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Interlude 0 — from A Rose in Winter · Chapter the First

⸻

Into the grey city of Aldermere, on the first true morning of spring, came a girl with the light already on her — Elise Dawn, a physician’s daughter, poor as a wren and twice as brave, whose eyes held the particular softness of a soul that has suffered and forgiven the suffering its due. The court turned to her as a garden turns to the sun, for goodness of that rare and shining kind cannot be hidden, however humble the gown that clothes it.

And in the high gallery above, where the cold light gathered, the Lady Cassiana Ardent watched the girl’s arrival with a face lovely as carved winter and twice as hard — and her beautiful mouth curved into a hatred she did not trouble to hide, for the wicked have always known their undoing on sight, and hers had just walked, smiling, through the palace doors.

Let it be said, before the season opens: this account is faithful. Your correspondent invents nothing, colours nothing, and sets down only what is known — and it is remarkable, patient reader, how much is known, how completely, how soon. Trust the account. Everyone does.




Chapter One — One Star

By eleven forty-seven at night, the office has stopped pretending it wants you alive. The light is fluorescent, and faintly green, and humming at a frequency that sits just under hearing and just over reason. After the ninth hour you stop hearing it. It is still there. You have simply agreed, the two of you, to stop discussing it.

There is a rubber plant by the printer. HR bought it in a wellness initiative eighteen months ago, along with a laminated card about mindfulness that no one has read and a fruit bowl that is always, somehow, only bananas. The plant is dying. It has been dying with such patience, such total commitment to the process, that the whole floor has quietly started to root for it — not to recover, you understand. Just to finish. We are all very invested in the plant getting where it’s going.

I am the last one here, because I am always the last one here, which is a sentence I could put on a headstone and save everyone the trouble of eulogy.

My phone is the only real light in the room. On it, because I am a woman of taste and rigour, is a webnovel called A Rose in Winter, and I am reading it the way you pick at a scab — not for pleasure, precisely, but because the alternative is leaving it alone, which is a skill I was born without.

To be clear, I stopped reading A Rose in Winter three weeks ago. I gave it one star at the forty per cent mark, out of spite, and then kept reading to the ball anyway, because spite is not the same as sense. The middle of the thing, more or less. It is where I finally quit, and on my way out I left a review.

One star. The heroine is a saint with no notes, the villain is a supermodel with a personality disorder the author clearly finds sexy, and the prose has the exact texture of a scented candle. Everyone tells the heroine she’s wonderful for approximately nine hundred pages. DNF’d at the ball. If I wanted to watch a beautiful woman get away with everything I’d open literally any window.

Fourteen people found that helpful. It remains the most meaningful contribution I have made to human culture.

And yet here I am, three weeks and one grudge later, back in the comment threads at eleven forty-seven on a Tuesday, because someone posted the ending — the real one, the one I never reached — and I clicked it, because of course I did. SPOILERS, the post says, rose_reader_99 here, for anyone who bailed like a coward. And then it tells me how the wicked Lady Cassiana Ardent dies.

Executed, Chapter Forty-Seven, on a scaffold in the spring rain, the crowd delighted, the heroine watching from a balcony with sad forgiving eyes, because she is the kind of person who forgives you right up until she’s finished with you.

I remember thinking: good. I remember thinking it with my whole chest. Terrible woman, richly deserved. I closed the tab.

I remember the lights doing something.

⸻

I want to be accurate about the next part, because I keep going back to it.

The hum stops. Not fades — stops, all at once and total, the way a held breath stops. The green light flares white. The floor is not where it was. There’s a sound I feel in my teeth more than hear, low and wrong, like the building clearing its throat, and my phone is very bright and then very far away, and something in my chest that has been running quietly my whole life simply — puts down its work.

It doesn’t hurt. That’s the thing nobody warns you about. You expect it to hurt and instead it’s just a door you’d have sworn was a wall, and it swings open onto weather.

Then the dark, which is not empty. And then, unforgivably, morning.

