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PROLOGUE
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Yorkshire

1816

WITH DAYLIGHT FADING in the Viscount Rathmoor’s bedchamber, seventeen-year-old Tristan fought to free his hand from his father’s grip. He should go light a candle and stoke the fire, perhaps even see if the doctor had arrived.

But Father was having none of that. “Don’t leave me.”

“I just thought I should—”

“Stay with me.” He clutched Tristan’s hand hard enough to hurt.

Tristan avoided looking at the red stain soaking the hasty dressing that he and the groom had inexpertly applied to the viscount’s wound. Father had gone through worse. He’d once faced down native pirates in Borneo and lived to tell the tale. He was good at having adventures. And telling tales.

Tristan’s throat tightened. Father was good at everything . . . except caring for his family. Or rather, his families.

Using Tristan’s hand for leverage, Father tried to pull himself into a sitting position.

“Don’t!” Tristan cried. “You have to conserve your strength until the doctor arrives.”

Father shivered. “No point, lad. I’m dying. Up to you . . . to take care of . . . your mother and sister. You’re . . . the man of the house now.”

Panic seized Tristan. “You mustn’t say that. You’ll be fine.”

Father had to be fine. If he died, Mother and Lisette would never survive it.

He swallowed his tears, determined not to shame himself, then drew the cover up to his father’s chin in an attempt to stop the trembling. Father was just cold. Someone really should stoke the fire.

“Get away from him!” ordered a voice from the door. “You have no right to touch him.”

He bristled at the sight of George Manton, his loathed half brother, nine years his senior. George was heir to the Rathmoor title and estate because he’d been born on the right side of the blanket.

Tristan had not. Which was why everyone in town called him “the French bastard,” even though he was only half-French and had been born and raised right here at Rathmoor Park.

“Leave the lad . . . alone,” Father managed. “I want him with me.”

George entered, his eyes glittering in the candlelight. “Your damned by-blow is probably responsible for getting you shot in the first place.”

“That’s a lie!” Tristan cried, half rising in his chair.

“Enough.” Father’s breath came in staccato gasps, like that of a prime goer in the final lengths of a race. “No one’s fault. Gun misfired. It . . . was an accident.”

“We’ll see about that,” George said. “You can be sure I’ll speak to the groom and whoever else was present.”

“Where’s Dom?” Father asked. “I need . . . Dom.”

When George grimaced, Tristan prepared himself for anything. George resented Dominick, his legitimate younger brother, almost as much as he resented his half siblings, probably because Dom’s birth had caused the death of Lady Rathmoor when George was only seven.

Perhaps that was why Dom and Tristan had taken to each other like collies to cattle—the fact that George wanted nothing to do with either of them. Besides, in the eyes of the law, a second son was only slightly superior to a natural son, since the future of either still depended on their father’s whim. That alone cemented their brotherly friendship.

“Dom’s still in York,” Tristan told his father. “He should return tonight.”

“Can’t wait,” Father ground out. “Must do this . . . now. Fetch . . . my writing desk.”

Father’s fractured speech sparked Tristan’s alarm. When George didn’t immediately act, Tristan jumped up and pushed past the burly arse to get to the portable writing desk their father had carried through Egypt, France, Siam, and whatever other place had seized his fancy in the past two and a half decades.

As he brought it back, Father dragged in a laboring breath. “Write this down, lad.”

With a wary glance at the fuming George, Tristan took out the quill and inkpot to record the words his father dictated in halting speech: “I, Ambrose Manton . . . Viscount Rathmoor, being of sound . . . mind, make this addition . . . to my will and testament.” Father paused to catch his breath. “To my natural son Tristan Bonnaud, I bequeath my gelding . . . Blue Blazes—”

“Father!” George said sharply. “Blue Blazes should go to Dom or me.”

Father’s gaze grew steely. “I promised him to . . . your half brother last year. Tristan picked the Thoroughbred for me, so the lad should . . . have him.”

George flushed as Tristan hastily wrote the words. Tristan loved Blue Blazes, who’d earned top prizes ever since Father had bought him at an auction in York. No surprise that George wanted the gelding, but honestly, George would inherit everything else. He didn’t have to have Blue Blazes, too.

And did this mean that Father hadn’t put them in his will at all ? How could that be?

When Father went on to make provisions for Dom, Tristan bent his head to hide his dismay. Bad enough for Father to be haphazard about his natural children, but about Dom? It wasn’t right.

Then Father left several trinkets from his travels to Lisette, and the cottage and an annuity of two hundred pounds to Mother, his mistress for the past twenty-some years. Whom he’d kept promising to marry, but never had, because of the possible scandal. And now there would never be a chance of it.

Father would survive. He must!

“One more thing, lad,” Father rasped. “Put down that Fowler will . . . train you as his . . . assistant.”

As George swore under his breath, Tristan hastily scribbled the words. Father had talked for years about Tristan’s learning to be a land agent under the present one, but Tristan had never dared hope for that. He couldn’t imagine anything more wonderful than working with Fowler, and perhaps replacing the older man one day.

When he was done, Father reviewed the paper, then thrust it at George. “Sign it . . . and put ‘witness’ beneath your name. No one will . . . question the codicil . . . if you sign. It goes against your . . . interests.”

George crossed his arms over his chest. “Aye, it does. Which is precisely why I won’t sign.”

A shrewd expression crossed Father’s face. “I may yet . . . live, boy. The doctor is . . . on his way. If I survive . . . I’ll make you regret . . . defying me.”

Father could do it, too. If he chose to sell off unentailed portions or mortgage the lot, George would spend the rest of his life digging out from under the debts. Besides which, George depended on Father for money until he inherited.

