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      The Return

      The foil came within an inch of Frederick's throat before he managed to parry.

      "You are distracted." Edward lowered his blade, scarcely breathing hard despite the past hour of combat. "That is the third occasion upon which I have very nearly killed you."

      "You are the King." Frederick wiped the perspiration from his brow with his sleeve. "Killing me would occasion a diplomatic incident."

      "Killing my dearest friend would occasion my wife speaking to me in that disappointed tone she learnt from her stepmother." Edward set his foil in the rack with the ease of long practice. "Far worse than any diplomatic incident, I assure you."

      Frederick could not argue the point. He had witnessed the Queen's disappointment precisely once, directed at a footman who had served tepid tea. The man had looked as though he wished to drown himself in the offending pot.

      "What has you so preoccupied?" Edward asked, tossing him a towel.

      Estate business. Wedding arrangements. The slow suffocation of duty closing about my throat like a well-tailored noose.

      "Nothing of consequence."

      "You are a dreadful liar." Edward's mouth twitched. "It's rather endearing, actually. Like watching a puppy attempt to conceal a stolen sausage."

      "I am a duke. We are not compared to puppies."

      "And yet here I stand, comparing you to one." Edward clapped him on the shoulder. "The privileges of royalty. Come—Ella will have my head if I keep you perspiring in the practice room when there is tea to be had."

      They walked through the palace corridors, Frederick attending with half an ear to Edward's complaints regarding Parliament whilst his mind turned over the week ahead like a stone he could not stop worrying. Tomorrow he returned to Carthedge Hall, where Lady Penelope Ashworth and her family awaited. Dinner on Tuesday. A tour of the grounds on Wednesday. Discussions of the wedding breakfast on Thursday.

      He should feel something about this. He was certain that engaged men typically experienced some emotion regarding their impending nuptials. Anticipation, perhaps. Contentment. A mild fluttering of the pulse when contemplating their intended's face.

      Frederick contemplated Lady Penelope's face. It was a perfectly adequate face. Pleasant, even. She had smiled at him during their second meeting, and he had felt...

      Nothing.

      He felt nothing.

      This was, he supposed, perfectly acceptable. Advantageous marriages were not built upon something so unreliable as feeling. They were built upon contracts and connections and the satisfactory merging of estates. His mother approved of the match. Lady Penelope's father had been most enthusiastic about the alliance. Everyone was terribly pleased.

      Frederick was certainly not going to be the one to point out that "terribly pleased" was not, in fact, the same thing as "happy."

      A child's shriek cut through his thoughts.

      Frederick's hand went to his hip before he could prevent it—reaching for the sword that was not there, his body still trained for battlefields even after months of peace.

      "Peace." Edward's hand landed upon his shoulder. "That is merely the children. Charlotte has discovered the joy of terrorising her brothers."

      "Ah." Frederick forced his hand to his side. "My apologies. Old habits."

      "You needn't apologise for surviving a war," Edward said, rather more gently than his usual manner allowed. "Though I do wish you would stop attempting to impale the footmen when they enter rooms unexpectedly."

      "It was one footman. And I merely startled."

      "He resigned the following day."

      "That seems an overreaction."

      They rounded the corner into the east garden, and Frederick stopped dead.

      A woman stood in the centre of the chaos—two children circling her like small, feral planets whilst she brandished a peacock feather as though it were a cutlass. Her morning dress was hiked above her knees, the fabric gathered and knotted with what appeared to be hair ribbons, exposing a frankly scandalous length of stocking and petticoat. Her golden hair had escaped its pins entirely, tumbling down her back and below her waist in wild waves that caught the afternoon sunlight.

      And her feet⁠—

      Her feet were bare.

      Pale and small against the grass, with a smudge of dirt across one arch that ought not to have made Frederick's chest constrict in the manner it did.

      "Surrender, villain!" She lunged at the older child—Princess Charlotte, he recognised—with theatrical menace. "Or face the terrible tickle of doom!"

      "Never!" Charlotte shrieked with delight, ducking behind a rosebush. "Pirates never surrender!"

