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To overly idealistic only children everywhere, especially LD. Let nothing and no one put out your light.
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Louisiana, Late 1830s

The things we do for love. 

His handkerchief was not long for this world. No one had warned him that the swamps of Louisiana would be infinitely hotter and more humid than anything he had ever experienced before. Even on his honeymoon when he had visited Rome and Naples, he had not known such heat. 

Why had they come to this forsaken wilderness? He much preferred order to nature. But his wife, for whom he would gladly walk through Hades (which likely resembled this swamp), preferred chaos. She loved lush greens, thick forests, thunderstorms. She lived in the unknown, in the possible, when he only ever wanted certainty. And yet he was sure of her and she was sure of him. So he weathered the intolerable swamp of unknown insects and amphibians so he could see her smile. 

“Next time we come to America, we are not leaving New England,” he grumbled.

“There is much more to America than New England,” she scoffed. Her hair had half fallen down and begun to curl with the moisture in the air. Of course this gave her the look of some kind of romantic heroine, when he was sure he just looked a disheveled mess. Sometimes he still marveled that a beautiful bluestocking like her had agreed to marry a reserved scholar often too absorbed in his books to care much about his attire.

“Yes, but I should like to stay somewhere above the Mason–Dixon line next time.”

“Who knows when we will come back again?” she murmured without taking her attention off the swamp, then turned to him and her gaze seemed more focused. “But we cannot just stay in Boston—we must see the rest to know what is really going on. We cannot speak against slavery if we do not see the horror firsthand.” 

Her bonnet hung precariously from her head as she pushed aside part of what he believed was called a weeping willow. Or was it Spanish moss? He tried to remember, as his mind had no use for the names of plants, when her eyes suddenly took on that look that was reserved for very special occasions of discovery. The day he realized he was in love with her, she had worn that very expression on her face. He couldn’t remember what she had been looking at that day. 

“A pelican,” she whispered with reverence, then drew out her pad and quickly began to sketch the odd creature. The intensity of her expression narrowed and sharpened until he was sure in her mind it was just her and the pelican. Only his wife would find great beauty in this strange, ungainly bird. 

He smiled to himself and left her to her study for several moments, careful not to bother either the artist or her subject. When she sketched, she would enter a world of her own, and it was best not to disturb her. He often found himself in the same trance when he fell deep into his studies. They enjoyed their time together, but had learned to leave the other alone in moments of clarity. How fortunate he had been to find a wife to understand that. 

He was only too glad to see her like this. If it brought her joy, she could stay and sketch a hundred pelicans. Weeks earlier, she had lost the child she had only just discovered she was carrying on the journey across the Atlantic. He did not know how to comfort her with her grief, and he often caught her staring at the wall with a blank expression on her face. That was what scared him the most, the emptiness. If she had screamed and cried, he could have held her. But she sat mute and colorless, when she had only ever been a vivid canvas of expression. He had hoped their eventual visit to Boston would cheer her up, as she would see her old friends and debate amongst like-minded men and women. But when she had lit up at the thought of glimpsing the bayou on their visit to New Orleans, how could he deny her that? 

A sound caught his attention amidst the hum of insects of the swamp. At first he mistook it for the call of a bird, but there was something ... human about it. He paused to determine the location and scanned the banks for any sign of life, but it was difficult to tell amongst the plethora of plants and animals—everything ran from green to brown. But then his eyes found something out of place. He registered a bright blue, and his brain caught up to make sense of what he was seeing. A small boy stood at the banks, holding something wrapped in blue cloth. The boy, whose skin was similar to the color of the red-brown clay of the bank, couldn’t have been more than five years old. Was he a runaway? What was that horrible American term they used? Fugitive? 

“Who is he?” He hadn’t realized she had joined him. She must have heard the sound, but what was it? What was he holding?

“Oh, heavens.” She gasped, and it took him a second to understand. The boy, who wore a white shirt and torn brown trousers, was caked in a dark red paste on his right side.

Slowly, she bent down to his level and caught the boy’s eye. He froze. 

