
The Flower Seller and the Hidden Prince

A Cozy Fantasy Romance of Secrets, Spring, and a Kingdom Reborn

Selene Vale

Table of Contents

Chapter1: Wind, a Flower Crown, and the Hand of a Stranger

Chapter2: The Man Who Came Back

Chapter3: Too Close Beneath the Rain

Chapter4: The Reason He Kept Returning

Chapter5: The Night I Couldn't Let Go

Chapter6: Invisible Burdens, Unspoken Unease

Chapter7: The Carriage Rocked, and I Leaned Against His Shoulder

Chapter8: The Kind of Man Who Belonged in Our Light

Chapter9: The Face of You I Don't Know

Chapter10: One More Step Beneath the Lantern Light

Chapter11: If Only Everyone Could Smile a Little More Easily

Chapter12: The Days You Didn't Come Felt Too Long

Chapter13: I Fell for You Before the Lie

Chapter14: The Face Hung Over the City

Chapter15: Your Voice Was Made for Command

Chapter16: The One Name You Never Said

Chapter17: You Were the Prince

Chapter18: What Began Moving While We Could Not Meet

Chapter19: For the First Time, We Stood as Equals in the Palace

Chapter20: Love Is Not Enough

Chapter21: The Way a Prince Chooses

Chapter22: The Flower Market's Answer

Chapter23: Spring in the Square, Once More

Chapter24: The Rest of the Flower Crown

Afterword

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter1: Wind, a Flower Crown, and the Hand of a Stranger
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I am already late when the second basket strap slips off my shoulder.

"Not today," I mutter, catching it with my elbow before the whole weight drags sideways and crushes the white ranunculus tucked along the rim.

The flower crown on top is too large to carry neatly and too delicate to carry quickly, which means, of course, that I have to do both. It sits on a shallow willow frame lined with moss and silk ribbon, all blush roses, cream peonies, little blue starflowers, and sprays of fresh green that still smell like the damp edge of morning. I made it by lamplight with Mother snipping stems and telling me three times to stop yawning into the petals. If I arrive after the fountain garland seller stakes out the sunny corner, I lose half the festival crowd. If I crush the crown on the way, I lose coin we absolutely do not have to spare.

So I hike the strap back up, gather my skirts with one hand, and hurry down Bell Street toward Marigold Square while the spring bells of Roselune begin ringing the first cheerful warning for market opening.

The whole city sounds washed and bright this early. Shutters bang open one by one. A boy runs past with warm loaves under a linen cloth. Somewhere a caged canary is already making more of the morning than seems fair. I catch the smell of yeast, damp stone, orange peel, horse sweat, and the sweeter breath of flowers from my own baskets every time I shift them. By noon there will be fruit skins underfoot, musicians near the west steps, and children begging their mothers for spun sugar. Right now the streets still belong to people carrying things.

That includes me, unfortunately.

I cut through the alley behind the ribbon shop because it is faster, though the paving there always dips where it shouldn't. Rainwater likes to linger in the broken seams between stones, and even after three clear days there is still a dark slick ribboning along the wall. My left shoe finds it. Cold shoots through the leather and into my stocking.

"Oh, lovely."

I hop once, nearly collide with a stack of empty crates, steady the top basket, and keep going. This is how the kingdom works, more often than anyone in the palace probably imagines: nobody starving, nobody dying in the street, everybody just a little damp, a little late, a little tired of lifting around the same cracked places year after year.

By the time I reach the square arch, my breath is short and my arms burn.

Then Marigold Square opens in front of me, and I forgive nearly everything for half a heartbeat.

It always catches me, even when I arrive sweaty and cross. The square widens like a held skirt between rows of pale stone buildings, their upper windows full of geranium boxes and fluttering spring ribbons. At the center, the fountain splashes silver into the cool air, its carved basin ringed with early petals that have fallen from the garlands hung before dawn. Colored bunting stretches from roofline to roofline, soft pink, cream, gold, and green. Morning sun slips between them in strips and turns the wet cobbles bright as fish scales. Flower carts are already rolling in. Fruit stalls thump open. Someone on the far side laughs too loudly for the hour and gets shushed by three different people.

It is beautiful.

It is also impossible when the drainage backs up after rain, when the west awning leaks onto folded cloth, when old nails pop out of the stall boards, when half the farmers have to wait because the permit clerk only opens one window on festival weeks. But beautiful is still the first thing anyone sees, and maybe that matters too.

"Clara!"

Mother's voice reaches me before I spot her. She is standing at our stall frame with her sleeves pushed high and a piece of twine clenched between her teeth, trying to tie one side of the striped canopy while also glaring at the world into obedience. Her gray-brown hair is pinned in a knot that has already half escaped. "If you've brought me flattened roses, I'm putting you on apology duty."

"I've brought you perfection," I call back, then add, "and one wet foot."

"That is your own fault for favoring shortcuts over sense."

"That's unkind. I favor shortcuts over poverty."

Mother snorts around the twine.

I wedge through two carts, angle the baskets down onto our trestle table, and only then let myself exhale properly. The crown has survived. A peony near the front has shifted, but not enough to matter. I touch it, coax the petals back into place, and feel the last of my panic loosen from behind my ribs.

Mother pulls the twine free. "Show me."

I lift the crown carefully.

Her face changes at once. Not softer exactly—Mother's version of softness always looks a little like someone agreeing not to lecture you for thirty breaths—but pride is there, warm and unmistakable. "You did the back braid better than I would have."

"I know."

"Brat."

"You raised me."

She reaches to straighten one spray of greenery, then nods toward the square. "Take it to the front stand. If it catches sun before the first rush, some young fool in love will buy it for twice what it's worth."

"Only twice?"

"You can flirt the price higher if the gods are kind."

I laugh and lift the willow frame again. "You have such faith in me."

"I have faith in your face. Your arithmetic, less."

That is fair enough that I don't argue.

I carry the crown to the front display rail while Mother begins unloading bundles of tulips, hyacinths, and late narcissus. Our stall sits just off the fountain's east side, close enough to catch foot traffic from the bread lane and the cloth row both. Good location, bad roof. The striped canopy overhead belongs to the square, not to us, and one of the supporting corners has been mended three times with iron straps that look older than my grandparents. When storms come in hard from the north, the cloth snaps and the frame groans like an old man getting out of bed. Last autumn we lost two buckets of marigolds because runoff from the neighboring gutter poured straight through the seam and turned our back shelf into a dripping mess. The complaint is still sitting somewhere in an office, probably with tea stains on it.

But this morning the sky is high and pale and kind, and the breeze smells of apple blossom.

I fix the crown to the display hook, step back, and grin despite myself.

It is lovely. Better than lovely. It looks like the sort of thing a storybook girl would wear while wandering into trouble she is too pretty to suspect. The roses blush against the cream peonies; the ribbons trail down in two long lengths that will move when the wearer turns. I imagine it on some merchant's daughter, or some bride not rich enough for jewels but in love enough not to care, and I feel the small private spark that always comes when my hands make something exactly the way I meant them to.

"You're staring at it like you want to marry it," says a dry voice from my left.

