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            Prologue

          

          WESTWOOD MANOR, ENGLAND 1813

        

      

    

    
      The knock came again, sharper this time, and Sebastian Westwood watched his brother across the dim study and waited for him to flinch.

      Gregory did not flinch.

      He had been sitting in the leather chair by the hearth for nearly an hour, motionless, the firelight catching the pallor in his face. Outside, the wind had been worrying the bare branches against the upper windows all evening — a sound Sebastian had not been able to hear properly for months, not since the night Gregory had first stood in this same study, in front of this same fire, and told him the truth.

      Eleanor Fletcher, the village master's daughter, was with child. The child was Gregory's. They had hidden her in an unused property to wait out her confinement. And Gregory, who had never failed at anything he had not first decided he was permitted to fail at, was waiting now in the chair by the fire as a man waits for a sentence to be read.

      Sebastian gave the butler a small nod.

      The great oak door opened, and the wind came in with it, and a woman's voice — old, breaking — said something to the butler that Sebastian could not make out from where he stood. The butler guided her into the foyer. A bundle. Sebastian heard the bundle before he saw it — the thin, exhausted sound of an infant that had been crying too long and was now only continuing because it knew nothing else to do.

      He returned to the window. The dark beyond the glass was full of weather, and a chill went through him that had nothing to do with the storm.

      It had been months since Gregory had first confided what now sat between them like a third presence in the room. Eleanor. The child. The unused property. The plan to keep it all quiet, just until — until what, Sebastian had never quite been able to ask. Now something had gone wrong. The old woman's voice carrying up from the foyer told him that much before her words did.

      She was speaking again. He turned his head to listen.

      "I must speak with his lordship... Please, sir — she's Viscount Westwood's precious child. Her name is Anabelle."

      Sebastian heard the name and then heard the silence after it — the absence in the sentence, the daughter not mentioning her daughter, the mother of the child not present to bring the child herself.

      Gregory had risen from the chair.

      His hand had found the mantel and was gripping the marble until the knuckles had gone ashen white, and his face — which Sebastian had known in every weather for thirty years and had never once seen break — was breaking now in the firelight.

      "Anabelle." Gregory said it like a wound. "My daughter."

      "Yes," Sebastian said quietly.

      The silence held them both. Sebastian had watched his brother absorb difficult news before — a tenant's death, a parliamentary loss, their father's diagnosis the year before he died — and Gregory had absorbed each one the way a wall absorbs a thrown stone, with no outward sign that the stone had hit. This was not that. This was the wall coming apart.

      Sebastian crossed the room.

      He did not yet know what he meant to do. He only knew that the man at the mantel was his brother, and that the brother could not, at this moment, bear another second of standing alone.

      "We have no choice." Gregory's voice was scarcely above a rasp. "If I accept her —"

      He could not finish.

      The unspoken words sat there between them. His marriage. The settlement. Father's name on the entail. The seat in the Lords. If Gregory acknowledged this child — and if the world ever traced her back to Eleanor — every careful structure their father had built and Gregory had inherited would come down in a single Season. Sebastian could see his brother weighing it. Could see him doing the arithmetic and arriving at the same answer he must have been arriving at for months now, every night, alone.

      Sebastian put a hand on Gregory's shoulder. He felt the tremor under his palm.

      "We always have a choice." He said it gently. He waited until Gregory's eyes met his. "I will take her in as my own."

      Gregory looked at him.

      What passed across his face then was something Sebastian had no name for — shock, and grief, and a relief so undeserved that Gregory could not, in that instant, accept that it was being offered.

      "Seb." His brother's voice cracked. "You would do that for me?"

      "For you. For our family." Sebastian's hand tightened on his shoulder. "Most of all, for her."

      Gregory pulled him into an embrace. Neither of them spoke. Sebastian felt his brother shake once, very slightly, against his shoulder, and then Gregory released him and turned back to the fire, and Sebastian understood that the conversation between them was over and that some other conversation, between Gregory and the rest of his life, had just begun.

      Sebastian crossed the study, his coattails sweeping over the ancient Aubusson rugs, and went out to the staircase.

      The grief reached him before he had cleared the third stair. Mrs. Fletcher was openly weeping in the foyer now — not loudly, but in the racked, helpless way of a woman who had been holding it for hours and could no longer hold it. The butler had retreated to the far wall and was studying the wallpaper with great professional interest.

      Sebastian went to her.

      She was older than he remembered, and smaller. Her bonnet sat crooked on her grey hair. Her shawl was wet through at the shoulders. The candlelight from the foyer sconces caught the tears glistening on her cheeks — and the bundle in her arms had finally quieted, perhaps from exhaustion, perhaps because some new configuration of voices had told the infant that the worst was now over.

      Very gently, Sebastian lifted the child out of her arms.

      She weighed almost nothing.

      He had not held a baby since one of his cousins had pressed her firstborn at him at a christening eight years ago, and he had been afraid then. He was afraid now, in a different way. The infant opened her eyes — dark, unfocused, the most serious thing Sebastian had ever been looked at by — and after a moment she settled against his coat with a small decisive sigh, as though she had been waiting for someone to introduce themselves properly.

