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Chapter 1





“You’ve gone an alarming shade of russet in the face, Redmond.”


This observation from Mr. Culpepper, Pennyroyal Green’s resident historian, ended a pronounced lull in conversation, which had begun when the door of the Pig & Thistle swung open, admitting a rush of damp air, a rustle of laughter, and three people. One of the people was Miles Redmond’s sister Violet. As Violet was invariably emphatically Violet, she bore watching. Particularly because the person best at goading Violet, his brother Jonathon Redmond, came in the door beside her. The third person…


The third person was responsible for Mile’s russet color.


Miles watched Cynthia Brightly—of all people, Cynthia Brightly—pull at the fingers of her gloves until her hands were free of them, hang up her cloak on a peg near the door, and say something to Violet that caused his sister to tip back her head and laugh merry peals calculated to draw looks.


Every head in the pub drifted helplessly toward the sound the way flowers turn to the sun.


Normally Miles would have rolled his eyes.


Instead he watched, riveted, as Miss Brightly took a general look about the pub: at the table full of laughing Everseas, at Miss Marietta Endicott of Miss Marietta Endicott’s Academy for Young Ladies having supper with what appeared to be two concerned parents and one sullen young lady. At him. Her remarkable blue eyes neither brightened nor darkened in recognition when they brushed his—why would they?—and her faint smile, the aftermath of laughter, remained unaltered. He might well have been the pillar or a hat rack for how seen he’d been.


Whereas the brush of her gaze left Miles buzzing like a struck tuning fork.


What in God’s name was she doing in Sussex? In Pennyroyal Green? With Violet?


“I would have said he’s gone more of a claret,” Culpepper said to Cooke. He threw the words down like a gauntlet. He was irritable this evening, as Cooke had won three chess games in a row, and Culpepper hungered for a controversy, any controversy. If none other was forthcoming, Miles’s complexion would have to do.


The two scholarly gentlemen had known Miles since he’d been born, and they’d been particularly proprietary about him since he returned from his now renowned South Seas expedition two years ago. He’d in fact thrilled them into silence when he confided he was in the midst of planning a much grander return expedition and offered them an opportunity to invest in it.


Which was when the door opened and Miles had apparently changed color.


His bloody sister had a gift for controversy, but he never would have anticipated this.


He found his voice. “I’ve gone claret? Perhaps it’s just that we’re too close to the fire.”


Across from him, two pairs of furry brows dove in skeptical unison. At the Pig & Thistle, Culpepper and Cooke and, by association, Miles, were always close to the fire, as this was where the chessboard lived.


Miles gave what was meant to be an illustrative good-heavens-isn’t-it-warm-in-here tug at his cravat. He was surprised to encounter the hard thump of his pulse in his throat.


This, too, was Cynthia Brightly’s fault.


He dropped his hand flat to the table and stared hard at it, as though he could read in its veins and tendons the reasons for his response. The scientist in him wanted to know precisely what it was he felt about the woman. Strong emotions visited him so seldom—he could hardly blame them, as he was hardly a hospitable host—it was difficult to know whether it was anger or something else.


Certainly anger was a part of it.


He recalled that help was literally at hand. He closed his fingers around his tankard and poured the rest of Ned Hawthorne’s famous dark brew down his throat with long inelegant gulps. It was both cure and courage.


He swiped his mouth with the back of his hand.


“What color am I now?” He asked defiantly.


 


It was, in a way, the fault of his first South Sea expedition that he’d noticed Cynthia Brightly at all.


It happened at a ball. The guest list for the enormous annual Malverney affair ranged in pedigree from Prinny to far less discriminate choices. Miles, as second son of the staggeringly wealthy and influential Isaiah Redmond, wasn’t certain where he fell in the ranking, and didn’t care.


Miles’s ship had docked in England again so recently his complexion was still fading in degrees from tropical brown to a proper English shade of parchment, and had reached the sallow stage. He was still too thin for his large frame; fevers, bad food, and a long ocean voyage did tend to strip flesh from a man. Roasts of beef and Yorkshire puddings were replenishing his.


He’d taken a ragtag crew on a barely seaworthy ship to a swollen, pulsing, fever dream of a land: brilliant flowers the size of parasols tangling with vines thicker around than a man’s arms; snakes as supple and long as the vines themselves; beetles the size of St. Giles rats; ants the length of thumbs. Noisy rainbow-feathered birds and iridescent butterflies the size of Chinese fans spangled the air; dusky-skinned women as entangling as the flora shared his bed at night. Everything was abandoned, moist, outsized and excessive. He learned to move slowly, languidly; he learned he would never be dry or cool, regardless.


Death was as surprising and thickly everywhere as the life, hidden and overt: scuttling through the undergrowth as tiny scorpions, emerging from the trees as a tribe of cannibals with whom he successfully negotiated for his life, as a tenacious fever that nearly killed him anyway.


Miles wasn’t immune to awe, but the strangeness and dangers of Lacao never frightened him. Fear was usually rooted in ignorance, and he’d long ago learned to vanquish ignorance with preternatural patience, and acute observation and tempered-steel determination. And he recognized beauty, but he never exalted it. He understood the purpose of beauty in nature was to attract mates or prey—which, he’d decided dryly after more than two decades of observing his parents, his family, and the ton, was, in fact, its purpose in every society.


And for this reason, he had never, for God’s sake, challenged anyone to a duel, written terrible poetry, climbed balconies (as Colin Eversea had once been rumored to do), or otherwise embarrassed himself over a beautiful woman. Miles quite sensibly and discreetly satisfied his formidable sensual appetites in the arms of the ton’s aristocratic widows, who considered him their best-kept secret.


He would return to England to write the first of what would become a series of books about his adventures. This book would eventually earn him great notoriety, first among scientific circles, which rippled concentrically outward to encompass fashionable circles, until he was avidly sought for lectures and salons and envied by men possessed of less fortitude or who were leg-shackled by wives and broods of children.


