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PROLOGUE
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Yorkshire

1816

“SACRE BLEU, GIRL, stop that pacing and come eat breakfast before you make me dizzy.”

Fourteen-year-old Lisette Bonnaud halted, only to stare out the front window of the cottage. “But Maman, how can you not be worried about Tristan? He’s never gone all night! What if something happened to him while he and Papa were hunting yesterday?”

Claudine Bonnaud waved her hand with the sort of elegant flourish that had made her a celebrated actress on the Continent before Papa had brought her back from one of his travels and ensconced her in this cottage. “Then we would have heard of it by now. Your papa would have sent a servant to fetch us, at the very least. More likely Ambrose took Tristan drinking after the hunt, and they ended up staying until dawn at the Green Inn.”

Maman was probably right. It figured that Papa would take her brother somewhere interesting. Tristan always got to do everything. She never did. And Tristan wasn’t even that much older than her—just three years. It wasn’t fair.

“Perhaps I should walk to Ashcroft to make sure that they’re there.” She cast a wistful glance out at the green woolly hills of the Yorkshire wolds that stretched for miles and miles.

Maman lifted one perfectly plucked blond eyebrow. “You cannot go off to town alone, ma fille. It’s not seemly.”

Blowing out a frustrated breath, Lisette returned to pacing. “As if anyone cares about propriety for a bastard.”

“Lisette Bonnaud!” Maman said sharply. “Do not use that awful word to describe yourself! You’re the daughter of the Viscount Rathmoor. Never forget it.”

“The illegitimate daughter of the Viscount Rathmoor,” she grumbled. “What happened to all of Papa’s promises to marry you?”

Maman’s lips tightened into a line. “It’s . . . a complicated matter. He had to wait for the war with France to end. Marrying a Frenchwoman will create a very great scandal for your papa as it is. And for his legitimate sons.”

Lisette eyed her mother askance. “The war ended a year ago, Maman. And the only one who cares about scandal is George. Waiting won’t change that.”

Twenty-six-year-old George Manton was Papa’s legitimate son and heir, half brother to her and Tristan. He’d hated them ever since Papa made Maman his mistress. Even after George’s mother had died years ago, he’d still loathed the woman whom his father continued to dote on. And the children born of his father—their father.

“George will come around,” Maman said dismissively, obviously uncomfortable with this line of conversation. “He will have no choice once your papa marries me.” She began to spread jam on a piece of toast with delicate strokes of the knife.

Everything Maman did was delicate. Meanwhile, Lisette didn’t have a delicate bone in her body. She was unnaturally tall for a girl her age, with bony hips and large breasts that made her look off-balance. And her hair wasn’t Maman’s buttery blond, which gentlemen always seemed to admire. It was Papa’s ink black.

She did try to make it attractive with the ribbons Papa brought her from his travels, but it was so wild and curly that such an endeavor was fruitless. Most of the time she ended up using the ribbons to embroider her gowns instead.

“Maman, am I pretty?”

Her mother blinked. “Of course you’re pretty, ma chérie. You’re my daughter, aren’t you? Don’t fret, one day men will vie for your attention.”

She wasn’t sure she wanted that. Maman’s looks had only gained her a lifetime of waiting around for the man she loved to marry her. As a little girl, Lisette had believed in Papa’s promises to make them a real family one day. But lately she’d begun to lose faith in him.

A heavy knock came at the entrance door. “I’ll answer it,” Lisette called out as she dashed into the hall to open it. She smiled when she saw her other half brother, nineteen-year-old Dominick Manton, standing on the doorstep.

“You’re back at last!” she cried.

Dom was as different from George as peas from pears. He’d been a childhood playmate to Tristan while George was off at school. As Lisette had grown older and begun trailing about after them, he’d been kind to her even though the villagers weren’t—and she adored him for that.

But today he didn’t look happy to be here. “May I come in?”

Her heart faltered as she noticed his bloodshot eyes, his colorless lips . . . the way he held himself as if he were made of porcelain. Something bad had happened. Oh, Lord.

“Tristan!” she whispered. “Is he hurt?”

“Where is he?” Dom countered.

The question confused her. “I don’t know. He’s been gone since yesterday. You should talk to Papa; they went out hunting together.”

He muttered a curse, then squared his shoulders. “Father is dead, Lisette.”

The bald words were a slap to her face. As she gaped at Dom, wondering if she’d misheard, a choked gasp came from behind them.

Maman stood frozen, the blood draining from her features. “Dead? C’est impossible! How can that be?”

Dom ran a gloved hand through his thick black locks. “I can’t tell you much, Mrs. Bonnaud. I’m still piecing together what happened while I was in York. As best I can make out, while Tristan and Father were hunting, Father’s gun misfired and exploded in his chest. Tristan and the groom got Father back home and into his bedchamber, where George joined them. The groom fetched a doctor; George and Tristan stayed by Father’s side. They were both there when Father died shortly after sundown last evening.”

As the truth of Dom’s words started to sink in, tears stung Lisette’s eyes, then slipped down her cheeks. Behind her Mama was quietly weeping, too, and Lisette went to her side. They stood there crying, wrapped in each other’s arms.

Papa couldn’t be dead. She’d seen him just yesterday, when he’d come to fetch Tristan.

Oh, Lord, Tristan!

She shot Dom an accusing glance. “If Tristan was there when Papa died, why hasn’t he come home to tell us?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t arrive at the manor myself until a couple of hours ago. But . . .”

At his hesitation, Maman stiffened. “B-but what?”

“We have to find him. George will be here any minute looking for him.”