“What is your name?”

The boy cocked his head and looked from him to her. 

“Do you speak English?” She took a step closer. The boy clutched the blue bundle tighter to his chest. Slowly she held up her hands. “We won’t hurt you, we just want to help. Who did this to you?”

The boy stared but did not back away as she approached him. Slowly she withdrew a clean handkerchief, wetted it with their canteen, and wiped the boy’s face. He stared up at her, loosening the hold on the blue bundle. She held out her arms and nodded to the boy, who drew a deep breath, then let her take the bundle from his arms. As she looked down, an expression he had never seen before crossed his wife’s face, and he knew in those moments, his life had changed forever.
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Two key events significantly shaped the life of Lord Michael Northram, second son of the Marquess of Chessnell. The first occurred the week after his mother died. Being a boy of ten who was inordinately fond of his bookish, sarcastic mother, he was adrift at her passing. And yet, to the outside world, he knew he seemed stiff and cold.

“It wouldn’t kill you to show some emotion, Michael.” Timothy, Michael’s perfect older brother, whispered from the side of his mouth, as they walked away from the graveyard at Knoxhall Abbey. “She was our mother, after all.”

Michael said nothing as he looked at the footpath ahead of them. His father, who was walking in front of the two boys, did not seem to be listening to Timothy at all. He had never paid much attention to either of them. Especially not Michael.

Once they approached the road, a beautiful woman wearing a garish red travelling gown with an equally garish bonnet full of peacock feathers waved anxiously. Michael cared little for fashion or propriety, but even he knew that one did not wear bright red to mourn. 

“Darling!” the woman cried once her eyes locked on his father. Michael’s father straightened, paused for a moment, then walked toward the woman. Next to him, an intake of breath from his brother told him their father had just thrown propriety to the wind.

As the marquess joined the woman, she looped her arm around his. “Don’t rebuke me, Chessy, I just couldn’t stay away.” After placing a dramatic kiss to his father’s cheek, she spared a glance for Michael and Timothy. “Aren’t you going to introduce me to...”

“The taller one’s the heir, don’t worry about the scrawny one.”

Michael thought he was used to his father’s indifference, but coming from burying one of the only people in the world he loved, the words tore at his raw heart.

“Too much like his plain bluestocking dam to give much thought to.” Michael heard his father mutter and wished he hadn’t.

“At least you got that fat dowry from marrying her, Chessy,” came her bleating reply as the woman effectively dismissed both Timothy and Michael. 

Glancing to his right, he noticed Timothy’s fists had balled and were beginning to turn white as his father and the woman walked far ahead of them.

“I should...” Timothy began.

“Don’t,” Michael muttered. “Now you see why I don’t bother to show emotion.” 

It wasn’t until years later he realized that the woman his father had spoken to was his mistress. It was odd she had even been there, as it was terribly inappropriate for his mistress to be present after his wife’s funeral, even for his father, who was widely known for his libertine lifestyle. 

That was the day that Michael realized how little his father cared about his second son. Lord Timothy, his elder brother, was handsome, he was charming, he made people feel at ease. The golden boy in every sense of the word. Though his father generally ignored both of them, he tolerated Timothy, who was about the most unobjectionable human nature had ever produced. 

And yet, despite his defiance in not showing how much his father’s words hurt him that day, he still longed to do something to make Lord Chessnell notice him. At night when he ought to go to sleep, he read. And read and read. Often, he could glance at a subject, then produce it with perfect recall weeks later. 

Everyone thought him dry, pedantic. Even his own brother, whose charm was sincere and who usually had a kind word for everyone, told him he was an emotionless prig. 

But some nights, some nights young Michael would put the books away and he would pull out sheets of blank paper and he would write. And write. He often wrote tales of knights or stories of the faraway places he yearned to go to, drawing on all the facts in all the books he read. From a critical perspective, his stories were rubbish. Maudlin foolishness. But they brought him some measure of joy, so rather than give it up, he began to write them with his left hand so no one would ever recognize his writing. 

