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			This book is dedicated to the painters Anne Frances Byrne and Harriet Gouldsmith, women of immense dedication and passion who braved the sexism of the day to share their paintings publicly.

			And, as always, for Trevor, with love.

		

	
		
			
				O, she doth teach the torches to burn bright!

				Romeo and Juliet—Act 1, Scene 5
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			1

			
				Love is a smoke made with the fume of sighs;

				Being purged, a fire sparkling in lovers’ eyes;

				Being vexed, a sea nourished with loving tears.

				Romeo and Juliet—Act 1, Scene 1

			

			London

			June 1818

			Violet Arden, beautiful, exuberant, and strange, was never expected to amount to much. The second of three daughters in a family of no great fortune, she was supposed to use her looks to advance in the world. Though much was said of her fine features and elegant figure, she was known to her family, lovingly so, as a bit of a fringe case.

			To Violet, it was the world that was odd; rules and expectations made the world smaller, duller, and she had always been one to see in colors so vivid they hurt.

			“At first I thought it was a shocking disappointment,” said Violet, standing in front of a painting that was meant to convince the ton of her emergent skill. Her aunt, Mrs. Eliza Burton, sighed and sharpened her glare. “But then I moved a few feet away from it and realized I might not have fribbled away my time after all. That’s painting for you: horrible until it isn’t.”

			“Please keep such observations to yourself,” said her aunt, with the amount of exasperation she reserved just for Violet. She reached over and clasped Violet’s hand in silken gloves, squeezing. “Remember, you are to pose nicely before your work, smile, and graciously accept whatever compliments arise, or you are to say nothing at all.”

			With that, Eliza drifted away to spend her evening among acquaintances who wouldn’t give her a headache.

			Violet rocked up onto her toes, nervous, feeling as if, alone for mere seconds, she were already collecting dust in her aunt’s gleaming Mayfair ballroom. This was a home of great destiny, or so Violet believed, for it was not far from where she stood—just in the corridor around the corner, among some tall ferns—that her older sister, Margaret, had first met the man who would become her loving husband.

			Violet hadn’t known for certain whether she believed in destiny until she’d had a chance meeting with an artist, Renaud Moncelle. Renaud put everything in perspective, the first person outside the family to see Violet’s scattered nature not as a weakness, but as an unutilized strength. For six months he had been showing her how the disorganized thoughts in her head could be ordered and transferred to canvas, and now her life was stretching out ahead of her, as real as the bright ivory-and-gold carpet soaring across the floor.

			How freeing, how glorious, to be standing right in front of a dream one could wrap one’s arms around and hold. Six chaotic, thrilling months had changed everything. How utterly Violet, those who knew her would say if, in fact, they knew about the passion that had grown between her and the Frenchman.

			“There you are! You look marvelous, though that’s to be expected.” Here came her sister Margaret, usually called Maggie, golden ringlets suspended like champagne bubbles around her intelligent blue eyes. They took hands and stood at the edge of the mingling guests. “Is it not terribly warm?” Maggie tugged one hand away and flourished a small fan she pulled from a reticule around her wrist, ruffling the damp curls at her temples.

			“I can’t feel anything,” said Violet, trying not to shake with every emotion at once. “Do I look happy or sad? Excited? Mad? Nauseous?”

			“Sister, dear, you look…” Maggie smirked and shook her head. “I’ve barely seen you since Christmas, and you are only more radiant. Honing an art has done you a world of good.”

			Maggie would say as much. She had cultivated a lifelong love for literature and writing, and just the year before, she had anonymously published her novel, to growing acclaim. In doing so, she had met her husband, Bridger Darrow, a man who had risen in all their estimations the day he came to his senses, published Maggie’s book, and married her. At the mention of Christmas, Violet flushed.

			“Is something the matter?” Maggie asked, her fawn-colored brows tenting.

			“What was it like?” Violet began, covering her unease with a question. “Surely you or Bridger have heard criticisms of The Killbride, and how did you manage it? I don’t know if I’ll be able to control myself if someone with no taste and less sense degrades my hard work…”

			Maggie tilted her head to the side, fanning herself more slowly. “It stings, I admit, but then there is the praise, and you must train your eye to seek the sunlight, not the storm.”

			“But you hated Bridger when first you met! He couldn’t breathe without insulting your book…”

			“Well. It was a temporary hatred, and one I was happy to revise only after he revised his wrong opinion.”

			While they shared a laugh, Violet caught sight of their younger sister, Winny, weaving her way through the forest of varicolored gowns worn by Aunt Eliza’s wealthy friends. For a moment, Violet nearly relaxed, but then Maggie took her by the arm and led her away from the wall, toward Winny, asking, “Our aunt has assembled these people to delight in you, Violet. It is a soft crowd easily won, and even if they do not fall in love with your paintings, they will adore the artist. Why sour an evening meant for merriment?”

