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      Violet

      I’ve never left America before, and even now, it’s hard to believe that I’m actually flying across an ocean to a place I’ve only ever read about and studied in history classes. Regency England has always been my favorite time period to study. I suppose modern-day England will have to be close enough. In a few hours, we’ll be walking through a house I’ve admired in photographs, imagining the lives of the people who lived there long ago.

      I glance out the window at the patchwork of clouds and sky stretching around us, trying to keep my excitement under control. I can’t see the ground through the white fluff beneath us, but I can imagine a vast ocean of blue way down there.

      Beside me, Leah flips through the brochure and map of the house, Ravenswood Hall, and gardens. “I still can’t believe we won,” she says for the fourth time since takeoff.

      “We earned it,” I say. “Our papers were the best, and the judges could tell we really wanted to go more than everyone else.”

      We’re both history majors, and the trip is the prize for an essay competition held within our department. We won a Regency-themed weekend at a restored house from the late eighteenth century situated just outside Cambridge. The estate was once owned by a prominent family. This is the trip of a lifetime—with all our expenses covered. Even thinking about it feels unreal, knowing that in a few hours we’ll be stepping into the gorgeous house staring back at me from the brochure. And we’re not just staying there. It’s a role-playing event!

      Leah, my best friend since freshman year, won on sheer brilliance. Her essay dissected women’s informal power networks during the Regency like she was born arguing with dukes.

      Mine was… different. It was still solid academically but more personal. I wrote about legacy and how history isn’t just dates and timelines, but bloodlines, names carried forward, and people lost and found again.

      I grew up in foster care, in and out of houses with last names that never stuck long enough to feel like any of them were mine. I was never adopted, just passed through the system. When I turned eighteen, curiosity set in. I wanted to know my roots. I wanted to have some idea of where I came from. I wanted something that didn’t disappear when a file closed.

      Genealogy started as a way to find my people, and then it became an obsession. That’s probably why I chose history as my major. I love sifting through records, census lists, parish books, and marriage, birth, and death certificates. I saw many names in my heritage, but one that kept appearing in the logs fascinated me. Beaumont.

      The Beaumont family was wealthy, influential, tied to land and politics. They lived in Cambridge during the Regency era, my favorite period, the one that made me fall in love with history in the first place.

      I knew I was related to them before I started college, so when the essay contest topic turned out to be a chance to visit their family home, it felt like the universe had designed this weekend just for me. I carefully included the documentation tracing my family back to the Beaumont family with my essay, knowing it could make all the difference, and now, seeing that I actually won, it’s impossible not to feel that every research note and genealogy chart was leading me here.

      Leah bumps my arm. “You’re smiling like you’re keeping a secret.”

      “Maybe I am,” I say.

      She grins. “You’re still processing the whole secret-heiress thing, aren’t you?”

      “I am not an heiress,” I say automatically. “I’m related. Distantly.”

      “Still,” she says. “You get to role-play as one of your own ancestors. That’s unreal.”

      She’s right. This weekend isn’t just costumes, balls, candlelit dinners, and pretending the modern world doesn’t exist. I’ll be walking the same halls they did. Wearing the same types of clothes they wore. And even using their names.

      Excitement bubbles up inside me as the plane lands. Everyone seems to be moving so slowly as they gather their carry-ons and make their way off the plane. Eventually, we get our turn and wind our way through the airport. It seems to take forever for our suitcases to appear on the carousel. We make our way through the e-gate with no issues, and then we move toward the row of cars waiting outside.

      Soon, we’re sliding into the back seat of a taxi, making our way through London. Leah and I gasp and clutch each other’s arms every time we see another fascinating building. The city turns to suburbs, and then we’re out in the country, pulling onto a narrow, tree-lined road.

      “There it is!” I can hardly breathe as I squeeze Leah’s hand. Ravenswood Hall looms, larger and more imposing than I ever imagined, stone walls pale in the afternoon sun, turrets and gables casting shadows that shift as we approach. This isn’t just a house from a brochure anymore; it’s real, and in a few minutes, I’ll be inside it.