⸻

New body. Old brain. Expensive room.

I get there in that order, which tells you something about my priorities under pressure.

The body first, because the body is loudest. I am lying down, and I am wearing more fabric than I have ever owned, and none of it is mine — silk, I think, a nightdress with actual embroidery, the sort of thing you’d inherit and be afraid to wash. My hair is longer. My hands are wrong. I hold one up against the light and it is a beautiful hand, pale and slender and ringed, a hand that has clearly not, in its life, carried its own shopping, and it moves when I tell it to, which alarms me more than everything else in the arrangement combined.

The brain second, and the brain is doing its level best. Coma, it offers. This is a coma, and you are constructing a very detailed apology to yourself, and any moment now a nurse will say something and it’ll all resolve into a ward. I like this theory. I hold it like a good umbrella in a wind that is obviously going to win.

The room third, and the room is a problem.

The room is enormous, and gilded, and hung in the deep red and heavy black of somebody very rich and not very happy. There is a canopy above me the colour of egg yolk and old money. There are tall windows with the grey pre-dawn pressing at them and, beyond, when I make myself look, the wrong roofs — turrets, and a wall, and a sky that has never been introduced to a streetlight.

I run the tests a reasonable person runs. I pinch the beautiful arm, and it hurts in a beautiful way. I count my fingers, and there are the correct and disappointing number of them. I look for an exit sign, out of pure animal habit, and there is of course no exit sign, because exit signs are a thing civilisations invent after they’ve sorted out plumbing, and I have a growing suspicion about the plumbing.

I know this room.

I don’t want to know this room, and I spend a solid ten seconds trying not to, but I have a good memory and a bad attitude and both of them recognise soft furnishings when they see them. This room was described, at length, in a paragraph and a half I skimmed because it was mostly about the drapery — the villainess’s chambers, all crimson and gold and cold, a room built by an author to say here lives someone beautiful and doomed.

There is a knock. I don’t say come in, because I have no idea what my voice is now, but the door opens anyway, because in places like this the door is a formality and the knock is a courtesy, and a girl comes in carrying a jug.

She’s young, and neat, and her whole body does something careful when she sees me awake — a small bracing, like a woman stepping onto ice she’s fallen through before. She sets the jug down. She curtseys, an actual curtsey, folding at the knee, eyes down, and she says, in a voice pitched for someone she’s frightened of:

“Good morning, my lady Cassiana.”

And there it is. The last thing I was refusing to know, arriving anyway, on time and unhurried.

I know that name. I have hate-read that name. I have written a review about that name that fourteen people found helpful.

I am Lady Cassiana Ardent, of the crimson chambers and the beautiful cruel face, and I am lying in the bed of a woman I spent forty per cent of a book despising.

The girl is waiting. A whole life is standing there in an apron, waiting to find out what kind of morning it’s going to be, and I open a mouth that isn’t mine and discover I have absolutely nothing prepared.

Because I am busy. Because in the part of my head that never leaves a thing alone, I am counting.

I read to the ball — the middle, properly, every word, before it made me quit. So I have a map, detailed and reliable, right up to the point where I stopped caring. After that: fog, and a spoiler thread, and a grudge. And I know exactly one fact about the far side of that fog, one fact I read three weeks ago at forty per cent’s spiteful distance and could not, it turns out, forget if I tried.

Chapter Forty-Seven. The scaffold. The rain.

So somewhere out there, I think, with the girl’s frightened eyes on me and the wrong sky going pale at the windows, is the last page I actually read — and after it, open water all the way to a scaffold.

Which would be a great deal more comforting if I had the faintest idea what chapter I’m standing in.

The girl is still waiting. The jug is steaming faintly. My mouth is a desert with heritage features, and there is one ordinary thing in the room, and she is holding it.

“Could I have some of that water,” I say, in a voice I have never heard before, low and lovely and slightly used, “please.”

The girl pours the water. She does it perfectly, and the whole time she is doing it, she watches me. She hands me the cup. I drink. It’s good water. It would want to be.

