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			London

			February 1817

			DOMINICK MANTON HAD never expected to spend his twentieth birthday peering covertly through open terrace doors into the Earl of Blakeborough’s ballroom. But he had to find Jane Vernon, his fiancée, before some footman ousted him.

			She pirouetted into his line of sight, and his breath settled like a lead weight in his chest. In her pearly gown, she shone so brightly under the candles that she fairly blinded him. Her pert freckled nose, her full red mouth, her wild auburn curls were all so essentially Jane. And now completely out of his reach.

			Blast it, he couldn’t even dance with her. Instead, she was partnered with Edwin Barlow, heir to the earl and a good friend of her family’s. The man was as remote as ever, and Jane was trying to soften his melancholy by being animated and vibrant and . . .

			Young. So very young. Only seventeen. She’d be eighteen soon, but the two years between her and Dom felt like ten, now that he’d lost everything.

			His vision of Jane was suddenly blocked by a blond, curvier version of her: Miss Nancy Sadler, Jane’s cousin on her mother’s side.

			“Mr. Manton?” she whispered as she peeked through the French doors onto the terrace. “Is that really you? Why aren’t you inside?”

			He backed up to allow Nancy to join him. “I wasn’t invited.”

			“Whyever not?”

			He eyed the wealthy merchant’s daughter askance. “Because society can’t abide the sight of disinherited, disgraced second sons with no respectable future.”

			She winced. “Oh. Right. So how did you get in?”

			“Scaled the back fence.” He gazed inside to where Jane and Edwin had finished the dance and were joining Samuel Barlow, Edwin’s younger brother. “I need to speak to Jane alone. She keeps refusing to meet with me.”

			“What do you expect? At your last meeting you tried to convince her to jilt you. She’s afraid that at your next one you’ll end the engagement yourself.”

			“Nonsense. She has to end it. If I cry off, it will look bad for her.”

			One peculiarity of good society was that a woman could end a betrothal without suffering too badly. But not the reverse. People would always assume the woman had done something awful to cause the rift. He didn’t want Jane’s reputation besmirched.

			“Can you get her to talk to me privately?” Dom asked. “This terrace connects to the library. I could meet her there.”

			If anyone could coax Jane to do anything, it was Nancy. Her father was Jane’s uncle and had been Jane’s guardian since Jane was orphaned, so the two girls had grown up together. And Mr. Sadler wanted to see the engagement broken as much as Dom, though neither could convince Jane of it.

			A secret part of Dom exulted in that. But the part of him that knew what lay before him in the coming years despaired.

			Nancy gave a girlish shake of her head. “I could probably trick her into going into the library, but you won’t get her to throw you over. Jane loves you.”

			As much as a girl her age could, anyway. Except for the accidental drowning of her parents when Jane was eight, she’d led a sheltered life. The Sadlers gave her whatever she wanted, and she loved them deeply. Unlike Dom’s parents, the couple had a true love match, so Jane saw marriage as an idyll.

			Meanwhile, he was heading into hell—a long stretch of uncertainty and hard work and poverty. How could her love for him survive that?

			Nancy shot him a petulant look. “I thought you loved Jane, too.”

			He stiffened. Of course he loved her, had loved her from the moment they’d met in a bookshop. While unconsciously humming the first few bars of Haydn’s Surprise Symphony, he’d been jarred from his book by someone on the other side of the bookcase humming the next few bars.

			It had proved to be Jane, taking respite from the endless rounds of parties and balls that constituted her debut. Until that moment, he’d never encountered anyone with his memory for music. Or his avid interest in symphonies. Or his penchant for humming while reading. He’d never come across a soul who liked both books and people. At once, she fascinated him.

			From there, he’d courted the baron’s daughter through a succession of musicales, operas, and even the occasional ball. Though the foolish woman preferred Beethoven to Mozart, he easily forgave that because she overlooked so many of his own flaws. She didn’t seem to care that his dancing was more precise than heartfelt, that his exacting memory for music and conversation was downright freakish, or even that his prospects were limited.

			Clearly, the woman was as daft as she was lovely. Which, of course, meant he’d wanted to marry her. Still did.

			“It doesn’t matter what I feel for Jane,” he said dully. “Or even what she feels for me. She deserves someone like Blakeborough’s heir, who can give her a decent future.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. She’s never once thought of Edwin romantically. He’s much too gruff for Jane’s taste. And unlike me, Jane would prefer a barrister to a—” Nancy broke off with a groan. “I’m sorry. I forgot.”

			“That I no longer have a future as a barrister?” he said bitterly. “Jane may not crave an earl’s son, but she sure as blazes doesn’t want a Bow Street runner for a husband.”

			With a peevish look, Nancy said, “I don’t understand why you had to go off and take a position doing something so low. Why not live on credit until your brother relents and gives you back your allowance?”

			Dom stifled an oath. As usual, Nancy saw the world through rainbows. “George will never relent.”

			“Perhaps he would if you reasoned with him.” She gestured across the ballroom, and Dom spotted his elder brother standing among his cronies. “It’s him you should talk to privately. I don’t know exactly what happened between you, but—”

			“No, you don’t,” he clipped out. “Jane does, and that’s enough.” Well, most of it, anyway. There were certain aspects he dared not tell even her.

