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Prologue





As was usual for a Saturday at the Pig & Thistle in Pennyroyal Green, the chessboard bristled with a miniature ivory and black battle, and Frances Cooke and Martin Culpepper hunched over it like two grizzled opposing generals in a place of honor in front of the fire.


But these were the only usual things about Pennyroyal Green today.


Ned Hawthorne paused in the endless task of keeping the floor swept to marvel: it wasnt yet noon, but every one of the pubs battered tables was crowded. Conspicuous among the regulars were Pennyroyal Green denizens who rarely appeared in the pub: the vicar, who could, irritatingly, be counted on not to drink a drop; the mysterious Miss Marietta Endicott of Miss Endicotts Academy for Young Ladies had been coaxed down off the hill; a few of the Gypsies from the summer encampment on the outskirts of town had even wandered in, a violin dangling disconsolately from the hand of one of them.


Ned Hawthorne, whose family had owned the Pig & Thistle for centuries, had never seen so many somber faces.



And so little drinking.


For heavens sake, if they were going to have a proper wake for Colin Eversea, someone needed to get it started.


twas only a matter of time before Colin Eversea was hung, you know, he reflected into the silence.


Ah, this burst the dam. A great uproar of shouted agreement and dissent ensued.


Oh, aye, if an Eversea were to ang at long last, e would ave been my choice, was one snide opinion.


Nay, Colins a good lad! someone else disagreed vehemently. The very best!


Good at being bad, Colin is, another person shouted to general laughter and a few squeaked protests.


Well, e has a good heart, some diplomat interjected from near the hearth. Kind as the day is long.


Owes me five pounds! came an indignant voice from somewhere in the back. Ill nivver see it now.


Oh, you should ken better than to bet wi Colin Eversea oer anything.


The voices trailed off. A lull ensued.


A throat was cleared.


Then there was that bit with the countess, came tentatively.


And the actress.


And the widow.


And that horse race.


And the gambling.


And the duels!


And voices once again tumbled all over each other, laughing and marveling, cursing and celebrating Colin Eversea.


Ah, that was better, Ned thought. Controversy made people thirsty.



Sure enough, the Pig & Thistles famous light and dark was soon flowing copiously from the taps followed by Neds favorite sound, the music of coins being slapped down on the bar and on the tables, and soon nearly everyone was sipping at something.


Without turning around, Ned thrust the broom he was holding off to one side, because even over the Colin Eversea inspired clamor, hed heard his daughter Pollys footsteps behind him. He would recognize them anywhere, over any sound.


When she didnt take the broom, he wagged it to get her attention, then glanced back and sighed at what he saw: purple rings beneath moist eyes, a long woebegone face, and bedraggled hair.


Now, Polly


But I loved him, Papa.


No, you dont, my dear, he explained patiently. He smiled at you but twice or so. That isnt love.


Thats all it took, Papa, she sniffed.


And that summed up Colin Eversea, the damned rascal.


There wasnt a woman in the Pig & Thistle today between the ages of seventeen (that would be Polly) and seventy who wasnt a bit misty, and more than a few were dabbing tears. The gents were looking right misty as well. As well they should. Colin Eversea was the most entertaining reprobate the Everseas had produced in decades, one of Neds best customers, and the gallows would deprive Pennyroyal Green of him in a mere few hours time.


Suddenly, a pleasant-faced gentleman in a many-caped coat, an innocent stranger whod wandered in before the rest of the crowd and consented to try the dark ale, made a mistake.



He leaned across to Frances Cooke at the chessboard, and said:


I beg your pardon sirbut am I to understand that Colin Everseathe Satan of Sussexhails from this town?


Culpepper sighed extravagantly, slowly pushed his chair back from the chessboard, crossed his arms and gazed up at the beamed ceiling.


New to Pennyroyal Green, are you, son? Frances Cookes voice was mild, but hed raised it just a little. A singular, strong voice, Frances Cooke had. Some might even call it aportentousvoice. The vigorous debating in the pub tapered rapidly into a hush.


Everyone knew what was about to happen.


Yes, sir, the oblivious stranger told him brightly. I was passing through on the way to Brighton when my horse threw a shoe. Theyre taking care of me at the blacksmith. Im Mr. William Jones.


Tis pleased I am to meet you, Mr. Jones. Frances Cooke thrust out his hand to be shaken by Mr. Jones.


Frances Cooke was tall and lean and bowed like a sapling confronting a strong wind. His hair was sparse, his gray brows so furry and alert they might have passed for pets, and spectacles gripped the tip of a nose reminiscent of the time Rome ruled Brittania. He knew things, Frances Cooke did: he knew the story behind the names etched into every tilting marker in Pennyroyal Greens graveyard; he knew where the stones used to build their church had been quarried and that the foundation of it had been built over a Druid temple; he knew the wood in the old table beneath his elbows came from Ashdown Forest.


Frances Cooke wasnt bashful about telling what he knew, either.



Ah, very good. Well, tis an interesting story, the story of Colin Eversea. And to tell it properly, we need to go back to the time of the Conqueror.


Good heavens! As far back as that? Mr. Jones was humoring Mr. Cooke.


Mr. Cooke gazed at him long enough to make Mr. Joness fingers twitch just a little nervously on his tankard of ale. I wonder, Mr. Jones, if you happened to see a pair of oak trees growing very close together in the square as you rode into town? he asked gently.


I did at that. Two very grand trees. Pretty town you have here.