Tristan held his breath. As long as George couldn’t see the rapidly spreading red stain hidden beneath the heavy covers, he might acquiesce.

The sound of hoofbeats outside apparently decided him. George grabbed the codicil and the quill from Tristan and signed. But then he just stood there staring at the paper.

Father held out a trembling hand. “Give it to me.”

George hesitated.

“Give . . . it . . . to . . . me . . .” Father choked out, but his voice was clearly weakening.

Tristan leaned forward to raise Father’s head and plump his pillow. “Hold on, Father.” His stomach lurched. “Help is nigh. You can’t leave us. You can’t!”

Father’s eyes clouded over. “Get . . . the . . . paper, Tristan. Promise me . . . you’ll give it . . . to Dom.”

“Quiet now.” A chill wracked Tristan at seeing Father’s struggle to speak.

“Promise me!” his father said through clenched teeth.

“I promise. Now be still.” Tristan held his hand out to George. “Give it to me, all right? Can’t you see it’s upsetting him?”

But George stood frozen, his eyes fixed on the damned piece of paper. Then they both heard a gurgling sound, and George jerked his gaze up. “Father?” He went to stand on the viscount’s other side. “Father!”

Blood trickled from Father’s mouth, and Tristan’s pulse faltered. “No, this can’t be happening! No, no, no . . . Father!”

He cradled Father’s head in his hands, but Father’s eyes were fixed now, and his chest didn’t move.

“We have to help him,” Tristan told George. “We have to do something!” 

“Move away!”

Tristan backed off. George set down the codicil, then bent to shake Father’s shoulders. “Father,” he said firmly. “Damn it, wake up!”

When the glassy stare didn’t alter, George grabbed a hand mirror from the dressing table and held it over Father’s mouth. Then he let out a low curse.

“Well?” Tristan asked fearfully.

George’s face looked carved in stone. “There’s no breath. He’s dead.”

“That’s a lie!” In a frenzy, Tristan tried to revive his father, chafing his hands and rubbing his chest, but that eerie stare never altered. For once, George was telling the truth.

Tristan’s blood ran like sludge through his veins. Father was gone. They would never again attend races together, never go hunting grouse or deer. There would be no more lazy evenings at the cottage while Father regaled them with wild tales of his travels.

Ruthlessly, Tristan fought back tears. His half brother would mock him, especially since George wasn’t crying himself—though he stared fixedly at Father as if to glower the man into reviving.

“What do we do?” Tristan whispered.

“We do nothing. I’ll mourn my father’s passing and see to his burial. You will leave this house. Now.”

Shock gripped Tristan. “You wouldn’t . . . Surely you can’t mean to banish me from—”

George reached over to close Father’s eyes and pull the cover over his face. “I mean to do whatever I please from this day on. I own this house and everything in it.” He fixed Tristan with a look of pure vitriol. “So you are to get out and never darken these doors again.”

The command wasn’t entirely unexpected. Tristan had only ever been welcomed inside by Father and Dom, and now even Dom would hesitate to go against George.

Thinking of Dom reminded Tristan of his promise. Dom was studying to be a barrister and thus knew about legal matters. That was why Father wanted him to have the codicil.

Tristan rounded the bed, heading for the side table where George had set the paper down, but George blocked his path.

“Let me pass,” Tristan said.

“Not on your life.”

Fear froze Tristan’s spine. If George didn’t honor the document . . .

No, surely even George wasn’t that awful. “I promised Father I’d give Dom the codicil. Surely you won’t prevent me from keeping my promise.”

Like a crow feeding on carrion, George pecked at his hopes. “If you think I’ll let you and your whoring mother cheat me out of one penny of my inheritance, you’re mad.”

Whoring mother. Damn it, Tristan had heard those words far too often from George. He thrust his face into his brother’s. “If you ever dare to call my mother a whore again, I’ll beat you to a bloody pulp.”

George snorted. “You can try. But I was always able to trounce you. That hasn’t changed.”

The hell it hadn’t. Tristan lunged for the document, hoping to take George off guard, but George anticipated the move and tossed the codicil into the fire.

“No!” Tristan cried, turning for the hearth.

George caught him from behind, hanging on no matter how Tristan fought to get free. “You’ll never see Blue Blazes again, you hear me?” George hissed. “And you’ll damned well never be trained as a land agent, if I have anything to say about it.”

Tristan’s heart constricted as he watched his hopes burn. “Father wanted me to have a future.” It was proof of his love, and God knew Tristan had few enough of those. “You would go against his dying wish?”

Now that the document was ashes, George shoved Tristan aside. “He wasn’t in his right mind. And I’m not going to put up with you hanging about Rathmoor Park for the rest of my life, fomenting scandal everywhere we go.”

Scandal. Tristan was sick to death of it. Thanks to the Manton fear of scandal, Mother had never had a chance at a decent life. He couldn’t let George do this!

“So why not give me Blue Blazes?” At least then Tristan could race the animal and perhaps support his family that way. “You have plenty of other fine horses. You don’t need Blue Blazes, too!”

“You wouldn’t know what to do with the beast even if you did own it,” George spat. “It’s not as if you’ll have the money to take care of it.”

“I could race him—”

“Where?” George’s cold gaze flicked dismissively over Tristan. “Do you actually think racing gentlemen will allow a Frenchy bastard like you to move in their circles? They only tolerated you because of Father.”

“That’s not true!” Tristan cried, though he feared it was. “Everyone says I know a lot about horses. Father told me his friends were impressed.”

“By your ability to pull the wool over his eyes, perhaps. But even if I did allow you to have the gelding, you have nothing else to impress them with.” George sneered at him. “Why do you think Father never had you educated beyond the Ashcroft dame school? He knew there was no point. You’re too stupid to do anything but live off his generosity, and I’m putting a stop to that.”