      Leah leans forward, practically vibrating in her seat beside me. “It’s so gorgeous,” she gasps.

      I’m speechless and can only nod.

      Other guests are getting out of their cars, dragging bags and looking around like they can’t believe they’re really here either. Staff members move quickly between us, checking names, helping with luggage, and making sure everything is in order. I keep staring at the house, imagining the rooms inside and the people who lived here two hundred years ago.

      We step through the ornate double doors, and I can’t believe my eyes. A grand staircase curves up to the second floor, its banister carved with delicate scrollwork, and the furniture looks like it belongs in a museum. Intricate decorations line the walls: gilded mirrors, delicate porcelain vases on stands, and chandeliers that catch the light in a thousand tiny reflections. Leah’s eyes are filled with awe, and I can’t help but beam back at her. This is really happening. We’re inside the Beaumont house.

      Then, I see the paintings lining the entry hall, and one in particular stops me in my tracks. I stare at it with my mouth open in shock. I could be looking in a mirror. The woman in the painting looks exactly like me. I turn to a staff member nearby. “Who is that woman?”

      She looks up at the painting. “That’s Emmaline Beaumont,” she says. “One of the young women who lived here during the Regency era.”

      I glance back at the painting. I’ve never seen Emmaline’s portraits before, but it’s impossible not to see myself in her.

      When Leah notices, she grabs my arm. “Oh, my God. You look just like her.”

      I shake my head, stunned, moving closer to examine the details—her lips, eyes, hair, the arch of the eyebrows, and even the slope of her nose are all just like mine. I know we are distantly related, but this is impossible. Being here, standing in the same room she once stood in, feeling the connection through centuries, makes me feel closer to the Beaumonts than ever before. I feel like I’ve crossed a bridge, from history on a page to history that is part of me.

      The director, who introduces herself as Wilma Frothington, calls everyone together, and we gather in the main hall. Her red curly hair is cut short, ringlets dropping between her eyes and her thick glasses. “Welcome, welcome, everyone,” she says with a thick British accent. “We are delighted to see all of you. I believe everyone has arrived. Now, it is time to reveal the roles you will be playing! Remember, these were assigned at random.”

      A nervous wave of excitement rushes through us. I stand next to Leah, holding her hand, hoping I could possibly play my own ancestor.

      One by one, Wilma reads off the roles. When she announces Leah will be playing Delphine Beaumont, one of Emmaline’s sisters, my friend leaps up and down. I hug her, so happy that she’ll get to play a lady of the house.

      Then, I hear my name. “Violet Younge, you will be one of the maids, helping in the kitchen and attending to the household needs.”

      The air disappears from my lungs. I stare at the staff member, then at Leah, who freezes mid-smile, sensing my shock.

      A maid? Kitchen? I swallow, forcing myself to stay calm, but heat rises to my cheeks anyway. I certainly imagined this weekend going differently. I imagined myself walking these halls as Emmaline, Delphine, or Geneviève, laughing in the drawing rooms, participating in balls, pretending to be a member of the family I’ve studied and am related to. I never imagined I’d be scrubbing, cleaning, and serving.

      Leah clutches my arm, trying to reassure me, but I can’t hide the mix of embarrassment and disappointment. My gaze drifts back to the paintings on the walls, to Emmaline’s face, and I can’t help the pang of frustration that I’ll be living this connection from a position I never expected. I know I should feel lucky to even be here, but it stings anyway. The point of the weekend is to learn about history, not pretend to be nobility, but I’m still disappointed.

      Others who are given roles as stable hands, butlers, and maids don’t look nearly as upset as I feel. Some of them even look happy to be part of the household help.

      For now, I will wear the maid uniform and do what’s asked, but a small, stubborn part of me already aches for the fine dining and silks that should have been mine.

      A staff member leads me down a narrow hallway to the maid’s quarters. The room is small and plain, a stark contrast to the grand halls I just walked through. A uniform hangs on a hook, and I change into it, feeling awkward in the stiff fabric and apron. I tie my hair back, and suddenly I’m not Violet, the essay winner or college history major. I’m just a servant.