			“She says that George behaved badly,” Nancy persisted. “So if you would just explain to people what he did, perhaps everyone wouldn’t be suggesting all these awful things you did to cause your falling-out.”

			His fingers curled into fists. “Like what?”

			She colored. “I don’t know—that you were too friendly with your late father’s . . . mistress and by-blows. That George didn’t approve, so your father refused to give you an inheritance.”

			That was bad, but not as damaging as the truth. Father had added a codicil to his will on his deathbed in the presence of George and their half brother, Tristan Bonnaud. George had been so angry over it, he’d burned the thing the moment Father perished. And Tristan had been so angry over that that he’d stolen the horse left to him in the codicil.

			Then Dom had found himself in the unenviable position of having to protect Tristan from George’s attempt to have him hanged. George had made Dom choose: Give Tristan over or lose everything.

			It had been no choice at all. Dom would do it again, except that in losing everything he had essentially lost Jane, too. And not even revealing the truth publicly would change that.

			Because while Dom couldn’t prove the burning of the codicil, George could damned well prove the horse theft. The arse had kept quiet about it so far, but if Dom broke his silence, George would surely retaliate by hinting that Dom was somehow involved. Then Dom’s benefactor, Jackson Pinter, would have no choice but to dismiss Dom from the post as Bow Street runner that the man had generously offered. And Dom would not only lack money, he’d lack a means of earning any.

			So he was stuck with the gossip, stuck with his lowered station, stuck with no future. And there wasn’t a damned thing he could do about it. Except make sure that Jane wasn’t equally stuck.

			He’d already suffered much because Father and George had neglected to do what was right. He refused to be like them. “It’s precisely because of the gossip that Jane must break with me. She’ll be seen as sensible. And I won’t be any worse off than I already am.”

			“Perhaps if you just gave yourself time to get on your feet. You couldn’t marry Jane right now even if you wanted to,” Nancy reminded him. “Papa already said you had to wait until she comes of age. And by then—”

			“By then, I will still be nobody, damn it!”

			Nancy blinked.

			Good God, his new life was already changing him; a gentleman never cursed in front of a lady.

			“Forgive me,” he went on, “but clearly you don’t understand what my future holds. In four months as a runner, I’ve earned a mere twenty pounds.”

			She gasped. Twenty pounds was probably two weeks’ pin money for her.

			“Sixty pounds a year will barely support me,” he went on, “much less a wife and a family.”

			“But with Jane’s dowry—”

			“By the terms of her father’s will, if she marries anyone other than a gentleman of means before she turns thirty-five, the money goes to some cousin of hers. Only after thirty-five can she access her fortune without restriction.”

			“You’re a gentlem—” Nancy caught herself. “Well, you were born and bred a gentleman of means, anyway. Besides, Jane’s father set up that will to protect her from fortune hunters.”

			“In society’s eyes, I am a fortune hunter. I have nothing to offer an heiress and everything to gain from one.”

			A troubled look crossed Nancy’s face. “Papa knows better.”

			“It doesn’t matter. He already made it clear that his hands are tied by the terms of the will. So if I marry her now, she loses her fortune. My measly income will scarcely enable us to survive. And that’s assuming I succeed in my new profession, which is by no means certain. Even if I do, I’ll never be able to afford servants or a carriage or any of the comforts she’s accustomed to.”

			His voice turned grim. “There will be no opera performances for her to attend, no concerts, no pianoforte for her to play.” Oddly enough, that was what he missed most about his former life—the ease with which he could hear excellent music. Now he was reduced to drinking up the strains of whatever spilled out into the street from the drawing rooms of Mayfair.

			Nancy chewed on her lower lip. “Jane does enjoy her sonatas.”

			“And her waltzes and reels. If she marries me, there will be no dancing. She won’t be able to attend balls. She’ll have to leave society entirely.”

			“How dreadful!” Nancy cast a worried glance through the open doors into the ballroom. “But she could come to parties at our house.”

			“To be shunned by her friends? Do you really think your parents would invite a runner’s wife and risk the gossip? Would you happily chat with Jane in front of your suitors, knowing that being seen with her would damage your own marriage prospects?”

			Given how she blanched, that hadn’t occurred to her. “Well, I-I . . . don’t know . . .”

			“That’s assuming she’d have time to visit you,” he said coldly, pressing his case. If he could persuade Nancy, she might persuade Jane. “With no servants, Jane would have to keep house for us, something she’s never done a day in her life.”

			“Dear me, that’s true. Although she has—”

			“I’ll be gone for days on end doing investigations, while she is banished from good society and left alone in my one-room lodgings in Spitalfields.” The thought of his fair Jane forced to live in that slum chilled his heart. “And what if I’m killed in the pursuit of some criminal?”

			“Heavens, is your work really so very dangerous?”

			“More than you think.” More than he’d expected, too. “And if I died, she’d be left alone, impoverished and exiled, with no one to turn to.”

			“She would hate that.” Nancy looked downcast. “All the same, I would never abandon Jane.”

			“Wouldn’t you? What if your future husband didn’t wish you to take in your poor relation? What if your father was dead? We can’t predict what might happen.”

			“Stop it! You’re making it all sound so awful!”

			“Because it is.” He fixed her with a sharp stare. “Nothing lies before me but years of clawing my way up into a position where I can afford a wife.”

			“Oh, Dom,” she moaned.

