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Chapter 1

The first week of February . . .

SHE’S GETTING MARRIED ON the second Saturday in May.

Nine words scrawled across a sheet of foolscap. He stared at them until they blurred into a single gray mass.

When he lifted his head, his ears were ringing and he was as dazed as if he’d literally been dragged backward through time.

For Lyon Redmond, there had always only ever been one “she.”

He was momentarily disoriented to find himself on the deck of a ship docked in Plymouth, not on the Sussex downs, waiting by the double elm tree. The one with the “O” carved into it.

A dozen pairs of eyes were on him, waiting patiently for the command that always came.

His crew was a carefully curated, casually lethal lot of men and one woman, the versatile Miss Delphinia Digby-Thorne, she of the many languages and surprisingly useful acting talents—she had once spilled ale all over his sister, Violet.

They had nothing in common apart from mysterious pedigrees, ambiguous morals, and unswerving loyalty. To him.

Unlike, alas, Olivia Eversea.

But then, every last one of them had prospered the moment they’d aligned their fortunes with him. He was cynical enough to know it was all of a piece, the loyalty and the prosperity. He didn’t care.

The bearer of this news, a man dressed in footman’s livery, took Lyon’s silence as dismissal and turned rather too optimistically to leave.

“Hold,” Lyon said sharply.

The swords of his men came up swiftly to bar the man’s way.

“I’m unarmed,” the footman said hurriedly, holding up his hands. “And alone. You have my word.”

Lyon smiled a smile that would have had many a man wetting his smallclothes. It bore more resemblance to the curve of a cutlass. “While I’m certain your word is indeed priceless, you’ve naught to fear. I just cleaned my sword, so there will be no running through of anyone for at least another few hours.”

This elicited chuckles from his crew.

The footman gave a wobbly, uncertain smile.

Lyon knew a surge of impatience, which he recognized as shame. He was not in the habit of intimidating clearly unarmed and outnumbered men for the sport of it.

Then again, given how history often treated bearers of bad news, the man was probably fortunate he still drew breath.

“Your name, please.”

“Ramsey, sir.”

“You’re in no danger as long as I believe you are answering my questions truthfully, Ramsey.”

“Of course, sir.”

But judging from how the footman blanched, he didn’t miss the implicit threat.

“Who sent you, Ramsey?”

“Begging your pardon, but Lord Lavay said you would know when you read the message. I am in his employ. I’m a footman, sir.” He squared his shoulders and touched the silver braid on his coat, as if for luck. “And I won the coin toss.”

“I was a reward, then, was I, Ramsey?” Lyon drawled, to another scatter of chuckles. “Please describe Lord Lavay to me.”

Ramsey furrowed his brow. “Well . . . he’s a big gentleman. Perhaps as tall as you, sir. French. He often waves his hands when he talks, like so.” He began to demonstrate with a sweep of his own hands, then clearly thought better of it when all the swords aimed at him twitched a warning. “Took quite an injury in a fight not too long ago, but he’s fit now.”

Lyon studied the footman unblinkingly, searching for the faintest hint of perfidy in the flicker of an eyelash or the tensing of a muscle.

He knew all about that fight and that injury. Lyon and his crew had found Lavay bleeding to death on the Horsleydown Stairs in London.

Lyon was in fact the reason Lord Lavay still walked the earth.

Then again, indirectly, Lord Lavay and his friend the Earl of Ardmay were indirectly the reason Lyon still walked the earth, and they had sacrificed a fortune in reward money to allow him to walk away. Though Lyon primarily had his sister, Violet, to thank for that. Men will do things for women they wouldn’t otherwise in their right minds do.

No one knew that better than Lyon.

“I’m glad,” he said, at last. Curtly. But he meant it. Lavay was a good man, and Lyon had learned that good men were too scarce, and the loss of one was a loss for all.

Lavay was also the only man in the world who knew where to find Lyon Redmond right now. And one of the very few people in the world who knew him by his three identities: The real one. The assumed one.

And the one that could get him hanged.

Even if this message was a trap to lure him back to Sussex or into the Crown’s custody, it mattered little. Lyon had become a man who could elude or escape any trap, by any means necessary.

In all likelihood this message was Lavay’s way of discharging a debt of honor.

“Lord Lavay is a fine man, the finest I know, sir,” the footman maintained stoutly, into the silence. “He married his housekeeper. Mrs. Fountain.”

This was startling.

“Did he, now? Quite the epidemic of marriage in Sussex lately, isn’t there?”

Lyon said this so bitterly everyone blinked as if he’d flicked something caustic into their eyes.

He drew in a long breath.

“And where is Lord Lavay at this very moment, Ramsey?”

“I expect he’s still in Pennyroyal Green sir, a village in Sussex, where I left him. You see, given that he’s newly married and . . . well, he’s quite taken a shine to the place. Right nice town, it is,” he extemporized, brightening.

“Is it?” Lyon said with such flat and brutal irony that his crew swiveled toward him in surprise, eyes wide.

He was beginning to alarm them.

He was beginning to alarm himself.

Because for the first time in years time Lyon wasn’t certain what he wanted to do.

Damn Olivia Eversea, anyway.

She’d knocked his world off its axis from that first moment in the ballroom, when she’d turned to him and smiled, and . . .

Even now. Even now the memory of that smile could stop his breath.

He’d last seen Pennyroyal Green in the dead of night almost five years ago. His trajectory since then had been as swift and mindless as if he’d been shot from a cannon. And it wasn’t just because of what Olivia had said to him in the garden after midnight, in the pouring rain. Though after she’d said what she’d said, for a time he’d stopped caring what became of him.

No, that fuse had been lit for longer than anyone knew.

No one from Sussex had seen him since.

Though one had certainly tried. He half smiled at the thought of Violet.

And it was this that had broken the speed of his trajectory.

He’d had his own methods for remaining, however tangentially, informed about the lives of those he’d left behind. He’d proved something over the past five years. He’d at first thought it was all for Olivia. But he was no longer certain. He’d tried to purge his life of her, relinquishing even her miniature.

Clearly it hadn’t worked.