A horrible chill struck Lisette. “Why would George come here? He doesn’t think Tristan killed Papa, does he?”

“No,” Dom said tersely, “though he probably would have tried to claim that if the groom hadn’t witnessed what happened.” Dom rubbed a hand over his weary features. “But George does think that Tristan stole Blue Blazes last night.”

Shock made her gasp. Blue Blazes was Papa’s—and Tristan’s—favorite Thoroughbred. Papa had promised to give the horse to her brother one day. “You don’t think Tristan would do such a thing, do you?”

“I don’t know. None of the servants is very clear on what happened after Father died. They said that Tristan eventually left, but George claims he returned in the dead of night to steal Blue Blazes. He’s gathering up men as we speak to capture Tristan so he can be charged with the crime.”

Her blood ran to ice. “Oh, Dom, no! How can he?”

“You know how George resents Tristan. He’ll do anything to ruin his life.”

“Is that why you’re here?” Tristan strode forward from the end of the hall nearest the cottage’s back entrance, his blue eyes fierce upon Dom. His coat was torn as if he’d been running through the woods, and his trousers had mud caked up to the knees. “Have you come to witness my ruin?”

“Tristan!” Lisette cried. “Don’t speak to him like that!”

“I’m here to warn you,” Dom put in, his voice even. “If you did take Blue Blazes, you have to give him back.”

A flush darkened Tristan’s cheeks as he marched inexorably forward. “Why? He’s mine. Father willed him to me, a fact that your arse of a brother could confirm if he weren’t determined to deny me my birthright.”

“What are you talking about?” Maman whispered.

Tristan laid his arm about Maman’s shoulder, then shot Dom a belligerent glance. “On his deathbed, Father wrote a codicil to his will. He left the horse to me, the cottage to Maman, and his collection of gewgaws to Lisette. He also provided an annuity for the three of us. George and I both witnessed him signing the document.”

“Oh, Papa,” Lisette whispered as tears slid down the back of her raw throat. He had cared about them, enough to think of them in the end. And he knew how much she loved the small artifacts he’d bought in the various countries he’d visited, his tales intoxicating her with heady glimpses into what it might be like to travel the world.

Tristan’s gaze blazed with unusual fervor. “But as soon as Father drew his last breath, George burned the codicil in front of me. He said he’d die before he let us have one penny.”

Lisette reeled from the same shock that lit Dom’s face. Why did George hate them so much?

Dom scowled. “George said naught of it to me.”

“And that surprises you?” Tristan snapped.

A pained breath escaped Dom. “No.”

Tristan left Mother’s side to face down Dom. “So yes, I took the horse that belonged to me.”

“You have to give it back,” Dom said. “Horse thieving is punishable by death. Somehow we have to sneak it back into the stables or have it be found wandering the fields or—”

“Too late for that,” Tristan said calmly. “I sold it to a gypsy horse trader to give my family something to live on until I can find a way to provide for us.”

“You sold it?” Dom snapped. “Are you mad? George will have you hanged for certain!”

“Just let him try,” Tristan snarled. “I’ll tell the world what he did, what a lying, duplicitous scoundrel he is, and—”

“No one will believe you, mon cher,” Maman said in a choked whisper. “They’ll say you have everything to gain by lying. George is the heir. He will win, and you’ll be hanged.” She began to cry again.

Tristan crumbled in the face of her misery. “Aw, Mother, I won’t be hanged!” He went to gather her up in his arms. “Shh, shh, don’t go on so.”

Lisette turned to Dom. “You have to do something. You can’t let George arrest Tristan!”

“Damn it to hell.” Dom squared his shoulders. “All right, this is what we’ll do. Tristan, you’ve got to leave. Now. You can probably make it to the cave before George arrives. I’ll meet you there as soon as I can get away tonight.”

“What cave?” Maman asked.

The three siblings exchanged a glance. It was their private playground, the place where they’d always escaped parents and guardians—and George—kept secret by mutual agreement all these years.

“Don’t worry, Mother, I know which cave he means.” Tristan glowered at Dom. “But I don’t see why I should be the one to run when it is George—”

“Listen to your brother!” their mother cried. “I’m sure Dom will do what he can to make this right, but if you stay here and George has you prosecuted, it will mean ruin for all of us.”

Lisette held her breath. Maman had been wise to use guilt on Tristan. Otherwise, the reckless fool would defy George up until the moment they put the noose around his neck.

With a sullen glare, Tristan crossed his arms over his chest. “All right, Dom, suppose I do flee to the cave. Then what?”

“I’ll try to convince George to do the right thing,” Dom said. “He’s more likely to do it without you around provoking him.”

Hope sprang in Lisette’s heart. If anyone could convince George, it was Dom. “Listen to Dom, Tristan.”

Tristan let out a long breath. “Fine. But if George persists in his lies—”

“You’ll go to France,” Maman said stoutly. “I have family in Toulon.” She turned a pleading glance on Dom. “If it comes to that, can you get him there?”

“I can get him onto a fishing boat at Flamborough Head. He’ll have to make his way to the port at Hull on his own. Then he can use some of the money he got for the horse to buy passage to France.”

“Fine,” Maman said. “He will do it.”

“Now, see here, Mother—” Tristan began.

“No!” she cried. “I will not lose you and your papa! Do not ask it of me!”

Tristan gritted his teeth, then gave a terse nod.

“Come,” she said, taking his arm, “we’ll pack your things for the journey.”

“No time for that,” Dom bit out. “I can get his things to him tonight. But he’s got to go now! George will be here any moment.”

“Yes, go, Tristan!” Lisette urged, pushing him toward the back door. “Before George finds you.”

