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CONTENT GUIDANCE


Some characters who knew Viola before her transition refer to her deadname or use male pronouns when speaking about her in retrospect, but in keeping with the conventions of the period this is only in the form of surname and title.


Gracewood has a disability to which he and others will occasionally refer using ableist language. There are some references to his suicidal ideation, as well as references to drug and alcohol abuse.


Some language has been modernised for tone, voice and readability.











Do not embrace me till each circumstance


Of place, time, fortune, do cohere and jump


That I am Viola


Twelfth Night












CHAPTER 1
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1818, Devon


“I’m afraid that settles it.” Having come to the end of the letter she had been reading, Lady Marleigh brandished it in a rather warlike fashion. “We shall have to intervene.”


Her paid companion, Miss Viola Carroll, answered with a squawk. This had not been intentional. It was simply that she had driven her embroidery needle into the pad of her thumb.


“You do know,” remarked Lady Marleigh dryly, “that contrary to popular belief needlepoint is not mandatory for our sex.”


Viola shot her an amused look from beneath brows whose tilt, she knew, inclined to the devilish. “Well, forgive me for attempting to acquire some accomplishments.”


“My dear, an accomplishment is inventing the hydraulic press or investigating the properties of nitrous oxide. It is not making a picture of a willow tree on cloth.”


“Don’t you think that’s rather a matter of perspective?” Viola gazed upon her only mildly blood-spattered willow. “If putting pictures on cloth was the province of men, you may be quite sure it would be hailed as the miracle of the age.”


That drew an appreciative chuckle from Lady Marleigh. “A fine point. And it is well taken.”


“Unlike this fine point”—Viola put her needle aside—“which was very ill-taken indeed.”


“To say nothing of ill-timed.”


“I’m so sorry, Louise. I interrupted you with my self-impalement. What settles what? And in what must we intervene?”


Lady Marleigh, never one to have her thunder stolen without a fight, re-brandished the letter. “It’s Miranda. I’m genuinely beginning to worry about her.”


A long, helpless silence filled the blue drawing room, which was Lady Marleigh’s preferred venue for drinking tea and brandishing correspondence. Viola’s mother had usually spent her mornings in the garden room, but Louise felt strongly that the outdoors belonged outdoors and, truthfully, the difference was valuable. It reminded Viola that this was no longer her house. That her childhood belonged to someone she could no longer be. There was the past and the present and the bright, sharp line she had drawn between them.


“What’s wrong?” she asked finally.


“She’s turning into a gothic heroine. It really won’t do.”


Folding her hands in her lap, Viola attempted to still their trembling. “I…that is…I’m sure she’s—”


“She’s not. She’s assuredly not.” The paper crackled as it was, once again, waved in Viola’s direction. “Listen to this: My dearest Louise, and so on and so forth, hope this letter and so on and so forth, fondest affection for your family, and so on and so forth, we keep very quietly here, my brother preferring the company of silence and dark rooms to any that the human heart could afford him and having driven away, through infelicitous words, all but the most devoted servants and every neighbour within a radius of some two hundred miles.”


“That does not seem like him,” Viola murmured, in spite of herself. “His father, yes. But not him.”


Lady Marleigh cast her an unreadable look before continuing, “He still takes laudanum for the pain, and other spirits too, though I do not know what solace they are supposed to bring him. As for me, I find I am not discontented. After all, the country hereabouts, with its harsh skies and dark cliffs, is most picturesque.”


Viola winced.


“You see?” exclaimed Lady Marleigh. “No girl of…sixteen, is she now?”


“I believe seventeen.”


“My point is, no young girl possessed of beauty, brains, and a dowry larger than the Prince Regent’s backside should be reduced to taking an interest in the landscape.”


“It’s … it’s a lovely part of the world.”


“Viola”—Lady Marleigh’s far-too-shrewd eyes pinned her in place—“I understand this can only be discomforting for you. But the de Veres are our friends and they need us.”


“Were my friends. And they may need Lady Marleigh—they may even need someone I never was—but they do not need Viola Carroll.”


A soft rustle as Lady Marleigh turned the letter to read the cross-hatching. “I shall probably take up my watercolours again. I had a tutor, of course, as I had a tutor for nearly everything, but I never excelled. And now I may be grateful I have opportunity to practise. I do not think it will be as terrible as they say, to become an old maid. I am fortunate enough to have a portion of my own and I believe I will always have a home here. It is such a large house and I half fancy as the years pass my brother may entirely forget I share it with him.”


Viola put her head in her hands. “Very well. So Miranda is miserable. Why must you confront me with it?”


“Not to hurt you.”


“I know that.” Viola glanced up again, mustering the semblance of a smile. “You may be somewhat ruthless. But you have never been cruel.”


To Viola’s surprise, her sister-in-law actually blushed a little. “I’m grateful you recognise the distinction. I’m well aware that I’m not the easiest woman to like.”


“I’d be lost without you. Asking for your hand in marriage is the only sensible decision my brother has ever made.” It was an opinion in which Viola knew herself to be the minority. For all he was a second son, Badger’s fortune was considerable, and his person accounted, by those better placed than Viola to judge, remarkable. Lady Marleigh, by contrast, was a small, unremarkable woman of peculiar habits and minimal wealth.


“Immodest though it may be to say it”—Lady Marleigh’s lips twitched—“I agree.”


Viola lifted a hand to her mouth to stifle a giggle that could only reflect poorly on her brother.


“I’m terribly fond of Badger,” Lady Marleigh continued. “He’s so biddable. And quite magnificent without his clothes on.”


Retrieving her needlework, Viola tried to use her half-finished willow tree to distract herself from unwelcome images. “We are related. The former I knew. The latter I had no need to.”


“Though it does rather make one worry for Little Bartholomew. We can only hope he’s inherited my brains and his father’s looks.”


“And,” asked Viola mischievously, “if it’s the other way round?”


Lady Marleigh frowned. “Lord help us, I have no idea. I suppose we feed him to the nearest wolf and try again.”


“If that’s your solution for Bartholomew, I dread to think what you’re proposing for Miranda.”


“I propose we get her out of that dreadful old castle and into society.”


“And then what?”


“Why”—Lady Marleigh gave Viola an isn’t it obvious look—“a sensible marriage, of course.”


“Could that not be simply exchanging one dreadful old castle for another?”


“It’s a castle one chooses. And we women must cleave to our choices, Viola.”


“Few know that so well as I.” Viola’s mouth curled irresistibly into a smile. “And cleave I shall, though, of course, I will never marry.”


Lady Marleigh did not smile back. “Never have friends. Never marry. Is that really the life you want, Viola?”


“It is the life I must have. And still more to my liking than the one I was intended to live.”


“You see the world too starkly, my dear.”


“The world sees all things starkly,” returned Viola, a little sharply. “That is rather the problem.”


Fortunately, or unfortunately, Lady Marleigh was impervious to sharpness. “But you’ve already sacrificed so much. Title, lands, wealth, most of your rights, and the ability to be lauded for accomplishments other than needlepoint.”


“I like needlepoint.”


“Even so, with so much given up already, why give up things you could easily have?”


“Because I can’t have them.”


“Why not?”


“What do you mean, why not?” It was rare that Viola found herself lost for words. But her sister-in-law was renowned for achieving the unlikely. “Marriage is clearly out of the question. Even if I were to find a man who will see me as I am, the law and the church most certainly will not.”


Lady Marleigh shrugged. “The church is a dumping ground for superfluous lordlings, what the law doesn’t know won’t hurt it, and men are more understanding than you think. After all, what is love but understanding?”


“And”—Viola lifted her brows into sardonic little arches—“Badger understands you, does he?”


“Well,” admitted Lady Marleigh, with a smile, “not what I say much of the time. But he understands that I am the worst kind of arrogant, unsentimental, managing female, and he adores me.”


“I’m not convinced our situations are comparable.”


“Then you may well be a greater fool than your brother.”