			“If she waits until I’m financially secure enough to marry her, she’ll be waiting a long time. And if I fail to succeed, she’ll have sacrificed her youth for naught.”

			He gazed past her to where Edwin Barlow was saying something that made Jane smile. Dom fought the irrational urge to march over and punch Blakeborough’s heir in the nose. “But if she jilts me, the whole world is before her. Her dowry is enough to tempt any gentleman, and her amiable character and her sweetness and her—”

			God, how could he stand the thought of losing her to another?

			He gritted his teeth. Better that than to watch her become beaten down through years of hard living and worry for him. Or worse, watching her grow to hate him for tearing her away from everything she held dear. Watching their hard life snuff the light from her eyes, drain the animation from her face . . .

			No, he must give her up while he still could, while she was young enough to find someone new. It was the only way.

			“Don’t you see? She should marry someone like Blakeborough’s heir, a man with a future. Or even his brother. Barlow is a midshipman in the navy, isn’t he?”

			“Yes.” Nancy’s gaze flicked admiringly over Samuel Barlow’s uniform. “But she won’t marry him, either. She won’t give you up, and not just because she loves you. She already told me she would find it dishonorable to abandon you simply because you’ve fallen on hard times. It would go against her principles.”

			He was quite familiar with Jane’s principles, which mirrored his own. But hers hadn’t been forged in the cruel fires of experience. His had. “There must be a way to convince her.”

			“You’d have to show yourself to be a man of awful character—a thief or a murderer . . . or an adulterer, which is silly, since you’re not married.”

			An ugly thought wormed its way into his consciousness. “I don’t need to be married to betray Jane’s trust. If she thought I was intimately involved with another woman—”

			“Dominick Manton! Don’t even suggest such a dreadful thing!”

			“But it would work, wouldn’t it?”

			“I suppose.” An anxious expression crossed her brow. “Do you mean you would take up with some soiled dove?”

			“Of course not,” he said impatiently. “Unless Jane actually witnessed me entering a brothel, which would be impossible to arrange, she would never believe any rumors of such a dalliance. She knows my character too well for that.”

			Nancy sniffed. “I doubt she would believe rumors of your dallying with a respectable woman, either.”

			“If she witnessed it herself, she’d have to.” He slanted a glance at Nancy. “If Jane actually caught me pressing my attentions on some rich heiress, she might be persuaded to think me desperate enough to go after a woman with money.”

			“But how could she see you with an heiress when you don’t even go out into society anymore?”

			He stared hard at her. “It would have to be an heiress who was in on the plan. Who understood what I was trying to do and knew the importance of it.”

			Nancy caught his stare and froze. “Me?” At his terse nod, she said, “Oh no, Dom, I could never . . . Jane would never forgive me!”

			“She would if she thought I was forcing a kiss on you. If you were protesting. We could make it seem as if I’d cornered you and was trying to seduce you.”

			“No!” Nancy stared off into the ballroom, her lower lip trembling. “No, it would destroy her.”

			An ache rose in his chest. Ruthlessly he ignored it. “For a time, she would be . . . hurt. But she’d get over it. She’d rail against me, and you’d support her outrage with your own, and eventually she’d come to see herself as better off without me.”

			“Good Lord, Dom. Is there no other way?”

			“I can see none. We must use Jane’s fixed principles against her. It’s for her own good.”

			“I doubt she would see it that way,” Nancy mumbled.

			“But surely you do.”

			She sighed. “Yes. Still, it shan’t be easy. I’ll need someone to help me. Jane will get suspicious if I tell her to meet me in the library, and then you’re there kissing me.”

			“True. But whomever you find must not drag anyone else into it. We don’t want to inadvertently spawn rumors that would ruin you. Whomever you choose must keep the truth of it secret once the deed is done, or it will all be for naught. ”

			She paced the terrace. “Samuel Barlow will do. He fancies me—or so he says, not that I believe a word of it.” She gave a dismissive wave belied by her coquettish smile. “He’s a shameless flirt.”

			So was she, from all accounts. Dom searched her face. “Are you hoping he’ll marry you?”

			“Good heavens, no!” Her laugh rang false. “Samuel is only eighteen; he certainly isn’t ready to set up house. Besides, can you imagine me married to a sailor I only got to see once every great while? I think not. I want a husband who will make me the toast of London, not the toast of some dirty wardroom.”

			“Very sensible.”

			And typically shallow, though not surprising. Nancy’s father had pots of money, all of which had been settled on her. She could easily catch a high-ranking husband. She needn’t marry a mere midshipman.

			“Do you think Barlow would help us?” Dom asked.

			“Of course. I can get him to do whatever I want.” She sobered. “If you’re sure about this, that is.”

			Dom scanned the ballroom for Jane. She stood alone now, drumming her fingers on a table in a decidedly unladylike fashion. He could practically hear the rhythm, feel it beat in his blood the way she beat in his blood.

			A soft, absent smile crossed her face, the one she always got when listening to a new piece of music, and the familiarity of it stabbed deep into his heart. Could he really do this? Make her hate him? Make her cut him out of her life forever?

			“Dom?” Nancy prodded. “Is this really what you want?”

			He numbed himself to the pain. “No.” It would never be what he wanted. “But it has to be done.”

			♦ ♦ ♦

			AN HOUR LATER, Jane Vernon was surprised when Samuel Barlow asked her to waltz. While his siblings Edwin and Yvette were grand friends of Jane’s, Samuel rarely paid her any attention, saving his flirtations for Nancy.