“Thank you,” I say, because apparently I am determined to keep making things worse.

She takes the cup back. She stands there. And then, very carefully, as if setting the words down might break them:

“You said please, my lady.”

“Did I.”

“And thank you.” She says it as one reports a leak to a landlord — neutrally, quickly, with the facts already lined up in case they’re needed. “You said thank you as well.”

“Is that unusual?”

There is a pause you could hang washing on.

“It’s not usual, my lady,” she says, which is the single most diplomatic sentence I have ever heard, and I have sat through nine years of performance reviews.

“What’s your assessment?” I ask. “Am I ill?”

“I couldn’t say, my lady.”

“Guess.”

She looks at the jug as if it might take the question instead. “You don’t sound ill,” she says at last. “You sound — rested.”

“Rested.”

“As if you’d been somewhere else, my lady, and liked it better.”

Which is so precisely correct that I nearly tell her everything on the spot. I don’t. I have known this girl for four minutes and I am already certain she doesn’t get paid enough for what she knows, let alone what I could add to it.

“What day is it?” I ask instead.

“Tuesday, my lady.”

Of course it is. “And the date?”

“The ninth of Aprilis.” She hesitates, and then, because I am apparently a woman who has forgotten the calendar, adds gently: “Three weeks before the Duke’s spring ball, my lady. Your gown came Thursday. You said the sleeves were an insult.”

I did, did I. Somewhere in my chest, a clock I didn’t ask for begins, very quietly, to tick. The ball is the last thing I read properly. The ball is where my map runs out.

“The sleeves are probably fine,” I say.

She looks at me the way you look at a smoke alarm that has just apologised.

So courtesy, here, is a symptom — noted, and filed under things that will get me executed faster. Because that’s what she’s doing, this careful girl — she’s not enjoying the novelty. She is filing it like a live fish someone has just put in her coat pocket: at speed, at arm’s length, and with a strong suspicion that this is somehow going to end up being her fault.

“You cried out, my lady,” she says then, all in one tidy breath, as if the sentence has been waiting behind her teeth since the door. “Before dawn. Bett heard it from the passage. She fetched me, and I listened at the door, and you’d gone quiet, so we didn’t wake the household. If that was wrong, the fault’s mine, not Bett’s — she’s only in the sculleries, she did right to come to me.”

I look at her for a moment.

There is a great deal in that little speech, and all of it is load-bearing. There’s a girl called Bett, somewhere below, who hears things in passages before dawn. There’s a chain of command among the frightened, and this girl is a rank in it, and her first instinct on delivering possibly dangerous news is to step in front of the smaller one. Fast, tidy sentences, every fact accounted for, nothing you could pick up and throw. It is the exact grammar of someone who has learned, from experience, that the safest thing to hand a dangerous woman is nothing at all.

I know that grammar. I have written emails in that grammar at two in the morning, to people who signed off with warm regards and meant neither.

“Nobody’s at fault,” I say. “You did right. Both of you.”

She blinks, and files that too. The coat pocket is getting crowded.

“Bett,” I say, testing it. “The one in the sculleries.”

“Yes, my lady.” Warier now — I’ve picked up a name, and names are things that can be thrown.

“If she hears me again,” I say, “she’s to tell you, and you’re to let me sleep unless the house is on fire. Nobody waits in a cold passage on my account. Is that understood?”

She takes a moment with that, the whole sentence, turning it over for the trick. “Understood, my lady,” she says finally, in the tone of someone agreeing to terms she intends to read again later, alone, with a candle.

“And what do they call you?”

“The upstairs maid, my lady.”

Which is not a name, and we both know it, and neither of us says so. She has handed me her job title with a straight face, because a job title can’t be shouted down a corridor at midnight. I could insist. The woman whose room this is would insist. I let it go, and something in her shoulders comes down a full half-inch, and I file that, in my own coat pocket, for later.

“Shall I dress you, my lady?”