Tristan paused at the end of the hall. “One thing you should know, Dom. Father also left money to you in that codicil that George burned. So if his actions go unpunished—”

“I understand,” Dom said. “Now leave, damn you!”

With a scowl, Tristan was gone.

“I’d best gather up what he’ll need for the journey.” Maman disappeared down the hall, leaving Lisette alone with Dom.

Dom took her hands. “I’m sorry, dear girl. About George, about Father . . . about all of it.”

“It’s not your fault,” she mumbled. “We both know George does as he pleases, and as for Papa—”

When tears fell again, he drew her into his arms to comfort her. She couldn’t believe Papa was dead. Just yesterday he’d given her a kiss and promised to take her riding sometime soon. So many promises, and now he could never fulfill them.

Tears spilled down her cheeks, soaking into Dom’s fine blue coat as he murmured soft words of comfort. She wasn’t sure how long they stood that way, but it seemed like mere moments later when the noise of horses outside broke them apart. As she exchanged glances with Dom, a hard rap at the door made her jump.

“We should fetch your mother to answer it,” Dom said in a low voice. “His seeing me here might tip our hand too soon.”

“But the sight of Maman will infuriate George. Let me answer.”

“Lisette—”

“I can play dumb, and he might believe me. We have to stall him long enough to give Tristan time to get away.”

Dom stared intently at her, then sighed and stepped back. “I’ll be right here if you need me.”

Casting him a grateful smile, she opened the door.

Then she froze, taken off guard by the mob George had brought with him. There was his nasty man of affairs, John Hucker, and two of the more brutish grooms, along with several villagers who disliked that “French bastard,” as Tristan was often called in town, all because he had the viscount’s favor.

She fought not to react to this show of strength, reminding herself that George was still unaware that she knew about Papa. Or the Thoroughbred. “Good morning, my lord. What brings you here so early?”

Though George possessed the sturdy build of a country laborer, his features and clothing and manner were pure aristocracy. He had the fine pale brow of a lord who rarely ventured into the sun, the perfectly tailored suit of a gentleman who never worried that work might muss his clothes, and the sheer arrogance of a viscount’s heir.

Plenty of women would call him handsome, too, with his broad chest and wavy brown hair and the toothsome smile he bestowed on those females who met his exacting standards. But Lisette was immune. She knew the darkness lurking within that chest.

Typical of him, he didn’t even bother to climb down from his favorite gelding. “Where is he?” he barked without preamble.

“Who?” she barked back. If he wouldn’t attempt civility, why should she?

“You know who. Your sly arse of a brother.”

Only with difficulty did she contain her temper. “He’s your brother, too.”

“Or so your mother claims,” Hucker drawled.

The cruel remark made her gasp, even as it set the other men laughing. How dare he? And how dare George not only allow it but laugh at the remark?

She fought to hold her tongue, for Tristan’s life might depend upon it. Unfortunately, her silence only fired up the men. They edged nearer on their horses to make crude comments about her bosom, and to propose things she only dimly understood but which sounded vile.

Within seconds, Dom appeared in the doorway. “Call off your dogs,” he snapped at his brother. “She’s in mourning every bit as much as us. How can you let them insult her? She’s your sister, for God’s sake!”

George raised an eyebrow but wisely said nothing to that. “What are you doing here, Dom?”

“I’m here to commiserate with my family—our family.”

A sneer crossed George’s face. “Are you sure you’re not just hoping to take up with Mrs. Bonnaud where Father left off?”

Lisette blinked, then lunged forward. “Why, you beastly, awful man!” Only Dom’s iron grip restrained her from jerking George off his gelding so she could slap his face.

“Enough, monsieur!” Maman cried from behind her. She came out to stare coolly at George. “Your quarrel is with me. Leave them out of it.”

George’s expression chilled to ice. “My quarrel is with Tristan.”

Not for nothing had Maman been the toast of Toulon society when she was an actress. Though she couldn’t hide her red eyes or her pale cheeks, she could play nonchalance very well. “Oh? What has my son done now to annoy you?”

“Stolen my property. And we’re here to make sure he pays for it.”

She waved her hand. “I know nothing of that.” A disbelieving smile crossed her lips. “Can you prove he stole your property?”

Hucker was the one to answer. “Witnesses saw him take Blue Blazes from the stables last night.”

As Maman paled, Lisette went limp. Witnesses. That wasn’t good.

Yet Maman persevered. “Be that as it may, it has naught to do with me. I cannot control my son. I’m sure he will return the horse soon. It may very well be back in the stables now, if your lordship would just go—”

“I’m not going anywhere, Mrs. Bonnaud. The first place Tristan would come is here, if only to tell you of Father’s passing.” George stared at her with the lazy arrogance that made them all hate him. “So I’ll make this simple enough for even a French whore to understand. Either tell me where Tristan is, or vacate this cottage by first light tomorrow.”

As Dom cursed under his breath, Lisette spat, “You can’t do that!”

“I most certainly can.” George glanced at Maman. “Do you have this month’s rent?”

“Of course not,” she said, her face now ashen. “Ambrose owns it.”

“Owned it. My father is dead, remember?” George said coldly. “So now the cottage belongs to me, and I require rent. Can you pay it? Because if you can’t, I have the right to evict you.” He smiled his bullying smile. “Hell, I have the right to evict you anyway. Especially since you’ve been harboring a thief.”

Dom stepped forward. “Show some mercy, George. They’re still reeling from the news of Father’s death. We all are. Allow them time to grieve, to get through the funeral and the reading of the will.”