      The younger boy—Prince James, perhaps four years of age—seized upon the distraction to grasp the woman's knotted skirts. "Aunt Flor! Aunt Flor! I have captured the sea monster!"

      "Treachery!" She clutched her heart with magnificent drama. "Betrayed by my own nephew! I am slain!"

      She collapsed upon the grass with the children piling atop her, all three of them dissolving into laughter.

      Frederick counted the gold threads in her hair.

      Fourteen, he thought, before he could stop himself. Fourteen threads catching sunlight like spun treasure.

      This was absurd. He did not count things about women. He was an engaged man. He was a duke. Dukes did not stand in gardens cataloguing the precise shade of a woman's hair whilst she was tickled by small children.

      And yet here he stood, cataloguing.

      Beside him, Edward made a strangled sound.

      Frederick glanced over to find the King of England pinching the bridge of his nose, his expression caught somewhere between exasperation and mortification.

      "Good God," Edward muttered, low enough that only Frederick could hear. "Wild spinsters. The palace is positively overrun with them."

      "I beg your pardon?"

      "My sister-in-law." Edward's jaw had tightened. "Who appears to have forgotten that she is a lady of six and twenty, not a child of six. And that we have guests. And that her—" He gestured vaguely at the spectacle before them, colour rising in his cheeks. "Her limbs are on display for all the world to observe."

      Frederick found he could not breathe, though for entirely different reasons than Edward's discomfort.

      Florinda.

      He had thought of her, in those early years. The Marquess of Ashbourne's youngest daughter, possessed of sharp wit and a habit of saying precisely the wrong thing at precisely the right moment. She had been but seventeen the last occasion of their meeting—too young, far too young—and yet he had remembered her nonetheless.

      The stable at Carthedge. A summer afternoon. She had marched in whilst he was examining a new foal and announced, with tremendous dignity, that she had come to conduct an experiment.

      "I have made a list of one hundred and seven reasons why this is an extraordinarily bad idea," she had informed him. "None of them seemed sufficient."

      And then—God help him—she had kissed him. For science, she had said. Scientific inquiry.

      It had been awkward at first—noses bumping, angles wrong, nothing like the poetry she had apparently researched extensively. But then he had cupped her jaw, tilted her face, and for three seconds—perhaps four—the entire world had rearranged itself around the impossible fact of Florinda Ashbourne kissing him in a stable.

      She had pulled back with flushed cheeks and said, "Well. That was most informative," and then she had fled. Actually fled, gathering her skirts and running as though pursued by wolves.

      He had stood there like a fool, the foal nosing at his hand, his thoughts in absolute disarray.

      He should have gone after her. Should have called on her before he left for war. He had told himself he was being noble—sparing her an attachment to a man who might not return. The truth was simpler and uglier: he had been afraid.

      War had intervened. War, and cowardice dressed as duty, and the slow burial of want beneath the weight of what a duke ought to do.

      Nine years.

      Nine years, and she was still the most alive thing he had ever seen.

      You are engaged, he reminded himself viciously. You are promised. You are not the sort of man who ogles highborn women whilst their stockings are on display.

      He was apparently precisely that sort of man, because he could not make himself look away.

      The woman upon the grass—Florinda, his traitorous mind supplied, Florinda with the golden hair and the bare feet and the laugh like summer rain—looked up, laughter still upon her lips.

      And saw them.

      The transformation was immediate and, Frederick suspected, deeply painful.

      The colour drained from her face, then flooded back in a tide of crimson that spread from her cheeks to the tips of her ears. Her hands flew to her skirts, scrabbling at the knotted ribbons with fingers that had gone clumsy with horror. She scrambled to her feet so quickly she nearly toppled, her mouth opening and closing in what appeared to be an attempt at coherent speech.

      "Your Majesty—I—that is—" The words emerged in a strangled squeak. "The children required exercise and I did not anticipate—I was not aware that you had⁠—"

      She was still tugging at the ribbons. They had tangled hopelessly, leaving her hem caught at an angle that continued to display one stockinged calf in all its unfortunate glory.

      "Lady Florinda." Edward's voice carried the particular weariness of a man who had witnessed this sort of scene before. "Your skirts."