Cooke nodded, as if this went without saying. Mr. Jones, those oak trees were mere saplings when William the Conqueror set foot on English shores. And over the centuries their roots have grown so twisted together that they now battle each other for space and depend on each other to remain upright. And this


Frances Cooke leaned forward a little, and every person in the pub reflexively leaned a little toward him, as if blown there by a breeze, and Frances Cookes voice took on the stentorian resonance of the practiced bard.


this, my friend, is a rather apt metaphor for the Everseas and Redmonds. For their families have anchored Pennyroyal Green since before this town had a name, since before the Conqueror set foot on these shores. And ancient grudges and secrets bind them fast, and curse them to this day.


The stranger, despite himself, was enthralled into a short silence. Good heavens! he finally managed faintly. Secrets and grudges? What manner of secrets and grudges?


Everyone in the pub seemed quite pleased with the effect of the story on the visitor. Relative silencethere was the sound of sipping, which pleased Ned Hawthorneand reflection ensued.


Well, they would not be secrets if we all knew them, would they, sir? But some say the bad feelings began when the first Saxona Redmondcleaved the first Normansan Everseaskull back in 1066 or so. The Redmonds, on the other hand, have it that it began even earlier, back before Rome ruled Brittania, back when all of our ancestors wore skins for clothes. They say an Eversea stole a Redmond cow.


This surprised a short, nervous laugh from Mr. Jones. Well, then. Was anything ever proved in the matter of the cow?


Nothing is ever proved when it comes to the Everseas, someone groused from the back of the crowd, to a rustle of laughter.


Frances Cooke smiled tolerantly at the interruption.


Tis true, Mr. Jones. Both families are quite wealthy and grand now, but rumors are that the cow theft was only the beginning of the way the Everseas intended to build their fortune. Theyre such a cheerful clan, you see, so tis difficult to countenance. But piracy has been implied. Smuggling intimated. Much darker things alleged. Kidnapping, larceny. Accusations have been leveled over the centuries, and accusations, as we all know, tend to originate somewhat in fact. But no one is certain where their considerable money originated, and no one has ever proved a thing. Which is why tis such a shock, you see, for all of us, to know that an Eversea will go to the gallows for murdering the cousin of a Redmond in a pub fight. Why now, after hundreds of years?


Mr. Jones contemplated this. Well, then. Do you think justice is being done with regards to Colin Eversea?



Frances Cooke steepled his fingers beneath his chin and cast a glance toward the pubs beamed ceiling. It depends on how you define justice, I suppose, Mr. Jones. For tis said an Eversea and a Redmond are destined to break each others hearts once per generation. And Lyon Redmond, the eldest of the Redmond children, disappeared some years ago. The Redmonds believe tis because Olivia Everseashed be the eldest daughter of the Eversea familybroke his heart.


There was silence. The entire town knew the story, but it was rather a heady one for the stranger to absorb.


But I think I can speak for all of usCookes glance encompassed the room of villagerswhen I say Im astounded that it has come to this hanging. And that the world will be diminished for want of Colin Eversea.


There was a general sigh of concurrence, and one mutter: owes me five pounds!


To Colin Eversea! Frances Cooke raised his tankard and voice high. Reprobate, rascal, heartbreaker


And friend, Ned Hawthorne concluded firmly.


And friend! Mistiness and heartiness and irony blended in a roar of farewell.


All over the pub tankards were raised, clinked, and tipped down throats. Hands swiped foamy mouths, and Culpeppers fingers pinched the top of Cookes queen and slowly, slowly levered it up.


Cooke might have been the town historian, but Culpepper usually won at chess.













Chapter 1





Of all the myriad ways Colin Eversea could have met his demisedrowning in the Ouse at the age of six, for instance, or plummeting from the trellis leading up to Lady Malmseys bedroom window some twenty years latersomehow hed failed to consider the possibility that he might hang. In fact, when all was said and done (admittedly, there was an awful lot to say and do), Colin had always thought hed breathe his last breath lying next to the beautiful Louisa Porter of Pennyroyal Green after having been married to her for three or four decades.


Never, never did he imagine he might spend the last few hours of his life in a damp Newgate cell with a flatulent thief called Bad Jack.


And now Colin and Bad Jack sat in the pews of the Newgate chapel while the prisons ordinary railed vividly about the tortures of eternal hellfire awaiting the two of them once their souls had been choked from their bodies. Next their shackles would be struck, their arms bound, and they would be strung up from the scaffold erected outside.


Bad Jack seemed bored as a schoolboy trapped inside on a sunny day at school. He picked his fingernails. He belched, and thumped his sternum with his fist to help the belch out. He even leaned back and yawned grandly, treating the ordinary to a view of his dark and mostly toothless maw. All in all, it was a bravura performance, but it was lost on the audience who had paid for the privilege of watching the condemned tortured by the pregallows sermon.


For it was Colin they had come to see.


They peered over the railings up above the chapel, eager to compare the actual man with images on the broadsheets rustling in their hands. Mere ink did not do justice to the reality of Colin Eversea, to his height, his loose-limbed grace and vivid eyes and strong elegant features, but myriad lurid images had abounded for weeks in the broadsheets. The English loved nothing more than a criminal with dash, and if he was gorgeous, so much the better.


Colins brother Ian had brought one of the most popular broadsheets to him: on it he was depicted with Satanic horns and a pointed tail and wielding a ridiculous knifemore a scimitar, reallydripping blood into a pool.


In a rare note of authenticity, the artist had seen fit to sketch him in a Weston-cut coat.


Looks just like you, Ian had told him. Because thats what brothers were for.


What bloody nonsense. Colin handed the broadsheet back to Ian. My horns are considerably more majestic.


Ian began to smile, but it congealed halfway up. Colin knew why: majestic horns reminded both them of the first time Colin had pulled down a buckin Lord Atwaters Wood.