This bemused Miles.


He simply couldn’t see his voyage as courageous or mythical when his nature gave him no choice in the matter: he was driven by a simple but quietly ferocious need to know things. Negotiating with cannibals for his life simply seemed a quite logical conclusion to the trajectory he’d been on since he was soundly thrashed for taking apart his father’s gold watch when he was seven years old. He’d had all the tiny glittering pieces laid out before him, analyzed and understood their relationship to one another, and was just about to reassemble it when he’d been caught.


The thrashing did nothing at all to detract from the giddy triumph of finally understanding at last how the bloody thing worked. It was, however, a very important lesson: the quest for discovery was often a dangerous one.


But all of this notoriety was a year away.


For now, he was simply happy to be home again among family, roasts of beef, low uncluttered green landscapes, and discreet, randy aristocratic widows clothed in layers and layers of fabric that could be peeled or coaxed off. He was even happy to attend a ball, and he loathed balls. It just seemed a decidedly, blessedly English thing to do.



But Lacao seemed to be relinquishing him only gradually, the way a dream dissolves into wakefulness. And suddenly, as Lord Albemarle stood at his elbow and pressed him for stories of warm-blooded women of easy virtue, it happened: the heat of the ballroom crush became tropical; the fluttering of silk fans in the hands of women became fronds and butterflies; the rustle of silk and muslin and coats became jungle foliage. His two worlds kaleidoscoped into one.


Which was why he reflexively turned when a flash of iridescence caught his eye. His first thought was: Morpho rhetenor Helena. The extraordinary tropical butterfly with wings of shifting colors: blues, lavenders, greens.


It proved to be a woman’s skirt.


The color was blue, but by the light of the legion of overhead candles, he saw purples and even greens shivering in its weave. A bracelet of pale stones winked around one wrist, a circlet banded her dark head. The chandelier struck little beams from that, too.


She’s altogether too shiny for a woman, he decided, and began to turn away.


Which was when she tipped her face up into the light.


Everything stopped. The beat of his heart, the pump of his lungs, the march of time.


Seconds later, thankfully, it all resumed. Much more violently than previously.


And then absurd notions roman-candled in his mind.


His palms ached to cradle her face—it was a kitten’s face, broad and fair at the brow, stubborn at the chin. She had kitten’s eyes, too: large and a bit tilted and surely they weren’t actually the azure of calm southern seas? Surely he, Miles Redmond, hadn’t entertained such a florid thought? Her eyebrows were wicked: fine, slanted, very dark. Her hair was probably brown, but it was as though he’d never learned the word “brown.”


Burnished. Silk. Copper. Azure. Delicate. Angel. Hallelujah. Suddenly these were the only words he knew.


He stared. She didn’t notice. Nor did anyone else, such was the crowded ballroom and Mile’s lifelong ability, despite his considerable height, to be more scenery than seen when he chose.


Moments later this grave female disturbance to his peace of mind was swept by the gentle tide of her friends into the ballroom proper and lost to his gaze.


So it wasn’t just a mere poetically excessive expression after all: a woman could literally take one’s breath away. Apart from the four intimate, athletic rounds he’d gone two nights earlier with Lady Dovecote—who was at this moment signaling a subtle but unmistakable suggestion to him with her fan on his peripheral vision—no woman had ever before left him breathless.


Miles ignored Lady Dovecote. He remained pointed toward where the woman had last been, like a compass needle quivering toward north.


“Who is the girl in blue?” He took pains to sound a mere quarter turn past bored. He directed this question to Lord Albermarle.


Albemarle was foxed and garrulous and pleased to be able to enlighten Miles. “Oh! That would be Miss Cynthia Brightly. She’s a bit fast, so I’ve heard, and it’s no doubt ungentlemanly of me to say it, but there you have it. The belle of the season, and it would be duller for lack of her, though there’s Violet this year, thank God, and God save us, my apologies, Redmond. Please don’t call me out over your sister. Miss Brightly has no fortune and no family, one hears, but she has…everything else…as you can see, and it is quite fashionable to be in love with her.”


Ah. So this phenomenon had already been discovered. The scientist in Miles was displeased.


“Care for an introduction?” Albermarle concluded. “My sister can probab—”


But Miles had already vanished.


He remembered that passage through the ballroom now. He’d no doubt been acquainted with most of the people he brushed past, but so focused was he on his objective that he was incapable of recognizing any of them. He smiled very slightly all the way through that silk and muslin jungle as though his smile was a passport, a lantern, an apology for the fact that his elegant English manners were only now returning to him along with his English complexion, in degrees.


All the while some internal blacksmith took great clanging strokes at his heart.


At last he saw again that flash of iridescence—surely that dress was fashioned of fairy wings? He was too enthralled to be appalled at his own metaphor. Perhaps one thought in geysers of clichés when one fell in love.


His pace slowed. Was this extraordinary confluence of reactions love?


It wasn’t entirely pleasant, if so, he mused. But it was definitely interesting, and Miles appreciated “interesting” more than nearly anything else in the world.


He was close enough now to see that her profile was designed to do dramatic things to hearts: stop them, steal them, break them. Her bottom lip—a pillowy, pale pink curve—inspired decidedly earthier thoughts, all of which communicated with immediacy to his groin. Her complexion was burnished in chandelier light and flushed from the heat; a few streamers of hair trailed from her coiffure, specifically, it seemed, to draw attention to her long, long neck and the bosom creamily, philanthropically displayed by her daringly low neckline.


And then he heard her voice. He would never forget that first sound of it: lilting, feminine, surprisingly mature and confident. She’d lowered it; the woman she stood near—a Miss Liza Standshaw, Miles thought—had looped a familiar hand through her arm and leaned her head into Cynthia Brightly’s: the better to hear secrets.


Unfortunately, he had remarkably good hearing.


