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PROLOGUE

1811
Kent, England
Village of East Whitloe

F oolish. Impetuous. Risky. You needn’t hold back now, Piers.

I know precisely what’s ticking in that mind of yours.”

I forced my shoulders back against the bark of the oak tree where 

I’d spent the last few interminable hours shivering. Even the slightest 

movement of my hurt ankle caused knives to twist beneath my skin.

Piers Cavanagh merely shook his head as he looked over my 

injury. “I simply cannot deduce how the devil this happened. First 

off, it’s nigh five in the morning. Second, I was under the distinct 

impression you were to return home this afternoon.” He rolled his 

eyes heavenward. “Believe me, I’ve been counting down the hours 

till I would see you again, and I’m certain it was to be later today.”

I threw my hands up, regretting the action at once as I winced. 

“I haven’t the foggiest idea how the date of my arrival became con-

fused. I was always to return on the seventeenth of March. Do you 

know, no one was sent to the coaching house last night to bring my 

maid and me home to Flitworth Manor. What a pickle we were in.”
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Having finished pawing at my ankle, Piers moved his hand to 

my resting fingers, his gaze following suit. “Yet here you sit with 

all the signs of a battered ankle. Thank goodness the bruising isn’t 

worse.”

“I admit my decision to borrow a few hacks and set out on the 

journey ourselves turned out to be a poor one. I was thrown . . . 

the little beast.”

His eyes shot to mine. “Do you mean to tell me you left the 

coaching house on your own with no escort but your maid?”

“Don’t scold me. I daresay I’ve paid enough for my foolishness. I 

was just so anxious to see you again.” I tipped my head back. “ ’Pon 

my word, the last thing I wanted to do was to waste one solitary 

hour apart from you when I’m to be dragged out of the country 

tomorrow morning. Oh, Piers. I still cannot believe my family’s 

move is actually happening . . . and so suddenly at that. My parents 

were quite devious to send me away to my cousin’s house while they 

worked out all the details. I can’t even begin to tell you how many 

miles Ceylon is from here.”

Piers sighed. “A little over five thousand. I checked.”

My heart squeezed, but I lifted my chin. Secret romance or not, 

surely no distance, however great, would squelch what Piers and 

I had discovered only a few months before. I toyed with the edge 

of my lip.

At least we would have letters. Really, all I had to do was wait 

for his proper proposal, and I would be whisked back to Britain 

and into Piers Cavanagh’s waiting arms. If only his mother hadn’t 

already decided on Honora Gervey for a daughter- in- law, this whole 

ridiculousness could have been avoided. Engagements entered into 

by parents at the infants’ cribs rarely came to fruition, particularly 

when the parties involved had little interest in each other.
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He squeezed my hand, a wry smile inching across his face. “And 

you’re absolutely right. We haven’t any time to lose.” He rearranged 

his position on the ground, then leaned in close, pausing only at 

the last second to f lick his eyes to the road. “Where exactly is your 

maid again?”

“I sent her for help hours ago.”

He ran his finger down my hairline and around my ear, his deep 

blue eyes as alive as I’d seen them a week ago. “How I’ve missed 

you, Charity Halliwell.”

Careful of my ankle, he closed the gap between us, pressing 

his lips to mine.

I melted forward, numb to the aching world beyond his kiss. 

There was no one in Britain like Piers Cavanagh, and he’d given 

his heart to me and me alone.

Suddenly he pulled away, fumbling for his pocket watch; his 

cheeks still slightly pink. “It’s getting late.”

A gust of wind rumpled his brown locks and made over his 

face. Disquiet filling his eyes, he turned to the road like he’d seen 

a ghost. “Do you think you can ride?”

“I don’t know.”

He ran a hand down his chin, a gasp of frustration on his breath. 

“It will be slow going either way. You’ve picked the deuce of a morn-

ing to have an accident.”

I rubbed a chill from my arm. “You won’t leave me to get help, 

will you? I’ve been alone in the dark for so long now. I’m certain I 

can manage with your assistance. In fact”— I moved to stand— “I 

know I can.”

He hung his head, a curious tension filling the air between us. 

“All night, huh? You had to have been out here all night. What were 

you thinking, Charity?”
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“I told you. How could I have known the horse would be so 

careless?” Nerves prickled down my back. What did it matter now? 

He was here. I was safe.

Another wayward glance down the road was followed by a diffi-

cult lapse into silence. I’d always been able to read Piers like an open 

book, but this odd intensity was nothing short of alarming. Had 

something happened in the week I’d been away?

He pushed into a squatting position. “Let’s get you the rest of 

the way onto your good foot.” One hand on my arm and another at 

my back, he tugged me effortlessly to a standing position. I would 

have been lying if I said the movement didn’t send my leg throb-

bing, but I hardly noticed as I was lost in Piers’s strange behavior, 

my mind afire to figure out what was wrong.

He placed his arm beneath mine, bracing me against his side, 

his other hand securing his horse’s reins. “One hop at a time, and I 

suppose we’ll get to Loxby Manor eventually.”

I looked up into his troubled eyes. “What is it?”

He responded simply by pulling me close. “My estate is the clos-

est by far. Don’t worry, we’ll fetch the doctor from there. I would 

never dream of leaving you.” Then almost to himself, “Everything 

will work out.” He pressed his lips together. “I have faith that it will.”

He gave me a wan smile, but I’ll never forget the look in his 

eyes, like he knew something I did not, like he’d lost something he 

knew he might never get back.
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CHAPTER 1

Five years later, 1816

I knew something was terribly wrong the moment I stepped 

foot back inside Loxby Manor— the pervasive restlessness of 

the servants, the strained silence of the front room.

I’d spent much of my childhood visiting its inhabitants, but 

my pace turned tentative as I peered in each open doorway of the 

ancient house, searching for the telltale presence of a coffin, for I 

could have sworn I’d stumbled upon the start of a funeral.

The Cavanagh’s elderly butler, Mr. Baker, whom I remembered 

all too well, emerged from the shadows of a distant hall. The can-

delabra in his hand lit a familiar, but rather disturbed face.

“Ah, Miss Halliwell . . . There you are. If you would be so good 

as to follow me to your room.” He hid the remains of a grimace 

as he motioned to the grand staircase. “The family is regrettably 

engaged at present, and since you are likely tired from your exten-

sive journey, they’ve arranged for you to rest for the evening in your 

bedchamber undisturbed.”

For a moment I stood as if nailed to the parquet f loor, digesting 

his words without fully understanding them. Where was Seline or 

Mrs. Cavanagh? Or even Avery?
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I glanced wildly about the dim hall as a shiver tickled my shoul-

ders. Could it be true? Not a single member of the family could be 

bothered to welcome me back to Kent? Of course Piers Cavanagh 

was from home. I’d made certain of that before ever considering a 

long visit in the first place.

Mr. Baker waited for me halfway up the stairs, his voice dipping 

to one of impatience. “This way, if you please.”

With little choice, I hurried up the carpeted steps behind him, 

my gloved fingers sliding along the curved banister. Yet on the 

landing I hesitated at the balustrade, my unwitting gaze hunting the 

small alcove on the ground f loor that was only visible from where 

I now stood.

Five long years had crept achingly by since I departed East 

Whitloe and my friends at Loxby Manor, but in that breathless 

moment I won dered if my heart had ever really left. I could almost 

see my sixteen- year- old self rushing into that alcove, far too eager 

for my own good, accepting Piers’s outstretched hands with such 

reckless abandonment. How full of hopes and dreams I’d been 

then . . . Needless to say, that was before Ceylon. I turned back to 

the lonely corridor and the butler’s retreating form. Everything was 

different now.

