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				New York Times
					bestselling author Deanna Raybourn returns with a brand-new
						novella starring her beloved heroine, the intrepid Lady Julia
					Grey

				To mark the passing of another decade, the esteemed—and
					eccentric—March family have assembled at Bellmont Abbey to perform the Twelfth
					Night Revels for their sleepy English village. But before Lady Julia and her
					handsome, sleuthing husband, Nicolas Brisbane, can take to the stage, a ruckus
					in the stable yard demands their attention. An abandoned infant is found nestled
					in the steel helm of St. George. What’s more, their only lead is the local
					legend of a haunted cottage and its ghastly inhabitant—who seems to have
					returned.

				Once again, Lady Julia and Nicholas take up the challenge to
					investigate, and when the source of the mystery is revealed, they’ll be faced
					with an impossible choice—one that will alter the course of their
					lives…forever.

				Don’t miss a single tale in the Lady Julia Grey series—or
					Deanna Raybourn’s latest novel, City of Jasmine.
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				Chapter One

				I have very poor and unhappy brains for drinking.

				—Othello, II, iii, 31

				January 2, 1890

				“Julia, I shall count to ten. If you aren’t thoroughly awake by then, I am going to dash the contents of this pitcher into your face, and I warn you, I’ve only just cracked the ice on the surface of it.”

				My sister’s voice pierced the lovely morning hush of the bedchamber with all the delicacy of a gong. I reached out one finger to poke my husband’s naked shoulder.

				“Brisbane. Portia is here.”

				He heaved a sigh into the eiderdown. “You’re dreaming. Portia wouldn’t dare.”

				“Wouldn’t I?” she asked. “And, Julia, this is the first time I’ve seen your husband entirely unclothed. May I offer my congratulations?”

				With a violent oath, Brisbane flung himself under the bedclothes.

				“Modest as a virgin, I see,” Portia remarked. “Julia, I’m still counting. Silently. I’ve reached seven. Are you awake yet?”

				I flapped a hand at her but didn’t raise my head.

				“Eight.”

				Brisbane’s voice was muffled but distinct. “If you don’t leave this room, Portia, I will toss you out the nearest window. If memory serves, it’s forty feet down, and I won’t be gentle.”

				Portia clucked her tongue. “How high will you count?”

				“I won’t,” he told her flatly.

				He sat up, bedclothes pooling about his waist, grim determination etched on his face.

				Portia backed up swiftly. “Very well. But do hurry, both of you. You’re terribly late for the Revels rehearsal and two of our sisters have resorted to fisticuffs. Oddly, not the two you would think.”

				I sat bolt upright, and Portia winced. “For God’s sake, Julia, have a little shame and put your breasts away.”

				I scrabbled for a sheet, regarding her through gritted eyes. “We have four days to perfect the Revels for Twelfth Night, and it isn’t as though we’ve never done them before, is it? Thirty times in the last three centuries, Portia. I rather think the family have the hang of it.”

				“But Brisbane has never played St. George before, and he is the centre-piece of the entire Revels. Now, get up and put on clothes, you disgusting hedonists, and come down at once. Father’s threatened to come himself if you aren’t there in a quarter of an hour.”

				She turned on her heel and made for the door. “Oh, and there’s an abandoned baby in the stables. Father expects you to find out from whence it came.”

				She slammed the door behind her, and I winced. “What day is it?”

				Brisbane’s expression was thoughtful. “Second of January. Do you need the year, as well?” he asked sweetly.

				I put out my tongue at him. “Surely I wasn’t that intoxicated.”

				He snorted. “You started in on your brother’s punch on New Year’s Eve and carried on right through the first. No wonder you’re the worse for it today.”

				I turned my head very slowly and blinked as he came in and out of focus. “When did you get a twin?”

				His mouth curved into a smile. “Have a wash in cold water and some strong coffee with a big breakfast. You’ll feel right as rain.”

				The notion of food made my stomach heave, but I did as he instructed, eating everything my maid, Morag, carried up on a tray. She helped me to wash and dress, slamming hairbrushes and powder boxes with unmistakable relish.

				“Morag, you are a fiend from the bowels of hell,” I told her flatly.

				She gave me a look of reproof. “And no lady drinks to excess.”

				I opened my mouth to retort, but waved a hand at her instead. “Oh, God, I haven’t the strength to argue. Fine. I’m a disgrace. Just make me look presentable so the rest of the family do not suspect what wretched shape I’m in.”

				She did her best, wrestling me into my corset and a pink morning gown that brought a little colour to my bilious cheeks. She rouged me lightly and stepped back. “It’s the best I can do with what I had to work with,” she remarked.

				Brisbane, who had washed and dressed himself swiftly, was immaculate as ever, beautifully groomed, and had not a crease to be seen.

				I shook my head, regretting it instantly. “It isn’t fair, you know.”

				“What?” he asked, shooting his pristine cuffs.

				“We drank the same amount, and yet you look fresh as a May morning, while I—”

				“Look like something the cat sicked up,” Morag supplied helpfully.

				Brisbane brushed a kiss to my cheek, pitching his voice low so that only I could hear. “You look ravishing. Which reminds me of what I intend to do later.”

				I eluded his grasping hand but paused at the door. “Wait, did Portia say there was an abandoned baby in the stables?”

				He furrowed his brow. “She might have done. Things were rather muffled once I pulled the eiderdown over my head.”

				He slapped my bottom briskly. “On you go, before they send up a search party. I’ve thrown your sister out this morning. I’d rather not have to take on all of your brothers at once.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Two

				Thou met’st with things dying, I with things new born.

				—The Winter’s Tale, III, iii, 112

				The family had assembled upon Father’s orders in the stable yard, now clear of the Christmas frost, the sun almost balmy as it shone down on the stone court. I glanced about, feeling absurdly pleased. For the first time in a decade, we were all gathered for the Twelfth Night Revels. Most years the villagers in our little hamlet of Blessingstoke performed the play, but to mark the turning of each new decade, the family took its turn playing the parts. It followed the form of many mummers’ plays, with St. George and his battles against the Turkish Knight and the dragon forming the main bit of the action, the same as one might find in any Sussex village. But ours boasted a fine mechanical dragon requiring three men to operate as well as a script straight from the pen of Shakespeare himself. The result was that folk came from miles away, stuffed into wagons and perched on horseback, to see the spectacle. The years when the family performed were particularly rowdy, and it took all hands to the wheel to bring it off. The maids were put to work repairing costumes while footmen polished armour and boots, and the kitchens were busy from morning ’til night with the saffron-spiked aroma of Revel cakes baked to give by the dozen to the folk who came to celebrate with us. Father, ever a generous landowner, threw open the gates of Bellmont Abbey to any who cared to come, tenant or farmer, artisan or tradesman. He welcomed them all, and every time he took charge of the decade Revels, the affair saw some new addition. This year he put my brother Benedick to the task of creating a fireworks display to mark the resurrection of St. George after his death at the dragon’s scaly feet. It promised to be spectacular, and the fact that the rest of the men had been going around with Cheshire cat smiles meant there was another surprise or two as yet unguessed.

				But an infant in the stable was not amongst them. We hurried to where the family gathered around the great helm of St. George, upended now and resting in my father’s arms. Portia lifted a brow as Brisbane and I came near, and my brother Bellmont was, not unexpectedly, acting the fool.

				“Bloody inconsiderate,” he muttered. “Whoever did this must be local. They have to know we would be put to great trouble to care for it with the Revels preparations under way.”

				I turned to him with a flinty stare, but before I could speak, Portia blazed him to silence.

				“Do shut up, Bellmont. Anyone would think the heir to an earldom would have better sense and more compassion, but you are the very proof that abolishing the inherited peerage is a sound and desirable thing.”

				He returned the compliment, and the next few minutes were wasted in recrimination and insult as they fell out, and our other seven siblings took sides. Our wives and husbands were wise enough to stay utterly silent, but I noticed with interest the staff exchanging bank notes as wagers were settled. My own butler, Aquinas, was on hand to serve Father during troubles with his household, and I gave him a significant look and flicked a glance to Portia. He nodded. Our money would always be on her.

				But Father was in no mood to indulge sibling warfare. He lifted the shining helm in his arms, high over his head, and the gesture silenced the family as effectively as any shout might have done. He lowered it again and said in a stern whisper, “The child sleeps, and I’ll not have you lot waking it up. Now, Portia, your child is the youngest, and you’re the only one with a nanny in tow. You take charge of it. Brisbane, a word.”

				He thrust the helm at Portia before she could demur, and I saw the quick rage flare in her cheeks. She swept off and I hesitated, torn between supporting my sister and hearing the tasty titbits for myself. But Brisbane would relate all to me, I reminded myself, and I hurried after Portia.

				I caught up with her on the staircase, and she was muttering so loudly to herself she didn’t see me until she was on the second landing.

				“Careful, dearest. You don’t want the baby’s first words to be of the coarse variety,” I told her.

				She whirled on me. “You find this amusing? I have my hands quite full enough with my own child, thank you.”

				She swept on, and I attempted to make amends. “Darling, it is practical, you must admit. Jane the Younger is not even a year. She has a nanny and milk and nappies and whatever else babies need. You are the best equipped to care for it.”

				She turned again, her eyes suddenly bright. “I am the least equipped to care for anything. You know Jane. She’s a monster.”

				“She isn’t a monster,” I chided. “She’s high-spirited.” I tried not to remember how many times she had attempted to wrench the earrings from my lobes.

				“She is incorrigible. Do you know she opens her night bottle and pours the milk into her bed every night? And when Nanny warns her not to, she laughs.”

				“She is ten months old! She doesn’t know what she’s doing. It’s a game to her,” I protested.

				“It’s making Nanny cross. Very cross,” she said meaningfully. “She might leave us. I can’t bear to think what might happen if she did. I would go mad.”

				“You would not. I don’t want to be stern with you, but you’re being very silly, Portia. Other women raise babies all the time, and they’re quite normal.”

				“Other women were brought up to do it,” she pointed out acidly. “We were brought up to be decorative and stylishly eccentric. Not useful.”

				She did have me there. She carried on, her voice fretful. “I mean it, Julia. I am only keeping Nanny by a carefully constructed series of bribes and concessions. If I thrust an extra child at her, she will leave us.”

				I thought for a second. “The maids are all young and unspeakably stupid, but Morag might do.”

				“What does your lady’s maid know about babies?”

				I shrugged. “She was one of seven. She must have learnt something.”

				“There were ten of us, and you and I know precisely nothing,” she said darkly.