			It was true; they were not among the sharp-eyed and sharper-tongued set who would gleefully rip an artwork to pieces over a misplaced shadow or misshapen berry. Still, Violet had spotted a few strangers who were avoiding the refreshments and studying the art with alarming solemnity. Her mind fixed itself there, circling around all the nasty things they might say.

			“Mm,” Violet muttered. She wanted to listen to her sister, but it was hard. “Between the very strong punch and the number of cataracts, who could trust their assessment?”

			“That’s the spirit,” replied Maggie, waving to their sister. “Besides, I’ve never known you to care about what anyone thinks. Why would that change now?”

			She flinched. In the past, Violet couldn’t give two figs about what anyone thought of her, but now…Something had shifted when she met Renaud. He had stuck out at the Christmas party where they met, a king striding among peasants. Their eyes had sparked over the pastillage cherub nestled in sugar flowers, and for the first time in her life, Violet Arden had been speechless. He was so ornate, so sharply defined, so French. She couldn’t look away from his rumpled rakishness; the intensity of his black gaze made her heart beat wildly. After that—indeed, almost every moment after that until this very evening—Renaud’s eyes had remained pinned to Violet as if she were not a striking young woman of middling prospects and almost no dowry but a Greek muse.

			Some would call this foreshadowing, but to Violet, it was that elusive thing she wanted so desperately: destiny. A path. And so, Violet’s decision to take up painting in earnest was declared mere moments after she learned Renaud Moncelle was a visiting artist and teacher from Paris who would be spending the next year in England.

			Quelle surprise.

			That nobody had noticed their budding and, frankly, flagrant romance over the last six months was due in large part to her cousin, Lane Richmond, for his wife had struggled with a difficult pregnancy. All eyes, prayers, love, and care had gone to the young couple, and with mother and child now safe, only recently had anyone in their circle begun to question why Violet Arden, known to be theatrical but never diligent, had all but sprouted paintbrushes from her fingertips and devoted herself to practice.

			“What chance!” cried Winny, arriving and greeting her sisters with her usual overflowing cheerfulness.

			“Winny, dear, we were all invited,” Maggie pointed out.

			“Yet it is always to be enjoyed, is it not? And remarked upon—when a family can reunite in health and in joyful circumstances.”

			Winny, rosy-cheeked and cherubic as the sugar-paste baby that had hovered beneath Violet and Renaud’s meeting, looked as well and ample as she always did. With all her might, Violet tried to hang on to that phrase she had just used: joyful circumstances. Yes. Joyful. This was meant to be Violet’s first foray into being taken seriously as an artist, or as seriously as a female artist could be taken. Only, it was not her ascension alone; Renaud Moncelle of Mont-de-Marsan, then Veneto, then Paris, close personal companion of a close personal companion of Hortense Haudebourt-Lescot, was meant to share in Violet’s triumph.

			And, more notably, he was meant to arrive ages ago. The man of the hour was more than an hour late. More than two.

			Violet knitted her hands together, nervously pressing the fabric of her gloves until the grooves between her fingers were wet with sweat. Renaud was no stranger to a saucy cup (or four) of wine before an evening’s entertainment, but he also never resisted an opportunity to be adored.

			So where was he?

			“Oh, just look at your darling paintings,” said Winny, drifting toward the art. One of Violet’s watercolors of a basket of fruit on a sill was positioned to the right and slightly below Renaud’s rendition of a nearly identical collection of apples. “I thought you preferred portraits, Violet.”

			“I do,” she replied, stealing anxious glances at the archway behind them. “But Ren—Monsieur Moncelle insists that I am not ready, and it is better to master still lifes and landscapes first.”

			“And you listened?” Winny giggled and craned her neck, her nose perilously close to the canvas. “This bauble you painted here has real charm…”

			Violet stared at her sister in disbelief. “Winny, that’s a grape.”

			“Oh! I knew that! I was teasing.” She was not, and rarely did. “ ’Tis…perfectly discernible, confidently a grape.”

			Violet snatched the fan out of Maggie’s hands and attempted to cool herself. While Winny was swept away by the grapes, Maggie loomed over Violet’s left shoulder. Aunt Eliza entered the salon with a retinue that included her short, maudlin husband, Mr. Burton, who had always reminded Violet of a perfectly round robin. His garish red cravat made the similarity all the more striking.

			Their aunt, predominately neck and slender as a swan, luminous in her jewels, turned to address the smattering of well-dressed friends that she had gathered. “Oh, yes,” she was saying to them, in answer to some unheard question. “Miss Violet is quite eligible. She is the great beauty of the family, and this brief detour into daubery will be forgotten once the right proposal comes along. This is merely an announcing of her many accomplishments!”