“Lord Finley has thirty thousand pounds a year and golden hair, but his mama is a harridan. Still, such a small price to pay for thirty thousand pounds, don’t you think, Liza? He’s a bit dissolute but quite a lively dancer. He’s claimed two of mine already—waltzes! The Earl of Borland has a wen, but it’s something a girl can overlook given the title and the money and the various castles, don’t you think? And Mr. Lyon Redmond is exceptionally handsome and wealthy, isn’t he? The Redmond fortune puts that of Croesus to shame, or so I’ve heard. I’ve heard he’s eyes only for Miss Olivia Eversea, quite moony over her, in fact, but the families are about as cozy as the Montagues and Capulets, and I’m certain their papas will never allow a match, so let’s do put him on the list. I shall want an introduction.”


“Miss Olivia Eversea will be no match for you, Cynthia,” her friend maintained stoutly. “We shall get you that introduction. There’s Mr. Miles Redmond here tonight. The second Redmond son. He’s eligible, too. Will you want an introduction?”


“Mr. Miles Redmond…Miles Redmond…Oh! The towering dark chap with the spectacles?” she sounded aghast. “He does whatnot with insects, does he not? Lud, Liza, are you mad?” Cynthia Brightly gave her friend a playful rap on the arm with her fan. “Why should I settle for a dour second son when I could have an actual heir? Or an earl?”


They giggled. A sound as musical and icy as the spring thaw.


Miles backed away smoothly, unnoticed. One step. Two steps. Three steps.


Until he bumped gently against a short pillar supporting a Grecian-style sculpture: Hercules, he noted. Doing something heroic with or to a lion.


For a moment he unconsciously mimicked the statue’s absolute stillness.


The shock, when it arrived, was unnatural and nasty: as though a butterfly had landed on his wrist only to sink fangs into it.


It gave way moments later to a distant sort of amusement. He’d been a simpleton about women, really. Somehow he’d never dreamed such a coldly mercantile heart could beat inside so delicate a breast. He was impressed and unnerved and fascinated and, in a peculiar way, grateful; from that moment on, he saw every woman anew, sought evidence in their eyes of the tick of their minds, danced with them as if holding little grenades. They all became much more interesting for what he suspected they didn’t say to him than for what they did say.


Only later would he realize that the tectonic plates of his pride had shifted that day. The rumble in his character was low and deep, but he was permanently changed:


Miles Redmond did not like being dismissed.


 


Last year, if anyone had told Cynthia Brightly she would actually be grateful to spend part of a Saturday evening in the country in a drinking establishment named for a farm animal and a weed, she would have laughed hard enough to snap her stays. At the very least, she would give the person in question a gentle pat and suggest they might like to make the cup of ratafia in their hand their last one for the evening. Because last year, all of her evenings had involved an excess of everything, ratafia included.


She’d always had more luck than her fair share of luck. And luck this time had appeared in the unlikely friendship of Violet Redmond: beautiful, charming, restless, and surprisingly unsentimental, Violet possessed a gift for creating mayhem at unpredictable intervals—a gift Cynthia rather admired, as she herself was no stranger to mischief. Violet had once threatened to cast herself into a well over a disagreement with a suitor, and she’d gotten one leg over the edge before she was pulled back by the elbows. She’d allegedly once challenged a gentleman to a duel. The great majority of the time her manners were exquisite, and though she’d made it clear that she hadn’t yet met the man she could conceive of marrying, it didn’t prevent her from encouraging London bloods to jockey for her attention.


So when the rest of the ton had dropped Cynthia with teeth-jarring finality, unsurprisingly, Violet had invited her to her family’s home in Sussex for a fortnight’s house party.


Cynthia was certain the invitation represented two parts friendship and two parts mischief, but she was in no position to care, and had every intention of making the most of it.


Her instinct for gaiety instantly located the table in the pub containing Everseas: two dazzlingly handsome men, one of them, Colin, infamous and newly wed—so newly the broadsheets were still agog about it—the other, judging from the way he was listing a bit in his seat, well into in his cups. A sleek black-haired woman—Colin Eversea’s wife?—smiled at a slim girl who paused by the Everseas’ empty plates and tankards and gathered them up in that deft many-armed way barmaids seem to possess. The girl conspicuously did not smile in return.


And then Cynthia watched the girl slip behind the bar, where an older man gave her braid a tweak and handed her a broom once her hands were empty again. He earned a smile. And his smile was the same size and shape and brightness as hers. Father and daughter. Cynthia turned her head away, suddenly feeling immersed in families. It was like a language she’d never learned, for she had no family at all.


“The Hawthornes,” Violet told her, seeing the direction of her gaze. “Ned and his daughter Polly. The Hawthorne family has owned the Pig & Thistle for nigh on centuries now.” She pretended she hadn’t seen the Everseas, and ignored the ironic hand lifted in greeting by Colin and slapped down by his brother.


Violet steered Cynthia away from the implied delights of Everseas to a much less promising table. At this sat three men: two older men, between them a chessboard with black and ivory pieces neatly rowed, and a younger man—large, dark, dour, bespectacled.


Ah, yes, of course. Violet’s older brother. Mr. Miles Redmond.


He’s…something to do with insects, Cynthia recalled vaguely.


 


Miles watched his sister inexorably approach with Miss Brightly, and was motionless again.


He’d never seen Cynthia again after that night, and naturally had never said a thing about what he overheard. But that season she was ever a feature of gleeful ton gossip, always in the ceaseless ambient conversation in clubs and salons: he heard of reckless, predawn phaeton races, the triumphant winner earning all of Miss Brightly’s waltzes at Lady Murcheston’s seasonal do; about the volumes of terrible poetry written on the subject of her complexion and her eyes; and oh, the wagers—whimsical and desperate and inflammatory wagers that allegedly caused men to come to blows—recorded in the betting books at White’s concerning who would finally win her hand.


In short, many, many men had foundered on the iceberg of Miss Cynthia Brightly’s heart.


And she encouraged all of it, or so it was whispered, half in censure, half in awe.