				“Do not remind me.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Three

				Young in limbs, in judgment old.

				—The Merchant of Venice, II, vii, 71

				It took a long while to smooth Nanny’s ruffled feathers, but the promise of a girl from the village, as soon as a suitable one could be found, went a long way to calming her—as did Portia’s promise of an extra ten pounds.

				“That’s extortionate,” I whispered to Portia as Nanny bore off the infant to inspect it.

				“You don’t know nannies,” she returned fiercely.

				Nanny pronounced the child fit and healthy—and a boy. “Born this last week, I would say. His little knot of cord has not yet fallen.”

				She wanted to show us, but I pleaded the Revels and scurried away, pausing only to inform Morag that she was wanted in the nursery.

				“What bloody for?” she demanded.

				I shrugged, and before she could argue further, made my escape. Brisbane was waiting in the stable court while Father yelled at his grandchildren—all costumed as small trees. I handed Brisbane his helm of St. George.

				“One helm, good as new, and minus the baby,” I informed him. “What have you discovered?”

				“That your father missed his calling,” he said solemnly. “He has organised eleven grandchildren into an orderly shrubbery. They’ll make a lovely backdrop for my death and resurrection.”

				I nudged him. “I meant about the child. A boy, by the way. Born within the week, according to Nanny.”

				Brisbane shrugged. “Nothing. No one saw a thing, no one heard a thing. No strangers about, no reports of recent births in the village. No footprints to follow, no note within the child’s blanket. I am to make enquiries after my scene is finished.” He rolled his eyes skyward, but I smiled.

				“Even God Almighty could not distract Father from his Revels. Surely you don’t expect a foundling to manage it?”

				Brisbane returned the smile, but I knew he was itching to be away. After we had finished an afternoon’s rehearsals, the entire family repaired to the great hall for an early buffet supper. Brisbane elected to go into the village to make enquiries while I decided to question my family. They had all been present during the discovery, and while they were undoubtedly distracted by the Revels, someone might very well have seen something that could prove significant.

				I made my way to the great hall. In the early days, when Bellmont Abbey had been a proper Cistercian establishment, the brothers had used this enormous chamber as the Chapel of the Nine Altars. After the Dissolution, when Henry VIII had given the property to our family, little was done to change it. The original stone was still in evidence, the walls pierced here and there with the nine bays that once held the altars. Now they were furnished as conversation areas, with wide Turkey carpets and hideously uncomfortable sofas and armchairs. It was a cold room at the best of times, although summer sun pouring through the vast tracery windows rendered it beautiful.

				But now, after dark and in the depths of winter, it was frigid and forbidding, and I took a cup of tea, grateful for its warmth. I took no food at first, preferring instead to mingle and do a bit of useful eavesdropping. The family had, not unusually, arranged itself into smaller groups. Three siblings, Viscount Bellmont and our sisters Olivia and Nerissa, sat with their spouses a short and disapproving distance from Father, who was comfortably sat directly next to the fire. Their disapproval was not directed at Father but at his companion, Hortense de Bellefleur. She was a Frenchwoman of scandalous repute and charming temper. I counted her a friend of great value, and she had invited me to call her Fleur. Besides her liaison with my father, she had very early in his career tutored my own husband in the arts of love. By my reckoning, it made us practically family. Her affair with Brisbane had cooled twenty years before to a much more filial relationship—no doubt aided by the fact that she was two decades his senior.

				“Julia,” she told me once, “a wise courtesan knows when to stop romancing young men and restrict herself to gentlemen so much her senior, she can feel youthful again.”

				She had taken her own advice, and compared to Father, she was an absolute rosebud. But in spite of the happiness she brought him, a few of my siblings did not appreciate her inclusion into a family party, and had banished their children to the schoolroom for supper with the maids rather than bring them within Fleur’s orbit. It was a silly bit of snobbery. The girls would have learnt far more about life from a close association with Fleur, and no doubt the boys would have, as well.

				I passed Bellmont just as he was holding forth on the subject, sotto voce. “Naturally, I am glad my children have remained in London with their mother. Adelaide is busy with wedding preparations for our eldest, and I cannot think it would benefit any of them to associate with so notorious a creature.”

				I snorted as I passed, a clear reference to Bellmont of his own peccadilloes. He flushed an angry red and motioned to a passing footman to fill his glass of wine again. I flashed him a brilliant smile and walked on. From quick conversation with my brother Benedick, I learnt that nothing had been amiss at the Home Farm. It was attached to the estate, and his responsibility as second son of the family. But he gave a nod to a little niche where one of the nine altars had once stood. Seated there, eating placidly from plates on their knees, were Benedick’s children, Tarquin and Perdita, and a third child I didn’t know.

				“You want to know what goes on around here, ask that pair,” he instructed. “They’re like mongooses. Not a thing happens in Blessingstoke, on the farm or in the Abbey they don’t know it.”

				He winked and turned away. I made my way to the little alcove, where I discovered the children eating an entire platter of fruit tarts they had liberated from the buffet table.

				“Hello, Aunt Julia,” Tarquin said through a mouthful of crumbs. “You won’t tell about the tarts, will you? Only we’ve taken the last plate.”

				“Clever you,” I said, helping myself to one. “They’re Cook’s best.”

				“And we mayn’t get any more for a while,” Tarquin said darkly. “She’s gone down with an ague, and the undercook will be preparing meals until she’s well again.”

				“That’s a pity,” I said. I turned to the third child, a portly little boy with a serious expression and a thatch of dark hair.

				“I don’t know you.”

				He brushed the crumbs from his hand and took mine with a courtly little bow. “Quentin Harkness, your ladyship.”

				“What brings you to the Abbey, Master Harkness?”

				He swallowed his tart and answered promptly. “Mr. Brisbane.”

				I lifted my brows. “My husband? Really? Why is that?”

				His dark eyes shone with admiration. “I want to be just like him. I’ve read about him in the newspaper, you see. And I think being a private enquiry agent would be brilliant.”

				I smiled. “It has its moments. But it isn’t all glamour, you know. You’ll notice everyone else is enjoying their supper whilst he’s out trying to find out who left a baby in the stable.”

				“I know,” Perdita said suddenly.

				I stared at her. “What do you mean, child?”

				She smoothed her skirts over her knees. “I mean I think I know. That’s almost the same thing.”

				Quentin laughed, dropping crumbs to his lap, and Tarquin fixed his sister with a pitying glance through his spectacles. “Really, Perdie, it isn’t the same thing at all. You oughtn’t to speak unless you know. That’s how people get sued for libel.”

				“No, it isn’t,” Quentin corrected. “It’s how one is sued for slander. Libel is what you write about someone in the newspaper. My father’s a barrister,” he told me by way of explanation.

				There was something entirely unreal about having such a serious conversation with the solemn little trio, but I ought to have expected it. Benedick’s children were highly intelligent and highly original.

				“You have a good imagination, Perdita,” I observed. I meant it as a compliment, but she did not return my smile.

				“It isn’t imagination if it isn’t made up,” she told me.

				“Who do you think left the baby?” I asked her. But she merely shook her head. I shot a look at the boys. I could have throttled them. They had dampened her enthusiasm for the story, and she would say no more. I made a note to get her alone later for a private tête-à-tête. I doubted she knew anything of significance, but it would not hurt to ask.

				“Personally,” Tarquin said slowly, “I believe it was one of Aunt Hermia’s reformed prostitutes.”

				I choked on my tea, and it was some minutes before I could speak.

				I tipped my head. “I’m not entirely certain you children are supposed to know about that.” My father’s sister had established a home for reformed prostitutes in Whitechapel, a place to help them put away their gin and bad language and learn to be seamstresses and maids. She frequently bullied her family and friends into taking them on when they had completed their training, and my own Morag was a product of the place. It was never discussed in front of the children, but I was not surprised to find they knew of it, and Tarquin gave me a pitying look.

				“Of course we know. We know masses of things.”

				“I’ll wager you do,” I assured him.

				Quentin spoke up then. “But they ought not to be wasting Mr. Brisbane’s time with babies,” he said, curling his lip. “Not when there’s a proper ghost in the village.”

				“It isn’t a ghost,” Tarquin contradicted. “It’s a witch.”

				“’Tisn’t,” Quentin argued, shooting me an abashed look. It was bad manners to argue with his host, but I could see that his passion for accuracy warred with his upbringing.

				“What’s this about a witch?” I asked them.

				They both perked up, and Perdita withdrew a little, as if accustomed to giving way to her brother. But of course, she would have to, I realised with a pang. Tarquin was her elder and a boy. Everything in civilised society had taught her that her opinions were not as important as his, her skills not as valued. I felt a rush of affection for her, but just then I saw her small, clever hand reach out and deftly slip the last jam tartlet off his plate and into her mouth. Perdita would be just fine.

				I turned my attention to the boys, who were vying politely for the right to tell the story.

				“There’s a cottage by the river, beyond the vicarage. It’s called Stone Cottage. Do you know it?” Tarquin asked.

				“I do. Clever name,” I added as I pulled a face.

				“Actually, it is,” he said with a pained expression. “It wasn’t called that because it’s made of stone. The family that built it were called Stone.”

				“Ah, I see. Proceed.”

				“Well,” he said, warming to his tale, “the family died off, all except the old Mrs. Stone. She was rumoured to be two hundred years old, and she kept a pack of cats as big as dogs.”

				“Two hundred? Really?”

				He gave me a repressive look. “She wasn’t really two hundred, Aunt Julia. You mustn’t be gullible. But she looked it. Her chin and nose had grown quite close together, like this,” he said, pulling his chin and nose as near to one another as he could. “And she had a crooked back,” he added, hunching himself like an amateur actor in a production of Richard III.

				“And cats as big as dogs,” I reminded him.

				“Yes, exactly. The villagers called her Old Mother Stone.”

				Something stirred in the back of my memory. “Wait, I remember her! She was still alive when I was a child. But she didn’t look anything like that. She was a sweet little old woman with silver hair and a face like a plump apple. She was nearly as wide around as she was tall! And there was one cat, a slim little white thing called Snowdrop.”

				Tarquin’s expression was reproving. “That’s not nearly as good a story.”

				“Well, I am sorry, but it happens to be the truth. Aunt Hermia used to worry over her because she hadn’t any children to look after her. She would send us down from time to time with a basket of things, and Old Mother Stone always gave us fresh honeycomb on bread to eat.”

				“Definitely not a witch,” said Quentin with some satisfaction.

				“As I was saying,” Tarquin said repressively, “the old lady gained a reputation as a witch.”