“In a minute.” I look at the window, where the sky is going from grey to the kind of pale gold that has clearly never been taxed. “What —” and here I place my words like footholds — “what is expected of me this morning?”

“Breakfast is laid at nine, my lady. Your gowns are pressed. Your correspondence is on the escritoire — three letters, one with the Vane seal. Cook is doing the eggs you like, and the household is told you’re not to be troubled before the hour.” All of it in one breath, in perfect order, like a till receipt. Then a beat, and then, in the smallest voice yet, with her eyes down: “It’s early still. You could rest, my lady. Nobody would know.”

And that lands harder than the name did, because I recognise it. That is a kindness — small, contraband, deniable, passed across the counter to a woman she is frightened of, and folded so it can be swallowed whole if it lands badly. This girl is offering the wicked Lady Cassiana an hour of mercy on the off-chance it isn’t a trap.

I already respect her more than my last three managers combined, and she has told me nothing but the time of breakfast.

“Thank you,” I say again — worse and worse — “that’ll be all for now.”

She curtseys and goes, at that specific speed servants must be taught, quick enough to be gone, slow enough that no one can say she fled. The door closes with the softness of a thing that has been trained.

And I sit there, in the silk, in the crime scene of a body, holding my little cup of very good water, and I take inventory, because it is the one thing I have always been able to do at the end of the world.

Here is what I know. I know this book to the ball, and one fact past it, and the fact is a scaffold. I know the name of a scullery girl I have never met, because a frightened maid stood in front of her with her chin up.

And here is what I know that matters, the thing my whole flattened, fluorescent, headstone-ready life has trained me to spot at forty paces:

None of this is in the book.

The book never followed Cassiana into this room. The book never spent a page on the maid, or the water, or the hour before breakfast. The book was busy downstairs; it had somebody to adore. Everything in this room — the careful girl, the contraband kindness, the little chain of frightened rank running down to a scullery — is off the page — unwritten, living in the margin.

Which means I am sitting in the one place the author never looked.

I finish the water. I put down the cup. Somewhere below, a house is waking to serve a woman who died on a Tuesday next to a rubber plant, and forty-some chapters ahead, give or take my ignorance, it is quietly raining on a scaffold.

There is no chapter where the wicked Lady Cassiana says please to the help and means it. There is no scene where she thanks a maid twice before breakfast and asks nothing back. I’ve read the reviews. I wrote the reviews.

New body. Old brain. And not a single line of this on the page.

I get up anyway.




Chapter Two — The Face in the Mirror

The girl’s name was not surrendered yesterday, and I have not asked again. She handed me her job title with a straight face and I let her keep the rest, and I’d like to pretend that’s tactics. It isn’t, not yet. It’s that names make a thing real, and I am not, at half past dawn on the first full morning of my second life, ready for one more real thing. So she is the Maid, in my head, capital M, filed under deal with later, and later is doing a lot of heavy lifting this morning.

She wants to dress me. This turns out to be a two-person job, and not because I’m helpless, though I am — because the garment itself has opinions.

I have read about corsets. I have, in the smug way of a person who has read about a thing, assumed I understood corsets. I did not understand corsets. A corset is not clothing; it is a small, patient argument about how much of you there is going to be, and it wins.

“Hold the bedpost, please, my lady.”

“Is that necessary?”

“It’s advisable, my lady.”

I hold the bedpost. Behind me, the Maid takes up the laces with the brisk competence of someone who has laced a difficult woman into worse moods than this.

“This,” I inform the bedpost, “is a structural engineering problem wearing a ribbon.”

“It’s French, my lady.”

“It’s load-bearing. Whoever designed this hated a specific woman and made all of us pay for it. There should be an inquiry. There should be a small plaque.”

“Shall I loosen the top, my lady?”

“No — do your worst. I want to know the terms.” A pause, a tug, a recalculation of my entire volume. “This is a rights violation. I have rights. I’m almost sure I had rights.”

“It’s whalebone, my lady,” she says, which is not a response to anything I have said, which is how I learn that she answers the words she can use and lets the rest of my sentences go by like weather.

