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PROLOGUE
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Amsterdam

1818

DARKNESS HAD FALLEN a while ago. Eighteen-year-old Isabella Cale clung to her new husband Victor’s neck as he carried her into her old room at her sister Jacoba’s house. Isa hadn’t wanted to come here, but it was safer than having Jacoba look after her in their apartment. She didn’t want her sister nosing around for the imitation diamonds that Isa kept hidden from her husband. And Victor refused to leave Isa alone while she was sick.

She winced. She hoped this pretense of being ill succeeded. And that he never found out it was a sham. It had been hard enough to keep it up all day, when she was supposed to have been working at the jeweler’s shop, but Victor’s concerned glances now made it even more difficult. After only a week of marriage, the last thing she wanted to do was deceive him.

But she had no choice. It was for his own good. And hers.

“Are you sure she’ll be fine?” Victor asked Jacoba as he laid Isa gently in her old bed.

“She just needs rest and coddling.” Jacoba pulled the covers up over Isa. “She’s had these awful sore throats since she was a girl. They never last more than a week. You were right to bring her here. It’s not good for her to be alone.”

Her older sister’s soft words used to make her feel safe. But that was before their clockmaker father had died six years ago. Before Papa’s apprentice, Gerhart Hendrix, had married Jacoba and taken them in. Before Gerhart had begun gambling.

Isa and Jacoba were no longer as close as they once were.

“I’m not so ill that I’ll expire while you’re at the shop,” Isa told Victor in a raspy voice.

Victor worked temporarily as a night guard at the jeweler’s where she was a diamond cutter. Since their conflicting shifts didn’t allow them much time together, it had been pure bliss staying home with him today. Well, except for the pretending-to-be-sick part.

Shadows darkened Victor’s lovely hazel eyes. “I’m sorry to have to leave you, but at least Jacoba can look after you.”

Oh, how she wished she weren’t too much of a coward to tell him the truth! But it would devastate her if it changed what he thought of her. Better to avoid the problem entirely.

If she could fool her sister and brother-in-law with her “illness” for just one night, it would all be over tomorrow. Then Victor would never have to learn of her family’s insane scheme to steal the royal diamond parure from the jeweler’s shop.

A lock of wavy hair the color of rich oak dropped over his brow as he bent to kiss her forehead. “I wish I didn’t have to leave you alone, but with the prince’s guard coming—”

“I know,” she said, cutting him off before he could reveal that the royal diamonds would be leaving the shop tomorrow. Jacoba mustn’t learn that the chance to steal them would be gone after tonight. “You may not have your post much longer, so you have to work while you can.” His post would end in the morning, when the jeweler handed the royal jewels to the prince’s guard.

“I will find work after this,” he said resentfully, “even if the jeweler doesn’t keep me on. Don’t worry about that.”

“I’m not,” she hastened to reassure him. He was such a proud man, and she hadn’t meant to wound him. Besides, who wouldn’t hire Victor? And the jeweler was an old friend of his mother’s; the man would surely find some way to keep Victor on. “I have faith in you.”

Victor looked only slightly mollified by her words. “You’re fretting over something. I can tell.”

“Don’t be silly.” Had she been that transparent? Oh, Lord, she had to get him to leave, before she gave too much away. She forced hoarseness into her voice. “And if you don’t go, you’ll be late.” His shift began at 8 P.M., when the jeweler went home. “Don’t worry about me. I’m in good hands with Jacoba.” She practically choked on that lie.

But he didn’t seem to notice as he tucked the covers about her. “I’ll come fetch you in the morning when I’m done with my shift, Mausi.”

She winced at the German endearment. Victor often used foreign words—he spoke Dutch, Flemish, German, English, and French fluently, which impressed her. But she didn’t like being called “little mouse.”

Probably because she was a mouse, in every respect. She looked like one—nondescript brown hair that defied curling, boring brown eyes, and hips that were a touch too wide for her small bosom—and she acted like one, too. She would much rather cut diamonds or design jewelry than argue or make a fuss. It was how she’d landed in this mess in the first place.

It was also why she lay here silent while he headed for the door. She ought to call him back, tell him the truth, face the consequences. But it would be so much easier just to bluff her way through this night. Then she’d be free of her family’s machinations forever.

Because she was never creating another imitation parure. She wouldn’t have made this one if Jacoba and Gerhart hadn’t convinced her that they could sell it as a legitimate copy and earn some good money out of her talent for creating false diamonds. If she’d known they would take it into their heads to use it to commit a crime . . .

Stifling a groan, she turned onto her side and watched as Victor went out with Jacoba into the hall, murmuring instructions on how to care for his wife. He was so handsome, her husband, and so kind. She lived in terror that he would find out about the Hendrixes’ sordid plans and her part in them.

Her throat tightened. How had she even managed to snag his attention? He was a lion to her mouse. His many scars told her that he’d suffered a great deal during his three years in the Prussian army. And the pain of fighting at Waterloo still lurked beneath his clear hazel eyes. She suspected he had other dark secrets—he didn’t talk about his childhood or his family—yet he took each day as it came, persevering through whatever agonies lay in his past.