But neither of them said anything aloud. There were too many memories; every one of them, the smallest to largest, was painful as a stab now. Airing just one seemed to somehow give it more importance than the others. They never reminisced.


They exchanged inanities about broadsheets instead.


Colin handed the broadsheet back to his brother. Will you have this framed? Something in gilt would suit.


Hed said this more for the benefit of the warden, who hovered near him as often as possible to make note of his comments to sell to the broadsheets. Those broadsheets had become both cherished mementos and valuable investments. For Colin Eversea was not only a legend nowhe was an industry.


There was even a popular flash ballad, sung in pubs, on street corners, on theater stages, and in amateur musicales:




Oh, if you thought yed never see


The death of Colin Eversea


Come along with me, lads, come along with me


For on a summer day hell swing


The pretty lad was mighty bad


So everybody sing!




Jaunty tune. Before things began to look so grim, back when their confidence had been unshakable, back when the Everseas petitions for Colins freedom were still crisp in the hands of the Home Secretary, his brothers had even written their own verses. Most of them concerning his sexual prowess, the size of his manhood or the lack thereof.


Because again, thats what brothers were for.



It was all very ironic, Colin thought, given that he had spent much of his colorful life attempting to stand out from his forest of impressive brothers and earn his fathers admiration, even going so far as to join the army. But hed managed to come home from the war entirely intact, whereas Chase, for instance, came home with a heroic limp, and Ian had been wounded. Then again, his father, Jacob Eversea, had always treated him with a sort of bemused detachment. No doubt because he was the youngest of the boys and had always been by far the biggest handful. Perhaps his father thought it wouldnt pay to become too attached to him, because hed known he was bound to do himself in inadvertently in a duel or a horse race or plummeting from the trellis of a married countess.


The ironic part was that Colin had at last managed to achieve what no Eversea in history had so far managed to do:


Get caught.


This made him the most legendary Eversea to date. The other irony, of course, was that he was entirely innocent of the crime. Then again, when the Charlies had found him with his hand on the knife protruding from the chest of Roland Tarbell, and when the sole eyewitness to the crimeHorace Peele, the man with the three-legged dog called Snaphad vanished into the ether, and when the only witness to the witnesss vanishing claimed fervently to have seen Horace Peele taken away in a fiery winged chariot


Well, in all fairness, it was rather difficult to blame the jury.


The Everseas had found their petitions to the Home Secretary for Colins freedom mysteriously thwarted at every turn. Even negotiations for transportation instead of execution had been oh, so regretfully denied.


Im innocent was a constant scream in his head, and the sheer effort to keep from screaming it aloudhumor was his armor, and pride was his breedingperversely forged those glittering witticisms the guards sold to the broadsheets. Colin found himself trapped in a fine, sticky net woven of long, dark historyand his own suspicions.


For now it was Marcus Eversea, Colins oldest brother, the one who had fished a sodden Colin out of the Ouse several decades ago, who would wake up next to Louisa Porter for the next four or five decades.


It was Ian who mistakenly thought Colin would find comfort in this news. After all, Marcus had come to Louisas financial rescue, and shed of course gratefully accepted his proposal. Instead, the knowledge had burrowed thornlike into Colins mind, ensuring that he never slept a night through. Though to be fair, Newgate was hardly conducive to restful sleep anyway.


But Colin had rather a gift for noticing things, a gift honed in part as a result of being the youngest son in a crowd of siblings. And so he knew he was probably the only other person in the world who was aware that Marcus had loved Louisa since he was thirteen years old, and that Marcus, like himself, had fallen in love with her at a picnic at Pennyroyal Green.


Marcus would marry Louisa in a weeks time.


And in an hour Colin would hang.





The Eversea town house on St. James Square was so resoundingly silent that the birds performing a duet in the garden might as well have been Covent Garden sopranos. It was a cheerful and complicated song, with runs and trills and pauses for grand tweets, and it echoed through the rooms.


Birds had no sense of occasion, Marcus Eversea thought.


Their father Jacob and their mother Isolde, siblings Ian and Chase and Olivia and Genevieve and Marcuswere perched on settees and chairs in the sitting room, motionless, already wearing mourning, in which they of course looked dashing. It suited the Eversea coloring, their dark hair and fair skin, the blue eyes that most of them had. A few, like Chase and Marcus, had dark ones. As for Colinwell, Marcus had always found Colins eyes difficult to describe. He was the exception, however.


Colin had ordered them not to go anywhere near the Old Bailey today.


I wont have it, hed said firmly. Promise youll wait for me at St. James Square, speak of me if you can while you wait, and collect my body later. And mind you, I want the coffin with the brass fittings and a blue silk lining and a bloody good lock.


Colin always knew what he wanted.


Louisa Porter was one of the things that Colin had wanted. And now, as she was soon to be an Eversea, she sat with them, together but slightly apart in a chair that enveloped her. Her hands lay very still in her lap, but shed closed one tightly around the wrist of her other, as though shed captured it and wrestled it into submission, or needed to forcibly restrain it from


From what? Marcus Eversea wondered. Rending her clothing? Tearing her hair? No, Louisas beauty and breeding were all she had to offer by way of dowry, so she could scarcely afford to indulge in dramatic gesturesunlike, for instance, the beautiful Miss Violet Redmond, who excelled at them. Miss Redmond once threatened to cast herself into a well over a disagreement with a suitor, and she had one foot hooked over the edge before the suitor dragged her back by both elbows. And thenwiselythe man had fled. Good Lord. Marcus realized he was very nearly afraid of Violet Redmond, and he was afraid of nothing. Shed cast her fine eyes in his direction once before. He knew he wasnt the man who could possibly contain her, and hed quickly looked away.