I turn and see Mrs. Beatrice Holloway lowering herself onto the stool inside her tailoring stall with all the solemnity of a queen taking a throne. She is tiny, sharp-eyed, and wrapped this morning in dove-gray wool despite the warmth, with a pincushion strapped to one wrist like a very dangerous bracelet. A tape measure hangs around her neck. She has lived approximately forever and misses nothing.

"I've known it less than an hour," I say. "That's too soon for marriage."

"Not in spring."

"It isn't spring's fault if people are foolish."

"No, child. Spring simply makes them sincere enough to admit it."

She says things like that before breakfast and then acts surprised when other people call her theatrical.

I lean against our stall post. "Did you open before dawn just so you could make pronouncements at passersby?"

"I opened before dawn because festival hems wait for no one. I make pronouncements because God gave me a mouth and weak men continue to deserve correction."

"Comforting to hear the world is in order."

"It is not in order," she says. "That blue-sashed baker's apprentice has already lied twice about delivery times, and the permit board on the south wall is missing yesterday's revisions."

I glance over.

She is right. A cluster has already formed near the notice board where stallholders pin tokens and stamped renewals. The parchment there hangs crooked, and two men are squinting at it with the expression of people preparing for very specific suffering.

"Maybe the clerk will come early for once," I say.

Mrs. Holloway gives me a look so pitying it nearly counts as affection.

From the next row over, Owen Mercer waves a rolled bundle of awning cloth above his head. He is balancing on the back rail of his cart while trying to secure one corner with his teeth, which would be more impressive if he had not chosen the exact moment to notice me and flash a grin. Owen does many things like he is being watched from a theater box. He is broad-shouldered, quick with numbers, better with crates than compliments, and somehow always dusted in flour or spice no matter what goods he is selling that week.

"Bellmere!" he calls. "Tell me honestly. Does this make me look reliable?"

"You've got the cloth tied to the wrong hook."

"So no, then?"

"So very much no."

He laughs and jumps down. "Come save me after you're done being the pride of the square."

"The square has several prides. You're just the loudest."

"That still counts."

It does, a little.

The morning fills fast after that, as it always does. There is barely time to stand still. I help Mother unload the stem buckets, sweep old petals from our front stones, retie the left side ribbon, and haggle with a girl from the pastry lane who wants six carnations for the price of four because "they're only pink." I tell her pink is not a reduction-worthy condition, and she finally pays properly after trying to look tragic at me. A nobleman's servant buys armfuls of white lilies without once glancing up from his gloves. Two sisters spend ten whole minutes choosing between blue and yellow ribbon for a nosegay, only to forget both and run off because musicians have begun tuning lutes near the fountain. A little boy with jam on his chin wants the biggest sunflower in the bucket and gasps as if I have handed him the sun itself when I pass it over.

This part I love. The hands, the choosing, the small confessions people make around flowers as though petals cannot carry stories home. Someone wants forgiveness and buys pale roses. Someone wants admiration and reaches for dahlias. Someone says, very casually, "Just whatever lasts longest," with ears gone red. You learn the shape of people that way.

Mother says I smile differently when I am selling than when I am being myself. I tell her that is rude, and she tells me all women who make a living know exactly which face they put on to earn it. She is right, but only halfway. I do know how to smile at customers. I know how to say, "This shade suits fair hair," and, "No, if you keep the stems in fresh water they'll hold beautifully." I know how to tuck an extra sprig of green into an order for a widow who always counts her coins twice. But some of it is real too. Flowers are the sort of work that lets you hand someone a thing and watch them become a little more honest in the same breath. There are worse ways to spend a life.

By midmorning the square has turned noisy enough that the fountain nearly disappears under it.

A violin picks up a dancing tune. Fresh cherries arrive in stacked wooden trays from the south road, though I hear the driver grumbling that one axle nearly went in a rut on Candle Bridge. Someone argues about permit stamps. A pair of apprentices almost knock over the water barrel shared by three stalls because the paving there slopes just enough to make every wheel fight. The sun warms the stone. Flower scent thickens in the air until it almost tastes sweet.

Then the wind changes.

I feel it first at the back of my neck, a sudden cool slip threading under my hair.

Roselune's spring wind is usually playful. It lifts ribbons, turns skirt hems, carries music farther than you expect. This one comes sharper, skimming through the square low and fast as if it has discovered some private urgency. The bunting overhead snaps. A shower of loose petals skates across the cobbles. Mother's stacked papers shiver under the counter weight.

I turn just as the large flower crown on the front hook sways once.

"No," I say aloud.

The second gust hits harder.

The hook jerks. The willow frame lifts, twists free in one impossible graceful motion, and goes sailing out into the square trailing long cream ribbons behind it like streamers.

Everything inside me drops.

Mother says something sharp. I don't hear it properly because I am already moving.

"Sorry—sorry—coming through—"

I dart past a man carrying turnips, sidestep a child with a sugar bun, and gather my skirts again as the crown skips over the stones, light as if it does not know how much work sits inside it. A ribbon catches briefly on the corner of the fountain rail. Hope flashes.

Then the wind tears it free and sends the whole thing spinning toward the open space before the fountain basin.

People turn. Somebody laughs in surprise. Someone else reaches, misses, and nearly loses his hat for the trouble.

I lunge after it, heart hammering high and useless in my throat.

If it hits the ground wrong, the peonies will bruise. If someone's heel catches the braid, the frame will split. If it lands in the fountain—

The bells above the square begin to ring.

Not warning bells. Festival bells. Bright, pealing, impossible-to-think-through bells that pour down from the tower just as the wind lifts a swirl of peach petals from the garlanded fountain rim and throws them across the open space in front of me.

The crown is still moving.

Then a hand catches it.

It happens so neatly that for a blink I think I imagined it. One moment the willow frame is flying ribbon-first through the spring light, and the next a tall stranger at the fountain steps turns toward the motion, raises one arm without hurry, and plucks the crown out of the air as if all flower garlands in the kingdom naturally choose him.

Petals spin between us.

The bells keep ringing.

He stands half in sun, half in the cool shade cast by the fountain's carved upper tier, and I stop so abruptly my shoe slips on a wet patch. He shifts at once, not letting go of the crown, his free hand coming out as if to steady me before I quite lose balance. I catch myself. He doesn't touch me. The space between us feels full anyway.

For a second I only stare.

He is not dressed richly. That is the first thing. Good wool coat, dark blue, plain-cut. Linen at the throat. Gloves tucked into one hand. Nothing jeweled, nothing embroidered, nothing to make a flower seller straighten from habit because coin is approaching. And yet there is something about him that lands strangely in the eye. He holds himself too easily, maybe. Or too quietly. People in the square are always leaning around something—baskets, burdens, other people, the day. He stands like the world has taught itself not to shove him.

He is younger than I thought from a distance. Mid-twenties perhaps. Dark hair, though the sun finds warmer chestnut through it where it catches. Strong mouth. Clean-shaven. The kind of face that should look severe when still, but doesn't, because there is tiredness there and some hidden softness dragging at the edges. His eyes lift to mine, and that thought disappears under the much simpler one:

Oh.