Meanwhile, she lay here pretending to be sick. Oh, what she wouldn’t give to be courageous and reckless, to stand up to Gerhart whenever he droned on about how he’d saved her and Jacoba from certain ruin after Papa died. It was true, but why should it mean that she had to risk her own happiness and safety? And why couldn’t she just say that?

Because then Gerhart would shout at her and shout at Jacoba, and she hated the shouting. And the stony glances. And the reminders that she wouldn’t even have her position at the jeweler’s if Gerhart hadn’t encouraged the talent for jewelry making and diamond cutting that she’d inherited from Papa.

She sighed against her pillow.

“So you’re not asleep,” Jacoba said, having padded back into the room with the quiet tread of a cat.

Isa tensed. “No, not yet. But I feel horrible, all weak and achy. And my throat hurts.” Tamping down her guilt, she slanted a glance up at her sister, who, being seven years older, had been like a mother to her.

Once.

Jacoba laid her hand on Isa’s brow. “You do seem a bit hot.”

That’s what came of lying under a pile of heavy covers. Though she prayed that the dampness of her brow wouldn’t give her away. “I can’t get warm,” she lied in a husky whisper. “It always starts with the chills . . .”

“I remember.”

Her sister cast her a hard look, as if she’d seen right through her farce, and Isa held her breath. Jacoba and Gerhart had been pressing her to substitute her imitation parure for the real one, now that the jeweler had finished it. All she’d have to do, according to them, was steal her husband’s keys while he was asleep and get into the strongbox while the jeweler was at lunch.

Betraying her husband and everything she believed in.

She’d put them off for days. But last night Gerhart had threatened to bring up the matter with Victor and get him to do the switching. Isa couldn’t have that; Victor would be horrified.

Let Gerhart rage about the injustice of her being sick on the last day she could have switched out the parure. Eventually he would resign himself to having missed his chance. He might even be able to sell the imitation parure, as he’d first intended, to some wealthy woman who wanted jewelry identical to that of the soon-to-be bride of the prince.

At last Jacoba seemed to accept Isa’s ruse, and her expression softened. “Well, then, you’d better get some sleep. I’ll bring you something to soothe your throat.”

“Thank you,” Isa murmured, not bothering to hide her grimace.

She hated Jacoba’s medicine. But when her sister returned with the vile tonic, Isa knew she had to choke it down. If she refused, Jacoba would be suspicious.

Afterward, her sister surprised her, sitting by her bedside and wiping her forehead with a cold cloth until she dozed off.

♦  ♦  ♦

IT SEEMED ONLY minutes later that she awoke to the gray dawn seeping into her bedchamber. At first she was groggy and disoriented. Where was she? Why wasn’t she in her apartment? And where was Vic—

She bolted upright as last night’s events came flooding back. It was always dark when Victor’s shift ended at 6 A.M., but judging from the light, it must be well past seven now. He should be here. He’d said he would fetch her as soon as his shift ended!

A door opened and shut down the hall, and she heard voices. Before she could do more than throw her legs over the side of the bed, Gerhart and Jacoba entered her room.

“We did it, Isa!” Jacoba cried, her face flushed and her eyes bright as she performed a little jig. “We got them!”

When Isa stared in confusion, her brawny brother-in-law pulled a necklace from his pocket and held it up to catch the faint rays of morning light. “It’s ours now. We’ll break it down for the diamonds and sell them in Paris. I know a dealer who will pay us well for—”

“Stop it!” Isa said, horror growing in her belly. “What do you mean? You have the real diamonds?”

“Of course.” Gerhart exchanged a glance with his wife. “With you ill, we had to act on our own. Surely you didn’t think we’d let this opportunity pass? We made the switch ourselves.”

Her mind raced. “But how . . . Victor would have had to let you . . .”

“Yes.” Jacoba came over to lay an arm about her shoulders. “After I explained our scheme earlier, he agreed to help in exchange for our giving him the earrings from the parure. He and I left here to go look for the imitation at your apartment, and then he made the switch at the shop.”

A chill coursed through her. Was that the reason for all the furtive whispers in the hall earlier? Jacoba had actually spoken to Victor about the scheme?

“We were more than happy to allow him a share,” Gerhart put in, “given your part in the affair . . . and his. Sale from the earrings alone should provide the two of you with enough money to—”

“He wouldn’t do that!” Isa cried through a throat thick and tight with dread. Shoving free of Jacoba, she rose to face them. “He would never steal. I know him.”

“Apparently not as well as you thought.” Gerhart headed over to the window and opened the curtains to let in the weak winter light. “I told you he would listen to reason if you only broached the subject.”

Was it possible? Could she really have been that wrong about her husband? “I was waiting to mention it until—”

“Yes, we know,” her sister said, her tone sharp. “I’m sure you simply forgot to tell us about the prince’s guard coming this morning for the jewels. You weren’t really planning to let it pass without comment.”

“Of course not,” she mumbled, unable to meet her sister’s eyes. This couldn’t be happening.

“Thank God Victor said something as he was leaving here,” Jacoba said, “or we would have missed our chance entirely.”