			“Ignore her,” said Maggie, bristling. “I think it’s marvelous that we have all found our art—Winny has her stitching, of course, and I have my books, and you are becoming a more accomplished painter every day.”

			Violet barely heard her. The blood had risen to her ears and begun to pound, first distantly and now with the ferocity of a regiment passing through the parlor. It felt like her toes were vibrating in her shoes. She was aware of the guests moving around her, though all their faces had blurred away to nothingness.

			“Mm,” she murmured, feeling how hoarse she was becoming. A single bead of sweat traced the line from the damp black curls at her nape to the shallow hollow at the base of her spine. She shivered. “Yes, the Arden girls never could make it easy on themselves…”

			This was unbearable. She had to confess. She had to tell someone, for Violet had never excelled at keeping her mouth shut and was even clumsier about keeping secrets. Maggie had been so distracted by writing her follow-up to The Killbride and so concerned about Ann Richmond’s health that Violet’s obsession with Renaud had escaped even her notice. And Winny…Well. Winny never noticed much of anything, and they loved her for it.

			“What are you talking about?” Maggie asked, coming around to face Violet. She was the littlest bit taller and used that to her advantage, staring down into Violet’s periwinkle-blue eyes with sudden intensity, an edge known only to elder siblings. “Violet, you’re turning green.”

			“But where is Monsieur Moncelle? You know I detest to wait upon a Frenchman.” Aunt Eliza was sighing, casting her queenly gaze into every corner of the place.

			“Come to think of it, haven’t seen the man all evening,” Mr. Burton added with a winded huff.

			“I—We—Oh, Maggie, I’ve been so foolish,” said Violet. It was all coming out in a rush. Every guest surged closer, as if they meant to pile on top of her.

			“Will someone search throughout the house, please?” Aunt Eliza was trying to summon a footman for just this purpose. “These artists, so prone to wandering, utterly imprisoned by their whims. I should have chained him to the punch table!” Her hot beam of a gaze fell on Violet, unblinking, as if daring the young lady to move a muscle. Stay right where you are.

			But Violet couldn’t have fled, though she desperately wanted to.

			“More foolish than usual, I mean,” Violet stumbled on, avoiding Maggie’s searching eyes. “I meant to tell you and Winny before this, and Renaud was going to be here with me. I was going to tell you everything, and if he was telling the truth, then he was going to d-declare…declare that he’s seeking my hand—”

			The footman had just started through the arch that led to the lofty front hall when a body collided with him, coming in haste from the opposite direction. The footman’s wig flew off as he tumbled into one side of the arch, and a ripple of noise spread across the party, a rising tide of gasps and shrieks, as a young woman forced her way in.

			“No! Oh! Corbyn, who is this person?” Mr. Burton was already on his way toward the stranger.

			Somehow, Violet knew what this was before it even began. The widening pit in her stomach whispered with terrible prophecy. Two footmen stormed in from the front hall and tried to grab the young woman, but she wrenched her arms free.

			“I will be heard! I will not be silenced! Where is he? Renaud! Renaud?” Her voice cracked. Even afraid, Violet felt a pang of sympathy; she recognized herself in this person, with her jittery eyes, her pallor, the tight, sideways purse of her lips, as if they were tired of holding back secrets. “But he should be here! I see, I see, it matters not!” She threw off the footmen again, strengthened by a desperation Violet also understood.

			Maggie clutched her; Violet had begun to sway.

			“You! It is you that fetched him away, stole his heart. You that made him false to a loving fiancée of three agonizing years!” Now the woman hurried toward them, toward Violet. She pointed an accusing finger; there were marks on her ungloved hands, and the hem of her dark green frock was torn. Even shabby as she was, there was no denying her good looks—an upturned, elfin nose, full lips, a pointed chin, and thick waves of black hair, all of it so like Violet’s own appearance. “Look at my face!” she screamed, finally caught and held by the footmen, who gathered her close and tried to force her toward the archway. “Do not forget it! I hope it haunts you, you…you…thief of hearts! You will never have him, Miss Arden! Whatever his promises, whatever his lies, you will not have him. Let the whole world know your secret: that you are but liars in love! Renaud Moncelle belongs to me!” She tossed and bucked against the footmen. “Unhand me! That hurts, stop! Stop it this instant!”

			But she was carried away, kicking and screaming, her final, broken shriek striking Violet like a well-aimed shot. The whispers thickened like portending clouds, her own name sizzling on a dozen tongues, flickers of lightning, Aunt Eliza’s shocked gasp the sizzle before the total unleashing.

			Now everyone knew her secret.