“Do you get used to it?”

“To whalebone, my lady?”

“To any of it. The lacing. The matins. The being assembled every morning by committee.”

She considers this with complete seriousness, hauling. “You stop noticing the stays by breakfast, my lady,” she says. “The rest I couldn’t speak to. I dress myself.”

“That,” I tell the bedpost, “is the first status symbol I’ve envied since I got here.” It is, I will realise later, the single most efficient conversational policy I have ever encountered. Nine years of meetings, and nobody thought of it.

“Breathe out, my lady.”

“Out? There’s an out stage?”

“Out, my lady.”

I breathe out. She hauls. I become a different width.

The wrong instincts arrive in a steady stream, each one funnier and sadder than the last. My hand goes to a bedside table for a phone that is nine hundred years and one death away from being invented, and closes on a silver hairbrush instead, and I put it down with the dignity of a woman who absolutely meant to pick up a hairbrush.

“What’s the time?”

“Past matins, my lady.”

“Past matins is not a time. Past matins is a mood.”

“Yes, my lady,” she says, serene, filing it, and hands me my own elbow so I can be steered into a sleeve.

Then she brings me to the mirror, and the comedy takes a short break.

The face in the glass is beautiful in the specific, expensive way the book kept insisting on — high and pale and symmetrical, dark hair, a mouth built for saying cutting things in ballrooms. It is a stunning face, objectively, in the sense that cliffs are stunning. It is doing my exhaustion catastrophically. On me, the woman I used to be, this much tiredness read as coping. On her it reads as tragedy, great violet shadows and a jaw set like she’s holding up a ceiling, and I stand there looking at the most striking woman I have ever seen and think, with real tenderness: oh, you poor thing, you look how I feel.

The eyebrows alone are doing more acting than the entire published cast.

I catalogue her the way you’d catalogue a stranger, because she is one. I try a few expressions and they land like weapons.

“Does she— do I always look like this?”

“Like what, my lady?”

“Like I’m about to sentence the curtains.” I raise an eyebrow at myself. The eyebrow could open correspondence. “Look at that. That’s not an expression, that’s a policy.”

“You have a very fine brow, my lady.”

“I have a brow that has ended engagements.” I attempt a smile. The mirror returns something you could cut bread with. “No. We’ll shelve the smile. The smile needs work before it’s fit for the public.”

“The household is accustomed to your looks, my lady.” A small internal struggle plays out at the corner of her mouth. “They mostly know to be elsewhere.”

Which answers that. This face has, I would guess, never been mistaken for approachable. This face walks into a room and the room does maths.

I turn to say something to the Maid, I don’t know what, something to close the strange hush that’s fallen, and catch, over her shoulder, a wardrobe standing open, and inside it a gown the deep clean green of a bottle in strong sun. A green I have opinions about, because I remember the descriptions, the whole florid inventory of Cassiana’s crimsons and blacks and doom-coloured silks, and that green was never in it.

“That’s not in the book,” I say.

It comes out flat, half to myself, and it does not sound like a catchphrase, or a revelation, or anything I’ll be repeating with increasing feeling over the coming disaster. It sounds like a woman going through her receipts and finding a charge she doesn’t recognise.

“The book, my lady?” says the Maid.

Ah.

“The inventory,” I say, with the smoothness of a dropped tray. “The— there’s a book. Of the wardrobe. An accounting. Is there not?”

“…Mrs. Fenwick keeps the linen book, my lady.”

“Then that’s the book I meant,” I say, and we both hear how much I meant it, and she does me the enormous professional courtesy of letting it lie there.

“The Ardent green, my lady,” she offers instead, following my look, uncertain, as if I’ve failed a test set by my own wardrobe. “You had it made in the winter. You said—” and she stops, because whatever I said, apparently, is not the sort of thing you repeat back to me.

“I’m sure I did,” I tell her, which seems safe, and file that too, in the growing drawer of things past-me said that present-me is going to have to answer for.

