “I suppose I ought to
thank you for letting me know before I turned into some old ugly
hag.”

“You’d never be ugly.”

“Flattery will get you nothing any longer,
Mr. Treleaven. Nothing from me.”

“It is a fact, not flattery.”

She made another noise but already seemed
calmer. He picked up the chair and set it against the wall “Do you
want me to fix the other items on your list?”

“No, no. And don’t come in here for a few
days at least, Carne. I don’t want to see your face.” She wiped at
a few tears that trickled down her cheeks. “I’m sorry. I don’t want
to be a harridan, but I hadn’t known how much it would hurt.”

“I’m sorry,” he said. He put his hands behind
his back, because all of him wanted to pull her into a comforting
hug, and that would be so very wrong.

“Do shut up,” she said. “Please go.”

He nodded and walked to the entrance. She
followed him. Perhaps she would hit him with the hammer. But no,
she reached into the basket she’d been carrying and placed it on
the bench next to the front door. “I made some pasties and wanted
to give them to you as a surprise after you did the chores I had
for you. But then I had to open my stupid mouth before you were
done.”

He smiled, but not too broadly. If she could
joke, she wasn’t devastated.

The meat pastries were wrapped in a napkin.
She thrust the bundle at him.

“Take them with you. Wash my napkin—do a good
job, mind you—and bring it back in a week. Not earlier.” She gazed
at something over his shoulder. “Give most of it to your polite and
funny friend, because you don’t deserve anything so delicious as my
pasties.”

“You’re right,” he agreed and took the small
bundle.

As he walked away down the shell path, she
called after him. “I’m going to let Jackie finish the items on my
list. It’ll be a way to see if he’s got what I need.”

He turned around. “You’ll be all right.”

“Oh yes indeed, I will be.” She slammed the
door, then opened it once again. “I have a feeling he’ll do fine
with my chores and all the rest. You know what they say about
younger men.”

“Good,” he said, but she’d slammed him out
again. “Good.” And his heart hurt but also felt lighter, as if a
stone had been removed from its core, leaving an aching
absence.

Ha, and that was the sort of thing he could
imagine Phillip saying. He walked quickly, realizing he’d left his
guest alone too long.


Chapter Twelve

Carne knew the moment he opened his front
door that Phillip wasn’t there. Though the professor might have
decided to have a lie down after his drunken night, Carne knew he
wouldn’t find him in the bedroom either. He could feel the lack of
Phillip’s presence in his very bones. His house was too quiet and
empty—too much like normal. And he didn’t like it.

Nevertheless, he called out, “Mr. Singleton?
Phillip?”

No answer.

Carne cursed the fool. Had he managed to lose
himself following the path back to the cottage, or had he stopped
to visit with people along the way? But he spotted Phillip’s camera
equipment in a corner, so he’d at least been here long enough to
drop it off before going out on his own.

Why did it feel as if he’d lost track of a
five-year-old who might do himself harm? Anxiety hummed low in
Carne’s belly, making him feel twitchy. He knew why. It was the way
both the Mitchells and Gwalather had been acting recently. If there
was anyone among the villagers who might go a step beyond threats
to an outsider, it would be the Mitchells. What if Phillip, in his
naïve eagerness, had decided to go exploring along the coast and
stumbled across something he shouldn’t see?

Carne cursed again and slammed the door
behind him as he left the house. If I were a foolish, bumbling
university professor with a yen for smuggler lore, where would I
go? Not back to the tavern or Carne would’ve passed him. He
also felt fairly confident Phillip hadn’t been invited into a
cottage to visit though the local folk had been friendly enough to
him at the pub. No. The shore was where Phillip had gone.

Carne strode rapidly along the road and took
one of the paths down to the water. By the time he reached the
stony beach, his shirt clung to his back from sweating. The sun was
strong, and he shaded his eyes to look down the shore as far as he
could before it curved away.

Phillip had seemed slightly disappointed in
the spots Carne had shown him yesterday. He’d be striking out on
his own to the next inlet—the Mitchell family’s claim, where no one
ventured without invitation.

Carne hiked along the water’s edge, trudging
through clumps of seaweed abandoned by the tide. But the sea was
slowly reclaiming the beach. He hoped he could find Phillip before
the idiot was trapped in the Mitchells’ cavern till the next low
tide. The tunnels inclined higher than the waterline to a cozy
network where the Mitchells’ great granfer had once dwelled for
months on end. There was a land exit a little way farther up the
shore, but Phillip wouldn’t know that. He’d be frightened of
drowning alone in the dark, not knowing the only real danger was
the Mitchells.

Carne began to jog, hurrying toward the next
outcropping of rock. Before he reached it, a familiar figure in a
tweed jacket came into sight, climbing slowly over the tumbled
boulders at the foot of the cliff. A white froth of surf broke upon
the rocks. Phillip hopped off a large boulder to land on the beach
where seawater washed around his ankles. He looked up, saw Carne,
and waved a hand in greeting. “Hullo!” he called and smiled.

The smile did it. Carne glowered in response
and charged toward the other man. “I told you to stay at the house
until I returned.”

“I didn’t know how long you’d be. I grew
impatient to explore,” Phillip answered blandly. He shook sand,
gravel, and water from the cuffs of his trousers as he walked
toward Carne.

“I told you several times now this area isn’t
safe for a stranger. You don’t know the timing of the tides.” He
gestured at the waves lapping the shore. “A few minutes more, and
you’d have been trapped on the next section of beach. A few minutes
beyond that, and you’d have been underwater.” No need to mention
the Mitchell cavern if Phillip hadn’t found the entrance.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you.”
Phillip pushed his spectacles up his nose and regarded Carne
steadily. “But I assure you I had my eye on the ocean all the while
and was well aware of the tide moving in. I’m not a complete
fool.”

Jesus! Perhaps he should simply tell Phillip
about the Mitchells and why he must steer clear of that section of
the shoreline. If not, the man might go toddling off again on his
own adventure.

“Well, you’re here now,” Carne grumbled. “And
must be hungry. It’s been a long time since breakfast. Shall we
return to my house?”

“Yes, please.” Phillip gazed out to sea,
sunlight reflecting on his glass lenses. When he looked at Carne
again, he seemed about to say something.

“What?”

Phillip shook his head. “Nothing. I was just
thinking… Might we have something other than fish to eat?”

Carne couldn’t help but chuckle. “You’re in
luck. Bea sent some of her delicious pasties home with me. Bits of
mutton and parsnips. No fish.”

“Good.” Phillip’s bright smile returned, and
Carne was sorry he’d driven it away by his flash of temper. He’d
try not to let that happen again.

If only he could continue to manage the
balancing act of allowing Phillip to gather his stories and
photographs, yet keep him away from the darker aspects of life on
the southwest shore.

*

Phillip didn’t know why he didn’t simply tell
Carne how he’d met Mitchell the younger and what had transpired
between them. It was on the tip of his tongue to tell everything.
It was his very nature to tell everything. He wasn’t a man
for secrets. And yet, something held him back from admitting he’d
marched into a place he had no business being and nearly gotten
himself bashed for it. Maybe it was that he didn’t want Carne to be
able to say I told you so or to continue to regard Phillip
as a bungler, unfit to take care of himself. Or worse, see Carne
turn to threats or violence against Phillip in order to protect Par
Gwynear’s secrets.

Phillip was fully convinced now. The
smugglers clearly hadn’t gone the way of the dodo bird. Who all was
involved? Was Carne? He’d certainly tried to drive Phillip off the
first time they’d met, though his stance had definitely softened
since then. In fact, most of the locals had been standoffish at
first, then seemed to welcome Phillip when he demonstrated he meant
no harm. Only the walrus-moustached Gwalather and the Mitchells
seemed to truly hate him and wish him ill.

Phillip held his tongue as he marched
alongside Carne, matching his long stride but mentally replaying
his encounter with Mitchell the younger.

“Where’s Carne?” The way Mitchell had asked
the question seemed more menacing than two simple words ought to
sound. Mitchell might have been saying, Does he know where you
are and would he come here to look for you if you never
returned?

“At the tavern, helping Mrs. Pollard. He’ll
be meeting me on the beach shortly,” Phillip had replied. “He told
me to stay near those interesting caves we explored yesterday, but
I couldn’t resist the urge to walk a little farther down the shore
and ended up here.”

Mitchell had a hand under his jacket. Would
he pull out a knife or club or perhaps even a pistol, or merely his
big fist? “So you just wandered right in without invitation.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t know the caves weren’t
free for all to explore. Does this one belong to your family?”

The bulky youth took several intimidating
steps toward Phillip, who casually sidled toward the entrance. Only
a few paces, not enough so it would appear he was afraid or
fleeing.

“Best be on yer way and quick,” Mitchell
growled. “Tide’s coming in. And don’t come back again. Noses poked
into places they shouldn’t be get broke.”

“Right. Yes. I understand.”

“You won’t be seen around here again.” When
he produced his hand from underneath his jacket, Mitchell
brandished a knife that gleamed in the low light coming from
outside. Was he reiterating that Phillip shouldn’t return here, or
suggesting no one would ever find him?

Phillip swallowed. His adventure had just
become very real, no longer an exciting fantasy of exploring
caverns searching for historical artifacts, but a possibly
life-threatening event. He held his hands, palms up as he backed
slowly toward the entrance. “I’ve no wish to disturb your privacy,
Mr. Mitchell, nor learn anything about your business, whatever it
might be.” He tripped over a rock and nearly fell on his arse,
grabbed hold of the rough wall, and winced as a sharp stone cut his
palm.

“I didn’t find this place by accident.”
Phillip rolled his hand into a fist to dull the pain. He kept his
eyes on the knife, but stopped backing up. “I’d read an account of
an attack on agents of the crown that took place here long ago when
they came to arrest a pirate or robber of some sort. Apparently the
man actually lived in the caves for a time before he was
finally caught.”

“I know. My great-granfer.” Mitchell Junior
took one step toward Phillip and gripped more tightly a shovel he
held in one hand. His arm muscles flexed, and Phillip’s throat went
dry.

Stupid Phillip, poking around where he had no
business being—exactly as Carne had warned him not to. He’d viewed
the pirate story as thrilling but something along the lines of
folklore and not quite real. As if there would be no real
connection between events from the past and the people who still
dwelled in Par Gwynear. Now he’d apparently roused a frightening
modern-day smuggler. He might very well get his head stove-in like
those crates.

Fear made him babble. “That’s remarkable! I
read the story about the fight against the federal agents, but
never actually thought of the man’s descendants still living here.
Silly of me. I just had to see the caves accommodating enough to
make a home in. But I see now I shouldn’t have intruded. Please
forgive me.”

Mitchell said nothing, merely glowered and
took another step.

“I’ve gathered lots of information about the
area. In fact, I saw a treasure map in London, a very old one made
here in Par Gwynear.”

“How the devil would you get such a thing?”
Mitchell still held the knife, but some curiosity entered his
voice.

“It was in the university library archives,
forgotten and misfiled in the stacks about fishing in the area
and…” He’d been about to go on about sloppy librarians and details
of the grand finds he’d discovered, but Mitchell shifted from foot
to foot, so Phillip finished with, “I believe it had been seized as
part of a government raid in 1804.”

Mitchell fell silent. “Bring it to me.”

“I don’t actually have the map, of course.
Too fragile to be removed from the library, y’see. But I studied it
so many times, I believe I can reproduce it from memory and from my
notes. It’ll take me a little time, though. I’ll meet you at the
Stoney Ground tomorrow at three, all right?”

“Bring yourself and that map, or I’ll hunt
you down. Understand?”

“Yes, indeed I do.” Phillip nodded. “I’ll see
you tomorrow, then? Good, good.” He clambered out of the cave and
scampered off, feeling like a fool. He could feel Mitchell’s stare
on his back and decided he wouldn’t be a frightened rabbit. He
slowed to a walk.

When he rounded the edge of the outcropping
of rock to see Carne coming toward him, he’d nearly collapsed with
relief and couldn’t stop smiling. Now, strolling at Carne’s side,
he felt a strange mix of excitement and fear. He glanced over his
shoulder several times but saw only waving grass and the distant
blue water. No sign of Mitchell.

Carne directed a warm smile at him, and some
of Phillip’s confidence in his new friend returned, though his
heart still raced.


Chapter Thirteen

By the time Phillip and Carne reached Carne’s
home again, it was late afternoon. Suppertime. Phillip’s stomach
rumbled in anticipation. He could eat an entire Cornish cow on the
hoof, but he’d be more than happy to settle for Bea Pollard’s
pasties.

“Were you able to do everything the Widow
Pollard wanted?” Phillip asked as Carne set out a pair of plates
and forks.

“Not everything.” Carne may have
slightly stressed the final word, or Phillip merely hoped it was
true. He didn’t want to think about the sort of everything the pair
might have done.

Carne poured home-brewed mead into two mugs,
and the men sat to eat without bothering to reheat the pasties. The
little meat pies were just as delicious at room temperature.

After several bites, Carne spoke again. “I
did some repairs about the place, and Mrs. Pollard told me about a
proposal she’s seriously considering. It’s from Roger Peters’s
nephew, Jackie, a fine young man who will be well suited to her and
willing to let her continue to run the tavern as she sees fit.” His
smile was warm and wistful. “I don’t think Bea could kowtow to a
man concerning her business.”

“Nor should she,” Phillip chimed in. “A woman
with a good head for business should be given free rein.” He hardly
knew what he said, for inside his heart was leaping about like a
lamb in a meadow. Frolicking, actually, at the knowledge that Carne
and Bea would no longer be sharing a bed. At least, good God, he
hoped that was the case. He couldn’t imagine Carne would be the
type to carry on an affair under the nose of a woman’s new
husband.

It occurred to him that Carne might be
heartbroken, though he hardly acted so. Phillip studied his face,
the black-bearded jaw moving as Carne ate. “Were you sad to hear
the news?”

“Perhaps. A little. But ’tis a small cut and
quickly healed. I believe I was leading Bea on for quite a while
now. Didn’t mean to but”—he shrugged—“there it is. She’s asked me
to stay away from the inn for a while. A good plan. ’Twill be good
for us both to move on to something new.”

Me. You may move on to me, Phillip
clamored silently. Aloud, he said, “I’m sorry. I know the sort of
affair you’re referring to. I’ve had my share of particular friends
who came and went. As you say, a small cut, but a cut
nevertheless.”

“Talking of cuts, is that blood on the
table?”

Phillip lifted his hand to take a look at the
cut on his palm that he’d washed but never bandaged.

Carne craned his neck, straining to see.
“You’re hurt?”

Phillip held up his hand to show him.
“Hardly. Though those rocks are sharp.”

“Let me bandage that.”

The man left his meal half-finished and
leaped up to get a bandage. He returned to take Phillip’s hand in
his and wrap the clean cloth around it. The gentle contact of those
large, work-roughened fingers made Phillip lose his appetite for
anything except more of Carne’s touch.

Carne had finished bandaging but stood
holding Phillip’s hand, thumb moving restlessly over each knuckle
above the bandage. Then he interlaced his fingers with Phillip’s,
and they remained that way for several seconds. A small, simple
touch, but powerful. Phillip was afraid to speak or move lest he
break the spell and drive Carne away again.

“I was…” Carne began, dark eyes glowing as he
stared at their joined hands above the tabletop.

“Yes?” Phillip whispered.

“I was worried when you weren’t here.
Unreasonably so. Afraid you’d gotten into some sort of trouble
along the way. This part of the country can be unfriendly.”

Phillip swallowed down his story once more
and nodded slightly. “So you came looking for me. I’m touched.”

“Wanted you safe. Here. With me.” Carne
punctuated each thought with a pause. “I wanted you here with me,”
he repeated. “And it frightens me I come to worry about you so much
in mere days. To feel so…”

Yes? Yes? Go on.

Big shoulders shrugged, and he let Phillip’s
hand slip away.

Phillip nearly whimpered in disappointment.
He rose to face Carne. “Are you ashamed about what happened last
night? You mustn’t be. I promised you I wouldn’t push you to do
anything you don’t want—”

Carne lunged forward, grabbing him, crushing
their mouths together, muffling the words and bruising Phillip’s
lips. A good bruise. The sort of bruise he’d happily have inflicted
on him many times a day.

Phillip gripped Carne’s upper arms, hot
beneath the fabric of his shirt, and held on. He opened his mouth,
let Carne’s tongue plunder his mouth like the pirate the man
probably was. Take and steal and have all of me that you
want. The soft scrape of the other man’s beard and moustache
made Phillip’s upper lip and chin tingle. The sensation drove him
mad. He imagined that beard between his thighs or brushing his
staff when Carne took Phillip into his mouth. Oh, there were many
places he’d love to feel that facial hair, tickling the crack of
his arse or light as feathers against his sac.

Raging heat devoured Phillip as he clung to
Carne and returned his kiss with a ferocity that shocked him. He
hadn’t been this ravenous for a man since the stableman of his
youth. Not even Ian, the professor he’d loved, had aroused this
sort of sheer, animal lust. Phillip hardly recognized himself as he
wrapped a leg around the back of Carne’s to bind them together and
rubbed his erection against the bulge in the other man’s
trousers.

He clutched Carne’s shirt in back, but he
needed to feel the muscles under sleek skin. Would Carne allow it?
Full nudity and more than the exploration of hand to cock they’d
indulged in last night? Phillip was almost afraid to break off the
kiss in order to find out.

But at last he had to pull away to breathe.
“May I?” Phillip’s voice was as gravely as the stony seashore.

“What?” Carne’s eyes fluttered open. They
were a darker brown than ever, almost as black as a midnight
sparkling with stars. “May…what?”

Phillip tugged at the hem of Carne’s shirt.
“May I?” He slowly began to raise it, grasping the under
vest along with it.

Carne lifted his arms above his head,
allowing Phillip to pull off both shirts. Oh God, the sight of that
powerful chest, those bulging biceps, and the thick cords of muscle
in the man’s neck and banding his flat stomach. The hair! The dark
pelt that covered his chest and trailed down to disappear into his
waistband. Phillip could only gape at the man’s gorgeous body for
several long moments.

But Carne seemed nervous, his arms beginning
to fold across his chest as if he’d like to hide himself from
Phillip’s avid gaze. Phillip must demonstrate his admiration. He
stopped those arms rising and rested his palm on Carne’s chest,
holding his rapidly beating heart in one hand.

“Your body is hot as a stove, almost too hot
to touch, and so…beautiful,” Phillip murmured. “Please, allow me to
see all of you. And then…” he chuckled, “I’ll show you mine, though
I promise it won’t be as fine a specimen as this.”

Carne frowned, nodded, and took Phillip’s
hand to follow him into the bedroom. Once there, he lost his
submissive demeanor and took charge. Rather than remove his
trousers and reveal himself for Phillip’s inspection, Carne began
to undress Phillip, who was happy to hold very still and relish
each layer the other man removed from him.

Jacket, waistcoat, shirt, braces, trousers,
vest, and drawers… What a lot of silly layers a civilized man must
wear. But it was a pleasure feeling Carne’s hands moving all over
him, unfastening buttons and hooks, loosening fabric, revealing
naked flesh. How Phillip shivered when the air touched him and
Carne’s fingertips grazed him. Every inch of his skin glowed with
energy; every tiny touch was magnified beyond bearing. He literally
trembled, his knees ready to buckle by the time he stood completely
nude in the center of the room.

Carne stepped back, gaze traveling slowly
from crown to foot, a slight frown drawing his heavy brows
together. Phillip had never felt so exposed, despite the many times
he’d been naked with men before. This was different. He was Carne’s
“first,” and he was very aware of the fact. Would the sight of
Phillip’s scrawny form remind Carne of why he found women
attractive? Where were the soft curves? Phillip had none. He was
all angles and sharp bones—though he awarded himself points for a
nice flat stomach and sinewy arms from carrying his camera
equipment around all the time.

He held his palms open and to the sides in a
humble gesture. “Here I am. Will I do?”

The look in Carne’s eyes changed from coolly
assessing to hot as molten metal. “Oh aye. You’ll do very well
indeed. Now show me what happens next.”

*

Carne could barely form words when Phillip so
shyly asked if his naked body was sufficiently attractive. A few
short days ago, Carne would have viewed a man’s bare body, perhaps
as they swam in the ocean, and hardly registered it. He would never
have imagined he’d find long limbs and a spare frame so very
attractive, but now, Phillip’s every asset excited him as his gaze
traveled over the other man’s body.

Phillip trembled slightly, and Carne realized
he was perhaps nervous. Carne quickly reassured him that he
wholeheartedly craved whatever came next.

“If you like, I could…” Phillip moved toward
him, reached for the front of his trousers, and quickly had them
opened and peeled down his hips. He knelt before Carne, assisting
him out of shoes, socks, and the rest.

As Carne set a bare foot on the cool floor of
what had once been his parents’ room, he couldn’t help imagining
their horror if they knew what was about to take place in their
bed. Rather than turn his stomach, it perversely encouraged his
already galloping desire. He would do what he liked with
whom he liked, and no one would know or judge him.

He stood utterly naked and exposed to
Phillip’s hungry gaze. The man knelt at his feet, staring at every
bit of him, and far from making Carne cringe in embarrassment, it
set him on fire. Phillip’s shining eyes might have been fingertips
brushing all over his body. His cock felt larger than it ever had,
swelled beyond bearing and eager to be touched.

Phillip did not leave him wanting for long.
He met Carne’s gaze while taking his cock in hand and guiding it to
his mouth. Carne caught his breath as Phillip pressed his lips to
the tip, a small, warm kiss that set off a wild explosion of
sensations.

When Phillip opened his mouth and fed himself
Carne’s length, oh so slowly and delicately, Carne couldn’t
suppress a low groan of pleasure. He couldn’t deny the illicit
nature of this act was part of the excitement, but there was more
to it than that, for he knew of no other man with whom he would
care to do such a thing. The professor from London ignited all
sorts of unexpected thoughts, feelings, and urges in Carne. He was
a sea-change, a strong wind blowing from a new direction and
scouring away Carne’s layers until a new man emerged.

The strong grip of Phillip’s hand, the hard,
wet suction of his mouth, nearly had him swooning. His legs
trembled. He put out a hand to touch the head bobbing up and down
on his cock. Phillip’s hair was fine and soft between his fingers,
his head hard underneath. Carne stroked him gently, and warm
feelings swelled in his chest. Apart from the attraction and animal
lust, he quite simply liked this amiable, intelligent,
creative, rather awkward man. He enjoyed spending time with him and
listening to all the amazing things the man knew or wondered about.
The professor was an endless tide of knowledge and ideas and
daydreams. Carne wished Phillip didn’t have to go when his project
was finished.

But no need to think of that now. He allowed
his eyes to close and gave himself over fully to sensation. The
powerful, insistent suction on his cock made him whimper in
delight. He relished it but wanted more. What would it be like to
be buried in a man’s body? He’d never suggested or thought of
buggery with Bea. But now, with Phillip, he could learn why sodomy
was an act some men craved.

He tugged gently on Phillip’s head to stop
him. “Wait. Might we…?”

Phillip pulled off, leaving Carne’s shining
wet cock feeling cold and abandoned. “What?”

Carne’s face burned as he tried to frame the
question. “There are other things men do together. I thought”—he
gestured at the bed—“we might try… But only if you wish to.”

A sunshine smile flashed across Phillip’s
face as he climbed to his feet. “You want to have me. I don’t mind.
I enjoy being the bottom.” His grin widened. “Although if you’re
feeling truly adventurous and want to switch, I could…” He winked
and weighed his hefty erection in one hand.

Carne blanched at the thought of that long
staff probing him. The muscles of his rear entrance clenched. “No.
I don’t believe I could. Though I want to give you satisfaction
too. Turnabout is fair play. I should at least, um, suck your…”

Phillip clapped a hand on his shoulder. “Calm
yourself. I was only teasing. I wouldn’t expect to bugger you.
You’ve come a long way very quickly. Nor would I expect you to suck
me, not until you actually desire it.”

He might. He could desire it, Carne
realized. All this felt less foreign than he’d expected and more
like something he’d been waiting for without knowing it.

Phillip took his hand and led him to the bed.
“Have you any sort of lubrication? Oil, grease?”

“Lanolin. A fisherman’s hands are chapped and
cracked most of the time.” He went to retrieve the jar from his
nightstand and offered it to Phillip.

“You haven’t been fishing since I’ve
arrived.” Phillip climbed onto the bed and beckoned Carne to him so
he might smear the ointment along the length of his cock. He kept
talking, perhaps to relax Carne, or more likely because he was
nervous. The professor had said he jabbered when ill at ease.
Phillip’s words washed over him now.

“Might you take me out on your boat and show
me how it’s done? I’d be very interested in being on the sea
rather than merely looking at it. The full experience, you
see.”

“Mm,” Carne grunted, but he was too
enraptured by the sight of Phillip reclining against the pillows,
parting and lifting his legs and reaching down to slick more
lanolin over his arsehole. Carne swallowed, and his cock vibrated
like a hard-tied line ready to snap.

“Don’t you need to…?” Carne made a turning
motion with his finger, suggesting flipping over.

Phillip shook his head. “Works face-to-face
too. Come here and see.” He held open his arms.

Carne cautiously moved over him, their cocks
bumping together and thrilling him. The heat of Phillip’s body
burned him as Phillip reached between to guide Carne to his
backside. He slid his cockhead along the groove until it reached…ah
God, he was there, at Phillip’s entrance, probing, pushing,
entering the forbidden spot. So tight. Impossibly tight and no, he
couldn’t squeeze into such a narrow channel. Except he
could, and he was, and it was—Carne sobbed
softly—glorious!

He thrust with more passion than grace, as
uncontrolled as a boat spun about in rough seas and a strong wind.
Phillip let out a small cry of alarm, and Carne instantly stilled.
He came back to himself, looked down at his partner’s face, and
became aware of him.

“Sorry. I’m so eager, ’tis like holdin’ back
the tide.”

“It’s all right. Just a tiny bit slower,
please. Give me time to adjust to your, ah, prodigious girth.”
Phillip bit his lower lip until it went white under the pressure of
his teeth.

Carne had always prided himself on being a
thoughtful lover. He knew how to move slowly and give pleasure to a
woman—not only Bea but a couple of others before her. Surely it was
no different with a man, a matter of being aware of the other
person’s reactions and providing what he needed. He reached between
their bodies and grasped Phillip’s cock, determined to give as much
pleasure as he received.

Phillip took his wrist, stopping him.
“Afterward. Now we think of you.”

Carne was glad to be given permission, for it
was quite enough to concentrate on moving his hips, thrusting very
carefully until Phillip had encompassed all of him, then
withdrawing just as slowly. He wondered what it felt like to
Phillip. Did he actually enjoy it, or was he being polite? Did it
hurt in a good way, and might Carne enjoy it too if he gave it a
try?

Too many thoughts. He put them away and
concentrated on the sensation of tightness and heat—such
overwhelming heat, and Phillip’s hard, wiry body under his. He
angled his body lower so they were groin to groin, chest to chest,
and dipped his head to nuzzle and lick Phillip’s neck. Light
stubble scratched his lips. How odd it felt, and yet pleasant.

Carne gripped Phillip’s muscular forearm in
one hand and pressed it against the pillow. Phillip gave a muffled
whimper. He liked being held down. Carne filed that information
away for future use. Phillip’s other hand roamed down Carne’s back,
gripped his buttocks, and encouraged his thrusting.

“Move faster now,” he whispered. “Now!”

Carne didn’t need a second invitation. He’d
reached the limit of patience, and his body was ready to be
released. He pushed and withdrew. Pushed again and groaned against
Phillip’s neck. His hips pumped hard and tension gathered in his
groin, his balls drawing tight. Then it exploded through him in one
great rush, a climax such as he’d never experienced before. His
mind dissolved, and he became pure ecstasy and bliss as he spent
inside Phillip’s body.

When Carne came back to himself, tears wet
his cheeks, and his face pressed hard into the crook of Phillip’s
neck. He inhaled the man’s scent and flicked out his tongue to
taste salt. They were here. Like this. Wrapped around each other
and pressed so close together, they could be one. He’d never been
more content or satisfied.

And he’d never been more afraid, the
realization struck him. Carne may have embarked on this as a
harmless experimentation, but he’d been a fool to think it would be
so easy. For he’d fundamentally changed and could never return to
being ignorant of what he now knew. His wants and needs were
different. And they included Phillip Singleton.


Chapter Fourteen

Phillip was pinned to the bed by a large
sweaty man. His arm had somehow gotten wedged under Carne’s leg and
prickled with pins and needles, and his neck had developed a crick.
His arse and balls ached. He’d never felt better in his life.

And then he felt a drop of water, a tear,
land on his neck. Carne was crying? Oh damn and blast, Phillip
didn’t know what he could do if his new friend had retreated and
traded pleasure for guilt. How could he comfort someone if Phillip
formed the reason for the sorrow?

“Are you well?” he whispered.

Carne nodded, his hair brushing Phillip’s
cheek and neck. He pushed himself up. Almost at once, Phillip
missed the bulky weight of the man.