When he went away to school, he wrote less and less, as he actually had friends to talk to and adventures to go on. But every now and then he would pull out an old story and jot a few lines here and there. He never showed them to anyone, and if they had ever been found, he had a ready defense to deny authorship based on the penmanship. It would not suit his goal of one day being the Foreign Minister if he was known to have written a series of mawkish adventure stories. 

Then, something happened that caused him to stop writing stories and compose something different altogether.

One day, when he was five and twenty, he and his brother were going to visit his mentor, Lord Gaius, a gentleman scholar, at his estate. While Timothy was not part of the Round Table, which really was a misnomer for his group of friends who argued the classics with Lord Gaius, he was friendly with the man, and both brothers accepted the invitation to visit Cavell Hall, which Lord Gaius affectionately called the Cave. 

As their carriage neared the estate, something caught the corner of Michael’s eye in the window. Black and blue flames leapt to his mind. After a moment, he realized it wasn’t flames at all, but a woman’s hair, belonging to a woman riding alongside them. She was looking forward, but her hair had come loose and was blowing in the wind, straight and shiny and raven’s-wing black. She turned her head just as the sun shifted from behind a cloud, and Michael thought he couldn’t have written it better if he had tried. Suddenly the heroine from all his stories was right beside him, an Amazon or Joan of Arc in the flesh. She smiled briefly and sped up, leaving him feeling slightly empty and inexplicably melancholy. Who was that woman? Had he imagined her, half asleep as he was? He looked over at his brother, who was snoring slightly, head tilted back. He chalked it up to imagination and started to review the list of topics he had been meaning to speak to Lord Gaius about in his head.

However, once they had arrived and he had time to bathe and change, when he came downstairs for dinner, he saw the woman again. Her hair was pulled back and she wore an elegant yet subdued evening gown, but otherwise, she was the same: the smooth angles of her jawline, her lips, equally full on the top and bottom, the raven’s-wing black hair, and eyes of brown tinged with a red he had never seen before. As Lord Gaius introduced her as his daughter Antigone, she smiled, and Michael was struck by that same feeling that he had met her in his stories, an otherworldly heroine who belonged in the woods or on the battlefield, not some stuffy drawing room. He racked his mind. He knew Lord Gaius had a daughter, but somehow he had never met her on previous occasions—she had always been with an aunt or a governess. He estimated she could not have been more than nineteen. What a lecher he felt, gaping at her like a fish. He glanced over at his brother, who was his usual charming self, chatting away with her and Lord Gaius as Michael sat there taking it all in. But surely this would pass, this odd recognition. He was neither a green lad nor a polished rake. She merely reminded him of, something far away and hidden. Surely she was just some vapid doll of the ton, and this strange awareness would fade.

How wrong he was.

At dinner that evening, he soon realized that Lord Gaius encouraged his daughter in reading history and philosophy, unlike any lady he had ever met. Of course, this was not appropriate conversation for the ladies of the ton, but somehow, Lord Gaius’ table felt a world away from those confined spaces, a place to discuss ideas and try them on. That was how they originally ended up calling their small group the Round Table, though Lord Gaius bemoaned how the ancient Greeks had little to do with Camelot. He understood Lord Gaius’ frustration, as he liked things to have proper names, but his friends David and Henry insisted on the name, and he acquiesced for once in his life.

Michael frowned as he observed her talking animatedly with Timothy. Often ladies her age did not sit at dinner with guests if they were not out in society, but they were in the country, Michael supposed, and the country did not have the same rules as London. 

“You do work with the Foreign Office, Lord Michael?”

It was the first time she had ever addressed him. He looked up from his plate to see her full attention was on him, her red-brown eyes glowing with interest. He was not easily shaken, but he drew a breath. “Indeed. I—”

“Do you travel in service of the office?”

“No, I do most of my work from London.”

“That is a pity, Lord Michael. In such a position, I should like to be compensated for my hard work with the opportunity to travel.” She paused, and he thought the conversation was finished, but then she went on. “What motivated you to work with the Foreign Office?”

