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Chapter 1



“He looks like a bored lion lounging amidst a flock of geese. Tolerating the fuss long enough to decide which one of us he intends to snap up in his jaws.”

Miss Violet Redmond peered over the top of her fan at the newly minted Earl of Ardmay and issued this verdict to three people: the lovely blonde Hart sisters, Millicent and Amy, who breathlessly hung on her every word, and to the married Lady Peregrine, who suffered torments when Violet was the center of attention. Which, as the beautiful, legendarily capricious daughter of the wealthy and powerful Mr. Isaiah Redmond, she invariably was.

Which is no doubt why the married Lady Peregrine said, “Jaws, Miss Redmond? La, I’d rather snap him up between my legs.”

The Harts hid gasps and wicked giggles behind their fans.

Violet hid a yawn.

They had taken up a prime viewing position near the ratafia in Lord and Lady Throckmorton’s ballroom. It was a crush, as usual. The Harts hovered near Violet because they wanted to be her. Lady Peregrine hovered near Violet because she wanted to be seen with her. As usual, even in the crush of bodies in the ballroom, Violet was profoundly aware of presences and absences. Her parents, Isaiah and Fanchette Redmond, were here, as was her brother Jonathan. Her best friend, Cynthia, and her brother Miles, who’d lately married, had remained in Pennyroyal Green, Sussex.

Of course, the biggest absence of all was her oldest brother Lyon, the ton’s golden boy and the Redmond heir, who had disappeared a year ago, taking with him the clothes on his back and a little rosewood box he’d owned since he was a boy. A box he’d made himself.

And the reason behind his absence was all too present: Olivia Eversea, eldest daughter of the Everseas of Pennyroyal Green, ancient if civil enemies of the Redmonds, stood across the room, looking slim and pale and earnest in green. Olivia had always been earnest. Fiery, even. Given over to working passionately for causes. She’d even distributed anti-slavery pamphlets in the Pig & Thistle in Pennyroyal Green, to the tolerant bewilderment of the pub’s proprietor, Ned Hawthorne.

Olivia was here, and Lyon was not. Because Olivia had broken Lyon’s heart. And everyone said this fulfilled the curse: an Eversea and a Redmond were destined to fall in love once per generation, with disastrous results.

Violet decided she best stop looking at Olivia lest her gaze scorch a hole in the woman’s gown.

“We mustn’t look as though we are gossiping.” Miss Amy Hart was new enough to the ton to think it ought to be said.

“Of course we must look as though we are gossiping. How else will we keep everyone frightened and intrigued?”

Everyone agreed with vigorous nods, and everyone missed Violet’s irony.

“Why a lion?” Millicent wanted to know. “Why not a bear, or a wildebeest?”

“A wildebeest has hooves, you ninny,” her sister, Amy, corrected wearily. “It’s hardly a romantic creature. Though I’m not convinced he’s a romantic creature, either. The scowl looks as though it might be permanent. They say he’s a savage.” She gave a delighted, theatrical shiver.

“I know why! It’s his hair. It’s…tawny.” Millicent sighed the word.

“Tawny?” Lady Peregrine turned to her in feigned alarm. “Did you actually say tawny, Millicent? Well, I can’t say I didn’t warn you that poetry would make porridge of your brains, and now here you are using a word like tawny and I do believe I heard you use the word gossamer as well just the other night to describe the morning mist—is this not true?”

Millicent hung her head in shamed confirmation.

“My dear, his hair is brown, and he has too much of it. But—of course. I see the problem. You’ve lines here, Millicent”—Lady Peregrine pointed to the flawless corners of her own eyes—“from squinting, I daresay. Perhaps it’s just that you’ve begun to need a quizzing glass to see him clearly?”

They all turned speculative gazes on poor Millicent, whose fingers flew up to pet at those imaginary lines.

“Honestly, do take another look at him—squint if you need to, we shall none of us mind if you do, isn’t that so, ladies? You’ll see that he’s the veriest brute. So uncommonly large. He is American-bred they say. Surely his true parents were a bear and an Indian.”

“Oh, now who’s fanciful?” Millicent was indignant.

“The title is much wasted on him since rumor has it he doesn’t plan to spend time on English soil, but the King does have his whims. What do you think, Violet?”

Violet, who knew the goal of all of this clever talk about the earl was to impress and shock her because everyone knew she was so very difficult to impress and shock, and who was in truth so bored, so bored, so tired of endless balls and parties and everything about them she thought perhaps her internal organs might grind to a halt from lack of stimulation, and the only thing keeping her awake was a keen yet quite impersonal hatred of the women who stood near her, was thinking:

Blue, possibly.

Everything in the ballroom gleamed aggressively. Light from legions of candles and lamps ricocheted off silks and taffeta and jewels and polished brass and marble, creating an obscuring glare. But when the new Earl of Ardmay had glanced toward them his eyes had caught and flicked light like faceted jewels. They must be blue.

“They say he did something heroic to earn the title,” was all she said.

The rumor abided; the specifics, however, remained elusive. The extinct title His Majesty George IV had resurrected, dangled before the Everseas and Redmonds, and then in a stunning about-face, bestowed upon a mysterious and allegedly American-reared, English-born Captain Flint. Doubtless it amused the King to seize an opportunity to keep the powerful Eversea and Redmond families humbled and in check, for it seemed so little else could.

She moved her fan beneath her chin in languid, carefully neutral sweeps. Her sharp-eyed mother, presently engaged in conversation with a sturdy, be-turbaned Lady Windemere, would know instantly if she was fomenting mischief among the bloods who gazed with calf-eyed if wary admiration at her from all corners of the room, hoping for, dreading, an invitation signaled by her fan. The betting books at White’s were filled with wildly hopeful conjectures about what Violet Redmond might do next, because it had been an intolerably long time since Violet had done something epically, deliciously rash, such as threaten to cast herself down a well during an argument with a suitor and then get a leg over before she was pulled back by the elbows, or challenge a man to a duel. Between times her manners were faultless, exquisite, innate, which made the swerving from them all the more invigoratingly shocking.

Only the foolhardy wagered who might finally be a match for her. Many had attempted suit. All had failed. Some had tried and failed spectacularly. To the bloods of the ton, Violet Redmond was El Dorado. And she was terrifying.

The new earl was in truth tall but not uncommonly so, she assessed. A few other men in the room would likely be able to look him evenly in the eye.

But he was large.