      She looked down, made a sound of pure anguish, and gave the ribbons a desperate yank that only tightened the knot further.

      "I am being punished," she muttered, apparently to herself. "I must be. This is divine retribution for—for something, I am certain."

      "Perhaps," Edward offered, in tones of excessive helpfulness, "you might wish to make yourself presentable before I am obliged to explain to my ministers why the Queen's sister was discovered in a state of considerable dishabille upon the palace lawn. With a guest present."

      "A guest—" Florinda's gaze snapped to Frederick, and if possible, her flush deepened. "Oh. Oh, no."

      She dropped into a curtsey that wobbled alarmingly, still wrestling with her tangled hem. Her bare toes curled against the grass as though they might render themselves invisible through sheer force of will.

      "Your Grace." Her voice had gone very small. "Welcome home."

      Frederick bowed, grateful that his own voice emerged steady when everything within him had gone to riot. "Lady Florinda. You are⁠—"

      Magnificent. Extraordinary. The most alive creature I have beheld since returning to this grey country.

      "—well, I trust?"

      "Quite well." She was not looking at him, her attention fixed upon the hopeless tangle at her knee. "Merely somewhat... indisposed at present. As you may have observed. Rather obviously. Impossible to have missed, really."

      "So I observe."

      Princess Charlotte, apparently immune to the tension crackling between the adults, tugged at Florinda's ruined skirts. "Aunt Flor, why is your face all red? Are you unwell?"

      "I am perfectly well, darling." Florinda's voice had achieved a pitch that suggested she was anything but. "I am merely experiencing a moment of profound regret regarding several of my life choices."

      "What does profound mean?"

      "It means very, very large."

      "Your regret is very large?"

      "Enormous. Possibly the largest regret in recorded history."

      "It means Aunt Florinda is going to take you both to your governess," Edward interjected, "and then she is going to locate her shoes, and her dignity, and perhaps a very strong cup of tea."

      "Edward—" Florinda began.

      "Now, if you please."

      Something flickered across her features—hurt, perhaps, or embarrassment sharpening into that particular brand of defiance Frederick remembered from nine years ago—but she mastered it quickly. She gathered the children with what remained of her composure, abandoning the battle with her ribbons in favour of simply clutching the excess fabric in one fist.

      "Your Majesty." Her curtsey was rigid, formal, nothing like the laughing creature of moments before. "Your Grace. If you will excuse me."

      She walked—walked with great dignity whilst trailing ribbons and clutching her skirts, she did not flee—toward the palace, one child upon each hand and her bare feet leaving prints in the damp grass.

      Frederick watched her go.

      He counted her steps. Twenty-three before she disappeared through the garden door.

      This is ridiculous, he told himself. You are counting her steps. Like a madman. Like a fool. Like a man who has spent nine years trying very hard not to think about a clumsy kiss in a stable.

      "Well." Edward's voice cut through his internal catalogue of personal failures. "That was unfortunate."

      "She seemed... spirited."

      "She is a menace." But there was reluctant affection beneath Edward's exasperation. "The children adore her, which is the only reason Ella permits these... episodes. But I shall have words with her about appropriate behaviour when guests are present."

      "There is no need⁠—"

      "There is every need. She is six and twenty, unmarried, and cavorting about with her limbs exposed for any passing duke to observe." Edward shot him a sharp look that held rather more perception than Frederick found comfortable. "Speaking of which. You are staring after her as though she were water and you had been crawling through a desert."

      "I was not⁠—"

      "You were." Edward's hand landed upon his shoulder, heavy with the weight of old friendship and the particular authority of a man who had known him since they were both spotty youths with more pride than sense. "Frederick. You are engaged. The Ashworth contract, remember?"

      The words landed like a blow to the chest.

      The contract. Lady Penelope. The wedding in six months that shall bind me forever to a woman I have met twice and for whom I feel nothing.

      "I recall." His voice emerged rough. "How could I forget?"

      Edward studied him for a long moment, something resembling sympathy in his expression. "Come along. Ella truly will have my head if I fail to deliver you for tea. And Frederick?"