			Jane didn’t mind that. She was used to being eclipsed by her older cousin, whose golden curls, fine bosom, and flawless skin captivated every fellow who entered her orbit.

			Not that Jane remained entirely unnoticed. She’d had an admirer or two, despite her deplorable plethora of freckles and unmanageable red hair. But around Nancy, Jane had felt like a clay pot beside a Wedgwood vase.

			Until Dom.

			Jane’s pulse leapt at the thought of her handsome fiancé. He saw her as Wedgwood. He might be quiet and enigmatic, but his eyes lit up whenever he spotted her. A woman could always trust a man’s eyes. Although lately . . .

			Lately, everything was a problem. After being disinherited, Dom had retreated into himself. He kept talking about how she was too good for him now, how she would lose everything if they married.

			Curse Papa and his stupid will. And curse Uncle Horace for enforcing it. Her whole life was dictated by rules! She didn’t care if Dom had to work. She didn’t care if she had to work. She’d already learned a great deal about running a household from her aunt, and whenever Auntie was ill, Jane was the one who took over her duties. So surely she and Dom could manage, even in a garret, as long as they were together.

			It would be better, of course, if Dom could continue his studies and become a barrister, but she would endure anything to be with him. Now if only she could get the stubborn man to believe it. He was such a worrier!

			That was the only reason he’d tried to convince her to jilt him. The only one. She was sure of it.

			Forcing any gnawing doubt from her mind, she focused on her dancing partner. “Is this the Dettingen Waltz?”

			“How should I know?” Samuel frowned. “All these dances sound the same.”

			Poor Samuel had no soul. Come to think of it, even Edwin’s soul had a big hole in it. Only Dom had a soul that was pure perfection.

			“You’re surly tonight,” she said. “Are you taking after Edwin? Or are you and Nancy at odds again?”

			“When have Nancy and I ever been at evens?” Samuel caught her eyeing him with curiosity and smoothed his features. “This has nothing to do with her. I’m merely upset by something that occurred in the hall a short while ago. And I can’t decide whether to tell you of it.”

			“Why shouldn’t you?” She smiled brightly. “I daresay I’m the most discreet person of your acquaintance.”

			“It’s not your discretion that worries me.” As they whirled through the dance, he lowered his voice. “Did you know that your fiancé is here?”

			“What? Where?” She scanned the room for Dom but didn’t see him. And he would certainly stand out, tall as he was.

			“He’s not in the ballroom,” Samuel said. “That’s the tricky part. I ran across him sneaking into the library.”

			Why on earth would he be sneaking— Oh, right. He hadn’t been invited. Still, she could think of only one reason he would make the effort to enter where he wasn’t wanted.

			Her heart sank. “I suppose he asked you to arrange a meeting with me.” She kept hoping that if she put Dom off long enough, the foolish fellow would give up trying to get her to end their engagement. But putting him off was killing her. She hadn’t seen him in weeks, and she ached for at least a glimpse of him.

			“Actually, no,” Samuel said blandly. “He wasn’t happy to see me. Indeed, he asked me not to tell you he was here.”

			How odd. Dom was never secretive. A cold finger of premonition stroked down her spine. What could he be up to? And why wouldn’t he wish her to know of it?

			“Did he say why?” she asked.

			“I gathered he was meeting someone, though he denied it.”

			She glanced around the ballroom. Who was missing? It had to be a friend or relation of hers, someone he was trying to convince to talk to her, perhaps her uncle or aunt or—

			Nancy! There was no sign of Nancy.

			Her blood rose. Now he meant to enlist her cousin in his scheme to end their betrothal? That tore it. Enough of this nonsense. She would make it clear to the silly man that she loved him no matter what his prospects were.

			Leaving the floor mid-dance, she headed for the library.

			Samuel hastened after her. “Now see here, just forget I said anything.” Yet he made only a halfhearted attempt to stop her.

			“The devil I will!” She skirted a group of gentlemen to reach the hall and caught sight of Dom’s brother George Manton, the new Viscount Rathmoor.

			That scoundrel. This was all George’s fault. Given that he’d never spoken publicly of what had occurred, she suspected he was ashamed of his behavior. Unfortunately, a proud man like him would never admit his error.

			Perhaps he needed a push. He needed to see just what a pass he’d brought his brother to. Then he might change his mind and return to giving Dom his allowance and paying for his education as a barrister. That would do more to solve their problems than anything.

			It was worth a try, wasn’t it? And this might be her only chance to get the two men in the same room.

			She halted in front of the viscount. His friends stopped talking to nudge each other as his lordship turned to see her standing there.

			“Miss Vernon,” he said with a cool nod.

			Samuel moved up next to her to hiss, “What are you doing?”

			She ignored him to address Dom’s brother. “I should very much like a word with you in private, sir. Would you join me in the library?”

			The other gentlemen murmured among themselves, and she heard chuckles, but she didn’t care. If she could just get Dom and his estranged brother together, she could make his lordship see sense and mend the rift.

			George skimmed her with an interested glance, then flashed that toothsome smile that had most girls her age quivering in their dancing slippers. “I would be delighted,” he said, and offered her his arm.

			She took his cordiality as a good sign, so when Samuel murmured, “Jane, I need to speak to you this moment,” she seized George’s arm and said, “Thank you, Mr. Barlow, but I will talk to you later.”