      The kitchen is a whirlwind of movement. Other servants clatter pots and chop vegetables, and the air smells of roasting meat and fresh bread. The lady playing the role of head cook is a no-nonsense older woman, and she immediately assigns me a task without looking me in the eye.

      “You! Fetch a bottle of wine from the cellar! And be quick.” She points at a narrow door off to the side of the kitchen.

      I pull open the door to reveal a steep, dimly lit stairwell. I step down carefully, one foot in front of the other, but the steps are slick. My foot slides, and the next thing I know, I’m falling forward. A sharp pain explodes in my temple as my head collides with the railing, and then everything goes black.
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      Charles

      I walk around outside the house as the morning mist lifts. The gardeners are trimming hedges and tending flowerbeds, and the stable hands are already moving among the horses. A new laborer struggles to push a heavy cart of tools, and I step over to help. “This one is tricky. Try keeping the wheel to the left,” I suggest, guiding it along the path. “We’ve ordered a new cart, which should be here next week.”

      He nods in thanks, adjusting his grip, and I let go once it’s moving smoothly.

      The routine of the grounds is familiar, but even first thing in the morning, I feel the restlessness that comes with knowing my father will not be young forever, and that soon, the estate, the title, and all the expectations tied to them will be mine.

      “Charles?” My mother calls me from the terrace, pulling me from my thoughts. She’s wrapped in a light blue shawl, holding a cup of tea. “May I walk with you?”

      I nod, waiting for her to catch up, and she falls into step beside me.

      She is quiet for a moment, but I’m not surprised when she says, “You’ve received the letters from Lady Orenthal’s family, I presume?”

      I stiffen slightly. “Yes, Mother. They arrived yesterday.”

      Her eyes search mine, gentle but insistent. “Charles, I know you find these arrangements… tiresome. But your father wishes for stability and for you to choose a match that secures our future. You must consider more than your own whims.”

      I fight back a sigh, forcing a polite, neutral expression. “I understand the duty, Mother. I do. But sometimes I wonder if my wishes hold any value to you and Father at all.”

      She places her hand gently on my arm. “Of course, your wishes are valuable, my son, but the world we live in is not always the one we would claim for ourselves. It is governed by expectations, alliances, and legacy.”

      I glance at her. “I suppose I envy those who can simply choose.”

      “And yet,” she says quietly, “you have the mind and the heart to do both: to fulfill duty and to seek your own happiness. That is a rare gift, Charles. The men you speak of, the ones whom you say you envy, struggle to survive. They struggle to feed their families. Look around you, son. You are very blessed.”

      Her words sink in as we reach the edge of the orchard. I know what she says is true as we watch a group of laborers unload manure from the carts onto the base of the apple trees.

      Alas, I can’t stop dreading the many decisions I will face, not only in marriage but in managing the estate and in honoring my father’s expectations without losing myself entirely. My charm and intelligence, traits I have long relied upon to navigate social circles, feel like both tools and chains at the same time.

      “I will speak with Father this evening,” I say. “Perhaps there is a way to reconcile what is expected and what I desire.”

      She gives me a knowing smile. “That is all I ask, Charles. That you approach your life with both thought for the future of the Ashbourne name and courage to chase your dreams. The rest will follow.”

      The morning sun burns through the last of the fog as we continue our stroll through the orchard. Perhaps there is a life to be led with both societal expectations and a desire to make my own choices. A silent complacency settles over us as we simply enjoy one another’s company and the beauty of our lovely estate. Signs of early spring are everywhere we look. Yellow daffodils push through the soil, trees are just leafing out, and the air carries the tang of damp earth. Bees buzz around the first crocuses, and I catch a flash of a red robin darting along the fence.

      An hour or so later, I walk my mother back toward the house. “I shall be inside,” she says, glancing at me. “Don’t worry too much, Charles. I’m sure everything will work out for you.”

      “I’ll try not to, Mother.” I manage a smile, and she gives me a peck on the cheek before stepping inside.