For a moment Viola was unsure whether to be offended—after all, Badger had once eaten an entire vase of silk peonies, and when questioned explained that he’d thought they were real—but then she laughed. “You do me too much credit.”


“When it comes to measuring the folly of others, I am known for my magnanimity.” If Viola had believed she had distracted Lady Marleigh from her purpose she should have remembered that Lady Marleigh on a mission was not easily diverted. She gave the letter its third brandishing of the day. “But this, Viola, this is a cri de coeur ineptly camouflaged as reassurance.”


It was not something Viola could deny. “You should go to her.”


“We should go to her.”


“I was Gracewood’s intimate, not hers. She will barely remember me.”


There was the ominous pause of Lady Marleigh preparing to play her trump card. “It’s not for her sake I’m asking you.”


“Frankly, Louise, there’s been a dearth of asking in this conversation.”


“Well, I am your employer, so I’m not technically obliged to. But I’d far rather it was your choice.”


Lady Marleigh had many qualities that seemed excellent when directed at others and quite the reverse when directed at Viola. “I’m not … I’m not ready,” she said, wishing she sounded less pleading.


“It has been a year. I know this used to be…still is…your home. But you must leave it at some point.”


Another of those ambiguous qualities as possessed by Lady Marleigh was a tendency to be right. Although in this case her being right did not make the prospect of moving beyond the small world Viola had built for herself any less terrifying. “True.”


“And it will be easier,” Lady Marleigh pressed on, “to go to Morgencald than London.”


“And if I am recognised?”


“Then it will be by friends, in Gracewood’s case, your closest friend, and far from idle tongues. Besides, it is unlikely that you will be. No-one will be looking for a dead soldier in a lady’s companion.” Lady Marleigh leaned forward conspiratorially. “The truth is, outside of sentimental novels, nobody looks at a lady’s companion at all.”


Viola could feel the beginnings of a headache gathering in her temples. This was too sudden and far, far too much. She had as good as forbidden herself to think of Gracewood for the past two years—for he belonged with the past she had surrendered to the only future she could bear. And what was it Miranda had said of him? That he had grown solitary? Careless? Perhaps even cruel?


Impossible.


That was not the man she knew. But then, he had not known her either.


“I think,” she said, “I need some air.”


And, gathering her skirts, she fled the room.









CHAPTER 2
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The Marleighs—who a less-documented part of their family history suggested may once upon a time have been wool merchants—had first risen to prominence during the sixteenth century, but it was not until the early eighteenth century that Viola’s recently ennobled great-grandfather had acquired a piece of land in Devon and upon it the Stuart manor that would become Marleigh Court. It had taken some eighty years and two generations of Marleighs to transform that once modest family home into an enduring testament to Georgian taste: Palladian architecture, rococo interiors, and rolling acres of lushly landscaped parkland.


And this, too, Viola had abandoned. Rejected. Thrown away. Insofar as one could say that of a place one still inhabited. If someone had asked her yesterday, she would have said without hesitation that she did not regret it. Except today Lady Marleigh—however well-intentioned she might have been—had stirred up the past like it was Christmas punch, and now nothing seemed certain anymore.


Perhaps, Viola thought, as she made her way through the gardens and out into the park beyond, the paths as familiar to her as her own skin and bone, it was not the loss of her estate she mourned. Not exactly. It was what it represented. Legacy. Home. Family. Things she was, at last, liberated to want, but completely unable to have. There were times she could almost have laughed at how absurd it was. This endless dance of what was given and what was taken away, what felt like freedom, and what its cost had been. A children’s game of barter: this piece of string for a marble, a sea-smoothed pebble for a peacock feather, your self for your future, your choices for the loss of them. After all, it was better to laugh than to weep.


Lost in her thoughts, she wandered further from the house than she intended. And it was not a good day for walking, being chill and blustery, without even the promise of brightness. The little woods that slanted down to the Plym were bare and bleak, just the squelch of decomposing leaves beneath her half-boots, and trees twisted in naked entreaty to an unremitting sky. But inclement weather did not deter Viola from her wanderings and nor, it seemed, did they deter Little Bartholomew, who was marching resolutely along the riverbank with the singular determination of aggrieved childhood.


Viola’s immediate instinct was to run and catch him up in case he fell in and drowned, but that would have been contrary to Lady Marleigh’s wishes. “A child who can’t even make it past the age of seven without drowning itself in some brook or other,” she would have said, “is likely to make a very annoying adult.” And, to give Little Bartholomew due credit, he had managed to discharge his not-drowning duties thus far with admirable competence.


So instead of interfering with the course of nature, she made her way down to the riverside to see what the matter might be. Despite Louise’s hopes, her son was showing little sign of inheriting his father’s cheekbones, stature, or remarkable blue-purple eyes. In fact, he was taking strongly after his mother, being mousey in a number of areas. But also, from Viola’s experience, in the realm of not being an unbelievable fluffhead.


“Hello, Bartholomew,” she said. “Where are you going?”


Little Bartholomew continued to march. “I am running away.”


He didn’t seem to be running, more going for a strengthening stroll, but stubbornness was another trait that Little Bartholomew had inherited from his mother, and if he had resolved to run away, away he was liable to run. At least until something distracted him. “Why are you running away?”


“Because Mama is leaving and will not take me with her, and I think that very cruel.”


“She is not leaving for very long,” replied Viola, attempting what reassurance she could in pursuit of familial harmony.


“Where is she going?” asked Little Bartholomew.


“Northumberland.”


“Why?”


That was complex. Too complex to explain to a child. Or perhaps that was an excuse. After all, she’d been similarly hesitant to explain who she was to Little Bartholomew, but Lady Marleigh had insisted. “Children are stronger than you think,” she’d argued. “Besides, they haven’t had years and years of silly people filling their heads with silly ideas about what you’re meant to do or say or be.” And she’d been right. He’d accepted Viola the same way he accepted that the sun rose or that audivi and auditum followed audio and audire.


Which was to say he’d asked why about sixteen times but ultimately been satisfied with “because that’s the way it is.”


“Your mother,” she tried, “has had a letter from an old friend. You probably don’t remember the Duke of Gracewood, do you?”


“No. But Mr. Dowling says the de Veres are an illustrious connection for the family to possess.”


Mr. Dowling was Little Bartholomew’s tutor, and one of the dreariest men Viola had ever encountered. “He would. In any case your mother received a letter from the Duke’s sister, Lady Miranda. And it seems …” Again Viola hesitated, wondering how best to explain so delicate a situation to Little Bartholomew without telling too many lies or too much truth. “I think,” she went on carefully, “the Duke is very sad. And because he is sad, he is making his sister sad.”


“Why is he doing that?” wondered Little Bartholomew aloud. “Is he a very wicked person?”


The question stung. No, not stung. Cut. For a moment Viola couldn’t bear to answer. “No,” she said at last. “No, he—I can think of no man less wicked. But I think perhaps I hurt him. A long time ago.”


“Oh.” For a moment Little Bartholomew seemed satisfied. Then he was immediately unsatisfied. “Are you a very wicked person?”


At this, she gave a half smile, for sometimes she thought she might be. “Dreadfully.”


“That must be hard.” Little Bartholomew looked grave. “Mr. Dowling tells me that terrible things happen to wicked people.”


A chill came over Viola. A slow, sick chill that started below her stomach and ran up her back and over her shoulders. “I’m afraid that Mr. Dowling is wrong. Wicked people often prosper, and the good often suffer.”


“Then should I be wicked?” asked Little Bartholomew. From the look in his eye, the idea held a certain appeal.


“It would make other people very sad,” she warned him.


Little Bartholomew was briefly silent. Then he folded his arms. “Well, other people are making me sad. That is why I’m running away.”


Looking down, Viola did her best to strike an auntly tone. “One should not repay sadness with sadness.”


Unfortunately, Little Bartholomew remained unconvinced. “Why? Would that not be equitable? Mr. Dowling says we should strive to be equitable.”


Viola didn’t quite have an answer for that. “Perhaps,” she conceded. “But I suppose I believe that the world is always better with less sadness in it.”