But what no one knew, not even his crew, was that this was his final voyage. He’d risked this trip into London to track down the source of a little mystery that could devastate Olivia and her family.

He now had his answer.

He was, strangely, not surprised by it.

But he hadn’t been prepared to make a decision about what to do next so soon.

Oh, Liv, he thought.

Suddenly it hurt to breathe. Fragments of memories rushed at him, each distinct as stained glass.

Olivia walking along the road to the Duffys’ house, then breaking into a run when she saw him waiting beneath the elm tree, her face lighting like a star. As if even a second away from him was wasted.

That was the memory that always came to him in his darkest moments.

And now she was giving herself to another man.

His fingers curled on a surge of emotion. But he stopped just short of giving the message the crushing it deserved.

She. If Lavay had indeed written that word, he might have seen her, or even talked to her, or . . .

He couldn’t do it.

He couldn’t bloody do it.

And this is what decided him.

He tucked the message into his coat. “You can go, Ramsey,” he said. “Thank you.”

The footman spun and nearly bolted, silver braid glinting in the sun.

Lyon turned to face all the expectant faces of his crew.

“And we,” he told them, “are staying in England.”

It was time for a reckoning.

Three weeks later . . .

OLIVIA EVERSEA SIGHED IN the soothing, well-sprung recesses of her family’s barouche, grateful for the solitude if only for the duration of the drive from St. James Square to the Strand.

It was perhaps an acknowledgment of how insufferable she’d been lately that her family had let her go to Madame Marceau’s alone.

The discussion over whether she ought to have silver trim on her wedding dress, like poor Princess Charlotte, or perhaps even beading along the hem, which would be much more expensive, but wouldn’t she just glow like an angel (her mother’s words) in it, had become absurdly impassioned, and subtle insults may even have flown, and her even-tempered sister, Genevieve, may even have slammed a door. Or, rather, shut it emphatically, which was close as Genevieve ever came to throwing a tantrum.

Minutes of sullen silence later, they had fallen into each other’s arms, all apologies.

Olivia knew she was being difficult and prickly and she was somehow skillfully bringing out the worst in everyone she knew, herself most particularly. She was doing all of them a mercy by taking herself off to the modiste’s alone.

And she still didn’t know what kind of trim she wanted.

Did no one see the irony in choosing the same trim as the poor doomed Princess Charlotte, who had married the man she wanted to marry, rather than the man her father preferred her to marry? She had promptly then died horribly in childbirth, casting all of England into mourning.

Olivia wondered how many parents in England used Charlotte as a cautionary tale. See what awaits you if you don’t listen to me?

Olivia was satisfied that she, at long last, had made a sensible choice from the years of suitors. Everyone in her family approved of him.

She peered out the window as the Eversea barouche rolled through the noisy, colorful, lively throngs of the Strand. Pye men and puppeteers and costermongers and pickpockets wove in and out of gorgeously dressed men and women aglow with wealth and flawless breeding. The Strand’s lively dissonance would resonate nicely with her mood and she expected to find it soothing. And she liked Madame Marceau’s shop, she truly did. It was a hushed, feminine paradise. It was just that she’d had so many fittings she’d begun to feel a bit like a calf being measured for chops.

She was to have silk petticoats and fine lawn night rails, traveling dresses and walking dresses and riding habits, gloves both kid and cotton, stockings both silk and woolen, ball gowns in silks and satins in glowing, muted jewel tones, along with fascinators and feathers and furbelows. It was a veritable avalanche of finery, or perhaps a bulwark of finery, she thought dryly, for surely abandoning it would inspire such crippling guilt that Olivia wouldn’t dream of fleeing?

Not only that, but nearly every relative from both sides of her family would be convening upon Pennyroyal Green, Sussex, in May, and there would be not only a wedding, but a ball. “Reinforcements” was what she called these relatives, but not out loud.

She was the last of the Eversea children to be married, and she was going to be the wife of a viscount. Her brothers had all married unusual women, not one of whom possessed a title. Genevieve had married a duke—to the quietly gleeful satisfaction of her father, for they had trumped the Redmonds, who acquired a mere earl by marriage—but she and Falconbridge had wed by special license. Olivia was the family’s last chance for pomp.

And she knew everyone who loved her would exhale only when she was waving merrily good-bye from Landsdowne’s carriage as they went off on their wedding journey.

No one had said as much, of course.

And this was the unspoken source of all the tension.

They had nothing to worry about. Olivia was definitely going to marry him.

The betting books at White’s, of course, had it otherwise.

God, but she was infinitely weary of being a sport for the wager-happy wastrels at White’s. She did not want to be an event.

But if she’d learned anything over the years, wanting something and getting it were not always sequential events. Even for Everseas.

She pressed her head back against the plump seat, which smelled vaguely and soothingly of her father’s tobacco, then gave a start and fished about in her reticule.

“Blast!” Only two shillings were in there, along with her hussif, her tortoiseshell card case, and, of course, a square of linen folded in sixteenths that she always pretended not to see but that traveled with her everywhere.

It had become a personal ritual, her way of tithing, to say a few kind words and drop a few coins into the cups of the beggars who had appeared weeks ago and lingered near Madame Marceau’s shop, and who reappeared no matter how often Madame Marceau tried to shoo them away. They were as intrepid as ants. They knew where to find sustenance, and that was from the affluent women who frequented the modiste.

But Olivia, as usual, always wished she had more to give.

At last “Madame Marceau, Modiste,” a gaudy gilded sign swinging on chains, came into view, Olivia sat up alertly. The Strand was even livelier than usual today, apparently: she could hear a choir, of all things.

She didn’t know the tune, but it was certainly infectious, lilting and lively. Her foot was already tapping before the footman pulled open the door of the carriage, and she was smiling when he handed her down.

A half-dozen men were arrayed before Madame Marceau’s, arms slung about each other, swaying rhythmically, their heads tipped back in full-throated song. Another man seemed to be presiding as a conductor, strutting to and fro before them and holding a sheaf of papers in one hand.