      My mind is elsewhere as I walk to the stables. My horse, Hawk, whinnies in greeting. I run my hand along his neck and ask a stable boy to saddle him, petting a few of the other horses as I wait.

      Leaving the estate, I follow the path that leads toward Hitchin, the market town where my oldest friend Edward lives in the county of Hertfordshire. Fields and woods stretch around me, giving way to clusters of houses and the church steeple rising above the rooftops. I know every hollow and fence post along the way.

      When I reach the Beaumont estate, Edward is in his courtyard, tossing a ball for his prize foxhound, Clover.

      “How did I know I’d find you out here?” I ask. “Should we vanish from duty for a while?”

      “Absolutely,” he replies with a grin. “That is, if you promise not to make me choose a bride.”

      I laugh at his quip while he grabs the fishing poles and saddles his horse. We follow the trail that leads us toward the river. I push Hawk into a trot, and Edward’s horse falls in beside mine. We race past herds of sheep in the fields, the river still a good stretch ahead. Out here, there’s no one to answer to and no letters to worry over. Out here, there’s just the fresh air and the chance to do what we please.

      By the riverbank, we tether the horses to a tree and drop onto the grass, rods in hand. The clear River Hiz moves slowly, and I lean back against the bank, letting myself relax. “You know,” I begin, “it’s a damn shame we’re supposed to choose the most proper, society-approved woman.”

      Edward laughs, casting his line. “Agreed, and I haven’t found one yet that’s worth the trouble. My father keeps listing suggestions at dinner, and every name makes me want to scurry off into the forest, never to be seen again.”

      “I know the feeling.” I flick my line into the water. “Mine keeps hinting at Lady Orenthal. She’s not terrible to look at, but I feel nothing for her. The whole song and dance of choosing someone on a timeline is… tedious.”

      He leans back, shading his eyes against the sun. “And yet, we have to pretend it’s exciting. ‘Oh yes, this match will secure the estate,’ they say. As if we’re pleased by obligation.”

      I laugh. “We’re supposed to smile and nod, pretending our family’s entire future fits neatly into a drawing room conversation or a dance at a ball.”

      “Exactly. And neither of us has found someone who makes it worth it.” Edward shakes his head, staring at the ripples in the water. “I’d rather spend my time fishing or hunting than with any of the ladies of the ton that I’ve met.”

      I agree, and we let the simplicity of fishing dull the buzzing thoughts of titles, expectations, and marriages. For a few hours, we’re simply two friends fighting against society’s plans, finding space without judgment. With every cast, I hope the fish bite. Today is not my lucky day.

      Eventually, Edward and I must return to our homes. The list of duties that we must attend to never ends. I ride back toward my estate, the smell of the river clinging to my clothes.

      Hawk’s pace is brisk, and I barely notice the ride, my mind running ahead to Ashbourne Hall. When I crest the hill, the sight of home brings me back to the responsibilities I can’t escape, and my morning spent fishing with a friend is forced to fade away.

      After returning Hawk to the barn, watching a stable boy unsaddle him and lead him to pasture to graze, I go inside the house in search of something to eat. I find my mother in the parlor near the kitchen, a letter in her hand.

      She looks up as I enter, her eyes tight with concern and perhaps a touch of embarrassment. “Charles,” she says, “there’s a letter here from Theodore Pembroke.”

      I take the letter. Pembroke’s name stirs an instinctive irritation in me; the neighboring landowner has always been precise to the point of pettiness. I break the seal and unfold the page. The letter is concise, courteous in appearance but pointed in accusation. A section of our western fields, Pembroke claims, belongs to him. The boundary, he insists, has been wrongly marked for decades, and he expects acknowledgment and adjustment.

      I glance up at my mother. She fidgets with her necklace. “It’s causing talk in the village,” she says. “Neighbors have already heard his complaints, and some say the local authorities are also aware. I would have preferred not to have this dispute become the talk of the ton. Charles, a tiff like this can’t be ignored.”

      Dealing with Pembroke will require tact, patience, and restraint, qualities I have learned to summon in moments like this, though they never come without effort. My desire to leave the world of titles and responsibilities behind fights against the knowledge that this is exactly the type of obligation I can’t avoid as the eldest male of the household.