				“She wasn’t a witch,” I protested. “She was just a countrywoman, good at healing nettle rash and beestings.”

				“So you thought,” Tarquin corrected. “After she died, the cottage fell into disrepair and folk began to talk about the things she had done for them, secret things.”

				I felt a stab of unease. If Old Mother Stone had dabbled in anything more demanding than nettle rash, it would have likely been women’s troubles. And I wasn’t certain how much Benedick would approve of my encouraging his children to ponder such things.

				“There were potions and charms,” he went on in a sepulchral voice.

				“Yes, yes,” I hurried him on. “Then what?”

				He hesitated, his enthusiasm dimming slightly. “Well, then nothing, I suppose. Except that she has returned.”

				I blinked again. “Returned? What are you talking about?”

				“We’ve seen her,” he told me.

				“We saw a ghost,” Quentin corrected. “If she died, what’s in the cottage now is a ghost.”

				“But we don’t know that she died,” Tarquin argued. “Witches know things. She might have just flown off for a bit and decided to come back.”

				“Unlikely, old man. Where has she been for the last twenty years? And who did they bury?”

				Tarquin considered this. “Excellent question, Quentin.”

				Quentin puffed a little, his expression solemn. “There’s much investigating to be done.”

				I felt a flicker of interest stirring. “Not without me.”

				Tarquin and Quentin exchanged glances and looked at me with identical grins. “Do you mean it?” Tarquin asked.

				“Of course. If you’re going to go hunting witches and ghosts, you’ll want an experienced hand,” I told him.

				“Mr. Brisbane’s own right hand,” Quentin breathed.

				“Partner,” I corrected gently.

				“Of course,” he said, his excitement scarcely dampened. His eyes shone. “Do you think if Mr. Brisbane returns, he’d like to help us?”

				“I have no doubt,” I promised, crossing my fingers behind my back.

				The boys shook hands, eyes shining with enthusiasm, but before they could make further plans, there was a commotion at the door. Portia had arrived, her hair in disarray and her skirt marred by a suspicious stain. She went directly to the buffet table, taking a glass out of Aquinas’s hand as she went. She downed it and handed it back just as I reached her.

				“Do not speak to me. I cannot believe you left me there all day with that...with that creature,” she said, lifting a plate and surveying the contents of the table. Dishes had been arranged atop a snowy damask cloth interspersed with vast displays of winter greens and berries and hothouse flowers. Aquinas had spared no glory, putting out the Cellini salt cellars and epergnes and a vast dish for holding ice and oysters. Portia seized the oyster tongs and began to load her plate.

				“Don’t finish them off,” I ordered. “I haven’t had a single one.”

				She turned, picked up the very last oyster and raised it to her lips. She slurped it down without a word and handed me the shell.

				“That was uncalled for,” I said, a trifle hurt. “But I cannot imagine how one small baby could upset you so terribly. He’s very tiny.”

				She gave me a quelling look. “I don’t mean the child. I mean that Scottish hell hag of yours.”

				“Morag? What has she done?”

				Portia helped herself to a large serving of pheasant and quince jam.

				“What has she not done? She spent the entire day elbowing me out of the way, making me feel the most wretched fool. Every time I touched him, she snatched him away as if she thought I were going to heave him into the fire. She crooned and fussed and made the most appalling cooing noises at him.”

				I felt my blood run cold. “You mean Morag likes him?”

				“She adores him. I think she wants to keep him for a pet,” she told me.

				I laughed. “We have quite enough of those.”

				As if on cue, a tiny furred head peeped out of my décolletage. Portia sighed. “Hello, Snug.” She popped a tiny grape onto her finger and dropped it down my bodice. “For the dormouse,” she said with a malicious smile.

				I twitched and twisted, trying every which way to retrieve the grape as Snug chased it down, tickling as he went. “Oh, you are foul,” I told Portia bitterly. “I didn’t want anyone to know I had him with me. You know how fussy Olivia can be.”

				“Why didn’t you leave him upstairs?” She scooped up some potatoes Dauphinoise and a serving of peas.

				“Too dangerous. Between Father’s cats, my raven, all the dogs and the Siamese I am keeping for Morgan Fielding, it’s Noah’s Ark around here, and poor Snug is on everyone’s menu.”

				As if to underscore the sentiment, Snug gave me a long look with his sadly sweet brown eyes and dove into my décolletage again.

				“But the little fellow gives me an idea,” I said slowly.

				“What?” Portia demanded.

				I flicked a glance to our solemn niece, Perdita, sitting with her knees clasped as closely as her secrets. “Never you mind,” I told her. “Never you mind.”

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Four

				Angels
					and
					ministers
					of
					grace
					defend
					us!

				—Hamlet, I, iv, 38

				Brisbane came long after the food had been cleared and
					we had all retired to our rooms for an early night. Father insisted upon plenty
					of rest so we would be at our peak by Twelfth Night—a losing proposition as my
					brothers usually crept down to the smoking room long after Father had fallen
					asleep and stayed there half the night, drinking and sharing stories. The March
					sisters usually did the same, but we had the good sense to go to the billiards
					room and play for money. It was always a pleasure to collect a little pin money
					from my sisters.

				But this night there seemed little likelihood of merriment.
					Most of them looked drawn and a little pale, as if they were longing for their
					beds. I went to our room in the Jubilee Tower and tucked Snug into the sauce
					boat that served as his bed. He used one of Brisbane’s handkerchiefs as a bit of
					nest, and he lived up to his name as he cuddled right down and went to sleep.
					His peaceful slumber made me wonder how the infant upstairs was faring. I had
					picked up a book, but it lay unread on my lap as I considered possibilities. A
					maid might leave a child untended, but how could she conceal her condition from
					the rest of the staff? Most of them had duties that required heavy lifting and
					long hours. Surely no expectant mother could manage it without somehow calling
					attention to her interesting condition. And how would she explain her absence
					when she gave birth? None of the maids had been down with sickness.

				What of a village girl, unmarried and afraid? The same
					questions applied. A girl might hide a burgeoning child under petticoats and
					corset, but silhouettes were slimmer than they had been in decades. It would be
					far more difficult a trick than it might have been thirty years before. Still, a
					small baby—and this one was rather tiny—might be concealed if it were conceived
					out of wedlock and the mother were desperate.

				I felt a pang for her then, a shaft of compassion I had not
					expected. What sort of woman would abandon her child without any kind of
					instruction for his well-being, any trace of a claim? A desperate one, to be
					certain. And desperate people made mistakes—mistakes that could unmask them.

				Just then, Brisbane appeared, none the wiser for his
					investigations and starving.

				“Supper was cleared ages ago, but I will ring for a footman to
					bring you a plate of cold meat. You really uncovered nothing?”

				He shrugged. “The villagers are far more inclined to talk about
					the Revels. It took the devil’s own work to stop them questioning me about being
					St. George. They all seem convinced one of the maids here must have got into
					trouble.”

				One of the maids had got into
					trouble, I remembered, but the footman responsible had proposed marriage to her
					on Christmas Day, and they would be married as soon as it could be arranged.1 But she was only a matter of weeks into her pregnancy.
					There was simply no way the child was hers, and the rest of the maids,
					questioned closely by Brisbane, had been thoroughly mystified.

				Brisbane went to wash while I rang for a footman. The minutes
					ticked by and yet still he did not appear, so I ventured into the corridor to
					hunt one. I had to go as far as the main staircase before I found Aquinas. He
					was dressed in his greatcoat for his nightly rounds about the Abbey, bolting
					doors and locking windows and testing each from inside and out. He was just
					starting to draw the curtain over the vast window on the landing when I found
					him.

				“My apologies, my lady, but the footmen are all answering bells
					at present.”

				“Goodness, the family are being demanding tonight. All I want
					is a plate of something sent up for Mr. Brisbane as he missed his supper. Some
					cold meat, that sort of thing. And some good wine.”

				Just as Aquinas bowed his head and turned to grasp the velvet
					curtain once more, I happened to glance out the window. A slim, quick figure
					darted across the pale expanse of frosty ground and out of the soft glow from
					the windows, swallowed up by the shadows beyond.

				“Aquinas, give me your coat,” I ordered.

				Without hesitation, he whipped off his greatcoat and dropped it
					around my shoulders. I hurried down the stairs and out a side door I knew would
					not yet be locked. I had no time to wrestle with bolts and chains if I meant to
					catch her.

				I followed her, far enough behind to keep careful eye upon her
					but not close enough to alert her to my presence. She crossed the vast gardens
					of the Abbey estate and then a field that divided my father’s land from the
					village. A vast, lopsided waxing moon hung high overhead, casting a soft, pearly
					glow over the landscape. But trees and stone walls cast thick shadows, and from
					time to time I lost her and had to press on, following the marks in the frost as
					best as I could in the fitful light. I was wearing soft slippers, which offered
					little comfort against the cold ground, but I was silent as a spectre as I
					glided after her. Not once did she look round, and I admired her courage as she
					passed the graveyard at the church of St. Barnabas. It offered no horrors for
					me, either. Another graveyard on another winter’s evening might have been
					unwelcoming, but this graveyard was special. My mother lay there, under a stone
					angel weeping tears of ice. Ivy grew over her grave now, thick and luxurious,
					and the angel sported a wreath of holly and ivy in honour of the season. I
					wondered idly if she rested peacefully in her tomb, but it did not matter. My
					mother would offer me nothing but protection, and as I passed the graveyard, I
					lifted my nose to catch a whiff of her favourite lemon verbena scent on the
					night air.

				I smelt no verbena, only the peculiar odour of cold, wet stone
					and above it the piercing fragrance of evergreen needles crushed underfoot. And
					beyond that, the faintest hint of wood smoke. The bare branches of the oaks
					above rattled a little in the rising wind, and I smiled to think how like bones
					they sounded.

				I moved silently past the graveyard, leaving the dead to their
					slumbers. Just beyond lay a small copse bordered by a thick shrubbery where
					birds slept in their nests, beaks tucked under ruffled wings. They stirred a
					little as I passed, and through the trees I glimpsed the cottage, Stone Cottage,
					shuttered tightly against the cold. And over the lopsided face of the moon, a
					wisp of silver smoke. The edges of the cottage shutters glowed with light,
					although no sound came from within.

				“Hello, Aunt Julia,” said a small voice at my elbow. She must
					have doubled back and come behind me.

				I whirled around, Aquinas’ greatcoat swirling about me in the
					darkness. “Good gracious, child, you startled me,” I said to Perdita. “What on
					earth are you doing here? Do your parents know where you are?”