“And will Mama be very sad if I run away?” asked Little Bartholomew.


“She will.”


Little Bartholomew stopped marching. “I should not like Mama to be sad. I should go to her and explain that I am safe and well, and tell her I am sorry for leaving.”


If only, Viola reflected, it were that simple. But then it was, for a child. For a grown woman, with a lifetime of choices and regrets behind her, it was so much harder. “I think that’s a good idea. Shall we return?”


Little Bartholomew nodded, and, still adrift in one too many pasts, Viola stooped in order to lift him into her arms. This, she quickly regretted. “You’ve grown,” she told him as she set him back down. “A lot.”


“I’m seven and a third,” he replied. “Which is also seven and two-sixths, or seven and four-twelfths, which is the same as seven years and four months.”


At least Mr. Dowling had taught him something. “Come on.” She took his hand instead. “Let us not worry your parents more than we have to.”


“When Mama goes to Northumberland”—Little Bartholomew pronounced the word very carefully, as if it were some distant country—“will you stay with me?”


It was wrong to be flattered by the affections of a seven-and-a-third-year-old. Viola was not, after all, his mother. Just his favourite aunt, although the competition for that title was somewhat limited, for she was also his only aunt. “I,” she began, hardly knowing what words were going to come out of her mouth, “I don’t think I can.”


“Why not?” was Little Bartholomew’s inevitable response.


And now they were back to complicated. “Because the Duke is my friend, and you help your friends if you can. Even if it is painful.”


Little Bartholomew considered this. “See. I knew you were not wicked.”


And now Viola considered that. “I hope I am not.”


They made their way back to the house in thoughtful silence, Viola hand-in-hand with Little Bartholomew, who was now heir to the estate that would have gone to the son she would never have. He was a good boy, she thought, for all his occasional flirtations with wickedness. She expected he would grow up kind, like his mother and father. And she would be there to see it, for birthdays and Christmases and school holidays . A part of the family, if not at the heart of it. The spinster aunt in the guest bedroom. A small, solitary portrait in some dusty corner of the gallery for future generations to wonder about.


It was something. More than she could have hoped for. She had long told herself she could be content with that, imagining in turn a whole life for Gracewood—one where he grieved her and forgot her, and married and moved on. Became a better father than his own father had ever been to him. It would have been impossible, otherwise, to let him go.


But now there was the letter. And the letter was real. And it turned her imagined world into a thing of wisps and fragments. She did not know—could not know—what had become of Gracewood in their years apart. Only one thing was certain, the truth she had offered Little Bartholomew: that Gracewood was her friend, and she his, and that too was real.


Even before Waterloo, when everything else had been illusion.









CHAPTER 3
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The problem with long coach journeys—even putting aside the tedium and the discomfort—was that they gave one time to think. And the problem with thinking was that it furnished one with a comprehensive list of all the ways in which one’s most recent decision was terrible.


“I think”—Viola lifted her head from where it lolled heavily against the squabs—“this was a terrible decision.”


Lady Marleigh opened her eyes. “On the contrary, you’ve chosen to do as I suggested, which is always the best decision possible.”


“Please don’t make me do this.”


“I’m not making you do anything.”


“And how was I supposed to react when you told me that my oldest and dearest friend had sequestered himself in the country, lost to grief and laudanum.”


“I think you’ll find”—Lady Marleigh gave her a sharp look—“that what I said was Miranda seems to have gone strange, she probably needs a season. It was your mind that jumped straight to Gracewood.”


“Perhaps,” offered Viola, “he too needs a season.”


It was a woeful attempt to be amusing, and Lady Marleigh denied it even the most cursory of smiles. “I understand this is difficult, but it’s the right thing to do.”


“How can it be? Miranda I barely know, and Gracewood I know too well.”


“Too well for what?”


Twisting her gloved hands together in her lap, Viola wished for something to occupy them. Even a needle to drive into her palm. “Too well to be safe.”


“Safe from his recognition?” asked Lady Marleigh, placidly. “Or his rejection?”


“Both. Either.” Their separation had been a necessary wound; Viola was still waiting for it to feel like anything but a fresh one. “I cannot meet him as a stranger. But he has never known me as myself.”


“Could this not be an opportunity for him to do so?”


“And if he does not wish to?”


“Then he’s not worthy of it.”


Viola made a noise she was not certain was ladylike. “That’s the sort of thing it’s easy to say. But much harder to live.”


“Is it any harder than living in a world where your best friend thinks you’re dead, and you have no idea what would happen were he to learn otherwise?”


“What do you imagine could happen?” The only thing worse, Viola realised, than being trapped in a small moving box was being trapped in a small moving box full of Lady Marleigh’s opinions. “We cannot be friends as we once were. He could find me repulsive or absurd or simply incomprehensible. And, even if he does not, I may still have destroyed for both of us the memory of everything we used to be.”


“Or”—to be well acquainted with Lady Marleigh was to understand that fortitude was not always a virtue—“he could simply be happy you’re alive.”


“And then what? Do we go riding? Do we wrestle and fence and shoot, and bathe naked together? Does he take me to brothels and gambling hells, and drink with me late into the night, while telling me of the women he woos?”


Lady Marleigh blinked. “I’m sure there must be other options.”


“What other options? Men and women are permitted to interact in three ways: marriage, ruination, and polite indifference.”


For a moment, Lady Marleigh was silent.


“Well?”


“Give me a minute. I’m just trying to think of counterexamples.”


Viola gave her a minute.


“Oh dear,” said Lady Marleigh finally, “that’s a bit dreary, isn’t it? And I suppose one and two are totally off the cards?”


“Entirely. And three would be intolerable.” A pause, as Viola contemplated the possibility of such a life. “For both of us, I think. When we were young, Gracewood and I were closer than—as close as two people can possibly be. To be aware of one another but kept apart by station and society and … and all that goes with it. What will happen when he falls in love, when he marries? If I am there, watching from just over your shoulder as is proper for a lady’s companion. If he knows that I am there? It would cast a shadow over his future happiness and it would—” Viola lost control of her voice, heard the tears in it, tasted them, salt-bitter, at the back of her throat. “Louise it would break me. I cannot countenance it, and I cannot risk it.”


Lady Marleigh had that look she got when she had to deal with somebody having a lot of emotions at her. A sort of sincere expression of helpful bafflement, as one might wear if a Frenchman started asking one a series of complicated questions very fast in his native language. “I suppose you’re right,” she said, ever reluctant to admit another person could be.


This was about as close as Viola ever got to winning a conversation with Lady Marleigh. Not that conversation, strictly speaking, was a competitive sport and not that it felt, on this occasion at least, very much like winning at all.


Turning slightly, she let her gaze drift towards the window. The light was a fleet-foot creature in this part of the country, bold as the sun rose and set, and skittishly silver between. She had not expected so ephemeral a thing to bear such a weight of familiarity: as recognisable to her as the rough grey-green hills and the muddy swirl of the clouded sky, or the shimmer at the furthest edge of horizon that promised an ocean.


She had spent many summers here, and some winters too, images of the past crowding close around her like dreams too close to daybreak. She remembered the heaviness of stone. The dizzying swoop of vaulted ceilings. The edge of cold that never quite faded and the silence that layered the long halls, as thick as grave dust. She remembered the way the mist would roll in from the sea, smothering all in grey. How the vastness of the world blurred to nothing from the top of Morgencald’s highest towers. And she remembered Gracewood, a severe angel even then, with eyes that saw only duty, and a mouth that none but she made smile.


It was full dark by the time they reached the gatehouse, deeper shadows sweeping through the carriage as they crossed between the two great towers and beneath the arch that spanned them.


“Good heavens,” exclaimed Lady Marleigh, craning her neck as she peered out the window. “They don’t make them like this anymore.”


“Indeed no. Apparently it’s never been taken, though many have tried, including Warwick the Kingmaker.”


“I would not have thought you a historian, Viola.”


At that, she laughed. “Nor has any person who has ever attempted to teach me history. But I can recall a little about Morgencald from Gracewood. He, of course, was required to know everything about it.”