Dear heaven. “Where’s Victor now?” Isa headed for the door. She had to find out if he’d really done this outrageous thing.

“He’s gone.” Gerhart tucked the necklace into his coat pocket. “He’s the most at risk of being caught, so he had to head straight off to Antwerp as soon as his shift was over. They won’t expect him back at the shop until this evening, and perhaps not even then, given that his post as guard ends today. Meanwhile—”

“You’re saying Victor left me?” With her blood pounding in her ears, she whirled on them. “My husband left me?”

“Not exactly,” Jacoba said, oozing sympathy and concern. “After he sells the earrings in Antwerp, he’ll join us in Paris. That’s where we’re heading with the necklace, bracelet, and brooch. Victor suggested that we split up, in case anyone comes after us. They’ll expect two couples traveling together. They won’t expect you to go with us and him to go another way.”

“Not that we think your imitations won’t hold up under scrutiny,” Gerhart said, “but it’s better that we be well away, in case they don’t. The jeweler won’t expect you at the shop until tomorrow, since Victor already told him how sick you are—fortuitous for us. That gives us time to put some distance between us and here.”

“And the beauty of it is that if your diamonds do escape notice, no one will ever even know about the theft!” Jacoba crowed. The unnatural light in her eyes made Isa shiver. “Victor left a letter behind with your landlord saying that you both got lucrative positions in Frankfurt. The jeweler will certainly find that plausible, especially with Victor’s post coming to an end. It’s the perfect plan!”

“Except that I wanted no part of it!” Isa cried.

Gerhart narrowed his gaze on her. “That’s not what you said. You said you were waiting for the right moment.”

Her mouth went dry. “Well, I—I lied. I don’t want to be a criminal. I just want to cut diamonds and design jewelry and have a regular life.”

“What kind of regular life do you think you’d have with a husband out of work?” Jacoba snapped. “How long do you think it would be before you lost your position to some man? And then what?” She jerked her gaze from Isa as if disgusted. “At least your husband saw the sense of our plan.”

Determined not to be a mouse this time, Isa thrust out her chin. “I just can’t believe that Victor would have agreed to—”

“He’s not here, is he?” Jacoba pointed out. “And you heard him say he would be here to fetch you home. Yet it’s well past the time for him to do so.”

The truth of that struck her hard. “I still just don’t—”

“How do you think we got the diamonds, you little fool?” Gerhart strode up to her in a temper. “We couldn’t have breached the strongbox ourselves. The thing takes five men to lift, and the locks are intricate. It could only be opened with the keys. Victor’s keys.”

Isa’s blood thundered in her ears.

He let that sink in, then added coldly, “He was more than happy to help when he realized it was the only way to make sure he could provide for his wife.”

I will find work after this, even if the jeweler doesn’t keep me on. Don’t worry about that.

Tears sprang to her eyes. Had she sent him off to do this awful thing by making him believe she was worried about his ability to find another post?

“And I should think,” Gerhart pressed on, “that you’d be grateful for all the trouble we have taken to provide for you. Instead, you stand here mewling—”

“Gerhart, darling,” Jacoba said in soothing tones, “why don’t you go pack our things and let me talk to my sister?”

Gerhart glared at Isa, who was clutching her stomach in a fruitless attempt to quell the fear roiling inside her. With a snort, he walked out.

As soon as he was gone, Jacoba came to Isa’s side. “My dearest, I like Victor as much as you, but you must admit that you hardly know him. He rarely even speaks of his previous life. For all you know, he may have done this kind of thing before. Consider all those languages he speaks—has he ever even said how he knows so many?”

She swallowed. She’d never asked. He just seemed worldly, a man who’d learned things far beyond her ken, even though he was only two years older. “He was a soldier in the Prussian army,” she pointed out.

“That explains his knowledge of German. But how does he know English? Or French? Surely not just from being a soldier. I daresay he did a few things during the war that required special . . . skills.”

Since she’d often wondered about his reticence, she could hardly ignore that possibility.

“Besides,” Jacoba went on, “soldiers are practical sorts. And since you never mentioned our plan to him, how do you know he wouldn’t have embraced it?”

The words cut her right through. She didn’t. She had only her instincts to go on, which said that Victor would never steal. But could she be sure? Or did she just believe it because she’d placed him so high in her esteem?

Worse yet, some facts were irrefutable. Jacoba and Gerhart couldn’t have breached the strongbox without Victor. And a glance at the clock showed it was already 8 A.M. He would have been here long before now if he were coming.

That was the part that hurt.

“He didn’t even say goodbye,” Isa whispered.

Jacoba chucked her under the chin. “Why should he, silly girl? He’ll see you in a few weeks. This is just temporary. He had to get as far away as he could before the time he’d be expected at the shop.” She bent her head to touch Isa’s. “And we have to as well, so come along now. Victor packed your bags, and we have to hurry to the dock.”

Her heart faltered. “Can’t I go back to the apartment?”