“I hope you’re not siding with them, brother mine,” George said acidly as his horse danced back and forth. “Because there’s nothing in Father’s will for you. He wrote it shortly after I was born, and he hasn’t changed it since.”

Judging from Dom’s sharp intake of breath, he hadn’t known that. “That can’t be true,” he ground out.

“Consult with Father’s solicitor if you don’t believe me. He’s been trying to get Father to update his will for years.” George cast his brother a smug smile. “So I suggest you figure out whose side you’re on. Because I’m more than willing to be generous to my legitimate brother and give him what Father neglected to leave to him legally. Or . . .”

His malevolent pause made Lisette’s blood run cold.

“Or?” Dom prodded.

“I can end your future career as a barrister just like that.” He snapped his fingers. “If you help them hide Tristan from me, you won’t get a penny of Father’s fortune—no allowance, no property, nothing. And you’ll find it very difficult to continue studying law without money.”

Despair gripped Lisette. Dom’s life would be over before it even started. He hadn’t agreed to that when he’d agreed to help Tristan.

“How can I hide him from you when I have no idea where he is?” Dom said with a calm mien, though she could feel the tension in him.

George frowned. “Be very careful what choice you make, little brother. I mean it when I say I will cut you off.”

A heartbreaking look of pure betrayal crossed Dom’s face. “You really did burn that codicil, didn’t you?”

The color drained from George’s face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“I heard that Father wrote a codicil to his will on his deathbed that provided for all of us, including me. And you burned it.”

“Aha!” George leaned forward in the saddle. “You do know where Tristan is. Otherwise, you wouldn’t—” He broke off with a chagrined expression.

“Have heard about the codicil?” Triumph lit Dom’s gaze. “I thought you didn’t know what I was talking about.”

George wasn’t about to let anything so inconvenient as the truth stop him from his course. “Don’t try your legal tricks on me, little brother. You’re not a barrister yet, and I’m not admitting anything. Where is he, damn you?”

“I told you. I have no idea.”

“You’re lying.”

“So are you,” Dom bit out.

“You can’t prove that. You have only the word of a worthless thieving bastard who has nothing to lose by slandering me.”

“And you can’t prove that I know where he is.”

“I don’t need proof. I’m the heir. My law is absolute.” He tightened his fist on the reins. “So are you with me, little brother? Or with them? Because if you choose them, I swear I’ll leave you with nothing.”

Lisette held her breath. Even the horses seemed to halt their fidgeting, waiting for Dom’s answer.

He stared at George for a long, hard moment. Then he turned to offer Lisette his arm. “Come, sister. It appears we will have to pack your and your mother’s belongings before tomorrow.”

Shock lined George’s face. Then he narrowed his gaze. “Fine. You’ve made your choice. Tell Tristan that your ruin is on his head.” Whirling his gelding toward the other men, he barked, “Search the house! Search the fields and moors and every inch of land between here and the sea! He must be here somewhere!”

As his men rushed into the house, Lisette said, “Dom, you shouldn’t—”

“Keep quiet until they’re gone, dear girl,” he whispered. “Then we’ll talk.”

He was right to be cautious, but it took all her restraint not to protest as Hucker pawed through her closet, and the others turned furniture upside down, ignoring Maman’s French curses. Hucker was smoking his vile Spanish cigarillos, and the thought of the sickening scent permeating her clothes was almost more than she could bear.

Battered by the day’s events, Lisette wanted to scream at them, but there was no point. Nothing would ever be the same anyway. Papa was gone. There’d be no more lazy breakfasts with him reading funny parts of the paper aloud or regaling them with stories about his latest trip. No more walks along the cliffs at Flamborough Head with him and Maman. No more nights staring up at the stars with Dom and Tristan.

Tears burned her eyes again. How would she bear it? And what was to become of them without Papa?

It didn’t take long for George’s men to figure out that Tristan wasn’t inside. As soon as they’d left to check the surrounding property, Maman approached Dom with a look of worry. “My boy, you mustn’t do this. George will leave you penniless for certain. Your father wouldn’t want that.”

“You’d rather I give Tristan over to him?”

“Of course not, but perhaps if you reason with George—”

“You saw how well that worked.”

Maman frowned. “What if Tristan gave him the money he got for the horse? Surely George couldn’t . . . wouldn’t have his own brother hanged. Would he?”

“He could and would, I’m afraid. If he’s willing to trample over the wishes of our dead father, he’ll do anything.” Dom gazed out the window to where George was spurring his men on in the search. “Besides, I suspect that even if I were cruel enough to hand Tristan over, it would gain me little except a lifetime of slavery to George. He’d use the bludgeon of his fortune time and again to require my compliance with whatever scheme he concocts, and I refuse to live like that.”

“But how will you live?” Lisette asked. Dom was her brother, too. She didn’t want him to suffer.

Dom chucked her under the chin. “I’m a grown man, dear girl. I can take care of myself. My legal education may not have progressed far enough to gain me a position as a clerk or solicitor, but I have a friend in the Bow Street Runners who might hire me on the strength of it.” He broadened his gaze to include Maman. “I’m more concerned with how you three will live.”

Maman squared her shoulders. “We shall slip away with Tristan to my family in Toulon.”

Dom frowned. “That means leaving everything behind.”

“Not everything,” Maman corrected him. “I have my children. Besides, my possessions were bought for me by your papa, so George will claim that they belong to the estate anyway.” She tipped up her chin. “I won’t have any accusation of thievery laid upon my head. Or Lisette’s. We will take our clothes, that is all.”

“But how will you live in France?” Dom asked.