⸻

The dress achieved, and matins receding into whatever comes after matins, I go fishing.

I do it badly, which turns out to be the correct technique.

“Tell me something,” I say, while she works pins into my hair with the focus of a bomb-disposal officer. “The household. This morning. Do they seem — settled, to you?”

“Settled, my lady?”

“Calm. Ordinary. As expected.” I meet her eyes in the mirror and abandon subtlety, which was never going to survive contact with this face anyway. “Am I as expected?”

The pause has furniture in it.

“You’ve been ill, my lady,” she says at last, carefully, each word set down like a cup near an edge. “The fever, before the thaw. You kept your rooms almost a fortnight. Cook says a fever like that changes a person’s humours. Mrs. Fenwick says her aunt took one and came back devout.” A breath. “The household says you’ve been ever so peculiar since. If you’ll forgive it.”

“Peculiar how?”

“You said please to the water, my lady,” she says, and there is the smallest movement at the corner of her mouth, quickly governed — not a smile, but the ancestor of one. “Twice.”

“And that’s the headline, is it? Out of everything.”

“You also thanked the bootboy, my lady.”

“Scandalous.”

“He had to sit down, my lady.”

“He did not.”

“On the coal box,” she says, with the fervour of a witness under oath. “Mrs. Fenwick gave him sugar water. He’s young,” she adds, in mitigation, though whether his or mine I can’t tell.

I look at her in the mirror for a long moment, this careful girl reporting the collapse of a bootboy as if it were weather, and I feel the laugh arrive from a long way off, the first one of my second life, and I let it land. Her eyes go wide. Then — governed, folded away, filed — wider.

The fever.

I hold very still while she pins, because the thing she has just handed me is worth more than the gown, the room, and the entire linen book combined. The household needs the world to have reasons, and it has built itself one: nobody here requires the truth, because they have already agreed on something better.

The book gave me an alibi. It thought of everything except the possibility of me, and then, when I turned up anyway, it reached out and tucked a reason around me before I’d even asked.

“The fever,” I say, testing the weight of it. “Yes. I don’t think it’s quite done with me. I may be — peculiar — for some time.”

“Very good, my lady,” says the Maid, in the tone of a woman entering it in a ledger.

⸻

I spend the rest of the morning learning the shape of the trap by walking into its walls.

The household unfolds as I move through it, and what it unfolds into, helpfully, is an office. Not metaphorically — structurally. There is a steward, unmistakably middle management, all soft apology and firm scheduling, who materialises at my elbow to tell me my day in blocks I did not agree to.

“The dressmaker at eleven, my lady. Correspondence after luncheon: the Vane letters want answering, if it please you. The menus for the week require your approval, and Mrs. Fenwick begs a word about the east linens, though I have told her you are not to be pressed.”

“What happens if I approve nothing and answer no one?”

A silence in which a man revises his estimate of the fever. “The house would… manage, my lady.”

“The house would manage.” I let that sit. “Then the house and I have that in common. Eleven o’clock is fine. Tell Mrs. Fenwick I’ll hear about the linens, and that nobody needs to beg.”

He bows and withdraws at a speed that suggests he intends to have this conversation examined by a professional. There are footmen in the gallery with the specific hunted stillness of interns, watching me for the mood that will decide their afternoon. Everyone defers. Everyone braces. The whole grand machine of the house runs on the well-founded assumption that the woman at the centre of it is a hazard, and every soft-footed one of them has learned to read her weather before committing to a sentence.

I find I hate it. That’s the thing that surprises me, standing in a corridor while a footman flattens himself to a wall to let me pass, not from respect but from a kind of structural fear — the reflexive clearance you’d give a swinging door.

“You don’t have to do that,” I say.

He goes white. “Do what, my lady?”

I look at him, pressed into the panelling like a man trying to be a portrait, unable to name the thing I’ve asked him to stop. “…Nothing. Carry on.”

“Very good, my lady,” he says, to the
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