Bile rose in Tristan’s throat. Without the annuity or even the horse, how would they survive? What would happen to Mother and Lisette? “I’ll tell everyone what you’ve done.” Might as well use the family hatred of scandal against George. “You won’t get away with it!”

George laughed. “Who will you tell? The servants? The villagers? It’s your word against mine, and you’re naught but a bastard. Even if they did believe you, they know whose money pays for their very lives, so they won’t dare act on it.”

“Dom would.” Tristan balled his hands into fists. “He’ll never stand for this. You burned up his inheritance, too.”

“I’ll take care of my legitimate brother,” George said icily. “I would have fought the codicil legally anyway, and you would never have seen the money.”

“Then there was no need for you to burn it,” Tristan shot back.

George shrugged. “It saves me from waiting months for a court proceeding. That’s why Dom will side with me—because he needs my fortune to live. He certainly won’t defy me over the likes of you and yours.”

“Forget the legalities! I’m still your blood. So is Lisette.”

George went rigid. “Only because of an accident of birth. You are nothing to me. And I want you out of this house now! ”

When Tristan just stood there, George strode past him into the hall. “Hucker!”

Tristan tensed. The brutish man of affairs was always at George’s beck and call, and John Hucker appeared in the doorway within moments.

“The doctor ain’t arrived yet, master—”

“It’s ‘my lord’ now, if you please,” George clipped out.

That seemed to shake even Hucker. He glanced beyond Tristan to the bed and paled. “I see.”

“Take this bastard,” George went on, “and get him out of my sight. I don’t want him within a mile of this place.”

“Yes, m’lord.” Hucker squared his shoulders, then approached Tristan with a frightening deadness in his features. “Come along now, boy. You heard the master . . . I mean, his lordship.”

Tristan glared at George. “You haven’t seen the last of me. I’ll make you pay for this if it takes the rest of my life.”

“Get him out of here, damn it!” George ordered Hucker.

When Hucker took Tristan’s arm, Tristan wrenched free. “I’m going.” Then he marched into the hall.

As he strode downstairs, each echoing step further fueling his anger, he could hear Hucker following him. To hell with George and Hucker! And to hell with Father, too, who’d neglected his duty to his children until it was too late.

Instantly, guilt seized Tristan. What was wrong with him to be thinking ill of Father, who wasn’t even cold in the grave? None of this was Father’s fault. It was George’s, all George’s.

Once outside, Tristan expected Hucker to let him go on alone, but the infernal arse fell into step beside him, swinging a lantern at his side.

“You don’t have to dog my steps back to the cottage,” Tristan grumbled. “I can find my own way in the moonlight. Leave me be, damn it.”

“If his lordship says he wants you a mile off, then I’m making sure you’re a mile off.”

“Shall we hunt up a yardstick so you can measure?” Tristan snapped.

Hucker said nothing, just kept stubbornly beside Tristan the whole way across the lawn.

Hucker had once been a halfway decent fellow, back when he’d worked for Father as house steward. George was already in school and Dom was still at home, so Hucker used to sneak treats to Tristan and Dom whenever they set out for their adventures in the cave near Flamborough Head. It was Hucker who’d taught Tristan the rudiments of accounting, Hucker who’d given Tristan his first cigarillo at the tender age of eight.

Then George had come home after finishing at Harrow. While Father had been on one of his trips, leaving George in charge, George had promoted Hucker to his personal man of affairs and everything had changed.

Now Hucker was as mean as George. Dom liked to say Hucker had been infected with the George and wasn’t likely to recover.

“I don’t know how you can work for him,” Tristan said. “He’s a cheat and a liar.”

“He’s the master. I do as I’m told.” Hucker slanted a glance at him. “If you was wise, you’d do as you’re told, too. There’s naught to be gained from going against him. You ought to have learnt that by now.”

“So I’m supposed to forget that he stole my inheritance from me, that he means to destroy my family?”

Hucker didn’t even ask him to explain. “You’re a bastard. There weren’t much chance for you anyway. It’s just how things are.”

Tristan was well used to being called a bastard, but the fact that Hucker could be so cold stoked his temper. They were passing the stables now, and Tristan tensed. Blue Blazes was in there. His Blue Blazes. It wasn’t fair. None of this was fair, damn it!

They were halfway to the cottage when Hucker finally left him. Tristan walked only far enough to be out of the wretch’s sight. Perhaps he should wait for Dom to arrive, in order to warn him about what George had done.

Then what? George was right about Dom siding with his legitimate brother. Dom had no choice; as long as he stood with George, he’d be safe. And it wasn’t as if Dom could do anything to help them. He had no property of his own.

Which meant that Tristan and his family would starve. The cottage belonged to the Rathmoor Park estate, as did most everything in it. Bloody hell, if George wanted to, he could throw them out tomorrow.

How were they to live? Where could they go?

The sound of violins drifted to him through the forest, jerking him from his dark thoughts. It was the Gypsies—or as they preferred to call themselves, the Romany people. Having a nomadic spirit himself, Father had always allowed them to camp on the land, but that would no doubt change once George was in charge. They, too, would be kicked out, if not tomorrow, then soon. Perhaps he should warn them.

He headed through the forest toward their campfires. At least his friend Milosh Corrie, the horse trader, would understand the injustice of his losing Blue Blazes. Milosh appreciated the beauty and spirit of such a beast.

Damn George. All right, so perhaps Tristan could never have afforded to keep Blue Blazes, but he still could have sold the horse to Milosh for a good price, and then . . .

That stopped Tristan in his tracks. Milosh would be eager to buy such a fine gelding. He’d have the money for it, too, perhaps enough to enable them all to live until Tristan could find work. And the horse was Tristan’s by right, no matter what George said. If Tristan took it, he’d only be honoring Father’s wishes.