No histrionics for Louisa Porter. Instead, everything she felt right now was evident in that grip and her bloodless knuckles.


Marcus traced her profile with his eyes. He wondered if there would always be thisbarbed catch in his breathing whenever he looked at her. It was sheer wonder that anything or anyone could be so veryso very


With his usual pragmatism and sense of economy, Marcus abandoned the search for the right word, for he knew he would never find it.


She turned toward him then and tipped her head up slowly, as though motion hurt her. Her eyes were a blue so absolute it made one want to invokeoh, blue things, he supposedand once again rue his vocabulary, comprised solely of land and horses and drainage ditches and investments.


He couldnt help but think that Colin would have known precisely what sort of blue her eyes were. But Marcus knew that Louisa Porter hadnt consented to wed him because of his ability to produce a metaphor. He absently fingered one of the mother-of-pearl buttons on his Mercury Club waistcoat instead, for reassurance. It was emblematic of the importance of what he could offer Louisa.



And it was Louisa who finally spoke into that awful silence.


The birds are singing. She said it very faintly, sounding surprised. As though she, too, found it an affront.





Isaiah Redmond squinted down onto the Old Bailey from his perch at the window. Without his spectacles, the throng was an undulating blur, calling to mind nothing so much as maggots feasting upon rotting meat. A smooth gesture laterall of Isaiahs movements were graceful, studied, controlled, regardless of the urgency motivating themhis spectacles were out of his pocket and pushed up onto his nose, and the blur became the good people of London dressed in their Sunday best. Though scarcely less repellent for all of that.


Isaiah abhorred hangings. It was a sentiment hed never before shared aloud, as it bordered on the radical. And if the Redmond family had spawned any radicals over the centuries, theyd been kept very good secrets indeed.


Then again, the Redmonds excelled at keeping secrets. Every Redmond came into the world equipped with a sort of Pandoras box, courtesy of being born a Redmond.


Isaiah, the current patriarch, had a veritable storehouse of his own.


He intended to see this particular hanging through, however, as it represented a fissure in the pattern of history itself. Today an Eversea would at lastat lastdie on the gallows. Who knew what could happen next? Rivers might begin to flow uphill. King George might become a Quaker.


Lyon might suddenly reappear.



Isaiah frowned suddenly. A man, over the years, grew to know the sound of his own family gathered in a room, the ebb and flow of voices blended in arguments and laughter. But a note was missing from it now. It reminded him peculiarly of the way birds fell silent before a storm.


He turned. Miles was still puzzling over his next move in the chess game he and Isaiah had begun, his long, handsome, typically Redmond face propped on a fist. Dark-eyed, like his mother, not green-eyed, like his father and Lyon. Not the man that Lyon had promised to be, Isaiah thought, with a rush of guilt and impatience. Though God knows Miles tried.


His other son, Jonathon, must be teasing their young cousin, Lisbeth, because her cheeks were pinker than usual and her voice was squeaky, no doubt in protest of some kind. His daughter Violet, his joy and his despair, was at her embroidery, and, he thought, also helping Jonathon torment Lisbeth, because a devilish smile played at the corners of her mouth. And his wife


Ah: that was it. His wife was silent.


Hed married a woman who possessed the improbable name of Fanchette, and as if to compensate for sounding like a French whore, she was perhaps the most upright example of aristocratic English womanhood ever born. Her chief loves were gossip, spending, and her children. Isaiah was no longer certain where he ranked after those three things, and he was also no longer certain he cared. Theyd begun their married life as passionate strangers, they were both young and handsome and there were children to create, and they had evolved, over the years, into politely affectionate strangers. And though she was a handsome woman and a credit to him in public, if left unchecked, Fanchette would spend every last penny he possessed on things like livery and silver forks and kid slippers in every color.


Hed recently been shocked near to apoplexy by the sight of one of her bills from the dressmaker and had at last cut off her allowance.


The result was, for the first time in their marriage, coldness, distance, nervousness, and all manner of vague illnesses requiring lengthy retreats to her rooms. But Isaiah did not relent. Hed instructed his man of affairs, Baxter, not to give her a farthing without his permission, and to inform him of all of her spending.


Baxter was very nearly a member of the family, though clearly not one of Fanchettes favorite members. In fact, for loyalty and service above and beyond the call of duty, Isaiah had arranged for Baxter to become a member of the Mercurys Wings gentlemens club.


Never let it be said that Isaiah Redmond did not indulge the occasional egalitarian impulse.


He relaxed a little. So that was all. Fanchette would normally have been chatting away with her children, for she couldnt abide silences, but for some reason she was simply watching him. Fixedly. She would recover, once her lesson was learned.


He gave her raised brows and turned back toward the window. The scaffold was a great black blight against that blue sky. In a few minutes Colin Eversea, the toast of London but the youngest and hardly the promise of that family, would be strung up on one of those hooks and killed.


A son for a son, Isaiah thought. There was a certain grim poetry to it.






Once the ordinary had sufficiently tormented the condemned, Colin and Bad Jack were ushered forward to have their shackles struck off.


And then it was time to be trussed for hanging.


Colin dutifully handed over a shilling to the hangman, a traditional small bribe meant to ensure that wrists were bound a bit more loosely and that the condemned would die the cleanest, quickest possible death. Which might mean the hangman would need to give a good tug on Colins legs after hed been strung up. God only knew, that effort was worth a shilling.


A gust of emotion suddenly roared memories up, and countesses and horse races and war and duels and laughter and lovemaking and war and his family tumbled over each other as the hangman drew his arms back and looped the ropes through his elbows, yanking them closer together until they bent up behind him like wings, nearly meeting behind his back.