And whereas her brother Miles Redmond was large in the manner of, oh, a cliff—he had an indestructible quality yet somehow seemed an integral part of the landscape and could therefore occasionally be overlooked—there was nothing unobtrusive about the Earl of Ardmay. It was difficult to place a finger precisely why. His hands were folded behind his back; one knee was casually bent. Most of the other men in the room struck similar poses while they held conversations. His clothes were beautifully cut and unimaginative, fawn for the trousers, white for the cravat, black for the coat, subtle pewter stripes on the waistcoat.

But his palpable physical confidence, an animal comfort in his own skin, issued a subliminal challenge to all the men present.

Not to mention profoundly disturbed the accepted notion of attractiveness of the assembled ladies.

In short, he was as unsettling as a Trojan horse wheeled into the center of the ballroom. And he most certainly did not belong to the English landscape.

“That scowl…he does look like a savage,” Violet mused. “He ought to try smiling. I wonder if he has all of his teeth. Have any of you been close enough to see?”

It was determined that no one among them had yet seen the earl’s teeth, and that perhaps one of them ought to be dispatched to take a look, or to even dance with him, if this could be arranged.

“I like the scowl. He looks as though he’s squinting into the sun while standing on the prow of a deck with the sea breezes blowing his hair back.” This was Amy Hart, dreamily.

“But bad-tempered men make terrible dancers.” Millicent said this.

Violet couldn’t allow this particular inanity to pass. She turned slowly to stare at Millicent. “For heaven’s sake,” she said, heavily pained.

Millicent looked suitably abashed.

“Oh! Do let me tell what I know about the size of men’s thighs and what it means about their prowess,” Lady Peregrine insisted, as three entire seconds had passed since she’d been the center of attention. And the Harts swiveled their heads toward her and leaned in, because Lady Peregrine, being young and married, knew things they did not.

And on they buzzed, like wasps about rotting fruit, until Violet felt just as somnolent as though a picnic sun truly was beating down on her, and wished herself far away. Not too long ago she’d gone with her brother Jonathan and two friends—Cynthia and Lord Argosy—to have their fortunes told by the Gypsies who camped on the outskirts of Pennyroyal Green. She’d of course been told she would be taking a long trip across the water. And then the Gypsy girl Martha Heron had shouted something nonsensical. A French word. Likely a name. At the time, Violet had greeted all of this with rolled eyes. Martha Heron the Gypsy, it was generally agreed, was both a looby and quite a bit too flirtatious for her own good.

But at the moment Violet conceded a long trip to anywhere away from this ballroom would have suited her.

“Now, for a truly attractive, very refined man, one must look to the earl’s first mate. Have you seen him? Probably a French aristocrat who lost everything in the revolution and forced to serve a savage now, for he’s titled! His name is Lord Lavay.” Lady Peregrine was eager to share superior knowledge of the ton’s newcomers.

Violet jerked her head toward Lady Peregrine and fixed her with a stare so strange and brilliant the color drained from Lady Peregrine’s cheeks.

They all watched Violet with breathless, anticipatory glee.

“S-something on your mind, my dear?” Lady Peregrine managed after a moment. Her breath seemed to be held.

“Will you please repeat his name?” Violet was all careful politeness.

Lady Peregrine gathered her composure and began to quiver with delicious anticipation of scandalous behavior.

“Oh, I can do better, Miss Redmond,” she purred. “Would you care for an introduction?”

 

“They look like hyenas bent over a carcass,” Flint said by way of greeting when Lord Lavay returned bearing a cup of ratafia.

Lavay followed the earl’s gaze across the ballroom to the ring of young women. “Your figurative carcass, it so happens,” Lord Lavay, his first mate, confirmed cheerily. “I overheard a good deal while I was fetching this swill. In fact, she said—”

“Which ‘she’?”

“The pretty blonde.” Lavay gestured vaguely with his chin.

“They’re all pretty,” Flint said irritably. And they were. All of them uniformly pale, clean, scented, groomed, genteel. Pretty, pretty, pretty. The English version of pretty. Every country had a version of pretty, and he’d partaken of perhaps more than his share of them.

“The one with very pale blonde hair—east of the entrance, near that emasculated-looking statue of some…Roman, I think? She’s wearing blue and has a feather poking up out of her headpiece? As I was helping myself to this…this…” Words failed him as he sorrowfully examined his fussy ratafia, but he rallied. “…I heard her say, and I fear I do quote, that she’d heard that the size of a man’s thighs was directly related to the size of his—the word she used was ‘blessing,’ but the inflection made her meaning unmistakable—and if that were indeed true then the new Earl of Ardmay’s blessing surely put Courtenay’s to shame.”

They immediately spent a moment in bemused silence in honor of the perilous little paradox that was the English female. They seemed as fluttery and brittle as their fans; their conversation—outwardly—was exquisitely polite and demure. And yet they used those very same fans to signal shockingly provocative invitations across ballrooms, and their stays lifted their bosoms up out of their bodices like pearls presented on pillows for a pasha to inspect. One gaze directed lingeringly at the wrong bosom and an inebriated, over-bred lordling would begin shouting about pistols at dawn. One right word and lingeringly directed gaze and one could be invited to hike up a handsome aristocratic widow’s delicate dress in an alcove at a dinner party and partake of the pleasures that lay between her thighs.

Flint had been reminded of both of these things in his first few days on English soil. He’d apologized in the first instance and demurred with polite regret in the second.

“I don’t know which one Courtenay is,” Lavay added on a hush, since it was now impossible not to wonder who Courtenay was.

While Flint had met with the King regarding his mission and attended several tedious dinners in his honor attended by men who unsurprisingly begrudged him the resurrected title—born an English bastard, raised an American rogue—Lavay had spent considerably more of his time in the more hospitable environment of a brothel called The Velvet Glove.

Flint spared a moment of longing for his Moroccan mistress Fatima, who had eyes like melted chocolate and a nose that ended in a hook and straight black hair that went on for ells and ells. Fatima would crook the finger of one hand while parting curtains between her sitting room and incense-scented bedroom with the other—this was the extent of her symbolic communication. And then she would clamber atop him, or he atop her, and they would spend an unambiguously sweaty and delightful afternoon. It was Flint’s firm opinion that societies lacking enough hard, honest work to do became needlessly intricate.

The truth was: At the age of thirty-two, after traveling the seas for nigh on two decades, after having dined and slept in ships and prisons and palaces, having bargained for his life with princes and rogues, having captured criminals for bounties and made and lost more than one fortune, Captain Flint, mixed-breed bastard, privateer and trader, newly styled Earl of Ardmay, belonged everywhere and nowhere. He danced to no man’s tune but his own. The men in this ballroom could go to the devil for all he cared. He wanted what they had likely taken for granted their entire lives: an opportunity to build a dynasty. Something of his very own, something to belong to.