He could do it without being suspected. The grooms would be having supper. He could be in and out with Blue Blazes while they were still above the stables. If he left the stall door open, they’d think the gelding had wandered out.

It could be done . . . but only if he went now. And only if he convinced Milosh to buy what the world would consider a stolen horse.

I promised him to . . . your half brother last year. Tristan picked the Thoroughbred for me, so the lad should . . . have him.

Father’s words decided him. To hell with the world and its unfair laws. Blue Blazes was his, damn it. So only he had the right to decide the horse’s fate.

♦ ♦ ♦

AN HOUR LATER, Tristan watched as Milosh evaluated the gelding. The Gypsy had seen Blue Blazes before, but never up close and never long enough to make an assessment.

Milosh leveled Tristan with a wary gaze. “He’s yours. Your father gave him to you.”

Time to own up to what he’d done. He refused to risk his friend’s life—Milosh would have to go into this knowing everything.

Swiftly he recounted the evening’s events. When he was done, Milosh muttered a few words in Romany. Tristan had picked up some from spending time with the Gypsies, so he recognized the meaning as “reckless idiot.”

Tristan gazed steadily at the man who, though only a couple of years older than he, was as accomplished at buying, trading, and training horses as any chap Tristan had ever seen. “I can take Blue Blazes back if you want. Leave him near the stables for the grooms to find.”

That seemed to give Milosh pause. He obviously wanted the Thoroughbred. “Your half brother will have anyone hanged who’s found with the beast.”

“Then make sure you’re not. Decamp at first light. You’re going to have to leave anyway—George will never let you stay. By the time he realizes that Blue Blazes is gone, you and your people will be long gone, too, and no one will think anything of it, given George’s dislike of Gypsies.”

“They’ll think we stole the horse.”

“They’ll think I stole him, but they won’t be able to prove it. Because Blue Blazes will have vanished.”

Rubbing his bearded chin, Milosh examined the horse again. “You’re sure no one saw you take him.”

Tristan thought of the noise he’d heard near the stable as he’d left, then dismissed it. It had just been a dog. “Yes. I’m sure. There would have been a hue and cry. Besides, Hucker escorted me off the grounds himself. If something happens, he’ll be the first person George blames.”

Milosh’s lips tightened into a line. “He’ll simply lie about it.”

“To George, you mean?”

“To George, for George. Either way, Hucker can’t be trusted.”

The conviction in his voice gave Tristan pause. “Why do you say that?”

Milosh’s gaze grew shuttered. “You know it’s true.”

“Yes, but it sounds as if you’ve had firsthand experience with it.” Tristan searched Milosh’s face. “If you know of a time when Hucker lied for George over something important, especially if it’s something I could use against George—”

“What do you want for the horse?” Milosh asked bluntly.

Tristan stared hard at him, but Milosh clearly wasn’t going to explain. The Gypsies could be a secretive lot, even with someone they liked. After all, Tristan was still a gadjo—a non-Gypsy.

Tristan muttered an oath. “Two hundred and fifty pounds. He’s worth five hundred, so you’ll make a tidy profit.”

“Only if people know his bloodlines, but I can’t sell him as Blue Blazes. Then there’s the risk I take by keeping him until we’re far enough away to be sure no potential buyer knows of his disappearance.” He shot Tristan a canny glance. “I’ll pay you a hundred and fifty and not a penny more. And only because it’s you.”

“And because it will be a slap in the face to George. And to Hucker.”

Milosh conceded the point with a tight nod.

A hundred and fifty pounds would support his family in York for a couple of years and give him time to find work.

He took one last longing glance at the horse he would dearly have loved to keep, then held out his hand. “Done.”

Milosh shook it. “I hope you don’t live to regret this, my friend.”

“I won’t. I have to take care of Mother and Lisette somehow. Because as soon as George is declared the heir, we’ll have nothing and nowhere to go. And I can’t let that happen.”

♦ ♦ ♦

THE NEXT NIGHT, a sober Tristan stood on the beach at Flamborough Head with his mother and sister. He’d gambled and lost. He still had the money Milosh had given him, but now he was running for his life, his family with him. Because it had not been a dog he’d heard outside the stables—it had been some man who’d identified Tristan as having stolen the horse.

George was scouring the countryside for him and Blue Blazes, Mother and Lisette had been kicked out of the cottage, and they’d had to use part of the money to purchase secret passage to Biarritz, France, so they could go by land from there to Toulon, where Mother’s family lived. Because George was already trying to get him hanged.

Staring over at his mother’s grief-stricken expression, he swallowed hard. She’d lost her home and her true love all in one day, and he was responsible for at least half of that.

Lisette slipped her hand into his and squeezed. “It’ll be all right, Tristan,” she whispered. “Dom says he’ll write to us faithfully to let us know what’s going on. And surely one day we’ll be able to return.”

Tristan winced. That was the worst of it. Dom had not sided with George. Dom had sided with them, and it had cost him everything. And all because of Tristan’s rash theft.

No, damn it! Because their negligent father hadn’t bothered to update his will after Dom was born, which was why George had been able to burn the codicil and leave Dom and the rest of them penniless. Even if Tristan hadn’t stolen the horse, George would have kicked them out. They’d still have ended up having to leave the cottage with nothing, just not so soon.

And though they could have stayed in England, what good would that have done them? George would never allow Dom to give them one penny, so they would have lost everything anyway.

Father’s words came to him: Up to you . . . to take care of . . . your mother and sister. You’re . . . the man of the house now.

Yes, he was. And he’d done what he must to make sure they could survive until he found work. The true villain in this was George.