“Now you,” Carne said. His eyes might have
been a bit red, but he looked cheerful, and his smile held
interest. “We’ll take care of you.”

Hallelujah, Phillip wouldn’t be abandoned by
the big man after all.

Carne brushed his hand down Phillip’s side
and across his belly, damp with sweat and spending.

“Um. No need.” Phillip blushed. From the mere
pressure of Carne’s belly sliding over his cock, he had orgasmed as
fast and hard as a boy just discovering pleasure.

Carne bent and kissed him, a sweet lazy kiss
that deepened slowly. When Carne pulled away, they both breathed
hard.

Phillip pulled him down, and Carne landed
with a grunt of surprise. “You’re strong for such a skinny
lad.”

“Don’t you forget it.” Phillip waved a finger
in mock emphasis.

Carne reached for his hand and touched the
bandage. “Let me see.”

Without waiting for permission, he unwound
the cloth. “Best to leave it open to the air.”

Phillip opened and closed his hand
experimentally. “It barely hurts at all. I’m always nicking myself
when I tinker with engines, and those cuts don’t heal nearly as
fast. Perhaps the salt water helped.”

“Where did you fall?”

Phillip pretended not to hear.

Carne leaned up on one elbow. “In a cave,
hmm?”

“Those caves and their history are much of
the reason I’m here, you know.” Phillip tried to be jocular, but he
could feel the way Carne stilled. Perhaps now was the time to tell
him about the encounter with Mitchell, while they were naked.
“Carne, we should talk about this— Oh my.”

Carne had leaned down and gently bit
Phillip’s nipple—and perhaps it was to distract Phillip. A gentle
lap of Carne’s tongue over the spot he’d scraped with his teeth
made Phillip groan again. Nothing was more important than enjoying
this magnificent man.

By the time they dragged themselves from the
bed, too hungry to ignore their grumbling stomachs, the last of the
daylight had faded from the sky. They grabbed food and ate,
standing and naked. Phillip adjusted his glasses and peered out the
warped diamond panes of glass at the first stars.

“No sailing for us tonight,” he said, and ate
the last of his pasty.

“We might go in the morning,” Carne offered.
He leaned against the table and chewed his meat pie.

Phillip reflected that the casual way they
ate suited him perfectly. He sucked the last bit of gravy off his
finger. “We have to be back before three.”

“Oh? And why’s that?”

“I have an appointment.” He wished he didn’t,
but perhaps this meeting would put him in the good graces of the
surly Mitchells.

“With who?” Carne suddenly sounded guarded.
“What kind of appointment?”

Phillip wasn’t sure he wanted to have this
conversation naked. He walked past the glowering man blocking his
way to the bedroom and pulled on his underclothes, trousers, and
shirt. When he got back to the main room, Carne had put on his
shirt from the previous night and trousers he’d gotten from
somewhere. He stood, washing the dishes they’d used. Barefoot, he
walked to the door, tossed out the water, then sat at the
table.

“Talk to me,” he demanded.

“You need to know where I go and who I see
because you are my keeper, aren’t you.” Phillip felt crestfallen
and foolish. “The Mitchells probably appointed you the position of
caretaker of the annoying visitor, yes?”

“What are you jabbering about?” But this
time, Carne’s question sounded less grim.

“You’re not a very good actor, but neither am
I, I think.” Phillip rested his chin on his fist. “You’re supposed
to keep me occupied and away from whatever is going on in the
village.”

Carne didn’t answer.

“And I can take my pictures and ask questions
as long as the questions aren’t too pointed or the pictures
of…particular places. I suppose I should have understood this right
away, but I wanted you to spend time with me because you wanted
to.”

“I think what we did today proves I wanted to
spend time with you. Time and other things.” He gave a suggestive
leer.

“That’s true.” Phillip fought a grin because
he wasn’t going to be side-tracked. “Do you deny the rest?”

“Nothing to deny,” Carne said a little too
forcefully. He obviously didn’t want to share his secrets. His
body, yes, but nothing else.

Phillip reflected that his own instincts went
too far the other direction, his past, his secrets, his hopes and
dreams would spill out at the first intimate smile. Of course he
had only one secret corner to keep hidden. Phillip Singleton, open
book to anyone who cared to read him—except when it came to the
matter of his perverse affections of course; he wasn’t an idiot.
But Carne, glowering and private, knew everything there was to know
about Phillip.

And Phillip didn’t even know what Carne did
to keep the food on the table.

“I don’t care, you know.” Phillip put his
hand out and stroked the back of Carne’s strong sunburned hand.
“Smuggling, piracy—anything short of murdering visitors and
stealing their wealth. That I might not condone, but the rest.
Well, I don’t care.”

“Leave it be.”

“But I want to know what—”

Carne grabbed his hand and held it tight.
“Phillip. Pirates from a penny dreadful don’t exist.”

“What are you talking about?”

Carne made a disgusted noise. “Buccaneers
with feathers in their hats and some kind of code of honor. No.
Leave off.”

“You can trust me, you know.”

Carne pulled his hand away. “Who are you
meeting at three?”

Phillip shook his head slowly. “I’m not going
to tell you if you won’t talk to me.”

“Don’t be a dobeck. How am I to protect you
if you won’t tell me who you’re meeting?”

“I haven’t asked you for protection. I hired
you as a local guide, not guard.”

“You seem to need both.”

Phillip rubbed his face. “I’m going to go
work.” He rose without another word. Forcing back explanations and
accusations was difficult for Phillip, but he managed to grab a
lamp and make his way to his room without looking back or speaking.
He closed the door behind him softly. Slamming might be more
satisfying but he was more sad than angry.

One of the most exciting sensual experiences
of his life—he couldn’t imagine such a connection again—and it was
with a man who didn’t trust him. Or perhaps Carne didn’t trust
anyone. He seemed rather an outsider, poor man, respected by the
other villagers, but holding himself a bit aloof from them. His
house set apart on this hill… Phillip could never live like that,
alone, away from laughter and conversation.

He shook his head with vigor to drive out the
thoughts because he didn’t enjoy dwelling on anything that reminded
of his own loneliness. He didn’t know Carne well, but he already
felt his loss of the man before they even parted. Work should take
him out of this mournful moment.

He gathered his papers, his pen and ink and a
blank piece of paper, and set to work making a reproduction of the
treasure map for Mitchell. There wasn’t enough room to work on any
surface other than the floor, so he knelt there to work, his papers
and proper maps spread in front of him.

The subtle scent of Carne on his skin haunted
him. He stopped to blot some ink and realized he’d picked up the
cloth he’d used to wipe his belly when he caught a whiff of earthy
semen. Desire twisted through him.

He tossed the cloth into the far corner and
stretched out on the rough wooden floor planks. The map he’d
purchased in London crunched under his thigh. Phillip was
scrupulously neat with documents, but he couldn’t bring himself to
care.

This would not do. He refused to mourn for
Carne—a lover gained and lost in the course of a couple of days—as
he had over Gavin or Ian Davis. That sort of mooning was for a boy
who’d never had his heart broken. He was too old and experienced to
be a complete ninny. Carne had never been his to begin with.
Phillip had been an intriguing experiment to him, nothing more.

Phillip sat up and forced himself to
concentrate on the map. After an hour or so, when footsteps sounded
just outside his door, he put down his pen, ready to spring up and
continue their conversation. He’d give in and tell Carne
everything. He’d show him the map and read the papers to him. Once
he’d finished his own confession, he’d throw the fisherman down on
the bed and coerce the helpless and excited Carne to tell Phillip
all his secrets. Phillip grinned when he realized he sported the
start of another erection.

But the footsteps continued past. The strip
of weak light under his door went out, and he heard the soft thump
of a door closing. Phillip didn’t lie back down.

Outside, the wind picked up and the sound of
distant waves crashing seemed louder. This spot on the hill would
always be noisy, never peaceful.

Phillip went back to work, determined to make
as accurate a map as possible to show Mitchell. He might be hostile
and even dangerous, but he could be key to helping Phillip find
actual antiquities. That would make an amazing final chapter to his
travelogue.

He fell asleep on the floor of the bedroom,
waking only when he heard Carne cursing. Doors thumped, and Phillip
realized it was morning and that Carne had been outdoors. A moment
later, Carne rapped hard on his door and said, “You’d better come
see. Put your shoes on.”

Phillip lurched to his feet, his body aching
from the short sleep on the hard floor. He stumbled out to join
Carne, who led him outside and around to the back of the
cottage.

Someone had attacked his motorcar.


Chapter Fifteen

Carne had found the damage and forgot how to
breathe as rage roiled through him. He wanted to go into the
village and drag out each and every man and demand to know who’d
done this. Hadn’t they believed he would take action against anyone
who harassed or hurt Phillip Singleton?

Once the red in his vision receded, he
wondered if this was the result of Phillip’s exploration alone
yesterday, and he cursed that foolish, stupid gentleman who saw too
much good in others. Time to show him the truth of it.

Yet it hurt to see Singleton slump at the
sight of his beautiful motorcar, brass fixtures smashed, upholstery
ripped by a knife. Carne almost went to him to fold him into a hug,
but then the professor’s shoulders straightened. He walked briskly
to the motorcar, folded up the lid—Carne remembered it was called
the bonnet—and peered at the insides.

“The engine looks intact.” He fiddled with
the crank, then moved to gingerly lower himself onto the ripped
leather seat. The motor started, and Phillip gave a nod of
approval. He switched off the engine, then walked around the car
slowly, peering at the scraped paint, the smashed glass from the
lanterns, and jaggedly slit leather seats. The folding cover was
also slashed.

Carne couldn’t stop himself. “See? See what
happens when you rile up the wrong people around here?”

Phillip turned and stared at him. He kept one
hand on the front of the motorcar as if to reassure it. “One person
who has been upset by my presence lately is you.”

Carne took a step away from the car, too
astonished to be offended. “Do you really think I’d do such as
this?”

Phillip closed his eyes for a long, silent
moment. When he opened them, his gaze seemed harder, and for the
first time, Carne saw that customary glow of enthusiasm had
vanished as if the professor had turned from warm flesh to stone.
“I don’t know. I don’t really know you at all.”

Carne felt as if he’d been slapped. He opened
his mouth to retort, to tell Phillip what he could do with his
suspicions, but the bleak look on Phillip’s face stopped him. And,
to be fair, he hadn’t outright accused Carne of the destruction.
Carne walked close, his boots crunching on broken glass. “No, I
wouldn’t do such a thing to you, or your beautiful motorcar. Thank
God the engine and tires be undamaged so you might drive away
before more harm comes.”

He didn’t risk touching Phillip. He’d spent
the whole night restless and unsettled, wishing he could go to
Phillip and wishing he could send the man on his way.

The professor took off his glasses, rubbed
the bridge of his nose, and put them back on again. “I didn’t sleep
well last night. I’m sorry if I suggested something and insulted
you just now.” He still seemed too subdued, as if someone had put
out his joyful fire and left him nothing but smoking embers.

 


Carne wanted to return him to laughing and
chattering, but Phillip remained silent for several minutes. He
pulled out a small notebook and a pencil and circled the car again,
making a list. He carefully paced up and down next to the
shell-and-stone path, peering all around at the ground.

“What will you do?” Carne asked at last.

“I think I can drive it. I’ll take it to
Truro for repairs after I’m finished gathering my stories in Par
Gwynear.”

“Can’t imagine we’ll find out who did this.
Let’s go for a sail,” Carne said impulsively, suddenly ready to
leave his own anger and return to the hours last night when he’d
only felt and didn’t think.

Phillip smiled a little. “You remembered what
I said.”

He remembered every word Phillip had spoken
yesterday. He shoved his hands into his jacket pocket rather than
reach for Professor Singleton.

Phillip closed his notebook. “So you don’t
think I should summon the local constable?”

Carne shrugged. “Jacobs is a nice enough
chap, but drinks too much and stopped caring about his job years
ago.”

Phillip’s smile twisted. “I wonder if
discouraging me from contacting the law is another way to keep me
at heel.”

Again, Carne felt a stab of indignation. He
swallowed it down. Perhaps Phillip was teasing him? He decided to
go along with the spirit of that theory. “If I cared to bring you
to heel, I have better or at least more entertaining methods at
hand. We’d both enjoy ’em.” He felt the blood heat his face but
managed to keep his gaze steady. That was the truth. He still
wanted Phillip, even after their evening together and his long
night of trying to talk himself out of the attraction.

Phillip’s smile seemed real for the first
time that morning. That warmth was so welcome, and damn, just a
smile would wreck Carne. He’d fall over dead from…something too
strong.

He started for the road. “Come, then, we’ll
go visit the constable at home. He has few duties and no official
office.” Carne decided to tell the whole truth. “And he’s got more
money than most men in his position.”

“What do you mean?”

“Has his smithy work on the side, but mostly
he be paid well to not pay attention to some things.” It felt
immoral to say such things aloud, but being honest with Phillip
seemed important after that attack on his precious vehicle. Carne
added, “Doubt he’d be happy to see a visitor’s valuable possession
so badly treated, and he might make an effort to find the villain
who did that to your motorcar.”

Carne had guessed wrong about the constable’s
response. The laconic Constable Jacobs was even more uninterested
than usual and even unsurprised. Carne wondered if he’d had news of
it before they’d arrived. Jacobs puffed on his sweet-smelling pipe
and squinted at them. “I’ll come take a look bye-the-bye,” he said
without enthusiasm. “M’horse has lost a shoe, so I’ll walk over
later.”

“Oh, indeed? Your horse? Perhaps… You
seem tired,” Phillip said.

“I am,” Jacobs admitted. A large man who’d
once been muscular, Jacobs had run to fat lately. His ruddy
complexion and gray hair made him seem older than his age, which
was just forty. He wiped his forehead with a large handkerchief.
“Had a bit of a night with the lads.”

“To be honest, there isn’t much to see,”
Phillip said. “I examined the scene very carefully, and there’s no
evidence. So it won’t be worth your time. You might write a
report—do you write such formal things hereabouts? Good, good. That
will be enough.”

Jacobs shifted his bulk to the seat behind
the battered desk in his parlor and pulled out a blank form.
Phillip took out his little notebook and stood at the constable’s
shoulder as he described the vehicle’s damage. After Phillip and
Jacobs talked for a few minutes, Phillip signed a paper, said a
cheerful good-bye, and shook hands at the entrance to the
cottage.

Carne followed after, wondering how Phillip
could consider that exchange of any use. Perhaps he was a strong
believer in the power of paper? He was a professor, after all.

The blue door closed behind them, and Phillip
gazed around for a moment before he wandered to the stable yard.
Whistling, he pulled up some grass and offered it to the
constable’s huge gray horse, which ambled over to them, and as it
walked over the cobblestones, Carne could hear the click, click,
thud of a horse missing a shoe. The gray horse breathed into
Phillip’s hand. “Good boy,” Phillip said and patted its neck. “You
are a large one, aren’t you? You’d have to be for that constable,
eh?”

Carne waited until they walked past the few
businesses on the High Street before asking, “Why on earth did you
bother going to Jacobs?”

Phillip walked for a few moments before
answering. “There are hoof tracks near your house, and near my
motorcar. A large horse with a missing shoe. I don’t know if the
constable’s gray left the tracks, but what you said before, about
Jacobs’s less than sterling habits… Well. I suspect he and the
older Mitchell and Gwalather are all of the same age? And they grew
up in the village together?”

Carne nodded. “He was from one village over,
but near enough.”

“When he talked of a night with the lads, he
might mean them.” Phillip walked faster. “Blast and damnation, if
that attack on my car was a message, I wonder if it’s worth
attending that meeting this afternoon.”

Carne didn’t bother to ask him what the
meeting was about. He’d simply follow, and Phillip had to know
that.

He had to jog a bit to catch up with
Phillip’s long strides. “So you suspect our constable might do more
than take bribes?”

“You know him better than I do. What do you
think?”

Carne considered the question. “I wouldn’t
think he had the energy.”

“And I don’t have real proof. Anyway, he
might have loaned the horse to one of the others, perhaps someone
younger and more energetic like, say, Mitchell the son.”

“You err on the side of caution. I’m coming
to see you’re a canny person, Phillip Singleton.”

His white teeth and glasses flashed in the
sun. “Just because I’m clumsy and talkative doesn’t mean I’m
entirely a fool. Dobeck. Isn’t that the word?”

Not a fool at all, Carne thought.
Perhaps much wiser than you let on. And just who are you
meeting this afternoon and why?

Too many questions swirled in his tired
brain. He’d gotten hardly any sleep last night, or the one before,
for that matter. Phillip had set his head spinning, and Carne
didn’t want to think about the reasons why—or about things
Gwalather, the Mitchells, and even Jacobs might be up to. He didn’t
want to be the man in charge, the man who handled things and people
in this village. He simply wanted to spend a little peaceful time
with Phillip before the questions clamored too loudly to ignore
their answers any longer. After that, he feared, everything would
fall apart.

“I’ve considered taking photographs of the
car and the hoofprints,” Phillip said, “but I don’t suppose that
will do any good. Best to let it go.”

“You’re a better man than me if you can
forgive such a thing.”

“I’m not sure what I should do.” Phillip’s
speed increased.

Carne stopped Phillip’s charge up the hill
with a hand on his arm. “We could take a holiday from figuring
things out. Looks to be a fine morning. Go down to the harbor with
me, and I’ll give you a brief sail on my Magpie. We’ll leave
trouble ashore.”

Phillip glanced in the direction of Carne’s
cottage, then down toward the shore. He nodded slowly. “There’s
nothing to be done just now anyway. Maybe it would be good to get
some fresh air to clear my mind.” He peered into Carne’s face with
eyes a bit more somber than they’d been prior to witnessing the
damage done to the motorcar. “Take me out to sea, Captain.”


Chapter Sixteen

This is what it would feel like to
fly, Phillip thought as the sailboat cut cleanly through the
still waters of the cove. The air was as bracing as a slap to the
cheeks. Phillip inhaled the pungent odor of saltwater and fish. He
threw his head back and stared up into the pale blue sky, where
gulls circled and screamed, then dove many feet to scoop fish from
the water. Looking out to the horizon, he could barely discern the
spot where water met sky, except that the sea was darker and the
sky lighter. And, oh, now they were swooping faster as they exited
the harbor and the breeze really caught the sails.
Exhilarating!

He’d actually helped Carne set the sails and
held the tiller “steady on” when Carne ordered him to. Sailing was
easy. Phillip could move here and become Carne’s first mate, a
fisherman in woolen jumper and large rubber boots. His hands would
be rough from pulling in heavy nets laden with fish. And he would
grow to desire nothing more than fish, fish, fish on his plate from
dawn to dusk, and Carne, Carne, Carne in his bed at night.

The waves grew choppier outside the rocky
cove. He broke into a cold sweat. The sailboat rose and dropped as
it plowed through the sea with an additional side-to-side rolling
motion. This was what flying would feel like on a very windy day,
still exhilarating but not quite so pleasant. And the stench of
fish…

Phillip’s stomach lurched as the boat
breached another wave. He swallowed hard. His head began to ache.
Abruptly, he grabbed hold of the smooth wooden rail and leaned
over. Another lurch, and his stomach heaved, nearly losing its
contents to the ocean. He cringed in shame at the thought of
vomiting twice in as many days in front of Carne. The man would
think he had the constitution of someone’s old Aunt Millie. No sea
legs at all. He choked back his nausea.

Carne’s heavy hand rested between his
shoulders. “We’ll be past this rough patch soon. The waves ease
further out. I’ve a bottle of peppermint oil on board. A drop or
two with a sip of water will help. Even the most seasoned fisherman
sometimes needs it.”

Phillip wiped his perspiring forehead and
peered up at Carne, who stood like a rock, hardly even swaying on
the tipsy boat. “I’m sure you don’t.”

“Well not me.” Carne grinned. “But
some.”

He went to find the bottle while Phillip
clutched the rail as if it were his best friend and dry-retched
some more and wished he could ask to be taken back to safe, steady
land without sounding like a whiny child.

Carne handed him a small, unmarked bottle.
“Don’t think this has been opened since I hired a helper who had
trouble at the start of every season—Robin, that boy you met. But
the cork is in tight, so it should be fine. Put a little on your
tongue, then swallow the water.” He offered a mug.

Phillip followed directions, grateful at
least to have the sour taste gone from his mouth. And Carne was
right, the sea seemed to be smoothing out. Phillip’s stomach could
stop doing unwanted calisthenics. He handed back the mug and the
bottle and hauled himself to his feet.

“God bless you. You’ve saved my life.
Apparently I’m a poor, poor sailor.”

Carne chuckled and slipped the bottle in his
pocket before finishing off the water. “First time on a boat? Even
a ferry across the Channel?”

“Yes, I’ve made that trip a few times, but
not well.” He gestured at the wide expanse in front of them, the
land receding behind them. “This is the first time I’ve actually
been at sea in a small craft. The ocean is a bit…intimidating,
isn’t it?”

“You must respect her, that’s for certain.
Even a lifelong fisherman like my tas may lose his life by
misjudging her power.”

Phillip frowned. He’d forgotten Carne’s
father had drowned. “It must have been difficult to ever sail again
after that.”

Carne shrugged. “Had to. Mouths to feed. Work
to do.”

The words mouths to feed reminded
Phillip of food, and he began feel a bit sick again.

Carne must have seen it. “Look at the
horizon,” he suggested. He returned to the tiller, and the great
sail fluttered and the large mast creaked as he changed direction.
At once, the extra rolling came to an end.

As the boat surged along, Phillip felt far
better and could think of something other than his stomach. He
walked to the back—the stern, was it?—and sat next to Carne, who
held the tiller and ropes and whatnot that controlled the sail.
Phillip even felt well enough to sit next to him.

“You catch much fish?”

Carne shrugged. “Some. Not big hauls like
they used to. And my Magpie’s a smallish vessel.”

What other sort of work did he do with this
boat, transport goods from one destination to another? Phillip
didn’t want to think about that right now. He’d sworn when he set
foot on deck to put all “land” thoughts and concerns behind him and
simply enjoy a day spent in Carne’s company. “You were brave to go
back out after losing your father to the sea. I’m sorry for your
loss.”

“That’s how it is for all the families
hereabouts.”

“How old were you when it happened?”

“Fifteen.” Carne stared at the horizon,
clearly answering the question out of politeness with no desire to
talk about it. “We got by with help from the rest of the village.
We look after our own.”

And Phillip wasn’t one of them. If it should
come down to it, Carne would stand with his own people against
Phillip. He wasn’t quite certain what he thought “coming down to
it” might be about, but he felt as if some sort of confrontation
loomed.

Phillip spoke to drown out that feeling. “I
didn’t lose my father or mother. Not like you did, anyway. If
anything, they lost me, declared me dead to them, and never spoke
of me to their friends. After an incident in my youth, they cut me
out of their lives permanently. I haven’t so much as glimpsed them
in several years.”

“And that’s when your uncle took you in?”
Carne asked.

“He’d already been kind to me, but that’s
when he became my financial supporter as well. It was through his
beneficence I was able to attend university and earn a full
professorship. He applauded and fully supported my goals.”
Phillip’s throat constricted. He swallowed hard before finishing,
“He died fairly recently from a wasting disease, the poor dear. A
terrible blow. More than a relative or mentor, Uncle Downlaw was a
friend.”

“Losing a loved one is a terrible thing,”
Carne murmured.

Phillip rose and faced the rail. He dashed
away the tears the stiff breeze brought to his eyes. He pointed.
“Is that shape on the horizon a ship?”

Carne joined him at the rail and shaded his
eyes to look where he pointed. “Aye.”

“Bound for Penzance, I suppose?”

“Probably.” Carne changed the subject. “Be
you feeling better?”

“Much better, thank you. The calmer water and
that peppermint oil seemed to help.” Phillip shot him a sideways
look as he suddenly considered other uses for the cool yet spicy
oil. “Is it possible to drop anchor in some quiet inlet?”

Carne raised one thick, dark brow. “Done with
sailing already?”

Phillip smiled. “I don’t want you to have to
hoist sails and raise mizzenmasts or whatever it is you sailors do.
I hoped we could have a little time to rest on the water and take
time to…”

He didn’t need to finish. Carne was already
at the tiller, changing the craft’s direction toward a cove along
the coast. “Kynance is a beautiful place, sheltered and
private.”

When the boat swept into the inlet, Phillip
caught his breath. The white sand and turquoise water might have
been in Greece. He half expected leaping dolphins. As Carne took
down the sail and dropped anchor into sparkling water, sunlight
illuminated a pristine landscape of tall cliffs and shining
beach.

“Might we bathe?”

“If you’d like.” Carne tightened a rope and
turned to him. “But I thought…”

“Time for that too. Let’s enjoy a swim
first.” Phillip peeled off his shirt, shoes, and trousers,
hesitated, then removed his undergarments as well. He wouldn’t want
to wear them wet afterward.

“Don’t dive. Could be rocks.” Carne removed
his clothing, and his muscular body was even more awe-inspiring in
sunlight. Phillip took a moment to carve every detail into memory
before he carefully lowered himself over the side of the bobbing
boat and into the chilly water, his toes reaching for a bottom he
could stand on.

Carne churned past him with powerful strokes,
and Phillip paddled in his wake. After they reached a depth where
they could stand, they splashed and roughhoused like boys for quite
some time until both were breathless and laughing.

Phillip finally took the plunge and dove
underwater, where he headed toward the twin pillars of Carne’s pale
legs planted on the sand. When he surfaced, Carne stood over him,
holding out his hands. Phillip went into his wet embrace.

Carne’s breath brushed his cheek. “You’re
shivering. Too cold?”

“It’s bracing,” Phillip admitted. “But
refreshing. I don’t know the last time I was at the seaside. When I
was, I’m quite certain I wore a bathing costume.”

Carne laughed. “A what?”

“Rather like an undershirt and drawers,”
Phillip explained. “That’s what gentlemen wear at the beach.”

“Not here. We be a rough, uncouth lot.” Carne
grinned as he spoke in the thickest of Cornish accents.

“So you’ve swum naked with men before. Did it
never cause any sort of…rising in you?” Phillip asked, curious to
know if Carne had hidden tendencies before they’d met.

“Not in the least.” Carne shook his head, and
diamond droplets flew from his raven hair. “Not until you.
Feel.”

Under the water, he rubbed his groin against
Phillip’s and, oh yes, there was definitely a hard, slick “fish”
pressing there. Phillip dove a hand down to catch it. He gripped
hard and stared into Carne’s eyes. “Shall I land this? Serve it up
for my noon meal?”

“I wouldn’t try to snap the line and get
away,” Carne murmured. “But it’s my turn. Last night you showed me
how it’s done. Let me show what a good pupil I be.”

Phillip laughed. “I’ve had enough swimming
already. But how will we ever get back onto your boat?”

“While you rushed headlong into the water
like a cakey, I had the sense to hang the ladder.”

He let go of Phillip, and they swam back to
the boat, floating a few yards away. Even with the aid of the rope
ladder, it was tricky climbing on board. The boat rolled with every
movement. Carne managed with ease, of course, then he reached out
and hauled Phillip onto the deck.

They dried off with rough sacking that
scraped Phillip’s bare flesh delightfully. His skin would likely
turn from milk-white to lobster red by tomorrow from all this
sunshine, but he didn’t care. It was a pleasure simply to stand
au natural underneath the heavens, feet planted on the deck
of a gently rocking boat. And then Carne abruptly dropped to his
knees in front of him. Phillip stared down at the amazing sight of
the rough-hewn Cornishman tentatively taking hold of his cock.

Carne glanced up, his mouth poised inches
away from the head. “You asked if I ever looked at a man and
hungered. Truth is sometimes, when I handled myself and imagined
things to, um, spur me on, I’d picture doin’ this, or someone doin’
it to me. Not a woman. S’pose I lied when I said I never thought of
men before.” He paused, then added. “Guess I lied to myself all
along, tryin’ to pretend it weren’t true.”

Phillip accepted the confession with a little
nod. He understood admission of such a long-held secret was
significant. “I’m glad you told me,” he murmured, reaching out to
touch Carne’s wet hair. “I hope you feel you can tell me anything.
There need be no secrets between us.”

Keeping those blazing eyes fixed on him,
Carne guided Phillip’s cock to his mouth and slowly enveloped it.
The heat of his mouth was hotter than the sun on Phillip’s neck and
shoulders. A fist like a boulder gripped the base of Phillip’s
shaft. Carne sucked him deeply in, so far it made him cough, then
slowly withdrew, revealing Phillip’s glistening length. Phillip
gave a strangled groan.

Carne glanced up as if seeking approval.
Phillip thrust his hips forward encouragingly and sighed loudly.
“That’s just right.”

Carne slid his other hand around Phillip’s
sac and cradled its weight. He didn’t act inexperienced or awkward
at all. But that was Carne all over, wasn’t it? Once he’d decided
to do something, he took charge of it fully and handled it well. He
was certainly handling Phillip’s cock well. Phillip gave an
embarrassing squeak as Carne abruptly abandoned his cock and dipped
his head lower to bathe Phillip’s sac with his tongue before
sucking it into his mouth.