			Not like this, she thought. Not like this.

			Violet managed to stay upright, shielded by the bodies of her sisters as she retreated to the one place that felt safe—her favorite painting, the one of fruits that Winny had been so enamored with. Everything else in the vicinity turned—the wine in her own stomach churned violently, and the light from the chandeliers hanging overhead crackled, then dimmed.

			“Vicious speculation! Who could take the word of a complete stranger? Well! Well! To think! That man will never be welcome in this house again!” She could hear Aunt Eliza’s voice above the crowd. Already, she was trying to spin the evening into something less embarrassing. If Aunt Eliza could not save face, she would invent a new one out of whole cloth.

			Maggie fanned her. “Can you hear us? Violet? Violet? Oh, Winny, get her some punch, she’s faint!”

			Violet perceived them just fine. Two men stood near them, insensible of or uninterested in the drama that had played out. Violet could see only the backs of their heads; the man closest to her, just behind Maggie, was tall and imposing, adjusting a pair of spectacles and inspecting her painting at various distances with the air of a person who lived to espouse an opinion.

			“This is practically that,” he muttered with utter disdain. “Derivative and silly,” he added in a cold undertone. “And for no one.”

			Then, he and his companion were gone, winding through the whispering and gossiping as if impervious, upright ships slicing through a gathering storm. Violet stared at the man, watching him go with laughter spilling out of her. And so what if her work was just like Renaud’s? He had taught her to love art. He had taught her to love…

			And wasn’t that love? To be perfectly entangled. Indistinguishable.

			“I loved him,” Violet said, hiccupping. Maggie fanned her again and then held her.

			“I know, sweetling.”

			“I should have told you…”

			“You tried, didn’t you? We should take you away from here, Violet.”

			“Yes, everyone is staring,” Violet whispered. This was to be her debut. Her triumph. She and Renaud would show London their beautiful paintings and their love. Maggie lifted her up, and Winny appeared, and together Violet’s sisters helped her toward the library and the stairs in the hall beyond, carrying her away from the erupting scandal. “If only I could speak to him; there must be some reason, some…something.”

			Maggie and Winny brought her to the stairs, and Violet climbed them on all fours, realizing she couldn’t feel her hands or feet.

			“I don’t think that will be possible,” Maggie told her.

			“No,” said Violet, heartbroken, insulted, and ill. “No, I suspect I will never speak to Renaud Moncelle again.”
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				Crowns in my purse I have and goods at home,

				And so am come abroad to see the world.

				The Taming of the Shrew—Act 1, Scene 2

			

			September

			Alasdair Kerr had been considering going home for years; he lacked only the necessary inducement to finally get on with it.

			Ah, he thought. And here it is, with the accuracy of Atalanta’s bow.

			He watched the room fall to Julianna within heartbeats of her entrance. The late afternoon sun swarmed to her with almost religious fervor, cradling her and brightening her reddish-gold hair until it burned. A dozen or so others had gathered in Robert Daly’s overthought hall, but they may as well have been phantoms beside her earthly beauty. Even slight, even delicate though she was, there was a weight to her steps that reminded him of a marble statue. With her pure simplicity, she made the room—grand enough for a prince but furnished by a festooning pretender—seem even more unpleasant.

			Julianna was there for the same reason he was—a promise of hidden treasure.

			Her eye for art was perhaps even more developed than his, which was why she noticed the small table and raced toward it before realizing Alasdair was already there, silently staking his claim.

			“You’re still in London,” she said, her mouth rounding with genuine surprise.

			“Hello again, Julianna.”

			She curtsied, and he bowed, though the drift of her hair and clothes through the air filled the space around them with her dizzying scent. His expression crusted with ice. Tucking his hands behind his back, he kept his attention firmly on the tiny painted table.

			“I thought you would be in the country by now,” she said, airy. Was that annoyance he detected or regret? Whatever it was, he felt it, too. All of it and more, pain and frustration and rage, though he wouldn’t let her see it. The only satisfaction to be had now was in flatly denying her. His time. His attention.

			His anger.

			“And you in Vienna,” he observed. “Yet, here you are.”

			“Here we are. Unless everything is to be my fault.”

			Alasdair’s nostrils flared. Across the garish, terrible chamber, Robert Daly bayed with laughter. He was holding court, fiendish and smug about the gathering and what was on offer; Daly, no doubt leveraging his friendship with the Duke of Kent, had managed to commission George Dawe. That painting wasn’t for auction today, but it was becoming clear this whole affair was really meant to be about everyone congratulating him over the piece. Alasdair fussed with his spectacles and fumed over the table, pretending not to be jealous; Dawe was about to go abroad, and nobody knew when he would return to England and make himself available.