He waved one in the air. “Get yer flash ballad here! Two pence! Be the first to teach your friends the song all of London will be singing for centuries to come!”

This was quite a claim, given that one of London’s other favorite songs was all about Olivia’s brother Colin, and it, like Colin, who had survived the gallows, refused to die.

Years of distributing and accepting pamphlets for the causes nearest her heart—the eradication of slavery and the protection of the poor—had Olivia reflexively stretching out her hand for it.

The man hesitated, then saw the outstretched hand was encased in an expensive blue kid glove and decided to let her hold it.

“Two pence, madame, if ye’d like to take it with you.” He beamed persuasively at her.

She didn’t hear him.

She was transfixed in horror by the first words on the page.

The Legend of Lyon Redmond

Her breath left her in one painful gust, surely as though a broom handle had been driven into her ribs.

But the worst was yet to come.

Oh, if you thought you’d never see

A bride called Olivia Eversea

Well come along with me, lads, come along with me!

Her pretty self was on the shelf

And at last a-wed she’ll be.

Oh, everyone thought

It was all for naught

And she’d dry up and blow away.

But will Redmond return

And make her burn

For the love of yesterday?

Sensation abandoned her limbs.

Where oh where did Redmond go?

Why oh why did he flee?

Is he riding the Nile on a crocodile?

Or did he take to the wide open sea?

Did a cannibal eat ’im?

Is he living in Eden

With Adam and Eve and the Snake?

Did Miss Eversea scare ’im

Into the arms of a harem

Where he lolls about like a sheik?

Shock reverberated through her as though she’d been driven into the ground with a mallet.

And all the while the little chorus behind her sang on.

Someone back there, she thought irrationally, had a lovely baritone.







Chapter 2

SHE FINALLY, BRIEFLY CLOSED her eyes because the air in front of her was spangling ominously.

So this is what it feels like right before one faints, she thought distantly.

She’d never fainted in her life.

Perhaps she ought to breathe. That’s what lungs were for, after all, and she currently didn’t seem to be using them.

They were words. Just words. Just words.

She inhaled deeply.

Exhaled.

That was a little better.

And still the chorus behind her sang on.

“Madame,” the man’s insistent voice cut through her daze, which made her realize this likely wasn’t the first time he’d said it. “’Tis two pence for that fine composition in your hand.”

She opened her eyes.

She was nearly eye level with a sparkling, shrewd brown gaze. The man’s waistcoat buttons were severely taxed by the majestic arc of his stomach, and two tufts of hair friskily peeked from beneath his beaver hat. She suspected it was all the hair he had left in the world.

“Two pence, is it? I can see why it’s so dear. It’s an impressive piece. Quite nimbly rhymed.”

The man glowed. “It’s my own composition, you know. I’m told I’ve a gift. It goes on to explain all the other things Redmond might be doing whilst he’s away.” He leaned over to tap it for emphasis. “Eight verses and counting! I learned about sheiks and crocodiles and the like at a lecture by his brother, Mr. Miles Redmond, the famous explorer.”

“Quelle irony,” she murmured.

“The Redmonds are a very accomplished family,” he added proudly, as if he was their personal retainer and the Redmonds kept a staff troubadour to chronicle their lives.

“They are, indeed,” she agreed smoothly. “Tell me, do sheiks, in fact, ‘loll’? You see, I was unable to attend that particular lecture by Mr. Miles Redmond.”

“Well, I cannot say for certain. I confess I called upon my imagination for that bit, and the word ‘loll’ is rather musical, don’t you think?”

“It paints a picture. I fear I must take issue with your first verse, however.”

He bristled. “On what authority do you speak? Are you a poetess?”

“I’m Olivia Eversea.”

He froze.

His eyes darted with hummingbird speed over her face.

He made a frantic chopping motion in the general direction of the choir behind him.

They clapped their mouths shut.

The sudden quiet seemed deafening.

And then he whipped off his hat so quickly the ribbons on her bonnet fluttered. He clapped it over his heart and bowed like he’d been felled by an axe.

“Cor, is that so now?” he said when he was upright again. “Pleased I am to make your acquaintance, Miss Eversea. Ye’re prettier than a spring day.”

“Clearly hyperbole is your special gift, Mr.—”

“Pickles.”

“Mr. Pickles.”

She fixed him with stare that distilled centuries of excellent breeding and money and arrogance and intelligence and grace.

To his credit, shamed scarlet slowly flooded into his cheeks.

“I am sorry about the ‘dry up and blow away’ bit,” he muttered sheepishly. “I wrote it before we met, you see.”

“Of course.”

“And I thought it lent pathos.”

“It does give the song a certain dramatic structure, as it were,” she acknowledged.

Her ears were still ringing from shock and her hands were icy. She probably ought to sit down. Perhaps put her head between her knees.

“A structure!” he breathed. “Yes! You are an insightful woman, Miss Eversea.” His face lit with hopeful accord and a plea for understanding.

Olivia gave a start when someone behind her slid the flash ballad from her gloved fingers.

She turned swiftly. It was Lord Landsdowne, her fiancé, looking every bit the viscount in a flawlessly fitting Weston-cut coat, his silver buttons sparkling, his Hessian toes gleaming, his affable, unmistakable air of entitlement radiating from him like beams from a benevolent sun.

She turned a surprised and delighted smile up to him.

He didn’t see it. He was too occupied absorbing the little horror in his hand.

And before her eyes his face went slowly, subtly hard.

It occurred to her that she had known him months before they were officially engaged, and yet she’d never seen him angry.

Nor had the words “Lyon” and “Redmond” ever once been spoken aloud by either of them to the other since they met.

She, in fact, hadn’t spoken those two words aloud to anyone for years.

Oh, she supposed she’d resorted to the pronoun “he” once or twice, when it could not be avoided. As if Lyon were the Almighty. Or Beelzebub.

And surely this delicacy was ludicrous. Perhaps if she made a habit of tossing his name into idle conversation now and again, it would lose its power and become meaningless and strange, as any word will if you stare at it long enough.

