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  Dedication


For Pixels

Who happily spends his days inside

so that he cannot hunt the birds.
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  One



April 20, 1903
‘Elliot Turner, you will behave yourself this weekend.’
‘Nice to see you too, stepmother. May I at least set down my case before I receive a lecture?’
Mrs Turner—the second Mrs Turner, the first having been lost somewhere in Elliot’s faded childhood—swept down the last few stairs and crossed the grand entrance hall of Oakwood Manor.
‘I mean it,’ she said as she took his shoulders, then kissed each cheek. ‘This weekend is about Viola, not you. I will not have you creating a commotion because you have broken some heart or cuckolded some husband. Keep your…’ she waved her hand in the air, ‘London ways to yourself. And stop calling me stepmother. You make me sound like a mean old lady.’
‘You are mean. You locked me in the attic!’
‘That was only once, and only because I did not know you had followed me up there. Although maybe I should have locked you up on purpose. You might have grown into a better-behaved man.’
Elliot smirked his usual grin, the one he occasionally practised in the mirror. Of course, his stepmother remained impervious as always. Haughty, elegant, and still a beauty twelve years after she’d been snaffled in her first season and dragged out to the estate, the earl’s daughter who could call herself lady but satisfied herself with Mrs regarded him with one raised brow. She softened for no man except Father. Even if the old bastard didn’t deserve it.
‘Where is the ice princess?’ he asked.
‘In the sitting room, with her friend. She’s terrified her dress will be the wrong length. And I wish you would not call her that.’
Elliot sat his case on the parquet. Polished to gleaming, the floor hid even the last remaining dots of dust in inoffensive grooves. He couldn’t fault her that. Mrs Turner took her duties as matron of the house seriously, although neither of the two children were hers. If she couldn’t give Viola a coming-out audience with the Queen, she’d give her—along with every other country miss in a twenty-mile radius—a ball as grand as any in London. With another grin, which earned him a full eyeroll, he set off down the hall to find his sister.
Elliot took a lusty breath. Lemon, bleach, and cloves… all the scents of his childhood mingled with the fresh spring breeze and the chill rolling in from the coast. The manor had been built two centuries ago; yet the funds that kept it humming had been minted in the last two decades. Gauche new money they were, and Elliot’s father may as well have been Midas. Financing, railways, shipping, engines, even shares in an ice cream company—everything the man touched turned to gold. His investments had bought this house. They had not saved the mother of his children, but had brought them a more than respectable replacement. They had also paid for the best boarding schools for both Elliot and Viola.
Elliot had never forgiven Father for it.
He had spent those years cowering in the shadow of boys with long titles and longer lineages, until, at about the age of twenty, he had realised that he had something most of his snide classmates did not: charm to go along with the money. Perhaps there were other ways he could have sought his revenge on them for their teasing and bullying. But bedding their bored wives, kissing their debutante sisters behind curtains or in gardens, and occasionally rolling with their lustier mothers had seemed far more enjoyable than pistols at twenty paces.
Elliot paused outside the sitting room. Bright words sneaked between the cracks. Viola… And some other voices, softer voices. He should knock. But why knock when he could make an entrance? He pushed the handle down, then thrust the door open.
‘I am returned!’
A woman balanced on a stool in the centre of the room shrieked and flung her arms across her chest. The seamstress swore as her pins scattered over the carpet. The cat hissed and shot between his legs and down the hall. As for Viola, she only huffed from her seat by the window, then grumbled, ‘For heaven’s sake, Elliot. Can you not be mature for once?’
Elliot chuckled. ‘Where’s the fun in that?’
Hand on the doorframe, he surveyed his work. Viola annoyed, the seamstress muttering as she collected her pins, and the woman in the centre of the room thoroughly flustered. The woman… wait. Who was that? Surely not…
She looked away and bowed her head, placing a protective hand over a loose bun as she grasped at her dress with the other. White lace and frills clouded skirts which hung from a delicate waist, and he caught a wisp of nape that demanded to be kissed before the seamstress threw a cloak over her shoulders.
Elliot took a sidestep and bent to see her face. ‘Ava?’