Mr. Baker deposited me in a small out- of- the- way room with pale 

green papers and golden drapes before deserting me with the promise 

of a supper tray. I crossed the room only to slump down upon a bow 

window seat near the fireplace and toss my bonnet at my side. How 

different my arrival had been from the one I’d anticipated. Perhaps 

Mrs. Cavanagh was not as pleased to host me as her letter had indicated.

The clatter of footsteps sent me roaring to my feet. My bed-

chamber door burst inward and a young lady spilled into the room. 

“Charity!”
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Her delicate fingers lay across her chest, and she paused to appraise 

me before guiding the door shut.

My eyes widened. “Seline? Can it be you?” Her name wafted 

into a whisper as I took in the beauty before me. Was this the same 

girl I’d traipsed through the woods with, having escaped my gov-

erness time and time again, to pick berries and climb trees? Her hair 

had darkened to a pleasing gold, and her face balanced the perfect 

combination of innocence and allure. No wonder Avery had men-

tioned in his letters that she’d been declared the toast of the season. 

Seline Cavanagh had grown into nothing short of an artful goddess.

And she was here in my room . . . after I’d specifically been 

told otherwise.

She extended her arms, urging me to meet her at the center 

of the rug where she took my hands into hers. Those astute green 

eyes did a bit of talking of their own, measuring my worth. “What 

ladies we have become.”

She produced a half- hearted laugh as she pulled me into an 

embrace, then drew away. “I’m so glad you have arrived at last. ’Faith 

but Mama has no sense at all. She thought it best I stay away so you 

could relax this evening, considering . . . Well”— an exasperated 

sigh— “let’s just say, I could not wait to hear all the news of Ceylon.”

My brows pulled in. Mrs. Cavanagh had told Seline to stay 

away . . . from me?

“I cannot believe you’ve traveled so far and have seen so much 

of the world when I’ve never even left Britain.” She pursed her lips. 

“I’m quite jealous, you know. Tell me all about your travels. What 

is it like there?”

Although I’d prepared myself for questions about my time in 

Ceylon, my heart still quivered at her words and my muscles clenched. 

Would I ever lose the horrible impulse to f lee?
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I swallowed hard against the lump in my throat. This would 

not be the last time I was asked.

The truth was, Ceylon was nothing short of beautiful, the 

people kind, the tea plantations and estates a grand affair, but it took 

all my willpower to keep the tears at bay, to look past the incident, 

as my mother liked to call it. There was much more to my time in 

Ceylon than that terrible day.

I took a deep breath. “Ceylon is a different world from Britain. 

It is a beautiful island with rolling hills and a sweeping shoreline. 

Did you know they have elephants there?”

“No, I didn’t.” She checked. “Did you touch one?”

“Of course. They’re quite friendly.”

Seline blinked, her mouth puckered just so. “Mama would faint 

if she even saw an animal of that size. In fact, I’d advise you not to 

mention that part to her . . . among other things, like my being in 

your room. Your, well, let me just say, the timing of your arrival 

has proven to be a bit awkward.”

“Awkward? Whatever do you mean?”

She gave an indifferent shrug, her hair glinting in the firelight. 

“Nothing all that dreadful. Certainly not worth the histrion-

ics Mama has enacted this last hour or more. She’s got the entire 

house in an uproar. Surely you remember how dramatic she can be.” 

Seline shot me a coy glance. “Ridiculous, since the whole thing was 

nothing but a silly accident.”

I inched down onto a nearby chair, lost as to what could possibly 

be amiss at Loxby that had turned the entire household upside 

down. Granted, at least now I wouldn’t have to talk about Ceylon.

I fumbled with my fingers in my lap. When my mother pro-

posed the idea to spend a year with the Cavanagh’s while she and 

Papa visited my brother in Boston, I’d latched on to the notion at 
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once. It was a golden opportunity— the perfect distraction from my 

difficult memories, time away to start anew. Yet the tone of Seline’s 

voice and her uncertain countenance sparked an all too familiar 

wave of repressed nerves. Had I made the wrong decision after all?

Seline seemed to follow my thoughts as she knelt by my chair, 

patting my hand as if I was a child. “Do not fret. Everything shall 

be made right within the week.”

I stared up. “Tell me what has happened.”

A spark of mischief lit her eyes. “I suppose you must know the 

whole. Living in this house, you’ll learn of it soon enough, only I 

beg your discretion as it is rather personal in nature.”

Personal indeed. As a child Seline had steered headfirst into any 

trouble that came her way, and I was always right there with her, 

joining in, keeping her secrets.

There was the time she’d dared Lord Kendal to touch her ankle 

and laughed so prettily when he’d done so. And the day she tempted 

Hugh Daunt to take her fishing all alone for the afternoon. She 

never did reveal to me what they’d done on that riverbank, but 

Hugh couldn’t take his eyes off her after that.

Thankfully her elder brothers had always shielded her. But now? 

I produced a weak nod. “Oh, Seline. Years ago we promised to 

look out for one another, and I have every intention of continuing 

to do so.”

Her shoulders relaxed as that dainty smile she affected so well 

returned to her lips. “You were always so wonderfully trustworthy, 

and I can see you haven’t changed a bit.” She squeezed my hand. 

“Perhaps it is a good thing you came to Loxby at such a dreadful 

time. I daresay you can help protect me from Mama.”

I angled my chin. “Only if you tell me what you’ve got yourself 

into this time.”
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“I’m afraid it is a bit of a bramble.” She fought back a laugh. 

“Well, you know how men get?”

I sighed, for I did know just how men got around her. Even at 

fifteen she’d been enticing. How she’d made it to twenty without 

an engagement I couldn’t guess.

She turned her attention to the arm of the chair, tracing the pat-

tern with her finger. “It all started when Mr. Lacy, our head groom, 

took on a new stable hand— his nephew.” She snuck a peek beneath 

her lashes. “His name is Miles, and you know how I love to ride early 

every morning.”

I seemed to remember her sleeping until midday, but now was 

not the time to quibble.

“So you see, it wasn’t exactly my fault. I couldn’t help but inter-

act with him alone day after day. It was only natural . . . I mean, I 

was simply humoring the man. Neither of us were the least serious. 

He knows full well I will settle for nothing short of a title. I told 

him so from the beginning.”

“A title, hmm?” I wondered why Lord Kendal had not yet come 

up to scratch. The two had been inseparable since childhood.

She huffed, her hands suddenly animated. “Wouldn’t you know, 

this morning, one of the dratted servants slunk into the stables and 

found Miles and me . . . well . . . you know, kissing.”

I sat up straight. “Oh, Seline.”

“Then the wretch dared to tell Papa. And now Mama thinks it 

likely the rumor will circulate the neighborhood.”

Seline had been labeled the village f lirt years ago, but kissing a 

stable hand— it was the outside of enough. No wonder the house had 

been a veritable mausoleum when I arrived. Mrs. Cavanagh was right. 

This was much more serious than Seline’s usual nonsensical whims. 

Her very respectability was at stake. “What do you plan to do?”
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“Well, deny it of course. Miles has been paid to leave the estate 

and keep his mouth shut. He is lucky Papa is willing to do that.”

A line squirmed across her brow. “You needn’t look at me like 

that. You always were such a curst innocent. I vow I never could say 

or do anything without ruff ling your feathers.” She leaned forward, 

the hint of a laugh on her breath. “There is more to discover than 

books, my dear, but I daresay you wouldn’t have the least idea what 

I’m even talking about.”