Lying on the banks of the Cam, the water made mirror-bright from the sun and softly greened by the reflection of the willow trees, he had told her once that his earliest memory was standing in the Faire Chamber before his father, reciting the names of his ancestors. He wasn’t sure if it was on that occasion, or another, that he forgot Claudius de Vere (1575–1623). But he never forgot him again. Nor Tiberius de Vere (1100–1156), or Justin de Vere (1316–1371).


And neither had Viola, having seen when they had swum together the pale, upraised lines across Gracewood’s shoulders: a price paid in pain for every name he missed. It took longer than Viola would have wished for the memory to wane. For the past to return her to the present, and to her present self.


“At any rate,” Lady Marleigh was saying, as she disembarked, “let us hope a helmet does not drop on us.”


Still a little intimidated by the potential for disaster offered by skirts and heels and carriage steps, Viola achieved a wobbly descent and joined her sister-in-law in the courtyard of Castle Morgencald. “You needn’t worry. There’s no sorcery here.”


Just duty and silence, pride and loneliness.


Lady Marleigh paused for a moment, gazing around her at the grass and gravel and the endless stone. The keep itself was settled on a plinth like a monarch upon a throne, its walls some four feet thick, and its stonework mottled pink and grey and green through various restoration efforts down the years. Viola, of course, did not have to look. She already knew how it felt to stand here, to be insignificant among the centuries.


But, then, she had also stood on the battlements, spitting cherry pips into the clouds. Slid with Gracewood on stockinged feet the length of the King’s Hall. Made him jump with her from the top of the highest cliff into the icy grey waves beneath. Far from his father’s gaze, they had dared to laugh, and no-one had dared rebuke them.


Lady Marleigh, meanwhile, may not have had the advantage of Viola’s irreverent memories to shield her against the weight of time, but the castle had not been built that could make her question her own significance. Succeeding where Warwick had failed, she straightened her bonnet and marched up the steps to the door—an iron-studded monstrosity wide enough, so it was claimed, to admit three riders abreast. Seizing the knocker, she beat it vigorously against the heavily scarred wood. And …


…received no answer.


Once, this place had housed an army. A quiet, vanishing army who served and waited and obeyed with the unnerving efficiency of automata. In a strange way, the stillness was worse. It reminded Viola of the shells she sometimes used to find on the beach below the castle, when you turned them over with your foot and discovered only a smooth hollow where once there had been something.


“Gracewood,” remarked Lady Marleigh, “should fire his butler.”


The narrow, arched windows that irregularly dotted the keep were mostly dark. “Recall Miranda’s letter. Perhaps he already has.”


At which point, with a growl like a beast ill-advisedly stirred from slumber, the door swung slowly inwards. On the threshold, candle in hand, was a servant, older than in Viola’s memories, grey scattered through his hair, and his eyes dark with weariness.


“Janner?” she said, forgetting herself. “Why are you in the main house?”


He glanced from her to Lady Marleigh, in evident confusion. “Who are—how do you—”


“I am the Viscountess Marleigh”—being all of five foot had never stopped Lady Marleigh from looking down her nose when she wanted to—“and you are a terrible butler.”


“That’s because,” Viola put in quickly, “he’s a groom.”


Janner’s expression grew wary. “Have we met, Miss? And we weren’t expecting company.”


“That’s not my problem.” Before the poor groom could say another word, Lady Marleigh had not so much sailed as launched herself like an armada past him. “I wrote to your master several days ago.”


Viola hurried after her into the entrance hall, which—with the fire little more than embers—was not much more welcoming than the courtyard. Not that this was so very different to her memories of the place. Morgencald had been built to withstand everything, including change.


If Lady Marleigh was at all concerned, she did not show it, although she did think better of removing her gloves. “My companion and I will require rooms to be made up for us,” she said. “And I would like some tea.”


Janner stared at her.


“Lady Miranda, I presume, is in bed. But see that the Duke is fetched. And do shut the door—you’re letting in the, well, more cold.”


Taking pity on the old groom, Viola put her weight behind the door and pushed it closed. The speck of light from Janner’s candle suddenly seemed a firefly in the shadowy vastness of the hall.


“His Grace,” said Janner slowly, “is not to be disturbed.”


“He will be very disturbed indeed if he isn’t here to greet me in”—Lady Marleigh flourished an imaginary timepiece—“approximately the next ten seconds.”


“Lady Marleigh is an old friend of the family,” Viola tried to explain.


Janner frowned. “Lady Marleigh? But the Viscount wasn’t married.”


“This,” she said firmly, “is the wife of the present Viscount Marleigh.”


A soft “oh” of understanding stirred Janner’s candle flame. “If it’s not speaking out of turn to say, we were all very fond of His Lordship. Fair broke His Grace’s heart to come back from the war alone.”


Viola’s mouth had gone dry, but the need to give an appropriate answer was alleviated by Lady Marleigh, who simply said, “Thank you.”


“Bit of a wild one, of course. Still, Cook’s always said the master needs some wildness in his life.”


The walls were leaning over Viola like jeering strangers.


“You’re very kind,” said Lady Marleigh briskly. “However, if I don’t get some tea directly I will commit murder. I realise you’re not an officially designated butling person, but do you think you could find someone capable of making me some and someone else capable of bringing it to me? And, in the meanwhile, I shall rustle up the Duke for myself.”


A nervy shudder ran through Janner’s whole body. “Please, m’lady. He’s not fit for … he’s not—”


“He’s not what?”


“Not been the same,” finished Janner, half-pleadingly.


Something—an instinct, perhaps a parting gift from her time with the 95th, or a sense of recognition, sunk heart-deep into her skin—made Viola glance towards the staircase. And there she saw him: indistinct among the shadows and the years, leaning heavily upon a cane, and in his hand—


Seizing Lady Marleigh’s arm, she dragged them both to the ground the second before the gun discharged. The world became a tangle of noises: her sister-in-law’s startled exclamation, the crack of the bullet—nowhere near them, Viola was relieved to note—its fading echo, rattling against stone, and Janner’s muffled curse.


And Gracewood himself, his voice harsh from drink and slurred from narcotics: “Am I to have no peace?” His eyes seemed to both look at and through Viola. “Why won’t you leave me alone?”


Then came the clatter of the gun against the floor. And he was gone.


“Correct me if I’m wrong,” said Lady Marleigh after a moment or two, still crouched beneath Viola’s protecting arm. “But did the Duke of Gracewood just try to shoot us?”


When Viola had read—or rather heard Lady Marleigh read—Miranda’s letter, she had feared the worst but allowed herself to hope that it was at least in part the exaggerations of a young girl with a romantic spirit. But now it was clear that if anything the opposite had been true. “Well,” she said carefully, “he more shot … at us.”


“I’m not reassured.” Lady Marleigh’s tone was dry, although she was shaking very slightly.


“I do not think we were in danger.”


“I’m not reassured,” repeated Lady Marleigh. “What in God’s name was he thinking?”


To that, Viola had no answer. She could not still quite believe it had been Gracewood. He had always felt the burden of his duty, certainly, but he had never been like this: haunted and lost, seeking refuge in violence like a cornered dog. “I must go to him.”


“My dear, is that wise?”


It had not been wise to come in the first place. But she’d had no choice then—not truly, and not because of Lady Marleigh—and she had no choice now. For all she had said in the carriage, for all her fears and for all the risk of it, for all she stood to lose—for all they both stood to lose—Gracewood needed her. Their whole lives they had been there for one another, from the playing fields of Eton and Cambridge to the killing fields of Salamanca and Waterloo. She had left him only once, and only because the vicissitudes of war had torn her from him.


She could not abandon him again.









CHAPTER 4
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His head was full of mist. It used to comfort him. It used to soften the edges of the raw, empty places of his world, so he didn’t cut himself bloody on them. It used to help him forget. But the memories were too strong, the good and the bad, running together like the blood and the mud in the rain at Waterloo.


“Too many ghosts,” he told the figure that stood in the doorway.