He’d been drinking at White’s the day he’d learned of her engagement to the Earl of Courtland’s enormously wealthy heir. Nearly two years ago now. And though the news had nothing at all to do with him, it had knelled peculiarly. He’d gone still, puzzled and heavy.


And then, ever the gentleman, ever quick to do the right and gracious thing, Miles had joined everyone in drinking to Courtland’s good fortune. He’d continued drinking all night long, in an attempt to fill that peculiar resounding emptiness, but ever pragmatic, had given up before they needed to carry him out of White’s.


 


Violet and Miss Brightly were upon them now. He saw his sister drop a familiar hand on Miss Brightly’s wrist. He stared at Violet’s hand. He still couldn’t seem to resume thinking clearly, and normally thoughts poured through him the way his blood did: ceaselessly.


Though it seemed he could stand: his breeding was tugging him to his feet. They all stood: he and Mr. Cooke and Mr. Culpepper.


He didn’t yet look directly at Miss Brightly. He did manage to send a speaking look at his intractable sister.



“I can’t lie to you when you look at me like that, Miles,” Violet had once complained. “It’s like looking at my own conscience.”


He’d laughed. He had a good laugh, and his siblings liked to make him do it.


But he was very nearly the only person on the planet who could make Violet rue something. His father indulged her, and she loved and feared him; Lyon had spoiled her, and she had worshipped him; Jonathan goaded her, her mother despaired of her. Miles was the one who watched over her.


Watching over the things he cared about was his particular talent.


The mischief in Violet’s eyes faltered a bit.


Ah, that was better.


“Good evening, gentlemen,” she said prettily and a trifle less spiritedly than she might have before Miles fixed her with a disciplinary stare. “I should like to introduce you to my dear friend, Miss Cynthia Brightly.”


Miles refrained from snorting at the “dear.”


The admiration on the faces of the two old chess foes was unabashed and touching. They were fond of Violet—they’d known her since she was a baby, and loved hearing of her exploits—but Miss Brightly was new. They gazed at her with wordless delight for a moment before offering a pair of courtly bows and polite greetings to both young ladies.


Miles thought dryly: beauty confers a sort of royalty; it commands reflexive obeisance; it inspires awe and resentment and obsequiousness all at once. Everyone wants a role at its court, regardless of how we feel about its bearer. But she isn’t a true beauty, he told himself. Her eyes were too large, her lips too full. Her face not an oval.


Unfortunately, analysis failed to vanquish whatever was happening to his body.



Because it was required of him, he, too, finally bowed over Miss Brightly’s hand.


When he was upright again it struck him again how odd it was that he didn’t so much see as feel her: like a brush against the short hairs at the back of his neck, like a hot breath in his ear, as a low hum in his solar plexus, as a knot in his throat. His skin felt singed.


They regarded each other. She betrayed almost no recognition. But he felt it, almost as though it spun from her to wind him in a cocoon: that indefinable thing known as charm.


He understood at once he was the deliberate object of it. He was a man, but he was hardly a fool. If Cynthia Brightly was in Sussex, in Pennyroyal Green, in the country, without a husband or a fiancé…


Something untimely must have happened in London.


His realization must have done something cynical to his eyes, for something uncertain subtly shadowed hers.


He reminded himself that he genuinely did not like her. The realization restored his breathing and senses to something resembling normal. And he was a Redmond, after all: his manners were as fine as cognac, as instinctive as breathing. He would say something innocuous and polite now.


“I must leave,” he said, and turned and did just that.


Four mouths dropped into O’s behind him.


Miles was just as surprised as everyone else. He felt a peculiar sense of vertigo, as though he’d given a push on a pendulum and it had swung instead right at him and knocked him flat.


But he never paused as he deliberately wended his way through the drinkers and diners at the Pig & Thistle. He passed his youngest brother, Jonathon, who had lingered near the bar. Jonathon had said something to Polly Hawthorne to make her giggle, which was a good sound, as Polly Hawthorne, like nearly every women in Pennyroyal Green between the ages of seventeen and eighty, had been in love with Colin Eversea and was taking the matter of his marriage rather personally. She was at an age where everything was taken rather personally. She’d taken to sending dark, wounded looks at Colin Eversea’s wife, Miles had noticed.


Apparently, Polly wasn’t pulling Jonathan’s ale fast enough to suit him, because he was patting the bar with an impatient hand. And then he turned, and something he saw in Miles’s face made him raise his brows comically high in a question.


Why? Miles asked, with a curt gesture of his chin at Miss Brightly as he took his greatcoat from the peg near the door.


He hesitated when he saw her cape hanging there. It was an ordinary cape—gray wool, clearly not new—but it seemed imbued with a peculiar charisma.


He stared at it. He frowned darkly.


Jonathan, being a man, understood the gist of Miles’s question. He accepted his ale from Polly and rose it to her in thanks, then took a long noisy draught before answering Miles’. He lowered his voice to do it. “Can’t say for certain why she’s here—Violet don’t know, either, and I escorted the two of them here from London—but I heard there was a duel. ’Twas kept very quiet, as it was the Earl of Courtland’s heir she was engaged to, after all. All I know is the engagement was broken and she seems untouchable in London—heard everyone’s dropped her, but no one seems to know quite why, and I reckon it’s ungentlemanly to discuss it. I certainly haven’t asked. I like her. She’s lively enough company,” he added carelessly. “I warrant Violet lured her here to cause mischief and to have a go at the rich eligible bloods at the party. Have a care, old man! Miss Brightly’s come for you,” he said, cheerfully ghoulish.


Jonathan mimed a fishhook with his forefinger, inserted it in his mouth, tugged it up and bugged his eyes out.


And at this Miles flung the pub door open, let it swing shut to the sound of his brother’s laughter, and plunged into the familiar rolling, soft dark of the Sussex downs.


He was suddenly nostalgic for the somehow more comfortable dangers of a Brazilian jungle.