      "She will be cared for," Sebastian said. His voice was lower than he had meant it to be. "She will have every kindness, every resource, this family can offer. You have my word."

      Mrs. Fletcher looked up at him through her tears. "I — I don't understand, sir —"

      "I shall raise her. As my own."

      She stared.

      "It is decided, Mrs. Fletcher." He held her eyes. "Give me your word that you will keep this secret. Your granddaughter will want for nothing."

      The old woman's chin lifted, trembled. A long moment. Then, very slowly, with a stifled sob, she gave him her nod.

      Outside, the storm broke against the windows. Somewhere in the upper rooms, a door blew shut. Sebastian stood in his foyer with the infant against his chest and felt the floor of his life slide quietly an inch sideways and then settle, permanently, in its new position.

      Anabelle Westwood had come home.

      To society, she would be known as his bastard — a scandal most grievous, a thing the ton would carry as gossip for as long as it suited them. Let them. He looked down at the small warm weight in his arms, at the dark unfocused eyes that had already decided, in the way that infants decide such things, that this particular man was hers.

      One day, Sebastian thought, the world would come asking what they had buried tonight.

      The Westwoods would answer for it together — or fall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          NEARLY FOUR YEARS LATER…

        

      

    

    
      The wind was making fools of the chandeliers again.

      Sebastian Westwood watched the crystal sway above his desk and tried, for the fourth time that hour, to make the column of figures in front of him add up to something he could pay tenants with. They would not. The grain projection was off. The linen yield was lower than he'd remembered telling Gregory it would be — though of course he hadn't told Gregory anything. Gregory had been dead nearly four years, and the man Sebastian kept turning to for an opinion lived only in the spaces between numbers and in the unworn coat still hanging on the back of the study door.

      He set down his quill.

      Second sons were not meant for this. Second sons were meant for amusements and modest inheritances and the occasional commission in a regiment if one's mother allowed it. They were not meant to stare at a tenant's projected oat yield and feel the cold pinch of not enough under their ribs. That had been Gregory's province, Gregory's gift, Gregory's curse. Sebastian had been the one who could make a duchess laugh.

      A blast of wind shook the windows. The chandeliers performed their idiot dance overhead.

      "Blast you, Gregory," he muttered, and reached for the next page.

      A letter slid free from the stack — Mr. Jones's scrawl, the groundskeeper, half-buried under a pile of ledgers Sebastian had been avoiding. He pulled it out, frowning. Two lambs missing from the western pasture. Peculiar marks on the soft ground at the far fence. A breach in the timber line near Brooke's Cottage, mended already but mended roughly, as if someone had cared more about haste than craft.

      A fox, Sebastian decided. Or some stray cur off the Manchester road. Foxes did not write notes, and Jones would not be writing them either if he didn't think the matter wanted noticing. Sebastian set the letter aside to take up with Jones in person and returned to the column of numbers, where the cold pinch under his ribs was waiting for him exactly where he'd left it.

      A knock on the study door — sharp, the wrong kind of sharp.

      "My lord. A matter requires your urgent attention."

      He knew that tone. The tone meant now, and the tone meant bad.

      "What blasted new crisis is it?" he said, shoving the papers aside. "Enter."

      His steward came through the door already pale. "The grain stores, sir. Rot in the latest oat bushels. If it spreads —"

      Sebastian was on his feet before the man had finished the sentence.

      A tainted crop. Families hungry come winter. He could see the faces — the Hartleys with the new baby, old Wickham who'd worked the south field for thirty years — and the cold pinch became something else, something he could move with.

      "Carriage. Within the hour. I'll oversee the mill store transfer myself. What we can save, we save."

      "There's more, sir." The steward swallowed. "The Fletchers lost their entire crop."

      The Fletchers.

      Something in Sebastian's chest went perfectly still.

      Mrs. Fletcher had been buried in February. That left old Fletcher and the boy — William, Sebastian thought firmly, William, William, William, though even now he could feel the name slipping. Was it William? Was it Wallace? Anabelle's only blood on her mother's side, and her uncle's Christian name was something he could not reliably summon at a moment's notice, and Christ, what kind of a father —

      William. He was sure of it. He was nearly sure of it.

      Then, unbidden, the memory: Mrs. Fletcher on the doorstep four years ago in her crumpled bonnet, the wriggling bundle in her arms, the storm at her back. The night that had unmade and remade everything. The wagging tongues of the ton afterward had seemed a trifle the first time Anabelle had laughed in his arms — a real laugh, the kind a baby gives when she has decided a particular man is hers. He had traded waltzes for lullabies. Balls for chasing through the fields. The polished sophistication of a bachelor for the earthy charm of a father, and he had not, in four years, regretted the trade for a single hour.

      He took a breath.

      "Send my regards to the Fletchers. Grain and supplies enough to last them three months while they replant. See to it personally."

      "Very well, sir."

      The door closed. Sebastian stood a moment longer in the wind-shaken study, looking at the chair across from him — Gregory's chair, though no one called it that any longer — and let the quiet hold him.

      Then he turned to the second pile on his desk, the one he'd been ignoring all morning.