And as he looked toward that endless but all too finite flight of stairs leading up to Debtors Door and out onto the scaffold, Colin touched his fingertips together one final time, imagining one fingertip was Louisas cheek.


So be it, then: it seemed it was the last memory his body wanted.


With another cord, the hangman bound his wrists loosely and leaned forward to give one final cursory tug on the elbow ropes. Colin felt the mans hot breath, redolent of his breakfastcoffee and kippers, if he had to guessat the back of his neck.


And then, like figures from a fog, murmured words emerged from it.


At the fifth guardstumble and fall.













Chapter 2





The words penetrated the numbness Colin hadnt realized hed cultivated, and he half resented it because he was painfully alert now.


At the fifth guard, stumble and fall.


Beyond that flight of stairs leading up out of the prison toward the black maw known as Debtors Door was the Old Bailey, the scaffold, thousands of riveted Englishmen, and eternity.


Or so he had thought.


Before he could mull it over, the hangman nudged him toward the staircase. His legs came with him awkwardly, as though phantom shackles clamped them. Time took on a peculiarly viscous quality. He pushed through it like a slow swimmer, confronting that seemingly endless but all too finite stairway, then scaling it, one torturous step at a time.


It was near the top of the stairs when he heard the low roar. For a disorienting second it sounded to him like the sea, which you could only just hear if you stood very still at the far edge of Pennyroyal Green.


It took him a moment to recognize it as the sound of the thousands of voices of the thousands of people massed to watch him hang.


Two steps later they were through Debtors Door and on the scaffold.


Fresh air and sunlight assaulted him. Colin flinched and his eyes scrunched closed in defense. He determinedly forced them open again.


The crowd saw him and erupted into the most astonishing sound he had ever heard. Cheers. All those faces turned up to him, all those mouths moving in the shape of his name, scattered pockets of people singing different verses of that bloody song. All that brilliant Sunday finery and festival mood for him.


He bowed just a little, and the songs stopped and cheers became roars, because from this distance the crowd wouldnt know a sardonic bow from showmanship.


Below him the tips of bayonets and pikes winked silver in the sun, held up by soldiers queued along the scaffold to keep the straining crowd at bay.


The guards.


At the fifth guard, stumble and fall.


There had been counts in his life before. Counts before dueling pistols were fired. Counts before footraces and horse races. Counts in his head to postpone his release while some beautiful woman lay beneath him.


Never, admittedly, a count quite like this.


And while the crowd screamed Hats off! to those fortunate to be close to the scaffold, he began the count using the tops of bayonets to guide him. And as he walked he heard his name sung out from everywhere in the crowd, in different pitches, baritones, cockney sopranos.



He shuffled past the first guard.


Colins legs still felt peculiarly unattached to his body; some force outside himself propelled him forward past the second guard.


Colin! came a womans shrill voice. God bless ye, lad!


And then he was even with the third guard. Who turned and glanced up at him dispassionately. Colin saw a mole, hairy as a miniature hedgehog, in the pit of his cheek.


And now he no longer heard the crowd at all, no longer saw them. He only heard numbers in his head and the ring of blood in his ears sent by the violent beat of his heart.


Sun bounced off the pike of the fourth guard, turning it into a sliver of light. Momentarily blinded, Colin paused. He took in a breath.


Then stepped forward to the fifth guard, scuffed the toe of his shoe, stumbled and fell hard to one knee.


And an enormous explosion roared behind the scaffold.





Screams were swallowed in the boom of another explosion, this time in the crowd, which begat more screams. And then there was another explosion, and then another, and another, all in swift sequence, and with each one great plumes of acrid gray smoke rose and thickened and spread, wrapping ankles, wreathing faces, canopying the Old Bailey until the sky was gray.


In seconds the crowd of festive Londoners metamorphosed into a single, screaming, heaving entity with thousands of arms and legs.


Colin coughed and struggled to stand, but his bindings robbed him of balance; he dropped back to one knee. He threw his head back, gasping for breath. Through the smoke he caught a glimpse of soldier number five, mouth agape in a vain attempt to make himself heard over the chaos.


The soldier vanished when a sack was yanked roughly down over Colins head.


An instant later invisible hands were everywhere on him: jerking him to his feet, whipping his legs from beneath him, scooping beneath his shoulders, dragging him head first off the scaffold.


His new captors dove into the sea of flailing humans, and through the heat and shoving of the throng who had come to see him hang, Colin Eversea was borne blindly away from the gallows.





Son of a bitch!


Isaiah froze. Of all the vulgarities he could have debuted in public, who would have guessed that one had been waiting in the loaded chamber of his mind? But really, when it came to the Everseas, he supposed it rather said it all.


Hed heard the explosion. Hed seen the smoke. Hed heard more explosions. And he had simply known.


There wouldnt be a hanging today.


Resignedly, Isaiah turned slowly around.


Violets hands were frozen, her needle and thread pulled taut as a harp string between her hand and her embroidery hoop. His sons hand was closed over the queen on the chessboard. Had he been about to win, then? Or cheat?


They were all staring at him. It was a bit like Pompeii, Isaiah thought, distantly amused. As though they had been rendered immobile for eternity by one epithet.


Isaiah flicked his gaze to Fanchette, expecting to see high reproachful color in her cheeks, or to see her fingers subtly tangling and untangling in her lap. She did that when he made her feel uncertain. He suspected it was both entirely unconscious and a metaphor for the puzzle she considered her husband.


But Fanchettes hands were folded tightly on her dove-gray silk-covered knees. How much had that particular dress cost? he wondered. Doubtless she had it in every shade.