The sheer unexpectedness of Carne Treleaven
engulfing him that way made Phillip’s balls tense and contract. Oh
no. He would not arrive at the conclusion so soon. He
squeezed his eyes tight and focused on relaxing his body.

Carne returned to devouring his erection with
a fierce determination that encompassed everything Phillip admired
in the man. It was this quality that had attracted Phillip to him.
Where Carne bluntly said what he thought and claimed what he
wanted, Phillip approached things obliquely, charming and
blathering on until people crumbled and gave in.

But Carne’s assault was overpowering now, and
Phillip was the one crumbling. He could hold back no longer and
cried out as he lost himself in the pleasure of the man sucking his
cock, the sunlight on his body, the rocking boat beneath his feet.
He felt he could fall back into thin air, float away, and never
come crashing down.

Luckily, Carne was there to catch him when
his knees actually did buckle and he started to slump to the deck.
Carne stretched him out and laid beside him, gazing into Phillip’s
eyes. “All right, then? Not too strong for you?”

Phillip feigned fluttering a fan like a
society miss. “I’m overcome. You’re the manliest of men, and I
don’t know that I shall ever recover.”

He stopped smiling, as that last statement
was a bit too close to the truth. Of course, he would
recover from the loss of Carne after they inevitably parted. He’d
suffered heartbreak enough to know it was true. But at that moment,
the thought of this coming to an end was too painful to
entertain.

So he didn’t. He turned his attention to
other things they might do. “Are you ready to learn how I plan to
use your peppermint oil?”

“Won’t that…burn?” Carne asked.

“It should tingle. That’s rather the point.
Are you game to try?”

“Aye.” Carne found his jacket in the pocket
of which he’d placed the small bottle and handed it to Phillip.

He took out the stopper and let the cool
liquid pour into his hand. Reaching between them, Phillip wrapped
his palm around Carne’s erection. He slicked up its smooth length,
then back down, admiring how the flushed skin glistened.

“How does it feel?”

“Tingling, as you said. Hot and cold at the
same time.”

Phillip massaged gently, pulling back
foreskin to reveal the rounded head. He scooted down and took it
into his mouth. The taste of musky man was disappointingly
concealed by the strong mint flavor, but Carne’s thick cock,
pulsing with life, felt good inside his mouth.

Phillip sucked him briefly before letting go.
He lay belly down on the sun-warmed deck and looked over his
shoulder at Carne. “Have at me, Captain.”

Carne took the oil extract and slicked it
between Phillip’s cheeks, probing an exploratory fingertip into his
hole. Phillip’s entrance clenched in response, and his desire
mounted quickly. He wanted this, no, needed this. If this
was to be the last time they had together, he would seize it and
savor every detail. Rising up on his knees, he thrust his rear
toward the pirate who would plunder his body, welcoming the
attack.

Carne moved in behind him, gripped his hips
firmly, guided his head to Phillip, and pushed slowly. The burning
of the outer muscle as it stretched to encompass his girth was
enhanced by heat from the peppermint oil, which simultaneously
stung and soothed. Not stung precisely, but tingled in an
enlivening way that made Phillip wiggle. He folded an arm under his
head and lifted his hips higher, wanting more of that excruciating
intrusion. His vulnerable position, utterly offering himself to
Carne to do with as he willed, ignited a powerful surge of lust.
Being the bottom provided a wonderful feeling of surrender but also
power, for he was always aware of how desperate his partner was to
have him.

After every agonizing inch of Carne’s cock
was buried inside, he stopped moving. Phillip moaned quietly. Heat
burned inside him, and his need for Carne to take action was
intense. At last he could stand the pause no longer and moved his
arse, willing Carne to begin to thrust.

Ever so slowly, Carne withdrew… Then surged
fast and hard and deep. Oh Christ! Phillip shuddered at the impact
and cried out. With his free hand, he reached out and clutched
whatever lay nearby, a coil of rope from the feel of it.

Carne withdrew and rammed again, seeming to
understand Phillip’s whimpers and cries weren’t in protest. Perhaps
the fact Phillip whispered repeatedly, “God, yes!” helped convince
him.

Phillip’s body moved by inches across the
deck as Carne pounded him. His knees were sore, his rear more so.
But he thrust back every time, wanting more of that powerful, deep
penetration.

In very short order, Carne reached his peak.
He dug his fingers hard into Phillip’s hips and, with one final
push, gave a guttural roar. Phillip felt the strength of that
release as if it were his own, that complete surrender to ecstasy
as Carne shuddered against him.

The pirate had assumed command of his
frigate, and Phillip was entirely content to raise a white flag and
invite him on board. He would gladly entertain this smuggler for as
long as he chose to stay. Feed him biscuits and tea and woo him
with a siren song.

Carne rolled off and stretched beside him, an
arm flung above his head. “I suppose we should be heading
back.”

“I suppose we must,” Phillip replied.

Captain and captive had been a pleasant
momentary fantasy, but unfortunately, their time in the hidden cove
couldn’t last forever. The sun had moved past high noon, and
Phillip had an appointment to keep.


Chapter Seventeen

The wind scoured Carne’s face. Clouds rolled
in as he brought the Magpie into the harbor and tied her off
at the dock.

“I’m glad we missed the bad weather,” Phillip
called. “I never would have recuperated if we’d met those waves.”
He pointed at the whitecaps.

“You recovered quickly enough,” Carne
said.

Phillip gave him a sly grin. “I had the best
of distractions.”

Instead of growing embarrassed or wishing to
hurry off, Carne returned the smile, almost entirely at ease. Carne
hadn’t been out on the water for days and hadn’t known how much
he’d missed it. The ocean gave him peace.

Fine, he’d best be honest with himself: the
experience in the cove was responsible for that elusive sense of
body and soul-deep well-being—and gratitude for being alive here
and with Phillip. He’d rarely known a time when he’d understood he
was fully in the right place and time. He’d been content in his
world, but less certain what happiness meant.

Still, he mustn’t get lost in contemplation
of bliss. As they walked through the little village, he had to pay
attention, to watch the people he passed for signs of guilt.
Someone he knew and perhaps even liked had done that to Phillip’s
motorcar. He couldn’t simply assume it was Jacobs or the Mitchells
or Gwalather and leave it at that. He should remain vigilant for
anyone else acting suspicious.

Yet that strange happiness remained in the
background, ready to swamp Carne with joy again.

The wind increased and a drizzle sputtered,
threatening to turn into true rain.

“Shall we go to the Stoney Ground now?” he
asked Phillip.

“No. I have to go to your cottage first.” He
walked with that long stride of his. Carne watched him, wondering
if his backside ached. He did grimace.

“What’s wrong?”

“I just realized the rain is going to erase
those hoofprints. Ah well.”

“Are you going to tell me who you’re meeting?
Or do I have to trail after?”

“Didn’t you say that Bea doesn’t want you to
go there?”

“That’s handy, isn’t it?” Carne’s dismay
melted when he recalled Phillip had made the arrangement without
knowing Bea’s declaration. Carne would go anyway—nothing could stop
him from following Phillip. But he wouldn’t count on Bea’s
willingness to serve him food.

In the cottage, he made them rough sandwiches
of dried meat, cheese, and stale bread that tasted delicious. Food
tasted better in Phillip’s presence.

Phillip went into his room—entirely his, now.
Carne wondered if it would ever feel as if it belonged to his
sisters again.

A few minutes later, he reappeared. He had an
oilskin coat and hat in one hand and a leather satchel in the
other. He slung the satchel over his shoulder, and they set
out.

The rain had died down, though, and they
ducked under some dripping trees and made their way back toward the
village. Carne pulled off his gray cap and shook the water off.

Phillip broke the silence. “Mitchell the
younger.”

“Eh?”

“I’m going to talk to Mitchell.”

Carne resettled his cap and concentrated on
the last few days’ activities. “Why? You haven’t met him
before.”

“I did. When you were with Mrs. Pollard. And
we made a sort of arrangement.”

“What’s that mean, sort of arrangement?”
Carne stopped dead on the path.

Phillip shrugged. “We discussed the village’s
past, and he showed some interest in my research.”

“Showed interest? Ha. He don’t talk to
strangers. He’s…what’s that word? Taciturn.”

“So says the pot. Or are you the kettle?”
Phillip muttered.

Carne ignored the comment. “Did he threaten
you?”

“No. Not really. No.”

“You’re lying. What did he do? Cut your hand?
Did the bastard do that?”

“Calm down, if you please. I cut it on a
rock, just as I told you. I admit he was suspicious of me, yes. But
he did allow me to leave the cave.”

“I knew it! You were messing about in the
Mitchells’ cave. The moment my back was turned… Are you a small boy
who thinks he’s immortal and can do anything and go anywhere
without coming to harm? So it’s the Mitchells or senior’s friend,
Jacobs who broke up your motorcar to warn you off.”

“Very likely, but we still have no proof.”
Phillip was far too calm, while Carne wanted to rip something or
someone to pieces. And that bright smile on his face was almost too
much to bear.

Rain spattered them again, and Phillip pulled
off his glasses to wipe them. “I’m going to be late,” he said,
still too casual. “But if you’re planning to trail after me
shouting like that, I’ll risk being late even if Mr. Mitchell gives
up on me.”

“’Twould be good if he left the inn and left
you alone.”

Phillip grinned. “And to think, I believed
you and he were friends.”

“Would you take this seriously?”

Phillip put his glasses back on. “I do. But
seeing you go on like an injured badger is rather… I think I rather
like it.”

“What? Are you mad?” The anger ripping
through Carne seemed to have no place to go, and he knew he was a
foolish to shout, but what was it about this frustrating idiot and
his smile? Why would Phillip think this situation amusing?

Phillip moved closer. “You’re worried about
me. I had supposed that when I told you I was meeting Mitchell,
you’d worry because I might leave here and reveal some secret or
another—not that I have any. But I can tell you’re angry and upset
because you think he’ll hurt me. You have no idea how that makes me
want to embrace you, here in the open.”

“Jesus.” Carne closed his eyes. “You’re the
strangest lad.”

“But you like me.”

No point in denying that fact. Carne started
walking again. The rain slowed now, and only a few sad bird cries
and the crash of the waves could be heard.

Phillip touched his arm. “I think I should
like to speak to Mitchell alone.”

Carne growled.

Phillip laughed. “You sound like a dog,
Carne. I promise, I’ll tell you the whole of it, what he wants, and
what I have, but I’m convinced it’s probably best if I meet him
alone. He might assume you’re up to your eyebrows in this.”

“And so I am at that.”

“He might think you and I are conspiring
against him or some such nonsense. He seems the sort to believe in
plots.”

“You read him well in such a short time,”
Carne admitted.

Phillip’s smile shone but only for a moment.
He sobered as he said, “I wouldn’t want you to have to pick a side
in any disputes, should it come to that, between Mitchell and
me.”

Carne had had enough mystery. He put a hand
on Phillip’s arm to stop him. “Five minutes—you won’t be late. Tell
me now.”

Phillip pulled his gold-and-silver watch from
his waistcoat and clicked it open. “Five minutes,” he agreed, and
launched into his explanation with an ocean of words. “When I did
my initial study of the area, I located maps and all sorts of
records and reports about this part of Cornwall. The maps are
detailed, beautiful things, filled with notations about the
area.”

“This is about a map? What does that
mean?”

“I found one that seemed to have been created
by some local man.” He paused. “There was a name on it, smudged,
but it started with Tre-something, so perhaps it was your
great-great-grandfather Carne, or Mr. Trennick’s.”

“And Mitchell wants to see it? Why would he
need a map of the coast? He knows every inch of the place.”

“Because the map was purportedly of a buried
treasure,”

“Bah.”

“More accurate to say it was hidden. I
believe free traders were discovered by the crown’s authorities,
and they had enough advance warning they could hide most of the
goods before they were arrested. It was during Napoleon’s era, so
we must suppose some of it consisted of French products, brandy and
such, but the notes that Tre-whatever-his-name-was had written
included the word ‘gold.’”

Carne felt a little sick. “Ah. Now I follow.
You’re here to dig up this treasure. The book ’twas an excuse to
hide behind.”

“Not at all. The treasure adds to the
mystery of this marvelous place. And I have no need for more
possessions or money.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about this damned map
long ago? Why wait till Mitchell threatened you?”

Phillip shoved long fingers through his hair,
which was already a mess. Those fingers had touched Carne, and even
the passing memory tightened his gut.

“I wasn’t sure I would pursue such a course.
I had rather thought I would leave the past where it belonged. The
treasure has remained hidden for nearly one hundred years.” Phillip
went on about disturbing history without a proper setup for such
things, all the while sounding elegant, almost like a preacher or a
poet, the way he did, but that only made the suspicion burn
stronger in Carne.

Could a man be so gormless as himself? He’d
been gulled, like any rustic visiting a town on fair day, taken in
by a gentlemanly air. What did he know about real gentlemen or
professors? Of course Phillip needed money. His dingy clothes and
utter lack of a proper haircut or hair oil should have told Carne
this man’s air of wealth was a show, but he’d been so interested in
Phillip’s exuberance and his camera, car, stories, and…other
things. He was sorely, bitterly disappointed and angry at himself
for his overabundant trust in a stranger.

Phillip was still yapping, describing the
papers he’d hauled along.

“Oh aye, words in some strange script no one
else could understand,” Carne snapped.

“You don’t believe me, do you? That I don’t
require the money?” Phillip studied his face. A moment later, he
grabbed Carne’s hand and pulled him into the tall grass next to the
path, heedless of the wet blades brushing over them. He put the
leather satchel on the ground.

“What are you doing?” Carne tried to pull
away, but not very hard.

“Watch.” Phillip took off his jacket and
unbuttoned his waistcoat. Was he going to seduce Carne to distract
him? Carne bitterly reflected that it might actually work.

But then Phillip reached into his trousers
pocket and pulled a short knife, the sort gentlemen carried to mend
pencils. He unsheathed the knife and used it slice open the silk
lining of his baggy waistcoat.

Carne blinked. Phillip held stack of bank
notes. “My travel money,” he said and held it out to Carne, who
took the notes and stared down at them. There was at least one
hundred and ten pounds, more money than Carne had ever seen. More
than he made in a year, certainly.

He pushed the money at Phillip. “Take it,” he
said. “Christ, you’d best hide every last shilling.”

“I do. I have a couple of different
places.”

“Do you mean you have more?”

Phillip nodded. “I had even more money, but
then I bought my motorcar and some equipment. I wasn’t sure how
long I’d be traveling, and I hate fiddling around with banks in
cities I don’t know. At home I don’t mind, of course, and I even
rather enjoy researching investments.”

Banks? Investments? He truly was from a
different world. Carne remained struck dumb at the thought of that
much money.

“You believe me now? When I say I’m not here
for the treasure?”

Carne scratched his beard. “I suppose
yes.”

“Good. Then I’ll go to the meeting with
Mitchell, and you’ll know I’m doing it to placate him by giving him
a copy of the treasure map. Maybe together we can follow it to the
trail’s end. If we actually find treasure, it might keep the people
of Par Gwynear for years to come—or at least through the winter.”
He added breezily, “All right, yes, I also hope to earn Junior’s
trust and keep him from stabbing me or bashing me over the
head.”

“Don’t be so damned cocky. You should
be worried about both the Mitchells. What if he brings his tas
along to this meeting?”

“I’m not cocky. It’s more that I’m—I’m
satisfied. I believe you, and you believe me. That’s really what I
care about. It matters to me what you think, Carne.”

Carne wanted to disagree, but the relief he
felt at discovering Phillip wasn’t some sort of confidence
trickster still rushed through him. The suspicion had lasted only a
couple of minutes at most, but had thoroughly upended him as if
he’d been slammed and tumbled by a wave.

They walked down the path toward the inn, and
Phillip talked about the clever hiding places he’d engineered for
his cash. He talked about a week earlier when he’d hidden money in
his boot while he slogged around a swampy area. The ground sucked
the boot right off his foot.

“Luckily, it was only five pounds,” he said.
“Though I did love that pair of boots. As soon as I’m in London
again, I’m going to buy another pair.”

Only five pounds? What a strange man. Carne
laughed and shook his head. He gazed at Phillip with wonder.

“Oy, Carne Treleaven, hope you don’t plan to
enter my inn?” It was Bea. She stood in her kitchen garden at the
back of the inn, watching them. She had her fists on her hips. At
her feet lay a basket. “I thought we agreed you’d stay away for a
year or so,” she exaggerated.

Phillip looked at her with wide eyes. “Oh.
My…” He began. “I’m so sorry, I asked him to accompany me, Mrs.
Pollard. I have an appointment here.”

She still looked furious but managed a smile.
“Naw, go on then, Professor Singleton. I’ll have a word with this
one.”

Phillip looked back and forth between them.
“You won’t hurt Mr. Treleaven, will you?”

Her tense expression eased into a grin.
“Don’t you know it’s traditional to worry about the lady’s
well-being when two people get into a fight? He has at least three
stone on me. I won’t hurt him. Go inside.”

After one last worried look at Bea, Phillip
walked down the path and disappeared into the inn.

Carne held up his hands. “Sorry, Bea. But he
set up a meeting with Mitchell.”

“Aye, I know. Mitchell’s twitchy as a flea.
That teasy lout’s not a man your friend should cross. I think I
know now…” She shook her head and aimed a frown at him. She looked
so unusually solemn, he wondered if she knew something he
didn’t.

“Something about Mitchell? He say anythin’
about what he’s been up to, maybe about doing something to the
professor’s motorcar? Do you think he’d hurt him?” He started to
follow Phillip.

“Calm yerself, Treleaven, ’tis naught to do
with Mitchell. I saw you just now, the pair of you walking down the
road. And, ah my, the look on your face. I never seen you so bright
and happy.”

“Professor Singleton told a funny story.”

“Oh, don’t bother to lie to me. You’re a
silent, closed-up man much of the time. And when you look at him,
you’re as open as the ocean.” She shook her head. “I was courted by
a man like you, but he was more easily spotted. He had mannerisms
and so forth.”

“A man like what?” he asked with dread.

“A man who prefers men, of course. Don’t deny
it. I may not be well traveled, but I’ve served the folk of this
village for most of my life and picked up a thing or two about
people. And you never, not once in all the time we had fun
together, looked at me with such a smile.”

He wanted to protest and explain, but Bea was
a stubborn one. There was no point in trying to convince her
otherwise. “I’m sorry if I hurt you.”

She gave a great snort of disgust. “It has
nothing to do with me, and you know it.” She picked up the basket
loaded with herb cuttings and began to walk toward the inn. “In
fact, it makes me feel a trifle better knowing it isn’t some girl
you’re after.”

This was too much. “I’m not after anyone.
Bea, you don’t know what you’re talking about.”

She whirled on him and shook a finger in his
face. He caught the scent of mint and Bea.

In a low voice, she said, “You know I don’t
gossip. I’d be a fool if I gossiped in a closed-up place like this
one. You’re an honest sort, usually, so don’t start lying to me
now, Carne.”

He decided to stop protesting, even if she
didn’t know what she was talking about. Because…perhaps she did
know what she was talking about.

They stopped outside the inn. She opened the
door. “Well, come on,” she snapped. “You’d best keep your charming
friend safe from Mitchell.”

“You’d rather I didn’t come in. I’ll respect
that.”

“You’re right. I wish you’d stay away. But
there are plenty of things I would rather have that I don’t get. A
thousand pounds. A whole army of maids to clean the place for me.
Come on, you fool.”

Carne shook his head. “Thank you, Bea, but
Mr. Singleton wants to handle this meeting on his own. Anyway, it’s
not as if the young hothead will attack him in the middle of a
crowded tavern. I’ll wait out here to meet up with the professor
after he’s finished his business.”

His former lover shrugged and disappeared
inside, leaving him in turmoil over what she’d guessed about him.
He didn’t want it to be true. He didn’t want to have
feelings for Singleton. But he couldn’t refuse to admit to them any
more than he could refuse to acknowledge a large boulder in his
path. Whether he wanted it to be there or not, there it remained,
and if he kept moving forward, he’d smack right into it.

Carne sat on one of the stone benches outside
the pub. He leaned forward to rest his forearms on his nervously
jiggling legs. He hated Phillip facing Mitchell on his own, but he
was ready to fly off his seat and into the tavern at the first
sound of a punch being landed.


Chapter Eighteen

“I’ve drawn a likeness of the map from memory
and my notes, and I’m fairly certain I’ve got every detail
correct,” Phillip informed his contact, feeling rather like a spy
in a novel. Mitchell leaned over the narrow table. Phillip could
smell the alcohol on his breath, mingled unpleasantly with the
aroma of fish. Gaze darting around at the other patrons, the man
grabbed Phillip’s arm. “Don’t bring it out right here in front of
everyone!”

Phillip took his hand out of the satchel,
empty. “I thought you wanted to see it. If I’m not to show it to
you, why did we meet?”

“Not here. Someplace more private.”

“So you can attack me as you did my motorcar
and then take it from me?”

Mitchell’s heavy brows became one across the
bridge of his nose. “What are you talking about?”

“The damage done to my automobile last night.
Someone sent me a warning message. I can only believe you had
something to do with it.”

“Why would I want you to leave? You have my
map,” Mitchell pointed out. He didn’t sound like a man who was
lying, and there was logic in his words.

Phillip chose to believe him for the moment.
Perhaps Mitchell the younger hadn’t been the culprit or even aware
of the attack.

“We may go outdoors, but I won’t go anywhere
alone with you. I’m sorry not to trust your character, Mr.
Mitchell, but you must see my point of view. After all, you
did pull a knife on me last time we met. I’d be a fool to go
far from other people in your company.”

“Fine. Just outside, then.” Mitchell lurched
upright, his seat scraping back.

Phillip tossed a coin on the table, though he
hadn’t yet had a drink, and rose. He followed Mitchell to the door,
the pair of them drawing the attention of numerous gazes.

“I must warn you, I’ve not come here alone,”
Phillip told the man as they passed through the door. “I never
promised you exclusive rights to the map.”

“What…?” Mitchell broke off as he spotted
Carne sitting outside. He glared at Carne, who scowled back.
“Treleaven!”

“I told you. I didn’t come here alone,”
Phillip repeated. “I didn’t dare.”

He rushed on before Mitchell could protest,
enticing him with the idea of a treasure hunt. “What I’m about to
share with you is for Carne’s eyes as well. But the three of us are
the only ones who’ve seen this map since some incompetent
librarian misfiled it over fifty years past. Since the man who drew
the original was likely arrested in the raid, we may be the first
to ever attempt to follow it.”

“I didn’t even tell my tas,” Mitchell
grumbled. “I was going to look on my own.”

Phillip raised a hand to silence Carne before
the man said something belligerent to tip the scales the wrong way.
“Three heads are better than one for figuring out clues. I propose
we go someplace more private and take a look. Perhaps one or the
other of you, being so much more familiar with the topography, will
be able to understand what area the map depicts.”

“Topo…what?” Mitchell asked. “Just give me
the bloody thing and let me take a look.”

“Over there. Away from prying eyes.” Carne
gestured to a copse of trees a short distance away.

They reached a spot on the other side of the
woodsy screen. As he took the map from his satchel, Phillip
explained for Carne’s benefit about this being merely a
reproduction of the original. “It was so fragile, one could hardly
breathe on it without the parchment crumbling,” he said. “At the
time, I jotted down in my notebook the words written on the
document, and sketched a very small version of the map.”

He unfolded the version he’d made the
previous night. “Here’s a much larger representation.”

Both Mitchell and Carne seized hold of it,
their hands on either side, their dark heads bowing over the map as
they studied it.

Mitchell traced a line with one thick finger.
“This’d be the inlet by Trennick’s place, I suppose, from the way
it cuts in just there.”

“That’s meant to be the giant.” Carne pointed
to a doodle that hadn’t signified a blessed thing to Phillip when
he drew it. Carne explained to Phillip, “See the head and the body?
This is a boulder called a giant because…”

“It’s shaped like a giant. I understand,”
Phillip said.

“Cormoran the Raider, who waded in from the
sea to attack the villages and was turned to stone by a rune
witch,” Mitchell added helpfully.

“Ah, so that’s nearby, then, is it?” Phillip
opened his notebook and began penciling notes. He’d heard of
Cormoran and was even more excited that he’d soon see the
stone.

“What are you doing?” Mitchell snapped. “Are
you writing about me?”

“More likely about our giant,” said Carne,
sounding amused.

Mitchell shook the map he and Carne both
held. “Get back to work, dammit.”

“Certainly,” Phillip said absently. He
finished jotting his note, then turned to the page to scan the text
he’d found along with the map. “The list of items that went along
with the map were written in a code or shorthand to keep the
information obscure if it were found, as it was, by agents of the
Crown. I spent many an hour studying it and believe I deciphered
code. That’s one of my favorite pastimes.” He beamed at Carne.
“It’s rather like a game I played as a boy in school.”

“This ain’t a game. It’s business.” Mitchell
grew more short-tempered—nervous?—by the minute.

Phillip gave him a frown. “If I’m correct in
my interpretation, we might find crates of brandy, bolts of silk,
although those probably will have been destroyed by moisture and
time, and perhaps even gold bullion or coins of some sort.”

Mitchell whistled under his breath.

“Something like that couldn’t stay hidden all
these years,” Carne surrendered the map to Mitchell and faced
Phillip. “Someone would’ve gone back for it. Or”—he grimaced—“’tis
all a hoax.”

Phillip frowned. “By whom? Who would go to
such an effort to create a false map and a list of goods in code?”
It abruptly struck him Carne might be referring to him, since he
was the one who’d brought this information. Phillip wanted to
protest he would never fabricate such a lie or set them off on a
wild-goose chase, but realized it might not be prudent to plant the
idea in short-fused Mitchell’s mind.

Carne seemed to realize the same thing and
said nothing more about a hoax. “Well, it seems fairly clear this
map shows the area near Trennick’s cove. There are tunnels in that
hill, a mine played out and abandoned before the newer mine
opened.”

Which was also defunct now. Phillip
considered the industry that had once supported so many people. Tin
mining had come and gone, leaving people in this far southern land
to eke out a living however they could.

“Shall we go to the old mine now and try to
follow the other clues?” he asked.

“We’ll need miner’s caps, picks, and
shovels,” Carne said. “And I wouldn’t trust the condition of the
supports. If they haven’t already collapsed, we might cause one to
by poking around. Or there could be trapped gas.”

“My family were miners long afore taking to
the sea. I’ll go down on my own,” Mitchell started to fold up the
map.

“Don’t be daft,” Carne said. “The mine closed
before you were old enough to work, or you’d know the first rule is
never go exploring underground alone. Someplace long abandoned as
this, it’s safer to have a crew, roped together, with one man ready
to pull the others back or cut the line and go for help if things
go wrong.”

“Well, we don’t have a crew. There’s the
three of us, and we’re not letting anyone else in on it. We
swore.”

They hadn’t done anything of the sort, but
Phillip didn’t mention it. “Surely you can agree Carne’s right
about getting prepared first. Besides, it’s rather late in the day.
After gathering supplies, we could go in the morning.”

Mitchell pointed back and forth between them.
“And let you two get the jump on me and clear it out tonight? I
think not. ’Tis always dark underground. Doesn’t matter if we’re
there at night. I say get lanterns and tools and go right
away.”

“I’m not certain we should go at all,” Carne
argued. “It’s not worth risking our lives.”

“It is for gold! If it’s there, I mean to
find it.” Mitchell had dug in and wasn’t going to change his mind.
Their options were between leaving him to his own devices or
helping him, and, truth be told, Phillip was quite excited to go on
this remarkable adventure too.

“It wouldn’t hurt to do a bit of
exploration,” Phillip suggested to Carne. “If the tunnels seem in
danger of collapsing, we’ll turn back.” He watched the man’s rugged
face set in a position akin to granite and doubted Carne would
agree.

But abruptly, he nodded. “All right, then. A
quick look to see what’s what. If it seems safe, we’ll return
later.”

They walked to the storage shed at the Par
Gwynear pit and broke in to where miners’ gear had gathered dust
for years. Phillip reminded himself to look up the date this
particular mine had closed. He left his satchel of papers there,
and it seemed a symbol of laying aside the studious professor he’d
been in order to take on the role of a man of adventure.

After outfitting themselves with caps,
lanterns, and digging tools, another long trek took them to the
entrance of the old mine several hills away.

Broken boards marked the opening. A sign
warned Keep Out, but probably youths sometimes went
exploring there, perhaps thinking of their forefathers’ lives
underground, or more likely seeking a private place to be with
their lasses. But once Phillip entered the mine, that idea was
quickly dispelled. The entry was cramped, dark, and dirty—hardly
conducive to a tryst.

The three men put on caps and lit the lamps
above the bills. They also lit the lanterns they carried before
starting down the main tunnel. Mitchell carried a shovel, Carne a
pick, and Phillip a smaller spade and empty knapsack should they
find anything worth taking.

Carne insisted on leading the way. He told
Phillip the air flow seemed good, but he wanted to be able to warn
the others if it grew too stale. A man might pass out before
realizing there was cause for worry.