      Invitations. The ton's equivalent of fan mail, all of them perfumed and crested and dripping with double entendre. Any other day he'd have grinned at them. Today his fingers found the topmost card and the perfume hit him before the seal did — gardenias, unmistakable, and he was twenty-six again in some moonlit garden with Lady Penelope reciting Wordsworth at him in a voice she'd thought seductive and he'd thought endearing.

      "Forever the scribe," he murmured.

      The next one was Mrs. Thompson — the widow, the chess game they'd never finished, the look she'd given him over the king before excusing herself for the evening. He huffed a laugh.

      "Your move," he said, to no one.

      And then a heavier card, crimson wax, the late Duke of Devonshire's crest pressed deep. He turned it over. The Amberley ball. A debutante. The duke's ward — Miss Seymour, the one Lady Pettiford had cornered him about at the Hartfords' last month with such a particular look that he'd known he was being conscripted before she'd finished the first sentence. One dance, Sebastian. Just one. Adelaide and I have decided. Half the matrons of London were in on the project, apparently, and his mother was the other half.

      He set the invitation in the London pile and stared out the window for a moment. The countryside was doing what countryside did in spring — being shamelessly beautiful — and somewhere in the south orchard he could hear Anabelle's nurse calling her in for tea, and there were ten reasons not to go to London and one reason to. He could not quite say what the one reason was. Curiosity, perhaps. A debutante that his mother and Lady Pettiford had both taken under wing was a curiosity at the least.

      Speaking of his mother. He remembered, now, that she'd sent for him.

      He left the study.

      She was where she always was at this hour — the bay-window chair in the drawing room, embroidery hoop in her lap, the light falling across her grey-blond hair in a way that made him pause in the doorway every time. She sat in that chair as if she had been put there by the architect.

      "Mother." He kissed her cheek.

      "Your study, while charming, is no place to spend the entire day, my boy." Her needle did not pause. "You will become a man-shaped pile of paper if you persist."

      "I have been in heated negotiations." He sank into the chair across from her. "With paper."

      A snort, very small, very ladylike. She let the quiet sit between them the way she always did before she said the thing she'd called him in to say.

      "Adelaide wrote today."

      Here it came.

      "She is in a flurry over Miss Seymour's debut."

      "So I gathered. Lady Pettiford has secured a dance pledge from me by means I would describe, in court, as duress."

      "Sebastian Westwood pledging support to a debutante." His mother lifted the needle, examined her stitch. "That is rather a novelty."

      "One dance, Mother. I am not planning to sponsor her season."

      "Every gesture has its weight." She glanced at him over the rim of her glasses, and he braced. "Society is a jungle, Seb. The debut season is nothing less than a hunt."

      He did not, immediately, have an answer for that. His mother had a habit of saying the true thing in the lightest voice she owned, and the true thing then sat in the air until someone had the courage to look at it. Yes — society was a jungle, and a girl with no parents and a guardian newly dead and a duchess only just returned from a country exile was, by any reasonable accounting, prey.

      The miniature of Anabelle on the mantel caught the afternoon light. Three years old in the painting, four now, missing a tooth on the lower left, and the artist had not captured the gap because the gap had not yet existed when the artist had her sit. Sebastian found himself thinking, suddenly, of what it would be to send Anabelle out into a season fifteen years from now. To watch her walk into a ballroom and try to remember whose protection she could rely on.

      "One dance, then," he said. "May it do the trick for Miss Seymour."

      "It is high time you considered a more lasting alliance, Seb." His mother had not looked up. "You are nine and twenty."

      He laughed. The sound went up to the porcelain figurines on the mantel and surprised him a little with how rusty it was. "Mother. I am too sprightly to be shackled. Besides —" His gaze went again to the miniature. "I have commitments."

      "Your devotion to dear Anabelle is commendable." She set down the hoop. "But would you not wish for a companion, Sebastian? A partner who might share your life, your joys, your burdens?" She paused, and the next part she said more quietly. "And would not our darling girl benefit from a mother's touch? I will not always be here."

      He reached for her hand and pressed his lips to it.

      "Perhaps, Mother. Perhaps. But for now, I am content."

      She sighed. The hint of a smile — the one she gave him when she was letting him win a battle he did not know he had already lost — touched her mouth.

      "You have always been a stubborn one, Sebastian. Just remember — even the most elusive cats sometimes find themselves in a snare."

      He grinned. He had responsibilities. He had Anabelle. He had, in London, more than enough company of the kind that asked nothing of him and made no demands on the morning after.

      There was no need to complicate his life.

      

      Jane Seymour was not crying.

      She had decided, at the vanity, twenty minutes ago, that she would not cry today. The decision had not held; one tear had escaped between the second and third rebellious envelopes on her desk, and she had brushed it away with the back of her wrist and the same matter-of-fact briskness her father had once used to brush sawdust from a workbench. She was not crying. She was simply going to finish addressing these envelopes and then she was going out into the spring afternoon and she was going to find a kingfisher.

      The envelopes were identical. Each one bore, in her careful hand, the name of a different fellow of the Linnean Society. She had begun submitting to them — sketches, observations, sometimes both — three months ago, and not one of the fellows had so much as written to say Miss Seymour, your work is not for us. They had simply not answered. She might as well have addressed the envelopes to a hedge.