“I suppose I wanted to be useful.”

“And are you?”

Michael glanced up, as this would normally be the point in a conversation where a young lady would be reprimanded for obtrusiveness, but his brother and Lord Gaius were in deep conversation across the table. He assumed she was mocking his desire to work, as any occupation was considered ungentlemanly. Then he looked into Miss Sprague’s eyes, really looked for the first time, and he realized her question was not one of malice, but absolute curiosity. She truly wanted to know what it meant for him to be useful. This was all new to him. No one had ever asked why he did what he did and if he was useful. “I can be. I have an impeccable memory for facts and dates, which is quite helpful when dealing with representatives from foreign countries. Their crop output, for instance, or the rate and difference of their tariffs.”

“Yes, I can see that would be quite convenient.” She watched him for a moment, as if deciding something for herself, then launched into a completely different topic. Did you know, Lord Michael, that in the late fifteenth century, China had a navy that rivaled England’s? And were it not for internal conflict, this navy would have sailed the world?”

“Indeed, and yet England did yet not have the navy it has today. Until 1588, the Spanish Armada would have been considered the greatest in the world.” He was immediately drawn further into her web. Any opportunity to demonstrate his near-perfect recitation of historical details was always welcome. He did not need to mention to her that he had almost perfect recall of anything he had ever read—he could just show her.

“What do you think the world would have been like, Lord Michael, had China sailed the seas instead of Spain or England? Would we all be speaking Chinese today, or would China have been able to sail without the desire to conquer?”

“All men have the desire to conquer,” Michael said smugly.

“Do you really believe that?” Her red-brown eyes searched his. What was the name of the color? There had to be a name for that shade of brown or he would have to invent one—a poetic notion which, outside of his sentimental writing, was terribly unlike him.

“‘When Alexander saw the breadth of his domain, he wept, for there were no more worlds to conquer,’” Michael quoted. 

“Plutarch.”

He was charmed she recognized the quote, but did not show it. Not many men he knew could quote Plutarch, let alone a young woman. She gave a slight shrug and nodded towards her father. Of course any daughter of his would know Plutarch. 

“And Genghis Khan also made note,” he went on, when he really should have stopped himself from answering in quotes, “‘The greatest happiness is to vanquish your enemies, to chase them before you, to rob them of their wealth.’”

“‘All men want not something to do with, but something to do, or rather something to be,’” she said, and looked at him expectantly. While it sounded familiar, Michael could not place the author of her utterance, though he was loathe to admit that to her. However, she did not dwell on his lack of response, but looked down with a small smile. “Lord Michael, you are not making your case to me by merely quoting tyrants. Is that really the conclusion you draw based on what you have seen?” 

Michael usually won arguments by pulling out every fact, every quote, every treatise. He was a rapier and he stabbed and stabbed until he could get through anyone’s erected defenses of reason. In fairness, it was not that he was terribly clever, for in truth, he was not. He tended to overwhelm with facts so that no one doubted his argument, no one guessed that he wasn’t actually the cleverest person in the room. But it was not working with her. When she came at a question, she seemed to go in circles instead of straight forward. 

“In my experience, which has been varied, most men, most nations will always take the opportunity to conquer and acquire the resources of another, to the benefit of their empire or nation-state. You have not seen much of the world, otherwise you would not question it.”

The red-brown eyes flashed with indignance, but the rest of her face remained focused. “It is not of my making that society decrees that women be kept in the dark, nor is it my fault that women are treasured for their innocence. How are we to overcome that paradox? If we know nothing of the world, we are naïve dolls. But if we see more of the world, we are not considered ladies. It is impossible that I should see much of the world and not be considered of loose moral character, but thanks to my parents I have seen more than most gentlewomen of my background. Why is that so, Lord Michael? Why must women, ladies, be kept so in the dark? If someone turned on the light, would we all rebel?”

Here he was, confronted with a question that facts and figures would not help, so of course his stupid brain resorted to the easiest, most condescending response. “Why, only a woman would ask such a thing.”

