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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.
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