      A glimmer of hope, her father used to call it. A glimmer of hope that the work could speak for itself.

      It would have spoken for itself, in her father's hand. It would not speak for itself in hers.

      She heard the crinkle of paper and looked up. Alice had picked up Mr. Collins's latest letter from the desk and was folding it small with the care one used to dispose of something contagious. Frivolous pursuits unbecoming of a genteel lady.Collins had not even chosen the insult well — frivolous implied that she was wasting her time, which would have been a fair complaint if it weren't so spectacularly the opposite of the truth. Her time was the only thing she had ever spent well. It was everything else — her money, her future, her name — that had been spent without her consent.

      If her father were alive, he would have already written the cheque for the engraving plates and pressed it into her palm with the same wink he gave her when he passed her a sweet at the dinner table that her mother had said was forbidden.

      Her father was not alive.

      The memory came at her the way it always came at her — the splintering wood, the wrong angle of the horses, her mother's scream cut off so cleanly it might have been a candle, her father's voice in the dark begging her to wake up before everything had gone dark. Two years now. Two years and the memory still ambushed her at the vanity over a stack of envelopes.

      She pressed the heel of her hand to her eye.

      Outside, beyond the wavy glass, a flock of sparrows was working the heavy air, climbing and dropping in that disorderly murmuration that always made her feel oddly steadier — as if the sparrows had no plan either, and were doing perfectly well without one. She watched them for the count of ten. Her breath came back. Her hand steadied.

      Two and twenty. She was two and twenty, and that was a problem she had been quietly trying not to look at for several months now. In November she would be three and twenty, and three and twenty was the age at which the remaining two hundred pounds of her annual allowance would transfer to a male cousin she had met exactly twice as a child — a man who now sat in her father's house and had never written to ask after her.

      If she did not secure either a husband or her publication before November, she would be at the mercy of a stranger with the legal right to ration her pin money.

      She set the quill down very carefully.

      Two years she had lived in Devonshire House. Two years since the Duke — her father's dearest friend, who had intended to be her guardian — had taken ill within a month of her arrival and died a week after that. Two years of cavernous halls and well-trained servants who answered her bell promptly and asked her nothing, and of a dowager duchess named Lilly who had been secluded at her country seat until a fortnight ago and was now, mercifully, in the house and turning the rooms back into rooms again.

      Loneliness. There was no other word for what those first two years had been. A velvet shroud, she had decided once, lying in the great canopied bed listening to the clock tick in the next room — a beautiful, suffocating fabric you couldn't get out from under.

      She glanced at the bird journal on the corner of the desk.

      It was bound in good leather, and inside it were two years of her best work — pencil and ink and watercolour wash, every nightingale and goldfinch and wagtail she could observe within twenty miles of London. The book she meant to publish, if the publishing house's discount terms held and if she could find the rest of the money before her birthday. Her debut, she had begun to call it privately. Not the Amberley ball. This.

      "The coming Season does limit certain prospects," Alice said quietly, fastening the row of covered buttons that ran down the back of Jane's day dress.

      "Even my fortune is not truly mine," Jane said. "Did I tell you what Collins's letter said about my allowance?"

      "You did, miss."

      "And do you remember the number?"

      "Two hundred pounds, miss. If you are unmarried at twenty-three."

      "Two hundred pounds. Per year. For the rest of my life. Administered by a male cousin who has never, in two years, written so much as a note inquiring whether I am alive." She turned to look at Alice in the glass. "Do you think it possible, Ali, that I might play a dual game this Season? Entertain potential suitors for the sake of security — but stall any formal commitment past November, when I receive the second-to-last quarterly payment? That would give me the funds to publish without need of a man's blessing or his backing."

      Alice tilted her head. "Perhaps if you found a suitor enamoured enough to agree to a lengthy betrothal." A pause. "Courtship has a way of... distracting a gentleman's better judgement regarding timelines or peculiar requests from the lady he wishes to wed."

      Jane let out an unladylike snort. "And here I was hoping to secure a union based on shared passions rather than artifices."

      "You may yet, miss."

      "I may yet." She rose, smoothed her skirts. "Now — let us venture out before my courage fails. I simply must see whether the European kingfisher has decided to nest along the Serpentine, and I refuse to spend another afternoon being lectured by my own correspondence."

      The bearded tit. That was the one she really wanted — the elusive, ridiculous, moustached little bird that lived in the reedbeds outside London and almost never showed itself to a human being. She had been chasing it for a year and a half. The day she captured it on the page would be the day her compendium was complete, and the day her compendium was complete would be the day everything else became possible.

      She glanced once more at the window. A single sparrow had broken from the flock and was darting alone across the heavy sky in a small, deliberate defiance.

      Jane smiled at it. Yes, she thought. Like that.

      One Season. One dance card. One chance to seize her future before the world decided it for her.
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      The streets of London were doing what London streets did in spring — running themselves at three times the speed of any thoroughfare in Christendom, with twice the noise and four times the smell. Sebastian Westwood leaned back against the squabs of his carriage and tried to remember why he had left Westwood Manor at all.