Her mouth quirked upwards, eerily familiar as only phantoms could be, promising recognition and offering only heartbreak. “Perhaps if you took less laudanum, you would see fewer ghosts.”


“Strange advice for a ghost to give.”


“I’m not a ghost.”


He lowered himself into a chair by the fire, pain clanging distantly from his leg. “You had better be. Otherwise I just shot a guest, and I’m not so lost to humanity as to think that’s acceptable.”


“In fairness, you shot … at a guest. Two guests, actually.”


The spirit was resolving itself into the shape of a woman, tall and slender, dark haired and dark eyed. Her mouth a piece of laughter.


“Two guests?” he asked, with the easy curiosity of the inebriated.


“Yes, Lady Marleigh. And me.”


“But you’re not real. And there is no Lady Marleigh, because there is no Lord Marleigh. He died. Two and a half years ago. On the eighteenth of June.” He scraped out a laugh, one that tasted as bitter as it sounded. “An easy date to remember.”


“She’s Bartholomew’s wife. That makes her Lady Marleigh. Miranda stayed with them, remember, when … when you bought your commission.”


He gritted his teeth against an anguish no opiate could soothe. “I was a damn fool.”


“You were noble. And brave.”


“No.” When he shook his head, the room spun. And the ghost watched him through the eyes of the lost. “It was vanity. Not wanting to be like my father, leaving nothing behind but a name.”


“You’ve always been more than that.”


He had not seen her move but, glancing down, he found her kneeling by his chair. Her cheek felt warm against his fingertips. And the things she knew, the ghosts always knew. But on most nights they used that knowledge as he had once used a rifle: to maim and bloody and murder. “You’re kind tonight. You’re not usually so kind.”


“Maybe tonight I’m telling you the truth.”


“The truth isn’t kind. Why do you think I …?” He gestured at the library, its guttering fire, and its chaos of bottles. “Why do you think I flinch so profoundly from the facing of it?”


“I think you blame yourself for something beyond your control.”


“He would not have been there, if not for me.”


And perhaps neither of them had truly left. Waterloo waited for him, behind his eyes, more vivid—more real—than anything he had seen since, the farmhouse and the sand-quarry, and the road where so many men had fallen that their bodies were nothing but a churn of blood and flesh beneath the artillery wheels.


“You are not responsible,” she was saying, “for your friend’s choices.”


“I left him to die.”


“You were injured.” She raised a hand to her mouth, as though she had spoken unguardedly. Truly, she was a very polite ghost.


“I went back. I looked for him.”


For hours, with the leg that they had insisted should be amputated burning like hellfire, surrounded by the groans of dying men and the bewildered torment of dying horses, most of the corpses already stripped of clothes, valuables, even their teeth. Rendered interchangeable: dirty skin and broken limbs, and Marleigh—that wicked boy, his laughing friend—unbearably among them. That was when he’d understood. All those bodies were someone’s friend. Someone’s brother. Someone’s Marleigh. He’d not only lost, he’d taken. And ever since, when the dead clustered close about him, in their blue coats and bullet wounds, they always wore his Marleigh’s face.


A tear landed on the back of his hand, as abstract as a raindrop. “I couldn’t find him,” he finished.


“I’m sorry,” whispered the ghost. “I’m so sorry.”


He blinked. Water in his eyes. Mist in his head. The thunder of the guns. This was … not how it was. Not how it was supposed to be. There was supposed to be anger, hatred, grief. He was a coward and a failure. He had sacrificed everything he most valued, all to spite a man who had never valued him. Everything for nothing. And devils laughing in the corners of his mind. Why would a ghost be sorry? And how was her skin so soft? He caught a lock of her hair, rough-smooth, like the wrong side of silk.


She turned her head away a moment, the glisten of moisture on her cheeks. “Some things are beyond even a duke’s control. But it does not follow they are without design.”


“Design?”


“Reason then—even if we cannot see it.”


“There is no design in war.” He let out a strange sound—half laugh, half sob. “Nor reason. And no reason why a man like Marleigh should die, while I did not.”


“Your friend would not want you to think so.”


“I doubt he’d want to be a corpse either, rotting in some foreign field.”


That made her shudder. “Not all are meant for the life they are given. Perhaps there could have been some mercy in what happened—beyond your understanding.”


“My understanding? I knew him better than my own soul. He may well have been my soul, for what little I am worth without him.” He paused, her hair still coiled about his fingers. The heat of her body was a soft constant against his leg. And, over the sourness of drink and the sickness of poppies, he thought he could catch the faintest scent of gardenias rising from her skin. “You, madam, are no ghost.”


She pulled away a little—enough to make him abruptly and inappropriately, considering she was a stranger to him, miss her closeness. “There’s no need to sound so upset about it. I did try to tell you.”


“Oh God.” He dropped his head into his hands for a moment, trying to banish at least some of the clouds of intoxication that still clung to him. “Who are you?”


“Viola Carroll. I’m … I’m Lady Marleigh’s companion.”


“What are you doing here?” Ordinary questions. A fragile bulwark against what he was beginning to suspect might be an extraordinary situation.


“She was concerned about Lady Miranda.”


“No.” This was not right. None of this was right. If this woman was real, then this whole scene was thinkable. “What are you doing here? In this room? On your own with a crippled drunken madman? Who, unless I misremember, fired a gun at you?”


“You are truly inebriated beyond hope if you think your shot came anywhere near us.”


The possibility of laughter twisted inside him like a blade. “Miss Carroll, you have nerves enough to shame a soldier.”


“Let’s not make too much of my courage. After all, you left your firearm behind.”


“Yes,” he agreed. “That does offer something of an obstacle to my shooting you again.”


“And not to put too fine a point on it”—her lips curled teasingly upwards—“I’m not sure you have faculties enough to re-load it.”


“I could have another.”


Her head tilted enquiringly. “Do you?”


“No. I mean, yes. Armoury full of them. And swords. But, on my person, no.”


“Good. I think the last thing your person needs right now is any kind of weapon.”


He gazed at her, bewildered, lost, helplessly enthralled. Discourteous, of course, to stare. But that was the least of tonight’s improprieties. And how could he not? When her mouth was made for laughing. And the darkness of her eyes was as restless as the sea at midnight. And down the side of her neck trailed a comet’s tail of freckles. “Who are you?” he asked again. As if that knowledge could make sense of anything.


“Still Viola Carroll. Still not a ghost.”


“You shouldn’t be alone with me.”


“We’ve already established you’re in no position to do me any harm.”


“Your reputation, Miss Carroll.” He attempted a gesture and sent a glass spinning from the arm of his chair to the floor. Thankfully the rug ensured it did not shatter.


“I’m a paid companion of no fortune and little beauty. My virtue is not likely to be much endangered. Besides I was …” The slightest pause. “I was concerned for you.”


“Most people in your position would have been concerned for themselves.”


“Well, that’s just a lack of imagination. I don’t think we normally drink ourselves into stupors and greet our visitors at gunpoint to demonstrate our deep contentment with life.”


“I wasn’t trying to demonstrate anything,” he murmured. “I wanted to be left alone.”


“By guests or ghosts?”


“Both. I’m not fit for company.”


“Are ghosts terribly discerning in that regard?”


Another laugh, this one catching painfully in his throat. “No. That’s the problem. They’re like great-aunts. Can’t get rid of them, no matter what you try.”


“Is that what you’re hoping to accomplish?”


It was simplest to answer yes. Miss Carroll was, after all, not a ghost. And he was slowly becoming aware of the fact that it was only the alcohol in his system keeping utter mortification at bay. God, what had he said to her? He even thought he might have wept, like a schoolboy on the first night of term. He wouldn’t—couldn’t—compound that weakness by admitting why he had been on his way to the library that night, with one of a pair of duelling pistols in his hands and enough laudanum to drown what was left of his world.


“Perhaps then,” she suggested, “if you cannot disperse the ghosts, you must find a way to live with them.”


She made it sound so easy, as easy as it had once seemed with a companion at his side. “I don’t know how to live. I never did.”