Chapter 2





When he reached home, Miles handed his hat and walking stick to one of his mother’s expensively liveried footman, and as he stood there over the chessboard-patterned marble, he paused to imagine something: all of the moods and circumstances under which his ancestors must have come through that door—foxed from a night at the Pig & Thistle, giddy or guilty from an assignation, triumphant from battle, perhaps grieving after a funeral held at the town’s little church, or newly married and filled with lust or trepidation. One ancestor had allegedly come home and put a pistol to his head.


This occurred to him because for the first time in his life he had no idea what he was feeling. Mysteries were his lifeblood and nearly an affront: he routinely quietly, ruthlessly, methodically unraveled them.


But he’d never before been a mystery to himself.


He eyed the stairs. He could swiftly take them, instruct his valet to pack a light trunk, and then bolt for London—where he kept rooms—before the rest of the houseguests arrived in the morning. He took two swift decisive steps toward the stairs when the prospect of the imminent arrival of Lady Middlebough slowed him. Lush and brunette, married and bored, discreetly enough connected to learn of his repertoire of skills and the formidable appetite with which he applied them, sophisticated enough to signal her intent to him all but wordlessly at a recent ball, clever enough to secure an invitation to this house party from his mother—the very promise of her held him motionless for an instant. She was precisely the sort of woman he enjoyed.


He hesitated, and his hand slowly, involuntarily, curled, as if in anticipation of wrapping it around Lady Middlebough’s soft white thigh.


This reverie proved to be a grave mistake. It gave his mother, Fanchette Redmond, an opportunity to sweep into the foyer and intercept him with this horrifying bit of news:


“Your father would like to have a conversation with you, Miles, dear.”


He froze. The reverie popped like a soap bubble.


His mother put up her cheek for his kiss, and her son unfroze long enough to dutifully plant one on her soft lilac-scented cheek. And then Fanchette Redmond surprised Miles by kissing him on both cheeks, as though apologizing for the fact that he would have to speak to his father.


Because Miles baffled his father.


Whereas many bored wealthy young men dabbled in the natural sciences, to his father’s utter bemusement, Miles had set out to become an entomologist. “Insects and whatnot,” is how Isaiah Redmond referred to his life’s work. And Miles knew full well that if he hadn’t gone on a long journey involving dangers, privations, fevers, people who allegedly ate other people, and affectionate women who wore nothing for clothing above their waists all day, his father would have thought him less of a man than he ought to be.



And before Lyon disappeared, this hadn’t mattered in the least.


His father had steadfastly refused to present the idea of funding Mile’s next, grander expedition to his formidable investment group, the Mercury Club, for this very reason. But Miles had never once failed to accomplish something he’d set out to do. He’d begun shamelessly rooting out every possible funding source, even resorting to enchanting old Culpepper and Cooke with the idea. Still it was all taking rather longer than he preferred, and desperation—just a hint—encroached.


“He’ll be up to greet you in the library in a moment,” his mother added.


Leaving him to wait was very like Isaiah Redmond, too.


“One other thing, dear. As you know, we’ve a number of guests arriving, but your father and I have been called away to deal with some business on my side of the family, and I fear we must leave first thing in the morning. It involves a will, you see, and money and property, and your father absolutely insists upon seeing to it straight away, as you can imagine. I’ve arranged the seating and the meals and the entertainments and the like. You need only ensure the guests enjoy themselves until we return.”


Miles was speechless. Why, why, why did he suddenly feel as though it would be infinitely preferable to be the guest of hungry cannibals than host of this house party? He had nothing at all against people, per se. He had beautiful manners and a command of every kind of conversation.


“Of course, Mother,” he said calmly. Fooling his mother not at all.


She gave him a pat, not doubtful at all that he would do his duty—unlike, in the end, Lyon, who had allegedly been brought low by love and subsequently vanished.



 


While Miles awaited his father in his father’s study, Cynthia and Jonathan and Violet returned from the Pig & Thistle. Cynthia now stood in the center of the room she’d been assigned, taking the measure of it.


It had been so passionately cleaned and polished that every piece of furniture—the walnut dressing table and matching mirror above it, the wardrobe where Violet’s obliging abigail had tenderly hung Cynthia’s gowns, the tall posts of a bed that could fit three of her across and six of her down—seemed to have its own halo. But no carved acorns or vines decorated the hearth. No friezes enhanced the walls. The legs of the dressing table and bed and chair were unturned rectangles. The carpet possessed no discernible pedigree.


Quite a contrast to the furniture she’d seen downstairs: gilded, delicate, haughty refugees from the French revolution, no doubt purchased cheaply from fleeing aristocrats by an opportunistic Redmond (was there any other kind?) at some point during the last century. The carpets, she knew, were Savonnerie and Aubusson: thick and soft as pelts, colors rich despite their advanced age, fringe luxuriant.


In other words, Mrs. Isaiah Redmond was making an eloquent point by assigning Miss Brightly this room.


Cynthia smiled as though an entire ballroom of guests was watching her at this very moment. If one thing could truthfully be said about her, it was that she was equal to a challenge.


She was startled when one of the curtains began to shimmy; the window was open. And though this room was doubtless one of the smaller ones in the house, it still seemed to take a quarter of an hour just to cross to the window to close it.



Before she did, she hesitated. Then parted the curtains wider to look out.


Millions of stars crowded the Sussex sky, and below it and beyond it was a vast soft dark punctuated by the woolly dark shadows of trees. For a dizzying moment she was a little girl again, shivering between her parents atop a cart in the dead of night grinding over a rutted road to a new home in Little Roxford, leaving behind the noise and crowds of their rooms atop the Jones family in Battersea in London—such a lot of rambunctious boys the Jones’s had. And when London at last gave way to the endless skies and endless dark and ringing silence of countryside, she’d looked up to see a shooting star arcing across the sky.