      "Yes?"

      "Whatever you are thinking regarding my sister-in-law—" Edward's tone turned dry. "We are attempting to find her a suitable match, assuming she does not foil our efforts entirely. And you are already engaged."

      Frederick did not point out that he had not been thinking anything. Thinking implied intention. What he had been doing was something far less dignified—something closer to drowning.

      Fourteen threads of gold. Twenty-three steps to the door. One clumsy kiss that ruined you for every proper, sensible woman you have met since.

      He followed Edward into the palace, telling himself very firmly that it did not matter. Tomorrow he would be at Carthedge, surrounded by wedding preparations and contract negotiations and the slow, relentless march toward a future he had chosen. Lady Florinda would remain here at the palace, playing pirates with children and scandalising the household staff, and their paths need not cross again.

      He told himself this.

      He did not believe it.

      Carthedge Hall and Ashbourne House shared a border. He had grown up riding the paths between them. And Florinda—Lady Florinda—was the Queen's sister, which meant she would be at every royal function, every state dinner, every interminable ball where he would be expected to stand beside his perfectly adequate bride and feel nothing.

      Whilst she would be somewhere nearby, barefoot and laughing and alive in a way that made his carefully constructed numbness feel like death.

      The tea was excellent. The conversation was pleasant. Frederick sat in the Queen's drawing room and smiled at the appropriate moments and counted the minutes until he could reasonably excuse himself.

      Forty-seven minutes. Two cups of tea. Three enquiries about the wedding that he answered with practised courtesy.

      And underneath it all, like a splinter he could not extract: fourteen threads of gold, catching the light like something from a story he had no right to want.

      Tomorrow, he would leave for Carthedge.

      Tomorrow, he would begin the slow march toward his perfectly acceptable future.

      Tonight, he lay awake in his townhouse and counted the cracks in his bedroom ceiling until dawn, trying very hard not to think about bare feet in wet grass and the sound of her laughter.

      Seventeen cracks.

      He counted them three times, just to be certain.
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      The Summons

      Florinda had known, from the precise quality of the summons, that something dreadful was about to occur.

      Not "Her Majesty requests your presence at tea." Not "The Queen wondered if you might join her in the garden." No—this had been delivered by a footman whose face held the carefully neutral expression of a man who had been instructed to convey very bad news and was attempting to pretend otherwise.

      "Her Majesty requires your attendance in the blue drawing room. Immediately."

      Requires. Immediately.

      The language of impending doom, dressed in royal courtesy.

      Florinda had taken the time to change her dress, re-pin her hair, and locate her shoes—all acts of petty rebellion that she suspected would go entirely unnoticed. Her hair, at least, was now properly confined in a respectable arrangement that bore no resemblance whatsoever to the wild tumble it had achieved during the pirate incident.

      The pirate incident. Even in the privacy of her own mind, the words made her wince.

      She had not meant to be discovered. The children had needed exercise, the governess had been indisposed, and Florinda had made the regrettable decision that the east garden was sufficiently private for a brief game of pirates-and-sea-monsters. She had not anticipated the King of England rounding the corner with a guest in tow.

      She had particularly not anticipated that the guest would be the Duke of Carthedge.

      Frederick.

      Florinda's face grew warm at the memory, which was irritating. She was six and twenty years old. She had survived one public humiliation at the hands of a fortune-hunting poet and emerged with her dignity largely intact. She was not going to be undone by the recollection of the Duke of Carthedge observing her stockings.

      Even if they had been her good stockings.

      Even if he had been staring at her with an expression she could not quite decipher—something between horror and fascination, as though she were a particularly exotic species of insect he had not expected to encounter on a garden lawn.

      She had pretended not to notice. She was very good at pretending not to notice things.

      The blue drawing room was empty when Florinda arrived, which gave her precisely three minutes to compose her features into an expression of serene dignity before Ella swept through the door.

      The Queen of England looked, Florinda observed, as though she had been crying.

      This was alarming. Ella did not cry. Ella managed crises with the same brisk efficiency she had once applied to managing their father's chaotic household. Ella fixed problems; she did not weep over them.