“We’ve no time, I’m afraid. The packet boat for Calais leaves very soon. We’ll barely make it as it is, and the next one doesn’t leave for hours.” Jacoba squeezed her hand. “Don’t worry—I gave Victor the address of the hotel where we mean to stay in Paris, and I daresay there will be a letter waiting for us the moment we arrive. Or one will come shortly afterward.”

Isa hesitated, but what choice did she have? She could never go back to the shop now. Even if the imitations were never discovered, she would know they were there, and that would plague her until she told the truth.

Besides, she couldn’t risk implicating Victor. Or her family. She was furious that they’d taken the matter out of her hands, but now it was done, and she didn’t want to see them go to prison—or worse yet, be hanged!

She could end up in prison or hanged herself, just for making the parure. The thought sent a chill to her soul.

“All right?” her sister pressed.

She nodded. But as they raced about, preparing to go, she vowed that this would be the last time she let them bully her into doing something so despicable.

And once her husband arrived in Paris, she would find out what kind of man she had really married.

♦  ♦  ♦

FOUR MONTHS LATER, Victor still hadn’t come or even sent word. And now she had his child growing in her belly. Dear heaven, what was she going to do?

Feeling particularly blue, she sat in the parlor of their very fine Paris town house and waited for the mail. She wasn’t sure why she bothered. Clearly something awful had happened to Victor. It was easier to believe that than to think he might just have abandoned her.

A ray of afternoon sun flashed through the barely parted silk curtains, glinting off Jacoba’s new gilded ormolu clock, dancing across Gerhart’s recently acquired Persian rug, and bursting into sparkles in the cut-crystal bowl near her hand. But she could find no joy in all the costly newness.

With a sigh, she picked up that week’s issue of the Gazette de France and flipped through it. An article caught her attention. Her French wasn’t the best yet, but she could still decipher a bit of gossip that a local jeweler named Angus Gordon was leaving Paris to return to his native Scotland. His French wife had died, and he wanted to go home.

But what intrigued her was that the fellow had built his reputation by creating exquisite imitation jewelry.

She muttered an oath, something she was doing more and more lately. If her sister and brother-in-law hadn’t been so impatient, the three of them might have built a similar business in Amsterdam.

No, that would never have satisfied them. Gerhart was already hinting that Isa should make more imitations to sell as real. So they could buy an even better house in an even better part of Paris, with better chances for social advancement.

She suspected that he just wanted more money to wager on wrestling bouts. He thought he could always win since he’d been a wrestler briefly himself, before he’d injured his knee. And the very thought of committing fraud repeatedly in order to provide Gerhart more money for gambling chilled her blood.

Jacoba wandered in, thumbing absently through a stack of mail. She looked different now, with her hair short and fringed about her face to change her appearance. Gerhart wore a beard now for the same reason.

Swiftly turning over the newspaper, Isa asked, “Anything for me?”

At the quiver in her voice, her sister’s head came up. “It’s just bills.” She walked up to the table. “My dear, I hate to see you like this. Don’t you enjoy being able to buy what you want and go to the theater whenever you wish?”

“That was always your dream, not mine.” Isa’s hands shook now, too. “I just wanted Victor.”

Something like guilt flashed over Jacoba’s face before her expression hardened. “Well, it’s clear he’s not coming. He took the earrings and left, the wretch, and there’s nothing we can do about it. We don’t even have a way to find him.”

The truth of that statement struck Isa hard. “We wouldn’t have to find him if you and Gerhart hadn’t gone to him behind my back. He was probably so disillusioned to learn that his beloved wife was no better than a counterfeiter that he—”

“Has it occurred to you that perhaps he married ‘his beloved wife’ in the first place because of her post at the jeweler’s?” Jacoba snapped.

Isa blanched. No, that hadn’t occurred to her. But it should have.

With an oath, Jacoba hurried to sit beside her and take her hand. “I’m sorry, sister, I shouldn’t have said that.”

Misery choked her. Jacoba was merely voicing fears that Isa hadn’t wanted to admit to herself. It was time she faced the truth. After all, it had never made sense to her that a fine, stalwart fellow like Victor would consider her worthy to be his wife. She wasn’t tall and elegant and blond like Jacoba. She wasn’t a good cook, which every man wanted, and she liked to spend her hours poring over design books and experimenting with smelly chemicals.

“Do you really think he married me because of . . . my post?” Isa managed.

“Of course. The jeweler constantly sang your praises. So if Victor married you, he knew he could stay on longer. The jeweler would have found something for him to do, if only to keep you there.”

Isa’s heart broke. She hadn’t thought of it in that way, but it made sense. Had she always been the mouse to him, someone to shoo off once he got what he wanted? Had she really only been a convenient means to an end?

How could she not have seen that?

But she knew how. She’d been so enamored of his sweet kisses, so caught up in the idea of healing his pain from the war that she hadn’t seen the real him. All it had taken was those diamond earrings dangled in front of him, and he’d sold his soul to the devil.

And thrown away their marriage in the process.

“I’m sorry to be so blunt,” Jacoba said softly, “but I thought you would have figured it out by now.” She tightened her grip on Isa’s hand. “You deserve better than Victor Cale.”