I dont think there will be a hanging today, he said dryly, at last.


Colin Eversea was really too pretty to hang, anyhow, Violet said, because she found it excruciating to let whole minutes go by without saying something scandalous.


Violet! her young cousin gasped, obliging her. All eyes were once again on Violet, which is where she liked them to be.


Isaiah thought this might have resolved the strained silence, but no: it snapped neatly back into place and lay over them for several more swings of the pendulum clock.


So when Fanchette clapped her hands twice, it was nearly as startling as those explosions.


A dazzlingly liveried chapthat wildly expensive blue and gold uniform was in fact one of the reasons hed taken away Fanchettes allowancewas next to her in a soundless thrice.


Would you bring in more sherry for everyone, Oswald? No reason you shouldnt celebrate being a family, and together. But I fear youll have to do without me. Ive another of my headaches coming on. Ill be retiring to my rooms for a time now.


His children, all of them, were genuinely fond of Fanchette, and she rose and swept out of the room in a rustle of silk and murmurs of sympathy.


Isaiah frowned faintly after her, then settled back down across from Miles. The game would go on.


Through the fibers of the sack, Colin could only just breathe, only just see, and what he saw were shadows and blurs of colorpeople? buildings?rushing by as his bearers forged through the throng. Noise was everywhere: A womans scream, a hoarse cascade of curses, the rumble of voices and feet.


They passed a clot of men drunkenly singing:




Looks like we will never see


the death of Colin Ever




That bloody song had a life of its own.


His bindings sawed at his wrists and his arms felt as though they might pop from their sockets, but he fought the reflex to thrash, as being carried away from the gallows was unarguably preferable to the mornings previously scheduled events. He struggled to sift reason from pain and confusion, but thoughts burst in and out of his mind, scattered and ephemeral as fireworks. He gave it up. What use were thoughts when he could be skewered like a pickle on a bayonet any moment?


But it didnt happen.


In the smoke and confusion he supposed he could have been any unconscious bloke toted away from the melee by his mates, and the dull camouflage of the sack covering him from head to shoulders helped matters. This chaos had been cleverly planned.


All for me.


His mind at last grasped upon the one thing he could do to impose order on his circumstances: count. He counted forty-one paces before he was suddenly roughly shifted upward as his bearers turned a corner, and seventy-three before they turned again, this one sudden and sharp, too. With each turn, the din of the crowd receded more.


One hundred eight paces later they at last came to an abrupt halt, and Colin now heard only the bellows-like breathing of his bearers. He coughed once inside the musty sack. There was the click and squeak of a door being unlocked and pushed open, and he was hauled through it like a trunk about to be tossed into the hold of a ship.


When the door slammed shut, he felt it like yet another sack drawn over him: a dense, airless heat. It occurred to him that he could no longer feel his arms, but his shoulders burned and strained in their sockets.


The lock tumbled again with the turn of a key, and he was hoisted again and carried at a feet-first lurching tilt down a flight of wooden stairs. Every fall of the heavy boots worn byjudging by the strained thump and creak of the woodvery heavy men jarred him. He bit down on his lip against the pain.


He tried a deep breath, but that was a mistake: inhaling merely sucked the sack into his nostrils. Colin managed to snort it back out again just as he was unceremoniously dumped into a chair, righted by two large hands planted on his shoulders when he began to tip, and abandoned.


This last he knew because he heard the booted feet make their way back up the staircase again rather more adroitly than theyd come down it. The door closed hard behind them, the lock clicked, and the ensuing silence was so total it whined in his ear.



Colin gave his head a shake, an attempt to sort his thoughts. They remained as anarchic as the crowd outside his hanging.


His hanging.


That did the trick: he was alive. Alive! That word sang in his head, and he decided to chance a deep breath, tipping his head down to clear it of the rough fibers of the sack. Dark smells came in with it: charred wood and tar, mildew and stale lamp oil. Lavender. Something fermented, like spilled wine.


Lavender?


He went still. Perhaps he had died, and heavensome might argue that heaven wouldnt have been his destination, but he rather trusted the Creator to sort it all out fairlysmelled of lavender. He hoped not. His idea of heaven smelled of horses and brandy and the sea air exhaling rhythmically over the Sussex Downs and the back of Louisa Porters neck.


He breathed in again, and it was still there: a single note of lavender, soft and faintly astringent amidst all the darker smells, as incongruous as a petal atop charred ruins. And unless a hothouse bouquet had been sent to wherever he was in honor of his arrival


There was a woman in the room with him.


Seconds later, like a conjurer concluding a trick, she whipped the sack from his head.


Colin twisted his head, but she was behind him before he could get a full look at her. He knew her only as deft movement and an impression of dark colors. Her clothes? Her hair? Her hands skillfully tugged at the cords that joined his elbows. Little by little they loosened until


Sweet merciful God.



The sudden free surge of blood through his arms was a stabbing agony.


He squeezed his eyes closed to isolate himself with the pain; he breathed through it in swift bursts, sweat beading his forehead, his teeth clamped on the inside of his lip. Still she worked away at the ropes behind him.


As the pain evolved into something like fiery needles as his muscles and skin became reacquainted with circulation, Colin opened his eyes, willing the outlines of things in the dark room into clarity.


Two thick rectangular pillars of splintering wood were strung with valances of cobwebs. A million particles of dust gyrated in a single narrow beam of light slanting into the room from? Ah, there it was, a windowwooden crates stacked up to obscure all but about two inches worth of filthy glass. Barrels squatted in the shadows.


So they were in a cellar of sorts.