				She shook her head. “I’m supposed to be tucked up in bed in the
					girls’ nursery. Mama said we were all spending the night up at the Abbey to be
					with the family, but I think it’s because Papa had rather too much of Uncle
					Plum’s punch.”

				Remembering my own delicate head from the morning, I winced.
					“Yes, well, it’s probably for the best. But why are you out? If the maids find
					you missing, there’ll be a frightful row.”

				She gave me a pitying look. “I am out all the time, Aunt Julia.
					I haven’t been caught yet.”

				“What do you do when you go out?” I asked. She was a curious
					child, thoughtful and logical, but with blinding flashes of intuition far beyond
					her years. I found her engaging. And alarming.

				“I walk about. I learn things. Tonight I wanted to learn what’s
					really happening here.”

				Realisation began to dawn. “So you would have something to lord
					over Tarquin?”

				“Of course. I love him, but brothers are tiresome creatures
					sometimes, don’t you find?”

				“I have five of them, child. One of them is always being
					tiresome. Usually it’s your Uncle Bellmont.”

				She gave a sage nod. “He isn’t very friendly, is he? I always
					think he looks as if he’s dyspeptic. One would have thought his love affair with
					that medium would have softened him a bit, but he still looks like a great
					unhappy carp most of the time.”2

				I blinked at her. She was as composed as a mediaeval saint,
					wearing an expression of Eastern inscrutability. “Yes, child. The less you and I
					discuss about that particular episode, the better. Ask me again when you’re
					about to be married, and then we shall have a frank discussion.”

				“I shan’t marry,” she informed me coolly.

				“Never?”

				“Never. I mean to find some purposeful work. A husband would
					get in my way.”

				She was serious as the grave, but I knew better than to smile.
					“Perhaps you will. But life has a habit of changing your mind for you. Still,
					better you put that remarkable brain of yours to good use than feed it nothing
					more demanding than flower-arranging and playing the piano. Unless those are
					particular passions of yours,” I added hastily.

				She rolled her eyes. “I loathe music, and flowers make me
					sneeze.”

				“There you go. I was never very good at the feminine
					accomplishments, either.”

				“Perhaps it’s a family failing,” she suggested kindly.

				“No doubt. Now, it’s turned warmish out here but still a good
					deal too cold to tarry. Come along with me back to the Abbey. I’ll find you a
					hot drink and a warm brick and once you’re properly warmed up, you can make your
					own way back to the nursery.”

				She agreed, but I noted as she turned away that her gaze
					lingered on the cottage.

				I hesitated. “You really want to know what’s happening
					there?”

				“More than anything in the world,” she said fervently.

				“Oh, all right then. One look in the window, and then we
					go.”

				We had just crept forward when a shadow loomed out of the
					darkness towards us. With a great black cloak spreading behind, it looked like
					an enormous bird of prey, reaching its wings to gather us up. A gasp died in my
					throat as I collided with a hard chest.

				“Brisbane! What are you doing here?”

				He kissed me swiftly. “I might ask the same. In fact, why are
					we lurking outside a stranger’s cottage after dark?”

				“It’s haunted,” Perdita told him helpfully. “Or not.”

				“Is it, indeed? Well, that’s novel. We don’t see many ghosts in
					our line of work.”

				I hastily related the story the boys had told me earlier. “And
					rather than take their word for it, Perdita thought she would settle matters
					herself and come and find out.”

				A muscle in his jaw twitched. “God help us, there are two of
					you,” he muttered.

				I poked him sharply. “That isn’t at all nice. I happen to think
					Perdita is a very original thinker.”

				“I believe that is what Uncle Brisbane meant,” Perdita put
					in.

				“Yes, Perdita, thank you,” Brisbane told her gallantly. “You
					are indeed an original.”

				She tipped her head thoughtfully. “I should hate to be
					ordinary.”

				“Yes, well, that wasn’t meant as a dare.” He turned to me to
					finish his tale. “Aquinas told me you took his coat and dashed off after
					something you saw from the window. I followed to see what mischief you were
					getting up to, and it wasn’t long before I realised you were following Perdita.
					It was just a matter of tracking your prints in the frosty ground until I had
					you in sight.”

				“Neatly done,” Perdita said in solemn admiration.

				“Thank you.”

				Perdita glanced to the cottage, but as we watched, the slender
					line of yellow at the edges of the shutter was extinguished. Whoever was in the
					cottage had retired for the night, and they would have a far better chance of
					seeing us in the fitful moonlight than we would of making out anything from the
					interior of the cottage.

				I sighed and turned back to Brisbane.”Perdita and I were just
					on our way back to the Abbey for a cup of chocolate and a bit of warming by the
					fire.”

				“And some toast,” she put in quickly. “The cold air is rather
					hunger-making.”

				“It isn’t that cold, but yes, we shall order some toast. I had
					very little supper, and I promised your Uncle Brisbane some food,” I
					returned.

				She gave another wistful look at the cottage.

				“Tomorrow,” I promised her.

				We turned towards the Abbey, striking out across the fields,
					and as our merry little band made our way home, Perdita’s hand stole into
					mine.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Five

				ENTER Snug.

				—A Midsummer Night’s Dream, IV, ii 
(stage directions)

				We slipped unnoticed into a side door of the Abbey. Aquinas had already finished his rounds, locking up the doors and windows, but he left the side door open, and Brisbane’s considerable skills with a lockpick were not required. We hurried up to the Jubilee Tower, avoiding the various members of staff who were still trotting about, carrying and fetching late into the night.

				“There!” I said to Perdita as Brisbane closed the door behind us. “Take off your coat and no one will know you’ve been out of the Abbey at all.”

				She removed it slowly as Brisbane stirred up the fire.

				“The footman is supposed to do that,” she told him, nodding to the poker in his hand.

				He gave her a serious look. “I think a man ought to be able to stoke his own fire, don’t you? A woman, too, for that matter.”

				She nodded. “We haven’t footmen at the Home Farm. Father says it’s all a silly bit of pretension. We have a cook and a maid.”

				“A much simpler way to live,” he agreed.

				They made a charming picture in the firelight, my tall, handsome husband and the serious little girl. I felt a pang then, a piercing sense of loss I could not identify.

				Brisbane quirked a brow at me. “Everything all right, love?”

				I brightened. “Yes, but I’m famished. Ring for tea and chocolate, will you?”

				He crossed the room, and the motion caused a stirring in the cage by the bell pull.

				Perdita crept near to it, her eyes round with fascination. “Grim’s awake,” she said, nodding towards my pet raven. “Must you keep him in the cage?”

				“I do when I am not in the room. I do not trust him not to make a meal on my little Snug,” I told her.

				I went to the bedside table where a silver sauce boat stood. Snug still slumbered within, tucked into his handkerchief nest. I lifted him out carefully and held him on my palm for Perdita to see.

				She nodded again, but her eyes returned to Grim. The senior footman, William IV, scratched at the door then and while Brisbane gave the order for our refreshment, I tucked Snug into my décolletage—his favourite resting place—and went to the cage.

				Grim cocked his head and gave a throaty quork. “That’s for me,” he said, bobbing up and down as his gleaming black eyes fixed upon Snug’s little head.

				“That is most assuredly not for you,” I corrected. I opened the door and stepped away. “He will come out of his own accord,” I told Perdita. “If you like, you can offer him an enticement. There is a box of sugarplums on the desk, and he is particularly fond of those. Drop one on the floor.”

				She did as I bade her, and within a moment Grim had hopped from his cage to nibble at the sweet. Perdita knelt, watching him with rapt fascination. His feathers gleamed an oily green in the light, and she put out a careful finger to stroke down his back. Grim bobbed again, this time in approval, and Perdita smiled broadly.

				“I like him.”

				I took another plum and placed it carefully onto her palm. “Keep your fingers straight and don’t lose your nerve,” I instructed.

				Grim eyed her thoughtfully, but Perdita stood her ground. After a long moment, he hopped to her knee, dipping his head daintily to take the plum from her palm. He threw back his head and swallowed it down in one go then emitted a satisfied quork.

				“He likes you, too,” I told her. “He does not consent to take food from anyone.”

				“Someday I’ll have a raven,” she said decisively. “They’re better than silly old dogs or cats.”

				She continued to feed Grim his sweets, and within a few minutes William IV returned with a tray laden with cups of chocolate, steaming great fragrant clouds into the room, and piles of sliced bread with toasting forks and butter.

				We settled down to toasting the bread in front of the fire and ate masses of it, burning our fingers and streaking our hands with sweet butter.

				“That was perfect,” Perdita said, giving a happy sigh. “I sometimes help myself to food in the larder when I go out at night, but it’s always cold pie or a bit of cheese. Never anything hot.”

				“The hazards of detective work,” Brisbane murmured.

				Perdita agreed fervently then her expression grew pensive. “I might like to be a detective, a proper detective like you, Uncle Brisbane.”

				Brisbane looked surprised, but I smiled. “That seems to be a popular opinion amongst the younger set in the family,” I told him. “Tarquin has a school friend staying, Quentin. He is particularly enthusiastic on the subject of your talents.”

				“Well, I do have many,” he said with a rakish grin. I smiled, but Perdita’s expression was serious.

				“Quentin certainly thinks so. He’s written a book about you.”

				Brisbane’s mouth twitched, but he did not laugh. “A book? You don’t say.”

				“It’s revolting,” she told him. “Not you, Uncle Brisbane, but his attitude. It’s worshipful. He’s pasted clippings from newspaper articles about your cases into a scrapbook. And he has a squashed bit of tobacco he says came from one of your cigars.”

				“Preposterous,” I said briskly. “Brisbane would never discard his cigar in the street.”

				Perdita shrugged. “He’s a boy, Aunt Julia. You cannot believe everything he says.” Her posture was world-weary, and I began to wonder exactly how my favourite brother, a farmer and countryman, had managed to produce this unique child.

				“You aren’t like other children, Perdita. I find that refreshing,” I told her.

				“You aren’t like other aunts,” she returned. “It’s nice. The others all speak to me as though I had the wit of a sofa cushion. Particularly Aunt Olivia. She’s the worst. But Aunt Portia’s rather all right. You know she used to live with a woman?”

				I could feel Brisbane’s smothered mirth as he waited to see how I would respond to the question. “Yes, I did. Her name was Jane, and she was a lovely person.”

				“I know that, Aunt Julia. I met her many times. I mean, she and Aunt Portia used to live together as husband and wife. Only I suppose it would be wife and wife, would it not?”

				Brisbane choked a little and hid his face behind his cup.