Isa stared at her sister a long moment, then lifted her chin. Yes, she did. She deserved a husband who didn’t hide his ulterior motives behind his reserve. Who didn’t run off without saying goodbye.

Who didn’t collude with her family to steal things.

“He only wanted to use you,” Jacoba added.

Like you and Gerhart? Isa nearly said.

It was dawning on her that she also deserved better than to be used by her kith and kin. She had a child to consider. It was one thing to let them use her, but it would be quite another to let them use her child. And they would surely find a way to do it.

“Shall I fetch you something?” Jacoba asked, all soothing kindness now that she’d made her point. “You have to keep your strength up for the babe, you know. Perhaps some of those summer peaches you love?”

“Yes, thank you,” she murmured.

As soon as Jacoba was gone, Isa flipped back to the article she’d been reading. Mr. Gordon had told the paper that his main regret in leaving Paris was that he had to leave his French apprentices behind. They didn’t want to go to a land as wild and barren as Scotland. So now he would have to train new ones in Edinburgh, and that would take time.

Her heart began to pound. She tore out the article, then tossed the rest of the paper into the fire so Jacoba and Gerhart wouldn’t figure out that she was planning something.

Was she? It was a mad idea at best, to think she could convince a stranger to hire her as his apprentice and take her with him to Scotland. How was she supposed to manage it?

By steeling her heart and swallowing her fears. It would take strength and courage to get away. And she had to get away. She dared not stay with her family any longer if she wanted to have a respectable future.

Papa had left her Mama’s ruby ring, which might cover the cost of the passage if this Mr. Gordon wouldn’t agree to pay for it. And she had her talent. All she had to do was show the jeweler what she was capable of, and be honest with him about what she wanted. If he had any heart at all, he might be swayed when she told him her soldier husband was dead.

It was almost true, after all. Victor might as well be dead to her, along with her old life and all it meant to her. If he’d wanted to find her, he could have, and so far he’d made no effort.

Tears stung her eyes, and she fought them back. No more tears allowed. No more waiting and hiding from life. If she was to save herself and her child, that must all end.

She would be Mausi no more.
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London

September 1828

VICTOR CALE PACED the foyer of Manton’s Investigations in an unassuming town house on Bow Street, praying that his longtime friend Tristan Bonnaud was here today. Tristan had to convince Dominick Manton, owner of the investigative concern, to try Victor out as an investigator.

It wasn’t as if he didn’t have useful skills—he was fluent in six languages, he had decent aim, and he’d already done some investigative work. It might even be considered an asset that he’d recently been discovered to be cousin to Maximilian Cale, the Duke of Lyons and one of the wealthiest and most powerful men in England.

Most important, Tristan wouldn’t hold the crimes of Victor’s father against him, which was refreshing. Sometimes he felt as if he wore his father’s actions like a brand, even though Max never so much as alluded to them. Indeed, Max went out of his way to treat his newfound cousin well.

That was the trouble. Max seemed determined to show him off in high society, where Victor could never feel comfortable. A childhood spent in English regimental camps and three years in the Prussian army had hardly prepared him for such a life. Nor had his brief, ill-fated marriage to a lying thief.

He scowled.

“Mr. Manton will see you now.”

Victor turned to find Dominick Manton’s butler, Mr. Skrimshaw, standing there in a bright salmon waistcoat, blue Cossacks, and a coat so over-braided and frogged in gold that he looked like a soldier from some war of fashion. “I’m not here to see Dom,” Victor pointed out.

“‘Come, gentlemen, we sit too long on trifles.’” With that curt and curious statement, Skrimshaw headed for the stairs, clearly expecting Victor to follow.

Only then did Victor remember that Skrimshaw not only acted in the theater sometimes but had a penchant for quoting lines from plays. He wished the irritating fellow had a penchant for speaking and dressing plainly, instead. The man’s coat was an assault on the eyes. Though perhaps it was a costume. One never knew with Skrimshaw.

When the butler ushered him into Dom’s study, Victor relaxed to find both Dom and Tristan waiting for him. Whenever he saw the two half brothers together, he was struck by the family resemblance. Both men had ink-black hair, though Tristan’s was longish and wildly curly, while Dom’s was cropped shorter than was fashionable. Tristan’s eyes were blue and Dom’s green, but they were of the same shape and size. And both men had the sort of lean attractiveness that made women blush and stammer whenever either entered a room.

That was where the resemblance ended, however, for Tristan liked a good joke, a fine glass of brandy, and as many pretty females as he could tumble without compromising his work as an investigator.

Dom liked work and naught else. The man meant to make Manton’s Investigations a force to be reckoned with. Apparently jokes, brandy, and pretty females were unacceptable distractions.

So it was no surprise when Tristan was the one who came forward to clap a hand on Victor’s shoulder. “How are you, old chap? It’s been a few weeks, hasn’t it?”

“A few.” Victor shot a glance at Dom, who remained seated. The man’s expression gave nothing away.

He wished Dom weren’t here, too. That might make this very awkward.

“Sit, sit,” Tristan said as he leaned against the desk with arms crossed. “Tell us why you’ve come.”