My jaw tightened. Why was it that people always assumed those 

who are quiet or shy know nothing of the world? How shocked 

Seline would be if she learned what actually happened in Ceylon, 

but I had no intention of sharing that day with anyone besides my 

mother. Not now, not ever.

I touched my forehead. “Won’t there be a scandal?”

“Not if I can squelch it or head it off. I do have a plan.”

A plan, hmm? I waited for her to say more, but she rose and 

made her way to the fireplace and poked the logs.

She angled her shoulders to steal a glance back at me. “What 

about you? Any special gentlemen you met at a ball? If you even 

had those in Ceylon.”

I cringed as the memories of the dreaded house parties I’d been 

forced to attend on those blustery summer nights came to mind. 

Goodness, how I’d hated them.

“If you remember, I have great difficulty hearing and under-

standing people in crowded spaces. It’s an aff liction I’ve suffered 

since birth. Everyone’s voices jumble together, particularly with 

the instrumentalists present, until the sounds form nothing but a 

mess of words and notes. Trust me, when a gentleman did take pity 

on me and asked for a dance, I hadn’t the least idea what he’d said 

during the set to make conversation. I must have come across as 
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dull as ditchwater, for I was rarely asked for a second dance. After 

all, nodding and smiling can only get you so far.”

There was a beat of silence, and then she said dryly, “You poor 

dear. I do recall you struggling with something of the sort. At any 

rate, I remember how Avery used to tease you mercilessly when you 

misunderstood what was said, though you can’t entirely blame him 

as you quite often did.”

“Neither of your brothers had much patience with me.”

“Well, the good news is Avery is in as much hot water as me 

at present. He was rusticated from university just last week. In fact, 

Piers was so angry he dashed off a letter informing us he means 

to arrive tomorrow. Can you believe it? With any luck my little 

indiscretion with Miles should slip quite nicely under the rug, par-

ticularly if I have a certain announcement to make.”

My heart dropped. “Piers will be here tomorrow? I thought he 

hadn’t returned home in five years.”

How I wished my voice hadn’t cracked, for Seline rounded 

on me, her eyes f lashing. “Don’t tell me you’re still harboring that 

ridiculous calf- love you always had for my brother.”

“Certainly not.” Not after he’d ended our secret relationship 

in one cryptic letter, the first and only one I received from him. “I 

was just surprised to hear he was coming home is all.”

She crossed her arms. “It was a shock to all of us, believe me. 

He’s been hiding for so long at Grandmama’s old cottage out-

side Liverpool, we thought he’d never return. At least I hoped he 

wouldn’t.”

“Why did he go to Liverpool?”

I’d spoken too quickly. Seline darted another knowing glance. 

“Why, the scandal of course. He can’t face the shame of his public 

disgrace.”
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I stif led a gasp. Seline and Avery had written me a handful of 

letters over the years, and none mentioned one word about a scan-

dal. Thoughts raced through my mind— cheating at cards, an illicit 

affair, a brawl— but nothing made any sense, not about Piers. He 

could never stoop to anything of the sort. Of course he had easily 

walked away from our relationship. Had I ever really known him?

I drew my arms in close. “What do you mean . . . a scandal?”

She glared at me as if testing the motivation for my question. 

“I suppose you wouldn’t know, isolated as you were. It happened 

right around the time you left for Ceylon.” She f licked her fingers 

in the air. “You remember when Lord Kendal and I got rather silly 

that one day, and I allowed him to touch my ankle?”

I dipped my chin. “How could I forget?”

“Well, Lord Kendal had the gauche to boast about our silliness 

at White’s, and Piers caught wind of it. He got so angry he called 

Kendal out on the spot, only my illustrious brother never bothered 

to show up for the duel. Kendal declared him a coward that very 

day, and rightly so. Piers wouldn’t even give a reason for his absence. 

I was never so embarrassed in my life.”

The room blurred. Piers a coward? Why on earth wouldn’t he 

show up for a duel he’d arranged? I lightly shook my head as a strong 

chin and a pair of resolute blue eyes came to mind. Surely there was 

some sort of mistake.

Seline went on, ignorant of the shock coursing through my 

body. “Piers received the cut direct first in London then every-

where else. He is completely beyond the pale at this point, and 

I decided years ago to have nothing to do with him. I’m certain 

Piers’s disgrace is at the heart of why Lord Kendal never offered for 

me. My brother’s absolute cowardice has left a blight on this entire 

family. Mama can hardly bear to be in the same room with him. 
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Her hopes are all with Avery now. If only Papa will change his will 

before the end and leave Loxby to Avery, this family might come 

about.”

I looked up at the mention of her father. My mother had warned 

me about Mr. Cavanagh’s accident. “How is your papa?”

She expelled a weighted sigh. “Not well at all. He spends most 

of his time in bed.” She gave me a sideways glance. “His vision never 

did return.”

“I’m so sorry to hear.” Mr. Cavanagh had always been such a 

kind, thoughtful man. I could hardly imagine him confined to his 

bed, blinded by a kick from a horse.

Seline paced the rug as if she anticipated the ceiling to fall, her 

attention on each wall she faced as she turned. “And what about 

your parents?”

“They are well, extremely proud of the work my brother is doing 

in Boston. Arthur is a chemist. His work has even been lauded by 

the government.”

“Oh.” She paused by the window. “Is there a reason why they 

didn’t take you with them to America?”

“Mama thought I might do better here.” I studied the creases 

on my palm.

“Or perhaps she thought I might find you a husband and take 

you off their hands.”

My shoulders slumped. “Something like that.”

“You know, I think it a glorious idea. We have so many eligible 

gentlemen in the area.” She clapped her hands. “Oh yes. Tony Shaw 

or Hugh Daunt shall do nicely for you. They’ve never been all that 

picky when it comes to looks. And you do have a little dowry.”

I knew Seline hadn’t meant to insult me, but her words stung. 

Of course she was right. I could hardly be called pretty. Plain, more 
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like. Mousy brown hair, dull brown eyes, freckles. I was decidedly 

forgettable. The closest I’d received to a compliment was when old 

Colonel Baynes had referred to me as a taking little thing. Granted, 

he wasn’t wearing his spectacles at the time.

The sound of a scuff le drew my attention to the corner of the 

room where I caught a f lash of white. “What was that?”

Seline followed me to the far side of the bed where I leaned 

down to peek beneath the bedside table. There in the shadows hid 

a snowy white cat. Carefully I reached underneath the table and 

was rewarded with a touch of soft, velvet fur. The cat hesitated at 

first, but soon enough she allowed me to scoop her into my arms.

I turned to Seline, cradling the animal. “What a darling.”

Seline waved her arms in the air as I approached. “Get that curst 

thing away from me. I cannot tolerate animals. Mama banished the 

beast from the house, but she keeps finding her way back inside, if 

for no other reason than to terrorize me.”

The cat nestled her head against my shoulder, a low purr vibrat-

ing against my chest.

Seline seemed to shiver as she backed away. “Hugh should have 

known I would hate it when he gifted her to me last year.” Her 

voice lightened. “You remember Hugh, don’t you? He lives on an 

estate just to the south.”

Certainly I remembered Hugh. She’d mentioned him as a pos-

sible suitor for me just moments ago— one of the less picky ones. 

He’d also been a staple at our pretend garden parties. It seemed he 

hadn’t lost the affection he’d acquired the day he and Seline spent 

at the river. “Is he still a good friend of yours?”

“A silly one, but a friend nonetheless.”