He’d need land, a fortune, and a wife. The land he coveted was in New Orleans, Fatima would do for the wife, as she was at least dedicated to his pleasure and comfort, but the necessary fortune remained elusive, and the seller of the New Orleans plantation was growing restive.

A fortnight ago, everything had changed.

He ironically cursed again his fatal flaw, which is how he’d come to be in this ballroom in the first place: He never could leave well enough alone when it came to rescuing. He’d been anchored in Le Havre, wondering how to restore his badly depleted fortunes after a storm damaged his cargo of silk, when he’d rescued a drunken fool of a young gentleman from footpads in Le Havre. As it turned out, the grateful man was a beloved cousin of Lady Conyngham, the King’s mistress. Word of Flint’s heroics—which amounted to nothing more than swift swordplay and some menacing growls, really, though there were two footpads and one of Flint—reached her ear through Flint’s acquaintance, the Comte Hebert, in Le Havre.

Which is how the King of England had learned about Flint and his talent for bounty collecting, and he’d seen an opportunity to both ingratiate himself with his mistress and to solve a sticky little problem on the high seas. He proposed to resurrect a grand English earldom and bestow it upon Flint. All Flint had to do capture a pirate called Le Chat who’d been robbing and sinking merchant ships, a number of them English, up and down the coast of Europe. The title was his to keep, as were the rich farmlands attached to it, lands that would provide a steady income—as well as require an enormous income to maintain.

The bounty was entirely dependent upon delivering the pirate into justice.

It was a diabolical proposition. It was a thing of beauty, really: practical, capricious, and cruel.

Flint greatly admired it.

And Flint rejected it.

Not since he was a lad of ten years old, when Captain Moreheart of The Steadfast had given an abandoned boy a home, a purpose, and the knowledge he’d needed to become the man he was today, had he danced to anyone’s tune but his own. He didn’t intend to start now, even if the King of England was the one playing the hornpipe. Even if, in one fell swoop, it held the potential to give him everything he wanted.

Of course, if he failed, it could destroy him.


The King wheedled. Flint demurred. The King cajoled. Flint demurred.

The King, astonished, resorted to issuing subtle threats. Flint, amused and unafraid, demurred.

When he heard the King had actually thrown a wee tantrum, he began to thoroughly enjoy the game.

And then Le Chat sank The Steadfast.

The news reached Flint in evening while he sat with his crew in a pub in Le Havre. He’d gone still, his hand tightly curled around a pint of ale, roars of bawdy laughter eddying around him. He was stunned to realize the news felt like taking a shot to the gut.

Steel-spined Captain Moreheart, going gray and gouty but still shrewd, ferociously opinionated, dignified…forced at swordpoint into a launch by that damned pirate and floated with his men to an almost certain death on a rough sea.

While behind him the pirate blew The Steadfast to smithereens with cannon fire.

This was why he agreed to become the Earl of Ardmay.

And now those great tracts of English lands, a century-old estate included, dangled like both a carrot before a donkey and like a Sword of Damocles.

A half hour ago the press of the ballroom and his mission and the memory of Moreheart sent Flint strolling restlessly to the doors on the terrace to open them an inch. Outside the wind was howling like a cornered, wounded animal and smelled of coal-sullied London and sea. His schooner The Fortuna was anchored out there. Calmer winds would likely prevail tomorrow, and they would sail as early as possible with his small but loyal—and gleefully violent when necessary—crew.

Well, loyal save one. He might be an earl now, but the duties of a captain were myriad, mundane, and often maddening.

“Did you manage to find a replacement for Rathskill in between, shall we say, bouts of ecstasy at The Velvet Glove?” Rathskill, the boob of a cook’s mate needed to go before Hercules, the cook, finally lost all patience and sent him through the meat grinder. Rathskill was lazy, he was sloppy, and they’d all stared in morbid fascination at the biscuit crumbs clinging to his lips while he’d lied about stealing rations with his hand over his heart. He’d grossly exaggerated his experience in a ship’s mess, making fools of both Flint and Lavay.

Neither of them countenanced being made to feel a fool. Ever.

Lavay sighed. “I spoke to a few men at the docks but naught were suitable. Perhaps we’ll have better luck in Le Havre. We can sail at least that far without a cook’s mate.”

“Hercules will be…unhappy.”

Unhappy seemed too pale a word for what Hercules would be. Their cook was Greek, diminutive, and he expressed displeasure…operatically. All of his emotions were operatic.

“Speaking of unhappy, Flint, your scowl could wilt flowers at fifty paces. This is a ballroom, and do recall it’s a title you’ve been handed, for God’s sake, not a Turkish prison sentence. God knows I have done my best to impart my gentlemanly ways to you—”

Flint snorted.

“—but you really ought to try smiling. One of those women in fact described you as a ‘savage.’”

Savage. Flint went still. Even after all these years, the word still touched between his shoulder blades like the cold point of a rapier.

“Which one?” he said sharply.

“The brunette—the one in blue.”

Flint found the brunette in question easily. She was part of that group but seemed separate somehow, limned in stillness. Her hair was dressed intricately up; a pair of calculated ringlets dangled to her chin; her features were fine apart from a decidedly lush mouth; her dress a singular shade of blue, cut low enough to reveal the tops of a more than acceptable bosom above which dangled a single bright jewel of some kind, strung on a chain. Her throat was long. Her fan flapped below her chin as disinterestedly as if the hand holding it belonged to someone else altogether.

But her eyes were brilliantly alive, and the corner of that lush mouth was dented with wry contempt.

For herself? For her companions? For everyone in the room?

Funny, but Flint was distantly reminded of himself.

“That one is bored, Lavay. And I’m willing to wager there’s nothing more dangerous to a man’s health than a bored, spoiled, wealthy young Englishwoman.”

“I won’t take that wager, Flint. I’d like to see the morrow.”

The woman in question and the pretty be-plumed blonde detached themselves from the group and began to move rather purposefully in their direction, joined by another English gentleman en route.

“Well, bloody hell.” Lavay was amused. “Try to look civil, for a change, you scoundrel, because I feel we’re about to be compelled to dance with Englishwomen after all.”

“My apologies, Lavay,” Flint murmured. “I’m sure it has everything to do with my majestic thighs.”








Chapter 2



Lady Peregrine, as promised, had contrived an introduction to Lord Lavay and Lord Flint through a cousin of her husband who had been introduced to the pair earlier, and who abandoned them rapidly once it was clear that the earl and Lord Lavay now felt obliged to ask the ladies to dance.