With a sigh, Victor settled into a chair. In for a penny, in for a pound. “It’s simple, really. I was hoping you might take me on as an investigator.” When both men looked surprised, he went on hastily, “You won’t have to pay me, just cover my expenses. Max gives me an ample allowance. But I need something to do.”

He’d spent enough time playing the role expected of him as Max’s long-lost cousin. He had to get back into the world of investigations. To start looking for his betraying wife again.

Tristan exchanged a glance with his older brother. “Tired of the ducal life already, are you?”

“Let’s just say that nobody warned me what it would entail. I’ve done naught but attend dinners and parties and balls where I’m bombarded with questions about my life abroad, none of which I can answer without bringing down scandal on the house of Lyons.” Victor shifted in the small chair. “And when people aren’t interrogating me, they’re talking about fashion or who placed the latest wager in White’s betting book. Or, worst of all, about whether waltzes really are morally reprehensible.”

“What, you don’t have an opinion about the moral implications of the waltz?” Tristan quipped. “I’m stunned.”

“I don’t like dancing,” Victor grumbled. Especially since he didn’t know how. Though one of these days he probably should learn.

“I loathe dancing myself,” Dom put in, “but it’s the primary way to meet ladies in good society.”

“Victor doesn’t need to meet ladies,” Tristan said dryly. “They throw themselves at him. Always did. And he always ignored them. Of course, now that he’s the duke’s first cousin once removed, he’s eminently more eligible.”

Except for the fact that he was already married—though no one knew that. No one could ever know that.

He tensed as an image of Isa leapt into his mind, young and sweet and adoring. But it had all been an act. She’d been setting him up for betrayal from the beginning, her and her scurrilous family.

After all these years, he could still hear his inquisitors in the Amsterdam gaol. She used you, you besotted arse! Yet you protect her.

He had . . . at first. He’d remained silent throughout his ordeal, thinking that she couldn’t have been part of it. It had taken him years to admit to himself that she must have been.

So now he searched for her wherever and whenever he could. He’d suspended the search when he’d come to London, in hopes that finding his English family might enable him to forget her and make a new life for himself.

Except that he couldn’t. The injustice of what she’d done ate at him. He had to find her. He needed to find her. He told himself it was because he didn’t want his past with her coming up to harm his cousin unexpectedly, but deep down he knew that was a lie. Finding her was the only way to get some peace. Because she still, after all these years, plagued his dreams.

He gritted his teeth. It was all the fault of the damned duke and his new duchess, with their billing and cooing. Max and Lisette were so deeply in love that doves probably roosted in the canopy over their bed. Victor was truly happy for his cousin, but sometimes envy choked him.

Envy? Ridiculous. The only thing he envied was that their life was settled and his wasn’t. If he didn’t find Isa, he’d be tied to her until he died. He should probably divorce her—the Dutch laws were more lax than the English ones—but he refused to set her free when he was still enslaved to her memory. Besides, he wanted to retain the power of a husband over his recalcitrant wife for when he found her. He wanted to be the one to bring her to justice.

The snide voices of the past intruded on his memories: Tell the truth—it was your wife who made the imitations, who stole the real diamonds.

His inquisitors had probably been right, damn them. And he would make her pay for it, by God, if it took him a lifetime to do so.

“The point is,” he said curtly, “I have no stomach for this life of parties and such. I need a change.”

He also needed to learn the tricks of finding people, something for which Dom was famous. Victor had gleaned a few from his cases with Tristan in Antwerp, but not enough. And now that he had financial resources, he could widen his search. The half brothers might even help him, if he proved himself useful to them.

“We do have that one case you were about to turn down,” Tristan said to Dom.

“Why would you refuse a case?” Victor asked.

“Because it’s odd,” Dom said. “Pays well, but I don’t know what to make of it. And it’s going to take some time, not to mention travel.”

“Victor would be perfect for it,” Tristan pointed out. “He speaks Dutch, he’s lived in Belgium . . . and he’s good at picking out a lie from the truth.”

“Tell me, what do you know about Edinburgh?” Dom asked.

Victor blinked. “It’s a city in Scotland, filled with damned fine soldiers who make damned fine whiskey. Why?”

“How would you like to sample that fine whiskey straight from the still?”

Victor’s blood quickened. “I would if it means you’re offering to send me to Scotland on a case.”

“Does your cousin know you want to do this?” Dom asked intently.

“Does it matter?” Victor countered.

Tristan laughed. “Dom isn’t eager to involve the duke in our affairs any more than is absolutely necessary. He’s still smarting over how everyone insists on calling the agency ‘The Duke’s Men,’ even after all these months.”

Max had been forced to give the press a rather convoluted tale of how he and Lisette had found Victor, and in the process the press had conflated Dom’s agency with Max. Which annoyed Dom exceedingly.

“And how would you feel,” Dom snapped at Tristan, “if the business you’d worked so hard to build were credited to a duke who did nothing?”

“Nothing?” Tristan countered. “He gained us the favorable press that is bringing us all these new clients.” A sudden gleam entered his gaze. “Not to mention, he provided us with a free clerk.”