“I can find a position as an actress again.” She tilted her head coyly. “I am still young and pretty enough for that, no?”

Dom smiled at her show of vanity. “Yes. And you have whatever money Tristan got for the horse.”

“He shouldn’t keep it,” Maman whispered.

“Ah, but he should. Father wanted him to have it.” Dom turned pensive. “At least we know that Father meant to do right by us all, even if George thwarted him in the end.”

The shadow of grief that darkened his face made Lisette feel sorry for him. “Papa should have put you in his will. It was very wrong of him not to.”

“You know how he was, always off somewhere exploring a new city or island or lake.” An edge entered Dom’s voice. “He had no time for things like family responsibilities.”

“Do not blame him too much,” Maman said. “He might not have been good at such things, but he did love you.” Her gaze stretched to include Lisette. “He loved you both very much.”

That started Maman crying again, and she left to find a handkerchief. After she was gone, Lisette whispered, “Yes, he loved us. Just not enough.”

That was the trouble with relying on a man to save you. Men were unreliable. Papa . . . George . . . Even Tristan had made matters worse with his anger. Of the important men in her life, only one had always done the right thing—and much as Dom wanted to help, even he could do little more than pack them off to France.

Maman had been wrong to place her faith in Papa. All it had gained her was grief for her and her children.

Lisette dashed away fresh tears. Well, she would never be so foolish. First chance she got, she would make her own way in this world, no matter what it took. She wasn’t going through this kind of betrayal ever again.
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Covent Garden, London

April 1828

THERE WASN’T A single letter from Tristan in the whole lot.

As the misty morning brightened to a less gloomy gray, Lisette tossed the mail onto the desk in Dom’s study. Typical. When she’d left Paris, Tristan had promised to write her once a week. But though he’d started out well, two months had now passed without so much as a line from him.

She was torn between worry over what had stopped the flow of letters, and a desire to string her feckless brother up by his toes and let him see what it was like to be left hanging.

“Are you sure you don’t want to accompany me to Edinburgh on this case?” Dom asked. “You could take notes for me.”

Lisette looked over to see her half brother lounging in the doorway. At thirty-one he was leaner and harder than when they were young, and he now had a scar across his cheek that he wouldn’t talk about, which came from God knew where. But he was still in her camp.

Most of the time. She scowled. Sometimes he could be as bad as Tristan.

Ever since Dom had fetched her here from France six months ago, she’d worked hard to turn his rented town house into a home. Just because it also served as the office for Manton’s Investigations didn’t mean it had to feel cold and impersonal. But what had her efforts got her? Nothing but another man to govern her behavior.

Sitting back in the chair, she lifted an eyebrow. “You don’t need me to take notes—you remember everything word for word.”

“But you’re better at descriptions than I am. You notice things about people that I don’t.”

She rolled her eyes. “I will only go if you let me do more than describe things and make you tea.”

He eyed her warily. “Like what?”

“Interview witnesses. Follow suspects. Carry a pistol.”

To his credit, he didn’t laugh. Tristan would have laughed. And then tried, again, to find her a suitable husband from among his swaggering soldier friends in Paris, who acted as if a half-English bastard like her should be grateful for every crumb of their attention.

Instead, Dom eyed her consideringly as he came into the room. “Do you even know how to use a pistol?”

“Yes. Vidocq showed me.” Only once, before Tristan put a stop to the lessons, but Dom needn’t know that.

He was already cursing Eugène Vidocq, the former head of the French secret police. “I can’t believe our brother allowed you anywhere near that scoundrel.”

She shrugged. “We needed the money. And Vidocq needed someone at the Sûreté Nationale whom he could trust to organize all his index cards containing descriptions of criminals. It was a good position.”

And to her surprise, she’d enjoyed it. After Maman’s death three years ago, when Lisette had moved to Paris to live with Tristan, she’d craved useful work to take her mind off her grief. Vidocq had offered it to her. She’d learned about investigating crimes from him. Vidocq had even proposed hiring her as an agent for the Sûreté, as he’d done with other women, but Tristan had refused to allow it.

She snorted. Tristan thought it perfectly fine for him to be an agent for the Sûreté all these years, but his sister was to be kept wrapped in cotton until she found a husband. Which got more unlikely by the year. She was already twenty-six, for pity’s sake!

“What is your answer, Dom?” she prodded her half brother. “If I go with you, will you let me do more than take notes?”

“Not this time, but perhaps one day—”

“That’s what Tristan always said.” She sniffed. “Meanwhile, he was plotting behind my back to get me married, and when that didn’t work, he packed me off to London with you.”

“For which I’m profoundly grateful,” Dom said with a faint smile.

“Don’t try to distract me with compliments. I’m not going to marry any of your choices for husband, either.”

“Good,” he said cheerily. “Because I don’t have any. I’m too selfish to want to lose you to a husband. I need you here.”

She eyed him uncertainly. “You’re just saying that.”

“No, dear girl, I’m not. You’ve got a wealth of information about Vidocq’s methods stored up in that clever head. I’d be mad to marry you off and lose all that.”

Lisette softened. Dom had been much more accommodating about her learning his business than she’d expected. Perhaps it was because he’d struggled so hard to gain it, after George had cut him off entirely. Or perhaps it was because he remembered their childhood together fondly.

Whatever the case, she would allow him some time. Perhaps eventually he would consider giving her broader duties. More exciting duties. She might finally get to travel, to satisfy the wanderlust she’d inherited from Papa. It was a measure of how much Dom trusted her that he was leaving her here for a week with only the servants for company. This was the first time he’d done so.

“So you think I’m clever, do you?” she said.