Squaring his shoulders, Tristan stared out over the waters that would soon separate him from the only home he knew. It didn’t matter. He would endure. They would all endure, even if he had to work like an ox to manage it.

But no one was ever getting the better of him or his family again. He would learn how to maneuver in this stupid, treacherous world however he could. He would learn how to fight, and he would learn how to win.

Then one day he would return to Yorkshire with all his newfound knowledge. And when he did, George had best watch out. Because Tristan would make his half brother pay for his villainy if it was the last thing he ever did.
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London

February 1829

WHEN THE HACKNEY halted, Lady Zoe Keane drew her veil aside and peered out the murky window to survey the building standing opposite the Theatre Royal, Covent Garden.

This couldn’t be Manton’s Investigations. It was too plain and ordinary for the famous Duke’s Men, for pity’s sake! No horses standing at the ready to dash off to danger? No imposing sign with gilt lettering?

“Are you sure these are their offices?” she asked Ralph, her footman, as he helped her out.

“Aye, milady. It’s the address you gave me: 29 Bow Street.”

When the brittle cold needled her cheeks, she adjusted her veil over her face. She mustn’t be recognized entering an office full of men, and certainly not this office. “It doesn’t look right, somehow.”

“Or safe.” He glanced warily at the rough neighborhood. “If your father knew I’d brought you to such a low part of town he’d kick me out the door, he would.”

“No, indeed. I would never allow that.” As Mama used to say, a lady got what she wanted by speaking with authority . . . even if her knees were knocking beneath her wool gown. “Besides, how will he find out? You accompanied me on my walk in St. James Park, that’s all. He’ll never learn any different.”

He mustn’t, because he would almost certainly guess why she’d sought an investigator. Then, like the former army major he was, he would institute draconian measures to keep her close.

“I shan’t be here long,” she told Ralph. “We’ll easily arrive home in time for dinner, and no one will be the wiser.”

“If you say so, milady.”

“I do appreciate this, you know. I’d never wish for you to get into trouble.”

He sighed. “I know, milady.”

She meant it, too. She liked Ralph, who’d served as her personal footman ever since Mama’s death last winter. From the beginning, he’d felt sorry for Zoe, “the poor motherless lass.” And if sometimes she shamelessly used that to her advantage, it was only because she had no choice. Time was running out. She’d already had to wait months for Papa to bring her and Aunt Flo to London so she could maneuver this secret meeting.

They mounted the steps, and Ralph knocked on the door. Then they waited. And waited. She adjusted her cloak, shifted her reticule to her other hand, stamped snow off her boots.

At last the door opened to reveal a gaunt fellow, wearing an antiquated suit of cobalt-blue silk and a puce waistcoat, who appeared to be headed out.

“Mr. Shaw!” she cried, both startled and delighted to see him again so soon.

He peered at her veiled face. “Do I know you, madam?”

“It’s ‘your ladyship,’ if you please,” Ralph corrected him.

As Mr. Shaw bristled, Zoe jumped in. “We haven’t been introduced, sir, but I saw you in Much Ado about Nothing last night and thought you were marvelous. I’ve never witnessed an actor play Dogberry so feelingly.”

His demeanor softened. “And who might you be?”

“I’m Lady Zoe Keane, and I’m scheduled to meet with the Duke’s Men at three P.M.”

It wasn’t too much of a lie. A few months ago she’d caught the well-known investigators orchestrating a fake theft in order to capture a kidnapper. In exchange for her silence, they’d agreed to do her a favor at some future date.

That date was now.

She only hoped they remembered. Mr. Dominick Manton, the owner, and Mr. Victor Cale, one of his men, both seemed responsible fellows who would honor their promises.

Mr. Tristan Bonnaud, however . . .

She tensed. That bullying scoundrel had caught her by surprise, and she hated that. Why, he hadn’t even wanted to agree to the bargain! No telling what he would do if things were left to him.

“Have you just been here to see the investigators?” she asked Mr. Shaw, who continued to block their way in.

He grimaced. “Alas, no. Since ‘all the world is a stage,’ I am employed here as well as in the theater. I serve as butler and sometime clerk to Mr. Manton.”

Oh, dear. She only hoped he wasn’t privy to his employer’s meeting schedule. “In that case, perhaps you should announce me.” When he stiffened, she added hastily, “I would be most honored. What a pity that I didn’t expect you to be here, for then I could have brought my playbill for you to autograph.”

Given how he arched his eyebrows, that was probably laying it on a bit thick. “What a pity indeed,” he said, but ushered them inside.

Removing her cloak and veiled hat, she surveyed the foyer. This was more like what she’d expected: simple but elegant mahogany furniture, a beautiful if inexpensive Spanish rug, and nice damask draperies of a pale yellow. The décor could use a bit of dash—perhaps some ancient daggers on the walls for effect—but then, she always liked more dash than other people.

Besides, the newspapers told enough daring tales about the Duke’s Men to make up for any lack of dash in their offices. Supposedly they could find anyone anywhere. She dearly hoped that was true.

“I don’t believe the gentlemen are present at the moment.” Mr. Shaw kept eyeing the front door with a peculiar expression of longing. “They must have forgotten your appointment. Perhaps you should return later.”

“Oh, but that’s impossible!” she burst out.

When his suspicious gaze swung to hers, she cringed. Why must she always speak the first thing that came into her head? No matter how she tried to behave as Mama had taught her, sometimes her mouth just said what it pleased, and to hell with the consequences.

She winced. Not hell. Ladies didn’t so much as think the word hell, not even ladies whose papas used the word regularly while teaching their daughters how to manage the estates they would one day inherit.

Sucking in a breath, she added sweetly, “I can’t imagine that the famous Duke’s Men would forget an appointment. Perhaps they came in the back.”