While nothing in her face changed, disappointment graced her eyes, and something more: finality. She had judged him and found him lacking. “Lord Michael,” she began very slowly, as if talking to a small child. But her tone did not bear an air of superiority—it merely seemed that she wanted to get her point across. “Imagine a bird in a cage, its wings unclipped. It cannot see all the other wires entwined to keep it in the cage—thus it accepts these wires around it. If the bird flew around the entire cage, from its limited point, it would always likely not be able to see it was trapped or in a cage at all. But to some extent, this bird has freedom and believes all other birds had the same freedom. But imagine another bird perched in the middle of the cage. This is the only place this bird can ever sit, on a pedestal, wings clipped. This bird understands not only why they can not fly away, but that they are both in a cage together.”

“What ought the birds to do then?” He felt like she was trying to tell him something important, but for some reason, he couldn’t conceive what.

“Why isn’t the answer obvious?” She smiled again, and he could feel the impact all the way down to the tips of his fingers.

He gave her a look as if to say “go on.”

“The first bird should listen to the second so they can chip away the cage together, like in the story the shepherd boy tells the emperor.”

It was as though he was off solid ground, as if he were wading in water, and he had suddenly stepped into the abyss, unable to find his footing. They had gotten so far away from where he was comfortable, he did not know how to go forward. So he again did what he thought was best, what the rapier would do: he jabbed and found fault with her idea. “But if the birds escape, could not their jailor repair the cage or build another? Would they not then just be saving themselves, not thinking of the greater good of others?” 

He sensed this was something she would care about—she seemed to have that great agape or sense of love for mankind that females sometimes had, but he had rarely seen it married with such interest in history and philosophy. He wondered how that love for humanity would translate to romantic or sexual love, imagining her hair unbound again, blowing in the wind. Then he mentally slapped himself for the lecherous thought. 

“My lord, I think the metaphor gets away from us. But if you will indulge me, for a moment.” She tilted her head, and he realized she was thinking. He loved to watch people think, imagining the connections being made and guessing about their process. He was and always had been fascinated by the inner workings of the mind. But he had never been fascinated by a specific mind. Until now. “It would be difficult to build the cage anew, for the cage takes years, almost a millennia, until it becomes the one that the bird can see today. It could take an eternity to chip away at the cage. Remember the emperor asked the shepherd boy how many seconds were in eternity, and he told him of the bird that sharpened its beak on the mountain every hundred years? When the entire mountain is chiseled away, the first second of eternity will have passed.” She finished speaking and looked at him. 

“That was a version of Plato’s Cave, wasn’t it?” was all he could think to say. 

She gestured back across the table with her fork. “My father loves him so, it was bound to rub off on me in some way. The shepherd’s boy is from a German children’s story I rather liked.”

He shook his head and returned to his plate, which he had left untouched since they had begun speaking. “You are a dreamer, Miss Sprague. I believe Aristophanes himself covered that topic in The Birds.”

“You’re going to say, ‘That’s how things are done.’” She was rather adorable in trying to imitate his voice. He had to snap out of this—since when did he think things adorable? She seemed to take his twitch for distaste with her statement. “I know, I know. But ‘the way it’s always been’ rings hollow as a surmountable defense.” 

“And yet it has worked so well in France.” He knew he would have her there. No one knew as much about French history as he did. His mother had always told him they had French ancestors on her side, so of course he had learned everything he could about every great family, every uprising.

“Couldn’t you say what happened in France could be explained by several factors? Violence begets violence. Fear, hunger, and starvation provoke violent reactions. Those who obtain power, even if they did not have it before, want to hold onto power, yes. But then, I would not say beheading their king was breaking the cage, but perhaps creating a new one. And a new jailor stepped in.”

“No, you would likely have a more peaceful way to go about revolution, Miss Sprague.”

It was the first time he had ever used her name, and her eyes met his as he said it. He waited for her to give him leave to use her Christian name. Their discussion had already traversed so far away from polite conversation, he could not remember when they passed it, and he did not care to. He was having far too much fun.