“And managing and opinionated and a pain in the arse—” At her frown, he softened his tone. “But yes, also very clever. You have many good qualities, dear girl, and I do appreciate them. I’m not Tristan, you know.”

“I know.” She thumbed through the letters spread out on the desk. “Speaking of our rapscallion brother, I haven’t heard from him in months. It’s not like him to be so silent. Generally he writes once a week.”

Dom strode up to the desk to collect some papers for his trip. “He’s probably on a case for Vidocq.”

“But Vidocq was forced to resign as head of the Sûreté last year.”

After Vidocq had left, Tristan had retained his position as an agent by the skin of his teeth. Because she hadn’t been an agent, she’d lost her position entirely. So her brother had decided it was time that she find a husband, even an English one. And since he dared not return to England because of the theft warrant against him, it had been left to Dom to take her to London.

“Then he’s probably on a case for the new fellow,” Dom said as he shoved documents into his satchel.

“I doubt that.” She rose to wander toward the window. “The new head of the Sûreté doesn’t exactly like Tristan.”

“That’s because Tristan is damned good at what he does. That new fellow couldn’t investigate a fruit seller for bruising an apple, so he resents anyone who shows him up.” He shot her a side glance. “Although, to be fair, our brother can try any employer’s patience. He makes his own rules, keeps odd hours, and has a tendency not to tell anyone what he’s up to.”

“You’ve just described yourself,” she said dryly.

A laugh sputtered out of him. “All right, I’ll concede that. But I work for myself, so I can act that way—he has superiors who expect regular reports.”

“True,” she said absently as she gazed out the window, her attention caught by a man in a gray surtout across the street, who was staring at the town house most intently. He looked familiar. He looked like . . .

She moved closer to the glass, and the man disappeared into the fog. A chill skittered down her spine that she forced herself to ignore. It couldn’t be Hucker. He wouldn’t be in London; he’d be in Yorkshire with the rest of George’s minions. If he even still worked for George.

Dom walked toward her. “There’s also the fact that he has an annoying tendency to land himself in trouble without even trying.”

“Who?” she asked, startled into turning from the window.

“Tristan.” He steadied a curious gaze on her. “That is who we’re discussing, isn’t it?”

“Yes, of course.” She forced herself to forget about Hucker. “His penchant for getting into scrapes is precisely why I’m worried. Even Vidocq used to say that Tristan purposely courts danger.”

“True, but he always manages to extricate himself from it, too. He doesn’t need you for that.” Dom’s gaze on her softened. “I, on the other hand, need you for lots of things.” Holding his gloved hand out to her, he pointed to a rip in the palm. “You see? I did that just this morning. Can you fix it?”

He was trying to distract her from her worries, which was sweet of him, though completely transparent. Wordlessly, she drew off his glove, took out her mending box, and began sewing the rip closed.

As she worked, her mind wandered to the man she’d seen outside. Should she mention him to Dom? No, that would be foolish. He might decide to stay in London, which they could ill afford. His business was growing by the day, but he still couldn’t pass up a case as lucrative as the one in Scotland.

Besides, she wasn’t even sure it was anything to be concerned about. It had been years since she’d left the estate—the man might not be Hucker at all. No point in alarming Dom for no reason.

She’d nearly finished repairing his glove when Dom’s lone manservant—butler, valet, and footman all in one—entered the room. “It is nearly nine, sir. You have only half an hour to make it to the docks.”

“Thank you, Skrimshaw,” Dom drawled. “I know how to read a clock.”

The florid-faced fellow stiffened. “Begging your pardon, sir, but ‘Like as the waves make towards the pebbled shore, So do our minutes hasten to their end.’ ”

When Dom began to scowl, Lisette smothered a laugh and said hastily, “I’ll make sure he gets off in time, Shaw. He’ll be along soon.”

Skrimshaw looked unconvinced but turned and left.

“I swear, if that man quotes any more Shakespeare to me, I’ll turn him off,” Dom complained.

“No, you won’t. You’ll never find another who’ll do what he does for so little salary.” She tied off the thread and handed the glove to Dom. “Besides, you provoked him by using his real name.”

“Oh, for God’s sake,” he said as he jerked his glove on, “I’m not going to call my servant by a stage name, no matter how he spends most of his evenings.”

“You should be kinder to him, you know,” she chided. “Because of your insistence that he stay here to look after me at night while you’re gone, he gave up his minor role that begins rehearsals this week. And in any case, he’s right. It’s time for you to leave.” She fought a smile. “All those minutes are hastening away.”

With a muttered oath, Dom turned for the door, then paused to glance back at her. “About Tristan. If you haven’t heard from him by the time I return from Scotland, I’ll see what I can find out.”

“Thank you, Dom,” she said softly, knowing what a concession that was.

“But don’t think I’ll be running off to France after the rascal,” he grumbled. “Not unless someone pays me for it.”

“Perhaps while you’re in Edinburgh I’ll solve a case or two,” she said lightly. “Then I can pay you.”

He scowled. “That’s not remotely amusing. Promise me you won’t try any such fool thing.”

Casting him an enigmatic smile, she glanced at the clock. “You’ll miss your ship if you don’t leave.”

“So help me, Lisette, if you—”

“Go, go,” she cried as she pushed him toward the door. “You know perfectly well I’m teasing you. Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

At last he left, muttering about insolent servants and troublesome sisters. With a laugh, she returned to dealing with the mail, sorting each letter by the case it involved, then putting the inquiries for new cases into a pile to go through last.