Not because he is too handsome to speak to. I have eyes, but I also have a job. It is just that he looks at me as if he is waiting for the correct way to return a miracle he has accidentally been handed.

The crown rests in his long fingers. One blue starflower has broken loose and caught in his hair above his temple.

My lungs remember themselves.

"That's mine," I say, then wince at how that sounds. "I mean—obviously. Sorry. Thank you."

His mouth moves first, like a thought almost reached it before the words do. Then he inclines his head a little—not a bow, not quite, but close enough that I notice. "You're welcome."

His voice is warm and even. Too careful, maybe. Not stiff. Just shaped.

I step closer and take the crown from him with both hands, checking the frame by instinct. Still intact. One ribbon twisted, two peonies ruffled, but alive, alive, alive.

"I thought I was about to watch half a night's work drown in front of everyone," I say.

"Then I'm glad the fountain was denied its prize."

I laugh before I can help it.

That seems to startle him more than the flying crown did.

"I'm serious," I say, smoothing the loosened ribbon. "You saved me."

"It only required standing in the way."

"That's still more useful than most of the square managed."

A little curve touches one corner of his mouth. There. He is much younger when he does that.

I look up properly then, meaning to thank him again, and see the blue starflower in his hair.

The laugh that escapes me is smaller this time.

"What?" he asks.

"Nothing terrible."

That makes him look briefly alarmed, which is unfairly charming in a man who otherwise appears as if he should know what every room expects of him.

I shift the crown onto my left arm and, before he can ask again, reach up toward him.

He goes very still.

There is a strange awareness in the distance between us all at once. I can smell cold fountain water, wet stone, the green bite of snapped stems. Beneath it, something clean from his coat, maybe cedar soap. He watches my hand as if it is a bird deciding whether to land.

I pinch the escaped flower from where it has caught in his hair, then pause.

Actually, no.

The little blue starflower looks ridiculous there.

Ridiculous, and somehow perfect.

Instead of removing it, I slide it back in more securely, tucking the stem against the darker strands above his ear. My fingers brush the warmth of his temple for barely a moment. He inhales so softly I only notice because I am standing close enough to hear it.

"There," I say.

He blinks.

I lean back to see the effect and grin. "It suits you."

That does it.

Whatever answer he meant to give me vanishes completely. His face empties in the funniest, quietest way, as though every well-bred phrase he has ever learned has fled the kingdom all at once. The bells go on overhead, bright and merciless. Petals drift past his shoulder and catch on the fountain water. Behind him a child shrieks with laughter over something unrelated, and none of it seems able to reach the expression on his face.

I have stunned him.

The realization is so unexpected that for one beat I forget to be embarrassed.

Then embarrassment arrives all at once, hot and swift.

"I mean," I say, because apparently I enjoy making things worse for myself, "not in a cruel way. It just—blue works. On you."

Why am I saying more words.

He recovers enough to answer, though only just. "I... see."

"You clearly do not."

"No." A pause. Then, with the faintest helpless honesty, "No, not very clearly."

Now I am the one trying not to stare.

Most men in the square, when flustered, become louder. Or they laugh too hard. Or they preen. He only looks as if something small and precise has hit him between the ribs and he has not yet decided whether it hurts.

I like that more than I should after less than a minute's acquaintance.

The wind gentles around us, spent of its mischief. Across the square, life starts moving again. People stop watching. A porter shoulders past with a sack of onions. Someone from the pastry lane calls that if my flowers start flying on purpose, I ought to charge admission. I raise my hand without looking and make an obscene gesture in miniature, which earns me a snort from two girls at the fountain and, to my satisfaction, a very startled low laugh from the stranger.

There. Better.

"Thank you," I say again, this time with less panic in it. "Truly. I don't know what I'd have done if that had gone into the water."

"You'd have gone in after it."

The answer comes too quickly for politeness. As soon as he says it, his expression changes as if he has shown me more than he intended.

I tilt my head. "Would I?"

"Yes."

Such certainty from a stranger ought to annoy me.

Instead I find myself smiling. "You say that as though we've known each other longer than ten breaths."

His gaze flickers over my face—not bold, not insolent, just taking me in carefully, as if he means to remember. "No," he says, quieter now. "I only think you looked like someone who would."

There are silly things women in songs say to that sort of line. I do not say any of them. I tighten my fingers on the flower crown instead and feel absurdly pleased.

Up close, his clothes confirm what his posture suggested. Good cloth, beautifully kept, but worn like a man unaccustomed to dust pretending otherwise. His boots are sturdy enough for walking yet too well made to belong to a clerk. His hands—

I glance down and stop on that thought.

His hands are not soft exactly. There are faint marks at the base of the fingers, perhaps from riding reins or sword practice or some other work men of means claim as exertion. But they are not market hands. Not porter hands. Not farmer hands. No ingrained dirt at the nail beds. No nicks from crate slats. Even the way he held the crown had been careful, deliberate, as though breakable things are not usually thrust upon him in windstorms but he can be trusted with them anyway.

Interesting.

He notices where I am looking and folds the rescued gloves a little tighter in his hand.

That, too, is interesting.

"I ought to get this back before my mother writes a will in which I inherit nothing," I say.

"Your mother is severe?"

"Only when breathing."

His mouth twitches again.

I shift the crown. "Still, I should go."

He inclines his head that almost-bow way a second time. Up close it is even more noticeable, the movement too measured for the square and too habitual to be an accident. "Of course."

I take one step, then stop.

It feels odd to leave him nameless when he has just saved the best thing on my stall.

I turn back. "I'm Clara."

He looks at me as though I have offered him something larger than five letters.

"Clara," he repeats.

My own name should not sound different simply because a stranger says it carefully. It does, annoyingly.

"Clara Bellmere," I add, because that is normal, because people in a square give names all the time, because there is no reason my heartbeat should have changed. "Our stall's just there, east side of the fountain. Flowers, obviously."

A beat passes. Then he seems to remember he is supposed to be a participant in this conversation and not merely a man standing in the wake of it.

"Jude," he says.

Only that at first. Then, perhaps realizing the incompleteness of it: "Jude Hart."

Jude Hart.

The name settles into me too quickly. Plain enough on the surface. Good name. Easy name. It does not suit the old-fashioned care with which he speaks it. Or maybe it suits him exactly because it does not explain him.

"Well, Jude Hart," I say, testing it, "if you ever need flowers caught before they hit the ground, you seem very qualified."

The look that crosses his face then is almost unfairly open. Surprise first. Then some inward warmth, sudden as candlelight behind a window. "I will remember that."

"You say that like an oath."

"Do I?"

"Perhaps a small one."

His eyes sharpen very slightly, amused now. "Then I should be cautious what I promise in a public square."

"That depends. Are you in the habit of making dangerous promises?"

Something flickers there. Not fear. Not exactly. A kind of private weariness, quickly hidden.

"No," he says. "Only of keeping them badly when I do."

The answer catches me off guard.

Before I can decide what to make of it, a voice cuts across the square.

"Clara! Unless your handsome wind-thief intends to pay stall rent, bring that crown back here this instant!"