It was like entering a dream world, dark
shadows and flickering light creating eerie shapes on the walls and
hiding goblins behind every bend in the tunnel. Phillip understood
why belief in local folklore was so strong. One could easily
imagine misshapen, tunneling creatures lurking down here, ready to
drive off humans come to steal their wealth. He shivered at the
thought and at the thrill of actually being on a treasure hunt no
longer stuff of old tales or novels. Phillip was at the center of a
real life adventure.

He glanced over his shoulder at Mitchell,
whose wide face was a pale moon bobbing behind him.

“What are you lookin’ at?” The moon glowered
and squinted in the beam from Phillip’s cap.

“Just making sure you’re all right and
keeping up.”

“I keep up just fine. Mind yer business.”

Phillip hefted the spade, which grew heavier
now that he’d carried it awhile, and faced forward. A good view
there. Carne’s wide shoulders brushed the stone walls on either
side. He, like Phillip, crouched slightly so his head wouldn’t hit
the ceiling or any of the wooden supports they passed under. Carne
had explained the mines here began as natural cave systems, but had
been blasted and shoveled to widen them as the miners went deeper
to find copper and tin. There were archways of wood so darkened by
age, they appeared to have become a part of the rock.

Phillip was so busy gazing around at the
details picked out of the total darkness by his lights and filing
away every aspect of this once-in-a-lifetime experience that it
took him a few minutes to realize Carne’s big body, striding in
front of him, was trembling. He hurried a few paces to catch up and
said quietly, “Are you all right? Feeling light-headed?”

“Fine,” Carne snapped.

But when he glanced over his shoulder, the
light on Phillip’s hat showed sweat shining on Carne’s pale face
and his mouth was a grim line.

“You don’t look fine. Are you short of
breath? Should we turn back?”

“What’s going on?” Mitchell called from the
rear. “What are you two talking about?”

“Nothing! Everything’s good,” Carne yelled,
and his voice, rather than echoing in the tunnel, seemed muffled by
the stone all around them.

Phillip rested a hand on Carne’s back and
felt the vibration in it and the quick rise and fall of his
breathing. Fear. That was what filled Carne and caused him to
quake. All in a rush, Phillip understood Carne didn’t do well in
close spaces. Perhaps that was one reason he hadn’t been eager to
go deeper into the caves they’d explored the other day. He was no
miner, but a fisherman, and being underground apparently didn’t
agree with him.

“Might we take a rest?” Phillip asked. “There
must be some wider spaces down here, chambers off the main
tunnel.”

“We’ve hardly gone a hundred yards,” Mitchell
said. “I’ll carry the tiny spade for you if you can’t manage it,
you great dobeck.”

“There.” Phillip pointed to a darker area
looming on the left, a cleft or opening in the rock. He patted
Carne’s back. “Lead on, Captain, and we’ll take a breather.”


Chapter Nineteen

Blood pounded in Carne’s temples. He knew his
breathing was too fast and shallow, but he couldn’t seem to slow it
down. His palms were slick with sweat, so the pickaxe slipped in
his grip. He stumbled over a rock in his path as he peered ahead
into the coal-black darkness, barely illuminated by his headlamp
and lantern. All he could see was more rock ahead, pressing in from
all sides, closing off air and burying him alive. It was all he
could do to grit his teeth and put one foot in front of the other,
let alone look for any sort of clues to a godforsaken treasure.
Bear left at a rock that looks like a face? What sort of
signpost was that? All the bulges of stones and the crannies
between them could represent eyes, nose, ears, and mouth if a man
used his imagination.

Perhaps he should have mentioned to Phillip
that he didn’t much care for small spaces before they started down
here. But he hadn’t remembered how bad it was when he’d gone
exploring here as a lad, or how anxious he’d feel at the thought of
all the layers of earth and rock between him and freedom.

Phillip’s voice broke through his near panic
to ask if anything was wrong, then he suggested they take a break
from walking and pointed out an entry on the left. His hand rested
comfortingly on Carne’s lower back, nudging him toward the
opening.

Carne walked into a chamber where he could
straighten his body. He felt space opening up around him and
inhaled a tiny breath of fresher air, perhaps coming down some
rocky fissure from the outside world. After all, they weren’t so
very deep underground yet. It had merely felt that way to a man
uncomfortable in narrow spaces.

Carne took a few deep breaths and held up his
lantern to illuminate the chamber. He nearly lost his breath again
at the sight in front of him. A treasure trove indeed, but not one
from generations past. There were several small wooden crates and
one much larger one lying in the center of the rough-hewn chamber.
They weren’t dirt-covered or moldy. In fact, he could still smell
the sea on them. These crates had been placed here recently.
Someone was using this long-forgotten place for storage.

Phillip stumbled into the cavern, followed by
Mitchell, and Carne’s hand tightened on the pick, ready to wield it
if need be. “What is this, Mitchell?” he demanded. “Some sort of
ambush? Are your father and Gwalather right behind us?”

“What the bloody hell are you talking
about?” Mitchell stared at the cartons. “What’s this?”

“Crates,” Phillip answered easily. “But they
don’t look old at all. I doubt this is the treasure the map
referred…” He trailed off as if putting two and two together and
coming up with smuggler’s booty. He looked from Mitchell to Carne
and again at the mysterious crates.

“You think I have something to do with
this?” Mitchell shouted. He strode to one of the smaller crates and
started to pry it open with the tip of his shovel. The nails gave
way with a screech, and the wooden top clattered open.

Mitchell dropped to his knees and began
pawing through the straw that cradled the contents. A moment later,
he held his hand high, brandishing a golden watch.

“That looks like a Cartier!” Phillip hurried
over to examine it.

“A what?” Mitchell surprisingly surrendered
the object to Phillip before starting to scrabble through the
packing straw and paper again.

“A French jeweler. Some of his watches are
valuable.”

Carne lowered the pick and approached the
others. It was obvious Mitchell knew nothing about the contents as
the man pulled out a couple of fancy silver dishes and squinted at
them.

“Who’s been hoarding all this?” Mitchell
sounded as if he were accusing them of being in collusion. “What is
this stuff?”

“A chafing dish and a christening cup,”
Phillip identified the silver pieces.

“Gwalather!” Mitchell bellowed. “That
shite-eating, slimy, stinking arsehole. He’s had his own deal on
the side.”

“Deal with who?” Carne used the tip of his
pick to pry open the largest box. The lid popped, and he pulled it
aside to reveal canvas-wrapped parcels and paintings He peeled back
the corner of one to see a gold frame and the vibrant colors of an
oil painting. Stolen from some rich man’s walls, no doubt.

“The bloody Frogs! Or one of them, anyway.”
Mitchell withdrew a jewelry box and flung it open. Gold sparkled in
the lantern light.

Carne had nearly forgotten all about his
nerves. The thought of being trapped in a stone coffin had lost its
power at this unexpected discovery. And now he had Mitchell on the
verge of confessing everything he and his elders had been up
to.

“How long have you been trading with the
French?” he asked bluntly.

Mitchell didn’t try to deny it. “Gwalather
come to me and Tas a few months past and asked if we wanted to earn
more than we ever had with the Concern. All we had to do was move a
few shipments up the coast to Penzance. He made an arrangement with
a fellow but he needed partners to do the deal with him.” Mitchell
snorted. “Partners! But he didn’t tell us about none o’ this.” He
let a diamond necklace trickle between his fingers, then squeezed
it tight, muttering under his breath.

“What goods?” Carne asked while Mitchell was
in a confessional mood.

“We didn’t look inside. The contents weren’t
our concern. But I cracked one open and nailed it right shut again.
Rifles. At least in those crates. A heavy shipment to shift that
was.”

“So Gwalather sidetracked a few of the boxes
from the shipments,” Carne suggested.

Mitchell shook his head. “Naw. We took
everything off the ship, and the count was the same when we
delivered ’em. Nary a complaint from the man in Penzance about
being short. These”—he gestured at the boxes—“are something else
Gwalather’s been doing with the Frenchies. His own deal. He had no
right. None at all. How’d he move these with that withered hand o’
his? That fat bastard Jacobs must’ve helped.” His voice grew even
louder. Mitchell the younger had a terrible temper in the best of
times. Now he stood up and began to pace in the small dark
space.

“Why store them here? Why not move them as
quickly as possible?” Phillip mused.

“He’s taking them to London.” It wasn’t even
a question. Carne knew such collector’s items would be bound far
beyond Penzance.

Mitchell wheeled and picked up the pickaxe
Carne had just put down. “Probably waiting to take the trip until
he has enough for a wagon load. Probably not planning to come back
once he’s made the sale. Why would he?” He hefted the axe a couple
of times and glanced the way they’d come. “I’m going to find
answers.”

Carne was more than ready to breathe clean
air again and wanted to get the hell out of the tunnels more suited
to moles than men. But he also knew that a battle between Mitchell
and Gwalather would spell deep trouble—and possibly hurt the entire
village. He’d seen Mitchell angry more than once and knew him
capable of striking out. Even in the dark, and standing behind
Mitchell, he could tell the panting young idiot had blood on his
mind.

“Naw, man. Don’t bother with that. We’ll show
him up. We’ll, ah, go on and find the treasure from Professor
Singleton’s map. Then we’ll have it all. The cartons here and the
ones we find.” Carne distracted him from mayhem by dangling more
riches before his eyes.

Muttering about what he’d do to filthy
Gwalather, Mitchell stalked to another case and began smashing at
the wood with the axe. The thumps and cracks filled the dark
cavern.

Phillip drew near and muttered, “I hardly
think we could find anything more valuable than this, Carne. I can
tell you’re eager to be gone.”

Carne grunted, surprised and a bit dismayed
that Phillip could still sense his fear in such poor light and when
he thought he’d managed to tame it at last.

“Shouldn’t we just leave?” Phillip gave a
ghost of a laugh. “With the discovery of those cases, the map is
yesterday’s news.”

“Yes, soon. First I’ll let him smash away and
burn off some of his anger.”

Mitchell had stepped up onto a ledge. A
narrow crack in the rock wall led into another chamber. “Christ
almighty,” he snarled. “I can see the edge of another box. They
buried one here.” He began swinging hard, slamming the axe against
the ground, but his wild swings hit the sides of the smaller
cavern.

“You double-crossing gut worm of a coward,”
he shouted as he swung the axe.

There was a crash of wood and then glass. The
heady scent of liquor reached them. He’d apparently smashed through
the wooden case and hit the contents, which must have been
bottles.

“Brandy, I think,” Phillip said.

Carne heaved a sigh and crawled into the
smaller space to examine what Mitchell had discovered. In the short
tunnel between chambers, dirt or small rocks rained down on Carne’s
head.

A rainbow variety of curses flowed from
Mitchell, who continued to rant and slam things around.

“He was a nearly silent man yesterday,”
Phillip remarked. His light bobbed as he ducked down behind Carne.
“He’s grown quite loquacious in his fury, uttering some fine
insults. If I had enough light, I’d copy some down for future
use.”

That steady cheerful chatter behind him
helped Carne cope with moving into darkness.

In the smaller chamber, they found Mitchell
swinging and striking at the walls, the floor, and the
time-blackened wood of a very old crate as if his life depended on
it. Carne instinctively slid away from the frenzied man, and
Phillip followed him, muttering something about the way anger or
perhaps treasure brought on more inhuman strength than one would
think possible.

The clunk of axe on rock seemed to grow
louder and more frequent. Suddenly Carne understood Mitchell’s axe
wasn’t responsible for all the noise echoing through the cavern. A
groaning whine of wood was followed by a snap as an ancient support
gave way. The grumble of rocks shifting against each another filled
the small space.

“Hey.” Mitchell’s light bobbed up and down as
he darted backward. A moment later, there came a clatter, a smash,
and then a huge roar of sound.

“Cave-in!” Carne shouted, but the sound of
his shout was swallowed by the cavern wall collapsing.

Choking grit filled his nose, mouth, and
eyes. The rumble of tumbling stone deafened him. In the blackness,
he grabbed hold of Phillip’s arm and sheltered him from the barrage
of stones that slammed against his own back. In the dust and dark,
he and Phillip cowered together at the far end of the chamber,
against a granite wall that still held firm.

When the noise of the collapse diminished and
the stone stopped pelting him, Carne was in utter darkness, the
sort of deep black that almost had weight, it was so complete. He
was completely blind, his lantern gone from his hand, the light on
the bill of his cap extinguished.

“Phillip?” His hands traveled up the
professor’s arms to find his face. Eyelashes brushed against his
seeking palms, and his lips moved.

“Still alive. Are you all right?”

Carne grunted in reply, then went to work
trying to reignite his headlamp. When he finally managed to get the
flame to catch, Carne cast light on the pile of rubble where
Mitchell had been smashing and cursing. The young man was gone.
Several brandy bottles he’d laid out on the ground remained
undamaged. In place of Mitchell was a very large boulder and the
swirling motes of settling dust.


Chapter Twenty

Carne scrambled forward. “Christ almighty!
Mitchell?”

He began to shift rocks, looking for a sign
of the man’s body.

“I’m here,” came a muffled shout with no
groans of pain or weakness. “I moved my arse fast enough. Got hit
by a few rocks, but nothing too bad. My damned light is out. Can’t
see my finger in front of my face.”

Carne sat down hard in relief. From the other
side of the pile of rocks, Mitchell’s voice sounded closer. “I
can’t find any tools. Maybe I dropped the pickaxe?” He sounded out
of breath. “This mess can’t be shifted by hand.”

Carne eyed the rocks. He began to move
smaller rocks. Phillip came up beside him.

“Be careful. The whole thing would have to be
braced,” Mitchell called. “Or so I imagine. Can’t see a damned
thing. Ouch.”

There came the sound of wood creaking and
ripping.

“What’s that?” Carne asked.

“I’m making a tool to feel my way along.”
Mitchell’s voice was more muffled. Perhaps he was moving away from
them. “I’m going to get out of here.”

Making a tool or grabbing some loot? a
treacherous part of Carne’s brain wondered.

“Be careful,” Phillip called. “You can lose
your way down some tunnels. Travel uphill.”

“I know more about any mines than you do,
Professor.” Mitchell sounded calm for the first time since they’d
set out on this adventure. That couldn’t be a good sign.

“Mitchell. Hey, Mitchell,” Carne called.
“Come back soon.” He cleared his throat, hoping to get rid of the
dust and the note of fear. “Bring help, Mitchell.”

He didn’t hear any answer, just a small
muffled thump as a rock fell or was kicked on the other side of the
newly created wall.

The air suddenly seemed too thick. His lungs
burned. Carne pulled his shirt up over his mouth and nose and tried
to take smaller breaths.

“Mitchell? Hallo?” No answer.

They were trapped, and why would Mitchell
come back for them? The loot was on the other side of the pile of
rocks. All Mitchell had to do was wait….wait for them to die from
thirst? A lack of air? Another cave-in? He could have everything
for himself, no need to share, no need to confront Gwalather or
anyone else. Just take the cache of goods and disappear, rather the
way Carne and Phillip would vanish, never to be seen again unless
their skeletons would be unearthed by future miners….

Something touched his back, and he flinched,
though he was grateful to have those scurrying fears
interrupted.

“We should see if we can move any of this
debris. I’d ask you to relight my miner’s cap, but perhaps it’s
best if we conserve the air in here.” Phillip sounded more than
calm. He was downright cheerful. “Ah, at least he left the brandy
safe and off to the side for us. Three bottles, one and a half
each.”

Phillip moved up to stand beside Carne.
Carne’s heart thumped too hard, and then the darkness began to win
again, until Phillip leaned against him, lending him more warmth
and strength than he’d thought a simple touch could generate.

Phillip squatted, picked up a bottle, and
rose to hold it in the single remaining light from Carne’s cap. He
chattered on about what made a good brandy versus a rough
ill-begotten bottle, about winemaking and the grapevines he’d seen
in France. Carne closed his eyes and listened to the soothing voice
and even paid attention to the words. For a wistful moment, he
wondered if he’d ever feel the sun beating down on him the way it
did on those vineyards in France. When Phillip stopped to draw
breath, Carne said, “I’d like to see that someday.”

“I was thinking about going to visit some of
the caves in France too. Do you know of them? They contain artwork
some estimate to be thousands of years old. Although, no, I don’t
suppose we should want to visit caves after this.”

For the first time in what felt hours, Carne
smiled. “No. And what does you mean, we? We will visit
France? You and me?”

“Yes. Once we finish this adventure, I think
we should have more, don’t you?”

Carne considered pointing out that the end of
this adventure might mean their end, period. But he didn’t want
Phillip catching his own despair. The professor might be using up
precious air with his chatter, but Carne hardly cared.

He would let the man form dreams and
fantasies, because they were a bloody sight more interesting than
the reality.

“I do hope you are willing to journey with
me, for I have come to care for you.” Phillip suddenly interrupted
his ideas about what they might see in France.

“Oh.”

“I can hardly use the word love, for we
barely know each other.”

“No, that would be ridiculous.” Carne cleared
his throat. “And I like girls, remember?” Bea’s words came back to
him. He’d smiled at Phillip in a way he hadn’t smiled at her, ever.
But no one he’d ever met, man or woman, behaved like Phillip. Even
that thought made Carne smile.

“Yes, I suppose you do have a penchant for
women.” Phillip didn’t sound upset. “But I have some proof you like
me as well.”

“Mm.” Carne felt a little dizzy.

He remembered hearing someone say the air was
better lower down in a mine. Or was that in a fire? He might as
well sit at any rate. He squatted near the pile of rocks, heaving
and tossing some of the smaller ones into the far corner. Would too
much exercise use up their air faster? Would more of the wall
collapse even if he did manage to open up a space?

A moment later, Phillip dropped down and
started clearing rocks too.

“I wanted to tell you about my regard for you
in case Mitchell doesn’t return,” Phillip said, still remarkably
calm. “One wishes one had said things more often than one wishes
one hadn’t spoken out, if you understand what I mean.”

“I don’t imagine you’ve kept your feelings
silent about anything, ever.”

Phillip’s laugh rang off the cave walls.
“Yes, I do tend to be chattier than your average clubman or
stockbroker or man about town. I’m even chattier than any
professor, and we are fond of speaking. But so much talk, talk,
talk is something I have actually cultivated. When my uncle died
suddenly and I hadn’t had a chance to thank him for all he’d done
for me, I decided gratitude and good feelings should not be hidden,
no matter how vulgar such conversation might be considered.”

Carne sniffed. He hadn’t actually spent much
of his time contemplating gratitude or good feeling, much less
discussing it over a pint at the Stoney Ground. Wouldn’t it be
funny if he should suddenly profusely thank Trennick or Robin for
the times they’d helped on the Magpie? They’d back away from
him bug-eyed with worry.

“Thank you is enough sometimes,” he said.

“True enough.” Phillip turned and put a hand
on his. Phillip’s fingers were even chillier than his own. “Thank
you for all you’ve done for me.”

Carne began to laugh. “I think getting you
trapped underground doesn’t deserve any sort of thanks.”

“Ah, but I sparked this miserable excuse of
an adventure with my encounter with Mitchell and my map. I suppose
I must learn to say I’m sorry as well? Not nearly as gratifying as
gratitude. But I am sorry I have been a nuisance to you,
Carne. Sorrier than I could ever say if something…if the worst
happens.” His voice dropped down a bit. “Damnation,” he whispered.
Then he leaned over, grabbed a brandy bottle and smashed it on the
rock. No, he hadn’t smashed the whole thing—he’d gotten the stopper
out.

“Oh.” He examined the top and glass that lay
on the rock strewn ground. “I didn’t need to do that. Ah well,
overkill as usual. At least I have gained access to the sweet
elixir. Bottoms up.” He tilted his head back, drank deep from the
jagged neck, then handed the remains of the bottle to Carne. “It’s
quite tasty, I assure you.”

Carne handed the bottle back to Phillip, who
was talking away, and Carne realized it wasn’t conversation but
poetry.

“Say it again,” he demanded and made him
repeat and explain the words.

Phillip chanted along, swaying the bottle
back and forth. He had no head for drink, but his memory was good,
for he did seem to say the same words.

“Oh for a draught of vintage! that hath
been

Cool'd a long age in the deep-delvèd
earth,

Tasting of Flora and the country green,

Dance, and Provençal song, and sunburnt
mirth!

Oh for a beaker full of the warm South,

Full of the true, the blushful
Hippocrene,

With beaded bubbles winking at the brim,

And purple-stainèd mouth;

That I might drink, and leave the world
unseen,

And with thee fade away into the forest
dim…”

He interrupted that recitation and said,
“Keats. He died quite young and the poem’s about death.”

“And drink,” Carne said.

“Yes, I suppose. Drink, death, leaving behind
pain and forgetting it all. And a bird singing at night.” Phillip
sighed. “Wish we had a canary to sing to us. A canary in a coal
mine.”

“Now you’re just babbling,” Carne said. “Tell
me more stories about your time in school. Is that where you
learned that poem? Say it again.”

So Phillip talked, and eventually Carne
memorized “Ode to a Nightingale.” And Phillip asked about the pull
of tides.

“That’s just basic knowledge,” Carne said.
“Knowing high tide and low and which animals hang about in tidal
pools. Don’t they teach that sort of thing in your fancy
school?”

“I doubt it, although perhaps some of those
details are covered in the study of geology and perhaps biology as
well. But I’ve always been more interested in human goings-on and
history,” Phillip said. “I must say, though, I’m not so terribly
good at judging people after all. You seemed dreadfully upset to
discover that Mitchell turned out to be a smuggler. Please don’t
grow offended, but…”

“Go on.” They sat side by side now, and Carne
jostled him with an elbow.

Phillip sighed. “I had supposed you to be one
too. I’d decided you’d assigned yourself the task of keeping me out
of the way while your merry crew conducted shady deals. But now I
guess you’re a fisherman, honest and true.”

Carne snickered. “Don’t forget poor. Honest,
true, and poor.” He laughed harder, wondering why it was so
amazingly funny.

“What has turned you into a hyena, my dear
man?” Phillip demanded.

Which only made Carne gasp, choke on the
brandy in his throat, and laugh more. At last he wiped his eyes and
hiccupped. “I am. One of them,” he said. “Have been most of my
life. Still poor, sad to say. But we work together, the whole of
Par Gwynear. Little fishing and no mining left, you see? None. Just
moving contraband along, foreign goods brought in tax-free and
transported to Penzance.”

“Oh, wonderful!” Phillip clapped his hands.
“So wonderful. You are a smuggler.”

“Funny thing to be so pleased about,” Carne
muttered.

But Phillip seemed not to notice. “I won’t
put any of that in my book, of course. I can’t have the whole
village, or especially you, dragged in front of a judge.”

Carne didn’t suppose there’d ever be a book
now, but only said, “Thank you for that. What the Concern
transports is nothing like the weapons Mitchell mentioned. Seems
those three had their own contacts and ships dropping anchor at
night near the Mitchells’ cove. I’ve guessed for some time they
were up to something.”

“It appears James Gwalather was up to even
more behind his partners’ backs. But don’t you think a man as old
as that and with that misshapen hand would need help moving
contraband? I wonder who else was part of his private endeavor,”
Phillip mused as he carefully arranged his body around the rubble
to lie down.

They’d settled near the place the ceiling had
collapsed so they could keep an ear open for rescue—which Carne
didn’t think would happen. If he had only a small time left, he
didn’t want to spend it in panic or anger or worrying about air or
pondering Gwalather’s business dealings.

He took up the bottle from the flat slab
where Phillip put it and finished the last of the smooth, strong
liquor. “Do you have regrets, Professor?”

Phillip pushed his dusty glasses up his nose.
“Other than running into Mr. Mitchell yesterday?”

“Aye. Other than that.”

“If I get out, no. I have lived my life the
best I know how and have enjoyed it far more than I’d expected I
would. I was a rather miserable boy.” He sighed. “I regret… If we
don’t have a future, I shall miss so much. I wish I could write my
book. I wish I could travel with you and eventually stay with you.
If you’d let me.”

“Stay with me? What?”

“In your cottage.”

“Haw, Professor, don’t be daft.”

“Very well, in another cottage, a larger one
with bigger fireplaces and indoor plumbing. Or we might live on
your boat. The Maggie.”

“The Magpie,” Carne corrected and
decided he must be getting soused or suffering from a lack of air,
because none of these ideas roused any sort of indignation, just a
sweet yearning. “You’re a funny man to make such plans so
fast.”

“You did ask,” Phillip pointed out. “It’s
what I’d like to think about. Fantasy, I suppose one would call
it.”

Carne realized he liked to think about it
too. “You’d never fit Par Gwynear. And not just because of what we
would do together.” His body seized with a sudden jolt of
interesting arousal. How strange to feel it here and now—and that
reminder of looming suffocation banished it. Carne went on, “I
expect we’d have to go elsewhere. You and me together, what a
thought. But I don’t mind. No, I don’t. I’m tired of ’em all. I
would not miss a man, woman, nor child of them. I’m tired of
worrying about everyone’s welfare.”

“I think you would miss them all. I
got the impression you are quite fond of your village, Carne
Treleaven, but maybe you need to stop thinking you’re responsible
for solving their financial woes. If you lay down your mantle of
leadership, someone else will pick it up. That’s the way life
works. We believe we’re indispensible until we realize we’re not.
When I stepped away from teaching, the university rolled along
quite well without me.” Phillip shrugged. “Anyway, you’re wrong
that I wouldn’t get along with the people of Par Gwynear. I’ve
liked the people I’ve met so far.”

True enough. Perhaps Phillip would fit the
place then, and it was Carne who didn’t want to any longer. “Bah.
I’m done with them all.”

“Very well, you win. We shall compromise. And
we shall travel as well. Part of the time in your home and part of
the time in far-flung corners of the British Isles, gathering
information for more travel books. And in London so I may show you
the sights. Or Luxembourg. Or perhaps Spain. Or even the Far
East.”

An image of them climbing some great
snowcapped mountain together shone in his mind. Was it the drink or
lack of air that hazed his vision and made that dream seem
possible?

Carne smiled at Phillip. “All the places in
the world, eh?” They gazed at each other, and Carne studied how the
faint light gleamed on Phillip’s glasses and his white teeth—until,
with a flicker and a flash, the light on his visor went out
entirely.

Utter darkness fell like a weight, heavier
than the rocks or the thickening air. A scream wanted to work its
way past Carne’s teeth, but it came out as a strangled curse, too
close to a sob. No point in trying to light the lamp on Phillip’s
cap. It would only steal the air from their lungs faster. Now they
must wait for the end in blackness.

“Bother, what a nuisance,” said Phillip, as
calm as the ocean on a summer dawn. Something touched Carne’s arm,
and he shuddered and cursed again.

“That’s only me, trying to find you in the
dark,” Phillip said. “I’d say we should wait and allow our eyes to
adjust, but I don’t expect our eyes will be able to catch any
reflected light if there is none, eh? It’s rather like a camera,
and, um, this word a colleague used, photoreceptor.”

“What…” Carne swallowed the bitter flavor of
bile and French cognac and tried to concentrate on Phillip’s touch.
He reached up and grabbed the hand resting on his arm and clutched
it tight. “What the hell are you on about? What’s a photoreceptor?”
Carne prayed he sounded as calm as Phillip.

“I wish I could draw you a picture to
illustrate, but unfortunately that would be a waste of time at the
moment, wouldn’t it?” Phillip actually laughed. And it sounded
almost like real amusement. “Our eyes have receptors with light
stimuli. Or so I’ve heard. It is certainly how cameras work. They
capture the light and the absence of light. Without any light at
all, a photo would be a square of purest black. And eyes use light
much the same way, or so I’ve read.”

And off he went on the subject of cameras and
vision and light and shadow. He moved on to the composition
qualities of a good picture. Carne closed his eyes, not that it
made any difference to what he beheld, and held on to that
cultured, clipped, and polished voice.

“I say,” Phillip ended the lecture. “Do tell
me to shut up if the sound of me going on and on annoys you. I
can’t think of what else to do now. If I stop to think about our
current situation, I grow rather anxious, sorry to say.”

“Ha. The sound of your voice is all that’s
keeping me from jumping clean out of my skin,” Carne said. “Your
hand and your voice. Please don’t let go.” Even to himself, he
sounded like a quavering child rather than a man, but he couldn’t
bring himself to care. What did such things matter now?

“No, of course not,” said Phillip, and there
came the sound of pebble crunching against rock as he drew closer.
Carne could feel the heat of him before the full weight of Phillip
rested against his side, becoming the only real thing left in the
world.


Chapter Twenty-one

Phillip gripped Carne’s hand and stared at
nothing. With all light extinguished, there was no division between
one thing and another. Interesting how sight convinced people there
was a difference between rock and flower, water and fire, man and
beast, when in actuality, all matter was formed from different
rates of energy. This was a theory from the Orient Phillip had once
read and believed made much sense.

He swallowed and blinked back tears as he
realized very soon he might know whether that theory or some other
was true. It seemed he and Carne were going to end this existence,
clutching hands in the dark.

But no, it was too soon to give up. Phillip
sat. “We should try again to move some rock. It seems no one is
coming to help. If we should cause more of a cave-in, could it be
any worse than simply sitting here waiting for the end?”