      "Florinda." Ella's voice held a strange, tight quality. "Please sit down."

      "If you are about to tell me that someone has died, I should prefer to receive the news standing."

      "No one has died." Ella clasped her hands before her, a gesture Florinda recognised from their childhood—the pose she adopted when delivering unpleasant news about governesses being dismissed or holidays being cancelled. "But I am afraid—that is, Edward has decided⁠—"

      She stopped. Took a breath. Started again.

      "His Majesty believes you might enjoy the country air."

      Florinda felt the words settle into her chest like stones dropping into still water.

      "How thoughtful," she heard herself say. "The country air is so much easier to manage than opinions."

      "Florinda—"

      "When am I to be exiled? Today? Tomorrow? Or has Edward graciously permitted me time to pack my scandal along with my stockings?"

      "You are not being exiled⁠—"

      "I am being sent away because I played pirates with the children and a duke observed my ankles. That sounds rather like exile to me."

      "The carriage is waiting," Ella said quietly. "Your things have already been packed."

      Of course they had. Of course her belongings had been gathered and loaded whilst she was brushing her hair and locating her shoes. Of course the decision had been made without her knowledge, her consent, her presence.

      She was furniture. Inconvenient furniture that had been discovered in an unsuitable location and was now being removed to somewhere less visible.

      "Where am I being sent?" Her voice emerged remarkably steady, considering.

      "Raventhorn. To Margot and Percy." Ella would not meet her eyes. "Edward has written ahead. He thought—that is, we both thought—it might be time for you to consider... your situation. Your future."

      "My situation." Florinda tasted the word. "You mean my unfortunate status as an unmarried woman of advancing years."

      "You are six and twenty, not sixty⁠—"

      "And yet apparently too old to be permitted to romp with children without causing a diplomatic incident." Florinda's hands had begun to shake. She clasped them behind her back, where Ella could not see. "What does the letter say? Be precise, please. I should like to know exactly how I have been described."

      Ella's face crumpled. "He asked Margot to help you find a husband. A suitable match. Someone respectable who might⁠—"

      "Might take me off everyone's hands." Florinda nodded, the motion jerky. "How efficient. I am to be managed. Disposed of. Paired off with some respectable gentleman who does not mind a wife with a reputation for exposed limbs and an excess of opinions."

      "That is not⁠—"

      "It is precisely what it is." Florinda's voice had gone very quiet. Very controlled. The voice she used when she was in danger of screaming. "I have spent four years making myself useful. Four years caring for your children, managing household crises, being the convenient sister who requires no attention because she has learned to want nothing. And the moment I become inconvenient—the moment I cause the slightest embarrassment—I am to be bundled into a carriage and shipped off to be married to whoever will have me."

      "Florinda." Ella reached for her hand. "I did not want this. I argued⁠—"

      "But you did not win." Florinda stepped back, out of reach. If Ella touched her now, she would shatter, and she had no intention of providing anyone with that satisfaction. "And so the carriage waits, and my trunks are packed, and I am to be grateful for the opportunity to find myself a husband whilst the palace recovers from the horror of my calves."

      There was a long silence.

      "I know," Ella said finally, "that this feels like punishment. But Margot will be glad to see you. And perhaps... perhaps some time away from court might help you find⁠—"

      "Find what?" Florinda laughed, the sound brittle. "Contentment? A sense of purpose? A gentleman foolish enough to overlook eight years of spinsterhood and one spectacular incident of public impropriety?"

      "Peace, perhaps." Ella's voice was gentle. "I know you haven't found it here."

      The words were kind. That was the worst part. Ella meant well. Ella always meant well. And yet somehow Florinda still ended up alone, her future decided by others, her value measured in her usefulness and found wanting.

      "I should like," Florinda said, with tremendous dignity, "to say goodbye to the children."

      "Of course." Ella blinked rapidly, her composure fraying. "Of course, take whatever time you⁠—"

      "Ten minutes should be sufficient. I would not wish to cause any further delays."

      She left before Ella could respond. Before the burning behind her eyes could transform into something more humiliating than dignified retreat.