“I think that might be nonsense.” She gave him half a smile, then took it away again, as though she had crossed some line that Gracewood didn’t understand and couldn’t see.


“That’s what he would have said. But it all came so effortlessly to him.”


“What did?”


There was a note in her voice—some sharpness or sorrow—that might have checked him, had he been less shipwrecked upon laudanum’s barren shores. “I’m not sure how to explain. There are so many forces that would shape us, or break us, or twist us, or re-make us: friends, family, ‘what is done,’ duty, history, expectation. And somehow Marleigh always found a way to be himself.”


A stir of skirts as Miss Carroll spun abruptly away. “Perhaps we should not make assumptions about what does and does not cost other people effort.”


“I’ve offended you.”


She made a dismissive sound. “There is no use taking offence at drunkards.”


“Nevertheless,” he said, more out of politeness than because he understood her reaction, “I beg your pardon.”


“It doesn’t matter.” She turned back, her cheeks a little flushed but her expression set. “Besides, if he meant so much to you, this friend of yours, how do you think it would make h—” her words faltered momentarily “—make him feel, to see you this way?”


“It is one of my few consolations that he cannot.”


“But if he could?” she asked, something searching in her tone and in her eyes. “Is this what Marleigh would want for you?”


It was not a conversation he could have with a stranger, at least, not tonight, not when he was barely in his right mind. He lifted a shoulder in something that might—had he been sober—have been a shrug. “Non sum qualis eram.”


“To hell with Horace.”


There was a pause as he considered this. “You are familiar with Latin, unafraid of guns, and unafraid of me. Are these usual qualities in a lady’s companion?”


The look she cast him at that was oddly defiant. “I am also quite proficient at needlepoint.”


“I wouldn’t doubt your proficiency at anything.”


“And”—a flush touched her cheeks—“I apologise for my language. It was not ladylike.”


“I’m in no position to take you to task for it.”


“Because you’re too inebriated?”


“Because”—and here his tone grew rueful—“I’ve been far from gentlemanly.”


Her mouth quirked. “Oh, I’m not so sure. Is not running around with guns and shouting the very essence of masculinity?”


“None I would aspire to.”


“And yet …”


“Miss Carroll,” he said softly, torn between the sting of mortification and something close to amusement, “you are unkind.”


“You know I do not mean it.”


And, to his surprise, he did.


“Besides,” she went on, “I do not believe you’re nearly as lost to yourself as you fear.”


He wondered if she was teasing him again, but a glance at her face revealed only an unexpected sincerity. “What convinced you? The laudanum? The rambling? The inability to distinguish between what is real and what is imaginary?”


“The … the way you speak of your friend. Marleigh wouldn’t have loved you had you not been worthy of it.”


“Don’t say that.” Fresh tears made his eyes burn, but thankfully this time they did not fall. “I led him into hell, and left him there, and sometimes—God forgive me—I’m half-relieved I did, because what would he think of me now?”


There was a pause, heavy among the silence of unread books and empty bottles. Then Miss Carroll reached out a slightly unsteady hand and brushed a lock of hair back from his brow. He had meant to pull away, but there was something in her touch that stilled him. An instinct, trust perhaps, or familiarity—unearned but undeniable. “He’d think you need to drink less and sleep more. Be gentler with yourself. And, perhaps, take a bath?”


“Yes, that does sound like him.”


“And no wonder you don’t feel the way you might hope to. You look as though you’ve been living with wolves.”


He felt the heat of a blush rise to his cheeks, and it was strange, this small new shame, amid the vastness of the old. “I wasn’t expecting company.”


“Lady Marleigh did write to say we were coming.”


“I may have neglected my correspondence of late.”


A rogue dimple, untwinned, glimmered at the edge of her mouth. “Oh, may you?”


“And my secretary, like the rest of my staff, is probably afraid of me.”


“They’re likely afraid for you. It’s not the same thing.”


“No, it’s worse. I’m the head of this household. People are depending on me for their livelihoods, and I’ve abandoned them too.”


“As far as I can see, the only person you’ve abandoned is you.” She dropped to her knees again by the side of his chair, her eyes seeking his and holding his gaze so steadily, so surely, he could not look away. “You don’t deserve your ghosts, Gracewood. Your place is with the living.”


He brushed his fingertips over the shadows that sharpened the angles of her face. And for a moment he—


No. That was laudanum. That was madness. All he had seen tonight was his own guilt. “You should rest, Miss Carroll. It’s late and I am not in command of my senses.”


It almost seemed as though she would speak again. But she just nodded and stood, her hand rising self-consciously to touch the curve of her cheek and jaw where he’d touched her. And then she was gone, leaving only the faintest trace of gardenia behind to reassure him she hadn’t been a phantasm after all.









CHAPTER 5
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Viola—tormented by her own ghosts—did not sleep well that night. She gave up on the attempt a little before dawn, enjoying the strange sense of respite that often accompanied such decisions. Weariness beat its batwings at the back of her skull, but lying in bed, full of fidgets and anxieties both nebulous and specific, was infinitely worse than being tired.


She dressed in dust-tarnished light in an unfamiliar room. Yesterday her footsteps had tried to take her to her old one, but thankfully she’d caught herself and put a stop to such foolishness. Bad enough that she’d spoken to Gracewood with such familiarity. She hardly knew what she had been thinking. But the truth was, there’d been no space for thought. She’d simply reacted with all the impulsiveness of love and dismay in finding her oldest, dearest friend so lost. And the things he’d said, unknowing, had ripped her apart like vultures.


He believed he’d left her to die. When, instead, it was she who’d left him to wander, in grief and guilt, a battlefield of corpses.


He believed he’d failed her. But how could he, when he’d never known who she was?


He believed he was a coward. And what, then, did that make her?


She’d never allowed herself to question whether the choices she’d made had been right. They’d simply been necessary, whatever their price. It was different, though, now that she understood that the cost was not just hers to bear. Not enough to make her doubt, but enough to make her hurt. After all, she had grieved for the same friendship. How could she ever have believed she would be doing so alone?


The strange room was starting to press upon her, struggling to find a place among her memories. And her mind would not quiet. Would not stop with its questions. Its unsalvable concerns. Its formless regrets. She performed enough of her toilette to make herself presentable, wrapped a shawl about her shoulders, and slipped out into the corridor.


Fresh silence settled over her, the shadows as thick as the stone. Perhaps, on the edge of hearing, she could catch the distant activity of whatever servants remained, or perhaps she only remembered it. She was not particularly conscious of her direction, but still she knew, somehow, where she was going. Where she wanted to go.


The climb to the top of the north tower was steeper and took longer than she remembered. Heels didn’t help, nor skirts, nor—she suspected, somewhat ruefully—being older. But she made it, even though her legs ached, and her lungs burned, and there was a blister developing on the back of her heel. And it was exactly where she needed to be: open sky and fading stars, horizon all round, and the flat dark mirror of the sea gleaming up at her.


Resting her hands on the parapet, she was glad enough just to breathe. The air that swept in from the ocean was mercilessly cold, and sharp with salt, and she let it swirl through her, scouring away the past like rust from a neglected blade. How long she stood there, she wasn’t sure. Long enough for the grey world to ignite anew and the waves to arch their gilded backs beneath the rising sun.


“Now you’re king of the castle,” said a voice behind her.


She spun, full of nameless dread. “What?”


“Well”—Gracewood gave her a crooked smile—“queen of the castle. My apologies … Miss Carroll isn’t it? I’ve startled you.”


“Oh…I…yes.” He had meant nothing by it. Of course, he had meant nothing by it. Her hand went to her throat, where her pulse was still beating wildly, beneath the coral choker she had, at least, shown sense enough to put on before she left her room. What was it about this place that made her reckless? Normally she took such care with herself, and yet here she was in a dress chosen for comfort rather than art, with her hair unbound, and only a shawl to protect her.


If the duke found anything untoward in her appearance, he was too polite to show it. “You rather surprised me also. I’ve not climbed these towers for years.”