Mother.

Heat climbs straight into my face.

Jude's expression changes again. He is trying not to laugh. He fails only by a little, which somehow makes it worse.

"Your mother," he says gravely, "appears to have strong views."

"My mother has views enough for three households."

"Then I should not keep you from them."

"No, you should not." I take a backward step. Then another. "Thank you again."

He glances at the flower still tucked by his temple as if only just remembering it is there. "For the rescue or the decoration?"

"Both, probably."

His fingers lift halfway toward the starflower, then drop. He leaves it.

Something tiny and ridiculous turns over in my chest.

"Then you're welcome," I say, and start toward our stall before I can stand there grinning like a fool in the middle of Marigold Square.

I feel his gaze on my back for several steps.

This is not unusual, exactly. Men look at women crossing squares all the time, and women learn early which looks to ignore, which to freeze under, which to dodge like thrown crockery. This is none of those. It does not press. It does not claim. It only lingers, attentive and almost wondering, and because of that I become absurdly aware of my own hands, my shoulders, the swing of the ribbons hanging from the flower crown over my arm.

By the time I reach the stall I am telling myself sternly not to be silly.

Mother takes one look at my face and sighs toward heaven.

"What?" I say, setting the crown back onto its hook.

"What indeed."

"I nearly lost half a day's income."

"And yet you return pink as dawn with all your limbs attached. Miraculous."

"I ran."

"You smiled."

"I am capable of several things at once."

Mrs. Holloway, who has somehow materialized near enough to hear despite not having visibly moved from her stool, says, "He has shoulders."

Mother doesn't even turn. "I noticed."

"I did not," I say, which is a lie so poor it should be fined.

Mrs. Holloway clicks her tongue. "Then your eyesight is failing."

I busy myself with straightening the ribbons on the crown because there is no safe reply to either of them.

Mother's voice drops as she rearranges a cluster of pink tulips. "Who is he?"

"How should I know? He caught the crown."

"Yes, I gathered the part where a man with a face like trouble rescued your handiwork from the heavens."

"A face like trouble?"

"You prefer 'promises inconvenience'?"

I bite back a smile and lose. "His name is Jude Hart."

Mother makes a small thoughtful sound. "Hart."

"As if that tells you something."

"It tells me nothing. That's the point."

This would sound suspicious from anyone else. From Mother it merely sounds like Mother. She trusts names less than weather.

Customers come before I can ask what she means, which is just as well. A pair of girls from the ribbon lane wants spring posies. An old man asks for grave flowers and apologizes when his hands shake counting the copper. Two lads try to impress each other by arguing over whether yellow roses mean friendship or jealousy and buy neither. I wrap stems, trim ends, refill water basins, and answer questions while the square grows brighter and warmer around us.

Still, every few minutes, without meaning to, I look.

At first I do it under the excuse of caution. If the wind picks up again, I want warning before the larger arrangements start flying. If the permit board sparks another quarrel, it may spill toward our side. If Owen drops another awning hook on his own foot, someone should laugh promptly.

Then I catch myself scanning faces.

Blue coat? No.

Dark hair? Too short.

A shoulder turned near the fountain? Not him.

Ridiculous.

He was a stranger who caught a flower crown. I have had more remarkable things happen to me, probably. At least two. Possibly.

"You're checking for him," says Owen, appearing at the side of our stall with a crate of oranges balanced against one hip.

"I am checking for customers with money."

"Mm."

"You sound unconvinced."

"I'm a merchant. I'm convinced by coin and by nothing else."

"That would explain your personality."

He grins. "So there was a man?"

"There was a gust of wind and a useful person standing in the way of it."

"Useful and broad-shouldered, if Madam Holloway is to be trusted."

From behind me, Mrs. Holloway says, "I am always to be trusted. Especially about shoulders."

Mother mutters, "God preserve us."

Owen leans his elbows on the counter rail. "Who is he?"

"Why does everyone care?"

"Because your expression says gossip, and markets live on two things: cabbage and gossip."

"That's not true."

"Fine. Three things. Cabbage, rumors, and gossip about people pretending not to be interested."

I narrow my eyes at him. "You are minutes from paying full price for flowers all season."

"Heartless extortion from a woman newly in love with the wind."

"I am not in love with anything before noon."

"Very sensible."

I throw a wilted petal at him. He dodges, laughing, and moves on to torment the cheese seller instead.

Newly in love with the wind.

Nonsense. That is songbook language, and my life does not arrange itself into verses simply because a man had kind hands and forgot how to answer when I tucked a flower into his hair.

Still, when I turn to hand over a wrapped bunch of narcissus to a customer, I notice my fingers doing the neat fold faster than usual, light and sure.

The crown sells just before midday.

A young cooper's apprentice buys it for the daughter of the woman who keeps the south lane inn, after spending ten whole minutes pretending he wants "something festive, not too costly, but also the sort of thing one remembers for years." Mother names a price high enough to make him flinch. I add two pale ribbons and tell him if he carries it upside down I will personally ruin his future. He pays.

As he walks away with the crown held like treasure, I feel the pleasant ache of good work leaving my hands. Under it, unexpectedly, there is another feeling too—something like disappointment, quick and foolish. The crown is gone. The moment at the fountain goes with it. There is no reason those things should be linked in my head, but there they are.

The square grows hotter. Someone begins roasting sugared nuts near the north arcade and the smell drifts maddeningly through the air. Mother sends me with two empty buckets to the public pump at the south corner because our water barrel is running low faster than expected. Shared pump, long line. Of course.

I wedge my way between carts and stand behind a candlemaker's apprentice and a woman from cloth row arguing about queue order. The pump handle sticks on every fourth pull. It has for months. If you jerk it too hard, the stream spits sideways and soaks your apron. The city repairman swore last winter it would be replaced before thaw.

It is spring now.

As I wait, I glance back across the square, more from habit than hope.

And there he is.

Jude stands near the fountain where I left him, though a little farther off now, half turned toward a musician tuning his violin. He has not gone. I do not know why that matters, only that something in me notices it immediately. The blue starflower is still in his hair.

He is not doing anything remarkable. Just standing. Watching the square. Yet the longer I look, the stranger the picture becomes. People move around him without quite jostling him. Not because they know him, I think. More because he has that rare stillness some people carry, the sort that makes the air shape itself politely. He watches an old woman haggle over pears. He watches two children weaving between stalls with ribbon streamers. He watches a porter struggle with a broken wheel at the edge of cloth row, and I see his head turn slightly at the shouted curse that follows.

Not bored, then. Not the wandering curiosity of a gentleman amusing himself among commoners before returning to upholstered rooms. He looks... attentive.

As though this place matters.

"Next," snaps the woman at the pump.

I start and step forward.

By the time I fill both buckets and carry them back, my arms protesting again, Jude has moved. I tell myself I do not care where. I am a liar for at least ten steps. Then I find him at our stall.

Mother is speaking to him.

I nearly spill half the water.

He turns at the slosh of my buckets. Relief flashes across his face before he can hide it, swift and unguarded. Something small answers in me before I can stop it.