			As soon as they were alone in the hall, George said, “I think I can guess what this is about, Miss Vernon.”

			“Please, sir, I would prefer some privacy for our discussion.”

			He cast her a sharp glance. “Would you, now?” Stopping at the library door, he said, “Well, then, here we are.”

			George opened it and she sailed through, expecting to find Dom and Nancy in deep discussion. Instead, she spotted them at the other end of the room, silhouetted by the firelight and locked in an intimate embrace.

			She stopped so quickly that the viscount bumped into her. No, it couldn’t be them. That was absurd! Surely Dom would never . . . Nancy would never—

			One figure separated itself from the other to hiss, “Stop that, Dom! You don’t know what you’re doing!”

			Nancy. Oh, Lord.

			Jane’s stomach began to churn. No. This couldn’t be happening! She must have misunderstood.

			But she couldn’t misunderstand the grab Dom made for Nancy’s waist as he attempted to pull her back into his embrace. “I know exactly what I’m doing.”

			Hearing Dom’s voice made it all real. Too real. Jane’s head swam. She was going to faint.

			“You’re only interested in my money,” Nancy protested. “I know it’s Jane you really want.”

			“That’s not true. You and I get along very well, don’t you think?” Dom lowered his head to Nancy. “Let me show you just how well—”

			The crack of a hand against his cheek sounded, and Nancy shoved free. As Jane’s vision narrowed and the room began to spin, Nancy headed for the door, but halted when she saw Jane there. “Oh. Um . . . this . . . it isn’t how it looks.”

			“Isn’t it?” drawled George. “Because it looks to me like my brother is throwing his fiancée over for a wealthier heiress.”

			Shocked speechless, Jane glanced at Dom. If she could just see his eyes, she would know what he felt.

			But he avoided her gaze to glare at George. “This has naught to do with you, brother. And I swear, if you attempt to harm Miss Sadler’s reputation by breathing a word of this—”

			“I’ve no intention of talking about this to anyone.” George bowed to Nancy. “The lovely Miss Sadler’s secret is safe with me.”

			Nancy’s secret? Nancy’s reputation? That was all Dom and his brother cared about? Dom wasn’t even attempting to protest his innocence. He just stood there wooden, still avoiding her gaze, a sure sign of his guilt.

			Jane swallowed the bile rising in her throat. “What the devil is this, Dom? We’re engaged!”

			His stance was ramrod rigid. “I suppose that loose-lipped Barlow told you about seeing me arrive.” His voice held a remote chill that struck her to the heart. It reminded her of how Papa used to talk to Mama.

			Too late she remembered Samuel trying to stop her, worrying over telling her about Dom’s presence.

			Heat rose up her neck to her cheeks. “So you really did come here to court Nancy?” Jane fought the urge to throw up. “You are not the man I thought you were.”

			Oh, God, she couldn’t even summon up a clever set-down! She was about to be sick right here in front of them all. That would be the worst humiliation imaginable.

			Mustn’t cast up my accounts, mustn’t cast up my accounts. The chant ran in her head as she whirled to push past George and out into the hall.

			“Wait, Jane!” her cousin called after her, but Jane just shook her head and kept running.

			As she fled, she heard Dom say, in a clipped voice, “Let her go.”

			It was the final insult in a line of them. Her stomach roiled, and she clapped her hand over her mouth. Praying no one saw her before she made it to the retiring room, she lurched down the hall to the stairs.

			Dom. Oh, Lord, Dom! He wasn’t hers. He’d never really been hers, had he? Clearly she’d read too much into their animated talks. Had she invented the Dom she’d fallen in love with? She must have, building her image upon their heavily chaperoned conversations and a handful of dances.

			All this time she thought he’d been trying to get her to break off their engagement out of some noble concern for her, when really it had been so he could court a rich heiress whose money wasn’t restricted by a stupid will. Not to mention someone prettier than her.

			Tears rolled down her cheeks as she stumbled into the retiring room. She’d believed in him. Even when Uncle Horace had warned that he wouldn’t give his blessing to the union, she’d ignored him, putting her faith in Dom’s goodness, his virtue, his loyalty. And for what? To be made a fool of.

			Never again would she trust some two-faced man who spouted a string of lies and told her he loved her madly. Never again would she claim that fortune and consequence didn’t matter in the wake of true love.

			Because clearly true love was the greatest lie of all.

	
			1

			[image: ]

			Winborough Estate in Yorkshire

			May 1829

			FOUR DAYS AFTER his arrival at Winborough’s Whitsuntide house party, Dom rummaged through the drawers of the desk in his half brother’s study. Where in blazes did Tristan keep his sealing wax? So far, Dom had found a penknife, some string, seventeen quills, a lint-clad lemon drop, a stack of foolscap, and a lacy garter, but no sign of wax.

			He didn’t even want to think about why the garter was in there. The thought of Tristan and Dom’s new sister-in-law, Zoe, doing . . . whatever upon the desk made him feel like a Peeping Tom.

			Just as Dom slammed the top drawer shut, he spotted the sealing wax, set neatly beside an inkpot atop the desk. Right there before his eyes, blast it all. Clearly he was losing his mind.