Questions crowded the exits of his mind. Who? Where? Why? All seemed equally important yet meaningless in light of one single, astounding fact: he was still alive.


And then his mouth parted and a single, arid, astonishing word escaped:


Louisa.


Well. He was abashed.


The woman behind him paused in the business of untying him.


No. I fear Im not Louisa. Ironic amusement in the words. But as our acquaintance shall be short-lived, it hardly matters what you call me.


Colin went still, absorbing the timbre of her voice as if it contained decipherable secrets. It had depth and maturity, refinement, a husky edge that pleased. It betrayed no emotionunless, that is, one considered amused irony emotionand he detected no note of allegiance. The detachment and brisk confidence in it would have, in fact, done justice to any man.


Colin could not recall a single woman ever regarding him with anything so neutral as detachment.


It suddenly seemed important to ascertain whether she was pretty, in the same way it was necessary to know whether a man was armed.


He heard the soft rush of her skirts as she stood; experimentally, he wagged his elbows: they were free. He could feel every inch of his arms now. But when he tried to move his arms aparthe discovered shed looped one of the cords through the bindings on his wrists.


In short, he remained tied to the back of the chair.


And this was another clue that his freedom might have come at a cost.


Fortunately, hed paid the hangman a shilling to make sure his bindings were loose.


The woman shifted to the left of him now, and his eyes tracked her.


Pretty, was his first optimistic assessment, though she was scarcely more than a chiaroscuro sketch in this dim room. Slim, quick, deft.


He surreptitiously twisted his wrist in an attempt to free it; he was thinner now, not to mention dexterous. The wrist slid from its bindings.


Who are you? His ravaged, nearly soundless voice appalled him.


The woman paused, then took two strides toward a barrel and reached for the jar sitting atop it, crossing the narrow beam of sun as she did, crossing out of it again.



Ah. Not pretty, he revised with regret. The harsh light revealed sharp angles in her face, andtoo much forehead. Something stern about the jaw, too, perhaps?


He continued with the business of freeing his wrists.


Madeleine Greenway turned back to the cargo shed been paid to liberate, otherwise known as the infamous Colin Eversea, the Satan from Sussex. She saw no evidence of actual horns, but then again, it was rather dark in here.


Who I am is another thing we can add to the list of things that dont matter, Mr. Eversea, as our acquaintance shall be


Short, he interrupted curtly, in that raw scrape of a voice. So youve said. Why


She thrust the jar of water beneath his chin. Drink. I fear I havent any answers for you, so you may as well save your strength. Youll have answers soon enough.


His famed features were difficult to distinguish in the darkness, and nothing about him radiated any particular danger. What Madeleine saw was a lean, broad-shouldered man sitting bayonet-straight in his chair as though posture was a force of habit. The fit of his fine coat, surprisingly, wasnt flawless; no doubt it was looser on him now than when hed entered prison. Sweat-darkened ringlets clung to his temples and forehead.


He cast a baleful pair of pale eyes up at her and sniffed at the jar she presented. Interesting. It was precisely what she would have done in these circumstances. Not a complete fool, then, Mr. Eversea, even if he stabbed a man to death in a brawl and had the great idiocy to actually be caught.


Its water, she told him shortly. Only water.



Colin Eversea fixed her with those light eyes for a speaking second longer, then gave a curt nod. She tipped the jar, and his throat moved, greedily taking the water in. After a moment his widened eyes told her to stop tipping, and she pulled the jar away from his lips.


He swallowed hard; his chest rose and fell in two deep steadying breaths.


And then: I would ask that you untie me.


It was a demand disguised as a polite request. Funny, that. Given his circumstances.


And Ive been asked to leave you tied. Madeleine didnt trouble to hide her amusement. She knew Colin Eversea had been born a gentleman, and she could hear it in the low elegance of his every consonant and vowel, see it in the very angle of his head and set of his shoulders. He could probably no more control the arrogance in his voice than he could the color of his eyes.


She slid the round watch she kept in her sleeve down to her palm and held it up to that narrow beam of light, squinting at Roman numerals. Shed planned to linger here only long enough to ensure that Colin Eversea was safely delivered and duly bound. She would then leave for the Tigers Nest by two oclock to collect her final payment of 150 pounds from Crokerless Crokers percentage, of courseand hed been given strict instructions not to inform her anonymous employer of Colin Everseas whereabouts until half past one this afternoon.


By the time her anonymous employer arrived here in this carefully chosen basement of an abandoned, burnt-out, Seven Dials inn, she would be gone.


What became of Colin Eversea after that was none of her concern.


Planning this mad, triumphant rescue had absorbed her days and haunted her nights for two weeks. The next few minutes would be the very longest in her life.


But soon she would be on a ship, a speck plowing through the Atlantic Ocean, and some weeks after that she would land, tiny and anonymous as a seed, on American soil, and grow her life all over again from the ground up. Papers awaited her signature in a solicitors office in a part of London she could never afford to live in, and a farmand the new life shed planned for so longawaited her in the state of Virginia.


As long as she provided the rest of the money. And that she would do this afternoon.


Who asked you to leave me tied? She heard him shifting in his chair.


Eight minutes. She wished he would stop talking.


Patience, Mr. Eversea, and your questions will be answered apace.


Madeleine so seldom had an opportunity to use the word apace, and she was rather pleased with the sound of it. She supposed there were some advantages to conversations with gentlemen.


She reached for a broom shed propped next to the barrels near the window. That window was about three feet wide and perhaps a bit more than a foot tall, and shed artfully streaked it with dirt at intervals over the past week. It opened out onto a narrow, fetid little alley popular with whores and gin-addled drunks, and Madeleine had made certain that barrels meant to catch rain were lined in front of it, too, obscuring it, and at the moment they were brimming with stagnant water and God only knew what else.