A waltz began, lilting and insistent, and all around them men and women swirled off in pairs.

Lord Lavay dutifully bowed in the direction of Violet and Lady Peregrine. “I would be so pleased if you would do me the honor of dancing with—”

“It would be my pleasure, Lord Lavay,” Lady Peregrine said smoothly, and up went her hand to intercept his.

That hand hovered in midair, chandelier light winking on the blue stones in her bracelet. They all stared at it for a surprised—and in Violet’s case, resentful—moment.

Lady Peregrine’s eyebrow gave a smug, infinitesimal twitch.

Then Lavay, like the gentleman he was cursed to be, gracefully took it and led her away.

Violet watched, quietly seething.

“Miss Redmond?”

“Lavay” is what that Gypsy girl had shouted to her. And surely it was significant that someone named Lavay should appear in a ballroom just as she was about to expire from boredom?

“Miss Redmond?” came the voice again.

She whirled, almost startled.

The large earl bowed dutifully to her, and when he was upright again, outstretched a hand, and raised his eyebrows expectantly.

She took swift note of him and immediately again thought of jewels. His face was faceted, too: high-planed cheeks, jaw hard and clean-edged as a diamond. Chin stubborn, brow high and broad, nose bold. A good mouth, drawn with elegant precision. An Indian, certainly. She could imagine Indian in his bloodline. His complexion was what marked him as decidedly un-English and as a man with no particular pedigree: more golden than fair and likely to darken and darken rather than burn in the sun.

But he knew how to waltz.

When he expertly, gently took her hand in his and placed his other hand against her waist, she knew a moment of peculiar breathlessness, as though she were being pulled inexorably into an orbit. His intangible power was such that she was tempted both to resist it and surrender to it, and being Violet, she preferred the former to the latter, and promptly set about doing it.

Dash it. It was Lavay she needed to see.

Grrrr.

She peered over the earl’s shoulder in time to intercept Lady Peregrine’s triumphant glance before she was twirled out of her view.

She stared darts at the back of Lady Peregrine’s head.

“I don’t bite.”

The earl’s voice was a low rumble near her ear.

Violet was startled. “I beg your pardon?”


“You were staring at me as if you wondered whether I might.”

His accent was interesting: flat, commanding American crisped about the edges with something like aristocratic English. His R’s were softer, almost rolled. It was as though he’d absorbed a bit of the music in the language of every land he’d traveled.

“Oh. No, I was satisfying…another curiosity.”

“As to the number of eyes I might possess?”

“I ascertained the number rather quickly, thank you.”

“Ah. So you were staring beyond me. I see.” He sounded distantly amused. “What does it say about an evening when bad manners seem refreshing?”

He’d all but murmured it to himself.

Violet was seldom dumbstruck, so this was novel. She stared up at him.

She’d been right about his eyes. They were a remarkable, cloudless sky blue ringed in darker blue. Thick lashes, golden tips where the sun had touched them again and again. Lines, three each, at the corners of his eyes, like the rays she used to draw about suns when she was small. Squinting into the sun from the deck, indeed.

“Have you considered it might be bad manners to insinuate that my manners are bad?” she said with some asperity.

This amused him. “You presume that I care whether you care.”

She blinked. What manner of man was this?

His brows went up. Well? Inviting a volley. But his air was still somewhat resigned and detached. As though he entertained no real hope she could ever possibly divert him.

She in truth possessed exquisite manners and knew how to employ them, and she considered that she ought to exert a modicum of effort to charm him. He was an earl, after all, the captain of a ship…and he might be able to tell her something about Mr. Lavay.

“How do you find England, sir?”

He gave a short laugh.

She bristled. “I wasn’t trying to be witty.”

“Were you trying to be banal?” he asked politely.

“I’ve never been banal in my entire life,” Violet objected, astonished.

He leaned forward as he swept her in a circle, graceful for a large man. As though he were a chariot and she were simply along for the giddy ride. He pulled her a trifle closer than was proper. She smelled starch and something sharp and clean; likely soap and perhaps a touch of scent. She was eye-level with the whitest cravat she’d seen outside of Lord Argosy, and suddenly she was overwhelmingly aware of his size and strength.

“Prove it,” he murmured next to her ear.

And then he was upright again, all graceful propriety, and they were turning, turning, gliding in the familiar dance.

Which suddenly felt astoundingly unfamiliar thanks to her partner.

Well.

She was stunned.

Still…she had the peculiar sense that the earl was simply amusing himself. His eyes remained on her but still oddly…uncommitted…even as they moved gracefully together, even as his hand rested warmly, firmly at her waist. She suspected he had already taken her measure, categorized her, and neatly dismissed her, and was now simply prodding at her like a toy that he wished could do more than roll or squeak. To make the waltz more interesting for him. For as long as he needed to endure the tedium of it.

“Customarily,” she said with gentle irony, “in England, it’s the gentleman’s duty to charm his dancing partner. Perhaps you’ve been at sea so long you’ve forgotten.”

He was instantly all mock contrition. “You could very well be correct. It could be I’ve become a savage while I was away.”

Her eyes narrowed.

He met her gaze evenly.

For a moment they swept along in time with the music.

“It’s impolite to eavesdrop,” she said finally.

“I wasn’t eavesdropping,” he said easily.

“Then it’s impolite to send spies to do the eavesdropping for you. For clearly you did.”

This pleased him. His eyes brightened; the hand at the small of her back pressed against her approvingly, and it was a new sensation, startling, almost intimate. “I’m not certain impolite is the word you’re looking for. In all honesty the overhearing, as it were, was happenstance. But as you are an expert in the matter of etiquette, please refresh my memory. How polite it is to gossip?”

The man was a devil. And yet she was awfully tempted to laugh.

“I was being gossiped at,” she tried after a moment. And offered him a mischievous lowered-lashed smile that usually all but dropped grown men to their knees. Generally hothouse bouquets arrived at her door the day after she’d deployed one.

He wasn’t entirely immune to it. She was rewarded with a pupil flare.

“Ah, but are you a complete innocent, Miss Redmond?” His voice had gone soft. His mouth tipped sardonically. Up twitched one of those brows again. This time it was almost a threat: Don’t bore me.

If this was a flirting relay, he’d just handed her the baton.

Violet felt that familiar surge of exhilaration when tempted with a reckless inspiration. She’d seldom been able to resist that surge.