			Dom dropped into the chair. It was all Jane’s fault. Set to inherit the Rathmoor title now that George was dead, he ought to be concentrating on his return to Rathmoor Park today and his attempts to get it out of arrears. Instead, Jane consumed his thoughts.

			It was ludicrous. They were nothing to each other now. Certainly, he was nothing to her. After more than twelve years unmarried, she’d finally gone and got herself engaged to Edwin Barlow, the newly minted Earl of Blakeborough.

			She would soon be out of Dom’s reach for good, and he couldn’t change that. He didn’t want to change it. That time of his life was gone forever, as well it should be. He was quite a bit older and wiser, not to mention rougher, and she was still an heiress. They had nothing in common. They were different people.

			And perhaps if he said it enough, he would finally believe it. He had to believe it. He had to excise her from his mind somehow.

			“Zoe wants to know if you intend to join us for services at their church in town.”

			He jerked his head up so quickly that he nearly knocked over the Argand lamp. “Blast it, Lisette, don’t sneak up on me like that!”

			With a toss of her black curls, his half sister approached the desk. “Don’t blame me if your mind is in the clouds. I’ve been standing here waiting for you to notice me for a good five minutes while you muttered and cursed and scowled.”

			“Sorry. I’m a bit . . . distracted, is all.”

			She sniffed. “Is that what you call it? And here I thought you were merely rude.”

			“Now, Lisette—”

			“You were such a grump at the celebration yesterday! I don’t even know why you bothered to drive the two hours over from the coast for the house party. Even Tristan noticed your foul mood, which takes some doing, since he only has eyes for Zoe.”

			Dom snorted. He would never have expected his half brother, of all people, to fall in love. Especially so spectacularly. “I’m surprised he and Zoe even remember we exist, given their billing and cooling.” He narrowed his gaze on her. “Although you and Max are just as bad.”

			“Lord, I hope not. We’re parents now; we have to show some decorum.” She tucked a stray tendril of hair behind her ear. “Though it’s difficult since Max likes me a little . . . indecorous.”

			“Good God, I don’t even want to think about that,” he said irritably. “Stop talking about all the ways Max likes you.”

			“Why? Because it makes you feel lonely?”

			“Because you’re my sister.”

			“It’s your own fault you’re lonely, you know,” she said, ignoring his answer. “You’ve got Jane right under your nose at Rathmoor Park while she’s staying with Nancy, and instead of taking advantage of that to court her, you’re hiding over here at our brother’s estate.”

			“I am not hiding,” he said coolly, though perhaps he was. “Besides, why would I court Jane? She’s engaged to another man. And if you’ll recall, she was the one to jilt me, not the other way around.”

			“So you say.”

			That brought him up short. “You think I’m lying?”

			“I think that the woman I met at your betrothal party years ago was so in love with you she wouldn’t have jilted you over any loss in station or fortune. Which means you must have done something to run her off.”

			Damn. Lisette was fishing for information, as usual. And hitting uncomfortably close to the mark.

			By the night of that blasted ball where he’d maneuvered Jane into breaking with him, Lisette and Tristan had already fled to France to avoid George’s wrath. So all his sister knew of what had happened was what she’d pieced together from gossip.

			Dom wasn’t fool enough to tell her and Tristan the truth. They would never let him hear the end of it. They already brought Jane up more often than he could stand. “None of that changes the fact that Jane is engaged to someone else.”

			Lisette released an exasperated breath. Clearly she’d been hoping for an explanation. She ought to know better by now.

			“So even if I wanted to ‘court’ Jane,” Dom continued, “I could not.”

			“Still, she seems in no hurry to marry her fiancé,” Lisette pressed on, undaunted by the facts. “She came running up to Yorkshire almost the minute George died.”

			“To be with George’s widow. I would think less of her if she did not try to comfort her cousin.”

			“Don’t be obtuse, Dom. It doesn’t suit you. She came because she’s desperate to see you before she marries a man she has to know is wrong for her.”

			“Desperate? Hardly. She’s been staying with Nancy at the dowager house a mile away from the manor, and I haven’t come across her once during her entire visit.”

			“No doubt you went to great lengths to make sure of that.” When he didn’t rise to her bait, Lisette turned pensive. “How is Nancy doing, anyway?”

			“How the blazes should I know? I just told you—I don’t see them.”

			“I hope you realize how rude that is. You should at least pay them a visit from time to time. To show there are no hard feelings.”

			“Hard feelings? Are you mad?” He eyed her askance. “Nancy doesn’t care about my feelings toward her. She undoubtedly hates me and Tristan both. Because of us, George is dead.”

			“He was going to murder you two!”

			“A minor detail that she will undoubtedly overlook in the face of George’s death,” he said dryly.

			“I always found it odd that they married in the first place. I mean, if he’d been trying to get back at you over your helping Tristan, why didn’t he just go after Jane?”

			Because George had believed what he’d seen that night at the ball—that Dom wanted Nancy for her money. So, resentful of Dom as ever, George had set out to gain the woman for himself. That was undoubtedly what Nancy had intended when she’d somehow arranged for Jane to stumble upon them with George in tow.

			Though that probably hadn’t turned out as well as Nancy had planned. George couldn’t possibly have been much of a husband, even for someone as shallow and undiscriminating as Jane’s cousin.

			Leaning back in his chair, he clasped his hands over his stomach. “George didn’t go after Jane precisely because he knew Jane would never have married him after how he’d cut me off. Besides, Nancy was more his sort of woman—pretty, but vapid and malleable.”