      The children, at least, were uncomplicated in their grief.

      Charlotte wept and demanded to know why Aunt Flor was leaving. James clung to her skirts with sticky fingers and refused to let go until bribed with the promise of letters. Even little Charles, who was too young to understand, seemed to sense the wrongness of the moment and contributed a wail of sympathetic distress.

      "I shall write every week," Florinda promised, kneeling to bring herself to Charlotte's level. "And I shall tell you all about the countryside, and the horses, and whether there are any pirates to be discovered."

      "There are no pirates in the countryside," Charlotte informed her, with the devastating logic of childhood. "Only sheep."

      "Then I shall write about the sheep. Perhaps they are secretly pirates in disguise."

      "Sheep cannot be pirates. They don't have hands."

      "A compelling argument." Florinda kissed her forehead, then James's, then scooped Charles up for a final embrace that left a smear of jam upon her travelling dress. "Be good for your governess. And do not let anyone convince you that sheep are boring. They have their own adventures; they simply don't boast about them."

      The carriage was indeed waiting.

      Florinda climbed in without looking back, settled herself against the cushions, and waited until the palace had disappeared entirely from view before allowing herself to feel anything at all.

      Then, with no one to observe, she pressed her fists against her eyes and breathed very carefully through the tightness in her chest.

      She was not going to cry. She had cried quite enough over her last romantic catastrophe, and she refused to waste tears on this one. This was merely... logistics. The practical rearrangement of an inconvenient person. It had nothing to do with love, or rejection, or the slow, grinding realisation that she had spent four years making herself indispensable only to discover that she was, in fact, entirely dispensable.

      Stop it, she told herself fiercely. You are not a Gothic heroine. You are a practical woman with a perfectly serviceable brain, and you are not going to spend this journey wallowing in self-pity like a character from one of Mrs. Radcliffe's novels.

      The crossroads appeared after two hours of determined not-wallowing.

      Florinda knew these roads. She had travelled them countless times as a girl, visiting neighbours, attending assemblies, riding between the great estates that dotted the countryside like jewels on green velvet. To the north lay Raventhorn, where Margot and Percy would be waiting with gentle sympathy and well-meaning suggestions about eligible bachelors.

      To the south lay Ashbourne House.

      Home.

      The estate had been empty since Margot's marriage. The staff maintained it, aired the rooms, kept the gardens from reverting entirely to wilderness. But no one lived there. No one walked the halls or took tea in the morning room or sat beneath the old oak tree where Florinda had read her first novel and dreamed her first foolish dreams about love.

      No one would find her there.

      No one would press her to consider her situation or evaluate her prospects or make polite enquiries about whether she had given any thought to her future. She could simply... exist. Quietly. Invisibly. Without being managed or arranged or disposed of.

      "Stop the carriage."

      The coachman obeyed, though his expression when Florinda emerged suggested he had concerns about her mental state.

      "There has been a change of plans." Florinda kept her voice crisp, authoritative—the voice Margot used when managing household crises. "We will be proceeding to Ashbourne House instead of Raventhorn."

      "My lady, I was instructed⁠—"

      "I am aware of your instructions. I am countermanding them." She climbed back into the carriage before he could argue. "Ashbourne House. The south road."

      There was a long pause. Florinda could practically hear the coachman weighing his options: defy a direct order from the lady in the carriage, or defy the indirect orders of the King who employed him.

      The carriage began to move. Southward.

      Florinda exhaled.

      It was a small rebellion. A tiny act of defiance in a life that had been carefully, deliberately compliant. She would still be shipped off to the country, still be removed from the palace, still be expected to find herself a husband like a good, obedient spinster.

      But she would do it on her own terms. In her own home. Alone, if she wished to be alone, without well-meaning family hovering about reminding her of everything she had failed to become.

      The south road wound through familiar countryside. Past the village where she had once danced at assemblies. Past the church where her parents had married. Past the boundaries of a dozen estates she had visited as a girl, dreaming of futures that had never quite materialised.

      Past the stone markers that indicated the border between Ashbourne land and the Carthedge estate.