She briefly went on toe to murmur the words closer to his ear than was proper, so close she knew he could smell her, feel her breath in his ear when she spoke. Once again she was rewarded with the heady smell of the man himself: sharp, clean, heightened by his warmth and nearness.

“What do you think, sir?”

She instantly had his full attention for the first time since the waltz had begun.

And yet once she had it she wasn’t certain she wanted it. It was like being passed something too hot to hold overlong. His gaze was potent; there was nothing in it of the entreaty she was accustomed to seeing in the face of men. He was weighing her with a specific intent in mind. His eyes touched on her eyes, lips, décolletage, taking a swift bold inventory of her as a woman that somehow both shortened her breath in a peculiarly delicious portentous way and made her fingers twitch to slap him.

And then he smiled a remote, almost dismissive smile and his gaze flicked up from her as they negotiated a turn in the dance.

And then froze.

He dropped the remnants of his flirtatious demeanor as abruptly as a boy drops a toy when called into dinner.

Before her eyes his jaw seemed to turn to granite; tension vibrated in the hand pressed against her waist. He gripped her fingers a trifle harder than he ought to.

What in God’s name had he just seen?

She flexed her fingers. He absently eased his grip.

“Miss…” He glanced at her perfunctorily. And returned his gaze to whatever—or whomever—riveted him.

He’d forgotten her name? She clenched her teeth to keep her jaw from dropping.


“Redmond,” she reminded him with exaggerated sweetness.

“Of course,” he soothed. He gave her another cursory, dutiful glance, meant to placate. Then returned to the object of his focus. She’d seen a fox look at a vole that way before. Right before it pounced.

And shook it until its neck snapped.

“I believe I may be acquainted with the gentleman dancing with the young lady in yellow. If I’m correct, his name is Mr. Hardesty. Are you acquainted with him?”

With some perilous head craning, she managed to follow the direction of his gaze.

And her hands went peculiarly icy inside her gloves.

He was looking at her brother Jonathan.

“I believe the gentleman to whom you’re referring is Mr. Jonathan Redmond. He’s my brother.”

The earl’s attention sharply returned to her. But the expression on his face stopped her breath as surely as though he’d stabbed an accusing finger into her sternum.

She felt him will tension from his big body. Obediently tension went.

“Is your brother Mr. Jonathan Redmond a merchant, by any chance?” His tone was mild. “A sea captain?”

He somehow kept Jonathan in his line of sight even as he moved her by rote in the waltz. ONE two three ONE two three…She felt utterly superfluous. Suddenly she was the means by which the earl could stalk her brother about a ballroom.

But Jonathan, who like all men his age possessed of good looks and money and prospects was convinced he was fascinating, chattered gaily to the woman he danced with, and she glowed up at him.

“Good heavens, no, sir. Jonathan lives with our family in Pennyroyal Green and London. His amusements are in London and Sussex, and if he’s ever been on a ship, I assure you he wouldn’t be able to stop bragging of it. Jonathan has never even expressed an interest in the high seas. Perhaps you will have an opportunity to meet him this evening. Upon closer inspection you may discover his resemblance to Mr. Hardesty is not so strong.”

This was meant to reassure him—and protect Jonathan.

The earl remained coldly silent.

She was beginning to feel a bit like a ship steered on a voyage. And as much as Violet craved novelty, this was a sensation she could easily have done without.

“He doesn’t ‘resemble’ Mr. Hardesty,” he explained, as if to a slow child. “He could be Mr. Hardesty’s twin.”

The conversation was now making her uneasy. Her hand twitched restlessly in the earl’s. He gripped it tightly, almost reflexively. As though he alone would dictate when or if she could leave.

“I can tell you Jonathan hasn’t a twin, sir,” she said tartly.

Violet peered over his shoulder for Lavay, who would have the pleasure of the next dance, and noted with relief that the waltz approached its closing notes and Lady Peregrine looked pleased with him, not troubled or irritated.

“Is Mr. Hardesty a fellow sailor?”

There was a hesitation.

And then his smile was a tight, remote thing. Oddly, it made all the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

“I suppose you could say that.”

It really didn’t invite additional questioning about Mr. Hardesty, which she supposed was the point of it.

He suddenly appeared disinterested in conversation.

“Are you staying in London long?” she asked.

“We’ll return to the ship by dawn and sail shortly after sunup.” A perfunctory response.


“You’re bound for…”

“Le Havre.” A curt two-word answer.

Moments later, mercifully, the waltz ended. He bowed beautifully to her, the epitome of graciousness, and she curtsied, and he handed her off to the approaching Lord Lavay with as much regret as if she were a tureen to be passed.

She peered over her shoulder as he bowed to Lady Peregrine and dutifully took up his position in the waltz.

Lady Peregrine turned quickly to Violet and surreptitiously tapped her teeth with one finger in a signal: He has all of them!

Violet doubted the earl would even remember her name.








Chapter 3



It quickly became clear that after the earl, Monsieur Lavay would be balm.

They began by admiring each other in silence. There was nothing ambiguous about his looks. Waving dark gold hair, narrow silver eyes, an aquiline nose, elegantly drawn mouth. Broad shoulders. Not lean at the hip like the earl, but not a barrel, either. Tall, but not oppressively so. Politely tall. Not a loomer, per se.

A splendid-looking man, and a bit like breathing the air of earth again after the peculiar heady, dangerous atmosphere one dance with the earl created. He had an air of slightly jaded reserve. Perhaps earned from watching the heads of various ancestors roll during the revolution.

“How are you finding London, Lord Lavay?” she tried. It was a perfectly acceptable nicety, she told herself. A nicety, not a banality. “Have you been here long?”

“We docked but a fortnight ago. But oddly, Miss Redmond, I now greatly regret that we must set sail tomorrow.”

He said it lightly, but it was edged all around in flirtatious heat. The remark was entirely about her. His eyes glowed the subtext.

Violet nodded her recognition approval, gave a slight encouraging smile. Very good beginning.


Monsieur Lavay’s eyes lit, amused, encouraged.

“And have you visited London before, Monsieur Lavay?”

“Under other circumstances, many years before the war. We are here on business for the King, and to deliver a diplomat from service in Spain. And of course, to be feted at parties and balls, for it is not every day one’s captain is styled an earl.”

Violet smiled. “And it is our family’s pleasure, of course, to participate in the celebration of the new earl.”

This wasn’t entirely true. But Violet did know the appropriate things to say, the sort of things one laid out like paving stones at the outset of a friendship before one gets comfortable enough for frankness. She’d heard her father curse but twice in his life: once, when Colin Eversea didn’t hang as scheduled, and next when word arrived that the new earl would be Captain Asher Flint.