She paused. “You may call me Antigone.”

Antigone. Like the heroine of the Greek tragedy who sacrificed all for the honor of her family. Yes, he could see her walking to her death with her He blinked, again shaking away that rather melodramatic thought. 

“And I have never been accused of fomenting violence, Lord Michael.”

What a charming set-down—both a call back to their setting and yet arousing and infuriating all at once.

“But like a woman, you believe all mankind is good.”

Why did he always lead with the most condescending response? What was it about her that threw him off his axis? He saw the disappointment in her eyes again, but she went on. “I believe most women will tell you that not all men are good. No, Lord Michael, I do not believe that all men are good, but I believe that all humans can be good, if they are given more equal circumstances.”

“But, like in France, you believe that the unequal circumstance doomed the attempt towards something better?”

“I believe that if one is starving, or watches their child die from such hunger, it is hard to forgive the hand that did not feed you. I do not think fairness and justice are necessarily the same thing, Lord Michael.”

“Miss Sprague. Antigone.” He relished saying her name. “While your idealism is admirable, the desire for power runs strong. Didn’t those who achieved power in the French revolution ultimately become as ruthless as those they rose up against?” He was doing it again, coming at the topic again and again until he stabbed it into the ground. Why didn’t he stop himself?

“It would be difficult to say, Lord Michael, for as a woman, my knowledge is limited and you would likely have a greater deal of experience and reading on the subject.” Her face didn’t change at all, and yet he felt as if a cloud had shifted over them. Of course that was ridiculous, as they were indoors. 

Never had he met a woman who could set down with such serenity. He was charmed beyond all reason.

“My dear Annie,” Lord Gaius chimed in. “You know we must not use what happened in France as an example of man’s inherent goodness or malevolence. It is too recent, and the repercussions are still unfolding. We cannot be the judge of such things without a long view of history.” 

She smiled at her father with great warmth. “True, Papa. We will not always know the full story until much later, if ever.”

Lord Gaius always took a long view of history in their debates, letting Michael and his friends Henry and David go on, but stepping in here and there to encourage them to see farther and longer. While Michael normally agreed with the man, he was irrationally disappointed that he had interrupted them, as Antigone now turned her attention back to the rest of their party. 

The remainder of the evening, he couldn’t help but stare at her as she conversed with her father and his brother, who was sitting opposite of her. He wondered what she and his brother spoke of, as Timothy had never been one for deep philosophizing and moral quandaries, but had the ability to talk to most people, which Michael sorely lacked. As he sat, Michael felt strange in his own skin, like the rapier he had fashioned himself into would not quite work anymore. This feeling provoked an odd restlessness, some urge he had not felt for quite some time. He knew he had been a condescending arse at dinner, but he just wanted to try on her ideas and stretch them out. He hadn’t meant to insult women or her intelligence. Indeed, his mother had instilled in him a deep respect for intelligent women. He just wanted to keep talking, and arguing, and thinking with her. He wanted to do it all the time. 

As he lay in bed that night, the restlessness became almost unbearable. He rose, hearing the faint stirring of the household just waking up, and he guessed that it must be some time in the early morning. He glanced out the window, and saw a muted sky, just on the cusp of dawn. All the stars were gone, all but one, shining dimly, blinking, but refusing to go. He found himself almost smiling at that star, feeling a tenderness for it he could not quite explain. He suddenly knew what the urge was, and he used the oncoming dawn to light his writing, as he composed with his left hand:

I shall not compare thee to a summer’s day. 

For thou art far more enduring than she. 

Much more like the morning star, 

The last beacon of the weary traveler

Who is journeying into daybreak

The star that shines the brightest 

Against the long dark night

The heavenly body one may count on 

In those hateful hours of loneliness 

To light the toil of the worker at dawn

Or the poet who sleep will not bless

In those early morning moments

Before the reprieve of daylight.