      The answer was sitting in his breast pocket: a sealed letter to his solicitor, Bartholomew Bartley, asking for a meeting on a matter of inheritance. The matter being Anabelle. The inheritance being the only one Sebastian could give her that the world could not someday take away.

      The carriage drew up at a stately stone building near Lincoln's Inn Fields. He alighted, tugged at his waistcoat, smoothed his cravat, and reminded himself that he was no longer thirteen years old and that Bartley could no longer make him write out Latin declensions for an hour as a penalty for slouching.

      Bartley had been his father's solicitor when Sebastian was a boy, and Bartley's father had been his grandfather's solicitor before that. The family had been receiving stern legal advice from a Bartley for the better part of a century. Sebastian had known this particular Bartley since he was old enough to remember being made to sit still in a leather chair too large for him while his father and the solicitor discussed something important above his head. Bartley was now in his late sixties, more crow than ever in his black coat and knee breeches, and as fond of stodgy formalities as the day he had presided over the reading of Sebastian's father's will.

      "Lord Westwood. Good of you to come."

      "Bartley." Sebastian settled into the proffered chair. Lord Westwood still sat oddly on him after almost four years. It had been Gregory's title first.

      "What urgent business brings you all the way from Westwood Manor?" Bartley steepled his fingers under his pointed chin. Before Sebastian could answer, a servant appeared with a silver tea service and a tray of refreshments, and Bartley began piling sandwiches on his plate. Tea was a serious business to Bartley. It always had been.

      Sebastian let him. No going back now.

      "I wish to discuss protections for my daughter, Anabelle."

      Bartley's spoon clattered against the fine china.

      "Your... daughter, my lord?"

      A flicker of surprise crossed his features before he regained control. Of course it had. Bartley had known Anabelle existed for nearly four years — Sebastian had registered her at the parish under his name when she was eight days old — but knowing of a bastard daughter and being asked to make legal provision for one were two very different things. Especially when the gentleman in question was unmarried and the ton believed the child to be the product of a long-ago dalliance with a lady's maid.

      Sebastian held the older man's gaze.

      "Yes. Arrangements for her future. She is my sole heir, as you know."

      Bartley blinked, the wheels behind the wire-rimmed spectacles turning slowly. Sebastian could see what he was thinking — could practically read the next sentence before it left him.

      "Forgive me, my lord, but Miss Anabelle's status... The recent legal reforms have tightened the constraints on inheritance rights for... well, for those not born within the bonds of wedlock."

      "Her status is as my daughter and ward."

      He kept his tone even. He did not say and as my brother's child, and as the legal heir to a viscountcy that will never know her name. He did not say and the only thing that has kept me steady for four years. He simply held Bartley's eye and let the silence do what it would.

      "I'll not have her welfare become precarious."

      Bartley cleared his throat and rearranged the documents on his desk in the way men do when they are giving themselves time to think.

      "It is not a matter of welfare, Lord Westwood. It is a matter of law. And perception. Should the ton catch wind of such unusual measures, the scandal —"

      "I am well aware of the risks."

      He let that sit a beat.

      "But I assure you, Bartley — the scandal would pale compared to the injustice of leaving Anabelle's future to chance."

      They moved on to options. A substantial dowry, Bartley suggested. A marriage settlement to be drawn up when she came of age. Such financial protections were commonplace for any future husband.

      Sebastian shook his head before the sentence was finished.

      "No. Not a dowry. Something that is hers. Independent of any match. Whether she marries or does not. Whether her husband is kind or a brute. Whether she chooses to live with him in the country or take herself off to Brighton with a parrot and a watercolour set." He surprised himself with the last image. He had been thinking of Anabelle at fifteen, and the watercolour set was his mother's — Sebastian could still see the wooden box of paints opened on a window seat at Westwood, Gregory as a child of seven hunched over it. "Something irrevocable. A property in her name. Written into my will."

      A picture rose in him before he could stop it: Anabelle, four years old, at the bottom of the great staircase at Westwood last week, looking up at him with her serious sea-green eyes — Gregory's eyes, exactly Gregory's eyes — and asking whether the kitten in the stable was hers to name. He had said yes. He would say yes to everything she ever asked of him. The cottage was a yes she would not yet know to ask for.

      Bartley's spectacles slipped down his nose.

      "Highly irregular, given the circumstances, my lord. But..." He shuffled through various parchments. "If we establish an entail, designate trustees for oversight until she marries... it could be feasible. It would require the utmost discretion. And an unimpeachable legal structure."

      "Then we proceed."

      He felt his shoulders drop a fraction. Of all the things he had walked into this office prepared to fight for, this was the one. Anabelle would have something of her own. Gregory's daughter would not be a guest in any house, not even her own.

      Bartley was already reaching for a quill.

      The scratch of nib against parchment filled the study for some minutes — Sebastian had always found the sound oddly steadying, perhaps because his father had favoured it — and he let himself sit with his tea and the long afternoon light coming through the leaded glass.

      Then Bartley paused. The scratching stopped.

      "My word." The solicitor was looking past Sebastian toward the window. "Would you look at that."

      Sebastian turned.

      A goldfinch sat on the stone window-ledge.