Generally, she preferred to dodge frankness when it came to men, however.

And as she was a tester and risk-taker, she chose her next question deliberately.

“Are you acquainted with a Mr. Hardesty by any chance, Lord Lavay?”

The name brought a similarly intriguing reaction. Silence.

And then: “Are you, Miss Redmond?”

His manner was now a degree or two cooler.

“It’s just that the earl thought my brother Jonathan resembled him, and described him as a fellow sailor.”

She refrained from describing the earl’s profoundly visceral reaction.

But Lavay’s rueful smile told her he’d guessed at it anyway. “Ah. Did he. Interesting. Given that we’ve thought of almost nothing else recently, perhaps it is understandable the earl is seeing Hardesty everywhere. And I suppose it’s not entirely an insult to your brother.”


“I am eager to hear which part is an insult, then.”

Monsieur Lavay smiled. “Well, to put your mind at ease, one hears that Mr. Hardesty is charm personified. And he is pleasant to have at one’s elbow during a supper, as I have on one occasion. His manners and speech are exceedingly refined and he is clearly well educated, though how he came by all of this charm and wealth and excellent conversation remains a mystery. He was all that is correct and knowledgeable about trade. He has been seen in France and Belgium, in Portugal and Spain, in Morocco. Primarily he brings in goods from the West Indies and Cuba.”

“He sounds delightful. And yet my impression is that your reunion with Mr. Hardesty would not be a joyous one.”

Lavay enjoyed her circumspection; his brows went up. But there was another hesitation.

“I suppose there is no harm in telling you. We believe this Mr. Hardesty is in fact a man they call Le Chat. Who, as it so happens is a—well, privateer is the polite word—a more accurate word is pirate.”

Good heavens. Violet was thrilled into silence. Which likely wasn’t the reaction she ought to have.

She seldom had the sorts of reactions she ought to have, however.

“What on earth would a pirate be doing in a ballroom?”

“Miss Redmond, I’m certain Le Chat would brave the gallows if he knew he might have an opportunity to dance with you. Perhaps he prowls balls for just this reason.”

Violet laughed and gave a surprised toss of her head. The compliment was cognac-smooth and unexpected enough to dissolve the fog of her ball ennui. The French accent that clung to the edges of his flawless English made listening to him a pleasure akin to hearing the strains of a minuet floating in from a distant room.

Lavay was encouraged to continue. “We’ve some intelligence that suggests Mr. Hardesty and Le Chat may well be the same person. Mr. Hardesty certainly appears to be wealthy, for one. But one can hardly condemn a man for wealth. And many successful traders are wealthy.”

“I would be the last person to condemn a man for wealth, Lord Lavay.”

He smiled at this and wagged up a pair of golden brows. “We—that is, the Earl of Ardmay and the crew of The Fortuna—have been charged by your King with bringing Le Chat to justice.”

“It sounds dangerous,” she flattered.

Lavay somehow managed to shrug with one shoulder, even in the midst of the waltz. Too French, perhaps, to think communication complete without it.

“But why should a pirate be called ’the cat’?”

“It is said this is the name he uses when he takes over ships. Perhaps it is because he boards ships with a small crew and pounces, silently from out of the fog? From out of the night? Perhaps it is because he is said to have no allegiance to any crown or to any person? Or his charm when he wants something, perhaps—like a cat circling one’s legs, purring? The ladies say this is so; Hardesty is said to have no heart, but happy enough to win and break them. Perhaps it is because he appeared from nowhere one day, like a stray cat, and began to take whatever he wanted. I cannot say, Miss Redmond. People do enjoy naming their pirates, for this is how myths are constructed. Pirates never seem to object.”

At least Mr. Lavay had remembered her name.

And as she danced, she realized she saw the earl and Lady Peregrine nowhere in the room, and wondered whether she had managed to isolate him to test her theory regarding thighs.

Which was when she realized she’d actually been looking for the earl.

She ceased immediately.


Thankfully she did see Jonathan, dancing again, with a small be-muslined blonde. He looked bored. He looked like Jonathan. Not remotely piratical.

“What has this Le Chat done?”

“We believe Le Chat has boarded a number of merchant vessels and seized valuable cargo in just a year, And then he has sunk the ships. Four of the ships had English captains. The most recent ship is The Steadfast. He is a scourge, in other words,” he said flatly.

“Is bringing pirates to justice a habit of the earl?”

“Achieving the impossible is a habit of the earl. It’s how he became an earl,” Lavay said shortly. “And what drew the attention of the King to him for this particular mission.”

“I heard he did something heroic to earn his title.”

“You heard correctly.”

Mr. Lavay said nothing more. But he seemed privately amused about something. “But why, Lord Lavay, would a pirate attend balls by night and then creep out to sink ships?”

He managed a shrug again. “Power? Money? Notoriety? Vengeance? Who can say? Needless to say, he would never sink a ship if he knew you were aboard.”

They smiled at each other, pleased with the progress of their flirtation; they understood each other almost too easily. His gray eyes smoldered with a comfortable heat, familiar but refined with a frisson of the exotic as he was French. His eyes and hands and very presence didn’t…take her captive.

Unlike the earl’s.

Oh! And there he was! The earl’s expression fixedly polite, watching with sleepy fascination as Lady Peregrine’s mouth moved and moved, as though she were a talking dog. A novelty. Doubtless not really listening.

She almost pitied him.

“We shall find Le Chat, however,” Lavay told her. It was a deliciously certain, arrogant statement, calculated to return her attention to him.

“How can you be so certain?”

He hesitated. And then he smiled. The smile was a beautiful thing, polished and shapely and easy, probably the same smile his ancestors had smiled through centuries. But it was cold. In a way that reminded Violet of her father, who, by dint of birth and influence, knew there was nothing he couldn’t have, achieve, hide, if necessary.

“I have never known Captain Flint to pursue a goal in vain. The Earl of Ardmay wants Le Chat alive or dead for many reasons. And what he wants he is very certain to get.”

Did she detect a hint of irony in his words? Or did French-accented English simply consign one forever to sounding ironic?

For many reasons.

She felt that same prickle at the back of her neck, some hybrid of unease and thrill. She wanted to peel back the layers of meaning shrouding the phrase, unwrap it like a gift, like the cure for her boredom.

And perhaps this was why the Gypsy girl had shouted “Lavay” to her. She found him appealing; she could not feel herself falling in love, however. Love seemed to come with extremes of behavior and loss of dignity, and in her family, disaster or grave compromises.