				“I suppose the best person to ask would be Aunt Portia herself,” I replied. “There is nothing shameful or wrong about Aunt Portia, although many people would think so. She will always speak frankly with you if you want to talk.”

				She nodded. “I thought so. But she’s very busy with that awful baby.”

				“Jane the Younger is having a difficult time with her teeth,” I said hurriedly. At least we all hoped so. She shrieked, regularly and loudly and most often when she did not get her way. I had delicately tried to suggest as much to Portia with the result that she had not spoken to me for a fortnight.

				“You say it’s teeth,” Perdita said darkly. “I still think Aunt Portia got a bad one. It can happen with windfalls.”

				I blinked at her while Brisbane continued to sip at his chocolate. “I beg your pardon?”

				“Windfalls. You know, when a wind comes through the orchard, dropping apples to the ground. Some are sweet and wholesome, but others are wormy and foul. That baby is a wormy apple.”

				“I hardly think so,” I said firmly. “Now your chocolate is finished. Off to bed with you.”

				She rose and brushed the crumbs from her fingers. “Thank you, Aunt Julia. I had a very nice time. Uncle Brisbane.” She kissed us each in turn, pressing a becrumbed face to each of ours. She waved farewell to Grim, who bobbed in reply and then she was gone, a silent little shadow slipping through the corridors of the Abbey.

				“That is a perfectly exceptional child,” Brisbane said when she was gone. “I think she must be what you were like as a little girl.”

				“I was never so—” I began. But then I thought about Perdita. A little odd, mistress of her own interests, curious, with a penchant for speaking her mind. “Yes, I suppose rather.”

				He smiled and put down his cup. He slapped his thighs, and I went to him, sliding onto his lap, my head fitting comfortably into the hollow of his neck.

				“I am very happy you are mine,” I told him.

				Brisbane produced his customary phrase for such occasions. “Show me.”

				And so I did.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Six

				Now good digestion wait on appetite, And health on both!

				—Macbeth, III, iv, 38

				The next morning was grey and dull, with a thick, muffling fog creeping through the countryside, settling in hollows and wreathing hills until all was quiet and still. But inside the Abbey pandemonium reigned.

				“It’s the oysters,” Morag told me with grim satisfaction. “They had a bad lot and every member of the family is down with it.”

				“With what?” I demanded, still fatigued from my marital exertions. Brisbane was a very thorough husband.

				“Poisoning,” she said, her voice tart. “What I just told you. They’re all down sick with the oysters. The village doctor has been and said they’ll all be right as rain once they’ve heaved it all out, but in the meanwhile, the maids and footmen are run off their feet with slop buckets and rags and—” I felt my stomach give a lurch.

				“That’s enough, Morag. One does not require the unsavoury details. I suppose Cook isn’t doing breakfast, then?”

				Morag shrugged. “I’ll bring a tray up.”

				“How is the baby this morning?” I asked, certain she had already been to the nursery.

				Her face took on a tender expression. “Sweet as a newborn lamb, he is. I gave him his morning feed, and he opened his eyes wide as you please, as if to say thank you.”

				I rolled my eyes at her, but she ignored me. Instead, she gave Brisbane a tender look. “Mind you don’t wake the master. You’re not taking proper care of him. A wife ought to see her husband has a regular supper instead of stuffing him with toast and chocolate at all hours.”

				She banged out, and Brisbane opened an eye, grinning at me. I shoved his shoulder. “Stop. It isn’t decent that my lady’s maid should like you so much more than she does me.”

				“I am nicer to her than you are,” he pointed out.

				Aquinas, acting as valet to Brisbane as well as butler since Father’s own staff was indisposed, arrived then with his shaving water. When we had both completed our ablutions, we sat down to eat the breakfast Morag had secured. Brisbane uncovered a dish to find something unappetising looking back at him. He poked it tentatively with a fork.

				“What do you think it is?”

				“I daren’t guess,” I told him. “The undercook must still be at the helm in the kitchens. Toast for me, thanks.”

				He covered the dish up again, and we fell on the toast. “I can’t live on bread, Julia. Not if you mean to ravish me so thoroughly. A man has to keep his strength up.”

				I pulled a face. “Why don’t we walk down to the vicarage? Uncle Fly has an excellent housekeeper. Aunt Hermia’s tried to hire her away for years, but she won’t leave her post.. She’s devoted to Uncle Fly.”

				Brisbane was on his feet before I finished the sentence. We donned our outdoor things and hurried out of the Abbey.

				* * *

				At the vicarage, Uncle Fly was absent on a call to an elderly parishioner, but his housekeeper, Mrs. Tweed, insisted upon feeding us, anyway.

				“And what would Mr. Twickham say if he heard I turned away his favourite goddaughter?”

				I dimpled at her, and she hurried us to the table, bringing in steaming plates of eggs, crispy sausages, rashers of savoury bacon, muffins, wedges of veal pie, fruit compote, pots of marmalade and a great bowl of her own special spiced and buttered porridge.

				We ate until Brisbane begged her to stop, although she did manage to press upon him one last devilled kidney.

				“You are a glorious cook, Mrs. Tweed,” he told her. “I wonder you haven’t been hired away from Mr. Twickham yet. If I thought it would tempt you, I’d offer you twice the salary he pays.” She gave him a fond smile.

				“You are kind to say it, Mr. Brisbane. But I doubt a kinder man or better employer than Mr. Twickham exists. Besides, what would I do up in London? All that noise and excitement is not for me, it isn’t. Blessingstoke is a nice, peaceful village, and it suits me down to the ground. Although,” she added in a conspiratorial tone, “I heard a fuss the like of which you never heard on Saturday last. I thought it was the end of times, I did.”

				I flicked a glance at Brisbane. I had forgot Mrs. Tweed’s preoccupation with the end of times. As a young woman, she had read the book of Revelations and it had affected her deeply. She never read another word of the Bible, nor did she attend the services that Uncle Fly conducted at St. Barnabas. Uncle Fly liked to joke her about her poor attendance record, but she merely smiled and said as she worked in the vicarage, God would be able to find her easily.

				I dismissed her remark, but Brisbane gave her a thoughtful look. “What sort of noise, Mrs. Tweed?”

				She tipped her head, thinking. “It was a great moaning. I’ll never forget the sound of it. Fairly chilled my bones, it did. Something so sad, like a soul in torment.”

				“Did you investigate?” I asked, reaching for the last muffin with casual fingers. I did not meet Brisbane’s eyes. I did not need to look into them to know what he was thinking.

				She ruffled up like a plump pigeon. “Certainly not. The dead do not always rest easily, you know. It was one of the poor souls in the graveyard, no doubt. You’ll want a fresh pot of tea. That one’s gone cold,” she said, taking up the teapot and bearing it off to the kitchen.

				Brisbane and I stared after her. “Have you ever seen a more incurious soul? She hears lamentations in the graveyard and doesn’t go looking to see what it is?”

				Brisbane fixed me with a knowing look, and I nodded. We did not speak. It was too coincidental that rumours of a ghost at the cottage had surfaced just about the same time Mrs. Tweed heard unearthly noises and a baby had appeared from nowhere. A curiosity was at hand.

				* * *

				After refusing more offers of food and rolling ourselves out the door, we struck off on the path towards the cottage. In the mist, the little dwelling was hid from us until the last moment, the grimness of the trees sheltering it even as we crept near. The shutters were tightly drawn, but a thin whisper of smoke stirred at the edge of the chimney.

				“Funny sort of ghost to need a warm fire,” I put in.

				Brisbane paused. “You know as well as I do there is no ghost,” he said. “But if we do find the child’s mother here, we can do nothing to compel her to take him back.”

				We had stopped just on the edge of the copse, on the verge of the little clearing, and I turned to question him, my voice low.

				“What on earth do you mean?”

				“We cannot prove the child is hers unless she confesses to it. Even then, we have no authority to force her to take it. And even if we had, would you want to? She clearly has no interest in rearing him herself. She cared enough for his welfare to leave him where he would be swiftly discovered, and he was well-wrapped against the cold, but beyond that, she is not connected to this child. For whatever reason, she is unable to take proper care of him and does not wish to.”

				“She is afraid,” I said suddenly.

				His brow furrowed. “How can you be certain?”

				“The cottage has not been let or it would be common knowledge in the village,” I pointed out. “Even if the lettor were ailing or unsocial, food and drink would be ordered from the village, the doctor called when the baby was on his way. But nothing. Whoever lives here has gone to great pains to keep her presence a secret from anyone. What else does that suggest but fear?”

				“I can think of a dozen reasons just as sound, but you may be right. Still, if she is afraid, marching in might only alarm her further.”

				“What choice do we have?” I demanded.

				He gave me a piercing stare from those witch-black eyes, and I conceded. “Very well. It isn’t just about finding the mother for the child’s sake. I am curious. I want to solve the mystery for Perdita’s sake. I’d like to see her have something to lord over the boys for once.”

				“For once? I’ll wager Mistress Perdita leads them a merry dance all on her own,” he said. “But very well. We’ll find out. For her.”

				I smothered a smile. My clever niece had warmed something in him, and he was clearly feeling indulgent. We moved to the cottage, and before I could ask what he meant to do, he strode openly up to the door and knocked sharply.

				I hurried along, reaching his side just as the bolt scraped back. My heart pounded against my chest. I was no Gypsy; I left the second sight to Brisbane. But at that moment, I had the strangest feeling we were on the verge of something momentous. But even Brisbane’s clever Gypsy ways could never have divined what awaited us in Stone Cottage.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Seven

				Give
					sorrow
					words. The
					grief
					that
					does
					not
					speak

				Whispers
					the
					o’er-fraught
					heart, and
					bids
					it
					break.

				—Macbeth, IV, iii, 209

				The door swung back slowly, the hinges silent, as if
					they had been recently oiled. A woman stood in the shadow of the doorway, and as
					she beckoned us forward, I saw precisely what the boys had described—a
					witch.

				At least that was my first impression. Her nose was long and
					hooked towards her pointed chin, but her eyes were kindly, and when she gestured
					us forward, she gave us a kindly smile. There was a single room in the cottage
					with a scrubbed table and a freshly swept hearth upon which a kettle sang. A bed
					lay in the corner of the room, neatly made with a pile of quilts, and there was
					a slim figure tucked into it. She raised her hand in a gesture that might have
					been supplication.

				“Julia.” Her voice was weak, and I was aghast at how thin she
					had grown. But I would know her anywhere.

				“Lucy!” I cried. I went to embrace my cousin, but the slender,
					birdlike bones would bear little affection. Brisbane followed me, his manner
					gentle as he took her hand.