      It was a small, brilliant, deeply improbable thing — sunflower-yellow at the wings, black and white at the head, plumage shimmering in the thin London sunlight as though it had been struck from living metal. It hopped along the ledge, tilted its head, and looked at the two men. Small. Unblinking. Frankly, judicial.

      "Quite irregular to see one here in the city," Bartley murmured. "And so very close. They tend to shy away from human environs."

      "Indeed. Though I've seen them flitting about the gardens at Westwood on occasion."

      The goldfinch held Sebastian's eye a moment longer. Something in its dark, alert gaze struck him as almost humanlike — though he could not have said why — and he found himself sitting very still, the way a man sits when he has been unexpectedly looked at by something he didn't notice was there.

      Bartley harrumphed and shuffled his papers.

      "Yes, well. Perhaps the fellow has got himself turned around amongst London's endless streets and alleys."

      "Or he has some important business to attend to here."

      Bartley let out an amused snort, selected a currant scone from the tiered tray, scrutinised it as though it were a contract, and bit into it. Crumbs cascaded down the front of his black coat.

      "Now then, my lord. Shall we resume finalising the particulars of Miss Anabelle's financial future?"

      Sebastian took a sip of tea — over-steeped during their distraction, bitter — and nodded.

      The document, when Bartley pushed it across the desk for his signature, was a single page outlining the entail of Brooke's Cottage. A charming little property on the eastern edge of Westwood Manor's grounds, set back from the main drive among the elms, with its own kitchen garden and a south-facing window-seat that Sebastian had spent half his childhood reading in. Under the terms of the entail, the cottage would pass to Anabelle in its entirety on her maturity or her marriage, whichever came first.

      Sebastian read the language twice. Found it sound. Drew his signet ring from his waistcoat pocket — Gregory's ring, actually, taken off Gregory's hand the day he had been laid out — and pressed it into the wax Bartley had melted ready.

      The Westwood crest stamped clean and deep. Two crossed swords overlaid by a rearing stallion.

      "There." Bartley dusted sand across the page to set the ink. "Brooke's Cottage now belongs to Miss Anabelle in perpetuity. Most irregular, my lord. But we have achieved it."

      Sebastian gazed down at the document — the black strokes of ink, the dark wax, the crest of a family that contained one more legitimate heir than the world would ever be told about.

      You have my word, brother, he thought. She will want for nothing.

      He took his leave of Bartley and his cramped London quarters and stepped out into the afternoon. Lincoln's Inn Fields was full of clerks and law-pupils hurrying between buildings, and Sebastian, having no particular destination and no especial desire to climb back into his carriage just yet, walked.

      By the time he reached the entrance of Hyde Park, the heaviness in his chest had lifted by a fraction. He had carved out a refuge for Gregory's daughter. A place in this world that would be truly her own. For one afternoon, that was enough.

      
      Jane had walked off the main path again, and she had been doing it for nearly an hour, and Alice had stopped trying to call her back.

      The Serpentine winked at her through the trees in pieces of bright water, and beyond it the wooded edge of the park was a green hush full of song. She had been listening for forty minutes for the particular flat double-syllable call that announced a kingfisher in residence — chee-kee, chee-kee — and so far had heard a wagtail, two greenfinches, what was almost certainly a chiffchaff in the lower brush, and one extremely angry magpie. No kingfisher.

      She had not given up. Jane Seymour did not give up. Jane Seymour merely became, with each hour of unrewarded looking, slightly more dishevelled and considerably more determined.

      A living encyclopedia of avian wonders, she murmured to herself. She had been workshopping titles all morning. Yes. That is what I shall call it.

      Crisp spring air sent the frayed ribbon of her bonnet fluttering askew. She tucked it back without looking — she had done it a dozen times today — and grimaced at the worn kidskin of her gloves. The seam would need stitching again. Alice would do it tonight without being asked, and Jane would feel guilty about it, and she would resolve again to be more careful with her gloves, and the whole cycle would repeat itself next week. She would not buy new gloves. Every farthing she did not spend on gloves was a farthing closer to the engraving plates.

      Alice was working hard not to trip on the damp soil behind her.

      "Mind your pace, miss." The maid's voice was already a little out of breath. "We've gone quite off the main footpath."

      "Today, Alice, I am a woman of science first, lady second."

      "And tomorrow, miss?"

      "Tomorrow I shall be a lady again, and I shall be insufferable about it. But this afternoon, I am after that kingfisher. We are very nearly at the precise habitat Mr. Wendell described in his geographic journals." She paused, peered up into the canopy. "It simply must be around here somewhere."

      A jaunty robin darted past, as though her stubbornness had personally summoned it. It cocked its head and regarded her with curiosity. She had bread in her pocket — she always had bread in her pocket — and she crouched, tore a piece, and laid it on the gnarled roots of a nearby oak.

      "That's it, my fine chap. Come closer."

      She extended a hand, measured her breathing, made herself smaller and stiller than a stone.

      A crack from somewhere above her sent the robin skyward with a reproachful chirp.

      "Curses."

      She swivelled her gaze up the trunk of the elm she'd been crouched beneath. High in the boughs, dappled sunlight was catching on something pale and untidy among the branches — a nest. Abandoned, by the look of it. Old enough to be from last season. But possibly with eggs that had never hatched, or signs of which species had built it, or —

      She was already calculating the climb.