“Don’t let Lisette hear you call her a clerk,” Dom shot back, “or you’ll find yourself doing investigations at the back of beyond.”

In addition to being Max’s duchess, Lisette was Dom’s half sister and Tristan’s sister. The daft female enjoyed organizing their office as a sort of hobby.

Manton’s Investigations was a family business in every sense of the word.

Victor ignored their usual sparring. “Let me take care of Max. I assure you, he won’t interfere with my involvement in Manton’s Investigations. He has his life; I have mine.”

Dom looked skeptical, but Tristan said, “Come now, Dom, what will it hurt to give Victor a chance? You were going to turn down the case anyway, and now you won’t have to.” When Dom looked as if he was wavering, Tristan added, “We do owe Victor, you know. If not for him and the duke, I’d still be back in France, wishing I could come home.”

A long sigh escaped the older brother. “Fine. But only one case to start with. Then we’ll see.”

“Thank you,” Victor said, a weight lifting from his chest.

“You won’t thank me when you see what the case is.” Dom hunted through a stack of files, then handed one to Victor. “It’s the sort of unsavory work that I hate doing: investigating a man’s prospective fiancée for his meddling mother.”

Victor noted the signature on the letter on top. “The client is a baroness?”

“A dowager baroness, Lady Lochlaw. She isn’t pleased with her son Rupert’s latest love interest, a Dutch-speaking widow named Sofie Franke, who claims to be from Belgium.”

Franke? That was the maiden name of Victor’s mother. How odd.

“Apparently, her ladyship thinks that the widow is suspiciously lacking in a knowledge of Belgium,” Tristan said. “Given your long sojourn there, you ought to be able to tell if she’s lying.”

Victor skimmed the letter, and his heart began to pound. “And this Mrs. Franke makes her living designing imitation diamond jewelry?” Surely not. How could it be?

“That’s right,” Dom said. “You can read through the entire file later, but the main points are that according to the records at Customs, she entered Scotland from France with her business partner, another jeweler, nearly ten years ago. And when we put Eugène Vidocq on the case in France, he discovered that the Paris address listed for her at Customs never had a tenant. Indeed, we can find no record of any Sofie Franke living in Paris before this woman got on a boat in Calais to go to Edinburgh. So you can see the problem.”

He certainly could. Excitement growing in his chest, Victor flipped through the papers. “Is there any mention of the woman’s age or what she looks like?”

“Why?” Tristan asked with lifted eyebrow. “Is how she looks important?”

“Perhaps,” Victor said. Though not for the reason you think, you sly dog.

“The baroness described her as a ‘grasping siren with her hooks in my son,’” Dom said dryly, “so I assume she’s somewhat pretty. As for age, the baroness didn’t mention it, probably because she doesn’t know, but considering that the baron is only twenty-two, his lady friend can’t be too old.”

“Yes, but the woman is a soldier’s widow,” Tristan pointed out. “The Belgians haven’t fought any wars since Boney—and that’s been thirteen years. Depending on when her husband died, she could be well past thirty, easily.”

A soldier’s widow. Victor’s excitement ratcheted up a notch. It made sense that Isa would stick as close to the truth as she could. “She may have married young.” And she might know that her soldier husband was out for her blood.

What were the chances of there being two Dutch-speaking female jewelry designers with a penchant for imitation diamonds and soldier husbands? The timing was right, and Isa could very well have fled to Paris when she left him. There was also the fact that Mrs. Franke was at the very least hiding her real name and place of origin. And that she bore his mother’s maiden name.

Still, it made no sense. The Isa he thought he’d known—shy and hesitant and reliant on her family and him for everything—would never have had the fortitude to travel across the sea and become a partner in a business.

And the Isa of his suspicions—a scheming thief who cared only about money—wouldn’t have settled down in such a place as Edinburgh for ten years. She would have stayed on the Continent to live the high life under her assumed name. With her talent, she might even have gone on to more thieving, and that would have required moving around.

So how could Mrs. Franke be Isa?

“Soldier’s widow or not,” Dom said, “she has to be young enough to bear Lochlaw an heir.”

Victor froze. “So the baroness really thinks her son and this woman mean to marry?” The irony of it didn’t escape him.

“Her ladyship seems very sure of it,” Dom replied. “Her son will inherit a great deal of money, and he has a title besides.”

His blood chilled. Well, that would certainly attract a scheming thief. Still, ten years was a long time to plot to entice a baron, especially since she would have had to start when the man was only twelve. And would she really be fool enough to commit bigamy?

Though perhaps she’d assumed that Victor had gone to prison for her crime. With her false name, she might have felt certain that no one would uncover her past.

“We can’t know the true situation for sure,” Dom went on, “until you get there and assess matters. You know these dowagers—they always think unsuitable women are trying to reel in their eligible sons.”

“Actually, I don’t know these dowagers,” Victor said. “Five months in London society hardly qualifies me as an expert. So you probably shouldn’t play up that I’m the duke’s cousin, because I’m bound to disappoint your client if that’s what she’s looking for.”