On the other hand, the first night she’d danced with Lyon, she’d lain sleepless, thrumming with some unnamed new joy, and then she’d crept out of bed, seized a sheet of foolscap, and feverishly filled the front and back of it with those two words. They had spilled out of her like a hosannah, or like an attempt at exorcism.

They hadn’t lost any of their power then.

“Will ye put your signature to my composition for me then, Miss Eversea?” Mr. Pickles was all humility now. Or rather, three parts humility, one part commerce. “It might very well make me a rich man. I could sell it to the Montmorency Museum to show along with your brother’s, Mr. Colin Eversea’s, suit of clothes. The ones he was nearly hung in.”

Blast. She’d forgotten about Colin’s bequest. She sighed.

Someone was bound to fund a Museum of Eversea Ignominy one day.

“She’ll sign nothing,” Landsdowne said evenly. But his eyes were flints. “I’ll give you a shilling to leave here and never return.”

Olivia’s head jerked toward him in astonishment. He hadn’t yet looked directly at her or greeted her, which was both unnerving and intriguing.

Obviously his intent was to protect her honor.

Not to mention his own.

But she’d always found it well nigh intolerable when someone else spoke for her. And this was the first time Landsdowne had done any such thing.

They locked eyes at last, and she watched his soften, the way they always did when they landed on her.

“Oh, where’s the harm in signing it?” she coaxed him. “Perhaps if Mr. Pickles becomes wealthy he won’t need to sell more of these songs. And far be it for any of us to discourage an entrepreneur.”

“Miss Eversea, if I may interject? In the spirit of honesty, I fear I am at the mercy of the muse. My compositions burble forth like a spring from the earth, and riches are hardly likely to discourage them.” Mr. Pickles was the picture of contrite humility.

“Then tell me what it will cost to build a dam,” Landsdowne said grimly.

“We’ll have Madame Marceau fetch a quill,” Olivia soothed. “I shall sign it and leave it with her, with instructions to give it to Mr. Pickles after I’m gone for the day.”

She’d learned that her smiles were Landsdowne’s weakness, so she gave him one. Conciliatory and charming and warm.

And challenging.

He hesitated. As if he was contemplating countermanding her.

She stiffened her spine, as if bracing for a wind.

This was what marriage would be like, she realized. Countless little negotiations, both subtle and overt. Which the two of them, of course, would conduct in the most civilized manner imaginable, because two more reasonable adults had never walked the earth, and a more even-tempered man had never been born. And surely it would be balm after brothers who had dangled from the trellises of married countesses, gone to the gallows only to vanish from them in a cloud of smoke, married controversial American heiresses, and been shot at a good deal during the war.

Nor would Landsdowne ever throw a handful of pebbles up at her window at midnight.

Lyon’s face flashed before her eyes then. White and stunned, like a man bleeding inside. His shirt glued to his body by rain, because he’d slung his coat around her.

That image was her purgatory.

She shoved it away, back into the shadows of her mind, the only safe place for it.

No, Landsdowne’s courtship had been calm, determined, and relentless. He’d conducted it the way the sea conducts a campaign to wear away a cliff.

His mouth at last quirked at the corner. “Very well, my dear. If you must.”

My dear. He’d slipped those words into conversation shortly after they’d become engaged, and he’d begun to use them more and more. It was husbandly and sweet and made her inexplicably as restless as if he’d reached over and fastened a diamond collar round her neck.

Lyon had called her “Liv.”

He’d called her other things, too, things that began with “my.” My heart. My love. He’d used words with the innocent recklessness of someone who had never before been hurt.

They’d of course both learned the harm that words could do.

She suddenly wished for another moment alone. She still felt weak, as if an old fever had stirred.

“Isn’t it better to show everyone how little we care about this nonsense?” she murmured to Landsdowne.

His smile became real then. He shoved two pence at Mr. Pickles, who accepted them with pleasure.

Olivia kept the song.

“A pleasure, Mr. Pickles,” he said ironically. “And there’s a shilling in it for you if you move your little choir a few shops down.”

Mr. Pickles accepted the shilling and herded his carolers down the street.

Landsdowne cupped her elbow and resolutely steered her through the pedestrians to Madame Marceau’s shop, shielding her with the breadth of his body.

But Olivia stopped abruptly and eased from his grip long enough to crouch before the beggars leaning against the wall. They were so tattered and filthy and abject they were almost as indistinguishable from each other as they were from the shadows. Two of them were bandaged, one around a hand, the other across his face, in all likelihood to hide some kind of disfigurement—war or accident. It mattered not to her.

Her shillings clinked hollowly in the single cup.

“I’m sorry,” she said softly to them, “it’s all I have today . . . but it might be enough to buy mail coach passage to Sussex. Reverend Sylvaine in Pennyroyal Green can help you find work and food, perhaps shelter . . .”

But it was all she could say, because their unwashed stench was overpowering, and she was ashamed when she needed push herself to her feet again.

She stepped back abruptly against her strong, clean fiancé, who claimed her elbow once more.

But she waited for the beggar, who raised his hand and slowly brought it down in his graceful, characteristic blessing.

She was not typically superstitious, but his blessing had become important as she walked into Madame Marceau’s for her fittings.

Landsdowne handed her a handkerchief, which smelled of starch and a hint of bay rum and was neatly embroidered with his initials. She applied it to her nose with a relief that shamed her.

And one day it would be her responsibility, nay, her privilege, to embroider those little initials into the corner of his handkerchiefs.

Rather like the handkerchief she kept in her reticule.

There were initials on that, too.

And blood.

She ought to burn it the way she’d burned the foolscap covered with his name.

“That lot will likely only drink those shillings,” Landsdowne muttered dryly.

“They may do whatever they see fit with them.” She’d said it a little too abruptly, pulling the handkerchief from her nose and handing it back to him.

“The poor are with us always, Olivia.”

“Oh, are they now? Do enlighten me.”

He stiffened.

Which is when she realized she’d snapped at him.

She drew in a breath, blew it out again, and squared her shoulders. She smiled at him apologetically. “Oh, do let’s begin again. And forgive my nerves? It’s been a day full of startling things and it’s scarcely even begun. I’m terribly sorry to be so shrewish.”