			“Nonetheless, even she deserved better. And now she’s a widow beholden to the very man her husband hated. Thank heaven she’s got Jane to help her deal with that.”

			“Yes, thank heaven,” he echoed absentmindedly.

			And thank heaven Jane had apparently held Nancy blameless for that scene in the library years ago. At least his subterfuge hadn’t torn her from the woman most like a sister to her.

			Though sometimes it irked him that Jane had believed the lie so easily. That she’d instantly accepted the picture of him as an unscrupulous fortune hunter. That’s what he’d wanted, of course, but it rankled.

			Because he was an arse who wanted to have his cake and eat it, too.

			“So,” Lisette said, “are you joining us for services this morning?”

			Thank God the inquisition about Jane was over. “Afraid not. As soon as I put the seal on this document that you and Max are carrying back to Victor, transferring the running of Manton’s Investigations to him, I’m returning to Rathmoor Park.”

			He sat up and bent over the papers laid out on the desk. “I’m still dealing with those tenants George mistreated. We must reach some sort of agreement about how to compensate them fairly without bankrupting the estate, so I’m meeting with them tomorrow morning.”

			“And does this urgent meeting involve Nancy? Might you see Jane?”

			Good God, Lisette was like a trickle of water that wore away at the stone until it cracked.

			He concentrated on melting the sealing wax onto the parchment. “Actually, Jane is gone. She left from Hull the day before yesterday by packet boat to return to London.” To her fiancé, the man Dom wanted to throttle simply because Blakeborough got to have Jane for the rest of his days.

			So much for excising Jane from his mind.

			“Aha! That’s why you’ve been so cross.” Lisette huffed out a breath. “I swear, you’re impossible. You’ll let the only woman you ever cared about marry some other fellow, even though you now possess everything you need to support a wife. For a man who’s faced down thieves and murderers unflinchingly, you can be quite the coward, Dom.”

			Grimly, he pressed his signet ring into the wax. ­Lisette would never understand. Jane might have been his once, but she despised him now and that was that. Even if he told her the truth about that night, they’d spent so many years apart that whatever she’d felt for him had clearly withered.

			Otherwise, she wouldn’t be marrying Blakeborough. Dom, of all people, knew that Jane wouldn’t get engaged to a man she didn’t love.

			When he didn’t respond to his sister’s barbs, her gaze grew calculating. “You know, you ought to carry that document to London in person. I’m sure Victor has hundreds of questions about the running of the agency. Besides, you still haven’t met little Eugene. I know he’d be delighted to see his Uncle Dom.”

			He chuckled at her blatant attempt to manipulate him. “I doubt little Eugene delights in anything but being nursed and having his swaddling changed. He’s what, two months old? Has he even learned how to sit up yet?”

			She glared at him. “Sometimes you can be so . . . so . . .”

			“Practical?”

			“Unsentimental. He’s your very first nephew. Don’t you want to see him?”

			So he could be reminded of all he’d lost because of George? No. Though he supposed he must, eventually. “I will happily come to visit little Eugene once he’s old enough to recognize me. But I do have a meeting tomorrow, so I can’t run off to London.” He patted the document on the desk. “Would you make sure Max gets this before you leave?”

			With a murderous glance, she whirled on her heels and headed for the door.

			“Don’t I at least get a goodbye kiss?” he called after her. “I probably won’t see you for some weeks.”

			“Foolish gentlemen who don’t know what’s good for them don’t get goodbye kisses,” she said as she kept going.

			Her peevish tone made him grin. “I suppose I should be glad you’re not stabbing me toward Jane with your embroidery needles.”

			She halted to cast him an arch glance. “Would that work?”

			Good God, she might actually do it. “It would not. And don’t be angry. I’m fine as I am, really.”

			“Liar. Anyone can see you’re not the least bit fine.”

			It frightened him sometimes, how well she knew him. “I’m content, at least. I inherited the estate I never expected to own. What more can I ask for?”

			“A wife. Children. Happiness.”

			“Those three don’t always go hand in hand, dear girl.”

			“Especially if you make no attempt to acquire the first one.”

			“Lisette, give it over,” he said softly. “Being angry at me won’t change the past.”

			An oath escaped her. “I’m frustrated by your obstinacy, stymied by your reserve, and perplexed by your acceptance of this ridiculous state of affairs between you and Jane.” She apparently noticed the tightening of his jaw, for her expression softened. “But not angry. I could never be angry at you.”

			She marched back to plant a kiss on his cheek. “There. That should prove it.” With a fond smile, she said, “Do take care not to work too hard, will you?”

			“Certainly,” he lied.

			He waited until she left before wandering over to the window to watch the family leave. She didn’t understand that he welcomed the work. It kept his mind off the “ridiculous state of affairs” between him and Jane.

			An image of his former fiancée as she’d looked in London a few months ago sprang into his mind. He’d been shocked to encounter her at the soiree thrown by Zoe’s father. It had only been the second time he’d seen her in their years apart, and the first had been so fleeting he’d scarcely had time to register that she was there before she was gone.

			Not so at the soiree.

			He’d been unable to look away from the glory that was Jane in a blue evening gown. In the time they’d been apart, she’d filled out just enough to have lusher curves. Wrapped in expensive satin, those curves had been quite enticing.