In short, as far as the world was concerned, the window didnt exist.


Shed methodically scraped away at the outside of the wood frame with a sharp file, and now, with a tug on the brittle old ropes attached to it, she could pull the window intact right out of the wall. Shed stacked crates up to it to create a staircase that would take her weight. And thats how she intended to leave: out the window, merging swiftly and anonymously into the St. Giles crowds, allowing the tide of them to push her toward Croker and her new life.


She reached for a broom, but behind her the chair creaked; she turned her head swiftly just as Colin Eversea was turning his toward her. Her narrowed eyes met his bright pale ones in that sliver of sunbeam.


He went oddly motionless then, as if the very act of turning had winded him.


Beautiful.


Colin knew this definitively at last, and it made no sense, given the algebra of her features. It was something his gut told him, rather than his eyes. And somehow the impression was so singular and total he needed a moment of stillness to absorb it.


And then the woman used a broom handle to slide the crate over the window, and they were in total darkness.


Just as he worked his wrists free from the last of his bindings. He touched one hand to the other, surreptitiously, one old friend greeting another.


He heard a soft metallic clankthe sound of the handle of a lamp being liftedfollowed by the strike of a flint, and then a feeble light flickered and pulsed into the room. The small lamp propped on the barrel illuminated a circle just large enough to encompass himself and her, and only just lit the things beyond that circle, including the stairway.



Shed palmed the watch again and had just begun to hold it up to the lamp to review the time when the sound of a key rattled in the lock.


The woman whipped toward it so quickly, Colin felt the breeze of her skirts.


She went very still. Her surprise was palpable, and he could very nearly hear the hum of her mind as she reassessed her circumstances. Since her movements had thus far been obviously timed and precise and planned, this troubled him.


Though he still hadnt the faintest idea if she were friend or foe.


He froze as the doorknob turned and the door opened. Slowly, inexorably, with the slightest of creaks. In came an expanding wedge of sunlight, a gust of airand a single footstep.


There was a brief pause.


And then another footstep as their visitor committed to entering the room.


The door began to creak shut under its own weight, but their visitor stopped it with a foot; they heard the soft, dull thud of an inserted boot. The rectangle of light remaining at the entrance threw a bulky, cloaked, and hatted shadow against the wall.


The short hairs on the back of Colins neck rose. He tensed the muscles of his thighs and slowly, slowly, began to rise from the chair, which mercifully didnt creak at all. The woman didnt turn toward him; her eyes were fixed on the doorway.


Greenway? The shadow spoke. Hoarse and baritone. A disguised voice, Colin would have guessed.


The woman said nothing, but Colin heard a whisper of sound. His eyes sought the source: he glanced down and saw her hands moving subtly in her skirts.



Madeleine Greenway? The hoarse voice seemed to need clarification.


The womans uncertainty froze her. Nevertheless, at last:


Mission accomplished. Her voice was low and steady.


The shadow shifted slightly, as Colin suspected it would. It had needed only to properly locate Madeleine to carry out its mission.


And Colin threw his body at her legs just as the pistol exploded.














Chapter 3





She went down hard just as a sickening crunch of wood told them the ball had struck the pillar just feet away from them. Splinters sprayed like shrapnel; Colin threw his palms over his face, felt thin spikes of wood strike off his hands and shoulders. Something metallic skittered across the floor. He uncovered his eyes and saw on the dusty floorboards the unmistakable outline of a pistol.


Of course she would have a pistol. She must have dropped it when hed thrown her to the floor.


Madeleine Greenway had rolled onto her side and was propped on one elbow, her hand outstretched for the pistol. But his arms were longer. He stretched and closed his hand over ita decent stick, this one, and where in Gods name had she hidden it on her person?rolled onto his stomach, unlocked it


Only to find the crack of light rapidly vanishing as the heavy door swung shut hard.


They were alone again.


Who else has a damned key? he rasped.


Give my stick to me, Greenwayif that indeed was her namehissed.



That was gratitude for you.


Are you hurt? he pressed, still struggling for breath. Are you


Give that stick to me right


Christ, he said, and pushed himself upright instead, ignoring her. He kept the pistol trained on her, half dragged himself to the chair and lifted it in one hand, fully intending to jam it as quickly as possible beneath the doorknob at the top of the stairs. He had no intention of allowing her to leave until he had answers.


But God help himthat modest flight loomed like a mountain. His legs were still relearning to walk without shackles.


Although fury might have helped propel him up.


Wait!


She had pushed herself to her feet. It occurred to him that it had hardly been gentlemanly of him to leave her to accomplish that on her own, but then again, he also sensed the rules of chivalry didnt quite apply under these circumstances, given that this particular lady was demanding the return of her pistoloh, correction, her stickand given that he hadnt the slightest idea what she might do with him now. Someone had tried to kill her.


He wondered what incentive she now had to allow him to live.


Cover me, she said tightly. Ill do it. And faster, she added unnecessarily.


Do what? he demanded, angry now. A test. Hed aimed her pistol right between her breasts.


The door. Thats what you were about to do, was it not? Jam the door?


A charged and complicated second followed. Did he trust her? No. Would she bolt out the door once up the stairs? Unlikely, given that someone who had just come through it had tried to kill her. Would he shoot her if she tried? She had no way of knowing, but he had just saved her life. Doubtless she would assume he wasnt eager to kill her.


So he nodded. After all, he was the one































































































































































































































































































OEBPS/MSRCover.png





OEBPS/logo.jpg
& HarperCollins e-books