“There’s nothing to forgive,” he said instantly. “Or rather, forgive me. I was merely making an innocuous comment, and I didn’t intend for it to sound like a lecture. And you are an angel, not a shrew. Certainly you know more than I do with regards to the ubiquity of the poor.”

“Oh, I’m a novice compared to Mrs. Sneath.”

“Everyone is a novice at everything compared to Mrs. Sneath.”

She laughed.

“All these wedding preparations would shred even Admiral Nelson’s nerves, Olivia. Mine are usually unassailable, and I swear I can hear them groaning from the strain,” he confided. “Are you certain you won’t allow me to whisk you off to Gretna Green?” It was only half in jest.

“As tempting as that sounds, my mother and Madame Marceau would likely make a widow of me the day they found out. We’ve had a number of weddings in the family lately, but no pomp, and I think everyone believes they deserve a little pomp.”

“Oh, but we deserve pomp, too,” he teased gently. “And truthfully, my mother and sisters are both expecting and demanding it, too. Very well. Then at least allow me to take you to Ackermann’s for tea, or perhaps Twining’s when they’ve done pinning you, or whatever it is they do to women in there.” He gestured at the shop. “They’re both on the Strand and we’re so close. I knew you’d be here—I stopped by your town house and spoke a bit with your mother and your brother. It was . . . I’d simply hoped to steal some time with you.”

“I would love that!” she said quite sincerely. She loved wandering about Ackermann’s, poring over the new prints and sifting through the pretty little gifts they sold. She’d found her tortoiseshell card case there. “And please don’t consider it stealing time. I shall give it freely and happily.”

“Perhaps we can find a new print or two for our town house in Ackermann’s. I should like you to impose your taste upon it, since I haven’t any of my own.”

Our. They were going to be an our, too.

She’d have a new home. New furnishings.

A new . . . bed.

A new life.

“Nonsense. Your taste is excellent, if a trifle subdued. Be careful what you wish for—you may find yourself up to your ears in embroidered pillows.”

“It sounds comfortable. I’ll never fear stumbling in the house if I can anticipate a soft landing.”

She laughed. “Call for me in two hours? I should have been sufficiently tortured by the seamstresses by then.”

“Until we meet again, my dear,” he said, with a quirk of one brow, and bowed.

As he turned to go he tripped over the beggar’s foot, which was suddenly and inconveniently thrust outward.

Landsdowne swore softly and recovered aplomb neatly, and he was on his way.

Olivia bit back a smile and stepped into the shop at last.

Madame Marceau, whose name was French and purely fictional, and her long, pleasingly homely face pure Plantagenet, clasped her hands in delight when she saw Olivia, and then curtsied, and then wrung the very same hands in despair.

“Oh, Miss Eversea, I am so thrilled we’ll be pinning you into your wedding gown today. It will rival even Princess Charlotte’s! But you see, we have a bit of a predicament. The girl who assisted me, Mademoiselle Marie-Anne, has abandoned me suddenly—she came into some money and moved to the country like that!” Madame Marceau snapped her fingers. “And I have been called to see to an urgent matter in my other shop on Bond Street. Fortunately Providence has seen fit to provide me with the very competent new assistant just when my need is greatest. I am so sorry to be unable to see to you personally today!”

“Think nothing of it, Madame. I trust your judgment implicitly, and I’m sure your new assistant, Mademoiselle . . .”

“Lilette.”

Lilette? Olivia almost rolled her eyes. “. . . Mademoiselle Lilette will acquit herself admirably, as I know you would only employ the best.”

Madame Marceau beamed gratefully at this, and the mademoiselle in question appeared from behind her. She was small, pale, pleasingly round girl with soulful dark eyes and dark hair, which was scraped away from her face into a tight, sensible knot. Her severe, high-necked, exquisitely tailored dress implied only the clientele were allowed to shine.

“Mademoiselle Lilette, if you would be so kind as to assist Miss Eversea? I shall return as quickly as possible.”

“Mais bien sûr, Madame Marceau. If you would follow me, Miss Eversea.”

Olivia followed her and divested herself of her pelisse and dress behind a screen and slipped into what would be her wedding gown when she finally decided on the proper trim and all the millions of measurements were concluded. Mademoiselle Lilette dropped to her knees at Olivia’s feet with the torture instruments of her trade, pins and measure tape.

A shilling clearly hadn’t bought enough distance. The bloody song started up again outside.

Eight verses wouldn’t come close to addressing the millions of things she’d imagined happening to Lyon Redmond over the years. She wondered whether there were any verses about Lyon Redmond dying in a ditch. Certainly a good many things rhymed with “ditch.”

They were on the “. . . did he take to the wide open sea?” line, the least painful of the lines for Olivia to imagine, when Mademoiselle Lilette spoke.

“Miss Eversea, if you would hold still, like so, or your hem will be wavy and not even. Interesting, non, but wavy is not the style?”

“My apologies, Mademoiselle Lilette.” Olivia obediently froze.

“Such exquisite taste you have, Miss Eversea.”

Mademoiselle Lilette’s accent was authentically French and her flattery unsurprisingly rote.

“Thank you,” Olivia said, in a tone that meant Please stop talking.

“So fortunate you are to be marrying such a grand man, n’est-ce pas? A handsome viscount, oui?”

“Oui,” Olivia said tautly.

The song appeared to be rounding on the second verse now.

Would that her last name was . . . oh, Silver, perhaps, instead. Nothing rhymed with Silver.

Would that nothing had ever happened in her life that warranted a song.

Would that Lyon was here, because she could think of no one else who would have laughed with her over that song until tears poured down their cheeks and they gasped for air.

She closed her eyes against an onslaught of fury and yearning so painful it made her nauseous and she nearly swayed.

She held herself very, very still, and the pain washed out again.

She’d learned over the years this was how to manage it. With stillness.

“You must be very, how you say, very in love weez your fiancé?”

Weez? Olivia frowned. What the devil was . . .

Oh—with.

The bloody French. They were always on about love love love love love. Suddenly the question made her head ache as if she’d been presented with an algebra problem.