“The baroness didn’t hear of us because of the ‘Duke’s Men’ connection,” Tristan put in, “but because of a referral from someone in Edinburgh whose case Dom handled a few months ago. She may not even recognize your name.” He cast Victor an amused glance. “So you can be as boorish as you please, old chap. She won’t know you as anything but one of our investigators.”

Victor let out a breath. “Good.” Because if Mrs. Franke did turn out to be his missing wife, he would prefer that Isa not learn of his grand connections—not at first, anyway. The last thing he needed was for the thieving chit and her family—if they were still about—to try insinuating themselves into Max’s life on the basis of Isa’s marriage to Victor.

A marriage Victor meant to put an end to once and for all . . . assuming the woman in question was Isa. If he could prove that she really had been involved in the theft of the royal jewels, then no court in Europe would contest a divorce.

And he damned well would see her and her relations prosecuted for it.

The image of Isa’s last stark note to him flashed into his mind:

Dear Victor,

Our marriage was a mistake. I want something more than you can offer, so I’ve taken a position with a jeweler elsewhere. One day you will thank me.

Isa

Thank her? Even then, he’d known that would never happen, though he hadn’t quite believed her note. Even after she didn’t come home, even after her family disappeared, supposedly going off to look for her, he’d thought she was just suffering a case of new wife’s nervousness. That she would come back to him soon.

All of that had changed a week later, when someone at the palace discovered that one of the commissioned parures was imitation. When the authorities had come after him, he’d realized that Isa had really left him. That she’d intentionally sent his life spiraling down into hell.

Only then had he looked back to see the little signs he’d missed. Yes, she’d been an innocent on their wedding night, but that had been the only truthful thing about her. And perhaps she’d lied about that, too, sprinkling pig’s blood on the sheets or something. He’d been so stupidly in love that he would have believed anything she told him.

Not anymore. After her desertion—and his weeks of “interrogation”—his heart had grown hard as stone. He’d taught himself to be cold and thorough and unmoved by feminine wiles. So this time he would be prepared. He would turn the tables on her.

Perhaps then he could purge her from his mind once and for all.

♦  ♦  ♦

A FEW DAYS later, Victor arrived in Edinburgh. He hadn’t been surprised to learn that Max owned a house here, but he’d been touched when Max offered to let him stay in it as long as necessary.

He’d almost refused the offer, in case his quarry found out his connection, but it was hard to say no to the cousin he was just getting to know, and even harder to say no to the man’s meddling wife.

Fortunately, the house wasn’t a large, imposing palace in the center of town, but a villa outside the city proper. He should be able to stay there relatively anonymously, especially after he made it clear to the servants that his presence in Edinburgh needed to be discreet.

As soon as he got himself situated, he headed off to Charlotte Square to meet his new client, driving a phaeton from his cousin’s stables. But Lady Lochlaw proved to be not at all what Victor had expected, and not because of her relatively young age, either. Though the term dowager baroness might have led some to expect a doddering old lady, he’d known better. She was newly widowed, barely out of her mourning period, and with a twenty-two-year-old son; it made sense that she be in her forties.

He had, however, expected a woman very aware of her consequence and wealth. It was why she was hiring him to investigate her son’s “friend,” after all. And since describing another female as a “siren” generally showed a woman to be secretly envious, he’d also assumed she was unattractive.

Nothing could have been further from the truth. The moment he was shown into the drawing room of her fashionable town house, he was taken aback to find Lady Lochlaw tall and handsome, with honeyed curls, crystal-blue eyes, and a smile that would make any man feel at ease. Or the opposite, if the man happened not to be interested in what she was selling.

Which was why, when she ran her gaze down him familiarly while he was being announced, he had to grit his teeth. “My lady,” he said with a little bow.

“Please, Mr. Cale, do not stand on ceremony with me,” she purred as she approached to take him by the arm and guide him to a settee. “This isn’t stuffy old London, you know.”

When she sat down and patted the place next to her, he picked a spot at the other end of the settee and said firmly, “Ah, but you are still my employer, my lady. I wouldn’t dare to presume.”

It was a phrase he’d picked up at those London parties, though he’d never had to use it before.

“How very decent of you.” She cast him a dazzling smile. “Still, if I’d had any idea that dear Mr. Manton would send me such a braw fellow, as we Scots say, I would have insisted that you stay here at the town house.” With a fluttering of her lashes, she leaned forward to run a finger down his arm. “His letter of introduction said you fought at Waterloo. You must have been quite a sight on the battlefield.”

Trying not to stiffen visibly, Victor managed a bland smile. “Since I was only seventeen at the time and wet behind the ears, I imagine I was.” He made his tone crisp and professional. “Now, perhaps we should discuss the situation regarding your son.”

She stared at him, then sat back with an exaggerated sigh. “I only mentioned the war because my husband and I toured Waterloo in later years. Since we’d traveled all over Belgium, I found Mrs. Franke’s claim of being from Brussels rather suspicious when she didn’t seem to know much about it.”

That made sense. Isa had never been to Belgium. Assuming Mrs. Franke was Isa, that is.
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