				“Lucy, I am glad to see you,” he said gravely. “But I think
					whatever you have to say, you will wish to say to Julia alone.”

				Sudden tears sparkled in her eyes. “You are very good.”

				“I will wait outside,” he said, and the kindly witch showed him
					out. She returned with a chair for me and dipped her head to Lucy.

				“I will be up in the loft if you need me, Mrs. Brisbane.”

				She gathered up her skirts and left us, climbing the steep
					ladder to the loft. I did not blame her. Like many cottages, this one was snug
					and easy to heat, but the greatest warmth would gather upstairs under the low
					rafters. No doubt this was where the creature did her sewing and such, and I
					dismissed her from my mind as soon as she had gone. I settled myself on my chair
					and looked at Lucy with expectant eyes.

				“I wish she would not call me that,” she said faintly.

				“It is your name.”

				She closed her eyes as if a spasm of pain gripped her. But when
					she opened them, the sudden tears were gone. “I wish I were not. Marrying
					Brisbane’s father was the greatest mistake I ever made.”

				I said nothing, and she gave a short, sharp laugh. “How kind of
					you not to tell me I was stupid. Believe me, I have said it to myself almost
					every day since.”

				During a previous investigation in India, Lucy, a recent widow
					with a sizeable fortune from her late husband’s estate, had eloped with
					Brisbane’s father, a darkly glamourous man of breathtaking villainy.3 I had hoped the marriage would be the
					making of him, but it appeared it had been her undoing.

				“I am sorry it was unhappy,” I told her.

				“I think you mean it,” she said, picking at the quilt with
					restless fingers.

				“What are you doing here?”

				“I have left him,” she said simply. “I have run away from my
					husband.”

				“How long has it been?”

				She shrugged, her expression dreamy. “I can’t remember anymore.
					It’s been so long, so many rented accommodations, so many hurried flights on
					trains and mail coaches and steamers. I have eluded him across half the world,
					and still he hunts me.”

				“Is that why you did not come to the Abbey? Father would have
					taken you in. Surely you must know that.”

				She rubbed her temples. “I know. But I could not bring his
					cruelty to bear on anyone else. Yet I longed to be close to my family. I am weak
					and foolish and—”

				I sighed. It had ever been Lucy’s habit to carp on her
					shortcomings. But her life had been full of woes, great and small, and I could
					not be unkind to her.

				I covered her hand with my own. “Lucy, you ought to have come
					to us. Brisbane and I would have cared for you. He has a thousand connections in
					London, abroad. He could have hid you anywhere.”

				“I thought of it,” she told me. “But then I read in the
					newspaper about your accident.”

				She stopped there and turned her hand to grasp mine. “I am very
					sorry about your child.”

				It had been two months, but still I did not speak of it easily.
					The accident that caused my miscarriage had been one of my own making, and while
					I could not regret it as it had saved Brisbane’s life, neither could I wholly
					reconcile myself to our loss.4 It was
					something I dared not let myself dwell upon, and I had no wish to discuss it
					with Lucy.

				I withdrew my hand gently. “It was not to be.”

				“Perhaps,” she said. “In any event, I could not burden you with
					my troubles, not then. And I knew your father was in London, but I felt if I
					could only get near to the Abbey, someplace familiar and quiet, I could be
					safe.” The Abbey had never been her home, but as a distant poor relation, she
					had spent her share of holidays with us. I had little doubt that in her mind,
					the Abbey represented all that was safe in the world.

				“I came by closed carriage, quietly,” she told me. “So as not
					to attract notice. I thought of the vicar. He gave us this cottage for our use
					without telling a soul. He was so kindly when he performed my marriage to Sir
					Cedric. God, it seems a lifetime ago! How long has it been?”

				Her expression was dreamy again, and I wondered idly if she
					were taking some sort of drug.

				“Two years.”

				“So little time! And yet my life has been utterly destroyed,”
					she murmured. “How I wish I had died with Cedric. To have been spared what came
					after—”

				She broke off, covering her face with her hands, and I did not
					have the heart to point out that Cedric had been murdered because of her.

				There was a long, still silence broken by the crackling of the
					fire.

				“How is he?” she asked, and I knew she meant her child.

				“He is well. Thriving, to hear Morag tell it. My maid is
					helping Portia to care for him. He is in good care,” I assured her.

				She nodded, closing her eyes. “I knew the family would not let
					him suffer for my sins.”

				I felt a stab of exasperation. Lucy could dramatise as well as
					a character from Beaumont and Fletcher. “What sins, Lucy? You had a child by
					your husband.”

				“Husband! Do you think I could bear to call him that?”

				“But he is,” I persisted. “Your child is legitimate. You have
					committed no transgression, and even if you had, we are not the sort to make a
					fuss over such a thing. You know that.”

				Tears leaked from her eyes and slid down to the pillow. She
					opened her eyes slowly. “I know. But his lordship has already been so generous.
					And, as I say, you all had your own troubles. I could not add to them with my
					burdens. It was a difficult pregnancy,” she told me. “I suffered much, no doubt
					because of my mental anguish. You cannot imagine what it is like to be tormented
					by fear, hounded and chased like an animal, never settling. Even now, I try to
					sleep, and I fear I can hear him, trying the locks, calling my name in that sly,
					insidious voice. If it were not for Nanny Bleeker, I would not have survived at
					all.”

				“Where did you find her?”

				“On the ship, when we fled India. She had gone to India to
					deliver her last charge into the care of his parents. She had been comfortably
					pensioned off, and...I suppose she sensed I needed a friend,” she said quietly.
					“It was supposed to be our wedding voyage, but he spent all of his time in the
					card saloon, fleecing the other passengers,” she said bitterly. I noticed she
					did not mention Black Jack by name. “And the nights...well, best not to speak of
					them.”

				“Did he mistreat you?” I felt a surge of rage at the notion
					that any man could raise a hand to my gentle cousin.

				Her expression was one of astonishment. “Mistreat me? He never
					laid a finger upon me in anger. His cruelties were of the subtler, more refined
					variety. He made me do things with him, to him.” She shut her eyes against the
					memory of their marriage bed. “But the worst of it is that he made me want to do
					them. I had no will except his. And when he was finished, he would tell me
					things, terrible things he had done, as if to make me despise myself because I
					could not help wanting a man capable of such deviltry. I learned to hate him
					during that trip. And by the time we docked in Marseilles, I knew I had
					conceived his child. I had made up my mind that I must escape him, for the
					baby’s sake. Nanny Bleeker had money, and I had put some by after Cedric died.
					He took most of it,” she added bitterly, “but there were one or two things he
					had not yet found. And Nanny and I simply disappeared in the melee at the docks.
					We stepped off one ship and made our way directly to another that was about to
					set sail for South America. There was a terrible row when they found we had
					stowed away, but there was an empty cabin, and we paid for it, and they looked
					the other way. That’s how it began, this long, terrible chase. I am the hind to
					his hunter, and he will find me,” she said at last breaking into long, violent
					sobs.

				I stroked her hair and marvelled at how much the village gossip
					had got wrong. There was no witch, only a kindly old woman. And no ghostly
					lamentations, only the weeping of an unhappy girl who had made a deal with the
					devil.

				“Lucy, about the baby,” I began.

				She gave a low sob and pressed her hands to her eyes. “Not now.
					I cannot think now.”

				I sighed. She was in no fit state to consider her child’s
					welfare. He was in good care at the Abbey, and we could certainly keep him until
					she had recovered herself. She was family, after all, and we owed her as
					much.

				I rose and pressed a kiss to her brow. “I will leave you now,
					Lucy. But I will come back soon and see how you are.”

				She struggled up and clasped my hand. “You will keep my
					secret?”

				“Yes, but I really think—”

				Colour rose stormily into her face then ebbed as swiftly as it
					had come. She was as pale as the sheet upon which she lay. “Swear it!” she
					demanded. “Upon your honour.”

				“I will tell no one,” I promised. “Save Brisbane. We are
					speaking of his father, after all. He deserves to know.”

				She nodded and collapsed back onto the pillows. “Very well. I
					trust him,” she said dully. “He is nothing like his father.”

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Eight

				To business that we love we rise betime

				And go to it with delight.

				—Antony and Cleopatra, IV, iv, 20

				I related the sad tale to Brisbane as we made our way back to the Abbey. A valiant winter sun had burnt off the worst of the mist, and we were surrounded by the sound of dripping water as the frost melted. It was a strange sort of day, with the unearthly light and the cottage like something in a fairy-tale wood and the sad maiden locked away from a villainous wretch.

				Brisbane took my arm. “Stop romanticising,” he said.

				“I was doing nothing of the sort,” I protested.

				He gave me a knowing look, and I conceded the point. “Well, perhaps a little. I suppose the truth is that Lucy is a rather stupid girl who has acted impulsively and is paying a terrible price for it. Still, we are better equipped at the Abbey to care for the child until she recovers herself.”

				We walked along in silence for a few minutes, retracing the route we had followed the previous night. The countryside was solemn and still, and in the distance, I could just make out the gaily painted vardos of Gypsies camped on the fringes of my father’s land.

				“It must have been cold for them in the snow,” I remarked.

				“They’ll not be bothered by it,” he assured me with a quirk of his shapely mouth. “We’re hardy stock, or had you forgot that?”

				I slipped my hand into his. “They’re lucky to live so lightly—everything neatly tucked into one wagon to take along in their travels. I envy them the simplicity of it.”

				He shot me a quizzical look. “Do you mean it?”

				I stopped to look at him. “Yes, why?”

				“It’s just that I had a letter from Mrs. Lawson,” he began. “She grows tired of London, and her sister wants her to move to Bath. She has offered to sell us the house in Half Moon Street.”

				“I think it’s a brilliant idea. You would own your consulting rooms, and we could let the rest of it.”

				“Or we could live in it,” he suggested.

				I said nothing for a moment, thinking swiftly. “The house is far smaller than anywhere else we have lived. It would mean a drastic reduction in staff,” I said, beginning to warm to the idea.

				“We wouldn’t need half a dozen maids,” he agreed.

				“Or footmen,” I put in with real enthusiasm. Our footmen were Brisbane’s idea, former thieves recruited for the sole purpose of acting as my bodyguards and employed against my will.

				Brisbane nodded. “I thought you would like that. I could put them to work for Monk,” he said, referring to his right-hand man, his former teacher and batman and friend of long acquaintance. “They can take the day-to-day cases, the missing jewels and purloined letters and blackmail notes.”

				“And what would you do?” I asked.