Love. The word had once felt infinite, magical. A word like “Heaven” or “universe.”

And now it felt barbed and foolish. She knew an impulse to shrug away from it as if something multilegged had landed on her skin.

“I wish there was a way to disperse the choir out there permanently,” she muttered irritably.

Mademoiselle Lilette stopped moving and was quiet for a merciful moment.

“Surely we can, how you say, exploit them instead, Miss Eversea,” she said mildly.

“Exploit!” Despite herself, Olivia was intrigued. “Go on.”

“Perhaps to give all of them, how do you say, une pamphlet about the rights and needs of the poor? They will become educated or they will be driven away, perhaps both.”

Olivia laughed, genuinely surprised and delighted. “Ah, I do like how you think, Mademoiselle Lilette. You seem a resourceful woman.”

Mademoiselle Lilette gave a little modest grunt. “One does not rise from the slums to work for the magnifique Madame Marceau if one is not resourceful. You must remain still, however, while I pin, for I do not wish to draw blood.”

Imperiousness was the province of dressmakers everywhere, it seemed, and for the sake of vanity, well-bred women everywhere obeyed.

“Sorry. The slums, was it?”

“Mais oui.” Impressively, Mademoiselle Lilette said this around a mouthful of pins. “The darkest of slums.”

“An admirable achievement.”

“Merci.” She paused to shrug. “But one need only be, how do you say, tetu comme an anu, to survive and thrive.”

“Stubborn as a mule?”

“Oui. And I am.”

“I think perhaps we have that in common, Mademoiselle Lilette.”

“And they do like to call us the gentle sex. The poor things.”

“If only they knew.”

They giggled together.

Though Olivia often wished she truly was as strong as everyone seemed to think she was. As strong as she wanted everyone to think she was.

“Oui, c’est vrai. I, too, admire you, Miss Eversea. I have heard of your work, you see, with the poor and against the Triangle Trade.”

Olivia froze, astonished. She craned her head down toward the seamstress. “How on earth did you hear about that?”

Mademoiselle Lilette squeaked. “Do not move, Miss Eversea! I am sympathetic, shall we say, to such efforts, and your name is so often mentioned with great respect as someone who supports the cause of slavery abolition. You give to people the pamphlets, oui? And attend lectures and ask clever questions? Our paths perhaps may have crossed there. And so much is better now, thanks to the likes of Mrs. Hannah More and Mr. Wilberforce.”

“Oh, I scarcely feel worthy of mention in association with Mrs. More and Mr. Wilberforce! And if my small efforts have made any sort of difference, I am gratified. But I suspect those of us who deplore slavery have Le Chat to thank for decimating the illegal Triangle Trade more than my pamphlets,” she said dryly. “Everyone has become afraid to sail.”

Le Chat was the rather melodramatic name given a pirate who had for a time been the scourge of the sea and the talk of ballrooms and salons. No one knew his true identity—his name might be Edgar, for all anyone knew—but he’d been rather quiet lately, as befit his slinky, enigmatic namesake. Some time ago, the Earl of Ardmay, also known as Captain Asher Flint, and his first mate, Lord Lavay, had been charged by the king to bring him to justice. They had failed to do it, and had thereby forfeited an enormous reward.

Instead, the earl had married Violet Redmond, and Lord Lavay had just married his housekeeper, Mrs. Elise Fountain.

Olivia wasn’t certain whether she would categorize these events as rewards or as punishments.

“Oh, but Le Chat is a lawless pirate!” Mademoiselle Lilette exclaimed. “Oui? Surely not a hero?”

“Nevertheless, I would like to shake his hand. For he seems to have found the only thing that vanquishes immorality and greed: fear.”

“But ’e might ravish you if you shake his hand. It is what pirates do, non?”

“Well, I couldn’t say for certain, as I do not move in the same circles with pirates.”

Ravish. Another very French word.

Another word that belonged to her past.

Though the ravishing had been rather mutual, then.

She only realized she’d stirred restlessly when Mademoiselle Lilette implored, “Please be still, Miss Eversea.”

“Sorry, sorry. I haven’t heard of any new Le Chat attacks. Though I haven’t kept up on the news during wedding preparations, which have lasted nearly my entire life, by my calculations. Worth it, of course,” she added hurriedly, lest she wound any delicate dressmaker feelings. Ever conscious of how very fortunate she was.

Mademoiselle Lilette clucked soothingly. “You will be so happy when the talk is of how beautiful you look in your dress. Perhaps Le Chat, the pirate, ’e is dead.”

“Seems likely. I imagine most pirates go into pirating with the full awareness they likely won’t expire in their beds from old age.”

“Still, if Le Chat is dead, your work is needed. For every woman should have passions. I am certain your fiancé the viscount admires this quality a great deal and feels himself fortunate indeed.”

It was another particularly, irritatingly French thing to say. Passion.

Another word that Olivia had managed to dodge for some years now.

Passion was now synonymous with pain and she wanted none of it.

“I don’t think my fiancé would consider it a . . . passion,” she said carefully.

“No? But surely such a thing is important to you? Your work weez ze poor, and such?”

Mademoiselle Lilette sounded genuinely confused.

“Well, certainly. But I suspect he categorizes it along with embroidery and pianoforte playing. He minds it as much as those things—that is to say, pays little notice. To him, it’s just . . . something I do.”

“Ah. Rather than something you are?”

The dressmaker made this startling, incisive observation as casually as she’d pinned the next inch of hem.

“Oui,” Olivia said finally.







Chapter 3

“OLIVIA . . . I THINK THOSE are your brothers.”

Colin and Ian Eversea were, indeed, standing in front of Ackermann’s Repository of Arts, looking conspicuous, both because they were so tall and handsome and so alike, and because they were having what appeared like an earnest discussion, perhaps even an argument, complete with emphatic hand gestures.