There was an edge to her voice that had seemed to grow over 

the course of the conversation. She wandered to the window again, 
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this time thrusting back the drapes. She fell motionless for a split 

second, and then her mouth fell open.

“Oh my goodness. He must have returned sooner than I thought.”

She was breathless as she spun back against the wall. “What shall 

I do? He’ll hear about Miles and everything I’ve planned will be 

lost.” She narrowed her eyes. “Unless . . .”

I laid the cat on the bed. “Unless what? He who?”

She pressed her hands to her cheeks, her gaze darting around 

the room. “It might work. It just might work.” She stalked over and 

grasped my shoulders. “Stay here, and you must tell no one you’ve 

seen me this evening. Do you understand?”

I glanced at the darkened window. “Why? What do you mean 

to do at this hour? Who are you talking about returning home?”

“I cannot say at present, but I believe it will prove just the thing.” 

She snapped her fingers. “Quickly, have you a black cloak in your 

wardrobe?”

“A cloak? Never tell me you mean to leave the house.”

“All right, I won’t tell you.” She scampered to the looking glass, 

her fingers wild in her hair as she tugged and pulled each errant 

strand back into place.

I stood helplessly in the center of the rug, holding my hands out 

in front of me. “Seline?”

She glanced over her shoulder, a sly smile across her face. “So 

do you have the cloak or not?”

“I do in my trunk, but I cannot let you leave the house, not 

like this.”

“Don’t be such a prude. It’s not like I haven’t gone out at night 

alone before. I know full well what I’m doing.” She laughed. “Besides, 

I haven’t much of a reputation left to protect.” Then her face changed, 

and she crossed her arms. “Listen, I do not dare risk a return to my 
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room, and the back stairs are so wonderfully close to yours. Either 

you give me the cloak or I’ll fish it from your trunk myself. I’m run-

ning out of time.”

She knelt on the f loor and swung open the trunk’s lid. Caught 

up in a misguided desire to help my friend, I found myself kneeling 

beside her, pawing through my things. I was forced to remove several 

garments before locating the long black cloak I hadn’t used in years.

She grasped it from my hand. “Charity, you are the dearest dear. 

I shall never forget your kindness. I promise to find you the perfect 

husband soon enough. You’ll see.” She touched my cheek, pushed to 

her feet, then slung the cloak over her shoulders, f lipping the hood 

over her golden hair. She fumbled with the collar. “What’s this?”

“Oh, that’s my brooch.”

“It’s pretty.” She fastened it beneath her chin.

“Please be careful with it. It was my grandmother’s. She had 

one of my grandfather’s favorite collar jewels fashioned into it.”

“You needn’t worry. I’ll take good care of it.” She f lashed me a 

smile. “If everything goes according to plan, my whole life changes 

tonight. Mama will be so pleased. She’ll regret the day she ever 

called me an ungrateful wretch.” She seemed almost weightless as 

she bounded to the door.

“Please.” My stomach clenched, and all at once I couldn’t let her 

leave. I grabbed her arm. “I don’t care how many times you’ve gone 

out alone. A lady should never do so, particularly at night. You could 

be assaulted or worse.”

“Don’t be absurd, not in East Whitloe. You’ve been reading too 

many novels.”

An ache swelled in the back of my throat. If only it was just the 

novels. I went on, miserably aware of the pain seeping into my words. 

“Please, you don’t understand.”
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She wriggled out of my grasp, a coy bend to her shrug. “Besides, 

I won’t even be alone.”

I stood breathless as she hesitated at the door for one final state-

ment. “Wish me luck. I won’t be long.”

I didn’t even have a chance to reply before the door closed and 

the room fell empty around me, the casement clock ticking away 

an uncomfortable silence. I stood like that for several seconds, try-

ing to make sense of why Seline had darted from my room, before 

returning to the open drapes.

What had Seline seen through the darkness that set her off? I 

pressed my forehead against the cool glass, scanning the moonlit 

garden and the west lawn beyond.

Twinkling on the horizon, at the jagged tip of a nearby hill, 

something did catch my eye. A light, wavering in the evening breeze 

like a solitary ember fanned to life one breath at a time.

Hardly anything was left of the curved stone cloisters of Kinwich 

Abbey, but I recognized the glowing remains straightaway— a lonely 

remnant of another time, another place. The people who lived around 

the village of East Whitloe believed the ruins of the old abbey still 

housed the ghostly spirit of a monk who once lived there. As girls, 

Seline and I had been too scared to venture anywhere near the 

rubble.

I shook my head. Seline and I were girls no longer. My hand 

inched over my lips as I stared into the abyss. Whoever placed that 

light within the cloisters had drawn Seline racing from the house 

to meet them.
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CHAPTER 2

I ate the supper on my tray by the bow window as I listened 

to the ebb and f low of the wind, my gaze glued to the light 

f lickering amid the ruins of Kinwich Abbey. Who exactly had 

Seline scrambled from the house to meet, and what on earth did 

she have planned?

I tucked my feet beneath my nightgown and tipped my head 

against the window’s hard wooden frame. June’s daytime warmth 

had vanished with the sun and ushered in the cool, layered depths 

of nightfall in the countryside. Nearby tree branches whipped back 

and forth in the moonlight while the growing gusts charged against 

Loxby’s ancient stones.

The wind had always fascinated me. I suppose it was the pure 

relentlessness of it. Heaven’s invisible hand sweeping over the world. 

Sometimes it was as light as a feathered touch, a soft whisper on my 

skin, and other times a fevered fury that left nothing untouched. 

My father once explained that the wind was a promise of things to 

come. He said all we needed to do was listen to its call.

Another strong gust pounded the wall and my heart lurched. It 

was not an evening to be out and about. Why had I ever let Seline 

leave?

As I sat quivering on the window seat, still exhausted from the 
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events of the day, the hours stretched on endlessly. The remains of 

my supper grew cold on the tray. Yet I could not abandon my post, 

not when Seline was out there somewhere in the gloom. I glanced 

at the clock for the hundredth time. Eleven thirty. Where on earth 

could she be? Whatever she had planned, she hadn’t indicated it 

would take all that long.

A great deal of time had passed since she escaped my room, yet 

the strange beacon on the hill remained fixed in place. The impulse 

to leave the house and initiate a search wavered in and out of my 

mind, charging my nerves for f light. But it had been so long since 

I’d ventured into Loxby’s expansive woods, and I’d promised myself 

in Ceylon that I’d never be so foolish about my surroundings again. 

Besides, I had little chance of finding my way in the darkness. I 

pressed the palm of my hand to my forehead. Why had I ever agreed 

to her ridiculousness?

The pit- pat of rain tickled the window, and I sat up just in time 

to see the light on the hill jolt and weave.

I pushed the drapes aside and pressed in close. The dithering glow 

seemed to vacillate then split in two, the smaller light bobbing its 

way toward Loxby, while the larger simply disappeared into the 

opposing hillside.

I kept my focus on the small glow as it crawled toward the 

house, dipping in and out of the trees, up and over the gradual curve 

of the land. I was forced to wait several minutes until a dimly lit 

figure scampered across the rose garden and I was rewarded by the 

outline of a black cloak.

I released a trapped breath. The onset of the drizzle must have 

sent Seline scurrying back to the house. Thank goodness. I sat for 

a moment, then took a few relieved steps onto the rug.

A door slammed somewhere in the distance, and Loxby’s old walls 
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seemed to groan in response. Muff led footsteps resonated through 

the twisting corridors of the ground f loor, and then an unexpected 

silence took hold.