It had struck Cynthia as odd that an event so startling, so unnervingly beautiful, should also be silent. It was something the entire world could see all at once but would miss if they blinked. And she’d thought at the time a funny thing to call it—a shooting star. It didn’t so much shoot as bolt. As though it had seen an opportunity to escape its place in the firmament and taken it.


Then again, perhaps it had been ejected by its fellow stars, she thought dryly.


She knew a thing or two about bolting from firmaments. And about ejections.


A minute twitch of motion caught her eye: a little spider was shifting in its web in the corner of the window.


Cynthia reared backed in alarm.


The spider reared back in alarm.


Cynthia leaned forward to slide the window closed and then dropped the curtains abruptly. It had been years since she slept in a room where a spider would be allowed to build a home. Since Battersea, and the room above the Jones’s.



She rubbed the fine hairs on the back of her neck, where a bit of fear pricked.


When she was younger, after her parents had gone, she often woke in terror from a dream of falling, falling, falling through an impenetrable blackness. Just like that star. Once awake, she would knot the sheets around her fists as if to anchor herself to the bed, and turn her face into her pillow to stifle her gasps so the vicar and his wife wouldn’t hear them. It wasn’t so much the fear of striking the ground, which is what she’d always halfhoped would happen in the dream. That, at least, would have been an ending—albeit, granted, not of the happy variety. It was the nothingness; it was the not knowing; it was the possibility of flailing alone for eternity.


Cynthia restlessly turned to the mirror. What she saw there cheered her immensely. She was an optimist, after all.


But she’d done something uncharacteristic as a talisman against the flailing: through an acquaintance in Little Roxbury, she’d learned of a certain savage old woman in Northumberland who spent the entirety of her days in a bath chair and was always in need of a companion, as she exhausted the goodwill of companions very rapidly. A Mrs. Mundi-Dickson.


Cynthia had written inquiring about the availability of the position and given the Redmond address. It was an admission that straits were dire, indeed.


The very idea of Mrs. Mundi-Dickson drove her to the wardrobe to restlessly do what had become a habit over the past few weeks: she fished her reticule out and gave it a little shake. It still scarcely clinked. It wasn’t as though her few remaining shillings would mate and create pennies that would grow up to be other shillings when she wasn’t looking, after all. Still, that pathetic jingle—and the fortnight duration of this house party—was all that remained between her and destitution. And Mrs. Mundi-Dickson.


She could, perhaps, parlay those remaining few pounds into more by suggesting a card game among the members of the house party—


No. She was to be good. Testing her luck was how she found herself in this position.


She suddenly realized her palms had gone damp.


She shoved the reticule back into the wardrobe and sat down abruptly to test the bed. Soft. She gave a bounce: no creaks. She peeled back the counterpane and slid a clammy hand underneath: cool, smooth, very fine sheets, ironed by one of the battery of maids she’d seen scurrying for other parts of the house like mice for their holes when she entered with Violet and Jonathan.


She felt more cheerful. As long as such a bed was hers to lie in at night—as long as she was a guest and not an employee, and not, heaven forfend, a mistress—there was hope.


In particular, there was hope in the form of the Redmond heir.


Though admittedly her first encounter with him had been brief, and she’d seen more of his back than his front as he stormed out of the pub. Hardly promising.


Violet had assured her this was an aberration. “Good heavens. I must apologize for my brother, though I believe it would be the first time I have ever apologized for Miles. His manners are usually so beautiful, Cynthia.”


Cynthia had shrugged lightly, and silently regretted deeply he was not an Eversea, which would be have been delightful, or the dashing, proud, center-of-everything oldest Redmond, Lyon, who had done the extraordinary and disappeared a year ago, allegedly out of thwarted love for the most inappropriate woman possible. Leaving dour Miles as the heir.


“He felt unwell,” the older gentleman called Mr. Cooke had volunteered, stoutly defending Miles. “He’d gone a claret shade in the face.” His eyes slid sideways to his friend.


“Russet,” Mr. Culpepper said quietly.


Something had glinted in Miles Redmond’s dark eyes as he stood over Cynthia. It wasn’t just admiration—this she invariably saw in the faces of men, and she most definitely saw it in his. It was something she couldn’t quite identify. Her hand had almost seemed to hum as she took it away from him.


She reflected again upon Miles Redmond’s big, dark, retreating form, threw herself back on that comfortable bed and beamed up at the ceiling. She would have rooms in the family quarters one day, she was certain of it.


Because, really…how much challenge to her charm could that dour, bespectacled man possibly pose?


 


While Miles waited, he gazed out the window into the dark upon a darkened view of the vast Redmond park over-hung with millions of stars, because he preferred that view to the deceptively calm colors of his father’s study: the browns and creams, the velvets, the soft scrolls over the carpet. Little that was actually mild or calm ever took place in this room. It was where Isaiah conducted any meeting he considered of import, such as scathing disciplinary lectures, or where he retreated in order to ponder new ways to build the family’s fortunes ever higher.


Miles turned when he heard his father’s footsteps. Isaiah Redmond: very tall, lean where Miles was broad, still conspicuously handsome in the way that Lyon was. So nearly the twin of Lyon it sometimes startled. Green eyes, clear as gems.


Miles was fond of his father. He even sympathized with his father that he didn’t happen to be Lyon. Not enough to attempt to be anyone other than who he wanted to be, of course.


“Good evening, Father.”


“Good evening, Miles. Your mother may have told you that we must away to Cambridgeshire to see to a property matter concerning the Tarbell side of the family—one of your mother’s cousins left a fortune, no will, and a squabble.”


Miles had no doubt that his father would find a way to neatly, legally, fold the fortune into his own.


“She did. I shall be happy to step in and see that the house party goes smoothly.”


They spoke to each other politely, which was how any Redmond would speak to someone who felt rather like a stranger.


“Very good. I wanted to speak to you of a business proposition, and as time is rather of the essence, I needed to speak to you about it before we departed.”