He looked better than he had the night before—faint praise though that was—if somewhat taxed by the ascent. His grip was tight upon the handle of his cane as he limped forward, his sweat-speckled skin too pale, and his mouth tight with pain. But he had dressed with more care than she had and his eyes were clear. In fact, had it not been for the length of his hair and the wildness of his beard, she might almost have been able to pretend—


Pretend what? That the people they used to be stood upon this parapet?


She did not want that either.


And yet it was still terrifying to stand before him with nothing between them, no shadows nor candlelight nor laudanum dreams.


For a moment, she was caught in the silence, a fly struggling fruitlessly in the twisting web of it. See me, she wanted to tell him. Show me how to be brave. Let me help you. But his gaze was distant, nothing but civil. Lady Marleigh had been right again: She was a lady’s companion now. Even to Gracewood—the man who had once been everything to her—she would never be more than that. “Should you be up here?” she asked.


His mouth turned up wryly. “I don’t see why not. It’s my castle.”


“No, I meant …” Still too discomposed for lucidity, she gestured awkwardly to his leg.


And immediately wished she hadn’t, as a look of mingled defiance and shame crossed his face. “Ah. Well. Had I consulted a medical professional, they would likely have advised me to sit quietly in a chair for the rest of my life. But I did not, and thus retained liberty of my own body.”


“I’m sorry. That was a presumptuous question.”


“No, I’m sorry.” He braced his back against one of the merlons and stretched his leg cautiously. “I know you intended only kindness. And I’ve given you no reason to trust my judgement.”


“That’s true,” she agreed.


Which had the desired effect of making him laugh, when it was no more her place to make him laugh than it was to ask him presumptuous questions. But perhaps it was something they could still do together. Perhaps it was the last thing she could give him.


“In point of fact,” he went on, “I came rather to regret my stubbornness. But when one has made it to the halfway point of a spiral staircase, going on and going back become interchangeably unappealing.”


“I experienced something very similar on my own journey. Only in my case it was inspired by what I’m sure is a pitifully small blister.”


He regarded her gravely. “There are few things in the world more misery-inducing than blisters.”


“I understand grapeshot is also quite unpleasant.”


“I would be glad enough never to encounter it again.”


“Of course,” Viola went on thoughtfully, “one tends to encounter grapeshot, and its consequences, when serving one’s country. One tends to get blisters on account of preferring one’s footwear to be prettier than it is functional.”


“Could that, perhaps, be a foible of yours?”


“Me?” She shuffled her green satin slippers, with their embroidered cutaways and silver-blue ribbons, under the hem of her gown. “Never.”


Gracewood’s lips twitched. His smiles had always been rare; last night she had feared they might be lost forever. “They are lovely shoes, Miss Carroll. And in your position, I would have risked the blisters too.”


And, just like that, she had no idea what to say. Worse, she was blushing. She just wasn’t prepared to, well, to receive compliments from men, although she was, of course, aware in abstract that this was something that happened. In certain circumstances. From certain men. To certain women. Not her. And certainly not about something she had long regarded as a rather private pleasure, indulged for her own sake. It was, she reflected, slightly horrible to be so noticed. And also … wonderful. Except it wasn’t her he was noticing. It was some other woman. A woman he’d never known, who’d never hurt him.


“I’m sure,” she said faintly, “you didn’t come all this way to talk about my … about my feet.”


“To be honest, I’m still not entirely sure what I’m doing here.” He eased himself upright, still clutching at his cane, and twisted to stare out across the sea. It was strange to see his movements so measured, all the effort of his motion bare before her—as if every gesture, every action, every shift and turn, had to be weighed in some invisible balance against necessity and the possibility of pain. “I used to come up all the time with Marleigh. We would race each other to the top, and whoever won was king of the castle and would get to decide how we spent the day.”


Her heart tightened strangely, suspended somewhere between pleasure and grief. And she could not tell whether it was the pleasure or the grief that made her ask, “Who usually won?”


“He did. But, I think, sometimes I let him.”


“Of course you did.”


“Do you really think I’m too prideful to admit to having been outrun when I was a child?” Again that softening of his mouth, the promise of a smile. “My father died when I was seventeen years old. But even before that it was one of the first things I knew, one of the first things I understood about myself: that I would be duke one day. That all this, with its honours and its responsibilities and its legacy, would be mine. I suppose it sounds feeble, but it rather delighted me to be able to put a little of myself in someone else’s hands. Just for a while.”


“It”—her breath caught in her throat—“doesn’t sound feeble to me.”


“You’re being kind again, Miss Carroll. Besides, Marleigh was always more imaginative than I. He invented better games.”


Speaking with Gracewood like this was unfair on both of them. But what else could she do? He so plainly needed somebody, needed her to be somebody. And so she was forced to choose: Be a stranger in whom Gracewood could confide, who might bring him some measure of comfort in his loneliness. Or be the friend he thought dead, who had abandoned him and betrayed him and left him searching through corpses on the fields of Waterloo.


“What games did you play?” she asked, hoping that it was kindness, as Gracewood had claimed, but fearing it was cowardice.


“All sorts. Some of them very ordinary—tag, and hide and seek, building forts from the furniture, rummaging around for treasures in the attics and storerooms. I broke my wrist once, attempting to slide down the bannister of the main staircase on a tray we’d stolen from the kitchens.”


“This friend of yours does not seem like a very good influence on you.”


His eyes met hers. Memory had not done their blue justice, nor the warmth that lay beneath their beauty, like some undersea garden. “He was the joy of my life.”


And what was Viola to say to that? It was simply too disorientating to have something—though far from the entangled totality—of her own feelings reflected back to her, all the while knowing it was only possible because he still did not see her. “He…I…I don’t…”


“This was my world before I met him. And, heaven knows, I still hate this place—for all I should be grateful—but he taught me how to bear it.”


She had no words, no comfort for either of them.


“Forgive me,” he said. “I’ve imposed on you again.”


“There’s…there’s”—she hid her trembling hands in the fall of her skirts—“nothing to forgive, Your Grace.”


“I think we are past the point of titles, don’t you?”


“I can hardly call you Gracewood.”


“You did last night.”


“Last night was …”


“Last night …” He gave an awkward cough. “Last night, I behaved inexcusably. I don’t remember so very much of it, but of that I am all too aware. And I’ve been wondering how to beg your pardon ever since I came to my senses.”


It should have been simple—a man caught in a moment of personal weakness apologising to a woman he believed he had shocked. And because it should, indeed, have been shocking Viola tried to pretend it was. That was the least she owed him. “My pardon is granted and gladly, no begging necessary.”


“You are too generous.” A pause, his hands restless on his cane. And then, in a rush of words, “Oh God, what must you think of me?”


She managed a shaky laugh, the wind—with unintended compassion—snatching away her tears. “I think that you’ve suffered. And that you are suffering. And that you have the truest heart. And … and aren’t a very good shot.”


“You know”—his tone struggled towards conversational—“I used to be. One of the few areas, in fact, where I surpassed Marleigh, though he was the better swordsman. It’s why I remained in the quarry while he went back to help the Germans in that damn farmhouse. So, all in all, a skill I’m happy to let atrophy.”


She remembered that day in fragments, that moment especially. The French had breached one of the garden walls. Without relief the Germans would have been done for. Of course, they were done for anyway, along with most of the 95th. Had she known everything that would follow she would have stopped—just long enough to pin the memory down, the colour of the sky, and the scent of the gunsmoke, and the look on Gracewood’s face as she left him. She would have offered a proper good-bye. Instead, he’d wished her luck, as if he’d wanted to say something else, and she’d told him she didn’t need it. That she always made her own.


“You can’t truly believe it would have made a difference,” she said aloud, “had your positions been reversed.”


“Not truly, no. But I imagine it sometimes—to comfort, or torment myself, I’m not sure I can tell the difference anymore.” Another of his studied, too-cautious movements, as he put his back to the sea and stood directly before her. “Miss Carroll, I really must thank you. You’ve been so very patient with me. I had not quite understood how badly I needed to speak of these things.”