After the risks she’d taken to meet with them, the thought of being thwarted because they were all out investigating made her want to scream.

He sighed. “Wait here. I’ll see if anyone’s in.” He darted up the stairs like a spider up a web.

As soon as he was out of earshot, Ralph grumbled, “Still don’t see why you want to consult with investigators. Your father would gladly find out whatever you wish to know.”

Oh, no, he wouldn’t. She’d already determined that. “Don’t worry. It’s nothing that will get you into any trouble.”

It was only the entirety of her future, but she couldn’t tell Ralph that. None of the servants could ever know of this.

The door opened behind her. “Well, well, what have we here?”

She froze. She would recognize that voice anywhere. Oh, botheration, why did it have to be him?

Steadying herself for battle, she faced Mr. Bonnaud . . . only to be struck speechless.

This wasn’t the Mr. Bonnaud she’d encountered in the woods near Kinlaw Castle, when she’d extracted her promise from the Duke’s Men. That fellow had been barrel-chested, thick-waisted, and rough-looking, with a floppy hat and a beard that hid most of his face.

Oh, right, supposedly he’d been wearing a disguise.

It had been most effective. Because the man before her now wasn’t remotely burly or bearded or badly dressed. He was lean and handsome and garbed almost fashionably, if one could call a sober riding coat of dark gray wool, a plain black waistcoat, tight buff trousers, and scuffed boots fashionable.

Not that any woman would care about his clothes, when his broad shoulders and his muscular thighs filled them out so well. Heaven save her.

Then he removed his top hat of gray beaver to reveal a profusion of thick black curls worthy of a Greek god, and she stifled a sigh. The combination of his aristocratic nose and finely crafted jaw with that hair was stunning. Absolutely stunning.

No wonder his name was so often linked to beautiful actresses and dancers. With those fierce blue eyes and that seducer’s shapely mouth, he probably spent half his time in bed with willing females.

The images that rose in her mind made her curse her wild imagination. Ladies weren’t supposed to think about that either.

He looked closely at her, and recognition leapt in those splendid eyes. “Lady Zoe,” he said, bowing.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Bonnaud.”

He crooked up one eyebrow. “Finally decided to call in your favor, did you?”

With a furtive glance at Ralph, who avidly watched the exchange, she said, “I wish to consult with you and your companions, yes.”

Just then Mr. Shaw returned. “Ah, there you are, Mr. Bonnaud. Is Mr. Manton with you?”

“He’s tying up some loose ends, but he said he’d be along shortly.”

“I understand. As usual, ‘Time shall unfold what plighted cunning hides.’ ” Mr. Shaw nodded to her. “This lady claims to have an appointment with the . . . er . . . Duke’s Men.”

The Shakespeare quote threw Zoe off guard. Had Mr. Shaw guessed that she was hiding something?

She watched Mr. Bonnaud warily, preparing herself for anything. So when he had the audacity to wink at her, it surprised her—and sent a little thrill along her spine that was too annoying for words.

“She does indeed,” he said, eyes agleam, “a rather long-standing one. Don’t worry, Shaw—I can see you’re impatient to be off to rehearsal. I’ll take care of her ladyship.”

“Thank you, sir,” Mr. Shaw said, then rushed out the door.

“I take it that Mr. Shaw isn’t as fond of his butler duties as his acting ones,” she said.

“Precisely. A point illustrated by the fact that his real surname is Skrimshaw, but he insists upon being called by his stage name.”

“Oh! That’s a little strange. Though I can’t say I blame him. He’s an excellent actor. He’s wasted in this position.”

“As he is very fond of telling us, I assure you.” Mr. Bonnaud gestured to the stairs. “Shall we adjourn to the office?”

Ralph jumped up, and Zoe said hastily, “Wait down here for me, Ralph.”

“But milady—”

She handed him her hat and cloak. “I’ve already met Mr. Bonnaud and his fellow investigators, and I promise they can be trusted.”

Some of them could, though it looked as if she was stuck with the one she wasn’t sure about. Not that it mattered. She was desperate enough to settle for Mr. Bonnaud.

Lifting her skirts, she headed for the stairs, feeling the man fall into step behind her. Only when they were past the landing and well out of Ralph’s hearing did she say in a low voice, “I prefer to wait until the head of the Duke’s Men is also present before proceeding.”

“Do you?” he drawled. “Then let me give you a piece of advice. If you want to get on Dom’s good side, stop calling us ‘the Duke’s Men.’ He hates when people refer to the business he built himself as if it were an extension of His Grace’s empire.”

How odd. “One would think he’d relish his connection to a duke.”

Mr. Bonnaud snorted. “Not everyone is as enamored of your sort as you might think, my lady.”

The contempt in his voice irritated her, especially given her reasons for being here. “Is that why you tried to shoot me the last time we met?” It still rankled that he’d not only managed to rattle her, but had kept rattling her even after it had become clear he was no threat.

“I didn’t try to shoot you. I only threatened to shoot you.”

“Three times. And the first time, you waved your pistol in my face.”

“It wasn’t loaded.”

She paused on the stairs to glare down at him. “So you deliberately put me in fear for my life?”

He smirked at her. “Served you right. You shouldn’t have been galloping after men who were reputedly in pursuit of a thief.”

The heat rising in her cheeks made her scowl. She had nothing to be embarrassed about, curse it! “I had good reason.”

He took another step up, coming far too close. “Do tell.”

Staring into his eyes was only marginally less alarming than staring down the barrel of his pistol months ago. Good heavens, but he was tall. Even standing two steps below her, he met her gaze easily. It did something rather startling to her insides.

She tipped up her chin. “I’m not saying anything until your brother is here. In case you threaten to shoot me again.”

Amusement leapt in his gaze. “I only do that when you’re interfering in matters beyond your concern.”