Miles went still. Isaiah had never wanted to speak to him of a business proposition in his life. And the last proposition Miles had brought to his father—the financing of his extraordinarily expensive second journey to the South Seas—had been met by incredulity and cold dismissal.


“Very well, sir,” Miles said cautiously.


Isaiah strolled over to his polished walnut table, gestured a question with one hand to the brandy decanter. Two crystal glasses so clean they were nearly invisible flanked it. Miles gave his head a shake.


“Have you given any thought to marriage?” His father said this evenly, his back turned, decanter in hand. Expensive brandy gurgled into a glass.



Miles refused to allow his surprise to show. But this was Isaiah Redmond, after all. This was not a casual query.


“A thought or two,” Miles said dryly. “A man does when he reaches my age.” Nearly thirty.


His father turned slowly around, brandy glass cupped in his hand. He hesitated.


“May I ask if you already have a particular bride in mind?”


The hesitation amused Miles. No doubt his father thought visions of bluestockings danced in his second son’s head. Wait—a bluestocking wouldn’t dance. They would march—march with baskets of food hooked over their arms for the poor.


“No. I haven’t a particular bride in mind,” Miles said calmly. “Though I should like her to have a brain in her head, a good family, a fortune, a pretty face.”


A pause that seemed inordinately long ensued. Miles wondered which part of his sentence troubled his father. No doubt the brain part.


“Do you…do you need to be in love?” his father asked grimly, at last.


Miles stopped himself just in time from gaping. He did dig one of his fingernails hard into his palm to prevent laughter. Dear God. He wasn’t to have a conversation with his father about love, was he? He could not imagine anything less bearable. Not scorpion stings, nor overhearing cannibals discussing his fate.


But all at once he recalled that “love”—for Olivia Eversea, that was—was what had allegedly caused Lyon to cast all reason to the wind and disappear, presumed dead or never to return, leaving Isaiah with the far-less-comfortable-for-Isaiah Miles for an heir. Lyon, victim, perhaps, of the unfortunate legendary curse: once per generation, an Eversea and a Redmond were allegedly destined to fall in love with each other.


Doubtless Isaiah wondered if he harbored any similarly fatal romantic flaws.


Suddenly, unbidden and vivid, came the image of a homely gray cloak hanging from a peg in the pub. Miles inhaled sharply.


“Love,” he declared with quiet and absolute conviction, “of the sort you’re suggesting, is absurd. I don’t need love in order to marry.”


Isaiah regarded his second son, the shadow of a frown touching his forehead. His mouth parted, stayed parted briefly. He seemed in a state of indecision about what next to say.


But then he nodded crisply and said, “Very good.” As though this were a meeting of the Mercury Club and the two of them had just put the notion of love to the vote.


“May I ask if you have anyone in particular in mind, sir?” Because now Miles was curious, and knowing his father, Isaiah most certainly did.


“Georgina Mossgate, Lady Rutland, is a lovely girl, and she has been invited to the party.” His father didn’t even pretend to issue this statement casually.


“Hmmph.” The name surprised Miles because he’d known the Mossgates for most of his life. Her father, Rutland, was an avid amateur naturalist and had taken to corresponding with him. But what did he know about Georgina? As a child she’d worn a long braid; as an adult, she invariably wore her pale hair wound into a coil so perfectly symmetrical it reminded him whimsically of a henge. He’d once conversed with her about the ants of Sussex and their habits, about which she knew a surprising amount, and her gray eyes had been soft and attentive and alert, and never once moved from his face. She had a quiet but not retiring way about her, and her bosom—Miles never failed to take note of a bosom—was remarkable. He approved of the way she’d turned into a woman; he’d danced with her more than a few times over the years; she intrigued him not at all.


This struck him, suddenly, as a very peaceful and desirable quality in a wife.


“And as you know, I’ve wanted Rutland as a member of the Mercury Club for years now.”


It took Miles less than a tick of the clock to know precisely where this conversation was heading. The neatness of the solution was exhilarating, brilliant, cynical, and utterly typical of his father.


In short: he and his father would both get what they wanted most.


His heart thumped. He revealed nothing. He simply waited for his father to spell it out.


Isaiah wasted no time. “If you and Georgina were to wed, Rutland will at last consent to become a member of the Mercury Club. And with Rutland’s support and extraordinary resources, I’m convinced it will be a simple and swift enough thing to persuade the group to finance your voyage to…” He frowned faintly.


“Lacao, Father,” Miles said calmly. By now, most people in England knew the name of the place he’d written about so extensively. Not his bloody father, however.


“Yes. Lacao.” His father never asked about the place. Isaiah had always been more comfortable with what to him were the infinitely more compatible and practical sensibilities of Lyon, who had the making of money in his blood. There was money in writing and talking about Lacao, and Miles had become modestly independently wealthy as a result of it. But the making of money had been rather inadvertent and serendipitous and beside the point.



He stayed silent.


“You’re amenable to the match, then?” Isaiah said finally.


“I’m amenable.” He saw no reason to object.


“Very good,” his father said crisply again. “Georgina will be in attendance this fortnight at the invitation of your mother, and was expected to arrive this evening. Your mother has arranged various entertainments for the fortnight, dinners for the neighbors, and dancing, and so forth. So dance with the girl. Talk with her. Make yourself agreeable by—”


Oh, for God’s sake.


“You may be relieved to learn you needn’t tell me how to make myself agreeable to a woman, Father,” he interjected dryly. Or any woman, he didn’t add. But anticipation twinged when he considered making himself agreeable to Lady Middlebough. Georgina was a bit of a complication, but Lady Middlebough’s stay would be brief and she wanted only one thing from him, which should be a simple enough thing to arrange.


His father gave a short placating laugh. “Yes, of course. Forgive me, Miles. It’s simply that your mother and I are invested in ensuring that our children are well and appropriately matched in a way that does credit to the family. We cannot countenance matches of any other kind.”