			“Here we are,” he echoed, ignoring the needling other bit. “For the table.”

			“The table,” Julianna agreed with a wistful sigh.

			It was a darling object. The artist who had decorated it was obscure, but there was no denying their command of light and shadow. Clusters of purplish-blue bilberries hid in the enameled corners, so ripe and fresh, the details so expertly plucked out with hints of carmine and grayish green that they looked real enough to pick up and eat. Curling sprigs of forget-me-nots and violets flirted along the edges. It was a relief to have found it; he had been all over various auctions and private exhibitions that summer, but none of them produced. He had very nearly been tempted by a few amateur studies, but then the evening had taken a strange turn, and his view of the work had soured. But this table! A relief. And it was just the sort of furniture his mother would adore having in her piano room—their piano room—when the family home was rebuilt and all was back in its right place.

			He had always wondered what his mother might make of Julianna, his sometime paramour, but now it was clear he would never find out. Perhaps it was for the best; Lady Edith Kerr preferred demure, pious women, as evidenced by the many she had placed in front of Alasdair in the hope he would marry one.

			Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed Julianna arch a fine brow in his direction.

			“You really want it, don’t you?” she asked, drawing out the word want in such a manner that Alasdair almost flinched at the indecency. When they were still courting, that sort of thing would have driven him mad. “You can just say it, you know. I wish you would say it. In fact, if you do, I won’t fight you for it.”

			“I’ll outbid you,” Alasdair told her flatly, his face maintaining its cold mask.

			He chanced looking at her and found the sight of her luminosity unexpectedly sickening, like a cream puff crammed in the mouth after one was already stuffed from dinner. She was too much now that he had diminished to so little. Withered. I’ve withered. And yes, it’s all your bloody fault.

			Her golden eyes sparkled with emotion, sadness or pity that came too late. When she frothed up like this, her Bavarian accent thickened her words. “But you wouldn’t have to. You could have the table for a song. Nobody else is interested; they just want to see the Dawe, of course. I am your sole competition, but not if you simply tell me how much you want to have it.”

			Julianna stared at him for a long moment, silently imploring. He would have the table. When he desired a thing, he got it.

			Well, except Julianna.

			Even after destroying his hopes, here she stood, demanding things he couldn’t give.

			His mouth became a fissure in the frosted stone of his face.

			“No.”

			Julianna stepped away from him, her right hand fluttering nervously over her exposed neck. All of her was ethereally pretty, but her neck was perhaps her most alluring feature. He could have just let her have the table, but now pride was involved. Julianna blinked once, very slowly, then let her hands fall together in a soft loop.

			“I don’t know why I expected anything else,” she said, then drifted away from him and back toward her brother, Elias, with whom she had arrived. The pair approached Robert Daly, probably to discuss the table. Behind him, centered between two tall windows, was the Dawe portrait everyone was whispering about. It was an enviably adroit painting of Robert’s wife, the reds so bold they looked like smears of blood over Robert’s shoulder.

			Alasdair had met Robert at Cambridge; Robert was affable if domineering then, but a social lighthouse to Alasdair’s floundering skiff. He had even been the connection that gave Alasdair entry into the Tenebris Circle, an outrageously exclusive club of art afficionados who sold rare pieces only to one another. Now, between the noise and the boastful Dawe, he was just domineering. Had they been similar once? Perhaps. But now their differences couldn’t be more evident; Robert needed all eyes on him whenever possible, while Alasdair vastly preferred solitude. Alasdair liked a good, solid home; Robert wanted to live inside Parisian mille-feuille.

			Even the rising portraitist Sir Thomas Lawrence was there that day, dowdy and balding but doing his best, suffering through Robert’s speeches with a pained expression, one that Alasdair was certain matched his own. Alasdair looked around the hall with glacial impassivity, discovering he felt nothing for anyone in the room, including—increasingly—himself.

			Then, he glanced down at the charming painted table, itself a sort of beacon.

			I must go home. I must rebuild Clafton.

			He waited until Julianna and her brother had concluded their conversation with Robert; she gestured back toward the table, spoke more to Robert, then made a hasty exit afterward. The room seemed lighter after she had gone, though less lively. Other women, wives mostly, had sacrificed their afternoons to come. They hovered by the windows farthest from the Dawe melee, dreaming of places other than Robert Daly’s raffish hall. He approached Robert as one might an aggravated hornet’s nest: slow steps, vigilant eyes, waiting for the crucial moment when the man stopped to draw breath.

			Alasdair politely intervened, offering his respects to Sir Thomas before pulling Robert aside.