“You’re right, of course.” Carne let go of
his hand and shifted beside him. “Best start at the top of the pile
and work our way down.” More crunching followed, and Phillip
guessed his friend was climbing to reach the top of the rocky
pile.

They began to lift or roll away stone after
stone. Phillip’s fingers were soon numb and cracked from scraping
against rock. And a little after that, he felt wetness on his
fingertips. He put them to his mouth and tasted blood and dirt.
Dust filled his nose and parched his throat. The air, starved of
oxygen, grew closer in the enclosed space, and he grew dizzy.

“Making some headway, I think.” Carne grunted
and heaved an especially large boulder behind him, just missing
Phillip.

Wishful thinking, Phillip believed, but he
wouldn’t drain Carne’s enthusiasm. He’d hated to hear him sound so
defeated. Now Carne seemed, if not confident of survival, then at
least determined not to go down without a fight.

Phillip stooped and moved a boulder of his
own…and then he heard it. Sounds, no, voices on the far side
of the rockfall.

“Do you hear that?” he asked Carne. “Someone
is coming! Help! Hallo! We’re here!” he cried out, and Carne’s
calls mingled with his.

Several muffled voices responded, their words
unintelligible but the sound of excitement obvious.

“Mr. Mitchell went for help,” Phillip
croaked. “I didn’t think he would.”

Carne’s low voice drifted to him. “Nor did
I.”

“We’ll get you out,” someone bellowed from
the other side, and the clang of metal hitting stone began.

“Careful. The support’s gone,” Carne
yelled.

“Roger’s building a brace,” the voice called
back.

A few words of encouragement sifted between
the rocks like life-giving wisps of air. Phillip and Carne dug with
renewed vigor, knowing that their rescuers did the same on the
other side.

Perhaps it was the expending of so much
energy that tipped Phillip over the edge. His dizziness went from
mild to severe, and his brain grew cloudy just as he saw a glimmer
of light from a lantern on the other side. And that was the last
thing he knew until he awoke flat on his back in a different sort
of darkness, the kind with stars overhead and a stiff breeze
blowing across his face.

He blinked and looked up at the cluster of
people gathered around him. Carne stood a head taller then the
rest, his body blotting out the starry sky behind him. “…that’s how
we came to be there,” he finished explaining.

Trennick’s head bobbed on his skinny neck.
“Knew they was up to no good. Coming and going at odd times with
nary a word to the rest of us.”

“Gwalather always was a sneaky bastard,”
Roger Peters agreed. “He and his cronies go off on their own,
grabbing for everything they can.”

Bea reached out to touch a cut on Carne’s
forehead. “I can’t believe Mitchell younger would leave you to die.
A cranky, bad-tempered lad he’s always been, but I wouldn’t have
thought him a killer.”

Phillip sat up. “He said he was going for
help. Didn’t he get you all?”

“He thought better of helping us get free so
he could have Gwalather’s booty for himself. Robin here’s the one
that brought help.” Carne squatted beside Phillip and rested a hand
on his shoulder. “Are you all right now?”

Phillip nodded, then wished he hadn’t, as his
head still ached. “Just got dizzy, I guess, but I’m better now I
can breathe again. And here I thought you would be the one
to pass out from being stuck in a tight spot.”

“What’ll we do with the goods?” Robin, the
young man Phillip had promised a ride in his motorcar, spoke up.
“By rights, they should be shared by the Concern. All spoils to be
divided throughout the village is what we all agreed on.”

Carne looked up from his place by Phillip’s
side. “Gwalather must have a dealer arranged for this lot. These
items are too particular for our man in Penzance. And whatever
foreigners delivered the cargo will be expecting their share from
the deal.”

“We’ve no idea who his contact is, someone we
already know from our own business or a stranger. We need more
information,” Trennick muttered.

“Should we leave everything as is, like a
trap, and wait and see who shows up?” Bea asked.

“Precisely that,” Phillip chimed in. “It’s
the prudent move. Then it won’t be a matter of conjecture who all
is involved.”

Trennick frowned down at him. “So the
professor knows about our business now? What’ll we do about that?
Can’t have him going to the authorities.”

Phillip shook his head again and found it
less woozy. “I wouldn’t. I won’t. I never planned to bring
attention to whatever free trading you all might engage in, and I
must admit I guessed there was some going on. My only plan was
exactly as I said, to gather stories of the past and photographs of
the location for my book.”

“And to go on a treasure hunt,” Robin pointed
out. “I want to see the map, but Carne said Mitchell’s got it.”

A thought occurred to Phillip. “Wait a
moment. If Mitchell didn’t bring you all to rescue us, how did you
know what had happened?”

“I could tell from the way Mitchell acted in
the tavern that something was up,” Robin explained. “I followed you
outside and trailed the three of you all the way to the old mine.
You’d have heard me if I went in after you, and I had no lantern,
so I waited outside. After a bit, Mitchell came out alone and left
in a hurry. I guessed something was wrong and went to get
help.”

“Thank God you did,” Phillip said. “Thank you
for saving us.”

It was too dark to tell, but from the way the
young man ducked his head, Phillip thought he blushed. “Glad to.”
Robin got back to the more interesting matter at hand. “What about
the other treasure? The old one? We should go back inside and look
for it.”

“Guess the brandy we found was the last of
it. That area is too dangerous to dig around in even if there is
more. Right now, we need to decide how to deal with Gwalather and
his loot.” Carne straightened and offered a hand to help Phillip to
his feet.

Phillip clasped the rough hand he’d held in
the dark while fearing he neared the end of his life. He didn’t
want to let it go now, but could hardly cling in front of the
villagers.

He reluctantly surrendered Carne’s hand and
stood on his own, lightly rubbing his aching forehead. “Someone
ought to keep watch here for Gwalather to return.”

Peters folded his arms and grunted. “I can do
that.”

“I could get Constable Jacobs to come help,”
Bea offered. “He’s as much a part of the Concern as any of us.
Don’t we pay him a share to look the other way?”

“Jacobs may be in on this with Gwalather,”
Carne said. “Someone smashed up Professor Singleton’s automobile
and slashed the seats.”

Robin gasped audibly, then moaned.

Carne continued, “We told Jacobs, who didn’t
seem to care. Professor Singleton figured out from tracks that
Jacobs’s horse was used by whoever did the damage. I think our
constable is involved with Gwalather. They’re old friends, after
all.”

“Running guns under all our noses, and more
loot on the side.” Bea shook her head. “You live around someone
most of your life and don’t know ’em at all.”

Was it Phillip’s imagination, or did Bea cast
a quick look at her former lover before she continued. “You two
need to rest after all you’ve been through. Take the professor and
go on home, Carne.”

“I should wait to confront Gwalather if he
comes here tonight,” Carne protested. “If you could put Singleton
to bed in the extra room above the tavern…”

“We can handle this. Me and Trennick,” Peters
interrupted. “Don’t need you to manage us, Treleaven. And there be
other men we can send for if we want more help. Go get some sleep.
We’ll take the watch tonight.”

It was a sign of how exhausted Carne was that
he didn’t argue or attempt to tell the men how to deal with
Gwalather and his partner if they came. He quite docilely headed
toward home. Phillip fell into a trance as he plodded at Carne’s
side. A night of little sleep followed by a bracing day at sea and
a perilous adventure in an abandoned mine added up to pure
fatigue.

Phillip trudged along, unaware of his
surroundings until he started from his stupor at the sight of the
pale walls of the cottage gleaming in the starlight. Home at
last, he thought with the surge of comfort one has upon
entering one’s own domicile. How quickly he’d come to think of
another man’s house as a place he belonged. It had little to do
with four walls and a roof and everything to do with the owner of
the cottage.

He followed Carne through the entry and
waited just inside the door as he lit a lamp. When light
illuminated the small room, they both stared aghast at the
destruction.

Furniture had been tossed around, shelves
swept clear of their contents, upholstery ripped open with stuffing
hemorrhaging out like a gush of blood. Phillip’s other papers, the
ones he hadn’t brought along with him in his satchel, were strewn
about the room, muddied by footprints or torn apart. But the
greatest, most heartbreaking demolition was of Phillip’s camera. It
had been taken from its case and thrown against the wall to shower
down onto the floor in bits and pieces. The film plates he’d taken
and carefully stored until they could be processed had not only
been ruined by exposure to light but also shattered.

Phillip gave a soft cry, ran across the room,
and dropped to his knees beside the camera. He cradled the large
piece of its still-intact body as if it were a comrade wounded in
battle. And, in a way, it was. The poor camera was a soldier lost
in Phillip’s battle against smugglers, who suddenly seemed not at
all the romantic figures of his imagination, but very real and very
dangerous men.

A hand fell on his shoulder, and he looked up
into the bearded face of the one smuggler he could place his trust
in. Carne squeezed lightly and lowered himself to kneel beside
Phillip. “I’m sorry. This is…” He gestured at the ruins of the
mechanical device and shook his head. “I told you when I first saw
you Par Gwynear could be a dangerous place. I wish you’d left that
very day.”

Phillip blinked away tears and swallowed.
“And miss all this adventure and everything else that happened
during my visit? Never!”

“Ah, you madman. You’re too starry-eyed to
survive in this world,” Carne murmured, then pulled Phillip against
his chest and held him fast.

After several moments, Carne’s voice rumbled
against Phillip’s ear. “I can’t let this stand. I must go find
Gwalather, or whoever did this, and make him answer.”

Phillip pulled away and looked into fiery
dark eyes. “Surely it makes no difference if you wait a few hours.
Taking revenge while angry generally doesn’t end well. Let us lie
down just until dawn. Rest and make a solid plan in the
morning.”

Carne exhaled a sigh of annoyance. “I’d
rather go smash a few heads together.”

“Their heads will be there come morning,”
Phillip counseled. “Gwalather, if he’s the one responsible, will go
nowhere without his loot, and the men are keeping watch over
that.”

He took another look at the room. “This
doesn’t appear to be a search for anything so much as wanton
destruction. I don’t believe he imagines we’ve taken anything from
him or that he will return. Two warnings have been given to me now
that I should leave.” He nodded at Carne’s copy of Gulliver’s
Travels that lay open and facedown on the floor along with the
other books. “And you’ve suffered for having me here.”

“You should leave. First thing
tomorrow. Pack your vehicle and drive away before something worse
happens to you,” Carne said firmly. “I’ll extract payment from
whoever’s responsible and make sure you receive it.”

Phillip stopped moving or breathing for a
moment, simultaneously touched Carne showed concern for his
well-being and wounded the man could so easily send him away.
Foolish Phillip had allowed deep feelings to develop for a man who,
in the end, would never really return them. He’d told Carne to
freely experiment with him, that their sexual dalliance didn’t have
to mean anything, but his foolish heart had broken open and
bloomed. He was awash with emotions he hadn’t felt in years. He was
a stupid, silly, soft-headed, and weak dobeck.

Phillip set down the camera and stood. “We’ll
talk more in the morning. For now, let us just lie down in bed,
please. Together, if that’s all right.” Our last night together.
Doesn’t that bother you, Carne?

“All right, then.” Carne rose, put his hands
on his hips, and scanned the scene. “I suppose I can tidy this
later.”

He moved to lock the door, something Phillip
hadn’t seen him do since he’d arrived, then they walked to the
bedroom. After shedding their clothes, they washed the grime of the
mine from each other’s bodies before lying down on the sagging
mattress. The groove of two bodies who’d shared the bed for
years—Carne’s parents—rolled Phillip naturally against his bed
partner.

Sleek skin against skin. Something should
be done about that, Phillip thought sleepily, but before he
could reach out a hand to start something, his consciousness
drifted away.


Chapter Twenty-two

Despite the rigors of the previous day, Carne
woke before dawn as usual. How could he sleep any longer when his
house was a shambles, his enemy at large, and Phillip in danger
with every moment he stayed near this cursed town? Carne lay awake,
but he didn’t stir—not quite yet. His heart ached—no, his entire
body ached at the knowledge this would be the very last time
he could rest with his arms wrapped around the professor’s long,
lean body.

A fortnight past, he never would have dreamed
his heart might be ripped out of his chest at the thought of losing
a man from his life. He’d arranged things so he wasn’t truly close
to anyone at all, not the villagers he cared for, not even Bea.
He’d locked off any deeper feelings and simply did his duty as he
saw it. He’d experienced some pleasure with Bea but never come
close to losing himself in her. Now, this mad, naïve, frustrating,
daydreaming academic had touched him, both physically and someplace
deep down inside, perhaps his spirit.

Carne would never be the same man again, and
he nearly hated Phillip for awakening him like this. After the
professor was gone, Carne would suffer inside. He knew it.

He loosened his grip around Phillip and
shifted so he could study the man as he slept. Sandy-blond hair as
tousled as a child’s. Had the man never heard of a barber? Ah, but
he hardly needed one for his face. Though he’d been two days
without a razor, his cheeks and chin had barely raised a crop of
stubble. His angular cheekbones and pointed chin were clearly
visible. His fair eyelashes scarcely showed against his cheeks. And
his mouth…

Carne’s gaze riveted on the wide mouth that
had kissed him all over and then stretched around his cock. His
erection began to rise at the memory. Perhaps he should rouse the
professor for one last experiment together before the man walked
out of his life forever. He wanted to, but it seemed wrong now. As
much as he craved Phillip’s body wrapped intimately around his—and
he did want that, Carne thought as he swept his gaze up and
down Phillip’s naked form—he was about to send the professor away.
Roughly, if need be. Whatever it took to get him to leave town, for
he guessed Phillip would protest and insist on staying.

Carne brushed his fingers through Phillip’s
hair, pushing back the strands that had fallen over his forehead. A
mistake, because it awoke Phillip and put an end to Carne’s silent
musing, and an end to their final night of sleeping together.

Phillip’s eyes fluttered open, and he smiled.
“Good morning.”

“Morning.”

The man’s hand slipped over his hip and held
him. “We’re alive. We didn’t die in the cave-in.”

“No. Not quite.”

Phillip cast a glance toward the window. “And
it looks like the start of another beautiful day.”

“Rain’s coming,” Carne informed him. “Can
tell by the color of the sky.” He moved out from under Phillip’s
warm hand and got out of bed. “If you’re to make it to Truro safely
before dusk, you should begin as soon as possible.”

It hurt to turn his back on the man sprawled
across his bed, but he’d suffered greater tragedies than that and
soldiered on. He rammed one foot, then the other into his drawers
and trousers.

“I don’t have to leave. I can help you figure
out a way to deal with Gwalather and whoever he’s in league with.
Perhaps he has a right to the booty from his private deal. He isn’t
bound to share it with the entire community if he doesn’t want to.
Perhaps it would be best to suggest he collect his loot and be on
his way?”

Carne turned to stare at Phillip, sitting up
in bed with hair as wild as if he’d run a beater through it. “And
what of your things he’s destroyed? You deserve payment.
After I’ve collected it, I’ll send the money to you in London.”

Phillip waved a hand. “Yes. I’m angry about
the camera and the car, but they’re just things. Not worth stirring
up trouble over. If the Concern can be convinced to let him leave
town without demanding a share, then all the trouble should fizzle
out. You all can return to business as usual. No real harm
done.”

Carne narrowed his eyes. “You makes it sound
so simple. ’Tis not. We, all of us, had a pact, and Gwalather and
the others broke it. Then Gwalather broke his word to the Mitchells
too. I’d be surprised if that young hothead and his father haven’t
attacked Gwalather by now and gone back to the mine to get the
cache for themselves.”

“Betrayals and double betrayals, all over
things.” Phillip half smiled and shook his head.

Carne’s temper stretched thin at his
dismissive tone. “Have you ever been hungry a day in your life?
Have you ever shivered with cold and couldn’t buy coal? Or wondered
how to patch the roof on your house or get a doctor for a sick
child? You have no real idea of the value of things. You’ve
never been poor and never will be. Around here, we depend on each
other for survival. A pact’s been broken, and that means something.
Even a portion of the money from those things Gwalather has
hidden away could mean the difference between eating and starving
for the people of Par Gwynear next winter.”

Phillip dipped his head. “Point taken. A
portion, then. Everyone could sit down and discuss fair portions
without violence.”

Laughing harshly, Carne jerked a thumb at the
other room. “Did you see my house? Your auto? Do you recall
Mitchell left us to die in the mine? Do these seem the sorts of men
to let go of something they consider theirs without a fight?”

Phillip bit his lower lip and exhaled
impatiently. It seemed his temper began to rise too, for he was a
bit short when he replied, “What is your suggestion, then? Should
the villagers gather pitchforks and clubs, attack the men who broke
the code, and seize their goods? Will that resolve anything?”

“How we handle village business is our
business, not yours. You need do only one thing. Leave town before
someone decides you know too much and refuses to let you go.” He
grabbed up his shirt and thrust his arms into the sleeves. “And I
don’t mean me, if you were thinking so.”

Phillip leaped out of bed and faced him,
utterly nude. “I wasn’t! How could you imagine I would think that
of you after all we’ve…” He pressed his lips together. “I trust
you, Carne, and you trust me not to betray your village’s secrets.
We work well together—mostly. You should let me help you sort this
out.”

Carne forced himself not to look down at
Phillip’s cock or even think about how much he’d like to grab hold
of the frustrating man and crush him in his arms. He stared into
his eyes, erasing every particle of emotion from his voice so
Phillip would believe what he said. “I don’t need or want your
help. All I want is for you to leave. Since you arrived,
everything’s been in turmoil.” Carne kept his tone measured and
cool.

He should’ve known Phillip wouldn’t give up
so easily. “I’ll keep quiet and out of your way, then, but I’d at
least like to remain here until you resolve things. After all, my
things were ruined too, so I have a stake in the outcome.”

“More than possessions might be damaged if
you remain here.” Lest Phillip believe he worried for his safety,
Carne added a sneering jab. “Take your plans and maps and return
home where you can daydream of smugglers all you like.”

“You truly want me to leave immediately?”
Phillip half smiled as if waiting for the ending line of a joke,
some sort of twist to assure him Carne was merely teasing.

This was like scraping off sticky taffy.
Carne couldn’t seem to get him to understand how serious he was, a
task made more difficult because he honestly didn’t want to see the
back of Phillip Singleton.

Tas had always said a sharp knife and one
clean hack was better than sawing away with a dull blade. Carne
used words he knew would slice them apart.

“If yesterday’s talk of caring makes you
linger, forget anything I may have said in the dark. As you told me
at the start, what we did together was an experiment—one that’s
over now. I won’t carry on with a man. I want to return to my
normal life.”

He was rewarded, and felled, by the flash of
hurt in Phillip’s eyes. But perhaps only pain would remove him from
harm’s way at last.

Carne ignored the ache in his chest and
delivered one last cold blow. “Will you go, or do I need to throw
you out?”

Phillip walked to the nightstand and picked
up his spectacles. He settled them on his nose and hooked them
behind his ears. Then he bent to retrieve his clothing. “I’ll leave
directly. I beg your pardon for causing you trouble.”

Carne left the room. He had to, or he would
have said something to undo all his work. He strode outside and
paced around the yard a bit before going to feed his poor horse,
which had been neglected all of yesterday. He took his time,
curried the animal, and gave him an extra portion of grain before
staking him out to graze. He did everything he could think of to
keep busy while waiting for Phillip to collect his things.

The cottage door opened and closed. Carne
stopped polishing bits of tack and hurried out of the shed in time
to see Phillip loading his valise and camera cases into the
backseat of his damaged vehicle.

Carne strode toward him, words of apology
trembling on his tongue. He wanted to thank Phillip for the time
they’d spent together, to at least part as friends, but if he
softened his stance now, Phillip would not go. Since he couldn’t
speak without giving himself away, Carne said nothing, just watched
Phillip prepare the engine and start it.

The professor paused before getting into the
vehicle and faced Carne. “I apologize again for stirring up things
that would have been better left alone. If we hadn’t gone treasure
hunting, Gwalather and perhaps Jacobs would have left the area and
no one would have known why. The Mitchells would likely have
stopped their endeavors and fallen back in line with the rest of
you, and no one the wiser. And you…would have continued on with
Mrs. Pollard, perhaps even married her and made a home together. I
truly did create nothing but turmoil for you.”

Carne clenched his jaw tight and stared down
at his boots. He daren’t begin to speak. He nodded. And then, just
as he looked up, ready to at least shake hands, he heard the car
door close. Phillip was inside. He was putting the engine into
gear. He was driving out of the yard and down the bumpy pathway. He
turned onto the dirt road.

He was gone.

Carne put a hand to his mouth and choked back
a sob. His knees went abruptly weak and buckled, and he let himself
slip down to the ground. He wrapped his arms around his body and
sat as still as a boulder. Not crying. Not feeling. Not doing
anything at all.




Chapter Twenty-three

Phillip knew Carne was lying. He gripped the
steering wheel so hard, his fingers hurt. He tried to shift his bum
away from a rip so he wouldn’t sink deep into the horsehair-stuffed
middle of the cushion.

As he rounded a bend, the motorcar sputtered
and stalled. Phillip got out and kicked a tire, then cursed because
his foot hurt. That would teach him to lose his temper with an
inanimate object.

“Mr. Professor!” Robin, approaching along the
road from the village, hurried toward him. “You curse better’n even
than Carne does.”

Phillip tried to force his grimace into a
smile. “He’s an expert is he?”

Robin backed up and examined the vehicle.
“Oh, that beautiful motorcar. No wonder you’re so angry. But where
are you off to?” He pointed. “I can see your box in the back is
packed up. It ain’t shut properly.”

“Yes, whoever attacked my motorcar slashed
the leather straps.” Phillip pushed his glasses back up and gave
Robin the best version of a sunny smile he could manage. He got
back into the motorcar, and Robin didn’t back away, even after
Phillip finally coaxed the engine into life.

“When will I get my ride?” Robin called
out.

Phillip wanted to drive off, jolting as fast
as he could over the uneven roads, so he could think about what had
happened with Carne and how the man had cut him.

The two people he’d cared deeply about in the
past had been uninterested in him, Phillip Singleton. They wanted
his money or his cock, or his mouth on their cock. But he knew,
deep down, he absolutely knew that Carne cared about him,
and he suspected Carne even liked him. It had only been a matter of
days, but they’d spent a good many unforgettable hours together.
While they were trapped in the cave… God. Perhaps Phillip had
admitted too much? No, this second-guessing was useless.

Except that was all Phillip wanted to do:
hide and think. He almost snapped at Robin to back away from the
motorcar’s door. But as Phillip stared at the smiling boy, he
realized that running off to think wouldn’t help. He’d tried to
hide from the pain of rejection before, and it hadn’t helped him
recover from his wounds any faster. It would be better to embarrass
himself and look for answers. And if that didn’t work, he’d march
off and spend no time at all on regrets.

“Um. I suppose now would be as good a time as
any to claim your ride,” he told Robin, who eagerly clambered over
the low door rather than take the time to open it.

The boy settled on the seat with a hum of
satisfaction, as if he didn’t notice that much of the stuffing and
cover were gone from his perch.

“Now this be something like,” he said and ran
his fingers over the polished wood of the dashboard. “What you
should do is buy another motorcar and sell this one. You have
money, don’t you? Buy some and sell them.”

That almost made him smile. “I’m hardly a
salesman.”

“All right. Get me to sell. I would do a
bang-up job of selling motorcars ’cause I want one so much, I can
feel my bones turn to jelly.”

That was a sensation one should reserve for
another person, Phillip almost said, but such a statement might
make Robin ask questions. For whom do your bones transform, Mr.
Singleton?

“This is awful.” Robin ran his hand over the
slashed leather seat. His hair ruffled in the slight breeze. “Can’t
she go any faster?”

“Not on these roads.”

“Where were you going before I stopped
you?”

“Stopping by the Par Gwynear mine shed where
I left my satchel of papers, then leaving the area.”

“Oh bugger.” Robin scowled. “I suppose being
trapped in the cave and left to die by Mitchell made you decide to
go, but truly, you mustn’t think it’ll happen again. Because we
don’t do that. Kill people. At least not often,” he added.

Despite his black mood brought on by what
felt to be a terminal heartache, Phillip couldn’t help being amused
by Robin.

“You ought to go to the Stoney Ground to say
good-bye to all.” Robin examined the dashboard. “Gwalather and
Mitchell are out fishing today, or so they said. I spotted ’em
heading to Mitchells’ boat and asked to go along, thinking I’d be a
spy for the Concern, but they wouldn’t take me. And young Mitchell
weren’t with them. His tas said he be sick at home.”

Good thing Robin didn’t go with them, Phillip
reflected. The chatty young man would babble until he gave away
some secret. Which triggered a question: If the younger Mitchell
had told his father about Gwalather’s betrayal, what was Mitchell
Sr. doing on a boat with the man today? Did he want to get
Gwalather alone to question him about the cache of imports,
or did the elder Mitchell have a more sinister motive in
going out on the open sea with his one-time partner?

Robin interrupted this train of thought with
a sigh. “I do wish Treleaven would get back on the water so I could
get steady work.”

“He shall, now that I’m leaving.”

“He’ll be a bear,” Robin said thoughtfully.
“A cross, unpleasant bear.”

“Why do you say that?”

“He’s enjoyed your visit. He hasn’t said so,
but a fellow can’t spend hours on board with a man and not learn
his nature. He’s lighter with you around, even though strangers are
a nuisance. Mrs. Pollard said as much about him and she knows about
people better’n anyone else.”

“Oh? What did Mrs. Pollard say about Mr.
Treleaven?” Phillip tried to keep his tone casual. Carne would hate
it if people gossiped about him behind his back. Though Phillip
supposed gossip was a fact of life in a small village.

“She said he’s a difficult man to know. Ha,
that’s not news to me. And, um, she said that few people do gain
his affection and you’re one of them. She thought she was too, but
she was wrong.”

Robin didn’t sound disgusted by the thought
of manly affection, so Bea must not have added a prurient note to
her remarks. What a pity she might be wrong—Carne wasn’t interested
in allowing anyone to know him after all. Still Phillip felt a warm
rush of gratitude that the bar owner didn’t seem the vengeful sort.
“Did Mrs. Pollard say anything else?”

“I don’t think so. We were tired, and it was
a long day. And of course quite exciting too,” he hastily added, as
if Phillip might be insulted by the slur on his adventure.

Robin clapped his hands. “Ho, hey, professor!
I have an idea! Stop the vehicle.”

Phillip applied the brakes. “Calm yourself,
Master Robin. Whatever is the matter?”

Robin bounced on the edge of his seat, then
grimaced as if he had hit a supporting bar. “I have a plan. You
must do this, because who knows how much longer he’ll be ill, and I
want to be there when he sees you.”

“I assume you mean Mitchell the son?”

“Ha! He’ll think you’re a ghost. It will be
fantastical. You must, please.”

Phillip had every reason in the world to
eschew such a childish prank and get his arse out of town as Carne
had commanded. But apparently there was just enough of a schoolboy
left in him to want to see Mitchell blanch at the sight of him back
from the grave. “All right. We’ll pay a visit to Frank Mitchell
Junior.”

A few minutes later, they tramped a long path
parallel to the beach, leaving the motorcar behind. Robin had
reminded him, “We don’t want him to hear that engine. Nothing else
in Par Gywnear sounds like your vehicle.”

The Mitchell cottage was larger than
Carnes’s, but the roof sagged and tall weeds grew around it. “They
don’t bother keepin’ things nice,” Robin whispered. “All the more
reason to think they’re going to leave, eh? A widower and his
bachelor son. There’s nothing holding them here.”

Phillip wondered how this persuasive young
idiot had talked him into this. What would Carne say if he knew
that Phillip still lingered and was spying on the man who’d left
them trapped in a cave? Phillip gripped the heavy wrench he’d
grabbed from among the motorcar’s tools.

Carne would have had plenty to say about
reckless fools or stupid actions, no matter that the idea of
scaring the devil out of Mitchell immensely appealed to Phillip. He
could see himself explaining to Carne and watching that reluctant
smile dawn on the rugged face. Oh God, Phillip’s heart squeezed
with actual pain. No. He would not indulge in sorrow. A drop of
water landed on his cheek. Could he actually be crying and not even
notice? No.

He looked up. The day had clouded over
entirely. “It’s starting to rain,” he whispered to Robin.

“I’m going to go looking for him. Hold on.”
Robin slipped soundlessly away, leaving Phillip alone to
contemplate the idiocy of this move. But he couldn’t bring himself
to leave Par Gwynear Not now. Not yet.

He heard muffled shouting—the younger
Mitchell’s voice. Robin came tearing around the corner, eyes wide.
Phillip raised the iron tool, ready to take care of the blighter
behind him, but no one appeared.

“Where is he?” Phillip asked.

“Locked in the shed. He heard me and thought
I was his father. He started bellowing something fierce.”

“Smart of you to lock him up.”

“I didn’t. Someone else has. Come along, I’ll
show you.”

Phillip and Robin walked around the back of
the house. Near the noisome privy stood a sturdy stone shed with a
roof of gray-green Cornish slate. Unlike most of the property, the
shed looked well maintained, and it had a heavy lock on the door
that looked almost new.