Pedestrians eddied around them, heads turning to admire them as they passed. Her brothers would be turning heads well into their nineties, Olivia suspected. Her heart squeezed a little. She was so very proud of both of them. Both had been a bit wild when they returned from the war, and now both were happily married, Colin to the lovely Madeline of whom he was tenderly protective, Ian to the startling and very pretty American heiress who had caused an uproar in Pennyroyal Green and had, in fact, given even Olivia pause, which was very difficult to do, as Olivia’s social supremacy had remained unchallenged for a very long time.

“Yes. Well, it’s two of them, anyway.” Olivia thought their appearance was a little too coincidental. “You didn’t happen to mention to them that we might be going to Ackermann’s, did you? When you stopped in at St. James Square.”

She knew they were worried about her. They had watched the house fill with flowers every day from suitors who hadn’t a prayer of getting her attention. They had seen the betting books at White’s fill with wager after wager, making a game of her presumed heartbreak. Presumed, because no one had ever said a word to her overtly about it, and she’d certainly never confessed to such a thing.

Only Olivia and Lyon knew the truth.

Her brothers wanted, above all, for her to be happy.

They liked Landsdowne very much, and she wished they wouldn’t tread so gingerly about him, as if they were afraid he would vanish if they made any sudden moves. For God’s sake, she honestly did intend to marry the man.

They had married the women they loved.

“They weren’t in when I stopped at your town house,” Landsdowne mused. “It must be a fortunate coincidence.”

She wondered just how “fortunate” it might be.

“Well! Good afternoon, Olivia, Landsdowne!” Ian enthused, when they moved forward to meet them. “What a lovely coincidence.”

“Is it?” Olivia said suspiciously.

Hats came off and bows were exchanged.

“Fine weather we’re having.” This came from Ian.

Colin was standing unusually still and he was uncharacteristically silent. Rather, in fact, like a sentry.

“I suppose,” she said, still suspiciously.

“Have you a complaint about it, sister dear?”

“Ian, may I point something out to you?”

“Since when have you ever asked permission to point something out to me, Olivia? Would it be to impress your husband-to-be?”

“Her husband-to-be is already thoroughly impressed,” Landsdowne said with charming loyalty.

“I don’t think we’ve ever exchanged banalities about the weather in our entire lives,” Olivia said calmly. “Nor have you ever called me ‘sister dear.’”

She locked eyes with Ian for a challenging moment.

“Then I have been remiss, for you are a dear sister, and I should tell you so more often,” he said smoothly. “We were just inside, and it’s an uninspiring lot of prints in there today, wouldn’t you say, Colin?”

“Uninspiring,” Colin parroted. “Why don’t the four of us stop in at Twining’s for something hot?”

Her brothers were offering to drink tea with her?

“We’d like to take our tea in Ackermann’s tearoom,” she said firmly, and she looped her arm in Landsdowne’s and feinted to the right.

In tandem, her brothers gracefully, ever so subtly shifted to the right and blocked her.

“How were the fittings at Madame Marceau’s?” Ian tried. “I’m sure your dress is beautiful.”

This made her snort in derision. The day Ian was interested in her dress fittings was the day he’d wear a dress.

She tried a quick slide to the left, startling Landsdowne, who came along with her just in time.

Her brothers, neatly and in tandem, subtly shifted at the same time.

“Care to share what might be the trouble, gentlemen?” Lansdowne asked, with deceptive mildness.

Which she was beginning to realize was his way of disguising temper.

Her brothers exchanged a glance. Some silent brotherly conversation took place during that glance.

“Olivia.” And then Colin said very, very slowly, as though willing her to understand something, “I genuinely think you don’t want to go in today.”

It was a tactical mistake. This was Olivia, after all. Telling her what not to do was tantamount to inviting her to do it.

Colin realized this too late. Her brothers, after exchanging another rather fatalistic glance, stepped aside with grim resignation.

She all but burst inside.

Then paused as she took in the space with a swift, sweeping glance.

Nothing was out of the ordinary. Everything seemed splendidly as it should be. She inhaled deeply. Ah, but she loved Ackermann’s the way she loved Tingle’s Bookshop—for the gentle rustling of fine paper, the pungent scent of fine paper and ink. It was cheerful and airy and brilliantly illuminated by a band of large high windows that poured flattering light down on all the art and art lovers alike.

Her brothers remained silent.

She shot them a triumphant glance.

She gravitated to a wall where a new, dazzlingly colorful print hung in a place of honor.

“Oh, I believe it’s meant to be Le Chat.” Olivia said this to Landsdowne, who was trailing her protectively and planted himself at her side. “Funny, but I was just discussing him with my modiste.”

They paused to admire it.

The infamous pirate was standing triumphantly on the deck of a ship, one booted foot on the chest of a man who appeared to be weeping with fear. His hair waved like a black flag in an apparent breeze, and his penetrating blue gaze was apparent even through his black mask. He was holding a sword to his victim’s throat with his left hand. These were the only three things the whole of Europe could agree about with regards to Le Chat: that he had blue eyes (“the very color of evil!” one survivor had declared, which had always struck Olivia as funny, as her own were blue), so vivid they could even be seen in the dark, which was the only time Le Chat attacked; that he spoke like a gentleman when he spoke at all; and that he was left-handed. Or at least used his left hand when he wielded a sword. One merchant claimed to have shot him, but since Le Chat had gone on to attack again, he clearly hadn’t managed to kill him.

“That’s a handsome print,” Landsdowne allowed. “But he’s a scourge.”

“Yes, but a scourge who has all but eliminated the illegal Triangle Trade, from what I understand.”

“I suppose even vermin have their uses,” Landsdowne said, and she shot him a wry glance. “He hasn’t been heard from in a while. Perhaps someone finally aimed into his black little heart when they shot him.”

“Seems an inevitable fate for a pirate,” she allowed, echoing what she’d told Mademoiselle Lilette. She frowned faintly at the masked pirate.

It was amusingly lurid, but she could see nothing alarming in it, so clearly this wasn’t what was troubling her brothers.

“Shall we go now, Olivia?” Colin suggested brightly from behind her.

She turned to scowl at him, and then continued in a slow, suspicious pivot.

She saw nothing but other well-dressed shoppers and couples murmuring to each other as they leafed through merchandise.