      “I will handle it, Mother,” I assure her, slipping the letter into my pocket.

      I walk out to the pasture, whistle for Hawk, and mount bareback. The fields roll out beneath my gaze, bright with spring green, and yet even as I admire the scenery, I sense the shift of inevitable change. It’s not the sort of change one welcomes with pleasure, but one must meet it, nonetheless. Pembroke’s challenge is a reminder: The estate is more than property; it is reputation, influence, and the respect of neighbors and tenants. One day, my father will hand all supervision and power to me, and every decision I make will ripple outward.

      Whether I like it or not.
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      Violet

      My head pounds, and I strain to see in the darkness. Where the hell am I? What happened? I try to sit up, but a sharp pain in my temples has me closing my eyes and lying back down again.

      I’m in the cellar. In Ravenswood Hall. I fell down the stairs and hit my head on the railing. My temple throbs, and I press my hand to it.

      A sound behind me alerts me to another presence. “What happened to you? Your lady is waiting for you upstairs! Oh, are you well?” She hurries down to me, and I must say, her accent is impeccable.

      I nod, still dazed, and let her help me up. “I’m all right,” I assure her. She carefully guides me up the stairs.

      “Do be careful. I know this is your first day here, but these steps can be slick.” She shakes her head, and I note she seems to be quite a bit older than me, which is odd. Aren’t all the role-players students who won the contests at their campus?

      I trail her through the kitchen and into the grand hall. My vision is still a bit blurry as I try to look around. It seems most people have retired to their rooms, probably off preparing to play their noble roles while us maids do the chores.

      We climb the staircase to the second floor. Everything around me suddenly looks… newer, somehow. Each landing is lined with tapestries, stunning portraits, and antique sconces holding flickering candles. I’m so impressed by the attention to detail they brought with the recreation of the era. I’d believe the house didn’t have electricity at all. I’ve seen period houses on film, in museums, even in photographs, but nothing has prepared me for this. The authenticity is almost overwhelming.

      The maid doesn’t slow down, so neither do I. Following her through the halls, I struggle to keep up. My head is still pounding, but I’m too curious, and too aware of the wonder around me, to complain.

      We arrive at a large bedroom, more lavish than anything I’ve seen outside of movies, and I wonder if Leah’s room is as extravagant as this one. The bed is draped in fine, heavy linens with intricate green and yellow flowers and a thousand pillows. The long moss-green curtains are pulled back to let in the light. A few other maids are already here. One is flicking through dresses in the armoire while another stands behind a woman seated at a mirror, brushing her hair.

      And then I see her face.

      Her shoulders are back, her head held high, despite the tears streaking her cheeks. Cheeks that look oh, so familiar. It’s like I’m looking into a mirror.

      I actually am looking into a mirror–but not at my own reflection–at hers.

      She looks even more like Emmaline than I do! No wonder she got the part instead of me.

      The girl turns toward the maid behind her, sobbing. “I don’t want to go,” she insists, her voice trembling. “I already know who I love. Just because he’s an American diplomat here on business doesn’t mean we shouldn’t be together….” She trails off, looking over at the wall and swiping at her tears. “I haven’t even seen my cousins in Hertfordshire in years. Now, Father insists this trip is to find a proper match, but I…” She clutches the folds of her gown, shaking her head. The maid behind her pats her shoulder, trying to console her.

      I stand frozen for a moment, struck by the sheer believability of it all. She’s such a good actress! It’s a well-written predicament, and the way she speaks makes me forget for a moment that this is just pretend. I find myself marveling not only at her acting skills but at the way she embodies Emmaline. Her British accent is also divine. I hope mine measures up. Maybe I need a backstory as well….

      For now, I’m just another servant in the household, witnessing a young lady caught between duty and desire, in this new world of Ravenswood Hall.

      The young lady playing Emmaline turns toward me. Her head tips to the side, and her mouth drops open. “You must be a new maid? I’ve never seen you before. What is your name?” she asks.