“You don’t understand. I had to—”

“Quiet,” he ordered, cocking his head to one side.

Just as she was about to protest his arrogance, she heard sounds of conversation below.

“Dom is here.” Mr. Bonnaud nodded toward the top of the stairs. “So unless you want him to think we’re dallying in the staircase, I suggest we continue up.”

She blinked. “Dallying? Dallying, mind you?” She marched up the last few steps. “As if I would ever in a million years dally with you.” She wouldn’t. Really, she wouldn’t!

His low chuckle behind her put the lie to her words. “Never say never, my lady. A vow like that is sure to come back to bite you in the arse. Which would be a shame, given that you have such a fine one.”

Oh, Lord, he was staring at her bottom.

How dare he stare at her bottom? Not to mention, refer to it as an . . . an arse.

The second they moved into a long hallway, she turned to give him a firm set-down. Then she froze at the sight of his smug expression. He was deliberately trying to provoke her, the sly devil, just as when he’d threatened to shoot her.

This time he wouldn’t succeed. She cast him a pitying smile. “And here I’d heard that you were so witty and charming toward the fair sex, Mr. Bonnaud. How disappointing to discover you have only the coarsest notion of how to compliment a lady.”

Though his mouth hardened a fraction, he still skimmed her with a blatantly impudent look. “The operative word is lady. And since you seem to be a lady in name only, given your penchant for sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong—”

“Lady Zoe?” Mr. Manton appeared at the top of the stairs.

Oh, thank goodness he was here, and she didn’t have to deal with his infuriating half brother anymore. She offered him her hand. “Mr. Manton. How good to see you again.”

Sparing a veiled glance for Mr. Bonnaud, he shook her hand. “Under much better circumstances than last time, fortunately.”

All too aware of Mr. Bonnaud’s gaze on her, she smiled brightly. “I was delighted to hear that you and your fellow investigators routed the true villains eventually.” There, that sounded perfectly cordial and ladylike and all the things Mr. Bonnaud said she wasn’t. “I was also pleased to learn that they received the justice they deserved.”

“Indeed they did. We appreciate your discretion in that matter, I assure you.”

Her pulse pounded. “So you remember your promise.”

“Of course. What’s more, I’m pleased to honor it.” He gestured toward an open doorway. “Why don’t we discuss the matter in my study?”

“Thank you.” As he led her into the room, she felt his brother fall into step behind her, no doubt staring at her “fine” arse again.

Let him stare. Now that she knew he only did it to provoke her, she refused to let it annoy her. It wasn’t as if he meant anything by it. He did, after all, have a string of beauties trailing after him throughout London, and she wasn’t widely acclaimed a beauty herself.

Oh, men flirted with her, but that was to be expected. She was rich, after all, with a substantial inheritance to come. She would much rather they flirted with her because they found her interesting, but barring that, she wouldn’t mind being admired for her feminine attributes.

Unfortunately, English gentlemen weren’t generally attracted to olive-skinned women with foreign-looking features, no matter how much Mama had always praised her “exotic” appearance. And her aunt, Mama’s sister, despaired of her clothing choices, claiming that they had a bit too much dash for good society.

Zoe sighed. Even if by some chance Mr. Bonnaud didn’t mind any of that and actually found her attractive, it made no difference. He hardly seemed the marrying sort. And she had too much at stake to be interested in the other sort—scoundrels and rakes and rogues. No matter how handsome and daring they were.

“So,” Mr. Manton said as he gestured to a chair and took his own seat behind the desk, “what do you require of Manton’s Investigations?”

Having circled around to lean against the wall nearest the desk, Mr. Bonnaud leveled an enigmatic stare on her.

She looked at Mr. Manton, and the enormity of what she was about to reveal hit her. For half a second, she reconsidered her decision. If the Duke’s Men ever let slip even a tenth of what she was about to tell them, her future would be over, and her family’s estate, Winborough, would be lost forever.

“My lady?” Mr. Manton prodded. “Why are you here?”

Then again, it might be lost forever if she didn’t involve them. Truly, she had no choice.

Gripping her reticule in her hands, she fought for calm. “I need you to find my real parents.”
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TRISTAN GAPED AT the woman, then burst into laughter. When Dom and Lady Zoe glared at him, he quipped, “Oh, you were serious, were you?”

She looked down her pretty little nose at him like the pampered aristocrat she was. “Perfectly serious, I assure you.”

Dom shot him a quelling glance. “Perhaps you should explain, my lady.”

Tristan crossed his arms over his chest. “If you can. Last I heard, your ‘real’ mother was dead, and your ‘real’ father lived at his Yorkshire estate. Though I suppose he’s at his London town house now, given that you’re here plaguing us with your nonsense.”

God save him from silly young ladies of rank. With nothing better to do than attend balls and flirt, they created dramatic tragedies in their lives to make up for the fact that they were bored.

When she bristled, Dom murmured, “Tristan, do attempt not to be rude.”

“I’m merely stating facts. Thanks to her ladyship’s recklessness, we now have to waste our time satisfying her ridiculous favor.”

He could ill afford the time, too. Ever since Dom and the duke had engineered his safe return to England, Tristan had been itching to wreak his vengeance on George by finding something to ruin the arse. Having discovered nothing in London, he needed to investigate near Ashcroft and Rathmoor Park. And perhaps search for Milosh, since the horse trader had hinted years ago of some secret about George.

“We promised Lady Zoe that we’d help her,” Dom pointed out.

“On an obviously frivolous wild-goose chase,” Tristan said in a hard voice. “What she wants will tie us up when we already have more cases than we can handle. Well-paying cases, I might add.”

“If this is about money,” she put in, “I do mean to pay you.”