			“That table in the corner…”

			“I knew you would want it,” said Robert, smirking. He had immense hair, copiously piled, and was sharply dressed, as any true Brummell devotee. When they had both taken up river swimming at Cambridge, it had slimmed Robert down fashionably but managed to somehow make Alasdair bigger and broader. Robert’s watery blue eyes flashed. “Your lady wants it also. What am I to do?”

			“Please. She isn’t mine,” Alasdair replied, gruff. “But I will have the table.”

			“Miss Holzer has already named a price, though you’ll have no trouble matching it.”

			“I thought she would stay longer,” said Alasdair, frowning.

			“Thought or hoped? She isn’t some uncivilized beast, Alasdair. She wouldn’t dare be seen aggressively bidding, nor aggressively doing anything. She made a polite bid, feel free to recklessly exceed it. Afterward, gift the table to Miss Holzer. That ought to impress her.”

			Maybe Julianna ought to do more things passionately, and perhaps that was the bridge that was missing between them. “I told you—she isn’t mine.”

			Robert lowered his head and clucked his tongue, uncannily like Alasdair’s own mother. “My good fellow, you ought to have both. A pretty wife to stand beside a pretty table, isn’t that just what every man requires?”

			“Two hundred,” said Alasdair.

			Robert’s eyes widened. “Pounds?”

			Too loud. The guests swarming the portrait of Robert’s wife recoiled while Alasdair flinched.

			“Just wrap it carefully, it must survive the trip to Clafton in one piece.”

			He turned to go, and Robert called after him, laughing playfully. Mocking him, maybe. Alasdair stiffened, plunged inside himself, and lengthened his already lengthy stride. “Is that where you’re off to, then? To brood across the countryside?”

			“Home,” Alasdair told him shortly. “I’m going home.”

			

			—

			The road to Warwickshire was long and muddy, but Alasdair had always been a confident rider invigorated by exercise and country views. Going home was perhaps easier said than done; back in the county of his origin, he passed the little church at Cray Arches and the inn, taking the northerly road that sliced through a forest of silver birch. There was a small path that ran alongside and eventually veered west, which met up with a lane that led to the Richmond property. Trotting through the birch, he came upon a narrow little bridge, one that had featured prominently in his childhood adventures. He smiled at the memories of two boys spending forever afternoons on that bridge, kicking off their shoes to let their toes cool in the water, then popping up onto the boards and demanding tolls from passersby, who humored the lads with a farthing or two.

			He urged his horse faster down the road. The bridge of his nose itched, sweat gathering there beneath his spectacles. The birch gave way to yet denser forest, a woodland sprawl thickened with beech and hawthorn. He didn’t look too hard, knowing that somewhere beyond that beauty lay a wound etched into the landscape. Another mile along and the road split, the left fork leading to Sampson Park, a place that was his but that he only ever considered as belonging to his mother.

			Some distant farm had been burning its leaves, for a gust of smoky wind traveled down the road at him, enfolding him, making his eyes water until he shook it off. He turned his shoulder against the watchful west, the site of his last joyful days. Clafton had once risen like a gray spike from the hillside, towering above the wood, but now, destroyed, it was no more than a suggestion of what had once been.

			He’d left one day for Cambridge, a tender and cheerful nineteen, and returned to a smoldering ruin and the burden of burying his father. The fire might have killed him, too, had he been at home, for it chewed most ferociously through the west wing, where his father’s libraries and study were, and where Alasdair had slept as a boy. The smoke-tipped wind came again, insistent, and, succumbing, Alasdair breathed it in, letting it cover him like a shroud.

			And so, he came to Sampson Park, while only ever thinking of his true home, Clafton, and the fire that claimed it.

			The two buildings couldn’t be more dissimilar. The road carried on west across the hills just as the forest dropped away. Alasdair urged his horse down a pebbly path that curled east, guarded by iron gates with a scrolled top, and those firmly shut. There was nobody there minding the entrance to Sampson Park, so Alasdair slid down and opened the gates himself, then led his horse on foot, shaking out the cramp of so long a ride. Red, papery wild cherry trees had been planted at intervals along the well-manicured drive. Looking at them now, he could all but taste the bursting cherry brandy their cook would make with the summer crop, and he wondered if there was any left for him in the kitchen.

			With his inebriate little brother, Freddie, at home, likely not.

			Ahead, Sampson announced itself with all the subtlety of a peacock flouncing in a pleasure garden. It was a pale, Palladian confection built a hundred years ago by a successful London merchant who had been all too eager to sell it on after nearly bankrupting himself constructing the thing. The gardens were luxurious, though nobody ever seemed to use them. The drive split to circle a grass lawn, a lonely wind scattering leaves across the façade. It seemed a place that ought to be lively, filled with the laughing Robert Dalys of the world, but instead it was quiet, withdrawn, a great stone lady in hiding.

			Or in mourning.