Yet I do not compare you to the sun,

For your light shines brightest in the dark

And will return, night after night,

No matter the petty squabbles of man

Nor the insignificant news of the day

Your light will shine on, enduring

On the unknowing earth below

He had never written anything like it before. He reread it slowly. While it had some truth to it, he feared it was sentimental drivel. He had given no real thought to the meter or the rhyming scheme. He counted the syllables. No, it was completely off. What had he been thinking? He supposed, like all the stories he composed, it was an outlet, a way to process his feelings in a way he was not able to do in life. Thank goodness no one would recognize it, for his ready defense of his handwriting was still true. If he was ever found out, if he did not first perish of mortification over a one-sided attraction, he would certainly die of shame for his bad poetry. 

The following evening was an entirely different affair. Lord Gaius’s sister-in-law, Lady Needham, had arrived. She was a widow with no children, who had apparently been visiting a friend the previous evening. After he bowed in greeting to her, Michael stiffened, his eyes scanning the newcomer most thoroughly. Everything she wore was exactly as it ought to be: the black bombazine, the widow’s weeds that seemed to overtake her person from their great volume. And yet, Michael recalled that Lord Needham had died much more than two years earlier, and he realized her attire was armor, as if to signal this clothing was a choice she had made for the remainder of her life rather than a temporary state of mourning.

Suffice to say, dinner was a stilted affair. Even his brother, who could charm almost anyone in the ton with both his light humor and polite manners, could not seem to draw out the severe widow. Antigone was almost silent, commenting only on the weather, and a few other relatively safe topics. Michael marveled at how the arrival of one solitary person could change the dynamics of a household so completely. He felt oddly empty that evening, like he was missing someone he had known a long while. He wondered if he had imagined the woman he had met previously, the fire and intelligence, and sheer force of goodness that she carried into the world 

His answer came the next day, as he went for a walk on the estate. It was not the largest estate, nothing like Knoxhall Abbey, his father’s seat, though he had not been back in many years. But the Cave had a beauty and charm that to him was unmatched. Although Lord Gaius was a Classicist, the estate seemed at war between Romantic and Classic landscapes. Just as this thought entered his mind, he caught a flash of ravens-wing black spilling out behind a tree. He knew he ought to keep walking if she desired peace, but why was she hiding out here? Not wanting to startle her, he gave a loud cough. He heard a book close suddenly as she peered out from behind her tree.

“I wasn’t—oh, I thought... That is, good day, Lord Michael. How do you find the estate?” Antigone stood up rapidly, and stumbled, clutching the tree for purchase. He had never seen her like this, awkward and coltish, unlike the graceful lady she had presented the other night, even when she was arguing with him. For some reason, that lack of balance charmed him even more. 

“I was just admiring the mix of Romantic and Classic landscaping. How does your father stand it? It’s Capability Brown meets ... chaos.” He gestured from the smooth grass and serpentine lake to the wild trees around them. 

“Oh, that, well that, an act of romance, small r. My mother was a Romantic, capital R, unlike my father. Thus, the Romantic landscape was her legacy. She dearly loved the outdoors, so while she lived she made changing the estate her goal.” Antigone looked away, her voice growing soft. “She never completely finished it in her lifetime. The mix is a tribute to the two of them.”

“Naturally.” He glanced at the book at the base of the tree. “Do you often hide books out here?”

She paused, and he had the impression of her brain whirring again. “At certain times of the year, yes.”

He narrowed his eyes slightly.

She did not elaborate for a long moment, then went on. “My aunt does not approve of some of my choice of reading.” She left it at that as he glanced at the book.

“Well naturally, a young lady is not supposed to read Voltaire.” He saw the same disappointment in her red-brown eyes as he had that first night. He had been weighed and judged again. He tried again, gesturing to the book she had been attempting to hide. “Ms. Sprague, how can you be such an optimist if you read Voltaire?”

“I may be an idealist, but I do not expect perfection. The beauty is in the trying, isn’t it? Otherwise why would you try to be useful? We cannot expect perfection, but there must be something to strive for.”

“Yes, the best is the enemy of the good.” Something nipped at the corner of his mind
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