I stood for some time in the center of my room completely still, 

straining to hear the least movement beyond my door. But the quiet 

was deafening. Slowly, the hair began to rise on my arms.

Seline would have to venture back this way. The side stairs were 

the fastest and easiest way to the family wing. I inched to my bed-

chamber door and cracked it open, peering into the blackened hall. 

Surely it would only be a moment before my dear friend crested the 

stairs and I could calm my frantic heart.

“Seline,” I whispered into the gloom.

Nothing.

I tied my dressing gown a bit tighter about my waist and tiptoed 

to the edge of the steps. “Seline.”

Again, nothing but my heartbeat throbbing against my ears.

Where was she? I stared down the curved stairwell then f leet-

ingly at my bedchamber door. It was possible she had taken an 

alternate way to her room. Perhaps she did not wish to discuss any-

thing further with me tonight. I knit my brow— that is, if it was 

indeed Seline who had entered the house. My chest tightened.

I would never sleep if I didn’t find out for certain.

Seline had occupied the same bedchamber at Loxby for all the 

years I knew her. Perhaps a quick peek in her room would ease my 

mind, and then I could make my way back to bed. The silvery haze 

of moonlight would be ample to guide my slippered steps. I secured 

the ribbons on my robe and turned down the main corridor.

Little had changed at the manor house in the years I’d been 

away— the same f loor- length paintings hung in the hall, the sparse 

furniture with a f lair for the Orient, the familiar white wainscoting 

9780785232957_VanishingatLoxbyManor_content.indd   21 10/21/20   2:28 PM



AbigAil Wilson

22

that appeared gray in the dim light— every inch conjured a memory 

from my past.

It didn’t even occur to me that I might need to be cautious until 

I heard a cough a few paces from the door to Seline’s room.

Not any cough, mind you— a deep, manly cough. My gaze 

snapped to my robe. Heaven help me if I’d stumbled onto Baker or 

one of the servants. I was scarcely presentable. And worse, it could 

just as easily be one of the other inhabitants of Loxby Manor.

I grimaced at the thought. Now was a particularly awkward 

time for a reunion. I plunged behind the velvet drapes at the L in 

the hall seconds before the moving shadow clambered into view 

around the far corner.

From the fold of the curtains I was able to catch a glimpse of the 

candlelit figure as he took shape in the long corridor. Broad shoul-

ders, medium build, dark hair, lanky gait.

Avery.

My shoulders relaxed, and I pressed my palm to my heart. I’d 

forgotten Seline said he’d been rusticated from school. Relieved, I 

nearly vacated my hiding spot, but I realized all too quickly I was 

in no condition to meet an old friend. Tomorrow would be better.

I held as still as possible as Avery, thankfully unaware of my 

presence, simply lumbered down the far hall and disappeared from 

sight. I allowed several more seconds to pass to be certain he had 

indeed retired to his room.

That’s when I heard it. Another set of heavy footsteps, pound-

ing toward me from around the corner of the dark corridor.

Someone else was up and about without a candle, and it wasn’t 

Seline. I leaned against the window casement and closed my eyes. 

The pant of heavy breathing seemed to echo down the quiet hall. 

My skin crawled.
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Tap, whoosh. Tap, whoosh.

The nature of the person’s tread was strangely uneven, almost 

as if the individual dragged something behind him. The prickling 

fingers of fear scurried across my chest, tightening every muscle one 

by one as my memories of Ceylon threatened.

Tap, whoosh. Tap, whoosh.

Whoever it was, he was achingly close. Run! My feet itched to 

escape, but I gripped the edge of the wainscoting, willing myself to 

stay in place. It was probably just a servant— the butler or a maid— 

and they were simply doing their job.

I tried to breathe like my mother had taught me to whenever I 

imagined things differently from what they actually were. “Everyone 

is not out to assault you. I promise it will get easier, Charity,” she’d remind 

me time and again. And she was right . . . about part of it. Time had 

dulled the pain my attacker left in his wake, but the wound would 

never fully heal, not when it was filled so deeply with grief.

It took several minutes for the sounds to drift away and my 

muscles to slacken and my pulse to slow, even longer for me to allow 

the silence of the hall to calm me.

Carefully I tugged open the drapes to find an empty corridor 

beyond the thick fabric. A quick look both directions, and I was 

relieved to see I was indeed alone. I rushed straight into Seline’s 

bedchamber, sealing the door behind me without a sound.

Much of the yellow room lay as it always had. Heavy mahogany 

furniture dotting the various walls and a lovely poster bed with 

gauzy white curtains. I crept forward before resting for a soothing 

moment on the edge of Seline’s crème coverlet.

She was nowhere to be found.

I looked around in confusion. She had said nothing about stay-

ing out the entirety of the night, nor did I believe she would ever 
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do such a thing, not after all she’d revealed about her situation with 

Miles. I raked the ribbons on my nightgown through my fingers.

Though Seline told me Mrs. Cavanagh had been angry with her 

earlier in the evening, her mother would certainly want to know 

that her only daughter was not in her bed, particularly at this hour. 

I’d promised Seline my silence, but her continued absence was not 

something to take lightly. The strange footsteps I’d heard pounded 

over and over again in my head. She could very well be in trouble.

Recollections f lashed through my mind as I debated my next 

move. If only someone had come looking for me that night in 

Ceylon, so much would have been different. The thought drove me 

to my feet. Mrs. Cavanagh must be told and straightaway.

I dashed from Seline’s room and down the corridor to the long 

family wing without a moment’s hesitation. It wasn’t until I stood 

before Mrs. Cavanagh’s door, my hand poised to knock, that a 

fresh wave of nerves sparked to life. I’d not seen Seline’s mother in 

five years, and she had always been terribly proper. What would 

she think of me, pounding on her door in the middle of the night, 

forcing her from her bed? Would she brand me as an aid in Seline’s 

f light from the house?

I swallowed hard and knocked.

The door thrust inward far more quickly than I had anticipated. 

Mrs. Cavanagh’s hand f lew to her chest. “Why, Miss Halliwell! 

What are you about at such an hour?” Her handkerchief trembled 

as she dabbed her face.

From the looks of her rumpled evening gown, she’d not been 

to bed. What mother could sleep after learning of a scandal that 

involved her own daughter? She’d had such high hopes for Seline. 

Even in our youth she paraded her about, a living trophy of wealth 

and privilege.
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I rubbed my arms. What I was about to tell her would only make 

her evening worse.

“I’m sorry to disturb you, Mrs. Cavanagh, but I’m terribly wor-

ried. I’ve come about Seline.”

“Seline!” Her eyes f lashed, and she shoved the door open wide. 

“What now, child?” A moment’s hesitation, then she yanked me into 

her bedchamber. She cast a weary glance over the hall before slam-

ming the door shut.

I was directed into her private sitting room with a half- hearted 

gesture of hospitality, which she quickly betrayed with the emer-

gence of a scowl.

The large apartment was a lavish affair, full of deep purples and 

sumptuous pinks. I couldn’t help but take in the complexities of the 

room as I spoke. “Again, I am sorry to disturb you at such an ad -

vanced hour, but it is urgent.”

Mrs. Cavanagh cast a shrewd peek at her clock. “I must say, I’m 

surprised to find you still awake after such a long journey. I vow 

you young people shall never cease to amaze me.”

“Seline came to see me earlier this evening.”

“She did, did she?”

“We talked for a bit, and then quite suddenly she told me she 

meant to leave the house. I tried to stop her, but . . .”