"There you are," I say, and instantly want to know why I said it like that.

His expression changes in a way I cannot name. Softer, maybe. As if the words pleased him.

"There you are," he echoes.

Mother's eyebrows climb toward her hairline. She says nothing, which is more dangerous than if she had said twelve things.

I set the buckets down carefully. "Did you need flowers?"

"Not unless you mean to force some on me."

"That depends how much trouble you are."

A breath of laughter escapes him. "I haven't decided yet."

Mother wipes her hands on her apron. "Mr. Hart was asking whether the peonies by the fountain came from north field growers or the river farms."

I blink. "Why?"

Jude looks almost embarrassed to be caught in something as ordinary as curiosity. "Because the color is different from the ones near the west stalls."

Most men notice flowers in two states only: bought and not bought. I glance toward the fountain display, then back at him. "The west side's stock came in from the river farms. Their soil runs cooler. Ours came from north field greenhouses after the late frost."

"I see."

I look at him harder. "Do you actually?"

He meets my gaze and, after the smallest pause, says, "No. But I would like to."

That is such a plain answer that it lands harder than a clever one would.

I lean my hip against the counter. "North field growers had to cover half their beds twice this month, and some lost early bloom anyway. River road brought fewer wagons because of axle damage after the south rains. Which is why peonies cost more today and Owen has been muttering like a threatened saint since dawn."

From three stalls away Owen shouts, "I heard that!"

Mother doesn't turn. "Then mutter more quietly."

Jude smiles properly this time, and for a dangerous second I forget the line of waiting customers, the water buckets, the whole square.

The smile changes him. Not in the usual handsome-man fashion. Not brighter, exactly. Less armored. As if the face I first saw at the fountain was the one he gives the world, and this one slipped out by accident.

"Thank you," he says.

"For the lecture?"

"For not making me pretend I already knew."

I shrug, suddenly shy for no good reason. "It's only flowers."

Mother makes a noise deep in her throat that translates perfectly to You know perfectly well it is not only flowers.

Jude seems to hear it too. His gaze flicks to her, then back to me, and there is something almost rueful in it.

A customer calls for Mother's attention. She turns away, leaving us a narrow pocket of space beside the buckets and the spill of afternoon sun.

"You stayed," I say before I can decide not to.

"Yes."

"Most people don't stand in one square for hours unless they're working or lost."

"And if I claimed to be lost?"

"I'd tell you Roselune's easiest city in the world to navigate if you can see the palace roof."

He glances instinctively toward the distant gleam of it above the eastern buildings. That, too, catches in me. Not because looking at the palace is strange. Everyone does. But something in the speed of it feels practiced, almost wary, before he schools his face back into quiet.

"And if I said I preferred this square?" he asks.

I should say something light. Something easy.

What comes out instead is, "Then you have decent taste."

His eyes hold mine.

The market noise presses around us, lively and thick. Someone haggles over apricots. The violin near the fountain gives way to a flute. The public crier begins reciting the afternoon festival processions from the north steps to absolutely no one listening. A ribbon brushes my wrist in the breeze.

Jude glances at the stem buckets, the half-sold bunches, the line of customers, the patched canopy overhead. "Do you always work here?"

"Most days."

"You like it."

"I complain about it constantly."

"That wasn't the question."

I cross my arms, pretending to consider whether he deserves the answer. "Yes," I say at last. "I do."

"What do you like?"

This should not be difficult. Yet the question is asked in such a way that I actually have to think, not just reach for the nearest polite truth.

"The morning best," I say slowly. "Before everyone rushes properly. When the buckets are full and the stalls are only half-built and the whole square still smells like wet stone and fresh stems. I like when someone comes asking for one thing and leaves with another because they admitted what they really wanted halfway through. I like that Mrs. Holloway insults everyone equally. I like that Owen pretends to hate haggling but looks wounded if a customer pays too fast. I like..." I stop, surprised by my own abundance.

Jude is listening as if each word deserves room.

I glance around at the square, at the patched awnings and bright bunting, the fountain flashing between moving shoulders, the uneven stones, the crowd. "I like that it's beautiful even when it's being inconvenient."

His gaze follows mine. When it comes back to me, something in his expression has gone intent, almost painful in its focus.

"That's very precise," he says.

"Is it?"

"Yes."

I laugh softly. "That usually means Mother would call it impractical."

"What would you call it?"

I should say hopeful. Or ordinary. Or nothing at all.

Instead I say, "Probably honest."

The answer seems to reach him somewhere I cannot see.

For a heartbeat neither of us moves.

Then Mother says, without looking up from a bundle she is tying, "Clara, if you're going to stand there making friends with handsome men, at least do it while sorting the freesia."

Heat climbs my neck again. "Mother."

"What? My concern is wholly floral."

Jude looks as though he would like very much to laugh and is too well behaved to do it at my expense.

I thrust a small knife into his direction from the work tray. "Fine. If you're staying, be useful."

He takes it automatically, then glances down as if surprised to find himself armed in a flower stall.

"There," I say, dropping a bundle of freesia stems onto the counter. "Trim the ends on a slant, not straight across. Two finger widths. No more, or I'll know."

He looks at the knife. At the stems. At me.

Then, with a seriousness wildly disproportionate to the task, he nods. "Understood."

The first cut is terrible.

I catch his wrist before the second.

"No, not like you're disciplining them."

He stills at once. My fingers are around his wrist. Warm skin under good cloth. Fine bones, steady pulse. My own pulse answers so sharply I almost let go on instinct.

Instead I shift beside him and guide his hand lower.

"Gently," I say, aware all at once of how near we are standing. "The stem bruises if you press too hard. See? Angle the blade. Like this."

He is looking at the freesia. He is absolutely not looking at where my hand rests over his. That should make this easier. It does not.

"Again," I say.

He cuts the next stem cleanly.

"There. Better."

"You are very strict."

"You nearly murdered the first one."

"I only wounded it."

"That is how murder begins."

His shoulders move with quiet laughter.

I let go then, because if I do not, Mother will say something ruinous and Mrs. Holloway will live on the memory for years.

We work like that for several minutes. Or rather, I work and he follows instructions with grave concentration entirely disproportionate to trimming flowers. He is clumsy at first. Careful enough to compensate, which is rarer than skill and often more useful. When he ruins one stem by cutting too high, he looks genuinely apologetic. I tell him it can go in a shorter vase bunch and stop looking as though he has lost a border skirmish.

"You've never done this before," I say.

"That obvious?"

"Violently."

"Then no."

"What have you done?"

His knife pauses over the stems. "Not this."

I laugh. "You are determined to be mysterious for no reason."

He resumes cutting. "I expect I fail at it more often than I think."

"Mm. You do stand like someone who expects to be listened to."

That stills him.

Only for a breath. But I see it.

I regret the words immediately, though I could not say why. They were true, and not unkind. Yet they seem to have brushed against something hidden.

"I only meant," I say, softer now, "you don't move like Owen. That's all. He barges into air as if it owes him passage."

From the next row Owen calls, "I continue to hear slander from this side of the square!"

Mother says, "Then improve."