That arrested them both.

“Then . . . er . . . how exactly is this a favor?” Dom asked.

She arched one silky brown eyebrow. “Do you generally do investigations for unmarried young ladies, paid or otherwise, without the knowledge or consent of their families?”

“Not usually,” Dom admitted.

“That’s the favor.”

Tristan exchanged a glance with his brother. That altered matters, making this both more palatable and infinitely riskier.

“Still,” Dom said, “my brother does have a point. Have you any legitimate reason to believe that your parents are other than Lord Olivier and his late wife?”

She sighed. “Sadly, I do. It’s a bit complicated, and I hardly know where I should start.”

“At the beginning, Lady Zoe,” Dom said gently.

“Good idea,” Tristan said, less gently.

Dom was generally the one to handle clients, because he considered Tristan’s approach to be . . . problematic. Since men of rank were invariably hiding something and Tristan had no patience for liars, he liked to provoke them until they revealed the truth. It had always worked for him as an agent for the secret police in France.

But aristocrats had little power there. Here, they were petty tyrants. Which was why Dom’s more circumspect approach was infinitely more politic.

With Lady Zoe, however, Tristan didn’t care about being politic. She’d played a dangerous game by blackmailing them, and she was damned lucky that they were gentlemen. It had been madness for a fetching filly like her to make demands of a group of armed men.

And God help her, she was fetching, despite the unusually busy pattern of her red wool gown. Nipped in at the waist to accentuate her lush figure, it fit her very well—too well for his sanity.

Then there was her generous red mouth that made him think of raspberries, juicy and sweet to the taste. Not to mention her thick coil of chestnut hair garnished with a fringe of ringlets about the face. He had an errant urge to unwind that coil just to see how far it would fall.

He scowled. What was wrong with him? So what if she was pretty? She was also an innocent. An annoying, incredibly reckless innocent, to be sure, but he drew the line at ruining innocents, no matter how reckless.

Eyeing him warily, she drew in a deep breath. “A few years ago, before Mama first fell ill, Mama’s sister—my aunt Floria—and Papa took it into their heads that I should marry my cousin Jeremy Keane.”

“The American artist?” Dom asked.

“You’ve heard of him?”

“Who hasn’t? My new brother-in-law, the duke, can’t stop talking about Keane’s upcoming exhibition at the Society of British Artists in Suffolk Street. I understand that the king himself has acquired two of his historical paintings for the palace, and Max is determined to buy one himself.”

“Yes,” she said irritably, “apparently my cousin is very good at what he does. But that doesn’t mean I wish to marry him. I’ve never even met him, for pity’s sake! Besides, what could he possibly know about running an estate or serving as my representative in the House of Lords or—”

“Wait a minute,” Tristan interrupted. “You’re a woman. What have you to do with the House of Lords?”

“Ah yes, old boy,” Dom put in, “I don’t suppose that’s something you’d be familiar with. Lady Zoe is that rare thing in England—heiress to a title in her own right. When her father dies, she will become the Countess of Olivier no matter whom she marries. Or even if she marries.”

That stunned him. He’d never heard of such a thing. But perhaps he’d misunderstood. “If she gets her own title, why can’t she sit in Parliament like the other lords?”

“You said it yourself,” she cut in. “I’m a woman. And even women with titles aren’t allowed to sit in Parliament. I would need a representative.”

“Like a husband.” Dom stared at the young woman. “You are first in line for the title and the estate, I take it?”

She nodded. “Mr. Keane is my second cousin; he would be next if something happened to me.”

“It’s not unusual for a father to want his daughter to marry the male heir if he has no sons,” Dom said. “But in your case—”

“There’s no need,” she finished. “Since I inherit regardless of my choice of husband, I ought to be able to marry whomever I please.” A frown knit her brow. “That is, assuming there’s no challenge to my bloodline.”

“Ah. I begin to see your concern,” Dom said. “The fact that your father is pushing this cousin on you has made you curious about his reasons. Is that it?”

“Unfortunately, it’s more than that.” She clutched her reticule tightly. “Shortly after I turned nineteen and was presented at court, Mama fell ill. That put a halt to my season before I even had time to receive offers of marriage. Aunt Flo and I were too engrossed in taking care of Mama to worry about balls and such.”

She rose, clearly agitated, and began to pace before the desk. “After she died, her loss was too new for me to endure another season, so we put it off a year. It was only last autumn, a few weeks before the house party at Kinlaw Castle, that we started preparing for me to have a full season this spring. And that’s when Aunt Flo made her revelation.”

“That your parents aren’t really your parents,” Tristan said, unable to keep the skepticism from his voice.

“Exactly. My aunt and I were discussing my cousin’s impending trip to London, and she started instructing me in how to behave around him.” She looked suddenly self-conscious. “She thinks I’m too . . . impulsive.”

“Can’t imagine why,” Tristan muttered, “when you do things like ride off into the woods after gentlemen in pursuit of a thief.”

“Now see here,” she retorted, rounding on him, “I did that because I was hoping I could help somehow, and then you gentlemen would be so grateful that you would agree to take on my case.”

That brought him up short. It put a slightly different slant on her actions, made them seem more calculated than reckless.

If  he could believe her. “That’s not what you said when you confronted us. You said you wanted to see ‘the great Duke’s Men in action.’ Those were your exact words.”

Dom shot him a bemused glance. “How odd that you remember them after all this time.”

What the hell was that supposed to mean? “Don’t you?”

“Yes, but I always do,” Dom said with a shrug. “You’re generally better at ferreting out the meaning behind the words.”

“Is he really?” she broke in. “Then he ought to realize that I couldn’t have revealed my real purpose at the time. You three were in the midst of some scheme, and I didn’t want to muck with your plans.”
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