      "Miss Jane." Alice's voice had gone up a half-octave. "Let the park caretakers retrieve any fallen fledglings."

      "This will only take a moment."

      "Miss Jane."

      But Jane had already kicked off her sensible slippers — well, half-kicked them off, since the laces were stubborn — and was gripping the lower limbs of the elm. She had been climbing apple trees behind her father's house since she was six. Her hands remembered. The bark was rough under her palms. A small nervous patter began low in her chest — the protest of a body that knew height was not its native element — and she ignored it.

      She hauled herself up the great trunk.

      "I am no stranger to climbing trees, Alice."

      What she was a stranger to was elms in spring, when the bark was wet from morning rain and the boughs were not yet quite firm with their leaves' weight. She did not mark the foreboding crack. She was inches from her target — graze of fingertip against the nest's woven edge —

      The branch gave with the sound of a pistol shot.

      The world tilted.

      She flailed backward through veils of leaves. Sky and branches and brown trunk all wheeling at once. The hard packed earth was coming up to meet her, and she had a half-second of perfectly clear thought — oh, this is going to hurt, and Lilly is going to be furious —

      Strong arms closed around her waist.

      She crashed into a chest, not the ground, with enough force that she heard the man grunt under the impact. Wool. Sandalwood. The hard warmth of a body that had absorbed her fall and was still standing. She had the briefest awareness of a heart beating very fast against her ear, and it took her a confused moment to understand that it was not hers.

      She felt his arms tighten as he steadied them both, his breath warm against her hair, and then —

      Oh.

      A man. A stranger. Her bonnet halfway over her face. Her skirts in disarray. Her gloves snagged with bark. Half a dozen onlookers somewhere on the path beyond the trees, because of course there were — she could hear at least one of them gasping. Her dignity, which had not been excessive to begin with, now somewhere in the leaves above her, irretrievable.

      She felt her cheeks go hot in a single rush.

      The stranger had not let go.

      She pushed her bonnet back, righted her balance, and looked up at him.

      He was looking down at her with a curious blend of concern and amusement — concern doing most of the work, but amusement winning ground. Sandy hair tumbled over his brow. A strong jaw. Eyes that ought, by all rights, to have been doing the appropriate gentlemanly thing of pretending he had not noticed any of this. They were doing nothing of the kind. They were taking her in — bonnet, bark, indignation and all — and they were laughing at her behind a quite serviceable display of solemn worry.

      "Unhand me, sir."

      He released her at once. She stepped back. The cool spring air rushed in where his arms had been, and Jane discovered, to her irritation, that she felt the absence.

      "Forgive me, miss." His tone was tinged with amusement he was no longer bothering to hide. "I merely intended to prevent your fall."

      She smoothed her skirts. Her breath was uneven. She was, she suspected, an extremely flushed shade of pink.

      "I did not require saving."

      "I see." A smile played at his mouth. "And do you make a habit of falling out of trees, or am I a particularly fortunate witness?"

      She bristled.

      "Your humour, sir, is the least useful thing about you at this moment. I was birdwatching."

      His eyebrow arched. "Birdwatching. From the canopy. I had not been acquainted with the method."

      She drew herself up. The dignity of a lady caught falling out of a tree was not a tower one rebuilt easily, but she was attempting the lower courses of stone.

      "I assure you, I am perfectly well. Now if you will excuse me."

      She turned to go.

      "Sebastian Westwood."

      His voice stopped her. She turned back.

      He had extended his hand.

      She looked at it as though it were a hot teapot. Took in the rest of him in the same glance — coat well cut but not flamboyant, riding boots, the sort of unhurried bearing she associated with men who never had to worry whether they would be seated for dinner. Sebastian Westwood, she repeated in her head. Not Mr. Westwood. Not anything before Sebastian. Just a Christian name and a surname, as though they were two children meeting at a parish picnic. She was not certain whether this was friendly or improper.

      "Miss Seymour," she said, and did not take his hand.

      His eyes changed at her name.

      It was the smallest thing — a deepening of the gaze, a slight knit of the brow — but Jane caught it, and tucked it away to wonder about later. Westwood. Had she heard the name before? She could not, in this moment of considerable fluster, summon it. Some friend of Lilly's, perhaps. Some name in a letter. It nagged at the edge of her memory just out of reach.

      "Miss Seymour." He repeated it, quieter the second time. Then, with a glance back at the tree she had so recently descended in the unconventional manner: "I confess I have not, in all my years of London, encountered a lady's introduction quite like that one."

      She narrowed her eyes.

      "It seems, sir, that there are many things you have not seen."

      She squared her shoulders and prepared to walk away from the man and the indignity in roughly equal measure.

      "May I ask why you were attempting to climb that?" His hand rose — an elegant gesture, somehow commanding without effort. His eyes flicked to the tree. "It doesn't seem... prudent."

      "The tree is home to a clutch of nightingales, sir."

      It was a slight exaggeration. The tree was home to an abandoned nest of possibly nightingales, and she had been after evidence, not the birds themselves. But she was not in a mood to be educated by a strange man on the subject of prudence.