The moment loosens. Jude looks down at the stems, then back up at me. "And what do I move like?"

I open my mouth with some easy teasing answer ready.

None comes.

Because the truth is stranger. He moves like a man who has spent a long time being watched. Like someone trained not to reveal hurry even when he has it. Like someone who belongs nowhere ordinary and is trying, very carefully, not to make that anyone else's problem.

I cannot say any of that.

So I settle for, "Like you've had fewer buckets thrown at you than the average market boy."

That wins the laugh I was aiming for.

"I can confirm that," he says.

"Then your life has been blessed."

"It seems so."

The afternoon crowd swells again. Mother needs me for customers. Jude steps back at once, not offended, only watchful. He sets the trimmed stems where I indicate and moves aside whenever the counter fills. Once he catches a child reaching sticky fingers toward the rose ribbon spools and redirects him with such effortless gentleness that the boy ends up proudly carrying off a single daisy instead. Another time he lifts a water bucket clear of the broken paving seam before a wheel can catch. He notices things. That might be the strangest part.

By the time the sun starts slanting west, he has become, somehow, part of the shape of the stall.

Not truly. Not in any earned way. But my eye begins to expect him at the edge of it. Blue coat near the buckets. Dark head bent while Mrs. Holloway tells him an outrageous tale from forty years ago and he listens as if it matters. Long fingers holding twine for Mother while she binds a bundle faster than anyone else in the square. Once, when he thinks no one sees, he touches the blue starflower at his temple as if checking whether it is still there.

I see.

I look away before he catches me.

Late afternoon thins the crowd enough to breathe. The musicians near the fountain change to slower songs. Children grow sticky and loud. Festival couples begin appearing in cleaner clothes than the hour really merits. Someone somewhere opens a cask of sweet cider and the scent floats warm on the air.

Jude has drifted a few steps from the stall, giving Mother room while she counts the day box. I am wrapping the last of the white tulips when a shadow falls across the counter.

It is him.

Not close enough to startle. Close enough that I notice the quiet before his voice comes.

"I should go."

Something in me sinks before I can pretend otherwise.

"Oh," I say, and then, because that sounds too bare, "You've been here ages."

"Too long, perhaps."

Mother, without looking up, says, "Only if you intend not to buy anything."

I stare at her.

Jude actually smiles at that and reaches for his purse.

"You do not have to—" I begin.

"I know."

He looks over the remaining flowers, but I can tell at once he is not choosing by type. He is choosing as someone chooses a word and wants not to get it wrong.

Finally he points to a small bunch of pale blue cornflowers and white sweet alyssum tied with cream thread. Modest. Fresh. The sort of thing bought by a man who means it.

"Those," he says.

I lift them from the bucket. "For someone special?"

The question is light. Teasing.

His gaze rests on me for just one second too long.

"Yes," he says.

The answer lands so squarely that I almost fumble the stems.

Mother makes a very soft sound into her ledger that will certainly become unbearable later.

I clear my throat and pretend to inspect the ribbon knot. "Good choice, then."

"Was it?"

"Mm."

I retie the bunch for him, though it doesn't need retieing. My fingers are not as steady as I would prefer. When I pass the flowers over, his hand brushes mine. Not by accident, I think. Not entirely on purpose either. The touch is brief. Still, I feel it absurdly long after.

He pays without haggling.

Mother approves of him instantly for that alone, which I refuse to count.

"Thank you," he says, taking the bouquet.

"For the flowers?"

His eyes flick once to the starflower still tucked in his hair.

"For the day."

I don't know what to do with that sentence.

So I say the first honest thing. "It was a better one than I expected when I woke up."

Something in his face softens again, so quietly it might have been a trick of light.

Mine does something similar inside my chest.

The square feels full of noise and yet oddly hushed around us. A cart rattles over loose stone near the north lane. Owen is arguing cheerfully over orange prices. The fountain goes on pouring silver into itself. Above it all, the bunting stirs in the gentler evening wind.

Jude glances toward the western street as if remembering another life waiting beyond the square's edge. When he turns back, I have the oddest sense that whatever he says next matters more to him than it should.

"It was a pleasure to meet you, Clara Bellmere."

No one says my name like that. Not here. Not with care enough to make it feel newly made.

I tilt my head, trying for lightness because anything else would be dangerous after one day. "You're speaking as if you're leaving the kingdom."

"Not today."

"Good. You still owe the freesia an apology."

His laugh is low and brief. "Then I'll keep that debt in mind."

He steps back.

I should let him go. I know that. We are not children in a tale. He is a stranger whose hands caught a flower crown. I have tulip leaves under my nails and one wet stocking and a mother who will absolutely start if I keep standing there.

Instead I hear myself say, "Jude."

He stops at once.

The way he turns back is its own answer to a question I have not yet formed.

I point toward his temple. "Keep the flower. It does suit you."

His fingers rise, touching the blue starflower lightly. The smallest surprise moves through his face, followed by something like pleased disbelief.

"I will," he says.

Then he goes.

Not far at first. Just through the crowd, slipping past the fountain where we met, bouquet in one hand, the evening light catching at his hair and shoulders. He does not stride like Owen or slouch like porters at day's end. He moves with that same maddening ease, quiet enough to vanish and distinct enough that my eye keeps finding him anyway.

At the west edge of the square he turns once.

I am still watching.

For one beat, neither of us pretends otherwise.

He lifts the hand holding the flowers—not a wave exactly, more a small acknowledgment between people who are not yet anything to each other and have still somehow become part of one another's day.

Then he is gone into the street beyond the pastry lane.

"Well," says Mother.

I keep my eyes on the place where he disappeared. "Well what?"

"That depends. Are you asking me as your mother or as a woman who has watched three generations fall in love in market squares and make a shocking mess of it?"

I drag my gaze back to the stall. "Nobody is falling in love."

Mrs. Holloway says, "Not before noon, certainly."

"I hate both of you."

"Untrue," Mother says, calm as prayer.

Probably.

I gather unsold stems into the evening buckets while the square begins its slow turn toward dusk trade. My hands know the motions. Strip bruised leaves. Recut wilting ends. Save what can be sold tomorrow. Tie off the faded ribbon roll. Stack empty trays. All the ordinary work after a day that has somehow refused to stay ordinary.

Around us, Marigold Square glows into evening. Lamps are being hung one by one along the arcades. Someone starts a softer tune near the fountain. The old patched canopies catch the gold light and look almost grand from a forgiving angle. A child chases petals across the stones while his father pretends not to watch. Owen finally sells the orange crate he has been boasting over since dawn. Mrs. Holloway closes her ledger and tucks her shears away like a priest putting up relics.

It is the same square.

The same uneven stones, the same stuck pump, the same boards that will need new nails before summer, the same complaints about permits and carts and gutters. Nothing has changed in it at all.

And yet when I reach up to take down the empty hook where the great flower crown hung that morning, my fingers hesitate.

I can still see it flying.

The bells. The petals. The stranger at the fountain steps catching it from the air as if he had somehow been standing exactly where my bad luck needed him.

Jude Hart.