  
  Two


‘Hello, Elliot.’ The words squawked out as Ava tucked the cloak around herself, her voice still breathless from the fright. ‘How was your journey?’
‘You shouldn’t be in here,’ Viola sniped from her seat by the window, cool and collected as always. She hadn’t even flinched when Elliot bounded into the room, just continued stitching the beads onto her mask. But then, that was Viola. ‘You can’t see our costumes before the ball.’
‘It’s a coming out, not a wedding,’ Elliot drawled. He crossed the room, bent to kiss his sister on the top of her head, then ruffled her hair. Viola swatted his hand away and smoothed her fair hair back into place.
‘It may as well be for Ava,’ Viola said. ‘Mr Webb is such a bore. He isn’t even letting her have her own wedding, just a few words in church after mass. This may be the last grand party she attends.’
‘I don’t need big parties,’ Ava said, forcing her voice louder. ‘I’d be happier with no fuss at all.’
Elliot leant into the other side of the window beside Viola and pushed the casement open. He settled into the seat. Their mother must have been stunning, as the pair of them could have been cut from crystal. Perfect cheeks, sharp lines, and eyes like blue fire. Elliot reached into his pocket, pulled out his silver cigarette case, and flipped it open. As he pulled one out, he frowned. ‘I didn’t know you were engaged.’
‘It’s not announced. We have only met a few times. But he has made his intentions clear to my uncle and I…’ Ava raised her chin. She would not cower, even though her heart hammered under Elliot’s scrutiny. ‘I delayed my coming out to mourn my parents. I cannot be a burden forever. I see no benefit in waiting.’
Stability, security, and perhaps a measure of independence… Country squire Mr Webb offered her a steady future. He made his income from farming his own land, with a little extra from old tenant leases. She hadn’t been able to ask him if he enjoyed being out of doors, but if he lived in the country, surely there was a chance he did? Regardless, if she resided in the countryside, she could still walk and spot her birds. She could make friends with the northern wind, and she could talk to ducklings, and…
And she might not see Elliot. Not ever again.
What a blessing that would be. With her husband’s permission, she could invite Viola for visits, and they could carry on as they had since they’d met—the best of friends. But in her own home, she wouldn’t have to suffer Elliot’s taunts when he overheard her and Viola in conversation. She wouldn’t have to listen to the rumours about him. She wouldn’t have to see him come down to breakfast with dishevelled hair. Wouldn’t torture herself wondering who had caught his eye this time because so many women seemed to catch his eye.
But never her.
Never his little sister’s gawky friend. 
Elliot tapped the end of the cigarette against the case, then set it against his lips. He struck a match and raised it to the tip. The light flared as he inhaled, and a small wisp of smoke flittered across his face, hiding his expression momentarily.
‘Mr Webb lives near the border, up north.’ Elliot exhaled a stream of smoke out of the window.
Ava nodded, then looked down at Mary, who had taken up her skirt hem again. ‘He has acres of woodland. There are geese and shrikes and many other small birds that criss-cross the fields.’
‘Little robin is taking flight,’ he quipped.
‘She’s not a robin, she’s a swan.’ Viola hit Elliot’s leg with the back of her hand. ‘Mr Webb will adore you.’
Beyond the room, a voice beckoned. Viola slid off the window seat and leant into the hallway, one hand on the doorframe. She called something Ava couldn’t quite make out, then turned back towards the room. ‘Mrs Turner has some issue. Mary, how is Ava’s skirt? We may need your skills.’
Mary shook out Ava’s dress, nodded, and pushed herself up to standing.
‘And you?’ Viola addressed her brother.
Elliot flicked his cigarette out of the window. ‘Our wicked stepmother will complain if I spread ash in the hall.’
Ava stiffened. She cast a look at Viola. She wouldn’t leave her alone with Elliot, would she? She couldn’t…
The call from the other room came again.
‘I will return in precisely seven minutes,’ Viola snapped at her brother.
‘But my dress—’
Ava’s plea was wasted, as in a beat, Viola was gone. The noise of busy preparations tapped in through the open door, a tangle of busy footfalls, clinking glass and cutlery, and the scrape of chairs on hardwood floors. Their echoes filled the aching silence, occasionally loud enough to smother the thumping in her ears. She teetered on the stool where she’d been abandoned, then steadied.
Elliot, completely nonplussed, relaxed against the window frame. He stretched his legs across the length of the seat and crossed them at the ankles. When he unfastened his button, his coat fell open to reveal his waistcoat. Long and lean, Elliot fit into the seat as if it had been made for him. Why could he not have gone soft in the city? Or better again, grown a paunch from taking cabs and carriages, from indulging in too much wine and food? But no. Elliot had the same strong physique as when she’d first met him.
It had been during her first visit to the manor, only a few months after she’d met Viola at school. Just a doe-eyed fourteen-year-old girl, Ava had told him she liked birds, and Elliot, three years older
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