      Florinda glanced at the markers without really seeing them. Carthedge Hall was nearby—she had visited it as a child, played in its gardens, attended a ball there once when she was seventeen and foolish and convinced that the heir apparent had looked at her with something like interest.

      Frederick.

      She pushed the name away. He was engaged now. To someone suitable and proper and possessed of the good sense not to expose her stockings to visiting monarchs. Whoever Lady Penelope Ashworth was, Florinda was certain she had never once in her life played pirates with small children, and she was equally certain that Frederick's future wife did not lie awake at night remembering a clumsy kiss in a stable that had meant nothing to anyone but the foolish girl who had initiated it.

      He was staring at you, a traitorous voice whispered. In the garden. He was staring at you like⁠—

      Like nothing. He was staring at her like a man confronted with an unexpected spectacle. Horror, probably. Secondhand embarrassment. The particular expression of a gentleman forced to witness a lady's descent into complete social ruin.

      It didn't matter. None of it mattered. Frederick was engaged, and Florinda was being disposed of, and Ashbourne House was waiting at the end of this road with its empty rooms and its overgrown gardens and its complete, blessed absence of anyone who might expect her to be something other than what she was.

      The carriage turned onto the drive.

      Ashbourne House rose from the twilight like something from a dream—familiar and strange all at once, its windows dark, its chimneys cold. The gardens had grown wild in the years since anyone had lived here properly. Roses climbed the eastern wall in unchecked profusion. The hedges had lost their careful shapes and become something softer, more organic, more alive.

      It was, Florinda thought, rather beautiful.

      It was also, she realised as the carriage rolled to a stop, going to require an explanation to the caretaker. And a message to Margot, who would be expecting her. And probably another message to Ella, who would be furious, and to Edward, who would be⁠—

      Actually, Florinda found she did not particularly care what Edward would be.

      She climbed out of the carriage, her travelling boots crunching on the gravel drive, and breathed in the scent of roses and growing things and home.

      Tomorrow she would write her letters. Tomorrow she would face the consequences of her small rebellion. Tomorrow she would begin the tedious business of existing in a world that had decided she was surplus to requirements.

      Tonight, she was simply going to find a bed and sleep in her own house for the first time in four years.

      The caretaker, a Mrs. Finch, emerged from the servants' entrance with a lamp in one hand and an expression of profound bewilderment on her face.

      "Lady Florinda? We weren't—that is, there was no word⁠—"

      "I know." Florinda summoned her most reassuring smile. "It was rather a sudden decision. I shall require a room made up, and something simple for supper, and perhaps a very large glass of wine."

      "Of course, my lady. Only—" Mrs. Finch's bewilderment deepened. "We've had the rooms closed up, you see. It will take some time to air them properly. And the linens⁠—"

      "Any room with a bed and a blanket will suffice. I am not particular."

      She was, actually, extremely particular, but tonight she could not summon the energy to care whether the sheets had been properly pressed or the mattress adequately turned. Tonight she wanted only to close a door behind her and exist, for a few hours, without anyone watching.

      Mrs. Finch bustled off to make arrangements. The coachman began unloading trunks with the resigned air of a man who had given up attempting to understand the gentry. And Florinda stood in the entrance hall of her childhood home, surrounded by dust covers and memories, wondering if she had just done something very brave or very stupid.

      Probably both.

      The wine, when it arrived, was from their father's old cellar—a red that had been aging since before Ella's wedding, rich and dark and exactly what Florinda needed. She drank it in the morning room, wrapped in a blanket that smelled of cedar and lavender, watching the last light fade from the windows.

      Tomorrow she would ride. There were horses in the stable, kept exercised by the groom who maintained the property. She would ride out at dawn, before anyone could stop her, and feel the wind in her hair and remember what it was like to move through the world without being watched.

      Tomorrow she would begin again.

      The road to the village ran between Ashbourne and the neighbouring estate. Carthedge Hall. She had not thought of that when she made her choice.

      She was not thinking of it now.

      She was thinking of nothing at all except the wine on her tongue and the silence in the house and the strange, fragile relief of having chosen—for once—exactly where she wanted to be.
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