The faintest, faintest whiff of a warning was contained therein.


The warning was unnecessary. Miles could not imagine an instance in which he would be tempted to make an inappropriate match. Marriage was perhaps the most important business arrangement a man would ever make. He knew by “do credit to the family” Isaiah meant “increase the family fortunes and expand its already outrageous range of influence,” and Miles had no real philosophical objection to this, either.


“I understand your concern, sir,” he said gravely. “And a match with Lady Georgina would be expeditious for all of us, and I hope for Lady Georgina as well. I’m certain we shall manage to suit.”


Isaiah went curiously quiet for another moment. At last he nodded.


“Speaking of concerns, Miles,” his father continued dryly, “I have another of them. Your sister has made the acquaintance of a certain Miss Cynthia Brightly. She has invited said Miss Brightly to our home for a fortnight’s stay.”


It was as though his father had uncorked a bottle containing a genie. Those two words uttered side by side in his voice—“Cynthia” and “Brightly”—brought her so suddenly and vividly into the room that the muscles banding Miles’s stomach tightened in response. He couldn’t breathe to speak.


“Yes?” he at last managed calmly enough,.


His father hesitated. “Word has reached me about Miss Brightly.”


“What sort of word?”


His father produced a humorless smile. “Does it matter?”


No, Miles supposed it did not: “word” reaching one about a young lady was often sufficient warning that the young lady in question was far too interesting. For instance, “word” often reached one about the Everseas, though word had rather reached a crescendo with the recent events surrounding Colin Eversea, and the broadsheets had been rather quieter on the topic of them since then. With the Everseas, however, it was always simply a matter of time.


One did not find Redmonds in the broadsheets. Good and scrupulous breeding, and the judgment his father described, and money for bribing all manner of officials, took care of that.


“And Miss Brightly is…” Miles invited his father to complete the sentence with a list of objections. He was suddenly rabidly curious to hear what his father might know of her, and why she was here. Isaiah Redmond did have a way of knowing things.


“This is all I know so far: she’s far too pretty and charming for someone with no money and no family, very likely ambitious beyond her right to be, surrounded by a cloud of rumor that cannot be substantiated—though I have certainly tried—and in light of this, not at all a suitable companion for Violet or for any of the Redmonds.”


And thus was the only woman who had ever stopped Miles’s breathing summarized and dismissed by his father.


Of course, he knew that his father wasn’t at all wrong about Miss Brightly.


“I imagine Violet wishes to be controversial and has befriended Miss Brightly for this reason,” his father continued, sounding weary and rote as he said this; Violet generally endeavored to be controversial, and managed both to charm and alarm in the process. “What do you know of Miss Cynthia Brightly, Miles?”


I know she makes my thoughts explode into poetry the way butterflies burst from cocoons. And see? It’s already happening. And if we keep discussing her, I’m liable to begin speaking in the sort of metaphors that will embarrass both of us. And have I mentioned that the curve of her bottom lip is perhaps the most carnal thing I have ever, ever in my life—


“I think perhaps an engagement was broken.” He made Cynthia Brightly’s engagement sound like an urn toppled by reckless horseplay. “I find it impolitic to speculate.”



He didn’t mention that he’d seen her once that evening already. He knew his father would approve of the use of the word “impolitic.” Redmonds lived to avoid being impolitic.


“Doubtless your sister knows what happened,” his father said.


“Doubtless.” Though according to Jonathan, Violet did not.


“Regardless, I mention this because, given her choice of guests, I think Violet bears watching during this fortnight. If we must extend our hospitality to Miss Brightly, we shall, but only for the fortnight of this party, not beyond, and undue warmth is probably not necessary.” He added dryly,


Irritation plucked at Miles again: Violet always bore watching, in large part because of the way she’d been indulged by her father.


“Your mother has invited Lady Windermere for a stay,” Isaiah continued, “and Lord and Lady Middlebough, as you know, will also arrive, though I believe his wife will precede him. I’m expecting Milthorpe, who will be disappointed to find me gone, no doubt, and Mr. Goodkind, who wishes to enlist me in a financial partnership. Nevertheless, I do think your sister bears watching.”


“Leave your concerns in my hands, Father.” It was a list of people he knew well.


“Thank you, Miles,” Isaiah said calmly. “I know everything will be well with you in charge. With luck, we’ll return inside a fortnight and enjoy the final evening of the party.”


And Miles almost felt the transfer of responsibility physically.


There was a silence.


“How goes the scientific studies?”


A surprising question from his father, and not an earnest one. He was about to take a sip of the brandy.



“Very well. There is talk of putting me forward as president of the Royal Society when Sir Joseph Banks retires.”


His father’s brandy glass froze halfway up to his mouth.


Isaiah Redmond spoke the language of status. He knew Sir Joseph Banks. Everyone did. Friend of the king. Famed naturalist and adventurer. A learned, respected, influential man.


It was precisely a measure of the respect in which Miles was now held that the notion of his stepping into Sir Banks’s shoes had even been discussed among his colleagues.


Miles learned long ago not to care what his father thought of him, as there was little he could do about it. But the reaction was nevertheless gratifying.


“Very good,” Isaiah said finally, calmly.


Miles simply nodded shortly.


“Good luck with the house party, Miles, and with Georgina.”


It was his dismissal.


“Thank you, Father. Have a safe and prosperous journey.”


Isaiah acknowledged this wryness with a smile. He, for one, had no doubt it would be prosperous.


A footman liveried in bold blue slipped quietly into the room to refill the brandy decanter, and moved to the window to pull closed the sable velvet curtains with gloved hands.


And Miles suddenly saw heart-stopping blue eyes, and the footman’s hands in the velvet became his own hands, lifting a mass of shining sable hair. He was riveted.


Christ. It was like a return of the fever.


He frowned darkly at the footman, whose back was turned.


Then he bowed and left the room quickly, to savor the fact that his dreams had just been handed to him on a shining Redmond platter.
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