Mrs. Cavanagh’s eyes narrowed as a f lush lit her cheeks. “What 

do you mean . . . left the house? At night, my gel? Are you mad?”

“I assure you, I am quite lucid. When Seline came to my room, 

she was terribly distraught about what happened earlier today.” My 

throat felt suddenly dry. “I- I’m at a loss as to where she intended to go, 

only there was this light we saw out my window and she decided— ”

“You mean to tell me she left the house alone?” She fanned her 

face with her hand. “Oh, dear me, I’m feeling faint.” She glanced 
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around madly before collapsing into a chair. “Avery must be sent 

for at once.”

She twisted her hands together as if washing them in the air. 

“You don’t think she went to see him, do you? No, no, she would 

not do such a thing to me, not after everything.” She tugged on her 

ear as if it might soothe her nerves as she rocked back and forth in 

her chair. “Avery’s the only one who can possibly keep this wretched 

scandal at bay. I only hope he’s returned from town.”

I lifted my voice. “He has.”

Her focus snapped to me, and I realized a bit too late how such 

an admission must sound. I stumbled over my next words. “I only 

know because I saw him just moments ago in the hall, walking to 

his room, I assume.”

She cast a rather daring look at my nightgown, and I added 

quickly, “Good heavens, I didn’t allow him to see me like this. I 

made certain of that.”

She jerked the bell pull, her hand quivering in the firelight. 

“Well, at any rate, he must be sent for at once.” Her fingers lingered 

on the embroidered rope for a moment as she stared into the shadows 

of the room. She gave it a quick tug, then slowly she turned to face 

me, her green eyes narrow, her jaw set. “I suppose Seline told you all.”

It was difficult to find my voice, trapped as I was in her piercing 

gaze. “She told me about Miles Lacy if that is what you mean.”

Mrs. Cavanagh crunched forward, dipping her chin into her 

chest. “And I can only hope you realize how important discretion 

is at such a moment.”

“Certainly.” I tucked a strand of hair behind my ear as I knelt 

be   side her. “Seline has always been one of my dearest friends. I would 

never say anything to hurt her or anyone else in this family.”

She lowered her eyelids. “That is good to hear.” She curled her 
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icy fingers around my hand. “Tell me, did Seline say anything that 

might help us ascertain where she meant to go this evening? I can 

only assume it was to see that horrid stable boy.”

“As I said before, we saw a strange light in the valley through 

my bedchamber window. It must have meant something to her.”

“I see. Another liaison perhaps.”

A knock sounded at the door and Mrs. Cavanagh nearly jumped 

out of her skin. Her voice erupted from between her narrow lips. 

“Come.”

An elderly woman in a dark blue dress sidled through the open 

door. “Yes, ma’am. You rang?”

“Harriet.” Mrs. Cavanagh’s voice turned distant. “Summon 

Avery to my sitting area at once.”

The dark color of the maid’s clothes sparked a memory. “Oh!” 

I squeezed Mrs. Cavanagh’s hand. “There was something else.”

Mrs. Cavanagh’s arm shot up, silencing me with a f lick of her 

wrist until the maid had left and the door was sealed. Then she gave 

me a hard smile. “My dear Miss Halliwell. You do understand what 

I mean about discretion, don’t you? The last thing this family needs 

is for my lady’s maid to catch wind that Seline has left the house.”

I covered my mouth. “I didn’t think.”

“No, you didn’t.” She pursed her lips. “Well, go on. What were 

you about to tell me?”

“I don’t know what it means, but Seline was determined to 

borrow my black cloak before she left.”

Mrs. Cavanagh stared at me for a moment, then twitched a nerv-

ous laugh. “Well, of course she would need a cloak. There’s a decided 

nip in the air tonight.” Then she stood. “If that is all the information 

you have for me at present, I shall leave you for my sitting room. Avery 

shall be waiting for me, and I daresay you must be missing your bed.”
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Her voice softened a bit as she took my arm. “And don’t worry 

your pretty head, my dear. You’ve done all you can do tonight. 

Avery and I will see that everything is hushed up and Seline is 

returned to her room as quickly as possible. We will all speak again 

in the morning.” A sharp nod. “Good evening, Miss Halliwell.”

I paused for a moment, considering whether I should tell her 

about the second set of footsteps, but they were so very odd, I might 

very well have imagined them. Goodness knows I had done so before.

Mrs. Cavanagh swung open her bedchamber door and waited 

as I passed through it, confusion heavy on my heart. However, I 

halted one step into the hall as Mrs. Cavanagh’s maid f lew around 

the far corner, a note gripped in her hand.

Her face was pale, her arm stiff as she strangled out, “Mrs. 

Cavanagh! Mrs. Cavanagh!”

Mrs. Cavanagh thrust the door wide and the rush of wind 

ruff led the paper in the maid’s hand. “What is it?”

The maid shook her head like a baby bird, thrusting out the note 

in one fell swoop. “I passed by Seline’s room and found her door 

open. This note was on her bed.”

Mrs. Cavanagh snatched the letter from her maid’s hand and 

angled it into the light. Her countenance shifted as she pored over 

every last word, her face transitioning from the harried look she’d 

worn since I knocked on her door to a pale grimace. She lowered 

the note, her whole body shaking in response.

I moved to support her arm, my own fear and curiosity extin-

guishing any qualms I had in addressing her. “What does it say? 

Where is she?”

The note fell to the carpet. “Seline’s set off for Gretna Green 

with Miles Lacy. And we are all ruined.”
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CHAPTER 3

A fter a fitful night of sleep and the uncomfortable silence 

of an empty breakfast room, I realized my only hope for 

information regarding Seline’s unfortunate situation would be to 

return once again to Mrs. Cavanagh’s bedchamber.

The precipitous appearance of the letter the previous night 

wrought more questions in my mind than answers. First off, why 

hadn’t I seen the note when I entered her room just a few minutes 

before? It was dark, yes, but was it really possible to miss such a vital 

item? And when exactly had Seline left the note? Nothing about the 

events of the evening made any sense.

An offhand comment from a maid in the hallway informed me 

that Avery had set off quite early in search of her, and it would probably 

be some time before he returned. Mrs. Cavanagh remained my only 

recourse in the house with whom I might mull over the inconsisten-

cies that plagued my thoughts. If only she wasn’t so easily affected.

The family wing looked oddly cheery in the daylight, the ghosts 

of the previous night’s escapades tucked neatly beneath a warm, 

yellow glow. Even though I knew in my heart that as a mother 

Mrs. Cavanagh would wish to hear my suspicions, I couldn’t help 

but fear the f lurry of her nerves.

The shouts of a heated argument rent the cloying stillness of 
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the hallway and arrested my steps. What at first I thought emanated 

from Mrs. Cavanagh’s bedchamber, I realized only too quickly came 

from the room next door.

Seized by the shrill pitch of Mrs. Cavanagh’s voice, I sank against 

a wooden pillar, numb as to which way to turn. Of late I tended to 

shy away from conf lict, so it was strange of me to stand there and 

eavesdrop . . . but I did so like a curst statue.

As I feared, Mrs. Cavanagh’s shock from the previous night had 

turned into hysteria by the light of day. I could almost see her hands 

f luttering before her as she spoke.

“Please, don’t take a pet about Mr. Lacy. I only meant to— ”

“How I continue to handle our curst situation is entirely up to 

me. Don’t ever forget that.” The second voice was that of an older 

man, an angry one. Considering the proximity to Mrs. Cavanagh’s 

room, I could only deduce it was her husband. “It seems Mr. Lacy 

could not stop his nephew’s abhorrent behavior any more than you 

seem able to manage our own daughter’s.”