      “Violet Younge,” I reply, playing along.

      Her eyes wander over my face carefully. “Violet, you resemble me so very much. Why, we could be sisters!”

      “Yeah, twins,” I agree. Then, I remember my place and add, “Milady.”

      Her eyebrow twitches slightly. She lifts a hand to her chin and taps it gently. “As I said, I haven’t seen my cousins in ages. Why, I sincerely believe they wouldn’t know the difference–would they?”

      “Pardon?” I ask, looking at the other maids. None of them so much as blink. “Wh–what do you mean?”

      “You could pretend to be me, and I could run off with my American ambassador!” the pretend Emmaline concludes. She clasps her hands together. “Oh, say you will!”

      “I’m not sure what you’re asking me, miss,” I say in my best British accent. Again, I search the other faces, but they’re no help at all.

      “You could go to blasted Hertfordshire! No one would suspect a thing!” She leaps up off her stool and clutches my arms with her delicate hands.

      I stare at her, unsure if I heard her correctly. “Wait, you mean I will get to play your part? Pretend to be Emmaline?”

      “Yes, exactly. Make believe you’re me, and go with my cousins to Hertfordshire. There’s no time to waste. They’ll be here soon.”

      Her urgency leaves no room for questions. I nod, and before I can think it through, the maids swarm around me. One pulls my maid costume off, and another helps me step into a stunning emerald green gown. Another arranges my hair in tight coils, twisting and pinning until it looks like I could pass for the real Emmaline. By the time they’re done, earrings dangle from my ears, and a gorgeous necklace is placed around my neck.

      “I’m actually leaving?” I ask, searching their faces.

      “Yes, of course,” the other Emmaline says. “You must go with them so I can follow through with my plan.”

      I wasn’t aware that I might be leaving this estate, but I suppose some member of the staff will stop me if I’m not supposed to. What about Leah? I should tell her goodbye before I move to the next house and make sure she knows I didn’t just disappear.

      “What about my friend?” I ask.

      “There’s no time! Take her downstairs, Bridgette,” she says to one of the maids. “The carriage is here!”

      In a whirl, I’m rushed out of the room and dragged down the stairs by the maid who must be named Bridgette while others carry a trunk I suppose must contain clothing.

      Through the window, I can see the carriage waiting at the front of the house, its wheels gleaming, the horses regal and dignified. It looks so authentic with a coachman and a footman. I wonder who the guests playing the cousins will be. Did they know they wouldn’t be staying at Ravenswood Hall? I’m sad to leave my family home so quickly, but at least I won’t have to be a maid.

      In the entry hall, the guests playing Emmaline’s parents are waiting, perfectly dressed and in character. They both hug me, and the woman playing Mrs. Beaumont smiles and says, “Choose your match wisely, dear.” She straightens my bonnet and pats my cheek. All these people are nailing their roles!

      The man playing Emmaline’s father adds, “We’ll see you at the end of the spring match season.”

      “I’ll… make good choices,” I stammer, not sure what else to say.

      Did this actually happen to Emmaline Beaumont in real life? Did she really have an American lover she ran away with? Did she really send one of her maids to the spring match season?

      The guest playing the role of the butler announces them from the doorway, “William Beaumont and his sister, Claira.”

      A good-looking man and a pretty young woman step into the hall. They greet Emmaline’s parents with affection, hugging their make-believe aunt and uncle before turning toward me.

      I’m so impressed with everyone’s dedication to the game, wondering if my accent is anywhere near as good as theirs when the man playing William smiles and says, “Cousin Emmaline! You look well. Are you ready to join us?”

      “Ye-yes.” Less is more. He offers his arm, and I take it.

      We climb inside, and some of the servants load the trunk before we pull away. I take a deep breath, trying to get my bearings. How is everyone else already so prepared?

      The man playing William Beaumont sits across from me while the woman playing his sister, Claira, sits beside him. They’re both smiling, but neither says anything for a long moment.

      “So,” I say, breaking the uncomfortable silence, “are we really going to Hertfordshire?”