If only he knew—thank God he did not know—how little she deserved his gratitude. “It’s no hardship.”


His gaze drifted away from her again. And when he spoke, it was almost to himself. “We have so many ceremonies of loss for family, for public figures even. So few for friends.”


“I…should have…I should have realised how lonely that would be.”


They were of a height, so when he turned back to her there was no hiding from him, and she was afraid of what her words might have revealed. What she was revealing with every moment that passed.


“My dear lady,” he murmured, “there’s no need to weep for me.”


“I-I’m not.” It was not wholly a lie, for she wept for both of them.


“I would not be who I am without him. I have many regrets, but knowing Marleigh—even if that meant losing him—could never be one of them.”


There was an intimacy in facing him like this, one she had never before looked for, or recognised. Different to last night’s closeness because he had chosen to share it with her, his mind unclouded by alcohol or opium. And different from the days of their youth because she knew he saw her—part of her at least—not some shell the world had created.


And for the first time in her life she allowed herself to look at him, truly look at him, as she had never dared before because it would have entangled her with a different set of possibilities—possibilities she had somehow always known weren’t the answer she was seeking. She looked at him now as a woman to a man, claiming all the freedom of it.


The world might have tarnished him a little—darkened the bronze of his hair, left lines upon his face that hadn’t been there before—but, to her, he was an angel still, a severe seraph, cast in shades of gold, whose presence at the gates of paradise would have done little to discourage sin. She had seen the set of his brow in the portrait gallery, the cast of his features, the cleft in his chin, yet never so generously united, as though eight hundred years of history had gathered like fairy godmothers round his cradle to bestow their best upon him.


And there he stood, all patrician hauteur and masculine symmetry, a testament to the splendour of his lineage, as unassailable as Morgencald itself. Except, that is, for his mouth, in whose austere curve she knew lurked whimsy and delight, and such gentleness. And his eyes, which were entirely his own—and would remain so, even when he took his place on canvas among his ancestors, since paint could never capture the light in them, the softness and the secrets of their lapis-lazuli blues.


He reached for her hand and, after the slightest of hesitations—relieved that carelessness had not extended to leaving her gloves behind—she let him take it. He had, after all, touched her often enough before, in play and affection, or comfort for some youthful setback. So she was expecting that it would be familiar. Except it was wholly different too: his fingers closing around hers in delicate possession, making her feel not fragile, precisely, but worthy of care. Even, perhaps, a little beautiful.


“It has been an unexpected pleasure, Miss Carroll.” He pressed the swiftest of kisses to the back of her hand before releasing her. “But I’ve taken far too much of your time.”


Her world was a piece of warmth in the shape of his mouth. “You haven’t. You couldn’t.”


“I have duties, too many of them too long neglected—including providing a proper welcome to your mistress. Assuming, that is, I haven’t terrified her out of her wits.”


“Oh, please,” she said, laughing. “It would take more than a stray gunshot to deter Louise.”


“Well, at the very least I can make sure a proper breakfast is served.”


“That would be wise. She’s monstrous in the mornings.” Viola paused. “That is to say, charming.”


Another of those looks, suggesting mirth he had forgotten how to voice. “I appreciate the warning. May I ask one further consideration from you?”


“Of course.”


“Will you forgive me the discourtesy if I don’t accompany you down from the tower?” He suddenly seemed unable to meet her eyes, his downcast gaze settling on the flagstone beneath his cane. “It will be an ugly sight.”


Words tangled in her throat, useless with urgency. “I’m agreeing because you’re asking,” she managed finally. “Not because I need to be protected from…from anything about you.”


“Then allow me to protect myself. Weakness is hard enough to bear when it isn’t the first thing everyone sees when they look at you. Besides”—his tone grew rueful—“you didn’t hear the language I employed on my ascent.”


“Were you very obscene?”


“Profoundly, Miss Carroll. You would have been appalled.”


She did her best to suppress a smile—and did not succeed in the slightest. “I can’t tell if you do me too much credit or too little.”


“Perhaps for the best, then, that we do not find out.” He offered her a slight bow. “After you, Miss Carroll.”


“Actually, I think I’d like to stay a little longer.”


“As you prefer.”


He drew in a breath, seeming to gather himself, and then walked slowly past her, the resolute dignity of his bearing cast incongruously against the merry tip-tap of his cane upon the stone. Wanting to give him the privacy he’d requested, she crossed over to the parapet. The sun was higher now and cloud-smothered, its rays falling upon the rumpled sea in ribbons of silver.


She could still feel the impression of his kiss upon the back of her hand like sunlight on water, though when she peeled off her glove, nothing had changed. It was just her hand—a hand she did not always like—square-palmed and knotty-knuckled, flecked here and there by old scars and fading powder burns.


And yet… and yet … Her fingers traced the place he had touched her. The place he had touched Viola Carroll. And she thought of him, making his slow way down the endless spiral of the north tower, afraid that his suffering made him ugly.


Rushing back to the stairwell, she leaned into the gloom, and called after him. “You claimed that you would be swearing.”


“Clearly,” he returned, “I am not so lost to decency that I would swear within your earshot.”


His voice already sounded strained. Pain-roughened. And, as she had last night, she knew she would do anything to ease it. “You need not hold back on my account.”


Silence curled up from the staircase.


She shouldn’t. She couldn’t. She had to. “I’ll go first. Culus.”


There was a pause. Maybe he hadn’t heard. Maybe he was shocked. Maybe he thought she was unhinged.


And then his voice floated back to her. “Verpa.”


“Cunuus,” she offered.


Another pause. And, finally, more hesitantly. “Testes?”


“Testes? Really? You chose testes?” Even though he couldn’t see her, she curled her lip in playful scorn. “You promised I would be appalled.”


“I sincerely apologise”—the echo caught his breathlessness and magnified it, but she could tell he was amused—“for having disappointed you with my inadequate obscenities.”


“I suppose I shall have to forgive you yet again.”


“Indeed. I am the worst of hosts. Can’t shoot my guests. Can’t swear at them properly.”


Her laughter tumbled after him down the stairs.


“Please don’t laugh, Miss Carroll. If you’re laughing, you must be smiling, and I don’t think I can climb back up to see it.”


In truth, it was probably for the best he could not see her. He had made her blush again, and she felt absurd for being so affected by what was surely little more than idle gallantry. She had always known, in some vague way, that women liked Gracewood. That he was pleasing to them and pleased by them. But it was different to know something and understand it.


“My smile,” she called out, “would not be worth such exertion.”


“You are quite wrong.”


“Even so, it is hardly an uncommon commodity.”


“That does not lessen its value.”


“Well”—and she was smiling, helplessly smiling—“perhaps it shall be yours again at breakfast.”


“All the more reason for me to escape this tower.”


“Coleos, by the way, was the word you needed.”


“I am to be ever in your debt, Miss Carroll.”


And with that, she thought it best to leave him to the descent. Pulling her shawl more tightly about her shoulders, she wedged herself against the battlements to wait. The wind grabbed at her hair with impatient fingers, tangling it into fresh knots. Had she really let Gracewood see her like this? Barely put together? Yet he had been so attentive, so courteous, even admiring. Not quite the man she had known. But not the ruin of him she had found last night. And in other ways—perhaps the deepest and most essential—still her oldest friend.


So who did that make her? Someone who took affection, trust, and loyalty and repaid them in hurt and loss and guilt. She should never have come here. She should never have listened to Louise. Because now she was trapped. Trapped between the lie her past had forced her to live and the lie that had made her future possible.


Except it wasn’t a lie. Gracewood was right to mourn her. She had died two years ago on a battlefield in France.


She was Viola Carroll. She had always been Viola Carroll. And some part of her had always known it. There was only one thing she hadn’t known. One truth that, locked in pursuit of her own, she hadn’t grasped.


It was simply this: That love—that her love for Gracewood and his love for his friend—had not died with her.


Covering her face with her hands, she burst into tears.
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