And then her questing gaze snagged on a row of vivid prints arrayed side by side along the top of a shelf. The artist was obvious even from where she stood.

“Oh! A new set of Rowlandson prints!”

New Rowlandson work was always a delightful surprise. He had a gift for capturing London’s microcosm with scathing wit and acuity.

That was when her brothers went absolutely motionless and silent. Rather as if they were about to witness an execution.

She understood why when she was close enough to read the titles.

The Illustrated Legend of Lyon Redmond

Which rather leaped out at her from the bottom of the prints.

It seemed Mr. Pickles had already been more enterprising than she’d ever suspected, if Rowlandson had been commissioned to do such work.

She drew closer, helpless not to. Landsdowne followed.

In the first print, a man, who she expected was meant to be Lyon—he had a dashing swoop of dark hair over one brow and snapping black eyes, and his outrageously muscular, nankeen-clad thighs gripped a saddled and rearing crocodile, whose tiny legs flailed the air like a stallion. One knew it was the Nile because the artist had thoughtfully drawn little pyramids off in the distance.

Lyon was wielding a riding crop and wearing a beaver hat and a very determined expression.

The funny part was that the expression was really rather similar to Lyon’s when he was determined. Which was all the time. Or had been all the time.

“Olivia . . .” Landsdowne’s voice was next to her. It was a plea.

She held up a hand. Slowly, as if she had no choice, as though nudged up the gallows stairs, she moved on to the next one.

In blues and pinks and reds, Lyon was depicted lolling—which was indeed a rather lyrical word—on a heap of tasseled pillows, surrounded by voluptuous—the cartoonist had spared no ink and had truly unleashed his imagination—and scantily clad women. Lyon appeared to be smoking a hookah and his boots were tossed carelessly aside.

They all stared at it in helpless, horrified thrall.

“He looks comfortable, doesn’t he?”

Her voice was a sort of ironic, distant hush that had the three men exchanging looks of grave concern.

Lyon would never smoke a hookah. Or be so very careless with his boots.

He’d been so extraordinarily disciplined.

“Olivia . . .”

Likely one of her brothers had said her name. She heard it distantly, as if it were merely noise drifting in from the street.

The truth was she was cleaved in three distinct emotions.

Hilarity.

Horror.

Fury.

Rather like the elm tree she used to meet Lyon by, which had been split by lightning but had gone on growing as if hadn’t noticed.

The emotions circulated through her like three different drugs, and she felt strangely very separate from her body, rather the way one did when one took laudanum.

But the fury was mostly because no one would have enjoyed these more than Lyon, and he wasn’t here to bloody enjoy them.

Fury was always the safest emotion when it came to Lyon.

She moved on to the next print.

The next must be the Garden of Eden, because in the center was a lush tree with an apple and a snake in it, and Adam and Eve, both clad in modesty-protecting fig leaves, were flanking Lyon below it. Oddly, he was wearing a full set of clothes, as if he’d just stepped out of White’s, and his hands were saucily planted on his hips. They were all beaming at each other, even the snake, as if they were celebrating a birthday.

In the center of the next panel a great bulbous black kettle was perched atop a roaring fire, which was rendered in satanic swoops of orange. Lyon was sitting in the kettle, his arms strapped to his sides with vines, and, quite understandably, his mouth was open in a little “O” of distress. What was clearly meant to be a cannibal was sprinkling salt on his head. Another cannibal sat nearby holding a knife and fork, which struck her as incongruous, because surely cannibals ate with their hands?

“And now he looks rather uncomfortable,” she murmured.

Which, ironically, perfectly described all the appalled, silent men behind her.

Ian cleared his throat. “Olivia, we—”

She abruptly held up a quelling hand without turning around.

The next panel featured Lyon standing on the deck of a ship, and he was shading his eyes with a hand, leaning forward, both shirt and the sails of the ship billowing in what appeared to be gale force winds. It was an ironic echo of the Le Chat print. And it was the only scenario of any of them Olivia could imagine being true.

One panel remained. She drew in a surreptitious bracing breath, exhaled softly, and moved on to it.

It featured a lone figure of a woman.

Dread suffused her, but curiosity compelled her. She leaned forward gingerly, as if the print were a wild boar she’d shot but was unsure she’d actually killed.

She was relieved to discover the woman was really rather pretty. Her hair poured in a dramatic black river down her back and she was wearing a fine blue dress, as if the artist had somehow known it was Olivia’s best color. Her bosom, unsurprisingly, given the artist’s predilections, greatly taxed the dress’s bodice.

Something lacy appeared to be trailing from her head to the ground.

“Oh, am I wearing a . . .”

She was about to say “veil.”

And then she realized it was cobwebs.

“Mother of God,” Landsdowne muttered viciously. “These are abominations. I insist that we leave.”

“Oh, they’re just cartoons,” she said almost gently, her voice still rather drifty. Like someone lying in state of grace on her deathbed, beyond caring about earthly things.

The rapt attention four well-dressed visitors were aiming at the prints drew the notice of Ackermann’s clerk. He bustled cheerily over.

“Aren’t they charming?” he said brightly. “‘The Legend of Lyon Redmond’ is an illustrated ballad about a famous young heir who disappeared after a woman broke his heart, and now she’s moldering away. I imagine every home in London will have one soon at the rate they’re selling. The artist is the eminently gifted Thomas Rowlandson.” He pointed at the signature at the bottom.

All four of them turned blackly incredulous gazes on him.

“His eyes are wrong,” Olivia said finally, faintly, absurdly. “They ought to be blue.”

IT WAS BLISSFULLY quiet in Twining’s tearoom. Just the soul-soothing music of teacups clinking against saucers, the chink chink of spoons dissolving sugar cubes and stirring in cream, the soft gurgle of brew poured from pots. No flash ballads drifting in from the street through the windows. No decorative prints on the walls making a mockery of her history.

She hoped Landsdowne hadn’t noticed the irony of the reclining lion that had always presided over Twining’s entrance.

“So,” Olivia finally said brightly. “Colin and Ian were right. I didn’t
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