Still, she’d never before encountered men quite like these. And yet they would be gone tomorrow.

“Could Le Chat be in London this very minute?”

“Ah, you’ve naught to fear, Miss Redmond. The Olivia isn’t docked here alongside our ship.”

Forever after she understood what it meant when someone said “time stopped.”

Because it did. Or at least stuttered.


His words seemed to echo peculiarly in her brain. And at first she thought she’d misheard him.

But then a cascade of facts and impressions came into speedy focus, as though she were falling toward them from a great height.

That’s when shock blurred her vision. She stumbled; Lavay’s arm stiffened, balancing her, the awkward half step she’d taken never interrupted the smooth flow of the waltz.

“Miss Redmond?” He was genuinely concerned. “Please forgive me. Perhaps we ought to speak of gentler things. One forgets, you know, when one is forever in the company of men, what a woman may prefer to discuss.”

The poor man. He thought her constitution delicate.

She looked up at him. She couldn’t feel her extremities. They’d gone numb.

She rallied. “Your conversation has been the pleasure of my evening. I merely trod clumsily in my new slippers. But I fear I missed the name of Le Chat’s ship? It sounded intriguing.”

A sick, thrilling portent flooded her as she awaited confirmation. The Gypsy girl shouting “Lavay!” echoed in her mind, and her ears rang from the beating of her heart, and considered the odd directions life could take, and what she ought to do next even before he spoke.

“Naturally, as it’s the sort of thing that might interest a woman, for it is the name of a woman. It’s The Olivia, Miss Redmond. Perhaps it’s the name of the woman who did break his heart. Assuming he ever had one to break.”

 

Already quivering with purpose, she exchanged bows and pleasantries with handsome Lord Lavay, who again expressed regret his stay should be so brief.

And then Violet ran.

Or nearly ran. She freed her ankles by tucking her dress up with her fingers, weaving between dancers and clots of giddy gossipers. A smile pasted to her face. Her slippers nearly skidding over marble.

Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no. Lyon couldn’t be that stupid, could he?

Or that…interesting?

Where the devil was Jonathan? If he wasn’t dancing again—and a quick scan of the room told her he wasn’t—he would be near the punch bowl, or close to the garden windows so he could sneak out for a cigar or a tryst or to hop over the fence to go on to his club without Father knowing, and—

She nearly crashed to a halt when she saw the back of him. So unmistakably a Redmond, long and lean, finally grown out of coltishness. He was indeed proximate to the punch bowl and the garden doors, but he was also strategically tucked behind a pillar, and one hand was outstretched and propped against the wall. He was obscuring someone or something.

She knew what it was when she heard the giggle.

She peered over his shoulder to get a look at the woman he was shielding: a delicate blonde in unimaginative white muslin: big-eyed, petite-nosed, a little overbite that gave her a not unappealing rabbity appearance peeled back in a smile. Lady Wareham? Wartsomething? Violet had been introduced earlier and had forgotten her name instantly.

Where had her brother learned to do that? To strike that indolent pose, to pour…silent, burning attention…upon a woman and to say things to cause her to picturesquely blush? Violet wasn’t a blusher; growing up in a household of frank brothers rather inured one to that sort of thing. But her brother looked unnervingly like a…grown man. Which he of course he supposedly was.

It was just that she so seldom saw him behave like one.

“Jonathan,” she said. Sotto voce. About two feet away from his ear.


He didn’t turn.

“Jonathan!” she barked.

Her brother jumped and spun to face her, glowering. And in that instant he looked so remarkably like Lyon that Violet was intensely aware of the passage of time and the urgency of her mission. She saw instantly what the earl must have seen when he saw Jonathan, and wondered how she hadn’t yet seen it.

“Viiiolet,” her brother drawled warningly, by way of greeting. He cast a quick sidelong look at the blonde, and then a speaking one back at Violet. All of which was sibling for: Go away.

“Oh, please do excuse me for interrupting,” Violet gushed insincerely. “But Jonathan—were you aware the gentleman accompanying the Earl of Ardmay is named Lavay?”

Her brother’s frown shifted into irritated confusion. “Well…yes. I was introduced to him. Pleasant, if a tad oily, his manners so very, very exquisite you know. One gets the sense that he thinks he’s better than you, but it’s naught he does or says in particular, really. Not certain you can yet entirely trust anyone of French—”

“Do shut up, Jon. His name is Lavay. Don’t you recall what happened when we visited the Gypsies?”

“I say, hardly cause to raise your voice, sister dear.” The tone was condescending and came with an inclusive smile for Lady Wartle…Lady Wartham! That was it!

The beast. Jonathan was showing off. He really, really ought to know better by now.

“You do take telling a number of times, Jon. Don’t you remember? The Gypsy girl shouted ‘Lavay’” to me? The one who said you would have ten children?”

He went instantly rigid, alarmed as if she’d hexed him.

“That Gypsy girl is touched in the head, Violet,” he said on a fervent hush. “That’s pure lunacy, and you know it.”


“You probably will have ten children.”

“Bite. Your. Tongue.”

“You might even have all ten of them with Lady Wartham here,” Violet pressed wickedly.

Young Lady Wartham’s eyes widened to saucers and began to sparkle with dreams.

Her brother was incensed. “Never! Never, I tell you! I’m nowhere near ready to be leg shackled and she’s just a dallia…” He squeezed his eyes closed as he realized he’d neatly tumbled into his sister’s trap. “Damn you, Violet,” he croaked.

Violet shook her head to and fro, pityingly.

Jonathan opened his eyes in time to see Lady Wartham’s dropped-open mouth clap tightly shut and her eyes narrow in an admirably poisonous way. She whipped around in an indignant blur of taffeta and clicked off without a word for either of the Redmonds.

Jonathan rounded on his sister. “See what you’ve done, you wretch!”

“Oh, stop. You just said yourself she was a dalliance. If you can tell me her first name now I shall profess abject chagrin and I will owe you a great favor of your choice.”

He glared at her. Lips tightly clamped.

She smiled slowly at him.

As always, Jonathan struggled to maintain a snit and his mouth unsuccessfully fought a smile. “But one needs the practice with dallying, you see,” he explained. “Or how will my reputation ever become the match of Argosy’s?”

“Practice? For when you find the woman with whom you’ll have ten children?”

“Enough!” he howled.

She put a conciliatory hand on his arm. “Jonathan, listen to me. This is important, I swear to you. The French gentleman accompanying the earl—his name is Lavay. Lord Lavay. She—that Gypsy girl, Martha Heron—shouted ‘Lavay’ to me! Don’t you recall? It was all very puzzling at the time. And Lavay is the mate of the Earl of Ardmay’s ship. And she said I’d go on a long journey over water!”