A plain name. An unplain man. Too polite for a porter, too observant for a bored gentleman, too careful with his own answers. A man who kept a blue flower in his hair because I told him to. A man who listened when I talked about peonies as if I had said something worth carrying away.

That is all.

It is not much.

It should not be enough to leave this strange soft weight under my ribs when the day is ending and my feet ache and my hands smell of cut stems and river water.

Mother passes me the folding cloth for the counter. "You're smiling at nothing," she says.

"I am thinking."

"Dangerous."

"I'll try not to make a habit of it."

She gives me the side look she uses when she knows I am hiding some tender thing from the open air and intends, for once, to let me.

I fold the cloth.

Above the square, the evening breeze lifts the bunting in long quiet breaths.

Without meaning to, I touch my own hair where the pins sit. My fingers stop at one loose strand near my temple and smooth it back.

Then I laugh at myself under my breath and go on working.

But when the lamps come brighter and the fountain begins to reflect them in shaken gold, when the last of the first-day festival shoppers drift toward supper and music, when Marigold Square settles into that softer hour between labor and night, I find my gaze wandering once more toward the west street.

Nothing waits there now except moving shadow and light.

Still, his name stays with me.

Not loudly. Not like a song stuck in the ear.

More like the last warmth left on your skin after a hand has only barely touched you, and gone.
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Chapter2: The Man Who Came Back
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The next morning, I wake before the bells and lie still long enough to be annoyed with myself.

It is not because of the light. Dawn has only just begun whitening the edge of the curtain, and the room is still full of that pale blue hush before the city truly stirs. It is not because of the cold either. The blanket is warm, the mattress only mildly vindictive, and the wind outside sounds soft enough to forgive. I am awake because my mind has chosen, with no permission from me at all, to place a tall man beside the fountain and replay the exact moment he looked at the blue flower in his hair as if he could not believe I meant him to keep it.

I turn onto my other side and pull the blanket up to my chin.

This is foolish.

Men pass through Marigold Square every day. Men smile. Men buy flowers. Men say things in careful voices and leave. There is no shortage of them, and no reason in heaven or under it that one stranger with quiet eyes and dangerous manners should have taken up half my waking thoughts before sunrise.

I shut my eyes again.

Immediately, because my own mind is a traitor, I remember his hand catching the crown out of the air.

I throw the blanket back and sit up.

"Fine," I mutter to the room. "Be insufferable then."

The floor is cold under my feet. I wash at the basin, braid my hair with fingers still clumsy from sleep, and dress by habit: brown skirt, cream blouse, green ribbon belt, apron. Downstairs, the house smells of yesterday's bread crust warming on the stove and the faint peppery sweetness of stock flowers waiting in the workroom. Mother is already there, of course. She always is. The kitchen lamp glows low beside her while she sits at the table sorting stems with a knife in one hand and a look on her face that says she has been awake long enough to judge the entire kingdom.

"You look rested," she says without lifting her head.

"I hate it when you sound sincere before dawn."

"Then I shall lie more obviously. You look haunted. Better?"

I pull out the chair across from her and start stripping leaves from a bucket of pink campion. "You are a terrible comfort."

"I am a mother. Comfort is seasonal."

Steam rises from the pot on the stove. Bread, onions, yesterday's broth thickened with barley. Plain food, good food. I breathe it in and let the ordinary shape of the morning settle over me: knife against table, stems brushing wicker, the soft creak of the rafters, the cat outside yowling as if he pays rent and we are behind on it.

Mother finally glances up.

There is no drama in her face. That is how I know I am in danger.

"So," she says.

"No."

"I did not ask anything."

"Yet."

She cuts one stem, then another. "I merely intended to say that if your handsome rescuer appears again, you should avoid looking like a startled saint in a chapel window."

Heat rises straight into my cheeks.

"He is not my rescuer."

"He rescued the crown."

"That was the crown's emergency, not mine."

Mother's mouth moves the tiniest amount. On anyone else it would not count as a smile. On her it practically rings bells. "Of course."

"I am serious."

"I believe you are trying to be."

I attack the leaves with more force than necessary. "He probably won't appear again."

That should have sounded sensible. Instead it comes out as if I have rehearsed it to survive disappointment, which is terrible because I was not disappointed by anything. Nothing has happened that can disappoint me.

Mother hears it anyway. She always hears what I do not say.

"He might not," she says, unexpectedly gentle now. "Most people who pass through a market are exactly that. Passing through."

I nod once.

The knife slips a little in my hand and nicks the soft green skin of a stem. Sap shines along my thumb. It smells sharp, alive.

Then Mother adds, "Still, men do sometimes return where they were looked at kindly."

I glance up.

She is not watching me anymore. Just sorting stems into neat bundles, practical as weather.

The room feels quieter for a breath.

I clear my throat. "That sounds suspiciously like wisdom."

"Don't tell anyone. It damages my reputation."

We carry the first buckets out together as the city wakes around us. Roselune in early morning never arrives all at once. It unfolds. First the baker's shutters and the smell of crust. Then the milk cart at the lane corner. Then voices from windows above the street and a stableboy swearing at a mule old enough not to care. The sky over the roofs is pearly and clean, and the paving stones still hold the last coolness of night. Yesterday's festival ribbons remain strung from eaves and lamp posts, not quite as proud in the daylight but still bright enough to make the lane look touched by celebration.

By the time we reach Marigold Square, the fountain is throwing silver into the air and three different stalls have already begun arguing about space they occupied in exactly the same way last week.

The square in morning dress is my favorite version of it. Half-made, hopeful, all possibility and inconvenience. Stacks of baskets. Coils of rope. Flower water spilling into the seams between old stones. The awnings overhead still furled, their faded stripes not yet pretending to grandeur. Pigeons loitering near the fountain like small gray officials. The notice board on the south wall already crowded with permit renewals and amendments no one will read correctly the first time. The city's little failings show most clearly at this hour, before noise and color soften them. A board warped from rain. Iron rusted under fresh paint. The public barrel only half filled because the water cart arrived late again. Nobody starving. Nobody ruined. Everybody adapting around what should have been mended seasons ago.

Owen is at his stall before us, hauling crates from a handcart and singing badly enough to draw complaint from two windows above cloth row.

"Mercer," I call as we unload our first buckets. "If you frighten the customers before breakfast, you should be fined."

He straightens with a crate against one hip and grins at me. "You look cruelly awake for this hour."

"I earned it through suffering."

"I don't doubt that. Did your wind-thief write you poetry overnight?"

Mother says, "One more word and I raise your ribbon prices."

Owen puts a hand over his heart. "Madam Bellmere, you wound me."

"Good," she says.

He laughs and gets back to work.

Mrs. Holloway arrives next, wrapped in plum wool today, though the morning is mild. She carries her stool as if escorting a monarch. The moment she sees me, her eyes sharpen in a way that means I will not survive this peacefully.

"Any signs of him?" she asks at once.

I nearly drop the bundle of freesia in my arms. "Have the two of you formed a committee?"

"If we had, your mother would chair it and I would improve the minutes."

"I regret asking."

Mrs. Holloway settles into place beside her stall. "That is the first sign of maturity."