“Tas?” Mitchell’s voice was muffled by the
shed’s walls. “You have to let me out.”

“No,” Robin called out. “I’m not your father.
It’s Robin.”

“Robin? Are you alone?”

“Why are you locked up?”

“Of course you’re alone. Naturally no one
useful would show up,” Mitchell grumbled. “What are you doing
lurking around here, you doyta? Never mind, never mind.” He
sounded out of breath. “Let me out. We have to get help as soon as
we can. Call on Trennick or that new irritating fellow, Bea’s young
man. Someone strong. It might be too late, but we have to get
help.”

Robin mimed wide-eyed surprise at Phillip,
then shouted, “Why?”

“Those idiots, Treleaven and his professor.
Hasn’t anyone noticed they’re gone? They’re stuck in a cave. It’s
probably too late for them, but we have to get help. Don’t get
Jacobs. He’s with Gwalather.”

“First you tell me why you’re locked up?”

“Damnation, Robin Hammett, you addled boba,
get help!”

“After you tell me who put you in that
shed.”

A long silence. “My father. He didn’t want me
going for help because…because…” Mitchell’s voice broke. A moment
later, he sounded like his usual irritable self, “Never mind. Come
now, boy, just open the damned door if you can. Or run fast and get
someone who’ll be of use.”

A fine drizzle misted them, but occasional
gusts of wind promised worse. Phillip glanced toward the place
where they’d hidden his motorcar. “I’ll go get something,” he told
Robin. It would give him a chance to cover the poor vehicle.

“Who’s that?” Mitchell shouted.

Robin raised his brows at Phillip, who nodded
back. They both believed Mitchell told the truth. “It is I, Mr.
Singleton,” Phillip called. “We thought you’d abandoned us to our
fate. I beg your pardon for thinking so ill of you.”

“You’re not dead!” Mitchell sounded almost
annoyed. “By Christ, I thought I had your death on my conscience.
You’re safe,” he said, and now he sounded closer to happy.

“Yes, and I’m going to go find a way to
release you.”

“Then we should find Carne,” Robin said.
“He’ll know what to do.”

Phillip kept his voice low. “I’m not sure
that’s a—”

“Aye,” Mitchell called. “’Tis a good idea.
Thank the Lord he’s alive. He’ll have a plan. But first I tear
Gwalather to little pieces and stomp on the remains.”

Now Robin said, “Oh no, that’s not a—”

Mitchell shouted on, the door shuddering from
the strength of his shoulder battering against it. “Gwalather has
turned my own father against me!”

“And you’ll see justice done, but now is the
time to calm yourself and make a plan.” Phillip pried once more on
the hasp the lock was bolted through, and with a sudden screech,
nails parted from wood. The door popped open, and Mitchell stumbled
out with a roar. He was unshaven, shaggy-haired, unwashed, and as
angry as a badger emerging from its den.

He glared at Phillip and then at Robin, who
edged back a step. “I’m going to kill him,” he repeated, and
started to charge forward.

Phillip put up his hand to stop him.
“Gwalather is with your father on a boat right now. Why don’t you
take the opportunity to get yourself some food and drink and tell
us everything that transpired after you left the cave?”

Mitchell paused, nodded, and shambled toward
the house, leaving them to follow or not. Entering the Mitchell’s
domicile was akin to walking into a sardine tin. As spacious as the
house appeared from the outside, the inside was crowded with piles
of junk to maneuver around. A pair of trolls might live here.

Mitchell got a bottle from a cupboard and
drank straight from it. Phillip winced. The last thing they needed
was a drunken angry man. Then he uncovered a loaf of bread and
began to rip off bits and jam them into his mouth.

He gestured with a piece of bread as he
spoke. “I went to my father to help figure out how to get you
rescued without letting the whole village see Gwalather’s stash.”
He shrugged his big shoulders. “Should’ve gone straight to the
tavern, but I thought my tas would have a plan how we could save
you but keep the loot private.”

“But he was in on it with Gwalather and
didn’t tell you,” Robin chimed in. “I’m not sorry for you. All of
you were hidin’ things from the rest of us. Serves you right you
got double-crossed.”

“Shut up, you green-eared tacker,” Mitchell
snapped.

Possessing more excitement than good sense,
Robin forged on. “And you wanted to keep the rest of the stuff from
us too, else you wouldn’t have gone straight to your tas, you great
dobeck! Should’ve left you locked in the shed.”

Mitchell growled, literally, and took a
menacing step toward the youth.

Phillip stepped between them. “No one’s a
dobeck or a green-eared tacker. Calm yourselves and let’s behave
like gentlemen, shall we?” He looked from one to the other. “I
believe we’re all in agreement the, ah, imported goods should have
been shared and that Carne and I shouldn’t have been left to die in
a cave. Most definitely the second. But we may progress rationally
to a way to divide the spoils that’s fair to everyone. Receiving
some sort of recompense from Gwalather rather than a knife to his
throat would be a much more logical response, wouldn’t it?”

Mitchell lifted his lip in a snarl, but
Phillip continued. “All the free trading that takes place in
Par Gwynear is illegal by the crown’s standards. It’s not as if one
might go to court to seek restitution for breaking a deal, so you
must work together to come up with a fair solution for all,
including the original, um, supplier.”

Robin gazed at him. “My, you have a fancy
manner of speaking.”

“Giss on, Professor,” Mitchell muttered
before taking another bite of bread.

“Quite right,” Phillip agreed.

“He told you not to talk rubbish,” Robin
interpreted.

“I don’t believe I am. At the heart, isn’t it
money you crave over revenge? We’ll gather Carne and one or two of
the others, then meet your father and Gwalather when they come
ashore and find a compromise. Recall I have been badly used by
them. They would have left me to die, and yet I’m willing to
forgive and forget, well, perhaps not the latter. But I am willing
to find a solution that doesn’t involve violence. ”

Mitchell took another drink from the bottle
and slammed it on the counter. “Let’s go.”

Phillip noted that he never agreed to eschew
violence, but he’d said all he could to convince the man. Perhaps
having other level heads involved in the negotiation would keep
young Mitchell in check.

Carne again. Was Phillip ready to see him?
That last encounter had transpired less than two hours ago, so the
answer to that might be a no.

They emerged from the dirty hovel to a sky
roiling with rain clouds. The light drizzle had turned steadier.
Phillip turned up his collar and winced at the drenching his poor
vehicle was about to receive. “We should wait until…” he began, but
Mitchell was already striding away—not in the direction of Carne’s
house but toward the sea.

“Wait. I thought we agreed.” He trotted
alongside the man.

“You talked. I agreed to nothing.” Mitchell
hunched his shoulders and moved faster.

Robin fell in alongside Phillip, both of them
trailing after the angry bull.

“No stopping a Mitchell once it gets an idea
in its head,” Robin said. “Don’t worry, Professor Singleton. We’ll
figure something out.”


Chapter Twenty-four

Once Phillip drove away, Carne had no reason
to linger in his house. He quickly picked up the rest of the
wreckage and then had to get clear of the place where every room
had a memory of Phillip imprinted on it. There was the business
with Gwalather to tend to. He’d start with that.

But as he hiked over the brow of the hill
from where he could see most of Par Gwynear and the harbor below,
Carne spotted a ship that had dropped anchor at the mouth of the
cove. This was the ship the Concern had been expecting and which
he’d once worried Phillip might raise questions about when it
arrived.

How long ago it seemed he’d been afraid of
the town’s secret leaking to an outsider, when actually it had been
only a matter of days. They’d become so close so quickly that, by
the end, Carne would have been willing to confide almost anything
in the man from London. The speed with which he’d fallen should
have told him his feelings were not to be trusted. He’d had an
intense and surprising fling with a stranger, no more than that.
And now he must put it firmly behind him and focus on business
again.

He strode through the drizzle, past the road
that led north to Truro. Phillip would be on that road now and
getting wet in his open motorcar. What a foolish, impulsive man to
drive such a vehicle all over the countryside. That road also led
to the old mine where someone might still be watching for Gwalather
to return. But likely most of the folks from the village would be
down at the shore by now, not only the charter members of the
Concern, but everyone. Carne was surprised no one had sounded the
horn announcing the ship’s arrival, but perhaps he’d simply missed
hearing it with his head stuck down a hole of misery and pathetic
self-pity.

He trudged down the steep path to the
beach—the last time he’d walked such a path was with Phillip by his
side, the pair of them hauling that ridiculous camera equipment to
the shallow inlet where no ship ever came. Carne shut the memory
from his mind. Below, many of the villagers had gathered on the
beach. Those with skiffs rowed out to the ship to transport however
much cargo they could load. The rest waited, ready to carry crates
to their storage spot.

The opening to this cave, the one Carne had
never shown Phillip, was well hidden behind a rocky outcropping in
the opposite direction from the scenic places he had guided
him to. It was also some distance from the Mitchell family’s
private territory. It galled Carne that Gwalather and Mitchell had
carried on gunrunning and who knew what other filthy trade right
under his nose. He cared much more about that than the other items
Gwalather had hidden for himself. He would make the man pay for it,
not by turning him in—smugglers didn’t peach on each other—but by
forcing him to give the village its due. But at the moment, he had
his own illegal business to tend to.

Carne waved hello to Dolly Bright, the
Hennessy sisters, and some of the other women who waited on shore
for the men to haul in the cargo. These were strong Cornishwomen
with the muscle to carry hundred-pound crates or barrels between
them. Their skirts were hiked high and their sleeves rolled to the
elbows as they stood with folded arms, chatting together, waiting
for the men to row back to shore.

Children and barking dogs ran around several
driftwood fires lit to keep the chill at bay and guide the boats to
shore as the sky grew ever darker in the midst of day. Some dug
clams at the water’s edge and buried them again in the hot sand by
the fires to bake for lunch. Everyone had a job to do, even the
elderly, who sat and talked and offered drinks of water or beer
from a keg brought down to the beach. These were all Carne’s
friends and neighbors. His village—or what remained of it now that
most young people like Robin went to seek their future in the city.
To think, just for a brief moment, he’d imagined leaving such
familiar company to travel to faraway places. Ridiculous. This was
his home and where he belonged, like it or not.

“Glad you’ve come.” Old Bob Mumford greeted
him from his chair near the fire. “Most are out already, and a good
thing too, as this storm is rolling in fast.”

Carne cast another glance at the glowering
sky that made the water dark gray and the waves turbulent. A rough
day to ferry goods from ship to shore, but they had little control
over when a ship came in. After receiving written notice from their
contact in France, the village could only keep watch for the day or
night the ship was sighted offshore. Carne had spotted this one far
out as he and Phillip sailed to Kynance Cove the other day, so he’d
guessed it would reach them in a day or so.

Kynance Cove… He dragged his mind away from
what had happened there. But it was hard to avoid the memories when
they were still so fresh. Only yesterday morning, Carne had been
with Phillip. Sensations pelted him, stronger than the rain now
peppering his skin. Insane that he had done such things with such
abandon. He hardly recognized himself in that memory.

No time for daydreams. He saw Billy Crowder
pulling his large rowboat into the water and went to join him. It
would take both of them to steer the craft to the waiting ship and
load it.

The long-jawed fisherman heaved hard on one
oar and Carne on the other as they guided the boat around
Cormoran’s Shite, the name given to the underwater boulder that sat
like a giant’s turd near the mouth of the cove. It was a good
sentinel, since anyone not familiar with the cove might rip open a
hull on it or at least scrape bottom.

“Bad day for a shipment,” Billy remarked.
“It’ll be henting soon.”

“Aye, quite a squall,” Carne agreed as rain
whipped his face and waves buffeted the boat.

They avoided another cluster of rocks the
push of water and wind tried to run the boat onto and reached the
large ship anchored in deep water. The crew on deck lowered crates
over the side to the small boats bobbing near the hull. Usually the
cove waters were calm enough to make offloading fairly easy. In
today’s rough water, it was difficult for the skiffs to remain
close enough to the ship. A crate lowered in a cradle of ropes from
above plummeted as wet rope slipped through the crewman’s hands.
The men waiting with hands outstretched yelled as the heavy crate
fell. One dove out of the way while the other attempted to steady
it and missed. The crate landed in the boat with a crash.

Billy grunted. “He’ll be takin’ on water
now.”

Delivering a string of blistering curses, the
men pushed off and rowed away from the ship. Trennick and Bart
Smith. Carne identified them as they passed. He wondered if anyone
still watched over the mine for Gwalather to return and realized he
didn’t really care. Maybe it would be best, as Phillip had said, if
Gwalather and Jacobs simply left town quietly with their loot.

A couple more boats were loaded without
difficulty before another accident occurred. Miscalculation and an
unexpected swell driving the skiff away from the ship caused a
crate to land in the water. Cursing French sailors tried to haul it
up while the men in the boat leaned as far over the edge as they
dared to grab for it, but the crate slipped out of its rope cradle
and plunged into the water. More shouted curses in French and
English sounded over rumbling thunder and the crash of waves
against the rocks. The crate might be retrieved later, but if it
had split open on underwater rocks, the goods would likely be
ruined.

Their boat was next in the queue. Carne and
Billy maneuvered as close as they could to the ship, which rose
high above them. Barnacles encrusted the wood near the waterline.
Carne inhaled the odor of wet wood and seawater as his boat bumped
alongside. He threw grappling lines to someone above to keep the
craft tethered and stared up at the bottom of a large crate
lowering slowly to him.

He and Billy guided the cargo to the deck.
The boat settled more deeply in the water at the added weight. He
beckoned the crew to send down another. This fairly large skiff
could bear more weight than the smaller ones and the sooner they
had this ship offloaded, the better, as the storm grew fierce.

A smaller crate came down. Wine or brandy,
Carne guessed, with bottles swaddled in cloth and nesting in straw
in watertight crates. Their seams were sealed with wax for added
protection. He recalled the brandy he and Phillip had drunk. How
rich and bittersweet it had tasted with death only a few breaths
away but the possibility of love in a handclasp in the dark.

He and Billy received the cargo without
incident and placed it away from the larger crate to keep the boat
in balance. The grappling hooks were thrown down. Billy expertly
caught and tied them, while Carne secured the crates to the deck.
Wet rope scraped his palms as he tied knots his tas had taught him
even before Carne was large enough to work on the Magpie. He
took his place at one oar, and Billy at the other, and they headed
back toward shore.

The rain whipped Carne’s face, nearly
blinding him, and the sky was as dark as night. The fires on shore
that the women and children kept lit despite the rain were beacons
to aim for. Carne steered toward them, shouting at Billy to pull
hard on his side to keep the boat away from Cormoran’s Shite.

The squeal of rock rending wood rose above
the sound of the storm as the boat lurched and dragged. Christ,
he’d crossed this cove a thousand times in his life and never so
much as bumped the boulder. Now the waves drove him into it faster
than he and Billy could row away.

Carne half rose from his seat and pushed hard
with the oar against the rock. His shoulder wrenched and the boat
turned at the same moment a wave knocked it against solid stone.
The frame shuddered, and wood screeched as it tore asunder.
Seawater gushed up from the rent in the boat, wetting his boots
from below.

The vessel tilted drunkenly this way and that
before listing heavily. A wave washed over the leeward side of the
boat, sweeping Billy along with it. The grizzled sailor grabbed
hold of the edge as he fell overboard. Carne lunged toward him, and
his feet slipped out from under him. He pitched toward the water,
grasping at rope, wood, anything to keep him from falling.

He had time to draw one deep breath before
plunging into the icy sea. It closed over his head, filling his
ears, eyes, and nose. He pushed his arms and kicked his legs,
struggling to reach the surface, his heavy clothes pulling him
down. His left foot caught on something sharp, a jagged board of
the boat or perhaps an outcropping of stone. When he kicked free, a
sharp pain shot up his leg. His lungs ached, and his limbs were so
heavy with cold he had to force them to churn through the water. If
he could only reach the surface, he’d find Billy, and together
they’d swim for shore or be hauled up on one of the skiffs.

But the relentless ocean kept sucking him
away from the surface and toward the sea while pieces of wood from
the shattered boat tumbled around him. His chest burned with the
need for air, and he could hardly tell whether he was swimming up
or down. Something hard bashed into his head and in his muddled
mind, Carne had one clear thought.

I’m going to die like my father. This is what
the end feels like. I didn’t know.

And on the heels of that: I wish I’d said
a proper good-bye to Phillip.


Chapter Twenty-five

The rain pelted his hat and his glasses, and
he had trouble seeing. When Phillip gave up and pulled his glasses
off, the world turned into a series of blurry lumps, but even he
could see the beach teemed with people and activity. In the middle
of a rainstorm?

“Ooh, I have to get to work,” Robin said.

“What the devil is going on?” Phillip grabbed
the youth’s arm before he could escape. “Why are there people on
the beach?”

“A ship just off shore. One of our
Frenchies,” Robin shouted over the sound of rain and waves. “Got in
early, I’ll bet you, or late. Nobody ever tells me anything. Phew,
and what a day for it. The French fools should’ve gone to a
sheltered deepwater cove. They should wait for better weather,
impatient bastards.” He shook off Phillip’s grip. “I have to find
Mitchell. He’s vanished. Who knows what he’ll do today?”

“Is Carne here?”

“Probably.” Robin slipped away, as Mitchell
already had, into the flurry of activity on the beach and the
shroud of rain.

The wind seemed to decrease slightly, so
Phillip pulled his glasses from his inside jacket pocket. Better
with them than without, he decided, even as he peered with some
difficulty through rain-speckled lenses. He wished he had a
notebook so he could write down what he saw and heard on this
hidden little beach. Although his material was gone. The book also
gone. The vague half-formed dreams of Carne, gone.

He backed up into the shelter of a rock to
watch the people and make plans. Step one, reinvent himself again.
He might not have Carne, but he absently composed a list of what he
did have: good health, wealth, all his own teeth, a very wet suit
of clothes, a shattered camera, a battered motorcar, and a broken
heart.

Nonsense, he briskly reminded himself. One
can’t suffer a broken heart after only a few days’ acquaintance.
And the rest of his misfortune? Things that could be replaced or
meant nothing. The lost photos, though…

This back-and-forth between the two arguing
halves of himself, poor Phillip versus buck up, lucky
Phillip, would have gone on for quite a while if there hadn’t
been a sudden whistle from the edge of the water.

He stumbled forward to see what the new
commotion was about. Everyone seemed to be craning their necks,
staring out to sea, pointing and gesturing.

He wiped his glasses yet again and studied
the rough ocean. Was the French ship leaving? There didn’t appear
to be any more small boats clustered at its side like so many
piglets beside a sow. The way the last of the small crafts climbed
and plunged through the swells as they neared shore made him feel
positively seasick.

Carne might be out there. What fools they
were to take such risks. He couldn’t bear it if someone he loved
died at sea, and he certainly couldn’t imagine going out on the
water ever again if such a thing happened.

The French ship seemed to be moving. Yes, it
seemed to grow smaller, moving farther from shore. That was a
relief. It seemed to him far too easy for the waves to toss
anything against the formations of boulders that littered the
seaside as if left behind by a careless, messy giant.

Impatiently, he whipped off his glasses, made
another attempt to dry them and put them back on again. What was
going on? Were they trying to retrieve a lost crate in this foul
weather?

He moved into the wind again and tried to
pick out shouts between the sounds of the storm and waves. A woman
Phillip didn’t recognize pointed at the corner of the cove. He
froze rooted with terror when he heard what she shouted to her
friend. “Crowder’s boat…gone. Crowder and Treleaven too.”

He ran across the sand, going nightmarishly
slow, panting from effort and panic. He yelled. “Where? What
happened?”

The two women, one thin, one plump, only
stared at him and didn’t answer. He shouted louder, “Where is
Treleaven?”

The larger woman turned and pointed at a
place where the rocks and water met, a spot of furious boiling
foam. “There’s the last anyone saw of him.” The skinnier woman
pushed a strand of wet hair from her face and rubbed at her red
cheek with a corner of her shawl.

“Why aren’t they going to find him?”

“They’ve already searched close as they dare
to Cormoran’s Shite. There’s nothing more anyone can do. Waves are
heaving worse by the minute. Men might go along the shore, but not
in boats. Not in that water.”

“’Tis suicide,” the other woman confirmed,
then shot him an uneasy glance. “Are you his professor?”

He nodded, but he couldn’t speak.
Suicide. The place they’d last seen Carne meant death.

Phillip’s shoes filled with wet sand, his
clothes plastered to his body, but he only noticed these facts
because they slowed him as he strode across the beach toward the
edge of the ocean. Some things bobbed up in the water, and men
waded cautiously in to grab them.

Bits of flotsam and jetsam, more debris, a
whole crate, a longer piece of wood. “Oh God.” Phillip
groaned and nearly collapsed. That broken length of wood had come
from a boat.

His heart thumped too hard and fast for him
to breathe properly so, as he slogged toward the crowd. He couldn’t
call out to ask if they knew what they’d found and what he could do
to help.

As he approached the knot of men standing at
the edge of the waves, someone saw him and shouted out something
about a stranger. But someone else said, “That’s Carne’s
professor.”

Phillip stared at the water and reflected
bitterly how true it was. He belonged to Carne. Only a few days
together, and he belonged to the man. If Carne was gone, so was a
piece of Phillip.

The people on the beach studied him, and he
gestured impatiently at the water. Stop staring at me and find
Carne.

But then he saw something ominous. “What is
that?”

The lumpish form appeared between waves
again, and Phillip swayed for a second. It appeared to be a body.
He ran toward the water, and other men splashed behind him.

The body was facedown. A dead man. Phillip
had to get to the body. He began to swim. Waves tossed over him,
pulled him around, and when he could hear through the water in his
ears, someone was calling him a fool. A man with a rope tied around
his middle swam near him. Voices, or perhaps only one voice, yelled
for him to get back to shore or be sucked out to sea.

He obeyed because they didn’t need to be
fishing more people from the water, and because the man with the
rope had reached the body and grabbed it tight.

Phillip made it back to the shore. He hadn’t
lost his glasses despite the waves smacking his face—they had only
driven the glasses down harder onto the bridge of his nose, which
ached. He was bruised and had a cut where something sharp had
smashed against his forehead.

He stood at the edge of the ocean, hands on
knees, panting and dripping seawater, rainwater, and tears,
grateful no one paid him any heed. They’d all hurried to the
body.

A cry went up: Billy Crowder was dead.

Phillip straightened. Billy Crowder, poor
fellow…but he wasn’t Carne.

Phillip stared at the driving waves and
watched a bobbing chunk of wood skitter to and fro on the water,
noting how it moved to the south with each bob of a new wave,
toward the rocks at the southern side of the inlet.

Why weren’t the men going there? They were
busy with Billy. Several held the rope wrapped around the
man—Trennick, Phillip realized—who was wading out to grab some
crates.

Phillip ran toward them and gestured at the
rocks. “Why aren’t you looking there?”

“Slippery and jagged underwater,” one of the
men said, one of the few who wore full rain gear.

“But that might be where Treleaven is, and we
must go—”

The man in rain gear didn’t look at him. “I
told you. Rocks are always treacherous, worse in a storm.”

A bearded man behind him, also holding
Trennick’s rope, added, “The water’s mean over there.”

“Only way he’d survive is if the rock giants
come alive and rescue him.”

Someone halfway into the surf yelled
something like “Aaayah now,” and they scrambled backwards, hauling
the rope, pulling Trennick back to shore.

Phillip stayed long enough to see that
Trennick only clasped a crate in his arms. Then he turned and ran
to the edge of the sand and began to climb on the rocks. A strong
gust of wind hit him. He sank down and crawled on his hands and
knees so he wouldn’t be swept off the rocks. Incoming waves crashed
against them, boiled around them, and drenched him in spray.

His foot stuck between two rocks, and as he
leaned over to free it, his luck with his glasses ended. They slid
off his face.

“I don’t have time for this nonsense,” he
shouted as he felt around for them in a small pool of rain and
seawater. His hand had almost gone numb with cold by the time he
struck another hard object, not a shell this time.

He restored the now cold and slightly crooked
glasses to his face and continued the climb along the rocks,
pausing to look back to the shore. Nothing new seemed to be going
on, though some villagers pointed out to sea toward the spot where
the French ship had been anchored.

He squinted in that direction and noticed a
dot growing larger. Another smaller boat came toward them, though
it wouldn’t head for that beach, he reckoned, not with such
unpredictable gusts of winds and strong surf.

Why the hell hadn’t Carne paid attention to
the weather? Why would anyone risk their lives for objects? He grew
annoyed to realize he was crying again. Phillip had no particular
masculine pride about maintaining a stiff upper lip, but weeping
was a nuisance at the moment. So much water came from sea spray and
the rain, more from him made life and his task harder.

He paused long enough to draw a wet sleeve
over a wet face and then continued his climb along the rocks,
wondering why he thought such a thing could help anyone. Even if he
found Carne, how would he fish him out of the water? He climbed
because inaction had been impossible. He couldn’t stay on that
beach and wait a moment longer.

Rather than cry useless tears, he raged aloud
instead. “Carne, you bloody fool,” he howled. “Why the devil did
you do this to me? Why did you do it to yourself, you stubborn
idiot?”

He stopped again to look back at the shore
and the fires. There seemed fewer objects bouncing in the surf.
People still clustered around Billy Crowder. Others looked out over
the water at the boat that made its way toward the Mitchells’ own
cove.

That had to be Gwalather and Mitchell, he
thought, and half hoped Mitchell the younger had seen the boat so
he might go meet the men and stomp them into a pulp. Phillip wished
he could beat the thing that had hurt him to his core. Mitchell
could take his anger out on people. Phillip must curse fates and
the sea and Carne.

He shouted again, angry and hopeless. “Carne
Treleaven, I could kill you, you bastard. How dare you make me care
and then throw me away? And then die? How dare you?”

The wind and rain had died back enough so
that the roar of the surf was loud. That last big gust of wind that
sent him to his knees might have been a farewell puff.

A seagull gave a soft cry.

But that couldn’t be. Didn’t seagulls travel
inland during a large storm? “Damnation, bird, doesn’t anything in
this godforsaken village have any goddamned sense?”

He waited and listened to the waves, the
patter of rain and another faint cry, which seemed a response to
him, or perhaps someone at the beach. So he yelled again, a
satisfying roar of “Carne,” then stopped and listened. The
gull cried once more, and Phillip worked his way along the
rocks.

A seagull? Or a person?

He called out and waited again. What the man
on the beach had said drifted back to mind. The professor in him
couldn’t help dredging up the local stories of giants who’d turned
to rocks and someday would turn back into living creatures to
defend the shores.

Legend be damned. Phillip knew he’d turn to
rock after this day—if he didn’t get washed out to sea.

The worst of the storm had ended and the surf
receded by the time he made it around the edge of a jutting band of
rocks, yet he still felt the sting of spray on his face and tasted
the salt on his lips. The beach was out of sight and he heard
nothing but the waves now—the rain had turned to a misting sort of
drizzle again, cold and unpleasant but no longer a fierce
enemy.

Phillip had grown hoarse calling out for
Carne or the seagull. He no longer heard a response. He inched
along the rocks because what else could he do? Wait on the shore?
Go to his car and leave Par Gwynear forever? No, and no. Not until
he knew what had become of Carne. Not until he witnessed a body for
himself—alive and injured or dead. The very thought of that
made his stomach lurch.

When he saw the scrap of cloth he thought it
was a fish’s belly. By the time he’d cleaned his glasses for the
thousandth time on his soaking handkerchief, he’d understood it was
man-made.

And then he knew he saw a shirt. He slipped
and climbed down the rocks onto the pebbly shore, muttering a
cursing when he slashed his hand, the same one he’d hurt before in
what seemed another life. But he didn’t let pain or dripping blood
slow him down as he ran and slid over stones and crushed shells to
the figure sprawled at the edge of the surf.

Carne lay in the water, but at least he lay
faceup.

Phillip had been screaming curses to God
often in the last few minutes but now he shouted pleas. “Please,
please be alive. Please let him be alive, God, please.”

For the few seconds it took to reach Carne he
made silent promises and offered childish exchanges. It would be
worth it if Carne chased him off or denounced him. Let his own hand
grow infected. Anything. Just so he’s alive.

When he drew near, he saw Carne’s coat and
shirt were ripped and the exposed flesh gleamed far too pale. But
then miracle of miracles, Carne’s head moved, rolling to the side.
Phillip dropped to his knees beside him as the brown eyes opened
and Carne coughed out a mouthful of water. Phillip lifted his head
so he wouldn’t choke.

After emptying some seawater from his lungs,
Carne drew a ragged breath and rasped, “You came back!”

“So I did.”

Carne’s smile was wide enough to show his
teeth “I’m not a seagull,” he said. “I wanted to say goodbye.
That’s what I wanted most.” His face went slack.

“Carne!” Phillip shouted. “Carne Treleaven,
get back here at once, sir. Now.” But no matter what he said, Carne
didn’t open his eyes.


Chapter Twenty-six

Phillip had to leave him there to climb back
onto the rocks at the point and wave his coat at the villagers. The
rain had ended, the fires were out, and many of them had left the
beach. A few remained though. He jumped and waved his coat like a
madman until at last he saw one point in his direction. Another
waved back.