A dramatic sniff le. “I’ve not been remiss in any way. Acquit me 

of that at least. I’ve been the best mother anyone could be to our 

daughter. And for you to question my judgment when I’ve done 

everything you’ve asked of me— everything. Who do you think 

handles Loxby in your stead?”

He gave a pointed sigh. “We both know Piers runs the entirety 

of the estate from Liverpool. All you have been left to worry about 

is how to spend my money.”

There was a hint of the victim in Mrs. Cavanagh’s voice. “I’m 

well aware that you’ve no choice but to lie there day after day, plan-

ning your next criticism of me, but— ”

“Enough.” The word boomed through the wall.

My eyes widened and my cheeks felt hot. What was I thinking 
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listening in on a private conversation? But her next words kept me 

firmly in my spot.

“Now I have that Halliwell girl to deal with. You would force 

me to let her come here.”

My hand retreated to my mouth as my eyes slipped closed. I had 

been right in my assumptions. Regardless of my mother’s enthusi-

asm, my visit was wholly unwanted.

Mr. Cavanagh’s shrewd tone broke the amassing silence of the 

hall. “Miss Halliwell shall likely be a comfort for you as we wait for 

word on Seline’s whereabouts.”

Mrs. Cavanagh’s voice shook, but she managed to carry on well 

enough, “Yes . . . well . . . I . . . That is neither here nor there. What 

I am most anxious about is Avery. You know how easily he can be 

entrapped. Thankfully the little mouse is as drab as she ever was. 

I do not believe his head could be turned where Miss Halliwell is 

concerned. And it’s a good thing, too, for I have high hopes for him. 

As should you.”

Another sigh. “Your memory seems to be selective at best. As I 

told you before, I have no intention of discussing my will with you 

again. Let it alone.” A long pause. “Have Piers come to my room as 

soon as he arrives.”

A huff. “I wasn’t aware you knew he was coming.”

Mr. Cavanagh coughed out an irritated laugh. “Interesting that 

you did not tell me so yourself. We promised to be forthright with 

one another, did we not? Thankfully I have Baker to apprise me of 

what goes on in this house. I may be weak and blind, but I am not 

on my deathbed yet, lest you forget.”

“You needn’t act like I withheld the information on purpose. 

We’ve been at sixes and sevens throughout Loxby since Seline’s 

shocking disgrace. As you well know.”
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I heard footsteps approaching my position beyond the door, and 

I sprang into a brisk walk, my feet f lying numbly down the carpeted 

hall, my mind awash with what I’d overheard.

Avery. High hopes that didn’t include me. The utter notion!

I took a careless look behind me. Goodness, I had no intention of 

approaching Mrs. Cavanagh now. Not when she thought I came to 

Loxby to— my chest tightened— make a match with her younger son.

I gripped the banister hard as I hurried down the steps, my heart 

a wrangled mess. Avery Cavanagh was never anything more to me 

than a good friend, and there had always been Piers . . . How could 

she think I’d come here to set my cap at Avery?

My head hurt. ’Faith, but I’d come to Loxby to escape the thought 

of men entirely, and here was one waiting to engage me, only this 

time his mother wanted her children to have nothing to do with a 

drab little mouse like me.

Perhaps voyaging to America would have been the better option 

after all.

No. I knew full well conversation about marriage would have 

been front and center if I’d gone with my parents. Oh yes, I’d felt 

the undercurrent of hope when Mama had mentioned cousin Samuel 

would be meeting them in Boston. He had always been the family 

joke when it came to me. If I never found a suitable husband, I could 

certainly have him. Well, I didn’t want cousin Samuel or anyone else. 

Not anymore. Why couldn’t anyone understand that?

Mrs. Cavanagh could rest easy. Not only were Piers and Avery 

marked off any list of mine but I’d torn up the whole dratted thing 

and torched it to ashes in Ceylon. I had plans of my own, none of 

which involved a husband.

At some point during the upcoming year, I would find a gov-

erness position— one as far away from Loxby as I could get.
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Unfortunately I’d made the decision to come to East Whitloe, 

and I had little choice but to stay at the manor house and await 

Mrs. Cavanagh’s pleasure for the time being. I owed the family that 

much. Besides, I couldn’t leave now, not after Seline had disappeared 

so suddenly, not if I could help her in some way.

I moved past Mr. Baker in the long corridor to the drawing 

room. There was a moment’s hesitation in his step until he halted 

midway down the hall as if he meant to delay me. But then he gave 

his head a light shake and hurried on his way.

I plowed through those double mahogany doors as if I owned 

the world, only to stop short one measly step inside the room.

I immediately realized I was not alone— and my entire world 

f lipped upside down.

Piers Cavanagh didn’t turn from where he stood at the fireplace, 

but I knew he’d heard the click of the door, for his fingers clenched 

into a ball and his arm plunged from the mantel to his side.

The air in the room felt thin.

He’d grown taller over the years, his shoulders broad, his dress 

so terribly refined. Had I ever seen him wear a black jacket quite 

like that one? All of a sudden I didn’t know where to rest my hands. 

In front of me or at my sides?

Goodness, the room was warm.

I stepped forward, my brow pulled tight, my chest heavy. Oh 

dear. What had he done to his hair? The curls I remembered so well 

had been cut short, leaving behind a tangle of thick locks dusted 

with a bit more brown and a little less red.

My heart rode painfully on a storm of nerves, and I could do 

little but mouth his name as I waited for him to turn and acknowl-

edge me. Seline said he planned to return today, but had I ever really 

believed I would see him again?
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Carefully he stepped back and glanced over his shoulder, the 

utter shock of finding me at Loxby all too evident in his blue eyes. 

“Miss Halliwell?”

It was hard to see anything but the young, carefree boy I’d spent 

the whole of my youth admiring. One letter had changed every-

thing between us. I knew nothing of the gentleman across the room. 

“Good morning, Mr. Cavanagh.”

There was a slight silence before he affected a smile. “What on 

earth are you doing here?”

“I suppose your mother didn’t tell you.”

Piers had always been a master at quizzical glances, and he took 

a moment to examine me. “No, she didn’t.”

I detected a curious note of wistfulness in his voice, and it drew 

my gaze painfully to his face. “I came for an extended visit while my 

parents are across the Atlantic. I’m to stay at Loxby for the next year.” 

I swallowed hard, fear of what he might say swelling in my throat.

“A whole year? That’s”— he looked away for a moment as if to 

hunt the right word, then turned back to me— “auspicious.” He 

extended his hands as he crossed the rug toward me, but his eyes 

betrayed a rigid undercurrent that only grew with each second. 

“Tell me, is your family well?”

“Quite well.” I forced myself to take his hands, only to drop 

them a second later at the sound of footsteps in the hall.

Piers’s plastered smile vanished, and he stepped shrewdly away. 

It seemed neither of us was in the mood for playacting.

Mrs. Cavanagh breached the door and bustled past me on a whiff 

of lavender perfume, her eyes ticking like a clock between Piers and 

me before settling sharply on him.

Her voice, however, sounded defeated. “So you’ve come home 

at last.”
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She trudged to the sofa and settled down, staring for a moment 

before f luttering her eyes closed and extending her cheek.

I could read the insecurity in Piers’s stark expression as he stooped 

to place a kiss. “Good morning, Mother.”

She took a loud, quivering breath, then turned to me. “I sup-

pose Miss Halliwell has been airing all our dirty laundry.”

I could have sunk into the f loor after what I’d overheard her 

say earlier in the family wing.