I busy myself with setting out the fresh stock. Tulips to the front. Hyacinths under shade. The better roses where the early light warms them. Mother's hands move beside mine in their own sure rhythm. We know the stall the way musicians know a tune. Even so, I find myself looking up more often than I should.

At first I tell myself I am only checking the square's traffic. Which lane is busiest. Whether the cloth row has stolen another foot of walking space. Whether the flower girls from west side have overhung their display again. These are sensible things to notice.

Then the bells ring the first morning hour and my eyes still keep sliding toward the fountain.

Nobody stands there in a blue coat.

I turn away too fast and nearly knock over the bucket of daisies.

"Careful," Mother says.

"I know."

She does not comment further. This is somehow worse.

Customers come in the slow first wave: household maids with shopping lists tucked into aprons, two young men buying armfuls of marigolds because they forgot some decoration promised to a guild breakfast, a woman from north lane who insists on squeezing each rosebud as if flowers improve under threat. I wrap, tie, trim, smile. My hands do what they have always done.

Still the square feels expectant in some small private way I would very much like not to notice.

By the second hour, the market has grown brighter and more crowded. Sun warms the fountain rim. Someone from the pastry lane starts dusting sugared buns and the smell drifts sweet and dangerous through the air. Musicians test a spring reel near the west steps. The south-side permit clerk has finally appeared, which does not improve anyone's mood because she has also brought a stack of correction notices.

I am tying ribbon around a mixed bunch of narcissus and rosemary when Owen leans across from his stall and says, too casually, "Are you waiting for someone, Bellmere?"

"No."

He peels an orange with insulting serenity. "Your neck says otherwise."

"My neck has no opinion."

"Mm."

I do not look at him. "Mind your own produce."

"Mind your own face."

Mrs. Holloway says, "Children, if this becomes flirtation before I finish my tea, I shall charge admission."

"It is not flirtation," I say.

That earns me three different looks: Owen amused, Mrs. Holloway murderous with understanding, Mother wholly uninterested in rescuing me.

I trim another stem. A petal falls against the wood of the counter and sticks there for a moment, damp and pink.

Then a shadow crosses the front of the stall.

Not large. Not dramatic. Just enough to cool the sunlit boards at the edge of my hands.

I look up.

Jude stands there with the morning behind him.

For one bright, stupid second, my entire body forgets how to behave. My breath stops halfway in. The ribbon slips from my fingers. Something in my chest kicks once, hard enough to hurt.

He is dressed differently today. Not blue this time, but a charcoal coat over a plain cream shirt, the cut still good enough to notice once you know how to look. His hair is neater, though not stiffly so, and he has the same composed stillness about him that never seems to belong to the square and yet somehow offends it less now that I have seen it once. But none of that is what catches me.

Pinned very carefully at his breast, just above the fold of his coat, is the blue starflower from yesterday.

It has wilted a little overnight. Of course it has. The petals are softer around the edges now, the color dimmed to a duskier blue. He has kept it anyway.

Mrs. Holloway makes a small sound like a cat detecting cream.

I cannot decide whether to laugh, stare, or hide under the stall.

Jude's gaze finds mine at once. The seriousness in his face breaks—not into a full smile, not yet, but into something warmer, relieved almost. As if he was not fully certain I would be here, which is absurd because this is my stall, not a moonrise.

"Good morning," he says.

His voice reaches me with that same careful warmth, and suddenly the whole square seems too full of air.

"Good morning," I manage.

It comes out less graceful than I intended. A little breathless. Very unfortunate.

Jude glances down then, fingers brushing the pinned flower at his coat. "I hope you don't mind."

The fact that he says it at all nearly undoes me. I had expected him to wear it because the sight of it is too direct not to have been deliberate, but some smaller, softer part of me had not been prepared for him to care whether I approved.

My mouth curves before I can stop it. "You really kept it."

"Yes."

"You know it is dead."

A flicker of humor warms his eyes. "I had noticed."

"And still you're wearing it."

He looks at me, and there is something terribly quiet in the way he answers. "You told me it suited me."

My face goes hot so fast I can feel it.

Owen, traitor to all decent silence, turns halfway around from his fruit display. "Bellmere," he says loudly, "if you faint, do try not to land in the apricots."

"Go peel something," I snap.

"I am peeling something."

"Then peel with more dignity."

Mrs. Holloway clicks her tongue. "Boy, if you are going to interrupt a morning like this, at least have the decency to be handsome."

Owen presses a hand to his chest in outrage.

Mother says, without looking up from the carnations she is bunching, "Mr. Hart, you may ignore all of them. They were raised badly."

Jude's expression shifts toward laughter, though he is clearly trying not to show too much of it all at once. "I would not dare."

"Good start," Mother says.

I should be relieved that everyone has decided to behave as if his return is the most ordinary thing in Roselune. Instead it makes me more aware of everything: the slight tug of ribbon against my fingers, the fountain water flashing behind him, the faded blue starflower against his coat, the fact that he came back at all.

He came back.

Such a simple thing. Such a dangerous one.

I set down the narcissus bundle before I ruin it with clumsy hands. "Did you need more flowers today?"

He does not answer immediately. For a heartbeat I think he may say something clever.

Instead he says, with disarming honesty, "I thought I might see you."

The square does not stop. Of course it doesn't. A cart rattles past. Someone laughs by the west steps. A child starts crying because a bun has been dropped in dust. But the words still land inside me with a stillness so complete it feels like a held breath.

I lower my eyes to the stems on the counter because there is no safer place to look.

"Well," I say, far too softly at first, then clear my throat and try again, "you have succeeded."

Jude says nothing to that, but I can feel the shape of his attention sharpen.

Mrs. Holloway makes another dangerous little noise into her tea.

Mother mercifully thrusts a basket toward me. "Clara, the freesia to the front and the sweet peas under shade. Try not to forget the entire existence of commerce while you're at it."

I take the basket at once, grateful for work. "I never forget commerce."

Mother arches one brow. "This morning has already disproved that."

I shoot her a look she ignores completely and carry the freesia to the front stand. My hands are steadier with flowers than with people. That is usually an advantage.

When I turn back, Jude has moved half a step aside to avoid blocking customers, which is considerate. It also gives me a fuller look at the flower pinned to his coat. It is not simply stuck there. He has tucked it through one of the button threads with absurd care, preserving it as well as a man could preserve something fragile and already fading.

The sight catches me somewhere tender I do not have words for.

A woman approaches to buy two nosegays for her daughters' hair and I attend to her, wrap the stems, take the coin, answer questions about how long the blooms will last in spring heat. All ordinary. When she leaves, Jude is still there.

He seems content merely to stand near the stall and be present in its orbit, which is unnerving in a way I cannot explain to myself. Most men announce themselves. He doesn't. He only watches with that intent quietness that keeps making me feel as though the day has been lit slightly differently on purpose.

"Have you come to spend another morning learning the peony trade?" I ask, partly because the silence has become too full.

"If that is permitted."

"Permitted? This is a market stall, not a chapel."

"Then the rules are less strict?"

"Considerably. Unless Mother is angry."

Mother says, "My
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