Phillip yelled, uselessly, of course, his
words pulled out to sea. “Come on! I found Carne. Come help
me.”

They must have understood, for they pointed
and waved and mimed going to him. Yet it seemed hours before a
group of men came overland and descended a pathway from the cliff
above. He watched them come, grateful they’d understood enough to
bring a stretcher.

Robin came along at the rear. He hauled
Phillip up and away from men covering Carne with a blanket and
hefting him onto the stretcher. “Best to stand back and let them
work. We know how to do rescues around here.”

“Did anyone else get lost in the storm?”

“Hardly a storm. Just a bit of rain.”

Phillip growled and decided the sound was as
good as anything Carne could manage. Please be all right, Carne.
Make that sound when you see me again. Then smile again. Please,
please.

“Did anyone else get lost in the
drizzle?”

Robin grinned, obviously pleased he was
willing to go along with that sad sense of humor. “No, but Mitchell
and Gwalather had a bit of an ‘accident’ when they arrived at
shore. That big ox Mitchell attacked and beat crippled old
Gwalather, then his father too. Mitchells’ cove ain’t far, so
everybody heard the clamor.” He jerked a thumb at his chest. “I
told what I knew about it all, and some men went to gather up all
three of ’em. Constable Jacobs too. They’re all sittin’ in jail
till the village decides who done what and who owes
what.”

Phillip would’ve been interested in the story
of small-town justice taken into the villagers’ own hands if he
hadn’t been much more involved with watching the rescuers lash
Carne to their makeshift stretcher composed of two long bars with
canvas slung between. They went up the cliffside path toward a
waiting wagon.

Phillip huffed after them, far behind. Yet he
also stopped when the men came to an abrupt halt before they got to
the wagon.

Had Carne died? What was wrong? Phillip took
a few tentative steps forward, dreading the truth.

And then the man following just behind Carne
called to Phillip, “Treleaven is asking for you.”

Phillip closed his eyes. He knew crying or
jumping up and down like a madman or doing a jig would be a
questionable response. He made an attempt to call upon a quiet
dignity he’d never possessed. When he opened his eyes again, he
beamed at the backs of the men trudging toward the wagon. He
bounded after them and their patient.

By the time he reached them, Carne had closed
his eyes again. But he muttered, “Phillip?”

“Here I am,” Phillip said. “These men have
come to your aid.” He kept his tone brisk, hoped Carne understood
that they had witnesses, and that otherwise Phillip would lean over
him, kiss him, and stroke the hair from his forehead. And maybe box
his ears.

They pushed the stretcher onto the wagon, and
Phillip climbed up to sit beside it. A thin man with a bowler hat
knelt next to the stretcher on the other side. He laid his ear on
Carne’s chest then ran his hands up and down his body. A moment
later he reached across Carne and offered a slender hand to
Phillip.

“I’m Hammett. I usually take care of animals
hereabouts.”

Phillip shook Hammett’s hand. “Any relation
to Robin?”

“A cousin, once removed, I think it’s
called.”

Phillip wanted to demand a human physician,
but decided to be diplomatic. “What’s wrong with Mr. Treleaven
besides that scrape on his side?”

“He may have fractured his arm,” Hammett
said. “He’ll need some stitches on a couple of cuts, but nothing so
deep he’s lost blood. Oh, and he’s had a great wallop on the head.
He’s probably swallowed more seawater than is good for a man. He’ll
be coughing it up for a while.”

“I’m here,” Carne said, eyes still closed.
“No need to talk about me as if I’m one of your usual patients,
Hammett.”

The veterinarian tapped the side of the
stretcher. “No need at all if you promise to stop snarling.” He
looked at Phillip and grinned. “But there’s small chance of that,
eh?”

Phillip began to laugh and had trouble
stopping. He pressed his hand to his mouth and blinked away the
hysterical tears that sprang to his eyes.

Someone offered a canvas tarpaulin for
shelter, and the driver got the wagon moving. The veterinarian put
a blanket around Phillip’s shoulders. “Bit of shock, I think.
You’re shaking like a wee terrier. But we’ll have you both home
soon with a fire on the hearth to warm you. You’ll be as right as
rain in no time.”

As right as the cold rain that still trickled
from the sky. The rain was wonderful. The stormy afternoon was
wonderful. The wagon jolting over muddy ruts hard enough to make
Carne groan was wonderful. Phillip could find fault with nothing,
he was so grateful to have Carne alive and more or less well beside
him.

He wrapped both his hands around Carne’s, not
worrying about how that might appear to Hammett. The man would
assume it was for warmth only. Phillip’s teeth chattered in
staccato rhythm along with Carne’s, and that was wonderful too.
They were in perfect sync. And, if he had his way, they’d continue
to move and breathe and be together for a long while to
come.

*

Carne’s body felt as battered as Crowder’s
boat. Every muscle and bone ached. But he didn’t mind. It meant he
was alive. And he didn’t mind the cold because it made Phillip hold
his hands to keep them warm. He passed in and out of consciousness,
waking every time the wagon wheels hit a rut and jolted him from
his drowse.

The next time he came fully awake, they were
carrying him into the house. A flurry of activity, enough to make
his head spin, happened all around him. Someone lit a fire in the
stove and put a kettle on. He sat up, then carefully rose to his
feet with the support of a couple of men. Hands removed his sodden
clothing, making him wince as they jarred his arm. Someone toweled
him dry while Hammett rechecked his arm, pronounced the limb
sprained rather than broken, and wrapped it from wrist to the
elbow.

His lungs and throat ached as if someone had
scraped them with barnacles.

Roger Peters offered him a large mug of
heated whiskey. “It’ll drive the cold out of every nook and
cranny,” he promised. “You’d better have one too, Professor. In
fact, I think we could all do with a drink. Bring out more mugs,
Robin. And you, Angrove, go fetch another bottle if you’ve got
one.”

Phillip helped him into a shirt. “Your
nightshirt won’t go on over your bandaged arm so I thought this and
a pair of drawers would do.”

Carne blinked away dizziness and held out his
good arm to help. Only then did the formless cloud of dread hanging
over him take distinct shape. He’d been so grateful to survive and
equally grateful that Phillip hadn’t left that he’d forgotten to
ask one very important question. “What happened to Billy
Crowder?”

No one had to answer. Their downcast gazes
told all.

A fleeting memory of his lungs burning, limbs
thrashing in thick water, and the surety that he would not ever
breathe air again washed through Carne. He shivered, knowing
exactly what Billy’s last moment had been like—and what his own tas
had felt at the candle-guttering end of his life.

“My fault,” he muttered. “Shouldn’t have
taken on that second crate, and I should’ve been more careful
maneuvering around the Shite.”

“No more your fault than Billy’s. There was
two of you on that boat.” Peters poured more into the mug Carne
barely recalled sipping from. “Could have happened to any one of
us.”

“The sea will take her pound of flesh now and
again,” Angrove added.

Phillip tugged on his arm, leading him toward
the bed. “Best lie down.” He drew open the covers and urged Carne
between the sheets. His body shook so hard, it made his chest ache.
Hammett made him take a pill probably meant for a horse, and Peters
coaxed him to drink more whiskey.

It didn’t take more than a few seconds for
Carne to lose consciousness again.

The next time he woke, the bedroom was quiet
and still. All the men were gone except the one stretched out
beside him, keeping him as warm as an oven. An arm and leg
stretched across his body, heavily weighing him down, and the
rumble of snoring vibrated companionably in the air of the firelit
room.

He’s here! Phillip is here! Carne’s
spirit rejoiced and capered like a child dancing round a maypole.
All that foolishness about sending him on his way for his own good
and pledging to keep him safe—what had that been about? What
mattered was them being together, no matter what, no matter where
they had to live in order for that to happen.

Any remaining fears Carne had felt about
desiring a man, the ones drummed into him through twenty-eight
years of living, had been scoured away by the sea that had nearly
taken his life. He could see clearly what mattered now. Well, maybe
not so clearly as the room was quite dark. But he could certainly
feel Phillip there. He stretched out his arm, the one that
didn’t throb as if it were crushed in a vise, and touched Phillip’s
bare arm thrown casually over his chest.

Sometime during Carne’s rescue and transport
by stretcher, one of the men had told him how Professor Singleton
had gone out, all by himself, climbed across the rocks around the
point on the south side of the cove in order to find him. He’d
singlehandedly crossed that treacherous ground and searched in the
near dark to find Carne, then signaled for help. The city man had
been determined and nothing short of heroic.

That’s Phillip, Carne had thought.
Tenacious as a dog after a bone. And I love him for it. I
love him.

He’d thought it on the stretcher and he
thought it again now. Words he felt he truly understood for the
first time in his life. Of course he’d loved his family, but that
was different. This was the sort of love that made one person
choose another and wish to spend the rest of his days on earth with
them. The sort of feeling he’d, unfortunately, never had for Bea,
though he admired and liked the woman dearly.

He would tell Phillip this. Not now, when his
friend was snoring sweetly. But when they were both wide awake and
not in peril in a cave or the ocean. Carne would proclaim his
feelings without blushing or ducking his head or using less
powerful words such as I care for you. He would proclaim
I love you and perhaps, if he was very lucky, Professor
Singleton would say it back.


Chapter Twenty-seven

Carne could have spent the entire next day
sleeping or simply lying around, talking with Phillip and catching
each other up on what had happened in the brief hours they’d been
apart. But he learned from Phillip that the village was anxious to
make a decision on the fate of Gwalather, the Mitchells, and good
Constable Jacobs, who’d been an auxiliary member of their
faction.

“We’re the ones whose possessions were
destroyed. We should be a part of this meeting,” Carne pointed
out.

“Not to mention the ones left to die in a
mine. But I don’t recommend you getting up and moving about,”
Phillip scolded. “Dr. Hammett said—”

“The veterinarian said,” Carne
scoffed.

“A doctor of any sort could see you’ve been
severely damaged and need rest. Can’t they hold them a bit longer
before this…trial, or whatever they’re calling it?”

“I know these people. They’ll want to have it
out immediately. But they like you and might listen to you,” he
said, appealing to Phillip’s rational side.

“Then I’ll go, and you stay here and sleep
some more.”

“If I lie about the cottage any longer, I’ll
go barmy. I’m fine other than a thunk on the head and a sore arm.
I’ve had worse. I promise, as soon as this is done, we’ll return,
and both of us will lie around for several days of doing absolutely
nothing.”

“Well, maybe something.” Phillip let
his gaze travel down Carne’s bare abdomen to the waistband of his
drawers.

“None of that. Time to get up.” Carne climbed
out of bed and got out a pair of trousers.

Soon they were both dressed, fed, and ready
to walk to the jail. Phillip had to be talked out of carrying Carne
by wagon.

“It’s not far enough to make it worth
teaching you how to harness the horse. A short walk will invigorate
me.”

Carne changed the subject as they strode
along. “I imagine they’ll lay Billy to rest today. I need to be up
anyway to go to his funeral.”

“I’m sorry you lost a friend.” Phillip put
out a hand to rest it on Carne’s back as if he might suddenly get
dizzy and start to fall. He left it there as they walked together.
“Has he left behind much family?”

“His wife died just last year. Billy has two
children and several grandchildren. None live far away. They may
bury him later today. Tomorrow at the latest.” He grimaced. “If
we’d only been more careful. If only—”

“You mustn’t blame yourself. It was an
accident. Robin told me how the waves pushed your boat sideways
right into the rock. It was beyond your control.”

Carne didn’t argue but was hardly comforted
by Phillip’s words.

The hand on his lower back rubbed lightly,
and Phillip continued. “You have a habit of thinking you’re
responsible for people and events around you. Life isn’t under your
control. Neither are the people of Par Gwynear. They’re all adults
who don’t require your supervision.”

Carne cradled his bandaged arm and glanced at
Phillip. “Are you saying I try to control too much?”

Phillip winked and held his finger and thumb
apart. “A little bit. Yes. A tad overprotective too. You would’ve
had me on the road to Truro if I gave in to you, and then where
would you be now?”

Carne grinned. “You saved my life, and I’ve
thanked you for it at least a half dozen times since we awoke this
morning. But I’ll say it again. Thank you, Professor Singleton, for
saving me.”

“Not a professor any longer, and you’re
welcome, although you probably would’ve regained consciousness and
stumbled to a cottage for help before you died of
overexposure.”

They’d talked all the way to the stone
building only slightly larger than the Stoney Ground, where
Methodist services and village meetings were held. When they
entered, the crowd was larger than he’d seen in there for months,
perhaps years. The benches were full of people loudly discussing
the events of the past few days, from Gwalather’s deceit to the
cave-in to the drowning at the cove. The noise was deafening as
Carne and Phillip searched for an empty pew.

Trennick beckoned them to the front of the
room where he held two places open for them at the end of a scarred
bench. “You’re witnesses,” he informed them as they pushed in
beside Robin. “Now you’re here, I suppose we can bring in the
others.”

In the back of the hall was a single tiny
cell, used for storage more often than criminals. Roger Peters and
Lyle Angrove brought forth the Mitchells, both scowling, Constable
Jacobs, head lowered in humiliation, followed by Gwalather, his
walrus moustache quivering in indignation as he cursed everyone in
the village—loudly.

The men weren’t manacled. It occurred to
Carne that if the big, bulky Mitchells decided to shove their way
out of the room and leave, they could probably do so. But the four
took their seats at the front of the room docilely enough. Both
Mitchell the elder and Gwalather had bruised faces. Gwalather had
two black eyes and Mitchell a swollen jaw. His son had apparently
given them quite a beating—one Carne would have loved to administer
himself.

“Right all, quiet down,” Trennick trumpeted.
“This not being an official town meetin’, I’ll just lay out the
charges, and then we’ll decide what’s to be done and vote on it.”
He stood at the front of the room in a more commanding posture than
Carne would have thought him capable of. He’d never before viewed
Trennick as any sort of a leader.

“You’ve all heard the rumors. Here’s the
facts. The Concern made a pact long ago that what comes into the
village by sea is shared by us all.” He pointed dramatically at the
four on trial. “These men broke that pact, making their own side
deal and transporting contraband much more likely to bring agents
sniffing around. They put the entire village in danger with their
gun and drug smuggling.”

Murmurs of agreement and anger rippled around
the crowd as Trennick spoke on. “Bad enough that, but when Carne
and his professor friend stumbled over a cache of stolen jewels
bound for London, the younger Mitchell triggered a cave-in and left
them to die.”

“It wasn’t quite like that,” Phillip began,
but the clamor of outrage in the room was too loud for him to be
heard.

Trennick held up his hands for silence. Carne
got the idea he’d practiced this role in front of a mirror at home.
“Furthermore, these men destroyed the professor’s motorcar and
camera equipment as well as Carne’s home. Justice must be served.
Since our own law keeper is part of the conspiracy. It’s up to us
to decide how.”

“Just a minute now.” Carne rose from his seat
to command attention and the conversations around him died down.
“It’s true Gwalather and the Mitchells transported shipments of
guns, but Mitchell the younger wasn’t a party to all their
business, and he didn’t trap us in the mine on purpose.”

Mitchell leaped up too. “That’s right! I went
for help to my father, only to get locked in a shed. I’d never
leave anyone to die that way. And I wouldn’t have done that
trading without sharing with everyone. It was all Gwalather’s idea.
He got my dad to agree. Then they tried to shut me out of another
scheme of theirs. I don’t belong up here with them.”

“Quiet down,” Trennick warned him. “There’s
blame enough to go around for all of you. Now we have to decide
what’s fair punishment and payment for what they done.”

“Also, I never broke up the professor’s
camera or Carne’s house. How could I? I was in the cave with them
when it happened,” Mitchell rushed to add.

Carne noticed Mitchell didn’t add that he
hadn’t damaged Phillip’s automobile, so perhaps that was one crime
the young man was guilty of. He was no choirboy by any means, but
he didn’t deserve to get lumped in with his elders either.

Carne had subsided into his seat and noticed
Phillip raising a hand to get Trennick’s attention. “May I
speak?”

“Your things were ruined, and you seem to
know all about our business now, so you might as well,” Trennick
said.

Phillip rose and looked around the room. “As
you all know, I came here to learn stories of the past and take
photographs of local spots for a travel book. During the course of
my visit, I learned more than I probably should about the village’s
current efforts to earn a living. I swear to all of you I’d never
share than information.” He pushed up his glasses and regarded the
men at the front of the room. “I won’t press charges for the damage
to my motorcar or camera since the constable is apparently one of
those responsible for it. Contacting a lawman outside the village
would only bring undue attention to you all. And I believe I speak
for both Carne and myself when I say we’re willing to overlook our
abandonment to a slow, suffocating death in a cave.”

Clever Phillip drew out the words slow
and suffocating to remind everyone what peril they’d been
in. “I propose these conspirators tender fair payment to the
village, as well as to Carne and myself. Surely they’ve saved quite
a nest egg from their private endeavors. Then I recommend they
gather the rest of their goods and leave Par Gwynear forever.”

“What about me?” The younger Mitchell piped
up. “I was forced into helping. I never wanted to be a part of it.
And I want to stay here. ’Tis my home.”

“Shut yer gob.” His father spoke at last.
“You’re a bloody dobeck. I knew you could hardly keep your mouth
shut. That’s why I didn’t tell you everything. You’ll be lucky if I
take you with me.”

Carne winced. He didn’t think much of the
younger Mitchell either, but to hear one’s father had such a low
opinion must be painful.

“Half their earnings,” someone called from
the back of the room. “Fair enough for scoundrels such as
these.”

A woman’s voice chimed in. “Half the jewels
and gold too. That should see the entire village through next
winter.”

“Longer than that,” Phillip muttered.

“We have no contact in the city to sell those
items for us,” Carne pointed out. “I’ve seen the cache firsthand.
These are not the sort of goods that would be easy to unload,
paintings and fancy things that might be traced back to the
original owners. I vote we leave them for Gwalather to dispose of
and merely take our fair share of the rest of their shipments.”

Phillip whispered in his ear, “I do know some
gentlemen I could approach about this, but I suppose we should wait
to see what those wicked pirates have to say for themselves.”

Gwalather had sat in his chair throughout the
discussion, scowling like a gargoyle. Now he added his voice to the
clamor in the room. “Great lot of boobies, all of you. Importing
dress goods and wines and making pence instead of pounds.” He
jerked a thumb at his chest. “I was the one to see what could be. I
was the one to arrange a deal to earn three times as much per run.
I’ll be damned to hell if I give up one penny of what I
earned to you lot.”

“I don’t believe you get much choice here,”
Trennick said.

“Aye, that’s a vast ocean out there to shove
you into, Gwalather,” someone called out.

“I say we send them all overboard, splash,
splash, splash,” yelled another with obvious glee

“Hang on, hang on. I didn’t do more’n turn a
blind eye, which is what I do for you all,” bleated Jacobs.

“Shut your face,” Gwalather said. “Jesus, can
you even believe it?” He looked around the room and growled to no
one in particular. “He’s m’oldest friend—we grew up together! And
still he threatened to tell his superiors if I didn’t include him.”
He leered at Jacobs. “Otherwise, why would I have bothered with
you, you lazy old hound. Never carried so much as a small
crate.”

The only one he hadn’t aimed a barb at was
Mitchell the older, who glared at a spot near his feet, wearing an
expression that seemed even more unpleasant than usual.

Phillip rose from his place on the bench.
“Have we established that if these gentlemen don’t deliver their,
ah, loot, men will come to Par Gwynear hunting for them?”

No one answered. Phillip looked at Gwalather.
“You couldn’t have enough money to cover the cost of the items I
saw in that cave. The question is, which angry mob would you rather
face, those who have offered reasonable ideas and compromises, or
the people to whom you’ve promised to deliver a fortune? One
assumes you’ve got nice savings put aside already, but it couldn’t
pay for that stash.”

“We can be a right nasty mob too,” someone
shouted. “Carne, you’re the one. You go to London with the
miserable bastard and bring back our money.”

Carne rose to his feet. The chattering
slowed. “Send someone else,” he said. “I have no wish to go to
London. These men didn’t care if I lived or died. I don’t want to
spend a minute more in their company than I must. Just force them
to give up a portion of their money and send them on their
way.”

“There will be no coming back for them,” Bea
called out. She and her young man stood against the wall near the
main doors, shoulders touching. “Those greedy bastards will never
set foot in the Stoney Ground again, and if I see any of them on
the road, I’ll shoot ’em.” Not an idle threat, Carne suspected. Bea
owned one of the village’s few shotguns, and everyone knew she was
a good markswoman.

Young Mitchell gave a horrified cry. Robin
bounced up from his spot and once again described the scene at the
Mitchells’ place and how he’d discovered the son locked up by the
father.

“He was terribly upset and worried about our
safety,” Phillip added.

After some more discussion, the group decided
that that young Mitchell could pay up his share and stay among
them. A few people wanted to strip the Mitchell house down
entirely, but Carne put a stop to that idea. “He needs a few sticks
of furniture. But yes, both Mitchells will give over any earnings
from their shipment work outside the Concern.”

“All of it?” the older Mitchell said,
sounding pitiful rather than sinister. Perhaps he’d been broken at
last.

“Every ha’penny,” Trennick said.

At the same instant, Phillip said, “They
ought to be allowed to keep a bit.”

“Here, now. You’re no villager nor part of
the Concern.” In his Sunday-best black suit and fiercest scowling
face, the usually mild Trennick had to be angling for a position of
power. God bless the man for taking on the job directing Par
Gywnear’s business, but Carne couldn’t let that last statement
pass.

“Professor Singleton”—Carne ignored Phillip’s
whisper of “Not a professor any longer”—“was the one most
injured by Gwalather’s nonsense. The professor’s belongings were
destroyed, or close enough. He nearly lost his life. Don’t you
forget that for an instant, Jermyn Trennick.”

Trennick held up a hand and gave a wide smile
that showed the gaps in his back teeth. “Fine, we’ll take a vote to
decide if the villains can retain a portion of their profits that
they don’t deserve. We’ll do what it takes to keep the peace, eh?
Shall we do a show of hands on this?”

“That’s right about time you recalled we’re a
democracy hereabouts,” Bea called out. “Carne Treleaven, don’t let
that upstart take over your job.”

Carne exaggerated putting a finger to the
lips to get her to be quiet. “Hush, ma’am. He’s welcome to try to
keep these ill-mannered pillocks in line.”

Trennick looked exasperated, but Bea flashed
a small, quick grin at Carne, and he returned her smile, enormously
relieved to have his old friend back. Her new paramour glared at
him and put an arm around her shoulders and she obviously liked the
possessive way he held her.

Carne felt a stab of longing. Not that he
could touch Bea, but that he wouldn’t be able to embrace the person
he fancied in any sort of public place. Ponder that, Carne,
he thought. You’re making a tough decision.

Phillip tipped his head back and gave a
glorious laugh about something Robin said to him, and Carne
instantly understood the new path he took was well worth the
hazards. Good thing, since his attraction to Phillip no longer felt
like a choice but something imprinted in his marrow.

“Let’s get a move on,” Trennick said. “We
need to decide what’s to be done with old Mitchell, Jacobs, and
Gwalather.”

After some more discussion, it was decided to
leave them in the possession of their ill-gotten gains to deliver
and a pound or two at the most. They’d put them on a train to
London. Catcalls and side discussions broke out.

Carne stopped paying close attention. The
village wouldn’t kill them, and soon all this would be behind them.
He had faith that Trennick, who did a fine job of listening to
suggestions, would decide on a reasonable course. He woke from a
reverie about what he’d do with Phillip, when Robin groaned loudly.
No train trip for him after all. It was decided that the culprits
would be banished and given a wagon—a battered wooden thing that
belonged to Mavis, who’d be paid handsomely, of course.

Eventually, the three captives were bundled
back into the small room along with some food and two buckets—one
with water, one without. Carne felt a pang of sympathy for them,
but that momentary weakness passed soon enough.

The meeting broke up, and he and Phillip
began the walk back to his cottage. The wind had picked up again,
carrying the usual tang of sea and seaweed. He didn’t usually
notice that flavor, but today he’d decided life would change. He
might abandon the sea and leave that scent behind.

Now, he thought. They were alone, and
Phillip might leave, and Carne must speak at once.

“I love you.” He said each word carefully as
they began to tramp across a field to his cottage.

“I beg your pardon?” Phillip’s steps slowed,
and he hunched his shoulders into the wind that picked up
again.

“I said that I love you.”

“Oh, dear me, no. No you don’t.”

“Don’t tell me what I feel. I bloody well
love you.” Carne wasn’t sure if he wanted to laugh or snarl. “And I
suspect you have feelings for me as well.”

“Perhaps but…” Phillip walked more
quickly.

Carne had to jog after him. “Here now, slow
down. It’s hurting my arm and head to go so quick.”

Phillip dropped back to a stroll. “Oh, Carne!
Carne! I care about you. But love? Oh no.”


Chapter Twenty-eight

Had anyone made such a declaration to Phillip
before? I love you. Those words threatened to knock him flat
on his back with shock, joy, and something close to hope, quickly
followed by fear.

Phillip knew he must do more than contradict
Carne, but the astonishment of such a statement had just about
stolen the breath from him.

“Go on.” Carne sounded calm now, even amused.
“You tell me why I’m wrong. For a man with so many words, you’re
too quiet.”

Phillip swallowed the thickness that had
gathered in his throat, and told the truth. “Several times in my
life, I have been absolutely certain I was in love. I wanted to
sing with pleasure just thinking about…about those people. I
believe I would have given up everything—my wealth, my work, my
home—to make a place with them.”

“And what happened?” Carne asked. “I know you
got hurt, but didn’t you love them for a while at least?”

“No. I was mistaken. I believe you have to
know a person thoroughly for love to be genuine.” Or so he told
himself, over and over, but still his heart was fixed on Carne.
“The first—I thought because I knew Gavin’s smell and smile, and
what made him laugh, I knew him. After all, we spent hours
talking about his interests and his dreams.” He stopped. “How
odd.”

“What?” Carne didn’t seem offended at mention
of a past love, only interested.

“I have only now realized we rarely discussed
my interests. Perhaps that was a sign?” That seemed likely,
for Professor Davis hadn’t shown much curiosity about Phillip
either.

“A sign of what?”

“Oh, that what I loved couldn’t be real, I
suppose. Or wouldn’t last past the slaking of desire.”

Carne moved his arm, then winced. Before
Phillip could ask if he was all right, Carne went on, “I can tell
I’ve spooked you with this talk. I’m scared too, you know. I had no
notion I’d ever want a person as much as I want you. A man.” He
shook his head. “I’m not even sure how this happened.”

“It’s not an easy life, you know.” He’d
mentioned Gavin but hadn’t told the entire tale. Now he realized it
was important he share how drastic the consequences of love could
be. “Gavin worked in my parents’ stables. He was much older than I,
and I was very naïve for my age. I foolishly believed his
profession of affection…right until the day he demanded money from
me to keep silent about our affair.”

Carne sucked a sharp breath at this
admission. “What did you do?”

They’d both stopped walking. Now Phillip
folded his arms and stared at the horizon. It was too difficult to
meet Carne’s gaze. “I’m ashamed to admit at first I tried to gather
the funds he demanded. My allowance wasn’t that large, however. As
I counted pounds and fretted over how to secure the rest, I grew
angry. I would not pay and accept the consequences.”

“What did he say when you told him?” Carne’s
calm voice made it easier to push on and dredge up details Phillip
had long ago laid to rest.

“I pointed out if he exposed me, he would
reveal himself. I believed that would be the end of it. For
wouldn’t a working man fear exposure even more than a prominent
man’s son?” He gave a harsh laugh. “You would think so. But I
didn’t count on him being willing to blackmail my parents as well.
In order to save our family name from besmirchment, Father was
forced to buy off Gavin.”

“Mm.” Carne made a guttural sound and reached
out to take Phillip’s arm.

Phillip glanced down. He hadn’t realized he
was trembling, or that this very old history could still affect him
so greatly. Carne squeezed his arm and didn’t let go. Phillip
swallowed hard before he continued.

“From then on I lived mostly at boarding
school and went to Uncle Downlaw for holidays. Father and I had
never been close. When he banished me from the house, it was almost
a relief. But it was the loss of my mother’s love that hurt the
most. She spoke to me only once—to tell me I was disgusting. She
returned any letter I’ve ever sent. My secret horrified her so much
she has never forgiven me. My parents still live, you see, but they
may as well be dead.”

Tears ran freely down Phillip’s face. He
dashed them away. Carne’s good arm went around Phillip’s back,
supporting and sheltering him.

“So you see how badly things can go when love
is involved? If one or both of your sisters learned about you, what
would they say? How would they treat you? Can you bear to live a
secret life? Can you bear to tell them the truth? These are the
sorts of questions that must come up if we are…if we were to…”
Phillip felt as short of breath as when they’d been trapped in the
cave. He could not go on.

Carne rubbed a hand over his beard and
remained silent for a time. But he didn’t remove his arm from
around Phillip. At last he spoke, “I will take your story to heart.
I understand the seriousness of this. I’ll keep talk of love to
myself and slow down. You’re right. This is nothing to rush into.
But first you listen, Professor.”