			It had been all he could do to keep his gaze on her face. Especially since her brown eyes had sparked fire at him. It was as if no time at all had passed since that horrible night at Blakeborough’s.

			He had expected her to lose her anger over time, but her eyes had been hot, her words cool, and her tone a mix of condescension and implied meanings he couldn’t decipher. He’d only endured the encounter by taking on his investigator persona—aloof, unruffled, and always certain of his position.

			But her enigmatic comment about tiring of waiting for her life to begin had rattled him. It still did. What the blazes had she meant? Surely she hadn’t been waiting for him, not after what had happened.

			Her remark had plagued him for months. Because if she really had been waiting all these years . . .

			God, the very notion was idiotic. She hadn’t. And if she had, it didn’t matter. He couldn’t have renewed his attentions toward her, even if she would have accepted them.

			He’d spent his first two years at Bow Street proving himself. His next few, during the years of political unrest, had been an endless series of missions for Jackson Pinter and occasionally even Lord Ravenswood, undersecretary to the Home Office—secret, dangerous missions.

			He stroked the scar carved into his right cheek. More dangerous than he’d ever imagined.

			Those years were a blur. But they’d earned him the respect of the other runners and better chances at more lucrative cases. He’d saved enough to open Manton’s Investigations. And then he’d had new challenges to contend with, new missions to absorb him, all of which kept him from starting up again with Jane.

			You can be quite the coward, Dom.

			He clenched his jaw. It wasn’t cowardice—not a bit. He’d been busy, damn it. And too aware of how deeply he had hurt Jane to want to risk it again.

			Now she was betrothed, and that was that. So he would put her behind him—put that part of his life behind him—and learn to be happy with what he had. It was more than he’d expected, after all.

			With that settled, he returned to the desk. He penned a quick note to Max and set it atop the document for Victor, weighing them both down with a paperweight. Then he tidied up his mess and headed out the door. He’d called for his equipage earlier, so his bag should already be stowed. He merely had to—

			“If I give you my name,” said a painfully familiar voice from the foyer, “will you promise to make Lord Rathmoor come out here to talk to me? And not put me off with some nonsense about how he’s not here? I know he’s here. I saw his phaeton out front. And it’s imperative that I speak with him.”

			Dom’s stomach knotted. How could it be? Why would she be here?

			“I understand, madam,” the butler was saying as Dom hurried toward them, “but if the matter is so urgent, why will you not tell me what name to announce—”

			“It’s all right,” Dom said as he approached. “I know Miss Vernon.”

			Jane started, her pretty eyes widening as she caught sight of him. Today she wore a riding habit of purple wool that nipped in at the waist, ballooned at the hips, and accentuated every curve to good effect. Looking agitated and windblown and heartbreakingly beautiful, she sucked the air quite out of his lungs.

			God save him.

			“I need to speak with you at once.” With a furtive glance at the butler, she added, “Privately.”

			He nodded and gestured for her to precede him toward an open door down the hall. The second they entered, he wished he’d chosen another room. Jane looked so lovely against the backdrop of gold and red silk that his blood ran hot.

			“What the blazes are you doing here?”

			She lifted an eyebrow. “How delightful to see you, too.”

			Damn, he hadn’t meant to sound annoyed. “Forgive me. I’m merely surprised to find you still in Yorkshire. I assumed you’d be well on your way to London by now. Weren’t you supposed to leave by packet boat the day before yesterday?”

			“The spring rains washed out the bridge on the road to Hull, so I had to return to Rathmoor Park.” Something indecipherable glinted in her eyes. “I was unaware you were paying such close attention to my schedule.”

			Blast. He hadn’t meant to give that away. “I pay attention to everything regarding my estate and those in my charge,” he said smoothly. “Which includes any visitors to the dowager house.”

			Was that disappointment in her face? No, surely not.

			“I see,” she said in a colder tone. “Then it’s a pity you haven’t been around the past two days. Because while you’ve been gone, one of those ‘in your charge’ has gone missing.”

			“Who?”

			“Nancy. According to the servants, she headed off alone on the mail coach to York to visit her great-aunt, Mrs. Patch, directly after I left for Hull. Nancy told them she was going only for the day, but she hasn’t returned.”

			He let out a breath. Was that all? “York is only half a day’s journey from Rathmoor Park. Nancy probably decided to remain in town a day or two with her aunt, and since she assumed you were on your way to London, she didn’t bother to inform anyone at the estate.”

			“Well, she did, actually. Indeed, it’s what is in her letter to the housekeeper, which arrived late in the evening on the day she left, that alarms me.”

			She held out the missive and he moved close enough to take it from her, which, unfortunately, was also close enough to smell her lavender scent. God, why must she still be wearing lavender after all these years? It conjured up memories of their far-too-brief kisses under the arbor behind her uncle’s house, the ones he’d refused to think of in their years apart.

			Determinedly he retreated out of smelling distance and forced his attention to the letter. Obviously Jane thought she had cause for concern, though he couldn’t imagine why. She probably wouldn’t even have known Nancy was gone, if not for having missed the packet boat to London.

			With one look at the letter, he had memorized it, part of his peculiar talent for remembering words and images at a glance. He gave it back to her. “This only proves that she’s not missing at all. She writes that she’s decided to travel with her great-aunt to Bath.”

			“Yes, but that’s not true!”
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