      "Nightingales." Something in his face shifted — actual interest, surfacing through the amusement. "Rather unusual for a young lady to be so knowledgeable about birds."

      She bristled.

      "I am a serious student of birds, sir. The canopy, as you call it, is simply where the subject of study tends to be."

      She held his gaze defiantly.

      "My apologies," he said, and to her surprise his hand went up in the small gesture of a man genuinely conceding the point. "I meant no offence. I am intrigued, truly. Please. Tell me about these nightingales."

      She studied him a moment. Trying to discern if he was mocking her.

      His eyes held nothing but the curiosity he had named.

      Almost despite herself, she began.

      "Well — the nightingale has a most distinctive song. A rapid succession of high notes and low and middle, almost like — like the bird is trying to perform every voice in a choir at once. Mostly nocturnal, of course, hence the name. But in early spring, when the males are establishing territory, they will sing in daylight as well, and ..."

      She trailed off.

      Somewhere in the middle of her impromptu lesson, she had become aware of how peculiar it must look — a young woman standing in a Hyde Park clearing with her bonnet still half-askew, lecturing a strange gentleman on the breeding behaviour of nightingales. The half-dozen onlookers had wandered off, but the memory of them had not, and she felt her cheeks heat all over again.

      "Forgive me," he said, his voice laced with a touch of mirth. "But aren't you a bit... unescorted?"

      She gestured toward Alice, who had been observing the whole performance with eyes the size of saucers.

      "I am perfectly attended, sir."

      "But a young lady in the park —"

      "I am well aware of the propriety."

      "Miss Seymour." He hesitated, and the hesitation was, against her will, very nearly winning. "Perhaps it might be best if I escorted you and your maid home."

      She fixed him with the icy look she had been cultivating for two seasons of guardianship in absentia.

      "Mr. Westwood. We are perfectly capable of making our way. Good day."

      "At the least, allow me to walk you to your carriage."

      "That will not be possible. Alice and I have come on foot."

      "You walked? Through the streets of London?" His brow drew together. "Then permit me to escort you home, Miss Seymour. I would not see a lady cross London alone⁠—"

      "Absolutely not."

      The panic rose in her chest before she had a name for it. An escort. Of course he would offer an escort. The half-dozen onlookers had wandered off, but London was a small enough city; a young woman walking the length of Mayfair on the arm of a strange gentleman would be in the gossip columns by morning. She did not need an escort. She did not need anything of the kind. Her home was a perfectly reasonable distance, and she was perfectly capable of walking it on her own feet, and the very last thing she required at this moment was to be delivered to her own front door on the arm of a man she could not even place in society — like a parcel he had rescued and was now returning to the address on the label.

      She turned and rushed down the path.

      Alice scurried to keep up.

      She could feel his gaze on her back as she retreated. She kept her eyes forward, her spine straight, and refused the temptation to look behind her at the vexing man.

      After several paces, she could not stop herself. She glanced over her shoulder.

      He stood unmoving on the path where she had left him. Watching her go with a contemplative look that did not match the lightness of his earlier tone. As their eyes briefly met, he seemed to shake himself, and gave her a rueful half-smile and a small nod before turning and heading the other way.

      She faced forward, irritated to discover a strange hollow place opening in her chest.

      She walked the path back to Devonshire House with Alice at her side. The afternoon's serenity did nothing to soothe her ruffled feathers.

      "The nerve of that man." She waved an arm in expressive demonstration, miming, as best she could in a faded morning dress, the tall and brooding figure of Mr. Westwood. "And then he dared to imply that I was being — being unladylike."

      "I don't think he actually implied anything at all, miss." Alice was hiding a smile behind her hand. Her eyes were dancing.

      "He absolutely did, Alice. I felt implied at. Pointedly."

      "But Miss Jane —" Alice could not hold it any longer. "He was quite the handsome devil, was he not?"

      Jane's cheeks went pink — a vivid, undignified shade matching the roses blooming alongside

      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        A Gift for You, Dear Reader
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Chapter 1
      


      		
        Chapter 2
      


      		
        Chapter 3
      


      		
        Chapter 4
      


      		
        Chapter 5
      


      		
        Chapter 6
      


      		
        Chapter 7
      


      		
        Chapter 8
      


      		
        Chapter 9
      


      		
        Chapter 10
      


      		
        Chapter 11
      


      		
        Chapter 12
      


      		
        Chapter 13
      


      		
        Chapter 14
      


      		
        Chapter 15
      


      		
        Chapter 16
      


      		
        Chapter 17
      


      		
        Chapter 18
      


      		
        Chapter 19
      


      		
        Chapter 20
      


      		
        Chapter 21
      


      		
        Chapter 22
      


      		
        Chapter 23
      


      		
        Chapter 24
      


      		
        Chapter 25
      


      		
        Chapter 26
      


      		
        Chapter 27
      


      		
        Chapter 28
      


      		
        Chapter 29
      


      		
        Chapter 30
      


      		
        Epilogue
      


      		
        A Gift for When You’re Not Ready to Say Goodbye
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Contents


      		Beginning


      		About the Author


    


  



This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/new-her-viscounts-secret.jpg





OEBPS/images/rtx-1f449.png





OEBPS/images/rtx-2728.png