“Certainly not.” Mortified, I made my way to the far end of the 

sofa and took a seat. “I came into the drawing room but a second 

before you did.” I couldn’t help casting a sideways glance at Piers. 

“I had no idea your son had already arrived.”

Piers gave a shrug and wandered to the window. “If you are 

referring to Avery’s situation, Mother, I’ve already heard all the 

blasted details. I scrambled off a note informing him I would con-

sider writing his teacher a letter if he promised to start afresh. No 

more larks.”

Mrs. Cavanagh snorted. “Start fresh indeed. Avery’s the only 

one I count on at Loxby these days— certainly not Seline. Heaven 

help me if the two of you don’t mean to drag this family through 

the mud at every turn.” She pressed a handkerchief to her nose, and 

a slight wail accompanied her words. “I shall never be able to return 

to London at this rate.”

Piers ignored her outburst and propped his shoulder against the 

wall. “What has Seline done now?”

“What hasn’t she done?” Another sniff le. “You remember 

Mr. Lacy?”

He gave her a hard smile. “Who do you think I correspond with 

weekly on the running of the estate with Father indisposed?”

She waved her handkerchief in the air. “I really wouldn’t know.”
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He crossed the room and took a seat in the opposing chair. 

“What about Mr. Lacy?”

She stiffened and tipped her nose in the air. “He has a nephew, 

that’s what.”

I listened as Mrs. Cavanagh recounted Seline’s indiscretions, 

from her kiss to her desperate nighttime f light from the house, but 

it wasn’t until she mentioned the letter Seline left behind in her 

room that I gave voice to the questions that had been brewing in 

my mind. “Mrs. Cavanagh?”

She jerked her head up. “Yes, dear? I nearly forgot you were 

there.” She patted my leg. “Miss Halliwell was the last to speak with 

Seline before she left. Have you anything to add?”

Now was my chance. “I have been doing a great deal of think-

ing over the night, and I cannot help but ask, are you completely 

certain Seline wrote that note? You see, when she f led my room, 

the last thing she said to me was that she wouldn’t be out long. I 

fully expected her to return straightaway.”

Piers leaned forward, curiosity bending his brow. “What are 

you getting at? Do you think Seline’s f light some sort of ploy?”

I tethered my lip between my teeth. “I don’t know exactly. I 

mean, it is indeed possible that Seline changed her mind. Yet when 

she left my room, she made it perfectly clear that she had no inten-

tion of departing the estate.” Of course Seline did say she had a plan. 

But to elope, and with Miles Lacy? Certainly not.

Mrs. Cavanagh’s fingers came to life, wiggling in the air. “Then 

where else can she be?”

All eyes shot to me.

“Who could say, but taking f light for Gretna Green in the 

middle of the night? That doesn’t sound anything like her, not unless 

it included a gentleman with a title.”
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Piers rubbed his chin, his eyes steady on me. “Miss Halliwell 

does have a point, Mother. Seline is impulsive and foolish, but why 

on earth wouldn’t she wait to f lee until morning?” He lifted his 

eyebrows. “I would like to take a look at this note.”

I nodded quickly as it was just what I’d been hoping to do all 

night. The letter had to reveal something.

Mrs. Cavanagh’s lady’s maid was sent at once to fetch the let-

ter from Mrs. Cavanagh’s bedchamber, and the three of us were 

forced to wait patiently for her return— Piers with his stern brow 

and troubled gaze, Mrs. Cavanagh full of strained quivers, and me, 

taunted not only by my acute fear for my dear friend but by the 

added presence of her brother. Why did he have to come home at 

such a time?

The clock ticked away the seconds achingly slow until the maid 

rushed back through the door, the note thrust out in front of her. 

Mrs. Cavanagh accepted the letter as if it were a dead animal and 

unfolded it before us. We all stared at the crisp white paper, but 

Piers was the first to take the note into his hands and scan carefully 

over Seline’s scrolled words. “It does appear to be her handwriting.”

Mrs. Cavanagh scoffed, “Well of course it’s her handwriting.”

He passed it to me.

My dearest Mama,

Miles and I are off for Gretna Green this very hour.

Seline

Awfully short at such a moment. I narrowed my eyes. “Do you 

think she might have written it under some sort of duress? See how 

the ink blurs here.”

Mrs. Cavanagh grasped the letter, smashing it closed. “Well, 
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I daresay she was under duress. The poor dear must have thought 

she was out of options. People can do all sorts of things when they 

are desperate.”

“But to make such a rash decision before— ”

“My dear Miss Halliwell, I can certainly understand your wish 

to find meaning in such a haphazard trip to Scotland, but this letter 

proves Seline took off with little regard for her family, particularly 

her mama.”

Mrs. Cavanagh pressed her handkerchief to her nose. “I only 

hope Avery may find her in time, or we shall be forced to welcome 

the new Mrs. Lacy back to the house in a few weeks. I do hope she 

enjoys living out her days in one of the small cottages on the estate. 

I fear that is all her father will do for her now.” She stumbled to 

her feet and made her way to the door before pausing to rest her 

hand against the doorframe. “I do apologize, but my nerves are far 

too raw to continue on in this way. I need to lie down. You must 

excuse me.”

Caught up in the drama of her departure, I watched her sweep 

from the room before I turned back to face Piers. My fingers 

gripped the armrest of their own accord. He was studying me with 

that look of his that seemed to know and question everything. Yet 

at the same time he couldn’t keep still, swinging his boot across his 

opposing leg then back to the f loor.

A curious mix of emotions snuck over me as I watched his awk-

ward dance— the delicious hint of exhilaration I’d felt the last time 

I’d seen him, accompanied by the inescapable veil of abandonment 

that swathed every last memory of our time together. I glanced up. 

Was Piers as affected by my unexpected presence at Loxby as I was 

by his?

He rested his elbows on his knees and his chin in his hands. “I 
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suppose we’ve little recourse but to wait for word from Avery. Odds 

are my mother’s right, and Seline did just as she wrote in that note.”

I nodded in agreement, ushering in the wretched weight of 

silence once again.

I took a deep breath. Regardless of how things had ended be -

tween Piers and me, there was no reason to be uncivil, not anymore. 

Besides, my parents had trained me better than that, and he would 

be gone from Loxby soon enough.

“Piers.” My voice faltered. “It is good to see you again.”

I wasn’t prepared for the look he gave me. Part hope, part dread, 

and his response, terribly slow. “I cannot guess what you must think 

of me.”

I didn’t move as the years melted away. Time would never dull 

my need for some kind of closure.

He kept his voice emotionless, yet he had difficulty meeting 

my eyes. “I never should have insinuated anything regarding our 

future before you left. It turned out to be a turbulent time for me.” 

The muscles twitched in his jaw. “Of course I do realize excuses 

are futile. I’ve not the ability to rewind time.”

And . . .

His letter about his responsibilities hadn’t been enough expla-

nation at the time for ending our relationship. This was even worse.

He ran his hand down his pantaloons, his focus vacant on the 

corner of the room. “You’ve probably heard, but I live a very dif-

ferent life now, one of isolation. Believe me when I tell you, I never 

would have come home if I’d known you were here.”

My eyes widened.

He pushed to his feet and started for the door before stopping 

cold at the edge of the carpet, his voice hollow like a ghost from 

the darkest corners of Ceylon. “We’ll have no choice but to be in 
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each other’s company over the next few days, and there is a part of 

me that is glad I got this chance to see you again, but I feel certain 

at some point you’ll understand me when I tell you, the past must 

remain in the past.”
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