      Eyebrows arched, they look at one another for a moment before William answers. “Of course we are.”

      I nod as if that settles it and then try again. “And we’ll be taking the carriage the whole way?”

      William chuckles low in his throat. “Of course. How else would we travel there?”

      “If we had wings, we could fly like the birds,” fake Claira says with a giggle.

      I laugh as well, biting back my embarrassment. Their dedication to history is impressive. No cracks, no winks, and no modern conveniences. Whoever designed this weekend experience spared no expense or effort. It’s immersive to a degree I’ve never seen before.

      “Won’t it take all day to get there?” I ask.

      Claira nods. “Nearly until dark, I expect.”

      Until dark. I picture the drive in my head and immediately think of highways, rest stops, and traffic. We could’ve just taken a car, but I suppose that would ruin the illusion. Besides, I’m still riding the thrill of not being a maid anymore. I’m someone important. Someone with a seat in the carriage.

      I look out the window. Lovely green pastures line the dirt road. In the distance, sheep graze on velvety emerald grass. It’s lovely. Overhead, there’s nothing but wide blue skies.

      Wait a minute. Why are the roads dirt? Where are all the modern houses we passed on the way in? No street signs, electric poles, or cars? Nothing looks like the road we took from the airport to Ravenswood Hall.

      We don’t pass any gas stations or shops. All I see are stone cottages in the distance and wide open fields. The further we go, the emptier it becomes. I stare out the window, trying to understand how this could be possible.

      William and Claira continue chatting, entirely unbothered. I watch them for a moment, waiting for someone to break character. I expect them to laugh or give me a signal that this is all an elaborate illusion, but they never do.

      I turn back to the window, and a strange thought crosses my mind, unwelcome and unbelievable. Am I really back in the Regency era? No, that’s absurd. Yet, everything looks so different….

      I must have hit my head harder than I thought.
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      Charles

      Edward rides up the lane just after dawn, Clover at his side. I open the gate, and Rolf runs out to meet them. The dogs greet each other, sniffing and tails wagging.

      “Ready for a hunt?” Edward shouts, grinning.

      “I’m not sure I’m as ready as the dogs are, but who can blame them? It’s what they’re bred to do.”

      Edward dismounts and leads his mare, Daisy, over to the stable. I get Hawk ready for the hunt, checking his bridle and making sure the saddle is secure. I lead my horse out and see the dogs running around the pasture; two foxhounds chasing a butterfly.

      “Those two will hunt anything,” I say.

      When Hawk is ready, we both mount our horses, whistle for our dogs, and set off.

      As we ride through the field toward the woods, Edward breaks the silence. “My father wants me to call on Lady Radcliffe’s daughter, Persephone, this evening, and I’m dreading it. Do you ever wonder why we have to play the game at all? The courting, balls, endless introductions? I’ve never met a woman in the ton I truly fancied. They’re proper, yes, but dull as a sermon.”

      I nod, having felt the same many times. “Yes, every season is the same. High-society girls, parlor visits, dancing, small talk, and we’re supposed to have chosen someone by now. My mother and father are getting restless, but I’d honestly rather be chasing a witty barmaid. At least those lasses know how to have fun.”

      Edward laughs, nodding. “Imagine that. Telling my mother I’m going to marry a barmaid or a seamstress.” He sighs, a deep, exasperated sound that matches my feelings.

      We fall silent for a moment, Rolf and Clover weaving through the grass, noses to the ground. I look toward the tree line, hoping they’ll pick up the scent of a fox once we enter the woods.

      “This morning, William and Claira went to collect our cousin Emmaline in Cambridge. She’ll be here for the spring season. Her father insists she meet a suitable man. Rumor has it, she’s taken up with an American diplomat, which nearly caused her father to drop dead at the news.” He laughs. “She’s spirited, they say, but her father’s mind is made up. Duty over choice, as always.”

      I exhale slowly, gripping Hawk’s reins. “We are all trapped in this, whether we like it or not. Every spring, we face the same parade of obligations, and yet, we pretend it’s exciting, and that the ton has some charm.”