			Maybe the quiet would soothe him, wipe the smell of smoke from his nose and mouth, bring him back to a necessary calm. He could imagine inviting the builder to Sampson, where they could sit together in the cold light and sip cherry brandy. They would nod over the plans while his mother was tucked away in another part of the house. Sampson Park was so spacious that they need not stumble over each other. He had just come around to the idea of all that heavenly peace when he heard the raised voices inside. They spilled out as a footman met him at the door, louder as the disagreement echoed through the cavernous front hall.

			Alasdair handed over his hat and gloves, marching through the house to the sitting room that overlooked the back gardens. The doors there were propped open, the bonfire wind from the road blowing inside, and his brother, Freddie, was there mid-step. Or at least he was until a book of sermons sailed by his head, thunking off a statuary with one arm.

			“There is certainly no need for that!” Freddie was whimpering, shielding his head against further projectiles. His younger brother was almost Alasdair in miniature—several inches shorter, but with the same golden eyes and thick, waving brown hair. Freddie favored their mother more, mirroring her slight proportions and narrow chin.

			“On the contrary!” Their mother was not in robust health and hadn’t been since the fire. The physicians they brought to the house said she had taken on too much smoke, permanently damaging her body and imbuing her with visible frailty. She still sat by the overbearing carved Stanton fireplace, the book of sermons she had thrown taken from a stack on a table beside her chair. “We must always guard ourselves against deceit, is that not so, Mr. Danforth?”

			Lady Edith hoisted another book, preparing to throw it, but Mr. Danforth, her constant companion and ever-consulted clergyman, deftly tugged it out of her grasp.

			“Alasdair!” Freddie shouted, bounding into the house and racing over to him with a growing smile. “Thank God, you’re here.”

			He could tell from the flurry of staff on the periphery of his vision that they were alarmed by both Lady Edith’s outburst and Alasdair’s arrival. His mother’s eyes widened below the frilly edges of her cap. “But were you expected?” she seemed to ask herself first, then Mr. Danforth. “Are we expecting him?”

			“I wrote,” said Alasdair.

			“He did,” Mr. Danforth confirmed. He was of a similar age to Alasdair, dressed in neat and sober black, and by far the comeliest clergyman in the county. There was a decided slipperiness to Danforth’s smile that never settled well with Alasdair. “Remember, Lady Edith, his room was to be made ready, and his wardrobe aired out. You gave the instruction yourself just last week.”

			Lady Edith frowned, puzzled, then relaxed into a grin and beckoned Alasdair forward. “Then, it is a blessing. There was joy in the learning it from your letter, and joy now in the remembering! You must forgive an old woman’s memory…”

			“There is nothing to forgive,” Alasdair assured her. He went to her and received her greeting, which was a light pat on his hand while he bowed. They had never been an affectionate bunch. “I do wonder, however, what I have stumbled upon.” He swiveled toward his brother, who seemed poised to run back outside if necessary. “Would anyone care to provide an explanation?”

			“Frederick has always been defiant and unruly, but now he has simply gone too far,” said Lady Edith. She took another book from the pile, and this time Alasdair intervened to take it. “No! He should be punished.”

			Beside him, Mr. Danforth made a soft, strangled sound.

			“For what, exactly?” Alasdair asked.

			“For a passing comment. I said only that Miss Emilia Graddock looks well these days,” Freddie supplied, eyes fixed to the carpet.

			“And that you had been to Pressmore to see her!” Lady Edith croaked, receding into a mound of heavy blankets. “She is a Richmond in everything but name! You have been coming and going, coming and going, and now I know it was to skulk away and see that girl in secret.” She craned her neck to look up at Alasdair, then reached for his hand, her papery skin hot from the blazing fire at their backs. “You are home. Oh, thank God, thank God, you are home. Will you speak to him? He is profligate, I say, profligate when you are gone, son, and you are gone all the time.”

			Gone because you begged me to go.

			Alasdair tucked her featherlight hand back onto the chair’s arm, then went to his brother, nodding toward the front of the house. “Come, we will have this all untangled straightaway.”

			“It was only a passing comment,” Freddie mumbled, allowing himself to be led away. They returned to the front hall, then took the wide staircase carpeted in deep blue, ascending to the landing while doors and windows were opened and closed hastily, a soft drumming in distant rooms. “It is a blessing you’ve returned, brother. I say, I am not the wild one at all. It is Mother who has lost her senses, emboldened by that cunning little rat, Danforth.”

			“Mother relies on his constancy,” said Alasdair. “We could have been better sons in Father’s absence, provided more comfort.”

			“How could we?” Freddie squeaked. “You’d need a broadsword to sever them. Besides, neither of us shares her convictions. She may have just tried to cave my head in with A Discourse on Pain, but soon she will be engrossed in it again. She isn’t strong enough to attend church, so it must come to her, and thus, Danforth. We cannot give her what he can.”