She spent the day responding to the correspondence, making notes on the cases she thought Dom might take, and dealing with household matters. It was nearly midnight before she got to bed. There was no point in retiring before then—crowds of theatergoers thronged the streets most evenings. She enjoyed the noise and the bustle, which reminded her of the theaters where Maman had acted in Toulon.

The streets were a bit quieter once she did go to bed and they generally stayed that way until midday, at least at their little end of Bow Street.

So when a pounding on the door downstairs awakened her just past dawn, she nearly had heart failure. Who could be coming here so early? Oh dear, had something happened to delay Dom’s ship to Edinburgh?

Hastily donning her dressing gown over her night rail, she hurried into the hall just in time to hear Skrimshaw grumbling to himself as he headed for the door downstairs. He’d scarcely gotten it open when a male voice snapped, “I demand to see Mr. Manton.”

“I beg your pardon, sir,” Skrimshaw said, donning his butler role with great aplomb. “Mr. Manton does not see clients at this early hour.”

“I’m not a client. I’m the Duke of Lyons,” the man countered, his tone iced with the sort of anger only the aristocracy could manage. “And he’ll see me if he knows what’s good for him.”

The bold statement sent Lisette rushing forward in a panic.

“Otherwise,” the duke went on, “I will be back with officers of the law to search every inch of this house for him and his—”

“He’s not here,” she said as she flew down the stairs, heedless of how she was dressed. The last thing Manton Investigations needed was an officious duke barging in with a crowd of officers merely because he was up in the boughs over some foolish matter. The gossip alone would ruin them.

But as she reached the bottom of the stairs and caught sight of the man, she skidded to a halt. Because the fellow looming in the doorway beyond Skrimshaw did not look like a duke.

Oh, he wore the clothing of a duke—a top hat of expensive silk, a coat of exquisitely tailored cashmere, and a perfectly tied cravat. But every duke she’d seen depicted in the papers or in satirical prints was gray-haired and stooped.

This duke was neither. Tall and broad-shouldered, he was the most striking man she’d ever seen. Not handsome, no. His features were too bold for that—his jaw too sharply chiseled, his eyes too deeply set—and his golden-brown hair was a touch too straight to be fashionable. But attractive, oh yes. It annoyed her that she noticed just how attractive.

“Dom’s not here,” she said again.

“Then tell me where he is.”

The expectation that she would just march to his tune raised her hackles. She was used to dealing with his sort—the worst thing she could do was let him bully her into revealing too much. After all, she still didn’t know what this was about. “He’s on a case out of town, Your Grace. That’s all I’m at liberty to say.”

Eyes the color of finest jade sliced down, ripping away whatever flimsy pretensions she might have. In one savage glance he unveiled her age, family connections, and station in life, making her feel all that she was . . . and was not.

Those all-seeing eyes snapped back to her. “And who are you? Manton’s mistress?”

His words, spoken in a tone of studied contempt, had Skrimshaw turning positively scarlet, but before the servant could speak, she touched his arm. “I’ll handle this, Shaw.”

Though the older man tensed, he knew her well enough to recognize the tone that presaged an epic set-down. Reluctantly, he stepped back.

She met the duke’s gaze coldly. “How do you know I’m not Manton’s wife?”

“Manton doesn’t have a wife.”

Supercilious oaf. Or, as Maman would have called him . . . English. He might not look like a duke, but he certainly acted like one. “No, but he does have a sister.”

That seemed to give the duke pause. Then he caught himself and cast her a haughty stare. “None that I know of.”

That really sparked her temper. She forgot about his threat, forgot about the early hour or what she was wearing. All she could see was another George, full of himself and his consequence.

“I see.” She marched forward to thrust her face right up to his. “Well, since you know so much about Mr. Manton already, you obviously don’t need us to tell you when he’s returning or how you can reach him. So, good day, Your Grace.”

She started to close the door, but he pushed forward to block the motion. When she lifted her livid gaze, she found him staring at her with the merest hint of respect. “Forgive me, madam, it appears that you and I got off on the wrong foot.”

“You got off on the wrong foot. I merely watched you shove it into your mouth.”

He raised an eyebrow, clearly unused to having people of her inconsequence speak to him in such a fashion. Then he nodded. “A colorful way to put it. And perhaps apt. But I have good reason for my rudeness. If you will allow me in to explain, I promise to behave like a gentleman.”

When she eyed him skeptically, Skrimshaw stepped forward to murmur, “At the very least, miss, come away from the open door before someone sees you dressed as . . .”

It suddenly hit her that she was standing here practically in view of the street wearing only her night rail and dressing gown. No wonder the duke thought her a mistress. “Yes, of course,” she mumbled and backed away, allowing him to enter.

The duke closed the door behind him. “Thank you, Miss . . . Miss . . .”

“Bonnaud,” she finished.

Before she could even explain why her name was different from Dom’s, the duke said in a strained voice, “Ah. You’re that sister.”

The wealth of meaning in his words made heat rise in her cheeks. “The bastard one?” she said tightly.

“The one who’s also a sister to Tristan Bonnaud.” His hard gaze flicked down her again.

Alarm rose in her chest. “You know my other brother?”

“You might say that. He’s the reason I’m here.” His eyes narrowed on her. “I was hoping Manton would reveal where the scoundrel is hiding in London. But I don’t suppose there’s much chance that you will do so.”

A chill coursed down her spine. This wasn’t good at all. If Tristan had been fool enough to come to England . . .

No, it was impossible. “You must be mistaken, sir. Tristan hasn’t visited London in years. And if he did, we would be the first to know. But Dom and I have had no word from him.”