      He chuckles, giving Daisy a playful pat. “I’d trade it all for a girl with fire in her eyes and no fortune to bother with. Just a little freedom.”

      “Freedom,” I repeat, the word sounding too sweet. The dogs bark at a fox darting across the field, and for a moment, chasing it feels like the only liberty left to us.

      Rolf bolts ahead on the scent, and Clover chases the fox, yipping. I urge Hawk forward with a squeeze of my legs and a flick of the reins, following the dogs as they dart into the forest.

      The fox zigzags, weaving between oaks and elms, but the dogs stay on its trail. I feel the thrill that comes from knowing everything depends on speed and instinct. Edward shouts to Clover, urging her closer, and I catch a flash of red through the brush.

      Through tangled undergrowth and over gnarled roots, the chase carries us, the hounds darting ahead. Hooves pound, paws skid, ears are flattened against the wind, and for a few glorious moments, there is nothing but the hunt. There’s nothing but speed and agility. I forget the rest of the world, forget responsibilities and the worries that usually sit heavy on my chest.

      The fox darts into a hollowed-out log lying across the forest floor, wedged among larger roots. Rolf takes a position at one end, Clover at the other, and the poor creature can’t escape. Then Rolf slips inside, his jaws clamping around the fox, and emerges a moment later with the prize in his mouth. I can’t help grinning at the hounds’ success as their tails wag triumphantly.

      I swing down from Hawk, and Rolf drops the fox into my hands. It’s dead, and I tuck it into my leather pouch. I give Rolf a quick pat, and Edward dismounts beside me, petting Clover on the head, his enthusiasm matching mine.

      We mount again, the hunt concluded. Rolf and Clover run along beside us, noses up, still filled with the frenzy of the chase, and for a few stolen minutes, I let the wind and speed be my freedom, loathing the thought of returning home.

      “We’re closer to your house than mine now. Should we go there?” I ask.

      Edward nods. “That will do nicely.”

      We steer our horses along the familiar path, Rolf and Clover running ahead. The woods open into fields, and soon Edward’s estate comes into view, the gates and hedges marking the boundary of the property. I don’t feel like heading home yet; the day is still young, and all that waits for me at home is the urging of my family to tend to monotonous affairs.

      Dismounting, we lead our horses into the Beaumont stable. Edward’s stablehands move to untack Daisy and Hawk while I check on Rolf and Clover, giving them each a biscuit from my jacket pocket–a reward for being such good hunters. I leave the fox in a leather bag on my saddle.

      Edward leads me through the front door. “They’re probably about to serve dinner,” he says. “It is nearly noon.”

      We step up to the washstand near the dining room, wash our hands, and dry them quickly before taking our places at the table.

      Edward’s family is already seated, exchanging greetings as servants bring in platters of cold meats, fresh bread, cheeses, and fruit.

      “Rolf was quick today,” Edward says.

      I cut a slice of meat, nodding. “He needed little encouragement once the fox was cornered. Clover was a good little helper. You’ve trained her well.”

      Edward nods in agreement. “Yes, indeed. She does me proud.”

      “Don’t forget that your cousin will be here soon,” Edward’s mother, Lady Beaumont, says with a smile. She’s a pleasant woman, though a bit frumpy at times.

      “I haven’t forgotten, Mother.” Edward butters a roll. “I’m looking forward to getting reacquainted with her. It’s been ages since she’s visited. I might not even recognize her.” He looks at me and chuckles, and I return the laugh, though I’ve never seen the woman before in my life.

      The meal continues with pleasant conversation, and when we’ve finished eating, the servants clear the table.

      Edward glances at his father and then at the clock on the mantel. “I should be off to call on Lady Radcliffe,” he says. “She expects me this afternoon before supper.”

      I nod, rising from the table. “Then, I suppose I’d best be on my way as well.” I turn to Edward’s family and add, “Thank you for allowing me the pleasure of your evening meal, Mr. and Mrs. Beaumont. Until next time,” I say with a bow politely.

      “Of course, Mr. Langford,” Edward’s mother replies. “It’s always a pleasure having your company.”
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