			“And maybe that is our failing, too.”

			Freddie shook his head. “You are not the failure here. You have always done exactly as she asked.”

			“What’s this about a Richmond girl?” Alasdair asked. It was just like Freddie to try to worm his way out of confrontation by throwing someone else out onto the road. There was a frenzy of activity in the hall outside Alasdair’s rooms. He watched a stream of sheepish staff hurry by with crates laden with books, folded cloths, and diaries.

			“Danforth’s things,” Freddie said with a sigh. They waited until the rooms were quiet and empty, and Alasdair went inside. It smelled wrong somehow. “He was using your chambers, you know. Mother allowed it. Insisted upon it.”

			“I suppose nothing has been done to prepare for Gordon’s arrival, then.”

			Alasdair crossed to the tall window beside his four-poster bed and urged the casement open; immediately the fire-tipped air blustered inside, and he thought better of it, shutting the window with a thump. Even the cloying ambergris ghost of Danforth’s presence was better than smelling smoke.

			“Gordon?” Freddie shifted out of the doorway, a footman returning with the small number of items Alasdair had packed in his saddlebags.

			“The builder. Does anyone at Sampson speak to one another? I warned of his imminent arrival. The east pavilion was to be made ready for his ease and comfort while Clafton is rebuilt.”

			Freddie’s golden eyes burst with stars. In a few eager steps, he was at Alasdair’s elbow, mouth open, quietly mystified. “You’re really doing it. You’re resurrecting the old beast.”

			Alasdair flinched at his choice of words. “I haven’t been running all over the continent hunting furnishings for the place only to let them rot in a London warehouse. Mother has sent me after enough statuary and art to fill Clafton six times over.”

			“How marvelous! How utterly marvelous! And, of course, I am at your disposal.”

			“Yes, I imagine you are keen to make yourself useful.” Alasdair took advantage of his proximity, grabbing Freddie by the forearm and bringing them nose to nose. “So. The Richmond girl. What has made Mother this agitated? Surely, it was more than a passing comment.”

			The blood drained from his brother’s face. Even through his sleeve, he could feel Freddie go cold. Just as swiftly, red pinpoints gathered in his cheeks. “There is some truth to what she says.”

			“Some?” Alasdair’s grip tightened.

			Freddie winced. “More…m-more than some.”

			“Christ, Freddie, the years march on, yet here you remain, an utter fool.”

			“What!” His brother retreated, hugging his arm to his stomach and perching on the sill. In the early evening light, his brother looked perfectly angelic. Freddie was anything but; the man had left a string of broken hearts across the county, seducing anything with long lashes and a coy smile. Alasdair went to find the brandy he knew would be hidden in the globe near his writing desk. The compartment, however, was empty, filmed with dust, and he groaned.

			“If you only saw her, you would understand.”

			Alasdair snarled, turning and leaning against his desk. “If I saw her, I would ignore her and choose quite literally any other woman in England. Use your head, brother; where the Richmonds are concerned, there is but one rival for Mother’s hatred, and that’s the devil himself.”

			“I know,” Freddie whined, dragging out the words. He continued gazing out the window, though now Alasdair knew it to be deep and pathetic pining.

			“Cut her out of your thoughts,” Alasdair told him, sharp. “What is forbidden is always tempting, but you were given a mind to temper your heart.”

			“Cut her out of my thoughts? I would sooner cut off a limb! Can you not at least try to take my side against Mother’s? She is so dour now, so unhappy; a wedding would cheer us all.”

			“You will please leave your arms and legs where they are and forget this misguided obsession. In time, you will see it for the distraction it is. What’s more, Mother will not be swayed; nothing nourishes a sick mind quite like a grudge.”

			There was one other place Alasdair kept a hidden bottle: a retracting drawer on the top of his desk. He flicked the handle open, hoping for luck, but was confronted with scarcity. Scraps of paper had been left behind there, the beginnings of a Sunday sermon. Alasdair rammed the drawer closed and punched his hands, knuckles down, into the worn surface of the desk.

			“Bloody Danforth,” he spat.

			“And what, pray tell, makes you so qualified to dispense this advice, brother?” Freddie sneered, though there was no malice in it, just desperation. Could it be? Did little Freddie actually care genuinely for a woman? No, it didn’t matter. Anyone associated with the Richmonds was out of the question. “Is a wife soon to follow you here? Has love come for you at last?”

			“No.” An image of Julianna flashed across his mind unbidden. He ground his teeth together until the muscles in his jaw ached. “No, I have returned to rebuild our home. For me, there is Clafton and nothing else.”
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