				Brisbane’s nature tended towards the serious, but there was a graveness to his manner that told me he was speaking entirely from his heart. “I would like to work with Morgan. On a regular footing.”

				Sir Morgan Fielding. Secret advisor to the Prime Minister, my distant cousin, and Brisbane’s sometime employer in activities that could only be termed espionage. “You have given this a great deal of thought,” I temporised.

				“I have.” He began to walk, pulling me slowly along, his hand covering mine. “The threat in Germany grows. I don’t know how long we have, but something is stirring, something ugly and dangerous. Morgan is worried, too. He is in Berlin now.”

				I blinked at him. “He said he was going to Paris for a bit of recreation. He might have told me the truth. I am taking care of his larcenous cat,” I reminded Brisbane. Nin was a violently loud Siamese with a penchant for making off with anything that sparkled.

				“Morgan is not terribly trusting at the best of times, even of us.”

				“But you want to work for him.”

				“With him,” he corrected. “Times are changing, and we both believe that the methods that have been used in the past will no longer serve. It’s time to create a new agency with new operatives, young minds that can be trained properly to sleuth out information and pass it back to London.”

				“You have thought this through,” I said, a trifle tartly. “I suppose it even has a name.”

				“Morgan likes the notion of the industriousness of bees. He was thinking of calling it the Apiary.”

				I thought a moment then shook my head. “No. Call it the Vespiary. After a nest of wasps. They have a more ferocious sting. If we are going to take on Germany, let them know we mean it.”

				He stopped, openmouthed. “You’re serious. You raise no objection.”

				“To what? You taking on dangerous work? You’ve done that since before I knew you. It was half the reason I fell in love with you, I expect. I could no more ask you to give up your work than I could hold back the tides. It is the stuff of which you are made.”

				He embraced me then, and when he drew back, my lips were tingling in the cold. “There’s something else,” he said.

				“Tell me.”

				“Morgan and I shall want your help.”

				It was my turn to stare, mouth agape. “You mean it?”

				“I do. You bungle into my cases with no method or order, and yet you have the instincts of a bloodhound. You understand people and what drives them. The Apiary will have need of people like you.”

				I pressed a kiss to his cheek. “The Vespiary,” I corrected.

				He grinned. “We shall see.”

				Just then he cocked his head. “And I would like to go up to the nursery and see the child.”

				I smiled in return. Brisbane had shown little interest in babies. “Why?”

				“Because I have never had a half-brother before.”

				* * *

				We arrived back at the Abbey hand in hand and in perfect amity. In the space of our short walk we had agreed upon a new career and a new style of living. We should embrace simplicity, at least a privileged and eccentric sort of simplicity. We would have rooms for consulting and photographic equipment as well as a sitting room and bedroom with further accommodation for Morag and Aquinas. A pair of guest rooms and another pair for a cook and maid would complete our domestic arrangements. That still left a few rooms unused, but I had little doubt we would eventually put them to good purpose. As to the work Brisbane proposed, I felt a thrill at the prospect of taking on such important and clandestine activities. There was much yet to be discussed, but I felt the new year had dawned full of expectant promise, and already it was being fulfilled.

				The feeling of smug contentment was doomed to be short-lived. No sooner had we arrived in the nursery than Morag thrust the infant into my arms.

				“Mind you don’t drop him. I am wanted,” she pronounced grandly.

				“By whom?” I demanded.

				“Lady Bettiscombe. She is feeling particularly unwell,” she told us. Heedless of Brisbane’s presence, she launched into a description of Portia’s bodily woes complete in all its lurid detail.

				After a particularly informative passage, Brisbane raised a hand. “No more, I beg you.”

				Morag smoothed her skirts. “The maids are fair dropping on their feet with all the running and fetching. It would help matters no end if his lordship had bothered to modernise the Abbey,” she added with a severe look at me.

				“It wasn’t my idea to keep the Abbey practically mediaeval in its arrangements,” I protested. “But what am I meant to do with this?” I asked, glancing at the sleeping child.

				She pulled a sour face. “Try not to drown him. Or drop him. Or stab him with a pin. He’s a baby, not a Fabergé egg.” She turned to Brisbane and spoke to him, her voice suitably respectful. “You’re wanted downstairs, as well, sir. His lordship has instructions regarding the Revels. He’s fretting himself to bits worrying over the arrangements, and you’re the only one of the family still on your feet. The doctor says he needs to rest, but he won’t until his mind is settled.”

				Brisbane looked from me to the baby and back again. “Go,” I urged. “Father will only make a nuisance of himself if he doesn’t get the Revels sorted. You know how stubborn he can be.”

				“You’re quite certain?” he asked, eyeing me doubtfully.

				I put out my tongue at him by way of response. “It’s a baby. How difficult can it be?”

				As it turned out, very difficult, indeed.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Nine

				A gallant child...makes old hearts fresh.

				—The Winter’s Tale, I, I, 40

				I was alone with the child in the nursery for the better part of the day. Once he woke, which happened the moment Brisbane and Morag left me alone, he seemed entirely disinclined to sleep again. After an hour of walking him to and fro across the nursery floor, we were both entirely bored of the place, so I put him carefully into a basket and carried him down to our room in the Jubilee Tower.

				“This is better,” I assured him. He gave me a look of owlish consideration, as if he had not quite made up his mind about me. I hastened to reassure him.

				“We’re kin, after a fashion. Your mother is my second cousin—wait, that isn’t right,” I stopped, trying to calculate the exact relationship to Lucy. “Is it first cousin twice removed? I cannot remember. In any event, we are a large family, and we take care of our own. Your father is a horror, but we won’t talk about him now. That’s nothing to trouble yourself with. All you need worry about is growing up big and strong and wise as your elder brother,” I told him. “Now, how would you like to meet a raven?”

				I introduced him to Grim and then to Snug, and let the little dormouse sniff the tiny fingers that stretched and grasped at the edge of the blanket. Even Rook, Brisbane’s tall lurcher, lifted his head from the hearthrug to give the child a sniff. I told him all the animals’ names and in return—

				“Heavens, I forgot to ask Lucy what she means to call you!” I told him. “I wonder if she’s chosen a name. Perhaps she’ll call you Hector after my father, although between the two of us, I dearly hope not for your sake. Or perhaps Francis after Uncle Fly. He’s a dear fellow. You were born in his cottage, did you know that?”

				I had been so intent upon talking to the baby that I had not heard the door open, but Morag’s disapproving voice was swift. “What sort of daft creature talks to a baby like that?”

				She snatched the baby up and peered into the blankets. “Was Lady Julia being silly with my wee little man?” she crooned. She gave me a knowing look. “You must speak sweetly to babies. Not as if they were the postman.”

				“Well, how was I supposed to know?” I countered irritably. “He seemed to like it perfectly well.”

				“He is too well-mannered to do otherwise,” she said, holding him close to her bosom.

				I saw the warmth of affection kindled in her eyes, and I felt a rush of something like pity for her.

				“Morag, we know where he came from.”

				Her dark eyes flared open in surprise. “One of the village girls in trouble, no doubt?”

				“Not at all. As it happens, he is my cousin Lucy’s child.”

				Morag knew immediately what I had not said. “He’s the master’s wee brother,” she breathed. “He’s the son of that villain, Black Jack Brisbane.”

				“He is. Lucy has been fleeing him for months. He doesn’t even know about the baby,” I told her.

				“And he shan’t,” she said fiercely, clutching him even more tightly. “I’ll defend him with my last breath. I have a knife in my stocking, you know.”

				The image of Morag doing battle to the death with a hardened criminal boggled the mind. But then, she had seen things the likes of which I could not imagine. And I suspected Black Jack might find her a most rigorous opponent if he ever encountered her.

				“I doubt it will come to that,” I told her gently. “But your keenness to protect young Master Brisbane there is noted. The point is, he’s family, not some village cast-off. When we can persuade Lucy to let us settle her here or somewhere in London, when she’s recovered from the birth, we’ll give him back, and she will be very happy to have him.”

				“He’s a fine bairn,” she said suddenly. “Any woman would be lucky to have him.”

				I smiled. “Yes, Lucy is lucky. He’s handsome and healthy in spite of all her troubles. He’s just had a bit of a calamitous start in life. We must help Lucy to make him a better one. For both their sakes.”

				Before Morag could reply, the door was thrown back, and Brisbane stood in the doorway, brandishing a note.

				“Brisbane?”

				He crossed the room and handed me the note before going directly to the table where a decanter of whisky stood. He poured a hefty measure and tossed it down, sudden colour rising in his pale cheeks. He poured another and handed it to me.

				“What is this for?”

				“You’ll want it after you’ve read that.”

				Morag stood quietly, crooning to the baby under her breath. Rook went to stand beside Brisbane, who dropped an absent hand to his rough head. In his cage, Grim cocked his head, and even Snug seemed poised and expectant.

				I glanced at the envelope to see a familiar hand, and suddenly I knew precisely what I would find within.

				“Oh, Lucy,” I said mournfully.

				Brisbane gave me a sharp nod. Read it aloud.

				I cleared my throat, but when I spoke, my voice was oddly unlike my own. “‘Dearest Julia, I know that you and Brisbane will care for my child far better than I shall. I cannot take him with me, nor can I endure the thought of his father coming to claim him. I have enclosed a sort of document in my own hand, witnessed by Nanny Bleeker and the Reverend Mr. Twickham releasing my child into your care. He is yours now. I shall not trouble him, nor do I wish to know what becomes of him. That is too sharp a pain to endure. Let the break be complete and let it be now. Give him all that I cannot, in mercy’s name. Lucy.’”

				I paused to clear my throat. “There’s a postscript,” I told him. “She says she has called him John, but that Nicholas ought to be appended as his second name.”

				I watched as Brisbane went to Morag. He slid his large, capable hands under the sleeping child and lifted him into his arms. Something in his face changed then, something that had been locked within him eased, and his eyes were witch-black and shining when he looked at me.

				“You must go after her,” I told him. “She will regret this for the rest of her life.”

				He hesitated then placed the child back into Morag’s arms. “Of course, you are right,” he said gruffly.

				“Morag, take Master John back to the nursery,” I instructed, glad at last to have a name to put with his face.

				She did not obey. She merely stood, rocking him as I downed the whisky, and Brisbane pulled on his greatcoat. He pressed a kiss to my cheek. “I will not be long. She cannot have got far,” he told me.

				I nodded, and he left me without another glance.

				Morag said nothing, but her silence was full of reproach. “Don’t,” I told her sharply. “You do not know Lucy as I do. This was impulsive and rash, the sort of thing she always does and always regrets. She will not get two miles before she turns back to fetch him. Do you want to care for him, to love him, only to have her come back and wrench him away?” I demanded.