“You’ll always call me that, won’t you?”
Phillip said.

“Yes, I shall. Forever and ever. You might be
right that we know little of each other. We still have much to
learn. But what I know about you, I love. And I do know a great
deal about you, Professor. Your smell, as you said. What makes you
laugh and what’ll set you off cursing or what will start you up
giving me a lecture on some interesting topic. I already know
what’ll make your eyes go soft.”

Phillip sighed. “I feel as if I’m
spinning.”

“You’re dizzy?” Carne sounded alarmed.

“No, no. I am a sort of child’s top turning
too quickly from sorrow to joy and back again.”

“Ah, but please end with the joy. You do that
so well.”

He pointed a finger and made a big circle in
front of Phillip’s face. His smile flashed strong and gentle, a
combination that made Phillip’s heart ache.

“What I’m saying, for instance, makes you
beam like a lighthouse’s lantern.” He gave a tentative laugh. “No,
I called you a puppy. No one is happier than a puppy, except maybe
another young creature. No one’s happier than you that I know of,
and I’m already addicted to your joy.”

Phillip’s heart beat so fast, he had trouble
catching his breath. He wanted to crow yes, yes, I love you
too, but he wouldn’t. Not yet.

Carne started them walking again, still with
an arm around Phillip’s back, “I want to be with you. I think I’d
give up my home, my wealth, and my livelihood to follow you.”

“No, please don’t sacrifice yourself,”
Phillip said, panicked.

“Hardly a sacrifice if thinking on it makes
me want to jump with joy. A chance to trail around after you while
you travel? I’ll grab it. I’ll have a bit of money from the
Concern. Not nearly the fortune you have, of course, but you don’t
seem to want to spend your money for as much as a haircut, so I
should be able to keep up with you.”

“You have a place here, friends, a position
of responsibility.”

“I haven’t been free of any of it since I was
a lad. I’m ready for some other kind of responsibility, maybe help
you hold your camera—your new camera, I mean. We’ll buy one in
Penzance or Truro, maybe. Don’t let those bastards stop your book,
Professor. Please don’t.” He scratched his head. “I’m not sure what
I could do to help. I’m not good at writing or much of a reader,
but I can remember things well. You talk to people who don’t want
you to scribble, I’ll remember what they say. I can carry your
equipment, eh? Or I’ll find something else to occupy my time. As
long as I can see you some days of the week, I’ll count myself
content.”

Phillip had to look away. How could something
as magnificent as Carne’s offer make him want to run and hide? “I
don’t want to disappoint you,” he said at long last.

“Ha. Too bad—and maybe you will. Maybe
someday you or I will wake up and think ‘This man isn’t worth the
trouble. I was wrong about him.’ But what we have just today, just
this minute on this road, walking along, being as wide open as the
sky over the ocean for a change, nothing held back. Just that.” He
stretched his arms to encompass the horizon, but winced at the pain
and drew in a sharp breath before continuing. “To live that freely
for as long as possible is worth disappointments. I haven’t had
anything like it before, and I’d fight to keep it. I’ll fight
anyone—except you, I suppose. Certainly I’ll fight the fool I was
before when I told you to go.”

Phillip’s mouth was very dry. “You won’t have
to fight me,” he said at last. “I have no interest in leaving you
behind when I depart, or rather, I should say, if I do.”

“If?”

Phillip nodded. “I am fond of your
village.”

“We couldn’t live here,” Carne said.

Phillip wanted to argue, but Carne knew Par
Gwynear and Phillip didn’t. Could men such as they inhabit such a
small world? They stopped at the top of the rise and looked down
the path to the ramshackle collection of white houses that was the
village.

Phillip looked at Carne’s face and made a
guess. “I don’t think you could leave your village forever. It’s
rather a large part of you.”

“Perhaps I couldn’t.” Carne flashed a grin
and walked faster. “There we go. See? You know that much about me.
I’d miss the ocean.”

They drew near his cottage, and he ducked
under a low-hanging branch. So close to a private spot, Phillip’s
trepidation died away, replaced by solid excitement. He’d fallen
fast of course. He knew that was his way. Still, he must at least
try to hold a part of himself back. “We’ve only just met
and…and…you didn’t want me here,” he reminded Carne. “You drove me
off. I beg of you, don’t try to sell me that rubbish about how it
was for my own sake. Such nonsense.” He would not fight the
giddiness of his attraction, but he’d try for a bit of caution.

Carne’s gaze into his eyes was steady. “I
won’t make that mistake again.”

They had come to the door of the cottage.

Carne moved close to him and ran a large hand
lightly down Phillip’s arm. “Come on, Professor. I got other ways
to show you my devotion. Want a demonstration?”

 


Phillip wanted to strip off every piece of
clothing and have at Carne, drag him to a wall or drop to his knees
and take him in his mouth. So many scandalous forbidden acts raced
through his imagination, he felt like a child facing a table
covered with sweets he wanted to cram into his mouth and gobble
down as soon as possible.

But this was Carne’s demonstration, he
reminded himself. He waited for a kiss or a touch, or just Carne
close to him, his warm body so near he’d feel the heat and…

Carne walked away from him.

“What are you doing?” Phillip demanded.

Carne went to the stove and put the kettle
on. “Showing you how it can be. I make a good cuppa. I can tidy and
cook, so we don’t need anything more than a char woman. But we’ll
stay in hotel rooms at first, and none of that sleeping outdoors.
Not with what we might get up to later.”

“I am rather more interested in the immediate
future.” To show what he meant, Phillip unbuttoned his heather
twill jacket and threw it on the floor.

With a laugh, Carne walked around him. But,
damn the man, he didn’t so much as touch Phillip. Instead, he
stooped and picked up the jacket. Moving slightly awkwardly with
his injured arm, he smoothed it and put over the back of the chair.
“I could be your man. I’d do a better job than you do, that’s for
certain, even one-handed.”

“No, you shan’t be a servant. God, what a
thought. And I have no need for a valet,” Phillip said. Then he
caught sight of Carne’s smile, knowing and amused. “You’re teasing
me again, aren’t you.”

Carne shrugged. “Shall I make tea? We can
talk about it.”

“No, we bloody will not have tea. Not
yet.”

“I want to display my devotion,
remember?”

Phillip would have to take over, that much
was clear. He was too impatient, too eager for teasing. He pointed
at the wall. “Go stand with your back to the wall, then.”

“I thought you decided you didn’t want me for
a servant?”

“Go on,” Phillip said, and gave the great
strong man who outweighed him by several stone a two-handed shove
in the right direction. Carne didn’t even rock from Phillip’s push,
but he chuckled and strolled to the wall.

He put his back to the wall and raised his
hands as if he was being held at gunpoint. His bright eyes and the
bulge in his trousers showed that he was nearly as eager as
Phillip, and a far better actor.

“I can see you’re not indifferent,” Phillip
accused.

“Not to you, no. Hard to imagine such a
thing.” He snickered. “Hard,” he explained.

“Childish.” Phillip went to him and tugged
off his jacket. He threw the jacket onto a chair. “Don’t you dare,”
he said when Carne eyed the jacket as if he’d go fold it.

Carne’s hands went up again, knuckles
brushing the wall, dropping only when Phillip tugged off his
waistcoat and pushed down his braces. With trembling fingers,
Phillip unbuttoned Carne’s shirt and was delighted to discover skin
rather than a vest.

He explored that flesh, tasting the salt and
musk of Carne’s chest, the hard warmth of his belly. Phillip
unbuttoned the fly of Carne’s rough tweed pants and reached into
his drawers to find the gift of a fully erect, very hard penis
waiting for his mouth and hands. He was just unwrapping his present
and sinking to his knees, his mouth watering, when a strong arm
wrapped around his chest and hauled him to his feet.

“My demonstration, not yours,” Carne said. He
twisted and, with his good hand, pressed Phillip firmly to the
wall, ignoring his protests.

“But I want you in my mouth. I positively
crave the taste of you,” Phillip said. One glare from Carne’s dark
eyes kept him from moving away from the wall as Carne worked at his
clothing with feverish fingers. The stare kept Phillip still but
didn’t stop his talking. “I love your flavor, so delicious, and the
heft of you. I can’t think of anything I want more
than…ohhh. Carne.” And at that moment, perhaps he could
think of something he wanted at least as much. That firm grip was
perfect.

Carne dropped to his knees and lapped at
Phillip’s cock and cupped his bollocks. Phillip looked down at the
man kneeling at his feet, at the crown of dark hair—and his knees
gave a little. He rested his weight against the wall, and let Carne
do what he wished.

Those firm lips wrapped around Phillip’s
shaft, and then Carne sucked, all wet heat moving up and down,
stopping the sublime pressure only to lap at the sensitive
underside of his cockhead.

Then that marvelous mouth engulfed him,
moving down until Carne’s soft beard brushed Phillip’s thighs.
Phillip shivered and whimpered. He rested his hands on Carne’s soft
tangle of hair and let his fingers explore. He murmured an apology
when he realized he bucked. “I don’t want to choke you.”

Carne pulled away, leaving Phillip’s cock
damp and cooling in the air. He wiped a bit of spittle from the
corner of his mouth. “Try.”

“Don’t be… I don’t want to—”

“Try to.”

He went back to work, his perfect mouth on
Phillip.

Something so demanding felt vulgar, but then
the desire to move became need. Phillip pushed up from the wall,
and something tight ringed the end of his cock. Carne’s throat.
Carne went red and made a small sound—choking. But when Phillip
tried to pull back and away, Carne growled. He reached up and
encircled the base of Phillip’s cock with one very warm hand, and
his insistent mouth held Phillip’s shaft as he continued the work
of moving up and down, up and down. Up and uhhhh…

“Damn it,” Phillip growled right back. He
allow himself do what his body commanded, with no holding back. The
oncoming crisis of desire grew so strong, almost too much for him
to bear. He had a passing thought—he’d be damned if he’d swoon like
a woman—but then his tightening body and rolling desire required
every scrap of his attention. Nothing existed beyond his cock
trapped in Carne’s vital mouth and energetic hand.

Carne gave a satisfied grunt, and Phillip
knew he swelled and grew harder before the rush surged up and out.
He shoved his hips forward, and Carne kept him deep and surrounded
with heat as the orgasm jolted through him.

He sagged against the wall, eyes shut, his
body sliding into blissful shocks of after-pleasure, almost more
satisfying than the release itself. When Carne rose and pressed his
naked flesh to Phillip, pinning him as if to hold him in place,
they both gave groans, his of contentment and Carne’s of yearning.
Phillip wrapped his arms around the large body covering his. “Give
me a moment, and then I shall demand satisfaction.”

“I think you’ve had it. Do you mean you want
to fight a duel or some such thing?” Carne’s voice stuttered with
gasps as he pressed rhythmically against Phillip.

“Your satisfaction,” Phillip said, and
reached down to stroke the impressive iron bar pressing hot against
his belly. “I demand it.”


Chapter Twenty-nine

Demand? Carne couldn’t very well argue with
that, nor would he want to. But the kettle on the stove was
shrieking, and he had to break away long enough to set it off to
one side before returning to Phillip.

“You’re limping, and your face is pale as
milk.” Phillip placed a hand on Carne’s waist and brushed back his
hair to look into his eyes. “Exhausted, my poor lad. You must come
to bed now and let me kiss away the pain from your bruises.”

Carne felt suddenly weak and very willing to
allow Phillip to tend to him as if he were an invalid. He was lucky
to have sustained no more than scrapes and bangs from the boat
wreck. He could easily have drowned like poor Billy Crowder, whose
funeral was to be held the following day.

“I feel guilty,” he muttered as Phillip took
his hand and led him into the bedroom.

Bright gray eyes regarded him. “For having
feelings for a man? This is a huge change in your life. If you need
more time to get used to it or want to—”

“No,” Carne interrupted. “I feel guilty for
being so happy when an old friend has died. I feel guilty for being
alive. I shouldn’t have brought on that last crate. It made us ride
that much lower in the water. And I should have been more careful
steering around those rocks. If I’d only grabbed hold of Billy, I
might have been able to save him.”

“You were lucky to even save yourself, and I
believe both of you made the decision as to how much cargo to take
on. The pair of you rowed together. It was no one’s fault but the
sea’s that you survived and he didn’t.” Phillip unbuttoned Carne’s
shirt and helped him out of it, clicking his tongue at the rash of
bruises all over his torso. “I’m sorry for the loss of your friend,
but I can only be grateful you were spared.”

He took hold of Carne’s shoulders and peered
into his face. “You must stop blaming yourself. You are not
responsible for controlling the world or the people around you.”
Phillip raised his brows, silently asking if Carne understood his
other meaning—that the village would get by with or without his
guidance.

In that moment, he had the odd feeling of a
great weight slipping from him. For so long, he’d imagined himself
indispensable to his community. Today, watching Trennick take
control of the meeting, Carne had realized he could leave and they
would carry on just fine without him. A tension he didn’t even know
he’d held for so long loosened and relaxed. Of course, it didn’t
hurt that Phillip’s hands gently stroked his torso before beginning
to unfasten his trousers, making a different sort of tension
build.

After Phillip had stripped him naked, he
gently pushed him onto the bed. Carne’s cock, the only part of him
still rigid and tense, thrust upward. He recalled the thrill of
thrusting into Phillip’s rear on the deck of his boat and wanted to
feel that again.

But Phillip had other plans for him. “You lie
still and let me do everything.”

Hands—running up and down his body bringing
comfort and pleasure, smoothing away every ache and pain. Lips—warm
and soft, nuzzling gently over his skin. Voice—quietly cooing and
sympathizing over every cut or bruise. Carne closed his eyes and
felt Phillip’s caring spread over him like a protective blanket.
This was bliss and utter contentment. But no, there was even more
to come when Phillip grasped his shaft and began to move up and
down its length, and when his lover’s mouth engulfed him in heat,
wetness, and hard suction.

Carne rose and fell with the rhythm of it,
riding each wave of pleasure like a boat bobbing lightly on calm
seas. His near brush with death—twice in as many days if he were to
count the cave-in—made him appreciate this vivid affirmation of
life. His senses were alive and responded dramatically to Phillip’s
slightest touch. His emotions were open as they’d never been before
and plumbed greater depth as he allowed himself to fully experience
love in every way.

Swifter than Carne had intended or thought
possible, Phillip’s sucking and stroking drew him upward to the
pinnacle of desire. Then, with a gentle nudge, Phillip pushed him
over the edge, and he tumbled down, lightly yet powerfully too.
Carne’s entire body clenched hard before letting loose. With his
cock deep in Phillip’s throat, he spent and emitted a low groan of
pleasure.

When the last glimmer had died away, he
opened his eyes to regard Phillip wiping his mouth and giving Carne
a smug smile before crawling up to lie beside him. “Did that help
you to feel better?” he teased.

“You’ve healed me entirely.” Carne brushed
the backs of his fingers against Phillip’s cheek, still smooth from
the morning’s shave. He wondered idly how long it might take
Phillip to develop a beard if he tried and what that might feel
like when they kissed.

“Oh no, there’s that frown again. What are
you worrying about now?” Carne’s professor asked.

“Not one blessed thing. I’m just imagining
you with a beard or moustache.”

“Would you like that? Because I must tell
you, it’s not a pretty sight when I attempt to grow facial hair,
rather like a cat with mange. It comes in all sparse and patchy.”
Phillip’s broad smile was a sunrise.

Carne matched it with a sunny smile of his
own. “I believe I’d like to see that. And then perhaps shave you
myself. That could be quite…stirring, I think.”

Phillip lay back on the pillows. “There are
oh so many things we may try together, things to see, people to
meet, places to go, and stories to write about them.” He flexed his
muscles luxuriously, hard enough to make his joints crack, and
again he smiled at Carne. “Magical adventures to have together. But
none of them as great as the story that began here in Par Gwynear.
I would never have imagined when I tripped and knocked over a
menhir that it would trigger good luck rather than bad, bringing a
handsome man striding into my life to seize control of my
heart.”

Carne’s face burned at the dramatic
description, and a matching glow ignited inside him. He wished he
had Phillip’s way with words, his romantic streak with its vivid
descriptions. But whether Carne returned the compliment or not, he
certainly felt the same.

What he said was much plainer. “You knocked
over one of the standing stones? They’ve stood since the dawn of
man. They’re part of the very history of this place.”

Phillip winced. “Did I say knocked over? I
meant knocked into. But anyway, isn’t it the nature of things to
shift and change over time? Even a rock must eventually break loose
and roll downhill. Ha. Do you know the stories of giants who defend
the land?”

“Yes. I know ’em.” Carne leaned to press a
swift, fierce kiss to the professor’s mouth and thought something
fanciful he would never dream of saying aloud. The rocks that lay
off just off shore had inspired the myths of giants—and at this
very moment, Carne felt as grand and important as any Gog or Magog
or Corin. Even a giant made of stone must eventually wake from his
ten-thousand-year sleep, shake the layers of soil and moss from his
frame, stretch hard, and reach toward the sun.

 


 



Epilogue

Two years later

 


“I pack the trunks, not your valet. When
we’re traveling around England, I pack ’em.”

“This is Scotland,” Phillip reminded him.

“Bah. Where’d that fool put the notebooks we
need?”

Phillip stood back and watched his assistant
sort through the trunk that had been dragged up to their rooms late
the night before.

Carne laid the neatly folded shirts on the
bed, stacked the books on the floor, and continued to grumble. “And
look at the mud all over the nice leather. That’s what happens when
you speed down the road like a maniac.”

“Me, now? You’re going after me? I must say
it’s hardly fair I have to hear about my failings. I know you
wouldn’t dare call Milken a fool in person.”

Carne grimaced and tossed some socks onto the
bed. “Never. That man scares the devil out of me. All neat and
clean and properly tied this and starched that and all those
‘sir’s.’”

“You’ve at least stopped bounding to your
feet when the servants enter a room.”

Carne stopped rummaging long enough to glare
at Phillip. “They’re people, not furniture. I don’t know how you
lot can act as if there aren’t people creeping about the
place.”

Phillip grinned at him. Carne had been the
pattern of respectful restraint in London, but the moment they got
on the road and began their travels, he turned into his usual
outspoken self.

They rarely spent time in London or at any
wealthy friends’ houses or any sort of well-to-do establishments.
Phillip missed the real version of Carne that sank into frozen
politeness when they encountered too much pomp or prosperity.

Carne returned his grin for a moment, then
went back to organizing and bossing Phillip, his main tasks. He
tilted his head and looked Phillip up and down.

“That shirt by itself is fetching, I’d say,
but best get dressed,” Carne said. “Sun ’tis well above the
stables.”

Phillip fetched his trousers and meekly put
them on. “Where is the first interview today?”

“Here. It’s the innkeeper’s granny, I think.
But truth to tell, I could barely understand a word he said.”

“Your own accent is still thick as
molasses.”

“Me? I have no accent,” Carne said with mock
surprise. “Ah, here it is. You’ll want this and the Kodak. I’ll
stash that in my own bag. I have the list of questions too.”

“I know them. Just stay near in case she
decides I’m too odd for her.”

Carne laughed, rose to his feet and brushed
his corduroy trousers clean. He glanced in the full-length glass
and touched his face where there had been a beard until recently.
He was slow to adopt new fashion in clothes or behavior.

He was fastidious about his clothing but
refused to wear anything he deemed gentlemanlike. “No, I thank
you, sir. I’m an assistant and proud of it,” he’d told Milken
when the valet had offered to have the tailor make him some finer
evening wear.

Carne wouldn’t sit down to any sort of
banquet, no matter how much Phillip begged, not even the one the
publisher had given to celebrate the launch of the Discovering
Britain series.

They’d had a bit of a squabble about that
one; after all, Phillip argued, Carne had done so much work on the
book, he should have shared the limelight of that night. But they’d
shared their own champagne and then a single snifter of brandy
later. The two of them had developed a taste for one rather
expensive French brand. And his invaluable assistant finally agreed
to accompany Phillip to some events, as long as no one tried to
make him sit a formal dinner or give a speech or talk to anyone or
smile too often.

When it came to the actual work—he was more
than ready to keep going and to force Phillip to remain at his
tasks as well.

Now, he lifted a chintz curtain and peeked
out the window. “The longer you stall, the less time you’ll have
for dawdling over tea this morning,” he reminded Phillip.

Phillip went to the looking glass to brush
his hair and adjust his tie. “And now you shall lecture me about
how at home you only had daylight hours for work and slacking off
might threaten one’s survival.”

“If you’d like me to.” Carne pushed his own
supplies into a satchel, a gift from Bea and her husband.
Someone—not Bea, who hated that sort of work—had decorated it with
embroidered seashells. The satchel was a rather feminine item, but
Carne used it when interviewing the ladies, who always exclaimed
over the careful stitching. It was a good way to break the ice at
the start of interviews. Sometimes the glowering Carne frightened
them just a little, but not when he carried that bag.

Phillip buttoned his vest, tucked his watch
away, and pulled on a jacket. He pushed his glasses up his nose and
met Carne’s gaze in the mirror. For a long moment, the two men
simply gazed at each other. Phillip loved examining the planes of
Carne’s newly revealed face.

Carne raised his dark brows, then winked.

“Is that an invitation to go back to bed? If
so, I accept it. Take off your clothes.” Phillip tried to look
sultry, but he must have failed, because Carne turned away to hoist
up a satchel.

“Later. Ready at last? Good.” Carne carried
his satchel and Phillip’s as well, one bag over each broad
shoulder. “So you want to hear all about hard work over the
porridge and kippers, Professor? A nice speech about going hungry
would be fitting, aye?”

They clattered down the surprisingly wide
staircase side by side “Or perhaps you could tell me about the
history of kippers,” Carne continued.

“I don’t know a thing about fish. That’s your
lookout.”

They walked down a stone-flagged hall to the
room where Carne had requested the innkeeper serve breakfast. It
was a small, cozy room with a fire in the corner and mismatched
chairs at two tables.

They took the table nearest the fire and the
innkeeper and his wife served them. Carne didn’t need to fret about
the stealth of silent, formal servants here. The innkeeper told
them all about the fine weather, only a touch of rain. His wife
added how excited she and her husband were to have such notable men
of letters in their inn and how her mother-in-law was delighted to
speak to them and how they should be sure to walk up the north hill
that overlooked the inn. Eventually, Phillip and Carne were left
alone with plates of food, with only the crackling fire breaking
the silence.

Phillip picked up a fork and nudged something
that might have been haggis. “What shall we do after the morning’s
visit with Granny?” He gave up on the overloaded plate and turned
his attention to the eggcup, using a knife to lop off the top of
the soft-boiled egg.

He ate and listened to Carne lay out the
schedule for the day. Phillip beamed with pleasure at hearing that
they’d visit a local graveyard. The last graveyard they’d visited
had been abandoned and extremely quiet and…they’d enjoyed that
excursion a great deal.

Carne put down his knife and fork and leaned
forward. “I know what you’re thinking just from that big smile. If
you look at the innkeeper’s mother like that, she’ll tell you every
secret she has. She’ll make up some just to keep you smiling.”

Phillip laughed. “You’re ridiculous.”

“You’re irresistible,” Carne said. He leaned
even closer. “I love you.” At least once a day, he informed Phillip
of that fact.

“Yes, you do. And I love you.” At least
thirty times a day, he told Carne that truth. “I love you, I love
you.”

Carne picked up his teacup and nodded. “I
believe you do.”

THE END
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Excerpt:

James hadn’t heard the door open. He’d been
too focused on escaping Kip’s power over him. It had been so long,
and he was dismayed to learn he still desired one of the least
amiable men he knew.

A deep voice startled him. “Good God, what
happened here?”

“Perhaps Mr. Darnley is having a fit,” James
said, too disgusted with Kip and himself to care what this stranger
thought.

The large man wore dusty clothes, a driver’s
coat, and worn boots. After giving James a scowling frown, he
dropped to a crouch by Kip’s side. “What’s going on?”

“He hit me,” Kip gasped.

The man looked at James. “Aren’t you some
sort of priest?” His deeply tanned face made his eyes—as blue as
Kip’s—brilliant. They regarded James with interest.

“I’m James Fletcher, the curate. And I didn’t
hit Kip, I, ah, struck him with my knee.”

The man suddenly showed a gorgeous smile. So
familiar—Kip’s smile. “That’s some muscular Christianity you have
there, Mr. Fletcher.”

James didn’t smile back and turned his
attention to his victim. “Are you able to stand, Mr. Darnley? I’m
certain your fiancée is wondering where you are. You said you’d
join her.”

The big man, who could only be some sort of
relative, clapped a hand on Kip’s shoulder, then rose to his feet.
He crossed his arms and studied James. “Why on earth did you knee
Darnley in the balls?”

“He can tell you if he wishes.”

Kip had more color in his face but still took
deep breaths between words. “Fletcher is a sodomite, and when he
tried to pressure me to do horrible things, we got into a
fight.”

“Hmm.” The man didn’t seem particularly
shocked, which should have relieved James, but he still felt the
haze of disinterest. None of this felt real.

What would he do now that he’d ruined his
future here? Perhaps go to London. He’d have to talk to his bishop,
of course, give an accounting of why he’d struck the son of the
richest man for miles around, and now there was this tiresome added
accusation of sodomy. Would it get back to his parents? Could he
explain it away without lying right to their faces? He couldn’t
bear that. Avoidance of the subject was one thing, but outright
lying wasn’t in his nature.

Kip could sit up now, though he still hunched
over his lap. He seemed to be fighting tears. “Curse you, James
Fletcher. I’m going to talk to Hollister. I’m going to summon the
constable.”

The stranger bent and offered a hand to Kip,
who refused his help with a shake of his head. “It’s your own
business, Kip. But with your wedding so soon, you’d probably be
better off not raising a stink about the crooked curate. Stick to
looking after Emma.”

“Emily,” James corrected.

From the floor, Kip protested. “Christ
almighty, Declan! The sodomite attacked me.”

The stranger absently tapped his chin with
two fingers, drumming a face so similar to one James had once
longed to kiss but never had. He looked at James and then back at
Kip, who had gotten to his feet but still wobbled. “That’s a strong
accusation and a serious one. But I believe people will wonder—he’s
about four inches and three stone smaller than you. Do you really
want to stir up a scandal that might bring your own proclivities
into question?”

Kip straightened and growled. “Never mind,
then. Goddamn you, Jimmy.”

“Perhaps He will,” James agreed. “Go find
your fiancée.”

Kip rubbed his face and apparently decided to
ignore James’s existence. Still pale, he cleared his throat. “It’s
about time you got here, cousin. I’ve told Miss Parker all about
you, and she’s longing to meet you. Of course, the mater and pater
will be delighted you’re here.” Kip was starting to regain his
usual aplomb, that easy, pleasant manner with a touch of amused
dominance. Soon his sharp wit would reappear. Once upon a time,
James had regarded him as the epitome of sophisticated charm, even
when he’d been sliced by Kip’s rapier tongue in front of the other
youths.

Declan shifted from foot to foot. “Yes, I’ll
be along soon.” He sounded impatient.

“How have you arrived? By train? You may ride
back to the house in my carriage, if you like. We’ll send someone
to fetch your luggage.”

A slight frown suggested the visiting cousin
was in no hurry to reach his destination. “I’ve been sitting all
day and would appreciate the chance to stretch my legs on a long
walk. No need to give me a ride. Go to your Emily, and I’ll follow
after,” he ordered.

Kip shot a worried look at Declan and a
threatening one at James. Perhaps he feared leaving them alone lest
James reveal Kip’s part in what had transpired. “Don’t waste your
time on Fletcher,” he said and stalked off, limping a little.

Declan put his fists on his hips and turned
toward James. “All right, man of the cloth, what was that
about?”

James’s pulse raced, and the high-pitched
ringing in his ears suggested he was on the verge of fainting. The
magnitude of what had transpired and the accusations this stranger
had heard suddenly hit him. The thing he’d feared his entire life
appeared to finally be coming true—his secret had been exposed.
James gripped the back of his office chair to steady himself and
forced his voice not to quaver. “It’s best that you talk to him
yourself.”

Declan sighed and moved to a table where a
dusty decanter of wine sat. A parishioner had given the bottle to
James, and he kept it for visitors and as a temptation for himself.
Drink had been a part of his problem at university. The stranger
poured himself a glass without asking for permission—most
definitely one of Kip’s relations.

“I was outside this house and heard some of
what Kip was shouting. Luckily, no one else was around to hear.” He
observed James shrewdly over the rim of his glass. “You needn’t
fear my spreading tales. Whatever you may have gotten up to with my
boor of a cousin is your concern.”

James blinked, too shocked to form words.
This tall, rugged stranger who’d strode into the room with the
confident manner of a man who knew his place in the world—master of
it—seemed the sort most likely to be utterly repelled by even the
suggestion of a dalliance between men. Yet Declan dismissed the
possibility with a mere shrug, as if it were of little
consequence.

“Whatever happened, no doubt my cousin
deserved a sharp kick in the balls,” the man drawled before taking
a long swallow of wine.
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