He groaned. “Is that all? Oh, for God’s sake, Violet, if that were true every time a Gypsy said it the entire country would be bobbing on boats in the Thames right now.”

Losing interest, he intercepted the gaze of Lady Peregrine and began to produce what he believed was a sensual smile.

“Not her,” Violet said. “She’s awful. A terrible gossip. Stop practicing and listen to me.”

Jonathan turned back to her irritably. “Listen, you’re not usually so featherbrained. Why give this ‘Lavay’ nonsense any credence at all? Doubtless it’s not the rarest of French surnames. There’s something not quite right with that Gypsy girl, and you know it.”

“I think you simply hope there’s something not quite right with her,” she said shrewdly.

He glared at her.

She mouthed Ten children.

She remained fixed in his glare.

She breathed in deeply, suddenly nervous. “It’s not just that. When I was introduced to the Earl of Ardmay he saw you, and went…well, very like a pointer spotting a rabbit. I swear to you, Jon, he made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end. Quite chilling. He said you looked exactly like a trader who is also believed to be a South Seas privateer—a pirate—who goes by the name Le Chat.”

“Me?” Jonathan’s eyes went wide with shock, and then misty with the very notion. “Fanciful name, Le Chat. But I ain’t a pirate, Vi.”

“I know you aren’t, Jon. And it means ‘the cat.’”

“I know what it means,” he said irritably. “I had a French tutor, too. “


His roving gaze intercepted the gaze of another woman, Millicent Hart.

“Not her, either. She has all the wits of a blown dandelion. And a lion is a big cat, Jonathan. Don’t you see? The earl thought you looked exactly like this person named Le Chat. And a lion is a big cat.”

Jonathan frowned, irritated now. “It’s a damned silly name. Pirates do that, don’t they? Adopt silly, dangerous-sounding—”

“His ship has a silly name, too, Jonathan. Apparently it’s called The Olivia.”

The effect of sudden comprehension on Jonathan was rewarding and extreme. She could have sworn his blood stopped moving beneath his skin, so taut, so pale, so still he went.

The mention of Everseas, and the disaster one particular female Eversea had wreaked upon their family, had that effect on the man.

Their eyes locked. His were darker and more inscrutable than she’d ever seen them, and she wondered again what kind of man her brother would make. Solid and formidable like Miles? An enigmatic emblem of power, like their father? Silently Violet willed him to believe what she believed. Lyon is out there. Lyon might very well be a trader known as Hardesty and a pirate named Le Chat sailing a ship called The Olivia. They needed to find him. To convince him to return home.

To save him from the Earl of Ardmay and certain justice at the end of a rope.

But surely it was all a mistake? Surely, if it was indeed Lyon, all wasn’t quite what it seemed?

And then, spell broken, Jonathan scowled and shook his head violently.

“So your theory is that Lyon restyled himself as a pirate named Le Chat in the wake of his broken heart at the hands of that bloody Eversea woman and named his ship The Olivia to commemorate his misery or to take revenge upon her? It’s—well, it’s really the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard. Think about it.”

“I grant you it seems unlikely. But The Olivia, Jon! It’s—”

He held up a hand. “No. No, Vi, it’s just…patently absurd. I mean—does this pirate board ships, rape and pillage, things of that sort?” Now he was struggling to keep his face straight.

“Why don’t you ask the Earl of Ardmay? Until our king got hold of him he was known as Captain Flint and his mandate is to capture Le Chat for a bounty. He might tell you more than he’d tell a woman. He might speak more of raping and pillaging to a fellow member of his species. Then again, you apparently look exactly like Le Chat.”

The earl was easy to locate even in the crush, like a glacier in a sea. He was politely speaking to an older gentleman, Monsieur Lavay at his side, a coolly elegant foil to the earl’s quiet smolder.

“I spoke to the earl,” Jonathan said curtly. “Father introduced me to him and to Lord Lavay. He did ask whether I’d ever considered going to sea, said there was a fellow named Rathskill, a cook’s mate whom he needed to replace. Incompetent and cheeky. I pity the sod. But I didn’t care for the way he looked at me, Vi. Apparently the king decided to give the title to someone more given to heroics.”

“A pity, then, that father isn’t given over to heroics.”

“I should think surviving you is an act of heroism,” Jonathan said predictably enough. “Besides, why wouldn’t Miles have heard of him, this Le Chat sailing on the The Olivia? Miles has been everywhere.”

“But he hasn’t been everywhere recently. And just because Miles has gone places on a ship doesn’t mean he knows everyone else who has, Jonathan. For heaven’s sake.”

“Perhaps he has been too besotted with Cynthia to pay attention?”


“Miles notices everything. And he’s still trying to find funding for his next expedition to Lacao. Perhaps he hasn’t kept abreast of all the latest pirates.”

They both dreaded Miles leaving again on a new expedition to the South American land that had made him famous by way of books and lectures, and taking his delightfully inappropriate new wife with him. Cynthia wasn’t welcome in the Redmond home, an inflexible command of their father, Isaiah Redmond. But Miles, miraculously, hadn’t been entirely disinherited.

It was Violet’s fault, really, that Miles had fallen in love with the scandalous Miss Brightly at all. Her own misguided act of kindness—and mischief—she’d brought her into the Redmond household. Thus setting in motion yet another family uproar, another fissure.

Then again, uproar was generally Violet’s bailiwick.

Lyon had, however, rather trumped her in that regard by disappearing altogether nearly two years ago now. Their father had abandoned hope of his return and made Miles his heir. Until the matter of Cynthia.

Violet couldn’t bear how love in various forms was unraveling her family while everyone pretended all was well and tried to get on with things. She wanted to return it to the way it was.

“Jonathan, what did Olivia say to him to make him leave?”

His head swiveled toward her. “How did you know she said anything?”

“Ha! She did!”

He became closemouthed again. “He never said anything, Violet. He didn’t tell me what she said.”

She suspected Jonathan was lying, and wasn’t very good at it. And this was interesting and new, too.

Silence, as Jonathan and Violet leaned against the wall and perused the ballroom. Their father stood in conversation with a member of his investment group, the Mercury Club. Isaiah was difficult to miss. Tall, lean, distinguished, probably busily convincing a wealthy man to invest in the Mercury Club’s fledgling railroad endeavor, or financing merchant ships to bring back goods from China, India, or America, much like the Earl of
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