				Still she said nothing.

				“Well. Take him to the nursery. I daresay it is time for his feed or something.”

				She put him gently into his basket and left him on my bed. “I will fetch his things and you can do it yourself. I quit.”

				“Morag!” She did not stop. She walked out of the room and closed the door behind her. I did not follow. In a few moments, one of the footmen, William IV, arrived with an armful of supplies—the things Morag had cobbled together for him. There were bottles and odd bits of cloth I suspected were for some hygienic purpose, and even a small knitted dog that looked suspiciously like Portia’s decaying pug, Mr. Pugglesworth.

				“His things, compliments of Miss Co-co-col—” he stumbled over the Scots surname.

				“It’s Colquohoun,” I told him. “That’s why I call her Morag.”

				William smiled. He was a kindly lad, and grateful to me for arranging his future rather neatly over Christmas—neatly and entirely to his satisfaction. He took the chance to peer into the basket.

				“He’s got his eyes open—and yet not crying. That’s a wonder,” he told me.

				“Is it? I’m afraid I’m not much use with babies. There was only Mr. Valerius younger than me, and none of my nieces and nephews were born here.”

				“Oh, yes, my lady. I’ve six younger than me at home, and what I don’t know about babies isn’t worth knowing. He’s a fine little lad, he is. But the eyes are unusual.”

				“How?” I asked, coming a little closer to the bed.

				“They’re green. Most babes have blue eyes when they open, unless they’re meant to be dark. But his are a fine green right now, and that’s a thing to behold.”

				He remarked upon the shining cap of silky black hair and the sturdy grip, and he showed me how to give him a feed and even how to remedy the discomfort of wet undergarments.

				“There, nothing to it,” he said cheerfully when I managed on my fourth try. “The trick with babies is they don’t know any better. You can be an old hand or green as an unripe plum, but this little fellow will never know or care.”

				I gave him a grateful smile. “You’re going to be a fine father, William. When is the happy event?”

				He beamed at me, his pink complexion going quite red. “Midsummer, my lady. We mean to marry by the end of January, and the cottage will be ready for us in time for the spring planting. I’ll be a proper undergardener by then,” he added, fairly bursting with pride.

				“Good luck to you both,” I told him. He smiled again and took his leave, promising to look in again later when his duties permitted. The rest of the family had given up heaving and hurling and were resting quietly after their poisonous oysters, while the staff had collapsed over steaming vats of tea and piles of toast, he had told me, grateful the worst was over. All that remained was for them to rest and recover their strength, and with three days left until the Revels, it seemed possible that they should still be held.

				A quiet storm rose as the twilight faded, large soft flakes of snow falling silently over the Abbey. I thought of Brisbane, out in the cold, searching for a frightened young woman who had made a terrible choice, and I prayed to a deity I did not entirely believe in for both of them.

				Poor Lucy. And poor little John, I thought as I lifted him from his basket. He was indeed a fine specimen. He would thrive, in spite of his harrowing introduction to life. But under whose care? His mother was in flight, terrified of the monstrous man she had married, and in fear of her life. What sort of life was that for a child? And even if safe haven could be found for her, with us in London perhaps, was Lucy stable enough to have the care of a child? She had been highly strung and nearly hysterical the day I had visited her in the cottage. Black Jack’s game of chase had played havoc with her nerves, fretting them to nothing, and she was as fragile as the child she had left behind.

				He regarded me solemnly, his plump cheeks pink against the pale, perfect alabaster of his skin. Like Black Jack, like Brisbane for that matter, his hair was black, only a little dusting of it as yet, but it would grow thick in time, I imagined. And I wondered if I should be there to see it. How would it look, that black Brisbane hair with the bright green of the March eyes?

				When Brisbane returned hours later, mud-spattered and tired from his inquiries, he found us tucked into bed, the child fed and sleeping sweetly as I wept into his blanket.

				“Hey, now, what’s this?” Brisbane asked, settling himself on the bed next to me.

				“I want him,” I said, snuffling through my tears. “I did not think I wanted a child, but when we lost ours—” I broke off. “I still don’t know that I want children. But I want this one. He’s half Brisbane and half March. He is ours. And do not tell me Lucy wants him back. I do not think I could bear it.”

				He slipped his arm around me, pressing his lips to my shoulder. “I could not find her. She left behind a note that would indicate she has taken her own life, and one of the village lads found her shoes and gown by the river.”

				I looked at him in horror, but he raised a hand. “She is not dead. I would stake my reputation on it. She merely hopes to throw my father off the scent should he come this far. It may take time, but I can trace her.”

				“Your father has tried these last months and always she has eluded him,” I reminded him.

				“I am better at this than he,” he told me.

				I said nothing. He was entitled to his confidence. He had well earned it.

				He looked down at the slumbering face of his half-brother. “Do you mean it? About keeping him?”

				“We have no choice,” I told him, wiping my eyes. “Where will he go? A foundling home? Could you do that to a child of your own blood?”

				“Of course not,” he told me softly.

				“Neither could I. There is no decision to make. Lucy has made it for us. She knows we could not bear to turn him away. We must keep him.”

				“But will such a thing make you happy?” he persisted.

				The child’s tight little rosebud of a mouth puckered in his sleep. “Before today I would have said it was impossible. And I expect I shall be hopeless as a mother. But I mean to try.”

				Brisbane said nothing for a long moment. Then he spoke, his voice resolved. “I will tell Morgan the Apiary cannot be. I will keep to private enquiry work. It isn’t much safer but it will keep me closer to home, I suspect. And we will need a bigger house than Mrs. Lawson’s in Half Moon. I will tell her we rescind the offer, and we’ll start looking for lodgings tomorrow.”

				“No,” I said firmly.

				“No?” One handsome black brow quirked upward.

				“No. We must begin as we mean to go on. We are neither of us happy without purposeful work, and we shall have it. There will be those to care for him when we are not there, and he will learn the value of a job well done from both of us. We will move into Half Moon Street as we planned, and you will work with Morgan to form the Vespiary,” I said, stressing the correction.

				He smiled. “And what will you do? You will never be happy with teething biscuits and silver spoons.”

				“No more than you,” I agreed. “But I will do as I have done. I will organise our household because, let us be frank, my love, I am better at it than you. I will work with you on cases that interest me. I will advise on the Vespiary when you think I can be useful. I will have my photography. And we will have...” I hesitated then said it for the first time and with ringing conviction, “our son.”

				He looked down at the sleeping boy. “Our son,” he said, and in his voice was a note of wonder.

				

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Chapter Ten

				I
					had
					rather
					adopt
					a
					child
					than
					beget
					it.

				—Othello, I, iii, 189

				Contrary to his prediction, Brisbane unearthed no trace
					of Lucy outside of Blessingstoke. It made me uneasy that we could not find her,
					but I held out the hope that if Brisbane could not run her to ground, neither
					could Black Jack. Other matters were resolved to greater satisfaction. The
					Twelfth Night rehearsals continued smoothly, apart from my sister Olivia
					twisting her ankle and claiming she could no longer play the Turkish Knight.
					Bellmont stepped in with alacrity, and waved the great sword with tremendous
					enthusiasm, nearly taking off Valerius’s nose in the process.

				“I think he is quite suited to playing the Turkish Knight,”
					Portia told me. “His pomposity is perfectly appropriate.” She smiled at me, and
					we exchanged conspiratorial looks, as if we were schoolgirls escaped from our
					lessons. Jane the Younger was tucked up in the nursery as was John Nicholas,
					both of them far too young for the chill of the Twelfth Night Revels. For the
					weather had turned again, briskly beautifully cold, with a frosty nip that
					caused the air to sparkle in the torchlight. Portia handed me a cup of Plum’s
					special punch, brimming with spices and potently intoxicating.

				As we drank, my eyes lingered on Perdita, costumed as a
					woodland mushroom. I had neglected to take her back to the cottage with me, and
					she had accepted my apology with her usual eccentric grace.

				“That’s quite all right, Aunt Julia. If I had been there,
					Cousin Lucy might not have confided in you.”

				“Is that so important?” I asked, intrigued.

				She nodded solemnly. “Without that meeting, she might not have
					decided to give you little Jack.”

				I opened my mouth to correct her, but she was already gone,
					flown away to some other place like the bit of thistledown she was. I turned to
					Brisbane. “Did you hear that? The family have decided to call him Jack. I don’t
					know that I like it. It has overtones of your father.”

				“Well, he definitely isn’t a John,” he told me. “John is a very
					simple proper name, and what he did on the wall of our room last night was
					neither simple nor proper. It took Morag the better part of the morning to clean
					it off, and the paintwork will never be the same.”

				“Serves her right,” I said mildly. “She insisted on being his
					nanny instead of my lady’s maid. I have almost never called upon her to clean up
					my bodily functions.” But I was still thinking of Perdita.

				It was Perdita, much to the chagrin of Tarquin and Quentin, who
					discovered that the oysters had been deliberately left out in the warm kitchens
					to poison the family. The undercook, jealous of Cook’s position, had hoped to
					shift the blame on her ailing superior. But Perdita unmasked her villainy, and
					after Aunt Hermia boxed the undercook’s ears and sacked her without a reference,
					justice was served. Brisbane, impressed with Perdita’s abilities, promised her a
					job one day, and I was not entirely certain he was jesting. But before I could
					enquire too closely, the Revels were upon us.

				For the first time in ten years, the March family gathered to
					perform the Twelfth Night Revels for the village of Blessingstoke, just as they
					had done in Master Shakespeare’s day. The dragon breathed fire while the Turkish
					Knight brandished his sword at St. George, and when it was finished, the
					resurrected saint and his sad dragon stood in tableau while the white-robed
					chorus, of which Portia and I made two, sang of the blood-berried holly and the
					sweetly clinging ivy. Rather like Brisbane and myself, I thought fancifully.
					Both evergreen and hardy, one sturdy, one tenacious, and forever undivided. But
					now there was a new little branch grafted to our union.

				I glanced to the nursery window, glowing warm and yellow
					against the black walls of the Abbey as Jane the Younger’s nanny and Morag
					looked down upon the frolics. I turned to see Brisbane’s eyes fixed on me, a
					slow smile spreading over his face. I knew what he was thinking. We had a new
					life ahead. New home, new work, new child, new cases. One case in particular
					would prove particularly intriguing, and it was that case that persuaded me that
					little Jack was forever and completely mine. But that is a tale for another
					time.

				* * * * *
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