He searched her face. “Which only proves me right about his character. I did think it odd that a man of Manton’s sterling reputation would countenance Bonnaud’s actions, but if he was unaware of them—”

“What actions, sir?” she asked, her pulse jumping up a notch with the duke’s every word. “What has my brother done?”

“Forgive me, madam, but I prefer to discuss this with a more disinterested party. Tell me where Manton is, and I will leave you in peace.”

After hinting that Tristan had done some awful thing? Not a chance. “As I said before, I’m not at liberty to do so. But if you’ll reveal what it is you think Tristan has done, I promise to be as impartial a judge of his actions as you have been.”

Skrimshaw let out what sounded like a laugh, which turned into a cough beneath the duke’s withering glance.

“It seems that we have come to an impasse,” the duke told her icily.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “It does appear that way, doesn’t it?”

“I’m not leaving without the information I seek.”

“And I’m not telling you anything without knowing what’s going on. So you have two choices, Your Grace. You may speak to me clearly and honestly of your grievance, and I will help you resolve the matter. Or you can bed down in our parlor for the next week or so until Dom’s return.”

“A week!” the duke exclaimed.

“As I told you, he is on a case. Sometimes they go on for a while.”

Lyons muttered an oath under his breath. “You realize I could bring half a dozen officers in here to search the place for the information I seek.”

It was her turn to cast him a withering stare. “You could. But you’ll find that such behavior will only make me more recalcitrant. By the time you can return with officers, I will have spirited away any information of use to you. And then you’ll have to toss me in gaol to get anything out of me.”

He blinked, then surprised her by letting out a harsh laugh. “You make a formidable adversary, Miss Bonnaud.”

“I take that as a compliment,” she said archly.

“Of course you do. Very well, I’ll tell you what I know if you’ll tell me what you know.” He nodded at Skrimshaw. “But only if we can continue this conversation in private.”

Now that she’d won the skirmish, she began to be worried about the battle. If he wanted privacy, Tristan must have done something very bad indeed.

“Certainly, Your Grace,” she said shakily, then turned to Skrimshaw. “If you’d be so good as to ask Mrs. Biddle to bring us tea, we shall take it upstairs in the study. I believe this discussion is going to require it.”

“It will require something more than tea, I expect,” Skrimshaw muttered as he took the duke’s hat and coat, then headed for the back of the house.

Lisette began climbing the stairs. “If you’ll follow me, sir, I’m sure we can sort out this muddle.”

The duke fell into step behind her. “I damned well hope so.”

So did she. Because if she couldn’t handle this to the duke’s satisfaction, she had a feeling the result would be disaster for both of her brothers. And she would do just about anything to prevent that.
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MAXIMILIAN CALE, THE Duke of Lyons, followed the young woman, marveling that she’d called his bluff. And his threat to bring in the authorities had been a bluff—he didn’t want them involved if he could avoid it. Given the enormity of the situation and the gossip it would spawn if it were known, he was better off dealing with it privately.

Still, he’d hoped to bully her into giving him Manton’s whereabouts. He stared at the rigid back of the woman who climbed the creaking stairs before him, then shook his head. Apparently he had underestimated Miss Bonnaud’s tenacity.

He dredged his mind for the little information he’d gleaned about the Manton and Bonnaud families through the years, but could only remember that Tristan Bonnaud and his sister were the illegitimate children of the Viscount Rathmoor by a French actress.

It showed. Her accent was tempered with a softness in the consonants that reminded him of the French, even though her word choice was thoroughly English. And though her forthright manner and surprising height differentiated her from the delicately flirtatious Frenchwomen who nightly populated the theaters, like them, she had a flair for the dramatic.

No doubt she would have a flair for something else, too. Her thinly veiled derriere, displayed at his eye level, gave him an excellent view of certain feminine charms. She moved with an economy of motion so fluid that he wondered if she would move the same way in bed.

Holy God, what was he thinking? He wasn’t here for that, and she was the last person he ought to be noticing in such a fashion. Though it was hard not to notice when she was dressed so . . . informally, her raven hair tumbling down her back in a welter of black curls that shimmered and swirled with every step.

And the scent of some elusive French perfume that wafted down to him in her wake—

“Do you live here, Miss Bonnaud?” he asked in an attempt to keep his mind off the seductive form ahead of him. “Or are you just visiting?”

“This is my home.” She reached the top and moved down the hall to stand before an open door. “I manage the administrative portion of Manton’s Investigations for my brother.”

“Ah.”

As he came abreast of her, she gestured into the room. “If you’ll wait in here, sir, I’ll go make myself more presentable.”

He would prefer that. Even in the dim light, he could see the ripe curves of her breasts outlined in semitransparent linen.

He suppressed a groan. “Of course.”

After she left, he shook off his absurd preoccupation with the woman’s appearance and glanced about, noting the cheap but clean draperies, the battered oak furniture, and the surprising touches of feminine color—a vase filled with lilacs and an elaborately embroidered cushion. The place didn’t look sinister, but then, what did?

He strode to the desk to see what he could find, but Bonnaud’s sister must be a very capable office manager indeed—nothing worthy of perusal lay on top. The drawers were locked, probably to keep their contents from the prying eyes of servants, and the bookshelves revealed only tomes with such titles as Elements of Medical Jurisprudence and The Newgate Calendar and The Proceedings of the Old Bailey. Clearly Manton took his duties as an investigator very seriously.

“Find anything of interest?” Miss Bonnaud clipped out from the doorway.

Returning the book he was holding to its shelf, he said unapologetically, “You know I did not. You have everything in this office locked up tight. It makes a man wonder what you are striving so hard to hide.”
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